The Yeats Journal of Korea/한국 예이츠 저널 DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.14354/yjk.2013.42.163
Vol. 42 (2013): 163-178

Heroes and Fools in Yeats and Shakespeare:

On Baile’s Strand, The Cat and the Moon,
King Lear, and Macbeth
Beau La Rhee
____________________________________

Abstract: The dramaturgy of Yeats’s On Baile’s Strand is reminiscent of
Shakespeare’s major tragedies. The Fool in King Lear and the Three Witches in
Macbeth are equivalent to the Fool and the Blind Man and the Women in Yeats’s
On Baile’s Strand. Cuchulain fighting the waves reminds us of King Lear roaring
against the storm in agony. This paper explores Yeats’s On Baile’s Strand and
Shakespeare’s King Lear and Macbeth in order to understand how Yeats has made
use of Shakespeare, though it may not be so clear at first glance.
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제목: 예이츠와 셰익스피어: 바일리의 바다, 고양이와 달, 리어 왕, 맥베스
에서의 영웅과 광대의 관계에 대한 모색
우리말 요약: 예이츠의 바일리의 바다는 셰익스피어의 주요 비극들을 연상시킨다.
리어 왕의 바보와 맥베스의 3마녀는 예이츠의 바일리의 바다의 바보와 장님과
유사한 기능을 가지고 있다. 파도와 생사가 걸린 결투를 하는 쿠후린은 고통으로 폭풍
속에서 울부짖는 리어왕을 상기시킨다. 이 논문은 첫 눈에는 잘 드러나지 않지만 예이
츠가 셰익스피어를 어떻게 차용하는지를 이해하기 위해 예이츠의 바일리의 바다와
셰익스피어의 리어 왕과 맥베스 탐색한다.
주제어: 극작법, 바보, 장님, 쿠훌린, 리어, 마녀
저자: 이보라는 한성대학교 조교수이다. 그녀는 현대의 예이츠의 희곡과 셰익스피어의
현대적 어댑테이션과 공연에 대해 집중 연구하고 있다.
____________________________________

164

Yeats’s

Beau La Rhee

choice of dramatizing the Irish legendary hero Cuchulain is quite

predictable as he was a nationalist playwright, and the Cuchulain myth was a
perfect topic that can incite patriotism. Yeats recounts the story of Cuchulain
in more than several plays: The Only Jealousy of Emer, At the Hawk’s Well,
The Green Helmet, The Death of Cuchulain, and On Baile’s Strand. Of these
plays On Baile’s Strand (1904) is one having a strong resonance of
Shakespeare; Yeatsian Musicians equivalent to the antiquarian chorus are his

—

typical minor characters performing both as commentators and chorus the
names of which could be misleading as their poetry has a profound effect on
both the central characters and the audience. In On Baile’s Strand, Yeats uses
minor characters quite differently, recalling characters from Shakespeare’s

—

major tragedies the Fool in King Lear and the Three Witches in Macbeth
equivalent to the Fool and the Blind Man (who is always with the Fool) and
to the Women in Yeats’s play. The features that Yeats uses in his
characterization of the Fool and the Blind Man are reminiscent of
Shakespeare’s Fool in King Lear in that they produce similar dramatic effect,
though in Yeats’s play the Fool is not a jester accompanying Cuchulain as
the Fool is in King Lear; The characters play important roles in tandem with
the motif of a father involved in causing the death of his child. The imagery
with the violent nature inflicting on man in both plays invokes the turmoil
the heroes go through in their minds. Lastly, the aspects in the play recalling
Shakespeare is Yeats’s inclusion of the Three Women in the play. In Yeats’s
play, The Women (three all together) have prophetic powers just like the
weird sisters in Macbeth. Yeats seems to have been inspired by the dynamics
of the supernatural in Macbeth, but he turns their forces into his own
creation. This addition is his own creation as the Cuchulain myth contains
neither the Fool nor the Blind Man. This paper will discuss On Baile’s
Strand concerning the transformation of Shakespearean themes and devices
into Yeatsian signature of dramatic aspects.
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I. Cuchulain as Motif and Emotionally Powerful Dynamics
It is natural for Yeats as nationalist to take up the Cuchulain saga for his
drama. As Bhroin argues, along with Lady Gregory, Yeats being one of the
representative authors of the Irish Literary Revival, Cuchulain must have been
appealing to him at “a time of national awakening” (13). Political transitions
were taking place in the early 20th century Ireland, and dramatizing Irish
legendary heroes seemed to be desirable projects for Irish writers to overturn
the dominant imperial values and inspire patriotism. Interestingly, Yeats uses
the powerful emotion akin to that experienced by the title character in King
Lear in shaping the epic drama. King Lear’s misfortunes may seem to have
nothing to do with heroism and the nationalist cause as his downfall is by
and large due to his unwise judgement and unreasonable decision as an aged
king. But Yeats saw the emotional force in King Lear that can be aroused in
every man:
We think of King Lear less as the history of one man and his sorrows than
as the history of a whole evil time. Lear’s shadow is in Gloucester, who
also has ungrateful children, and the mind goes on imagining other
shadows, shadow beyond shadow. . . It is so in all the plays, or in all but
all, working itself out in more ordinary men and women, and so doubly
calling up before us the image of multitude. (Essays and Introduction
215-16)

Certainly, the tragedy of King Lear points to the “evil time”; as a result
of the powerless old king having lost all his sovereignty to his two evil
daughters Goneril and Regan, England’s domestic problems renders the
country vulnerable to foreign invasions. Yet, as Yeats commented, the King’s
sufferings are not simply about monarchical matters; as the subplot
underscoring the main plot suggests, it is one of the shadows of mankind
holding down humanity. The same kind of misfortune that happens to King
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Lear takes place in the common people as shown between Edgar and
Gloucester in the subplot, a similar kind of rancor tearing the relationship
apart between father and son although the tragedy occurs through the scheme
and manipulation of Edmund, Gloucester’s bastard son. Gloucester may make
a stronger impression on us than King Lear does because Shakespeare
visually uses the classical sight/blindness metaphor employed in Sophocles’s
Oedipus the King. Gloucester like Oedipus is able to see the truth only when
it is too late; his eyes are gouged out by Lear’s evil daughters, Goneril and
Regan on finding out that he has been serving Lear, who has stepped down
from the throne, and Gloucester’s own bastard son Edmund was the one who
reported on him. Without any remorse for the cruelty to his father, he lets
him lose sight in the most vicious way one can ever think of. Gloucester
being misinformed by Edmund, who framed his true son Edgar innocent as
he is, being charged with the attempt at murder of his own father, does not
realize that it was all planned by his bastard son until losing his sight. The
literal and metaphorical symbolism in King Lear on sight versus blindness
draws on Oedipus’s self-blinding act at the end of Sophocles’s play. Oedipus
ignores the blind prophet Tiresias, who knows the truth about Oedipus’s past
and warns him against his persistent investigation into Laius’s death caused
by himself. Oedipus on realizing the whole truth that he has killed his father
and married his own mother blinds himself with the brooch worn by his
mother, who has just committed suicide. He sees that the blind prophet can
see while he was unable to see despite his sight. The same could be said
about Cuchulain, who ignores his intuition that keeps telling him that the boy
in front of him is his son. His sight fails to pick up all the indications
suggesting the biological ties.
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II. Recognition and Identification
King Lear’s tragedy is caused by failing to recognize the sincerity of
Cordelia’s love for him. When the realization takes place, it is already late:
he has given away all his Kingdom to his evil daughters, excluding Cordelia,
who has fallen out of favor due to her inability to flatter him with
expressions of love. Lear’s urging her to tell him how much she loves him
so that he could give her the largest portion of his kingdom is thwarted. His
plan to give “a bigger part” of the kingdom is frustrated by her solid,
steadfast answer: “Nothing, my lord” (I.i. 87). Her thoughts in her mind say
more about her love for her father than she pronounces, “ [Aside.] Then poor
Cordelia!/ And yet not so, since I am sure my love’s/ More ponderous than
my tongue ” (I.i.77-9). Cordelia might have been better off if her first words
to the question were those spoken to herself. Nonetheless, the words she
publicly speaks in the court where all the nobles and subjects are summoned
for the hearing of the King’s decree turn against herself and the king in Act
1 scene 1. From Act 1 scene 2, everything goes downhill for King Lear.
Lear does not realize that he has loved Cordelia the most for who she was, a
daughter with honest, warm and selfless disposition, but he is so caught up
in his rage out of her displeasing remark unfulfilling his wish to be flattered
that he is unable to see she is his own child Cordelia.
The father’s recognition of his own child does not occur in Yeats’s play
as well. Yeats does not alter the part of the story also appearing in the
legend he bases his play on so that the problem sets the same emotional
force in motion. Aoife waging war against Ireland causes kings around the
country to convene to discuss the matter with the High King Conchubar
being the leader and war companion of Cuchulain to make Cuchulain swear
an oath to kill the boy sent by Aoife. There is an eminent fear that
Cuchulain is being less cooperative as of late, and the kings are fearing the
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possible threat of his breaking away from allegiance. Cuchulain knows why
they want him to take an oath:
Because I have killed men without your bidding
And have rewarded others at my own pleasure,
Because of half a score of trifling things,

—

You’d lay this oath upon me, and now and now
You add another pebble to the heap,
And I must be your man, well-nigh your bondsman,
Because a youngster out of Aoife’s country
Has found the shore ill-guarded. (477)

He is considered to be a valiant soldier, knowing that his name can cause
fear and keep his country safe. His remark and action are extremely
important as the matter of the country’s safety seems to be in his hands. The
matter becomes more complicated because of the bond between Conchubar
and Cuchulain. Notwithstanding, when Cuchulain finally confronts the boy
sent by Aoife, he is rather charmed by the boy’s manly appearance and the
resembling features of Aoife without recognizing that they are her reflection:
[To Young Man] You are from the North,

—

Where there are many that have that tint of hair
Red-brown, the light red-brown. Come nearer, boy,
For I would have another look at you.
.........................
I’d have you for my friend, but if it’s not
Because you have a hot heart and a cold eye,
I cannot tell the reason.
[To Conchubar.] He has got her fierceness,
And nobody is as fierce as those pale women.
But I will keep him with me, Conchubar,
That he may set my memory upon her
When the day’s fading .... (505)
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Though he is unaware of the fact that the boy is his own son, Aoife being
his mother, Cuchulain has become charmed by the familiarity of Aoife’s
features in the boy. Cuchulain’s change of mind to befriend him is thwarted
by Conchubar and the other kings. The dialogue that follows shows
Cuchulain’s resistance to the urging of kings and intense conflict within
himself. They all with Cochubar in the lead claim that Cuchulain has been
bewitched as Cochubar remarks, “Some witch of the air has troubled
Cuchulain’s mind” (508). Cuchulain’s constant denial and affirmation come to
no avail as the kings in a frenzy exclaim, “witchcraft!” calling forth
self-doubt. Cuchulain is moved by the agitation created by accusing the boy
of witchcraft spoken in unison. Conchubar’s repeating of the words, “Some
witch is floating in the air above us,” finally makes him believe to have
been enchanted: “Yes, witchcraft! witchcraft! Witches of the air!” (512).
Cuchulain abruptly changes his attitude toward the young boy and commands
to fight outside. The unwitting killing of his son is carried out without
inviting the audience to see the fight. According to the stage directions, only
loud noises are heard spoken by bystanders outside:
Cuchulain.

Out, I say, out, out!

[Young Man goes out followed by Cuchulain. The Kings follow them out
with confused cries, and words one can hardly hear because of the noise.
Some cry, ‘Quicker, quicker!’ ‘Why are you so long at the door?’ ‘We’ll
be too late!’ ‘Have they begun to fight?’ ‘Can you see if they are
fighting?’ and so on. Their voices drown each other. The three Women are
left alone. (513)

It is noteworthy that the fight scene is not shown to the audience directly but
rather obliquely through the words of the voices. The dramaturgy in this
scene helps to make the horrifying scene more terrible by blindfolding the
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audience, only the engaging sounds provoking them to imagine the worst
scenario. Similarly, the death of Cordelia does not occur in the proximity of
the audience. The adversary has already murdered her, and Lear enters the
scene carrying her in his arms. It is cruel enough to sever the bond between
parent and child, and it seems Yeats, like Shakespeare, intended to show that
the fathers’ pride pays a high price at the expense of their children. The
heart of their agony is that their mistakes, however repentant they may be,
cannot be undone: there is only destruction. Yet, the presentation of the death
of their children are made differently. For Yeats, it is enough to be told that
the boy is dead, but for Shakespeare, Cordelia’s dead body must speak for
itself. The difference stems from the plot development requiring the aged king
to suffer to death out of grief. Cuchulain, however, is still young marked by
passion and strength needing something stronger than the dead body of his
son. Showing Cuchulain holding the boy in his arms might be impractical as
his death would not overwhelm the war hero to the point of death. Yeats
makes a different choice, which I will come back to.
Both plays share a significant aspect: both heros in respective plays fail
to recognize their child as their own. Denying that she is his own child,
King Lear fails to recognize the inner values of Cordelia, and Cuchulain,
though his intuition tells him the contrary, fails to pick up the outer
resemblances of himself and his mother that the son bears. The recognition
does not take place in Cuchulain and King Lear.

III. Violent Nature
The imagery that depicts King Lear’s tormented mind is comparable to
the one called up in Cuchulain’s fighting the waves in On Baile’s Strand.
Perhaps the strong affinity between the two parents, King Lear and
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Cuchulain, may arise from the heartrending realization: King Lear’s that
Cordelia was as true as she ever had been; Cuchulain’s that the boy was his
biological son. The plays are tragic because the vital piece of identification
emerges just too late. When King Lear sees that the true child was the one
and only Cordelia after being abandoned by Goneril and Regan, he walks out
into the storm. Refusing to go under a roof to protect himself from the
storm, he shouts out,
Lear. Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks! rage, blow!
You cataracts and hurricanes, spout
Till you have drench’d our steeples, [drown’d] the cocks!
You sulph’rous and thought-executing fires,
Vaunt-couriers of oak-cleaving thunderbolts,
Singe my white head! And thou, all-shaking thunder,
Strike flat the thick rotundity o’th’ world!
Crack nature’s moulds, all germains spill at once
That makes ingrateful man! (III.ii.1-9)

This scene might be one of the most famous scenes of the play. The storm
shows the turmoil of his mind, but more importantly, he lets himself suffer
defenseless in the storm. His sufferings are uncomparable to the condition of
the wet, cold, harsh weather the storm inflicts on him. While Kent and the
Fool are worried about Lear’s state of being unprotected from the storm,
Lear’s remark in response to their worries creates a powerful imagery:
Lear. Thou think’st ‘tis much that this contentioius storm
Invade us to the skin; so ‘tis to thee;
But where the greater malady is fix’d,
The lesser is scarce felt. Thou’dst shun a bear,
But if [thy] flight lay toward the roaring sea,
Thou’dst meet the bear i’th’ mouth. When the mind’s free,
The body’s delicate; [this] tempest in my mind
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Doth from my senses take all feeling else,
Save what beats there filial ingratitude! (III.iv.6-15)

—

Lear’s storm in his mind makes all the torturing elements outside
insignificant. The storm afflicting physical pain can ironically help him
reduce, though slightly, some of his psychological pain. When Lear heads out
into the storm, it is as if you are facing the “bear,” to run away from the
“roaring sea” inside you. The inner storm is inverted to show his mind.
Yeats, takes a similar approach to the afflicted Cuchulain, but as Watanabe
observes, “Cuchulain gains self-fulfillment through a poetical act, rather than
by means of an irrevocable act of revenge. This matching up of [the]
incidental symbolic gesture with the heroic grandeur of sublime recognition is
characteristic of Yeats” (21). While Lear’s realization comes gradually,
Cuchulain’s comes horrifically abruptly as the appalling truth reveals itself in
the midst of his conversation with the Blind Man. The response to the Blind
Man’s revelation about biographical truth about the boy Cuchulain has killed
reflects how the fact paralyzes him. It takes time to come to his senses:
Cuchulain. ‘Twas they did it, the pale windy people.
Where? where? where? My sword against the thunder!
But no, for they have always been my friends;
And though they love to blow a smoking coal
Till it’s all flame, the wars they blow aflame
Are Full of glory, and heart-uplifting pride,
And not like this. The wars they love awaken
Old fingers and the sleepy strings of harps.
Who did it then? Are you afraid? Speak out!
For I have put you under my protection,
And will reward you well. Dubthach the Chafer?
He’d an old grudge. No, for he is with Maeve.
Laegaire did it! Why do you not speak?
What is this house? [Pause.] Now I remember all.

Heroes and Fools in Yeats and Shakespeare

173

[Comes before Conchubar’s chair, and strikes out with his sword, as
if Conchubar was sitting upon it.

—

‘Twas you who did it you who sat up there
With your old rod of kingship, like a magpie
Nursing a stolen spoon. . . . . . . . (522-523)

Cuchulain was led to kill the boy by the high king Conchubar and other
kings, and it is clear that though he was the one who killed him, the high
king Conchubar is responsible for the whole tragedy. The destructive truth
comes out and hits upon him with such power that it takes time to process
the truth though he well knows that no other but Conchubar made him take
the pledge and mislead him to kill the boy. The intense emotion is expressed
through his brandishing the sword at Conchubar’s chair. It is important to
note that Yeats does not have Cuchulain fight with Conchubar to avenge his
son. He instead has him fight with the sea. This is described by the Fool as
he describes it to the Blind Man:
Fool. He is going up to King Conchubar. They are all
about the young man. No, no, he is standing still.
There is a great wave going to break, and he is looking
at it. Ah! now he is running down to the sea,
but he is holding up his sword as if he were going
into a fight. [Pause.] Well struck! well struck!
Blind Man. What is he doing now?
Fool. O! he is fight the waves!
Blind Man. He sees King Conchubar’s crown on every
one of them.
Fool. There, he has struck at a big one! He has struck
the crown off it; he has made the foam fly. There
again, another big one!
......................................................................................
Fool. There, he is down! He is up again. He is going
out in the deep water. There is a big wave. It has
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gone over him. I cannot see him now. He has killed
kings and giants, but the waves have mastered him,
the waves have mastered him! (524)

Several questions arise concerning the dramaturgy of the ending. One might
ask why would Yeats have the Fool and the Blind Man tell us about
Cuchulain’s actions rather than directly show Cuchulain fighting the waves
instead. Cuchulain has made his exit already and only the two remain on
stage to convey the action. The play’s focus is back on the two vagabonds
just like the way the play began, coming full circle. The hero’s intensified
emotion is depicted by the Fool, now a poet and painter, to materialize and
embody the impassioned actions Cuchulain takes. According to Friedman, the
imagery is linked with the image of the son god:

—

The Water imagery also suggests a waning of the strength in Cuchulain
inherited from his father, Lugh, the sun god, and appropriately therefore

—

portraryed in fire that Conchubar’s children fear. In the immediate
aftermath of the oath the domination of fire imagery by water measures
Cuchulain’s fall toward a state akin to Conchubar’s, whose blood has
already thinned to water. (640)

As the tides of the sea envelope Cuchulain, it is as if the sun or fire is
being extinguished. The strong contrast between water and fire seems to
dominate the imagery in the final scene. Cuchulain, however, despite the
weakness as human in face of the vastness of nature, throwing himself into
the waves to cut off the crown-appearing foams of the tides and eventually
being engulfed by the sea, poetically shows the immensity of his pain.
Another question is why Cuchulain would run outside of the assembly house
toward the sea and fight the waves rather than kill Conchubar to avenge his
son’s death. An analogy may be drawn between Ireland and England: until
Ireland gains independence from England, the country should tolerate the
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consequences of political exploitation. Likewise, Cuchulain made his vow to
be in alliance with Conchubar.
The war hero Cuchulain leaping into the perilous sea and King Lear
weak and old as he is throwing himself into the storm are the insurmountable
agony felt inside of them, externalized and projected onto the force of nature,
the elements of which may afflict them physically but may, to some degree,
appease their minds.

IV. The Fools and the Women
Yeats makes use of the Fool and the Blind Man in On Baile’s Strand
just as in his other play The Cat and the Moon in that though they are two
persons, they represent one persona as they go along together as life
companions wherever they go despite their constant disagreement and
quibbles. They appear as embodiments of the same persona because in On
Baile’s Strand, as in Cat and the Moon, the Fool serves as hands and feet
for the Blind Man, who is marked by shrewd judgement and wisdom, the
reasons that the Fool cannot leave him as much as his selfish disagreeable
temperament irritates him. The Fool in Yeats’s play has a key role in
disclosing the very fact about Cuchulain’s son, but in most of the play, as
the Fool and the Blind man are simply commoners, who, unlike Lear’s Fool,
do not have the obligation to accompany Cuchulain to offer any kind of
advice to him. Yet, their role is to help the audience do the guesswork in
patching up the main action that lacks to show or tell. They consist in the
subplot beginning with bickering over a chicken they stole in the introduction
of the play and sneaking into the empty house to put their hands into the
oven to steal more food in the conclusion of the play. The play does not end
where Cuchulain gets drowned at sea; it paradoxically shows the pettiness and
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triviality of life led by vagabonds.
The Fool in King Lear takes an active role in commenting on King Lear’s
actions and thoughts, but Lear does not even budge hearing his pieces of good
advice. King Lear’s recognition does not occur even though the Fool, together
with Kent, continues to call his attention to his devastating mistake to banish
Cordelia and his not leaving any property to her. The Fool’s songs and jest to
humor King Lear contain biting criticism such as “If thou wert my Fool,
nuncle, I’ld have thee beaten for being old before thy time . . . . Thou
shouldst not have been old till thou hadst been wise” (I.v. 41-5). Though the
Fool in King Lear disappears all of a sudden in Act 4, he displays his worth
throughout up to Act 3 Scene 6. The Fool definitely betrays his identity with
words wiser than King Lear’s. His jokes would tell the truth meaning to
enlighten him with guidance: “Mark it, nuncle:/ Have more than thou showest,/
Speak less than thou knowest,/ Lend less than thou owest,/ Ride more than
thou goest,/ Learn more than thou trowest,/ Set less than thou throwest . . . ”
(I.iv.117-23) but his jokes contain wit as he points to the real fool:
[That lord that counsell’d thee
To give away thy land,
Come place him here by me,
Do thou for him stand.
The sweet and bitter fool
Will presently appear:
The one in motley here,
The other found out there.
Lear. Dost thou call me a fool, boy?
Fool. All thy other titles thou has given away,
that thou was born with. (I.iv.140-50)

He goes to the extent of making an insulting joke out of his foolishness of
giving power to his daughters: “thou mad’st thy daughters thy mothers, for
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when thou gav’st them the rod, and put’st down thine own breeches”
(I.iv.172-74). Ironically, the Fool does not make his appearance until King
Lear has handed everything to his wicked daughters with none left for
Cordelia except banishment.
Though Yeats uses his fools in a more complicated way than Shakespeare
does, they both use fools not only to comment on the main plot but also to
jump into the main action to affect major characters’ emotions. Yeats’s Blind
Man and Fool and Shakespeare’s Fool, despite the common prejudices against
them, play key dramatic roles in revealing the foolishness of the heroes.
Finally, the three Women in Shakespeare and Yeats’s plays have
supernatural powers. In Macbeth, the three Witches play a crucial part in
predicting and changing the title character’s fate. The three women make their
entrance for the oath taking process for Cuchulain. Both playwrights introduce
them with their singing. Yeats works with a simple sketch of the legendary
hero Cuchulain, and then fleshes it out with familiar literary and theatrical
devices with emotional tension, as found in King Lear along with the
prophetic elements in Macbeth. The Fool, the Blind Man, and the Women in
On Baile’s Strand seem to have direct bearing on Shakespeare’s Fool and
Women, the minor characters, as a means of externalizing emotional tensions
created in the hero, Cuchulain, in Yeats’s play, just as in Shakespeare’s King
Lear.
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