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Abstract: In Yeats’s Hour-Glass, the Wise Man’s atheist teachings that have been
without any oppositions for a long time are put in the foreground. Yeats’s Fool
plays a crucial role in highlighting the Wise Man’s sinful actions. Consistent
throughout the play as an unintelligent and selfish fool without being evil, Yeats’s
Fool is created to be more simplistic than Shakespeare’s Fool in King Lear. Yeats’s
Fool does not help evoke pathos in the audience for the Wise Man while
Shakespeare’s Fool does for King Lear.
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제목: 예이츠의 모래시계 에서 나타나는 광대놀이
우리말 요약: 예이츠의 모래시계 에서 오랜 세월 동안 한 번도 강한 반대가 없었던
현자의 무신론적 가르침이 전면에 내세워진다. 예이츠의 바보는 현자의 죄를 부각시키
는 중요한 역할을 하는 인물이다. 우둔하면서도 사악하지는 않지만 이기적인 역할을
극 전반에 걸쳐서 일관되게 보여주는 예이츠의 바보 인물은 리어왕 에서 셰익스피어
의 바보 인물 보다 더 단순하게 표현된다. 셰익스피어의 바보가 리어왕을 위해 하듯
예이츠의 바보는 현자를 위해 관객의 연민을 자아내는 역할에 기여하지는 않는다.
주제어: 바보, 예이츠, 셰익스피어, 광대놀이, 해학, 코러스
저자: 이보라는 제주대학교 영어영문학과 부교수이다. 그녀의 전문분야는 르네상스와
현대/당대 희곡이며 셰익스피어와 예이츠의 희곡을 집중 연구하고 있다.
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I

Yeats’s

play The Hour-Glass includes a special character, a Fool, whose role

is to create humor and enlighten the truth of reality to the major character,
the Wise Man. The Fool, as the name reflects, behaves and appears to think
like a fool. Yet, the role he takes on is, on the contrary, multifaceted with
ironic turn. This trait is nothing new if viewed from a traditional
Shakespearean perspective, but the clowning fools in Shakespeare’s drama
almost always are wiser than their tragic masters. Yeats’s use of the figure of
the Fool and Shakespeare’s use of it both serve to comment on the major
characters’ actions just like the ancient Greek chorus. Just like Shakespeare,
Yeats in many ways follows the tradition of using the Fool as a chorus. This
paper attempts to throw light on the idea that despite the traces of
Shakespearean clowning present in Yeats’s Fool, Yeats’s technique serves a
purpose consistent with his idea of theatre, which is different from his
predecessor. I will explore Yeats’s unique way of clowning in addition to
Shakespearean clowning in The Hour-Glass.
Prior to the analysis of the plays of Yeats and Shakespeare, it would be
of some help to have a look at the concept of comedy and clowning, or the
role of a clown, in a work. A total of 14 index pages appear under the entry
“Comedy” in The Autobiography of William Butler Yeats. Yeats, discussing
Beardsley’s art, writes:
Does not all art come when a nature, that never ceases to judge itself,
exhausts personal emotion in action or desire so completely that something
impersonal, something that has nothing to do with action or desire, suddenly
starts into its place, something which is as unforseen, as completely
organized, even as unique, as the images that pass before the mind between
sleeping and waking? . . . (222)
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This seems to depict the state of a Fool in Yeats’s work, including the one
in The Hour-glass. Here, Yeats does not talk about comedy but a situation in
which irony comes into being in Beardsley’s art. Yeats seemed to have
preferred the production of tragedies over comedies throughout his life. As he
concludes his comment on Beardley’s work, he says, “I was in despair at the
new breath of comedy that had begun to wither the beauty that I loved, just
when that beauty seemed to have united itself to mystery” (Auto 222-23). To
Yeats, if comedy comes in, the scene loses the mythic atmosphere, which
Yeats seems to hate. Secondly, To support this concept of art, Yeats makes a
distinction between tragedy and comedy. What follows manifests Yeats’s
essential concept of tragedy versus comedy:
Tragedy is passion alone, and rejecting character, it gets form from motives,
from the wandering of passion; while comedy is the clash of character.
Eliminate character from comedy and you get farce. Farce is bound together
by incident alone. In practice most works are mixed: Shakespeare being
tragi-comedy. (Auto 318)

Put in this context, The Hour-glass could be regarded as somewhat comic.

II
Clowning can be seen in association with comedians we are familiar with
on television shows and in stage performances. As Bala puts it, “Although
these personalities serve a powerful cultural role, they express a forced
artificiality. They have developed from the embodied Fool/ Jester/ Clown
functions, turing instead to cerebral wordplay that is so much in keeping with
our collective flirting with depth, which is ironically an avoidance of a deep
inner world” (60). Comic actors making a play on words and critical
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statements of events on and off stage are often slighted for their less serious
role, but they could be employed to form a certain pattern in plays of
Shakespeare and Yeats in particular.
The Hour-Glass is based on an Irish folk tale about a man who did not
believe in the existence of heaven and soul. Yeats’s play was first performed
in 1903, which was a great success, and continued to be revised several
times resulting in a new ending (Jeffares 124-26). Teigue the fool is Yeats’s
creation having multiple roles contributing to a surprise ending in the end.
The play begins with the Wise Man’s pupils gathered together to select a
study topic for discussion as directed by the Wise Man. The Fool appearing
in the beginning is not only ignored by the pupils while he continues his
way begging for a penny, but also is used by the pupils as a prop to have a
book placed on his back, having him spread his arms like an eagle. He is
kept in this way until the stage curtain is drawn aside to reveal their Master,
the Wise Man. The passage they have selected from the book for discussion
upsets him. However, Teigue interjects with his words,
To be sure—everybody knows, everybody in the world knows, when it is
spring with us, the trees are withering there, when it is summer with us,
the snow is falling there, and have I not myself heard the lambs that are
there all bleating on a cold November day—to be sure, does not everybody
with an intellect know that? And maybe when it’s night with us, it is day
with them, for many a time I have seen the roads lighted before me. (585)

The Wise Man dismisses his words, disapproving the idea that there is a
spiritual kingdom. The fool is totally forgotten by the members until he
interjects again with his persistent begging for a penny. This is the moment
when the Wise Man is troubled by the thought of his dream he had twice
and the realization of the pupils’ choice of topic. His belief seems to have
been slightly shaken already when he finally notices the Fool’s presence and
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says, “Seeing that everybody is a fool when he is asleep and dreaming, why
do you call me wise?” (589) The fool responds in a way that shows what
has happened ever since the Wise Man began preaching against the existence
of God. The fool has told them it is a misfortune to see the friars no longer
endeavor to save souls but rather “obey their wives” (589). We see that they
have been changed through the Wise Man’s teachings. The dialogue between
the Wise Man and the Fool is carried on to show where their differences lie.
The Fool’s story about how he would cut the nets thrown to catch them in
order to set the angels free makes the Wise Man argue against it, just to
show how much he disbelieves in the existence of angels. The Fool’s
persistent claim that angels do exist, for he was a lucky person who was able
to see them many times fails to persuade the Wise Man. The Wise Man
gives a long speech about the foolishness of believing in such a notion;
during the talk, the Fool goes out and suddenly the Angel comes into view.
The Angel warns him that because of his sin, which is to lead people to
think that there is no Heaven or Purgatory since he opened the school, the
Wise Man is to die when the last grain of sand in the hour-glass falls unless
he finds a person who has refused to believe in the Wise Man’s claim. The
middle part of the drama does not include any action by the Fool, and when
it reaches the final part, the Fool once again makes his appearance, asking
for a penny. Despite that, the Wise Man does not bother to ask the Fool of
his opinion about the matter, though it is the key to save his life. He calls
for his children in the hopes to get the answer he wants but to no avail.
The Wise Man is still irritated in his despair as the Fool is blowing his
dandelion, which he finds upsetting as the Fool appears to be waiting there
to watch his soul dragged away by a devil. Then all at once he remembers
the Fool opposing his idea. He asks the Fool to say he believes in God and
the Soul. Yet, the Fool completely rejects to say anything about it.
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I said, ‘Teigue knows everything, not even the green-eyed cats and the
hares that milk the cows have Teigue’s wisdom’; but Teigue will not speak,
he says nothing. (633)

The Fool is afraid to tell him his thoughts on the matter because telling
people about angels has given him opportunities to get money when he
begged for it. He thinks that the Wise Man is attempting to steal his ideas.
After his think aloud about this situation, he retorts,
O no. How could poor Teigue see angels? O, Teigue tells one tale here,
another there, and everybody gives him pennies. If Teigue had not his tales
he would starve. (635)

This response might have been unexpected, as the audience has already seen
him say that he saw angels a lot of times. The Fool’s consistent refusal as
an unintelligent character causes the Wise Man to despair, eventually leading
him to death.
In Yeats’s play, the Fool’s role, though ironically he is supposedly
unaware that his speeches turn out to be wiser than those of the Wise Man,
highlights the theme of the play. Here, we could glance at the important
concept of the Fool Yeats has had throughout his life, as I have mentioned
above. The Fool has the key to save the Wise Man, though he choses not to;
he contributes to the revelation of a lesson taught by the case of the Wise
Man. Dogmatic and wrapped up in his own view of the world, the Wise
Man has been dismissing the opinions of the Fool symbolic of the minority.
His teachings leading to conversion dictates the whole town causing no one
to believe in God anymore. The Fool is the only person in the town
unfaltering in his belief in God and in expressing his opinion, and the reason
he is dishonest with him when the Wise Man demands him to tell what he
saw is that he believes by doing so, he would lose the means to tell a good
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story that would make people open their purses. It is unclear whether Teigue
is pretending he is unaware of the angels or he truly has not seen them,
telling made-up stories. Nevertheless, we can draw a conclusion about the
Fool’s role in the drama. He exemplifies the case of majority belittling the
minority: initially, it is only the Fool, who experiences this, but the Wise
Man in turn experiences the dilemma of being a minority as he tries to find
or persuade a person to be religious again. Thus, what he gets in return for
such an attitude toward the Fool is death.
The message of the drama appears to be straightforward with the exception
of misleading names: that the Wise Man should have listened to the wiser
fellow known to be foolish. The obviousness of the moral does not make our
decision simple as to what to think of the fool. The Fool himself believes he
has wisdom as he says, “Teigue knows everything, not even the green-eyed
cats and the hares that milk the cows have Teigue’s wisdom” (633).

III
The nature of the Fool in Yeats’s The Hour-glass can be compared with
that in King Lear as the fools both offer their wisdom to their superiors.
Besides the fools are called in their dramatic role as Fool, they share several
commonalities. The Fool in Shakespeare’s play is of course occupational to
make jokes and humor to the King, and he does not have to be cautious for
fear of offending him as long as it is funny while he is at it. This may be
the major difference between Yeats’s Fool and Shakespeare’s, but they both
play a major part in drawing out the realization of the superiors, endeavoring
to get their attention. Shakespeare’s Fool, in fact, goes beyond what he is
required to do. His lines take up a good deal of space for a minor character,
and although uneventful, they are significant because the King’s responses
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show a great deal about his attitude toward his world. As Reibetanz points
out, “the Fool in King Lear surpasses all his predecessors in that Shakespeare
manages here to make the clown a vital component of a great tragedy,
without either diminishing the play’s seriousness or altering the clown’s role
out of recognition.” (93). In addition to the structural component of the
tragedy, the Fool’s punning words seem to be spoken out of his true concern
for King Lear. According to Foakes, the conception of King Lear’s Fool vary
among critics:
So at one extreme he has been seen as half-witted, a natural whose wisdom
is a kind of instinctive clairvoyance, and at the other extreme as a sage
rationalist, shrewd and thoughtful; also he has been envisaged alternatively
as a mere boy, or androgynously as a kind of alter ego of Cordelia . . . or
as a mature adult. (23)

Critics’ interpretations may vary because Lear sometimes refers to the clown
as a Fool but at other times as a boy. Furthermore, the Fool and Cordelia,
who are close to Lear are often grouped together for their honesty in telling
the truth and for their loyalty to him. The Fool’s role seems quite important,
for he makes his appearance as early as Act 1 scene 4, when Lear asks for
him after being humiliated by Goneril’s knights. Because of his profession,
the Fool has to actively humor the King with his jokes making Lear amused.
The relationship between the two is quite different from that in Yeats’s
drama, but Lear’s Fool goes to the extent of speaking the truth about his
blindness as Yeats’s Fool does to the Wise Man’s:
Fool. (to Kent) Sirrah, you were best take my coxcomb.
[Kent.] Why, [Fool]?
Fool. Why? For taking one’s part that’s out of
favor. Nay, and thou canst not smile as the wind sits,
thou’lt catch cold shortly. There, take my coxcomb.
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Why, this fellow has banished two on’s daughters, and
did the third a blessing against his will. If thou follow
him, thou must needs wear my coxcomb.—How now
nuncle? Would I had two coxcombs and two daughters!
Lear. Why, my boy?
Fool. If I gave them all my living, I’ld keep my
coxcombs myself. There’s mine. Beg another of thy
daughters. (1.4. 97-109)

Symbolic of idiocy, the coxcomb can be worn by Lear for his foolish
behavior to give away all he owns to his wicked daughters. As Bell explains,
“Lear’s Fool is persistently both shadow and substance” (60). The Fool plays
on the idea of reversal role as he refers to himself as “sweet” fool and Lear
as “bitter” fool (1.4. 138). In response to this line, Hershinow notes, “the
distinction being drawn between the sweet and the bitter fool entirely escapes
him. It is therefore a matter of profound irony that the Fool wholly
substantiates his critique of Lear by failing to convey that critique to Lear”
(829). Though the Fool intentionally uses ambiguity in his critique here, he
soon explicitly speaks of the hardship in taking on a role of being a fool: he
says, “if I had a monopoly out, they would have part an’t./ And ladies too—
they will not let me have all the/ fool to myself; they’ll be snatching” (1.4.
153-55). All the people around Lear are acting so much like a fool that he
does not have a place to perform his role. The straightforward reference
continues to make its list even when he is singing. He sings, “That such a
king should play bo-peep,/ And go the [fools] among” (1.4.177-78). King
Lear accuses him of lying, to which he says he is telling the truth.
More similarities can be found between Shakespeare’s Fool and Yeats’s.
The conversation between Lear and the Fool does not stop even as Goneril
begins to talk to Lear. Lear and Goneril continue to argue with each other,
and the Fool interjects to speak to Lear as if to comment on what Lear is

104

Beau La Rhee

doing wrong. When Lear asks Goneril why she is frowning so frequently,
Fool says, “Thou wast a pretty fellow when thou hadst/ no need to care for
her frowning. . . . I am better than thou art now, I am/ a Fool, thou art
nothing” (1.4. 191-94). Lear and Goneril begin to ignore the Fool while their
argument becomes intense, and even as they do so, the Fool carries on his
interjection of commentary on their speeches. For example, he says, “For you
know, nuncle,/ “The hedge-sparrow fed the cuckoo so long,/ That [it] had it
head bit off by it young.”/ So out went the candle and we were left
darkling” (1.4.214-17). This is also how Yeats’s drama proceeds when it
comes to the Fool. Yeats’s Fool keeps begging for a penny in the middle of
the dialogue among the pupils from the beginning of the play. His words are
insignificant to the other characters at the start, but as his words seem to
mean something to the Wise Man toward the end, the roles become reversed.
Though the Fool’s profession in Shakespeare’s play is a jester, there is
not a moment when he is back to his normal self, even when Lear has
exited. He says,
Fool. Nuncle Lear, nuncle Lear, tarry, take the
Fool with thee.
A fox when one has caught her
And such a daughter
Should sure to the slaughter,
If my cap would buy a halter.
So the fool follows after. (1.4. 315-21)
Exit Fool

The Fool never shares with us his own persona, only to converse with the
other characters and the audience in his official character. The Fool appears
until Act 3 scene 6 before Lear completely loses his mind, and there is a
gap from Act 3 scene 7 (the horrifying scene where Regan and Cornwall
gouge out Gloucester’s eyes) up to Act 4 scene 5, which takes up the story
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about the minor characters, especially focusing on Gloucester and Edgar, the
unfortunate father and son, and Cordelia, the only loving child concerned
about her father. The absence of Lear for the whole six scenes allows the
audience to be taken aback when Lear enters the stage insane. Interestingly,
from this point forward, Lear does not call for his fool nor does the fool
reappear in his own will. Thus, the two scenes before the Fool disappears
become memorable. The first scene is the following:
Lear. Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks! rage,
blow!
.. . . . . .. . . . . .
Fool. O nuncle, court holy-water in a dry house is
better than this rain-water out o’ door. Good nuncle,
in, and ask thy daughters blessing. Here’s a night pities
neither wise man nor fools.
Lear. Rumble thy bellyful! Spit, fire! Spout, rain!
.. . . . . .. . . . . ..
Fool. He that has a house to put’s head in has a
good head-piece.
.. . . . . .. . . . . .. .
Fool. Marry, here’s grace and a codpiece—that’s
a wise man and a fool.
. . . . .. . . . . .. . . . . ..
Fool.

[sings]

“He that has and a little tine wit—
With Heigh-ho, the wind and the rain—
Must make content with his fortunes fit,
Though the rain it raineth every day.”
Lear. True, boy. Come, bring us to this hovel.
Exit Lear [with Kent] (3.2. 1-78)

Without shelter, Lear is raging in the storm like a madman, eliciting deep
sympathy in the Fool. The Fool abandons his critical tone and makes a joke
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quickly, expressing his concern for the King’s safety. He soon picks up his
casual wit responding to Lear. Toward the end of this dialogue as Lear and
Kent are making their exit, the Fool sings a song prophesying the tragic turn
of events. The Fool’s multiple role facilitate the action of Act 3 scene 2.
The final appearance that the Fool makes is Act 3 scene 6 where he
joins Lear playing mock trial. Gloucester’s son, Edgar, is disguised as a
beggar to keep under cover even in front of his father and the King. He also
plays along with the madness of the King’s play-acting:
Lear. I’ll see their trial first. Bring in the evidence.
[to Edgar] Thou robed man of justice, take thy
place.
[to the Fool] And thou, his yoke-fellow of equity,
Bench by his side. [to Kent] You are o’th’ commission,
Sit you too.
. . .. . . . . .. . . . . .. . . .
Fool. Come hither, mistress. Is your name
Goneril?
Lear. She cannot deny it.
Fool. Cry you mercy, I took you for a join-stool.
Lear. And here’s another, whose warped looks proclaim
What store her heart is made an. Stop her there!
Arms, arms, sword, fire! Corruption in the place!
False justicer, why hast thou let her scape?] (3.6. 34-56)

The Fool’s role here is passive because part of his role is divided and given
to Edgar, who performs a similar role in the mock trial. Lear leads the trial
and the Fool and Edgar simply add more color to the depiction of the
sisters’ evil doings. Toward the end of the mock trial, Lear takes his rest to
sleep, and the Fool gives his last line, “And I’ll go to bed at noon” (3.6.85)
As the conflict gets intense, structurally, keeping the Fool besides Lear
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becomes unnecessary, partially because Lear has now completely lost his
mind, and thus his words are enough to interest the audience and shock other
characters. Another reason might be that the drama is picking up more speed
with complicated issues being developed; the complexity of the plot already
takes up much space, making it needless to spend more time on having the
Fool banter with Lear. There is much suffering going on with the minor
characters including Kent, Edgar, Gloucester, and Cordelia that need to be
dealt with in the rest of the drama. What adds more intensity is the rivalry
of the evil sisters. The dramatic meeting of Edgar and Gloucester and that of
Cordelia and Lear is yet to be resolved.

IV
It is important to note the difference of the Fool’s role in Shakespeare’s
work in comparison with that in Yeats’s work. Shakespeare’s Fool is always
subordinate to Lear, which puts Yeats’s Fool in a slightly different category as
an independent character. Lear’s Fool can be defined as a good character, who
is on the side of the tragic hero while Yeats’s Fool can be ambivalent in
deciding sides. Yeats’s Fool is detached from the Wise Man, neither giving
help nor harm. Just as Coover puts it, “Clowns are always what they are,
routines of power and abasement alike being merely vehicles for the display
of their inherent foolishness” (82). Nevertheless, he puts in the foreground the
Wise Man’s mistake of eradicating all oppositions through his atheist
teachings. Yeats’s Fool is more simplistic in this sense as he is acting out
being consistent with his character as an unintelligent and selfish fool without
being evil. He does not help evoke pathos in the audience for the Wise Man
as Shakespeare’s Fool does for Lear. I see this play as a unique piece for
Yeats, as he is basically an artist that puts tragedy (pathos here) above
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comedy; also I think it’s a rare work, except for a few early plays co-written
in collaboration with Lady Gregory, including his comedy The Pot of Broth,
which I have already discussed elsewhere. Before concluding, I would just add
one noteworthy comment made by Richard Ellmann. Ellmann says,
he [Yeats] is intensely schematic. He borrows, from Shakespeare and from
older tradition, the fool as a stock character. . . . He [the Fool] was an
expression of Yeats’s pastoral affinities—a peasant who had successfully
avoided cities and science and education, and because he was supposed to
know nothing, in fact knew everything. His wisdom could not be reduced
to reason, nor his instinct to emotion. (106-07)

To me, the Fool in this drama plays exactly in accordance with Yeats’s
essential idea of Fool in general.
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