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Shakespeare’s Fools: Shakespeare’s Jewels
Shakespeare’s fools are the diamonds of his legacy.  Their personalities ornament his plays like encrusted jewels, and their words of wit cut the facets of their character which, under the spotlight of a close examination, gleam and shine whether from the page or the stage.  Even so, the importance of the personality of the fool is often overlooked, but it cannot be overstated.  The immortal playwright includes many different types of characters throughout the body of his dramatic works, but he makes very special use of his fools.  In the cast and the stage directions of his plays, Shakespeare uses the terms clown and fool interchangeably, but there is actually an understood and implied difference between the clown and the fool.  Where the clowns often assume insignificant roles, the fools play a more decisive role in the outcome of their respective plays.  The fool, historically, is an ironic and paradoxical figure who, as a rule, enjoyed an unusual toleration and relative impunity in speaking his mind; he was, therefore, often able to offer strange insight through his foolery.  Shakespeare was attracted to that freedom of speech, using his fools not only to entertain but to enlighten his audience with crude observations on other characters and events in a play and to deliver witty social critiques, much to the delight of his audience.  Once the clown is understood to be effectively differentiated from the fool, it becomes evident that Shakespeare uses the fool’s impunity to offer critical observations that, coming from any other character, would have been subversive to the establishment.

Shakespeare uses the clown or the fool in at least seventeen of his plays.  The simple ambiguous designation of a ‘clown’ or ‘fool’ appears in no fewer than six of his plays, including Titus Andronicus, Hamlet, Antony and Cleopatra, King Lear, Timon of Athens, and The Winter’s Tale; and characters from at least seven other plays are given names and described as a ‘clown’ or a ‘clownish servant’ – including Froth and Pompey from Measure for Measure and Lancelot from The Merchant of Venice.  In some of these instances where Shakespeare calls for a clown, he is using the role to refer to a good-natured but dim-witted commoner, but in others, the role is designed for a witty fool wherein he intends the role to be played as a professional jester, or fool, in the employment of a king (or nobleperson).  Shakespeare calls specifically for such a fool in King Lear. Feste from Twelfth Night and Trinculo from The Tempest are also fools of this sort. Lance and Speed from The Two Gentlemen of Verona, referred to in the cast as clownish servants to their respective gentlemen, are two other such fools.  Costard from Love’s Labour Lost, Lavatch from All’s Well That Ends Well, and Touchstone from As You Like It are still other such fools, although they too are referred to as clowns in the cast.  Feste and Trinculo stand out as being the only fools specifically referred to as being professional jesters. It should be noted that Falstaff is another popular court fool appearing in the cast of three plays, Henry IV, Parts I and II, and The Merry Wives of Windsor.  Falstaff, however, is treated as an actual historical figure; Shakespeare was, therefore, limited in crafting his character.  He is never described in the cast as a clown or fool but referred to as Sir John Falstaff, but he is a fool nonetheless.  (Greenblatt)

In using the clown, or the fool, in his plays, Shakespeare follows a tradition.  David Wiles’ research informs us that Shakespeare was “a commercially minded actor-manager rather than a classically trained man of letters, and his art always retained its roots in the popular tradition.  The clown was a major link with this tradition” (ix).  The tradition of the fool in Elizabethan drama had been established previously across Europe and in England through the late medieval morality plays. Beatrice Otto speculates that “perhaps the first signs of a jester in English drama were in some of the Vice characters, such as Fancy and Folly in John Skelton’s Magnificence [in 1515].  Folly carries a jester’s bauble and can be dressed in motley and mistaken for the fool of the play, whereas in fact it is he who makes fools of others” (205).  This is a trend Shakespeare follows in crafting his fools.  The anonymous Mankind was also a very popular morality play of this sort whose Mischief character might have helped shape the fool in context of the stage clown in the centuries which followed it. 
To better grasp Shakespeare’s intentions behind his use of fools, an understanding of how his audience viewed the fool is essential.  The fool was a cultural icon.  The personality of the fool, and thus the literary type Shakespeare uses, is referred to using several terms throughout history – the clown, the fool, the jester, and the knave, among others.  These terms have each evolved to connote a specific aspect of this type of personality but have their origins in the same model.  The performers at court and on stage are artificial adaptations of the ‘natural’ fool.  Walter Kaiser agrees that, “since it is upon the prototype of the natural fool that all the more sophisticated and artificial fools are based, [it is important to] consider what the Middle Ages thought of the simple idiot…they knew him well [as] an object of fun or pity or veneration” (5).  The ‘natural’ fool is associated with a lack of intelligence or common sense and perhaps even a mental handicap; he might also be thought of as the village idiot.  Northrop Frye adds, “the Fool is a ‘natural’ in the sense of representing something still unspoiled and innocent in the middle of a fallen nature.  The usual symbol of this natural innocence is the child, the two being associated in the proverb ‘children and fools tell the truth’” (105).  The fool was tolerated in very much the same way as a toddler or a mentally handicapped person is today.  The fool, “unconscious of the rules of propriety,…says and does whatever is natural for him to say or do at any given moment, for he is [considered] not intelligent enough to remember the past or to anticipate the future…He was treated, in short, like a child because he had only the intelligence of a child” (Kaiser 6,7).  Olivia in Twelfth Night notes that “there is no slander in an allowed fool” (1.5.80), just as there is a level of impunity associated with the inappropriate observations and behavior of a child.  Kaiser further elaborates on the relationship of the fool to late medieval society:

The feeble-minded were considered by the Middle Ages to be under the special protection of God.  This seemed especially so of the fool’s speech which, for all its ignorance, at times managed to pierce through the veils of convention and propriety to the profound simplicity of a Christlike truth.  At such times it was assumed that God had entered into the fool and spoke through his mouth, and this was perhaps the most important reason for granting fools great freedom of speech. (8)
The fool, therefore, enjoyed a freedom beyond that of most any other.  
In recognition of his relative freedom and his blissful ignorance, the fool was transformed from a natural wonder to a spectacle of artifice in the court and eventually on stage. George Speaight shares his insight in investigating this transformation.  “From these simple minded fools there developed the profession of the court jester…The jesters represented a safety-valve in feudal society, the innocent who could answer back to bishop and king, the fool with license to poke fun at anyone” (7). In reality this was true, but also, as Lynn Schnurnberger notes, “the court jester was on constant call to provide entertainment at the castle.  He danced, sang, mimed, did acrobatics and often made outrageous, and sometimes rude, jokes.  His humor was a useful tool to the king, and the court jester’s jokes often masked serious comments on the life and politics of the court” (47).  The profession having grown popular throughout the Middle Ages and into the Renaissance, there were many clowns, fools, and jesters under the patronage of Elizabeth I, when Shakespeare began writing his plays.  Richard Tarlton, “favorite jester of Elizabeth I…was a household name in taverns, theatres and the court, welcomed at the palace, recognized in the street, and renowned [for his wit]” (Otto 203).  Fools were often as popular in life as they were on the stage.  The audiences enjoyed the daring antics of the fool and not only made allowances for the fool, but likely anticipated his jests.  Shakespeare fulfills his audience’s anticipation of this daring element of the fool’s personality.
In Elizabethan drama, and particularly within Shakespeare’s works, the clowns and fools serve different functions – primarily because the terms were ambiguous outside of what they signify today. “The word clown is ambiguous in Elizabethan usage, meaning both ‘countryman’ and ‘principal comedian’” (Wiles 12).  Hence, there are some clown roles within Shakespeare that have less to do with the motley clown than with the meaning associated with a simpleton from the country who, nonetheless, was dim-witted and childlike in his perceptions.  Such clown roles should be differentiated from the fool, proper.  The clowns in The Winter’s Tale and in Titus Andronicus are two such simple country clowns.  This type of clown might also be a servant, like Lancelot in The Merchant of Venice and Froth and Pompey in Measure for Measure.  These clowns were used to fill a role in which any amount of affection an audience might have otherwise held for them might be diminished, so as not to detract from the movement of the play.  This kind of clown is markedly different from the clown of wit, or the fool (proper), who plays a more central role and has more of an impact on the direction of the play.  There are roles within Shakespeare, however, which overlap and cover both, such as the two gravedigger clowns in Hamlet.  Toward the close of the sixteenth century, the term ‘clown’ had begun to take on two distinct meanings as both the country-clown and the stage-clown became differentiated from one another. “Two distinct meanings of the term become recognizable and acceptable. When Touchstone in 1599/1600 jests upon his encounter with ‘a clown’ [in 2.4] of As You Like It, he puns upon the now two-fold meaning of the word ‘clown’” (Wiles 72).  By this time, the jester had become thoroughly associated with the court, the clown with the humorous country simpleton, and the fool came to be used to refer to the witty character, whether on stage or in life.  In fact, “in Shakespearean dialogue generally, the word ‘fool’ is used with enormous freedom.  The word ‘clown’ is never found outside stage directions unless used of, or (for ironic effect) by the character who is designated as the clown of the play” (Wiles 69), as does Touchstone when he meets Corin, a country man, whom he calls “clown.” Touchstone also, in his rebuke to William in 5.1, calls this simple country man a “clown.” Shakespeare’s most popular fools, Touchstone, Feste, and Lear’s Fool, all refer to themselves as fools, not as clowns.

There has also developed a fine distinction between the fool and the knave.  Lavatch reveals this distinction in 4.5 of All’s Well That Ends Well in his conversation with Lafeu, wherein he describes the “knave” as being deceptive of others, but the meaning intended for his use of “fool” is nuanced by a good-natured self deprecation.  His definition emerges through his foolish wit.  Lear’s Fool also admits he is no knave: “The fool no knave, pardie” (F2.2.251).  Foolish wit, like both Lavatch and Lear’s Fool note, was not intended to deceive its audience, but to enlighten it.

The fool of wit is the type of fool in whom Shakespeare was most interested, but, as noted, he does employ the common clown and the stage clown as well.  In contrast to the simple clown of the country and even the jester of the court, the stage clown was a very different creature, yet one with which an Elizabethan audience would have been familiar.  Speaight describes this type of clown. “In his character the Elizabethan stage clown was a guzzler of food and drink, and a hater of hard work; he was fond of practical jokes, but was often duped himself; he was boastful but cowardly; he spoke in either a peasant’s dialect or in an absurd parody of high-flown speech” (14).  This kind of stage clown more closely resembles the figure which emerged out of the medieval vice characters.  Trinculo in The Tempest perhaps best represents this type of fool, but Falstaff and Feste partake in their share of the drink as well. 

Speaight continues his description of the Elizabethan stage clown, noting that “if he was married his wife was a shrew” (14), wherein a parallel can be drawn here in reference to Shakespeare’s approach to bringing together Kate and Petruccio in the final scenes of Act 3 of The Taming of the Shrew.  Shakespeare draws upon his audience’s understanding of the fool’s role in presenting Petruccio in his motley dress with his ludicrous entrance and ridiculous behavior.  His antics allow him to carry Kate away and to marry her without much rebuke from the others.  After all, “the whole point of a fool’s costume is, of course, that it should instantly be recognizable” (Wiles 182), his attire being his license and his badge of impunity.  The fool wears motley.  Motley is simply a multicolored outfit, perhaps of patchwork or mismatched clothing and is what distinguishes for the audience, and society in general, the presence of the fool.  Indeed, Wiles agrees, “the fool’s ‘motley’ or other insignia confirm for the spectator what is implicit in the text, that these characters have a distinct socio-economic status which sets them apart from ordinary members of society” (145).  Conversely, that Petruccio returns to Kate’s father’s house in the respected dress of his fellows is a transformation symbolic also of Kate’s transformation.  Petruccio’s assumption of the fool’s role suggests that to marry Kate is a folly, something only a fool would do; and yet also, it suggests that for Kate to redeem herself from a shrew into a respectable woman also redeems himself from a fool to a gentleman.  This play on the role of the fool is a witty use of the fool, even if not verbalized in typical fashion.  

In considering that the clown (as a simpleton or a clown of vice) is effectively differentiated from the fool and that the audience had an awareness and expectation associated with that role, Shakespeare employs his fools with very specific purpose.  “Since the Court Fool in real life could be free to the point of impudence with his comments upon even his master’s conduct without inviting punishment, his representative in a play could naturally serve as the author’s mouthpiece” (Campbell ix).  This attribute was most attractive to Shakespeare in crafting the roles of his fools.

It is not hard to see how the combination of the humor he provided and the impunity he enjoyed made him irresistible to the literary imagination.  His beguiling, childlike appeal guaranteed him the sympathy of the audience, and at the same time his traditional freedom from punishment made it possible for the author to have him speak out boldly.  If anyone would object to what the fool said, it was easy to point out that it was, after all, only a fool who said it.  Thus the license of the natural fool was appropriated for the artificial fool; his nonconformity was turned into iconoclasm, his naturalism into anarchy, and his frankness into satire.  (Kaiser 7)
Without disturbing the established social order, because he essentially lived outside the jurisdiction of that order, the fool could help to maintain (if not a humility) a groundedness in the disposition of those in authority.  King Lear’s Fool effectively serves to satisfy this function, as do other fools like Touchstone, Feste, and Costard.  “The jokes of the Fool…consist largely of puns, conundrums, and parodies of syllogisms, and so establish a comic counterpart to the tragic action in which absurdity is made convincing” (Frye 105).  Hence, the fool’s puns and jokes were very often merely vehicles for criticism.  “Behind their foolery, the jesters could conceal some sharp comments on contemporary society” (Speaight 7).  The comments and criticisms of the fool could range from the social to the sexual, political, and the personal, from the risqué to the insulting.  In essence, Shakespeare’s fools serve to offer an overlooked or otherwise unspoken insight to the other characters of the play as well as to the audience in a witty and yet clandestine and thought provoking manner.  Shakespeare’s intention in his fools is evident, for instance, in As You Like It with Touchstone’s response at being playfully accosted by Celia for speaking freely, as fools sometimes were for their honesty: “The more pity that fools may not speak wisely / what wise men do foolishly” (1.2.72-73).  Considering how well the fool is tolerated, Jacques, in the same play, wishes for the freedom of the fool when he cries out, touched by the words of Touchstone after meeting him in the forest, “Invest me in my motley.  Give me leave / To speak my mind” (2.7.58-59).  In employing his own fools, that is exactly what Shakespeare asks of his audience: Give me leave to speak my mind.
The paradox is that, in doing so, Shakespeare must not only be truly intelligent, observant, insightful, and practical, but he must guard against being truly foolish in either being confusing and unclear to the audience or in going too far beyond the frail limits of toleration.  In other words, the fool must be very wise to play the part of the fool.  Viola in Twelfth Night remarks about Feste that “This fellow is wise enough to play the fool / And to do that well craves a kind of wit” (3.1.53-54).  This sentiment is echoed in a conversation between a servant and the Fool in 2.2 of Timon of Athens where the servant remarks, “Thou art not altogether a fool.”  The fool replies to him, “I do not always follow the lover, elder brother, and woman: / sometime the philosopher.” This Fool was called upon by Apemantus to insult the servants because of his ability to do so with impunity, but also for his superior wit.  There are many other such instances in Shakespeare’s plays where another character remarks on the wisdom of the fool.  Feste himself admits, “I wear not motley / in my brain” (1.5.49-50), as the word motley is often used as a metonym for the fool.  Jacques, in As You Like It, further remarks upon his meeting the fool Touchstone in the forest that “he hath strange places crammed / With observation, the which he vents / In mangled forms.  O that I were a fool, / I am ambitious for a motley coat” (2.7.40-43).
In walking the fine line of this foolish wisdom, it was of utmost importance that the fool should appear to be ignorant of his own wit.  The fool’s impunity rested on the precipice that, however witty and true he may be, that he be not aware of it – else he may be punished for it, as both Lear’s Fool and Touchstone are at times threatened with the whip.  Touchstone expresses this sentiment of foolish humility in responding to Rosalind’s comment on him that, “Thou speak’st wiser than thou art ware of.”  Touchstone says, “Nay, I shall ne’er be ware of mine own wit till I break my shins against it” (2.4.50-51).
It is a common concession that, of all Shakespeare’s clowns and fools, Touchstone, Feste, and Lear’s Fool stand out as the greatest of his fools.  They are unique in that they are inventions of Shakespeare intended not only to celebrate the spirit of their character but to wield those characters to their unusual potential.  “In Touchstone, Feste, and Lear’s fool we have three jesters who are so true to life it is hard to believe they came from a quill, albeit a rather talented one” (Otto 211).  These three fools best represent Shakespeare’s intention to use the witty fool to enlighten his audience beyond that of the other characters of the play as well as to make critical but entertaining social observations.
Lear’s Fool speaks in riddles, puns, and other witticisms through which he criticizes Lear’s decisions throughout the play.  The Fool tells Lear after he had split his kingdom among his daughters, “I / am better than thou art, now. I am a fool; thou art nothing” (F1.4.158-59).  Although he does criticize Lear, the foundation of his impunity derives from the fact that he remains the most loyal and (yet still) the most insightful character in the play. “King Lear’s fool is the quintessential court jester and provides perhaps the most poignant example of this role.  His levity adds to rather than detracts from the tragedy, lending greater pathos than if the play were all unremitting seriousness” (Otto 207).  The Fool seems to be the only character that sees past the façade of the King’s daughters and the other characters of the play; and he is the only one who foresees what will happen to Lear.  Ironically, the fool is possibly the only character who is not a fool.  Lear’s Fool is the living paradox of Shakespeare’s wise fool.
Shakespeare’s other popular fools similarly offer insight through their wit and humor.  Touchstone is a glowing example of such employment. “The name of Touchstone suggests that this Fool’s facetious wisdom was a criterion by which the actions of the other characters in As You Like It were judged…Touchstone was a mineral by which the purity of gold was tested, his name is therefore symbolic of his function within the play – to test the purity of the other characters” (Campbell ix, xxx).  Touchstone’s critical evaluations of his fellow characters can be found in his conversations with Jacques, Corin, Audrey and Rosalind, which are in themselves stereotypes of the type of person Shakespeare intended to critique.  Shakespeare also uses Touchstone to make various observations.  For instance, he comments frankly on the folly of love in 2.4 in saying, “We that are / true lovers run into strange capers.  But as all is mortal in / nature, so is all nature in love mortal in folly” (2.4.47-50).  Jacques later  recounts a hilarious extended pun on the mortality of man and his sexual prowess to which he attributes to Touchstone (2.7.20-34).  Shakespeare further uses Touchstone’s courting of Audrey in 3.3 to make comments on sex and marriage which, though entertaining, were sacrilegious at best.
Feste, like Touchstone, also tests the purity of his lady Olivia’s actions in Twelfth Night when he requests of her, “Good Madonna, give me leave to prove you a fool” (1.5.50).  Feste is a wonderful fool.  In true jester fashion, Feste is not only witty, but he sings, entertains, and enlightens.  After being asked to sing, he asks his other drinking companions, “Would you have a love-song or a song of good life?” (2.3.32), and in overhearing this song, the Duke later summons Feste to sing again. As well, his song closes the play.  Shakespeare also uses Feste to make some entertaining critical observations like, for instance, on drunkenness in 1.5.114-17 in reply to his Lady Olivia’s question.  Feste also comments on the honesty of friends in 5.1 in his conversation with the Duke, offering uncanny insight for which he is rewarded – twice, but not thrice.  
The characters surrounding Feste, through their interactions with him, prove the adoration Shakespeare’s audience held for the fool.  Feste himself agrees; in telling Maria, “Well, God give them wisdom that have it; and to those that / are fools, let them use their talents” (1.5.13-14), he makes a witty joke on himself, acknowledging his own intelligence at the same time he professes his foolish humility, for as Feste alas reminds us, “Better a witty fool than a foolish wit” (1.5.31).  Shakespeare supports this notion, using the witty fool to offer the more critical observations rather than giving such boldness to the more conventional characters in his plays, which could be taken as subversive.  By embracing the fool’s impunity to offer his blunt critical observations, Shakespeare altogether avoids the charge of a foolish wit.
Taken together, Shakespeare’s fools are a motley group of dramatic personalities.  Amidst the comedies and tragedies, the playwright employs many comic characters, but his fools stand out as the most exceptional characters of wit, humor, and satire – offering circumventions of the traditional order, condescensions toward authority, and complexities of observation.  The personality of the fool had developed to such an extent that within the constraints of Elizabethan and later Jacobean England, he was revered as a necessary counterpoise to a world which was otherwise resistant to such behavior.  Walter Kaiser clarifies the fool’s role.  “In the eternal polemic between law and nature, the head and the heart, the artificially imitated natural fool, whose head was only an empty bellows, was brought forth as the champion of the lawless heart.  He was a difficult adversary to combat, precisely because he was only a fool” (8).  To this end, Shakespeare crafted his fools, using their impunity to circumvent the conventional restraints of society and to offer insights and entertaining commentaries to the audience which might otherwise have been considered to undermine the establishment.  In doing so, Shakespeare continued a tradition which had been already popular among his audiences; but, most impressively, he elevated the fool to a position on the world stage, the likes of which he has not enjoyed since. 
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