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ErasmiaN Folly aNbD Shakespeare’s King Lear :
A Study iN HuMaNist INtertextuality

n his learned study King Lear and the Gods, William R. Elton writes

that ‘‘The Renaissance secularization of folly increasingly trans-
formed it from a context of sinfulness to one of imprudence.”’ 2 If Elton
had taken into account the sermons and moral handbooks of Tudor
England, he would have been compelled to make some important excep-
tions. He should also have noted the older emphasis in the works of the
most celebrated writers of the age, including Shakespeare, Sidney, Spen-
ser, Donne, Herbert, and Milton.

The transition which Elton speaks of was extensive and signifi-
cant, of course. It is best illustrated by comparing Sebastian Brant’s Ship
of Fools (1494) with Erasmus’ Praise of Folly (1511, 1517). The former
marks the end of the medieval representation of folly as sinful rejection
of God’s grace and truth ; the latter marks the beginning of the human-
ist representation of folly as cap-and-bells stupidity. .

Nevertheless, there is a substantial remnant of Scriptural moral-
ity in the Moriae Encomium. The last part of Erasmus’ text rests largely
on the wisdom / folly antithesis which underlies much of the gospels and
which is definitively enunciated in St. Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians :

The language of the cross may be illogical to those not on the
way to salvation, but those of us who are on the way see it as
God’s power to save. As scripture says, [ shall destroy the wis-
dom of the wise and bring to nothing all the learning of the lear-
ned ... Do you not see how God has shown up the foolishness
of human wisdom ? (1 Cor 1:18-21).

The theme recurs powerfully in King Lear, undoubtedly because
Shakespeare was as susceptible as the other great humanists of the Renais-
sance to the influence of Erasmus’ brilliant satire and because as a child
of his generation he had been trained not only to explore an important
text and evaluate it, but also to make it a part of his cultural inventory
from which to draw the original topoi imaginatively refashioned but still
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recognizable. Intertextuality of this kind is easily detectable in The Praise
of Folly, not only in Erasmus’ numerous quotations from the Bible but
also in his substantial appropriations from Plato’s Phaedrus and
Symposium. 3

The presence of the folly theme in the play no doubt explains in
large part why some modern scholars insist that King Lear ““is a Chris-
tian play about a pagan world.” 4 Consistent with the interests of the
time and his own inclinations, Shakespeare used both the secular and
the Christian folly themes : the former more obvious in the beginning
of the play -- the destructive folly of self-love, pride, and anger -- and
the latter at the end, after Lear has traversed the dark kingdom of mad-
ness and found new life in the redemptive folly of Cordelia.

Over twenty years ago, Walter Kaiser remarked in his Praisers of
Folly that Shakespeare’s indebtedness to Erasmus ‘‘may well have been
enormous.”” 3 Yet neither he nor anyone else has examined the theme
of Christian folly in King Lear. Northrop Frye recognizes that ‘“The word
‘fool’ is in course of time applied to practically every decent character
in the play,’” but he does not press on a great deal further with this insight,
although it is certainly implicit in his valuable commentary on Lear. ¢
Inattentiveness to the theme puts us at a critical disadvantage, because
it is a primary subtext of the play. Until we give the folly theme its due,
we will not fully understand the motivations, objectives, and behavior
of the major characters, nor the statemeni ihe play makes about the prior-
ities of love, loyalty, truth, honor, and self-sacrifice. As Erasmus and
Shakespeare well understood, these are the fundamental virtues which
define authentic Christianity.

It will be impossible to measure the influence of The Praise of
Folly on King Lear, especially on the allegorical dimensions of Cordelia,
without first deciding how much of the last part (concerning Christian
folly) is voiced by Erasmus and how much by Dame Folly. A precise deter-
mination is unlikely, but it is possible to take some fairly accurate
soundings.

One should understand that the last section of The Praise of Folly
is not a reorchestration of Erasmus’ earlier de contemptu mundi work.
In Erasmus : the Growth of a Mind, James D. Tracy demonstrates con-
vincingly that the emphases in Erasmus’ writing after 1495 differ in many
respects from what one finds in preceding texts, which are obviously the
products of a mind not fully mature. Even as a young man living in the
midst of the Reformed Augustinian Canons and the Brethren of the Com-
mon Life, Erasmus was not attracted to the devotio moderna spirituality
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of radical self-renunciation. ? Most of his writing, in accord with the
main themes of Renaissance humanism, insisted that one can have ‘‘a
burning devotion to Christian piety’’ without being ‘‘completely taken
up with the contemplation of invisible things.’”” (PF 132, 134) 8

Renunciation of the world, Erasmus knew, can be a cowardly flight
from spiritual warfare and the basic responsibilities we have to one an-
other as human beings. He did not hesitate to involve himself in the works
of the world. Yet, like More, he did not underestimate this world’s dan-
gers. Both men put first things first, combining action with contempla-
tion, not forgetting that the way of Christ is the way of the Cross.

Sixteenth century humanists understood that Christianity does not
negate the world (which God so loved that he sent his only son to redeem
it), but they knew that faith must relentlessly oppose all propositions
which defy the will of God or give the world more than its due. As a
modern theologian reminds us, ‘“Those who say Jesus is Lord must at
the same time say that neither Caesar nor anyone else is Lord.”” ® More’s
decision to see wisdom in this kind of thinking and to act on his convic-
tions cost him his life. Was he a ‘‘foolish wise man or a wise foolish
man’’ ? Edward Hall was never able to answer this question, Like modern
revisionist biographers he had a rather hefty axe to grind, of course.
More’s humanist contemporaries were far less perplexed.

If, as Father Marc’hadour points out, ‘‘More as a spiritual author
differs, not only from Thomas a Kempis or from Martin Luther, but
also from his friends, Colet, Fisher and Erasmus,’’ they nevertheless
shared the theology of the Cross and the wish to put God at the center
of desire. ¢

In The Praise of Folly, the center of Erasmus’ desire is undoubt-
edly the love of God, best expressed by the eradication of the vices which
the text ridicules. In general, the targets of Erasmus’ satire are clear
enough. Less clear is what we find in the peroration. M.A. Screech’s con-
clusion that it elaborates ‘‘a fully Christian form of ecstasy,’’ which for
Erasmus *‘is the highest manifestation of Christian folly’’ has encounter-
ed strong -- and, I think, objectionable -- resistance from Jean-Claude
Margolin, Peter Rudnitsky, Jacques Chomarat, and Clarence H. Miller,
all of whom contend that the last part of Folly’s declamation is as ambi-
guous as the rest. 1! Miller warns against a one-dimensional reading of
The Praise of Folly in an article charging that Screech treats the last move-
ment of the satire ‘‘as if it were an independent essay like the Enchiri-
dion, making no allowances for any discrepancies between the beliefs of
Folly and those of Erasmus.”’ 12
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Obviously, The Praise of Folly resonates with playfulness, satire,
and irony. Erasmus took great delight in making Dame Folly’s declama-
tion a comic model of rhetorical arete, putting the critical doctrines of
Cicero, Quintilian, and Seneca Rhetor into a new context that simulta-
neously burlesques and honors its origins. We should remember, how-
ever, that the humanist proclivity toward antilogy (the ability to argue
both sides of a question with comparable skill) did not carry over into
theology. In saying that ‘‘Rhetorical man is trained not to discover rea-
lity but manipulate it,”’ Richard Lanham is right, but only up to a point
in the instance of sixteenth century humanists. 13 It could well be that
Erasmus illuminates that point near the end of the Moria. As Arthur F.
Kinney reminds us, humanist poetics is ‘‘a poetics that directs thoughts,
always, towards abstractions ; it leads away from the circumstances and
confinements of a mundane world toward more universal conceptuali-
zations which from the start appealed to the humanist temperament.’’ 4
The Praise of Folly, he argues, ‘‘deals centrally with the nature and power
of love both to cement society and to lead to mystical unity with God”’
-- in other words, to the ecstasy that Screech argues for. !5

The last section of the book certainly calls for vigilance and com-
monsense. We can never afford to forget that Erasmus’ Folly reincar-
nates the Folly of Scripture, a woman who “‘is inane and knows nothing.”
(Prov 9:13) At the end of her declamation, as elsewhere, Dame Folly does
not hesitate to twist as much Scripture as she can to fit her purpose. How-
ever, our attentiveness to Folly’s sleight of hand and the ludic complexity
of the text should not make us forget Erasmus’ purposes. As he himself
said in his letter to Dorp, there is no fundamental difference between
the real concerns of his great satire and those articulated in the Enchiri-
dion : *“... in the ‘Folly,” under the appearance of a joke, my purpose
is just the same as in ‘The Enchiridion.’ I intended to admonish, not to
sting ; to help, not to hurt ; to promote morality, not to hinder it.>’ 16
Moreover, Holbein’s woodcuts show that he believed Erasmus was speak-
ing for himself -- and for all who understand the gospel aright -- in the
last section of the Folly. A telling example is Plate 78 of the 1515 Basel
edition which shows, according to a modern art historian,

a figure in tattered clothing distributing alms from a sack (which
appears to be a foolscap) to poor and crippled beggars at his
feet. Because of the profile format of his head and his long hair,
he has a Christ-like appearance reminiscent of the Blessing Christ
in drawing number 44, 17

Those who argue that Screech hears too much of Erasmus’ voice in the
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words of Folly might themselves hear too little. In dismissir_lg Screech’s
analysis, Chomarat and Miller make much of Folly’s contention that true
Christians allow no distinction between friend and foe. Any suF:h state-
ment, they insist, *... is a gross distortion of Christian charity which Eraf-
mus could hardly accept.”” 18 Yet Erasmus certainly accepted Chqst s
insistence that an enemy has as much claim on our charity and forgive-
ness as a friend. Surely, it is Erasmus speaking when Foily declares that
“Christ’s whole teaching stresses nothing so much as gentleness, tole-
rance, contemptus mundi ....”* (PF 125), contempt, that is, for whau.:ver
deconstructs or defies the word of God as it is made known to manklr}q.

A comparison of the two books shows that “ev.il” ir} the Enchiri-
dion equals ‘‘the world’’ in The Praise of Folly. ‘.‘Llfe” in bc.)th texts
is spiritual life, the kingdom within where it is possible to experience the
ecstatic love of God while being transformed into the spirit alone (P.F
136) ; that is, being in this world but not of it. It is not unlikely that this
is what Erasmus’ primary audience heard when Dame Folly spoke of
Christians who take Christ at his word, trying to liberate their mind ‘and
spirit from the prison house of the body in order to anticipate': the joys
of heaven, when *‘the spirit, stronger at last and victorious, will absorb
the body.”” (PF 133, 136)

Like More, Sidney, Shakespeare, and Donne, Erasmus was expres-
sing what almost every sixteenth century Christian had been tap_ght about
their priorities and prospects. Catholic or Protestan.t, English clergy
preached the folly of holding this world other than lightly, '

The wisdom/folly antithesis which is implicit in this kind of think-
ing runs through the structure of English and contipental thought from
Brant’s Ship of Fools to Milton’s Paradise Lost. Wlsdqm was s.hown in
renouncing the deceptive allurements of this world, folly in pursuing them
“‘like the frantick Farmer spoken of in the Gospel.”” {Luke l;:l6-20] 2
Existing collections of Tudor sermons indicate that somewhere in Eng'la.nd
there was always a parish that was being exhorted to ‘‘Buy terms divine
in selling hours of dross.”

A word count of Shakespeare’s plays shows that fool appears
approximately 400 times ; folly, approximately 80 tirpes ; foo‘lish, 75
times ; fond, 60 times ; wisdom, 110 times ; wise, 125 times ; wisely, 30
times ; wise man, 25 times. (In the Bible, fool occurs only 105
times ; folly, only 30 times ; foolish, 50 times ; wisdom, 180 times ; wise,
175 times ; wisely, 15 times.)

The vices that loom largest in King Lear are the ones that have
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priority of place in Dame Folly’s court: Philautia (Self-love), Kolakia
(Flattery), Anoia (Madness), and Comos (Rowdiness, if we can believe
Oswald, as we probably should in this instance). With the exception of
flattery in King Lear, none of the sources of Shakespeare’s tragedy play
up the vices which stand out in The Praise of Folly. It is reasonable to
assume, therefore, that Shakespeare was substantially indebted to Eras-
mus for the clustered follies that drive Lear to madness and death.

In the first scene of the play, the action leaps with fiery quickness
from one folly to another. Everything is put in motion by the appeal of
flattery to the self-love of one who ‘hath ever but slenderly known him-
self.” (1,i,292-293). 2! **When power to flattery bowes’’ so completely,
Kent must conclude that Lear is mad. (I,i,147-149) Here, however, it is
the *“madness’’ of folly (as in Ecclesiastes 7:26) not the insanity we wit-
ness on the heath. When Lear curses and disinherits Cordelia for disap-
pointing his royal expectations, we have an example of composite folly
— pride, self-love, anger, and vindictiveness — rarely equalled in our
literature. It boils over into everything Lear says and does, but it is most
searing in his dismissal of the daughter for whom he had reserved the
choicest part of his kingdom :

Better thou
Hadst not been born than not t’have pleased me better.
(1,1,234-235)

At some points of convergence, Erasmus’ text seems to provide
some of Shakespeare’s most important insinuations. In language which
could easily be a commentary on the first scene of King Lear, Dame Folly
proclaims that ‘‘Kolakia has the greatest influence in the courts of prin-
ces’’ and ‘‘anger ... occupies the citadel and very fountainhead of life,
the heart.”” (PF 26, 28). In the same part of the book, Folly describes
the corresponding ages of man in terms that ook ahead to Goneril’s ‘‘Old
fools are babes again.’’ 22 ““‘After all,” Folly asks, ‘“‘what difference is
there between them, except that an old man has more wrinkles and has
had more birthdays ? Otherwise they agree exactly {and] resemble each
other in every respect.”’ (PF 22)

Goneril and Regan understand how unrealistic and foolish their
father is to expect that he can give away the burdens and power of office
and still “‘retain / The name and all th’ addition to a king.” (1,i,136-137)
Wise in the ways of the world and, doubtless, of Lear’s court, they skill-
fully exploit Lear’s weaknesses, giving stage life to Dame Folly’s Machia-
vellian distinction between good morals and good sense :
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[Wlisemen have ... two tongues, also mentioned by Euripi-
des : with one they speak the truth, with the other whatever they
think convenient for the moment. They are the ones who turn
black into white, who blow hot and cold in one breath, who
profess to believe one thing in their speech but conceal quite an-
other in their hearts. (PF 56)

Even more villainously, Goneril and Regan embody what Dame Folly
refers to as ‘‘a certain kind of flattery which is altogether destructive,
the kind employed by some unprincipled cynics to ruin their wretched
victims.” (PF 70) Folly’s emblems for the lethal power of such flattery,
““fierce lions ... cruel tigers ... treacherous panthers,’’ might well account
for Albany’s description of the two sisters as ““Tigers, not daughters.”
(Ql: 16,2146)

Edmund is made of the self-same metal as the sisters. Being the
thing he is, Edmund has no more intention than they of struggling under
the burden of ‘‘foolish honesty,”’ so his practices ride easy on one and
all until at the end the whee!l comes full circle. (Here, as in Othello, honesty
means integrity as well as truthfulness.) Edmund is the malicious epi-
tome of the worldly wisdom that Christ, Paul, and Erasmus condemn
because it leads away from God into the dominion of evil. When the point
is made in The Praise of Folly, Erasmus and Folly are in all probability
speaking as onc : ““Paul openily condemns knowledge as dangerous
because it puffs men up. St. Bernard, I imagine, was following Paul when
he interpreted the mountain on which Lucifer established his throne as
the mountain of knowledge.”” (PF 130-131) Erasmus, the mark and glass
of Humanist scholarship, had no intention of repudiating knowledge as
such. His target here is not learning. It is intellectual arrogance and cun-
ning — the guileful wisdom realistically acknowledged a few years later
in Machiavelli’s Prince and embraced as Edmund’s guiding principle :

Let me, if not by birth, have lands by wit :
All with me’s meet that I can fashion fit.
(1,ii,482-483)

By design self-serving, the wisdom of the world eventually proves
foolish and self-subversive. In Edmund’s case, it is tragically so because
it leads him deeper and deeper into villainy and finally destroys him. Not
accidentally, it would seem, Shakespeare made Edmund a striking exam-
ple of Biblical folly recklessly serving false gods and what Erasmus calls
the “‘grossest’” human passions (PF 134-135), which he identifies as pride,
envy, anger, and lust — precisely the passions which motivate Edmund’s
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malignity and the real subject of his apostrophe when he appears alone
on stage for the first time :

Thou, Nature, art my Goddesse ; to thy law
My seruices are bound. (1,ii,309-310)

Ironically, what he really binds himself to is the law of inevitability fore-
told by Dame Wisdom in the Book of Proverbs (the main Biblical text
which Erasmus so cleverly put into a new key) :

The wicked man is caught in his own iniquities,

and held fast in the toils of his own sin ;

he will perish for want of discipline,

wrapped in the shroud of his boundless folly.
(Proverbs 5:22-23)

Unfortunately, integrity and the paradoxical folly of the New Tes-
tament also have their liabilities and dangers. As Adam warns Orlando
in As You Like It (11,iii,683), virtues can be “‘sanctified and holy trai-
tors’’ disposing us to do good and think no evil in a world where the
wisdom that prevails is self-interested and often ruthless. Thus, like
Orlando, Edgar is easily deceived because his good nature and ‘‘foolish’’
integrity put him ** so farre from doing harmes / That he suspects none.”’
(1,ii,479-480) Virtue is not mindless. Edgar’s Poor Tom disguise bespeaks
a shrewdness highly touted by Dame Folly : ““To pretend to be foolish
when the case requires it is the highest wisdom.”’ (PF 117) Only in his
disguise, however, is Edgar guided by the wisdom of the world. In all
other instances, his virtue and nobility are strikingly evident and make
him, like the other figures of virtue in the play, a dramatic embodiment
of Erasmus’ ““pious folly.”’ Although Edmund’s treachery and Glouces-
ter’s disloyalty give him every reason to better their instruction, thoughts
of revenge never enter Edgar’s mind. Like Cordelia, he chooses to ‘‘play
Foole’’ to his father’s sorrow (IV,i,2039), insisting with the gospel and
the last of Shakespeare’s great protagonists that ‘‘the rarer Action is /
In virtue then in vengeance.”” (The Tempest V,i,1746-1747)

Though older and wiser in the ways of the world and of Lear’s
court, Kent, too, embraces folly as readily as Edmund embraces ‘‘wis-
dom.”” Well aware of his master’s volatile personality, Kent must have
known that Lear would turn on him no less quickly than he turned on
his favorite daughter. Like Cordelia, however, Kent believed that he had
no alternative because

To plainnesse honour’s bound
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When Maiesty falls to folly. (I,i,149-150)

From Dame Folly’s perspective, Kent undoubtedly deserves the coxcomb
which the Fool offers him (I,iv,598), iconographically rehearsing Folly’s
contention that kings shun wise men because ‘‘they hate the truth.” (PF
56) Honesty like Kent’s, she insists, is ‘‘peculiar to fools : they alone speak
the plain, unvarnished truth.”’ (PF 55) Self-preservation and advance-
ment point in another direction, cynically but accurately enunciated in
Machiavelli’s warning to the Kents of his or any age :

... there is such a difference between the way men live and the
way they ought to live, that anybody who abandons what is for
what ought to be will learn something that will ruin rather than
preserve him. 23

To continue serving a master like Lear would be unthinkable for
most people. To do him “‘seruice improper for a slaue’’ goes against
nature. 2 It is surpassing folly, to reason most absurd. Yet it is an image
of the play at large, dramatizing the opposition between those who make
nature their goddess and those extraordinary people who do not, prefer-
ring, in Dame Folly’s words, to ‘“conflict in their entire life-style with
the whole company of mortals.” (PF 133)

The conflict between wise folly and Machiavellian wisdom asserts
itself conspicuously in the changing relationship between Albany and
Goneril. Initially, Goneril merely displays uneasiness about her husband’s
moral inclinations, apparently worried that he might be too full of the
milk of human kindness to do the work her ambition has cut out for him :

This milky gentlenesse and course of yours,
Though I condemne not, yet vnder pardon,

You are much more attaskt for want of wisdom
Than prais’d for harmefull mildnesse. (I,iv,828-829)

By the time they go to battle against Cordelia’s French expedi-
tion, Goneril’s annoyance has become undisguised loathing, and Albany
can no longer tolerate her wickedness :

O Goneril,
You are not worth the dust which the rude wind
Blowes in your face ! I fear your disposition ....
She that her selfe will sliuer and disbranch
From her materiall sap perforce must wither
And come to deadly vse. (IV,ii,2104-2106) 25
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The Biblical undertext of Albany’s words, Jesus’ vine and branch
analogy with its apocalyptic implications (John 15:1-6), tells us that
Albany has looked into Goneril’s soul and seen the darkness there, finally
realizing that she is irredeemably evil, forever cut off from grace — a
devil, a monster, and a fiend. (IV,ii,2107-2110)

Echoing Lady Macbeth once again, Goneril throws the Bible back
into Albany’s face, ridiculing his masculinity and intelligence, scornfully
concluding that he is a ‘‘milke-liver’d man / That bear’st a cheek for
blowes .... a moral foole .... Oh vain fool.”” (IV,ii,2105-2110) In all,
she uses the word fool four times in thirty-three lines, foolish once. In
addition, there is a play on the familiar Greek word for foof, moros, which
is wholly consistent with the cynical cunning that underlies everything
she does : ““No more! The text is foolish.” 26 Hers is the malicious wis-
dom of the Genesis serpent as Shakespeare’s imagery reminds us on at
least two occasions ; first, when Lear tells Regan that Goneril ‘‘stroocke
me with her Tongue / Most Serpent-like’’ (I1,ii,1347-1348) and, second,
when Edmund comments with no little satisfaction that both sisters desire
him and are as “‘jealous of the other, as the stung are of the Adder.”
(V,i,2616-2617)

Obviously Cordelia is the dramatic and moral antithesis of her
sisters, the representation of everything that St. Paul and Erasmus meant
by pious folly. It is just this that makes her for many modern readers
as intolerable as Isabella, who also refused to betray her moral princi-
ples for what seemed to be the best of reasons. The litany of disapproval
is as uncompromising as Cordelia’s ‘‘Nothing, my lord.”’ Some feminist
critics have been especially scathing. Cordelia’s superficial gentleness, we
are told, never quite conceals her ‘‘iron stubbornness,’’ which makes her
as proud and destructive in her own way as her father is in his. 2’ From
the perspective of feminist new historicism, Cordelia is ‘‘a static, almost
inanimate daughter of sorrows ... an emblem of dutiful pity’’ and of unen-
lightened virtue inspired and manipulated by the patriarchal establish-
ment of the age. 28 Given the explicit political agenda of neo-Marxist cri-
tics, it is inevitable that they find Cordelia’s virtue offensive, as ‘‘ran-
cid’’ and irrational as Isabella’s.

To be sure, one need not be a Marxist to see ‘‘madness’’ in Cor-
delia’s behavior. Taking his cue from Edgar (IV,vi,173), Kenneth Muir,
the Arden editor, maintains that the whole play is built upon the double
paradox of ‘‘Reason in madness’” and ‘‘vision in blindness.”’ 2% Muir’s
thesis is correct but incomplete because it fails to account for the Chris-
tian elements in the play, a serious oversight repeated by Arthur Kirsch
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in his essay on ‘“The Emotional Landscape of King Lear,’”’ published
recently in Shakespeare Quarterily.3® Kirsch rightly stresses the impor-
tance of Ecclesiastian folly, but he ignores altogether Corinthian folly,
which is just as prevalent. Inevitably, therefore, he concludes that the
play is unrelievedly tragic, grotesque, and desolating. The final section
of The Praise of Folly supplies terms which point in another direction
— toward a mixed response which is more consistent with the mixture
of pagan and Christian thought in the tragedy.

After comparing the rival gospels of the material world and the
kingdom of God, Dame Folly’s ‘‘pious people’’ choose the latter, well
aware that their decision might cause considerable distress. Unlike ordi-
nary people, they struggle to root out not only gross desires but also

——

Hans Holbein’s woodcut of almsgiving as a form of Christian “‘folly.” Figure
44 from Moriae Encomium: OR, A Panegyric upon FOLLY. Written in Latin
by Desiderius Erasmus. Done into English [by Bp. White Kennet], Ilustrated
with Above Fifty Curious Cuts Designed and Drawn by Hans Holbein. Lon-
don: F. Woodward, 1709. This is the first illustrated English translation. Cf. p. 6.
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intermediate feelings, which are in a sense natural, such as patrio-
tism [and] love of parents ... so that a father is no longer loved
simply as a father (for what did he beget except the body? —
though even that too is owing to God, the father of all), but
as a good man whose personality projects a shining image of
that highest mind of all, to which alone they give the name
““highest good”’ and apart from which they teach that nothing
is to be loved or sought. (PF 135)

The moral substance and temperature of Erasmus’ text correspond
almost exactly with Cordelia’s response when Lear offers her the choi-
cest part of his kingdom.

I love your majesty
According to my bond ; nor more nor less....
You have begot me, bred me, loved me : I
Return those duties back as are right fit,
Obey you, love you, and most honour you.
Why have my sisters husbands, if they say
They love you ail? (1,i,93-94; 9)

In Lear’s eyes, this response is ‘‘untender.’’ In Cordelia’s, it is
‘“true’’ ; that is, honorable. Cordelia refuses to accept her designated role
and heave her heart into her mouth because like Erasmus and every other
Renaissance humanist she would play neither the flatterer nor the fool.
It is not only the paradoxical wisdom of the New Testament that she repre-
sents here, but also the perceptive human intelligence of the Old : “The
heart of fools is in their mouth : but the mouth of the wise is in their
heart.” (Ecclesiasticus 21:26) Most important, Cordelia sees in her father’s
conduct no image of the goodness Erasmus proposes, and she will not
yield her integrity to Lear’s ravenous pride. She could have lied, but she
chose not to. Why should she be condemned for that ? Surely, Cordelia
ought to be allowed the same rights over her destiny that modern women
claim for themselves. No different from Erasmus’ and Shakespeare’s con-
temporaries, Cordelia believed that honor and honesty were interchan-
geable. The Latin word honestas signified worth, virtue, honorable cha-
racter, probity. 3! Jacques Hurault’s Politicke, Moral and Military Dis-
courses (1595) went so far as to claim that a person who lost his reputa-
tion for honesty ‘‘hath no more to lose, because the whole welfare and
honour of a man depended thereupon.’’ 32 For Cordelia, honor is not
merely ““a word ... air,”’ the useless illusion of Falstaff’s revisionist cate-
chism. (1 Henry IV,V,i,2630-2631) Honor is the soul’s main tender, abso-
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lutely essential for what Folly, or more likely, Erasmus refers to as the
perfection of life. (PF 137) Her simple ‘‘Nothing’’ speaks volumes to
those who have ears to hear. .

Cordelia does not hesitate to speak the truth and mar her for-
tunes because, as France rightly observes, ‘‘She is herself a dowry”
(1,i,242) and can draw from within herself riches that this world cannot
give, riches acclaimed in The Praise of Folly as the eternal and invisible
things of the spirit which unite the faithful to ‘‘that Highest Good which
gathers all things to Himself.”” (PF 137) Like Erasmus and More, the
Jacobean audience would have realized the folly of putting that pros- .
pect at risk to gain the whole world. But for one third of Britain, when
the rest was ruled by her grasping sisters ? Hardly a promising venture.

~ As numerous scholars have noted, what is to be seen in Cordelia
is an image of Christ, who himself ‘‘became somehow foolish in order
to relieve the folly of mortals when he took on human nature .... in order
to heal sins .... through the folly of the cross.”’ (PF 130) We cannot be
sure why Shakespeare made Cordelia a figure of Christ in a pre-Christian
world, but we must acknowledge that he did. Perhaps he acted on the
realization that grace penetrates history wherever God wills, as the Jewish
bible and the writings of the Buddha demonstrate on many occasions. 33
What we do know for sure is that Cordelia embodies, more than anyone
else in the play or, for that matter, anyone in the whole of Shakespeare’s
works, the Christian folly described by St. Paul and Erasimus.

If Cordelia cannot save her father from his folly and its terrible
consequences, she can redeem him, even if in the process she loses her
own life, just as Christ did, ‘“‘pleased to save the world through folly
because it could not be redeemed by wisdom.’’ (1 Cor. 1:21,27 ; PF 129)
The similarities between Cordelia’s foolish conduct and Christ’s are
unmistakable, particularly when one sees the imagery refracted through
The Praise of Folly. She forgives Lear when she has abundant reason
to hate and condemn him, as he well knows :

If you haue poyson for me, I will drink it.

I know you do not loue me ; for your sisters

Haue (as I do remember) done me wrong.

You haue some cause, they haue not. (IV,vi,2557-2560)

Cordelia’s reply, ‘““No cause, no cause,’’ negates Lear’s anxieties and her
own earlier ‘‘Nothing, my lord’’ for it shows conclusively how much she
loves him. Her response also reflects the ‘‘openminded generosity’’ which
characterizes the pious fool (PF 122) and the foolish mercy of God, who
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had full cause to condemn mankind but chose to redeem us instead.

The case for Cordelia as an image of Christ can be made with a
single sentence : *‘O deere father, / It is thy businesse that I go about.”
(1V,,iii,2160-2161) Cordelia’s words come straight out of the Geneva Bible,
where Jesus explains his absence to Mary and Joseph : ‘‘Knewe ye not
that I must go about my father’s business?”’ (Luke 2:49) 34 Not a few
commentators have remarked that redemption in King Lear is a cruel
business from beginning to end. So was the business of the cross. Redemp-
tion is rarely easy ; never for those who, like Lear, insist on making the
process as difficult as possible. If we read King Lear with the priorities
of the Renaissance in mind — recognizing, that is, what Shakespeare’s
contemporaries considered to be wisdom and folly, gain and loss — it
is easier to understand that only by means of Cordelia’s integrity and
his own suffering could Lear discover the truth that would take him out-
side himself and free him from his folly. 3’

When Lear asks, ‘“Who is it that can tell me who I am ?”’ the
Fool is right to answer, ‘‘Lear’s shadow,” (I,iv,718), perhaps an echo
of The Praise of Folly, where Dame Folly borrows from Plato while dis-
cussing the differences between things as we think they must be (‘‘wret-
ched shadows’’) and things as they might be. (PF 133-134) To escape
the darkness within himself, Lear had to experience alienation, suffering,
exposure, madness, ‘‘sovereign shame,”” and all that wretches feel. To

become ‘‘every inch a man,”” he had first to lose his kingdom, his chil-
dren, his pomp, his home, and — most anguishing — his identity. It was
a devastating process and it drove the old king mad, but it saved him
from the wretched end of those such as Macbeth, who allow themselves
to be ‘“‘quite unmann’d in folly’’ and fall further and further into the
darkness. (Macbeth 111,iv,1096) 36

To feel what Folly calls the madness of love (PF 136), Lear had
to go out of his mind because in his mind there was no love. The process
could have begun only with Cordelia, “our Ioy, / Although our last,
and least”’ (I,i,83-84), because Lear would not have been transported to
such extremes of rage and folly if the other daughters failed him. After
Cordelia’s banishment, it becomes the Fool’s task to carry on what she
unwillingly began. He assumes the importance that he has in the play
because, as Dame Folly reminds her audience, ‘‘only fools have a license
to declare the truth without offense.’’ (PF 123) The Fool, however, could
not take Lear as far as he had to go. Undeniably, he has far more dra-
matic substance than the natural or the counterfeit fool-jesters familiar
to Shakespeare’s audience. No one can mistake the implications of
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his barbs, least of all Lear : ‘‘Dost thou call me fool, boy ?°’ (Q1:4,638).
Moreover, as an earlier commentator on Shakespeare’s wise fools real-
ized, by abandoning prudence to follow his sick king out of doors to con-
tend with the fretful elements, the Fool becomes an embodiment of Chris-
tian folly. 3 But his contributions end there. ‘“‘All-licens’d’’ he might
have been, as Goneril complained, but all-sufficient he was not. Only
Cordelia, Lear’s other fool, could convey him from human folly to divine
folly and redemption. 38 Accordingly, the Fool goes to bed at noon,
while Lear’s madness is still at its most intense. (III,vi,1890)

The process of redemption is painfully long. Late in the action
Lear still thinks himself ““The Naturall Foole of Fortune’’ (IV,v,2395),
retaining in his madness the conviction that the causes of his misery lie
outside himself. At this point he runs off stage, to be absent from the
play for a time, as Hamlet and Macbeth, before entering a new stage
of development. 3 When we see Lear again, reunited with Cordelia, the
process is over and he is capable of admitting that the blame lies
within : “‘I am a very foolish fond old man.” (IV,vi,2545)

Soon after Lear divided the kingdom, the Fool tells him that ‘“thou
mad’st thy Daughters thy Mothers’’ by abdicating authority to them.
(I,iv,658-659) In another sense, Cordelia, also, is her father’s mother —
in a metaphysical sense, the absent mother of the play. Through her, he
gained new life by a process and of a kind compellingly described near
the end of Dame Folly’s commentary on the supreme happiness of reli-
gious folly : “‘[W]hat is re-enacted is the death of Christ, which mortals
ought to express by taming, extinguishing, and burying (as it were) bodily
passions so that they may rise up into renewed life and can be one with
him and also one among themselves.”” (PF 135) What else but renewed
life could be signified by the first words Lear speaks when he awakens
from his madness in the presence of Cordelia : ““You do me wrong to
take me out o’th’ grave’’ ? (IV,vi,2530) What else except the burial and
redemption of bodily passions could be meant by Lear’s ecstatic expres-
sion of love, humility, and happiness after the defeat of Cordelia’s army
when he has every reason to think himself the most abject of men :

Come, let’s away to prison.
We two alone will sing like Birds i’ th’ Cage:
When thou dost ask me blessing, Ile kneel down
And ask of thee forgiveness. So wee’l liue,
And pray, and sing, and tell old tales, and laugh
At gilded Butterflies, and heere poor Rogues
Talk of Court newes ; and wee’l talke with them too,
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Who looses and who wins; who’s in, who’s out;
And take vpon’s the mystery of things,
As if we were God'’s spies .... (V,iii,2648-2657)

For many readers, the mystery of things is that Lear can say what
he does after the torment he suffered. However, Shakespeare’s audience
might have reacted differently. They understood the nature and para-
dox of redemption better than we and were prepared to recognize free-
dom in captivity, joy in affliction, wisdom in folly, and life in death.
For them, the substance and symbolism of Lear’s words would attest to
his new birth and to his complete detachment from his old way of life.
That his new life was cut short so quickly and so cruelly would seem to
them, as to us, almost unbearably tragic, yet not unmitigatedly so because
both Lear and Cordelia had recovered what they most wanted before they
died. From Erasmus’ and Shakespeare’s point of view, the play would
have been much more tragic if Cordelia had flattered her father and avoid-
ed all that came from her ‘“Nothing.’’> At most, Lear would have had
a few more years of folly and she a lifetime of shame and self-loathing.
Clearly, this would have been more waste than gain from the perspective
of Renaissance humanism, and as contemporary playwrights seemed to
know, the essence of tragedy is waste.

The Globe audience might not have registered every mention of
wisdom and folly. However, they would have heard enough to realize

aaaaaaa
they would have felt the great tragedy of Lear’s and Cordelia’s deaths,
but these deaths would not have been so devastating for them as they
are for modern readers who see love restored only to be cruelly snatched
away, leaving nothing behind except a dark void where new life should
have begun. They would have grieved just as we do, but they would have
seen more than death and loss at the end of the play. Because they brought
to the theater a dual mode of vision (the result of sixteenth-century edu-
cational strategies), they were prepared to entertain opposing contexts
and possibilities. The result was a fuller vision of truth, sought not in
any single scene but rather in the total action of the drama. 40 Not far
distant in time from what Paul Tillich called the ‘‘theonomous’’ era of
their Christian ancestors, Shakespeare and his contemporaries were
schooled to detect ‘‘the ultimate meaning of existence [which] shines
through all finite forms and actions.”’ 4t They were therefore ready to
see more than death and loss when they saw Cordelia dead in Lear’s arms.
What they would have recognized was a dramatic refiguring of the Pietd

ot iy g e

i
k
H

o g

ERASMIAN FOLLY AND KING LEAR 19

scene, the definitive image of victory in defeat and the epitome of all
the Biblical imagery systematically crafted into the text to remind the
onlooker that on this great stage of fools there is infinitely more to life
and death than Lear’s pre-Christian world dreamt of. 4> They would
have understood that unlike Goneril, Regan, Cornwall and Edmund, who
lived for themselves according to the wisdom of the world, Lear and Cor-
delia died for one another objectifying what Erasmus called ‘‘the doc-
trine of the cross’’ (PF 128), which, he insisted in his letter to Dorp, trans-
forms and perfects life while seeming to take it away. 4 To borrow from
the language of the play one last time, this is not ‘‘altogether fool.”” 4
Nor altogether tragic.
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Arizona State University
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29. See Muir’s introduction to the Arden ed. of Lear, liv.

30. Arthur Kirsch, ‘“The Emotional Landscape of King Lear,”” SQ 39
(Summer, 1988) 169.

31. Curtis Brown Watson, Shakespeare and the Renaissance Concept of Honor
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Thou hast a Daughter
Who redeemes Nature from the generall curse
Which twaine haue brought her to. (IV,vi,2408-2410)

35. I use free in the conventional sense as defined by St. Paul and understood by
the English Church in the sixteenth century : freedom is the condition of having the right
to do what we should do, not merely what we want to do.

36. Replying to his wife’s taunts before the murder of Duncan, Macbeth boasts
that “‘I dare do all that may become a man.”* (1,vii,442) After the murder, his humanity
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(1V,iii,1782), and a ‘‘hellhound.” (V,x,3).

37. R.H. Goldsmith, Wise Fools in Shakespeare (East Lansing, MI : Michi-
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38. For a summary of the debate over the identity of the fool whom Lear
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Brooks (New Haven : Yale UP, 1955) 54.
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42. Dame Helen Gardner identified the crucifixion iconology in King Lear
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43. See Erasmus’ letter to Dorp in Miller’s ed. of The Praise of Folly, 159.

44, As a final instance of intertextuality, I propose Kent’s “thi§ is not a:ltc?-
gether Fool, my Lord’” (QI: 4,640) and Erasmus’ comment that “my pra.lse o'f Fczl y is
not altogether foolish.” (‘‘Erasmus’ Prefatory Letter to Thomas More,” in Miller’s ed.

of The Praise of Folly, 4.)

* *
*

Précis

The wisdom/folly antithesis was a prevailing theme throughout t'he lat'e
Renaissance. Gaining initial momentum in Erasmus’ Praisg of Fc_)lly, this an.tl-
thesis appears in some of the greatest works of the age, including several ‘of
Shakespeare’s plays and Milton’s Paradise Lost.

This essay proposes to demonstrate not only that Shakespeare borrowed
freely from The Praise of Folly when composing King Lez_zr but also tl)at he made
the wisdom/folly antithesis a crucial subtext which invites the audience to see
more than death and loss at the end of his greatest tragedy.

Résumé

L’opposition entre la sagesse et la folie était un théme favori de la Renais-

sance tardive. Prenant un élan initial dans L°Eloge de la Folie d’Erasme, cette

opp unes des plus grandes oeuvres de I’époque,

opposition apparait dans quelques- . ¢
y compris plusieurs des piéces de Shakespeare et le Paradis Perdu de Milton.

Cet essai se donne pour tiche de montrer non seulement que Shakespear.e
emprunta librement 4 L’Eloge de la Folie lorsqu’il composa Le .R'oi 'Lear, mais
aussi qu’il fit de I’opposition sagesse/folie un sous-texte crucial qui invite le public
a voir autre chose que la mort et la perte  la fin de cette tragédie, la plus grande

de Shakespeare.

* *
*

o Le volume XXIII des Arquivos do Centro Cultural Portugués (Lisbonne
et Paris : Fondation C. Gulbenkian, 1987) est un “Hommage a Paul Tes-
sier” : d’ou la place de choix qu'y occupe Gil Vicente. More y figure sur.tc‘mt
grice 4 l'article de J.V. de Pina Martins sur ‘‘Ce qui est vivant dans la tradition
de ’humanisme’’ (33349). En voici un échantillon : “‘Quant al’auteur de I’Uto-
pie, ne fixe-t-il pas & six heures par jour I’horaire de travail des h?.bitants de cette
fle perdue dans les mers d’Orient ? Qu’on ne nous fasse pas dire que l’Huma:
nisme de la Renaissance est 4 I’origine du progrés social actuel, mais il en a donné

un premier modéle’’ (p. 340).



