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The Foolishness of Art 

 In Section 107 of The Gay Science, Nietzsche presents a “counterforce” (104) to the 

unpleasant honesty that science offers. Art, he says, makes existence “bearable,” it puts us 

outside and above ourselves, it allows us—indeed, encourages us—to be foolish, for without this 

foolishness we could not fully appreciate our wisdom, and would be merely bogged down with 

calculative honesty. Nietzsche makes such ardent claims about the virtue of foolishness, and the 

positive emotion that comes from such, the sense of which he creates with adjectives such as 

“exuberant, floating, dancing […], blissful” (104), and so forth, that it is not too difficult for the 

reader of “Our ultimate gratitude to art” to be fairly easily sold on the idea of art. Despite their 

respective studies of Nietzsche, however, Kafka and Yeats rarely seem to share Nietzsche’s 

enthusiasm for this aspect of art—certainly, they both approach the idea in their own way, but 

the idea of the fool is never quite as lauded in their works as it is in Section 107. This is not to 

say, however, that there is no art to be found within Kafka and Yeats’s works. According to 

Nietzsche, “art furnishes us with the eye and hand and above all the good conscience to be able 

to make such a phenomenon of ourselves” (104), but he also stresses the importance of the 

foolishness of art. Kafka and Yeats do not indulge in this foolishness—the art exists, certainly, 

but there is no “floating” or “dancing”; Kafka and Yeats instead prefer to focus on other aspects 

of art, and though there is certainly still gratitude expressed toward art, they do this in their own 
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way—not through dancing, not through a disassociation with morality, but through the process 

of creating art itself. 

 The overarching idea of “Our ultimate gratitude to art” is a fairly straightforward one: art 

in the life of humans makes existence more bearable. We are, Nietzsche says, “grave and serious 

human beings” (104), and without art and foolishness we would never be able to get outside of 

ourselves, but would instead remain bogged down with honesty and existence. Nietzsche does 

not claim that art does this all on its own—as human beings, we have to be willing to be fools, 

and we have to put effort into a type of discrediting of science and morality. Not only do we have 

to resist seriousness and morality, we must “float and play above it” (105); the ideal outcome of 

our gratitude to art takes effort to put aside the traditional, serious ideals of being and existence, 

pushing to the side the self-consciousness of looking foolish. Indeed, it is looking foolish, the 

“good will to appearance” (104) that art strives to facilitate in human beings. In doing this, a 

transformation takes place: “it is no longer eternal imperfection that we carry across the river of 

becoming” (104), but rather, we have something that we can be proud of. Nietzsche admonishes 

those who are still ashamed of being associated with this art, those who have not yet embraced 

art for all that it has to offer and the transformation that comes from accepting foolishness.  

 Despite its necessity to a better life, it is important to note that Nietzsche does not imply 

that art and foolishness should be a replacement for wisdom. Rather, they should complement 

one another: “we must now and then be pleased about our folly in order to be able to stay pleased 

about our wisdom!” (104)  A “passion for knowledge” is certainly a positive thing, but it gets 

tangled up in the inherent qualities of humanity: “we are at bottom grave and serious human 

beings” (104), Nietzsche says, and it is this quality that affects our quest for knowledge, as well 

as what we do once we obtain this knowledge. Without art, eventually the end result of our 
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wisdom would lead to miserableness—we need the “floating” and “dancing.” Without wisdom, 

however, we would most likely simply float away. There must be balance between the two, but it 

does not necessarily have to be a tentative balance—art does not have to be subtle in what it 

does, as long as it gives us the foolishness that protects us from ourselves.  

Although he discusses widely why we should have gratitude toward art, Nietzsche does 

not elaborate on which type of art is the best for making a “phenomenon of ourselves.” He 

mentions poetry, but apart from that art is presented in this section as more of a concept than a 

tangible thing. Perhaps this is because Nietzsche is looking at existence as an “aesthetic 

phenomenon” rather than as a portrait of day-to-day life, using language that evokes the idea of 

life and the self being in different parts: how human beings inherently are in one place, their 

wisdom in another, and foolishness in yet another, and art exists to enable us to “have a rest from 

ourselves” (104). Nietzsche uses spatial language to evoke this idea further; we can look “at and 

down at ourselves and, from an artistic distance, [laugh] at ourselves or [cry] at ourselves” (104). 

Without art, it is easy to get caught up in just one aspect of our being, but when we take a step 

back, when we are “an artistic distance” away, we can understand the necessity of foolishness, 

and thus the necessity of the art that allows us to see how much we need foolishness.  

Nietzsche makes a convincing argument in the favor of art, and a large part of his success 

in this has to do with the fact that his defense of art is not really contested: the language that he 

uses about the virtues of foolishness is both ethereal and exuberant, precisely opposite of that 

which he uses to talk about science and honesty, and in both of these the language reflects his 

argument. In the last several lines of the section, however, Nietzsche makes a claim that is rather 

more contentious than the necessity of foolishness: he says that morality, too, must be stood 

above. Much like foolishness is complementary to wisdom, standing above morality allows us to 
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remain free of the “irritable honesty” (104) that we tend to get caught up in, an honesty which 

would ground us and counteract whatever positive effects foolishness might offer. The 

contention stems from the fact that Nietzsche puts morality in the same league as “delusion and 

error” and the honesty that would “lead to nausea and suicide” (104). Art, it seems, cannot 

complement morality—morality is simply something that we are better left uninvolved with, 

something that would turn us into “virtuous monsters and scarecrows” (104). We not only need 

art and foolishness, but we also need to step away from morality. Art and foolishness are easy 

enough to accept, because Nietzsche gives them a practical value; a lack of morality, however, 

seems to take on a more arbitrary value—not something that comes from art, but something for 

which an effort, independent of art, must be made. 

Apart from poetry, Nietzsche makes no specific reference to the kind of art that he is 

discussing. Is it solely to a written medium that we owe our gratitude, or are paintings and 

sculptures, architecture and photographs also worthy of consideration? In not mentioning several 

art forms in particular, Nietzsche leaves the term “art” open to interpretation—not necessarily 

what art does, however; Nietzsche’s idea that art gives us freedom and an ability to “make a 

phenomenon of ourselves” still holds. This idea is precisely what happens, on several levels, in 

Kafka’s “A Hunger Artist.” The Hunger Artist himself uses the physical act of his “art” to make 

a phenomenon of himself—not precisely the phenomenon that Nietzsche was talking about, 

however. At the beginning of the story, the Hunger Artist is a social phenomenon, essentially 

marketed as such, admired and discussed by the public, and a person to whom attention is paid. 

He is also a physical phenomenon, fasting for forty days, becoming skin and bones, too weak to 

stand up by himself. By the end of the story, the Hunger Artist resembles the idea of the aesthetic 

phenomenon that Nietzsche discusses, but where Nietzsche sets out to use art as a positive 
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catalyst for the improvement of life, the phenomenon of the Hunger Artists is by no means one 

that would be generally appealing. The only person to whom this aesthetic phenomenon matters, 

at this point in the story, is the Hunger Artist himself. Despite this, however, the idea of art is the 

same in the case of the Hunger Artist as it is for Nietzsche in Section 107: “art furnishes us with 

the eye and hand and above all the good conscience to be able to make such a phenomenon of 

ourselves.” The Hunger Artist’s use of art, as well as his idea of a self-phenomenon, is different 

from that of Nietzsche in practice, but the fundamental idea is the same. 

Although the story is called “A Hunger Artist,” the art that the Hunger Artist is concerned 

with is not necessarily fasting, but rather, suffering. Like the idea of art, the idea of suffering in 

“A Hunger Artist” is also presented in a somewhat convoluted manner. At the beginning of the 

story, the Hunger Artist does not really seem to experience the suffering that one would assume 

that he does—that is, he does not find suffering in starvation: “For he alone knew, […] how easy 

it was to fast. It was the easiest thing in the world” (Kafka 270). This being the case, it is not 

truly “suffering” that the Hunger Artist is experiencing—not at this point in the story—but 

rather, the appearance of suffering. This is the Hunger Artist’s true art—the show of fasting and 

the appearance of suffering. The text itself does not engage in the deception that the Hunger 

Artist uses on the public, but exposes him for what he truly is: a “suffering martyr, which indeed 

he was, although in quite another way” (271). The real suffering that the Hunger Artist 

experiences is not in his fasting, but rather, that he is not fasting as much as he could. Every forty 

days, he is forced to eat; every forty days, the Hunger Artist experiences his real suffering in that 

he is not allowed to push his art to the most extreme: “Why should he be cheated of the fame he 

would get for fasting longer?” (271). 
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The Hunger Artist, it seems, has been able to make a phenomenon out of his life, for 

which surely he owes his art some gratitude. However, there does not seem to be any trace of the 

foolishness that Nietzsche discusses as being a product of art. Whereas in Section 107, where 

Nietzsche uses art to help us examine the different aspects of our lives, “looking at and down at 

ourselves,” the Hunger Artist does not use his art to examine himself; he creates a phenomenon 

out of it, but the phenomenon can be seen as more of a spectacle. Despite his art, the Hunger 

Artist is still “a grave and serious human [being]” (Nietzsche 104), and the aesthetic 

phenomenon that he eventually becomes at the end of the story is not one that makes his life 

better, but one that is rather parasitic and sad—“the world was cheating him of his reward” 

(276), the Hunger Artist thinks. However, taking Nietzsche’s idea of the gratitude that should be 

shown to art into consideration, this is to be expected—the Hunger Artist used his art to appeal to 

the world instead of using it to examine himself. The physical appearance of the Hunger Artist at 

the end of the story, withered away to practically nothing, is indicative of his relationship with 

his art. He has brought it upon himself—“I have to fast, I can’t help it” (Kafka 277), and this 

shows the dangers of one who would use art for his own purposes rather than being attentive to 

and learning from all aspects of it. 

Unlike “A Hunger Artist,” in “The Fascination of What’s Difficult” Yeats presents art 

forms that are much more widely accepted than fasting and suffering—he is writing about poetry 

and plays. Also unlike Kafka, rather than making a phenomenon of himself out of art, in this 

poem Yeats is focused more on the art itself. Yeats—it is implied that author is the speaker of the 

poem—focuses on the creation of poetry while vilifying the theater business. It seems extremely 

relevant that Yeats is writing about poetry, considering that this is the only type of artwork that 

Nietzsche specifically mentions in Section 107: “We do not always keep our eyes from rounding 
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off, from finishing the poem; and then it is no longer eternal imperfection that we carry across 

the river of becoming—we then feel that we are carrying a goddess” (104). Nietzsche and Yeats 

are in quite harmonious agreement about poetry. They even both use mythical imagery to 

represent poetry: for Nietzsche, this is a “goddess,” and for Yeats it is the mythical creature 

Pegasus, which he refers to as “our colt” (Yeats 4). They also both use collective language—

“our,” “we”—when discussing poetry, which implies inclusion into the group of those reading 

and writing poetry.  

Although Nietzsche and Yeats agree about poetry, Yeats seems to be missing a crucial 

element in the appreciation of art: foolishness. Again, Nietzsche did not specify any particular art 

besides poetry that we should show gratitude toward, but it does not seem likely that he would 

have excluded plays from his definition of art. Yeats’s disdain for plays and the theater business 

is palpable throughout the poem, in some instances quite obviously: “My curse on plays / That 

have to be set up fifty ways, / On the day’s war with every knave and dolt / Theater business, 

management of men” (8-11). However, Yeats also laments how much poetry is being 

downplayed; he describes Pegasus, representative of poetry, as “Shiver[ing] under the lash, 

strain, sweat and jolt / As though it dragged road metal” (7-8). Yeats has—understandably, given 

that he is a poet—placed poetry as an art form on the highest pedestal, but he is clinging to it 

tightly, labeling and understanding it as art but not allowing it to take the form of a lighthearted 

discovery of self or the foolishness that is so crucial to a better existence. Yeats is one of those, 

as Nietzsche puts it, who are “more weights than human beings” (104).  

It seems as though Yeats, in being a poet, would better understand the necessity of 

foolishness in art and of taking a break from ourselves. Perhaps like Kafka’s Hunger Artist, he is 

so caught up in what art can do for him that he fails to express proper gratitude toward it. Yeats 
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certainly works hard toward the creation of art—in “Adam’s Curse” he writes “For to articulate 

sweet sounds together / Is to work harder than all these” (10-11) (the “these” being acts of 

difficult physical labor), and he is clearly aware of the effect that poetry has. Although Yeats’s 

art certainly does not backfire on him in the same manner that the Hunger Artist’s did, it seems 

that their predicaments are not so dissimilar: Yeats, too, seeks to commoditize art, and although 

he does this is in a much less blatant manner than the Hunger Artist, the fundamental problem is 

that—despite his agreement with Nietzsche on the importance of poetry—Yeats does not see art 

as something that should be proffered gratitude in the way the Nietzsche understands it, because 

Yeats does not treat art in the same manner. 

Although they are two very different writers, Kafka and Yeats approach the idea of art in 

a surprisingly similar manner. Neither seems to agree with Nietzsche fully, and where they 

disagree with him they do so on similar points. As a whole, Nietzsche’s message about art seems 

easy to accept: art as a dishonesty that makes our existence not only bearable, but blissful. For 

Kafka and Yeats, too, this general message seems easy enough to accept—Kafka demonstrates 

this in the importance that his art has to the Hunger Artist, and Yeats shows it in his ardent desire 

to let the metaphorical colt out of the stable (13). However, both fall short when it comes to 

demonstrating the most important part of Nietzsche’s message: precisely how art affects us. 

Kafka’s Hunger Artist and the speaker of “The Fascination of What’s Difficult” demonstrate 

gratitude toward art, but they are demonstrating gratitude for the wrong reason—they have not 

yet experienced the freeing foolishness of art because they have not yet fully realized the 

potential of art as Nietzsche saw it.  

 


