King Lear
Reading Guide
Introduction
ACT I

· The introduction suggests that two books were essential for any English-speaking household—the Bible and the works of William Shakespeare.  Why does the author suggest that such status has damaged both religion & Shakespeare?

· What do you remember about William Shakespeare’s life?  While the introduction goes into great detail, I would expect you to know the following about the bard:  birth date, death date, birthplace, burial place, wife’s name, children’s names, years in London, number of plays, name of theater, and why he wrote such an epitaph:



Good friend, for Jesus’ sake forbear



To dig the dust enclosed here;



Blessed be the man who spares these stones,



And cursed be he who moves these bones

.

· Introductions sometimes give too much information and are often confusing because you haven’t read the play.  That said—I do want you to read the introduction on pages 10-13.  Skim the first page—argues that King Lear might be too big for the stage, too intellectual.  We can talk about that when we finish.  I’ve seen the play done on stage about 5 times—3 were miserable failures—one absolutely incredible performance in High Point at the NC Shakespeare festival (guess who played Lear?—Bill Cosby’s father (Dr. Huxtable) from the Cosby Show—do you remember him?)  The best performance was in London by the Royal Shakespeare Company in 1994—at the end of the play people were weeping—I’ll refer to this one occasionally in my comments.  It was the most powerful performance of any Shakespearean play I’ve witnessed!

· Back to the introduction—page 11 lists the sources Shakespeare used for King Lear.  You already knew that Shakespeare took the characters & plots for his plays from a variety of sources.  Yet, he doesn’t copy them exactly.  He changes much, and as the editor says, “Shakespeare’s brilliance lies in the way he adapted” these stories.

· The part I want you to read and fully comprehend from the introduction is on page 12 and continues to "Note on the text."   You must understand the Elizabethan idea of the world, especially their view of nature.  So, pay close attention to the explanation of the conflict between man as “natural” and man as responsible to some transcendent spiritual law!  You have all studied/talked about Machiavelli, right?

· Now turn to page 14—look at the characters.  Note that King Lear is the King of Britain—that would suggest a much earlier time.  Lear is usually seen as a legendary Celtic king.  Whether he existed or not is debatable.  But the audience of this play was England in 1606.  Shakespeare wrote the play in 1604 or 1605.  Think about the political climate at this time.  Elizabeth I died in 1603; James I from Scotland is the king now.  Remember our discussion of Guy Fawkes & his plot to blow up Parliament in 1605.  What else do you know of the time period?  Shakespeare does have something to say politically and we’ll see that revealed as we read—so think about it.

· But I firmly believe that this play is relevant today also.  I have a friend who teaches this play and she introduces the play by reading Shel Silverstein’s poem “The Giving Tree.”  Do you remember it?  It is about giving and taking—well the characters in this play are either givers or takers.  You think about this idea as you read the play. 

· This play is also relevant for high school seniors because it deals with the parent-child relationship.  Many of you have referred to this relationship in your poetry responses—as you ponder such questions as what do parents owe you, what do you owe them, what do each expect of the other, what should they expect of the other, etc.  In addition, many of your parents are close to my age, and they are confronted with caring for their own parents, your grandparents.  

· Now—back to the characters on page 14.  King Lear has three daughters, the oldest two are married:  Goneril to the Duke of Albany and Regan to the Duke of Cornwall.  In the political hierarchy, the Duke would be just under a King—with very large areas of property he would control.  The earl is below a duke.  Earls are often advisers to kings and dukes.  Both the Earl of Kent and the Earl of Gloucester serve as advisors to King Lear.  The subplot of the play involves Gloucester and his sons—Edgar and Edmund.  The Duke of Burgundy and King of France are suitors to Lear’s youngest daughter Cordelia.  The Fool is a kind of court jester to the king—pay close attention to the wisdom of his speeches—he provides much more in this play than just comic relief.

ACT I, Scene i

· The first 30 lines or so tell us of 2 unnatural happenings: one that is about to happen and the other happened a long time ago.  What are they?

· How would you describe Gloucester’s attitude toward his bastard son Edmund?  If you were an actor, how would you play Edmund—he does after all hear this dialogue between Kent and Gloucester?  How would it make you feel to hear your father laugh about your conception?  [Note: throughout the play, Shakespeare comments on Edmund being handsome.  Most directors are careful to cast a very masculine, handsome person as Edmund.]

· When Lear enters, you must visualize (and hear) a scene of great pomp and ceremony.  Lear leads the way with long robes, crown, with trumpets sounding—servants bow and his train follow.  This sense of order is important now and will be especially important again in Act V.  After this scene, we never witness such order again until that order is restored.

· So—Lear says he’s old and tired.  He’s usually pictured around 80.  Look at his first speech.  If this play is to work at all, I don’t think you should see Lear as old & doddering.  He may have snowy white hair; he may walk with a cane or a limp; but he must be in control.  He must command respect.  How is he going to divide his kingdom?  What was your response to Goneril’s and Regan’s speeches of their love?  Do you believe them?  Can love be measured? Now, what about Cordelia?  How would have Cordelia played if you were the director?  Her sisters?  Do you think she should pacify Lear and tell him what he wants to hear or do you admire her for not following the example of her older sisters?

· The word nothing is very important in this play.  How many times is it used in this scene alone?  Remember this:  a thing is concrete, it can be seen and/or measured; a nothing is not a thing, therefore, an abstraction—cannot be seen or measured.  A nothing does not equal a thing!

· How do you visualize King Lear when Cordelia doesn’t play the game?  Look at his language—what allusions does he use to refer to himself?

· Kent is one of my favorite characters in all of Shakespeare.  In addition to being a play about the bonds between parent and child, King Lear is also about the duties & responsibilities between master and servant.  Notice how Kent tries to help Lear even if it brings Lear’s wrath on him.  When King Lear banishes Kent, what did you think?  What will happen to Kent now—this is after all only the first scene—and Kent is a major character?

· In line 114, Lear says to Cordelia:  “Here I disclaim all my paternal care.”  What does that mean?  What was the #1 responsibility a father had for his daughter?  What does Lear start to negotiate in line 190 when he addresses the Duke of Burgundy?  What does this suggest to you about his announcement that he will not be king any more?

· Who chooses Cordelia as his wife?  So—she will become what?  He states one of the themes of the play in lines 239-241.  Paraphrase it.

· Look at the dialogue between Goneril and Regan that closes this scene.  What additional information do we learn about King Lear here?

· When I saw the play in London, this first scene was so powerful.  The stage was slanted slightly up hill—away from the audience—the floor was covered in brown paper with a map of Britain on it—when Lear divides the kingdom, he takes a huge paint brush and marks off the area for Albany and Cornwall.  During his anger with Cordelia, he rips the paper, and as the scene closes the whole map becomes a heap of trash.  It has a very powerful effect—and is symbolic too!

ACT I, ii

· What do we call a speech delivered on stage when a character is all alone?  In this speech of 22 lines, we see on of the major conflicts highlighted.  Edmund juxtaposes “Nature” and the “plague of custom”; “legitimate” and “bastard.”  What is the essence of this conflict. [Remember: we have probably already felt sympathy for this man because of the way his father talked about him in I, i. And he is very handsome.]

· So begins the subplot.  How is Edmund going to get the lands of his father.  According to the laws of primogeniture who should inherit Gloucester’s land?  Who is older Edgar or Edmund?

· All of Gloucester’s speech in lines 47-56 is enclosed in quotation marks.  Why?  According to Edmund, why does Edgar think he should have his inheritance before his father’s death?  (Is that an issue you hear about today?)  What is Edmund’s plan (deceit) to prove to his father that this letter is accurate or not?

· Look closely at Gloucester’s speech lines 107-121.  Please remember that Elizabethans believed in the Great Chain of Being.  Everyone and everything occupied a place in this hierarchy—duty to the one above and responsibility to the one below.  If this order (bond of duty and responsibility) was broken, it would be reflected in the “natural” world.  Remember in Macbeth when Macbeth kills Banquo—storms where chimneys are blown over and horses turn cannibals—or the eclipse when Julius Caesar is murdered.

· What is Edmund’s response to this speech of his father?  We would probably agree with Edmund today, but in Elizabethan times, such a speech would make Edmund an atheist and a cynic.

· Summarize the plan Edmund puts into place in his dialogue with Edgar.

Act I, iii

· Oswald should be seen as a foil of Kent in the master-servant role.  Note some time has passed since I,i, and Lear and his 100 knights are not staying where?  What do we learn about Lear and his knights from this exchange between Oswald and Goneril?  What does Goneril direct Oswald to do that will surely irritate Lear further?  [Please note—who now uses the royal (“we”) pronouns?]

· While I think it is obvious that Goneril is evil in her treatment of her father, I don’t think we should see King Lear as totally faultless either.  After all, he is not acting very kingly himself.

Act I, iv

· Kent is disguised.  Disguises on Elizabethan stage were not very elaborate.  A change of shirt might well do the trick.  The language was what the audience heard and saw.

· When Lear enters, what personality trait does he display?  What does Kent want to do?  One line of Kent’s that is so important—lines 28-29.  Shakespeare must show us that King Lear is or at least has been a worthy and noble ruler.  What characteristic does Kent say Lear possesses?  Notice the Knight tells us & Lear that he doesn’t think Lear is being treated as he should be.  How does he think he should be treated?  [Remember—what Lear has given away.]

· Although Oswald is a butt—and we hate him when we are not laughing at him—he is often played as a rather effeminate dandy—he reflects what the Knight just told Lear.  Lear expects Oswald to say he is the what, but instead Oswald says what?

· Lear strikes Oswald, and Kent trips him.  Notice that Lear gives the disguised Kent money for his service (l. 89).  Lear is still paying for a nothing.

· Enter the Fool.  The Fool is one of the most enigmatic characters you’ll meet in this play.  Sometimes directors play the Fool as just that—a fool.  But, in my opinion, the best fool is dressed as the court jester, but through his actions and interactions with Lear, he is a kind and compassionate friend to Lear.  The Fool in the London play I told you about was tiny—dwarfed by Lear--, and he was often found cuddling close to Lear, crouching under his arm.  The intimacy between Lear and the Fool in that play was obvious and was so important to understanding both of them.

· Don’t be foolish and skip over the Fool’s speeches or songs—they are rich with truth and wisdom.  Notice the truth in Kent’s statement when he says “This is nothing, fool.” – how true—wisdom is a nothing.  Notice this playful banter between Lear, Kent, and the fool.  Notice how the Fool sees how “out of order” Lear’s actions were in lines 174-177.

· Why is Goneril upset with Lear and his knights?  What is the irony of line 225?

· Now—the lesson that Lear must learn in this play (as we all must learn in life) is expressed by Lear in line 231—what is it?

· Notice Lear’s anger again.  Lear is a difficult role to play.  As the play progresses, Lear’s anger rises in a crescendo.  If the actor becomes too angry too early he has no where to rise to—did that make sense?

· What curse does Lear call down on Goneril?  Notice all the animal imagery he uses in cursing her—remember this is his daughter.  Also—what would animals be associated with?

· One of the most famous quotes from the play is line 291-292.  Have you ever heard it?

· What is ironic about Lear’s comment to Goneril in line 308?

· Letters are always important in Shakespeare’s plays.  What has Goneril written in a letter to Regan?

· Notice the beginning of a division between Albany and Goneril.  You’ll understand the reason for this politically later.

ACT I, v.
· Lear also writes some letters. Whom is he writing and who is his delivery boy?

· What does Lear fear most?  How would you stage this dialogue between Lear and the Fool?




























