King Lear
ACT II


Reading Guide

II.i.

1. King Lear said that his purpose in dividing the kingdom was to avoid future strife, but the Curan tells Edmund of current impending war between whom?

2. Make sure you read the commentary that discusses Edmund as a Machiavellian villain and be prepared to offer your own reasons for our fascination with such villains.  Are all villains Machiavellian? Is Osama bin Laden a Machiavellian villain?  Can you think of a contemporary nonconformist who is in some way heroic &/or admirable?

3. What do you make of Edgar up to this point?  He seems a bit too gullible to me, yet he will be one of the noblest characters by the end.  How does Edmund betray him and set him up?  What is ironic in Edmund’s speech to Gloucester in lines 37-39?

4. Notice in lines 44-56 that Edmund becomes the defender of family bonds.  What is parricide?  What does Edmund convince his father that Edgar wishes to do?  What does Gloucester suggest he will do in lines 83-85?

5. Notice how Edmund, Regan, and Cornwall align.  These three characters (later + Goneril & Oswald) make up the evil forces of the play.  Shakespeare is very careful in our seeing this alignment.  What is it that Cornwall praises in Edmund’s character (ll. 112-116)?  But what have we just witnessed in Edmund’s character at the beginning of this scene?

6. Why does Regan say that she has left her home?  Notice she has received letters from two different people—whom?

II.ii.

1. Read the commentary on this page (p. 36)—it’s good.  I always like this scene—I see it as almost comic, especially Oswald.  Look at the two long speeches of Kent (remember he’s in disguise) to Oswald (ll. 15-25 and ll. 28-34).  What would most men do if someone called them these names?  How does Oswald respond?  The funniest part is once he’s safe, notice what he says he did in lines 66-67.  If you were the director, how would you have Oswald act this scene?

2. According to the commentary, what group in the audience would like the abuse Kent gives Oswald the most?

3. Look closely at Kent’s speech in lines 76-88.  Notice he says Oswald should not wear a sword because he does not wear what?  Pay close attention to what he calls “holy cords”—that is what this whole play is about.  Then he proceeds to describe Oswald as the perfect sycophant.  What’s that?  Obviously Oswald does what while Kent rants? (l. 86)

4. What does Cornwall accuse Kent of being in lines 99-108?  How is this assessment consistent with his character?  (The commentary is helpful here.)

5. Notice Cornwall places Kent in the stocks.  (see commentary column for drawing of stocks), but Kent and Gloucester encourage Cornwall not to do so for the same reason—what is that reason?  The commentary suggests that Regan and Cornwall do it for that reason—do you agree? 

6. Look at the commentary’s assessment of Gloucester and his role in this scene.

7. Look closely at Kent’s soliloquy that ends this scene and the commentary explaining it.  Notice another letter—this one is from Cordelia.  Make sure you read the side note for 173-175.

II.iii.

1. Edgar delivers a soliloquy—the whole scene.  The commentary says that the fathers have rejected both loyal children.  In I.i. we saw Cordelia as a loyal, good daughter through her speech, but have we seen those heroic qualities in Edgar?  How do we know he’s a loyal, good person before now?

2. Read the description of a real-life Tom o’Bedlam in the commentary.  Make sure you know the allusion to Tom o’Bedlam.  Notice in line 170 of II.ii. Kent uses the word nothing and here in this scene Edgar uses nothing in line 21.  What do the words mean?

3. When I saw King Lear in London, as Edgar delivers this soliloquy, he performed the actions described.  He was honest and yet disillusioned with these false accusations; I remember for the first time feeling sorry for him and understanding how he was worthy of the company of Kent and Cordelia early in the play—not much later when his actions and speech prove him worthy.

II.iv.

1. What does Lear have difficulty understanding at the beginning of the secne?  Make sure you understand the logistics of the movement of the characters from place to place.  Kent summarizes it all to Lear in lines 27-45.  (Where is Kent in the stocks? Why is he there?  Where did Lear come from?  Why did Regan and Cornwall come there also?)

2. Notice what the commentary says about the Fool’s speech to Kent in ll. 7-10—why the animal imagery is appropriate here?

3. Explain the cynicism of the Fool’s first song in lines 47-52.  What is the rhyme scheme of the song?

4. According to the commentary how do the Fool’s speeches function in regards to the evil sisters?

5. According to the footnote what does Lear do in lines 55-57?

6. Look at the Fool’s second song—lines 76-83—reflecting another bond—which one?

7. What does Gloucester tell us about the character of the Duke of Cornwall?  Notice what Lear demands in lines 98-99 as the king and as a father.  Yet what did Lear do in I.i. concerning his kingship and his fatherhood?  Look at Lear’s speech in lines 98-116—notice the rise and fall of his anger.  How would you deliver this speech?

8. I feel sorry for Lear in this dialogue with Regan.  Notice how he almost begs her to be kind.  When he says that he knows Regan will treat him better than Goneril did, I hear that same tone that I once used on my parents—when I said, I know you’ll let me do this because you care so much (or whatever).  I didn’t actually know they would, but by putting that idea out first, it made my begging less obvious.

9. Look closely at Lear’s speech in lines 174-177.  Notice the idea of the bond again.  Unfortunately, who didn’t remember these bonds at the beginning of the play?

10. Pay close attention to this bantering back and forth of numbers.  Remember Lear first had 100, then 50, then 25 knights, until finally Regan says (l. 260), “What need one?”  Is she right?  Notice how Lear still associates love as something that can be measured with numbers!

11. Lear is beginning to understand, although he does not fully know it yet.  Look at lines 216-220.  What is Lear saying here?

12. Lear’s speech beginning with line 261 is a very famous one.  Lear is not mad here—but he is very much a king—his language and actions are royal.  (Make sure you read the commentary on page 45 concerning this speech.)  But in line 269 Lear shifts to self-pity, then becomes angry again and curses Goneril and Regan.

13. Notice the weather—a storm rages outside as it rages within Lear.  Note who goes outside in the storm—these are all the good characters (except Cordelia who is in France(?), Edgar who is disguised as Tom o’ Bedlam, and Albany—have you noted his absence from his evil wife Goneril?)  The evil factions are all together now inside—Goneril, Regan, Cornwall, and Edmund.  (Well, Gloucester does come back inside, but he will go looking for Lear in III.)

