King Lear
Reading Guide


Act III

III.i.

· What is a heath?
· Don’t forget that Kent is disguised.  What does the gentleman tell Kent about King Lear and the storm?  Make sure you understand the significance of the gentleman’s comment in line 10 about Lear’s “little world.”  Read the commentary.
· Kent tells us there is a problem between whom?  We have already heard hints of this earlier.
· How has France taken advantage of this “negligence”?  What does he mean by “our negligence”?
· Where is Dover?  Why does Kent pay the Gentleman?  What doe Kent give the gentleman to give to Cordelia at Dover?  Why would Cordelia return to England?
III.ii.
· This scene is kind of a prologue to III.iv. which is the climax of the play when the storm in Lear’s mind reaches its climax and finally breaks.  Please read the commentary for this scene.  Pay particular attention to the comments about nature.  Remember what Edmund said in his soliloquy in Act I.ii.  Now Lear addresses Nature also, but he calls upon the destructive forces of Nature.

· Imagine seeing this play in London at the Globe during the reign of James I.  The play would be performed in the afternoon with little or no sound or stage effects.  The audience must rely on the poetry to get the full effect of the storm.  Notice how Lear, Kent, and the Fool all mention the elements of the storm throughout this scene. [I wonder how we would respond without special effects in our movies and even on stage.]  I admit when I saw the play in London, the stage effects were pretty incredible.  I sat close enough to the stage to feel the wind from I assume fans.  The lighting and sound effects were most effective also!

· The commentary suggests that this scene is the beginning of Lear’s lesson. I call you attention especially to the following lines:  (1) ll. 19-25, (2) ll. 49-60, and (3) ll. 67-73.  Who are Lear’s enemies that he wishes to be punished and/or discovered by the storm?  Also do you see Lear in this scene as being humble or do you see him more as a person wallowing in self-pity?  Several times he refers to himself as a victim.  Naturally, he could be both.

· Look also at the Fool’s speeches.  Some of them are somewhat bawdy, yet all are significant—at least read them.

· Look at line 67—Lear says, “My wits begin to turn.”  Notice how kind he is towards the Fool and remember that when you read III.iv. lines 28-36.  Although Lear is capable of great anger and moments of insanity, he is beginning to notice others and be concerned for someone other than himself.

III.iii.
· The commentary suggests this brief scene juxtaposes the loyalty of Gloucester with the treachery of Edmund.  Note:  Gloucester labels the treatment of Cornwall, Regan, and Goneril toward Lear as unnatural.  Then Edmund repeats the word—note the irony in his statements.

· What news has Gloucester learned in a letter? 

· What will Edmund do as soon as he sees Cornwall?

III.iv.
· The commentary for this scene is very important.  Read it carefully.

· What is a hovel?

· Read what the commentary says about Lear being both a singular human being and as something larger.  I think if King Lear works as a tragedy, then we must see Lear as larger than life.  We must view Lear as a character with potential/possibility and as the commentary suggests with “power and dignity.”  Lear is tragic, not merely pitiful.  Shakespeare accomplishes that in the language of King Lear.  Pay close attention to what Lear says in this scene.  While his speeches contain insanity, much of what Lear says shows compassion as well as strength of character.

· In II.iii. Edgar disguises himself as Tom o’Bedlam.  He then enters a hovel.  Kent persuades Lear and the Fool to enter this same hovel to seek shelter form the storm.

· Most people see Lear’s speech to the Fool as the turning point of the play (ll. 23-27).  When Lear tells the Fool to go in first, we see Lear putting someone else’s needs before his own.  Then comes the most famous speech of the turning point—ll. 28-36.  [If you took the AP English Language exam last year, you should recall this passage from the essay portion.  What was the prompt?]

· In line 33, when Lear says he has taken “too little care of this!”  What does this refer to?  What kind of sentence is “Take physic, pomp;” who and what are Lear commanding?  What is meant by “superflux” in line 35?

· I think the connection of “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” and Lear’s suffering and subsequent realization is especially revealing.  Read the commentary on that!

· The Fool entered the hovel, saw Edgar (Tom o’Bedlam) and then ran out telling Lear not to enter.  Edgar then comes out of the hovel and the remainder of the scene is delivered.

· Notice what Lear asks Edgar about the cause of his present condition.

· Edgar, the Fool tells us, would be totally naked if it were not for what?

· Look closely at Edgar’s speech beginning line 84 (and the commentary on page 53).  In this speech Edgar reveals what man is when he removes the “trappings” of civilization—when someone is totally “natural”—without the duties and responsibilities that make up the bonds between master/servant, parent/child, and/or king/subject.

· Then Lear asks that important question—“Is man no more than this?” (line 102).  When he recognizes that man is no more than a naked (unaccommodated), forked (the legs) animal, Lear begins to remove his own clothing.

· Then Gloucester enters to witness this scene.  He says that he will not follow Goneril’s and Regan commands to shut out King Lear.

· Notice how Lear refers to Edgar as both a “philosopher” and a “learned Theban.” (see side note l. 54).

III.v.

· What is the antecedent of “his” (line 1)?

· Notice the irony of Edmund’s speech to Cornwall in lines 3-5.

· This scene is very ironic—and that irony is explained best in the commentary.  Read it.

· What is Edmund’s new title?

III.vi.

· The commentary explains Shakespeare is little concerned with plot, and I think sometimes modern viewers have difficulty with that—especially with the passage of time.  Once again we must rely ont e words (the poetry of Shakespeare) to tell us where the characters are and what has transpired since the last scene off stage.  This scene has Gloucester leading Lear, Kent, Edgar, and the Fool to a farmhouse for safe haven.

· Paraphrase the Fool’s speech lines 12-14.

· Look at S. T. Coleridge’s famous comment on this scene—a very apt description.  I remember well this scene.  I find it to be a very unsettling scene—the storm rages, while the audience (I) must try to understand and to see the connections between Lear’s, Edgar’s, and the Fool’s madness.  I sometimes wonder why Kent even bothers, but then I think without his rational voice, the scene would sink to absurdity and total chaos.

· Notice all the references to justice.  In the Elizabethan mind justice is rational and is a product of the society—not natural man.  Man’s natural state is for his own selfish needs; justice transcends the primordial instinct and adds order.

· Don’t try to make sense of this scene—I sometimes think of this scene as an abstract work of art—where the parts are unrelated, but taken as a whole it makes sense.  Lear places two stools (representing Goneril & Regan) on trial—his effort to restore order to the broken order of his universe.

· Line 83 is one of the great enigmas of the play.  While the line makes sense in this mad scene, it doesn’t make sense as the Fool’s final speech.  He just disappears from the play.  We do hear Lear refer to “his Fool” later, but I think he’s referring to someone else.  I’ll be curious to hear what you think happened to the Fool and why?

· Gloucester enters again (notice he moves back and forth between Lear’s group & Edmund’s group), and tells us that there is a plot to kill whom?

· Note that Edgar has some very bizarre and insane lines in this scene, but his madness is only feigned.  Notice how overcome with emotion in lines 59-60 he is.  Also pay close attention to his final soliloquy in lines 100 ff. What does Edgar say here about suffering?  Do you agree with these observations?  Edgar decides to hide for fear of his disguise being discovered.

III.vii.
· Even though the stage will be strewn with dead bodies in the end (Act V), I think this scene is the most violent and painful scene of the play.  Modern directors use modern technology to have “eye jelly” spray across the stage.  I remember the scene in London, and the audience actually groaned out loud.  Notice what Robert Bridges argues.  Do you think Shakespeare caters to “depraved tastes” in this scene?  Do you think Hollywood does?

· Notice Lear in the scene before seeks justice, but in this scene Gloucester is meted justice.  While his sins are great, I always (like the commentary hints) think his punishment is greater than his crime.  What do you think?

· What do Gloucester’s lines 25-28 mean?

· Why does Gloucester say they (Regan, Goneril) should treat him with more civility?

· Notice the irony in Gloucester’s speech in lines 58-68, in responses to the question why have you sent Lear to Dover.  What will be waiting for Lear at Dover?

· When Cornwall steps on Gloucester’s one eye, notice how one of his own servants rebels at his extreme cruelty.  (This shows how out of order the word is under Edmund, Regan, Goneril, and Gloucester—even a servant shows more compassion.)

· Who kills this servant?  Usually Cornwall plucks Gloucester’s 2nd eye out, but sometimes he steps on it also.

· What about how quickly Gloucester “sees” once he is blinded?  Is it consistent with Gloucester’s character earlier—he certainly did believe rather quickly and with little proof that Edgar was guilty of treachery against his father.

· What does it mean when Cornwall says that he has “received a hurt”?

· This was one powerful scene when I saw it on the London stage.  Gloucester is no longer a kind of bumbling old man—and I’m not sure how that happened—but he is kind and doing what he can.  When he was blinded, the servants tie him to chair (straight chair), and then Cornwall turns the chair backwards so that Gloucester’s head is on the floor.  He proceeds to step on his eye, and when he did, a liquid shot high in the air—that’s when people moaned—it was gross.  But before that the evil sisters are at that greatest cruelty—pulling his beard and almost spitting at him.  When he says he “is tied to the stake” it is an appropriate image—like a bear tied to a stake with dogs circling just waiting for the kill.  Then when Gloucester is released from the chair, this liquid was glistening on his cheeks, and he eyes looked like empty sockets.  I found it hard to look at him—it was a very pitiful scene.  Adding to the pathos of the scene was his knowledge that Edmund betrayed him—you could almost feel the mental anguish more than the physical pain from the blinding.

