King Lear
Reading Guide


Act IV

IV.i.
· We are back on the heath—Edgar enters and delivers an important soliloquy about suffering.  How would you describe Edgar’s thoughts—can you paraphrase them?  Edgar is usually considered the optimist of the play, and he reflects that optimism in this first soliloquy of Act IV.

· But then a very sad sight enters his field of vision—his father, recently blinded by Cornwall, being led by an old servant.  Notice the almost complete reversal of Edgar’s optimism in lines 25-28.  These lines are delivered in an aside. [What’s different between an aside and a soliloquy?]

· Now contrast these lines to the two lines of Gloucester: lines 36-37.  Many people like the play King Lear because it is often seen as a philosophical treatise into the meaning of life—and I think that is one of the aspects of the play that I found attractive as well.  

· I remember the first time I read this play—I was a sophomore in college, and I was fascinated with philosophy and ideas about the meaning of life.  In this scene Edgar first says that no matter how bad our troubles seem, our luck will eventually change and events will again be favorable. [This philosophy is very much like the medieval philosopher Boethius who suggested the idea of the Wheel of Fortune—or Lady Fortuna—that suggests that no matter how good life is or how bad it is, a person’s luck will eventually change.  Then Edgar sees his blinded father and offers a very cynical idea on life that no matter how bad your luck may seem—be reminded that it could get worse.  I found such cynicism very attractive back in 1969 when I first read Lear.  Then Gloucester suggests that we are nothing more than flies and that gods (remember this play is set in pre-Christian Britain) play with us for their sport—there is no logic to our good fortune or our misfortune—it is all up to chance. [Sort of like the Thomas Hardy poem “Hap” some of you have written on for poetry responses.]  I remember discussing this line at length in my Shakespeare class, and I think it was my first exposure to the Roman Stoic philosophers—the idea that man is merely a toy of the gods and that virtue lies in our acceptance and endurance of misfortune.  While I don’t believe we are the playthings of the gods, I do still think there is a great deal of virtue in the way we face and manage our misfortunes as well as our fortunes.  One aspect of stoicism that I think most people overlook is that it isn’t passive acceptance—it is acceptance, but it demands action!  

· So, I babble.  Anyway, Edgar is engaged by the Old Man and Gloucester to guide Gloucester to Dover.  Gloucester tells his disguised son Edgar that he wishes to go to a high cliff [anyone seen the white cliffs of Dover?] at Dover, and he will pay him generously.  What does Gloucester infer when he says, “From that place/I shall no leading need”? (ll. 77-78)

IV.ii.
· Finally—Albany is on the scene.  He very quickly aligns himself with the good characters as he berates his wife Goneril for her cruelty to both King Lear and the Earl of Gloucester—at least the old Earl of Gloucester.

· Notice what Oswald says about Albany’s response to what the “evil” characters feel is good news—he responds the opposite—”What most he should like seems pleasant to him; what like, offensive.”

· Pay close attention to what Goneril says to Edmund in her long speech lines 12-24.  She pretty much says that Albany is a wimp and effeminate and that she needs a real man—a real man like Edmund.  She says that she must now act like the man of the house and let Albany do the womanly chores like spinning.  Notice she now calls Edmund by the title of Gloucester since Cornwall has made him the new Earl of Gloucester—don’t let that confuse you.  How would you have her say the lines 25-28?  She says that there is so much difference between men, and that Edmund is a real man and that he deserves the “services” of a woman.  What does the word “usurp” mean in line 28?  Do you understand the full implication of that metaphor?

· When Albany enters he is very short with Goneril and condemns for her actions.

· Albany’s lines 46-50 tie in well with the philosophy in IV.i.  He says here that the “gods” are in charge of man and that they will make things right.  He says that if the gods don’t come down quickly and restore order (revenge these vile offenses done by Goneril, Regan, Edmund, and Cornwall), then people will lose all control and start “prey”ing on each other.  That has pretty much already happened, but it demonstrates Albany’s belief in divine justice.  Notice how he reinforces this idea when he learns that Cornwall’s servant killed Cornwall when he blinded Gloucester. (lines 78-80)

· At the end of the scene, Albany thanks Gloucester (the old one) for his loyalty to the king and promises to revenge his blinding—who will receive that revenge?

IV.iii.
· Read the commentary why the King of France returns to France leaving Cordelia in England.  Remember that Monsieur La Far is the commander of the French forces and that he will do battle with the armies of both the Duke of Albany and the Duke of Cornwall, even though Cornwall is dead.

· We haven’t seen Cordelia since I.i.  Pay close attention to what the Gentleman tells Kent about her reaction to the letters and the news concerning her father.  Shakespeare is a master poet, and I think it is especially good here.  Placing this imagine in our mind of the compassionate and beautiful Cordelia makes her appearance later in the act even more profound.  Is the description of her crying and smiling, but not ranting and raging consistent with what you saw of her in I.i.?  I think it is.

· Notice that Kent’s lines 33-36 mirror Albany’s lines about the gods being in control.  What does Kent argue that proves that the gods are “above and govern our conditions”?  This belief contrasts so perfectly with Goneril and Edmund’s belief in their own morals and laws.  Even though Goneril is still married to Albany, it is quite obvious she is plotting to marry Edmund—neither of them feels any obligation to the “plague of custom.”

IV.iv.

· The commentary for this scene is perfect—I could not say it better.  Read it!  I do want you to understand how important Cordelia is to this play.  She is usually seen here dressed in white or very light clothes.  She speaks softly, but firmly.  She wants the doctor to do all within his power to heal her father.  Shakespeare also makes it clear that she—as France—does not attack out of ambition, but out of love to her father to restore the order that has been shattered.  I think it is important to remember the last line of the commentary—“it is hatred that has undone Lear, and love that must cure him.”

IV.v.

· Remember that Oswald is Goneril’s servant, and Regan here tries to get information from him.  We learn that she thinks it was a bad idea to allow Gloucester to live—why? She also worries that something is going on between Goneril and Edmund; she says she has seen Goneril make amorous looks at him.  But she reminds Oswald that she is a widow and is freer to marry Oswald—as if that legality means anything to either him or to Goneril.  She tries to persuade Oswald not to go to the front lines—she doesn’t want him to take a message to Edmund—and she promises a huge reward to the person who kills Gloucester.
IV.vi.
· Notice that the commentary suggests that this long scene could be divided into three parts.

· Make sure that you read the commentary that explains why Edgar does not reveal himself to Gloucester.  I think the explanation is valid and fits why Edgar says he delays.

· Notice also the comments about staging this fake suicide and how Elizabethan audiences were more interested in the words than in the staging.  I think the language Edgar uses is probably the best in describing a scene that I would prefer to have “more real.”  If you have been to the white cliffs of Dover or seen them in movies, you will know just how high those cliffs are and how they tower above the beaches below.

· Edgar tells Gloucester that he cannot feel the incline of the hill or hear the crashing of the sea because his other senses are dulled because of the pain in his eyes, but we know that the opposite is probably true.

· Look closely at the poetry of Edgar’s speech as he described the fictitious scene he sees below in lines 12-23.  Look at lines 33-34—the reason Edgar doesn’t reveal himself to Gloucester.

· Most actors change dialect or intonation in the middle of line 45 as Edgar, now playing a different part finds Gloucester as his supposed fall from the high cliffs.  I know it is probably trite, but I think it so beautiful when Edgar says to Gloucester in line 55, “Thy life’s a miracle.”  Note Edgar’s description of the man that was with Gloucester before he jumped.  Naturally, he is playing this game and merely describing himself.

· Notice the Edgar’s plan worked—Gloucester, lines 75-77.

· Section II—King Lear enters dressed in a dressing gown and covered in flowers.  He appears almost totally mad in this scene although his speeches are quite insightful.  I want you to read and study closely Lear’s four speeches in this scene—(a) lines 97-106, (b) 108-133, (c) 151-174, and (d) 183-188.  Be prepared to paraphrase these speeches—all are important to what Lear has learned.  Even though Lear has “turned” and allowed the Fool to enter the hovel before him, you must remember that the forces of evil are still in charge and much of what Lear says reflects a chaotic world.

· Section III—Who promised Oswald a reward for killing Gloucester?  Who stops Oswald here from killing Gloucester?  Don’t concern yourself too much with Edgar’s new dialect—he is just arguing with Oswald.  Notice how stupid Oswald is—just before he dies from Edgar’s wound, he gives Edgar his purse asking him to do what with his body?  And what with the letters?  

· Notice the letter is enclosed in single quotations in lines 262-271.  The letter is from Goneril to whom?  What is she encouraging him to do?

IV.vii.  [Usually called The Reconciliation Scene]

· This is a very tender scene between Kent and Cordelia and Cordelia and King Lear.  Notice how much different Lear’s language is in this scene from the loud, raging man to the insane man we have seen in earlier scenes.  I think every time I have seen the play, a least one musician is playing softly in the background as Lear awakes.

· Remember this tenderness between Kent and Cordelia, and I’ll tell you how the 18th and 19th centuries changed Act V of the play.

· Read the commentary—especially the comments on page 75 about Lear’s (and Gloucester’s) purgatorial trials.

· Do you think this would be a good place to end the play when Lear says:  “You must bear with me.  Pray you now, forget and forgive.  I am old and foolish”?  Why are Act V and all that killing necessary?

