King Lear
Reading Guide


ACT V

V.i.

· Act V is usually short in Shakespearean drama where resolution exists at every turn.  Notice the commentary suggests that those “who have been divided are united, and those who have been united are divided.”  This dialogue between Edmund and Regan is rather suggestive—but I think it is important to show how “animal-like” the evil characters are.  Regan is not concerned that Edmund might love Goneril, only that he has slept with her.  I love how Edmund swear to her that he hasn’t on his “honour”—which is as good as saying that he has considering what we know about his honor!

· Even though the commentary tries to explain Albany’s intent in lines 20-27, I still find it confusing.  I think Edmund’s speech at the end is clearer—Albany is going to show mercy on Lear and Cordelia once they have defeated the French forces.  Edmund, after Albany’s speech, agrees with him, but we now that he does that only to insure victory for his side—he definitely still has plans for Edmund, Goneril, and Regan.  After all, Edmund is the perfect Machiavellian hero.

· Edgar enters—remember that he is still in disguise.  Remember this letter that he has given to Albany and his request that Albany, if he wins this up-coming battle, sound the herald, and he will answer it.  You will see that happen later.  Oops—I guess that tells you that the Albany and Cornwall’s army will win—you didn’t think for a minute that Shakespeare would let France win, did you? [How long has been since the 100 Years War?]

· Look closely at the commentary explaining Edmund’s final soliloquy.  What is an “adder”?  What does he say will happen to Albany’s planned mercy, one he [Edmund] is in control?

V.ii.
· Read the commentary about Shakespearean battle scenes—usually brief, but usually not this brief.  Don’t be confused by Edgar calling Gloucester “father” in line 1—he hasn’t revealed himself yet.  You’ll see that later.  “Father” was a term of endearment.

· So—Edgar says, wait here, I’m going to fight.  Two seconds pass, Edgar enters and tells Gloucester that the army of France has been defeated and that Cordelia and King Lear have been taken prisoner.  (That was really much of a surprise was it?)

· Read the commentary about “Ripeness is all.”  I think it does continue that stoic motif Edgar has embodied all along.  But I do wish Shakespeare had not written that final speech of Gloucester—to me that is almost inane.

V.iii.
· Part I: Edmund has captured Cordelia and King Lear and he sends them off to prison to await further instructions.  In an aside to a captain, he gives him a piece of paper with instructions on it—although we are never told the contents, we know—to kill Cordelia and King Lear.  This dialogue between Edmund and the Captain is pretty obvious.

· The part of this section of the final scene that has attracted the most attention is the dialogue between King Lear and Cordelia.  The language of Lear is much different from the language we saw at the beginning of the play and even in the middle when he was “mad.”  Now Lear has learned what is important in life and his language reflects that simplicity and that love.  Please read the commentary about this speech on pages 79 & 80.  [While I agree with Shakespeare’s intent and what happens, something about this scene bothers me greatly.  I hope I don’t persuade you too much, but I do want to share my feelings about this troublesome scene.  I think Lear’s language to Cordelia about spending the rest of their lives in a prison—even if he does call it a “cage”—is rather selfish on Lear’s part.  Cordelia in I.i. said that she could not love her father “all” once she had a husband, yet here Lear is quite content to spend the rest of his life in prison laughing, talking, singing, gossiping, with Cordelia.  But what about her?  Does she want to spend the rest of her life in prison with him or with anyone?  Maybe I’m overreacting, but I don’t like that.]

· Part II: I love this section of the final scene.  To me it embodies Shakespeare at his best—a duel, wrongs be addressed and righted, humor, and lots of word play and death!  You need to try to visualize this scene as it unfolds.  First Albany congratulates Edmund for his valor in the fight, and then he asks him for his prisoners.  When Edmund says he has placed them in prison to be dealt with later, Albany quickly tells him he did not have that authority as an inferior in his army.  You must see Edmund grimacing at such a suggestion because he has risen so high—especially in his own estimation.  

· The banter between Edmund, Albany, Regan, and Goneril is especially rich.  For a character to be absent so long in this play, Albany certainly does play a major role here—and I love how he handles the evil trio of Edmund, Goneril, and Regan.  I especially find humorous that part about Regan not able to marry Edmund because he is already engaged to marry Albany’s wife Goneril.  Albany refers to the banns of marriage—in the English church (and the Episcopal Church today); banns were read several Sundays before a marriage—asking if anyone knows just cause why these two people should not be married, then speak.  In other churches, it is part of the wedding ceremony itself.

· Remember the letter that the disguised Edgar gave to Albany in V.i.—here is his request.  Albany accuses Edmund of treason and challenges him to a duel by throwing down his glove.  Then he calls for the trumpets to sound—three times—to proclaim this challenge—and if anyone doesn’t answer, then Albany will fight him.  This scene is very interesting when seen on the stage.  It is very formal—and even if you don’t know the formality of the tradition—you understand that a great ceremony is happening and that’s what Shakespeare wants you to feel.  The tradition and the ceremony are being restored—remember the “pomp” and ceremony of Act I.i.? When I saw this play in London, Edgar entered in full armor with his beaver down so that we nor the other characters could not see his face.  When the Herald asks him his name, his response in lines 121-123 is very powerful.  You know that Edmund is going to get what he deserves and that the order will be re-established.

· They fight and Edmund falls mortally wounded.  I am usually a bit troubled by how “nice” Edmund becomes once he knows he is dying, but I guess he must in order to tell the parts that need to be told.  [He doesn’t seem so mean in this scene though as those other great Shakespearean villains like Iago from Othello is.]

· Edgar’s speeches on page 83 are very important.  Look at them.  He first reveals himself to Edmund and Albany, and in doing so, reaffirms his belief in justice.  Look closely at lines 171-174.  Then in the long speech in lines 182-200, he recounts to Albany et al where he has been and how he helped his father while in disguise.  He then recounts how Gloucester died when he revealed himself to him—we are to believe that the old Gloucester died of a broken heart and happiness in being reunited with Edgar.

· Here Edmund seems moved and suggests that Edgar still has something more to say.  Edgar then tells them of Kent who has also been in disguise and has been following the King as his servant.  He tells how Kent came in and fell down with his arms around Gloucester’s neck weeping when they heard the trumpet’s challenge.  He left Kent there with his father—now enter Kent.

· Then a Gentleman enters to tell us that Goneril has poisoned Regan and now has stabbed herself and both are dead.  Albany asks that the bodies be brought in.  Edmund says that he was engaged to marry both of them.  His line, “All three Now marry in an instant” is rich with double meaning.

· When Kent asks about the King and Cordelia, Edmund says that he wants to do some good, and tells them to hurry—he has ordered their deaths.

· Part III—Lear enters with the dead Cordelia in his arms.  It is a very painful scene.  When I saw this done in London at the Royal Shakespeare Theater, people in the audience were crying.  Lear is truly pathetic in this scene—and I hate to use that word—because if he is a tragic character he cannot/should be pathetic.  Pathetic in classical tragedy carries a negative connotation—if you are pathetic you have no potential, no hope or possibility at greatness.  So he is very pitiful.  He clings to the hope that Cordelia might be alive, and he tells us that he killed the slave who hanged her.

· Lear recognizes Kent—and Kent tells him that he has been his servant disguised as Caius.

· Albany explains that he will resign his power as long as King Lear lives.  Once Lear dies, Albany then turns to Edgar and Kent and says that they should rule jointly because of their past service.  Kent says that he will not rule because he has a journey that he must go on—most people think that he is going to follow the Stoic philosophy and kill himself.  Edgar is left in charge.  Look at his final lines—they embody some of the themes of the play.

· Look at the commentary for this final section of the scene.  Throughout most of the 18th and 19th centuries, the ending to the play was considered to be too painful, and the ending was modified.  In some modifications Lear rules for a couple of years longer, but in one revision, the King of France is killed in the final battle, Lear dies, and Cordelia and Kent marry and rule for many years.  

· Look at the commentary concerning the meaning of the play.  My favorite comments are those by A. C. Bradley—while I like what he says about Lear, I still have trouble with the death of Cordelia.  I just don’t see why Shakespeare felt it necessary to kill her off.  There is something very pessimistic about that.  Anyway, read the three accounts—a good quiz question would be to ask you to define or to defend one of these conclusions.

