
INTRODUCTION

WHICH KING LEAR ? THE TEXTS AND THE IR DATES

King Lear, a play about an unstable society, is itself an unstable text. For much of its
theatrical history it has been adapted and altered, either because it was considered too
difficult to perform as written or because it was felt to be artistically defective. It exists in
two published versions (called a ‘History’ in 1608, a ‘Tragedy’ in 1623). The Lear
published in 1623 differs from the earlier one in large ways – two scenes are omitted –

and in a great many small ones, such as the spelling of characters’ names.1The reasons for
these differences are still the subject of scholarly debate. The traditional view is that both
derive from a common original and that the differences can be explained, on the one hand,
by the incompetence of the printer in1608 (he had never printed a play before) and, on the
other, by alterations made by someone in the acting company and/or, later, by the editor
employed to work on themassive1623Folio of Shakespeare’s collected plays.2Editors and
directors who work on this assumption base their edition on both texts, making choices
between them where they differ and thus producing what is really a third version.

The other view is that the Folio represents Shakespeare’s revision of the quarto and
that the two texts should be treated separately.3 However, the word ‘revision’ may be
misleading, if it means the author’s later, perhaps final, view of the play. As Leah
Marcus writes, ‘These are two “local” versions of King Lear among other possible
versions which may have existed in manuscript, promptbook, or performance without
achieving the fixity of print.’4 It is now recognized that plays were adapted for different
occasions: they might be shortened for some performances and, for others, lengthened
with songs and dances. For plays at court, actors were expected to be well dressed and
spectacle was important, especially since some spectators, such as foreign ambassadors,
would not knowmuch English. Touring productions may have had fewer actors at their
disposal; plays in private houses or at the Inns of Court (law schools) may have had their
own requirements – for instance, long plays might have had a refreshment break in the
middle. The early published versions of many of Shakespeare’s most popular plays – A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, Romeo and Juliet, The Merry Wives of Windsor, Hamlet, and
Othello – differ from the ones published in1623.We do not knowwhether theKing Lear
seen at court late in 1606 resembled the one published in 1608, or in the Folio of 1623,
or neither. Tests of vocabulary and diction in the new material have suggested that it

1 The spelling of Edmond and Gonerill in this Introduction is that of the Folio, but quotations from other
writers will often give the more conventional quarto spellings, Edmund and Goneril.

2 Brian Vickers, The One King Lear, 2016. His argument is summarized on p. 328.
3 See the essays in Division, and many of those in James Ogden and Arthur H. Scouten (eds.), ‘Lear’ from
Study to Stage, 1997. R. A. Foakes, ‘A shaping forKing Lear’, the final chapter of hisHamlet versus Lear:
Cultural Politics and Shakespeare’s Art, 1993, is a close study of how, in his opinion, the alterations work.

4 Leah Marcus, Puzzling Shakespeare, 1988, p. 151.
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1 Title page of the 1608 quarto of King Lear. Leaf a4 recto: title page
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dates from around 1610, but the amount of text on which this conclusion is based is very
small. Even if the changes were made around the time Shakespeare was writing
Cymbeline (also based on early British history), the play remains an early Jacobean
work rather than an example of ‘late Shakespeare’.1

Whatever one thinks about the origins of the two texts, the argument for editing the
quarto andFolio plays separately is that it enables readers tomake their owndecisions about
the differences between them. This edition prints the text of the play as it appeared in the
1623 volume of Mr William Shakespeares Comedies, Histories, and Tragedies. The first
NewCambridgeShakespeare edition of this play, by JayL.Halio, included a full discussion
of these two texts. A slightly shortened version is reprinted here, introduced by Brian
Gibbons, and the readerwhowants to knowmore about this complex subject should look to
pp. 50–79, 249–72. Passages that exist only in the quarto are printed in an Appendix.

The play’s date is less controversial. It must be later than 1603, which is the
publication date of one of its sources, Samuel Harsnett’s Declaration of Egregious
Popish Impostures (see p. 8, below). The title page of the play’s first edition says that

2 First page of King Lear in the 1623 Folio. Leaf qq1 verso (page 280), leaf qq2 recto (page 283)

1 See Gordon McMullan, Shakespeare and the Idea of Late Writing: Authorship in the Proximity of Death,
2007, pp. 294–313, for the idea that the two-text theory attracts those who want a play about old age to be
a late play.

[3] Introduction

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108164412.003 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108164412.003


it was performed at the court of James I at Whitehall on 26 December 1606. It is
possible that this was its first performance, though it is more likely that the actors had
already played it in public or private locations. Gloucester seems to assume that his
onstage and offstage listeners will know what he means by ‘These late [recent] eclipses
in the sun and moon’ (1.2.91); he may or may not be referring to the eclipses that had
taken place in September and October 1605.
The play’s most important theatrical source is an earlier play called The True

Chronicle History of King Leir and His Three Daughters. This play (anonymous to us,
but probably not to Shakespeare) could have been acted as early as 1589, and there are
records of its performance at the Rose Theatre in April 1594 by a company that
combined the personnel of two acting companies, the Queen’s Men and the Earl of
Sussex’s Men. It was first entered into the Stationers’Register inMay 1594 (to establish
ownership) but apparently not published; it was entered again in May 1605 and
published later that year. Richard Knowles, who finds that Lear recalls Leir in ‘nearly
a hundred significant details’, thinks that Shakespeare could have acquired such
familiarity only from reading the published text and thus that his play must have
been written mainly in 1606.1 To many scholars, however, the echoes of Leir’s plot
and language –which have been found in other Shakespeare plays as well – seem like the
result of long acquaintance rather than recent skimming. Although there is no evidence
that Shakespeare ever belonged to the Queen’s Men, several of their most popular plays
became the basis for his own, and it remains possible that he saw or even acted in Leir
when it was new.2The general view at present is that Shakespeare was probably writing
King Lear in 1604–5 and planning Macbeth at about the same time.

EXPER I ENC ING THE PLAY

WhileKing Lear is usually a gripping play in performance, it gets off to a difficult start.
Its first scene, overloaded with characters and information, is difficult for an audience
to take in. Actors notoriously find it difficult as well; Ian McKellen, who has played
Lear several times, writes that he kept ‘saying to myself: Once upon a time there was a
King with ThreeDaughters’ in order to believe in the improbable things he had to do.3

The initial dialogue between Kent and Gloucester emphasizes Gloucester’s two
sons, legitimate and illegitimate, who are then forgotten for some 270 lines. Lear’s
plan to divide his kingdom among his daughters and their husbands is apparently
known at least to these two courtiers, but his idea of basing his division on a ‘love-test’
may be either a secret plan or a sudden inspiration on his part. It is difficult for the five
prospective heirs to the kingdom (and Cordelia’s two suitors, who enter later) to

1 Richard Knowles, ‘How Shakespeare knew King Leir’, S.Sur. 55 (2002), 12–35: 35. Knowles argues that
Shakespeare is not known to have been part of the Queen’s Men, who owned the play, and must have
known it only from reading the published text.

2 For example, Jacqueline Pearson, ‘Much Ado and King Leir’, N&Q (April 1981), 128–9, and Alan
Stewart, Shakespeare’s Letters, 2008, p. 215. For other parallels, see Meredith Skura, ‘What
Shakespeare did with the Queen’s Men’s King Leir and when’, S.Sur. 36 (2010), 316–25, and Janet
Clare on the Leir play in Shakespeare’s Stage Traffic: Imitation, Borrowing, and Competition in Renaissance
Theatre, 2014, pp. 210–29.

3 Ian McKellen, ‘King Lear’, in Julian Curry, Shakespeare on Stage, i i, London, 2017, p. 157.
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establish their characters and relationships in the few lines they are given. The
love-test itself is an interpretive puzzle. The mood can be that of a lighthearted
game, suddenly turning nasty when Cordelia refuses to play, or a deadly serious
trial. Kent’s interruption gives the audience something like an outside perspective
on the action. Since France and Burgundy are said to have been courting Cordelia for a
‘long’ time (1.1.42), productions sometimes indicate, as the text does not, whether she
(or Lear) has a preference for either of them. Her departure as the future Queen of
France can feel like a fairytale ending, but her farewell warning and the brief, hasty
exchange between Gonerill and Regan suggest that there is more to come.

When the action shifts to Gloucester’s family and Edmond’s plot, Gloucester’s
lament over the events at court keeps the Lear story in view. It also helps Edmond’s
deception, since the old man thinks he sees a parallel between Lear’s unnatural
treatment of his daughter and Edgar’s supposed plot against his father. The
audience’s first look at Edgar is too brief to establish him as a counterweight to the
attractive Edmond, whose plot takes effect with amazing speed. The action moves, like
Lear, to the house of Gonerill and Albany, where Lear’s stipulation that he should
always be attended by a hundred knights is infuriating Gonerill. Kent, disguised as a
servant, is taken on by Lear and at once has a confrontation with Gonerill’s con-
fidential servant Oswald. The Fool – the only major character not already seen –makes
a surprise entrance and immediately dominates the stage. His increasingly bitter songs
and jokes emphasize the breakdown of Lear’s relation with Gonerill, which reaches a
climax when Lear calls down a curse on his daughter and storms out of her house. Act
1 (the Folio Lear, unlike the quarto, is divided into acts and scenes) ends with a
short conversation between Gonerill and her bewildered husband Albany, whose
allegiance is still unclear; Oswald and Kent are sent, separately, with letters to
Regan; and the Fool tries to amuse the unhappy Lear and the audience before setting
off with him to visit the second daughter. It is not clear whether Lear’s palace and the
houses of Gonerill, Regan, and Gloucester are imagined as near each other.

From Act 2 onwards, everyone seems constantly on the move. Edgar is tricked by
Edmond into fleeing from Gloucester’s house and is at once replaced by Regan and
Cornwall, who have abandoned their own residence for reasons which at this point are
obscure. They proceed to make themselves at home in Gloucester’s, even adopting
Edmond in the process. Another confrontation between Kent and Oswald, which at
first seems unmotivated, leads to Kent’s humiliating punishment in the stocks.
Significantly (see note to 2.2.156), he probably remains visible, supposedly at
Gloucester’s house, during the soliloquy in which Edgar, who has just fled from
there, explains his intended disguise as an insane beggar. When Lear arrives, it finally
becomes clear that Oswald’s arrival with a letter from Gonerill not only interrupted
Kent’s delivery of Lear’s letter but also made Regan and Cornwall leave home at once.
Lear has somehow learned of Regan’s whereabouts and come to Gloucester’s house,
where, furious at the treatment of his messenger, he confronts Regan and Cornwall.
When Gonerill arrives, and all three join forces against him, he is overwhelmed by the
collapse of the world he thought he knew. Again, he rushes out of a house, this time
saying, ‘I abjure all roofs’ (2.4.201).
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Act 3, an extraordinary piece of writing, divides the characters into those outside in
the storm and those who remain indoors. On the Elizabethan stage, all this movement
would be indicated by long entrances and exits through the doors at the back of the
stage. Thunder and lightning provide a background against which human voices can
be hard to hear. Kent and the Fool have managed to find Lear; when they try to enter a
shelter, they are confronted by the disguised Edgar as Poor Tom, mankind reduced to
its lowest possible level, and the sight precipitates Lear’s descent into madness.
Gloucester finds somewhere for them to go in, but almost at once returns to warn
them to go out again, carrying the sleeping Lear. The Fool is never seen again.
Running parallel to the scenes of Lear’s madness are the quieter ones in
Gloucester’s house, where Edmond betrays his father. The blinding of Gloucester
(3.7) is the most shocking event of the play, but also a turning point. Cornwall’s
servant, revolted by the act, kills his master; Gloucester finally learns the truth about
his two sons. But the servant himself is killed andGloucester’s knowledge only adds to
his wretchedness. Most productions put the interval either just before or just after this
scene, as Gloucester is thrown out of his own house.
In Act 4, everyone seems to be converging on Dover, but characters frequently meet

each other on the way in unspecified locations. When Edgar leads his blinded father onto
the stage, the audience, like Gloucester, has to take his word that they are approaching
Dover Cliff. Gloucester attempts suicide by jumping from it but Edgar has deceived him
(and perhaps some of the audience) in the hope of curing his despair. Lear rejoins them,
but the dialogue between mad king and blind man, another high point of the play, ends
abruptly when Lear runs away from the soldiers sent by Cordelia to rescue him.
Meanwhile, short scenes have indicated the crumbling of the alliance among Lear’s
enemies: Albany is estranged from Gonerill; Cornwall’s death has made Regan a danger-
ous rival for Edmond’s love. Gloucester has a price on his head, so Oswald, now travelling
with a letter from Gonerill to Edmond, tries to kill the old man. He is killed by Edgar,
who discovers the incriminating documents that he was carrying. The act ends with the
great scene in which Lear awakes in Cordelia’s presence, gradually recognizes her, and
asks her forgiveness. Like her departure for France in 1.1, her insistence that she has
nothing to forgive seems about to bring the story to a happy ending.
Throughout the first four acts, there has been talk of war, first between Albany

and Cornwall, then between France and England – or, rather, between supporters of
Lear, helped by a French army, and the armies of Albany and Edmond, who has
replaced Cornwall as general. Act 5 finally brings the battle that everyone has been
expecting, and, as often noted, it is an anticlimax. Possibly Shakespeare was avoiding
the dramatization of a French invasion of England; possibly this part of the play
depended on spectacle that would have been worked out in rehearsal rather than
recorded in the text. Modern productions often depict the battle only through sound
effects, heard by the blind Gloucester. He is finally led away by Edgar, who has seen
the defeat of Lear’s forces.
Unlike the battle, the trial by combat between Edgar and Edmond ends with victory

for the ‘right’ side and with the one genuinely effective revelation in the play – ‘My
name is Edgar, and thy father’s son’ (5.3.159). But Edmond’s defeat, which leads to the
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exposure and death of Gonerill, shows evil destroying itself (Gonerill has already
poisoned Regan). Albany has the women’s bodies brought on stage to make this visible
for the audience and the other characters. Edmond belatedly tries to undo his worst
action, ordering the deaths of Lear and Cordelia, and is taken to die, like his father,
offstage. The subplot is finished, and Edgar remains as an appalled spectator when
Lear’s entrance with the dead Cordelia shows that there will be no victory for good. As
in the opening scene, the king is with his daughters, urging Cordelia to speak. Perhaps,
as he dies, he thinks she is about to answer him, but the meaning of his last words is
mysterious. A sense of exhaustion hangs over the survivors. Albany, technically the
heir to the throne, apparently attempts to divide his kingdom between Kent and Edgar
(but does ‘rule in this realm’ mean the whole of Britain, or only part of it?). Neither
explicitly consents (unless the ‘we’ in Edgar’s final speech is a royal we). Kent exits,
saying that he will follow Lear in death, and the concluding couplets may be
deliberately flat. What do we feel? What ought we to say?

Contexts

PUBLIC EVENTS

James I had arrived from Scotland in the summer of 1603. King Lear, like Macbeth,
belongs to the period when Shakespeare and his colleagues were looking for the right
kind of play for a new king and a new court. This meant, among other things, a
movement away from English history, in which the Scots often figured as villains, and
towards ‘British’ or classical history, likely to bemore familiar not only to the Scots but
also to visiting foreign dignitaries. The play’s apparently casual opening line – ‘I
thought the king had more affected the Duke of Albany than Cornwall’ – must have
attracted attention at the court performance in 1606, since the king’s sons, Henry and
Charles, had recently been given these titles. In the play, they apparently refer to
Scotland and Wales (with England presumably intended as Cordelia’s portion),
though the exact boundaries are left deliberately vague. But Gloucester’s reply, with
its reference to ‘the division of the kingdom’ (1.1.3–4), would have been still more
significant. James’s reuniting of the crowns of England and Scotland had already been
celebrated officially; the play will show its audience the fatal moment at which Britain
was divided. The word ‘British’, as used in Lear, not only refers to the period in which
the play is set but also has topical significance. James wanted to unite his kingdom
under the name of ‘Great Britain’ – something that would not officially happen for
another 100 years.1Albany was Prince Charles’s Scottish title, and the Duke of Albany
is given the play’s last lines in the quarto, perhaps foreshadowing Scotland’s later
importance; the lines were given to Edgar in the Folio, perhaps because this point no
longer needed to be made.

1 See James Shapiro, 1606: William Shakespeare and the Year of Lear, 2015, pp. 48–9. Though it has been
suggested that the opening line refers to James’s preference of one son over the other, the boys were only
12 and 6 at the time of the court performance. In Shakespeare and the Popular Voice, 1989, pp. 106–7,
Annabel Patterson argues that Lear offered a thinly veiled critique of James I’s love of hunting and his
fondness for his court fool, as well as his self-justifying rhetoric.
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Leah Marcus has pointed out that St Stephen’s Night, when the play was given at
court, was associated with hospitality and charity (it was the day when poor boxes in
churches were broken open and the money distributed to the poor). The fact that the
1608 title page makes a point of the performance date might, she thinks, alert readers
to a way of reading the play, with its references to beggars and the homeless.1 The
version printed in 1623 does not make this connection, since the Folio, though it
emphasizes Shakespeare’s close relationship with the King’s Men, omits references to
performance conditions. Published twenty years after James’s accession (and only two
years before his death), the Folio Lear was already becoming a less topical work.
The public theatres were closed because of plague between 5 October and 15

December 1605, and November saw the discovery of the Gunpowder Plot to blow
up the Houses of Parliament – the result of the disappointment and anger of some
Roman Catholics who had hoped that the change of reigns might lead to greater
toleration for their religion. In the circumstances, it is unlikely that Shakespeare could
have finished the play, or that his company could have rehearsed it, in time for the
Christmas season of court performances in 1605–6. Even without this traumatic
event, religion was a major topic of discussion at the time of Lear’s first performance.
The king’s reign had begun with a conference about religion at Hampton Court
(January 1604), and the commissioning of a new translation of the Bible. The
measures that Gloucester takes to keep Edgar from leaving the country (‘All ports
I’ll bar’: 2.1.79) are like those taken against the plotters and their supporters.
One of the play’s odder sources, Samuel Harsnett’s Declaration of Egregious Popish

Impostures, is an anti-Catholic polemic. The author revisits an episode of 1585–6,
recently investigated again, in which Roman Catholic priests had claimed to exorcise
servants suffering from demonic possession. He argues that the susceptible servants,
mainly women, had been led to give spectacular accounts of their sufferings by the
suggestions of their interrogators. It was from this book that Shakespeare took
the names of the devils by whom ‘Poor Tom’ claims to have been possessed, and the
situation of the servants in their chair (something Harsnett insists on several times)
may have helped to create the awful image of Gloucester bound to a chair and tortured.
The name Edmund (or Edmunds) occurs frequently in Harsnett’s account; however,
both Edmund and Edgar were also the names of kings before the Norman Conquest.
In 1603–4, there had been a curious parallel to the story of Lear. The elderly Sir

Brian Annesley had three daughters, though only two were involved in the legal battle
over whether he was too senile to be allowed to act for himself; the one who argued that
his wishes deserved respect was, significantly, named Cordell. When Sir Brian died in
1604, one of the executors of his will was a man probably known to Shakespeare,
Sir William Harvey, husband of the Countess of Southampton, who later married
Cordell himself (her father had left her everything). It is not likely that this episode
inspired Shakespeare’s play, or even the name of the heroine, since there are other
sources for both, but Shakespeare may have been struck by the way in which life
sometimes imitated art.

1 Marcus, Puzzling, pp. 153–4.
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LITERARY AND THEATR ICAL INFLUENC ES

Knowing the sources of Lear is perhaps as close as one can ever come to observing the
creative process by which Shakespearemade his play. It can also help to avoid unnecessary
questions, such as, ‘Why doesn’t Cordelia just tell her father what he wants to hear?’The
basic startingpoint– the kingwho askshis three daughters to sayhowmuch they lovehim–

was not Shakespeare’s invention. Many cultures have a story about someone who asks his
three childrenhowmuch they love him, fails to appreciate the honest answer of (always) the
youngest one, and eventually realizes that she or he was right.

The ‘chronicle histories’ that served as sources for many plays in the 1590s tended
to make up for the absence of hard facts with traditional anecdotes, especially for the
poorly documented earlier periods. Geoffrey of Monmouth, in Historica Anglicana
(c. 1135), was the first to connect the love-test with the division of the kingdom, and to
ascribe it to a King Lear. There was no historical Leir or Lear: his namemay have been
invented to explain the name of the town of Leicester, interpreted as the Roman fort
(caster) of Leir (compare Old King Cole, supposedly resident at Colchester).
According to Geoffrey, Cordelia led an army that restored Lear to his throne, and
became queen after his death. Later, her sisters’ children rebelled and threw her into
prison, where she hanged herself. This story is retold in The Chronicles of England,
Scotland, and Ireland (1587), published under the name of Raphael Holinshed. This
was probably Shakespeare’s main source but he could also have read a condensed
account in Edmund Spenser’s Faerie Queene (1590). Another popular work was The
Mirror for Magistrates (1574), a series of verse monologues by various writers in which
the ghosts of famous people describe their miserable fates. It includes Cordelia’s
account of her imprisonment and suicide.

By calling itself The True Chronicle History, the anonymous Leir play acknowledges
its indebtedness to sources like these, but gives events a romantic and folkloric turn,
ending with Leir’s restoration to his throne. Tolstoy, in a famous essay, said that it was
superior to Shakespeare’s version.1 Certainly, it tells its story more clearly than
Shakespeare does, partly because it has no subplot. Although there is no Fool, there
are a number of comic characters and scenes; despite some harrowing and pathetic
moments, there is rarely much doubt that the story will end happily and that virtue
will be rewarded.

In theLeir play, as in Holinshed, all three daughters are unmarried at the beginning,
but the love-test is designed to trap Cordella, who has said that she wants to marry for
love: once she professes her love, Leir plans to make her prove it by marrying the man
of his choice. Since the two older sisters have already been tipped off that their father
plans to marry them to the men they prefer, they have no hesitation in expressing
unconditional love and obedience; Cordella, however, defeats his plan by refusing to
flatter him. The king of ‘Gallia’ (France – but the name perhaps emphasizes how long
ago all this is happening) visits England in disguise in order to find out whether

1 ‘Tolstoy on Shakespeare: A critical essay on Shakespeare’ (translated from the Russian by V. Tchertkoff
and I. F. M.), published as a preface to Ernest Crosby’s Shakespeare’s Attitude to the Working Classes
(1907). This essay is easiest to find on the internet, in the online transcription by Project Gutenberg.
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3 Thomas Trevelyon, Leire and Cordila [Trevelyon Miscellany], 1608. Folio 73 verso
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English women are as pretty as he has heard; he meets the banished Cordella and falls
in love at once. Meanwhile, Leir’s other daughters show their evil natures: Ragan pays
someone to kill her father and his loyal friend Perillus, but the murderer is frightened
off by heaven’s thunder. In desperation, the two old men travel to France, where they
meet Cordella and her husband, again in disguise, and have a touching reunion. The
author handles the tricky problem of dramatizing a successful French invasion by
making it comic. All the characters trade pre-battle insults; there is plenty of onstage
fighting; the sisters’ husbands run away; and Leir, a wiser man, is restored to his
throne. It is made clear that the Gallian king is there only on Leir’s behalf and that he
and Cordella will return to France at once.

As Janet Clare has pointed out, the title page of the 1608 edition of Lear ‘advertised
its relationship and continuity with the recently published Leir play’.1 It also empha-
sized its difference: this version of The Chronicle History of King Lear is by William
Shakespeare, depicts not only the life but also the death of the king, and includes new
material. This statement was necessary, because the Stationers’Company (the equiva-
lent of a publishers’ and printers’ union) protected its members by making it difficult
for anyone to publish a work that was likely to duplicate and thus damage the sales of
one already in existence. The emphasis on the role of Edgar also ensured that
prospective readers and spectators would not be expecting just another retelling of a
story they already knew.

The subplot involving Gloucester and his two sons reinforced the theme of parent–
child relations and provided more good roles for the company’s actors. Shakespeare
based it on an episode in one of the most prestigious and popular works of the
Renaissance, Sir Philip Sidney’s Arcadia (first published in 1590). Two young princes
are sheltering from a storm when they overhear a young man arguing with an old,
blindman. The old man turns out to be the king of Paphlagonia, whose son has refused
to lead him to the top of a rock, realizing that his father wants to throw himself off. As
in Lear, the king has previously been deceived by his bastard son, though Sidney’s
characters do not explain (as Shakespeare’s play does) how the deception was carried
out. The two princes intervene, restore the old man to his throne, and reward his
virtuous son, though this happy ending is as temporary as the happy ending of
Cordelia’s story in the chronicles. As Geoffrey Bullough has shown in his massive
source study, Shakespeare drew on more than one part of the novel, as well as on its
fatalism and its serious debates about the meaning of life. Perhaps, too, the spectacular
storm that opens this episode suggested the one in Lear.2

Among Shakespeare’s own works, the plays most often compared with Lear are Titus
Andronicus, an early work, andTimon of Athens, probably begun around the same time as
Lear but left unfinished. Both plays have a Fool or Clown among the characters, and a
hero who sometimes sounds like Lear in his rage.3 But Lear also resembles the comedy

1 Clare, Traffic, p. 224.
2 Bullough, pp. 284–6.
3 Both plays also appear to have been collaborations, with George Peele and Thomas Middleton,
respectively.
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As You Like It, acted around 1600 but not printed until 1623. The song that a courtier
sings in the Forest of Arden –

Blow, blow, thou winter wind,
Thou art not so unkind
As man’s ingratitude (AYLI 2.7.174–6)

– sounds as if it belongs inKing Lear rather than in a comedy where ingratitude is not a
prominent theme.When Kent tells Lear that ‘Freedom lives hence, and banishment is
here’ (1.1.175), he echoes Celia’s claim that she and Rosalind, in leaving the court, will
go ‘To liberty and not to banishment’ (AYLI 1.3.138).1 Structurally, too, both plays
have several ‘false endings’. InAs You Like It, these take the form of rhyming couplets
and a cue for dance, twice interrupted; in Lear, Albany makes similar unsuccessful
attempts to draw the play to an end. The brief snatch of song from Lear’s Fool, ‘He
that has and a little tiny wit’ (3.2.72), echoes the Fool’s final song in Twelfth Night
(1601).
King Lear is the only one of Shakespeare’s major tragedies to make use of disguise,

which, as Peter Hyland has noted, is used primarily in comedy and tragicomedy
(including the comic scenes in the chronicle histories).2 The old King Leir included
several disguised characters, though not the same ones as in Lear. A character in
disguise usually gains power by knowing something that others don’t, and the disguises
of Kent and Edgar create the expectation that they will bring about a happy ending – as
in Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure and John Marston’s The Malcontent, both of
which are usually dated 1603–4. Yet the disguises in Lear result mainly in humiliation
and Edgar’s final triumph rings hollow.
Another comedy – Eastward Ho! (1605) – has also been suggested as a source.3 This

collaboration by George Chapman, Ben Jonson, and John Marston contains several
joking references toHamlet, as well as an obvious parody of a line fromRichard III, so it
is likely that Shakespeare would have wanted to see or at least read it. The resemblances
that Gary Taylor finds in Lear (an ironically inverted father–daughter relationship; the
wildness of the apprentice Quicksilver, which resembles Edgar’s narrative of his past as
Poor Tom; the importance of a storm at the centre of the play; and an improvised trial
scene) may be – like the echoes of the old Leir play – Shakespeare’s transformation of
theatrically striking moments in a new context. But the dates of the two plays are
uncertain; the influence may have worked either way.
If the literary sources of the play, apart from the Arcadia, are essentially comic, the

‘historical’ accounts contain tragic events. Lear apparently dies of old age, but
Cordelia’s suicide in a state of despair would, to a Christian reader, have condemned
her to hell, which is why Alexander Leggatt argues that murder is a ‘more merciful’

1 FrankMcCombie calls it ‘another version of As You Like It’. See ‘Medium and message inAs You Like It
and King Lear’, S.Sur. 33 (1980), 67–80, and Jane Kingsley-Smith’s chapter, ‘“Hereafter, in a better
world than this”: the end of exile in As You Like It and King Lear’, in Kingsley-Smith, Shakespeare’s
Drama of Exile, 2003, pp. 106–36.

2 Peter Hyland,Disguise on the Early Modern English Stage, 2011, p. 72. Disguise in tragedy, Hyland notes,
is usually used by a revenger.

3 Gary Taylor, ‘A new source and an old date for King Lear’, RES 33 (1982), 396–413.
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end for her than suicide.1The old Leir play ended happily because it ended before that
point. Shakespeare did not really turn a comedy into a tragedy, as is often said; he
compressed the events of many years into a play. Moreover, the design of this early
Jacobean play requires the division of the kingdom to have disastrous consequences.
The implication (though most people are unlikely to have believed it, even in 1606) is
that the happy ending, a thousand years in the future, will be James I.

Afterlife: In the Theatre

EARLY RESPONSES

The lack of surviving contemporary reaction to King Lear makes it difficult to know
whether its first audiences took it as a political work or simply as a powerful
theatrical experience. Richard Burbage was the leading actor of the King’s Men,
and Lear is mentioned as one of his roles in an elegy on his death.2 The line ‘And my
poor fool is hanged’ (see the note on 5.3.279) has led some scholars to think that the
parts of Cordelia and the Fool were doubled by a boy actor, while others believe that
Robert Armin, who had recently joined the company, played the Fool. Armin, short
and ugly, was a clever actor who also wrote plays and, in 1608, perhaps to accompany
Lear’s appearance in print, published a book on fools called A Nest of Ninnies.
William A. Ringler, however, has argued for the Fool–Cordelia doubling, on the
grounds that Armin’s versatility made him better suited to Edgar.3 The fact that
many female roles in the major tragedies are those of mature women suggests that
the company now had older boy actors who were convincing in these roles. The
smallness of Cordelia’s part may be due to its being written for a new, less
experienced boy. There is one other casting possibility. In English drama, Lear’s
most obvious influence was on John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi (1613). Bosola, a
villain with a conscience, echoes both Lear and the Arcadia in describing life as ‘a
shadow or deep pit of darkness’ and claiming that ‘we are merely the stars’ tennis
balls’. To a dying man, he murmurs, ‘Break, heart!’ in an obvious echo of Kent’s
words over the dying Lear: ‘Break, heart, I prithee break’ (5.3.286). This line is
given to Lear in the quarto, but Webster must have heard it spoken by Kent in the
theatre (as it is in the Folio). John Lowin, a leading actor in the King’s Men, played
Bosola; he may have played Kent as well.

In 1609–10, a King Lear play was performed at a private house in Yorkshire. It
might have been the old Leir, but it is more likely that the company chose the one
published in 1608, which would have been new to a provincial audience. The actors
got into trouble for putting on a play about Saint Christopher, and their patron was
suspected of Catholicism. Stephen Greenblatt suggests that they must have felt that
Lear, despite its use of the anti-Catholic Harsnett, ‘was not hostile, was strangely

1 Alexander Leggatt, King Lear, 1988, p. 7.
2 He is called ‘kind Lear’; unless this is a printer’s error for ‘king’, it may indicate how the character was
perceived.

3 ‘Shakespeare and his actors: some remarks onKing Lear’, in Ogden and Scouten (eds.), ‘Lear’ from Study
to Stage, pp. 127–32.
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sympathetic even, to the situation of persecuted Catholics’.1 A play called Lear König
in Englelandt, presumably based on Shakespeare’s, was performed by an English
company in Dresden (a Protestant city) on 26 September 1626. It was never printed,
but, if it was like other surviving German versions of English plays, it would have been
heavily cut, with emphasis on the mad scenes and clowning.
The public theatres were closed at the start of the English Civil War in 1642 and

remained closed until the restoration of the Stuart monarchy in 1660. Sir William
Davenant, one of the two theatre managers appointed at that time, had his company
perform the play in 1664 and 1675. Unfortunately, Samuel Pepys did not see it, and there
are no records of its reception – which suggests that it was unsuccessful. In 1681,
however, the same company performed an adaptation by the poet and dramatist
Nahum Tate, with the finest actor of the age, Thomas Betterton, as Lear. This version,
which is also the first conflation of quarto and Folio,2 became the acting text for the next
150 years.

NAHUM TATE’S ADAPTATION, 1681–1838, AND AFTER

Although Tate used to be mentioned only as an object of ridicule, many of his changes
not only reflect the taste of the late seventeenth century but also represent good
playwriting practice. Theatres after1660were using representational scenery (painted
on flats) and hence found it difficult to stage a series of short scenes like those in Acts 3
and 4. Women had replaced boys in female roles, and needed to be given more to
do. Like many modern directors, Tate cut and conflated minor characters. He also
removed one major one, the Fool – and not only because the character had become
old-fashioned. As Sonia Massai points out (p. 436), his disappearance removed ‘the
main source of the vexing criticism the king is exposed to in the Shakespeare originals’.
The newly restored monarchy had every reason to be nervous about such criticism.
Tate’s main innovation was to create a romantic relationship between Edgar and

Cordelia, a decision that turned Cordelia’s small part into an important one. She now
has a motive for defying her father in the first scene, in order to avoid marrying
Burgundy (the King of France, obviously, is not part of this play, so Cordelia never
leaves the country). Lear also has a better motive for his anger against her, since
he believes the negative view of Edgar that Edmond has disseminated (Massai,
pp. 437–8). Edgar himself is so distracted by his concern for Cordelia that he is easily
duped by Edmond, and he remains in the country to watch over her. Because he has a
recognizable personality before he goes into disguise, the audience is not confused by
his Poor Tom impersonation.
In this context, there was no doubt as to the evil of Gonerill and Regan. Although

for the first two acts they maintain that their quarrel is with Lear’s entourage, not
with him, a common practice among rebels in the English history plays (and
Parliament in the 1630s) was to claim that they wanted only to remove the corrupt

1 Stephen Greenblatt, ‘Shakespeare and the exorcists’, in Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of
Social Energy in Renaissance England, 1988, p. 122.

2 Massai, pp. 438–9.
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favourites around the ruler. Edmond’s relations with the sisters are those of a
Restoration rake, but he also lusts after Cordelia and sends ruffians to carry her
off, so that Edgar is able to rescue her and prove his worth. Tate set the final scene in
prison where Lear, asleep with his head in Cordelia’s lap, is finally able to enjoy, as
he had hoped in 1.1, ‘her kind nursery’. The audience sees the old man heroically
fighting off the murderers sent by Edmond, and his exhausted collapse afterwards
was one of the highpoints of eighteenth-century performances. Albany and Edgar
arrive with rescue just in time, and Lear abdicates in favour of Edgar and Cordelia.
Tate retained two of the play’s most shocking scenes, the blinding of Gloucester and
his attempt to throw himself off a non-existent cliff. By the eighteenth century,
however, the blinding was happening off stage, where it seems to have remained
until well into the twentieth century. Developing a hint in Shakespeare (4.4.12–13),
Tate made Gloucester decide to use the spectacle of his blindness to raise a popular
rebellion against the sisters. Kent, whose role in the second half of Shakespeare’s
play is disappointingly subdued, becomes the leader of Cordelia’s army. These
changes create their own difficulties: Gloucester’s energy seems inconsistent with
his desire for death, and, the more emphasis there is on the rallying of Lear’s forces,
the harder it is to understand why the wrong side wins. Royalists in Restoration
England may, however, have seen the defeat of Lear’s cause as a parallel to their own
in the recent Civil War. The ending, with its emphasis on restoration, was equally

4 Anonymous artist, ‘King Lear, act V, scene the Prison [III], as perform’d by Mr. Barry & Mrs.
Dancer at the Theatre Royal in the Haymarket’
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significant. ‘By making Lear both the “Martyr-King” and the restored king, Tate
reverses the act of regicide.’1 In 1681, when the childless Charles II was being urged
to divert the succession from his Roman Catholic brother James to his illegitimate
son, the Protestant Duke of Monmouth, no one could miss the relevance of a play in
which a villainous bastard plots to disinherit his brother. In 1688, other political
events made the conclusion too awkwardly topical. Facing rebellion, James II fled to
France and was replaced by his daughter Mary and her husband, William of Orange.
He was declared to have abdicated (like Lear, in favour of a daughter and son-in-
law), though in fact he and his successors made several attempts to regain the throne.
One of his supporters accused Mary of being ‘worse than cruel, lustful Goneril’.2

Tate’s Lear was not performed again until five years after Mary’s death in 1694.
It was largely David Garrick’s playing of the role, from 1742 to his retirement in

1776, that made it a popular success. By the end of that period, however, the editing
of Shakespeare’s text was becoming a high-profile activity and there were calls for the
original play to be performed. Garrick’s marked-up acting copy, now in the British
Library, shows that in the course of his career he removed some of the Restoration
language and restored 255 lines of the original. Nevertheless, the play still ended with
Lear’s heroic fight, the last-minute rescue, and the happy ending of the love story.
Francis Gentleman’s notes to Bell’s Shakespeare (1774), the acting edition used in the
London theatres, were obviously written with Garrick’s performance in mind; they
emphasize the pathos in the role and the opportunities for a versatile actor in the king’s
rapid transitions of mood.3

The play again became uncomfortably topical when, in 1788, George III began
showing signs of insanity. In a letter of 18December 1788, recently published online, a
doctor informed the Prince of Wales that his father had been ‘agitated and confused,
perhaps from having been permitted to read King Lear’.4 The king may even have
tricked his doctors into giving him the play.5Though he recovered from this attack, in
1811 his condition became permanent, and Lear was not performed again until after
his death in 1820, when both London theatres rushed to revive it. The great actor of
the Romantic period, Edmund Kean, played Lear successfully in that year, and his
literary friends persuaded him to try the tragic ending in 1823, but it was a failure.

1 Nancy Klein Maguire, ‘Nahum Tate’s King Lear: the king’s blest restoration’, in Jean I. Marsden (ed.),
The Appropriation of Shakespeare, 1991, p. 38.

2 Anon., ‘The female parricide’, in Poems on Affairs of State: Augustan Satirical Verse, 1660–1714, Vol. v,
1688–1697, ed. William J. Cameron, 1971, p. 157.

3 Bell’s Shakespeare, p. 32n.
4 Camilla Tominey, ‘George III’s medical records put online’, The Telegraph, 16 Nov. 2018, www
.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/11/16/george-iiis-medical-records-put-online-royal-first-revealing.

5 From Dr John Willis’s testimony on 13 Jan. 1789, in Richard Warren, Lucas Pepys, Francis Willis,
George Baker, Henry Revell Reynolds, and Thomas Gisborne, Report from the Committee appointed to
examine the physicians who have attended His Majesty during his illness, 1789, p. 223. (I should like to thank
Marguerite Happé for directing me to this publication.) After Willis had refused to let him have the
Shakespeare play, the king asked for and received a set of George Colman’s plays which contained his
adaptation of Lear. The two leading physicians contradicted each other about its effect, Dr Richard
Warren saying that ‘His Majesty’s Observation on the Book affected me strangely’ (p. 186) while Willis
(obviously afraid of being blamed for providing it) insisted that the king was incapable of any sustained
reading (p. 223).
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5 Page from David Garrick’s copy of the acting text, showing his additions and alterations to the
Tate version
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Kean’s most important successor, William Charles Macready, played a tragic
version (though still without the Fool) in 1834, but in 1838 he revived the play, heavily
cut and rearranged, omitting all of Tate’s lines and restoring the Fool. There were
difficulties: actors found it hard to learn a new text, and his new leading lady, Helena
Faucit, was reluctant to take the much reduced role of Cordelia. When Macready
worried that the Fool ‘will either weary and annoy or distract the spectator’ someone
suggested that the part should be played by a woman.1 Though later revivals did not
necessarily follow this example, they generally depicted the Fool as frail and wistful,
cutting his bawdier lines. The restoration of the original text went along with historical
sets and costumes that placed the play’s events in a more ‘primitive’ age. Though Lear
was still treated as a pathetic figure, Macready also found ‘a heartiness, and even jollity
in his blither moments, in no way akin to the helplessness of senility’.2The comedy, of
course, was in the service of a sympathetic characterization. The Tate version
continued to have a life in America until Edwin Booth played a condensed but totally
Shakespearean version in 1875.

LEAR I N EUROPE BEFORE 1900

In the eighteenth century, as Shakespeare began to be known outside the Anglophone
world, the early French and German translators felt free to adapt a play which had
already been adapted. The German version published in 1778 was by the actor
Friedrich Schröder, who based it on an accurate prose translation by C. M. Wieland
(1762). Unlike Tate, he retained the Fool, a character type that had remained popular
in central Europe, and he omitted the Edgar–Cordelia love affair. Some of his changes
were minor improvements. Lear asks the disguised Kent’s name when they first meet,
so that the audience isn’t confused by hearing him called Caius at the very end of the
play.3 Edgar is not quite so easily manipulated as in Shakespeare. Other changes
reduce the number of characters and scene changes. 1.1 is cut: Kent simply tells
Gloucester about the love-test and his banishment. Thus, Kordelia does not appear
until Act 4 and her role is greatly reduced.
Schröder, who had great success in the role of Lear, departs most from the original

in his treatment of the ending. As in Tate’s version, the final scene takes place in
prison, where Lear, who has never recovered his sanity, fantasizes about singing ‘like
birds in the cage’, and puts an imaginary Gonerill and Regan on trial. Though he kills
the soldier who is trying to hang Kordelia, she faints; thinking that she is dead, he dies
of grief, while she apparently survives to become Queen of England. Even Goethe,
who produced the play at Weimar in 1796 and 1800, believed that Schröder had the
right idea about staging Shakespeare, whose numerous scene changes he considered
impossible.

1 William Charles Macready, Reminiscences, ed. F. Pollock, 1875, p. 438.
2 Ibid., p. 156.
3 König Lear, Ein Trauerspiel nach Shakespear, 1778, 1.3., p. 17. In Jonathan Munby’s Chichester and
London production (2017–18), the disguised Kent, rather improbably, started to say ‘Kent’ and corrected
it to Caius at the last minute.
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Because of the international dominance of French in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, the very different Lear (or Léar) of Jean-François Ducis was still more
influential. Ducis, though he knew no English, had access to a better Shakespeare
translation than for his earlier Hamlet and Othello. His version was performed in 1783
before Louis XVI at Versailles and was the first Shakespeare play acted at the Comédie
Française. Following his usual practice, Ducis reduced the size of the cast, changed the
names of some characters, and, like Schröder, opened the play after its most improbable
episode, the love-test, had already taken place. He omitted the subplot but gave Kent
two sons, both virtuous, who fight to restore Léar. What this version retained above all
were the spectacular effect of characters speaking against the background of a storm and
the touching reunion of the feeble and confused Léar with his daughter. Still more than
in Tate, the emphasis is on family relationships: whenHelmonde (Cordelia), prompting
Léar’s memory, asks him whether he was a king, he replies, ‘No, but I was a father.’1

The omission of the subplot gives room for an even more prolonged display of madness
than in Schröder, continuing into the inevitable prison scene; Léar finally recovers when
he hears that Helmonde has been saved from death.

At a time when English was still not widely known, translators in other countries often
followed the French or German adaptation. Although a fuller translation of the play by
Josef Schreyvogel was performed in Vienna’s Burgtheater in1822, the censor insisted that
Lear and Cordelia must be allowed to live. Rather than rewrite the final scene, the
translator followed the Shakespeare text until Lear said ‘Look there!’ – ‘only to have
Cordelia revive and the curtain descend on the rapturous reunion of father and
daughter’.2 Even when, late in the century, the play finally included Cordelia’s death,
‘it seemed merely a natural step towards their final reunification’ (Williams, German
Stage, p. 126). Ira Aldridge, the great African-American actor, played Lear in whiteface
on the European continent and in provincial English theatres between 1858 and his death
in1867. Reviewers saw him as ‘a just and kind king who . . . is blinded and confused by his
good nature’.3When he played in non-anglophone countries, he used a heavily cut text; it
apparently included the love between Edgar and Cordelia, though in some performances
at least he also played Lear’s death scene.4

Both translation and scholarship on Shakespeare developed rapidly during the
nineteenth century, particularly in Germany. Important evidence about the
Elizabethan theatre came from the discovery in Utrecht in 1880 of what is usually
called the ‘Swan drawing’, a rare surviving view of an Elizabethan playhouse
interior. In 1889, a newly designed auditorium in Munich’s Residenztheater, later
known as the Shakespeare Stage, gave Lear as its first production, showing how a
permanent set could enable rapid movement from scene to scene.5 It was not an

1 Jean-François Ducis, Le Roi Léar [1783], 4.5, p. 58.
2 Simon Williams, Shakespeare on the German Stage, Vol. i, 1586–1914, 1990, p. 116.
3 N. J. Nazarov, ‘Aldridge in King Lear’, Ruskii Vestnik 42 (1862), 24–7, quoted, in translation, Bernth
Lindfors, Ira Aldridge: The Last Years, 1855–1867, 2015, p. 184.

4 Ibid., pp. 89, 140–50, 159. Some reviewers complained about the Edgar–Cordelia love story, which by
then they knew to be non-Shakespearean. Aldridge may have used the original text in later years.

5 Dennis Kennedy, Looking at Shakespeare: A Visual History of Twentieth-Century Performance, 2nd edn,
2001, pp. 3–8.
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accurate reconstruction, but it inspired many other attempts at ‘Elizabethan’
methods. The twentieth century would find other ways – technical advances in
scenery and lighting, an unlocalized stage – to speed up performances and thus
enable the playing of a fuller text.

6 Ira Aldridge as Lear, c. 1860, in white make-up

The Tragedy of King Lear [20]

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108164412.003 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108164412.003


THE ROLES: CHANGING PERSPECTIVES S INC E 1900

Lear
Audiences once expected ‘cosmic grandeur’ from the actor of Lear, particularly
in the curse on Gonerill and the storm scene. This phrase, though it might have
applied to many Lears, was in fact used by Edith Sitwell about Donald Wolfit in
1940. However, it seemed ‘an outdated idea’ to Michael Pennington when he
wrote in 2016 about the experience of playing Lear himself.1 For one thing,
political – and especially feminist – criticism tends to be hostile to Lear, at least
in the early part of the play. Moreover, very few productions are now, like
Wolfit’s, dominated by an actor who is also the director. In Anglophone produc-
tions at least, directors are now likely to care more about the family story than
the ‘cosmic’ one, and to attempt to do justice to all the characters. Nevertheless,
Lear continues to dominate discussions of the play, and reviews still focus
largely on the actor who plays the part.

Richard Burbage was probably about 40 when he first played Lear; Garrick was 25,
Gielgud 27. For them, the part of the 80-year-old king was simply one more feat of
impersonation (an actor playing someone totally unlike himself). Now, Lear is often
played by actors at the peak of their careers, implying a kind of identity between actor
and role. Laurence Olivier (who first played Lear in 1946) appeared in a television

7 Lear’s denunciation of Cordelia, as played at Munich’s ‘Elizabethan’ theatre, c. 1890, on a semi-
permanent set, with the ‘early English’ costumes typical of nineteenth-century productions

1 Michael Pennington, King Lear in Brooklyn, 2016, p. 43.
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version in 1983, when he was 75 and terminally ill. Some of the effect of Robert
Stephens’s Lear in 1993 was due to his obvious frailty (he died two years later).1

William Hutt, who played a famous King Lear at Canada’s Stratford in 1988,
appeared in the television series Slings and Arrows in 2006 at the age of 86, as an
ageing actor who wants to play the part yet again.2 Audiences who know the age of the

8 ‘Howl, howl, howl, howl’: Colm Feore as King Lear and Sara Farb as Cordelia (background:
Victor Ertmanis)

1 See McMullan, Late Writing, pp. 314–15.
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Hutt_(actor).
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actor playing Lear will watch with awe if he carries the dead Cordelia onto the stage.
Ronald Harwood’s The Dresser (1980) depicts the worry this causes for an old actor
(‘Sir’) playing Lear. Gregory Doran at the first rehearsal of the Lear he directed in
2016 quoted the advice ‘Get a Cordelia you can carry’, attributing it to Donald
Wolfit, the prototype for ‘Sir’.1 Many of Shakespeare’s tragedies give the leading
actor some opportunity at the end to impress the audience by fighting, as with Romeo,
Richard III, Hamlet, and Macbeth. With the disappearance of Tate’s version, Lear’s
heroic fight also disappeared, and, while rehearsing the role, Oliver Ford Davies
wondered, ‘Has the carrying on of Cordelia become the most famous piece of stage
business in Shakespeare, the ultimate test of an ageing actor’s virility?’2 For an
audience more involved in the story, however, Lear’s entrance is both a shock and a
moment of almost unbearable pain.

Garrick’s Lear was, he said, based on his observation of an oldmanwho had gonemad
after accidentally killing a beloved child. Many actors since his time have also felt the
need to study real examples of mental illness. Macready, knowing the frequency of mad
scenes in the major theatrical roles, forced himself at the beginning of his career to visit
an asylum and drew on his vivid memories when he played Lear.3 Productions in the
twenty-first century reflect increasing awareness of an ageing population’s vulnerability
to dementia. In Australia, according to Philippa Kelly, medical professionals speak of
‘The King Lear syndrome’ and society ‘increasingly understands what it might feel like
to be Goneril, Regan and Edmund, and to fear what it is like to be Lear or Gloucester’.4

In some productions, Lear shows symptoms of insanity from the beginning.
Christopher Plummer’s Lear (Stratford, Ontario, 2002) had trouble remembering the
word ‘Burgundy’ in the opening scene, and in 4.6 his slurred speech suggested that he
had had a stroke.5 However, Alzheimer’s is an irreversible condition, whereas the scene
(4.6) in which Lear finally recognizes Cordelia is usually seen as the beginning of a
return to sanity, though in a state of diminished energy (the doctor says that the ‘great
rage’ has been ‘killed’ in him: 4.6.77–8). Simon Russell Beale researched mental ill-
nesses before his performance at the National Theatre in 2014 and concluded that the
king was suffering from the condition known as ‘dementia with Lewys Bodies’, char-
acterized by restlessness and hallucinations like Lear’s vision of ‘the little dogs and all’
barking at him. A doctor who reviewed the production, however, thought that Lear
seemed less mad in the final scene than in Act 1.6 Ian Stuart-Hamilton, the psychologist
who talked to Antony Sher during rehearsals of Gregory Doran’s King Lear (2016),
argued that Lear at the beginning was capable of making plans and in good health, and
his later behaviour could be explained as delirium resulting from fever and exposure to

1 Antony Sher, The Year of the Mad King, 2018, p. 173.
2 Oliver Ford Davies, Playing Lear: An Insider’s Guide from Text to Performance, 2003, p. 123.
3 Macready, Reminiscences, pp. 141–2.
4 Philippa Kelly, The King and I, 2011, pp. 73–4.
5 Christopher Plummer, In Spite of Myself, 2008, pp. 641–2.
6 Roger Jones, ‘The madness of the king’, review ofKing Lear, National Theatre, British Journal of General
Practice 64 (2014), 148. Peter Ustinov, who played Lear at Canada’s Stratford in 1981, contended that
Lear was mad at the beginning and regained his judgement in the course of the play (Maurice Good,
‘Every Inch a Lear’, 1982, p. 9).
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the elements.1Thus, his earlier fears of madness might be either emotional blackmail (‘I
prithee, daughter, do not make me mad’: 2.4.211) or genuine fear of Alzheimer’s. Lear
himself recognizes the symptoms of hysterica passio (see notes to 2.4.52–3 and 2.4.114).
The Lear of David Warner (Chichester, 2005) died, literally, of a broken heart,2 as did
Kevin McNally at the Globe in 2016.

The Fool
The relation of the Fool and Lear is almost symbiotic: Antony Sher, one of a number of
actors who have played both characters in the course of their careers, writes that ‘the two
performances have to grow together in rehearsals’.3 Perhaps for this reason, most Lear
actors, though they call the Fool ‘boy’, do not want him to be boyish, and many Fools
have been nearly as old as Lear.4 But women are also cast in the role – for example,
Linda Kerr Scott (RSC) and Emma Thompson (Renaissance Theatre Company), both
in 1990 – and some performers, such as Ruth Wilson (New York, 2019), have doubled
the role with Cordelia, as some think was the original practice. The early modern Fool
was instantly recognizable by his costume, which, as David Wiles explains, consisted of
motley clothing, a cockscomb (substitute crown), and a bauble (substitute sceptre).5 In a

9 ‘Poor fool and knave’: Kent (Louis Hillyer), Lear (Corin Redgrave), and Fool (John Normington).
Royal Shakespeare Company 2004, directed by Bill Alexander

1 Sher, Year, pp. 182–3.
2 Michael Dobson, ‘Shakespeare performances in England’, S.Sur. 59 (2006), 335–6.
3 Antony Sher, ‘The Fool’, in Playing Shakespeare 2, 1988, p. 154.
4 See, e.g., Ford Davies, Playing Lear, p. 48; Sher, Year, p. 132.
5 Wiles, p. 190.
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modern-dress production, he may look like a music hall performer or red-nosed circus
clown. Much of his humour depends on puns that are too ingenious for a modern
audience – see this edition’s notes on ‘Take the fool with thee’ (1.4.270) and ‘cruel
garters’ (2.4.7) – so he usually needs to have other performance skills.

Directors are often tempted to bring him on in the opening scene, playing games
with the king or watching, appalled, as Lear destroys his kingdom. The Fool in
Irving’s 1892 production reverently kissed the hem of Cordelia’s robe as she
departed.1 But, as Oliver Ford Davies points out, ‘the three mentions Lear makes of
the Fool early in 1.4 are a deliberate build up to his first grand entrance. The Jacobean
audience would have anticipated a turn, and the Fool obliges by dominating the scene
for nearly a hundred lines.’2

Since the Fool was both a character and a recognized part of the acting company, his
disappearance halfway through the play may not have needed an explanation. Critics
point out that both Edgar and Lear take over his role, and this idea can be conveyed in
performance: John Normington (RSC, 2004) handed Poor Tom his distinctive cap and
bauble, walking not only off the set but out of the play. At a time when it was assumed
that Lear’s ‘my poor fool is hanged’ (5.3.279) referred to him rather than Cordelia, he
was sometimes seen twisting a rope into a noose; suicide is still given as an explanation
for his disappearance. In Adrian Noble’s RSC production of 1982/3, Lear killed the
Fool in his madness, an idea that has been taken up by other directors. In a Georgian
production, a tyrannical Lear deliberately killed the Fool ‘for mocking him’.3 In Max
Stafford-Clark’s Royal Court production (1993), the Fool re-appeared in Act 5 and was
hanged by soldiers for spraying subversive graffiti.4 Munby’s 2018 Lear brought the
lights up for the interval just as the Fool was apparently about to be killed by Edmond.
Some directors, such as Grigory Kozintsev in his film version, cannot bear to let the
Fool disappear. Sher, as Lear, wanted to retain an echo of the character, so he illustrated
his line about ‘this great stage of fools’ with a bit of the Fool’s characteristic dance.5

Gonerill, Regan, and Cordelia
In the old Leir play, all three daughters are unmarried at the start. In Lear, the two
older ones seem to have been married for some time, though they have not yet
received their dowries, and both appear to be childless. They are often depicted as
considerably older than Cordelia, though when Lear curses Gonerill with sterility he
must assume that she is still capable of childbearing.6When they were assumed to be
unproblematically evil from the beginning, they, and the women who played them,
received very little critical attention. The theatre historian A. C. Sprague noted that

1 Alan Hughes, Henry Irving, Shakespearean, Cambridge, 1981, p. 123.
2 Ford Davies, Playing Lear, p. 113.
3 Zdeněk Stříbrný, Shakespeare and Eastern Europe¸ 2000, p. 143.
4 Jonathan Croall, Performing King Lear: Gielgud to Russell Beale, 2015, p. 180.
5 Sher, Year, p. 214.
6 It is only in the quarto that Kent says that the daughters are the offspring of ‘one self mate and make’ (see
Appendix, xx, line 32). IanMcKellen thought that Cordelia was the daughter of a second, exceptionally happy
marriage and indicated this bywearing twowedding rings, thoughhedid not expect the audience to understand
the implication: McKellen, ‘King Lear’, p. 135.
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there is a great deal of information about how famous actors before 1900 delivered
the curse on Gonerill, but virtually nothing about how she reacted to it.1 A review by
Francis Gentleman in 1770 says only, of the two sisters, that it would be ‘a coarse
compliment to say any ladies looked or played them thoroughly in character’.2

Reluctance to be identified with vicious characters may have resulted in rather
subdued performances.
Gonerill and Regan often used to look evil from the start. On the page, they

can seem almost alike when they take part in their competition for Lear’s love,
but in performance they can be differentiated quite sharply.3 Psychological
readings often begin with birth order: Gonerill, the oldest, usually takes the
initiative, while Regan builds on what others have said: ‘she names my very
deed of love. / Only she comes too short . . . ’ (1.1.66–7). Directors usually
have more sympathy for Gonerill, at least in Act 1. Gonerill and Albany often
seem to have a virtually sexless marriage, but in Rupert Goold’s production
(Liverpool and Young Vic, 2008–9) Gonerill was pregnant: ‘Cursed by its
grandfather while still in the womb, the baby was born in parallel motion to the
storm scene.’4 Regan may be weaker; Judi Dench gave her a stammer in 1976

(RSC), supposedly the result of a childhood of intimidation by her father. A
statue of Lear towered over the daughters in the 2014 National Theatre
production, perhaps to explain the extraordinary viciousness of Anna
Maxwell Martin’s Regan, who appeared sexually excited by the torturing of
Gloucester. Jonathan Pryce’s Lear (Almeida, 2012) suggested incestuous feel-
ings towards his two older daughters.5

Cordelia leaves the play after the first scene and re-appears only in Act 4. When a
production cuts all her asides, as is sometimes done in the interest of realism, her small
role becomes even smaller and her behaviour even more abrupt. In Gregory Doran’s
production of 2016, she was something of a spoiled child: her speech ridiculing the
idea of loving her father at the expense of her husband wasmade with the confidence of
a woman used to finding approval, and it drew sympathetic laughter from the other
characters, making Lear’s violent response all the more shocking. Depending on how
the King of France is played – Lear’s later description of him as ‘hot-blooded’
(2.4.205) is rarely borne out in performance – it can seem strange that her only later
mention of him is as ‘great France’ who has allowed her to bring an army to fight for
her father. A few productions have tried to show how their marriage turned out, by
bringing him back with her to England (giving him the lines of the Doctor) or by
depicting her as pregnant (as at Glasgow Citizens’, 2012).

1 A. C. Sprague, Shakespeare and the Actors: The Stage Business in His Plays (1660–1905), 1944, p. 187.
2 The Dramatic Censor, 1770, i: 373, quoted in Kalman A. Burnim, David Garrick Director, 1961, p. 145.
3 In ‘Eel pie and ugly sisters in King Lear’, in Ogden and Scouten (eds.), ‘Lear’ from Study to Stage, Carol
Rutter describes in detail a number of ways in which actresses have depicted the characters in the opening
scene.

4 Boika Sokolova, ‘New recruits to the “maverick” squad:Othello,King Lear, andTheMerchant of Venice in
London, 2008/09’, Shakespeare Bulletin 30.2 (2012), 87–97: 93.

5 Croall, Performing King Lear, p. 195.
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Gloucester, Edgar, and Edmond
When Gloucester’s blinding took place off stage, as happened before the twentieth
century, it was possible for critics to claim that he suffers less than Lear because his
suffering is ‘only’ physical rather than mental. No one is likely to say this after seeing
most modern productions, where the blinding is depicted with horrible realism.
Sometimes, it even encourages audience laughter. In Gale Edwards’s production in

10 ‘But goes thy heart with this?’ Lear (John Gielgud) in a ‘Renaissance’ setting, with Gonerill
(Cathleen Nesbit), Regan (Fay Compton), and Cordelia (Jessica Tandy). Old Vic, 1940, directed by
Lewis Casson and Harley Granville-Barker
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Adelaide, Australia, in 1988, ‘the sensationally gory balls representing Gloucester’s
eyes were flung into the wings after his blinding’. Like Peter Brook, Edwards took the
interval at this point, ‘leaving the audience to dwell on what they had just laughed at’.1

Because of Gloucester’s offensively flippant references in 1.1. to his adultery and his
son, he is often played as a tyrannical father or as a fool. Surprisingly few productions
play up his heroism (‘If I die for it – as no less is threatenedme – the kingmy old master
must be relieved’: 3.3.14–16), and even fewer make anything of the rapidity with which,
when he learns of Edmond’s treachery, he repents his own ‘folly’ towards Edgar and
prays the ‘Kind gods’ to ‘forgive me that, and prosper him’ (3.7.91). Nahum Tate gave
him a moving speech on his blindness, inspired by the opening of Book iii of Milton’s
Paradise Lost, and allowed him to join Lear in retirement instead of dying.
Scholarly opinion is divided as to whether the scene of Gloucester’s attempted

suicide is meant to fool the audience as well as Gloucester, though Edgar is given lines
that should make the deception clear (‘I do trifle thus with his despair’, 4.5.33, and
‘Had he been where he thought’, 4.5.44). The uncertainty is, of course, possible only
on a stage without representational scenery, or in a film that controls what the audience
can see. Brook’s film version used ‘only close shots . . . so the naïve spectator would
have no way of knowing Edgar’s plan until a long shot after Gloster’s fall’.2 In the 1998

11 Lear (Simon Russell Beale) under his statue with Gonerill (Kate Fleetwood), Regan (Anna
Maxwell Martin), and Cordelia (Olivia Vinall). National Theatre, 2014, directed by Sam Mendes

1 Elizabeth Schafer, Ms-Directing Shakespeare: Women Direct Shakespeare, 1998, p. 130.
2 Rosenberg, p. 265n.
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film of Richard Eyre’s National Theatre production (1997), the two actors moved in a
fog that made it impossible to know where they were. The stylized background of
Deborah Warner’s 2016 production was equally ambiguous. Though early modern
cures for madness sometimes suggest playing along with the delusions of the sufferer,
many critics see nothing but cruelty in Edgar’s behaviour. It has been suggested that
he is indulging in a fantasy of both killing and saving the father who has rejected him.1

As Ian McKellen has written, Edgar is a very difficult role and Edmond an easy
one,2 but the latter usually gets better reviews, because of his humour and the fact that
he confides in the audience. He becomes most complex in his last minutes, with the
ambiguous ‘Yet Edmond was beloved’, but his last-minute repentance is often cut in
order to speed up the ending. Although Edgar’s poetic linking of Gloucester’s blind-
ness with ‘the dark and vicious place’ where Edmond was conceived has been
condemned as self-righteous moralizing, Edmond himself accepts it, adding another
traditional image, Fortune’s wheel, to symbolize his situation.

An eighteenth-century audience would have been aware of Edgar the romantic
lover behind Poor Tom, and may even have found the impersonation comic, since, as
Francis Gentleman writes, ‘feigned madness always caricatures real’.3 In the
Shakespeare text, the audience hardly knows Edgar before he takes on the role,

12 ‘Alive or dead?’: the ‘Dover cliff’ scene, with Gloucester (Karl Johnson) and Edgar (HarryMelling).
Old Vic, 2016, directed by Deborah Warner

1 See, e.g., Simon Palfrey, Poor Tom: Living King Lear, 2014, pp. 160–1, 170–1.
2 McKellen, ‘King Lear’, p. 158.
3 Bell’s Shakespeare, p. 5n.
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and does not always appreciate the virtuoso performance of his various identities.
His absence from the opening scene may mean that the actor had to double as France
or Burgundy. Modern productions sometimes include him; Simon Russell Beale’s
Edgar (RSC, 1993) was seen reading a book while awaiting Lear’s arrival.
Otherwise, his first appearance in 1.2 may show him, at one extreme, in serious
study or, at the other, reeling in from a night on the town. Either way, the lunatic is
so much more vivid than the young aristocrat who impersonates him that Simon
Palfrey, who has devoted a whole book to Poor Tom, suggests that the fictitious
character is eerily interwoven with the ‘real’ one throughout the play; Edgar is ‘not
so much a character as a nest of possibilities’.1

The Knights, Kent, and Oswald
Lear’s initial stipulation of a hundred knights would not have seemed odd at a
time when aristocratic households contained a vast hierarchy of retainers. Given
the importance of ‘attendants’ for establishing a character’s status, it is likely that
the Jacobean stage always had more people on it than one expects to see now.
Theatres well into the twentieth century could press extras into service, includ-
ing some who were recruited on the afternoon of the performance: Henry Irving,
in 1892, had sixty on stage in the opening scene. In 2016, Gregory Doran had
twenty-four ‘supernumeraries’ for his RSC Lear. Gonerill’s complaints seem
more justified when the stage is full of knights than when this entourage is
represented only by the single knight with a speaking part. Peter Brook made
these characters rowdy and violent in 1962 and they have been getting steadily
worse: Trevor Nunn in 2007 and Jonathan Munby in 2018 had them carry off
one of Gonerill’s female servants to be raped.
Kent and Oswald, both loyal servants, used to be regarded as moral opposites.

Coleridge described Kent as ‘the nearest to perfect goodness of all Shakespeare’s
characters’, and Oswald as ‘the only character of utter unredeemable baseness in
Shakespeare’.2 When Macready wrote that the actor playing Kent ‘requires
powers for comedy and tragedy’,3 he was thinking mainly of the character’s
interactions with Oswald in 1.3 and 2.4, which, in some eighteenth- and nine-
teenth-century productions, went on for much longer than one would guess from
the text. Oswald had further opportunities for clowning when Kent was safely in
the stocks – apparently a ‘farcical’ punishment rather than a painful one.4 If
Francis Gentleman is representative of attitudes in 1774, they were extremely
class-based: he objected to Kent’s defiant behaviour in 2.4 (‘Such conduct in
presence of a sovereign prince is intolerable’) but reported that Edgar’s killing of
Oswald ‘never fails to create laughter’ (Bell’s Shakespeare, 65n.) Directors now
are more likely to agree with an influential comment by Bertolt Brecht in the
1950s: ‘What you cannot have is the audience, including those who happen to

1 Palfrey, Poor Tom, p. 5.
2 Terence Hawkes (ed.), Coleridge on Shakespeare, 1969, pp. 203, 204.
3 William Charles Macready, Diaries, ed. William Toynbee, 2 vols., 1912, i: 147.
4 See Sprague, Shakespeare and the Actors, pp. 285–8, for nineteenth-century comic business.
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be servants themselves, taking Lear’s side to such an extent that they applaud
when a servant gets beaten for carrying out his mistress’s orders.’1 Modern
productions rarely discard the comedy altogether, but they often stress the
resemblance as much as the difference between the two characters.

Afterlife: Critical and Creative Responses

THE TRAGIC EXPER I ENC E: PH I LOSOPHY AND RELIGION

In his introduction to the 1972 Arden edition of King Lear, Kenneth Muir wrote
that the Romantic poets and critics had arrived at ‘a conception of the play not
essentially different from that generally held today’.2 Keats’s sonnet ‘On sitting
down to read King Lear once again’ (1818) brilliantly embodies this conception
as, in his opening lines, he turns away from romance to something completely
different:

O golden-tongued Romance with serene lute!
Fair plumed Syren! Queen of far away!
Leave melodizing on this wintry day,

Shut up thine olden pages, and be mute:
Adieu! for once again the fierce dispute,
Betwixt damnation and impassion’d clay
Must I burn through; once more humbly assay

The bitter-sweet of this Shakespearian fruit.
Chief Poet! and ye clouds of Albion,
Begetters of our deep eternal theme,

When through the old oak forest I am gone,
Let me not wander in a barren dream,

But when I am consumed in the fire,
Give me new Phoenix wings to fly at my desire.

This expectation that reading King Lear will be a consuming, painful, and life-
changing experience is characteristic of a writer for whom Shakespeare was
Scripture. It is also, as Muir says, characteristic of many readers and spectators
of the play up to the time when he was writing, and probably still represents
what most people want to find in it. To be burned by a literary work is to
undergo catharsis, the famous and much discussed word that Aristotle used to
explain the almost visceral reaction that great tragedy can evoke. The word
evokes both purification and purging, and Aristotle seems to have thought that
it should result in the acceptance of a supernatural order. This assumption has
been questioned for much of the last century.

Keats’s description of the play as a ‘fierce dispute, / Betwixt damnation and
impassion’d clay’ implies a serious questioning of the situation of mortal humanity
faced with a very real sense of evil. The word ‘evil’ seems somewhat excessive, when it
is first used by Kent to Lear:

1 The Messingkauf Dialogues, trans. John Willett, 1965, p. 62.
2 Kenneth Muir, introduction to King Lear, 1972, p. xli.
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Revoke thy gift
Or whilst I can vent clamour from my throat,
I’ll tell thee thou dost evil. (1.1.158–60)

What he means by ‘evil’might be Lear’s decision to give up his rule to Gonerill and
Regan, or his treatment of Cordelia, or even the violence he has just shown (in some
productions, the reference to ‘my throat’ follows Lear’s attempt to throttle him).
Cordelia does not use the word, and her reference to her sisters’ ‘faults’, which she is
reluctant to call by their right names (1.1.265), may apply simply to their flattery of
their father. The play contains examples of what might be called normal moral
dishonesty: after she has heard from Gonerill, Regan travels hastily to Gloucester’s
home so that she doesn’t have to deal with Lear at her own residence; Edmond also
leaves home at a crucial point, apparently ignoring the appalling implications of
Cornwall’s suggestion that ‘The revenges we are bound to take upon your traitorous
father are not fit for your beholding’ (3.7.7–8). But nothing can explain the speed with
which Gonerill and Regan go from irritation, to anger, to the chilling line (however it
is spoken) ‘O sir, you are old’ (2.4.138, then to the smug claim that being out in the
storm will teach him a lesson (2.4.295–7), and finally to Gloucester’s report that they
‘seek his death’ (3.4.147). Perhaps the turning point comes when Cornwall calls to
have Kent put in the stocks, saying, ‘there shall he sit till noon’, and Regan, building as
usual on what others have said, corrects him: ‘Till noon? Till night, my lord, and all
night too’ (2.2.122–3). By this time, the word ‘evil’ seems totally appropriate: ‘What
begins as common sense opens out into a terrifying blankness of moral idiocy.’1

It is possible to quote lines from King Lear to support almost any religious or
philosophical outlook. Since it is supposedly set in pre-Christian times, Shakespeare
can make Kent retort to Lear’s ‘by Apollo’ with ‘Now by Apollo, king, / Thou
swear’st thy gods in vain’ (1.1.154–5) without being accused of blasphemy. It can be
argued that Shakespeare is deliberately depicting the horror of a world without
Christianity, or, on the other hand, that ‘the gods’ who inflict so much cruelty are
really ‘God’. Cordelia’s self-sacrificing love has led some to call her a Christ-figure and
some of her words have biblical overtones (see the note to 4.3.23–4). Gloucester’s
astrological fatalism is ridiculed by Edmond but echoed by Kent, though only in the
quarto, as a way of explaining the different moral characters of three children with the
same parents.2 Gloucester, when he prays to the gods, calls them ‘kind’ (3.7.91) and
‘ever gentle’ (4.5.208), perhaps in the folk belief that one must flatter them in order to
get an answer to one’s prayers. In the most famous lines of the play, he says that they
treat human beings as inhumanely as boys treat flies (4.1.36–7).
Many religions are based on the idea that the events of this world seem unjust only

when one is unable to perceive them in a spiritual context. A. C. Bradley’s summary of
what he takes to be the play’s message could apply to many religions: ‘Let us renounce the
world, hate it, and lose it gladly. The only real thing is the soul, with its courage, patience,
devotion.’He adds, however, that this is not ‘the whole spirit of the tragedy’ and, indeed,

1 Leggatt, King Lear, p. 44.
2 See Appendix, p. 285, xx, lines 30–3.
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if pushed further, would ‘destroy the tragedy’ – as do the religious interpretations that
imagine Lear and Cordelia reunited in heaven.1 Tate’s Lear ends with Cordelia exclaim-
ing ‘Then there are gods, and virtue is their care!’ and Edgar, addressing her, states
the moral:

Thy bright Example shall convince the World,
(Whatever Storms of Fortune are decreed)
That Truth and Vertue shall at last succeed. (V.vi.159–61)

Shakespeare’s ending could hardly be more different. Most notoriously, Kent says,
‘the gods reward your kindness’ (3.6.5) to Gloucester who, some 100 lines later, is
tortured and blinded for his actions; Albany’s ‘The gods defend her’ (5.3.230), when
he hears that Edmond has ordered the deaths of Lear and Cordelia, is immediately
followed by Lear’s entrance with her dead body.2 In his RSC production in 2007,
Trevor Nunn underlined the irony by giving the play a Christian setting. Everyone on
stage knelt in prayer after Albany’s line, and Lear’s entry demonstrated ‘the impotent
misguidedness of religious faith’.3

THE ABSURD

In a famous essay published in 1930, G. Wilson Knight described examples in Lear of
what he called the ‘Comedy of the Grotesque’, calling Cordelia’s death ‘the final
grotesque horror in the play’.4His interpretation was a precursor to the Theatre of the
Absurd, of which Samuel Beckett’s plays are the most famous examples. It assumes
that the absence of a divine creator means the absence of any meaning in life, and thus
in the play itself. In 1962, Jan Kott’s Shakespeare Our Contemporary was published,
with a chapter on ‘King Lear and Endgame’. There is some doubt as to whether, as is
often said, Kott’s book influenced Peter Brook’s 1962 production of King Lear, but
Beckett was a constant influence. In 4.5, Lear and Gloucester looked like the tramps in
Waiting for Godot. Brook saw Shakespeare, like Beckett, as depicting an ‘absurd’
universe, frustrating the desire of its characters – especially Edgar and Albany – to
impose a moral explanation on events. Brook’s production, seen on tour as well as in
Stratford and London, was enormously influential. Charles Marowitz, who kept and
published a diary of the rehearsal period, shows a constant desire to make the audience
as uncomfortable as possible. It was his idea that the play should end with a faint
rumble of thunder, threatening another storm, to counter what he called ‘the threat of
a reassuring catharsis’.5 A generation later, some critics reacted against the produc-
tion’s bleakness (the film was bleaker still) and pointed out that this was the result of
cuts to any mitigating elements, such as Edmond’s attempt to save Lear and Cordelia.
Others argued that a totally pessimistic interpretation has the same effect as the
religious one that it rejects, since it makes positive action seem meaningless; the

1 A. C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy, 2nd edn [1905], 1992, p. 286.
2 Both lines look to modern eyes like statements, but they are really prayers (‘May the gods’).
3 Dobson, ‘Shakespeare performances’, p. 338.
4 G. Wilson Knight, The Wheel of Fire: Interpretations of Shakespearian Tragedy, [1930] 1954, pp. 173–4.
5 Charles Marowitz, ‘Lear log’, Tulane Drama Review 8.2 (1963), 103–21: 114.
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‘barren dream’ that Keats feared is perhaps what Kiernan Ryan calls ‘the complacent
conclusion that this is how things were meant to be’.1

POLITICAL /H ISTOR ICAL R EADINGS

Francis Gentleman’s comment, in 1774, on the ‘Poor naked wretches’ speech – ‘We
could wish this speech read to certain great folks, every day!’ (Bell’s Shakespeare, p.
43n.) – shows that Lear’s sudden awareness of social injustice was already, at the
beginning of an era of revolutions, achieving something of its present importance.
When Macready played Lear, it was noticed that he always emphasized ‘those noble
passages in which the poet contrasts the lots of rich and poor, of oppressor and thrall’.2

This claim is borne out in the actor’s diary entry for 18 Feb. 1839: ‘Acted King Lear
well. The Queen was present, and I pointed at her the beautiful lines: “Poor naked
wretches!”’3 The speech, A. C. Bradley wrote in 1904, is ‘one of those passages which
make one worship Shakespeare’.4 Bill Clinton, then a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford, saw

13 ‘Hark in thine ear’: Lear (Paul Scofield) with Gloucester (Alan Webb) and Edgar (Brian Murray).
Royal Shakespeare Company 1962, directed by Peter Brook. Folger Shakespeare Library 267931.

1 Kiernan Ryan, Shakespeare, 2002, p. 71.
2 Westland Marston, Our Recent Actors, 1888, i: 69.
3 Macready, Diaries, i: 496.
4 Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy, p. 249.
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the play at Stratford-upon-Avon in 1968. According to a fellow-student, he was
‘struck that Lear had been on the throne for decades before he learned the first
thing about how his subjects lived’ and talked about the play all the way back on the
bus, ‘relating it to his life’ and his career plans.1

Unlike Lear’s knights, the poor and homeless are not included in the cast of Lear,
but vast numbers of them appear in the films of Lear by Brook and Grigori Kozintsev
and they have been brought on stage in recent productions: at the Glasgow Citizens’

14 Is man no more than this?’ Lear (Kevin McNally), and ‘Poor Tom’ (Joshua James). Shakespeare’s
Globe, 2017, directed by Nancy Meckler

1 David Maraniss, First in His Class: A Biography of Bill Clinton, 1995, p. 144.
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Theatre in 2012, they occupied more and more of the space as the play went on, and at
Canada’s Stratford in 1981 and the RSC in 2016 beggars hovered outside Albany’s
castle, a reminder of the suffering outside the subjective world of Lear. Nancy
Meckler’s Globe production in 2017 opened with a group of homeless people breaking
into a theatre apparently under wraps and off limits to them. In the course of the
performance, the theatre space gradually lost its ugly wrappings and became itself
again, while the actors confronted ‘the thing itself’.
Jonathan Dollimore insists, in an often-quoted comment, that empathy is not

enough: ‘where a king has to share the sufferings of his subjects in order to “care”,
the majority will remain poor, naked, and wretched’.1 The political readings of King
Lear exemplified by Annabel Patterson, Alan Sinfield, Jonathan Dollimore, and
Kiernan Ryan, among others, reject any notion that suffering makes the sufferer a
better person and insist that the injustices the play depicts can be changed only by a
change in society.

FEM IN ISM

Feminist criticism of Lear initially focused mainly on the play’s treatment of Gonerill
and Regan, and on Lear’s misogynistic rages, sometimes taking in the implications of
Albany’s ‘Proper deformity shows not in the fiend / So horrid as in woman’ (4.2.37–
8), which is echoed in A. C. Bradley’s statement that Edmond is the ‘least detestable’
of the play’s three villains because he ‘is at any rate not a woman’.2 The contrast
between the male and female villains is telling: Edmond addresses the audience
eloquently and even wittily; he is chivalric in his fight with Edgar, recognizes the
(perhaps dubious) justice of his fate, and tries to undo his most evil action. The two
women die off stage – ‘desperately’, as Kent says – without any final moment of
insight. Attempts to justify them sometimes emphasize the pain that might lie behind
Gonerill’s ‘He always loved our sister most’ (1.1.281–2), and sometimes even demon-
ize Cordelia.3 As noted above, most productions now treat them as complex characters
and find sympathy for Gonerill, if not for Regan.
Some feminist critics also agree with Janet Adelman’s psychoanalytic reading

of the scene where Lear is reunited with Cordelia. Lear seems unable to think of
his daughter as the wife of the King of France, but, Adelman argues, it is not
only Lear but also Shakespeare who fails to respect her identity as a grown
woman, turning her instead into ‘the Cordelia of Lear’s fantasy’.4 Few produc-
tions, however, have taken an ironic look at a relationship which is responsible
for the emotional highpoints of the play, and Kathleen McLuskie and Ann

1 Jonathan Dollimore, Radical Tragedy: Religion, Ideology and Power in the Drama of Shakespeare and his
Contemporaries, 1984, p. 191.

2 Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy, p. 260.
3 See, e.g., Lesley Kordeci and Karla Koskinen, Re-Visioning Lear’s Daughters: Testing Feminist Criticism
and Theory, 2010.

4 Janet Adelman, Suffocating Mothers: Fantasies of Maternal Origin in Shakespeare’s Plays, Hamlet to The
Tempest, 1992, p. 124.
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Thompson have questioned whether a feminist response to Lear requires a
sacrifice of the theatrical pleasure of empathy.1

ECOCR ITIC I SM

In many ways, Lear seems an ideal play for the critical approaches that try to undo
centuries of anthropocentric views by giving a primary role to the non-human
elements, living or inanimate, in a literary work. In his 1982 production, Adrian
Noble insisted ‘that the storm should be considered as another character’ rather
than a sound effect.2 Since theatre and film are extravagant users of all forms of
energy, it is not easy for them to be environmentally conscious, though some small-
scale productions have attempted it.3 Most of the time, however, nature is used
anthropomorphically: that is, ‘The storm is not really poetry unless it is serving to
signify something else.’4 The relation between human beings and Nature is taken for
granted in phrases like Lear’s ‘This tempest in my mind’ (3.4.12), and becomes a
political metaphor when Kent speaks of ‘The tyranny of the open night’ (3.4.2).

Rowe’s 1709 edition of Shakespeare’s works, the first to include editorial indica-
tions of location, specified that the storm took place on a heath. Many editors have
followed him, but the only suggestion of the imagined landscape is Gloucester’s
statement that ‘for many miles about / There’s scarce a bush’ (2.4.294–5).5 The
characters’wanderings may bring them into the more fertile world implied by some of
Cordelia’s language (Nicholas Hytner’s 1990 RSC production located 4.1 in a corn-
field). Grigori Kozintsev’s book about the making of his Lear film, significantly called
King Lear and the Space of Tragedy, shows an environmentalist’s feeling for the natural
world. He visualizes Edgar’s ‘Welcome, then, / Thou unsubstantial air that I embrace’
(4.1.6–7) as ‘the hunted, naked Edgar in the endless expanse of the earth – the free
conversation of a free man with the wind’. Edgar, in a curiously pastoral line, tells his
father to ‘take the shadow of this tree / For your good host’ (5.2.1–2). Kozintsev, who
saw Peter Brook’s production, recalled the striking image of the old man sitting alone
on a bare stage, but regretted the absence of the ‘poetry’ of the shade of the tree, ‘the
reflection of love and compassion’.6

THE POLITICS OF CASTING

Whether or not the theatre can change society, it can change its own practices, and has
done so in various ways – making theatre more affordable, taking it to people who

1 Kathleen McLuskie, ‘The patriarchal Bard: feminist criticism and Shakespeare: King Lear and Measure
for Measure’, in Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield (eds.), Political Shakespeare: Essays in Cultural
Materialism, 1985; Ann Thompson, ‘Are there any women in King Lear?’, in Valerie Wayne (ed.), The
Matter of Difference, 1991.

2 Sher, ‘The Fool’, in Russell Jackson and Robert Smallwood (eds.), Players of Shakespeare 2, 1988, p. 160.
3 For a production that attempted to focus audience attention on the environment, see Rob Conkie,
‘Nature’s above art: an illustrated guide’, Shakespeare Bulletin 36 (2018), 391–408.

4 Jennifer Mae Hamilton, This Contentious Storm: An Ecocritical and Performance History of King Lear,
2017, p. 12.

5 Gwilym Jones, Shakespeare’s Storms, 2015, p. 62.
6 Grigori Kozintsev, King Lear: The Space of Tragedy: The Diary of a Film Director, trans. Mary
Mackintosh, 1977, pp. 221–3.
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normally have no chance to see a play, encouraging acting in prisons, and, in 1991,
taking King Lear to Broadmoor, a high-security psychiatric hospital.1 A recent
development, in major theatre companies in Britain and North America, has been
the policy of ‘gender and race balance’ – that is, casting plays so that the proportion of
women and other under-represented groups is roughly comparable to that in the
population as a whole. The existence of many first-rate actors of colour has resulted in
productions set in other cultures, like the highly praised Talawa Theatre Company
Lear with Don Warrington at the Manchester Royal Exchange in 2016. This was the
first production in a major British theatre to star a black actor, but James Earl Jones
had played the role in 1973 in Joseph Papp’s New York Shakespeare Festival produc-
tion, later repeated on television.
In practice, casting can rarely be completely blind, since a production may want to

use it for a purpose, as when (in Hamburg, 2018) Gonerill and Regan were played by
men and Edmond by a woman – ‘to make the point’, a reviewer suggested, ‘that evil is
not binary’.2 The desire to broaden the range of opportunities for women in a drama
whose protagonists are mainly male has resulted in a number of female Lears.

15 ‘I will not swear these are my hands’: Lear (Don Warrington) with Cordelia (Pepter Lunkuse).
Talawa Theatre Company at Manchester Royal Exchange, 2016, directed by Michael Buffong

1 See Brian Cox, The Lear Diaries: The Story of the Royal National Theatre’s Productions of Shakespeare’s
Richard III and King Lear, 1992. He notes (p. 4) that the Broadmoor audience particularly liked the
relationship between Lear and the Fool and the Fool’s disrespectful language.

2 A. J. Goldman, ‘Theatre review: in Germany Shakespeare gets revered, rewritten … and eaten’,
New York Times, 2 Nov. 2018.
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Marianne Hoppe played the part at the age of 77 in a production directed by Robert
Wilson (Frankfurt, 1990). Her performance was described as ‘age-worn sexlessness,
all passion spent, that of the indomitable self in ultimate disgust of the world’.1

Kathryn Hunter (Leicester Haymarket and Young Vic, 1997) played an old woman
in a mental hospital who becomes King Lear. Two later Lears, Nuria Espert
(Barcelona, 2015) and Glenda Jackson (Old Vic, 2016), apparently played the part
as men, though in modern-dress productions gender distinctions are often unclear.
Jackson observed in interview that ‘as we get older, [. . .] those barriers, or rather
boundaries, which define our gender begin to get foggy’.2When she played the part in
New York (2019), not only did a woman double Cordelia and the Fool, but Gloucester
was also played by a woman.

Kent was played not only by, but as, a woman in two 2017 productions: Nancy
Meckler’s Globe King Lear and Jonathan Munby’s at the Chichester Festival, later
transferred to London. Both productions redistributed lines to give the character a
more obviously active role in organizing the English participation in Cordelia’s
invasion. Whereas most modern productions make very little of the discrepancy
between Kent’s status as Earl and the way he is treated in disguise, the awareness

16 ‘If thou wilt weep my fortunes, take my eyes’: Lear (Glenda Jackson) with Gloucester (Jayne
Houdyshell). Cort Theatre, New York, 2019, directed by Sam Gold

1 William Hortmann, Shakespeare on the German Stage, vol. ii: The Twentieth Century, 1998, p. 450.
2 Glenda Jackson, interview with Michael Witmore on Shakespeare Unlimited podcast. Published 14 May
2019. © Folger Shakespeare Library.
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that Lear’s servant was really a woman made the situation dramatically exciting. The
Globe Kent, Saskia Reeves, began as a self-effacing civil servant and her confronta-
tions with Oswald were a clumsy exaggeration of what she took to be masculine
behaviour.
A pioneering and radical example of ‘inclusive casting’ was the Lear directed by

Michael Kahn at the Shakespeare Theatre in Washington, DC (2000). Cordelia was
played by a deaf actress, Monique Holt, whose signs in 1.1 were interpreted by the
Fool. The King of France, who reappeared in Act 4, turned out to have learned sign
language. Bradley D. Ryner describes the pathetic and moving attempts at commu-
nication in the reunion between father and daughter: Lear tried to ‘invent signs’ to
show that he recognized her and she tried to speak her reply, ‘And so I am, I am.’1As if
to avoid implying that disability must always create sympathy, Sam Gold’s New York
Lear of 2019 gave the role of Cornwall to a deaf-mute actor.

TRANSFORMATIONS OF LEAR

Keats’s subjection to a masterpiece is not a passive one. He may ‘burn through’ the
play and be ‘consumed’ by it, but then, reborn from his own ashes, like the mythical
phoenix, he will ‘fly at my desire’ – that is, transform the experience into his own
creation. In fact, the sonnet itself represents the fulfilment of his wish.
Other creative responses have included plays offering a prequel or alternative vision:

King Lear’s Wife by Gordon Bottomley (1920), Lear by Edward Bond (1971), Seven
Lears by Howard Barker (1989). It is hardly surprising that (as an internet search will
quickly show) there are many plays called Queen Lear. Most of them take the point of
view of the female characters, either the ‘absent’wife or the daughters. Bond’s Lear, the
most famous theatrical response, conflates Lear with Gloucester (Lear is blinded) and
makes Cordelia a revolutionary who eventually becomes a dictator. Despite the violence,
the play ends with a faint possibility of hope. Lear, finally enlightened, tries to get rid of
the wall that he had once begun. Government soldiers shoot him, but, as they go off, the
stage direction says, ‘One looks back’, suggesting the (very small) extent to which
political action may effect change.
Given the importance of parent–child relationships to novelists, it is not surprising

that there have been many analogues to King Lear. The two most famous nineteenth-
century examples, Honoré de Balzac’s Père Goriot (1835) and Ivan Turgenev’s A King
Lear of the Steppes (1870) focus on the father–daughter story, transposing it to,
respectively, fashionable Paris and the Russian countryside. Neither novel has a
Cordelia; there are only two daughters and both are ungrateful. The fathers them-
selves, however, are far less sympathetic than the pathetic and wronged Lear of the
contemporary theatre.2 Both are stupid men, though physically powerful (Turgenev’s
hero dies like Samson, pulling down his house to avenge himself). In his deathbed

1 Bradley D. Ryner, ‘As performed: by the Shakespeare Theatre Company inWashington DC in 2000’, in
King Lear: The Sourcebooks Shakespeare, 2007, pp. 19–26. See also, in the same volume, Douglas Lanier,
‘“Unaccommodated man”: King Lear in Popular Culture’, pp. 27–38.

2 Richard Proudfoot points out that the death of Lear had not yet been staged in England: ‘Some Lears’,
S.Sur. 55 (‘King Lear and its Afterlife’), 2002, 139–52: 145.
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monologue, Goriot expresses what seem to be Balzac’s views about the importance of
patriarchy as the foundation for all stable government, but his maudlin obsession with
his daughters is virtually incestuous. He dies happy (in a parody of the reunion of Lear
and Cordelia) because he imagines that he can feel the tears his daughters are weeping
for his death. The daughters have not arrived, and the tears are those of the two young
men who have been looking after him in his last hours.

The most successful recent retellings of Lear can be read without previous knowl-
edge of the play. Nearly all are hostile to Lear himself. In Jane Smiley’s A Thousand
Acres (1991), the narrator is Ginny/Gonerill, who gives a horrific account of her
‘Daddy’, a brutal giant of an Iowa farmer: ‘He says, “You look me in the eye, girlie.”
He says, “I’mnot going to stand for it.”His voice rises. He says, “I’ve heard enough of
this.” His fists clench. He says, “I’m not going to be your fool.”’1 His death finally
rates only a brief aside, with no cosmic implications. Ginny has already said, in another
context, that ‘There is not any wisdom to be gained from the death of a parent.’2 This
dry and disillusioned tone – and especially the depiction of Lear as an abusive father –
has influenced some productions.

Christopher Moore’s Fool (2009) uses Shakespeare’s plot and characters, including
the Gloucester family, and an early medieval setting, but his narrator is the Fool, who
comes to loathe Lear’s abuse of power, particularly in a sexual context. His intelligent,
bawdy, and anarchic views colour the story, which has a suitably anarchic conclusion:
neither the Fool nor Cordelia dies; instead, they go off together to France, where the
king, who is gay, is quite willing to let them rule the country.

In Edward St Aubyn’s Dunbar (2017), written for the Hogarth Press series of
modern Shakespeare retellings, the Lear character is the head of a media empire,
because St Aubyn felt that such figures are more powerful than political leaders.3 In a
brutal takeover scheme, Dunbar is drugged to make him seem insane, then committed
to a mental institution from which he escapes with an alcoholic ex-comedian (the
equivalent of the Fool). Though told from multiple viewpoints, this is the only novel
sympathetic towards Lear, and the only one to suggest a spiritual journey. Because he
genuinely loves his youngest daughter, the ending is harrowing, though it is clear that
the evil characters will, as in the play, destroy each other.

The most ambitious recent novelistic treatment is We That Are Young (2017) by
Preti Taneja, which, despite its setting in modern India, is surprisingly close to the
play in ideas, and even, at times, in language. Taneja sees parallels between Lear and
Indian society: ‘the Partition of a country, huge turmoil; a civil war . . ., daughters
being made to perform a kind of perfection for family honour’.4 The story is seen
successively through the eyes of the characters corresponding to Edmond, Gonerill,
Regan, Edgar, and Cordelia, interspersed with brief monologues by the Lear char-
acter, revered like a god by the poor whom he exploits, but sadistic and probably

1 Jane Smiley, A Thousand Acres, 1991, p. 306.
2 Ibid., p. 292.
3 www.nytimes.com/2017/09/28/books/edward-st-aubyn-king-lear.htm.
4 Interview with Preti Taneja by Martha Greengrass, posted 21 June 2018: www.waterstones.com/blog/
the-interview-preti-taneja-on-desmond-elliott-prize-winning-novel-we-that-are-young.
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insane. Sita (Cordelia), a committed environmentalist, has attended Cambridge. Jivan
(Edmond), a graduate of Harvard Business School, is grieving for his mother, the
‘absent’ character ignored by most writers, and is partly motivated by anger at her
treatment by the others.
Transformations and analogues of Lear in media that are primarily visual or aural

are not only too numerous to mention, they can be found and appreciated much better
on the internet; the rest of this section will simply make a few suggestions about what
to look for. Like most of Shakespeare’s best-known plays, Lear has its iconic images,
reproduced on book jackets, theatre posters, and programmes: the king with a crown
of weeds, the king carrying the dead Cordelia, the king with blind Gloucester, and the
king and fool in the storm. Lear on the heath was ‘the most frequently depicted
Shakespearean scene in the middle years of the [eighteenth] century’, the era of
Garrick’s theatrical dominance.1 Artists suggest that the storm is as much within
him as without; in one example, ‘Lear’s hair is blown by a wind that does not affect
anyone else in the painting.’2

Nineteenth-century productions turned from modern dress to historical costumes
and sets specially designed for the play, aiming not only for accuracy but for symbolic
effect. The setting of Macready’s Lear was described by a sympathetic critic as
conveying ‘the outward and visible sign, not only of Lear’s strong and absolute will,
but of the primitive, half-savage royalty that we associate with remote and legendary
periods’.3Henry Irving’s elaborate production (1892) depicted ‘a time shortly after the
departure of the Romans, when the Britons would naturally inhabit the houses left
vacant’.4 Alan Hughes saw the ‘crumbling Roman palace’ as ‘a powerful metaphor for
his mental state’ and noted that ‘scene by scene, Lear moved from protected enclosure
to naked exposure’.5The actor’s ‘Make-up, expression and posture’ were modelled on
a painting, Cordelia’s Portion (1875), by the pre-Raphaelite artist Ford Madox Ford.6

As the theatre critic Benedict Nightingale has pointed out, modern productions
frequently imply ‘cosmic issues’ less in the actors than through visual effects,
particularly in the storm scenes.7

In film, as Yvonne Griggs has shown, the story of Lear is almost infinitely
malleable – it ‘translates with particular ease to a western or a gangster genre’
but can become ‘female-centred melodrama’ (as in the adaptation of A Thousand
Acres in 1997).8 A ‘road’ movie can also become a version of King Lear’s
journey. The most famous films that take Shakespeare’s Lear and its language
as their starting point are those of Peter Brook (1971, considerably shortened and
altered from his 1962 stage version) and Grigory Kozintsev (also 1971); Akira
Kurosawa’s Ran (1986) set the play in a beautiful and bloody version of

1 Stuart Sillars, Painting Shakespeare: The Artist as Critic, 1720–1820, 2006, p. 83.
2 Hamilton, Contentious Storm, p. 153.
3 Westland Marston, Our Recent Actors, i: 67.
4 Alan Hughes, Henry Irving, Shakespearean, 1981, p. 123.
5 Ibid., p. 139.
6 Ibid., p. 123; see illustrations on pp. 124–5.
7 ‘Some recent productions’, in Ogden and Scouten (eds.), ‘Lear’ from Study to Stage, p. 230.
8 Yvonne Griggs, Screen Adaptations: Shakespeare’s King Lear: The Relationship between Text and Film, 2009.
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sixteenth-century Japan.1 Jean-Luc Godard in 1987 made a notoriously free
version, set in a post-Chernobyl world and resembling the play mainly in its
anarchy. Macdonald P. Jackson’s ‘Screening the tragedies: King Lear’ is a recent
analysis of the best-known film and made-for-television versions of the play,2 but
the internet is constantly acquiring more material.

Lear’s musical quality has often been noted; director Terry Hands has described it
as ‘an orchestral piece, in which all the instruments are given their full value’.3 At
times – as when Lear, the Fool, and Poor Tom are expressing their separate thoughts
and emotions – it seems as if music, with its ability to represent multiple themes at
once, would be a better medium than the spoken word. Giuseppe Verdi, who wrote
three operas based on Shakespeare plays, dreamed of composing a Lear, but finally
confessed himself ‘frightened’ by the scene of Lear on the heath. The great German
baritone Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau was so convinced that the play could be fully
expressed only in music that he urged several composers to take on the subject; in
1978, he starred in a work composed for him by Aribert Reimann, which has remained
in the operatic repertory.4 A Finnish King Lear (Kuningas Lear), composed by Aulis
Salinen to his own libretto, was premiered in 2000 and filmed in 2002. Both are
available on CD and DVD; reviews and clips of both can be found on the internet.5

The Suzuki Tale of Lear (see below) was made into an opera (by Toshio Hosokawa,
1998) with an English text.6

GLOBAL LEARS

By the end of the twentieth century, Shakespeare study and performance had
become a global project. International theatre festivals brought diverse theatre
groups together, culminating in the anniversaries of Shakespeare’s birth and
death (2014 and 2016, respectively). The fusion of Shakespeare’s plots with
ethnic traditions was sometimes exciting, sometimes disturbing. Though some
European countries are justifiably proud of the quality of their translations, the
title of Dennis Kennedy’s Introduction to Foreign Shakespeare is ‘Shakespeare
without his language’.7 Directors of non-English-language Lears often work
closely with a translator to fit the play to their interpretation.

Lear was one of Shakespeare’s most popular works in Russia from the 1920s
to the 1940s, even though Soviet Realism, which prescribed optimistic endings,
clashed with the ‘traditional Russian belief that suffering is the only true path

1 For a discussion of this film, with a fuller translation than appears in the subtitles, see Jessica Chiba, ‘Lost
and found in translation: hybridity in Kurosawa’s Ran’, Shakespeare Bulletin 36.4 (2018), 599–633.

2 In Michael Neill and David Schalkwyk (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Shakespearean Tragedy, 2016,
pp. 607–23.

3 In Croall, Performing King Lear, p. 145.
4 See Dieter Mehl’s appreciative account, ‘King Lear in the opera house’, in Tetsuo Kishi, Roger Pringle,
and Stanley Wells (eds.), Shakespeare and Cultural Traditions, 1994, pp. 295–303.

5 MarkMazullo, ‘Listening for Nothing in the operatic Lear: adaptations by Reimann and Sallinen’,Music
and Literature, 2015.

6 Yasunari Takahashi, ‘Tragedy with laughter: Suzuki Tadashi’s The Tale of Lear’, in Minami Ryuta, Ian
Carruthers, and John Gillies (eds.), Performing Shakespeare in Japan, 2001, p. 118.

7 Dennis Kennedy (ed.), Foreign Shakespeare: Contemporary Performance, Cambridge, 1993, p. 1.
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to regeneration’.1 Much as in western productions, interpretations of the play
in the Soviet world moved through a phase of qualified optimism (Lear and
Edgar, at least, learn something from their experiences; society as a whole will
be better in the future), then, through the influence of Kott and Brook, to a
more absurdist one. In oblique attempts at subversion, Lear in dictatorships
was often depicted simply as a tyrant. In the post-communist era, however,
‘The King can be a despotic patriarch, as in Lev Dodin’s 2004 production in
St. Petersburg, or a bank manager, as in various Hungarian and Polish produc-
tions, but he is invariably an easily recognizable, modern fixer-entrepreneur
whose downfall is grotesque rather than tragic.’2

On the other hand, the play’s focus on old age gives it considerable appeal
outside the western theatrical tradition. Yvonne Brewster, the Jamaican-born
artistic director of Talawa Theatre Company, explained that, ‘from an African
or a Caribbean perspective, old people are the people you revere’.3 Lear’s
question ‘Who is it that can tell me who I am?’ is relevant to the postcolonial,
multilingual world that many performers live and work in. The Shadow King, a
free adaptation performed by a company of black Australians in a mixture of
English and Kriol, emphasized the struggle for possession of a land cursed by
generations of greed and misuse.
Asian actors once felt that in order to act Shakespeare they had to make

themselves up with red wigs, and act in a ‘western’ style. Now they are more
likely to transpose Lear to an Asian setting. ‘As a play about dispossession,
ownership, dis/embodiment of the subject, and the search for identity’,
Alexander Huang writes, ‘King Lear has become a central text for theatre artists
in the Chinese and Asian diaspora’.4 A Lear directed by David Tse (Shanghai
and London, 2006) showed a Cordelia who had to say ‘Nothing’ because,
western-educated, she could no longer communicate in her father’s language.5

Lear and the Thirty-fold Practice of a Bodhisattva juxtaposes Chinese translations
of passages from the play with passages from a fourteenth-century Tibetan
Buddhist text.6 The Japanese Lear of the director Tadashi Suzuki (1984) is set
in a nursing home: an ‘old man’ fantasizes that he is Lear while his Nurse reads
the story to herself, cackling loudly. As Yasunari Takahashi writes, the effect of
the ending, where the old man dies and the Nurse cackles, is ‘absurdly comic
without ceasing to be frighteningly tragic’.7

1 Alexander Shurbanov and Boika Sokolova, ‘King Lear east of Berlin: tragedy under Socialist Realism and
afterwards’, in Anthony R. Guneratne (ed.), Shakespeare and Genre: From Early Modern Inheritances to
Postmodern Legacies, 2011, p. 178. What follows is largely indebted to this excellent survey.

2 Ibid., p. 186.
3 Schafer, Ms-Directing Shakespeare, pp. 135–6.
4 Alexander C. Y. Huang, Chinese Shakespeares: Two Centuries of Cultural Exchange, 2009, pp. 216, 197.
5 The full video of this stage production is available at https://globalshakespeares.mit.edu/king-lear-tse-
david-2006.

6 Huang, Chinese Shakespeares, pp. 206–16.
7 Takahashi, ‘Tragedy with laughter’, p. 116.
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The 1997 Lear by the Singaporean director Ong Ken Sen (revived in 2012 as
a Noh drama called Lear Dreaming) was designed, according to the programme,
to bring out the complexity of the new millennium: not only were the actors
from five different countries, but each spoke in his own language ‘and the Noh
and Beijing Opera actors in the cast retained their own acting styles throughout
performance, thus intentionally creating “discords” on various levels’.1 The
effect was to emphasize the universality of the story, liberating it from the
domination of the written word and its original language.

The Genre of Lear: Contested Territory

Scholars and actors have traditionally wanted to understand Shakespeare better,
through better editions or translations, and to find the ‘right’ way to perform him.
Now, there is less faith in the existence of a ‘right’way.Lear is performed frequently in
major theatres and its long history of being considered unactable as written encourages
directors to take liberties with both text and performance. The ‘right’ period for the
play was once pre-historic or post-Roman Britain; Gielgud played a Renaissance ruler;
many productions now choose the late Victorian age, as the last period in which
patriarchal rulers and sword fights seem believable. But many productions are eclectic:
in the opening scene of the 2016 RSC King Lear, the king (Antony Sher) was carried
in state like a barbaric despot, while his daughters, who bore no resemblance to their
father or to each other, wore modern evening dress.

In particular, the play has become a touchstone for attitudes to political and
patriarchal authority. A nineteenth-century critic, seeing later portrayals of Lear
and his daughters, might feel that, as Oswald says of Albany, the director

had turned the wrong side out.
What most he should dislike seems pleasant to him;
What like, offensive. (4.2.9–11)

For example, Nicholas Hytner, who directed the play in 1990, said, of Gonerill and
Regan, that he was ‘absolutely on their side’, whereas he disliked Cordelia.2 A
Bulgarian production in 1985 made Edgar ‘a ridiculous fop’ and Edmond totally
sympathetic.3 Many actors, male as well as female, have said how much they dislike
Lear at the beginning of the play (and sometimes throughout).4

Awareness of the textual problems in King Lear sometimes affects the rehearsal
process. Oliver Ford Davies records that Jonathan Kent, directing Lear in 2002, had
the actors consider whether, for instance, Cordelia should say that her love for her
father was ‘more richer’ or ‘more ponderous’ than her tongue.5 When David Warner

1 Minami Ryuta, Ian Carruthers, and John Gillies, ‘Introduction’, in Ryuta, Carruthers, and Gillies (eds.),
Performing Shakespeare in Japan, p. 8.

2 Abigail Rokison-Woodall, Shakespeare in the Theatre: Nicholas Hytner, 2017, pp. 76, 79.
3 Shurbanov and Sokolova, ‘King Lear east of Berlin’, pp. 184–5.
4 Bridget Escolme, ‘Review of the Actors’ Shakespeare Project’sKing Lear’, Shakespeare 2.1–2 (2006), 77–
81, argues that intellectual and emotional responses are not incompatible.

5 Ford Davies, Playing Lear, p. 107.
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was playing Lear in 2005, director Stephen Pimlott had the actors ‘produce our own
acting text . . . In the early rehearsals we actually had a lot of different editions
around and made choices between them, sometimes making small emendations of

17 Lear (Antony Sher) with Regan (Kelly Williams), Cordelia (Nathalie Simpson), and Gonerill
(Nia Gwynne). Royal Shakespeare Company 2016, directed by Gregory Doran
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our own.’1 Most directors choose the Folio as their basic text, but even Hytner’s 1990
production, meant to be entirely Folio-based, included the ‘Mad Trial’, found only
in the quarto, and Tim Piggott-Smith, who played Lear in 2011, wrote, ‘I cannot
imagine any actor wanting to take on Lear without playing that scene.’2

For most readers from the eighteenth century to the mid twentieth, King Lear
was a powerful emotional experience. It may seem strange that this was also true
in the theatre, where, for 150 years, audiences were seeing a version in which
Lear and Cordelia did not die. Matthew Steggle, who has studied evidence of
laughing and weeping in Renaissance drama, finds that the moments for which
we have evidence of a tearful response do not usually come at the end of the
play; rather, ‘onstage weeping induces audience weeping’.3 Audiences wept in
the great scene between Lear and Gloucester, where Gloucester himself wept for
Lear; they responded above all to Lear’s reconciliation with Cordelia and his ‘Be
your tears wet? Yes, faith’ (4.6.69). The happy ending brought more tears of
joy – because these audiences were not stupid; they knew that life was not like
that. The word ‘tragedy’ is used much less than it used to be in discussions of
King Lear, and its precise definition is uncertain, but most people who see a
successful production of the play are likely to think that it is the right word for
their experience.

Aristotle admitted in his Poetics that audiences preferred tragedies with a happy
ending. Samuel Johnson defended Tate’s alteration on the grounds that ‘All reason-
able beings naturally love justice’, and Tolstoy preferred the old Leir play to Lear
because its ending was ‘more in accordance with the moral demands of the spectator’.4

The term ‘poetic justice’ implies that art ought to be fairer than life, since, unlike
life, it is in the artist’s power. Aristotle, and the Renaissance and Enlightenment critics
who followed him, wanted tragedy to depict suffering that was in some way deserved,
so that the gods would not seem unjust, but not so thoroughly deserved that the
audience lost sympathy with the sufferer. The problem for many King Lear produc-
tions is to get the balance right – not to make Lear andGloucester totally pathetic or, at
the other extreme, to destroy all sympathy for them.

Oddly enough, although few people now would argue in favour of a happy ending
on the grounds that the characters deserve it, some have complained instead of the
play’s cruelty towards themselves – that is, the audience. Janet Adelman sees the
dramaturgy as itself a form of torture: ‘The oscillation of scenes throughout Act III –
indoors and outdoors equally brutal – serves to intensify the audience’s pain, as each
promises momentary relief from the other and then drives in a different mode toward
the same dark place.’5 Ian McKellen points out that no one character knows as much

1 David Warner, ‘King Lear’, in Michael Dobson (ed.), Performing Shakespeare’s Tragedies Today: The
Actor’s Perspective, 2006, pp. 132–3.

2 Pigott-Smith, Do You Know Who I Am? A Memoir, 2017, p. 281. The ‘trial’ follows 3.6.14 of the Folio
text. It is, however, sometimes cut, as at the Globe in 2017, not only to shorten the play but also to reserve
the full display of Lear’s madness for his later scene with Gloucester.

3 Matthew Steggle, Laughing and Weeping in Early Modern Theatres, 2007, p. 98.
4 ‘Tolstoy on Shakespeare’, ch. 4, para. 64.
5 Adelman, Suffocating Mothers, p. 111.
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about the suffering in the play as the audience does: ‘They go through all of it, they
have to suffer the blinding and the poisonings, and Edgar’s anguish. Lear only
experiences his part of it.’1

At the same time, the ‘grotesque’ quality of the play means that audiences some-
times react even to the suffering with laughter. Jonathan Miller, knowing that
Christopher Plummer wanted to act in a comedy, urged him to play Lear in
Stratford, Ontario, on the grounds that Lear was ‘one of the funniest plays ever
written’.2 Not many would agree with him; but, from the actor’s point of view, giving
a character a sense of humour humanizes him. Stage madness was popular in early
modern drama and one reason is that it could be funny, as Lear’s madness sometimes
is (‘Ha! Gonerill with a white beard?’ – 4.5.94). A writer who makes a Fool an
important character in his tragedy can hardly wish to eliminate laughter, but it is
often hard to judge the tone of unfamiliar language and conventions. Oliver Ford
Davies noticed the ‘uncertain smiles’ evoked when Lear, after railing at Regan, says,
‘I’ll not chide thee’, or, with ‘casual cruelty’, tells Gloucester, ‘I remember thine eyes
well enough’: ‘Time and again the absurdity, the grotesqueness of the moment, leaves
the audience floundering.’3 At the press night of the RSC Lear in 2018, Antony Sher
was upset to hear ‘a big laugh’ at his climactic ‘reason not the need’ speech (2.4.257–
79), where Lear incoherently expresses his rage and grief, then rushes out into the
storm. The playwright David Edgar assured him afterwards that this reaction was
good: the audience had ‘laughed, and then we caught ourselves, thinking, “That could
be my dad.”’4 A speech that has traditionally been one of the high points of a
performance of ‘cosmic grandeur’ had reminded everyone of the behaviour of ordinary
human beings.
The power of King Lear is due to the fact that it touches both on common social

issues (family relationships, old age, poverty, mental illness) and on larger questions
(why evil and suffering exist, and, indeed, why goodness exists), which may have both
political and cosmic answers. Many Renaissance plays make generalized, sometimes
proverbial, comments on life. But in Lear, more than in most plays, these statements
arise out of the extreme situations in which the characters find themselves. It seems only
right for Gloucester, after what has happened to him, to say, ‘As flies to wanton boys are
we to th’gods’ (4.1.36). Lear’s words ‘When we are born, we cry that we are come / To
this great stage of fools’ (4.5.174–5) do not come out of nowhere; they are a response to
Gloucester’s weeping. As Marjorie Garber writes, after quoting one of Edgar’s
moments of illumination, ‘It is for perceptions like these, and not for its commentary
on seventeenth-century monarchy or the plight of early modern mendicants, that the
play is regarded as one of Shakespeare’s most magnificent achievements.’5

These are sometimes called ‘timeless’ truths, but they are not necessarily true,
except to the character who is speaking them, and they become more or less topical,

1 McKellen, ‘King Lear’, p. 150.
2 Plummer, In Spite of Myself, p. 639.
3 Ford Davies, Playing Lear, p. 170.
4 Sher, Year, p. 235.
5 Marjorie Garber, Shakespeare After All, 2005, p. 677.
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more or less admired, as circumstances change. Francis Gentleman in 1774 wrote
enthusiastically of a speech which Michael Pennington in 2016 described as ‘a picture
of Cordelia so mawkish that it almost makes the part unplayable’.1 In 2016–18, when
there were a number of productions of Lear in England, the lines that most often
provoked audible responses from the audience were Lear’s sarcastic ‘Dear daughter, I
confess that I am old; / Age is unnecessary . . . ’ (2.4.146–7) and Gloucester’s ‘’Tis the
time’s plague, when madmen lead the blind’ (4.1.47). The first spoke directly to a
modern audience who were, or had, aged parents; the second struck many as a
meaningful generalization. The play is both personal and cosmic; the challenge, for
critics and performers, is to do justice to both aspects.

1 Pennington, Lear in Braoklyn, 176.
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