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Int roduct ion

Cyclone Rep aims to provide audiences with an excit ing and mult ifaceted theatrical 
experience that engages, entertains and educates. The company?s work is developed in 
response to teacher and student feedback. We care about what our audience thinks 
and endeavour to create theatre that meets their needs.

Shakespeare Session hallmarks, based on audience feedback, include:

- An abridged version of Shakespeare?s text combined with an original script  that 
serves our remit  to engage the audience in their understanding and appreciat ion 
of Shakespeare

- Breaking the fourth wall through audience interact ion
- Heightened physical performances to match Shakespeare?s heightened language
- Use of humour to aid understanding of the text
- Fidelity in delivery of Shakespeare?s text to maximise appreciat ion and 

recognit ion of Shakespeare?s language
- Use of audio visual information during performances to support the discussion of 

themes 
- Downloadable handouts for teachers and students for use before and after the 

show, to enhance the performance experience

With regards to this handout we want our audience to be able to sit  back and enjoy the 
show and not to feel like they have to take notes. This educat ional resource for 'King 
Lear' has been developed in collaborat ion with Sarah Fitzgibbon, who has many years? 
experience in Theatre-In-Educat ion, Drama-In-Educat ion and theatre for young 
audiences. She has developed educat ional resources for a variety of theatre companies 
and is current ly the educat ional consultant to The Abbey Theatre.

We hope that this handout is an invaluable resource for teachers and students in 
preparat ion for the Leaving Cert ificate examinat ion in English.

On behalf of the company,

Peadar Donohoe
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Playing the Fool - Why Clown in Lear?

 In Medieval t imes every court  or powerful family would have a court  jester, whose job it  was to 
entertain by means of music, song, story-telling, sometimes physical comedy and often sat ire.

Shakespeare develops this not ion further by the creat ion of the Fool ? not to be confused with the 
Clown who also proliferates in his plays.   

In Shakespeare?s plays the Fool is a clever professional licensed entertainer, who is able to point out 
the truth without fear of retribut ion.  We st ill use the phrase ?you fooled me? meaning that you were 
far too clever for me ? certainly not that you were a buffoon. For Shakespeare the Clown (often 
referred to in the text as such) is an idiot, often a rural character, who might unwit t ingly speak the 
truth but whose main role is to afford much laughter.  They usually speak in country accents and 
idiom.  Today these terms are reversed.  We understand a fool to be a wit less ignoramus, while a 
clown is a professional, highly-skilled entertainer.

In the plays we find wonderful Fools, the most brilliant being Lear?s Fool, Feste in Twelfth Night and 
Touchstone in As You Like It . They all have a jaundiced view of the world and their funct ion and duty is 
to tether the feet of people of power to the ground. Obviously Lear?s fool is almost ent irely dark but all 
three are very similar.  No one, not even his daughters, dares to speak to Lear the way the Fool 
does.  He rails against it  but accepts it  because custom has given unlimited licence to this 
character.  The safety of the nat ion depends on leaders being told when they are wrong. Maybe Trump 
could do with a fool?  

Cal Duggan , Cyclone Board Member

Cyclone?s Clowning Around

Let me be clear first , when I talk of Clown, I am not referring to the fellows we see in Circus with big 
shoes and purple hair, nor am I talking about the happy children's part ies entertainer, making poodles 
out of balloons. Clowning as we look at it  is a theatrical technique developed mainly by the French 
Drama pract it ioner Jacques LeCoq in the 60s and 70s in Paris. He developed a set of tools for actors to 
use comedy (and tragedy), working with tradit ional ideas of mask use (with the red nose as the 
smallest of masks), audience interact ion, improvisat ion and the key features that every true clown 
seem to have possessed: playfulness, vulnerability and innocence. Most of all , Clowns are truthful.

These key elements, can be used very effect ively in a product ion of Shakespeare's Lear, but also, to a 
large degree, suit  Cyclone Rep?s theatrical style. We have always managed to establish a great rapport 
with our audiences through humour and audience interact ion combined with a big dose of playfulness 
in our analysis while at the same t ime trying to remain true to the text and pathos of The Bard's great 
works.

Clowns are only alive within in the imaginat ion of the audience. They are a version of ourselves, with 
the innocence and curiosity of a 3 year old and at the same t ime, the capability of incredible emotional 
outbursts leading to truth. 

I do hope you enjoy our product ion of The 'King Lear' Session, and that you come out of the theatre a 
lit t le bit  more enlightened, a lit t le bit  more playful and a lit t le bit  more innocent than you were when 
you went in.

Marcus Bale ,  Company  Manager 
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Pre-Show Exercise

In Class Worksheet

All of these things will happen in the play you are about to see. Imagine yourself away from your own 
life and into the life of the play. 

From the list  below, choose what you think is the worst thing that could happen to you if you were a 
character in a play?

Under Worst Case Scenario  (WCS), number them 1-10. Start  at  10 being bearable and 1 being the 
absolute worst.

Remember how many Shakespearian characters are often haunted by bad deeds? . Now choose?

Pre- Show Post  Show W C S

___ ___                         Family Fight (Act 1 Sc.1)             ________

___ ___                         Committ ing a murder (Act 5 Sc. 3)      ________

___ ___                         Being Murdered (Act 5 Sc.5) ________

___ ___                 Aging (Act 1 Sc.5)                   ________

___ ___                       Insanity (Act 3 Sc.2)                 ________

___ ___                         War (Act 4 & Act 5)                    ________

___ ___                         Being made homeless (Act 2 Sc.4)     ________

___ ___                         Caught in a storm (Act 2 & Act 3)      ________

___ ___                         Dying (Act 5 Sc.3)                 ________

___ ___                         Betraying your partner (Act 5 Sc.1)     ________

Watch the play and revisit  your list  and ask yourself these quest ions.

1.      Can you t ick off those things that you saw in the play?

2.      Having seen the play, would you change the order in which you put them before the play? 

Keep this sheet and review your choices after you see the play. 

Enjoy the show!

Cyclone Rep Team
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Theatre Making Today and in the Time of Shakespeare

Part  1: Let?s Look At  What  Makes Theatre:

Look at the drawing of two people below. Remember the performance. What are the 10 things that 
would need to be added to that picture to make it  two actors  performing a piece of theatre nowadays?

If you are finding it  difficult , think about the show. How did you  see  them?  How  did you hear them? 
What were they wearing? What were they holding? Who told them where to stand? Who organized 
you to see the show? Who showed you to your seat?

 

          Character A             Character B

Create a script or dialogue with words for the characters to say:

 A: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________

 B: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 A: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________

 A: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________

 B: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________

 A: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________

 B: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________

 A: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________

 B: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Part  2: Now Let?s Look at  Theatre in Shakespeare?s Time

Look at Arend van Buchell's drawing of the Swan Theatre below. This is the closest example of what 
Shakespeare's theatre, The Globe, may have looked like. Review your list  from Part 1.  

Consider what would you need to adapt and change for a product ion for a product ion in the late 
1500s and early 1600s to suit  this stage? Write your ideas below.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Fun Fact : Each Theatre would raise a coloured flag to let  audiences know what show was playing 
i.e., black for a tragedy, white for a comedy and red for a history play.
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Part  3: ?All the world?s a stage,? or is it?

Here are reminders of how some pract ical elements of theatre in the 1500s and 1600s affected how 
Shakespeare wrote his plays and verse.

There was a lot  of competit ion among the theatres of the t ime and they struggled to keep afloat.  So, 
all theatres needed to keep turning over good, popular and topical plays.

Theatres would present eleven performances of ten different plays in a two week period.

To stop competing theatres from stealing popular scripts or plagiarism, actors, who were not part  of 
?The King?s Men?(Shakespeare?s act ing troupe), only got their lines on the day of the performance.  
Even then, actors only received the lines of their own role and not the whole script. This device of 
putt ing lines on a roll is said to be where the use of the word role, to describe a character part , comes 
from.

Iambic Pentameter

The punctuat ion was designed to direct the actors how to speak and perform their lines if 
Shakespeare himself could not attend rehearsals.

The rhythm and meter of the lines provided the actors with clues to the character?s mindset, where to 
put emphasis when speaking.*

The rhythm and meter also informed the audience who the character was talking to, their frame of 
mind, and the atmosphere of a scene.*

In 'King Lear', characters speak in iambic pentameter, blank verse or prose.
  
Iambic pentameter is rhymed verse that has an unstressed syllable followed by a stressed syllable 
(Iambic) in a pattern (meter) of five (penta).

Iambic pentameter is a formal way of speaking that Shakespeare reserves for important characters or 
for those who are of noble birth. He also uses it  to signal to the audience the social standing of the 
character and/or their importance to the plot.  Characters of a lower social status just speak in ?prose? 
which is just ordinary speech with no accented rhythm.  

In 'King Lear', Shakespeare uses iambic pentameter and blank verse to show signs of Lear?s madness. 
As he starts to go mad, Lear moves from rhymed iambic pentameter to blank verse (unrhymed verse) 
and back again to show how mentally infirm he is (Ophelia in Hamlet does this too before she drowns 
herself). 

Prose is also used to show a close relat ionship between characters:  Gloucester and Edmund 
frequently talk in prose to show to the audience that they have a close familial relat ionship, i.e. father 
and son. 

Try it  yourself: 
"since NOW we WILL diVEST us BOTH of RULE" ( Act 1 Sc. 1 Line 49)
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Shakespeare?s contribut ion to the English language

The Oxford English Dict ionary credits William Shakespeare with introducing nearly 3,000 words into 
the English language. It  doesn?t mean that he created all of them but that their earliest documented 
appearance was in his work. Below are lists of words and phrases from Shakespeare?s plays that are 
popularly used today.

Source: Lee Jamieson ? the words and phrases from his blog on about.com.  He is an author of 
numerous books and art icles about theatre. Before becoming a freelance author and journalist , 
Jamieson lectured in Theatre Students for six years at Stratford-upon-Avon College in the UK.

Words Phrases

Accommodation 
Amazement 
Apostrophe 
Assassinat ion 
Bloody
Bump 
Courtship 
Crit ic     
Crit ical 
Dwindle 
Exposure 
Gloomy  
Hurry 
Invulnerable 
Laughable 
Lonely 
Majest ic 
Misplaced 
Monumental 
Mult itudinous 
Obscene 
Pious 
Premeditated 
Radiance 
Road
Sanct imonious 
Suspicious

All that glit ters is not gold 
As dead as a doornail 
Break the ice
Catch a cold
Clothes make the man 
Disgraceful  conduct
Eaten out of house and home 
Elbowroom
Fair play           
Foregone conclusion 
Heart of gold 
Heartsick
Hot-blooded 
Housekeeping 
In a pickle
In st itches
In the twinkling of an eye 
It?s Greek to me 
Lackluster
Laughing stock 
Leapfrog
Long-haired
Method in his madness 
Mind?s eye
Mum?s the word 
Naked truth
Neither a borrower or a lender be 
Neither here nor there
Send him packing 
Set your teeth on edge 
Sorry sight
The wheel is come full circle
To be or not to be
To thine own self be true 
Too much of a good thing
Vanish into thin air
Wear one?s heart on one?s sleeve
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King Lear's Family Tree

Gloucester's Family Tree

Two Notes:

- Remember Edmund is wooing both Regan and Goneril, who both wish to betray and kill their 
husbands in order to be with him. He thinks that he will get the throne.

- Other key characters from Lear?s Court are The Fool and Kent (who disguises himself as Caius). 

King Lear

Cordelia

married to the 
King of France

Regan

married to the
Duke of Cornwall

Goneril

married to the
Duke of Albany

Gloucester

Lear's senior 
court ier/advisor

Edmund

Gloucester's
illegit imate son

Edgar

Gloucester's 
legit imate son and heir

disguises himself as 
Poor Tom
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Roles in 'King Lear' using Role on The Wall

Teacher?s Note:

This is a version of Role on the Wall and can be done as a Pre and /or Post Show exercise. This site 
has a free downloadable A4 role on the wall template:

http://dramaresource.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/role-on-the-wall.pdf

Each student will need a number of copies of the download. Choose central characters such as 
Lear, Cordelia, Gloucester, Edmund, Kent, etc. 

How to start?

Draw a body out line (like a CSI body out line) on a page or use the body out line handout. Place the 
name of the character at the top of the page. In the inside of the out line, write what the character 
thinks of himself/herself, e.g.: who they are within their family, what their wish or dream is, what 
their greatest fear is, and what makes them angry. Over t ime, as you study the play, add in relevant 
quotes to support those beliefs.

On the outside of the out line, write what others think of this character. Again over t ime as and as 
you study the play, add in relevant quotes to support those beliefs.

These sheets can be decorated, added to and included in a study folder to act as an aide memoire.

Later add in what themes each character is linked to. If this is colour coded, it  can help with 
revision.

Opt ion 1:

Do a life size body out line per character for an ent ire class.  Divide the class into groups with very 
large sheets of paper. In each group, ask a volunteer student to lie on sheets of paper and another 
student to draw around them. Give each group a key character and invite groups to fill in the body 
out line by asking the same quest ions out lined above.

Opt ion 2:

Look through the ?What the Actors thought?? list  on page 10. Would you include it  on your 
character sheet? Do you agree or disagree with the actors? views?
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Character Sect ion

How the Actors Interpreted their Characters

Playing Lear is like being an injured animal [torn to pieces by his own kind] trying to find a way to 
survive. The journey is a myriad of emotions and, like some problems, the solut ion is found too late. 
King Lear -David Peare

Goneril?s world is a world devoid of love. Having never witnessed love from her father, possibly 
because of her sex and being in an arranged marriage, she finds what she mistakes or accepts as real 
love from Edmund who, as it  turns out, doesn?t love her either. I feel that her past has scarred her. She 
is twisted because she has not known love. Goneril -Angela Newman

Regan is a villain through and through. She is totally motivated by power and money and she makes it  
very hard for the audience to relate to her or like her. We can never trust her motivat ions. As an actor, 
playing a villain is so much fun! I'm looking forward to exploring Regan in the rehearsal room and try 
to see if I can bring some endearing qualit ies to her character. -Anne Doyle

Cordelia might only appear at the start  and end of the play but her influence is felt  throughout. 
Though stubborn and self-righteous on occasion, she is one of the few characters who is motivated by 
doing what is right. Showing no interest in seeking revenge on those that have wronged her, she 
chooses honesty, love, and compassion when all around her choose the opposite. While this might 
seem naïve within the cruel world of the play, it  can also point to bravery and strength of character 
that she is willing to risk her inheritance, her father's love, and ult imately her life rather than sacrifice 
her own humanity and moral decency. The argument can be made that Lear's love for someone as pure 
and virtuous as Cordelia eventually leads to his redemption. -Leah Wood
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Character Sect ion

How the Actors Interpreted their Characters Cont inued

The Duke of Albany is init ially a weak character, or is at least inact ive and unable to control his wife, 
Goneril?s act ions. His shock at learning of Gloucester?s treatment is mirrored by Cornwall?s relishing. 
His strength increases, minimally however, as the play progresses and his change is one of the driving 
forces for Good in the play and he assumes rule over the kingdom. -Kieran O?Leary

The King of France, a suitor for Lear?s youngest daughter, is not swayed by Cordelia?s lost inheritance 
but finds her to be a prize as great as any dowry. He is an honourable character, marrying Cordelia and 
support ing her efforts to avenge the maltreatment of Lear. -Kieran O?Leary

The Earl of Gloucester is father to Edgar and Edmund. Although he loves both his sons, he is a poor 
judge of character, blind to the decept ion that he has been surrounded by. His path is parallel to Lear?s, 
in the distrust of his child. His attempted suicide - an effort  to save the King?s life, his blinding by 
Cornwall and Regan and his generosity toward Poor Tom, allows us to sympathise with his character 
and shows us his transformation from the bragging philanderer at the beginning of the play, to the 
caring and generous person he has become. -Kieran O?Leary 

Edgar's journey is the hero?s journey. He loses all but wins out in the end. He is loyal, loving and 
trust ing and possibly naïve where his family is concerned. He has compassion and empathy towards 
his father, helps him to see the error of his ways and - from his experiences in life - will be an excellent 
leader. He knows what has to be done and becomes capable of doing what is needed.  

?Angela Newman

Edmund is charming and charismatic. A Machiavellian character (i.e. manipulator), he is eager to seize 
any opportunity and willing to do anything to achieve his goals. He tries to atone for his villainous 
ways, showing that he is a sympathet ic character too.  ?Luke Barry

The Fool is Lear?s conscience and has the ability to clearly see the sad reality of Lear?s world ? what a 
foolish mistake he has made in dividing up the land between his daughters as he says: "I had rather be 
any kind of thing than a fool And yet I would not be thee nuncle". Once Lear goes mad, there is no 
longer a need of this 'conscience of Lear'. Only in Lear?s last monologue do we hear him mentioned 
again. Poor fool! ?Luke Barry 
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'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

Int roduct ion

When it  comes down to preparing for the exam, it  is important to have a plan. This sect ion is designed 
to help you to frame your response to any thematic quest ions you may be asked, support ing it  with 
points and quotat ions.

Use the character worksheets and link characters to themes, act ions and motivat ions. Assess whether 
they change during the course of the play. Spot scenes where these changes occur and how the 
character?s journey unfolds. These character sheets can help by act ing as a memory aid. Keep it  in your 
folder and add to it  as you gain knowledge and insight into this fine play.

We owe a debt of grat itude to Evelyn O?Connor for her sterling work on http:// leavingcertenglish.net 
and for her generosity in allowing us to use of some of her sample quest ions in this resource. When 
you see the website referenced in the handout, please feel free to go to her site for further 
information.

When looking at these sample quest ions, students can think about how to demonstrate knowledge of 
the play and the statement to be discussed. Always remember all students can ask for rough paper and 
reproduce character maps and theme links in the Leaving Cert ificate exam.

The themes covered include:

- Appearance versus Reality
- Loyalty and Betrayal
- The Order of Things or Free Will versus the Divine Plan
- Power and Responsibility, including the Divine Right of Kings
- Natural versus Unnatural
- Families mirroring Nations
- Lear?s journey and Gloucester?s journey ? Parallel Paths

Remember, in Cyclone Rep?s 'King Lear' Session 
these themes were addressed. We recommend 
that when you discuss the themes in class, you 
reference the performance. Think about how the 
'King Lear' Session highlighted the theme, e.g., the 
stage, the set, the use of AV?s, the costumes, 
audience part icipat ion and the use of clowning. 
Think about the actors? performances and 
character choices.

Feel free to make notes on your handout, using 
these examples, to highlight a part icular point and 
assist  your understanding and learning.
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'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

Appearance versus Reality

Sample Quest ion: ?In' 'King Lear', whilst  characters are init ially fooled by appearances, they come to 
see the truth? - Discuss the statement with relevant quotes from the play. 

(www.leavingcertenglish.net)

Remember: In Cyclone Rep?s 'King Lear' Session it  is quest ioned why Cordelia is not expressing her 
love to her father ?a bit  more.? This prompts a discussion on the theme of Appearance vs. Reality.

Q. First ly, what  characters can you name in reference to this theme of Appearance versus Reality?

A.  This is one of the predominant themes in the play as many of the main characters appear to be one 
way but in reality they are the opposite. For example, the apparent ly adoring daughters are greedy 
and spiteful; the apparent ly caring son has his father blinded. On the other side of this are the 
believers, characters like Lear and Gloucester who are unable to dist inguish between appearance and 
reality. Those characters are blind to the truth. Shakespeare plays with this theme further by having 
characters like Kent and Edgar who disguise themselves, muddling the lines of appearance and reality 
further.

From the top of the play, Lear is unable to see the false fawning of his daughters, Goneril and Regan. 
Blinded by their flat tery, he misreads Cordelia?s honesty for a lack of affect ion and duty to her father. 
This inability to see the reality of the situat ion leads to her banishment.

Lear misreads Kent?s defense of Cordelia as a betrayal and he is banished. However Kent disguises 
himself as the servant, Caius, to cont inue his pledge of loyalty to the King. So loyal to Lear, the 
implicat ion is that he is ready to die for his monarch.

In Act  1 Scene 1, when unable to engage with the ?love test? that  Lear asks his daughters to 
play, Cordelia feels she lacks:

?? for I want that glib and oily art  to speak and purpose not? (Act 1 Sc.1 - Line 224 - 
25)

Lear unhappy with her response says:

" Better thou hadst not been born not t? have pleased me better? (Act 1 Sc. 1 - Line 234)

14



'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

Appearance versus Reality

Lear misreads Kent?s defense of Cordelia as a betrayal and he is banished. However Kent disguises 
himself as the servant, Caius, to cont inue his pledge of loyalty to the King. So loyal to Lear, the 
implicat ion is that he is ready to die for his monarch.

In the parallel plot, Gloucester is fooled by Edmund?s lies and turns on his loyal son, Edgar. Exiled and 
on the run, Edgar disguises himself first ly as Poor Tom, later as a Gentleman to assist  his blind, 
decrepit  father. Finally, he rids himself of his disguise to avenge his treatment and his father?s death. In 
his external appearance, Edgar transforms the most of all the characters. This is also an example of 
how a character descends quickly and harshly from high office to that of a beggar.

Q. Who else falls from high office to that  of a beggar?

A. The most duplicitous character throughout the play is Edmund. He appears to be loyal to his 
father who he betrays. This treachery leads to Gloucester?s blinding by Regan and Cornwall. 
Edmund also appears to be loyal to and in love with, both Goneril and Regan. However he is 
playing them off each other so that he can become King.

In Act  1, Scene 1 Kent  t ries to stop Lear from banishing Cordelia. The King turns on him in 
his rage and Kent  replies :

?Be Kent unmannerly when Lear is mad.? (Act 1 Sc. 1 ? Line 145-146)

When Lear dies, Albany asks Kent  and Edgar to rule. Kent  is broken hearted at  the death of 
his King and says:

?I have a journey, sir, short ly to go/
My master calls me; I must not say no? (Act 5 Sc.3 - Line 297-298)

Act  2 Scene 2, When Edgar feels that  he has nowhere to turn, he describes how he will 
t ransform himself from a noble man to a beggar.

" My face I?ll grime with filth,
Blanket my loins, elf all my hair with knots, 
And with presented nakedness outface the wind and persecut ion of the sky.?

(Act 2 Sc. 2 -  Lines 171-175)
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'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

Appearance versus Reality

Shakespeare plays with appearance, reality and transformation in other ways. For example, when Lear 
throws off his robes of office and covers himself in flowers and grime, he mistakes Cordelia for an 
angel/spirit  and takes Poor Tom for a Philosopher. (Act 3 Sc 4 - Line 144 - -172).

In Act  1 Scene 1, Edmund tells us the first  part  of his plan to get  power:

"Well then,
Legit imate Edgar, I must have your land. 
Our father?s love is to the bastard Edmund 
As to th? legit imate. Fine word ?legit imate?.
Well my legit imate, if this let ter speed   
And my invent ion thrive, Edmond the base 
Shall to th? legit imate. I grow, I prosper.
Now gods, stand up for bastards!? (Act 1 Sc. - Lines 15-22)

By Act  5 Sc. 1, his plans have become more complicated as he has promised his love to 
both sisters:

"To both of these sisters have I sworn my love, 
Each jealous of the other as the stung
Are of the adder. Which of them shall I take? 
Both? One? Or neither? Neither can be enjoyed 
If both remain alive.? (Act 5 Sc.1 - Line 46-50)

In Act  4 Scene 7, Lear thinking he is between life and death thinks Cordelia is an Angel or 
Spirit .

?You do wrong me to take me o?th?grave. 
thou are a soul in bliss, but I am bound 
Upon a wheel of fire, that mine own tears
Do scald like molten lead.?  (Act 4 Sc. 7 - Lines 38-41) 

?You are a spirit , I know.? (Act 4 Sc.7 -  Line 43)

St ill confused he comes to quest ion the reality of what  he thinks he is seeing:

"Do not laugh at me,
For as I am a man, I think this lady
To be my child, Cordelia.? (Act 4 Sc.7 - Line 61-63)
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'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

Appearance versus Reality

Q. Who is the character that  is constant , never alters their appearance and always speaks t ruth?

A.  The Fool is the only character who can talk truthfully to Lear without being banished, beaten or 
both.

From his ent rance in Act  1 Scene 4, the Fool is able to state with absolute clarity the 
mistakes that  Lear is making:

" The truth?s a dog must to kennel. He must be whipped out when the Lady Brach by th? fire 
and st ink.? ( Act 1 Sc. 4 Lines 110 -112)

*Brach was another word at the t ime for a female dog, or bitch.

?Thou hadst lit t le wit  in thy bald crown when thou gavest thy golden one away?  
(Act 1 Sc. 4 Lines 145-146)

This desire to be honest  hurts the Fool as he would wish to spare the King?s feeling by 
lying.

?Prithee, nuncle, keep a schoolmaster that can teach thy fool to lie. I would fain learn to lie.? 
(Act 1 Sc. 4 Lines 160 -161)

The fool stays with Lear throughout  the play by Act  3 Scene 6, the king?s entourage is 
reduced to Edgar (disguised as Poor Tom, a mad beggar), Kent  (disguised as Caius, the 
servant) and the Fool, the only one not  altering his appearance.
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''King Lear' Themes' Sect ion

Loyalty and Betrayal

Sample Quest ion : ?It  is only the loyalty of loved ones that enables Lear and Gloucester to endure 
their suffering.? -Discuss this statement with reference to the play. (www.leavingcertenglish.net)

OR

Sample Quest ion: ?In  'King Lear', honour and loyalty triumph over brutality and viciousness?
-Discuss this statement with reference to the play (Higher Level 2010)

Q. Ask yourself who betrays whom?
A.  

- Lear betrays Cordelia?s honesty
- Did Cordelia betray Lear by showing him up in front of his court  by not going along with the 

?Love Test??

- Lear betrays Kent.
- Goneril and Regan betray their father and ult imately each other.

In her honesty, Cordelia states:

?I love your majesty according to my bond, no more no less.?  (Act 1 Sc.1)

Lear responds feeling betrayed:

?Thy truth then be thy dower?  (Act 1 Sc. 1 - line 108)

Both daughters come together to tell Lear he needs to reduce his entourage and do their 
bidding (which means give up his regal ways). He leaves Regan and Cornwall?s cast le and 
heads into the storm. Albany would have him stay but  the daughters feel otherwise.  

?My lord, entreat him by no means to stay.? Goneril (Act 2 Sc. 2 ?line 471)

"O sire to wilful men
The injuries that they themselves procure
Must be their schoolmasters.
Shut up your doors.? Regan (Act 2 Sc. 2 - lines 473 - 475) 

Do they betray him by st ripping him of his t rappings and closing the gates?
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'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

Loyalty and Betrayal

- Edmund betrays his father and his brother.

- Edmund caused the downfall of Goneril and Regan.

Remember: Edmund?s dying act is an attempt to redeem himself by saving Lear and Cordelia.

Q. In your opinion, who is loyal?

A:  

- Cordelia is loyal to her father unt il the end.

In Act  3 scene 3, Edmund is about  to bet ray his father as a t raitor to Goneril and Regan?s 
plans he says:

?That which my father loses: no less than all
The younger rises when the old doth fall? (Act 3 Sc.3 - Lines 23-24)

In Act  5 Scene 3, he says:

?I pant for life. Some good I mean to do, 
Despite of mine own nature. Quickly send, 
Be brief in it , to th? cast le; for my writ
Is on the life of Lear and Cordelia.?  (Act 5 Sc. 3 - Lines 218-221)

After the storm, Lear is asleep, exhausted and exposed to the elements. She states: 

?O my dear father, restorat ion hang
Thy medicine on my lips, and let this kiss 
Repair those violent harms that my two sisters
Have in thy reverence made!?  (Act 4 Scene 6 - Lines 22-25) 

Later she says:

"Mine enemy?s dog, though he had bit  me, should have stood 
That night against my fire.?  (Act 4 Scene 6 - Lines 29-30)
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'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

Loyalty and Betrayal

- Kent is also loyal to the end.
- Though Gloucester is disloyal to Edgar by believing Edmund, he discovers Edmund?s betrayal at 

his lowest point. It  is only when he loses his sight, that he realizes the truth of his situat ion.

- Edgar as Poor Tom is loyal to Lear and his father and remains so unt il their deaths.

In Act  3 Scene 7, the t ruth of Gloucester?s t ragedy is revealed (i.e. his bet rayal by Edmund 
and how disloyal he was to his son, Edgar).

?O? my follies! Then Edgar was abused
King gods, forgive me that, and prosper him!?  (Act 3 Sc.7 - Line 86 -90)

In Act  5 Scene 3, he tells the story of his journey and final moments with his father to 
Albany and Edmund.

??  became his guide,
Led him, begged for him, saved him from despair; 
Never? O fault ! ? revealed myself unto him     
Unt il some half hour past, when I was armed.
Not sure, though hoping, of this good success, 
I asked his blessing, and from first  to last   
Told him our pilgrimage; but his flawed heart
Alack too weak the conflict  to support       
T?wixt two extremes of passion, joy and grief,
Burst smilingly.?  (Act 5 Sc. 3 -  Line 182 -191)

20



'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

The Order of Things or Free Will versus the Divine Plan

Sample Quest ion: ?Cosmic just ice is denied, yet human just ice prevails in the play King Lear.? 
- Discuss with reference to the text (www.leavingcertenglish.net)

Remember in Cyclone Rep?s 'King Lear' Session when Leah interrupts the act ion after Gloucester?s 
speech and says: ?Sorry, that?s typical, I am sorry, but I hate when people say: It?s dest iny, it  was meant 
to be, it?s pre-writ ten?. Her thoughts reflect more modern sensibilit ies.

However, 'King Lear' is set in pre-Christ ian Britain in 800 B.C. The characters call upon pagan gods 
and the act ion depends on individuals using an innate moral compass.

There was a belief that there was a natural order of things and hierarchy of people and posit ion. Kings 
were not made kings by men but were ordained by the gods to their role. [This belief was also st ill in 
fashion in Elizabethan t imes but was being hot ly debated ? hence the plethora of plays about the 
nature of kingship from Shakespeare?s t ime.]

Lear?s opening gesture is to break up his kingdom before his death. In doing this, he destroys the 
natural order of things and what follows is chaos. So the quest ion at the heart of the play is: do the 
characters exist  in a benign or malevolent universe? Is there a form of divine or human just ice at work 
by the end of the play where evil is vanquished and the good survive ? but at a cost?

Q. Thinking back through the play, who warns of the impact of the gods on the lives of men?
A.  

In Act  1 Scene two, Gloucester foreshadows the t ragedy that  is about  to unfold by stat ing 
his believes that :

?These late eclipses in the sun and the moon portend no good to us. Though the wisdom of 
nature can reason it  thus and thus, yet nature finds itself scourged by the sequent effects. 
Love cools, friendship falls off, brothers divide; in cit ies, mutinies; in countries, discord; in 
palaces, treason; and the bond cracked ?twixt son and father.?  

(Act 1 Sc.2 - Line 100 - 103)

In Act  3 Scene 7, his beliefs remain unchanged that  the god?s and planetary powers 
control the world of man.

?As flies to wanton boys are we to th? gods; They kill us for their sport .?  
(Act 3 Sc. 7 - Line 37 - 38)
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'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

The Order of Things or Free Will versus the Divine Plan

Q. Which character debunks the idea of the gods and planets having an impact on the act ions of men?
A.  

Edmund lampoons the not ion of the stars affect ing human beings. He feels that people abdicate 
responsibility for their act ions by claiming that their fate is beyond their control.  It?s writ ten in the 
stars. At the end, cosmic just ice is restored. As his treachery is revealed, Edmund seems to have 
returned to a belief in fate.

This not ion of the wheel of fate is referred to throughout the text.

Albany believes that Goneril and Regan sealed their fate through their act ions. It  leads to their 
unt imely and violent deaths.

What do you think? Do the stars dictate the act ions of the characters? Are characters dest ined to 
play out  their part  in 'King Lear'?

While his father believes in the power of the planets on the lives of men, Edmund 
believes the opposite.

?This is the excellent foppery of the world?  (Act 1 Sc. 2 - Line 116)

By the end of the play, Edmund now on the verge of losing all he has worked for, returns 
to a belief in fate. He says:

?The wheel is come full circle. I am here? (Act 5 Sc.3 - Line 165)

In Act  4 Scene 6, Lear states: 

?But I am bound.
Upon a wheel of fire, that mine own tears
Do scald like molten lead.?  (Act 4 Sc. 6 - Lines 39 - 41)

In Act  5 Scene 3, Albany says:

?This judgement of the heavens, that makes us tremble, touches us not with pity.?  
(Act 5 Sc.3 - Line 206 - 207)

Fun Fact : Another famous example of the stars determining the fate of characters in a 
Shakespearean play can be found in "the star-crossed lovers," Romeo and Juliet .

22



'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

Power and Responsibility including the Divine Right  of Kings

Sample Quest ion: ?The play King Lear explores what it  means to be a good king? ? Discuss with 
reference to the play. (www.leavingcertenglish.net)

Remember Cyclone Rep?s 'King Lear' Session: Kieran introduces The Divine Right of Kings when he 
says: ?Back in those days kings believed they were appointed by the gods and connected to the gods.  
That?s why Lear feels ent it led to quest ion the gods and ask direct ly for their help?. But what sort  of 
king was Lear?

Ask yourself:

- Was Lear a good King but a man who just wanted to ret ire?
- Was he a foolish King?
- Was he a King who commanded loyalty as long as he had power and once that was gone, he was 

just an old man?

Think about  the impact  of his act ions ? like the love test  of his daughters and split t ing the kingdom.

- What was the impact on the world of men, such as the struggle for the t it le among his 
daughters and others like Edmund?

- How is Lear?s reject ion of what would have been seen as his pre-ordained role of King, manifest 
itself in the skies and the natural world?

Once Lear leaves his daughters? homes, stripped of all power, there is chaos in the natural world. 
Finally, we have the tempest within Lear. Lear the man is a King who made some poor choices. He 
fractured his kingdom and set off a chain react ion which results in his destruct ion. This was a very 
important message for the t ime of the play.

In Act  1, Scene 2 Gloucester?s portents of doom with the eclipses:

?These late eclipses in the sun and the moon portend no good to us. Though the wisdom of 
nature can reason it  thus and thus, yet nature finds itself scourged by the sequent effects. 
Love cools, friendship falls off, brothers divide; in cit ies, mutinies; in countries, discord; in 
palaces, treason; and the bond cracked ?twixt son and father.?  (Act 1 Sc.2 - Line 100-103)
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'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

Power and Responsibility including the Divine Right  of Kings

Why was 'King Lear' an important  message at  that  t ime?

'King Lear' may have been set in 800 BC but Shakespeare knew his audience would connect the play to 
their own lives. This made it  highly controversial.  'King Lear' was performed on the 26th December 
(St. Stephen?s night) 1606 as part  of the Christmas fest ivit ies in Whitehall Palace. The play was very 
topical as King James was the first  in the Stuart  line to take the throne. His mother had been Mary 
Queen of Scots and Elizabeth the first?s Catholic cousin. Many saw Mary as a better choice for the 
crown than Elizabeth, who was King Henry VIII?s daughter by the (later beheaded) Anne Boleyn. Also, 
Anne was considered by many to be illegit imate, like Edmund in the play!

Mary Queen of Scots had her own dark history. Married and widowed to the Dauphin of France, she 
then married Henry Stuart  aka Lord Darnley. Less than a year after James was born his father, 
Darnley, was found murdered and his house destroyed. Mary then married James Hepburn, 4th Earl 
of Bothwell. Bothwell was believed to have murdered Darnley (James? father and Mary?s 2nd 
husband). There was an uprising against the couple and Mary was forced to give up her throne to 
James, who was only one year old at the t ime. She tried to regain the throne from her young son but 
failed and fearing for her life she fled south seeking protect ion from Elizabeth. After a Catholic 
assassinat ion attempt on Elizabeth, Mary was executed by beheading for treason when James was 21. 
When Elizabeth died childless after reigning for 45 years, James was invited to take the throne.

When the Scott ish King James ascended the throne in 1603, his great idea was of a union of England 
and the dominions of Wales, Ireland and Scot land. On 20 October 1604, James VI and I proclaimed 
himself as "King of Great Brit taine, France and Ireland". This t it le cont inued to be used by many of his 
successors.

'King Lear' is a play which is set in Britain.  What is the first  thing King Lear does? He says ?know that 
we are dividing the kingdom in three?. Shakespeare?s audience would have been completely horrified. 
Shakespeare is paint ing a portrait  of a divided country, vulnerable to invasion. What Shakespeare is 
doing in 'King Lear', is giving support to King James?s idea of a united country, which, in unity, makes it  
strong and well able to fend off invaders. Modern parallels with Brexit  anyone?

When 'King Lear' was performed in Whitehall it  was seen as a statement in support of unity within the 
Kingdom. King James was Shakespeare?s patron, a fact that is of considerable importance to the vision 
of this play. Without James?s financial aid, Shakespeare would not be able to support his company and 
staging of plays. So appealing to James?s polit ical vision was essent ial for him.
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'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

Power and Responsibility including the Divine Right  of Kings

So ask yourself:

Was Shakespeare trying to say that Lear was the creator of his own downfall by abdicat ing his primary 
responsibility of king (i.e., to keep his kingdom intact)?

How does he resolve it  in the end?

After all the upheaval within the play, Edgar is the only one standing. The rule in the t ime of 
Shakespeare was that the person of highest rank got the last lines. In 'King Lear', it  is Edgar. This would 
lead the audience to assume that he would be the new monarch and unite the kingdom. His last lines 
are a plea to end the darkness and bloodshed of the past. A plea we can only assume would please 
King James.

In Act  5 Scene 3, Edgar finishes the play with a plea for a bet ter and honest  future. 

?The weight of this sad t ime we must obey,
Speak what we feel, not what we ought to say.   
The oldest hath bourne the most. We that are young
Shall never see so much, nor live so long.? (Act 5 Sc. 3 - Line 299 - 302)
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'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

Natural versus Unnatural

In 'King Lear', there are approximately 31 uses of the words ?nature,? ?natural? and ?unnatural?. There 
are more references to natural and unnatural events than in any other Shakespeare play. It  is clear 
that the bard was trying to signal the link between the world of nature and the natural order of things.

Unnatural
Think of things that happen that may be seen as an inversion of the natural order of things.

- Children turn on their parents.
- The illegit imate usurp the legit imate.
- Fathers are made dependent on their children e.g. Lear on his daughters and later Cordelia; 

Gloucester on Edmund; and after his betrayal, Edgar disguised as Poor Tom.
- The powerful and rich (Gloucester and Lear) become poor and homeless.
- Siblings turn on each other (In Lear?s family it  is Goneril and Regan and in Gloucester?s family it  

is the brothers, Edmund and Edgar).
- Lords (Kent) become servants (Caius).
- Lear is unnaturally cruel to his daughters putt ing foul curses upon their heads and he condemns 

Goneril to being childless and therefore heirless. In his thoughtless way he condemns his own 
house to lose the crown.

In Act  1 Scene 4, Goneril asks Lear to reduce his unruly entourage of knights and squires. 
Lear flies into a rage and decides to leave for Regan?s house. Before he goes, Lear curses 
Goneril: 

?Hear, nature, hear: dear goddess, hear!
Suspend thy purpose, if thou didst intend 
To make this creature fruit ful!
Into her womb convey sterility!     
Dry up in her the organs of increase;
And from her derogate body never spring 
A babe to honour her! If she must teem, 
Create a child of spleen; that it  may live, 
And be a thwart disnatured torment to her! 
Let it  stamp wrinkles in her brow of youth;
With cadent tears fret channels in her cheeks; 
Turn all her mother?s pains and benefits
To laughter and contempt; that she may feel 
How sharper than a serpent?s tooth it  is
To have a thankless child!?  (Act 1 Sc.4 - Lines 254 - 269)
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'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

Natural versus Unnatural

Nature?s Response

The natural world reacts to the breakdown in the natural order with a terrible storm

This is storm is paralleled with the tempest in Lear?s mind:

As the storm progresses, there are profound acts of cruelty, including the blinding of Gloucester. The 
body count starts to rise. This further rocks the natural order. Sister kills sister, brother kills brother, 
servant kills master, mistress kills servant. This builds to a crescendo with the death of Cordelia. Lear 
is left  as a parent dying with the bodies of all three of his children around him.

It  is worth not ing how Lear?s language declines throughout the play. At the start  he is adept and clear 
in his thought and speech. This declines with the storm and the degenerat ion of his mental state so 
that by the end, he is reduced to an animalist ic ?Howl.?

In Act  3, Scene 2, Lear describes the storm that  has descended once he takes his leave of 
Regan?s Cast le and is made homeless.

?Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks! Rage, blow, 
You cataracts and hurricanoes, spout
Till you have drenched our steeples , drowned the cocks!?  (Act 3 Sc.2 - Line 1 - 3)

?The tempest in my mind
Doth from my senses take all feeling else
Save what beats there. Filial ingrat itude!? (Act 3 Sc. 4 - Line 12 - 14)

In Act  5 Scene 1, Kent  begs that  Lear be let  die in order to end his suffering. Lear has 
fainted and Kent  says:

?Vex not his ghost. O? Let him pass. He hates him 
That would upon the rack of this tough world
Stretch him out longer?  (Act 5 Sc.1 - Lines 289 - 291)
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'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

Families Mirroring Nat ions

The theme of Families mirroring Nations is an important theme in the play. What happens in the 
families of Lear and Gloucester plays out on a nat ional scale. King Lear as a human being has both 
personal and polit ical dimensions, just as Lear himself is both a father and a king.

Sample quest ions: ?Family struggles between Lear and his three daughters mirror events on a 
nat ional scale.? - Discuss with reference to the play. (Cyclone Rep)

As we mentioned in the sect ion on the Divine Right of Kings, Lear and his family were reflect ive of the 
broken state of the island of Britain. England and Scot land were estranged. Wales was ruled England 
but was rebellious. These states lacked the capability of taking control over the whole island and were 
isolated. This is not unlike the sisters in the play and Goneril and Regan are struggling for supremacy 
and control over the crown.

Throughout the play, though Cordelia is married to the King of France, there is always that danger that 
France will come in and take over. It  is clear that Shakespeare was using the family to mirror the state 
of the nat ion with the clear belief that it  would be better to be united under one king.

A key note is that Lear?s family is pagan. Shakespeare may be implying that in a more civilized age the 
nat ion should be united under one religion. For example, King James had a version of the bible printed 
in English for distribut ion throughout Britain.  Thus ensuring that the whole nat ion would be singing 
from the same hymn sheet - literally.

Fun Fact :  History plays were the most popular plays in Shakespeare?s t ime. He frequently 
introduced characters based on historical characters of the t ime. Many of these would have been 
recognizable to his audience. When we consider King James?s story out lined in Power and 
Responsibility, including the Divine Right of Kings, you can see that Shakespeare didn?t have to look 
far for gory sources for his work. The plays would be like a combinat ion of modern day soap operas 
and polit ical sat ire for his audience as they were topical, risky and entertaining. Shakespeare could 
also comment on current affairs without gett ing his head removed by pretending the subject was 
only relevant to people from history.  The play about Richard II, for example, was seen to be a 
crit ique on Elizabeth I ? she herself thought so and he was lucky to get away with it !

 

As 'King Lear' deals with issues of leadership, kingship and of families mirroring nat ions, 
performances of the play were banned from t ime to t ime, most notably during the reign of George 
the Third, who was prone to bouts of madness himself. If you can watch the film The Madness of 
King George, the king reads and performs elements of 'King Lear' within the film.
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'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

Lear?s Journey and Gloucester?s Journey ? Parallel Paths

Sample quest ion: ?In the play 'King Lear', the stories of Lear and Gloucester mirror one another in 
interest ing ways?.  - Respond to the statement with references to the text. (Higher Level 2006)

Remember The ''King Lear' Session when Goneril and Regan put their fathers on trial? How was this 
trial different from the mock scene in Act 3, Scene 6?

Let?s look at the two father figures.

Blindness and Madness

One could say that both Lear and Gloucester are blind to the world around them from the beginning of 
the play. In Act 1 Sc.1, they are shown to be powerful and confident men. Gloucester is confident 
enough to have his illegit imate son openly acknowledged in court . Lear is confident enough to test his 
daughters? love for him. Lear is vain.

When his pride is hurt , he is quick to believe the false expressions of his other two daughters and 
disown Cordelia. Gloucester is quick to believe Edmund?s treachery through his fake let ter from 
Edgar.

King Lear Gloucester

- His duty as a king is not carried out as he 
chooses to divide his kingdom.

- The consequence is that he loses all 
power and posit ion. He is left  a 
homeless mad man.

- His duty as a father is not carried out as 
he conducts a 'love test ' among his 
children.

- He sends away the good daughter.
- The consequence is that his greedy 

daughters betray him.
- Once made homeless and exposed to 

the storm, his rage turns to madness.
- He tries to control nature but fails.His 

language deteriorates to an animalist ic 
howl.

- His duty as a father is not carried out. 
He usurps the moral order of the day by 
parading his illegit imate son Edmund in 
court .

- The consequence is that this son usurps 
his legit imate heir, Edgar.

- Once blinded, he sees the truth.Once 
made homeless and exposed to nature, 
he hopes to use it  to end his life. He is 
fearful and needs help.

Understanding comes after madness. Understanding comes after blindness.
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'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

Lear?s Journey and Gloucester?s Journey ? Parallel Paths

However their failure to see the reality of their situat ion leads them both on to different paths of 
destruct ion. Lear?s failure to foresee the consequences of his act ions is first  blinded by rage and 
subsequently descends into insanity. Gloucester is blind to Edmund?s treachery unt il too late. The 
moment in which he is physically blinded he ?sees? the truth.

Once exposed to the natural world in the storm, their att itudes differ. Gloucester, now blind, has to 
trust those who come his way. He needs their assistance and this leads him to Poor Tom (Edgar). He 
then becomes distrustful of nature using it  as a tool to end his life.

Lear, exposed on the heath, wishes he can control nature. In his madness, he confesses as much to 
Gloucester (whom he fails to recognise).

The ?em he is referring to are Goneril and Regan, who, in his mind, he has on trial.

In Act  3 Scene 7, as he is blinded Gloucester ?sees? the t ruth of his bet rayal by Edmund. 
Gloucester calls out  for Edmund to save him from Cornwall, Goneril and Regan. Regan 
says:

 ?Though call?st on him that hates thee: it  was he
That made the overture of thy treasons to us;
Who is too good to pity thee.? Regan 
?O? my follies! Then Edgar was abused
King gods, forgive me that, and prosper him!?  (Act 3 Sc.7 ? Line 86 - 90)

Blind and wracked with guilt , Gloucester asks Poor Tom (Edgar) to bring him to a cliff that  
he knows. He is planning to end his life by throwing himself off this cliff.

"There is a cliff whose high and bending head 
Looks fearfully in the confined deep.
Bring me but to the brim of it
And I?ll repair the misery thou dost bear
With something rich about me. From that place
I shall no leading need.? (Act 3 Sc.7 - Lines 67 - 72)

In Act  4 Scene 4, when describing the storm, Lear says:

?When the rain came to wet me once, and the wind made me chatter; when the thunder 
would not peace at my bidding, there I found ?em, there I smelt  ?em out.? 

(Act 4 Sc.4 - Lines 99 - 103)
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'King Lear' Themes Sect ion

Lear?s Journey and Gloucester?s Journey ? Parallel Paths

The End of Lear and Gloucester

Some people see a parallel in Lear and Gloucester?s deaths. Both experience a state of joy following 
reconciliat ion with the child they had rejected. Gloucester?s joy is unseen but is alluded to:

Lear?s reconciliat ion with Cordelia is a short-lived joy because they are captured. Nevertheless, Lear 
has hope as he is happy to be reunited with his much loved daughter.

Cordelia is hanged and Lear dies in grief, surrounded by the bodies of all his children. Like Gloucester, 
in a moment of t rue realisat ion of the consequences of his act ions, he faints and fades away.

We never see the scene when Edgar has revealed himself to his father, Gloucester. But  
Edgar does describe it  how once they were reconciled:

?his flawed heart-
Alack too weak the conflict  to support-
T?wixt two extremes of passion, joy and grief,
Burst smilingly.?  (Act 5 Sc. 3 - Lines 188 - 191)

Even when things are looking dark following their capture by Edmund, Lear is delighted 
with his reconciliat ion with Cordelia and says:

?Let?s away to prison.
We two alone will sing like birds I?th?cage.?  (Act 5 Sc. 1 - Lines 8 - 9)

Lear carries in Cordelia?s dead body and before he dies (or his heart  breaks), he says: 

?No, no, no life?
Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life
and thou no breath at all? Thou?lt  come no more.
Never, never, never, never, never.?  (Act 5 Sc.3 - Lines 281 - 284)
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Classroom Act ivit ies - Act ive Teaching Opt ions

Act ivity 1

The Trial Scene: this is a powerful hot-seat ing act ivity and can help generate insight for character 
thoughts, motivat ions and goals.

You Will Need: A chair and some props to indicate a specific character e.g. a crown or a cloak. 

Inst ruct ions:

1. Set up a chair at the top of the room. Invite the students to consider the motivat ion of a 
part icular character, e.g. Goneril.

2. Ask a student to come up and sit  on the chair to be Goneril. They will be asked quest ions by 
their fellow students and must respond ?as if? they are Goneril.

3. Be clear that they do not have to give ?right? answers or speak in verse.  You can use props to 
indicate character such as a crown.

4. Be mindful that this is ?high focus? role and can be quite stressful, so make sure no one is ?in role? 
for longer than is comfortable.

5. Allow a number of students have a go of Goneril before moving onto another character.

Act ivity 2

Speaking Shakespeare: To help students gain an oral appreciat ion and familiarity with Shakespearian 
text. 

You Will Need: To select a number of pieces of text from 'King Lear'; access to a large space, hall or 
atrium (the acoust ics of a gymnasium may be unsuitable for this exercise); to create a ?Playing area? at 
the top of the space and an audience area on the opposite end of the space from the playing area.

Some text  suggest ions:

- Act 3 Sc.2 -  Lear and Fool (25 lines) 
- Act 1 Sc.2 ? Edmund ? thou nature
- Act 1 Sc.2 ? Gloucester ? these late eclipses

Inst ruct ions: Give the class the context for the exercise.

The Globe and theatres like it were like the 3 Arena of its day and the actors did not have the benefit of 
microphones. Shakespeare used punctuation to help the actors express to audiences of up to 1500 people 
what a character was thinking and doing. So punctuation is central to an authentic understanding of the play.

1. In groups, the students may decide whatever theatre/film or TV style of performance they wish 
to speak text but they MUST OBEY the punctuat ion. Some examples of style could be: 
Western, Soap Opera, Gangsters, Newsreader, etc.

2. Put the class into pairs for Act 3 Sc.2.
3. For Act 1 Sc.2 Edmund or Gloucester, create groups of three using one speech per group. In 

these groups, divide up the speech so everyone gets to speak.
4. Allow all the groups to pract ice simultaneously, while watching for confident performers, who 

you may ask to go first  when present ing scenes.
5. Ideally, every group performs their scene/ speech in the ?playing space? for the audience.

Discuss the experience and remember Cyclone Rep?s 'King Lear' Session.
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Resources and References

References:

- King Lear (1971) starring Paul Scofield and directed by Peter Brook

- King Lear (2009) starring Ian McKellen and directed by Trevor Nunn

Other resources to look up, watch and read that  relate to 'King Lear':

- A Thousand Acres by Jane Smiley (a version of 'King Lear' as a novel and 1997 film)

- My Kingdom starring Richard Harris as a crime boss in Liverpool who divides up his empire 
among his daughters

- Ran by acclaimed Japanese director Akira Kurosawa. He created a version of 'King Lear' set in 
feudal Japan.

- The Madness of King George. A film about King George the Third of England who suffered from 
bouts of insanity and references 'King Lear'.

- The Dresser. A film that looks at touring theatre in the last century and references 'King Lear'.

- Shakespeare in Love . A film about William Shakespeare and the theatre of his t ime. It  doesn?t 
reference 'King Lear' but a very enjoyable view of theatre at the t ime.

For addit ional sample quest ions go to www.leavingcertenglish.net
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Answer Key Sheet

1. First ly, what  characters can you name in reference to this theme of Appearance versus 
Reality?

Lear, Goneril, Regan and Cordelia Gloucester, Edmund and Edgar Kent

2. Who else falls from high office to that  of a beggar?

Gloucester and Lear

3. Who is the character that  is constant , never alters their appearance and always speaks t ruth?

The Fool

4. Ask yourself who betrays whom?

Lear betrays Cordelia and Kent.

Goneril and Regan betray their father, their sister, their husbands, and each other.

5. Who is loyal in the play?

Cordelia

The Fool and Kent Edgar

6. Thinking back through the play who warns of the impact  of the gods on the lives of man?

Gloucester

7. Which character debunks the idea of the gods and planets having an impact  on the act ions of 
men?

Edmund
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