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1


INTRODUCTION


In the spring of 1998 Jonathan Kent asked me to play Lear at the Almeida. ‘Um . . . yes,’ I replied. Actors don’t say ‘no’ to Lear or Hamlet. The parts appear some sort of ultimate . . . but ultimate what? Test, accolade, exploration of the human condition? ‘Better do it while you’ve still got the energy,’ said Jonathan. There’s no right age to play Lear. At fifty you have the energy, at seventy you have the empathy. I’m sixty – ideal compromise, or neither one thing or the other? I open the new Arden edition. ‘King Lear stands like a colossus at the centre of Shakespeare’s achievement as the grandest effort of his imagination’, writes Professor Foakes.1 I feel the pressure mounting already.


David Hare, who directed Anthony Hopkins at the National Theatre, tries to cheer me. ‘Look, there are eleven scenes, and no one can do them all. You’re bound to be able to do some.’ No actor can claim Lear lies within his range, it doesn’t lie within anyone’s range. Paul Scofield once suggested that the heights of the play must be reached by parachute rather than mountaineering. I think of Ralph Richardson’s dictum that playing a large Shakespeare part is like lying on the floor with a machine gun firing at a ceiling covered with targets – you’re bound to hit some bulls-eyes. A strange analogy, but comforting (mind you, Richardson avoided playing Lear all his life). Anyway it’s just a part in a play (actors always say that when desperate – do violinists say ‘it’s only the Beethoven’?). And is the play really that good? Lamb said it couldn’t be acted, Thackeray was bored by it, Bradley said it wasn’t his best play, and Tolstoy found it riddled with inconsistencies and poor motivations. I like the Howard Brenton plot summary – that you have a terrible family row and slam out of the house into the rain on Clapham Common: you shout at the rain for a bit, and then think – what am I going to do now? I tell Fiona Shaw, who’s currently playing Medea, I’m determined not to see it as a test. ‘No, no,’ she replies, ‘but of course it is.’


I was playing in Pirandello’s Naked at the Almeida in 1998. It was my second production there with Jonathan Kent; the first had been Chekhov’s early play Ivanov the previous year.2 Acting in Chekhov with Jonathan, Ralph Fiennes, Harriet Walter, Bill Paterson, Diane Bull and Anthony O’Donnell, in a translation by David Hare, had proved one of the happiest times of my life. In April 1997 we’d played it at the Maly Theatre in Moscow, the first British production of a Chekhov to play in Russia. The Almeida has nothing if not cheek. Our extrovert style divided Russian critics, and apparently caused mayhem in the Stanislavsky-bound drama schools. Naked is another matter. If the British have a love affair with Chekhov, they have a hate affair with Pirandello. Too philosophical, too arid, too clever-clever. Naked is indeed a clever, teasing play. The entire action, till the closing minutes, is a dissection of what might or might not have happened in an incident months before. I played Ludovico Nota, a middle-aged writer, who invites back to his rooms a young woman, Ersilia, recovering from a suicide attempt. Does he want her as lover, housekeeper, daughter, specimen, muse? Perhaps all five? Jonathan, with typical bravura, had persuaded Juliette Binoche to play Ersilia. The play opened with a twenty-five minute duologue between Juliette and myself, which we rehearsed endlessly and with a great deal of laughter. The Almeida might only be paying £225 a week, but it does offer great compensations.


The Almeida has an extraordinary and chequered history. The building was completed in 1837 as the Islington Literary and Scientific Institute. This society was wound up in 1872 and the building became the Wellington Club Music Hall, where cockfights and wrestling matches were held: education and fighting, the two faces of Victoriana. Thirty years later it switched radically again and became a Salvation Army Citadel, and the auditorium was refashioned in its present format. From 1956 it was used as a ‘carnival novelties manufactory and showroom’ and eventually fell into dereliction, to be rescued by Pierre Audi and his associates who opened it as a theatre in 1981. In 1990 Ian McDiarmid and Jonathan Kent took it over as a full-time producing theatre, and have presented a daring mixture of classical and new plays, opera and new music. Through its innovative work and tours at home and abroad, the Almeida has gained a fanatical following and a huge international reputation. Over it all hangs appropriately the whiff of lectures, wrestling, hot gospelling and sulphur.


Ludovico Nota in Naked is one in a long line of father/uncle/surrogate father figures that I have been playing all my life. Shakespeare is rich in them. Right from the beginning of his career he examines them in Capulet and Friar Laurence. I played both before I was 32. Gaunt, Henry IV, Falstaff, the Banished Duke, Boyet, Camillo, Pandarus – they are all variations on a theme, and I’ve played them all. Lear is another failed father. Perhaps that gave Jonathan the idea. To get me in training he suggests I play in his millennium project, Richard II and Coriolanus. Ralph Fiennes is playing both. I’ve already played Shabielsky, his uncle, in Ivanov, so why don’t I play the Duke of York and Menenius, two more of his uncle figures? I’ve done both plays before, in different parts (Gaunt and Junius Brutus), and I like the idea very much. It’s ten years since I’ve done any Shakespeare – the last was Richard Eyre’s Hamlet at the National, as Player King (another surrogate father now I come to think of it). But before that Shakespeare had been my life for a decade. Between 1975 and 1986 I did fifteen of the plays at the RSC. But never King Lear.


Lear has been part of my mental landscape for most of my life. In 1955 my ‘A’ level set books were Lear, The Winter’s Tale, Chaucer’s Prologue and Knight’s Tale, and Tennyson’s In Memoriam – serious stuff. Some of the quotes I painstakingly learnt then have jangled round in my mind ever since: ‘as flies to wanton boys’, ‘nothing will come of nothing’, ‘we two will sing like birds i’ the cage’. I’ve used them on random occasions, ironically, portentously, facetiously. Now, forty-five years later, I face the text again. It’s like standing in the Louvre and staring again at the Mona Lisa after a lifetime of seeing it at a distance in reproduction and mangled cartoon form. This is it once more. What’s so special about the real thing?


Of course I’ve seen productions of the play all my life. I can think of ten, though there may be more. My father took me to see Donald Wolfit at the King’s Theatre, Hammersmith, when I was thirteen. I remember that the set was a grey Stonehenge, that I believed Wolfit when he was being powerful and defiant but not when he was being weak and self-pitying. I later realized that Harold Pinter had been in the cast. I saw most of Michael Benthall’s Shakespeares at the Old Vic in the 1950s, including Paul Rogers’ strong Lear, Richard Burton as Coriolanus and Iago, John Neville as Hamlet and Othello.3 Production values were not always lavish. There’s a story that if an actor questioned Benthall about the meaning of a line, he used to reply: ‘Well, if you don’t understand it, the audience certainly won’t, so we’ll cut it.’ It does speed up rehearsals.


The first Lear I remember clearly is Gielgud’s, directed by George Devine in 1956. But again my memory is chiefly visual, as the designs were by Isamu Noguchi, and though intended to be timeless only succeeded in looking like outer space.4 Kent in the stocks had one leg thrust through what appeared to be a Barbara Hepworth sculpture. It remained as a grim warning to me about futuristic settings. Gielgud, imprisoned in a huge horse-hair beard, seemed an archetype, a Merlin imbued with cosmic suffering and the wisdom of the ages. The verse speaking was consummate, and that is happily recaptured in a 1994 BBC/Renaissance audio cassette. There’s something mandarin, perplexed, ironic about his Lear. It worked for him, but I think it’s a dangerous model. In 1959 I went to Stratford with an Oxford University outdoor production of Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair. Ken Loach and I were the comic villains, Knockem and Whit, and we made one entry by boat – rarely on cue, as I was rowing. In the Memorial Theatre it was the centenary season with Olivier as Coriolanus, Paul Robeson and Sam Wanamaker as Othello and Iago, Charles Laughton as Lear and Bottom, and a company including the young Albert Finney and Vanessa Redgrave. I stood at the back of the stalls to see Lear: those were the days when people camped out all night to get tickets. Laughton had been thinking about Lear for thirty years, but in the first half of the play he lacked, as Michael Blakemore said, ‘the machinery for the huge rhetorical passages’.5 Bewilderment was the keynote. His reconciliation with Cordelia was heart-breaking: I shall never see it better played. It was also the first time I realized the second half of the play takes place in summer. Glen Byam Shaw, the director, had great sheaves of corn and bright sunlight, a startling contrast to the action.


Three years later, in 1962, I saw several times what has remained the benchmark production of my generation – the Peter Brook RSC production with Paul Scofield, a brooding, embattled dinosaur. It was a great performance, a great cast, a marvellous set, but Brook’s interpretation was deeply troubling. Alec McCowen, who played the Fool, told me recently that he had prepared the part with great care, Brook had praised him after the read-through, and the next day had said ‘So, Alec, what are we going to do with this part?’ This starting from scratch, stripping bare, taking nothing for granted, is admirable. Brook, for example, insisted that Goneril and Regan’s protestations of love for Lear, taken by themselves, sound perfectly sincere. But Brook cut two small but vital incidents, the comforting of Gloucester after his blinding by Cornwall’s servants, and Edmund’s deathbed attempt to save Lear and Cordelia. The common man and the villain were to have no redeeming features. The Brook Lear was unremittingly harsh, and his 1971 film goes even further down this road. Scofield, robbed of half his lines, seems entrapped within a character who barely changes and has no journey. It is hardly an accurate reflection of his stage performance. Much has been made of the influence of Jan Kott’s essay, ‘King Lear or Endgame’, but I think the production came out of a more general 1960s apprehension of an existential, absurdist universe. There is a story that when someone complained that they hadn’t been moved by his production, Brook asked: ‘Where is it printed on your ticket that you should be moved by King Lear?’ I was much impressed by this at the time, but since then I have become uneasy. Surely, at some level, we should find The Comedy of Errors funny, and Titus Andronicus shocking? However, no one who saw Scofield and McCowen sit side by side on a bench, while Lear quietly said ‘O, let me not be mad’, will ever forget it.


In 1971 I saw Timothy West play a strong Lear for the Prospect Theatre company. Tim was only thirty-seven, and capitalized on this by playing him very energetically at the start. In his search for a youngish Gloucester by way of balance, the director, Toby Robertson, interviewed me. I was only thirty-one, and he decided this was a step too far. It was however the first of a number of occasions when I have been shortlisted, or even offered, the part of Gloucester. It has never worked out, but it has left me with a feeling that I am seen as a natural Gloucester – and not a Lear. That’s a useful piece of paranoia to take into rehearsals.


I then seem to have had a long break from seeing the play, mostly because I was with the RSC doing other Shakespeares. In the early 1990s there was a glut of Lears, and I saw most of them. First, Brian Cox, who was a crafty, wheel-chaired old devil, looking for humanity and humour at every turn. Deborah Warner, the director, turned the first scene into a wild Christmas party, where little sister wouldn’t play and Santa Claus turned nasty. It was a bizarre solution, but it did emphasize the arbitrary way in which the wheel of fortune began to turn.6 At the same time John Wood was doing it at Stratford for Nicholas Hytner – twentieth-century clothes, and a very conceptual and unhelpful set. Wood, looking like a retired gardener in old corduroys, was highly intelligent and fiercely neurotic. Three years later Tom Wilkinson did it at the Royal Court in Max Stafford-Clark’s farewell production. Tom, who was particularly young for the part, played him, as he told me, like Colonel Blimp, which worked well for the earlier scenes but then seemed to limit the descent into madness. Can you do a ‘character performance’ as Lear, or should you play close to yourself? It’s a problem I will have to solve.


Finally in 1994 I saw Robert Stephens at the RSC, who was already subdued through illness, but was very real and moving in the second half. The same could be said of Laurence Olivier in Michael Elliott’s 1983 television film. I thought both were rather too keen to be liked. In Richard Eyre’s 1997 film version of his National Theatre production, Ian Holm is rivetingly autocratic and splenetic, and plays the madness with great inward and idiosyncratic suffering.7 There are two other film versions that greatly interested me. Akira Kurosawa’s Ran is a reworking of the story, omitting the Gloucester plot and turning Lear’s three children into men. It is very powerful, with terrific set pieces, but the cutting of most of Lear’s demented speeches emasculates the part. Grigori Kozintsev’s Russian film is also full of striking images and bold ideas, but his Lear is internal, tired, barely mad, making little contact with anyone except Cordelia.


I know that every Lear I have seen has influenced me in some way, whether it be in posing problems, choices, solutions, or more basely in providing ideas I can pinch. Clearly you can play Lear in many different ways, each of which will reveal different strands in the play. But you can’t play every single variation – a ‘Variorum’ performance, as Tynan said of Michael Redgrave’s final Hamlet (‘at times he seems to be giving us three different interpretations of the same line simultaneously’).8 At some point I’m going to have to make up my mind – not too early, but let’s hope not too late. At the same time I have to beware of tradition. I mustn’t fall into the trap of thinking these are the only ways of playing Lear, or that certain things are immutable. I have to start from the text. I have to find my own Lear.


These thoughts were going through my mind as we did Richard 11 and Coriolanus in the summer of 2000. The setting was strange: an old power station, turned Gainsborough Film Studios, turned warehouse, in Shoreditch. Hitchcock had made many of his early films there, including The Lady Vanishes. It was, like Tate Modern in South-wark, a vast brick, secular cathedral, in our case partly ruinated. Paul Brown, who is to design Lear, imported for Richard 11 a floor of thick meadow grass, hummocks and all. The garden of England had invaded a ruined cathedral, a brilliant concept (use of space is one of Jonathan’s many strengths). When, as Duke of York, I said:




As in a theatre the eyes of men,


After a well graced actor leaves the stage


Are idly bent on him that enters next,


Thinking his prattle to be tedious.





I knew that I was making the first mention of a ‘theatre’ in English drama, not half a mile from the original ‘Theater’ in Curtain St, where Shakespeare’s early plays had been premiered. I liked that. During the run Jonathan tells me of firm plans for Lear. We are to do it early in 2002, in the Kings Cross bus garage the Almeida has taken over while rebuilding work is in progress. He hopes it will be an intimate space, seating no more than three hundred and fifty. Lear should do well in a ‘found’ space, with no theatrical trappings, and intimacy will suit many of the scenes. But eighteen months is a long time to wait . . .


I believe I first thought of becoming an actor when I was eleven. At school I played Richard II in a scene from Gordon Daviot’s Richard of Bordeaux, a Gielgud triumph of the 1930s. The emotions in the scene – love for my wife, love but anger at my favourite Oxford, guilt and regret at dumping him – unleashed feelings in me I hardly knew I had. I was deep in, probably wallowing . . . it was wonderful. As best I can remember, I didn’t so much want to project myself, as be someone totally different. I suspect it’s the basis of my acting. Then when I was fifteen I played Mercutio in a school production of Romeo and Juliet. One of the staff, the philosopher John Wilson, reported to me that Clifford Williams, the director of the local rep, the Marlowe Theatre Canterbury, had seen the production and praised my performance. ‘So are you going to become an actor?’ John asked, as if it was the most normal thing in the world. I blushed deeply, and mumbled, ‘I doubt it’. But the seed had been sown – someone professional had singled me out. Twenty-five years later I was rehearsing a play for the RSC, Solzhenitsyn’s The Love Girl and the Innocent, directed by Clifford, and I told him the story of the indelible impression I had made on him. ‘I’m sorry if I’m to blame for your becoming an actor,’ said Clifford, ‘but I have no memory of your performance at all.’ We have remained friends.


At Oxford I was torn between theatre and history. Much was expected of me academically, as Merton College had given me a history scholarship when I was sixteen. I ran between the Bodleian and the rehearsal room. Oxford may not have been living through a golden age of actors (the McKellens and Jacobis were all at Cambridge), but it was a remarkable time for playwrights. Dennis Potter, John McGrath, Caryl Churchill, Julian Mitchell, Alan Bennett, John Wells and Terry Jones were all around. Private Eye was in embryo. The theatre and revue scene were buzzing. I managed to stay six years, because I started a D. Phil. thesis on the remote subject of the wealth and influence of the greater English aristocracy, 1688-1714 (I did get it eventually, but that’s another story).9 My original idea, ‘Restoration Drama as a mirror of the social, economic, and political changes in society, 1660-1714’, was firmly vetoed by Hugh Trevor-Roper: too theatre-based, too crossover. At the same time I became secretary, then president of the O.U.D.S, for whom I played Falstaff, Quince and Othello: I never seem to have played under forty in my life. However inadequate I was, I attracted the interest of agents, London critics and the RSC. But I decided to be an academic. Why? Love of history, parent and teacher expectation, security, fear of not being a good enough actor – perhaps all four? In 1964 I put in for academic jobs, and to my surprise was offered an Assistant Lectureship at Edinburgh University.


Edinburgh is a wonderful city, the university is world famous, the history department is excellent. I loved the teaching, lecturing came naturally, I was keen to finish my thesis. But after three weeks I knew it wasn’t what I wanted to do with my life. I saw the next forty years as a lecturer unfolding before me, and knew I had to give theatre a chance. If I had had two lives, I would certainly have taught in one, but a choice had to be made. Fortunately my professor, Denys Hay, was very supportive. ‘Go now,’ he said, ‘if you stay till you’re thirty, and have a mortgage and babies, you won’t risk it.’ My colleagues divided between those who were amused or contemptuous at my rashness, and those who envied my daring.


In abandoning academia, I also gave up thoughts of becoming a critic. For four years I had written regional reviews for the Guardian, first at Oxford and then in Edinburgh. Most of my Scottish reviews had been of the newly formed Traverse Theatre under Jim Haynes, a heady mixture of C.P. Taylor, Pinter, Duras and Beckett. It left me with a healthy respect for the difficulties of drama criticism, difficulties which I think largely defeated me. I never felt certain whom I was writing for, or what level of knowledge I could assume in my readership. I found it very hard, after a bare hour’s consideration, to say anything very penetrating in four hundred words, especially when the editor arbitrarily cut the final hundred. Of course it’s possible to get by on describing the plot and the set, and listing likes and dislikes, but I wanted to be able to analyse what the author, director and actors were trying to do, whether these aims had been justifiable and illuminating, and how far they had succeeded. This is fiendishly difficult, particularly with new work. Music critics, I have noticed, are allowed to be much more circumspect. They often write that it will take several hearings by different players to evaluate what a composer has achieved. Drama critics are expected to blaze in, judge a play on one viewing, and sum up the precise contribution of writer, director and cast.


So at the age of twenty-six I started on the never-ending road of looking for work as an actor. As president of the O.U.D.S. I had entertained Peter Brook, Tyrone Guthrie, John Gielgud, George Devine and Peter Hall. I didn’t have the courage to contact any of those. Fortunately I had been directed as Falstaff by Peter Dews, who had done all Shakespeare’s history plays, The Age of Kings, for BBC television. He had recently taken over the Birmingham Rep, and he offered me smallish parts at £10 a week. My Edinburgh salary had been twice that, but I took the offer at once. ‘I felt sure you’d turn it down, and not bother me again,’ he later told me. The very young company included over the next two years Brian Cox, Michael Gambon, Anna Calder-Marshall and Timothy Dalton. I was practically the oldest there. The opening production was Richard II, and I was to play Salisbury, the Groom, and understudy Peter Dews as Gaunt. After ten days we had a run-through in which I stood in for Gaunt, and Peter gave me the part there and then. ‘I’m not competing with that,’ he said, ‘but you’ve still got to play Salisbury and the Groom.’ So I started my professional career as a twenty-seven-year-old John of Gaunt. ‘As an actor you’ll be alright when you’re forty, and even better when you’re fifty,’ Peter prophesied. He was right, almost to the month. Such is the burden of physical type-casting.


I spent the next eight years largely in regional rep. There were odd forays into London: a year in Peter Luke’s Hadrian VII at the Hay-market, Mia Farrow’s father in Barrie’s Mary Rose (I am four years older than Mia), and Tonight at 8.30, in front of Noël Coward himself, at the Fortune. But in the main it was Birmingham, Oxford, Leicester, Cambridge, Nottingham, with tours from Aberdeen to Aberystwyth. Occasionally I was allowed to play my own age, Don John in Much Ado, Aston in The Caretaker, Horatio in Ian Charleson’s first Hamlet. But more often I was a grizzled elder, Mr Hardcastle in She Stoops to Conquer, James Tyrone in Long Day’s Journey into Night, Sir Peter Teazle in The School for Scandal. In 1975 I went to the RSC to play Montjoy and ‘anyone French with a message’ in Alan Howard and Terry Hands’ Henry V. I stayed ten years, and did fifteen Shakespeares, seven Greek plays for John Barton, and various others ranging from John Ford to John Whiting. Then from 1989 to 1993 I did six plays at the National Theatre, and started on a decade of new plays, many by David Hare and David Edgar. It’s the kind of training almost unthinkable in today’s gallop through the media. I’ve also done innumerable television and radio jobs, written plays for all the media, and appeared in films from Sense and Sensibility to Star Wars. And here I am, thirty-four years later, off to New York to do Richard 11 and Coriolanus at the Brooklyn Academy. Once the productions are on, I plan to have my first serious reading of King Lear.


 


1 The best general introductions to King Lear are in R.A. Foakes’s Arden edition (1997), and Stanley Wells’s Oxford edition (2000). As the Oxford edition prints only the first quarto text, my scene and line references throughout are to the Arden edition (with the exception that I have divided the Arden 2.2. into 2.2, 2.3, and 2.4.). Whenever I quote Foakes and Wells without attribution it is from these introductions.


2 Ivanov was in a new version by David Hare (1997), and Naked in a new version by Nicholas Wright (1998).


3 I used to cycle from my home in Ealing to the Old Vic, and sit in the back row of the stalls at Saturday matinees for 2s 3d (11p; half-price to under-16s). The programme was 6d (2½p; only 1p in the Upper Circle). So the whole outing cost me 14p. Today it would be £10-15. Small wonder teenagers cannot afford to take themselves off to Shakespeare.


4 Gielgud recalled that Noguchi didn’t usually do costumes, ‘designed them very hastily, and left again before he had even seen the fittings’. Sheridan Morley, John G: the Authorised Biography (London: Hodder, 2001), p. 273.


5 Simon Callow, Charles Laughton (London: Methuen, 1987), p. 263. For further discussion of this production see chap. 4.


6 Brian Cox gives an interesting, idiosyncratic account of this production in The Lear Diaries (London: Methuen, 1992).


7 The performances of Cox, Wood, Stephens and Holm are further discussed in chap. 4.


8 Kenneth Tynan, Curtains (London: Longman, 1961), p. 217.


9 I was still writing it as an actor. I would arrive at a rep and, once the production was on, seek out the nearest university library and plod on.
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FIRST READING


I sit down and read the play in our hotel on West 57th St. It’s a great location. Carnegie Hall and the Russian Tea Rooms are just opposite, Central Park is two blocks away. The hotel is a mystery at first: there is no coffee shop or bar, and there appears to be a church on the ground floor. Gradually we realize the Baptists built the hotel over their church, presumably as a source of income. The rooms are vast, but filled with large, unyielding furniture. The whole effect is dim, even sepulchral, a room inviting tragedy.


I try to read the play as if for the first time. I keep asking questions, and try not to come to any conclusions. When I finish I start making notes, though in truth this takes me several days. I make a little précis of the plot and give some scenes names.














	1.1


	Lear divides his kingdom into three and sets his daughters a love test. Goneril and Regan flatter, but Cordelia refuses to play their game. Lear, outraged by her ingratitude, banishes her and his loyal friend Kent, who criticizes Lear’s actions. The King of France proposes to the dowerless Cordelia, and she accepts him.








I know this scene is a big problem, so I read it very carefully. In Kent and Gloucester’s opening speeches there’s immediately something I’d never realized. They seem to know that Lear is going to divide his kingdom, and divide it evenly between Albany and Cornwall – not, I note, between Goneril and Regan. They assume men are going to rule, and as Cordelia as yet has no husband she’s presumably counted out in their eyes.


The actual division of the kingdom and the disinheriting of Cordelia is done in eighty-five lines. Shakespeare could hardly have managed it more briefly, and that must be intentional. But though brief and clear, it contains a lot of problems. Is Lear’s announcement that he’s dividing the kingdom into three a surprise, part of his ‘darker purpose’? Since he seems keen that either France or Burgundy should marry Cordelia, did he envisage a Frenchman was going to rule a third (apparently the best third) of Britain? But then if




I loved her most, and thought to set my rest


On her kind nursery





did he intend to live with Cordelia in France, or hope she would stay in Britain as some sort of viceroy? If so, is his decision to spend a month each with Goneril and Regan made on the spur of the moment? Is




only we shall retain


The name, and all th’addition to a king





deliberately vague, or does Lear think everyone will understand what it covers? The abdication of British monarchs is a minefield to this day. There are no rules, few precedents. Is the ‘love test’ an improvisation, or an integral part of his plan? Though Lear says,




That we our largest bounty may extend


Where nature doth with merit challenge





he already seems to have decided which daughter gets what. Since, when he gets to Cordelia, he’s already given away two portions, the third ‘more opulent than your sisters’ must have been intended for Cordelia all along. Why can’t Cordelia heave her heart into her mouth? Is it in response to her sisters, or part of her relationship with Lear? What exactly does she mean by ‘Love, and be silent’? ‘This coronet part between you’ is a problem. Lear presumably has a crown on. Have Albany and Cornwall already got coronets? Have Goneril and Regan? When Lear says, ‘while we unburdened crawl towards death’, is this formal rhetoric, a considered intention, or a self-abasing joke? Does ‘crawl’ prefigure a return to ‘second childishness’? Is Lear’s passage through the play a deliberate journey towards death?


There’s plenty to puzzle over here, but all the while I have the nagging suspicion that Shakespeare would have had no answers. Precise motivations and intentions didn’t seem to be important to him in this first scene. It’s like a fairy story: the ugly sisters despise Cinderella, don’t ask why. I think of As You Like It, which opens equally blatantly. Orlando tells Adam what Adam already knows, that his brother Oliver has brought him up meanly and his brother Jacques well. No reasons are given, that’s just the plot. Orlandos down the ages have had sleepless nights about this opening speech, when the solution seems to be to play it broad and fast. The audience are not bothered, they understand the convention. Is King Lear similar? The audience all know the premise (or did in 1606), they’re just keen to see how the dramatist develops it.


But this attitude is little comfort when you have to act it. Actors can’t forget Freud and Stanislavsky. We have to invent and agree on what is now called the ‘back story’. How long has Lear reigned? What sort of king has he been? Why does he decide to divide the kingdom? When did his wife die? Why do Goneril and Regan dislike their father? Why is Cordelia so different? I read the scene again. No solutions present themselves, just more queries. Cordelia says surprisingly little in the scene, even to her sisters. It offers a rare example of Shakespeare allowing women to comment at the end of a scene, though there could still have been a longer and more revealing argument. Lear behaves monstrously (I know I said I wouldn’t come to any conclusions, but this seems inescapable). My challenge is how rash and unsympathetic to make him. But this can’t be an arbitrary, isolated exercise. How you play the first scene decides Lear’s past and affects everyone in his circle. So perhaps I shall only understand the first scene when I understand the whole play?














	1.4


	Kent returns to Lear’s service in disguise. Goneril argues with Lear about the size of his retinue, until he curses and disowns her, and leaves to stay with Regan.










By day and night he wrongs me. Every hour


He flashes into one gross crime or other


That sets us all at odds. I’ll not endure it.


His knights grow riotous and himself upbraids us


On every trifle.





Do we believe Goneril? Has Lear flashed into one gross crime or other every hour? Does he upbraid her on every trifle? Has he done so for the last twenty odd years, or is this new? If Goneril is what the morality tradition would call a ‘bad’ character, she may be lying. Lear certainly denies it:




My train are men of choice and rarest parts


That all particulars of duty know.





Goneril’s way of dealing with Lear is sly – ‘put on what weary negligence you please’, she says to Oswald – but perhaps she’s learnt that’s the only way of getting at her father? What are these ‘authorities’ he has given away – tyranny and unquestioning obedience? Lear’s opening line, ‘Let me not stay a jot for dinner: go, get it ready’, suggests that he is peremptory and demanding, though nothing that the knights say indicates rowdiness. In speech they appear a pretty refined lot. Lear’s arbitrary treatment of Oswald however indicates the kind of ruler he has been. It is also the first time for decades, or perhaps ever, that a subject has snubbed him. Then Lear says something unexpected, the first remark that humanizes him. His knight points out ‘a great abatement of kindness’ on Goneril and Albany’s part, and Lear replies,




Thou but rememberest me of mine own conception. I have perceived a most faint neglect of late, which I have rather blamed as mine own jealous curiosity than as a very pretence and purpose of unkindness.





So does he have self-doubt, self-criticisms? I’m interested in cracks in the authoritarian carapace.


The call for the Fool immediately raises the question of why he isn’t in the first scene. Has he gone walkabout, like Feste, or should he be there, a mute witness? Would the Fool have dared to speak up in so formal a gathering – look what happened to Kent? Now he’s under no such constraint and he pitches straight in. He’s the first person, indeed the only person in the play, to criticize Lear for abdicating and dividing the kingdom. Why’s this? Lear hears him out, seems to join in the fun, and threatens him with the whip. Is this the tempo of their relationship?


Lear and Goneril are very formal with one another. He calls her ‘daughter’, she calls him ‘sir’. She takes the scene back into verse, and very ordered and highly wrought verse at that. Lear seems to puncture this with:




LEAR Does any here know me? Why, this is not Lear. Does Lear walk thus, speak thus? Where are his eyes? Either his notion weakens, or his discernings are lethargied – Ha! sleeping or waking? Sure, ’tis not so. Who is it that can tell me who I am?


FOOL Lear’s shadow.


LEAR I would learn that, for by the marks of sovereignty, knowledge and reason, I should be false persuaded I had daughters.





This is a very strange moment. Is Lear full of insight about his abdicated authority, or is it merely incredulous sarcasm? Does he hear the Fool’s reply (in the Quarto the line is Lear’s)? It makes better sense that he doesn’t, but that could be a missed opportunity for learning about himself. ‘Sovereignty, knowledge and reason’ seem to be all the things that the sane Lear is clinging on to, and that he is about to lose. When Lear asks Goneril, ‘Your name, fair gentlewoman?’ she dismisses it as ‘your new pranks’ and launches into her second denunciation of his knights, with the final threat,




Be then desired,


By her that else will take the thing she begs,


A little to disquantity your train.





I had never noticed before that she intends to cut down his retinue whether he agrees or not: a pity the line is a little obscure. Lear’s response, ‘Darkness and devils’, seems pure irrational anger. We quickly get to ‘Ingratitude’, one of the great Shakespearian fixations. And then suddenly a second flash of insight:




O most small fault,


How ugly didst thou in Cordelia show,


Which like an engine wrenched my frame of nature


From the fixed place, drew from my heart all love


And added to the gall. O Lear, Lear, Lear!


Beat at this gate that let thy folly in


And thy dear judgement out.





How soon has Lear come to regret his treatment of Cordelia? I need to chart very carefully both his feeling about Cordelia, and his fear of madness. Lear could have stopped there, but in fact he moves up a gear in his cursing of Goneril:




Suspend thy purpose if thou didst intend


To make this creature fruitful.


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.





This is clearly excessive, but how unbalanced is it? The language remains quite ordered.




Let it stamp wrinkles in her brow of youth,


With cadent tears fret channels in her cheeks





could be lines from an early sonnet. Lear exits, but returns almost immediately. Why? He’s crying by now, and becomes more rambling: ‘Yea, is’t come to this? Ha? Let it be so.’ His parting shot is a rather oblique reference to taking back the crown. So how much is he disintegrating? Why is he talking about plucking out his eyes, when she’s only threatened to cut down his train? Is Goneril’s behaviour a complete shock, or does he deep down anticipate it? Where does his extreme anger come from? Alan Howard, who recently played Lear for Peter Hall, has already warned me that he found this one of the most difficult problems. It’s certainly going to be a challenge for me, who rarely allow myself to lose my temper at anything.














	1.5


	Lear confides in the Fool that he did Cordelia wrong and that he fears madness.








I’d forgotten this was a separate scene. It’s clearly the same day, but Lear has had time to write letters. Why does he want them sent to Gloucester: the town or the earl? He’s aiming to visit Cornwall and Regan. How does he know they’re staying at Gloucester’s? Does it matter? The language is in total contrast to the previous scene. It’s very prosey, terse, in fact Lear is almost monosyllabic. He tries to do his bit in the double act, but is he listening to the Fool at all? What must be on his mind is first




I did her wrong.





and then,




To take’t again perforce – monster ingratitude!





How seriously is he thinking of taking back the crown? What is unexpected is,




O let me not be mad, not mad, sweet heaven!


Keep me in temper, I would not be mad.





Is this as a result of something specific – the rejection and cursing of Goneril? Or has he felt for some time that his mind is not operating normally? He refers to himself as ‘so kind a father’. Does he really think this? It would explain ‘monster ingratitude’. The scene feels like a soliloquy: interesting that Shakespeare didn’t write it as such (as he would have done with, say, Hamlet or Falstaff). I’m already feeling the insistent repetition of key words – father, daughter, nature, eyes/seeing, nothing, old, folly.


Lear now gets a three hundred and twenty-line rest. I’ve noticed watching the play how well spaced out most of the part is. That’s a relief.














	2.4


	Lear is outraged that Kent has been put in the stocks. Regan pleads with him to return to Goneril. Goneril arrives, and the two daughters urge him to dismiss his followers. Insulted and maddened, Lear rushes out into the stormy night.








This seems to be two days later, at Gloucester’s (see 2.2.28). Has Lear travelled from London via Cornwall? Whatever state he’s in, he’s knocked off balance by seeing Kent in the stocks, and his language immediately becomes intemperate – ’tis worse than murder’. And then we get,




O, how this mother swells up towards my heart!


Hysterica passio, down, thou climbing sorrow,


Thy element’s below.





Did Shakespeare have any idea what he was saying medically? It can’t literally be a swelling up from the womb, though it could be argued that Lear is now father and mother to his children. Is it just a choking in the throat? It brings me up against a key question. Did Shakespeare know much about breakdowns and madness? Or is he simply reproducing what he’s observed? How far should I go in investigating what sort of breakdown Shakespeare had in mind?


The ‘fiery duke’ speech to Gloucester shows marvellously Lear grappling to keep his temper and sanity. He nearly controls himself, and then the sight of Kent sets him off again. But first he says,




We are not ourselves


When Nature, being oppress’d, commands the mind


To suffer with the body.





More insight. The scene with Regan is fascinating. Two daughters have already betrayed him, although he already sees how ‘small was Cordelia’s fault’. Regan is his last chance, and he is apparently very loving towards her. Is this policy, desperation, or has he always preferred her to Goneril? When Regan says she is glad to see him, Lear replies,




If thou shouldst not be glad,


I would divorce me from thy mother’s tomb,


Sepulchring an adultress.





So at least we know that Lear had a wife, and that she’s dead. But this is the sole reference to her, and it seems cold and unloving. Did Shakespeare intend that? When Regan urges him to return to Goneril, Lear goes into a parody act of humility,




Dear daughter, I confess that I am old;


Age is unnecessary. On my knees I beg


That you’ll vouchsafe me raiment, bed and food.





Sarcasm, rather than irony, seems one of Lear’s main weapons. How far should I take this? The direction ‘Kneels’ suggests quite far. When Regan protests at his renewed cursing of Goneril, Lear replies,




No, Regan, thou shalt never have my curse.


Thy tender-hafted nature shall not give


Thee o’er to harshness. Her eyes are fierce, but thine


Do comfort and not burn.





Does Lear really think this, or is he so desperate for Regan’s love? Goneril arrives and Regan takes her hand. Is this the moment Lear knows he’s going to crack. His rage at Goneril, his anger over Kent, his fear of madness seem all muddled up. Which is uppermost?




I prithee, daughter, do not make me mad:


I will not trouble thee, my child. Farewell:


We’ll no more meet, no more see one another.





Is he terrified of Goneril, trying to make amends, or straining to keep his sanity? When Regan plucks up courage to suggest he cut his retinue to twenty-five rather than fifty, Lear vows he’ll return to Goneril,




Thy fifty yet doth double five and twenty,


And thou art twice her love.
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