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  INTRODUCTION




  King Lear (1605–06?) is widely considered Shakespeare’s supreme artistic achievement. As fellow playwright George Bernard Shaw asserted: ‘No man will

  ever write a better tragedy than Lear’. Yet it is nowise a conventional Shakespearean tragedy, and not without its difficulties for performers, audiences and readers alike.




  Samuel Johnson declared himself ‘so shocked by Cordelia’s death’, that he only ‘endured’ the last scenes again when he edited it for his collected Plays of

  1765. He was not alone in his squeamishness. In John son’s day the play was performed with a happy ending, a convention established in 1681 when Nathum Tate ‘improved‘

  Shakespeare’s original, and which persisted until 1838. Tate’s History of King Lear has Cordelia survive to marry Edgar, who blithely delivers the play’s new moral in its

  closing lines: ‘(Whatever Storms of Fortune are decreed) / That Truth and Virtue shall at last succeed’. Thus for a hundred and fifty years play goers were served the poetic justice

  that Shakespeare’s carnage and cruelty so wantonly with holds. In 1811 the Romantic critic Charles Lamb claimed ‘the Lear of Shakespeare cannot be acted’. For him the

  ‘greatness of Lear is not in corporal dimension, but in intellectual’. The power was in the poetry, living in the imagination, not enacted publicly on a stage. And whilst

  Shakespeare’s bleak original was permanently restored to the stage by the Victorians, the challenges it presents still persist. Even Peter Brook, the distinguished director, whose production

  of 1961 staring Paul Scofield is considered by many as a land mark in modern Shakespeare, has called Lear a ‘mountain whose summit [has] never been reached’.




  What is it about Lear that makes it such a paradox? So difficult yet so monumental; evoking such repulsion and such awed admiration; a sublime tragic poem, yet considered unstageable by

  the most acclaimed Shakespeareans?




  It is not surprising that the play is a paradox, as it is also partly about paradox. Irony reigns Lear’s collapsing kingdom from first scene to last. A ruler relinquishes his power, then

  suffers because he refuses to be ruled. The favourite daughter becomes the most hated, banished for speaking truth. A father becomes like a ‘babe again’, taught lessons by his

  daughters. A monarch becomes a mendicant, replacing his golden crown with one of flowers. He gains insight in his madness; compassion in his debasement; and freedom in captivity:




  

    

      No, no, no, no! Come, let’s away to prison:




      We two alone will sing like birds i’ the cage:




      When thou dost ask me blessing I’ll kneel down




      And ask of thee forgiveness: so we’ll live,




      And pray, and sing, and tell old tales, and laugh




      At gilded butter flies, and hear old rogues




      Talk of court news; and we’ll talk with them too, —




      Who loses and who wins; who’s in, who’s out; —




      

        

          ... and we’ll wear out,


        


      




      In a wall’d prison, pacts and sects of great ones,




      That ebb and flow by th’ moon.


    


  




  These are some of the sweetest and most pathetic lines in Shakespeare, yet still subject to one final bitter irony. The cup of serene happiness is dashed from his lips even before Lear tastes

  it. Cordelia is hanged almost immediately, and Lear dies from grief.




  From the moment Lear divides his kingdom, ironic disorder is the order of the day; turning everything completely upside down. Even that event was a historical inversion, highly topical at the

  only recorded performance of the play during Shakespeare’s life time. When James the sixth of Scot land became King James the first of England and Scot land in 1603, he symbolically united

  the two kingdoms. He tried to make this United Kingdom law in the English parliament in 1606, the very year Shakespeare’s play was staged for him in White hall. This would take another 100

  years to achieve, but Shakespeare’s play stages the folly of a king doing the exact opposite of his own royal patron’s project.




  This division sets countless chaotic events in motion. The superstitious Gloster gives a summary of the ‘ruinous disorders’ portended by recent spherical eclipses: ‘Love cools,

  friend ship falls off, brothers divide: in cities, mutinies; in countries, discord; in palaces, treason; and the bond crack’d ’twixt son and father’. Such portents turn out to be

  true, describing to a niceity the various divisions and reversals of state that follow Lear’s initial division and estrangement from his daughter. But can the stars really be blamed for human

  actions and their ruinous consequences? His son Edmund thinks not:




  

    

      

        

          This is the excellent foppery of the world, that, when we are sick in fortune ... we




          make guilty of our disasters the sun, the moon, and the stars; as if we were villains




          by necessity; ... drunkards, liars, and adulterers by an enforced obedience of




          planetary influence. ... Fut! I should have been that I am, had the maidenliest star in




          the firmament twinkled on my bastardizing.


        


      


    


  




  Edmund instead puts his trust in Nature. Refusing to accept the exclusion imposed on him as the illegitimate younger son – ‘Let me, if not by birth, have lands by wit’ –

  he uses his ‘natural’ talents to snatch power from his father and brother. By invoking Nature as the patron ‘goddess’ for his schemes Edmund exposes one of the richest veins

  of irony in the whole play: the contradictory meanings and uses of ‘Nature’ as an authority.




  When Edmund salutes Nature as his ‘goddess’ he is making a virtue of his illegitimate status. ‘Natural son’ was a euphemism for bastard, in that it was the result of a

  natural urge – lust – rather than a social necessity – the securing of a legitimate heir. This opposes nature to social custom, a logic repeatedly contradicted by the use of

  ‘natural’ to endorse social norms throughout the play. Gloster, blind to the treachery being practiced on him, is also blind to the irony of what he espouses and exposes when he

  mistakenly calls Edgar an ‘Unnatural, detested, brutish villain’ for supposedly challenging his paternal authority. Lear does the same repeatedly. He dismisses Cordelia as ‘a

  wretch whom nature is asham’d / Almost to acknowledge hers’ for refusing to flatter him; and his other daughters as ‘unnatural hags’ when they show their true faces. Natural

  quite clearly means social, or customary, a convention that Edmund ironically exposes through his scheming. When Cornwall praises Edmund as a ‘Loyal and natural boy’ for exposing his

  brother’s supposed treachery, the irony is complete.




  Nature, often appealed to, constantly confused or contradicted, is subject to sustained ironic scrutiny in King Lear. When Lear anatomizes Regan – asking ‘Is there any cause

  in nature that makes these hard hearts?’ – he is posing a rhetorical question that the play genuinely addresses. Anatomy assists the play’s moral scrutiny. Lear’s belated

  realisation that he has been duped by false appearances, encourages him to reverse this, strip ping away the ceremonial trap pings that conceal true natures. House less, divested of his status and

  exposed to the storm, Lear identifies with the poor naked wretches supposedly represented by ‘Poor Tom’:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Is man no more than this? ... Thou owest the worm no silk, the beast no hide,




                the sheep no wool, the cat no perfume. — ... Thou art the thing itself:




                unaccommodated man is no more than such a poor, bare, fork’d animal as




                thou art. — Off, off, you lendings! — Come, unbutton here.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Lear is dealt a lesson in humility and humanity, and thence forth human kinship replaces king ship as his overriding concern:




  

    

      

        

          

            Poor naked wretches, whereso’er you are,




            That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm,




            How shall your house less heads and unfed sides,




            Your loop’d and window’d raggedness, defend you




            From seasons such as these? O, I have ta’en




            Too little care of this! Take physic, pomp;




            Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel,




            That thou mayst shake the super flux to them




            And show the heavens more just.


          


        


      


    


  




  Tragedy conventionally deals with kings and noblemen, but must touch us all. The audience should identify with the tragic hero on the emotional, if not the socio-economic level. Edgar spells

  this out when he observes: ‘when we our betters see bearing our woes / We scarcely think our miseries our foes’. Yet Shakespeare appears to go beyond such conventional thinking with a

  masterly inversion of rules and roles. By conflating rich and poor in a shared tableau of naked humanity he broadens the scope of tragic empathy. Not just the ordinary exalted by their

  identification with the high born in their tragic sufferings; but the regal brought low, levelled with society’s most degraded and isolated. Pity, along with terror, is the purpose of tragic

  performance. Yet few of Shakespeare’s tragic heroes appeal so directly and pathetically for our pity as Lear. Hamlet’s philosophising detracts from our pity, asking us to think about

  rather than feel his plight. But Lear appears before us, as he claims, a man more sinned against than sinning. His rage is so excessive that, instead of compounding his error of blind pride, we are

  more prepared to accept his status as victim as he spirals into madness and self debasement. His identification with the poor naked wretches obliterates his regal identity by turning him into a

  universal emblem of tragic debasement. The thing itself alone on this tragic ‘stage of fools’.




  Lear gains knowledge through his suffering. That he is not ‘everything’, not ‘ague-proof’, as the false flatterers had told him, and that robes of office obscure the

  corruption too often attending power:




  

    

      

        

          

            Through tatter’d clothes small vices do appear;




            Robes and furr’d gowns hide all. Plate sin with gold,




            And the strong lance of justice hurtless breaks;




            Arm it in rags, a pygmy’s straw does pierce it.


          


        


      


    


  




  Exposed to the storm, made to feel what wretches feel, Lear relentlessly exposes the falseness and corruption to which flattery and ceremony had blinded him. (There is no escape from irony in

  this play; Lear learns to expose imposture and discern naked truth by a nobleman in disguise. And, of course, he learns compassionate rule when he has no power to enforce it; his court and court

  room composed entirely of fools, outcasts and outlaws.)




  Ironies aside, whatever their ‘true’ or former status as courtiers and kings, these central passages do anatomise the ‘thing itself’, strip ping humanity bare in some of

  the starkest scenes of Shakespeare’s bleakest tragedy. Bleakest, but perhaps his most universal. Unaccommodated man is a political emblem, affording wisdom to a king who realises too late he

  has taken too little account of such things – a perennial lesson to rulers the world over. But its emblematic emphasis transcends its political purpose. Accommodated man is what tragedy

  should anatomise, peeling away the trap pings of time and place to reveal timelessly relevant truths. King Lear does this pre-eminently. The Gloster sub-plot parallels the main action to

  amplify what it depicts. Generational conflict, it suggests, is no anomaly in Lear’s society. Nor is it still. We few of us are Prince Hamlet (whatever Freud might claim), regicides, rulers,

  star-crossed lovers or sea-bestriding emperors. But every mother’s son or daughter might taste the bitterness of sibling rivalry and exclusion; or the perceived ingratitude of their

  offspring. The main precipitating crisis of the drama is a younger generation ignoring a debt of obligation to a parent who begot them, bred them, loved them. You don’t need kings and

  courtiers in fancy dress to stage this tragedy; it is enacted in countless suburban care homes the western world over. When Edmund defiantly declares: ‘The young must rise, as the old must

  fall’ he is proclaiming his villainy, but also simply stating a universal law, dictated by his patron Nature and ruling every species in creation. ‘We came crying hither’,

  preaches Lear to Gloster; and must go crying hence, as the play conclusively illustrates.




  The paradoxical greatness of King Lear is carried through such uncompromising realisations. Awe and repulsion are not competing impulses. They derive from the same monumental bleakness

  of our recognising ourselves in the ‘poor, bare, fork’d animal’ his drama dissects. There is no escaping mankind’s animal status in the play. Kings, princesses and courtiers

  are indeed human under the vain super flux of dress and custom; yet probe deeper still and humanity is shown to be closer to the beasts than the angels in the great chain of being. This is done

  principally, and relentlessly, through comparison. Infinite are the animal analogies the play draws: from Lear calling his daughters ‘kites’, ‘pelicans’, ‘she

  wolves’ for their cruelty; to Edgar’s enumeration of roles he has played in life as Poor Tom: ‘hog in sloth, fox in stealth, wolf in greediness, dog in madness, lion in

  prey’. The nature it is suggested we are akin to is red in tooth and claw. Where ‘Humanity must perforce prey on itself, / Like monsters of the deep’. And where we are ‘as

  flies to wanton boys ... to the gods’, as Gloster’s famous line has it. ‘They kill us for their sport’. The play’s animalism reaches a climax in Lear’s

  misogynistic tirade in Act IV.




  

    

      

        

          

            Behold yond simpering dame,




            Whose face between her forks pres ages snow;




            That minces virtue, and does shake the head




            To hear of pleasure’s name: —




            The fitchew nor the soiled horse goes to’t




            With a more riotous appetite.




            Down from the waist they are Centaurs,




            Though women all above:




            But to the girdle do the gods inherit,




            Beneath is all the fiend’s;




            There’s hell, there’s darkness, there’s the sulphurous pit ... .


          


        


      


    


  




  This is the terrifying vision of mortality with which the play confronts us. It may only be Lear’s madness that discourages us from taking this as Shakespeare’s true view of

  humanity, women, nature, and any higher power moving in the universe. Yet, given the play’s ironic bent, madness is most likely to afford the clearest insights, blindness the most feeling

  truths.




  Notwithstanding its challenges, the play continues to be performed, read and adapted. Peter Brook’s 1971 film adaptation, mentioned earlier, was very much a Lear for its time.

  Based on his 1962 production, also staring Paul Scofield, it trans ported the play into an icily inhospitable Ingmar Bergmanesque landscape (filmed in Norway), and made it reflect the

  Existentialist incomprehension very much in vogue at the time. Whilst there have been some monumental performances of the play – and I person ally find Laurence Olivier’s 1983

  production made for Granada Television the definitive Lear, unable to read Lear’s words without imaginatively hearing Olivier chuckle or rage them – some of the most

  interesting adaptations have been at a tangent to the text itself. Akira Kurosawa’s 1985 film Ran is broadly based on Shakespeare’s play, but places the action in feudal Japan.

  Peter Yates, 1983 film The Dresser, starring Albert Finney and Tom Courtenay, uses the last performance of an aging actor manager playing Lear to reprise the Lear–Fool relationship

  in the guise of actor and his assistant. Finney is as imperious and pathetic as Lear off the stage as on, while Courtenay as Fool–Dresser exploits the potential for dignity, affection and

  insight instilled in Shakespeare’s most intriguing minor characters. Shakespeare’s generational tragedy remains relevant to all ages, all cultures, transcendent of time and context. An

  uncomfortable archetype indeed.
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	  EDMUND Why brand they us with base? with baseness? bastardy?


    


	

  




  





  KING LEAR




  DRAMATIS PERSONAE




  

  LEAR, King of Britain.




  KING OF FRANCE.




  DUKE OF BURGUNDY.




  DUKE OF CORNWALL.




  DUKE OF ALBANY.




  EARL OF KENT.




  EARL OF GLOSTER.




  EDGAR, son to Gloster.




  EDMUND, bastard son to Gloster.




  CURAN, a courtier.




  OSWALD, steward to Goneril.




  OLD MAN, tenant to Gloster.




  DOCTOR.




  FOOL.




  AN OFFICER, employ’d by Edmund.




  GENTLEMAN, attendant on Cordelia.




  A HERALD.




  SERVANTS to Cornwall.




  

    

      	

        GONERIL,
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          daughters to Lear.


      

    




    

      	

        REGAN,


      

    




    

      	

        CORDELIA,


      

    


  





  KNIGHTS attending on Lear, OFFICERS, MESSENGERS, SOLDIERS, and ATTENDANTS.




  SCENE — Britain.
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    KENT Is this not your son, my lord?


  




  ACT I




  SCENE I




  KING LEAR’S palace.




  Enter KENT, GLOSTER, and EDMUND.




  KENT




  I thought the king had more affected the Duke of Albany than Cornwall.




  GLOSTER




  It did always seem so to us: but now, in the division of the kingdom, it appears not which of the dukes he values most; for equalities are so weigh’d, that curiosity in

  neither can make choice of either’s moiety.




  KENT




  Is not this your son, my lord?




  GLOSTER




  His breeding, sir, hath been at my charge: I have so often blush’d to acknowledge him, that now I am brazed to’t.




  KENT




  I cannot conceive you.




  GLOSTER




  Sir, this young fellow’s mother could: whereupon she grew round-womb’d, and had, indeed, sir, a son for her cradle ere she had a husband for her bed. Do you smell

  a fault?




  KENT




  I cannot wish the fault undone, the issue of it being so proper.




  GLOSTER




  But I have a son, sir, by order of law, some year elder than this, who yet is no dearer in my account: though this knave came something saucily into the world before he was

  sent for, yet was his mother fair; there was good sport at his making, and the whoreson must be acknowledged. — Do you know this noble gentleman, Edmund?




  EDMUND




  No, my lord.




  GLOSTER




  My Lord of Kent: remember him hereafter as my honourable friend.




  EDMUND




  My services to your lordship.




  KENT




  I must love you, and sue to know you better.




  EDMUND




  Sir, I shall study deserving.




  GLOSTER




  He hath been out nine years, and away he shall again. — The king is coming.




  

    

      Sennet. Enter one bearing a coronet, KING LEAR, CORNWALL, ALBANY, GONERIL, REGAN, CORDELIA, and ATTENDANTS.


    


  




  KING LEAR




  Attend the Lords of France and Burgundy, Gloster.




  GLOSTER




  I shall, my liege.




  [Exeunt GLOSTER and EDMUND.




  KING LEAR




  Meantime we shall express our darker purpose.




  Give me the map there. Know we have divided




  In three our kingdom: and ’tis our fast intent
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