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Shakespeare’s King Lear

I. Critical History

1) Until recently, all editions of King Lear were based on both of the two original texts – the First Quarto published in 1608, and the First Folio published in 1623 – in varying proportions. In recent years, however, it has been argued that all these editions fell into the mistake of conflating the Quarto and Folio texts, since these represent two separate versions of the play. It is probable that Shakespeare was ultimately responsible for both versions. This idea was propounded by Michael J. Warren and Steven Urkowitz and developed by Gary Taylor and others, most persuasively in The Division of the Kingdoms.
 The new Oxford Shakespeare, now out in its second edition, therefore, prints separate texts of King Lear. (N.B. Parenthetical references to the play on this handout are to The History of King Lear.)
2) Iulii Caesaris Scaliger, Poetics, 7 vols, ranked tragedy among other kinds of poetry in order of excellence (of subject matter), as follows:

1. Hymns, paeans

2. Songs, odes, scolia sung in praise of brave men

3. Epics, in which are both heroes and lesser men

4. Tragedies, comedies

5. Satires, ... jests, nuptial songs, elegies, ... incantations, epigrams

6. Pastorals

3) Sir Philip Sidney, The Defence of Poesie (in the discussion of the kinds of literature):
So that the right use of Comedy will, I think, by nobody be blamed, and much less of the high and excellent Tragedy, that openeth the greatest wounds, and showeth forth the ulcers that are covered with tissue; that maketh kings fear to be tyrants, and tyrants manifest their tyrannical humours; that, with stirring the affects [feelings] of admiration and commiseration, teacheth the uncertainty of this world, and upon how weak foundations gilden roofs are builded; that maketh us know,


Qui sceptra saevus duro imperio regit,


Timet timentes, metus in auctorem redit.

(The cruel ruler who governs his dominions harshly fears those who fear him; terror rebounds on its author (Seneca, Oedipus)).
4) In the eighteenth-century the critical response to King Lear included Nahum Tate’s adaptation, in which he altered Shakespeare’s text to amend his ‘faults’, such as the insufficient motive for Cordelia’s conduct in the first scene, and the introduction of the fool, faults which purportedly made the play ‘a Heap of Jewels, unstrung and unpolished’. The adaptation, in which Cordelia is in love with Edgar, and Lear is restored to the throne, held the stage throughout the eighteenth century. It was defended by Samuel Johnson in his edition because he found the death of Cordelia unbearably painful and a violation of poetic justice.

5) John Keats, in a letter dated 21 December 1817, speaks of the way in which the disagreeables of the play are evaporated by the intensity of the poetry.

6) A.C. Swinburne proclaimed that Gloucester’s words after his blinding – ‘As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods / They kill us for their sport’ – were the keynote of the play: Shakespeare’s ‘tragic fatalism’.

7) The dominant image of King Lear, according to Caroline Spurgeon, is of a body tortured. 

8) Groups of images, include those relating to sight and blindness, to madness and reason, and to Nature and human nature, seem to be conflicted in the play.

9) A.C. Bradley’s Shakespearean Tragedy raises all the main questions of the play: 

a) Is it pessimistic or optimistic?
b) Is the opening scene is credible?
c) Is the death of Cordelia is dramatically justifiable?
d) Is Lear redeemed or not?
e) What is the function of the animal imagery?
f) What is the significance of Nature and the relationship between animal nature and human nature in the play?
10) One of the questions that have aroused most controversy during the twentieth century is whether King Lear is the expression of skepticism or nihilism, or whether it is a Christian play. Cavell has written on King Lear, on matters relating to knowledge, in an essay entitled ‘The Avoidance of Love’. The broader question is of course linked to the question of whether Lear is redeemed. On the one hand there are those critics who have argued that the King, through madness and suffering, is brought to an understanding of himself and of mankind. On the other are those who argue that Lear does not acquire wisdom and the play is not a drama of meaningful suffering and redemption, within a just universe ruled by providential higher powers; rather the last act in particular shatters the foundation of faith not only in poetic justice but in divine justice too.
11) If King Lear is a Christian play, it is albeit one about a pagan world, and so Shakespeare had to start from the dramatic hypotheses available to a pagan, or perhaps thought to be available to a pagan. Accordingly the soteriological comfort of the assurance of salvation which is interpreted in Scripture is deliberately omitted, though not therefore necessarily denied.
12) It has been argued that we are driven to seek the meaning of our human fate not in what becomes of us, that is, what happens to us in what some critics have characterized as an imbecile or absurd universe without meaning, but rather in what we become as a result of and in response to what happens to us. Accordingly some critics have focused on how the play represents the human spirit’s capacity for love, devotion and joy, courage and compassion in the face of unimaginable terror, celebrating the vulnerability of man.
II.
N.B. See List of Suggested Further Reading for full references
1.
Lear’s contradictory course of action, behaviour, and sense of Self

Lear
                                              ’tis our intent


to shake all cares and business off our state,



Confirming them on younger years.






(The History of King Lear, Scene 1, ll. 39-41)


                                      Ourself by monthly course,



With reservation of an hundred knights



By you to be sustained, shall our abode



Make with you by due turns. Only we shall retain



The name and all the additions to a king.



The sway, revenue, execution of the rest,



Beloved sons, be yours;






(Scene 1, ll. 124-30)

2.
Nature as the guarantor of the truth and value of a particular arrangement of self, familial relations (involving filial obligations and reciprocity) and social order


Regan
I am glad to see your highness


Lear
Regan, I think you are. I know what reason



I have to think so. If thou shouldst not be glad

I would divorce me from thy mother’s shrine,
Sepulchring an adultress.




(Scene 7, ll. 290-94)


Lear
                                    Hark, nature, hear:



Dear goddess, 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. If she must teem,



Create her child of spleen, that it may live



And be a thwart disnatured torment to her.






(Scene 4, ll. 268-76)


Lear
[to Gonoril]



But yet thou art my flesh, my blood, my daughter –



Or rather a disease that lies within my flesh,



Which I must needs call mine. Thou art a boil,



A plague-sore, an embossed carbuncle



In my corrupted blood.






(Scene 7, ll. 379-83)
3.
‘Ideology’ can be said to have at least two meanings: the first meaning refers to the ideas and attitudes which someone (or group) will articulate if asked a question such as, ‘What is the purpose of the monarchy?’ or ‘Can society be altered by laws?’; the second refers to the assumptions made by people (or groups) about themselves and their relations to others. In the second sense, these assumptions go together to form a sense of reality, and the assumptions may be largely unconscious. A sense of reality for an individual suggests the way things really are, that is, the way they are naturally. Ideology, then, comes to seem part of nature. And ‘nature’ is put into question in King Lear.


James H. Kavanagh (see suggested further reading list) gives this definition of ideology: ‘a system of representations that offer the subject [i.e. the individual] an imaginary, compelling, sense of reality in which crucial contradictions of self and social order appear resolved.’ (1985, p. 145)


The ‘role of ideology is to suppress these contradictions in the interests of the preservation of the existing social formation’. (Belsey, 1980, p. 45)

The French philosopher Louis Althusser describes (the second sense of) ideology in this way, which emphasizes that it works unconsciously through the ways we perceive (‘see and experience’) as much as the ways we consciously think:


‘[Ideology is] a set of pre-conscious image concepts in which men and women see and experience, before they think about, their place within a given social formation.’ (Kavanagh, p. 145)

4.
Nature as Self-Interest and Individualism

Edmund
Thou, nature, art my goddess. To thy law



My services are bound. Wherefore should I




Stand in the plague of custom and permit




The curiosity of nations to deprive me




For that I am some twelve or fourteen moonshines




Lag of a brother? Why ‘bastard’? Wherefore ‘base’,




When my dimensions are as well compact,




My mind as generous, and my shape as true




As honest madam’s issue?






(Scene 2, ll. 1-9)
5.
Ideology, Theatricality, and Social Justice

It is ‘just structural to the human animal that demand should outstrip exact need, that culture should be of its nature’. (Eagleton, 1986, p. 81)


Lear
O, reason not the need! Our basest beggars



Are in the poorest thing superfluous.



Allow not nature more than nature needs,



Man’s life is cheap as beast’s.






(Scene 7, ll. 423-26)

The literary text ‘is a certain production of ideology, for which the analogy of a dramatic production is in some ways appropriate’. (Eagleton, cited by Kavanagh, 1985, p. 149)


Lear
                                          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 superflux to them



And show the heavens more just.






(Scene 11, ll. 29-33)
6.
Consider Lear’s choleric distemper and in madness. Why has the virtue of temperance (cf The Faerie Queene, Bk II) ceased to defend the king against these passions of the mind?

Possible explanations for the progress of Lear’s Madness:
a. His unwillingness to accept as real that which stands in contradiction to his naturalized system of representations when the system of reciprocal filial obligation and loyalty is disrupted in the ‘body’ of the family and the body politic
b. The family unit is displaced, even revolted against – psychoanalytic?

c. Bodily-psychological cause either in excess of the humour choler (yellow bile), or in a revolt of the ‘Mother’ (womb) – ‘Suffocation of the Mother’ (hysteria)
d. A result of age and senility; a decay of the mind with the body, with increased paranoia. This is suggested of Lear by Gonoril.
The ambiguity of the storm’s relationship with Lear’s breakdown: Coincidence? Affirmation of divine order in sympathy with Lear? Lear seems to fear that the elements might be in league with his daughter’s sense of ‘nature’ and have turned against him.

Lear
I tax not you, you elements, with unkindness.

I never gave you kingdom, called you children.


You owe me no subscription. Why then, let fall


Your horrible pleasure. Here I stand your slave,


A poor, infirm, weak and despised old man,


But yet I call you servile ministers,


That have with two pernicious daughters joined


Your high engendered battle ’gainst a head


So old and white as this. O, ’tis foul!





(Scene 9, ll. 16-24)
7.
Anatomy

How illuminating is it to think of the dramatic world of King Lear as anatomized?


What, in terms of knowledge acquisition, morality, and/or punishment, is implied or suggested by Lear’s imaginary quasi-legal arraignment of his daughters, Goneril and Regan, and his anatomization of the latter, to ‘see what breeds about her heart’, in Scene 13 of The History of King Lear?

Lear
Then let them anatomize Regan; see what breeds

about her heart. Is there any cause in nature that
makes this hardness?




(Scene 13, ll. 70-72)


Anatomy of Authority, Ideology, and Society

Lear
                                                    No eyes in your head,



nor no money in your purse? Your eyes are in a heavy



case, your purse in a light; yet you see how this world



goes.


Gloucester
I see it feelingly.


Lear
What, art mad? A man may see how the world



goes with no eyes; look with thy ears. See how yon



justice rails upon yon simple thief. Hark in thy ear:



handy-dandy, which is the thief, which is the justice?



Thou hast seen a farmer’s dog bark at a beggar?


Gloucester
Ay, sir.


Lear
An the creature run from the cur, there thou



mightst behold the great image of authority. A dog’s



obeyed in office.






(Scene 20, ll. 140-53)

Lear
No rescue? What, a prisoner? I am e’en

The natural fool of fortune. Use me well.

You shall have ransom. Let me have a surgeon;



I am cut to the brains.





(Scene 20, ll. 178-81)

Anatomy and Tragedy


On the metaphysical idea of the brevity and inevitable dissolution of human grandeur, Sir Philip Sidney says that tragedy ‘teacheth the uncertainty of this world, and upon how weak foundations gilden roofs are builded’ (Sidney, The Defence of Poesy). Among the conventional, literary associations or commonplaces of anatomy, opening connotes disclosure, handling or discovery of a thing or subject. In anatomical dissection the laying open could also register in the domain of psychology or morality, as Berengario da Carpi acknowledges: ‘Some men are said to be born with a shaggy [bristly with hair] heart; they are bolder and stronger than other men’. (Berengario da Carpi, Isagogae breves). This idea is explicable in terms of the general theoretical economy of fluids and vapours in the body, wherein vapours are superfluous by-products of digestion and heat-producing physiological processes, and among other means to excrete the vaporous matter is the growth of hair. Since the heart is the ‘sun’ of the microcosm, which is responsible for the body’s heat and illumination with spirit, and swells in the foetus with the boiling spirit within it, and since the heart is the seat of the vital faculty of the mortal soul, whose function is agitative, irascible, spiritual or passionate, the appearance of hairs or bristles on the heart was thought to indicate an excess of heat in the very organ that was the source of the body’s heat and the seat of that which in the moral or psychological domain is the equivalent of heat, such as, passion, courage, irascibility or impetuousness. Interestingly, for the context of dramatic theatre, ‘heat’ denotes both the enticement to venery, to sin, and to honour or revenge, following indignation. Epistemologically, for Sidney among others, the dramatic theatre had attracted the conventional moral associations of the anatomy theatre, such that, for example, tragedy was characterised by its opening of ‘the greatest wounds’ and the exposure of moral ‘ulcers that are covered with tissue’ (Sidney, The Defence of Poesy). Therein anatomy’s special sensory epistemology, which extended to autopsy, and perhaps surgery, was put in service of moral discernment. This is one small part of the widely acknowledged phenomenon in early modern English literature and culture which expresses mental experiences and phenomena using the language of the body.
8.
Love and the Avoidance of Love

Gloucester                                        Do you know me?


Lear
I remember thy eyes well enough. Dost thou squiny



on me?



No, do thy worst, blind Cupid, I’ll not love.



Read thou that challenge. Mark the penning of’t.






(Scene 20, ll. 130-34)

9.
The Fool

The Reality Principle? The Fool’s speeches draw attention to the contradictions in Lear’s behaviour and in his naturalized sense of the arrangement of self, sovereign and familial relations. His speeches contextualize signifiers in their discursive contexts, thereby disrupting the appearance of transparency or truth of linguistic signification, which is an effect of its naturalization by or through ideology.
� Gary Taylor and Michael Warren, eds, The Division of the Kingdoms: Shakespeare’s Two Versions of ‘King Lear’, Oxford Shakespeare Studies (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983; repr. 1986)
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