
 Shakespeare with Sam: King Lear (1606) 

 

Routes to excellence  

 

 

 

Henry Fuseli, ‘Edgar, Feigning Madness, Approaches King Lear Supported by Kent and the Fool’, 
(1772), Private Collection.  
 

1) Act 1, Scene 2 

Watch and read along with the opening of Peter Brook’s 1971 production  

 What other plays or stories do you know of in your native language that have a comparable plot?  

 Discuss the problems of quantifying abstract ideas like love.  
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KING LEAR 
Meantime we shall express our darker purpose. 
Give me the map there. Know that we have divided 
In three our kingdom: and 'tis our fast intent 
To shake all cares and business from our age; 
Conferring them on younger strengths, while we 
Unburthen'd crawl toward death. Our son of Cornwall, 
And you, our no less loving son of Albany, 
We have this hour a constant will to publish 
Our daughters' several dowers, that future strife 
May be prevented now. The princes, France and Burgundy, 
Great rivals in our youngest daughter's love, 
Long in our court have made their amorous sojourn, 
And here are to be answer'd. Tell me, my daughters,-- 
Since now we will divest us both of rule, 
Interest of territory, cares of state,-- 
Which of you shall we say doth love us most? 
That we our largest bounty may extend 
Where nature doth with merit challenge. Goneril, 
Our eldest-born, speak first. 
GONERIL 
Sir, I love you more than words can wield the matter; 
Dearer than eye-sight, space, and liberty; 
Beyond what can be valued, rich or rare; 
No less than life, with grace, health, beauty, honour; 
As much as child e'er loved, or father found; 
A love that makes breath poor, and speech unable; 
Beyond all manner of so much I love you. 
CORDELIA 
[Aside] What shall Cordelia do? 
Love, and be silent. 
LEAR 
Of all these bounds, even from this line to this, 
With shadowy forests and with champains rich'd, 
With plenteous rivers and wide-skirted meads, 
We make thee lady: to thine and Albany's issue 
Be this perpetual. What says our second daughter, 
Our dearest Regan, wife to Cornwall? Speak. 
REGAN 
Sir, I am made 
Of the self-same metal that my sister is, 
And prize me at her worth. In my true heart 
I find she names my very deed of love; 
Only she comes too short: that I profess 
Myself an enemy to all other joys, 
Which the most precious square of sense possesses; 
And find I am alone felicitate 
In your dear highness' love. 
CORDELIA 
[Aside] Then poor Cordelia! 
And yet not so; since, I am sure, my love's 
More richer than my tongue. 
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KING LEAR 
To thee and thine hereditary ever 
Remain this ample third of our fair kingdom; 
No less in space, validity, and pleasure, 
Than that conferr'd on Goneril. Now, our joy, 
Although the last, not least; to whose young love 
The vines of France and milk of Burgundy 
Strive to be interess'd; what can you say to draw 
A third more opulent than your sisters? Speak. 
CORDELIA 
Nothing, my lord. 
KING LEAR 
Nothing! 
CORDELIA 
Nothing. 
KING LEAR 
Nothing will come of nothing: speak again. 
CORDELIA 
Unhappy that I am, I cannot heave 
My heart into my mouth: I love your majesty 
According to my bond; nor more nor less. 
KING LEAR 
How, how, Cordelia! mend your speech a little, 
Lest it may mar your fortunes. 
CORDELIA 
Good my lord, 
You have begot me, bred me, loved me: I 
Return those duties back as are right fit, 
Obey you, love you, and most honour you. 
Why have my sisters husbands, if they say 
They love you all? Haply, when I shall wed, 
That lord whose hand must take my plight shall carry 
Half my love with him, half my care and duty: 
Sure, I shall never marry like my sisters, 
To love my father all. 
KING LEAR 
But goes thy heart with this? 
CORDELIA 
Ay, good my lord. 
KING LEAR 
So young, and so untender? 
CORDELIA 
So young, my lord, and true. 
KING LEAR 
Let it be so; thy truth, then, be thy dower: 
For, by the sacred radiance of the sun, 
The mysteries of Hecate, and the night; 
By all the operation of the orbs 
From whom we do exist, and cease to be; 
Here I disclaim all my paternal care, 
Propinquity and property of blood, 
And as a stranger to my heart and me 



Routes to excellence 

 

 

4 

Hold thee, from this, for ever. The barbarous Scythian, 
Or he that makes his generation messes 
To gorge his appetite, shall to my bosom 
Be as well neighbour'd, pitied, and relieved, 
As thou my sometime daughter. 

2) Act 3, Scene 2 

Watch and read along with Peter Brook’s 1971 production  

 What does the play’s representation of extreme violence against the elderly make you think of? 

 What is the affect of Lear’s incantatory language  

 Does our shared physical vulnerability serve a humanizing function?  

 Is Lear ‘more sinned against than sinning’?  

KING LEAR 
Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks! rage! blow! 
You cataracts and hurricanoes, spout 
Till you have drench'd our steeples, drown'd the cocks! 
You sulphurous and thought-executing fires, 
Vaunt-couriers to oak-cleaving thunderbolts, 
Singe my white head! And thou, all-shaking thunder, 
Smite flat the thick rotundity o' the world! 
Crack nature's moulds, an germens spill at once, 
That make ingrateful man! 
Fool 
O nuncle, court holy-water in a dry 
house is better than this rain-water out o' door. 
Good nuncle, in, and ask thy daughters' blessing: 
here's a night pities neither wise man nor fool. 
KING LEAR 
Rumble thy bellyful! Spit, fire! spout, rain! 
Nor rain, wind, thunder, fire, are my daughters: 
I tax not you, you elements, with unkindness; 
I never gave you kingdom, call'd you children, 
You owe me no subscription: 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 join'd 
Your high engender'd battles 'gainst a head 
So old and white as this. O! O! 'tis foul! 
Fool 
He that has a house to put's head in has a good 
head-piece. 
The cod-piece that will house 
Before the head has any, 
The head and he shall louse; 
So beggars marry many. 
The man that makes his toe 
What he his heart should make 
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Shall of a corn cry woe, 
And turn his sleep to wake. 
For there was never yet fair woman but she made 
mouths in a glass. 
KING LEAR 
No, I will be the pattern of all patience; 
I will say nothing. 

Enter KENT 

KENT 
Who's there? 
Fool 
Marry, here's grace and a cod-piece; that's a wise 
man and a fool. 
KENT 
Alas, sir, are you here? things that love night 
Love not such nights as these; the wrathful skies 
Gallow the very wanderers of the dark, 
And make them keep their caves: since I was man, 
Such sheets of fire, such bursts of horrid thunder, 
Such groans of roaring wind and rain, I never 
Remember to have heard: man's nature cannot carry 
The affliction nor the fear. 
KING LEAR 
Let the great gods, 
That keep this dreadful pother o'er our heads, 
Find out their enemies now. Tremble, thou wretch, 
That hast within thee undivulged crimes, 
Unwhipp'd of justice: hide thee, thou bloody hand; 
Thou perjured, and thou simular man of virtue 
That art incestuous: caitiff, to pieces shake, 
That under covert and convenient seeming 
Hast practised on man's life: close pent-up guilts, 
Rive your concealing continents, and cry 
These dreadful summoners grace. I am a man 
More sinn'd against than sinning. 
 

3) Act 4, Scene 6 

Introduction of the concept of the ‘despicable sovereign’.  

 What does Shakespeare imply about political power?  

 In-class reading and explication of 4.6.150–169: ‘The great image of authority’.  

 Reason in madness? 

‘This problem of the infamy of sovereignty, of the discredited sovereign is precisely the problem posed by 
Shakespeare’s royal tragedies, without it seems the sovereign’s infamy ever being theorized. [...] [f]rom Nero [...] 
down to the little man with trembling hands crowned with forty million deaths, who, from deep in his bunker, 
asks for two things, that everything above him be destroyed and that he be given chocolate cakes until he 
bursts, you have the outrageous functioning of the despicable sovereign’.  

(Michel Foucault, Abnormal) 
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KING LEAR  

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

GLOUCESTER 
Ay, sir. 
KING LEAR 
And the creature run from the cur? There thou 
mightst behold the great image of authority: a 
dog's obeyed in office. 
Thou rascal beadle, hold thy bloody hand! 
Why dost thou lash that whore? Strip thine own back; 
Thou hotly lust'st to use her in that kind 
For which thou whipp'st her. The usurer hangs the cozener. 
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 pigmy's straw does pierce it. 
None does offend, none, I say, none; I'll able 'em: 
Take that of me, my friend, who have the power 
To seal the accuser's lips. Get thee glass eyes; 
And like a scurvy politician, seem 
To see the things thou dost not. Now, now, now, now: 
Pull off my boots: harder, harder: so. 
EDGAR 
O, matter and impertinency mix'd! Reason in madness! 
 
 
4) Act 5, Scene 3 

Discuss these two critical views in the light of the play’s ending 

1) ‘The theme of King Lear is the decay and fall of the world’ (Jan Kott, Shakespeare Our Contemporary) 

2) Lear owes the whole of this to those sufferings which made us doubt whether life were not simply evil, and 
men like the flies which wanton boys torture for their sport. Should we not be at least as near the truth if we 
called this poem The Redemption of King Lear, and declared that the business of 'the gods' with him was 
neither to torment him, nor to teach him a 'noble anger,' but to lead him to attain through apparently hopeless 
failure the very end and aim of life? One can believe that Shakespeare had been tempted at times to feel 
misanthropy and despair, but it is quite impossible that he can have been mastered by such feelings at the time 
when he produced this conception. (A. C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy) 

KING LEAR 
And my poor fool is hang'd! 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! 
Pray you, undo this button: thank you, sir. 
Do you see this? Look on her, look, her lips, 
Look there, look there! 

 


