
SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

From the MixCache.com library

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Notes on King Lear
MixCache.com

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Table of Contents
Introduction
Chapter 1 Historical Context of King Lear
Chapter 2 Shakespeare’s Sources and Adaptations
Chapter 3 Plot Overview and Structure
Chapter 4 The Character of King Lear
Chapter 5 The Daughters: Goneril, Regan, and Cordelia
Chapter 6 Gloucester and His Sons: Parallel Plotlines
Chapter 7 Edmund: The Ambition of the Bastard
Chapter 8 Edgar: Suffering and Redemption
Chapter 9 Kent: Loyalty and Disguise
Chapter 10 The Fool: Wisdom, Wit, and Truth
Chapter 11 Albany, Cornwall, and the Politics of Power
Chapter 12 Themes of Power and Authority
Chapter 13 Familial Relationships and Betrayal
Chapter 14 Madness, Sanity, and Insight
Chapter 15 Blindness and Sight: Literal and Metaphorical
Chapter 16 The Role of Nature in King Lear
Chapter 17 Justice, Injustice, and Suffering
Chapter 18 Language, Imagery, and Symbolism
Chapter 19 Verse, Prose, and the Play’s Dialogue
Chapter 20 The Storm Scene: Turning Point and Symbol
Chapter 21 Gender Roles and Power Dynamics
Chapter 22 Performance History and Adaptations
Chapter 23 Critical Interpretations and Readings
Chapter 24 Comparing King Lear to Other Tragedies
Chapter 25 Study Questions and Further Exploration

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Introduction
William Shakespeare’s King Lear stands among the greatest and most harrowing
works in the English literary canon. Its enduring power lies in the unflinching
examination of human frailty, the bonds and ruptures of family, and the catastrophic
consequences of pride, betrayal, and the quest for power. First performed around
1606, King Lear was written at a time of great uncertainty in England, as the country
grappled with questions surrounding royal succession and the nature of legitimate rule
in the wake of Queen Elizabeth I’s death. Shakespeare’s play reflects and refracts
these historical anxieties, weaving them into a timeless tragedy that continues to
resonate with audiences and readers.

King Lear draws on earlier legends and chronicles of a mythical British king who
divides his realm among his daughters. However, Shakespeare’s version is notable for
its depth, complexity, and its transformation of the original story into a work of
nuanced psychological portraiture and existential inquiry. By introducing a tragic
ending—Lear’s and Cordelia’s deaths—and paralleling the main plot with the
harrowing story of Gloucester and his sons, Shakespeare enriches the narrative to
probe the darkest corners of human experience.

The play explores profound themes such as loyalty and betrayal, justice and injustice,
madness and the search for meaning amid suffering. Characters in King Lear are
drawn with extraordinary subtlety, from the proud and increasingly vulnerable Lear,
whose journey from arrogance to despair strips him bare before leading him to hard-
won insight, to the contrasting figures of Goneril, Regan, and Cordelia, whose choices
drive the family’s destruction and, by extension, the unraveling of the kingdom itself.
Supporting characters like Gloucester, Kent, Edgar, and the Fool contribute further
layers, illuminating issues of fidelity, disguise, nature, and the persistent human
struggle for identity and truth.

A hallmark of the play is its language: Shakespeare deploys verse and prose, striking
imagery, and powerful repetition to reflect both external chaos and internal turmoil.
Iconic scenes, such as the storm on the heath, serve not just as spectacle but as rich
metaphors for psychological and political unrest. The interplay of sight and blindness,
both literal and figurative, runs throughout the drama, raising questions about
perception, self-knowledge, and the blindness that can afflict even the most powerful.

Critical reception and interpretations of King Lear have evolved over the centuries.
Where Restoration audiences sought a more comforting conclusion, modern readers
and viewers often find meaning in the play’s bleakness and ambiguity. This richness
has made King Lear a fertile ground for scholarly debate, theatrical innovation, and
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philosophical reflection. Its capacity to inspire empathy, provoke questioning, and
confront the complexities of justice and suffering ensures its relevance across cultures
and eras.

This book, Notes on King Lear: Notes and Commentary for Students on the Play by
Shakespeare, aims to provide English literature students—and interested
readers—with clear background, structured analysis, and critical insights into the play.
Through summaries, character studies, thematic explorations, and guidance for
further investigation, it seeks to illuminate the many facets of this remarkable tragedy
and support deeper understanding and engagement with Shakespeare’s unforgettable
masterpiece.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Context of King Lear
To fully appreciate the profound impact and unsettling power of William Shakespeare's
King Lear, it is crucial to understand the historical landscape in which it was conceived
and first performed. While the play is set in a legendary, pre-Christian Britain, its
themes and anxieties resonated deeply with the England of the early 17th century,
specifically the tumultuous years immediately following the death of Queen Elizabeth I
and the accession of James I. Shakespeare, ever attuned to the pulse of his times,
wove contemporary concerns into the fabric of this ancient tale.

The year 1603 marked a significant turning point in English history. The long and
stable reign of Elizabeth I came to an end, and with it, the Tudor dynasty. Her
successor was James VI of Scotland, who became James I of England, uniting the
crowns of the two nations under a single monarch. This "union of the crowns" was a
moment of both hope and apprehension. For centuries, England and Scotland had
been distinct, often adversarial kingdoms. Now, they shared a king, a prospect that
raised questions about national identity, political unity, and the potential for future
conflict or assimilation. James I himself was a fervent proponent of a unified Great
Britain, but this vision was met with resistance and suspicion in some quarters,
highlighting the deep-seated loyalties and historical animosities that still existed.

Into this atmosphere of transition stepped James I, a monarch with a strong
intellectual bent and a firm belief in the Divine Right of Kings. This doctrine asserted
that a monarch's authority was derived directly from God, making the king
accountable only to divine will, not to earthly subjects or parliaments. To question the
king was, in this view, tantamount to questioning God. James articulated these ideas in
works like The True Law of Free Monarchies and Basilikon Doron. This emphasis on
absolute royal authority and the sacred nature of kingship provides a compelling
backdrop to Lear's decision to divest himself of power based on purely personal whim
rather than divine or legal precedent. Lear's abdication and the subsequent chaos
could be seen by a Jacobean audience as a stark illustration of the dangers of
undermining the natural, divinely ordained order of the monarchy.

The anxieties surrounding succession were not merely theoretical. Elizabeth I's
reluctance to name a clear successor had created decades of uncertainty. While
James's accession was ultimately peaceful, the underlying fear of instability and civil
strife in the absence of a strong, unquestioned ruler lingered. Lear's division of his
kingdom, fracturing the body politic based on a flawed test of affection, mirrors the
potential for division and vulnerability that preoccupied the minds of many at the time.
The play thus taps into a very real, contemporary concern about the stability of the
state and the consequences of a disrupted succession.
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Furthermore, the early years of James's reign were marked by religious tensions. While
James was Protestant, there remained a significant Catholic minority who had hoped
for greater toleration after the Elizabethan era, which had seen periods of persecution.
James initially offered some hope but quickly moved to enforce conformity. This
disappointment culminated in the infamous Gunpowder Plot of 1605, a failed attempt
by Catholic conspirators, including Guy Fawkes, to blow up the Houses of Parliament
with the King present.

The Gunpowder Plot, occurring just possibly before or during the writing of King Lear,
sent shockwaves through English society, heightening existing fears of betrayal,
conspiracy, and hidden enemies within the state. The plot underscored the fragility of
the political order and the potential for those close to power to harbour destructive
intentions. While King Lear is not an allegory for the Gunpowder Plot, the play's
pervasive atmosphere of distrust, the presence of treacherous characters like Edmund
and the elder daughters, and the sense of a kingdom under threat from within would
have resonated powerfully with a Jacobean audience still raw from the experience of
such a close call.

Beyond the political and religious anxieties at the highest levels of power, Jacobean
England was also a society undergoing significant social and economic shifts. It was a
strictly hierarchical society, often described in terms of the "Great Chain of Being," a
concept that posited a divinely ordered universe where every creature and person had
a fixed place, from God down through the angels, humans (ranked from king to
beggar), animals, and plants. Disrupting this order was seen as a grave offence, going
against the natural and divine will.

King Lear, with its depiction of a king stripped of his authority and forced to confront
the lowest levels of society, dramatically overturns this established hierarchy. Lear's
interactions with the Fool and Edgar disguised as Poor Tom force him to shed the
trappings of his status and see the "unaccommodated man," a concept that
challenges the very foundations of the social order his audience understood. The play
highlights the vulnerability of even those at the top of the chain when that chain is
broken, and the arbitrary nature of status compared to shared human suffering.

The play also touches upon contemporary issues related to family and inheritance.
Jacobean society placed a strong emphasis on patriarchal authority and the duty of
children to obey their parents. Inheritance laws, particularly primogeniture (the right
of the eldest son to inherit), were designed to keep estates intact and maintain family
lineage and power. While primogeniture was the norm, there were instances,
particularly when there were no sons, where daughters could inherit, though this often
involved complex arrangements and anxieties about the family name being lost
through marriage.
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Lear's decision to divide his kingdom among his daughters, bypassing traditional
inheritance practices based on male primogeniture and instead basing his distribution
on a public display of affection, would have struck his audience as highly
unconventional and dangerous. It violates both the political norm of maintaining a
unified kingdom and the social norm of structured inheritance. The Gloucester subplot,
involving Edmund's successful scheme to disinherit his legitimate brother Edgar,
further explores the anxieties surrounding inheritance, legitimacy, and the potential
for familial betrayal driven by ambition. Edmund's status as a bastard, legally
disadvantaged in matters of inheritance, provides a motive that would have been
immediately understandable to a Jacobean audience familiar with the laws and social
stigma surrounding illegitimacy.

Attitudes towards madness and poverty in Jacobean England are also relevant to the
play. While there were institutions like Bethlem Hospital (known as "Bedlam"),
conditions were often poor, and the mentally ill were sometimes viewed with a
mixture of fear, pity, and even as objects of entertainment. The Elizabethan Poor Laws
had placed some responsibility for the care of the poor on local parishes, but poverty
and vagrancy remained significant social problems. "Bedlam beggars," like Edgar's
disguise as Poor Tom, were a recognized, albeit often marginalized, part of the social
landscape.

Lear's descent into madness on the heath, accompanied by the Fool and the disguised
Edgar, forces him into direct contact with the harsh realities of poverty and mental
instability that existed outside the courtly bubble. This exposure is both a cause and
consequence of his suffering, leading him to a radical empathy for the "houseless
heads and unfed sides" of the poor. The play's unflinching depiction of madness and
its connection to social vulnerability would have resonated with an audience aware of
the precariousness of life for many in their society and the limited support systems
available.

Finally, the play's setting in pre-Christian Britain allowed Shakespeare to explore
fundamental questions about justice, order, and the nature of the universe without
being strictly bound by Christian doctrine. While Jacobean England was a Christian
society, there were ongoing theological debates, including discussions about
providence and predestination. The seemingly arbitrary suffering of the innocent in 
King Lear and the stark line, "As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods; / They kill us
for their sport," spoken by the blinded Gloucester, presents a bleak worldview that
might have challenged or provoked a Jacobean audience wrestling with ideas of divine
justice and the apparent randomness of human fate.

By grounding this ancient British legend in anxieties that were acutely felt in early
17th-century England – concerning monarchy, succession, political stability, social
hierarchy, family structures, and the harsh realities of madness and poverty –
Shakespeare ensured that King Lear, despite its distant setting, spoke directly to the
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concerns and experiences of his contemporary audience. This historical context
provides a vital key to unlocking the play's initial impact and its enduring power to
provoke, disturb, and illuminate the human condition.
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