KING LEAR 1.1: Teaching Notes

The lists and tables here are intended to help an
instructor see more quickly some of the textual
elements worth exploring in the opening scene of King
Lear. Text and performance considerations necessarily
wait on each other. But, as Professor Miriam Gilbert of
the University of lowa points out, questions about the
text come first, then questions about performance.!

The vocabulary list divides words, somewhat
arbitrarily, into three categories. The first is made up of
some that many students might see as obsolete but that
in fact appear in the contemporary, though often formal,
writing of educated speakers of English. The second
consists of words now obsolete; these are glossed in
most editions of the play. The third contains the
dangerous words, those most students know but not
with the meaning they have in the text. ‘Appear,” for
example, in Gloucester’s comment that “it appears not
which of the Dukes he values most,” (4) has the now lost
meaning of ‘to be apparent, clear, or obvious.’ Often the
combination of context and cognates will help, as with
Lear’s “To thee and thine hereditary ever / Remain this
ample third of our fair kingdom....” (76-77) The word
‘hereditary’ appears to be our modern adjective, but the
context makes it clear that Lear uses it here as a noun.
The word'’s lexical associations should help a reader
recognize that it stands where we would use the noun
‘heirs.” For many, though, a modern ear will have to rely
on an understanding of character, theme, and tone to
discern a problem. Reading ‘sometime’ in Lear’s calling
Cordelia “my sometime daughter” (117) with the sense
of occasional or on-and-off does damage to the line that
Shakespeare intends as an abrupt renunciation, the
culmination of a rejection so strong that it prompts
Kent’s first cry of protest.

The play’s opening scene provides examples of the
use of the ‘thou/thee’ forms that reward investigation.
Lear uses ‘thee’ throughout to pull Goneril and Regan
emotionally closer to himself. Ironically, he will use it to
cast Cordelia aside. He has called her ‘you’ from the
start: “What can you say...” (82) “your sisters” (83),
“Mend your speech....” (91), “...mar your fortunes” (92)
The you form normally shows respect; thou and thee
mark a lack of respect, either because affection makes
respect unnecessary or because words and actions have
overcome any respect. So the ‘familiar’ form can be
affectionate or denigrating. Sir lan McKellen wears two
wedding rings as Lear in the 2007 Royal Shakespeare
Company production, telling Paul Lieberman in an
interview that the king married twice, once to the
mother of the depraved older daughters, then to a
“beloved second Queen Lear [who] died in
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childbirth....”2 From what Lieberman calls the “complex
feelings in the recesses of the king’s mind,” may grow
the respect he shows Cordelia But when she gives him a
response he does not want, he first shifts to the familiar
to remind her that she is his child and must show
obedience— “But goes thy heart with this?” (103).
When that fails, the familiar becomes the withering
medium of his curse: “Let it be so: thy truth then be thy
dower!” (105) Shakespeare reinforces the notion when
he has Lear revert to calling Cordelia ‘you,” when they
are reunited in Act 5, even before he acknowledges that
he recognizes her.

We can speculate on other relationships. Goneril and
Regan, incapable of affection, use the polite forms even
on each other. Lear calls France “you,” but shifts when
France takes up Cordelia, “Thou hast her, France, let her
be thine....” (259) France and Kent call Cordelia “thou’;
Goneril and Burgundy call her “you.” Clearly, there’s
food for interpretative study.

The prosody of the play’s opening scene can lead
into rich discussion. Shakespeare clearly marks the
distinction between the court assembly that dominates
the scene and the more private conversations that begin
and end it. Lear’s commanding presence changes the
lines to verse, where they stay until he exits. Noticing
where, how, and why the two shifts occur will prepare a
tool that will become more and more useful throughout
the play.

Shakespeare will have characters share lines of
blank verse, sometimes to pull them close to each other,
sometimes to underscore conflict. In this scene the most
dramatic examples lie in the increasingly fiery exchange
between Lear and Kent who interrupt each other’s lines,
if not always each other’s speech, no fewer than seven
times in the forty-six lines that pick up speed from the
pattern (117-163). Shakespeare begins to draw France
and Cordelia together when he has them share line 220,
although both are talking to Lear. By their next shared
line, though, France is easing her away from the family
that has turned on her, “Well may you prosper! / Come,
my fair Cordelia.” (279) Neither Goneril nor Regan
shares a line with anyone else until they unite to “gang
up” on Cordelia, “[Regan] Prescribe not us our duty.
[Goneril] Let your study / Be to content your lord....”
(273-74).

Finally we list the antitheses that so enhance
France’s taking up of Cordelia. They come ‘in happy
time,’ too, helping to smooth into courteous behavior
what could be played as rougher treatment of a Cordelia
who has not openly consented to the bargain. (Does she
look wistfully back at Burgundy as she leaves?)
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