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Plot

• King Lear decides, somewhat prematurely, 
to give away his lands to his daughters. A 
“love test”—planned as a mere formality—
goes tragically wrong, and Lear pridefully 
grants his kingdom to his scheming oldest 
daughters, Goneril and Reagan, cutting out 
his favorite, the trustworthy Cordelia. 


• In the subplot, Gloucester similarly trusts 
the wrong son—dishonest Edgar—over 
loyal Edmund. 


• The country is torn apart by these terrible 
political decisions; it ends with an invasion, 
a battle, and a bleak dystopian conclusion 
that define King Lear as Shakespeare’s 
darkest play.



Themes

• Family Relationships—fathers & children, 
absent mothers, and treacherous siblings—
a formula for dysfunction.


• Justice—where might it be found? The 
gods? Rulers? Laws?


• Madness—it infects individual persons, 
society at large…even nature itself. But, 
could it be the key to self-knowledge?


• Nature—is it malign…or benign?



Contexts
• King James—the wisdom of his succession to 

Elizabeth, and his vision of a united “Great” 
Britain. Is Shakespeare sucking up? (Yes.)


• The Divine Right of Kings—is this a play about 
how not to rule a country? Absolute Rule has 
its disadvantages, too.


• Property & Power—Medieval political and 
social structures are collapsing, allowing the 
rise of a new generation of radical 
individualists, driven by self-interest. And 
what of the dispossessed underclass?


• “Contexts of Reception”—how might we view 
the play? (Nahum Tate, Edward Bond, and 
today’s BBC)



Language

• Figurative Language—look for the imagery 
(similes, metaphors, & personification)


• The Language of Conflict—antithesis


• The Language of Power—imperatives (but 
note how Lear’s commanding style 
changes as he becomes self-aware)


• Sight & Blindness—or perhaps we might 
think of it as appearance vs. reality?


• Animal Imagery—um, can you howl?



Language (continued)

• Disease & Pain—bad decisions have 
unpleasant consequences.


• Christian or Pre-Christian—hmm…


• “Nothing”—is this the most important word 
in the play? 


• Plain Speaking—private thoughts may not 
match public voices


• Blank Verse or Prose?—most people think 
Shakespeare’s noble characters speak in 
verse, while common folk don’t. This may 
be the rule, but there are exceptions here 
that mean something.



Act I (prompts by scene)

1. A whole range of ideas are evident in this 
scene. Which of them seem likely to run 
through the play, as themes? 


2. How are the following demonstrated here: 
Edmund’s strength; Gloucester’s 
suddenness; Edgar’s simplicity? 


3. How does Goneril’s style of speech convey 
her state of mind? 


4. Kent, in Scene One, said he would ‘shape his 
old course in a country new.’ How is Britain, 
in this scene, seen as a suddenly changed 
place? 


5. What common truths does the Fool give 
voice to? What problems revealed to us in the first act will 

clearly need to be resolved by the end of the play? 



Act II

1. What connections are made here between 
the play’s main plot and its sub-plot? 


2. What indication is there that Kent’s 
dedication to justice is even greater than 
his loyalty to his king? 


3. What does this scene have to say on the 
question of identity?


4. What comment does this scene make on 
the nature of power?

Examine the part played in Act Two by both reason 
and emotion. 



Act III
1. By what means are national interests 

transcended in this scene?


2. How does this scene demonstrate the power of 
poetry to make us see things that can not be 
shown? 


3. Examine Edmund’s ironies.


4. How does Lear show himself to be both more 
perceptive and more deranged here? 


5. What is the dramatic impact of the reduction in 
tension in this scene?


6. What is the effect of Edgar’s closing speech, 
couched as it is in rhyming couplets? 


7. How does the play change direction at this point? ‘I am a man more sinned against than sinning.’  
Do you agree?



Act IV
1. Analyze the stylistic contrasts here among empty 

philosophizing, empty madness and genuine 
pain. 


2. How does Shakespeare present Goneril as a 
‘devil’? 


3. What does this scene suggest are the important 
things in life? 


4. How is ‘outward’ worth (line 12) set against 
‘inner’ worth? 


5. Why is this scene here?


6. What ‘reason’ is evident in Lear’s ‘madness’? 


7. What is the dramatic effect of the questions, 
doubts and negatives in Lear’s speeches? 

‘In nothing am I changed but in my 
garments’ (Edgar). Consider the characters in the 
play whose outward appearance changes. Do their 
inward changes match their outward ones? 



Act V

1. How does the idea of deceit, and in 
particular the deceitfulness of words, run 
through this scene? 


2. How is it suggested that things must 
sometimes take their natural course? 


3. In what way does Lear appear in this final 
scene as a tragic hero? 

‘As flies to wanton boys are we to the 
gods: they kill us for their sport.’  
Does Gloucester’s statement accord 
with the predominant mood of King Lear, 
as Shakespeare has established it?  


