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ABSTRACT - - .
oy
Shakespeare s King Lear_ls a spectacle of paln, suf— }h
fering, and evil. | Criticism, however, usually makes thls
point onky‘in passing--generally neglecting to give due com-
siderat£0n to the problem of evil in King Lear, or to attempt
to suggest a relatlonshlp between it and the presence of | “
human sufferlngiln the action of that play. 1In this thesis,
therefore, we shall con51der the problem of evil in Klné‘
_Lear ‘the various resolutions to this dllemma Whlch the play
Jseems to offer and the relationship of this dllemma to the
'traglc vision of.exiStehce ‘as 1t is presented in that play.
King Lear makes an 1ntense effort to examine the

enigma of man from every angle and in every aspect. This

sented a critical gquandary to

giverSe,vision, howegver, h
scholars- with rafe exceptlon, they discuss only one aspect
of the drama and/fail to suggest any osten51ble resonance
between_the otHer facets of the play, and their own partlcular
aspect of stud Much as we might expect these readings to
converge, or to dgvetail somehow this has thus—far not been
the case, for King Leantembodles more than one dlmen51on of
.human experience--it contlnually presents a plcturerf llfe
from more. than one point: of view. The format of the the51s,
'therefore: attempts to adépt itself to the multl-faceted ‘v '%_1//)

. - o P d
Vlision of King Lear in order to examine each facet more

iv’
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concisely and to view the play from as many different angles

L4

- as possible, within the limits of the investigation.

The major trends in scholarly criticism, which have

3

A%
emerged over the last seventy years of Shakespeare studies,

\ & . ;

have undoubtedly had the gteatest impact on the shape’ of our
present understanding of King Lear, An examination bg those
critics who haVe been most influential in this area is con-
sequently fundamental to any. investigation of the tf/‘—dy
involVed in that play. The actual crux of Lear's tragedy, how-
_ever, lies 'in the ethical conflict embodied in the action .of

T
the play, a conflictiwhich is ultimately concerned with the \

. moral constitution of the universal order that presidcs over

the chatacters of King Lear) For- this reason, we must examine e

\
" the nature 6f the universal order in respect to the traditions

oﬁ_Christian humanist and naturalist thdught which were. -

s -

present in Renaissance‘England at the time King Lear}was 3

composed. The focus of~ this part of the investigation is
g C
the problem of an apparent lack of Justice in human affairs,

and how,this situation-subsequently casts doubt on the moral
character of.the divine order. But ultimately it is the
_more general problem of ' eVil 1tself which seems to dominaq%§

Lear's speculations,'and from which the play S tragic vision

]

of eXistence seems to emanate. This is Paul Ricoeur S

theory of tragedy, and one whose validity must be carefully
tested against the %ction and VlSlOn of king Lear., Ulti-
v \FfT”'"—_"
mately, therefore, we must examine how the idea ofv//
L )

"wicked god*ﬁrthat is, a pre31ding deiqy who is somehow “

FEN

M
ek
L

J



involved in thé operatiOns of mundane'evil——affects Lear's
A\
understandlng of - the meta hy51cs of his existence, to what

A_¢extent the 1dea of a "W1cked god"-contrlbutes to human suf-

fering in Klng Lear, and to what 3&tent a "w1cked god" is

1nvolved in the tragedy of Shakespeare 'S Klng Lear

N -
. . 3
. .

"
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i "Leda and the Swan"

»

»

A sudden Blow: the great wings beating still
Above the staggering girl, her thighs caressed
By the dark webs, her’.nape caught in his bill,

He holds her helpless breast‘upqn hﬁs breast.

How can tQOSe terrified vaque fingéré\push

The feathered ¢lory from' her lcosening thighs?
And haw can body, laid in that white rush, )
But feel the strange heart‘beatingfwhere it lies?

A shudder in the loins engenders tﬁere ‘ 4
The broken wall, the burning roof and tower
And Agamemnon dead. . ' /i

Being so caught up,
So mastered by the brute blood of the air,
Did she puf on his knowledge with his power )
Before thef@p?ifferent beak could let her drep?

AN

- --W. B. Yeats-- b
/
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- 'CHAPTER I

CRITICAL APPROACHES T0 KING LEAR /

Scholariy Criticism On 'King Lear' May Be-Said To Begin With

" . A.C. Bradlev's 'Shakesoearean Tragedv', And Althouah Tt
Contains Many Things With Which Scholars Now Dl&aqlee, Its

Influence And Importance Cannot Be Ignorea.

3
®

‘ectures which COﬂSultdte the bobk Shakespearedz lragedy,

When A.C. Bradley first delivered the series of

many students cf Shakespeare felt that the Last‘wcrd on

Shakespeare's mdjor tragedies had been spoken.
; _ ,

3

However, some of Bradley's opiniéhs have rot managed

thsurylve the test of time, for examgle, his assertion ‘that

‘ ing Lear is too hége for the stage: - .

thgt whlch makes the peculiar greatnesé*of”Kfng
lLear,--the immence ccope of the work: the mass
”and Varlety of intense evperience which. it contains
the 1qternewetratlon of subline 1maawnA110n, v
p1erc1ng pathos; the vastness of the convulsion both
of nature and of. human passion; the vaguene of_the
scene where the action takes place, and of the
movements of -the figures which cross this scene; ‘the
strange atmosphere, cold and dark, which sttikes on
us ds we enter this ‘scene, enfolding these flgures
and magnifying their dim outlines liké a winter
mist; ‘the halL—reallbed suggestions of vast univer»
sal powers work*rg in the world of individual fates
and pa551ons,*-all this interferes with dramatlc
~clearness even’ when the play is read, and in the

o
v

w
[



< . v . ¢ ’ . o
. read King Lear as a poem, and he pProceeds to do so.with only

- ‘ cold world some fat&¥ul maljgnant infldence is

4

theatre not oﬁly refises to reveal itself fully
through the senses but seems to bf almost in
Contradiction with their reports..

-

The sUccess'ofeHafley Granville-Barker's prductions of King
\ : ! : !

Ledr hgs generally destroyed the validity of this argument.
- ' Y

Unfprtunately, Bradléy's premise that the medium of the stage

I

cannot do justice to the scope of King Lear is dentral to his

examination of the play. He contends that the critic should

- A ¥
a few cursory acknowledqémenys of_hOW‘cegﬁain scenes cry out

~

for stage representation.’ By adopting this premise, Bradley's
téading of the text becomes too literal, andihe often fails to
consider sogg of the dramatic’ subtleties which Shakespeare

incorpOrated into the play. - j .
But in sp\tg of Bradley's pre-oécupation with Kigg *© %

Lear as a poem, it would be a mistake to ignore his® analysis

in'tbto. Some of his aréuments are perfectiy Valid and.his
characéer.sketghes of the drama's principal characters are
géneraliy sound. ‘Bradley's evaluation of the merits of thglﬁ
sub-plot is also essentially valid;\“he arques thgt the;éimi—
larity between the Lear-Cordelia relationshié;and that of

»

P . 1 ’ . s
Gloucester and Edgar is not a redundancy but provides. 'certain

]

striétly dramatic advantages." "This repetition, " he says,

does not simply double the pain with which the
tragedy is-witnessed: it startles -and terrifies

by suggesting that the folly of Lear and the X

ingratitude of his daughters are; no accidents or
merely individual a errations, biit that_in. the dar

abroad, turning the hearts of fathers against their
- .children and of the children agai&st their. fathers,

¥
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smiting the earil wilh a edxgg‘. so that the brother
gives the brother t death a he father the son,
bllndlng the eyes, maddenlﬂg the bratin, freezing
the springs of pity, numbing all powers excegt the
: " nerves of angu1sh and the d 11 lust of llfe,
1o o -
Bradﬁey does not~specify the identity of the fateful malignant

force, but it is n#t, in his opinion, divine.3 v ‘

e . N ) o . R

Bradrey does seem to realize that the relationship

between evil arnd the cos#olo cal crdcer underliec the the- .

~

matic-issues and moral questions of the drama. The evil
)

L) .

characters, Bradley says, compel the audience to consider how
- anyone could be_eo“absdlntely malevolent, and to ask what it

is that makes them that way. And the strain of thought which
;o 5 N : - |
seems to resonate ,throughout the entire drama,’sayS'Bradley, 7

is to be found in Lear's question:" "Then let them—anatomise //

4

. i ‘ ,
Regan, see what breeds about her heart. Is there any cause //.

. /
in nature that makes these hard hearts?" (III,vi,80-1)" -~

Bradley does not seem to feel that the drama answers

tnis qﬁestlon, or its 1mp11qat10ns, 1n any OSten;;ble form

In ead he proposes that King Lear dramatizes the conilict

betwee% the idealistic Toralizing of Albany and Edgar, and

the empirical acﬁuality of the.play's events: if/The Divi&g
’ <

Comedy recorded for Dante the justice and love of God, then,

Tvasks Bradley,

What dld Klng Lear, record for Shakespeare° Some—
thing, it would seen, very different. This is
certainly the most terrlble picture that Shakespeare
painted of the world. In’no other of hiys tragedies
does humanity appear more- ‘pitiab 'f\'l infirm or more
hopelessly bad....Albany and Edgar may mpralise oA
the divine justlce as they will, but how, <in the
face of all that we see, shall we believe that they

-



“opinion: . : ' . ) ' v

‘ 4
» E; - ‘ 4
‘ bpcdr\ olmr\espea};,'s mind? Is not his mind rather .
, expressed in the bitter contrast between their
* faith dhd the events we witness, or in the scornful

i ~ rebuke:of those‘yho take upon them the mystery of
things as if tHey were God's spigs?

—

For Bradlef; the answer bo these questions is the “affirmative,
’ ¢
]

~

but, he proteeds to add, (pe must not allow ourselves to con-

,clude that Klng Lear reflects Shakespeare s pe551mlsm cpncern—

v

‘}pg t hum :n condition. The play's "final and total result,”

‘he concludes, ' _ A . s

is one in which pity and terror,...are so blended
with a sg¢nse of law and beauty that we feel at last,
not depression and much less despair, but a con-
sciousness of greatness in parn,6and of solemnity
in the: mystery we cannot fathom. ' _ o

Bradley, therefore, finds solace in the existence‘of'the
heroic spirit and the presence of the mysterlous and he
discowvers in the unsurpassed beauty of Shakespeare s art
some relief, and some cpgpensation for the emotional pain
geﬁerateu-by the speetacle qf'e%treme evii} uhieh is to be
found in the tragedy.ef King Lear:.

%
~— . / \ . .
In Reaction To The Assertion That 'King Lear' Is Unstageable,.

larlcy Cranville-Carker Examines The Dramatic Aspects GL The
blay Ard Arques For Its Place In The Canon Of The Stage.

"Lear is essentlally impossible to be representeq on .

) , oo : 3 .
stage," writes Charles Lamb, and until Harley Granville-Barker's

. : a - »
productions in the 1930's, critics were mostly of Lamb's

Tﬁe greatheSS of Lear is not in corporal dimensioﬁ,
- but-in intellectual: the explosions of his passion
are terrible as a vdl;gno: they -are storms turning



'

!5

- - - 4
" ~Up and disclosing to thie boliom that sda fis mlna,:'
A with all its vast riches. TIt-is his mlnd which 1is

laid bare. This case of -flesh and blood seems too
& 1n51gn1f1cant to pe thought on; even as he himself
neglects it.7 . . "

-The problem with Lamb's argument (and A.C. Bradley‘s)a‘

v

that it is 1ncapabLe of proofq Regardless of the‘callbre of '
L

a productlon, we may alwayg clalm that our own 1maglnatlge

N

~ reading of the text is superlor te ény stage version. To
. 1
o

-

Shakespeare and his companions, however, the assertions~of
Lamb and Bradley regarding the play's greatness would have
been received as rather.queer compliments. 9 Shakespeare *
meant King Lear to be acted, says Granville E::ker,’and acted

it was, with enough success to meri? a performance before

James II at Whitehall. This fact alone should count for

o Al ~

somethlng
Lamb may be forgiven for his argument since he had

never seen ShakeSpeare S Klng Lear on stage—-only Nahum Tate's

vadaptatlon, Bradley, on the other hand, ‘was completely aware

of the differences between Shakespeare's King Lear and ‘Tate's
yvet he prefers to treat the play as a poem because the

"peculiar greatness" of e play ;s too ,Jhuge for the stage.
]

"Bradley S argument is WPLOhtY" says Granv1l1e Barker
Yet——w1th all deference to a great critic--I protest
that, 4s it stands, it is not valid. He is contend-~
ing that a practical and practiced dramatist has °
here written a largely impracticable play. Before

* condemning these "Storm-sgenes" he should surely
consider their stagecraft®-their mere stagecraft. -

.2 For may not "™the mere dramatist" have his answer

v hidden there?...0ught we, moreover, to assume--as

Bradley seems to--that a play must necessarlly'make
all its points and it$ full effect, point by point,

L » o . .
. -
: oo
e ) ) . . .
- - R ! . )
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) cleariy and completcly, sccone Sy ccene, as the 1
performance goes along? Not every play, I think.

For a piecé"bf music of similar calibre, Granville-Barker con-
tends, one would need more than one hearing in order to
appreciate its full greatness. Why, then, should the same
4 N - .
not be true of King Lear? The guestion is rhetorical and is
not meant to condone any ultimate obscurity in~ the drama, for
in Granyille-Barker‘s understanding of the play, there are no
obscure aspects to King Lear. All the things of which Bradley
complains are,according to Granville-Barker, necessary for
rendering Iear's eXperience in an immediate form--

- the confusign of pathos, humor and sublime/ﬁﬁ&gin-
ation, the vastness of the convulsion, the vagueness
of the scene and +he movements of the characters,
the strange atmosphere and the half-realized sug-

~ gestlons——all this he [Shakespeare1 needs as
mater i for Lear's experience, and ours. .To what-
ever nmetaphysical heights Lear himself mdy 7188,
some chararter (Kent and Gloucester through the
storm and in the hovel, Edgax for the meeting with
the blinded Gloucester), some circumstance, Or a
few salient and exvlicit phrases will adays be
found.pointing the action on its way. l«}

For Granvilie—Barkgr, therefore, the play is extrcmely economi-

cal from a dramatic point of view and it is thdreby able to

vﬁ N

-;jﬂvolvn the aué&ence int the cxperlence of Léar éTotions-—
the only way, he‘says, to empathize with the old Kipg S
predicament. .TO accompl;sh this taskf~"thls hardest of tasks"
--to convey Lear's expergence to the audience,‘Shakeépeare
relies on the medium which is his'strongest weapon--dramatic
Eoetrx It is not necessary, accordlng to Granville-Barker,
that the special effects of the storm be 1mpre551ve, for 1t is

the elevated passion of Lear's speeches which is meant to

(=4
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]

impress the audience and convey the power of the storm, énd
its* significance, to them.l3 Shake;%eare draws on the‘mu;ic
“and imaginative suggestion of poetry to create the various ef-
fects of the playc he uses it to express the conflicts, thé
emotions, the vastness and grandeur of ips thematic design;
all of which. are imp&icit in the action of the drama. It is
through‘the force of his dramatic poetry then that Shakespeare
draws the consciousness of his audience into the experience

of Lear. 1In the opinion of Granv?lle—Barker, the dramatic
function of Shakespeare's poetry is the most important, and.most
effective, dramatic quality of King Lear, for it ultimately

acts as the medium of "the dranatic conflict in that play.

Paradoxically, therefore, those aspects of King Lear
i

__.which Bradley classifies as defects, Granville-Barker defends

as the dramatic strengths'of ﬁge drﬁma, or argues that Bradley's
assertions are exceséive. A prime example‘of the latter is
Granville-Barker's examination. of Bradley‘sfcharges that along
with the opening scene of'the play, the gqullibility of

Gloucester and Edgar is an improbability which mars the rest

.

of the drama. "Shakespeare asks us to allow him the fact of
the deception [by Edmund] ," suggests Granville-Barker,

even as we havg allowed him Lear's partition of the
kingdom. It is .his startlng point, the dpamaté.t
"let's pretend," which is as essential to the egin-
ning of a play as a "let it be granted" to a prop-
osition of Euclid. And, within boundsy the degree
of pretense makes surprlslngly little ditference.

It is what the assumption will commit him to that.
counts; once a play's action is under way it must
develop as logically as Euclid, and far more logi-
cally than llfe. The art of the thing is to reward

3
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the spgctator for his concession by never presuming
on it; one should rather dress up the unlikely in
the llkeller

In the end, Granville-Barker arqgues, the emotional immediacy

“-eqf the drama, that is, the painful presence of Lear's predi—

.-

cament, shauld make the audience forget'the}improbability of

‘the play's openihé[‘while the force of the dramatic poetry and

. T . . 15
the play's action draws the speCtator into theirvortex.

t T
Ultimately, however, it is in his observation on the
N &

dramatic quality of Shakespeare's poetry that Granville-Bgrkef’~»

LY p—‘/

has isolated the most important strength of King Lear: 'and
lby his successful trairsferal of the text freﬁ the page te the
plastic medium of the stage, GranvilledBarker has restored the
dramatic point of view to critical studies of King Lear, a
point of view which is vital to a meaningful understanding of

this play. »

/ |

" The Character Offlear Is Frequently Examined In Respect To
The Self-Knowledde He Acquires Thraugh Suffering And In
Respect To His Resultant Sp;rltual Regeneration.

There is, among»Shakespeare critics, a school which -

tends to approach Shakespeare's tragedies from a Christian

point of view.'® Generally, this school is characterlzed by .

¥
one of two 1nterpretatlons——that Shakespeare S tragedles affirm

Chrlstlan ddctrlne, or that Shakespeare s tragedles are, in

R '1

essence, morallvx>plays Wthh deplct the confllct of . Ehrlstian
(the .

virtues and vi In respect to' the former‘pOSLtlon

latter will be discussed,later}, there is R.W. Chamber's



assertion that "King Lear is, like the Paradiso [of Dangﬁg, ¢
a vast poem oh'the victory of truﬂe_vlove“17 and Geoffrey L.~
Bickersteth's contention that, when writing'Kihg Lear, Shake-

%
speare "was unconsc10usly 1nsp1red by a story taken...from

Christian mythology" so that the Tole of ‘Cordelia became anala-
gous to that o’f‘CIhrist.18 Then there is S.I. Bethel s 1lnsistence
that at the end of the play,{jpeér, after being bound upon his

fiery wheel in this life, is#. .fit for heaven."19 And Paul N.

Siegel takes such positions even further when he argues that,
in Lear's reconciliation with Cordelia,

It was as, if from purgatory he had heard the celestial
music and seen the a‘gelic adiance that he was at
last about to attain, a vision of what he would
experience after death....This miracle is thé re-
demption of Lear for heaven, a redemption analogous °
to the redemption of mankind, for which the Son of
‘God had come down to earth. The analogy between
Cordelia and Christ, who redeemed human nature from
the curse brought on it by Adam and Eve, is made
unmlstakable, although not crudely explicit. 20

This school of critics emphasizes the idea of a spiqgtual
regeneretion in Lear which leads the tragic hero toward the
adoption of the Christian values he originally lacked or

neglected.2l
The idea of spiritual regeneration as an-aspect of

tragedy is actually Aristotelian, and its presence in King

Lear has been examined by mahy critics, especially A.C. Bradley
and G. Wiison Knight. Bradley's position has already been

examined but Knlght s,‘though 51m11ar,(1s worth 1nvest1gat1&§

“ )

at thlS time. Knlght descrlbes Lear as a soul in Purgatory,

learning of his flaws and transgre351ons, and grow1ng wiser

~
N,

\
N



ment of this evil by divine prévidencé.

- | _, 10
. !
through suffering until he becomes "a soul in bliss" during

his re-union with Cordelia. But the religion of King Lear,
says Knight, is naturalistic, spontaneously developing from
nature-magic to "God". And Knight is careful to add that it

is not a Christian "God" but rather "Job's God" of whom Lear

. , . ,
becomes aware.22 "But," he adds in respect to Lear's

-~

regeneration, "it is all a natural process: there is no
w23 )

‘celestial avatar to right misgquided humanity."” n

For the Christian-allegorist school,24 it is of course,

a Christian god which Lear must come to know and accept, and —_
the old King's tragedy lies in the usurpation of his rational
faculties by the-lower elements of his nature, which seduce

hift into deviating fram the proper position. Lear's tragedy,

argues Lil§ B. Campbell, lies in the fact that his reason»is

everpowered by the passion of wrath,25 and for this reason,

the play acts as a moral exemplum which instructs the spec-

¢
tator in the dangers of human passion and enacts the punish-
° 26

The concept of tragedy as a moral exemplum is taken
one ‘step further,by Oscar James Campbell in His article, "The
Salvation of Lear," yherg he argues that King Lear is the }

"sublime apotheosis of a rigid and emotionally barren form of

moral.instruction.,"27 Lear, in Campbell''s Opinion, resembles an

o

everyman who needs to discover the proper road to salvation:
\ -

L]

» . .
Lear must learn to be stoical and accept his misfortunes as

’ *

"a divine instrument for the development and training of.é
28 | |

«'man in virtue." King Lear, therefore, is "a sublime morality"



\ | : 11
play, the action of which_is set agarnst a eaEk—drop of
eter‘nit‘y."29 R i - |

| But anlike tﬁevtypieal horality play, says Camébell,
King Lear\does‘not’present human salvation in orthodox theo-
logical terms, or even in Christian terms. % The focus of
Lgar'e quest ) aceording to Campbell, is Cordelia, who repre-
sents "Christian love". it is her epirit which redeeﬁs Lear‘é
tortured soul for she is allegorically a Christ;figure.31 For
this reason, Lear's suffering has no earthly benefits becaﬁse
it "prepares iear not for a life of stoictranquility vil thle
earth, but for the heavenly joy of ‘a redeemed soul. n32
Campbell is, of course, describing a Christian exp ’1ence whlch
he had previously clalmed was not operating in the drama.
Unfortunately, such contradlctlons are frequent ' in Campbell's
study, and at one point«he eden seeme to forget that he 5Af

believes King Lear to be a morality play, since he begins to

discuss aspects of the play which are alien to the genre.3§,
a . .

»

The Most Substantlaf Rebuttal To The Neo Christian Interpret--
aticns Off 'King Lear' iIs W.R. Elton's "'King Lear' And ‘rhe
Geds", In Whlch e Argaes That The Background Of Religious
Thonghr In'King Lear' 19 Ostensibly Pagan.

EltOn s purpose in-this study is to investigate the
valldlty of the. w1dely -held view that King Lear is "an
;optlmlstlcally Chrlstlan drama. 34 Egsentlally, he saés,
Christian 1nterpretat10ns of Klng Lear tend to fall into Qo 
’categories;—those that bybanalogy to. the morality play trac

: \
dition view the protagonist as somehow redeemed, and those
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that sce presiding over human aciion & genevogeﬂf or personal
previdence.35 In the course of His study, Elton tests both
of these hypotheses\against'the history of Renaissaﬁce reli-
gious rhought and cdncludes that the religious attitudes
expressed in King Lear would be viewed‘bQ thevRenaissance
spectator as essentially pagan. ‘

Elton begins his study witﬂb; brief review of those
critics who read King Lear in terms of Christian obtimism:
immediately following this oatlipe; Elton acknowledges some of
the critics who have already taééa issue with the Christian »
approach. 36 In the second chaoter of his study, ‘Elton examines
‘"The skeDtlcal dlsrntegratlon of pr0v1dent1al bellef,...the'
Hbreakdown of the medieval analoglcal relation, and the progres-
sive distaﬁcing of GQd from man." The¢central figures in this
chapter are Calvin ‘and Montaigne, both of Qhom.insist that
~divine actions are "beyond the po&er of feeble human reason

s
to "grasp or to evaluate."37 This attack, says Elton, served

to widen the gap between the,divine and human orders, andS

to éreatef in effect, a deus abseonditus. The last chapter

is this first part of Elton's study consists of 2 cgmparison
between Shakesoearer King Lear and the earlier chronicle play‘
of Klng Le1r Wthh is generally held to be a major source for
Shakespeare S play 'Thls chapter is Elton's first substantral
assault on the neo—Christian interpretatrons of King'Lear,

for the‘earlier play is p;rmezted with Christian perspectives.

King Lelr, says Elton, is an expressly Chrlqilan drama with a

Just knowable, ever present God part1C1pat1ng in the events of;

," ’ -

r
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38 aAnd the Leir’of this earlier play lives by a

the drama.
most un—Lear:like moral;
Ah, my bdrue friend in all ektremity,
Let vs submit vs to the will of God:
Things past all sence, let vs not seeke to_know;
It is Gods will, and therefore must be so. 39
The extent of Shakespeare's alterations to this story,
especially to the endlng where Cordella restores her wronged -

father to his former estate, indicates to Elten that Shake--

speare wished to remove his King Lear from the context of a

@i ~ ‘ )
Chrlstlan world view, and from any promises of the comfort
of falth in virtue rewarded. 40 , . . .
d The second part of Elton's study is his most extensive

attaéh Bpeh thé neo;Christian readings of King Lear. . Elton
undertakes an“iqgéstigation of»the attitudes toward th; “
divine hierarchy which are expressed by the different char-
acters in King Lear. He suggests.that there are four aistinct
attltudes toward theldivine order embodied in the drama of

ing Lear, all of which, he says, would be recognised As
osten51bly pagan by an Ellzabethan -Jacobean spectator. The

four attltudes Elton defines as (1) the prisca theologlca, or

virtuous-heathen view; (2) the?atheistic view; (3) the super-

- stitious view; (4) that view which beldngs to none of the

.others, but results from human contemplation@ef the effects

of hldden‘prov1dence.41 ‘Each of the major figures of the drama,

a'

‘Elton says, express one of these views toward the divine orﬁer,

which in thelr entlrety would suggest to Shakespeare s con-

temporarles that the charactersygf the play exist "under a
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natural order rather than a revealed theology and under a

‘dispensation of mature without Grace."%?

[N

The first view, the pfisca theolOgica, is expressed

by Cordelia and Edgar, who embody the virtues of ordé( piety,
r .

harmony, duty and human conpa551on as Cordelia says,
: 3

>

‘ Good my lord, A \
You have begot me, bred me, lov'd me: I -
Return those duties back as are right fit,
- ~Obey you, love you, and most honor you.
(r, i, 92- S)
Those who eXhlblt these virtues. and pletles would, like the.
inhabitants of Dante's Limbo, be capable of salvation in the
eyes of‘Shakeepeare's contemporaries for thelr actions would
essentially prefigure Christian attitudes, although their
perpetrator's teligioué outlook_was ostensibly pagan.44 o
The.athelsts' Yiew holds that man is governed by
chance, fortune and his animal appetites rather. than by the
divine, an attitude which hadjits sources in such classical
authofEWXas Aristotle, Lucretius, Cioero, and Pliny, and in
such contemporary writers as Michel de Montaigné, Chrlstopher,
ﬁarlowe and, above all, bnccohJMachiavelli‘- The athelstlcal
v1ék/entalls not only a denial of God's existence, but also
the skeptlcal questlonln; of the lelne o;%;r by speculatlng
that prov1dence is faulty, that the human soul is not. 1mmorta1
that the nature of man is animalistic and not divine; that

. ¢
nature, not God, holds ascendanCy over man. All of these

speculatlons, moreover, are characterlstlc of Renalssance
skepthlsm, which questloned (in the 1ate Slxteenth Century)

the valldlty of the prevalllng Chrlstlan world v1ew.
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The atheistical view toward the divinc crder had two manifes-
tations during the Renaissance: the skeptic, or outward.
’ ]
atheist, who questions the nature of the divine order, and the
hypocrite; or inward atheist, who denies the existence of the
divine in favodr of the primacy of Nature and who'is charac—‘
terized by Machiavellian dissembling. . The representative or
the former is Lear (who will be discussed later%~whereas‘
Edmund, Goneril and Regan represent the latter view.45 In the
case of the wicked children, "the emphasis‘[of their philo~
sophy] is on naturalism to a maximum degree and thus on a pre-
. occupation w1th nature”and with self, with a minimizlng Of' |
super-natural interposition" in the affairs of men.46 : "
Y "These late eclipses in the sun‘and moon oortend no
good to us," the. Earl of Gloucester -says (I, ii; 111-2) when he
is informed of Eddar's "treachery", and this sentiment
iﬁmediately establishes Gloucester as a_superstitious pagan,
the third view of the divine order thch Eltor investigates
in his book. The superstitious view of the di?ine order hoids

2,.
that the divine presence is prefigured in omens or auguries,

4
~and revealed by oracles, soothsayers and astroncme;s 7 iThe
suoerstltlous man,'morcover, lacks faith in providence,.sqbr

stituting for 1t a world filled with hidden menaces’ anﬁ dark -

threats; ‘a world governed by chance, destiny or fate; a,World

in which the gods, if they exist at all, ac{ ngt benignly and

justly but-kill .men for their sport--atti des which are

generally antagonistic to Christian d _.rine.48

The last attitude Elton examines is the belief in a
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deus absconditus, an attitude which results from speculation

on an inscrutable, hidden divine order which seems to
49

”

@nbody cruelty and injustiéexin its actions. Elton examines,

~at length, the disintegration of Lear's Yeligious attitudes

from a position of religiousgpiety, having faith in the Bods
. . -
who made him, through a period-of skepticism, to an attitude

of disbelief, in which he adopts a stance toward the divine

order similar to that of Edmund, Goneril and Regan. Lear's

, .
period of skepticism appears at the’end of Act II when, as

Goneril arrives at Regan's%castle, Lear voices doubt concern-

1ng the nature of the divine order for the flrSt tlme in the
play: "Oh Heavens,’ the old ¥ing prays,

Ir you do love 0ld men, 1f your sweet sway

Allow obedience, if ydéurselves are old, ) \

Make it your cause. Send down, and take my part'
From this attitude of skepticism, Lear moves to one of dis- «
belief; to an attitude of atheism, we.may”say,‘in that he
voices the opinion that man's nature is animalistic("ThQu art

the thing itself? [a poor, bare forked:animal] "o (III, iv, 107))

and he questlons the operatlon of prov1dence by taklng upon

'hlmself the "trial" of Goneril and Regan in Act III, Scene vi..

.

When he is reunlted with Cordella, Lear 's rellglous attitude
changes agaln, this tlme to an attltude defined by abnegatlén

and excl 51on, forfeit and contemptus mundl. It is an
[

attltude, moreover,. by which’ Lear hOpeS (if valnly) to oppose.

all’ earthly mutability. "Come, let's away to prison" he says

to Cordelia,
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We two alone will sing like hirds i'the cage...

, . ...50 we'll 1live,
And prdy and sing, and tell old tales, and laugh
‘At gilded buttertlles, and hear poor rogues
Talk of Court news.

- . . . - . . . . . .

And we'll wear out,
In a walled prison, packs and sects of great ones
That ebb and flow by the moon.

(v, iii, 8-19)

It 1sAan attitude to earthly events,’ however, tﬁat is immedi—
ately shattered by the subsequent murder of Cordella, which
brlngvaear not to a state of salvation and_bliss,‘as the
neo-Christian ipterpretationsysgggest, but to a state of
bewilderment and despair, and‘to the feeling that death is
the lerminétion of all life——an_attitude which is specifi-
oally antf—ghristian'in its outlook on theyﬁ;man pre;icament.so
| Elton concludes, therefore,‘that King Lear cannoggbe’
interpreted in terms of Christian doctrine for’two crucial
reasons:- " (1) no evidence exists.to show Lear arrives finally
at 'éal%ation', 'regenetation', or (redemptiom,” and (2) the
purported beﬁevolent, just, or'specia;“providence cannot be
shcwn to.te operative [in the-events of the dramal. n31 In— u
stead, the actlon of Klnq Lear un‘olds ih a naturalistic world
where ‘the comforts of, rkvealed theology and the dlspensatlon
of grace are v151bly abSent from the religious attitudes of
" men. As Elton demonstrates throughout his book King Lear is
a play‘permeated w1th rellglous attltudes and expre5510ns o //
‘Wthh an Elizabethan-Jacobean audience would recognlse as f”

Ostensibly. pagan .in thelr outlook on human experlence. The//

rellglous crisis embodled in the drama moreover is essentlally

fasN
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similar tq@ the theclogical crisis of doubt which was gradual-
ly eroding the orthodBx humanist world view circa 1605. The

benefits of the pagan atmosphere of King Lear, therefore,
(according to Elton) are two-fold: by 1ocatingtthe actiqn ®f

the drama in a pagan setting, ' Shakespeare secures for the play

’"the approbationlof the less spegulative devout" in his aud;

oience, who would be generally offcnded by expressions of .

superstition and atheism; and he obtarns the interest ofﬁﬁhe
>

more sophisticated spectators, by v1v1dly portraylng the image

of the all- dlSSOlV;Hg chaos, before those who could not turn

aside and.stgp the horrible beatings qf their troubled mlnds.52

, R . , .y
There Is A Subtle Shade Of-Sarcasm In The Title.Of Batrbara
Everett's Article, "The New King Lear">3 For She Clearly
Considers The "New" 'King Lear' To Be Notably Inferior To

x

The "01ld" 'King Lear'. VA

The 'new' in the title of ‘Miss Everett's studv refers
‘to the theory that Klng Lear is essentlally a play whlch
espouses Christian doctrine and could pp551bly be interpreted
as a Christiah aliegbry, views which were popularly held at
the time of her 1nvest1qat10n. Her fundamental antlpathy to
a Chrlstgan readlng of the drama surfaces early in the art1c1e°

Those. CrlthS who find in the play either a -
partial, or a total Christian allegory, are alike
in one thing, however-.different their respective
"approaches may be: this is an interest in such
parts of the play as seem to make a statement ‘
which is differentiated from the"plot" (that is,
the story as it would stand as a prase tale.)
_They ar&interested in the kind of "poetic" state-
ments which the play seems to make, in contra-

* distinction from what actually happens 54

Ll

.y .
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Whether or not one agrees with the overall hypothesis of her)
L

.study, heér point in the quotation above is well taken.

Criticism which seeks some form of state‘?nt that is not
; :

associated with the narrative elements of a work is dubious

at best and frequently uninspiring; but this point. is not the

4 Lo
basis of her arguments against the Christian-oriented theories -

.

concefning Xing Lear. Herl repudialion of the theories which
' . - L ) T

=

 see Chrrstian doctrine as the infOrming thought behind the.

drama-p&rsues two distinct directions in the course of her
study. _: L -

RS .

e N

The first aspect of her study con51sts of a review of °

King Lear. cr;tlclsm, in whlch she contrasts the oplnlons of

the Chrlstlan or&ented CrlthS to the standard bearer of the
"old" King Lear, amely A.C. Bradley. Miss Everett s
'udmlratlon for the oplnlons of Bradley is undenlable and

Y

might even support an accusation of bias. Her selection of

opinions for comparlson, however, is so skillful that, regard—,

- o

less of our personal predllectlons, Miss Everett S perspec-

tives .demand serious con51derat10n from the reader. Throughj

R4

out this section of her artlcle, she demonstrates the extent
30 -

to which the more recént crit&cism of King Lear\relies on the

perceptions and hypotheses of Bradley, and at one p01nt,

,‘ ‘-..

she dellneates how "many of Bradley S cautious hints and .
suggestions [have been] purlfled of thelr accompanylng :

reservations."siﬁzA typical‘?xample of this cccurrence is the
difference in attitude between‘Bradley and ‘Prof. Kenneth Murr,

<

Q
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concerning tne ending of the pilay. Wwiile Bradley had suggested

that Lear dies in ecstacy, thinking that Cordelia is alive, but
56

;. that "suffering and death do matter greatly", Prof. Muir

contends that, althouqh Lear does die happy, his "actual death
was comparatively unimportant.“57 Miss Everett finds this
similarity in attitude rather curious in that Muir had argued

most forcefully in favour of a Christian reading of the play

H .

J}hereas Bradley had argued thatvsuch‘a perspective would mar

the tragic effect of the drd&a.SB

. In theé second half of her study, Miss Fverett shifts
3 - _
the focus of her investigatlon from a review of other critics'

attitudes to adpéréohql study of.those aspects of King Lear
which contraaict”the hypotheses of the critics who read the
play in Christian terms. SE%rtihg with an ackpowledgement
that bne capnbt decide "simply, whether or not Kihg Lear is a
'éﬁriﬁtiani pléy"} Miss Evere;t gogs on to state that it is
not the business of criticism to resolve this categofical

dilemma, but to explore "the kind of statement which Shake-
/

speare is making in King Lear; whether-or not it is as

doctrinal, and as didactic" as the.Christié?—allegorists

éuggest.59 Consequent to this position, Miss Everett proceeds

to examine certain"a;pects of King Lear which she feels con¥
tribute {6 a fulier understanding of.thé play's statement and
which undermine the hypotheses of the Christian—allegorist
critics. |

-Before she commences her perécnal examination of King

Lear, however, Miss Everett does make one concession to the

) . > . S Sy
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Christian-allegorist critics. She admits that, through a

selective reading of the text,60 one can read King %ear as

a Chrisfian allegory and this attitudé?'she adds, "remains a
perm;nent possibility in that any picture of good and eQil
actions must contain suggestions of Christian experience" and
" therefore be susceptible to alleg$rical iq§§gpretation.6l By
)

the time she has Cd?cluded her personal ihvestigatiqn of the
drama, howéver, it ig}clear that there are certain aspects of
King Lear which are not fully explained bf’alleéorical inter-
pretation. | .
The first aspect which Miss Everett examines is
£he‘charadter of Lear himself. Miss Everett points out that,
ultimately, Lear is a man who undergoes a traumatic emotional
upheaval and finally‘admits he is "old and foolish". Lear is
a man, sﬁe says, whose "simplest discoveries become...a matter
of immediate physical experience, [which is] felt both in-
tensely and comprehensively;" ’Any attempt to blur this fact
with moral outlines, regardless of how mefaphysical they may
be in intention, is o fail to define the character of Lear
satisfactoriiy.62 " *
Miss Everett also argues against an allegorical reading
of King Lear by demonstrating~ the ingensely;antithetical per-
- spectives which the aréma presents té the auaiénce. Lear,
she says, who.in,his totaiity of experience'demands»absolutes l
of love, 'power, and ﬁruth, is repaid "by aﬁiapprehensionlbf

the one absolute that the tragic world can offer--the absolute

of silence" and death. The sense of startling disparitie‘s'
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within a $ingle imaginatiwve universc, Mics Everett suggests,
&
L 4

is hardly similar to the "symbolic clarity of a Morality or
the simplicity of a mystery play.% The universe 3f King Lear
departs radically fgom the medieval world view, ubon which the
_mystef& and morality plays were based: dn the opipion %f“yiss
Fverett, therefore, an explanation of King Lear is not best

effected by turning the play into a moral allegory.63

e

Robert B. Heilman Examines The Patterns Of Imagery In 'King
Lear' And How They Combine To Produce The Play's Major Theme
--The Ways Of Lopking At And As se551ng "The World Of Human
Experience. bd

AN

.Robef% B. Heilman's This Great Stage is an extensive

study Qf the lexical pattefns of King Lear, a play in which
"we have," according to Heilman, "...an immensely inclusive
anthropology; an é}fort unequaled in drama to get at the
problem 6§ man from every side and in every aspect, to give
it the‘fullest and most variegated possible expression in
differentiable and- yet coilaborating strands of poetic and
dfamatic structure."65 And the vafious theﬁes which carry
out these functions are'ngt simply suppérted by.thé”lexical
patterns, but are actually conveyed by éhe patterns of
imagery.which,are woveqathroughoﬁt the drama.66 letimatély,
Heilman says)'King Lear does'not attempt to proQide final.

' answers to the "problem of man", but presents insteéd "a |
contrast in th; quality of livgs" in which the strengths and

. - - 67 B
weaknesses 0f each character are revealed.

Q.
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lieilman's study focuses on nine major inter-related
themes, each of which, he says, is convéyed by a unique pat-
tern of imagery. Tﬁe théme of tragic blindness, for example,
1s borne by the imagéry associéted with sight--eyes, seéing
blinaness, perceiving--and is related to the theme of appear-
ance versus reality, which iS(Carried by the imagéry of
-clothing (including a lack théreéf). According to Heilman,
these two themes resonate toéether to produce speculation on
the problem of penetrating the.appearance of a character, in
order to arrive at the reality beneath. A ;pecific example
of this relationship is Gloucester's lack of insight ihté’
human nature, which allows Edmund to dupe his father into
<gelieving that his appearance df filial devotion is iﬁ«fgct
real; or alternatively, it i$ Gloucester's lack of insight
(the blindness theme) which occésiOns his confusion of
a?pearance.fof reality when asseSsing the characters of Edmund.
and Edgar. And this combination of themes is naturafiy draw-
ing into'%?s vortex, the theme of the nature of man, Which,
Heilman says, 1s carried by the animal and sexual imagery of

heuplay. These three themes, therefore, combine to present

the spectator with a delineation of how a lack of iﬁsight in
Gloucester and Lear blinds them to tﬁe reality of the animal
nature of Edmund, and Goneril and Regan, réspedtively. |

When Gloucester and Lear realize thgir blindness, and
can perceive more clearly thé World around them, then the

¢
‘-

fourth problem-theme asserts itself in the drama, namely the

. :
‘ al.
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‘nature of nature. This theme is conveyed by the various uses
of the word "nature",68 many of which involve the‘invocatiop
of a deity. And co-existent with this problem-theme is the
problem-theme of age and justice in a natural order which
tolerates antitheses,that is, two confiicting'world views.
.The tension between youth and old age and the question of the
existence of justice arise naturally when the character of the ~
natural order is uncertain. And if the value of age and the
existence of justice become doubtful because of uncertainty
regarding the.natural order, then by degrees, the very value
of man must also becoma a problem. ;}n King Lear, the problem
of human worth is an important theme,'for: "The'whole play,
.of course, acts values; it is a metapho# for the values of
human experience...fand] each deed [moreover] is a value

w69 This theme, the seventh in Heilman's study, is

jhdgement.
carried by such words as "dear", "precious", "worth", "poor"
"penury”, "need", and tﬁé other words associated with richést
and poverty. In King Lear, accordlng to Hellman,"an_
evaluative attitude to life" plays a promlnent role in the
play's action, and Lear himself is a "value;maker".70m But
Lear's attempt to reason out the valué of man leads him into
a state of madness in which he is able to explore fhe"eqigf.
mati& aspests af life on their o&n terms. This paradox of
madness and reason, moreover, also plays a v1ta1 role in ___g

Lear for it conveys many of the phllOSOphlcal issues of the

drama and helps to reveal the characters of Edgar, Lear,



! . 25
Goneril, Regan and Edmund. The mad raving of Edgar and Lcar,
for example, explores the themes we have traced -above and is
(as Edgar characterizes the madness of Lear) "matter ahd
impertinency mixed!/Reason in madness." (IV, vi, 178-9) The
reasoning madness of Edgar and Lear provides an appropriate
foil to the ultra—ratiOnality of Edmund, Goneril and Regan,
whose every action is carefully rationalized in an apparently
logical manner. Their "reason", however, is devoid of any
‘ethical context or any imaginative capacity: for this reason,
the rationality of Edmund, Goneril and Regan;is really a form
of madness. It is directed‘toward the gratification‘of their_
own desires rather than toward any ethical values which may
redeem their humanity.’® A o | |
The final theme of Heilman's study is ohe‘which he
claims incorporates, or extehds, all of.the others--that is,
man's relatlonship to the gods; There are many referenoes to
dgitieg in King Lear-:‘rthe varioos charaoters invoke, at
various times, "Nature", the "Heavens", and the “gods"
thrOugh~prafers ahd oaths. These references, moreover, appear
to be casual because they lack any Chrlstlan foci; 1n Heilman's
oplnlon, however, thlSvlS not the case. References to the
gods are made con51stent w1th ‘the character of their speaker,
and w1th'an'underlying pattern of religious thought In the
i case of the former, we may note that Gonerll and Regan hardly

ever refer .to the d1v1ne order, whereas Edmund 1nvokes Nature A

and the gods‘ln terms - unlque to his- outlook. The pervading
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pattern of religious thougyht, according to Heilman, is repre-
sented by the religious attitude of Edgar, Alﬁany and Ként,
"whose religious feeiiné," Heilman says,flmanifests itself...
in reiteration of the faith in a divinely administered just
order".“72 The primaéy of this attitude, according to Heilman,
is achieved by the fact that the religious consciousness of
Gloucester and Lear developéltoward it, and hence, the play's
final vision is a re—affirmation 6f the orthodox world view.
Gloucester's religious attitude, for example, unde@éges a
perceptible change from a perspective of superstition: "Thése
late eclipses of the_sun‘and moon portend no good to us"

(I, ii, 112) to a mood of despair: "As flies to wanton boys
are we to the gods,/They kill us for their sport." (IV, i,
3§;9) .F&nally, the dutiful tutoring of'Edgar brings Gloucester
to a different rel'igious sensibilityf—gne of quiet acquiescence
to the will of heaven: o

You ever-gentle gods, take my.breath from me

Let hot my worser spirit tempt me again -

To die before you please!

C(Tv, vi, 221-3)

‘Heilman‘attembts to argue the same progression in

Lear's religious consciousness. "Lear," he says, "is con-

(stantly aware of the gods; in oaths and curses hé...calls‘

upon them as if they were spirits" to do his bidding.7.3 The

events of the play,'howéver, shétter Lear's,easy security and
he is forced to reconsider his relatiOnShip with the gods.

Fihaliy, Heilman says, Lear learns humility'ahd‘contrition

v

and his religious thought -becomes permeated with Christian
- ’ ‘ A



- 27
feeling,74 an attitude prevalent in his last speeches to
Cordelia: "When thou dost ask me blessing," he says to her,

I'11l kneel down
And ask of thee forgiveness. So we'll live,
And pray, and sing, and tell old tales, and laugh

At gilded butterflies,; and hear poor rogues
Talk of Court news. And we'll talk with them too,

- - . 3 3 - - . - [ 4 * . - . . . . L4

Ané éaﬁe-upon's the mystery éf tﬁfﬁgé
As if we were God's spies.
(v, iii, 10-17)
In his examination of thel"maﬁfand—the—gods" theme,
and particularly in his study of Lear and the éods, Heilman
ventures on %@-eritically dubious ground. He does not believe
ﬁhat Cordeiia'é;subsequeht death affects Lear's.religious
outlook in any way-fin fact, he does'not even menﬁion it
during his examihation of Lear's religious perspectiveé. ‘And
his assertion that the’pervadiné religious attitude qf King
gggé is embodied in Edgar, Albany and Kgnt, rather than in
. the central character of Lear, is a stance I find criticélly
qués;ionéble to say the least; On the whole, oné senses that
Heilman-is attempting to fit King Lear £gkhis own uhderstanding
of human existence, especially in his étudy of the "man-and; :
the-gods™ theme-and his general conclusions about the play:
he seems{ aS'ﬁelen Gardiner observes, to be wEiting about

. himself, seen from the perspective of King‘Lear.75

But éven if we may take issue with Heilman's$ overall .
perspectives of Kingzﬁear, his individual examinations of the.
play'S»patterné of imagery are quite sound)fand the lexical B

patterns do tend to convey and support thé‘themes of the playﬂ

The Virtue'of‘eﬁploying patterhs df‘imagery in this manner
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lies in the fact that they do not do all of their work at

‘ . . . 76 -~
once, but call on habits of respomse and association. 6 In

this way, Shakeépeare is able to develop his themes as the
, f : . . . .
drama progresses rather than stating them at its inception.
A series of inter-related themes, carried by unique patterns
9 ~
of imagery, also serves to unite the diverse aspects and ideas
of the play into a consisteht vision which is thereby more
comprehensible, ahd more engaging, to the mind of the spectator.
Ultimately, Heilman argues, there are no'simple or
easy answers to the problem-themes of King Lear for the play
is full of paradox: "the blind see, the naked survive, and
o . 7 . ’ .
wisdom belongs- to the mad." 7 Instead, the spectator is
presented with a multitude of philosophical implications
through the poetic and dramatic structure of the play: and
throughout the verbal and dramatic patterns of the
‘play, throughout the structural dualities, there
is a justice (whatever the injustice in fact), there
is an order (whatever the chaos in fact), there is
an underlying reality (whatever the deceptiveness
of appearance); in man there is a sight (whatever
the blindness in fact) and an imaginative under-
- standing (whate¥er the rationalistic obtuseness
that may.periodically dominate him) by which he

may seize upon the realities necessary to his sur-
vival. These_are the implications of the key words

of the play.’8

And these themes, according to Heilman, are ;he vision of

King Lear which Shakespeare presents to the sp@gtator:

n
L;‘/
A
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\ _ CHAPTER II . ?
NATURALISM IN KING LEAR

Elizabethan Writers Saw In Their World The Operation Of Anti-
thetical Forces, The Presence Of Which They Frequently
Acknowledged Within A Single Literary Work, '

" ) ' '
In the sixteenth century, all aspects of the prevail-

ing world view of Christian humanism came under close scrutiny

\

and skeptical questioning from all quarters. As a result, the
writers of the Elizabethan period, and particularly those whom
e

we recognise as great, demonstrate in their works an enigmatic

:

- cﬁagécter which frequently baffles the modern reader. "In ﬁo
other period in liteéhture with which I am familiar," writes

Hiraﬁ Collins Haydn, "is there such a schizophrenic tendency;
Nowhere‘else will one find such a strange miﬁglingi-in the

same men, even in singlé passages--of affirmation and rebellion,
: - % )
idealism and cynicism, aspiration and pessimism, delicacy and °

1

rossness, exuberance and despair." The co-existence of
g _ . : ,

antithetical philosoéhies in the Elizabeﬁhan peribq naturally

brecipitated a prominent philosophical_confiict and, for a

sensitive artist such as Shakespeare, this conflict undoubtedly

L

29
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created an unstable psychological milieu which would easily
lend itself té pessimism and despair.

gccording_to Hiram ﬁaydn, the philosophical c0nflicpr

of the Rengissance consisted of .two, mutually excluSive
movements which perceived in each other preciSely‘those evils
which their doctrineé sought to avéidf The one.movemeﬁt was
dominated by the world view éharacteristicbgfvthe Europeaﬁ
Renaissance—;Christian humanism: . the othéf movement was whét
Hiram Haydn calls the "Counﬁér—Rénaissance", for it opposed
humanist presuppositions with ques%ions.generéted by a |
.basnxﬂly empirical naturalism.

‘ The writers of both movements explored the same basic
subjects and, as a result, they tended to employ essentially
the same vocabulary in their discussions of the moral, poli-
tical ana legal priﬁcipleé of human exiétenée._ Frequently,
therefore, the modern reader may be confused'by_certain
writers of the Counter—Renéiésanceffor, dlthbugh‘they emp loyed
the same vocabulary as the Christian humanists, they aid SO
- with highly different implications. This difference in termi-
nology is especially significant in relation to ihe central
theme of both moveménts——tﬁe relationship between "Reason"

and "Nature". To the Chrisﬁian writers of the Renaissance,

the terms."Reason"” and "Nature" weré synonymous,.or at least

mutually<supplementary,2';The Christian hdmanists were the

— Y

H

standard-bearers of a tradition which originated with Thomas
Aquinas in the Middle Ages, and'représénted an 6rdered, symme-

'trical, unified,systemAof'thought”which.they belieVea Qas
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manifest in the natural world. Aand throughout the Renalssance,
says Haydn, Reason remalnéiggh% waﬁchword of the Christian
phllosophers: To the wrlteég ijthe Counter-Renaissance, how—
ever, "Nature" and "Reason" were mutually exclusive entities,
The term "Nature" was employed as a catchword‘"proclaiming the

4

rights of"a full and uninhibiped 1ife'of the passions, the

senseé and the- instincts", whereas the term "Reason" was
employed by these writers to denote an arti}icial control
intrudipg upon man's natural iPstincts and inclinations.
To‘what extent, however, does the acﬁ%on of King Lear
embody the intellectﬁal upheavallwhich qccurred during the
Renaissance? 1In this chapter, I propre to explore how the

two wo¥ld views can be seen in conflict within that play. It

will be necessary, therefore, to investigate the two philoso-

phiesbaﬁ'grg; r; length, after which we sﬁall.proceedbto
exami{ . iﬁt of their conflict on the characters in the
fhe conflictigenerates many of the problems
‘:ucﬁ'characters as Lear, Gloucester and_Alba@y.
We shalii  fexamine how the philosophical confléc; betweep 
the humaiv : and the "qnti—humanists“ is‘germanewto the
major the} ;'and issues of the drama. Ultimately, thereere,
this chay; involves an éxplorétion of the natufe'qf ﬁhe
universgvif which the action 6f King Lear occurs and a
c0n$ideration of how the varioﬁs charactérs act in, and react

to, that world.
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'King Lear' Dramatizes The Various Meanings Of The Word "Nature",
The Most Prominent Of Whnlch IS The . Renalssance Humanist Usage
Of The Word To Indicate "Thc Visible Creation Recarded As An
Orderly. TBenign] Arrangermcnt” Waich Emanates From God. .

’ If we are to understand the predicament of the char-
acters in King Lear, we must be aware of théir conceptio; of
the world in which they live. Essentially, their universe is
that of Renaissance England except that the pre—Christian set-
ting of the play necessitate§ the substitution of "the gods”
for "God" as the summit of the divine.r The various charécters
in the play represent the different philosophical viewpoints
current in the early sevénteenth century and tend to group
themselves around the tw0»pples of intellectual contention--
Reason and Nature. Edgar, Kent, Cordelia and Albaﬁy rebresent
ﬁhe orthodox world view which emphasizes Reason while Edmund,

. Cornwall, Goneril and Regan represent the "Machiavellian"
world view which 'stresses aflibertine Nature.

Mankind's universal quest has been for order; unity
and harmony--perhaps no other group of men came closer to
realizing this quest than the scholastic éhiiosophers of the
' Middle Ages. Needless to say, their world view was a precarious
.one. The men of the Renaissance, however, "altered ;;é
emphasis of the orthodox medieval world vieq,‘but'did not
break with it."sr Renaissance Christian humanists‘adﬁére'to
the Thomist system of universal law, which is.bésed'on the
‘asSumptibn that.ceftain:rationally aScertaiﬁable norms of
cdnductgare valid :for the entire world; but for the adherents

of Renaissance humanism, the emphasis on the term "Christian- =

k¥
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.“_‘

"humanism" falls con thé sccond gaerm rathcer than on the first,
LR ) © -

as it had in the Middle Ages.6 In the humanist world view,

therefore, the universal order, or "Nature", is a normative

force to which everyone should adhere and in which man must

fulfill his pre-defined potential: Naturehﬂthen, is
a structure ascending from primordal matter up to
God. It...takes for granted that parents are to
be honoured and human decencies observed. It
.assumes as the absolute shape for man.an image of
tenderness, comfort, generosity, charity, cour-
tesy, and gratitude.

It is a lit®le misleading, however, to say, as Danby has,

that the universal structura ascends to God: instead we

s5hould say that‘the'universal order emanatés from God (or in

the case of King Lear, from the gods), a point Richard Hooker

argues in his Ecclesiastical _Polity:

it cannot be but rature hath some director of
infinite knowledge to guide her in all her ways.
Who the guide of nature but only the God of nature?
In him wee liue, mdue, and are. Those things which
nature is said to do, are by diuine arte performed-
vsing nature as a instrument: snor is there any
such arte or knowledge diuine in nature her selfe
working, but in the guide of natures worke. 8

Nature, therefore, is arranged by God, rationally and benevo-

»

lently, so, as Francis Bacon observes: »"no,one can treat of:

metaphys1cs, or of the internal and immutable in nature,
9

N

4w1thout rushing at once into natural theology."

An important aspect of Renalssance humanism is

-~

Stoicism, or more specifically, eclectic Stoicism. Some
caution, however, must be exercised when the term "Stoic" is
used in relatlon to the Renalssance for there were two dlver-

1 -

gent types present at that tlme. The one, "eclectic Stoicism" '
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,

was firﬁly and comfortably part of the humanist tradition; the
other, "dogmatic Cynic—Stoisism", belonged to the Counter-;.
Renaissance because of its extreme concepts of honour and.rteﬂ
denial of limit.lw0 Eclectic Stoicism wedded'the philosophy

of patience, or endurance, to the harmony and "natural

theology" of orthodox humanism: eclectic-Stoics cultivated the

- virtue of patience and believed in the natural goodness of.the

world, but they tended to seek "inner comfort" and security

for self-gratification and as bulwarks against "the slings and

e}
arrows of outrageous fortune".ll 2

I

. Several of the important charégtérs in King Lear

i.“.’
display some of the attributes of eclectic Stoicisn, or at

-least, they exhibit Stoic apathy toward worldly mlsfortune

% Wﬁlle upholdlng the orthodox 1deals of order, duty, right and

truth. fThe Duke of Kent is the "sturdy Stoic" commentator who

endures all with Stoic apathy while he champions the cause’ of

L

right, truth and order, And there is Edgar; the dutiful son
of Stoicism who.becomes; through his sufferings, a didactic
Stoic philosopher, "a man of éroved virtue and endurance."
Finally, there is Cordelia, the model of virtue, trubh, and
patience; who refuses "to heave her heart into her mo th."12
(Althoﬁgh the Duke of Albany also stands for the traditional
ideals of duty, order and humanity, he is not, like the others,
specifically Stoical,)

t

The representatives of orthodox humanism are not of-

g7

fered as patterns of perfection .by Shakespsare. John F.

Danby suggests that the Stoic characters are very human’ but

N

[N

AN
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somewhat old—fashioned.13 And each of the Stoics, moreover,
follows his phiiosophy unflinchingly, and without remorse, so
that at séme point in the drama, each one is Stoical to a

fault.
Kent, the plain speaker, follows the\dictates of duty

naturally, and he himself makes a point of this early in the

play:

Think'st. thou that duty shall have dread to speak
When power to flattery bows?To plainess honour's bound
When majesty stoops to folly.
- (I, i, 149-51)
v/

- At the end of the play, Kent is still true to the ideals of

“

Renaissance Stoicism in that he sees death as the only possible

relief from the earthly misery of "outrageous fortune":
> : )
Break, heart, I prithee break!
Vex not his ghost. Oh, let him pass! He hates him
That would upon the rack of this tough world
Stretch him out longer. .

Keht,-however, is a little too zealous in his pursuit of duty,
a fact which he demonstraté§'§n his dealings with Oswald; and
he is rather pfoud of hid own blunt speaking. There is, there-

fore, some validity to Cornwall's assessment of the Stoical
w

Kent that'

, This is some fellow
Who, having been prafsed for bluntness, doth affect
A saucy roughness, and constrains the garb
Quite from his nature. He cannot flatter, he
An honest mind and plain-~he must speak truth!
An they will take it, so, If not, he's plain.

(I, ii, 101-6)
From the beginning of the drama, Edgar is master of

himselfa full of patience during the‘changes"of fortune and
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resolute in his desire to endure.l'4 Like Kent, Edgar 1is the

portrait of patience and duty, and with admirable Stoic apathy,
he waits for a change in fortune after Edmund dupes their
father:

Whiles I may 'scape
I will preserve myself, and am bethought
To take the basest and most poorest shape
That ever penury in contempt of man
Brought near to beast ...
That's something yet. Edgar I nothing am.
(IT, iii, 5-21)

But in moments of great misfortune Edgar is prone to didacti-
cism and moralizing:

[EDGAR] King Lear hath lost, he and his daughter 'ta'en.
Give me thy hand, come on.
GLOUCESTER. No further, 31r, A man may rot even here.
EDGAR. What, in ill thoughts again? Men must endure -
Their going hence, even as their coming hither.
Ripeness is all. Come on.

(v, ii, 6-11)

&

And as Haydn observes, Edgar, at his best, is somewhat "prissy”

and "self-righteous", as in the following-passage:15 -

The gods are just, and of our pleasant vices
Make 1nstruments to plague us.
.The dark and vicious place where thee he got
‘Cost him his eyes.

(v, iii, 170—4)

To claim that Gloucester's_loss‘of his eyes is‘a just sentenceJ
for having fathered Edmund %s hardly a coppassiogate assess-.
ment‘oﬁ his fatﬁer's error, and at this point in the play_it
appears rather heartless and cold-blooded.

| Cordelia also emulatés the Stoic pattern in that she
16

is the epitome."of_virtuous plain-spokenness and truth,"

a characteristic which she exhibits early in the play:
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Unhappy that I am, I cannot beave .

My heart.into my mouth. I love your majesty

According to my bond, nor more, nor less.

(r, i, 93-5)

Cordelia's actions are grounded on the humanist "Laws of
Nature", a system of proprietybin human relations which stems
from "natural insﬂipcts". Cordeliaﬂ'therefore, represents
normative humanity which embodies the Renaissance concept of
"natural theology": according\to John F. Danby, she stands
for indiviéual ané'social Sanity.l7 In the minds of many
critics, Co;delia is Shakespeare's answer to the problems
raised in king Lear. She represents Nature, the Great Chain
‘6f Being, the Elizabethan world view in its unified, total, -
communaléggect-——"she is thé‘norm by which the wrongness of
Edmund's world and the imperfection of Lear's is judged."
But Cordeliq cannot sﬁrvive.the assaults of fickle Fortune
and as John F. Danby admits, "Cordelia...stands for no his-
torically realizable arrangement. éer perfectibn of truth,
“justice, chéfity requirés a Néw Jerusalem;ls‘ If Danby is *
correct in this assertion, then SpakeSpeare wéuld be offer-
ing an impractical solution to the issués involved in King
Lear. This interpretation, however, is unlikely. Cordelia
is not Shakespearé's énswef to . the éonflict that King Lear
poses to-the spectator. She does not triumph in the final
baftle: she is defeated. She does not, moneovef, survive
the afflictions of the world of King‘Lear: she is déstroyed
by them. Cdrdelia’is the hoée "which does redeém all sorrows"

(v, iii, 266)~—a‘h6pe which Shakespeare is not prepared to

‘guarantee to the human race.
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In Opposition To The Christian Humanists Of The Renaissance
Stand Those Thinkers Committed To Various Shades Of Naturalism.
These Men Variously Deny The Validity Of Humanist Idealism

And Consider Reason And Nature As Diametrical-Opposites,

The naturalist thinkers of the Renaissance were a
motley group of individuals who'diverged‘in such different
directions of thought as the heretical naturalism of
Guillaume du Vair,19 the materialistic naturalism of Niccolo
Machiavelli, and the natunalistiq humanism of'Michei de
Montaigne. The naturalists, however, agreed on two points—-.
that Reason was an arfificial reghlatién imposed on human

exlstence, and that Reason iﬁhibited a'full realizatiqn of
life's potentials.

The Renaissance version of Stoicism held that a life
according to Nature meant a life accérding to Reason. The
‘'so-called "naturaliéts" of the period, however, hssdciéted
the term "Nature" with ethical Epicureanism; whiEh had its
emphasié-on "a'life of the senses, self-iﬁdulgence, gnd free-

w20 A representative. expression of the

-

dom from restraint.
naturalist position is made by Montaigne, when he remarks that

I have (as elsewhere I noted) taken for my regard
this ancient precept, very rawly and simply: That

: We cannot erre in following Nature; and that the
soveraigne document is for a man to conforme him-
selfe to her. I have not (as Socrates), by the
power and vertue of reason,. corrected my natural
complexions, nor by Art hindered mine inclination.

« Looke how I came intglthe World, soe I goe-on: I .

strive with nothing.. ‘ -

In making this assertion, Montaigne takes issue with the

primacy of Reason, and elsewhere in his Essayes, he argues
2 . —————t— .

774 ' : : : :
. ‘for the inclusion of man's animal appetites as a valid aspect

. ; _
of human existence:
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That part of natures favours which we impart unto
beasts, is by our owne confession much more advan-

- tageous unto them. We assume unto our selves
imaginarie and fantastical goods, future and absent
goods, which humane capacitie can no way warrant
unto ourselves; as reason, honour, and knowledge,
and to them [the beasts] as their proper share we
leave the essentiall, the manageable, and palpable
goods, as peace, rest, securitie, innocencie, and
health: Health, I say, which is the goodliest and
richest present nature can impart unto us.

Montaigne, of course, is referring to fthat extraordinarily

extensive and’prolonged re-assertion of the rights of the 7
¥

senses, of the value of pleasure, of the excellence of this

1ife on earth. . [and] of the valldlty of the pa331ons-—that

gusto for llVlng" that predominated the art of the ﬁenals—

23
sance.

~ To the Christnns} Montalgne S assertlon‘of the val-
idity of the pas51ons would be V1ewed with apprehenSLOn
for to them, a man governed by his passions is nol;onger
.human, but a monster. The naturalist writefé,with one hotable'
'exception, however,‘did not,consider the enjoyment of the
senses an evil, for, in their minci's-, man wes naturally good. In the
minde'of‘the naturalistsz therefere, the naturai beneficénce
of the hﬁmanvspirit weuld prevent Hﬁmhn paSsions from becoﬁing
animalistic and monstrous. : - |
" The single exception to thie attitude‘istachiavelii;‘
who attest;'in‘his writings to the presehce of evil in huﬁan
ndtﬁre: , ) -
I thinke the world hath continued alwaYes inlone

manner, and that in it hath beene alwayes as much
good as evill, but that that good and evill does™
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effect by 'seconding' Fortune. ™

/
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change from country to country, as it appeares by
that which is‘discover'd to us of those ancient
kingdomes, which alter'd from one to tW'other, by
‘change of manners. But the world [in generall-:
continued the same.Z24 : -

J
Ultimately, Machiavelli's views are amoral and hencge, for him,

the world is "governed by largely unpredictable forces, and
the share that may be predicted is limited to what...man can

23 For Machiavelli, iherefore,

the world is not ruled by reason and moral rectitude but is
"subject to chance, rodked by fortune, and ihhab}ted by

1126“

wolves. in such an animalistic world, the stakes are not

salvation or redemption but preservation, through continuous

- success and survival, a theme on which Machiavelli expdhnds‘
thfoughout his majof writings. A brief passage from The

Prince will serve to illustrate Machiavelli's position on this

subject:

He who neglects what is done for what ought to be
- done, sodner effects his ruin than his preserva-
.tion; for a man-who wishes to act entirely up to
his professions of virtue soon meets with what
‘destroys him among so much that is evil. ‘

I

- Frém this position, it naturally follows that a doctrine of.

expediency is necessary in order to succeed in a .world gov-

ernéd’by ﬁnpreaicpable Fortune, and Machiavelli advocates justi,f
such a philosophy in his Discourses, namely . S

that men in their proceedings, and the rather in
actions of consequence, should consider the times,
and conforme themselves thereunto: - and those that

» by their evill choice, or naturall inclination
disagree with the times, most commonly liwve
unhappily; and their actions have .but ill success.
The éontrarg befalls those, that can accord with
the times.?2 S o -

> .
ey
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But like the other naturalists, Machiavelli ultimately asserts~
the primacy of'nature as the governing principle of existence,
for in following one's natural bent, the chances of success
in mundane affairs are greater, or, as’Machiavelli himself
' says, "he fayles least, and oftenest lights upon good successe,
thatpmeets (as I have sayd) time in its omn way, and alwayes
proceeds, accordlng as hls nature puts him forward. "29 _ | '

In King Lear, Edmund, Goneril and Regan are the major
representatives of the naturalist position in thatbthey all
share the central principles of naturalism--an opposition to
the traditional Christian values of duty, obedience and law, and
an adherence to a free indulgence in a life of the:senses. of
the three, however, Edmund is by far the most complex and fas- .
cinating character, for he direCts his cunning intelleot and
naﬁuralist attitudes toward the fulfillment of his own self-
centered, malicious sohemee. Edmund's ability to reason, his
insights into human nature ana his ‘cunning evoke admiration
from'the spectaﬁor, in spiﬁe of his wickedness. But %the prac-
tical employment of his»talents'instils ue mith terrorvfor ul-
'tlmately he is the embodiment of premedltated malevolence.
For Edmund, Nature‘ls amoral: she recognlzes_none of

the man-made laws which attempt to give order to her existence.
"Thou, Neture, art my Goddess,“jhe says,
- A to thy'law

My - services. are bound. - Wherefore should I

Stand in the plague of custom, and permit

The curiosity of nations to depriye me, :
For that I am some twelve or fourteen moonshlnes
Lag of a brother? Why bastard? Wherefore base?

‘ < - Do
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When my dimensions are as well compact,
My mind as generous and my shape as true,
As honest madam's issue? .

(I ii, 1-9)

This speech is Edmund's declaration in favour of the laws of
Nature, and his condemnation of the orthodox attitudes toward

bastards ("the plague of custom"). But if Edmund speaks the

v

phrases of naturalism, he is above all a Machiavellian, one
who proposes success as the sole justification for his actions:

To both these sisters have 'I sworn my love,

Each jealous of the other, as the stung

Are of the adder. Which of them shall ‘I. take?

Both? One? Or neither? Neither can be enjoy'd

If both remain alive: to take the widow

Exasperates, makes mad her sister Goneril,

And hardly shall I carry out my side,

Her husband being alive. Now then we'll use ‘

His countenance for the battle, which being done,”

Let her who would be rid of him devise .

His speedy taking off,. '
' (v, 1, 55-65)

=

Ultimately, Edmund attempts to become a self-made man, one. who

makes his own "fortune" in the world, and for this reason, he

- manages to engage our imagination. However, Edmund represents

not just a philosophy, but one of the‘important facts of Eli-

zabethan life and thought, .and the engaging characterization

- whi¢h Shakespeare creates indicates the extent to which the

naturalistApesition poSsessed his creative imagination; Shakés-
peare recogniies Edmund's energy and his vivacity, but at the
same tlme, Shakespeare is aware -of the 51nlster potentlalltles
of the naturallst s philosophy, which he demonstrates with the

anlmallstlc characters of Goneril and’ Regan.30 By Shakes—

g

. peare's llfetlme, the perva51veness of the - naturallsts':

position in -the minds of his contemporaries had become a fact
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*which could no longer be ignored, and Shakespeare realized
that the changes entailed by the existence of this "new

philosophy" could not be reversed, and that the safe, secure

P
. . . . ) 31
world view of the Christian humanists was coming to an end.

t

Theré Are Several Passages In 'King Lear' Which'Indicate That
The Universal Order Embodied In The Prama Is Not Merely "Out
Of Joint" But That It Is, In Fact, Decaying. Completely And
Coming To An End.

Consider" for a moment the following passeqes from

the De Constantia of Justus Lipsius:

It is an eternall, decree, pronounced of the worlde
from “the beginning, and of all things Herein, to be
born & to die; to begin and end. That supreme
Iudge of all things, would have nothing firme and
stable but himself alone.... -

All these things which thou beholdest and admirest,
either shall perish in their due time, or at least '
bee 'altereduand changed:  See thou the Sun? He .

. fainteth. e Moone? She laboureth and languisheth.

The Starres? They faile and fall. And howsoever

. the wit of man cloaketh and excuseth these matters,
yet there have happened and daily do in that -
celestiall bodie such things. as confound both the
rules and the wittes of the Mathematicians.

But beholde our Astrologers were sore troubled of
late with strange motions, and new starres. This-
- very yeare there arose a star whose encreasing and
- decreasing was plainly marked, and we saw (a matter
hardly to be credited) even in the heaven itself, a
thing to have beqlnnlng ‘and end agalne....

And if these great bodies which to us seem ever-
lastlng, bee subject to mutabilitie and alteration, -
why miich more shoulde: not ‘townes, commonwealthes -
and kingdoms;...As each particular man hath his
,yquth his strength, olde age, and death. So fareth
it with other bodies. They begin, they increase,
they stand. and flourlsh,and all to this ende, that
theysmay decay.... - . _

o
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Yea, "and that which is more (and never ynough) to
be marvelled at, this world having now been
inhabited these five thousand and five hundred
yeeres, is at length come to his dotage:...All
things run into this fatall whirlepoole of ebbing
and flowing: And some things in this world are .
long lasting, but not everlasting.32

These quotations embody, in capsule‘form, one ofufhe most
startiing predccupations of the Elizabethans, namely their
intense interest in the précise age of the world and the
perceptible indicatiOns'of-the decay ofMNature. Suéh a beiigf
was neither new nor uncommon: tﬁg sources for this interest
were manifold and included both pggaﬁ and Judeo-Christian
concepts. The belief that the wdgid will decay and end can,
in fact, be found in Plato and traced from him through
Orpheus, Hesiqd,‘aﬁd Dionysius the Areopagite, to Apollonius;

33

the Church fathers, Joachim of Flora and Dante. Amond_the

Elizabethans, %%terest in the decay of Nature is pervasive,

and may be found in the writings of Louis Le Roy, John Norden,

_Richard Greville, John Donne, Montaigne, Thomas Nashe, Richard

Hooker and Edmund Spenser;34 and always the elements and

characteristics which we saw in Lipsius reappear again and

again:
Sun, moon, planets (Strange conjunctions fbr’example),
comets,. and other -heavenly bodies and phenomena
behaving aberrantly the four elements of fire, air,
water and earth distraught and misbehawing; men
shrunken in stature and unnatural in attitudes;
.stdtes ,troubled by wars and civil strife; pestilence,
famine, flo8¥s and conflagrations rampant everywhere
etc., etc. ‘ .

And, of course, there were always references- to the Biblical

descriptions of interfamilial discord which was to have pre-

_ceded- the final holocaust that terminated the sub-lunary world.
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What has just been described is, of course, the climate

.

in which the events of King Lear take place. The worldﬂdf

he univere itself, - standé.on~the brink of
Bcteristics delineated in the passages

above arg_viv{  est in the play. There is the unnat-

ural ,Qvior of Goneril, Regan, Cornwall and
Edmund , s scenes in Act III show the elements of
earth, %nd water in a cataclysmic conflict. There

are even ry ,fof wars and civil strife (II, i,.7-15).

The speech 1 epitomizes this state, mowever, comes very-.

early in thg_ fama and, in effect, sets the mood for.the rest.

of the play:;

ISTER. These late eclipses in the sun and
noorg@@rtend no good to us....Love cools, friend-
ship Palls off, brothers divide. In cities,
mutinies; in countries, discord; in palaces,
treason; and the bond cracked 'twixt son and
fatherfl This Vi¥lain of mine comes under the
n,--there's son against father.--The king
p bias of nature, there's father against
Me have seen the best of our time.
:tlons, hollowness, treachery, and all
ruinous dlsorders follow us disquietly to our
. graves.

(1, ii, 112 -23) .

th themes of the play\palnfully 1mmed1ate,because the cosmlc
',vents descrlbed by Gloucester would recentﬁy have been
-observed by most of the members of the. audlence.36

This dlslntegratlon of the natural order is v1tal for
. the 1ntellectual and phllOSOpthal milieu  of the play. Para-

dox1ca;1y, the Stoic and nqturallst phllOSOphleS which we

A
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examined earlier can oniy flourish in a world which is decaying
and for thch the followers of boih philosophies see no hope of
redemption.‘ While the Stoics\§§5k inner comfort and security
as Qelf—gratifying bulwarks agaiﬁﬁt the "slings and arrows of
outrageous forﬁﬁ%g, the naturalists, operating on a pleasure-
~ pain basis;lattem§£ to squééze from life.the,beét existence
possible. Both philosophieé, therefore, center their concern
on the relationship,éfvthe particulér, or the individual, and
the uhiver;al, through whicﬁ the§ st;ive to discover the ulti-
mate principles of human existencé.;7'*Both philosophies, \\fo//
however, are philosophies of desperation and!despair because -
of the a priori nécessity Of.seeing the universe in a state of
_unredeemable_decay. Bo;ﬁ philoéophies, moreover, ROSsess a .
nobility of sorﬁs and have “positive motivations but, ultima- |
tely the disintegratiné miliéu in which theynmust exist renders
their message ‘vacuous. 3¢ What possible signifiéénce'één

égthere be in Edmund's desire for success and social prominence

in a kingdom on.the verge of collapse? ﬁhd surely the Stoic

Cyn—
.

" emphasis on endurance ("Men must endure/Their going hence, even

as their coming hither" (V, ii, 9-10)), must be equally

\ N
S

eméty’in a world in which all_Signs'indibate an imminent‘end
to the univeréél order. Surely Kent souﬁdsvthé stt approp=
rigté evaluationgof‘everybodyfs situation &hen heTclaims, just
before fhe terminétion of fhe drama, that "All's éhé%rleéé,

~dark, and deadly." (v, iii, 290)

S AN
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The Presence Of Evil, In The Shape Of The Machiavellian Natur-

alists, Induces The Stoics To Re-Assess Their World View, And
Finally Come To Question The Very Existence Of Divine Justice.

~ For Lear and his supporters in the play, the co-
existence of another, conflicting world view confuses their
understanding of the character of the natural order. Specifi-
cally, it is the presence of the Machiavellian.naturalists--
Cornwall, Goneril, Regan and Edmund—-and their ability to
prosper, whlch throws doubt on the nature of "Nature", in the
,mlnds of Kent, Albany, Edgar and Lear. Eventually, the ‘doubt
s :

in the mind of Lear 1nduces him to question the existence of
divine justice and to recon51der the moral character of the
universal hierarchy Lear, therefore, flnds himself caught in

a dilemma: the gods, he belleves w1th Edgar, are ]ust but he

is unable to escape the fact that "the whoreson must be acknow—

. ledged," (I, i, 24) that is to say, Edmund and the world view

he represents must be acknowledged In other words,;Lear
believes in the orthodox humanlst world view, but brute.
emplrlcal evidence confronts h1m4w1th the existence of evil
and the ‘events of the drama only serve’to conflrm its presence
and its ability to operate successfully in ‘human affairs.

| At numerous p01nts 1n,the drama, Lea? prays to the gods
forvjustlce, and so demonstrates his falth 1n,prov1dence and
thefbeneficence of the dlvine order, a tenet funda tal to -
(jnjstian humanism: The reply Lear believes hé hears,vls

silence. Although thlS fact dlsturbs hlS falth it does not

shatter: it, -and uhtll the thlrd act, Lear contlnues to expfessv‘

.
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some sort of faith in the orthodox world view, until he is
confronted with the undeniable, physical contradiction to this
Philosophical outlook in thé shape of Tom O'Bedlam--Edgar,’

It is°then that his sanity is¥shattered. ?

Up to that point, Lear endures the ingratitude of
Cordelia, Goneril and Regan by continualiy affifming his faith
in the orthodox world view. He reféfs to the actions of his

X . . . .
ddughters as "unnatural", which indicates that, in his
obinion, their actions are alien to the natural order. Even

A\ _
during his storm-tossed night on the heath, in spite of the
preceding actions of Goneril and Regan, Lear re-affirms his -
faith in the reality of divine justice: ~

Poor naked wretches, wheresoe'er you are,

That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm,

How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides,

Your looped and windowed raggedness, defend you

From seasons suc¢hi“as these€? Oh, 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 thé Heavens more just. .

(I11I, iv, 28-36) . r

The humanist optimism of this speech, however, which asserts
that the gods are more just than to deny man more than the
: bare necessities.of existence, is promptly contradicted by the
entrance of Edgar, disguised as Tom O"Bedlam. Gradually, Lear
realizes that the figure before him is a ‘concrete contradic-_
tion of the humanist attitude which he had just.egpressed.
At first, Lear chooses not to believe his pergeptiong; bht

~categorizes them instead with the actions of Goneril and Regan:

LEAR. Nowi all the plagues that in the pendulous air
Hang fated o'er men's faults light on thy daughters!

¥
T
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KENT, He hath no daughters, sir,
LEAR. Death, traitor! Nothing could have subdued nature
To such lowness but his unkind daughters.
(111, iv, 68-72)
But finally he concludes:
Thou art the thing itself. Unaccommodated man is no
more but such a poor, bare, forked animal as thou art.
(IIT, iv, 110-1) .
At this point, Lear's faith is shattered and his sanity
plunges into a dark, chaotic abyss, which will be more hor-
rible, and more real, than the.ingratitude of his daughters.
King Lear, as C.J. Sisson observes, is a play in which
"the function of justice itself has come into questiqn"40 and
this questioning of justice occurs several times in the drama,

by several different characters: Gloucester's famous remark

concerning the moral character of the gods (IV, i, 38-9)

s out against injustice, ‘anap Albany re-iterates the same
ear in the next scene (IV, ii, 46-50). The formal affirma-~
tions of heavenly power by Albany, Edgar and Kent are a more
subtle indiéation of disintegratiﬁg belief in the existence of
the moral order. When Albany hears of the death of Cornwall,
which is occasioned by the blinding of Gloucester, the
orthodox duke cries:
‘ This shows you are above,
You justicers, that these our nether crimes
So speedlly can venge. _ '
(Iv, ii, 78—80)
Kent expresses a similar sentiment in the next scene when he

comments on the common . parentage of Cordella, Goner11 and

Regan:

C
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It is the stars,
The stars above us, govern our conditions,
Else one self mate and mate could not beget
Such different issues. 41
(Iv, iii, 34-7)
Finally, there is Edgar's comment to Edmund that
The gods are just, and of our pleasant vices
Make instruments to plague us. K
The dark and vicious place where thee he got
- Cost him [Gloucester] his eyes.
(v, 1ii, 170-73)
Edgar's speech, like the others, demonstrates a visible uneasi-
ness since he and Albany and Kent find it necessary to‘seize on

every shred of evidence that supports their orthodox beliefs.42

The character of lhe moral order in King Lear, and in
fact, the very nature of_"Nature" itself, is an uncértéinty,
especially for the adherents of'orthodox humanism, since
their experiences demonstrate, and confirm, the existence of
a horrifying set of‘cohtradictions, not the least of which is
the presence and success of unpunished malevolence. Ultim-
ately, therefore, the Stoics in the play discover that the
mbral orde; of tﬁeir world is not one in which man partici-
pates creatively. ‘Man's role, they discover, is one of enduf-
ance, of surviv;l: his reward is not in heaven but in death--

the only release from the afflictions of mundane fortune.43

Whatever The Government Of The Universe In 'King Lear', It Is

- Definitely Nct Guided By The Principle Of Punishment And

Destruction For The Vicked, And Prosperity And Preservation
For The Good. '

The final catastrophe of King Lear should raise in the

mind of the spectator several retrospective questions, not the

AN
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least of which concerns the character of the moral order. The
deaths of Gloucester, Cordelia and Lear compel thé spectator
to consider for himself in what type of universe such waste-

ful death could be the consequence of the complete suffering

which precedes it}44. That the characters who remain alive at

the final curtain all represent "the good" (as opposed to the

\

evil of Goneril and Regan) is of course a fact. To construe
from this, however,‘that King Lear demonstrates the triumph of
good over evil and advocates the propriety of orthodox,
-Renaissance humanism would be an error in perception. On the whole
1t would be much more proper to conclude that, by the end of
the play,-nobody has triumphcd over the others, but that the .
characters who remain have somehbw managed to endure. |
The question of Shakespéaré's moral position in King
Lear is a problem ‘almost as old as the play. .It is probable
that Samuel Johnspn was thinking.of King Lear whén he wrote

that Shakespeare

sacrifices virtue to convenience, and is so much
more careful to please than to instruct, that he
seems to write without any moral purpose....he
makes no just distribution of good and evil, nor
is [he] always carefyl to shew in the virtuous a
disapprobation of the wicked;. he carries his »
_persons indifferently through-right and wrong, -
.and at the close dismisses them without further
" care, aﬂd leaves their examples to operate by =
chance. 4 - , :

»‘Georg;ﬁrandes'takes Johnson's position one step further when
he remarks of King Lear that

° Shakespeare has nowhere else shown evil. and good ‘in
'such immediate opposition--bad and good human beings
/ in such direct conflict with each other; and nowhere |,
else has he so deliberately shunned the customary

N | = . / : . .
/ ' .



‘and conventional issue of the struggle--the triumph
of the good. In the catastrophe, blind and callous
Fate blots out the good and bad‘tOgether.46

1 In a more recent study entitled "The Coinage of Man:

King Lear and Camus's L'Etranger", Morris Weitz ind¢rectly

explores the moral character of the King Lear universe, in
relation te his central iﬁterest of human worth. The title
of Weitz's article betraye the ob§ious existentialistic bias
of his thinking bpt it WOuld be rather dogmatic., and Zper-
empﬁbry; to assume that his perspective of the play is con-
sequently of limited value.

Weitz contends .that the most remérkeble characteristic
of the King Lear universe is'"that éood and evil are absolute
and that though- evil destroys good, it too is desproyed....
And it is remarkable precisely because Shakespeare dissolves
.this simple, absolute good and evil into the ambivelence of.

nd7

all value in a morally indifferent universe. The only

justification Weitz provides for.this:position, however, is
that the plot would seem to~support“this view:48 As a critic,
Weitz can Hérdly be excuseﬁ fof not verifying this pOSition-,
more extensﬂbely, despite the fact thatlhis main iﬁeerest lies.
elsewhere. - | |

For Weitz, the pfesehce of a morally indifferent
universe becomes a fact against which Shakéspeare congiders the

major themes'of the drama. ~Weitz's investlgatlon,moreover, is

chiefly concerned w1th Shakespeare s portrayal of the actual

worth of man in relatlon to a moré&ly 1nd1fferent unlverse,

.and  with the ex1steqce of justice and human value w1th1n the

Y
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same condition.\ The fundamental perspective of his article,
therefore, becomes littlermore than an assuﬁption which his
existentialistic predfléctions do nept find incofgruous with
his reading of the text. | o : . | )
However faulty'weitz is in his argumeqt} there is,
nevertheless, a considerable amount'ofvvalidity to his char- -
acterization of the world of King Lear. The plot does to a
great extent substantiate the view that the universe is gov-
erned by. powers which are "mOraliy indifferent". The %ood
-characters suffer humlllatlon, 1nsults and degradatlon along
with physical and mental mutilation, whlle for most of the
play the wicked grow and prosper until it'seems in fact that
the gods arekstanding up'for'bastards. In the end, the.demise
of the w1cked is more- frequently effected by thelr own ev1l
than by the triumph of one of the good characterS° whlle
time after tlme, throughout the play, the‘charaCters associe
ated with the orthodox concepts of goodness are duped, be-
trayed or destroyed by those who represent "orthLdox ev1l"
From the openlng scene of the drama until  the old Klng enters
carrylng the dead Cordelib.ln his arms, Gloucester s famous-

remark echoes throughout the events of the drama in numerous

1mages of that horror

As flieées to wanton hoys -are we to the gods,
They klll us for their- Sport -
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. The, Apparent Indifference Of The Divine Hlerarchv Toward The
ACtions Of Goneril And Rcaan Becomes The Point Of Inception
For Lear's Metaphysical investigation OF The Tuman ,condition.

Throughout the events of the drama, Lear personally
implores the divine powers, as the "gods", "the Heavens" or
"Nature", to avehge the injustices enacted upon him by his two
elder daughters. The response of the»divine forces, however,’
is apparently a paseiVe silence. The ingratitude of Goneril
and Regan, therefore, compounds itself until Lear's conception
of the Unlversal order becomes so enveloped in doubt that Lear
loses his falth in the gods completely. Lear, in disillusion,
attempts to recover his sanity in three ways.. He tries to
coﬁprehend the nature and worth of humanity. He tries to re-
solve the problem of evil. And last of all, he tries‘to
verify the existence of divine provideoce. But it “is the
_fact that the divine forces do not respond to his invocations
for assistance that inaugurates Lear's disiilusionment and
motivates his ensuing, metaphyeical'iﬁvestigétion of huma=
nity. |

To the critics who prefer to reed King Lear in terms// i
of Christian-theolOgy, Lear's dileﬁma is yetvanotheé {Estan

the bouﬁdaries of a beneficent..,divine order" .in whith "the
‘wheels of retrlbutlon move lrrevocably, qulckly, impartially,
“but compa551onately W49 "Lear's dilemma, therefor , is only a
monstrous delusion whlch Reason should have helﬁed h1m to

av01d were it not ecllpsed by his 1reful pas 1ons. To what-
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ever extent we may argue that this perspective violgkes the
‘ TR -

sense of the play, its suggestion that Lear is incorrect in
his assessment of the moral cﬁaractér of the cosmos is suréIY
anterior to the development of the drama. Whether or not
Lear-is correct in his ‘doubts concerning the existence of
divine prov1dence is not an 1ssue in the play. The fact re-
mains that Eggg believes the gods are 1nd1ffereht toward his
suffering, The sympathetic spectafor, consequently; is“
swept aiohg involuntarily in <£he wake of Ieér‘s,emotional turmoil.
Lear;s assessment qf.the constitution of the uni-
verseiis emﬁirical: he himself obs¢rve5'£he silence of the
gods to- the imprecations of the klng-fmnself-—then.r earthly répresentative,
and consequently his faith in orthodox doctrine is shaken. This .
progfessioh from faith to despair is very clear in a crucial |
5cepe in Act II, where, for the first time since his abdica-
'tion, Lear confronts both Goneril and-Regan. Lear forswears
the company of Goneril when she attempts to deprive him of
half his retinue, and seeks instead the company of Rggan; only
to'find that Goneril has folléwed him. When he hgars of the
imminent arrival ofvhiskeidest daughter, he implores‘the gods
to ta%e his part .in Ehe,confro@ﬁaéion which must surely - .
follow: . |
| ' ' - 0 Heavens, | ;
, If you do love old men, if your sweet sway
Allow obedience, if yourselves are old,

£ ' Make it your cause. Send down, and take my part!

‘ T : . o
Much to the chagrin of, Lear, however,. the gods do not take his

. part but°appear;instead to be hostile, aS'Gohe;il and Regan'
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rationalize with the old King until they insist that it is no
longer feasible for Lear to retain a retinue_ofﬁone hundred
‘knights. When Lear realizes that he is being stripped of his
retainers, he flies into a rage and fin@Ily cries to the gods:
If it be you that stirs these daughters' hearts
Against their father, fool me not so much
To bear it tamely.
(11, iv, 277-9) -
The change in attitude from prayer to rép;gach is
a critical one. By considering that the divine powers them-.
selves are the source of,his daughters' wickédnesé; Lear must
have already concluded that the di?ine order is at least
arbitrary ' toward human suffering.
- ]
Following this confrontation with his daughters, Lear
quits their presence, to spend a night on the storm-tossed.
heath, remarking, as he goes,ithat
I have full cause of weeping, but this heart
Shall break into a hundred thousand flaws
Or ere I'll weep. O fool, Irshall go mad.
(II, iv, 287-9)
During the storm, an external reflectibnjof Lear's inner tur-
moil, the old King‘'broods on his daughters' ingratitude, He
tries in vain to reconcile it with his understanding of the
human condition:
I tax not you, you elements, with unkindness. , : o
I never gave you kingdom, called you children, '

You owe me no subscription. n
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former is occasioned by the meeting with Edgar, the c0nditioh
_. . ) m_

of whom Lear perceives as the result of ingratitude: "Hast

thou given all to thy two daughters?" he asks of Edgar, "And
art thou come to this?" (III, ii, 49-50) The unaccommo-
dated condition of Edgar, moreover, instigates Lear's recon-

sideration of the nature of man (III, ii, 104ff.), but, at the

same time, there occurs a re-evaluation of the relative worth

" of humanity in all of its manifestations. This quest has its

=

climax in the trial scene (III, vi), in which Lear's impatience
for the proper dispensation of 5ust;ce reaches the point where
he himself "will arraign them [Goneril and Regan] straight.;
(III, vi, 22) The continuing prosperity of his wicked
daughtersvaqd his disillusionment at their unorthodox behavior
have driven him into a state of madness, in which he seeks
retribution by himself’instead‘of relying on the gods to dis-
pense justice@ The irony of this trial, howevef; lies in its

futility: Lear is powerless to dispense any punishment

against the wicked, a Situation}exemplified by the fact that

the trial is conducted by a madman, a lunatic and a fool.:

i

‘;c1le what he has’ always belleved to ex1st, namely d

/,/.'

Lear is able to recognise injustice and artioulate its evil,
but he must continue to éuffer'its exiStehCe; Hls quest for/v.
Justlce therefore continues throughout the events of the play,,

and even at the close of. the drama, Lear is unable to rECon-

/7
/.
13

~ine

retr1but10n,w1th what he has recently experlence £
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And my ﬁbér fool is hanged! «No, no, no life!

Why should a dog, ‘a horse, a rat, have life

And thou no breath at all? : . f
(v, iii, 305-7). '

Lear, at this point, once again articulates the incongruity

between his faith in divine justice and his experience with /

the fact of injustice and evil,. Like all the critics who have -

examined the play, Lear is unable to reconcile the death of
Cordelia with thehorthodox/dqctrine of punishment for the

wicked and reward for thé good, and as a result, this last
question of Lear degaetates any pattern of cosmic iustice ’
which may-ha&e 5§eh’operating superficially on the'e%ents of ;i
the drama.50 S | o | ﬁ

y
s/

, / ‘ / ’

/ . K
In Spite/Of The Events In/The First Scene Of Act V, “Where/Lear
And Cordelia Are Joyfully Re-United, The Final Comment On The
Themeg Of Justice And Décay, And On The Character Of The’
Universe, Must Surely Be Made By The Final Catastrophlc Scene .
of The Play. /

’

t in King Lear has aroused more critical

No one ev

/

the death of Cordelia in'the iast écene'of

~ the drama. A% ost every scholar who has written exten31vely

on Klng Lear,has, ‘at one time or another, sought to explalnthe

51gn1f1cance'of the flnal entrance of Lear, bearlng the body of
/

the dead Cordella Does Lear die happy, unden the 1llu510n'

~that Cordetla still llves? How can the death of Cordella be

/

reconci}ed w1th any patterns of poetlc or qosmlc Justlce?/ How

/
: does the flnal scene confirm Lear's splrltual redemptlo?f

/Does the aeath of Cordella re- 1nforce the reallty of the evil

]

:" . i ‘.' — - . . ,._’ /
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relation to. the rest ‘of the drama.

&
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embodied in Goneril and:Regan? What form of relief does this

afford the audience? And ultimately, what is por-
this final scene--the restorat&gn of universal 2
or a final confrontation with chaos? All of these
have been raiéed at one time or another 'in relation

to the closing events of King Lear. And in spite of the

\

- mountain of scholarly speculation, it is unlikely that we are

any closer to answering these questions today than we
were before.

For many years, A.C. Bradley's assertion that Lear

:‘dies in an ecstasy of joy thinking that Cordelia lives was

unlversally accepted as true, although the only argument he

gave for this opinion was that to read the ending otherwise

would be unfaithful to Shakespeare's intehtions.51 In the

last twenty years, however, this interpretation has been viewed

© with ihcreasing scepticism, and has been rejected outright by_'

a few critics»§2 The common denominator for most of these

critics is the belief that Bradley emphasizes the wrong

perspectives in his discussion of the play' s~end1ng G

Marks, - for example, . argues that cr1t1c15m

must flrst deC1de what is 51gn1f1cant about the endlng in

Surely, she says, any

~ concern w1th who will inherit the kingdom after Lear dies'is,

like the death of Edmund, "but a trifle here." Instead, she -
argues it is "the extreme emotional force.of Lear's death”
which dq@inateé the~finalilines of the blay; and forces,.into

jlk the audience's consciousness, most concern
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: A
with the customary re-assertion of sublunary order.53 Judah -
Stampfer contends that the underlying tension of the final
scene "lies between an absolute knowledge that Cordelia is
dead and an absolute inability to accept it."54 In agreement
with Miss Stampfer, H.W. Donner adds that if Lear dies happy,
then all of the evil which the audience has witnessed would
lose its impact and reality: it would not longer matter.
Lear must die in agony, he says,:
lest we should forget the crimes that have been
commited, the evil there is in the world and
inhumanity; lest we should be  tempted to condone
crimes for which there can be no forgiveness;
lest in our feeling of relief that Lear's suf-
- ferings are at length over we should forget what
caused them; lest we should forget also the ‘55
blinding of Gloucester and the treachery of Edmund.
Ultlmately however- the nature of Lear s death, be 1t in agony
or joy, rests upon the choice of the director who is trans-
ferlng the script to the physical stage,-ln accordance with
his understanding of the play. A director, however, cannot
significantly alter the verbal and visual images the denouement
of King Lear presents to the audience. And it is thrcugh these
‘media that the play's ethical issues, and their relation to
the universal hierarchy, are~fina11y resolved.
In view of Lear's pre-occupation with tﬁe’problem of

-

divine justice, which we examined-earlier,'we expect ~that
D

this final catastrOphe should-affect the- old Klng's perceptlons‘
of human exlstence and COSﬂlC justice. Certalnly,lt would be
' fallac1ous to suggest that the death of Cordella conflrms

Lear' s,"or even Edgar s, faith' in dlvfhe Justlce. »1n.fact, all
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of the imagery suggests that just the opposite,pcégrs{ The
first reactions to Cordelia‘'s death come from Kent, Edgar and
Albany, the three adherents of orthodoxy:

KENT. ' Is this the promised end?
™ EDGAR. Or image of that horror?
ALBANY, Fall and cease.
(v, iii, 263-4)

Obviously the spectacle.before them visibly shatters theircor-
thodox doctrines, and this upheaval.isyconfirmed shortly there-
after Whep.Albany responds to the announcement of Edmund's
death with: "That's but a trifle here." (V,. Lll, 295) That
Albany should react in such a manner to the destruc&ion of so
evil a figure as Edmund is a clear indication of how greatly
the death of Cordelia has altered the man who had previously
seen the machinations of divine justice in so many earthly events.

Lear's last speech gives the audience his attitude to
the final catastrophe and,.at the same time, provides us with
his final perspective on the ethical issues which have plagued

. < .
him. for most of the drama: ‘ : '--\
And’my‘poor fool ;is hanged! No,.no, no life!
Why should a dog, a horse, a rat, have life
And thou no breath. at all? Thou' 1t 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,
Loo there, look there?!

(V, iii, 305‘11)' «

J

Reading this bassage'out of context and glven the mxnxpriate

predlsp051t1 ns, we could see an express}on of joy in the
. words "Look there’, look there!":‘ readlng this last spaajlof
Lear s in cbntext however,‘all but destroys any pOSSlblllty

of joy in hlS final words. His questign of why a dog, a
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héfse or a rat should continue to live while Cordelia dies,
- suggests that Lear's final perspective of his predicament ié
pessimistic. This question indicates that %or Lear, there
occurs.the agonizing recognition that the bestial world of the
wicked sisters continugs to exist while the good represented
by Cordelia must pass froﬁ the world.56 That such an evil
should be thrust upon him at this!stage in his life is a.fact
- which Lear is unable to assimilate into any patterns of cosmic
Justice, and’the very agbny of this confrontation preéipitates
his death. |

It would be difficult therefore .to construgt a case
for the predominance of a,benevolént universal ordef in gigg
Lear. TQe text itself will not clearly support. the po;sibiiity
that, just before his deétﬁ, Lear himself is able to pefcgive
any of the processes of Providence operating in the closing\
events of the drqma. kent's comment: "Bféak, heart, I
prithee break!1 (V, iii, 312) suggests, moreover,.that the

Stoical duke has likewise been unable fo see in the death of

Cordelia;the machinations of & benevolent cosmic order. And

-

that same remark also suggé€sts that Lear dies in agony since

it is unlikely that, given his bptimistic predispositions,

-

Kent would respond with such an anguished comment if the old

King passed away happy. If there is a benevolent universal
hierarchy which propels the events of King Lear, the evidence-
~suggests that Lear is not aware of it, and that Kent, Edgar

.and Albany are rather unsure of its presence.

&
)
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It is this uncertainty in the minds of the surviving
characters which accounts for the emotional efflects of the
drama's culmination. The suffering of Lear and the turmoil
in’ England are at an end, gnd hence the audience is“felieved
of the emotionai burden précipitated by the upﬁéaval apparent(
in the play. But order and harmony are ﬁot apparent at the
close of the drama. Albany resigns the throne, first to Lear,
and then to Edgar and Rent: but Kent likewise resigns any
claim to the throne of England (V, iii, 320-2), qd!vit appears
thaé Edgar, tﬁerefore, will become king. This éact, however,
is hardly representative of the reassertion of a benign
humane order blest by the gods. Eégar‘s easy, Optimistic
moralizing has continuallyibéqn shattefedjby contradicting
events and he is, at best, self-righteous, prissy and a little
cold—ﬁlooded: Lear, even at his worst, is completely magnifi-

cent.57 The culmination of the play's action, therefore, a

spiritual conflict in a world permeated witﬁ decay, provides
'the spectator with relief, but with no sense of order, harmony
or heaiing. The extreme emotional»turmoii of Lear, whichA 7
completely domihates'the action after his final entrénce, is .
‘at an end. The emotionally charged conflict, with its cosmic
implications, is fihally over and no one side has ultimately
triumphed.. Granted the evil characters ére all dead, but so
are many of tﬁe good 6nes, And Qﬁrely the‘é' nificance of
Edgar's momentary triumph over the evil Edmﬁnd is eras;d"by

-

the final entrance of Lear "with' Cordelia dead in his arms."

-

The spectator therefore is left with a feeling of emotional
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relief, and with the closing words of the Duke of Albany--+
words which give no indication of order or(bealing, but are,

. v ’
in effect, an epitaph for Lear, Cordelia, édmund, England, and
the universe: ' ‘ ' ’ g

The weight of this sad time we must obey,
Speak what we feel, not what we ought to say.
The ‘'oldest hath borne most. We that are young

Shall never see so much, nor live so long.
A (v, iii, 323-6)58



CHAPTER III
THE SPECTACLE OF EVIL IN KING LEAR

The Crux Of Lear's Dilemma Lies In The Orthodox Humanist
Belief That The Natural Order Emanates From The Gods.

In the previous chapter, we examinedrthe conflicting
Qorld views of the. two major éhir6sophical movements of the
seventeenth century, along with their manifestations in Kiﬂi‘
Lear. The crux of the conflict in King Léar.is embodjed iﬁ
these phildsophies and, as we discq&ered; thié conflict shat-
ters the easy secﬁrity of Lear's‘worid Viewg(an event which, -

| . _ .

in turn, instigates the re-evaiqation of hiS‘metaphysical
perSpaﬂjyes.i In this chapter, I sha&l explbre a cénsequent
product of this meeting of orthodox ﬁumanism and Maéhiave}lian
néturalism, namelj/Learls attempt £d resolve the problem of |
thé existence of evil,vand its consequent felationship to the
traéic vision of exisﬁence. .

If the orthodox world view is acceptéd then the belief

~

‘that everything in the natural order emanates from God,'or in
this case, the gods, must also be accepted. During a'time

when.traditional philosophy begins to 9rode, and doubtzinvadeé

o o 65
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the thinking of men, a terrifying possibility emerges rrom the
orthodox world view. If some part of the natural order is
undeniably evil, then it must be concluded that this evil
emanates from the source of the natural order, in this case,
the gods. ’'But, in the Renaissance humanist schema, God, or
the gods, are beneficent and‘gust, a priori, hence they should
not be the source of evil. Nevertheless, should anyone assert
that an’ev11 aspect of the natural order is not emanating from
'the gods, then he is indulging 1n speculation which undermines
the entire world view of orthodox Renalssance hpmanism. There-,
fore the possibility that the summit of the divine may be the: -
source of mundane evil still remains as a possibility within

S

the corpus of, Renaissance humanist thought,land as a personal

I3 . .

doubt;iS»reinforCed'by empirical evidence of the existence of
‘ A .

evil in the natural order, this‘possihility grows' more imme--

diate and more horrifying N f
. -I contend that the pattern of thought descrlbed in the -
lpreVlOUS paragraph is present in King Lear and that in that
play, Shakespeare~is exploring the pOssibility that the gods,
the summit of the universal order, may in faect be. the source
of evil in the natural order: in thls chapter, I should like
to explore this theme at length. I shall begin by examtning.
the nature of evil and its relationship'to the,tragic-vision
of existence. Then I' shall® proceed to examine the theme of .
evil as 1t is presented in King Lear. We shall see how Lear

s f
first observes ‘evil 1n the natural order and then mus;/¢on-

* /

I

front the'possibility that it is the gods themselves who are
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i

motivating the actions of his daughters. During this part of
my investigation I shall explore the extent to whlch the.

( )
problem of evil is connected with Lear s emotional sufferings,

and also to what extent the problem of evil is related to the

crux of the tragic vision of man's existence:

4,

The Significance of The'Word "Evil" Varies According To whe
Context In Which It Is Used: "Evil", Therefore, Is A Term
Wwhich Constantly Requires Defining. . ,J

Given any number of expressions which contain a word
denoting evil, it will be apparent'that the significance of

the word associated with evil varies from case to case. For
: ) 3 _

example, in the phrase "an evil man", the word associated

with the idea of evil is employed~in a different manner from '

/

its use in the phrase "a bad‘book" In the former, the term

. "evil" suggests that the ethical nature of the 1ndiv1dua1 is
o 1

at variance with the norm and is therefore disruptive and

dangerous, in the latter, the word "bad" suggests that there,

is something intrlnsically flawed in the construct10n or

. f.. e / —

execution of the yprk which thereby renders the book of poor

-quality, The variety of sugg stlons in’ such.words as evil,

/
/

bad W1cked or/51nister, therefore neceSSitates, in the;
initial. stages, a very broad definition of the idea of ev1l

AGenerally,/therefore, evil is that which is unde51rable,

while good is the' de51rable.l or alternatively, ev1l is that

which rnhibits a realization of the good.

I . : . . . o

/ . -
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It is possible to give more shape to the idea of eyil

by pointing out that‘éyii is never committed but rather it is

an act performed upon somebody by another.2 Evil, therefore;
is embodied in ann“aotion" (to use the term in its loOSest

/,

sense): someone must perform an act Wthh is evil in its result.

For example, the/ev1l involved in Adam's sin is not that he

literally ate/the apple but that~his action embodied an act
of disobedieﬁee and pride. An evil act, moreover; may be
simply an aot of the will, which is a basic ptecept of the
P .
Augustlnlan philosophy of ev1l, namely that an 1nd1v1dua1
turns hlS w111 from an ‘interest in God, to an 1nterest in
hlmself.3 ,) /ﬁ |
| Essentially,/howeverh we still have a'defihition of
evil which may be/;oo general for Kantean morallsts because
/»there 1s nothlng absolute or unlversal in our deflnltlon. It

is a problem; mpreover, wthh‘lS largely unsolvable,,for I

find it 1mpos ible to name any action Whlch has unlversally

o

been accepte as evil. at all tlmes. Acts of murder, incest,
even blasphemy, in certain cultural circuhstances,
have not been considered.as;evil actions. An'action isvevil,
therefoye, only when it is regarded as evil in’the eyes of
certaih men,' and in‘the»language of certaih mené some law;

or u derstandlng, is requlred whlch w1ll deflne the llmltS of
4 S

what is good as opposed to what is ev1l
In respect'to Klng Lear, there are’numerous occaSions

‘thCh "deflne" ev1l actlons for certaln characters. &Jmaof'ﬂrme

" occasions, however,/énvolve only 1mp11c1t detlnltlons of ev11

;
4
/

/
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\

" such as Albany's ‘reprimands to Goneril for her treatment of
Lear: " _ ) .- - )

r . .
: . O Goneril!
You are not worth the dust which the rude wind

Blows in your face. . . v
(1v, ii, 29-31)

Although he does not state explicitly that Goneril's actions
' are wicked, nevertheless it ig safe to conclude that he

considers them evil by_the‘ldw opinion he'holds of herﬂworth.

-

Edmund also demonstrates a distaste for an action which he
defines as evil in his first soliloquy: there he queries:

; Wherefore should I
Stand in the plague of custom, and permit
The curiosity of nations to deprive me, -
[of social respect]
For that I am soOme twelve or fourteen moonshlnes
Lag of a brother? :
. (1, 11, 2-6)

Edmund's contempt for the social inhibitions stemming from his
_illegitimacy ("the plague of custom") is important to the

drama for it ultimately motivates his actions in the early

. A

'stages oftthe play.
The definingdof evil is mostdimportant in relation__‘tei
Lear, for the presence of a épecific-evil'haunt§~him for most

of the drama.

 Ingratitude, thou- marble -hearted fren‘@’

More hideous when - thou show' st thee 1n a Chlld

Than the sea monster:
‘ : (1, iv,. 281-3)

NLeai exclaims during'his firét;eohfrontatibnvwith Goheril,-and
\

the persistence of thlS evil flnally\drrgei\the old Klng mad,

‘since the. advent of that state is marked by Lear's question

to the‘disguised.Edgar: "Hast thoﬁ given all to thy two
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dauéhters?/And art thou coﬁé to this?" (III, iv, 49-50) Be-
causéiof the constant presence of réferences to ingratitude,ﬁ
eSpecially‘in Act iII the thematic climax of the play, we must
investigate the extent to which evil is involved‘in Lear's

tragedy; that is, we must try to determine the relationship

' between evil and the tragic vision of existence.

<

Most Critics Agree That The Conflict Between Good;And:Evil Is
Crucial For Tragedy: And Of The Two, Evil Is More Important
Than Good In The Tragic Vision Of Existence For,As Richard B.

Sewall Observes, The Idea Of Evil Informs All Tragedy.?>

wa : \ ' -
¢ T

The essence of tragedy is aq\elusive phenomeqonwforA
which there are as many theories as there'éré thédrists.
Most criticsyégree, however, that a pre-emiﬁenﬁ theme of
tragedy ishthe idea of;éQil, and its relatigp to the divine
order ana‘to mankind. . Henry A. Myefs, for example, calls
tragedy "a spectacle of évil" which, paradoxically, delights
the audience even thoﬁgh the idea of‘evii does not;6~Wifliém
Chaée Gfeene,'in his examination of the'Gfeek tragedians, .
defines tragedy as a "spectacle'of-paih,and—evilﬁ[add suf-
fering, whi&h] argusés in us a strange delight and a new -
admiration for man's powers."7 And Richard B. Sewall'éréaes
that tragedy presents;"a y;éw of_ﬁhe universe, .Oof man's |
destiny and his relation with his bfe,lﬂlpws and himself, in
which evil,‘though not totalj is real, ever thfeatehing,'and

8

ineluctable. " . In these'thﬁfe quotations, we have those

aséécts‘of the tragic vision-of existence which are mentioned
" . — . : . )

most frequently. Tragedy, therefore, investigates the-themes

A

Y o -
Z \v;l -
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. of evil and suffering yhile paradoxically entertain}ng an
audience withia dramatic spectacle in which man's relation-
ship with the unhiversal order i% made manifest in a way which
arouses_terrible emotions and an admirationdfor human potential.
| According to Sewall, the tragic vision of life sur-
faces. when the qoestions of-ultimate'justice and human destiny
are nollonger‘answered by orthodox philosophy or theology-.9
If this is true, then”it is small wonder that suffering plays
such a prominent role in tragedy since it requires that man
flrst be deoered of those systems of thought which have
'tradltlonally given his existence perspective. and meanlng.
And nothing could ' be more inducive to suffering than to feel
one's existence shrouded in doubt because the traditional
consolatlons/of llfe, namely phllosophy and theology, are no

longer able to verlfy the Justlce in current events. The

-
-

orthodox systems of thought may assist in explalnlng the suf-
'ferlng provoked by particular events but they no longer pro-
vide the hero w1th help, in ascertalnlng the justness of his

sufferlng- .Tragedy, then, presents a spectacle of suffering

- that is explalned though not necessarlly justified. w10 . As a

. result, tragedy exists only in the enigmatic world of the

fsceptlc, and whatever questlons a tragedy raises, the answers

provided by the drama are largely amblguous.l;

If tradltlonal phllosophy Lannot answer the questlonsp

ywhlch certaln events raise in the, mlnd of the traglc hero,

then the hero has 20 ch01ce;ﬂ&t to confront a hlgher authorlty,
_ {
namely the summlt of, the divine order._ But such an aotlon can

SR o E e
‘i@ : EA



S

72

become frustrating, for in a tragedy, some part of the overall

action, great or small, proceeds from sources beyond the con-

"trol of the participants, and these sources are very often the

divine powers to whom the hero is appealing'.12 Ultimately,
therefore, the hero will find himself asking the divine order -
to justify its own actions, a plea which will only reveal the

penetration of divine.power into the struggles of mortals and

‘thereby frustrate the hero even more.13 In his frustration, ‘

the tragic hero will discover his own involvement in evil: he

will come to realize that what he does, what he must do, is

‘-

p — ;P_)J
somehow wrong, and that his choice in the matter is not "that

of a clear good or clear evil; [but that] it involves both,_' c
in [an] unclear mixtureluand [it therefore] presents a‘dilemma."14

The tragic sense of life, moreover, is a prephilo-

sophy, partlally formulated, partially felt and accordlng tD
Miguel de Unamuno, "not so much flowing from 1deas as-detet-.

mining them".15 The tragic vision, therefore, is not a syéte-

‘matic view of existence. It'garies and fluctuates in degree.

And it is primal, dealing with.the very essence of human
eXistence: . | - -

'It recalls the orlglnal terror, harklng back to a
world that antedates the conceptions of philosophy,
the consolation of later religions, and whatever
‘constructions the human mind has devised to per=-
suade itself that its universe is secure. It

- recalls the original unreason, the terror of the
irrational. It sees man as questioner, naked and

" unaccommodated, alone, facing mysterious demonic
forces in his own nature and outside, and_ %he
1rreduc1ble facts of suffering and death
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"The Tragic Vision Of The wOfld,ﬁ‘Says-Paul Ricoeur, "Is Tied
To & Specctacle And Not To A Speculation"” For The Lssence Of
The Tragic Resists Transcription Into A Theory. Since "The
Tragic Myth Tends To Concentrate Good And Evil At The Summlt

Of The Divine."1/
3

i

In an explanation of the phenomenon of evil, Paul
Ricogur gives an interesting perspective to the idea of
tragedy. Granted much of what he says may sound familiar
(especially nis terminology), but 1n the course of his search
for a hermeneutics of evil, Ricoeur discovers a unique rela-
tionship of themes and symbols gravitating around wH;t he
calls "the tragic myth", and absent from the other myths‘
which trgatmof the origin and end of evil.
) Ricoeur's study concerns Greek tragedy, from which he
. formulates a.gemaxu,"tﬁeory" of ﬁragedy which invites appli-
cation to later drama. Ricoeur is aware of the objections to

: . L) i . . . c g
this method but his reason for choosing it is valid: "Greek

tragedy,"he says

i's not at all an example in. the inductive sense,
but the sudden and complete manifestation of the .
esgence of the tragic; to understand the tragic is
to relive in oneself the Greek eXperlence of the
tragic, not as a particular case of fedy., but

as the origin of tragedy--that is tovgi%, th its
. beginning and its authentic emergence.; .
Tragedy, for Ricoeur, has two characte e lé§>-the

medium of dr =y and a unlque comblnatlon of themes. Both of *

-

these characterlstlcs, Rlcoeur suggests, have contributed to

the difficulty in formulatlng a'largely acceptable theory to

define tragedy. o : | B S -



7%

It is of the cssence of the tragic that it must be
exhibited in a tragic ‘hero, a tragic action, a
tragic denouement. Perhaps the tragic cannot
tolerate transcription into a theory which--let us’
7 say it immediately--could only be the scandalous
// - theology of predestination to evil. Perhaps the
tragic theology must be rejected as soon as it is
thought. Perhaps also it is capable of surviving,
as spectacle, all the destructions that follow )
e upon its transcription into ‘the plain language of
speculation. This connection with a spectacle, -
then, would be the specific means by which the
symbolic power that_resides in every traglc myth
could be protected 19

Ricoeur is careful, however, eot to formulate a new theory of
tragedy: insteed he attempts to¢establish the hermeneutics
of tragedy thfough which he is able to give thlqpenlgmatlc
phenomenon a unigque character.

Aside from the specifically dramatic character of
tragedy, this phenomenon embodies a unique combihation of
themes which are discretely non-tragic (nor specifically
Greek)'but become tragic through combination. The first of
these themes-may be found in/theymythology ofJaIl_culfures,
every time that

| the initiative in fault is traced back into the
divine and [everytime] that this givine initiative
wcrks through che gsaknese of man and appears as
divine possession. ' .
In the mythoiogy of any culture, there'is always the pcssi-
bility of locating the source of evil in the divine but for.
obv1ous reasons, this theme resists expression in anythlng

” Pand (a; .
:hyt a symbolicform.21 Because of ‘its plastic medlum,

3
R
a

::{§59edy’is able to preserve the symbolic power of this theme
and, for hhis‘reason,,the theme finds its most pronounced -

expression in’tragic drama. e
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A second theme @f tragedy is expressed in Greek by the

hthopnos, "the jealousy of the gods": "the)'jealous'

[

says Ricoeur, "cannot endure any greatness beside theirs}
oy .
. . . . . .22 :
man, then, feels himsélf thrust back into his humanity,' that

gods,

is, back into his m01ra ,?? or his "lot" in life. In this
theme lies the- ‘germ of the tragic confllct The divine order
establishes for man a limit to hls_accomplishments, a "fate"
(to use the term loosely)_which yould bring upon him "the
wrath of the gods" should he attempt to surpass it. This »
wrath of the gods, moreo;er, may be manlfested in two ways.
The jealous god, or, to call{him by another@game,»"the wichedA
god" may make himself felt.hy &n act of transcendent hostility;
likevthe Erian (Furies) in the Oresteia of Aeschylus. Or the
. X -

wicked god may demonstrate his hOStlllty to the hero by his
absence, by abandonlng the hero tg?hls own' resources.24 This
latter Kind of "d1v1ne ggreSsion" is that type. evident.in

ing Lear, where, as we saw earller, the divine forces arer,n
contlnually deaf to the 1mprecat33ns of~Lear and thereby
abandon the old Klng to hlS own resources. ‘
(~§ A thlrd theme of tragedy is Wﬂer01c greatness“ Whlch
focuses on tl‘ character of the hero. The Jealousy of the
divine order w1ll 1nh1b1t the freedom of the hero who, in turn,'

will react agalnst ghthonos and fate by trying to reach beyond

his llmltatlons. It is in this act of overreachlng, then, in

b

this act of hxbrls, that the protagonlst achieves his herd&c

stature and the blrth of the tragic paradox is complete. -

“Wlthout the dialectics of fate and freedom," Ricoeur' arques,
. . : n e
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. ® there would be no tragedy. Tragedy requires, on the
‘ one hand,...hostile transcendence...and on the other:
hand, the upsurge of a freedom that delays the ful-
fillment of fate, in order to.make it ®reak out in a
"denoument" where its fatal character is ultlmately
revealed.

Ricoeur's "symbols" are expressed in Greek terms but
they express ideas rather than define characteristice. It is
not necessary, therefore, 6 that the tragic themes be presented

3 ¢ ‘ . 13 . * \
in exactly the same manner as they were in ancient Greece; that

@

N ‘
is, there is in the corpus of Elizabethan thought the potentidl -

“

_for generating, in a specifically Eliiabethan context,‘the '
tragic themes examined above. It is_poesihle for an Elizabethan
to feel the ahsence ‘of the divine and thereby conclude that’the
divine order is, in fact, hostile toward his realization of "the
good". 'Ahd; as we,haQe demonstrated in the.preVious chapter,
this is precisely what happens with Lear: he feels the absence
of the diyine_through its deafness to his imprecations for
justice. | .

~In‘an Elizabethan‘contéxt,.the'theme of tragic over-
reaching, of trying to surpass predefined limitations, is por-

~trayed as dev1at10n from ‘the establlshed pattern of the world

3, m,

view. In the- Ellzabethan world v1ew, there are several con-

cepts wh1ch define human limit: one of these is the cono#pt

o

of "flnallty s, very. often symbollzed by man's mortallty. In a

¢

[

_ soc;al context however, the’ appflcatlon of . "finality” is

¢

vocatlon", a concept whlch defxnes men's llmlts, thelr mojira

or "lot" in 11fe'
" the conw;ctlon that every man' ' duty, both to him-
self an&“to -society, is fixed and established by

God and nature, and that on the recognition of and .

4 . .
-~ : . N L
¥ .

L 4
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obedlence to that duty depend order in the state
and his own happiness, is(the very epitome of the
[Renaissance] principles of llmlt 26

And nowhere is the responsibility for vocation more heavy than

-

‘'with the King, for a .proper ruler must not forget to employ all

of his powers for the benefit of society. The King, moreover,

A
o

has no right to‘relinquish the vocation to which he has been
summoned by God and Nature.27 By stepplng down from the throne,

by laying aside the cares of state, and by d1v1d1ng his klngdom,l

‘Lear attempts to overreach the limits of his_"lot" in- life, his

moira: he violates the Renaissance law of vocation. In doing
1= N ’

so, Lear alienates himself from the divine order, which aban-

dons him to his own resources. Furthermore, he unleashes all

of "the chaotic powers embodied in Goneril and Regan in that he

~fails to maintain the principle of unity, and performs instead

an act of fragmentation in complete violation of his divinely

ordained duty as the King. This act, therefore, is Lear's

.hybris, his act of'tragic overreaehing‘(rather than of arrogant

pride) which brings him into a confrontation with hostile trans-.
cendence. and thereby creates the tragic predicaﬁent.

But the birth of tragedy, according to Paul Ricoeur,

f
N v

cannot occur

- —

until the theme of predestination to evil...comes up -
against the,theme of heroic greatness; fate must
first feel the resistance of freedom, rebound (so to
speak) from the harness of the hero, and flnally
_ crush him, before the pre eminently traglc emotion--

phobos [Terror]--can be born.28

/

If tragedy were only the enactment of d1v1ne revenge agalnst
4 :

prlde, then there could be no sympathy for the hero;’ none of

the tragic emotions.would be generated and»the central figure

r
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of the drama would not appear heroic. There would, in fact,
be no drama at all. Tragedy is not simply the enactment of
divine revenge and a re-affirmation of the limits the tragic
hero sought to surpass. - Tragedy requires that the hero feel
fated to'some evil; he must feel evil thrust upon him by the
divine order. .But such a theology is scandalous and heretical;
and as euch, it resists thought. The tragic theology, there-
'fore, must be presented implicitly and symbolically so that it
stirs the emotions of the audience into an awareness of the |
tragic predicament, without stirring them to speculation on
the tragic paradoxl As soon as the tragic theology is thought
. rather than felt, it will be rejeoted, for 1£ﬁls too scandalous
‘for acceptance. . For this reason, the tragic theology is im- )
plied in theAwords of the characters and enacted in dramatic
form, so that the symbolic force of the tragic myth can be
protected, and exercise i;s power on the emotional and voli-
tional life of the audience. Our business, then, is to dis- |
cover to what extent the theme of a wicked god, impeiling_evii
on a tragic hero, operates in Kinngear, and to what extent

¢

this idea contributes to Lear's emotional and mental suffering.

In 'King Lear', All Of The Characters Are Involved In A.
Conflict With Evil, But It Is Lear Who. FinalIy Becomes Aware
Of Ricoeur's Traglc‘Paradox.

. There exists in Klng Lear a universe Wthh generates

evil in terrible profu51on, and eV1dently, that same ev1l
-, , .
isgable to thrive for mast of the drama.2? Eventually we must .

ask what kind of.unive;éal order .could generate such evil,
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and, as it turns out, this question ‘is an important theme in

R *r
the drama, and a crucial part of Lear's emotional agony.

Ironically, even those characters who are tradition-

N
L]

ally con51dered ev1l are 1nvolved in a conflict with malevo-
lence. Goneril and Regan, for example, quarrel with ‘each
other for the possession of Edmund. Borh of.these wicked
sisters see‘him as desirable,vbut Goneril views Regan's over-
tures to Edmund with displeasure while Regan reacts with
jealousy to her sister's interest in Edmund. Edmund on the
other hand, views the 1nterest of the wicked sisters g&th
relatlve 1nd1fference, for he is more involved in overcomlng

an evil of his own: "Wherefore should I," he asks,
Stand in the plague of custom, and permit
The curiosity of nations to deprive me,
For that T am some twelve or fourteen moondfines
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? Why brand they us’
. With base? With baseness? Bastardy? Base, base?
Who in the lusty stealth of nature take
More composition -and fierce guality
Than doth, within a dull, stale, tired bed,
Go to the creating a whole. tribe of fops,
Got 'tween asleep and wake?...
»Now, gods, stand up for bastards!
11, ii, 2-22)

Y
Y
e

‘Clearly Edmund views with‘disapprobation'the social law# and

s
custbms'whicb'prohibit‘his~succession to high estate'becausel
of his bastardy. Any interest he may %ng in Goneril or/
Regan,4more00er, 1s only to further hlS ewn de51re to oyer-
come the 'social ev1l forced upon hlm. It is 1ron1c, seFely,
-that Edmund, a central symbol of malevolence in the dr ma,"

should be involved in.a personal conflict with evil; apd it

L

e
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is also remarkable that a.character soldelﬁberately wicked as

Edmund should be so conscious of that_sametconflict. -

But it is Lear himself who isAmost conscious of his
_blnvolvment w1th evxl both in himself and from outsxde him-
selﬁ; Unlike the’ ‘Stoical ‘Edgar. and Kept,,who bear the afflic-

 tions of malevolence with apathy, Lear reacts to the presence

-

of evil w1th an emotlonal outburst which 1s both terrlfylng
‘and magnlflcent. Kent for example, hav1ng been placed in the

stocks by Cornwall, answers his affllctlon with the word3°‘
/ L . A
P ...All weary and o'erwatched,
'”Take vantage, heavy eyes, not to behold
‘ ‘This shameful lodging. '
Rt ~ Fortune, good night. Smile once more, turn thy wheel!
"_’/;, R . . . - (IL; ll Fd 177 80) /,
'y uhen oonfronted~with the cold malevolence of Goneril, howeyer,

. . Lear reacts with contempt and curses: -

Hear, Nature, hear, dear goddess, hear! »
Suspend thy purpose if thou didst intend. v
To make this creature fruitfull b ‘
. 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 Q?y live
And be a thwart disnatured torment to her.
Let it stamp wrinkles.in her brow of youth,
\ - With cadent tears” fret chanhels in her cheeks,
Turn all her mother's pains and benefits '
. To laughter and- contempt, that she may feel:
Y How sharper than a serpent's tobth it is
' To have a thankless child! -
(1, iv, 297—311)

Robert B. Hellman argues that Lear and Gloucester are.

<«

the gene51s of ev1l 1n the play: and true to Rlcoeur s traglc

" myth -the old King is aware of his 1nvolvement 1n the ex19-

tenoe of eyll:30_ o fr';~

l'

£

. , 5

S : o
: 1
1

¥

y
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But yet thou art mz flesh, my blood, my daughter,
Or rather a diseas that's in my flesh
-~ Which I must needs ¢all mine. Thou art a b01/1
A plague sore, an embossed carbuncle, [Goneril ]
In my corrupted blood. " v o /
. _ - {11, 1v, 224-8) //

-

This speech 1s not Smely a confe551on of Lear s i volvehpnt
w1th the ex1stence of ev1l' 1t is also a realization that -
the evil, he sees in his daughters 1s the natur product of .

his own‘&ralltles. The nature of Goneril is {nherlted from

|
In corrupted blood" a fact whlch is

his own ermltted by cer- .

Y

case, the father-

tain aspects of the natural order-~in th1
daughter and king- Subject relatlonshrps At thls p01nt, there—
'fore, Lear can see that the laws of Nature embody processes

whlch permlt the ex1stence and tr%p 1sslon of ev1l £ rom one

A

source to another w1th1n the natural order;,, . . e

/
dent force of ev11 operatlng/xﬁ hlS exlstence, that 1s, Lear

*

is conscious of the traglc predlcament of‘human ex1stence.

Lear knows he helped to unleash the ev1l of Goner11 and Regan /ﬁ
/

by hlS "immoderation" in g1v1ng up the throne, but he sees 1n//

the natural ordei another source of mundane ev1l which |

L
8

Compllments hlS own. And both q‘ these sources are, 1f we

e . / v ./{. .

" are w1111ng to use the. expre581on, part of "the guiltl ess of‘.
w31 ‘.w>"«' L ,frff . ".A,,':”\,,,v :

'belng. -

'if/ﬁv The poss1b111ty of ev1l in the naturalp;,der 1s not a B

unlque theme w1th Shakespeare for 1t had been clrculatlng

2

*»touches on th13~ﬂm;;jﬁrﬂ&¥§cvr[of The Faerle Queen, where‘

o g
con51ders the uncertalnty of‘Nature s character~ R i

'~among Renalssance thlnkers for'some tlme. ,Ednund Spenser

T - TN



'“is, to 1ngrat1tudertis to deny 1t place w1thrn

nature of SOmethlng</aﬂ<;e eV11 an;jﬁ

it can, then the ex1st

are Ln/an !way,hOStlle toward him ThlS pattern of thought

fon the uncertalnty of bexng.» J;""

v'“Therefore beseeeﬁ/you," he advufe§ Burgundy,

; C A 82
Then forth issewed (gredt goddesse) great dame Nature,
With goodly port and gracjous Maiesty; -
Beinlg far greater and more tall of stature '
. Then any of the gods or Powers on hie:
Yet certes by her face and. physnomy,
Whether she man or woman inly wer, .
‘That could not any creature well descry:
For, with a veile that wimpled euery where, o
Her head and face was hid, that mote to none appeare.

\\

That some doe say‘was s by sk;ll deulzed,

S To hide the terror of her vncouth hew, .
From mortall eyes that should be sore agrized; - /
‘For that her face did like a Lion shew, .35 a

- ' That eye of nght could not. ihdure to view.
, iy _
And one of the more eloquent treatmentS/of this theme may be

/

~N

That which grlevéth/me mosv is, thﬁk, counting
- symptoms or aff; cts of our/evill, See as many,
merely proceeding of natupe. and such as the
heavens 'send uys; and which may properly be t
theirs, as o / those .that our .owne surfet, o
excesse, or misse= dlet, or humane 1ndlscret10n
confer/ﬁpon us.33 . - '

~

“found in the wrltlngs of Montaigne, w?o states that

e * - S / .
//ear 5 1n1t1al reactlon to the resenCe/of evil; that

) order, but, by degrees, he gomes to wpn/ if 1n fact the
L o

- -

- L ' . ;
e of/dzvlne Justlce comes into ques- P
e a9

‘h Leaz’must wonder 1f the gods themselves

tion and loglca'

,

is the/updériylng ten51on of Lear s dllemna, whlch propels/

P - [

hi

1nto an/ébyss of emotlonal anguish and 1nto contemplatlon”h:

When Leff/ﬁhlnks he flnds anratltude in Cordelia, he;“m

e d

naturally suggests thaq/eordella s actlon 1s/hnnaturg§ff

\ @ -
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-.because, as he says to her:

. 83

To avert your liking a more worthier way
Than on a wretch whom Nature is ashamed
Almost to acknowledge hers. .
(x, i, 213-6)
R | . .
When Lear also meets with ingratitude from Goneril,.he displays

incredulity and aeks'AIbany if this unkindness originates with

him. Satisfied that it does not, Lear must accept its
presence in Goneril and hence, after placing a curse on ‘her,

1 : . . . P
he storms out of the room and departs for Regan's castle

PR

Thy tender hefted nature shall not glve
Thee o'er to harshness....
..Thou better know'st
The offices of nature,‘pond of chlldhood,
Effects of courtesy, dues of gratitude. :
Thy half of the kingdom hast thou not forgot,
_ Wherein thee I endowed.
' (1T, iv, 173- 83)

. . . . . . * nt

4
v

But, as in his assessment of Cordelia,‘Lear‘is mistaken,'and
calllng his daughters xihatural hags" (II, iv, 281), he qulte‘
their presence for the stormy night of hls own. speculatlons.

Durlng hlS nlght on the heath, Lear must confront the

.iproblem of.. evll 1n all of its 1mp11cat10ns, and gradually this =

-

“dllemma drives hxm mad. " In hls speculatlons,oLear attempts tO“*
:~szratmonallz\\t§e traglc paradox out of his understandlng of

human exlstence, but lnstead he- flnds hlB thoughts caught in a’ p'

v1c1ous c1rcle whlchikeeps brlnglng:h;m_back to a glngle,‘

ﬁ \'terrlble questlon.'

her heart.  Is there 'any" cause 1n nature thatumakes
R these hard hearts? v‘. . ST _

Then let them anatomxse Regan, see whatxﬁreeds about o



l;fspeculatlon onthls theology must be done on a’ symbolic or

\
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The wording of this question indicates.that Lear is consider-

ing'the possibility that evil "these hard hearts", may be

natural to’ hlS daugﬁte;s and 1n\dging so, he implicates the

gods in the presence of evil for, accorazng\te Lear's world

view, the natural order emanates from the gods.

If Lear Can See Evil Existing Within The Natural Order, Then
By A Natural Progression, He Must Eventually Consider That
Evil Emanates From The Gods Themselves. o

QIf, as Francis Bacon asserts, "no-one can treat of
metaphy51cs, or of the internal and immutable in nature, Wlth-
out- rushlng at once 1nto natural theology, W34 then Lear's

Alnvestlgatlon.of the metaphysrcs of his ex1stence must event;!
“Gually focus onﬂhis"relationship uith the gods. And as. a:k
Humanist, Lear would’agree that: "Those things»whidh nature

is said to do, are by diuine arte performed, vsing nature as

aninstrument.”35 In. wrestflng with the problem of evil in .
the natural order, thereﬁore, Lear must loglcally contémplate ‘ﬁ
the problem of evil. 1n resp§Ct to hls relatlonshlp with. the
~gods, or alternatlvely, Lear must eventually'confront the _ )
.prSSLbllxty ‘that the ev1l he has been trylng to understand is
i

'«actually belng 1mpelled upon. "him by. the gods._ But»thls parti-“ .
jcular theology 1s, 1n addxtlon to belng scandalous, one which '
res1sts thought——lt 1s felt rather than contemplated X Any
metaphorlcal 1evel in whlch the theqlogy 1s 1mp11c1t. For

Lear,&the symbols of thls theology are hls w1cked,daughters,

by - R _ - SRR
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Goneril and Regan, and the nalignant actlons which they.perform.
It is not long after Lear's first confrontation with
his daughters that.the old Klng)feels the operation of trans-
cendent malevolence, andvimmediately he voices his apprehen- -
sions in the form of a prayé&: |

You see me here, you gods, a poor old man,
As full of grief as age, wretched in both.
If it be you that stirs these daughters' -hearts
Against their father, fool me not so much-
To bear it tamely. Touch me with noble anger,
Anrd let not .women's weapons, ‘water drops, ‘ .
Staln ny man's cheeks! . -

(II, iv, 275-81)

Later in the play, Lear agein expresses the fear that he is;in

-

the pOSS€SSlOn of the gods who have 1mpelled his 1nvolvement

in evil, and agaln the symbols of this theology are hlS wicked

a —

daughters

Rumble thy belly full! Sp1t fire! Spout rain! .
. Nor rain, 'wind, thunder, fire are my daughters. -
I tax not you, you elements, with unkindness. :
*I'never. gave you kingdom, called you children,’
'You owe me no subscription. Then let fall
Your horrible plegsure. Here I stand your slaye,
A poor, infirm, weak; and dispised old man: .
But yet I call you servile ministers 35
That_have with two pernicious daughten§ joined s
Your-high-engendered battles 'gainst & head . ,2__,
: So old and white as this. Oh, Oh{ 'Tis foul., e
' (III, ll, 14- 24) . -

'Throughout ‘the. thlrd act, Lear continues to speculate on hisv‘

.daughters 1ngrat1tude, and the mq@p pe does, the more he

N ks BN ,
latlons carrylng h1m toﬁard @ddness”‘

’Yﬁ

’Bé p@int, he finds his specu-

suffers emotlonally,

& .
LT S 3 In such a night ‘,(1f o
To shut me Outl Pour én, I will endure. -:~v”~
In such a''night as. this! O Regan, Goneril! =~

- Your old kind father, dhose frank hgart gave all—-

47 .

A STy ) : »“ \ K
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Oh, that way madness lies, let me shun -that, \
No more of that.
(III, iv, 17-22)

It is a state,moreover, from which he had Previously ipvoked

the heavens to preserve him:
. - 3
b

Oh, let me not be mad, not mad, sweet heaven!
Keep me in temper. I would not be mad!
' (I, v, 41-2)
But Lear's resolve on this matter is shattered by the entrance
of Edgar "disguised as a madman”, for the 81ght of this

unfortunate beggar unsettles the old King's senses completely

Immediately, he returns to the theme of his daughters' ingra=-

titude with the questlon: "Hast thou'given all to thy

daughters?/@nd‘art thou come to this?" (111, iv, 49-50), and"
B . .

again with: "What, have his_daughters'hrought hiﬁ_to this
Pass?/Couldst thou save noth1ng° Didst thou give them all?"
{III, iv, 64a5) Gradually, Lear s speculatlon leads h1m to
'one, horrlble conc1u31on concerning the nature of man*

Why, thou wert better in thy grave than to answer
with thy uncovered body this extremlty of the
skies. Is man no more than this? Consider him
well. Thou owest the worm no sxlk, the beast no
hide, the sheep no wool, the cat'no perfume. .

Thou art the thlng itself. ‘Unaccommodated man 15
no -more bat ‘such a poor, bare, forkﬁd anlmal as . -
thou art : , .

“r

(III, 1v, 104 12)

. And Lear s assertlon that "thou art the thlng 1tse1f"must

xloglcally resonate WIth Edgar s own descertlon of hlmself as’

e

A'Poor Tom o R : Seli
h Whom the foul flend hatH’led through f1re and
bog and quagmife, that hath laid knives under

~ his plllow, and halters in his pew, set ratsbane
by his porrldge, made hlm proud ofbheart to rlde

- through flame,. through ford34nd whirlpool, o' er h -

3
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on a bay trotting-horse over four-inched bridges,

&5 : to course his own shadow for a traitor....Do poor

‘ Tom some charlty, whom the foul fiend vexes.

(III, iv, 51-60)

Edgar's self-description at this point is ironic for it also
'delﬁheates the predicament of Lear—a man pursued by the "foul
;fiend" of ingrafitude, or by the wicked god. And Lear's mad
'ravings mirror the feigned madness of Edgar, both of which
are reflected in the metac;or of the storm--the external
expression of their emotional turmoil.

Lear, however, is not the,only character in the-p1$y
who feels the presence of divine malevolence._ ‘The Earl. of.
‘éloucester also senses the presen& of divine hOStlllty, and

in the despalr whlch follows hlS bllndlng at the hands of

‘Cornwall and Regan, he makes the most famous'comment on this

. theme in Kinj7Lear:»

% SO .
ol As flies to wanton boys are we to ‘the gods,
L L They kill us for their sport.

= . . (Iv' 1, 37—8)

n
A

Just before he attempts to take hls life, Gloucester prays to
: the gods, and, 1mp11c1t1y, he agaxn acknowledges thelr role 1n

his affllctxons- | . 1 o - B
J

. 0 you mlghty gods!
N ‘ Thls world I do renounce, and in your s;ghts
‘Shake patiently my great affliction off. .=
If I could bear it longer and not fall = .
:To quarrel with your great: opposeless wills,
. My snuff and loathed part of nature should ‘
e f',Burn ltself out : S e
' : : ’ 'mﬁ‘ (Ivl Vll.34 40) C %

f Surprlslngly, even 3he Duke of ﬁgnt attrlbutes the
orlgln of mundane ev1l to the d1v1ne order, ané like the

statements oﬁ,Gloucester, hls 1s an’ expressxon of despair, .

; ,.Ov_'~_".’
e, o -‘

s
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for he cannot explain the existence of evil in any other way:
"It is the stars," he says,

The stars above us, govern our conditions,

Else one self mate and mate could not beget

Such different issues. [Goneril, aan and Cordelia]

(Iv, iii, 34-7)3

The presence of this statement and those of GloucesteE‘ is
important to the portrayal of the theme of divine malevolence
for these remarks are made at points in the drama where Lear
/\‘ ' - .
is absent from the action. These statements by Gloucester =

and Kent, therefore, serve to keep the theme of the wicked

god in the consciousness of theﬁaudience, while the events

e . ' L - 94

which appear‘to support this theme are‘enacted_before_the
| sbectator.A | | .
| Of the characters who feel the presence of divine‘evfl,
it is Lear who is most affected by the pos51b111ty of w1cked |
,.gods, to, the extent that he eventually goes mad. During thls
period of madness, Lear, recon51ders the metaphy81cs of his
'ex1stence, speculatlng (even:f valnly) on diwine prozldence,
mortallty and the nature of man. But eventually, Lear returns ?(3
to -the same enlgmatlc theme--the 1ssue of his. daughters'l'n' |
flngratltude, which he can in no way reconc11e w1th his p“
. establlshed world v1ew. When Gloucester, for example, ogs'— ’
obeys the expressed w1shes of Cornwall and Regan by glving the‘.
.old Klnq shelter,,Lear capltallzes on the SLtuatlon by staging |
a mock trlal of Gonenl and é}egan, J.n whlch he w1ll arraign._v,..
‘jthem stralght " (lII, v1, 22) Symbollcally, however, and ‘
‘h.1ron1cally, Lear 'S mental 1mages of Gonerll .and Regan escape ?:;;'

’,.‘ T e

,;the process of Justlce and hence Lear returns to sbeculatlon
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on an old theme: "Then let them anatomise Regan, see what,

breeds about her heart. Is there any cause in nature that
- - Q ‘ N

.makes these hard hearts." (III,/vi, 80-2)

4,

The mad ravings which' follow the mock trial are a semi-
conscious  réconsideration of the inscrutable aspects of é&xis=~

tence, expressed in metaphors whese logic is madness. But- in
. . N ) é?, g

the fibre of Lear's mad ravings‘%He,haunting-problem of his
’ . 2R . .

daughtere' ingratitude weaves a-discernable'thread, to whiéh.

the old King's speculations continually ieturn.' At times,.

Lear's brooding on his daughter's actions is vaguely mixed 'in

oM with other ideas such as court politics, as in the following

EE, “Passage: S : | ‘.

Q

b,

‘They flattered me lLke a dog, and told me I had
» ' white hairs in my beard ere the black ones- were
there. To say "aye“ :and "no" to every thing I
: said!..\When the rain came to wet me once, and ¢ - &
) the%gin- to make me chatter, when the’ thunder would
_ notpeagce at ny bidding, -there I found 'em, there
I smely 'em-opt. Go to, they are not men o' Ehelr‘ o
iy P words./ They told me I was eVerythlng, iris a Tie, . e
S ‘ . I am fot-agde-proof. T

% :
(IV, vi, 97-107) s

EX

« e '
imes,’ Lear s speculatlons on. hlS daughters
are much more exp11c1t.. T ;1):

1 pardon that man s 11fe. What ‘was thy cause?
Adultery? ‘' . ..
Thou shalg not dle. Dle for adultery! N0°'
The wren' goes to't, and the" small gllded fly
Does lecher ‘in' my sight. " . o
Let copulation thrive, for Glouceste v ;_tard son
Was klnder to his father than my d 3 :
~ Got tween‘thevlawful sheets.
s Y f'“ . (IV, vi, 111~ 18)

~

f:'v " - : Eventually, howevé{ Lear 's mental agony is soothed by

o \\ i ; )
' hls re—unlon with Cordella, for her human compass;on and o Lk

RIS
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? -'benfénity nestore peace to the old Kiné's beléaguered mind: )
hand this tranquility is not even upset by his defeat in'battle
and paptlvaty at the hands of Edmuﬁd Lear s two speeches
before he ig carrred off to prison (V, iii, 8-19 and 20- 26)

demonstrate a lack of unea51ness conbernlng hlS predlgament,

]

and re- afflrm the Joy "he has ‘discovered in his re-union with
Cordella. 'There is-a remark in the latter speech, however,

which resonates with the theme of the wicked'god and-indicates
e \

;that, although\thls problem no longer preéses on Lear's

1mag1natlon, 1t has, nevertheless){m&:been completely

S

resolved "He that parts us," says Lear, "shall brlng a brand
'from Heaven./And flre_%s hence llke foxes "o(v, iii, 22—3) |
In expre531ng thls sentlment Lear 1ron1cally locates the
" . action of the evehts whlch follow (that 1s, the death of
Cordella) w1th1n the context of lelne malevolence, thereby
Jeaving hlmself susceptlble to the return of doubts and emo-
tlonal agony.’ And the subsequent death of'Cordella produces
~3ust such an effect in Lear' s ‘mind, that s, paln, bew1lder- B
-~~~ ment and daspalr, all of whlch are expressed by the profound,
syet unanswerable questlon whlch Lear asks ]usE \7fore he dles.‘
And my poor fool is hanged'?.No, no, no life!
. Why should- a dog, a horse, a rat, have 11fe,- _
-And thou no breath at all? Thou'lt come’ np more,'
S -.:Never, never, never, never, never! VL
R ] , - (v, idd, 305 -8) -
Lear,dies’a rulned plece of nature ’ unable to resolve the
~problem of d1v1ne malevolence, for, 1n vaew of- the events of A

e

the drama, he cannot deny the p0531b111ty of a w1cked god and g

4 yet he flnds that p0551b111ty unavowable. For Lear, the

. ° ' N : ’ : : . ? :D .
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possible presence ofvdivine'evil produces unbearable agony
and bew11derment, a statevfrom whlch he finds rellef only in

death, the ultlmate release from the-pain and uncertalnty of

-

human existence. : | Co Y
} - A .

v . _ N " \ m.

"Is The Tragic Theology Thinkable? The Tragic Drama Does Not

Work It Out Reflectlvely, t Exhibits It By Means Of The

‘Characters In A Spectacle, In The Vestments: Of Poe%gz, And = .

Through The Specific Emotions -Of Perror And Pity." '
(O o T .

- Tragedy exists in the emotiOnal and volitional life

»

of man, and the tragic paradox affects those aspects of human

o existence. But if the emphasis in tragedY is on feellng,

» \ rather than speculathg) then ultlmately tragedy is not
. concerned %ﬁth the busxness of eth1ca1 denunc1atlon and
reform, for "the exege51s of moral evil is so much a part of
‘ ' ...[tragedy s]- theologlcal exege51s that tge hero is shlelded
,g ' from moral condemnatlon and offered as an obJect of pity 40;
And because of the theme of the w1cked god, tragedy 1s not
concerned w1th the forglveness of 51ns—-1n fact, such a con-
cern 1s antagonlstlc to the traglc v131on of ex1stence.4l_‘The‘

: Same is true for',he 1dea of salvatlon, whlch would flnally

paradox and\hndermlne the essentxal
~

‘terminate'the tra ;
.predlcament.t The buslness of tragedy,

functiOn‘of.the'tragl

R therefore, ls sufferlng, or, more spec1f1ca11y,."suffer1ng forrwf
42; But in order ‘to precxpitate,]J

Ca LW

Juch sufferlng, the her01c splrlt of the protagonlst must '

" the sake " of understandlng."

re51st the 1mpulses of d1v1ne malevolende and, to paraphras//



¢ - \ :
. . C . ‘ . ) f " 92
. f':z;iz/ . o
Lear, . take upon/hIEQAIf the mystery of ' thlngs as if he was

God' s-spyr The result of thls sufferlng is traglc knowledge
| for_the hero~;knowledge of himself; kndWledge of the existence
’of the 1nscrutable, knowledge of the gresence of d1v1ne mal-
.evolence,‘and flnally, the knowledge that one' S EQ&EQ' or fate,
1ncludes the 1nab111ty to. transcend the 1nscrutable or to ,I

escape the w1cked god.v '

A concrete example should 1llustrate these 1deas more
oclearly "Con51der, for example, the flgures of Edmund and
Learv< Both characters feel that eV1l 1s belng thrust upon_
'rthem,_but the character of Edmund never attalns the traglc
prOportlons of Lear S chafac&e\: lnwsplte of hlS fasc1nat1ng
cunnlng, and his abillty to engage our, 1maglnat1ve sympathles,
Edmund never achleves the magnlflcence of Lear~' Edmund S |
,1ntellectual response to oppre551ve soc1al custom 1s lntri—
-}gulng, but Lear s’ reactlon to eV1l dlsplays the grandeur of
“hls splritual nature and the dgpths of emotlonal responses =‘ -
_whlch he is capable of soundlng Edmund ultlmately, engages itf
the 1nterest of the spectator but Lear is able to ellétt |
'sgmpathy and compass1oh from the spectator, who 1n the End
shares in the emotlonal experlence of the old Klng._g

The dlfference between the two characters arlses from".ff

. i
_thelr respectlve dlvergent world v1ews whlch pre01pitate the

- re51stance of eV1l 1n dlfferent ways.z Edmund accepts the

-presence of ev1l as a fact and proceeds to exercise hls cun- :

8T

'~1n1ng in order to c1rcumvent a. smtuatxon whlch he flnds socially

.oppress1ve'f "Let me,'lf not by b;rth, have lands by w1t /All
S ~ = T T e T
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v . . A _
With'me‘s meet'that'I.can’fashion fit," .(I, ii,:l99 200)
Thls approach ultlmately denies édmund any con31derable heroic
at'stature, for Edmund becomes a portralt of .pure cunnlng, whlch
can hardly be descrlbed as her01c.‘ Lear, on the other hand
reacts to the perceptlon of. evll wrth an 1ncredu11ty whlch
leads him to. questlons for whlch he can flnd no answers. Inn
response to Cordella 'S apparentklngratltude, he asks- "But

.goes thy heart w1th thlS’" (f, i, 1o06) and when confronted

. with Gonerll's 1ngrat1tude, Lear s flrst response is to ask-’n:' -

« "Are you our. daughter’" (I, 1v, 238) Flndlng thls 1ssue

-

1nscrutable, Lear proceeds to questron hlS own - understandlng )

‘ w1th ‘an - 1ronlc serles of querles "’j o o e e o
Doth ‘any here know me? This is not Lear. S
Doth Learxr walk thus° Speak thus° Where are hlS eyes?
Who is 1t that can tell me who I am? » ’ :
: .’ ,E_ ) (I,,lV, 246 50)

Lear's last questlon here 1s a request for self-knowledge, and?

~in Seeklng thls, Lear embarks'on a quest for knowledge whxch

R4

'W1ll eventually carry him beyond the ligsts of ordlnary human-]“

1ty to a herolc confrontatlon thh the ds themselves.( The

Y

traglc paradox ;s now complete._ The wxckedness and wrath of. o

'the gods is confronted by Lear '8 herblc'splrlt whlch res1sts*"‘

‘

i
R thelr 1mpulses togfv1l and so extends Lear s sufgerlng

~‘unt11 1t reaches unbearable cllmax w1th Cordella's dea}h."

‘Agalnst the w1cked gods, therefore, stands the heroxc great-yf'u
. \ L

:‘ness of: Lear, who refuses to. accept the llmitatlons of hls T

’earthly exlstence.= :

.‘Jf Lear wants his world V1ew afflrmed but he flnds o
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vinstead ?Vivid cdhtradictions to his'faith—fspébifically in =
. .

the 1ngratltude of his w1cked daughters. And-his hrooding on‘
’

this subject eventually unsettles h;s sens1b111ty and he goes» o

mad, ‘In hls madness, Lear contlnu to ask questions for whlch
. . “-’, . I3 . ©
he cannot find answers, hut at the same. tlme, these questlons

arouse a,sepse of pathos whlch in turn e11c1ts sympathy from
. »

the spectator ThlS development can be seen in the follow1ng
serles of questlons, taken from prdgresslve parts of the drama."

'-Hast thou [Edgar] glven all to thy daughzers? o
‘And art thou come this® . :
. ‘ III, 1v, 106)
‘ ..-Is man rio more tHan. thlS [such a poor, bare,,
' \v~'.forked ‘animal as thou art]} A R B
C n I, v, 106) T Lk ‘ ‘

‘What is the cause.of thunder? » ..fh'-; : R
L _ (III, 1v, 160) - R C N

”[See how yond Justlce rails" upon yond Smele thlef?ﬁ‘. .
.Change "places’ and handy- dandy’ which is’ the AR
Justlce andehlch is the ‘thief? = - SR T
, ' (IV,*Vl, 153- 7) S
3
Lear s questlons andlcate the phllosopdlcal 1ssues whlch
plague hlS mlnd, and the questlons are}\as Edgar descrrbes o
. RS (
' them. matter and.lmpertlnency mrx d /Reason 1n madness.

. L~ v

(IV, Vl, 178~ 9%( Durlng his re-unlon W1th Cordel;a, Lear s

5

"&xg mlnd is at rest, and all of‘éhe phllosophlcal problems whiéh-{f5*‘{

- o ow o NP

/

-~

had prev1ously tortured hlm, are overpowered by the Joy he

L
dlSCOVGrS 1n Cordella s love.. But w1th her death, all of ,,ﬁgf{g'

\

Lear s bellefs are agaln shattered, and the agony and emotlonal
turm011 of hls madness returns, along w1th the subllme Pathosgfg‘:y

- @_ focused on Lear s Bast questlon-' “Why should a dog, a horse,tﬂfhr;
a rat, have llfe/And thou no: breath at all?" (V, r/}/ 306 7) , ~j3jy

: ".
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e

‘ doubt but hlS predestlned fallure dﬁes not detract from the’

- grandeur of hlS heroxc splrr r wh1Ch is revealed through the

cament, for : T

r.emotlonaily. But even at thf close of the drama,_there is h"

B ment of llfe——that 1s, of the potential grandeur of the human e

o . - N S P 95‘[ A
: Ty ¢ . : R . el

b

lee many of Lear S prev1ous questlons, this one has no lOgl-

» . RTINS e

cal answer and therefore it serves as an approprlate eXpre551on
‘of Lear's dllemma. Lear' s questlons have attempted to fathom

. the 1nscrutab1e=problems wthh plague manklnd in tlmes of

medlum of Lear s ill- fated quest. Even 1n fallure, and in.
X
]

: recognltlon of hlS own error, Lear arouses the sympathles of C

the spectator, whg shares 1n‘the pathos of the traglc predl-

. . 4 o | o

o
.

gthe traglc v1s1on, when ‘it remalns true to its -
"type", ‘excludes. -any other dellverance than
"sympathy,"than tragic "pity",-that .is to say, an
‘impotent emotion of. partlc pation 1n ‘the mis- - =
. fortunes of the-: hero, a sort of weeping with him
’ - and purrfylng [of] the tears by the beauty of
R song.43 , _ _ N
\r

The traglc hero, as well %s the spectator, is not dellvered hoo
from the traglc paradox but flnds dellverance w1th1n the tra—[t‘

gic paradox, through the acqulsltlon of traglc knowledge,’and

~an ultlmate end to traglc sufferlng -elther 1njsubm15510n to

the w1ll of the lelne, or. 1n death. The traglc predlcament,‘-'"
however, remalns 1ntact.-'1t is worked out on a symbollc level

byvmeans 3{ a spectacle in whlch the spectator part1c1pates _f
L] , s

T

%o ol . e ".'
. Lol

the sympathetrp, yet pa1nfu1 awaréness of the tra%‘s predlca- .

splrlt,_of the llmltatlons of the human cdndltlon,vand of the«
unavowable presence of d1v1ne malevolence and the terrlble

wrath of the gods.'
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