SYNOPSIS OF CUT VERSION OF ‘KING LEAR’ BY WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

Prologue: Tells the story of King Lear who has three daughters: Goneril, Regan and Cordelia.  Goneril and Regan are married; Cordelia is not.  Lear plans to retire and divide the kingdom between his three daughters.

SCENE 1) KING LEAR’S PALACE

Lear wants to divide his kingdom between his three daughters. But he wants them to tell him how much they love him in order to decide how big a share they will each get.  Goneril and Regan make extravagant pledges of love; Cordelia cannot, saying that when she marries, she will love her husband more than her father.  

Lear is furious, and disinherits Cordelia. He expects that no husband will have her without a dowry.  He demands that the King of France (Cordelia’s suitor) is brought in and explains that Cordelia is disinherited.  Surprisingly, the King of France still wants to marry Cordelia.  Cordelia and France leave together.  Lear announces that he will stay for a month with Goneril and then with Regan, taking 100 of his knights with him.  The sisters are not pleased by this news and begin to plot against him.

SCENE 2) GLOUCESTER’S PALACE

Prologue: Meanwhile, the Duke of Gloucester has two sons, Edgar and Edmund.  He loves them both, but Edgar is legitimate; Edmund is illegitimate.  This means that Edgar will inherit Gloucester’s money, land and title.

Edmund, the illegitimate son of Gloucester, defends his future actions and decides to try to take the lands, money and title from his brother.  Using a forged letter, Edmund convinces Gloucester that Edgar is plotting against him.  He then warns Edgar that Gloucester suspects him of treachery and advises Edgar to run away.

SCENE 3) GONERIL AND ALBANY’S PALACE

At Goneril’s house, Lear, his Fool and knights are causing a rumpus.  Lear argues with Goneril, who criticises his knights’ behaviour and asks him to dismiss 50 of his 100 followers.  Lear curses Goneril and declares his intention to stay with Regan.  Goneril reveals that she has written to Regan to warn her sister about their father’s bad behaviour.

SCENE 4) REGAN AND CORNWALL’S PALACE

Regan has received Goneril’s letter.  She tells the audience that if Lear is on his way to see her, she won’t be there at home to see him.

SCENE 5) OUTSIDE GONERIL’S PALACE

Lear and his Fool set out for Regan’s house.  The Fool warns Lear that he’s unlikely to receive better treatment from Regan than from Goneril.  Using his privileged position as court jester, he also chides Lear for his foolish behaviour.  After the great rage he showed to Goneril, Lear worries that he is going mad.

SCENE 6) GLOUCESTER’S PALACE

At Gloucester’s castle, Edmund stages a fight between himself and Edgar in front of Gloucester.  He wounds himself and blames it on Edgar, thus “proving” to Gloucester that Edgar is plotting against them both.  Edgar flees.  Regan arrives.  She is shocked to learn of Edgar’s “plot” against Gloucester, and warmly approving of Edmund’s “loyalty”.  Regan tells Gloucester that she and her husband have heard about the trouble between Goneril and Lear – and are trying to avoid him.  She asks for Gloucester’s help and advice. 

SCENE 7) GLOUCESTER’S PALACE - LATER

Lear is furious when Gloucester tells him that Regan won’t speak to him.  He demands to see his daughter.  Wanting to heal the rift, Gloucester brings Regan to talk to Lear.  Lear tells Regan about his quarrel with Goneril; she is unsympathetic.  Goneril arrives and between them the sisters make it clear that neither Lear nor any of his men are welcome in either of their houses.  Lear curses them both and disappears into the cold night and the gathering storm.  Both sisters announce their plans not to receive their father if he returns.  Regan calls to her servants to bar the doors against him.

SCENE 8) A HEATH DURING A STORM

Lear is alone on an open heath, exposed to the elements.  Maddened in the storm, he curses his daughter, himself, the weather and humanity in general.  His loyal Fool finds him.  At first the fool begs Lear to return to his daughters, but when that fails, the Fool urges Lear to take shelter in a nearby hovel.

SCENE 9) THE HOVEL 

Edgar is on the run, framed for the attempted murder of his father.  He disguises himself as ‘Tom o’Bedlam’, a poor mad beggar, and hides in the very hovel to which the Fool is taking the King.

SCENE 10) GLOUCESTER’S PALACE

Gloucester tells Edmund that Regan won’t let him help the King.  Gloucester tells Edmund that he intends to help Lear anyway.  He has received a secret letter – he tells Edmund that he can’t reveal the content … but by admitting that armies are already on the march and the King’s wrongs will be avenged, he makes it quite obvious that the letter is from Cordelia in France.  Edmund plans to find the letter, show it to Regan and thus get his father’s lands and title.

SCENE 11) GLOUCESTER’S PALACE – LATER

Edmund betrays Gloucester’s confidence, by telling Regan about Gloucester’s loyalty to Lear and knowledge of the French invasion.  As Edmund predicted, Regan rewards Edmund by giving him his father’s title of Earl of Gloucester.

SCENE 12) THE HOVEL

Lear and the Fool enter the hovel, where they meet Edgar in his Poor Tom disguise.  Lear continues to rave about “filial ingratitude”, and assumes that all the problems in the world – such as Poor Tom’s condition – stem from ungrateful daughters.  Lear conducts an imaginary trial of Goneril and Regan.  The Fool and Edgar are both distressed by the King’s madness.  Gloucester arrives and tells them there’s a plot against Lear’s life.  He’s arranged to get Lear to Dover, where the French army is ready to help him.  He takes Lear away.

SCENE 13) GLOUCESTER’S PALACE

Regan now knows that the French army has landed.  Regan punishes Gloucester by tearing his eyes out.  In agony, Gloucester screams to Edmund to help him.  Regan mockingly reveals that it was Edmund who betrayed Gloucester.  Gloucester realises that he has wronged Edgar and that Edmund was the plotter all along.

SCENE 14) OUTSIDE GLOUCESTER’S PALACE

Thrown out of his castle, the blinded Gloucester meets Edgar (still disguised as Poor Tom).  Gloucester asks Edgar to take him to a cliff-edge at Dover, where he secretly plans to commit suicide.  Edgar tricks his father by walking him around and pretending that they end up standing on a high cliff.  Gloucester jumps and falls on his face.  Only then does Edgar reveal himself as Gloucester’s son.  Edgar offers to take his father to a safe place during the forthcoming battle.

SCENE 15) THE FRENCH CAMP, NEAR DOVER

A maddened Lear has crowned himself with flowers and is wandering around on the moor talking nonsense.  Cordelia is in command of the French army.  She is distraught to hear of Lear’s ill-treatment and of his madness – he has run away, she doesn’t know where. She sends people to seek for him.  Knowing that the British forces (her sisters) have heard of the invasion and plan to meet them at Dover, Cordelia prepares for the conflict.  She is determined to fight for her father’s rights.  She finds her father and they have a touching reunion, and Lear seems to be restored to sanity.

SCENE 16) THE BRITISH CAMP, NEAR DOVER

Goneril welcomes Edmund to the British camp at Dover, as the sisters and their allies prepare for battle.  Goneril falls in lust with Edmund at first sight – to Regan’s dismay.  Jealously, Regan accuses Edmund of having an affair with Goneril.  Goneril’s also jealous – she’d rather lose the battle than lose Edmund to Regan!  The three prepare for battle.  Edmund tells the audience that he has promised himself to both sisters – this can never be sorted out whilst they all remain alive.  He adds that when he, Goneril and Regan win the battle, he’s going to make sure that Cordelia and Lear are executed.

SCENE 17) THE BRITISH CAMP, NEAR DOVER – LATER

Goneril and Regan both lust after Edmund and are deeply jealous of each other.  Edmund is aware of it all. 

SCENE 18) THE BATTLE

The battle is fought.  Edgar fights with Cordelia and the French forces, but they lose.  Cordelia and Lear are captured and taken to prison.  

SCENE 19) LEAR AND CORDELIA IN PRISON

In prison, Cordelia tells Lear that she can bear prison herself – she is only unhappy for his sake.  Lovingly, Lear tells her that they can be happy together in prison.  He invents imaginary entertainments for her amusement – as a father might do for his young daughter.

SCENE 20) THE BRITISH CAMP NEAR DOVER

After winning the battle, Regan praises Edmund and Goneril jealously bickers with Regan.  Regan announces that she’s to marry Edmund, but is suddenly sick – poisoned by Goneril.  She leaves, fatally ill.

Edgar rushes in and challenges Edmund with treachery.  They fight.  Edgar fatally wounds Edmund, and tells him that Gloucester died of a broken heart when he told him who he was.  Edmund is deeply moved by Edgar’s story and repents on his deathbed.  Edmund confesses that he has given orders to have Lear and Cordelia hanged.  He tries to countermand his orders, and urges Edgar to save Cordelia and Lear. 

Distraught at Edmund’s death, Goneril poisons herself.  Edmund dies from his wounds.

SCENE 21) LEAR IN PRISON

In prison, Edgar tries to save Cordelia and Lear, but he’s too late – Cordelia is hanged.  Lear is devastated at the death of Cordelia, tries desperately to revive her, and dies of a broken heart.  Edgar alone is left to mourn him. 

Adaptation of ‘King Lear’ (by William Shakespeare) by Andrew Loudon and Emma Reeves (UK 2005)

Directed by Lucille O'Flanagan
Produced by Théâtre en Anglais, 4 bis rue de Strasbourg, 92600 Asnières-sur-Seine

Tel / Fax : 33 (0) 1 55 02 37 87

Synopsis translated by Thomas Le Cam
PAGE  
4

