HISTORY NOTES

ON KING LEAR 

BY WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

These notes compiled are a personal reflection by Lucille O'Flanagan, director of the adaptation.

Shakespeare often took stories and adapted them, and, thanks to his genius and poetry greatly improved them, creating as he did, the most well known masterpieces of drama in the English language.

SOURCES FOR THE STORY

The story of a KING called LEAR had several sources:

‘HISTORIA REGIUM BRITANNIAE’ by Godffrey of Monmouth, written in the twelfth century.  In the time of William Shakespeare this would have been available only in Latin.  This book featured a King Leir with his daughters Gonorilla, Regan and Cordeilla (who marry the Duke of Albania and Duke of Cornwall).  In this story Cordeilla offends Lear and runs away to Gaul (old name for France in English).

THE TRUE CHRONICLE HISTORY OF KING LEAR AND THIS THREE DAUGHTERS which was staged around 1594 and published around 1605 – the same time as Shakespeare’s’ KING LEAR.  The main Lear family story is very close to the Shakespeare but the Gloucester family are not there.  But this story was much lighter – still tragic but a comedy with lighter sub plot characters.

Shakespeare’s audience would probably have been aware of a pseudo-historical king called Lir or Leir.  He was supposed to be an ancient king of the Britains, who would have ruled before the Romans arrived in Britain.  So this would be before the birth of Christ making the Christian references in the play of course illogical.  Also the ancient Britains did not have Earls or Dukes and indeed court jesters and knights were more medieval than the timescale in which the play is set.  But the story is clearly part fairy tale and part mock history – and there is no denying the wonderful romantic connotations that this setting gives the piece.

We have also chosen to place our adaptation of KING LEAR in ‘no time’ but this time pointing up the physical setting.  We have chosen to take the idea that to be in the palace (within the crown/throne) is to be safe – where one has power and of course where one is at home.  But to be expelled as the old men Lear and Gloucester are in this story is to be outside and lost.

The poignancy of this of course is that through this journey into the unknown do the old men finally learn the truth about themselves and their children.  Edgar (the sole principal character to survive) also takes a journey into the unknown, into poverty and (feigned) madness.  He is strengthened by his journey and is able to return to ‘civilisation’, destroy his half-brother and survive all the stronger.

GEOGRAPHICAL SETTING

It is interesting that Shakespeare is liberal about the geographical setting of the play – the proximity to Dover is peculiar. Gloucester is attempting to commit suicide by jumping off the famous high white cliffs of Dover.  Cordelia meanwhile has landed in Dover with her French army from France.  Dover being the closest point to cross the English Channel of course to Calais.  For the English, Dover is a wild region that inspires national pride and provides a dramatic backdrop.

WHEN KING LEAR WAS WRITTEN, PUBLISHED AND PRODUCED

It was around 1605 that William Shakespeare wrote KING LEAR.  It was published in 1608.  It is not always clear how the plays the came to be printed but its seems that Shakespeare’s works could be printed by actors, publishers, prompters or even the audience.  In the case of this play however, Shakespeare did have a hand in the rewriting and the ‘First Quarto’ was published of called THE TRUE CHRONICLE HISTORY OF KING LEAR.  

There is a title page in this book which shows that there was a performance given for the king of England (King James) in his palace at Whitehall on ‘St Stephens Night’ 26 December 1607.

It is perhaps not a coincidence that St Stephens Night at this time was a feast day on which ‘the high were to look out in pity on the tribulations of the low’.

PRODUCTIONS OF KING LEAR

KING LEAR was thought to be un-performable in its original because of the dark quality of the work i.e. the blinding of Gloucester; often quoted as being the most difficult scene to stage of all time.  The death of Cordelia was also shocking for a long time and in Nahum Tates adaptation (1681), he removed the character of the Fool completely, removed the character of the King of France and had Edgar marrying Cordelia and living happily ever after.  He even had Lear and Gloucester surviving and going off to a happy retirement.

In 1838 there was a breakthrough on the English stage when a version of the play was performed with most of the text back in.

In 1904 the first full-length version in the French language was staged at the Theatre Antoine in Paris (translated by Pierre Loti) and some critics state this was the first ever-complete Shakespeare play to be performed in French.

There have been numerous versions in many languages since then, using modern clothes, setting the piece in the World War Two and so on.  

Should you wish to see a film version, I can recommend two versions; one by the director JONATHAN MILLER and another by the famous English actor SIR LAURENCE OLIVIER where he sets the piece in ancient Britain with the opening scene beautifully staged on Stonehenge.  (* Stonehenge is a well-preserved impressive ancient stone circle in north Wiltshire – but a long walk from Dover!)

