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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

King Lear, perhaps more than any other Shakespearean 

tragedy, has aroused paradoxical commentary. Acclaimed 

by many critics to be Shakespeare's most remarkable 

tragedy, it has also been derided as structurally weak, 

as unrealistic and artificial in its dramatic development, 

and as abounding in anachronisms, superfluous characters, 

incongruities and inconsistencies. No play has evoked 

more argument about the intentions or the abilities of 

William Shakespeare. No other Shakespearean drama has 

given rise to so much critical disagreement about its 

merits. Highly respectable critics seemingly cannot 

agree about the play; contradictory evaluations are so 

rife that one, if he regards the opinions of the critics, 

is doomed to discover a confused medley of antithetical 

assertions that defy one's most adroit rational endeavors 

to effect any satisfactory appraisal of the play. 

John Middleton Murry, for example, believes that: 

...in the handling of the theme.. .Shakespeare v/as, 
if not perfunctory, at least uncertain. I could 
almost believe that Shakespeare was on the verge 
of madness himself when he wrote King Lear...in 
King Lear, I find disturbance, hesitation, un
certainty, and a constant interruption of the pre
dominant passion. The major and minor intensities 
are continually flagging. The imagination of the 
theme becomes perfunctory or strained, the imagin
ation of the verse spasmodic. There is weariness, 
and a flagging of the invention. King Lear makes 



upon me the impression of the work of a Shakespeare 
who is out of his depth. He does not really know 
what he wants to say; perhaps he does not know 
whether he wants to say anything. One is conscious 
of the strong sexual undercurrent which disturbs 
the depths of his "uncontrolled" dramas— a 
terrible primitive revulsion against sex, or 
sexuality, which may have been natural to the 
Imaginative man in the days when the ravages of 
venereal disease were a new thing in Western 
Europe....It is some vast upsurge of the animal 
destroying humanity, of which Shakespeare is 
apprehensive: a non-human welter of bestiality.... 

The distinction may be hard to establish ob
jectively, but it is very real to me. It is indeed 
the difference between the tragic and the diseased 
vision of life; or again, it is the difference 
between a despair which some part of the man refuses 
to acknowledge. It is a kind of enforced utterance 
in a period when— from the ideal point of view--
silence was more wholesome and more natural...• 

To use my own terms, I find King Lear lacking 
in poetic spontaneity. I suspect that this is in 
the main due to the simple fact that he was attempting 
the impossible: or rather that he was working against 
his natural bent, invita Minerva. It was not in his 
natural method to compose a drama as he composed King 
Lear....He was spurring his imagination, which in 
consequence was something less than imagination.-'̂  

Murry adds that King Lear is a work of a man 

"struggling with an obsession." The great English tragic 

poet was unable to cope with the complexities of the 

Lear universe; he has become the victim of its complexities 

rather than their master. 

Observe now this contradictory evaluation from 

the renowned poet and Shakespearean critic, Algernon 

Jonathan 
^John Middleton Murry. Shakespeare (London: 
n Cape, 1936), pp. 338-339, 3*f2. 



Swinburne: 

The dramatic skill of the supreme dramatic 
rather than theatrical artist was never more 
triumphantly manifest than in the fusion and 
transfiguration of the two here so naturally 
and cunningly interwoven. To have turned tne 
ugly and unmanageable legend of Cordelia's 
suicide in person into the glory of a martyr
dom unmatched for its tragic effect of terror 
and of pity, to have made its inevitable con
sequence the agony which now strikes out not 
the reason but the life of her father, is the 
supreme feat of Shakespeare as a spiritual 
craftsman.^ 

If Murry and Swinburne seem at odds in their 

estimates of Shakespeare's artistic aptitude in King 

Lear, note the antagonism of Leo Tolstoy and George 

Orwell as they present their opinions of the drama. 

Tolstoy states: 

Such is this celebrated drama. However 
absurd it appears in ray rendering (which I 
have endeavored to make as impartial as poss
ible), I may confidently say that in the ori
ginal it is yet more absurd. For any man of 
our time— if he were not under the hypnotic 
suggestion that this drama is the height of 
perfection— it would be enough to read it to 
its end (were he to have sufficient patience 
for this) in order to be convinced that, far 
from being the height of perfection, it is a 
very bad, carelessly composed production, which, 
if it could have been of interest to a certain 
public at a certain time, cannot evoke amongst 
us anything but aversion and weariness. Every 
reader of our time who is free from the influ
ence of suggestion will also receive exactly 
the same impression from all the other extolled 
dramas of Shakespeare, not to mention the 
senseless dramatized tales, Pericles^ Twelfth 

^Algernon Charles Swinburne, Shakespeare (Londont 
66-( Oxford University Press, 1909), PP. 66-6' 



Night. The Tempest. Cymbeline^ Troilus and 
Cressida. 

But such free-minded individuals, not in
oculated with Shal̂ espeare worship, are no longer 
to be found in our Christian society. Every man 
of our society and time, from the first period 
of his conscious life, has been inoculated with 
the idea that Shakespeare is a genius as poet 
and dramatist, and that all his writings are 
the height of perfection. Yet, however hopeless 
it may seem, I will endeavor to demonstrate in 
the selected drama. King Lear, all those faults, 
equally characteristic of all the other tragedies 
and comedies of Shakespeare, on account of which 
he not only is not representing a model of 
dramatic art, but does not satisfy the most 
elementary demands of art recognized by all. 

...in this, as in the other dramas of Shake
speare, all the characters live, think, speak, 
and act quite unconformably with the given time 
and place. The action of King Lear takes place 
800 years B. C . and yet the characters are 
placed in conditions possible only in the Middle 
Ages— participating in the drama are kings, 
dukes, armies, and illegitimate children, and 
gentlemen, courtiers, doctors, farmers, officers, 
soldiers, and knights with visors, etc. It is 
possible that such anachronisms (with which 
Shakespeare's dramas abound) did not injure the 
possibility of illusion in the sixteenth century 
and the beginning of the seventeenth, but in our 
time it is no longer possible to follow with 
interest the development of events which one 
knows could not take place in the conditions 
which the author describes in detail....3 

George Orwell, on the other hand, remarks: 

...This is the bare skeleton of the play, 
and even here Tolstoy wants to cut out most of 
what is essential. He objects to the storm, as 
being unnecessary, to the Fool, -who in his eyes 
is simply a tedious nuisance and an excuse for 

3Leo Tolstoy. "On Shakespeare and the Drama," 
tr. V. Tchertkoff, Fortnightly Review. LXXXVI (1906), 
981-983. 



making bad jokes, and to the death of Cordelia, 
which as he sees it, robs the play of its moral. 
According to Tolstoy, the earlier play. King 
Leir, which Shakespeare adapted, "terminates 
more naturally and more in accordance with the 
moral demands of the spectator...." 

...In Tolstoy's impatience with the Fool one 
gets a glimpse of his deeper quarrel with Shake
speare. He objects, with some Justification, 
to the raggedness of Shakespeare*s plays, the 
irrelevancies, the incredible plots, the exag
gerated language: but what at bottom he probably 
most dislikes is a sort of exuberance, a tendency 
to take— not so much a pleasure, as simply an 
interest in the actual process or life. It is a 
mistake to write Tolstoy off as a moralist attack
ing an artist. He never said that art, as such, 
is wicked or meaningless, nor did he even say that 
technical virtuosity is unimportant. But his main 
aim, in his later years, was to narrow the range 
of human consciousness. One's interests, one's 
points of attachment to the physical world and 
the day-to-day struggle, must be as few and not 
as many as possible. Literature must consist of 
parables, stripped of detail and almost independent 
of language....Clearly he could have no patience 
with a chaotic, detailed, discursive writer like 
Shakespeare. His reaction is that of an irritable 
old man i^o is being pestered by a noisy child. 
"Why do you keep jumping up and down like that? 
Why can't you sit still like I do?" In a way the 
old man is in the right, but the trouble is that 
the child has a feeling in its limbs which the old 
man has lost. And if the old man knows of the 
existence of this feeling, the effect is merely 
to increase his irritation: he would make child
ren senile, if he could. Tolstoy does not know, 
perhaps, just what he misses in Shakespeare, but 
he is aware that he misses something, and he is 
determined that others shall be deprived of it as 
well....^ 

Such are representative among the diverse estimations 

^George Orwell, "Lear, Tolstoy, and the Fool," 
Shooting an Elephant and Other Essays (New York: Har-
court Brace and Co., T?59)| PP. *+0-if2. 



of Kin^ Lear. The drama is uniquely rich in fecund

ating the rationalizing faculties of the critics. It 

is a drauna which not only occasions contradictory and 

confusing commentary, but which in itself embraces 

incongruities, inconsistencies, and thematic difficulties 

such as no other play by Shakespeare has ever done. A 

reader of the play is inevitably struck by certain in

congruities which are so blatantly opposed to the con^ 

ventions of classical tragedy that one has to suspend 

particular judgments concerning the characteristics of 

tragedy in order to appreciate the drama as tragedy. 

For there are ample absurdities in the actions of both 

Lear and Gloucester to evoke laughter, if one were 

totally objective and devoid of any sympathetic faculties. 

Some of Lear's utterances, which are among the 

most pathetic in all literature, are not far removed 

from comedy when one considers the ridiculous acts which 

prompted them. Consider, for example, Lear's terrible 

judgments on Cordelia and Kent. The effects of such 

judgments, coming from a king, are serious enough, but 

they arise from Lear's lack of discernment; and the 

source of comedy resides in one's mistaking appearance 

for reality or from one's treating trivialities with 

great seriousness. The causes of Kent's and Cordelia's 

banishments were trivial causes, %^ich gave rise to 



7 
tragic effects. That a man in his dotage, one who "hath 

ever but slenderly known himself,"5 wields such awesome 

power is a fact that in itself is ludicrous. Here we 

have the absurdity of a man very ill-qualified to pass 

judgment being vested with the authority to pass judg

ments absolutely. Note, too, the great seriousness 

which attends his establishing authority upon his daughters 

and the ridiculous criterion used to ascertain his pref

erences. Further, bear in mind the facts that the two 

protagonists, Lear and Gloucester, have authority and 

that they exercise this authority without being aware of 

the reality of things. Such, unfortunately, is perhaps 

the plight of all men in authority. Do not all men pass 

judgment without being fully aware of reality, and is 

not the fact that they do so both comic and tragic in 

its import? The tragedy of Lear and Gloucester is, in 

essence, the tragedy of all men; for men are ignorant, 

yet they are impelled by circumstances, if not by their 

natural propensities, to pass judgments. 

Throughout the play trivial incidents give rise 

to terrible consequences. Edgar is banished on merely 

circumstantial evidence; Kent is put into the stocks 

'̂TClng Lear," The Complete Works of Shakespeare^ 
ed. by George Lyman Kitiredge CBoston: "3inn and Company, 
1936), I, i, 296-7. Subsequent references to King Lear 
are indicated by identification of particular acts, scenes, 
and lines, parenthetically in the text of this thesis. 



8 

for rudeness to Oswald and Cornwall, a severe punish

ment for so small an offense; and Gloucester's eyes are 

put out for no good reason. Such incongruities abound 

in this play. Even Lear's grand apostrophes are gen

erally excited by matters of a trivial nature. Although 

his tirade against the winds and rain (III, ii, 1-2^) 

is magnificent, one is aware that his anger at the 

heavens is unjustified. His magnificent elocution here 

is wasted, absurdly enough, upon the foul weather, about 

which he is powerless to do anything. Though his utter

ance is impassioned and pathetic, one can hardly restrain 

laughter when one reflects upon the absurdity of a man's 

vehement outcry against the indifferent and unrespending 

elements. The terrible maledictions which he pronounces 

upon Regan and Goneril are unseemly pronouncements for 

a man to invoke upon his children. Even the fact that 

father and child are at deadly odds with each other is 

another incongruity, which is rightly treated with pro

found seriousness. 

Gloucester, our other protagonist, despite his 

agonies and the sympathy aroused by them, is likewise 

comical if one views the absurd basis for most of his 

judgments. It is absurd that he should hearken to 

Edmund's venomous implications of Edgar's treachery. 

Gloucester has not seen Edmund for nine years, whereas 

Edgar has been in his company during Edmund's absence. 
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Surely, the old man ought to be able to gauge more 

accurately Edgar's character than he does. Further, 

it strikes us as curious that he does not know Edgar's 

handwriting. Why, after all, does Edgar supposedly 

write a letter to Edmund instead of speaking with him? 

Both apparently live in the same household. Finally, 

is it not ludicrous that Gloucester promises instant 

death to Edgar upon capture without allowing him to 

offer any testimony in his own behalf? It is also 

rather amusing to speculate about the wherefore of 

Gloucester's journeying to Dover in order to commit 

suicide. It is humorous, as well as pathetic, that 

Gloucester, like Lear, seems always to believe those 

persons who are most malevolently disposed toward him. 

Lear believes Goneril and Regan and prefers Burgundy 

to France: Gloucester believes Edmund, preferring him 

to Edgar, and holds Cornwall in high esteem. 

If, as Aristotle maintains, the tragic protagonist 

is a character of a higher type, how can such asses as 

Lear and Gloucester be worthy of tragic treatment? If 

tragedy, by Aristotelian standards, dramatizes the serious 

rather than the ludicrous, how can one call this play a 

tragedy, when the ludicrous and the serious are so 

irrevocably commingled? If in tragedy we suppose that 

pity is aroused by unmerited misfortune, how can we 

classify King Lear as tragedy, since both Lear and Glou-



10 

cester merit their misfortunes? And there is certainly 

some doubt as to Shakespeare's presenting men in this 

play as being better than those in actual life. Cer

tainly King Lear is not a tragedy, judged by Aristotelian 

standards. And yet, the effects of tragedy are present 

in King Lear. There is the catharsis resident in tragedy, 

and our two protagonists achieve recognition of the real

ity of their predicaments and self-knowledge. 

In my opinion. King Lear is not a tragedy, but the 

culmination of a dramatic form toward which Shakespeare 

had been tending in his earlier tragedies. All his 

previous dramas had been made up of swiftly alternating 

scenes of tragedy and tomfoolery. As Boris Pasternak 

remarks: 

On the edge of Ophelia's grave the audience 
is made to laugh at the philosophizing of the 
gravediggers. At the moment when Juliet's corpse 
is carried out, the boy from the servant's hall 
giggles at the musicians who have been invited 
to a wedding, and the musicians bargain with the 
nurse, who is trying to get rid of them. Cleo
patra's suicide is preceded by the appearance of 
the half-wit Egyptian snake-charmer with his ab
surd reflections on the uselessness of reptiles— 
almost as in Maeterlinck or in Leonid Andreyev]" 

Such are a few of the many instances during which Shake

speare heightens the sense of tragedy by introducing 

comedy in its midst. One might add the drunken porter 

6Boris Pasternak, I Remember. (New York: Pantheon 
Books Inc., 1959), PP. l̂ 'H-̂ I 
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scene immediately following the murder of Duncan amid 

a host of other examples. But Shakespeare is not merely 

heightening the tragic effect of his dramas by mixing 

comedy amid the tragic incidents; he is, I believe, 

pointing up an essential truth of human existence. Not 

only are tragedy and comedy not mutually exclusive, but 

they are essential to each other. His incorporation 

of both tragedy and comedy into his plays is really a 

forecast of the realistic movement in literature. To 

be really effective at representing tragedy or comedy 

in drama requires that the playwright be superior to 

both viewpoints. 

Shakespeare was the supreme dramatist to present 

life as it really is. Previously, dramatists had tended 

to look upon life as either comic or tragic and had 

primarily portrayed life from one of these viewpoints. 

But viewing life from either of these viewpoints is to 

give one an incomplete or partisan view of life. Shake

speare was intent upon giving us life, rather than a 

point of view. This transcendence over the tragic or 

comic view of life characterizes King Lear so completely 

that one might say that for the first time in drama a 

playwright has departed from the tragic and comic con

ventions to show us that tragedy and comedy are not 

dramatic opposites, but are essentially merely modes 

of interpreting life— both invalid* This transcendence 
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over the tragic and comic attitudes is what I wish to 

call irony. The objective of this thesis is to show 

that the ironical drama is superior to tragedy and that 

King Lear more adequately than any other drauna attests 

this fact. Whereas other dramas utilize irony to point 

up tragedy or comedy. King Lear uses comedy and tragedy 

to point up irony. A resume of analyses of irony leading 

to a definition of techniques observable in King Lear 

should enable one, through a subsequent analysis of the 

play, to appreciate Shakespeare's achievement. 



CHAPTER II 

THE MEANING OF IRONY 

In defining irony, too many critics have facil

itated an understanding of the term by restricting its 

implications and by falling to emphasize its pervasive 

and all-inclusive transcendence over the partisanism 

which characterizes the viewpoints, or philosophies, 

by which they interpret life. My intention is not 

primarily to define irony but to enlarge the definitions 

which have already been offered. I am more concerned 

with expatiating the ironic conception than with defining 

it; I offer an appreciation of the term rather than a 

definition. The critical mind is unfortunately so often 

engrossed with interpretation and explanation that it 

fails to elaborate the implications and meanings entailed 

in a work that it scrutinizes. 

Essentially irony results from a confusion of 

appearance and realitys that which appears to be true 

is not the truth. The ironic "shock" is produced by 

the sudden apprehension of a truth which has hitherto 

been concealed. There is perhaps no moment of human 

experience more gratifying or more meaningful than the 

moment during which one perceives a previously unknown 

13 



truth. Before venturing to discuss some of the out

standing features of irony, I shall epitomize a few 

conceptions about irony propounded by eminent literary 

critics. 

Robert Boies Sharpe emphasizes the relationship 

of irony to impersonation by pointing out that irony 

depends upon manifesting reality through appearance. 

The very basis of drama, he argues, is impersonation; 

and impersonation implies that the actor is posing as 

what he is not. Therefore, drama is by its very nature 

ironic, since the spectator is conscious at the very 

commencement of a play that contradictions between real* 

ity and appearance exist.7 Reality is made manifest 

through the falsehood or impersonation which pervades 

drama. 

In the minds of playwright, director, 
actor, and audience (all must co-operate to 
make a play), the drama is perceived by the 
senses and felt in the emotions as art, that 
is, as reality or "nature" heightened for 
beauty by human means. This is a mixed, 
complicated, even somewhat sophisticated 
state or mood. It is a mood we call ironic. 
because of its simultaneous perception of 
the two concepts art and nature as at the 
same time contradictory and harmonious, un
true and true. In the ironic mood one is 
conscious of contradictions but is above 
being frustrated by them; rather, one in
cludes them in a single perception of living 

7Robert Boies Sharpe, Irony in the Drama (Chapel 
Hillt The University of North CarolInaTress, 1959), 
p. vii. 
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beauty.8 

Besides implying an aesthetic theory, Sharpe notes the 

transcendent nature of the ironic viewpoint, which is 

characterized by its apprehension of the truth which 

motivates or underlies the appearance. Implicit also 

is the idea that the ironist is a master of life sit

uations rather than a victim of them. 

The actor's form of impersonation (not a 
swindling on the street but a playing on the 
stage) is inherently ironic, as we see by its 
paralleling the verbal or "straight" form of 
irony we often call sarcasm. Ironic praise is 
not meant to deceive or to flatter, but to be 
seen through and to gain its abrasive effect 
by the artistic contradiction of word by mean
ing; similarly, the actor does not wish us to 
believe that he ̂ s Hamlet, but to admire his 
artistic imitation of Hamlet. The sarcastic 
man's irony is not a lie: the actor's imper
sonation is not a fraud.9 

If we accept Sharpe's statement that irony does 

not intend to defraud or deceive, but rather to reveal 

the truth through contradiction, we may deduce a rather 

interesting fact about irony. Irony, seemingly, would 

be the opposite of hypocrisy, for hypocrisy intends 

deception. The hypocrite would represent himself as 

being better than he is by playing a role which he would 

have one to believe is not a role; the ironist, on the 

®Sharpe, p. viii. 

9Sharpe, p. ix« 
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other hand, intends no deception but hopes to manifest 

truth through his impersonation. The hypocrite consciously 

or unconsciously admits his inferiority to his role by 

preferring to manifest himself as otherwise than what he 

is in reality. The ironist expresses reality by under

stating it or by manifesting it in acceptable terms. 

Whereas the hypocrite overstates his pretensions, the 

ironist understates reality. 0. G. Sedgewick points 

out this aspect of irony: 

Another shape of irony— that of Litotes 
or Understatement— has for us a more abundant, 
if somewhat cloistered, life. "Saying less 
than one thinks or means" is given, or rather 
used to be given, in some dictionaries as the 
ultimate etymological sense of irony. Slceat's 
Etymological Dictionary, under date of 1882, 
gives such a derivation. And the Century 
Dictionary and Encyclopedia of 1911, glosses 
eiron, the ironist, as the dissembler, liter
ally "one who talks (but who says less or more 
than he means)," as if the word came from 
elreln, to say or speak. (A derivation now 
commonly accepted is from the Ionic eironai^ 
to ask, or more definitely, to ask questions.) 
Socrates, of course, was an understater, although 
his contemporaries aid not so interpret eiron. 
In fact, it was Aristotle who first made the 
precise formulation of irony as "a pretense 
tending toward the under-side" of the truth. 
He very sharply defines eironeia in that way 
in the Nicomachean Ethics^ setting it off 
against alazoneia which is "a pretense tending 
toward exaggeration." This distinction is a 
part of his discussion of the Mean: Truth, 
he says, lies between these two opposites; 
"the Middle Man is, in a general way, the truth
ful man, and the Mean is the Truth." Let me 
repeat, it is important, at least historically, 
to remember that, although the notion of irony 
as understatement— a mere rhetorical figure-
derives from Aristotle, it was not the centre 
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of his idea of eironeia. In the Ethics< 
eironeia is a pervasive mode of behavior. a 
constant pretense of self-depression— of 
which understatement is only one manifestation^lO 

Although neither Sharpe nor Sedgewick makes much 

ado about understatement, they at least acknowledge it 

as being a significant aspect of irony. Actually it 

is resident in all forms of irony; and the impact of 

all drama may derive from this understatement. The 

spectator who apprehends the truth or significance of 

a statement or action, experiences a cathartic effect 

because he transcends the viewpoints of the dramatic 

characters, all of whom are unaware of the full import 

of their statements or actions. A similar effect may 

be derived from real life; if one is able to achieve 

sufficient detachment to observe life as the spectator 

observes drama. Drama gratifies an individual's desire 

for meaning in life; for actions or statements in drama 

have tremendous significance upon the dramatic characters, 

though these actions or statements are usually performed 

or uttered lightly enough by the characters themselves. 

The ironist is a person who regards life as a spectator 

regards drama; the ironist observes the realities of 

life, seeing the activities of life as they are in 

^^0. 0. Sedgewick, Of Irony: Especially in the 
Drama (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1^5877" 
pp. 6-7. 
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reality. The ironist, who is aware of reality and who 

accepts it, is antithetical to the hypocrite, who is 

either unaware of reality or who is afraid to accept it. 

The ironist is concerned with the significance 

of the activities, whereas the ordinary observer is 

concerned merely with the activities in themselves; or 

rather, the ironist pays attention to the "how" or "why," 

while other people regard the "what." Perhaps the fact 

that Shakespeare was such a supreme ironist accounts 

for the incongruities and inconsistencies that abound 

^ King Lear. A. C. Bradley points out a number of these 

incongruities and adds: 

Again, to take three instances of another 
kind: (a) only a fortnight seems to have elapsed 
between the first scene and the breach with Gon
eril; yet already there are rumors not only of 
war between Goneril and Regan but of the coming 
of a French army; and this, Kent says, is perhaps 
connected with the harshness of both the sisters 
to their father, although Regan has apparently 
had no opportunity of showing any harshness till 
the day before, (b) In the quarrel with Goneril 
Lear speaks of his having to dismiss fifty of 
his followers at a clap, yet she has neither men
tioned any number nor had any opportunities of 
mentioning it off the stage, (c; Lear and Gon
eril, intending to hurry to Regan, both send off 
messengers to her, and both tell "the messengers 
to bring back answers. But it does not appear 
either how the messengers could return or what 
answers could be required, as their superiors are 
following them with the greatest speed. 

Once more, (a) why does Edgar not reveal him
self to his blind father, as he truly says he 
ought to have done? The answer is left to mere 
conjecture, (b) Why does Kent so carefully pre
serve his incognito till the last scene? He says 
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he does it for an important purpose, but what 
the purpose is we have to guess, (c) Why Bur
gundy rather than France should have first choice 
of Cordelia's hand is a question we cannot help 
asking but there is no hint of any answer, (d) I 
have referred already to the strange obscurity 
regarding Edmund's delay in trying to save his 
victims, and I will not extend this list of ex
amples. No one of such defects is surprising by 
itself, but their number is surely significant. 
Taken in conjunction with other symptoms it means 
that Shakespeare, set upon the dramatic effect 
of the great scenes and upon certain effects not 
wholly dramatic, was exceptionally careless of 
probability, clearness and consistency in smaller 
matters, introducing what was consistent or strik
ing for a momentary purpose without troubling 
himself about anything more than the moment.. . . 

Nothing enables us to imagine whereabouts in 
Britain Lear's palace lies, or where the Duke 
of Albany lives. In referring to the dividing 
lines on the map, Lear tells us of shadowy for
ests and plenteous rivers, but...he studiously 
avoids proper names. The Duke of Cornwall, we 
presume in the absence of information, is likely 
to live in Cornwall; but we suddenly find, from 
the introduction of a place name which all readers 
take at first for a surname, that he lives at 
Gloster (I. v, 1). This seems likely to be also 
the home of the Earl of Gloster, to whom Corm/all 
is patron. But no: it is a night's journey from 
Cornwall's "house" to Gloster's. and Gloster's 
is in the middle of an uninhabited heath. Here, 
for the purpose of the crisis, nearly all the 
persons assemble, but they do so in a manner 
which no casual spectator or reader could follow. 
Afterwards they all drift towards Dover for the 
purpose of the catastrophe; but again the local
ities and movements are unusually indefinite. 
And this indefiniteness is found in smaller 
matters. One cannot help asking, for example, 
and yet one feels one had better not ask. where 
that "lodging" of Edmund's can be, in which he 
hides Edgar from his father, and whether Edgar 
is mad that he should return from his hollow 
tree (in a district where '•for many miles about 
there's scarce a bush") to his father's castle 
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in order to soliloquise (I, iii)*..^^ 

Bradley asserts that he is baffled because of the 

apparent carelessness of Shakespeare in regard to con

sistency, specificness, and dramatic congruity in this 

drama. He then rationalizes this Shakespearean care

lessness, which is so recurrlngly gross as to indicate 

that Shakespeare's vagueness is intentional rather than 

accidental. There is, Bradley admits, a purpose in 

Shakespeare's vagueness in King Lear. This vagueness, 

he asserts, gives us a feeling "of vastness"; Shake

speare has shunned particularities, "proper names," in 

order to give us a sense of a cosmos. By interfering 

with our "clearness of vision," these incongruous, 

vague examples pointed out by Bradley tend to make a 

more effective appeal to our imaginations. 

I contend that Shakespeare, as ironist, was 

frankly unconcerned about the phenomenal world and 

dwelt upon the subjective reality which motivated Glou

cester and Lear. (In fact, the "obscurities," "shadowy 

forests," '•indefiniteness," and improbabilities all 

suggest the ambiguity of phenomena, the relativity of 

of all concreteness.) King Lear is a drama that is 

contemptuous of the phenomenon, but rather concentrates 

H A . C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy (London: 
a n B«n/4 r»^ TA-A 100'71- Tin. O^H^Of-^Ci. rWSTT 
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one's interest upon the psychological dynamics of the 

characters. Where Cornwall lived, why Burgundy got 

first chance at Cordelia, why Edmund forged a letter 

rather than fabricate a conversation— all such questions 

are irrelevant to the ironist; they elicit at most merely 

intellectual curiosity. "What" took place and where 

it took place is purely accidental and interests merely 

journalists and gossips. Reality is free to express 

itself in any available terms, even in contradictory 

terms. Shakespeare shows that any person who is inter

ested in the "what" is subject to all sorts of confusion 

and ambiguities. But if we see through the "what," we 

lose interest in it auid become absorbed in its under

lying reality. 

Bradley rightly considers the world of King Lear 

a cosmos in its own right. The historical Lear and 

Shakespeare's Lear bear only slight resemblance to each 

other. For Shakespeare does not concern himself with 

historical details; he is not interested in "what" King 

Lear supposedly did so much as in how and why he did it. 

Nor does it even matter "what" Lear does in the play. 

Another man might have performed the same actions that 

Lear performed, and yet have been a totally different 

person from Lear. The action, or the "what," is ambiguous. 

Shakespeare realized this fact of existence and was con

sequently interested with establishing not the "what," 
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but its validity or reality. What lear did and said 

could have been done or said by other men under the 

same or different circumstances. The important thing 

is not what he did but \rho he is. His subjective real

ity is more significant than his objective appearance. 

Shakespeare authertticates the acts of Lear and Glou

cester by providing us with the underlying reality which 

breeds those actions. An act without meaning, 1» e., 

subjective reality, is merely empty gesture. Often in 

the phenomenal world, if we are sensitive, we see an 

action but fail to mark it, for we sense the unreality 

of the man performing the action; another man performs 

the same action, and we realize its significance, be

cause we sense the reality of the man. 

Shakespeare, as ironist, is indifferent to what 

appears; he concerns himself with the reality which 

underlies the appearance. The ironist is therefore 

concerned with reality; the ordinary person, with 

actuality. 

Since the ironist sees the reality which underlies 

appearance, he will be unmoved by circumstances or 

happenings as such, for he will not be interested in the 

actuality. His attitude toward life will be a stoical 

acceptance of reality, despite the relative or manifest 

aspects that reality adopts to express itself in the 
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phenomenal world. 

The ironist then is concerned with realities, 

whereas others are concerned with illusions. The ironist 

is not involved in "interesting" things, because his 

interest is not in things to begin with. Things, to 

the ironist, are merely words or expressions of a real

ity which may paradoxically express itself in opposite 

terminology. The enthusiast is never an ironist, nor 

is the ironist ever an enthusiast. The enthusiasm of 

the ironist is hidden behind the curtains of facetious-

, ness, for his interest is neither "for" nor "against" 

the phenomenon. The phenomenon simply manifests; in 

itself, it is not a reality. 

The ironist knows that it is spirit which sus

tains existence, but he knows then too that the security 

and joy in which men believe is not founded upon the 

power of spirit but is easily explicable as an unre-

flected happiness. Therefore the ironist cannot yield 

himself to the whims of circumstance, nor can he be 

brought to accept the dogmas or concepts prevalent dur

ing the era of his existence. As an ironist, he is a 

doubter; for he realizes the ambiguous, paradoxical 

nature of existence. Since he discerns the reality 

of existence, he can at once hear through the spoken 

or written word whether it is a tried and experienced 

man who speaks. 
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But the ironist is also a sympathetic nature; 

he loves existence; his soul is acquainted with no envy-

so he generally keeps silent, hiding the doubt in his 

soul. He endeavors as well as he can to walk in step 

with other men, but what goes on within him he consumes 

within himself, and he thus offers himself as a sacri

fice to the universal type of humanity. 

The ironist knows that subjectivity underlies 

what the world acknowledges as reality. Therefore, he 

conducts his actions and controls his appearances when 

he chooses to act, according to whatever ethical stand

ard prevails, because he has discovered that the exter

nal actuality depends upon the subjective reality. 

Shakespeare, the supreme ironist, as he matured, 

realized the limitations of tragedy and comedy and saw 

that both types of drama presented only partisan views 

of life. Up to then, he had used irony in the service 

of tragedy and comedy; but he saw that in reality, in 

life, that tragedy and comedy served irony. He real

ized that the truth of life lay in neither tragedy nor 

comedy but beyond both. He arrived at the ironic con

cept of life described by Friedrich Nietzsche: 

I no longer feel in common with you; the 
very cloud which I see beneath me, the black
ness and heaviness at which I laugh— that is 
your thundercloud. 

Ye look aloft when ye long for exultation; 
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and I look downward because I am exalted. 

Who among you can at the same time laugh 
and be exalted? 

He who climbeth on the highest mountains 
laugheth at all tragic plays and tragic 
realities. J-̂  

Therefore, in his later maturity, Shakespeare 

abandoned his writing of tragedies, the cathartic 

effectiveness of which he realized had lain in irony. 

(Reversal of situation and recognition are simply two 

different expressions of irony. Reversal of situation 

implies that one viewpoint has been exchanged for an

other; recognition implies that one sees something in 

a new light, that one has penetrated the appearance 

and discerned the reality.) Shakespeare, realizing 

that tragedy and comedy are simply ways of viewing life 

incompletely or prejudicially, forsook both as ends, 

employed them as means, and produced his two great 

ironical dramas. King Lear and The Tempest. 

l2Friedrich Nietzsche, "Thus Spake Zarathustra," 
The Philosophy of Nietzsche (New Xbrk: Random House, 
Inc., 195^), p."TS). 



CHAPTER III 

IRONY IN KING LEAR 

Irony is not merely the predominant rhetorical 

device in King Lear, but it is the primary source of 

interest in the play. In the drama there is scarcely 

an action, a statement, or a feeling expressed that is 

not ironic. 

From the first line of the play to the end, irony 

is revealed in almost every line. The first line in 

the play, spoken by Kent: 

I thought the king had more affected the Duke 
of Albany than Cornwall, (I, i, 1-2). 

reveals the confusion and ambiguity which reside in 

judging from appearances. The key idea of the drama 

is hereby announced: the befuddled state of knowledge 

which arises from observing merely the appearances of 

things and the consequent tragedy which ensues from 

judgement based upon this false knowledge. It is in 

this first scene that we are apprized of the prevalent 

theme of the play: the incertitude derived from being 

concerned with appearances rather than realities. Iron

ically enough, Edmund seems most attractive in this scene, 

despite his illegitimacy, if one is to judge by appear

ances only. He is polite and deferential to his elders. 

26 
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He seems quite virtuous. 

Though its setting is definitely paganlstic. 

King Lear is a drama that exemplifies most pronouncedly 

the Christian teaching that the passing of judgment 

is fraught with serious consequences, not merely to the 

judged but to the judge (New Testament, "Matthew," 

7tl-2). This is one of the major themes dealt with 

in the play. Both Gloucester and Lear are persons of 

authority, and their demises are wrought by their pass

ing judgment upon other individuals. Lear becomes in- ) 

volved in tragedy when he arbitrarily banishes Kent / 

and disinherits Cordelia for their supposed vices. 

Gloucester's tragedy also derives from false judgment; 

he judges Edgar guilty of treason and intended parri

cide. His ruin follows this error in judgment. It is 

perhaps banal, but essential to my thesis, to point out 

again that Lear's and Gloucester's tragedies are both 

the results of erroneous judgment, and that their en

lightenment begins with the destruction of those fac

ulties with \fhlch they misapprehended the truth: Lear 

begins to understand reality after he loses his reason; 

Gloucester, when he loses his sight. Faulty reasoning 

led to Lear's downfall: Gloucester's sight led to his 

tragedy. The New Testament advises one to "pull out," 

or eradicate the offending part, if one is to rid him-

file:///fhlch
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self of the "mote" that blinds him ("Matthew," 7t3''5)» 

Kent's s tatement: 

I thought the king had more affected the Duke 
of Albany than Cornwall. (I, i, 1-2), 

unobtrusively announces the subject of the drama. This 

statement indicates humanity's propensity for erroneous 

judgment by acknowledging the falsity of Kent's opinion 

about Lear's preferences. To this statement, Gloucester 

replies: 

It did always seem (Italics mine) so to us; 
but now, in the division of the kingdom, it 
appears (Italics mine) not which of the Dukes 
he values most, for qualities are so weighed 
that curiosity in neither can make choice of 
either's moeity (I, i, 3-6). 

Both men admit that their judgments may be in error, ) 

that things are not necessarily what they seem. v̂ _ 

Gloucester further suggests that judging correctly 

is difficult. The difficulty of apprehending things 

as they are is pointed out when Gloucester acknowledges 

Edmund as his son, and Kent states that he "cannot con

ceive" Gloucester. (I, i, 12). Since appearances, as 

well as words, are aunbiguous, it is difficult to pass 

a definite judgment about anything. The "proper 

issue," ironically enough, is not so proper at all as 

subsequent scenes testify. Therefore, although these 

statements "seem" trivial enough, they quietly announce 

the theme of the play. This introductory scene, which 
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appears relatively insignificant, teems with words 

denoting sensory impressions and conceptual opinions 

based upon the senses. "Thought," "seem," "appears," 

"conceive," "smell," and "know" appear in the first 

scene, all suggesting that the senses are faulty, or 

at least ambiguous, criteria upon which to base judg

ment. And as the play progresses, we come to distrust 

all human judgment as being unreliable in asserting the 

truth or reality of things. 

Since Lear and Gloucester are the characters in 

the play who occupy the most responsible positions as 

fathers or rulers of their respective families and dom

inions, they are the characters whose judgments bear 

most weight. They are, therefore, the characters who 

are afflicted with the greatest pain for their errors. 

Their judgments are consequential because of their power 

and authority; hence, they suffer more than the other 

characters. Both protagonists are undone because of their 

"follies," and both become wise when they are exposed 

"to feel what wretches feel." Both have been jeopard

ized by their "offices," their positions of authority; 

and just because they have wielded dominion over others, 

they become the tragic victims of their own mistakes. 

Only when they have been stripped of authority and have 

become wretches, do they realize their former respons-
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ibilities and errors. They become truly sympathetic 

human beings only after they have been deprived of the 

authority and the faculties most responsible for their 

"follies." Paralleling Lear's lines: 

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 such as these? 0, I have ta'en 
Too little care of thisi Take physic, pomp; 
Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel. 
That thou may'st shake the superflux to them 
And show the heavens more just, (III, iv, 35-^3) 

is Gloucester's statement: 

...that I am wretched 
Makes thee happier. Heavens, deal so stilli 
Let the superfluous and lust-dieted man. 
That slaves your ordinance, that will not see 
Because he does not feel, reel your power quickly; 
So distribution should undo excess. 
And each man have enough (IV, ii, oO-86). 

Both protagonists have achieved self-knowledge 

through losing \rtiat was most important to them. Iron

ically, both achieve realization of their responsibilities 

and the pre-requisites for governing well, after they 

have been deprived of the means of fulfilling their 

responsibilities. At this point in the play, they have 

become aware of what they were and are; yet they have 

now no power to do anything about it. This is perhaps 

the major irony of the play. 

Yet, it is also ironical that the other characters 

in the play frequently appear to be otherwise than they 

file:///rtiat
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are. The major characters in Kin^ Lear can roughly be 

categorized into four distinct groups. King Lear and 

Gloucester are the suffering victims (though apparently 

they are the legislators) of the illusions, or appear

ances, perpetrated by the active, evil individuals in 

the play. Lear and Gloucester appear to be proper 

symbols of suffering, erring mankind, who is subjected 

to mistaken notions during most of his earthly exist

ence, \(̂ o mistakenly regards his responsibilities as 

privileges and personal benefits, and \rho unwittingly 

undermines himself by seeking to exalt himself. Both 

Lear and Gloucester, like mankind generally, suffer 
^ 

because of their lack of self-knowledge and the con- -. 

sequent ignorance of their world and their true respons--

ibilities. They are the victims of their self-imposed 

delusions. A Mankind's plight results from his delusions-^ 

delusions upon which he depends and which he declares ^ 

to be the truth. Herein lies the grotesquely comic 

predicament of man, who always acts in ignorance and 

brings about his own misery. The profound truth taught 

^ King Lear is that every act performed by man is at 

once tragic and comic: tragic, because man suffers for 

his actions; comic, because he acts in the anticipation 

of realizing his desires and is invariably frustrated. 

He does not know what he is doing, but he thinks he does; 
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therein lies the comedy of his prediceunent. As Glou

cester says: 

As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods; 
They kill us for their sport (IV, i, 36-7). 

The suffering which ensues from main's ignorant actions 

provides his predicsunent also with tragedy. 

Subjectivity is, of course, Lear's and Gloucester's, 

tragic flaw. They are unable to see things as they are, ̂  ̂  

but instead they see them as they want them to be. They 

interpret everything subjectively. Because Cordelia and 

Kent do not say what Lear wants them to say, they are 

exiled. This is the same technique employed by the 

ordinary man: what he does not want to acknowledge, he 

exiles or alienates from his consciousness. Lear even 

understands Edgar's simulated madness in terms of his 

own. Surely two ungrateful daughters brought him to 

this state (III, iv, 55^ 68-69, 75-80). Even in his 

invective to the storm he is subjective. He considers 

the storm's pitiless ventings to be a personal affront 

to him (III, ii, l^H-2^). Lear's lack of objectivity, 

his inability to laugh at himself, is the source of his 

tragedy; a sense of self-directed humor would, indeed, 

have saved Lear's sanity. 

To my knowledge, it has never been brought out 

that Lear and Gloucester are unique among tragic pro

tagonists. Unlike other Shake spear eain protagonists, 
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they are in no way superior to the other characters. 

They are quite ordinary, and except for their 

"trappings," their offices and high positions of 

state, they are not at all outstanding. Shakespeare 

did not present in this play a protagonist who was 

isolated from the rest of humanity because of his 

superiority, as is characteristic of most tragedies; 

but rather, he chose two quite ordinary men "who by 

mere accident, not by any personal merits, enjoyed a 

high status in life for which they were woefully in

adequate. This situation, in itself, is rather ironic; 

for the tragic protagonist, according to Aristotle, 

should be a man of a higher type. | Lear and Gloucester,'*"-

contrary to tragic conventions, are merely vain, self

ish, egoistical human beings; they are not extraordinary 

in any way. The predicaments of these two ordinary men i 

should not, according to Aristotle, excite pity; for 

they receive but what is their deserts. Yet, we do 

regard them sympathetically despite their ordinariness. 

The reason for our pitying them is, I believe, the fact 

that we too are men; and, as men, we too are subjective 

enough to sympathize with their suffering. This is the 

tragedy that involves us in a suffering common to every 

man. Its cosmic appeal resides in the fact that the 

play deals with every man's tragedy. Lear and Glou-
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cester, like Hamlet, Othello, Timon, Coriolanus, and 

Macbeth, are indeed isolated from the rest of mankind; 

but, unlike the other five, not because of their super

iority. Whereas the latter are objectively pre-eminent 

and hence really tragic because of their superiority, 

Lear and Gloucester only believe themselves to be super

ior. Haimlet, Othello, and Macbeth are not understood 

by others, are not communicant with the rest of mankind; 

neither are Lear and Gloucester communicant with other 

men, but their lack of communication results not because 

others fail to understamd them, but because they are 

unable to understand others. This is a reversal of the 

customary dramatic technique used to produce tragic 

isolation, and by this unconventional procedure Shake^ 

speare shows us that even an ass can be tragic, provided) 

that we can sufficiently make asses of ourselves. ; By 

sharing or participating in Lear's and Gloucester's 

miseries, we can view them as tragic. But we must re

member that this is possible only through affiliating 

their subjectivity with our own; they are not object

ively tragic. W. H. Clemen points out: 

But the very first scene gives us a hint of 
how Lear is going to lose contact with his nat
ural relation to his environment. The dialogue 
which he carries on with his daughters is at 
bottom not a true dialogue, that is, a dialogue 
based on a mutual will to mutual understanding. 
Lear determines in advance the answers he will 
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receive; he fails to adapt himself to the person 
with whom he is speaking. Hence his complete 
and almost incomprehensible misunderstanding of 
Cordelia.... 

...Lear gazes within himself; he no longer 
sees people nor what goes on about him. In mad
ness a man is alone with himself; he speaks more 
to his own person than to others; where he does 
not spealc to himself, he creates for himself a 
new and imaginary partner....J^3 

Clemen has, I believe, discerned the most salient 

point in Lear's tragedy— the fact that he enjoys no 

communion with humanity. This is, of course, a char

acteristic common to all of Shakespeare's protagonists; 

but in this case, the lack of communication is not the 

fault of humanity, but the fault of the protagonist. 

Lear is well understood by the other characters, but 

he fails to understand them; he fabricates his own world 

and expects others to do and say what he desires of them. 

Ironically then, we have a tragedy that is self-created 

by the protagonist and which is enacted in his own con

sciousness. Only by becoming a part of Lear's universe 

can we participate in his tragic experience. 

Thus, we may conclude that Lear and Gloucester, 

of all the characters in the Lear universe, best exem

plify the ironic plight of the ordinary man; their 

^3w. H. Clemen, The Development of Shakespeare's 
Imagery (Cambridge, Massachusetts:Harvao^d University 
Press, 1951), pp. 13^135. 
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tragedies peculiarly arouse sympathy in the dramatic 

spectator, for he recognizes in them his own helpless

ness and his own follies. In a sense, they are the 

victims of a reality which they are unable to under

stand or to cope with. 

The tragic flaw of both Lear and Gloucester is 

r} subjectivity*-- their inability to see things as they 

are. Two characters, Kent and the Fool, have the most 

objective viewpoints of any of the other characters. 

Both are aware of the true nature of our protagonists 

as well as the natures of the other characters. Kent's 

distrust of appearances is intimated in the first scene 

and is fully brought out in subsequent scenes. At the 

beginning of the play, he is Lear's most trusted coun

selor, one who understainds Lear's deficiencies but 

serves him loyally regardless. He supplies the needed 

objectivity, which Lear lacks, in appraising the affairs 

of state. He recognizes Lear's folly in dividing the 

kingdom amd especially his error in conferring power 

to the wrong people. He evinces a complete disregard 

for his own safety and well-being when he dares to cross 

the splenetic old king (I, i, 152-163; 165-168; 169-170; 

171-172; 176-179). He, unlike Lear, recognizes his 

responsibility and will not be deterred from fulfilling 

it. He has no pretensions, no sunbitions for advance-
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ment, no illusions about himself. He knows himself and 

his purpose in life. He is completely dedicated to his 

life task— loyally to serve the king and the best in

terests of the kingdom, and he does these services even 

when he is out of favor with both. 

My life I never held but as a pawn 
To wage against thine enemies, nor fear to lose it. 
Thy safety being motive (I, i, 165-168). 

See better, Lear, and let me still remain 
The true blank of thine eye (I, i, 169-170). 

And though his loyalty is ironically judged treason 

Lear, he does not alter his purpose of serving his 

His virtue is an honesty that unquestioningly and 

accepts its role in life without aspiring to be ot^er 

than vhait it is. 

The Fool, like Kent, provides objectivity to Lear, 

but in another capacity. Whereas Kent apprizes Lear of 

the truth in political matters, the Fool reveals to Lear 

the truth about himself. Kent correctly apprehends the 

nature of Lear's responsibility to the kingdom; the Fool 

accurately diagnoses the nature of Lear's own person aind 

provides Lear with the mirror whereby he might see him

self. It is true that Lear does not appreciably benefit 

from the Fool's revelations, but they are made never

theless. Subconsciously, at least, Lear recognizes his 

need for the Fool, for he requires his presence during 

the early part of the play, until his subjectivity com-
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pletely undoes him. Curiously, the Fool's speech inti

mates his role in the drama, as Kent's does to a smaller 

extent; the Fool's function is to be spokesman for the 

unadorned truth. He never employs blank verse, nor 

does he employ the "conventional, measured and dignified 

manner of speech"!^ used by most of the other characters. 

In contrast to Lear, the Fool uses little decoration 

in his language; his speech has no poetical embellish

ments except those which are accidental. His diction 

sparingly employs alliteration, similes, onomatopoeia, 

or metaphors; for these are devices of rhetoric which 

appeaJL to the imagination or emotions rather than the 

intellect. Since he is presenting the truth about Lear's 

tragic situation, he does not need to dress up his speech. 

As commentator, or chorus, he speaks in prose, the 

language of fact, rather than in blank verse, the lan

guage of emotion. His speech is full of such elliptical 

devices as aphaeresis, apocope, and syncope, all of 

which show an ill regard for beautified or decorative 

language. He is concerned with the truth rather than 

the exaltation of one's emotions. The rhetorical de

vices most employed by the Fool are summary, contrast 

and paradox, and argument or persuasion. All are de-

^S/. H. Clemen, The Development of Shakespeare's 
Imagery (Caunbridge. Massachusetts: Harvard University 
Press, 1951), p* iJil. 
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vices which are utilized by a person who is making an 

appeal to the reason rather thcui to the emotions. His 

Use of metabasis and epiphonema illustrates his concern 

with truth; invariably, he summarizes Lear's experience 

in terms that strip the passions and emotionality from 

it. Lear's heart-rending tragedy becomes material for 

comedy, \^en the Fool critically epitomizes Lear's grief 

in its essential comic aspect. Observe in the follow^ 

ing speech his ironic use of metabasis to articulate 

the utter absurdity of Lear's banishing Cordelia: 

Why this fellow hath banish'd two on's 
daughters, and did the third a blessing 
against his will. If thou follow him. thou 
must needs wear my coxcomb (I, iv, ll5-117). 

The very acts that have made Lear miserable, his ban

ishment of Cordelia and his establishment of Goneril 

and Regan as Joint rulers of Britain, are summarized 

by the Fool as being comic. According to the Fool, Lear 

has ironically and foolishly done the opposite of what 

he intended: he has banished, not Cordelia, who still 

loves him, but Regan and Goneril, who are more distant 

from Lear in love than their sister. Cordelia, whom he 

intended to punish, has been blessed, for she is removed 

from his foolish authority. Only a fool would follow 

Lear. 

The Fool is the only character in the play who 

is objective enough to realize the ironic nature of 
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human existence; and in his every utterance he voices 

this implicit idea. He alone recognizes the ironic 

paradox that is inherent in every act, and he alone is 

able to generalize the truth resident in each particular 

event. Through the use of epiphonema, the Fool points 

out this paradoxical nature of existence and the absurd 

interpretations imposed upon life by subjectivity in his 

ironic rejoinder to Lear's pathetic statement: "0 me, 

my rising hearti but, downj" (II, iv, 122). With cruel 

humor the Fool advises the suffering Lear to: 

Cry to it, nuncle, as the cockney did to the 
eels when she put 'em i' the paste alive; she 
knapped 'em o' the coxcombs with a stick, and 
cried 'Down, wantons, down]» 'T was her brother 
that, in pure kindness to his horse, buttered 
his hay (II, iv, 123-6). 

Once agad-n the Fool illustrates through a parabolic 

summary, Lear's own ridiculously tragic plight. He im

plies that Lear's suffering is of his own making, that 

his own subjectivity has wrought his suffering. 

The Fool always has a salubrious effect upon 

Lear, for he can always see tl;ie comic aspect of Lear's 

tragedy. Using the rhetorical devise of antithesis he 

tells Lear 

I have used it, nuncle, ever since thou mad'st 
thy daughters thy mother; for when thou gav'st 
them the rod, and put'st down thy own breeches, 
(Singing) Then they for sudden joy did weep. 

And I for sorrow sung. 
That such a king should play bo-peep. 

And go the fools among (I, iv, lo9-75). 
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Again the Fool uses irony and the juxtaposition of in

congruities to depict Lear truly. Lear has relinquished 

his position of authority as father aind has conferred 

motherhood to his daughters, himself becoming their 

child instead of their father. They weep for joy, f\w\ 

the Fool sings for sorrow, paradoxical proceedings con

sequent to the incongruities involved in Lear's act. 

) Through his songs, his proverbs, and his para-

' doxical utterances, the Fool, besides making obvious the 

absurdity of Lear's tragedy, ironically portrays the 

nature of Lear's predicament and, in a sense, the pre

dicament of all men, who are unfortunately, because of 

their subjectivity, unable to see themselves as they 

really are. None of us is able to view his own "cru

cifixion and bloody crowning" with a separate eye. 

Man's tragedy is a result of his essential subjectivity 

which causes him pain while it produces comedy for those 

who merely observe the absurdities of his actions and 

pretensions. 

Critics, such as Nahum Tate, who regard the Fool 

as a superfluous character in the tragedy of King Lear, 

are missing the point of the play. Shakespeare is de

picting an essential element of human existence when 

he shows us the double-faced nature of our proceedings. 
f 

The Fool gives us the objective, comic viewpoint of 
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life; whereas Lear presents us with the tragic view

point. Lear has his fool, and the Fool has his, Lear. 

It is the Fool who, more than amy other character, makes 

us aware of the cruel humor which underlies tragedy. 

A third category of characters is represented 

by Edmund, Goneril, Regain, and Cornwall— all of whom 

utilize the darkness, or ignorance, of Lear and Glou

cester to gain their ends. The darkness and light 

imagery in King Lear is rife with symbolic implications 

about the characters and their predicaments. Robert 

Bechtol Heilman points out the importance of this imag

ery* 

The irony of Gloucester's final condition 
is exactly paralleled by the irony of his 
earlier actions as a man with good eyes. Just 
when he most fails to see where he is going, 
he feels, like Oedipus, most shrewd and ob
servant. The sight pa"ctern points the issue 
for us. While he is being made to see things 
as Edmund -wishes Gloucester feels that he is 
detecting the truth: "Let's see," he demands 
of Edmund three times (I, ii, 35j ^ 5 ) — and 
he does not see. Again, "...if it be nothing, 
I shall not need spectacles" (35-36). Spec
tacles are a symbol of what he does need: 
Shakespeare hits upon the characteristic human 
frailty by which the denial of a def̂ iciency 
actually announces the deficiency. It is 
altogether logical, then, that Edmund's next 
move against Edgar takes place at night (II, i): 
the physical darkness betokens Gloucester's 
failure to see what is going on. The actors 
in the nocturnal setting, indeed, represent 
more than one phase of a human plight: Glou
cester victimizes and Edgar is victimized— 
he flees at night— because of the same kind 
of unseeingness. It is a meaningful, not 
merely a rhetorical, irony when Edmund calls. 
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"Light, ho. here.'...Torches, torches J..." 
(33-3^5s those who want light least can 
call for it most loudly. Then Gloucester 
enters— how? "...with torches" (38) — 
the agent of light, but a kind of light— 
a physical reality like his eyes— that does 
him no good; it is inner illumination that 
he needs. It is at the end of this scene, 
finally, that Regan and Cornwall come to 
Gloucester's castle. They come, then, at 
night, a fact which we might easily pay no 
attention to if Shakespeare did not t\d.ce 
remind us of it. Edmund tells Edgar that 
Cornwall is coming, "now, i' th' night" 
(26); and Then Regan's words add emphasis. 
"out of season, threading dark-ey'd night"— 
a phrase full of suggestion of things not 
meant to be seen. Regan's thus coming into 
the sight pattern nicely amplifies the moral 
context: Regan joins Edmund among those who 
utilize the dark. These must always have a 
Gloucester— the not-seeing, or better, the 
late-seeing.J-5 

Heilmsin, above, points out the light and dark

ness imagery which prevails in the drama, noting that 

there are characters— Edmund, Goneril, Regain, and 

Cornwall— who operate most effectively in the dark. 

. This darkness, or ignorance, serves them well in gain

ing their ends. Gloucester and Lear, who are "in the 

dark" about themselves and the world, are perfect dupes 

for these nocturnal operators. 

Our "evil" characters, who have no real relish 

of virtue, are those characters who utilize virtuous 

l^Robert Bechtol Heilman, This Great Sta^e: 
Image and Structure in King Lear (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State University Press,"T958), pp. ̂ 5 - ^ . 



i i i i i ii^ 

hh 

terms and appearances in order to cloak their evil in

tentions. Gloucester and Lear, who in their ignorance 

are unable to separate real virtue from pretended virtue, 

are victimized by these dark agents. Virtue to Edmund, 

Regan, Goneril, and Cornwall is merely a term or device 

used to exploit these old men. And if one recalls the 

irony which makes up human life, he will suspect that 

virtue which proclaims itself. Our evil characters are 

arch hypocrites, who consistently present themselves as 

being better than they are. Edmund knows that he is 

illegitimate, and Lear when he truly understands Regaui 

and Goneril appropriately calls them "degenerate bas

tards." Illegitimacy characterizes hypocrisy, for the 

appearance of the hypocrite belies his true nature; 

•vdiat he pretends to be is not irtiat he is. Such char

acters take advantage of those -who are in ignorance about 

reality— and since they have to "make*̂  something of 

themselves, they are always the active individuals in 

a play. They make things happen. 

On the other hand, the virtuous characters, Edgar 

and Cordelia, are rather passive in the play. They seem 

to be the victims of the evil characters— they are made 

to appear false by the truly false individuals. Unlike 

the evil characters, they offer no defense (a circum

stance which offends some critics as being implausible; 
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they forget that Christ offered no testimony in his o\m 

behalf when he was brought to trial). Virtue which pro

claims itself as such is very probably not virtue, for 

the truly virtuous person understates his own case, for 

he has a certain pudeur about that \diich is most sacred 

to him. He will not flaunt that which is truly sacred; 

for people, not virtuous, will traduce it and demean 

its sanctity. Further, a person who knows himself and 

is willing to accept himself as he is, will make no great 

effort to exalt or glorify himself, for he rests secure 

in himself. Cordelia and Edgar know themselves and seek 

in no way to augment or re-create themselves; they are 

assured of their validity, their legitimacy. Further, 

they know that in no way could they create a virtue in 

others not virtuous by preaching their own. Therefore 

Cordelia loves and keeps silent, and Edgar removes him

self from the unjustified wrath of his father, sure that 

"some villain hath done me wrong" (I, ii, 158). They 

know that knowledge and illumination cannot be taught 

and that Lear and Gloucester must achieve such knowledge 

through suffering. These are the reasons, I believe, 

for their keeping silent and not defending themselves. 

By thus categorizing the major characters of King 

Lear into four groups, I hope to maike apparent the inter

play between types which Shakespeaû e characterizes as 

file:///diich
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making up human life. There is some justification for 

agreeing with Oscar James Campbell's assertion that King 

X̂ ear is a "sublime morality play,"l6 gince the primary 

characters, more or less, exemplify human types. The 

duality of types, each of which is at once inimical and 

beneficent to each other, corresponds to the irony, at 

once comic and tragic, \diich characterizes human life. 

It takes both the comic and the tragic, the objective 

and the subjective, the active and the passive principles 

of existence to make existence "exist." Shaikespeare 

disdains taking a point of view in this drama, since 

he is concerned with presenting life as it is. He pro

mises no reward for virtue, no punishment for vice; nor 

does he assert the pre-eminence of either. For humanity 

at large, life seems to serve only an educational pup-

pose. Through suffering and experience, mankind may 

achieve self-understanding and knowledge about life. 

Man, at best, cam hope to achieve the ironic point of 

view, whereby he can transcend himself and with one foot 

beyond life, laugh at his own tragedy. 

^^Oscar James Campbell. '*The Salvation of Lear," 
English Literary History. XV (19^), 9̂ « 
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CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

Although King Lear has been adversely criticized 

for its incongruities, its inconsistencies in plot, and 

its anachronisms, most criticism has failed to take 

into consideration the fact that this drama succeeds 

despite its apparent weaknesses. Further, critics seem 

to overlook the fact that so many incongruities could 

hardly appear through the negligence or carelessness 

of the author. The prevalence of such incongruities 

attests that they are intentional. An occasional au:t-

istic lapse is common enough in literature, but such 

a repetition of inconsistencies, ambiguities, and in

congruities suggests not accident but intention. Iron

ically, Shakespeare has utilized these incongruities 

and inconsistencies to serve an artistic purpose that 

is not immediately apparent. He is, in fact, concerned 

with the reality which underlies and which often belies 

the appearance. More effectively than amy other drama, 

King Lear divulges the irony or reality, \rtiich often 

expresses itself in contradictory terms. 

For such an artistic expression, neither tragedy 

nor comedy was adequate, for both of these media offered 

^7 
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merely a partisan view of life. Since tragedy appeals 

to the sympathetic nature of man, it clearly could not 

present the ironic reality of life; for it views life 

too seriously, disregarding the essentiality of comedy 

to life. Neither could a comic viewpoint truly express 

life; for comedy involves primarily a critical, objective, 

intellectual approach to life, which fails to represent 

the pathos of existence. 

King Lear, which is neither tragic nor comic, 

correctly presents life in its ironic reality, and 

consequently gives us that sense of a "cosmos," "\̂ iich 

Bradley and others have observed. The habit of regard

ing King Lear as a tragedy is simply the result of 

taking ShaQcespeare literally at his word. Shakespeare 

called it a tragedy, auid nobody has dared to call it 

anything else or to read it except as a tragedy. The 

naivete of humanity is incredible. For centuries the 

word "tragedy" has so biased readers that they have 

never read King Lear innocently or as it is nor judged 

it with impartial understanding. They have regarded it 

credulously as a tragedy, since, it is so entitled. No 

wonder that most readers of the drama are so sympathetic 

to the protagonists, Lear amd Gloucester: most readers 

are quite as gullible. 

I have pointed out that Shakespeare's King Lear 
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not oi}ly violates the conventions of classical tragedy, 

but does so consciously; in fact, the violations are so 

flagrant that they cannot be accidental but must be 

purposeful. Shaikespeare intentionally violated these 

conventions of tragedy to illustrate that he had tran

scended the tragic viewpoint and had evolved a dramatic 

genre superior to tragedy. 

Further, I have shown that the action in which 

the protagonists are involved is just as much comic as 

tragic— that the tragic, or serious, action is founded 

upon trivialities. In addition, I have pointed out the 

ordinariness of Lear amd Gloucester. By Aristotelian 

standards, they are not worthy of tragic treatment. 

Yet, if one shares their ordinariness or sympathizes 

with their sufferings, he will experience the tragic 

emotion as pronouncedly as he will in true tragedy; 

in fact, he will probably be more sympathetic to Lear 

than to a protagonist such as Prometheus, for he will 

find the sufferings of Lear to be more immediate, more 

credible, and more realistic than the miseries of Pro

metheus because of the similarity of his own predicament 

to Lear's. 

Finally, I conclude that Shakespeare's greatness 

as a dramatist lay in his ability to transcend the tragic 

and comic views of life. He was eminently able to pro-
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duce both tragedy and comedy, because he was beyond 

both. He was not a victim of either viewpoint; there

fore, he was able to present both views impartially. 

He admixed the two views in his dramas in order to show 

their mutual dependency and to provide each view with 

validity by allowing them to subserve that transcendent 

view of life that I call irony. Because of his mastery 

of tragedy and comedy, Shakespeare was able to deal 

superlatively with both views— a feat accomplished by 

no other playwright before him. No other dramatist could 

present both views of life, because other dramatists 

were victims of one view or the other; they wrote either 

tragedy or comedy. 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Books 

Bradley, A. C. Shakespearean Tragedy. London: Macmillam 
and Co., 190̂ ^̂  

Bonheim, Helmut (ed.) The King Lear Perplex. San Fran
cisco: Wadsworth Publishing Co., Inc., I960. 

Clemen, W. H., The Development of Shakespeare's Imagery. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 
1951. 

Heilman, Robert Bechtol. This Great Stage: Image and 
Structure in King Lear. Baton Rouge. Louisiana: 
Louisiana State university Press, 19̂ -8. 

Murry, John Middleton. Shakespeare. London: Jonathan 
Cape, 1936. 

Nietzsche, Friedrich. "Thus Spake Zarathustra." The 
Philosophy of Nietzsche, eds. Bennett A. Cerf, 
Donald S. Klopfer, and Robert K. Haas. New York: 
Random House, Inc., 195^. 

Orwell, George. "Lear, Tolstoy, and the Fool." 
Shooting an Elephant and Other Essays. New York: 
Harcourt Brace and Co., 1959. 

Pasternak, Boris. I Remember. New York: Pantheon 
Books Inc., 1955. 

Sedgewick, G. G. Of Irony: Especially in the Drama. 
Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 19H-8. 

Shakespeare, William. "King Lear." The Complete Works 
of Shakespeare, ed. George Lyman Klttredge. Bostonj 
"STnn and Co., 1936. 

Sharpe, Robert Boies. Irony in the Drama. Chapel Hill: 
The University of North Carolina Press, 1959. 

Swinburne. Algernon Charles. Shakespeare. London: 
Oxford University Press, 1909* 

51 



52 

Art ic les and Periodicals 

Campbell, Oscar James. "The Salvation of Lear." English 
Literary History^ XV (19^8), 93-109. 

Tolstoy, Leo. "On Shakespeare amd the Drama." t r . 
V. Tcherthoff, Fortnightly Review. LXXXVI (1906), 
981-983. 




