A BRIEF CRITICAL HISTORY OF KING LEAR

King Lear was written in 1604 or 1605, as far as can be established. It certainly incorporates material from Samuel Harsnett’s  A Declaration of Several Popish Impostures, London, (1603), an exposure of a fraudulent case of  spirit possession, and it was registered with the Company of Stationers on 26th November 1607. The Quarto was published by Nathaniel Butler at the sign of the Pied Bull in 1608, and a significantly different version included in the Folio of 1623.

King Lear was rewritten in 1681, twenty-one years after the re-introduction of the Monarchy. The play was no longer considered suitable in Shakespeare’s version, and Nahum Tate rewrote it in line with Restoration notions of ‘decorum’. Although Tate’s version is justly reviled, it is in some ways truer to its sources (Raphael Holinshed’s  The Third Volume of Chronicles (1587) and an anonymous play King Leir) in allowing Cordelia and Lear to survive. However, in the Holinshed version, Cordelia does eventually hang herself in prison. King Lear was undoubtedly too uncomfortable for Restoration tastes, and it remains a troubling and harrowing play. Shakespeare’s version was not restored in performance until 1838.

The range of critical opinion expressed on King Lear in nearly four hundred years is obviously too extensive and varied to retail here. In particular the vast expansion of literary criticism in the Twentieth Century renders an inclusive review impossible. As usual, there are no contemporary accounts of  Shakespearean performances, and the first critical response is implied, therefore, in a wholesale rewriting of the play by Nahum Tate in 1681. Although the critical response is varied almost all critics agree on three points; King Lear is ‘great’; King Lear is bleak; as Maynard Mack says, ‘King Lear is a problem’.
 

Tate’s ‘Dedication’ to The History of King Lear states

Twas my good Fortune to light on one Expedient to rectify what was wanting in the Regularity and Probability of the Tale.

Tate’s ‘expedient’ was to invent a romance between Cordelia and Edgar. The terms Tate uses throw some light on Restoration critical theory. ‘Regularity’ is a matter of form, of adherence to a set of dramatic and aesthetic rules, although questions of ‘decorum’ have a moral dimension. More modern interpretations find a high degree of integration in the form of King Lear; although the play deals with chaos it is a highly wrought artefact, both linguistically and dramatically
. Tate’s ‘probability’ has remained a concern for critics, notably A.C.Bradley, but there is a third and perhaps more significant factor Tate does not explicitly address here, although it clearly concerned him: King Lear seems to lack a comfortable moral overview, a position from which the events of the play can be seen to uphold some over-arching moral position, or postulate a moral direction in the world.

The moral interpretation of the play depends on the ‘fitness’, or justice of the outcome for each individual and of the play as a whole. The judgement of ‘fitness’ may be based, as for S.T. Coleridge, on the predominant characteristic of each character, or on an Old Testament view in which God punishes the characters for their sins. Other Christian interpretations, such as G. Wilson Knight, see renunciation of the world as the moral lesson to be drawn.

For Samuel Johnson the play was too much to bear. ‘There is no scene which does not add to the aggravation of distress…’. The pressure mounts relentlessly throughout, and the tragic conclusion seems ‘contrary to the natural ideas of justice’.

I was many years ago so shocked by Cordelia’s death that I know not whether I ever endured to read again the last scenes of the play till I undertook to revise them as an editor

In 1811, A.W. Schlegel disagreed with the verdict that there was an improper conclusion to the play, feeling that ‘After so many sufferings, Lear can only die.’ (Lectures on Dramatic Art and Literature). The poet John Keats wrote a sonnet on Lear, not one of his finest works, (Jan. 1818), and had previously (Dec. 1817) commented on the play in a letter, praising its

Intensity, capable of making all disagreeables evaporate, from their being in close relationship with Beauty and Truth

A.C. Bradley’s Shakespearean Tragedy (1904) includes an influential chapter on Lear which sees the play as the story of Lear’s education and redemption. Bradley also notes the play’s size; ‘King Lear is too huge for the stage’; ‘King Lear seems to me Shakespeare’s greatest achievement, but it seems to me not his best play’. Bradley goes on to enumerate a large number of instances in which he finds the plot and character motivation faulty. These are too numerous to reproduce here, but most are at least arguably accurate. Bradley’s chapter on King Lear is often cited; Jonathan Dollimore mentions him with approval in Radical Tragedy (1989). Bradley does however criticise the blinding of Gloucester as ‘revolting or shocking’ (neither of which could be considered objections in the age of Quentin Tarantino). Bradley concludes that ‘Shakespeare, set upon the dramatic effect of the great scenes…was exceptionally careless of probability, clearness and consistency…’

G. Wilson Knight, in his highly Christian interpretation of Shakespeare’s Tragedies The Wheel of Fire tries to justify the cruelties of the play by reference to an overarching Christian redemption. His chapter on Lear draws valuable connections with comedy (Alexander Leggatt points out some of the structural elements of Lear which parallel Shakespeare’s Comedies
) but follows Bradley in seeing the play as primarily the story of Lear’s education and redemption. This is the only way, it seems, that a positive message can be extracted from the tragedy. Much of the critical history of King Lear is an attempt to ameliorate the bleakness and cruelty of the play by reading a religious moral into it.

In an influential essay which refuses this interpretation compares King Lear with Samuel Beckett’s Endgame
, Jan Kott finds that 

King Lear makes a tragic mockery of all eschatologies: of the heaven promised on earth, and the Heaven promised after death…of cosmogony and of the rational view of history; of the gods and good nature, of man made in ‘image and likeness’. In King Lear both the medieval and Renaissance orders of established values disintegrate. All that remains at the end of this gigantic pantomime is the earth – empty and bleeding.

Kott’s bleak view seems close to the moral universe of King Lear; despite the efforts of Wilson-Knight, J.F. Danby and others, Lear seems nihilistic. To take the view that the sufferings of Gloucester and Lear, and the death of Cordelia are justified by their behaviour seems ruthless and brutal, the product of an evil morality.

If King Lear is not morally Christian, some critics have taken the view that it is about power. This is certainly Jonathan Dollimore’s view in Radical Tragedy: ‘King Lear is above all a play about power, property and inheritance.’
  This view sees the play as being merely realistic in its view of society as a ruthless struggle for power.

Lear remains, then, ‘great’, ‘bleak’, and ‘a problem’, not easily reduced to one theme or interpretation, like much of Shakespeare’s late work it provokes many and varied critical responses. It can be ‘Christian’, ‘Patriarchal’
, ‘Nihilistic’, about redemption , power, loyalty or renunciation, it is both tragic and comedic. Shakespeare’s flexibility and adaptability, what Frank Kermode calls the ‘patience’ of the play, allow a variety of interpretations in line with whatever cultural assumptions are current. This is Shakespeare’s great strength, and it springs from his ability to present the viewpoint of each character as independently justifiable, an inherently dramatic talent which resists final closure and definitive interpretation.
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