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The weight of this sad time we must obey,

   Speak what we feel, not what we ought to say. (V. iii.322-3)

So concludes Edgar at the end of King Lear, with an appeal to truth and honest speaking, indicating the extent to which both have been marginalised. The concept of the word is of great significance in the play, and the audience is continually forced to recognise the gap which lies between utterance and truth. The action of the play is, in one sense at least, born out of the dilemma of communication faced by the characters in a society where the two have become distanced, if not irrevocably divorced. Truth and the words of truth are regularly punished and/or repressed: they lead to banishment for Cordelia and Kent; they result in the speaker being forced into hiding, the fate of Kent and Edgar; or else their proponent is obliged to adopt the mask of foolery.

By each of these means the value of the word, and the concepts of honour and truth which are so frequently associated with it, has to be continually assessed and reassessed as the play advances. Indeed, the progression of King Lear can be seen as a study of the devaluation of the word in a society and the dangers that attend upon such a debasement.

Words of love?

Words, even though undergoing such a process of debasement, nevertheless remain the enforced currency of expression. Nowhere is the pressure of this fact more evident than in the famous opening scene of the play, when Lear divides his kingdom. In a perverse competition, his daughters are forced to speak their love for him. The emphasis upon speech and the importance of words is evident from the very first, when Lear demands:

   Tell me, my daughters,

   Since now we will divest us both of rule,

   Interest of territory, cares of state --

   Which of you shall we say doth love us most,

   That we our largest bounty may extend

   Where nature doth with merit challenge. -- Goneril,

   Our eldest born, speak first.' (I.i.48-54; my emphasis)

Already it becomes clear to the audience that Lear places an undue and naive burden upon the importance of words. The impossibility of his demands are at once identified and manipulated with subtle skill by Goneril, whose claim to love her father `more than word can wield the matter' (I.i.55) cleverly makes use of the limitations of language to advance her cause. She, like her sister Regan, however, demonstrates considerable facility in using language to impress her father. Both of the elder daughters prove themselves adept in the ability to `profess' a love which their subsequent actions will belie and prove hollow.

Cordelia, by contrast, the youngest of Lear's three daughters, finds herself ethically unable to indulge in the trickery of words her sisters manage so easily. Her decision to `Love, and be silent', based upon the knowledge that `my love's/More ponderous than my tongue' recognises, and draws to the attention of the audience, the dangers involved in Lear's equation of words and love. Thus, when faced with her father's query, `what can you say to draw/A third more opulent than your sisters?' (I.i.85-6) she offers the true, but unflattering response, 'Nothing'. Her decision is based not upon any lack of verbal skill, as her subsequent speeches demonstrate her ability to communicate eloquently, but rather upon a fundamental mistrust of the `game' she is being forced to play. Her observation `Unhappy that I am, I cannot heave/My heart into my mouth' presents to the audience a deep truth -- the fact that, as Goneril has already hypocritically observed for purposes of her own, words can never bear the true weight of love.

Words of wisdom

While much of the play deals with the way language, like power and truth, is open to abuse, there is also a continuing and related vein of wise speech running through it. Kent, for example, on introducing himself in disguise to Lear, who has banished him for his forthright honesty in speaking out against what he perceives as the injustice and folly of Lear's treatment of his daughters, expresses his desire to `converse with him that is wise and says little'(I.iv. 15). This short observation, with its almost proverbial quality, ironically reflects upon the many words Lear has expended in his foolishness early in the play. It also serves pointedly to undermine Lear's earlier equation that words are synonymous with worth and to reverse it. While Lear is impressed, to his enduring cost as it transpires, by the exaggerated professions of Goneril and Regan, Kent places value on the considered words of the wise man. A further dimension is added by the Fool, who despairs in comic bewilderment at the dilemmas of speaking within the court:

   I marvel what kin thou and thy daughters are. They'll have me whipped for

   speaking true, thou'It have me whipped for lying, and sometimes I am

   whipped for holding my peace. (I.iv. 173-6)

Behind the facade of humour, however, lies a wisdom which the events of the play prove to be disturbingly true. Speaking within King Lear can be an unpredictable and dangerous activity. Gloucester's defence of Lear and his supposed communication with France, for example, are made at the cost of his eyes; and Kent, early in the play, is banished upon pain of death for his plain speaking. The social milieu of the play is one which requires the individual to exercise careful control of speech, a fact borne out by the Fool's wise advice to his king to `speak less than thou knowest' (I.iv.117).

To talk, or not to talk?

The fates of Kent, Cordelia and Gloucester readily point out the consequences attendant upon unguarded words, and King Lear is marked by the selectivity adopted by the characters in their speech. Goneril, for example, soon after she has received her share of the kingdom, finds herself offended by the behaviour of her father and observes to Oswald, `When he returns from hunting,/I will not speak with him' (I.iii.9). A matter of only a few lines later, however, she darkly hints at her desire `to breed from hence occasions, and I shall,/That I may speak' (I.iii.25-6). As the audience has seen already in the opening scene of the play, Goneril knows very well how to use words to her advantage, and now adds to this evidence of her ability to harness the power of silence in dictating the times and terms of speech.

Similarly, Lear himself is capable of employing selective speech to considerable effect. In the opening scene of the play, the disgraced Cordelia demands of Lear that he publicly `make known/It is no vicious blot, murder, or foulness,/No unchaste action or dishonoured step,/That hath deprived me of your grace and favour' (I.i.228-31). In his vindictive anger at her former silence, however, Lear ignores her, refusing by silence on his own part, to give her the justice she requests and to redeem her character in the eyes of the court.

Silence, however, is not always negatively presented in the play and portrayed as a weapon in its power games. Towards the end, once Cordelia has returned from France, silence becomes a significant form of communication. Upon reading Kent's letter outlining the plight of the King, we are told that she speaks not a word, but `an ample tear trilled down/Her delicate cheek' (IV.iii.12-13), an involuntary action which communicates more genuine emotion than all the words of Goneril and Regan. Her silence takes on an even greater significance at the very end of the play, after she has been killed. Lear, forced now to a realisation of the truth, looks vainly for words to form on her lifeless lips and comes to a full appreciation of her value through her very silence, observing that 'Her voice was ever soft,/Gentle and low, an excellent thing in woman' (V. iii.270-1). It is the vision of the silent lips of his Cordelia, in death as in life saying nothing, that goes with Lear to his grave.

Words which must not be spoken

A further significant aspect of the play is its focus upon illicit communication. The silences of the text are heavy with words which are never spoken. Letters fly backwards and forwards between England and France, leading, when eventually discovered, to Cornwall's brutal punishment of Gloucester, and hastening the return of France and Cordelia. Goneril and Regan communicate their secret intentions to one another by messages; both also carry out their adulterous relations with Edmund through secret missives; and Edgar finds himself falsely accused by his father as a result of Edmund's forgery.

The audience soon becomes aware that this reliance upon secret communication is a symptom of broader issues within King Lear. Firstly, it points to the existence of a substructure of `forbidden' words and topics within society a subjects which are, for a variety of reasons, unfit for speech. Secondly, it identifies the extent to which the spoken word is controlled under the aegis of King Lear and under the still more oppressive control of Cornwall, Goneril and Regan.

Those who challenge these taboos must pay the penalty. Cordelia, as we have already seen, finds herself banished for speaking unacceptably; Edgar falls out of favour for the opinions he has supposedly expressed; and Kent, too, suffers when he boldly expresses his opposition to Lear's rash distribution of his kingdom. His challenge to the authority of the king is blatant:

   What wouldst thou do, old man?

   Think'st thou that duty shall have dread to speak,

   When power to flattery bows? To plainness honour's bound

   When majesty falls to folly. (I.i.147-50)

Seeing it as his duty as a faithful courtier to challenge Lear's decision, he identifies the crux of the issue in line 148, where he questions the existence of free speech within the state. And this is a problem which worsens as the play progresses -- controls upon speech become more and more stringent and the penalties for breaking the code more and more harsh under the auspices of Cornwall, Goneril and Regan.

Words of madness

Perhaps unsurprisingly in a play where such emphasis is placed on speech and where the consequences of speaking unacceptably are so great, King Lear also considers the breakdown of language. As we have already seen, silence proves to be one form of refuge from the dilemma of the word, but the fractured utterances of madness provide another. Such is the defence adopted by Edgar when he takes on the persona of Poor Tom. He hides behind the exterior of a `Bedlam beggar' who supposedly suffers perpetual torment at the hands of `the foul fiend'. His words, deliberately dislocated from meaning, maintain the illusion of his disguise. The apparent insanity of his speech protects him.

Kent, too, may be said to adopt lunacy in his speech. The game he plays, however, is a far more dangerous one than that played by Edgar. Despite having already been banished once for his plain speaking, Kent, now disguised as Caius, continues in the same vein. As the Duke of Cornwall observes with an unwitting irony the audience cannot fail to notice:

   This is some fellow

   Who, having been praised for bluntness, doth affect

   A saucy roughness and constrains the garb

   Quite from his nature. (II.ii.93-6)

In the climate of the play it comes as no surprise to the audience that such a determination to speak plainly and honestly should draw from Cornwall the query, `What, art thou mad, old fellow?' (II.ii.83). From the events which have already passed, it is clear that within King Lear honest speech can, indeed, be seen as an act of insanity.

The play does not only deal with feigned madness, however, it also incorporates genuine insanity. Lear, as he becomes increasingly oppressed by the events which his folly has set in motion, finds himself less and less able to control his speech. As his mind is devoured by an obsessive focus on his Lear is reduced to silence by the events of the play daughters and their ingratitude, so words fail him. Rational contemplation of what has occurred is impossible for him and thought is rapidly supplanted, initially by ranting and then by language to deal with the depths of emotion embodied within an increasingly violent misogyny. Eventually the entire frame work of language collapses for Lear, until Cordelia returns and temporarily restores some semblance of meaning to his world.

The collapse of Lear's language must be seen as symbolic, and its impact is evident on a number of levels within the play. It could be taken to represent the collapse of his reign, his kingdom, his sanity, his personality, his family, his belief in his daughters, or, indeed, all of the above. Whatever the particular significance one attaches to Lear's loss of control of language, however, it is certain that the failure of speech is intimately linked to strong emotion. The final proof of this seen after the death of Cordelia, when Lear enters carrying her dead body. His words, `Howl! howl! howl! howl!', whether they are a representation of his own anguished cry or an injunction to those present to lament the tragedy of Cordelia's death, are a potent sign of the inadequacy of language to deal with the depths of emotion embodied within the text.

The last word

And so we return to Edgar's concluding remarks. After the trials and tribulations of the play, where both the word and emotion have been sorely tested, a return to truth is essential if any form of equilibrium is to be restored. In the course of the play, true emotion, true communication and even truth itself have been forced underground by the weight of false words with which the text abounds. As King Lear concludes, the death of the old order offers the possibility of a new beginning. Edgar's call for truth is a first tentative step towards a restoration of the value of truth and the word.
