Alan Papprill.                                                                                               King Lear


The Stoic Universe of Lear.

The role of Kent in Lear’s Court

When one reads or views a production of King Lear one needs to recognise that one is not reading or viewing the play in the manner an Elizabethan audience would have. The play is, after all 450+ years old and has, over that time, been subject to many interpretations and reinterpretations – from Nahum Tate’s fairy-tale rewrite to Luc Godard’s post apocalyptic 1987 film – since its first performance in 1605. Not only do we bring a different political view of the world we also bring a different philosophical view to the play.

This essay attempts to interpret the play through the lens of Elizabethan philosophy of stoic fatalism and thus explain the attitudes and behaviours of the characters for 21st century students. Stoic Fatalism is the moral philosophy that “whatever can happen may happen”, that the universe is not a machine to be controlled but a wheel, over which one has no control, which can just as easily elevate one as destroy one for the only thing one can control is one’s self. In such a belief system the perception of life and death is at odds to that one now may hold as, in this universe, one can only look forward to dying a good death as that is the reward for surviving all that fortune may afflict one with.
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For students in the 21st Century the immediacy of death is not something to be considered so the constant meditation on death that was part of the Elizabethan thought is alien and incomprehensible yet it is an appreciation of this fascination with death that helps one understand the play. 

The difficulty is further compounded if one chooses to take Lear’s age as he declares: 

“Pray do not mock me.

I am a very foolish fond old man,

Four score and upward, not an hour more nor less,

And, to deal plainly,

I fear I am not in my perfect mind.” (IV vii 59-63)

If he is, indeed 80 plus he is, in Elizabethan terms, extremely old and, as such, extraordinary for the reality of Elizabethan life was that one could expect to be dead by 48. In 1600 if one survived past 30 one could expect, at least, another 30 years of life but with less than 10% of the population being over 60 the chances of reaching Lear’s announced age would be rare indeed. On this basis one is inclined to argue that Lear’s claim to being 80 + is a dramatic exaggeration – an expression of his sufferings following his decision to divide the kingdom. It is more likely that he is in his mid 60s and aware that he is nearing death anyway. 

Death as a constant in Elizabethan life.[image: image2.jpg]



If one accepts the premise that Lear is exaggerating his age then the relative ages and behaviours of the characters become more realistic within the Elizabethan demography. One can accept a 60+ year old Lear carousing lustily with his knights as Gonerill accuses him of doing: “ By day and night he wrongs me; every hour / he flashes into one gross crime or other / that sets us all at odds. I’ll not endure it! / His knights grow riotous, and himself upbraids us / on every trifle. When he returns from hunting….” (I iii 3-9) but one would find it difficult to consider an 80+ year old engaging in such activities. It is also difficult to visualise an 80-year-old Lear first killing the man hanging Cordelia and then carrying her body onto the stage. 

 Putting Lear in his 60s also brings the range of ages of the other protagonists into a more logical order within the Elizabethan scene. It gives greater credence to Lear’s contemporary, Gloucester’s raunchy boasting of his sexual prowess in siring Edmund for we are to see Edmund as a contemporary in age to Lear’s daughters who are all of marriageable age which, in the Elizabethan Court was around age 20. 

Kent informs us that he is 48, too old to learn and that “I have a journey, sir, shortly to go. / My master calls me, I must not say no.” (Viii. 319-320) in other words he senses his own death, which, as Schneider says in his essay: “What a difference death makes” one must recognise “that in the 1600s death was an imminent and ubiquitous part of life and that lives were compressed in a way that ours in the 21st century are not.”  (note: The RSC 2007 production implied that Kent would, at this point, exit the stage to commit suicide and thus literally follow his master into death.)

To meditate on one’s impending death was commonplace. It was not uncommon for a scholar – gentleman to own a skull as a reminder of his own mortality. [image: image3.jpg]



Shakespeare’s contemporary, John Donne (1571-1631) rose from his sick bed and, wrapped in a shroud, posed for his own funeral portrait then preached his last sermon, Death’s Duel, a few weeks before he died in 1631.

Given such an attitude to the reality of death it is no wonder that there is a veritable procession of death in King Lear: the fool disappears (in the 2007 RSC production he is hung), Oswald is killed by Edgar, Cornwall is killed by a servant angered at the treatment of Gloucester, Gonerill and Regan are poisoned and “dagger slain”, Gloucester dies off stage of weariness, emotion and a broken heart, Edmund is killed by Edgar in a duel, Cordelia dies by hanging, Lear dies of grief and deluded joy coupled with exhaustion and Kent declares that he, too, is about to die of grief worn out from service to his dead master.

In this context death is not a punishment, not an agony to be resisted, not a reward for a life well lived but simply is - a reality to be accepted and understood as inevitable. To the Elizabethan, seeking that “bubble – reputation” this is to die a good death rather than lead a good life and so it is with Lear as each character acknowledges the inevitability of their own deaths, accepting, stoically, “the promised end.”

If one accepts the stoic universe of Lear, that “whatever can happen may happen” the universe is not a machine but a roulette wheel that cannot be controlled and that the only thing one can control is one’s self so that once Lear chooses to act as he does the wheel will revolve throwing the “ball” – the characters – where-ever they will be taken.

For Lear, the tragedy is inevitable, he has failed to recognise the errors of his decisions, failed to acknowledge the messages given by the Fool and by Kent and, as a consequence, the kingdom is condemned to be torn apart, for the world to be imperilled and the useful and necessary peace destroyed. As Kent said: “When power to flattery bows / to plainness honour’s bound.” (I i 148) – a statement that indicates his role within the play- the “honest broker” who will guide Lear to the recognition of his responsibilities.

Cordelia is placed in an invidious position – she must as the fool – the “honest man” who will tell the king the truth and in so doing must place herself in opposition to her sisters. In this universe Cordelia has no real choice – she must speak the truth because if she had lied to her father, as her sisters had done, she would have damaged herself for failing to give good counsel.

She is also bound by the obligation of love to obey Lear as he, too, is obliged, by love of the parent, to support her. She would be justified in expecting Lear to recognise that obligation when she speaks the truth to him.

Unfortunately for Cordelia Lear refuses to accept that she is obliged to transfer, upon marriage, much of her love from him to her husband and that to claim, as her sisters have done, that she loves Lear “more than word can wield the matter / Dearer than eyesight, space and liberty, / Beyond what can be valued rich or rare, / no less than life, with grace, health, beauty, honour, / as much as child e’er loved or father found; / a love that makes breath poor and speech unable; beyond all manner of “so much” I love you. (I i. 55-61.)

is to violate that obligation. In the Elizabethan universe Gonerill and Regan  are liars and untrustworthy while Cordelia, by speaking the truth, identifies herself as the female equivalent of Kent – the plain dealer or honest man.
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In speaking the truth Kent and Cordelia demonstrate the virtues of constancy or loyalty, generosity or love, plainness or honesty and courage or patience and fortitude which, in both cases, require them to reduce their own status. For Kent that means following Lear into exile and madness. 

Patience – 

Kent & Cordelia’s symbol.

In the world of the play Kent is the character against whom all others are to be tested as he witnesses to Lear’s past greatness and provides sympathy as Lear declines. As the constant witness to Lear’s progress towards understanding Kent must remain – a reminder to Lear, through his actions and plain speaking, of his obligations, his duties and the role he has chosen to abnegate.

Kent’s cry to Lear when he rejects Cordelia should be seen as his motif – the plain truth:

“…Be Kent mannerly

When Lear is mad. What woulds’t thou do old man?

Thinks’t thou that duty shall have dread to speak

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

When majesty stoops to folly. Reserve thy state,

And in thy best consideration check

This hideous rashness. Answer my life my judgement,

Thy youngest daughter does not love thee least,

Nor are those empty hearted whose low sounds

Revels to hollowness “(I i 145-155 )

And

“see better, Lear, and let me still remain

the true blank of thine eye.” (I i 159-160)

His feudal ties and heavy sense of obligation to Lear is the model against which Gonerill, Regan and Edmund are to be measured and found wanting – he is unselfish, prepared to remain “in service” because the mutuality, working both vertically and horizontally, within the society is of benefit to both. He is, in a sense, the Elizabethan embodiment of “love” – willing to remain constant even when Lear violates that love by banning him:

“That thou has sought to make us break our vow,

which we durst never yet, and, with strained pride,

to come betwixt our sentence and our power,

which nor our nature nor our placer can bear,

….

If on the tenth day following

Thy banished trunk be found in our dominions

The moment is thy death…. ( I i  165-179 )

Here we see, as Marx would have it, a society being broken up by capitalism and the parallel rise of the selfish ego consumed by a single-minded focus on status and profit. To McCluhan this exchange is symbolic of the impact of modernity on a society for not only do Gonerill, Regan and Edmund jockey for that “bubble – reputation” but even Lear enters into the “nexus of the selfish ego” as he bargains over the division of the kingdom and the number of knights he can retain while both Cordelia and Kent demonstrate that love cannot be measured by either money, possessions or retainers for Cordelia’s counsel costs her her dowry while Kent plays high stakes for his life.

“My life I never held but as a pawn

to wage against thine enemies; nor fear to lose it,

thy sanity being motive.” (I i 156-158. )

He is, in otherwords, prepared to die a brave death defending Lear as, within his universe, it is more important than living a good life. His return, disguised as Caius, is also a reflection of his stoicism:

“Now, banished Kent,

If thou canst serve where thou dost stand condemned,

So may it come thy master whom thou lovest

Shall find thee full of labours.” (I i 4-7)

while his unconditional constancy of love becomes the touchstone from which Lear must see the errors that flattery has lead him to follow.

His reply to Lear that he is “a man, sir…. To serve him truly that will put me in trust, to love him that is honest, to converse with him that is wise and says little, to fear judgement, to fight when I cannot chose, and to eat no fish.” (I iv 10-18.) is a reiteration of the qualities of an honest man.

“ I can keep honest counsel, ride, run, mar a curious tale in telling it, and deliver a plain message bluntly, and the best of me is diligence.” (I iv 32-35. ) That is he doesn’t boast, he is trusting, serves those he respects, is a plain dealer not given to flattery, honest, generous, constant, plain and will continue in his ordained path despite all fortune can throw at him.

While Lear’s Fool acknowledges Kent’s qualities it is for Lear to learn and to come to terms with these qualities so that order may be restored to the kingdom.

It is not until Lear meets “poor Tom” on the heath that he begins to make the necessary progress towards understanding.

 In the meantime Kent continues to model the stoic ideal in the series of exchanges he has with Oswald, Gonerill’s steward. Their contrasting behaviours provide the mirror, not just for Lear but also for the audience, to see and approve the stoic ideal. Kent moves along the path that he has been played while Oswald shifts his grounds and direction as the wind shifts. Kent continues to serve his master – Lear – while Oswald serves only himself. Kent is at all times honest while Oswald lies., Above all, Kent is brave and constant while Oswald displays both moral and physical cowardice.

It is from Kent’s dealings, therefore, that the audience is to learn and then apply the ideal to Lear as he journeys through his godless, cruel, meaningless and arbitrary universe undergoing a series of trials that will guide him back to the true path from which he had been seduced.

Lear’s journey is marked by two episodes: the exchange with “poor Tom” and his quest for forgiveness from Cordelia. Lear’s cry to the heavens: 

“Poor naked wretches, whosoe’er you are,

That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm,

How shal your houseless heads and unfed sides,

Your looped and windowed raggedness, defend you

From seasons such as these? O, I have ta’en

Too little care of this! Take physic, pomp;

Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel,

That thou mayst shake the superflux to them

And show the heavens more just. (III iv 28-36)

is a shout of recognition that he had allowed himself to become isolated from his kingdom and his obligations as a monarch.

[image: image5.jpg]



When he and Cordelia are condemned to prison Lear turns and says: “….. Come let’s away to prison / we two alone will sing like birds I’the cage; / when thou dost ask me blessing I’ll kneel down/ and ask of thee forgiveness … (V iii 8-11 ) in a recognitin that he now knows that Cordelia did, indeed, speak the truth when she answered his call to profess her love in Act I. She has been the stoic model of virtue throughout and now, too late, Lear has recognised that and, having learnt his error, he must die knowing he had caused all to happen.

For Cordelia, however, death can be welcomed for she will die knowing that Lear had asked for forgiveness and, in forgiving him, she has effected the reconciliation necessary after Lear had cursed her for speaking the truth.
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Lear, confused by flattery and denying the truth when it was presented to him, has caused “vast kingdoms to crash down on themselves and followers” can expect nothing but misfortune (Seneca – “On Benefits.) and must die unhappy in the knowledge that his decision to divide the kingdom was unwise, that as a King, he must accept the burdens of rule, that he could not abnegate them and his obligations of service cannot be denied. Although he has changed, learnt and reaccepted the responsibilities of a King he must die, for in the stoic universe he exists in, death is the only possible closure. 

“The weight of this sad time we must obey;

speak what we feel, not what we ought to say.

The oldest hath borne most; we that are young

Shall never see so much, nor live so long.” (V iii 322-325.)

And so the play ends, waiting for stoic fortune to spin the wheel again, without the offer of  human resolution.

