King Lear Discussion Questions

1. Critic Harold Bloom has written of King Lear, “Love . . . is pragmatically a waste in this most tragic of all tragedies.” Do you agree? Is love wasted in this play? Or is there value found in love relationships? Agree or disagree with Bloom and explain your reasoning. 

2. Consider Lear’s love for Cordelia. Does he ever develop a parental attitude or does he remain, in the deepest sense, self-involved to the end? Explore Lear’s parental love for his daughter. 

3. Much of the plot of this play is concerned with things that are either hidden or not perceived. One of Shakespeare’s favorite themes is the conflict between appearance and reality, and he seems to take it even a step further in King Lear. Explore the theme of hidden, covert, or latent truth in the play. 

4. In the late 1990s, the Sydney Theatre Company put on a performance of King Lear in which a number of surprising variations were used, most notably that the Fool was played by Cordelia. This is not as unprecedented as you might think, because for years scholars have pointed out that Cordelia and the Fool can be seen as doubles. Identify what you perceive a “double” of another character to be, and then explain whether or not you see Cordelia and the Fool as doubles. 
5. “The ending of King Lear is unbearable.” Discuss.  Why must Cordelia die?

6. Examine the specific ways that Lear contributes to his fall.

7. A tragic hero moves the reader to pity, since his misfortune is greater than he deserves, and he also creates fear, since his tragedy might easily befall one of us. To what extent does Lear fit the definition of a tragic hero?

8. Discuss either Lear or Gloucester's movement toward a greater knowledge of himself and his world.

9. The play raises important questions about divine justice. All those who are evil are dead, but so are several of the characters who represent good. Does God see to it that good people are rewarded and evildoers are punished? Write an essay that responds to the question of whether or not divine justice is served in this play.

10. What kind of fool is the Fool? What does he teach us? How are we to understand Lear’s foolishness? Is Cordelia a fool (see the last scene)? If so, why?

11. A point is made in the play about seeing clearly and understanding. Gloucester claims he sees better, understands the truth, without his eyes than with them. Several characters are in disguise for all or part of the play (Kent and Edgar physically, Edmund, Regan, and Goneril in their character). Why is sight fallible? How do characters come to see the truth in the play?
12. “King Lear might start like a fairy-tale, but most of it is like a nightmare.”  Discuss.

13. “Gloucester’s physical blindness is a mirror image of Lear’s spiritual blindness.”  Discuss the ways in which the sub-plot in Shakespeare’s King Lear is a reflection of the main one.

14. “King Lear is a play dominated by the contrast between wisdom and foolishness.”  Discuss.

15. There are many kinds of suffering in King Lear, and little consolation.” Discuss.
