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Plot and dramatic structure
Not only will you need to have a secure understanding of the story of King Lear, you will also need to have a
detailed awareness of how Shakespeare has structured the play: how and why he has put the play together in
the way that he has. For example, you could consider the function of the Gloucester subplot and the way in
which the play presents Lear’s tragic decline.

STARTING OUT
Answer these questions to see how well you know the play.
(a) What is Cordelia’s initial three-word response to Lear’s ‘love test’?
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(b) Which two characters does Lear banish for displeasing him?

at
er

1

ia
l

Plot

pl

e

(c) What does Edmund do with the letter, supposedly from Edgar, when his father enters?
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(d) Whom does Kent attack on his arrival at Gloucester’s house?

(e) What does Kent read in the stocks?
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(f) Name all the characters who meet on the heath.

rig

(g) What smells of mortality?

py

(h) Who leads the blinded Gloucester supposedly to the cliff edge?

Co

(i) Who wins the battle between France and Britain?

(j) When, according to Edgar, is Albany to sound the trumpet for a champion to appear?

(k) How does Goneril die?

(l) How does Regan die?

(m)	 Who carries the body of Cordelia on to the stage?
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KEY SKILLS
Including textual details
Although you should avoid retelling the story, you should try to include textual details from the play to show
you have a thorough understanding. For example, when quoting you could contextualise the reference: ‘After
learning that Gloucester has been in contact with Cordelia, Goneril suggests that they “pluck out his eyes”.’

DEVELOPING YOUR IDEAS
In most of his plays Shakespeare adapts an existing story and King Lear is no exception. In fact, the story
of King Lear (normally spelt King Leir) existed for over 400 years before Shakespeare’s time and in many
different variations. The oldest known version is in the Latin text Historia Regum Britanniae, written by
Geoffrey of Monmouth (1136).
Read this summary of the Monmouth version of the story. Look for differences between it and the plot of
Shakespeare’s King Lear.
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As Leir is getting old, he plans to divide his kingdom and find husbands for his three
daughters: Gonorilla, Regan and Cordeilla. He devises a love test in order to find out who
should have the best husband and the best parts of his kingdom. Gonorilla passes the test
and marries the Duke of Cornwall and Regan, also successful, marries the Duke of Albany.
Cordeilla offends Leir in her answer. Against Leir’s initial wishes, she marries the King of
Gaul, but without her share of the kingdom. Cordeilla is sent to Gaul (France).
Later, the Dukes of Albany and Cornwall rise against Leir and take his throne. His
daughters then deprive him of his followers. Highly distressed, Leir flees to Gaul and is
reunited with Cordeilla. The King of Gaul raises an army, successfully defeats the British
forces and restores Leir to the throne.
Three years later, Leir dies of old age. Cordeilla becomes Queen, but, after five years,
she is overthrown by the sons of Gonorilla and Regan, who are incensed that Britain is
being ruled by a woman. They imprison Cordeilla. Grieving for the loss of her kingdom,
Cordeilla commits suicide.
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In the table below, add what you think are the three most important changes (apart from names) and
Shakespeare’s possible reasons for making them.
POSSIBLE REASON(S)
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CHANGE IN THE PLAY
1

3

2
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Plot and dramatic structure

Challenge yourself
Many artists and writers have creatively revisited the story of King Lear. For example, Edward Bond’s
drama Lear is a political reimagining of Shakespeare’s play. Jane Smiley’s 1991 novel A Thousand
Acres is a modern retelling, set on a large farm in Iowa, USA. Read either of these texts and consider
what aspects of Shakespeare’s original they have explored – and what aspects they have missed out.

TAKING IT FURTHER
The Russian author Leo Tolstoy famously wrote a withering attack on the play in his Critical Essay on
Shakespeare. George Orwell, in another essay, remarked that Tolstoy found the plot of King Lear to be
‘stupid’, ‘tedious’ and ‘full of incredible [unbelievable] events’. Do you agree? Explain your answer.
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KEY SKILLS
Commenting on plot
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You will earn little credit by simply retelling the story of the play. Examiners regard this as an indicator of a
weak candidate. However, you could comment on how and why Shakespeare’s plot differs from that of his
main sources.

STARTING OUT

In which Act does each of these events occur?
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Dramatic structure

ACT
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EVENT
A Cordelia sends her soldiers to search for Lear
B Gloucester is blinded
C Edmund persuades Gloucester that Edgar wishes his father was dead
D Edgar gives Albany the letter revealing Edmund and Goneril’s plot against his life
E Kent argues with Oswald and challenges him to a fight
F Lear meets Poor Tom on the heath
G Lear and Cordelia are reunited and reconciled
H Edgar challenges Edmund and defeats him

KEY SKILLS
Locating the passage
Some A-level English Literature exam questions require you to analyse a short passage from King Lear. You
need to have a detailed understanding of plot and structure in order to locate the passage. You will need to
identify where it appears in the plot and what happens of significance both before and after the passage.
3
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DEVELOPING YOUR IDEAS
2 (a) King Lear’s structure is frequently described as complex, largely due to the relationships and parallels
between the main plot and the highly developed subplot involving Gloucester, Edgar and Edmund.
Find quotations and details from both the main plot and the subplot for each of the headings in the
table below.
MAIN PLOT (KING LEAR)

SUBPLOT (GLOUCESTER)
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B The good child
is cast out
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A Deluded by
deceitful
children
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C Sibling rivalry
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D Forced to
live outside
civilisation

E Extreme agony
and suffering

F ‘See’ things
more clearly

G Die of
emotional
shock

CONTINUED
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Plot and dramatic structure

(b) The two plots in King Lear are not entirely separate. List below three ways in which the two plotlines
meet together. For example, Lear meets Edgar (outcast by his father, Gloucester, and disguised as Poor
Tom) on the heath in Act 3.
(i)
(ii)
(iii)

(a) In many tragedies the tragic hero undergoes a reversal of fortune (known as peripeteia). In addition,
the tragic hero may achieve some revelation or recognition of the errors he has made (which Aristotle
called anagnorisis) and hence regain some status or nobility.
List four events in the play which you feel contribute towards Lear’s tragic decline. Chart them on the
graph provided.
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(c) Look again at your completed table for Question 2(a). Why has Shakespeare included the Gloucester
subplot? How does it contribute to themes and our understanding of Lear’s situation?

Act 1

Act 2

Act 3

Act 4

Act 5

(b) Look again at your graph for Question 3(a). Which event do you think made the biggest single
contribution to Lear’s decline? Explain your answer.

CONTINUED

5

9781510434936.indd 5

6/13/18 9:02 PM

AS/A-LEVEL ENGLISH LITERATURE WORKBOOK: KING LEAR

(c) Where could you place Lear’s anagnorisis on the graph? Explain your answer.

ia
l

Peripeteia: The reversal of circumstances typically experienced by the tragic hero.
Anagnorisis: The moment in a tragedy in which the hero achieves some recognition or revelation of
the errors of judgement he has made.
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Challenge yourself
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Shakespeare scholar A. C. Bradley criticised the Gloucester subplot in the play. He called it a
‘structural weakness’. He argued that ‘the number of essential characters is so large, their actions and
movements are so complicated, and events towards the close crowd on one another so thickly, that
the reader’s attention, rapidly transferred from one centre of interest to another, is overstrained’. Do
you agree with Bradley’s assessment?
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Analysing structure

TAKING IT FURTHER

This activity will test and consolidate your understanding of the play’s plot and structure by asking you to
locate and contextualise a passage. See if you can answer the questions without reading the rest of the
scene.
Read the passage from Act 2 Scene 2 line 316 ‘Good morrow to you both’ to line 353 ‘You taking airs with
lameness!’
(a) Where has Lear been and where is he now?
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You need to demonstrate an understanding of how the structure of King Lear contributes to our understanding of
the play as a whole, especially its ideas and themes.

(b) What has happened prior to this passage to make Lear turn against Goneril?

Co

(c) How do Goneril and Regan treat and command Lear immediately after this passage?

(d) Crucially, where does Lear go at the end of Act 2 Scene 2 as a result of Regan’s and Goneril’s actions?
(e) How does this passage contribute to Lear’s tragic decline (peripeteia)?

6

9781510434936.indd 6

Answers can be found at: www.hoddereducation.co.uk/workbookanswers

6/13/18 9:02 PM

