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Practice exam question 

Unseen texts 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 39 of the magazine. 

The opening of an answer 
The mistreatment of Lear by his elder daughters is perhaps the most significant element in this extract 
and is a crucial factor in the play as a whole, which charts the trajectory of the king’s tragic downfall. 
The disrespectful behaviour of Regan and Goneril leads directly to Lear’s exile into the storm and, in 
this extract, the audience witnesses them working together to demean him and to bring him under 
their authority. Indeed, its action marks a climax that is the culmination of conflicts that have been 
building since Act 1 Scene 1 when the sisters conferred about the best way to handle Lear after 
having revoked his kingship. Yet the actions of the elder daughters are also significant through their 
ambiguity. Whether they cause Lear’s tragedy, precipitate it, or are just some of several factors are 
questions that are open to debate. It is possible to see Lear and his knights as riotous and in need of 
control, thus opening the interpretive door to readings that do not view the elder sisters as inherently 
wicked. For some audiences, the most important factor in Lear’s tragic demise is Lear himself, 
specifically his pride — a quality that is obvious in this scene, particularly in performance. Pride, in 
tragic terms, is his fatal flaw, but without Goneril and Regan’s mistreatment there might not have been 
a tragic outcome. This answer concentrates on Shakespeare’s presentation of the sisters’ and 
Cornwall’s actions in the extract, before broadening to consider other parts of the play. 

Lear’s impotence in the extract foreshadows his helplessness and suffering in the next act. From 
being an absolute ruler, he has descended into a mere subject whose decisions are made for him and 
who is unable even to elicit a simple reply to his question about Kent being stocked. It is only 
answered after being posed three times and in an ironic manner by Cornwall. Rather than being 
cowed by Lear’s anger, Cornwall takes half a line to pay lip service to courtesy — I set him there, sir’ 
— before confidently asserting the rectitude of his actions: ‘but his own disorders/ Deserved much less 
advancement.’ Note how the alliterated ‘d’s and their aural prominence on stressed syllables help to 
underscore the link between Kent’s misbehaviour — his ‘disorders’ and the punishment he received: 
they ‘Deserved much less advancement’. The subtext is that Kent’s actions threaten the new status 
quo — they create disorder. Shakespeare also reveals the cunning of Cornwall and hints at the 
formidable nature of Lear’s antagonists in this short and simple speech about Kent. He emphasises 
the gravity of Kent’s crimes while minimising any sense of his vindictiveness: Cornwall makes Kent’s 
actions the subject of the sentence: it is as if they have caused their own punishment, rather than that 
punishment having been meted out by Cornwall. He drolly employs the language of leadership, 
suggesting Kent’s actions have merited a kind of ironic promotion. 

Less subtle are Cornwall’s actions on stage. He simply ignores Lear, and the character whose speech 
is infused with the language of status and hierarchy shows his superiority and Lear’s debased status 
through his lack of interaction. Their contrasting styles of speech also show their contrasting status. 
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Cornwall’s clever and measured speech is delivered with regularity and control: his two lines form an 
elegantly turned full sentence. Yet Lear finishes Cornwall’s final line with three angry, uncontrolled 
monosyllables: ‘You! did you?’, which are ignored by Cornwall. Thus, Cornwall debases Lear in a 
different way to the overt attacks of Goneril and Regan, but the attacks of both son-in-law and elder 
daughters combine to make his debasement all the more powerful and affecting, for both Lear and the 
audience. 

Commentary 
• The essay begins by responding to the terms of the question directly, offering a strong 

overview and signposting the main areas to be explored. 

• The first paragraph sets the extract in context and makes useful structural points that show a 
strong understanding of the play as a whole. A helpful reference to elsewhere (Act 1, Scene 1) 
is made in passing. 

• Critical terms, such as climax, tragic downfall and fatal flaw are used to explore the play in the 
context of the genre of tragedy. 

• There is close analysis of language. In the second paragraph, Cornwall’s words are read in 
several related ways, including some perceptive comment on the effects of Lear completing 
his second line and on the contrasting styles of Cornwall and Lear’s speeches. 

• Some comment on stagecraft is made, for example, on the way in which Cornwall ignores 
Lear. It is expected that the rest of the essay would explore stagecraft even further — perhaps 
considering how Regan and Goneril work together on stage to oppose their father. 
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