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Practice exam question 

Rage in King Lear 

Cathy O’Neill 

Guidance for the question on p. 35 of the magazine. 

The opening of an answer 
It would be difficult to defend King Lear against the assumption that he is a fickle and bad king, given 

the opening scene of the play in which he splits up his kingdom based not on good judgement but on 

naïve belief in flattery. He professes to love Cordelia most and yet casts her out when she refuses to 

conform. However, the tragedy of King Lear does not require us to like or dislike the titular character. 

As an audience, we have to witness suffering, cruelty and wrongdoing on the stage rather than ‘like’ 

the impossible protagonist. The sympathy we feel for Lear depends not on his actions as king but on 

the contexts in which we watch the play. 

King Lear is without doubt a ‘bad king’ whose decision to divide his kingdom is misguided. To an early 

seventeenth century audience, the law of primogeniture would alert them to this, regardless of the pre-

Christian setting of the play. Lear’s fickle nature is shown in the play’s opening remarks in which 

Gloucester and Kent cannot determine whether Lear favours Albany or Cornwall as his successor. 

Regan and Goneril confirm this in their first scene alone together: ‘GONERIL: You see how full of 

changes his age is...,’ to which Regan replies ‘‘Tis the infirmity of his age; yet he hath ever but 

slenderly known himself.’ Importantly, as Cicely Havely points out, this situation is not new. 

Gloucester’s criticism of the fractured kingdom to Edmund in 1.2 refers not to the work of Lear’s 

successors but to an already established state of bad government and disorder: ‘in cities mutinies, in 

countries, discords; in palaces, treason.’ 

Yet how audiences have responded to Lear is more complicated than sympathy or the lack of it. Each 

age has made the tragedy and its title character in their own image. To the Romantics, Lear’s rage 

and turmoil was admired as an expression of the sublime. Coleridge argued ‘to power itself, without 

any reference to moral end, an inevitable admiration and complacency appertains’. This was in 

response to Nahum Tate’s popular rewrite of 1681 in which Lear and Gloucester remain alive at the 

end, suggesting they have been ‘chastened but restored’ (Smith). Such a reading would suggest that 

Lear indeed stirs our sympathies, so much so that his death cannot be accepted. It is too cruel. 

In the twenty-first century, our reading of Lear is not driven by sympathy but instead a recognition of 

him as ‘the ultimate modern tragedy of desolation’ (Smith). In this reading, the Duke of Albany recites 

‘Humanity must perforce prey on itself,/ Like monsters of the deep’, which gives expression to the 

cruelties and destruction of the two world wars and the Holocaust. Kott’s reading reduces Lear to one 

of many ‘stones’ left after a storm has passed: ‘all that remains is the earth – empty and bleeding [...] 

the King, the Fool, the Blind Man and the Madman carry on their distracted dialogue.’ This absurdist 

reading does not distinguish Lear from any of the other outcast figures. According to Kott, his 

individual traits as a king are irrelevant. Sympathy would be regarded as misplaced sentimentality in 

the face of nihilism. 



 

Hodder & Stoughton © 2021 www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 

 

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 

Amid these conflicting readings of Lear, whether he is to be admired, pitied or feared for his 

unpredictable violence and impossible ‘rage-driven’ tyranny, it is hard to find a stable position from 

which to assess our sympathy. One change in the later Folio text (1610) suggests that Shakespeare 

wanted to make the tragedy bleaker. He cut the short scene in which two servants prepare to care for 

the wounded Gloucester by praying ‘heaven help him.’ This revision perhaps signals that ‘sympathy’ is 

out of place in this play. Lear’s final words, which urge the others to turn to the dead Cordelia in his 

arms and ‘Look on her! Look her lip!/ Look there, look there,’ do not, as many earlier commentators 

found, suggest ‘an ecstasy of unbridled joy’ (Bradley), but instead point to painful delusion. 

Commentary 
This answer’s strength lies in its determination to engage with the terms of the title quotation. It sets up 

clear distinctions between the different aspects of the statement, agreeing with the first part of the 

statement but querying the second. This means that command of argument (AO1) drives the answer, 

which shows great assurance and involves the reader from the outset. 

The argument, however, turns out to be a complicated one. In order to assess whether any given 

audience would feel sympathy for Lear, the candidate argues that it depends on the contexts of the 

audience (AO3). While this is an exciting approach, it does depend on identifying three quite different 

responses to Lear — a Restoration reading (Tate), the Romantic reading (Coleridge) and the absurdist 

reading (Kott). Perhaps it might have made the argument a little clearer if one reading was pursued in 

greater detail, as close reading is almost absent from the answer so far. 

However, the use of textual differences between earlier and later versions of Lear in the final section 

of this opening does give the answer chance to focus on one moment which, it argues, could help us 

determine degrees of sympathy in an audience. It could, however, be argued the other way round. 

The absence of pity from the servants could engage our sympathies more. 

The integration of the assessment objectives allowed the candidate to make an interesting case. 

Perhaps the rest of the answer might go on to look at moments in the play in which an audience may 

well feel pity for Lear as an old man, regardless of his many failings as a king. Exploration of the roles 

of the Fool, Kent and Cordelia could also help to explore sympathy further. 
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