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Tracking a Theme 

 

When analysing a theme in a Shakespearean tragedy, it’s important to trace how the theme evolves 

through the play’s structure, dialogue, and key events. Shakespeare's tragedies oOen revolve around 

8meless themes such as ambi8on, fate, power, betrayal, and madness. Use the following steps and 

sentence stems to guide your analysis: 

Step 1: Iden0fy the Theme  

Before diving into the text, it’s crucial to iden8fy the central theme you’ll be tracking. Common 

themes in Shakespearean tragedies include madness, ambi8on, betrayal, jus8ce, love, etc.  

Step 2: Examine the Introduc0on of the Theme 

Look for how and where the theme first emerges. This is oOen introduced through the dialogue of 

central characters, the chorus, or supernatural elements (e.g., witches, ghosts). 

• Sentence Stem: 

‘The theme of _____ is introduced when [character] says, '_____' in Act ___, Scene ___, 

foreshadowing _____. This moment reveals ______ about the character(s) and sets the tone 

for _____.’ 

Step 3: Analyse How the Theme Develops 

As the plot progresses, the theme oOen deepens and becomes more complex. Pay a]en8on to 

characters’ ac8ons, soliloquies, and changing mo8va8ons. Shakespeare oOen uses irony, metaphor, 

and imagery to reinforce the theme. 

• Sentence Stem: 

‘As the play progresses, the theme of _____ evolves when [character] begins to _____ in Act 

___. This demonstrates ______ and suggests that _______.’ 

Step 4: Observe How the Theme Affects the Characters 

Themes in tragedies tend to influence the downfall or development of characters. No8ce how 

characters either embrace or resist the theme, and how it shapes their decisions and rela8onships. 
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Sentence Stem: 

‘In Act ___, the theme of _____ significantly impacts [character] when they _____, showing how 

their [traits/emo8ons] are shaped by ______. This moment highlights ______.’ 

Step 5: Evaluate the Climax and Resolu0on 

Themes in Shakespeare’s tragedies oOen reach their peak in the climax and con8nue to resonate 

through the tragic resolu8on. Look at how the theme concludes or is reinforced in the final act. 

• Sentence Stem: 

‘The theme of _____ reaches its climax when [character/event] happens in Act ____, Scene 

____. This moment emphasises ______, and by the end of the play, the theme ul8mately 

suggests ______ about human nature/fate/power.’ 

Step 6: Draw Connec0ons to Larger Ideas 

Finally, connect the theme to broader philosophical or social ideas. Consider what Shakespeare may 

be commen8ng on through the portrayal of the theme, and how it relates to the audience, both in 

his 8me and today. 

• Sentence Stem: 

‘Through the theme of _____, Shakespeare explores the larger issue of _____, sugges8ng 

that ______. This theme resonates today because ______.’ 
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King Lear - Theme of Madness - Revision Worksheet 

Instruc0ons: 

In this worksheet, you will revise the theme of madness in King Lear. This theme develops 

throughout the play, focusing on the characters of Lear, Edgar, and the Fool. Use the sentence stems 

provided to structure your analysis. Be sure to draw on key moments from the text to support your 

answers. 

 

1. Madness in the Opening Scene: Lear’s Decline Begins 

• In the opening scene, Lear’s ac8ons suggest that his mental state is already unstable 

because... 

• The love test reflects Lear’s... 

• Goneril and Regan’s conversa8on at the end of the scene reveals that they believe Lear... 

 

2. Lear’s Madness Develops in Act 1 and 2 

• Lear’s obsession with filial ingra8tude is first shown when... 

• His sense of iden8ty is shaken when Goneril... 

• Lear’s cry, ‘O, let me not be mad!’ reveals that he is star8ng to... 

• By the 8me Lear arrives at Gloucester’s castle and sees Kent in the stocks, Lear... 

 

3. The Storm Scene: Madness and Insight 

• Lear’s rage during the storm mirrors... 

• As Lear rails against nature, his obsession with his daughters shows... 

• An interes8ng feature of Lear’s growing madness is his increasing sense of... 

• The metaphor of the storm in this scene symbolises... 
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4. Madness and Social Jus0ce 

• In the storm, Lear reflects on the plight of the poor, realising that... 

• Lear’s empathy for ‘Poor naked wretches’ highlights how his madness... 

• When Lear meets Poor Tom, his response reflects a deepening madness because... 

• Lear’s tearing off his clothes in solidarity with Poor Tom shows that he is... 

 

5. The Mock Trial and Further Decline 

• Lear’s mock trial of Goneril and Regan demonstrates that... 

• The contrast between Lear’s madness and the calm, calculated cruelty of Cornwall and 

Edmund in the preceding scenes emphasises... 

• The Fool and Poor Tom ac8ng as judges in this scene symbolise... 

 

6. Madness in Dover: Lear’s Final Transforma0on 

• In Dover, Lear appears in a ‘fantas8cal costume of wild flowers,’ symbolising... 

• Lear’s speech to Gloucester about ‘how this world goes’ suggests that his madness... 

• Despite his madness, Lear expresses profound wisdom when he observes... 

• Edgar’s remark, ‘Reason in madness!’ captures the idea that... 

 

7. The Fool’s Role in Lear’s Madness 

• The Fool serves as a mirror for Lear’s madness by... 

• As Lear becomes madder, the Fool’s role diminishes because... 

 

8. Edgar’s Role: Feigned Madness and Parallel Plot 

• Edgar’s disguise as Poor Tom serves as a contrast to Lear’s genuine madness because... 
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• When Lear meets Poor Tom, the audience sees the connec8on between the two characters 

in that both... 

• Edgar’s comment, ‘childed as I fathered,’ reflects... 

9. Madness as a Reflec0on of the Kingdom’s Disorder 

• Lear’s madness reflects the disintegra8on of... 

• The storm on the heath represents both the chaos in Lear’s mind and... 

• By abdica8ng his throne and falling into madness, Lear symbolises... 

Reflec0on: Madness and Tragedy in King Lear 

• By the end of the play, Lear’s madness has allowed him to achieve a level of self-awareness 

because... 

• Tragically, just as Lear begins to recover his sanity with Cordelia’s help... 

Complete these Key Quota0ons: 

• ‘O, let me…’ 

• ‘I am a man more…’ 

• ‘My wits...’ 

• ‘Reason in…!’ 

• ‘Poor naked…  

• O, I have...’ 

• ‘Robes and…’ 

Wri0ng Task: 

Choose one of the following topics for a short essay: 

1. How does the theme of madness in King Lear contribute to the play’s overall tragedy? 

2. Compare Lear’s madness with Edgar’s feigned madness as Poor Tom. What do these 

portrayals of madness reveal about each character? 
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King Lear - Theme of Power - Revision Worksheet 

Instruc0ons: 

In this worksheet, you will explore the theme of power in King Lear from the beginning to the end of 

the play. The theme is central to the rela8onships between Lear, his daughters, and other characters. 

Use the sentence stems provided to structure your analysis, referring to specific moments and 

quota8ons from the play to support your responses. 

1. Lear’s Ini0al Power and Arrogance 

• At the start of the play, Lear’s power is evident through his commanding language and 

ac8ons when... 

• Lear’s decision to disown Cordelia and banish Kent reveals that he abuses his power 

because... 

• Lear’s language, such as when he compares himself to a dragon, shows that he believes... 

2. The Power of Women in the Love Test 

• Cordelia’s refusal to par8cipate in the love test shows that she has moral power because... 

• In Elizabethan society, women were not expected to exercise power, but Cordelia’s ac8ons 

demonstrate... 

• Cordelia’s change from the feisty woman of Act 1 to the obedient, saintly figure in later 

scenes reflects that... 

3. Lear’s Loss of Power and Goneril’s Challenge 

• Lear’s arrival at Goneril’s palace shows that he s8ll believes... 

• Oswald’s response to Lear, ‘My Lady’s father,’ highlights that Lear’s authority... 

• The Fool’s remark, ‘I am a fool, thou art nothing,’ suggests that... 

4. The Corrupt Power of Goneril and Regan 

• Goneril and Regan abuse the power given to them by Lear by... 

• The fact that Goneril and Regan lust aOer Edmund and betray their husbands shows that... 

• Goneril’s asser8on, ‘the laws are mine, not thine,’ reflects her belief that... 
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5. Lear’s Journey to Understanding True Power 

• As Lear wanders in the storm, he begins to realise that power comes with responsibility, 

shown when... 

• Lear’s breakdown in the storm symbolises... 

6. The Restora0on of Power and Its Tragic End 

• In the final scenes, Cordelia a]empts to restore Lear’s power by... 

• Lear’s reunion with Cordelia demonstrates that power, in the end, means nothing without... 

• Lear’s death aOer Cordelia’s execu8on emphasises that... 

Reflec0on: The Abuse of Power and Its Consequences 

• Lear’s abuse of power leads to his downfall because... 

• The play’s conclusion shows that power, when abused, results in... 

Key Quota0ons to Use – Who said this, and to whom were they talking/what were they talking 

about? 

• ‘A wretch whom Nature is ashamed / Almost t’acknowledge hers’  

• ‘I am a fool, thou art nothing’  

• ‘The laws are mine, not thine’  

• ‘O, I have ta’en / Too li]le care of this’  

• ‘No blown ambi8on doth our arms incite’  

Wri0ng Task: 

Choose one of the following topics for a short essay: 

1. Analyse how Lear’s understanding of power changes throughout the play and the lessons he 

learns. 

2. Discuss the contras8ng ways in which Goneril, Regan, and Cordelia use power and what 

these differences reveal about Shakespeare’s view of authority. 
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King Lear - Theme of Jus0ce - Revision Worksheet 

Instruc0ons: 

This worksheet will help you explore the theme of jus8ce in King Lear. Use the sentence stems to 

guide your understanding of how jus8ce—whether divine, human, or social—is portrayed 

throughout the play. Consider how different forms of jus8ce affect the characters, their ac8ons, and 

the overall moral structure of the play. 

1. Divine Jus0ce (Act 1-5) 

Divine jus8ce is a key concern for many characters in the play, and the audience is constantly asked 

to consider whether or not the gods are just. 

• At the start of the play, Gloucester believes in divine jus8ce when he says... 

• Despite being blinded and betrayed by Edmund, Gloucester calls on the gods to... 

• Gloucester’s faith in the gods is shaken when he declares that the gods treat humans like... 

• By Act 4, Edgar’s belief in divine jus8ce remains strong, as he tells his father that the gods... 

• AOer the deaths of Goneril, Regan, and Edmund, Albany sees these events as proof that... 

• However, Cordelia’s death challenges the no8on of divine jus8ce because... 

Key quote(s) from Act 1-5: 

• ‘___________’ This illustrates how divine jus8ce is portrayed as ___________. 

2. Human Jus0ce (Act 1-5) 

The characters in King Lear oOen grapple with their understanding of human jus8ce, especially as 

they rise to or fall from power. 

• In Act 1, Lear’s ‘love test’ demonstrates his flawed understanding of jus8ce because... 

• Lear’s banishment of Cordelia and Kent is an unjust act because... 

• Gloucester’s decision to disown Edgar reflects human jus8ce as... 

• Cornwall’s trial and punishment of Gloucester represents a perversion of human jus8ce 

because... 
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• In Act 5, Edgar’s victory over Edmund in their duel is symbolic of human jus8ce being served 

because... 

• Cordelia’s death challenges the no8on of human jus8ce because... 

Key quote(s) from Act 1-5: 

• ‘___________’ This reveals how Shakespeare portrays human jus8ce as ___________. 

3. Social Jus0ce (Act 3-4) 

As Lear and Gloucester endure suffering, they begin to recognise the injus8ce inherent in their 

society. Both come to understand social jus8ce from a more humble perspec8ve. 

• In Act 3, as Lear is exposed to the storm, he reflects on how he has failed to... 

• Gloucester’s understanding of social jus8ce changes aOer he is blinded, as he expresses 

when he says... 

• Lear’s cri8que of the legal system and those in power, calling them ‘a dog's obeyed in office,’ 

reflects his view that... 

• Lear and Gloucester’s experiences as powerless men highlight the injus8ces faced by... 

• Through the play’s tragic events, Shakespeare asks the audience to reflect on the need for... 

Key quote(s) from Act 3-4: 

• ‘___________’ This quote reflects the theme of social jus8ce by illustra8ng ___________. 

Addi0onal Ques0ons to Consider: 

1. How does the portrayal of divine jus8ce evolve throughout the play, and how do different 

characters interpret it? 

2. In what ways does human jus8ce fail the characters, and how does Shakespeare cri8que the 

judicial system? 

3. How do Lear and Gloucester’s perspec8ves on social jus8ce change as they suffer? What 

does this reveal about their earlier posi8ons of power? 

4. How does the audience’s understanding of jus8ce affect their interpreta8on of the play’s 

tragic ending, par8cularly Cordelia’s death? 
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King Lear - Theme of Appearance and Reality - Revision Worksheet 

Instruc0ons: 

In this worksheet, you will explore the theme of appearance and reality in King Lear from the 

beginning to the end of the play. This theme is central to the misunderstandings and tragic 

consequences that occur throughout the story. Use the sentence stems provided to structure 

your analysis, referring to specific moments and quota8ons from the play to support your 

responses. 

 

1. Lear’s Misjudgement in Act 1 

• Lear’s decision to divide his kingdom and retain only the ‘name’ and ‘addi8on’ of a king 

shows that he does not understand... 

• Lear’s belief that Goneril and Regan love him more than Cordelia reveals his inability to 

dis8nguish between... 

• The love test demonstrates that Lear values... 

• Kent’s a]empt to make Lear ‘see be]er’ suggests that... 

 

2. The Decep0on of Goneril and Regan 

• Goneril and Regan’s fla]ery is successful because... 

• When Goneril claims to love Lear ‘more than words can wield the ma]er,’ she is appealing 

to... 

• Regan’s declara8on that she is ‘an enemy to all other joys’ is an example of... 

• Cordelia’s refusal to fla]er her father reflects her belief that... 

 

3. Gloucester’s Mistaken Trust in Edmund 

• Gloucester’s quick decision to condemn Edgar shows that he, like Lear, is... 

• Edmund exploits his father’s inability to see beyond appearances by... 
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• Edgar’s noble nature, ‘so far from doing harms,’ makes him... 

• In his soliloquy, Edmund reveals that he can manipulate his family because... 

 

4. Disguise and Reality: Edgar and Kent 

• Both Edgar and Kent are forced to adopt disguises because... 

• Edgar’s disguise as Poor Tom contrasts with... 

• Kent’s loyalty to Lear is hidden behind... 

• These disguises reflect the play’s broader theme that... 

 

5. Lear’s Realisa0on in the Storm 

• When Lear meets Edgar disguised as a beggar, he begins to realise that... 

• Lear’s ques8on, ‘Is man no more than this?’ reflects his growing understanding that... 

• Lear’s comment that ‘Robed and furred gowns hide all’ suggests that... 

 

6. Gloucester’s Awakening Afer His Blindness 

• Gloucester’s line ‘I stumbled when I saw’ reflects his realisa8on that... 

• AOer being blinded, Gloucester learns that... 

• His regret for mistrea8ng Edgar shows that... 

 

7. The Growth of Lear and Gloucester 

• Both Lear and Gloucester gain wisdom through... 

• Lear’s journey from ignorance to understanding shows that... 

• By the end of the play, Lear realises that... 

• Gloucester’s suffering leads him to understand the difference between... 
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Key Quota0ons to Use – Who said this, and to whom were they talking/what were they talking 

about? 

• ‘The name, and all th’ addi8on to a king’  

• ‘Which of you shall we say doth love us most?’  

• ‘More than words can wield the ma]er’  

• ‘Is man no more than this?’  

• ‘I stumbled when I saw’  

• ‘Robed and furred gowns hide all’  

 

Wri0ng Task: 

Choose one of the following topics for a short essay: 

1. Analyse how the theme of appearance and reality contributes to the tragic downfall of both 

Lear and Gloucester. 

2. Discuss how the use of disguise by Edgar and Kent highlights the play’s explora8on of truth 

versus illusion. 
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King Lear - Theme of Love - Revision Worksheet 

Instruc0ons: 

In this worksheet, you will explore the theme of love in King Lear, which contrasts pure, uncorrupted 

love with selfish, treacherous, and lussul love. This theme is central to the rela8onships between 

Lear, his daughters, and other characters. Use the sentence stems provided to structure your 

analysis, referring to specific moments and quota8ons from the play to support your responses. 

 

1. The Love Test and Lear’s Misunderstanding of Love 

• Lear’s demand for his daughters to prove their love by words shows that he believes... 

• Goneril and Regan's fla]ery reveals that they understand Lear's... 

• Lear’s inability to see through Goneril and Regan’s false declara8ons shows that... 

• Cordelia’s refusal to fla]er Lear during the love test demonstrates her belief that... 

 

2. The Language of Love in the Opening Scene 

• Goneril’s speech reveals that she quan8fies love by... 

• Regan’s response to Goneril's declara8on of love shows that she is... 

• Cordelia’s statement, ‘I love your majesty / According to my bond, no more nor less,’ 

suggests that she believes love is... 

• In Cordelia’s aside, when she states, ‘I cannot heave my heart into my mouth,’ she expresses 

that... 

 

3. The Role of Burgundy and France in the Theme of Love 

• Burgundy’s rejec8on of Cordelia aOer learning she has no dowry shows that he... 

• France’s acceptance of Cordelia, despite her lack of wealth, reveals that he believes love is... 

• France’s line, ‘Love is not love when it is mingled with regards that stand aloof from the 

en8re point,’ emphasises that... 
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4. Gloucester’s Misunderstanding of Love 

• Gloucester’s treatment of Edmund at the start of the play shows that he confuses love with... 

• Gloucester’s failure to see Edgar’s loyalty is a parallel to... 

• Edgar’s loyalty to Gloucester, even aOer being wronged, demonstrates that... 

 

5. The Real Test of Love: Goneril and Regan’s Betrayal 

• Lear’s growing awareness of Goneril and Regan’s lack of love becomes clear when... 

• Lear’s decision to stay with Goneril because she had allowed him fiOy knights shows that... 

• The storm scene, where Lear rages against his daughters, symbolises... 

 

6. Goneril and Regan’s Lusgul, Treacherous Love 

• Goneril and Regan’s rivalry over Edmund demonstrates that their love is mo8vated by... 

• Regan and Goneril’s lust for power leads to their destruc8on when... 

• Edmund’s manipula8on of both sisters highlights that his love is... 

 

7. The Pure Love of Cordelia, Kent, and Edgar 

• Kent’s loyalty to Lear, even aOer being banished, demonstrates that true love is... 

• Cordelia’s decision to return to England with the French army shows that her love for Lear is 

mo8vated by... 

Cordelia’s gentle care of Lear during his madness reveals that love, in contrast to power, has the 

ability to... 

• Edgar’s selfless care of Gloucester aOer his father’s betrayal highlights that true love 

involves... 
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8. Love’s Redemp0ve Power in the Final Acts 

• Lear’s line, ‘We two alone will sing like birds i’ the cage,’ suggests that he has come to 

realise... 

• Gloucester’s death, described as ‘his heart burst smilingly,’ shows that... 

• The tragic deaths of Cordelia and Lear at the end of the play emphasise that... 

 

Key Quota0ons to Use – Who said this, and to whom were they talking/what were they talking 

about? 

• ‘Which of you shall we say doth love us most?’  

• ‘Sir, I love you more than words can wield the ma]er’ ( 

• ‘I love your majesty / According to my bond, no more nor less’ (Cordelia’s response) 

• ‘Love is not love when it is mingled with regards that stand aloof from the en8re point’  

• ‘No blown ambi8on doth our arms incite, / But love, dear love…’ ( 

• ‘We two alone will sing like birds i’ the cage’  

Wri0ng Task:  

Choose one of the following topics for a short essay: 

1. Compare and contrast the love shown by Goneril, Regan, and Cordelia for their father. How 

does each sister’s love (or lack thereof) reflect the central theme of the play? 

2. Discuss the ways in which the theme of love is portrayed as both redemp8ve and destruc8ve 

in King Lear. How do the characters’ understanding of love evolve throughout the play? 
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King Lear - Theme of Madness - Revision Worksheet with Answers 

 

1. Madness in the Opening Scene: Lear’s Decline Begins 

• In the opening scene, Lear’s ac8ons suggest that his mental state is already unstable because 

he irra8onally demands that his daughters declare their love in exaggerated terms to gain his 

favour. This ‘love test’ shows that Lear’s sense of self-worth is 8ed to fla]ery, revealing a 

crack in his judgment and sense of reality. 

• The love test reflects Lear’s fragile ego and need for valida8on. When Cordelia refuses to 

exaggerate her love for him, he sees it as a personal rejec8on rather than an honest 

response. This marks the beginning of his emo8onal and mental unravelling. 

• Goneril and Regan’s conversa8on at the end of the scene reveals that they believe Lear is 

growing senile and unstable. Goneril says Lear is ‘full of changes,’ a]ribu8ng his behaviour to 

‘the infirmity of age,’ while Regan adds that Lear ‘hath ever but slenderly known himself,’ 

implying that his lack of self-awareness is worsening. 

 

2. Lear’s Madness Develops in Act 1 and 2 

• Lear’s obsession with filial ingra8tude is first shown when he misinterprets Cordelia’s honest 

response as disloyalty. He is so focused on receiving extravagant praise that he cannot 

recognise true love, which becomes the root of his growing madness. 

• His sense of iden8ty is shaken when Goneril cri8cises him for his rash behaviour. Goneril’s 

cold treatment deeply wounds Lear, and he cries, ‘Doth any know me? This is not Lear,’ 

sugges8ng that his daughter’s betrayal has shaken his very sense of self. 

• Lear’s cry, ‘O, let me not be mad!’ reveals that he is star8ng to fear for his sanity. AOer 

leaving Goneril’s palace, Lear begins to sense that the betrayal by his daughters is pushing 

him to the brink of madness, and he pleads for heaven’s help. 

• By the 8me Lear arrives at Gloucester’s castle and sees Kent in the stocks, Lear is incredulous 

and unable to process the insult. His mind struggles to accept the disrespect shown to him, 

and this further destabilises his mental state. 
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3. The Storm Scene: Madness and Insight 

• Lear’s rage during the storm mirrors the tempest within his mind. The external storm 

becomes a reflec8on of his inner turmoil as he ba]les the realisa8on of his daughters’ 

betrayal and his loss of power. 

• As Lear rails against nature, his obsession with his daughters shows how deeply their cruelty 

has affected him. He calls on the elements to destroy everything because they owe him 

nothing, unlike his daughters, who have failed him. 

• An interes8ng feature of Lear’s growing madness is his increasing sense of social jus8ce. In 

the midst of his madness, Lear recognises the plight of the poor, whom he had previously 

ignored as king. He reflects, ‘Poor naked wretches… O, I have ta’en / Too li]le care of this,’ 

revealing his newfound empathy. 

• The metaphor of the storm in this scene symbolises both Lear’s mental chaos and the 

poli8cal disarray in the kingdom. As Lear’s mind unravels, so too does the kingdom, which 

lacks a strong ruler to maintain order. 

 

4. Madness and Social Jus0ce 

• In the storm, Lear reflects on the plight of the poor, realising that as king, he had been too 

focused on his own power and had neglected his duty to care for his subjects. This realisa8on 

shows his developing wisdom, even as his madness increases. 

• Lear’s empathy for ‘Poor naked wretches’ highlights how his madness has brought him closer 

to understanding the suffering of others. He tears off his clothes in solidarity with Poor Tom, 

showing that his mental breakdown is 8ed to a growing awareness of human suffering. 

• When Lear meets Poor Tom, his response reflects a deepening madness because he sees 

Tom’s poverty and suffering as a result of filial ingra8tude, projec8ng his own situa8on onto 

Edgar. Lear’s madness blinds him to the fact that Tom is not really mad but feigning it. 

• Lear’s tearing off his clothes in solidarity with Poor Tom shows that he is losing touch with 

reality. At the same 8me, it also symbolises his rejec8on of power and wealth, aligning 

himself with the lowest in society. 
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5. The Mock Trial and Further Decline 

• Lear’s mock trial of Goneril and Regan demonstrates that his mental state has fully broken 

down. In this absurd scene, Lear enacts a parody of jus8ce, with Poor Tom and the Fool as his 

judges, revealing his inability to dis8nguish fantasy from reality. 

• The contrast between Lear’s madness and the calm, calculated cruelty of Cornwall and 

Edmund in the preceding scenes emphasises the theme of chaos versus order. Lear’s 

madness is chao8c and irra8onal, while Cornwall and Edmund’s cruelty is deliberate and 

calculated. 

• The Fool and Poor Tom ac8ng as judges in this scene symbolise the inversion of social order. 

Though the characters appear mad, they are more honest and just than the corrupt leaders 

who hold actual power in the kingdom. 

 

6. Madness in Dover: Lear’s Final Transforma0on 

• In Dover, Lear appears in a ‘fantas8cal costume of wild flowers,’ symbolising the final stage of 

his madness. His dishevelled appearance reflects his total detachment from reality, but also 

suggests a connec8on to nature and a rejec8on of the trappings of royalty. 

• Lear’s speech to Gloucester about ‘how this world goes’ suggests that his madness has led to 

a deeper understanding of human nature. He recognises the corrup8on and inequality in 

society, saying that wealth can protect the guilty while the poor are punished for minor 

offenses. 

• Despite his madness, Lear expresses profound wisdom when he observes, ‘Robes and furred 

gowns hide all… Plate sin with gold,’ revealing his awareness of how the rich and powerful 

evade jus8ce. His madness has brought him to a clearer understanding of the world’s 

injus8ces. 

• Edgar’s remark, ‘Reason in madness!’ captures the idea that although Lear is mad, he speaks 

truth. His madness has stripped away the illusions of power, allowing him to see the world 

more clearly. 
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7. The Fool’s Role in Lear’s Madness 

• The Fool serves as a mirror for Lear’s madness by offering sharp and insighsul commentary 

on Lear’s decisions. He constantly reminds Lear of the foolishness of giving away his 

kingdom, even as Lear’s sanity begins to slip. 

• As Lear becomes madder, the Fool’s role diminishes because Lear no longer needs a 

conscience to remind him of his mistakes. By the 8me Poor Tom appears, the Fool has served 

his purpose, and Lear no longer requires his guidance. 

 

8. Edgar’s Role: Feigned Madness and Parallel Plot 

• Edgar’s disguise as Poor Tom serves as a contrast to Lear’s genuine madness because Edgar’s 

madness is a performance to protect himself, while Lear’s madness is a genuine mental 

breakdown. Edgar’s feigned insanity highlights the thin line between sanity and madness in 

the play. 

• When Lear meets Poor Tom, the audience sees the connec8on between the two characters 

in that both have been betrayed by their families and reduced to lowly states. Lear projects 

his own suffering onto Tom, asking him if his daughters have brought him to such a state. 

• Edgar’s comment, ‘childed as I fathered,’ reflects the parallel between the main plot and the 

subplot. Both Lear and Edgar suffer at the hands of their children or parents, and their 

stories intertwine as they grapple with betrayal and madness. 

 

9. Madness as a Reflec0on of the Kingdom’s Disorder 

• Lear’s madness reflects the disintegra8on of the kingdom aOer he abdicates the throne. His 

personal breakdown mirrors the chaos that befalls the country without a strong, just ruler in 

place. 

• The storm on the heath represents both the chaos in Lear’s mind and the poli8cal disarray in 

the kingdom. As Lear’s mental state deteriorates, the natural world reflects the disorder that 

has taken over the realm. 
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• By abdica8ng his throne and falling into madness, Lear symbolises the collapse of social 

order. His loss of authority allows evil forces like Goneril, Regan, and Edmund to seise 

control, leading to widespread suffering. 

 

Reflec0on: Madness and Tragedy in King Lear 

• By the end of the play, Lear’s madness has allowed him to achieve a level of self-awareness 

because his suffering has made him more empathe8c and aware of the suffering of others. 

He learns humility and recognises the wrongs he has commi]ed, par8cularly against 

Cordelia. 

• Tragically, just as Lear begins to recover his sanity with Cordelia’s help, both are killed. The 

play’s conclusion emphasises the fu8lity of Lear’s growth, as he is unable to fully redeem 

himself or repair the rela8onships he has damaged. 

 

Key Quota0ons Completed: 

• ‘O, let me not be mad, not mad, sweet heaven!’ 

• ‘Doth any know me? This is not Lear.’ 

• ‘My wits begin to turn.’ 

• ‘Reason in madness!’ 

• ‘I am a man more sinned against than sinning.’ 

• ‘Poor naked wretches… O, I have ta’en / Too li]le care of this.’ 

• ‘Robes and furred gowns hide all.’ 
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King Lear - Theme of Power - Revision Worksheet with Answers 

1. Lear’s Ini0al Power and Arrogance 

• At the start of the play, Lear’s power is evident through his commanding language and 

ac8ons when... 

Lear orders the division of his kingdom and the love test, expec8ng his daughters to compete 

for his favour. His decision to divide the kingdom shows his high-handedness, as he expects 

to retain his status without considering the consequences of losing his authority. 

• Lear’s decision to disown Cordelia and banish Kent reveals that he abuses his power 

because... 

He reacts impulsively when his authority is challenged. He calls Cordelia ‘a wretch whom 

Nature is ashamed / Almost t'acknowledge hers’ for not fla]ering him, and he banishes Kent 

for simply speaking the truth, showing that Lear's power blinds him to reason. 

• Lear’s language, such as when he compares himself to a dragon, shows that he believes... 

He is invincible and beyond ques8on. His use of the royal ‘we’ and the metaphor of the 

dragon demonstrate that Lear equates his authority with absolute control, despite the fact 

that he has abdicated the throne. 

 

2. The Power of Women in the Love Test 

• Cordelia’s refusal to par8cipate in the love test shows that she has moral power because... 

She stands up to her father’s unreasonable demands, priori8sing honesty over fla]ery. Her 

refusal to exaggerate her love reveals her integrity, contras8ng with her sisters’ deceisul 

behaviour. 

• In Elizabethan society, women were not expected to exercise power, but Cordelia’s ac8ons 

demonstrate... 

That she has a strong sense of right and wrong. Unlike Goneril and Regan, who use their 

power selfishly, Cordelia acts to restore jus8ce, as seen when she tells Burgundy she won’t 

marry him without love, and later when she seeks to restore Lear to the throne out of duty, 

not ambi8on. 

• Cordelia’s change from the feisty woman of Act 1 to the obedient, saintly figure in later 

scenes reflects that... 



 

             Aoife O’Driscoll www.aoifesnotes.com 
 

23 

She has conformed to the expecta8ons of a powerless Elizabethan woman. In her reunion 

with Lear, she becomes the image of the ideal daughter, soO-spoken and submissive, a stark 

contrast to her earlier defiance. 

 

3. Lear’s Loss of Power and Goneril’s Challenge 

• Lear’s arrival at Goneril’s palace shows that he s8ll believes... 

He is in control despite having abdicated the throne. He demands to be treated as a king, 

calling for his dinner and expec8ng deference, even though he no longer holds the formal 

power to make such demands. 

• Oswald’s response to Lear, ‘My Lady’s father,’ highlights that Lear’s authority... 

Has diminished. Oswald’s disrespecsul response underscores that Lear is no longer 

recognised as king but merely as the father of the ruling queen, signaling the beginning of 

Lear’s loss of iden8ty and influence. 

• The Fool’s remark, ‘I am a fool, thou art nothing,’ suggests that... 

Lear has given away all his power and now holds no real authority. The Fool plays the role of 

truth-teller, reminding Lear that his 8tles and power have been surrendered, leaving him 

vulnerable and powerless. 

 

4. The Corrupt Power of Goneril and Regan 

• Goneril and Regan abuse the power given to them by Lear by... 

Trea8ng their father with cruelty and stripping him of his knights. Their ac8ons show that 

they are more concerned with consolida8ng power than with family loyalty or respect for 

their father. 

• The fact that Goneril and Regan lust aOer Edmund and betray their husbands shows that... 

They have rejected the tradi8onal roles of women in Elizabethan society, behaving in a way 

that Shakespeare’s audience would have viewed as unnatural. Their pursuit of power is 

linked to their moral corrup8on, as they use deceit, violence, and manipula8on to achieve 

their goals. 

• Goneril’s asser8on, ‘the laws are mine, not thine,’ reflects her belief that... 

Power grants her the right to act without consequences. She sees herself as above the law, 
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wielding her power with a sense of en8tlement and moral disregard, which ul8mately leads 

to her downfall. 

 

5. Lear’s Journey to Understanding True Power 

• As Lear wanders in the storm, he begins to realise that power comes with responsibility, 

shown when... 

He reflects on his past neglect of the poor, saying, ‘O, I have ta’en / Too li]le care of this.’ This 

moment marks a turning point for Lear, as he begins to understand the true du8es of a king, 

something he ignored when he held power. 

• Lear’s breakdown in the storm symbolises... 

The collapse of both his authority and his mental state. The storm represents the chaos in 

the kingdom and Lear’s mind as his lack of power forces him to confront the consequences 

of his earlier ac8ons. 

 

6. The Restora0on of Power and Its Tragic End 

• In the final scenes, Cordelia a]empts to restore Lear’s power by... 

Leading the French army to reclaim the throne. However, her efforts are not driven by 

personal ambi8on, but by a desire to restore jus8ce and her father’s righsul place as king. 

• Lear’s reunion with Cordelia demonstrates that power, in the end, means nothing without... 

Love and loyalty. Lear’s realisa8on of his past mistakes and his reconcilia8on with Cordelia 

come too late, but they highlight that true power is not about control or authority, but about 

the bonds between people. 

• Lear’s death aOer Cordelia’s execu8on emphasises that... 

His journey has been about the loss and rediscovery of personal power, not poli8cal power. 

Though Lear is restored to kingship, it is an empty victory, as the suffering caused by his 

earlier abuse of power cannot be undone. 
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Reflec0on: The Abuse of Power and Its Consequences 

• Lear’s abuse of power leads to his downfall because... 

He gave away authority without understanding its value and the responsibili8es that come 

with it. His decisions created the condi8ons for Goneril and Regan’s rise to power and the 

chaos that followed. 

• The play’s conclusion shows that power, when abused, results in... 

Destruc8on and suffering. Lear’s story is a tragic reminder of the dangers of misusing power, 

as both he and his daughters meet tragic ends due to their inability to wield power 

responsibly. 

 

Key Quota0ons - Answers: 

• ‘A wretch whom Nature is ashamed / Almost t’acknowledge hers’ (Lear on Cordelia) 

• ‘Our kingdom, our dominions’ (Lear’s use of the royal ‘we’) 

• ‘I am a fool, thou art nothing’ (Fool to Lear) 

• ‘The laws are mine, not thine’ (Goneril to Albany) 

• ‘O, I have ta’en / Too li]le care of this’ (Lear reflec8ng on social jus8ce) 

• ‘No blown ambi8on doth our arms incite’ (Cordelia on her mo8va8ons) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

             Aoife O’Driscoll www.aoifesnotes.com 
 

26 

King Lear - Theme of Jus0ce - Revision Worksheet with Answers 

1. Divine Jus0ce (Act 1-5) 

Divine jus8ce is a key concern for many characters in the play, and the audience is constantly asked 

to consider whether the gods are just or indifferent. 

• At the start of the play, Gloucester believes in divine jus8ce when he says, ‘The gods reward 

your kindness’ (Act 1, Scene 4). Here, Gloucester expresses faith in the idea that good deeds 

will be rewarded by the gods. 

• Despite being blinded and betrayed by Edmund, Gloucester calls on the gods to ‘Kind gods, 

forgive me that, and prosper him’ (Act 3, Scene 7). He hopes for divine forgiveness and 

prosperity for Edgar, s8ll maintaining some faith in the gods’ jus8ce. 

• Gloucester’s faith in the gods is shaken when he declares that the gods treat humans like 

‘flies to wanton boys... They kill us for their sport’ (Act 4, Scene 1). This illustrates 

Gloucester's belief that the gods are indifferent to human suffering and enjoy tormen8ng 

humanity. 

• By Act 4, Edgar’s belief in divine jus8ce remains strong, as he tells his father that the gods 

‘have preserved thee’ (Act 4, Scene 6). Edgar’s faith contrasts with his father’s despair, as he 

con8nues to believe in the gods’ goodness and purpose. 

• AOer the deaths of Goneril, Regan, and Edmund, Albany sees these events as proof that ‘This 

shows you are above, You jus8cers’ (Act 5, Scene 3). Albany believes that the gods have 

delivered jus8ce by punishing the wicked. 

• However, Cordelia’s death challenges the no8on of divine jus8ce because she is innocent and 

pure, yet she dies brutally. Lear’s lament, ‘Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life, / And 

thou no breath at all?’ (Act 5, Scene 3) reflects the play’s challenge to the belief that divine 

jus8ce protects the virtuous. 

Key quote(s) from Act 1-5: 

• ‘The gods are just, and of our pleasant vices make instruments to plague us’ (Act 5, Scene 3). 

This illustrates Edgar’s belief that divine jus8ce, though harsh, punishes people for their 

moral failings. 
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2. Human Jus0ce (Act 1-5) 

The characters in King Lear oOen grapple with their understanding of human jus8ce, especially as 

they rise to or fall from power. 

• In Act 1, Lear’s ‘love test’ demonstrates his flawed understanding of jus8ce because it is 

based on fla]ery rather than truth. Lear unjustly rewards Goneril and Regan’s false praises 

and punishes Cordelia for her honesty: ‘Nothing will come of nothing’ (Act 1, Scene 1). 

• Lear’s banishment of Cordelia and Kent is an unjust act because it is based on wounded pride 

and rash judgment, rather than any wrongdoing on their part. Lear’s decision reflects his lack 

of understanding of true jus8ce. 

• Gloucester’s decision to disown Edgar reflects human jus8ce as easily manipulated by false 

appearances. He is deceived by Edmund’s lies and, like Lear, punishes the wrong child, 

exclaiming, ‘Loyal and natural boy, I’ll work the means / To make thee capable’ (Act 2, Scene 

1). 

• Cornwall’s trial and punishment of Gloucester represents a perversion of human jus8ce 

because it is carried out without proper evidence or fairness. Cornwall gouges out 

Gloucester’s eyes in an act of cruelty, not jus8ce: ‘Out, vile jelly!’ (Act 3, Scene 7). 

• In Act 5, Edgar’s victory over Edmund in their duel is symbolic of human jus8ce being served 

because it restores order. Edgar’s triumph over his treacherous brother shows that jus8ce, in 

the end, prevails: ‘The wheel is come full circle; I am here’ (Act 5, Scene 3). 

• Cordelia’s death challenges the no8on of human jus8ce because she is en8rely innocent and 

does nothing to warrant such a fate. This leaves the audience ques8oning the fairness of 

jus8ce in the world Shakespeare portrays. 

Key quote(s) from Act 1-5: 

• ‘The gods defend her!’ (Act 5, Scene 3). This prayer reflects the belief in human jus8ce, but 

Cordelia’s death immediately aOer undermines the hope for fairness. 
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3. Social Jus0ce (Act 3-4) 

As Lear and Gloucester endure suffering, they begin to recognise the injus8ce inherent in their 

society. Both come to understand social jus8ce from a more humble perspec8ve. 

• In Act 3, as Lear is exposed to the storm, he reflects on how he has failed to care for the 

vulnerable in his kingdom: ‘O, I have ta'en / Too li]le care of this!’ (Act 3, Scene 4). Lear 

recognises his past failure to show compassion for the poor and powerless. 

• Gloucester’s understanding of social jus8ce changes aOer he is blinded, as he expresses 

when he says, ‘So distribu8on should undo excess, / And each man have enough’ (Act 4, 

Scene 1). Gloucester realises that the wealthy hoard resources and fail to recognise the 

plight of the poor. 

• Lear’s cri8que of the legal system and those in power, calling them ‘a dog’s obeyed in office’ 

(Act 4, Scene 6), reflects his view that those in posi8ons of authority abuse their power and 

administer jus8ce unfairly. 

• Lear and Gloucester’s experiences as powerless men highlight the injus8ces faced by the 

poor and marginalised. Both men gain insight into social injus8ce only aOer losing their 

status and power. 

• Through the play’s tragic events, Shakespeare asks the audience to reflect on the need for a 

more compassionate and fair society, one where social jus8ce is not overlooked. 

Key quote(s) from Act 3-4: 

• ‘Poor naked wretches, whereso’er you are, / That bide the pel8ng of this pi8less storm’ (Act 

3, Scene 4). This quote reflects Lear’s realisa8on of social injus8ce and his newfound 

empathy for the suffering of others. 

Summary Ques0ons: 

1. The portrayal of divine jus8ce evolves throughout the play as different characters ques8on 

the fairness of the gods. Gloucester’s belief shiOs from trust to despair and back to hope, 

while Edgar remains consistently op8mis8c about divine jus8ce. 

2. Human jus8ce is flawed throughout the play, with major characters like Lear and Gloucester 

misjudging those closest to them. The play cri8ques human jus8ce as corrupt and prone to 

manipula8on. 



 

             Aoife O’Driscoll www.aoifesnotes.com 
 

29 

3. Both Lear and Gloucester’s experiences of suffering lead them to recognise social injus8ces 

in the world, par8cularly the neglect of the poor. They learn humility but too late to enact 

change. 

4. The play ul8mately suggests that jus8ce—divine, human, or social—can never fully be 

achieved. The tragic ending, par8cularly Cordelia’s death, leaves the audience ques8oning 

whether jus8ce exists at all. 

5. The audience’s understanding of jus8ce deeply affects their interpreta8on of the play’s tragic 

ending. The deaths of the wicked seem just, but Cordelia’s death undermines any belief in a 

fair and balanced world. 
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King Lear - Theme of Appearance and Reality - Revision Worksheet with Answers 

 

1. Lear’s Misjudgement in Act 1 

• Lear’s decision to divide his kingdom and retain only the ‘name’ and ‘addi8on’ of a king 

shows that he does not understand the difference between appearance and reality. He 

believes that holding onto the 8tle of king without the responsibility of ruling will allow him 

to maintain power and respect, but in reality, he gives away the actual authority that defines 

kingship. 

• Lear’s belief that Goneril and Regan love him more than Cordelia reveals his inability to 

dis8nguish between fla]ery and genuine love. He confuses their grandiose declara8ons with 

sincerity, while Cordelia’s refusal to exaggerate her affec8on is mistaken for disloyalty. 

• The love test demonstrates that Lear values outward displays of devo8on rather than true 

feelings. He places more importance on how his daughters’ love appears in words than on 

the reality of their ac8ons, which leads him to make the disastrous choice of disowning 

Cordelia. 

• Kent’s a]empt to make Lear ‘see be]er’ suggests that Lear is blind to the truth and is making 

judgments based solely on appearances. Kent’s plea shows that Lear’s decisions are rash and 

driven by vanity, not reason. 

 

2. The Decep0on of Goneril and Regan 

• Goneril and Regan’s fla]ery is successful because they understand their father’s vanity and 

desire for praise. By appealing to his ego, they manipulate him into believing that they love 

him more than Cordelia. 

• When Goneril claims to love Lear ‘more than words can wield the ma]er,’ she is appealing to 

Lear’s need for exaggerated expressions of affec8on. Her words are designed to sound 

profound, even though they are empty of real emo8on. 

• Regan’s declara8on that she is ‘an enemy to all other joys’ is an example of false fla]ery. Like 

Goneril, she knows that Lear will believe her if she appears to be completely devoted to him, 

though her ac8ons later reveal her lack of genuine care. 
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• Cordelia’s refusal to fla]er her father reflects her belief that reality and truth are more 

important than outward appearances. She values sincerity and cannot par8cipate in the 

charade her sisters are playing, showing her moral integrity. 

 

3. Gloucester’s Mistaken Trust in Edmund 

• Gloucester’s quick decision to condemn Edgar shows that he, like Lear, is easily deceived by 

appearances. He trusts Edmund’s false claims and forged le]er without ques8oning their 

authen8city, which leads him to unjustly accuse his loyal son. 

• Edmund exploits his father’s inability to see beyond appearances by craOing a convincing but 

false narra8ve about Edgar’s inten8ons. He manipulates Gloucester by playing on his 

emo8ons and crea8ng a sense of urgency and betrayal. 

• Edgar’s noble nature, ‘so far from doing harms,’ makes him an easy target for Edmund’s 

schemes. Edgar’s honesty prevents him from suspec8ng his brother’s treachery, and this 

naivety allows Edmund to manipulate both Edgar and Gloucester. 

• In his soliloquy, Edmund reveals that he can manipulate his family because of their gullibility 

and reliance on appearances. Gloucester’s ‘credulous’ nature and Edgar’s ‘foolish honesty’ 

make them easy to deceive, allowing Edmund to advance his own ambi8ons. 

 

4. Disguise and Reality: Edgar and Kent 

• Both Edgar and Kent are forced to adopt disguises because their true iden88es would put 

them in danger. Edgar disguises himself as Poor Tom to escape from Gloucester’s wrath, 

while Kent takes on the role of a servant to remain close to Lear aOer being banished. 

• Edgar’s disguise as Poor Tom contrasts with his true noble nature. His appearance as a mad 

beggar hides his wisdom and loyalty, reflec8ng the theme that outward appearances oOen 

conceal the truth. 

• Kent’s loyalty to Lear is hidden behind the disguise of a common servant, but his ac8ons 

consistently demonstrate his unwavering devo8on. This contrast between appearance and 

reality highlights the play’s explora8on of truth beneath the surface. 
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• These disguises reflect the play’s broader theme that reality is oOen hidden by external 

appearances. Both Edgar and Kent remain virtuous, despite their lowly disguises, while 

characters like Goneril, Regan, and Edmund appear noble but are corrupt in reality. 

 

5. Lear’s Realisa0on in the Storm 

• When Lear meets Edgar disguised as a beggar, he begins to realise that appearances are 

deceiving. Edgar’s state as Poor Tom leads Lear to ques8on whether social status and wealth 

truly define a person’s worth. 

• Lear’s ques8on, ‘Is man no more than this?’ reflects his growing understanding that external 

appearance means li]le in comparison to a person’s inner nature. He begins to recognise the 

shared humanity between himself and Poor Tom, stripped of all external trappings. 

• Lear’s comment that ‘Robed and furred gowns hide all’ suggests that wealth and status oOen 

conceal corrup8on and immorality. He understands that appearances of power and authority 

can mask the truth, just as his daughters’ fine clothes hide their deceisul natures. 

 

6. Gloucester’s Awakening Afer His Blindness 

• Gloucester’s line ‘I stumbled when I saw’ reflects his realisa8on that he was blind to the 

truth when he s8ll had physical sight. Only aOer losing his eyes does he truly understand the 

reality of his sons’ characters and the decep8on he has fallen vic8m to. 

• AOer being blinded, Gloucester learns that appearances can be misleading. He regrets 

trus8ng Edmund based on appearances and failing to see Edgar’s loyalty, now understanding 

the consequences of his poor judgment. 

• His regret for mistrea8ng Edgar shows that Gloucester, like Lear, has come to recognise the 

dangers of judging based on outward appearances. His suffering leads to wisdom and a 

clearer understanding of reality. 
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7. The Growth of Lear and Gloucester 

• Both Lear and Gloucester gain wisdom through suffering. Their painful experiences teach 

them that appearances are oOen decep8ve and that truth lies beneath the surface. 

• Lear’s journey from ignorance to understanding shows that he finally grasps the difference 

between appearance and reality. By the end of the play, he understands that true worth 

comes from inner character, not from 8tles, wealth, or fla]ery. 

• By the end of the play, Lear realises that outward shows of love, like those of Goneril and 

Regan, are meaningless without genuine affec8on and loyalty. His reconcilia8on with 

Cordelia, who had been unjustly cast aside, signifies his recogni8on of this truth. 

• Gloucester’s suffering leads him to understand the difference between appearance and 

reality, especially in his rela8onships with his sons. He recognises that his trust in Edmund 

was misplaced and that Edgar was the loyal son all along. 

Key Quota0ons - Answers: 

• ‘The name, and all th’ addi8on to a king’ (Lear on retaining his 8tle) 

• ‘Which of you shall we say doth love us most?’ (Lear’s love test) 

• ‘More than words can wield the ma]er’ (Goneril’s fla]ery) 

• ‘Is man no more than this?’ (Lear’s ques8on in the storm) 

• ‘I stumbled when I saw’ (Gloucester aOer being blinded) 

• ‘Robed and furred gowns hide all’ (Lear on corrup8on and appearance) 

Reflec0on: The Abuse of Power and Its Consequences 

• Lear’s abuse of power leads to his downfall because he failed to recognise the reality of the 

responsibili8es that come with kingship. By giving away his power and holding onto only the 

appearance of it, he created the condi8ons for his eventual destruc8on. 

• The play’s conclusion shows that power, when abused and detached from reality, results in 

suffering and death. Lear and Gloucester both suffer because of their inability to see beyond 

appearances, but through their suffering, they gain the wisdom to understand the truth. 
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King Lear Theme of Love Revision Worksheet with Answers 

 

1. The Love Test and Lear’s Misunderstanding of Love 

• Lear’s demand for his daughters to prove their love by words shows that he believes love can 

be measured and quan8fied. He values outward declara8ons of affec8on over the true depth 

of feeling, which reveals his superficial understanding of love. 

• Goneril and Regan's fla]ery reveals that they understand Lear's desire for valida8on and are 

willing to manipulate him for their own gain. They recognise that their father will reward 

them based on how grand their declara8ons of love appear, regardless of sincerity. 

• Lear’s inability to see through Goneril and Regan’s false declara8ons shows that he is blinded 

by his own vanity and need for praise. His inability to recognise the difference between 

genuine love and deceit sets the stage for his downfall. 

• Cordelia’s refusal to fla]er Lear during the love test demonstrates her belief that love cannot 

be exaggerated or reduced to mere words. She remains honest and sincere, valuing truth 

over fla]ery, even though it costs her her inheritance and her father's favour. 

 

2. The Language of Love in the Opening Scene 

• Goneril’s speech reveals that she quan8fies love by piling on extravagant claims, saying she 

loves Lear ‘more than words can wield the ma]er.’ This language is absurdly exaggerated and 

designed to appeal to Lear's ego rather than reflect genuine emo8on. 

• Regan’s response to Goneril's declara8on of love shows that she is equally manipula8ve. She 

claims to love Lear even more than her sister, declaring herself ‘an enemy to all other joys’ 

except for his love. Like Goneril, her words are empty and mo8vated by greed. 

• Cordelia’s statement, ‘I love your majesty / According to my bond, no more nor less,’ 

suggests that she believes love is a duty that cannot be exaggerated or minimised. She 

emphasises that true love is steady, measured, and not subject to the compe88on her sisters 

engage in. 
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• In Cordelia’s aside, when she states, ‘I cannot heave my heart into my mouth,’ she expresses 

that genuine love cannot be expressed in overblown speeches. Her inability to fla]er Lear 

shows her commitment to sincerity over decep8on. 

 

3. The Role of Burgundy and France in the Theme of Love 

• Burgundy’s rejec8on of Cordelia aOer learning she has no dowry shows that he values 

material wealth over true love. His interest in Cordelia is transac8onal, and without the 

financial reward, he is unwilling to marry her. 

• France’s acceptance of Cordelia, despite her lack of wealth, reveals that he believes love is 

based on personal integrity and true affec8on, not material gain. He values her honesty and 

moral strength, seeing her as more valuable because she remains true to herself. 

• France’s line, ‘Love is not love when it is mingled with regards that stand aloof from the 

en8re point,’ emphasises that true love is uncondi8onal and not dependent on external 

factors like wealth or status. His rejec8on of Burgundy’s materialism highlights this contrast. 

 

4. Gloucester’s Misunderstanding of Love 

• Gloucester’s treatment of Edmund at the start of the play shows that he confuses love with 

lust. He speaks carelessly about Edmund's concep8on, focusing on the pleasure he derived 

from the act rather than any real sense of love or responsibility. 

• Gloucester’s failure to see Edgar’s loyalty is a parallel to Lear’s blindness toward Cordelia. 

Both men are deceived by outward appearances and false words, leading them to reject 

their truly loving children in favour of the scheming ones. 

• Edgar’s loyalty to Gloucester, even aOer being wronged, demonstrates that true love is 

selfless and enduring. Despite his father’s cruel treatment, Edgar remains by Gloucester’s 

side, helping him in his darkest moments, showing love through ac8ons rather than words. 
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5. The Real Test of Love: Goneril and Regan’s Betrayal 

• Lear’s growing awareness of Goneril and Regan’s lack of love becomes clear when they begin 

to strip away his re8nue of knights, reducing his status and trea8ng him with increasing 

disrespect. He finally sees through their false declara8ons and realises that their love was 

never genuine. 

• Lear’s decision to stay with Goneril because she had allowed him fiOy knights shows that he 

s8ll equates love with material quan88es. He believes that the number of knights he is 

allowed represents the amount of love his daughters have for him, reflec8ng his ongoing 

confusion about the nature of love. 

• The storm scene, where Lear rages against his daughters, symbolises the destruc8on of his 

illusions about love. As he faces the harsh reality of their betrayal, the storm reflects his 

inner turmoil and his growing understanding that love cannot be bought or measured. 

 

6. Goneril and Regan’s Lusgul, Treacherous Love 

• Goneril and Regan’s rivalry over Edmund demonstrates that their love is mo8vated by lust 

and ambi8on. Neither sister truly loves Edmund; instead, they see him as a means to gain 

more power and sa8sfy their desires. 

• Regan and Goneril’s lust for power leads to their destruc8on when their jealousy over 

Edmund spirals out of control. Goneril ul8mately poisons Regan and kills herself, showing 

how their corrupt, selfish love has disastrous consequences. 

• Edmund’s manipula8on of both sisters highlights that his love is purely self-serving. He cares 

nothing for Goneril or Regan, using them as pawns in his schemes to advance his own power, 

proving that his view of love is as corrupt as theirs. 

 

7. The Pure Love of Cordelia, Kent, and Edgar 

• Kent’s loyalty to Lear, even aOer being banished, demonstrates that true love is steadfast and 

selfless. Kent disguises himself to con8nue serving Lear, showing that love involves loyalty 

and sacrifice, even when it is not reciprocated. 
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• Cordelia’s decision to return to England with the French army shows that her love for Lear is 

mo8vated by compassion and duty, not ambi8on. She seeks to save her father and restore 

him to his righsul place, priori8sing his well-being over her own desires. 

• Cordelia’s gentle care of Lear during his madness reveals that love, in contrast to power, has 

the ability to heal. Her forgiveness and tenderness help restore Lear’s sanity, showing the 

redemp8ve power of love, even in the face of past wrongs. 

• Edgar’s selfless care of Gloucester aOer his father’s betrayal highlights that true love involves 

forgiveness and pa8ence. Despite Gloucester’s mistreatment, Edgar leads his father through 

his darkest moments, offering support and guidance, much like Cordelia does for Lear. 

 

8. Love’s Redemp0ve Power in the Final Acts 

• Lear’s line, ‘We two alone will sing like birds i’ the cage,’ suggests that he has come to realise 

that love, not power or wealth, is the most important thing in life. His 8me with Cordelia in 

prison represents a moment of peace where he understands that their love is all they need. 

• Gloucester’s death, described as ‘his heart burst smilingly,’ shows that he dies reconciled 

with his son Edgar, finally at peace aOer realising the depth of Edgar’s love and loyalty. This 

reconcilia8on allows Gloucester to die with a sense of redemp8on and closure. 

• The tragic deaths of Cordelia and Lear at the end of the play emphasise that love, while 

powerful and redemp8ve, cannot always prevent suffering. Lear’s realisa8on of Cordelia’s 

love comes too late to save them, but it provides him with a final, bi]ersweet understanding 

of the true value of love. 

 

Key Quota0ons - Answers: 

• ‘Which of you shall we say doth love us most?’ (Lear’s love test) 

• ‘Sir, I love you more than words can wield the ma]er’ (Goneril to Lear) 

• ‘I love your majesty / According to my bond, no more nor less’ (Cordelia’s response) 

• ‘Love is not love when it is mingled with regards that stand aloof from the en8re point’ 

(France on true love) 



 

             Aoife O’Driscoll www.aoifesnotes.com 
 

38 

• ‘No blown ambi8on doth our arms incite, / But love, dear love…’ (Cordelia on her 

mo8va8ons for returning to England) 

• ‘We two alone will sing like birds i’ the cage’ (Lear to Cordelia) 

 

Reflec0on: The Redemp0ve and Destruc0ve Power of Love 

• Love in King Lear is shown to be both redemp8ve and destruc8ve. Characters like Cordelia, 

Kent, and Edgar display selfless love that heals and redeems, while Goneril, Regan, and 

Edmund use love as a tool for manipula8on, leading to their downfall. 

• Lear and Gloucester’s journeys are defined by their misunderstandings of love and the 

eventual recogni8on of its true value, but the tragedies that follow show that this 

recogni8on oOen comes too late to undo the damage caused by their earlier mistakes. 

 

 

 


