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GETTING STARTED 

In order for your students to enjoy the broadcast and have a positive experience watching the play, it is essential that they are prepared. 
If you haven’t had a chance to look at one of our Teacher Packs, but are keen to make the most out of the broadcast for your students, 
this short guide should help you to introduce the text. 

BEFORE THE DAY OF THE BROADCAST 

This Guide contains activities for you to do with students before taking part in the broadcast. Understanding the plot of the play 
and the key events is really important for students and we recommend you spend at least one lesson exploring the play before 
the day of the broadcast.    

ON THE DAY OF THE BROADCAST 

We will provide a second resource with discussion points which will help students to engage with the play and the choices in 
this production on the day of the broadcast. These discussions will help students to participate in our live Q&A as well as 
sharing ideas with other learners across the UK.  

Please note: This production contains a particularly violent scene that you may not wish younger or more 
sensitive students to see. We have provided a recording of this scene for you to judge whether or not it is 
suitable for your learners. This clip can be accessed at the link below. If you wish to avoid this scene we 
recommend you stop watching the broadcast 52 minutes into Part 2 and re-join after the break. The scene 
takes place just after the Fool delivers the line ‘this prophecy Merlin shall make, for I live before his time’, 
and exits the stage alone.  

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fEoq3sYCUwI  

PRODUCTION INSIGHTS 
 
The 2016 production of King Lear, directed by Gregory Doran, responds very much to the idea of how this play relates 

to us ‘now’. Originally written by Shakespeare just after James I’s failed attempts to unify England and Scotland in 1606, 

the play was extremely current and this production aimed to replicate that. In the wake of the EU referendum the concept 

of a Kingdom divided and the fall out of those divisions for those who once held power felt just as strong as it would have 

done for Shakespeare.  

 

Designed by Niki Turner, the stage contains a box across the back which fills with smoke or fog and becomes slowly 

more hazy in the second half of the play as Lear loses increasingly more control. This sense of both personal and political 

turmoil influenced the production very heavily, with Antony Sher who plays King Lear talking about the fear of losing your 

mind being the greatest fear about growing old. After Lear hands over control to his daughters in the first scene, we see 

him lose increasingly more throughout, something which is reflected in his grip on reality and language and which the set 

here emphasises.  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fEoq3sYCUwI
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BEFORE THE DAY OF THE BROADCAST 
 
If you’ve got limited time, but want your students to feel prepared, we suggest that you focus on the following: 
 

- Understanding the plot of the play. 
- Knowing the characters and their relationships. 
- Introducing the context of the play’s opening scenes. 

 

 

UNDERSTANDING THE PLOT  

In order for students to enjoy the production, it helps to have an overview of the plot before watching for the first time. The 
following activity requires the ‘Story in Five Acts’ resource from the end of this pack and will allow you to explore the story 
practically.  

The following activity will introduce students to the play and ensure that the whole group is familiar with the story. It is also an 

opportunity to introduce some of the key questions that will be explored in more depth in later activities. 

 

 Divide students into small groups. 

 Using the ‘Story in Scenes’ Resource in this pack, assign one or two scenes to each group.  

 Ask each group to create a tableau or freeze frame for each of their scenes.  

 Invite each group to then develop their tableaux by adding in 30 seconds of movement. As part of their movement, 

encourage them to use the extracts from the text they have been given and show what happens in their scene.  

o Encourage them to narrate their scene, using the descriptions they have been given to make the story 

clear. This could be done by one student or by several different students in the group.   

 Allow each group the time to perform their scenes, watching them in the correct order so that students can see the 

whole play.   

 Explain that for 150 years theatres regularly staged this play with a different ending, created by Nahum Tate, 

which was happy. Discuss the different ending with students. Why do they think this was so popular? What is so 

uncomfortable about the ending Shakespeare wrote? Why might people want an alternative? Which is more 

appropriate for a modern audience and why? 
 

 

 

SYNOPSIS 
  

A full synopsis of the play is available at: http://www.rsc.org.uk/king-lear    
 

 

 

 

KNOWING THE CHARACTERS 

The characters in King Lear split across two generations. In the play we see two fathers, King Lear and Gloucester, misjudge 

their children in different ways. Below you can see images from the production of these two men at the start of the play and 

at the end: 

 

 Divide students into groups of four or five, assigning each of them one of the families: the Gloucesters or the Royal 

family.  



 
 

http://www.rsc.org.uk/king-lear
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 Allow each group some time to look through the character profiles in their group and ask them to assign each 

character to a person. In groups where there are additional people ask them to look at the characters of the Fool, 

Cornwall and Albany. 

 Ask each group to take turns reading out the information about each character. 

 Invite the groups to then create a still image, or photograph, of their family or group. All of the characters should 

appear in the image. 

o In arranging the picture, students should think about how each character is seen in relation to the rest of 

their group. For example, who are they close to, who are they distancing themselves from and how do 

they see themselves?  

 Allow each group to show their family/group photograph to the rest of the group and encourage the audience to 

guess which character is which before asking that group to explain their choices. Based on the information they 

had, why did they choose to place each character where they are? 

 Invite two groups to help form a larger, court picture, with both families in. Using the rest of the class to help shape 

it, develop this to show what kind of relationship they think Gloucester and King Lear have, as well as between their 

children. This might be a good time to do further work on Edmund and Edgar and their relationship if you have time.  

o Once the families are in a combined picture, invite pupils who looked at the Fool, Cornwall and x to join 

in, creating a complete court image.  

 

 

THE OPENING SCENE 

In the opening scenes of King Lear we witness the King dividing his kingdom and separating it.  

 

Played in the 2016 production by Antony Sher, King Lear is a central figure in the play. His decision to divide his 

kingdom between his children and hand over his power results in his loss of authority, as he struggles and tries to retain 

control of himself. This move from total power to becoming ‘ordinary’ seems to change Lear and age him.  

 

 Organise students into a line on one side of the room, facing the opposite wall.  

 Ask one volunteer to play King Lear and to stand by the opposite wall, with their back to the others.  

 Explain to the students lined up that they need to creep up on King Lear without him noticing, but if he turns 

round they can’t be caught moving. If they are caught moving Lear should ask them ‘How much do you love 

me?’. If they give an answer that makes him happy King Lear can agree to keep them in the game, but if their 

answer isn’t good enough they will need to go back to the start. Some students will know this game as 

‘Grandmother’s Footsteps’. 

 After playing, reflect with the student playing King Lear on what sort of answers they wanted to hear, or caused 

them to let people stay in the game. Were they promises? Were they extravagant answers? 

 Share with students the responses that Lear’s three daughters give to this question and ask them to think about 

which answers the King might want to hear most.  

 Reflect with students on what they think of this King. What sort of man would ask his daughters that question? 

What kind of relationship do they think he has with them? What does he think love is? What is love and what 

is duty? 

 

 Provide students with copies of the images below which all show Lear’s entrance and the sights of the opening 

scene in the play. 

 Ask students to pick out any evidence they can see in the design and imagery used that shows: 

o King Lear’s authority and status 

o Cordelia’s difference from her sisters 
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Discuss with students whether this setting changes or supports the view they had of King Lear after discussing his relationship 
with Regan, Goneril and Cordelia.  
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The Company of King Lear. Photos by Ellie Kurttz. 
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RESOURCES  
The story in Scenes 

1. King Lear, old King of Britain, decides it is time to retire from his throne. He calls all his court 
together and then calls his three daughters:   
 

Lear: Goneril, our eldest born; Regan our dearest and Cordelia, I loved her most. 

 

2. Lear asks his daughters:  
 

Lear: Which of you, shall we say doth love us most? 

 

And calls on Goneril, the eldest, to speak first. 

Goneril: Sir I love you more than word can wield the matter 

Lear is delighted and traces a third of his kingdom on the map to give to Goneril. He calls on 

Regan, the middle sister to speak next. 

Regan: I am made of that self metal as my sister 

Lear is again delighted and traces a second third of his kingdom on the map to give to Regan. 

 

3. But when it is Cordelia’s turn, she refuses to make a public declaration of love and says: 
 

Cordelia: Nothing my lord  

Lear: Nothing will come of nothing 

Lear gives her third of the kingdom to Goneril and Regan and Cordelia is sent away penniless, 

but the King of France steps forward and agrees to marry her. 

King of France: She is queen of us, of ours, and our fair France. 

 

 

4. The Earl of Kent, a soldier, friend and supporter of the King is banished by Lear for daring to 
defend Cordelia. 
 

Lear: Five days we do allot thee for provision and on the sixth to turn thy hated back upon 

our Kingdom  

 

5. The Duke of Gloucester, a loyal supporter of Lear has two sons: Edgar ‘Legitimate’ and Edmund 
‘Bastard’. Edmund wants his father’s lands.  
Edmund: Let me, if not by birth, have lands by wit. 

So Edmund persuades Gloucester that Edgar is plotting to kill him. Gloucester believes Edmund 

and is very angry at Edgar’s betrayal. 

 

Gloucester: Abhorred villain, unnatural, detested, brutish villain – worse than brutish!’  

Then Edmund goes to Edgar and warns him to run away. Confused, but trusting his brother, 

Edgar runs off and disguises himself as a beggar, Poor Tom, to escape his father’s anger 

Edgar: Poor Turlygod! Poor Tom 
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6. On retiring from his throne, Lear set the condition that he would stay with each of his daughters in 
turn. But it won’t just be him, his Fool and his 100 knights will be staying with him too. They stay 
at Goneril’s house first. Goneril is not happy with these ‘riotous’ knights in her house.  
 

Goneril: Men so disordered, so deboshed and bold. 

She asks Lear to send some of the knights away. Lear is horrified at the idea of losing his friends 

and supporters and curses Goneril: 

Lear: Degenerate bastard! Into her womb convey sterility. 

He decides to go and stay with Regan instead, muttering: 

Lear: How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is to have a thankless child. 

 

7. Despite being banished, Kent returns to Lear’s side, disguised as ‘a very honest hearted fellow’ 
called Caius. Lear sends him with a letter to Regan, but Regan will not see him and instead takes 
a letter from Goneril’s messenger, Oswald. 

Regan and her husband Cornwall, decide to visit Gloucester so that they will not be at home for 

Lear’s arrival. Kent follows them. When they all arrive at Gloucester’s house, Kent argues with 

Oswald  

Kent: Thou whoreson zed! Thou unnecessary letter! 

And is punished for it. 

Cornwall: Fetch forth the stocks! 

Regan: Put in his legs. 

 

8. Lear and his Fool catch up with Regan at Gloucester’s house - and then Goneril arrives too. Lear 
is very upset to see his servant, Caius (the disguised Kent) in the stocks. 

Lear: What’s he that hath thy place so much mistook to set thee here? 

Kent is eventually released and Regan says that Lear can stay with her but only if he sends away 

most of his knights: 

Regan: If you will come to me. I entreat you to bring but five and twenty. 

Lear turns to Goneril, hoping to go back to her with fifty knights but she says: 

Goneril: What need you five and twenty, ten or five? 

Regan: What need you one? 

 

9. Lear is shocked to find Goneril and Regan joining forces against him. In a rage he goes out into 
the stormy night, followed by his Fool and by Kent. Lear dares the storm to do its worst:  

Lear: Blow, winds and crack your cheeks! Rage, blow! Rumble thy bellyful! Spit, fire! 

Spout, rain! 

Goneril and Regan let him go and return to the shelter and warmth of Gloucester’s house. 

Cornwall: Shut up your doors my lord; ‘tis a wild night. 

 

10. Frightened that the King has gone mad, Kent leads Lear and the Fool to find shelter from the 
storm in a dirty, dark hovel where they meet Edgar, hiding from his father, disguised as a mad 
beggar, Poor Tom. 
 

Edgar:  The foul fiend follows me! Tom’s a-cold!  

 

In talking to his Fool and Poor Tom, Lear thinks about all the poor people in his kingdom 

 

Lear: Poor naked wretches, whereso’er you are 
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That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm. 

 

 

11. Gloucester searches out the king, gives him food and shelter and sends him to Dover to meet up 
with Cordelia, who is newly returned from France. But Gloucester’s bastard son, Edmund betrays 
him and tells Regan and Cornwall that Gloucester has helped the king. 
 

Cornwall: Go seek the traitor, Gloucester! Pinion him like a thief; bring him before us. 

 

Regan and Cornwall pluck out one of Gloucester’s eyes as punishment. A servant tries to stop 

them and wounds Cornwall before being killed by Regan. Then Cornwall plucks out Gloucester’s 

remaining eye. 

 

Cornwall: Out vile jelly! 

 

Regan: Go thrust him out at gates and let him smell his way to Dover. 

 

Cornwall dies of his wounds. 

 

12. Gloucester is now blind and knows that it was Edmund who betrayed him and that Edgar is 
innocent. He meets, but does not recognize his legitimate son, Edgar who is still disguised as the 
mad beggar, Poor Tom.  Edgar leads Gloucester to Dover where Cordelia has landed with an 
army from France.  

Gloucester: ‘Tis the times plague when madmen lead the blind. 
 
Gloucester feels he has nothing to live for and wants to throw himself from the cliffs at 
Dover. Edgar pretends to take him there, although they are really on flat ground. 

 
Gloucester: Away and let me die! 

 
Gloucester falls forward and faints. He believes he has fallen from the cliff top and 
somehow survived.  

 
Edgar: Thy life’s a miracle! 

 
Edgar finally tells him the whole story including a plan to confront Edmund. 

 
Edgar: But his flawed heart, alack, too weak the conflict to support, twixt two 
extremes of passion, joy and grief burst smilingly. 
 
And Gloucester dies. 

 
 

13. King Lear is now with Cordelia in Dover where her doctors nurse Lear back to sanity: 
  

Dotor: Be comforted good madam; the great rage, you see, is killed in him. 

 

Father and daughter are reconciled.  But Regan and Goneril bring the British army to meet 

Cordelia’s French army and there is a big battle. 
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The British army win. Cordelia and Lear are captured by Edmund and imprisoned. 

 

Lear: Come, let’s away to prison: we too alone will sing like birds i’th’cage. 

 

14. Meanwhile, Goneril and Regan have both fallen in love with the bastard, Edmund. 
 

Edmund: To both of these sisters have I sworn my love.  Which one of them shall I take? 

Both? One? Or neither? 

 

Discovering that his wife is unfaithful, Goneril's husband, Albany, forces Edmund to defend 

himself against the charge of treachery. A disguised knight appears to challenge Edmund.  

 

Edgar: Thou art a traitor, false to thy gods, thy brother, and thy father. 

 

They fight. The disguised knight fatally wounds Edmund, then reveals himself to be Edgar.  

 

Edgar: I am no less in blood than thou art, Edmund; my name is Edgar and thy father’s 

son.’ 

News comes that Goneril has poisoned Regan and then committed suicide herself.  

Messenger: O, she’s dead! And her sister by her is poisoned; she confesses it. 

  

 

 

15. Before he dies, Edmund reveals that he has ordered the deaths of Lear and Cordelia. 
 

Edmund: Some good I mean to do.  Quickly send to th’castle; for my writ is on the life of 

Lear and Cordelia. 

 

But his change of heart comes too late. Lear has survived but comes on carrying the body of his 

daughter who has been hanged.   

 

Lear: No, no, no life! Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life and thou no breath at all? 

 

 His old heart is breaks and now he dies too. Only Albany and Edgar are left to rule the kingdom. 

 

Edgar: The weight of this sad time we must obey; speak what we feel not what we ought to 

say 
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Character Profiles 

 

King Lear The King. He is ready to retire and splits his kingdom 

between his daughters. He asks them to say how much they 

love him in order to earn their share of the Kingdom.  

Goneril The eldest of King Lear’s daughters. She is married to 

Albany. 

Regan The second of King Lear’s daughters. She is married to 

Cornwall.  

Cordelia The youngest of King Lear’s daughters. She is Lear’s favourite 

but refuses to tell her father how much she loves him, so 

instead of giving her part of his kingdom he sends her away 

to marry the King of France.  

 

Gloucester A trusted friend and advisor of King Lear. He has two sons: 

Edgar and Edmund. Edgar is the son of his dead wife and 

Edmund is a bustard. He treats Edgar very differently.   

Edgar The eldest of Gloucester’s sons. He is Gloucester’s heir and 

his only legitimate child.  

Edmund The younger of Gloucester’s sons and a bastard. He is not 

Gloucester’s legitimate son and has been treated as less 

important his whole life.  

 

Kent A loyal ally of King Lear’s. He tries to stop Lear dividing his 

kingdom and sending Cordelia to France so King Lear 

banishes him. Even in his banishment, Kent tries to protect 

Lear.  

Albany   The husband of Goneril.  

Cornwall   The husband of Regan. 
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France The King of France. He sees Cordelia’s reaction to Lear 

asking her how much she loves him and offers to marry her, 

taking Cordelia away with him to France.  

 

 


