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he cannot fight it off. His memory has sudden blank spots iniit, his
flesh has fallen and his joints cry out in pain. These are real devils
because they produce the humiliation that comes with age. They
make Lear angry and impatient and even more arrogant as he —in
his ironic phrase — ‘crawl(s] toward Death’.

So in the opening scene of the play he gathers his three
daughters to him in front of his entire court and makes a senile
game of his confrontation with the spectre of death. He requires
his daughters to state publicly ‘which of you, shall we say, doth
love us most’. It’s a shock to them. The two older daughters play
the game smoothly, telling him exactly what he wants to hear.
They are interested in real estate, not truth. But Cordelia, his
youngest daughter and the star of his heart, refuses to play the
game. Lear is humiliated. He chokes on this bile, banishes her
from his kingdom, and thus the wheel of fire begins to turn.

Goneril and Regan, having been awarded possession of the
kingdom, suffer their father’s presence but thinly. When Lear
returns to Goneril’s castle from the hunt, it becomes clear that he
has no intention of giving over his powers to anyone. With his
train of a hundred loud and sweaty men, ‘breaking forth in rank
and not-to-be-endur’d Riots’, Lear is like a bull. It is important to
take note of Lear’s excesses because they are an integral partof the
fabric of his character. He is a very, very difficult old man.
Boisterous, demanding, arrogant. He expects absolute obedience.

1dle Old Man,
That still would manage those Authorities
That he hath given away.

Infuriated by his behaviour, Goneril belittles her father and
threatens to restrict his freedom, enraging Lear to such a pitch that
he lays a curse on her and leaves.

Itis in this scene that the theme of ingratitude is sounded loudly.
This is a theme to which Lear will return over and over again
throughout the play. The ingratitude of his daughters is the
wound which festers in Lear’s heart. It bewilders him and leads
him towards the brink of the madness which he fears. ‘I prythee,
Daughter, do not make me Mad’, he begs in the next scene when
both daughters face him, attacking his manhood by reminding

FOREWORD by Hal Holbrook

So many great minds have written about King Lear that one is
humbled by the sheer weight of scholarship laid upon this play.
Rather than add any small ounce of tonnage to the scales, I would
like to remove some. I am an actor and what follows are the
discoveries of one actor who has played the role of King Lear.

There are those who have said that this play is not producible,
but these are mostly literary folk like Charles Lamb and I believe
they are wrong. I think it is very difficult to do the play well — to
make the story, relationships, and intentions clear and to soar in
performance to its imperious height — and I believe this is the
reason it has seemed so daunting. But Shakespeare wrote this play
for actors, so it is as an actor who has tried to scale this height that
I speak to you. If I confine myself mainly to the character of Lear I
hope you will forgive me. I see the play through him.

An actor approaching the role of King Lear must first look past
the word ‘King’ and search for the human being. What I have
missed in most performances of King Lear is this human being in
Lear. The man I can identify with. The person I know. Too often
he has seemed a sonorous figure in a long gown growling and
howling his way through the scenery; or so physically fragile at
the start that a full development of the character’s arc is
unattainable and his ability to carry Cordelia on at the end
unconvincing.

Lear is an eighty-year-old patriarch who has fought his way to
the top in a sometimes brutal and primitive world, and as this play
begins he is finally confronting the fact that he is going to die. I say
“finally’ because I doubt he’s ever considered himself vulnerable
enough to die. Death is for the weak and Lear scorns weakness.
He is a man bursting with the primal energy of life, even at eighty
years old; a warrior and a hunter, a tribal chieftain in ancient
Britain. His sword, not divine right, has made him King.

But his mind is slipping. The paranoia of age is stalking him and
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him that he is old, attacking his pride by scorning him. They gang
up on him, jabbing verbal darts into his ancient flesh like
matadors. When they cut his hundred men down to a single one,
lear’s rage bursts all fetters. His fury past control, Lear hurls these
words of defiance at them and roars out into the storm:

You think I'll weep,
No, I'll not weep. I have full Cause of Weeping,
But this Heart shall break into a hundred thousand Flaws
Or ere I'll weep.

By this point in the story we have been made aware of Edmund’s
treachery against his brother and father and of Gloucester’s
gullibility. Cornwall’s treachery has been hinted at. We are
beginning to get the picture of a kingdom that is up for grabs, one
that is essentially leaderless now and where corruption and greed
are going to thrive. The smell of corruption is heavy in the play. It
is said that Shakespeare chose to set the story of Lear in a pagan
environment where the earthy innocence of such a society could
be corrupted by sophistication and cynicism, by such schemers as
Edmund, Cornwall, Oswald, Goneril, and Regan.

Shakespeare makes it clear to me that Lear is not a man of
conscious intellect. If he were, he would see the bitter humour of
his foolishness and not go mad. But the Fool is an intellectual and
the relationship between them is constantly that of the teacher
(Fool) trying to make the adult student (Lear) understand what is
happening, what is being done to him and what he is doing to
himself.

LEAR Dost thou call me Fool, Boy?
rooL All thy other Titles thou hast given away,
that thou wast borne with.

Lear can brutalize the Fool one minute, knock him down, and
then be humoured or touched by him in the next. Their
relationship is very volatile. In some places it is tender, as in the
scene between them after Lear has cursed Goneril. The Fool warns
him:
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Thou should’st not have been Old till thou
hadst been Wise.

The storm. Lear now presents himself to the gods, calling upon
them to destroy everything — the earth itself — with thunder,
lightning, wind, and rain. It is a duel between flesh agd the
universe and Lear is beaten — ‘I will be the pattern of all patience. I
will say nothing.’

But only for a moment. Now his focus shifts to the wqr]d at
large, to mankind’s enemies and his: the murderers, the perjurers,
the simulators of virtue, the hypocrites, and those who conceal
their guilt. He exhorts the gods to punish them and forgive him: ‘1
am a man more sinned against than sinning.” His pleas are
drowned out by their indifference as the storm howls on.

Then, exhausted, Lear does something strange — for King Lear.
For the first time he shows concern for his fellow man in the
person of the Fool. ‘Art cold? Iam cold myself’, he says, and talfes
him inside the shelter. This moment is the first conscious turning
away of Lear’s mind from his rage and, strangely, Fhe turn is
towards sympathy for another human being. Interesting. Could
this mean that beneath the wintry bluster there is a soft heart?
That love hides somewhere there? 5 .

In the very next scene a great moment of self-realization begins
to dawn in Lear. He has clung steadfastly to the conviction thathe
is a loving father, despite all evidence to the contrary. He says:

O Regan, Goneril,
Your old kind father, whose frank heart gave all —

He pauses. Note Shakespeare’s dash. It means something.
Then:

0, that way madness lies, let me shun that!
No more of that.

Shun what? No more of what?? For the longest time the
meaning of these lines escaped me. I grew to hate them. 1
complained to our director, Gerald Freedman, that I didn’t
understand what in the hell Lear was talking about here and how
stupid could he be to think he was a ‘kind father’. Performances of
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ensnaring all. Gloucester is blinded. The conspirators begin to
turn upon one another in a frenzy of greed and self-gratification.
When Edgar escorts his sightless father to Dover, Lear wanders
into the play again, leaves and flowers in his hair, mind aflame
with plans to mount an army and go on the march against his
enemies. He stares at Gloucester: ‘Ha! Goneril, with a White
Beard!” And then: ‘They flatter’d me like a Dog. . . ! To say “Ay”
and “No” to everything that I said . . .’ (Who’s he talking about?
Gloucester?) ‘I pardon that Man’s Life. What was thy Cause?
Adultery?’ (Gloucester committed adultery.) . . . Die for Adul-
tery! No; the Wren goes to ’t. ..

Gloucester has jested about his adultery in the opening scene of
the play. Lear is focusing his scorn on him now. Gloucester, the
good-hearted adulterer, the old friend at court who is a yes-man to
Lear (‘They are not men o’ their words’), who has played the
diplomatic game at court and been betrayed by his own bastard
son; who has banished his true son, Edgar, crouching like Tom o’
Bedlam nearby. Gloucester has been a blind fool. ‘I remember
thine eyes well enough . . . blind Cupid.’

Now, worn down by the intensity of his own scathing tirades
against the hypocrisy and hatefulness of a world he at last sees
clearly, Lear acknowledges Gloucester, this man who, like
himself, has been blind to the corruption around him:

LEAR If thou wilt weep my Fortunes, take my Eyes.
I know thee well enough; thy name is Gloucester.
Thou must be Patient. We came crying hither:
Thou know’st the first time that we smell the Air
We wawl and cry. I will preach to thee. Mark.

GLOUCESTER  Alack, alack the Day!

LEAR When we are borne, we cry that we are come
To this great stage of fools.

The wheel of fire upon which Lear has spun throughouthis long
torture rolls to a momentary stop here. It pauses while the great
truth of life comes home to these two old brokenhearted fools. I
believe this is the moment of greatest philosophic penetration in
the play as well as one of deep emotional catharsis for us all. Lear
not only sees the truth of his utter vulnerability, he shares it with
another human being in pain.
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a tremulous, pathetic Lear full of self-pity retched in my mind and
blinded me to what Shakespeare was saying. Jerry remained quiet
and waited for me to see the obvious — the obvious, which is
sometimes the most elusive truth of all. One night, as I cried ‘your
old kind father, whose frank heart gave all -, the darkness in my
mind parted. I thought, ‘My God, I believe this! 1 am trying to be
kind. I think I am kind. I gave my kingdom to them, didn’t I?’
Then the shadow of doubst fell on me — ‘Maybe I wasn’t kind . . .’
— and doubt begat the line:

O, that way madness lies, let me shun that!
No more of that.

The light, the light had struck my poor mind. Now stunned by
uncertainty I turned to John Woodson (Kent) and said:

Prythee, go in thyself; seek thine own Ease,
This tempest will not give me leave to ponder
On things would hurt me more . . .

There it was. The turning point in the play.

Lear prays. He does not acknowledge his lack of kindness, his
failure as a father. Instead, he prays for the poor naked wretches
who have no home. Like himself. In this moment of self-
realization 1 believe Lear slips into madness. I think it happens
here, not eatlier, and is the direct result of Lear’s refusal to face the
awful truth that has exploded in his mind. His very next line in the
scene is one of derangement. It comes upon Edgar’s entrance. Lear
sees this naked wretch and says:

Didst thou give all to thy daughters? And
art thou come to this?

He listens to this babbling outcast, another of the ‘discarded

fathers’ of this world, and decides to learn from him: *. . . let me
talk with this philosopher’.
: Thg mock trial comes next. Lear arraigns his daughters in an
imaginary court, crying ‘is there any cause in nature that makes
these hard hearts?’ Then his tired brain stops spinning and he falls
into a frantic, restless sleep.

We don’t see Lear again for a long time. Meanwhile the coils of
Evil spread and fester in the subplot of the play, its tentacles
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The rest of this sad story moves like a great symphony towards
the final bitter coda, the unsweet taste of truth. After being found
by Cordelia, the daughter Lear loves and has banished, the two of
them are captured, imprisoned, and she is killed in front of him.
He bears her forth, howling the primal cry of all pain-struck
creatures, and lays her down upon the ground. He gricves for her
and lies down by her side and dies.

This play touches me to my heart and soul and I think that even
in the final scene of death there is beauty. The beauty of truth. The
truth about the pain that stalks us all if we do not learn to love in
time; and which may strike us even then.

From his early days with the Lincoln Center Repertory in New York
through fifty-odd feature and television films, HAL HOLBROOK has
l)f:come known as an actor’s actor. The recipient of four Emmys, the
Tony and Peabody Awards, his one-man show Mark Twain Tonight! has
become a classic of the American theatre.



EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION TO
King Lear

Can you make no use of Nothing, Nuncle?
(Liv.139—40)

I'hie clown who asks what sounds like a frivolous question is a
well-professed Fool. He claims no wisdom, and he possesses no
authority. As the King’s jester, he doesn’t even pretend to
nyntactic coherence. But in a world that exhibits less reason than
o the rhymes of an imbecile, his ‘Matter and Impertinency mix’d’
will prove altogether to the point.

By emphasizing a noun that reverberates from the beginning of
the drama to its end, the Fool calls attention to the paradox at the
core of King Lear. His query echoes the pivotal exchange of the
opening scene, where Lear asks his youngest daughter, Cordelia,
what she can say to win her father’s amplest bounty, and she
responds with ‘Nothing’. It recalls Lear’s angry rejoinder, when
he warns his favourite child that ‘Nothing will come of Nothing’
and entreats her to ‘Mend [her] Speech a little’. It evokes the
domestic scene that follows the conflagration at court: a private
encounter in which the Earl of Gloucester’s illegitimate son
Edmund pretends to conceal a letter he says was written by his
half-brother Edgar, and the gullible progenitor of both sons insists
that ‘the Quality of Nothing hath not such need to hide it self’.

Meanwhile the Fool’s words reinforce the assessment he offers
his master in Liv, where he observes that an octogenarian who has
disinherited his beloved Cordelia and divided his estate between
her conniving older sisters has reduced himself to a cipher, an
impotent ‘O without a Figure’. Like a worthless steward, Lear’s
‘all-licens’d’ satirist implies, a King who has always been assured
that he was ‘every thing’ is now to be discarded as ‘an unnecessary
Letter’. Unless he can find some ‘use’ for the ‘Nothing’ he has
become, he’s doomed to finish his days in frustration and
ignominy.

But of course King Lear is not the only Shakespearean play in



