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Shakespeare's tragedie have often Mbeen studied and discussed.
Indeed, the religious aspects of Shakespeare's tragedies, in particular,
have been frequently dealt with, bt generaly with reference to
Hamlet, Otluello, and Macbeth but not with Kig Lear. The numerous
Christian references in these three tragedies have allowed them to be
considered as tales of «human destiny» described in Christian terms.
King Lear, on the other hand, has not received such attention, nor
does the play (on first reading it) seem to call for it. It is true thAt
some critics have aclowledged the impo1tance of the religious
references found in it, (1) yet no complete study has a yet been dedi­
cated fully to the study of the religious aspect of the play. Hence,
it is my intention to examine Kimg Lear, not in a generalized sense,
but instead to study the aspect of the play denoted by the teIm
«divine background».

TEis study has, in fact, been inspired indirectly by the chapter
on Religious Drama in H.D.F, Kitto's F'omm and Meaaing w Drama (2).
But I must emphasize the fact that Kitto meither analyses Kig Lear
as a religious play, nor does he alhde to it as a religious tragedy.
He does not even mention the play at all. But he has a comprehensive
theory dealig with reigious drama, in general and Greek drama in
particular The reason why I mention him at all in my study is that
I found his overall definition of Religious drama useful in so far as
it seemned to me to throw ligbt on and illuminate King Lenr. Hence I

(1) AC. BrAdle, for instance mentons that Nا Kلng Lear areterences t meliglouم
or Lrelgous beliets and feelings are more freguent than n لwsua1 و1 Shakespeare's trage­
dies, as frequent perhaps in كد hls final plwya. See A.C, Bradley, Shakempearهد 
Thgedy (ondon 1863), p.222.

(2) H.D.F. Kitt, Fo and Mلne ng M , raMف London 1950.



148

am making use of one aspect only of Kitto's theory and applying it
to Kig Lear. 'The analysis in this study as wel as the conclusion
that follows are entirely my own as distinet from that of Kitto.

It is Kitto's theory that 1cligious drama is distinct from secular
drama in the fact that the former's real focus is not the tragic hero,
in the Aristotelian concept of the term, but the «divine action». I do
not here intend to discuss Kng Lear in the light ٥f Kittos theory;°
for the play, generally speaking, is too rich and varied to confoIm
to Kitto's thesis. Instead, I propose to examine the aspect of the play
denoted by the phrase <divine background», as embodied in the medium'
of verbal references to the heavens, the gods, and al] the other forms
of supernatural elements that seem to control the destiny of men. This
has been done in the hope of proving that King Ler is a religious
rather than a secular play because its real focus is not on the hero;
Lear, but on the background of «divine action».

: ج:
S.L. Bethel, in an essay discussing the diabolic images in

Othello, (3) hows that the religious imagery not only contributes to
the development of the characters and the structure of the tragedy,
but also helps towards an understanding of the play. Hence, a study
of the bdckground of «dioine actiom» ( ه) in King Lcar may afford
something of the same guidance and give emphasis to a particular
reading of the play. In this, I hope, lies my contribution because
such a study as I propose attempts to deal with an important side of
the play which has been so far neglected.

 ج ج5ج

There is an obvious explanation why King Lear has been diffe­
rently treated from the rest of the tragadies : like all of the play's
sources except for the most immediate (5) it hدs a pagan setting, and
hence virtually no references to specifically Christian concepts. If
we compare Hamlet with Lear, we find that the former has 51 refe­
rences to heaven, 10 to hell, and 15 t٥ God, hereas the latter has

(3) S.L. Dethel, aShakespeare's Imagery : The Diabolle InAges in Othello», Shakes-.
peare Survey, 5 (1950).

(4) My underinlng.

(5) The Chronlele History of King Leir. For a full study of heا plays sourcE٤.
see W. Perrett «The Etory ot K gهل Lear trom Geoffrey ot Mbnmouth ;t ShekespeareBم
PaدeعL tra XV (1904).
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respectively 16, 1, and none. Christian teIms appear to be persist .
ently avoided, with the exception of some of the speeches of the dis­
guised Edgar ; and these wil be separately considered. «Heavens»
is freuently employed in place of «heaven» and words like «angel»
and «devil» rarely occur. Yet what Kitto sees as the one constant
in his idea of religious drama, «the assertion of a world-order, Sym­
bolized by the presence or activity of the gods» (6) is detectable in
King Lear. This world-order, however, is conveyed, not as in
Hamlet or Maebeth, by the physical presence of the supernatural or
as in Othello, by vivid images of angels and devils, but by the persis­
tent suggestion that the actions of all the characters arise from the
inflence of, or are to be judged in relation to, a baclground of sup­
emnatural or «divine» activity.

Within a monotheistic background the conception of evi is
constant and unanimous. In Othello, for example, where the con­
cept of evil is the same for all the characters, lago describes him­
self as a «divinity of helز », and we feel he knows, together with
Othella and Desdemona, the true nature ،of hell, But in King Lear
the charactens can only be described as «good» or «bad» according
to theLr relations to the g0ds ; for the concept of the gods here is
not a constant factor. Hence references to the gods in King Le
are immense in their diversity : they have no universally accepted
connotations. They an be instruments of justice, or authors of-
revenge ; they are even sometimes decribed as indifferent. Dn that
respect they are quite unlike those in any other of Shakrespeare's
plays. But diyine action is in some shape or other omnipresent,
and obvious particularly in the destiny of those characters who be­
tray no consciousness of it.

% ج ج

Indeed the background in King Lear is particularly important
owing to the fact that certain references made to it, contribute to-
ards dividing the characters into opposed extremes of «good» and

<evil». The balance of the play depends on this precarious opposi-­
tions of extremities of ،good» and evil mhich should be maintained
in any critical approach. Once the critic 1oses night of the shArp
and well-defined oppositions of these extremities, or attempt to
neutralize them, the balance of the play suffers immensely. This,.

(6) ,K ttoل Fore and Meanlng 1n Drama, p. 238.
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in fact, is a new element in Shakespeare's works (7), one perhaps
more linked with the later plays than with the tragedies. Some
Shakespearian critics, however, tend to neutralize these extIemes,
by arguing that Edmund is one of 'the most attIattive of the drcma­
tists villains, and that Lears Knights must have been a g2eat nuis­
ance to Goneril. Again Coleridge tries to e'aborate oa tiae «Hittle
faulty admixture of pride and sullenness» which he sees in Cordelia.
This and other criticAl tendencies, however, no doubt, seem to upset
the balance of the play. King Lear appears to me to be more ba}­
anced and thus more meaningful if the element of good as against
evil is stressed or maintained. 'The «bad» characters freguently
tunn out to be those who refer to the gods either disrcspectfuily or
rarely. For instance, Corwall as well as Oswald rarely allude to
the gods whereas Goneril mentions the only once where she chara­
cteristically swears «i5y my life» ; she does not say «by the gods»
or <by heaven». Her sister Regan unintentionally and instinctively
cries, eO the blest gods» (II.iv.166), (8) when Lear curses Goneil,
but does not mention them again in the play. Edmund, on the other
hand, alludes to the gods five times, becAuse it is in relation to his
attitude towards them that he is first contrasted with his father.
His allusions to the gods are significantly either flippant or lypocri­
tical and are always ،characteristie of his specific vision of the divine
forces. Ee, for example, flippantly urges the gods to «stand up
for bastards». (9) He also hypocritically mentions them twice in
the play ; first, after contriving Edgar's disgave he tells Glouceste1,
«I told them the revenging gods ) 'Gainst pariicides did Al their
thunders bend» (Ii.44) ; and second, when he is discussing Ergar's
treadheRy with Cornwall, he says, «0 heavens ; that this treason
were not, or not I the detector» (IIIv.11). It is significAnt, however,
that he does not refer to the gods at his death. Instead, his vision
of the divine forces controlling human destiny. embodies only an im­
personal Nemesis, an impartia} oddess ج Fortune ; he sums up hنs
creed in these Hast dying words : The ء wheel has come full circle ;
I am here» (V،iii.173). This conspicuously contrasts with his bro­
ther Edgar's preceding reference to the same subiect, «The gods are
just.»

Indeed, the universe that the «good» characters envisage is of-

(7) Se D.G. Jهa es, Thو Dreدm ٥f Leنme g (ORord, 195l), p. 85.
(8) Tha tet' o Rلng LEar used here is waken trom TAe ANden ShALespeare, eه 

by Kenneth Mulr ,L ndonم 1872.
(9) Edmund, by the wAy, 1s the oaly charecter who tends to treat te ds ع0 lightly

.nd disresectNullyه 

 ما
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ten subject to human supplication and prayer whereas that of the
evil characters is not. Hence, Cordelia, Gloucest.er, Lea, Edgar,
Albany, and Kent all pray for each other, whereas no &bad» chara­
cter piays or is prayed for. When Cordelia, rho is the cmbodiment
or the standard of goodness is referred to, she is often spolren of in
relation to the heavens or the gods. A gentleman describes her tears
falling «like holy water from her heavenly eyes» ; her father', Lear,
in his renovated state of wisdom, (1o) alhudcs to hen' perfection in
religious terms; hencE, to him, she is E «soUl in bhiss», a beneficent
spirit. Many other dascriptions of her are made i terms which
have theological connotatiions : speaking of her Kent says, The ء
gods to their dear shelter takce thee, maid» (Ii.181) ; and a gentle­
man says to her father : eThou hast one daughter / Who redeems
nature from the genemal curEe / Which Twain have bnought her to»
(IV.vi.202). Indeed, Cordelia's ow words and speeches throughout
the play emphasize this impression, More than once she prays the
gods and calls upon them to assist her in her sore need. For inst
ance, in her predicament over her sick father she invokes the gods
to cure him with these words :

0 you kind gods,
Cure this geat breach in his abused nature.
TH' untun'd and jrring sense, 0, wind up
Of thi child-changed father ! (IVvii, 14).

With the same ardent sincerity she invokes «All bless'd secrets } All
you unpublished virtues of the earاh» to «spring with» her tears to
be «aidant and remediate / In the good man's distress» (IY.iv.15)

Cordelia, the standard 0f goodness, is the only character whose
link with the «divine background» is all the time of this order.
However, in the last scenes of the play three otHer «good» claraC
terA seem to have a similar attitude to that of Cordelia, ; these are
Edgar, Kent and Albany. 0f the three it is Edgar who comes near­
est to share the same pious attitude as that of Cordelia. His speec­
hes throughout display a piety as remarkable, singleminded and con­
sistent as that of Cordelia. Again, it is he more than any other
aharacter in the play who best shows that he is consciously
religious». He refers to the incident of preserving his father's lifeء 

in religious terms caling it a miracle worked by Tbe ء clearest gods,
who make them honours / Of men's impossibilities» (IV.vi.73), and

{l0) It was Bredley who suggested that the play mlgbt be called ٠The Redemption
ot Klng Lear.
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he alludes to Gloucester's attempt at suicide in theological terms
describing it as a temptation by a fiend, a diabolical creature. Late
on, he twice begs his father to pray (IV. vi. 217, V. ii. 2). More
over, re perceive that the first accusation he directs against hi
brother, Edmund, is that he is «False» to his «gods» ; and in hi!
view both Edmund and Gloucester hve been tIeated by gods wh
are implacably absolute in their justice.

The gods are just, and 0f our pleasant vices
Make instrurnents to plague us ;

The dark and vicious place where thee he got
Cost him his eyes. (V. iii. 169).

Edmund accepts his brother's verdict but he interprets it in paga'
temms describing it simply as the hast turn of Fortune's wheel.

The second of the group approximating to Cordelia's standard o
goodness is Kent ; his attitude is constant and undeveloping. 0f th
three &good» characters, it is he who possesses most a proWerful sense 6
divine benevolence and whose actions seem to point out an inevitab]
feeling of a controlling world-order. He calls upon the gods t
1eceive Cordelia into their «dear chelter» ; he invokes «heaven's ber
ediction», and hopes that «The gods» would «rewad» Gloucester
<kindness». His most powerful cxpression of religious faith is see
in his declAration of the existence of a divie order mhich is implie
in even the most dire and terrible of events :

It is the Stars,
The stars above us, govem our conditions ;
Else one self mate and make could not beget,
SucA different issues, (IV. iii. 33)

Ken condemns t heن cruelty with which Goneri! and Regan treat the
father; and he akso regards Edmund's treatment of his fathe
Gloucester, as wicked. But he accepts this kind of cruelty as part t
the patter of human life and does not rebel against the forces whi4
have brought about such things to happen.

This same viewAlbany comes to accept in the end, This kind (
religious references he makes throughout the play show a change
attitude expressing a spiritual deveopment (11) culminating in th
knd of acceptance. At the beginning of the play we percei'
Albany's weakness, a weakness which is stressed the more as it

(I1) See L. Kirschbaum, aAل bany٥, Shakespeare Survey, 13 (1958), 20-1
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t against Goneril's strength ; when King Lear curses Goneril, his
3er daughter, Albany is appalled and cries, <Now, gods that we
ore, whereof comes this ? (Iiv. 288). After this very little is seen
him until he rises to sudden prominence in act four. Shakespeare

liberately chooses not to present hin at Gloucester's blinding scene,
that his commitment, either to his evil wife or to her enemies,

)uld appear to be delayed until the time that he leans of the deed.
hre he makes three important speeches ; in the fiIst he say ::

If that the Heavens do not their visible spirits,
Send quickly dow to tame these vile offences,
It will come,
Humanity must perforce prey on itseLf,

(٤i. 46.ike monsters of the deep. (IVد 

the Beond, he lets out :
See thyseif, devil

Proper deformity shows not in the fiend
So horrid as in woman. (IV. .i ز 59).

[ally, he cries out :

This shows you are above,
You 5usticers, that these our nether crimes,
So speedily an venge ! (IV. ii. 79).

fe Albany's utterances bear no doubtful meanings ; they are clear
} unambiguous. They express a faith that is as strong. as Kent's
, display a hope that is even greater than that of Ient. For
2reas Kent visualizes the force of life embodied «in stars» that
vemn our conditions», Albany sees it in «wisib'e spirits» sent domn
heaven to «tame ء our wile offences. We must also notice that in
antithesis he makes of heaven and hell, hell is shown as a chaos,

teakdown af order, wherehumanity. wil] «perforce prey on itsef)
monsters of the deep». He is tuthful and honest.enough to see
monstrosity in his own wife and to point out its significance by

pregnant epithet deri», rhich is unusual in Kig Lear. Later on,
ct V, scene iii, he seems to accept the death of bis wife Goneril,
her sister Regan, considering it as the just and fearful iudgment

he gods ; he describes this punishment in strong terms calling it
s judgment of the heavens, that makes us tremble» (12). In thisر 

:h he sees the workings of divine, absolute justice.

{12) Aet Y. i. 229.
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Herce both Kent and Albany express their fimm belief in the
divine intervention of the gods and their power to punish the Wile and
reward the good. This belief is even more deeply tooted in Edgar,
who is directly aware of this divine power of the gods. To him
tlese gods are neither harsh nor difficult to understand; they are,
on the contrary, impartially c .«ust ز

Indeed, the part played by Edgar is very important as it contri­
butes towards the tota] effect of the «divine background» of the play٠
Hence, a discussion of the speeches Edgar makes when he i disguisedك
in the person of Poor 'Tom is invaluable.

 ج ج%{

THe role of Edgar as Poor Tom is perhaps unigue in Shakespeare. THis
uniqueness lies not so much in the use of disguise which is a common
Shakespearian dramatic device, but rather in the divorcing of the spee­
ches made by Edgar in his own person from those made by him when
disguised as Poor Tom. It is rare in Shakespeare for the speeches a
character makes when in disguise to have almost no relation to those he
utters in his omn person. Yet. that appears to be the case with Edgar.
To begin with, Poor Tom does not stand for a single unified figure; he
signifies or represents three different symbols of spiritual poverty,
each is distinguished by a different type of language. 'Ths language,
however, which is clearly and obsessively religious in nature, is tAken
from a book, published only a few years before King Lear mas first
acted, in 1603 (13). This book is called A Declratiom of Egregius
Popish Tmpostres and is written by Samuel Harsnett, an anti-Catholic
priest It relates the story ofa false exorcism perfommed on a number
of househoRd servants by a Catholie preacher, who, the writer said, had
forced the young men to confess wntruthfuly to being passessed by the
devil. This, Harsnett claims, has been administered through sheer fear.
THat Shakespeare should have resorted to the use of such a recent book
as a source for his play, must have created in the Eliabethan audience
a strange effect. It must have seemed to them like «a timeless
parable» (4), whose views certainly seemed to appy directly to them-

Poor Tom, as mentioned before, combines in himself the signifi­
ance of three different aspects of poverty. 'The first of these is the
outer poverty. He is the emblem of the Elizabethan Bedlam Moeggar

(13) See K- Muir, «Samuel Harsnett and Hing Lear, RE.$, New Seres I (I951),
11-21٠

(14) The maL plot And characters belong to centures of old {oLk-lore tdlto..
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whoso outward appearance and aspect Edgar has sumulated. Here he
is seen as A victim of the savagery of mature, a prey of the evil that
reveals its effect in the shape of devils like Flibbertigibbet, who «begins
at curfew, and walks till the firEt cock; he gives the web and the pin,
squinies the eye, and makes the hare-lip; mildews the white wheat and
hurts tho poor creature of earth.» (15) Poor Tom is the victim of sucha
devil. Re alludes here to such physical defoImity as would perhaps
have been the cause of making great numbers of the beggars the outcasts
that they were, in a community that thought the physical condition was
a symbol of the spiritual. Hence, it follows that their fiend would ie 'a
creature who distorted their physical constitution and prevented them
from the source of healthy living.

The second aspect of Poor 'Tom is quite different. in many ways
from tنhe first and can harly be connected with it. It brings to mind
the devilish hero in Harsnett's book. He is the servant who painfully
affects the manners and behaviouI of a master, fastionable Flizabe­
than gentleman. As such he is a conventional object of ridicule to the
ELizabethans. Hence he is not a victim of evil but the symbol of evil
itself, the ewil of the ء superfluous and lustdieted man». He enumera­
tes the bad deeds he has performed as one who «served the lust of. my
mistress' heart, and did the act of darkness with her ; 8wore as many
oaths as 1 spake Words, and broke them in the sweet face of Heaven;
one that slept in the cohtriving of lust and wak'd t doم it». De proudly
chaims that he was «false of heart, light of ear, bloody of hand». (III.
iv. 84). This kind of evil man that Tom here describes befits the chara­
cteR of Edmund, Goneril and Regan. It is the character which King

himself denounces when he speaks about iustice in Aet IV. Sceneعتما 

Behold yond simp'ring dame,
Whose face between her forks presages 8now ;
That mince virtue and does shake the head
To hear of pleasure's name ;
THe fitchew nor the soiled horse goes to't
With a more riotous appetite.
Domn from the waist they are Centaurs,
Though women all above : (11. 117 f£).

The third a pectق of Poor Tom is difficult to indentify for, unlike
the other two, it takes no definite form, Dut stands for the -unaccommo ء

(1٥ Act n, Seiv, 11. 112 ٤t.
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1ated» man. As in the first a8pect, here Poor Tom is a beggar ; but
1nlike the second he has been a servant. In other woIds, Poor 'Tom
here truly symbolizes the «superfluous» upstart serving man. His
:onsciousness of life seems to be utterly limited by his complete dep­
rivation of amy possession, either physical or spirituai. Hence he is
AMare of the forces that control life, only in so far as they ioin
1ands to persecute him. He ironically repLesents the concept of
Lear when he talks of man, man who lives on the filth of the earth, man
mhose life is «cheap as beasts», and who wears clothes that ء very
10gs disdained», who owes the ء worm no silk, the beast no hide, the
sheep no wool, the cat no perfume.» Hence Poor 'Tomn's impact on
:he final concept of King Lear's «divine background» is most striking ;
is attitude has a dual effect : for- while the concepts of contemporary
Ritch-lore and diabolism which he sets forth belong to Christianity
n a particular phase, his notion of Ian as a weak creAture competely
1t the mercy of destructive and hostile forces is timeless. These two
iistinctive attitudes seem to be, in a way, the outer extremes in the
ramerork of the religious ideas in King Lea.

 ج بخ±

Lear and Gloucester, however, are the two chief clIaracters
ingled out as showing a noticeable development in their religious
ttitudes. As the play proceeds each begins to display an awarene8sن 
f the universe around him to such a degree that he comes to repentر 

-f and to deliberately abandon the view he maintained at the beginر 
ng of the play, They are similar in many ways but whereas Lear
ttains full insight defining his attitude to the gods, Gloucester's
nsight is only half coRsciously realized; for he dies groping after
١ truth that Lear comes to supersede.

Indeed, Lear's basic view of the universe undergoes a violent
:hange following each frsh catastrophe. At the beginning of the
lay, in the first and second acts, he swears by pagan gods and pray5د 

:o nature. We have him, at one timne, for example, ctrsig «by the
acred radiance of the sun». But a shift is noticeable i the third
1ct, where he connects thc heavens with the idea of justice. It is
ot until we reach Act V, however, that we come to realize the tremen­
Lous development in his reLigious attitude and the extent of Bis newiy
Icguired awareness of life and the universe around him. In the final
Act Lear feels hirself truly «allied» with, rather than «opposed» to,
he gods and the heavens. •

Lear, none the less, is from the very beginning continually
:onscious of the gods but his vision of them differs according
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to his state of mind and varies with his mood. When angry or
miserable, in need of plysical strength or spiritual assistance, his
immediate reaction is to invoke the supernatural. His first mention
٥f the supemnatural is associated with a divine setting completely
unrelated to that which he evolves in the end. His finst allusion to
the gods is in connection with his youngest daughter, Cordelia. He
8wears by the gods to disow her :

For, by the sacred radiance of the sun,
The mysteries of Hecate and the night,
B all the operation of the orbs.
Rrom whom we do exist and cease to be,
Hera I disclaim all my patennal care,
Propinquity and property of blood,
And as a stranger to my heart and me
Hold thee from this for eve1. (I. i. 108).

As is obvious, this curse is connected mith the concept of a natural
order. But we must also remember that the curse of a daughter
may seem to the Elizabethans to be a most unnatural thing. Lear is
swearing by the natural and social order to disomn or cast off a
daughter : a mast unnatural procedure. And here Les the paradox
which is at the heart of the play and which appears continualy in
L ear'sم chief utterances on Justice. 'The powers Lear calls up in this
cuse are referred to as supernatural forces, manifested in the my­
sterious workings of nature. 'Taking the form of planetary influence
they do not deliberately set thenselves against human kind but stand
aloof. Yet these forces control man's birth and death and reaffirm
the curees of a man against his fellow men. To LEAR they appar­
ently have as yet no other role to play. Indeed, all lis first allusions
to the supernatural take the shape of curses. For example, in Act; 1,
scene iv, me hare a terrifying curse directed against Goneril, remind­
ing us of the earlier curse on Cordelia. Here he involres Nature to
<convey sterility» on his ungateful daughter :

Hear, Nature, hear ; dear GoddeRs, hear.
Suspend thy purpose, if thou didst intend
T٥ make this creatue fruitful !
Mnto her womb convey sterility !
Dry up in her the organs of increase,
And from her derogate body never spring
A Mbabe to honour her ! (I. iv. 274) (16).

(16) Besldes sueh vtolent curSes we also meet wlth little oaths lledNow, by
Apollo», or Byه JupItem, aDArkness ndه devils.
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Lear's curse here teems with contradictory meanings and is characteri­
zed by irony. At the beginning 0f the curse he reminds us of
Edmund's words mhen he invokes nature to support and assist him
in accomplishing an unnatural deed, that of proceeding to cheat his
own father, whereby he says : €Thou, Nature art my goddess ; ;to
thy law/ My services are bound» (I. ii. 1). But whereas to Edmund
the word «g0odess» suggcsts merely an abstract idea or a symbol, to
Lear it is a deity, ironically .fernale ج Lear's «goddess», the poerfu]
supernatural force whicH brings about fertility, is called upon to bning
about sterility on his daughter; she is in charge of the earth and its
fertilit.y. Lar curses Goneril once more ; yet Lefore doing s0 he
invokes «Sweet heavens» to protect him from madness : «O let me
not be mad, not mad, sweet heavens ;/ Keep me in temper; I would
not be mad» TI v. 42). Here we detect a note of humility and pain
This pathetic prayer, however, i soonق followed up by a passionate
curse again directed against Goneril. Lear invokes Nature or the
Natural powers t blast and destroy Goneril's youth and beauty and
irrfect heI eyes with blindness :

You nimble lightnings, dart your blinding flares
Into her scornful eyes ! Infect her beauty,
You fen-sucl'd fogs, draw by the pow'Iful sun,
To fall and biister her ! (II. iv. 168).

But when Lear is defeated in his purpose and the blind forces of
natتu e refuse to gTant him his wish and circumstances begin to get
morse for him, he becomes subdued and appeals for divine help and
assistance; he cries out pathetically

O heavens,
If you do love old men, if your sweet sway,
ALlow obedience, if you yourselves ane old,
Malre it your cause ; send doMn and take my part

(IL. iv. 188)

There is an unmistalable change of attitude here ; the supernatural
forces t hatن he invokes in his former violent attack on Goneril are
blind and destructive forces, whereas the powers he calls upon now
(in the above context) are visualiaed in a different light : they are
characterized by pity, compassion and «seen SWey« ;tط ey succumb to a
well-disciplined order. But there still is a kinlr hetreen the two
attitudes ; for the powers Lear invokes in both cases seem to be on
his side. He even suggests that he has authority over them. He
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declares that he does not intend to curse Coneril once more ; but im­
plies that he could, if he wished to, cause her harm and that such
poweI3 are obedient to him :

But TLE not chide thee ;
Let shame come when it will, I do not call it;
I do not bid the thunder-bearer Ehoot,
Nor tel tales of thee to high-judging Jove.

(IL iv. 223)
At a later crucial stage, When he undergoes severe suffering at the
hands of his second daughter, from whom he expects a greater kind.
nes8, he relinquishes this arrogant attitde and moves tomard a greateT
humility. When faced with the same filial ingratitude and cruelty
at the hands of Regan, Lear does not resort to violent. curses as he
ould have done before, but begs the heavens» for patience and

strength (17) to bear up with his tribulations :

You Heavens, give me that patience, patience I need
You see me here, you Gods, a poor old man,
As full cf grief as age; wretched in both.
If it be you that stir these daughters' hearts,
Against their father, fool me not so much
To bear it tamely. (II. iv. 269)

These words indicate a noticeable development in Lers general
attitude ; he for the first timne in the play, admits of his lowhiness and
incapacity to ،command the gods. He even concedes that these gods
are in full control over him, and that they can if they choose, oppose
and work against him, This significantly happens just before he los
his reAson. (18) When he after that associates himself with the supe.
natural forces, he does so in a very different mood.

It is significant that before Lear becomes mad, nature also loses
its harmony Kent declares that the raging violence of the Btorm
and «the wrathful skies» are unprecedented : «man's nature cannot
carry/ TH' aftlietion nor the fear» (IIL. ii. 43). The gods are deli­
berately manifesting thcir power in this double chaos. That Lear
i consciousف of this cannot be doubted; foR the «natre» images he
uses anticipate that double chaos in nature and in man. It is also

(17) He doso not a fomerlyه demand justlce or Assistance but craves tor the capaelty
«to beer it tAmely.

(18) Here we are reminded of K, Muirs double parador «af reason In madness and
madne3s in reAsoد» See K. Muir, L troductionم ta the Arden Eaitlon of Bلng Lcar, 1972,Iv.
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clear in the religious terminology with which he comes increasingly
togive vent to his ideas. The problem of divine justice seems to 1ule
his thoughts and occupy his mind in his later moments of sanity ;
hence he visualizes the stoIm as an expression of the wrath of the
gods against those who try to dioobey their commands or defy their
holy orders

Let the great God,
That keep dreadful pudder er' ه our heads,
Find out their enemies now. 'Tremble, thou wretch,
That hast within thee undivulged crimes,
Unwhipp'd of Justice; hide thee, thou bloody hand.
Thou perjur'd, and thou simular of virtue.
That art incestuous .٠0... F am a man
More sinn'd against than sinning. (III. ii. 49)

Lear recognizes in the Bedlam beggar a living example of the poverty
he has Pbeen pitying and he identifies that «poor, bare, forked animal»
with himseLf. Stripped of his pride, stripped of everything except
the bare necessities, «man's life is cheap as beast's.» Hence Lear
becomes aware of the common humanity he shares with the poo1,
miserable wretehes. He exhorts pomp to «shake the superflux to
hem» ; and as Gloucester, he preaches eruaHity on earth to show the
1bsolute justice of the heavens :

Take physic, Pomp ;
Expose thyseLf to feel what wretches feel,
That thou mayst shake the superflux to them,
And show tHe Heavens more just. (III iv, 33)

But he also visualizes in Poor 'Tom the image of his omn cause ;
thus he most dramatically moves from tle genera] to the particular
and his conception of the supernatural concentrates on the local' rather'
than the universal. For seeing Poor Tom, he asks, cWhat, have his
daughters brought him to this pass ?». (ILI. iv 62) Also a little
hater, Tor's distracted words about foul fiends that bite his back
xcite in his mind an image of his cruel daughte1's Goneril and Regan
eing punished for their ewil in a typically Elizabethan hell : «To have
thosand with red burning spits/Come hissing in upon'em-» (IIL.

i. 15). In short, his mind becomes obsessed mith this one idea and
s his insanity grows more marked, his speeches also, hile the mad

'om, become increasingly expressive of the concept of hell as expound-
ed by Harsnett, eRposed by Shakespeare and shared by theElizabethan
audience. Lear condemns sex partly because, like the popular mor-
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alists of the time, he sees in women the cause of his predicament :
sexual desire is to blame for the birth of unnatural children like hi8
ungrateful daughteIs ; and his thoughts are diverted from the par­
ticular case of himself and his daughters ta the general condition of
womanhood. Generalizing he perceives in «woman» the embodiment
of hell :

Down from the waist they are Centaurs,
Though women all above :
But to the girdle do the Gods inherit,
Beneath is all the fiend's : there's lell, there's darkness,
TLere is the sulphurous pit-burning, scalding,
Stench, consumption - (IV. vi. 123).

In this violent denunciatory harangue, we can detect the two «voices»
of Lear : the voice of the pagan-king and that of the Christian priest.
In one way Lear here is still the pagan sovereign who once invoked
the forces of nature to bring domn woe on his daughter and who
beseeched Apollo to inflict vengeance on the wrong-doers. In another,
he is the Christian priest, who condemns sinners and wrong-doers
for committing that which deprives tlem of everlasting bliss, turning
them into beasts and monsters of the deep. In short, LAear here dwells
on the kind of «divine background» related to human affairs which
the Elizabethan audience would have found most relevant and meaning­
ful.

It is not until a little later that we notice a development ii Lear's
attitude : that occurs when he meets with Cordelia, his third
daughter, and a reconciliation takes place. He for the first time becomes
aware of hell not as embodied in his two vicious older daughters but
in himself. This new attitude comes from his awareness 0f the true
character of Cordelia and his new perception of the relationship
betwreen them, 'This consciousness brings about a balance in his
characte1, a balance that is, no doubt, accompanied by a p:inful pro­
cess; so that he is resurTected as a new man. It is then that we
hear hi admitting the paiful truth about himself and declaring.
the true worth of Cordelia :

THou art a soul in bliss; butI am bound
Upon a wheel of fire, that mine own tears
Do seald like molten lead. (IV. vii. 46)

The change is ummistakable ; he is now penitent and humbly admits
that the daughter he has cursed, banished, and described as «a wretch
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mhom Nature is ashamed./ Almost t'acknowledge hers,» (19) has
now become to him «a soلu in bliss,» and he is nothing but «a very
foolish fond old man.» (IV. vii. 60). His tears «scald» him but
with Cordelia's reunion new «blessed vitues» will arise out of the
earth. 'The feeling of penitence and 1epentance which have started
Just before his madness become, now that he is restored to sanity, an
experience as agonizing as that of passing througl purgatory.. Yet
the tremendous suffering he has een ا though is far greater than what
he, in fact, deserves and the new life he finds after his absolution
does not lead to joy, but to greater suffering. Ln this complicate
picture me are conscious of two opposing concepts, running side by
side : the Christian and the non-Christian. 0n the one hand, the
5uffering that leads to bliss is a Christian ecncept and Lear's use of
٩ords like «soul» and «bhiss» are quite appropiate here. 0n the
other, the image of the «wheel of fire» is a symbol of endless 2gony
which is a non-Christian concept. AE K. Muir remarks, the image
«expresses the suffering not only of Lear, but of man; and the suffer­
ing itself perhaps more important than- its causes» (20) Hence the
suffering Lear bears seems to be not for his sis alone but for all
humanity.. Nerertheless what this last speech implies (21) i consistentك
with the one that follows, although a huge spiritual progress occus
in between the two speeches. After the reconcilation scene Lear Say5
to Cordelia, :

Come, let's away to prison ;
W two alone will sing lie birds ' the cage
When thou dost ask me blessing, ILl Hneel down,
And ask of thee forgiveness : so we'll Iive,
And pray, and sing, and tell old tales, and laugh
At gilded butterflies, .
And take upon's the mystery of things.
Aع وi we weIe God's spies. (V. iii. 8).

Hence, Lear considers his impisonment with Cordelia a new kind
of liberty, whereby he and his beloved daughter wil] «sing like birds
i' the cage» - we notice that the duality still persists. Lear visuAli­
.2es a new kind of future with Cordelia, where they hoth will excise
a new kind of freedom in the service of the g0ds. They wilk take

(19) Aet 1. 1. 211.
(20) SeA R. Muir, Introductlon to the Arden Edition ot Flng Lear, 1872, TV.
،(2I) 1 refenlng عه to LEAR'S speech which beglns by eddressing his daughter

rCordelia as a ه soul in bllss» tAet TV. vii. 46 -48.

 ق
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upon them «the mystery of things», as if they were «God's (22) spies»­
In other Words, they will lool dow on earthly things in a detached
way and will no longer be part of them. At this point thie develop­
ment of Lear's religious awareness is at its highest peakr : his intense
suffering and immense injustices have disappeared gmadually into the
vagueness 0f the long and ugly past. So it is not surprising to heaI
him mumuring, as though to himself : «Your sisters/Have, as I do
remember, done me mrong, (23) as though he was remembering an
unpleasant dream. Even Edmund's command to the officers and
soldiers to «Take them away» to prison, does not seem to affect the
4resurrected» Lear, who, uconscious of what is being said, goes on
hopefully :

U ponت such sacrifices, my Cordelia,
The gods themselves throw incense. (V. iii. 20).

Their reunion is so exhilarating that tHe old king visualizes it as a
divine act sanctifying him and Cordelia. We now see the clase contact

- between Lear and the controlling power of the gods. In his and
Cordelia's renunciation of the world, he fids his succour and salvation.

Yet Lear's quoted speech is all the more tragic and powerful
owing to the heart-rending irony of the situation which accompanies
it and follows close upon it. For we cannot help seeing that Lear's
wonderful dream can never be realized on earth. We do not even
need Edmund to remid us of the bitter irony. THhe painfu] self­
assurance with which Lear himself ends up his speech makes this
horrifying fact all the more poweIful :

(22) TBis is the only time in the play Where the slngular fom of @Godn occuns.
Kenneth Muir, in his «Arden Shakespeare» edition (open University Set Books, 1972),
p. 188, uses «Godsx, empleining in the foot note that .since «There is no apostrophe in F
or , 0م he foLaws Perett «in assuming thAt Shaلespeare intended the plurel since He was
wTiting of a pagan world. On the other hand, J. Dover WiIson, in hls Neبw Cambrdge
Edition of Lear (ntroduction), considers ht sن sIngular Lnstance out of keeping with the
rest of the [lay, whieh in bts opinion Is a pagan play. Ln bis iew this soLitary Chrstian
reference Ehors cShakespeare's carelessnesهs . No doubt, tbis instance is unsual but
I believe it is wnlikely that Shakespeare should commlt such a acarelesss mistAke at
such a point in the play. If it means anything, it rather suggests Lears close link
wit the controlling power of the hearens. Hence the reference seems to me to embody
the dual eRtremities contained in the frameRork of the play. For even if Shakespeare
intended the word «God t beم in the singular, the referenee of the whole, does not
constitute An orthodar Chrstian bellef.

(23) Aet. TV. vi. 72 1.
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Have 1 caught thee ?

He that parts us shall bring a brand upon heaven,
And fire us hence like foxes. Wipe thine eyes.

(V. ii. 21).
3evertheless, Cordelia dies and they are partedl. The irony is all the
more poignant owing to Albany's prayer for her (24), the very moment
that her father comes in carrying her dead body and howlig with-
agony :  ه

Howl, homl, howl, howl !0, you are men of stones !  ه
Had I your tongues and eyes, I'd use them so
That Heaven's vault should c1'ack. She's gone for eveI. «

(V. ( .ننز257
The intensity of such agonizing and agonized cry gives a powerful
effect of the feeling of injustice which the oldking experiences by
the death of his youngest chid. Other instances of the same irony
of fate is seen in the case of GloucestEr, (25) who dies through
Fdgar'E «fault». This fault could have easily been evaded. Hence,
it appears that both Lear and Cordelia meet their end as a result of
Edmund's undue delay Another example of irony is seen in Kent,
who although true and .loyal to the end, never receires due recognition
from his beloved master. 'The wicled characters all die (as. Albany
rightly suggests), manifesting the ejudgment of the heavens» in
action, whereas the forces which have controlled the lives and deaths
0f Lear and Cordelia. appear to function in a manner that is much
leSs wary and cautious, almost, indeed, as capricious and despotic as
Kent hints when he says near the end of the play tltat «If Fortune
brag 0f Two she lov'd and hated, / One of them we behold»
(V. ii. 279).

: بيو بم:
It is Kent, however, who mnakes one of the last religious refer­

ences in the play. When he sees the distracted Lear entering with
the dead body of Cordelia in his arms, he inquires witE bitterness
and irony, «ls this tHe promised end ?» To which Edgar says, «0r
image of that horror ? Albany د adds, «Fall and cease». (26) These

(24) Albany sAys, «The gods deferd her, ]ust before LeAr re-enters wit the corpse
Ln h1 arms.Albany's و prayer for Cordelia brings to mind other exAmples ot Irony In
the ،play : for example, Kents prayer for Gloucester, whereby he invokes the gods to
reward the old man's kindness, uttered just before Gloucester becomes blind.

(25) Cf. ln «Some Apects of the Style of Iig LcAr,» Sbakespeare Survey, 13
(1958), p. 50, W.M.'T. Novottny, clelms that these iistances are «aimed at intensity
rather than the strcture of an eRperienG8

(26) Ae V. Vii. 263 265,
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references remind us, perhaps, of Doomsday as prophesied by St,
Mark, in the New Testament, chapter xiii, verses 8-13. Markr writes :

«Now the brother shall betray the brother to death, and the
father the son; and the childIen 8hall rise wp against their
parents and cause them to be put to death. And ye shall
be hated of all men for my name's sake; but he that hall
endure unto the end, the same shall be saved». (27).

THis prophecy brings to mid Glaucester's own words at the beginning
of the play, when he Says :

These late eclipses in the sun and moon portend no good
to us : though the wisdon of Nature can reason it thus and
thus ،.. We have seen the best of our time : machinations,
hollowness, treachery, and all ruinous disorders follow us
disquietly to our graves.» (I. ii. 100 f£)

St. Mark, horeve1, ends his prophecy by predicting that those who
bear up patiently and endure to the end shall be «aved». And we
observe that the «good» characters in King Lear hae endured, and
have accepted tEeiY fate. Albany, Kent and Edgar all have suffered
patiently, without compiaint. 'They have never grumbled gainst the
inز ustices of the gods, or the heavens. They even have confommed to
the gods' cruel order and authority and recognized the eRistence and
superiority of the «justiceIs» in the heavens, whereas Lear and Glouce­
ster were easiy irritated iby them ; they often complained and were
rebellious.

: مج ;ج
Yet Iike Lear, Gloucester develops in hs awareness of the universe

to such an extent that he too comes to regret his former attitude and
willingly gives up the attitudes which he upheld at the beginning of
the play. However, Gloucester dies groping after a truth that Lear
comes to supersede. When we first meet with Gloucester, he is spiri­
tually 'overbearing, arNogant and presumptuous. His allusions to the
gods reveal a character that is oddly divided upon itself : for, while
his trust in the gods, in the belief that they support all his acionDs, is
so strong that he describes them as «Kind»; yet he is extremely
superstitious ; and his presumption is see in his foolish pride of the
birth of his illegitimate son. Indeed, his spiritual blindness and in­
capacity to see the truth remain unchanged till the third act, when
his physical blindness hakes his former confidence i himself.
Through this agonizing experience he, for the first time, comes to

 م-
(27) St. Mark, TBe New Testament, ch. .i لاiت 81.
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see the truth. Fe is tied up, insulted and cruelly treated in his own
house. His idignation reaches its climax when he is dragged into
the room where Regan and her followers are consulting ; but his reac­
bion to this unfair treatment is strangely toned down and qualified by
his instinctive use of the characteristic word «kind ء

By the kind Gods, 'tis most ignobly done
To pluck me by the beard. (ILI, vii. 85)

Nevertheless, Gloucester's confidence in the Gods and his faith
in the existenee of a higher iustice are not yet completely disrupted ;
for he can still appeal to «The winged vengeance» to «overtake such
children» (III. wii. 64). The words of Gloucester, however, betray an
unmistakable feeling of bittemness ; it i aك cry for vengeance against
those «cuel» children. (28) Hence his attitude reveals a shifl 0f
orientation towards a harsher position. The word «winged» itself
has a pagan implication for it suggests retribution. But his agoniaing
cry when Cornmall plucks out his eyes «Give me help !0 cruel !
0 you Gods ! ( دم) conveys Suffering that is free from rebuke.
Moreover, when he is just informed of Edmund's treacherous trick,
his faith in himself is badly shattered, but his confidence in the gods
still persists. His reaction to the bitter nws of Edmund's mean
trieachery is somewhat unexpected : the sad truth seems to sober him ;
for his first thought is not for hismelf but for his wronged son, Edgar,
for ho cries out :

0 my follies ! Then Edgar mas abus'd.
Kind Gods, forgive me that, and prosper him

(III. wii. 89)

As we see, the word «kind» is here again evocative, and particularly
so because Gloucester uses it for the first time with full awareness of
its implications.

After this incident, we notice an unmistakAble development in
Glouceters attitude; for he never regains his forer self-confidence.
What is more, his self-assurance is transformed into a deep despair,
not only for himself but for the whole of humanity, who is represented
collectiively as a pastime for the gods :

As flies to manton boys, are we to th' Gods ;
They kill us for their sport. (IV. i. 36).

{28) C. «Ibe Epistle ot Paul The Aposte to the RoDanه», THe NeM Testمصeit,
.ch. 12, verses 17 9.

(29) Act. I. sc wi : 1. 68.

 ه
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These are perhaps the most pessimistic words in the whole play, uttered
by Gloucester at his most vulnerable and wretched state, when he
meets the disguised Edgar on the heath. The gods that Gloucester
visualizes here are the mone terrible in so far as they are considered
as beings who are deliberately spiteful and actively wanton and cruel
like children. They are not merely powErs endowed with impersonal
،cruelty or maligity but they are forces which set thenselves on pur­
pose to harm human beings. Yet here it is essential to notice that
throughout this scene, whatever Gloucester says, must be qualified by
the irony of the situaنt ion. For the argument upon which he bases
his proposition is that his son, Edgar, has been lost to him for ever
through his ow spiritual blindness. He now mourns because he
Was unable to see the true worth of Edgar. But he is unable to per­
ceive that another blindness, this time physical, has prevented him
from seeing that the man to whom he is complaining is his own son
Edgar. Another ironical situation that is closely linlred with that
one is mhen Gloucester describes Poor 'Tom as one «Whom the
heay'ns' plagues/ Rave humbled to all strolres.» (30), Here Gloucester
is unAmare that these same mords apply to his son, Bdgar. The irony
here is that cthe plague» that has «humbled» Edgar is in reaiity the
.gullibility of Gloucester himself.

Gloucester's attitude to the heavens, even after his blinding, does
not change radicaly ; for he still considers the gods or the heavens
as the means by which order and justice can be achieved. He is
affected by the nakedness and wretchedness of Poor Tom in the same
way as Lear is by the Foo] and he calls for equal distribution of wealth
among all men :

Heavens, deal so stil! !
Let the superfluous and lustdieted man,
ThAt slaves your ordinance, that will not see
Because he does not feel, feel your power guickly,
So distribution should undo excess,
And each man have enough٠ (IV.i. 65)

We se Gloucester painfully learning misdom and rising in moral
،stature; for he is nowr capable of hearing «The still Ead music of
humanity, / Nor harsh, nor grating, though of ample power/ To
chasten and subdue» (31) His disinterestedness helps him to sypa-
 لاء

(30) I7.1. 63 64.
(3l) From Wordsworh's Tlntem Abhey, Wordsworh'و Poestleهl Worوk , ed. E.

De Selincourt, Oxfor, 1940 , ب1949 vol. il: p. 259.
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thize with the suffering of humanity symbolized in Poor Tom; yet
he has no moRe hope in the possibiity of divine help for himself. (3»).

THe bitter and wretched loud protest against the harshness of the
gods is rendered less sharp by the hopeless acceptance that follows
immediately :

0 you mighty Gods !
THis world I do renounce, and in your sights
Shake patientiy my great affliction off ;
If I could bear it longer, and not fall
To quarrel with your geat opposeless wills,
My snuff and loathed part of natue should
Burn itself out. (IV. vi. 34).

Feeling utterly despondent and defeated by the unconquerable omni­
potence 0f the gods he gives way to his wretchedness and prepares t
commit suicide. 'The seeming miracle (33) of his deliverance momen­
tarily renews his hope and he determines to put up with his woTldly

(Affliction till it do cry out itself/ Enough, erougH' and die.»  ء3)
'There is a relapse, howeve1, when the wretched Gloucester meets mith
the distracted Lcar in all his madness. 'The experience of that
«side-piercing sight» Ehakes him to the core and he agzin begs the
gods, whom he now significantly calls «ever-gentle», (35) to bring
aEout his death promptly before he again is tempted to kill himself.
And, when Edgar offers a hand to help him, he prays that the
«bounty and the benison of Heaven», wilI be his lot; but his ow
feelings for himself are of a different kind, for he cries desperately

The King is mad : howw etiff is my vile sense
That I stand up, and have ingenious feeling
0f my huge sOrIows ! Better I were distract
So should my thoughts be sewer'd from my grief,
And Woes by wong imaginations lose
THe knowIedge of themselves. (IV. vi. 276).

(32) Giving to Poor Tom money, he significantly says :
«Here, take this purse. thou whom the heav'ns' plagues
Hare humabled to a lل strokes : tnt I amn wretched
Males thee the happier .٠.٠-0٠٠ » (V. 1. 63),

(33) Act I7. w1. 65.
(34) Act IV. v1. 76.
(35) Act I7. 7. 214. Ihe desciptlon «eYer-geatle» uggests ة Gloucesters deslr

to conciliate or win over the gods from hostllty.
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An 'even greater feeling of despair is expressed later on when he hears
of the misfortune befalling King Lear and his daughter, Cordellia.
F'or when Edgar offers to lead him aay to a safe place he ejaculates :

«No further, sir; a man may rot even here».
(٧. ii. 8)

These sad and despairing words are nearly the last we hear from him
in the play. When we next hear of him, it is when Edgar gives us
the account of bis death ; we are told that «bis flaw'd heart,/ Alack,
too weak the conflict to support / "Twixt two extremes of passion,
ioy and grief,/ Burst smilingly.» (30).

Gloucester dies «smilingly», yet we feel that the calamity might
have been avoided had Edger revealed his true character to his father
earlier. Gloucesten has met ith a cruel and 1uthless end, although
he, of all the other chAracters, is the one wbo persistently believed
in the benevolence of the gods. (37) Yet we must take into considera­
tion the fact that he prayed for death, that he was old, and that
،death did not overake him except when his one wisl, to be Ieunited
with his son Edgr, had been gTanted. Such considerations alone
are enougb proof to 1efute his former premise that the world is
governed by forces oi gods like wanton loys, who kill us for their
sport. The force of this fact becomes even clearer when we realize
tbat it may even be that Gloucester is finally confirmed in his fim
belief that the gods are fair, and even krind»; for they granted his
wish, and be died «smilingly.»

١٥ »ت »بي و4 م٩ ا ه3 م
٣ ة٠ اؤه٣٦ ا

Thus the structure of Kimg Lecr coes not deny the existece of'
a world-order goveTned by gods, who are not actively cruel or spiteful
as thoughtless children, yet it allows the imnocent to suffer. 'The
suffering and the death of Cordelia, who is perfectly «good», is pro­
bably the most difficult of all to justify. Nevertheless, all the good
characters die in a spirit of acceptance. None reels. True, Oswald
describes his death as «untimely ء ; but the destiny of most of the
good characters though, at times, is accompanied by the sense of
irony (which is often stressed rather than given a false lustre), leaves
no impression of this cuntimeliness» at their deaths. Perhaps the
comment which H.D.F, Kitto makes on Greek tragedy may be rele­
want here; he writes

(36) Act V. .L لا 195,
(37 Ercept for one temporery loud protest agalnst the lnjustice ot the g0ds, Glouces­

ter has been the strongest of all the other hls ا falth in the RodA
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«In these plays, the innocent do suffer, and their suffering
is not 'revolting' ; and the reason for this is that their suffer­
ing is seen to be part of a world-order, which, though not
always beneficent, is at least intelligible.» ( ة8)

The permanent and persisting presence of this rorld-oIder, seen
in the chAracters' continual consciousness of the gods and their in­
fluence on human hife, has been noticed at every stage of the action
in Kig Lear. 'The terms Shakespeare uses to signify this world-view
varies : sometimes he takes it from pagan sources (which are found
in folkr-lore) ; at others, he derives it fiom Christian theology ; but
mat of the time he uses more generalizsd sources, Hence, although
Kig Lear's «divine baclrgTound» does Tot have the same coherence
which characterizes Greelr tragedy, nor (which is perhaps more sig­
nificant), doe it have the coherence of Shakespeare's other tragedies
yet the play is religious rather than secular in the sense that its real
focus is not on the hero but on the «baclrground of divine action».
This baclground is constructed by repeated suggestiona that the actions
of all the characters are to be in connection with an ordered system of
supeInatural or divine activity. Attitudes towards the supernatura]
divide the characters into extremes of good and evil. Good characters
refer to the gods quite freguently ; they call upon then for assistance
and invoke them in prayer. Whereas bad characteIs ranely refer to
the god3 and mnoEt of their alluEions betray a feeling or disrespcct oi
frivolity. Religious allusions establish Cordelia as a paragon of
goodness, and Albany, Kent and Edgar finally approach her be:ief
in a, recognizable world-order. Lear as well as Gloutcester show com­
plete change of attitude as the play develops : Gloucester from super­
stition to a deeply felt belief in divime justice, Lears from pagan
pride to sanctification. 'The fact that these characters could 8urvive
and even come to accept without much resentment oY rebellion the
cruel justice of the heavens is a vindication of a world-order which,
though not beneficent, is «intelligible».

(38) H.D.٤. KItto, Fom and Meanlng 1n DrAصa, p. 236.

<
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