What every diehard King Lear fan should know…
Publication information

· King Lear was written between 1604 and 1606, after King James I of England (also known as King James VI of Scotland) ascended the English throne (1603). (FYI – King James just so happened to attend a performance of the play at Whitehall on December 26, 1606

Sources
· Shakespeare's play is based on various accounts of the semi-legendary Celtic figure Leir of Britain, whose name may derive from the Celtic god Lir/Llŷr (personification of the sea).

· Shakespeare's most important source is probably the second edition of The Chronicles of England, Scotlande, and Irelande by Raphael Holinshed, published in 1587. Holinshed himself found the story in the earlier Historia Regum Britanniae by Geoffrey of Monmouth.

Settings

· The action takes place in Ancient Britain. The places include the castles of King Lear and the Earl of Gloucester, the palace of the Duke of Albany, a forest, a heath, a farmhouse near Gloucester’s castle, a French camp near Dover, a British camp near Dover, and fields near Dover. 
Themes
· Appearance versus reality 

· Justice 

· Compassion and reconciliation 

· The natural order vs. Fate
Motifs:
(Recurring elements and patterns of imagery in King Lear which support the play's themes)

· Nature 

· Blindness 

· Parent / child relationships 

· Clothing and nakedness 

· Betrayal 

· Madness
Stylistic elements

· Invective - abusive, reproachful or venomous language used to express blame or censure

· Paradox

· Animal imagery - King Lear contains more references to animals and the natural world than any other Shakespeare play.
Keep in mind…
· .The first scene of Act 1 resembles a legal proceeding that determines the rightful heirs of a decedent’s estate.  In this case, however, the “decedent,” Lear, is alive, acting as arbiter. According to English law, the firstborn male would automatically inherit Lear’s possessions, including the crown. Since Lear has fathered only females, he has decided to parcel out his kingdom before his death to his three daughters, granting the largest part of his property to the daughter who loves him most.  (Shakespeare’s audience was keenly aware of the problems that could arise when a king failed to produce a male heir. After all, the memory of the turmoil after the death of Henry VIII in 1547 was still fresh in the mind of Elizabethans.)
· Shakespeare’s audience was also aware of events in a sensational lawsuit in 1603 in which two daughters of Sir Brian Annesley attempted to seize his property, claiming that he was mentally incompetent. Annesley, who had served in a minor role in the court of Queen Elizabeth, owned an estate in Kent.
· In Renaissance times, the King was considered to be a 'God on Earth' and it was only his Court Jester (or Fool) appointed both to amuse him and remind him of his humanity, who was allowed to speak plainly. In King Lear, it is up to the Fool to remind the King of the consequences of his actions.

