
KING LEAR  1.1 

Text  Questions 

Familiar forms of address 

 Does Shakespeare have Burgundy address Cordelia as you or thou? Why? 

Does he have France address Cordelia as you or thou? Why? 

 Lear calls Cordelia you in lines 82, 91, and 92. But he shifts to thy in line 102 and will not call 

her you again. Why does Shakespeare have him change? 

 Why does Lear call Goneril and Regan thou/thee/thy in lines 62 and 76, while he is still calling 

Cordelia you? 

 Kent addresses Lear by titles only, without pronouns, calling him “good my liege,” “Royal Lear,” 

“my king… my father… my master… my great patron.” Why does he shift suddenly to thou in 

line 143? 

Prosody 

 Why does Shakespeare have Kent, Gloucester, and Edmund speak in prose in lines 1-31?  

 Why does he shift to verse for the court scene of lines 32-279?  

 Why does he shift back to prose for the balance of the scene? 

 To which character does Shakespeare give the first line of blank verse in the scene? What 

comment might he be making about him?  

To which character does Shakespeare give the last line of blank verse in the scene? What 

comment might he be making about her? 

Shared Lines 

 Shakespeare will often have two characters share a line of blank verse, usually to subtly 

indicate a closeness, sometimes to quicken the pace of an exchange. (Occasionally it’s not 

Shakespeare at all but a type compositor or editor who has split the line.) What purposes can 

we reasonably attribute to the sharing of the following lines? 

 Lear and Kent in lines 117 and 136 

 Kent and Lear in lines 154 and 158 

 Lear and Burgundy in lines 190 and 198 

 Lear and France in line 264 

 Regan and Goneril in line 273 

 Cordelia and France in line 279 

Antithesis and Paradox 

 Shakespeare structures the King of France’s comment on Cordelia around a set of antitheses, 

beginning with rich—poor in line 247. List six or seven more examples from that speech. Then 

decide what impression of Cordelia they are intended to make on the audience. What 

impression of France do they create? What impression of Lear? of Burgundy? 



Word Order 

 Shakespeare will alter the normal order of words in an English sentence in order to keep the 

meter of a line of verse or to emphasize a word or phrase by moving it to the end of a phase or 

sentence. Rewrite the following lines, putting the words back in their normal order. Then 

decide why he makes each change. (Words have been omitted in some places here; you do not 

need to replace them.) 

 he… shall to my bosom/Be as well neighbour’d… As thou my sometime daughter. (114-117) 

           Ourself, by monthly course, 

With reservation of an hundred knights 

By you to be sustained, shall our abode 

Make with you by due turn.   (129-132) 

 The gods to their dear shelter take thee, maid,  (179) 

 He’ll shape his old course in a country new.  (184) 

 We shall further think of it.  (301) 

Word omission 

 Shakespeare will often omit words we would not drop in normal speech. (The verb to go often 

disappears, as it does in line 28). Again, he’s often preserving the meter or adding emphasis. 

What words are missing from these lines? 

 The gods to their dear shelter take thee, maid,  (179) 

 Bid them farewell, Cordelia, though unkind.  (257) 

Shifting Parts of Speech 

 Shakespeare will often create a new word by changing the part of speech of a familiar one. 

France says Cordelia’s misdeed must be monstrous by verbalizing the noun monster: “Her 

offence/Must be of such unnatural degree/That monsters it” (217). Explain the similar shifts in 

the following lines: 

 Thou losest here, a better where to find.  (258) 

 And find I am alone felicitate 

In your dear Highness’ love.  (71-72) 


