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King Lear: A Play Between the Ages


The Mediaeval and Renaissance eras of British history were two distinct cultural ages.  Shakespeare’s King Lear is a play that straddles the social and political divisions between these times through the actions and judgements of the predominant characters.  Kent displays Mediaeval views as he stands unwaveringly beside the rightful king.  He also suffers greatly in the play, but Lady Fortuna’s wheel continues to turn for Kent as well as the other characters.  Edmund is a Renaissance man because of his questioning nature and his will to better his station in the court and society.  King Lear displays both Medieval and Renaissance ideals as he struggles to find himself.  According to the Mediaeval pattern, his life becomes a chaotic disaster after abdicating the throne and giving up his Divine Right of Kings, which he will eventually retrieve.  However, despite his inherent kingship, Lear has a Renaissance side that constantly doubts the social order.  These three characters are prime examples of how King Lear is a play of both the Mediaeval and Renaissance eras.


Kent is a man of the Mediaeval period because of the suffering he endures for the sake of the rightful ruler.  Even after Kent was exiled by the King for speaking the painful truth, Kent honourably remains in England to try and help His Majesty.  “Now, banish’d Kent, If thou canst serve where thou dost stand condemn’d, so it may come, thy master, whom thou lov’st, shall find thee full of labours” (I.iv.4-7).  Kent would risk his own life to prevent chaos and preserve harmony in the kingdom.  After Kent, the messenger of King Lear, is placed in the stocks, he reflects on both his own situation and that of the times.  “Nothing almost sees miracles but misery…Fortune, good night, smile once more; turn thy wheel!” (II.ii.151-159) Despite the fact that the king exiled him, Kent will continue to suffer for the king because this was the mentality of the Mediaeval era.  The king was chosen by God to rule England and no one, not even the king himself, could take that away.  It is against the natural order of the world for King Lear to abdicate the throne, and Kent is well aware that he must help return Lear to the throne to save the country from destruction.  Kent also makes mention of Lady Fortuna and her ever-turning wheel.  This conviction was typical of a time where it was believed life was in a constant state of flux.  Both happiness and sadness were fleeting.  Sooner or later, the wheel of fortune would turn and those on top of it would move to the bottom and vice versa.  Hence, the faithful servant of the king is a man of the Mediaeval age.


The Renaissance is known as the height of great art, technological advances and questions. Edmund, one of the villains of the King Lear, is a man of such a time.  Edmund is an outsider to the court and society of England.  Since his birth from an un-wed mother, Edmund has been an outcast and cursed by the social order.  His distinct individualism is exemplified by his open-ended pagan ideas.  As a believer in the free will of every man, Edmund sets out to challenge the system and better his God-given station in life, both themes of the Renaissance.  “Let me if not by birth, have lands by wit: All with me’s meet that I can fashion fit” (I.ii.148-150).  In the Mediaeval mind-set, it would be unheard of for a bastard son to scheme his way into an inheritance.  However, in the Renaissance, each man creates his own destiny and is not bound by the limits of fate or social convention.  Edmund is a true existentialist, who does not subscribe to the science of astrology and does not believe that his life’s path can be determined by analysis of his horoscope.  The word ‘Renaissance’ comes from the French word for ‘rebirth’.  Edmund himself undergoes a rebirth into society.  This point is made by Cornwall after Edmund turns in his own father. “True, or false, it hath made thee Earl of Gloucester.  Seek where thy father is, that he may be ready for our apprehension” (III.v.19-20).  With a new name and title, Edmund had successfully transformed himself.  The Renaissance, often considered the beginning of the modern epoch, saw the rise of change and exploration in all areas of culture and society.  Edmund’s zest for reform and change are what make him a character of the Age of Rebirth.


King Lear’s character is a man caught between the two ages, as he displays qualities of both the Mediaeval and Renaissance periods.  Lear gives up his right to the throne and by doing so, he violates the natural order.  To question the norm so boldly is the mark of the great Rebirth, yet by the end of the play, Lear’s Divine Right has been reestablished. “Ay, every inch a king: When I do stare, see how the subject quakes.  I pardon that man’s life” (IV.vi.103-105). Even in Lear’s own madness, he is well aware that he is the king and the court would do well to remember it.  As a monarch of the Middle Ages, King Lear is an especially important link in the Chain of Being and is therefore unable to fully give up his title.  Throughout Lear’s stay on the heath and exile from his daughters’ castles, he is in essence, still the king.  The storm on the heath is an example of pathetic fallacy.  It represents the confusion of the state because of the turmoil faced by their ruler.  The play cannot conclude until Lear regains his seat in the castle.  The Renaissance side of King Lear is displayed in his search to find himself that ultimately leads to his rebirth.  The Renaissance was a time of questioning the status quo as well as the individual’s role in the universe.  Lear himself sees the injustice in his own kingdom and challenges it.  “Plate sin with gold, and the strong lance of justice hurtless breaks; Arm it in rags, a pigmy’s straw doth pierce it” (IV.vi.156-158).  After the suffering and pain of the Dark Ages, this new era is a time for reform and renewal.  In Lear’s supposed madness, he sees the world for what it truly is and wishes to change it.  In the age of revolution, he is fully capable of doing so.  Like Edmund, King Lear is also reborn through his own will.  “O! how this mother swells up toward my heart; Hysterica passio! Down, thou climbing sorrow!  Thy element’s below” (II.iv.53-55).  This is only the beginning of Lear’s painful labour. Yet by the end Lear will be a new man with a different outlook on life.  Without this rebirth, the king could never have reconciled with his daughter Cordelia and learned the true value of nothing. King Lear is a man of two time periods who is bound by tradition but is still able to find himself through a new beginning.


Shakespeare’s King Lear is a tale of two worlds and two times brought together with seamless mastery.  The characters in the play are what allow this classic to glide back and forth between the Mediaeval and Renaissance eras.  Kent is a typically Mediaeval servant of the King, who remains steadfast in his belief in God’s design of the universe.  He experiences great pain, especially after Lear banishes him for speaking the truth, but he believes his bad fortune will soon change.  Edmund is an outsider who has not benefited from the social system.  In Renaissance style, he challenges these social views and uses his own free will to change his world.  Unlike the Mediaeval Kent, Edmund does not believe that his path has been preordained by destiny or fate.  King Lear is a grand example of both ages.  The king recognizes his inherent right to the throne, despite the fact that he attempts to abdicate it.  This action is so against Mediaeval principles that it throws off the entire natural order and leads to all the drama of the play.  Yet Lear’s reasons for causing such a catastrophe lie in his Renaissance ideals.  King Lear questions both himself and the social structure, which leads to his figurative rebirth as an old, but wise man.  Two divergent eras of British history, the Medieval Period and the Renaissance, are brought together through the actions and ideas of the players in this drama.
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