
 

Imaginative Ways to Approach the Text 
 

KING LEAR –  
MALEVOLENT OR BENEVOLENT: CHARTING THE NATURE OF TWO BROTHERS 
 
Lesson Overview: 
Using evidence from the text and dramatic conventions the students will analyse and determine the true 
natures of Edmund and Edgar. 
 

Grade Level(s) 9-12 

Subject Area(s) English, Drama 

Curriculum 
Expectations 
& 
Learning 
Outcomes 

By the end of the lesson students will be able to: 

 Hone their critical literacy skills by identifying and analysing in 
detail the perspectives evident in the text; 

 English  
 (Oral Communication): 1.8, 2.1, 2.4 
 (Reading & Literature Studies): 1.4, 1.8, 3.2, 4.1 
 (Writing): 1.3, 2.1 

 Drama: B1.1 

 Develop and explain interpretations of the text through the use of 
dramatic conventions; 

 English 
 (Oral Communication): 1.5, 1.9, 2.2, 2.6 
 (Reading & Literature Studies): 1.7, 3.3 
 (Writing): 1.4, 2.2, 2.5 

 Drama: B2.4 

 Explain how dramatic exploration helps create awareness of a 
character’s development.  

 English 
 (Oral Communication): 1.4, 1.7, 2.3 
 (Reading & Literature Studies): 1.3, 1.6, 2.1 
 (Writing): 1.2, 2.5 

 Drama: A3.1 

Time Needed 2-3 class periods 

Space Desks in groups, then open spaces for exploring the text 

Materials  Handouts: Edgar’s Speeches and Soliloquies / Edmund’s Speeches and 
Soliloquies / Charting the Character Arc 

[Post-reading Activity] 
 

The Activity: 
Pre-Activity Discussion ~ 

 How many times during the course of reading a play of seeing a movie or TV show did 
we assume at the start that the character was good or bad but half way through we 
started to feel differently towards that person? 



 

 Can you safely assume that a character is completely malevolent (bad) or benevolent 
(good) at all times? Are there exceptions to the rule? Name some characters that aren’t 
completely black or white and have varying shades of grey. 

 By studying the major speeches and soliloquies of a character we see a pattern or 
development that might change our initial assumption or perspective about that 
character. Are there any plays or novels you have read that have done that for you?  

 Divide the class into two teams. With a flip of a coin, one of the teams will be assigned Edmund 
and the other will get Edgar. Distribute the appropriate handouts to each person. 

 Each team will be responsible for analysing the various speeches and soliloquies of that 
character.  To simplify the task, each group will sub-divide into 5 groups to analyse a particular 
speech/soliloquy or several smaller speeches/soliloquies. 

 Read the speeches/soliloquies several times for clarity and understanding. Underline any words 
that may be unfamiliar and then look up their various meanings. 

 Once the students are familiar with the meaning of the text, have the students move around the 
room, delivering the lines either as a choral piece, using tableaux, stylized movement or group 
sculpture. (Note, this does not have to be memorized as the students may deliver their lines 
using the handouts provided.) 

 After an established appropriate time of rehearsal, have the students reassemble and have each 
team perform their speeches and soliloquies for the other team. 

 
Post-Activity Discussion~ 

 Were there early hints of the coming conflict in the early stages of the character’s 
speeches and soliloquies? 

 Was there a noticeable increase in tension at some point during these speeches and 
soliloquies? 

 Did you notice if at one point if there was a reversal of fortune or circumstances? 

 At what point was there a “realization” from the character? 

 After seeing the development of these two characters can you label one as benevolent 
and the other as malevolent? Why or why not? 

 

Post Activity: 

 Distribute the handout “Charting the Character Arc” to the teams.  

 Each team is to discuss the questions and their findings and write their responses. 
 

 

 



Handout: Edmund’s Speeches and Soliloquies 
Malevolent or Benevolent: Charting the Nature of Two Brothers 

 

EDGAR’S SPEECHES AND SOLILOQUIES 

Create 5 sub-groups (Part 1-5). Analyse the text. Read it several times, underline words you do not know 

and look them up. Once you have the meaning, move around the room and try delivering the lines as a 

choral piece, using tableaux or stylized movement. 
 

PART 1 / Act II, sc. 3 

I heard myself proclaim'd,  

And by the happy hollow of a tree  

Escap'd the hunt. No port is free, no place  

That guard and most unusual vigilance  

Does not attend my taking. Whiles I may scape,  

I will preserve myself; and am bethought  

To take the basest and most poorest shape  

That ever penury, in contempt of man,  

Brought near to beast. My face I'll grime with filth,  

Blanket my loins, elf all my hair in knots,  

And with presented nakedness outface  

The winds and persecutions of the sky.  

The country gives me proof and precedent  

Of Bedlam beggars, who, with roaring voices,  

Strike in their numb'd and mortified bare arms  

Pins, wooden pricks, nails, sprigs of rosemary;  

And with this horrible object, from low farms,  

Poor pelting villages, sheepcotes, and mills,  

Sometime with lunatic bans, sometime with prayers,  

Enforce their charity. 'Poor Turlygod! poor Tom!'  

That's something yet! Edgar I nothing am. 
 

PART 2 / Act III, sc. 4 

Who gives anything to poor Tom? whom the foul fiend hath led  through fire and through flame, through 

ford and whirlpool, o'er bog and quagmire; that hath laid knives under his pillow and halters in his pew, 

set ratsbane by his porridge, made him proud of heart, to ride on a bay trotting horse over four-inch'd  

bridges, to course his own shadow for a traitor. Bless thy five wits! Tom 's acold. O, do de, do de, do de. 

Bless thee from  whirlwinds, star-blasting, and taking! Do poor Tom some charity, whom the foul fiend 

vexes. There could I have him now- and there- and there again- and there! 
 

PART 2 / Act III, sc. 6* 

This soliloquy is from the Quarto version and is often omitted.  It follows the last line in Act III, scene 6. After Lear has 

been taken to Dover, Edgar acknowledges that his sufferings are far less than the king’s. He decides to observe what 

happens in Dover and once the charges against him have been disproved, he will reveal (“bewray”) his true identity. 

When we our betters see bearing our woes,  

We scarcely think our miseries our foes.  

Who alone suffers, suffers most i' th' mind,  

Leaving free things and happy shows behind.  

But then the mind much sufferance doth o'erskip,  

When grief hath mates, and bearing, fellowship.  

How light and portable my pain seems now,  

When that which makes me bend makes the King bow.  

He childed as I fathered. Tom, away!  

Mark the high noises, and thyself bewray  



Handout: Edmund’s Speeches and Soliloquies 
Malevolent or Benevolent: Charting the Nature of Two Brothers 

 

When false opinion, whose wrong thought defile thee,  

In thy just proof repeals and reconciles thee.  

What will hap more tonight, safe ‘scape the King!  

Lurk, lurk. 
 

PART 3 / Act IV, sc. 1 

Yet better thus, and known to be contemn'd,  

Than still contemn'd and flatter'd. To be worst,  

The lowest and most dejected thing of fortune,  

Stands still in esperance, lives not in fear.  

The lamentable change is from the best;  

The worst returns to laughter. Welcome then,  

Thou unsubstantial air that I embrace!  

The wretch that thou hast blown unto the worst  

Owes nothing to thy blasts.    [Enter Gloucester, led by an Old Man.]  

But who comes here?  

My father, poorly led? World, world, O world!  

But that thy strange mutations make us hate thee,  

Life would not yield to age. 
 

PART 3 / Act IV, sc. 5 

Sit you down, father; rest you.  

Let's see his pockets; these letters that he speaks of  

May be my friends. He's dead. I am only sorry  

He had no other deathsman. Let us see.  

Leave, gentle wax; and, manners, blame us not.  

To know our enemies' minds, we'ld rip their hearts;  

Their papers, is more lawful. Reads the letter.  

'Let our reciprocal vows be rememb'red. You have many  

opportunities to cut him off. If your will want not, time and  

place will be fruitfully offer'd. There is nothing done, if he  

return the conqueror. Then am I the prisoner, and his bed my  

jail; from the loathed warmth whereof deliver me, and supply the  

place for your labour.  

'Your (wife, so I would say) affectionate servant, 'Goneril.'  

O indistinguish'd space of woman's will!  

A plot upon her virtuous husband's life,  

And the exchange my brother! Here in the sands  

Thee I'll rake up, the post unsanctified  

Of murtherous lechers; and in the mature time  

With this ungracious paper strike the sight  

Of the death-practis'd Duke, For him 'tis well  

That of thy death and business I can tell. 
 

PART 4 / Act V, sc. 1 

Before you fight the battle, ope this letter.  

If you have victory, let the trumpet sound  

For him that brought it. Wretched though I seem,  

I can produce a champion that will prove  

What is avouched there. If you miscarry,  



Handout: Edmund’s Speeches and Soliloquies 
Malevolent or Benevolent: Charting the Nature of Two Brothers 

 

Your business of the world hath so an end,  

And machination ceases. Fortune love you! 
 

PART 4 / Act V, sc. 3 

Draw thy sword,  

That, if my speech offend a noble heart,  

Thy arm may do thee justice. Here is mine.  

Behold, it is the privilege of mine honours,  

My oath, and my profession. I protest-  

Maugre thy strength, youth, place, and eminence,  

Despite thy victor sword and fire-new fortune,  

Thy valour and thy heart- thou art a traitor;  

False to thy gods, thy brother, and thy father;  

Conspirant 'gainst this high illustrious prince;  

And from th' extremest upward of thy head  

To the descent and dust beneath thy foot,  

A most toad-spotted traitor. Say thou 'no,'  

This sword, this arm, and my best spirits are bent  

To prove upon thy heart, whereto I speak,  

Thou liest. 
 

PART 5 / Act V, sc. 3 

Let's exchange charity.  

I am no less in blood than thou art, Edmund;  

If more, the more th' hast wrong'd me.  

My name is Edgar and thy father's son.  

The gods are just, and of our pleasant vices  

Make instruments to scourge us.  

The dark and vicious place where thee he got  

Cost him his eyes. 
 

PART 5 / Act V, sc. 3 

By nursing them, my lord. List a brief tale;  

And when 'tis told, O that my heart would burst!  

The bloody proclamation to escape  

That follow'd me so near (O, our lives' 

sweetness!  

That with the pain of death would hourly die  

Rather than die at once!) taught me to shift  

Into a madman's rags, t' assume a semblance  

That very dogs disdain'd; and in this habit  

Met I my father with his bleeding rings,  

Their precious stones new lost; became his 

guide,  

Led him, begg'd for him, sav'd him from despair;  

Never (O fault!) reveal'd myself unto him  

Until some half hour past, when I was arm'd,  

Not sure, though hoping of this good success,  

I ask'd his blessing, and from first to last  

Told him my pilgrimage. But his flaw'd heart  

(Alack, too weak the conflict to support!)  

'Twixt two extremes of passion, joy and grief,  

Burst smilingly.  
 

PART 5 / Act V, sc. 3 

The weight of this sad time we must obey; 

Speak what we feel, not what we ought to say. 

The oldest hath borne most: we that are young 

Shall never see so much, nor live so long. 



Handout: Edmund’s Speeches and Soliloquies 
Malevolent or Benevolent: Charting the Nature of Two Brothers 

EDMUND’S SPEECHES AND SOLILOQUIES 

Divide your group into 5 sub-groups and each group will work on a section (Part 1-5). Analyse the text. 

Read it several times, underline words you do not know and look them up. Once you have the meaning, 

move around the room act it out and try delivering the lines as a choral piece, using tableaux or stylized 

movement.

 

PART 1 / Act I, sc. 2 

Thou, Nature, art my goddess; to thy law  

My services are bound. Wherefore should I  

Stand in the plague of custom, and permit  

The curiosity of nations to deprive me,  

For that I am some twelve or fourteen moonshines  

Lag of a brother? Why bastard? wherefore base?  

When my dimensions are as well compact,  

My mind as generous, and my shape as true,  

As honest madam's issue? Why brand they us  

With base? with baseness? bastardy? base, base?  

Who, in the lusty stealth of nature, take  

More composition and fierce quality  

Than doth, within a dull, stale, tired bed,  

Go to th' creating a whole tribe of fops  

Got 'tween asleep and wake? Well then,  

Legitimate Edgar, I must have your land.  

Our father's love is to the bastard Edmund  

As to th' legitimate. Fine word- 'legitimate'!  

Well, my legitimate, if this letter speed,  

And my invention thrive, Edmund the base  

Shall top th' legitimate. I grow; I prosper.  

Now, gods, stand up for bastards! 

 

PART 2 / Act I, sc. 2 

This is the excellent foppery of the world, that, when we are  

sick in fortune, often the surfeit of our own behaviour, we make  

guilty of our disasters the sun, the moon, and the stars; as if  

we were villains on necessity; fools by heavenly compulsion;  

knaves, thieves, and treachers by spherical pre-dominance;  

drunkards, liars, and adulterers by an enforc'd obedience of  

planetary influence; and all that we are evil in, by a divine  

thrusting on. An admirable evasion of whore-master man, to lay  

his goatish disposition to the charge of a star! My father  

compounded with my mother under the Dragon's Tail, and my  

nativity was under Ursa Major, so that it follows I am rough and  

lecherous. Fut! I should have been that I am, had the  

maidenliest star in the firmament twinkled on my bastardizing.  

Edgar-  

[Enter Edgar.]  

and pat! he comes, like the catastrophe of the old comedy. My  

cue is villainous melancholy, with a sigh like Tom o' Bedlam.  

O, these eclipses do portend these divisions! Fa, sol, la, mi. 



Handout: Edmund’s Speeches and Soliloquies 
Malevolent or Benevolent: Charting the Nature of Two Brothers 

PART 3 / Act II, sc. 1 

Persuade me to the murther of your lordship;  

But that I told him the revenging gods  

'Gainst parricides did all their thunders bend;  

Spoke with how manifold and strong a bond  

The child was bound to th' father- sir, in fine,  

Seeing how loathly opposite I stood  

To his unnatural purpose, in fell motion  

With his prepared sword he charges home  

My unprovided body, lanch'd mine arm;  

But when he saw my best alarum'd spirits,  

Bold in the quarrel's right, rous'd to th' encounter,  

Or whether gasted by the noise I made,  

Full suddenly he fled.  

 

PART 3 / Act II, sc. 1 

When I dissuaded him from his intent  

And found him pight to do it, with curst speech  

I threaten'd to discover him. He replied,  

'Thou unpossessing bastard, dost thou think,  

If I would stand against thee, would the reposal  

Of any trust, virtue, or worth in thee  

Make thy words faith'd? No. What I should deny  

(As this I would; ay, though thou didst produce  

My very character), I'ld turn it all  

To thy suggestion, plot, and damned practice;  

And thou must make a dullard of the world,  

If they not thought the profits of my death  

Were very pregnant and potential spurs  

To make thee seek it.' 

 

PART 4 / Act V, sc. 1 

To both these sisters have I sworn my love;  

Each jealous of the other, as the stung  

Are of the adder. Which of them shall I take?  

Both? one? or neither? Neither can be enjoy'd,  

If both remain alive. To take the widow  

Exasperates, makes mad her sister Goneril;  

And hardly shall I carry out my side,  

Her husband being alive. Now then, we'll use  

His countenance for the battle, which being done,  

Let her who would be rid of him devise  

His speedy taking off. As for the mercy  

Which he intends to Lear and to Cordelia-  

The battle done, and they within our power,  

Shall never see his pardon; for my state  

Stands on me to defend, not to debate. 

 

 



Handout: Edmund’s Speeches and Soliloquies 
Malevolent or Benevolent: Charting the Nature of Two Brothers 

PART 4 / Act V, sc. 3 

Sir, I thought it fit  

To send the old and miserable King  

To some retention and appointed guard;  

Whose age has charms in it, whose title more,  

To pluck the common bosom on his side  

And turn our impress'd lances in our eyes  

Which do command them. With him I sent the Queen,  

My reason all the same; and they are ready  

To-morrow, or at further space, t' appear  

Where you shall hold your session. At this time  

We sweat and bleed: the friend hath lost his friend;  

And the best quarrels, in the heat, are curs'd  

By those that feel their sharpness.  

The question of Cordelia and her father  

Requires a fitter place. 

 

PART 5 / Act V, sc. 3 

In wisdom I should ask thy name;  

But since thy outside looks so fair and warlike,  

And that thy tongue some say of breeding breathes,  

What safe and nicely I might well delay  

By rule of knighthood, I disdain and spurn.  

Back do I toss those treasons to thy head;  

With the hell-hated lie o'erwhelm thy heart;  

Which- for they yet glance by and scarcely bruise-  

This sword of mine shall give them instant way  

Where they shall rest for ever. Trumpets, speak! 

 

PART 5 / Act V, sc. 3 

What, you have charg'd me with, that have I done,  

And more, much more. The time will bring it out.  

'Tis past, and so am I.- But what art thou  

That hast this fortune on me? If thou'rt noble,  

I do forgive thee.  

 

PART 5 / Act V, sc. 3 

I pant for life. Some good I mean to do,  

Despite of mine own nature. Quickly send  

(Be brief in't) to the castle; for my writ  

Is on the life of Lear and on Cordelia.  

Nay, send in time. 

 

PART 5 / Act V, sc. 3 

He hath commission from thy wife and me  

To hang Cordelia in the prison and  

To lay the blame upon her own despair  

That she fordid herself. 



Handout: Charting the Character Arc 
Malevolent or Benevolent: Charting the Nature of Two Brothers 

Charting the Character Arc 
As you watch the other team perform/read their character’s selected speeches and soliloquies, look for 
the clues that will help answer the below-listed questions. 

 
1. Chart the character as it progresses throughout the play. Does this follow the typical dramatic arc 

of six basic stages of development? 
 

i. Exposition / Introduction 
ii. Problem or Conflict occurs (Inciting incident) 
iii. Rising Action 
iv. Climax 
v. Falling Action 
vi. Resolution / Denouement 

http://narrativestructures.wisc.edu/Aristotle 

 
 
 

2. Does the character start with a certain viewpoint at the beginning and change over the course of 
the play? 
 
 
 

3. Can we connect with this character? 
 
 
 

4. Are there traits we can admire about this character? 
 
 
 
5. How does this character (or does this character) transcend his own flaws and weaknesses? 

 
 
 

6. Were there moments that truly defined this character in your opinion? 
 
 
 

7. Did the character undergo personal growth and development? 
 
 
 

8. What aspects “humanized” this character for you? 


