
Left: This Iron Age warrior was buried 
with his sword and shield as well as this 
headdress, possibly a symbol of status 
and authority. Right: A rare depiction of 
an Iron Age Briton, this face was found 

in a grave of an affluent member of 
society -- a king, perhaps.

Lear’s World
Shakespeare’s play wasn’t the first time King 
Lear’s story had been told. The mythical tale 
had been recounted for centuries, dating all 
the way back to the violent, hierarchical days 

of Iron Age England -- where we’re loosely 
staging our play.

Geoffrey of Monmouth depicted the King’s 
story in his Historia Regum Brittanaie, or the 
History of Great Britain, circa 1135. This 
supposedly historical account was  based on 
England’s King Leir, who ruled around 800 BC.

Power in Iron Age society was 
very much linked to prowess on 
the battlefield. Many warriors were 
probably aristocrats, chiefs, kings, men 
of high social standing who still needed 
to prove their worth in battle. Along with 
being used in combat, weapons and helmets 
were symbols of status -- the horns on the 
bronze helmet, for example, represented the 
gods, indicating that the wearer was a signifi-
cant social figure. Even thousands of years 

ago, material possessisions equated social 
status; important figures were oftentimes 

buried with their most beloved ob-
jects, like the intricately designed 

sword or pile of gold coins. 

Iron Age Britons were deeply connected to the natural 
world; instead of making offerings and sacrifices to the gods 
in temples, they performed religious ceremonies outdoors. 
Although known for being a particlarly warlike perdiod, Iron 
Age communities were largely agricultural. They were struc-
tured circularly, a series of hillforts to serve as protection 

from enemy  raids.



Shakespeare’s World
As seen in this 1608 
Quarto printing, 
Shakespeare’s epic 
tragedy -- a story 
that transformed 
a great King into a 
madman -- was per-
formed before King 
James I himself.

This print depicts one of James I’s lavish 
court dinners. He was notorious for his ex-
travagance, and almost ran his court bank-
rupt for excessive spending on clothes, 
feasts, hunting excursions and gifts.

Like Lear, Shakespeare was preparing to 
“shake all cares and business from our 
age” when he wrote this play around 

1605; he retired from playwriting about 
five years later. The play would have been 

resonant among its early 17th century 
audience. This was a period of change: a 

traditionalist King had just been crowned, 
and the public was reevaluating notions of 

monarchy and power.

King James VI of 
Scotland was crowned 

King James I of England in 
1603. A staunch supporter 

of Divine Right of Kings -- the 
philosophy that monarchs were 

appointed by God and therefore 
above earthly authority --  he was 

in favor of an autocratic political sys-
tem. Public opinion was beginning 
to shift away from traditional notions 
of monarchy, however. In 1605, the 
government thwarted an assasination 
attemt that became known as the 
infamous Gunpowder Plot. The crisis 
continued even after James’ death, 
and in 1641 James’ son, King Charles 

I, was executed during the English 
Civil War.

“Kings are justly called gods, 
for that they exercise a man-

ner or resemblance of divine power 
upon earth...I conclude then this point 
touching the power of kings with this axiom 
of divinity, that as to dispute what God may 
do is blasphemy....so is it sedition in subjects 
to dispute what a king may do in the height 
of his power.”

-- King James I’s speech to Parliament, 1609



This print depicts one of James I’s lavish 
court dinners. He was notorious for his ex-
travagance, and almost ran his court bank-
rupt for excessive spending on clothes, 
feasts, hunting excursions and gifts.

For more than 150 years, virtually the only staged version 
of King Lear after the restoration of the throne was Nahum 
Tate’s radical rewrite, which eliminated the tragic ending 
and added a romantic subplot between Edgar and Cordelia. 
The iconic Lear actor during this period was David Garrick 

(above), who played the King as “a little old white-
haired  man…with spindle shanks, a tottering gait 

and great shoes upon little feet.”

William Macready 
restored Shake-
speare’s text in 
1838. He described 
Lear’s old age as 
“in truth a ‘lusty 
winter:’ his lan-
guage never be-
trays imbecility of 
mind or body.”Arguably the darkest and 

most influential King Lear 
of the 20th century, Peter 
Brook’s 1962 Royal Shake-
speare Company staging 
is often compared to the 
work of Samuel Beckett. 
Starring Paul Scofield, it 
was set in “violent and 
therefore very realistic 
circumstances, with flesh 
and blood actors in very 
harsh, cruel and realistic 
situations.”

The World of the Stage

The play has boomed in popularity in the 20th and 
21st century, and many notable actors -- Orson Welles, 

James Earl Jones, Laurence Olivier, Kevin Kline, 
Christopher Plummer, Ian Holm, Ian MacKellen 

(pictured) -- have attempted to scale what 
is often described as the “Everest” of 

Shakespeare’s roles.

Now considered one of if not the greatest of Shakespeare’s 
tragedies, King Lear’s popularity on stage has waxed and 
waned throughout history. The portrayal of Lear himself 

has also transformed. He has been interpreted as a senile 
old man, an cruel and insensitive father, an uncaring tyrant 
-- and each performance provides new insight into what it 

means to be a father, a King and ultimately, a human being.


