
Characterisation

Sample Paragraph 1
Similarly to Cordelia’s loving reconciliation 
with Lear, Edgar shows off his kind forgiving 
nature when he too forgives his father and 
brother who have wronged him. As such, 
Cordelia and Edgar’s loyalty has been tested in 
the harshest possible way. 

Sample Paragraph 2
The character with the most inconsistencies 
and least likely to make an impact at all is 
Edgar. At first the audience is led to believe 
he is stunningly stupid, easily taken in by his 
conniving brother, Edmund, who glories in 
mocking his brother’s weakness, ‘a brother 

noble ... on whose foolish honesty/ My 
practices ride easy’. Yet in the next scene 
we are expected to believe he is capable 
of intelligent disguises and acting when 
he adopts the persona of Poor Tom. More 
contradictions appear in his character; he is 
full of pity, yet is totally unforgiving. He keeps 
the insane Lear company, admitting he feels 
close to tears for the old man’s suffering, ‘I 
cannot daub it further’. Yet he is unmoved by 
his father’s suffering, ‘Men must endure’. He 
is convinced that Gloucester deserved his 
punishment, ‘The gods are just, and of our 
pleasant vices/ Make instruments to plague us.’ 
Edgar does not inspire, but fails to convince or 
hold the interest of the audience. 
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 Q.  ‘In King Lear the villainous characters hold more fascination for the audience than the 
virtuous ones.’ 

  Read the following two paragraphs on Edgar that were written in response to this 
question. Describe two differences between them.

 2. Write a paragraph on the good character Kent in response to the question above .

 3. ‘In the play King Lear, the plot and sub-plot mirror each other in interesting ways.’ Do you 
agree or disagree with this statement? Support your answer with reference to the text. 

  Read the following paragraph written in response to this question. Comment on whether 
the candidate has actually answered the question. Give two reasons to support your 
opinion.

Sample Paragraph
In a most powerful epiphany Gloucester 
gains insight while blinded, ‘O my follies! 
Then Edgar was abused.’ The sufferings of 
Lear and Gloucester are true sufferings, cruel 
and painful, madness and blinding. Just as 
Lear is ashamed, so is Gloucester, ‘I stumbled 
when I saw.’ Gloucester’s insight is not to the 
same degree as Lear’s. They both want to 

give up, Gloucester wants to commit suicide, 
Lear wants to ‘crack’ everything. The two old 
men mirror one another, but the earl is more 
negative – especially his fear of the gods. Lear 
is more dramatic. The two plots follow much 
the same storylines, but what is interesting is 
how the characters move between both – for 
example, Edmund and the two sisters who fall 
for his wicked charms. All very interesting for 
the audience.
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Indicative Material
�� Loyal/honourable characters eventually triumph/fail against their evil counterparts.
��  Edmund’s viciousness appears attractive and triumphant in his powerful soliloquies.
��  Goneril and Regan’s association with animal imagery intensifies their evil characteristics.
��  Overpowering violence/suffering increases the appearance of the strength of evil.
��  Tender scenes/reconciliation provide welcome relief from the graphic violence.
�� etc.

 Q ‘In the play King Lear, Shakespeare dramatically presents us with a world in which the 
powerful forces of evil are overcome by the redemptive forces of love.’

  To what extent do you agree or disagree with this statement? Support your answer with 
reference to the text.

Marking Scheme Guidelines
Candidates are free to agree and/or disagree, but they should engage with all aspects of the 
statement, though not necessarily equally. They should address how Shakespeare presents 
this struggle ‘dramatically’.

Answers will be deemed flawed if candidates dwell too much on narrative or character 
sketches. Penalise under P and C those who present a mere summary of the plot with little 
analysis. 

 1 Shakespeare creates an impressive, 
optimistic world where the forces of love 
– honour and loyalty – finally defeat the 
dominant forces of evil. The commanding 
characters of Goneril, Regan, Cornwall and 
Edmund are eventually overthrown by the 
seemingly feeble forces of Edgar, Cordelia 
and a servant. The scourge of appearance 
over reality, those ‘gilded butterflies’, 
is purged while honesty emerges 
triumphant, ‘Speak what we feel, not what 
we ought to say.’

 2 Initially, the forces of evil seem 
unassailable. The combined strength 
of Goneril and Regan, ‘the jewels of our 
father’, appears to surpass the gentle 
Cordelia. The ‘glib and oily art’ of insincere 
declarations of love wins the day, totally 
deluding the vain old king, ‘I do invest you 
jointly with my power.’ Cordelia stands 
forsaken, disinherited, disowned and 

powerless to help her rash father, ‘I would 
prefer him to a better place.’ Cordelia’s 
fears are soon realised. The hypocritical 
sisters immediately conspire against their 
father, ‘We must do something, and in the 
heat.’ Shakespeare has quickly established 
a mood of suspense and tension. What 
will Cordelia do? 

 3 The sisters’ evil powers are dramatically 
presented by the use of animal imagery. 
Their brutality is matched by the savagery 
of the imagery. They humiliate their father, 
reducing his train of followers, ‘What 
need one?’ Kent’s time in the stocks is 
increased by Regan, ‘Till noon? Till night, 
my lord, and all night too.’ Gloucester 
is cruelly blinded at Regan’s insistence, 
‘One side will mock another – the other 
too.’ She attempts to outdo Cornwall’s 
viciousness. During angry exchanges with 
his eldest daughter, Lear compares Goneril 
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to a ‘sea-monster’, a ‘detested kite’ with a 
‘wolfish visage’. The sisters are described 
as ‘pelican daughters’, ‘tigers’. It seems 
impossible that the mild Cordelia can ever 
overcome such savagery.

 4 Similarly, Edmund’s capacity for cunning 
plans, ‘My practices ride easy’, is equally 
impressive at first. The playwright uses 
soliloquies and asides to show Edmund, 
the master manipulator and opportunist, 
at work, ‘Well, my legitimate, if this letter 
speed,/ And my invention thrive, Edmund 
the base/ Shall top the legitimate.’ 
Edmund shows Gloucester a letter 
supposedly from Edgar suggesting they 
kill their father to release them from ‘the 
oppression of aged tyranny’. He totally 
deludes his gullible father, pretending to 
hide the letter, awkwardly defending his 
brother, ‘suspend your indignation against 
my brother till you can derive from him 
better testimony of his intent’. Ironically, 
had Gloucester followed this advice, much 
suffering would have been avoided. Faced 
with this dynamism, how can the ‘brother 
noble’ overthrow Edmund?

 5 The evil characters can see clearly and 
manage circumstances to their advantage, 
but the natures of the good characters 
are ‘so far from doing harms’ that it seems 
impossible that they can rally and defeat 
the malevolence of evil. A loyal servant, 
appalled at what he witnessed, attempted 
to stop Cornwall’s savage Gloucester, ‘I 
have served you ever since I was a child, / 
But better service have I never done you/ 
Than now to bid you hold’. But Cornwall 
refuses to listen and draws. The servant 
is fatally wounded and begs Gloucester 
to avenge him, ‘You have one eye left’. 
Cornwall, egged on by his vicious wife 
Regan, gouges out that eye, ‘Out vile jelly!’ 
The servant’s body is thrown ‘Upon the 
dunghill’. All is ‘dark and comfortless’. 
There seems no way to overthrow this 
malignancy. But the servant, although 
killed by Regan, has succeeded in 
wounding Cornwall, ‘I bleed apace’. If 
the forces of good act, can they begin to 
restore order? Shakespeare keeps adding 
to the tension.

 6 Cordelia, like Edgar, has had to resort 
to desperate means. She has had to 
arrive with an army from France like an 
invading force. But, in contrast to the evil 
characters, she is not self-seeking, ‘No 
blown ambition doth our arms incite.’ She 
is motivated by ‘love, dear love’. Just as the 
rain replenishes the earth, it is the quiet 
dropping of Cordelia’s tears, ‘pearls from 
diamonds’, which brings redemption to her 
anguished father. Her ‘important tears’ had 
moved her husband to entrust his army 
to her. In a tender scene of reconciliation, 
the wronged daughter gently prays, ‘let 
this kiss/ Repair those violent harms that 
my two sisters/ Have in thy reverence 
made!’ Lear asks, ‘Be your tears wet?’ The 
reticent Cordelia has at last found a way 
to eloquently express herself. A sense of 
justice has descended on the events in 
the play, both loyal children are reunited 
with their errant parents. ‘The wheel 
is come full circle.’ The natural order is 
harmonious. 

 7 But the play concludes dramatically with 
the harrowing image of Lear appearing 
with his dead daughter cradled in his 
arms, demanding, ‘Why should a dog, a 
horse, a rat, have life, and thou no breath 
at all?’ The calm after the storm is torn 
apart once more. The forces of evil which 
throughout the play have been such a 
strong influence have unleashed such 
waves of destruction that not only they, 
but also the innocent, must suffer before 
order can be re-established. Shakespeare 
dramatically presents us with a world 
in which the powerful forces of evil are 
overcome by the redemptive forces of 
love, but at a terrible price. 

(c. 860 words)

Marking Scheme 
(ex 60)
P 18
C 18
L 16
M 6

58
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 �  Focused essay addressing the conflict/tension between evil and redemptive forces.

 �  Uses a wide range of apt references and accurate quotations.

 �  Some good, detailed discussion – e.g. in paragraph 5.

 �  Generally, well-controlled expression and impressive vocabulary.

 � Paragraph 6 included interesting discussion point on Cordelia’s development. 

 �  Incisive reflection and close engagement – a top-grade response.

Examiner’s Comment

 Paragraph 1: Introduction Reference question’s nuances, adopt a stance and list points to be 
explored.

Paragraph 2: Huge force of strength of Goneril and Regan in comparison to mild Cordelia.

Paragraph 3: Use of animal imagery as a dramatic technique to reinforce the power of evil.

Paragraph 4: Ingenious scheming of Edmund contrast with noble Edgar, more evidence of 
impossibility of defeating evil.

Paragraph 5: Loyal servant futilely attempts to intervene in Gloucester’s blinding, but a small break 
occurs in the forces of evil.

Paragraph 6: Cordelia ...

Paragraph 7: Conclusion …

 1.  Having read the sample essay above, look at the outline plan of how this essay is 
structured. Fill in appropriate notes for paragraphs 6 and 7.

Class/Homework Exercise

 2.  Using one of the Sample Plan paragraph outlines, write a sample paragraph in response to 
the above question. For example:

Sample Paragraph

Paragraph 6 (Tears as an expression of 
weakness, expression and redemption.)

An irate Lear curses his ungrateful daughter 
Goneril with a child who will torture her, ‘With 
cadent tears fret channels in her cheeks’. He 
is furious at Goneril and Regan’s attempts 
to remove the last vestige of his power, his 
one hundred knights, ‘What need one?’ He 
is ‘ashamed’ at their ability to move him to 
‘these hot tears’. But Lear gathers his pride 
and sternly declares, ‘No, I’ll not weep.’ The 
audience’s admiration for the old king returns. 
Here the playwright is using tears to symbolise 
weakness. But they are also used as a symbol 
of genuine expression, unlike the ‘glib and 
oily art’ of insincere speech. Kent and the 

gentleman discuss Cordelia’s response to the 
letters informing her of Lear’s predicament. 
Kent knows that Cordelia is reticent. ‘Did your 
letters pierce the queen to any demonstration 
of grief?’ He is gratified, like the audience, to 
learn that Cordelia is moved, ‘an ample tear 
trilled down/ Her delicate cheek.’ Her essential 
goodness is evoked in the description, ‘she 
shook/ The holy water from her heavenly eyes.’ 
In contrast to the play’s opening scene, where 
Cordelia resolves to ‘Love, and be silent’, she 
has now found a way to express her emotions 
to her beloved father, who asks ‘Be your tears 
wet?’ Tears open hearts and are a vehicle for 
redemption. Through this symbol, the audience 
experiences the beauty of the moment when 
the foolish father and stubborn daughter are 
reunited in a loving relationship once more.  
(c. 245 words)


