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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Curriculum subject: English Literature 

Key Stage: 5 

Author / Text: William Shakespeare, King Lear 

Theme: The Disintegration of the Social Structure 

Rationale 
Shakespeare wrote King Lear at a time that may seem, to modern readers, to have been ripe 

with the prospect of unity and harmony. The recently-crowned King James I of England – also 

King James VI of Scotland – sought a permanent link between the countries, believing that 

God’s will was for a united Britain. Nevertheless, discord and dissent rankled; the prospect of 

union caused great controversy among both Scottish and English subjects, and the Gunpowder 

Plot of 1605 threatened to destroy the country’s ruling classes by blowing up parliament.  

These activities encourage students to examine the tensions that characterised the political and 

social landscape of the early 17th century and to compare these with fears about the 

disintegration of the social structure expressed in King Lear. Students will explore the 

‘machinations, hollowness, treachery, and all ruinous disorders’ (1.2.112–14) that follow Lear’s 

division of his kingdom.  

For the following activities, it is recommended that students have read the whole play. 

Content 
Literary and historical sources from the site: 

 Autograph manuscript of King James VI and I's Basilikon Doron or The King’s Gift (c. 

1598) 

 The True Law of Free Monarchies by King James VI and I (1616) 

 A Declaration of Egregious Popish Impostures by Samuel Harsnett (1603) 

 Royal Proclamation declaring James VI and I to be King of Great Britain (1604) 

 Declaration of the Diggers of Warwickshire (1607) 

Recommended reading (short articles):  

 Sovereignty and subversion in King Lear: Kiernan Ryan 
 
External links: 

 Royal Shakespeare Company, Past Productions 

 Shakespeare’s Globe, Discovery Space: Previous Productions 

 Designing Shakespeare Collection: Performances List 

http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Autograph-manuscript-of-King-James-VI-and-Is-Basilikon-Doron-or-The%20Kings-Gift
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Autograph-manuscript-of-King-James-VI-and-Is-Basilikon-Doron-or-The%20Kings-Gift
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/The-True-Law-of-Free-Monarchies-by-King-James-VI-and-I
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/A-Declaration-of-Egregious-Popish-Impostures-by-Samuel-Harsnett-1603
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Royal-Proclamation-declaring-James-VI-and-I-to-be-King-of-Great-Britain
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Declaration-of-the-Diggers-of-Warwickshire-1607
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/Sovereignty-and-subversion-in-King-Lear
https://www.rsc.org.uk/king-lear/past-productions/productions-1936---2007
http://www.shakespearesglobe.com/discovery-space/previous-productions
http://www.ahds.rhul.ac.uk/ahdscollections/docroot/shakespeare/performanceslist.do?playId=11015
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 Key questions 

 What kinds of instability, disorder and disintegration existed at the time Shakespeare 

was writing King Lear? 

 What did King James say about the role of the monarch in bringing about harmony? 

 What evidence is there in King Lear of the disintegration of the social structure? 

 In what ways could the staging of King Lear be used to emphasise the theme of social 

disharmony and disintegration? 

Activities  
1) Read Gloucester’s speech in Act 1, Scene 2 (lines 103–117). Explore the kinds of 

instability Gloucester describes in this speech.  

2) Ask students, in groups, to research the following topics: 

 The legacy of Queen Elizabeth I: fears about the royal succession 

 Anti-Catholic propaganda in Samuel Harsnett’s A Declaration of Egregious Popish 

Impostures 

 King James’s desire to unite England and Scotland in the Royal Proclamation declaring 

James VI and I to be King of Great Britain 

 King James’s thoughts on the role of the monarch, explored in The True Law of Free 

Monarchies   (especially p. 195 and pp. 204–05). You could also look at the notes on 

Basilikon Doron. 

 The Gunpowder Plot and its impact 

 The process of enclosure and its impact on the rural poor in the Declaration of the 

Diggers of Warwickshire, 1607 

Ask students to summarise their key findings and report back to the rest of the class. 

You could extend the activity by getting students to evaluate the significance of these 

different kinds of instability and plot them on a graph. 

3) Find evidence in King Lear of the different ways in which the social structure is brought 

under threat. Able students could explore the whole play; others could be directed 

towards particular acts, scenes or characters. Students should present their findings to 

the rest of the class, focusing on one scene that they think offers a particularly powerful 

example of the changes taking place in the social structure.  

4) Explore the descriptions of productions of King Lear on the following websites: 

 

Royal Shakespeare Company, Past Productions 

Shakespeare’s Globe, Discovery Space: Previous Productions 

Designing Shakespeare Collection: Performances List 

 

Find images of the ways in which past productions of King Lear have been staged. How 

could a designer use the stage to emphasise ideas of social disharmony and 

disintegration? Ask students to design their own stage, using different media, and 

annotate their designs to show how they have drawn on the ideas they’ve explored. 

 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/A-Declaration-of-Egregious-Popish-Impostures-by-Samuel-Harsnett-1603
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/A-Declaration-of-Egregious-Popish-Impostures-by-Samuel-Harsnett-1603
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Royal-Proclamation-declaring-James-VI-and-I-to-be-King-of-Great-Britain
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Royal-Proclamation-declaring-James-VI-and-I-to-be-King-of-Great-Britain
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/The-True-Law-of-Free-Monarchies-by-King-James-VI-and-I
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/The-True-Law-of-Free-Monarchies-by-King-James-VI-and-I
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Autograph-manuscript-of-King-James-VI-and-Is-Basilikon-Doron-or-The%20Kings-Gift
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Declaration-of-the-Diggers-of-Warwickshire-1607
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Declaration-of-the-Diggers-of-Warwickshire-1607
https://www.rsc.org.uk/king-lear/past-productions/productions-1936---2007
http://www.shakespearesglobe.com/discovery-space/previous-productions
http://www.ahds.rhul.ac.uk/ahdscollections/docroot/shakespeare/performanceslist.do?playId=11015
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Extension activities 

 Introduce students to the ways in which second-person pronouns (‘thou’/’you’) are 

used as markers of respect and disrespect. Students could explore particular 

relationships and conversations, for example comparing Kent’s challenge to King Lear in 

Act 1, Scene 1 with the way he speaks to Lear in Act 3, Scene 2. In light of this 

knowledge, reflect on how the use of pronouns could be linked to the disordered 

nature of the social hierarchy. 

 The Fool’s mixture of sense and nonsense can be seen as offering its own form of 

disorder. Examine the role the Fool plays in the fractured social world of King Lear. 

 Does the ending of the play offer any source of hope? Compare the different endings 

in the Quarto and Folio versions of the play, considering who speaks the last lines and 

the ambiguity of Albany’s injunction to ‘Rule in this realm, and the gored state sustain’ 

(5.3.321). 

 

 

 


