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NEARLY LEAR

Shakespeare’s King Lear Susanna Hamnett’s Nearly Lear

Nearly Lear is an adaptation of Shakespeare’s King Lear.

Copy the (3) sheets below and share with your students the synopsis of Shakespeare’s King Lear
and the character web graphic of Susanna’s adaptation.
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Synopsis of Shakespeare’s
King Lear

ACT I

Lear, the 80-year-old King of Britain, has
decided to retire as ruler and divide his
kingdom among his three daughters.
Lear suggests that the daughter who
flatters him most will receive the
biggest share of his property. The two
eldest daughters, Goneril and Regan,
both profusely profess their love for
their father. Cordelia, Lear's youngest
and favorite daughter, refuses to
participate in the contest, saying simply
that she loves
him as much as a
daughter possibly
could. Angry that
she didn't try to
flatter him, Lear
banishes Cordelia
and divides his
kingdom between
her two sisters. The King of France, who
has been asking for Cordelia’s hand in
marriage, admires her for her honesty
and marries her. They depart for France.

Shortly after dividing his kingdom,
Lear, his friend Kent, his Fool and their
entourage go to stay with Goneril and
her husband, Albany. Goneril quickly
grows tired of her father, and she and
her servant, Oswald, are disrespectful to
Lear. Goneril tells Lear that if he dislikes
the treatment he receives, he can move
to the castle of Regan and her husband,
Cornwall. Cursing Goneril, Lear departs
for his friend Gloucester’s castle.

At the same time, Gloucester has
admitted to his son Edgar that he has
committed adultery and fathered

another son named Edmund. Shortly
after, Edmund tricks Gloucester into
believing that Edgar is plotting to
murder him for his estates.

ACT I

Edmund continues to lie to and betray his
father and brother. He tricks Edgar into
running away and convinces Gloucester
that Edgar intends to kill him.

Regan receives word from Goneril that
their father has insulted her. Regan and
Cornwall go to visit Gloucester and
when Lear arrives there, Regan initially
refuses to see him. When Regan and
Cornwall finally appear, Lear explains
to them how disrespectfully Goneril
treated him. Instead of siding with Lear,
Regan defends her sister and suggests
that Lear apologize. Goneril arrives and
the two sisters gang up on the old King.
In a rage, he leaves the castle with his
Fool and heads out into a terrible storm.
Regan orders Gloucester to lock Lear
out of the castle.

ACT Il

The storm is raging outside. Lear's
friend, Kent, learns that the King of
France and Cordelia are preparing
to aid Lear by waging war against
England. Kent leaves the castle, finds
Lear, and persuades the old King to
take shelter from the storm in a hut.
Shortly thereafter, Edgar realizes he's
being hunted by Gloucester’s men and
disguises himself as a beggar. He finds
shelter in the same hut as Lear. Lear
begins to go insane.

Gloucester heads out into the storm and
finds his way to the hut. He tells Lear’s
entourage that the King must go to
Dover because Regan and Goneril have
ordered him to be killed. Lear continues
to act more and more insane and holds
a mock trial of his daughters with
everyone watching. The Fool and Kent
dress the King and carry him to Dover.
Gloucester and Edgar (still in disguise
and therefore not recognized by his
father) remain behind.

When Gloucester returns to his castle,
he reports news of the imminent French
invasion to his “trusted” son, Edmund.
Edmund betrays his father and reports
the news to Regan and Goneril. In an
effort to find out where Lear is headed,
Regan, Goneril and Cornwall torture
Gloucester and poke out his eyes. One
of Gloucester’s loyal servants comes
to his aid, killing Cornwall. Regan, now
a widow, throws the blind Gloucester
out of his castle. Gloucester realizes
that Edmund has betrayed him and
that Edgar is, in fact, innocent of the
accusations against him. Gloucester is
led away by his surviving servants.

ACT IV

Edgar, still in disguise, finds his father.
Not recognizing his son, Gloucester
asks to be led to a cliff in Dover so that
he can commit suicide.

Goneril arrives at home with Edmund
to find that her husband, Albany, is
disgusted by the way she and her sister
have treated Lear and Gloucester.
Goneril kisses Edmund and sends him to

© The New 42nd Street, Inc.



NEARLY LEAR

prepare for war. After he leaves, Goneril
also sends her servant, Oswald, to
deliver a love letter to Edmund. Regan
intercepts the letter and becomes
bitterly jealous.

When Gloucester and Edgar arrive at
Dover, Edgar pretends that they are on
a cliff when they are really on a small
embankment. Gloucester hurls himself
forward, falling only a few feet but
believing he has fallen a great distance.
Realizing he isn't dead, he is excited
that he has survived his “suicide.”
At that moment, Oswald attacks
Gloucester. Edgar defends his father,
killing Oswald. Before he dies, Oswald
asks Edgar to deliver Goneril’s letter to
Edmund. Edgar reads the letter.

Lear (followed by Kent) wanders around
speaking nonsense. They make their
way to the French army’s camp and the
old King falls asleep. When he wakes,
Lear, though still raving mad, recognizes
Cordelia and asks her to forgive him for
the way he treated her.

ACTV

After Edmund, Regan, and their troops
arrive at the British camp, Regan
confronts Edmund and asks him if he's
in love with her sister Goneril. Edmund
says he's not and Regan makes him
promise to stay away from her sister.
Albany, Goneril, and their troops arrive.
Although Albany sympathizes with Lear,
he agrees to battle the French in honor
of England. Edgar, still in disguise, gives
Albany the love letter he intercepted
from Goneril to Edmund.

The French and English go to battle
and the English win, taking Cordelia
and Lear as prisoners. Edmund orders
Cordelia and Lear to be executed.
Edmund and Edgar have a sword fight
and Edgar wounds Edmund.
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Elsewhere, envious of Regan'’s interest
in Edmund, Goneril poisons her. Albany
confronts Goneril about the letter she
sent proclaiming her love for Edmund,
and she leaves the scene in shame.
Finding her sister dead from the poison,
Goneril plunges a knife into her own
heart and dies.

Edgar reveals his true identity to his
father and tells Albany and the others
of Edmund’s treachery. Edmund,
wounded and caught in the act, admits
wrongdoing. He tells Albany that he has
ordered Cordelia and Lear put to death.
Albany tries to stop the execution,
but it's too late. Lear enters carrying
Cordelia’s body. Lear, broken hearted,
collapses and dies. Edgar, Kent, and
Albany are left to restore order, and
Albany elects Edgar and Kent to be
joint rulers of Lear’s kingdom.

SOURCES CONSULTED
for this SCHOOL TOOL
& FURTHER RESOURCES

http://www.sparknotes.com
http://www.cummingsstudyguides.net
http://www.rsc.org.uk
Outlines of Shakespeare’s Plays
by Homer A. Watt, Karl J. Holzknecht,
and Raymond Ross

Eyewitness Shakespeare by Peter Chrisp

The Usborne World of Shakespeare
by Anna Claybourne and Rebecca Treays

Essential Shakespeare Handbook
by Leslie Dunton-Downer
and Alan Riding

Living Theatre: History of the Theatre
by Edwin Wilson and Alvin Goldfarb

Click here for a one minute video synopsis of the play King Lear Y(]U TU‘E
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CHARACTER WEB:

SUSANNA HAMNETT'S NEARLY LEAR

REGAN

Lear’s middle daughter
and wife of Cornwall;
persecutes Lear and

Gloucester; murdered
by Goneril because

they are both in love

with Osmond.

KING OF FRANCE
Husband of

Cordelia; invades
Britain to aid Lear.

CORDELIA

LEAR

Aging King of
Britain; loses his
mind; dies from grief
at the death of his
daughter, Cordelia.

GLOUCESTER

A nobleman loyal to
Lear; tortured and
blinded by Osmond,
Regan and Goneril.

Lear’s youngest
daughter; she loves Lear
but refuses to flatter
him so he disowns her;
executed by Osmond.

THE FOOL

Lear’s jester;
uses humor and
seemingly frivolous
songs to give Lear
important advice.

0SMOND

Disgruntled servant
to Lear; manipulates
royal family; tortures
and blinds Gloucester;
is murdered by
Goneril.

GONERIL

Lear's ruthless oldest
daughter and wife of
Albany; persecutes Lear
and Gloucester; because
they are both in love with
Osmond, she kills Regan
and Osmond and then
commits suicide.

In Susanna’s adaptation of the story of Lear, there is no Kent, no Edgar, no Edmund, and no Oswald. Instead, Susanna has
created the character of Osmond, the King's servant, who is bitterly disgruntled with his lot in life, and swears to use his
intelligence and good looks as a way to manipulate his way to power and influence. He seduces the two elder sisters, and it
is he who is responsible for the torture and blinding of Gloucester. At the end of Nearly Lear, it is Goneril who fatally wounds
Osmond because she is unable to bear his relationship with Regan. She goes on to kill Regan and commit suicide.

Nearly Lear synopsis from Susanna Hamnett
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Suggested Activity...........coceeernnee A LA

CLOWNING AROUND:
BECOMING THE FOOL

The character of the Fool (or the court jester) is featured in several of Shakespeare'’s
plays and is the protagonist of Nearly Lear. As the Fool, Norris/Noreen is insightful,
quick witted, and entertaining. In Shakespeare’s original text, the Fool offered the
King great advice masked in jokes and songs. In this activity, students will explore
the role of the Fool.

1

. Ask students to work in pairs. One should be labeled Student A and the other
Student B.

2. In the first round of this exercise, Student A is sad and it is Student B’s job to

try to cheer him/her up. Student B has one minute to achieve this and can do
anything except for touching Student A or using real words. Student B might
make funny faces, make noises, do acrobatics, offer visual gags, or any number
of other creative activities to make Student A laugh.

3. After one minute, have the students switch roles and repeat.
4. Pause and discuss. What did you do to make the other person laugh? What did

your partner do to make you laugh?

Teacher Tip: To aid students, scribe the tactics that the class brainstorms
so that students can refer to the list in Step 5 as they work with text.

5. Provide students with the following text from Nearly Lear, giving them time to

memorize it. After the students know it well enough to recite, have them go
back to their pairs and repeat the exercise from before with one student playing
the role of the Fool saying the text, and the other listening. The challenge for each
student playing the Fool is to deliver bad news while keeping the comical delivery
of the court jester.

NORRIS: | know what you're thinking -
surely this now must be the happy ending.
But no —this is a tragedy —

T.R.A.... Tragedy...

and there is still another battle to be waged.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS:

What was it like playing the Fool?

What was it like to deliver bad news while still
maintaining the playfulness of The Fool?

Activity adapted from Royal Shakespeare
Company'’s King Lear Education Pack.

For more activities that relate to Nearly Lear, check out ADAPTATION

NYS LEARNING STANDARDS

Blue[print Focus

THEATER MAKING: ACTING

Students activate and use their
imaginations as well as the analytical
and process skills associated

with acting. Students explore the
physical, vocal, characterization and
staging components of acting by
developing the actor’s instrument:
the body, voice and mind.

THEATER MAKING: DIRECTING

Students express personal
vision and demonstrate an
understanding of context.

© The New 42nd Street, Inc.




NEW VICTORY SCHOOL TOOL resource guide 2010/ 11 Season

NEARLY LEAR

SHAKESPEAREAN

STATUS UPDATE

In Nearly Lear, the Fool, typically considered the lowest-status character in Shakespeare’s tragedies, retells the story of Lear.
In doing so, Noreen portrays characters of much higher status than her own. We also see unfold before us the tragic tale in
which the characters’ fortunes can change on a dime: a king is left to wander like a beggar while, in the end, a banished son is
appointed to jointly govern a kingdom. In this exercise, students will explore status, power and their ever shifting dynamics.

Part | Part Il

Suggested Activity...........coceeernnee A LA

NYS LEARNING STANDARDS

. Write the word “King” on two pieces of chart paper
(or large paper). Do the same with “Court Jester”.

. Separate students into four groups and give them each
one of the four chart papers. Ask that they brainstorm
words and phrases associated with that kind of person or
character but to only share the list with their own groups.
It may be useful to have dictionaries or online resources
available to students.

. Next, ask that each group create a style of walking for
their character. The group should develop one style of
movement that all group members can adopt. The group
should also describe this style of movement and write it
on their piece of paper.

How would this character walk on the street?
What would their posture be?

What body part would they “lead” with?
Their head, stomach, pelvis, something else?

. After each group has developed a style of walking, ask
everyone to begin walking around the room silently as
their character. They may interact with others silently and
should observe the physicality of their classmates.

. Discuss the activity. Allow each character to be introduced
and described. Who did you meet? How did it feel to walk
around the room? Did you feel more or less significant
than others?

1. Ask students to return to their small groups and then
exchange their piece of paper with another group (have
the “King” groups exchange with the “Court Jester”
groups). They should then review the description of this
new character.

2. Additionally, each small group should now receive a
companion line of text from the play Nearly Lear:

King (group 1)
Ha, ha!l A castle fit for a king! And | am every inch a king...

King (group 2)
Thank you, thank you, Ladies and Gentlemen of the court.

Court Jester (group 1)
Whoa, it was a challenging job, | can tell you - but real job
satisfaction — well — until they all died.

Court Jester (group 2)
So I'm leaving the tissues over here. In an emergency, if you
can't get to the tissues, you could use your sleeve.

3. Students should rehearse the style of walking and saying
a line for this new character. Encourage students to use
the whole line, a phrase, or even a single word - whatever
they can remember. Then ask students to walk around the
room as the character, greeting their classmates using
their line of text.

4. If time allows, this rotation can be repeated until each
group has had the opportunity to explore using text with
both kinds of characters.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS: 5. Discuss the activity

What was it like to embody these characters of very different statuses?
How did adding dialogue change the activity?
How was it different when speaking to other characters of lesser or higher status?

In Nearly Lear, the story of Lear is told by his court jester, considered the lowest status character of the story.
What is the significance of a low status character playing the roles of the high status characters in a drama like Nearly Lear?

For more activities that relate to Nearly Lear, check out ADAPTATION
© The New 42nd Street, Inc.
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SCRIPT REMIX
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Suggested Activity...........coceeernnee A LA

NYS LEARNING STANDARDS

Susanna Hamnett, the writer and performer of Nearly Lear, has adapted Shakespeare’s King Lear as a one-woman show in which
she retells the story from the point of view of the Fool. In this activity, students will work in groups to create their own adaptation
of one of the scenes in King Lear.

1. Ask your students to work in groups of four. 6. After each group has received feedback on its script,

2. Have students become familiar with the script (next page) students should revise their written work and then stage
by reading it aloud in their group. it for the class. Students need not add in the suggestions
3. Next, explain that their challenge is to adapt the scene and that were given to them, but should thoughtfully consider

make it their own by rewriting it in their own words. They
can switch the gender or age of the characters, the setting,
the stage directions, etc. The most important thing is to be
creative while maintaining the key plot points.

the feedback. When staging their work, encourage students
to think creatively and use performance techniques such as
speaking in unison, having actors play inanimate objects, or
using simple props in imaginative ways.

Teacher Tip: Challenge students to rewrite the text
to include commentary from the point of view of
The Fool. If The Fool were watching this scene, what
might he or she say about what's going on?

Teacher Tip: Challenge students to preserve the
physical characteristics of the Fool and the King
(see previous activities) in their final presentation.

7. After each group has had the chance to rehearse their new

4. After your students have written their versions of the scene scene, have each group share with the class.
between King Lear and Regan, ask them to pair up with
another group to exchange their rewritten pieces for feed-
back.

5. Each group should read the new version they have been
given and give feedback in the following format: “I notice
_ "*“l'like ___." “I wonder ___.” For example, a group
may say “| noticed that you incorporated the Fool as a char-
acter at the end of the scene to recap what we saw. | liked
that you rewrote the character of Regan as a hippie. |
wonder if her relationship with Lear might be clearer if the
Fool also opens the scene by telling us the setting.”

REFLECTION QUESTIONS:

As an audience, what did you notice about each particular
adaptation? What did you like about each adaptation?

As a writer/performer, what were some things you decided
to change from the original text that you remixed and why?

What are some challenges you faced in creating an adaptation
that preserved the key plot points of the original text?
Teacher Tip: To further encourage students’ positive
communication with each other, make clear that for
every suggestion made, there must first be an
observation or compliment preceding it.

What was it like to add the character of the Fool into a
scene in which he/she wasn't originally written?

What other adaptations did you see in the room?

What is an Adaptation?

In the theater when a playwright transforms a novel or other source material into a play, it is called an adaptation. When adapting
text for the stage, the playwright’s challenge is to bring the story’s description of the characters’ internal thoughts, feelings,
emotions and memories to life through the dramatic action on stage. The goal is to preserve the integrity of the original
written work while expressing it through the dialogue and physical actions of the actors, creating the world of the original
story on the stage. Play adaptations allow audiences to be visually and aurally drawn into worlds that were originally limited
to the page.

For more activities that relate to Nearly Lear, check out ADAPTATION
© The New 42nd Street, Inc.
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SHAKESPEARE'S KING LEAR

ACT I, SCENE 4

KING LEAR:

Beloved Regan,

Thy sister’s naught: O Regan, she hath tied
Sharp-toothed unkindness, like a vulture, here:
[Points to his heart]

| can scarce speak to thee; thou'lt not believe
With how depraved a quality—O Regan!

REGAN:

| pray you, sir, take patience: | have hope.
You less know how to value her desert
Than she to scant her duty.

KING LEAR:
Say, how is that?

REGAN:

| cannot think my sister in the least

Would fail her obligation: if, sir, perchance

She have restrained the riots of your followers,
‘Tis on such ground, and to such wholesome
end, As clears her from all blame.

KING LEAR:
My curses on her!

REGAN:

O, sir, you are old.

Nature in you stands on the very verge

Of her confine: you should be ruled and led

By some discretion, that discerns your state
Better than you yourself. Therefore, | pray you,
That to our sister you do make return;

Say you have wronged her, sir.

KING LEAR:

Ask her forgiveness?

Do you but mark how this becomes the house:
[Kneeling]

“Dear daughter, | confess that | am old;

Age is unnecessary: on my knees | beg

That you'll vouchsafe me raiment, bed, and

food.”

REGAN:
Good sir, no more; these are unsightly tricks:
Return you to my sister.

KING LEAR:

[Rising]

Never, Regan:

She hath abated me of half my train;

Looked black upon me; struck me with her
tongue, Most serpent-like, upon the very heart:
All the stored vengeances of heaven fall

On her ingrateful top! Strike her young bones,
You taking airs, with lameness!

GLOSSARY

thou'lt: you will vouchsafe: grant

desert: worth raiment: clothing
scant: slack abated: decreased

perchance: perhaps  train: entourage
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