The path of a tortured soul

King Lear is widely regarded as Shakespeare’s greatest artistic achievement. The scenes of the play show the true causes of evil. There are two plots in King Lear written in lyrics; both of them with a tragic ending. In the main plot, King Lear is abused by his two greedy daughters Goneril and Regan. He asks each daughter, including Cordelia, to portray their love for him in order to inherit his kingdom. Cordelia tells him she loves him as any daughter should; however, flatteries were only lies that came out from the two older sisters’ ruthless intentions. Lear is outraged by what he sees as Cordelia’s lack of devotion and chooses to ban her from his kingdom. He will afterwards discover the real intentions of his daughters before it is his turn to get kicked out of the kingdom. Parallel to the main plot, the subplot consists of the Earl of Gloucester who insults his own son about his illegitimacy. Because Edmund is mistreated by his father, he decides to overturn the laws of the society. As you notice, all this anarchy is caused by the aged fathers and their lack of understanding their children. In this paper, Edmund’s three speeches to the audience will be analyzed in depth to understand the reasons for this evil.

In the opening of the play, Gloucester makes fun of Edmund’s illegitimacy in front of the Duke of Kent. During the dialogue between Gloucester and Kent, we discover that Gloucester sent Edmund away for nine years to seek his own fortune and has now returned. We see that Edmund was instead rejected by the society because of his illegitimacy. Because his father jokes about Edmund’s birth in front of the Duke of Kent, Gloucester has a lack of understanding for his children. Regardless of Edmund’s being the victim twice of an illicit liaison, he represents the evil of mankind. But, in what degree is he responsible for his evil?

In the first few lines of Edmund’s initial speech, he talks about Nature as the goddess which he worships. He is trying to show the audience that merit should be based on intelligence and not on birth. In fact, he even says his “dimensions are as well compact” (16), but “custom” (16) and unreasonable decisions made by the society have treated him unfairly and made him inferior because his parents were not married. This is why he was against the law of the society and followed the law of the jungle: only the fittest survives. Shakespeare uses many repetitions of words in the lines “Why bastard? Wherefore base? Why brand they us with base? With baseness? Bastardy? Base? Base?” (16) and “Legitimate Edgar, as to th’ legitimate. Fine word, “legitimate.” Well, my legitimate” (16) to make the words like “bastard” and “legitimate” meaningless to the audience. Edmund is trying to show us these words have no meaning, since these are the immediate obstacle to Edmund’s power. Edmund was born with a superior intelligence and a handsome appearance. His goddess is like him; he is filled with power, but also desires to be on top of the Wheel of Fortune like his goddess. In fact, he talks about his scheme and explains if “this letter speed” (16) and his “invention thrive” (16), he will “top” (16) Edgar and take his land to “prosper” (16). Edmund wants to reverse the Wheel of Fortune so that he can be on top, sending his brother to the bottom of the Wheel. At the end of the first speech, he calls on his gods to support him for his actions.

The second speech that I am analysing of Edmund’s literally attacks the belief of astrology. He mocks astronomy by saying it is responsible for the evil of a man. Cataloguing different types of evil like “villains on necessity; fools by heavenly compulsion; knaves, thieves, and treachers by spherical predominance; drunkards, liars, and adulterers” (20) as the result of a constellation makes astronomy look ridiculous. His father is one of many who have faith in astrology. His naivety makes him vulnerable to Edmund’s scheme, causing him to believe that his legitimate son Edgar wants to murder him to inherit his wealth. For what concerns the innocent and trusting Edgar, Edgar is easily deceived by his brother’s lies. Edmund did not believe in the stars and blamed this on his father’s lechery for his illegitimacy. Despite of his bastardizing by the society, he clearly mentions “if not by birth, have lands by wit” (22). Again, he is explaining to the audience that merit should be based on wit and not on birth. This is why he thinks this plot is fair for him since he is more cunning. Notice that the two last lines of the second speech are written in a decasyllable rhyming couplet. In fact, poetry allowed Shakespeare to say a lot within a few words. As the story emerges, we start perceiving the evil of Edmund coming out, but his scheme seems to be fair; mainly because Gloucester is oblivious to his sons’ feelings. So is it acceptable that Edmund has turned out the way he has?


The true malignant nature of Edmund appears in his third speech. His goal was to inherit his father’s land because he was more cunning than his brother, thus deserving for power. However, throughout the play, Edmund’s father loses his ability to see and his will to live, which wasn’t part of his scheme in the beginning of the play. Furthermore, he sends Lear and Cordelia to their death and is two-faced in his relationships with Goneril and Regan. All these actions were not planned but Edmund actively makes them happen because of his own evil nature in wanting as much power as possible. We can see it in his third speech that he is trying to choose between Goneril and Regan or neither or both. As for the two sisters, their desires for Edmund make them fight blindly with each other until their death, and that of the Duke of Cornwall as well. Edmund also mentions that he has used the authority of Albany for the battle against France. Noticeably, he uses action for his own design to attain his goals rather than “debate” (130) and reasoning. The combination of Edmund’s intelligence and his overwhelming appetite makes him capable of seizing every opportunity he sees, which might not necessarily be the moral thing to do.


To sum it up, Edmund is the antagonist of King Lear, but he is not the devil. Instead, Shakespeare makes him a very normal and reasonable human being. He simply behaves in the way he was raised. His evil was evidently caused by the discrimination against bastards in the society. Later, he became hungrier for power, causing him to do some sinful actions. Shakespeare emphasizes a particular theme from King Lear with the uses of repetition, catalogues, poetry and other kinds of styles. This theme consists of nature versus nurture. Confucius once said: “Only when character [of persons] is cultivated are our families regulated; only when families are regulated are states well governed; only when states are well governed is there peace in the world.”
