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 Lesson focus: To identify and 

explore characters and themes Act 1, 
Scene 1; to begin to consider the play’s 
parent-child theme. 

 

 Opening exercise: Empathy task 

 Imagine you were 45 years old. What 
would you want your children to be 

like? (think-pair-share) e.g. happy, 
loyal, responsible? 

 Now imagine you are 85. As you 
consider your approaching death, how 
would you decide how to share your 
wealth between your children? (think-
pair-share) e.g. An equal share to 

each, more to the poorest or kindest? 
 Explain that the opening of King 

Lear focuses on these issues. 

 

 Textual examination: Read Act 

1 Scene 1 lines 1-34. Discuss and  make 
notes on the text:  
 This snatch of conversation precedes 

the main action. Identify: What is the 

main action which is about to follow? 
 Why do you think Shakespeare begins 

with this little exchange between 
minor characters before the main 
action? (What theme does it 
introduce? - begin to highlight or 
colour code this) 

 How does Gloucester judge/value his 
two sons? (legitimate/illegitimate, 
shame/pride etc.). 

 Read Act 1 Scene 1 lines 35-199. Discuss 
and make notes on the text:   
 How does King Lear judge/value his 

daughters?  

 Find evidence that Goneril and 

Regan’s declarations of love are 
excessive? (superlatives, imagery 
etc.) 

 How does Cordelia’s response to Lear 
compare? (length and impact of 

answers etc.) 
 How does Kent’s passionate defence 

of Cordelia help to shape the 
audience’s views of Lear and 
Cordelia?  

 Read lines 200-305. Discuss and make 
notes on the text:  

 How do her father and two suitors 
judge/talk about Cordelia?  

 Find evidence that Lear’s language 

has become cruel over the top?  
 Read lines 306-330. 

 Identify Goneril and Regan’s concerns 
about their father?  
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 Discussion ideas: Working in small 

groups, use Handout a)i King Lear’s family 
tree (best enlarged to A3) to discuss and 
record initial impressions of the central 
characters 

 For each point made about the 
characters, encourage students to find 
evidence/a quotation, and to consider 
how an audience might respond. 

 (King Lear > Characterisation in King 

Lear > King Lear) 

 (King Lear > Characterisation in King 

Lear > Goneril) 

 (King Lear > Characterisation in King 

Lear > Regan) 

 (King Lear > Characterisation in King 

Lear > Cordelia) 

 

 Recreative task: The opening action 

of a king dividing his kingdom between his 
three daughters can seem like a fairy-tale 
rather than a tragic play. Use this opening 
scenario as a stimulus for a story in a 
different genre – e.g. could this be the 

beginning of a fable/detective/comic story? 

 
 Critical task: ‘Shakespeare’s primary 

purpose in Act 1 Scene 1 is to encourage the 
audience to esteem Cordelia and to be 
repulsed by Lear.’ To what extent do you 
agree?  
 This question can be accessed on two 

levels:  
 Students can simply find evidence 

that the audience should like Cordelia 
(she is honest, undervalued, etc.) and 
dislike Lear (rash, harsh, enjoys 
flattery, etc.) or  

 Students could see the complexity of 
the scenario (Is Lear to be pitied in 

his old age? Is Cordelia being 
obstinate and insensitive?).   

 (King Lear > Characterisation in 

King Lear > King Lear) 

 (King Lear > Characterisation in 

King Lear > Cordelia) 
 

 
 Extension task: Theme tracking. Either: 

 Find and colour code the other themes 
introduced in Act 1 Scene 1 (e.g. sight 

and blindness; madness and rationality; 

love and loyalty)  
 OR continue tracking and colour coding 

the parent-child theme through the play.  
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