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Abstract:  

William Shakespeare, the dramatist not for an age but for all times, has produced 
great tragedies on Human Nature, exclusively on the darker side of human experience. King 
Lear is one among the four great tragedies i.e. Hamlet, Othello and Macbeth, that marks the 
full maturity of Shakespeare’s dramatic powers and his power of expression. This highly 
melodramatic play is a masterpiece of character-study. The characters of the play differ in 
sex, age, attitude, roles and state of life but all are alike in being human and alive. The 
tragedy is not only of King Lear but also of the characters that fall victims to Time and 
Fortune. The victims not only suffer because of the weaknesses and vices but also because of 
their honesty, integrity and truthfulness. The reversal of Fortune and changing identities in 
the play bring out the unique feature of Shakespeare’s playwriting i.e. the catharsis. Pity and 
fear dominate the spectators’ and readers’ emotions from the beginning to the end. King Lear 
is a play where adversity and misfortune expose the reality and truth of human nature. King 
Lear, Gloucester, Kent, Cordelia and Edgar are the characters who suffer the sudden blows of 
fate and are fooled by Time and Fortune. The famous philosophical and moralizing lines, 
uttered by these characters at the most difficult and disappointing times, constitute the 
sublime beauty of the work and provide solace. The circumstances in the play connect the 
mortal and moral world to the heavenly bodies and God that command and control human 
beings and their actions. This paper is an attempt to analyse and study the metamorphosis of 
characters, brought into effect by the changing Time and Fortune.  

Keywords: Shakespeare, King Lear, Banishment, Disguise, Changed identities, 
Homelessness. 

 The year 2016 marks the 400th Death Anniversary of William Shakespeare, the Bard 
of Avon. Though his plays were written in the 16th and 17th century, but their prominence and 
relevance is everlasting. His works bear the stamp of eternity as he said in one of his sonnets, 
“So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see, / So long lives this [his works]”. Shakespeare 
has written canonical plays on essential human nature and portrayed the characters in the 
original colours with a surpassing vividness. His multitude of characters and their unfailing 
humanity, liveliness and realism are the reasons why he is still and will always be widely 
read and appreciated. So long there is wickedness, hypocrisy and good in the world; 
Shakespeare’s plays will keep offering a just account of human nature. King Lear is a play of 
overreaching human emotions and passions. It is a play where reversal of Time and Fortune 
demystify identities and expose the bitter truth. 

This is the excellent foppery of the world, that, 
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when we are sick in fortune,-- often the surfeit 

of our own behavior,-- we make guilty of our  

disasters the sun, the moon, and the stars: as  

if we were villains by necessity; fools by  

heavenly compulsion; knaves, thieves, and  

treachers, by spherical predominance; drunkards, 

liars, and adulterers, by an enforced obedience of 

planetary influence; and all that we are evil in,  

by a divine thrusting on (1.2.123-132) 

These lines spoken by Edmund, the bastard son of the Earl of Gloucester, summarize the 
whole play King Lear. The adversity, misfortune and vices are usually attributed to the stars 
and planets, which in real case are the result of a person’s own wrong doings or hamartia, the 
tragic flaw. Edmund makes fun of people and their astrological belief that try to hide their 
vices and weaknesses by blaming their misfortune on the sun, the moon and the stars. Their 
wickedness, often a result of their own excesses, is attributed to the irresistible influence of 
some particular stars or some compelling divine force.  

King Lear, the eponymous character, and the Earl of Gloucester are the highly suffering 
characters who suffer disastrous consequences due to their own folly and want of judgment. 
Besides, the filial ingratitude, shown to Lear by his two eldest daughters and to Gloucester by 
his bastard son Edmund, degenerate the old King to a mad man and Gloucester to a blind 
man. Such degeneration is in fact caused by the omnipotent Time and Fortune. Each is 
consoled and comforted by the good child: Cordelia in the case of Lear and Edgar in the case 
of Gloucester. The dramatic irony in the play brings out the sharp contrast between what is 
thought and what actually happens, thus leaving human beings miserable before Time and 
Fortune.  

King Lear in the beginning of the play decides to divide his kingdom among his three 
daughters with the intention “To shake all cares and business from our age; / Conferring them 
on younger strengths, while we / Unburthen’d crawl toward death” (1.1.40-42). In order to 
prevent “future strife” among the various claimants to the kingdom and the crown, Lear 
intends to transfer the possession of his territory to his daughters. Though he had already 
decided and divided the territorial regions in his mind, but in order to satisfy his childish 
vanity, he asks his daughters to express their love for him in words. The eldest two convince 
him of their love in excessive words, but the youngest daughter Cordelia, fails to express her 
affection because of her natural reserve and reticence. Cordelia’s honesty and failure to 
impress Lear by her words hurt the king’s ego and causes his annoyance. He feels so 
offended that he disowns and disinherits her. This irrational behavior of Lear presents him as 
a haughty, arrogant, short-sighted, flattery seeking man. Lear, unable to judge the character of 
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his three daughters, falls victim to the flattery of wicked minds and punishes Cordelia, “[his] 
best object, / The argument of [his] praise, balm of [his] age, / Most best, Most dearest” 
(1.1.231-233). He divides his whole kingdom between Goneril and Regan; disowns and 
disinherits Cordelia; and keeps nothing for himself. He passes the effective exercise of royal 
power to the heirs and decides to keep for himself the title of the King; a train of hundred 
knights to attend exclusively on him; and will stay with his two daughters by turns, one 
month with each at a time. This rash and impulsive decision of Lear; his failure to perceive 
the depth of Cordelia’s feelings behind her bald statements and the hypocrisy behind the 
eloquent statements of Goneril and Regan cost Lear heavily afterwards.  

On finding that Lear is doing an injustice to Cordelia, the Earl of Kent intervenes on her 
behalf trying to stop Lear from erring. He wants Lear to change his decision; but Lear tells 
him that his decision is final. Kent again opposes King’s decision pointing out that he has 
always honoured King Lear as his King, loved him as his father, obeyed him as his master 
and prayed for his welfare. When the infuriated king asks Kent to “Come not between the 
Dragon and his wrath”, Kent expresses his duty and justifies his opposition in the following 
words: 

Be Kent unmannerly, 

When Lear is mad. What wilt thou do, old man? 

Think’st thou that duty shall have dread to speak, 

When power to flattery bows? To plainness honour’s bound, 

When majesty falls to folly. (1.1.151-155) 

Kent forbears the King to give away all his royal power and authority. He asks the King to 
hold back his decision for further consideration. He defends Cordelia’s bald and honest 
expression of love for her father. Such frequent advices and opposition from Kent infuriates 
the King and Lear losing his temper passes an order of banishment against Kent. Kent is 
warned to leave the kingdom within ten days failing to which he will be put to death. 
Unwillingly, Kent makes his exit from the court. The wheel of Time and Fortune thus turns 
against Lear and he loses the two people who loved and cared for him the most. On Lear’s 
decision of banishing Kent, Goneril remarks: 

The best and soundest of his time hath been but  

rash; then must we look to receive from his age, 

not alone the imperfections of long-engraffed  

condition, but therewithal the unruly waywardness  

that infirm and choleric years bring with them. (1.1.317-321) 
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In these words, Goneril highlights the character of Lear as a hasty and hot-headed man who 
behaves in an unpredictable and erratic manner. The rashness is not to be blamed to the old 
age because even in his best and sane times, he used to behave in the same vein. 

Lear is the King of Britain in the opening scene with a crown and a kingdom, which are 
symbolic of royal power and authority. But a few scenes later, the King is reduced to a mere 
old mad man without a protection over his head and a place to take shelter in. Instead of the 
royal Crown, he is offered “two crowns of the egg” and “a fool’s cap” by his Fool time and 
again to remind him of his basic flaw i.e. his preference of appearances over reality. His hasty 
decision, to transfer his kingdom and authority to his two elder daughters who succeed in 
winning Lear’s affection and trust by their false words, causes the doom of Lear. Because he 
keeps nothing for himself, he becomes totally dependent on his daughters for his livelihood 
and reduces to “an O without a figure” before it to give it value because Lear has given away 
all other titles he was born with. He is now as empty and useless as “a sheal’d peascod”. 
Soon, he realizes his mistake of choosing pretension over reality and repents till his death. 
The pride and prosperity soon degenerate into plight and penury. The King’s degeneration 
into a homeless wanderer reminds us of the inevitable change brought about by the 
omnipotent Time. Once speaks Cordelia: 

Time shall unfold what plaited cunning hides: 

Who covers faults, at last shame them derides. (1.1.302-303) 

Other than the change in Lear’s status as a king, a change takes place in his status as a father. 
In the opening scene, he is a proud father of three daughters, of whose love he was certain. 
The two daughters, between whom he divides his kingdom, refuse to keep their father with 
them. The reason behind Goneril’s refusal of keeping her father and his train of knights is 
that one of Goneril’s gentleman-attendant chides King’s Fool, who in return, is hit by Lear. 
When Goneril comes to know of this behavior of her father, she says: 

Idle old man, 

That still would manage those authorities 

That he hath given away! Now, by my life, 

Old fools are babes again; and must be used 

With cheques as flatteries,-- when they are seen abused. (1.3.16-20) 

and orders her steward, Oswald to order his companions to wear an indifferent and cold look 
towards her father and his attendants. Thus falls the veil of pretension from Goneril’s face 
and for the first time Lear is exposed to reality, when Goneril rebukes her father for the 
inappropriate conduct of his followers. Lear receives a blow at his self-respect and questions 
his identity in the following words: 

Doth any here know me? This is not Lear: 
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Doth Lear walk thus? Speak thus? Where are his eyes? 

Either his notion weakens, his discernings 

Are lethargied-- Ha! Waking? ’tis not so. 

Who is it that can tell me who I am? (1.4.218-222) 

When Lear comes to know that Goneril has dismissed fifty of his attendants in a fortnight, he 
feels offended and curses Goneril and for the first time realizes the wrong he did to Cordelia 
for her being honest. He prays to the goddess Nature to render Goneril incapable of 
conceiving and bearing children. And if she gives birth to a child, let Nature so arrange that 
the child becomes a source of torment and acute suffering to its mother, so that she may 
realize “how sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is / To have a thankless child!” (1.4.285-286) 

The first and opening scene of the play is full of the cunning play of Time and Fortune to 
which a King, his honest daughter and servant fall prey, while the evil and wicked characters 
i.e. Goneril and Regan prosper because of the favourable turn of Time and Fortune. 

He decides to go to his other daughter, Regan, hopeful of a better welcome and service. He 
tells Goneril that Regan will be a source of comfort to him. The Fool tries to convince Lear of 
the possibility of Regan treating him no better than Goneril has done. But Lear does not seem 
to agree with him. Sooner Lear sees his servant, the disguised Kent, in the stocks, and when 
told that he had been put in the stocks by Regan and her husband, the Duke of Cornwall, he is 
deeply outraged. Here the Fool makes another of his witty speeches: 

Fathers that wear rags 

Do make their children blind; 

But fathers that bear bags 

Shall see their children kind. 

Fortune, that arrant whore, 

Ne’er turns the key to the poor. 

But, for all this, thou shalt have as many dolours  

for thy daughters as thou canst tell in a year. (2.4.53-60) 

The next blow to his self- respect comes when Gloucester informs him that his daughter and 
her husband are in no mood to speak to him. When at last Regan and Cornwall meet him, and 
Lear complains of Goneril’s misbehavior and wicked manner, he is taken aback and 
disappointed to find that Regan favours Goneril’s action and advices Lear to go back to her 
and apologize for the way he had left her place. Such ingratitude of his two daughters, who 
are not willing to allow him to keep all his knights with him, even half of them and ultimately 
even one of them, infuriates the King to the extent that he swears to have such revenges on 
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both his daughters that the whole world will be stunned. He decides not to stay with either of 
his daughters and goes out into the storm, not knowing where to go. When Gloucester tries to 
request Regan for keeping Lear indoors because of the foul weather outside, she replies: 

         to wilful men, 

The injuries that they themselves procure 

Must be their schoolmasters. (2.4.332-334) 

The wheel of Time and Fortune fool Lear again because not only the ingratitude of his 
daughters and his own foolish step have brought about his misery but also the Nature is ready 
to torment his anguished soul with the furious storm. In such a miserable condition, with his 
bare head and without any shelter above him, he calls upon the wind to blow with all its force 
and the rain to fall with all its strength. He adds that the Nature has combined with his two 
pernicious daughters to assault him but for the first time, the impatient Lear says, “No, I will 
be the pattern of all patience; / I will say nothing” (37-38). The important point to notice here 
is the transformation in Lear’s character. Lear, who was impatient, arrogant and haughty, has 
now become humble, meek and patient. He rightly says, “I am a man / more sinn’d against 
than sinning (3.2.60-61).” Time and Fortune reduces a royal king to a mad man, a “child-
changed father”, “slave, a poor, infirm, weak and despis’d old man” and “the natural fool of 
Fortune”. Lear’s own misfortunate time makes him realize the plight of poor people which he 
did not take much notice of before. He advices pompous men in the following words: 

   Take physic, pomp; 

Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel, 

That thou mayst shake the superflux to them, 

And show the heavens more just. (3.4.37-40) 

Not only the prosperity makes a person blind to others’ adversity but it also hides the hideous 
crimes of the powerful behind the pomp. Lear says:  

Through tatter’d clothes small vices do appear; 

Robes and furr’d gowns hide all. Plate sin with gold, 

And the strong lance of justice hurtless breaks: 

Arm it in rags, a pigmy’s straw does pierce it. (4.6.180-183) 

In madness, Lear makes his most sensible remarks and speeches. Whatever wrong he did in 
his senses, he repents in his madness and tries to rectify them. Misfortunate time gradually 
makes him realize his mistakes and folly which he committed in his fortunate times. Time 
and again, there are references to the controlling force of Time and Fortune in the play. 

www.galaxyimrj.com Galaxy: An International Multidisciplinary Research Journal ISSN: 2278-9529

Vol. 5, Issue VI November 2016057



Other than Lear, another character who suffers due to the ingratitude of his child is the Earl of 
Gloucester. Gloucester has two sons- the legitimate Edgar and the illegitimate Edmund. 
Gloucester betrays the same want of judgment which causes Lear’s misery. Just as Lear had 
thought Goneril and Regan to be devoted to him, and Cordelia to be unaffectionate towards 
him, so Gloucester thinks Edgar to be his enemy and Edmund to be devoted to him. Both the 
fathers suffer at the hands of their children in whom they had put their implicit unconditional 
faith. Gloucester proves to be an easily gullible man because he quickly and unsuspectingly 
believes whatever Edmund tells him about Edgar. He blames human being’s misery on the 
planets. With reference to Edgar’s alleged plot against his life, he remarks: 

These late eclipses in the sun and moon portend 

no good to us: though the wisdom of Nature can  

reason it thus and thus, yet nature finds itself  

scourged by the sequent effects: love cools, 

friendship falls off, brothers divide: in  

cities, mutinies; in countries, discord; in  

palaces, treason; and the bond cracked ‘twixt son  

and father. This villain of mine comes under the  

prediction; there’s son against father: the king  

falls from bias of nature; there’s father against 

child. We have seen the best of our time:  

machinations, hollowness, treachery, and all  

ruinous disorders follow us disquietly to our  

graves. (1.2.106-119) 

Gloucester continues to talk in the same strain and asks Edmund to find out the villain Edgar 
so that he can take an action against him. Gloucester is gulled by Edmund once again when 
he narrates a fictitious account of the mock-fight with Edgar. Without interrogating Edgar 
and easily believing Edmund, Gloucester with the permission of the duke of Cornwall 
proclaims Edgar as an outlaw and gives orders of his arrest. 

Edmund not only plots against his half-brother but also against his father. He informs the 
Duke of Cornwall about Gloucester’s plans of helping Lear in the latter’s distress. Soon 
afterwards Gloucester finds himself prisoner in the hands of Regan and Cornwall for secretly 
sending Lear away to Dover. Gloucester reminds Regan and Cornwall that they are his guests 
in his own castle and have no right of treating him discourteously. He bluntly tells Regan that 
he had sent Lear to the Dover because: 
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Because I would not see thy cruel nails 

Pluck out his poor old eyes; nor thy fierce sister 

In his anointed flesh stick boarish fangs. 

The sea, with such a storm as his bare head  

in hell-black night endured, would have buoy’d up,  

And quench’d the stelled fires: 

Yet, poor old heart, he holp the heavens to rain. 

If wolves had at thy gate howl’d that stern time, 

Thou shouldst have said ‘Good porter, turn the key,’ 

All cruels else subscribed: but I shall see 

The winged vengeance overtake such children. (3.7.62-72) 

The result of this furious speech is that Gloucester is blinded by Cornwall. But all he vainly 
asks for now is that his son, Edmund, would avenge the brutal deed of Cornwall. Gloucester 
receives another blow of Time and Fortune when Regan tells him that Edmund hates him and 
it was Edmund who disclosed his secret activities to Cornwall. Here, at this moment, 
Gloucester realizes his folly in trusting Edmund and suspecting Edgar. At this point of time, 
Gloucester could see without his eyes what he could not see when he had eyes. The changed, 
blinded Gloucester could see the pretensions and reality. Disappointed, he decides to put an 
end to his life by jumping down from a high cliff. For this he goes to Dover along with an old 
man, Gloucester’s servant. Blinded Gloucester refuses to be led by the eyes saying: 

I have no way, and therefore want no eyes; 

I stumbled when I saw: Full oft ’tis seen, 

Our means secure us, and our mere defects 

Prove our commodities. (4.1.19-22)  

Gloucester once again blames Gods and stars for human misery in the following lines and in 
a way expresses that no moral order prevails in the world, because along with the wicked, the 
good also suffers miserably and brutally: 

As flies to wanton boys, are we to the gods. 

They kill us for their sport. (4.1.42-43) 

In the Dover, when he is led by Edgar, disguised as a Bedlam-beggar, he remarks, “’Tis the 
times’ plague, when madmen lead the blind (4.1.55).” Gloucester is tricked by Edgar into 
believing that he has jumped down from the top of the cliff but is not in the least hurt. The 
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dramatic irony of the situation is that the child whom Gloucester suspected and was 
convinced of could kill him, eventually saves him from death. Here again Time and Fortune 
play an important role. Gloucester convinced by Edgar that his decision of committing 
suicide was wrong in the words saying, “Men must endure / Their going hence, even as their 
coming hither; / Ripeness is all” (5.2.10-12), resolves never again to give way to despair. 

Finally, we learn from Edgar’s account to Albany about Gloucester’s death in the final scene 
of the play. Edgar had revealed himself to his father, who unable to hear Edgar’s story of 
sufferings and misery, died, but not in despair. He died smilingly between two extremes of 
passion- joy and grief. This tragic tale of Gloucester’s life is another example of how the 
character suffers not only because of others’ evil doings but also because of his own faults 
and weaknesses which he realizes later.  

Besides the two fathers, suffer two innocent children- Cordelia, daughter of King Lear and 
Edgar, son of Gloucester. Cordelia is fooled by Time and Fortune when she does not come up 
to her father’s expectations in terms of her expression of love for him. Though King Lear is 
fully aware of Cordelia’s affection and also loved her the most, he misunderstands Cordelia’s 
words. When Cordelia says that she has “nothing to say”, Lear gives her another chance to 
speak. Her inability to please her father by saying that she loves him in accordance with her 
filial duty, and loves him neither more nor less than her filial duty requires, irritates Lear to 
the extent that he indignantly disowns and disinherits her in the following words: 

By all the operation of the orbs 

From whom we do exist, and cease to be; 

Here I disclaim all my paternal care, 

Propinquity and property of blood, 

And as a stranger to my heart and me 

Hold thee, from this, for ever. (1.1.115-120) 

With this bitter remark, he calls the two suitors- the King of France and the King of 
Burgundy for Cordelia’s hand. Lear offers no dowry to the Kings because “now her price is 
fallen” and she has only the King’s displeasure and nothing else. Lear asks the suitors: 

Will you, with those infirmities she owes, 

Unfriended, new-adopted to our hate, 

Dower’d with our curse, and stranger’d with our oath, 

Take her, or leave her? (1.1.216-219)  

The King of Burgundy, a greedy man and who is blind to the merits of Cordelia, refuses to 
accept her as his wife without questioning the King’s decision. But these words surprise the 
King of France and he asks Lear what Cordelia has done to deserve this treatment. He 
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reminds Lear that only a little while ago Lear declared Cordelia his favourite daughter and 
had been speaking about her in the most enthusiastic terms. He wishes to know Cordelia’s 
monstrous deed as a result of which she fell out of Lear’s favour. The King of France finds it 
difficult to believe that Cordelia has committed some horrible misdeed. Here Cordelia 
defends herself and entreats her father to make it clear to her suitors that: 

It is no vicious blot, murder, or foulness, 

No unchaste action, or dishonour’d step, 

That hath deprived me of your grace and favour; 

But even for want of that for which I am richer, 

A still-soliciting eye, and such a tongue 

As I am glad I have not, though not to have it 

Hath lost me in your liking. (1.1.245-251) 

This defence by Cordelia of herself clears all the allegations imposed on her and wins for her 
the most worthy suitor, the King of France. The King of France tells the King that “Thy 
dowerless daughter, king, thrown to my chance, / Is queen of us, of ours, and our fair France: 
/ Not all the dukes of waterish Burgundy / Can buy this unprized precious maid of me” 
(1.1.277-280). Cordelia bids farewell to her sisters, ironically calling them “the jewels of our 
[their] father”. She knows the reality of her sisters to which her father is blind, but she is 
unwilling to describe their faults and asks them to take care of their father with proper 
affection. To Cordeila’s words and advice, Goneril rebukes her and calls her “Fortune’s 
alms” or a charity give-away. Thus cunning play of Fortune separates Cordelia from her 
father and his affection. But at the end of the play, it is Cordelia only who provides solace 
and shelter to distressed Lear. Cordelia could not help Lear as a daughter, but after her 
changed identity as the Queen of France, she tries to help her father in his deteriorating 
condition. But Time has one more misery to add in her store. Things go wrong with the 
invading French army, and Lear and Cordelia are taken prisoners. Indeed, Cordelia bravely 
accepts the reverse in her Fortunes. As a consequence of a plot designed by Edmund and 
Goneril, Cordelia is hanged to death and thus meets her tragic end at the hands of misfortune. 

Edgar, the natural and legitimate heir to Gloucester’s property degenerates into “a most poor 
man, made tame to Fortune’s blows” and “the food of [his] abused father’s wrath”, suffers at 
the hands of his half-brother, Edmund and his father, the Earl of Gloucester. Just as Edmund 
fooled his father, he fooled Edgar as well. Edgar too believes whatever Edmund tells him and 
at Edmund’s advice avoids meeting his father. Edgar is once more trapped by Edmund, when 
Edgar at Edmund’s bidding, draws his sword and enters into a mock-duel with Edmund; and 
again at Edmund’s bidding, flees from the scene before Gloucester appears on the scene. This 
whole manipulation results in Edgar’s finding himself an outlaw. Having been proclaimed an 
outlaw, the only way Edgar could save his life was to disguise himself as a Bedlam-beggar. 
Here again Time and Fortune force Edgar to change his identity, a prerequisite for his being 
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alive. He decides to give himself the name of Tom and feigns madness. Sometime later, 
Edgar meets his blinded father and is shocked to see this horrifying sight. He also overhears 
his father repenting of his folly in having given credence to a false report about Edgar. Edgar 
forgets all his bitterness against his father and undertakes to help his father as much as 
possible. He even brings his father out of his despair by tricking him into believing that he 
has fallen down from the top of the cliff but has been saved from death by a miracle. Thus 
like Cordelia, he also provides solace to his father in the latter’s most disappointing and 
miserable times. 

Kent, an honest and dutiful attendant of King Lear, also gets trapped by Time and Fortune. 
When Kent tries to stop Lear from disowning Cordelia and from yielding to mere flattery, 
Lear banishes Kent from the court and is warned to leave the kingdom within ten days. For 
this honest service, he receives a punishment. But Kent has no intention to quit the King and 
the kingdom in such misfortunate time. He could foresee like Fool, Lear’s plight and misery. 
Therefore he disguises himself as a serving-man and finds his way of being with Lear always. 
Kent also takes help of disguise and with his changed identity resolves to be with Lear. It is 
Kent who takes Lear to the Dover and through a gentleman, conveys letters to Cordelia 
informing her of her father’s wretched condition. When Kent learns of Cordelia’s reaction to 
her father’s misery, he expresses his view that the characters of human beings are determined 
by the influence of the planets and stars. Otherwise the same couple could not beget such 
different children: 

  It is the stars, 

The stars above us, govern our conditions; 

Else one self mate and mate could not beget 

Such different issues. (4.3.36-39) 

In the final scene, Kent, like others is horrified to see dead Cordelia in Lear’s arms. On seeing 
this moving sight, he sheds his disguise and reveals his real identity to Lear. He also informs 
Lear about the death of his two elder daughters. Moments later, Lear also dies and when 
Edgar tries to talk to the dead Lear, Kent stops him from troubling the soul of Lear because 
he had already undergone enough suffering and misfortune. On being asked by Albany to 
take charge of the administration of the country jointly with Edgar, he refuses saying he has 
to undertake a journey shortly because his master has sent him a call which he cannot 
disobey. Here Kent meant that he too will shortly leave the world to accompany his master 
because without his master, his life has lost its purpose and he cannot survive for long 
without him. Kent’s loyalty and service to Lear from the very beginning to the very end of 
the play shows his profound devotion to the King.  

Kent and Cordelia are the only sources of aid, happiness and relief to Lear during his reverse 
of Fortune. The play clearly shows that prosperous Time and Fortunes have corrupting effects 
to which even a King could not resist. But right goes the saying that “Time and tide waits for 
none”. Here in the play, evil and wickedness prosper but for a short time but with a huge 
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effect. The effect of the corrupt people and their corrupt actions ruin not only the sanity of 
innocent people but also cost their lives, as witnessed in the last scene of the play. 

Other than the above mentioned characters, evil characters also fall prey to the grinding 
wheel of Time and Fortune. They also meet a tragic end. Cornwall dies at the hands of a 
servant, when the latter tries to stop Cornwall from his cruel proceeding to blind Gloucester. 
Cornwall draws his sword in order to attack the servant but who, however, is punished by fate 
and dies of the fatal wound he receives from the dying servant. Next dies the wicked Oswald, 
steward to Goneril. Oswald encounters the blinded Gloucester for whose murder Regan had 
promised a reward. In avarice of the reward, he draws his dagger to kill Gloucester but Edgar 
comes to his father’s rescue and in a fight kills the murderous steward. Goneril commits 
suicide when the letter in which she urges Edmund to kill her husband, Albany is exposed. 
When Regan declares her passion for Edmund, after her husband Cornwall’s death, she is 
secretly poisoned by Goneril and meets the tragic fate. Edmund, another and the most wicked 
of the evil characters, receives a fatal wound in the duel that ensues between him and Edgar. 
On the point of death, Edmund admits that “the wheel is come full circle” and dies not before 
revealing his wicked plot and orders of killing Lear and Cordelia.  

To sum up, it can be said that almost all the characters of the play, both evil and good, are 
trapped by the reverse of Time and Fortune and forced to change identities. Circumstances 
play an important role in contributing to the misfortunes of the good characters. The good 
characters receive an undeserved penalty at the hands of misfortune and are a source of 
catharsis in the play, while the punishment received by the wicked characters establishes the 
poetic justice. The identity crisis, the homelessness, the exile and banishment are ingeniously 
incorporated in the play. Pain and pleasure; prosperity and adversity; and inevitable change in 
Time and Fortune are the universal and eternal conditions to which mortal lives are bound in 
the play. The eternal success of Shakespeare’s King Lear relies heavily on the above 
mentioned eternal themes and human beings’ responses to these conditions. Lear rightly 
remarks on human beings’ misery and helplessness: 

When we are born, we cry that we are come 

To this great stage of fools. (4.6.197-198) 
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