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Abstract:
When Cordelia confounds her father’s desire fotdlg in Act I, Scene 1 of King Lear, she
her love “according to my bond” (1.1.102) and stirs the parameters of legitimate parent-
child relationships for the play. These relatiopshare not all that Cordelia defines, though.
Her response to Lear's test, the momentous ansimathing” (1.1.96), affirms the
legitimacy of natural law and primogeniture. Itaksllows her to stress a duty to her future
husband, leading to a second test of love thatsbeat Cordelia’s position on the
responsibilities of a wife. The Kings of France &wrgundy must consider whether they
will marry Cordelia without the benefit of her dowreckoning her value solely on the basis
of her character. Indeed, the immediate contexheffirst love test is the apparently quite
aggressive courtship of Cordelia and the prospetieo marriage. This paper explores the
representation of marriage in King Lear in thistamge and in the relationships of the
primary and secondary plots. It examines marriaga aentral if often overlooked element
within the broader tragedy, and as a means by wBithkespeare considers the broader
legitimacy and illegitimacy of relationships.

1 This paper explores marriageKing Lear, a theme that, like many others within the
play, Shakespeare measures through a series dlefsardhe courtship of Cordelia by the
Kings of France and Burgundy, for instance, creatsgcond love test to define the proper
basis for marital bonds, contrasting to Lear’s dateckoning of the parent-child bond
immediately prior. The subsequent marriage of ade the King of France compares, as
well, to the marriages of her sisters, of which d&hia herself very heavily criticizes
following her explanation of her perceived respbilisy to her father. The representation of
adultery — Edmund’s with Goneril and Regan, anduGéster's with Edmund’s mother —
likewise has a bearing on the discussion of magreagd receives attention through parallels.
Shakespeare also invites comparison of Edgar antu&d on their respective legitimacy and
illegitimacy — states defined by Gloucester’s relaship to each of their mothers, which
Gloucester himself discusses in Act 1, Scene 1nBwdmund himself, in declaring his
treachery, makes reference to his bastard stateh@ncontext of it, his father’s relationship
to his mother and thus the adulterous relationstiips defined by Gloucester’'s existing
marriage (Edgar emerges as the elder of the twe aoyway) and his violation of his marital
bond in the most outright sense. As Jannette Didlmmments in her summary King Lear,
Cordelia’s response to her father’s love test iatvdets in motion an “extended examination

of how bonds are maintained or broken between hubgngs” (104). The emphasis,
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however, is predominantly upon personal bonds,podtical ones (the political emerges as
secondary), with paternal and marital bonds togethleing center stage. The most tested
bonds within the play are between husband and waifd,father and child. Kent's is really the
only “bond of service” (104) other than, perhapswald’'s to Goneril, and Edgar’s to Lear
and then his father in the disguise of Poor Tomthsparallel to parent-child relationships,
marriage represents an important context for unaedsng gender roles and sexuality within
the play.

2 Marriage is vital to Lear and his division of lkimgdom and thus vital to the play’s
principle plot. As Ronald Cooley argued in his stuaf primogeniture inKing Lear, the
rightful transfer of Lear’s property is not to ldaughters, in any case, but to the elder of his
son-in-laws — in this, the Duke of Albany. Cordehar instance, limits her duty to and love
for her father in terms of how she will also binef$elf to a husband. She defines her love for
Lear in very precise terms, “According to my bond,more nor less’King Lear 1.1.102),
explaining the extent to which her father has waed her obedience and love in having
“begot me, bred me, loved me” (1.1.106). Her ddiygugh, to “Obey you, love you, and
most honor you” (1.1.108), she undertakes in amgunihg fashion. Rather than obeying her
father, who entreats her to perform, to “heavef][heart into [her] mouth” (1.1.100-101),
Cordelia demonstrates a seeming lack of obediepeefbsing the command to perform and
moving to criticize her sisters, perhaps to explaar apparent lack of obedience. Her
criticisms, though, must also draw attention todgnroles and marriage. She asks “Why
have my sisters husbands if they say/ They lovea}i®l (1.1.109-10). She draws attention at
once to the performance, to what her sisters hawmk and likewise what the part function of
having a husband. She insists: “Sure | shall nevanry like my sister’'s/ To love my father
all” (1.1.114-115). The recognized responsibilifyGoneril and Regan, as wives, is to not
only love their father but to love their husbangsvistue of the respective bonds. Implying a
passive transfer of loyalties, too, though, for vemm Cordelia argues that it is the
responsibility of her husband, a “lord” (1.1.118)"“tarry/ Half my love with him, half my
care and duty” (1.1.112-113). Marriage is the meaindefining gender roles and personal
responsibility alongside the parent-child bond thear and Gloucester emphasize in their
interactions. Act 1, Scene 1, for instance, costamo love tests. The first is the test that
concentrates on parent-child relationships — Latenmpts to test his daughters’ love to
determine how to divide his kingdom between theime $econd love test, however, is the

! Hereafter referred to by abbreviation, KL.
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one that allows Cordelia to obtain a loving husbamhen Cordelia responds to her father,
declaring that she loves him according to her “BdadL.102), she clarifies the nature of that
bond according to the understanding that, as a wostee has two roles, not one. She must
perform her role as a daughter in conjunction veigéing a wife. Her language also stresses
how she will function as a wife. Her role, she segjg, will be to share in her husband’s cares
and to share hers with him. Indeed, she insists“fijaat lord whose hand must take my
plight shall carry/ Half my love with him, half mgare and duty” (1.1.11-12). Although
Cordelia speaks of care and duty, not sufferingstering the role of women, for instance,
Julius Caesarand Titus Andronicus Catherine Belsey suggests that, “[i]f women are t
become consenting partners for men perhaps oneticon that they too must endure pain
without protest” (134), they must bear sufferinghwan awareness that it is their duty.
Cordelia’s statement, her measurement of the rhdrttlad, seems to imply this. Certainly,
considering marriage and paternal bonds as paaBélakespeare shows Cordelia sharing in
her father’s cares and then suffering for him veitbense that it is her duty. The parameters of
gender relationships are thus decided, with theseseri love, care, and duty divided for
women between fathers and husbands, husbands eagecttake [the] plight” and actually
“carry” the responsibility of maintaining those asps of their wife’s duties. Because of the
division, though, Cordelia also rightly defines hiefe as that of a caring daughter and a
caring wife; she is to share the burden of hereiaind her husband, to provide support to
both but to provide support equally between thenmekdVshe marries, she is to transfer a
portion of her love — a half, in her estimatioro-her husband and thus to parallel the parent-
child relationship with the husband-wife relatioigshthe inevitable comparison between
child and wife status, embedded in the parallel singlssing the husband’s autonomy, their
authority, as comparable to that of a father. Teodhtent that Goneril and Regan betray their
father and violate their bonded relationship to hinthus is consistent that they violate their
marital bonds — to some degree, they are the same.

3 The opening of Act 1, Scene 1 is particularlynrio its reference to marriage. The
conversation between the Dukes of Gloucester anmd &stablishes Lear’'s mercurial nature
and his penchant for preference through referemaiewith reference to his daughters but by
alluding to his relationships with his sons-in-laWthought the King had more affected the
Duke of Albany than Cornwall” (KL 1.1.1-2), Kentfans, in the opening line. Gloucester’'s
response, “It did always seem so” (1.1.3) and hisian to the “division of the kingdom”
(1.1.4) emphasize that Lear has long-intended ang-tlebated how to divide his kingdom
between his children — as dowry for his daughteus for the benefit of their husbands. Just
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as Kent and Gloucester have begun to discuss “wbicthe dukes [Lear] values most”
(1.1.4-5), however, the second (parallel) evaluatiegins. Kent calls upon Gloucester to
speak of his relationship to Edmund (“Is not thasiyson...?” (1.1.8)). Gloucester’s response
answers the question in terms of his relationsbifgdmund’s mother as well as Edmund.
“His breeding, sir, hat been at my charge” (1.1094% a response that squarely stresses both
a parental responsibility but also a profoundly uséxone with Edmund’s mother.
“[B]reeding” (1.1.9), in fact, is a loaded term beand Gloucester has “blushed” (1.1.10) to
acknowledge his responsibility for “breeding” (BLEdmund. Breeding not only makes the
obvious allusion to sex, even in a bestial, soméwdegrading fashion, but it alludes
specifically to a function of marriage. For Glouisgs marriage plays a vital role because it
not only provides him with his legitimate son Eddgitimate in every sense, as it turns
out), but his adulterous relationship also bringsua Edmund, whose destructive capacity
and malevolent nature seem inexplicably linked imoldastardy. As Gloucester proceeds to
explain, his second son, Edgar, is a product ohfasriage. Edgar, in fact, is bred “by order
of law” (1.1.19) and thus within the bonds of mage. Gloucester does not blush to speak of
this or even of the “good sport” (1.1.23). Rathas, embarrassment links predominantly to
the extramarital nature of Gloucester’s relatiopst Edmund’s mother, as well as to her
fault probably more so than his — that Edmund’sheohad “a son for her cradle ere she had
a husband/ for her bed” (1.1.15-6). Indeed, Shadaspaddresses the circumstances of
Edmund’s conception and birth to emphasize thelpnob of sexuality and marriage defined
by gender. The social stigma of illegitimacy istagnly one of these problems and something
that Edmund himself addresses when he declaresuf®a(l1.2.1) as his goddess, and
guestions why “should I/ Stand in the plague oft@uns and permit/ The curiosity of nations
to deprive me” (1.2.2-4). Clearly, he alludes tdaek of social status and an associated
stigma — the social assumption that an illegitincdiiéd, a bastard, is somehow dishonest and
“base” (1.2.10). As Alexander Leggatt suggests,middd’s being born at all was a social
offense” (151) and although Gloucester initiallycldees an equal love for his sons (KL
1.1.17-18), “there is something anomalous...about dm and Gloucester’'s jocular
evasiveness about acknowledging him” (Leggatt 194).a sense, as Leggatt argues,
Edmund’s illegitimacy — the latent relationship dexuality, to nature, and his emergence
outside the bonds of marriage — gives him a dubgiatus; “As Lear is and is not king,
Edmund is and is not Gloucester’'s son” (151) besafifiis conception outside of marriage.

4 The exchange between Gloucester and Kent pretieelesntrance of Lear and the rest

of the court. When Lear enters, echoing the disonsabout the rivalry of the dukes of
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Albany and Cornwall for Lear's affections, Lear lsieff mentions to the rivalry between
France and Burgundy in pursuit of Cordelia. Leamtention to divide his kingdom and the
rivalry between France and Burgundy both causeiderable uncertainty in Lear’'s court
according to Gloucester's observations, too. Asr’sedaughters have waited to hear what
dowry they are to receive, France and Burgundy Hawag in our court...made their
amorous sojourn” (KL 1.1.51), waiting “to be ansedt (1.1.52) as to which of them will
win “the youngest daughter’s love” (1.1.49). Yeg with the apparent rivalry between
Cornwall and Albany, much about this exchange @bl@matic. At once, Lear speaks of
“The two great princes” (1.1.49) as rivals for Calid's love. This suggests, of course, that
the two men have both courted Cordelia and that #ppeal to her on an emotional level.
The reference to her “love” (1.1.49) seems alsstriess love as the desired basis for marriage
for each of the princes. It suggests they each paveued Cordelia in the hope of winning
her love as opposed to her dowry. Yet, of coutse |later exchange between Burgundy and
France shows this to be incorrect. Similarly, Led@hguage implies that Cordelia has at least
some autonomy in choosing a husband. The basisefrivalry is her love. Yet, Lear
undercuts ideas both of love and of Cordelia’s momoy when he insists that the princes
“here are to be answered” (1.1.52) at the divissbrthe kingdom and when Lear has “a
constant will to publish/ Our daughter’s severalvdos” (1.1.46). A paradox is not difficult
to identify in the allusion to Cordelia’s love asdlf-determination, alongside references to
Lear’s publication of her dowry (material valueXams apparent command of the situation in
which the princes will “be answered” (1.1.52). Altlgh Cordelia does seem to have some
choice — Lear acts as though she does — the unugrigality is heavily material and
practical. The actual choice falls to which of thw® suitors accepts her with her dowry, just
as the actual choice of land portions, the divisibrLear’'s kingdom, falls to Lear. He has,
according to his own declaration, divided the kiogdup already (1.139-40). Before his
daughters even deliver their performances, he adiné also intended that Cordelia should
receive the largest portion because he loves hemtbst (1.1.38-9). Act 1, Scene 1 thus
reveals various issues of gender, power, and amtgpndn a position of authority,
maintaining the dual role of king and father, Lgaoposes to force his autonomy beyond
natural bounds. As Alexander Leggatt argues, Learally seeks to impose a fantasy of his
daughter upon his actual daughter. In the operteges even, Cordelia “is not real” (Leggatt
145) to her father. Instead, he has asserted fisgad conception of his authority — as her
father and king — to construct “a version of hehig mind” (145). He develops a fantasy that

she “loves him totally” (146) and even to the extdrat a potentially incestuous undertone

22



emerges. Indeed, Leggatt identifies such undertamdé®/o separate instances: first, when
Lear refers to “hot-blooded France” (KL 2.2.401¢ckaring something of a sexual jealousy;
and second, when, in madness, he declares thatilheié bravely, like a smug bridegroom”
(4.6.194).

5 Throughout the play, and most obviously in higimess, Lear has an indistinct notion
of his own autonomy and he speaks with many coittiads, of awarding the loyalty of his
son-in-laws and rewarding the love of his daughtdrsar speaks of his daughters
demonstrating their love to earn a larger portibhis kingdom but he also declares that he is
simply publishing Cordelia’s dowry and handing otlee dowry of his other daughters, part
of their inheritance that he long ago apportiorntddrry Jaffa and Alexander Leggatt imply
that Lear may well have already divided his kingdamong his daughters, the love test
being a simple performance. Lear also suggestCibatelia will choose a husband. As Lear
misjudges Cordelia’s value, the Kings of France Bodgundy must each reckon Cordelia’s
value as a prospective spouse and Cordelia hersedf act on an understanding of value.
The reckoning of France and Burgundy resolves #duersd love test of the play in Act 1,
Scene 1, and the validity, the truth of Cordeligéskoning, as well. As France insists, the
play clearly demonstrates that “Love’s not love/ &iht is mingled with regards that stand/
Aloof from th’ entire point” (1.1.275-277). Cordali of course, is also “herself a dowry”
(2.1.278). The King of France also appeals to d@des “most rich being poor” (1.1.290),
“most loved” (1.1.291), and the situation beingwfal” (1.1.293). The lawfulness of the
marriage between France and Cordelia proves lavdo),as Cordelia returns to restore order
to England and likewise restores a kind of ordeindo father. When she meets with Kent in
Act 4, Scene 7, Cordelia is swift to provide comdmrio store her father, identifying
elements as they should be seen, too; the “weedsnones of those worser hours” (4.7.8).
She also appeals to proper order, beseechingnékind gods/ Cure this great breach in his
abused nature” (4.7.16-17). Although indirectlyr Bppeal to nature — quite different from
Edmund’s — is clearly to the right or natural ordéthings, the, dominant theories of social
order in Shakespeare’s day, it is nonethelessadraithin a play that sees such an inversion
of the proper order (Calderwood 8). Still, at tleginning of the play, Lear demonstrates an
unconscious adherence to the natural order. Aa 3affjgested in his study of Act 1, Scene 1,
Lear has fulfilled his role as king and brought Engl to an unparalleled peak of political
significance and stability. Allowing that “Shakespe regarded monarchy as the best form of
government” (Jaffa 405), Jaffa insists that theficaiion and pacification of England is the
“supreme object of monarchical policy in the Enlglisistories” (405). Although Henry V
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represents the only king actually to have comeegldaffa argues that Lear has at least
established himself as “head of a united Britaih0%). Such is the prominence of Lear’s
England that even the historic rival nations offée&and Burgundy, representing “the world”
(405), appear as suitors for Lear’s youngest daughaind not even his eldest daughter, who,
by rights, according to primogeniture, is heir e kingdom. As Jaffa expresses it, “[n]ever
in the histories does Shakespeare present hisenktnd at such a peak of prestige and
political excellence” (405), the potential of Colids marriage certainly playing a party in
affirming that portrait. The love test, then, afaalso argues, refuting the likes of Coleridge
and A.C. Bradley, is also part of the portrait guadit of the pretense. While both Coleridge
and Bradley argue that the first scene, Act 1, 8cenflLear, is little more than “an absurd
fairy tale” (407), Jaffa outlines the extent to whithe division of the kingdom is actually
pretense and “part of a larger system of pretewstbs the scene” (407). Cordelia appears to
have the choice of husband, of who she marriesthautlecision ultimately does not fall to
her. It is another pretense, perhaps part of theegaretense as the love test, but Lear is still
the one who makes the choice and material intedistigte the decision. Lear will choose for
her and such is Lear's expectation for the lové, tes has likely already decided how to
divide his kingdom, affording Cordelia and her harsth the largest portion. Indeed, as Mary
Beth Rose observes in her study on gender repeggantin the English Renaissance, a
married woman, in fact, had limited “agency andidg” (293). For instance, women could
not bring legal suit and they only “kept nominalspession of any land she owned, her
husband [retaining] the rights over and profitarird” (293). This, too, has bearing on the
division of Lear’'s kingdom and is a problem of Att Scene 1, too. Lear first speaks of
awarding his daughters’ dowries, transferring thtentheir husbands, his son-in-laws. Only
after declaring this intention, does he introduoe love test and speak about rewarding his
daughters, letting them win their portion, throubhir expression of love.

6 When Cordelia confounds her father’'s desire fattdry in Act 1, Scene 1, though,
she expresses her love “according to my bond” 102). and introduces the problem of
natural and real relationships and responsibilitbelsear’s world of pretense. Her response to
Lear’s test, the momentous “nothing” (1.1.96), raf§ the legitimacy of natural law and
primogeniture. It stresses a duty to her futurebhod and her duty to her father. Yet, the
statement also grounds the political situation ands the pretense of Lear’s love test.
Cordelia forces a second test of love that reir&@®irer position on marital bonds and leads to
the exposure of Lear's pretense even further, argdsis pretense about marriage even in

terms of the material elements. Rather than ha@nguarriage negotiated based on her
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material “price” (1.1.225), the value of her dow@grdelia wins a husband who recognizes
her as something more than Lear’s “best/ objectl.p¥6-7), valued, as her sisters are, by
Lear’s false measure. She earns a husband whon®tier value beyond the material (“She
is herself a dowry” (1.1.278)). Her other suitof,course, reveals that he valued only her
“fortunes” (1.1.288). Much as Lear falsely measum&, Burgundy pursues a prospective
bride based only on her perceived material vali@délia’s judgment on this, too, is that
materialism and egotism should have no place io@&rcourtship and certainly no such
bearing on a marital bond as Burgundy allows (“8itltat respect and fortunes are his love,/
| shall not be his wife” (1.1.288-9)). As Jaffa lings in his study, too, though, “it is striking
that, although Goneril and Regan have been mafoedome time, they have not yet
received dowries” (411). Although Jaffa argues pexhaps the kingdom division is intended
to “gain the support of the major powers in thegkiom” (411), he establishes that Cornwall
and Albany “represent the geographical extremipieBritain” (411). What Lear divides the
kingdom between Goneril and Regan, too, the Fosénkes that “Thou hast pared thy wit o’
both sides, and left nothing i’ the middle” (1.4720 Each of the relationships — and
especially marital relationships — derived from en@istic and egotistical desires contribute
to the chaos and the breakdown of social ord&img Lear. Cordelia’s marriage to the King
of France is the principle depiction of a positivarital relationship, but in contrast to this,
too, the marriages of Goneril and Regan, and evend8ster’'s marriage and his extramarital
relationship, represent the negatives of marribgkeed, although the representation of these
marriages is largely secondary within the play asale, key scenes reveal that both Goneril
and Regan strive to manipulate their husbands, dieuBd manipulates his father and
brother. In Act 3, Scene 7, Cornwall gives instiuts to Goneril to “Post speedily to my
lord, your husband. Show him this letter,” which gal does. Although Cornwall is a
dominant and malicious figure within the play, asliwhe is as much a cuckold as his
brother-in-law.

7 Goneril and the Duke of Albany prove very muclodts. In response to Goneril's
bid to manipulate him, to incite him to take actemminst “the army that was landed” (4.2.5),
Albany reportedly “smiled” (4.2.6) and essentiallgvealed knowledge of his wife’s
treachery. He identifies his wife’s coming as “Merse” (4.2.7) and calls Oswald, his wife’s
representative “sot” (4.2.10), having “turned theomg side out” (4.2.11). Shakespeare thus
begins the final pronouncement on Goneril’s magiagd brings about the dissolution of her
marriage. In response to these revelations andsations, Goneril proceeds to disparage her

husband openly, as if to declare her own preferdoceEdmund and demonstrate her

25



treachery the more clearly. She describes a “cotesir of [her husband’s] spirit” (4.2.15)
and contends that her husband is guilty of inactiom “dares not undertake” (4.2.16).
Although this is not a fair accusation, Gonerildalsides against her husband in this moment,
demonstrating her disloyalty in decisive action. iA& demonstrate the kind of action she
expects of her husband but does not see, sheoaptstect Edmund. “Then shall you go no
further” (4.2.14), she says to him, to further raffiher disloyalty in the action, actively
defying her husband and supporting Edmund withnglsistep. Were Goneril loyal to her
husband, too, or at all deferential to his autgpshe would do nothing to support Edmund
so openly, in the company of servants and evemenface of her husband showing some
awareness for her preference. The social elemdrtsgeascene bear consideration, as well.
This is, after all, no private dialogue betweendaml and wife. There is no parallel in this
exchange to, say, the interactions between Macheth Lady Macbeth, when the latter
accuses her husband of unmanliness and incitesohiake action. The open defiance and the
defiance, even more particularly, in front of lowder servants is such that strikes a harsher
blow. The openness of the defiance and the sospsc determine that Goneril’s is an act of
direct disobedience towards her husband in vialatd the bonds of marriage. Indeed,
Goneril proceeds to defy her husband with outridgteption. In speaking of her husband’s
“cowish terror” (4.2.15) she proceeds to suggest tHe'll not feel wrongs/ Which tie him to
an answer” (4.2.16-17). She suggests as much éhaghivocates as that he disagrees with
the course of action and suggests that she mageystiade him (“Our wishes on the way/
May prove effects” (4.2.17-18)) even as she semtsunid away, “[b]ack...to my brother” to
“[h]asten his musters and conduct his powers” {8R.She also speaks again to the act of
deception she will undertake, providing a showayilty to her husband, a performance, as
much as she previously did with her father. “I masange names at home,” she declares,
“and give the distaff/ Into my husband’s hands2(29-20), the use of the word “distaff”
(4.2.20) even somewhat echoing the ceremony atiatbethe love scene where she
undertook a similar “change” of name and show gfalty. While Shakespeare does not
provide much guidance as to what those bonds ardéneaconceives them for the play’s
context, Cordelia clearly refers to the need toydier father and then parallels her duties as a
daughter with her duties as a wife. The consequefmethis breach of loyalty are also
tremendous. Goneril moves from defiance of her aondbto an apparently adulterous
relationship with Edmund. At least, the sense loflseful attachment is apparent.

8 The Duke of Cornwall, by contrast, tends to sidld his wife, determining to pursue

sustained action against Lear and later Cordelchtha King of France. The relationship
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between Cornwall and Regan is no less destructideuanatural, however, in terms of what
it achieves. Indeed, Cornwall’'s death is as muadtesult of the destructive force of his
marriage. It occurs, of course, as he is “goingptv out/ The other eye of Gloucester”
(4.2.86-7). His involvement with Goneril and Regaiith their treachery and their unnatural
activities, is that much more direct. Gloucestetenvenes in various scenes and speaks
alongside his wife, to her intent. In Act 2, Scépdor instance, Gloucester intervenes in the
dispute between Lear and Regan concerning Kenttandehavior of Regan’s servant. He
undertakes to restore order: “Keep peace, upon ies!” (2.2.49), with a tremendous
immediacy. His language is decidedly violent. “Hesdthat strikes again” (2.2.50), he
declares, before he asks, “What is the matter?2.8R). In a sense, he demonstrates a
readiness to act without waiting to consider thetipaars of the circumstances. He
commands, of course, that the men “[s]peak” (222 Oswald is notably “scarce in
breath” (2.2.53) and Cornwell’s attitude is suchtthe identifies and potentially insults Kent
as “a strange fellow” and a “tailor” (2.2.57). His@ clearly responds to Kent's apparently
uncouth nature and his loyalty towards Lear. “Y@adtly knave, know you no reference?”
(2.2.71), showing his emphasis on status agairkeént, Cornwall accuses that he is “some
fellow/ Who, having been praised for bluntness,hdaffect / A saucy roughness and
constrains the garb / Quite from his nature” (2R:103). He proceeds to order his
punishment in spite of Lear’s protests and thenglfeature of the exchange and Cornwall’s
manner is that he adopts the kind of regal andledtione of his wife and sister-in-law. He
rises to meet their enjoyment of power, which,tgelf, is beyond the natural order, beyond
what is reasonable and measured according to saquctations for women. So too is the
treatment of Kent by Cornwall, with inevitably pbets Regan and Goneril's treatment of
Lear and Gloucester. Cornwall orders that Kent be ipto the stocks and repeats the
accusation that he is a “stubborn ancient knave?.136). Even as Kent protests his age, that
he is “too old to learn” (2.2.138) and serves thagk(2.2.139), Cornwall shows that he
shares in his wife’s ruthlessness. Without ackndgileg Kent’'s plea and warning that it is
“too bold malice” (2.2.141-2), Cornwall does noterdg but orders “he sit till noon” (2.2.146).
Regan, of course, then shows her loyalty and wmitly her husband. “Til noon?” (2.2.147)
she gueries, adding that Kent shall sit in thekstd@ill night...and all night, too” (2.2.147),
calling Kent, also, her father’s “knave” (2.2.150he same lack of mercy, of compassion,
brings about Cornwall’'s death when he and Regaetiey goad each other in the blinding of
Gloucester, too. Their lack of compassion is whatyt have in common and is a

demonstration that causes, in effect, much of threuption of the play. Even Lear’s madness
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traces to Cornwall and Regan more directly tha@aoeril and her husband, whose rejection
is less decisive. Lear, after all, sees the rejactf his authority and sees proof of his
daughter’s deception when he observes Kent in tineks. The Fool comments that Kent
“wears cruel garters” (2.4.10) and has receivedttnent better suited to animals (“Horses
are tied/ by the heads, dogs and bears by th’ mackkeys by th’ loins, and men by th’ legs”
(2.4.10-12)). Kent then provides the quite decisvalence that Cornwall and Regan have
demonstrated unnatural tendencies. “It is bothriteshe,” (2.4.17) Kent insists, and it is the
“son and daughter” (2.4.18), both genders, “Jupi2®.23) and “Juno” (2.4.24). The stress
is very much upon both genders having violated riaural order within those bonds of
marriage. Jupiter and Juno are respectively thes raatl female ruling deities and thus the
stress is upon both genders and higher authoutyalso a false, fictional authority, because
Shakespeare is aware of Christianity, though higaxtters are not. The order violated is also
the same that, in its true form, dictates Lear dahe true king and Cordelia to be his true
daughter, even as, technically, per the laws ahpgeniture, Goneril and her husband should
inherit Lear’'s lands (McNeir 188-9). The same naltwurder determines Lear’s abdication
(and the division of his kingdom) to be a violatiohnatural law (Dillon 105); he severity of
Macbeth’s crime as he murders Duncan — his kinsamahhis king. Cornwall and Regan,
though, in this broader context King Lear, represent the ultimate unnatural couple. Their
relationship, their partnership, brings only dedtian — both of their deaths, Cornelia’s death,
and Gloucester’s decline as well. Perhaps ironjicalé a couple, they undertake to destroy
the paternal generation — Kent, Lear, and Gloucestather than undertaking to produce any
heirs promote stability and peace. Lear, of coude®s not moderate his reckoning of the
incident’s importance, but it is clear enough tl&liakespeare embeds irony into the
declaration that “Tis worse than/ murder/ To domupespect such violent outrage” (2.4.26-
28). Telling, too, is Kent's retelling of the intamtion between Cornwall and Regan in
response to Goneril’'s letter. Reportedly, “theydfeé2.4.39), “[tihey summoned up their
meiny...and attend/ The leisure of their answer, gaeecold looks” (2.4.40-43).

9 Cornwall’'s murder and the story of his declinepend on further interaction between
himself and Regan as a couple, again stressingethigality of marriage. As in Act 1, Scene
1, the balance emerges between paternal bonds arithinbonds as the stress reverts to
Goneril and Regan, and their behavior towards L#ars, however, in the presence of
Cornwall and Regan, not Regan and Goneril that ldssanands to know “what reason”
(2.4.144) he has to think that Regan is glad tohsee what proof there is, after all, of her

affection. Interestingly, before Cornwall and Regtoo, Lear declares his own confused
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sense of paternal and marital vows. He declards‘theould divorce me from thy mother’s
tomb/ Sepulch’ring an adult'ress” (2.4.146) as hallenges her “Sharp-toothed unkindness”
(2.4.147) towards him. Lear, himself, equates pafebonds to marital bonds; Regan’s
betrayal of her father is a betrayal of her husbamd sense, or at least to the point that Lear
imagines that his own marital bond must somehovoimecinvalidated. The further parallel
in this reckoning, of course, is to Gloucester auliliterous relationship as well as his
marriage, his earlier sense that his legitimate saoh betrayed him and his conclusion that
somehow a child born out of wedlock had no inhelesger value than a child born within it.
In the presence of her husband, again, though, rRegeaks about her father's age and its
significance. Marital and paternal bonds, in tldsee again set on somewhat equal terms,
essentially argued to be equal in the sense thateGa earlier suggested in Act 1, Scene 1.
Alongside her husband and likewise with his preslifnlessing, Regan, though, insists that
“Nature in you stands on the very verge/ Of hisfoms” (2.4.165-66). It is the presence of
Cornwall, too, and finally with his support, thateg@an challenges Lear’s even more
fundamental sense of natural order, declaring tiegatshould be ruled and led/ By some
discretion that discerns your state/ Better tham yourself’ (2.4.166-68), going so far as to
ask that Lear “[s]ay you have wronged her” (2.4)1Bhe requests what Lear and potentially
Shakespeare, too, consider a clear violation ohttaral order or at least an affirmation of
the unnatural state that Lear has brought abouabmicating his throne, renouncing his
responsibilities as a king and thus, inadvertentiying way to his authority and
responsibilities as a parent. Cornwall’'s confirmatiof this, too, is that he acknowledges,
“Fie, sir, fie” (2.4.185) and arguably adopts aipos in relation to Regan that is comparable
to Goneril's. Indeed, Regan seems ready to outddhheband in cruelty, as she did when
Cornwall placed Kent in the stocks and she insisiedl he should stay in them overnight,
challenging her husband in the process. The exienivhich gender roles emerge as
problematic in this is perhaps not so readily esqidte. It is difficult to determine the
parameters of the relationships between Goneril Radan and their husbands based on
gender alone. On the one hand, the parameters seemetimes consistent with the
representation of gender withirthe Taming of the Shrewnplying that female subservience
is preferable to a woman who bates and challengebusband as Regan does; or, indeed, as
Goneril defies her husband. Neither Goneril nor &e@re sympathetic characters and
Regan’s involvement in Gloucester’s blinding woalw doubt have triggered immense shock
among a Shakespearean audience. Cornwall, howsa@&ms to actively claim his wife and

defer to her on occasion. He clearly claims hemea® she demonstrates decided cruelty:
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“Tis best to give [Lear] way. He leads himself’.42341), he declares, ordering that
Gloucester “[s]hut up your doors” (2.4.352). Hep@sds to affirm his wife’s orders with
these declarations and he then insists that “MyaRepunsels well” (2.4.353), affirming that
they are of like minds but also stressing theiattehship, his ownership of her and apparent
approval. A comparison emerges to the relationbeigveen Macbeth and Lady Macbeth in
this, the latter having to literally relinquish hiemale state to commit acts of violence and
cruelty herself. As Catherine Belsey argues, Ladscihéth seeks to deny her gender
constitutes, urging “evil spirits to ‘unsex’ herl34). Yet, this urging, a perversion of “the
meaning of manhood as a way of taunting her hushathdcowardice” (134), is indicative of
the lack of partnership. Regan experiences no direlst struggle with her gender, even as
she goads her husband to remove Gloucester’'s &gaeeril receives a curse by her father
that essentially deprives her of gender statusdiber to this effect. She, like Lady Macbeth,
does speak disparaging about her husband and #eks $o0 replace him with Edmund,
obvious allusions to adultery embedded in thisatioh of her marital bonds. The cruelty of
both sisters, though, is still perhaps predomiyafégiminine in that it depends upon the
neglect of their father and the goading of theislbands and Edmund to further acts of
violence as the play progresses.

10 The parallel of paternal and marital bonds, airse, includes the further parallel of
Lear and Gloucester’s situation — the situatiorhwhieir children, legitimate and illegitimate.
Lear's expectation is that his daughters shouldtbeder-hefted” (2.4.193) and that they
should “comfort” (2.4.196) and not “grudge my pleges, to cut of my train” but rather, as
“bond of childhood” (2.4.201), show the “effects adurtesy, dues of gratitude” (2.4.202).
Gloucester’s expectation is likewise that his ssimsuld be loyal and that his legitimate son
should be the more loyal and honorable, the molgabée to him, because of his legitimacy.
Like Lear, Gloucester calls out in the storm to &dgnot realizing that he speaks to his son.
He declares that he is “almost mad myself” (3.4)I3cause he had a son “Now outlawed
from by blood” (3.4.177) but Gloucester mistakes $ons, identifying the one as loyal when,
in fact, he is not. With this, it is notable, tabat Cornwall, as Lear’s son-in-law, takes an
increasingly active part in the humiliation of Leas Goneril and Regan reject him. His
blinding of Cornwall, in fact, parallels his pant ¢asting Lear out into a storm, affirming the
blindness of his father-in-law as he affirms Glate€s literal blindness. Similarly, Regan’s
part in killing the servant who challenges Cornwslalso a parallel and a clear presentment
of their relationship again, their partnership #sdlestructive capacity. It is through Regan’s

actions that Cornwall is able to entirely blind Gdester, learning the truth about Edmund as
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he does calling for him: “Thou call’st on him thlaatest thee” (3.7.108). Again, it takes
Cordelia to reestablish the proper perspective longs and demonstrate not only how
children should be to their fathers but how husband wife should consider themselves
bound to each other. In effect, she returns to &rgylat least in part, to claim an inheritance
for herself and her husband; an inheritance thatheas due to her sisters’ treachery and that
she presumably recognized from the first. In cangdher father, too, she restores parameters
for kindness and respect, charging, though, thatsisers’ acts, as Kent also declared,
extended beyond the bounds of what might have deagetreatment for animals (“Mine
enemy’s dog,/ Though he had bit me, should havedstisat night/ Against my fire” (4.7.42-
44)). lllegitimacy extends to marriage, though,,taad the treatment of husbands, in the
scene immediately following this process of redtora Edmund and Regan meet and Regan
challenges Edmund as to his feelings for her andthgr he does “not love my sister?”
(5.1.10). Strikingly, too, Regan charges that helf“me but truly, but then speak the truth”
(5.1.9), echoing her father in Act 1, Scene 1 agdawen she declares that “You know the
goodness | intend upon you” (5.1.8). When he oftersanswer, Regan also persists as her
father did. Edmund declares that he loves Gonarifhionored love” (5.1.11) and then
proposes that “That thought abuses you” (5.1.14mdhe proposes a potentially illegitimate
and unnatural bond, defying marital vows, betwedménd and Goneril. As such thoughts
of illegitimacy in relation to bonds happened tasd both Lear and Gloucester, so too, as
Cordelia returns to England from France to restoder in Act 4, similar thoughts abuse
Goneril and Regan both, bringing about their deatBdmund, too, demonstrates his
illegitimacy and the unnatural nature of his owmd® with Goneril and Regan in having
“sworn my love” to both sisters and ensured thajd¢h jealous of the other as the stung/ Are
of the adder” (5.1.64-65). That he yet cannot emtlyer one “If both remain alive” (5.1.67)
again offers confirmation of the role that illegitite relationships play between men and
women. Such relationships are destructive, unswgtée — their role, if any, is to destroy,
perhaps even to self-destruct, to lead to the wiestn of their unnatural effects. Goneril and
Regan act against each other — breaking theima#iaand ultimately killing each other —
because of their illegitimate desire for Edmundns€idering their fate, too, with respect to
their marital bonds and how they behave in recagmiof them, it is clear that Cordelia’s
declaration in Act 1, Scene 1 must have particbiearing again. She declares, as much
exposing the falsity of her sisters’ marriages esrtdeclared love for Lear, “I shall never
marry like my sisters to love my father all” (1.14), suspecting, perhaps, that her sisters

neither novel their father nor their husbands tg aranifest degree. Their distinct lack of
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loyalty, plays to this idea. Cordelia, on the othand, demonstrates that careful division of
love when she returns. As Richard C. McCoy noteshaevhen she comes to his rescue, in an
act of loyalty and kindness, their relationship “feaught” (50), maintaining a certain
formality, even has he finally recognizes her, “ohyid, Cordelia” (4.7.49) and himself as a
“very foolish, fond old man” (4.7.60). Yet, Edmusdole in this is also to finally undo all
hope of reconciliation between Lear and his legitien loving daughter. As the product of an
illegitimate relationship himself, his is a “thoghgoing malevolence” (McNeir 188). He
aligns with “Nature” but also seeks to undo allttlnatural, subverting everything from
legitimate relationships, as mentioned, including brother’'s to his father, but also, as
McNeir argues in his study of Edmund, “the hier&ah laws of primogeniture and
legitimacy” (188-189). Such laws are centrakiog Lear, too, as the legal or practical basis
for Cordelia's response to her father (nothing khparsuade him to give her a larger portion
of his kingdom than he gives to her sisters). Hwe ¢f primogeniture determines that Lear’s
kingdom should pass in tact to the eldest of hidgdm to promote the stability of the
political and social orders as well, as the playagedy suggests, as personal and familial
stability, too.

11 With the parallels of paternal bonds with mabiands so prevalence throughddihg
Lear, and with marriage, too, a dominant concept amthlpm within the drama, it emerges,
finally, that marriage and the responsibilitieshafsband and wife are central to the play.
lllegitimate marital relationships cause a degréelestruction at least comparable to that
caused by the paternal bonds proved illegitimatghVEdmund as the ultimate form of
illegitimacy — the product of adultery and the teciof adultery, too — Shakespeare affirms,
in part, what Lear declared about “the act of gati@n” (West 56). In Act 4, Scene 6, Lear
declares against procreation and legitimate seyudh favor of lechery because
“Gloucester’s bastard son/ Was kinder to his fathan my daughters/ Got ‘tween the lawful
sheets” (4.6.116-118). Yet, because Lear’s judgroerthis proves false, Shakespeare shows
the bonds of marriage in fact, represent the oedytimate context for sexual desire. More
than this, they are a guard against a force ddsteuto social order, represented by Edmund
and even reinforced by Goneril and Regan, who deimate illegitimacy in their false
declaration of their love for their father and thadultery with Edmund. Although Robert H.
West elaborates on the relationship between sexpassimism in King Lear, arguing how
Edgar, Gloucester, Lear, and the Fool variousherregb sexuality in negative terms
(Gloucester finally recognizing that his lechery‘@dark and vicious place” (5.3.206) lead to

his blinding), he falls short of demonstrating hadultery is the underlying cause of the
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destruction of the play’s social order. Clearlye tindulgence of desires, especially sexual
desires, beyond marital bonds, causes a particdeiness to emerge. There is evidence
enough, in fact, for what Robert West calls “thex $@rror” (57) of the play because
Gloucester’s adultery and later Goneril's and Ré&géeven their false love declarations for
their father, adulterous to their husbands) calm®< and death. A contrast emerges, too,
with Cordelia’'s own conception of spousal love amdponsibility; this supporting the
restoration of order at the play’'s conclusion, @lifph it cannot also prevent her death. Her
death stands as a final act of illegitimate andatmwal cruelty in a world dominated by such
things, in which law is subverted on that principted personal level. As the character with a
double bond of legitimacy, too, her death also ples the final measure of a true marriage in
an unnatural and chaotic context: it will not onstore peace but will achieve divine
dimensions, with Cordelia’s Christ-like death dewstoating the true depth of love’s

legitimate bonds.
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