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Note on the Text
The writing of King Lear began in 1605, two years after
James VI of Scotland had become James I of England
as well. As yet this dual monarchy constituted only a
personal linkage between the crowns, and James was
now seeking to achieve some fuller Union (of the kind
not actually formed until 1707). It is therefore
understandable why Shakespeare, as a member of the
new and royally-patronized acting company of the
King’s Men, should have devised a play tracing the
tragic consequences that might stem from a realm left
partitioned. Though the initial performances were
probably undertaken in 1606 at the Globe Theatre, we
do know for certain that the work was also staged
privately for James himself in Whitehall Palace during
December of that year.
King Lear was then published in the Shakespeare
Quarto of 1608, and in the posthumous First Folio of
1623. These two editions of the play show substantial
textual differences, due principally to changes likely to
have been made around 1610 in the light of experience
gained from the earlier performances. For the present
production we have followed the usual modern practice
of developing a script that conflates the two versions
and then delivers the outcome in a suitably abridged
form.

“O! Let me not be mad, not mad, sweet heav

Getting into the Plot
The ageing Lear, wishing to relinquish his powers but not
his royal title and honours, proposes to partition his
kingdom between his three daughters. Goneril and
Regan respond with cunning flattery. However, Cordelia
declines to express her genuine love in such hollow terms.
This causes Lear to banish her, so that her betrothal to
the King of France carries no dowry at all. For defending
her honesty the Earl of Kent is similarly expelled. But he
then disguises himself as a servant so as to stay close in
protecting Lear from the conduct of Goneril and Regan
who, with their husbands the Dukes of Albany and
Cornwall, are proceeding to abuse their father’s trust and
to render him effectively homeless.
As Lear succumbs to ever more furious anger, he has yet
another loyal supporter in the Earl of Gloucester. Yet the
latter is falling victim to a second tragedy of family
betrayal, through being misled into believing that Edgar,
his own heir, means to murder him. The source of this lie
is Gloucester’s other and illegitimate son Edmund, who
has his own designs on usurping the earldom and is now
also implicated in the misrule of Goneril and Regan.
Edgar is forced to flee and seeks to escape capture by
pretending to be demented “Poor Tom”. Under that guise
he eventually encounters the outcast Lear who, with his
Fool, is now wandering across a storm-tossed heath in an
increasingly disordered state of mind...

ven; keep me in temper; I would not be mad!”
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old till thou hadst been wise.”

Conversations
Chris (Director): What led you to set this 17th-century play in
a modern context?
“Shakespeare speaks to every age. His characters, their pain
or joy, triumphs or tragedies are the same today as they were in
his time. We started to study this play about two years ago, and
from the very beginning I wanted to stage it in modern times. I feel
it really helps an audience to connect with the story and with the
life of those on the stage. And I love the impact you can portray
with modern dress. For example, we put the Duke of Albany in a
tweed jacket, to emphasise his conservative nature. These nuances
are lost in more traditional dress. Shakespeare talks to the
moment and I hope we have captured that in our interpretation of
this great and very human story.”
Catherine (Assistant Director): How are you using modern
technologies to draw out the intense humanity of this play in
the music and staging?
“Our Lear divides his kingdom, like some corporate
executive, using a laser pointer and a projected map of the UK,
inviting audiences to make comparisons with the divisions which
may follow from this June’s Brexit vote. Our music, newlycomposed for electric guitar, reflects the discordant decisions
which will fragment Lear’s kingdom, his family and, crucially, his
mind. In our deliberately spare production we have resisted
complicated props and costume, confident that Shakespeare's
words will resonate as clearly as ever as our characters speak to
us about power, family and relationships.”
Tim (playing Lear): Many actors who have played Lear think
that they didn’t get the character right. Can there be a ‘right
way’ and how have you approached this huge role?
“Lear will be my fourth attempt at a major Shakespearean
role, having played Macbeth and Orsino as a student and Leontes

“Striving to better, o

in the 2005 Fringe production of A Winter's Tale. My aim has
always been to challenge the audience's perception of the
character by trying to bring something new to my interpretation.
Apart from being ludicrously too young for the part (!) I have been
able to draw upon my experiences as a full-time carer for my
partner who, two years ago, succumbed to dementia. This cruel
disease can take many forms and sufferers can exhibit wildly
different symptoms. Therefore, to suggest that there is a ‘right way’
to play Lear is, to my mind, misguided. Provided the audience are
by turns appalled, angered, aggrieved, saddened, and finally
sympathetic towards Lear, the actor has done his job.”

Alton Fringe Theatre
In September 1988 around 20 people, all of whom had been involved
in the Alton Arts Week production of Murder in the Cathedral earlier
that year, met to discuss the possibility of forming a new drama
group in Alton.
In the 28 years since that inaugural meeting Alton Fringe Theatre
has presented a total of 51 characteristically low-budget and
intimate productions, including 38 plays by 34 different playwrights.
From Alan Bennett to Euripides, from Ostrovsky to Dennis Potter,
from Bernard Shaw to Schiller (twice) and of course to Shakespeare this one, our third, marking the anniversary year.
In 2008 the Fringe took Oscar Wilde’s Salome to the Edinburgh
Fringe, to critical acclaim, and recent productions have included Moll
Flanders - the Musical, Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People (translated
in-house by Mike Biddiss) and, earlier this year, Wind in the Willows
(an adaptation specially written for us by Simon Applegarth) and
readings of Eliot’s The Waste Land staged in Hampshire libraries.
New members are warmly welcome. Contact details and other
information is on our website at:
www.AltonFringe.com

oft we mar what’s well.”

King Lear in rehearsal - pictures by Ian Dumelow

And for our next production - watch this space...
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