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Introduction
Exploring family dynamics encourages the actor to analyse, in depth, ways of showing relationships on stage. At AS and A Level, students should be exploring creative ways to demonstrate relationships on stage including the use of semiotics and proxemics. 

King Lear centres around two deceitful sisters, Goneril and Regan who pretend to love their father more than their other sister, Cordelia, in order to get his wealth and land. Once they have what they want, the sisters begin to plot to kill the King. Although many people are aiming to protect the King, the play resolves with the whole family dying. This text gives students a great chance to explore one of Shakespeare’s most famous tragedies and practically try out new ways of staging and directing Shakespeare.
A synopsis of the play 
The story opens in ancient Britain, where the elderly King Lear is deciding to give up his power and divide his realm amongst his three daughters, Cordelia, Regan, and Goneril. He plans to give the largest part of his kingdom to the daughter who claims to love him the most. He is fairly sure that Cordelia, his favourite daughter, will win. 

His two other daughters lie to him and give stories of their great love for him, however Cordelia refuses to join in and tells him sincerely that she loves him as any daughter should. This greatly angers the King who completely disowns Cordelia for not showering him with her affection. He then banishes the Earl of Kent from the kingdom when he tries to speak to him on Cordelia’s behalf. 

Meanwhile, the King of France is overwhelmed by Cordelia’s honesty and asks her to marry him even though without King Lear she has no dowry. Cordelia accepts the proposal and sadly leaves the King and her two lying sisters. The Earl of Kent wants to protect the King from his deceitful daughters and therefore, despite his banishment, he disguises himself as one of the King’s servants. 

Regan and Goneril’s true nature begins to shine through now that the King has given them all of his wealth and land. Lear and his knights, a fool and a servant (the Earl of Kent in disguise), go to live with Goneril who says that she will treat him like the old man he is when he is living there. From this, Lear decides to go and stay with Regan and asks the Earl of Kent to deliver a letter to her to let her know of his arrival. When he arrives at her castle, however, he finds the Earl of Kent in stocks. He is horrified and once Kent is set free. Goneril arrives and Lear realises that the two sisters have been conspiring against him. 
The two sisters are heard plotting to murder the King and Gloucester immediately rushes to warn Kent to send Lear to Dover for protection. Lear, Kent and The Fool leave at once whilst Edgar remains behind. Regan and Goneril find out about Gloucester’s warning and Regan’s husband Cornwall gouges out his eyes. A servant tries to help, attacking Cornwall with a sword.
Cordelia has raised an army of French troops that have landed at Dover. Regan and Goneril prepare their troops to fight and they go to Dover. Meanwhile, Kent has heard the news of Cordelia's return, and sets off with Lear hoping that father and daughter can be reunited. Gloucester tries to make his way to Dover, and on the way, finds his own lost son, Edgar. 
Tired from his ordeal, Lear sleeps through the battle between Cordelia and her sisters. When Lear awakes he is told that Cordelia has been defeated. Lear takes the news well, thinking that he will be jailed with his beloved Cordelia – away from his evil daughters. However, the orders have come for Cordelia’s death.

Gloucester’s conniving son, Edmund ordered Cordelia’s death. Regan and Goneril are both in love with him and begin to turn against each other. Goneril poisons Regan but then discovers that Edmund has been fatally wounded in battle with Edgar. She commits suicide. 
As Edmund takes his last breath he apologises and reverses the order to execute Cordelia but the reversal comes too late and Cordelia is hanged. Lear appears, carrying the body of Cordelia in his arms. Distraught, Lear bends over her body, looking for a sign of life. The strain overcomes Lear and he falls dead on top of his daughter. Kent declares that he will follow his master into the afterlife and the noble Edgar becomes the ruler of Britain.
Activity 1: Exploring the characters
The activities below assume that the play has already been read and discussed by students.

Starter activity

In small groups, create a relationship map which details the following: 

· Who the characters are and how they relate to the other characters in the text

· Basic information on each characters personality

· Where their loyalties lie

· How trustworthy they are. 
Exploring the opening of the play

Read through the first ten minutes of the play and choose a character to focus on. Begin walking around the room leading with a certain body part to portray something about that character – try to think outside the box and explore how leading with certain body parts can symbolise something about a character. Consider what you are trying to portray.

Vocal exploration of character

Choose one line that your character says in this section where you feel the language represents their personality. Say this line in various tones of voices until you feel it is right, e.g. put inflection on different words in the line to exaggerate various words, say the line with different emotions, body language and facial expressions to really explore the character. 

Non-verbal exploration of character

Create one single gesture to accompany the chosen line. Make the gesture symbolic of something you wish to show visually about your character.

Interpretation: Role on the wall

Ask each student to choose one character to explore in more depth and create a role on the wall for that character. This will include the facts they have discussed and will also require them to add their own interpretation of that character. Students should include as much information on their role on the wall as possible. This could include: 

· Their character’s feelings about themselves

· Their feelings towards other characters

· Their likes and dislikes

· Their history/background and

· Their ambitions and regrets. 

Practical interpretation: Hot seating

Hot seating the characters should allow students to explore their interpretation of their chosen character practically. Encourage them to play around with their voices and movement to explore different voices and physicalities for the characters.

Activity 2: Exploring the theme of family dynamics
Starter activity

In small groups, create tableaux to show a picture of ‘The Perfect Family’. 
Discuss: What does this mean? Is there one thing that makes a perfect family? Is it the same for everyone? 

Proxemics and stage space 

Using a task developed by Augusto Boal find a space and each assume one character in the family (King Lear and his daughters). In your head, choose a character to represent your ‘bomb’ (somebody who your character wants to stay away from/feels threatened by) and now choose somebody else to represent your ‘shield’ (somebody your character feels safe around.) Move around the space trying to remain as far away as possible from your bomb but as close as you can to your shield.

Discussion and analysing proxemics

Discuss the outcome of bombs and shields. Taking the viewpoint of a director, how could you use proxemics to represent the relationship dynamics? Could you use levels to represent status and how this changes through the text? 

Directing the class 

In small groups, choose a scene in which you feel you are able to successfully use stage space and proxemics to represent the relationships effectively. Have one director who makes the decisions on how stage space, levels and proxemics should be used throughout the scene. All other group members should be acting and following the director’s lead. 

Share and feedback

Show the work and encourage peer feedback to be focused on the use of proxemics and the family dynamics at different points within the play, e.g. how could you use proxemics to represent that Goneril and Regan are actually lying when proclaiming their love for the King but Cordelia is telling the truth even though she doesn’t show this verbally?

Activity 3: Exploring the family’s problems
Starter activity

Discuss: How could the banishment of Cordelia have been avoided?  What was the root of the problem between Cordelia and her father?  

Forum theatre

Ask for four volunteers to play Cordelia, Lear, Goneril and Edmund.  Re-stage the banishment scene, where Lear asks the question and Cordelia is thrown out of the Kingdom.  

On the second performance of the scene the audience become ‘spectactors’ meaning they can stop the action at any time and either provide advice to a character about how they could go about a situation differently OR they can step into the scene themselves and replace the original actor. The scene is then continued taking on the advice given. The purpose of this exercise is to look at how the situation could have been resolved there and then, to avoid Cordelia’s banishment and the tragedy that followed.  Repeat as many times as possible to experiment with different suggestions.

Analysing the forum theatre task

Discuss the outcome of this task. Consider how the negative family dynamics could have been avoided in this play? 
Activity 4: Exploring the various dimensions of characters
Starter activity

Discuss the various roles you play in life (daughter/son, sister, student, footballer etc.) How does this make us change our persona at various times? 

How is this relevant to King Lear? Which roles does he have to assume throughout the play? 

Think, pair, share

Assuming the role of director, how could you show the various dimensions to King Lear’s character? 

Practical exploration

In groups, rehearse a scene considering how to show at least two different sides to your chosen character to the audience through different versions of the scene. 

Plenary/extension

How could you use semiotics to represent these different sides?
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