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Afterword 

IN THE light of the sketch I have given of the history of the 
evaluation and criticism of King Lear, and of the nature of 
current developments in this field, what can one predict for 
the future? It would surely be rash to suppose that now at 
last in the late twentieth century we have finally recognised 
the true qualities of the play and have elevated it to a 
permanent and unassailable position. History seems rather 
to indicate that such a stasis is difficult if not impossible to 
achieve: if King Lear continues to be reread, it will continue 
to be reinterpreted, both in performance and on the page. In 
some sense all future readings could be said to be already 
'there' in the text, but we have to wait for the historical 
circumstances which will make them visible. 

There is in any event a considerable degree of certainty 
that King Lear will be reread for some time to come. It seems 
unlikely that we shall soon find ourselves again in the 
somewhat precarious position of the eighteenth century, when 
Shakespeare's original version was not performed at all and 
was read only by a tine elite. The present power of educational 
institutions and more widespread access to them should at 
least prevent that from happening. We might find ourselves 
faced with almost the opposite danger: the academic 
community (not to mention the Royal Shakespeare Company) 
having so much invested in a particular canon of texts that it 
is reluctant to permit any change. But may not the institutions 
themselves be under pressure to work upon the play in ways 
which challenge traditional attitudes and reopen the debates? 
To take the greatness of King Lear for granted would be to 
deaden the desire to explore and question the text at every 
level. 
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