
Performing King Lear: From Gielgud To
Russell Beale

King Lear is considered one of William Shakespeare's greatest tragedies, a play
that has captivated audiences and challenged performers for centuries. With its
complex themes and unforgettable characters, it takes a skilled actor to bring the
role of King Lear to life on stage. Over the years, many talented actors have
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taken on this monumental challenge, each bringing their unique interpretation to
the role.

Sir John Gielgud's Legendary Performance

One of the most acclaimed performers to take on the role of King Lear was Sir
John Gielgud. Known for his classical acting style and impeccable delivery,
Gielgud's portrayal of Lear in the 1950s is considered a benchmark in
Shakespearean performances. His understanding of the character's vulnerability
and descent into madness was widely praised, earning him critical acclaim and
leaving a lasting impression on audiences.
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Gielgud's King Lear was characterized by its emotional depth and nuanced
delivery. His ability to balance the regal presence of a king with the crumbling
sanity of a man betrayed by his own family was masterful. Audiences were
moved by his powerful soliloquies and the raw intensity he brought to the stage.
Gielgud's performance was a testament to his talent and dedication to the craft of
acting.
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Simon Russell Beale's Modern Interpretation

In more recent years, Simon Russell Beale has taken on the iconic role of King
Lear, offering a fresh interpretation for contemporary audiences. Known for his
versatility and ability to convey complex emotions, Beale brought a different
energy to the character. His portrayal emphasized Lear's inner turmoil and the
fragility of his aging mind.
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Beale's performance focused on the psychological aspect of Lear's journey,
exploring the impact of power, betrayal, and madness on the human psyche. His
nuanced portrayal received critical acclaim, with audiences praising his ability to
evoke empathy and evoke genuine emotional responses.

Continued Relevance and Captivating Audiences

The enduring popularity of King Lear can be attributed to its universal themes and
timeless relevance. The play still resonates with audiences today, exploring
complex relationships, the nature of power, and the consequences of unchecked
ambition.

Performers like Gielgud and Russell Beale have brought King Lear to life,
captivating audiences with their interpretations and reminding us of the play's
enduring power. Their performances serve as a testament to the timelessness of
Shakespeare's work and the lasting impact great actors can have on the stage.

From Sir John Gielgud's legendary performance to Simon Russell Beale's
modern interpretation, King Lear remains a play that challenges and inspires
actors. These two performers have left their mark on the role, bringing their
unique styles and insights to captivate audiences and breathe new life into
Shakespeare's timeless masterpiece.

As future actors take on the role of King Lear, they will undoubtedly bring their
own interpretations, building upon the legacy left by Gielgud and Russell Beale.
The story of a flawed king and the consequences of his decisions will continue to
resonate with audiences for generations to come.
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King Lear is arguably the most complex and demanding play in the whole of
Shakespeare. Once thought impossible to stage, today it is performed with
increasing frequency, both in Britain and America. It has been staged more often
in the last fifty years than in the previous 350 years of its performance history, its
bleak message clearly chiming in with the growing harshness, cruelty and
violence of the modern world.

Performing King Lear offers a very different and practical perspective from most
studies of the play, being centred firmly on the reality of creation and
performance. The book is based on Jonathan Croall's unique interviews with
twenty of the most distinguished actors to have undertaken this daunting role
during the last forty years, including Donald Sinden, Tim Pigott-Smith, Timothy
West, Julian Glover, Oliver Ford Davies, Derek Jacobi, Christopher Plummer,
Michael Pennington, Brian Cox and Simon Russell Beale.

He has also talked to two dozen leading directors who have staged the play in
London, Stratford and elsewhere. Among them are Nicholas Hytner, David Hare,
Kenneth Branagh, Adrian Noble, Deborah Warner, Jonathan Miller and Dominic
Dromgoole. Each reveals in precise and absorbing detail how they have dealt
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with the formidable challenge of interpreting and staging Shakespeare's great
tragedy.
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