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Who Blinded King Lear?

In King Lear, the titular character’s descent is mirrored in the fall of his loyal subject, the Earl of Gloucester.  Almost everything that happens to the King happens to the Earl.  Both are betrayed by their children, both are cast out of their homes, and both descend into despair before dying of failed hearts.  However, Gloucester is blinded by the Duke of Cornwall, while King Lear suffers no such fate in the play; he goes insane instead.  Blindness and madness are presented as related concepts in King Lear.

To a certain extent, King Lear begins the play blind.  Not physically, but he is unwilling to see any viewpoint that differs from his own.  When his daughter Cordelia answers the question "Which of you shall we say doth love us most?" (1.1. 51) honestly rather than flatteringly, he is unable to see the value in what she says, even when the Earl of Kent points out his error.  He refuses to see that any filial devotion that Goneril or Regan may have toward him is selfish in nature.  Even when he comes across Kent in the stocks, he angrily denies that his daughter could have done it, despite how plain the evidence is.  Perhaps the most amusing case of blindness to others is when he comes across Edgar posing as Poor Tom, and assumes that the mad beggar has been betrayed by his daughters just Lear was.

Eventually, King Lear can no longer deny the fallacy of his perspective.  In antiquity, when Oedipus Rex’s stable view of the world came crashing down around him he gouged out his own eyes.  Lear, however, stands upon the heath and demands that if the world will not conform to his preconceptions, then let "all-shaking thunder,/ Smite flat the thick rotundity of the world" (3.2. 6-7)!  When neither happens, he turns away from reality, lapsing into madness so that he does not have to face the truths that hurt him.

When Gloucester is turned out of his castle, alone and eyeless, he is aware of how close madness and blindness are.  When the old man leading him tells him of poor mad Tom, he says, "'Tis the times' plague when madmen lead the blind"  (4.1. 55).  Blind, he becomes so separated from reality that he can not tell a mountain from a molehill, and attempts to commit suicide by flinging himself from a small mound.

When Lear and Gloucester meet again, the theme of blindness comes up again and again in the King's mad speech.  He tells Gloucester, "I remember thine eyes well enough" (4.6. 151), and gives him a letter to read, scoffing when Gloucester says that he can't.  He goes on to say that Gloucester should get glass eyes, "And, like a scurvy politician, seem/ To see the things thou dost not," which could easily describe Lear's own reign.  When he sees that Gloucester is weeping for him, he offers his own eyes to cry with, implying that to be able to see the world is to weep.

In the end, there is no cure for madness, just as there is no cure for blindness.  Gloucester gets some relief when he is reunited with Edgar, who offers his father guidance.  King Lear gets some relief from his daughter, whose presence seems to ease the King's mania.  But ultimately, both pass in darkness from the world.

