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                How is the relationship between appearance and reality explored in
   these three plays?
   In King Lear, As You Like It, and The Comedy Of Errors, though they
   are all very different plays, the relationship between appearance and
   reality pervades them all. Though it is used far more subtly in King
   Lear than in the other two, where it is played up for comic effect,
   the effect of the disparity between appearance and reality is similar,
   in that it brings about a chaotic force, creating disorder. In the
   case of King Lear it is ultimately destructive, whereas in As You Like
   It, it makes a final happy resolution possible. In King Lear and to
   some extent in As You Like It, this relationship is explored in terms
   of deceit, and in all the plays the theme of mistaken identity, in
   terms of deceit or otherwise, is significant.
   In King Lear the gap between “seeming” and “being” is one of the
   strongest themes in the play. The deceitful natures of Regan, Goneril
   and Edmund allow them to manipulate the other characters and
   consequently shape the plot of the tragedy (although Regan and Goneril
   do not achieve this to the same effect as Edmund). Although it is
   clear in Act 1, Scene 1 that Regan and Goneril are being deeply
   obsequious, it is only made clear at the end of the scene to what
   great extent they pretend to be as loving as Cordelia. Regan professes
   to be of “that self mettle as my sister”, Goneril, and indeed she is,
   as Goneril describes her love as,
   “A love that makes breath poor and speech unable.” (1.1.60)
   By “breath” Goneril means words, but the words “breath poor” imply
   that somehow her love makes her weak, and vulnerable; that it makes it
   harder to breathe, or that life would somehow pale in comparison
   without her love for her father. Aside from Regan aligning herself to
   Goneril, all that these two sisters say is astonishingly devoid of
   truth. They then go on to reveal their true feelings towards their
   father after they have supported his treatment of Cordelia,
   “with what poor judgement he hath cast her off now appears too
   grossly.” (1.1.291-2)
   Their assessment of Lear’s behaviour is correct; his reaction to
   Cordelia’s sincerity only shows his inability to recognize true
   service and faithfulness (interestingly it is Cordelia who is the
   first character to speak against them, which is reminiscent of
   Imogen’s behaviour towards the Queen in Cymbeline). Whilst there is a
   sense that Lear has played his daughters off against each other, what
   is appalling here is that Regan and Goneril are aware of what is going
   on and encourage it to further their own means. Over the course of the
   play they completely undermine the claims of love they have made to
   Lear at the very start of the play, and aside from the outrageous
   duplicity of their behaviour, in abandoning any scrap of love for
   their father in a bid for power they undermine the social order of a
   family, creating chaos. Although Lear’s inability to make a sound
   judgement is infuriating, Regan and Goneril’s behaviour is far more
   disgusting because they make no pretence to themselves that they are
   trying to do the right thing. Edmund, on the other hand, offers the
   audience some justification for his deceit. His is no “motiveless
   malignity”; he seeks the land and wealth he would have inherited were
   he legitimate. However, like Regan and Goneril his is a quest for
   power, and as a bastard, he too is placed at a disadvantage socially
   (in the same way, Goneril and Regan’s property and inheritance is all
   their husbands). There are also striking similarities between Iago and
   Edmund. Unlike Regan and Goneril, Edmund keeps up the pretence of
   being good and trustworthy for as long as he can with those he needs
   to, like Iago. Also, Edmund’s soliloquies, though not so numerous as
   Iago’s, take the audience into a kind of bond, because Edmund only
   shares his plans with the audience, as opposed to any of the other
   characters. His soliloquies could create a sense of helplessness on
   the part of the audience or perhaps a kind of unwilling complicity,
   depending on how the character is presented. One scene in which Edmund
   most resembles Iago is Act 2, Scene 1, when in deceiving his father
   Gloucester, on his brother Edgar’s loyalty he cries out for torches;
   in Act 5, Scene 1 of Othello, Iago enters a scene that he has
   masterminded, carrying a torch, ironically shedding light on the
   malice he has created, just as Edmund pretends to do so here. This
   idea of blindness is developed in the play, as it is Gloucester who is
   blinded, and it is only whilst he is being blinded that Edmund’s
   treachery is revealed to him. Gloucester’s character mirrors King
   Lear’s; both are betrayed by their children, but are unable to
   recognise which of their children they can trust until it is too late.
   They both are most suspicious of those who are most loyal to them (in
   this respect their breakdowns resemble Othello’s). Even their
   reactions to believing themselves betrayed by their children are
   similar. When Goneril refuses to do as Lear tells her, he calls her a
   “degenerate bastard” (1.4.245), whereas when Edmund ‘informs’ his
   father of Edgar’s betrayal, he calls Edmund his “natural boy”
   (2.1.84). Both fathers articulate the idea that this sort of betrayal,
   betraying one’s father, goes against the natural order of life, and
   yet Lear is unable to perceive and Gloucester does not check who has
   betrayed them. This inability to perceive treachery in the gap between
   appearance and reality is not only ultimately destructive; for Lear it
   is fatal and it leads to the death of the entirely innocent Cordelia.
   In fact, an inability to recognise the difference between appearance
   and reality might be said to be King Lear’s tragic flaw; for it is his
   inability to recognise what is actually wrong that is his downfall.
   When Lear rejects Cordelia it is not only the audience who is
   appalled; he is the only character on stage to actually view her
   inability to articulate her love for him as a sign that she is
   unworthy. His decision to banish her without a dowry seems
   unreasonable and capricious, especially given that she is meant to be
   his favourite daughter (in fact, although this is a ceremony of state,
   forcing his daughters to publicly testify their love in this fashion
   seems odd, and faintly self-absorbed to begin with). It is his
   inability to reconcile himself with the realities of his situation
   that drives him insane. Having devolved his power to his callous
   daughters, Lear expects to weld just as much power as he likes over
   them, because he believed himself wise enough to reason which of his
   daughters cared for him most, and therefore could be trusted with his
   powers whilst he was still alive. Although he passes the coronet onto
   Cornwall and Albany, Lear still wears the crown and still expects to
   be treated as a king.
   “Does any here know me? Why, this is not Lear.” (1.4.217)
   This is Lear’s reaction to Goneril’s desire to reduce his number of
   knights – the Fool’s response to this is “Lear’s shadow.” Lear is not
   himself without the authority and power he once commanded, and begins
   to understand the power he held was because he was the sole ruler, not
   because he is Lear. His own loss of power and status as well as the
   recognition that he has fails, he has trusted and equally mistrusted
   the wrong people leads to his own personal breakdown. His recognition
   of the difference between appearance and reality comes too late, and
   leads to chaos. In Act 3, Scene 4 he speaks about,
   “This tempest in my mind.” (3.4.12)
   This only serves to highlight the sense of chaos during the storm
   scenes, and heighten the sense of pathetic fallacy, and the link
   between the chaos in the country and the chaos in Lear’s mind. In this
   scene, Lear goes on to say, when thinking of Goneril and Regan’s
   behaviour,
   “O, that way madness lies,” (3.4.210)
   Lear recognises that turning over these betrayals by his “pelican
   daughters” for whom he plucked out his heart can only lead to
   self-destruction, however, he cannot escape his own error in
   judgement.
   Another way in which the disparity between appearance and reality is
   explored within these three plays is with mistaken identities. This is
   the basis of the plot in The Comedy Of Errors, and as the accidental
   crossing over of lives becomes increasingly complicated, and involves
   more and more characters. The play is built on this dramatic irony, as
   only the audience is aware of the same mistake being on repeat,
   “I would not spare my brother in this case
   If he should scorn me so apparently.” (4.1.78-78)
   Lines such as this, even though they do not directly correspond to the
   wider plot are laden with dramatic irony. However, whilst the play is
   generally light-hearted, the confusion between the two Antiphonuses
   and the two Dromios begins to bleed into the public domain and wreak
   havoc, to the point where characters begin to believe they are going
   mad, or that there is magic at work,
   “The fellow is distract, and so am I,
   And here we wander in illusions- ” (4.3.40-41)
   Antiphonus of Syracuse says it is almost as though they have moved
   into a dream-like state as they “wander in illusions”; it also
   suggests that there is some kind of mischief at work all around them.
   Aside from completely confusing the characters, to the point where
   they suspect something supernatural is at work, it also leads to a
   degree of social disorder, as the problematic relationship between
   appearance and reality manifests itself in an entirely different way
   to the way it does in King Lear. In this way though, The Comedy Of
   Errors does bear some similarity to Twelfth Night; as the twins are
   confused for each other, and deny knowledge of each other’s
   engagements and promises it appears to the other characters that they
   are trying to avoid their duties. In The Comedy Of Errors it is when
   the mix up begins to affect the public lives of the characters
   (particularly Antiphonus of Ephesus) that the difference in appearance
   and reality leads to a level of social breakdown – in the same way,
   the irreconcilable difference between appearance and reality as
   regards Edmund, Regan, Goneril but also Lear’s perception of himself
   and lack of accuracy in his perception of others leads to breakdown
   and catastrophe. However, the level of breakdown in The Comedy Of
   Errors is not irreparable because it is a comedy but also because the
   difference between appearance and reality is down to a not-so-simple
   misunderstanding rather than being driven by malice or a failure to
   understand what is really going on by those that should really know
   better.
   Mistaken identities are also part of the plots of As You Like It and
   King Lear, the difference being that the characters are driven to
   assume new identities in order to save themselves, often from the
   tyranny of rulers (Rosalind and Kent) but always from the tyranny of
   an authority figure. Consequently, although Kent, Edgar, Rosalind and
   Celia fully intend to deceive other characters, their actions are not
   meant maliciously. Ironically, though both Edgar and Kent appear to be
   malignant in the eyes of those they are disguising themselves from,
   they are in fact loyal to these authority figures. Kent remains with
   Lear after he has been shut out by his daughters, and Edgar leads his
   blinded father to Dover. These characters are trustworthy although
   they are driven to reject their own identities; they don’t present
   themselves as something they are not, like Edmund, Goneril and Regan,
   but assume new identities in order to protect themselves. Similarly,
   Celia and Rosalind only disguise themselves in order to escape the
   tyrannical Duke Ferdinand. Rosalind’s disguise is the same plot device
   used for Viola in Twelfth Night, and like Viola, Rosalind uses her
   disguise as a way to get closer to Orlando (although Viola happens to
   fall in love with her master in Twelfth Night), and in the scene where
   she and Orlando mimic their own wedding there is a sense that she is
   manipulating him somewhat. It is interesting here that she tells
   Orlando to hold her hand – this gesture is repeated over and over in
   King Lear, where it actually reveals who the characters are actually
   aligned with – it has the same function in this scene. Bearing in mind
   that this sort of declaration of marriage in front of a third party
   could be treated as a legally binding engagement, Rosalind is using
   Orlando’s unwitting faith in “Ganymede” against him – in fact Celia at
   first seems grudging and unwilling to go through with this charade.
   CELIA: I cannot say the words
   ROSALIND: You must begin, ‘Will you, Orlando’ –
   CELIA: Go to. Will you, Orlando…
   (4.1.116-118)
   Celia avoids getting involved at first; Rosalind has to prompt her,
   and even so she seems to be annoyed at being made to do this (“Go
   to.”). However, in As You Like It, though these characters do use the
   gap between appearance and reality to serve their own means, they move
   away from this situation before it becomes too chaotic and gets
   completely out of hand. In fact, Rosalind is able to assess Orlando
   and arrange their marriage as well as that of Celia and Oliver and
   Phoebe and Silvius whilst pretending to be Ganymede, whereas Kent and
   Edgar, though they save themselves, they are unable to save the men
   they serve from themselves and from the malicious natures of Regan,
   Goneril and Edmund.
   The idea of appearance and reality is manipulated in many different
   ways in these three plays. The theme itself is manifest in a far more
   literal sense in The Comedy Of Errors, than the other two plays. In As
   You Like It the difference between appearance and reality is shown to
   be useful, as it allows Rosalind to exercise some control over her
   subsequent marriage to Orlando; it creates a loophole for her to
   function in if only for a short while. In all these plays, however,
   the inability of the characters to recognize the difference between
   appearance and reality leads to chaos for a short while at least, and
   in King Lear it contribution to the chaos of the play leads to
   tragedy.
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