
Performing King Lear: A Journey from
Gielgud to Russell Beale
William Shakespeare's "King Lear" is one of the most challenging and
rewarding plays in the English language. Its complex characters, emotional
depth, and exploration of universal themes have captivated audiences for
centuries. Throughout history, countless actors have taken on the titular
role, each bringing their own unique interpretation to this iconic character.
In this article, we will explore the performances of two legendary actors
who played King Lear: John Gielgud and Russell Beale.

John Gielgud: A Master of Eloquence

Sir John Gielgud (1904-2000) was an English actor and director who is
widely regarded as one of the greatest stage performers of the 20th
century. His portrayal of King Lear in 1955 is considered by many to be the
definitive interpretation of the role.
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Gielgud's King Lear was characterized by his regal bearing, commanding
presence, and impeccable diction. He delivered the play's famous
speeches with clarity and resonance, bringing out the full weight of
Shakespeare's language. His performance was a masterclass in stagecraft,
and it left a lasting impression on audiences and critics alike.

One of the most striking aspects of Gielgud's portrayal was his use of
voice. He possessed a remarkable range and flexibility, which allowed him
to convey a wide array of emotions. His voice was particularly effective in
the play's more intense scenes, where he could express Lear's rage, grief,
and despair with heartbreaking realism.

Critics praised Gielgud's performance for its intelligence and sensitivity.
Harold Hobson wrote in The Sunday Times that Gielgud's "performance is
shaped by a rare and penetrating intelligence, and, being so shaped, is
constantly in perfect control."

Russell Beale: A Modern-Day Interpretation

Russell Beale (born 1961) is an English actor who has gained international
acclaim for his work in both stage and screen. In 2018, he took on the role
of King Lear in a critically acclaimed production at the Royal Shakespeare
Company.

Beale's interpretation of Lear was significantly different from Gielgud's. He
played the character as a more vulnerable and fragile figure, stripped of his
royal trappings and exposed to the harsh realities of the world. His
performance was raw and emotionally charged, and it captured the
essence of Lear's journey from power to madness.



Beale's use of physicality was particularly notable. He used his body to
express Lear's physical and emotional pain, and he often appeared
disheveled and unkempt. This portrayal of Lear as a broken man resonated
deeply with audiences.

Critics praised Beale's performance for its intensity and honesty. Michael
Billington wrote in The Guardian that Beale's "Lear is something
extraordinary... It is a performance that is both utterly raw and yet
unsparingly truthful."

Gielgud vs. Beale: A Tale of Two Kings

While Gielgud and Beale's interpretations of King Lear were vastly different,
they both shared a profound understanding of the character and the play's
themes. Both actors brought their unique skills and perspectives to the role,
creating two unforgettable performances that will continue to inspire
generations of actors and audiences.

Gielgud's portrayal was more traditional and rooted in classical stagecraft.
He emphasized the poetry and grandeur of Shakespeare's language, and
his performance was characterized by technical brilliance. Beale's
interpretation, on the other hand, was more naturalistic and contemporary.
He focused on the character's emotional journey, and his performance was
deeply personal and moving.

Ultimately, the best interpretation of King Lear is the one that resonates
most with the audience. Both Gielgud's and Beale's performances are valid
and insightful, offering different perspectives on this complex and
unforgettable character.



Legacy and Impact

The performances of Gielgud and Beale have had a profound impact on
the theatrical world. Their interpretations of King Lear have set a high
standard for future actors, and they continue to inspire new productions of
the play.

Gielgud's performance is particularly notable for its influence on modern
acting techniques. His use of voice, movement, and stage presence has
been studied and emulated by generations of actors. Beale's performance,
on the other hand, has helped to bring a more contemporary and
naturalistic approach to Shakespearean drama.

Both actors have left an enduring legacy in the world of theater. Their
performances as King Lear will continue to be celebrated and enjoyed for
years to come.

John Gielgud and Russell Beale are two of the most celebrated actors in
the history of English theater. Their performances of King Lear are both
masterpieces, offering unique and unforgettable interpretations of this
iconic role. While their approaches to the character were vastly different,
both actors shared a profound understanding of the play and its themes.
Their performances continue to inspire and move audiences, and they will
undoubtedly continue to be studied and enjoyed for many years to come.
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