Jane Freeman
Performing the Bodies of
King Lear

bl Fictional characters may break the
™ & laws of the land with complete
abandon. [n the first scene of
King Lear, the titla character gives
avway land and power that am not his to give, and in
5o doing he separates his body politic fram his body
nalural, thereby indulging in a freedam that was nok
avallable to King James L King lames himsell had
allwded to the theory of the king“s two bodies in his
first speach to Parliament,[1] and as ha watched King
Lear at Whitahall in 1606, he did 5o with the culturally
construcked belief that the bady politic and the body
natural of 8 king ere indivisible.

The theory of the king's bwo bodies appears often in
the jurisprudance, the lcenography, and the drama cf
Tudor and Stuart England. Although tha significance
of this theory to King Learis evident fram Lear's
opening lines, the implications of being ‘Twin-born
with greatness’ (Hemry ¥ 4.1.254) have raceived less
scholarly attention inKing Lear than in Henry Wor
Richard [L {2] As we consider the history offing
Lear in performance, however, the theory of the king's
twn bodies provides a focusing lens through which we
cam see significant cultural shifts in attitudes toward
bokh kingship and the human body.

The relationship bebween the bady politic and the bedy
natural may seem to be a simple dichotomy equated
wikh dichatomies such as tha head and the haart, or
the pubdlic and private parts of one's life. But, of
course, none of these pairings is simple; the head
doe2g mok axist dizcrebe from the heart, and cur public
amd privake selves are interconnected. In & similar
wiary, a monarch's bodies are inseparable and the
pracise relationship between the two varies, for the
body politic and the body natural are not ficed realit es
bu: soclal construcks that ehange with time and poink
of view, Just as '‘what is called gender identity is a
peformative accomplishment comgpelled by social

Footnotes

[1} Marie Axton, The
Quaen's Two Bodies:
Drama and the
Effzabethan
Succession, (Landan,
1977} p. 133,

['2] For full-length
studies of the theory of
tha king's twe bodies
in Tudgr and Stuart
England, see
Kantorowitcz, Ernst H.,
The King’s Two Bodies:
A Study in Medizeval
Paiitical Theology
(Princeton M.J., 1957);
Axtan, The Queens
Two Bodies: Drama
and the Elizabethan
Succession; and, mare
recently, Albart Rolls,
The Theary of the
King's Two Bodles i
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