








Young Jean Lee in the Cordelia-like role as daughter: both
the character Lear and the author Shakespeare. At the
authorial level, Lee dramatizes an act of independence
that revises her predecessor’s work and holds out hope for
alternate routes—not only for Cordelia/Amelia but for Lee
herself.® Lee’s Lear separates the sacrifice of identity from
the rite of mourning; by sardonically resisting the former,
she opens the way for wholehearted access to the latter.

The play’s final turn plunges the stage into
total darkness as though both to simulate the complete
erasure by death and to wipe the slate clean with a
tabula rasa that enables starting over. Lee treats us to a
relentless, disconcerting assault on the eyes by forcing
us to make quick transitions from adjusting first to
the dark and then to the flash of the strobe spotlights.
Playing with allusions to Gloucester’s blindness, Lee
asks the audience to relearn how to see.

The leap from Edmund/Pete’s expansive
monologue to his succinct outcry is catalyzed and
mediated by the nonverbal reverie consisting of
flashbacks to scenes from an ordinary life that he now
acts out. As though taking his cue from the inspiration
that Big Bird derives from “memory” (48), Pete stops to
remember. The alternation of strobe illumination and
blackouts that define each scene creates the impression
of reviewing an old home movie starring members of the
family. In particular, we can imagine the two final scenes
as vignettes from the past that anticipate a parent-child
embrace. In the words of the stage directions, we see
Pete “encouraging an imaginary toddler walking towards
him” (51) and and also Pete “watching eagerly for a loved
one’s arrival” when he “catches sight of the person and
waves excitedly” (52). In each case, the embrace about
to occur in the past sets off and highlights the separation
waiting to happen in the present. Such memories prompt
Pete’s ultimate verbalization of the raw emotion with
which the play ends.

By means of the cascading series of endings,
the play aims to strip away all the distracting emotional
layers in order to reach Edmund/Pete’s plain-spoken
expression of grief: “I'll miss you” (52). As though to
hold on to this hard-earned statement, he repeats it
at least ten times, thus outdoing the staccato of Lear’s
four “Howl”s and five “Never”s that Lee quotes from
the culminating scene of King Lear. But the motif of
repetition also evokes the resounding denial of reality
in Lear’s “No, no, no, no!” (5.3.8) when he reclaims his
fantasy of isolated refuge with Cordelia: “We two alone
will sing like birds i’ the cage” (9). Lear’s declaration
of desire in Shakespeare’s play and Edmund/Pete’s cry
of loss in Lee’s play have sharply contrasting sentence
structures. Lear’s “we” subsumes father and daughter
in the dyad of a combined, unified subject. Edmund/
Pete’s first-person singular painfully acknowledges the
separation of “I” and “you.” Pete does not howl but,

looking into the abyss, he speaks with a level tone that
remains determined and steady.

NOTES

1. I dedicate this article to the memory of my
mother, who died at 92 on October 18, 2009.
Stephen Booth acknowledges Lee in his Precious
Nonsense (xii) and Lee, in turn, dedicates Songs
of the Dragons Flying to Heaven (2006) to Booth,
who participated in the panel entitled “Radical
Shakespeare” after the performance of Lear at
Soho Rep on January 19, 2010.

2. Page references are to the final script of Lear received
2/21/10 and quoted by permission of Young Jean Lee.

3. In her “Lear Blog” of 2/17/09
http://www.youngjeanlee.org/blog.html. viewed
9/29/2009), Lee notes that “the past year my dad
has been really sick and going through chemo. If
I were to really inhabit that space of grief and pity
and terror, I wouldn’t be able to function. I want
to create a space in the theater in which I can ...
feel all of the terrible things that I can’t feel in real
life for fear of losing control.”

4. For a concise elaboration of this interpretation of
King Lear, see my Patriarchal Structures in
Shakespeare’s Drama, 103-15.

5. In an earlier version of Lee’s script (12/28/09),
Cordelia’s position is made more explicitly critical
with the addition of: “But the feeling doesn’t really
go all that deep, you know?” (38).

6. Lee’s radical revision of Cordelia provides a partial
answer to Hilton Als’ perceptive question about
“what it must feel like for an exceptional young
woman to stand up to the theatre’s ultimate
Great White Father” (66). In the earlier script
this revision had been metaphorically expressed
in Cordelia’s—and Lee’s—assertion of a new
landscape: “something is there waiting for you
when the landscape becomes different, when you
have climbed up from where you were before” (35).
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