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What makes Edmund/Pete’s final speech possible 
is Lee’s reversion to Sesame	Street, the generic game changer 
that drops us from the high art of Shakespeare’s greatness 
to the low art of children’s TV shows. The moment when 
Edmund, playing Big Bird, steps on stage with his back to 
the audience, bends over, and looks out at us through his 
legs with his face upside down becomes a key visual marker 
in the play—the iconic image that humorously signals Lee’s 
larger goals of reversal and change of perspective. [Photo 5]

 It is as though only the recourse to a third 
generation of childhood, with its lack of experience, can 
restore the innocence capable of responding to death as an 
inexplicable mystery. For Big Bird, the only answer is a non-
answer: “Just because” (41, 49). This conspicuously non-
Shakespearean interlude purifies by its simplicity: “when 
people die  . . . they don’t come back” (47). In Edmund’s 
translation in Lee’s Lear, this openness to vulnerability is 
expressed with newly energized focus: “He is alive and I 
must remember, I must get to the thing that is the thing, 
and that thing is when he is gone there will be no more 

nothing” (49). The triple word “thing” echoes Lear’s 
perception of human nakedness on the heath: “Thou art the 
thing itself; unaccommodated man is no more but such a 
poor, bare, forked animal as thou art. Off, off, you lendings! 
come unbutton here” (3.4.98-101). Lear will repeat this 
gesture when holding the dead body of Cordelia: “Pray you, 
undo this button” (5.3.308).

 Turning to the middle step in the three-
part sequence, I want to stress that this is the one 
moment in the entire play where Lee directly engages 
Shakespeare’s text.  Though there are occasional 
allusive riffs elsewhere, including the literal lifting of 
“bleeding rings” (5.3.188; script p. 7), this is the only 
point where an extended word-for-word citation 
occurs. Yet Lee simultaneously fulfills, and withholds, 
the Shakespearean expectations attached to Lear’s 
culminating lines. Lee’s concentrated stringing together 
of Lear’s final speeches that end with his death (5.3.256-
62, 264-66, 268-73, 304-309) is not a straightforward 
recitation. Rather, Lee makes Lear’s language available 

Photo 4: Goneril (Okwui Okpokwasili) zeroes in on Cordelia (Amelia Workman), toward whom Edgar (Paul Lazar) and Regan
 (April Matthis) also direct attention.
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for recontextualizing that actively changes how we 
see it. In an extraordinary gesture, Lee entrusts the 
speaking of Lear’s words to the actress who plays 
Goneril, the daughter who in Shakespeare’s play had 
betrayed him and committed suicide. But Lee’s world 
is not the same play. Her Goneril character is given the 
opportunity to appropriate Lear’s lines as she voices 
them. But the greater implications concern the position 
of Cordelia as daughter.

 In Shakespeare, the emotional force of Lear’s 
eloquence comes from his carrying the dead Cordelia 
in his arms as he speaks. Lee removes Cordelia from 
Lear’s arms and places her alive onstage as we listen 
to the lines. In the new context of Lee’s drama, the 
familiar Shakespearean passages present a mirror 
in which the two Cordelias do not match up. The 
description of Cordelia’s voice as “ever soft, / Gentle, 
and low, an excellent thing in woman” now stands out 
as Lear’s self-interested praise of her relenting to his 
needs at the cost of her life.4 The Cordelia/Amelia we 
see in front of us remains outside the Shakespearean 

frame—she has escaped the tragic sacrifice in which 
the other Cordelia is caught.

 Lee’s  Cordel ia  punctures  the rhetorical 
flourishes with a laconic one-word response: “Wow” 
(38). The demolition work of the play is condensed 
in this one line. The tone conveys both a caustic, 
deliberately vacuous, mock revelation, as though she 
is already fully aware of the price Cordelia is forced 
to pay, and a genuinely nonplussed, stunned reaction, 
as though critically registering for the very first time 
the full magnitude of Cordelia’s tragedy.5 Either way, 
Cordelia/Amelia establishes a necessary distance from 
the father who, in Shakespeare, continues to pursue, 
fundamentally unchanged, the illegitimate demand 
that she “love her father all” (1.1.103). The two sisters 
follow with bland, inconclusive stock responses, which 
Cordelia/Amelia’s stance consequently overrides.

 The new play returns full circle to Shakespeare 
by symbolically recapitulating Lee’s personal trajectory 
from dropping out to spinning off. There are intertwined 
double fathers circulating in Lear who are applicable to 

Photo 5: Edmund (Pete Simpson) looks out from Big Bird’s perspective.
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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.6 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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