The Questions of Lear and Cordelia
by Louis Petrich

Shakespeare had, on average, three hours to give his
audi ence the neaning of life in the formof a play. Now I
have about one hour to discuss how he did it in King Lear.
So if one takes into account only this difference in tine,
one may expect fromthis lecture not nore than one-third
the nmeaning of life. The additional two-thirds will appear
in the uncut version soon available in the bookstore.® (The
question period, however, has no tinme limts. King Lear is
a play, and St. John’s is a Coll ege, of endurance.)

Let us begin with a question. Wat sticks in one’s
m nd as the nost distinguishing feature of King Lear?
Directors and designers often ask this question in order to
di scover “the | ooks” of a play; and actors ask it of a
character to “get the trick” of playing that part. Sone
may answer that King Lear is a play enphatically in the
negati ve node. \Wen Cordelia answers “nothing” to Lear’s
first question at line 84, a kind of nmetaphysical spell is
cast on speech and action fromwhich we never conpletely
break free. The “no’s,” “not’s,” “never’s,” and
“nothing’s” proliferate, as if caught between two mrrors
that reflect themto infinity. Ohers may find the nost
outstanding feature of this play to be the conparative and
superl ative nodes of its speech. W constantly hear about
things as “nore” or “less,” “greatest” or “least”; and to

reach the extremes, we keep goi ng beyond any previous

! This essay is the uncut version of a lecture that was delivered at St
John’ s Col |l ege, Annapolis, on August 31, 2007. It goes w thout saying
that the neaning of life discussed in these pages remains but
fractional. Such is the disproportion between the ever-mltiplying
wor ds on these pages and the dramatically enbedded neani ngs of
Shakespear e.



attenpts to mark the boundaries. In conjunction with the
negati ve node, this neans that just when we think, as Edgar
does, that things at the worst can only get better (IV.i.1-
9), that very thought, spoken, will be the cue to the
action to get even worse.

Wtness the blinding of doucester as an exanpl e of
these two predom nate nodes (the negative and
conparative/ superlative), and also of a third one, the
guestioning node. Cornwall puts out G oucester’s first eye
(“See’t [vengeance] shalt thou never,” 1l11.vii.68) wth his
foot. The cruelty of this act is barely endurable. The

second eye he puts out with his own hands, to feel the

“vile jelly, out

and then to ask where it went! (84-85). The cruelty thus

to see the “luster” go with the eye,
gets worse. But notice sonething wonderful: between these
two acts of blinding, a servant of Cornwall, having reached
his limt of endurance with the first eye, and having
“never” done “better service” (75), takes up a sword and
wounds his master, as it turns out, nortally. Cornwall’s
death sets in notion a conpetition between Goneril and
Regan for Ednund that will destroy these three evil doers.
The viciousness thus gets worse for the vicious, too, which
makes things better (as two negatives nmake a positive),
even as they get worse. Were, then, is the self-

contradi ctory action headi ng? Just as we approach the best
that could be hoped for in the end, we discover that
Cordelia is hanged, and we feel, at that nonent, worse even
than the former worst. How do we feel nonents later? W
must wonder if any human wi sdom at any point in tinme, can
j udge where human action is heading. |n other words, we
have to ask whether this play, an image of |life, has a

properly unified action that we call “plot.”



That we should have to ask this question--what is the
plot of King Lear?—and many other, equally fundanmental
guestions, inpresses ne as the nost distinguishing feature
of the play. It exists in the interrogative node, both
internally and externally. | have undertaken to discuss
this node in the four scenes that Lear and Cordelia perform
together: the love test of Act |, Scene 1; the forgiveness
of Act 1V, Scene 7; the “away to prison” of Act V,
begi nni ng of Scene 3; and the deaths at the end of Act V,
Scene 3. These four scenes may be taken as “the play
within the play.”

VWhat are the questions of Lear and Cordelia about, in
a general sense?? The subject nmatter of their questions

bursts forth fromLear, early on, in three words:

Al bany. What’s the matter, sir?®

Lear. 1'Il tell thee. Life and death! | am
ashaned
That thou [Goneril] hast power to shake ny
manhood t hus!
(I.1v.302-303)

“Life and death”--linked by “and,” not “or”--how are “life

and death” conjoined in one action of knowabl e neani ng?

2 All questions in this play derive fromLear, even Cornwal l’'s, “Wiere
is thy luster now?” (Ill.vii.85) For Lear is not only a questioner

hi msel f, but the cause that there are questions in others.

3 Al bany asks this question when Lear reappears in Goneril’s presence,
even angrier then a few nonents before, when he curses her wonb and
exits in extremty of passion. H's quick return (within four lines) is
pronpted by his offstage discovery that his one hundred knights, “at a
clap,” “within a fortnight,” undergo, as Coneril puts it, a
“disquantity” of fifty (I.iv.255, 301-302). The knights represent, in
their nunber, Lear’'s years of life, past and yet to cone. Thus “the
matter” that brings Lear back into Goneril’s presence at this nonent is
indeed “life and death.” To reduce the one hundred knights ultinately
to naught neans, at the deepest level, that Lear is not to be born by

t he daughters-turned-nothers. Lear’s curse thus has inmediate
efficacy. Goneril shakes his nmanhood to the core by taking away the
knights in whomhe rests, not only the dignity, but the substance of
hi s human exi st ence.



This, | believe, is Shakespeare’s question, for the sake of
which he wites King Lear, whose problematic unity depends
on an answer that satisfies our desire to know the deepest
things. This question about life and death first arises
from Lear near the start of the first scene in the form of
a love test:

Lear [to his daughters].

Wi ch of you shall we say doth |ove us nost,

That we our | argest bounty nmay extend

Where nature doth with nerit challenge. (I.i.53-
55)
Lear’s question is genuine and dramatically interesting.
He wi shes to chall enge nature by nerit.

Goneril, the el dest daughter, tells us, by her answer,

what she thinks that challenge neans for Lear:

Goneril. Sir, | love you nore than word can weld
the matter;
Dearer than eyesight, space and |iberty;
Beyond what can be valued, rich or rare;
No less than |ife, with grace, health, beauty,
honor ;
As much as child e er |oved, or father found;
A | ove that nmakes breath poor, and speech unabl e;
Beyond all manner of so nuch | |ove you.
(l1.1.57-63)
Goneril “welds” the unwieldy matter of |ove in conparisons
that alternate between glibness (57, 59, 61) and bodily
precision (58, 60, 62). The last line, chiastic with the
first, noves “beyond” the (earlier) “beyond,” to foreclose
the possibility of surpassing her enclosing | ove. Goneril
t hus chal |l enges the nature of speech by using the art of
speech to go beyond the limts of nature.
Now, connect this challenge in the real mof speech to
the dramatic situation of Lear. Notice that Goneril speaks

nmost aptly (and om nously) in the even-nunbered |ines that



enphasize |ife and its attributes of sensation, novenent,
heal th, beauty, breath, and speech. For she is speaking to
an old man who, by the rule of nature, is approaching
deat h, unless that rule can be challenged by the neriting
of nore life. |In that case, he would be | oved, not because
t he daughter naturally | oves the father, but because he is
| ovable in hinmself. Good things are | oveable, and Goneri
says that Lear is as good as life itself, and all its
finest attributes. That is the challenge to nature that
Lear wants to hear and to believe.

The public confession of |ove, to be perforned
successively by the three daughters, each surpassing the
former, the last of whom (we may assune) is known by al
not to flatter or lie, is commanded by Lear to oppose his
i nevitable death by manifesting his indubitable nerit.
Cordelia has to speak | ast to speak surpassingly best, and
she has to speak true for us to take seriously the
chall enge to death by nerited love. This is the deeper
current of the love test, which will carry us to the end of
the play, when Lear, holding Cordelia dead in his arns, is
still challenging death with the clains of justice,
excel | ence, endurance, hope, and | ove.

Goneril’s speech, even with its glib steps and self-

contradiction, carries “conviction” as she utters it. She

is challenging nore than she knows. In tinme, she wll put
her | ove for Edmund before life and all its goods, just as
she declares herself willing to do here, for Lear. Thus,

her speech enl arges our view not only of speech, but also
of character, to include what goes beyond the present
particulars of action. Wrds falsely spoken are also truly

said, if we hear themsaid by Goneril’s romantic “doubl e”



to Edmund, the one who would take Lear’s and her husband’ s
pl ace.

Meanwhi | e, Cordelia, standing al one, downst age,
nearest the audience, feels pronpted by Goneril’s speech to
utter in an aside her first words: “Wat shall Cordelia
speak? Love, and be silent” (l.i.64). Addressing herself
in the third person, she recognizes that she is in a scene,
staged by Lear, and so her cue to speak will cone. She is
t hi nki ng about how to answer, with no one to consult, for
she is young and unmarried, and her voice, which we al one
hear, has distinct womanly qualities that will |ater be
called “excellent.” Cordelia s first words form a genui ne
guestion with deep inplications for |life and death. W al
[ive with this question whenever we are awake, though we
are not often mndful of its nmomentousness. Let us now
make ourselves mndful. A cue is the theatrical equival ent
to the calling of one’s nane. To respond to the words of a
cue is to let one’s character be invoked to serve the
action at the point of those words; not to respond to a cue
is toremin outside the action at that point. Not to be
needed or called anynore by the action is to be outside it
at all points, in the place of the dead. Cordelia' s
question thus brings to the surface what it neans to be
alive as a human being called to action, and what it neans
to be dead.

To be alive in speech is to nove forward, word after
word, and line after line, because what has been said
before falls short of what would be said. If we could say
sonet hing perfectly true, we would repeat those words, not
find new ones. Wen Cordelia speaks, she usually repeats
her words. Here, she decides to “love, and be silent.”

This is an inportant internal direction to the actor. Can



we hear in Cordelia s voice and see in her presence the
activity of |ove, independent of the content of the words?
Much depends on that.

Regan, the second daughter, makes things worse for
Cordelia. Lear addresses her as, “Qur dearest Regan, w fe
of Cornwall.” That is her cue, to better her sister by
means of her husband:

Regan. | am made of that self nettle as ny
si ster,
And prize me at her worth. In ny true heart
| find she nanes ny very deed of |ove;
Only she conmes too short, that | profess
Mysel f an eneny to all other joys
Whi ch the nopst precious square of sense

possesses,
And find I amalone felicitate
I n your dear Hi ghness’ | ove. (I.1.71-78)

Regan turns Goneril’s conparative node into the
superl ative, and adds a sexually perverse negative
(anbi guously di sguised). She negates all the | esser joys

admtted by Goneril and by her own “nost precious square of

sense,” including the joys provided by that conspi cuous
husband at her side. Her speech is what Cordelia wll cal
“oily.” There is sonething snoothly dirty about it. It

sounds both transgressive and aggressive, solitary and
mutual. |If we renenber to what joys she is the professed
eneny, then we wll watch her and Cornwal | put out

A oucester’s eyes (just as we watch CGoneril becone
desperate of life for love of Ednund) as a confirmation in
action of what is true in her presently fal se speech. She
sacrifices husband to father in this speech, and the
husband will die, undertaking the perverse action of this

speech. So she, too, wll discover her possession of a



“doubl e”: a woman al one, joyless, w thout the sexual power
to seduce a “serviceable villain,” Oswald (IV.v).*

That fine word, “felicitate,” was uttered for the
first tinme in 1605 by Regan, in the first performance of
King Lear. Shakespeare invented it for her, and she no
doubt thinks she surpasses Goneril by going beyond English
usage. Regan thus offers a creative alternative to
Cordelia s silent loving. |If the words do not exist to
speak love truly, then nmake up a new word, or put old ones
together in new ways, as Shakespeare does all the tine!

You may say, however, that Cordelia is a character, not the
author. But to whom then, is she appealing in her asides?
In her second aside, after Regan’s speech, instead of
aski ng what to speak, she prepares to speak, but

i mredi ately changes her mnd, as if it were obviously

i npossi ble: “Then poor Cordelia!/ And yet not so, since |
amsure ny love' s/ Mre ponderous than ny tongue” (I.i.78-
ny,
surroundi ng words, for the obstacle to speech goes beyond

80). The stresses do not fall on but on the

her character, and even beyond the creative capacity of the
synpat heti ¢ aut hor who hears her appeal, since she is the
first one ever to use the word “ponderous” figuratively,
attributing to sonething non-material great weight, so as
to be unnovabl e by the nuscul ar tongue. The deepest
obstacle to her speech is the inconmunicability by words

al one of the profound truth of [ove. This does not nean

that her love is unknowable inits

4 Regan’s double will be “alone felicitate” in the bastard
she and Cornwal | make “legitimate” by political adoption,
Ednmund (111.v. 26).



profundity—we shall see that it is--but that words al one,
even Shakespeare’'s, sinply will not suffice.

Let us take the hint of “nmetadrama” further. M ght
the asides of Cordelia alert the audi ence that Shakespeare
feel s sonet hi ng deeper and wei ghtier than anything he has
yet witten, for which sake he internalizes a negative node
towards his own, already perfected dramatic art? It is
exciting to hear in Cordelia the presence of the self-
critical author, who dares to chanmpion, fromwthin the
center of his play, the “anti-theatrical nentality,” which
insists on keeping truth pure of a flattering, falsifying
imtation, and virtue uncorrupted by any fear of being
boring. As we get to know her better, we see that Cordelia
hat es maki ng scenes. To allow her soul and body to be put
to use by art to challenge nature, is offensive to her
nature. She points the way to the abandonnent of such art
al together, by Prospero, who is Lear’s com c double in The
Tenpest .

Now Lear turns to face Cordelia. He rem nds her that
she has two rival suitors who have | ong been seeking her
hand in marriage. This remnder is part of her cue to
confess to a love that will answer both himand the suitors
at once. Let us listen to her words as they cone
reluctantly to her lips, fromout of the preferred silence.
For Shakespeare gives us the opportunity here to study the
nmysteri ous nomentum of nascent speech, as the still lips
open and sonething very little comes out, and then
sonet hing nore, and nore. Renenber, as we |listen, that the
actor is always trying to performCordelia s “love.” As
Lear dies we shall have the opportunity to study speech as
it evanesces back into the stillness of this opening

si |l ence:



Lear. Now, our j oy,

Al t hough our last and least; to whose young | ove
The vines of France and m | k of Burgundy

Strive to be interest; what can you say to draw
A third nore opul ent than your sisters? Speak.

Cordelia. Nothing, ny |ord. [ sil ence]
Lear. Not hi ng? [ sil ence]
Cordelia. Nothing. [ sil ence]

Lear. Nothing will cone of nothing. Speak again.
(1.1.84-92)
Cordelia s “nothings” should | ook and sound |ike their
enpty content: hard to hear, unplaced, out of tinme. The
word is trochaic, a fading fromstress to |less, and the
trochaic nmeter, if it continues at any length, tends to
becone boring. The tension of this nonment arises from
seeing the nost reticent of characters trigger enornous
hi strioni c passion.

Notice how Lear turns the trochaic “nothings” back
into regular ianbs after the first word in the line:
“Nothing will cone of nothing. Speak again.” He also
restores the normal |inkage of cause and effect, w thout
whi ch the forward novenent in speech and action enters the
darkness. He gently warns Cordelia to play the scene in
the light. She acknow edges his authority over her speech,

but not over the unhappiness she felt in that second asi de:

Cordelia. Unhappy that I am | cannot heave

My heart into nmy nmouth. | |ove your Majesty
According to ny bond, no nore nor |ess.
(1.1.93-95)

She offers a one-word definition of her |ove: “bond,” and

then she bounds it between two negatives, to prevent any

10



additions or subtractions. W may hear echoes in that word
“bond” of its associations: “bound,” “bondage,” “prison.”
Lear hears themtoo.

By nane, he asks her again to clear away the darkness and
take the offer of happi ness:

Lear. fbmn how, Cordelia? Mend your speech a

Lest :;tzgs’nar your fortunes. (I.1.96-97)
The nanme, “Cordelia” (which neans, “of the heart”), is
beautiful, and Lear tends to link it wwth the alliterative
word, “little” or “small” (1.iv.273-274). (The boy actor
was probably smaller than usual.) W shall revisit this
| i nkage at the end, when she is heavily dead in his arns,
and he says: “Cordelia, Cordelia, stay a little”
(V.iii1.273). Alittle nore breath there, a few nore words
here, it is the sane action of |ife and death, the biggest
of thenmes depending on the littlest of things in body and
spirit.

Cordelia nowtries to mend a little, and sounds as if

she is taking the action towards a happy concl usi on:

Cor del i a. Good ny | ord,
You have begot ne, bred ne, loved ne. |
Return those duties back as are right fit,
(bey you, |ove you, and nost honor you.
(1.1.97-100)
She now bounds her |ove with the words “obey” and “honor,”
which are internal directions, again, to the actor on the
manner of performance of her love. If only she would stop
speaking here. Her little nmending mght suffice. But she
has a burning question to ask, one that cones, perhaps

unexpectedly, fromthe conpetitive, that is, the dramatic

11



nature of speech, as it faces contradiction in its forward
novenent towards perfection

Wiy have ny sisters husbands, if they say

They | ove you all? (101-102)
Notice the slight challenge of tone, to acconpany quick
gl ances at her sisters, before she goes eye to eye with
Lear on the word “all.” She could stop here, and nake Lear
answer a genui ne question. That is what the Fool will do--
bitterly and obsessivel y—nake Lear answer. The Fool is
Cordelia s “double” (probably played by the same boy
actor). She could also answer her own question and tel
Lear what those sisters are really like.® That is al so what
the Fool will do, out of growi ng terror
frombeing at their nercy.®

Cordelia applies the nmystery of doubl eness to her

| ove, perhaps rather clunsily:

Haply, when | shall wed,
That | ord whose hand nust take ny plight shal

carry
Half nmy love with him half ny care and duty.
(102-104)

Lear, hoping that Cordelia will give himheart to live,

hears the stresses falling on “half,” “him” “half,” in a
trochaic line that is itself cut right in half. Half is
better than nothing, but “life and death” are not half-and-
hal f matters, or disjunctive things, to Lear, but one

conj oi ned whole. Cordelia finishes her confession of |ove

°> Recal | Cordelia s farewel|l speech to her sisters at the close of this
scene:

Cor del i a. | know you what your are,

And, like a sister, amnost loath to cal

Your faults as they are naned. (1.i.271-273)
® The Fool typically marks his exits with references to viol ence
(1.iv.324-328; 1.v.51-52; II1.iv.79-95). Few, if any, of his sayings

are of the I aughing ki nd.

12



wi th anot her quick glance at her sisters, to shane them
and then | ooks straight at Lear, again on the word “all”:

Sure | shall never marry |like ny sisters,
To love ny father all. [sil ence] (105-106)

Then, after another brief silence, Lear asks two fatal
guestions. Cordelia answers themplainly, the first with
one of the few “yes’s” in the play:

Lear. But goes thy heart with this?

Cor del i a. Ay, ny good | ord.
(1.1.107)
Earlier, Cordelia says, “l cannot heave/ My heart into ny
mouth.” Now she affirnms that her heart goes with her
words. Has she been caught, like her sisters, by the

necessity of contradicting herself in speech on the subject

ny
good lord,” affirmng a second tine (97), from her heart,

of oneness in love? | think so. To “Ay,” she adds,

that Lear is good. A good man woul d see the presence of

| ove in her honoring of his authority, her painful

obedi ence to his conmand to speak what she finds

unspeakabl e. But Lear does not see or feel that presence.
He knows that she is young, but hears words of hard

practicality that belong not to the young--—anot her

contradiction. So he gives her one final opportunity (the

sixth!) to answer his question, for he nust test whether

the I ove he does not presently see or feel in her, is there

in her:

Lear. So young, and so untender?

Cordelia. So young, ny lord, and true.
(I.i. 108-109)

13



Cordelia m stakes her cue here. She could have negated his
negation of “tender,” as he negated her “nothing,” to
affirmher love. But she
affirms her youth, and substitutes “true,” for “tender.”’
Renmenber, however, that the challenge to the actor who
pl ays Cordelia is to continue |oving Lear even as she
adopts the appearance of untenderness by not uphol di ng,
through artifice, Lear’s claimon life. Rather, she
uphol ds nature’s claimon new |life through generation by
affirmng the natural ness of daughter becom ng also wife
and nother. She says nothing explicit about becom ng a
not her and providing Lear with grandchil dren, perhaps
because that adm ssion would appear to divide her |ove even
more than in halves, and it is kinder to | eave generation
as inplicit in the marriage.

Cordelia s spoken | ove thus noves from“nothing” to
“hal f” to “true.” “True” neans she does not have to change
a single word; they are all true, hence repeatable. The
partitioning of all her |ove does not hinder her in the
| east fromsaying that she is all true. That word “true”
is the cue for Lear. The allness of her truth passes into
the allness of Lear’s anger, for it is allness that he
wants fromher. 1Is he not pronpting her to offer, that is,
to “tender” all her heart to himuntil he is gone, and then
(“haply”) to marry, not |like her sisters? Cordelia would
not have to change a single word in order to answer “yes”

to that question, if it were so asked. | think she would

" She coul d say, “true tender,” but these words contain a pun, and
Cordelia is the last person to make a pun. (Polonius makes nuch of
this pun in Hamet, [.iii.100-110.) She speaks truth plainly. Perhaps
she thinks that speaking plainly is necessary for |ove not to becone
nere tenderness, which by avoiding pain, |leads to the avoi dance of

love. Lear inplies later that he sees “pride” in what she calls
“plainness” (I1.i.131). | nyself do not.

14



say “yes,” since her |ater sacrifices prove she is willing
torisk all for him Thus father and daughter cone cl ose
to satisfying each other: Lear would get all her love until
he dies; Cordelia would keep all her truth intact, and her
mani fold | ove would unfold later, provided that Lear does
not live too nuch longer.® Two little questions about the
human heart separate life from death, conedy from tragedy.
Is it not frightening to realize that this present action
is a true image of how tragedy threatens people all the
time? Al it requires are m staken cues, plus the |ack of
power to redirect the action.

Lear gives away his power after he expl odes in anger:

Lear. Let it be so, thy truth then be thy dower!

For, by the sacred radi ance of the sun,

The nysteries of Hecate and the night,

By all the operation of the orbs

From whom we do exi st and cease to be,

Here | disclaimall ny paternal care,

Propi nquity and property of bl ood,

And as a stranger to ny heart and ne

Hold thee fromthis for ever. The barbarous
Scyt hi an,

O he that nmakes his generation nesses

To gorge his appetite, shall to ny bosom

Be as well neighbored, pitied, and relieved,

As thou ny sonetinme daughter

Kent . Good ny |iege—

Lear. Peace, Kent!

Cone not between the Dragon and his wath.

| | oved her nost, and thought to set ny rest

On her kind nursery. Hence and avoid ny sight!
So be ny grave ny peace, as here | give

8 Acontradiction is present in this provision: Lear wants Cordelia to
give all her love to himuntil he dies and to marry afterwards; and he
wants her to give all her love to himto put off his dying, even to
nullify it by overpowering nature. Contradictions are inherent in this
play. W shall neet this sane contradiction in the “away to prison”
scene. Lear sees the prison as a place of life; Ednund sees it as
death; and Cordelia, | think, sees both.
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Her father’s heart fromher! Call France. Wo
stirs?
(1.1.110-128)

Kent attenpts to intervene on the cue, “sonetine daughter.”
“Time” is his call to action. He wants Lear to pause,
reconsi der, and nend his speech. Wy not? No one has been
st abbed to death. These are just words, and words can be
undone or taken back. Wrds are “sonetine things,” or
rather, not things at all. Anger is a “sonetine passion.”
But Lear’s anger, cosmc fromthe start, floods his voice
and body with feelings of power and notion. H's one
hundred knights will substitute for Cordelia as his new
means of maintaining |ongevity in anger. Goneril is not
unwi se to fear them |If Lear were to reconsider and take
back his words, then the nerits of his wath, their felt
benefits as challengers to age and death, would be
“sonetinme things,” nonentary and unsubstantial, no matter
how deeply felt and true in their utterance.

Kent’s attenpt to release Lear fromhis anger and
restore Cordelia to favor puts the question of the play in
terms of the renmedy of |osses. Death is anticipated by
many mani fest | osses, big and snall: the loss of a smle is
alittle death, of respect and recognition, of garnents,
shelter, sanity, eyesight, hope. W feel encouraged to see
how many of these | osses are indeed recoverable. In the
end, we search tine and place for Cordelia, who is lost to
death’s power. Thus it is Kent who first directs us, on
the cue, “sonetine daughter,” to “see better” those things
present for all time (I.i.161).

Kent’s interruption does open a space for four and a
half |lines that Lear may not have spoken otherwise. His
short line, “As thou ny sonetinme daughter” conpletes
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itself, both in sound and sense, with “Call France! Wo
stirs?” So we have Kent to thank for Lear’s stunning |ine
about “the Dragon and his wath.” Any Englishman woul d
know t hat dragons are not to be taned, but slain. The
anger of Lear can be appeased only by killing it, which
entails the risk of making himangrier, and that is just
what happens. For a nmonment or two, however, Lear’s anger
does nodul ate downward to allow for his only confession of
| ove, and his expectation of Cordelia’ s kindness. He |ooks
her straight in the eye and holds her there: “1 |oved her
nost, and thought to set ny rest/ On her kind nursery.” He
commands her “Hence.” She stays there, and holds his eyes
in hers, hoping to assuage his anger with her tears.® But
her staying there nmakes hi meven angrier, and he turns from
her face, saying, “and avoid ny sight!” as if by his power
over hinself, he could make her not his daughter, not
present to sight, not felt inside him Lear does not | ook
at Cordelia for the duration of this scene. It is
i nportant to see them hol ding each other’s eyes and then
breaki ng apart, because they will replay this action of
seeing in the forgiveness scene, in an opposite direction.
We can now appreci ate what nakes Lear probably the
hardest of all Shakespeare’s roles to perform He reaches
a peak of passion early in the play--line 110, w th about
2900 lines to go-—yet he must nount higher and higher in
passion, with ever nore of the whole comng into views.
The actor has to differentiate and nodul ate that passion,
as we just witnessed, according to the expanding views, so

that we can see and feel as nuch of the whol e as possible.

® Cordelia sheds tears every time we see or hear of her (alive). Tears
are as essential to her character as fatness is to Falstaff or

bl ackness to O hello. Their multiple nmeanings require careful
presentation.
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This is a very hard challenge to neet. But Shakespeare has
provi ded the actor internal directions for how to perform
the preci se neani ngs of every speech, nonent by nonent.
The i mage of sonething com ng “between the Dragon and his
wrath,” alerts the actor to the many thoughts and feelings
that frequently conme between Lear and his passion, which
otherwi se would obliterate distinctions in the world, and
sinply tire us out. The histrionic challenges to the actor
are awesone, but the neanings of the play are commensurate
to the challenges; so we nmust identify and neet them
France and Burgundy, the two patient suitors from
foreign | ands, enter as the banished Kent exits to a
foreign land. Here begins “part two” of the |ove test,
i ntended by Lear to deprive his “sonetime daughter” of a
husband. To be neither w fe nor daughter, but detached and
unrelated, is to be sent on the way to being “nothing.” 1In
part two of the test, however, “she’s there” for the man
who wants “nothing nore” than “aught” or “all” of the
“little” that he sees standing there, and who, in addition,

can brave Lear’s “displeasure” to receive only “that”:

Lear (to Burgundy). Sir, there she stands

I f aught within that little seem ng substance,
O all of it, with our displeasure pieced,

And nothing nore, may fitly like your G ace,
She’'s there, and she is yours. (I.1.199-203)

Let us renenber this: Cordelia “stands” Lear’s displ easure
by remai ni ng present throughout both parts of the painful

| ove test, a show of strength.!® But she stands “there,” not

10 wWhen Ednmund orders Cordelia and Lear to prison, she initially tries
to maintain her presence to the action until her sisters appear
(presumably so that shane may deride then). But she abandons the
effort to stay, not for lack of strength, and |oses her life as a
result. Does Cordelia change? W are tenpted to think so. But
perhaps the sanme intent underlies both actions: to test the truth of
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“here,” not in the grace of Lear’s presence. She is becone
“not hing but Cordelia.” She shows too little “seemliness”
in her answers to Lear, and that makes her ugly, not to be
| ooked upon, a kind of nonster. Lear inplies all this by
hi s professed hate, which coupled with the non-

acknow edgenent of |ooks, lays claimto the authority of
nature. France asks the |ogical question: what nonstrous
thing did she do? He adds, that given all the praises he
has heard of Cordelia, to believe sonething nonstrous of
her now nust be a “faith that reason w thout mracle/
Shoul d never plant in nme” (1.i.223-224). This tine,
Cordel i a does not m stake her cue: the “nonstrous” would
require a “mracle” to sustain it in this man. This tine,
she knows exactly what to speak to secure her reputation
and possibly a husband. W are inpressed that she has the
conposure to address Lear, the Dragon, who in his wath

wll not |ook at her, not see the love still being proven:

Cor del i a. | yet beseech your nmmjesty,

If for I want that glib and oily art

To speak and purpose not, since what | well

i ntend

"Il do't before | speak, that you nmake known

It is no vicious blot, murder, or foul ness,

No unchaste action or dishonored step,

That hath deprived nme of your grace and favor;
But even for want of that for which | amricher,

A still-soliciting eye, and such a tongue
That | amglad | have not, though not to have it
Hath | ost nme in your |iking. (I.1.225-235)

Cordelia s “want,” tw ce spoken, of which she is glad, is
al so a want of justification for Lear’s anger. It is his
want, which arises fromhis desire, his felt lack of a | ove

that sustains life. W feel their double want as our want

| ove--when the dowy is taken away, when life is taken away--and all
that remains is the substance one sees.
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of a proper beginning for the tragic action now underway.
W want to see what cause is at work driving the present
action forward, with necessity and intelligibility, toits
m ddl e (forgiveness), and fromthere to its end (death).
Critics have often worried about there being two plots in
King Lear—the girl plot and the boy plot. | amnore
concerned, owing to these “wants,” that there may not be
one. !

Lear takes up Cordelia s challenge, that he lacks a
cause to deprive her of his |ooks of “grace and favor,” in

one of the nost brilliant responses in the play:

Cordelia. A still-soliciting eye, and such a
t ongue
That | amglad | have not, though not to have it
Hath lost nme in your I|iKking.

Lear. Better thou
Hadst not been born than not t’have pl eased ne
better.
(1.1.233-236)

Lear echoes the inperfect chiasmus at the end of Cordelia’s
speech (I amgl ad. .. have not/not have...lost your |iKking),
by repeating her two “not’s” in the figure of a perfect
chiasnus (Better...not/not...better). He even draws a
third, nore conplicated, chiasmus in relation to the sense
of Cordelia s words: “glad | have not...not to have hath
| ost nme/ not been born...not pleased ne.” Lear’s artful

purpose is to justify his anger as a cause of tragedy, so

11 Regan’s question, “Wat need one?” (1l.iv.262), goes beyond the

i mredi ate quarrel over the knights. (The knights go beyond thensel ves
in their nmeaning. See footnote 3, page 3.) W hear in this question
“What need oneness? unity? whol eness?” Perhaps oneness depends on the
presence of a |love that bonds separate things as one, and keeps the

hal ves of a doubl e together as a whole, enduringly. Lear rejects the
definition of love as “bond,” and Cordelia, who offers it, is gone away
to France when Regan asks this question. So it is a good question
“What need one?”
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he adopts the proverbial, high tragic forrmula: “Better not
to have been born.” But he conpletes the conparison with
words of such contrast (“not to have pleased nme better”)

t hat France cannot take the pretension of tragedy

seriously:

France. Is it but this? A tardiness in nature

Whi ch often | eaves the history unspoke

That it intends to do. (I.1.237-239)
So we are now back to where we started, with no cause to
justify Lear’s anger, and gl adness at the want of it.
France di scovers here, in his anti-tragic, “Is it but
this?” the very substance of “this,” which is “nothing but
Cordelia,” and in her, he finds the “entire point” (242) of
| ove. So we have nmade a circle of feeling in the two-part
| ove test, fromlove to hate to love. The circle and the
chi asnus provide images of potential plots. The circle is

the wheel of fortune, whose operation the dying Ednund w ||

affirmat the end (“The wheel has conme full circle; | am
here.” V.iii. 176). The chiasnmus suggests the cross
pur poses of conmedy and tragedy. Its imge at the end w il

be Lear carrying Cordelia in his arnms: the |living vertical
crossed by the dead horizontal. W shall have to wait and
see if either of these inmages satisfies our criteria for a
uni fied plot.

Cordelia s “tardiness of [verbal] nature,” which hel ps
France to fall in love with her, is not a dranaturgical
virtue. It is customary in G eek and Shakespearean tragedy
to tell the audi ence ahead of tinme what is going to happen,

rather than to surprise them?®® Surprise is a juvenile

12 Shakespeare gives the inpression of telling us | ess than the Geek
pl aywrights do, but he tells us too, though in nore dramati c ways.
| ago, Macbeth, Hamlet, and Claudius all tell us what they are going to
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pl easure, which distracts fromthe nmain tragic enotions of
pity and fear. To know the depth of these enotions
requires concentration on them not blind anticipation of
events. Cordelia is not concerned to anticipate in speech
her contribution to the action for the sake of our
concentration or the perfection of tragic form This is
consistent wwth her anti-theatrical sensibility. But this
tardi ness of hers seens catching, |ike a disease, even by

t hose who do not otherw se share this sensibility. Never
does Kent,  oucester, Edgar, or Albany tell us in advance
what his plans are (if any) for Lear and Cordelia. The
only plan that Kent and d oucester articulate is to bring
them together at Dover. W keep hearing the word “Dover,”
as if the place itself were a plan. The necessity and
purpose of fighting a battle after the reunion at Dover
remain nysteries. Goneril and Regan “hit together”
(I.1.306) to separate Lear from his knights, but from how
many of then? They do not plan the anount. They discover
the goal is naught only in each other’s conpetitive
presence. What do they plan to do after that? The only
character who does tell us his plan for Lear and Cordelia
is Edmund. He plans to kill them so that he can becone
king. But even Edmund has no plan for disposing of the two
sisters and Al bany. He leaves that up to themand to
chance (V.i.58-72). What kind of a tragedy is it that
keeps us asking: What is happening? Were is it happeni ng?
VWhat wi || happen next? Wwo is in charge of the action? On
what should | be concentrating? Is this the tinme for

catharsis, or should | wait?

do before they do it. There are surprises, of course, in these
tragedies (Ham et stops telling us what he is going to do when he
returns fromhis sea voyage), but they are not of the fundanental kind
we find in King Lear.
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It may be, however, that by not know ng things that we
are typically given to know in a tragedy, we shall be able
to see the things it contains, not in terns of what we know
or want, but as they are. That is to say, perhaps we shall
be able to watch this play not as solicitors of tragic
experience, of any kind we have known before, but as pure
on- | ookers, whose experience fits the object (action)
patiently and freely at all points.?*

Cordelia provides a clue to the neaning of pure
| ooking in her criticismof the “still-soliciting eye.”
Goneril and Regan see things with an eye that works |like a
hand, al ways thrust out toward the worl d--begging, taking,
or repelling. Cordelia sees things wwth no internal thrust
toward possession or repulsion. France sees “nothing but
Cordelia,” and he |l oves her; for he sees soneone whose
seeing wants nothing fromwhat she sees, and this is
beautiful to him He sees the object nmade one with her by
bei ng seen by her, without | oss either to that object or to
her as subject. The unsoliciting eye does not act on
things, it beholds them Ilets them be known inside the seer
as they are outside. Cordelia s words take their matter-
of -fact quality fromher way of seeing, as do her body
(“there she stands”) and stage presence (a “little seem ng
substance”). Her sisters take their direction in speech
and gesture fromtheir “still-soliciting eyes,” always
seizing or thrusting away, fierce or seductive. Their way

of seeing nakes CGoneril and Regan interesting characters

13 “Bear free and patient thoughts,” Edgar counsels d oucester, after he
survives his leap of death fromthe cliffs of Dover (IV.vi.80). W
know that d oucester is at the bottomof those cliffs all along. But
there is a |l esson here for us, of maintaining proper disorientation to
action. Qur experience of the play is not to know where the next step
of action will land us. W are |like doucester, taking the steps that
go fromthe heights to the depths, or the reverse, and | earning thereby
howto live with “free and patient thoughts.”
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for actors to play and for us to watch, since every glance
points to sone other end, outside itself.
Cordelia may seem conparatively boring. W have noted this
bef ore.

France expresses his love for Cordelia in a strange,
new | anguage of desire, which fits the beauty of their

seei ng:

France. Fairest Cordelia, that art nost rich
bei ng poor,

Most choi ce forsaken, and nost | oved despi sed,

Thee and thy virtues here | seize upon.

Be it lawful | take up what’'s cast away.
Gods, gods! ‘Tis strange that fromtheir cold’ st
negl ect

My | ove should kindle to inflanmed respect.
(1.1.252-257)

He wal ks to where she stands “there,” and nakes that place

his “here,” by taking up her hand in his own (on “Thee”)
and | ooking her in the eye and at her silent lips (on “thy
virtues”). In his unified notion of |egs, hands, and eyes,
he bridges the gap between what is |eft abandoned out
there, even by the gods, and what he finds newy wonderful
in here, his heart--“inflanmed respect.” “Respect” is word
of seeing and knowi ng, which we use to focus proper
attention on the point of the matter at hand. *“Seize,”
“kindle,” and “inflamed” are words of intense desire, the
present point of which, we are told, is “respect,” which is
itself a seeing of the essential point of things. The
point to be seen in this action of |love and marriage is
that Cordelia inspires by her presence the righting of
wrongs, even those of the gods. One wonders how far that

power of hers will extend.
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Lear accedes to the union froman angry di stance. Not
| ooki ng at
Cordelia, he takes (as he thinks) his final parting from
her:

Lear. Thou hast her, France; let her be thine, for

Have ﬁg such daughter, nor shall ever see

That face of hers again. Therefore be gone,

Wt hout our grace, our |ove, our benison.

(1.1.264-267)
Each of the terns of this exit will be replayed in the
forgi veness scene. Finality wll be undone on its own
terms. How far will that power to undo finality extend?
Before we | ook at Lear and Cordelia’ s second scene

together, | want to consider nore deeply the neaning of
entrances and exits, as markers of action, deeds of power,
and anticipations of life and death. Look back for a
monment at Lear’s first entrance. d oucester, speaking to
Kent, says of Edmund: “He hath been out nine years, and

away he shall again. The King is comng” (I.i.33-34).

Lear’s cue to enter, the words “out” and “away,” is
Edmund’ s cue to prepare to | eave the country. Edmund nakes
his actual exit (wth doucester) to Lear’s words, “darker
purpose” (I1.i.38). Lear and Ednund change pl aces here, and
they will continue to do so throughout the play. Lear’s
“dar ker purpose” receives physical expression and neani ng
t hrough the nost basic of the elenents of theatrical art,
t he novenent of bodies on and off the stage. Let ne
illustrate this further. It will prove inportant.

The human body is a |ot of flesh and bl ood and bones
to have to carry around all the time, if the profit is only
to get sonething said. I f the words al one were what that

mattered, we would not find Shakespeare taking such care to
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nove bodi es on and off the stage neaningfully and
beautifully, not nmerely mechanically and efficiently.

These notions are boundary crossings, nysteries of passage,
to be questioned each tine they happen. Wat brings Ednmund
qui ckly back fromhis intended, |engthy “out” and “away”?
Answer: the dark purpose of Goneril, who, in a way, summons
himw th her exit line: “W nust do sonething, and I’ th’
heat” (1.i1.311). Ednund enters, addresses Nature as his
goddess (no woman will he serve), asks a | ot of questions
about why his bastardy should prevent himfrom having | and
and title, and calls on his natural qualities to chall enge
the non-recognition of his nmerit. Edmund thus takes over
the stage fromLear, the first question of Lear, and the
“dar ker purpose” passed from Lear to the el der daughters,
and thus begins the so-called, “second plot.”

The coordi nated changes of place between Lear and
Edmund in Act IIl (the storm scenes) are inpressive. At
the end of scene iii, Edmund tells us of his plan to inform
Cornwal | of his father’s possession of a treasonous-| ooking

letter:

Ednund. This seens a fair deserving, and nust
draw ne
That which ny father | oses-—no less than all.
The younger rises when the old doth fall.
(rrr.ini.24-26)

Lear re-enters the storm (scene iv) on the word, “fall”
(for the stormis supposed to make himfall), yet
determ ned to “endure” the “too rough” “tyranny” of nature,
t he “goddess” whom Edmund serves (II1.iv.2-3). At the end
of scene iv, Lear exits (still in the storm on Edgar’s:
“Fie, foh, fum/ | smell the blood of a British man”

(rr1.iv.186-187). “Blood” sumons back Edmund (scene v),
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who convinces Cornwal |l that he (Edmund) risks being
“censured” by others, because his “nature [blood ties] thus
gives way to loyalty” to Britain (I1l1.v.2-3); he inplies,

of course, that he nerits his traitorous father’s place as
Earl of G oucester, and a new father in Cornwall.

The novenents on and off the stage throughout this
play are al nost always simlarly meaningful. They capture
the ordinary rhythmof nature, by which “the younger rises
when the old doth fall.” Let us not overlook this deep and
natural current of action owing to our superficial
fascination with evil. Every entrance, as such, advances
the action and lays claimto |ife; every exit, as such,
concedes to being unneeded by the action, and is an
anticipation of death. To control the entrances and exits
is to have power over |ife and death. The purpose of
Goneril and Regan in Acts | and Il is to make Lear exit at
such a peak of passion that he will not be able to re-enter
their presence, unless his passion is all spent. They,
bei ng young and strong, control the action, which has no
further need of him who, being old, weak, and (thanks to
them spent, can die naturally. Wat the sisters do not
anticipate is that Lear wll find in the storm new sources
of passion, speech, and action, which include prayer,
natural and social phil osophy, preaching, and forgiveness.

Thus do the indispensable naterial elenents of
Shakespeare’ s dramaturgical art, | nean bodies in notion,
provide us a | aboratory for studying the noving joints of
action, the contest of power, and the continual passages
between life and death. The bodies are not being noved on
and off the stage nerely in order for words to be said, but
to put us wholly in the presence of nysterious things,

whi ch to know, takes that way.
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Let us turn now to the forgiveness scene (IV.vii), the
second of Lear and Cordelia's performances together. Lear,
decked in weeds, is caught by Cordelia s French soldiers as
he runs and hides, wth “burning shame” (IV.iii.47), in the
fields of corn around Dover. After a long sleep, with new
garnments, nusic playing in the background, he is carried in
a chair to Cordelia. How wi || she wake himfrom sl eep and
restore his lost mnd? Wth nedicinal |ips she kisses his
head of white hairs (26-29), which were torn by his own
hands and “made nothing of” by the “eyel ess rage” of the
“i npetuous blasts” (111.1.8, 9). That kiss, fromlips
that initially refused to speak her |ove, pronpts
Cordelia s |longest speech in the play. Mst of this speech
consi sts of questions, whose aimis to picture Lear in the
storm and hovel, without trying to explain how he got

t here:

Cordelia. Had you not been their father, these
white flakes
Did challenge pity of them Was this a face
To be opposed agai nst the warring w nds?
To stand agai nst the deep dread-bolted thunder?
In the nost terrible and ninble stroke
O quick, cross lightning to watch--poor perdu!
Wth this thin heln? M ne eneny’s dog,
Though he had bit nme, should have stood that
ni ght
Against nmy fire; and wast though fain, poor
f at her,
To hovel thee with swine and rogues forlorn,
In short and nusty straw? Al ack, al ack!
‘Tis wonder that thy life and wits at once
Had not concluded all. He wakes;
(I'V.vii.30-42)

It is enough for Cordelia to see that “face” standing
opposed to the winds and thunder, to see that “thin hel nf

wat ching for the lightning, and to see that “father”
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hovelling in the filth of swine and wetches, to know-no
matter what may be said on behalf of the elder sisters or
agai nst Lear--that “violent harns” have been done by them
to himand his “reverence” (28, 29). These are not
rhetorical questions, but clarifying ones, that deny to
evil the blinding authority of its own

perspective. Her wonder at his power to endure these
harns is captured at the end of her speech by the decisive
words, “not concluded all.” That word “all” opens Lear’s
eyes.

Now t hat Lear is awake, how will Cordelia restore his
wts? The politically respectful questions, “How does ny
royal lord? How fares your nmajesty?” (44), fail, as does
the socially neutral question, “Sir, do you know ne?” (48).
Lear acknow edges her as a “soul in bliss” or “spirit” of
soneone dead (46, 49), for he does not yet fix his eyes on
her, and thinks hinself wongly taken “out o' th’ grave”
(45). Lear does not know where he is, where he has been,
what tinme it is, or what to say. He feels one hand prick
anot her, but this does not assure himof his condition.
That pricked hand is Cordelia’ s cue to kneel down before
his chair and ask himto | ook upon her from above and hold
that hand in bl essing over her head. She now dares to
replay the opening scene so as to obtain fromLear what he
says then, in his exit line, would never be hers: his
grace, |ove, and benison (l.i.267). The anti-theatri cal
Cordelia is drawi ng upon the essence of |ife as play to

redo what was done badly.

¥ The meaning of the blinding of G oucester now beconmes nore apparent:
see himas a traitor, from Goneril and Regan’ s perspective, and he
deserves even worse than he gets. But this would be blind seeing, with
an eye that solicits objects on one’s own behal f, and therefore sees
them as one’'s fears and desires detern ne.
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Lear thinks that the figure kneeling before himis
nocking him So he kneels down to erase any distinction of
| evel and power that could be nocked. 1In the act of
kneeling he recovers the first part of his lost identity:

Lear. Pray, do not nock ne:

| ama very foolish fond old man,
Fourscore and upward, not an hour nore nor |ess;
(59-61)

He is aptly nocking hinself now, in this general and
specific statenent of age (which echoes Cordelia s first
statenent of |ove, “According to nmy bond, no nore nor
less,” 1.1.95). The door to a possible comc ending froma
m stakenly tragic beginning is opening a little. Lear

steals a look inside his self:

And, to deal plainly [to speak as she spoke then]

| fear | amnot in ny perfect m nd. (62-63)
He begins to | ook around at objects, sone vaguely famliar,
others quite unfamliar:

Met hi nks | shoul d know you and know t his man,
Yet | am doubtful; for I ammainly ignorant

What place this is, and all the skill | have
Renmenbers not these garnents, nor | know not
Where | did | odge | ast night. (64-68)

Cordelia starts to cry as he slips away fromthat open
door. Her cries sound like laughter to him as crying
easily can when one is not |ooking at the person. He
t hi nks he is being nocked again. This tine, to put a stop
toit, he dares to |l ook at her face nore closely, and to
offer what little he knows to be true about his self:
Do not | augh at ne,

For, as | ama man,

--as a man, he tentatively extends his hand to bridge the

gap that separates himfrom ot hers—
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Lear. | think this |ady
To be ny child Cordelia.

Cor del i a. And so | am | am
(68-70)
Cordelia affirnms his acknow edgnent by conpleting his
t hought, while extending it (and the line) to thirteen
syl l ables. She could affirmhimnore briefly, with no harm
to the neter, by not saying “And so,” or by saying “l anf
only once. But by saying “And so | am” she nakes Lear’s
act of speech identical wth the content of his speech.
This is marvel ous, perfect sanity. The gap between
| anguage and truth is bridged here, as is the space between
them by his outstretched arm and hand (about to touch her
face). The second “1 anf prolongs this al nost transcendent
moment and affirns the double nanme, “ny child Cordelia.”
(This is the only time Lear links “my child” with the nane
of a daughter.) The doubl eness of this nonent
characterizes her (as child and | ady), him (as father and
man), and the two of them —Amde one in the act of seeing
each other purely, and restored by this pure seeing to
their true selves.
The second “1 anf coincides with the fall of her
tears. Lear focuses on her eyes, and with his outstretched
hand he touches the “I am” in the formof a tear. He asks
what quality it has, for he thought he was hearing
| aughter, and now he sees a smle: “Be your tears wet?”
(71). He puts a tear of the “I anf to his |ips and tastes
it, making it one with him “Yes, faith,” they are wet
(71). That is one of the few “yes’s” of the play. Her
tears are wet... like the rain. Wat rain? The good rain

that falls fromthe heavens and extingui shes fire and
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“burning shanme” (IV.iii.47), waters the dead ground and
makes to spring “all blest secrets” and “all...unpublished
virtues of the earth”? (IV.iv.15-16). O the bad rain that
wet himin the wind and nade him “chatter,” while the
t hunder woul d not keep peace, and the Iightning threatened
to strike himdead? (IV.vi.101-104). That bad rain, if
present now in tragic tears, he would nmake stop: “I| pray,
weep not” (71). To nmake the tears stop, he is prepared to
die; or rather, to be one with his executioner, whose
tears, tasted, are now his: “If you have poison for ne, |
will drink it” (72).

Each of these two lines (in bold type below), of wet

tears and liquid poison, is a conplete, grammatical unit:

Cor del i a. And so | am | am
Lear. Be your tears wet? Yes, faith. | pray,
weep not .
| f you have poison for nme, | will drink it.

| know you do not |ove ne; for your sisters
Have, as | do renenber, done ne w ong.
You have sone cause, they have not.
(70-74)
Moreover, if we delete either or both of the |lines, what
remains is an equally intelligible fl ow of speech. They
are thus gratuitous--free--though scripted. “Unit |ines”
li ke these are rare in Shakespeare. Sonething
extraordinary is happening in them a gestured extension in
time of the al nost transcendent nonent of oneness. W are
in the presence of sonething like “elenental grace.”
The wath and tears of the opening scene are turned
into blessing and grace in this scene. To conplete the
replaying of that scene, Lear and Cordelia nust also

recover the love. Looking straight into Cordelia s face,
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at his noment of greatest vulnerability, Lear says: “l know
you do not love me” (73). For how could she--or anyone--

| ove the foolish, the rot of age, the source of tears, and
the father of wong? Such a thing is ugly and hateful.

Lear immediately puts his “knowl edge” to the test:

Lear. | know you do not |ove nme; for your sisters
Have, as | do renenber, done ne w ong.
You have sone cause, they have not.

Cor del i a. No cause, no cause.
) (73-75)
Cordelia turns the nystery of her sisters’ evil, their

“not” having of cause, into the nystery of her enduring

| ove, which has “no cause” not to be. Again, she repeats
hersel f, a sign of truth. Thi s doubl e phrase unifies the
three sisters, two evil and one good, under joint
subjection to the rule of “no cause.” These words may be
the nost inportant in the play. They substantiate the | ove
as transcendent, since they annihilate any causal power
over love by evil. The opening scene has now been repl ayed

to an opposite conclusion in every respect.?®

Lear (not
France, who is absent) has Cordelia, his child; he sees her
face, and would go on seeing it forever (as their next
scene shows); present are grace, love and benison. |In this
ext ended, transcendent nonent —beyond cause and effect, and
(for Lear) outside tinme and place--all fear is gone; al
pity superfluous. “The great rage/ You see, is killed in

him (I1V.vii.78-79). The dragon is slain.

15 Recal | Lear’s exit lines fromthe opening scene:
Lear. Thou hast her, France; let her be thine, for we
Have no such daughter, nor shall ever see
That face of hers again. Therefore be gone,
W thout our grace, our |ove, our benison. (1.i.264-267)
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Lear is driven nad and al nost killed by his obsession
with cause and effect. W hear, in his many causal
guestions, his step-by-step, agonizing descent into
madness: “How now, daughter? Wat nmakes that frontlet on?”
(I.1v.194). “Who put nmy man in the stocks?” (three tines
inll.iv). “Wat is the cause of thunder?” (I1I1l.iv.158)
“I's there any cause in nature that nake these hard hearts?”
(rrr.vi.76). W see how his mnd is cured of this
obsessi on, and the goodness of his |life restored, when,
after a long sleep, wth nusic playing, he kneels down and
reaches out to touch the tears of his child, which he would
make stop, since he caused them wth an offer of his |ife;
but there is no cause, she tells him to make this offer.
The tears are of her essence, and her essence is “love,
dear love” (IV.iv.28).

But this scene is not yet over. Cordelia s tears, |et
us not forget, are also shed to persuade France to send an
arny to England. So it is fitting that Lear has one nore
question for her, about place: “Am|l in France?” Kent, not
Cordelia, answers him “In your own kingdom sir” (76). W
must, of course, acknow edge the goodness of Kent in
serving his nmaster so loyally; but Kent is a political
actor, a “vermn-killer” (to borrow sonething from Edgar,
[11.iv.162). H s answer punctures the otherworldly nonent.
We hear the political dogs barking again, with no one to
say, “Avaunt, you curs,” except for Lear hinself
(I'r1.vi.63). “Do not abuse nme,” he says to Kent (77). But
it istoo late. The bridge to Cordelia opens into a gap,
and political causes and history rush in to fill it.

This is the fifth time in this scene that Lear worries
he is being wonged, abused, nocked, or |aughed at. This

worry of his we recognize fromthe begi nning, when he asks
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hi s daughters to challenge with nerit the nature of things,
whi ch nock us with change. Here, the underlying worry is
that the endurance of suffering and the severity of virtue
in the achi evenent of hope, are to becone sources of
nockery, by there being nothing in the end to justify them
Cordelia s “No cause” may have a dark side.

The double exits fromthis scene reinforce these
fears. Cordelia and Lear exit first. On the advice of the
doctor to “Trouble himno nore” (81), Cordelia takes Lear’s
armand helps himto stand up: “WII't please your H ghness
wal k?” (83). She addresses himin his political capacity
as she escorts himoff. He stood up to the |ightning when
there was scarce a bush; now he stands up to the dom nance
of tinme and place, which he weakly and prosaically tries to
keep fromspoiling the transcendent nonent (already passed

with Kent’s declaration): “You nust bear with ne. Pray you

now, forget and forgive. | amold and foolish” (84-85).
Cordelia and Lear exit, linked armto arm W see them
twce nore in this play, arnms still linking them The

dom nant gesture of the play is supporting and | eadi ng
soneone by an arm and hand, a visual rem nder of that

i nvisible oneness of two “I anmis.” Kent, however, remains
on stage with a Gentleman to restore tinme and place to what
they were: “"Tis tinme to | ook about; the powers of the

ki ngdom approach apace” (93-94). No vain pursuit of
transcendence for Kent. The restoration that matters to
himis of the “dear rights” that Lear gave away to his
“dog- hearted daughters” (IV.iii.44, 45). That restoration
w || depend, not on nonents of touching oneness, blessed in
the “holy water” shook free from “heavenly eyes”
(I'V.iii.31), but on a battle, won or lost with the arns of

war .
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Kent. M point and period will be thoroughly
wr ought ,
O well or ill, as this day’s battle’s fought.
(97-98)
Exit Kent on the word “fought”--and so enters Ednmund, al ong
with Regan and soldiers, to the sounds of a drum to begin
Act V.

Lear’s weak exit line, “Pray you now, forget and
forgive” (84), is poignant in relation to this del ayed exit
of Kent. If evil is nothing, ultimately, then forgetting
it makes sense. How can one renenber a thing that is
nothing? But if evil is sonmething, then Kent is right to
remain on stage to summon readi ness for the battle. It is
not enough to prevent the fiend fromtaking over one’s own
soul. One nust also learn to kill the vermn, even at the
risk of the fiend' s return to vex the soul of the killer.
W may call this “the crux” of the tragedy, manifest here
in the exits and entrances between Acts IV and V. W shall
experience it again in the mngling of forgetting,
fighting, and forgiving that occurs after the day’'s battle
is fought. Lear and Cordelia (sent to prison by Ednmund)
are forgotten by Al bany, Edgar, and the others, who becone
qui ckly absorbed by what they see, with fear and desire, on
their limted, personal horizons. As Edgar defeats Ednmund
in what is supposed to be a formal, knightly duel, and as
its aftermath of |ast deeds and tales lingers on, Cordelia
i s being hanged. Wether we, too, forget about Lear and
Cordelia is an enpirical matter to be discovered in the
presence of these actions. |If we experience forgetting
(and despite our prior know edge of Edmund’s plan to have
themkilled, | do forget), then we feel the power of “no
cause” to rupture the unity of action and nmake us forget
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evil in order to see to the fight against evil—a nothing

t hat must nonet hel ess be treated as a sonething, in order
to make it finally nothing. |If we do so forget about Lear
and Cordelia, then we understand, at once and intuitively,
the truth of Lear’s terrible cry at the end: “A plague upon
you, nurderers, traitors all!” (V.iii.271).

Let us now turn to that end, which begins with the
third (and briefest) scene between Lear and Cordelia, their
going away to prison (V.iii.1-40). To approach this scene
properly requires, as always, that we see how the prior
action brings it forward, neaningfully. Action neans
bodi es noving on and off. The novenents of bodies shared
bet ween Edgar and G oucester in the prior scene (V.ii) are
brief, but unless we understand them and the acconpanyi ng
speeches, we shall m stake the significance of what
fol |l ows.

Shakespeare shows us nothing of the novenents of
battl e, on which everything depends. Instead, we hear its
sounds of fstage, as we watch the blind G oucester sitting
al one under a tree, silently praying that “the right may
thrive” (V.ii.2). After a short while, Edgar returns,
still pretending not to be hinself, to take the praying
“old man” to sone safety, since “King Lear hath lost” (6).

Twi ce he yells “away,” twice calls for d oucester’s hand
and urges “cone on.” (d oucester does not budge: “No
further, sir; a man nmay rot even here” (8). At this point
we see that the action of prayer |ooks no different from
the action of rotting. The difference depends on the
silent thoughts inside and the silent god outside, both

i nvisible. Edgar thought to have cured d oucester of his
despair (another premature, internal catharsis of sorts).

So he applies another |esson: “Men nust endure/ Their going
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hence, even as their comng hither:/ Ri peness is all. Cone
on.” “And that’s true too” (9-11), d oucester replies, as
he gets up off the ground (with Edgar’s arn), goes “away”
fromthe tree (the exit fromhere), and “cones on” toward
ri peness (the entrance to there), in one notion that
captures a life of endurance. @ oucester’s thoughts
enconpass contradictory truths: rot here, ripen there-—both
the work of a man—just as his notion enconpasses
contradictory neani ngs of going and com ng, dying and
[iving. On this cue of contradiction, registered inside
and outside of d oucester, Ednmund enters in conquest and

i mredi ately sends Lear and Cordelia off as prisoners. But
who has caught whon?? Who controls the novenent of bodies?
What neani ngs of “ripeness” have they conme to enact?

“Sonme officers take themaway” (V.iii.1), Ednund
orders as they enter. But Cordelia has three things to say
that delay the execution of Edmund’s order. First, to
everyone present, she says: “W are not the first/ Who with
best neani ng have incurred the worst” (3-4). So the battle
was | ost because others with good intentions have al so
lost. This is another version of “no cause.” Second, to
Lear, she says: “For thee, oppressed King, | am cast down;/
Mysel f could else out-frown false fortune’s frown” (5-6).
This is “ripeness” according to Cordelia: out-enduring
“false fortune” in a frowing contest, and then smling as
the victor, afterwards. She is now “cast down” to the
pl ace of rot only on Lear’s behalf. He will tell her in a
monment that he is not “oppressed,” but ready, with her, to
out-endure their present enemes, and tine and pl ace as
wel | .

Cordelia has one nore line to say. She turns from

Lear back to Ednund, the man of the hour, and speaks her
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| ast words: “Shall we not see these daughters and these
sisters?” (7). The question is firmand sincere. Cordelia
still thinks of Goneril and Regan as daughters and sisters.
These rel ations are essential in her eyes, and on their
basis the sisters can be shanmed, and possibly even
redeenmed. What a scene that woul d have been: Cordelia
finally calling her sisters’ faults “as they are naned”
(1.1.273), rightly and repeatedly, in their presence,

besi de Lear as their prisoners, with tears, out-frowning
them negating their negations, and standing her ground, as
we have seen her do, until truth ripens and uncovers
itself.'® But we do not get that scene. Lear takes
Edmund’ s cue for hinmself and answers Cordelia’ s question

with four stressed “no’s,” two for her sisters, two for his
daughters. They are not seeable as sisters and daughters
anynore; they have ceased to be such in Lear’s eyes. The
four strong “no’s” negate the rel ational nanmes, and | eave
nothing there to see, no nanes to follow. Later, when the
bodi es of his el der daughters are shown to Lear (their
faces covered), he feels nothing for them and does not
even turn his head to see them (V.111.294). This is not to
say that Cordelia is wong to call them “daughters and
sisters.” They can be, and not be, daughters and sisters,
just as d oucester can be praying and rotting. As |long as
the relation of gods to nmen remai ns unknown, we remain in a
state of contradiction.

In order to know the gods, and settle all relations,

Lear invites Cordelia to prison. He describes in nine

18 Recall Cordelia’ s last words to her sisters, upon exiting fromtheir
presence in the opening scene:
Cordelia. Time shall unfold what plighted cunning hides,
Wio covers faults, at |ast shanme them deri des.
(1.1.282-283)
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cl auses connected by nine “and’s” how they will live there.
Each cl ause surpasses its predecessor in expanse and
beauty. He offers her a vision of life full of speech,
sensati ons, and cogni zance of the world’ s vicissitudes, but
immune to them a ripeness that is all, that never rots.
Lear has becone confident that the vision is not a nockery,
because he and Cordelia have denonstrated that reality
permts itself to be made as tragedy, and re-nade as
conmedy, as in their re-enactnent of the opening scene.

Lear lays claimin this speech to nore of those experiences
of bl essing, grace, and love, that wll |ead the two of

themall the way up to the presence of God:

Lear. No, no, no, no! Cone, let’s away to

prison:
W two alone will sing like birds i’ th' cage:
When t hough dost ask ne blessing, |1'lIl kneel down
And ask of thee forgiveness: so we'll |ive,

And pray, and sing, and tell old tales, and | augh
At gilded butterflies, and hear poor rogues

Tal k of court news; and we’ll talk with themtoo,
Wo | oses and who wins, who's in, and who's out;
And take upon’s the nystery of things,

As if we were God’'s spies: and we’'l|l wear out,

In a wal |l ed prison, packs and sects of great ones
That ebb and flow by th’ noon.

Ednmund. Take t hem away.
(V.iii.8-19)

Ednmund takes the word “noon,” nature’ s enbl em of
i nconstancy, as his cue to reissue his opening order, which
i's not being obeyed because Lear’s speech has authority.

The soldiers stand in awe at him As |long as Lear can keep

the vision going, no one will touch himor Cordeli a.

Lear twice stresses the word “out” at the end of

lines. Edmund knows how it feels to be “out.” (Recall the

cue for their first change of place: “He hath been out nine
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years, and away he shall again,” 1.i.33-34.) W hear
Ednmund’ s anger in his “Take themaway.” The soldiers start
to nove, but Lear nmounts his vision yet higher and keeps
those soldiers respectfully away:

Lear. Upon such sacrifices, ny Cordelia,

The gods thensel ves throw i ncense. Have | caught
t hee?

He that parts us shall bring a brand from heaven,

And fire us hence |like foxes. Wpe thine eyes;

The good years shall devour them flesh and fell,

Ere they shall nake us weep. We'Ill see ‘em
starved first.

Cone. (V.iii.20-26)

Only now, on Lear’s conmand “cone,” do the soldiers “take
them away” to prison. Lear’s “conme” is the cue for
Edmund’ s “Cone hither, captain; hark” (27), and his secret
pl an to have them hanged. Wose “cone” and whose speeches
have the greater authority? Three gestures help us to
answer this question.

Lear throws his arns around Cordelia as he asks, “Have
| caught thee?” H's encircling arns are an inage, again,

of the oneness of two “I am's,” but the word “caught” al so
conveys the hunt. Recall that Cordelia s soldiers catch
Lear just as he is about to resune running through fields
of corn, on this intended exit line: “Then, kill, kill,
kill, kill, kill, kill!” (I'V.vi.189). Wen Lear realizes
that the soldiers are obedient to his authority, he finds
his true exit line: “Then there’'s life in ‘t. Cone, and
you get it, you shall get it by running. Sa, sa, sa, sa’

(I'V.vi.205-206). And off they run. |In the present scene

of catching, Lear says “he that parts us” will need “a
brand” from heaven to “fire us hence,” like foxes that are
driven fromtheir holes, to resune the hunt by running. If
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we understand this anticipated parting as killing, then we
assign to Lear’s visionary words the value of the intended
exit line of six “kill’s,” before Lear is caught by
Cordelia and their value turns false. Now we can think
that way here, and |l evy blanme on Lear for sentinentali zing
murder. But we can also let the imge of bodies in notion
support the visionary words. As Lear sees things, there is
no death awaiting themin prison; at worst, the caught
becones uncaught and the hunt continues, with life still to
be gotten by running. So we can understand their exit to

prison as part of the continuing race to catch the prize of

all,” as Edgar teaches d oucester in the previous scene,
nam ng that prize “ripeness.” Running is an inportant

i mge for understanding the final scene, when Cordelia is
dead, and Lear is still trying to catch her, to go beyond
the limts set by nature, and to know “the nystery of
things.” It wll prove hard to keep up with him but we
shal | try.

The second gesture that determ nes the neaning and
authority of Lear’s words is his w ping away of Cordelia' s
tears. They begin to fl ow when he speaks of parting. To
W pe them he has to break the protective circle of his
arns, as if the parting brand from heaven were descendi ng
in her very tears. He does not taste their wetness this
time, but in the act of wiping themdry, he turns their
new, threatening quality into support of their joint
pur pose of endurance and triunph. These tears, w ped dry
and then withheld, foresee the drought that |eads to fam ne
and pestilence. Thus the heaven of her eyes, from which
they fall, turn dry to evil nen and starve them
Third, and nost inportant, as Lear and Cordelia exit

on the word “Cone,” does either of them | ook back at
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Edmund, as he says, “Cone hither, captain; hark”? Lear,
feel sure, does not |ook back. He speaks so beautifully
and authoritatively, that he wins, |ike O pheus, the right
to lead his beloved, “ny Cordelia” (20), away fromthe
false exit of death into the arns of |life. Does Cordelia

| ook back? | think she does. By turning her head towards
Ednmund (who never | ooks back hinself fromhis vision ahead
of nore to wn), she acknow edges the right and power of
the political to turn the eye fromits contenpl ation of the
uni versal horizon back towards the “ebb and flow of human
affairs. Thus, Cordelia s body, in parting, tells us that
she does not entirely share Lear’s vision of transcendence,
t hough she does go along with it, caught and uncaught at
the sane tinme. Her silence rem nds us of the |ove test,
that it continues, and that the tester is death. Ednund
conmes from“the ranks of death” to adm nister the test
(I1V.ii.24).

Edmund ends this “away to prison” scene, as Kent ends
the forgiveness scene, claimng that “nen/ Are as the tine
is” (V.i1i1.31-32). This is his understandi ng of ripeness:
doing a “man’s work” (40), according to the occupation nade
opportune by the tinme. Lear’s visionary speech, which
keeps the captain at a respectful distance, is to be
under st ood, according to Edmund, as the tinely fantasy of a
| oser in battle, about to be put to death--but Cordelia
first, for that turn of her head, which catches Ednund’s
eye, proves her nore dangerous. Were we turn our eyes--to
| ook--makes all the difference, as we shall discover in the
final scene between Lear and Cordelia, when we choose with
our eyes where to be present to the action. Let us now

turn to that scene.
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The fourth and | ast scene between Lear and Cordelia
begins, in ny opinion, with the greatest entrance of al
time. The cue for that entrance is Al bany’ s: “The gods
defend her! Bear himhence awhile.” Then: “Enter Lear,
with Cordelia in his arms” (V.iii.258). The last mention
in this play of the gods brings on Lear and Cordeli a,
undef ended. Lear enters as Ednund is carried off—their
usual exchange of places, in that conpetitive rise and fal
of young and old, nature’s way. Please note that Lear
carries “Cordelia” in his arnms-—aot “the body of Cordelia.”
We need to pause here.

The usual technical difficulty in Shakespeare, with
respect to the dead, is getting themoff the stage, not
bringi ng them back on.'® To bring a dead body--not just a
head or headl ess corpse-—back on intact, is rare. Wen
this rarity happens in Shakespeare, the stage directions
i ndicate: “the body of Ceasar” (shrouded), the “coffin” of
Richard Il or Ophelia, the “hearse” of Henry VI; noreover,
in these cases, the body, coffin, or hearse is brought on
for political or cerenonial purposes. Wat we witness in
this last entrance of Lear and Cordelia, and in the action
that follows, is altogether unique and awe-inspiring.
Shakespeare’ s audi ence woul d have felt that imedi ately.

We are put in the presence of death, right between the

7 Note the sequence of actions preceding Al bany’s cue to Lear: Kent
enters and asks about Lear, which rem nds everyone of the “great thing
of us forgot”; the bodies of CGoneril and Regan are then brought in;
Edmund sees their bodies, and as their faces are covered, he

acknow edges hinsel f “bel oved”; while “panting” for life, he intends to
do good, “despite of mine own nature,” by telling themto send

“qui ckly” to the castle to save Lear and Cordelia. Three tinmes he
urges themto send fast, and Al bany echoes himwith “Run, run, O run!”
as does Edgar with “Haste thee, for thy life” (234-253). W recall,
from our discussion of the prison scene, the inage of the hunt and the
getting or catching of Iife by running.

18 Shakespeare can get the dead bodies off with much feeling and
interest, as happens w th Hotspur and Pol oni us.
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tenporal points of having-just-happened and j ust-about-to-
happen. The unprecedented purpose of bringing Cordelia
back on stage is to question death with the authority
earned by prior endurance, to make death yield up its
secrets.

We need a password to enter the presence of death.
Lear gives it to us with his entrance. It is “how”—four
top-of -the-mountain “how’s,” that we are neant to take up
as a chorus of wolves, all enpty inside, ravenous to be

filled wth somethi ng:

Lear. Howl, how, how, how! O you are nmen of

st ones;
Had | your tongues and eyes, |’d use them so
That heaven’s vault shoul d crack.

(V.iii.259-261)

These “howl ' s” neasure Lear’s strides as he carries
Cordelia to the point of concentration of all eyes and
energy, center stage, the place of nmaxi num acting
potential, of nost liveliness. The hows are separated by
silences, which nake themnore terrible. What do | nean by
that? Wen d oucester screans for Ednmund to “quit this
horrid act” of blinding, he hears a genui ne answer from
Regan:; '° when the thunder shakes the world flat, speech
still intervenes between the thundering. Lear’'s “how’s,”
t hough they latch the hearing and eyes, do not elicit any

sound or noti on. Heaven’'s vault, which he would like to

1 Regan. Qut, treacherous villain,

Thou call’st on himthat hates thee. It was he

That nmade the overture of they treasons to us;

Who is too good to pity thee (Ill.vii.88-91).
Not e that Regan perceives goodness of a high order in Ednund. That she
is mstaken about himdoes not affect our inpression of her capacity to
| ove that goodness. This self-disclosure, honestly spoken after the
rel ease of suprene tensions in the acts of blinding, cones as a
surprise to those who want her to be nerely and consistently evil.
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crack open to see what is behind it, stays as silently shut
as Cordelia s eyes and |ips.

Let us be aware of whether we assent to the
hel pl essness of this old man and his dead child; or whether
we remain open with Lear to the possibility that what he
knows and what we know, on the basis of that entrance
al one, nanely, that she is dead and “gone forever” (261),
is conditional, a matter of “if” (264). After all, Lear’s
know edge that she does not |love himis expressed
conditionally (“If you have poison for nme, I will drink
it,” I'V.vii.72), and it turns out to be wong (“no cause”
for poison, 75). Qur know edge of her death is yet new,
and nust be fully suffered, endured, and tested fromthe
outside and the inside. So Lear asks for a “looking-gl ass”
to hold to her lips and test if there is breath:?

She’ s gone for ever.
| know when one is dead and when one |ives;
She’ s dead as earth. Lend ne a | ooking-gl ass;
| f that her breath will m st or stain the stone,
Why, then she |ives.
(261- 265)
No mrror is provided. |Instead we hear the chorus of
friends ask whether this is “the prom sed end” (Kent) or
“image of that horror” (Edgar) (265-266). “End”
(understood as the effect of “mddle,” which is the effect
of a “beginning”) cones with an inplicit promse (fromthe
t heol ogi an and phil osopher) that it will better our souls
with noral virtue and know edge of the causes that nake
those three parts one action. This betternment is a kind of
redenption of the sorrows that we endure fromthe begi nning

with these expectations of gain. But it is also possible,

20 This scene itself is a mrror that we hold up to our nind’ s eye, to
test the neaning of a nortality that speaks.
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Al bany says, that we wi tness here no prom sed end or inmage
of it, merely a “fall” of whatever still manages to stand,
kneel, or craw, in order that the agony of enduring nore
may “cease” (266).

“This feather stirs; she lives,” Lear says (267). But
that is another “if,” based on an imagi nary feather:

Lear. If it be so,

It is a chance which does redeemall sorrows

That ever | have felt.

(267-269)

In return for this “if,” Kent says, “O[a disguised “No"]
nmy good master,” to distract Lear fromhis circle of death
(269). Lear shuns him keeping to his own circle. Edgar,
now undi sgui sed |i ke Kent, tells Lear who his noble friend
“Is” (270). He receives the response we anti ci pated
earlier, given to those who forget what is, when it is not
on their local horizons to see: “A plague upon you,
murderers, traitors all!” (271).

One virtue of “if” is its boldness to question: where
is the “I amf of Cordelia? Just mnutes ago Lear “m ght
have saved her,” if he could have “killed the slave,” who
was “a-hangi ng” her, nore quickly (272, 276). “Now she’s
gone for ever” (272). \Wuere did she go? Lear inplores her
by nanme: “Cordelia, Cordelia, stay a little. Ha” (273).
The slow repetition of that name is itself a kind of
retaining of her. The little, extra-syllabic “Ha,” also a
retai ning of the departing sound of her name, pronpts the
question: “What is ‘t thou say’ st?” (274). But she says
not hing, and so Lear is asking her to repeat nothing, to
mend death a little, as it were, by making it subject to
theatrical time, which permts wonders. The voice that

“was ever soft,/ Gentle and |ow is gone, yet how
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“excellent” it sounded in a world so otherw se full of
hardness and loud terrors (274-275). In its universality
as wonman’s voice, it is excellent, still.

We m ght not believe that Lear kills the manly captain
who hangs Cordelia. So Shakespeare gives us an eye
W t ness, the Gentleman who follows the howing Lear: “’Tis
true, ny lords, he did” (277). Six words from an anonynous
man, and we believe. Spoiled by the “crosses” of age,
however, Lear noves slowy, and he does not see “straight”
(280-281). Are these crosses the causes of Cordelia' s
death? O Kent’'s not receiving any acknow edgenent for his
continuity of service as Caius? Shall we fear age, for
this power it has to unwit the mnd, make “corky” the arns
(I'r1.vii.30), and | eave one inaccessible to the
presentation of love and truth? GConeril fears Lear’s age,
and Regan, ever the conpetitor, catches her sister’s fear,
adds cruel perversity, plucks d oucester’s beard, and puts
out his eyes. Their way cannot be our way.

The play presents another way. Lear cannot strike the
captain quickly enough to save Cordelia s life, nor see
t hrough the costune changes of Kent and Caius to believe in
the continuing presence of what seens absent. Let us try
to link these failures of notion and perception. Perhaps,
then, the other way, which fears not death, is a way of
qui ckness of sorts: the shooting of a gap in notion, or the
straight seeing that cuts right through dull habits of
association. O perhaps the way we seek is one of verbal
qui ckness: the sudden finding on one’s lips the m ssing
unit of speech, the confessed truth, sounded by the body,
and set free of the body’'s elenents. In this direction we
are heading, with “free and patient thoughts,” |led, as

al ways, by the action (IV.vi.80).

48



The surviving friends agree that Lear, |ocked in the
solipsismof grief (an intense formof the general
solipsismwe witness in this play), is not to be addressed
any nore. Albany tries to restore order by promsing, in
the spirit of Lear’s first question, that the nerits of
friends will be rewarded, while foes will drink the “cup of
their deservings,” and that the “great decay,” Lear, wll
be restored to “absolute power” (297-306). It is always in
the interest of political nen to get nourners to nove on
after paying all due respects to grief. But before Kent or
Edgar can affirmhis words, Al bany suddenly draws their
attention back to Lear and Cordelia: “O see, see!” (306).
There can be no noving on politically until we cone to
terms with death’s absol ute disrespect.

What is there to see? “And ny poor fool is hanged”
(307). The conjunction “and,” which Lear uses nine tines
in his previous scene to take authority fromEdnmund, in a
singl e usage here takes all the authority away from
Al bany’s political reasoning, or any such reasoning. For
this little “and” attaches itself inplicitly to every deed

and act of speech: no nore “if’s,” but the culmnating

“and” of death. Lear’s three “no”s,” which previously he
applies in foursone to the possibility of seeing “these
daughters and these sisters” (7), he applies here to the
“iIf's” of seeing Cordelia nove. “No, no, no life?” (307).
This question |ingers over the sudden grotesqueness of the
body he inspects: her head drooping aimessly fromthe
neck; the arnms dangling pointlessly fromthe shoul ders; the
| egs neeting at nothing; as death shanel essly discl oses
nmore of itself and takes away nore of her. This is what
catches Al bany’s eye and puts a stop to his political

speech.
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Then we hear Lear’s penultimte question: “Wy should
a dog, a horse, arat, have life,/ And thou no breath at
all?” (308-309). W hear versions of this question all the
time. But do we not feel that Lear has earned the right to
have it answered? This has been his great question from
the beginning, and its answer is the reason for our
endurance. Wy should an old man continue to lay claimto
life at the expense of the young? Because the young
confess to | ove himbeyond natural causes. That is where
we began. Now, Lear is asking the sane question, but
turned around: why should Cordelia, who is young, and
al nrost without fault, not have the least bit of life, while
ani mal s, whose nanes are often assigned to i ndecent nen and
wonen, still live?

The words, “no breath at all,” which conclude Lear’s
question, echo the words, “not concluded all,” which
Cordelia says to wake Lear fromhis grave of sleep
(I'V.vii.42). The voice that awakens here, to answer Lear’s
gquestion, says: “Thou'lt conme no nore,/ Never, never,

never, never, never” (309-310). Those five “never’s,” in
the trochaic neter of on-going chant, are the conpl enentary
bookends of the five “nothing’ s” at the beginning. Those

“nothing’s,” we noted, sound |ike what they nean; so should
the “never’s” sound: each the sane, to capture the
unchangi ng “no nore-ness” of death, a brute fact of nature

unassail able by art. To play with the “never’s,” to make
them sound different, as actors inevitably do, m ght nake
death seem different over tine, perhaps even an instigator
of beauty. Such is the effect of death in Ghello. Here
it is very different. W nust let the deep current of the

line carry us relentlessly away fromliveliness and |ight.
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Five “never’s” (one nore than the self-cancelling
pairs) tell us that we cannot cancel death by reference to
anot her speaki ng occasion. There will be no nore com ngs
of Cordelia; no action calling her into presence at sone
other tinme or place, before sone other audience; no nore
saying of her lines; for each successive “never” shuts out
anot her woul d-be Cordelia, just as shutting the doors on
Lear neans that the action of life is quite through with
him These “never’s” thus seem consistent with Cordelia’s
anti-theatrical disposition, and we may (for now) hear them
as her answer to Lear’s question of “why?” She is not a
character subject to Shakespeare’s authorial conmand, to
speak words on cue, and to speak them again, over tine and
pl ace, through enbodi nment in countless actors, whose
particularities join to sonmething universal in her. So we
cannot even say that her death justifies itself by
pronpting the “why” question that turns us away from
epheneral dramatic poetry to the higher callings of
t heol ogy and phil osophy, since those “never’s” w pe out
participation in universals. As | said, we are permtting
death to take away all that it can, in order to see if
anyt hing remai ns beyond it.

The “never’s” are neant to kill Lear, by taking away
both his animal breath and his capacity to find the next
word and cross an infinite gap. But they are like a fal se
exit line, for they do not kill Lear. OCh, he will die in
about ten or fifteen seconds, but there is l[ife in himyet.
He finds--sonewhere, sonehow -twenty-two nore words to say,
all but two of them nonosyll ables, which occupy two and
one-half lines. He will die md-line, in an unfinished act
of speaking and gesturing, which is as unique as his

how i ng entrance. Tragic heroes in Shakespeare do not
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| eave their final lines and actions for sonme one else to
take over as co-creator. Lear does.? W nust try to resist
our pity as it focuses on Lear, in order to keep pace with
Lear’s own shifting focus outside of him He offers us
participation in his action as he dies. |If we take the

of fer, we may approach the neaning of that action.

The | eap word, taking the stress, that junps beyond
the “never’s” to the next line of life, is “pray.” “Pray
you, undo this button. Thank you, sir” (311). This is a
unit line, as before: intact unto itself, renovable,
gestural, and unifying. Although the line is scripted,

i ke anything el se in Shakespeare, its novenent away from
the deadly inertia of the trochaic “never’s” is an act of
freedom The first two syllables (“pray you”) continue the
trochaic nmeter, but “undo” is an ianb, which undoes the
soundi ng (and the sense) of the “never’s.” Lear’s “Thank
you, sir” is conpletely genuine—his first acknow edgenent
that free kindness is possible and that true gratitude is
the only fit response. Full stop. Neither Kent nor

d oucester is ever thanked by Lear. The unbuttoner? is

t hanked because his act is pure, and it contains in

m crocosm what Lear wants at the start from Cordelia: “kind

nursery,” to make his approach to death gentle (1.i.126).
Lear’s “thank you” conpletes the act, which then contains

what he wants fromall his daughters, gratitude, whose

2L And that is not the only remarkable thing he does. Lear’s last lines
contain nothing about reputation, causes of action, the next rul er—any
of the worldly matters that occupy the final thoughts of other heroes.
Nor does he say anything about his own living and dying. Kent, Edgar
and Al bany allow Lear to pass, out of pity for him they mght have
revived him That, too, is unique in Shakespearean tragedy.

22 \Wio undoes the button? By ny choice, he is the Gentlenan, the man
without a history, who confirns the truth of inprobable things because
he sees them |If Edgar, Kent, or Al bany, each carrying his own
personal baggage, undoes Lear’'s button, then the action will have an

i mpure neaning, and we shall see a different truth init.
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essence chall enges nature to include nore than the harsh
| aw t hat says nerely, “the younger rises when the old doth
fall” (l1I1.iii.26).

You may say that Lear does not receive what he wants
because the daughters are dead. But the things called
“ki ndness” and “gratitude” are not dead. Wat we were
sayi ng a nonent ago about the power of those “never’s” to
anni hil ate each and every com ng of Cordelia is proved
wrong by the unbuttoning. She is not the acconplice of
those “never’s.” Fromher first question and answer (“What
shall Cordelia speak? Love and be silent,” 1.i.64), to her
| ast question (“Shall we not see these daughters and these
sisters?” V.iii.7), and beyond, to the present action of
death, she pronpts inquiry into how poor nortals may
participate, by speech or action, in the highest, immortal
things. This is aninquiry that the imtative art of
theatre essentially pursues. Buttons, after all, keep
costunes on the actors so that we can continue to believe
inthe reality of characters and their deeds. Undo the
button, expose the body of the actor, and we begin to undo
belief in the closure of that world of fleeting
appearances. W open a gap in tinme and cross a boundary
bet ween persons. Doubl eness cones into view, and we see
t he oneness of two: the universal character who never dies,
and the particular character of that singular perfornmance,
who will die and never cone again.

Lear’s last question is his greatest: “Do you see
this?” (312). “You,” considered internally, is the
CGent | eman, who sees and reports the truth, and perforns an
act that opens up new tine and space. The content of
“this,” therefore, is the action of unbuttoning in the unit

line, as it nmeasures the overall action of the play.
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Lear’s question is short by necessity of waning breath.

The full version is perhaps as follows: “Do you see what
this action of life that we have perfornmed at the nonent of
deat h, neans?” The neaning of Lear’s “this,” as seen in
action, first enconpasses Cordelia: “Look on her. Look,
her lips.” Then it points sonewhere out and beyond: *“Look
there, 1 ook there” (312-313). Notice the downward syl |l abl e
count as Lear runs out of breath: a four syllable question;
then three (“Look on her”), three (“Look, her lips”), two
(“Look there”), two (“look there”)--one (blank). The
answer to Lear’s l|last question, which we find out by

| ooki ng and speaking, |ike Lear, under the ultimte
pressure, should be a one-syllable word. What is that
word? Maybe what we see is |ike what Cordelia sees when
she | ooks at her own | ove: sonething that cannot be spoken.

In that case, our one-syllable answer to the question: “Do

you see this?” is either “yes” or “no,” and there an end.
“Yes,” as | have said, is arare word in this play, and one
must work hard to say it. “No” is easy--consistent with
play’s unremtting nodes of denial and isolation.

Let us do a little nore work of | ooking with Lear, and

then say “yes” or “no” to his |ast question, and be done.
We |look with himin the four stages he decl ares.

The first stage is: “look on her”--from outside and
above. This is the position of Lear when Cordelia kneels
down and asks for his blessing (“O, |ook upon ne, sir,/ And
hold your hand in benediction o’er me” IV.vii.57-58). That
perspective | eads Lear to kneel down, |ook her in the face,
and recogni ze her by nane as his child. The second stage
is: “look, her lips"—fromthe inside. W are to |look with
our ears, and all the senses, crossing boundaries of

function and person, into the source of her being. Her

54



lips, wet fromtears, pronounce “I am | am” which to
Lear’s lips tastes wet, |ike the good and bad rain; and
then the |ips pronounce “no cause, no cause” for love to
die. Wth that pronouncenent, the good and bad rains are
known to be good. W are now poised to | ook beyond the
world of the senses. Recall that at this point in the
previ ous action, Lear’s question of his whereabouts is
answered by Kent as “here” (“In your own kingdom sir,”
76). The transcendent union then breaks apart, and
political facts take over the scene. So now, in the third
and fourth stages of |ooking, we shall not |ook to any
pl aces here in the world that would allow | ocal causes and
their “barking dogs” to prevail again. W |ook instead
“there,” and again, “there.” But where are these
“there’s,” which are beyond the world? W have | ooked
“there” before, into the “near beyond,” on three nenorable
occasions. Let us recall themto help us as we strain to
| ook “there,” into the “far beyond” of Lear’s final
Vi si ons.

First, we look “there” in discord, to where Edgar (as
Poor Tom snatches quickly, repeatedly, and randomy at the
“foul fiend,” the sight of which activity snaps Lear’s
wits: “Do Poor Tom sone charity, whomthe foul fiend
vexes. There could | have hi m now—and there-—and there—
and there again-—and there” (Il11.iv.60-62). These jerky
movenents into nothing “there” teach Edgar how to enforce
charity with an out-stretched, pin-pricked arm and how to
kill vermn. He later cozens and kills Ednmund, in what is
supposed to be a choreographed duel of knights, with a
sudden, beguiling thrust, |earned not as a knight, but as

Poor Tom “the thing itself,” “unaccomodated nman”
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(I'11.iv.109). An exchange of charity with Edmund fol |l ows
his victory. 23

Second, we look “there,” on the assault of every
sense, to where Lear, in nuch pain and peril of life,
learns to distinguish a lifetinme of everyday lies fromthe
truth of universal nortality:

Lear. Wien the rain cane to wet ne once and the w nd
to make ne chatter; when the thunder woul d not
peace at nmy bidding; there | found ‘em there |
snelt *emout. Go to, they are not nen o their
words: they told me | was everything; ‘tis a lie,
| am not ague- proof.

(I'V.vi.101-107)

And third, we ook “there” in hunger and disgust, to

where the Centaur, the riotous sexual appetite, dwells in

wonen and seeks satisfaction, below the girdle:

Lear. There's hell, there's darkness, there is

t he sul pherous pit, burning, scalding,

stench, consunption; fie, fie, fiel pah,

pah! (I'V.vi.129-131)
But when Lear sweetens his foul inagination, he sees this
third, hungry, disgusting “there” as the place of universal
entry to this “great stage of fools,” where we “wawl and
cry” to find ourselves born (181-185). W partake of the
uni versal fool and learn the |esson of patience at birth.

These two birthrights make Lear able to give the principle,

2 How is Edgar able to kill Edmund? The answer, seen in performance
must make sense of Coneril’s assertion that Ednund is not “vanquished,”
but “cozened and beguiled” by “practice” (V.iii.153-156). I|ndeed,
Edgar has been at “practice” as Poor Tom exercising hinself at his
study of how “to prevent the fiend, and to kill vermn” (Ill.iv.162).
It is also worth noting, in this respect, that the nane “Poor Toni is
an appositive for “Poor Turlygod,” which is an anagram of “Truly god”
(I'1l.iii.20). Edgar tricks Edmund, by learning to strike quickly
“there,” where Ednund, the man of nature, is not given to look. |Is

t hat how God works?
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“forgive and forget,” a profound and sweepi ng application:
“None does offend, none, | say, none; |I'Il able ‘ent
(I'V.vi.169).

These, then, are the three “there’s” we look to in
Acts 11l and IV that prepare us to look in the direction of
the final “there’s”:. the shifting abodes of fiends and
vermn; the terrain of all-out sensory assault by the
el ements of nature; and the entry hole of sex and birth.
These “there’s” appear to the eye or imagination as
enpirical places in the performance of the action, because
rightly understood, they contain the principles of action,
t he hi gher causes of universal validity that we have been
| ooking for all along. Each of them as we have seen, is a
doubl e of good and evil. As evil, they tornment, tenpt with
lies, seek to kill, and aninmalize; as good, they teach
victory, conpel charity, make truth felt, and bring about
new life, with patience to endure. The good and evil of
these “there’s” are, one nust admt, tragically
i nseparabl e; but they are not, as a matter of endurance,
equal. The good proves stronger. |t stands the nost
severe test of any of Shakespeare’s tragedies.

So what do we see, now that we are rem nded of what we

have seen, when we dare to“Look there, | ook there,” beyond

any “here,” beyond any nearby “there”? Werever we | ook,
we see both good and evil, but the good is not a “sonetine
good.” Cordelia, the test case, has real presence in

death, as a theatrical fact.? Her love is a silent act,
performed by the actor, in Lear’s arns and on the floor of

the stage, requiring fromus visual notion, from®“her” to

24 No Styrofoam Cordelia, no matter how life-like in appearance, can
ever substitute for the real one. The scene would collapse in failure,
and with it, the play.
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“lips” to “there” to “there” to where we woul d next nove.
The notion of the eye in the action of death passes to us,
the living, to continue on its course (or not). That
passing of notion is why Cordelia nakes this stupendous
entrance with Lear. She is “there” for all tine, present
in the action of |ooking for her, the needed “one,” whom
Lear carries and delivers to us wwth all the strength of
life. The evil of the play, however, despite all the pains
and |l osses it causes, is a sonetine evil, no nore here, and
naught there. Albany gets it right when he tells Goneril:
“You are not worth the dust which the rude wind/ Blows in
your face” (IV.ii.30-31). Her death will not touch him
wth pity (V.iii.234). Edmund is judged a “trifle” in
death, in proportion to his |ate good intentions (297).
And as for Regan, she nmakes her last exit vomting,
enptying herself of herself. The neaning is clear.

Have we done enough work to brave the nockery of hope
and answer Lear’s final question, which carries all the

matter of |life and death that precedes it, with, “yes,
see all this"?

Any one of us, by counting, can see that Shakespeare
gives Cordelia only 110 lines in a play of nearly 3000.
She speaks only three and three-quarters percent of the
whol e. ?® Yet we hear that her words do not pass away; they
repeat and echo. W “see feelingly” that she is always
present: in the Fool, her double; in Kent, her
correspondent and conpetitor in goodness; in the sacrifice
of d oucester; and in the lurking presence of Edgar, the
| ast one of the one hundred knights who take Cordelia’ s

place at Lear’s side. So it is not absurd to | ook for her

% (phelia, who is entirely dispensable to the plot of Hamet, has nore
to speak than Cordeli a.
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when she is dead, because she is “there,” and “there,” and
“there” again.

Anyone can al so see and hear that in this play
Shakespeare does not speak in distinctly Christian terns
and does not solicit the supernatural at all. (There is
not even a dreamin this play.) Shakespeare thus parallels
Cordelia, in the selective silencing of his pen, and in
presenting no nore than what is there to see. |I|f Lear sees
nore than what we see there at the end, he sees nore as an

adult sees nore than a child, and as a child sees nore than

an infant. “He but usurped his life,” and to any usurper
go the powers of the thing usurped (V.iii.319). And those
are natural, |ife powers.

Shakespeare, however, is so insistent on the
natural ness of the action that | become suspicious.?® Let
me not be “cozened and beguiled,” as Edmund is, by too nuch
devotion to nature (V.ii1i.156). Instead, and in
conclusion, let ne obey Edgar’s final words and “speak what

[I] feel” is the truth of this play, based on what | see

and hear init. | see that life stands the test on “the
rack of this tough world” (V.iii.316); | hear that
A oucester’s heart “burst smlingly” (V.iii.201); | see

that Goneril and Regan die for |ove of Ednund, and that
Edmund finally intends good because of |ove, produced and
proven to his eye; | see that anonynous and peri pheral
characters becone indispensable to the action and carry the
burden of its truth, on account of pity and ki ndness; |

hear the quiet, “thank you, sir” as an answer to the

“how "s”; and | see that the vault of heaven, stil

uncracked, is not the last sight; nor is darkness, for Lear

26 | pecone suspicious, in the opposite fashion, when | experience

Macbet h, which insists too much on the supernatural.
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does not put out his eyes, as does Cedipus, in grief and
fear, but keeps on | ooking, in one questioning notion,

whi ch (Edgar says) will outdistance all of us in the use of
our eyes and breath;--these facts all feel to ne like a
current of mracle, though I know that what | ought to say
is “almpbst mracle.” But “alnost mracle” is no mracle,
so what | ought to say is “no.” But | feel that the answer
to Lear’s question, “Do you see this?” is a hard won,
“yes.”

“Yes” nmeans that | shall “look there” to other
performances of this play, and see Cordelia and hear those
voi ces again and again, know ng that each perfornmance wll
be the sanme and different, thus offering nore answers each
tinme to all these questions. “Yes” neans that | shal
“l ook there,” outside the horizon of this play, into the

hori zons of other plays, especially The Tenpest, a comc
27 «

retelling of King Lear; yes” al so means “l ook there,”
opposite Shakespeare’s comc and tragic stage, to the cares
of the audi ence and outside world, so that we may apply
there what we |earn here in Shakespeare’ s “stocks,” before
it istoo late; and finally, “yes” nmeans “l ook there,” even
beyond this finite world--to no nore speaking acquired from
parents and authors, or taking things fromreport, to no
nore causes reasoned fromnature, or effects |learned from
art—to where none of these sources interferes with being
whol |y present to the presence of things on an infinite

hori zon, seeing themfeelingly in action, breaking with al

27 The Tenpest takes place where Lear intends for Cordelia and himto
go. Lear’s prison of beautiful singing and know edge of the nysteries
of things is Prospero’s island. But the island is not, finally,
sufficient. Mranda is to be married off, and Prospero, having drowned
hi s precious books, is to be reinstated as Duke of Mlan. Thus are
political and famlial demands given precedence over transcendenta

| ongings, as the price for conedy. But this is to anticipate another
 ecture.

60



that is breakable, and still |ooking for sonething there
that is not.
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