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“Look, her lips”: Softness of Voice,
Construction of Character in King Lear

I

Slack and sleeping senses must be addressed with thunder and heav-
enly fireworks. But the voice of beauty speaks gently: it creeps only
into the most awakened souls.1

Twentieth-century theorists have been severe with the notion of



to flaunt such knotted intervals by calling attention to character put
on, then off.3 “Poor Turlygod! poor Tom! / That’s something yet:
Edgar I nothing am” (2.3.20-21).4 Another example, and one central
to my purpose of reconfiguring character here, involves the voic-
ing-over of one character upon another: juxtaposition and joining of
two distinct figures—one with “something yet” in speech, the other
with “no breath at all” (5.3.306). The interval comes down to this
shifting, barely perceptible space between speech and silence,
between one voice and an invoked voice no longer there. Topoi of
speech, voice, and breath disclose an uncertain space between char-
acters and suggest some moral arguments of acknowledgment that
arise within it. These arguments extend from acknowledgment by a
dramatic character to the particular kinds of acknowledgment offered
in literary response.

This essay presents an interpretation of the value of one charac-
ter, Cordelia, and the final relation of that value to Lear’s last speech-
es over her body. My concern lies with a relation between characters
at or near points of death and the issue of aesthetic closure. I find
Cordelia’s value located in her soft voice and “ripe lip” (4.3.20), and
I wish to link these descriptions to Lear’s final summons to our close
attention: “Look on her, look, her lips” (5.3.309). This essay raises
issues of stability of character, considering changes in the dying
Edmund as preliminary to changes that occur for Lear. In my argu-
ment Lear changes by looking for and imitating Cordelia’s soft voice;
his character change is not solely a development of internal depth but
is also an acquired responsiveness to another character. Character
evolves not as a formation around a void but as a progressive delin-
eation of spaces between or beyond distinct figures onstage.
Instability in this case is no hindrance to character as meaning; it is a
groundwork for varied effects of meaning. My goal is to emphasize
this interpretation but also to keep in view a theoretical proposition
concerning subjectivity. This holds that to term character “construct-
ed” strips it of signifying value and reveals an emptiness of meaning
in matters of subjectivity. Since character is nothing but marks on a
page, such arguments run, it must be silent, seen but not heard. This
claim is not so much a theorized objection to character as it is an eva-
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sion by reduction of the issue of meanings (and knowledge) generat-
ed by literary constructions.5

Against this reductive claim I try to find within Lear’s speech to
the dead Cordelia a discourse that is dramatic in its concern with char-
acter, ethical in its judgment of value, and constructed in its estab-
lishment of a perspective not original to Lear. My purpose is not to
offer a theoretical defense of literary character; it is, rather, to test the
possibility that a traditional literary device has been set in an unusual
construction and, in so doing, to articulate patterns of achieved bonds
more than those of developed interiority. My concern is to detach sub-
jectivity from an exclusive identification with inwardness and to
attach it to forms of ethical perception that resist categorical explana-
tion. I aim at a description of character, ethical value, and shaped per-
spective that is “thick” in the sense that it plaits these different lan-
guages into an “anthropology” of Lear’s change.6 His character is
complete, defined by death and the play’s close, in moments of final
change and construction that embrace other characters. This is the
antithesis to disguising, for Lear becomes most himself as he becomes
more like his daughter—or, more precisely, like her only in the
briefest of dramatic moments and in the delicate sharing of a single
trait as he takes on her voice. This taking-on is contingent, tangential,
yet so marked that it may well elude theory’s finest rigors. That is,
precisions of a theoretical skepticism may not be the best way to rec-
ognize brief and delicate points of closure in King Lear.7 Moral
inquiry, with its concern for the particular nature of exchanges
between persons, is better able, I believe, to represent those qualities
that summon, shape, and puzzle our attention.

Such an occasion of brevity and delicacy gains dramatic reso-
nance within a large architecture that continually repositions eyes and
voices in significant meetings of image, theme, and situation. The
father finds himself by means of his child, for this least daughter’s
voice has already taught him how to recreate certain bonds amid a
ruin of doubt. The achievement in Act 5 depends upon an exchange in
Act 4, where this poor sinner, once a king, claims nothing for himself
except the name of his child. Yet his terrible weakness finds recom-
pense in Cordelia’s immediate response as she enacts without hesita-
tion the difference between laughter and gentle acknowledgment.
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LEAR ...Methinks I should know you and know this man;
Yet I am doubtful: for I am mainly ignorant
What place this is, and all the skill I have
Remembers not these garments; nor I know not
Where I did lodge last night. Do not laugh at me;
For, as I am a man, I think this lady
To be my child Cordelia.

CORDELIA And so I am, I am.
(4.7.64-70)





acter must alter if ethical judgment is to do more than report on dis-
junct moments from the past when this or that agent performed well
(or ill). That is, notions that a character can change yet retain a dis-
tinct identity are crucial to ideas of responsible freedom and their rep-
resentation in literature. As Paul Ricoeur has remarked, one can dis-
tinguish between identity as sameness and as selfhood (a site for
significant change) and in this distinction find occasions to weigh ele-
ments that do and do not change.14



torments our professional efforts at a strict discrimination of issues.
We may deny Edmund any benefit from his conversion even as we
appreciate its aesthetic virtues. Acting always as an end unto himself,
he ends up as a device of the play.15

Literary critics as different as Harley Granville-Barker and
Stephen Greenblatt have noted an odd circling in King Lear.16 Its
action opens and closes with Cordelia’s silence, and it is the ethical
value of those silences that I want to consider now, especially and
obviously in their effects on Lear. The two silences are radically dif-
ferent, yet we know that difference to be the point of the dramatic
action, language, and scene as these coalesce intensively at the end in
general patterns of speech and sight.17 The old man bends over his
daughter’s body, desperate to prove any signs of an invisible speech
or breath. Now his concern is less what she says than that she says,
and he dies in the act of acknowledging something intended but
unspecified—except for location—about Cordelia. Beholders are
asked to see what may not exist, for this is and is not Cordelia. Her
character now appears only in an actor’s body’s mimicry of a past
life—a striking union of death and theatrical illusion. Yet the rhetori-
cal effect is one of intense concentration on “her”—by the king and,
with him, by the watching armies. Lear ends in a passion of seeing
and commanding sight, with his own mortal period and point of excla-
mation: “Do you see this? Look on her, look, her lips, / Look there,



speech remains possible. In either case, the process is one of naming,
address, and characterization with an intensity that few works match.
The old king’s voice has changed.19 An imperative “stay” begs. The
original command—“Speak” (1.1.85)—is here a gentle question,
although he himself is certainly not gentle in stopping Edmund’s man.
Nonetheless, he has learned to plead with silence—the figure he now
holds, addresses, and describes. His language becomes briefly a
caress, softness itself.

Cordelia, Cordelia! stay a little. Ha! 
What is’t thou say’st? Her voice was ever soft,
Gentle and low, an excellent thing in woman. 
I kill’d the slave that was a-hanging thee.



qualities—a royal birth as well as a private sense of loving duty. The
difference between Act 1 and Act 4 concerns a divergence, within this
patriarchal system, between royal commands and paternal appeals to
a complex gentleness.

An ethics without an objective standard must be trivial. In King
Lear that standard—one concerning the worth of speech—is embod-
ied in Cordelia, especially in her lips and voice. They both form the
shape and sound of value in this kingdom and suggest its vulnerabil-
ity. Ironically, the injury to value begins in the command to speak.
Lear is not wrong to want to hear Cordelia’s love; he is wrong to com-
mand its expression as a condition for inheritance. Commodifying
love is not a way to recognize this daughter’s worth. “She is herself,”
France chides Burgundy—and Lear—“a dowry” (1.1.241). Since this
wealth lies in a silent character, the real challenge is a difficult dis-
crimination between softness and emptiness. Kent puts the matter
negatively to the king, but he only begins a terrible process in which
Lear learns to distinguish “low sounds” from the “hollowness” of
least loving: “Thy youngest daughter does not love thee least; / Nor
are those empty-hearted whose low sounds / Reverb no hollowness”
(11. 152-54). Kent’s “plainness” (1. 148) has no effect but to send
Lear’s hand to his sword, while “low sounds” are indeed concealed by
“hollowness.” A statement of Cordelia’s value is assigned to France, a
monarch-suitor who provides a formal set of loving paradoxes (11.
250-61).22 We in turn may decide that, if Cordelia is a center of value,
her “low sounds” have yet to be constructed in an adequate rhetoric. 
The speech on duty which rings so coldly in Act 1 (11. 95-104)
requires later events to bring out its full tonalities.23 Her exile heralds
a terrible void in Britain, one that is figured by chaotic sites and acts
of terror—a wild heath, a blinding storm, plucked eyes. The challenge
for ethical inquiry is to complete a circle, to redraw that map of hol-
lowness, to call a soft voice home. An acoustics of true reverberation
is tested severely by the longest absence from the stage of a major
Shakespearean character.

The construction finally occurs in 4.3, a scene omitted from the
Folio and often dropped in performance, perhaps because its tech-
nique is indirect yet highly mannered in the fashion of the reporting
scenes in the late romances.24 The scene may also seem irrelevant if
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one is unconcerned with Cordelia speaking or spoken about, with
indeed the play’s reverberations of her presence and absence. But 4.3
does reverberate the scene in which Kent, while stocked, takes out
Cordelia’s letter and prays for a “warm sun” to read by (2.2.162). In
4.3 Kent, turned auditor, listens to an unnamed gentleman describe
Cordelia’s reading of letters about Lear.

GENTLEMAN ...it seem’d she was a queen
Over her passion; who, most rebel-like,
Sought to be king o’er her.

KENT O! then it mov’d her.
GENTLEMAN Not to a rage; patience and sorrow strove

Who should express her goodliest. You have seen
Sunshine and rain at once; her smile and tears
Were like, a better way; those happy smilets
That play’d on her ripe lip seem’d not to know
What guests were in her eyes; which parted thence,
As pearls from diamonds dropp’d. In brief,
Sorrow would be a rarity most belov’d,
If all could so become it.

KENT Made she no verbal question?
GENTLEMAN Faith, once or twice she heav’d the name of

“father”
Pantingly forth, as if it press’d her heart....

(11. 14-27)
Both scenes contain rebellions—Kent’s enraged attempt to punish
Oswald, Cordelia’s better self-control. The gentleman’s language
traces elaborate conceits of thematic bearing and a ceremonial
description that offers itself as a part of its own gentleness. It is let-
tered artifice: a flourish of metaphors, an effort to state Cordelia’s full
worth as ruler and woman while underscoring her absence.



speak to this gentleman’s eye of recollection as he tries to convey to
Kent the wonder of her presence. Here the power of her subjectivity
is so well controlled that, in governing itself, it can lay claim to gov-
ern others, this unnamed gentleman or a would-be king of passion.
The masculine title of “king” suggests that the implicit model may be
Lear’s earlier usurping rage. A gentle microcosm suddenly takes
shape in Cordelia’s rich sorrow, as if Act 3’s storm should be replayed
now in precious miniature.

In addition to self-government, the gentleman describes an act of
heavy lifting that Cordelia could not perform in Act 1: “Unhappy that
I am, I cannot heave / My heart into my mouth” (1.1.91-92). (In Act
5 that verbal action will pass to Lear in the literal burden of a dead
daughter.) Here, before Cordelia returns to the stage, her authority in
two bodies—as queen and as subjective person—is confirmed.26 Her
majesty is not that of Lear’s raging nor that of her husband’s cool
faith. She can project her heart in the name of her father. In the next
scene she will begin a process of healing, advised by the doctor to
“close the eye of anguish” (4.4.15). A court ceremony of bestowing
jewels will be translated into a deeply emotional spending of attention
and care. From Cordelia’s heart and eyes (as imaged by the gentle-
man), a royal progress travels by tears and lips to Lear’s own sight (as
witnessed by the audience). A ripeness of language and spectacle is all
in both plots of the play; acts of jeweled pathos—the queen’s touch in
language—will reach an untender brother in Edgar’s words about
their father’s “bleeding rings, / Their precious stones new lost”
(5.2.11; 5.3.189-90). This iconic language gradually rules even
Regan’s “sweet lord,” who absented himself from ring-pulling and
delegated murders so attractively.

Cordelia’s “ripe lip” closes the eye of anguish to enable better
seeing. She is “rare” not only because of her absence but also because
of her own verbal translation of the gentleman’s jewel metaphors into
healing medicines. Act 4 moves from Cordelia described to Cordelia
present (yet without her father) and finally to her moment of awaken-
ing him onstage.

DOCTOR Please you, draw near. Louder the music
there!

CORDELIA O my dear father! Restoration hang
Thy medicine on my lips, and let this kiss

Softness of Voice, Construction of Character in King Lear

11

03352 Holahan FA   5/6/03  12:30 PM  Page 11



Repair those violent harms that my two 
sisters
Have in thy reverence made!

(4.7.25-29)
The simples of music and embrace lift him “out o’ th’ grave” and
soothe the “molten lead” of his tears (11. 45, 48). Act 1’s expulsion is
under repair: having learned for himself to “say nothing” (3.2.38), the
old man is reborn, recast. The natural relation of father and child is
reconstructed as a relation of art. The void fills with gentle sounds. A
counterpoint of music and the queen’s voice calls Lear from “the
heaviness of sleep” to a restored vision of her as soul (4.7.21, 46).
“[W]here did you die?” he asks her (1. 49), believing her to be the one
transformed rather than the agent of his transformation. His phrase in
Act 1 for a future with Cordelia could not have meant this scene, yet
the scene does ironically reveal “her kind nursery” (1.1.124). Salving



will survive further losses, including that of the lady herself. She
returns to go about her royal father’s business and reapplies Luke 2:49
by subsuming in her “simples” the work of ideology in family, state,
and belief (4.4.14, 23-24). Her character is at once value and value’s
instrument.29

A new power in that healing shows in the aftermath of defeat as
feudal chivalry is put to one side. We are left to wonder whether
Shakespeare’s feudalism works as a sign of bourgeois progress or as
a dramatic frame for tragedy. We may even conclude that historical
approaches, whether that of a history of ideas or that of a new cultur-
al materialism, over-value not the fact but the role of feudalism in the
play.30 There may be some sense in following the lead of the charac-
ters. Lear does not regard this lost battle as he once did the loss of his
knights, and we attribute the difference not just to the reductions





extends the metrical line that Lear began: “Come hither, captain; hark.
/ Take thou this note” (11. 27-28). The time is ripe for a brief lecture
on tendermindedness and men who are swords—but it is delivered to



Lear will be held to account for this disfathering voice that
invokes, if only by simile, the monsters to come. He must know the
force of “disclaim” in the feudal vocabulary of renouncing lordship,
although he cannot know the parallel between what he does to
Cordelia and what he is doing to himself. The irony in his speech is
that the behavior attributed to Cordelia seems, in the gender and vio-
lence of his chosen figure, all the more his own. In one or another
reading of “generation,” Lear seems determined to interrupt and
unmake his creation.36 The simile of the “barbarous Scythian” seems
at first to align him with the man who “makes his generation messes.”
A surprise lies in turning from the three verbs of kindness to the bru-
tal equation of Cordelia with that barbarity—the rhetorically drama-
tized consequence of being disclaimed by the king. The primitive fury
stated here with deliberate and measured pace, Latinate diction, and
calculated simile is—and ought to be—frightening. The voice is that
of the savage father, wrathful beyond cause, demolishing all of the
shelters of law and civilized existence as he learnedly denies his own
child and, of course, himself. The agent of horror can be legitimate
authority or not, a dragon or a dog in office. It makes little change:
bodies, like kingdoms, were made to be torn apart, and other bodies
are there to do what the captain terms, with brutal casualness, “man’s
work” (5.3.40).37

There is a large difference, to be sure, between bodies and char-
acters. This is clear with Gloucester, who does not begin to see until
after his eyes have been put out. Lear, in turn, is thrust into the “eye-
less rage” of the storm (3.1.8), but his eye of anguish can discover a
new vision of Cordelia. Yet there should be no quick assumption that
new visions are necessarily desirable. Lear must move relentlessly
from seeing the child restored as a royal lady to viewing the strangled
woman “dead as earth”—Cordelia’s character reduced to no more
than the body of his sometime daughter (4.7.70; 5.3.261). At the end,
he is beyond all issues of feudalism—not because society does not



Lear can anticipate madness. He can imagine a long imprison-
ment, provided Cordelia is there. Her actual death is another matter.
His imperious temperament still expresses itself in absolute judgment:
“I know when one is dead, and when one lives; / She’s dead as earth”
(5.3.260-61). But temper is now swayed by an intense love—one
reconstructed from fury, madness, and exhaustion. Lear searches for
Cordelia’s life with things as slight as a looking glass, a feather, or his
own dull eyes, hoping for “a chance which does redeem all sorrows /
That ever I have felt” (11. 66-67). We must be struck by such contrasts
of frailty and subjective intensity, as Lear does find a woman whose
value has been repaired and restored at a cost not less than everything.
She is now everything but alive, and his judgment wrestles with this
disproportion of all and nothing, juggling in his words a hierarchy of
queen and missing fool.38

And my poor fool is hang’d! No, no, no life!
Why should a dog, a horse, a rat, have life,
And thou no breath at all? Thou’lt come no more,
Never, never, never, never, never!

(5.3.305-8)
What value could come to something poor, absent, dead? How can so
little earth on a map be worth so much?—no less than all the sorrows
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anguished father; Kent declares that he “must not say no” to a silent
call heard only in his ear of loyal service (1. 322). Can meaning’s
“something yet” ever come from so near nothing? Can history simply
declare itself a privileged form of new or old interpretation and tell us
what he might have heard? Now as then, Cordelia speaks only to
awakened ears as the soundless voice of gentle ways, the softest mys-
tery in all things. Her silence is not the feminine submissiveness that
Catherine Betsey hears, for the quality of her voice has passed to Lear
as an authoritative sign of her rule in his ethical growth. To trace the
limits on individual character in this play, we must study the interplay
of its characters and not just the paradigms of social structure.39

Ethical judgment in King Lear arises from and returns to literary
character. Each is matrix to the other. It is not a matter of a moral alle-
gory or a Greek etymology but a view of dramatic action. Drama
allows us to watch a process in which the construction of character
cannot be separated from the judgments made by the characters about
one another. Plot is not the only binding; we see that ethos is ethics.
Lear’s first address to Cordelia concerns his “joy” in her, but that is a
love understood according to elements of hierarchy, competitions of
kingdoms or sisters, and the property wealth of nations. He stages
spectacles—first for the British court, then for neighbor rulers—as his
desires interess the presumed greed of all.40 He can mention love, but
Cordelia must speak for opulence, for rich lands in Britain and in
France or Burgundy. As king and father, Lear defines her character as



heraldic crops and geographical titles to identify her two suitors
makes clear.

... Now, our joy,
Although our last, and least; to whose young love
The vines of France and milk of Burgundy
Strive to be interess’d; what can you say to draw
A third more opulent than your sisters? Speak.

(1.1.82-86)
The nothing of Cordelia’s silence reveals the failure in Lear’s speech,
which has demanded that her voice fulfill ideological purposes.
Imperial calculations like these are absent from Lear’s last speeches,
although kingdoms remain at stake and the speaker can show his old
temper. Cordelia no longer stands before and against him; she is near-
er yet more distant. From her, still his center, he asks little: nothing
formal, a short stay, a soft voice before the return to killing thoughts.
The sequences of impotence and power in his address are rapid,
intense.

I might have sav’d her; now she’s gone for ever!
Cordelia, Cordelia! stay a little.
Ha! What is’t thou say’st? Her voice was ever soft,
Gentle and low, an excellent thing in woman.
I kill’d the slave that was a-hanging thee.

(5.3.270-74)
As if beyond hearing him, “Cordelia” seems to move away. The effect
tests in a turn from “thou say’st” to “Her voice” in line 272, as the
dead body holds mimetic place onstage. Spaces open from his ges-
tures of language, as intimacy suddenly generates—where no one
is—a tiny dialogue of 





as the absence of the lady at the play’s center. It must be a British
princess and now a French queen who joins these two languages to
lament her unconscious father—lost, then seen in marks on a page,



reaping on a site anciently named a seeing place.45 The mysteries of
entwined lives meet in this accounting of eyes and voices, opening the
terrible spaces in a dialogue of one. He looks, speaks, to her lips,
there, “there.”

Shakespeare phrases Lear’s words so that no one shall see as
much as the king commands. We are told to look, and we are left. We
can, however, see what he says and read there the values in a com-
mitted attentiveness that bonds ethics and character in the play’s
eponymous construction. The ethical point of real importance is not
whether Lear is deluded as he dies.46 It is rather the register and qual-
ity of his voice as he attends his daughter before he dies, his voice
sinking toward hers as toward a shelter. No theory or law, however
powerful, gives access to this site. There is no hovel or vault that stage
or film can show us. It is the verbal space between characters that sep-
arates as it bonds them on a terrain of meanings. It is the unnerving
sense in Shakespearean drama of an intense subjectivity showing its
back above the language that it lives in. A gesture of direction is made,
“Look there,” and we reach it—there is no other way—by means of
the ripe lip, simples, and soft voice of interpretation.47 Death may end
the lady but not other locations for her voice. The value of Cordelia is
now a function in Lear’s speech, a last “trick of that voice”
(Gloucester’s phrase at 4.6.109), as if dramatic language could show,
well beyond both bodies and characters, a transpersonal soul or (in
terms less metaphysical) an ethical bond to a remembered voice. It is,
as the gentleman said of the absent Cordelia, a becoming sorrow, “a
rarity most belov’d.” Subjectivity is sensed most sharply not inside
one character but in the intervals disclosed by the verbal response of
one character to another’s silence. H. P. Grice coined the term impli-
cature to refer to the influence of context on formations of unstated
meaning. In King Lear, implicature locates subjectivity powerfully
within the spaces between speech and dead silence.48 Context allows
us to hear Cordelia in King Lear, and that response from us completes
the protagonist-king’s command.

Characters mean marks and subjects of difference. Shakespeare



remarkably combined in dramatic speech, death, and closure. It is not
that any one character per se defines meaning but that characters, sta-
ble or changing, have agencies to perform in constructing those com-
plex meanings that plays supply. They are agencies that audiences do
and theories should aim to read.49 The notion of an essential self may
well be delusory. It may also be a red herring. There is no cognate
relation between the philosophical concept and the literary construc-
tion, and the former’s powers of delusion only increase if invoking
them can direct attention away from Shakespeare’s inventions of
character and the extraordinary relations between their sustaining
words. We repeatedly watch characters start out as données yet end as
achievements, and such achievements only heighten the interplay of
pattern and distinction in structures of language, character, and drama.
When King Lear describes Cordelia as a voice—soft, gentle, low—he
also redescribes himself, binds a constant of her character to his own,
and enacts some small measure of the freedom to complete change at
King Lear’s ending. In the midst of “general woe” (5.3.319), a crack-
ing and tearing of all given bonds, he performs something remarkable



ter we behold. Perhaps this is the point of the device. As we advance



rather than his heart and a mimetic sentence that prolongs “a little”
Cordelia’s vocal life. It is a voiceover of recognized otherness rather
than one of interior expression, revealing a knowledge of one charac-
ter embodied in the other, s vocal action. Because Lear knows this,
and can say this, we now know a great deal more about his powers.
What he achieves in his language—a combining of distinct voices—
is not simply an interiorization of the other gained by inferences about
that character’s subjectivity. His language is public, ethical, dramat-
ic—meant for all audiences to hear, to understand as judgment, and to
feel as the completion of a terrible circle. “Speak” was the imperative
to Cordelia in Act 1. No one could then realize that his command
would be obeyed only when she speaks at last in and through his
voice, complicating finally the roles of speaker and listener as “she”
mends his speech a little (1.1.93). Cordelia speaks there so gently and
softly as to be heard and not heard, her lips’ motions seen and not
seen. The end is thus a strange form of pleasure asking us to see exact
yet wrenching constructions of ethos and pathos in distinct yet con-



and his play circle back again to divisions of kin and kingdom.
Having much to answer for, he brings in the work’s grim harvest as
two distinct changes in death and closure remain. They set him with
his daughter in the namesake play and finish a father’s business in an
achieved softness of voice: not “nothing” but “something yet,” a



speaks of that life gives up his own, after commanding us to do as he
has done. “Do you see this? Look on her, look, her lips, / Look there,
look there!” The force of this perception, which I have linked to moral
inquiry, is such that we run the risk of becoming what we see, of
speaking for ourselves the voice that we long to hear. There is, never-
theless, a greater risk: that of refusing sight and of regarding silence
as if it means nothing at all. “Nothing will come of nothing,” Lear
retorted earlier to Cordelia’s silence (1.1.90). By play’s end, he thinks
differently, and that difference is a function of his character and hers
over the time of the plot. There is “something yet” in the nothing of
her death, and it is caught in, and represented by, Lear’s recollection
of her voice.

My last point—that there is a function to characters—cuts against
the grain of current speculation about literature. That speculation finds
the idea of character too blunt an instrument for analytic work as well
as too burdened with suspect categories of philosophical thought. In
each case the objection involves attitudes toward literary construc-
tion. The first objection concerning bluntness may well seem true if
certain instances of literary analysis are put on display. But since char-
acter is a constitutive part of the literary work itself and not merely a
term of hermeneutic art, it cannot be the case that we ought to read a
play and ignore its characters, no matter what else we or others choose
to notice. It is precisely the construction that needs a finer study. The
second objection concerning suspect categories is well taken, but only
if the idea of character has been confused with ideological concepts
of an impermeable, self-sufficient, or sovereign individualism. Lear
may be every inch a king; it does not follow that he knows or rules
himself. There is a clear remedy: study the construction, erase the
confusion, trace the knots that bind characters. Toward that end, this
essay has sought to understand characters within a play as one would
words within language. That is, the meanings generated by characters
are established by an interplay of difference and resemblance across
protocols of custom and use, and the meanings so generated and
established own their significance not within themselves but against
groundworks of structure. The structure studied here is the voice of
Lear as he comes to articulate the value of his daughter’s life in dra-
matic speech that shapes absence and presence at start and finish.

Softness of Voice, Construction of Character in King Lear



thW voicW of any singlW character, offers distinctivW inßections and

voicW, and speech in 

King Lear

.



Endnotes
Two seminars at annual meetings of the Shakespeare Association of America
gave this essay its start: one on character led by Robert Knapp (1994), and one on
King Lear led by R. A. Foakes (1996). 1 would also like to thank W7 Reed,
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ence is established by the managed suicide in 4.6.
19 Beginning with Alpers’s distinction between language and character, Stanley

Cavell argues that King Lear avoids recognitions and thus love. A subargu-
ment treats character change; another considers what it means to acknowledge
a person. Cavell treats character experience atomistically; he discusses Lear’s
recognition of Cordelia but not, as a part of that experience, Cordelia’s
response to her father. Cavell’s general view of the play excludes responsive-
ness and exchange; see “The Avoidance of Love” in Must we mean what we
say? (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1976), 267-353.

20 F gives woman; Q, women. It is worthwhile to consider both words in com-
petition for textual space and the differences they suggest about general char-
acter. Editorial selection on display yields a richer end than does strict separa-
tion—here a generic, not a plural, term, marking Cordelia’s constitutive
power. Such work with a conflated text and its apparatus can show the text to
be more than marks on a page yet not mystify its origins.

21 Maud Bodkin’s well-known treatment of archetypes emphasizes a pattern of
heroic suffering in the father, an emphasis that obscures Cordelia’s role in
returning to vary the pattern of paternal suffering; see Archetypal Patterns in
Poetry: Psychological Studies of Imagination



(Cultural Aesthetics: Renaissance Literature and the Practice of Social
Ornament [Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1991], 28). Marianne Novy traces an
imagery of tears to develop themes of pity, mutuality, and forgiveness and



bourgeois progress, a dramatic frame for tragedy, or some admixture? On the
problems of using Foucault and Stone in commentary on Shakespeare, see



reading beside King Lear; see The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking
of the World (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1985). See also Caroline Spurgeon,
Shakespeare’s Imagery (Boston: Beacon Press, 1958), 338-39. On the range of
Lear’s voice in the physical space of the theater, see Daniel Seltzer, “King
Lear in the Theater” in On King Lear, Lawrence Danson, ed. (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton UP, 1981), 163-85, esp. 178-85.

38 Muir summarizes various speculations about Lear’s use of “fool” for Cordelia;
e.g., Armin, playing the Fool, may have doubled as Cordelia (see Muir, ed.,
217n). Sidney objected to kings and fools on the same stage; see Sir Philip
Sidney, An Apology for Poetry, ed. Geoffrey Shepherd (London: T. Nelson,
1965), 135. Lear’s king is called a fool by a fool; later, with a new tone and
meaning, the king directs the term to his daughter.

39 A principal aim of new-historicist critique is to “decenter” the subject, to
remove it from an unfounded place of privilege in the interest of redressing
power. New historicism’s understanding of a work is thus frequently shaped
by ideologies of power and victimization. Alvin Kernan offers a “Whitehall”
reading of divine-right theory in King Lear, a sly marriage of the often-anath-
ematized Tillyard to new historicism; see Shakespeare, the King’s Playwright:
Theater in the Stuart Court, 1603-1613 (New Haven, CT: Yale UP, 1995). On
the softness of Cordelia’s voice as a sign of feminine submissiveness, see
Catherine Belsey, The Subject of Tragedy: Identity and Difference in
Renaissance Drama (London: Methuen, 1985), 178. The issue of literary cen-
tering (e.g., on constructed characters) returns us to what Aristotle might mean
by his observation that literature is more philosophical or universal (not sim-
ply abstract but putative, counterfactual, speculative) than history; see Poetics,
trans. W. Hamilton Fyfe (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1927), 34-39.

40 The Latin term interesse acquired technical meanings in property law: to
invest someone with a right to or share in something; to admit to a privilege.
The word occurs in F (1623) but not in Q (1608).

41 See Martin Buber, I and Thou, trans. Ronald Gregor Smith (New York:
Scribner’s, 1958), 1-11; and Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, ed.
Michael Holquist, trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: U of
Texas P, 1981), 259-422.

42 Clifford Geertz points to the ethical dilemma of the anthropologist when



tinelle perdue—an exposed or forward and hazardous sentinel post (or the
sentinel himself). Such a post was the position of a scout or spy; hence the link
of “poor perdu” to “God’s spies” (5.3.17) . Cordelia’s use holds the military
sense as well as the sense of exposure to the elements. For Marlowe’s Faustus
and Helen’s face, see Doctor Faustus in Steane, ed., 5.1.97-103. René Weis
notes the allusion and F’s abbreviation of this speech in King Lear: A Parallel
Text Edition (London and New York: Longman, 1993), 269n.

44 Marjorie Garber discusses the equation of silence with death and Freud’s use
of Shakespeare; see “Freud’s choice: ‘The Theme of the Three Caskets’” in
Shakespeare’s Ghost Writers: Literature as uncanny causality (New York:
Methuen, 1987), 74-86. Freud understood Lear’s entrance carrying Cordelia
as his act of carrying death to himself; I understand it as Lear’s qualification
of death by love. Cordelia is thus carried in an opposite direction to dying
Edmund, an emblem with ethical and theatrical significance.

45 Theater, from Greek théatron



it” (459). Roger Fowler introduces Grice’s term, summarizes his argument,
and provides a bibliography; see Linguistic Criticism, 2d ed. (Oxford: Oxford
UP, 1996), 135-36 and 159.

49 Jonathan Goldberg urges “the radical instability of character as a locus of
meaning in the Shakespearean text” (“Textual Properties,” SQ 37 [1986]:
213-17, esp. 215). This claim may be true if one attempts to align particular
meanings with particular characters. If one views a variety of characters as
engaged in a process of constructing thick or clustered meanings, the case may
seem less desperate, as Goldberg’s discussion of Malvolio suggests.

50 In view of such slightness, an objection might be put that I describe less than
a change of character—merely a new element added to an existing character.
Such an objection might encourage a review of basic terms—character, per-
son, body, voice, change, event—and what we might expect of them in liter-
ary discussions of constructedness. I have found Bernard Williams especially
helpful on physical qualities of a voice as mediations between body and char-
acter; see Problem of the Self: Philosophical Papers 1956-1972 (Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1973), 11-12. Roland Barthes remarks on pleasures in “the
grain of the voice” and “the articulation of the body, of the tongue”; his
remarks, suggest character’s presence in the physical or material voice (The
Pleasure of the Text, trans. Richard Miller [London: Jonathan Cape, 1975],
66-67).

51 Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books (New York: Harper and
Brothers, 1958), 175.

52 See Gombrich, 181-287. Earlier he discusses the role of “schemata” in a pro-
cess of stipulation, correction, and making in the visual arts (84-90), an expo-
sition that can apply to other disciplines. Here literary character is a function
of rhetorical and literary schemata, an author’s practice with them, and the
contributing emotions, intelligence, and memory of different audiences. In
this view, character could never be reduced simply to printed marks on a page.

53 In a recent issue of PMLA on “the status of evidence,” Heather Dubrow
observes the value of “experiential evidence” and “personal accounts”
(“Introduction: The Status of Evidence,” PMLA 111 [1996]: 7-20).

54 Mack, King Lear in Our Time, 114. Mack’s argument is larger than I have
managed to suggest; he notes levels of meaning contributed by senses of “inti-
mate humanity” and by various practices of literary history (78-80).

55 Elaborating on this distinction, Wittgenstein points out that a direction to see
ought not to be confused with what is seen (176).

56 A. D. Nuttall puts the issue in a title—Why Does Tragedy Give Pleasure?
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996)—and ends his discussion with Lear and the
strange pleasure of tracing sequences to a terrible end (104).

57 The stage direction is the same in Q and F (references to attendant figures dif-
fer). Muir’s Arden edition gives “Re-enter LEAR, with CORDELIA dead in
his arms” (5.3.256 SD). Because Lear appears earlier in the scene, Dyce
altered “Enter” to “Re-enter”; Rowe inserted “dead” to end uncertainty over
Cordelia’s condition.
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58 Albany speaks in the plural (“The oldest have . . .”) and presumably refers to
both Lear and Gloucester; Edgar speaks in the singular (“The oldest has . . .”)
and refers to Lear alone. The problem of the close is to adjust the Lear expe-
rience to the ongoing fortunes of the state. F develops Lear’s death by insert-
ing 5.3.309-10, giving a firmness to the role of Edgar in closure. Thus, rather
than the detached Albany, Edgar, who has been to the heath, speaks last in F
to represent Lear’s influence on the living.

59 Hélene Cixous’s meditation on character as singular and repressive of genuine
literary energies is both stimulating and provocative; see “The Character
of’Character,’” trans. Keith Cohen, 
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The leaders of Southern Methodist University believe that a university

does not fully discharge its responsibility to its students and to the communi-
ty at large if it hands out knowledge (and the power which that knowledge
eventually yields) without posing questions about its responsible uses.
Through the Cary M. Maguire Center for Ethics and Public Responsibility,
SMU strives to foster the moral education and public responsibilities of those
whom it empowers by:
■ Supporting faculty research, teaching, and writing in ethics that cross disci-
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