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Performing Australian Identity: 
Gendering King Lear 

Philippa Kelly 

In 1837, Australia's very first performance of King Lear was staged at the Theatre 

Royal in Sydney. The only account we have suggests that the event was a debacle, with 

the actors poorly versed (some of them almost totally ignorant of their lines), and the 

action "a jumble of nonsense." The last scene was capped by a final insult: Lear could 

hardly emit the words, "Howl, howl...," before the dead Cordelia, "perforce, laughed 
in his face!"1 Almost two centuries later, the reviewer's disdain can serve an entirely 
different mood and purpose. The scene's retrospective entertainment value?as we 

picture the expectant audience, longing for a taste of Olde Englande, forced to watch the 

piet? image turn from tragedy to farce?is underscored by a twofold instance of uncon 

ventionality. Firstly, in refusing to "stay dead," and, indeed, by laughing in her father's 

face, Australia's inaugural Cordelia unwittingly parodies the play's initial scene (l.i) in 

which her intransigence famously flouts his wishes. She also adds an idiosyncratic 
rebuke to Australian nineteenth-century interpretive approaches to the play, which 

generally played down its emotional extravagances in favor of redemptive propriety:2 in 

PhUippa Kelly is a Senior Research Fellow at the University of New South Wales. She has published a 

monograph on King Lear (Oxford/Sydney UP, 1993), as well as an edition of the play (Halstead Press, 
2000). She was the Australian contributor for the Cambridge University Press King Lear CD ROM 

(2000). In 2002 she published The Touch of the Real: Essays in Early Modern Culture. Her 
articles address the following subjects: the theory and practice of early modern autobiography, the teaching 

of Shakespeare in locked facilities, feminist performance theory, Shakespeare and cultural formations, 

analyses of the mirror in early modern English texts, and Australian literary topics. She is currently 

working on two collaborative books on early modern autobiographical theory, 
one for Michigan Press and 

the other for Ashgate Press. 

1 In The Sydney Morning Herald, 26 January 1837, an anonymous reviewer recorded the following: 

The Sydney Drama Corps attempted to perform King Lear on Monday evening last. Let them not be 
offended at the word attempted?for who can perform the play of Lear? . .. Still there was no necessity 
that they should transform the play of Lear into a jumble of nonsense . . . One of the audience in the 
dress circle was heard to enquire, "What was it all about?" Knowles could play the part of Lear in a 

manner above mediocrity; but really he ought not to come upon the stage so utterly imperfect as he 
sometimes does. It is not only an affront to the audience, but it is also a very serious injury to his own 

reputation as an actor. We could adduce instances of the almost total ignorance of their parts in all the 

performers from the first scene to the last. ... In the last scene?which was the author's, not Tate's 

alteration?[when] Mr. Knowles came on bearing the dead body of Cordelia (Mrs. Cameron), an 

awkward circumstance occurred_Mr. Knowles could get no further than the words, "Howl, howl!'" 
when dead Cordelia, "perforce", laughed in his face! 

2 
Reviews of the play in this period were predominantly conservative. Consider, for example, the 

production at Sydney's Prince of Wales Theatre, in which readers are assured of the propriety of the 
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206 / Philippa Kelly 

this account the voice of the prone martyr, described by Lear as "ever soft, / Gentle, and 

low" (V.iii.246^17), is overtaken by the implausible tones of strident laughter. 

The relatively trivial incident of the laughing Cordelia can be used to foreground 
some cultural and ideological considerations, roughly divisible into three interlocking 

propositions. First, an unfortunate moment in Australia's performance history 
can be 

transformed to one of glorious insubordination within the context of early Australian 

theatre. Second, Cordelia's laughter might inadvertently serve as an emblem of 

antiauthoritarian larrikinism.3 Third, in purely iconographie terms the moment un 

settles the emotional extravagance that has so often been associated with King Lear as 

a journey of (implicitly masculine) self-discovery. In a pivotal scene such as this one, 
Cordelia's laughter undermines the celebration of Lear as "universal man," as well as 

proleptically challenging the cultural predominance that Shakespeare's plays have 

enjoyed in Australia for almost two centuries. 

While there is no extant information on the audience that attended the 1837 

performance, 
we can 

approach the first proposition?that the scene illustrates some 

thing about the context of early Australian theatre?by outlining various elements of 

colonial society both on- and off-stage. For a start, most of the actors in the production 
were either poverty-stricken English people sent out to Australia as convicts, or their 

descendants (the offspring of people like my own grandmother eight times removed, 
who was sent out on the First Fleet in 1788 for stealing a silk handkerchief).4 In staging 
this traditionally sober British play, the theatre troupe's isolation from England's seat 

of high culture may have granted an outlet for unexpected farce. The rowdy conduct 

of the early-settler audience, punctuated by constant movement, laughter and argu 
ment all over the theatre, and by "the click and slam of box doors being opened and 

shut,"5 may also have encouraged the actors (who, according to the reviewer, did not 

fully know their lines), to break their concentration in this tense final scene. Colonial 

Australian audiences were notoriously undaunted by the prerogatives of stage 
business, and in the atmosphere of noisy informality it would likely have been difficult 

superficially inordinate treatment meted out to Lear and Cordelia: both are sinners who have 

"tempted Providence by their imprudence," and who have been aptly punished for their sins. The play 

"suggests to the unlearned the sadness of domestic wickedness." The critic goes on to praise G. V. 

Brooke's representation of the 

thorough prostration of the monarch's intellect when Lear finds amusement in Mad Tom's straws, and 

is pleased to talk with that philosopher 
.. .The scene, moreover, in which the intellect of Lear recovers, 

and he painfully and joyfully recognizes his Cordelia, was played by Mr. Brooke so truly, that tears 

started to the eyes of many, to whom it would be no shame to confess the weakness, or rather the 

tenderness of their nature. 

[Anon., Sydney Morning Herald 19 August 1858] 

Cordelia was "rendered with much propriety and grace by Mrs. Poole," while Mr. Edwards played 

Edgar with "good taste and pleasing elocution." Similarly, the reviewer of an 1867 production of King 
Lear in Sydney refers to "the stern, unyielding moral by which the whole composition is pervaded," 

praising James Anderson for his restraint in playing Lear: rather than giving way to excesses of 

emotion, Lear was played "materially the same throughout." (Anon., Sydney Morning Herald 26 

October 1867.) 
3 A larrikin is a rowdy Australian street-figure, usually youthful and male, who defies authority 

through unconventional (and often humorous) behavior. 
4 
My ancestor's name was Ann Martin. She was sent over from England in 1788, aged 17. 
5 Eric Irvin, Theatre Comes to Australia (Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 1971), 199. 
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for ill-prepared actors to maintain their concentration.6 In this context it may hardly 
seem surprising that Cordelia, under duress in the final scene, lost her composure. 

The second proposition, that the scene can be emblematically over-written as a 
piece 

of colonial antiauthoritarianism, alludes to a whole history of ideas about who 

Shakespeare has been (and is) for Australians, and how we use him to mark out our 

cultural identity. Better known throughout the world for its Crocodile Hunter and 

Survivor stereotypes than for its Shakespeare performances, Australia nonetheless has 
had a longstanding engagement with Shakespeare. From the eighteenth century? 
when flour, meat, and spirits could be tendered in lieu of currency at the box office 

door?through to the present day, Shakespeare has constituted a prominent part of 

Australia's theatre, and not just as a gauge of good (British) breeding or as a mark of 

higher learning. While some literary historians prefer to contour Australia's past 
without the help of Shakespeare,7 most agree that his plays have indeed helped to 

reflect, and to define, what it means to be Australian, providing fascinating dialogues 
with shifting cultural identities.8 The spectacle of the laughing Cordelia provides one 

of these dialogues: set in a unique Australian place and time, almost two centuries 

later it can provoke us to wonder how Australians understand themselves in represent 

ing Shakespeare. Any conclusions we make will say as much about contemporary 
Australia as they will about the play. 

In prompting these speculations about Shakespeare's place at various points in 

Australia's cultural history, the 1837 review of King Lear highlights the transitions that 
can be wrought through re-evaluation and reinterpretation. Regardless of how one 

sees 
Shakespeare in particular?as 

a source of eternal and timeless inspiration, 
or as a 

cunningly-contrived tool manipulated by cultural power-brokers?theatre itself has 

the capacity "to intervene in the ontological and epistemological systems by which 

history is seen to "unfold,"9 helping to render problematic any seamless view of what 

6 At a performance of Richard III in 1833, several spectators attempted to climb over some metal 

spikes affixed to the stage. John Meredith, who played Richard, grabbed one man and flung him back 

into the orchestra, lacerating his leg. See Katherine Brisbane, Entertaining Australia (Sydney: Currency 
Press, 1991), 29. 

7 
Professor Richard Nile?Director of Australian Studies at the Curtin University of Technology, 

Director of the Australian Public Intellectual Network, co-editor of Australian Cultural History, and co 

chair of the Perth Writers Festival?is one such thinker. In 2003 Nile published The Making of the 

Australian Literary Imagination (Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 2002). In all of its 315 pages, 

Shakespeare's name appears three times: as someone the author had to write on in his final-year 

English Literature exam for university entrance (3); as the subject of a statue in Sydney now fallen into 

disrepair (51); and as the subject of H. J. Sparks's unsuccessful application to the "Australian Men of 

Letters" Fund in 1908 (225). 
8 A useful recent history of Shakespeare productions in Australia was published in 2001: O Brave 

New World: Two Centuries of Shakespeare on the Australian Stage, ed. John Golder and Richard Madelaine 

(Sydney: Currency Press, 2001). For a more lively study of the effects of theatre (including Shakespeare) 
in Australia, see Elizabeth Sch?fer and Susan Bradley Smith, eds., Playing Australia: Australian Theatre 

and the International Stage (Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi Press, 2003). Sch?fer aptly notes that 

"Australian productions, adaptations and rewrites of Shakespeare are a 
particularly critical and high 

profile arena for negotiating the subject of Australianness, as these productions can play against 
received notions of what Shakespeare is/should be in order to mark out, very forcibly, a different 

Shakespeare, one that is distinctively Australian" (63). 
9 
Veronica Kelly, Introduction to Our Australian Theatre in the 1990s (Amsterdam and New York: 

Rodopi Press, 1998), 15. 
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is culturally and dramatically proper or 
expected. The crossroads between stage, 

audience, text and location thus affords the opportunity to consider potentials for 

meaning that can shift at any given time. Even a trivial gaff, such as that of the 

laughing Cordelia, can be given all sorts of connotations depending on where we 

stand and how we watch. 

The issue of theatre's potential for multivalent meaning leads into the third 

proposition, that in iconographie terms the laughing Cordelia mocks the universalist 

associations that have attached to Shakespeare's great play.10 The actor's laughter 

might undermine the very idea that the brutalized and chaotic world of King Lear can 

be healed, deriding, for example, Gloucester's despairing words, "As flies to wanton 

boys 
are we to th' Gods ..." (IV.i.36). The performance event, when abstracted to this 

perspective, challenges the historical containment of King Lear's relentless cruelty. And 

on an even more discordant level, Cordelia's sudden, irrepressible laughter might be 

extrapolated to mock the seriousness with which generations of scholars have 

treasured the hallowed play itself, believing it to convey universal messages about 

suffering and renewal. 

That King Lear is indeed something of a sacred cultural artifact might be witnessed 

by its place in Australia's educational system. One of six plays currently set on the 

nationally influential New South Wales Higher School Curriculum, prior to 2004 it was 

the only Shakespeare play not to be carefully coupled with an "authentic" Australian 

text considered to be thematically related and equally valuable.11 Careful coupling 
aside, the Bard's curricular prominence serves to influence (unfairly, some would 

10 The valorization of Lear as universal man was most famously expressed early in the last century 

by A. C. Bradley, who referred to a "feeling which haunts us in King Lear, as though we were 

witnessing something universal, a conflict not so much of particular persons as of the powers of good 
and evil in the world." See A. C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy (London: Macmillan, 1905), 262. Harley 

Granville-Barker wrote likewise of a "larger synthesis" that suggests a universal relevance to Lear's 

moral progress. (Harley Granville-Barker, "King Lear," in Shakespeare Criticism 1919-35, ed. Anne 

Ridler [London: Oxford University Press, 1936], 293.) John Middleton Murry, in the 1950s, saw the 

"positive theme" of the play as "no less than the Self and the birth of Divine Love. That comes to pass 
in Lear, through absolute isolation, through his becoming "the thing itself," through "madness."' 

(John Middleton Murry, Shakespeare [London: Jonathan Cape, 1956], 338.) This view is still reflected by 

many contemporary directors, such as Lech Mackiewicz, who says: "Shakespeare is the Earth's 

heritage, not England's, and we should not limit the production to a historical setting because the 

fundamentals of Lear's predicament are still relevant today" (Qtd. in Western Review, February 1994). 
11 
While the Higher School Certificate English Stage 6 syllabus in New South Wales for 2001-2003 

listed Hamlet, Julius Caesar, The Tempest, Twelfth Night, Macbeth, and King Lear, Standard English 
students were not required to study any of these plays. (They needed study only one drama text, not 

necessarily Shakespeare.) It was only for Advanced courses that Shakespearean drama was a required 

category: but even here the nominated Shakespeare play was almost always inextricably and pre 

emptively coupled with a contemporary text in order to serve the rationale of the syllabus, which was 

articulated in topics such as "The Individual and Society," "The Language of Sport," "Gendered 

Language," and "Consumerism." These topics were taken to have far more centrality than the shifting 
and partial texts that attempted to address or fleetingly embody them. So, for example, Hamlet was 

coupled with Tom Stoppard's Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, and The Tempest with Tim 

Flannery's The Explorers. The plays appeared in predetermined contexts provided by the Board and 

described in tersely ex cathedra statements: Hamlet and Stoppard (along with Emma and the teenager 
movie Clueless) appeared in an elective called "Transformations," in which "the new resonates with 

the known." In an elective called "In the Wild," a reading of The Tempest required a consideration of it 

as an "explorer" text along with stirring accounts of Abel Tasman or James Cook. Julius Caesar was 
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say12) a further generation of school graduates, not to mention guaranteeing the 

market for Shakespeare-related book sales and theatre productions. Moreover, 

Shakespeare furthers the dialogue with Britishness that has shaped Australian identity 
since the early moments of colonization. Received ideas about what his name means, 

and how his texts should be read and performed, are part of the legacy through which 

Australians understand their relationship with Britain. Interpretations of a play do not 

reside in a vacuum; inevitably, whether through imitation or repudiation, they call 

attention to a history of interpretation that stems from Shakespeare's origins across the 

oceans. Still, after all, part of the British Empire?a member of the Commonwealth 

that struggles with perceptions of indigenous identity; a nation which, in the act of 

"settlement," has killed many of its native people and enforced the servitude of others; 
that aspires to its own unique harmony in a land "girt by sea";13 and whose population 

was fed until 1972 by a steady stream of Assisted Passage Britons14?Australia is now 

becoming increasingly "unBritish" and multicultural. In thinking about Australia's 

complicated relationship to Shakespeare, we can explore not only the breadth of 

contexts given to his plays, but also some reflections?about Britishness, authenticity, 
and indigeneity?that inflect colonial cultural formations. 

I. What Women Mean 

For audience members, Shakespeare 
can mean as little as a 

salutary dose of culture, 

or as much as the very nature of humankind.15 Every contemporary audience engages, 

however subliminally, with the complex strains of its particular cultural identity, and 

built into a module entitled, "Powerplay," and Twelfth Night appeared in an elective on "Gendered 

Language." There was a special prominence given to King Lear, however: it was the only play not 

coupled with a contemporary companion text in a themed module. This allowed students (and 

teachers) a free hand to "explore [the play's] literary qualities and the ways in which different readings 
are possible and imply different values that may be realised through different productions." (NSW 
Board of Studies, English Stage 6, Higher School Curriculum 2001-2003: no longer on-line in 2004.) The 

syllabus changed somewhat for 2004, listing six Shakespeare plays, with only Hamlet in a required 

pairing with a contemporary text. See http://www.boardofstudies.nsw.edu.au/syllabus_hsc/pdf_doc 

/hsc_English_poster_04_o6.pdf. My thanks to Professor Ronald Bedford, University of New England, 
for this information. 

12 
Having completed a study of the literature context of the Higher School Certificate Standard and 

Advanced Syllabus, Wendy Michaels concludes that Shakespeare's prominence reflects both an 

"unAustralian" imbalance and a gender imbalance. See Linda Doherty, "HSC Leaves Women on the 

Shelf," Sydney Morning Herald, 8 October 2003. 
13 The words, "our home is girt by sea" are part of Australia's national anthem, Advance Australia 

Fair. It was written by a Scott named Peter Dodds McCormick (under the pseudonym Amicus) in 1878. 

The song quickly gained popularity; an amended version was sung by a choir of ten thousand at the 

inauguration of the Australian Commonwealth in 1901. In 1984, the first and third verses were 

formally accepted as Australia's national anthem. 
14 
When I was four years old, my family took advantage of the Assisted Passage scheme. My 

Australian-born mother had met and married my father and gone to live with him in England. They 
decided to settle in Australia in 1967, taking the whole family on a 36-hour flight for the price of 60 

pounds sterling. 
15 

One of the most (in)famous contemporary examples of this view is offered by Harold Bloom: "The 

greatheartedness of Lear is surely his most attractive quality, but it is supremely important that we 

recognize his other grand aspects 
... 

King Lear, the modern touchstone for the sublime, hollows out if 

Lear's greatness is scanted or denied." Harold Bloom. Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human (New 
York: Riverhead Books, 1998), 511-12. 

This content downloaded from 137.140.1.131 on Sat, 15 Mar 2014 15:24:01 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


210 / Philippa Kelly 

various theatre companies have their own ways of signalling their relationship to 

Australianness.16 One of the thornier problems for any modern audience is the 

suggestion that Shakespeare's plays are naturally unsympathetic to women. This has 
fuelled much debate, and for any Shakespeare director interested in feminism, it 

provides a pivotal, and personal, concern. This brings me to the particular focus of my 

essay: feminist identities as impacted, or articulated, by contemporary Australian 

stagings of King Lear. Why choose for this purpose a very old British play,17 whose 

subject is an elderly British patriarch? The broad justification for any contemporary 

staging of King Lear?that is, to continue dialogues with centuries of accreted 

interpretation?still doesn't take account of the fact that Shakespeare may have little to 

offer women, contemporary 
or otherwise.18 

16 Australia's foremost theatre company, The Bell Shakespeare Company, devotes itself almost 

exclusively to Shakespeare productions. The Company emphasizes its "Australianness" by prioritiz 

ing modern dress, contemporary themes, and the use of the vernacular. In contrast, the Australian 

Shakespeare Company makes an explicit claim to British authenticity, advertising "traditional" 

productions complete with an Elizabethan banquet served at intermission. See http://www 

.bellshakespeare.com.au and http://home.vicnet.net.au/~asc/. 
17 

King Lear is an archaic play, framed by myths. The story of the old king is first found in Geoffrey 
of Monmouth's Historia Regum Britanni (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1929), which attempts to 

trace the line of England's kings back to Aeneas. Shakespeare was inspired by the anonymous play, 
The True Chronicle History of King Leir, which was revived and printed in 1605, two years before 

Shakespeare's play was entered in the Stationer's Register. See Anon., The True Chronicle History of King 
Leir, ed. Donald Michie (New York: Garland, 1991). Shakespeare compresses the first seven scenes of 

this old play into his first scene, using little of the remainder. He also introduces a subplot (probably 

inspired by Sidney's Arcadia), the tale of the Paphlagonian king and his sons. See Sir Philip Sidney, The 

Countess of Pembroke's Arcadia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). This background, in addition to 

the Fool's choric (and prescient) relationship to Lear, makes it very difficult not to prescribe an 

interpretive pattern for both action and roles. 
18 

Lisa Jardine argues that women in Shakespeare's plays are purely the effect of masculinity. "In the 

absence of women, the gendering of action is governed 
... 

by the attitudes of male members of the 

community, attitudes which crucially position women in relation to desire in ways that suit male 

(reproductive) requirements for female participation in alliance/marriage." See Lisa Jardine, Reading 

Shakespeare Historically (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), 66. Boy actors played the woman's 

part for "a male audience's appreciation." See Lisa Jardine, "Boy Actors, Female Roles, and 

Elizabethan Eroticism," in David Scott Kastan and Peter Stallybrass, eds., Staging the Renaissance: 

Reinterpretation of Elizabethan and Jacobean Drama (London and New York: Routledge, 1991), 57-67. 

Dympna Callaghan observes, "A representational schema that understands sexual difference com 

pletely within the parameters of masculinity does not require women: it occurs entirely within a 

material economy of males," leaving "woman" as a body that is defined in masculinist terms. See 

Dympna Callaghan, Shakespeare Without Women: Performing Race and Gender on the Renaissance Stage 

(London and New York: Routledge, 2000), 51. She continues: "Feminism was defined in and as a relation 

to masculinity, and bore only a troublesome and secondary commensurability with women. However, 

this cleavage between femininity and women in the process of male mimesis need not involve the 

denigration of women as such. For while the premise of all-male performance is misogynist?in that it 

is based on the exclusion of women, who are placed entirely outside its circuits of representation?in 
its execution the performance of femininity might even champion women" (51-52). Valerie Traub is 

similarly concerned by tendencies to naturalize masculinity, seeing the price of redemption as at times 

"a complete capitulation to masculine terms as well as the resurrection of the faulty structure of sexual 

dualism." She goes on to resist the staunch position taken by such critics as Jardine who believe that 

there are no women in Shakespeare (i.e., only boys who play women). In contrast, Traub reads 

Shakespeare's plays as a site where sexual orientations can be played out with unusual fluidity, with 

women able to identify with male, female, and transvestite roles. See Valerie Traub, "Jewels, Statues 

and Corpses: Containment of Female Erotic Power in Shakespeare's Plays," in Shakespeare and Gender: 
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Shakespeare "understood the psyche of men rather than women," said Rose 

Clemente, preparing to play Regan in Gale Edwards's 1988 production of King Lear, 
"with the result that actresses have to fill in to make the most of their time on stage. 

The men's roles are written in a more multi-dimensional and complex way? 

something 
an actor can get his teeth into."19 And King Lear's female parts may offer 

even less potential than roles like that of Rosalind or Isabella, being small in number20 

and narrow in the extremes that they inhabit (Cordelia's quietness, even silence,21 as 

opposed to the extraordinary and "unnatural" violence displayed by Goneril and 

Regan). Is the play nonetheless attractive to contemporary directors because, despite 
its gender bias, it salutes the experience of "universal" humankind?22 Or do directors 

see it as a challenge because of its gender bias, offering them the opportunity to speak 
back to a history of patriarchal association and interpretation?23 These are just two 

possibilities for feminist directors, others of whom may feel that resourceful perfor 
mances can shift Lear's conventional centrality sufficiently 

to make way for women.24 

Alternatively, they may feel that the act of opening the play to women necessarily 
involves compromise, 

or 
perhaps the need for recuperation.25 They might also see 

Shakespeare's women?as Juliet Dusinberre suggests in the third preface to Shakespeare 
and the Nature of Women?as able to assist contemporary women in defining their own 

relationship to (patriarchally inspired) notions of coherent selfhood.26 Or, like Lizbeth 

A History, ed. Deborah Parker and Ivo Kamps (London: Verso, 1995), 120-41. Traub adds elsewhere 

that "despite patriarchal control of female sexuality through the ideology of chastity and illegitimacy, 
there seems to have been a high cultural investment in female erotic pleasure?not because women's 

pleasure was perceived as healthy or intrinsically desirable, but because it was thought necessary for 

successful conception to occur." Valerie Traub, "The Homoerotics of Shakespearean Comedy," in 

Shakespeare, Feminism and Gender, ed. Kate Chedgzoy (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 135-60,153-54. 
19 Interview with Margaret Brenton, Sunday Mail 17 July 1988. 
20 In contrast to Lear's voluminous speeches (he has 166 lines in the Folio's first scene alone), Regan 

has only 182 lines in the entire (Folio) play, Goneril 149, and Cordelia 107. Even Cordelia, Lear's 

"salvation," is, as Harold Bloom points out, much less central to the play than is her parallel, Edgar. 

"Shakespeare leaps over several intervening reigns in order to have Edgar succeed Lear as King of 

Britain (Bloom, Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human, 479). 
21 "Her voice was ever soft, / Gentle and low, an excellent thing in woman" (King Lear, V.iii.272-73). 

All references to King Lear are from the Riverside Shakespeare, second edition, ed. G. Blakemore Evans 

(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1997). 
22 

Kelly, Our Australian Theatre, 15. 
23 

Noting that Lear's tirade against women is positioned late in the play when sympathy for the 

elderly king is riding high, Elizabeth Sch?fer says, "Negotiating this moment without endorsing 
. . . 

Lear's deep-seated loathing of women's sexuality presents a serious challenge," MsDirecting Shakespeare 

(London: The Women's Press, 1998), 128. 
24 Carol Rutter suggests, for example, that while certain dramatic moments (like the death scenes in 

King Lear) conventionally play out gendered expectations of female subordination, these expectations 
can be acknowledged and complicated by "smart actors" who learn how to "collaborate with 

[Shakespeare] to author themselves." Carol Rutter, Enter the Body: Women and Representation on 

Shakespeare's Stage (London and New York: Routledge, 2001), 26,140. 
25 For instance, Madelon Sprengnether discusses the process of "displacing not only the locus of 

masculine subjectivity but also its implicit claim to universal significance." Sprengnether is referring in 

this context to Jane Smiley's novel, A Thousand Acres, which aims to recuperate King Lear's oppressive 

misogyny. See Madelon Sprengnether, "The Gendered Subject of Shakespearean Tragedy," in 

Shakespearean Tragedy and Gender, ed. Shirley Nelson Garner and Madelon Sprengnether (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1996), 1. 

26 
Juliet Dusinberre, Third Preface to Shakespeare and the Nature of Women, third edition (New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), xx-xxi (xxii). 
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Goodman, they may find in King Lear?and in Shakespeare in general?a special kind 

of freedom born of recognizing that these roles were not written for them to play.27 

In considering the possibilities for gender-interested productions of King Lear, 
directors have the potential to explore the complexities and contradictions of their 
own cultural identities. Feminism does not have a single voice, nor does it speak on its 

own; it moves within a web of discourses about social domination, oppression and 

preferment.28 Such discourses can highlight aspects of Australian culture?Britishness, 

indigeneity, and multiculturalism, for instance?encouraging new understandings of 

the ways in which they shape and challenge selfhood. (I will also include in the 

discussion below one 
production staged in New Zealand,29 largely because, as a cross 

gendered production, it adds interest and complexity to the two cross-gendered 
Australian productions discussed.30 Given the pains that New Zealanders and Austra 

lians take to insist on their culturally distinctiveness, I will simply explore this 

performance in context with the Australian performances, rather than attempt to deal 

with New Zealand's very different history of occupation or, much worse, to apply 
some crude grouping of Antipodean productions.) 

II. Gale Edwards's King Lear 

It is a pleasure to watch Olivier beat his head 

as he curses his daughters as only he can.31 

King Lear provides a tremendous opportunity for an actor to really let loose in 

beating and shaking the head while cursing women at the top of his lungs. It is 

surprising (and even disconcerting) when an actor chooses not to do this32; Gale 

27 Goodman says that a woman can choose 

to play those parts as a woman, or as a woman playing a man playing a woman, or not at all. . . She 

may choose to play them as if she were part of the circumstances of their production, or by reminding 
herself that she stands outside those circumstances, or by denying the relevance of any such 

considerations. She may see herself as a perfomer of alternative Shakespeares or as an actor in the 

process of creating alternatives to Shakespeare. 

See Lizbeth Goodman, "Women's Alternative Shakespeares and Women's Alternatives to Shakespeare 
in Modern British Theatre," in Chedgzoy, ed., Shakespeare, Feminism and Gender, 88. 

28 Ania Loomba notes that the conversation between these discourses is anything but seamless. She 

suggests that while postcolonialism has an interest in marginalized peoples, it may not always be 

conducive to feminist interest because theories of the colonial encounter often find it so difficult to 

recover the female subaltern: thus, like new historicism and cultural materialism, it can be accused of 

effacing women's issues (236-7). Moreover, "race, gender, class, caste, and other social differentials 

cannot be easily accommodated without risking an endless fragmentation of subjectivity" (237). See 

Ania Loomba, "The Colour of Patriarchy: Critical Difference, Cultural Difference and Renaissance 

Drama," in Chedgzoy, ed., Shakespeare, Feminism and Gender, 235-55. 
29 This was Geraldine Brophy's 2002 production of Queen Leah, described later in this essay. 
30 The tendency of those across the Pacific and Atlantic oceans to bundle into the same (Down 

Under) cultural category both Australian and New Zealand productions of Shakespeare has been 

scrupulously resisted by organizations like the Australian and New Zealand Shakespeare Association. 

In order to avoid any sense of cultural privilege, the Association holds its biannual conference 

consecutively in Australian and New Zealand locations. 
31 

J. R. Pinto, review of 1984 movie version of King Lear, directed by Michael Elliott, 16 July 2003. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/tg/detail/-/6301516079/102-7065980-6060930?v=glance. 
32 Audiences are, for example, unaccustomed to actors who, for reasons of actually being "four score 

years and upward," are unable to rant loudly. When the ninety-year-old Sir John Gielgud was cast in 

This content downloaded from 137.140.1.131 on Sat, 15 Mar 2014 15:24:01 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


PERFORMING AUSTRALIAN IDENTITY / 213 

Edwards, the first woman to direct King Lear in Australia, made such restraint the 

hallmark of her production. Moreover, in her 1988 production for the State Theatre of 
South Australia, Edwards proved that an Australian woman can stage a male-centred 

British play, relying heavily on British precedent, and still open up culturally specific 

speculations for Australian women. 

In her production of King Lear, Gale Edwards benefited from the high profile lent by 
Australian actors Geoffrey Rush and John Gaden, and indeed by Shakespeare's play 
itself. Australian theatre critic Veronica Kelly has noted that the frequency of 

Shakespeare's staging in our theatres has a lot to do with the guarantee his name 

provides at the box office.33 It is quite telling that reviews of the production all 

mentioned the immense proportions of an heirloom like King Lear, some of them 

applauding Edwards for daring to tackle it, others wishing that the masterpiece had 

been left inviolate: "Gale Edwards has mastered the important parts of Lear so that we 

have a king worth mourning and a story worth following";34 "[virtually every 
member of its distinguished cast display[s] competence with Shakespeare's poetic and 

antiquated dialogue";35 "Gale Edwards gave this horribly complicated play her best 

shot";36 "Shakespeare would have been proud of the performance! 
. . . The acting 

was 

just as Shakespeare probably imagined when he wrote the play";37 "Gaden's company 
has served us well in staging a classic work. We can only regret that their tale is not so 

much a tragedy as a bit of a pity."38 Almost no Australian audience comes fresh to a 

production of King Lear: most will have done it at school,39 and are familiar with its 
aura of insupportable grief. What audiences are not familiar with is a King Lear that is 

dressed down, and even comedie; and this was an effect that Edwards aimed for. 

Edwards wanted to reject the traditional tones of tragic magnificence that had 

characterized such important productions as John Alden's, which toured the country 

extensively in the 1950s, becoming a landmark King Lear for much of the century.40 
Note figure 1, for example, which displays Alden's highly formalized tableau. 

Edwards's production avoided an antiquated world, favoring a simple, informal 

setting. A black circular platform floor split into three pieces at the end of the 

a radio performance of King Lear by the Renaissance Theatre Company in London (April 1994), his 

muted vocal display was mocked by the title of Robert Hanks's review in the Independent: "Vowel, 

vowel, vowel, vowel!" (12 April 1994). 
33 "Old patterns, new energies," in Kelly, ed., Our Australian Theatre, 7. 
34 Tim Lloyd, The Advertiser July 1988. 
35 

Anon., Ego, 17 August 1988. 
36 Tim Lloyd, Magazine, 16 July 1988. 
37 Susan Soulofski, Empire Tomes, August 1988. 
38 
Murray Bramwell, "Fooling With Lear," The Australian Listener, August 1988. 

39 Some of the most popular movie selections for school viewing are the 1971 Peter Brook movie 

starring Paul Scofield, in which the stark landscape of Denmark stands in for England; the 1982 version 

directed by Jonathan Miller and starring Michael Horden, Gillian Barge, Penelope Wilton, and Brenda 

Blethyn (known as one of the better in the lacklustre BBC series); Richard Eyre's 1998 version, a theatre 

production adapted for television in which close-ups replace sweeping court and landscape scenes, 

and in which Ian Holm plays a petulant old king; and the 1984 King Lear directed by Michael Elliott 

and starring a seventy-five year-old Laurence Olivier who claimed that at his age "You're Lear in every 
nerve of your body" (qtd. in Stanley Wells, Shakespeare: A Dramatic Life [London: Sinclair-Stevenson, 

1994], 26). 
40 

Some of the better-known redemptive productions over the decades have been the 1978 

Queensland Theatre Company King Lear, the 1994 Playbox production in Melbourne, and the 1994 

Sydney Theatre Company production. 
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Figure 1. Formal set for John Alden's production of King Lear, 1951. 

Reproduced by permission of the Mitchell Library, Sydney. 

production's first scene, representa ting Lear's proposed division of the kingdom, or of 

the ruptures between his three daughters.41 Edwards also insisted that her actors use 

Australian locution. She wanted her production to seem "natural" (accessible to 

modern Australian audiences), while striving to denaturalize assumptions about its 

meaning: typically, that the play is all about Lear's folly and regeneration. 

In the midst of the storm, the Fool (Geoffrey Rush, fig. 2) opened an umbrella. The 

storm magically let up, the quietness of the stage mocking Lear's outrage. This is how 

Edwards approached the task of dismantling the king's centrality: through irreverent 

humor, a quality some might see as quintessentially Australian. Deprived of the moral 

high ground, Lear (played by Gaden) established a more human discourse with his 

older daughters (Deborah Kennedy and Rose Clemente). And these daughters were 

not traditional monsters who fleshed out Lear's "unnatural hags,"42 but rational, 

mature women whose patience was sorely tried by their father's querulous frailties. 

They also embodied his natural love of power: 

It is far too simplistic to say that Regan and Goneril are incarnately evil and disrespectful. 

They are their father's daughters and have inherited from him a love of power, possession 
and ambition.43 

41 This set was brilliantly flexible, with the three pieces able to rise and descend to different levels. In 

the storm scene, for instance, Lear stood on one of the pieces, which became a raised platform at the 

back of the stage, his promontory an eerily prescient marker of the cliff from which his d?ppleganger, 

Gloucester, would later fall. Smoke swirled around him, indicating his fear and confusion. Edwards 

saw her stage world as 

both primitive and contemporary, barbaric yet "civilised," epic and yet intimate, grandiose but earthy; 
a world in which the ideas of the play could be explored, for it is these ideas which transmit across the 

centuries and speak afresh to a 1988 Australian audience. 

[Qtd. in program notes for Edwards production.] 
42 

See King Lear, act two, scene four, line 296. 
43 

Gale Edwards, program notes. 
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Figure 2. Geoffrey Rush as the Fool in Gale Edwards's production of King Lear, July 1988. 

Photo: David Wilson. Reproduced by permission of the State Theatre of South Australia. 

In setting up this dynamic between Lear and his daughters, Edwards strove to 

complicate the history of compassion that has attached to Shakespeare's oldest king. 
Her use of elements of the theatre of the absurd?like the Fool's umbrella, or the 

farcical blinding scene in which Gloucester's eyeballs loudly popped out and bounced 
across the stage?helped to tone down the play's tragic elements, so that voices other 

than Lear's could be heard (even if the foolery was not always welcome44). John Gaden 

assisted this effect by giving a quietly-spoken Lear, plaintive where he might accuse 

and querulous where he might thunder.45 Halted from time to time by his dicky heart, 
Lear was a 

figure of compassion; but he came across as a 
pest rather than a 

tyrant, 

while Goneril and Regan made cool-headed claims for their points of view. 

In her staging of King Lear, Edwards was heavily influenced by Peter Brook's 1962 

Royal Shakespeare Company production in London, which had imagined the play as a 

"rough, uneven, jagged and disconcerting vision."46 Brook's production had broken 

44 
Reviewer Murray Bramwell commented, for example: "Director Gale Edwards has opted for a 

Beckettian Lear with such an excess of foolery that you might wonder if the Popular Mechanicals has 

arrived a month early.'" See Murry Bramwell, "Unaccommodated," The Adelaide Review August 1988. 
45 Gaden's performance drew a great deal of criticism from those who expected a more regal king. 

Murray Bramwell wrote, for example: 

There is no sense of Lear's power and therefore of the ruin caused by its forfeiture. Lear capers, 

sniggers, cackles and even rants, but lacks majesty. Gaden's Lear doesn't over-act, he over-reacts. In key 
scenes he is locked in by diminishing, distracting gesture and hasty, crabbed delivery. 

[Bramwell, "Fooling"] 
46 Gale Edwards, program notes. 
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with tradition by emphasising Lear's tyranny and obsession with power, turning the 

play into a bleak vision of negation. Similarly, in Edwards's production, Gaden refused 
a satisfying trajectory toward joyous and heart-breaking self-renewal. A human rather 

than a regal king, he moved "from Lear foolish and arrogant to Lear foolish and fond 

and ultimately to Lear senile, pathetic, heart-rending, cut and slashed by self 

knowledge/'47 The production also established a material reason for the attitudinal 

chasm between the sisters. The accentuated age gap between Regan and Cordelia 

suggested that the first two sisters were born of a king at the height of his authority, 
while the youngest was the cosseted darling of his later years. Edwards was well aware 

that if Lear is allowed to monopolize all our awe and compassion, his daughters rarely 
get a look-in; and that if Regan and Goneril are borderlined as vicious demi-devils, with 

harsh voices and demeanors, the audience's sympathy will remain on their father's side 
no matter how impossible he is. But if the two older sisters are allowed to emerge as 

mature, reasonable characters, the interpretive implications can be shifted radically.48 

The most noteworthy contribution offered by a rather bloodless Cordelia (Kaarin 

Fairfax) was a cartoonishly styled costuming statement. While Goneril and Regan 
were dressed in simple mood-setting costumes to match the spareness of the set, 
Cordelia returned for act four's invasion scene dressed in battle gear, in order to 

display physical and moral strength.49 It is unfortunate that productions which favor 

the female characters' adoption of masculine dress and attributes50 align themselves 

with Lear's curse and undermine sympathy for the sisters, which requires 
a 

special 

effort of interpretation 
to achieve.51 They also encourage audiences to perceive the 

female characters as 
unchanged from opening 

to close, doing 
no more than reveal 

their true colors or take on borrowed hues, reinforcing opinions?such 
as Graham 

Bradshaw's?that "nothing that happens in King Lear makes us doubt that there is an 

essential difference between Cordelia's nature and that of her sisters."52 

47 Peter Ward, The Advertiser (Adelaide) 11 July 1978. 
48 

Other ways can be found to lay claim to a more reasoned position for Regan and Goneril. In the 

1994 Playbox production, for example, Pico Iyor chose to argue for their claims in the extensive 

program notes, imagining himself as part of "the Lear family": 

See, the thing is, I come from this really dysfunctional family. I mean, the old man is just the usual 

raving patriarch who's never taken the time to get in touch with his feminine side. And my sisters have 
no time for bonding at all?Cordelia simply goes around saying nothing with this crazy smile on her 

face. Talk about denial! Even when I was growing up, I never had any positive female role models, 

anyone who could teach me about mothering, or mentoring. Ever heard of Mrs Lear? . . . 
Finally I tell 

him [Lear], "Co-dependency no more!" Well, he totally freaks and takes this guilt trip thing over to my 
sister's house . . . 

[Program notes for the Playbox production of King Lear, 1994] 
49 This strategy offered an ironic inversion of Aubrey Mellor's Nimrod production in Sydney four 

years earlier, in which Gillian Jones, as Goneril, stripped off her woman's clothing to reveal the 

guerrilla uniform of a man. Jones's costuming in the Mellor production disappointingly reinforced 

Lear's sexist representation of women whose avarice and ambition is incompatible with femininity. It 

also implicitly suggested that the female roles in King Lear do not change?they only reveal their true 

colors, leaving "change" as the preserve of the men. 
50 

Consider also the dominatrix-style costumes adopted by the sisters in David Ritchie's 2001 Harlam 

production at Bondi Beach and in Benjamin Winspear's 2001 Sydney Theatre Company King Lear. 
51 For more on this point, see Alexander Leggatt, King Lear (Manchester: Manchester University 

Press, 1991), 13. 
52 Graham Bradshaw, Misrepresentations: Shakespeare and the Materialists (Ithaca: Cornell, 1993), 216. 
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III. Selves and Histories 

At this point I am going to jump forward some fifteen years (and some sixteen 

Australian King Lears) to the low-budget Genesian Theatre production directed by 

Gary Dooley in Sydney in 2003. Like Edwards, Dooley created a sense of history in his 

production so as to develop the sisters' roles, complicating the potential for a good/ 
bad dichotomy and resisting the simplicity of a binary relationship. Whereas Edwards's 

production suggested connections and allegiances that were set up long before the 

opening scene, Dooley conceived of history as something immanent to his production. 
This enabled him to conceive of character development in a very different way: 

The women in King Lear fascinate me?it is their actions that facilitate every major plot 

development. They 
are not the largest roles in the canon but I think they 

are three of the 

most difficult. Unfortunately, I think they are often played in a one-dimensional way. 
There is a tendency to play them with foresight?to play what the characters become rather 

than what they 
are at the beginning of the play.53 

In the above terms, the sisters are important not only for their integral relationship to 

the play's development, but also for the fact that their status can so easily be 

diminished. In relegating them to good/bad paradigms, directors have often col 

lapsed their entitlement to character development, imputing motives to their answers 

in the first scene that are revealed as the action progresses. As with Edwards, Dooley 

struggled with the problem of how to create histories for characters who have very 
few lines in which to evolve them. While Edwards chose to imply an age-related 

history that served as a backdrop to the action, Dooley aimed to locate the sisters' 

growth within the production itself, making their characters the outcome, rather than 

the origin, of action: 

Goneril and Regan [are] not baddies waiting to be unmasked but powerful women who 

[are] understandably resentful of their public manipulation [in Li.] by their father . . . This 

means that [they] 
are forced to go on a 

journey?much 
more 

interesting for an actress to 

"discover" that she is capable of blinding someone than to know it from the start.54 

When the three sisters entered in act one, scene one they were dressed in a formal 

mixture of Elizabethan and Japanese styles, with Kabuki-like makeup (see fig. 3). 

Dooley designed the formal, emblematic beginning to help the actors get in character 

and lay aside their customary preconceptions.55 As the sisters developed their 

distinctive personalities, the costumes were dismantled and the heavy makeup 

gradually peeled away. Echoing the famous 1955 Gielgud production in Stratford, in 

which round holes cut into the costumes grew larger 
as the action progressed, the 

sisters pared away their regal propriety to reveal startling potentials. 

Dooley's production threw out an interpretive challenge to the audience: is violence 
a natural state, or does it become what it is through action and opportunity? Denuded 

53 
Gary Dooley, Email to the author, 9 March 2004. 

54 Ibid. 
55 

Gary Dooley, Email to the author, 11 March 2004: 

Many actors are not used to complex makeup nowadays and putting on this "face" allowed them to 

adopt the stylized, ritualistic, formal attitude necessary to pull off the opening scene. Some of the older 

"traditional" actors, who I thought would be horrified by the notion of wearing makeup reminiscent of 

Kabuki, embraced the idea completely; some of the younger ones were much harder to convince. 

This content downloaded from 137.140.1.131 on Sat, 15 Mar 2014 15:24:01 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


218 / Philippa Kelly 

Figure 3. Goneril, Cordelia, Kent, and the Fool in the Genesian production of King Lear, 2002. 

Photo: Grant Fraser. Reproduced by permission of the Genesian Theatre. 

of makeup and fine clothing, Regan (Loretta Tolnai) herself blinded Gloucester (fig. 4). 
Audiences were left to speculate 

as to whether she was the monstrous creature 

deplored by the 3rd Servant,56 or whether she generated this potential through the 

circumstance in which she found herself. This second speculation was reinforced by 
the fact that the two older sisters, in the Genesian production, 

were more vicious 

together than alone. Goneril (Jennifer Dwyer) egged Regan on to perform the blinding, 
while in the scene where they were to strip Lear of his knights, they vied eagerly to get 

the number down to 
nought. "Time and again," commented Dooley, "research has 

shown that 'ordinary' people can be made to do 'bad' things if the situation is right."57 

One of the most interesting aspects of the Genesian production was its approach to 

the character of Cordelia. The difficulty of playing Cordelia, in Dooley's terms, is that 

56 
Just after the blinding scene, 3rd Servant says of Regan, "... If she live long, / And in the end meet 

the old course of death, / Women will all turn monsters" (King Lear, Ill.vii.100-102). 
57 

Gary Dooley, Email to author, 11 March 2004. Dooley also notes: 

The idea that there are "bad" people out there is inherently comforting, because the "bad" people are 

always someone else. The idea that people with psychological makeup similar to you and I can commit 

atrocities is much more disquieting. I think that if you could question the characters at the beginning of 

the play and ask Goneril if she is capable of poisoning her sister or Regan if she could put out 

Gloucester's eyes, they would be horrified at the idea. I don't believe that the people who worked in 

concentration camps were that different from the average Englishman or American. Time and time 

again research has shown that "ordinary" people can be made to do "bad" things if the situation is 

right. If Lear is played as a sort of moral fable of goodies versus baddies you rob it of the potential of 

asking the difficult questions. What it should be asking is, "Are we all capable of behaving like this?" 
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Figure 4. Regan blinds Gloucester, Genesian production. Photo: Grant Fraser. 

Reproduced by permission of the Genesian Theatre. 
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she is given "no opportunity to build the character before she's straight in with 

refusing to play ball with Dad, then she disappears for an age and comes back a 

warrior queen."58 This raises the issue of the problematic gap between Cordelia's 

initial stubbornness (her "Nothing, my lord," which can even be taken as recalci 

trance) and the overwhelming forgiveness she demonstrates at the end of the play. It 

is a gap that encourages critics to homogenize Cordelia's conduct in order to give 

plausibility to the radically different responses she offers her father from act one, scene 

once to act four, scene six. This plausibility can be conferred, for example, by 

construing Cordelia's initial ruggedness as evidence of a strength of character that is 

only fully seen at the play's close;59 or by focussing on the spiritual possibilities of her 

early speeches,60 suggesting perhaps that the burden of change rests not on her but on 

Lear, whose lesson is to recognize the meaning of his daughter's initial "Nothing." 

(Philippa Berry suggests that Lear comes to recognize the true worth of silent 

speech.61) But if a director wants Cordelia to be more than a stubbornly silent objector 
or "an excellent corpse,"62 she or he has to be inventive, wresting the focus away from 

Lear's remorseful recollections and self-flagellations. In Dooley's production, Cordelia 

(Simone-Maree Dixon) did achieve some emotional complexity in this production, 

beginning act one, scene one not with the gentle fortitude that many actors have 

chosen for this scene,63 but with unabashed stubbornness: 

[In Li] Cordelia was equally outraged [as were Goneril and Regan] but chose a different 

course of action to her sisters. She didn't see the consequences when she first said 

"nothing"?but having said it, her stubbornness and sheer bloody mindedness forced her 

to see it out to the end. 

When she re-entered the stage in the fourth act,64 Cordelia conveyed an unconstrained 

authority despite her short stature, and a sense of purpose without haughtiness. 

Displaying a power that Lear no longer possessed in his own right, with a single look 

she stopped the arresting soldiers from laying hands on her father. 

58 
Dooley, Email, 9 March 2004. 

59 
James Calderwood does this in talking of her "gentle conquest" in the play's fourth act. See 

"Creative Uncreation in King Lear," in Shakespeare Quarterly 37 (1986, 5-19): 9. 
60 

For example, in her reference to her sisters' "glib and oily art" (I.i.222), which echoes the Book of 

Proverbs: 

For the lips of an immoral woman drip honey, 
And her mouth is smoother than oil; 
But in the end she is more bitter than wormwood, 

Sharper than a two-edged sword. 

[Proverbs 5: 3-5] 
61 

Philippa Berry. Shakespeare's Feminine Endings: Disfiguring Death in the Tragedies (London and New 

York: Routledge, 1999), 55. 
62 This observation was made in a web log note by an audience member at Dooley's production. No 

reason was given for the observation. Anon., "King Lear, Gay Issues, Iraq," Floating Life Diary Archive 

29: Ninglun's Diaries. 21 March to Good Friday 2003. http://www.angelfire.com/realm/ninglun 
/2003d.html. 

63 
As, for example, in John Alden's 1952 production of the play that toured throughout Australia, in 

which Paula Denya played a sweet Cordelia who appealed to audience sympathies from the start, and 

whose return to the reunion scene was applauded with relief; and in the Sydney Theatre Company's 
1994 production, in which Toni Collette played a very naive Cordelia, whose strained honesty in act 

one, scene one reinforced the notion that her sweet vulnerability is badly misunderstood. 
64 She was, admittedly, dressed rather blatantly in a blood-red coat. 
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Dooley's production, then, attempted to permit some character development for 

King Lear's women, asking questions about the choices they make and, more broadly, 

about the place of violence within human nature. To those who see any performance of 

Shakespeare in Australia as a form of cultural servitude, such questions may perpetu 
ate the image of a transhistorical and multivalent universal Bard. It may be true that in 

staging Shakespeare in Australia, theatre companies prolong a cringing feeling of 

cultural indebtedness to Britain. But in response to this, I would argue that such 

cultural indebtedness itself provides an interesting focus for self-reflection,65 offering 
audiences the opportunity to examine their own preoccupations and biases. 

IV. "I never was the man I used to be"66: King Lear's Gender Switches 

If feminist approaches challenge the gendered assumptions that contain, or con 

strain, King Lear's interest for contemporary women, it seems useful?if not inevi 

table?to ask why the play's great journey should be the prerogative of a man. 

Gender-switching has at times been used to stage this question, moving a woman into 

pole position on the heath and, in the process, reinforcing the thematic architecture 

that insists on King Lear's universal relevance.67 But if gendered behavior is, as Judith 
Butler puts it, a performance of sorts imposed by normative heterosexuality, then 

gender-switching can provide intriguing opportunities to explore the very boundaries 

of the "natural," as well as the extent to which conventions determine our acts for us.68 

In this final section I will consider three contexts?two Australian, one New Zealand? 

for gender-switched King Lears. These productions present very different ways of 

engaging with gendered associations. 

Gender-switching was deployed in a specific and ingenious manner in Barrie 

Kosky's 1998 production of King Lear for the Bell Shakespeare Company. By adding a 

maverick "fourth daughter" to the stage, gender-switching served to complicate 
Lear's familial relationships, highlighting his detachment from his own flesh and 

blood. A singing, tap-dancing female Fool (Louise Fox) became a parodie alternative to 

Lear's blood relations, flirting with him and capping off her performance with a full 

throttle rendition of "My Heart Belongs to Daddy" (fig. 5). In so doing, the Fool 

highlighted the King's dysfunctional relationship with his three daughters, and in this 

65 In 1993, for example, a collection of skeptical voices was published under the title Shakespeare's 
Books, which provided various postcolonial perspectives arguing against the perpetuation of Shakespeare 
studies in Australia. See Shakespeare's Books, ed. Marian Campbell and Philip Mead (Melbourne: 

Melbourne University Press, 1993). 
66 

This quotation was taken from a performance by Rinde Eckert in Shorebirds, Margaret Jenkins 
Dance Company 30th Anniversary, San Francisco, April 2003. 

67 This was the premise of Helena Kaut-Howson's 1997 production for London's Old Vic. In 

directing a gender-switched King Lear, she saw the King's gender as utterly immaterial to the play's 
concerns about power and decrepitude, while the lead, Kathryn Hunter, was less concerned with 

replacing a male Lear than with simply playing the role as it had always been meaningful to her. 

Obsessed with the play since studying it at school at the age of fourteen, Hunter had always related to 

Lear as an emblem of crisis rather than to Cordelia as an emblem of victimhood: "Adolescence is a kind 

of crisis state about your relation with the world." Interview on BBC Education King Lear, http:// 
www.bbc.co.uk/education/bookcase/lear/mitchell.shtml. 

68 
Judith Butler, "Performative Acts and Gender Constitution. An Essay in Phenomenology and 

Feminist Theory," In Performing Feminisms: Critical Theory and Theatre, ed. Sue-Ellen Case (Baltimore: 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 1990), 270. 
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Figure 5. Louise Fox as the Fool in the Kosky production of King Lear, 1998. Photo: Jeff Busby. 

Reproduced by permission of The Arts Centre, Melbourne. 

particular production she supported their explicit function of holding mirrors up to 

Lear's madness.69 Kosky's production was all about Lear's journey through madness, 

and he emerged as peculiarly cut off from all three daughters. Cordelia, played by 
Deborah Mailman, wore a gaudy pink costume and floppy headpiece that gave her an 

uncanny resemblance to the Fool (fig. 6); her performance itself was comparatively 
muted, however, portraying her as the crushed and bloodless victim of her father's 

egomania. Goneril (Melita Jurisic) and Regan (Di Adams) delivered their lines in high 
pitched, whining voices, with Regan repellently sucking out Gloucester's eyes. Their 

wicked-witch routine was capped off when they murdered Cordelia on-stage with a 

plastic bag. Dancing and singing around the king, the Fool was the only "daughter" 
who could be seen and in any way understood by him; while her outrageous flirtation 

played up the incestuous possibilities of the hopelessly misaligned relationship 
between father and daughters. 

Even with a fourth "daughter" to join their ranks, and the erasure of Albany and 

Cornwall from the production altogether, the sisters still were given little opportunity 
for development or interest. With its 1940s Hollywood style, its amalgam of Muscovite 

cloaks and elaborate head coverings, its servants played as grotesque dogs with huge, 

flopping penises, its portrayal of Mad Tom smearing excrement over his face, and its 

wild, screeching noises, the Kosky production dazzled (and at times horrified) its 

69 In eclipsing the intimacy with her father that Cordelia loses (I.i) and regains (IV.vii), this Fool also 

added a contemporary reminder of what was conventionally considered "original practice" in the 

doubling of the Fool and Cordelia. 
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Figure 6. Deborah Mailman as Cordelia in the Kosky production of King Lear, 1998. 

Photo: Jeff Busby. Reproduced by permission of Helen Hotinski and the Bell Shakespeare Company. 

audiences through a display of the carnivalesque confusion that characterized Lear's 

journey through madness. In privileging this mad journey, and in making the 

daughters subservient to it, Kosky's production retained the relentless and unapolo 

getic masculinism that has historically posited Lear as the locus of action and his mind 

as the locus of interest. There were 
gestures toward multiculturalism?using 

a famous 

Aboriginal actress to play Cordelia, for instance; having Kazuhiro Muroyama play a 

Japanese Oswald; and having Rostislav Orel play Kent in a Russian tongue?but these 

remained completely undeveloped. In the production's overarchingly Freudian 

madscape, such gestures served as little more than the "foreign tongues" that attested 

to the wild untranslatability of the king's solipsistic world. 

An entirely different form of gender-switching had already been used in Australia 

back in 1991, well before Kosky's King Lear hit the boards. Mounted by Sydney Theatre 

Company director Wayne Harrison, ex-drama lecturer Philip Parsons, and designer 
John Senczuk, the Sydney Theatre Company's production used gender-switching for 

the purpose of authentic staging. With an all-male cast, a makeshift theatre, no 

production director, no set, and a 
forty-hour rehearsal period, the intention was to 

produce a King Lear stripped bare of the history of awe and interpretation historically 
attached to it. The production team also aimed to challenge the tendency of audiences 

to reify King Lear, like Gale Edwards, they used humor as a means to mount this 

challenge. Ron Haddrick as Lear played the leading role for laughs in the first three 

acts, emphasizing Lear's ludicrous vanity, self-delusion and short temper. His portrayal 
was supported by a humorous performance from Edmund; this deflected attention 

from Lear's grandeur, with Haddrick's light-hearted delivery permitting almost no 
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build-up to the storm scene. But in order for such a strategy to work, there had to be 
some emotional alternative, ideally the deflecting of attention from Lear in order to 

parcel it out to the play's female roles. Instead, the female characters, played in the 

interests of authenticity by men, were little more than caricatures, their camped-up 

drag-queen performances provoking peals of laughter from the audience.70 Moreover, 

besides the obvious drawback of denying work to contemporary female actors, these 

camp performances effectively reproduced (and parodied) the way in which female 

parts in this play have so often been confined to stereotypical categories that write large 

qualities of shrewishness or saccharine sweetness, effectively pushing the three sisters 
to the interpretive sidelines in favor of the complexities granted to the two old men. 

There is possibly more potential for female character development and interest 

when Lear's part itself is given to a woman. This was done rarely but with some 

notoriety in England and America in the 1990s.71 In 2002 there were, remarkably, two 

separate Southern Hemisphere "Queen Leans," one in New Zealand and the other in 

Australia. The Australian Queen Leah, staged briefly in Newcastle, received only one 

pre-performance publicity article and no reviews at all. While it thus disappeared 
without a trace, the New Zealand Leah received more attention, possibly because of the 

media coverage generated by the invitation of important female political guests to the 

premiere. This production spoke to the distinction between an adaptation?which, 

according to critics Daniel Fischlin and Mark Fortier, augments the themes and 

interests assigned to a writer72?and an appropriation, in which a director appropri 
ates the play with a view to working against a writer's assigned interest.73 While 

appropriation is a theatrical practice associated with adaptation, its purpose is more 

generally contestatory. It would assume, for example, that a feminist production faces 

the challenge of speaking back to a text that is implicitly incompatible with the 

interests of contemporary 
women. 

"Theatre should be dangerous and confronting. People who want to be comforted 

and entertained probably shouldn't come."74 This was the summation offered by 
Geraldine Brophy about her performance as Queen Leah in New Zealand. Renaming 

70 The reviewer Rosemary Neill said of Haddrick's performance that it "painstakingly traces the 

stern outlines of a man who keeps himself remote from himself?and, in some ways, from us." The 

Australian 3 June 1991. 
71 In 1996, for instance, Maureen Shea staged a production for The Company of Women at Wellesley 

College in Massachusetts, in which Kristin Linklater played the role of Lear. In 1997 Helena Kaut 

Houson produced the play at London's Young Vic, with Kathryn Hunter playing Lear. For more on 

these, see Philippa Kelly, "See What Breeds About Her Heart," Renaissance Drama 33 (Spring 2004). 
72 More specifically, theatrical adaptation constitutes 

[a]n intertextual apparatus, a system of relations and citations not only between verbal texts, but 

between singing and speaking bodies, lights, sounds, movements, and all other cultural elements in 

theatrical production. 

See Adaptations of Shakespeare: a Critical Anthology of Plays from the Seventeenth Century to the Present, ed. 

Daniel Fischlin and Mark Fortier (New York: Routledge, 2000), 7. 
73 Thomas Cartelli usefully defines appropriation as something that "usually works against the 

avowed or assigned interest of the writer whose work is appropriated." Thomas Cartelli, Repositioning 

Shakespeare (London and New York: Routledge, 1999), 15. Fischlin and Fortier find the verb "appropri 
ate" overly weighted with a sense of coercion (7). 

74Qtd. in Dispatch on-line 28 March 2002. http://www.dispatch.co.za/2002/03/28/features 
/SHA.HTM 
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Shakespeare's play LEAH, Brophy claimed inspiration from the great passions of 

Shakespeare's play in an age in which "men have never been so dissociated from 

parenting as they are now."75 The three-hour production, staged by the New Zealand 

Actors Company, recast Lear as a woman who faced death by cancer rather than old age. 

A large, solid woman dressed all in white, her hair hidden beneath a huge white 

heart-shaped "crown," Queen Leah was 
portrayed 

as a 
forty-something matriarch 

"with hormonal imbalance like you wouldn't believe."76 In key scenes on the heath, 
Leah's costume was stained with menstrual blood, an ironic inversion of the manner 

in which blood is generally "worn" by Shakespeare's tragic figures of authority. How 

might we compare, for example, Coriolanus's gaping wounds (a matter of social 

pride77) with Leah's unconcern about her bloody stains (a matter of social transgres 
sion)? Feminist thematics construe the containment of female bodily fluids as a form of 

gendered control. "Body fluids flow, they seep, they infiltrate; their control is a matter 

of vigilance never guaranteed," writes Australian feminist Elizabeth Grosz.78 Could 

Leah's unabashed bloodiness bespeak a feminized fictional world that exempts a 

female figure of authority from sexual abjection? Alternatively, did her unchecked 

stains mark her degradation from the place of power, as she lost all capacity, 

emotionally and corporeally, to hold herself together? 

Similarly conflicting questions emerged from the production when, at the play's 
close, Leah "fed" her dying son from a withered breast. A direct parallel with 

Shakespeare's play might suggest a maternal equivalent to the aged king, to whom the 

word "no" has never until recently been spoken; just as a broken Lear, unable to howl 

his daughter back to life, grapples with the futility of "never" (V.iii.309), so too was 

Brophy's aged queen unable to save her son. On another level, however, Brophy's 

restaging of King Lear's piet? scene might be construed as a perverse counter-image of 

fertility, a slap in the face to those who expect females to represent nurture and 

sustenance. Leah feeds her son as if she had a full breast, mocking not only Lear's 

incapacity to revive his youngest daughter,79 but also the image of those other "pelican 

daughters" (III.iv.75) who have taken sustenance from his own flesh. 

With its female King, her white-clad backside marked by large red stains, the 

production appeared poised to invert Shakespeare's portrait of power and patriarchy, 

highlighting cultural and theatrical questions about gendered meaning. Indeed, this was 

what director Simon Bennett suggested about the production when he spoke of his aim 

"to expose a lot of gender preconceptions which one takes for granted."80 But LEAH may 
have suffered from the fact that Brophy, the show's star, had different ideas. Rejecting 
any notion of a "feminist polemic,"81 she emphasised the "common emotional ground" 
that all parents share, seeing universal woman (bleeding from the womb) as worthy of 

75 Ibid. 
76 Ibid. 
77 

See Caius Martius's proud reference (before he is named Coriolanus) to "this painting / Wherein 

you see me smear'd ..." (Coriolanus, I.vi.69-70). 
78 Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1994), 194. 
79 This despite his proud declaration that he defended her ("I kill'd the slave that was a-hanging 

thee." [V.iii.275]). 
80 

Qtd. Dispatch on-line 28 March 2002. 
81 Ibid. 
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just 
as much interest as universal man 

("bleeding" from the heart). Lear's "universal" 

journey was, in her terms, as relevant to a woman as a man.82 Feminist thought has been 

at pains to point out, however, that women and men are culturally compelled to 

experience parenthood differently, so that male and female genders have not historically 
shared common 

ground 
in this respect. Women are 

expected to be nurturing; 
men are 

forgiven for not being so. What woman, after all, could ever have cursed her daughters 
in the way that Lear curses his, and retained a shred of sympathy from the audience?83 

The LEAH production effaced this problem by recasting Lear's daughters as sons, and 

by excising the lines (Lear's curses) that Brophy found to be particularly misogynist. 
Also gone from the stage was the important element of Lear's sexual disgust, so that 

Leah, the female Lear, was permitted no opportunity to counter [her] general view of 
female sexuality with the emissions of her own body. Her sexuality became only 
fetishistic (one reviewer termed it "unnecessarily gross"84) where it could have been 

interpretively confronting. In making these choices to eradicate possible distance or 

discomfort, the production team set up their staging?which could have marked gender 
as a source of challenge and interpretive interest?only to denude it of any real point. 

In the shifting space from stage to seats, theatre serves as a filter and a place of 

interchange, sifting out points of emphasis and interaction. Feminist theatre seeks to 

resist and augment conventional responses, requiring, 
or at least requesting, "the 

alliance of theatre practice" with the self-consciously "gendered gaze of the feminist 

spectator."85 Feminism also helps 
to create this gendered gaze, using voice, gesture, 

costume, and set to encourage us to reflect upon some of the ways in which we think 

about our culture and the organization of relationships within it. 

But how did these Australian productions claim Shakespeare for their nation, 

rooting this centuries-old play in the here-and-now of a place far from England? And, 
more specifically, what were the uses and challenges for Australian women in staging 
this play? The first question can be most obviously addressed by pointing out certain 

features that are common to each production. In every one, for example, the actors 

freely used native Australian accents, with no 
attempt to 

upgrade them to a level of so 

called appropriate Shakespearean Britishness. For Australians, still nominally gov 
erned by the Queen of England, local voices speak Shakespeare's words with striking 
resonance. The Cockney constructions evoke our brief history of class-ridden servi 

tude, speaking their own way back to a narrative of British authority. And the laconic 

vowels sit stridently?and unashamedly?against the British precision of many of the 

82 
They aimed for "a world where the play makes sense with Lear as a woman, it being about the 

relationship between a mother and her children and not the relationship between a father and his 

children," Comment by director Simon Bennett, Dispatch on-line 28 March 2002. 
83 

"Hear, Nature, dear goddess, here! / Suspend thy purpose, if thou didst intend / To make this 

creature [Goneril] fruitful. / Into her womb convey sterility, / Dry up the organs of increase ..." 

(I.iv.275-79); "My curses on her [Goneril]!" (II.iv.146); "All the stor'd vengeances of heaven fall / On 

her ingrateful top!" (II.iv.162-63); "But yet thou [Goneril] art my flesh, my blood, my daughter? / Or 

rather a disease that's in my flesh ..." (II.iv.221-22); "... you unnatural hags, / I will have such 

revenges on you both ..." (II.iv.278-79). 
84 

Qtd. in Dispatch on-line 28 March 2002. 
85 

Claire McDonald, "Introduction to Part Six: Comparative Perspectives and Cultures," in Lizbeth 

Goodman, Jane de Gay, and Fiona Shaw, eds., The Routledge Reader in Gender and Performance (London: 

Routledge, 1998), 193. 
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videos still shown in schools.86 These productions effectively deliver Shakespeare for 

Australians (and, in Brophy's case, for New Zealanders), rather than seeking to shape 
Australian audiences as cringingly devoted Shakespeareans. 

Australian productions also often display 
an 

emphasis 
on humor and irreverence: 

Edwards's willingness to direct a Lear who does not rant, her staging of Gloucester's 

eyeballs popping out as rubber balls, or Kosky's vaudeville songs and floppy penises. 

Informality, cross-gendering, and graphic sexuality 
are not of course 

peculiar 
to some 

vulgar Down Under take on Shakespeare; but on these New World stages, it is against 
a history of Britishness?that of Shakespeare, that of our own ancestry?that such 

features make a claim on difference. Perhaps they do not state enough of a difference? 

Deborah Mailman's Aboriginal Cordelia remains a singular and largely token mark of 

multiculturalism on the Australian Shakespeare stage. The history of this stage is 

noteably devoid of Aborigines, and of the Asian and European migrants who have 

diversified Australia's population in recent years. 

To the question of how these productions addressed Australian women?the 

challenges they posed to the easy imposition of good/bad judgments, the interest they 
created for the small number of female lines?my discussion does not offer a 

triumphant 
set of outcomes. For each production there were 

varying 
measures of 

public enthusiasm, and not all of them were seen as 
meeting the director's vision. But 

quite clearly, in his or her own particular way, each director made the play plausible as 

a point of interest for Australian women, whether through the low-key, colloquial 
reasonableness of Edwards's Goneril and Regan, or Dooley's creation of a sense of 

immanent history for each of the three sisters; through Brophy's insistence on the 

power of menstrual blood; or through the Kosky mad scenes in which a "fourth 

daughter" was the mad king's only real connection, his taunting menace and his 

lifeline. 

Finally, from the 1837 "laughing Cordelia" through to the present day, Australian 

productions of King Lear also highlight the cultural boundedness of the terms success 

and failure. Assumed as criteria for measuring aesthetic pleasure and critical judge 
ment, these terms are freighted with cultural associations that too often disclaim a 

production's right to serious consideration. In contesting blinkered thinking, gender 
sensitive stagings open an age-old play?with its history of British-bound thinking? 
to refreshing review. "We are in the post-feminist stages of the debate," claims that 

famously conservative mouthpiece, Australian Prime Minister Mr. John Howard.87 So 

long as feminist productions stage their questions and contradictions, they help 
guarantee that this part of the debate?about understandings of women in terms of 

Shakespeare, Britishness, and cultural associations?cannot be closed. 

86 For more on school videos, see note 39. 
87 

John Howard, Prime Minister of Australia, 2003. (Qtd. in Virginia Hausseger, "Feminism's Left Us 

in a Fix," Sydney Morning Herald 24 April 2003.) 
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