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Abstract:

This paper seeks to examine Edward Bond’s adaptation Lear (1971)
which revisits the Shakespearean canonical text and dwells on pressing
contemporary issues. Bond has brilliantly and radically transformed the
text to make it settle in our contemporary setting seamlessly. This is
mainly due to Bond’s obsession with and uneasiness with the modern
phenomenon of alienation from nature and overexploitation of natural
resources. The consequent and inevitable result can be summed up in

(9

Roszak’s term “urban angst” which has befallen humanity in its
entirety. Hence, Bond’s Lear builds basically on Lear’s displacement
to the countryside, and the impact of Lear’s bonding with nature and
innocent people. It additionally sheds light on Lear’s psychological
journey and his transformation through reconciliation with nature, and
approaching the entire range of creatures with more empathy and
understanding.  Accordingly, the text lends itself to an
ecopsychological, and more specifically a phenomenological, reading
focusing specifically on Lear’s dramatic transformation and developing

a new mindset or an “earthmind”.

Keywords: Contemporary drama, ecopsychology, phenomenology,
walled-in self, urban angst.
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1. Introduction:

The history of western thought has depicted nature as Man’s
wild mistress and private property which needs to be exploited
infinitely to satisfy his needs. In a parallel manner, the west has also
celebrated and promoted urbanization and transforming the countryside
into massive concrete constructions. Bond tackles the consequences of
such catastrophic and destructive thoughts and attitudes towards nature
and the biosphere at large which would never attain humanity
prosperity and well being. In the postmodern version the tragedy of
King Lear becomes the tragedy of a lost fragmented man suffering from
overindulgence -in his authority, power, urbanization, and alienation
from nature and more importantly himself. The play underlines Lear’s
struggle to set himself free from the shackles of modernity and the sense
of entrapment within “walled-in selves”.

2. Phenomenology: an offshoot of Ecopsychology

Ecopsychology-is essentially a holistic approach that draws a
link between the earth and the human psyche with the ultimate goal of
human-planet well-being.  This approach-is neither anthropocentric
(man-oriented) nor ecocentric (ecologically ‘oriented). Rather, it is
considered a discipline betwixt ecology and psychology. As David
Abram asserts, ecopsychology conceives of the biosphere as one
dynamic system, ‘“‘a rcommunity of animate material agencies”
(Phenomenology, foreword viii). This means that the “the needs of the
earth and the needs of the human individual are interdependent and
interconnected” and hence, the road is two way as Sarah Conn affirms
(180). She also adds that “human health and sanity must include
sustainable and mutually enhancing relations with the natural world” as
puts it (180). In fact, modern man’s dilemma and neurosis are directly
related to man’s detachment from nature and the consequent sense of
guilt towards mother earth for its exploitation and draining its resources.
This is what Theodore Roszak refers to as the “urban angst” in his
seminal book The Voice of the Earth (1992). Therefore,
ecopsychologists maintain that the ulterior motive behind
ecopsychology is to heal the mind and earth combined. This can be

7 Forty — ninth year - Vol. 92 October 2023
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accomplished through sustaining preservative praxes in relation to the
biocommunity in the most general sense which will in turn relieve both
the anguished human psyche and the long suffering earth.

Ecopsychology has recently given rise to a more empirical
approach, namely the phenomenological approach, which centres on
the subjective experiences and interrelations between man and nature.
This approach emphasizes the necessity of experiencing nature by the
senses, unviolated by any distraction or mediation. Phenomenologists
emphasize the indispensability of developing a personal bond with
nature based on intimacy and care, which in turn contributes to
psychological growth and inner balance. Bond’s Lear is a perfect case
In point because it showcases the impact of place and the elimination of
materialist distractions on Lear’s psyche and insight. To conclude,
ecopsychological and phenomenological practices call upon humanity
to sharpen their consciousness through indulging in a state of harmony
with all nature’s creatures on earth. This can only be achieved through
detaching oneself from the complexities of high-tech communities
every now and then to maintain one’s psychological and spiritual well-
being.

3. Lear from a phenomenological perspective:

The ecopsychological and phenomenological aspect is manifest
in the adaptation. A close investigation of the text reveals how Bond
utilizes the Shakespearean text as a vehicle to deconstruct and subvert
the persistent ideological myth of White man’s supremacy over nature
and his absolute right to “tame” it. In relation to this, Kaisa Puhakka
propounds that it is time to deconstruct the otherness of nature because
simply nature and man are part and parcel of one indivisible unit. Thus,
this constructed “twoness” needs to be interrogated and undermined for
it is the core of the predicament of our present times. As a cure, she
invites the reader to develop a unique relationship with nature based on
“intimacy and care.” She argues that nature is always available to us but
we fail to perceive it and interact with it since we are blinded by
materialism which leads to “dullardism” or the sensory shutdown. AsS

. 8
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a cure, Puhakka suggests phenomenological practices through “an
encounter with nature [which] allows the self that is derivative of...
culture and technology to unravel and to be metabolized” (3). This
direct contact with nature allows for introspective observation and self-
realization as opposed to our habit of making nature the object of our
constant surveillance and gaze. Such phenomenological experiences
allow for overcoming the phenomenon of “dullardism” and the
fragmentation of human consciousness. A retreat into nature enables
humanity to undergo moments of self-transcendence; and consequently
establish an intimate bond with our fellow creatures in the
biocommunity.

4. Lear and deconstructing the stereotypical representations of
Nature

The long course of Western thought reveals how nature’s value
is acknowledged only in terms of its benefit to humanity in a pure
anthropocentric vein. Nature is constantly being exploited and tamed to
suit Man’s purposes and greed. Hence, those constructed binaries
(Man/Nature and Culture/Nature) are undermined and deconstructed
through establishing a new relationship between Lear and the
countryside. If the Shakespearean source delineates the “heath” as a
hostile place in which the king seeks refuge, yet suffers the unbearable
storm and goes mad, one encounters a thoroughly different
representation of nature in the postmodern version. In other words, the
countryside is the only safe refuge which contains him and helps him
develop and heal psychologically upon his unconditional immersion in
nature.

In Bond’s play, Lear becomes a king with two daughters only:
Bodice and Fontanelle. From the outset of the play, he is delineated as
an obsessed maniac with a bent to build a wall to secure his country
against any possible threat. He enslaves his people and imports them
from the countryside to fulfill his project in spite of everybody’s
objection, including his own daughters. Frustrated with his obstinacy,
his daughters marry his enemies, Dukes of North and Cornwall, and
plot a coup to overthrow him. Hence, Lear is left no option but to flee

9 Forty — ninth year - Vol. 92 October 2023
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to the countryside to escape death. There, he encounters the
Gravedigger’s boy and his wife Cordelia, who provide him with food
and shelter. In the village, Lear undergoes a transformation journey
which is juxtaposed to his daughters’ transformation to grotesque
monsters. Ironically, the daughters inherit the obsession of building the
wall, apparently a curse that haunts whoever is in power. Towards the
end, Lear decides to correct all the wrongs he has done, despite his
suffering, till he eventually dies. The play probes “the postmodern
condition” as it tackles deep philosophical issues pertaining to man’s
savage exploitation of everything: power, family, workers, and nature,
ironically to aggravate his misery and his deep-seated feelings of regret
and guilt resulting from alienation from nature and from our fellow
beings.

Lear’s tragic flaw is latent in being a dictator who clings to his
plan hard and fast to the extent of becoming thoroughly blinded with it.
From the very beginning he is depicted as a coercive maniac who
simply crushes anybody who opposes his “nationalistic enterprise” or
obstructs his future “vision”. Hence, the conventional representation of
Lear as the archetypal old father wronged by his ungrateful daughters
does not fit the bill in the 1970s version. Lear is not the cathartic tragic
hero who invites pity and fear in the Aristotelian sense. Rather, he is a
modern protagonist who needs to bear his cross to redeem all the
injustices and servitude he has imposed on his people, even those in his
inner circle. Nobody can save Lear except himself, and he will never
attain salvation unless he bears responsibility for what he has done.

The heath is depicted as the place where King Lear experiences
his break point and loses his mental sanity for good. In Bond’s
adaptation, the place where the king escapes death gains a new
dimension and new nuances. After his defeat in the civil war, Lear is
spared nothing but his sheer existence in the heart of the wilderness.
This is a moment when Lear is put to the test and the major challenge
he faces is to save himself not from any other enemy but himself. He
goes through the experience and defies himself and fights his fears with
all the resilience and determination in the world. He seeks to amend all
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the distortion his megalomaniac disposition has previously caused.
Thence, he gets a chance to explore the world and the reality about his
existence and his responsibilities from an entirely different perspective.
He lives a unique and authentic experience of integrating with himself,
his very soul and the surrounding universe.

Consequently, when the Shakespearean heath travels to the
postmodern world, it becomes more sophisticated and
multidimensional. The relationship between the suffering king/father
and the space is entirely subverted and reconstructed anew. The heath
becomes the village that “contains™ Lear and heals all his wounds; the
physical and psychological. It becomes the psychiatrist that offers him
the required therapy and guides him through the way till he is finally
“restored to his senses” through developing an unbreakable bond of
intimacy and care. Hence, Bond’s personal signature in the adaptation
is best demonstrated in his deconstruction of the stereotypical
representation of nature as a scary, subservient, and passive entity that
is totally indifferent to man’s suffering, if not aggravating it. The newly
born relationship between Lear and his natural surroundings reveals
how deconstruction and Ecopsychology interrelate in perfect harmony
as exemplified in Lear’s case.

In the capital city, the audience clearly observes that King Lear
is a ruthless tyrant, an absolute dictator who acts according to his
whims. He never listens to any voice but his own, and would never
tolerate opposition or different opinions. The very first scene in the play
takes place in a construction site where “the wall” is being built. It is
worth noting that the wall here represents a pivotal and extended
symbol. It is not just a prop or gap filler. On the contrary, it is crucial
and bears emblematic relations. It is a place where time, effort and
money are consumed, and unfortunately for a lame purpose.

The site is muddy and foul smelled. It is crammed with “A stack
of building materials — shovels, picks, posts and a tarpaulin” (Bond 1),
and it is associated with a multiplicity of negative connotations. The
workers are displaced from their fields in the village to serve in the
mandatory task of setting up this wall. Lear’s daughters keep
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complaining about the water submerging the ground and they feel
irritated after spending just a few minutes. Later on, the scene is further
distorted when Lear insists in a frantic megalomaniac manner to shoot
an innocent worker just because he killed a colleague by accident in
spite of everybody’s pleas to spare him his life. The daughters clarify
that the setting has impacted Lear’s decision and that he is not in a stable
state of mind:

Thus, from the very beginning, Lear is delineated as a ruthless
tyrant who is willing to spill innocent people’s blood to project himself
as a strict and fearsome ruler. He makes this show to instill fear in
everybody’s hearts. He reacts in a fanatic manner and vents his fury
through shooting the worker. When the firing squad abstains from
fulfilling his order, he keeps screaming “I must be obeyed... My orders
are not little matters!” (Lear 6); and he eventually grabs a pistol and
shoots the worker himself.

Lear’s megalomania and his authoritative attitude and playing
the archetypal role of the protective father can be detected in this
speech:

I gave my life to these people... When I’'m dead my people will
live in freedom and peace and remember my name, no — venerate it!...
They are my sheep and if one of them is lost I’d take fire to hell to bring
him out. I loved and cared for all my children, and now you’ve sold
them to their enemies. (7; emphasis added)

These lines show how Lear rests heavily on ideological
discourse to maintain his hegemony over his people. He exaggerates his
grandeur and superiority while simultaneously asserting the
vulnerability and helplessness of his people; his “sheep” and “children”
as he refers to them. This is of paramount importance as he projects
himself the patriarchal model and the doting father who is responsible
for his children’s protection and well-fare. Hence, his right to be
“obeyed” and “venerated” is taken for granted.

. 12
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His tyranny is explicit when he orders his men to import more
manpower from the village to consummate the constructing process.
Warrington shockingly tells him that’s impossible because “the
countryside would be left derelict and there’d be starvation in the
towns” (Lear 2).

The Gravedigger’s Boy, ironically and not knowing that he is
talking to the king himself, narrates to Lear how he abstained from
going to the work camps to avoid humiliation and oppression:

Boy. The king was mad. He took all the men from this village.
But I hid. They’d worked with their hands all their lives but when they
started on the wall their hands bled for a week... You died of work or
they shot you for not working. There was a disease ... ‘Wall death’.
Their feet used to swell with the mud. The stink of it even when you
were asleep! Living in a grave!” (25; emphasis added).

Therefore, the wall becomes nothing but the ghost of death
haunting the entire village.

5. Modern man and the dilemma of “a walled-in self”’:

Lear’s attachment to the wall is very intriguing from the outset
of the play. He is dealing with it as a national enterprise with
compulsive disorder: “I’m not free to be kind or merciful. I must build
the fortress” (Lear 5). Throughout Scene One, Lear is fanatically
lecturing everybody about the greatness of the wall and that he will
always be remembered for building it. Paradoxically, the wall has
converted the country into a waste land where people are trapped,
manipulated and even lose their lives. Rather than being the icon of
political stability and future prosperity, it becomes a tangible evidence
of absolute sabotage and tyranny.

On another level, the wall becomes an epitome of modern man’s
“urban angst” symptomatic in the tendency for isolation and
detachment from the rest of the world. It further reflects the ever-
present menace and fear of the unknown. Marla Morris argues that
“Buildings serve mostly to cut us off from the outside world - as if there
are two worlds — one inside buildings and the other outside buildings”
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(162). This renders an accurate description of the situation in the play.
Through building this wall and coercing his people, Lear experiences
an inner fissure resulting from his estrangement from the entire world.
He manages to do one thing: developing phobic relations with all the
creatures in his world instead of living in symbiosis and peace. Hence,
he develops what Castrillon refers to as the syndrome of the “walled-in
self” (5). This same tendency for isolation is further echoed in
Cordelia’s words, a simple country girl married to the Gravedigger’s
Boy. She is so anxious and feels threatened by anybody who approaches
their life that her husband states that, “she’d like to put a fence around
us and shut everyone else out” (Lear 26). Simply put, planet earth is our
only home. It is where we originally and forever belong. Hence, cutting
ourselves off it and pretending that our ultimate happiness, security and
welfare are inherent in urbanization is far from being plausible.

In Act One, Scene Five, the setting shifts to the woods for the
first time where one witnesses “a bare stage” and a minimalist setting.
Lear is forced to go there after his defeat in the civil war. This is the
threshold of Lear’s transformation afterwards as new traits start to
surface and new life lessons start to be assimilated. The impact of nature
on our psychological maturity is articulated by Tucker as he asserts that
“[1]earning about nature in the field ... takes us back to the primal
connections that we have forgotten in our embrace of the built,
technological environment. It is often in our relationship with the
nonhuman that we find our deepest humanness” (103). Therefore Lear’s
move to the “heath” or the village represents a turning point in his life
where he starts to delve deep in his psyche to discover his “authentic”
identity and the purpose of his existence.

This step represents Lear’s rite of passage or the “pre-liminal
phase”. It is true that Lear’s presence in the natural space has never been
a deliberate choice. However, it bears its indelible imprint on his psyche
for good. John Davis in his notable article “Wilderness Rites of
Passage: Healing, Growth, Initiation” comments on the rite of passage
and its impact on psychological healing and growth. He asserts that
“Every rite of passage, whether undertaken consciously or stumbled
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into, mirrors the universal quest”. Such quest represents pursuing one’s
“unique medicine, power, or potential,” and it basically depends on “a
solitary trial after which a gift is won, and it culminates in sharing that
gift through one’s life.” Therefore, the psychological healing and the
newly acquired vision about self and the world are Lear’s true “gift”. It
is what he “needs in order to carry on [his] life journey, and what [his]
people need to thrive”. Lear takes on a life transition course and
dedicates the rest of his life to selfless endeavours in his attempt to rid
his people of his legacy of tyranny incarnated in Bodice and Fontanelle.

When Lear makes it to the village, he is drained and starving. He
is deprived not only of extravagant luxuries but also his basic needs. He
finds nothing to eat except a few pieces of bread on the ground which
he eagerly picks up. In that moment, he undergoes the experience of
introspective contemplation, a state described by Puhakka as the natural
outcome of connecting directly with the universe. Lear now realizes his
tragic situation and the drastic shift in his fortune after his daughters
have abandoned him, and after he has lost all the worldly possessions:
he robustly says:

My daughters have taken the bread from my stomach. They
grind it with my tears ... and eat. The night is a black cloth on their
table and the stars are crumbs, and | am a famished dog that sits on the
earth and howls. | open my mouth and they place an old coin on my
tongue. They lock the door of my coffin and tell me to die. (17)

Lear acknowledges his solitude and vulnerability, and that he is
not “venerated” for his past “heroic” deeds. He realizes that his grave
is the only thing that awaits him, and that death is the ultimate truth. It
Is apparent that the analogy is thoroughly derived from nature and it
portrays a vivid tableau to reflect Lear’s agony and disappointment. At
this moment, his consciousness is intricately enmeshed with the natural
surroundings and consequently he perceives the sky, the stars, and the
earth as witnesses to his grief and desolation. Laura Mitchel refers to
this moment as one of developing an “earthmind” through “firsthand
immersion within earth processes and the ecological imagination.” The
outcome of enjoying this earthmind, Mitchel emphasizes, is a kind of
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“ecological wiring, which attunes us to our kinship with all life-forms”
(Mitchel 109). Hence, and for the first time, Lear “rediscovers a
universe of living beings intimately related” (Gray 226) which
represents a major step in his rite of passage and his vision quest. He is
now aware that he is a humble creature, a part of a massive whole, not
the arrogant king encountered in the first scene. The natural
surroundings are no longer out there to fill a vacuum, rather they are
part and parcel of his very existence. All are interconnected.

The Gravedigger’s Boy is the substitute of Shakespeare’s
wise fool. The recipient recognizes the Boy’s amiable and empathic
qualities instantly. Lear asks him for anything to eat and apologizes for
not having the money, and he assures him that he is glad to help. The
way he seeks to help everybody without speculation or hesitation shows
him as a devout follower of the ethics of intimacy and care towards the
entire range of beings. The Boy’s place conveys intense feelings of
cosiness and simplicity. It is a modest wooden house with a well and a
bench in its front yard. Lear and the boy sit on the ground and start to
engage in a casual talk. This is the first moment of peace and tranquillity
Lear witnesses together with the audience. Hysterical conflicts and
pervasive sadism are suspended for a while. A tension-free pace is
restored and maintained. The Boy narrates his life stories and how he
passionately and independently initiated this house and his farming
career rather than digging graves like his father. This way he has shifted
from the realm of death to the realm of life and vivacity:

BOY. When [my father] died | found this place and started to
dig his grave. And when I got down I struck a well. I thought, there’s
water here and some land, why do | want to dig graves all my life? So
| live here and built this farm. (Lear 18)

The simple and authentic tone of his words render his story
exceptionally impressive and touching. It further plays a pivotal role as
it shows deep gratitude and appreciation of things that might seem
normal or commonplace. Fresh water and a tiny piece of land mean “the
world to him”. His deep and immersive existence in nature makes his
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life very special. He has a loving wife and they are expecting a child
soon. Thus, there seems to be no menace whatsoever in this rural space
except for the presence of Lear himself! It is noteworthy that this Boy
and the place he inhabits are the primary catalyst in Lear’s
transformation.

Lear realizes the deep cliff between the fake and
politicized urban life in contrast to the smooth country life after just one
day. In this liminal space he discovers new nuances to his existence and
he is startled by the discovery. As a result, he immediately sets an
alternative plan to start a new journey and leave the past behind.

LEAR. I could have a new life here. I could forget all the things
that frighten me — the years I’ve wasted, my enemies, my anger, my
mistakes... I’'m tormented by regrets — | must forget it all, throw it
away! Let me live here and work for you. (25)

He admits committing his past crimes with feelings of guilt and
remorse, and he shows a sincere determination to change it all. His
words are not merely driven by the spur of the moment. Yet, his
forthcoming actions prove the authenticity of his inner voice and his
resolution to take this purgatory journey despite all the suffering he goes
through. Lear’s last days are spent to comfort the Boy’s ghost and to
aware his people not to be manipulated by their leaders discourses and
deluding speeches.

Lear’s maturity and individuation keep building through the
way. Elisabeth Ryland relies on the Jungian model to assert that this
“individuation” process depends solely on “the courage and strength of
the individual psyche to ... integrate the chaotic forces in a way to
achieve the wholeness and healing” (389). Lear now admits that he is a
“Destroyer! Murderer!”. He also believes that now is the time to amend
all these mistakes. He goes on, “And now I must begin again. I must
walk through my life step after step, | must walk in weariness and
bitterness ... I must open my eyes and see!” (Lear 60). Hence, Lear
finally decides to face reality with a solid and resilient self. A more
“conscious” and healed Lear is born out of Fontanelle’s death.
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Added to this, Lear’s blindness and his consequent
suffering paradoxically illuminate his insight and ignite his vision. He
starts to learn more about himself and the world. He is terrified by the
people’s conformity to be abused and enslaved by despotic regimes. In
one instant he stumbles upon a farmer and his youthful son. They are
hurrying because the son has been ordered to join the army or the wall
camp. Lear warns him that he is going to meet his destiny. Nevertheless,
they proceed heedless of his advice because they are driven by fear and
tyranny. Lear is driven mad by their passivity and subjugation as if their
inner power is totally lost. He astutely blames his people saying:

LEAR. They feed you and clothe you — is that why you can’t
see? All life seeks its safety. A wolf, a fox, a horse — they’d run away,
they’re sane. Why do you run to meet your butchers? Why? ... I could
learn to endure my blindness with patience, | could never endure this!
... I am the King! I kneel by this wall. How many lives have | ended
here? (66)

For the first time, Lear draws a link between being a king and
his subsequent responsibilities to save the people. He stands up
valiantly and honourably to face this corruption and to protest. It turns
out that Lear, albeit accused of madness, is the only sane person. This
is the liminal space which endows Lear with the gift of life: “wisdom
and a vision.” Lear is now ready to bear this gift back to his people
which marks the third and final stage of his rite of passage. Ironically
and tragically, Lear dies at the very end by the hand of the Farmer’s Son
while attempting to pull the wall down. The curse of the wall does not
seem to it end. However, humanity will still beget people like Lear who
are willing to make a change, to defy capitalism and the exploitation of
every single being and every single resource on earth.

6. Conclusion:

Finally, the previous analysis shows how the phenomenological
approach is in perfect tandem with Bond’s new project. The adaptation
shows how King Lear, the iconic tragic hero, is totally humbled and
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transformed into an ordinary person after his immersion in nature;
without interruption, without mediation. He goes through his purgatory
journey and performs the rites of passage to gain deeper insight of the
world and most importantly himself. Lear is not at the apex of the
hierarchy and his position would not save him. Moreover, the pathetic
fallacy is shaken at its very roots. The world is not Lear’s monopoly
and the universe would not torture the human race for deposing a
corrupt king. On the contrary, one needs to achieve a sense of oneness
with the universe to be empowered. Eventually, Lear attains wisdom
and psychological growth symbolized by his determination to destroy
the wall. Therefore, doing some effort is inevitable; letting go of self-
centeredness is a necessity.
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