
Young Jean Lee: Total Renegade 
 

Shakespeare took the storyline and completely blew it apart. It’s completely exploded, sprawling, and messy 
and crazy. And he loved to just go nuts with language. For me he’s a total renegade. 

  --Young Jean Lee in an interview with Matthew Keuter for  
        SOMA: Left Coast Culture (Dec. 2009). 
 
YJLee began her playwriting career with the help of a Mellon Dissertation Fellowship. After 
graduating from UC-Berkeley with a BA in English, she was admitted to their doctoral program, 
studying with such noted Shakespeare scholars as Stephen Booth (King Lear & Macbeth: Indefinition & 
Tragedy) and Stephen Greenblatt (Will in the World: How Shakespeare Became Shakespeare). After six years 
of coursework and staring down a planned dissertation on King Lear, she realized  
 

I hated academia. Passionately. But I had no other marketable skills. So I was sort of freaking out, and I 
had devoted my life to studying Shakespeare. I went to a therapist. And she said, “I’m going to ask you a 
question, and I want you to answer it off the top of your head.” So she asked me, “What do you want to do 
with your life?” And I said, “I want to be a playwright.” […] If you’re studying Shakespeare and you say 
that you want to be a playwright and you have no experience playwriting it’s basically like being a 
veterinarian and saying that you wanna be a dog.  
         --“I am Theatre: Young Jean Lee,” Oct. 31, 2011. 

 
To supplement her academic understanding of dramatic work, YJLee found the list of playwriting 
faculty at the Yale School of Drama and read a play by each one. When the work of Jeffrey M. Jones 
(70 Scenes of Halloween, Tomorrowland) drew her in, she contacted the playwright who gave her names 
and contacts in the downtown NYC theater scene. She moved to New York and used her fellowship 
money to supplement her theater training at the feet of such artists as Richard Foreman and Mac 
Wellman, from whose Brooklyn College program she received her MFA in playwriting in 2002.  
 
Her first play, Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals -- a mash-up of Kantian theory, the character of 
Dr. Fu Manchu, and the “yellow peril” -- was produced at Foreman’s Ontological-Hysteric Theater 
in 2003. Soon after she formed Young Jean Lee’s Theatre Company under whose auspices she has 
written and directed a string of Off-Off Broadway work that twists and teases an array of subjects 
such as the Romantic poets (The Appeal), self-help philosophies (Pullman, WA), Asian-American 
identity politics (Songs of the Dragons Flying to Heaven), and Christianity (Church) Her best-known piece 
to date, The Shipment, has rattled audiences from Brussels to Boston (including a 2010 stop in Chapel 
Hill) with its subversive and scathing challenge to any notion of a “post-racial” America.  
 
In 2011, YJLee took the stage for the first time in the cabaret/one-woman show, We’re Gonna Die, 
which was one of the final productions supported by 13P, a midcareer playwrights collective (2003-
2012) dedicated to the support and development of new American plays.  We’re Gonna Die meditates 
on the overwrought drama of interpersonal relationships, physical and mental suffering, and the 
inevitability of death. It won a 2011 Obie Award, even drawing the accolades of musician Lou Reed 
who pronounced the work, “exhilarating, depressing, and hilarious; everything all rolled into one.”  
 
As LEAR opens its run here at Duke, YJLee’s most recent work, Untitled Feminist Show, will be 
touring to Seattle, Berlin, and Chicago. She is currently working on a screenplay for Brad Pitt’s 
production company; developing a new play, Straight White Men, for her theater company; and 



writing a commissioned piece for the American Revolutions: The United States History Cycle at 
Oregon Shakespeare Festival. 
 

[When I start to write] I try to think of the worst idea for a show I could possibly think of, like that last 
show in the world I would ever want to make. And then I force myself to make it.” 
 --Interview with Richard Maxwell for BOMB Magazine, 2008. 

 
  



Children of Spleen 
 

   If she must teem,  
Create her child of spleen, that it may live  
And be a thwart disnatur'd torment to her!  
Let it stamp wrinkles in her brow of youth,  
With cadent tears fret channels in her cheeks,  
Turn all her mother's pains and benefits  
To laughter and contempt, that she may feel 
How sharper than a serpent's tooth it is  
To have a thankless child! 
   -- King Lear 1.4 (281-89)  
 
Much ink has been spilled examining the family dynamics of Shakespeare’s King Lear. Do the fathers 
bring their degradation upon themselves? Lear’s changeability, hierarchies of love and value, 
Gloucester’s womanizing and easy manipulation, neither seem particularly deserving of their 
children’s adoration but neither seems to deserve the extremity of his fate. Their children are also 
polarized and polarizing, either all good – Cordelia and Edgar – or all bad: Goneril, Regan and 
Edmund. The only universally shared family characteristics are self-absorption and self-preservation. 
 
It would be a mistake, however, to search Young Jean Lee’s LEAR for a direct line to deciphering 
King Lear’s mysteries. Instead, it serves as a “springboard” for the playwright to expurgate two 
haunting experiences: six years spent doing academic research on Shakespeare’s tragedy and her own 
father’s excruciating battle with and death from cancer.  
 
There is something deliberately disorienting about Young Jean Lee’s collage dramaturgy. She 
invokes the soliloquy but the language is coarse and abstruse. The characters seem damned to a 
shared isolation (a la No Exit or Children of Paradise) but break with absurdist traditions by violating 
the fourth wall, directly addressing the audience’s own experience of limbo, and offering us a chance 
to make a change. The actors are revealed underneath their roles but in ways that shift Shakespeare’s 
role-playing tradition into the register of post-modern dis-identification. Is that Goneril? Lear? 
Jazmine? Edmund? Big Bird? Max? Are they all different facets of Lee? Her father? Her original 
group of collaborators? Certain answers elude our grasp. 
 
Perhaps the most fundamental connection to its namesake is the way LEAR illuminates how mortal 
crises expose the destructive inter/personal dynamics that lurk just under the surface of every family 
whether of regal or meager means. But instead of turning to Shakespeare for the final, grand word 
on grief, YJLee sends us to Sesame Street, where the most candid experience of death’s permanence 
is found in its explanation to an audience of children.  
 

Thou’lt come no more; Never, never, never, never, never. 
Big Bird … it has to be this way … because./Just … because?/Just, because. 

 
And we are all an audience of children whether our fathers are still living, long passed, or never 
known.  In those moments when we see most clearly our legacy, our mortality already charted in a 
parent’s path, we have a choice to make. We can either regret and rail against our inheritance or we 
can take action, move past our own discomfort, and show love by being loving. What we and LEAR’s 
children of spleen learn is that the simple, most direct remedy is often the sharpest and most 
penetrating.     -- Jules Odendahl-James, Production Dramaturg 


