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Holly Hudgens 

Lexical Alchemy in Edmund’s Monologue: Lear 1.2.1–22 

 In the play King Lear, Shakespeare has his characters take various tones towards God to 

reflect their mental state and to highlight how people treat deity differently in times of hardship 

and times of joy. For example, in Edmund’s early monologue (Lear 1.2.1–22), Shakespeare uses 

lexical repetition, semantic antithesis, and binding sound patterns to portray Edmund’s 

identification with the earthy goddess of Nature and his challenge to the heavenly gods of the 

pagan pantheon.  

As a “natural” son of Gloucester, Edmund is not going inherit Gloucester’s title, land, or 

power. This predicament drives Edmund to devise a plan to disinherit his brother, Edgar, and 

dispose his father. This is seen early on in the play when Edmund delivers a monologue 

lamenting his own standing. He blames his lower status on others and rationalizes his behavior. 

He then creates a plan to get rid of his brother. 

1   Edm. Thou, Nature, art my goddess, to thy law 

2 My services are bound. Wherefore should I 

3 Stand in the plague of custom, and permit 

4 The curiosity of nations to deprive me, 

5 For that I am some twelve or fourteen moonshines 

6 Lag of a brother? Why bastard? Wherefore base? 

7 When my dimensions are as well compact, 

8 My mind as generous, and my shape as true, 

9 As honest madam's issue? Why brand they us 

10 With base? with baseness? bastardy? base, base? 

11 Who, in the lusty stealth of nature, take 

12 More composition, and fierce quality, 

13 Than doth within a dull, stale, tired bed 

14 Go to th' creating a whole tribe of fops, 

15 Got 'tween asleep and wake? Well then, 

16 Legitimate Edgar, I must have your land. 

17 Our father's love is to the bastard Edmund 

18 As to th' legitimate. Fine word, "legitimate" ! 

19 Well, my legitimate, if this letter speed 

20 And my invention thrive, Edmund the base 

21 Shall stop th' legitimate. I grow, I prosper: 

22 Now, gods, stand up for bastards!

(Lear, I-ii:1–22) 
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Edmund starts the monologue by calling upon the goddess Nature. Edmund feels like he can 

identify with Nature because he is a natural child, or child born out of wedlock. Other definitions 

of nature at this time include “mental or physical endowments of a person; natural gifts or 

powers of mind” and “a thing naturally having qualities necessary for success or making it 

particularly suitable” (OED). Edmund feels that nature breeds a higher quality of person, which 

is further alluded to when he attempts to rewrite the connotation of natural son. Edmund takes 

the more positive definitions of nature and uses them to show why his status of birth should not 

be looked down on. He says, “Who, in the lusty stealth of nature, take More composition, and 

fierce quality.” His argument is that natural children are the result of a more vigorous and fiery 

conception as opposed to “within a dull, stale, tired bed Go to th' creating a whole tribe of fops, 

Got 'tween asleep and wake.” Those children, according to Edmund, are simply begot out of a 

duty to have children, not out of the love and passion involved in conceptions like his and are 

thus are simple fools (OED). 

 Edmund’s obsession with redefining his status is his way of justifying his decision to get 

himself named as heir to his father’s estate. He blames his status for the actions he believes he 

has to take. He says, “Wherefore should I Stand in the plague of custom, and permit The 

curiosity of nations to deprive me, For that I am some twelve or fourteen moonshines Lag of a 

brother?” In essence, Edmund is saying, “Why should I be deprived of something I am obviously 

well suited for just because of my birth?” He believes that if he were a legitimate son, he would 

be given all that he desires.  

 This reasoning is obviously flawed. Regan and Goneril, King Lear’s daughters, are just as 

vile and conniving as he is. As princesses, Regan and Goneril have much higher status than 

Edmund, however, this does not keep them from preforming some of the most heinous crimes in 
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the play. In Act 3 Scene 7, Regan, Goneril, and Edmund pluck out the eyes of Edmund’s father, 

Gloucester. Here the base and legitimate alike are the agents of evil. Edmund’s argument that his 

birth status is responsible for his actions just goes out the window when the actions of Regan and 

Goneril are compared with Edmund. 

 Edmund also compares himself to Edgar, his legitimate brother. Edmund draws a line of 

separation between the two of them through semantic antithesis. Edmund uses words like bound, 

base, and bastard to refer to himself. These terms are all refer to being low and constricted. One 

of the definitions of base even refers to a plant that has “a low habit of growth.” This definition 

further ties Edmund to nature and the idea that his birth status limits him. The terms he uses for 

Edgar are legitimate, love, and land. These are all words that Edmund wants ascribed to himself. 

He wants to be the legally recognized son of Gloucester in order to receive the love and land he 

believes he deserves but is currently denied to him. The descriptions Edmund uses to describe his 

attitudes towards himself and his brother are not only tied together through semantic antithesis, 

but they are also tied together with sound patterns. 

There are several different sound patterns that Edmund uses throughout the monologue, 

but the two that feature most prominently are the /b/ and /l/. We get /l/ associated with Edgar, the 

legitimate son of Gloucester and /b/ with his bastard son, Edmund. Everything with /l/ speaks of 

law, legitimacy, and love—everything good and everything that Edmund wants. It also ties 

Edgar to the means Edmund has devised for his destruction, the letter. Edgar’s lawful conception 

is also tied (albeit more loosely) with /l/ in the words dull and stale. To contrast that, /b/ is 

associated with Edmund; bastard, base, bound, everything Edmund has been called in his life. It 

is also interesting to note the /d/ at the end of both bastard and Edmund, further tying them 

together. 
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This monologue ends with Edmund exclaiming, “Edmund the base Shall stop th' 

legitimate. I grow, I prosper.” It seems that Edmund has convinced himself through this 

monologue that he can succeed in his goals. He then calls upon the pantheon of pagan gods to 

“stand up for bastards.” Edmund must feel as though he has to work twice as hard for everything 

he has because of his birth status. As a result, he calls upon the gods twice; first, the goddess he 

identifies with most, and second, the gods he feels have denied him time and time again. This 

monologue could very well be his petition to the gods for aid. However, Shakespeare illustrates 

that when we are using the name of God for good, that is what we get; when we use the name of 

God to curse, cursings fall upon our own heads. Edmund is calling upon the gods in order to 

enact his diabolical plan to disinherit his brother and get rid of his father. At the end of the play 

we can see that the gods are not on his side. 

 At the end of the play the two brothers, one bastard and one legitimate, battle each other. 

When Edgar challenges Edmund he says, 

123 Draw thy sword, 

127 That if my speech offend a noble heart, 

128 Thy arm may do thee justice; here is mine: 

129 Behold, it is my privilege, 

130 The privilege of mine honors, 

131 My oath, and my profession. I protest, 

132 Maugre thy strength, place, youth, and eminence, 

133 [Despite] thy victor-sword and fire-new fortune, 

134 Thy valor, and thy heart, thou art a traitor; 

135 False to thy gods, thy brother, and thy father, 

136 Conspirant 'gainst this high illustrious prince, 

137 And from th' extremest upward of thy head 

138 To the descent and dust below thy foot, 

139 A most toad-spotted traitor. Say thou "No," 

140 This sword, this arm, and my best spirits are bent 

141 To prove upon thy heart, whereto I speak, 

142 Thou liest

(King Lear V-iii:126–142) 
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This time Edgar is using binding sound patterns to assign attributes to himself and his brother. 

Edgar associates himself with /p/, privilege, profession, and prove. It is interesting that Edgar 

chooses privilege since that word can be tied strongly to legitimacy, the thing Edmund craves 

most. The other words, profession and prove, both tie to the idea that Edgar can has been 

groomed to be Gloucester’s heir and that he can provide evidence to support his claim. Edgar 

uses /t/ to tie Edmund to words that emphasize his low status: traitor, descent, dust, foot, and 

liest. Each word rubs Edmund’s face in the fact that he is at the bottom and that everyone knows 

it. Edgar brings down Edmund’s ego before he brings Edmund down with the sword and ends 

Edmund’s life.  

 Edmund had grand ambitions. He sought to overcome his natural state and become 

something greater. He called upon Nature to help a natural son achieve greatness and challenged 

the pagan pantheon of gods to “stand up for bastards.” In the end though, his challenge was 

answered only with being brought down low into the earth, going far lower than the status of his 

birth. In Edmund’s opening monologue Shakespeare demonstrates need of Edmund to rise above 

and redefine himself through lexical alchemy. Edmund sought to deconstruct what made him low 

in the sight of others and then reconstruct himself into someone they would follow. In Edmund’s 

opening Shakespeare shows how Edmund holds his brother in contempt and sees Edgar only as a 

roadblock in his path to power. Through lexical repetition, semantic antithesis, and sound 

binding, Shakespeare masterfully creates a depth in his characters that goes far beyond a 

superficial read. It takes a little bit of lexical alchemy to see the connections between the words 

and patterns that lead to a full understanding of Edmund and his actions.  
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