
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


​​William Shakespeare’s 

​​Othello: 

​​A Retelling in Prose

​​David Bruce



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Copyright 2014 by Bruce D. Bruce

[image: ]




Cover Photo for William Shakespeare’s Othello: A Retelling in Prose:

Rod Waddington

http://tinyurl.com/grurkf4

https://www.flickr.com/photos/rod_waddington/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/

***

[image: ]


Educate Yourself

Read Like A Wolf Eats

Be Excellent to Each Other

Books Then, Books Now, Books Forever
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In this retelling, as in all my retellings, I have tried to make the work of literature accessible to modern readers who may lack some of the knowledge about mythology, religion, and history that the literary work’s contemporary audience had. 

Do you know a language other than English? If you do, I give you permission to translate this book, copyright your translation, publish or self-publish it, and keep all the royalties for yourself. (Do give me credit, of course, for the original retelling.)

I would like to see my retellings of classic literature used in schools, so I give permission to the country of Finland (and all other countries) to give copies of this book to all students forever. I also give permission to the state of Texas (and all other states) to give copies of this book to all students forever. I also give permission to all teachers to give copies of this book to all students forever.

Teachers need not actually teach my retellings. Teachers are welcome to give students copies of my eBooks as background material. For example, if they are teaching Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, teachers are welcome to give students copies of my Virgil’s Aeneid: A Retelling in Prose and tell students, “Here’s another ancient epic you may want to read in your spare time.
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What Must One Do to Live in Accord with the Tao?

Bai Juyi went to Zen master Daolin of the Tang Dynasty and asked what one must do in order to live in accord with the Tao. Daolin answered, “One must avoid doing evil, and one must do as much good as possible.” Bai Juyi was surprised at the simplicity of this answer and said, “Even a child knows that.” “True,” replied Daolin, “even a child of three knows this but even a man of 80 fails to live up to it.”

What is the Best Way to Seek God?

A seeker after truth once asked a wise person how to seek God. The wise person replied, “The ways to God are as many as there are created beings. But the shortest and easiest is to serve others, not to bother others, and to make others happy.”

Drop of Water

The Zen master Gisan was taking a bath. The water was too hot, so he asked a student to add some cold water to the bath. The student brought a bucket of cold water, added some cold water to the bath, and then threw the rest of the water on a rocky path. Gisan scolded the student: “Everything can be used. Why did you waste the rest of the water by pouring it on the path? There are some plants nearby which could have used the water. What right do you have to waste even a drop of water?” The student became enlightened and changed his name to Tekisui, which means “Drop of Water.”

How Sad

While walking along a river, two monks noticed a lettuce leaf floating downstream. “How sad,” said one of the monks, who knew that Zen master Gisan lived one mile upstream. “Gisan has started to waste food.” Just then, Gisan burst out of the bushes, panting and sweating, jumped into the river, and began to swim downstream after the lettuce leaf. The two monks bowed low in the direction of Zen master Gisan, and then they continued their walk.

Free Will

Human beings have free will. According to the Babylonian Niddah 16b, whenever a baby is to be conceived, the Lailah (angel in charge of contraception) takes the drop of semen that will result in the conception and asks God, “Sovereign of the Universe, what is going to be the fate of this drop? Will it develop into a robust or into a weak person? An intelligent or a stupid person? A wealthy or a poor person?” The Lailah asks all these questions, but it does not ask, “Will it develop into a righteous or a wicked person?” The answer to that question lies in the decisions to be freely made by the human being that is the result of the conception.

What is the Most Difficult Thing in the World, and What is the Easiest Thing in the World?

A hassid asked a rabbe what is the most difficult thing in the world, and what is the easiest thing in the world. The rebbe replied, “The easiest thing in the world is to recognize your neighbors’ faults. The most difficult thing in the world is to recognize your own faults.” By the way, evil has a very difficult time tempting human beings to commit sin. Why? Before Evil can tempt anyone to commit sin, the human beings have already committed the sin!

Performative Cruelty

In a world of acts of performative cruelty, which are often followed by prayers, acts of kindness are acts of rebellion.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
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Male Characters

DUKE OF VENICE.

BRABANTIO, a Venetian senator, father to Desdemona.

GRATIANO, a noble Venetian and brother to Brabantio. 

LODOVICO, a noble Venetian and kinsman to Brabantio.

OTHELLO, the Moor, in the military service of Venice.

CASSIO, an honorable lieutenant to Othello.

IAGO, an ensign, aka standard-bearer, aka ancient, to Othello; a villain.

RODERIGO, a Venetian gentleman.

MONTANO, governor of Cyprus, replaced by Othello.

Clown, servant to Othello.

Female Characters

DESDEMONA, wife to Othello.

EMILIA, wife to Iago.

BIANCA, a courtesan who is mistress to Cassio.

Other Characters

SENATORS, SAILORS, GENTLEMEN OF CYPRUS, OFFICERS, MESSENGERS, MUSICIANS.
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CHAPTER 1

— 1.1 —

[image: ]




Late at night on a street in Venice, Italy, Iago and Roderigo were in the middle of a conversation. 

Roderigo said, “Bah! Don’t even try to make me believe that! I have trusted you, and I have let you spend my money as if it were your own. I can’t believe what I am hearing!”

“You are not listening to me,” Iago said. “I never dreamed that such a thing could happen. If I have, then hate me forever.”

“You told me that you hate him.”

“Indeed, I do,” Iago replied. “Hate me if I do not hate him. Three VIPs of Venice went to him to ask him to make me his lieutenant. They removed their hats as they stood in front of him to show their respect for him. By the faith of humanity, I know my worth, and I know that I deserve to be his lieutenant. But he, being proud and wanting to make his own decision, ignored them. Instead, he came up with a bombastic reason stuffed with military jargon to ignore their request and said, “Assuredly, I have already chosen my lieutenant.” And who was his new lieutenant? Indeed, he was a great theorist, a Florentine — a foreigner — named Michael Cassio, who is a dandy and ladies man who has avoided ruining his bachelor fun by avoiding marriage. He has no personal experience of warfare. He has never positioned a squadron in the field. He does not know how to methodically arrange troops on a battlefield any more than a spinster knows. All he knows is textbook theory; our inexperienced Venetian senators can talk as ‘masterly’ as he can. Cassio’s soldiership is all talk and no experience, and all his talk is mere prattle. But he, sir, was chosen to be lieutenant, while I, whose worth has been witnessed in battles at Rhodes, Cyprus, and other places — both Christian places and heathen places in the crusading wars — have been stopped in my advancement. I am like a ship that is in the lee and becalmed — another ship stands between the wind and me and so keeps me from moving forward. This bookkeeper, this petty accountant, will be lieutenant, while I — God help me! — must continue to be his Moorship’s ancient — his standard-bearer, his ensign.”

Anyone in Venice hearing this conversation would realize that Iago and Roderigo were talking about Othello, a Moor — a black North African — who served Venice as a military commander. The word “Moorship” is a portmanteau term combining “Moor” and the respectful term “Worship,” but Iago was not using the word “Moorship” respectfully. As standard-bearer, Iago carried the distinctive flag identifying his unit, but he wanted a promotion to lieutenant — a promotion that Othello had denied to him and given to Michael Cassio instead. This was one of the reasons why Iago hated Othello.

“By Heaven, I would prefer to be his executioner than his standard-bearer,” Roderigo said.

“I know of no way to remedy this situation,” Iago said. “This is the curse of military service. Advancement and promotions come about because of influence and favoritism, and not by seniority, where the person second in line would eventually take over from the first person. Now, sir, judge for yourself whether I in any just way am required to respect and serve and be loyal to the Moor.”

“I would not follow him then,” Roderigo said.

“Oh, sir, know that I follow him only in order to use him for my own advantage. We cannot all be masters, and not all masters will be loyally followed. We see many a duteous and bowing servant knave, who, enjoying his own obsequious bondage, wears out his life, much like his master’s ass, for nothing but provender, and when he’s old, he’s cashiered — he’s fired and left to forage for himself. Let such honest and respectable knaves be whipped. 

“Others there are who, showing outwardly all forms and visages of duty, keep yet their hearts intent on helping themselves. They give their lords shows of service and thrive at their lords’ expense. When they have stuffed their coats with money, they do themselves homage and praise themselves. 

“These fellows have some spirit, and I consider myself to be such a fellow. For, sir, it is as sure as you are Roderigo that, were I the Moor, I would not be Iago — if I were the Moor, I would not be fooled by an Iago because I would see through him and realize that he was putting on a show of loyalty to me. In seeming to follow him, I follow only myself; I am loyal to only myself and I work only to profit myself. As Heaven is my judge, I do not serve him out of love and duty, but only seem to. Why? So that I may profit by so doing. 

“Right now, I do not act openly as I would like to act. Eventually, I will do so. Right now, I will wear my false heart upon my sleeve the way that a servant wears a badge that shows which family he serves. My false heart will falsely say that I truly serve Othello. 

“Later, my actions will match what I truly think and feel. Then, I will allow jackdaws — foolish people — to wise up and peck at my false heart and tear it away, revealing my true character to all. Everyone will then know that I am not what I seem to be. I will reverse the moral of the fable of the bird in borrowed feathers — in the fable, a jackdaw dresses in the feathers of a peacock, but once the peacocks know what the jackdaw is doing, they rip the borrowed feathers (and the jackdaw’s own feathers) away from the jackdaw’s body. The moral of that fable is to not dress in borrowed feathers, but my dressing in borrowed feathers will help me achieve my goals.” 

“The thick-lips will have a full fortune if he can get away with this elopement!” Roderigo said.

“Call to and wake up her father. Rouse him out of bed, pester him, poison his delight, proclaim his business in the streets, and incense her kinsmen. Even though her father dwells in a fertile climate, plague him with flies. Even though his joy is real joy, yet throw such changes of vexation on his joy that it may lose some color and joyfulness.”

“Here is her father’s house,” Roderigo said. “I’ll call to him.”

“Do that,” Iago said. “Call to him with such a frightening and dire yell as is used when a fire in a populous city is started by negligence at night.”

“Brabantio, wake up! Signior Brabantio, get up!” Roderigo shouted.

“Wake up!” Iago shouted. “Brabantio! Thieves! Thieves! Thieves! Look after your house, your daughter, and your moneybags! Thieves! Thieves!”

Brabantio, a senator of Venice and the father of Desdemona, appeared at a second-story window and asked, “What is the reason for this terrible racket? What is the matter?”

Roderigo replied, “Signior, is all your family inside your house?”

Iago asked, “Are your doors locked?”

“Why are you asking me these questions?”

“Sir, you have been robbed,” Iago said. “Get dressed. Your heart has burst, and you have lost half your soul. Even now, right now, an old black ram is tupping your white ewe. Arise! Arise! Awake the snoring citizens with the bell, or else the black devil will make a grandfather of you. Arise, I say.”

“What, have you lost your wits?” Brabantio asked.

“Most reverend signior, do you know my voice?” Roderigo asked.

“No. Who are you?”

“My name is Roderigo.”

“You are even less welcome now than you were before,” Brabantio said. “I have ordered you not to loiter around my doors. In honest plainness you have heard me say that my daughter is not for you, no matter how much you think you love her, but now you — full of supper and maddening alcoholic draughts that fill you with malicious bravery — have come to disrupt my quiet life.”

“Sir, sir, sir —” Roderigo started to speak.

Brabantio interrupted, “You will learn that my character and place as a senator of Venice give me the power to punish these actions of yours and make you regret them.”

“Patience, good sir!” Roderigo said.

“Why are you two talking to me about my house being robbed? This is Venice. My home is not an isolated house in the countryside.”

“Most grave and respected Brabantio, with sincere and disinterested motivation I come to you,” Roderigo lied.

Iago said to Brabantio, “Damn, sir, you are one of those people who will not serve God even when the devil — who is black — orders you to. You will not take good advice when it comes from a person whom you dislike. Although we come to do you good, you ignore us because you think we are ruffians. Because of that, you’ll have your daughter covered sexually by a Barbary stallion. By Barbary, I mean Arabian, and by Arabian, I mean Moorish. Your grandchildren will neigh to you; you will have racehorses for kin and small Spanish horses for your blood relations.”

Brabantio, who did not recognize Iago’s voice, asked, “What profane wretch are you?”

“I am one, sir, who comes to tell you that your daughter and the Moor are now making the beast with two backs — they are having sex.”

“You are a villain.”

“You are —” Iago thought about using a cruelly insulting term, but instead finished his sentence with “— a senator.”

“You will have to pay for tonight’s outrage! I know your identity, Roderigo!”

“Sir, I will pay whatever you think I owe you,” Roderigo said. “If it be your pleasure and you have given most wise consent that your beautiful daughter, just after midnight this night, be transported, with no worse nor better guard than a knave of common hire, a gondolier, and given to the gross clasps of a lascivious Moor — if this is known to you and you have given your permission to your daughter to marry the Moor, as I partly suspect to be the case, judging by your words to us — then we have done you bold and insolent wrongs. But if you do not know what your daughter has done, my code of conduct tells me that you have wrongly rebuked us. Do not believe that I, contrary to all sense of civility, would play and trifle with the respect that is due to you. Your daughter, if you have not given her permission to marry the Moor, has made a disgusting revolt against your wishes. She has tied her duty, beauty, intelligence, and fortunes to an extravagant and wheeling stranger who wanders widely here and everywhere. Immediately look and see whether your daughter is in her bedchamber or elsewhere in your house. If she is, then let us suffer the state’s punishment for lying to and upsetting you.”

Finally convinced that perhaps Roderigo was telling the truth when he said that his daughter was no longer in his house, Brabantio called out to his servants, “Strike a spark on the tinder! Give me a candle! Wake up all my relatives! This report by Roderigo is not unlike my dream. Belief in it oppresses me already. Light, I say! Bring me light!”

He disappeared from the second-story window. 

Iago said to Roderigo, “Farewell; I must leave you. It is not wise — if I want to keep my job — for me to be made to give evidence against the Moor, as I will have to if I stay and am found here. The police will make me talk. What we have done may gall the Moor and cause him a little trouble, but it will do him no serious harm. He will not be fired from his position of military leader because he is needed to defend the island of Cyprus and keep Venice safe. Venice’s war against the Turks is ongoing, and the Moor’s competence makes him the right choice to be a military leader. To save their lives, the Venetian senators can find no one with the Moor’s competence and experience to lead their military forces. Although I hate the Moor as much as I do the torments of Hell, yet because it is necessary to keep my job, I must pretend to respect him and put on a good show. You will find the Moor with me at the Sagittary Inn. Lead Brabantio and the men he wakes up there. Farewell.”

Iago left, and Brabantio and some servants carrying torches came out of his house. 

“It is too true an evil,” Brabantio said. “My daughter is gone. The rest of my despised life will be spent in bitterness. Now, Roderigo, where did you see her? Oh, unhappy girl! She is with the Moor, did you say? Having experienced this, I have to ask why anyone would want to be a father! How did you know it was she? She has deceived me past all comprehension! What did she say to you?”

He ordered his servants, “Get more candles and light some torches. Wake up all my relatives.”

He then asked Roderigo, “Do you think that they are married?”

“Truly, I think they are.”

“Oh, Heaven! How did she get out of my house? Her blood is treasonous! Fathers, from now on do not trust that your daughters will continue to be obedient because they have always acted that way — they can change.”

He paused and then added, “Aren’t there magical charms and love spells that can change the nature of youth and maidenhood? Have you read, Roderigo, of things like that?”

“Yes, sir, I have indeed.”

Brabantio said to his servants, “Wake up my brother.”

He said to Roderigo, “Now I wish that you had married my daughter.”

He said to his servants, “Some of you go one way, some another.”

He said to Roderigo, “Where can we apprehend my daughter and the Moor?”

“I think that I can lead you to him, if you want. Get some armed men and come along with me.”

“Lead on. At every house I will call and wake up the sleepers. As a person of power and influence, I can demand and get help from almost every house.”

He ordered his servants, “Get weapons, and get some special officers of night — not the usual night watchmen — to go with us.”

He added, “Good Roderigo, I will reward your actions to me.”
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— 1.2 —
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On another street of Venice were standing Othello, Iago, and some servants holding torches. Iago was telling Othello a partial truth. He told him the truth about Brabantio’s anger toward him, but he lied about his conversation with Roderigo.

Iago said about his conversation with Roderigo, “Although in the trade of war I have slain men, yet I believe it to be immoral to commit cold-blooded murder. I lack sometimes the evil-mindedness to do what would help me. Nine or ten times I was tempted to stab him here under the ribs.”

“It is better that you did not,” Othello replied. 

“But he chattered foolishly and called you such scurvy and provoking terms that, with the little godliness I have, I spared his life with great difficulty.”

Iago then began to speak about Brabantio: “But let me ask you, sir, are you securely married? Be assured that this magnifico is much beloved and that he has much power; indeed, his power approaches that of the Duke of Venice. If he can, he will make you get a divorce, or put upon you whatever restraint and hardship the law, with all his might to enforce it, will give him scope.”

“Let him act on his spite,” Othello said calmly. “The services that I have done for the Venetian government will outweigh his complaints — my services will speak louder than his complaints. People do not know, because I won’t boast until boasting is honorable, that I am descended from men of royal rank, and my family, in all due modesty, is equal in social status to the family that I have married into. Know, Iago, that I love the gentle Desdemona. If I did not, I would not have married her and given up my freedom in the tents of military camps for the restrictions and confinements of marriage — even if marrying her would have given me all the treasures of sunken ships lying on the bottom of the sea. But look! What lights are coming toward us?”

“Those are the lights of Desdemona’s awoken father and his friends,” Iago replied. “It is best — and safer — for you to go inside.”

“No,” Othello said. “I must confront them. My good qualities, legal right, and blameless soul shall serve me well. Are you sure that these people are Desdemona’s father and his friends?”

Looking again, Iago said, “By Janus, I think they are not.”

Iago thought, Janus is a literally two-faced Roman god. Since I am figuratively two-faced, Janus is an appropriate god for me to swear by.

Michael Cassio and some other military officers carrying torches arrived.

Othello greeted them, “The servants of the Duke, and my lieutenant, welcome. May the goodness of the night be upon you, friends! What is the news?”

“The Duke greets you, general,” Cassio said. “And he urgently requires your immediate appearance.”

“What is the matter?”

“I think that it is a matter of some urgency that concerns the island of Cyprus. Our ships have sent a dozen messengers, one after the other, this night. Many of the consuls have already been awoken and are meeting at the Duke’s. You have been urgently sent for. When you were not found at your lodging, the Venetian Senate sent three different groups of people to find you.”

“It is well that you have found me. I will leave a brief message at this inn and then go with you.”

Othello went inside the inn.

Cassio asked Iago, “Ancient, what is he doing here?”

“Tonight, he has boarded a treasure-ship on land,” Iago replied. “If he can keep the ship, he is a made man forever.”

Iago thought, Yes, Desdemona comes from a wealthy family, and Othello has boarded her — or will board her — in a sexual sense.

“I do not understand.”

“He’s married.”

“To whom?”

Iago started to answer, “To —” But Othello came out of the building and Iago asked him, “Come, captain, are you ready to go?”

“I’m ready.”

Cassio saw some people coming toward them and said, “Here comes another troop of people seeking you.”

“It is Brabantio,” Iago said. “General, be advised; he comes with bad intent toward you.”

Brabantio, Roderigo, and several officers carrying torches came toward Othello. 

“Stop!” Othello shouted. “Stand there!”
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