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For David Bromwich



Author’s Note

I follow David Bevington’s text of Othello, in the fifth edition of his The Complete Works of Shakespeare (2004). Bevington bases his work on the First Folio (1623). I have repunctuated in a few places, in accordance with my understanding of the text. Sometimes I have restored Shakespeare’s language where I think traditional emendations are unfortunate.



CHAPTER 1


Keep Up Your Bright Swords, for the Dew Will Rust Them

We do not know whether William Shakespeare was ever out of England. From 1585 to 1589 he is lost to public records and notice. Presumably he was making a start in the London theater but we can only surmise. I remember that when I went to Elsinore (Kronborg Castle in Helsingør, Denmark) and entered the Great Hall, I had a sense that Shakespeare must have seen it. There is a tradition of Hamlet performances in the Great Hall that includes John Gielgud, Laurence Olivier, Derek Jacobi, and David Tennant.

Even had Shakespeare gone to the Continent, perhaps with a company of actors, it seems unlikely that he ever saw Venice. Both Othello, the Moor of Venice and The Merchant of Venice convey the atmosphere of that once powerful city-state, whose decline was highly evident in the Age of Shakespeare.

Othello is the most painful play in all of Shakespeare and in some ways it is elliptical and strangely enigmatic. Othello’s race is never explicit. Is the Moor Othello an African black man or is he Berber or Arab? In our time there is a necessity that he must be played as and by a black actor. In the initial production in 1604, Othello was played by Shakespeare’s principal actor Richard Burbage while Iago was played by Robert Armin, who in 1600 had replaced the unruly Will Kemp as the company’s clown or fool. We do not know whether Burbage acted in blackface or was portrayed as Arab. A Moor might have been either in 1604, and Shakespeare must have observed the variety of African races when the ambassador of Morocco and his entourage were in London during 1601–2.

The incongruities in Othello are fascinating and crucial. Desdemona is probably fourteen or fifteen at the most. Othello is possibly about fifty. He seems to be rather absentminded or shortsighted and frequently asks Iago what is happening. At once a magnificent captain general of a mercenary army and a kind of child-man given to weeping, he defies any easy understanding.

Since Othello clearly is a devout Christian, we wonder whether he was baptized as such or whether he converted. If he was a convert, it was not from Islam but from paganism. That seems to argue he was an African black man descended from a pagan royal family. The Moors of Morocco had submitted to Islam. Most African blacks farther south were pagans. By his own account, Othello came of royal blood and had become a child-warrior. Having known captivity, he had fought his way free and then pursued a long military career until he attained the unquestioned leadership of the armed forces of Venice.

His worship of Desdemona is more aesthetic than lustful. Her wholesome desire for him far exceeds his carnal interest in her. At different times in this book I will address the highly controversial question of whether Desdemona dies a virgin. As I will show, the textual evidence is that neither Othello nor any other man ever brought her to consummation.

I have for nearly three-quarters of a century avidly attended performances of Othello. The first was in November 1943 in New York City with Paul Robeson as Othello, José Ferrer as Iago, and Uta Hagen as Desdemona. The director was Margaret Webster, who also powerfully played the part of Emilia.

By far the best Iago I have ever seen was the complex and frightening performance by Frank Finlay, which I saw in London in 1964. Laurence Olivier, acting in blackface, was a very inadequate Othello, acted quite off the stage by Finlay and indeed by the rest of the cast, Maggie Smith as Desdemona, Joyce Redman as Emilia, and Derek Jacobi as Cassio.

In more recent years I have seen several splendid performances of Iago, but none to match Frank Finlay. In different ways Kenneth Branagh, the wonderful Simon Russell Beale, and the comedian Rory Kinnear all augmented my apprehension of Iago, but not even Beale matched Finlay. I should add that not once have I seen an adequate Othello, except perhaps Orson Welles in his film version (1951).

Throughout this book, Iago: The Strategies of Evil, I will several times return to Frank Finlay’s performance. It possessed a tense fusion between hatred and love for Othello. Iago is the ancient or ensign of the Moor Othello, which means that he is Othello’s flag officer who has pledged to die rather than let his general’s colors be taken. He has fought Othello’s battles and worshipped the Moor as a virtual god. Before the tragedy commences, Iago has sustained a tremendous shock that has unmanned him and devastated his state of being. He has been passed over for promotion to Othello’s lieutenant and suffers from what John Milton’s Satan, who owes much to Iago, calls “a Sense of Injured Merit.”

Satan, in his unfallen form of Lucifer, was second only to God in the heavenly hierarchy. When God, rather belligerently, pronounces that this day he has begotten Christ, his only son, and that “Him who disobeys, Me disobeys,” the offended Satan begins his rebellion against God. Iago’s progeny begins with Milton’s Satan and passes on to such High Romantic heroes as Shelley’s Prometheus and Byron’s Cain, later manifesting as Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Chillingworth, who torments Dimmesdale in The Scarlet Letter; Herman Melville’s Captain Ahab in Moby-Dick, and his Claggart in Billy Budd; Thomas Sutpen in William Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom!; and the two really horrifying descendants of Iago, the butcher-bird Shrike in Nathanael West’s Miss Lonelyhearts and Judge Holden in Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian, or the Evening Redness in the West.

Othello lives by the honor of arms and has chosen Michael Cassio as his lieutenant because he intuits that Iago, though loyal and “honest” (meaning bluff and outspoken), does not know the limits that separate war from peace. He might be a stellar warrior, but he has no skills for peacetimes. Iago is a pyromaniac who wishes to set fire to everything and everyone.

The tragedy opens on a street in Venice, where a dialogue takes place between Iago and Roderigo, who is infatuated with Desdemona and who becomes the gull of Iago:

Roderigo: Tush, never tell me! I take it much unkindly

That thou, Iago, who hast had my purse

As if the strings were thine, shouldst know of this.

Iago: ’Sblood, but you’ll not hear me.

If ever I did dream of such a matter,

Abhor me.

Roderigo: Thou told’st me thou didst hold him in thy hate.

Iago: Despise me

If I do not. Three great ones of the city,

In personal suit to make me his lieutenant,

Off-capped to him; and by the faith of man,

I know my price, I am worth no worse a place.

But he, as loving his own pride and purposes,

Evades them with a bombast circumstance

Horribly stuffed with epithets of war,

I can still hear Frank Finlay fiercely intoning Iago’s contempt for Othello’s overstuffed bombast with its hidden uneasiness.

And in conclusion,

Nonsuits my mediators. For, “Certes,” says he,

“I have already chose my officer.”

And what was he?

Forsooth, a great arithmetician,

One Michael Cassio, a Florentine,

A fellow almost damned in a fair wife,

That never set a squadron in the field

Nor the division of a battle knows

More than a spinster—unless the bookish theoric,

Wherein the togaed consuls can propose

As masterly as he. Mere prattle, without practice

Is all his soldiership. But he, sir, had th’election;

And I, of whom his eyes had seen the proof

At Rhodes, at Cyprus, and on other grounds

Christened and heathen, must be be-leed and calmed

By debitor and creditor. This counter-caster,

He, in good time, must his lieutenant be,

And I—God bless the mark!—his Moorship’s ancient!

act 1, scene 1, lines 1–34

Iago’s language here needs some unpacking. “Be-leed and calmed” is to be left without a wind to move the ship along, since “calmed” means “becalmed.” The creditor reduces Cassio to a bookkeeper, and a counter-caster is someone who counts up using an abacus. The rhetoric suggests outrage, expressed by Finlay with ironic intensity, including the sarcasm of “his Moorship’s.”

The vehemence of Iago’s initial remarks only intimate the sea change he has suffered. Michael Cassio (who evidently is not married) has no battle experience, unlike Iago, who has fought under Othello’s leadership at Rhodes, Cyprus, and other grounds. The passed-over ancient is deflated and becalmed. Iago proceeds to state his new credo:

I follow him to serve my turn upon him.

We cannot all be masters, nor all masters

Cannot be truly followed. You shall mark

Many a duteous and knee-crooking knave

That, doting on his own obsequious bondage,

Wears out his time, much like his master’s ass,

For naught but provender, and when he’s old, cashiered.

Whip me such honest knaves. Others there are

Who, trimmed in forms and visages of duty,

Keep yet their hearts attending on themselves,

And throwing but shows of service on their lords,

Do well thrive by them, and when they have lined their coats,

Do themselves homage. These fellows have some soul,

And such a one do I profess myself. For, sir,

It is as sure as you are Roderigo,

Were I the Moor, I would not be Iago.

In following him, I follow but myself—

Heaven is my judge, not I for love and duty,

But seeming so for my peculiar end.

For when my outward action doth demonstrate

The native act and figure of my heart

In compliment extern, ’tis not long after

But I will wear my heart upon my sleeve

For daws to peck at. I am not what I am.

act 1, scene 1, lines 44–67

We will see the gradual emergence of Iago’s demonic role, but at this stage he gropes for the outward show that will conceal his heart’s intentions. Jackdaws, foolish and vicious, are invited to peck at Iago’s heart, if like a servant he wears Othello’s badge upon his sleeve. The climax is the grand blasphemy: “I am not what I am.” This invokes the declaration of Yahweh in Exodus 3:14:

And God answered Moses, I AM THAT I AM. Also he said, Thus shalt thou say unto the children of Israel, I AM hath sent me unto you.

Geneva Bible

There is also a mocking echo of Saint Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:10:

But by the grace of God I am that I am: and his grace which is in me, was not in vain: but I labored more abundantly than they all: yet not I, but the grace of God which is with me.

Geneva Bible

In a profound sense Iago no longer is what he was. Yahweh, strictly translated, proclaims “I will be I will be.” That is, I will be present wherever and whenever I will to be present. Iago has a wounded sense of being, what might be termed a void of inner presence. His god has rejected him, and he knows no other deity than the god of war. There are hints throughout that his endless prurience ensues from impotence:

Iago: Call up her father,

Rouse him, make after him, poison his delight,

Proclaim him in the streets; incense her kinsmen,

And, though he in a fertile climate dwell,

Plague him with flies. Though that his joy be joy,

Yet throw such changes of vexation on’t

As it may lose some color.

Roderigo: Here is her father’s house. I’ll call aloud.

Iago: Do, with like timorous accent and dire yell

As when, by night and negligence, the fire

Is spied in populous cities.

act 1, scene 1, lines 66–76

“Timorous” takes the sense here of frightening. Brabantio, whose only child is Desdemona, is infuriated though in no way scared:

Brabantio: What is the reason of this terrible summons?

What is the matter there?

Roderigo: Signor, is all your family within?

Iago: Are your doors locked?

Brabantio:                                Why? Wherefore ask you this?

Iago: Zounds, sir, you’re robbed, for shame, put on your gown!

Your heart is burst; you have lost half your soul.

Even now, now, very now, an old black ram

Is tupping your white ewe. Arise, arise!

Awake the snorting citizens with the bell

Or else the devil will make a grandsire of you.

Arise I say!

act 1, scene 1, lines 84–95

The threefold “arise” summons Brabantio to hear Iago’s obscene taunt that the Moor Othello is copulating with the fair Desdemona. Iago, enjoying the moment, wittily turns “senator” into an insult:

Brabantio: What tell’st thou me of robbing? This is Venice;

My house is not a grange.

Roderigo:                           Most grave Brabantio,

In simple and pure soul I come to you.

Iago: Zounds, sir, you are one of those that will not serve God if the devil bid you. Because we come to do you service and you think we are ruffians, you’ll have your daughter covered with a Barbary horse; you’ll have your nephews neigh to you; you’ll have coursers for cousins, and gennets for germans.

Brabantio: What profane wretch art thou?

Iago: I am one, sir, that comes to tell you your daughter and the Moor are now making the beast with two backs.

Brabantio: Thou art a villain.

Iago:                                              You are—a senator.

act 1, scene 1, lines 108–19

“Barbary,” in North Africa, is a link to the Moor Othello. When Iago suggests that the children of Othello and Desdemona, Brabantio’s grandchildren, will be horses, he is evoking Venetian fears about intermarriage. And then he further exploits those anxieties with his Rabelaisian vision of Desdemona and Othello joined into a two-backed beast.

In a fierce street scene, Brabantio and an armed band, including Roderigo, confront Othello and his attendants, Iago the foremost:

Iago: It is Brabantio. General, be advised.

He comes to bad intent.

Othello:                            Holla! Stand there!

Roderigo: Signor, it is the Moor.

Brabantio:                                         Down with him, thief!

They draw on both sides.

Iago: You, Roderigo! Come, sir, I am for you.

Othello: Keep up your bright swords, for the dew will rust them.

act 1, scene 2, lines 56–60

The authentic grandeur of the unfallen Othello reverberates in that marvelous, monosyllabic line. He commands both groups to keep their swords in scabbards, implicitly warning that otherwise the bright metal will rust on the ground, in the morning dew. Authority rings out, as the fastest sword in Christendom would end them swiftly. Shakespeare enriches the scene because Cassio has arrived first to inform Othello of an impending Turkish attack on Cyprus. Indispensable leader, Othello has been summoned by the senate. Brabantio accompanies his son-in-law to a council now doubly weighted.
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