uuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu

Loyola University Chicago

Kt Loyola eCommons
Master's Theses Theses and Dissertations
1955

Sources of Motivation in Othello's Tragic Action

George T. Tolbert
Loyola University Chicago

Follow this and additional works at: https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_theses

Cf Part of the English Language and Literature Commons

Recommended Citation
Tolbert, George T., "Sources of Motivation in Othello's Tragic Action" (1955). Master's Theses. 1306.
https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_theses/1306

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Theses and Dissertations at Loyola eCommons. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Master's Theses by an authorized administrator of Loyola eCommons. For more
information, please contact ecommons@luc.edu.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 License.
Copyright © 1955 George T. Tolbert


https://ecommons.luc.edu/
https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_theses
https://ecommons.luc.edu/td
https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_theses?utm_source=ecommons.luc.edu%2Fluc_theses%2F1306&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/455?utm_source=ecommons.luc.edu%2Fluc_theses%2F1306&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_theses/1306?utm_source=ecommons.luc.edu%2Fluc_theses%2F1306&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:ecommons@luc.edu
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/

SOURCES OF MOTIVATION IN OTHELLO'S
TRAGIC ACTION

by
GEORGE T. TOLBERT, 8.J.

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of the Graduate Scheol
of Loyola University in Partial Fulfillment of
the Requirements for the Degree of
Master of Arts

January
1955




LIFE

George T. Tolbert, S.J. was born in Cleveland, Ohio,
August 17, 1926,

After his elementary edusation at Louis Agassiz and
Wilbur Wright Public Sehools in clovolind; he attended 3t., Ignaw
tius High 8shool in the same oity graduating in June, 1944. 1In
the same year he entered the ﬁevitiat§ of the Socliety of Jesus at
Milford, Ohio. During his four years there h; was academically
connected with Xavier University, Cinoinnati, Ohioce

| - In August, 1948, he transferred to West Baden College

of Loyola University, from which institution he graduated with
the degree of Bachelor of Arts in June, 1949, He was enrclled in
the graduate school of Loyola University in the same year whare
he took courses in preparation for a degree of Master of Arts in
English, -

After his completion of philosophy at West Baden Cole
lege, he taught at 8t, Xavier High Sehool, Cineinnati, Ohio from
1951 to 1954. At present ke is studying theology at West Baden,

i1




TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter

I. Iﬂﬁ‘RODUGTIGH I I I I O I e T ST T S T ST T

Appr&&adl’of Othello~«Purpose of this thesis--Gen-
eral procedure~-Steoll's position--Bradley's opine
ion~-~Position adopted in this thesis,

IT. MILITARY LIFE OF OTHELLD + o o o s o ¢ o ¢ 5 o » @« o

Othello foremost a soldlier--His military qualie.

ties~=0thello's judgment most predominant quality-e

The poet's mastery in portraying this quality--The
Moor's excessive judgment-~0Other particular mile
itary characteristics.

III' GQLQR m ckuﬂm * ¢ 5 & & 5 =+ 6 5 » & s e o = 9 »

Problem of Othello's color--Position of Othello's
¢olor in this thesis--0thello shows characteris~
tics of his race~-~Importance of these qualities to
the play--Cultural 1ife of Othello.

IV, RELIGION AND SUPERSTITION. ¢ « o« ¢ = o ¢ o s o« o o &

Othello's religlion-~Christianity mixed with old
pagan beliefs~--Paganism strong in Othello's life~w
Othello's superstition«-Its influence on the life
of the Moor,

V. OTHEI'LQ'S LOVE 0? D%DE‘!OHA. * o & & & & o ° o & o @

Dosdemona's character«-Love of opposites--Love
based on mutual fescination and ideals--The part
Deademona plays in Othello'y life--Military qualie
ties guide Othello's domestic life-~How this ele-
ment of Othellc's background anawers Stoll's obe
Jection~-~Uncertalinty of Othello's marriage.

iv

Page
1l

10

20

3

4o




v

VIi. I&GO‘UQELIZES OTHELLO'S BACKGROUND TO MOTIVATE HIS
AGTIOKSQ"'.'.‘“'.,IO!QOOGDOOO

Iago's characteronxago': character in relation to
Othello-~Iago's plan based solely on Othello's
charscter-~His attack on Othelle's military life~-
Othollo's judgment his main target--Utilization
of cultural and racial eloments in Othello's char-
acter--Iage awakens roligiaux,nna superstitious
elements~«~Fatal blow at Uthello's love of Desde-
mona~--0Othello's downfall, | '

VII.COKGLUBIO”#.-..o..o.¢--oo-oo.oo

General summation~--Othello's downfall his own and
not lago's--His virtue is his vice--Supreme art
of Shakespeare--Stoll's and Bradley's theories
answered--conclusion,

BmLIOGRAm * & & & & & * & & & o & o ¢ ¢ = 2 » & | e @ * o

sk

5

86




CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

"0thello « « « stands an unparagoned masterpiece of po-
etic art, the most sublime and rlnilhcd'coneoptioa of Shake~
speare's muse,” says William R, Turnbull, in his boek'gthbllo - A
Critical Study; and few there are who would differ from this
gcholar's opinion,l Whoever has had the opportunity or‘nooing
the play, or those many who have read it, must tgroo‘that it has
a beauty all its own and is deeply human.

: To preoduce such a pisce of perfect art requires the ute
most skill of the poet. He must know "all qualities of human
dealings"™2 to the highest degres. He must be able to integrate
and incorporate, yes, even ereate pornons'and situations whieh
are real and true to life. With his mind and productive imagine
ation, Shakespeares has shown his command, deep insight and undere
standing of humanity in Othello. Some have likened the play to a

"1 William R. Turnbull Othelle - A Critiecal Stugz»~’
Edinburgh, 1863, 13he ’ ’

2 William Shakespeare, Complete Works, Oxford Standard
Edition, ed. V. J. Graig, Hew Yok, Y943, Gthells, 111, 111, 259

1l
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great painsing wrought by Titian or Vercnese,3 so perfect is it
in every way. Art is the imitation of men in action.t Shake-
speares practiced in Othelle what Aristotle held in theory in the
Poetics. He took the story of the Moor and he "accepted it with
8ll its necessary eangeQueneo.*S It is in the development of the
story that Shakespeare's artinﬁin genious unfolds, |

Tho purpose of this thesis will be tc demonstrate that
the oultural, military, religious and ainsﬁal elements in the
background of Othello lead him to a psycholcgical state which the
cunhing Isge perceives and utilizes to effect Othello'a»téagio
decision and downfall., In doing this, the author will also show
how Shakespeare weaves the strands of motivation so that the bad
judgment and consequent fall of a great and balanced leader, as
seen tariier in the play, is not only deemed possible as the play
develops but finally inevitable. In the following chaptoén each
of the elements just mentioned will be discussed, showing how
they predispose Othelle ﬁo the action which he finally takes. In
this method of pursuit one will be able tc see the various traits

3 Frank Harris, The Man Shakespeare and His Tragie
Life Story, New York, 1905, 271%"" '

4 Aristotle, g%g oetics, trans., W. H. Fyfe, Loeb
Classical Library, New York, s X453 v, 12,

S G, G. Gervinus, Shakespeare Commentaries, trans,., F,
E. Bunn'tt, 2nd. .do. L@ndﬂn, ? 3 .
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in Othello*s nature which prove beyond a doubt that his downfall
is worked by his own hand and not Iago'aQ
Once these slements of Othello's character have been

di;ou:a.d, it will be shown how they mptivatc‘otholle to action,
and how Shakespeare has phepcrod‘his hero for what follows. From
this one shall be able to see that Shakespeare is the oreator of
ocharacter and that in his works "the character is made to work ite
gelf out inevitably, exhibiting and ﬂoouptins in itself the cone
sequences of its action,*ﬁ or as Ralli says, "demonstrates that
thorayis a necessary connection between the hers's actions and
his inmost nature."7 | - |

| There are scholars who do nbt agree with this author's
peint of viei. They believe that Othello's actions do not flow
from tps character whieh Shakeaspeare has portrayed; they deny all
psychologioal probabilities. For&mosb of those who deny the pré-
bability of Othello's actions is Elmer Edgar Stoll, who says, "Ded
spite the orrorta of the psychologists to find it, there is no
seed or gdrm of Jealousy or distrust in his make-~up. » « . Ho is

brought to & piteh of passion foreign, in a sense to his nature,."d

6 Bernard Bosanquet, A History of Aesthetic, New York
1910, 359. . ’

7 Augustus Ralll ggggggz of Shakespearean Gritibiam
London, 1932, 108, ’ R

8 Blmer Edgar 8toll, Shakespeare Studies, New York,
1927, 93-94.
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In an article, Source and Motive in Macbeth and Othelle, Stoll
says the like when discussing the character of Macbeth and
Othello. He says?

Neither change 1s probable. In neither is there much

of what can be called psycholegy. In life neither

person would really have done what he did, . . . The

hero's conduct, at the heart of the action is . . .

not in keeping with his essential nature but in oone

trast with 1t,9

One gathers from reading Mr, Stoll's works that an aue

thor would do violence to his characters if he would have them
performing actions which do not soincide with the description
given of them in the earlier part of the play. Hence, because
"Othello is bertruyad as being such a noble and grand person in
the beginning of the play it is not only very impossible but most
improbable that what he does at the end of the play is not due to
his character. Thus, for Steoll, there could be no connection be=
tween Othello's background and his action, since the character of
the play and his nature are of little importance. Stoll says,
"It is not primarily to present characters in their convineing
reality that Shakespeare and the Orepks have written . « » but to
set them in a state of high scmmotion."20 The value of the play

should not be judged by the character portrayal but rather by the

9 Elmer Edgar 8toll, "Source and Motive 1# Macbeth
and Othello," Review of English Studies, XIX, 1943, 25.

10 8toll, Shakespeare Studies, 9.
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way the author sets his characters in motion. If this be done
convincingly then the play and the author are great. To help the
author do this job well, Stoll offers the theory of 'the calumni-
ator believed'. This is a device which allows the hero to be-
lieve & person's pemarks just to start a story relling. The per-
son must be believed because he is n@prouentnd as the devil, a
person entirely outside the realms of reality. There is nothing
the hero can do but succumdb to what the person would have him do.
It makes the hero & helpless pawn in someons's possession, Come
menting on his theory, Stoll states that!

' The supreme instance of itas effectiveneas is that it

serves the purpose of keeping for the lero the sym-

pathy which an inborn inclination to suspeot or

hearken to suspiocion would somewhat alienate. and of

1nvolv1§§°h1m in closer complication, a sharper con=

trast., can &t the same time both love and hate

more nobly and intensely than i1f he had come to hate

gradually and naturslly of himself. His passion is

given depth and volume.ll

An opinion such as this seems to ruin the very defini-

tion of art and tragedy, namely, the imitation of men in action.1d
It would seem that a poet would be writing a play Just to have
commotion for commotion's sake. Of what value is it to have chard
acters, 1f they are untrue? As J. I. Stewart says, commenting on

Stoll's theory:

11 Ibid., 9. 7
12 Aristotle, Poetics, 1447 a, 1ll.
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For it ias sursly no good setting characters in commo-
tion, however high, that is simply commotion per se.
In Shakespeare-—and typically in . o . Othello--there
is something like a deliberate omitting of clear and
sufficient motives for astion, there is a lack of
discernible correspondence between the man and his
deed. 4&nd in place of such an unimpeachable psycho-
logy we are offered the steep tragic contrast afford-
od by men arbitrarily precipitated into situations to
which they could by no means bring themselves; we are
offered this and behind it--lesat we should begin in-
convenisntly to use our wits dbefore we are out in the
street again--now external forces of irresistible
evi) and now a sort of finessing technique in which
movives are sdvanced and then withdrewn before their
weight san be estimated,l3

Most critiecs £ind it rather éitrieult to accept 8toll's
| sheory of eharietarn set 1n ocomaction by a ocalumniator whose only‘
purpose in‘tha play 1is to start the lgtien moving, These men na-
turally look for some humsan plausibility in the dramatis persen-

80, some evidence which is known of the characters to give suffi.
cient motives to their actions,

Differing from Stell in his opinion is Professor Brade
ley. For Bradley the play is not so much & play of character but
rather a play of 1ntrisuo or accident., Plausibility of character
is had by»making Othello a colossal hero. Othello's tragedy,
according to Bradley, is that

his whole nature was indisposed to jealousy, and yet was
such that he was unusally open to deception, and, if

once wrought to passion, likely to act with little ree
fleotion, with no delay, and in the most decisive manner

13 J. I. Stewart, Character and Motive in Shakespeare,
London, 1949, 87.




conceivable, 1l

Professor Bradley comes close to agreeing with the author of this
thesis on his point of view., However, a little later in his work
Bradley goes on to say that this jealous nature found in Othello
is the only thing necessary to bring about the tragedy. All the
essential characteristios of Othello are not necessary to bring
about the tragic tcticn. Bradlay says that these characteristics
make, "a difference to our idea of him, they make a difference to
the setion and gataatroph», but in regard to the essentials of
nis character they are not important,"l5

It would seem that even Professor Bradley's appraisal
of Othello's ehnraetar is lacking all the requisites of character
delineation, A map3ia such & man because of the numerocus traits
which form his background, They influence his every move. To
grant that- some influence his being and others do not is to overw
look the psychological nature of a mnh'l character. It is not
Just jealousy that motivates Othello to his mction but all the
essential backgrounds which compose his character incline him to
his course of action,. |

Je 1o Btewart, an eminent Shakespearean scholcr, is of

the opinion that there is a definite psychological pattern in

" 1} A. C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy, London, 1926,
189, :

15 Ibid., 190.
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Othello's character. Othello does what he does and believes what
he believes because there 1a‘somcthiné‘in him which tends towards
that. Mr. Stewart remarkas:

Othello . . + believes Iago's calumny neither because

there is a convention that he muat do 30 in order to

- start a yarn (whieh is Stoll) nor because he is tco
noble to suspect evil (which is Bradley). He be-
lieves lago's calumny because there ig something in
| his nature which leads him to do so.

This would be more in keeping with the Aristotelian view of trage
edy. It would demand a flaw in character, "something in the
hero's nature which leads him to do what he does."17 Hence, 1t
follows that if the poet sndows his hero with various backgrounds
whioch incline him to his particular flaw, he will be the cause of
his own downfall, Stewart is of the opinion that an Othello une
deratood in this light is much more intelligible than an Othelle
merely pﬁlhbﬂ around by external forces.l8 stewart 1s not alone
in his opinion, Gervinus is of the same mind as Stewart when he
says that, "with his sense of psychological truth he sought the
ground work of @ passion of such strength as the 1ssue of the

story of the Moor of Venice supposed,”l¥ M, E. Prior says that

16 Stewart, Character and Motive, 103.
17 Intde
18 Ibid., 97-109.

19 Garvinna, Commentaries, 506,
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there 18 not one incident, no matter how small, which does not
throw some new light on the character of Othello throughout the
play. Everything enhances the probability of his action.20 Ane
other scholar, H. Granville-Barker, is of the same opinion when
he says that "the problem, then, and the essential structure of
the play, wlll be psychological, the action primarily an interior
aotion,"21 |

In the following chapters of this thesis it will be
shown that, contrary to Stoll and his school, Othello's sctions
are not only possible but probable; contrary to Bradley, all the
elements, not just part, which make a men what he is, play an

important role in his 1life and are the cause of his actions.

20 Moedy E. Prior, "Character in Relation to Action in
othello,"” Modern Philolegy, XLIV, May, 1947, 225,

21 H. Granville-Barker, "Othello," Prefsces to Shake-
speare, Fourth Series, London, 19£ s Vie




CHAPTER II
MILITARY LIFE OF OTHELLO

To draw a conclusion concerning the characteristics of
a man from one's first impression of him 1s superficial and medi=
oore.. There is but one way to come to a deep and trus knowledge
of any man and that way is closely to anslyze his words, thoughts
nd actions. This will help to draw a piloture which is much more
true to life and accurate..

To understand Othello, the man, it will help to study
the various sources of motivation whieh compose his character,
[The first element of Othello's basckground or sourse of motivation
is his military life. Whatever can be gathered about Othello, the |
Tun and nldiw;; will shed more light on the difficulty of whéthor
or not the noble Moor's deed is in keeping with his character.
Phuech can bd gathered from a careful study of this phase of
[0thello's life.. |
What type of man is Othello? -Formst,, Othello iz &
naoldior by profession whose 1ife has been spent in deeds of mile
itary prowess and adventure, but who has had little experience
[either in the \uy‘ of society or of the intrigues of men, He hime
|selfl says:

10
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For since these arms of m ine haﬂ»fvéﬁrdn years pith,
T111 now some nine moons wasted, they have us'd
Their dearest action in the tented field;
And 1ittle of this great world ocan I speak,
More than pertains to feats of broil and battle.}

His prowess has raised his stature to that of a leader
pf men, both as general of an army and as governor of Cypress in
pite of his ancestry. He was "all-in-all sufficient."? To have
Iluon to such a position as this required that he have outstand-

ing qualities which others saw in him. A leader of men must be

hrewd, just, good, courageous, and, above all, a man's man. No
oubt the Venetians recognized his grest courage and stamina, his
ustice and goodness, his thorough masculinity. He is, because
f this, the valued servant of the Venetian state.

Perbaps one of them ilitary and executive qualities to
hich Othello frequently had recourse was his judgment. 4s a
oldier and, especially as a general, he had to make quiock, sure
udgments in time of battle. A hurried appraisal with his eyes
urveying the situation was all that time would allow him. With-
¢ut hesitation and cn the spot, then, his military mind made
judgments. Granville-Barker says, "in judgment he was swift and
yncompromising.”> Really, Othello lmew of no other way to judge.

1 Othello, I, 111, 83-87.
2 Ibid., Iv, g, 275.
3 Granville-Barker, "Othello", Prefaces, 177.
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To sit down and deliberate was well nigh impossidble to his nature
since hismilitary 1life had never allowed him to experience the
time necessary for deep thought. Othello's judgment, one learns
from the play, never betrayed him. For this reason self~-confidence
was to be found in his military character. 8ince his quick and
sure judgments had never been wrong and were the basis of all the
success he had achieved, Othello was inclined to believe that his
judgment was perfect. As a soldier he was open and frank; he
leould see no guile in himself. 8ince he was so confident and
trusted himself to such a high degres, he judgmed most men to be
onest who but seemed to be so; he thought things true which but
semed te“m so., Life in the army had tempered his disposition in
thia way. It was only natural that Othello, whose life for the

ost part had been spent on the battle field, should, as a civil-
&an, act in the same manner as he did when he was a soldier. In
ociety it was hard for him, although he did not realize this, to
hnderstand and judge men and their actions other than in his mil-
tary eapacity. Indeed, he is one who "ganorcua in his views of
Ln and things, could understand the maneuvers of an army, but not
the m ovements of man,"l
8ince Othello trusted his judgment so highly, when he
phose someone to do & deed he placed full confidence and faith in

4 James H. Cotter, Shakespeare's Art, Cincinnati, 1903,

}20.
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that person.  Once established, his confidence was without limit.
{This 418 in ovidenei from the very beginning of thep lay. For some
[good and sufficient reason, Othello had picked Cassio for his
lieutenant over Iago. He had judged that Cassio better fulfilled
the requisites necessary for the vacated military pest. His judg-
ment placed rull confidence in quaic.

Again, in the second act of the play, Othello displays

is swift judgment. OUnce more it has to do with Cassie. OUn the
E:et, Othello on hearing of Cassio's offence dismisses him from

s service. "Casslo, I love thee; but never more be officer of

ine."5 This demonstrates a definite procedure in Othelle. Once
e had made up his mind, once he had judged, nothing could sway
m. Duty came first; personal feelings were secondary.

Bot ocnce but twice does Shakespeare underline the Moor's
peoific judicial capscity in the early moments of the play. Un-
oubtedly Shakespeare, being the genious he was, wished to show
phat seeds of danger might be dormant in a man whose judgment was
o inflexible, If that mind which judged so quickly and surely
piere once upset, 1f the confidence that Othello had in himself and
Ethers was shown t¢ be false, composure would be hard to regain,

his Judgment had been one of the most ocutstanding virtues which

5 Othelle, II, 1ii, 242-243.
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[Othelle, th&ysoldior, had possessed. Herein lies Othello's trag-

Edy, for that judgment whioh to him wes a virtue and in which he
ook great pride will prove to be his downfall; his virtue will,

in reality, be his vice. Immediately one can see the great sig-

pificance of this judicial capacity. OCan the soldier, Othelle,

joxercise a judgment as Othello the man, which separates his mili-

Eary from his domestic duties?® When Desdemona begs to go with
thello to Cypress, the Moor states that it is impossible that his

[domestic l1life whould interfere with hismilitary life., His virtue,)

jof which he is so confident, makes him say!

e o @ 36, when light-wing'd toys

Of feather'd Cupid seal with wanten dulneas

My speculative and offic'd inatruments,

That my disports corrupt and taint my business,

Let housewives make 2 skillet ofmy helm,

And all indign and base adverait%el

Make head against my estimation.

From Othello's cwn words one can see that

the sollection in his speech of images in the paired
terms 'skillet' and 'helm' represents a new develop-
ment. They suggest to Vthello's mind an impossibil-
ity so gross that he can visualize it only as an ab-
surd speetacle, namely, his war helmet converted to

kitochen uses. In other words, he is confident that

his judgment 1s adequate to separate his domestic

6 G, R, Kliger, "Othello, Man of Judshent " Modern
Eailelegy, XLVIII, May, 1951, 221-22i. ’

7 MD I: 111) 270"276
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and miXitary obligatian-.a
Once more, Othelle had exercised his judgment; without
delay he had judgod; &8s he undoubtedly did so often in battle,
that he would have the situation well in hand.
Here the dramatic genicus of Shakespeare can be detected.
It was foremost in the poet'smind to have his hero fall because
of his own characteristic traitas. Little by little he is making
it clear to the audience that Othello's judgment is not always
hat the hero thinks it to be, By so doing, Shakespears shows
Fh&t "the chief attraction to his work {2 not in reality the story
but the psychologlcal development and delineation of character,"?
That Othello is over-confident in his judgment, the hereo
himself tells the audience in the final acts
then must you speak
Of one that l1ov'd not wisely but too well;
Parploxta in the sherene 107 "+ De1nE MTOUES,

i“rm this it can be seen that when the Moor does exercise his judg-

ent and can separsate hismilitary from his domestic duties he has
ommand of any situation. 8ince he would seldom contemplate things,
thelle's soldier-mind, always ready to make a decision at a mo-
Tont'a notice, must grasp things from the beginning or else he
ould not be able to comprehend them at all. When something comes

8 Kliger, "Othello," Modern Philelogy, XLVIII, 221.
9 Turnbull, Othello - A Critical Study, 121.

| 10 Qthelle, V, 14, 342345
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to his atterition which he cannot 1mm§diutply grasp, then his
emotions are aroused, his mind becomes confused and he is pere
plexed in the extreme, This is not too hard to understand of so
grand a man as Othello when one recalls that most of his life had
been spent in an army and he had had little or no experience of
the ordinary man of his day. It is not surprising, then, to find
Othe'lo Jjudging hic wife and her actions in the ssme manner as he
judged his army. If he could judge immediately of her and her
lactions he was content, but when he coculd not his life was a ture

moil.

Othelleo has merged his wholes life, as soldier and
lover both, and he consequently has lost his partice
ular judicial capacity; he is indeed perplexed. In
yor@lsfity. he becomes jealcus and eventually a mure
derer.

Othello's greeting of Desdemona, "0, my fair warrior,"l12
Pa her ar~ival at Cyprus indicates the Moor's incapacity for
separating his military and domestic lives,

- Besides this military quality, Othello displsys other

jolements which round out the perfect soldier, Theodore Spencer

ays that, "in presenting the character of Othelle to his audience
Bhakeapeare emphasiges very strongly his grandeur, self-control

11 Kliger, "Othello," Modern ?hilolog!, XLVIII, 222,
12 othello, II, 1, 185,
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and nobility."13 Indeed, the Moor nv‘ovs before the audience's
eyes &3 a svldier in command of all situations., By word or
gesture he holds &1l in sway. To Barbantie, when well he might
have Just cause ‘for anger, he is mild. and obedient; to cu‘aic,‘—
on learning of his supposed offence, he is stern but kind, Oth-
ello's rebuke of Cassic shows this. "Cassio, I love thee, but neve
|er more be officer of mine "l To this nobility and self-control
ot othel1o, Theodore Spencer adds that, "this control, and the
nebility that goes with it, are reflected in the rhythm of his
speech; in his lines there ,“ an assured grandeur, and exalted
authority, as he rises without effort to any emergency,."l15

Indesd; if there is ome quality whioh stands out in
Othello's character and is almost as predominant as his judgnontf
it is the rich imagination and rhythm of expression with whieh he
is endowed., %The colorful images rise naturally out of his emo=~

tions, 'fk:py seen to come almost unconsciously whenever he is talk
ing. In a senses, it is part of his very naturs to use such colarfu[
language. This imegery shows that Othello's "emotional nature is
highly sensuous s o88ily kindled and interprets everything through

, 13 Theodore Spencer, Shakespeare and the Hature of Man,
m. .do, Nﬂi Iork, 39'-&9. 1270 ‘

m chellﬁ, II. 111. 2“?’2500
15 8pencer, Nature of Man, 128,
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the senses.™l6 The temptation scene (III, 111) is enough to point
out how true this is. However, it must be remembered that al-
though his imagination makes him very sensitive, tender and con-
slderate, not one of these qualities detraots from Othello's mas-
culinity and virility. Very often masculinity and virility are
had in a man's character but with a loss of the sensitive side;
[and it often happens that a men with a very sensitive nature finds
jpimself deprived of his masculinity and virility. This is not the
joase of Othello. &He has both qualities well blended in his per-

!son .
Also adherent to this man is the charscteristic trailt

f a swift temper. ¥nce aroused, that temper will stop at no-
hing. It seems as though his very being tends in that direc-
ion; and Shakespeare would not have this any other way.

o o o Now, by heaven,

My blood begins my safer guides to rule,

And passion, having my best judgment collied,

Asaays to lead the way. If I once stir,

Or do but lift this arm, %ha best of you
Shall sink in my rebuke,l

[a it any wonder then that one could rightly say of Othello that,
hesitation is almost impossible to him, that he is extremely

iolr-rcliant, and decides and acts instantaneously, that if stir-

16 T. H. Clemen, The Development of Shakespeare's
fmagery, London, 1951, 124.

17 m' II’ 111’ 206"2110
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red to indignation he answers with one lightning stroke"?18

Is it any wonder then that Othello has been called, "a
colossal hero, sure of pre-eminence when in repose, but as terr-
ible as an earthquake when disturbed"?19

Beyond a doubt, Shakespeare has given us s romantic
hero, a warrior and a leader of men. A men in the world but not
belonging to it. The romance of war has filtered into his blood
which, one might say, gives him a grandeur of which he himself is
unavare. Though by his own admission he is rude of speech, his
imagery and postry does not betray the fact that he spent most of
his years in a soldier's camp. Above all he is a acldier wont to
£ind his way through countless situations with his sharp sword
and keen judgment, But this noble being finds, when he cannot do
things his way, that he is lost in the world in which he lives,

Here, then, is Othello, the man and soldier; here is bu
one of the elements in his background which make him the man he 13.
Indeed, Shakespeare has begun to mold Othello in such a fashion
that one can even now say with Granville-Barker that "the story
is of the very essence of manjthe conflict, victory and defeat is
innate and ineviteble in what the character is."20

18 Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy, 19l1.

19 Hardin Craig, An Interpretation of Shakespeare,
New York, 1948, 196.

20 Granville-Barker, "Othello," Prefaces, 8,




CHAPTER III
COLOR AND CULTURE

Just as government, the progress of science, morals,
manners and customs tend to influence the age in which a man
lives, 80 almo do the various elements of his background influe
ence his entire being. _Hln is ocomposed of many elements whieh
fused together produce the complete man, These elements produce
s man's habits, his way of thinking and soting. One element a=
lone i3 not responsible for man's over-all actionsj but all the
olements together give the reason why a man is what he ia. This
is no less true of Othello.

One must eonsider Othello's ancestry and culture to help
him arrive at a better understanding of the finished product of
Othello, the man. This will by no means be the final step in ree
produsing the entire Othello. However, it will give the reader a
greater 1n§13ht and deeper understanding of Othello's charscter,

A problem must first be solved before one can undere
stand Othello's character completely. From what race is the
noble Moor descended? It 1s important that this question be con-
sidered here and now., Once it has been established that Othello
belongs to a eertaln rase it ¥ill be an invaluable aid in shewing

20
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one how thé traits of that race are to be found in Othello. At
the same time it will show that, contrary to Professor Bradley's
belief, race does play an important role in Othello's charascter,l

This question has been discussed time and time again by
the numerous critics of Shakespears. HNaturally there are two
groups, those who deny that Othello was a HAegro and those who af-
firm it. George Brandes 1s such & one who uncontestedly holdse
that "1t is quite unreasonable to suppose that he (3hakespeare)
thought of him (Othello) as & Negro."2 It would seem that Mr,
Brandes'! argument for his case comes to this, namely, that if
Othello were actually a Negro he could not have attained the po-
sition he held in Venice when the play begins, Horoovor,Ait is
only through envy of Othelle, according to Brandes, that the
other dramatis personse refer to him as "thick-lips," “sooty boe
som"™ and "a Barbary horse.”3 Even when Othello speaks of himself|
as black he only means that he is derk. Because of this, Mr,
Brandes concludes that Shakeapoare-ngant Othello to be brown, to

be a Moor.4t

1 Biadley, ggakoggoare:n,gggggg;,V187.

2 George Brandes, Willlam Shakespears - A Criticsl
Study, New York, 1927, 448,

3 These quotations are from QOthello, I, i, 663 II 111
693 1, 1, 112, | | | rooe

4 Brandes, A Criticsl étug;, 439.

-
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If this argument is true then it follows that chare
asters when speaking in ths play mesan other than what they actue
ally say. Therefore, nothing significant can be held concerning
them. Neither Mr. Brandes nor his school nor those who hold that
Othello is a Negro could come to any conelusion sinoce there is no
svidence left by Shakespears, other than the play, as regards
Othello's ancestry. Because of this, the author of this thesis
finds it difficult to agree with Mr, Brandes, He holds that
"Othello's race is of parsmount importance to the play"5 and that
Othello 1i# uneontestedly black. Othelle's bdlackness gives Iago
burning medicine to pour into the aged Barbantio's ear. The
thought of a black man marrying & white girl makes him suy, "Even
now, now, very now, au old black ram 1s‘tupp1ng your white ewe "6
Later Barbantio tells the ssnate that nature has preposterously
erred in this union,
in spite cf nature,

0f years, of country, credit, everything-

To fall in love with what she fear'd to look on}

It 1is a judgment main'd and most imperfect,

That will confess perfection so could err

Against all rules of nature.? 4

These examples and those which were quoted a taw line previous to

this must be taken at their face value. They explain why Barban-

5 Margaret Webster, Shakespeare Without lears, New
York, 1942, 237. |

6 m’ I’ ’-’ 90"910
7 Ibid., I, 111, 98-103.
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tio 1s 3o upset on hearing of the marriage. They give Iago and
Roderigo ample and juicy opporbunityvgneughzto appeal to the re-
pugnance of a white girl marrying & black man. Margearet Webster
says that for almost two centuries after the play was first pre-
sented Othello was represented on the stage as black. It was onlq
after nice minds considered that it was rather unladylike for
Desdemona to do such a thing that Othallo's color waa ehansod.a
Miss Webater goes on to say!

They cannot have been more horrified than Barbantlo,

her father, who thought that only witcheraft could

have caused 'nature so preposterously to err,! or more

convinced of the disastrous outcome of such a match

than Iago, who looked upon it as nothing but a 'frail

vow between an erring Barbarian and a supersubtle

Venetian,' and declared, with his invincible synicism,

that 'when she is sated with his body, she will find

the error of her choice.” -

However, this is the very idea whiech the poet wished teo
convey to the reader., He wanted the father of this white girl to
be scandalized at the marriage,the reason being that Shakespeare
could show that color meant nothing to Desdemona. Desides thisa,
it also eould bring out why Desdemona was so truly loved by the
Moor. She was the firat one whom he had ever met who loved him
as he was., Evidently, Othello was well aware of what people

would say concerning his marriage. It is this point that Iago

8 wabsﬁcr, Shakespeare Without Tears, 237.
9 Ibid., 237-238.
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will use later in the play to show that Desdemona is unfaithful,.
No, Shakespeare's genious realised all of this when he wrote the
play and had very definite ideas as to Othello's color. This
solor, the author concludes, is black. "To scamp this consider-
ation in the pliy is to deprive Othello of his greatest weak-
ness."10
Another argument in favor of Othello's being bdlack is
offered by Harold Goddard. My, Goddard draws his opinion on en
analogy of the three leading characters. He says:
Othello and Iago must have been conceived at the mo-
ment that the analogy struck the poet, one black
without and white within, the other white without
and bleck within. And to these two a third was in-
evitably added, Desdemona, white both without and
withine « « « To the imagination, black, not brown,
represents the shadow, evil, death. On the level of
poetry_that settles it beyond appeal. Othello is
black.ll
‘ Evidence points to Othello's being black, & Negro, and
as such he had many of the characteristics of his race, Perhaps
the most atriking trait of the Negro race to be found in Othello
1s the way they regard their women. It 1s true that this is not
a prime factor upon which the play depends, but it is every pre-
sent and contributes to Othello's character,

Throughout the entire play the atmosphere 1s steeped in

10 Idbid., 239.

11 Harold C, Goddard, The Meaning of Shakeapears,
Chicago, 1951, L59-460.
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sensuality.” Othello's color, his apparent unknown origin, the
many strange places to which he has traveled and in which he has
waged war, the frequent scenes that take place at night, and the
numerous remnrk:~bt sensual. passion all give evidence of this
element as found in the play. In his book, Lectures on Dramatic
Art and Literature, August Schlegel considers Othello to be "of
the wild nature of that glowing zone which generates the most
raging beast of prey, the most deadly poisons."l2 How true this
statement is in regard to Desdemona can be seen from the play.
The thought that some other man has had an affair with his wife
and that she has been unfalthful to him can make Othello sayt

If I do prove her haggard,
Though that her jesses were my dear heart strings
I'd whistle her off and let her down the wind,
To prey at fortune. o« « o ¢ ¢ ¢« ¢ ¢ ¢ o s o o o o
e s s o o o s s o O the curse Qfmni‘3"
That we can call these delicate creatures ours,
And not their appetites. I had rather be a toad
And live upon the vapour of a dungeon,
Than keep & aorna{ in the thing I love
Por other's uses.i3
As soon as the poison which Iago has poured into the
Moor's ear about his wife takes hold there soon rages through
Othello's Negro blood a sexuasl jealousy which "is of that sensual

kind from which in burning climes, has spruﬁg the disgraceful 111l

12 August Schlegel, Lectures on %gﬁigtic and Lit-
erature, trans. J.~3lack,~0d.‘A. Morrison, on, 1902, 401,

13 Othello, III, 111, 259-273.
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treatment of women and many other unnatural usages."1ll4 iy

It is commonly supposed that Othello does mistreat Des-
demona when he is convinced of her infidelity samd thus Mr.
Schlegel's statement is true in dhawiﬁg;that Othello's character
iaAtaahioned arter that of his race. However, it must be remem-
bered that Othello was civilized and far from displaying the base
savageneas which Schlegel's statement suggests,

Throughout the third set, third scens, this sexual tralt
is kept ever before the readerts mind, Any hint or innuendo of
Desdemona's infidelity brings Othello's tropical blood to a 5»11-
ing point of savage frenzy. There can be no doubt that, ulthougﬁ
Othello 1s ipekon of as "the noble Moor,"15 he has been made by
Shnkonpédra to onbédy»all the intense distrust and Jeaiouny of
colored people where their vomonfoik aéo obnéornad.lﬁ Once cone
vinced of his wife's unfaithfulness, Othello would have it in his
mind's eye that an unfaithful wife had solled the honor of a
wronged husband, and because of that thers was but one vindication
possible; death to the disleysl wife and the lustful lover. In
this element "Shakespeare revesls Othello as true to type, follow-

1L Schlegel, Lectures, 402,
15 QOthelle, IV, 1, 275.

16 Cumberland Clark, Shakespeare and Psychology, Lone
don, 1936, 100.
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ing his racisl instincts."17
Shakespears ever mindful of his task of portraying a

true to life charascter has also endowed Othello with colorful and
vivid language which 1s associated to hza race, This tralt is
most natural in Othsllo for with one possessed of such an imagine
ation as his, which must see concrete things and not abstracts
the language spoken should be rich and colorful. One of the mcst
besutiful parts of Othello's speech in the play comes at the very
end, It demonstrates thet his mind cannot deal with abstractions
and that his language is just a3 rich as his imagination. When
deseribing himself he sayss ) |

Like the base Indian, threw a pearl away

Richer than all his tribe; of one whose subdu'd eyes

Albeit unused to ths melting mood,

Drop tears as fast as the Arablian trees

Their med'cinable gum.l
Indeed, with Othello

the images rise naturally out of his emotions. They

come to him easily and unconsciously whenever he is

talking., He is a character endowed with rich im-
agination, 1t is part of his very nature to use im-

agery .19
The importance of these tralts as portrayed in Othello

cannot be stresged too strongly for on them hinge some of the

17 Ibid., 102,
18 Othallo;’ V,ii, 3‘.'-6"3500

19 W, H, Clemen e Development of Shakespeare's Im-
agery, London, 1951, 120, ihe
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play's prime factors. It is here in this background of Othello's
that Iago finds material to arouse the "noble Moor"20 whom at
first sight seems to have mastered most of the traits attributed
to his race. Truly can Van Doren sey of him:

The jungle in Othello is ever enemy to his garden.

The ordered rows of his princely manner are in

constant danger of being overwhelmed by a wilde

:;t::‘gig:;?éllnvaga in its strength and monstrous
Once aroused, the wild savagry which lies dorment in him will a-
waken such deeds and thoughts that were almost considered im-
possible for him to do; once aroused, Othello would be like an
African lion trying to acclimate itself to the alr of Venice and
Cyprus.

If "race in regard to the essentials of Othello's char-
acter is not important,"22 as Professor Bradley maintains, then
Othello's character loses all its meaning. One cannot imagine
that Shakespsare would paint a portrait of & man and have no in-
tention of endowing that picture which he has painted with the
essentials necessary to make it real, true to 1life. Iago, it

must be remembered, uses Othello's color and race to plant the

seed of Desdemona's infidelity in his mind. To have Othello be-

20 Othello, IV, i, 275.
21 Mark Van Doren, Shakespeare, New York, 1939, 235.
22 Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy, 187.
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come suspiolous about & trait which does not have a thing to de
with the essentials of his character, is to make Shakespeare a
thbughtlens writer. W. R, Turnbull, the author believes, has the
best answer to the Bradley problem., He says of Othello:

He cannot emancipate himself from the beliefs and trae-
ditions, still less from the inTluence of those unres-
soning impulses tha¢ are peculiar to his raze, s0 as
to see things around him in thoir real rslations., He
is subjent cu the bias of race. #is opinions are war-

ped, and his judgment is disterted by inherited emotion.
And his virtues, incapable of extricating themselves
from ancient abuses and excesses, are gradually transe
formed by aredulity6 superstitions and fansilcism into
fatal infatuvations,.o3
Race, then, does have a definite part to pley in Othello's chare
acter,

Beaides being a stranger in Venice because of his race
and complexion, Othello is also a stranger to the habits and thé
natural disposition of the state. -iis nine years of military lifd
have hampered him from gradually scquainting himself with the
dally customs and practices of the people with whom he assoclateagq
In nis speech to the senators of Venlce, Othellc telle them that
he is ignorant of the world and its customs. - "Little of this
great world can 1 apenk.”au Little wonder then that the "simpler
amenities and its customary household comforts are luxuries which

he has only come to know in the last nine moons since his milit

23 Turnbull, Othello - A Critical Study, 5.
24 Othello, I, 111, 86,
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occupation brought him to Venice."25 This was most natural for,
besides being a soldier and having spent most of his life in a
military regime, snother factor in his ignorance of the customs
and habits of the pecple was undoubtedly the fact that the indele
ible mark of hia’birth was ever present to remind him and others
of his origin, Iﬁ is hrni,tknt his bravery had made others, for ;
o time, forgot his solor but ﬁis war~like deeds ahﬂ evon'his
royal birth could not liberate him from the prejudices of the
people with whom he associated. This is the reascn why Othello
was so diffident and unsure of himself in his dealing with others,
and 1t is the reason why he remained ignorant of the times. His
sensitive nature could not understand the way others lived, and
try as he may, he could nbt become sccustomed to them.

That Iago should also use this factor to arouse Othsllo
is evident, He was well aware of Othello's ignorance and of the
various dispositions peculiar to othelld'a race. Knowing this,
it 1s a foregone aoneluuioh that Othello's tragic ruin naturally
comes from his being an alien not only as regards his race but
also as regards the customs, habits, land, and the spirit of his

day.

25 H. B. Charlton, Shakespearean Tragedy, Cambridges,
1948, 134. ‘




CHAPTER IV
RELIGION ARD SUPERSTITION

If Shakespeare's play, like all true tragedies, is to
be a "tragedy of character"l he cannot fail to endow his hero
with all the elements which will produce tﬁu complete man, <hus
far attention has been, mors or looi. on the exterior of the man,
his habits, his acts; but what of his beliefs? Ilago's words,
"Tis in ourselves that we are thus or thus,"2 point out that a
man is what he is according to his beliefs. By considering
Othello's oreed now it will help give a more understanding pio-
ture of the entire man because Othello's religion flows naturally
from his ancestry. BEven in this phase of portraying the Moor's
life, one will find that Shakespeare is no less deliberate than
he was befors. If Othello's tragiec downfall is to be not only
possible but probable thers must be svidence of the hero's action
in his entire character.

What was Othello's religion? By birth he undgubdtedly
was a Mohammaden. His tilte, "The Moor,” tells one that. How-

1 Granville-Barker, "Othello,” Prefaces, 9.
2 Qthelle, I, 111, 323.
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ever, it is known from the play that Othello was a convert to
Christianity. Iago's words:

And what's he then that says I play the villain?

Wnen this advice is free I give and honest,

Probal to thinking, and indeed the course

To win the Moor again? For 'tis most easy

The inclining Desdemona to subdue

In any honest suit. She's framed as fruitful

As the free elementa. And then for her

To win the Moor, were't to renounce his baptism

All seals and symbols of redesmed sin,

His soul is so enfetbver'd to her love,

- That she may make, unmake, do what she list,

Even as her appetite shall play the god

With his weak function.3
show that Othello was not too strong in his acceptance of his new
religion. In fact, Iago speaks these words to Cassio when telling
to implore Deademona to ald him in being reinstated in the Moor's
good graces. His indication is that the one person who could in-
fluence Othello to dencunce his faith is Desdemona.

| - That Othello "sdopts all Christianity's major articles
of bellief"l is easily decernible. His belief in the immortality
of the scul is sesn in the very last act when about to alay his
wife. He will destroy her body but not her scul. "I would not
kill they unprepared spirit; No, heaven forfend, I would not kill

thy soul."S His acceptance of confession may also be found in the

3 m, II. ’-’.‘-a 327"3390
I Charlton, Shakespearean Iragedy, 119.
5 Qthelle, V, 11, 31-32,
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last soene when Othello speaking to Desdemons says, "thersfore
confess thee freely of thy sin."® His words:

That have the office opposite {:u éaﬁ;bg:::;'.

And keep the gate of hell,? |
are pronouncements enough of Othello's Christianity.

However, on a careful study of the play, it would seem

that these Christian beliefs are but skin deep no matter how s;n-
cerely Othello holds them. H. B. Charlton, in his book Shake-
spearean Tragedy, says of Othello's adopted religion that, "these
pronouncements of acoepted Christian dootrine spring vitdlly te
his mind only in the stress of agitated feeling, and most ofien.
in immediate connection with some crucial sction."8 when emo-
tionally disturbed Othello does remember his Christianity but not
in the way one would expect of an ordinary Christien. When he is
about to kill Deademona, his Christian belief will not allow him
to oonfect the act until he is sure that his wife has repented of
her sin, for he would not condemn her soul to hell. And yet he
goes about her murder as though it were & sacrifice, Othello's

Christianity is such that in time of stress he reocalls its major

6 Othﬁllﬂp V,‘ 1’.' 520
7 Ibidc ] IV. 11. 89‘91.
8 OCharlton, Shakespearean Tragedy,
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dooctrines and would have othars:ramimhar~and practice them, How-|
ever, these doctrines do not seem e@fhéldcommand over him. He
himself doga not benefit nor take consolation from them as he
would that others should. Thus, Charlton can say that in erucial
action the Christian doectrine springs to his mind, not so much as
regards his practice and belief of Christianity but as regards
others' practice and belief. ‘

This is indeed verified in the lines quoted on the pre-
ceeding page and also can be seen in Othello's threat of ever
lasting dammation to Iage when compelling him to be honest in his
exposing of Desdemona's infidelity.

If thou dost slander her and torture me,

Rever more prayi abandon all remorsej

®* © [ 4 [ - & & [ J * *- " & @ [ ] > & & L 3 -
For nothing cans't thou to deamnation add

Greater than that.?

It would seem that Othello mainly finds a code to moral
‘goodness md noble conduet in his Christian religion.

Why, how now, hoel from whence ariseth this?

Are we turn'd Turks, and to ocurselves do that
Which heaven hath fortid the Ottomites?

For Christian shame, put by this barbarous brawl
He that stirs next to carve for his own rage
Holds his soul light; he dies upon hig motion,l0

In other words, there is a definite pattern for goodness in the

9 Qthelle, III, 111, 369-37L.
10 Ibid., II, 111, 172-177
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religion which he likes and accepts. Although he has accepted
Christianity completely and was sincers in his devotion to it, it
seoms, &8 has been sald before, that it was only skin deep.
When disturbed from within, when once his tropical blood becomes
heated, he does not seek refuge and comfort in his adopted relige
ion but rather flees to a more pagan cult, everlasting lights,
elements and the like. To these does he pray when in distress.
The devotion and practice Othello would have others have are not
to be found in his acceptance of Christianity. "When his inner-
most being is stirred to its depths, he breaks out into uttere
ances of a remoter and more mystically articulated religion . « o
which belongs better to dim pagan cults than any form of Chris-
tian worship,."il
After Othelle has decided to revenge himself of Desdeme

cna's wrong, it is an African paganism which receives his homage
and reverencs,

Even sc my bloody ehnuahts. with violent pace,

Shall ne'er look back, ne'er ebb to humble love,

T111 that a seapable and wide revenge

Swallow them UP ¢ o ¢ ¢ o ¢ ¢ 6 ¢ ¢ ¢ 6 ¢ ¢ o o

e & & & # B 6 & & 8 &6 © 5 & ¢ S B & & & B s " 0

Now by yond marble heaven,
In due reverence of a aigrod vow
I here engage my words,-

Othello looks to the great beyond for solace and aid and not te

11 Charltén, Shakespearean Tragedy, 120,
12 Qthello, III, 111, 257-262, \
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his adopted-religion. Again, this paganism can be found in the
culmination scene of the tragedy. ethslla, proceeds with Desdem-~
cna's death as though it were a sacrifice, an oblation. Charlton
says that the death of Desdemona, "is wrapped about with a cold
atmosphere of aolaﬁn sacrifice; but its solemnity is that of some
universal rite, in reverence to the chaste astars, and belonging
tec a religion whose sacraments are not those of a Christian ori-
gin,"13

However, it must be gathered that Othello was sinoere
in his effort to accept Christianity but that iir hold on him was
rather shaky. Try as he might he could not "emsncipate himself
from the beliefs and tradtions which were peculiar to his
race."lt His confused mind intermingles his Christianity with
his deeply rooted pagan beliefs. In the last scene when about te
sacrifice his loyal wife, his Christian beliefr are still to be
found burning within him. Even in his own final moments when the
truth has been too clearly seen this strange combination of
Christianity and paganism racks his poor mind with torment, with
a "plercing anticipation of the fate in the after-world wherein
the Gh;iatiun elements are confusedly mixed with the oruder old-
world dreads,"15

13 Charlton, Shakespearean Iragedy, 120.
14 Turnbull, QOthello - A Cpitical Study, Li8.
15 Charlton, Shakespearean Tragedy, 120.
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?o this quaai paganism which ‘flows naturally from his

lineage anothar truit is closely ull&adf namely, Othelloe's lupchi“}
atition and his balior in the art or musie. That this quality 1]
closely tllicd ta Gthollo'- race 1- tvidont from Barbantio's B
charge on finding his daughter narr&cd;bo the Moor. Othelloiis
accused by the angry Barbantio of haViﬁg won Desdemona by lpelll;
medicines tnd«uiﬁaharaht;,INQ other reason does the aged father
have for nature to wander from its course. He sayss

8he 1is abus'd, stol'n from me, corrupted

By spells and medicines bought of mountebanks

For nature so preposterously to err,

Being not defiecient, blind, or lame of sense,

Sans witcheraft could net.16 ,

Of sourse, Othello denies that it was witchoraft that
won Desdemona for him., It cannot be denied that Desdemona was
attracted to Othello because of his mysterious life. His witche
oraft was the tale of his life's Soil-jad dangers., However, deny
it as ha:n;sht, Othello was overly superstitious., 7This folly is
found 1n;§hs Play in Othello's attaching vital importance to the
hnndkarohii?, his wedding present to his wife, It is clear that
Othello boliuv;n that it has charms which & sibyl cast on it and
that with it the possessor could alwaya balm the irate feelings
of a distraught husband, When demanding the handkerohief from

Desdemona in the third act of the play it seems as though this

16 Othélle, I, 111, 60-6lL.
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were the ons big factor in determining Othello in his course of
action., When confronting Desdemona in the garden he does not
seek to findout if she has been unfaithful to him but wishes to
see the handkerchief. In telling the history of the gift!?
She dying gave it me;

And bid, me when my fate would have me wive,

To give it her., I did so: and take heed on't;

Make it & darling like your precious eyej

To lose 't or give't sway, wiro such perditien

As nothing else could mateh.l7
Desdemona can only gasp, "Is't possible? It is only now that
she fully realizes the great signifiocance it has for him.
Othelle's reply to her is ever filled with strangeness and the
magic art in which he believes,

'Tis true; there's magic in the web of it

A sibyl, that had number'd in the world

The sun to course twe hundred compasses,

In her prophetic fury sew'd the workg

The worms were hallow'd that did breed the silk,

And it was dy'd in mymmy ﬂnie? the skilful

Conserv'd of maidens' hearts.i8
There, indeed, was wonder in the handkerchief but one is inclined
to think that it is not so much the magic that upsets Desdemcna
80 but the realization of what belief in the handkerchief had
done to her angry husband. As H. H. Horne so aptly put it, Des

demona now knows that "he believes both in Egyptian magie lodged

17 ;914.. III’ 1'. 6““69.
- 18 Ibid., 703 T1=75
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in the web #f the handikerchief, in the fate controlling dese
tiny."19 |
There are other passages in which Othelle credulously

speakes of the omen of a "raven o'er the infected house," and the
influence of the moon upon the spirits of men.20 When he spesks
of Dosdomon&*a oyes as charms he certainly means everything that
modern convention has forgotten in the term. As Mark Van Doren
says of Gthollo'n tupovatitian and of its presence in ths plny:

an infusion of mngic does tincture the play--even Ingo

can call his jealousy of the Moor "a poisonous mineral"

that gnaws his inwards--and its source is somehow in

Othello. Without his presence it would not be here;

his presencs, and his ixtrnordinary susceptibility to

any suggestion of 1.2
Beyond a doubt Othello's bellief in mysterious powers is deeply
rooted in hli character. It flows from the pagan religion to
which he has recourse when aroused,

Is it any wonder, then, that in Othello's character the

reader finds him falling into deep superstition at the least hint
from Iago? Little by little the artistic mastery of Shakespeare

begins to unfold before one's eyes.

19 H. H, Horne, Shakespeare's gg;losozgl r Love
Raleigh, N. C., 1945, 132. -

20 622.1;9’ IV, 1’ 210
21 Van Doren, Shakespeare, 229,




CHAPTER V
OTRELLO'S LOVE OF DESDEMONA

Anyone who writes on Othello's character and fails to
give time to Desdemona would not have apbirnly discuased the
Moortis complete background. It is their union, & union of oppo-
sites, upon which the hlay depends. It is this union from whieh
springs the tragedy and Othello's final destrunction.

The question as to whether a man cculd raise himself to
such & frame of mind as to commit the heinous orime has been a
question diacussed tinme and.tima sgain by most of the Shakespeare
ian critics. They seek to answer whether it is possible t¢ pore
tray & man, wbo possesses normal faculties, capable of such a
deed. 1In the case of chnlle. most of the eritica will say that
the answer to the question must be that a man, given all the re-
quisites necessary, not only could 4o such a deed, but undoubted-
ly would. It is here, then, that the artistic mastery and skill
of Shakespeare is to be found. Here, in Othello's and Desde~
mona's love for each other, Shakespeare executes his suprome
power of character delineation and by it shows that Othello's
actions and downfall are not only possible but highly probable.
In the poet's delineation of the hero and heroine of his play

4O
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rests the ofux of the problem of his character portrayals. Ei=-
ther they are true to nature of they are not. |
But before one can discuss the love life of Othelle and
Desdemona it will be well to consider for awhile the object of
Othello's lovd, Desdemona herself, for "in the delineation of
this woman the poet has sketched & character of extraordinary
truth and naturalness.”l Once it has been seen how the love
background of Othello snd Desdemona was composed, one will know
that the union of two such people could only end the way it did,
Immediately on hearing of Desdemona one learns that she
is she exact opposite of VUthello. She wast
A maiden never bold;
() o spirit so0 still and quiet, that her motion
Blush'd at nerself,2
Desdemona possessed all the qualities which could make her lovee
able to the Moor. Shakespesare has given her a beauty whioch in
Othelle's words "paragons deseription and wild fame.,”3 1In the
rapid courtship, if courtship it can be oalled, Desdemona 1s the
sharming housewife, "delicate with her neddle, and an admirable

musician whose voice could sing the savageness out of a bear .l

Gervinus, Commentaries, 515,
Othﬁllﬂ’ I’ 111’ 9“‘96‘

Ibid., 98,
Ibido, IV, 1, 197‘198.
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She had all ‘the power to sooth Othelle, and this although he
cared little for musie. ' |

Other qualities to be found in this lovely creature are
seen in Iago's response to Desdemona's inquiry on a modest maid-
en, In the picture which Iago paints it is quite avidont that
he is using Desdemona as his model. To what characters in the
play cother than Desdemona do Iago's words apply when he paints
the maiden as "ever fair and never proud," that she had "tongue
at will and yet was never loud”™? Both these qualities are easily
discernible in Desdemona's character. As Iago continues he says
this maiden could "see sultors fellowing, and never look behind,
and she could think and ne'er disclose her mind."5 These are but
paintings of her ﬁﬁdo:ty and patience, But Desdemona's character
would not be complete without mentioning her hereic quality of
freedom from revengs., In her last moments she does not curse her
calumniator but rather blesses him, and to her dying breath, she
witholds the truth of her murderer, |

Desdemona was & simple pure soul who was igncrant of
the world within which she lived, possessing all the fino quali-
ties which one would wish to find in the human heart. Othello
and Desdemona are alike in their linplieify. Yet, with all these
fine points, Desdemona lacked an active mind and desp inaight ine

g - S These quotations are taken from Othello, II, 4, 148~
157.
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to human nature. Brandes says that the "figure of Desdemons is
one of the most charming Shnkoapoari hhs drawn. S8he is more
womanly than other women.*® One samnot disagree with this,

To Othello she appears intelligent, gentle and prudent;
this comes from the fact that her goocd conscience is her guide,
He admires her reserve and modesty, her sincerity and timidness,
One feels that her simplicity was one of the attracticns that
drew her to Othello for in this characteristic trait they are
both alike. Othello's plain ¢pen nature undoubtedly would have
been replused had she been cother than what she was. To such a
man as Othello the society of a girl like Desdemona would come
almost as a revelation. Had Desdemona been a Pertia, she would
never have attracted the Moor who would have felt overawed by
her intellesetual superiority. To a Boaﬁrico he could never have
been & Benedict, But in Desdemona he recognizes hié complencnt,
Her homelike virtues attracted the habitue of the camp. Indeed,
thers was nothing in her wit to slamm him; while her womanly pity
went to his heart, To such a true man as Othello, the nature
most attractive was that of the true woman, and in Desdemona he
found 1t in perfeation. Meveover, there was something that must
have been upeoiuily'nteractivo in Desdemona's ssacorifice of here

self. As a necessary servant of the state, Othello was doubtless

6 Brandes, A Critiocal Study, LL7.
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asccustomed to flattery but to love for his own seke he had hither
to been a stranger, and to find bhat h§:had almost unwittinglykv
inspired such a passion in the mind of a beautiful Venetian girl
must have been specially soothing to his vanity. Nor would this
feeling be 1oas§nnd by the fact that he was already somewhat ad-
vanced in age, a veteran to whom the sight of himself preferred
before younger men must have been doubly delicious,

It was only natural, then, that Shakespeare's genious
saw to it that the "most womanly of women feels herself drawn te
the manliest of men."’ As has been said, the main attraction
for Othelloc was the precious jewel of Desdemona's humility, mode
esty and innocenee, It was because of this priceless gift of
purity which Desdemona possessed that Othelle says her name is
olear and "fresh as Dian's via:go.'a Gervinus says of her: |

The genuiness of her soul and mind culminates--and this
is the highest point of her nature--in perfect freedom
from suspicion too deeply rooted in her.for the suse
plofous world., This unsuspiciousness is the source of
all her noble qualities , . . she never needed the law,
and knew no sin; she might err against many rules of
sonventional custom, but her heart would be pure from
stain because any infraction of the eternal moral law
would be impossible to her; she has no suspicion of
other men, and dreams not that they could think evil eof

herz this ingenucusness, therefore, is the source of
her happiness, and also th> cause o7 her unhappiness.?

7 Ibid.
O'thlla. I1I, 11‘., 388./
9 Gervinus, Commentaries, 516,
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THis, then, is the woman whom Othello meets and with
whom he falls in love., A4And yet it wé§ an1y natural tbat this
glrl far younger in years than Othslle;»or different race and
social standing should fall in love w;ch him, She loved Othello
for what he was. "I saw Othello's visage in my mindi" and he her
because "she lov'd me for the dangers I had pass'd, and I 1ev’¢
her that she did pity them."10 Here is the seed of their love,
their marrigge "was spiritual and not corporeal in its origin,"1l
Hence, Desdemona was won not by the eye but by the imaginabien.,
She was free from that prejudice which others had held against
her lover because of his color. This fact made Desdemona all the
dearer to him. Hers is a love "born less of the heart than of
the imagination."12 One can say that after hearing of Othello's
wonderous life, his travels, wars and hardships, Desdemona reéllyL
foll in love with her idea of herolie manhood. No doubt, if hep
mind possessed a deep insight into human nature she would never
have been nttraetodiba the Moor, so opposite were their chare
acters. |

No less is true of Othello's love of Desdemona. For

10 Quotations are from Otheilo, I, 111, 253; 167-168,
11 Stewart, Character and Motive, 103.

12 F. S. Boas, Shukeigearo and His Predecessors, Lone
dbn, 1896 » 226 L4
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Othelle, then loves beauty. But in the final analysis

you will find that 1% 1s the moral elemens of the beau-

tiful that acts as a loadstar in all the wooing of this

warlike soul. Her grace, he perceives, is grafted on

something deeper, better, more abiding than symmetry

and proportion of form and feature, or delicacy and ree

finement of manner. Her beauty is not simply an extere

nal garment but an inatrument of direct spiritual in-

struction to him.,13 B

| Othollé places Desdemona on i’podoatal. Never before

has anyone of different race and opposite sex shown suech love
for him. How prouﬂ he must have been aceuilly to see that his
oolor meant nothing to this girl, how flattered that she had
turned away from other suitors of her own age and race and picked
himl To Othello, Desdemona was the apex of all he believed a
woman should be. In her he found a moral worth, a moral value
whieh irmediately appealed to his soul. Here, here in this cne
woman would he place hils entire life, yes, oien his soul. To
sueh a nature as his, her restfulness, her charm, her beauty and
innocence were in themselves a scothing charm. She could sing
the savageness out of a beast! Indeed, since Desdemonsa was the
first to love him for what he actually was, Othello finds a
yhaco and solitude, a perfect harmony which he has hitherto not
known., She is his sun which sheds her rays upon him blinding his
past turbulant broils and feats of war, In her wss all he could

ever dream or hope to have. She was his god, and could exact

13 Turnbull, Othelle - A Critical Study, 347-348.
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from him’uhteavcr she wished, she was the precious pearl that
was richer than all the other gems, she was his world, his solace
in whom he was able to build up his strength, his precious ware
rior, in fine, his life, his heaven or his hell. He even says,
"My life upon her soul, "l

So true was it that Desdemona was Othello's life and
world that the first thing Othello's confused mind dwells on
when he israun#inaod of Desdemona's infidelity is that of his
life's work. His vho%o world sinks, his life is gone.

- Farewell tho tranqudl minﬂ;oéa?:::l§°§o;z::tl

Farewell the plumed troop and the big wars
That make sambition virtuel O, farewelll

Farewelll Othello's sccupations .gén; yis” * °
or "If this be true then heaven mocks itself."16 Othello's love
was so much a part of the complete man that all the elements of
his 1life are united in it.

A point discussed in the first chapter of this thesis
again comes to the fore when diicuaaing Othello's love of Des-
demona, namely, the part his doncsticylira played on his military
Jife. The fact is that they are one, for Othello so loved Des-

demona that his whole 11fe rested on it. But, alas, this is

1} Othello, I, 11i, 296.
15 Ibido’ III' 111’ 3‘*8"3580
16 Ibid., 278,
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where the noble Moor makes a sad mistske, He 1s certain that he
can keep both lives separated but, of course, he cannot. This is
why S8, Kliger can say that
had he loved wisely, he could indeed have kept his
military and domestic life separated; but he loves too
well. In short, the particular reason why he succumbs
to Iago's schemes . ., . 18 the fact that, in Deademona's
case, precisely because he loves her too well, Othelle
has merged his whole life, as soldier and lover both.17 ,
In truth, when he cannot love Desdemcna then chaocs is come again,
Here brief space must be given to Professor Stell whose
argnmant was mentioned in the first chapter of this thesis.
Stell is of the opinion that Othello's actions need in no way
flow from the character he was. The poet's aim is not to give
characteristic traits to his hero té'makc his actions poassible
or probable., Stoll says:
Comprehend one does not and cannot, ons but sees and
hears and is swept along. He (the poet) presents no
studies of love, ambition, pride, or jealousy, though
he presents characters powerfully animated by suech
passions. And upon the causes and igringa of action
he is often content not to intrude,
However, everything is explained by Shakespemr e in his charactere
ization of Othello, Granted all the characteristics of Othelle,
and knowing that his love was ideal, ipiritnal, and not too core

poreal in origin, the least hint that Deademona was not all he

17 Kiiger, "Othello,” Meodern Philology, XLVIII, 222,
18 Ibid.. 22‘-‘-.
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had imagined her to be would be sufficient cause in Othello's

case to sind,him from thQ heights of virtue to the depths of
vice., As,T, Spencer says, "Othello, the man of action, who is
in his own world, and has given that world to Desdemona, when hp
finds lustfulness, &s he thinks, in her ocan, for the time being,
only grovel on the floor."l9 How true this is when-one considers
that Othello's love was & thing of the mind. ideal in nature,
That he is capable of such action, then, flows quite naturally
from his character. But, lest this does not seem a sufficient
resason for some, cne is able to consider whether Othello's action
against his wife is probable from another point of view, To do
this it will be necessary to go to the very foundation of drama
and tragedy to show how true to 1life Shakespsare has made Othello,
The object of drama, Aristotle says, is to "represent
men in action "20 This means that the poet must paint a pieture
of & man's character by means of actions whioch are true to life,
One must admit that Shakespeare has fulfilled all the requirments
neceasary to allow Othelle, in his love 6: Desdemona, te raise
himself to such a state of mind that as a result his sctions are
inevitable as regards Desdemona,

In his Grammar of Assent, Cardinal Newman, discussing

19 Spencer, Nature of Man, 130,
20 Aristotle, Poeties, 1447 =, 11,
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how the wiliror % man can be influenced to move him to aotion,
gives thn‘answor to the probablity ér«Dthnllo'n actions, since
Newman's prineciples can be applied to Othello also. Cardinal Newsl
man says that there are two types of assent, notional and real,
and that it is not only a man's knowledge or imagination which
influence him to aet, but "hope md fear, likes and dislikes,
appetites, passion, affections, the stirrings of selfishness and
self love."2l Notional assents are most common to every man.
That is he can reason about the idea, ocomtemplate it, and finally
assent to its genuiness and logicalness., However, an assent of
this type is not sufficient to cause a man to asct, There must
be real assent for 1t is higher than a notional one since it is
stronger, more vivid and foreible, and can stimulate the emotions
and will to scte

xewnnﬁ goes on to say that real assent is something
persanal to the individual. By this he undoubtedly means that 1t
is a somplex thing composed of his entire background. A real ase
sent must not only have knowledge and imagination, as does no-
tional essent, but it must have the imagination made active
through experisnce. Once the imagination is in motion it causes

vivid pictures which arcuse the emotions, snd onee the emotions

21 John Henry Cardinal Newman, Grammar of Assent, ed,
C. F, Harrold, New York, 1947, 24-743 C. ¥, Harrold. Jobn Henry
Newman, London, 19&5.'1&6. - :
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have been atirred, then is "given to the world of men one idea
of 1mmcnao‘ancrgy,Aof adsmantine will of the revolutionary pow-
er,"22

Othnllo'rellows this pattern of real assent. Knowing
that his love wﬁo more idesal than corporeal in origin, the least
mention that Desdemona was not ;11 she should be and that she
was unfaithful to him was sufficient to arouse Othello's vivid
imagination which provored his emotions.  These, ia turn, caused
a real assent on his part that Desdemona was untrue to Lim. One
neesd only read the temptation scene (III,i11) to see the vivid
pictures of lust which invaded his mind and stirred it to sction,
In ract.‘so ideal was Othello's love of Desdemona anéd hers for
him that Othello "regarded Desdemona's love for him &s a dream
too beautiful to be true."23 This being the case, when his mind
was convinced that that dream was not true he was moved by his
emotions to act as he did.

Deny one cannot that Shakespeare has m@do this love
matoh flow from the nature of the characters he has created., Al-
ready one can see and feel the uncertainty which is beneath the
surface. As Turnbull se aptly says:

Artér haviog $hus pointed out in Othello's and Desdem-

22 Harrold, Newman, 1lhb.
23 ‘Goddard, Meaning of Shakespeare, 47l.
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ona's nature the threads with whioh they spin their

own fate . « o throughout let the poet himself speak,

seeking the merit of explanations only in tne arrange-

ment of facts, in gathering together scattered traits

of ocharaoter, and in more strongly emphasizing the

prineipal points upon which the reader and actor must

throw that stress that stronger light, whieh giveas the

pleture its full efficasy and truth .2k

Everything else tended to throw stronger light on the

uncertainty of Uthello's love and marriage. They 4id not have
time to become acquainted or accustomed to the surroundings withe
in which they lived,

The lovers knew each other's soul in its pure essence;

but they were ignorant of the temporal end habitual

forms in which the other's soul responded characteris-

tically to the particular circumstances of its mater-

ial environment. They needed to learn to live toge-

ther in what they must perforce make their actual

world,? |
The newly married couple really never lived together. On their
marriage night Othello is called to the senate chambers, he is
given solemn warning by his father-inslaw:te watoh his new wife,
The very next night he 18 off to war and when tne coupls are
again reunited it is in 2 locality unfamiliar to both. #onob,
they do not live together for a long period, and in this time
Othello is ocoupied in affairs of the state. Fate, if the word

may be used, helped keep the lovers apart., Time forbade them to

24 Turnbull, Othelle - A Critical Study, 528,
25 Charlton, Shakespearean Tragedy, 134,
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become domesticated and the locality only aided time. Two souls
in love but utterly unknown to each other; tio souls loving what
thelir minds had pictured each other eo bo. living as unknown
strangers and their love "renaining an ideal reaction in an ideal
realm, being entirely a thing of the mind, it was exposed to the
onslaught of intangible suggestion,"26
One can now see why such

& union based upon the mﬁtual fascination rather than

mutual knowledge of character has in it the seeds of

a bitter disenchantment, a violent catastrophel It

is the disasterous fortune of Uthello and Desdemona

that there are those about them who are interested

in quickening these seeds into precipitate growth.27

One of those is Iago who must now come into consideration.

26 Ibid., 135. |
27 Boas, Shakespeare and His Predecessors, 426,




CHAPTER VI

IAGO UTILIZES OTHELLO'S BACKGROUND
TO MOTIVATE HIS ACTIONS

It 1s not the task of this author to delve tco deeply
into the problem of the character of Iago as to whether he is a
devil incarnate or not, or as to the motives whioh stir him te
action, These are brablana whioch must bde admitted and many there
are who have written long essays on them, This sathor neither
affirms or denies ahjth&ns on these two questions. The problem
of this thesis 1s concerned with Iago only in so far as Othello's
actions are brought before our attention., Is he the cause of the
hero's action, or does he merely set the action in motion so that
Othello is the real cause of his own downfall? If Iago is the
main cause of Othelle's tragic ruin, then Othello is a pathetic
and not a tregio character. It would mean that his suffering
was unmerited since there was nothing within Othello's character
to warrant such a catastrophe, it would also require a great |
passivity on the hero's part. 1If, on the other hand, Othello 1is
the cause of his own downfall, then his actions must flow from
what he is. The cause must be from within the man himself, if he

be a tragic hero.
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Granted the first opinion, Othello's character loses
#ll probability. His actions would be the result of Stoll's the-
ory of the "salumniator believed" wh;ch would not have the hero |
| pesrforming actions true to his character but merely forced into
a situation by & fine literary convention which aids the author
to get a good story going, and eases the audiencs over an ape

parent contradiction, namely, that so noble a man as Othesllo

could possibly do the deed he does.l It would mean that Othello's

character is unnatural and his uotins and actions absurd.

One finds 1t hard to acoept this opinion of Othello.
Iago is not a "calumniator believed™ but a very shrewd and dane
gerous young man out to cause a leot of trouble. J. I. Stewart
has this to say of Iago as regards the action of Othello, "I
ago's superhuman arts are moonshine; Othello ficlda with such
prouptness as to make it plain that the mind that undoes him is
not Iago's but his own."2 It is Othello, then, not lago, whe
brings about the tragio ruin, |

Pirst, 1t will be necessary to give a brief account of
Jago. On a close analysis of his presence in the play, one finds
that Iago contributes very much to the total effect. If one can
say this, the reader finds great delight in the careful and true

1 Stoll, Shakespeare Studies, 93-94.
2 3tewart, Character and Motive, 105,
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representation of sheer malevolence. The malevolence, slowly and
carefully axhibitodyin each selaotod7i§¢no of Shakespesre's,
soems t o be without limit. 4.C. Bnidlcy,‘in his work Shake-

Bpearean Tragedies, says, "Evil has nowhere else been portrayed

with such mastery as in the character of Iago."3

But to say that Iago is just plain evil leaves many of
his traits unzouchod.. Were he merely an abnormal sadiat he
doubtleasly could not hnye duped Othello so masterfully as he
did. Prom the play it can be said that he is deceitful but, at
Jeast, externally a good man, Even Othello, before ;tgo begins
to set the wicked trap,says he 1s & man of honesty and trust.b
To make the source of evil piain, "to make its destruction effect
incontrovertible, Shakespeare endows Jago's character with fine
qualities."™® Upon a‘slose analysis af Isgo one finds that, if
anything, he 1is consistent, csrtain, brave, active, possessing &
very fine md scourate knowledge of the workings of the human
mind., All of bhejé~qunlihioa are admirable traits which one iust
ndgiro i the man. R, G. White goes so far as to aay of lago
that he

was also of that order of ability whiech lifts a man

3 Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy, 207,
L4 othelle, I, 1ii, 286,

S Donald A. Stauffer, Shakeapeare's World of Imiges,
New York, 1949, 17L.
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speedily above his fellows. His manners and his
guise were of a dashing military sort; he made him-
self liked by all, and was regarded not only &s &
man of great ablility but as a warm~-hearted, wholg~
souled man, and the very prince of gocod fellows.

Shakespeare has left little more to be desired in his
character delineation of Iago. But to these fine qualities al-
ready mentioned, another must be added which lago possessed in
the nighest degree. He has & subtle mind, one which is sharp
and piercing. ;

Virtuel a figl ‘'tis in ourselves that we

are thus, or thus. Our bodies are our gardens,

to the which our wills are gardeners.’
Iago believes that reason can and should lead the will to action,
snd that both the reason and the will can master passion. Well
it can be said that, "Iago's insight, within certain limits, into
human nature; his ingenuity mmd address in working upon it; his
quickness and versatility in desal ing with sudden difficulties and
unforeseen oppertunitins have probably no parallel among dramatic|
charscters.”8 To be sure, lIago knows his power and knows men,
He knows all the subtle and oompiex conditions of human life.

Beyond this he has & steadfast confidence in circumstance, More

261, 6 R. G. White, Studies in Shakespesre, Boston, 18686
[ J

7 Othelle, I, 111, 323-325,
8 Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy, 218,
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than any of the other characters in the play his keen mind ean
sense and interpret all changes of appearsnces; he is able to
perceive every weak and vulnerabls aspot in the ehnrnétora of his
companions. With these powers aiding his ambition, with great
ease he can bend and sway the imnginibiona of men., He knows his
target when he tdces aim and he rarely misses the mark. It 1is
just this quality, the very opposite of Uthello's, that allows
Iage to agitet e Othelle. For waile Othello is naive, Iago is
subtles while Othello doubts, lago is certain; while Othsllo
rages, lage is calm; while Othello is suspicious, Iago is cone
fident, and while Othelle 1s simple, Iago is complex. Indeed,
Iago

has secretly sounded all his companions from the loweat

note to the top of the compass. And knowing 'all qual-

{ties with a learned spirit of human dealing,' his in-

stincts guide him to the frall and feeble parts of

men's moral armourg his baits and bribes exactly suit

the special idiosyncrasy of those to whom he offers

theme « +» « He knows perfectly the character and pre-

delections of those with whom he has to deal.?

Thus, Iago comes before one well equipped to actuate
the unrevealed, unrealiszed, yo@'pctontinl capacity of unloosed
pasaion in Othello's nature, He is equipped to practice on the
peace and quiet of the Moor, ready to cloud his intellect, en-
feeble his will, to tempt Othello to passionate self-abandonment,

and force Othello's quiet into a permanent atate of unrest. Iago

9 Turnbull, Othelle - A Critical Study, 306.




59
comes prepircdy if it may be said, to awaken those potential evil
passions which have been dormant 1an§h‘110'l character for some-
time, e will awsken those evil potentials in the general
through the various elemesnts of h:;'baekground. He will confuse

the quick, sure judgment of Othello; he will poison his hot Xegreo|

blood and arcuse traits which are traditional of Othello's race;
he will play on the general's social ignorance to dim his mind,
and, foremost of all, he will aim his arrow at the most precious
thing Cthellc loves, Desdemona. All this will Iago's cunning
bring about until that passionate jealousy which has long been
controllod rushos up and floods Othello's very being to its own
etsrnal scandal and destruction. PFor

Sp, oft it chances in particular men,

That for some vieious mole of nature in them,
As, in thelir birvh, --where n they are not guilty,
- 8ince nature ¢ annot choose his origin, =

By the o'ergrowth of some complexion,

Oft breaking down the pales and tarta of reason,
Or by some habit that too much o'er-leavens

The form of plausive manners; that these men,
Carrying, I say, the stamp of one defect,

Being nature's livery, or fortune's star,

Their virtues else, be they as pure as grace,

As infinite as man may undergo, _

Shall in the general censure take corruption
From that particular substance of a doubt

To his own scandal .10

8o with Othello, that fvieiout mole of nature”ll shall

10 nml.t' I' 1', 23‘38.
11 ;!140’ th
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take hold., Iago will, in a certain sense, but bring to light
what has been hidden in Othello's character. As Turnbull says,
"Iago but educes what 1s in his victim. Othello's mistrust,
sruelty and murder are simply the definite objective roalisationn‘
of that hostle prineiple which existed in Othello from the
first, 12

The educing whiech lago sets about to accomplish is not
too olear in his own mind at first. However, astime progresses
his keen perceptiveness picks a plan., This plan is based solely
on what Othelle is. ™It is built on Iago's knowledge of Othello's
character,®13 :

- Iago knew Othello to be of a free and open nature whe
thought men honest who bux seemed to be so,.ll Iago also realized
that 1f he were to lead the Moor around as an ass he had to strike
where Othello was most wvulnerabls. First, he had te¢ strike at
Othello's military background., His plereing mind could see that
Othello, as a general and as a man, was very self-confident., He
had made decisions in war and battles; he knew his worth but above
all else, he was confident of his judgment. Uthello was not an

egotist but he was self-reliant cof the confidence he had in others)

12 Turnbull, Othelle - A Critical Svudy, 266,
13 Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedies, 179.
‘ m Qthello, I, 111%, hOS-h,OB.
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When Othellc selected Cassio for the vacant military post undoubt-

dly he had unquestioning coenfidence that Cassio was more fit for

he job than Iago. Iago was clever encugh to realize that once
his confidence which the Moor had placed in others was broken it
ould at ﬁha same time make Othello realize that he wna’not as
elf-confident as he thought himself to be, Besides that the seed
£ uncertainty would always remain in Othelle's mind, HNow Iage
ces just this as regards Cassioc. When Othelle is forced to dise
ss Cassic he inwardly feels his contiddnei has been betrayed,
nd he can never more feesl too auro‘bf Cassio. This but makes the|
oor all the more uncertain of himself. Iago arcuses Othnllo't
oortaintj in his judgment so that hence ferward Othello, because
o is less certain of himself, will be more attentive to Iago's
inatings when he mentions Casasio's n@io, Advancing by one ine
inuation after the other Iago ruins the already uncertain cone
1dence Othello had placed in Cassio,

lagos Did Michael Cassio, when you woo'd my lady

Know of your love?
%i%g%;gt He 4id, from first to lsst; why dost thou ask?

But for a satisfaction of my thought,
No further harm,

Othello: Why of thy thought, Iago?l5
[ho subtle insinuation being that there is some harm. Iago con-

inues.

15 Othello » 111 » 111 » 9“"98 .
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Iago: "",g 4id not think he had besn acquainted with
‘her,
Othcllo: Ol - yes, and went botwoen us very oft.

%g Indeed!
Othslle: Indeedl ay, indeed; diaccrn'at thou ought
in that? Is he not honest?

3%%"110 Konopt, my lord?
t Honest! ay, honest,
REO? My lord, for ought I know,.
llo: What doat thou think?
Iago:  Think, my lord?ld |
The implication here is that Cassio is not honest and that Iago
knows more than he is revealing. Othelle's reply shows Iago that
the confidence the general once had in Cassio is now turning into
suspicioni he is uncertain, doubtful about the man. Vhen Iago
answers Othello's inguiries with "men should be what they
aodm,"17rho, of course, 1mplios that Cassio is not what he seems
to be, 7Tnis plays havoec with Othelle for his now confused mind
loses the confidence it had in himuelt and others, eapocially
Cassio. In his own mind he sees that he has been wrong in judge
ment, and, although he is uncertain of himself ond Cassio, he 1s
certain of one thing and that is Iago is honest with him,
- Iago ean now stir tha jealouu nature, long hiddah in

othollo, and he does it ever so 3raccrully by telling Obhnllo to

beware of the very passion he wants to arouse.

0l my lord, beware of Jeaiousy;

16 Ibid., 99-105.
17 Ibid., 126.
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It is the green-ey'd ugnntor which doth mock
The moat 1t feeds on.l

Hieh this master stroke Itgo oomplotoly ruins the faith
Othello had in himself and had plucnd 1n others. All that is
left is to mention Cassio's and Doadqmona'l names together and
the general's bestial qualities will be freed from theii cage.
The time was ripe and Iago discerned it. After Othello speaks of
his wife's fine qualities, lago drops the hint that Desdemona s
in love ﬁibh Cassio. Since the general will be more reluctant to
believe this than he was the news of Gtilio, Iago aims his arrow
at another of Othello's wvulnerable apbtn, namely, hia ignorance
of Venetian ocustoms and habitsj Othelle's social background,
Ridley says, " a point not always observed . . . is thc-
dextercus and devilish skill with which Iago plays on Othello's
perhaps uolt.vulnorublt weakness, his sense of social ignor-
ance."19 Iago begins by saying:
I know our country's disposition well;
In Venice they do let heaven see the pranks
They dare not show their husbands; their best uonscionco
Is not to leave't undone, but keep't unknown,.20

What Jago is really‘aaying comes to this; of course, you are na-

18 Ivid., 165-167.

19 M. R, Ridley, Shakespeare's Plays, A Commentary,
New York, 1938, 162, ! a !

20 Othelleo, III, 1ii, 201-204.
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turally ignorant of the sooial ptand;fd: of Veniece; perhaps if
you were better acquainted with them you would not be too dis-
turbed. After all it's an every day occurence and there is noe-
thing out of the ordinary about it. But'te be completely sure
that Othello sucoumbs to his own purpose, Iago pushpn the point
further. He uses Desdemona herself as an example of the Venstian
deceits. By also hitting Othello's sense of social ignorance,
Iago at the same time begins to make Othello lose his selfe-con-
fidence in Desdemona, At first the Moor is not too ready to pay
too much attontion to this for in reply to Iago's response on
Venetian customs Othello says that Desdemona "had eyes and chose
me."2l But Iago is ready with his reply. In effect, he says of
the Venetian deceit that one cannot be too certain of anyone, he
eapecially uoanukbosdamonn for she herself is gullty of the same
thing. She deceived her father and by dissimulation closed his
eyes on their romance. Iago even uses Barbantio's warning which
he gave Othello on his wedding night,

8he did deceive her father, marrying youj

And when she seem'd to shake and fear your looks,

She lov'd them most.22

All the awe-struck Othello can reply to Iago's seeming

21 Ibid., 189,
22 Ibid., 206-208,
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truth is, "and so she d1di"23 Othello's imagination is now
aroused. No doubt he could see hisfratﬁnr-inolaw glving hinm the
warning and he now thinks that is true, He is dumb-founded in.
learning that nis self-confidence is not what he thought {t te
be., His faith and trust in Desdemona are about to be extinguishe
ed just as they were in casalo.' One can see the Moor in silent
thought, 4#is confused mind and imagination are stirred from
their very depths. He 1s not too sure of himself, he is suspic-
fous and doubtful. All he oan do for the time being 1s to thank
Iggo for helping him see things as he imagines they really arse,
Bascausze of hi: lave of Desdemona, Othelle cannot make himself be-
liove that nature would so err in this fair oreature. He 19
uavarins;txd Iigo ﬁbrcoivos this. Borqfufathollo has had suffi-
cient time to rofloct on thovmnttur,‘xtgp pours his poison to the
all too attentive Othello., This time since social ignerancs could
not move him all the way, since that could not make his hot blood
boil, he would sappeal to Othello's race and show how unnatural it
was fqr Desdemona really to love him. He strikes at Othello's
racial backgiaund. |

In this move Iago once more shows his power of desep ine
sight in human nature. He knows that one of the reasons the

Moor's love of Desdemona is so deep 1s the fact that she alone of

23 Ibid ey 208.
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all the gnoﬁl&‘of‘vonico had loved anﬂﬂgdniroa Ovhello for what
he was in himself, She alone had uhéﬁﬁ'ﬁhat his race and e¢olor
meant nothing té‘hnt. Thus, with Othello so confused, Iagoe of-
fers a truooxpliniﬁion of Desdemona's re jection of acoeptable
suitors, and of her strange and unnjtupai preference of a black
man .
~ as, to be bold with you,

Not to affect many proposed matohes

Of her own olime, complexion, and degree,

Whereto, we see, in all things nature tends;

Foul aisproportion, tnoughts unmaturaiech

’ .
It must be remembered that Iago's warnings are not given to &
husband who has lived with or known his wife for any lonsth of
time, Therefors, being newly married, without the deep knowledge
of one another that a long married couple would have, Othello's
confidence in his own powers of perception is greatly confused
and disturbed, Everything that Iago has said thus far Othello
must admit is true. Slowly, ever so slowly, his suspieiovs na-
ture is unclosed. He tells Iago to have Builia watoh Desdemona's
aotions, Further than that, Othello is convinced that his selfe
relianee was faulty and, hancororward,'hic mind is open to lago's
suggo-tiénp. In his mind Othello is convinsed that Iage is
| | of exceeding honesaty,

And knows all qual%ﬁiou with a learned spirit,
Of human dealings,

2l Ibid., 228-233.

25 Ibid,, 296-260,
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Of course, éthollo'n blind mind had judged wrongly. The powers
which had anoo made him the fine man. ha was, these powers which
had been & virtue for him on the battlefiseld and of whioh he was
so confident, naw_bring out the bnsoﬁ‘a; of his character and bee
eome his viee. A shance question to either Desdemona or Cassio
at this time would most certainly have changed things, But
Othello forgets that that virtue of the battle field was now out
of place in his iiro,l He can no longer weigh facts, interpret
false appearances, distinguish between genuine and hypcorltiogl
counsels. His sight is dim and blind, his mind too easily pere
plexed, Now his vain, if it can be called that, self-confident,
Jeelfereliant virtue displeys itself, |
As he 1s left alone to contemplate what has been said,
Othello's blood begins to boil. If his wife were unfajithful teo
him he would tear her to shreds. 7The wild mmd furious pu&aion of
[his race iz thus seen,
Though that her jesses wigcxm:96§::‘;oﬁ;: 3:5?5;2:
%;dp;ﬁ;ai%otgggugff and let hpr ‘down the wind,

Up to this point Ihgo hnnvutilised Othello's military,
racial and cultural backgrounds tol ay the foundations of his

plot. He has hinted that perhaps Desdemcna loves Cassio but he

26 Ibid., 259-262,
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has not as yet mentioned any foul and sinful deed on their part.
However, hp has made sure that the doubting general shall change
his dubious ways. Long before this he had drewn Cassioc into «
course of sstion that would lead him into a situation whish could
be represented to the Moor as compromising both to himself and to
Desdemona.
for while this honest fool

Plies Desdemcna to repair his fortunes, ,

And she for him pleads strongly to the Moor,27
Iago will, under the deceitful guise of a friend, pour into the
Moor's ear the foul notion that Desdemona's real object is a
guilty love for Cassio.

by how much she strives to do him good,

She shall undo her oredit with the Moor.

830 will I turn virtue into piteh,

And out of her own goodness ankc the net

That shall enmesh them all,2
Jago's plan is all the easier now that he has destroyed the trust
and faith Othello once had in Desdemona and Cassio. With this as
his plan he utiliges Othello's love and superstitious baskgrounds
to complete his venture. Since Othello's bloed is fuming, he
will fan the small spark into a conflagration of passion, He
will use one of the most sacred vows of marriage, the giving of

one's body to one's mate, to release the uncertainty which lny

27 Ivid., II, 111, 3L4L4-346,
28 1bid., 349-353.




69
hidden in Gthello's love, he will more than.hint at Desdomona's
infidelity. As usual, Jago sets the action in motion but allows
' the Moor to drew whatever coneclusions he likes, or take whatever
action seems best to his confused mind at the time, |
In vivid and sensual language, lago paints & lurid pice
ture of sinful lust for Othello's imagination. He describes what
was supposed to have happened during a dream of Cassio's,
I lay with Cassio lately,

And being troubled with a raging tooth,

I could not sleep, ,

There are & kind of men so loose of soul,

That in their sleeps will muttar their affairss

One of that kind is Cassio: :

In sleep 1 heard him say 'Sweet Desdemona,

Let us be wary, let us hide our loves;'

And then, sir, would he gripe and wring my hand,

Cry 10 sweet creaturel' and then kiss me hard,

As if he pluck'd up kisses by the roots,

That grew upon my lips: then laid his leg

Over my thigh, and sigh'd and kiss'd, and then

Cried 'Cursed fate that gave thee to the Moori}'29
Immediately the quick, sure judgment of Othello jumps into ace
tion., He believes that even thoughlit were only a dream it bee
speaks what aoctually must have happened aome time before that,
The thought that Cassio had tasted his wife's body gnaws at the
heart of Othello. If his wife was disloyal, he would tear her
1imd from limb,

The time had come to arouse a trait so deeply rooted in

Othello's race, hia superstition. Iago seems to use this as his

2.9 ;bido) III’ 1’.1, m"u.,O
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soup tor:ax'fhp mere mention of the~§i§§kcrehiof‘tho’paganian of
Othello rushes to the fore. It is §6 b§"not0d that of all the
things which Jago has used to ;roﬁ;o the Moor, the breaking of his
self-reliance, his soolal and rdalnlkiséortnho. this one alone
drives Othello to mak Desdemons if it is true or not that she has
lost the handkerchief. One question from Othellec as to the truth
of the wiaole matter would have been sufficient to clear things,
However, it is the handkerchief with 1€d mysterious web or“magie
whioh could bring dire deatruction upon 1ts owner 1if 1t were lost,
which motivates Othello to eonfront Desdemona. He is not inter-
ested to find out, then and there, 1f'whnt Iago has been saying is]|
true or not, his bnly thought is of the handkerchlef. One ia made
to think that if Desdemona had produced the fatal wedding gift
Othello's wrath would have subsided. I&,ia ¢clear from his actions]
that Othello put full trust and belief in the gift. When it can-
not be produced wild revenges takes hold of him and the Christian
becomes & resconverted ﬁag&n evoking & mysterious cult, d
Arise, black vengesnce, from thy hallow helll

Yield up, 0 lovel thy crown and hearted throne

For ein of aspiest tonguen.30 ’ o Y fraugnt.

A little later:

30 Ibid., 4uB-451.
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Even so @:‘blaoiy thoughts, wiﬁ@;ﬁiglont pace,
Shall ne'er look back, ne'er ebb to humble love,
T111 that a capable and wide revenge

Swallow them up, .
How by yond marble heaven,
%éh::: 3:;‘§:v:;qgggd:f3i sacrea vow

Iago, sensing Othello's every motion, has raised him to
a state of wild revenge whioh judgment cannot cure. This Moor, |
80 noble and brave, whom all, when they first met him, might have
stood up and said "to the world, This was a man,"32 now falls to
the lowest depths. "His superstition and bad conscience are the
agenss"33 which convince Othello of Desdemona's wrong doing.
Hore, then, is the pity of such a character as Othello and the
»’ho:rdr of it. Othello now "generates his own tragic atmosphere as
Pm,gooa.’3k It is this giant of u.horo whom Iago turns into utter
chaos. That passion which until this time has been under his
command now masters him. "In him under the devilish machinations
of Iago, the puyoholagicnx.hiérurehy breaks down, and we find &n
[sppalling reality under the noble gppoaranco.'?s |
Yet, Iagb does not stop here in drifing the Moor to his

31 Ibid., 457-h62.

32 Julius Caesar, V, v, 75.

33 Gervinus, Commentaries, 537,
34 Van Doren, Shakespeare, 225,

35 Spencer, Nature of Msmn, 129,
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own dca&ruaﬁion. Othello must be drivan further, Although Iago
has turnsd her whose name “wes as rraah as Dian's visage"36 te
black piteh in\Othslla‘t mind, he wlll.mnko it more vile and
false. Ho&roiintlounly hints at har'bding naked in bed with
Caselo for some time and that no harm was done at all, Tha‘hnnd-
|kerchief and her virtue are hers to do with as she pleases. Up
to this point Iago has just hinted at Desdemona's infidelity, now |
he states it as a certainty. He has heard Cassio talking in town
about his mistress. The suspense is too much for the distraught
Othello who wants to know what has been said., Iago nmod‘on1y>-ay
the word 'Lie' and Othello's world crumbles. Instantly he judges
Desdemona bé»be false. She who was his world has mocked heaven,
she h&lléenmittod a.sin of which he thought her inceapable. Hie
imagination and thought so utterly ovarcome him that all he oan
do is to fall on the ground 15 & tranoe,

Lost in his passion it is only natural that Othello
mistake Cassio's remarks on Bianei as spoken about Desdemona.
Chance has Bianca turn up with the handkerchief. Since he has
trusted everything on a token of 1@90, and, his swift mind not
giving Desdemona an opportunity Lo explain, he is ready to be-
lieve the worst. No longer is he dubious, but eertain, He has
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proof boyan& all measure of Dendcuonn'o ‘guillt. Both sho and
Cassio muat dies Cassio for having arrondod him, Desdemona lest
"she betray more men."37 Death must be the fate for this pre-
cious jewel which once made him oxolaim 1n wondoroua raptures

0 my soul's jeyt ‘ ‘

e o o 06 0 0 s o If 1t were now to die,

"Pwere now to be most happy, for I fear

My soul hath her content so absolute

Thet not another camrert‘%gke to this

auecaoda in unknown fate
The 1dea that Desdemona was 1nt1mato with Cassio exeibe:
Othollo!a rioh imagination it is truo, tho very idea of such overa
|vwhelms him and he falls into a tranoo; but the thought of the |
shumolaal game whish virtue playod with him is one of the reasons
of his wrath and oatburatu. Indeed, his honor ras been nisuloa.
Just as Othello prefers Desdemona to himself so also‘doaﬁ he pre=
fer honor to rov. ~When he coﬁns to the dread deed of killing |
Desdemona it 13 sasy to zee that it 12 not out of revenge but
rather for judioill uotivoa that he carries out his 80 ocalled
duty. This judieial act is intorminslcd with hia paganistic be-
liefs. He considers this sct a aucnirioo.

"It is the cause, it is the cause my soul.

Let me not name it to you, you chaste starsi

It is the cause, Yet I'll not shed her blood,
Nor scar that whiter skin of hers than snow,

37 Ibid., IV, 11, 6.
38 Ib.ld., II' 1’ 187‘1950

.
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And smooth as monumental alabaster,

Yot she must die, else she'll betray more men.

Put out the light, and then put out the light:

If I quench thee, thou flaming minister,

I can again thy former light restore, .

Should I repent me; but once put out the light,

Thou eunning'st pattern of excelling nature,

I know not where is that Promethean heat - N
That can thy light relume. When I have pluck'd the rose,
I cannot give it vital growth again, '
It needs must wither, I'll smell it on the tree,

0 balmy breath, that dost almost persuade ‘

Justice to break her sword.39

A further proof that revenge was not his motive for
killing his wife is the fact thaet in the very act of killing Des~
demona when Othello sees that she is not yet dead, he tries to
hasten his ﬁiod 80 that she will not suffer. For nought did he
in hate, but all in honor.4O |

As the billowy mist resides in Othello's mind and the
truth sheds 1ts rays of lignt uen iis darkened mind, Othelle re-
alizoa‘thnt he has thrown away his most precious pearl just as
the Indian did., As he preferred honor to Desdemona so also he
prefers it to himself. ﬁe‘othor vay was laft but "to die upon a
kiss 4l

39 Ibido, v' ’-1' 1"17.
41 Ibid., 358,




CHAPTER VII
CONCLUSION

};As grandly as Othello ririﬁﬁﬁdmos before tho‘rtadiﬁii
eyes .30 much the more does he leave thoﬁ; But has he been eone
sistent in his action? The problem proposed in the first chau&cr"
is still to be solved, Is Othello's ohange so improbable that as
a result he had to succumb to the invisible and invulnerable
machinations of Iago as Stoll and his school would have 1t? oOr
is Othalia a coléanal hero moved to nétion by some, but not all,
of his trcitn'ai Bradley would have 1t? Mnally, do the cultural
militnry.~rbligioﬁa and sensual elamehba’or Othello's background T
lead him td a«piyéhologiaal state whieh Iago pereceives and util-
izes to effsct Dthpilo'l tragie decitiah and downfall so that the
Moor's daﬁnxall is probable and poaaiblb?

The answer to the first two questions must be in the
negative. Opinions such as thess, of course, would vielate all
the norms of tragedy which Aristotle laid down centuries ago, It
is hard to see how & playwright could write a play and have his
characters psrforming actions which in no waj arise out of their
nature. The very fast that the audience foo;a pity for the hero
demonstrates that there is an universal aypodl in the play, there
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is something in it which is common to all men, something which
makes one realize that the action réﬁpé:onﬁcd on the stage 1is
true to life, something which makes one know that under certain
circumstances he could do the same thing as Othello did. The old
philosophical dioctum agers gsequitur esse is the reason behind:
this. A person does what he does because there is something in
his nature, namely, his traits, which is the cause of the actions
performed. Aristotle undoubtedly realized this when he wrote his
Poeties. He says:

There remains the mean between these. This is & sort

of man who 18 no paragon of virtue and rightousness,

and yet it is through no badness or wvillany of his

own that he falls into the misfortune but rather

- through some flaw of character, he being one of those

who are in high station and good fortune life Oedipus

and Thyestes and the famous men of such families as

those. The successful plot must then have a single

and not, as some say, a double issuej and the change

must be not good fortune from bad, but, on the cone

trary, from good fortune to bad, and it must not be

due to villany dbut to aome great flaw in the chare

acter of such a man as we have desorived,.l
In other words, Aristotle means that there must be something
within the man which is the cause of his action, or ggere se-
quitur esse.

-~ How the same is true of Othello, His downfall does not

come solely from Iago but from himself., "Othello's tragedy is

Othello's and not the ocutcome of chance, which made him contem-

1 Aristotle, Poetics, xiii, 1-6.
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porary witﬁilggop“a This means that there was something in

Othello's nature which caused him to do what he did. Aristotle
himself would say the same of Othello if he were present. In his
Eudemian Ethigs he makes it very clear when he says, "It is clear
that all the actions of which a man is the first principle and
controller may either happen or not happen, and that it depends
on himself for them to happen or not, as he controls their exis-
tence or non—oxiatsnoe.“3 Othello does control the existence of
the actions he performs. His whole character, his military, rae
cial and cultural, religious and love elements in his baeckground,
endows him with traits whick are responsible for hia.action;.
Iago merely brings them into the open. Othello has a flaw in his
character which would got be thers 1f it were not for the various
elements of his background inherent in his nature. That flaw
never would have come about had not Othelloc been the man he wnl.‘
His military 1life had made him a soldier uaod‘to quiek and sure
Judgments; his ancestry had endowed his nature Wl th traits whiech,
try as he might, could not be forgotten; his beliefs, which flowed
naturally from his ancestry, left an indelible mark upon his woul
and made him forget his adopted religion in times of stress; his
love, whioh was so ideal and pure, not only had the power to make

2 Charlton, Shakespearean Tragedy

3 Aristotle, Eudemisn E s, trans. H., Rackham, The
Loeb Classical Library: Cembridge, : 1223 a, 4-8, !
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‘othor: suspicious of it, but, in tha_ond,‘it made him as squally
suspiclous as the others. All thess elements in the background
of Othello's character bring about his Tlaw. Without them that
flaw couldfnafor bave taken place, his very nature made him do
what he did. All that was needed in Othello's case was to awaken
these dormant elements. Here is the task which lIago has in the
play; he only makes Othello do what the various elements of his
background tend to do. It is clear that Iago 1s successful only
because these fiery elements were in Othello from the béginning.
Hence, it 1s this inherent weakness found in Othsllo's nature,
which tried to extremes in ¢risia, causes his ruin,

Othello was a man who "think men honest that but seem
to be so."t This truat,which is & virtue and of which Othello
polseiaed to the highest degree, ocan be a vice 1f it is exces-
sive; and excessive i1t was in Othello, He was too trustful and
gnllibio. Because of this excessive credulity his fanciful image
ination, with all the marks of his race, could play havoc with
his mind.  Jealousy, and capocially,ralno jealousy, gets its
roots from the imagination. This 1s what happened to Othello.
Without the use of his i{ntellect his imagination played havoe
with him. <t made Othello see things which were not astually
there, it forced his intellect to say and affirm things which

h» Qt‘hﬂll‘@’ I, 111, h.o&.
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wers not true. But, it must be remembered that he did all this
because it was in his nature to do so.

Augmented to his excessive oredulity was the fact that
Othello came from & race of dark-skinned people. His color made
him diffident and unsure in society. Hence, once aroused, his
Jealousy would feed ravenocusly on his sense of diffidence and ine
lcuur;ty. This aroused passion could recall his mysterious bee
liefs and superstition so as to make him a slave to his passion,
Though h6~waa not unusally susceptible to jealousy, there was a
natural degres of luacoptibility in his nature. Take these two
traits, his excessive credulity and his susceptibility to jeal-
ousy, and a conflict will be found in his nature., Othello is
prone to regard lago as & truo friend because he seemed to be
honest, yet, he is also pfona to trust the virtue of his wife,5
One of these traits must outweigh the other to have a conflict,
This lago realized when he motivated Othello. At one and the
same time Iago had to ruin the trust Othello had im Desdemons and
build up this ox&osliva eredulity in Othello, Othello's eonfie.
dence in Desdemona was all the more fortified by his intense love
that could see no evil in the beloved., All the elements of his
biokground led Othello to so adore Desdemona that the thought of

har being unchaste and unfaithful caused excruciating agony and

'8 Ibid.
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an almost ;tvagoljoulousy on his part;v-xt is in his love of Des-
demona that tho vl¢iouu elements 01 51n'buaksroﬁnd lead Othello
to a psyehological collapse and utter ruin, He judged Iago to be
honest and Desdemonsa to be false, All the various elements led
him to that conclusion, ﬁit eredulity together with all his
triit&;hado him attuned to.this excess. It made him believe that

| his wife was ngt‘uﬁat she seemed to be and that Iago was all he

seemed to be. Truly, Othello is made to do the deed and "to fall
from his 1deal heights to deeper damnation still, and to do the
desd himself."6 "

Othello's fall comes from his vice which he thought was
a virtue, It is at this, his most vulnerable spot, he errs.

Turnbull says:

But for the dullness, eredulity, violence of temper-
ament and natural susceptibility to change which come
bine to produce that fatal infirmity of character
which one can readily comprehend, those palpably abe
rupt transitions from good to bad, from virtue teo
vice, and from love to hate which mark the sudden
spiritual tranaformation of the general's nature,
would appeal in vain both to our experience and ar-
t1;§1e7sonlo as being in the nature of things impos-
sible.

. What must be said of the suthor of this work who "has
set himself the task--to whioh Iago's task inheres-~of showing

us, and convinecingly, the process of spiritual self-destruction

6 GOranville-Barker, "Othello," Prefsces, 9.
7 Turnbull, Othello - A Oritical Study, 331.
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which can make Othello capable of such a deed to which his own
suicide~~his own physical self-destruction--is the uora-aequol”?a
It can only be sald that Shakespeare performed this task with
consumate beauty and artistry. For in this task of producing a
story by means of oharacters he has givcn one character in partic
ular, Othello, who is human and not only highly probable but pos-
sible. Othello seems to come to life as one silently reads the
play. ,

- In Othello Shakespoare has conaistently drawn attention
to the Moor's most vulnerable spot. He has made this nature
shine forth in all of the elements of Othello's background,

Every word Othello speaks, every action he undertakes, every
‘thought and feeling which flows from him, every deeision he makes,|
in fine, every incident, no matter how small, which transports th]
| Moor to nis tragic downfall, 1s made to clarify his nature prone
to jcaioucy. But if must be remembered ahthnothingkcould have
happened unless Othello's background was what it was, One cannot
help but follow the growth of that passion from its start in the
Moor's min& to 1ts crescendec of wild revenge. Every quality of
greatness, tenderness and eredulity, strength of will in Otholloij
nature is s potent factor which aids to single out his jealousy i
iti #etl form. It was Shakespeare's task "to exhibit the passion

8 Granville-Barker, “"Othello,” Prefaces, 9.
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of Jealousy to an extent in which the lover can be thought cap-
able ot.én:brbying,tho objsct of hiiflove e o o this required his|
utmost art and knewledge of human nature."9 No one can deny that
Shakespears discharged that task with unususl skill and deep ine
sight of human nature. That Shakespeare's artistry has prepared
Othello for his course of action, William Hazlitt, in his book
Charagters of Shakespeare's Plays, sayst
- It 18 in working his noble nature up to all this ex-
tremity through rapid but gradual transitions, in
raising passion to its height from the smallest be-
ginnings and in spite of all obstacles, in painting
the expiring conflliet between lové and hate, tender
ness and resentment, jealousy and remorse . . . and
- at last blending them in that noble tide of desp and
sustained passion, impetuous but majestioc, that
flows on to the Propontis, and knows no ebb, that
Shakespeare has shown the mastery of his genious and
of his power over the human heart .10
Whether Shakespeare ever heard or knew of Aristotle and
his Poeties is not certain, but one camnnot deny that they are in
complete agreement as to the representation of the tragie hero,
Down through the centuries critics havokrecegniaed‘thiu
pover which Shakespeare possessed in making men act like men. He
is the painter whose canvas was the world of humanity and his
themes, humen nature. So realistic were his paintings that one

becomes lost in his admiration of them. Truly, Othello is real,

9 Gervinus, Commentaries, SIO.i

10 William Hazlitt, Characters ét Shakespeare's Plays
published in The World's cluizg“‘m"&l‘u, ndon, T93k, 37. !
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his mind tliinks, his heart beats, his body stirs, his eyes are
brilliant with the joy of love or sﬁorn;with the passion of hate,
One wonders whether Shakoaﬁnuro Was spesking his own
mind whea he haé his meditative Dane of Eldinore philosophize on

vhnmpq'natﬁre, rfor the "vicious mole of nature"ll ias certainly

found in Othelle. It 1s no cause of amazement, then, that orite
ics have found Shakespeare's character delineatiocns to ve one of
his greatest and finest qualities as a playwright., Dr. Ulriei,
speaking of Shakespears's art, has this to say:

Shakespeare's mode of characterization, like his diction,
is pervaded throughout by the historical spirit, and is
oqually the oxproasion and organ of his view of the ess-
ence of drama. 4&is profound knowledge of mankind is, as
Schlegel remarks, almost proverbial. It is not, however,
in his case, the result of mere shrewd empiricsal obser-
vation; such a knowledge of the world and of mén may make
& good diplomatist, moralist, or shrewd observer, but no
poet. A tolerably clever hypoerite might, I think, de~
celve such & judge of mankind. Shakeapeare's accurate
descoriptions of so many uncommon and irregular states of
mind-=-such as melancholy, idiocy, madness, sleep-walking,
all of which he can scarcely have learned thus accurately
from his own experience-—must have been founded on his
rieh poetic intuition of the nature of humenity. By the
strength of his artistio imagination he keeps constantly
before his eye, in perfect vividness, the true archetype
of man; the greater he is, the purer, the clearer, the
more perfect, and the more independent is he of external
influences. <%This is the true ideal of all art. It cone
tradicts not, it deviates in nothing from, it goes not
beyond reality; on the contrary all reality is contained
in £t, and it embragds all ecneeivablo variotioa of in-
dividual character,l?

11 Hemlet, I, iv, 2.

12 Herman Ulriei, Shakespeare's Dramatie Art, Londen,
1846, 138-139,
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Turnbull sdds:

His artistic virtue, indeed, is the direot issue and

outcome of his desp and accurate spiritual insight.

And it 1s the latter faculty which gives to his pore

traiture of the Moor a realistic verismilitude which

at once satisfies our reason and sesthetiec asense and

prevents us from ovorlguoatloning the probability of

the events desecribed. .

Those oritics who hold that Othello's actions do not
arise from his nature but from the devilish machinations of Iago,
and Stell's theory of the 'calumniator believed' ecanmnot, I think,
be accepted. As J. I. Stewart so aptly said, "Iago's villany
draws its potency from Othelle's own mind; it is invisible to
others because it is, in a sense, not there. lIago is, more or
less, a device of Othelle's by which Othello hears an inner voice
that he would fain hear and fain deny,"ll

Nor can Bradley's theory be accepted since it is the
‘|whole man, not just part of him, that acts. A man's actions flow
from his being; every element in the background of a man's char-
aoter is essential to his nature,

On the contrary, it is the military, cultural, rscisal,
religious and sensual elements in Othello's background which lead
him to asuch a psychological state. These Iago perceives and util-

izes to effect Othello's tragic decision and downfall. Othelle's

13 Turnbull, Othello - A Critical Study, 320-32).
1} Stewart, Character and Motive, 102.
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aetions amm the result of his nnturd. " And Shakespeare, the great
dramatic technician that he was, has uaﬁn the strands of motie
vation for this great and balanced leader so boautifully that his
fall ecannot only be deemed posaibl& as the play develops but fin-
ally in such & way that with Mark Anthony oné must say br this
Moor: |

BEis life was gantle, and the elements

30 mixed in him that Nature might stand up
And say to all the world, 'this was a man,'lS

15 Julius Caesar, V, v, 73-75."
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