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"But words are words" (1.3.217): so says a bitter Brabanzio to the Senate after he has lost his daughter to the Moor. Exactly so, one might respond, but not merely in the cynical sense Brabanzio means--that words are ineffectual. "I never yet did hear," he continues, "That the bruised heart was pierced through the ear" (1.3.217-18).1 But Brabanzio himself has just averred the opposite, by arguing that Othello has bewitched his daughter at least partly with words, with "spells and medicines bought of mountebanks" (1.3.61). Brabanzio rejects the efficacy of rhetoric by drawing on a scriptural trope popular in Reformation culture to describe the effects of preaching: the heart is pierced by the Word (Heb 4:12; Eph 6:17).2 Contrary to Brabanzio's claim, Reformed preachers never tire of repeating that the heart is best pierced through the ear. "By the eare commeth knowledge," says Henry Smith, "and therefore it is likely that many would profite by Sermons, if they were taught how to heare" (1599, 295).3 The celebrated Reformed preacher William Perkins claims that we have two kinds of ears, one corrupt and deaf, the other "a new eare pierced and bored by the hand of God, which causes a mans heart to hear the sound and operation of the Word" (1608-13, 1: 200). Perkins elsewhere adds that the redemptive stage after hearing the Word is "mollifying the heart, the which must be bruised in peeces" if the sinner is to be saved (1:79).4 These well-known preachers might also have pointed out to Brabanzio, if only in the spirit of intertextuality, that "an euill eare lets all that is euill enter into the heart" (Smith, 307). Brabanzio has, after all, just witnessed ample evidence of the heart being penetrated through the ear--in Othello's narrative of his wooing of Desdemona, whose heart has been pierced by the Moor's glamorous words. For that matter, Othello's performance, which so moves the heart of the Senate as to rule in his favor, gives yet more evidence of the acuteness of rhetoric. The play throughout gives the lie to Brabanzio's dismissive tautology. Othello himself says, as Iago's words later work to the Moor's undoing, "It is not words that shakes me thus" (4.1.39-40).5 But of course it is exactly words that shake him. 

In denying the force of words, both Brabanzio and Othello call attention to their very power, a notable gesture in a play in which much seems to hinge on ocular proof. Brabanzio's conflation of scriptural and homiletic topoi underscores how this play uses contemporary religious rhetoric to dramatize the implications of his redundant apothegm. Words are words, but not all words have equal weight, as Brabanzio has just shown. Reformation culture knew almost by reflex that homiletic words have greater might, for preaching, Perkins nicely claims, "pierceth to the heart, and taketh holde of the affections" (1:360). Othello dramatizes how incisive homiletic words can be. This essay examines preaching in Othello and demonstrates how Iago's rhetorical effectiveness is grounded in his parodies of homiletic speech. The text provides him with a variety of preacherly skills, which he deploys and distorts for his own ends. These parodies also interlock with other contemporary religious preoccupations, such as controversies about free will and determinism, salvation and damnation, faith and doubt, comfort and despair. These discourses form a complex series of subtexts, which Iago's lines, miming the role of the diabolic preacher, surface and exploit. I shall show how the play is built upon some of the religious discourses that have become the focus of literary analysis in the current efflorescence of Reformation studies, and how a signal feature of Iago's rhetorical skill depends upon his engaging those discourses, particularly the art of preaching. 

Early modern religious rhetoric enmeshes inextricably with other discourses, an embeddedness scholarship has only started to clarify. Othello has lately been interrogated under the auspices of various early modern preoccupations--of race, sexual difference, witchcraft, the body, marriage, and adultery, to name a few of the recent productive approaches to the play. Building on an earlier generation's recognition that the play is constructed on the conventions of the Morality play, more recent religious-minded critics have begun to demonstrate that it also taps other Reformation issues, notably iconoclasm.6 Where the play intersects with religious discourses, especially at those pressure points identified by poststructural analysis, we find words at their most potent, piercing and bruising hearts. In tracking a variety of those Reformation religious concerns, I argue that their characteristic belief that language can save souls undergirds the play. 

Iago's opening conversation with Roderigo hints at the variety of contemporary religious problems that his performance will highlight and exploit, especially his seemingly casual invocation of the foundational issue of the Reformation: "by the faith of man" (1.1.10). Insofar as it carefully represents structural analogies between religious and marital faith, Othello can be termed a play about faith, or the lack thereof. It's not surprising, then, to find overlaps between the discourses of religion and love (for example, "Perdition catch my soul / But I do love thee," says Othello [3.3.91-92]; "were't to renounce his baptism, / All seals and symbols of redeemed sin, / His soul is so enfettered to her love," says Iago [2.3.317-19]). The play also centers on free will, that supreme crux of the Reformation.7 Is Othello's will free or enslaved? Employing one of the chief tag phrases of the Reformation, Iago says of Cassio, "he, sir, had th'election" (1.1.26). Iago is not speaking theologically, of course, but his use of this charged term, even metaphorically, draws attention to the discursive subtext. Is any character among the elect, whatever that term may mean? Who, if anyone, has free will?8 Certainly, Iago claims we all do. His view that "[o]ur bodies are our gardens, to the which our wills are gardeners" (1.3.317-18) caricatures a voluntarist position associated with Richard Hooker (Stempel 1969, 252-63; Whitaker 1953, 281-82). Othello claims, on the other hand, at several moments of crisis, that he acts out of marble compulsion, that he lacks free will, that his heart consists of stone, that he slays his wife out of necessity. The falsity of such a determinism seems evident to many of us, but not necessarily to the Calvinist psychology convinced that the unredeemed will can act only to do evil. That the characters draw upon the fund of then-current religious discourses for self-justification is perhaps not a revelation. We are accustomed to thinking of Shakespearean plays as secularizing religious themes and diction, often ironically. More unexpected is how the play foregrounds those concerns in mapping the characters' moral and emotional lives, and how the play's economies--racial, sexual, epistemological--are buttressed by those discourses. 

Although I concentrate here on Reformed preaching and its attendant spiritual psychology, Homily is only one, of course, in a network of contemporary religious discourses. Iago makes this fact clear right from the start in his casual range of religious reference. During his opening conversation with Roderigo, for example, he claims, obscurely, that Cassio is "almost damned in a fair wife" (1.1.20); or, Iago says of hypocrites he admires, "these fellows have some soul" (54); "Heaven is my judge," he exclaims (59); "you have lost half your soul" (87); "you are one of those that will not serve God if the devil bid you" (110-11); the Venetian senators must turn to Othello "for their souls" (152). And these examples do not encompass the many biblical allusions that stud Iago's remarks here and throughout (Milward 1987, 61-111; Shaheen 1987, 125-43). In all these instances, he draws on the repository of contemporary religious language promiscuously, without seeming purpose. In doing so, he raises the polemical stakes, and he subliminally manipulates his listeners' awareness. He capitalizes on religious commonplace to gull his victims, and plays upon their (and the audience's) familiarity with contemporary religious concepts and what we now descriptively call buzzwords. In this agenda, he rapidly prospers, most markedly when his listeners, tenderly led by the nose, mime his way of speaking. Roderigo, for example, immediately follows Iago's discursive lead: "Do not believe" (131), he says to Brabanzio, negating the chief motto of Reformation solafideism. We are saved by faith. Do not believe, say the devil and his minions (Watson 1997, 238). 

As Reformation preachers stressed endlessly, belief is best achieved through hearing the Word preached. Hence we find in early modern Protestant culture what has been aptly called a "cult of the ear" (Crockett 1995, 50-70; Wall 1979).9 In the opening lines of the play, Iago calls attention to the power of hearing when he admonishes Roderigo, "'Sblood, but you'll not hear me!" (1.1.4). His blasphemous oath is a nice touch, because Iago functions as a blaspheming preacher. The Reformation diviner of scripture aimed to kindle in his hearers a passion for dogma; he wanted to pierce the heart and so inspire devotion. Iago later confides in soliloquy that his method will be "to abuse Othello's ears" (1.3.377). He might as well be following Henry Smith's maxim: "If the eare hearken to euill, then the heart must learne euill," for the devil "labours all he can to stay vs from hearing" the Word preached (1599, 307). Iago's polemics is modeled on and distorts methods prescribed by sixteenth-century sermon theory. His warping of contemporary preaching makes him even more diabolical than hitherto recognized. He seizes on discourses that the Shakespearean audience was accustomed to regard as salvific, and he deforms them toward an evil end. 

The emotional might of what the divines call "the Word preached" preoccupied Reformation writing. The English Reformers, above all others, proclaimed preaching as the means of illuminating the darkened mind, bruising the hardened heart, quelling doubt, and saving souls. They tirelessly quote Paul's prooftext: "How shal they heare without a preacher? And how shal they preache except they be sent? ... For faith is by hearing, and hearing by the worde of God" (Rom 10.14-17). Calvin's many English followers as well as Protestant adherents across the spectrum affirm the value of preaching (Haller 1938; Davies 1970, 227-54; George and George 1961, 335-43; Collinson 1985). Richard Hooker calls sermons the "blessed ordinance of God" that serve "unto the sound and healthie as food, as physicke unto diseased mindes" (Laws 1977, 87).10 Preaching becomes the source of life, and the preacher a physician. Richard Greenham states the matter baldly: "so it is that preaching brings hearing, hearing breedes beleeving, and by beleeving we are saued" (1615, 708). Such a formula of causation integrates preaching into every Reformed version of the ordo salutis, as Perkins's categorical pronouncement emphasizes: 

The preaching of the Gospell is the key of the kingdome of heauen: so that look how necessary it is for a man to haue his soule saued and to enter into Heauen, so behoouefull it is for him to heare Sermons: for that is the turning of the key whereby we enter into this kingdome. ... He that is of God, heareth Gods word: and hee that heareth it not, is not of God. 

(1608-13, 3: 305)

Iago demands to be heard, but only to abuse his listeners' ears. He presents himself as a master homiletic performer. Since Stephen Greenblatt's analysis of the play as a tissue of performativity, many commentators have recognized Iago's actorly traits. Greenblatt notes that Iago's "successful improvisational career depends on role-playing" (1980, 235), a self-fashioning that necessitates his also casting those around him in roles. In improvising the godly preacher, he plays legerdemain with the basic sermon types identified by Reformation homiletic theory. His role depends on and demands the willing cooperation--through the medium of the ear--of his listeners, who themselves improvise familiar contemporary roles of those anxious to be among the elect. Iago's homiletic voice requires a listener, as well as his listener's cooperation, freely given. Greenblatt asks "why anyone would submit, even unconsciously, to Iago's narrative fashioning?" (237).11 Like the anxious Protestant seeking assurance from the preacher, Iago's listener wants to know he is saved. This listener does not want, as Iago has said cryptically of Cassio, to be "almost damned in a fair wife." Iago refashions his listeners and inscribes them anew in a different narrative, modeled on the narratives of salvation and damnation, of faith and doubt that preoccupy early modern English culture. He entangles that narrative with other heightened discourses, such as marriage, adultery, and race (Pechter 1999, 25). 

The ear, then, is the avenue of faith. When, in the Senate scene, Othello begins to justify his wooing of Desdemona, he appeals to this medium of truth: "So justly to your grave ears I'll present / How I did thrive in this fair lady's love" (1.3.124-25). Throughout this scene, he shows himself utterly confident of the power of hearing, and he presupposes that his auditors will recognize facts. In his long account of their courtship, he relies upon the ear as the source of truth and amorous faith. Brabanzio, he tells them, urged him to recount the story of his life with all its adventures. "These things to hear / Would Desdemona seriously incline" (144-45) and "with a greedy ear / Devour up my discourse" (148-49). Moved by the veracity of what he hears, the Duke acknowledges "this tale would win my daughter, too" (170). And so Brabanzio tries the same tactic. He asks them to "hear her speak" (174), hoping that Desdemona's words will affect the senators' ears as persuasively as Othello's have. And indeed hers do, but not as Brabanzio had hoped. Moreover, she soon uses their ears to have her way in one further respect, to accompany Othello to Cypress. "[L]end your prosperous ear" (244), she says to the Duke, and she is echoed by her husband, who urges them to "[l]et her have your voice" (259). "My life upon her faith" (293), says Othello to Iago, in a telling tropic convergence of religion and love. Meanwhile, this emphasis upon the superior power of the ear has not been lost on Iago, who says in soliloquy soon thereafter that he will "abuse Othello's ears" (377). 

Critics have been so convinced that the ocular has pride of place that attention to the aural power in the play is recent. Karen Newman points out that the play and its commentary "have been dominated by a scopic economy which privileges sight, from the spectacular opposition of black and white to Othello's demands for ocular proof of Desdemona's infidelity." Newman claims that Desdemona is destroyed because her "non-specular, or non-phallic sexuality" proves frightening and dangerous. Newman therefore aligns Desdemona with the "oral/aural libidinal economy" of the play (1991, 86).12 But Iago is the chief representative of the play's oral/aural economy, and his goal will be to draw others into that realm. He exploits the culturally privileged discourse of preaching, figured through the metonym of the ear, and implicates that discourse with the sexual economies of the play. We need to see, then, how preaching discourses overlap with erotic discourses, or how the analogies of marital and religious faith are structured. In both instances, hearts are pierced by words. Much later, for example, when Othello eavesdrops on Cassio talking with Iago about Bianca, the ear sustains as much damage as the eye. Othello hears as inaccurately as he sees, especially when Cassio laughs. Othello says, "Look how he laughs already" (4.1.108)--a tidy conflation of hearing and seeing. Hearing what he takes to be Cassio's derisive laughter irks him more than what he thinks he sees. And as Othello draws nearer, he overhears Cassio provide Iago with details that seem to refer to Desdemona. Both Cassio and Iago use the oath "Faith" several times in this scene, as though to signal that the issue here is how to instill and acquire faith--or its loss. Othello loses faith through both eye and ear. After Cassio has exited, Iago says to Othello, "Did you perceive how he laughed at his vice?" (164). "And did you see the handkerchief?" (166), Iago asks. Both ear and eye are the pathways to Othello's heart--for, as the Moor then says, "my heart is turned to stone" (175). Far from bruised and pierced, as the divines promise, Othello's heart now petrifies. To express that state he ironically employs one of Reformation culture's most popular figures to describe the process of acquiring faith. "And I wil giue them one heart, and I wil put a newe spirit within their bowels: and I wil take the stonie heart out of their bodies, and wil giue them an heart of flesh" (Ezek 11:19).13 Othello's erotic career, however, inverts this process: he replaces his fleshly heart with stone. 

Iago's verbal twisting manipulates Othello to this stony point, when eye and ear together work to his undoing. Iago's speech acts comprise an infernal parody of the Reformed Homily, for his rhetoric replicates a virtual typology of appointed kinds. A brief taxonomy will make plain how Iago draws upon the Homily and its idioms. 

Reformation sermons come in five prescribed varieties, touching on three major topics: matters of doctrine, matters of morals, and matters of comfort. These topics reflect how radically the function of the sermon changed in the Reformation (Dyck 1983; Blench 1964, 228-30). The medieval Homily, which customarily taught by anecdote and exemplum, gave way to a sermon whose scope greatly expanded to include the newly configured doctrines of faith, good works, and grace--in fact, the entire Protestant ordo salutis. Furthermore, the sermon occupied a new prominence in the Reformed service and helped displace and dethrone the Roman Catholic emphasis on sacraments in the life of the faithful (Obermann 1961, 17). Greenham itemizes these changes in his summary of how the preacher is to "apply" Reformed theology in a Homily: "All application of doctrine must be referred to one of these heads: 1. To teach and establish true opinions; 2. Or to confute false opinion; 3. Or to correct evil manners; 4. Or to frame good manners; 5. Or to comfort the will" (1615, 772).14 Each category speaks to matters either of faith ("opinions," that is, doctrine) or works ("manners," that is, morals), with the fifth category touching comfortably on both. Greenham's sketch of the complex interrelation of faith and works is duplicated with even greater compression when Richard Rogers says that the "Word is the first and principall" means to "strengthen the beleever and settle him in a good life" (1630, 283). The Book of Homilies, the official collection of sermons heard by every churchgoer in virtually every parish in the realm, encompasses the chief purposes of instruction in faith and admonition of behavior.15 Like Reformation Homily generally, the Homilies' goals seek to induce faith, to promote sanctity, to assure and comfort. 

As a means of showing how Iago's sermon parodies permeate his utterances, I list each sermon type and give instances of Iago's statements that parody the chief homiletic subgenres. These examples may be multiplied many times over; I choose only three salient illustrations in each category: 

1. To teach doctrine: 

"Our bodies are our gardens, to the which our wills are gardeners" (1.3.316) 

"When devils will the blackest sins put on, / They do suggest at first with heavenly shows" (2.3.325-26) 

"One may smell in such a will most rank, / Foul disproportions, thoughts unnatural!" (2.237-38) 

2. To confute false doctrine: 

"If she had been blessed, she never would have loved the Moor" (2.1.244) 

"Reputation is an idle and most false imposition, oft got without merit and lost without deserving" (2.3.250) 

"To be direct and honest is not safe" (3.3.383) 

3. To correct evil manners: 

"Beware, my lord, of jealousy" (3.3.169) 

"Would that you would bear your fortune like a man ... Good sir, be a man" (4.1.58) 

"Do it not with poison" (4.1.197) 

4. To frame good manners: 

"I'll tell you what you should do ... Confess yourself freely to her" (2.3.292) 

"Look to your wife. Observe her well with Cassio. / Wear your eyes thus" (3.3.201-2) 

"Strangle her in her bed" (4.1.197) 

5. To comfort: 

"Be assured of this" (1.2.11) 

"[B]e you well assured" (4.1.30) 

"I pray you, be content" (4.2.169) 

Each of these statements carries the suasive force of Reformed sermon idiom. Like many of Iago's utterances, they are heavily didactic. They are intended to induce change of opinion or behavior in the listener, rather than, say, to testify to the speaker's own feeling or state. Most are exhortative, many are imperative. As Joseph A. Porter has noted in his linguistic analysis of Iago's speech acts, these imperatives "have the general illocutionary force of exhortation ... [with] an undertone of directive" (1991, 77). Iago's employment of this mood lends great heft to his homiletic posturings throughout. He instructs his listener, often disguising his imperatives in the sheep's clothing of pastoral exhortation and solicitousness of his listener's well-being. 

That solicitousness surfaces audibly when Iago comforts his listener. Iago's parodic role as the assurer and comforter begins in the first scene when he says to Roderigo, "Why, there's no remedy" (1.1.34). Playing on the conventional Reformed notion of the pastor as physician, Iago executes one of the preacher's chief duties, to provide a remedy for spiritual anxiety in the form of assurance and comfort. So in the next scene, his first conversation with Othello, Iago says to his general, "Be assured" (1.2.11). Two of Iago's favorite words compel special attention: "comfort" and "assure," both repeated throughout the play. The episode, and the play as a whole, represents a distorted version of early modern emotional therapy. The early scenes reproduce the age's chief medium of that curative process, Reformed spiritual counseling, which often consisted in the preacher's comforting and assuring the listener of the hope of salvation. Both words open parodically in Othello on vistas of the Reformed theology of grace. Calvinist commentators finely debated and shaded both beliefs: assurance that the promise of salvation applies to the elect individual, and comfort that the elect could not easily doubt or sin. But Calvinists were not alone; preoccupation with the assurance of salvation pervaded the spectrum of Reformation writers. Show diligence, says Hooker, to "this blessed assurance of faith unto the end" (Tractates 1977, 30). "Our dutie," says Perkins, "is, to labour to bee setled and assured in our conscience that God is our God: for first in this assurance is the foundation of all true comfort" (1608-13, 3: 520). The doctrines of assurance and comfort also comprise distinctive features of Reformed psychology.16 Proceeding from the Lutheran conviction that the doctrine of sola fide is "comfortable" because it liberates fallen beings from either the ability or the need to contribute to their salvation by dint of good works originating in the sin-enslaved will, the Reformed doctrines of assurance and comfort gave the believer wellsprings of security and certainty. The redeemed were to be solaced that their salvation was sure, that their good works would follow inevitably from their election, that a sanctified life was indication of grace, a source of comfort, and assurance of salvation. 

Iago carefully advertises himself from the outset as a preacherly figure, one of the godly, as they called themselves: "with the little godliness I have" (1.2.9) he says piously. And Othello responds as though assured of his own election: "my perfect soul / Shall manifest me rightly" (31-32), he says as he faces the prospect of being judged by the Senate. "My demerits"--he means his merits, which the godly claimed we of ourselves are altogether lacking--"May speak unbonneted" (23). He enjoys a "free condition" (26) and later speaks of his "redemption" (137) from slavery. These self-confident avowals, expressed in theological terminology, are Calvinist red flags. How is it possible for the godly to speak of their own merits or their perfect souls without lapsing into pride? Iago sounds like a preacher, and Othello sounds like a fully (even dangerously) assured member of the flock. Iago imitates the godly preacher providing comfort, Othello the sinner needing assurance--or (suspiciously) needing none. "Faith" (50), exclaims Iago (frequently), for one of his functions is to put his listeners in mind of the faith-assisting godly preacher.17 One of his goals will be to deform the preacher's vocation by inducing in his hearers not faith, but doubt. The "assurance" Iago brings guarantees damnation. 

So the situation between the two principals diabolically mimes the relationship of a godly divine to a member of his flock. From the perspective of the twentieth century, that relationship closely resembles the classic therapeutic bond. Indeed W. H. Auden notes, "Iago treats Othello as an analyst treats a patient, except that, of course, his intention is to kill, not to cure (1963, 266). The early modern affiliation between Reformed pastor and sinner clearly foretells the modern relationship of analyst and patient, an association carefully reproduced in Iago's treatment of Othello. But the therapy Iago practices will bring his listener neither comfort nor the assurance of salvation, but instead the assurance of torment, indeed torment itself. 

The topos of "comfort" arises repeatedly and makes sense fully only with reference to Reformed spiritual psychology. The Venetians, for example, speak of it on Cyprus as they contemplate the Turkish threat. One Venetian notes of Cassio, 

though he speak of comfort

Touching the Turkish loss, yet he looks sadly,

And prays the Moor be safe, for they were parted

With foul and violent tempest.

(2.1.33-36)

Cassio himself comments that when Desdemona and Othello reunite, they will "bring all Cyprus comfort" (83). They refer to comfort as an emotional desideratum, as a means of talking about how the characters would like to feel. In theological parlance, comfort prognosticates future spiritual bliss. Hence at the end of the scene when Desdemona and Othello rejoin, they express their feelings in godly terms: "My soul hath her content so absolute," says Othello, "that not another comfort like to this / succeeds in unknown fate" (188-90). Desdemona echoes this sentiment, but insists that they will enjoy yet greater comfort: "The heavens forbid / But that our loves and comforts should increase" (190-91). They voice their ardor with words used elsewhere in Reformation culture to describe a particular kind of religious experience. A moment later, Othello tells her, "I dote / In mine own comforts" (203-4). In the light of subsequent calamities, we may well suppose him one of the unjustly comforted, deluded in his comfort or dangerously exulting in an unwarranted assurance of spiritual well-being. But of course the main point here (and throughout) is not theological. The play draws on the Reformed doctrine of comfort to show the fragility of his self-assured emotional state.18 Iago's task will be to undermine that comfort, to provoke instead its opposite--despair--and to make Othello feel impending (emotional) damnation. Iago is, of course, present to witness the couple's paean to their "comfort." They have in effect provided him a discursive lead: he will burlesque the godly preacher by challenging Othello's easily iterated feeling of comfort. 

But what of Desdemona, who also draws upon the same discursive lexicon to voice her emotions? When she attempts to assuage Cassio's despair, she invokes the same preacherly diction: "Be thou assured, good Cassio" (3.3.1); "be you well assured" (11); "Assure thee" (20), she says to him. Here Desdemona takes upon herself the office of the preacher. Her consoling words might at first seem to make her a healthy foil to Iago's falsity. But she has assumed the office, as it were, from Iago. Perhaps that's why her words seem so unconvincing and ineffective. She now unknowingly imitates Iago, the parodist par excellence. Hence the ineffectuality and pathos of her role-playing here and whenever she attempts to assure either Cassio or her husband. Her performance sounds feeble because she's miming another actor's performance; and she doesn't even know she's playing a role.19 Critics have accused her of insincerity and worse, but she may more accurately be said to try too hard in a discursive domain Iago has laid prior claim to. Her failure comes from the poverty of her performance--a performance she cannot know she puts on. Thomas M. Greene has noted, "superior parody always engages its subtext in a dialectic of affectionate malice" (1982, 46). Part of Desdemona's ineffectuality originates in her weakness as a parodist of homiletic speech. She cannot realize she participates in this dialectic, so her engagement with it is neither affectionate nor malicious. 

This ineffectuality further emerges when she presently takes up Cassio's cause with Othello. She fails at playing the advisor to her husband partly because she also employs the diction of Roman Catholicism to defend Cassio. "In faith, he's penitent," she says, trying to exonerate Cassio's "trespass" (64-65). "By'r Lady" (75), she exclaims, tapping a residual and officially outmoded Roman Catholic discourse. The effect of providing Desdemona with a papist ejaculation suggests, perhaps subliminally, not just the unproductive nature of her cause, but also the futile import of her rhetoric. It is inadvisable to aim at a rhetorical target with the armament of the cast-off, discredited religion. Desdemona has shown herself to be a bad actor, but not of course in the same moral sense that the term applies to Iago. At least in the early scenes, he plays the role of the comforting spiritual advisor quite well. Desdemona's improvisation miscarries because she plays her part at two removes from the original. She acts like a comforting counselor, a role that reflects well on her as a loving wife. But Iago has arrogated this function and cleverly made it his own. Desdemona's attempt to reclaim this role diminishes, entirely unwittingly, her own efficacy as an acting subject. She cannot assure or counsel, because these are Iago's functions and have been from the start. And yet, Desdemona does perceive that Iago is a bad pastor. When she talks to Iago and Emilia before Othello's arrival on Cyprus (2.1), a scene of which the function has caused some confusion to criticism, Desdemona rebukes Iago for his misogyny. She tells Emilia that Iago is "a most profane and liberal counsellor" (165). Here Desdemona detects the infernal parody Iago is enacting. Yet, she ironically mimics Iago in later scenes, when she tries to persuade Othello to exonerate Cassio. She then plays the pastor-physician and tries to counsel her husband. But she disadvantages herself by seeming to imitate the role of counselor Iago has already staked out and mastered. 

Even in this conversation with Emilia and Desdemona, Iago mocks the preacher. He seems "to correct evil manners" and "to frame good manners," as when he tells them they are "Saints in your injuries; devils being offended" (2.1.114). He also praises, as Desdemona notes when she asks him, "What miserable praise has thou for her / That's foul and foolish?" (143). "Thou praisest the worst best," she says, seeing through him (146). In contrast to Desdemona, Iago seems to identify fully with his pastoral offices, and to control the dialectic of affectionate malice with his subtext. In the opening scenes, for example, Iago's tranquil voice seems entirely reasonable compared to Brabanzio's irrational cries of witchcraft. Iago's homiletic posturing in these early scenes underscores the wild implausibility of Brabanzio's charge that Othello has "practised on her with foul charms" (1.2.74). Among his accusations, Brabanzio associates Othello with damnation: "Damned as thou art" (64), he says to Othello--a condition he elides with Othello's race, his "sooty bosom" (71). Compared to him, Iago seems quite sensible and sane, at least in his utterances to others. When Brabanzio entreats the Senate to "find out practices of cunning hell" (102), one of the ways he discredits himself is that Iago has already sounded so levelheaded, indeed downright preacherly. 

For example, at their first meeting, Iago says to Othello, "General, be advised" (1.2.56), spelling out one of the chief functions of the Reformed preacher. Iago gives ample advice to all. He can best master his listener by exercising a psychic power, which is figured in Reformed discursive terms. "Let thy soul be instructed. Mark me" (2.1.216), he says to Roderigo. "But, sir, be you ruled by me" (254), he repeats. His injunctions burlesque the preacher's task of advising his hearers. The typical homiletic voice employs a large number of linguistic performatives, which Iago mimes closely when he exhorts Roderigo to let his soul be instructed. As Cassio is soon to say in another context, "Iago hath direction what to do" (2.3.4). The characters quickly come to think that Iago has the moral and spiritual authority of the preacher. By arrogating to himself homiletic discourse, and then by adjusting it to his listeners' pathologies, Iago convinces them he has "direction what to do," which they freely choose to follow (often thinking they have no choice). Hence he can speak of Roderigo as a "sick fool" (2.3.44). When Cassio gets drunk on the watch that night, Iago tells Montano that he "would do much / to cure him [Cassio] of this evil" (2.3.127-28). He speaks of drink, but his diction reproduces the preacher-physician's. He confiscates the role of the ministering physician of the soul, wanting to "cure" Cassio of evil. And to usurp such a clerical posture allows him to pervert it, or to direct others to damn themselves. Iago cries to Cassio as the brawl breaks out, "God's will, lieutenant, hold, / You'll be ashamed forever" (145-46), as though he held preacherly possession of both God's will and the means of assisting salvation (both "1. To teach doctrine" and "3. To correct evil manners"). 

Iago's role as spiritual counselor enacts a common understanding in Reformed homiletics to express how preaching profits the hearer. It curbs fallen human nature. To be effective, preaching demands submission from its hearer. As Perkins puts it: "In the right hearing of the word, two things are required. The first, that we yeeld ourselues in subiection to the word we heare: The second that we fixe our hearts vpon it ... Subiection to God must be yeelded in giuing subiection to his word: and our cleauing vnto God must be by fixing our hearts vpon his word" (1608-13, 1: 708).20 The hearer masters his waywardness by subjecting himself to the preacher's advice. The Calvinist divine Edwin Sandys states the matter in another way: "To stand before the Preacher is to stand before God" (1585, sig. R1r).21 Sandys intends this formulation to exalt the Word preached and God's power to give grace by means of the hearer's "subiection to his word." Iago demands exactly this kind of subjection to the guidance he offers. And so he further distorts the role of the preacher. To be ruled by the Word cannot be equated with being ruled by the preacher. Iago succeeds by convincing his listeners to follow his direction. 

Hence he can pronounce upon the characters' spiritual states by seeming to reveal the mysteries of salvation and getting others to heed his revelations. "She's full of most blessed condition" (2.1.241), says Roderigo of Desdemona in a conversation with Iago replete with the discourse of Reformed Homily. What are the implications of such a remark in a play permeated by a religious lexicon? Surely the text does not speculate on the state of the characters' souls after the play has ended.22 But the text does draw on the reigning discourses of salvation to dramatize the characters' emotional and moral states. And so Iago immediately responds, "If she had been blessed, she never would have loved the Moor" (244). This exchange is splendidly ironic. Both are using worldly evidence to deduce the state of someone else's soul--a task discouraged by many divines. But the divines do encourage the sinner to examine his own life for signs of election and reprobation. Perkins, for example, writes an entire treatise (Whether a Man Be in the Estate of Damnation, or in the Estate of Grace) designed to assist the faithful in learning whether they are among the elect or the reprobate, conditions God has mysteriously determined before the foundations of the world (1608-13, 1: 353-81). Iago doggedly taps the discourse of theological determinism--and helps others to think a determinism drives their lives. Moreover, he adapts this discourse to the characters' emotional conditions. Hence he tells Roderigo, "Very nature will instruct her ... And compel her to some second choice" (228-29). He persuades people to act against their best interests by helping them conclude that a predetermined damnation awaits them, an end they in turn represent to themselves in theological terms. Iago wants the characters to believe that perdition has already caught their souls and that they lack agency. And, of course, with Othello he completely succeeds. 

'Tis destiny unshunnable, like death.

Even then this forked plague is fated to us

When we do quicken,

(3.3.279-81)

says Othello after he has been persuaded of his wife's betrayal (Neely 1980). 

The short interchange on salvation between Cassio and Iago in act 2 highlights how the play represents religious discourse.23 Here the issue does not at first seem figurative or analogous, for they speak literally about Reformed views of salvation. Cassio advances the doctrinaire Calvinist notion that "there be souls must be saved, and there be souls must not be saved" (2.3.89-90). Although he speaks explicitly about theology, he speaks indirectly about the matter of the play. He expresses theologically the emotional determinism that Othello and other characters are in the process of succumbing to. They think of the world and themselves as being governed deterministically. And Iago exploits this belief. "It's true, good lieutenant," he replies to Cassio's soteriological truism. In the following lines, when Cassio says that "the lieutenant is to be saved before the ensign" (95-96), his theology becomes quite murky. He falls into a theological solecism: every believer knew that worldly distinctions of rank are meaningless in the eyes of God. So what is the interpretive point behind Cassio's remark? In keeping with the play's method of representing emotional states in religious terms, Cassio's feeble theology surely exemplifies Othello's confusions, his moral and emotional turmoil. 

This short exchange on salvation should be connected to Cassio's remarks after the brawl: "I ha' lost the immortal part of myself, and what remains is bestial" (247-48). He has changed his mind rather quickly about the state of his own salvation. Iago now ministers to him, worried that Cassio has sustained a "bodily wound" (250). But Iago's attentions reinforce Cassio's fear that he has been harmed more than merely bodily. Certainly, Cassio thinks his condition is self-induced: he has transformed himself into a "beast"--and he thinks all men do this (270-72). He generalizes about the human condition, which he depicts as fallen and hopeless. At this point, Iago becomes a full-fledged godly divine for Cassio. He begins to dispense wisdom freely. "You are too severe a moraller," Iago counsels (278). His advice seems intended, as the divines put it, to "frame good manners" ("mend it for your own good," he tells the dispirited lieutenant [281]). And Cassio responds accordingly: "You advise me well" (302), he says to Iago. Iago now plays the role of the spiritual advisor quite openly, as he admits in soliloquy: "this advice is free I give, and honest" (311). Not exactly "honest," however: he portrays himself explicitly as an infernal counselor: 

How am I then a villain,

To counsel Cassio to this parallel [that is, suitable] course

Directly to his own good? Divinity of hell"

(322-24)

He makes advice a highway to destruction. He practices "divinity." And he paints himself candidly as a devil putting on "heavenly shows." Hence he can now turn his attention to Othello and devise how to "pour this pestilence into his ear" (330). This campaign fulfills the ultimate diabolic office, to infect the ear of the faithful. "We work," he presently tells Roderigo, "by wit and not by witchcraft" (345). His goal will be to induce despair, not comfort of salvation. As Cassio has just said, "I am desperate of my fortunes" (305-6). 

Although the next scene--the temptation scene--most fully deploys Reformation discourses, earlier scenes have prepared for it well. For example, Othello has already demonstrated his vulnerability to "divinity of hell" by dangerously advertising his own assurance and comfort. The flimsiness of that facade is exposed by the ease with which he lapses into "doubt," that principal Reformation source of apprehension: "No, to be once in doubt / Is once to be resolved" (3.3.183-84); "Nor from my own weak merits will I draw / The smallest fear or doubt of her revolt" (191-92). Desdemona "chose me" (193), he says, obviously fearing he is not chosen. "I'll see before I doubt; when I doubt, prove" (194). He draws this diction from the reservoir of Reformation theology. Under the supervision of Iago's diabolic spiritual therapy, Othello swiftly reveals himself as a doubter and one who fears he is not among the (emotionally) elect. Greenblatt's observation that Iago "awakens the deep current of sexual anxiety in Othello" (250) has been echoed in a number of powerful analyses that account for Othello's response as a product of "sexual anxiety" (Snow 1980; Rose 1988, 131-39; Matz 1999). Iago also awakens an equally powerful spiritual anxiety in Othello, a fear of damnation arguably as deep in early modern culture as sexual anxiety. Where these two anxieties converge, Othello is caught. By this reckoning, he emerges as a prime candidate for preacherly ministration. As Iago begins his diabolic version of this counseling, Othello entreats him to "give thy worst of thoughts / The worst of words" (137-38). Iago complies. Othello asks him not to make his listener's "ear / A stranger to thy thoughts" (148-49). This infernal preacher has undertaken precisely this appeal to the ear. Othello fully participates in this alliance by ardently improvising his role as a fearful doubter needing comfort and assurance. 

But when we look more closely at this scene, we find that Iago is not simply negating the techniques of the Reformed preacher ministering to an anxious listener. Recent scholarship has shown that the godly spiritual counselor was expected to induce in the hearer a preliminary "wretchedness." The full disclosure of the sinner's miserable estate was the indirect pathway to comfort, for, as Peter Kaufman has documented, "godly sorrow, with all its torments, and assurance of election were partners" (1996, 25).24 The effective preacher produced in his listeners grief, alarm, and misery for their sins. Richard Greenham, for example, rose to fame for keeping his parishioners "in a bleeding plight" by encouraging self-accusation and wretchedness over their sinfulness (qtd. in Kaufman, 55). Greenham's Sweet Comfort for an Afflicted Conscience advises pastors to instill an acute sense of their listeners' own unworthiness. As Kaufman aptly puts it, "the elect had to discover how contemptible they were and experience 'grief and anguish' of mind. All this was 'a good token' because the pitched battle between spirit and flesh--and between faith and doubt--that followed signaled regeneration" (55-56). William Perkins claims that one of the goals of the preacher is to induce a hellish torment, a kind of "holy desperation" (1608-13, 1: 365).25 Only this deep initial sense of desperation and wretchedness could eventually deliver a deep sense of divine mercy. Iago is shown to parody this feature of the godly Reformed preacher's duties. He cultivates in Othello an infernal version of the holy desperation that spiritual practitioners developed as a therapeutic tool. The pastor, says Greenham, "preacheth damnation vnto the obstinate, and such as remaine in their sinnes ... By that meanes to beat them down, and bring them to a sight of their miserie" (1615, 347). Othello has shown himself from the start as one of the obstinate, one convinced that his merits can speak unbonneted, one exulting in his unhoused free condition and his perfect soul. As though to counteract his charge's dangerous spiritual self-satisfaction, Iago plays the role of the hammering Calvinist preacher-counselor, generating godly misery and despair. 

Having awakened much-deserved wretchedness, the preacher was then expected to step in with assurance to the doubter that he is one of the elect, for, as Greenham puts it, "it is a greater thing in a Pastour to deale wisely and comfortably, with an afflicted conscience" (1615, 347). The preacher's method varied, but he was primarily to help the patient observe signs of faith and marks of God's having chosen the wretch for salvation. Iago's performance in this scene, then, parodies Reformed ministers not so much by distorting them (he actually mirrors their therapy--or elements of it--quite accurately) as by simply omitting what usually followed instigations of wretchedness and fulminations against sin, that is, assurance of salvation for the righteous. He deforms, then, the Reformation preacher's obligation to bring assurance that the hearer will be granted salvation. Instead, Iago brings Othello assurance of damnation. Iago begins by insinuating doubt and warns Othello of the danger of being "certain of his fate" (3.3.172). He sets himself up as a spiritual counselor, equipped to help his charges examine their souls (161). Iago mockingly points to those signs of salvation that the preacher is supposed to help the doubter find so as to dispel doubt. He urges his hearer to find "proof" (200) of Desdemona's love. In fact, he advises Othello to look for literal, visual evidence of favor. "Look to your wife. Observe her well with Cassio. / Wear your eyes thus" (201-2). Here the doubter is asked to find what every preacher knew was not reliable: proof of faith by means of the eye, ocular proof.26 Even before Iago provides it, Othello in soliloquy shows that his advisor has succeeded in transforming him into a version of a reprobate, predetermined by God for inexorable damnation. ("'Tis destiny unshunnable, like death" [279]; "my relief / Must be to loathe her [271-72]; "[I'll] let her down the wind / To prey at fortune" [266-67]). 

Moreover, Othello associates his damned condition with his race: "Haply for I am black" (267). The play's racial discourse here intersects with the religious. Recent attention to the racial dimensions of the play has highlighted how Othello internalizes the role of the "villainous Moor" of Elizabethan culture and of stage history.27 He has cast himself in the part of the racially despised other his enemies have consigned him to. Brabanzio had said to Othello, "Damned as thou art" (1.2.64). Othello now can say to himself, "I am to blame" (286). He now convinces himself he is among the reprobate, a justly damned sinner. A few moments later, as he more fully casts himself in this role, he deploys racially charged language that interlocks with the discourse of reprobation: "Arise, black vengeance, from the hollow hell" (3.3.451). Although he does not yet know it, Othello has sunk deep in the process of damning himself, by his own choice (as the godly claimed all the reprobate do), a process that will not be completed until he learns the dreadful truth after Desdemona's murder. At that point he concludes the antivoluntarist project by consigning himself to perdition. "Who can control his fate?" (5.2.272), he asks as though acceding to the dictates of deterministic theology. And so just before his suicide he fully damns himself: 

Whip me, ye devils

... Roast me in sulphur,

Wash me in steep-down gulfs of liquid fire

(5.2.284-87)28
Much earlier, he has spoken accusingly to Desdemona, whose remark rather distorts contemporary Protestant doctrine: "Faith, that's with watching" (3.3.289). Faith, for the Protestant, does not come with "watching." To say so would smack of Roman iconophilia. Faith comes through hearing. But "blame" might come through ocular proof. If the sinner comes to despair over his sins, it may be because his faith waivers, perhaps built on visual sensory evidence. Or, as Iago says in soliloquy, 

          Trifles light as air

are to the jealous confirmations strong

As proofs of holy writ

(3.3.326-28)

This assertion comes close to doctrine. To substitute the words "weak in faith" for "jealous" would spell out a textbook expression of the dangers of weak faith. This overlapping of formulations suggests one reason why ocular proof convinces Othello. The play uses the discourse of religion, in which faith provides both assurance and fearful anguish, to express the misery into which Othello's cognate career as faith-anxious lover has hurled him (Watson 1997, 235). 

The famous passage is shot through with the discourse of the Reformation: "Give me the ocular proof," says Othello, on which he weighs the "worth of mine eternal soul" (3.3.365-66). He's constructed his love crisis as a crisis of faith and deformed it with a demand for visual evidence of his salvation. 

Make me to see't, or at the least so prove it

That the probation bear no hinge nor loop

To hang a doubt on

(369-71)

The religious dimensions emerge explicitly: doubt and faith, on which the soul hangs. So, too, the peril of reprobation: "nothing canst thou to damnation add / Greater than that" (377-78). Hence he bids farewell to the "tranquil mind" "forever" (352-53)--as though he were damned--and attaches it to the "worth of mine eternal soul" (366) and to "damnation" (377). He has erected his plight with the materials of the Reformation: faith, doubt, salvation, damnation, free will, determinism. "Death and damnation!" (401), Othello cries. "I'll have some proof" (391), he says to Iago. At this point, the godly preacher would caution the doubter against the reliability of mundane proof, certainly proof derived by way of the eye. And the ungodly Iago does so exactly. "It is impossible you should see this" (407), Iago tells him, improvising the godly preacher quite precisely--with affectionate malice. So Iago informs Othello that he cannot provide him with visual evidence. Instead he instructs him to rely on aural evidence, on the organ that the divines urged as superior to the visual. Iago therefore concocts the tale of what he "heard" Cassio say in his sleep: "I heard him say sweet Desdemona" (423). This in turn leads to the "other proofs" (435) of the handkerchief. Patricia Parker notes that the plot of jealousy in the play involves the substitution of "dilations" (3.3.128) for more direct forms of seeing (1985, 64). The ear, we might say, becomes a substitute for the eye. Iago cannot show Desdemona being "topped" (3.3.401), so he provides "dilation," the showing of what was secret. To do so, he engages the chief mechanism of preaching rhetoric, the ear, as his medium of deceitful suasion. 

This medium guides Othello to a frozen determinism. He likens himself to the "Pontic Sea, / Whose icy current and compulsive course ... keeps due on" to the "Hellespont" (457-59), a hell indeed to which he has just condemned himself. Iago has accomplished his goal by assuring Othello of his damnation. He helps Othello choose his own damnation. Iago has led Othello to discover his own (emotional) reprobation, and Othello demonstrates that he has no faith. From this point on, Iago has only to continue, with little effort, to improvise the clerical role. In a later scene, for example, he says to Othello, "Her honour is an essence that's not seen" (4.1.16). So much may be said of faith. Iago has become a sublimely diabolic copy of the godly preacher. He even provides Othello with comfort: "be you well assured" (30), he says as he urges him toward "faith" (32). All these subliminal assurances mimic the offices of the godly divine, whose function is to intervene, after the hearer has achieved a measure of holy despair, with the good news of salvation though faith. Iago's words do not involve, at this point, any more than an accurate reproducing of the preacher's diction. "Work on; my medicine works" (41), says Iago aside. In the subsequent ruse with Cassio and the handkerchief, Iago supplies more visual evidence, which further hardens the heart of the reprobate Othello: "My heart is turned to stone" (176), he says, as though proving his sense of his own reprobation. 

When he next confronts Desdemona, he wants her to "damn thyself" and to "be double-damned" (4.2.37-39). It is not easy to interpret this interchange. Is Othello imposing on Desdemona his own feelings of reprobation? Or is he miming Iago, by playing the infernal spiritual advisor bent on helping his charge discover her own "estate"? In either event, Othello plays his role quite poorly. On the one hand, he merely foists on Desdemona his own fears of damnation. On the other, he doesn't see that he's badly imitating Iago, the great mime. Roderigo, however, who has functioned from the start as Othello's hoodwinked alter ego, verges on discovering Iago's ruse; hence the short interchange between him and Iago in the same scene, their final conversation. Roderigo nearly exposes Iago as a charlatan preacher. He accuses him of providing false "hope" and "comforts" (4.2.183, 193). Roderigo expresses his near-insight beautifully: "Faith, I have heard too much, for your words and performances are no kin together" (186-87). Faith, indeed. Roderigo sees that the "comforts" Iago has provided are spurious. He even uses Iago's preacherly diction against him: he threatens to seek out Desdemona and "repent my unlawful solicitation. If not, assure yourself I will seek satisfaction of you" (201-2). 

The play's engagement with homiletic discourse virtually disappears after this point in act 4. Because Iago has accomplished his pastoral work, the need for Homily and spiritual counseling vanishes. What replaces it scholars long ago identified--the Roman Catholic mimicry of penance and works (Heilman 1956, 156-58; Vitkus 1997, 171-73). The play abandons homiletic discourse in the final scenes as though to signal that all is lost. Othello's deployment of the diction of the Roman priest substitutes for the Protestant clerical role that Iago has assumed throughout the play. This substitution functions as a last sign of Othello's emotional despair. When Othello invites Desdemona, on her deathbed, to "confess freely of thy sin" (5.2.58) and improvises the confessor priest, he is, in effect, aping Iago. But he does so in a particularly unnerving fashion. He plays Iago as a Roman priest. From a historical perspective, Iago's words have been completely successful. His charge now parodies Iago's parodic Reformed minister in Roman vestments, in the lineaments of the now much-despised religion of a benighted past. Iago can rightly say, after he has been exposed, "What you know, you know. / From this time forth I never will speak word" (5.2.309-10). Homiletic words need no longer be spoken. In fact, Othello has already deformed those words in the final ghastly scene. Now it is Othello's turn, as it was Desdemona's earlier, to imitate Iago the bogus godly preacher. Othello now acts at two removes from the original. Iago, for his part, need not speak, for Othello has appropriated, parodied, and denatured his words. Or, as Graziano puts it after Othello's suicide, "All that is spoke is marred" (5.2.367). By contorting them into Roman Catholic configurations, Othello has marred Iago's (marred) homiletic words. To the godly Reformed ear, there sounded no greater maiming of language than that. The bruised heart has indeed been pierced through the ear. 

Notes

1. All parenthetical references to Othello are from Shakespeare, Othello, ed. Cohen (1997). No edition of the play identifies Brabanzio's allusions as I outline them here. Earlier textual variants and emendations, some substituting "pieced" for "pierced" or attempting a medical explanation, are listed in Shakespeare, Othello, ed. Furness (1965, 65-66). Modern editions have restored "pierced" but make no reference to the religious tropes Brabanzio employs. 

2. Scriptural references throughout are to the Geneva Bible unless otherwise noted. "For the worde of God is liuelie, & mightie in operation, and sharper than anie two edged sworde, & entreth through, euen vnto the diuiding a sonder of the soule & the spirit, and of the ioynts, & the marow, and is a discerner of the thoghtes and intentes of the heart" (Heb 4:12). The gloss in the Geneva version reads: "an amplification taken from the nature of the word of God, the power of which is such that it entreth euen to the deepest and most inward and secret parts of the heart, wounding them deadly that that [sic] stubburne, & plainely quicking the beleevers." "And take the helmet of saluation, and the sworde of the Spirit, which is the worde of God" (Eph 6:17). For other scriptural passages that the Reformation deemed pertinent to preaching and hearing, see Isaiah 49:2 ("And he hathe made my mouthe like a sharpe sworde"); Zechariah 7:11 ("But they refused to hearken, & pulled away the shulder, and stopped their eares, that they shulde not heare"); Matthew 15:10 ("Then he called the multitude vnto him, and said to them, Heare and vnderstand"); Luke 11:28 ("blessed are they that heare the worde of God and keepe it"); Luke 8:18 ("Take hede therefore how ye heare"); Hebrews 4:2 ("For vnto vs was the Gospel preached as also vnto them, but the worde that they heard, profited not them, because it was not mixed with faith in those that heard it"). 

3. "The A.b.c. of a Christian is to learne the Art of hearing" (Smith 1599, 300). 

4. Perkins glosses the first quotation with Psalms 40.6: "but my eares hast thou pierced." In the second quotation, Perkins is describing the means of "effectual calling." The first means is preaching ("sauing hearing of the word of God"); the second is the bruised heart of repentance. The ear and the heart, in other words, are partners in advancing through the Reformed ordo salutis. 

5. Stallybrass relates Othello's statement to the play's representations of the body: "there can be no simple opposition between language and the body because the body maps out the cultural terrain and is in turn mapped out by it" (1986, 138). Nowhere is this truer than in the metonym of the ear, and its relation to discourses of love and religion. 

6. Chief among those who read the play as an heir of the Morality is Spivack, who discounts the "homiletic dimension of [Iago's] role, its didactic voice and naked moral display" as "relatively subdued and fragmentary" (1958, 430). In Iago's asides and soliloquies, Spivack does see, however, an indebtedness to the "homiletic dramaturgy of the moral play, where personified evil demonstrated its destructive operation and preached its own exposure" (436). Scragg evaluates other views on Iago's relation to both morality and mystery plays (1968). Diehl addresses the play's "problematic of sight" as "characteristic of early Protestant English culture" (1997, 127) and central to the play's epistemology. Diehl demonstrates how the ocular proof of the handkerchief raises vexed and unresolved issues of knowledge and faith that arise in Reformed discourse from the attack on images and their religious efficacy. Diehl is especially acute at showing how Reformed iconoclastic discourses, that is, fear of putting faith in a visible thing, bear on the role of the handkerchief and on Othello's knowledge of Desdemona's fidelity. Griffin examines how a Protestant audience might have seen the characters as embracing idolatry (1998, 81-86). 

7. Hunter claims that the "Othello world is one from which God appears to have withdrawn, leaving its disposition to the freed wills of men. Or, to put it another way, in Othello the Pelagian possibility replaces the Augustinian possibility ..." (1976, 128). Hunter (150-51) pursues the idea that human will, rather than providential guidance, directs the action. It leads him to focus tellingly on 3.4.144 ("We must think men are not gods," says Desdemona) and on the exchange about "lord" between Emilia and Desdemona at 4.2.104. Human love, says Hunter, fails the characters, and there is no divine love to replace it: "Othello has freely chosen to believe Iago, to kill Desdemona, and thus to transform himself into what he becomes" (157). The large critical body that once read Othello as a morality play also, implicitly or explicitly, reads it as a play about free will. These readings are listed by Hunt (1996, 375), who sees the play as "having incorporated two mutually exclusive theologies--a morality-play theology of free will, temptation, better and worser angels, and a seemingly voluntary fall from grace; and a predestinarian theology of non-election and gracelessness" (367). Watson treats the play as an allegory of "salvation by faith alone" (1997, 234). 

8. The best summary I know of the Reformation controversy over the will is the exchange between Erasmus and Luther. "For although free choice is damaged by sin, it is nevertheless not extinguished by it" (1959, 51), says Erasmus; his position is outlined 89-91. Luther retorts, "there can be no such thing as free choice" (332); his position is outlined 319-27. For a sketch of Reformation positions on the will, see Mallette (1994, 338-40). 

9. Renaissance Protestants are in general agreement that in matters of religious devotion, "the ear is to be trusted more than the eye" (Crockett 1995, 53); Crockett quotes Donne: "The organ that God hath given the natural man is the eye ... The organ that God hath given the Christian is the ear; he hears God in his Word" (173). Gayle Greene (1981, 270-81) surveys the play's rhetoric, with no reference to the Reformation. 

10. See also Hooker Laws (1977, 97-99, 106-8). Hooker's praise is qualified by his redefining of preaching to include the reading of scripture and, in the absence of preaching, of homily; in addition, he worries that the Reformed privileging of preaching in fact exalts the preacher over the Word. 

11. MacDonald (1979), Pryse (1976), and Young (1990) have also examined the play's preoccupation with narrativity; Young is particularly attentive to how Iago, by means of soliloquy, aside, and confidence with the audience is made to enlist our sympathy and complicity. 

12. In a note, Newman begins the point I develop in this paragraph: the "alternative libidinal economy" of Desdemona's ear/mouth suggests a "another trajectory of desire" between Iago and Othello, as heard in Iago's "repeated au/oral seduction" (1991, 164). 

13. Wilcox believes that to overcome doubt with faith, God must "batter mens stonie and hard hearts" (1598, 116). As fitting perhaps as a gloss on Othello's line is another popular scriptural verse: "thei made their heart an adamant stone lest they shulde heare the Lawe and the wordes which the Lorde of hostes sent in his Spirit by the Ministerie of the former Prophetes" (Zech 7:11). 

14. The five sermon genres identified in this essay are variously named by Reformation theorists. I have modified those named by Perkins (1608-13, 2:668-69), Hyperius (1577, fols. 17v-20v), and Hemminge (1574, fols. 17v-18v). 

15. "If it shal require to teach any truth or reprove false doctrine, to rebuke any vice, to commend any vertue, to geve good counsail, to comfort, or to exhort, or to do any other thyng requisite for our salvacion, all those thinges ... we maye learne plentifully of the Scripture" (Bond 1987, 62). 

16. See Kendall (1979, 3-5, 25, 61-62, 67-76), Wallace (1982, 25-42), Tyacke (1987, 17-19, 249-52), Shuger (1990, 7-8, 78-83), Stachniewski (1991, 20-22, 32-34, 92-93). 

17. Variants in Shakespeare (see ed., Cohen 1997, 2172-74) indicate how frequently they pertain to keywords from contemporary religious discourse. Act 3, scene 4, for example, has five variants of the word "faith." 

18. Rose analyzes Othello's difficulty: "Othello's sexual tragedy therefore emerges not as insufficient repression, the criterion of the heroism of action, but as a misconstruction of his heroic quest" (1988, 143)--that is, a failure to recognize, as Reformation commentators on marriage had insisted, that marriage is a heroic endeavor, equal in its imperatives and importance to public action and other understandings of heroism. 

19. Novy (1984, 84-87) points out that Desdemona plays both actor and audience at different times throughout, and that both roles lead to her destruction. Neely (1980) initiates recent reevaluations of Desdemona's motivations and disputes earlier attacks on Desdemona's character and motivations. 

20. See also Perkins 3:430: hearers are "to heare [ministers] gladly, willingly, reuerently and obediently ... Because they are sent from the high God." 

21. He continues: "We must beseech God ... to print into our hearts that which we heare with our eares." 

22. Frye (1963, 22-31) sensibly cautions against critics' determining of the state of Shakespearean characters' souls; he is echoed by Vickers (1993, 378). But Hunt argues, "Shakespeare suggests that God may not have elected Desdemona for bliss" (1996, 359). Hunt resumes an inquiry of an earlier generation, summed up and challenged by West, who concludes "the realization of Othello's eternal destiny is simply no part of the play" (1964, 343). 

23. The scene has been treated by three notable commentators: Frye (1963, 147-48), who sees the interchange on predestination as satirizing Cassio; Coursen (1976, 197-98), who sees the episode as prognosticating Othello's degradation; and Hunt (1996, 346-54), who sees the interchange as a seriocomic brooding over the doctrine of predestination and indicative of the play's dramatizing "the disasters that ensue partly from characters' mistaken assumption that their deeds either nobly define them, entitle them to the imagined prizes of life, or spiritually save them" (354). 

24. Kaufman's chapter "Wretched" (41-102), expertly outlines the role of holy despair in godly spiritual counseling. Stachniewski (18-84, 86-87) documents how "Calvinism and puritanism were conducive to despair" (1991, 27). 

25. Kaufman notes that Richard Hooker calls this condition "inward desolation" (1996, 68). 

26. Diehl (130-55) analyzes the role of sight and visible signs in the play against the backdrop of Reformation iconoclasm: "Read in the context of the religious controversies of the Reformation, and in particular the radical reinterpretations of the validity of ocular proof in acts of faith, Othello may be said to rehearse the epistemological crisis created by the reformers when they deny the magical efficacy of images and relics and yet assert the power of visible signs" (134). 

27. See Barthelemy (1994), Neill (1989), Bristol (1990), Little (1993), Gillies (1994), Hendricks (1996), Adelman (1997), Vitkus (1997), Hall (1995), Pechter (1999, 33-37). 

28. Snow performs a neo-Freudian analysis of the same issue: "when Othello refers to a reputation that has become 'black as mine own face' [3.3.387-88], we feel that he is being manipulated by a language calculated to make him despise himself" (1980, 401). 
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