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[(essay date December 1977) In the following essay, Taylor examines Iago as the initiator of the play's central irony: that illusion is mistaken for reality. The critic notes that Iago himself becomes victimized by this misconception, as do most of the other characters in Othello.] 

Shakespeare rivals the Greek playwrights in the extent to which he is able to show man grappling with, trying to understand or capitalize on, conquer or evade the ironies of life. He was endowed with the genius to use with the greatest effectiveness, especially in the tragedies of Hamlet, Lear, Othello, and Macbeth, combinations of ironic devices: dramatic irony, irony of expression, irony of situation. What is so striking, however, what makes each of these tragedies "work" century after century, for a variety of actors and audiences, is the forceful manner in which he succeeds in revealing the very souls of his characters pitted against the greatest irony of all: man's tendency, almost child-like helplessness, willingness and need to accept shadow for substance, illusion for reality. Through his genius Shakespeare convinces us that often man destroys himself and others by accepting for a fact or a reality that which is only an imitation, that which insinuates itself for the passing moment upon the mind. In this respect, then, Shakespeare succeeds in elevating irony to more than just a literary device. It becomes a force, a substantive element of life to be dealt with in much the same manner as any other elemental drive, with the rational mind rather than the emotions. Thus, both viewing and reading audiences that themselves are no less susceptible to this force, nevertheless marvel that men, Shakespeare's "heroes," innately good and in almost all things else preeminently or reasonably wise, can succumb to that which to even the ordinary man is so obviously unreal. While the heroes or anti-heroes fall from glory, respectability, or power because for the moment they confuse shadow for substance, appearance for reality, or because they become trapped while luring others into this confusion, the Shakespeare audience is expected to be ever-mindful of the world of reality and substance. Perhaps, the very essence of Shakespeare's genius is that he pays his audiences this singular compliment of expecting them to be wiser or at least to believe themselves wiser than the characters presented. This interaction--this rational link--that the author establishes between the audience and the dramatic action is the Shakespearean twist, his special use of dramatic irony. Depending, therefore, upon the degree of wisdom and experience that particular audiences bring to the drama, an Othello or a Macbeth, a Hamlet or a Lear will emerge as either a stupid, bungling, unbelievable fool or a pitiable, understandable tragic figure trapped and overcome by some powerful irony. 

One of the mature tragedies in which Shakespeare makes effective use of the ironic equation, that is, the fusion and confusion of shadow and substance, appearance and reality to the outer and inner eye of each of the major characters, is Othello, the Moor of Venice. The agent or tool through whom he achieves this literary feat is Iago, from whom the meaningful actions in the drama emanate and around whom they revolve. Iago from the very start of the dramatic action becomes not only the representative, the symbol and embodiment of the dualism or the ironic equation, but also the real active controlling force that will motivate the other major characters or character types--including Othello, the hero--and determine the extent to which, and even the manner in which, each of them in turn will be so manipulated or, in modern terminology, so brainwashed or programmed as to be literally "fascinated" into accepting shadow for substance, appearance for reality. Thus, every other character in Othello becomes a foil to Iago. 

In Act I Shakespeare carefully establishes the multi-dimensional patterns or levels through which will emerge the ironic equation on which all dramatic elements in Othello will be fashioned. First of all, he involves his audience on both an emotional and intellectual level to reveal the various facets in the personality of the controlling element in the play--Iago. After all, the success of this drama and the successful working out of the ironic equation will depend on the extent to which the audience fulfill the literary contract or partnership with the author of remaining in the world of reality and keeping their heads while one by one the characters in the play are losing theirs. Thus, from the start Shakespeare makes use of special words, special character types, and special situations to reveal Iago to the audience for what he really is and to dispel any tendencies toward misplaced sympathy for, empathy with, or misunderstanding of his true intentions and nature. Therefore, in Act I, the clarifying and expository act, Iago emerges on one level as a real flesh and blood character who has been forced by circumstances to grapple with a human problem, a reality. He is twenty-eight years old, "four times seven years," he tells Roderigo (I.ii. 312).1 It is a fact that he, the professional soldier, the successful practitioner in matters pertaining to battle and the battlefield has, at this ripe age, been overlooked for promotion in favor of Cassio, one whom he considers not only his professional inferior, a mere military theoretician and technician, but also an "outsider," a Florentine. In his revelatory conversation with Roderigo, Iago compares his own worth as a soldier with that of Cassio (I. i. 26-33): 

--mere prattle without practice

Is all his soldiership. But, he, sir, had the election.

And I, of whom his eyes [Othello's] had seen the proof

At Rhodes, at Cyprus, and on other grounds

Christian and heathen, must be beleed and calmed

By debitor and creditor. This countercaster,

He, in good time, must his Lieutenant be,

And I--God bless the mark!--his Moorship's Ancient.

On this level, Iago's hurt pride, his resentment, jealousy, and even considerable anger are human reactions that a rational audience can understand, even relate to. It is obvious that the kind of anger that consumes Iago is that which Aristotle understood so well and defined so analytically more than 2,000 years ago in these lines from the Rhetoric: 

... an impulse, accompanied by pain, to a conspicuous slight directed without justification towards what concerns oneself or towards what concerns one's friends. ... It must always be attended by a certain pleasure--that which arises from the expectancy of revenge.2
In the very first scenes of the play, the audience learns from Iago's words and deeds that he considers Othello's preferment of Cassio a "conspicuous slight." He himself cannot justify it, especially when he compares his experiences with that of Cassio. "I know my price, I am worth no worse a place," he tells Roderigo in the initial dialogue (I. i. 11). In addition, he recalls that even suits, special pleas, in his behalf from three outstanding Venetian citizens had been ignored out of hand by Othello. Yet, Othello demonstrates in other ways early in the play that he does value the worth of the man: He seeks his counsel (I. ii.); he entrusts his bride, Desdemona, to his care during the voyage to Cyprus; he praises him for his "honesty" and "Trust" (I. iii. 285); and later in the play, after Cassio's drunken brawl in Cyprus, he elevates him to that very position of lieutenant which he had formerly denied him in favor of Cassio. There is no doubt that what consumes and sustains Iago from the start of the play is the desire for, as well as the expectation of, revenge. Equally clear to the audience is that no real, organized plan has yet been formulated by Iago. Shakespeare allows only the audience to witness and understand the progressive phases through which Iago moves toward the fulfillment of his revenge and the circumstances that propel him inevitably toward his own self-destruction. For example, at the end of Act I he invites the aid of the powers of evil in much the same manner of a Dr. Faustus: 

I have't! It is engendered! Hell and night

Must bring this monstrous birth to the world's light.

Again at the end of scene ii, Act II, Iago confesses to the audience that he has not yet worked out the plan for revenge, that it is still a torment of his mind: 

'Tis here, but yet confused.

Knavery's plain face is never seen till used.

It is not until the last scene in Act II that a definite scheme and plan of action take firm shape in Iago's mind. The audience is privy in scene 3 (ll. 342-367) to the plan by which Iago will capitalize on the innocence and goodness of Desdemona to avenge himself. Calling his scheme the "Divinity of hell" (l. 356), he revels in the thought that the more earnestly Desdemona petitions Othello in behalf of Cassio, the more suspicious of her motives her husband will become: 

So will I turn her virtue into pitch,

And out of her own goodness make the net

That shall enmesh them all.

(ll. 365-367)

Thus, by the time we meet Iago he is no longer operating on the "human" level. He has lost the human capacity for understanding, compassion, concern for others, forgiveness. Perhaps one of the greatest ironies of all in Othello is the extent to which Iago is unaware of the extent to which he himself has accepted as equals that which seems--appearances and shadows--and that which is--substance and reality. For all his talk to Roderigo about the compensatory "scale of reason to poise another of sensuality" (I. iii. 331) and the power of "reason to cool our raging motions" (I. iii. 333-334), he has adapted his mind to accept as realities and added incentives for revenge the suspicions that both Cassio and Othello have cuckolded him. In the soliloquy at the end of Act I, for example, he reveals his suspicions of Othello: 

I know not if't be true,

But I for mere suspicion in that kind

Will do as if for surety.

By Act II his suspicion has become not only a greater reality lodged in his mind but also a more obsessive motive for revenge: 

For that I do suspect the lusty Moor

Hath leaped into my seat, the thought whereof

Doth like a poisonous mineral gnaw my inwards.

And nothing can or shall content my soul

Till I am evened with him, wife for wife.

Or failing so, yet that I put the Moor

At least into a jealousy so strong

That judgment cannot cure.

(ll. 304-311)

Then, almost as an afterthought (l. 316) the diseased mind of Iago rationalizes a motive for including Cassio in the grand scheme of revenge: "For I fear Cassio with my nightcap too. ..." 

In Iago the normal emotion of anger has already turned to rancor, to an all-consuming, unbridled, indiscriminate passion. His choice of words in dialogues with Roderigo and Brabantio, the father of Desdemona, certainly further substantiates this assessment of his emotional state. In urging Roderigo to rouse the ire of Brabantio against Othello, Iago links together this series of explosive imperatives (I. i. 67-69; 71): 

          Call up her father.

Rouse him. Make after him, poison his delight,

Proclaim him in the streets. Incense her kinsman ...

Plague him with flies. ...

(Italics are mine.)

Then, he himself appeals to the racial and class prejudice of Brabantio: 

... For shame, put on your gown,

.....

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

Is tupping your white ewe, Arise, arise ...

Later in the soliloquy following the stirring up of Brabantio in which he reviews his status (I. ii. 155), Iago reveals the venom he feels toward Othello: "... I do hate him as I do Hell pains. ..." In conversation with Roderigo (I. iii. 371) and again in the soliloquy that closes Act I, he repeats the words "I hate the Moor" (iii. 39). In fact, the rage and the desire for revenge in Iago have become so excessive, obsessive, and erratic a driving force within his brain and his being that from the beginning of the action he is too repulsive for the audience outside the drama to accept as a sympathetic figure. Thus, from the start of the drama Shakespeare carefully exposes the inner rage of Iago, his wide-ranging capacity for evil and destruction of others, to his audience through a number of techniques and patterns so that the ironic equation--appearances equal reality, shadow equals substance--becomes not only the powerful literary device but also the substantive force on which the drama will be built and around which all action will revolve. To this end, then, Shakespeare introduces to us in Iago a character who represents a "real" personality who through circumstances has been transformed into an illusion--the embodiment and symbol of the dissembler, one who is in reality the shadow of evil, in appearance the representative of honor. 

The most significant self-revelatory lines spoken by Iago occur in the first scene of Act I, as he performs the all-important task of allaying the doubts and fears of his dupe Roderigo and of programming his mind to accept fully the idea that it is to their mutual advantage to be "conjunctive in our revenge against him" [Othello] (I. iii. 372-373): 

Were I the Moor, I would not be Iago.

In following him, I follow but myself.

... I am not what I am.

(I.i. 57-58; 65)

If the drama is to "work" through the ironic equation and through combinations of irony, the sinister implications of this confession, as well as the possibility of the multiple levels of meaning and interpretation inherent in it, must be obvious from the start of the play to a sophisticated audience. 

These words of Iago provide the initial clue to our understanding the nature of the relationships that will exist between him and every other active character in the drama. Reminiscent of those enigmatic words of the witches, which lull Macbeth into complacency, they are the key to our understanding in particular the basis of Iago's success in completely duping and brainwashing not only the foolish Roderigo but also every other character of consequence in the drama into accepting him on his terms for what he appears to be. The words "I am not what I am" are also the key to our understanding the basis of Iago's power to work his will on the major characters in such a way as to entice them into unwittingly accepting the "illusion" of others, that is, seeing in other characters whatever he wishes them to see. Indeed, these significant words provide an insight into, a foreshadowing of, Iago's singular ability and power to determine what psychological approach or appeal to make--words or twist of words to use--to woo each of his victims to self-destruction or the destruction of others. Thus, Shakespeare more than adequately prepares us to watch with fascination and fear the manner in which Iago makes use of the pious pronouncement that "Men should be what they seem, / Or those that be not, would they might seem none!" (III. iii. 126-127) to begin the brainwashing process and the path to destruction of Othello and to fulfill the commitment he makes to himself and the audience at the close of Act II, scene ii: 

I'll have our Michael Cassio on the hip,

Abuse him to the Moor in the rank garb--

For I fear Cassio with my nightcap too--

Make the Moor thank me, love me, and reward me

For making him egregiously an ass

And practicing upon his peace and quiet

Even to madness.

Even at the end, after the destruction has been wrought, after Iago has made the ironic equation work for himself, a stunned Othello still seeks an explanation of what has happened to him in this final request of Cassio: 

Will you, I pray, demand that demidevil

Why he hath thus ensnared my soul and body?

(V. ii. 301-302)

We understand and sympathize with the Othello who utters these words which represent, all-too-late, a partial return to reality in a way that we cannot sympathize with the Roderigo, who upon realizing the treachery of Iago, condemns him with the words "Oh, damned Iago! Oh, inhuman dog!" (V. i. 6). 

Iago's pronouncement that "I am not what I am" serves, then, a number of valuable dramatic functions. First among them is that it prepares us for the important multi-level dramatic roles of Roderigo. He is within the drama an audience-confidant for Iago, as well as an active confederate, the equivalent of the present-day "hit" man or "enforcer." Roderigo is privy to words and confessions that a major character--especially the villain--usually shares only with the audience outside the play by means of soliloquies or asides. Thus, Roderigo is the "sample" through whom Shakespeare lets us experience the cunning, the evil, and the manipulative power over others that Iago possesses. Dull of wit, no match for Iago, as is no other character in the play, Roderigo hears the same words that the audience outside the play hears, but ironically he only partially understands the significance of Iago's telling confession that he is not what he is. The implication that Iago is not what he is and that he is not what he seems to be even to Roderigo leaves its full sinister impact on the audience well before Iago confides in the soliloquy that closes Act I (ll. 389-392) his utter scorn for Roderigo, his dupe and his tool, through whom he plans to implement his acts of revenge: 

Thus I do ever make my fool my purse,

For I mine own gained knowledge should profane

If I would time expend with such a snipe

But for my sport and profit.

How closely these words resemble later lines (IV. i. 45) of self-satisfaction after he has deluded the virtuous Othello into believing he has been cuckolded by Cassio!: 

          Work on

My medicine, work! Thus credulous fools are caught,

And many worthy and chaste dames even thus,

All guiltless, meet reproach.

Thus, Iago's confession that he is not what he seems to be brings sharply into focus throughout the drama the impression he has already made, as well as the impression he will be capable of making, on the other characters whose lives he will destroy, attempt to destroy, or change in some substantial way. Shakespeare wastes little time, then, in letting his audience see that just as Iago has beguiled the unprincipled Roderigo into trusting him to be a loyal partner in evil, he has also beguiled or will beguile each of the other virtuous or fundamentally decent characters into believing him to be a loyal and honest partner in working the good. Immediately following the scenes in which Iago plots against and vilifies Othello, the Moor commends his ancient to the Duke of Venice with these words: "A man he is of honesty and trust" (I. iii. 285). From this point on Othello, Cassio, and Desdemona in turn establish a pattern of making the name of the villainous Iago a synonym for--a personification and symbol of--the virtue of honor or honesty. In the first act Othello, for example, commends his bride into the ancient's care with the words "Honest Iago, / My Desdemona must I leave to thee" (iii. 295-296). In the final act (ii. 148-150; 154), he tells a distraught, disbelieving Emilia that through her husband Iago he has learned of Desdemona's ''infidelity": 

          Ay, 'twas he that told me first.

An honest man he is, and hates the slime

That sticks on filthy deeds.

.....

My friend, thy husband, honest, honest Iago.

To add to the irony and to strengthen the focus on the force of illusion that pervades Othello, Shakespeare has Iago cynically refer to himself repeatedly as "honest." Just a few outstanding examples follow. In an aside (II. i. 202-204), he says of the happy couple Othello and Desdemona, "Oh, you are well tuned now, / But I'll set down the pegs that make this music, / As honest as I am." He pacifies Cassio, whose reputation and favor with Othello he has just succeeded in destroying through a drunken brawl he has initiated, with a brazen statement: "As I am an honest man, I thought you had received some bodily wound" (III. iii. 266-267). Using skillfully the power of suggestion and the "tricks of custom" (III. iii. 122) of the "false disloyal knave" (III. iii. 121) to condition and poison the mind of Othello against both Cassio and Desdemona, he resorts to the use of histrionics and feigns the injured pride of an honorable man: 

          O wretched fool,

That livest to make thine honesty a vice!

O monstrous world! Take note, take note, O world,

To be direct and honest is not safe.

(III.iii. 375-378)

Then, in a later act (IV. i. 288-291), he condemns Othello to Lodovico, a kinsman of Desdemona, without seeming to condemn--or to wish to condemn--him: 

                    Alas, alas!

It is not honesty in me to speak

What I have seen and known. You shall observe him,

And his own courses will denote him so

That I may save my speech.

(IV.i. 288-291)

Indeed, the unifying element in Shakespeare's Othello is that of the power of illusion, of what seems rather than what is, to determine the thoughts and actions of each of the major characters. Through Iago, the major central figure, a representation and symbol of illusion, the audience learns that one of the great ironies of life is that often man destroys himself and others by accepting for a fact or a reality that which is only an imitation, that which insinuates itself for the passing moment upon the mind. 
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