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WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE was born in Stratford-upon-
Avon in April, 1564, and his birth is traditionally celebrated
on April 23. The facts of his life, known from surviving doc-
uments, are sparse. He was one of eight children born to
John Shakespeare, a merchant of some standing in his com-
munity. William probably went to the King’s New School in
Stratford, but he had no university education. In November
1582, at the age of eighteen, he married Anne Hathaway,
eight years his senior, who was pregnant with their first
child, Susanna. She was born on May 26, 1583. Twins, a boy,
Hamnet (who would die at age eleven), and a girl, Judith,
were born in 1585. By 1592 Shakespeare had gone to Lon-
don, working as an actor and already known as a play-
wright. A rival dramatist, Robert Greene, referred to him as
‘“an upstart crow, beautified with our feathers.” Shake-
speare became a principal shareholder and playwright of
the successful acting troupe the Lord Chamberlain’s men
(later, under James I, called the King’s men). In 1599 the
Lord Chamberlain’s men built and occupied the Globe The-
atre in Southwark near the Thames River. Here many of
Shakespeare’s plays were performed by the most famous
actors of his time, including Richard Burbage, Will Kempe,
and Robert Armin. In addition to his 37 plays, Shakespeare
had a hand in others, including Sir Thomas More and The
Two Noble Kinsmen, and he wrote poems, including Venus
and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece. His 154 sonnets were
published, probably without his authorization, in 1609. In
1611 or 1612 he gave up his lodgings in London and devoted
more and more of his time to retirement in Stratford,
though he continued writing such plays as The Tempest and
Henry VIII until about 1613. He died on April 23, 1616, and
was buried in Holy Trinity Church, Stratford. No collected
edition of his plays was published during his lifetime,
but in 1623 two members of his acting company, John

Heminges and Henry Condell, published the great collec-
tion now called the First Folio.



NTAM CLASSIC-A BANTAM CLASSIC-A BANTAM CLASSIC-A BANTAM CLASSIC-A BANTAM GLASSIC-A BAN

Bantam Shakespeare
The Complete Works—29 Volumes
Edited by David Bevington
With forewords by Joseph Papp on the plays

The Poems: Venus and Adonis, The Rape of Lucrece, The
Phoenix and Turtle, A Lover’s Complaint,
the Sonnets

Antony and Cleopatra The Merchant of Venice

As You Like It A Midsummer Night’s Dream
The Comedy of Errors Much Ado about Nothing
Hamlet Othello

Henry IV, Part One Richard 11

Henry 1V, Part Two Richard 111

Henry V Romeo and Juliet

Julius Caesar The Taming of the Shrew
King Lear The Tempest

Macbeth Twelfth Night

Together in one volume:

Henry VI, Parts One, Two, and Three

King John and Henry VIII

Measure for Measure, All’s Well that Ends Well, and-»

Troilus and Cressida

Three Early Comedies: Love's Labor’s Lost, The Two
Gentlemen of Verona, The Merry
Wives of Windsor

Three Classical Tragedies: Titus Andronicus, Timon

of Athens, Coriolanus
The Late Romances: Pericles, Cymbeline, The Winter's
Tale, The Tempest

Two collections:

Four Comedies: The Taming of the Shrew, A Midsummer
Night’'s Dream, The Merchant of Venice,
Twelfth Night

Four Tragedies: Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, Macbeth



OTHELLO

A Bantam Book / published by arrang t
with Scott, For and Company
PUBLISHING HISTORY

Scott, Foresman edition published | January 1980
Bantam edition, with newly edited text and substantially revised, edited,
and amplified notes, introductions, and other materials,
published | February 1988
Valuable advice on staging matters has been provided by Richard Hosley.
Collations checked by Eric Rasmussen.
Additional editorial assistance by Claire McEachern.

All rights reserved.

Copyright © 1980, 1973, 1961, 1951 by Scott, Foresman and Company.
Foreword copyright © 1988 by New York Shakespeare Festival.
Cover art copyright © 1988 by Mark English.

This edition copyright © 1988 by Bantam Books.

Revisions and tations to Shakespeare text and its footnotes and textual
notes, Shakespeare’s Sources essay and notes for the source, and the play
introduction copyright © 1988 by David Bevington. The Playhouse text
copyright © 1988 by David Bevington.

Performance history copyright © 1988
by David Bevington and David Scott Kastan.

Annotated bibliography copyright © 1988 by David Scott Kastan

and James Shapiro.
Memorable Lines copyright © 1988 by Bantam Books.
Translation of Hec ithi from the Italian copyright © 1988 by David

Bevington and Kate Bevington.
Library of Congress Catalog Card Number : 87-23199
No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any
means, electronic or mechanical, including photacopying, recording, or by
any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing
Jrom the publisher.
For information address: Bantam Books.

If you purchased this book without a cover you should be aware that this
book is stolen property. It was reported as ‘unsold and destroyed”’ to
the publisher and neither the author nor the publisher has received any
payment for this ‘‘stripped book.”’

ISBN 0-553-21302-4

Published si I

ly in the United States and Canada

Bantam Books are published by Bantam Books, a division of Bantam Double-
day Dell Publishing Group, Inc. Its trademark, consisting of the words
““Bantam Books™* and the portrayal of a rooster, is Registered in U.S. Patent
and Trademark Office and in other countries. Marca Registrada. Bantam
Books, 1540 Broadway, New York, New York 10036.

PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

O 2 19 18



Foreword

It’s hard to imagine, but Shakespeare wrote all of his plays
with a quill pen, a goose feather whose hard end had to be
sharpened frequently. How many times did he scrape the
dull end to a point with his knife, dip it into the inkwell, and
bring up, dripping wet, those wonderful words and ideas
that are known all over the world? ,

In the age of word processors, typewriters, and ballpoint
pens, we have almost forgotten the meaning of the word
“blot.” Yet when I went to school, in the 1930s, my class-
mates and I knew all too well what an inkblot from the
metal-tipped pens we used would do to a nice clean page of
a test paper, and we groaned whenever a splotch fell across
the sheet. Most of us finished the school day with ink-
stained fingers; those who were less careful also went home
with ink-stained shirts, which were almost impossible to
get clean.

When I think about how long it took me to write the sim-
plest composition with a metal-tipped pen and ink, I can
only marvel at how many plays Shakespeare scratched out
with his goose-feather quill pen, year after year. Imagine
him walking down one of the narrow cobblestoned streets
of London, or perhaps drinking a pint of beer in his local
alehouse. Suddenly his mind catches fire with an idea, or a
sentence, or a previously elusive phrase. He is burning with
impatience to write it down—but because he doesn’t have a
ballpoint pen or even a pencil in his pocket, he has to keep
the idea in his head until he can get to his quill and parch-
ment.

He rushes back to his lodgings on Silver Street, ignoring
the vendors hawking brooms, the coaches clattering by, the
piteous wails of beggars and prisoners. Bounding up the
stairs, he snatches his quill and starts to write furiously,
not even bothering to light a candle against the dusk. “To
be, or not to be,” he scrawls, “that is the—." But the quill
point has gone dull, the letters have fattened out illegibly,
and in the middle of writing one of the most famous pas-
sages in the history of dramatic literature, Shakespeare has
to stop to sharpen his pen.
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Taking a deep breath, he lights a candle now that it's
dark, sits down, and begins again. By the time the candle
has burned out and the noisy apprentices of his French
Huguenot landlord have quieted down, Shakespeare has
finished Act 3 of Hamlet with scarcely a blot.

Early the next morning, he hurries through the fog of a
London summer morning to the rooms of his colleague
Richard Burbage, the actor for whom the role of Hamlet is
being written. He finds Burbage asleep and snoring loudly,
sprawled across his straw mattress. Not only had the actor
performed in Henry V the previous afternoon, but he had
then gone out carousing all night with some friends who
had come to the performance.

Shakespeare shakes his friend awake, until, bleary-eyed,
Burbage sits up in his bed. “Dammit, Will,” he grumbles,
‘““‘can’t you let an honest man sleep?” But the playwright,
his eyes shining and the words tumbling out of his mouth,
says, “Shut up and listen—tell me what you think of this!”

He begins to read to the still half-asleep Burbage, pacing
around the room as he speaks. ‘. . . Whether ’tis nobler in
the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous
fortune—"

Burbage interrupts, suddenly wide awake, “That'’s excel-
lent, very good, ‘the slings and arrows of outrageous for-
tune,’ yes, I think it will work quite well. . ..” He takes the
parchment from Shakespeare and murmurs the lines to
himself, slowly at first but with growing excitement.

The sun is just coming up, and the words of one of Shake-
speare’s most famous soliloquies are being uttered for the
first time by the first actor ever to bring Hamlet to life. It
must have been an exhilarating moment.

Shakespeare wrote most of his plays to be performed live
by the actor Richard Burbage and the rest of the Lord
Chamberlain’s men (later the King’s men). Today, however,
our first encounter with the plays is usually in the form of
the printed word. And there is no question that reading
Shakespeare for the first time isn’t easy. His plays aren’t
comic books or magazines or the dime-store detective nov-
els I read when I was young. A lot of his sentences are com-
plex. Many of his words are no longer used in our everyday
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speech. His profound thoughts are often condensed into po-
etry, which is not as straightforward as prose.

Yet when you hear the words spoken aloud, a lot of the
language may strike you as unexpectedly modern. For
Shakespeare's plays, like any dramatic work, weren’t really
meant to be read; they were meant to be spoken, seen, and
performed. It’s amazing how lines that are so troublesome
in print can flow so naturally and easily when spoken.

I think it was precisely this music that first fascinated
me. When I was growing up, Shakespeare was a stranger to
me. I had no particular interest in him, for I was from a
different cultural tradition. It never occurred to me that his
plays might be more than just something to “get through”
in school, like science or math or the physical education
requirement we had to fulfill. My passions then were
movies, radio, and vaudeville—certainly not Elizabethan
drama.

I was, however, fascinated by words and language. Be-
cause I grew up in a home where Yiddish was spoken, and
English was only a second language, I was acutely sensitive
to the musical sounds of different languages and had an ear
for lilt and cadence and rhythm in the spoken word. And so
I loved reciting poems and speeches even as a very young
child. In first grade I learned lots of short nature verses—
“Who has seen the wind?,” one of them began. My first
foray into drama was playing the role of Scrooge in Charles
Dickens’s A Christmas Carol when I was eight years old. I
liked summoning all the scorn and coldness I possessed
and putting them into the words, ‘‘Bah, humbug!”

From there I moved on to longer and more famous poems
and other works by writers of the 1930s. Then, in junior
high school, T made my first acquaintance with Shake-
speare through his play Julius Caesar. Our teacher, Miss
McKay, assigned the class a passage to memorize from the
opening scene of the play, the one that begins “Wherefore
rejoice? What conquest brings he home?” The passage
seemed so wonderfully theatrical and alive to me, and the
experience of memorizing and reciting it was so much fun,
that I went on to memorize another speech from the play on
my own.

I chose Mark Antony’s address to the crowd in Act 3,



X FOREWORD

scene 2, which struck me then as incredibly high drama.
Even today, when I speak the words, I feel the same thrill I
did that first time. There is the strong and athletic Antony
descending from the raised pulpit where he has been speak-
ing, right into the midst of a crowded Roman square. Hold-
ing the torn and bloody cloak of the murdered Julius
Caesar in his hand, he begins to speak to the people of
Rome:

If you have tears, prepare to shed them now.
You all do know this mantle. I remember

The first time ever Caesar put it on;

"Twas on a summer’s evening in his tent,

That day he overcame the Nervii.

Look, in this place ran Cassius' dagger through.
See what a rent the envious Casca made.
Through this the well-belovéd Brutus stabbed,
And as he plucked his cursed steel away,

Mark how the blood of Caesar followed it,

As rushing out of doors to be resolved

If Brutus so unkindly knocked or no;

For Brutus, as you know, was Caesar's angel.
Judge, O you gods, how dearly Caesar loved him!
This was the most unkindest cut of all . ..

F'm not sure now that I even knew Shakespeare had writ-
ten a lot of other plays, or that he was considered *““time-
less,” “universal,” or *classic”—but I knew a good speech
when I heard one, and I found the splendid rhythms of
Antony’s rhetoric as exciting as anything I'd ever come
across.

Fifty years later, 1 still feel that way. Hearing good actors
speak Shakespeare gracefully and naturally is a wonderful
experience, unlike any other I know. There's a satisfying
fullness to the spoken word that the printed page just can’t
convey. This is why seeing the plays of Shakespeare per-
formed live in a theater is the best way to appreciate them.
If you can’t do that, listening to sound recordings or watch-
ing film versions of the plays is the next best thing.

But if you do start with the printed word, use the play as a
script. Be an actor yourself and say the lines out loud. Don’t
worry too much at first about words you don’t immediately
understand. Look them up in the footnotes or a dictionary,
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but don't spend too much time on this. It is more profitable
(and fun) to get the sense of a passage and sing it out. Speak
naturally, almost as if you were talking to a friend, but be
sure to enunciate the words properly. You'll be surprised at
how much you understand simply by speaking the speech
“trippingly on the tongue,” as Hamlet advises the Players.

You might start, as I once did, with a speech from Julius
Caesar, in which the tribune (city official) Marullus scolds
the commoners for transferring their loyalties so quickly
from the defeated and murdered general Pompey to the
newly victorious Julius Caesar:

Wherefore rejoice? What conquest brings he home?

What tributaries follow him to Rome

To grace in captive bonds his chariot wheels?

You blocks, you stones, you worse than senseless
things!

O you hard hearts, you cruel men of Rome,

Knew you not Pompey? Many a time and oft

Have you climbed up to walls and battlements,

To towers and windows, yea, to chimney tops,

Your infants in your arms, and there have sat

The livelong day, with patient expectation,

To see great Pompey pass the streets of Rome.

With the exception of one or two words like ““wherefore”
(which means “why,” not ‘“where”), “tributaries” (which
means ‘“‘captives’’), and ‘‘patient expectation” (which
means patient waiting), the meaning and emotions of this
speech can be easily understood.

From here you can go on to dialogues or other more chal-
lenging scenes. Although you may stumble over unaccus-
tomed phrases or unfamiliar words at first, and even fall
flat when you're crossing some particularly rocky pas-
sages, pick yourself up and stay with it. Remember that it
takes time to feel at home with anything new. Soon you'll
come to recognize Shakespeare’s unique sense of humor
and way of saying things as easily as you recognize a
friend’s laughter.

And then it will just be a matter of choosing which one of
Shakespeare’s plays you want to tackle next. As a true fan
of his, you'll find that you're constantly learning from his
plays. It's a journey of discovery that you can continue for
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the rest of your life. For no matter how many times you read
or see a particular play, there will always be something new
there that you won’t have noticed before.

Why do so many thousands of people get hooked on
Shakespeare and develop a habit that lasts a lifetime? What
can he really say to us today, in a world filled with inven-
tions and problems he never could have imagined? And how
do you get past his special language and difficult sentence
structure to understand him?

The best way to answer these questions is to go see a live
production. You might not know much about Shakespeare,
or much about the theater, but when you watch actors per-
forming one of his plays on the stage, it will soon become
clear to you why people get so excited about a playwright
who lived hundreds of years ago.

For the story—what’s happening in the play—is the most
accessible part of Shakespeare. In A Midsummer Night’s
Dream, for example, you can immediately understand the
situation: a girl is chasing a guy who's chasing a girl who’s
chasing another guy. No wonder A Midsummer Night’s
Dream is one of the most popular of Shakespeare's plays:
it’'s about one of the world’s most popular pastimes—
falling in love.

But the course of true love never did run smooth, as the
young suitor Lysander says. Often in Shakespeare’s come-
dies the girl whom the guy loves doesn’t love him back, or
she loves him but he loves someone else. In The Two Gentle-
men of Verona, Julia loves Proteus, Proteus loves Sylvia,
and Sylvia loves Valentine, who is Proteus’s best friend. In
the end, of course, true love prevails, but not without lots of
complications along the way.

For in all of his plays—comedies, histories, and trage-
dies—Shakespeare is showing you human nature. His char-
acters act and react in the most extraordinary ways—and
sometimes in the most incomprehensible ways. People are
always trying to find motivations for what a character does.
They ask, “Why does Iago want to destroy Othello?”

The answer, to me, is very simple—because that’s the way
Iago is. That’s just his nature. Shakespeare doesn’t explain
his characters; he sets them in motion—and away they go.
He doesn’t worry about whether they're likable or not. He's
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interested in interesting people, and his most fascinating
characters are those who are unpredictable. If you lean
back in your chair early on in one of his plays, thinking
you've figured out what Iago or Shylock (in The Merchant
of Venice) is up to, don’t be too sure—because that great
judge of human nature, Shakespeare, will surprise you
every time.

He is just as wily in the way he structures a play. In
Macbeth, a comic scene is suddenly introduced just after
the bloodiest and most treacherous slaughter imaginable,
of a guest and king by his host and subject, when in comes a
drunk porter who has to go to the bathroom. Shakespeare is
tickling your emotions by bringing a stand-up comic on-
stage right on the heels of a savage murder.

It has taken me thirty years to understand even some of
these things, and so I'm not suggesting that Shakespeare is
immediately understandable. I've gotten to know him not
through theory but through practice, the practice of the liv-
ing Shakespeare—the playwright of the theater.

Of course the plays are a great achievement of dramatic
literature, and they should be studied and analyzed in
schools and universities. But you must always remember,
when reading all the words about the playwright and his
plays, that Shakespeare’s words came first and that in the
end there is nothing greater than a single actor on the stage
speaking the lines of Shakespeare.

Everything important that I know about Shakespeare
comes from the practical business of producing and direct-
ing his plays in the theater. The task of classifying, criticiz-
ing, and editing Shakespeare’s printed works I happily
leave to others. For me, his plays really do live on the stage,
not on the page. That is what he wrote them for and that is
how they are best appreciated.

Although Shakespeare lived and wrote hundreds of years
ago, his name rolls off my tongue as if he were my brother.
As a producer and director, I feel that there is a professional
relationship between us that spans the centuries. As a hu-
man being, I feel that Shakespeare has enriched my under-
standing of life immeasurably. I hope you'll let him do the
same for you.

L
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Othello is filled with extraordinary characters and
speeches. There’s Othello himself, with his blind and fatal
trust in the wrong people. There’s the remarkably strong
Desdemona, whose defiance of her father to marry Othello
would have been exceptional for that time. Lieutenant Cas-
sio plays a vital role as the instrument employed by Iago
to feed Othello’s jealousy by winning Desdemona’s sym-

athy. .

P And of course, Iago is Shakespeare’s ultimate villain, that
fiendishly smooth serpent of a man. I see him as a graceful,
slender, elegant type, sophisticated, and, like Richard III,
totally devoid of any moral sense. Possessed of that fine-
tuned awareness of other people’s weaknesses that psycho-
pathic people often have, Iago knows precisely where to
prick Othello. Slowly and surely, he moves in for the kill; we
marvel at his finesse and subtlety as we watch.

How he does it—and not why—is what makes the play
interesting. Iago himself gives several reasons for his ha-
tred of the Moor—Iago wasn’t promoted, he suspects
Othello of sleeping with his wife, he loves Othello’s wife
Desdemona—but in the end none of these really account for
what he does. He has the capacity to create the right cir-
cumstances, and then he makes them work for his pur-
poses.

To all of these characters Shakespeare brings his amaz-
ing powers of perception as he examines a variety of human
natures. We recognize Othello, or Desdemona, or Cassio,
because we've seen them recreated countless times in our-
selves and in other people—people who are jealous, or un-
fairly accused, or unwitting victims of someone else’s
cruelty. There’s nothing in Shakespeare that isn’t within
the realm of human possibility. His characters aren’t false,
soap opera versions of real people; they are real people.

As in all of his plays, Shakespeare wrote some extraordi-
nary speeches for Othello. Cassio’s heartbroken outcry in
Act 2, scene 3, about his reputation—in contrast to Fal-
staff’s disdaining of “honor” as a mere word—is one exam-
ple. Othello’s explanation to the Venetian senators of how
he and Desdemona fell in love, as he told her the story of his
life, is gorgeously eloquent:
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She thanked me,
And bade me, if I had a friend that loved her,
I should but teach him how to tell my story
And that would woo her. Upon this hint I spake.
She loved me for the dangers I had passed,
And I loved her that she did pity them.

The frank, sul.'prisingly contemporary discussion Desde-
mona and Emilia have about marriage and infidelity, in
Act 4, scene 3, has always been a favorite of mine.

DESDEMONA
Dost thou in conscience think—tell me, Emilia—
That there be women do abuse their husbands
In such gross kind?
EMILIA There be some such, no question.
DESDEMONA
Wouldst thou do such a deed for all the world?
EMILIA
Why, would not you?
DESDEMONA No, by this heavenly light!
EMILIA
Nor I neither by this heavenly light;
I might do 't as well i’ the dark.
DESDEMONA
Wouldst thou do such a deed for all the world?
EMILIA
The world’s a huge thing. It is a great price
For a small vice.
DESDEMONA
Good troth, I think thou wouldst not.

Throughout this scene, Emilia’s worldliness is contrasted
to Desdemona’s utter innocence and faith, which Shake-
speare deliberately emphasizes shortly before Othello
comes in to murder her. It's an ingenious dramatic prelude
to the crime.

Othello’s murder of Desdemona is one of Shakespeare’s
great scenes, though it can cause a slight problem for the
director, who has to figure out how Desdemona can speak
after she’s been throttled. If not handled gingerly, this can
easily lead to laughter, which will obviously destroy the del-
icate pathos of the scene. Nineteenth-century producers of-
ten solved the problem by having Othello stab Desdemona
with a dagger instead of smothering her, but I consider that
a coward’s way out.
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In a moving conclusion to the tragedy, before he takes his
own life, Othello utters the poignant speech that begins,
“Soft you; a word or two before you go”:

1 pray you, in your letters,
When you shall these unlucky deeds relate,
Speak of me as I am; nothing extenuate,
Nor set down aught in malice. Then must you speak
Of one that loved not wisely but too well.

Othello is such a rich play, with its characters drawn straight
from life and its array of gorgeous speeches, that it deserves
to be read and performed over and over—as does all of
Shakespeare.

JosepH Parp

JosEPH PAPP GRATEFULLY ACKNOWLEDGES THE HELP OF
ELIZABETH KIRKLAND IN PREPARING THIS FOREWORD.



Introduction

Othello differs in several respects from the other three ma-
jor Shakespearean tragedies with which it is usually
ranked. Written seemingly about the time of its perfor-
mance at court by the King’s men (Shakespeare’s acting
company) on November 1, 1604, after Hamlet (c. 1599-1601)
and before King Lear (c. 1605) and Macbeth (c. 1606-1607),
Othello shares with these other plays a fascination with evil
in its most virulent and universal aspect. These plays study
the devastating effects of ambitious pride, ingratitude,
wrath, jealousy, and vengeful hate—the deadly sins of the
spirit—with only a passing interest in the political strife to
which Shakespeare’s Roman or classical tragedies are gen-
erally devoted. Of the four, Othello is the most concentrated
upon one particular evil. The action concerns sexual jeal-
ousy, and although human sinfulness is such that jealousy
ceaselessly touches on other forms of depravity, the center
of interest always returns in Othello to the destruction of a
love through jealousy. Othello is a tragic portrait of a mar-
riage. The protagonist is not a king or prince, as in the
tragedies already mentioned, but a general recently mar-
ried. There are no supernatural visitations as in Hamlet
and Macbeth. Ideas of divine justice, while essential to
Othello’s portrayal of a battle between good and evil for the
allegiance of the protagonist, do not encompass the wide
sweep of King Lear; nor do we find here the same broad
indictment of humanity. Social order is not seriously
shaken by Othello’s tragedy. The fair-minded Duke of Ven-
ice remains firmly in control, and his deputy Lodovico over-
sees a just conclusion on Cyprus.

By the same token, Othello does not offer the remorseless
questioning about man’s relationship to the cosmos that we
find in King Lear, Hamlet, and Macbeth. The battle of good
and evil is of course cosmic, but in Othello that battle is
realized through a taut narrative of jealousy and murder.
Its poetic images are accordingly focused to a large extent
on the natural world. One cluster of images is domestic and
animal, having to do with goats, monkeys, wolves, baboons,
guinea hens, wildcats, spiders, flies, asses, dogs, copulating
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horses and sheep, serpents, and toads; other images, more
wide-ranging in scope, include green-eyed monsters, devils,
blackness, poisons, money purses, tarnished jewels, music
untuned, and light extinguished. The story is immediate
and direct, retaining the sensational atmosphere of its Ital-
ian prose source by Giovanni Baptista Giraldi Cinthio, in
his Hecatommithi of 1565 (translated into French in 1584).
Events move even more swiftly than in Cinthio, for Shake-
speare has compressed the story into two or three nights
and days (albeit with an intervening sea journey and with
an elastic use of stage time to allow for the maturing of
long-term plans, as when we learn that Iago has begged
Emilia “a hundred times” to steal Desdemona’s handker-
chief, or that Iago has accused Cassio of making love to Des-
demona “a thousand times”). Othello does not have a fully
developed double plot as in King Lear or a comparatively
large group of characters serving as foils to the protagonist
as in Hamlet. Othello’s cast is small and the plot is concen-
trated to an unusual degree on Othello, Desdemona, and
lago. What Othello may lose in breadth it gains in dramatic
intensity.

Daringly, Shakespeare opens this tragedy of love not with
a direct and sympathetic portrayal of the lovers themselves,
but with a scene of vicious insinuation about their mar-
riage. The images employed by Iago to describe the cou-
pling of Othello and Desdemona are revoltingly animalistic,
sodomistic. ‘‘Even now, now, very now, an old black ram / Is
tupping your white ewe,” he taunts Desdemona’s father
Brabantio. (“Tupping” is a word used specifically for the
copulating of sheep.) “You'll have your daughter covered
with a Barbary horse; you’ll have your nephews neigh to
you”; “your daughter and the Moor are now making the
beast with two backs”; “‘the devil will make a grandsire of
you" (1.1.90-93, 113~120). This degraded view reduces the
marriage to one of utter carnality, with repeated emphasis
on the word “gross”: Desdemona has yielded *to the gross
clasps of a lascivious Moor, ” and has made “a gross revolt”
against her family and society (1. 129, 137). Iago’s second
theme, one that is habitual with him, is money. “What ho,
Brabantio! Thieves, thieves, thieves! / Look to your house,
your daughter, and your bags!” (1l. 81-82). The implication
is of a sinister bond between thievery in sex and thievery in



