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athelIo is one of f11e most notable works in the Shakespearean 
canon, interesting as \vell for its affinities 'with some of the other plays 
as for its differences. In having for protagonist a great and noble soldier 
of mature yeans who is at once deeply in lo~ve and through that love is 
driven to degradation and ruin, f,or instance, it recalls Antony and 
Cleopatra. In that tlhe mainspring of the action is the onset of 
jealousy leadine to a kind 'Of madness and having fatal consequences, 
the similarity is to A Winter's Ta~e. The subtle Italian schemer who 
wilfully slanders an innocent wife to her lord, producing circumstantial 
evidence to hack his accusatiolTI:, CL'1d Whose machinations are only ex­
posed after muc'h sorrow and suffering, is tiO be seen again in 
Cymbeline _. even rago and Iaci11imo are merely variants 'of iJ:he same 
name. The Wholly amoral phFosophy of tJhe villain, coupled Wiith a par­
allel gift tor imprtOiVisation and characterised by an eanthy humour, had 
appenlfed lrn as early a play as Riohard Ill, the eponymous hero 'of 
which is :iden1ically motivated by a desire t:o 'check SUlch as are of better 
nature than myself'. The same reduotivist view of the human animal and 
a cynical readiness to take advantage of it were to reappear in Edmund 
as he intrigues his way through King Lear. Examples. could be mul­
tiplied: even the Venetian sertting of the first act had been used before 
in The Merchant of Venice, where moreover a princely and mag­
niloquent Moor had hriefly made an a!JIpearance. 11ne law.s! of the 
Signiory had even in that play Ibeen seen to how a little 1:10 expediency: 
ominous precedent. 

Tlhe most striking point of di:fference, at least where the trage­
di.es of Shakespeare's maturity areco1}lcerned, is perhaps that though 
Othell.o is beyond qt'estion a tragedY' in any accepted S€lr.se 'Of the 
word, there rest on :its outcome no gre2.,t issues of human empire or 
slirltual regene,rati:orn: the scheme of things enUre has not been 
threatened, and even the se'curHy 'Of the Verietian dominion has been 
assured before the events unfold which ;constitute the acti'on of the play; 
the tragedy rthen lis priva.te and poignant. We are left, when all is over, 
with the sentiment summed up by Othe110 h'imse:lf: the ;pity of it. 11he 
scale is iT!timate, domestic. 

Anort!hei.· and a seemingly minor difference, but 'one which affords 
scope for discussion and is largely the 'basis of this paper, 1:3 what might 
almost be 'caned a quirk of procedure, thiOUg'ih [ts dynamic fUll1ction in 
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1:!he play Js consideraJble. All the great tragedies, and not a few of the 
comedies, make use of ,structural images and a liniked sellies of key 
words: 'nauure'and tihe unnatural in Macbeth, with the attendant 
motifs of darkness and blood, or the 'lmrestrained and cruel bestiality 
of Lear; tJhe opposed elemelYlts of solid and 1iqutd in Antony, and so 
forth. But it Is seldomtlhat a dominant epiiliet is repeated 'Wilth such 
frequency, and never is it attached so invariably a!Y~d wim such dramatic 
ir.ony to one partioular person, as the word 'ihonest' is in Othello. 
There are, to be sure, other loaded words used, and a series 'Of images 
independent of, as well as some whie'h support, ,Vhe theme of honesty. 
The seas wihdch gave Venice iher eminence and her V'ery streets are fuose 
mat wrush ar.ound CyiI}rus: sea imagery ar..d the terms of shipping in­
timately Iconnected with it thus provide an imaginative as well as a 
historical and gelographical link between the two settings and fu.rther 
emphasise the continuity of action. Tago's ourt complaints of Ibeing 
'be-lee'd and calm'd' and the highly wrought Othello's sonorous i1Iwoca­
tilon of 'the 'l~roa;Jontic and the Hellespont' Iboth derive ,from the same duc­
tile source. llhen there are the antH.:hetical pairs, white and blaok, purity 
and grime: simple, obvious and dramatically valid contrasts. ,At a more 
complex level, 'super-subtle' Venetians and 'extravagant' barbarians are 
held up as foils, erucih to 'oihller, and the differences between the life of 
camp and dty and, more starkly, the possible incompatiibility between 
maturity and youth, (have tJheir own cluster of dmage3: the talPestry is as 
dosely Wioven and as tiC!hly coloured as in any of the great plays. 

'It is the concept 'oif honesty howelVer which is harped on so in­
sistently, with a cumulative effect of irony not dissimilar to Arntcny's 
use of 'honourable' in h:is! rabble-rousing omtion in Julius Caesar, 
though far more sulbtly and over a oonsidembly larger pe.riod. :For those 
who chc,tish statJistics, adjective and abstract noun are used some fifty­
two times in the OOiULfse iof the a:ction. And it is an essential part of the 
strategy of deception that both should loe mOist often applied to, and 
sometimes by, the one man whose flagra~t villainy w,o[lks through a 
Stustained pretence of hones:ty, and so succesruuily (for a while) 1:!hat 
'hcnest Iago' becomes as much an invariarb,e and def::riing epithet as 
pivs Aeneas in Vel1gil,O:r 'swift Achilles' and 'wily Odysseus' in the 
Homericcipics: the effect, to an audience equipped to appreoiate it, is 
.richly, bitterly ironical. As of course it was in Shakespeare's mdnd that 
it should be. 

Hypocrisy (has been memorabJy defined as the homage which vlce 
pays to virtue. It was a commonplace, partioularly [Ill the Elizabethan 
age, that many who practised public moradty might well ibe villains in 
tiheir hearts; merely, they found it more plfof,itable to conform in their 
outward hehaviour to received nOlI'ms :of ethical Iconduct. It was this 
awafeness tlhat underlay the preoccupation with ApIPearance and Reality 
which surfaced so often in Eiizabe1:!han and J acoibean drama; and in 
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Shal1(espeare, who in so many ways saw deeper and felt ma,re keenly 
than his contemporaries, 'it often colours much of his tragftc vision of 
fallen man. It is as central to his view of society in constant danger of 
disruption as are the stabilizing principles of Order and Degree to his 
political tihin7,:'ing; tlhat is, to his concept of the hierarchical structure 
which alone, as he saw it, could preserve that sodety fr:om individual 
human evil and rthe innate tendency to chaos which such eV1il inevitably 
enhanced. This pattern is unmistakable ~n the mature dramas: villa:iny 
for a time m~sked as virtue slowly eroding the bonds of human com­
munity in family and state, and the restabilization :of that community 
through the eventual exp10sure and 'PunishmBnt of the source of evil, 
very often at extreme cost to the virtuous and the dnnocent. IrnJ this last 
Ii'es the tragedy. 

la go is the villain in Othello. To the RomantiIC critics, he was 
the Shakeslpea<rean villain pal' excellence, and they were inclined to in­
vest him w1th as much factitious grandeur as they did Milton's Satan, 
and even more rronsens'ically: one might call it the Promethean (or 
She1leyesque) ,Fallacy. Even Ooleridge, who had more insight than most, 
babblelCl 'of Iago's 'motive-hunting of motiveless malignancy' in terms 
sUJrgesting almosrt the Satanic. Shakespeare, one WGuld have thought, 
had P.ione out of his way to Ifeject just such hysteria - 'hut tlhat's a 
fable'. Certainly critics less cloistered and rat'her less given rto ihyperfbo1e 
take a simpler view. Shakespeare - his wOr/ks 'Giffer abundalr.t confirm­
atioo - was not the man to ,overlook that evil is in itself petty, small­
minded, notvvithstanding tihe enormity of harm it may cause. In his 
world, where a decaying Mediaevalism had srtill left much Ipower in the 
gift of a few g.reat lords and theftr hOUls'ehoMs, he must ha'V1e had daily 
expe1ic>l1!ce of unscrupulous place-seekers scrabbling for position, fawn­
ing absequioosly 'on tlheir snpe1jiioll's and adroitly baok-sta:blbinr,; tl'1eir 
rivals. In any case, the text makes it very clear rtlhat Tago, far from 
being the f2r-r;'i~hted 3a'1d ma~ignant mastcrmind who has already at the 
outset plotted the destruction of his general, the general's wife, his 
lieutenant, his dupe and (for ,1U!ck) his own wife, is essentially no more 
than that (to an Elizabethan) excessively familiar 'Petty scoundrel, <the 
'coney-catcher': that is, a small-time confidel1.1lce triClkste'r who lived by 
ex;ploiting unsophisticated and often foollish provincial visitors to 
London, f.kih young gentlemen usually, acting as their guide to the sup­
posedly exotic pleasures of the capital, and spending the:,r mOlfley for 
them. Shakespeare's London was full too of discharged and often dis-· 
gruntled veterans of tlhe Dutch wars, hard-living and hard-drirrkiing men 
with no more scrup1es than suoh men usually have. Iago, living off 
Roderigo and temporarily between wars, is just such an amalgam as 
one might expect Shaikespeare to maJke from ihis e~eri,ence. Iago is in 
fact a professional {ie: a mercenary) soldier, an offitcer. When the play 
opem, he conceives he 'has a grudge against his own C.O., OtheUo, since 
he !believes tllat he has been passed over for promotilon dill fa,vour of a 
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less experienced man. He Ichooses to believe (or !half-believe) that that 
same C.O. has seduced his wife; added to the other, this is external 
motive enougih to set him going, and :the nasty little man grinds tnto 
action, reviewing any !possible means to gratify his injured vanity and 
vent his spite: it hardly amounts to more than :that at first. What is 
more, he i:;; repeatedly in danger of being seen through even by his 
notably ,TIo.ol!isih 'gultl', Roderigo, who Ihas to be fOibibed off witih more 
empty promises and hearty encouragement. Improvising hastily, hurried 
from shift to shift, instinctively adapting circumstances to his purpose, 
adding witheaoh extpedient a furthe'r tottering storey to the ramshackle 
edifice of this pI,ort:, the entire makesthift structure threatening to come 
down on his head at acny moment, he !bustles on: mere action keeps him 
going for a while. But he is the victom of his own momentum, and the 
situation soon snowbaJIs beyond his direction !Or Icontrol; and for all 
that he can s1:and by and derive mean-sou:ed satisfaction from the spec­
tacle of degradaction acnd death he has somehow contr:rved, he is as in­
exorably 'caught up in it as any of his lhaiples5 victims. Nor, wlhen all is 
revealed act the and, can he make any sort of statement to explain him­
self. No: in Ihis own small way a ibDilliant pragmatic twctician undoubted­
ly, making full use lof the initiative thart is traditionally the acmbusher's: 
hut by no manner of means a grand strategist of evil. OthelIo had Ihis 
measure from the start: competence without imagination, decidely not 
officer material. 

It is his technique however with which we are concerned ,here. 
Like all confidence tlriciksters anywhere and at any time, his chief stock­
in-trade is the projestion of an aura of albGolute :reliability, of integrity, 
such that all sorts of people will be ready to swear blind to his 'honesty. 
Usually this is done in one :of two ways, though there may Ibe minor 
variations: there ;is the assumption of a Ic:hild-Hke ,innocence, a guile­
lessness \So convinci:ng ;that all thclUgbt of duplicity becomes inconceiv­
able. At the ,other extreme, one might adopt an air olf cynilcal hard-bitten 
directness, as of one who has seen the corruption of the wOTld and be­
come outwardly idvsillusioned, though retain;ing a basic code iof lhionour. 
Shakespeare played the changes on these two attitudes often enough: 
Richard of Gloucester at ditiferent times essacys /both, affecting to. be 
a plain man who thinks no harm even if ihe is 'OutsPClken. and later a 
simple soul llike 'the infant that Ig born tonight', and thank-ing his God 
for his hUlmility. Of the alternatives, a veteran soldier whO' (had knooked 
about the world could scarcely opt for a chiLd-Hike simplicity; rartheif he 
chooses to exaggerate a certain plfofessional ooarseness iO[ grain, a cal­
lousness of manner and hardening od' conscience - short, to Ibe sure, 
of 'oontifived murder'. The very self-accusation,lin this Jigiht, becomes a 
warranty of this rugged 'honesty'. The manner was not uncommon, even 
tu genuinely honest man: Aenobartbus in Antony is 'One sv.ch, a failJhful 
war-haifdened soldier with a sardonic tongue and a jaundilced eye, but 
his honQur - though he falls from grace for a time - is' strong enough 
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to kill him. The loyal Kent in Le,ar, adoptiillg ~t as a disguise, is wmngly 
accused af being what Iago in fact is. The passage is worth quo1ing: 

This is some fellow 
Who, havi<ng been prais'd for blunrtness, doth 'aff,:~ct 
A f:aucy roughnc,ss 'and constrains the garb 
Quite from his nature. He cannot flatter, he; 
An honest man ,3Illd pla'ln - he must speak truth. 
An th,3Y wil,l take it, so; if not. he's plain. 
These kind of knaves I know, which in their plainness 
HarbO<1l'l' aTIi:;ce craft and more corrupter enu,; 
Than twenty silly clud(ing ob.servants 
That stretch their duti.os nicely. 

This kindo.f 'honesty', then, depends to some extent on an avowal of 
venial faults, and o:ftenon a dec1aredly soured' vilew of human activity. 
It is only a partial 'self-reveladon', made with the intent of deceiving; 
even so, it may vary in degree. Roderigo, Iaga's dupe, is also made in 
some measure his confidant. No douiht this is pafitly a stage convelfltion, 
rather more plaus:;ib'e than the simples0li1oquy, Wlhe!l'eby the audience 
may be kept informed of the true motivation of the character onstage; 
but irt Ihas the added function of involv.iil1Jg :R:oderigo as intimate, and later 
as accomplice, of tJhe plotter. But even to Roderigo, only so much can be 
revealed; and even then his, is an inconvenient knowledge which makes 
his death :inerv'ltwble w~'1Cn things come to a head. Tt is questi:cnable 
whether Ialgo could reveal !himself hIlly; shallow as his ciharacter is, his 
self-l;nowledge is all surface. Trt might 'be thought that !his reductive 
philosophy has effectively reduced his own intellect: he has simplified 
himself ibe:low humanity. 

But the \\TO[1d 'Ih'onesty' 'in Elizabethan times, and: partioularly in 
Shakespeare and in this play, embraced rather more than eIVen this large 
ciOillcept of 'integrity', wilth its ibranohing virtues of loyalty, trustworth­
iness, tmthfulness and 'responsible action. One aspect -of it has al!l'eady 
been adumbrated: the tb:'unt frorthrigihtness wJ1ichcan s<o eas:ily 'become 
(at the expense of charity perhaps, certainly of cons:iderartion and tact) 
censo~'icusness; Iago >Claims he is nothing if not critical. That is, Ihe ex­
pects to find faults in his fenow-men, and find fault !heoonstantlydoes 
- wnether it is [!here or not. This shading of the wO[ld 'honest' must, I 
bel:ieve, be given its full consideration in any reading of IIago's character. 
For this facet lof his 'honesty', though he :plays it down till it seems a 
mere quirkiness, ,corresponds to something whicih is genuinely Jago. To 
Roderigo he professes to believe - the does believe - in vhe falsity of 
all human claims to virtue; he :js sceptical of all ethical belhaviou<r. Yet 
whi1.e he mockingly rejects the possibility that any of his fellow-men 
(and women) could seriously !be motivated by principle, or pay it more 
than lip-service (fOtols apart, that is), ihe paradoxically resents and ihates, 
to the point of wHling their destI'1Uctiorn, those around him whom he must 
acknmvlec1ge to be so motivated. FOor all his sneering at 'honest knaves' 
and 'free and open' nntuTes - at anything that savours of t1he noble 
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and tlhe generous - he must concede that they exist: and it is 
unenduralble that people with such virtues should survive. They 
slhow U!p his meanness. Thus, Cassio must die because 'he has a daily 
beauty in his lilfe That makes me ugly'. It is why he is so wi11h~g to 
believe that Obhello has !bedded Emilia, and that >Desdemona would very 
likely soon tire of her IOlrd and look elsewhere: it would CO!nfirm his 
reassu:ring view of mankind as self,ish, greedy and amoral. In short, him­
self writ large. Anyone who is not as oorrupt as he, threatens his raison 
d'etre. The mask of affected cynicism is thus seen to hide the hideous 
reality af a total and annihilating cynicism: as a disguise, not without 
subtlety, ood easier than most to maintain. 

Yet anotlher meaning of the word which Elizalbethan English still 
retained is that yet current in most ROllUance languages: honesty as 
sa'mal fLdeLity or (in the unmarried) as chastity. 1n t1his sense it was 
most frequently (though by nj() means exclusively) used of women. ill a 
play where three women at some time have their sexual 'Conduct queried, 
this as.pect canl1o:iof course be ignored. iBianca, identified as a couJrtesan, 
is dearJy n'Ot 'honest', though she may claim at one ;point to. be more 
honest tihan Emilia. Iago's w~fe seems honest enough - she inchlgnantly 
reproaches her hushand Ifhr crediting reports ,of her alleged affair witih 
athelIo. On the other hand, she is 'honest' (ie: candid) enough: to admit 
in confidence to ihl€lr mistress, to whom ,sihe is devotedly loyal (honest 
again), that, with t:'he world 'Offered as an linducement, she would un­
hesitatmgly cucko[ld! her husband, if !Only for hiS! own good. There ris an 
o:bvious Ihumour ID the il(]Jiomatic 'for all the woTld'; it is an remotely 
hypothetical, and IllO more t!hana jest, no doubt. Nionetheless there are 
eoooes 'Of profounder things here: as, what shall it profit a man if:he gain 
all the world. and lose his ·sou[? Fanciful? f[ thill1lk l1)()t. Biblical echoes 
are to be ihewd more unmistakably in a Ishort while. Desdemollla, wfhose 
real and unassailable 'honesty' is so. vilely and so !fatally slandered, finds 
:it inconceivable that there sihiould be such women: she wOlllders at Emrilia. 
But how does this affect IIago, except as a means of entangling Othello? 
The fact is that he is irlfedeemably foul-mmded, not Imerely in that he 
sneers at female virtue as he sneers at male honour, :but in rllhat the 
very cast of his mind is smutty: his natural mode IOf self-eX!P'ression is 
the brutally graphic and the obscene, beyond the liJcence granted to a 
rough soldier and ,roistering IboOJi companion. In his view, man is never 
more typically bestial t1han wlhen coupling: he relishes each grunt and 
groan. In :Iago, sexuality itself is Icormpt. 

There are more nuances yet to the word, and one particularr-ly 
thaJt, just forming in idiomatic usage at vhe end 'of the Sixteenth Century, 
was to est~blish itself as one lof the favourite ep[thets ·011' the late Seven­
teenth in tiheruffianly milieu of Restoration London. Shakespeare seems 
especially to have loathed its implications, as we Iknow he loathed 
spaniels. As with many idiomatically extended wor;ds, lit is easier to 
resognise the complexity it refers vo than it is to define irt. The datum 
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is that if a man is no better than !he should be - coarse, aggressive, 
self-seeking, envious, whatever - lit is, in this sense of ;the word, 
'dishonest' to try and Ibeihave as if he were not. To act acoording to these 
basic impulses is therefore to be 'honest'. Or so it was feltal1: tihe time. 
It rfoLows that when 'lago ta1ks to R'oderigo about his guiding prioclple 
in Hfe, he is being ;true to these oharacteristics and therefore 'honest'. 
The use has about it a jeering hearty 'thai:'s the way I am, like it or 
lump it' air that sorts well with ibis temperament. 

Even the basic connc:tation of honesty - that of integrity dis­
cussed above - is exteeded tlO 'CCiVer, and not 'only in metaphor, paral­
lel concepts like 'honour'; itself an elastic word in Shake:::rpeare. Iago, 
when !he shams a reluctance to sneak on Cassio fIQr :brawling, seems to 
suggest a sort ,oif !honour among Icolleagues: !he will [10t betray a fellow 
in rthe mess: and a superior IQfficer: or that is the impression he tries to 
convey. Again he affects a similar unwillingness to expose the possibly 
(!) tainted: workinJgs of his mind to Othell0 when questioned about his 
suspicions 'Of Desdemona; here lhonesty might mean something like 'de­
cency'. Elsewhere it takes on shades of meaning to sugges;trespecta1bili­
ty or even reputaticiI1. At its msst fundamental, it need mean no more 
than a refusal to steal. But even in ;this Isense, rago <is not honest; by 
proxy, and tJhen in his own person, he steals the fatal handkerobief and 
plants it where it will do the most damage. But this is merely a deltail: 
his entire relatiiOnsh~p witlh Roderigo is an extended ':cozenage' - a 
creating 'ofc:xpectation ,compounded with a repeated extraction of money 
under a seri8i.S1 of false pretences. In a word, lies. Lies come readily to 
Iage: Cassio's sole act of drunkenness, Othello's unprecedented harsh­
ness, are multiplied 1nto habitual action by the 'sorpo,wful' Ancient. (I 
wonder, inciden;tally, whether the title stirred memories in Shakespeare's 
richly aHusive mind: perhaps that of the two elders, .grown ancient in 
sin, who slandered Susanna almost to her death, but as it turned lOut 
,to their own undoing. No timely !l)al1!ie~ to discover all, here). Iago's 
career in tihe events of the pla\y is a living lie, of ,C;01JJ1se, :built up of 
wilful and increasingly mischievous misrepresentation of what he secs. 
The essential lie is in ,Iago himself, in his deliberate acceptance 1:!hat :the 
values of humanity are als warped as are his own; that, because he is vil­
lainous, t!here shall be no more faith and truth. 

It is in the Hgiht of all :these interpretations that the deeply ironic 
qualifying epithet of 'honest' iIago is seen to !be mordantly ap'P,roprriate. 
And it seems possible to aligue further that Shakespeare was represent­
ing in Iago one kind of Renaissance man, tihennew, since bec.ome almost 
a stereotype. I mean the sort of personality vhat late,r ages would call, 
depending on the context, a f'ree-thinker or an anarchist: one who pdded 
himself ('plumed' :tf we accept the reading of the Folio) on despising the 
established social, moral, :md religiOUS values and the structures W1hidh 
embodied them, and assumed a IAosture of sturdy lindependence. Holbbes 
was to be such a man in England; Macchiavelli was considered the proto-
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type, if only through the distorted view that the Elizabethans had of him. 
The Romantics were to exalt the tYlpe as the hero~c relbel; .oUT own 
more cautious age might use words like nonconformist or, at most, 'out­
sider'. Many.of these men have been malcontents; some were sincere in 
a negative and obstinate way; few have !been man of any stature - the 
m-tempered and stub~orn Galileo wns :Y'cthing like Brecht's drama1~k 
pTesentation of him, for instance. Be that as it may, and it is a sub­
jective view, what is not I think to be disputed is that Iago is, in the 
last analysis, an exceedingly shabby creature: a low rtriClkster armed with 
a degree of ,cunn;ng and some practical psychology, hag-ridden by a 
consuming ccntempt for human wc['th v/hich somehow co-exists with 
an envy of that worth and a consequent compulsion to degrade and 
destroy it. Since hierarchy is one of 1!he stabilizing facDotI"s in the society 
he professes to despise, there is in him too an element of envy to-wards 
his superiors in rank a!l1d class, ,u~d a delight 'In :his ability to outwit 
them, for IfroweV'er short a time. Adapting his harhitual sodal persona 
of bluff hard-headed man of the vr.orld, sceptical but baskal1y sound 
enough, he contrives to enmesh his vktim - as he blunders on, his 
victims - 'in the toils 'of a hastily improrVjsed net, yet is: himself caught 
up dn its folds. Tlo vary the metaphor, tlhe situaUan very soon gets out 
of !hand, devel!oping beyond his Icontrol and ina directiion other than hts 
intention had directed it. What he destroys is infinitely beyiOnd his ca­
pacity to undeflstand, ibut the destruction is dtself beyond !his petty 
malice, almost aocidental, He is irlf:nt even in his Villainy. T>rue, he is ir­
respo!l1silble enorugh to gloat over the ntin he has somehlnw engineered, 
but his was only <t,he original impulse to harm; the dimensilons of the 
tragedy are beyond his reSiources deliberately to compass. A small stone 
shifting underfoot ;precipitates a laiT!dslide and, in that vast mass of 
rulbble, is bmied without trace. Faced with his guilt, believing ~n notlhing, 
he can say nouhing to justify himself; 'his future is the imposeds,ilence 
of one who has oOJrrupted JanglUage, the medium of truth. In that he is 
consistent: his is to be, not the stoical silence of the hero :in adversity, 
but the vacuum of !human meaning that is h~s philosophy, the vast 
nothing of the petty nihilist. He is, after all, honest: kue to tlhe void 
within. 
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