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Shakespeare’s Use of Conventional
Ideas in Othello
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All black men were cruel to an Elizabethan, classed with Turks and Jews
in atrocity plays. - - - The average audience would see Othell as untra-

ditional and his expected character transferred to lago.?
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He [lago] is homo emancipatus a Deo, seeing the world and human life
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as self-sufficient on their own terms, obedient only to natural law,
uninhibited and uninspired by any participation in divinity. In addition
to his animal nature, man possesses the equipment of will and reason with
which to fulfill or regulate his natural appetites. He is the king of beasts

» » And society, by the same token, is the arena of endless competi-
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Here is my journey’s end. (V. ii. 270)
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Othello’s progressive isolation throughout the play is quite as clearly
marked as that of Hamlet, and in some ways the total shape of this change,

and its essential nature, are a great deal more so.®
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Desdemona. What, is he angry?

Lodovico. May be the letter moved him;

For, as I think, they do command him home,

Deputing Cassio in his government. (IV. i. 235-237)
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Romantic love, thus spiritualized and exalted, dominates the values
that organize the moral meaning of the play. Somewhat less prominent,
but emphatically dramatized nonetheless, is another form of love, for which
our best, though inadequate, word is friendship. It creats through Cassio
the image of unselfish devotion and links him to the romantic pair by his
own feeling of adulation for them and by theirs of atfection and esteem for
him. ®
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To the kind of love existing between hero and heroine, supplying the

bright ideal of the play, the ancient is the dark countertype, the adver-

sary.
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Jealousy was, in the thinking of the Renaissance, + « .a derivative
or compounded passion. It is a species of envy, which is in turn a spe-
cies of hatred.?
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« «an aspect of the deadly sin of envy, the antithesis of love which

springs from the perversion of love by fear.®
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Othello was performed at court on 1 November 1604; it captivated the

popular stage, where ever since it has been central to the Shakespearian

repertory.
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Nor made to court an amorous looking-glass;
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I, that am rudely stamp’d, and want love’s majesty
To strut before a wanton ambling nymph;
I, that am curtail’d of this fair proportion,
Cheated of feature by dissembling nature,
Deform’d, unfinish’d, sent before my time
Into this breathing world, scarce half made up,
And that so lamely and unfashionable
That dogs bark at me, as [ halt by them;
Why, I, in this weak piping time of peace,
Have no delight to pass away the time,
Unless to see my shadow in the sun
And descant on mine own deformity:
And therefore, since I cannot prove a lover,
To entertain these fair well-spoken days,
I am determined to prove a villain,
And hate the idle pleasures of these days.
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