
1. ALL ABOUT OTHELLO 

To what extent does Othello’s final speech affect our assessment of him? What is the 

effect of his final anecdote about the Turk? 

Certainly, Othello’s final speech is not all that one might wish for—his claim to be “one not 

easily jealous” is open to question, and his claim that he “loved not wisely but too well” 

seems both an understatement and an exaggeration (V.ii.354,  353 ). Further, Othello’s 

invocation of his own military triumphs might be seen as another example of Othello 

dangerously misordering his priorities. He seems to position his political reputation as his 

biggest concern, as he did in Act III, scene iii, lines 353–355, when, having decided that 

Desdemona does not love him, he exclaimed, “Farewell the tranquil mind, farewell content, / 

Farewell the plumed troop and the big wars / That make ambition virtue.” 

At the same time, however, Othello’s final speech does seem to restore to him somewhat the 

nobility that characterized him at the beginning of the play. From almost the first time he 

opens his mouth, Othello demonstrates—and the other characters confirm—his hypnotic 

eloquence when he speaks about his exploits in battle. Othello’s final speech puts us in mind 

of his long speech in Act I, scene iii, so that we see him, even if only for a moment, as we 

saw him then. This process of conflating two different times and views of Othello is similar 

to the rhetorical effect achieved by Othello’s dying words, where he makes his suicide seem a 

noble and heroic deed by conflating it with the killing of a Turk in service of the state. 

2. 

What role does incoherent language play in Othello? How does Othello’s language change 

over the course of the play? Pay particular attention to the handkerchief scene in Act III, 

scene iii, and Othello’s fit in Act IV, scene i. 

At the beginning of the play, Othello has such confidence in his skill with language that he 

can claim that he is “rude” in speech, knowing that no one will possibly believe him 

(I.iii.81). He then dazzles his audience with a forty-line speech that effortlessly weaves 

words such as “hair-breadth” and “Anthropophagi” into blank verse lines. But in the 

moments when the pressure applied by Iago is particularly extreme, Othello’s language 

deteriorates into fragmented, hesitant, and incoherent syntax. Throughout Act III, scene iii, 

Othello speaks in short, clipped exclamations and half-sentences such as “Ha!” (III.iii.169), 

“O misery!” (III.iii.175 ), and “Dost thou say so?” (III.iii.209). There is also notable 

repetition, as in “Not a jot, not a jot” (III.iii.219 ), “O, monstrous, monstrous!” (III.iii.431), 

“O, blood, blood, blood!” (III.iii.455 ), and “Damn her, lewd minx! O, damn her, damn her!” 

(III.iii.478). 



Such moments, when Othello shifts from his typical seemingly effortless verse to near 

inarticulateness, demonstrate the extent to which Othello’s passion has broken down his self-

control. In Act III, scene iii, he is still speaking in mostly coherent sentences or phrases; but 

this is no longer the case in Act IV, scene i. This scene begins with Iago saying, “Will you 

think so?” and Othello can only helplessly and automatically echo, “Think so, Iago?” 

(IV.i.1–2 ). Iago then introduces the word “lie” into the conversation, which sends Othello 

into a frenzy as he attempts to sort out the semantic differences between Cassio “lying on” 

(that is, lying about) Desdemona and “lying with” (that is, having sex with) her (IV.i.33–

35 ). The various words and images Iago has planted in Othello’s mind over the course of the 

play are transformed into impressionistic, sporadic eruptions out of Othello’s mouth: “Lie 

with her? ’Swounds, that’s fulsome! Handkerchief—confessions—handkerchief” (IV.i.35–

36 ). These eruptions culminate in the nonsense of “Pish! Noses, ears, and lips!” (IV.i.40). 

Ultimately, Othello’s inability to articulate seems to overcome him physically, as he collapses 

“in a trance” (IV.i.41, stage direction). 

3. 

Analyze Desdemona’s role. To what extent is she merely a passive victim of Othello’s 

brutality? How does her character change when she is not with Othello? 

At the end of Othello, Desdemona seems to be the most passive kind of victim. Smothered, 

deprived of breath and of words by her husband, she is totally overwhelmed by Othello’s 

insane jealousy and physical strength. But before her murder, Desdemona is remarkable for 

showing more passivity when her husband is not around and more assertiveness when he is. 

Desdemona’s first speech, in which she defends her recent marriage, is confident and 

forthright. When she gives it, she is the only female character onstage, surrounded by 

powerful men who include the duke, her husband, and her father, but she is not ashamed to 

assert her belief in the validity of her desires and actions. Unfortunately, Iago recognizes 

Desdemona’s forthrightness and uses it against her. He exploits her willingness to demand 

and justify what she wants by making Cassio her cause and, simultaneously, Othello’s 

enemy. In Act III, scene iii, Desdemona asks Othello to forgive Cassio and persists, in spite 

of Othello’s rising consternation, until her husband declares, “I will deny thee nothing” 

(III.iii. 41–84). Her courage is apparent in her refusal to search for the missing handkerchief 

in Act III, scene iv; in her willingness to shout back at Othello as he abuses her in Act IV, 

scene i; and in her insistence upon her innocence in Act V, scene ii. Her audacity seems to 

infuriate Othello all the more, as what he takes to be shameless lies convince him that she is 

unremorseful in what he believes to be her sin. 



The terrible effect of Othello’s brutality is most obvious in Desdemona’s scenes with Emilia. 

Emilia is cynical and bawdy, and she gives Desdemona every possible opportunity to bad-

mouth Othello. Men, she says in Act III, scene iv, “are all but stomachs, and we all but food. / 

They eat us hungrily, and when they are full, / They belch us” (III.iv.100–102). Later, she 

insults Othello: “He called her whore. A beggar in his drink / Could not have laid such terms 

upon his callet [whore]” (IV.ii.124–125). And, at the end of Act IV, scene iii, she gives a 

lengthy discourse about the virtues of infidelity. Desdemona, however, never says anything 

worse than “Heaven keep the monster [jealousy] from Othello’s mind” (III.iv.158). With her 

closest confidante, Desdemona does not speak ill of her husband, even as she shows the strain 

of his terrible abuse. 

1 .  What pattern is embroidered on the handkerchief? 

(A) Strawberries 

(B) Dots 

(C) Leaves 

(D) Daggers 

2 .  How is the Turkish fleet thwarted? 

(A) In battle with Othello’s fleet 

(B) By a storm 

(C) Mutiny 

(D) In battle with ships from Rhodes 

3.  What rank does Cassio hold before Othello strips it from him? 

(A) Corporal 

(B) Private 

(C) Lieutenant 

(D) Colonel 

4 .  Which of the following animal epithets is not applied to Othello during the play? 

(A) Ram 

(B) Horse 

(C) Serpent 

(D) Ass 

5 .  How old is Iago? 

(A) Thirty-five 

(B) Nineteen 

(C) Twenty-eight 

(D) Fifty 



6.  What is “the beast with two backs”? 

(A) A mutant horse 

(B) Othello 

(C) Two people having sex 

(D) Conjoined twins 

7.  What is Brabanzio’s position in Venice? 

(A) Senator 

(B) Duke 

(C) Constable 

(D) Stable-hand 

8.  Where does Iago tell Roderigo that Othello and Desdemona are sailing to from 

Cyprus? 

(A) Morocco 

(B) America 

(C) Crete 

(D) Mauritania 

9 .  Who made the handkerchief that Othello inherited from his mother? 

(A) Barbary 

(B) Othello’s mother 

(C) Othello’s former lover 

(D) A sibyl, or female prophet 

10.  What first attracted Desdemona to Othello? 

(A) His strong hands 

(B) His beautifully crafted armor 

(C) His handkerchief 

(D) The stories he told about his past 

11.  What rank does Iago begrudgingly hold? 

(A) Colonel 

(B) Sergeant 

(C) Ensign 

(D) Captain 

12.  From whom did Desdemona first hear the “song of ‘Willow’”? 

(A) Othello 

(B) Her mother’s maid, Barbary 



(C) The clown 

(D) Emilia 

13.  Which of the following epithets is most commonly applied to Iago throughout the 

play? 

(A) “Honest” 

(B) “Fat” 

(C) “Stubborn” 

(D) “Ugly” 

14.  Whose death does Graziano report in the final scene? 

(A) The duke’s 

(B) Lodovico’s 

(C) Bianca’s 

(D) Brabanzio’s 

15.  Which of Cassio’s weaknesses does Iago exploit? 

(A) His inability to ride a horse 

(B) A low tolerance for alcohol 

(C) A bad knee 

(D) A short attention span 

16.  Whom does Iago refer to as the true general? 

(A) The duke 

(B) Brabanzio 

(C) Desdemona 

(D) Lodovico 

17.  How does Othello kill Desdemona? 

(A) He stabs her. 

(B) He smothers her. 

(C) He strangles her. 

(D) He beats her to death. 

18.  What, according to Iago, is the “green-eyed monster”? 

(A) Envy 

(B) Greed 

(C) Sexual desire 

(D) Jealousy 

19 .  Whom does Cassio wound in the drunken brawl of Act II, scene iii? 



(A) Roderigo 

(B) Iago 

(C) Montano 

(D) Graziano 

20.  With whom does Cassio dine the night he is stabbed? 

(A) Othello 

(B) Lodovico 

(C) Desdemona 

(D) Bianca 

21.  What is Othello holding as he stands over the sleeping Desdemona? 

(A) A light 

(B) A sword 

(C) A flower 

(D) A pillow 

22.  Who is the first character to refer to Othello by name? 

(A) The duke 

(B) Iago 

(C) Brabanzio 

(D) Desdemona 

23.  According to Lodovico’s letter, who is to replace Othello as governor of Cyprus? 

(A) Montano 

(B) Cassio 

(C) Iago 

(D) Lodovico 

24.  On the night of her death, what does Desdemona ask Emilia to do? 

(A) Put ribbons in Desdemona’s hair 

(B) Sing Desdemona to sleep 

(C) Put Desdemona’s wedding sheets on the bed 

(D) Embroider Desdemona a new handkerchief 

25.  What does Iago counsel Roderigo to do? 

(A) “Put seeds in thy garden” 

(B) “Put money in thy purse” 

(C) “Put woman out of thy mind” 

(D) “Put thy head upon my shoulder” 



Othello 

Beginning with the opening lines of the play, Othello remains at a distance from much of the 

action that concerns and affects him. Roderigo and Iago refer ambiguously to a “he” or “him” 

for much of the first scene. When they begin to specify whom they are talking about, 

especially once they stand beneath Brabanzio’s window, they do so with racial epithets, not 

names. These include “the Moor” (I.i.57 ), “the thick-lips” (I.i.66 ), “an old black ram” 

(I.i.88), and “a Barbary horse” (I.i.113). Although Othello appears at the beginning of the 

second scene, we do not hear his name until well into Act I, scene iii (I.iii.48). Later, 

Othello’s will be the last of the three ships to arrive at Cyprus in Act II, scene i; Othello will 

stand apart while Cassio and Iago supposedly discuss Desdemona in Act IV, scene i; and 

Othello will assume that Cassio is dead without being present when the fight takes place in 

Act V, scene i. Othello’s status as an outsider may be the reason he is such easy prey for Iago. 

Although Othello is a cultural and racial outsider in Venice, his skill as a soldier and leader is 

nevertheless valuable and necessary to the state, and he is an integral part of Venetian civic 

society. He is in great demand by the duke and senate, as evidenced by Cassio’s comment 

that the senate “sent about three several quests” to look for Othello (I.ii.46). The Venetian 

government trusts Othello enough to put him in full martial and political command of 

Cyprus; indeed, in his dying speech, Othello reminds the Venetians of the “service” he has 

done their state (V.ii.348). 

Those who consider Othello their social and civic peer, such as Desdemona and Brabanzio, 

nevertheless seem drawn to him because of his exotic qualities. Othello admits as much when 

he tells the duke about his friendship with Brabanzio. He says, -“[Desdemona’s] father loved 

me, oft invited me, / Still questioned me the story of my life / From year to year” (I.iii.127–

129). -Othello is also able to captivate his peers with his speech. The duke’s reply to 

Othello’s speech about how he wooed Desdemona with his tales of adventure is: “I think this 

tale would win my daughter too” (I.iii.170). 

Othello sometimes makes a point of presenting himself as an outsider, whether because he 

recognizes his exotic appeal or because he is self-conscious of and defensive about his 

difference from other Venetians. For example, in spite of his obvious eloquence in Act I, 

scene iii, he protests, “Rude am I in my speech, / And little blessed with the soft phrase of 

peace” (I.iii.81–82). While Othello is never rude in his speech, he does allow his eloquence 

to suffer as he is put under increasing strain by Iago’s plots. In the final moments of the play, 

Othello regains his composure and, once again, seduces both his onstage and offstage 

audiences with his words. The speech that precedes his suicide is a tale that could woo almost 

anyone. It is the tension between Othello’s victimization at the hands of a foreign culture and 



his own willingness to torment himself that makes him a tragic figure rather than simply 

Iago’s ridiculous puppet. 

Iago 

Possibly the most heinous villain in Shakespeare, Iago is fascinating for his most terrible 

characteristic: his utter lack of convincing motivation for his actions. In the first scene, he 

claims to be angry at Othello for having passed him over for the position of lieutenant (I.i. 7–

32). At the end of Act I, scene iii, Iago says he thinks Othello may have slept with his wife, 

Emilia: “It is thought abroad that ’twixt my sheets / He has done my office” (I.iii.369–370). 

Iago mentions this suspicion again at the end of Act II, scene i, explaining that he lusts after 

Desdemona because he wants to get even with Othello “wife for wife” (II.i.286). None of 

these claims seems to adequately explain Iago’s deep hatred of Othello, and Iago’s lack of 

motivation—or his inability or unwillingness to express his true motivation—makes his 

actions all the more terrifying. He is willing to take revenge on anyone—Othello, 

Desdemona, Cassio, Roderigo, even Emilia—at the slightest provocation and enjoys the pain 

and damage he causes. 

Iago is often funny, especially in his scenes with the foolish Roderigo, which serve as a 

showcase of Iago’s manipulative -abilities. He seems almost to wink at the audience as he 

revels in his own skill. As entertained spectators, we find ourselves on Iago’s side when he is 

with Roderigo, but the interactions between the two also reveal a streak of cowardice in 

Iago—a cowardice that becomes manifest in the final scene, when Iago kills his own wife 

(V.ii.231–242). 

Iago’s murder of Emilia could also stem from the general hatred of women that he displays. 

Some readers have suggested that Iago’s true, underlying motive for persecuting Othello is 

his homosexual love for the general. He certainly seems to take great pleasure in preventing 

Othello from enjoying marital happiness, and he expresses his love for Othello frequently and 

effusively. 

It is Iago’s talent for understanding and manipulating the desires of those around him that 

makes him both a powerful and a compelling figure. Iago is able to take the handkerchief 

from Emilia and know that he can deflect her questions; he is able to tell Othello of the 

handkerchief and know that Othello will not doubt him; he is able to tell the audience, “And 

what’s he then that says I play the villain,” and know that it will laugh as though he were a 

clown (II.iii.310 ). Though the most inveterate liar, Iago inspires all of the play’s characters 

the trait that is most lethal to Othello: trust. 

Desdemona 



Desdemona is a more plausible, well-rounded figure than much criticism has given her credit 

for. Arguments that see Desdemona as stereotypically weak and submissive ignore the 

conviction and authority of her first speech (“My noble father, / I do perceive here a divided 

duty” [I.iii.179–180 ]) and her terse fury after Othello strikes her (“I have not deserved this” 

[IV.i.236]). Similarly, critics who argue that Desdemona’s slightly bizarre bawdy jesting 

with Iago in Act II, scene i, is either an interpolation not written by Shakespeare or a mere 

vulgarity ignore the fact that Desdemona is young, sexual, and recently married. She later 

displays the same chiding, almost mischievous wit in Act III, scene iii, lines 61–84,  when 

she attempts to persuade Othello to forgive Cassio. 

Desdemona is at times a submissive character, most notably in her willingness to take credit 

for her own murder. In response to Emilia’s question, “O, who hath done this deed?” 

Desdemona’s final words are, “Nobody, I myself. Farewell. / Commend me to my kind lord. 

O, farewell” (V.ii.133–134). The play, then, depicts Desdemona contradictorily as a self-

effacing, faithful wife and as a bold, independent personality. This contradiction may be 

intentional, meant to portray the way Desdemona herself feels after defending her choice of 

marriage to her father in Act I, scene iii, and then almost immediately being put in the 

position of defending her fidelity to her husband. She begins the play as a supremely 

independent person, but midway through she must struggle against all odds to convince 

Othello that she is not too independent. The manner in which Desdemona is murdered—

smothered by a pillow in a bed covered in her wedding sheets—is symbolic: she is literally 

suffocated beneath the demands put on her fidelity. Since her first lines, Desdemona has 

seemed capable of meeting or even rising above those demands. In the end, Othello stifles the 

speech that made Desdemona so powerful. 

Tragically, Desdemona is apparently aware of her imminent death. She, not Othello, asks 

Emilia to put her wedding sheets on the bed, and she asks Emilia to bury her in these sheets 

should she die first. The last time we see Desdemona before she awakens to find Othello 

standing over her with murder in his eyes, she sings a song she learned from her mother’s 

maid: “She was in love; and he proved mad / And did forsake her. She had a song of willow. / 

. . . / And she died singing it. That song tonight / Will not go from my mind” (IV.iii.27–30). 

Like the audience, Desdemona seems able only to watch as her husband is driven insane with 

jealousy. Though she maintains to the end that she is “guiltless,” Desdemona also forgives 

her husband (V.ii.133). Her forgiveness of Othello may help the audience to forgive him as 

well. 

 

Themes, Motifs & Symbols 

Themes 



Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas explored in a literary work. 

The Incompatibility of Military Heroism & Love 

Before and above all else, Othello is a soldier. From the earliest moments in the play, his 

career affects his married life. Asking “fit disposition” for his wife after being ordered to 

Cyprus (I.iii.234 ), Othello notes that “the tyrant custom . . . / Hath made the flinty and steel 

couch of war / My thrice-driven bed of down” (I.iii.227–229). While Desdemona is used to 

better “accommodation,” she nevertheless accompanies her husband to Cyprus (I.iii.236). 

Moreover, she is unperturbed by the tempest or Turks that threatened their crossing, and 

genuinely curious rather than irate when she is roused from bed by the drunken brawl in Act 

II, scene iii. She is, indeed, Othello’s “fair warrior,” and he is happiest when he has her by his 

side in the midst of military conflict or business (II.i.179). The military also provides Othello 

with a means to gain acceptance in Venetian society. While the Venetians in the play are 

generally fearful of the prospect of Othello’s social entrance into white society through his 

marriage to Desdemona, all Venetians respect and honor him as a soldier. Mercenary Moors 

were, in fact, commonplace at the time. 

Othello predicates his success in love on his success as a soldier, wooing Desdemona with 

tales of his military travels and battles. Once the Turks are drowned—by natural rather than 

military might—Othello is left without anything to do: the last act of military administration 

we see him perform is the viewing of fortifications in the extremely short second scene of Act 

III. No longer having a means of proving his manhood or honor in a public setting such as the 

court or the battlefield, Othello begins to feel uneasy with his footing in a private setting, the 

bedroom. Iago capitalizes on this uneasiness, calling Othello’s epileptic fit in Act IV, scene i, 

“[a] passion most unsuiting such a man.” In other words, Iago is calling Othello unsoldierly. 

Iago also takes care to mention that Cassio, whom Othello believes to be his competitor, saw 

him in his emasculating trance (IV.i.75). 

Desperate to cling to the security of his former identity as a soldier while his current identity 

as a lover crumbles, Othello begins to confuse the one with the other. His expression of his 

jealousy quickly devolves from the conventional—“Farewell the tranquil mind”—to the 

absurd: 

Farewell the plum’d troops and the big wars 

That make ambition virtue! O, farewell, 

Farewell the neighing steed and the shrill trump, 

The spirit-stirring drum, th’ear piercing fife, 

The royal banner, and all quality, 



Pride, pomp, and circumstance of glorious war!”  

           (III.iii.353–359) 

One might well say that Othello is saying farewell to the wrong things—he is entirely 

preoccupied with his identity as a soldier. But his way of thinking is somewhat justified by its 

seductiveness to the audience as well. Critics and audiences alike find comfort and nobility in 

Othello’s final speech and the anecdote of the “malignant and . . . turbaned Turk” (V.ii.362), 

even though in that speech, as in his speech in Act III, scene iii, Othello depends on his 

identity as a soldier to glorify himself in the public’s memory, and to try to make his audience 

forget his and Desdemona’s disastrous marital experiment. 

The Danger of Isolation 

The action of Othello moves from the metropolis of Venice to the island of Cyprus. Protected 

by military fortifications as well as by the forces of nature, Cyprus faces little threat from 

external forces. Once Othello, Iago, Desdemona, Emilia, and Roderigo have come to Cyprus, 

they have nothing to do but prey upon one another. Isolation enables many of the play’s most 

important effects: Iago frequently speaks in soliloquies; Othello stands apart while Iago talks 

with Cassio in Act IV, scene i, and is left alone onstage with the bodies of Emilia and 

Desdemona for a few moments in Act V, scene ii; Roderigo seems attached to no one in the 

play except Iago. And, most prominently, Othello is visibly isolated from the other characters 

by his physical stature and the color of his skin. Iago is an expert at manipulating the distance 

between characters, isolating his victims so that they fall prey to their own obsessions. At the 

same time, Iago, of necessity always standing apart, falls prey to his own obsession with 

revenge. The characters cannot be islands, the play seems to say: self-isolation as an act of 

self-preservation leads ultimately to self-destruction. Such self-isolation leads to the deaths of 

Roderigo, Iago, Othello, and even Emilia. 

Motifs 

Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, and literary devices that can help to develop 

and inform the text’s major themes. 

Sight and Blindness 

When Desdemona asks to be allowed to accompany Othello to Cyprus, she says that she “saw 

Othello’s visage in his mind, / And to his honours and his valiant parts / Did I my soul and 

fortunes consecrate” (I.iii. 250–252 ). Othello’s blackness, his visible difference from 

everyone around him, is of little importance to Desdemona: she has the power to see him for 

what he is in a way that even Othello himself cannot. Desdemona’s line is one of many 

references to different kinds of sight in the play. Earlier in Act I, scene iii, a senator suggests 



that the Turkish retreat to Rhodes is “a pageant / To keep us in false gaze” (I.iii.19–20). The 

beginning of Act II consists entirely of people staring out to sea, waiting to see the arrival of 

ships, friendly or otherwise. Othello, though he demands “ocular proof” (III.iii.365), is 

frequently convinced by things he does not see: he strips Cassio of his position as lieutenant 

based on the story Iago tells; he relies on Iago’s story of seeing Cassio wipe his beard with 

Desdemona’s handkerchief (III.iii.437–440); and he believes Cassio to be dead simply 

because he hears him scream. After Othello has killed himself in the final scene, Lodovico 

says to Iago, “Look on the tragic loading of this bed. / This is thy work. The object poisons 

sight. / Let it be hid” (V.ii.373–375). The action of the play depends heavily on 

characters notseeing things: Othello accuses his wife although he never sees her infidelity, 

and Emilia, although she watches Othello erupt into a rage about the missing handkerchief, 

does not figuratively “see” what her husband has done. 

Plants 

Iago is strangely preoccupied with plants. His speeches to Roderigo in particular make 

extensive and elaborate use of vegetable metaphors and conceits. Some examples are: “Our 

bodies are our gardens, to which our wills are gardeners; so that if we will plant nettles or 

sow lettuce, set hyssop and weed up thyme . . . the power and corrigible authority of this lies 

in our wills” (I.iii.317–322 ); “Though other things grow fair against the sun, / Yet fruits that 

blossom first will first be ripe” (II.iii.349–350 ); “And then, sir, would he gripe and wring 

my hand, / Cry ‘O sweet creature!’, then kiss me hard, / As if he plucked kisses up by the 

roots, / That grew upon my lips” (III.iii.425–428). The first of these examples best explains 

Iago’s preoccupation with the plant metaphor and how it functions within the play. 

Characters in this play seem to be the product of certain inevitable, natural forces, which, if 

left unchecked, will grow wild. Iago understands these natural forces particularly well: he is, 

according to his own metaphor, a good “gardener,” both of himself and of others. 

Many of Iago’s botanical references concern poison: “I’ll pour this pestilence into his ear” 

(II.iii.330); “The Moor already changes with my poison. / Dangerous conceits are in their 

natures poisons, / . . . / . . . Not poppy nor mandragora / Nor all the drowsy syrups of the 

world / Shall ever medicine thee to that sweet sleep” (III.iii.329–336). Iago cultivates his 

“conceits” so that they become lethal poisons and then plants their seeds in the minds of 

others. The organic way in which Iago’s plots consume the other characters and determine 

their behavior makes his conniving, human evil seem like a force of nature. That organic 

growth also indicates that the minds of the other characters are fertile ground for Iago’s 

efforts. 



Animals 

Iago calls Othello a “Barbary horse,” an “old black ram,” and also tells Brabanzio that his 

daughter and Othello are “making the beast with two backs” (I.i.117–118). In Act I, scene 

iii, Iago tells Roderigo, “Ere I would say I would drown myself for the love of a guinea-hen, I 

would change my humanity with a baboon” (I.iii.312–313). He then remarks that drowning 

is for “cats and blind puppies” (I.iii.330–331 ). Cassio laments that, when drunk, he is “by 

and by a fool, and presently a beast!” (II.iii.284–285 ). Othello tells Iago, “Exchange me for 

a goat / When I shall turn the business of my soul / To such exsufflicate and blowed 

surmises” (III.iii.184–186 ). He later says that “[a] horned man’s a monster and a beast” 

(IV.i.59). Even Emilia, in the final scene, says that she will “play the swan, / And die in 

music” (V.ii.254–255). Like the repeated references to plants, these references to animals 

convey a sense that the laws of nature, rather than those of society, are the primary forces 

governing the characters in this play. When animal references are used with regard to 

Othello, as they frequently are, they reflect the racism both of characters in the play and of 

Shakespeare’s contemporary audience. “Barbary horse” is a vulgarity particularly appropriate 

in the mouth of Iago, but even without having seen Othello, the Jacobean audience would 

have known from Iago’s metaphor that he meant to connote a savage Moor. 

Hell, Demons, and Monsters 

Iago tells Othello to beware of jealousy, the “green-eyed monster which doth mock/ The meat 

it feeds on” (III.iii.170–171). Likewise, Emilia describes jealousy as dangerously and 

uncannily self-generating, a “monster / Begot upon itself, born on itself” (III.iv.156–157). 

Imagery of hell and damnation also recurs throughout Othello, especially toward the end of 

the play, when Othello becomes preoccupied with the religious and moral judgment of 

Desdemona and himself. After he has learned the truth about Iago, Othello calls Iago a devil 

and a demon several times in Act V, scene ii. Othello’s earlier allusion to “some monster in 

[his] thought” ironically refers to Iago (III.iii.111 ). Likewise, his vision of Desdemona’s 

betrayal is “monstrous, monstrous!” (III.iii.431). Shortly before he kills himself, Othello 

wishes for eternal spiritual and physical torture in hell, crying out, “Whip me, ye devils, / . . . 

/ . . . roast me in sulphur, / Wash me in steep-down gulfs of liquid fire!” (V.ii.284–287). 

The imagery of the monstrous and diabolical takes over where the imagery of animals can go 

no further, presenting the jealousy-crazed characters not simply as brutish, but as grotesque, 

deformed, and demonic. 

Symbols 

Symbols are objects, characters, figures, and colors used to represent abstract ideas or 

concepts. 



The Handkerchief 

The handkerchief symbolizes different things to different characters. Since the handkerchief 

was the first gift Desdemona received from Othello, she keeps it about her constantly as a 

symbol of Othello’s love. Iago manipulates the handkerchief so that Othello comes to see it 

as a symbol of Desdemona herself—her faith and chastity. By taking possession of it, he is 

able to convert it into evidence of her infidelity. But the handkerchief’s importance to Iago 

and Desdemona derives from its importance to Othello himself. He tells Desdemona that it 

was woven by a 200-year-old sibyl, or female prophet, using silk from sacred worms and 

dye extracted from the hearts of mummified virgins. Othello claims that his mother used it to 

keep his father faithful to her, so, to him, the handkerchief represents marital fidelity. The 

pattern of strawberries (dyed with virgins’ blood) on a white background strongly suggests 

the bloodstains left on the sheets on a virgin’s wedding night, so the handkerchief implicitly 

suggests a guarantee of virginity as well as fidelity. 

The Song “Willow” 

As she prepares for bed in Act V, Desdemona sings a song about a woman who is betrayed 

by her lover. She was taught the song by her mother’s maid, Barbary, who suffered a 

misfortune similar to that of the woman in the song; she even died singing “Willow.” The 

song’s lyrics suggest that both men and women are unfaithful to one another. To Desdemona, 

the song seems to represent a melancholy and resigned acceptance of her alienation from 

Othello’s affections, and singing it leads her to question Emilia about the nature and practice 

of infidelity. 

 

 


