Holbein, “The Ambassadors” (National Gallery, London).

RENAISSANCE
SELF-FASHIONING

From More to Shakespeare

STEPHEN GREENBLATT

With a new Preface

THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO PRESS
Chicago & London




The Improvisation of Power

Spenser and Marlowe are, from the perspective of this study
mighty opposites, poised in antagonism as radical as that of MDrF:
and Tyndale in the 1530s. If Spenser sees human identity as con-
ferred by loving service to legitimate authority, to the yoked
power of God and the state, Marlowe sees identity established at
t}}ose moments in which order—political, theological, sexual—is
v101‘ated. If repetition for Spenser is an aspect of the patient labor
of civility, for Marlowe it is the means of constituting oneself in an
anonymous void. If Spenser’s heroes strive for balance and con-
?rol, Marlowe’s strive to shatter the restraints upon their desires. If
in Spenser there is fear of the excess that threatens to engulf order
and seems to leave an ineradicable taint on temperance itself, in
Marlowe there is fear of the order that threatens to ex’cingulish
excess and seems to have always already turned rebellion into a
tribute to authority. If Spenser writes for an aristocratic and
upper-middle-class audience in a self-consciously archaizing
mann.er, thereby participating in the decorative revival of feudal
trappmgs that characterized Elizabethan courtly ritual,! Marlowe
writes for the new public theater in a blank verse thatlmust have
s_eemed, after the jog-trot fourteeners of the preceding decades

like reality itself. If Spenser holds up his “other world” to the gazé
of power and says, “Behold! This rich beauty is your own face,”
Marloy\fe presents his and says, “Behold! This tragi-comi)c

magnificent deformity is how you appear in my rich art.” If Spen:
ser’s art constantly questions its own status in order to protect
power from such questioning, Marlowe undermines power in
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order to raise his art to the status of a self-regarding, self-justifying
absolute.

There is not, of course, anything in Spenser or Marlowe compa-
rable to the violent polemical exchange between More and Tyn-
dale, but there is at least one resonant moment of conjunction that
will serve to exemplify the opposition I have just sketched here. In
book 1, canto 7 of The Faerie Queene, dismayed by the news that
Redcrosse has been overthrown by the giant Orgoglio, Una prov-
identially encounters Prince Arthur, the embodiment of Magni-
ficence—the virtue, according to the letter to Ralegh, that “is the
perfection of all the rest, and containeth in it them all.” This is
Arthur’s first appearance in the poem, and there follows an elabo-
rate description of his gorgeous armor, a description that includes
the following stanza on his helmet’s crest:

Vpon the top of all his loftie crest,

A bunch of haires discolourd diuersly,

With sprincled pearle, and gold full richly drest,

Did shake, and seem’d to daunce for iollity,

Like to an Almond tree ymounted hye

On top of greene Selinis all alone,

With blossomes braue bedecked daintily;

Whose tender locks do tremble euery one

At euery little breath, that vnder heauen is blowne.
(1.7.32)

As early as the late eighteenth century, a reader records his sur-
prise to find this passage almost verbatim in part 2 of Tambur-
lgine.? It occurs in the scene in which Tamburlaine is drawn on
stage in his chariot by the captive kings, “with bits in their
mouths,” the stage direction tells us, “’reins in his left hand, in his
right hand a whip, with which he scourgeth them.” Exulting in
his triumphant power, Tamburlaine baits his captives, hands over
the weeping royal concubines to satisfy the lust of his common
soldiers, and—his own erotic satisfaction—imagines his future
conquests:

Through the streets with troops of conquered kings,
I'll ride in golden armor like the Sun,

And in my helm a triple plume shall spring,
Spangled with Diamonds dancing in the air,

To note me Emperor of the three-fold world,

Like to an almond tree ymounted high,

Upon the lofty and celestial mount,
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Of ever green Selinus quaintly decked

With blooms more white than Hericina's brows
Whose tender blossoms tremble every one, ’

At every little breath that thorough heaven is blown.

(4.3.4094-4113)

%at is‘ sung by Spenser in praise of Arthur is sung by Tam-
burlaine in praise of himself; the chivalric accoutrement, an
emblem of Arthur's magnanimous knighthood is here part of
Tamburlaine’s paean to his own power lust. Lines that for Spenser
belong to the supreme figure of civility, the chief upholder of the
Order of Maidenhead, the worshipful servant of Gloriana, for
Marlowe belong to the fantasy life of the Scythian Scourge of éod.
Marlowl.eve’s scene is self-consciously emblematic, as if it were a
theatrical improvisation in the Spenserean manner, but now with
the hero’s place taken by a character who, in his sadistic excess
most closely resembles Orgoglio.> And even as we are struck b}:
fhe radical difference, we are haunted by the vertiginous possibil-
ity of an underlying sameness. What if Arthur and Tamburlaine
are not separate and opposed? What if they are two faces of the
same thing, embodiments of the identical power? Tamburlaine’s
is the face Arthur shows to his enemies or, alternatively, Arthur’s
is the face Tamburlaine shows to his followers. To the I;'ish kern
Spensar"s Prince of Magnanimity looks like the Scourge of God; tc;
the English courtier, Marlowe’s grotesque conquerer looks like ;he
Faerie Queene.

How shall we characterize the power that possesses both faces
an;l can pass from one to the other? In a famous passage in The
Prince, Machiavelli writes that a prince must know well how to use
both the beast and the man, and hence the ancients depicted
A.chllles. anc_i other heroes as educated by Chiron the centaur. This
filSCussxon 1s an early instance of the celebration of psychic mobil-
ity that has continued to characterize discussions of Western con-
sclousness to the present time. Thus in his influential study of
modernization in the Middle East, The Passing of Traditional Soci-
ety, the sociologist Daniel Lerner defines the West as a “mobile
socmty,"’ a society characterized not only by certain enlightened
and rational public practices but also by the inculcation in its
people of a “mobile sensibility so adaptive to change that re-
arrangement of the self-system is its distinctive mode.”4 While
traditional socie ty, Professor Lerner argues, functions on the basis
of a ’I‘h{lghly constrictive personality” (51), one that resists change
and is incapable of grasping the situation of another, the mobile
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personality of Western society “is distinguished by a high capac-
ity for identification with new aspects of his environment,” for he
“comes equipped with the mechanisms needed to incorporate
new demands upon himself that arise outside of his habitual ex-
perience” (49). Those mechanisms Professor Lerner subsumes
under the single term empathy, which he defines as “the capacity
to see oneself in the other fellow’s situation’ (50). In the West, this
capacity was fostered first by the physical mobility initiated by the
Age of Exploration, then confirmed and broadened by the mass
media. “These,” he writes, “have peopled the daily world of their
audience with sustained, even intimate, experience of the lives of
others. ‘Ma Perkins,” ‘'The Goldbergs,” ‘I Love Lucy—all these
bring us friends we never met, but whose joys and sorrows we
intensely ‘share’” (53). And the international diffusion of the
mass media means a concomitant diffusion of psychic mobility
and hence of modernization: ““In our time, indeed, the spread of
empathy around the world is accelerating’” (52).

To test the rate of this acceleration, Professor Lerner devised a
set of questions that he and his assistants put to a cross-section of
the inhabitants of the Middle East, to porters and cobblers, as well
as grocers and physicians. The questions began, “If you were
made editor of a newspaper, what kind of a paper would you
run?” and I confess myself in complete sympathy with that class of
respondents who, like one shepherd interviewed in a village near
Ankara, gasped “My God! How can you say such a thing?... A
poor villager . . .master of the whole world” (24). Professor Lerner
invariably interprets such answers as indicative of a constrictive
personality incapable of empathy, but in fact the Turkish
shepherd, with his Tamburlainian language, reintroduces the
great missing term in the analysis of modernization, and that term
is power. For my own part, [ would like in this chapter to delineate
the Renaissance origins of the “mobile sensibility” and, having
done so, to shift the ground from I Love Lucy” to Othello in order
to demonstrate that what Professor Lerner calls “empathy,”
Shakespeare calls “Tago.”

To help us return from the contemporary Middle East to the
early seventeenth century, let us dwell for a moment on Professor
Lerner’'s own concept of Renaissance origins: “Take the factor of
physical mobility,” he writes, “which initiated Western take-off
in an age when the earth was underpopulated in terms of the
world man-land ratio. Land was to be had, more or less, for the
finding. The great explorers took over vast real estate by planting a
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ﬂag; these were slowly filled with new populations over genera-
tions” (65). It didn't exactly happen this way. Land does not be-
come “real estate” quite so easily, and the underpopulation was
not found but created by those great explorers. Demographers of
Mgsoamerica now estimate, for example, that the population of
Hispaniola in 1492 was 7-8 million, perhaps as high as 11 million.
Reduction to that attractive man-land ratio was startlingly sudden:
by 1501, enslavement, disruption of agriculture, and, above all,
European disease had reduced the population to some 700,000; by
1512, to 28,000.5 The unimaginable massiveness of the death rate
did not, of course, go unnoticed; European observers took it as a
sign of God’s determination to cast down the idolaters and open
the New World to Christianity.

‘With the passage from the sociologist’s bland world of ceremo-
nial flag-planting in an empty landscape to violent displacement
and insidious death, we have already moved toward Shake-
sPeare’s tragedy, and we move still closer if we glance at an in-
cident recounted in 1525 by Peter Martyr in the Seventh Decade of
De orbe novo. Faced with a serious labor shortage in the gold mines
as a result of the decimation of the native population, the Spanish
in Hispaniola began to raid neighboring islands. Two ships
reached an outlying island in the Lucayas (now called the
Bahamas) where they were received with awe and trust. The
Spanish learned through their interpreters that the natives be-
!1eved that after death their souls were first purged of their sins in
icy northern mountains, then borne to a paradisal island in the
south, whose beneficent, lame prince offered them innumerable
pleasures: ““the souls enjoy eternal delights, among the dancings
and songs of young maidens, and among the embracements of
their children, and whatsoever they loved heretofore; they babble
also there, that such as grow old, wax young again, so that all are
of like years full of joy and mirth.”¢ When the Spanish understood
thege imaginations, writes Martyr, they proceeded to persuade the
natives “that they came from those places, where they should see
their parents, and children, and all their kindred and friends that
were dead: and should enjoy all kind of delights, together with the
en_nbracements and fruition of beloved things” (625). Thus de-
ce.w.ec.i, the entire population of the island passed “singing and
rejoicing,” Martyr says, onto the ships and were taken to the gold
mines of Hispaniola. The Spanish, however, reaped less profit
than they had anticipated; when they grasped what had happened
to them, the Lucayans, like certain German Jewish communities
during the Crusades, undertook mass suicide: "“becoming desper-
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ate, they either slew themselves, or choosing to famish, gave up
their faint spirits, being persuaded by no reason, or violence, to
take food” (625).

Martyr, it appears, feels ambivalent about the story. He is cer-
tain that God disapproves of such treachery, since many of those
who perpetrated the fraud subsequently died viclent deaths; on
the other hand, he opposes those who would free enslaved na-
tives, since bitter experience has shown that even those Indians
who have apparently been converted to Christianity will, given
the slightest opportunity, revert to “their ancient and native
vices” and turn savagely against those who had instructed them
“with fatherly charity’”” (627). But, for our purposes, Martyr's
ambivalence is less important than the power of his story to evoke
a crucial Renaissance mode of behavior that links Lerner’s ““em-
pathy” and Shakespeare’s Jago: I shall call that mode improvisation,
by which I mean the ability both to capitalize on the unforeseen
and to transform given materials into one’s own scenario. The
spur-of-the-moment quality of improvisation is not as critical here
as the opportunistic grasp of that which seems fixed and
established. Indeed, as Castiglione and others in the Renaissance
well understood, the impromptu character of an improvisation is
itself often a calculated mask, the product of careful preparation.”’
Conversely, all plots, literary and behavioral, inevitably have their
origin in a moment prior to formal coherence, a moment of ex-
perimental, aleatory impulse in which the available, received ma-
terials are curved toward a novel shape. We cannot locate a point
of pure premeditation or pure randomness. What is essential is the
Europeans’ ability again and again to insinuate themselves into
the preexisting political, religious, even psychic structures of the
natives and to turn those structures to their advantage. The pro-
cess is as familiar to us by now as the most tawdry business fraud,
so familiar that we assume a virtually universal diffusion of the
necessary improvisational talent, but that assumption is almost
certainly misleading. There are periods and cultures in which the
ability to insert oneself into the consciousness of another is of
relatively slight importance, the object of limited concern; others
in which it is a major preoccupation, the object of cultivation and
fear, Professor Lerner is right to insist that this ability is a charac-
teristically (though not exclusively) Western mode, present to vary-
ing degrees in the classical and medieval world and greatly
strengthened from the Renaissance onward; he misleads only in

insisting further that it is an act of imaginative generosity, a sym-
pathetic appreciation of the situation of the other fellow. For when
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he speaks confidently of the “spread of empathy around the
world,” we must understand that he is speaking of the exercise of
Western power, power that is creative as well as destructive, but
that is scarcely ever wholly disinterested and benign.

To return to the Lucayan story, we may ask ourselves what
conditions exist in Renaissance culture that make such an im-
provisation possible. It depends first upon the ability and willing-
ness to play a role, to transform oneself, if only for a brief period
and with mental reservations, into another. This necessitates the
acceptance of disguise, the ability to effect a divorce, in Ascham'’s
phrase, between the tongue and the heart. Such role-playing in
turn depends upon the transformation of another’s reality into a
manipulable fiction. The Spanish had to perceive the Indians’ reli-
gious beliefs as illusions, “imaginations” as Martyr's English
translator calls them. Lucayan society, Martyr observes, is based
upon a principle of reverent obedience fostered by a set of reli-
glous fables that ““are delivered by word of mouth and tradition
from the Elders to the younger, for a most sacred and true history,
insomuch as he who but seemed to think otherwise, should be
thrust out of the society of men” (623). The Lucayan king performs
the supreme sacral functions and partakes tully in the veneration
accorded to the idols, so that if he were to command one of his
subjects to cast himself down from a precipice, the subject would
immediately comply. The king uses this absolute power to ensure
the just distribution, to families according to need, of the tribe’s
food, all of which is stored communally in royal granaries: “They
had the golden age, mine and thine, the seeds of discord, were far
removed from them” (618). Martyr then perceives the social func-
tion of Lucayan religious concepts, the native apparatus for their
transmission and reproduction, and the punitive apparatus for the
enforcement of belief. In short, he grasps Lucayan religion as an
ideology, and it is this perception that licenses the transformation
of “sacred and true history” into “crafty and subtle imaginations’’
(625) that may be exploited.

If improvisation is made possible by the subversive perception
of another’s truth as an ideological construct, that construct must
at the same time be grasped in terms that bear a certain structural
resemblance to one’s own set of beliefs. An ideology that is per-
ceived as entirely alien would permit no point of histrionic entry:
it could be destroyed but not performed. Thus the Lucayan reli-
gion, in Martyr’s account, is an anamorphic representation of
Catholicism: there are “images” carried forth with solemn pomp
on “the holy day of adoration”’; worshipers kneel reverently before
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these images, sing “hymns,” and make offerings, ““which at night
the nobles divide among them, as our priests do the cakes or
wafers which women offer” (622); there are “holy relics” about
which the chief priest, standing in his “pulpit,” preaches; and, as
we have seen, there is absolution for sin, purgatory, and eternal
delight in paradise. The European account of the native religion
must have borne some likeness to what the Lucayans actually be-
lieved; why else would they have danced, singing and rejoicins,
onto the Spanish ships? But it is equally important that the reli-
gion is conceived as analogous to Catholicism, close enough to
permit improvisation, yet sufficiently distanced to protect Eu;-c»
pean beliefs from the violence of fictionalization. The Spanish
were not compelled to perceive their own religion as a manip-
ulable human construct; on the contrary, the compulsion of their
own creed was presumably strengthened by their contemptuous
exploitation of an analogous symbolic structure.

This absence of reciprocity is an aspect of the total economy of
the mode of improvisation that I have sketched here. For what we
may see in the Lucayan story is an early manifestation of an exer-
cise of power that was subsequently to become vastly important
and remains a potent force in our lives: the ownership of another’s
labor conceived as involving no supposedly “natural” reciprocal
obligation (as in feudalism) but rather functioning by concealing
the very fact of ownership from the exploited who believe that
they are acting freely and in their own interest. Of course, once the
ships reached Hispaniola, this concealed ownership gave way to
direct enslavement; the Spanish were not capable of continuing
the improvisation into the very mines. And it is this failure to
sustain the illusion that led to the ultimate failure of the enter-
prise, for, of course, the Spanish did not want dead Indians but
live mineworkers. It would take other, subtler minds, in the
Renaissance and beyond, to perfect the means to sustain in-
definitely an indirect enslavement.

I have called improvisation a central Renaissance mode of be-
havior, but the example on which I have focused is located on a
geographical margin and might only seem to bear out Immanuel
Wallerstein’s theory that Western Europe in the sixteenth century
increasingly established its ownership of the labor and resources
of those located in areas defined as peripheral.® But I would argue
that the phenomenon I have described is found in a wide variety
of forms closer to home. It may be glimpsed, to suggest two signi-
ficant instances, in the relation of Tudor power to Catholic sym-
bolism and the characteristic form of rhetorical education.
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The Anglican Church and the monarch who was its Supreme
Head did not, as radical Protestants demanded, eradicate Catholic
ritual but rather improvised within it in an attempt to assume its
power. Thus, for example, in the Accession Day celebration of
1590, we are told that the queen, sitting in the Tilt gallery, ~“did
suddenly hear a music so sweet and so secret, as every one thereat
greatly marvelled. And hearkening to that excellent melody, the
earth as it were opening, there appears a Pavilion, made of white
Taffeta, being in proportion like unto the sacred Temple of the
Virgins Vestal. This Temple seemed to consist upon pillars of por-
phyry, arched like unto a Church, within it were many lamps
burning. Also, on the one side an Altar covered with cloth of gold;
and thereupon two wax candles burning in rich candlesticks; upon
the Altar also were laid certain Princely presents, which after by
three Virgins were presented unto her Majesty.”9 This secular
epiphany permits us to identify two of the characteristic opera-
tions of improvisation: displacement and absorption. By dis-
Placement I mean the process whereby a prior symbolic structure
is compelled to coexist with other centers of attention that do not
nec:less.arily conflict with the original structure but are not swept
up in its gravitational pull; indeed, as here, the sacred may find
itself serving as an adornment, a backdrop, an occasion for a quite
secular phenomenon. By absorption I mean the process whereby a
symbolic structure is taken into the ego so completely that it ceases
to exist as an external phenomenon; in the Accession Day cere-
mony, instead of the secular prince humbling herself before the
sacred, the sacred seems only to enhance the ruler’s identity, to
express her power.10

Both displacement and absorption are possible here because the
religious symbolism was already charged with the celebration of
power. What we are witnessing is a shift in the institution that
controls and profits from the interpretation of such symbolism, a
shi.ft mediated in this instance by the classical scholarship of Re-
naissance humanism. The invocation of the Temple of the Vestal
Virgins is the sign of that transformation of belief into ideology
that we have already examined; the Roman mythology, deftly

keyed to England’s Virgin Queen, helps to fictionalize Catholic
ritual sufficiently for it to be displaced and absorbed.

This enzymatic function of humanism leads directly to our sec-
ond instance of domestic improvisation, for the cornerstone of the
hgmanist project was a rhetorical education. In The Tudor Play of
Mind, Joel Altman has recently demonstrated the central im-
portance for English Renaissance culture of the argumentum in ut-
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ramque partem, the cultivation of the scholar’s power to speak
equally persuasively for diametrically opposed positions. The
practice permeated intellectual life in the early sixteenth century
and was, Altman convincingly argues, one of the formative in-
fluences on the early drama.! It is in the spirit of such rhetorical
mobility that Erasmus praises More, as we have seen, for his abil-
ity “to play the man of all hours with all men” and that Roper
recalls the young More’s dazzling improvisations in Cardinal
Morton’s Christmas plays.
The hagiographical bias of Roper’s and most subsequent writ-
ing on More has concealed the extent to which this improvi-
sational gift is closely allied to a control of power in the law
courts and the royal service: the mystification of manipulation as
disinterested empathy begins as early as the sixteenth century. As
a corrective, we need only recall More’s controversial works, such
as The Confutation of Tyndale’s Answer, whose recurrent method is
through improvisation to transform the heretic’s faith into a
fiction, then absorb it into a new symbolic structure that will
ridicule or consume it. Thus Tyndale had written: “Sin we
through fragility never so oft, yet as soon as we repent and come
into the right way again, and unto the testament which God hath
made in Christ's blood: our sins vanish away as smoke in the
wind, and as darkness at the coming of light, or as thou cast a little
blood or milk into the main sea.” More responds by maliciously
improvising on Tyndale’s text: ’Neither purgatory need to be
feared when we go hence, nor penance need to be done while we
be here, but sin and be sorry and sit and make merry, and then sin
again and then repent a little and run to the ale and wash away the
sin, think once on God’s promise and then do what we list. For
hoping sure in that, kill we ten men on a day, we cast but a little
blood into the main sea.”” Having thus made a part of his own,
More continues by labeling Tyndale’s argument about penance as
“but a piece of his poetry’’—an explicit instance of that fictionali-
zation we have witnessed elsewhere—and concludes, “Go me to
Martin Luther. ... While that friar lieth with his nun and woteth
well he doth nought [i.e., knows he does evil], and saith still he
doth well: let Tyndale tell me what repenting is that. He repenteth
every morning, and to bed again every night; thinketh on God's
promise first, and then go sin again upon trust of God’s testament,
and then he calleth it casting of a little milk into the main sea.”12
Improvisation here obviously does not intend to deceive its
original object but to work upon a third party, the reader, who
might be wavering between the reformers and the Catholic
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Church. If the heretic speaks of sin redeemed by God’s testament
as milk, More returns that milk to sin, then surpasses the simple
reversal by transforming it to semen, while he turns the sea that
imaged for Tyndale the boundlessness of divine forgiveness into
the sexual insatiability of Luther’s nun.

These perversions of the reformer’s text are greatly facilitated by
the fact that the text was already immersed in an intensely charged
set of metaphorical transformations—that is, More seizes upon the
brilliant instability of Tyndale’s prose with its own nervous pas-
sage from Christ’s blood to sin conceived progressively as smoke
darkness, blood, and finally milk. More’s artful impravisatior;
makes it seem that murder and lust lay just beneath the surface of
the original discourse, as a kind of dark subtext, and he is able to
_do so more plausibly because both violence and sexual anxiety are
in fact powerful underlying forces in Tyndale’s prose as in More’s.
That is, once again, there is a haunting structural homology be-
tween the improviser and his other.

I would hope that by now Othello seems virtually to force itself
upon us as the supreme symbolic expression of the cultural mode I
have been describing, for violerice, sexual anxiety, and improvi-
sation are the materials out of which the drama is constructed. To
be sure, there are many other explorations of these materials in
Shakespeare—one thinks of Richard IIT wooing Anne?? or, in com-
ed_y, of Rosalind playfully taking advantage of the disguise that
exile has forced upon her—but none so intense and radical. In
Iggn’s first soliloquy, Shakespeare goes out of his way to empha-
size the improvised nature of the villain’s plot:

Cassio’s a proper man, let me see now,

To get this place, and to make up my will,

A double knavery . ..how, how?. . .let me see
After some time, to abuse Othello’s ear, ’
That he is too familiar with his wife:

He has a person and a smooth dispose,

To be suspected, fram’d to make women false:
The Moor a free and open nature too,

That thinks men honest that but seems to be so:
And will as tenderly be led by the nose.. ..

As asses are.

I ha't, it is engenderd; Hell and night

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

(1.3.390-402)14

Wg Will try shortly to cast some light on why lago conceives of his
activity here as sexual; for the moment, we need only to observe all
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of the marks of the impromptu and provisional, extending to the
ambiguity of the third-person pronoun: “to abuse Othello’s ear /
That he is too familiar with his wife.”” This ambiguity is felicitous;
indeed, though scarcely visible at this point, it is the dark essence
of lago’s whole enterprise which is, as we shall see, to play upon
Othello’s buried perception of his own sexual relations with Des-
demona as adulterous.'s

What I have called the marks of the impromptu extend to Iago’s
other speeches and actions through the course of the whole play.
In act 2, he declares of his conspiracy, ““tis here, but yet
confus’d; | Knavery’s plain face is never seen, till us'd,”” and this
half-willed confusion continues through the agile, hectic maneu-
vers of the last act until the moment of exposure and silence. To all
but Roderigo, of course, lago presents himself as incapable of
improvisation, except in the limited and seemingly benign form of
banter and jig.1® And even here, he is careful, when Desdemona
asks him to improvise her praise, to declare himself unfit for the
task:

I am about it, but indeed my invention
Comes from my pate as birdlime does from frieze,
It plucks out brain and all: but my Muse labours,
And thus she is deliver'd.
(2.1.125-28)

Lurking in the homely denial of ability is the image of his in-
vention as birdlime, and hence a covert celebration of his power to
ensnare others. Like Jonson’s Mosca, Iago is fully aware of himself
as an improviser and revels in his ability to manipulate his vic-
tims, to lead them by the nose like asses, to possess their labor
without their ever being capable of grasping the relation in which
they are enmeshed. Such is the relation Iago establishes with vir-
tually every character in the play, from Othello and Desdemona to
such minor figures as Montano and Bianca. For the Spanish co-
lonialists, improvisation could only bring the Lucayans into open
enslavement; for Iago, it is the key to a mastery whose emblem is
the ““duteous and knee-crooking knave” who dotes “on his own
obsequious bondage” (1.1.45-46), a mastery invisible to the ser-
vant, a mastery, that is, whose character is essentially ideological.
Iago’s attitude toward Othello is nonetheless colonial: though he
finds himself in a subordinate position, the ensign regards his
black general as “an erring barbarian’” whose “free and open na-
ture” is a fertile field for exploitation. However galling it may be to
him, Tago’s subordination is a kind of protection, for it conceals
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his power and enables him to play upon the ambivalence of
Othello’s relation to Christian society: the Moor at once represents
the institution and the alien, the conqueror and the infidel. Tago
can conceal his malicious intentions toward “the thick-lips” be-
I'find the mask of dutiful service and hence prolong his improvisa-
tion as the Spaniards could not. To be sure, the play suggests, Tago
must ultimately destroy the beings he exploits and hence under-
mine the profitable economy of his own relations, but that de-
struction may be long deferred, deferred in fact for precisely the
length of the play.t”

If Tago then holds over others a possession that must constantly
efface the signs of its own power, how can it be established, let
alone maintained? We will find a clue, I think, in what we have
been calling the process of fictionalization that transforms a fixed
symbolic structure into a flexible construct ripe for im-
provisational entry. This process is at work in Shakespeare’s play,
where we may more accurately identify it as submission to narrative
self-fashioning. When in Cyprus Othello and Desdemona have
bgen ecstatically reunited, lago astonishes Roderigo by informing
him that Desdemona is in love with Cassio. He has no evidence, of
course—indeed we have earlier seen him “engender” the whole
plot entirely out of his fantasy—but he proceeds to lay before his
gull all of the circumstances that make this adultery plausible:
“marl\: me, with what violence she first lov’d the Moor, but for
bragging, and telling her fantastical lies; and she will love him still
for prating?” (2.1.221-23). Desdemona cannot long take pleasure
in her outlandish match: “When the blood is made dull with the
act of sport, there should be again to inflame it, and give satiety a
fresh appetite, loveliness in favor, sympathy in years, manners
and beauties” (2.1.225-29). The elegant Cassio is the obvious
choice: “Didst thou not see her paddle with the palm of his hand?”
lago asks. To Roderigo’s objection that this was “but courtesy,”
Iafgo replies, “’Lechery, by this hand: an index and prologue to the
history of lust and foul thoughts” (2.1.251-55). The metaphor
makes' explicit what Iago has been doing all along: constructing a
narrative into which he inscribes (“by this hand”’) those around
him. He does not need a profound or even reasonably accurate
gnderstanding of his victims; he would rather deal in probable
impossibilities than improbable possibilities. And it is eminently
probable that a young, beautiful Venetian gentlewoman would tire
of her old, outlandish husband and turn instead to the handsome,
young lieutenant: it is, after all, one of the master plots of comedy.

WhatIago as inventor of comic narrative needs is a sharp eye for
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the surfaces of social existence, a sense, as Bergson says, of the
mechanical encrusted upon the living, a reductive grasp of human
possibilities. These he has in extraordinarily full measure.® “The
wine she drinks is made of grapes,” he says in response to
Roderigo’s idealization of Desdemona, and so reduced, she can be
assimilated to lago’s grasp of the usual run of humanity. Similarly,
in a spirit of ironic connoisseurship, he observes Cassio’s courtly
gestures, "'If such tricks as these strip you out of your lieutenantry,
it had been better you had not kiss'd your three fingers so oft,
which now again you are most apt to play the sir in: good, well
kiss’d, an excellent courtesy’’ (2.1.171-75). He is watching a com-
edy of manners. Above all, Iago is sensitive to habitual and self-
limiting forms of discourse, to Cassio’s reaction when he has had a
drink or when someone mentions Bianca, to Othello’s rhetorical
extremism, to Desdemona’s persistence and tone when she pleads
for a friend; and, of course, he is demonically sensitive to the way
individuals interpret discourse, to the signals they ignore and
those to which they respond.

We should add that Iago includes himself in this ceaseless nar-
rative invention; indeed, as we have seen from the start, a suc-
cessful improvisational career depends upon role-playing, which
is in turn allied to the capacity, as Professor Lerner defines em-
pathy, ““to see oneself in the other fellow’s situation.” This capac-
ity requires above all a sense that one is not forever fixed in a
single, divinely sanctioned identity, a sense lago expresses to
Roderigo in a parodically sententious theory of self-fashioning:
“our bodies are gardens, to the which our wills are gardeners,
so that if we will plant nettles, or sow lettuce, set hyssop, and weed
up thyme; supply it with one gender of herbs, or distract it with
many; either to have it sterile with idleness, or manur'd with
industry, why, the power, and corrigible authority of this, lies in
our wills” (1.3.320-26). Confident in his shaping power, lago has
the role-player’s ability to imagine his nonexistence so that he can
exist for a moment in another and as another. In the opening scene
he gives voice to this hypothetical self-cancellation in a line of
eerie simplicity: “Were I the Moor, I would not be Iago” (1.1.57).
The simplicity is far more apparent than real. Is the “I"” in both
halves of the line the same? Does it designate a hard, impacted
self-interest prior to social identity, or are there two distinct, even
opposing selves? Were 1 the Moor, I would not be lago, because
the "I always loves itself and the creature I know as lago hates the
Moor he serves or, alternatively, because as the Moor I would be
other than I am now, free of the tormenting appetite and revulsion
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that characterize the servant’s relation to his master and that con-
stitute my identity as lago. I would be radically the same / I would
be radically different; the rapacious ego underlies all institutional
structures / the rapacious ego is constituted by institutional
structures,1®

What is most disturbing in Iago’s comically banal and fathom-
less expression—as for that matter, in Professor Lerner’s definition
of empathy—is that the imagined self-loss conceals its opposite: a
ruthless displacement and absorption of the other. Empathy, as
the German Einfiihlung suggests, may be a feeling of onegelf into
an object, but that object may have to be drained of its own sub-
stance before it will serve as an appropriate vessel. Certainly in
Othello, where all relations are embedded in power and sexuality,
there is no realm where the subject and object can merge in the
unproblematic accord affirmed by the theorists of empathy.2? As
lago himself proclaims, his momentary identification with the
Moor is a strategic aspect of his malevolent hypocrisy:

In following him, I follow but myself.
Heaven is my judge, not I for love and duty,
But seeming so, for my peculiar end.

(1.1.58-60)

Exactly what that “peculiar end” is remains opaque. Even the
general term “self-interest” is suspect: lago begins his speech in a
declaration of self-interest—"T follow him to serve my turn upon
him"—and ends in a declaration of self-division: “I am not what [
am.”?! We tend, to be sure, to hear the latter as I am not what I
seem,” hence as a simple confirmation of his public deception. But
“I am not what I am” goes beyond social feigning: not only does
lago mask himself in society as the honest ancient, but in private
he tries out a bewildering succession of brief narratives that critics
have attempted, with notorious results, to translate into motives.
These inner narratives—shared, that is, only with the audience—
continually promise to disclose what lies behind the public de-
ception, to illuminate what Iago calls ““the native act and figure’’ of
his heart, and continually fail to do so; or rather, they reveal that
his heart is precisely a series of acts and figures, each referring to
something else, something just out of our grasp. “I am not what I
@” suggests that this elusiveness is permanent, that even self-
Interest, whose transcendental guarantee is the divine “I am what
I am,” is a mask.2? Tago’s constant recourse to narrative then is
both the affirmation of absolute self-interest and the affirmation of
absolute vacancy; the oscillation between the two incompatible
positions suggests in Iago the principle of narrativity itself, cut off
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from original motive and final disclosure. The only termination
possible in his case is not revelation but silence.

The question remains why anyone would submit, even un-
consciously, to lago’s narrative fashioning. Why would anyone
submit to another’s narrative at all? For an answer we may recall
the pressures on all the figures we have considered in this study
and return to our observation that there is a structural resemblance
between even a hostile improvisation and its object. In Othello the
characters have always already experienced submission to nar-
rativity. This is clearest and most important in the case of Othello
himself. When Brabantio brings before the Signiory the charge
that his daughter has been seduced by witchcraft, Othello prom-
ises to deliver “a round unvarnish’d tale. .. /| Of my whole course
of love” (1.3.90-91), and at the heart of this tale is the telling of
tales:

Her father lov’d me, oft invited me,

Still question’d me the story of my life,

From year to year; the battles, sieges, fortunes,

That I have pass’d:

I ran it through, even from my boyish days,

To the very moment that he bade me tell it.
(1.3.128-33)

The telling of the story of one’s life—the conception of one’s life
as a story?*—is a response to public inquiry: to the demands of the
Senate, sitting in judgment or, at the least, to the presence of an
inquiring community. When, as recorded in the fourteenth-
century documents Le Roy Ladurie has brilliantly studied, the
peasants of the Languedoc village of Montaillou are examined by
the Inquisition, they respond with a narrative performance:
" About 14 years ago, in Lent, towards vespers, I took two sides of
salted pork to the house of Guillaume Benet of Montaillou, to have
them smoked. There I found Guillemette Benet warming herself
by the fire, together with another woman; I put the salted meat in
the kitchen and left.”?* And when the Carthaginian queen calls
upon her guest to ““tell us all things from the first beginning,
Grecian guile, your people’s trials, and then your journeyings,”
Aeneas responds, as he must, with a narrative of the destiny de-
creed by the gods.?® So too Othello before the Senate or earlier in
Brabantio’s house responds to questioning with what he calls his
“travel’s history’’ or, in the Folio reading, as if noting the genre,
his “traveler’s history.” This history, it should be noted, is not
onlv of events in distant lands and among strange peoples: “I ran
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it through,” Othello declares, from childhood “To the very m@w
ment that he bade me tell it.” We are on the brink of a Borges-like

narrative that is forever constituting itself out of the materials of
the present instant, a narrative in which the storyteller is con-
stantly swallowed up by the story. That is, Othello is pressing up
against the condition of all discursive representations of identity.
He comes dangerously close to recognizing his status as a text, and
it is precisely this recognition that the play as a whole will reveal to
be insupportable. But, at this point, Othello is still convinced that
the text is his own, and he imagines only that he is recounting a
lover’s performance.

In the 45th sonnet of Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella, Astrophil
complains that while Stella is indifferent to the sufferings she has
caused him, she weeps piteous tears at a fable of some unknown
lovers. He concludes,

Then think my dear, that you in me do read
Of Lovers” ruin some sad Tragedy:
I am not I, pity the tale of me.

In Othello it is Tago who echos that last line—"T am not what I am,”
the motto of the improviser, the manipulator of signs that bear no
resemblance to what they profess to signify—but it is Othello
himself who is fully implicated in the situation of the Sidney son-
net: that one can win pity for oneself only by becoming a tale of
oneself, and hence by ceasing to be oneself. Of course, Othello
thinks that he has triumphed through his narrative self-
fashioning:

she thank’d me,
And bade me, if I had a friend that lov’d her,
I should but teach him how to tell my story,
And that would woo her. Upon this hint I spake:
She lov'd me for the dangers I had pass’d,
And I lov’d her that she did pity them.
(1.3.163-68)

But Iago knows that an identity that has been fashioned as a story
can be unfashioned, refashioned, inscribed anew in a different
narrative: it is the fate of stories to be consumed or, as we say more
politely, interpreted. And even Othello, in his moment of
triumph, has a dim intimation of this fate: a half-dozen lines after
he has recalled “the Cannibals, that each other eat,”” he remarks
complacently, but with an unmistakable undertone of anxiety,
that Desdemona would come ““and with a greedy ear / Devour up
my discourse” (1.3.149-50).
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Paradoxically, in ¥his image of rapacious appetite Othello is te-

cording Desdemona’s submission to his story, what she calls the

consecration of her soul and fortunes “to his honors, and his val-
iant parts’” (1.3.253). What he has both experienced and narrated,
she can only embrace as narration:

my story being done,
She gave me for my pains a world of sighs;
She swore i faith "twas strange, ‘twas passing strange;
"Twas pitiful, "twas wondrous pitiful;
She wish’d she had not heard it, yet she wish’d

That heaven had made her such a man.
(1.3.158-63)2¢

It is, of course, characteristic of early modern culture that male
submission to narrative is conceived as active, entailing the fash-
ioning of one’s own story (albeit within the prevailing con-
ventions), and female submission as passive, entailing the en-
trance into marriage in which, to recall Tyndale’s definition, the
“weak vessel” is put “‘under the obedience of her husband, to rule
her lusts and wanton appetites.” As we have seen, Tyndale ex-
plains that Sara, ““before she was married, was Abraham’s sister,
and equal with him; but, as soon as she was married, was in
subjection, and became without comparison inferior; for so is the
nature of wedlock, by the ordinance of God.””?” At least for the
world of Renaissance patriarchs, this account is fanciful in its
glimpse of an original equality; most women must have entered
marriage, like Desdemona, directly from paternal domination. *“I
do perceive here a divided duty,” she tells her father before the
Venetian Senate; “you are lord of all my duty,”

but here’s my husband:
And so much duty as my mother show’d
To you, preferring you before her father,
So much I challenge, that I may profess,

Due to the Moor my lord.
(1.3.185-89)28

She does not question the woman'’s obligation to obey, invoking
instead only the traditional right to transfer her duty. Yet though
Desdemona proclaims throughout the play her submission to her
husband—"Commend me to my kind lord,” she gasps in her
dying words—that submission does not accord wholly with the
male dream of female passivity. She was, Brabantio tells us,
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A maiden never bold of spirit,
So still and quiet, that her motion
Blush’d at her self,

(1.3.94-96)

yet even this self-abnegation in its very extremity unsettles what
we may assume was her father’s expectation:

So opposite to marriage, that she shunn’d
The wealthy curled darlings of our nation.,

(1.2.67-68)

And, of course, her marriage choice is, for Brabantio, an act of
astonishing disobedience, explicable only as the somnambulistic
behavior of one bewitched or drugged. He views her elopement
not as a transfer of obedience but as theft or treason or a reckless
escape from what he calls his “guardage.” Both he and lago re-

mind Othello that her marriage suggests not submission but de-
ception:

She did deceive her father, marrying you;
And when she seem’d to shake and fear your looks,
She lov'd them most.

(3.3.210-11)2

As the sly reference to Othello’s “looks” suggests, the scandal of
Desdemona’s marriage consists not only in her failure to receive
her father’s prior consent but in her husband’s blackness. That
blackness—the sign of all that the society finds frightening and
dangerous—is the indelible witness to Othello’s permanent status
as an outsider, no matter how highly the state may value his ser-
vices or how sincerely he has embraced its values.3® The safe pas-
sage of the female from father to husband is irreparably disrupted,
marked as an escape: O heaven,”” Brabantio cries, “how got she
out?”’ (1.1.169).

Desdemona’s relation to her lord Othello should, of course, lay
to rest any doubts about her proper submission, but it is not only
Brabantio’s opposition and Othello’s blackness that raise such
doubts, even in the midst of her intensest declarations of love.
There is rather a quality in that love itself that unsettles the ortho-
dox schema of hierarchical obedience and makes Othello perceive
her submission to his discourse as a devouring of it. We may
perceive this quality most clearly in the exquisite moment of the
lovers’ reunion on Cyprus:

OTHELLO It gives me wonder great as my content
To see you here before me: O my soul’s joy,
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If after every tempest come such calmness,

May the winds blow, till they have waken’d death,
And let the labouring bark climb hills of seas,
Olympus-high, and duck again as low

As hell’s from heaven. If it were now to die,
"Twere now to be most happy, for I fear

My soul hath her content so absolute,

That not another comfort, like to this

Succeeds in unknown fate.
DESDEMONA The heavens forbid

But that our loves and comforts should increase,

Even as our days do grow.
OTHELLO Amen to that, sweet powers!

I cannot speak enough of this content,

It stops me here, it is too much of joy.
(2.1.183-97)%!

Christian orthodoxy in both Catholic and Protestant Europe
could envision a fervent mutual love between husband and wife,
the love expressed most profoundly by Saint Paul in words that are
cited and commented upon in virtually every discussion of mar-
riage:

So men are bound to love their own wives as their own
bodies. He that loveth his own wife, loveth himself. For
never did any man hate his own flesh, but nourisheth
and cherisheth it, even as the Lord doth the congrega-
tion: for we are members of his body, of his flesh and of
his bones. For this cause shall a man leave father and
mother, and shall be joined unto his wife, and they two
shall be one flesh. This mystery is great, but I speak of
Christ and of the congregation.3?

Building upon this passage and upon its source in Genesis, com-
mentators could write, like the Reformer Thomas Becon, that mar-
riage is a “high, holy, and blessed order of life, ordained not of
man, but of God, yea and that not in this sinful world, but in
paradise that most joyful garden of pleasure.” But like the Pauline
text itself, all such discussions of married love begin and end by

~ affirming the larger order of authority and submission within

which marriage takes its rightful place. The family, as William
Gouge puts it, “is a litlle Church, and a little Common-
wealth . . . whereby trial may be made of such as are fit for any
place of authority, or of subjection in Church or Common-
wealth.”33

In Othello’s ecstatic words, the proper sentiments of a Christian
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husband sit alongside something else: a violent oscillation be-
tween heaven and hell, a momentary possession of the soul’s ab-
solute content, an archaic sense of monumental scale, a dark
fear—equally archaic, perhaps—of “unknown fate.” N othing con-
flicts openly with Christian orthodoxy, but the erotic intensity that
informs almost every word is experienced in tension with it. This
tension is less a manifestation of some atavistic “‘blackness’”
specific to Othello than a manifestation of the colonial power of
Christian doctrine over sexuality, a power visible at this point
precisely in its inherent limitation.34 That is, we glimpse in this
brief moment the boundary of the orthodox, the strain of its con-
trol, the potential disruption of its hegemony by passion. This
scene, let us stress, does not depict rebellion or even complaint—
Desdemona invokes “the heavens’” and Othello answers, “Amen
to that, sweet powers!” Yet the plural here eludes, if only slightly,
a serene affirmation of orthodoxy: the powers in their heavens do
not refer unmistakably to the Christian God, but rather are the
nameless transcendent forces that protect and enhance erotic love.
To perceive the difference, we might recall that if Augustine ar-
gues, against the gnostics, that God had intended Adam and Eve
to procreate in paradise, he insists at the same time that our first
parents would have experienced sexual intercourse without the
excitement of the flesh. How then could Adam have had an erec-
tion? Just as there are persons, Augustine writes, “who can move
their ears, either one at a time, or both together” and others who
have “such command of their bowels, that they can break wind
continuously at pleasure, so as to produce the effect of singing,"”
so, before the Fall, Adam would have had fully rational, willed
control of the organ of generation and thus would have needed no
erotic arousal. “Without the seductive stimulus of passion, with
calmness of mind and with no corrupting of the integrity of the
body, the husband would lie upon the bosom of his wife,” and in
this placid union, the semen could reach the womb “with the
integrity of the female genital organ being preserved, just as now,
with that same integrity being safe, the menstrual flow of blood
can be emitted from the womb of a virgin.”3s Augustine grants
that even Adam and Eve, who alone could have done so, failed to
experience this “passionless generation,’” since they were expelled
from paradise before they had a chance to try it. Nevertheless, the
ideal of Edenic placidity, untried but intended by God for man-
kind, remains as a reproach to all fallen sexuality, an exposure of
its inherent violence.36

The rich and disturbing pathos of the lovers’ passionate reunion
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in Othello derives then not only from our awareness that Othello’s
premonition is tragically accurate, but from a rent, a moving am-
bivalence, in his experience of the ecstatic moment itself. The
“calmness” of which he speaks may express gratified desire, but,
as the repeated invocation of death suggests, it may equally ex-
press the longing for a final release from desire, from the danger-
ous violence, the sense of extremes, the laborious climbing and
falling out of control that is experienced in the tempest. To be sure,
Othello welcomes this tempest, with its charge of erotic feeling, but
he does so for the sake of the ultimate consummation that the
experience can call into being: “If after every tempest come such
calmness....” That which men most fear to look upon in the
storm—death—is for Othello that which makes the storm endura-
ble. If the death he invokes may figure not the release from desire
but its fulfillment—for death is a common Renaissance term for
orgasm—this fulfillment is characteristically poised between an
anxious sense of self-dissolution and a craving for decisive clo-
sure. If Othello’s words suggest an ecstatic acceptance of sexuality,
an absolute content, they suggest simultaneously that for him sex-
uality is a menacing voyage to reach a longed-for heaven; it is one
of the dangers to be passed. Othello embraces the erotic as a su-
preme form of romantic narrative, a tale of risk and violence issu-
ing forth at last in a happy and final tranquillity.
Desdemona’s response is in an entirely different key:

The heavens forbid
But that our loves and comforts should increase,
Even as our days do grow.

This is spoken to allay Othello’s fear, but may it not instead aug-
ment it? For if Othello characteristically responds to his experience
by shaping it as a story, Desdemona’s reply denies the possibility
of such narrative control and offers instead a vision of unabating
increase. Othello says “Amen” to this vision, but it arouses in him
a feeling at once of overflowing and inadequacy:

I cannot speak enough of this content,
It stops me here, it is too much of joy.

Desdemona has once again devoured up his discourse, and she
has done so precisely in bringing him comfort and content.®”
Rather than simply confirming male authority, her submission
eroticizes everything to which it responds, from the ““disastrous
chances” and “moving accidents” Othello relates, to his simplest
demands,®® to his very mistreatment of her:
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my love doth so approve him,

That even his stubbornness, his checks and frowns, —
Prithee unpin me, — have grace and favour in them.

(4.3.19-21)**

The other women in the play, Bianca and Emilia, both have
moments of disobedience to the men who possess and abuse
them—in the case of Emilia, it is a heroic disobedience for which
she pays with her life.4® Desdemona performs no such acts of
defiance, but her erotic submission, conjoined with Iago’s mur-
derous cunning, far more effectively, if unintentionally, subverts
her husband’s carefully fashioned identity.

We will examine more fully the tragic process of this subversion,
but it is important to grasp first that Othello’s loss of himself—a
loss depicted discursively in his incoherent ravings—arises not
only from the fatal conjunction of Desdemona’s love and lago’s
hate, but from the nature of that identity, from what we have
called his submission to narrative self-fashioning. We may invoke
in this connection Lacan’s observation that the source of the sub-
ject’s frustration in psychoanalysis is ultimately neither the silence
nor the reply of the analyst:

Is it not rather a matter of frustration inherent in the
very discourse of the subject? Does the subject not be-
come engaged in an ever-growing dispossession of that
being of his, concerning which—by dint of sincere
portraits which leave its idea no less incoherent, of rec-
tifications which do not succeed in freeing its essence,
of stays and defenses which do not prevent his statue
from tottering, of narcissistic embraces which become
like a puff of air in animating it—he ends up by rec-
ognizing that this being has never been anything more
than his construct in the Imaginary and that this con-
struct disappoints all of his certitudes? For in this labor
which he undertakes to reconstruct this construct for
another, he finds again the fundamental alienation
which made him construct it like another one, and which

has always destined it to be stripped from him by
another, 41

Shakespeare’s military hero, it may be objected, is particularly
far removed from this introspective project, a project that would
seem, in any case, to have little bearing upon any Renaissance
text. Yet I think it is no accident that nearly every phrase of Lacan’s
critique of psychoanalysis seems a brilliant reading of Othello, forI
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would propose that there is a deep resemblance between the con-
struction of the self in analysis—at least as Lacan conceives it—and
Othello’s self-fashioning. The resemblance is grounded in the de-
pendence of even the innermost self upon a language that is
always necessarily given from without and upon representation
before an audience. I do not know if such are the conditions of
human identity, apart from its expression in psychoanalysis, but
they are unmistakably the conditions of theatrical identity, where
existence is conferred upon a character by the playwright's
language and the actor’s performance. And in Othello these govern-
ing circumstances of the medium itself are reproduced and in-
tensified in the hero’s situation: his identity depends upon a con-
stant performance, as we have seen, of his “story,” a loss of his
own origins, an embrace and perpetual reiteration of the norms of
another culture. It is this dependence that gives Othello, the war-
rior and alien, a relation to Christian values that is the existential
equivalent of a religious vocation; he cannot allow himself the
moderately flexible adherence that most ordinary men have to-
ward their own formal beliefs. Christianity is the alienating yet
constitutive force in Othello’s identity, and if we seek a discursive
mode in the play that is the social equivalent of the experience
Lacan depicts, we will find it in confession. Othello himself invokes
before the Venetian Senate the absolute integrity of confession,
conceived, it appears, not as the formal auricular rite of penitence
but as a generalized self-scrutiny in God’s presence:

as faithful as to heaven
I do confess the vices of my blood,
So justly to your grave ears I'll present
How I did thrive in this fair lady’s love,
And she in mine.
(1.3.123-36)*?

The buried identification here between the vices of the blood and
mutual thriving in love is fully exhumed by the close of the play
when confession has become a virtually obsessional theme.%3
Theological and juridical confession are fused in Othello’s mind
when, determined first to exact a deathbed confession, he comes
to take Desdemona’s life:

If you bethink yourself of any crime,
Unreconcil’d as yet to heaven and grace,
Solicit for it straight. . ..

Therefore confess thee freely of thy sin,
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For to deny each article with oath
Cannot remove, nor choke the strong conceit,
That I do groan withal: thou art to die.
(5.2.26-28, 54-57)

The sin that Othello wishes Desdemona to confess is adultery, and
her refusal to do so frustrates the achievement of what in theology
was called ““a good, complete confession.””#* He feels the outrage

of the thwarted system that needs to imagine itself merciful,
sacramental, when it disciplinés:

thou dost stone thy heart,
And makest me call what I intend to do
A murder, which I thought a sacrifice.

(5.2.64-66)

We are at last in a position to locate the precise nature of the
symbolic structure into which Iago inserts himself in his brilliant
improvisation: this structure is the centuries-old Christian doc-
trine of sexuality, policed socially and psychically, as we have
already seen, by confession. To lago, the Renaissance skeptic, this
system has a somewhat archaic ring, as if it were an earlier stage of
development which his own modern sensibility had cast off.45
Like the Lucayan religion to the conquistadors, the orthodox doc-
trine that governs Othello’s sexual attitudes—his simultaneous
idealization and mistrust of women—seems to lago sufficiently
close to be recognizable, sufficiently distant to be manipulable.
We watch him manipulate it directly at the beginning of act 4,
when he leads Othello through a brutally comic parody of the late
medieval confessional manuals with their casuistical attempts to

define the precise moment at which venial temptation passes over
into mortal sin:

1460 To kiss in private?
OTHELLO An unauthoriz’d kiss.
1aGo Or to be naked with her friend abed,
An hour, or more, not meaning any harm?
oTHELLO Naked abed, Jago, and not mean harm?
It is hypocrisy against the devil:
They that mean virtuously, and yet do so,
The devil their virtue tempts, and they tempt heaven.
1a6o So they do nothing, ‘tis a venial slip.
(4.1.2-9)

Iago in effect assumes an extreme version of the laxist position in
such nllanuals in order to impel Othello toward the rigorist version
that viewed adultery as one of the most horrible of mortal sins,

more detestable, in the words of the Eruditorium penitentiale, “than
homicide or plunder,” and hence formerly deemed punishable, as
several authorities remind us, by death.*¢ Early Protestantism did
not soften this position. Indeed, in the mid-sixteenth century,
Tyndale's erstwhile collaborator, George Joye, called for a return to
the Old Testament penalty for adulterers. “God’s law,” he writes,
“is to punish adultery with death for the tranquillity and
commonwealth of His church.” This is not an excessive or vindic-
tive course; on the contrary, ““to take away and to cut off putrified
and corrupt members from the whole body, lest they poison and
destroy the body, is the law of love.””*” When Christian magis-
trates leave adultery unpunished, they invite more betrayals and
risk the ruin of the realm, for as Protestants in particular re-
peatedly observe, the family is an essential component of an
interlocking social and theological network. Hence adultery is a
sin with the gravest of repercussions; in the words of the great
Cambridge Puritan William Perkins, it “destroyeth the Seminary
of the Church, which is a godly seed in the family, and it breaketh
the covenant between the parties and God; it robs another of the
precious ornament of chastity, which is a gift of the Holy Ghost; it
dishonors their bodies and maketh them temples of the devil; and
the Adulterer maketh his family a Stews.”*8 It is in the bitter spirit
of these convictions that Othello enacts the grotesque comedy of
treating his wife as a strumpet and the tragedy of executing her in
the name of justice, lest she betray more men. '
But we still must ask how Iago manages to persuade Othello that
Desdemona has committed adultery, for all of the cheap tricks Iago
plays seem somehow inadequate to produce the unshakable con-
viction of his wife’s defilement that seizes Othello’s soul and
drives him mad. After all, as Iago taunts Othello, he cannot
achieve the point of vantage of God whom the Venetian women let
“’see the pranks / They dare not show their husbands’ (3.3.206-7):

Would you, the supervisor, grossly gape on,
Behold her topp’d?

(3.3.401-2)

How then, without “ocular proof” and in the face of both love and
common sense, is Othello so thoroughly persuaded? To answer
this, we must recall the syntactic ambiguity we noted earlier—"to
abuse Othello’s ear, | That he is too familiar with his wife’’—and
turn to a still darker aspect of orthodox Christian doctrine, an
aspect central both to the confessional system and to Protestant
self-scrutiny. Omnis amator feruentior est adulter, goes the Stoic

The Improvisation of Power 247




248

CHAPTER 51X

epigram, and Saint Jerome does not hesitate to draw the inevitable
inference: “An adulterer is he who is too ardent a lover of his
wife.””4% Jerome quotes Seneca: “All love of another's wife is
shameful; so too, too much love of your own. A wise man ought to
love his wife with judgment, not affection. Let him control his
impulses and not be borne headlong into copulation. Nothing is
fouler than to love a wife like an adultress.... Let them show
themsleves to their wives not as lovers, but as husbands.”5° The
words echo through more than a thousand years of Christian
writing on marriage, and, in the decisive form given them by
Augustine and his commentators, remain essentially un-
challenged by the leading continental Reformers of the sixteenth
and early seventeenth century, by Tudor ecclesiastical authorities,
and even by Elizabethan and Jacobean Puritans who sharply op-
posed so many conservative Anglican doctrines. There is, to be
sure, in all shades of Protestantism an attack on the Catholic doc-
trine of celibacy and a celebration of married love, a celebration
that includes acknowledgment of the legitimate role of sexual plea-
sure. But for Reformer as for Catholic, this acknowledgment is
hedged about with warnings.and restrictions. The ““man who
shows no modesty or comeliness in conjugal intercourse,” writes
Calvin, “is committing adultery with his wife,” and the King's
Book, attributed to Henry VIII, informs its readers that in lawful
matrimony a man may break the Seventh Commandment “and
live unchaste with his own wife, if he do unmeasurably or in-
ordinately serve his or her fleshly appetite or lust.”5!

In the Augustinian conception, as elaborated by Raymond of
Pefiaforte, William of Rennes, and others, there are four motives
for conjugal intercourse: to conceive offspring; to render the mar-
ital debt to one’s partner so that he or she might avoid in-
continency; to avoid fornication oneself; and to satisfy desire. The
first two motives are without sin and excuse intercourse ; the third
is a venial sin; the fourth—to satisfy desire—is mortal. Among the
many causes that underlie this institutional hostility to desire is
the tenacious existence, in various forms, of the belief that plea-
sure constitutes a legitimate release from dogma and constraint.
Thus when asked by the Inquisition about her happy past liaison
with the heretical priest of Montaillou, the young Grazide Lizier
replies with naive frankness, “/in those days it pleased me, and it
pleased the priest, that he should know me carnally, and be
known by me; and so I did not think I was sinning, and neither
did he.” 52 “With Pierre Clergue,” she explains, “I liked it. And so
it could not displease God. It was not a sin” (157). For the peasant
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girl, apparently, pleasure was the guarantee of innocence: “But
now, with him, it does not please me any more. And so now, if he
knew me carnally, I should think it a sin” (151). A comparable
attitude, derived not from peasant culture but from the
troubadours, evidently lies behind the more sophisticated
courtship of Romeo: “Thus from my lips, by thine my sin is
purged.”’s?

It should not surprise us that churchmen, Catholic and Prot-
estant alike, would seek to crush such dangerous notions, nor that
they would extend their surveillance and discipline to married
couples and warn that excessive pleasure in the marriage bed is at
least a potential violation of the Seventh Commandment. “Noth-
ing is more vile,” says Raymond’s influential summa, “'than to love
your wife in adulterous fashion.””5* The conjugal act may be with-
out sin, writes the rigorist Nicolaus of Ausimo, but only if “’in the
performance of this act there is no enjoyment of pleasure.” %> Few
summas and no marriage manuals take so extreme a position, but
virtually all are in agreement that the active pursuit of pleasure in
sexuality is damnable, for as Jacobus Ungarelli writes in the six-
teenth century, those who undertake intercourse for pleasure
“exclude God from their minds, act as brute beasts, lack reason,
and if they begin marriage for this reason, are given over to the
power of the devil.”’56

Confessors then must determine if the married penitent has a
legitimate excuse for intercourse and if the act has been performed
with due regard for “‘matrimonial chastity,” while Protestants who
have rejected auricular confession must similarly scrutinize their
own behavior for signs that their pleasure has been too “spa-
cious.”57 “Lust is more spacious than love,” writes Alexander
Niccoles in the early seventeenth century; it “hath no mean, no
bound. .. more deep, more dangerous than the Sea, and less re-
strained, for the Sea hath bounds, but it [lust] hath none.”5® Such
unbounded love is a kind of idelatry, an encroachment upon a
Christian’s debt of loving obedience to God, and it ultimately
destroys the marital relationship as well. Immoderate love,
another Puritan divine warns, “will either be blown down by
some storm or tempest of displeasure, or fall of itself, or else de-
generate into jealousy, the most devouring and fretting canker that
can harbor in a married person’s breast.””s?

These anxieties, rich in implication for Othello, are frequently
tempered in Protestant writings by a recognition of the joyful

ardor of young married couples, but there remains a constant fear
of excess, and, as Ambrose observed centuries earlier, even the
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most plausible excuse for sexual passion is shameful in the old:
“Youths generally assert the desire for generation. How much
more shameful for the old to do what is shameful for the young to
confess.”¢® Othello himself seems eager to ward off this shame; he
denies before the Senate that he seeks

To please the palate of my appetite,
Nor to comply with heat, the young affects
In me defunct, ...

(1.3.262-64)61

But Desdemona makes no such disclaimer; indeed her declaration
of passion is frankly, though by no means exclusively, sexual:

That I did love the Moor, to live with him,

My downright violence, and scorn of fortunes,
May trumpet to the world: my heart’s subdued
Even to the utmost pleasure of my lord.

(1.3.248-51)62

This moment of erotic intensity, this frank acceptance of pleasure
and submission to her spouse’s pleasure, is, I would argue, as
much as lago’s slander the cause of Desdemona’s death, for it
awakens the deep current of sexual anxiety in Othello, anxiety that
with lago’s help expresses itself in quite orthodox fashion as the
perception of adultery.53 Othello unleases upon Cassio—*Michael
Cassio, / That came a-wooing with you’ (3.3.71-72)—the fear of
pollution, defilement, brutish violence that is bound up with his
own experience of sexual pleasure, while he must destroy Desde-
mona both for her excessive experience of pleasure and for awaken-
ing such sensations in himself. Like Guyon in the Bower of Bliss,
Othello transforms his complicity in erotic excess and his fear of
engulfment into a “purifying,” saving violence:

Like to the Pontic sea,
Whose icy current and compulsive course
Ne’er feels retiring ebb, but keeps due on
To the Propontic and the Hellespont,
Even so my bloody thoughts, with violent pace,
Shall ne’er look back, ne’er ebb to humble love,
Till that a capable and wide revenge
Swallow them up.

(3.3.460-67)

His insupportable sexual experience has been, as it were, dis-
placed and absorbed by the act of revenge which can swallow up

not only the guilty lovers but—as the syntax suggests—his own
“bloody thoughts.”

|
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Such is the achievement of Iago’s improvisation on the religious
sexual doctrine in which Othello believes; true to that doctrine,
pleasure itself becomes for Othello pollution, a defilement of his
property in Desdemona and in himself.5* It is at the level of this
dark, sexual revulsion that Iago has access to Othello, access as-
sured, as we should expect, by the fact that beneath his cynical
modernity and professed self-love Iago reproduces in himself the
same psychic structure. He is as intensely preoccupied with adul-
tery, while his anxiety about his own sexuality may be gauged
from the fact that he conceives his very invention, as the images of
engendering suggest, as a kind of demonic semen that will bring
forth monsters. 55 Indeed lago’s discourse—his assaults on women,
on the irrationality of eros, on the brutishness of the sexual act—
reiterates virtually to the letter the orthodox terms of Ungarelli's
attack on those who seek pleasure in intercourse.

The improvisational process we have been discussing depends
for its success upon the concealment of its symbolic center, but as
the end approaches this center becomes increasingly visible.
When, approaching the marriage bed on which Desdemona has
spread the wedding sheets, Othello rages, “Thy bed, lust stain’d,
shall with lust’s blood be spotted”” (5.1.36), he comes close to re-
vealing his tormenting identification of marital sexuality—limited
perhaps to the night he took Desdemona’s virginity—and adul-
tery.%¢ The orthodox element of this identification is directly
observed—

this sorrow’s heavenly,
It strikes when it does love—
(5.2.21-22)

and on her marriage bed / deathbed Desdemona seems at last to
pluck out the heart of the mystery:

orHELLe Think on thy sins.

DESDEMONA They are loves I bear to you.

otHELLO And for that thou diest.

pESDEMONA That death’s unnatural, that kills for loving.
(5.2.39-42)

The play reveals at this point not the unfathomable darkness of
human metives but their terrible transparency, and the horror of
the revelation is its utter inability to deflect violence. Othello’s
identity is entirely caught up in the narrative structure that drives
him to turn Desdemona into a being incapable of pleasure, a piece
of “monumental alabaster,” so that he will at last be able to love
her without the taint of adultery:
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Be thus, when thou art dead, and I will kill thee,
And love thee after.

(5.2.18-19)

It is as if Othello had found in a necrophilic fantasy the secret
solution to the intolerable demands of the rigorist sexual ethic,
and the revelation that Cassio has not slept with Desdemona leads
only to a doubling of this solution, for the adulterous sexual plea-
sure that Othello had projected upon his lieutenant now rebounds
upon himself.*” Even with the exposure of Iago’s treachery, then,
there is for Othello no escape—rather a still deeper submission to
narrative, a reaffirmation of the self as story, but now split suici-
dally between the defender of the faith and the circumcised enemy
who must be destroyed. Lodovico’s bizarrely punning response to
Othello’s final speech—"O bloody period!”—insists precisely

upon the fact that it was a speech, that this life fashioned as a text
is ended as a text,

To an envious contemporary like Robert Greene, Shakespeare
seems a kind of green-room lago, appropriating for himself the
labors of others. In Othello Shakespeare seems to acknowledge,
represent, and explore his affinity to the malicious improviser,
but, of course, his relation to the theater and to his culture is far
more complex than such an affinity could suggest. There are
characters in his works who can improvise without tragic results,
characters who can embrace a mobility of desire—one of whose
emblems is the male actor playing a female character dressed up as
a male—that neither Iago, nor Othello, nor Desdemona can en-
dure. Destructive violence is not Shakespeare’s only version of
these materials, and even in Othello, Iago is not the playwright’s
only representation of himself. Still, at the least we must grant
Robert Greene that it would have seemed fatal to be imitated by
Shakespeare. He possessed a limitless talent for entering into the
consciousness of another, perceiving its deepest structures as a
manipulable fiction, reinscribing it into his own narrative form.8
If in the late plays, he experiments with controlled disruptions of
narrative, moments of eddying and ecstasy, these invariably give
way to reaffirmations of self-fashioning through story.
Montaigne, who shares many of Shakespeare’s most radical per-
ceptions, invents in effect a brilliant mode of non-narrative self-
fashioning: “I cannot keep my subject still. Tt goes along be-
fuddled and staggering, with a natural drunkenness. I take it in
this condition, just as it is at the moment I give my attention to
it.”’¢® Shakespeare by contrast remains throughout his career the
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supreme purveyor of “empathy,” the fashioner of narrative selves,
the master improviser. Where Montaigne withdrew to his study,
Shakespeare became the presiding genius of a popular, urban art
form with the capacity to foster psychic mobility in the service of
Elizabethan power; he became the principal maker of what we
may see as the prototype of the mass media Professor Lemer so
admires.

Finally, we may ask, is this service to power a function of the
theater itself or of Shakespeare’s relation to his medium? The an-
swer, predictably, is both. The theater is widely perceived in the
period as the concrete manifestation of the histrionic quality of
life, and, more specifically, of power—the power of the prince who
stands as an actor upon a stage before the eyes of the nation, the
power of God who enacts His will in the Theater of the World. The
stage justifies itself against recurrent charges of immorality by
invoking this normative function: it is the expression of those
rules that govern a properly ordered society and displays visibly
the punishment, in laughter and violence, that is meted out upon
those who violate the rules. Most playwrights pay at least pro-
fessional homage to these values; they honor the institutions that
enable them to earn their keep and give voice to the ideology that
holds together both their “mystery’”” and the society at large.

In Marlowe, as we have seen, we encounter a playwright at odds
with this ideology. If the theater normally reflects and flatters the
royal sense of itself as national performance, Marlowe struggles to
expose the underlying motives of any performance of power. If the
theater normally affirms God’s providence, Marlowe explores the
tragic needs and interests that are served by all such affirmations.
If the Elizabethan stage functions as one of the public uses of
spectacle to impose normative ethical patterns on the urban mas-
ses, Marlowe enacts a relentless challenge to those patterns and
undermines employment of rhetoric and violence in their service.

Shakespeare approaches his culture not, like Marlowe, as rebel
and blasphemer, but rather as dutiful servant, content to im-
provise a part of his own within its orthodoxy. And if after cen-
turies, that improvisation has been revealed to us as embodying
an almost boundless challenge to the culture’s every tenet, a de-
vastation of every source, the author of Othello would have under-
stood that such a revelation scarcely matters. After all, the heart of
a successful improvisation lies in concealment, not exposure; and
besides, as we have seen, even a hostile improvisation reproduces
the relations of power that it hopes to displace and absorb. This is
not to dismiss the power of hatred or the significance of
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distinctions—it matters a great deal whether Othello or Iago, the
Lucayans or the Spaniards prevail—only to suggest the bound-
aries that define the possibility of any improvisational contact,
even contact characterized by hidden malice.

[ would not want to argue, in any event, that Shakespeare’s
relation to his culture is defined by hidden malice. Such a case can
no doubt be made for many of the plays—stranger things have been
said—but it will sound forced and unconvincing, just as the case
for Shakespeare as an unwavering, unquestioning apologist for
Tudor ideology sounds forced and unconvincing. The solution
here is not, I suggest, that the truth lies somewhere in between.
Rather the truth itself is radically unstable and yet constantly
stabilized, as unstable as those male authorities that affirm them-
selves only to be undermined by subversive women and then to
be reconstituted in a different guise. If any reductive generaliza-
tion about Shakespeare’s relation to his culture seems dubious, it
is because his plays offer no single timeless affirmation or denial of
legitimate authority and no central, unwavering authorial pres-
ence. Shakespeare’s language and themes are caught up, like the
medium itself, in unsettling repetitions, committed to the shifting
voices and audiences, with their shifting aesthetic assumptions
and historical imperatives, that govern a living theater.

Criticism can legitimately show—as I hope my discussion of
Othello does—that Shakespeare relentlessly explores the relations
of power in a given culture. That more than exploration is in-
volved is much harder to demonstrate convincingly. If there are
intimations in Shakespeare of a release from the complex narrative
orders in which everyone is inscribed, these intimations do not
arise from bristling resistance or strident denunciation—the mood
of a Jaques or Timon. They arise paradoxically from a peculiarly
intense submission whose downright violence undermines every-
thing it was meant to shore up, the submission depicted not in
Othello or Iago but in Desdemona. As both the play and its culture
suggest, the arousal of intense, purposeless pleasure is only
superficially a confirmation of existing values, established
selves.”® In Shakespeare’s narrative art, liberation from the mas-
sive power structures that determine social and psychic reality is
glimpsed in an excessive aesthetic delight, an erotic embrace of
those very structures—the embrace of a Desdemona whose love is
more deeply unsettling than even a Iago’s empathy.

Eptlogue

A few years ago, at the start of a plane flight from Baltimore to
Boston, I settled down next to a middle-aged man who was staring
pensively out of the window. There was no assigned seating, and I
had chosen this neighbor as the least likely to disturb me, since I
wanted to finish rereading Geertz's Interpretation of Cultures,
which I was due to teach on my return to Berkeley the following
week. But no sooner had I fastened my seat belt and turned my
mind to Balinese cock-fighting than the man suddenly began to
speak to me. He was traveling to Boston, he said, to visit his
grown son who was in the hospital. A disease had, among other
consequences, impaired the son’s speech, so that he could only
mouth words soundlessly; still more seriously, as a result of the
illness, he had lost his will to live. The father was going, he told
me, to try to restore that will, but he was troubled by the thought
that he would be incapable of understanding the son’s attempts at
speech. He had therefore a favor to ask me: would I mime a few
sentences so that he could practice reading my lips? Would I say,
soundlessly, “I want to die. I want to die”?

Taken aback, I began to form the words, with the man staring
intently at my mouth: “I want to...” But I was incapable of
finishing the sentence. ““Couldn’t I say, ‘I want to live’?”” Or better
still (since the seat belt sign had by this time flashed off), he might
go into the bathroom, I suggested lamely, and practice on himself
in front of a mirror. “’It’s not the same,” the man replied in a shaky
voice, then turned back to the window. “I'm sorry,”” I said, and we
sat in silence for the rest of the flight.
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Notes to Pages 218-224

pleasures are laid aside, they give place to the search of this
but only suspected desire.... For although the beauties,
r}cbes, honours, sciences, virtues, and perfections of all men
living, were in the present possession of one; yel somewhat
beyond and above all this there would still be sought and
earnestly thirsted for.

Ciordano Brun_o, The Heroic Frenzies, trans. Paul E. Memo, Jr., University
of North Carolina Studies in Romance Languages and Literatures, no. 50
(1964), pp. 128-29:

Whatever species is represented to the intellect and com-
prehended by the will, the intellect concludes there is another
species above it, a greater and still greater one, and con-
sequently it is always impelled toward new motion and
abstraction in a certain fashijon. For it ever realizes that ev-
erything it possesses is a limited thing which for that reason
cannot be sufficient in itself, good in itself, or beautiful in
itself, because the limited thing is not the universe and is not
the absolute entity, but is contracted to this nature, this
species or this form represented to the intellect and presented
to the soul. As a result, from that beautiful which is com-
prehengigd, and therefore limited, and consequently beautiful
by participation, the intellect progresses toward that which is
truly beautiful without limit or circumspection whatsoever.

t[‘l'lere are strikingly similar passages in Cusa and Ficino. The philosoph-
ical origins of all these expressions are to be found in Plato and Au-
gustine,

4{5. Kenneth Burke, The Rhetoric of Religion (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1961), p. 69.

‘.17. Erich f_kuerk?ach, Mirmesis, trans. Willard R. Trask (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1968 ed.), p- 311. The relevance of this pas-
sage to the present context was suggested to me by my colleague Paul
Alpers.

48. Paul Valéry, Leonardo Poe Mallarmé, trans. Malcolm Cowley and
James R. Lawler (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972) [vol. & of

1‘2}8 Col;e;:ted Works of Paul Valéry, ed. Jackson Mathews, Bollingen Series
, p. 93

Chapter Six

1. On the feudal revival, see Arthur B. Ferguson, The Indian Summer of
English Chivalry (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1960), Frances A.
_Yates, “Elizabethan Chivalry: The Romance of the Accession Day Tilts,”
in Astraea; The Imperial Theme in the Sixteenth Century (London: Rout-
ledge, 1975), pp. 88-111, and Roy Strong, The Cult of Elizabeth: Elizabethan
Portraiture and Pageaniry (London: Thames and Hudson, 1977).

2. John Steevens, cited in Spenser, Variorum 1:252.

3. It is not certain who borrowed from whom, though I think the domi-
nant view, that Marlowe borrowed from Spenser, is quite likely. See

Notes to Pages 224-231

chapter 5, note 2, above. For the parallels between Spenser and Marlowe,
see also Charles Crawford, “Edmund Spenser, ‘Locrine,” and ‘Selimus,""”
Notes and Queries (Oth ser.) 7 (1901), pp. 61-63, 101-3, 14244, 203-5,
261-63, 324-25, 384-86.

4. Daniel Lerner, The Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the Mid-
dle East (New York: Free Press, 1958; rev. ed. 1964), p. 49.

5. The figures are from Sherburne Cook and Woodrow W. Borah, Essays
in Population History: Mexico and the Caribbean (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1971), pp. 376-411.

6. Peter Martyr (Pietro Martire d'Anghiera), De Orbe Novo, trans. M.
Lok, p. 623. The Seventh Decade was finished in the middle of 1525. On
Peter Martyr, see Henry R. Wagner, “Peter Martyr and His Works,” Pro-
ceedings of the American Antiquarian Society 56 (1946), pp. 238-88. There is
a rather pallid modern translation of De Orbe Novo by Francis A. MacNutt
(New York: Putnam’s, 1912).

7. Itis the essence of sprezzatura to create the impression of a spontane-
ous improvisation by means of careful rehearsals. Similarly, the early
English drama often strove for this effect; see, for example, Fulgens and
Lucres where the seemingly incidental conversation of “A"” and “B” is
fully scripted.

8. Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modern World System.

9. Roy Strong, The Cult of Elizabeth: Elizabethan Portraiture and Pagean-
try, p. 153.

10. As an example of the operation of displacement in the visual arts,
one may consider Breughel’s Christ Bearing the Cross, where the mourning
figures from Van der Weyden'’s great Descent from the Cross are pushed out
to the margin of the canvas and the swirling, festive crowd all but
obscures Christ. Similarly, for absorption we may invoke Diirer’s self-
portrait of 1500, where the rigidly frontalized, verticalized, hieratic figure
has taken into itself the Christ Pantocrator.

11. Joel B. Altman, The Tudor Play of Mind. See also Jackson L. Cope, The
Theater and the Dream: From Metaphor to Form in Renaissance Drama (Bal-
timore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973), esp. chaps. 4-6. Cape
argues brilliantly for the central importance of improvisation in the drama
of the Renaissance, but for him improvisation is in the service finally of “a
real coherence” of “the eternal order” of the myths of renewal (p. 210).
One passes, by means of an apparent randomness, a chaotic flux, to a
buried but all-powerful form. Improvisation is the mask of providence,

and Cope concludes his study with a discussion of The Tempest as a
“mythic play” of natural resurrection and Christian doctrine. 1 would
argue that the final effect of improvisation in Shakespeare is the reverse:
we always begin with a notion of the inescapability of form, a sense that
there are no surprises, that narrative triumphs over the apparent dis-
ruptions, that even the disruptions serve narrative by confirming the
presence of the artist as a version of the presence of God. And through
improvisation we pass, only partially and tentatively, to a sense that in
the very acts of homage to the great formal structures, there open up small
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but constant glimpses of the limitations of those structures, of their in-
securities, of the possibility of their collapse.

12. Confutation, 8:1, pp. 90-92. My attention was drawn to this passage
by Professor Louis L. Martz who discussed it in a lecture at the Folger
conference “Thomas More: The Man and His Age.” On More’s “art of
improvisation” see Martz, “The Tower Works,” in St. Thomas More: Ac-
tion and Contemplation, pp. 63-65.

13. Richard III virtually declares himself an improviser: “I clothe my
naked villainy / With odd old ends stol'n forth of holy writ” (1.3.335-36).
He gives a fine demonstration of his agility when he turns Margaret's
curse back on herself. Behind this trick perhaps is the fact that there were
in the popular culture of the Renaissance formulaic curses and satirical
jigs into which any names could be fitted; see Charles Read Baskervill,
The Elizabethan Jig and Related Song Drama (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1929), pp. 66-67.

14. All citations of Othello are to the Arden edition, ed. M. R. Ridley
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1958). Iago’s description of
Cassio, ““a finder out of occasions’’ (2.1.240-41), is a far more apt descrip-
tion of himself as an improviser.

15. This interpretation is argued powerfully in an unpublished essay,
“On the Language of Sexual Pathology in Othello,” by Edward Snow of
George Mason University. A similar case is made by Arthur Kirsch in a
sensitive psychoanalytic study, “The Polarization of Erotic Love in
Othello” (Modern Language Review 73 [1978], pp. 721-40). Kirsch suggests
that what becomes insupportable for Othello is “the fulsomeness of his
own sexual instincts and, as his verbal and physical decomposition
suggests, his jealous rage against Cassio is ultimately a rage against him-
self which reaches back to the elemental and destructive triadic fantasies
E'Vhl:;;l 7;1’( one stage in childhood govern the mind of every human being”
p. g

16. Iago's performance here, which Desdemona unnervingly charac-
terizes as “lame and impotent,” is one of the ways in which he is linked to
the playwright or at least to the Vice-like ““presenter’” of a play; see Ber-
nard Spivack, Shakespeare and the Allegory of Evil: The History of a
Metaphor in Relation to His Major Villains (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1958).

17. One might argue that Shakespeare, like Marx, sees the exploiter as
doomed by the fact that he must reduce his victim to nothingness, but
where Marx derives a revolutionary optimism from this process, S};ake-
speare derives the tragic mood of the play’s end.

18. For lago’s “corrosive habit of abstraction,” see Maynard Mack, “The
Jacobean Shakespeare: Some Observations on the Construction of the
Tragedies,” in Stratford-upon-Avon Studies: Jacobean Theatre 1 (1960), p.
18. For lago as a “portrait of the artist,” see Stanley Edgar Hyman, lago:
Some Approaches to the Illusion of His Motivation (New York: Atheneum
1970), pp. 61-100. ’

19. The vertigo intensifies if we add the sly preceding line: “It is as sure

Notes to Pages 236-237

as you are Roderigo, / Were I the Moor, I would not be lago.” One imag-
ines that Roderigo would unconsciously touch himself at this point to
make sure that he is Roderigo.

Iago is a master of the vertiginous confounding of self and other, being

and seeming:

Men should be what they seem,
Or those that be not, would they might seem none.
(111, iii, 130-31)
He’s that he is; I may not breathe my censure,
What he might be, if, as he might, he is not,
I would to heaven he were!
(IV, i, 267-69)

20. See, for example, Theodor Lipps:

The specific characteristic of esthetic pleasure has now been
defined. It consists in this: that it is the enjoyment of an ob-
ject, which however, so far as it is the object of enjoyment, is
not an object, but myself. Or, it is the enjoyment of the ego,
which however, so far as it is esthetically enjoyed, is not my-

self but objective.
Now, all this is included in the concept empathy. It con-

stitutes the very meaning of this concept. Empathy is the fact
here established, that the object is myself and by the very
same token this self of mine is the object. Empathy is the fact
that the antithesis between myself and the object disappears,
or rather does not yet exist. ("Empathy, Inner Imitation, and
Sense-Feelings,” in A Modern Book of Esthetics, ed. Melvin
Rader [New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1960], p. 376.)

To establish this “fact,” Lipps must posit a wholly esthetic dimension and
what he calls an “ideal,”” as opposed to a “practical” self. In Othello there
is no realm of the purely esthetic, no space defined by the intersection of
negative capability and the willing suspension of disbelief, and no sep-
aration of an “ideal” from a “practical” self.

21. To complicate matters further, both declarations occur in a cunning
performance for his dupe Roderigo; that is, Iago is saying what he pre-
sumes Roderigo wants to believe.

22, Thus lago invokes heaven as the judge of his self-interested hypoc-
risy, for self and interest as stable entities both rely ultimately upon an
absolute Being.

23. Elsewhere too, Othello speaks as if aware of himself as a character:
“Were it my cue to fight,” he tells the incensed Brabantio and his own
followers, “I should have known it, / Without a prompter” (1.2.83-84).
His acceptance of the commission to fight the Turks is likewise couched in
an inflated diction that suggests he is responding to a cue:

The tyrant custom, most grave senators,
Hath made the flinty and steel couch of war
My thrice-driven bed of down: I do agnize
A natural and prompt alacrity

299



4
e
SENTEE T

R R = 2

po gt = e e Rl v

L

\:
"

=

TP T

iy — R

s —— e

e
iy
i

o

300

Notes to Pages 237-240

I find in hardness, and would undertake
This present wars against the Ottomites.
(1.3.229-34)

24. Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou: The Promised Land of Error,
trans. Barbara Bray (New York: Braziller, 1978), pp- 8-9. In areview essay,
Natalie Zemon Davis calls attention to the narrative structure of the tes-
timony, a structure she attributes not to the pressure of the Inquisition
but to the form of village culture: “Some of these details were probably
remembered over the decades—good memories are part of oral culture—
but most form a reconstructed past: from a general memory of an event, a
narrative is created that tells with verisimilitude how the events could
have unfolded. The past is a story” (“Les Conteurs de Montaillou,” An-
nales: Economies, Sociétés, Civilisations 34 [1979], p. 70).

On narrativity as a mode, see Louis Marin, Utopiques: jeux d’espaces;
Svetlana Alpers, “Describe or Narrate? A Problem in Realistic Repre-
sentation,” New Literary History 7 (1976-77), pp. 15-41; Leo Bersani, “The
Other Freud,” Humanities in Society 1 (1978), pp. 35-49.

25. The Aeneid of Virgil, trans. Allen Mandelbaum (New York: Bantam
Books, 1972), bk. 1, lines 1049-51.

26. I very reluctantly accept the Quarto’s sighs for the Folio’s kisses; the
latter need not, as editors sometimes claim, suggest an improbable im-
modesty but rather may express Othello’s perception of Desdemona’s
nature, hence what her love has given him. Moreover, the frank eroticism
of kisses is in keeping with Desdemona’s own speeches; it is Othello who
emphasizes a pity that she voices nowhere in the play itself. On the other
hand, sighs admits a simpler reading and by no means excludes the erotic.

There is another interpretive problem in this speech that should be
noted: the last two lines are usually taken as a continuation of Des-
demona’s actual response, as recalled by Othello. But they may equally
be his interpretation of her feelings, in which case they may say far more
about Othello than about Desdemona. A competent actor could suggest
either possibility. There is a further ambiguity in the her of “made her
such a man”: I hear her as accusative, but the dative cannot be ruled out.

27. William Tyndale, Obedience, p. 171, and above, chapter 2.

28. Both the Folio and the Second Quarto read ‘“You are the Lord of
duty,” but the paradox of an absolute duty that must nevertheless be
divided is suggestive.

29. lago is improvising on two earlier remarks of Brabantio:

and she, in spite of nature,
Of years, of country, credit, everything,
To fall in love with what she fear'd to look on?
(1.3.96-98)
and

Look to her, Moor, have a quick eye to see:
She has deceiv’d her father, may do thee.

(1.3.292-93)

Notes to Pages 240-242

In a society deeply troubled by clandestine marriage, the circumstances

of Desdemona’s union already brand her as faithless, even at the moment
Othello stakes his life upon her faith, while, quite apart from these cir-

cumstances, it would seem for the male psyche depicted in the play that
the very act of leaving her father borders obscurely on sexual betrayal.
30. See George K. Hunter, ““Othello and Colour Prejudice,” Proceedings

of the British Academy 1967 53 (1968), pp. 139-63; Leslie A. Fielder, The
Stranger in Shakespeare (New York: Stein & Day, 1972), chap. 3.

A measure of the complex significance of Othello’s blackness may be
taken from a glance at the competing interpretive possibilities of Des-
demona’s “‘I saw Othello’s visage in his mind" (1.3.252):

“Do not be surprised that I have married an older black man

who looks to you grotesque and terrifying. I have married not
a face, a complexion, but a mind: a resolute, Christian mind.”

#1 gaw Othello’s valuation of himself, his internal image, the
picture he has in his mind of his own face. I saw how much he
had at stake in his narrative sense of himself, how much his
whole existence depended upon this sense, and I was deeply
drawn to this "visage.””’

1 saw Othello’s visage—his blackness, his otherness—in his
mind as well as his complexion: there is a unity in his being. [
am subdued to precisely this quality in him.”

31. Ridley, in the Arden edition, adheres to the Quarto’s “calmness” at
line 185, Most editors prefer the Folio's “calms.”

32. Ephesians 5.28-32, as cited in the marriage liturgy (The Book of
Common Prayer 1553, ed. John Booty [Charlottesville: University of Vir-
ginia Press, 1976], p. 297). The passage is quoted by Arthur Kirsch, “The
Polarization of Erotic Love in Othello,” p. 721, who draws conclusions
closely parallel to some of my own, though he differs in emphases and
methodology.

33. Becon and Gouge are cited in William and Malleville Haller, “The
Puritan Art of Love,”” Huntington Library Quarterly 5 (1941-42), pp. 4445,
46.

34. From its inception, Christianity competed fiercely with other sexual
conceptions and practices. For a detailed and moving study of one
episode in this struggle, see Le Roy Ladurie’s Montaillou. Michel Foucault
has attempted the beginnings of a modern history of the subject in La
volonté de savoir,

35. The City of God, trans. Marcus Dods (New York: Modern Library,
1950), bk. 14, chap. 24, pp. 473-75.

36. For the inherent violence of sexuality, see Lucretius, The Nature of
the Universe, trans. Ronald Latham (Baltimore: Penguin, 1951): “Lovers’
passion is storm-tossed, even in the moment of fruition, by waves of
delusion and incertitude. They cannot make up their mind what to enjoy
first with eye or hand. They clasp the object of their longing so tightly that
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Notes to Pages 243-247

the embrace is painful. They kiss so fiercely that teeth are driven into lips.
All this because their pleasure is not pure, but they are goaded by an
underlying impulse to hurt the thing, whatever it may be, that gives rise
to these budding shoots of madness” (pp. 163-64).

37. Richard Onorato has called my attention to the way lago, who is
watching this scene, subsequently uses the word content. ‘nothing can,
nor shall content my soul,” he tells himself, ““Till I am even with him,
wife, for wife’" (2.1.293-94). Later, when under his influence Othello has
bade “farewell content” (3.3.354), lago proffers the consoling words,
“Pray be content” (3.3.457).

38. When Othello asks Desdemona to leave him a little to himself, she
replies, “Shall I deny you? no, farewell, my lord” (3.3.87).

39. “Prithee unpin me” requires that the actress, as she speaks these
'Iwords, call attention to Desdemona’s erotic submission to Othello’s vio-
ence.

40. As Gabrielle Jackson pointed out to me, Emilia feels that she must

explain her refusal to observe her husband’s commands to be silent and
g0 home:

Good gentlemen, let me have leave to speak,
“Tis proper I obey him but not now:
Perchance, lago, I will ne’er go home.
(5.2.196-98)

The moment is felt as a liberating gesture and redeems her earlier, com-
pliant theft of the handkerchief, but it is both too late and fatal. The play
does not hold out the wife’s disobedience as a way of averting tragedy.

41. Jacques Lacan, The Language of the Self: The Function of Language in
Psychoanalysis (Discours de Rome), trans. Anthony Wilden (Baltimore: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1968), p. 11.

42. In effect, Othello invokes larger and larger spheres of self-
fashioning: Othello to Desdemona, Othello to Desdemona and Brabantio,
Othello to the Senate, Othello to heaven. We might add that the narrative
element in formal auricular confession may have been heightened by the
fact that confessors were instructed not to interrupt the penitent but to let
him begin with a full and circumstantial account.

43. The word confession and its variants (confess'd, confessions) is re-
peated eighteen times in the course of the play, more often than in any
other play in the canon.

_ 44, See Thomas N. Tentler, Sin and Confession on the Eve of the Reforma-
tion, and chapter 2, above.

45. This is a frequent response in the literature of colonialism; we have
encountered it in Spenser’s View of the Present State of Ireland, where he
sees the Irish as living in certain respects as the English did before the
civilizing influence of the Norman Conquest.

46. Tentler, p. 229. The Eruditorium penitentiale points out that in cases
of necessity it is possible to kill or steal justifiably, “but no one may
fornicate knowingly without committing a mortal sin.” Tentler observes,
"This kind of thinking is an exaggeration even of medieval puritanism,

Notes to Pages 247-248

Yet it is also true that the climate of religious opinion allowed and perhaps
even encouraged such exaggerations.”

Cf. Francis Dillingham, Christian Oeconomy or Household Government
(London: John Tapp, 1609): “Julius Caesar made a law that if the husband
or the wife found either in adultery, it should be lawful for the husband to
kill the wife or the wife the husband. Death then by the light of nature is
fit punishment for adulterers and adulteresses’” (p. 13).

47. George Joye, A Contrarye (to a certayne manis) Consultacion: That
Adulterers ought to be punyshed wyth deathe. Wyth the solucions of his ar-
gumentes for the contrarye (London: n.p., 1559?), pp. G4", A4". “The sa-
cred integrity therefore of this Christ’s holy church, the inviolable honor
of holy matrimony ordained of God, the preservation of the private and
public peace, all honesty, godly zeal to virtue, to the salvation of our souls
and to God’s glory should constrain every Christian heart to counsel, to
exhort and to excite all Christian magistrates to cut off this contagious
canker of adultery from among us, lest in further creeping, ... it daily
corrupteth the whole body of this noble realm so that it else be at last so
incurable that . . . neither the vice nor yet the just remedy will be suffered”
(A6Y).

The death penalty for adulterers was briefly adopted by the Puritan
Parliament in the seventeenth century; see Keith Thomas, "The Puritans
and Adultery: the Act of 1650 Reconsidered,” in Puritans and Revolu-
tionaries: Essays in Seventeenth-Century History, ed. Donald Pennington
and Keith Thomas (Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1978), pp. 257-82.

48. William Perkins, A Godly and Learned Exposition of Christs Sermon in
the Mount (Cambridge: Thomas Pierson, 1608), p. 111. See Robert V.
Schnucker, “La position puritaine a l'égard de l'adultére,” Annales:
Economies, Sociétés, Civilisations 27 (1972), pp. 1379-88,

49. Quoted, with a mass of supporting material, in John T. Noonan, Jr.,
Contraception: A History of Its Treatment by the Catholic Theologians and
Canonists (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1966), p. 80. The
Stoic marital doctrine, Noonan observes, “joined the Stoic distrust of
pleasure and the Stoic insistence on purpose’” (p. 47); early Christians
embraced the doctrine and hardened its formulation in combatting the
gnostic sects,

50. Noonan, p. 47.

51. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, bk. 2, chap. 8, section
44, quoted in Lawrence Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage in England
1500-1800, p. 499; The King’s Book, or a Necessary Doctrine and Erudition for
Any Christian Man (1543), ed. T. A. Lacey (London: Society for Promoting
Christian Knowledge, 1932), pp. 111-12. See likewise John Rogers, The
Glasse of Godly Loue (1569), ed. Frederick ]. Furnivall, New Shakespeare
Society, ser. 6, no. 2 (London: N Triibner, 1876), p. 185:

Also there ought to be a temperance between man and
wife, for God hath ordained marriage for a remedy or
medicine, to assuage the heart of the burning flesh, and
for procreation, and not beastly for to fulfill the whole
lusts of the devilish mind and wicked flesh; for, though
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ye have a promise that the act in marriage is not sin
...yet if ye take excess, or use it beastly, vilely, or in-
ordinately, your mistemperance makes that ill which is
good (being rightly used), and that which is clean, ye
defile through your abusing of it.

In the seventeenth century, William Perkins informs his readers that
the “holy manner” in marital intercourse involves moderation, “for even
in wedlock, excess in lusts is not better than plain adultery before God.”
“This is the judgment of the ancient Church,” notes Perkins, citing Am-
brose and Augustine, “that Intemperance, that is, immoderate desire
even between man and wife, is fornication” (Christian Oeconomie, trans.
Thomas Pickering [London: Felix Kyngstone, 1609], pp. 113-14).

52. Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou, p. 151. In fact the priest, who was, in Le
Roy Ladurie’s words, “an energetic lover and incorrigible Don Juan” (p.
154), held a somewhat different position. “One woman’s just like
another,”” he told Grazide’s mother, “The sin is the same, whether she is
married or not. Which is as much as to say that there is no sin about it at
all” (p. 157). Le Roy Ladurie interprets his views on love as follows:
“Starting from the Cathar proposition that ‘any sexual act, even between
married persons, is wrong,” ha applied it to suit himself. Because every-
thing was forbidden, one act was no worse than another” (pp. 158-59).

53. 1.5.107. Le Roy Ladurie quotes from the Brévaire d’amour: A lady
who sleeps with a true lover is purified of all sins. . . the joy of love makes
the act innocent, for it proceeds from a pure heart” (p. 159).

See Friar Laurence’s warnings to Romeo about excessive love:

These violent delights have violent ends

And in their triumph die, like fire and powder,
Which, as they kiss, consume. . ..

Therefore love moderately: long love doth so.

54. Tentler, p. 174.

55. Tentler, p. 181: “hoc est in executione ipsius actus nulla voluptatis
delectatione teneatur.”

56. Tentler, p. 183. According to the King's Book, over those who have
violated married chastity, “the Devil hath power, as the angel Raphael
said unto Thobit, They that marry in such wise that they exclude God out
of their hearts, and give themselves unto their own carnal lusts, as it were
an horse or a mule, which have no reason; upon such persons the Devil
hath power” (p. 112).

For a humanist's version of these notions, see the following aphorisms
from Juan Luis Vives's Introductio ad Sapientam:

The pleasure of the body is, like the body itself, vile and
brutal.

Sensual delectation bores the soul and benumbs the intellect.

Sensual delectation is like robbery, it vilifies the soul, This is

the reason why even the most corrupted man seeks secrecy
and abhors witnesses.

(2.6.9-14)

Notes to Pages 249-250

Sensual pleasure is fleeting and momentaneous, tcu_tally be-
yond any control and always mixed with frustration.
Nothing debilitates more the vigor of the our intellect than
sexual pleasure. : )
(Carlos G. Norefia, Juan Luis Vives [The Hague: Martinus
Nijhoff, 1970], p. 211)

For an attenuated modern version, see the first televised speech deliv-
ered from the Sistine Chapel on 27 August 1978 by Pope John Paul F; the
pope prayed that families “may be defended from the destruct}ve attitude
of sheer pleasure-seeking, which snuffs out life” (5.F. Chronicle, 28 Au-
gust 1978, p. 1). .

57. In the early seventeenth century, Samuel Hieron counsels married
couples to recite the following prayer before going to bed: “/Allay in us all
sensual and brutish love, purifying and sanctifying our affections one
towards another, that we may in nothing dishonor this honorable state,
nor pollute the bed of marriage . . . but may use this thine ordinance in the
holy sort, that carnal lusts may be slaked and subdued, nor increased or
inflamed thereby” (A Helpe Unto Devotion, 3d ed. [London: H.L., 1611], p.
411).

5)8‘ A Discourse of Marriage and Wiving (London, 1620), quoted in
Ronald Mushat Frye, “The Teachings of Classical Puritanism on Conjugal
Love,” Studies in the Renaissance 2 (1955), pp. 156-57.

59. William Whately, A Bride-bush (London, 1619), quoted in Frye, p.
156.

60. Noonan, p. 79.

61. A major textual crux, and I have taken the liberty, for the sake of
clarity and brevity, to depart from Ridley’s reading which is as follows:

the young affects
In my defunct, and proper satisfaction.

As Ridley says, “‘after all the discussion, Othello’s meaning is moderately
clear. He is too mature to be subjugated by physical desire”’; but he goes
on to read proper as “justifiable,” where I would read it as “my own."”
Ridley’s moderately should be emphasized.

62. Yet another crux: the Quarto reads ““very quality” instead of “‘ut-
most pleasure.” I find the latter more powerful and persuasive, partic-
ularly in the context of Desdemona’s further mention (1. 255) of “The rites
for which I love him.”

lago twice echoes Desdemona’s declaration: “It was a violent com-
mencement in her, and thou shalt see an answerable sequestration”
(1.3.342-43) and again “Mark me with what violence she first loved the
Moor” (2.1.221). _

63. Desdemona is, in effect, a kind of mirror reversal of Cordelia: where
the latter is doomed in the first act of the play by her refusal to declare her
love, the former is doomed precisely for such a declaration.

Professor Spivack, along with most critics of the play, sees lago as the
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enemy of the religious bond in marriage (pp. 49-50); I would argue that it
1s precisely the nature of this bond, as defined by rigorists, that torments
Othello.

64. On “property” see Kenneth Burke, A Grammar of Motives (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1969): “lago may be considered ‘con-
substantial’ with Othello in that he represents the principles of jealousy
implicit in Othello’s delight in Desdemona as a private spiritual posses-
sion. Iago, to arouse Othello, must talk a language that Othello knows as
well as he, a language implicit in the nature of Othello’s love as the
idealization of his private property in Desdemona. This language is the
dialectical opposite of Othello’s; but it so thoroughly shares a common
ground with Othello’s language that its insinuations are never for one
moment irrelevant to Othello’s thinking. Iago must be cautious in leading
Othello to believe them as true: but Othello never for a moment doubts
them as values” (p. 414). As so often happens, 1 discovered that Burke's
brilliant sketch had anticipated the shape of much of my argument. Burke
has an essay on the ritual structure of the play in Hudson Review 4 (1951),
pp. 165-203.

65. I'have read two powerful unpublished essays that analyze the male
sexual anxieties in the play at a level prior to or beneath the social and
doctrinal one discussed here: Edward Snow, “On the Language of Sexual
Pathology in Othello” and C. L. Barber, ““I'll pour this pestilence into his
ear’; Othello as a Development from Hamlet.”

66. In act 4, Othello had first thought of poisoning Desdemona and then
was persuaded by lago to “‘strangle her in her bed, even the bed she hath
contaminated” (4.1.203-4). The blood he fantasizes about later may be
simply an expression of violence (as he had earlier declared, “I will chop
her into messes” [4.1.196]), but it is tempting to see it as a projection of
the blood that marked her loss of virginity and hence, in his disturbed
formulation, as “lust’s blood.” For a sensitive exploration of the anxiety
over virginity, staining, and impotence in Othello, see Stanley Cavell,
"Epistemology and Tragedy: A Reading of Othello,” Daedalus 108 (1979),
pPp. 27-43.

67. Like Oedipus, Othello cannot escape the fact that it is he who has
committed the crime and must be punished.

We should, in all fairness, call attention to the fact that Othello in the
end views his wife as “chaste,” but the language in which he does so
reinforces the orthodox condemnation of pleasure;

cold, cold my girl,
Even like thy chastity.
(5.2.276-77)

Indeed the identification of the coldness of death with marital chastity
seems to me a confirmation of the necrophilic fantasy.

68. Shakespeare’s talent for entering into the consciousness of others
and giving supreme expression to incompatible perspectives has been a

Notes to Pages 252-254

major preoccupation of criticism since Coleridge and Keats. ?or a recent
exploration, see Norman Rabkin’s concept of “complementarity”: Shake-
speare and the Common Understanding (New York: Free Press, 1967).

In The Anxiety of Influence (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973),
Harold Bloom remarks, “Shakespeare is the largest instance in the lan-
guage of a phenomenon that stands outside the concern of this book: the
absolute absorption of the precursor” (p. 11). _

69, “Of Repentance,” in The Complete Essays of Montaigne, trans.
Donald M. Frame (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1958), pp. 610—1‘_1.
It is hardly irrelevant for our purposes that Montaigne describes this
method in an essay in which he rejects the confessional system.

70. On pleasure and the threat to established order, see Georges
Bataille, Death and Sensuality: A Study of Eroticism and the Tab?o (New
York: Walker & Co., 1962), and Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World,
trans. Helene Iswolsky (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1968).

See also Herbert Marcuse, Eros and Civilization (New York: Random
House, 1955); Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish; Leo Bersani, A Fu-
ture for Asyanax: Character and Desire in Literature (Boston: Little, Brown
and Company, 1976). o

In work in progress, Jonathan Crewe of Berkeley is investigating com-
parable issues in the work of Thomas Nashe.
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