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THE DAMNATION OF OTHELLO 

BY PAUL N. SIEGEL 

OF SHAKESPEARE's four great tragedies the Christian overtones 
of Othello have been least apprehended. Critics have seen in it a 

noble soul caught in the toils of a diabolically cunning being, who tempts 
him to doubt the divine goodness of one in whom he has absolute faith, 
but they have failed to see the symbolic force of the characters and the 
action. For the Elizabethans, however, the noble soul of Othello, the 
diabolic cunning of Iago, and the divine goodness of Desdemona would 
not have had a loosely metaphoric meaning. Desdemona, who in her for- 
giveness and perfect love, a love requited by death, is reminiscent of 
Christ, would have represented Christian values; Iago, who in his envious 
hatred and destructive negativism is reminiscent of Satan, would have 
represented anti-Christian values. The choice that Othello had to make 
was between Christian love and forgiveness and Satanic hate and venge- 
fulness.' When he exclaimed (III.iii.447-449), "Arise, black vengeance, 
from thy hollow cell! / Yield up, O love, thy crown and hearted throne / 
To tyrannous hate," he was succumbing to the devil, and, like all men 
who succumb to the devil, his fall was reminiscent of that of Adam. 

Elizabethans were habituated to regard human action in terms of such 
analogy. In the homilies Adam's choice in disobeying God and Christ's 
choice in sacrificing Himself to redeem mankind were presented again 
and again as setting a basic pattern for our conduct.2 Writing for an 
audience accustomed to think analogically and to regard the history of 
humanity as a repeated illustration of the truths of the Bible story, 
Shakespeare implied the great Christian scheme of things in the pattern 
of events of a specific action, appealing to the poetic imagination rather 
than outlining it in detail, as the morality plays do. Othello is not a re- 
telling of the story of man's fall in allegorical form; it is a drama of human 
passion which is given deeper significance by the analogies that are sug- 
gested in the course of its action. Its characters are lifelike individuals 
who can be profitably analyzed in the manner of A. C. Bradley, but, in 
following the old pattern of temptation, sin, and retribution, they recall 
the archetypes of erring humanity, divine goodness, and diabolic evil. 
And while attention is focussed on this world, in which the struggles of 

1 For Elizabethan denunciations of the feudal tradition of blood revenge and of the 
Italianate code of honor that prescribed it as being contrary to Christian love and for- 
giveness, see Fredson Bowers, Elizabethan Revenge Tragedy, 1587-1642 (Princeton Univ. 
Press, 1940), pp. 8-14. 

2 Certain Sermons or Homilies Appointed to be Read in Churches in the Time of the Late 
Queen Elizabeth (Oxford Univ. Press, 1822), pp. 63, 66, 83, 122, 139, 157, etc. 
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these characters take place, there is suggested to the imagination of the 
audience a heaven and a hell above and beneath them, each awaiting the 
outcome of this struggle and ready to receive them. If we read Othello with 
our eyes open to the use of analogy and our ears open to the religious im- 
plications of such words as "devil," "damned," "hell," "grace," "heav- 
en," "angel," "soul," "repent," and "sin," it takes on added dimension 
and new overtones. It becomes concerned not merely with the loss of 
everything on earth held dear by that noble person so well described by 
Bradley, but with the damnation of his soul.3 

In a deception worthy of Satan, "the father of lies," Iago contrives for 
Othello a drama of a wicked, deceitful Italy, in which Desdemona plays 
the part to be played by Vittoria Corombona, "the white devil," in 
Webster's drama of a world dominated by evil. "If she be false," exclaims 
Othello (III.iii.278-279), as he is being torn between belief and doubt in 
Desdemona, "0, then heaven mocks itself!" Desdemona is equated to the 
eternal verities. In seeing her as a "fair devil" (III.iii.478) Othello allows 
Iago's poisonous cynicism to discolor his view, seeing the blackness of hell 
where there is the radiance of heaven. 

Like Adam, who was made to question the justice of God's injunction, 
he has been made to question Desdemona, who is "heavenly true" 
(v.ii.135), and, like Adam, he loses an earthly paradise. After a storm at 
sea he had come to the island of Cyprus to find Desdemona miraculously 
waiting for him. The island-citadel of which he was to be governor with 
Desdemona at his side was his harbor, the blissful end of his life's voyage 
as the soldier of a maritime state. But there was a serpent in his Eden.4 
There was truly need for the "grace of heaven" (II.i.85) which Cassio had 
called upon to encircle Desdemona when she landed upon Cyprus. Even 
as Othello and Desdemona are voicing the exquisite harmony of their 
ecstatic love, Iago is expressing with Satanic malice at the sight of the 

3 S. L. Bethell's excellent "Shakespeare's Imagery: The Diabolic Images in Othello," 
Shakespeare Survey, ed. Allardyce Nicoll, v (1952), 62-80, which I read only after complet- 
ing the first draft of this essay, anticipates my conclusion that in Othello we witness the 
damnation of a soul. His purpose is, however, primarily to study a set of images, and he 
gives little attention to character, speech, and action in contributing to the symbolic im- 
port of the play. Others who have dealt with the Christian implications of Othello are 
Kenneth O. Myrick ("The Theme of Damnation in Shakespearean Tragedy," SP, xxxviii 

[1941], 235-245), G. Wilson Knight (The Wheel of Fire [Oxford Univ. Press, 19491, pp. 97- 
119), and Harold C. Goddard (The Meaning of Shakespeare [Univ. of Chicago Press, 1951], 
pp. 486-491). Myrick and Knight do not see Othello as damned, and Goddard believes 
that the play hints at a cosmic reunion between Othello and Desdemona. In spite of my 
important differences with them, I am indebted to each of these critics. 

4 "If any wretch have put this in your head," says Emilia to Othello (iv.ii.15-16), 
speaking of her husband without knowing it, "Let heaven requite it with the serpent's 
curse!" The reference is clearly to the Bible story of Adam and Eve. 
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happy pair his intention of destroying that harmony (In.ii.202-204): "0 
you are well tuned now! / But I'll set down the pegs that make this 
music, / As honest as I am."5 

The loss of his paradise makes Othello, like Adam, the prey of his 
passion. He had been a commanding personage, grand, self-contained, 
dignified, "the noble Moor whom our full senate / Call all-in-all sufficient 
.. the nature / Whom passion could not shake" (Iv.i.275-277). His 
acceptance of Iago's view wrenches him apart and looses the passions 
which gush forth from within him. A man from a southern nation, whose 
inhabitants, wrote John Davies of Hereford (Microcosmus, London, 
1603, p. 62), are "if good, most good, if bad exceeding bad," Othello con- 
tained within himself the utmost potentialities for good and evil. In his 
greatness and his weakness he showed the possibilities of human nature. 
That a man of his nobility could fall as he did was a terrifying reminder 
of the fall of Adam, the noblest of men, and of man's subsequent prone- 
ness to soul-destroying sin. 

The moment of his kneeling to vow vengeance is the moment of 
Othello's giving himself over to Iago. "Do not rise yet," commands 
Iago (Iu.iii.461). He kneels side by side with Othello and vows to be at 
his service in "what bloody business ever." The oaths that the two ex- 
change are as horrifying in their solemnity as Faustus' oath: it is a pact 
with the devil that Othello has made. "I am your own for ever," replies 
lago in the last words of the scene. Iago becomes Othello's Mephistophe- 
les, and in making the devil his servant Othello gives himself up into his 
power. 

Like Faustus, however, Othello cannot rest easily in his pact. As he 
thinks of Desdemona's sweetness, his vengefulness gives way to poignant 
regret. Each time he voices this regret, however, Iago reminds him of 
his dedication to revenge-"Nay, you must forget that," "Nay, that's 
not your way" (Iv.i.190, 197)-and each time Othello is called back to 
his purpose, only to lapse once more into tender reminiscence. "O! she 
will sing the savageness out of a bear," he exclaims, and for a moment it 
seems that Desdemona's divine virtues will triumph, that the angelic 
harmony of her nature will quell the storm within Othello. But Iago 
overcomes the influence of Desdemona, as the bad angel overcomes the 
influence of the good angel in the moralities; he rouses Othello's jealousy 
and sense of outraged honor so that, accepting the drama of Iago's 
contriving as reality, he goes through with his assigned role of the Italian 
husband, who was notorious for revenging himself by such means as the 

hiring of bravoes to kill the gallant and by secret wife-murder.6 His 

6 One Christian tradition, later made use of by Milton, was that Satan's envy of Adam 
in his bliss impelled him to tempt him. Cf. Kathleen Ellen Hartwell, Lactantius and Milton 
(Harvard Univ. Press, 1929), p. 59. 6 Bowers, pp. 51-52. 
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promise to abide by his vow-"Ay, let her rot, and perish, and be damned 
tonight; for she shall not live"-is a re-affirmation of his pact with the 
devil which brings him closer to his doom: he himself will be damned 
that night in the murder of Desdemona. 

When Othello comes to kill Desdemona, he does so in the exalted mood 
of being about to render justice, not to perform revenge. And this justice 
is to include clemency. Desdemona is to be given the opportunity to pray 
and ask for heaven's forgiveness (v.ii.31-32): "I would not kill thy un- 
prepared spirit; / No; heaven forfend! I would not kill thy soul." 
But the soul that he is about to kill, the divine light that he is about to 
quench, is his own. In the mood of elevated pity in which he offers Desde- 
mona the opportunity to confess her misdeeds lies Othello's last hope 
for escaping damnation. "This sorrow's heavenly" indeed. When he 
says "amen" in reply to Desdemona's "Then Lord have mercy on me," 
Desdemona cries, "And have you mercy too!" But Othello cannot call 
up from within him the forgiveness of Christ and, forgetting the Lord's 
Prayer and Christ's injunction (Matt. vi.15), "If ye forgive not men their 
trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespass," loses his own 
claim to God's mercy. When Desdemona denies having been unfaithful 
to him, his rage is re-kindled: "0 perjured woman! thou dost stone my 
heart, / And makest me call what I intend to do / A murder, which I 
thought a sacrifice." In his oscillation of feeling he is back to the vengeful 
spirit in which he had told Iago (Iv.i.193-194), "My heart is turned to 
stone; / I strike it, and it hurts my hand." No more does he speak of 
"justice" but of his "great revenge." Desdemona is now not "sweet soul" 
but "strumpet." When she entreats, "But while I say one prayer," 
he refuses her what he believes to be the opportunity for salvation which 
he had previously offered her and stifles her, saying, "It is too late." 
At this moment Emilia pounds on the locked door to tell Othello of the 
attempted assassination of Cassio, who, escaped from death, can help 
the truth be revealed, but it is indeed too late: Othello's soul is lost. The 
noise only makes him hurry the killing of Desdemona. 

An old tradition of the stage has it that at this point he stabs her, a 
form of death which would make Desdemona's regaining of consciousness 
more plausible than death by strangling. This would further dramatize 
the contrast between the reverential mood in which he entered and the 
revengeful manner in which he commits the murder, for he had said, 
"Yet I'll not shed her blood; / Nor scar that whiter skin of hers than 
snow, / And smooth as monumental alabaster." His cry (III.iii.451), 
"0, blood, blood, blood!", made when he had given himself over to re- 
venge, and his statement after he thinks Cassio has been killed (v.i.34- 
36), "Strumpet, I come.... Thy bed, lust-stain'd, shall with lust's 
blood be spotted," would then be fulfilled. 
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The moment he gets his revenge it turns sour. Emilia enters to inform 
him that Cassio is alive, and Othello exclaims: "Not Cassio kill'd! then 
murder's out of tune, / And sweet revenge turns harsh." As if to empha- 
size his words comes Desdemona's cry: "0, falsely, falsely murder'd!" 
When she takes upon herself, however, the guilt for her death, Othello, 
in his bitterness at what he believes to be her final lie, asserts that he 
killed her and, defending himself against Emilia's charge that Desdemona 
was "heavenly true" and that he is "a devil," affirms his certitude in 
words that confirm his damnation: "0, I were damn'd beneath all depth 
in hell, / But that I did proceed upon just grounds / To this extremity." 
And when the truth is finally revealed to him, he realizes that he is in- 
deed damned, that in killing Desdemona he had rejected her divine good- 
ness and cast away, as he says in his final speech, a pearl worth more 
than all the world, losing his soul.7 Crushed by the sight of Desdemona 
lying pale on the white marriage sheets, the symbol of her purity, he 
calls to be transported to hell at once: 

O ill-starr'd wench! 
Pale as thy smock! when we shall meet at compt, 
This look of thine will hurl my soul from heaven, 
And fiends will snatch at it... 
Whip me, ye devils, 
From the possession of this heavenly sight! 
Blow me about in winds! roast me in sulphur! 
Wash me in steep-down gulfs of liquid fire! 

His last words, however, are not those of heartbreak or of self-torture. 
Spoken with the resolution of one who knows his irrevocable fate and 
with the regret of one who knows the preciousness of what he has lost, 
they act as a valediction summing up for us the pathos of the ensnare- 
ment of this noble nature. 

Bradley calls Othello (p. 198) "the most painful of all tragedies." If my 
reading is accepted, it becomes more painful still and indeed may seem 
to modern readers intolerable. But, although the "tragic waste" of which 

7 Modern editors generally follow the Quarto reading of the lines (v.ii.346-348) in which 
Othello speaks of himself as "one whose hand, / Like the base Indian, threw a pearl 
away / Richer than all his tribe." Richmond Noble-Shakespeare's Biblical Knowledge 
(New York, 1935), pp. 91-93-argues convincingly, however, for the Folio reading "base 
Iudean." "Iudean" would refer to Judas Iscariot, who, like Othello, killed himself in despair 
at his guilt and whose kiss of betrayal, bringing death to Christ, is recalled by Othello's 
words (v.ii.358), "I kiss'd thee ere I kill'd thee." "Just as Judas threw away his Saviour, 
the most precious possession of his Tribe, so he (Othello) destroyed what had been his 
most precious blessing." "Pearl" not only refers to Christ but alludes to the "pearl of great 
price" (Matt. xiii.46), the kingdom of heaven and the soul whose abode it is. Cf. Macbeth, 
II.i.68-69: "And mine eternal jewel / Given to the common enemy of man," i.e., his im- 
mortal soul given to the devil, who (Rev. xii.9) "deceiveth all the world." 
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Bradley speaks (p. 23) becomes greater, the feeling of reconciliation is 
also heightened. For the victory of Iago is seen to be, like all victories of 
the devil, a pyrrhic victory. Although he triumphs over Othello, it is 
at the same time demonstrated that his values cannot triumph. His view 
of reality is false: Desdemona is pure. She remains heavenly true to 
Othello, although the cynically worldly Emilia lightheartedly suggests 
that she revenge herself by cuckolding her husband. "Wouldst thou do 
such a deed for all the world?" asks Desdemona (iv.iii.67). We are re- 
minded of Christ's rejection of the temptation to possess the world. 
"Marry, I would not do such a thing for a joint-ring," Emilia replies, 
"nor for measures of lawn, nor for gowns, petticoats, nor caps, nor any 
petty exhibition; but, for the whole world,-why, who would not make 
her husband a cuckold to make him a monarch? I should venture purga- 
tory for 't." Although she is speaking jestingly to divert her mistress, it 
is clear that Christ's words (Mark viii.36) "What shall it profit a man to 
gain the whole world and lose his soul?" have no great significance for 
her. 

This is Desdemona's temptation scene, the counterpart of Othello's 
temptation scene, as Bradley calls it. Unlike Othello, she does not follow 
her preceptor's ethic of revenge; she obeys the vow she had made, kneel- 
ing in the presence of Iago as Othello had kneeled to vow hatred and 
revenge, that she would continue in her love and devotion for Othello 
no matter what he does to her. In doing so she follows the Christian 
ethic of returning good for evil, accepting ill treatment as a discipline 
enabling her to grow in virtue: "Good night, good night: heaven me such 
uses send, / Not to pick bad from bad, but by bad mend!" Desdemona's 
suffering, says Bradley (p. 179), is "the most nearly intolerable spectacle 
that Shakespeare offers us." It is indeed deeply painful; what makes it 
tolerable is that as a result of this suffering she is able to reach heights of 
love and sacrifice that enable her to transcend it. The words in which 
she accepts her misfortune echo the centuries-long praise of adversity 
as a teacher of Christian patience and as a means by which we attain the 
"felicitie or perfytte good which is god" and are guided by "the loue of 
God," which "kepyth the world in due order and good accorde" and 
"knytteth together the sacramet of wedlocke, with chast loue between 
man and wyfe."8 They help to reconcile the audience to her suffering 

8 Boethius' Consolation of Philosophy, tr. George Colville (1556), ed. Ernest Belfort Bax 
(London, 1897), pp. 51-52. Bradley writes (p. 181 n.): "Desdemona's sweetness and for- 
giveness are not based on religion, and her only way of accounting for her undeserved suffer- 
ing is by an appeal to Fortune: 'It is my wretched fortune' (Iv.ii.128)." Desdemona's 
acceptance of her wretched fortune is, however, Christian endurance of adversity as God's 
will. She is, as "A Sermon of Christian Love and Charity" recommended (Certain Sermons, 
p. 65), following the example of Christ in taking his "cup of death" with the words "Thy 
will be done." The word "fortune" does not imply a rejection of the concept of divine 
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and death, as through her Griselda-like patience and devotion she be- 
comes a saint and a martyr in her love, dying with a divine lie upon her 
lips, ironically committing the deathbed perjury against which Othello 
had warned her, but a perjury which makes her, as Emilia says (v.ii.130), 
"the more angel." 

If Othello loses Desdemona for eternity, the faithful Emilia joins her 
mistress in death, as did the repentant thief who acknowledged Christ 
as his Lord as he died by His side and was told by Him (Luke xxiii.43), 
"Today shalt thou be with me in paradise." In her easygoing tolerance 
of her husband, the depths of whose iniquity she does not realize, in 
her theft of the handkerchief at his behest, Emilia has played a part in 
her mistress' calamity, but she redeems herself by her trust in Desde- 
mona and her loyalty to her. "I durst, my lord, to wager she is honest," 
she tells Othello (Iv.ii.12-13), "Lay down my soul at stake." She does 
indeed stake her soul on the purity of Desdemona. "Moor, she was 
chaste," she says (v.ii.249-250) as she lies dying, "she loved thee, cruel 
Moor; / So come my soul to bliss, as I speak true." These words, at the 
supreme moment of death, carry the assurance that in losing her life 
by heroically defying Iago and revealing the truth she has won her soul. 

Desdemona raises and redeems such earthly souls as Emilia. Belief 
in her, like belief in Christ, is a means of salvation. Cassio, like Othello, 
is deceived by Iago, but he makes no pact with him, as Othello does, and 

providence. The Middle Ages and the Renaissance followed Boethius in emphasizing the 
mutability of the things of this world while maintaining that, uncertain as life in this world 
is, it is under the control of the divine power which had created the order by which it oper- 
ates, an order of which seeming chance is a part. In the very next line after the one which 
Bradley quotes, Desdemona replies, in answer to lago's question "How comes this trick 
upon him [Othello]?" "Nay, heaven doth know." Men are in the dark, but heaven knows 
all things, permits the suffering of the good for its own purposes, and will perform justice- 
this is the feeling communicated to the audience, as it observes Iago's malevolently ironic 
pretense of ignorance met by Desdemona's faith in an all-seeing divine providence. Far 
from being, as Bradley says (p. 181 n.), "almost strictly secular" in her view, Desdemona 
is, although she does not speak in the flat, doctrinal terms of the good angel of the morali- 
ties, a Christian figure. To Othello's question "Are not you a strumpet?" she replies 
(rv.ii.82-85): 

No, as I am a Christian: 
If to preserve this vessel for my lord 
From any other foul unlawful touch 
Be not to be a strumpet, I am none. 

She is here, as she continues to be in her cry (rv.ii.88) "O, heaven forgive us" in response 
to Othello's unjust accusation and in her hope (iv.ii.135) "heaven pardon him" for the 
unknown villain who has calumniated her, "made one with Christ," in the words of "A 
Sermon against Whoredom and Uncleanness" (Certain Sermons, p. 122): "And a little 
before he [St. Paul] saith, Do ye not know, that your bodies are the members of Christ? Shall 
I then take the members of Christ, and make them the members of a whore? ... How unseemly 
a thing is it then to cease to be incorporate or embodied and made one with Christ..." 
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his worship of Desdemona, expressed in his rapturous welcome of her 
to Cyprus, is constant. He rejects Iago's insinuating "What an eye she 
has! methinks it sounds a parley of provocation" with "an inviting eye; 
and yet methinks right modest" (II.iii.22-25). If in Othello Shakespeare's 
audience had a terrifying reminder of the possibility of even the noblest 
of men succumbing to the wiles of the devil, in Cassio it had a hopeful 
reminder of the possibility of the ordinary man-one who like each of 
them was subject to mortal frailty-achieving salvation through faith 
and repentance. 

Cassio has the conventional weaknesses of the gentleman just as 
Emilia has the conventional weakness of the servant-confidante, and Iago 
makes use of these weaknesses, just as he makes use of the weaknesses 
of Emilia in having her steal the handkerchief. One of Cassio's vulnerable 
points is his false sense of honor, which Iago makes use of to get him 
drunk by inviting "a brace of Cyprus gallants that would fain have a 
measure to the health of black Othello" (II.iii.31-33). His courtliness 
then becomes a narrowly constricting social code that obligates him to 
drink with them: "I have very poor and unhappy brains for drinking: 
I could well wish courtesy would invent some other custom of enter- 
tainment." The gallants, moreover, swaggering, quarrelsome in their 
cups, sensitive about points of honor, "noble swelling spirits, / That 
hold their honours in a wary distance, / The very elements of this war- 
like isle," have also been befuddled with drink by Iago, as has been the 
foppishly lovesick Roderigo. Cassio in consorting with them disregards 
the words of "A Sermon against Contention and Brawling" in denouncing 
the extreme touchiness of spirit demanded by the aristocratic code 
(Certain Sermons, p. 145): "And the wise king Solomon saith, Honour is 
due to a man that keepeth himself from contention; and all that mingle them- 
selves therewith be fools." In following the forms of courtesy, in obeying 
the punctilios of the code of honor, by which "a crosse word is ground 
enough for a challenge,... not to pledge a health is cause enough to 
loose health and life too,"9 Cassio, driven by "the devil drunkenness" 
(II.iii.297) and forgetting "Christian shame," engages in a "barbarous 
brawl" (II.iii.172), losing, ironically, his honorable reputation as a 
trustworthy officer. 

Iago also makes use of Cassio's sexual laxity, guying him about Bianca 
while Othello goes mad thinking that Cassio's lightheartedly contemp- 
tuous laughter is directed at Desdemona. "Did you perceive how he 
laughed at his vice?" Iago asks Othello (Iv.i.181). It is a laughter for 
which all pay dear. Cassio himself is set upon and wounded as he comes 
home from Bianca's house. "This is the fruit of whoring," says Iago over 

g Thomas Adams, The Diuells Banket (London, 1614), pp. 58-59. Quoted by Bowers, 
p. 31. 
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the wounded Cassio (v.i.116). He is trying to attach the blame for the 
attempted assassination to Bianca, but there is a sense in which the 
words are true. Cassio's dalliance with Bianca was one point around 
which Iago spun his web, and in order to assure himself that the web 
would not be broken Iago had to try to kill him. From the weaknesses of 
our flesh the devil derives his strength; from our blind spots comes his 
attack upon us. 

But Cassio's sins are venial, not mortal. Having atoned for his weak- 
nesses with his shame and his blood, he is worthy of the position that 
Othello, a greater man than he, has lost. "I hold him to be unworthy of 
his place that does those things," he says (II.iii.102-103), attempting to 
regain his dignity when he has got drunk on his watch-unworthy indeed, 
but repentance wipes out the stains of misdoing. In his realization that 
he has done wrong he exclaims, albeit with drunken piety, "Forgive us 
our sin!" His contrition when he comes to himself is deep. "Confess 
yourself freely [to Desdemona]," Iago guilefully advises him (II.ii.323- 
328). "Importune her help to put you in your place again: she is so free, 
so kind, so apt, so blessed a disposition, she holds it a vice in her goodness 
not to do more than she is requested." The blessed Desdemona, to whom 
Cassio dedicates himself as her "true servant" (III.iii.9) in a feeling of 

gratitude for her bounteous goodness akin to Mariolatry, does intercede 
for him after he confesses himself to her. Her intercession brings martyr- 
dom for herself, a martyrdom prefigured in her words "thy solicitor 
shall rather die / Than give thy cause away" (II.iii.27-28), which re- 
mind us of the steadfastness of Christ in sacrificing Himself for mankind. 
At the conclusion, however, Cassio gains an even higher place than the 
one he had lost, as all sons of Adam who repent their sins gain a higher 
place than they lost when they sinned in Adam. "I hope to be saved," 
he had said in his drunken religiousness, which, though ludicrous, had 
serious overtones. He was. 

Roderigo, on the other hand, is the ordinary weak man led on by his 
sensual desires to damnation. He at first regards Desdemona as highly as 
Cassio, speaking of her as "blessed" (II.ii.255) in a scene that immedi- 

ately precedes and contrasts with the one in which Cassio rejects Iago's 
cynical insinuations. However, although at first shocked, he accepts 
Iago's view of her as ministering to his hopes of winning her. His damna- 
tion parallels that of Othello in a subplot which has something of the 
flavor of Jonsonian comedy. But Roderigo is gulled by no ordinary para- 
site who merely swindles him of his money and tricks him into being 
beaten, but by a devil. It is his soul that is at stake. "If thou wilt needs 
damn thyself, do it a more delicate way than drowning," Iago had told 
him (I.iii.359-361) when in his lovesick fashion he had whimpered that 
he would kill himself. The words are spoken in the lightly jesting manner 
of the cynical man-of-the-world, but they are the temptation of the 
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fiend. Damned Roderigo is, but he is cheated by the tricks of the devil 
even of the luxurious manner of damning himself in Desdemona's arms 
that has been promised. For a moment he has a chance to save himself. 

Complaining petulantly that Iago has given him false promises, he 
announces his readiness to give up a fruitless chase (Iv.ii.199-202): "I 
will make myself known to Desdemona: if she will return me my jewels, 
I will give over my suit and repent my unlawful solicitation." In his 

expressed intention to confess to Desdemona and to repent lies his hope 
for salvation. But, flattered by Iago, who commends his dim-witted 

suspicion of him as perspicacity and his petulance as spirit, and urged 
by him to show his courage and determination in a valiant action that 
will prevent Desdemona from leaving Cyprus, he permits himself to be 

persuaded to participate in the assassination attempt on Cassio. " 'Tis 
but a man gone," he says to himself (v.i.10), as he stands concealed be- 
hind a building, ready to fall upon his intended victim. The words seal 
his own doom: Iago attacks him in the confusion created by his assault 

upon Cassio and kills him. "Kill men i' the dark!" Iago cries in self-right- 
eous incredulity. It is ironic that these words be spoken by this Machia- 
vellian arch-intriguer, but they indicate nevertheless the retribution that 
overtakes Roderigo in his dying in the manner he had planned to kill 
Cassio: the devil has his part to play in bringing punishment to vicious 
men. 

This element of dramatic justice helps to reconcile us to the damnation 
of Othello, terrible and pitiful as it is, for it causes us to see it as the sen- 
tence of a divine power passing merited judgment upon all. Iago himself, 
who has put Othello "on the rack" (III.ii.335), is sentenced to torture. 
"If thou the next night following enjoy not Desdemona," he had told 

Roderigo (Iv.ii.218-221), knowing this was not to be, "take me from this 
world with treachery and devise engines for my life." He is indeed be- 

trayed by the treachery of Emilia, who had been devoted to him, a 

treachery that is in reality a higher loyalty-as she says (v.ii.196), 
"'Tis proper I obey him, but not now"-and has "engines," instruments 
of torture, ingeniously contrived "cunning cruelty / That can torment 
him much and hold him long" (v.ii.333-334), devised for him. These 
torments are merely the temporal prelude to the eternal torments of 

hell,10 to which he returns. "I hate him," he had said of Othello early in 
the play (I.i.155), "as I do hell-pains," speaking as if of something with 

10 It was one of the beliefs of the time that the wicked suffer within themselves torments 

anticipating those they are to suffer in hell. Cf. Myrick, p. 233, and L. A. Cormican, "Me- 
dieval Idiom in Shakespeare: II," Scrutiny, xvII (1951), 305. Othello's agony at having 

deprived himself of the divine goodness of Desdemona may also be regarded as the temporal 
prelude to the eternal agony he is to suffer. According to the theology depicted in Dante 
and inherited by the Elizabethans, the worst of hell's torments is the realization of one's 
eternal exclusion from divine goodness as a result of one's own action. 
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which he is familiar. They are also merely the extreme continuation of 
the torments he has suffered in life, where his thoughts did, "like a poison- 
ous mineral, gnaw [his] inwards," as hell in Emilia's imprecation upon 
the unknown villain who is her husband is to "gnaw his bones" (II.i.305- 
306; iv.ii.136). 

And Othello himself, having voiced the pathos of his loss, in killing 
himself as he had killed "a malignant and a turban'd Turk" who "beat 
a Venetian and traduced the state" (v.ii.353-354), visits justice upon 
himself. The Turk is symbolic in Othello of the evil in human nature de- 
structive of order. "Are we turn'd Turks, and to ourselves do that / 
Which heaven hath forbid the Ottomites?" exclaims Othello (II.iii.170- 
172) at the sight of the fighting which has disturbed Cyprus. "For Chris- 
tian shame, put by this barbarous brawl." The threat of the Turks to 
Cyprus had been dispelled by the destruction of their fleet by a storm, 
as the Spanish Armada had been destroyed. But this was merely the 
visible threat from without; the invisible threat from within the island, 
the evil passions within men that lead to civil strife-and is there not 
some suggested analogy with Shakespeare's own "scepter'd isle, / This 
earth of majesty, this seat of Mars, / This other Eden, demi-paradise"? 
(Richard II, II.i.40-42)-still remained. Even as Othello is being waited 
for on the quay after the destruction of the Turkish fleet, Iago, laughingly 
affirming the validity of his cynical statements about women, says 
(Ii.i.115), "Nay, it is true, or else I am a Turk." It is not true: his state- 
ments are the inventions of the Turk inciting to chaos, of Satan seeking 
to extend the domain of negation. When Othello thrusts his sword into 
his breast, he is stabbing the Turk, the evil, within himself which Iago, 
evil incarnate, had aroused. "Good, good: the justice of it pleases: very 
good," he had said when Iago had suggested, "Do it not with poison, 
strangle her in her bed, even the bed she hath contaminated" (Iv.i.220- 
223). He had sought to execute poetic justice in revenging himself and 
in doing so had laid himself open to such justice at the hands of God. 
"Going about to revenge evil, we shew ourselves to be evil" (Certain 
Sermons, p. 138). He falls upon the bed upon which he himself has done 
foul murder. To him, if we take "lust" in the general sense of "passion," 
apply his words, "Thy bed, lust-stain'd, shall with lust's blood be 
spotted." His fate is the inevitable consequence of his action. "Perdition 
catch my soul," he had said (IIm.iii.90-92), "But I do love thee! and when 
I love thee not, / Chaos is come again." He has indeed brought chaos to 
his moral being and perdition to his soul, having traduced divine good- 
ness and violated the law of God. 
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