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THE OVER GARRULOUS IAGO 

BY FRANK PRENTICE RAND 

IF only Jago had not got to talking to himself! 
By his deeds we know him as designated by the First Folio editors, 

namely a "villain." 
By his conversation we can be led to accept him as he was accepted by his 

associates: a rough but ready soldier in the field, a lively and witty man-about- 
town, bluntly outspoken but trustworthy, "honest Iago." But, we say, this ob- 
viously is not the real man. This is a mask. 

It is only when he gets to talking to himself that we become confused. 
The soliloquy was a convenient convention by means of which an Eliza- 

bethan audience might come to know a character's private thoughts. "The solilo- 
quy,' says Professor Stoll, "must be the truth itself. Then must even the liar 
speak true."' In other words, in so far as the character knows what he is up to, 
the audience does too. Thus when Jago talks to himself about the next step in 
his trickery, we await the event with confidence and are grateful for the tip. But 
when he gets onto the subject of his motives, we wonder if he knows what he is 
talking about. And it has seemed that the best thing to do with such enigmatical 
passages is largely to disregard them. 

That is not fair to Shakespeare. Or to Iago. And it is unnecessary. Actually 
lago explicitly states one motive and implies another. And the two are not in- 
compatible. 

His stated motive is jealousy. He thinks that Othello has been too familiar 
with Emilia. He says so, to himself, on two occasions. 

And it is thought abroad that 'twixt my sheets 
He has done my office.2 

And later: 

I do suspect the lusty Moor 
Hath leap'd into my seat; the thought whereof 
Doth like a poisonous mineral gnaw my inwards, 
And nothing can or shall content my soul 
Till I have even'd with him wife for wife.3 

That sounds, on the face of it, like the real thing. Moreover, as though fearful 
that we might miss the point, Shakespeare makes it plain that Iago had openly, 

'E. E. Stoll, Shakespeare Studies, p. 388. 
'Othello, I, iii, 393-4. 
'iid., II, i, 304-8. 



RICHARD GRAHAM AS OTHELLO AND ANGUS BOWMAN AS IAGO IN THE OREGON 
SHAKESPEARE FESTIVAL'S PRODUCTION OF OTHELLO 



156 THE SHAKESPEARE QUARTERLY 

specifically, and apparently some time before, challenged his wife with the idea. 
Her retort is this: 

Some such squire it was 
That turned your wit the seamy side without 
And made you to suspect me with the Moor.4 

It should be borne in mind that Jago is temperamentally both envious and 
suspicious, certainly as subject to jealousy as Othello. What he tells Roderigo 
about his feeling toward Cassio is supported by fact, and also by his admitting, 
to himself, 

He hath a daily beauty in his life 
That makes me ugly.5 

And he even throws in for good measure a half-hearted hint, suggested it would 
seem by nothing more invidious than a ceremonial kiss, that Cassio has been mis- 
behaving with Emilia too.6 We must remember, also, that this is Venice, and 
that Jago, like Lord Byron much later, is not unaware that infidelity floats freely 
with other garbage upon the Grand Canal. 

Certainly these references have a reason for being there. Shakespeare must 
have wanted us to think either that Jago is actually jealous or that he is making 
an effort to make himself think that he is. Of course whether Othello or Cassio 
or Emilia has given him just cause is beside the point. Jealousy is not dependent 
upon an overt act. 

There is, then, in respect to this motive as stated by Jago considerable con- 
fusion, and it grows out of our uncertainty as to his sincerity with himself. It is 
aggravated by the presence in the soliloquies of that other motive, not stated as 
such but implied: the allusions to Jago's "knavery" with some picturesque refer- 
ences to "devils" and to "blackest sins."7 It is these that Professor Stoll has in 
mind when he acclaims the soliloquies as "truth itself." But when he comes to 
consider in the same soliloquies, where, you remember, "must even the liar 
speak true," the explicit statements of motive as quoted above, he has another 
name for them: "pretexts, they are but conscious pretexts."8 The professor 
would seem to be having a little difficulty with either his diction or his logic. 
Obviously he cannot have it both ways. 

The implied motive is, of course, sheer cussedness. 
Now cussedness makes acceptable theatre. As a schoolboy I saw this play 

enacted by a traveling company. About all that I remember after forty-odd years 
is lago's entrance to Othello. Even my unseasoned eye could see that this sinuous 
and slimy creature was no ordinary snake, but rather, so it seemed, His Reptilian 
Majesty. It glided in from the wings with an expression of ghoulish glee. I half 
expected to see it fang the noble Othello in the calf. Whether the audience 
hissed I do not remember; they had a right to. 

This sort of thing was, of course, an insult to Othello's intelligence, and 

4Ibid., IV, ii, 145-7. 
5ibid., V, i, 19-20. 
'Ibid., II, i, 98-100, 316. 
7Ibid., II, i, 321; iii, 357. 
'Stoll, op. cit. 
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also to that of the audience. Good actors, like Baliol Holloway and Jose Ferrer, 
carefully avoid it. Instead they create, particularly during the early scenes, a 
versatile and disarming personality. Jago may still be sheer cussedness, but he 
wears an ingratiating mask. 

Yes, but what about those soliloquies? When "must even the liar speak 
true" ? When the mask is laid aside? 

According to Professor Stoll, who has expressed reliance upon soliloquies 
but who finds in Jago's not only "truth itself" but "conscious pretexts," the talk- 
er to himself may be lying after all. 

It was Coleridge who gave to Jago's soliloquies the oft-quoted designation: 
"the motive-hunting of a motiveless malignity."9 In other words Iago is trying 
to find for his cussedness a reason-which does not exist. 

Professor Parrott may be quoted as representative of scholars upon this 
point. "It is quite true," he says, "that the motives rehearsed by Jago in his solilo- 
quies are insufficient to account for his actions; but it is equally true that they 
were never meant to do so.""1 By Shakespeare, or by Jago? In other words, is 
Jago honest or dishonest in his search for motives? Are his "conscious pretexts," 
as the phrase implies, deliberate lies? Iago may not be as bright as he, and we, 
have thought of him as being, but he must be too bright for that. He may not be 
entirely satisfied with his justification, but it is reasonable to think that he re- 
gards it as a justification. 

Of course the interpretations of Coleridge, Parrott and Stoll have the ef- 
fect of introducing into our consideration a second mask, an under mask, the 
mask of Jago's audible thoughts, the mask which he wears before his mirror. It 
is this that makes his talking to himself so confusing. Having recognized and 
disposed of one mask, we still have not reached the inner man. 

If the play is to be anything more than parable, we must feel that it repre- 
sents conflicts between, and within, actual human beings: not only Othello, but 
his associates, including Jago. Scholars who subscribe to the concept of "motive- 
less malignity" have been hard put to establish Jago as a human being at all. For 
the most part they have tried to do so. Parrott calls attention to his mental falli- 
bility, his crass materialism, and his craving for power.1" A. C. Bradley mentions 
the first of these and also a certain irritability and occasional hesitancy to act.12 
Granville-Barker, taking a cue from Hazlitt and Swinburne, says that he was an 
incorrigible actor, eventually intoxicated by his own success. Thus nothing that 
he may say, particularly to himself, has any meaning except, perhaps, for a 
psychiatrist. The man behind the constantly changing mask, adds Granville- 
Barker, was "a passionless creature," whom Shakespeare, to insure "an inward 
verity," endowed with one trait, a curious one for a passionless creature, namely, 
an "unreasoning and motiveless" hate.13 All of these conceptions seem to me to 
be unnecessary compromises and to result in not so much character as contriv- 
ance. 

'Coleridge's Shakespearean Criticism, edited by T. M. Raysor, vol. 1, "Notes on the Tragedies", p. 
49. 

"T. M. Parrott, The Tudor Shakespeare Othello, p. xvi. 
'Ibid., xvi-xix. 
"A. C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy, pp. 232-7. 
"Granville-Barker, Prefaces to Shakespeare, II, 98-112. 
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If it is true that Jago is indeed masking himself with jealousy, then there is 
another and rather better indication of his human existence. It would seem that 
he cannot bear, or at least does not like, to see himself as he really is. In other 
words under his cussedness there is a sense of right and wrong, and at least a 
passing desire for justification in his own sight. The master monster of tradition 
has a conscience. 

Well, why not? 
Professor Stoll's contradiction between "truth itself" and the "conscious 

pretexts" in the soliloquies can in some measure be resolved. There are three 
confusing soliloquies; the first"4 and second15 in point of time refer incidentally 
to knavery but are built up about jealousy as a motivation; the third16 rational- 
izes Jago's double-dealing, now so far along as to make even its author a little 
uneasy as to what it may lead to. But there are in his thinking two entirely dif- 
ferent aspects of the situation: the end and the means. The end is what he would 
wish us to call vengeance; the means the diabolical trap into which the possibly 
guilty as well as the probably innocent are being maneuvered. When Iago refers 
to his "knavery," he may not be thinking about the end at all, only about the 
means. When he does concern himself with the end he may indeed be telling 
the "truth itself," quite as much as when he debates the subject of his means. 
That Jago in talking with himself refers to himself as a double-dealer does not 
prove that he is not jealous of Othello, any more than his doing so in his con- 
versation with Roderigo proves that he is not jealous of Cassio. After all the 
wicked may be jealous, and usually are. 

It is difficult to think even of Jago as having always been, of having been 
born, a masked malignity. Though his temperament were something such, he 
could hardly have been the Jago we know when Emilia married him or during 
the years when he was becoming "honest Jago" to the Venetians. He may have 
been born with a predisposition, but the cancerous growth was presumably grad- 
ual, and its outbreak apparently sudden. The immediately contributing cause 
may have been jealousy. 

As a matter of fact it is both reasonable and desirable to think of Jago as 
jealous. 

Hazelton Spencer has said that so far as the Elizabethans were concerned 
"how a criminal's mind worked was not a question necessarily to be asked."'7 
That goes for the public, but not for the playwright. Not for Shakespeare. 
Shakespeare could not have spent as many hours as he did with Jago without 
asking that question, possibly many times. The poet who pondered "What a 
piece of work is man!" would never have been satisfied with Jago simply as a 
stage figure. He was no longer the young craftsman who wrote Richard 11. Let 
us not forget that the Jago he appropriated from Cinthio had a motive; he was 
in love with Desdemona. Shakespeare scrapped that motive, but only to intro- 
duce into Jago's soliloquies another. Whether the dramatist was himself absol- 
utely sure of Iago's thoughts, or, being so, endeavored to be explicit in the 

4Othello, I, iii, 389-410. 
15lbid., II, i, 295-321. 
16Ibid., II, iii, 342-68. 
17Hazelton Spencer, The Art and Life of William Shakespeare, p. 321. 
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text, we cannot tell. But certainly they shed some light upon how this particular 
"criminal's mind worked." 

To say that Shakespeare was not interested in motivation strikes me as silly. 
All of the later serious plays are studies in motivation. And motivation usually 
meant obsession: men and women losing their proper perspective and thus, hap- 
pily for us, precipitating a play. And the obsession that recurs most persistently 
and variously is jealousy. We find it in the Sonnets perhaps as autobiography, in 
Much Ado About Nothing as melodrama, in The Merry Wives as farce, in A 
Winter's Tale as pastoral romance, and in Othello, of course, as tragedy. It lifts 
its ugly head in other plays, from the very early Comedy of Errors to the late 
Antony and Cleopatra. It is an obsession about which Shakespeare seems to have 
known a good deal firsthand. Even in the comedies it tends to become serious, if 
not actually bitter. 

Whatever it was that led him to write Othello, he seems to have done it 
with the green-eyed monster looking over his shoulder, and the result is the 
world's masterpiece in drama so far as jealousy is concerned. 

Let it be noted, too, that whenever he wrote a play in which theme is im- 
portant, Shakespeare was likely to point up his central consideration by means 
of a related supporting one. Thus the folly and redemption of Lear are italicized 
by the folly and redemption of Gloucester; the lust of Angelo is highlighted by 
that of Claudio and perhaps Lucio; the racial fanaticism of Shylock is mocked 
by the indifference of Jessica. It would be in line with this practice if in Othello 
the jealousy of the Moor had a counterpart in that of the Venetian. The contrast 
between these two victims, temperamentally more than the width of the Medit- 
erranean apart, would be much more effective if both were shown as subject to 
the corrosive power of the same passion. 

It is as though Shakespeare had said (in soliloquy): "Let's take two men: 
one a natural man of action and simple, the other a supercilious man of mind 
and complex. Let us poison them both with jealousy. Then let us watch the first 
degenerate into beast, the other into fiend. Jealousy can do that to men. Mis- 
chief, thou art afoot." 

Shakespeare's introductory scenes are always keynotes. The one in this play 
indicates that he was deeply interested in, perhaps fascinated by, Jago. More- 
over he gave him a real grievance, in consequence of which Jago despises Cassio 
and hates the general. If this is not jealousy it is something very like it. Profes- 
sional envy leading to ill will may be found even upon a college campus. If 
Jago's ill will takes the form of spite, that need not surprise us. That is the sort 
of person Jago is. But he is not, in this introductory scene, a motiveless malig- 
nity. He has a grievance. 

Whether in respect to Othello and Emilia he actually has one, he does not 
know and says so. I have known of two or three Shakespeareans, most notably 
Dr. Tannenbaum,18 who have believed that he has, but Jago is not sure. The 
writer of the Sonnets did not know whether he had one either. Uncertainty may 
make jealousy even worse. 

"MS. A. Tannenbaum, "The Wronged lago," S.A.B., XII (Jan. 1937), 37ff. 
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Why scholars, generally, have been so reluctant to accept jealousy as the 
key to the heart of Jago's mystery, I do not know. Perhaps they have thought 
that would make interpretation too easy, not worthy of their subtlety. Perhaps 
they have thought that Jago is too base for jealousy. After all jealousy, like most 
vices, is a virtue carried to excess. This man, a complete stranger to virtue, could 
not be jealous; ergo he is not. 

Of course he is hardly one to be surprised or shocked by adultery, even in 
his own family. He is no puritan. But jealously does not depend upon that; it is 
much more likely to stem from an outraged sense of lordship, pride, possessive- 
ness. And even if Jago might have winked at misbehavior by Emilia with some 
Venetian of noble blood, he may still very well have been infuriated at the 
thought of being cuckolded by a Moor. Unless you insist that Jago is not 
human, you can hardly contend that jealousy is above him. 

John W. Draper, bearing down strongly on Jago's phrase "it is thought 
abroad," has argued that even if Jago were not actually jealous, Elizabethan ex- 
pectations and codes of honor would compel him to act "as if for surety."19 Cer- 
tainly, to a considerable degree, Jago's characterization depends not upon the 
author, nor even upon the actor, but upon the audience. Margaret Webster once 
described playing Desdemona in a London jail, and Jago "became unquestion- 
ably the protagonist and hero. But," she added, "the play did not, quite definite- 
ly, emerge as tragedy."20 Frequently Othello's blackness has been qualified out 
of consideration of audience sensibilities. It is true that New York rallied 
around an actual negro in the role, albeit a negro already nationally distin- 
guished not only in art but in football. But there are communities in the United 
States where Mr. Robeson would hesitate to appear in this admirable production 
of the play. Granting, as I think we must, that Jago's jealousy is the real thing, 
it is possible to establish for him, even today, a partial and plausible defense. In 
a country which countenanced what it called the Unwritten Law to say nothing 
of lynching in the name of Southern chivalry, Jago could be posed almost a de- 
fender of the home against the rising tide of color. Though his means might be 
despicable, even they might be acceptable because of the end. In some states Jago 
could make something of a case for himself. He might even become, as in the 
London jail, a hero. 

Nor do I wish to suggest that because Jago is human he is not a villain and 
subject to our unmitigated contempt. Even Jago knows that a good deal of what 

19J. W. Draper, "Honest lago," P.M.L.A., XLVI (1931), 724ff. 
20Editor's Note-Margaret Webster kindly elaborates in a letter the following to show how surpris- 

ing audience reaction may be to this dangerous play: 
"On a Sunday afternoon in the late Thirties, at the big North London prison of Wormwood Scrubs 

the Othello knew the first three acts and 1, as Desdemona, knew the last two. I had to die on one of 
the prison hospital cots and the other corpses had a very uncomfortable time getting themselves 
arranged. . . . With the somewhat 'special' audience of prisoners the values of the play swung com- 
pletely around. They were absolutely delighted with every manifestation of lago's villainy, and ap- 
plauded like mad every time he fooled Roderigo or Cassio or even Othello himself. I think the only 
thing that pleased them at the end was that lago was left alive and practically nobody else was." 

We recall also the Southern cavalry officer in Baltimore who shot at Othello in the murder scene; 
the Colorado miner who shot at lago, and the similar occasion when a man beside himself shot at 
Edwin Booth in Othello; also the incensed young lady who shouted at Othello: "O! you big fool, 
can't you see?" Evidently, since this is the most painful of Shakespeare's tragedies to behold, there is 
no forecasting what an audience may do. Coming too close home, Othello for some audiences or for 
some members of them lacks "psychic distance"; they feel impelled to rush in and stop the dreadful 
course of events. 



THE OVER GARRULOUS IAGO 161 

he is up to can never be confided to the forthright Emilia. He may be secretly 
ashamed even of his jealousy, which is, of course, his only justification. But this 
would not mean that he is not jealous. No, Jago is still a villain, as one may 
clearly see at the end of the play. Othello, having a certain greatness of spirit, 
emerges from his bloody blunders enlightened, chastened, even uplifted. Jago, 
being basely a compound of gray matter, goes down to the pit. 

If you prefer to think of the play as merely entertainment or parable, it 
still gains in power by virtue of the twofold consideration, a demonstration of 
how the same sinister obsession can transform both a noble Othello and an 
"honest" Jago into savage caricatures of themselves. Its significance is thereby 
doubled. Its interest too. I believe that Shakespeare intended it thus, but even if 
he did not, the fact remains. Jealousy is no respecter of persons, and its effect is 
invariably to bring to the surface the evil, whatever the kind or degree, that 
lurks below. If Othello, the tragic hero, is striking evidence of this truth, so is 
Jago, the villain. 

It must not be thought that the formula of jealousy will solve all of the 
riddles of Jago's characterization. He is in criticism, and I believe in composi- 
tion, a varied if not multiple personality. That is why we keep coming back to 
him. To consider him jealous does not preclude considering him many other 
things besides. To declare him human is not a simplification. But it is because he 
is human that he is subject to jealousy, and it is, in my judgment, because he is 
jealous that he is utterly ruthless. He is malignity all right, but not without a 
motive. To see jealousy through the comparable but contrasting experiences of 
Othello and Jago is to see it in focus, as the most desperate passion of man and 
the most devastating. 

University of Massachusetts 
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