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			Publisher’s Note

			THE PELICAN SHAKESPEARE has served generations of readers as an authoritative series of texts and scholarship since the first volume appeared under the general editorship of Alfred Harbage over half a century ago. In the past decades, new editions followed to reflect the profound changes textual and critical studies of Shakespeare have undergone. The texts of the plays and poems were thoroughly revised in accordance with leading scholarship, and in some cases were entirely reedited. New introductions and notes were provided in all the volumes. The Pelican Shakespeare was designed as a successor to the original series; the previous editions had been taken into account, and the advice of the previous editors was solicited where it was feasible to do so. The current editions include updated bibliographic references to recent scholarship.

			Certain textual features of the new Pelican Shakespeare should be particularly noted. All lines are numbered that contain a word, phrase, or allusion explained in the glossarial notes. In addition, for convenience, every tenth line is also numbered, in italics when no annotation is indicated. The intrusive and often inaccurate place headings inserted by early editors are omitted (as has become standard practice), but for the convenience of those who miss them, an indication of locale now appears as the first item in the annotation of each scene.

			In the interest of both elegance and utility, each speech prefix is set in a separate line when the speakers’ lines are in verse, except when those words form the second half of a verse line. Thus the verse form of the speech is kept visually intact. What is printed as verse and what is printed as prose has, in general, the authority of the original texts. Departures from the original texts in this regard have the authority only of editorial tradition and the judgment of the Pelican editors; and, in a few instances, are admittedly arbitrary.

		

		
	
		
			The Theatrical World

			ECONOMIC REALITIES determined the theatrical world in which Shakespeare’s plays were written, performed, and received. For centuries in England, the primary theatrical tradition was nonprofessional. Craft guilds (or “mysteries”) provided religious drama – mystery plays – as part of the celebration of religious and civic festivals, and schools and universities staged classical and neoclassical drama in both Latin and English as part of their curricula. In these forms, drama was established and socially acceptable. Professional theater, in contrast, existed on the margins of society. The acting companies were itinerant; playhouses could be any available space – the great halls of the aristocracy, town squares, civic halls, inn yards, fair booths, or open fields – and income was sporadic, dependent on the passing of the hat or on the bounty of local patrons. The actors, moreover, were considered little better than vagabonds, constantly in danger of arrest or expulsion.

			In the late 1560s and 1570s, however, English professional theater began to gain respectability. Wealthy aristocrats fond of drama – the Lord Admiral, for example, or the Lord Chamberlain – took acting companies under their protection so that the players technically became members of their households and were no longer subject to arrest as homeless or masterless men. Permanent theaters were first built at this time as well, allowing the companies to control and charge for entry to their performances.

			Shakespeare’s livelihood, and the stunning artistic explosion in which he participated, depended on pragmatic and architectural effort. Professional theater requires ways to restrict access to its offerings; if it does not, and admission fees cannot be charged, the actors do not get paid, the costumes go to a pawnbroker, and there is no such thing as a professional, ongoing theatrical tradition. The answer to that economic need arrived in the late 1560s and 1570s with the creation of the so-called public or amphitheater playhouse. Recent discoveries indicate that the precursor of the Globe playhouse in London (where Shakespeare’s mature plays were presented) and the Rose theater (which presented Christopher Marlowe’s plays and some of Shakespeare’s earliest ones) was the Red Lion theater of 1567.

			Extensive parts of the foundations of the Rose theater, apparently the fourth public theater to be built, were uncovered in 1989. A few years later, a much smaller portion of the second Globe (rebuilt after the first burned in 1613) was located. The remains of the Rose indicate that it originally (1587) had a rather small “thrust” stage that tapered into the open area from which a standing audience, the “groundlings,” watched. The stage was approximately 25 feet wide at the front, more than 36 feet wide at the back, and about 16½ feet deep; it was placed at the northern end of a north-south axis, presumably to maximize the amount of light falling on the stage during the spring-summer playing season. In early 1592, the Rose’s owner, Philip Henslowe, paid to renovate and expand his theater; the new stage was at least 18 feet deep, perhaps more if the stage boards projected out over the newly laid brick foundations. The seating area also increased, but both theater and stage remained relatively small compared to the rectangular stage at the Fortune (1600), over 40 feet wide and supposedly based upon the Globe. The Globe building may have been as much as 100 feet in diameter, while the Rose’s diameter was about 72 feet. Both theaters were irregular polygons, multistoried, with areas for the groundlings, and with a covered gallery that seated perhaps 2,200 (Rose) or 3,000 (Globe) very crowded spectators.

			These theaters might have been about half full on any given day, though the audiences were larger on holidays or when a play was advertised, as old and new were, through printed playbills posted around London. The metropolitan area’s late-Tudor, early-Stuart population (circa 1590–1620) has been estimated at about 150,000 to 250,000. It has been supposed that in the mid-1590s there were about 15,000 spectators per week at the public theaters; thus, as many as 10 percent of the local population went to the theater regularly. Consequently, the theaters’ repertories – the plays available for this experienced and frequent audience – had to change often: in the month between September 15 and October 15, 1595, for instance, the Lord Admiral’s Men performed twenty-eight times in eighteen different plays.

			Since natural light illuminated the amphitheaters’ stages, performances began between noon and two o’clock and ran without a break for two or three hours. They often concluded with a jig, a fencing display, or some other nondramatic exhibition. Weather conditions determined the season for the amphitheaters: plays were performed every day (including Sundays, sometimes, to clerical dismay) except during Lent – the forty days before Easter – or periods of plague, or sometimes during the summer months when law courts were not in session and the most affluent members of the audience were not in London.

			To a modern theatergoer, an amphitheater stage like that of the Rose or Globe would appear an unfamiliar mixture of plainness and elaborate decoration. Much of the structure was carved or painted, sometimes to imitate marble; elsewhere, as under the canopy projecting over the stage, to represent the stars and the zodiac. Appropriate painted canvas pictures (of Jerusalem, for example, if the play was set in that city) were apparently hung on the wall behind the acting area, and tragedies were accompanied by black hangings, presumably something like crepe festoons or bunting. Although these theaters did not employ what we would call scenery, early modern spectators saw numerous large props, such as the “bar” at which a prisoner stood during a trial, the “mossy bank” where lovers reclined, an arbor for amorous conversation, a chariot, gallows, tables, trees, beds, thrones, writing desks, and so forth. Audiences might learn a scene’s location from a sign (reading “Athens,” for example) carried across the stage (as in Bertolt Brecht’s twentieth-century productions). Equally captivating (and equally irritating to the theater’s enemies) were the rich costumes and personal props the actors used: the most valuable items in the surviving theatrical inventories are the swords, gowns, robes, crowns, and other items worn or carried by the performers.

			Magic appealed to Shakespeare’s audiences as much as it does to us today, and the theater exploited many deceptive and spectacular devices. A winch in the loft above the stage, called “the heavens,” could lower and raise actors playing gods, goddesses, and other supernatural figures to and from the main acting area, just as one or more trapdoors permitted entrances and exits to and from the area, called “hell,” beneath the stage. Actors wore elementary makeup such as wigs, false beards, and face paint, and they employed pigs’ bladders filled with animal blood to make wounds seem more real. They had rudimentary but effective ways of pretending to behead or hang a person. Supernumeraries (stagehands or actors not needed in a particular scene) could make thunder sounds (by shaking a metal sheet or rolling an iron ball down a chute) and show lightning (by blowing inflammable resin through tubes into a flame). Elaborate fireworks enhanced the effects of dragons flying through the air or imitated such celestial phenomena as comets, shooting stars, and multiple suns. Horses’ hoofbeats, bells (located perhaps in the tower above the stage), trumpets and drums, clocks, cannon shots and gunshots, and the like were common sound effects. And the music of viols, cornets, oboes, and recorders was a regular feature of theatrical performances.

			For two relatively brief spans, from the late 1570s to 1590 and from 1599 to 1614, the amphitheaters competed with the so-called private, or indoor, theaters, which originated as, or later represented themselves as, educational institutions training boys as singers for church services and court performances. These indoor theaters had two features that were distinct from the amphitheaters’: their personnel and their playing spaces. The amphitheaters’ adult companies included both adult men, who played the male roles, and boys, who played the female roles; the private, or indoor, theater companies, on the other hand, were entirely composed of boys aged about eight to sixteen, who were, or could pretend to be, candidates for singers in a church or a royal boys’ choir. (Until 1660, professional theatrical companies included no women.) The playing space would appear much more familiar to modern audiences than the long-vanished amphitheaters; the later indoor theaters were, in fact, the ancestors of the typical modern theater. They were enclosed spaces, usually rectangular, with the stage filling one end of the rectangle and the audience arrayed in seats or benches across (and sometimes lining) the building’s longer axis. These spaces staged plays less frequently than the public theaters (perhaps only once a week) and held far fewer spectators than the amphitheaters: about 200 to 600, as opposed to 2,500 or more. Fewer patrons mean a smaller gross income, unless each pays more. Not surprisingly, then, private theaters charged higher prices than the amphitheaters, probably sixpence, as opposed to a penny for the cheapest entry to the amphitheaters.

			Protected from the weather, the indoor theaters presented plays later in the day than the amphitheaters, and used artificial illumination – candles in sconces or candelabra. But candles melt and need replacing, snuffing, and trimming, and these practical requirements may have been part of the reason the indoor theaters introduced breaks in the performance, the intermission so dear to the hearts of theatergoers and to the pocketbooks of theater concessionaires ever since. Whether motivated by the need to tend to the candles or by the entrepreneurs’ wish to sell oranges and liquor, or both, the indoor theaters eventually established the modern convention of noncontinuous performance. In the early modern “private” theater, musical performances apparently filled the intermissions, which in Stuart theater jargon seem to have been called “acts.”

			At the end of the first decade of the seventeenth century, the distinction between public amphitheaters and private indoor companies ceased. For various cultural, political, and economic reasons, individual companies gained control of both the public, open-air theaters and the indoor ones, and companies mixing adult men and boys took over the formerly “private” theaters. Despite the death of the boys’ companies and of their highly innovative theaters (for which such luminous playwrights as Ben Jonson, George Chapman, and John Marston wrote), their playing spaces and conventions had an immense impact on subsequent plays: not merely for the intervals (which stressed the artistic and architectonic importance of “acts”), but also because they introduced political and social satire as a popular dramatic ingredient, even in tragedy, and a wider range of actorly effects, encouraged by the more intimate playing spaces.

			Even the briefest sketch of the Shakespearean theatrical world would be incomplete without some comment on the social and cultural dimensions of theaters and playing in the period. In an intensely hierarchical and status-conscious society, professional actors and their ventures had hardly any respectability; as we have indicated, to protect themselves against laws designed to curb vagabondage and the increase of masterless men, actors resorted to the near-fiction that they were the servants of noble masters and wore their distinctive livery. Hence the company for which Shakespeare wrote in the 1590s that called itself the Lord Chamberlain’s Men and pretended that the public, money-getting performances were in fact rehearsals for private performances before that high court official. From 1598, the Privy Council had licensed theatrical companies, and after 1603, with the accession of King James I, the companies gained explicit royal protection, just as the Queen’s Men had for a time under Queen Elizabeth. The Chamberlain’s Men became the King’s Men, and the other companies were patronized by other members of the royal family.

			These designations were legal fictions that half-concealed an important economic and social development, the evolution away from the theater’s organization on the model of the guild, a self-regulating confraternity of individual artisans, into a proto-capitalist organization. Shakespeare’s company became a joint-stock company, where persons who supplied capital and, in some cases, such as Shakespeare’s, capital and talent, employed themselves and others in earning a return on that capital. This development meant that actors and theater companies were outside both the traditional guild structures, which required some form of civic or royal charter, and the feudal household organization of master-and-servant. This anomalous, maverick social and economic condition made theater companies practically unruly and potentially even dangerous; consequently, numerous official bodies – including the London metropolitan and ecclesiastical authorities as well as, occasionally, the royal court itself – tried, without much success, to control and even to disband them.

			Public officials had good reason to want to close the theaters: they were attractive nuisances – they drew often-riotous crowds, they were always noisy, and they could be politically offensive and socially insubordinate. Until the Civil War, however, antitheatrical forces failed to shut down professional theater, for many reasons – limited surveillance and few police powers, tensions or outright hostilities among the agencies that sought to check or channel theatrical activity, and lack of clear policies for control. Another reason must have been the theaters’ undeniable popularity. Curtailing any activity enjoyed by such a substantial percentage of the population was difficult, as various Roman emperors attempting to limit circuses had learned, and the Tudor-Stuart audience was not merely large, it was socially diverse and included women. The prevalence of public entertainment in this period has been underestimated. In fact, fairs, holidays, games, sporting events, the equivalent of modern parades, freak shows, and street exhibitions all abounded, but the theater was the most widely and frequently available entertainment to which people of every class had access. That fact helps account both for its quantity and for the fear and anger it aroused.

			Books About Shakespeare’s Theater

			Useful scholarly studies of theatrical life in Shakespeare’s day include: G. E. Bentley, The Jacobean and Caroline Stage, 7 vols. (1941–68), and the same author’s The Professions of Dramatist and Player in Shakespeare’s Time, 1590–1642 (1986); Julian Bowsher, The Rose Theatre: An Archaeological Discovery (1998); E. K. Chambers, The Elizabethan Stage, 4 vols. (1923); Christine Eccles, The Rose Theatre (1990); R. A. Foakes, Illustrations of the English Stage, 1580–1642 (1985); Andrew Gurr, The Shakespearean Stage, 1574–1642, 3rd ed. (1992), and the same author’s Playgoing in Shakespeare’s London, 2nd ed. (1996); Roslyn Lander Knutson, Playing Companies and Commerce in Shakespeare’s Time (2001); Edwin Nungezer, A Dictionary of Actors (1929); Carol Chillington Rutter, ed., Documents of the Rose Playhouse (1984); Tiffany Stern, Documents of Performance in Early Modern England (2009); Glynne Wickham, Herbert Berry, and William Ingram, English Professional Theatre, 1530–1660 (2009).

		

	
		
			WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE OF STRATFORD-UPON-AVON, GENTLEMAN

			Many people have said that we know very little about William Shakespeare’s life – pinheads and postcards are often mentioned as appropriately tiny surfaces on which to record the available information. More imaginatively and perhaps more correctly, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, “Shakespeare is the only biographer of Shakespeare. . . . So far from Shakespeare’s being the least known, he is the one person in all modern history fully known to us.”

			In fact, we know more about Shakespeare’s life than we do about almost any other English writer’s of his era. His last will and testament (dated March 25, 1616) survives, as do numerous legal contracts and court documents involving Shakespeare as principal or witness, and parish records in Stratford and London. Shakespeare appears quite often in official records of King James’s royal court, and of course Shakespeare’s name appears on numerous title pages and in the written and recorded words of his literary contemporaries Robert Greene, Henry Chettle, Francis Meres, John Davies of Hereford, Ben Jonson, and many others. Indeed, if we make due allowance for the bloating of modern, run-of-the-mill bureaucratic records, more information has survived over the past four hundred years about William Shakespeare of Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire, than is likely to survive in the next four hundred years about any reader of these words.

			What we do not have are entire categories of information – Shakespeare’s private letters or diaries, drafts and revisions of poems and plays, critical prefaces or essays, commendatory verse for other writers’ works, or instructions guiding his fellow actors in their performances, for instance – that we imagine would help us understand and appreciate his surviving writings. For all we know, many such data never existed as written records. Many literary and theatrical critics, not knowing what might once have existed, more or less cheerfully accept the situation; some even make a theoretical virtue of it by claiming that such data are irrelevant to understanding and interpreting the plays and poems.

			So, what do we know about William Shakespeare, the man responsible for thirty-seven or perhaps more plays, more than 150 sonnets, two lengthy narrative poems, and some shorter poems?

			While many families by the name of Shakespeare (or some variant spelling) can be identified in the English Midlands as far back as the twelfth century, it seems likely that the dramatist’s grandfather, Richard, moved to Snitterfield, a town not far from Stratford-upon-Avon, sometime before 1529. In Snitterfield, Richard Shakespeare leased farmland from the very wealthy Robert Arden. By 1552, Richard’s son John had moved to a large house on Henley Street in Stratford-upon-Avon, the house that stands today as “The Birthplace.” In Stratford, John Shakespeare traded as a glover, dealt in wool, and lent money at interest; he also served in a variety of civic posts, including “High Bailiff,” the municipality’s equivalent of mayor. In 1557, he married Robert Arden’s youngest daughter, Mary. Mary and John had four sons – William was the oldest – and four daughters, of whom only Joan outlived her most celebrated sibling. William was baptized (an event entered in the Stratford parish church records) on April 26, 1564, and it has become customary, without any good factual support, to suppose he was born on April 23, which happens to be the feast day of Saint George, patron saint of England, and is also the date on which Shakespeare died, in 1616. Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway in 1582, when he was eighteen and she was twenty-six; their first child was born five months later. It has been generally assumed that the marriage was enforced and subsequently unhappy, but these are only assumptions; it has been estimated, for instance, that up to one-third of Elizabethan brides were pregnant when they married. Anne and William Shakespeare had three children: Susanna, who married a prominent local physician, John Hall; and the twins Hamnet, who died young in 1596, and Judith, who married Thomas Quiney – apparently a rather shady individual. The name Hamnet was unusual but not unique: he and his twin sister were named for their godparents, Shakespeare’s neighbors Hamnet and Judith Sadler. Shakespeare’s father died in 1601 (the year of Hamlet), and Mary Arden Shakespeare died in 1608 (the year of Coriolanus). William Shakespeare’s last surviving direct descendant was his granddaughter Elizabeth Hall, who died in 1670.

			Between the birth of the twins in 1585 and a clear reference to Shakespeare as a practicing London dramatist in Robert Greene’s sensationalizing, satiric pamphlet, Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit (1592), there is no record of where William Shakespeare was or what he was doing. These seven so-called lost years have been imaginatively filled by scholars and other students of Shakespeare: some think he traveled to Italy, or fought in the Low Countries, or studied law or medicine, or worked as an apprentice actor/writer, and so on to even more fanciful possibilities. Whatever the biographical facts for those “lost” years, Greene’s nasty remarks in 1592 testify to professional envy and to the fact that Shakespeare already had a successful career in London. Speaking to his fellow playwrights, Greene warns both generally and specifically:

			. . . trust them [actors] not: for there is an upstart crow, beautified with our feathers, that with his tiger’s heart wrapped in a player’s hide supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank verse as the best of you; and being an absolute Johannes Factotum, is in his own conceit the only Shake-scene in a country.

			The passage mimics a line from 3 Henry VI (hence the play must have been performed before Greene wrote) and seems to say that “Shake-scene” is both actor and playwright, a jack-of-all-trades. That same year, Henry Chettle protested Greene’s remarks in Kind-Heart’s Dream, and each of the next two years saw the publication of poems – Venus and Adonis and Lucrece, respectively – publicly ascribed to (and dedicated by) Shakespeare. Early in 1595 he was named as one of the senior members of a prominent acting company, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, when they received payment for court performances during the 1594 Christmas season.

			Clearly, Shakespeare had achieved both success and reputation in London. In 1596, upon Shakespeare’s application, the College of Arms granted his father the now-familiar coat of arms he had taken the first steps to obtain almost twenty years before, and in 1598, John’s son – now permitted to call himself “gentleman” – took a 10 percent share in the new Globe playhouse. In 1597, he bought a substantial bourgeois house, called New Place, in Stratford – the garden remains, but Shakespeare’s house, several times rebuilt, was torn down in 1759 – and over the next few years Shakespeare spent large sums buying land and making other investments in the town and its environs. Though he worked in London, his family remained in Stratford, and he seems always to have considered Stratford the home he would eventually return to. Something approaching a disinterested appreciation of Shakespeare’s popular and professional status appears in Francis Meres’s Palladis Tamia (1598), a not especially imaginative and perhaps therefore persuasive record of literary reputations. Reviewing contemporary English writers, Meres lists the titles of many of Shakespeare’s plays, including one not now known, Love’s Labor’s Won, and praises his “mellifluous & hony-tongued” “sugred Sonnets,” which were then circulating in manuscript (they were first collected in 1609). Meres describes Shakespeare as “one of the best” English playwrights of both comedy and tragedy. In Remains . . . Concerning Britain (1605), William Camden – a more authoritative source than the imitative Meres – calls Shakespeare one of the “most pregnant witts of these our times” and joins him with such writers as Chapman, Daniel, Jonson, Marston, and Spenser. During the first decades of the seventeenth century, publishers began to attribute numerous play quartos, including some non-Shakespearean ones, to Shakespeare, either by name or initials, and we may assume that they deemed Shakespeare’s name and supposed authorship, true or false, commercially attractive.

			For the next ten years or so, various records show Shakespeare’s dual career as playwright and man of the theater in London, and as an important local figure in Stratford. In 1608–9 his acting company – designated the “King’s Men” soon after King James had succeeded Queen Elizabeth in 1603 – rented, refurbished, and opened a small interior playing space, the Blackfriars theater, in London, and Shakespeare was once again listed as a substantial sharer in the group of proprietors of the playhouse. By May 11, 1612, however, he describes himself as a Stratford resident in a London lawsuit – an indication that he had withdrawn from day-to-day professional activity and returned to the town where he had always had his main financial interests. When Shakespeare bought a substantial residential building in London, the Blackfriars Gatehouse, close to the theater of the same name, on March 10, 1613, he is recorded as William Shakespeare “of Stratford upon Avon in the county of Warwick, gentleman,” and he named several London residents as the building’s trustees. Still, he continued to participate in theatrical activity: when the new Earl of Rutland needed an allegorical design to bear as a shield, or impresa, at the celebration of King James’s Accession Day, March 24, 1613, the earl’s accountant recorded a payment of 44 shillings to Shakespeare for the device with its motto.

			For the last few years of his life, Shakespeare evidently concentrated his activities in the town of his birth. Most of the final records concern business transactions in Stratford, ending with the notation of his death on April 23, 1616, and burial in Holy Trinity Church, Stratford-upon-Avon.

		

	
		
			THE QUESTION OF AUTHORSHIP

			The history of ascribing Shakespeare’s plays (the poems do not come up so often) to someone else began, as it continues, peculiarly. The earliest published claim that someone else wrote Shakespeare’s plays appeared in an 1856 article by Delia Bacon in the American journal Putnam’s Monthly – although an Englishman, Thomas Wilmot, had shared his doubts in private (even secretive) conversations with friends near the end of the eighteenth century. Bacon’s was a sad personal history that ended in madness and poverty, but the year after her article, she published, with great difficulty and the bemused assistance of Nathaniel Hawthorne (then United States Consul in Liverpool, England), her Philosophy of the Plays of Shakspere Unfolded. This huge, ornately written, confusing farrago is almost unreadable; sometimes its intents, to say nothing of its arguments, disappear entirely beneath near-raving, ecstatic writing. Tumbled in with much supposed “philosophy” appear the claims that Francis Bacon (from whom Delia Bacon eventually claimed descent), Walter Ralegh, and several other contemporaries of Shakespeare’s had written the plays. The book had little impact except as a ridiculed curiosity.

			Once proposed, however, the issue gained momentum among people whose conviction was the greater in proportion to their ignorance of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century English literature, history, and society. Another American amateur, Catharine F. Ashmead Windle, made the next influential contribution to the cause when she published Report to the British Museum (1882), wherein she promised to open “the Cipher of Francis Bacon,” though what she mostly offers, in the words of S. Schoenbaum, is “demented allegorizing.” An entire new cottage industry grew from Windle’s suggestion that the texts contain hidden, cryptographically discoverable ciphers – “clues” – to their authorship; and today there are not only books devoted to the putative ciphers, but also pamphlets, journals, and newsletters.

			Although Baconians have led the pack of those seeking a substitute Shakespeare, in “Shakespeare” Identified (1920), J. Thomas Looney became the first published “Oxfordian” when he proposed Edward de Vere, seventeenth earl of Oxford, as the secret author of Shakespeare’s plays. Also for Oxford and his “authorship” there are today dedicated societies, articles, journals, and books. Less popular candidates – Queen Elizabeth and Christopher Marlowe among them – have had adherents, but the movement seems to have divided into two main contending factions, Baconian and Oxfordian. (For further details on all the candidates for “Shakespeare,” see S. Schoenbaum, Shakespeare’s Lives, 2nd ed., 1991.)

			The Baconians, the Oxfordians, and supporters of other candidates have one trait in common – they are snobs. Every pro-Bacon or pro-Oxford tract sooner or later claims that the historical William Shakespeare of Stratford-upon-Avon could not have written the plays because he could not have had the training, the university education, the experience, and indeed the imagination or background their author supposedly possessed. Only a learned genius like Bacon or an aristocrat like Oxford could have written such fine plays. (As it happens, lucky male children of the middle class had access to better education than most aristocrats in Elizabethan England – and Oxford was not particularly well educated.) Shakespeare received in the Stratford grammar school a formal education that would daunt many college graduates today; and popular rival playwrights such as the very learned Ben Jonson and George Chapman, both of whom also lacked university training, achieved great artistic success without being taken as Bacon or Oxford.

			Besides snobbery, one other quality characterizes the authorship controversy: lack of evidence. A great deal of testimony from Shakespeare’s time shows that Shakespeare wrote Shakespeare’s plays and that his contemporaries recognized them as distinctive and distinctly superior. (Some of that contemporary evidence is collected in E. K. Chambers, William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts and Problems, 2 vols., 1930.) Since that testimony comes from Shakespeare’s enemies and theatrical competitors as well as from his coworkers and from the Elizabethan equivalent of literary journalists, it seems unlikely that, if any of these sources had known he was a fraud, they would have failed to record that fact.

			Books About Shakespeare’s Life

			The following books provide scholarly, documented accounts of Shakespeare’s life: G. E. Bentley, Shakespeare: A Biographical Handbook (1961); E. K. Chambers, William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts and Problems, 2 vols. (1930); S. Schoenbaum, William Shakespeare: A Compact Documentary Life (1977) and the same author’s Shakespeare’s Lives, 2nd ed. (1991); and James Shapiro, Contested Will: Who Wrote Shakespeare? (2010). Many scholarly editions of Shakespeare’s complete works print brief compilations of essential dates and events. References to Shakespeare’s works up to 1700 are collected in C. M. Ingleby et al., Shakespeare Allusion-Book, rev. ed., 2 vols. (1932).

		

	
		
			The Texts of Shakespeare

			AS FAR AS WE KNOW, only one manuscript conceivably in Shakespeare’s own hand may (and even this is much disputed) exist: a few pages of a play called Sir Thomas More, which apparently was never performed. What we do have, as later readers, performers, scholars, students, are printed texts. The earliest of these survive in two forms: quartos and folios. Quartos (from the Latin for “four”) are small books, printed on sheets of paper that were then folded twice, to make four leaves or eight pages. When these were bound together, the result was a squarish, eminently portable volume that sold for the relatively small sum of sixpence (translating in modern terms to about $5). In folios, on the other hand, the sheets are folded only once, in half, producing large, impressive volumes taller than they are wide. This was the format for important works of philosophy, science, theology, and literature (the major precedent for a folio Shakespeare was Ben Jonson’s Works, 1616). The decision to print the works of a popular playwright in folio is an indication of how far up on the social scale the theatrical profession had come during Shakespeare’s lifetime. The Shakespeare folio was an expensive book, selling for between fifteen and eighteen shillings, depending on the binding (in modern terms, from about $150 to $180). Twenty Shakespeare plays of the thirty-seven that survive first appeared in quarto, seventeen of which appeared during Shakespeare’s lifetime; the rest of the plays are found only in folio.

			The First Folio was published in 1623, seven years after Shakespeare’s death, and was authorized by his fellow actors, the co-owners of the King’s Men. This publication was certainly a mark of the company’s enormous respect for Shakespeare; but it was also a way of turning the old plays, most of which were no longer current in the playhouse, into ready money (the folio includes only Shakespeare’s plays, not his sonnets or other nondramatic verse). Whatever the motives behind the publication of the folio, the texts it preserves constitute the basis for almost all later editions of the playwright’s works. The texts, however, differ from those of the earlier quartos, sometimes in minor respects but often significantly – most strikingly in the two texts of King Lear, but also in important ways in Hamlet, Othello, and Troilus and Cressida. (The variants are recorded in the textual notes to each play.) The differences in these texts represent, in a sense, the essence of theater: the texts of the plays were initially not intended for publication. They were scripts, designed for the actors to perform – the principal life of the play at this period was in performance. And it follows that in Shakespeare’s theater the playwright typically had no say either in how his play was performed or in the disposition of his text – he was an employee of the company. The authoritative figures in the theatrical enterprise were the shareholders in the company, who were for the most part the major actors. They decided what plays were to be done; they hired the playwright and often gave him an outline of the play they wanted him to write. Often, too, the play was a collaboration: the company would retain a group of writers and parcel out the scenes among them. The resulting script was then the property of the company, and the actors would revise it as they saw fit during the course of putting it onstage. The resulting text belonged to the company. The playwright had no rights in it once he had been paid. (This system survives largely intact in the movie industry, and most of the playwrights of Shakespeare’s time were as anonymous as most screenwriters are today.) The script could also, of course, continue to change as the tastes of audiences and the requirements of the actors changed. Many – perhaps most – plays were revised when they were reintroduced after any substantial absence from the repertory, or when they were performed by a company different from the one that originally commissioned the play.

			Shakespeare was an exceptional figure in this world because he was not only a shareholder and actor in his company, but also its leading playwright – he was literally his own boss. He had, moreover, little interest in the publication of his plays, and even those that appeared during his lifetime with the authorization of the company show no signs of any editorial concern on the part of the author. Theater was, for Shakespeare, a fluid and supremely responsive medium – the very opposite of the great classic canonical text that has embodied his works since 1623.

			The very fluidity of the original texts, however, has meant that Shakespeare has always had to be edited. Here is an example of how problematic the editorial project inevitably is, a passage from the most famous speech in Romeo and Juliet, Juliet’s balcony soliloquy beginning “O Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?” Since the eighteenth century, the standard modern text has read:

			What’s Montague? It is nor hand, nor foot,

			Nor arm, nor face, nor any other part

			Belonging to a man. O be some other name!

			What’s in a name? That which we call a rose

			By any other name would smell as sweet.

			(II.2.40–44)

			Editors have three early texts of this play to work from, two quarto texts and the folio. Here is how the First Quarto (1597) reads:

			[image: ]

			Here is the Second Quarto (1599):

			[image: ]

			And here is the First Folio (1623):

			[image: ]

			There is in fact no early text that reads as our modern text does – and this is the most famous speech in the play. Instead, we have three quite different texts, all of which are clearly some version of the same speech, but none of which seems to us a final or satisfactory version. The transcendently beautiful passage in modern editions is an editorial invention: editors have succeeded in conflating and revising the three versions into something we recognize as great poetry. Is this what Shakespeare “really” wrote? Who can say? What we can say is that Shakespeare always had performance, not a book, in mind.

			Books About the Shakespeare Texts

			The standard studies of the printing history of the First Folio are W. W. Greg, The Shakespeare First Folio (1955), and Charlton Hinman, The Printing and Proof-Reading of the First Folio of Shakespeare (1963). J. K. Walton, The Quarto Copy for the First Folio of Shakespeare (1971), is a useful survey of the relation of the quartos to the folio. The second edition of Charlton Hinman’s Norton Facsimile of the First Folio (1996), with a new introduction by Peter Blayney, is indispensable. Stanley Wells, Gary Taylor, John Jowett, and William Montgomery, William Shakespeare: A Textual Companion, keyed to the Oxford text, gives a comprehensive survey of the editorial situation for all the plays and poems.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			WHY HAS OTHELLO always stood slightly apart from the other tragedies generally acknowledged to be among Shakespeare’s supreme achievements? Regularly grouped with Hamlet, King Lear, and Macbeth, it is sometimes described as the most dramatic, the most playable, of the great tragedies, but such praise often masks a dubious assessment of its artistic status. Even those who most admire it, however, agree that Othello exhibits distinctive qualities that separate it from its dramatic kin. First, its title character is different. The Moor of Venice differs conspicuously from the other tragic heroes, differs from the English audience for which he was created, differs from the rest of the cast of Othello. The playwright takes pains to depict Othello as the alien whose strangeness is both fascinating and threatening. Second, the play’s subject is unusual for tragedy in that it is not a struggle for control of the state, nor a study of ancient heroism, nor royal biography. Rather, Othello is about love – its beauty, its fragility, its vulnerability to hate. The passions represented seem private or perhaps narrow, not historically momentous. Here the battle for power is domestic, emotional, and personal.

			George Bernard Shaw, commenting on Verdi’s operatic version, mischievously remarked that “instead of Otello being an Italian opera written in the style of Shakespeare, Othello is a play written by Shakespeare in the style of Italian opera. It is quite peculiar among his works in this respect . . . and the plot is a pure farce plot.” Shaw’s flippant analysis is not atypical. Othello and Othello are distinctive in having earned the condescension, even scorn, of certain eloquent critics, from Thomas Rymer in the seventeenth century to F. R. Leavis and T. S. Eliot in the twentieth. Rymer belittled the play’s pretensions to tragic grandeur, lampooning it as a sign of what happens when “Maidens of quality . . . run away with Blackamoors.” Eliot pitilessly complained that in the final, lyrical speech before his suicide Othello was “thinking about himself,” “endeavouring to escape reality,” and merely “cheering himself up.”

			It is doubtful that such reactions would have surprised the playwright. Shakespeare must have known that audiences would find his exotic hero unsettling, and he must have wanted it that way. So many of his dramatic choices in Othello seem original or surprising that they imply a deliberate effort to frustrate the expectations of the audience. All tragedy, of course, depends upon the confounding of expectation, and playwrights from Aeschylus forward have prized and magnified the ironies of a spectacular reversal of fortune. But in choosing and adapting a short story about a foolish captain who murders his wife, a tale first published in Italian by Giraldo Cinthio in 1565, Shakespeare has repeatedly made the difficult, the original choice. In the nature of his hero, the presentation of his villain, the addition and deepening of the minor figures, the pace of the action, the metadramatic layering, the risky reference to the staples of comedy – in each of these important respects, as in lesser ones, he has sought the unexpected effect. Examined in theatrical and historical context, Othello emerges as the product of an artistic imagination enlarging the boundaries of the theatrical medium, overturning conventions but using the spectator’s familiarity with those conventions to intensify the force of their rejection. And placed in the context of its creator’s career, the play becomes a skeptical review of his own ten-year commitment to the affirmations of comedy and the benefits of theatrical illusion.

			Discussion of tragedy often begins with a treatment of the hero, and here such a procedure is especially appropriate because the play seems to demand immediate attention to its characters. For the twenty-first-century reader or playgoer, the problem of race is likely to be the primary consideration. This is a normal response, since every perceiver brings to every work of art a distinctive set of cultural determinants, an internalized batch of assumptions, opinions, blind spots, and wishes. That personal response should not be dismissed, since readers today cannot ignore the cultural centrality of race and its associated social and moral problems – slavery, oppression, intolerance, resentment, prejudice, and class conflict. Present concerns should be supplemented, however, with an awareness of the theatrical, historical, and cultural conditions obtaining when the play was written and first performed. To do so is not to suppress our own reactions or to minimize the play’s relevance to current social or ethical issues. It is, rather, to understand our own reactions better by examining what the work might have meant to an earlier, different generation of people. Absorbing the prominent strain of black and white imagery in the text, our consciousness of race probably prompts us to think of the title character as an African, specifically a sub-Saharan African. This is how he is usually played in the modern theater. To the audience at the Globe, however, Othello’s origins and appearance were probably less definite.

			The Tragedy of Othello the Moor of Venice. It is worth pondering the distinctive mixture of associations the folio title would have ignited in the early modern mind. “Othello” is an unusual name, apparently a Shakespearean coinage (his counterpart in the source is unnamed). It sounds exotic or at least Mediterranean, deriving perhaps from an existing Italian name, “Otello,” and (perhaps also) suggesting the North African “Otho” or “Othoman” or “Ottoman.” Even stranger is the combination of locative nouns that follows the name, suggesting inconsistency, hybridity, the crossing of cultures. To begin with “Moor,” the Oxford English Dictionary is of some help. In the ancient world, a Moor was

			a native of Mauretania, a region of Northern Africa corresponding to parts of Morocco and Algeria. In later times, one belonging to the people of mixed Berber and Arab race, Muslim in religion, who constitute the bulk of the population of North-western Africa, and who in the 8th c. conquered Spain. In the Middle Ages, and as late as the 17th c., the Moors were commonly supposed to be mostly black or very swarthy (though the existence of “white Moors” was recognized), and hence the word was often used for “negro”; cf. BLACKAMOOR.

			Clearly the noun has meant different things to different people in different cultures at different times. The disparity between fact and opinion (“commonly supposed”) is implicit here, even the disparity between opinions (“commonly supposed to be mostly black . . . though the existence of ‘white Moors’ was recognized”). When Iago disparages Othello as “a Barbary horse,” he identifies him with the North African Muslim nation of Barbary, home of the Berbers. But the Moor has left his homeland and is now employed by the Duke of Venice, a city with a definite reputation in the seventeenth century. Venice was a hybrid, a metropolis on the Italian peninsula and yet a separate republic with widespread economic interests; unquestionably it was one of the centers of European civilization. Yet various texts of the period (e.g., Ben Jonson’s Volpone) attest to the English opinion of Venice as dangerous and alluring, and indeed throughout the world the city was famous for its courtesans, its sophistication and potential treachery, its mystery. Shakespeare’s Venetian senators are nobody’s fools – they instantly penetrate the Turks’ nautical trick (I.3) – and Iago, when he impugns Desdemona’s fidelity, summons up images of the notoriously duplicitous Venetian female. The sum of these conflicting signals is that none of the nouns in the title – not even “Tragedy” – is stable or plain in its signification.

			Was Shakespeare’s Othello black? The question itself demands interrogation, specifically the word “black.” In twenty-first-century terms, the answer is “no.” Othello was first acted by Richard Burbage, the principal tragedian of the King’s Men, who played Richard III and probably Hamlet; he is unlikely to have resembled what would today be considered an African. But in early modern terms, the answer could be some form of “yes.” The Elizabethan ideal of human beauty was what was called “fair,” meaning light skin and either light brown or blond hair. Its opposite, the brunet, or person with darker skin or black hair, was known as “black” or “dark.” Desdemona distinguishes, in her banter with Iago upon landing at Cyprus, between the “fair” (or blond) woman and the “black” (or dark) woman. Such definitions are also pertinent to the identity of the “Dark Lady” of Shakespeare’s sonnets, “a woman colored ill” (Sonnet 144). In other words, Burbage’s physical appearance may have been sufficiently “dark” or “black” to prompt, or at least to correspond to, the trait’s development in Shakespeare’s text.

			Throughout the first scene Iago and Roderigo trade racist insults about Othello: “thick-lips,” “lascivious Moor,” “old black ram,” “Barbary horse.” But since these epithets proceed from hatred, which tends to foster caricature, they are not reliable guides to appearance. Burbage might have worn cork makeup to appear swarthy or ostensibly African: at court in 1605, Queen Anne and her ladies applied burnt cork to their faces and forearms when they performed in Jonson’s Masque of Blackness. The question of this Moor’s identity is further muddled by the matter of dress: since the London theater companies were known for impressive costumes, we might suppose that robes or other distinctive clothing might have been used to suggest Othello’s lineage. But it is just as likely, given his profession, that Othello was dressed as a Venetian general. Or, considering the sketchy evidence about costuming on the early modern stage, Burbage’s Moor may also have looked something like a Londoner, in doublet and hose. All of these qualifications and inconsistencies suggest that we cannot know exactly what Shakespeare’s audience would have assumed about Othello’s race.

			In fact, we cannot know what Shakespeare’s audience thought about the question of “race” at all. Categories of nationality and ethnicity in Shakespeare’s England seem to have been more fluid than we are inclined to think or at least not to have existed in the relatively definite forms that obtain today. People recognized different racial characteristics and national types, of course, and these were often the source of prejudice. Queen Elizabeth signed a proclamation to deport some eighty-nine “Negroes and Blackamoors,” at least partly because they were taking work away from native-born Englishmen: the text of the order refers repeatedly to “people of that kind.” Othello’s “kind” is entangled with the similarly complex matter of social station. Shakespeare has taken pains to emphasize the Moor’s aristocratic roots – “I fetch my life and being/From men of royal siege [rank]” (I.2.21–22) – to insist that in global terms his status is no less exalted than that of Desdemona and her father. The effectiveness of his effort is illustrated in the writing of Charles Gildon, a critic who in 1694 published a passionate refutation of Thomas  Rymer’s bigoted analysis:

			There is no reason in the nature of things why a Negro of equal Birth and Merit should not be on an equal bottom with a German, Hollander, French-man, &c. . . . Othello being of Royal Blood and a Christian, where is the disparity of the Match? If either side is advanc’d, ’tis Desdemona.

			Gildon’s views on race and intermarriage, probably not what we would expect from a late-seventeenth-century Englishman, attest to the difficulty of safely generalizing about early modern audiences’ responses to Othello.

			We may confidently declare, however, that a Moor was not an obvious choice as the hero of a tragedy circa 1604. Many Londoners had seen Africans in their city, owing to increased commerce with the southern hemisphere and the West Indies, and Elizabeth received an ambassador and his retinue from the King of Barbary in 1600 and 1601. This envoy may even have seen the performances by the Lord Chamberlain’s Men at court during his stay; more to the point, they (and their principal playwright) may have seen him. Many Londoners had seen Moors on the stage in the 1590s, notably in plays by George Peele and Christopher Marlowe, and in the collaborative Lust’s Dominion (1600). Shakespeare himself had already depicted two. In Titus Andronicus, Aaron is the wicked accomplice of Tamora, vicious Queen of the Goths; to the Elizabethan spectator, the darkness of his skin denoted the impurity of his soul. The physical appearance of the Prince of Morocco in The Merchant of Venice is not so explicitly described, although Portia sends him away with a swipe at his “complexion.” As a rule, Elizabethan playwrights employed their Moorish characters as manifestations of the Other, strangers or aliens whose obvious physical difference raised disturbing questions about community and nationhood, cultural difference, and unarticulated assumptions about social organization. In The Merchant of Venice the alien status of the Moroccan prince is matched by that of his Aragonian counterpart – in the 1590s Spaniards were often depicted as demonic – and by one of Shakespeare’s most memorable and troubling outsiders, Shylock the Jew. These theatrical predecessors can often evoke derision, occasionally scorn, and sometimes even sympathy and respect from other characters and from the audience, but none displays the kind of charisma or invites exactly the degree of admiration that Othello inspires. The meaningful hybridity latent in the phrase “The Moor of Venice” is reflected in Othello’s status as both stranger and hero.

			This product of Shakespeare’s audacity is one of the most original and enigmatic characters in world drama. Othello is a man of extremes, an African prince who has spent his life in “the tented field,” without a permanent home. Now commissioned to lead the forces of Venice, Othello protects the republic’s interests from the “Turks,” the barbarians with whom he himself is identified by his enemies and, probably, by a portion of the audience. Early-seventeenth-century Europeans thought of Moors, Turks, and Africans as pagan, but Othello is a Christian, a baptized convert whose Christianity is an important marker of his assimilation into Venice and the values of “civilization.” In his marriage to Desdemona, he has traded independence and the masculine realm of the battlefield for emotional commitment and feminine companionship. Accustomed to “feats of broils and battle,” Othello is an alien in this realm of domesticity, and Iago will exploit his naïveté and diffidence about marriage and women generally. At the beginning of Act Two, the Venetians’ sophisticated courtesies and badinage would seem to be predicated on Othello’s absence. As soon as his ship lands at Cyprus, the verbal register changes drastically, from Cassio’s praise of Desdemona as “a maid/ That paragons description and wild fame” (II.1.61–62) to Othello’s “O my fair warrior!” (181). The theatrical milieu further complicates the portrait, in that audiences are asked to reconcile the foreign and the familiar. At the first performances this manifestation of the Other was acted by the most famous tragedian in England, and Othello is rarely produced without a major player to take the title part. The strangeness of the character may distance us, but at the same time we are attracted by Othello’s undeniable star quality.

			All these incongruities are consistent with the conventions of tragedy. The tragic figure is usually constructed according to a paradox, as we know from King Lear – the king who is also a fool – and from Hamlet – the brilliant student for whom intelligence proves fatal. For centuries tragic playwrights have created powerful, charismatic men and women whose uncompromising faith in themselves is coupled with an indomitable will. They are devoted to their own subjective vision of the world and their place in it, and this commitment, reinforced by pride or what the Greeks called hubris, bestows upon them both great strength and great vulnerability. Antigone, with her unwavering moral resolution, will see her brother buried even at the cost of her own life. Oedipus will cleanse Thebes by finding and punishing the murderer within the gates. Tragic figures may be described as idealists, adhering to an elevated standard of conduct both admirable and impossible to sustain, and expecting such commitment from those around them. Always these men and women are absolutists, unwilling to bend their principles. As Helen Gardner puts it, “the tragic hero usurps the function of the gods and attempts to remake the world.”*

			Othello’s distinctive vision is both a product and a guarantor of his military career: he is the veteran leader impatient with failure, unwilling to waver between alternatives, accustomed to seeing things – the pun is unavoidable in this play – in terms of black and white. Uncertainty has no place in his world; indeed, to a military man, it is potentially fatal. Thus his rhetorical ploy before the Senate, “little of this great world can I speak” (I.3.86), is, ironically, fatally true. Like Hamlet, like Lear, he is an innocent. But the simplicity of Othello’s construction of reality, his Platonic sense of good and evil – “men should be what they seem” (III.3.128),and his intuitive, martial code of action should not obscure his exceptionally fertile and sensitive imagination. This imaginative gift is one source of his charisma. It underwrites his narrative and rhetorical success, in that he knows what will impress his listeners, from Brabantio and Desdemona in their initial meetings, to his senatorial judges, to the crowd of onlookers at the tragic conclusion. He imagines and wills himself into a world of nobility and integrity, an ideal realm in which officers do not fail in their duty, wives do not misplace love tokens, evil can be recognized, attacked, and destroyed.

			Othello’s heroic status is conveyed chiefly by his rhetoric, a style of speech aptly called “the Othello music.”* No one else in the play (or in any other play) speaks the way Othello does. His language is extravagant and exotic; it is the vehicle for conveying the narrative of his colorful, romantic past; it is the source of his personal attraction, the instrument that wins Desdemona’s heart and assures his triumph over Brabantio before the signory. Although Othello professes ignorance of the subtleties of oratory – “Rude am I in my speech” (I.3.81) – that claim is a performative tactic. His defense of his marriage (I.3.76–170) is poetic, stirring, and rhetorically dazzling, a narrative of a narrative of narratives. Othello tells the senators (and the audience) the story of his telling Desdemona the stories of his life, and the romantic, beguiling style is built with the staples of poetry: colorful imagery (“tented field,” “deserts idle”); poetic patterns founded on doubled consonants and vowels (“sold to slavery,” “hills whose heads touch heaven”); repeated words, often at the beginning of lines (“of most disastrous chances,/ Of moving accidents . . . Of hairbreadth scapes . . . Of being taken by the insolent foe”; “She gave . . . She swore . . . She wished . . . She thanked . . . She loved”); seductive rhythms grounded in repetition and formal balance (“Her father loved me, oft invited me,/Still questioned me the story of my life/From year to year”); exotic diction (“anthropophagi”). The speech comes to rest on a pair of gracefully poised lines, a sentence in which the symmetrical rhetoric captures the sympathy between the lovers and forbids objection: “She loved me for the dangers I had passed,/And I loved her that she did pity them.” The Moor belongs in a very small class of extraordinary, distinctive speakers, including Falstaff, Hamlet, Macbeth, Cleopatra, and perhaps Coriolanus.

			Othello’s command of such expressive gifts not only makes him charismatic but also signifies extraordinary imaginative reach. In first greeting Desdemona on Cyprus, he sets their joyous reunion in a context of passion and fatal risk: “If after every tempest come such calms,/May the winds blow till they have wakened death!” (II.1.184–85). Such extremity characterizes the great aria in which Othello imagines Desdemona’s infidelity as the immediate undoing of his world: “O, now forever/Farewell the tranquil mind!” (III.3.347–48). The soaring lament draws its poetic energy from its colorful images, the rhythms of iterated words, the musical echo of repeated vowels, and other verbal patterns typical of this famously compelling voice. Audible through the middle of the third act, this heroic register serves as the benchmark for measuring the hero’s tragic collapse, as we hear his language degenerate into the vulgar, misogynist, and even bestial style of Iago. The poetic extravagance sounds again in the last scene, now shaded with a cosmic despair: “Blow me about in winds! roast me in sulphur!/Wash me in steep-down gulfs of liquid fire!” (V.2.280–81). Relying on such flamboyant rhetoric to make his earthly exit, he conjures up “Arabian trees,” “Their medicinable gum,” and, “in Aleppo once, . . . a malignant and a turbaned Turk” (V.2.350–53). The powerful beauty of Othello’s language is Shakespeare’s instrument for delineating the contours of his heroic persona – courage, integrity, professional confidence, absolute commitment to duty, sacred faith in his wife. “Perdition catch my soul/But I do love thee! and when I love thee not,/Chaos is come again” (III.3.90–92): the patterns of those three lines reveal the connection between the exalted speech and the radically simplified conception of fidelity and love.

			His verbal authority and charisma permit Othello to compete with his antagonist for theatrical authority. Iago is Shakespeare’s third longest role, behind Hamlet and Richard III, and except for the eleven-line “scene” in which a herald reads a proclamation and the few private moments when Desdemona and Emilia prepare for bed, Iago is onstage in every scene. The role of Othello, while not so lengthy, still has more lines than any other of Shakespeare’s tragic heroes except (again) Hamlet. The two major women’s roles are distinctive and memorable also, and even Cassio appears in all but three scenes. This enumeration of lines and entrances helps to establish a major structural principle: Shakespeare has concentrated the audience’s attention on these major figures, permitting no diversion or escape but requiring unrelieved scrutiny of this core group of characters. We come to know them as complex dramatic persons, but through them we are also allowed access to a realm beyond character. As Verdi put it in a letter written while he entertained the offer to compose Otello, “It is quite possible that [Shakespeare] might have come across a Falstaff of some kind; but it’s most unlikely that he ever met a villain quite so villainous as Iago, and he could never have met women as angelic as Cordelia, Imogen, or Desdemona, etc. Yet they are so true.”* As Verdi perceived, Shakespeare’s Iago and Desdemona are so theatrically potent because they are carefully observed persons (“so true”) who at the same time stand symbolically for something beyond themselves (“villainous”/“angelic”). The composer’s remarks also identify the antithetical method to which Shakespeare always subscribes, as well as the form of antithesis specific to this play, the contest between hell and heaven for the soul of the hero.

			The symbolic method is epitomized in the two contestants struggling for possession of Othello: Iago and Desdemona. When Othello was first performed, the Tudor morality plays were still attracting English audiences (although in London they had mostly been superseded by more sophisticated fare), and those plays feature the temptation of the hero by two competing angels, the good and bad, or an angel and a devil. No doubt recalling Christopher Marlowe’s evocation of the morality tradition a decade earlier, when a good angel and a bad angel counsel Doctor Faustus, Shakespeare explicitly associates his villain and heroine with this theatrical pattern. The plot takes the form of a psychomachia, a battle between angelic and demonic forces for spiritual control of the main character. Othello stands between his ensign (“ancient”) and his wife; he moves, during the course of the third act, from Desdemona to Iago, from heaven to hell, from faith to depravity. In representing this movement the poet develops a network of terms and images that sustains our awareness of hell and demons, of a spiritually charged cosmic struggle. The word “heaven” is heard with exceptional frequency (although in some cases in the folio text it serves as a euphemism for the censored “God”). “Hell” (or some form of it) sounds more frequently in Othello than in any other play, and if, as may be the case, Shakespeare’s actors pronounced the title character’s name as “Ot-Hello,” the demonic noun reverberates even more frequently and meaningfully.

			The horrified onlookers recognize Iago as a demonic figure, a “hellish villain,” at the play’s end, but from the beginning Shakespeare depicts his methods as infernal, largely by means of the character’s diction. In one of his first speeches Iago presents himself as a kind of anti-Creator, negating the biblical Yahweh’s “I am what I am” in his “I am not what I am” (I.1.64). Iago ensnares Cassio with the aid of alcohol, personified several times as a “devil” that poisons the brain, and he intoxicates Othello’s imagination by “pour[ing] . . . pestilence into his ear” (II.3.344). His sermon to the shamed Cassio is “Divinity of hell!” (II.3.338). The most striking manifestation of a demonic nature is Iago’s profound hatred, a negative energy that expresses itself variously as envy, cynicism, and misogyny. In lecturing Roderigo on the need for self-restraint, he espouses a doctrine of fierce naturalism, reducing all human experience to the physical, the mechanistic. As he sings in the drinking song, “man’s life’s but a span” (II.3.67). Women in general are animalistic (“wildcats”); Venetian women in particular are deceitful and sexually voracious. Othello, like all southern foreigners, is “changeable,” “an erring barbarian.” To Iago’s ear the “Othello music” is no more than “bombast circumstance” (padded rhetoric) and “fantastical lies.” Emotion and romantic sentiment he dismisses as ridiculous. The act of love, entirely without spiritual dimension, is merely bestial: “a lust of the blood and permission of the will,” “the beast with two backs.” Reason is the key to sanity and balance, says the sociopath.

			As compelling as Iago is, Shakespeare gives him a worthy counterpart in Desdemona. Theatrically and tonally, her femininity makes her especially welcome in a play about soldiers in a military outpost. Her open simplicity counterbalances Iago’s concealed perversion. This innocence appears in her candor before the Venetian Senate, when she politely but firmly defies her father and frankly confesses her physical and emotional attachment to her husband. It is most apparent in her naive pleading for Cassio. Shakespeare emphasizes her otherworldly purity by lingering over the bedtime chat between the two women (IV.3.10–104), a conversation in which Desdemona is shocked at Emilia’s cavalier sexual code. Her unshakable devotion to her murderous husband, especially her effort to exonerate him by blaming herself with her last breath, has left many readers and spectators incredulous. But such unworldly innocence is a necessary pole in the symbolic structure of the play. Othello’s “fair warrior” of Act Two becomes his “fair devil” of Act Three and then “false as hell” in Act Four. In the end, although the victory of evil is not total – Iago will be punished – the embodiment of good, the “heavenly true” Desdemona, lies mute and lifeless. The annihilation of such purity is a source of the play’s tremendous emotional power, the effect that led Dr. Johnson to declare, “I am glad that I have ended my revisal of this dreadful scene. It is not to be endured.”*

			The clarity of Shakespeare’s dramatic oppositions should not, however, blind us to the subtlety with which his characters are drawn. Onstage Iago’s cloven foot is concealed, and Desdemona’s halo a little tarnished. For one or two fleeting moments we are invited to feel Iago’s pain at Othello’s professional rejection of him: the hardworking veteran has been passed over in favor of the college boy. But most of the time his villainy is glaringly obvious to us and invisible to the rest of the cast. They see something quite different. “Honest Iago”: Othello uses the epithet ten times, Cassio twice, and Desdemona once. Each of these references delivers an excruciating ironic charge, and a precondition of such an ironic effect is that the term be spoken innocently, without a hint of irony. To those around him, Iago is the blunt, reliable soldier, the helpful fellow to whom people routinely turn in time of crisis. Roderigo, Cassio, Desdemona, and Othello all confide in him and seek his aid. In Act Four, Iago prudently rebuffs Lodovico’s confidential query at Othello’s rage, as if to preserve his reputation for discretion: “It is not honesty in me to speak/What I have seen and known” (IV.1.271–72). The amount of time we spend alone with Iago, the privileged view we get of his diseased mind, is calculated to repel us, and morally we are repelled; but such intimacy nevertheless creates an ironic affinity between villain and audience. Shakespeare links us to his villain by modifying the method developed for Richard III, and this theatrical attachment secures an intellectual bond that ensures complicity.

			Shakespeare’s presentation of Desdemona is just as complex and unusual. Innocent victim though she be, she is also a strong-willed, independent young woman, one who commands all the forms of courtliness and social repartee. But while it may pain us to admit it, this heroine is capable of surprising insensitivity, even hardheadedness. Having resolved to plead for the dismissed Cassio and to help restore him to Othello’s favor, Desdemona neglects such vital conditions as context, timing, and reception. Or to put it less flatteringly, she makes herself into something of a pest. Despite her husband’s reluctance and his manifest attempts at polite evasion – “Not now, sweet Desdemon; some other time. . . . No, not tonight” (III.3.55–57) – she perseveres in demanding to know when Othello will receive Cassio and hear his apology. That request, as she artlessly observes, is as much a favor to Othello as it is to Cassio, and yet in the tragic environment such innocent persistence, as Iago knows, is self-destructive and potentially fatal. Her oblivious innocence makes itself heard when, after Othello’s brutal accusations, she
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