OTHELLO

ACT ONE

The action in Act One takes place in Venice and we see a city ruled by order, civilized and formal. Evidence for this : Brabantio’s reaction to the lewd suggestions of Iago and Roderigo, his appeal for justice before the lords when he confronts Othello, Othello’s reluctance to resort to violence when he is confronted by an armed Brabantio, the way the Duke hears the evidence of Othello’s relationship with Desdemona to name a few. 

The city’s order is threatened by the imminent invasion of the Turks, the Ottermans. They are bound for Cyprus an island held by Venice. This invasion is used by Shakespeare as an excuse to move the play to Cyprus where there is less order and civilization and to allow him to show the importance of Othello to the state.

The first scene introduces us to Iago and Roderigo. Iago states clearly he hates the Moor with his “thick lips” and for his “pride” and refer to him with animal imagery “ an old black ram”, commonly used by Iago and indicating the depth of not only his hatred but also his baseness. There is clearly a relationship between Iago and Roderigo based on money and Roderigo’s desire to get Desdemona.  They awaken Brabantio who reminds Roderigo he doesn’t want him seeing his daughter and shows his contempt for the lewd way they talk to him. Once he is convinced however of Desdemona’s disappearance he is armed and away to confront Othello. 

We see from this act that Iago is a devious, duplicitous individual whose hatred of Othello seems to come from the fact that Michael Cassio was appointed to second in command instead of him. He describes Cassio as no soldier, an arithmetician and someone who has no knowledge of warfare ,” never set a squadron in the field”. He is open in his plans for Othello. “ I follow him to serve my turn upon him”, “ In following him I follow but myself”, “I am not what I am”. He will profess to be Othello’s friend and then bring him down. He is obviously racist referring to Othello’s relationship with Desdemona in lewd terms. “ even now an old black ram is tupping your white ewe.”, “You’ll have your daughter covered with a Barbary horse”,” your daughter and the Moor are even now making the beast with two backs”.” The devil will make a grandsire of you”. He leaves Roderigo at the end of the scene to go and meet Othello. Vital to his plan is to seem to be Othello’s friend. This shows a degree of cunning.
Roderigo appears a weaker character, intent on one thing, getting Desdemona. He doesn’t mention love ever. He also displays a degree of racism “ thick lips”, “ the gross clasps of a lascivious Moor”. 

Brabantio is likewise the perfect civilized father. He is upset at Desdemona’s disappearance , but also rebukes Iago and Roderigo  “ What profane wretch art thou?” He only recognizes Roderigo, Iago being careful to remain anonymous.

From this first scene we have a view of Othello that reflects the commonly held view of black men. They are pagan, close to animals, filled with base desires and lack the civilized attributes of the Venetians.
Scene Two opens with Iago and Othello. Iago tells him of the threat from Brabantio and he decries the way he claims Brabantio talked about Othello “ He spoke such scurvy and provoking terms against your honour” and claims he wanted “ to yerk him under the ribs”. From this he seems loyal.

Cassio arrives with a summons to the Duke to discuss the forthcoming invasion by the Turks and Iago urger Othello to hide inside but Othello refuses, “ I must be found. My parts, my title and my perfect soul shall manifest me rightly” He is secure in his reputation in Venice and his love of Desdemona, “ I love the gentle Desdemona”.His speech is formal and restrained, his reactions calm and dignified, he is not the savage we have heard described in the previous scene. Hard on Cassio’s heels comes Brabantio and Othello’s reaction again confirms his nobility, his strength of character” Put up your swords for the dew will rust them”and asks where Brabantio wants him to explain his cause. They decide to go before the Duke, because he has asked to see Othello urgently and Brabantio wants to have satisfaction.

Brabantio in this scene develops further the idea of racism “ the sooty bosom of such a thing as thou” and suggests Othello has used enchantment and magic both things associated with savages. He is however controlled clearly by the ordered laws and situation of Venice.

The second scene reinforces the idea of control, order, civilization and moderation that is associated with Venice and introduces us to a noble Othello. He has exactly the requirements of the noble protagonist, hero. Iago’s duplicity is shown by his supposed protection of Othello and concern for his welfare but also apparent is that Othello is too trusting. He believes utterly what Iago says and has no clue that he is not what he seems.
Scene Three completes the Act and in this scene the stage is set for the invasion defence and Desdemona and Othello’s relationship is described in detail.

Brabantio wants his case to be heard before the Turks are dealt with, convinced that he has a case and the other Lords of Venice will agree with him. He again accuses Othello of witchcraft “ she is abus’d, stolen from me and corrupted by spells and medicines”, “ she fell in love with what she feared to look on”. He is the picture of the grieving father. Othello’s defence is measured and noble, formal and restrained however there is a perception that he is not one of them. “ Most potent, grave signiors…Rude am I in my speech” . He outlines the life he has led as a soldier, how he has fought for most of his life , was” sold to slavery” and of his travels throughout the world. He claims that Brabantio invited him to speak of this at his house and it was here that Desdemona heard them and was so moved by them she fell in love with him. There are several important ideas within this. “ She loved me for the dangers I had passed and I loved her that she did pity them” Is this a really valid basis for a marriage and for love? Was it not possible that Othello felt flattered at the attention she gave him and because he felt like a bit of an outsider he needed this approbation and it also shows us something of Desdemona’s character.  “ She wished she had not heard them, and then wished that heaven had made her such a man”. “ she bade me had I a friend that lov’d her I should but teach him how to tell the story and that would woo her.” She sounds rather emotional, weak and she also woo’d Othello more than he her. This also reinforces the idea that Othello was not used to the civilized, ordered ways of Venice and was an outsider.
He suggests Desdemona is brought before the assembly as well and she tells the story backing up what Othello has claimed. Upon hearing this Brabantio disowns her. Othello is sent to Cyprus and he asks that Desdemona be looked after “ as befits her station” . Brabantio refuses to have her and so it is decided that she will accompany him to Cyprus. Interestingly enough Othello feels the need to reassure the Duke and company that her being there will not affect his fighting prowess, “ And heaven defend your good souls that you think I will your serious and great business scant”

They leave with a last ominous thought from Brabantio “ Look to her Moor, if thou have eyes to see, she has deceived her father and may thee” Somewhat portentous. The Duke hints also at an underlying racism “ your son in law is far more fair than black” as if the qualities Othello is displaying are those of a white man rather than a black man.

Iago and Roderigo are left with Roderigo suggesting he will drown himself having lost Desdemona. Iago rebukes him for this and suggests that if Roderigo continues to pay money he will ensure, that eventually when Desdemona has sated her lust with Othello, she will be with Roderigo.  Roderigo heartened and taken in leaves saying he will sell all his land.
The final part of the scene is a soliloquy where Iago berates Roderigo for “ a fool”and offers another reason for hating Othello “ that tween my sheets He’s done my office” suggesting that Othello has slept with Iago’s wife, Emilia. He doesn’t sound entirely convinced however “ I know not if it be true Yet I will do as if for surety” This shows the absolute depths Othello is prepared to go to to take Othello down. It is interesting that at this stage none of the reasons given for the hatred seem enough for the campaign of hate. He then outlines his plan to get Cassio’s position, which is to suggest to Othello that Cassio is having an affair with Desdemona “ to abuse Othello’s ear, that he is too familiar with his wife” He thinks this will be relatively easy because Cassio is handsome and Othello is so gullible he will be easily taken in. “ The Moor is of a free and open nature that thinks men honest that but seem to be.” He ends the scene describing his proposed deed as a “ monstrous birth” which is somewhat chilling because it suggests he has a clear idea of the magnitude of the deceit.
The scene sets the way for the move to Cyprus where there is chaos and gives us further proof of Iago’s villainy. We can see subtle signs of the alienation Othello feels in the company he finds himself in, but also clear evidence of the love between Desdemona and Othello.

