OTHELLO   ACT TWO

In act Two the action moves to Cyprus away from the ordered control of Venice. Here there is space for Iago to work his schemes with no outside controlling influence on Othello.

Scene One sets up a huge storm that has destroyed the Turkish fleet and so the threatened invasion is gone. The scene involves mainly the arrival of the ships from Venice. First in is Cassio and he is portrayed as being worried about the safety of Othello “ he looks sadly and prays the Moor be safe: for they were parted with foul and violent tempest.” All are worried and it is a chance for us to appreciate the regard that Othello is held in “ brave Othello”, “ the man commands like a true soldier “. The second ship in is Iago and Desdemona. Interestingly in conversation with Cassio Montano the Noble of Cyprus asks if Othello be married giving Cassio a chance to praise Desdemona “ a maid that paragons description and wild fame”. “ divine Desdemona “.

As Iago and Desdemona approach Cassio shows himself to be the truly cultured and sophisticated nobleman suggesting the tempest spared Desdemona because of her virtue “ letting go safely by the divine Desdemona” and as she approaches he asks all men to bend their knees before her “ let her have your knees. Hail to thee lady”. There is still no sign of Othello and Desdemona although worried begins a conversation with Iago and Cassio maintaining a cultured front.” I am not merry, but I do beguile the thing I am by seeming otherwise.”She has the arts of civilization and does not give way to passion or emotion. She draws aside with Cassio and Iago watches them describing Cassio taking her hand and whispering to her “ He takes her by the hand. Yeah whisper, well kissed “. He sees his chance to ensnare Cassio and Othello “ With as little a web as this will I ensnare as great a fly as Cassio,”
Othello’s ship then arrives and he greats Desdemona with relief” To see you here before me. Oh my soul’s joy, Tis now to be most content.” Desdemona is equally pleased and Iago watching again from the side makes the comment that although they seem perfectly happy now it will not last “ Oh you are well tuned now but I’ll put down the pipes that make this music.” He sends Iago to get his luggage and leaves with Desdemona. Iago then talks to Roderigo who is distraught at the evident love between Desdemona and Othello . He tells him Desdemona is in love with Cassio “ Desdemona is directly in love with him” He explains to Roderigo that Desdemona fell in love with Othello with great speed and will just as quickly fall out of love with him “ Mark me with what violence she first loved the Moor.Her delicate tenderness will be abused and compel her to a second choice.” He suggests this is Cassio.  Iago tells Roderigo to meet Cassio and pick a quarrel with him that night while Cassio is on watch. Cassio doesn’t know Roderigo and will not suspect a connection. “ Cassio knows you not, Find occasion to anger Cassio “ and tells him this will get him Desdemona fast. The scene ends with Iago in a soliloquy mulling over the situation as he sees it. He believes that Cassio loves Desdemona “ That cassio loves her I do well believe it.” And he shows a perceptive understanding of the nature of Othello, describing him as open and friendly and loving “ The Moor is of a constant, loving, noble nature “ and “ will make a most dear husband to Desdemona”. He then revelas that he is also in love with Desdemona “ I do love her too “ . This love is not the result of lust but because he wants to get revenge on Othello for sleeping with Iago’s wife Emilia. This suspicion was first spoken in the previous act and Iago said then he wasn’t sure that the rumour was true. It is interesting to see that now he has convinced himself that it is true “ partly led to diet my revenge For that I do believe the lusty Moor had leaped into my seat…nothing can content my soul till I am evened with him wife for wife.” The lie has become a truth for him. He then suggests he will “ put the Moor into a jealousy so strong that judgement cannot cure “. He knows he is able to do this because of several factors. They are in Cyprus away from law and the ordered civilization that exists there and Othello’s character is so open and he is so gullible that it will be easy. Othello is also, to some degree an outsider, separated from the civilization by birth and race and lacking therefore the characteristics associated with this.
 Iago openly says it is Cassio he will suggest to Othello as having an affair with Desdemona because he “ fears Cassio with my night cap too “ He comes across as being full of conspiracy theories. The question is does he really believe these lies. He ends describing how he will make Othello dependant on him for advice and support the better to manipulate events. “ Make the Moor thank me, love me and reward me.”

Iago is revealed as an amazingly complex villain able to conspire against others because of his incredibly astute awareness of human nature. There is no character he respects or likes thus far.

So in the first scene the stage is set for the undoing of Othello who is very much still the noble protagonist, hero from the start.

Scene Two is purely plot driven and the Herald sets up a party to be had that night to celebrate not only the demise of the Turks but also Othello’s wedding. An interesting feature here is the treatment of time. If on the first Act the action all took place on one night then here we are in Cyprus a day or two later and being told there will be festivities between 5 and 11.
In Scene Three Othello appoints Cassio to the charge of the town during the festivities “ Good Michael look you to the guard tonight.” Cassio replies that Iago will help him and showing a total lack of awareness of the true nature of Iago Othello calls him “ honest” as he does many times during the play, which involves a degree of dramatic irony as Iago is anything but honest. Othello leaves with Desdemona to consummate the marriage “ The purchase made the fruits are to ensue.”

Cassio is keen to begin the watch but Iago persuades him to have a few drinks first. Again a diabolically good knowledge of human nature means that Iago knows Cassio is a poor drinker “ I have very poor and unhappy brains for drinking” says Cassio but Iago goes on and on and eventually Cassio succumbs.  

Iago left briefly alone fills us in on events as they are panning out. Roderigo has been drinking and so have the men Cassio will drink with. It is ripe for disaster.

Cassio and Montano return drunk and Iago starts several drinking games and songs to ensure they drink more. Cassio remembers he has to keep the watch and stumbles off to do so. Iago sends Roderigo after him to pick a quarrel and never one to waste any opportunity to cause harm then quietly tells Montano about Cassio’s problem with drink and how he is worried about the trust Othello has given Cassio. Montano takes it all in and thinks they should tell Othello but Iago declines to do so pretending to be a great friend of Cassio’s and trying to help him with the problem. “ I do love Cassio well and would do much to sure him of this evil. “ Here he seems loyal and open and totally supportive and admirable. A complete act.
Cassio then arrives on stage, sword drawn and chasing Roderigo who has indeed quarreled with him. Iago and Montano move to intervene, Iago with Roderigo whom he instructs to go and rouse the alarm “ Away I say; go out and cry a mutiny.” And Montano with Cassio . Cassio wounds Montano who falls to the ground. Meanwhile there are bells and alarms in the town and inevitably Othello comes from his bed enraged that such chaos should exist. “ What is the matter here?”” He that stirs next holds his soul light.” He appeals to “ honest Iago” to give an account of the cause. Iago claims he doesn’t know ; one minute they were friends and then they were fighting.” Othelo appeals then to Cassio who is still drunk “ I cannot speak” he replies. It is then to Montano he turns “ What’s the matter that you unlace your reputation thus” but Montano wounded tells him Iago will explain. Othello begins to lose the plot “ My blood begins my safer guides to rule”. He recognizes the danger therein and it is somewhat portentous in the light of later events. Iago then explains. He does so with a reluctance as if he is letting down friends and people he respects “ I would rather have my tongue cut out than it should do offence to Cassio.’ He proceeds to tell bits of the truth; how Cassio came in pursuing Roderigo, How they intervened and then how Othello arrived. He also lies; “ myself the crying fellow did pursue Lest by his clamour-the town might fall in fright.”It was in fact his instruction to Roderigo to do just that. He neglects of course to outline his own part in any of the events. The resultant account sounds utterly reasonable and his difficulty at putting a friend down obvious. What a great mate he looks. Othello is impressed “ I know Iago that honesty and love doth mince this matter making it light to Cassio.” And as such assumes that Cassio is at fault. Iago again is a master at knowing just which buttons to press to get the desired result. Othello demotes Cassio “ Cassio never more be officer of mine. Desdemona arrives awakened by the noise and after appointing Iago to take charge of the town he leaves with her. Iago has succeeded in taking Cassio down. Cassio is understandably distraught at the fact that his good name has been tarnished “ Reputation, I have lost my reputation…the immortal part of myself and what remains is bestial”  This also has a portentous air in regard to later events. Iago counsels him with apparent concern. Don’t worry about reputation he says. Go to Othello and “ sue him” for the job again and all will be well. Cassio doesn’t think so “ I would rather sue to be despised than to deceive so good a commander”. He is in fact embarrassed to approach Othello feeling he has let him down. Iago tries another tack. He suggests Cassio approach Desdemona and get her to approach Othello on Cassio’s behalf. He says this will work because of Desdemona’s nature which is so friendly and so true she would do anything she was asked . “ She is of so free,so kind, so apt, so blessed a disposition” and the result will be the reconciliation with Othello. Cassio is sucked in “ You advise me well. I will beseech the virtuous Desdemona to undertake for me” He leaves thinking Iago is “ honest”.
Iago again in a soliloquy goes over events and discusses how he is indeed honest. Everything he has suggested is good “ Who says I play the villain? This advice is free and honest and indeed the way to win the Moor again.” He shows again his perceptive understanding of Desdemona and the influence she has over Othello. “ His soul is so enfettered  to her love that she may make, unmake as she lists” He ends the conclusion showing that he is well aware of the depths of his infamy.”Divinity of hell when devils will the blackest sins put on”  and suggests that while Cassio and Desdemona talk to each other about restoring Cassio’s  fortunes he will “ pour pestilience into Othello’s ear” that Desdemona is having an affair with Cassio. Again he alludes to the net imagery imaging his plans making a trap for Othello. “ Out of her goodness make the net that shall ensnare them all”.
He is interrupted by Roderigo who is distraught as usual He has little money left “ with no money at all” and wants to return to Venice. Iago urges him to “ have patience” and instructs him to find him the next day. He also refers to the fact that the night has passed “ T’is morning” and again the time is in play. The interesting thing here is the way Shakespeare mentions it. He ends the Act describing how he will get his wife Emilia to get Cassio and Desdemona together and himself contrive a way to “draw the Moor apart and bring him jump when he may find Cassio soliciting his wife” The double meaning of soliciting ( Legal and prostitute) Needs to be noted.

So at the end of the Act we have the plan further developed and partly executed. We have seen that Iago is a master of duplicity and is liked by all. We have seen Othello still noble, still in control, still revered. And further revelations about the other characters have become apparent.

