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Eoin Price investigates how Shakespeare’s 
tragedy tests out the reliability of signs, gestures 
and body language

Shakespeare’s plays reward careful consideration of 
language but they also demand that their audiences pay 
close attention to spectacle, whether that be the costumes 

the characters wear, the props they use or the stage they perform 
on. In Othello, the characters scrutinise minute details, trying to 
work out the meaning of muttered remarks, facial expressions 
and, most memorably, a dropped handkerchief.

Othello’s attempt to interpret the various signs presented 
before him is unsuccessful: he falls further into a fit of jealousy 
before murdering Desdemona for an offence she did not commit. 
But Othello’s actions are not simply the result of some inherent, 
unstoppable tragic flaw. In fact, Othello interprets many of the 
signs correctly. The issue is not so much, or not just, with his 
skill as an interpreter, but, more troublingly, with the nature of 
the signs he attempts to interpret.

Humans and animals use signs in order to communicate with 
each other. A bee is yellow and black to warn other animals that 
it is dangerous; in bathrooms, a blue symbol often indicates cold 
water, while the colour red signifies hot. By investing meaning 
in such symbols, we negotiate our way through the world. We 
make decisions, every day, based on our understanding of 
such signs. In Othello, tragedy emerges because external signs 
which would ordinarily prove reliable are rendered false. Iago 
succeeds in his plan to trick Othello because he looks like he 
is trustworthy. Cassio falls into the trap precisely because he 
appears so guilty.
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Uncertain identities
In the first scene, Iago, the play’s villain, lets the audience in 
on a secret he will keep from Othello until the drama’s final 
moments. He says, ‘I will wear my heart upon my sleeve / For 
daws to peck at’ (1.1.64–65), before adding, ‘I am not what I am’ 
(1.1.65). In the first part of this speech, Iago suggests that he will 
be transparent: his heart, a metaphor for his innermost feelings, 
will be visible to all. This is an unusual claim for a villainous 
character to make. Typically, villains in Shakespeare plays tell 
the audience that they will hide their feelings, but here Iago 
seems to be saying that he will expose his to view. By wearing 
his heart openly, Iago gains the trust of Othello. 

Unfortunately, as his second statement suggests, Iago’s heart 
is not what it appears to be. Iago does not just say that he is 
not who he seems to be but that he is not who he is. But if 
Iago is not what he is, then what is he? This question remains 
tantalisingly unknowable, right to the end of the play. As David 
Schalkwyk notes: ‘Shakespeare’s theatre presents its characters as 
impenetrable bodies that resist the desire of inquiring character 
and gaping audience to see into them’ (p. 206). Never is this 
better demonstrated than in the figure of Iago.

A moral quandary
Othello, of course, sees even less than the audience does. From 
his perspective, Iago appears honest. Iago carefully cultivates 
the impression of trustworthiness because he understands that 
social relations depend on trust. Othello would be a poor 
judge of character if he did not value trust and he is given little 
reason to be suspicious of Iago. However, he is confronted 
with a perplexing moral quandary. Iago, who Othello thinks 
trustworthy, says that Desdemona, who Othello also thinks 
trustworthy, is false. Something has to give. Either the apparently 
trusty and astute ensign is lying or is incorrect, or the apparently 
trusty and faithful Desdemona is an adulterer. 

Clearly, Othello makes the wrong choice in believing Iago, 
but his dilemma exposes a broader question, which confronts 
anybody studying the play: is it possible to truly know another 
person? While Othello’s first impressions of Desdemona turn out 
to be sound, he can’t prove that they are. Othello does not have 
enough evidence to prove that Desdemona has cheated on him 
but nor can he prove that Desdemona has not cheated, or that 
she is not tempted by Cassio. As we shall see, Othello asks Iago 
to provide proof that Desdemona is untrue. Iago knows that he 
can never prove this, but he also knows that he doesn’t have to.

Showing thoughts
Iago makes Othello realise that he cannot easily discern 
Desdemona’s private thoughts or intentions. At the same time, 
he also encourages Othello to think about how these private 
thoughts might come to the surface. Othello becomes obsessed 
with the possibility that thoughts might be visible and that he 
may be able to see what people are thinking. Iago exploits this 
further by pretending to withhold information from Othello. 
This psychological torture causes Othello to jump to some 
illogical conclusions: he accepts the premise that Desdemona is 
guilty of adultery on the strength of what he sees alone.

When Othello asks Iago to ‘show’ (3.3.119) his thoughts, 
he asks for something that is impossible; he will only ever 

be frustrated by the response that he receives. He also places 
faith in the power of sight. Othello assumes that if he can 
see something, he can know it. But seeing is not the same as 
knowing. The meaning we derive from an object might change 
depending on our perspective. Seen from one angle, a man 
bobbing in the sea might look like he is waving; seen from 
another, he might look like he is drowning.

Ocular proof is no proof
Nonetheless, Othello repeatedly requests that Iago show him 
evidence that will prove what he already suspects. He demands 
‘ocular proof ’ (3.3.362), which is to say, proof that he can see 
with his own eyes. However, although Othello thinks that this 
is the highest form of evidence, it is in fact much more dubious. 
As we shall see, Iago manipulates Othello’s request for ‘ocular 
proof ’. Ocular proof, it turns out, is no proof at all.

Othello makes further requests for visual evidence but the 
language he uses betrays a logical slippage. He is desperate to 
know whether Desdemona has been unfaithful, but he expresses 
this anxiety in terms which appear to take for granted her guilt. 
For example, he says to Iago ‘be sure thou prove my love a whore’ 
(3.3.361). Othello might mean something like ‘if you are going 
to make these allegations, you had better have evidence to back 
them up’ but that is not what he actually says. Instead, without 
necessarily realising it, Othello makes a statement that assumes 
Desdemona’s culpability. Soon after, he demands of Iago, ‘Make 
me to see’t’ (3.3.366). In both instances, Othello places pressure 
on Iago to provide him with a verdict he has himself already 
reached. It is not difficult now for Iago to ‘prove’ to Othello that 
Desdemona is unfaithful because Othello has already started to 
believe it himself.

Reading the body
Iago provides various kinds of visible ‘evidence’ which he 
presents in such a way as to suggest that Desdemona and 
Cassio are, or have been, or would like to be, in a sexual 
relationship with each other. He encourages Othello to interpret 
this evidence and Othello interprets the material exactly as 
Iago intends him to. For example, in Act 3 Scene 3, Iago hints 
to Othello that Cassio is guilty, because he leaves Desdemona 
just as Othello approaches (3.3.33). Cassio’s swift exit is perhaps 
incriminating. We have all at some point known what it is like to 
feel guilty, or to have seen someone who feels guilty. 

In such moments of stress, human bodies inadvertently give 
off signals. Guilty people may sweat, or avoid eye contact, for 
example. Iago continually invites Othello to read these small 
signals and Othello turns out to be brilliantly attentive to the 
possibilities of tiny details. Iago and Othello both know that no 
single signal is enough to prove guilt, so Iago manufactures a 
range of situations which Othello has to interpret. Through such 
minute details he builds a bigger picture.

Fleers, gibes and scorns
In Act 3 Scene 4, Othello finds out that Desdemona has lost 
a precious handkerchief he gave her as a gift. In fact, Iago has 
pressured Emilia into obtaining the handkerchief so that Iago 
can use it as a piece of incriminating ‘evidence’. This is not, 
then, actual evidence of adultery, but it increases Othello’s 
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suspicion of her. As Michael Donkor shows, Iago encourages 
Othello ‘to repurpose the handkerchief as an accessory to 
murder’. 

In Act 4 Scene 1, Othello sees that Cassio has given the 
handkerchief to Bianca. This only stokes Othello’s suspicions 
further as it looks like Desdemona had given the handkerchief 
to Cassio. In this scene, Iago instructs Othello to stand to one 
side, so he can watch Iago talking to Cassio. Othello stands out 
of earshot, so he cannot hear what they are saying. Iago tells 
him to watch Cassio’s face carefully and ‘mark the fleers, the 
gibes, and notable scorns’ (4.1.78) his face pulls as he talks. (Fleer 
means ‘to laugh, grimace or sneer’ while gibe means ‘to mock 
or scoff ’.) The problem is that while Othello thinks Cassio is 
talking to Iago about Desdemona he is actually talking about 
Bianca, a courtesan. Cassio’s fleers, gibes and scorns are, rather 
unwholesomely, directed at a woman he has had sex with, not 
at Desdemona. Othello reads the signs of Cassio’s body well but 
without the wider context he has insufficient knowledge to be 
able to make a good judgement.

What you know, you know
Othello is a play that calls into question the limitations of 
knowledge. On the one hand, it encourages us to become close 
and attentive readers, alert to the nuances of language and 
human interaction. On the other hand, it suggests that even 
trusted signs are open to misreading. The play therefore asks 
testing questions of its audience, as well as of its characters. 
Although we have privileged knowledge which remains off-
limits to Othello (we know, for example, that Iago is not what 
he seems), we are not told everything. At the end of the play, 
Iago taunts us by refusing to answer any questions: ‘Demand me 
nothing; what you know, you know’ (5.2.301). This enigmatic, 
repetitious phrase sounds almost nonsensical. It might mean 
something like ‘you know as much as you will know, and I won’t 
tell you any more’. But what do we know, or can we know? That 
is a harder question to answer.

Throughout the play the audience is asked to do what Othello 
does. We are invited to speculate about Cassio, who does seem 
rather familiar with Desdemona. In Act 2 Scene 1, Cassio and 
Desdemona peel off to one side of the stage to have a private 
conversation, while Iago, speaking to the audience, narrates their 
interactions, noting Cassio ‘takes her by the palm’ (2.1.160), 
smiles at her (2.1.161), kisses her (2.1.167) and, slightly oddly, 
puts his fingers to his lips (2.1.168). 

Iago realises that this display of intimacy can be made to 
appear suspicious, but the text offers no clear indication as 
to how Desdemona and Cassio should act. Is Iago giving us 
a false account, exaggerating the potential for innuendo? Or 
is he accurately, albeit rather cynically, detailing this private 
moment? There is little evidence to suggest that Cassio and 
Desdemona have had an affair, but the play, through Iago, may 
be asking us to wonder about whether there is any potential 
for an affair.

By the same token, the play also encourages speculation 
about the consummation of Othello and Desdemona’s marriage. 
For all the play’s obsession with the bedchamber in which 
Othello finally murders Desdemona, it is curious that the play 
is inexplicit about whether its title character has actually had 
sex with his wife. When we reflect on what we know, for sure, 
we may find, in both the playhouse and in life, that we are less 
certain than we would like to be. Like the best tragedies, Othello 
leaves us scrambling for answers and withholds the comfort that 
certainty might bring.
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‘Women in the play are presented as being weak and in need of 
protection.’ In the light of this view, discuss how Shakespeare presents 
attitudes to female sexuality both in the passage (Act 1 Scene 1, lines 
91–156, from Iago ‘Zounds, sir, you’re robbed’ to Brabantio ‘Light, I say! 
Light!’) and elsewhere in the play. (25 marks, AQA (A)-style)
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Question
In Act 3 Scene 3, Cassio leaves Desdemona just before Iago and 
Othello arrive. Iago insinuates that Cassio may have left ‘guilty-like’ 
(3.3.39). How might the actor playing Cassio perform guiltiness? 
Think about the different body language signs a person might give to 
evoke guilt.
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