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Abstract

The thesis primarily explores the function of the handkerchief in Othello.
Shakespeare uses the elopement of Desdemona and Othello as a catalyst for the play’s
discussion of gender equality in marriage. The characters’ views of the appropriateness of
female power in marriage create an Elizabethan marriage continuum registering varying
degrees of permissive female equality in marriage. Shakespeare then uses the
handkerchief to present the consequences of shifting Elizabethan marital views to his
Elizabethan audiences, allowing them to question the effectiveness of the patriarchal
society in which they live. The thesis also considers the effects of the double standard in
regards to adultery and the appropriateness of Othello’s inclusion in the domestic tragedy

genre.
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Introduction

Othello’s 1603-04 date of composition suggests that it 1s the most highly evolved
form of what is now considered to be the domestic tragedy genre of drama. This genre
allowed Shakespeare to accomplish his goal in Othello: making audiences think critically
about the shifting marital norms that had emerged during the Elizabethan Age. To engage
this shift and, more broadly, the challenge of patriarchal ideals, Shakespeare commented
on the effects of these shifting norms by contrasting them with the past norms of
marriage—a giant step forward and a distinction from other domestic tragedies which
remained firmly rooted in the time of the real life events that they depict. With Othello,
Shakespeare took an extant form of drama and made it his own.

Emerging within the last decades of the sixteenth century, domestic tragedy had
more than two-dozen inclusions, including Arden of Faversham (1592), A Warning for
Fair Women (circa 1599), Two Lamentable Tragedies (1601), A Woman Killed With
Kindness (1603), A Yorkshire Tragedy (1605), The Witch of Edmonton (1621), and The
Vow Breaker (1636). In Othello, Shakespeare presents characters that are as near to
domesticity as possible, making readers feel the impact of the destructive force of
jealousy in the play. Though most protagonists in this genre were middle class, Sean
Benson argues in his study, Shakespeare, Othello and Domestic Tragedy, that because
Shakespeare’s characters were well born, but not royalty, audiences could also relate to
them more fully and empathize with their struggles (37). Other characteristics of
domestic tragedies included “an adulterous liaison, a spousal murder, provincial

characters from outside the tragic norm, and a murder-will-out resolution among other



things,” but, Benson observes, Othello “brings those expectations and assumptions to the
table, only to play off against them, to innovate with the form” (88).

Henry Hitch Adams sums up the expected formula of the domestic tragedy as
“sin-adultery-murder-repentance” (95). Othello does not follow such a formula in that
there is no true sin or adultery, but instead a murder for an alleged adultery. The
repentance comes not from the unfaithful wife, but from the husband for his unjustified
act of murder. Shakespeare, in fact, inverts the characteristic repentant wife motif of the
domestic tragedies, Desdemona’s words and actions of the final scene predominantly
indicate no such obedient sacrifice. Only the words uttered in her final momentary return
to consciousness that acquit Othello of murder suggest the domestic tragedy’s traditional
wife.

Othello differs from most domestic tragedies in several other ways. Instead of
“capitalizing on notorious spousal murders that have scandalized the country” (1, 35),
Shakespeare crafts his plays from popular literature, a story by the Italian Cinthio that
would resonate with Elizabethan audiences to form the basis of Othello in the domestic
tragedy genre. Shakespeare also went against another established charactenstic: “the
quick and inevitable submission of the wife to the importunate suitor” (103). The only
potentially “importunate” suitor in the play that Desdemona submits to is the man she
marries. Roderigo, rejected, is merely duped into believing he is an importunate suitor.
Shakespeare augmented his version of the domestic tragedy by doubling the usual
number of spousal murders. Benson explains that “Shakespeare adds race, gender, and

religious affiliation to the subgenre’s focus on what we now call social class” thereby



questioning a genre that previously focused solely on “local nonaristocratic figures [that
were] made famous through murderous scandal” (4, 45).

The common features of domestic tragedies include a love triangle and
subsequent spousal murder and domestic items such as handkerchiefs and bed linens
(146). It should come as no surprise that these characteristics find their way into Othello,
proving Shakespeare’s familiarity with the genre’s characteristics. For the purposes of
exploring gender equality in marriage that this thesis will undertake, Shakespeare’s
recognition of the commonality of domestic tragedies as “depict[ing] mariticides, and to
an extent, consequent threats to patriarchal order” and especially “the unisex problem of
men and women in the most intimate of human relationships killing one another” is most
significant (77). Othello shares a major focal point of the domestic tragedy, marriage,
through an elopement that takes place only hours before the action of the play begins. For
my purposes, the implications of this elopement, in particular the patriarchal reaction to
it, serve as the catalyst for the discussion of gender equality in marriage, setting up the
play’s debate over conflicting marital views.

In generating the dominant issue of his tragedy, Shakespeare allows many of his
characters to view elopement and infidelity as the most extreme acts against patriarchal
society that a woman of the Elizabethan Age could commit. Elopement and infidelity
serve as the means through which the play emphasizes the contrasting early and late
Elizabethan views of gender equality in marriage. The early Elizabethan views of
marriage sanctioned complete patriarchal rule in dictating whom the daughter should
marry, with the daughter’s obedience to a male merely switching from her father to her

husband at the time of marriage. Early Elizabethan marriages gave women no equality in



marriage. Lena Cowen Orin explains that most often, these newly married women saw
even more of their freedoms taken away, ironically holding less independence than when
single (175). As such, early Elizabethan marital views were solely advantageous for men,
often serving as a means to maintain or expand family power or wealth. However, the
late Elizabethan view of marriage allowed the daughter a voice in deciding whom she
married as well as the ability to acquire a limited degree of gender equality. Late
Elizabethan marriages saw the start of the evolution from marrying to maintain power or
wealth to marrying for love and initiated the slow decline of patriarchy. The Elizabethan
Age, then, saw the initial transition into more progressive paradigms of marriage,
although these changes were not fully established until well beyond the Tudor era.
Othello primarily traverses the issues of gender equality in marriage within
patriarchy through the handkerchief. When considered within the boundaries of the
domestic tragedy, the handkerchief’s function merits serious consideration. A focus on
the play’s handkerchief has existed since the notorious remarks of one of Othello’s most
condescending critics, Thomas Rymer. Rymer’s unapologetic eighteenth-century
criticism of Desdemona may have initiated the debate over the play’s genre that would
re-emerge many years later (in Rosenberg 206-07). Edward Pechter (2004) argues that
Rymer’s difficulty in assigning the play to the tragic genre (the domestic tragedy genre
had not been categorized at this point) is rooted in the handkerchief’s function, as he
argues that a handkerchief is more appropriate in a comic than in a tragic genre (166).
Pechter himself uses Rymer’s linkage of the handkerchief to the most private moments in

Othello and Desdemona’s bedroom to argue for the domestic tragedy label (193).



In Othello, Shakespeare presents his social commentary regarding gender equality
within marriage by responding to the domestic tragedies already extant. Shakespeare also
uses a handkerchief, an especially common domestic object, as a key symbol in his
exploration of elopement and conflicting marital views. Responding to the strawberry-
embroidered handkerchief prompts Othello’s female characters to choose and articulate
their various stances towards gender equality in marriage. These stances range from
adhering to patriarchal expectations to attempting to move past them. Likewise, the
play’s three major male characters constitute a similar triad of distinct views on gender
equality in marriage as they struggle with the emerging demise of patriarchal authority.

I will proceed with a mixture of critical and textual analysis in order to examine
these conflicting views of gender equality in marriage symbolized by the handkerchief as
it changes hands from one character to another. In the thesis, the text of the play will
always serve as the primary focus, complemented by critical exploration to reinforce or
expand upon the views that the text reveals. The attitudes towards marriage that the
handkerchief represents are based on the Elizabethan marriage norms during the time of
Othello’s composition. Chapter one undertakes a contextual exploration to clarify the
shift in gender equality in marriage that began in the Elizabethan Age. Despite the fact
that such marital laws were not fully evolved until well after the Tudors, the play reflects
contemporary legal changes in marriage, even when limited within one small facet of the
law’s multi-century growth. The multiple ways in which a couple could be married reveal
this shift. Researchers in social history such as Lawrence Stone and Anthony Fletcher

offer context and evidence of the progressing marital laws during the Elizabethan era.



Fletcher enhances Stone’s findings by offering multiple examples or vignettes from
actual marriages that are also reflected across relationships in Shakespeare’s canon.

The implications of Othello and Desdemona’s elopement, in particular the
reaction of their patriarchal society, help illuminate the play’s debate over gender
equality in marriage. Chapter two of the thesis will examine the characters’ divergent
reactions to Desdemona’s part in elopement found in act one. Chapter three follows this
discussion with analysis of Desdemona criticism based on her elopement. The crucial
exploration of the reactions of the characters to Desdemona and Othello’s elopement will
continue in chapter four, which focuses on act two.

Next, chapter five will emphasize the double standard implied in older
Elizabethan attitudes toward marriage. Because of this double standard, men such as
Cassio are allowed an unlimited and unquestioned number of sexual liaisons. The only
female character who understands and uses the double standard to her advantage is
Bianca. Paradoxically, as a prostitute she enjoys the kind of sexual liberty men enjoyed,
though she is castigated by other women. While Bianca survives, female characters such
as Emilia and Desdemona are punished severely for their alleged liaisons, demonstrating
the domestic tragedy’s exploration of justice and violence. If one considers the definitive
reason for Tago’s revenge against Othello to be the rumor of Emilia’s affair with Othello,
then Iago tests her loyalty with the handkerchief’s theft and uses her as a pawn for his
own purposes. When Emilia proves to be publicly and verbally disloyal by confessing
Tago’s actions, he kills her. This extreme use and misuse—even murder—of women is

validated by the patriarchal paradigm in which the characters and the Elizabethans live, a



paradigm based on complete control of women by men—most especially within the realms
of marriage.

In chapter six, the thesis explores the symbolic significance of the handkerchief,
which Shakespeare uses to illuminate each character’s view towards gender equality in
marriage through their attitudes towards patriarchal ideals. The handkerchief is not just
viewed differently by various characters in the play; critics have also dissimilarly
interpreted its significance. Chapter six will therefore end with an analysis of diverse
critical reactions to the handkerchief.

Act four, scene three of Othello, commonly referred to as the willow scene, fully
reveals the play’s larger views of marriage. Here, Shakespeare allows Emilia to explore
the late Elizabethan view of marriage through her questioning of Desdemona’s newfound
role as the traditional submissive wife who maintains the early Elizabethan view of
marriage. Through this scene, the last before the fast-paced action of the final act,
Shakespeare makes the purpose of the play most fully known by introducing a debate that
critics and audiences are undoubtedly still undertaking. Therefore, it is appropriate to
conclude the thesis with an analysis of 4.3, which serves to summarize Shakespeare’s

arguments regarding gender equality within marriage in Othello.



Chapter One: Marriage in the Elizabethan Age

Shakespeare uses Desdemona’s elopement as a catalyst for exploring the shifting
marital views of the Elizabethan Age within the world of Othello. Desdemona’s
elopement manifests the beliefs of a woman who expects to have an equal marital voice
in a society that forbids such a thing. Women had few rights during the time of Othello’s
composition. Understanding the oppressive legal conditions of married women in the
Renaissance also clarifies the marital views that the handkerchief represents through its
various holders.

Critics such as Kim Hall state the basic view that women during the Elizabethan
Age held no rights of their own, as they were merely the legal possessions of men (262-
63). In equating Desdemona’s society to Elizabethan society, many might mistakenly
view Desdemona as heroically defying marital norms, gaining unusual freedom and
power in marrying for love. However, her marriage legally meant that her ownership was
transferred from her father to her husband. This conflict between Desdemona’s
assumption and her reality is more broadly represented in the clash of Desdemona and
Othello’s marital expectations that becomes most apparent in 3.4 when Desdemona
counters Othello’s demands that she produce the handkerchief with her own demands that
he rethink his views of Cassio.

Conduct books in the Elizabethan Age took the possession of women as an
indisputable fact as they focused on how a man may ascertain an appropriate wife
(Fletcher 105). Desdemona demonstrates that she has a choice in whom she marries, as
the elopement was a mutual decision. Keith Wrightson argues that one should not

generalize that women did not have a degree of freedom in selecting a husband by



describing society’s lower stratum that allowed women greater freedom in selection of
spouses: “courtship among the lesser gentry [was]... a more personal, intimate and
romantic process” (81). However, his points are not fully relatable to Othello as it may be
assumed that both Othello and Desdemona are members of the upper class.

Desdemona’s eloquent speech in her first appearance—a summation of the state of
Elizabethan women—explains her divided duty between her husband and her father, as she
justifies her elopement to patriarchy (here represented by the Venetian Senate). Hall’s
emphasis on this scene predicts the larger focus of the play as being an exploration of the
societal reaction to the transition of marital norms that occurred between the early and
late Elizabethan Age—a reconciliation attempt between these vastly differing attitudes
towards marriage (262-63). Hall’s narrowing of the predominant critical focus to
Desdemona based on her act of elopement highlights the role that gender equality plays
in the transition of early and late Elizabethan marital norms. The emerging legalities
regarding elopement during the Elizabethan Age exemplify the transition of early to late
Elizabethan norms.

Ecclesiastical law grounds the legalities of elopement. While giving an overview
of marriage during the Elizabethan Age, Stone explains that the right of veto, “the right
[of children] to reject a spouse chosen by the parents on the grounds that the antipathy
aroused by a single interview was too great to permit the possibility of the future
development of affection,” gives the daughter some rights in choosing her husband
(Stone 190).

Iago’s consistent negativity regarding marriage throughout the play often

references shifting Elizabethan marital laws. lago takes aim at the right of veto when



emphasizing that Desdemona goes to Othello to elope, therefore choosing a husband for
herself and opposing her father’s previous choices:

your fair daughter,

At this odd-even and dull watch o’th” night,

Transported. ..

To the gross clasps of a lascivious Moor—.... (1.1.125-29)
Tago’s references to the right of veto continue when he describes Desdemona as
“win[ning] the Moor” (2.3.337). It is a blatant reversal of traditional gender roles which
see the man as traditionally “winning” the woman, thereby claiming her as his
possession. The right of veto is also alluded to by Iago when he reminds Othello that
Desdemona “did deceive her father marrying you” (3.3.220). lago views as deception
Desdemona’s rejection of her father’s choice of suitor that the right of veto permits.

Stone explains that elopement is merely one of several means of Renaissance
marriage. Closely linked to Othello is “the spousals (also called a contract), the formal
exchange, usually before witnesses, of oral promises” that “was as legally binding a
contract as the church wedding” (31). Wrightson describes the spousals as consisting of
either “a promise to marry expressed in words of the present tense in the presence of
witnesses” or “a promise made in words of the future tense, provided that it was followed
by sexual union” (75). A spousal required neither an actual marriage ceremony nor the
presence of clergy for a marriage to be valid: “any sort of exchange of promises before
witnesses which was followed by cohabitation was regarded in law as a valid marriage”
(Stone 31). Spousals soon gained equal footing with the traditional church ceremony,

although Wrightson explains that a church ceremony was a more common and accepted
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form of marriage (75). Stone emphasizes the spousals as one of “numerous ways of
entering into” marriage, yet “according to ecclesiastical law the spousals was as legally
binding a contract as the church wedding” (31). The spousals, therefore, made elopement
in Othello believable and relevant to Elizabethan society. The challenging of patriarchal
society by elopement paralleled the Elizabethan challenge to traditional methods of
marriage that the spousals provided.

Because consummation factored into the completion of the spousal, it therefore
gains an important focus in law and in Othello. Critics’ arguments concern whether or not
Othello and Desdemona ever consummated their marriage and if so when the
consummation could have taken place, often looking for a time in Cyprus. The
consummation could possibly have occurred the first night that Othello and Desdemona
spent in Cyprus. Evidence of this possibility may be seen in Othello’s statement that “The
purchase made, the fruits are to ensue; / That profit’s yet to come "tween me and you”
(2.3.9-10). However, there is also the possibility that the consummation was to occur
much later in the play. Evidence of such a possibility is Desdemona’s mention of the
wedding sheets in act four. The sheets being specified as wedding sheets may be viewed
as a general association with her marriage or, some think, may indicate an object’
specifically related to the imminent consummation that never happens: “Prithee tonight /
Lay on my bed my wedding sheets” (4.2.108-09). For the marriage to have been valid

under the spousals, consummation would have had to have taken place very soon after

1 More recent criticism such as lan Smith’s “Othello’s Black Handkerchief™ gives an overview of
criticism that views the handkerchief as white because it is associated with Desdemona’s virginity
and because it is thought to be representational of the “*wedding-bed sheets, the visual proof of
their consummated marriage™™ as it is ““spotted with strawberry-red fruit’” (1). Yet Smith relates
Edward A. Snow’s views which “claims that the ‘spotted’ handkerchief is potent as visible proof
of Desdemona’s adultery largely because it subconsciously evokes for Othello the blood-stained
sheets of the wedding-bed and his wife’s loss of virginity” (1).
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the “promise to marry” according to Wrightson. If Shakespeare had spousals in mind
when writing Othello, it is more likely that the consummation occurred in Venice on the
night of the elopement.

Regardless of whether spousals were the method of elopement that Shakespeare
had in mind, elopement was a highly controversial topic for Elizabethan audiences. Stone
speaks of the very relevant conflict between these elopements and traditional church
weddings that was being ruled on in 1604 (the approximate time of Othello’s
composition): “... Marriages performed at night, in secular places like inns or private
houses, or in towns or villages remote from the place of residence, would subject the
officiating clergy to serious penalties” (32). In the before mentioned quote from lago, it is
specifically noted that Desdemona is going to Othello at night and therefore that the
marriage is occurring at night. The mention of marriage at night then continues
Shakespeare’s desire to reference current issues in marital law. Stone also mentions a
legal attempt to maintain patriarchal rule: “The canons also forbade the marriage of
persons under twenty-one without the consent of parents or guardian” (32). Such a fact
may seemingly present several problems in Othello if Stone’s research is taken without
question. First, the English may have had a hard time accepting the fact that the
elopement occurred at night (as implied in the opening scene) as this may have recently
proven difficult in England. Secondly, if E. A. J. Honingmann’s Arden 3 introductory
arguments hold true that Desdemona was a teenager, then elopement was impossible,
considering that no one under twenty-one could marry without parental permission
(Honingmann 42, Stone 32). Yet Wrightson contradicts Honingmann’s claim, thereby

supporting Stone, by insisting that the spousals could be declared by anyone age seven or
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older, noting that laws allowed consummation by a female as young as age twelve (75).
The issue of an underage woman needing parental consent to marry is also alluded to by
lago: “Your daughter, if you have not given her leave, I say again, hath made a gross
revolt” (1.1.135-36). The mention of Brabantio giving Desdemona “leave” to marry is
not only a reference to the patriarchal demand that daughters not marry a suitor that their
father has not chosen, but also to the legality of an underage woman needing permission
from a parent to marry.

Elopement strongly opposed the patriarchal purpose of marriage which argues the
advantages of the male against those of the female. There were clear reasons for
marrying, such as family monetary gain or the maintenance or extension of power that
were certainly not based on love. Stone explains: “The three objectives of family
planning were the continuity of the male line, the preservation intact of the inherited
property, and the acquisition through marriage of further property or useful political
alliances” (42). If Othello and Desdemona married for “love or lust,” then their marriage
was based on faulty foundations according to patriarchy (Stone 86). The play’s blatant
disapproval as voiced by Brabantio (and to a lesser degree, by Iago) is perhaps
frighteningly justified by society (Stone 86).

The stance that Othello and Desdemona take against the earlier rules of marriage
in their society carries a larger moralistic motive (Stone 87). The societal rules of
marriage granted permission for the husband to have an affair (Stone 102). Fletcher
explains the commonly held early Elizabethan belief that “a woman’s adultery was the
ultimate betrayal,” going so far as to claim it as the catalyst for the breakdown of the

social structure (109). These facts are also related to the double standard that existed
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between men and women of the Elizabethan Age which will be discussed in detail in
chapter five.

An alternate interpretation of Desdemona’s choice to elope sees it as an act of
revenge or hatred against a strong patriarchal society. Such a view would be much in line
with Fletcher’s question of “how far did women absorb and accept the gender role men
created for them?” (121). During the Elizabethan Age, the strain of father/daughter
relations reflected the treatment of women (Stone 58). Stone explains that fathers
routinely used violence to maintain order (112). When paired with the father’s goals for
his daughter in marriage, this fact serves to explain the objective attitude that men had
towards women during the early Elizabethan Age. Patriarchal rulership during this time
had the ultimate goal of the daughter unquestionably accepting her father’s choice of a
spouse as well as of career (Stone 178-79). However, such a high degree of male power
could inadvertently result in the daughter detesting her father, or in Desdemona’s case,
the patriarchal society (Stone 168).

The marital attitudes and norms depicted in Othello mostly represent a mid-
Elizabethan stance towards marriage. Desdemona also initially falls into this middle
ground before her reversion to more patriarchal stances towards marriage in act five. The
play’s marital attitudes and norms are a mixture of both early Elizabethan attitudes and
emerging marital laws that slowly allowed women an equal voice in marriage. Both
Desdemona and Emilia temporarily break free of such a traditional relationship and speak
out against the largely unchallenged paradigm. By doing so they are not members of the

submissive female majority but are active voices against unquestioned obedience. Just as
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Desdemona overrules the authority of her father in choosing a husband, Emilia forsakes
the wives’ subordination to their husbands by speaking out against Iago.

The mid-Elizabethan stance towards marriage that Othello takes is also evidenced
by the overall attitude of Iago towards shifting marital laws. Iago’s general complaints
against the legalities of Othello’s marriage are applicable to Elizabethan marriage laws.
He says to Othello:

Are you fast married?...

[Brabantio] will divorce you,

Or put upon you what restraint or grievance

The law, with all his might to enforce it on,

Will give him cable. (1.2.11-17)

Tago is not ready to accept anything that goes against traditional patriarchal marital norms
and insists that patriarchy is strong enough to restrain any efforts at new laws that
challenge it—exactly the attitude that was found within the early Elizabethan Age. Yet
Tago acknowledges the possibility that such laws have a chance at succeeding,
specifically the law of spousals and the law of veto. He acknowledges this through
“Faith, he [Othello] tonight hath boarded a land carrack. / If it prove lawful prize, he’s
made forever” (1.2.50-51). “If it prove” recognizes such a possibility (1.2.51). In fact,
lago acknowledges the legality of the marriage by stating to Cassio that “He’s married”
(1.2.52). Iago’s recognition and acceptance of Othello and Desdemona’s marriage
parallels the slow recognition and acceptance of changing marital norms that Elizabethan

society itself was undertaking.
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Socio-historical records show that real life counterparts paralleled the fictitious
actions of Desdemona’s elopement well before the Elizabethan Age (Stone 183). In
addition, there was an alignment towards late Elizabethan views of marriage by the
powerful religious authorities of the day, showing that Othello was on the cusp of
demonstrating these changing attitudes towards marriage (Stone 190). In this manner
Shakespeare uses the socio-historical trends of marriage to demonstrate a clash of
traditional views of marriage from the early Elizabethan Age with what was slowly
morphing into the view of marriage that would become more fully realized during the
Jacobean Age. Othello explores the possible consequences of going against tradition, just
as Shakespeare does in plays such as Romeo and Juliet (Stone 87).

Much documented evidence of marriages represents the range of changes during
the Elizabethan Age. Some examples of the submissive wife are offered in this range, but
most examples show wives exhibiting equal power with their husbands. All of the
historical examples reflect the various stances that Othello's characters take towards
marriage when in possession of the handkerchief. The evidence shows marrying for love
being pitted against patriarchal marriage expectations, emphasizing how Othello easily
fits into this range of marriage vignettes.

Among the most relevant vignettes are John Thynne and Joan Hayward’s
marriage of 1575, which shows a woman who rebelled in a less obvious way by throwing
her duties in her husband’s face (Fletcher 154). Fletcher explains that “...Joan took badly
to the way she was treated by her husband’s family at Longleat” (154). As a result, “her

early letters, signed ‘your obedient wife’, attempted, probably unsuccessfully, to prompt

him to his duty in standing up for her and in pleasing her father with whom he at first
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lodged” (154). However, there was evidence of equal partnership in this marriage: “John
accepted his wife’s instructing in how he should handle his legal and political affairs and
her criticisms of his inefficient handling of business” (Fletcher 155). Such a marriage
reminds one of the equal status that Othello gives Desdemona through accepting her
influence in a planned meeting with Cassio, as well as his own attempts to move beyond
traditional patriarchal marital ideals.

Another example of equality in marriage that occurs near Othello’s composition 1s
the 1600 marriage of Margaret and Thomas Hoby in which Thomas allows Mary a degree
of equality (Fletcher 157). Fletcher explains that “Thomas Hoby clearly took his wife
seriously and treated her as something like an equal partner in the management of their
estate at Hackness” (157). Othello, too, attempts to treat Desdemona as “an equal
partner” in marriage.

Closer to Othello’s plot is the marriage of Thomas and Maria Thynne (1585),
whose marriage also resembles that in Romeo and Juliet because of the feuding families
from which each came (Fletcher 155). The larger view of this marriage may be an echo
of Othello’s source, the moral of which serves as a warning to those who marry against
their parents’ wishes. Fletcher explains that the passionate love that Thomas and Maria
shared was susceptible to the restraints and destruction of patriarchy: “The fact that they
began as adolescent runaways did not mean that the patriarchal issues did not arise in due
course” (156). Maria became outspoken against the society in which she lived (156-57).
Her outspokenness came to light after the death of Thomas’ parents: “When in 1604, on
John Thynne’s death, the couple inherited Longleat and the capable and high-spirited

Maria took over the role that Joan Thynne had played in the 1580s of managing the estate
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a new tension came into the marriage” (156). Certainly, the Thynne marriage, as
famously scandalous as it was, would live in legend even into the early 1600s when
Othello was composed. It is quite possible that Desdemona is a tribute to Maria.

Marriages of the Stuart Age are also worth exploration. The marriage of Sir
Robert Harley and Brilliana Conway in 1623 is a rare mixture of romance and
arrangement in marriage, yet the patriarchal side of the marriage took precedence as
Robert followed society’s belief of not showing overt love to his wife, resulting in
Brilliana displaying her love to him through obedience (Fletcher 158-59). The Harley
marriage may indeed be an example of romance as a basis for marriage being converted
into patriarchal relationships or, more simply, an example of romance being unsuccessful
in the face of paternalistic society. It is reminiscent of the marriage of Othello and
Desdemona as it was based on romantic love, but soon destroyed by a society that will
not acknowledge love as a basis for marriage. The Harleys may be viewed as attempting
to move past patriarchal marital ideals but ultimately held back by the restraints of
tradition.

More hopeful is Ralph Verney and Mary Blacknall’s 1629 marriage which shows
a move from patriarchy to equality in marriage (160). In this respect, their marriage is the
opposite of Othello and Desdemona’s, which began with a degree of equality and
dissolved into greater submissiveness on the part of Desdemona. Much like the Othello
that Desdemona faced in the later acts of the play, Mary continually attempted to adjust
to the submissiveness desired by her husband, which, ironically, aided in her gaining

equality (Fletcher 160).
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However, there are several marriages that demonstrate the disastrous results of a
woman who went against patriarchal rule. The marriage of Elizabeth and Percy Freke
occurring near 1671 is one such example. The Freke marriage originated from plans
made without parental consent (Fletcher 163). It was a terribly unhappy marriage for
Elizabeth, who turned to writing for strength. Perhaps this marriage, which began in the
same manner as Othello and Desdemona’s, may be thought of as a warning to those who
marry against their parents’ wishes—the warning that Cinthio desired. Similarly, Elizabeth
Pepys bravely defied her husband’s rule (168-69). The marriage between Samuel and
Elizabeth Pepys was like Othello and Desdemona’s in two ways: there was a significant
difference in age and it was a marriage grounded solely in romantic love (169). The other
parallel was the fact that the marriage dissolved into violence for the Pepyses, as Samuel
intimidated Elizabeth into obedience (170).

These marriages demonstrate the marital views of the Tudor and even the Stuart
Age. It was the beginning of changes from marriages being based on patriarchal
advantages to marriages being based on companionship and love (Stone 271). However,
the common belief still persisted that marrying for love was the most unstable of marital
foundations, always leading to disaster (Stone 272). The common belief against marrying
for love can be seen as a step back in the progress of individual choice that much of the
late Elizabethan, Jacobean, and Stuart eras embodied, as well as a hindrance to those who
attempted to move forward along the marriage continuum. The arranged or patriarchal
mode of marriage was gradually dissolving and being replaced with the more bearable

view of marriage that gave the spouses involved the right to choose.
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Thus Othello is both of and ahead of its time. The ideas of marriage that it
promotes through the actions of Desdemona and the attitudes of Emilia came into reality
more fully during the late Elizabethan, Jacobean, and Stuart Ages. Although Othello as a
whole demonstrates the shifting Elizabethan attitudes towards marriage (most especially
in regards to gender equality in marriage), acts one and two give an abundance of
examples of the patriarchal reaction to Desdemona’s elopement through the voice of Tago
and the other men of the play. As such the next chapter will explore the male reaction
towards Desdemona’s act of elopement, followed by an exploration of critical reactions
towards Desdemona based on her elopement before continuing the male reaction to her

elopement in act two.
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Chapter Two: The Case for Patriarchy in Act One

The social anger of Othello’s male characters towards the Elizabethan women’s
desire for equal rights focuses on Desdemona’s elopement. The remarks of the male
characters in regards to elopement more broadly demonstrate patriarchal society’s
paranoid view of women as both the instigators of men’s downfall and the root of any
problem that a male experiences. The negative descriptions of Desdemona that the
characters in act one give indicate the belief that elopement is a means through which a
woman can gain unwarranted power over men. A common theme among these
descriptors is the harm that Desdemona will cause Othello through her elopement and an
overall negative view of marriage. The descriptors also suggest a resentful attitude
towards the independence that Desdemona asserted through elopement. Such an attitude
extends to the refusal of the males to believe that Desdemona’s actions were entirely her
will, thereby justifying racist remarks about Othello, as he is soon believed to have forced
Desdemona to elope. Just as the collective blame falls on Desdemona for her part in the
elopement, the collective anger of these male characters expresses itself in the voice of
lago. Iago’s untmthful words articulate Elizabethan society’s denial of equal rights in
marriage.

Even before the text identifies the elopement by anything more than “this” and
“such a matter,” lago exemplifies the collective male anger within the play’s first twenty
lines by speaking negatively of women (1.1.3, 5). Amid his derogatory assault on Cassio,
he describes him as “A fellow almost damned in a fair wife,” suggesting that women,

especially those that are “fair,” destroy men and that Cassio is the weaker for succumbing

to such faimess (1.1.22). In fact, lago displays a negative marital view by seeing the
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married man as being “damned,” perhaps fueled by his own psychological distrust. lago
also uses references to women to insult Cassio’s military knowledge by saying that he
“knows [no] / More than a spinster”’ (1.1.24-25), implying that society frowns upon a
woman who fails to marry, her only “occupation.”

Tago depicts the elopement and Cassio’s promotion as examples of Othello’s
recent poor decisions. The association of the two actions serves as the catalyst for lago’s
revenge. Theft can further bind the two actions as lago argues that Desdemona has been
“stolen” from Brabantio, just as Cassio has “stolen” Iago’s promotion.

The theme of theft continues in Iago’s discussion of the elopement, which he
describes in the most graphic and extreme ways possible. For example, when informing
Brabantio of Desdemona’s elopement, lago speaks of “thieves” and tells the Senator to
“Look to your house, your daughter, and your bags!” (1.1.81, 82). Roderigo tells
Brabantio, “you’re robb’d,” emphasizing Brabantio’s ownership of Desdemona (1.1.87).
Tago will build upon the depiction of Othello stealing Desdemona with a description of
Othello’s piratical acquisition of Desdemona 1n act one, scene two: “Faith, he tonight
hath boarded a land carrack. / If it prove lawful prize, he’s made forever” (1.2.50-51).
The use of “lawful” with “prize” in a conditional clause also brings to mind evolving
Elizabethan marital laws that debate elopement’s legality (1.2.50-51). Here, the
conditional legal acceptance of the marriage is contingent upon whether emerging marital

laws are accepted.

1 The word’s denotation of “unmarried” gives it this derogatory connotation (OED s.v.2.a.).
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Iago becomes most graphic when he describes Desdemona and Othello in
copulative, bestial terms. He tells Brabantio that “an old black ram / Is tupping your
white ewe” (1.1.90-91). By comparing Desdemona to a “white ewe,” lago indicates that
he sees a female as no more valuable than livestock to be possessed by both men and
male animals. By likening Desdemona to an animal, he subsequently does the same to
Othello, as evidenced in his comparison of Othello and Desdemona’s copulation to
“making the beast with two backs” (1.1.119-20).

Tago extends his sexually explicit consummation descriptions with “you’ll have
your daughter covered with a Barbary horse” (1.1.113-14). Iago offers the most explicit,
stereotypically racist instance of likening Othello to an animal by also rendering
Desdemona sexually bestial in appetite. Such a rendering substantiates Iago’s
condemnation of the elopement by both implying that Desdemona’s virtue surpasses
Othello’s and labeling the marriage as unnatural and sinful. Even though such a
description now treats Desdemona as a person rather than an animal, it still refuses her a
legitimate 1dentity, as it refers to her only in terms of her function.

Although still within the patriarchal realm, Roderigo speaks less crudely to
Brabantio of Othello and Desdemona’s elopement, referring to Desdemona as “your fair
daughter” (1.1.125). Even though he echoes lago’s use of “your,” his “fair” adds a
complimentary attribute to Desdemona (1.1.125). He reports Desdemona as being
abducted or “Transported... / To the gross clasps of a lascivious Moor,” an idea that
Brabantio will echo later in the act (1.1.127, 129). Lastly, Roderigo describes
Desdemona’s part in the elopement as “a gross revolt, / Tying her duty, beauty, wit, and

fortunes / In an extravagant and wheeling stranger” (1.1.137-39).
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Revolt reveals the men’s attitudes towards Desdemona’s elopement as the OFD
cites two 1596 definitions: one as “an act of protest or defiance; ... refusal to submit to
established custom and practice” (def.3) and another (in both 1596 and 1609) as “a
change of allegiance” (def.2). By going against the tradition of succumbing to her
father’s choice of husband and instead choosing for herself, she indeed refused “to submit
to established custom and practice.” Her act of elopement could be viewed as “a change
of allegiance” as she is no longer following her father’s will or patriarchy in general. This
view is most appropriate, as it evinces Othello’s attempt to reconcile marriage into a
military paradigm. Within such a paradigm, he categorizes Desdemona’s alleged adultery
as a show of “allegiance” to another man.

Roderigo’s description of Desdemona’s elopement also reveals his feelings

towards Othello, specifically through the use of “stranger”’

(1.1.139). Its denotations of
Othello being a foreigner and “not one’s own” suggest that her elopement actions have
ostracized Desdemona from society. Society may not know what to do with her, now an
“outsider” like Othello. There is then a cause and effect relationship between revolt and
stranger in that such actions make Desdemona a stranger to her own society.

Despite his disapproval of her elopement, Roderigo displays an admiration of
Desdemona when he praises her “beauty, wit, and fortunes” (1.1.138). Despite “beauty”

and “wit” having a strictly complimentary implication, “fortunes™ can suggest

Desdemona’s monetary value. When considered within the play’s context, the monetary

' A 1576 use is defined by the OED as “a non-member of a society” (“Stranger,” def.5.a). Another use
near the play’s composition originated from 1600 and is defined by the OED as “a foreigner™ (def.1.a).
Lastly, an earlier use cited from 1577 is defined by the OED as “not one’s own (or its own), alien”
(def.13.c).

* The OED gives a 1596 definition as a “position as determined by wealth” (def.6).
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reference of fortunes is most likely Roderigo’s intent. He may have seen her fortunes as a
positive reason for wooing Desdemona.

Brabantio also disapproves of Desdemona’s elopement. For example, he quickly
refers to Desdemona as an “unhappy girl”' who “deceives me / Past thought”
(1.1.167,169-70). Like revolt, unhappy exemplifies the male characters’ refusal to accept
Desdemona’s actions in elopement. Unhappy was used in both 1587 and 1600 to mean
“unfortunate, unlucky, ill-fated: miserable in lot or circumstances” (def.2.a.).
Shakespeare most likely used this later definition of unhappy, as, in her father’s view,
only an “unlucky or ill-fated” woman would marry against patriarchy. Brabantio believes
that Othello forced Desdemona’s hand in marriage, causing her to become “unlucky” and
even “miserable.” All implications of unhappy suggest Desdemona’s innocence and
Othello’s alleged conjuring powers. They do not grant Desdemona independent agency.

Brabantio’s difficulty in accepting Desdemona’s elopement as an independent
action exemplifies the success of Iago and Roderigo’s efforts to instill their negative
attitudes towards Desdemona’s elopement and more largely toward Othello. For example,
Brabantio asks, “Is there not charms / By which the property of youth and maidhood /
May be abused?”? (1.1.175-77), suggesting Desdemona was both “misguided, mistaken”
(1584 def.1) and “misused; ... wronged” (1608 def.3.a.). Brabantio’s questions imply his

disbelief that any woman (especially Desdemona) would act against patriarchy.

" The description of Desdemona as “an unhappy girl” has several shades of meaning, from a person who
is “subject to, suffering from, misfortunes or evil” (def.2.d) to one who 1s “causing misfortune or trouble
(to oneself or others)” (def.1.a.). Such a use shows that Desdemona’s actions are viewed only

through the patriarchal lens, as only the implications of elopement on males are considered. Her fate as a
woman is not worthy of consideration.

2 The first definition of abused would imply that Desdemona was “misguided” by Othello into
elopement (allowing her independence) and was “mistaken” in her choice to elope. While being
wronged implies that Desdemona was acted upon with no choice in the elopement (def. 1).
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Brabantio reiterates his use of abused later to the Senate, “She is abused, stol’'n
from me, and corrupted” (1.3.62). These descriptors suggest violence, revolt, and
degradation. Each of these descriptors reconfirms Brabantio’s possessive attitude towards
Desdemona. She, like a prized good, is “abused” and therefore has diminished in value.
This alleged abuse portrays Othello as a violator, destroying her innocence and purity.
Brabantio extends the degree of her abuse to include an improper wedding and sexual
abuse. Corruption would likely follow, as Othello may destroy her value through the
words and actions he forces upon her. Iago’s innuendoes about the consummation
certainly affect such a sense of corruption.

In act one, scene two, Brabantio continues to struggle with his disbelief. Here, he
questions Othello as if he were a brigand, asking where he has “stowed my daughter”
(1.2.63). These words exemplify the persistence of his disbelief of Desdemona’s
independent actions. Such disbelief momentarily silences his anger towards Desdemona,
causing him to speak of her in positive terms in order to reinforce his accusations against
Othello:

Damned as thou art, thou hast enchanted her!

For I'll refer me to all things of sense,

If she in chains of magic were not bound

Whether a maid so tender, fair, and happy,

So opposite to marriage that she shunned

The wealthy curled darlings of our nation,

Would ever have, t’incur a general mock,

Run from her guardage to the sooty bosom
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Of such a thing as thou-to fear, not to delight. (1.2.65-72)

Guardage was first used in this very instance to mean “keeping, guardianship,” (n.). It
implies the strongest link of the play to patriarchy as a daughter was guarded by her
father and released into the “guardage” of the man her father chose as her husband
(1.2.171).

The passage also shows that Brabantio had viewed Desdemona as the perfect
female according to society’s expectations. Until her elopement, she has shown
submission to her father by denying suitors that were unacceptable to him. Brabantio’s
description of Desdemona as “A maiden never bold; / Of spirit so still and quiet that her
motion / Blushed at herself ” epitomizes his tactic of using positive terms regarding
Desdemona in order to more effectively attack Othello (1.3.96-98). Yet these attributes of
Desdemona may only exist superficially. Despite the fact that the courtship of Othello
and Desdemona allegedly took place entirely in Brabantio’s house, there had to have
been some instances where the two met in private to plan their elopement or used Cassio
as a go-between. This would imply that Desdemona and Othello put up the fagade that
Brabantio wanted to see, but at some point secretly acted in the opposite manner. This
fagade was successful, as Brabantio champions Desdemona as a female who adhered to
societal expectations, but “in spite of nature, / Of years, of country, credit, everything, /
[has fallen] in love with what she feared to look on” (1.3.98-100). His description of
Othello as “what she feared to look on” suggests that her actions in elopement are the
very thing that her society fears “to look on.” Such a society has “feared” that a woman

will challenge it (1.3.99). Desdemona’s challenge occ