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Evaluation:

These are both excellent analyses which are very well presented. You have a nice analytical style in English which is easy to follow and you have clearly done a lot of work. I’m very impressed

Othello

I have myself analysed most of these stories in a book I am writing  (see below) so you can compare your points with mine.

Story 1 – Yes, the purpose is to let the audience know the background to Iago’s feelings of hatred. This episode is actually a good example of gossip, in which one person explains their dislike of someone else using a story to explain it (quite common in ordinary conversation). Excellent description of the tellability markers. Nice point about Iago’s lack of hedging.

Story 2 – You make some excellent points. However, you needed to say more about who he is speaking to (the Senate). His story is essentially a self-defence aimed at convincing  a hostile audience that he hadn’t “stolen” Desdemona. So he needs to tell a good story to justify himself. This also has consequences in the rest of the play as Othello’s identity is based on his identity as a good storyteller, which Iago is able to destroy.

Story 3 – Yes, this is a what happened story. Some very intelligent analysis. Your points about adding credibility are absolutely right. His initial reluctance, and his “persuading himself to tell the truth” is part of this pretence (he is not really reluctant). Reticence adds to credibility. I like your points on Iago’s interactional style (p.54)

Story 4 –Iago is a very good storyteller. He is actually a better storyteller than Othello because he can use any kind of story to his advantage whereas Othello is only good at the self-aggrandising adventure story (story 1). The points you make, especially on p.73/4 (the tellability features and imagery) are well-observed and illustrate Iago’s skill in conversation (using talk for his own purposes).

Story 5 –You are right that this is a different kind of story (poetic and non-conversational) and you are also right to look more at the poetic effects than the interaction. The effect, as you say, is to create an impression of expectation and of D’s state of mind.

Conclusions – I like the way you have tried to link the stories to the play as a whole. They are very important to the way the plot of Othello unfolds. You have identified the important point that it is Iago’s skill in using narrative in dialogue which enables him to get what he wants.

Carla Bruni

“How to say nothing” is a nice title because it is actually quite a difficult skill (politicians are good at it). The whole analysis is very carefully done and you make some very intelligent points. I agree with much of what you say so it needs very little correction.

Very good, accurate transcript.

I like your comment about the conversation being guest-controlled and you make a convincing case for it in your analysis of turn-taking. Your analysis of pauses is interesting, though I am not sure what you mean by “projecting words” (p.34). Levinson talks about pauses being “attributable” to speakers and in this conversation CB makes sure that they are attributable to HER (as you suggest, she controls the conversation by controlling the pauses).

p.36 – very interesting point about the repetition and paraphrase used to give an impression of collaboration (“I can repeat things pointlessly because I am foreign”).
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OTHELLO

8.2.2
Constructing narrative identities – a case study (Othello)

The construction of self in plays involves conversational identities that arise in ordinary talk (Hullo Max) and the more specific narrative ones (“narrative identities”) that are produced in storied descriptions (very lucky I happened to be passing). It is therefore important to track the way both conversational and narrative types are talked into and out of the dialogue across an entire play. Accordingly this section will examine their construction in Othello, which Macaulay (2005) argues “is a play about narrative and the construction of narrative”. It will examine the kinds of identity which Othello claims for himself in Act 1 and how they relate to the way he succumbs to Iago’s dialectical trickery later in the play.

In Act One Othello is summoned by the Venetian court at the request of Desdemona’s father Brabantio to defend himself against the accusation that he had seduced Desdemona by witchcraft. Before his hearing he describes himself in a private conversation with Iago as follows:

My services

Let him do his spite;

My services, which I have done the signiory,

Shall out-tongue his complaints; ‘tis yet to know – 

Which, when I know that boasting is an honour,

I shall provulgate - I fetch my life and being

From men of royal siege, and my demerits

May speak unbonneted as proud a fortune

As this that I have reach’d. 

W. Shakespeare, Othello, I.ii.17-24

In outlining his defence strategy Othello shows considerable awareness of the importance of facework in self-presentation (see 3.2). He describes himself as having done Venice honourable service and that he is of royal blood (I fetch my life and being from men of royal siege) – a claim which is repeated a few lines later -  my parts, my title, and my perfect soul, should manifest me rightly (l.31-32). He acknowledges that in the end it is his services to Venice that will win the argument for him (my services … shall out-tongue his complaints) but recognises that he cannot openly proclaim a “good servant” identity because he suspects that this kind of self-presentation, which he calls boasting, will threaten his audience’s positive face. He also needs to balance this with his own face needs. By his own admission, Othello already possesses a strong sense of negative face (for know, Iago, But that I love the gentle Desdemona, I would not my unhoused free condition, Put into circumscription and confine for the sea’s worth (1.2.24-27) but is aware that this conflicts with his need to enhance positive face by making a good impression on the senators. The impossibility of speaking freely (unbonneted) about himself is thus a cause of considerable personal frustration.

When he appears before the senators, the strategy he adopts is to give his report in the form of a narrative, which he calls a round unvarnish’d tale, and to introduce it with a long preface in which he presents himself as an unsophisticated speaker: 

Rude am I

Rude am I in my speech,

And little blest with the set phrase of peace,

For since these arms of mine had seven years’ pith, 

Till now some nine moons wasted, they have us’d

Their dearest action in the tented field,

And little of this great world can I speak

More than pertains to feats of broil, and battle,

And therefore little shall I grace my cause,

In speaking for myself: Yet (by your gracious patience)

I will a round unvarnish’d tale deliver,

Of my whole course of love, what drugs, what charms,

What conjuration, and what mighty magic,

(For such proceedings am I charged withal)

I won his daughter.

W. Shakespeare, Othello, I.iii.81-94

This preface offers a strong show of negative politeness. Othello introduces himself first as a rough and ready speaker (Rude am I in my speech) – a description that is repeated at the end (I will a round unvarnish’d tale deliver) – and as someone who is ignorant in the ways of the world (little of the great world can I speak). These forms of indirectness reduce face threat while enabling him to make hints about his achievements as a soldier (feats of broil and battle) without appearing boastful. Othello also displays an orientation to his status as an outsider by showing awareness of the kind of speech that is required of him by his audience (the set phrase of speech) and an acknowledgement that he is incapable of producing it. This claimed sense of alienation is enhanced by his overt recognition of the charges made against him (for such proceedings am I charged withal). Indeed the defensive tone of the whole preface coupled with the edge of defiance in his ironic repetition of what drugs, what charms, what conjuration and what mighty magic conveys to his listeners that the forthcoming story will be a justification and explanation to a potentially hostile audience. It is the story preface of someone who is protecting himself not only against a particular accusation but against a set of societal conventions from which he feels excluded. 

Othello then produces the embedded narrative of how he won over Desdemona:

The story of my life

Oth:
Her father lov’d me, oft invited me,


Still question’d me the story of my life,


From year to year; the battles, sieges fortunes,


That I have pass’d:


I ran it through, even from my boyish days,


To the very moment that he bade me tell it.


Wherein I spake of most disastrous chances,


Of moving accidents by flood and field;


Of hair-breadth scapes i’ th’ imminent deadly breach;


Of being taken by the insolent foe;


And sold to slavery, and my redemption thence,


And with it all my travel’s history;


Wherein on antres vast, and deserts idle,


Rough quarries, rocks and hills, whose heads touch heaven,


It was my hint to speak, such was the process:


And of the Cannibals, that each other eat;


The Anthropophagi, and men whose heads


Do grow beneath their shoulders: this to hear


Would Desdemona seriously incline;


But still the house-affiars would draw her thence,


And ever as she could with haste dispatch,


She’ld come again, and with a greedy ear


Devour up my discourse; which I observing,


Took once a pliant hour, and found good means


To draw from her a prayer of earnest heart


That I would all my pilgrimage dilate,


Whereof by parcel she had something heard,


But nor intentively; I did consent,


And often did beguile her of her tears,


When I did speak of some distressed stroke


That my youth suffer’d: My story being done,


She gave me for my pains a world of sighs;


She swore i’ faith was strange, ‘twas passing strange;


‘Twas pitiful, ‘twas wondrous pitiful; 


She wish’d she had not heard it, yet she wish’d


That heaven had made her such a man: she thank’d me


And bade me, if I had a friend that lov’d her,


I should but teach him how to tell my story,


And that would woo her. Upon this hint I spake:


She lov’d me for the dangers I had pass’d,


And I lov’d her that she did pity them.


This only is the witchcraft I have us’d:


Here comes the lady, let her witness it.

W. Shakespeare, Othello, I.iii.128-170

Othello realises that his fate will be decided on the basis of “who he is” and hence on “who he says he is”. The use of a narrative mode rather than argumentation enables him to hint at his achievements while not overstating them and offending the court’s sensibilities. He immediately pre-empts the possible charge of boasting by saying that his storytelling to Desdemona had originally come about in response to Brabantio’s questions (her father oft invited me … still question’d me). He then frames his account as a set of travel stories (all my travel’s history … all my pilgrimage) which he reduces to a set of events (battles sieges, fortunes) and still further to selected aspects of those events (most disastrous chances … moving accidents). By cleverly embedding a narrative inside a report format he makes his account appropriate to the context.


Othello’s monologue shows that the main narrative identity
 he is constructing for himself - a process called “self-fashioning” by Greenblatt (1985) - is that of a teller of adventure stories. He describes how he narrated the events in sequence (I ran it through, even from my boyish days, To the very moment that he bade me tell it) using chronological order (from year to year), claiming that he was observant and sensitive to Desdemona, projecting his story backwards (which I observing, took once a pliant hour …) and forwards (and found good means to draw from her …) to accommodate her responses. He also admits to a certain amount of deception (beguile her of her tears). The word “beguile” has a connotation of trickery suggesting that Othello was not simply giving Desdemona the facts but seeking to embellish his story in order to create particularly emotive effects. Othello’s implied identities of adventurer and survivor are carefully embedded in the story. He uses the passive form (being taken … and sold …) to foreground the events rather than his personal role in them
. The various identities which Othello fashions for himself in Act 1 are set out in Table 6 below:

	
	Story
	My services
	Rude am I
	Story of my life

	
	Addressee
	Iago
	Senators
	Senators

	
	Discoursal
	- declarer of  

  intention
	- declarer of  

  intention
	- report/storyteller

	Type of
	Relational 
	- friend
	
	

	Identity
	Situated
	 
	- defendant
	- defendant

	
	Narrative
	- good servant

- royal
	- plain speaker

-warrior (implied)
	- teller of adventure   

  stories

- adventurer (implied) 

- survivor (implied)


Table 6:
Identity claims in Act 1 of Othello
Table 6 shows not only the primacy of Othello’s storyteller identity but the fact that the discoursal version (the storyteller who wins over the Venetian court) is the same as the narrative one (the storyteller who wins Desdemona’s heart). This is complemented by the “rapt listener” identity which he constructs for Desdemona. He repeatedly alludes to her attitude and behaviour, describing her enthusiasm both before (this to hear would Desdemona seriously incline) and during the storytelling (with a greedy ear devour up my discourse) in terms of verbal responses (she swore i’ faith was strange, ‘twas passing strange, ‘twas pitiful, ‘twas wondrous pitiful) and non-verbal ones (she gave me for my pains a world of sighs). However, as Macaulay (2005) points out, Othello’s description conflicts somewhat with Desdemona’s own account of their courtship: 

Des:


my heart’s subdued

Even to the utmost pleasure of my lord:

I saw Othello’s visage in his mind,

And to his honours, and his valiant parts

Did I my soul and fortune consecrate

W. Shakespeare, Othello, I.iii.250-54

She describes herself as submitting to his “honours” and “valiant parts” but she does not actually confirm Othello’s version and speaks only of her duty to Othello as a husband. In a later narrative she also hints at his inadequacies suggesting that Othello had even needed Cassio’s help in wooing her successfully:

Michael Cassio that came awooing with you, and so many a time, 

When I have spoken of you dispraisingly, 

Hath ta’en your part 

W. Shakespeare, Othello, III.iii.71-3 

The fact that she admits to having spoken negatively to Cassio about Othello in the past is out of keeping with Othello’s portrayal of her during their courtship. 

The story of Othello’s wooing of Desdemona is then retold by Iago in the next Act. Iago has not heard Othello’s stories but has overheard his report of them to the Venetian senators. In conversation with Rodrigo he admits that Othello’s account of how they fell in love is accurate but is scathing about their future relationship:

Iago:
Mark me with what violence she first loved the Moor but for bragging and telling her fantastical lies. To love him still for prating? Let not thy discreet heart think it. Her eye must be fed. 

 W. Shakespeare, Othello, II.i.230-34

In a few lines, Iago aims to demolish the identities which Othello had claimed for himself in Story of my life. He is contemptuous of his storytelling, which he describes as bragging and prating, and of his implicit prowess as a warrior and adventurer, which he calls fantastical lies. Later he claims that Othello and Desdemona’s love is not destined to last because she needs someone with the social graces (loveliness in favour, sympathy in years, manners and beauties) that he (Iago) lacks. In other words, he recognises that their love indeed blossomed from Othello’s successful storytelling but he regards his narrative identities as weak and easily replaceable. Later in the scene he describes Othello as of a constant, noble and loving nature and that he’ll  prove to Desdemona a most dear husband (Act II, Scene 1, l.283). This personal identity is the object of Iago’s attack and he uses the weakness he perceives in Othello’s storytelling identity in order to carry it out. 

Iago’s own persona is almost entirely a discoursal one as a manipulator of events onstage. He denies possessing a situated identity (I am not what I am) and his personal identity as “honest Iago” is constructed for him by others. Unlike Othello’s storied account of himself as narrator and soldier, Iago does not use narrative for self-description but as a discursive instrument to determine the course of events. Indeed, as noted by Rudenko (1993), the plot of Othello is largely driven by Iago’s ability to construct and maintain a false story of Desdemona’s adultery in Othello’s mind. The audience knows that Iago’s story is untrue and the dynamics created by the true and false versions of the story determine the dramatic conflict. 

The ground is prepared during the well-known “seduction scene” (Act III,  Scene 3). Here Iago uses narrative sparingly but always as support for an argument he is making. In the following example it is used as evidence to insinuate Desdemona’s infidelity:

Desdemona’s deceit

Iago:
…

In Venice they do let God see the pranks

They dare not show their husbands: their best conscience

Is not to leave undone, but keep unknown.

Othello:
Dost thou say so?

Iago:
She did deceive her father marrying you;

And when she seem’d most to shake and fear your looks,

She lov’d them most.

Othello:
And so she did.

W. Shakespeare, Othello, III.iii.206-213

Here Iago describes Desdemona’s deception of her father to support his claim about the behaviour of Venetian women in general, implying that she is guilty by default of what Othello merely suspects her of. It is only towards the end of the scene, when Othello demands proof of Desdemona’s infidelity (give me a living reason she’s disloyal), that Iago turns himself into a fictional storyteller:

Cassio’s dream

Othello:
Give me a living reason she’s disloyal

Iago:

I do not like the office:



But, sith I am enter'd in this cause so far,



Prick'd to't by foolish honesty and love,



I will go on. I lay with Cassio lately;



And, being troubled with a raging tooth,



I could not sleep.



There are a kind of men so loose of soul,



That in their sleeps will mutter their affairs:



One of this kind is Cassio:



In sleep I heard him say 'Sweet Desdemona,



Let us be wary, let us hide our loves';



And then, sir, would he gripe and wring my hand,



Cry 'O sweet creature!' and then kiss me hard,



As if he pluck'd up kisses by the roots



That grew upon my lips: then laid his leg



Over my thigh, and sigh'd, and kiss'd; and then



Cried 'Cursed fate that gave thee to the Moor!'

Othello:
O monstrous! monstrous!

W. Shakespeare, Othello, III.iii.415-433

Having previously used only verifiable narrative to support his arguments, Iago is now confident enough to produce an unverifiable story as proof of infidelity. Since its truth cannot be checked, its success depends less on its contents than on the effectiveness of its delivery. First he pretends that the story is being forced out of him (prick’d to’t by honest and false love) and exploits every possible narrative device to bring Othello closer to the story, employing sense imagery (heard him mutter; sigh’d), direct speech (sweet Desdemona; cursed fate), simile (as if he pluck’d up kisses) and metaphor (roots that grew upon my lips) as well as alliteration of the /k/ phoneme (Cassio; cry; creature; kiss; cried; cursed), the /l/ phoneme in laid his leg, and rhythmical phrasing (sigh’d and kiss’d; gripe and wring) to draw the listener in and focus his attention on the highly sexual nature of the events.  


Having provoked Othello’s sexual jealousy with this powerful narrative, Iago encourages him to participate in the construction of the story of Desdemona and Cassio:

Handkerchief 

Iago:

Nay, this was but his dream.

Othello:
But this denoted a foregone conclusion:



'Tis a shrewd doubt, though it be but a dream.

Iago:

And this may help to thicken other proofs



That do demonstrate thinly.

Othello:
I'll tear her all to pieces.

Iago:

Nay, but be wise: yet we see nothing done;



She may be honest yet. Tell me but this,



Have you not sometimes seen a handkerchief



Spotted with strawberries in your wife's hand?

Othello:
I gave her such a one; 'twas my first gift.

Iago:

I know not that; but such a handkerchief--



I am sure it was your wife's--did I to-day



See Cassio wipe his beard with.

Othello:
If it be that--

Iago:

If it be that, or any that was hers,



It speaks against her with the other proofs.

W. Shakespeare, Othello, III.iii.433-448

In this sequence Iago shows his skill in developing a story and positioning himself in relation to it. He first minimizes the dream’s importance (nay this was but his dream) but subsequently reiterates its significance as supporting evidence (help to thicken other proofs). He then elicits the existence of the handkerchief, adding a further image of Cassio wiping his beard with it, and skilfully evaluates the whole story by interrupting and completing Othello’s hypothesis (If it be that …), claiming that the handkerchief story now speaks for itself (it speaks against her). The idea that the story now has a foregone conclusion is a clever device which Iago uses to remove the responsibility for storytelling from his own shoulders. His expression other proofs also neatly ties the Handkerchief story to Cassio’s dream to form a macro-narrative of suspicious events.

The three narrative episodes in this pivotal scene reveal that the confidence shown by Othello in Act I in his own powers of narration is also his Achilles heel. One of the reasons for Iago’s dialectical success in this and other scenes is that he is himself a highly skilled narrator who can work in different narrative modes to suit his interactional purposes. Not only can he make a story provocative (Handkerchief) but he can support argumentation with small factual stories (Desdemona’s deceit) and extended fiction (Cassio’s dream). He is also an opportunistic listener, picking up cues in Othello’s responses to plant and elicit stories at will (Handkerchief). Othello does not have the same kind of interactional skill. The storytelling identity on which he prides himself is shown to have a number of limitations. Firstly, he is successful as a narrator only when speaking to audiences that have been primed to listen to him (Desdemona, the Venetian Senate). Secondly he will only tell stories about subjects which he is well versed in - he admits that his preferred brand of narrative is the adventure story based on real life events and that his account of the way he wooed Desdemona was a round unvarnish’d tale; this self-confessed lack of familiarity with the embellishment of stories makes him easy prey for Iago’s more polished inventions. Thirdly, he lacks variety in the way he uses narrative. He does not possess Iago’s range of narrative techniques and is quite unable to use narrative in dialogue. This general narrative incompetence not only makes Othello a limited storyteller but, crucially, a poor listener. It is easy to see how the success of Iago’s delivery of Cassio’s dream is due to Othello’s inability to deal with fiction in dialogue. 

A final confirmation of Othello’s limited narrative repertoire comes in the final scene in which, having killed Desdemona, he attempts to write his own epitaph:

 Othello:
Soft you; a word or two before you go.

 

I have done the state some service, and they know't.

 

No more of that. I pray you, in your letters,

 

When you shall these unlucky deeds relate,

 

Speak of me as I am; nothing extenuate,

 

Nor set down aught in malice: then must you speak

 

Of one that loved not wisely but too well;

 

Of one not easily jealous, but being wrought

 

Perplex'd in the extreme; of one whose hand,

 

Like the base Indian, threw a pearl away

 

Richer than all his tribe; of one whose subdued eyes,

 

Albeit unused to the melting mood,

 

Drop tears as fast as the Arabian trees

 

Their medicinal gum. Set you down this;

 

And say besides, that in Aleppo once,

 

Where a malignant and a turban'd Turk

 

Beat a Venetian and traduced the state,



 I took by the throat the circumcised dog,

 
And smote him, thus.

W. Shakespeare, Othello, V.ii.335-357

Even before committing suicide Othello is interested in how his own story will be told for posterity. The new identity he invokes for himself is a personal one (speak of me as I am) but, true to form, Othello immediately turns a description into a narrative and a personal identity into a storied one. The epitaph he writes for himself is of someone who is sincere but misguided (one that loved not wisely but too well). This is perhaps a little generous for a man who has just murdered his wife in cold blood but Othello is a storyteller to the very last. Indeed he goes on to evoke a number of new personal identities which recall the exotic descriptions of his autobiographical report in Story of my life. In the second half of the speech he seems to take on two opposing identities at the same time. On the one hand he compares his behaviour to that of the “base Indian”, an “Arabian tree” and “a turban’d Turk”. On the other hand, the whole thrust of the speech is to position himself on the side of the Venetians. These contradictory identities are conflated in the final sentence as he becomes both the “I” and the “him” – “I took by the throat the circumcis’d dog and smote him thus”.  Here the “I” is the Venetian Othello and the “circumcis’d dog” is the other, exotic Othello. Sell (2004: 80) reads this final line of the narrative as “a statement of Othello’s irremediable transculturality; neither fully Venetian nor any longer fully exotic, he is neither one of us nor one of them”.

Whatever the interpretation of personal identities, it is argued here that Othello’s predilection for self and other presentation through narrative ultimately proves to be a hindrance to him rather than a help. The argument that he constructs a strong storytelling identity while showing considerable limitations as a storyteller thus supports claims made by Rudenko (1993) that Iago prevails as a consequence of his superior discursive skill and his ability to control the conversational floor and casts doubt on the suggestions by Bates (1993) that Othello succumbs to Iago’s story because he is himself a storyteller and therefore more susceptible to this kind of persuasion. It is Othello’s restricted repertoire and general lack of narrative skills, added to the other discursive deficiencies noted by Rudenko, which make him so vulnerable.

� A debatable implied identity is what Hadfield calls Othello’s definition of himself as an Elizabethan traveller (2003: 13). Sell (2004) claims that Othello is playing to an Elizabethan audience and that through his intercultural allusions he “shows that he has come into contact with the exotic and codified or conceptualised his experience of it in a manner proper to and therefore admissible by the host culture” (p.78).


� This could be taken as an example of what Macaulay (2005) calls Othello’s “preferred role of patient” and support her claim that “part of Othello’s susceptibility to Iago’s version of events lies in his not conceiving of himself as an agent in his wooing of his own wife … Othello consistently makes himself patient/goal”. However, it is equally possible that his portrayal of himself in a passive role in this scene is part of a contingent strategy aimed at deflecting criticism and avoiding face-threat.





