Iago’s skill and intelligence is demonstrated in this scene by the incredible unfolding of his evil scheme to convince Othello of Desdemona’s infidelity. He has planned and calculated every step of the way and adds new elements like the handkerchief to his planning as they present themselves. The scene is one of the longest in the play and almost the whole of it is devoted to him convincing Othello of Desdemona’s infidelity so that I have chosen four passages which show the most important part of his scheme and present the best examples of his skill at convincing Othello, they are l35 to l40, l90 to l125, l165 to l193 and l373 to l450.

Iago sows the first seeds of disquiet in Othello when he says: « I like that not ». He says this as he and Othello approach Desdemona and Emilia and Cassio runs away rather suspiciously. « I like that not » implies many things, first of all that something, at least in the eyes of Iago, is wrong or out of place. Othello who has seen Cassio leave without greeting him is curious, partly because as most people he is curious when people hide something from them, as Iago is doing, and also because of his nature which means that he hates when things are not made clear or are hidden from him. He then says quite predictably: « What dost thou say?  ». Iago expertly responds by breaking off at mid sentence which implies that he knows a lot more than he is saying, Othello is of course even more curious as to what Iago is saying and is angered by his evasiveness. Iago, a wonderful opportunist introduces very skilfully the idea which might or might not have crossed Othello’s mind, that Cassio is doing something suspicious when he says: « I cannot think it, that he would steal away so guilty-like, Seeing you coming ». The fact that Iago says: « I cannot think it » makes it sound as if it is some terrible deed and he is so reluctant to say anything that it seems as if Cassio is doing something so out of character that Iago is shocked and cannot believe his friend’s evil doings, thus making it look awfully important to Othello who thinks he is discovering something horrible and threatening that he has had to force out of Iago who of course has planed it that away. In 5 lines, Iago has already introduced in Othello’s mind suspicions that he would have thought impossible five minutes before. Of course Iago was aided by the fact that Othello thinks he is completely honest.

When Desdemona and Emilia leave, Othello immediately reaffirms his trust in Desdemona: « And when I love thee not, Chaos is come again », of course Iago knows Othello is suspicious, proven by the very fact that he mentions that he might not love her. He gently moves on in his evil work as he asks Othello questions on his relationship and Cassio: « Did Michael Cassio, when you wooed my lady, know of your love?». After he asks this and other questions he doesn’t tell Othello what his thoughts and arguments are so that it seems as if what he suspects is so big and terrible he first needs proof, and after he has it (the proof), the conclusion is so damaging he can not tell Othello, who of course is furious at what Iago’s silence implies. Iago repeats what Othello says:

« Iago: Honest, my lord?

Othello: Ay, honest.

Iago: My lord, for aught I know.

Othello: what does thou think?

Iago: Think, my lord?  »

to emphasise the importance of his thoughts and to anger Othello who has a short temper when people hide their thoughts so that he delays the answer and thus the contents of his thoughts. Othello himself sees this: « As if there were some monster in thy thought

Too hideous to be shown »

which shows that Iago’s technique had worked, Othello is already too disturbed to think it is some story devised by Iago and expresses his doubts which were carefully implemented by Iago in his speech: « By heaven…………thy thought » (line 106 to 117). Iago reinforces the ‘I don’t want to tell you what I think because I love you so much and think it will damage you’ impression when he says: « My lord, you know I love you » which again blows Othello’s anger over the top and provokes another long monologue which is exactly what Iago is looking to do. In his monologue he says that pauses and hesitations are for untrustworthy men merely tricks of habit, but for trustworthy men they are expressions of thoughts and feelings too powerful to be entirely suppressed:

« Therefore these stops of thine fright me the more;

For such things in a false disloyal knave

Are tricks of custom; but in a man that’s just

They’re close dilations, working from the heart,

That passion cannot rule. »

Thus proving himself quite clever but he has put Iago in the wrong category, that of honest men while he really belongs in the category of untrustworthy men who try to appear trustworthy.

Iago then goes on until line 165 to continue to delay the pouring out of the contents of his thoughts while making Othello more and more suspicious and angry until he says:

« O beware, my lord, of jealousy!

It is the green-eyed monster, which doth mock

The meat it feeds on.»

He has said « jealousy » with all it implies, what Othello has been trying not to see in Iago’s thoughts because of it’s implications: an affair between Desdemona and Cassio has suddenly not only become a possibility but also a certainty. Iago has done this by telling Othello not to succumb to jealousy thus removing all guilt away from himself. He pushes the image in Othello’s face by calling him a « cuckold » and to push Othello to confront the possibility of Desdemona’s infidelity he again talks of jealousy, he says:

« But riches fineless is as poor as winter

To him that ever fears he shall be poor.

Good God the souls of all my tribe defend 

From jealousy!»

He knows Othello is starting to feel « as poor as winter » and again his temper blows and his monologue that follows shows how he is not yet prepared to accept the full consequences of what Iago is implying, at least consciously for it is clear from his anger that subconsciously some part of him has accepted all Iago has said. This speech is his last attempt to fight off the conclusions set in his own mind by Iago as he desperately tries to make himself believe « Away at once with love or jealousy ». We see here how ruthless but especially smart Iago by the tremendous transformation he has brought along in Othello.

Othello is now sure of his wife’s infidelity and Iago can now implement the idea even further into Othello by presenting more evidence to him. Othello, despite Iago’s increasing openness and directness does not suspect any trickery. His own doubts are affirmed during his soliloquy which he starts with « Why did I marry?  », then Desdemona comes in and as she leaves he tells Iago how impossible it is that she is unfaithful and it becomes very interesting once again as Iago is forced to reinforce Othello’s doubts starting line 373. Iago resorts to the old tactic of pretending to hate the pain he is causing except that here he is forced to pretend to be angry at Othello for doubting him and thinking him a liar and villain as he threatens to leave:

« O grace! O heaven forbid me!

Are you a man? Have you a soul or sense?

God b’ wi’ you! Take mine office. O wretched fool,

That lov’st to make thine honesty a vice!  »

Of course Othello is not so sure of himself and of Desdemona’s fidelity to let Iago go as he expresses his own doubts:

« I think my wife be honest, and think she is not;

I think thou are just, and think thou are not. »

He says he needs proof and Iago tries to tell him that the only real proof, to see them « topped », is impossible to get. Of course, Iago the opportunist already has in mind the handkerchief Emilia gave him but he knows he must wait as Othello will not yet be convinced by that evidence. To set Othello up for the handkerchief he tells Othello of the words Cassio supposedly muttered in his sleep:

« Sweet Desdemona,

Let us be wary, let us hide our loves!  »

then

« Cursed fate

That gave thee to the Moor »

Othello believes Iago because of his own trust in him, his belief that « men are what they seem to be » thus Iago isn’t lying, and because of the realism of what Cassio supposedly said. Othello once again is sure of her infidelity, except even stronger than before:  « I’ll tear her all to pieces!  » and Iago then goes on to talk of the handkerchief he saw Cassio wipe his beard with. Of course he knows that this handkerchief is one of Othello’s dearest presents to Desdemona and since he has the handkerchief he knows that if Othello asks Desdemona for it she will not be able to produce it. This last piece of evidence has pushed away all doubt in Othello who can no longer control himself as he shouts: « O, blood, blood, blood!  ». At this point Othello is mad and Iago’s task is done.

Iago’s skill which has produced the madness which we see in Othello at the end of the scene is truly frightening. If ever words could kill it is here in this scene as Iago slowly introduces piece by piece the idea that Desdemona is unfaithful in Othello’s mind.

