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Iago’s Persona


Othello by William Shakespeare tells the tale of a villain, Iago, and his betrayal to everyone around him to complete his ultimate goal of destroying the Moor, also known as Othello.  Iago, considered to be the ultimate villain in literature, possesses two faces: a public persona and a villainous persona that he reveals through soliloquies.


Othello begins with Roderigo, a suitor after Desdemona, complaining to Iago that he betrayed him.  Roderigo paid Iago to help him get with Desdemona and has gotten nothing in return for his investment.  Iago tells him that he doesn’t like Othello, who earlier that day married Desdemona, and this eases Roderigo.  Iago then suggests that Roderigo should “Call up her father. / Rouse him. Make after him, Poison his delight” in order to call attention to Desdemona not being home and her actually being with Othello.  While Iago is helping Roderigo against the Moor, he cannot continue to help at this time, for it is too dangerous.  Iago, during a soliloquy describes the type of ensign he really is:

Who, trimmed in forms and visages of duty,

Keep yet their hearts attending on themselves

And, throwing but shows of service on their lords,

Do well thrive by them.  And when they have lined their coats,

Do themselves homage.

Iago is only working for Othello because it is in his own self-interest to do so.  This leads him to say the famous words of “I am not what I am,” meaning he is not who he appears to be.

Iago further pursues his destruction of Othello and his own downfall by planning to use Michael Cassio, the lieutenant who was given the position over him.  In a soliloquy, Iago states his plan to use Cassio to come between Othello and Desdemona by having Othello believe that Desdemona and Cassio are having an affair.  Cassio is described as the type of person who would seduce others because “He hath a person and a smooth dispose / To be suspected, framed to make women false.”  The Moor, according to Iago, “thinks men honest that but seem to be so,” meaning those who seem honest are honest, which makes him easy to manipulate.  Iago tells us of his overall scheme and the story unfolds to tell us how it happens and what the outcome is—four people die.  His soliloquies show his true colors and hatred towards Othello while his public appearance is the concerned ensign and good friend. 
Iago manipulates the other characters in Othello to his bidding.  He gets Cassio drunk, fired, and then convinces him to talk Desdemona into talking Othello to give him his job back. Iago convinces Othello of the affair between Cassio and Desdemona by having his wife and lady-in-waiting to Desdemona, Emilia, take Desdemona’s handkerchief, given to her by Othello, and placing it with Cassio.  
Iago’s public persona remains intact until Emilia discovers that he is the one who told Othello that Desdemona is having an affair with Cassio.  Up until that point in the story, Iago deceives everyone, and his appearance is that of a good friend and loyal ensign.  When Emilia uncovers Iago’s true identity she tells everyone and confesses her involvement in the taking of Desdemona’s handkerchief, Othello’s evidence that Desdemona was unfaithful.  Iago first attempts to manipulate Othello into thinking Emilia is lying by spouting, “Filth, thou liest!”  Unsuccessful, the villain reveals himself by killing his wife.   The villainous Iago sheds his public persona to the point of Othello reacting to his betrayal with “Are there no stones in heaven / But what serve for the thunder?—Precious villain!” and an attempt to kill Iago.  

Othello by William Shakespeare is keeper of the ultimate villain—Iago.  Iago deceives and manipulates those around him.  His public persona is that of a good friend and advisor while his villainous persona shows his true self.  In the end, Iago’s villainous persona becomes public, leaving him to face reality.  
