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Excerpt from “Shakespeare’s Othello and Epideictic Tradition:   

The Play, Its Source, and Subsequent Adaptations” 

Philip Hohol, for Dr. Gordon Slethaug 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In Othello & Interpretive Traditions Edward Pechter tells the story Sprague made 

immortal and eminently citable about an audience member reacting to a production of the play: 

Sprague tells . . . of a Macready performance in Liverpool: during the ‘collaring’ 

episode of the Temptation Scene, when Othello takes Iago by the throat on ‘Villain, be 

sure thou prove my love a whore’ (III.iii.411), ‘“a gentleman in the upper boxes” is said 

to have “started up and exclaimed, loud enough for all around to hear, ‘Choke the devil! 

Choke him!’’ (13) 

The gentleman’s implicit judgement of Iago is fascinating. Anyone who has seen or read the play 

will not hesitate to call Iago a villain, but perhaps different people would have different reasons 

to prove why. Conversely, there is sure to be great discussion about what makes Othello a hero, 

or tragic hero. Furthermore, judgements of Iago’s villainy and Othello’s heroism would no doubt 

begin to implicate larger elements of the production and its place in society, both Shakespeare’s 

and the production’s. These discussions would be fascinating, because they would provide 

illuminating answers as to why audiences still attend a play written approximately 416 years ago. 

 Perhaps the number of answers to these questions are as numerous as the number of 

people who choose to address them; however, the fact that a judgment is inherent in the 

gentleman’s reaction to the “temptation scene” suggests that something about that performance 

persuaded the gentleman that action needed to be taken, persuaded him to stand up and call for 
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Iago to be murdered. Why should Iago be murdered? What is it about Iago that warrants this 

gentleman’s judgment? The same judgements take place within the play as well. Othello changes 

from perceiving Desdemona as “my fair warrior” (II.i.197) to striking her in public and calling 

her a “devil” (IV.i.270). Iago is responsible for Othello’s change in thinking, but the point is, 

Othello feels he has grounds to change his behaviour or he would not do it. It is no mystery that 

persuasion is an essential aspect of Othello. For one thing, it is how Iago works. However, it is 

apparent that rhetoric is at work in both Othello’s change of feeling toward Desdemona and the 

gentleman’s exclamation during the performance.  

Rhetoric means different things to different people at different times. When dealing with 

English early modern drama and literature, rhetoric becomes wrapped up in eloquence and style. 

An investigation into eloquence and style would definitely help to understand the English early 

modern mind, but it might be too close to the subject of a general audience member’s judgement 

of the characters, too close to the painting to see the entire picture. That the gentleman called out 

for Iago to be murdered might lead to the conclusion that an instance of forensic rhetoric had 

occurred: the gentleman found Iago guilty of specific acts, and was speaking as a judge, or a 

juror. This conclusion ignores the fact that the instance of rhetoric occurred during a theatrical 

performance. The theatre is not the explicit venue of forensic rhetoric, or deliberative for that 

matter. As a place of entertainment, and as a place where audiences go to see plays about heroes 

and villains and an infinite variety of stories about themselves and other people, the theatre is a 

venue of epideictic rhetoric. The gentleman’s exclamation carried with it an implicit blame of 

Iago, because Iago’s character pushed against the gentleman’s own value system. Therefore, to 

gain a more comprehensive view of what was happening when Shakespeare wrote Othello and 

how that text has stayed alive and travelled through time to the present day, it is necessary to 
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draw upon the implications of theatre at large as epideictic rhetoric and, furthermore, the process 

of adaptation that occurs whenever Othello is revived and performed by different theatre 

companies or film production houses. This larger scale investigation will shine light on how 

Shakespeare’s plays still impact today’s societies and why today’s societies continue to look 

back to Shakespeare’s plays as valid forms of contemporary expression. In rhetorical terms, 

today’s societies see in Shakespeare’s plays, such as Othello, valid argumentative proofs 

pertaining to contemporary societal conditions. In other words, Othello is a topos.  

 As a topos, or place to base an argument upon, or example to use in order to provide 

proof for an argument, Othello begins to reveal itself as a tool for the use of an orator, a 

rhetorical appeal. Director Nigel Shawn Williams uses Othello to address issues of misogyny in 

his 2019 production at the Stratford Shakespeare Festival in Ontario, Canada. Director Tim 

Blake Nelson, working off a screenplay by Brad Kaaya, adapts Othello into the 2001 movie O to 

address the issue of class in the US Southern States. Stuart Burge adapts for the screen John 

Dexter’s National Theatre Company production of Othello, which ran from 1964-1966 and 

starred Laurence Olivier as Othello and Frank Finley as Iago in a 1965 interpretation that 

focusses on the clash between good and evil. Shakespeare himself adapts his play from a short 

story, a pseudo-moralistic fable, by Italian writer Giraldi Cinthio. The explanations provided 

here for the existence of these adaptations are, necessarily, simplified. One does not approach 

only one variable when creating art. There are many and deep reasons why directors and artists 

are drawn to a text. However, the fact remains that as finished pieces of art, as texts, these 

performances and adaptations of Othello reflect what has been observed above. Othello is a 

topos to be appealed to in order to put forward an argument. The orators’ arguments exist in the 

venue of epideictic rhetoric, and Othello itself is not only an example of Shakespeare’s epideictic 
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oratory, but it is simultaneously a topos for successive orators’ epideictic oratory praising or 

blaming specific aspects of their own societies. 

 If Othello is an example of epideictic rhetoric, then a proper analysis of the play requires 

two short preliminary discussions. Othello was conceived in the mind of Shakespeare, who 

operated under the influence of not only his political moment, which would have influenced his 

conception of how Othello might be perceived to affect his contemporary society, but also his 

own culture’s understanding and use of rhetoric, which would have influenced how he 

approached his ideas and the ways in which he used his ideas to produce effects on his audience. 

A discussion on Shakespeare’s political and rhetorical moment is in order. Furthermore, the 

evolution of classical epideictic rhetoric into today’s tradition of theatre as epideictic rhetoric is 

necessary, because twenty-first century epideictic rhetoric is still influenced by the ideas 

Aristotle set down in “Rhetoric” and “Poetics,” his treatises, respectively, on rhetoric and 

theatrical storytelling. With political, rhetorical, and theatrical background in place, the scene 

will be set for an analysis of Othello as epidictic rhetoric. Shakespeare’s play forms the centre of 

a system of influence, expanding chronologically through the many performances and 

adaptations that have come down to the twenty-first century, and expanding backward to 

Cinthio’s short story and beyond. Shakespeare’s use of the Othello story has superseded 

Cinthio’s. Therefore, an understanding of Shakespeare’s play is required in order to inform an 

understanding of some of the ways Shakespeare used Cinthio’s story. Thus, after the historical 

background is in place, discussion will move to the centre, Othello, then backward to Cinthio’s 

story, and finally, forward to the adaptations already mentioned. This analysis, from 

Shakespeare’s time to the present, will reveal the epideictic nature of Othello, and the play’s 

status as topos in twenty-first century drama. 
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SHAKESPEARE’S POLITICAL AND RHETORICAL ENVIRONMENT 

“Othello” in the Elizabethan Political Environment 

Top-most in many a person’s mind at the tail-end of Elizabeth I’s reign was the 

succession of the monarchy, and what was going to happen to England. Shakespeare’s plays and 

poetry reflected this anxiety. Shrank points out, “the theme of  succession permeates 

Shakespeare’s oeuvre” (108). Shrank mentions Shakespeare’s early “sonnets of succession” 

which would have “had a particular edge in the last years of Elizabeth’s reign, when the fact that 

the Tudor dynasty faced extinction was all too worryingly apparent” (108). For Shakespeare, the 

succession theme morphed into the difference between a king and a tyrant, and the division of 

kingdoms, in his later plays. Thus, the continued stability and quality of England’s monarchy 

was a key concern for Shakespeare. However, he also lived during the Age of Discovery, when a 

new and exotic world opened up to England. Audiences were keen to experience in any way they 

could the world beyond their borders. Loomba points to material history in which houses of 

expatriate businesspeople were found to be filled with items picked up on their travels (14-15). A 

delegation from Morocco led by the Moroccan ambassador made an extended visit to London in 

1601 (Hadfield Routledge Sourcebook 17) making the African continent even more of a hot topic 

than it might already have been. Indeed, as Honigmann writes, “Not long before [Shakespeare] 

began Othello he had the opportunity of observing a Moorish embassy at first hand . . . being 

Muslims and strange in their ways, he and his retinue caused a stir” (2). The exotic locations and 

characters of Othello (both Othello the Moorish general and the different Italians), speak directly 

to Othello’s engagement with the new world and all that came with it.  

As a growing nation in the Age of Discovery, another line of political thought developed, 

led by writers such as Thomas More in Utopia, in which people debated what was the best form 
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of government for a state. As Nelson writes, quoting Cicero, “Political thought in Shakespeare’s 

Europe organised itself to a significant degree around the question of what constituted, in  

Cicero’s words, ‘the best state of a commonwealth’” (253). Shakespeare took part in this 

fascination with the political success of societies. Outside of a dramatized history of the Tudor 

heritage in his history plays, and the nature of a good ruler in plays such as King Lear and The 

Tempest, he also approached the subject of republics and empires in Julius Caesar and Titus 

Andronicus. Shakespeare engaged with the Venetian republic twice with The Merchant of 

Venice, and of course, Othello. Venice was idealized as a successful republic, one that fostered a 

thriving commonwealth without recourse to a monarch. In fact, one of the sources Shakespeare 

used for Othello was Lewkenor’s translation of Contareni’s The Commonwealth and 

Government of Venice (Riverside 85) which functioned not only as a travel guide, but also a 

glowing treatise on the Republic’s enduring success. Othello reflects Shakespeare’s fascination 

with different kinds of governments in its close depiction of political affairs in Venice, especially 

in Act One where the senate is discovered deftly handling competing reports on the actions of the 

Turkish fleet. 

 Perhaps, though, what is most vital to an understanding of political expressions in 

Shakespeare’s plays was that they took place in the midst of a period of anxiety felt across 

England about its status as a nation (Loomba 13, Scanlan 3). As England became a nation, its 

forays into the New World and exposure to the continent became influences on its development, 

as evinced in the above discussion about the presence of foreigners, exotic locales, and the 

engagement with different forms of government. Simultaneously England began to exert its own 

influence on the world stage, for example, with its defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588, and its 

first probes of the North American continent. From this back and forth negotiation with the rest 
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of the world, England incurred a paradoxical anxiety about the stability and effectiveness of its 

state when compared to the examples of different states and different struggles on the continent. 

Shakespeare’s plays reflect the English state’s anxiety over a national project through their 

ambivalence toward their heroes, such as the varying qualities of Brutus and Julius Caesar in the 

twilight of the Roman Republic, and indeed the ability of Venice to exert control away from the 

centre on the island of Cyprus in Othello. Anxiety over growth of nationhood will return below 

as Shakespeare’s political environment is folded into the overarching influence on his art. 

“Othello” in Tudor Drama 

Where English political thought existed in a growing international arena, English theatre 

arrived on London stages from a highly local history of religious performances designed to be as  

didactic as they were entertaining (Betteridge and Walker 3). Religious performance coexisted 

with religious plays into the final third of the sixteenth century, indicating a multifaceted culture 

of theatre. Just as many or more people would have connected the idea of theatre to the idea of 

religious edification. On the other hand, the plays of Shakespeare and his contemporaries, though 

full of intellectual vigour, though integral to the system of courtly influence that dominated 

politics at the time (Hadfield Renaissance Politics 106), still occupied a grey region of morality 

(Betteridge and Walker 10-11), so that even professing moral lessons was something of an irony 

considering performances shared a neighbourhood with questionable entertainment such as bear-

baiting, and questionable relations such as houses of prostitution. Elements of a shocking or 

spectacular nature were actually a sign of this process of separation from the church. The 

behaviour of Iago and the shock of Othello’s exotic character could not necessarily have been 

handled in the heavily moralizing and religious milieu earlier in the century and could just as 
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easily have been viewed as a sign of the moral depravity of the theatre as a sign of any 

sophisticated ability to engage with edgy subject matter.  

However, largely as a reflection of the overall Renaissance fascination with Antiquity 

and English educational philosophy, Elizabethan/Jacobean theatre found great inspiration in the 

classics and a perfect venue for the fruits of an education system heavily influenced by the study 

of Roman rhetoric. One of Shakespeare’s greatest influences was that of Seneca’s plays. Othello 

deals with grave themes, depicts violent events, uses highly amplified language, and engages 

with fury and madness, all of which are hallmarks of Seneca’s style (Halpern 24-32). Classical 

education as a factor of humanism, and as a theme in and of itself, came from the mind of 

Erasmus (Baldwin 77), himself highly influenced by the Renaissance philosophy of humanism 

and wishing to form an educational curriculum based on an education in the classics (Matthews 

et al. 357). There is more to say about Shakespeare’s education as an influence on his own 

rhetoric. Here it is sufficient to conclude that Elizabethan/Jacobean drama was England’s great 

contribution to the Renaissance. Shakespeare’s plays remain some of the most influential and 

surely the most visible examples of England’s humanist discourse, though there is more to say on 

that topic, as Shakespeare’s use of theatre, like his political environment, is rolled into the 

overarching influences on his art, below. First, however, having discussed Shakespeare’s theatre, 

it will be wise now to locate theatre in the tradition of epideictic rhetoric. 

THEATRE AS EPIDEICTIC RHETORIC 

A period-specific understanding of Shakespeare’s political and theatrical environment 

helps to establish how his plays fit into his own time. In order to understand his plays as 

epideictic rhetoric, however, the perspective must be widened even more in order to see a basic 

progression from rhetoric’s origins in Ancient Greece, through the schoolrooms of Elizabethan 
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England, and onto today’s stages. The key idea to remember is that epideictic rhetoric concerns 

itself with forming judgements about people, whether to praise or to blame them. 

Moral Reactions to Shakespeare  

Christy Desmet points to the essays of William Richardson, an early nineteenth century 

professor, who analyzed Shakespeare’s characters in part according to the moral lessons they 

imparted to their audience. In Richardson’s words, “The genuine and original Poet . . . displays 

the workings of every affection, detects the origin of every passion, traces its progress and 

delineates its character. Thus, he teaches us to know ourselves, inspires us with magnanimous 

sentiments, animates our love of virtue, and confirms our hatred of vice” (1). Of Falstaff’s 

speech on honour, Richardson says, “The speaker . . . affords a curious example of self-

imposition, of an attempt to disguise conscious demerit, and escape from conscious 

disapprobation” (252). Richardson writes according to a moral rulebook, which Desmet picks up 

on, saying, “Richardson reduces Falstaff’s multiplicity to ethical unity” (46) and points out how 

Richardson has, in fact, “rewritten” Shakespeare’s character in competition for “control of the 

text” (47). Richardson draws a moral lesson from the text and attempts to produce a definitive 

interpretation. 

Desmet is in the process of claiming that many character critics, those critics who were 

concerned with discussing the motivations of Shakespeare’s characters, had the tendency to 

perform their criticism through impersonation of the characters they were addressing in order to 

convince their readers of their claims. Aside from being an imaginative observation that turns 

Shakespeare’s critics into competing performers of the roles they are discussing, part of the 

interest in the history of character criticism is in its distance from current Shakespearean critical 

methods. There is enough perspective for Desmet to make the diachronic observation, “Whereas 
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neoclassic critics blamed Shakespeare for his characters’ lack of consistency, later writers 

responded by praising the characters” (177). Desmet’s observations provide an instance in 

Shakespearean criticism where opinions on the same subject matter change over time. Moreover, 

Richardson himself forms a judgement of Falstaff the character in the same way as the 

gentleman from Liverpool formed a judgement of Iago. In Richardson’s discussion of Falstaff’s 

speech on honour lies an implicit blame of Falstaff for not being honourable. Richardson appeals 

to a moral norm when he makes his judgements. Desmet herself writes from a 1990s American 

perspective, appealing to the notion that Richardson’s criticism is antique and outdated, which is 

to say, implicitly praising the better or more effective ways of studying Shakespeare that have 

arisen since Richardson’s time. In all cases, the critic or audience member appeals to a 

contemporary value system, or tries to define a value system worth appealing to. It is not 

surprising that Desmet pursues this discussion in a book on epideictic rhetoric in Shakespeare, 

because what she brings to light is the use of epideictic rhetoric not only in Shakespearean 

criticism, as per her proposal (177), but also epideictic ritual in responses to Shakespeare’s 

theatre. People respond to Shakespeare’s plays by locating within them appeals to morals and 

value systems that are to be praised or blamed. This is not the only way to read Shakespeare’s 

plays, of course, but it appears to be the way the Liverpool gentleman read the play when he 

called for the death of Iago. The dramatic situation outraged him, not because he disapproved of 

the costumes, but because Iago’s methods were so morally degraded and so embracing of 

villainy that the gentleman had to speak out. 

Theatre as an Epideictic Tradition 

The subject of epideictic rhetoric begins with the Ancient Greeks. Aristotle makes the 

key statements. To begin with, “ceremonial oratory of display [epideictic rhetoric] either praises 
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or censures someone” (“Rhetoric” Roberts 1358b). Epideictic rhetoric is not concerned with 

proving guilt or innocence as forensic rhetoric is, nor is it concerned with making decisions 

about a course of action as deliberative rhetoric is. Epideictic rhetoric is concerned with praise or 

blame. Aristotle continues, “the ceremonial orator is, properly speaking, concerned with the 

present, since all men praise or blame in view of the state of things existing at the time” 

(“Rhetoric” Roberts 1358b). Gorgias’s “Encomium of Helen” sums up Aristotle’s ideas. Gorgias 

has written a speech in order to “free [Helen of Troy] of blame” (44); Helen, of course, has been 

blamed for the fall of Troy. The details Gorgias uses to free Helen of blame (fate, rape by 

violence or by word, and love) all constitute subjects and values that were of concern to 

Gorgias’s audience.  

Aristotle’s mention of “Display” (“Rhetoric” Roberts 1358b) provides an important word 

to understand. Gorgias hints at display when he says that he has written his speech “as a 

diversion to [himself]” (46). Epideictic rhetoric contains an element of entertainment, both for 

the orator as well as the audience. It provides a space of time in which all parties enjoy 

themselves. The source of enjoyment is the orator’s speech. Furthermore, Aristotle specifies, 

“Speaking generally, of the topics common to all rhetorical arguments, amplification is most 

suitable for epideictic speakers, whose subject is actions which are not disputed, so that all that 

remains to be done is to attribute beauty and importance to them” (“Rhetoric” Freese 1.9). 

Amplification on a compositional level is any and all means with which to raise an utterance 

above the everyday register, any and all figures of speech. The display of amplification improves 

not only the entertainment value of epideictic rhetoric but it can also meaningfully inform the 

oratory’s content. Shakespeare’s various methods of amplification are many and detailed; 

however, for a largescale view of the epideictic structure of his plays, only amplification with 



 26 

regard to character development will be discussed below. Important here is how epideictic 

rhetoric, as it was understood by the Ancient Greeks, evolved (one evolutionary path among 

many) into today’s experience of theatre. 

Aristotle again provides the starting point, this time in his “Poetics,” stating plainly that 

humans enjoy seeing representations of things. Furthermore, “The reason why we enjoy seeing 

likenesses is that, as we look, we learn and infer what each is, for instance, ‘that is so and so.’ If 

we have never happened to see the original, our pleasure is not due to the representation as such 

but to the technique or the color or some other such cause” (“Poetics” 1448b). Walker 

summarizes Aristotle’s views succinctly, describing the poetry Aristotle is thinking about as 

“arguments by example” (93), meaning the presentation of a story which will arouse feelings of 

emotion and identification in the audience. Hundreds of years before Aristotle, theatre was 

already an art form enshrined in competitions in honour of the god Dionysus (Fischer-Lichte 8). 

The plays of Aeschylus (Aristotle “Poetics” 1449a) Sophocles and Aristophanes (Aristotle 

“Poetics” 1448a) are examples of poetry Aristotle refers to. As “arguments by example,” plays 

are implicitly acts of rhetoric. They are not speeches, per se, since there are usually more than 

one person taking turns making speeches, but they are rhetorical constructs. Plays are made up of 

a number of speakers, all contributing to a larger argument encapsulated in the plot. 

The term rhetorical construct needs unpacking. The word rhetoric, rooted in rhetor finds 

its way back to an Ancient Greek ablaut construction which includes, ἐρέω, meaning, “I shall 

say” (Oxford English Dictionary). The rhetor makes a speech, and his or her speech (plus the 

methods used to construct and deliver that speech) is rhetoric. A rhetor is more commonly 

understood as an orator, which goes back to classical Latin, meaning, “speak, plead, or pray” 

(OED). Furthermore, the word oracle, also stemming from orate or “speak” refers to the place 
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where the gods, or person speaking for the gods, speaks. The oracle is a metaphorical mouth of 

the gods, whether place or person. The playwright, though not a god, is an author of oratory. The 

play, the words of the human oracle, is the orator. The theatre is akin to the oracle, the place. 

Audiences go to the theatre to hear the play which imparts to them the words of the author. 

Unlike an oracle, or a classical oration, the speech of the playwright is not one speech out of one 

mouth, but composed of different characters with many different speeches all coming together in 

one macro-speech. This macro-speech, organized according to plot and character, is the 

rhetorical construct. When in action, this construct is an epideictic performance for the purpose 

of persuading audiences to judgements of praise or blame. The origins of Shakespeare’s 

engagement of epideictic rhetoric on the London stage can be found in his classroom. 

ELEMENTS OF SHAKESPEARE’S EPIDEICTIC RHETORIC 

Education 

No discussion of Shakespeare’s knowledge or use of rhetoric would be complete without 

addressing how Shakespeare would have been exposed to rhetoric during his grammar school 

days. Lanham characterizes the Elizabethan schoolroom effectively in The Motives of Eloquence. 

As he opens his work about rhetorical perspectives on style down the ages, he pictures an 

Elizabethan student: “Start your student young. Teach him a minute concentration on the word, 

how to write it, speak it, remember it. Stress memory in a massive, almost brutalizing way, 

develop it far in advance of conceptual understanding . . .” (2). Lanham goes on to detail the 

intense education in classics, and the practice of impersonating classical figures delivering 

famous speeches (a practice which recalls Desmet’s discussion of character critics performing 

their criticism, as if a convincing performance is indicative of proof). He also stresses the 

agonistic element of Elizabethan rhetoric: “Let the student re-enact fictional or historical 
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situations . . . Practice this re-creation always in an agonistic context. The aim is scoring” (2-3). 

The spirit of rhetorical debate lives in Elizabethan education, arguing for one position over 

another, but more importantly, the system of memorization and impersonation seems not only to 

be the basis of a grammar school education, but a preparation for a career in the theatre. 

 McDonald highlights Latin translation exercises in his discussion of the influence of 

grammar school education on Elizabethan theatre: “Given a passage from Cicero or another 

approved ancient writer, the student translated the Latin into English. Then, after an hour or so, 

the master required the student to translate the passage again, this time rendering his own 

English” (451). Ben Johnson’s smirking reference to Shakespeare’s “small Latine, and lesse 

Greeke” (Riverside 97) has contributed to fundamental misunderstandings of just what 

Shakespeare was exposed to in the schoolroom. In fact, his “small amount” of Latin amounted to 

a comprehensive education in Latin composition, speaking, and grammar, taken from classical 

Roman writers, including Aesop for the children, Ovid, and Virgil for the older students as well 

as the writing of Julius Caesar and Cicero (Baldwin 80, 413, 614-615). Shakespeare’s school 

reading provided an exhaustive repertoire for Shakespeare of methods of ornament and 

amplification, not to speak of opportunities to reference the statements of the classical authors in 

his own plays.  

T.W. Baldwin, in a study published in 1944, pored over almost all extant evidence 

possible to determine that Shakespeare’s education was the standard education any schoolboy in 

the country would have received, whether in London or Stratford-Upon-Avon, and that though 

there is no hard and fast proof that Shakespeare attended grammar school, the evidence of 

Shakespeare’s education in his plays in addition to the presence of a Stratford grammar school 

and evidence in support of the education the teachers would have imparted to their students in 
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that institution makes “the inference . . . an inevitable one, amounting almost to certainty” 

(Baldwin 662). Shakespeare’s education in the classical texts, with a sharp focus on rhetoric, 

was, if not appropriate to present-day pedagogy, deeper and far more comprehensive than 

anything twenty-first century high school students would receive today.  

Finally, Enterline points to Shakespeare’s progress through Apthonius’s “progymnasmata 

. . . a series of general and then practical instruction” (20) which leads boys from learning and 

reciting fables to pleading cases as if a lawyer and defending theses. All of this, as Lanham 

points out, was done with an eye toward performance. Shakespeare’s education alone was 

enough to prepare him for a career in the theatre, and to engage with the topics he did. Most 

importantly, Shakespeare’s education stressed the use of rhetoric and the knowledge of rhetoric 

as a mode of communication with which he made ample use of in his plays. From his education 

can be drawn two important structural elements of his drama, especially with regard to Othello 

Dissoi Logoi 

An important feature of Elizabethan rhetorical education was the practice of dissoi logoi, 

or arguing on both sides of the point. Using the Latin term, McDonald describes, “argumentum 

in utramque partem, in which the student was assigned a debating topic and required to write 

persuasively on the affirmative and the negative sides” (451). This surely contributed to the 

competitive atmosphere of social discourse referred to by Lanham. It also contributed to one of 

Shakespeare’s major rhetorical maneuvers in his plays: that of injecting dissoi logoi into his 

discourse. Argumentum in utramque partem was a fundamental element of Shakespeare’s 

education and it produced a highly adept talent in Shakespeare at placing multi-faceted 

perspectives of single themes in front of his audiences. Shakespeare’s ability in this was a 

virtuoso element of his epideictic rhetoric. The very act of making a character like Iago the prime 
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reporter of Othello’s character, speaking against Othello’s actions, not to speak of the idealism 

of the love between Othello and Desdemona, is an act of dissoi logoi. The contrast between 

Iago’s extreme, yet highly effective pragmatism and Othello’s tragically ineffective majesty and 

valour is also an act of dissoi logoi. Venice as the centre of a successful state placed in 

opposition to its colonial outpost, a place where its government is supposed to work just as 

successfully, is another act of dissoi logoi, proposing that Venice is both effective and 

ineffective. Dissoi logoi becomes an important structural element of Othello. To use the terms 

established in the introduction, as a rhetorical construct Othello makes use of dissoi logoi to 

present continually changing perspectives of one sequence of events. 

Ornament 

Elizabethan ideas of rhetoric developed from Cicero and Quintilian’s ideas of rhetoric, 

which were highly concerned with its practical application. Quintilian, for example, spends five 

chapters in his “Institutes of Oratory” on the importance of learning effective skills for 

declamation (379-384). Shakespeare’s concern with this element of rhetoric is reflected most 

visibly in his early plays, such as Love’s Labor’s Lost, which displays a preoccupation with the 

effect of rhetorically elevated words on truth. However, Williamson’s discussion of Elizabethan 

stylistic evolution and debate points to Francis Bacon’s definitions and discussions of rhetoric 

and style which reveal the insight that 

rhetoric as the illustration of tradition or the doctrine of ornament is not Aristotelian; nor 

is it merely stylistic. It involves all that may be added to bare argument or logic in order 

to make it persuasive, including the turn or shape of the argument itself; ornament is not 

decorative, but persuasive; it is, or gives, a persuasive form of proof. Hence the office of 

rhetoric is to illustrate reason by imagination for the better moving of the will. (163) 
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In a very real way, ornamented speech was forcefully demonstrative of truth, and an evolution of 

rhetoric particular to the Elizabethan period with its prehistory in Roman rhetoric. Shakespeare’s 

own plays enter into debate with this notion, and the clash between the ornamentation of his own 

verse and his ambivalence to that ornamentation reflect, perhaps, not that Shakespeare’s plays 

mistrust rhetoric, but that they distrust humans to always use rhetoric virtuously. 

 Othello channels Shakespeare’s education and educational experience when he makes his 

defense in front of the Venetian senate. The words he uses and how he arranges them are as 

important to his case as its content. On the other hand, Iago subverts Shakespeare’s education: as 

the best rhetorician on the stage, Iago eschews overt ornament and fools everyone until the very 

end, with his plain, bluff, “honest” style, employed to serve his own interests. A lifetime 

experience with rhetoric, starting from school, and engaged in a society that lived, breathed, and 

debated its rhetorical education, is reflected in the spectrum of rhetorical engagement displayed 

by Othello and Iago as well as the other characters in Othello. 

SHAKESPEARE’S RHETORICAL MANOEUEVRES 

Dissoi Logoi, Ornamentation, and their Relation to Character 

Ornamentation, dissoi logoi, and the entire field of an education founded in Elizabethan 

rhetorical methodology form the basic elements of Shakespeare’s rhetoric. As part of an 

epideictic rhetorical construct, these elements spin together to create an element of oratorical 

debate between the different characters. 

For example, Othello makes use of different forms of eloquence to delineate character, as 

will become apparent in the analysis of the play. The epideictic quality of Iago’s and Othello’s 

use of language operates by turning them into meta-orators sending their own world views to the 

audience. By the end of the play, each character has argued a case. The point is not only that Iago 
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is finally found out, or that Othello might have redeemed his terrible acts by killing himself. The 

point is that the events happened, and Iago stood on one side of the stage and Othello stood on 

the other. 

 Shakespeare’s use of dissoi logoi provides many examples of the internal debate existing 

within Othello. Consider the entrance of the courtesan, Bianca, late in the play. She has been 

characterized as a courtesan, but she insists that she is no such thing. Bianca has a right to her 

own identity and she insists Cassio treats her and speaks to her respectfully. She values her 

relationship with Cassio. Now, she may or may not be a courtesan, and from a technical point of 

view one might be able to prove it, but her words make it impossible to form a simple 

understanding of the relationships in Othello. How do Bianca’s claims affect the larger oratory of 

the play? How do they affect the themes of the play? How do they affect the audience’s 

judgement of the characters she is involved with? They complicate the audience’s awareness of 

the opinions Othello is forming of what women are, and what Desdemona is. Furthermore, they 

complicate the play’s discourse on women in a heated atmosphere that is tainted with misogyny 

already. Bianca stands up for her own integrity when she becomes implicated in Cassio’s late-

play injury: “I am no strumpet, but of life as honest / As you that thus abuse me” (V.ii.143-144). 

Bianca takes her place in the meta-oratory, arguing her point of view into the varied perspectives 

of the play. In effect, the play becomes a group of characters competing for control of the 

discourse. 

 To sum up these discussions on the political and theatrical environment of Shakespeare’s 

time, as well as the various elements and foundations of Shakespeare’s own rhetoric, perhaps one 

of the widest angle views to take of this discourse is of how Shakespeare fit into the ongoing 

Renaissance on the European continent. As mentioned, Shakespeare was one of England’s most 
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visible and influential commentators on Renaissance humanism. However, his characters do not 

necessarily exemplify the human individual as the measure of all things. On the contrary, and to 

borrow from the words of a certain Danish prince, humans are supposed to be “the beauty of the 

world, the paragon of animals – and yet to me, what is this quintessence of dust? Man delights 

not me” (Shakespeare Hamlet II.ii.330-333). Shakespeare’s view of humanity might conceive of 

wonders, as many of his plays demonstrate, and his work might be the example of an 

extraordinary individual, but his worldview is also jaded.  

Shakespeare’s worldview reflects an entire continent’s continuing struggle with the 

collapse of the authority of the Catholic Church and the controversy of the Reformation, not to 

speak of the various conflicts between states and within states, such as the Spanish attempt to 

invade England in 1588. The invasion was repulsed, and surely became an occasion for pride in 

the developing English State, but the invasion also reflected the ongoing threat of foreign power 

and Catholic dominance. England itself had suffered trauma within its borders as its religion 

flipped from Henry VIII’s and Edward VII’s Church of England to Mary Tudor’s Catholicism, 

and back to Elizabeth I’s Protestantism.  

On the continent, humanistic ideals of the Renaissance exemplified by Mirandola’s 

Oration on the Dignity of Man and symbolized by perfect mathematical perspective in paintings 

were replaced with expressions of anxiety, such as Michelangelo’s late-period paintings and 

sculptures. Shakespeare’s expressions of anxiety, exemplified by Hamlet’s words, not only 

reflect England’s national anxieties, or the inherent anxieties of multiple perspectives produced 

by dissoi logoi, but they also take their place in the general continental artistic push against 

Renaissance ideals that became Mannerism. Shakespeare is not interested in creating perfectly 

unified plays, or expressions of the perfection of humanity. Shakespeare’s rhetorical constructs 
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are designed to destabilize previously held convictions and to ask questions. Destabilized or 

deconstructed societies are one of the main epideictic goals of Shakespeare’s rhetorical 

constructs. He is not providing answers, but seeking questions. This is one reason why there is 

no definitive answer to the issues raised in Shakespeare’s plays. As Honigmann says, “In 

Shakespearean tragedy uncertainty is of the essence” (20). This does not, however, mean that 

Othello provides no one to be praised or blamed. On the contrary, by destabilizing society, 

Shakespeare presents a multifaceted panorama with many elements deserving of either praise or 

blame. That being said, there is a centre to Othello and that is the conflict between Othello and 

Iago. The following analysis of Othello will focus on how Shakespeare delineates the hero and 

the villain, thus creating Othello’s two prime orators whose agonistic contest for control over the 

discourse of Othello forms the backbone of Shakespeare’s epideictic construct. 
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