
 

 

Analyse Othello’s representation in this scene and explain how this scene enriches our 

understanding of the character as they are portrayed in the play as a whole. 

 

Act 4 Scene 1 is integral in understanding Othello’s transformation and downfall from his 

formerly admirable and noble composure. Additionally, under Iago’s influences, the flaws in 

Othello’s passionate nature are revealed, generating an appalling change in his character. Using 

discrepancies in dialogue and interactions with others as the foundation of changes in character, 

our understanding of Othello’s character is further enriched by examining the consequences of 

his weaknesses– that is, his descent from nobility to vulnerability. 

The juxtaposition between Othello’s resultant trance and his noble, dynamic presence at 

the beginning of the play is conveyed through his loss of structure, eloquence and composure 

in dialogue. In Act 4 Scene 1, an immediate contrast in dialogue can be seen through Othello’s 

conversion in language from iambic verse to deranged spiels of emotional thoughts (prose), as 

his languages truncates into abrupt bursts of ‘Lie with her! Zounds, that’s fulsome!’ ‘Fulsome’ 

connotes negative meanings of foulness and rankness, juxtaposing the previous idealistic and 

hyperbolic descriptions of Desdemona as ‘excellent wretch’ or ‘sweet-powered’. This 

illuminates the loss of emotional control in his character and reiterates the instability of his 

fury. As Othello loses confidence and allows his irrational passion to take over, his dialogue 

transgresses to singular, disconnected words, ‘Confess? Handkerchief? O Devil!’ Despite his 

decline in rational thinking, Othello remains insistent with the handkerchief and is manipulated 

by Iago to associate it with Desdemona’s chastity and faithfulness, eventually overwhelming 

his consciousness and falling into a trance. Here, the simple choice of syntax demonstrates 

changes in Othello’s previously confident character, therefore paralleling his descent from 

nobility to internal turmoil and enriching understanding of his changes in character.   

Changes in Othello’s character are significantly influenced by his interactions with Iago, 

such that he begins to lose his nobility and assume the tendencies of Iago himself.   Shakespeare 



 

 

combines imagery in Othello’s language with animalistic or devilish symbolism to evince 

consequences of Iago’s manipulation. Antithesis in ‘the devil their virtue tempts, and they 

tempt heaven’ exemplifies the corruption in Othello’s previously celestial and high order 

mannerisms. The contrast between devil and heaven implies Othello’s belief that Desdemona 

is immoral and destructive to the true love he has given her. His opulent imagery also 

transforms into an imagery of emotional discomposure when he expresses his distress in the 

line ‘as doth the raven o’er the infected house’. This simile connotes ideas of plague and illness, 

negative notions that were not previously apparent in Othello’s passionate and kind habits of 

thought. Additionally, the ominous symbolism of ravens, thought to be connected to the 

spreading of infections, alludes to Desdemona’s unfaithfulness being contaminating to 

Othello’s character. The examples mentioned are reminiscent of Iago’s pessimistic character, 

indicating that the changes in Othello’s character are under influences of Iago’s duplicity. As 

interactions with Iago lengthens, Othello becomes ensnared by Iago’s lowly and malevolent 

ideas, subsequently causing changes in character.  

Othello’s previous strengths of passion and trusting nature are manipulated by Iago’s 

deceptiveness and consequently become his weaknesses. The fluctuations in the mannerism 

and imagery evident in his dialogue signify his change in character. Iago’s endeavour to 

undermine and pollute Othello’s character through his own cynical and derogatory origins is 

deemed successful, finalising Othello’s change in character from nobility to vulnerability.  

 

 


