
 ÒThe Tragedy of the HandkerchiefÓ:  

Objects Sacred and Profane in ShakespeareÕs Othello 

One small object looms large in ShakespeareÕs Othello: the handkerchief Òspotted 

with strawberriesÓ that Othello gives Desdemona leads to their tragic demise.1 

Desdemona drops it, Emilia takes it and gives it to Iago who throws it through CassioÕs 

window, and that handsome young Venetian gives it to his mistress to copy. Making sure 

that Othello sees this last handoff, Iago uses the handkerchief as evidence of 

DesdemonaÕs infidelity, prompting Othello to kill Desdemona and himself.  That such a 

trivial object could cause such a calamity infuriated the irascible Thomas Rymer. In his 

Short View of Tragedy . . . with Some Reflections on Shakespeare (1697), Rymer 

complains, ÒSo much ado, so much stress, so much passion and repetition about an 

Handkerchief? Why was not this call'd the Tragedy of the Handkerchief? . . . Had it been 

Desdemona's Garter, the Sagacious Moor might have smelt a Rat: but the Handkerchief is 

so remote a trifle, no Booby, on this side Mauritania, cou'd make any consequence from 

it.Ó2 Rymer divides the playÕs ÒMoralÓ into three parts and finds each ridiculous: ÒFirst, 

This may be a caution to all Maidens of Quality how, without their Parents consent, they 

run away with Blackamoors. Secondly, This may be a warning to all good Wives, that 

they look well to their Linnen. Thirdly, This may be a lesson to Husbands, that before 

their Jealousie be Tragical, the proofs may be MathematicalÓ (132). A racist sense of 

decorum is one source of outrage here, but ShakespeareÕs making Òa Tragedy of this 

TrifleÓ (163) makes Rymer no less exasperated. But Iago is fiendishly skilled at investing 

                                                
1 William Shakespeare, Othello (3.3.440) in The Norton Shakespeare, ed. Stephen Greenblatt et al. (New 
York: Norton, 1997); all citations of ShakespeareÕs plays are from this edition, hereafter cited in the text.  
2 Thomas Rymer, A Short View of Tragedy . . . with Some Reflections on Shakespear (1693) in Critical 
Works ed. Curt A. Zimansky (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1956), 82-164; 160; hereafter cited in the 
text. 
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this apparently slight object with intense, even sacred significance: ÒTrifles light as air/ 

Are to the jealous, confirmations strong/ As proofs of holy writÓ (3.3.326-8).  In Othello, 

the handkerchief acquires the force of a sacred object.  

It is not surprising that a small piece of cloth can acquire such significance. Cloth 

is an ideal medium for absorbing and preserving a divine image, as Jeanette Favrot 

Peterson explains.3 VeronicaÕs cloth, ChristianityÕs original relic, is the product of a lady 

who looked to her linen. Sacred objects remains at some level merely objects, and their 

value is intrinsically unstable, fluctuating between the priceless and the worthless. 

VeronicaÕs cloth, like the Shroud of Turin, is venerated as a miraculous artifact and 

devotional object. At the same time, like all relics, they are also the stained remnants of 

what Carolyn Walker Bynum calls the Òoozing, disgusting, uncontrollable biological 

processÓ which culminates in debasement and death.4 As I have argued elsewhere, most 

relics, especially those associated with martyrdom, can look pretty revolting when 

removed from their gilded reliquaries.5 Faith and preservation transforms these 

fragmentary remains into devotional objects with supernatural powers. Nevertheless, 

their value is never unassailable. Skeptics see them as damaged goods and vain idols. 

Thomas Becket was ChaucerÕs Òholy blisful martirÓ whose help is sought by Canterbury 

pilgrims, but Erasmus mocks his relics as ÒSome linen rags, many of them still showing 

traces of snivel. With these, they say, the holy man wiped the sweat from his face or 

                                                
3 Jeanette Favrot Peterson, "Sacred Cloth and Veiled Body: Guadalupe's Tilma and Other Relic-Textiles,Ó 
Paper delivered at the Conference on Sacred and Devotion Objects East/West, Center for Medieval and 
Early Modern Studies, University of Colorado, Boulder (February 14-15, 2008). 
4 Carolyn Walker Bynum, The Resurrection of the Body in Western Christianity, 200-1336  (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1995), p. 113.  
5 See my Alterations of State: Sacred Kingship in the Reformation (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2002), 40-41. 
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neck, the dirt from his nose, or whatever other kinds of filth human bodies have.Ó6 For 

Erasmus, the saintÕs handkerchief is a mere snot rag or worse.  

As the Reformation took hold, sacred objects grew more controversial. More 

aggressive reformers than Erasmus were even more revolted by what Christopher Haigh 

calls Òthe sacralization of physical things,Ó and a fierce campaign of iconoclasm was 

launched by early Tudor puritans.7 Yet, many English believers recoiled from these 

attacks on traditional religion, and, by ShakespeareÕs time, attitudes remained ambivalent 

and confused. As Margaret Aston notes, Òthe Elizabethan compromiseÓ both fostered and 

camouflaged conflict with its contradictory approach to reform.8 The mixed signals and 

equivocations of ElizabethÕs religious settlement made its development look more like Òa 

cloaked papistry or a mingle-mangleÓ than a stately via media to many of its critics.9 

Even its defenders were dismayed by these contradictions; John Jewel, the author of An 

Apology of the Church of England, lamented that while its Òdoctrine is every where most 

pure,Ó its ceremonies entailed Òa little too much foolery,Ó and the crucifix and 

candlesticks in the QueenÕs chapel offended him and many others.10 Still the crucifix 

stayed put as did the Òcloaked papistryÓ of the Elizabethan compromise. English 

Catholics remained convinced that believers needed "a perpetuall sensible obiect . . . 

some liuely conceit of the presence of God . . . for such is the imperfection of our 

                                                
6 Desiderius Erasmus, A Pilgrimage for ReligionÕs Sake in The Colloquies, trans. and ed. Craig R. 
Thompson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965), p. 308. 
7 Christopher Haigh, English Reformations: Religion, Politics, and Society under the Tudors (1993; 
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), p. 191. 
8 See Margaret Aston, EnglandÕs Iconoclasts: Laws Against Images (Oxford: Clarendon, 1988), v. 1, 340. 
9 See my discussion of the Elizabethan Compromise in Alterations of State, pp.  The phrase comes from the 
ÒDevice for the Alteration of ReligionÓ circulated at the beginning of ElizabethÕs reign. BL Cotton Julius F. 
VI f. 161.  This document is reprinted and discussed in Henry Gee, The Elizabethan Prayer-Book and 
Ornaments (London: Macmillan, 1902), and his page references are included in the text.     
10 John Jewel to Peter Martyr (14 April 1559), The Zurich Letters . . . during the Reign of Queen Elizabeth, 
ed. Hastings Robinson, 3 vols. (Cambridge: 1842), 1:55.   
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meditations, that we cannot prosecute them, but by corporel imaginations the which wee 

proue to be so wauering & inconstant, that if we fix not our mindes fully upon some 

corporal & sensible obiect, our selues will be wandring in al the coasts of the world."11 In 

Othello, Desdemona takes the same line would say, saying that, since Òmen are not 

gods,Ó ÒMenÕs natures wrangle with inferior things/ Though great ones are the objectÓ 

(3.4.144 and 140-1).12 Being human means that our deepest feelings and highest values 

are often reflected in Òinferior thingsÓ and in objects sacred or profane.  

OthelloÕs handkerchief clearly has great things as its object, but is it sacred or 

profane? What kind of object is it and how does it acquire the importance that it does? 

OthelloÕs stories of its provenance are full of inconsistencies which make it hard to 

determine its meaning. Late in the play he says itÕs Òan antique token/ My father gave my 

motherÓ (5.2.224-5), and, while such tokens can be a pledge and seal of fidelity and are 

not to be parted with lightly, they do not have supernatural powers.13 However, once lost, 

Othello assigns it a more sinister, talismanic force: now his mother gets it from an 

Egyptian ÒcharmerÓ (3.4.55) rather than his father. As long as  

she kept it, 

ÕTwould make her amiable, and subdue my father 

Entirely to her love; but if she lost it, 

Or made a gift of it, my fatherÕs eye 

Should hold her loathly (56-60).   

                                                
11 Thomas Wright, A Treatise, Shewing the Possibilitie and Convenience of the Reall Presence of Our 
Saviour in the Blessed Sacrament (1596). Ed. D. M. Rogers. English Recusant Literature 1558-1640, vol. 4 
(Menston: Scolar Press, 1970), 89. 
12 Kenneth Burke cites these lines as a preemptive refutation of Rymer; see "Othello. An Essay to Illustrate 
a Method." Hudson Review. 4 (1951): 165-203; 199, n.3. 
13 Harry Berger, ÒImpertinent Trif ling: DesdemonaÕs Handkerchief,Ó Shakespeare Quarterly, 47 (1996): 
235-250; 238-9. 
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He adds that it was sewn by a 200-year old sibyl in a Òprophetic furyÓ (70) from fabric 

spun by ÒhallowedÓ (71) silk-worms and Òdyed in mummy, which the skilful/ Conserve 

of maidensÕ heartsÓ (72-3). This last detail is particularly sinister and macabre, carrying 

hints of virgin sacrifice as a means of ÒconservingÓ virginity.  It also makes the 

handkerchief into something like a blood-soaked relic of virgin martyrs with supernatural 

powers: ÒThereÕs magic in the web of itÓ (67). When Othello gave Desdemona the 

handkerchief, he Òconjured her she should ever keep itÓ (3.3.298), and his conjuring 

reinforces the sense of magical powers now lost with the loss of the handkerchief.  

The loss also makes its value even more volatile. ÒI have a thing for you,Ó Emilia 

says. ÒA thing for me?Ó replies Iago, ÒIt is a common thing,Ó (3.3.305-6). The theft and 

handoff of the handkerchief transforms it, in Peter StallybrassÕs apt phrase, from a Òlocus 

of privileged meaning to a commonplace.Ó14 The sexual double entendre of both thing 

and commonplace are relevant; think of the Dark LadyÕs description as Òthe wide worldÕs 

common placeÓ in the Sonnets (137) where she is reduced to a degraded clichŽ as well as 

a slut. At the same time, its visibility and placement in the public eye is no less important. 

Objects are visible, and visibility has a fraught urgency in this play. Iago uses the 

handkerchief to answer OthelloÕs demand for Òocular proofÓ (3.3.365) of his wifeÕs 

infidelity. Iago begins by asking ÒWould you, the supervisor, grossly gape on,/ Behold 

her topped?Ó (400-1). When Othello recoils from such a prospect, Iago offers 

circumstantial evidence instead: ÒIf imputation and strong circumstances,/ . . .Will give 

you satisfaction, you may haÕtÓ (411-13). After conceding that Òwe see nothing done,/ 

She may be honest yetÓ (437-8), he asks, ÒHave you  not sometimes seen a handkerchief,/ 

                                                
14 Peter Stallybrass, ÒPatriarchal Territories: The Body Enclosed,Ó in Rewriting the Renaissance: The 
Discourses of Sexual Difference in Early Modern Europe, ed. Margaret W. Ferguson, Maureen Quilligan, 
and Nancy J. Vickers (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 139. 
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Spotted with strawberries, in yours wifeÕs hand?Ó (439-40). The handkerchief can 

circumstantiate suspicions of things unseen and render whatÕs hidden visible. It can also 

give Òto airy nothing/ A local habitation and a nameÓ (Midsummer NightÕs Dream, 

5.1.16-17). The ability of objects to locate and reveal otherwise nebulous and obscure 

emotions also permits them to make something of nothing Ð and nothing of something. 

Iago concedes that ÒHer honour is an essence thatÕs not seen./ They have it very oft that 

have it notÓ (4.1.16-17), suggesting that what is unseen does not exist; ÒBut for the 

handkerchief Ð Ó (18), that is a real thing that provides Òocular proof.Ó The objectÕs 

curious paradoxical powers are manifest in the angry exchange between Cassio and 

Bianca, his mistress, when he gives the mysteriously acquired object to her to rework. 

She suspects him of fobbing her off with a gift from another mistress and complains, 

ÒThis is some token from a newer friend./ To the felt absence, now I feel a causeÓ 

(3.4.176-7).   

Bianca complains here about CassioÕs neglect of her and declares she now 

perceives a palpable cause for this absence, but this powerfully pregnant phrase evokes 

more mysterious feelings. Andrew Sofer zeroes in on this line in his article entitled ÒFelt 

Absences: The Stage Properties of OthelloÕs HandkerchiefÓ where he describes the 

handkerchiefÕs Òparadoxical ability to be at once present, felt, corporeal, yet also 

somehow absent, elusive, lost.Ó15 In his book on The Stage Life of Props, Sofer attributes 

this peculiar quality to stage properties in general, seeing them as metonyms for the 

theater as a whole since theater also Òallows us to retrieve, if only temporarily, things lost 

                                                
15 Andrew Sofer, ÒFelt Absences: The Stage Properties of OthelloÕs Handkerchief,Ó Comparative Drama 
31 (1997): 367-393; 368 
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but still cherished.Ó16 Props have a special role in these performances because they can 

evoke once prized or sacred objects beyond the bounds of the play; as Marvin Carlson 

says, props are ÒghostedÓ or haunted by earlier, sometimes suppressed associations.17 

Bloody handkerchiefs abound in the plays of Shakespeare and his contemporaries, most 

notably The Spanish Tragedy where the father dips a handkerchief in the blood of his 

murdered son to remind him to seek revenge. In SoferÕs view, these are surrogates for the 

blood-soaked relics of martyrs, now suppressed and scorned by reformers as the sordid 

remnants of superstition.18 Yet even these supposedly first-hand sacred objects, including 

VeronicaÕs cloth, are also mere images of a felt absence, ÒghostedÓ by a lost original.   

In the devotional drama of medieval Christianity, the most sacred objects are no 

less ambiguous. The Croxton Play of the Sacrament describes a Eucharistic miracle that 

results from an attempt at sacrilegious desecration of the host by Jews. These infidels 

want to prove that the host is merely bread and not God and, at the same time, they want 

to torment Òand fray . . . [Christ] as he was on the rood.Ó19 They also want to perform 

these actions ÒprevelyÓ (310) Ð or secretly and privately Ð even as we look on. When 

Jesus responds to their assaults by miraculously materializing as the Man of Sorrows, he, 

by contrast, wants to Òshow yow the streytenesse of My grevaunce,/ And all to meve yow 

to My mercyÓ (659-60). Duly moved, Jonathan the Jew submits and vows to ÒshewÓ 

(717) himself to the bishop who is initially eager to Òsee that swymfull [sorrowful] syghtÓ 

(729). But no sooner does the bishop see ChristÕs bleeding body than he recoils in fear 

                                                
16 Sofer, The Stage Life of Props (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press) 27-28.  
17 Marvin Carlson, ÒInvisible Presences: Performance Intertextuality,Ó Theatre Research International, 19 
(1994): 111-17 
18 Sofer, Props, 64-71. Sofer relies here on Joseph RoachÕs concepts of props as ÒeffigiesÓ and theater as 
ÒsurrogationÓ in Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1996), 2-3 and 36. 
19 Croxton, The Play of the Sacrament in Medieval Drama: An Anthology, ed. Greg Walker (Oxford: 
Balckwell, 2000), 212-233; lines 375; hereafter cited by line in the text.  
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and anguish; indeed he pleads for mercy and relief from this Òrufull syghtÓ (737) and 

prays that Christ turn himself back into bread. Christ obligingly does so, and the bishop 

carries the host in a Corpus Christi procession back to the church. John Parker cites 

Nietzsche to explain the ambiguities of this representation Ð ÒThe oldest image of 

divinity is supposed to reveal and at the same time conceal the god Ð to intimate, but not 

expose him to viewÓ Ð and Parker explains that, in this play, the Òhost reveals God as he 

is not and thereby preserves what he is against the degradation of visual commerce.Ó20 

Yet, as Rainer Warning points out in The Ambivalences of Medieval Religious Drama, 

the Òdemands for visibilityÓ in both ritual and drama are voracious, and, in the passion 

plays, Òthe Jewish torturers are agents of the divine plan, which dictates that transgression 

should occur yet once more. With that they also automatically become the agents of the 

transgressive imaginary, which wants the body, that bleeding body that the Mass so 

stubbornly withholds.Ó21 Julian of Norwich wants the same thing, as Elizabeth Robertson 

points out, for this fervent visionary declares this ÒNotwithstanding this belief, I desired a 

bodily sight.Ó22  

The same dramatic conflict operates in Othello and many other Shakespeare 

plays. His audience still wanted their bleeding bodies long after the Mass was suppressed 

(and so do we), and Shakespeare gave them what they wanted. Thomas Nashe praised 

ShakespeareÕs revival of Òbrave TalbotÓ in his early history plays for allowing that long-

dead nobleman to Òtriumph again on the stage, and have his bones new embalmed with 

                                                
20 John Parker, The Aesthetics of Antichrist: From Christian Drama to Christopher  
Marlowe (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007), 43 and 133.  
21 Rainer Warning, The Ambivalences of Medieval Religious Drama, trans. Steven Rendall (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2001), 217-21 and 257.  
22 Elizabeth Robertson, ÒDilatory Julian of Norwich,Ó Paper delivered at the Conference on Sacred and 
Devotion Objects East/West, Center for Medieval and Early Modern Studies, University of Colorado, 
Boulder (February 14-15, 2008). 
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the tears of ten thousand spectators at least (at several times) who in the tragedian that 

represents his person imagine they behold him fresh bleeding.Ó23 The tragedian who 

played Othello, Richard Burbage, pulled off similar feats; his funeral elegy reports that 

both spectators and actors were so moved Òwhilst he but seemÕd to bleed/ Amazed they 

thought hee had bene deade indeedÓ24 In describing great tragedies of the time that 

Òmoved (the audience) to tears,Ó Henry Jackson singles out a performance of Othello at 

Oxford in 1610 in which Desdemona Òentreated the pity of the spectators by her very 

countenance.Ó25 But this last scene proved no less harrowing than the Òrufull syghtÓ in the 

Croxton Play of the Sacrament, and it inspires the same queasy recoil felt by the bishop. 

Samuel Johnson felt that this last scene is Ònot to be endured,Ó and Horace Howard 

Furness, the editor of the Variorum said that Òthe unutterable agony of this closing sceneÓ 

made him wish Òthis Tragedy had never been written.Ó26  

OthelloÕs last speech succinctly captures these feelings of approach-avoidance 

and excruciating ambivalence: ÒLook on the tragic loading of this bedÓ Lodovico tells 

Iago, ÒThis is thy work. The object poisons sight./ Let it be hidÓ (5.2.373-5). That sharp 

double message Ð look, donÕt look Ð is addressed to us because we have been implicated 

in IagoÕs schemes throughout the play.  Now we confront the results with fascination and 

horror. Tragedy usually involves a high body count, so what makes the Òtragic loading of 

this bedÓ so awful? The wedding bed as death bed is grim and the sense of glimpsing a 

forbidden sight, something like the consummation of their marriage is unsettling. Some 

                                                
23 Thomas Nashe, Pierce Penilesse His Svpplication to the Divell in Works of Thomas Nashe, ed. Ronald B. 
McKerrow (Oxford: Blackwell, 1958), 1.212 
24 G. P. Jones, ÒA Burbage Ballad and John Payne Collier,Ó The Review of English Studies 40 (1989): 393-
397; 394.   
25 Both cited in Edward Pechter, Othello and Interpretive Traditions (Iowa City: University of Iowa  
Press, 1999), 11. 
26 Ibid, 169 
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of the playÕs best critics like Lynda Boose and Michael Neill have focused on this aspect, 

and Boose attributes the climactic sense of thwarted voyeurism to a pornographic 

sensibility that leaves its audience Òaroused by, trapped within, and ultimately castigated 

for its prurience.Ó27 ÒWould you . . . behold her topped?Ó Iago lewdly inquires, and his 

ÒworkÓ ultimately gratifies that obscene wish by having Othello Òdie upon a kissÓ 

(5.2.360). Certainly, the playÕs blend of sex and violence has affinities with pornography, 

but I want to emphasize that volatile combinationÕs affinities with older religious taboos 

linking violence and the sacred. Rainer Warning notes that George BatailleÕs account of 

erotic sadism explicitly aligns itself with Òa violence that sacralizes the desired body in 

ceremonially profaning, defiling, and fragmenting it.Ó28 I want to conclude by suggesting 

that the bleeding, abused bodies in Othello are briefly glimpsed and then hidden because 

they too become sacred objects with all the problems and taboos that entails. 

In OthelloÕs last act, the handkerchief is supplanted by a scene that enacts its 

sacrificial and devotional associations. The blood-stained bed and its bodies replace an 

abstract symbol with something like a bleeding real presence. But as in the Croxton Play 

of the Sacrament, this Òrufull syghtÓ proves too painful and must be hidden. Why? Not, I 

think, because itÕs too lurid or prurient or debased. On the contrary, what we briefly 

glimpse is an icon of a liebestod too good for this world, something that must be 

preserved from overexposure. DesdemonaÕs body is Òsmooth, as monumental alabasterÓ 

(5.2.5), but it is now ÒCold, cold . . . / Even like thy chastityÓ (282-3). Her chastity and 

                                                
27 Lynda E. Boose, ÒÕLet It Be HidÕ: The Pornographic Aesthetic of ShakespeareÕs Othello,Ó in Women, 
Violence, and English Renaissance Literature: Essays Honoring Paul Jorgensen, ed. Linda Woodbridge 
and Sharon Beehler (Temp, AZ: Arizona Center for Medieval and Renasissance Studies, 2003), 243-268; 
246.  Michael Neill remarks on the Òquasi-pornographic explicitnessÓ (385) of the many illustrations of this 
scene, many reproduced in ÒUnproper BedsÓ and their union in death takes on the Òobscene impersonalityÓ 
that Iago had projected on to their union in life (403). 
28 Warning, 259. 
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her honor are now an essence that can now be seen and embodied by her statuesque 

corpse, but neither Othello nor we can keep Òpossession of this heavenly sightÓ (285). 

Othello himself has been intent from the beginning on displaying his essence: ÒI must be 

found./ My parts, my title, and my perfect soul/ Shall manifest me rightlyÓ (1.2.30-2). He 

remains intent on self-display at the end as well, commanding all to ÒLook in upon me 

then, and speak with meÓ (5.2.264). At the playÕs climax, that epiphany is painfully 

confined to the playÕs small discovery space: ÒHere is my journeyÕs end, here is my butt,/ 

And very sea-mark of my utmost sailÓ (274-5). The hero who once bestrode the world 

must now, like Bianca, Òbe circumstancedÓ (3.4.196), and say of himself, ÒThatÕs he that 

was Othello. Here I amÓ (290). The hero of what Michael Neill calls a tragedy of 

displacement is now painfully placed.29 Othello was at first seen as an Òextravagant and 

wheeling stranger/ Of here and everywhere (1.1.137-8), and from his rivalÕs hateful 

perspective, such strangeness was diabolical. But such qualities are also divine, an aspect 

of GodÕs paradoxical real presence here in the sacrament and everywhere; Òthe ubiquity 

of ChristÕs bodyÓ is a principle of Eucharistic doctrine.30 At the conclusion of Twelfth 

Night, as others gape at him in astonishment, the twin Sebastian says ÒNor can there be 

that deity in my nature,/ Of here and everywhereÓ (Twelfth Night, 5.1.220-1). The tragedy 

of Othello is that the potential ÒdeityÓ of this once Òperfect soulÓ is diminished and  

demonized in the end to a Òbloody periodÓ (5.2.366), and his corpse atop his beloved 

becomes an Òobject that poisons sightÓ (373).   

The infamous handkerchief shares some of these toxic qualities with this 

climactic tableau. Neither can become genuinely sacred objects but both have disturbing 

                                                
29 Michael Neill, ÒChanging Places in Othello,Ó Shakespeare Survey 37 (1984): 115-31; 115. 
30 See B. A. Gerrish, The Eucharistic Theology of John Calvin (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 54. 
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affinities that give this play a weird religious significance. A. C. Bradley says that, ÒOf 

all ShakespeareÕs tragedies not even excepting King Lear, Othello is the most painfully 

exciting and the most terrible.Ó31 More than a century later, his claim still holds, but what 

makes this play so intense and so disturbing? Race and sex for sure, and these key 

components have been the subject of much of the playÕs best criticism of the last 

generation. At the same time, the playÕs unsettling impact also derives from affronting 

the religious taboo that conceals links between violence and the sacred. In the playÕs last 

act, Othello desperately strives to preserve that taboo by invoking a transcendent 

impersonal ÒcauseÓ and by proclaiming that his ÒsorrowÕs heavenly,/ It strikes where it 

doth loveÓ (5.2.1-3 and 21-2). DesdemonaÕs protests shatter his factitious detachment, 

and he complains that she makes Òme call what I intend to do/ A murder, which I thought 

a sacrificeÓ (69-70). Othello thus enacts what RenŽ Girard calls Òthe sacrificial crisis,Ó a 

crisis that undercuts any distinction between murder and sacrifice.32 In his classic study 

of the subject, Girard argues that, whereas religious ritual obscures the basic links 

between violence and the sacred, drama exposes them.33 As a result, Òtragedy never 

succeeds in finding its equilibriumÓ since, in GirardÕs view, Òthere is no place for 

equilibrium in the drama.Ó34 The objects in Othello preclude equilibrium and poison sight 

by forcing us to see the violence such sacrifice entails. 

                                                
31 A. C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy (1904; London: Penguin, 1991), 168.   
32 RenŽ Girard, Violence and the Sacred, trans. Patrick Gregory (Baltimore: the Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1972), 49. 
33 Girard says ÒReligion in its broadest sense, then, must be another term for that obscurity that surrounds 
manÕs efforts to defend himself by curative or preventative means against his own violenceÓ (23) and ÒTo 
think religiously (in the primitive sense) is to see violence as something superhuman, to be kept always at a 
distance and ultimately renouncedÓ (135).   By contrast, ÒTragedy begins at that point where the illusion of 
impartiality, as well as the illusions of the adversaries, collapsesÓ (47). 
34 Ibid, 138; Tragedy Òinvariably draws back at the last minute. As soon as mythical and ritualistic 
differences are seriously challenged, they are replaced by Ôcultural; and ÔestheticÕ differencesÓ (292). 
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Hence, in GirardÕs view, tragedy retains the ritual function of preserving distinctions even if these 
distinctions are no longer transcendent.  


