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10

Shakespeare’s Nobody

Colleen Ruth Rosenfeld

There is something dissatisfying about Emilia’s answer to
one of Desdemona’s questions in Act 4, scene 3 of Othello.
Emilia prepares Desdemona for bed as Desdemona sings
Barbary’s ‘song of “willow”’ (4.3.26). In the midst of this song,
Desdemona interrupts herself — ‘Nay, that’s not next’ — and
then she calls for Emilia to listen: ‘Hark.” She follows this call
with a question — ‘who is’t that knocks?* — to which Emilia
responds, ‘It’s the wind’ (52-3). The first thing to say, here, is
that Emilia provides the answer to a different question from the
one that Desdemona asked. Desdemona’s question presupposes
that the sound at hand is the product of a human gesture: she
asks, ‘who is’t that knocks?’ Emilia’s answer implies but elides
a crucial corrective to this presupposition: when Emilia says
“I’s the wind,’ Emilia is also saying I#'s nobody. This elision has
encouraged a range of readers to hear as tone what could have
been represented by a diminutive — It’s just the wind — and this
tone has led critics to describe Emilia’s answer, as with several
of her responses to Desdemona in this scene, as reassuring:
‘Come, come, you talk’ (23), “Tis neither here nor there’ (5 8).

In his influential essay ‘The Women’s Voices in Othello’,
Eamon Grennan suggests that the ‘rich harmonies of this
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conversation ... resolve the different values of the two women
into complementary chords’, and the sound of the women’s
voices thus becomes an aesthetic counterpart to ‘the atmos-
phere of private freedom within this protected feminine
enclosure’.? Oscillations between song and silence ‘transport
us to a zone of feeling where analysis becomes futile’: ‘the
point’, Grennan continues, ‘is that we do feel; that for the
unreflecting moments while the song endures we are bound
with Emilia to Desdemona in sympathy’.’> Grennan’s own
essay, hailed as a ‘sensitive exegesis’, a ‘sensitive study’,
an ‘affectionate reconsideration’, and a ‘careful study’, has
perhaps been so compelling because it stylistically shares in
the rhythms of this reciprocity by way of (for example) his
frequent and well-placed parentheses.*

While Act 4, scene 3 was routinely cut from performances
of Othello through the early decades of the twentieth century,
arguments for the rehabilitation and the significance of this
scene have tended to operate under the sign of such affect.’
According to this line of interpretation, Desdemona’s question
—‘Hark, who is’t that knocks?’ ~ is significant as an instrument
of calibration: by interrupting the lyrical soar of her song and
returning us to the here-and-now of the scene, Desdemona’s
question regulates an aesthetic harmony that is both cause and
effect of feminine sympathy and its attendant social harmony,
while Emilia’s response — “It’s the wind’ — ‘underlines again the
reassuring reciprocity of speech between these two women’.®
Under this reading, the scene as a whole serves as a crucial
mechanism in what Edward Pechter has called the ‘affective
economy’ of the play: the lull in necessary action (the very
reason why this scene was so easily cut) consolidates an
audience’s sympathy just prior to the murder of Act 5.7 This is
why Kenneth Burke asked: ‘might the fourth act be one that
seeks to say pity-pity-pity repeatedly?’® Where Burke, however,
understood this pity as ‘a device to “soften up” the audience’,
Heather James has argued that Shakespearean depictions and
elicitations of pity can rouse a subject to action.’ Viewed as
a model of social engagement, pity acts — not in the service
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of a purging — but as a pivot between gnosis and praxis.
Taken to an extreme, this paradigm raises the spectre of an
audience that not only sympathizes with but also intervenes
in the action of the play (that is, one that best plays its part by
destroying the play itself).!

I would like to explore this exchange — Q. ‘Hark, who
is’t that knocks?’ / A. ‘It’s the wind’ — in order to examine
what I take to be the play’s peculiar engagement with the
ethics of audition and intervention.!! Those who hear Emilia’s
response as ‘reassuring’ or as a dose of ‘pragmatic common
sense’ presuppose, in short, that Emilia is right.’> When Emilia
answers ‘It’s the wind,” she dismisses the possibility that
somebody is knocking at Desdemona’s door; the play would
seem to follow suit inasmuch as nobody enters the room.
And yet, the possibility prior to this moment that somebody
might enter and intervene constitutes an epistemological and
an ethical problem, for Emilia as for us. This essay is thus a
thought experiment in the ethical valence of dramatic poten-
tialities that do not actualize, and it will be guided by three
questions:*

1. Does Emilia hear what Desdemona hears?
2. Does Desdemona hear what Disdemona heard?
3. Does Desdemona hear Nobody?

By ‘Nobody’, I mean the implied but elided corrective of
Emilia’s response, but I also argue that when Desdemona first
names her murderer ‘Nobody’ during her brief revival from
the dead, this act of naming hypostatizes the very potenti-
ality that the play fails to actualize (5.2.122).* The exchange
in Act 4, scene 3 is admittedly brief but, by pushing at the
misalignment of question and answer just a bit, I want to
suggest that this moment has surprising explanatory power.
The elided corrective of Emilia’s response points to the possi-
bility that the play could have gone otherwise than it will. This
possibility is present within the scene as a kind of remainder
to an initiated but imperfect act of dramatic invention, an
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arrested poiesis: at this moment in Act 4, scene 3, we have a
character for which no actor lends his body.

1. Does Emilia hear what
Desdemona hears?

Desdemona’s question suggests that she hears something.
When Desdemona calls ‘Hark’, she commands Emilia to stop
and listen, as if Emilia does not hear what she hears, or as if
Emilia’s bustle to fulfil her previous command — ‘Prithee hie
thee’ ~ keeps Desdemona from hearing what she heard just a
moment before (4.3.49).1% It is less clear whether Emilia hears
anything at all. In the 1965 Laurence Olivier production,
the wind begins to whistle just as Desdemona interrupts
herself — “Nay, that’s not next’ — and a double rap is audible.
When Desdemona asks, ‘Who is’t that knocks?’ Emilia wraps
her arms around Desdemona and follows her answer with
a kiss to the cheek.' In Janet Suzman’s 1989 production,
by contrast, there is no noise and Emilia’s first response is
a worried look on her face. Emilia then incorporates an
extended pause into her answer — ‘It is [pause] the wind’ -
suggesting that she offers the causal explanation for a sound
that never existed.!”

The ear of the audience is aligned with Emilia’s ear in both
of these productions: we hear what Emilia hears, whether
noise or silence, and we are therefore made to implicitly
corroborate her account. If Emilia hears what Desdemona
hears, the knock at the door may contribute to critical
consensus concerning the shared intimacy of this scene (and
the audience, hearing the knock that Desdemona and Emilia
hear, gets to be on their side of the door). If Emilia does not
hear what Desdemona hears, then we are not dealing with the
same problem of competing accounts of the efficient cause.
Instead, our problem is that Desdemona and Emilia do not
access the same object of interpretation.!® A brief scene from
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Antony and Cleopatra offers an illustrative counterpoint. Just
before battle, First through Fourth Soldiers hear something;:

SECOND SOLDIER Peace, what noise?

FIRST SOLDIER List, list!

SECOND SOLDIER Hark!

FIRST SOLDIER Music i’th’ air.

THIRD SOLDIER Under the earth.

FOURTH SOLDIER It signs well, does it not?

THIRD SOLDIER No.

FIRST SOLDIER Peace, I say!
What should this mean?

SECOND SOLDIER ’Tis the god, Hercules, whom Antony loved,
Now leaves him.

FIRST SOLDIER  Walk. Let’s see if other watchmen
Do hear what we do.?

These soldiers all seem to hear the sound and their primary
concern is one of meaning — ‘It signs well, does it not?’ — but
First Soldier strays from this concern when he compels all
of the other soldiers to seek corroboration from yet more
soldiers: ‘Let’s see if other watchmen / Do hear what we do.’
First Soldier asks, “What should this mean?’ but he seems at
least as concerned with finding even more soldiers to say that
they hear what he hears. If Desdemona and Emilia do not
access the same object of interpretation, then Desdemona’s
question turns the lack of a knock into a palpable silence in
Emilia’s ear: ‘who is’t that knocks?’ transforms absent noise
into the staged presence of bounded, localized silence. To Jean
Howard’s distinction (via Arnheim) between living and dead
silences on Shakespeare’s stage, we might add the resurrected
silence (one that comes to life only after Desdemona speaks).2

The sound that prompts Desdemona’s question is thus a
contingent event. I do not mean that the existence of this
sound is contingent on a given production or even that the
truth-values of Desdemona’s presupposition that somebody
is knocking and Emilia’s corrective that nobody is knocking
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are contingent on who or what produced a sound that may or
may not exist. [ mean, instead, that Othello scripts this sound
as a particular kind of event, an event that, to quote Boethius,
‘tend[s] equally toward being or toward not being’.? Unlike,
say, the knocking at the gate in Macbeth, Otbello scripts no
actions that necessarily produce or follow from the occasion of
this sound. The knock may or may not occur. While this brief
exchange has seemed significant primarily for returning the
audience to the here-and-now of the scene, I want to suggest,
instead, that the slight misalignment of question and answer
insists on the vexed ontology of the contingent event. In his
phenomenological study of the theatre, Great Reckonings
in Little Rooms, Bert O. States writes, ‘if you press the
concreteness of the here and now far enough, you arrive at
the infrastructure of reality, or the laws that hold reality up.
There is a point’, he continues, ‘where scrupulous attention to
detail — for example, a photo of the pores of the skin — leads
one back, or out, to the universe of geometric mass.”? If the
question that Desdemona asks — ‘Hark, who is’t that knocks?’
— returns us to the here-and-now of the scene, Emilia’s
response encourages us to re-examine the ‘infrastructure’ of
this particular world. The vexed ontology of the contingent
event suggests that potentiality is a property or a possession
of the play (a hexis or a ‘having’): as Giorgio Agamben
writes via Aristotle, ‘potentiality is not simply non-Being,
simple privation, but rather the existence of non-Being, the
presence of an absence’.?* A knock that may or may not occur
is the theatre’s metonymic substitution for the presence of a
non-existent agent on the other side of Desdemona’s door.

2. Does Desdemona hear what
Disdemona heard?

In Shakespeare’s source tale, Cinthio’s Hecatommithi, there
are two kinds of proof that convince the Moor of Disdemona’s
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guilt. The first kind of proof is the napkin: noting that
Disdemona ‘sometimes carried with her a handkerchief
embroidered most delicately in the Moorish fashion, which
the Moor had given her and which was treasured by the Lady
and her husband too, the Ensign planned to take it from her
secretly, and thereby prepare for her final ruin’.?* Before,
however, the Moor has even learned that the handkerchief
is missing, he is troubled by the second kind of proof: a
knock at the door. The Ensign has already told the Moor that
Disdemona ‘takes her pleasure with’ the Corporal ‘whenever
he comes to your house’ (245). In response, the Moor
threatens the Ensign, ‘if you do not make me see with my
own eyes what you have told me’, and the Ensign’s accusation
is accidentally corroborated by the single act of ‘Fortune’ in
Cinthio’ tale (246). Recognizing the handkerchief that the
Ensign placed on his bedroom floor, the Corporal intends to
return the item to Disdemona:

So he waited till the Moor had gone out, then went to the
back door and knocked. Fortune, it seems, had conspired
with the Ensign to bring about the death of the unhappy
lady; for just then the Moor came home, and hearing
a knock on the door went to the window and shouted
angrily: ‘“Who is knocking?” The Corporal, hearing the
Moor’s voice and fearing that he might come down and
attack him, fled without answering. The Moor ran down
the stairs, and, opening the outside door, went out into the
street and looked around, but could see nobody.

The window through which the Moor shouts is a
counterintuitive device: this window allows the Moor to ask
the very question we might instead expect it to help answer
— ‘Who is knocking?’ For an answer, the Moor must run
downstairs and open the door. Finding ‘nobody’, the Moor
then ‘ask[s] his wife who had knocked on the door’. Ignorant,
Disdemona ‘replie[s] truthfully that she d[oes] not know’. To
this, the Moor insists ‘[i]t looked to me like the Corporal’,
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though the narrative makes it clear that when he opened the
door he ‘could see nobody’: ‘T do not know’, Disdemona
responds, ‘whether it was he or somebody else’ (247). Where
the Moor saw ‘nobody’, he names ‘the Corporal’. For
Disdemona, where there was ‘nobody’, there might have been
the Corporal but, equally, there might have been ‘somebody
else’. In Cinthio, there is no question but that the knock at the
door is the product of a human gesture; the debate, instead,
turns on how to interpret the abserce of the efficient cause. Is
‘nobody’ one particular person or is ‘nobody’ any number of
persons, also called ‘somebody’?

Cinthio revisits and rewrites this moment when the Moor
and the Ensign conspire to kill Disdemona. Determined to
beat her with a ‘stocking filled with sand’, the Ensign hides in
the closet as the pair lie down to sleep — ‘in accordance with
their plan’, the Ensign ‘mafkes] some sort of noise’. The Moor
asks Disdemona:

‘Did you hear that noise?’
“Yes, I heard it,” she replied.
‘Get up,’ said the Moor, ‘and see what it is.’

As Disdemona approaches the closet door, the Ensign jumps
out and delivers ‘a frightful blow in the small of her back’
(250). In our earlier scene, the Moor’s investigation of a knock
at the door led him to discover ‘nobody’ where the Corporal
had stood just a moment before. The Ensign’s charge, that
Disdemona ‘takes her pleasure with him whenever he comes
to your house’, was implicitly corroborated by the timing
of that knock — just as the Moor arrived home (245). The
Moor, however, desires a physical impossibility: he wants to
‘see” with his own ‘eyes’ what occurs in his house at the very
moment he (along with his eyes) is absent from that house
(246). The Moor and the Ensign’s ‘plan’ restages the earlier
missed connection as if to actualize this physical impossibility.
The imperative commands ~ ‘“Get up”, said the Moor, “and
see what it is”” — allow the Moor to watch his wife open the
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door (any door will do) to another man (any man). In the
performance of this ‘plan’, the Ensign plays the Corporal,
Disdemona plays the Ensign’s version of Disdemona, and the
Moor plays the part of his own absence.

In Orson Welles’s 1952 film adaptation of Act 4, scene 3 of
Otbhello, the camera is fixed on the floor of a stone corridor
as an approaching figure becomes visible by the dispropor-
tionate shadow it casts — an elongated head.” The sound of
a closing gate and its visual counterpart (the shadows cast
by parallel, vertical bars sliding across the screen) provide
the transition into a thoroughly gothic, interior space. The
closing gate produces the sound that prompts Desdemona’s
question — ‘who is’t that knocks?’ — and Emilia’s answer, the
audience knows, is wrong — though the audience does not
yet know to whom this shadow belongs (it could belong to
any number of characters). The correct answer emerges only
as the final shot reveals Othello, stepping out from behind
a nearby pillar where he has been listening. Q&A are, here,
turned into scenic bookends, with the result that this abridged
performance of Act 4, scene 3 is overheard by somebody and
the question — who is that somebody? — remains open until
the scene’s close.

There is precedent for Welles’s answer to this question:
apparently influenced by Rossini’s Otello, Delacroix sketched
a pencil composition of the unpinning scene in 1825; in his
1853 painting, an oil lamp that had been at Desdemona’s
elbow in 1825 is now lowered and brought forward so as
to open up space to a background in which Othello lurks,
unnoticed by the two women.? Such adaptations validate
Desdemona’s anxiety but they do so only by actualizing in
one particular body what is, significantly, disembodied in the
play. In Othello, the knock that Desdemona hears raises the
possibility that somebody might enter and intervene only to
put nobody in the place of that somebody; in the Delacroix
adaptation, somebody is always only Othello and the imagined
intervention is always only the murder that will take place
anyway. In between his scenic bookends, Welles comes closest
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to capturing the potentiality of Shakespeare’s text: the shadow
that lingers without a body just outside Desdemona’s closet.?”

3. Does Desdemona hear nobody?

It is not actually the knock at the door that returns Desdemona
to the here-and-now of Act 4, scene 3. Desdemona interrupts
herself — ‘“Nay, that’s not next’ — just before she hears a knock
at the door. When Desdemona calls ‘Hark’, she could be calling
for Emilia to listen for the words she cannot remember.??
Desdemona, it seems, sings her lyrics out of order:*

DESDEMONA [Speaks.] Prithee hie thee: he’ll come anon.
Sing all a green willow must be my garland.
Let nobody blame him, his scorn I approve—
[Speaks.] Nay, that’s not next. Hark, who is’t
that knocks?
EMILIA It’s the wind.
(4.3.49-53)

We do not know the precise version of the song that
Shakespeare had before him (or in his ear), but it is fairly clear
that Desdemona’s line about blame was meant to come later.
In Shakespeare’s probable source, the singer is gendered male
and the false lover, female, and the line reads: ‘Let nobody
blame me, her scorns I do prove.”?® What is interesting about
Othello’s revision is that Desdemona’s words allow for a
conflation impossible to the previous incarnation: ‘his scorn’
might belong, not to the object of blame, but to the subject
who blames. In Desdemona’s revision, the language of her
song (if even in spite of herself) does not simply permit but
calls into being, compels into existence, a ‘nobody’ to fulfil
her command, a ‘nobody’ who ought to blame, a ‘nobody’
of whose ‘scorn’, she declares ‘I approve’: ‘Let nobody blame
him, his scorn I approve.’! It is at this moment of predication,
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when Desdemona’s language posits the existence of the very
thing she putatively denies, that she interrupts herself — ‘Nay,
that’s not next’ — and then, hears a knock at the door (after
which nobody enters the room).

This moment dramatizes an act of arrested poiesis: the
initiated but imperfect genesis of a dramatic character. Most
simply, Desdemona’s grammar predicates a character —
‘Nobody’ — for which no actor supplies a body. The category
of ‘absent characters’ is an illustrative counterpoint to the
peculiar ontology of ‘Nobody’. ‘It is when a character is
expected’, Kristian Smidt writes, ‘and still does not materi-
alize that an absence attracts our attention’: ‘sometimes’,
he continues, ‘we are not led to expect a visible appearance,
but we are made aware of the absent person as an influence,
which may be all the more pervasive or ominous for being
incorporeal.”? In Othello, however, ‘Nobody’ makes us aware
— not so much of an influence — as of a lack of influence: he
is the non-existent agent responsible for the intervention that
could have (but did not) occur.

The technical operations of this claim are made explicit
in the comic subplot of the anonymously authored Nobody
and Somebody (1606): this subplot turns on two grammatical
jokes that it repeats (over and over again) with slight varia-
tions.33 The first joke runs something like this. A character
named ‘First Man’ asks another character named ‘Wife’ a
question: ‘Minion, where have you been all this night?” (489).
Wife answers: ‘I have been with Nobody’ (492), ‘Lie with me,
why Nobody® (496), ‘God’s life husband, you do me wrong;
I lay with Nobody’ (501); all the while, the unfortunately
named ‘Nobody’ responds, with mounting frustration — “Tis
a lie good man! believe her not, she was not with me’ (493-4),
‘Oh monstrous! They would make me a whoremaster’ (497),
and ‘I will endure no longer in this climate’ (504). Wife’s
grammar posits the existence of the very thing she would
seem to deny, and the character named ‘Nobody’ is predi-
cated of the same speech acts that he claims to be false.

The first joke turns on actions which have occurred but
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for which a non-existent agent — ‘Nobody’ — replaces the
actual agent.** Wife (it appears) has slept with ‘somebody” but
‘Nobody’ is blamed in his stead. The second joke, by contrast,
turns on actions that have not occurred: ‘Nobody’ is also the
non-existent agent responsible for all of the good deeds that
no one bothers to perform (e.g. feeding the poor).® It is in
this sense that we might understand Roderigo’s line as he lies
bleeding on the ground. Both Roderigo and Cassio cry out
while Lodovico teeters on the edge of action:

Lopovico Two or three groan. It is a heavy night;
These may be counterfeits, let’s think’t unsafe
To come in to the cry without more help.
RODERIGO Nobody come? then shall I bleed to death.
(5.1.42-5)

Roderigo’s ‘then’ asserts a causal connection between the fact
of Nobody’s arrival and the death he anticipates (actually,
Tago will come along and stab him). This causal account
pinpoints Lodovico’s refusal to intervene; indeed, his thought
process sounds more like a retrospective justification than
an assessment of his surroundings — ‘let’s think’t unsafe’,
shall we? Poised on the edge of action, placed in the platea,
Lodovico might extend that justification to the audience -
‘let’s’. His casual contraction offers the audience a gift.
During Desdemona’s brief revival from the dead in Act S,
scene 2, Emilia asks her a question: ‘O, who hath done /
This deed?’ (5.2.121-2). The primary meaning of ‘deed’
is surely murder; when Desdemona names her murderer
‘Nobody’, she relieves Othello of responsibility for the crime
by invoking a peculiarly literary legal loophole — ‘the attri-
bution of a homicide to a fictional persona in order to
exculpate the accused’.3® The ambiguity of Emilia’s deixis,
however, invites the second of Nobody and Somebody’s jokes:
who is responsible for the intervention that never occurred?
Nobody. If we take the satirical thrust of this joke seriously,
the answer to Emilia’s question is also an admonishment to
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the audience. As the non-existent agent of actions that no
one bothers to perform, the character of Nobody is always
triangulated through the audience who ought to (but does
not) perform those actions.” A 1997 production of Othello
at the National Theatre manifested in a stage property what I
am trying to articulate by way of a sound effect. In his review
of this production, Robert Butler noted that the discarded
handkerchief was left on stage during the intermission of this
performance: the handkerchief seemed to be ‘challenging one
of us to pick it up and prevent a tragedy’.*® This production
scripts the audience as complicit by way of a missed oppor-
tunity that is itself already foreclosed upon by the conventions
of dramatic form. The challenge to ‘prevent a tragedy’ is
something like the play soliciting its own destruction.
Desdemona’s question — ‘who is’t that knocks’ — presup-
poses that an act has occurred, and her enquiry into the
efficient cause of that sound opens up the possibility that
somebody will enter and intervene. By this light, what is most
significant about Emilia’s response is not that she answers
a question other than the one that Desdemona asked but
instead, that she answers at all. Desdemona’s question was
never for Emilia (it was directed, instead, at the other side
of the door). By contrast, if Emilia’s dismissal suggests that a
knock has not occurred, then Desdemona’s question points up
an absence: her question makes room for, clears out a space on
stage for, the non-existent agent of an action that never occurs.
States defines the actor as the ‘original of the poet’s “copy”
in the sense that be is the being who grants it an existence’.
‘All dramatic texts’, States continues, ‘are hypotheses’ that the
actor validates as ‘nature validates the vision of the physicist
by acting naturally’. Without an actor’s body, however, the
possibility of intervention becomes a hypothesis that will
never be validated, an unanswered ‘yearning’ of the play.¥
Emilia attempts to answer this ‘yearning’ twice but, both
times, belatedly. She answers it first with her confession of that
crucial piece of knowledge withheld throughout Act 4, scene
3: ‘that handkerchief thou speak’st of / I found by fortune
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and did give my husband’ (5.2.223-4). In Cinthio, a single
act of ‘Fortune’ prohibited the return of the handkerchief.
When the Corporal knocked on Disdemona’s door, ‘Fortune,
it seems, had conspired with the Ensign to bring about the
death of the unhappy lady; for just then the Moor came home
and, hearing a knock on the door, went to the window and
shouted angrily: “Who is knocking?”.” In Cinthio, ‘Fortune’ is
the name of the agent who keeps the handkerchief away from
Desdemona. ‘Fortune’ actively ‘conspires’ with the Ensign in
her capacity as a goddess: she brings about that which was
not a necessary but a contingent event. In Othello, Emilia’s
invocation of ‘fortune’, as Harry Berger, Jr. has suggested, ‘is
less than the whole story’.** And yet, if we take ‘fortune’ here
to be precisely opposed to that which is necessary, Cinthio’s
goddess reduced to chance, then to say that Emilia ‘found’
the handkerchief ‘by fortune’ is to establish the structural
conditions for ethical action as such: Emilia’s actions were
not necessary — she could have acted otherwise.*! This is, to
be sure, a reading in which Emilia sidles up to an admission
of guilt from an oblique angle, but that prepositional phrase
‘by fortune’, loosely attached to a sentence that could have
proceeded without it, does not so much shift blame onto
Cinthio’s conspiring goddess as it admits for the possibility
that this play could have gone otherwise than it did.

It is with this possibility in mind that I would like to
turn to Emilia’s second answer to the play’s ‘yearning’ for
intervention. After Iago stabs her, Emilia requests to be laid
alongside the dead Desdemona, to whom she begins to speak:

What did thy song bode, lady?
Hark, canst thou hear me? I will play the swan
And die in music. [Sings.] Willow, willow, willow.

{(5.2.244-6)

Just before her reprisal of the willow song, Emilia calls for
Desdemona to listen — ‘Hark’ ~ and she follows this call with
a question: ‘canst thou hear me?’ Emilia’s question is, I think,
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a belated attempt to stand on the other side of Desdemona’s
door. Emilia’s question has a semantic value distinct from a
knock but if we were to develop a system for punctuating
sounds, the punctuation of a ‘knock’ would be something
like a question mark: a knock solicits, as its answer, the act of
opening a door. If, in Act 4, scene 3, the knock at the door is
a contingent event — an event that may or may not be — it is
because it is a future contingent (it has not yet come to pass).*
As it turns out, Desdemona’s question was for Emilia (only,
the Emilia of Act 5). When, in her final lines, Emilia echoes
Desdemona’s call to listen — ‘Hark’ — and then substitutes her
question for the knock — ‘canst thou hear me?’ — she lends
a body to the implied but elided corrective of her earlier
dismissal.

Conclusion

A history of Othello criticism could be written as a series of
substitutions for Desdemona’s ‘Nobody’. Criticism has, that
is, treated ‘Nobody’ as a kind of cipher — for Iago, Othello,
Emilia, and even Desdemona, who provided that first 'substi-
tution: ‘Nobody. I myself. Farewell’ (5.2.122). In ‘Othello: A
Bloody Farce’, the play’s notorious eighteenth-century critic,
Thomas Rymer, provides a different substitution. He blames
Shakespeare:

A noble Venetian lady is to be murdered by our poet: in
sober sadness, purely for being a fool. No pagan poet but
would have found some machine for her deliverance ... Has
our Christian poetry no generosity, nor bowels? Ha, Sir
Lancelot! Ha, St. George! Will no ghost leave the shades for
us in extremity, to save a distressed damsel?*

According to Rymer, the playwright enters into the diegesis of
the play as the murderer of his character. This account reverses
the legal loophole invoked by Desdemona: instead of inventing
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a fictional persona - for example, ‘Nobody’ ~ and blaming
that persona for an actual event, Rymer instead inculpates an
historical being in the death of a fictional persona.* What is
Shakespeare’s instrument of murder? Shakespeare murders by
withholding the character that might have intervened — the
knights of romance or even, a ‘ghost’. Shakespeare withholds
and produces poetry that, according to Rymer, is incapable of
pity because it lacks the proper body for pity: Shakespeare’s
poetry has no ‘bowels’. By Rymer’s account, Shakespeare
is Nobody: he is the agent just outside the threshold of the
causal world of the play and he commits, by virtue of what he
did not write, murder.

Notes
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