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Iago Is Not Janus


Consistently through her piece “Shakespeare on Screen: Threshold Aesthetics in Oliver Parker's ‘Othello,’” Patricia Dorval asserts that Iago assumes the role of Janus bifrons in the play Othello, however, this statement is not applicable as Iago fails to hail good beginnings, and good endings, becoming the contradiction of his very god.  Shakespeare’s inclusion of the phrase "By Janus I think no" declares his allegiance to the god of doorways and thresholds, Janus bifrons (I.2.33).  This seeming parallel that Dorval hints at is thrown off by various intrusions of inconsistencies with the Janus bifrons worshipped by the ancient Romans.


Iago does not bring good beginnings with him, causing havoc when he can, completely the opposite of Janus bifrons, who brings beneficial beginnings.  His actions bring about bad beginnings, particularly at the beginning of the play where he raises Brabantio from his bed, causing Othello trouble and costing Desdemona her father’s trust: “Zounds, sir, you're robb'd; for shame, put on your gown; / Your heart is burst, you have lost half your soul; / Even now, now, very now, an old black ram / Is tupping your white ewe. Arise, arise”(I.i.90-96).  By bringing the old senator to awareness of Desdemona and Othello’s marriage, Iago has ensured that Othello will have a rough start, not only as the start of the military campaign, but also his marriage.  Dorval states that “Iago is indeed, like Janus … the god of beginnings,” though Janus bifrons is truly the god of bright beginnings, discounting the beginning of Othello and Desdemona’s marriage immediately (Dorval).  Additionally, at the beginning of Act V, Scene I, Iago has convinced Roderigo to kill Cassio, leading him into yet another terrible beginning as shown when Roderigo speaks to himself: “I have no great devotion to the deed; / And yet he hath given me satisfying reasons— / 'Tis but a man gone. —Forth, my sword; he dies” (V.i.8-10). By pushing Roderigo into this folly, Iago brings about yet another foreboding beginning.  Through bringing these evil starts to pass, Iago becomes the opposite of Janus bifrons, who brings benevolent beginnings to pass.  Iago is unlike his god not only in the area of beginnings, but also in the realm of endings.


 Iago fails to bring about good endings, content with endings rife with disaster.  Dorval mentions that Janus is indeed the god of beginnings and endings, though failing to mention that they should be good: “Janus is temporally considered as the patron of beginnings and endings” (Dorval).  Iago brings about a sudden end to Cassio’s career as a lieutenant as he carries his scheme of fastening, “but one cup upon him, / With that which he hath drunk to-night already, / He'll be as full of quarrel and offense” and at the end, Othello declares that Cassio will “never more be officer of [Othello’s]” (II.iii.40-42, 237).  Not only does Iago treacherously end Cassio’s time as lieutenant, but also ends Cassio’s good reputation.  Iago causes Othello and Desdemona’s marriage to end tragically through his plans, distancing him more from Janus bifrons, shown when Othello says his last words to Desdemona: “I kiss'd thee ere I kill'd thee: — no way but this, / Killing myself, to die upon a kiss” (V.ii.408-410).  This wretched end to the marriage is completely different than what Janus bifrons is supposed to bring.  The god was worshipped in important times of people’s lives, marriage not being an exception.  Even at the end of the play Iago plays out his role, allowing Othello attack him and then commit suicide: “I look down towards his feet; — but that's a fable. — / If that thou be'st a devil, I cannot kill thee … Killing myself, to die upon a kiss” (V.ii. 329-330, 410). Even at the end of the play Iago makes the other characters miserable.  This is completely unlike the Janus bifrons that Dorval suggests Iago assumes the identity of.


Iago continually contradicts the workings of Janus bifrons, confirming that he really is not as Dorval says.  Through her paper, Dorval is trying to say how one’s beliefs affect how one acts, however, this is contradicted by Iago’s failure to follow what Janus is the patron of.  Even though Dorval states clearly that Iago is the Janus bifrons of Othello, he fails to follow the example of Janus. 

