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*For Protestants in the time of Shakespeare, words as well as
pictures could be seen as comprising images. Moreover, such im-
ages could serve legitimate purposes, as do “poesie” and the po-
etic imagination in Sidney’s theory and as does the literary “mon-
ument” of Shakespeare’s own works. Such images must not,
however, be idolized, a point emphasized by the Reformed (and
English) version of the Ten Commandments which forbids the
worshipping of “graven images”. The essence of idolatry is false-
hood: it “changes the truth into a lie, and worships the creature
more than the Creator” (Romans 1).

Attempts to replace or “paint over” reality by means of im-
ages may occur in the realm of ethics and psychology as well as
in that of theology, and may have similarly tragic conéequences.

Shakespeare’s Othello exemplifies a tendency common to his

the human race

race to make and value false images (in
his case verbal, narrative images) to the displacement of truth.

Desdemona’s image of him and, it seems ,his image of himself are
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based on such attactive but ultimately delusory “painted words”.
To locate Othello’s tragic guilt in his deceptive (and self-decep-
tive) attempt to construct and monumentalize himself narratively
is thus to locate the essence of his tragedy not primarily in his
cultﬁral circumstances but in himself, and in a flaw that is char-
acteristic not of a specific class or race of human beings but of

humankind universally.
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