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How is Shakespeare’s use of supernatural elements important to the meaning of the work 

as a whole? 
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Reference Book: 

 

The two entries in Dictionary of Literary Characters, “Brabantio” and “Othello,” provide 

very brief descriptions of these characters, but the heavy presence of words with magical and 

supernatural connotations underscores the critical influence of mysticism throughout Othello. 

The role that magic plays is succinctly explained in the source and it offered a direction for me to 

take in my research. Events in the play that do not appear supernatural on a superficial level, 

such a Iago tricking Othello into believing his crafted accounts, are shown to be connected to the 

magical motif. 

 

Scholarly Book: 

 

 Robert Heilman’s analysis of Othello suggests that the witchcraft found throughout the 

play is not purely literal. Love and passion, the driving forces of all action in the play, are 

characterized as symbolic witchcraft. Heilman further supports that Desdemona’s handkerchief, 

with magic in its web, is a metaphor for the play as a whole. The plot of Othello is presented as a 

web itself, with lies, deceits, and misinformation working to construct a web and texture. Magic 

In The Web provides fresh insight into the importance of magic. 

 

Scholarly Journal: 

 

 The magic in Othello can be connected to the more religious undertones in the play. The 

magical handkerchief is further explained in relation to ancient medicines and a need for “ocular 

proof” of all things. This source adds to my understanding of Heilman’s book because the 

characteristics of symbolic witchcraft rises to further prominence through Kumamoto’s analysis. 
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Précis of Chikako Kumamoto’s article “’Some Wonder in this Handkerchief’” 

 

 This article offers an explanation for Othello’s fixation upon a handkerchief. Kumamoto 

acknowledges the criticisms of the catalyst’s frivolity, but he then supports his claim that the 

handkerchief is a crucial element of Othello. The tangibility of the handkerchief represents 

“ocular proof,” a way to explain why Othello needs solid assurance throughout the drama. The 

magic in the web connects to the religious tones in the play because both are based on faith. 

Othello, driven by the witchcraft of love, needs a kind of irrefutable evidence either for of 

against Desdemona’s affair with Cassio, which he will never get. The plot’s reliance on proof 

from magic emphasizes that a man can be lead disastrously astray when he believes in 

falsehoods. 

 

Brief Narrative 

 

 It’s fitting that my research adventure resembles a web. Throughout this process, I have 

researched five distinct topics, and then given up on every last one. I found it fascinating that 

there were some topics that had no sources no matter how broadly I searched. As I read more and 

more articles that did not relate to topics I was investigating at that time, I began to uncover 

which research topics had substantial information, and focused my energy in those directions. 

Fortunately, I could cross back over to my earlier research in my final topic. I advise students to 

research their research before they get too attached to one idea. Understanding what is already 

out there is important to deciding what you can synthesize into a true addition to the scholarly 

conversation already happening.  

 


