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Cultural geographic theory uses dramatic language (place ballets, time-space 

routines, temporal rhythms, etc.) to describe how humans sense and dwell in places. 

Because the theory contemplates human behavior enacted upon a stage, it is applicable to 

theater studies. This thesis asserts that Hamlet's, Othello's, and Antony's treacherous 

lifeworlds undermine their spatiotemporal senses and initiate quests similar to those 

described by Anne Buttimer as searches "for order, predictability, and routine, as well as 

[ ... ]for adventure and change" ("Grasping" 285). Hamlet's revenge plot is a pursuit of 

order and reclamation of his identity at Elsinore. Desdemona's murder is Othello's 

attempt to salvage his character, which he believed sullied by infidelity. Alexandria 

offers Antony a life opposite Rome's and sets him on a course of indecisiveness. These 

plays demonstrate that, at the point of cultural contact, routines are interrupted and 

identities destabilize. Tragically, the characters lose themselves in the turmoil. 
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HUMAN GEOGRAPHY: 

ABOUT PATTERN RECOGNITION 

Human and cultural geographers do not study the land and its surface as their 

counterparts in physical geography do, but rather how human beings behave within and 

think about particular spaces and places. Human or cultural geographic study may focus 

on areas as small as a Jerusalem neighborhood (the work of Shmuel Noah Eisenstadt) or 

as large as the Orient, studied by Edward Said. Human and cultural geographers 

investigate human perceptions about space and land. In addition to place and space, they 

consider time as an abstract construction. Human and cultural geography are not distinct. 

The terms human and cultural are used interchangeably to describe the field, which splits 

along two methodological lines: interactionists and participant observationists. The 

distinction between the two lies in how they interpret collected data. 

An interactionist analyzes the social exchanges going on between humans and the 

places where they live. According to Susan Smith, they "are more concerned to draw out 

analytically the dynamic and reciprocal negotiation of identity between geographical 

space and the social groups occupying it" (356). Interactionists evaluate people and 

place interactions, drawing conclusions about how a group or culture identifies with and 
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is identified by the place it inhabits. Instead of simply surveying their subjects from afar, 

interactionists meet, interview, and intermingle with them. The scientists are not, 

however, participants in the society they study. The reports of interactionists, then, can 

be read as "descriptive ethnographies-incisive accounts of life in neighborhoods" 

(Smith 356). 

Unlike interactionists, who look at people and places in order to assess both, 

participant observationists are the fieldworkers within cultural geography. "The 

approach requires a commitment to fieldwork, with the aim of securing data lodged in the 

meanings ascribed to the world by active social subjects" (Smith 356-357). Participant 

observationists participate in real social situations. They also collect and evaluate hard 

data found in surveys, interviews, censuses, and other documents or reports. Combining 

their field observations with gathered empirical data, participant observationists then 

construct a place identity-theory to describe the relationship between a certain culture and 

its region. 

These two schools within cultural geography do not operate exclusively. There 

remains a certain amount of theoretical and analytical overlap. Though their 

methodologies differ, for instance, the size of their study areas may be identical: both 

interactionists and participant observationists can study macrodivisions (a study of an 

extensive area or region) and microgeographies (a study of a much smaller geographical 

area, such as a single village, city, or town). The Middle East and the Mediterranean are 

two examples of macrodivisions. In contrast, geographers such as Anne Buttimer work 

at the microgeographic level. Buttimer evaluates municipal renovations completed in 

urban neighborhoods, such as the Glasgow Gorbals area in Scotland. Buttimer, whom I 
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would consider an interactionist, does use some empirical data gathered through field 

studies and other methods more typically associated with participant observationists. 

Pragmatism and phenomenology are the theoretical underpinnings of both 

approaches to cultural geography. Pragmatism, which developed during the nineteenth 

century, insisted that no theories, no institutions, no hypotheses, no philosophies

including their own-are ever fixed, permanent, or unchanging. Knowledge and 

understanding come about from constant contextualization and inquiry rather than 

inflexible generalization. 1 Because pragmatism is "grounded in commonplace 

experience" (Smith 353), cultural geography is particularly well matched with this 

philosophy because interactionists and participant observationists alike study the 

common place experiences of a given study group, and none of their cultural studies 

allow for widespread generalization. 

Phenomenology's influence on cultural geography is apparent, particularly in the 

terminology used by cultural geographers to describe what they observe. David 

Seamon's discussion of time-space routines and place-ballets is built on the 

phenomenological term body-subjects, where, he argues, our understanding of place must 

originate: 

If the geographer is to study the spaces, places, and environments in which 

a person typically lives and dwells-his lived-space, as phenomenologists 

sometimes speak of it-he must recognize that this space is first of all 

grounded in the body. Through body-subject, the person knows where he 

is in relation to the familiar objects, places, and environments which in 

sum constitute his everyday geographical world. (161) 
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With an eye cast toward the future, pragmatists study the systems of human 

knowledge-ethics, politics, morality, etc.-over these systems' evolution in human 

time. Phenomenologists study the body and the mind without these temporal 

considerations. Yet in a human geographic study, interactionists and participant 

observationists both study minds, bodies, peoples, and place senses. 

What interests me in this thesis is studying bodily experiences of time and space 

within Shakespeare's characters Hamlet, Othello, and Antony, for whom place sense and 

identity are significant to the plays' plots. Cultural geography provides interesting 

explanations for how, why, and when real humans experience spatiotemporal 

disorientation, and it offers another way to look at tragic heroes in Shakespearean drama. 

Drama is, of course, already constrained by time and space. A play may last only so 

many hours, and the play action must occur within reasonable and fixed boundaries. Yet 

spatiotemporal considerations can be granted to the characters presented in drama in an 

effort to further understand them, their motivations, and their tribulations. 

Cultural Geography and Space 

The terms space and place have distinct definitions. Cultural geographers seem to 

agree that we sense space through internal mechanisms still not understood by science, 

geography, or psychology. For Yi-Fu Tuan, "The study of space, [ ... ] is the study of a 

people's spatial feelings and ideas in the stream of experience" ("Space and Place" 388). 

For most cultural geographers, space is an abstraction of which we are sensorially aware. 

We detect and distinguish isolation from crowdedness based on our discernment of the 

space (or lack of it) that immediately surrounds us. Space has its own hypnotic pull on us 

both as a concept to study and as a place of actual exploration. Out attraction to the idea 
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of space emerges from our interest m expanding geographic boundaries. In Tuan's 

definition, "Space, not place, tantalized Americans when the frontiers were open and 

resources appeared limitless. Space is abstract. It lacks content; it is broad, open, and 

empty, inviting the imagination to fill it with substance and illusion; it is possibility and 

beckoning future" ("Place" 164-165). 

Classifications of place, in contrast, vary and typically indicate a cultural 

geographer's theoretical emphasis. Place is an evocative term carrying meaning and 

significance, both of which are derived through experience over time. Places incorporate 

histories, rituals, personalities, spirits, and values, those things associated with human 

cultures. Tuan defines places as "locations in which people have long memories, 

reaching back beyond the indelible impressions of their own individual childhoods to the 

common lores of bygone generations. One may argue that engineers create localities but 

time is needed to create place" ("Space and Place" 421). Time, which contextualizes 

human experience, is instrumental to Tuan' s definition of place. On the other hand, Anne 

Buttimer' s definition of place privileges social interaction over time. "People," writes 

Buttimer, "have not only intellectual, imaginary, and symbolic conceptions of place, but 

also personal and social associations with place-based networks of interaction and 

affiliation" ("Home" 167). Buttimer is interested in the interpersonal goings-on that 

may help define the characteristics of a place. Kathleen Kirby, by contrast, takes a 

decidedly ontological approach in her definition: "Place seems to assume set boundaries 

that one fills to achieve a solid identity. Place settles space into objects [ ... ]. If place is 

organic and stable, space is malleable, a fabric of continually shifting sites and 

boundaries" ("Thinking" 176). Finally, and for the remainder of this work, I shall utilize 

Michael Godkin's concise and lucid definition of place as "a discrete, temporally and 
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perceptually bounded unit of psychologically meaningful material space" (73). A place 

is a distinct location in time and space, the inhabitants of which have an established sense 

of both individual and collective identity. Godkin's definition of place incorporates both 

time and space, emphasizing that the two concepts remain inseparable. 

Cultural geographers argue that our sense of self is bound up with our sense of 

place. We learn to associate who we are with the places we call home. These places are 

the centers of our culturally based rituals, which are steeped in timing and routine. As 

Godkin confirms, "A sense of self-identity is partially incorporated into an individual's 

being when anchored to the place in which it was experienced" (79). Thus, Godkin 

establishes a psychological link between people and the places where they live. Godkin 

also identifies a cause and effect relationship between a place and a person's 

psychological stability. By working closely with alcoholics whose upbringings were 

typified by a sense of uprootedness, Godkin reasons that 

Psychologically stressed [people may feel] alienated because some life 

experiences may have involved living in places where he or she felt 

unwanted and to which there was no sense of belonging [ ... ] a sense of 

being apart and different from one's surroundings can trigger self-doubts 

and feelings that "there is something wrong with me". (7 6) 

At several instances in each play, Hamlet, Othello, and Antony have "there is 

something wrong with me" moments, where they wonder aloud about a sense of 

difference and isolation. The sense of place, then, is fragile and easily damaged by 

sudden change. Hamlet, Othello, and Antony and Cleopatra are rife with sudden changes 

for the main characters. Following Godkin's logic, when their senses of place are 

disturbed, their senses of self can be (and usually are) troubled as well. These 
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disturbances are the concern of Tuan, who writes, perhaps a bit sentimentally: "The sense 

of place is perhaps never more acute than when one is homesick, and one can only be 

homesick when one is no longer at home" ("Space and Place" 419). Hamlet, Othello, 

and Antony each leaves his home, and each suffers as a result. The consequences of 

uprootedness, along with sudden change, include spatiotemporal instability, which 

Buttimer addresses. At this volatile point of instability, a person loses more than his 

senses of time and space. Buttimer suggests that, "people's sense of both personal and 

cultural identity is intimately bound up with place identity. Loss of home or 'losing one's 

place' may often trigger an identity crisis" ("Home" 167). To Buttimer, spatial 

instability activates not only the loss of place identity but also the loss of individual 

identity, the very sort of crises faced by Hamlet, Othello, and Antony. 

Cultural Geography and Time 

To talk about the sense of time requires discussion of about human rituals. David 

Seamon describes the three activities that orient us temporally in a given place as body

ballets, time-space routines, and place-ballets. What Seamon proposes is that broad 

social or cultural activities can be understood at the individual level. In other words, he 

suggests that cultural rituals start with a single person. On the individual level, personal 

habits, such as "washing dishes, plowing, house-building, potting, or hunting" (157) are 

body-ballets, which, much like a dance, are choreographed behaviors rehearsed many 

times over. One body-ballet may merge with another body-ballet to create a larger 

pattern (or practice), which Seamon calls a time-space routine and defines as, "A set of 

habitual bodily behaviors which extends through a considerable portion of time" (158). 

7 



A contemporary example of this may be an established daily routine, such as making 

breakfast, reading a newspaper, exercising, and then completing the day's work. A time-

space routine becomes an identifying mark of a person. Enough members of a given 

region practice a similar time-space routine such as going to market or worshipping in a 

holy place that the collective time-space routine becomes a place-ballet. It is easy to 

understand how place-ballets, according to Seamon, generate "a strong sense of place 

because of [their] continual and regular human activity" (159), especially when we 

consider the significance the term place has in cultural geography. Our senses of self-

identity and place-identity, in Seamon's view, relate to our adherence to our time-space 

routines and place ballets: when these activities are interrupted, our senses of self are 

affected. As Seamon points out, "Time-space routines are an essential component of 

daily living because they appropriate activities automatically through time. They 

maintain a continuity in people's lives" (159). 

One finds body-ballets, time-space routines, and place ballets disrupted or 

thwarted altogether in Hamlet, Othello, and Antony and Cleopatra. Time poses problems 

in various ways. Hamlet has too much time, Othello not enough. Antony's temporal 

situation is more complicated because of the way Shakespeare constructs the play. In 

real history, Antony may have been troubled by too much time, but Shakespeare crafted a 

character with the opposite burden. In this trio of plays, each protagonist dramatizes a 

concern about time that audiences are likely to share. 

For Robert Montgomery, time is a dimension critical to drama: 

Time is not, then, just an idea which the characters and the audience are 

meant to realize or the repository of a standard which the action should 

illustrate. It is a felt presence and an almost palpable condition, an 
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element working energetically at the dramatic level, which is at least as 

important as the conceptual if we wish to grasp the nature of the play. (73) 

Temporal sense occurs in both humans and animals, and its existence has been 

confirmed through scientific experiments. Temporally conditioned reflexes, a concept 

made famous through tests conducted by Ivan Pavlov, suggests that "Human and animal 

organisms unquestionably have at their disposal a time-measuring mechanism and that 

the existence of the sense of time in living beings is well founded" (Holuba 10). 

Though Hallowell's research preceded Holuba 's by almost 30 years, Hallowell's work is 

distinct because he considers community influences on temporal senses. He suggests the 

sense of time "like other cultural phenomena [ ... ] vary profoundly from society to 

society" (647). In other words, human time sense is not static; it fluctuates from one 

culture to another over the course of-what else?-time. 

In an effort to understand the development of human time sense, Georges Poulet 

looks back in time proposing that by the Renaissance, humans understood the concept of 

time in a way analogous to how we understand it now. The Renaissance comprehension 

of time demonstrated for Poulet humans' greatest poetic insights about it, "one which can 

be described as the joy of being in time [ ... ]. Temporality then no longer appeared 

solely as the indelible mark of mortality; it appeared also as the theater and field of action 

where despite his mortality man could reveal his authentic divinity and gain a personal 

immortality" [italics mine] (10). For Poulet, time itself becomes a stage upon which a 

human culture "struts and frets [its] hour[s]" (Macbeth 5.5.17). Poulet notes that it was 

the Reformation that brought major change to man's sense of time: 

For the first time in fifteen centuries of Christianity, the creation no longer 

appeared the cardinal event in the history of the world. For the first time it 
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was no longer the ground upon which human existence was established. 

Human existence rested no longer in God-the-creator-and-preserver but in 

God-the-redeemer. (11) 

As a result of the Reform movement, Christians had to consider not only their salvation 

(occurring at the end of a human life) but also how to achieve it, throughout the course of 

life. 

In England, Henry VIII established Anglicanism (1534) and promulgated the Act 

of Six Articles (1539), forbidding Lutheranism and loyalty to the Catholic papacy. Under 

Edward VI's rule in 1547, the Act of Six Articles was repealed. In 1549, however, the 

Anglican Church introduced and required the use of its Common Book of Prayer. All of 

these sweeping religious changes were eradicated when Mary I assumed the throne in 

1553 and restored Roman Catholicism to England. Shortly after Elizabeth I came to the 

throne in 1558, however, she restored Protestantism and passed the Act of Uniformity. In 

a mere 25 years, then, England's state religion, which was supposed to offer the English 

people some measure of hegemony and identity, oscillated from one set of religious 

principles and rituals to another. 

[The English Reformation was] hardly a tidy affair, marked as it was by 

the succession of no less than five state religions, each claiming the status 

of unrivaled and absolute truth, and all within the space of a single 

generation; one of the results was to displace and destabilize the very 

notion of the orthodox or the absolute, producing a skeptical if not cynical 

relativism evident, in court records, even among the lower classes. 

(Mullaney 142) 
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Again, according to cultural geographic theory, cultural stability depends upon the 

regular observance of rituals.2 During Mary I's rule, Catholicism was religious law and 

Protestantism forbidden. During Elizabeth I' s reign, Protestantism became codified, and 

Catholic services prohibited. Because the laws governing religious worship were in flux, 

the religious identities of England's Catholics and Protestants were also in flux. They 

were either conspicuous or clandestine-depending upon which monarch's religious 

governance was enforced. 

A convincing consensus among scientists and cultural geographers has emerged 

regarding spatiotemporal stability and what happens to it during situations of cultural 

change, strife, or volatility. English history demonstrates the intractable connections 

between space and time and the senses of self and place, most especially during the 

Renaissance, when political and religious wranglings were practically incessant and 

poetic and dramatic genius, including Shakespeare's, was at its zenith. Perhaps, then, 

Hamlet's, Othello's, and Antony's time, space, and identity crises were more familiar to 

the dramatist and his audience than we will ever know. 

What makes cultural geography applicable to theater studies is its consistent 

contemplation of human behavior as enacted upon a stage. Even down to the technical 

language (place ballets, time-space routines, temporal rhythms, etc.), cultural 

geographers use dramatic language to describe and evaluate places and the humans who 

live in them. Cultural geography illuminates this study of Hamlet, Othello, and Antony, 

whose treacherous lifeworlds almost inevitably undermine the stability of time and space 

senses within these characters. To study these shaky lifeworlds broadens the discussion 

about their dramatic stories. As it happens, these unsteady lifeworlds reflect 

Shakespeare's England, too. When Anne Buttimer writes, "Everyday behavior 
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demonstrates a quest for order, predictability, and routine, as well as the quest for 

adventure and change" ("Grasping" 285), I am tempted to ask, "Doesn ' t drama present 

these same quests?" Hamlet's revenge plot is a quest for order and a reclamation of not 

only Elsinore but also his identity there. Othello's killing of Desdemona is his attempt to 

salvage his dignity and identity, both of which he believed were sullied by her infidelity. 

Antony's love affair with Cleopatra offers him a life vastly different from his regimented 

military life and so sends him on a disastrous course of indecision and uncertainty. These 

plays demonstrate that at the point of cultural contact, the predictable destabilizes, 

routines tum the wrong way round, and people lose themselves in the middle of it all. 

I will draw on S.N. Eisenstadt's theories from his work in "The Perception of 

Time and Space in a Situation of Culture Contact," which he argues that spatiotemporal 

destabilization occurs when two or more cultures collide. A surprising finding for 

Eisenstadt was that "social structure provides the continuity in spatial perception of 

individuals" (65) . In other words, our sense of space does not ensure social stability; 

rather, cultural stability ensures our sense of space. He posits that the same is true for 

temporal orientation as well, which is to say, cultural stability ensures the human sense of 

time. Eisenstadt identifies the collision site of two cultures as a situation of culture 

contact, a circumstance that must occur in some place and for some duration. This allows 

for a contemplation of both space and time. Eisenstadt's study argues that varied 

responses to cultural contact evince "different degrees of social disorganization" (66). 

This "social disorganization'' is what I intend to look at as a construct of inner-personal, 

spatiotemporal disorientation in the characters Hamlet, Othello, and Antony, all of whom 

are cut off from their native cultures. 
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I envision this project as three concentric circles. Each circle is a chapter devoted 

to a single character and play. The first chapter on Hamlet will build a case that Hamlet, 

already besieged by grief and confusion, suffers additionally from time and space 

disorientation. He is a wistful and introspective prince, struggling to cope with the new 

and immoderate Elsinore under his uncle ' s illicitly-acquired rule. This is the first 

situation of cultural contact with which he must contend. But, when Hamlet's father's 

ghost emerges, an additional situation of cultural contact results, disrupting Hamlet's 

understanding of his world and himself. 

The second chapter offers a broader examination of Othello at Venice and 

Cyprus. Focusing on the geography and cultural practices of Venice, the chapter 

emphasizes a Venetian culture that superficially welcomes Othello only because of his 

military prowess. Without his military expertise, Othello would have no safe standing in 

Venice. The watery geography there provides a metaphor for Othello himself, who 

simply cannot break the surface tension in Venice and become a real Venetian. 

Although the discussion moves away from Antony in the third chapter (the final 

concentric circle), it does offer a brief analysis of him as a character troubled by time, 

space, and identity. He is an efficient and powerful Roman soldier whose identity is 

thrown off by Cleopatra and Egypt's seductive forces. Because of the way Shakespeare 

crafts the story, however, Antony and Cleopatra is different from Hamlet and Othello. 

My discussion shall expand in this chapter to suggest that the theater becomes a site of 

cultural contact between the dramatist and his audience. In certain moments under 

specific conditions, the audience may struggle with its collective senses of time and space 

and, thus, undergo an experience of division similar to Antony's. 
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Whether through studies conducted by interactionists and participant 

observationists upon real people and places or by close readings of the fantastic creations 

of playwrights, cultural geography provides a way to acknowledge the important 

connections between people and places. Hamlet, Othello, and Antony are isolated, 

prohibited from the practice of their body-ballets, time-space routines, and place ballets. 

This project intends to show that these characters, who are cut off from their homes, 

cultures, and rituals, suffer spatiotemporal disorientation and concomitant losses of 

identity that inevitably lead to their ruin. Through my mixture of cultural geographic and 

dramaturgical study, I reclassify the dispositions of Hamlet, Othello, and Antony. 

Michael Godkin writes, "The places in a person's world are more than entities which 

provide the physical stage for life's drama. Some are profound centers of meanings and 

symbols of experience. As such, they lie at the core of human existence" [Italics mine] 

(73). 

The study of place, then is suggestive of more than the states, regions, and 

neighborhoods humans call home. Yi-Fu Tuan claims, "A place may be said to have 

'spirit' or 'personality,' but only human beings can have a sense of place. People 

demonstrate their sense of place when they apply their moral and aesthetic discernment to 

sites and location" ("Space and Place" 410). It is in the application of "moral and 

aesthetic discernment" that a space takes on meaning and is transformed into a place. 

And where is this more true than in the space of the theater, a space constantly 

transformed and made to represent other places, other times? Any place, real or staged, 

can become a site of culture contact, rife with disruptions and upheavals that result in 

dramatic change. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 

HAMLET, THE DISORIENTED DANE 

In a discussion about Hamlet's sense of place, the geography of his homeland 

should be considered. Denmark has a striking topography, scattered as it is across several 

large islands, including Jutland, Fyn, Lolland, Falster, Bornholm, and Sjrelland. On a 

map of Western Europe, the cowlick of land that is Denmark juts north from Germany 

into the Baltic, Kattegat, Skagerrak, and North Seas. The nation is a promontory, 

offering its inhabitants an isolation not felt in single land mass European nations such as 

France, Spain, Germany, and other countties nearby. Hamlet's home in Elsinore 

(Helsing¢r), located on the north-easternmost point on the island of Sjrelland is removed 

not only from the mainland of Sjrelland but also from the whole of Denmark. The 

marginal geographical status of Elsinore becomes plainly evident in Hamlet's place sense 

when he describes the earth as "a sterile promontory" in 2.2 while talking with 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. 

To apply cultural geographic theory to a dramatic character such as Hamlet, we 

must accept several premises. First, Hamlet's perceptions of Denmark are embedded in 

his culture as he grew up in it. His "sense of rootedness [and] feeling of belonging to 

15 



place" (Godkin 77) would be located in the Denmark that was ruled by his father, not his 

uncle. Second, Hamlet's time-space rituals and place ballets would be passed down to 

him from his father. Third, when Claudius ascends to the throne, core features of Old 

Hamlet's culture (and, by default, young Hamlet's) are supplanted. What we know of 

Old Hamlet's Denmark, however, is limited to what we learn from Hamlet's references to 

his father. 

While the rest of Elsinore acclimates to the changes brought about by Claudius, 

(such as celebratory drinking), young Hamlet is incapable of adjusting. He is on the 

outside looking in on this new Denmark-just like his father's spirit-distinct from and 

alienated by a Danish culture reawakened by Claudius's peccadillos. For Hamlet, this 

"sense of being apart and different from [his] surroundings" (Godkin 76) triggers 

internal confusion, especially in the early scenes of the play when he is morose and 

despondent. These emotional responses are consistent with those that cultural 

geographers such as Tuan, Buttimer, Eisenstadt, and Godkin argue are inevitable for 

members of a culture overtaken or subsumed by another. To Steven Mullaney, Hamlet's 

misery "is of an entirely different order: produced as much by Gertrude's sexual vitality 

as by his father's death, it is the result not of an interminable or encrypted mourning but 

of a 'prevented' mourning in the rhetorical sense of the term" (153). Gertrude and 

Claudius' maniage not only curtails Hamlet's mourning but also prohibits the time-space 

routine of ritualized grief, which James V. Holleran explores at great length and which I 

shall address later in this chapter. A consequence of Hamlet's disrupted mourning is the 

wedge it drives between him and his sense of Denmark as his home. Claudius's 

emphasis on Elsinore as a place marked "With mirth in funeral, and with dirge in 

marriage" ( 1.2.13) is rhetorically and politically savvy. It sets up an alliance between 
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Gertrude and himself, leaving the former king' s queen in power, ostensibly to alleviate 

any potential remaining anxieties, including Hamlet's. Of course, Hamlet's distress and 

grief go unabated, and Claudius's suggestion to combine merriment with bereavement is 

"less than kind" (1.2.64). 

Claudius's nefarious political movements literally dis-place Hamlet; they are a 

threat to his sense of place and to the perception of his home territory. Subsequently, 

Hamlet struggles for both place and identity: he finds himself out of step with his uncle, 

mother, and fellow Danes. To Jennifer Low, Hamlet's exclusion and detachment are 

self-imposed because "His mourning clothes in 1.1 publicly bespeak his determination 

not to play a public role-to stay out of the sun. His black attire urges the community not 

to attempt to include him" (501). Because Claudius now rules Denmark with a value 

system distinct from his brother's, a system that denies the expression of ritualized grief, 

Hamlet's sorrow is invalidated, underscored by the unbearable notion of Claudius 

marrying Gertrude, an event they publicly celebrate and he privately distrusts. Cloaked 

in his "nigh ted color" ( 1.2.68), Hamlet mourns for more than his dead father: he is also 

"grieving for a lost home," as do the subjects of Anne Buttimer's studies who lament the 

places from which they have been permanently detached ("Home" 169). In a more 

agonizing twist, it is the Elsinore governed by Hamlet's father which has been removed 

permanently from Hamlet's reach. Hamlet is in the same geographical and domestic 

space, but he has lost his place in the former kingdom now relegated to the nation's 

collective past. "To know a place," writes Yi-Fu Tuan "is also to know the past" (164), 

and Elsinore's past hardly looks to be remembered, which leaves Hamlet in the position 

of its institutional memory, an anxiety he readily expresses with, "Heaven and earth I 

Must I remember?" ( 1.2.142-143). As a result, Hamlet looks on Denmark with anxiety 
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and with the homesickness Tuan suggests is felt "when one is no longer at home" (419). 

So, while Hamlet physically occupies space within Elsinore, he does not feel it or know it 

as his place even though it is made of the same stuff. Claudius's advice to Hamlet: "Be 

as ourself in Denmark" (1.2.122), means Hamlet should demonstrate the same kind of 

gladness in death and solemnity in marriage that he, Gertrude, and the rest of the nation 

express. We can interpret Claudius's statement as a perceptive recognition of his nephew 

as an outsider, one who does not resemble those in the majority and who may, in his 

distinction, pose a threat. Essentially, Claudius offers Hamlet a choice: either choose an 

identity and a disposition in keeping with the new kingdom or, as we find out later in the 

play, be removed from Denmark altogether. 

Another consequence of Claudius's newly constructed Denmark is the thwarting 

of habits passed down to Hamlet from his father and other rituals he has created for 

himself. The best evidence of this comes directly from Hamlet, when he tells 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstem "I have of late-but I wherefore I know not-lost all my 

mirth, forgone all I custom of exercises" (2.2.295). What the customs are that he has 

abandoned, is not clear, although we know that at least some of those exercises likely 

relate to his life as a student in Wittenberg. The life he knew--even before his father's 

death-has been sacrificed at his mother's request that he stay in Denmark. Hamlet's 

exclusion from his way of being (including appropriate expressions of mourning and 

those "custom of exercises") leads inevitably to his rejection of Elsinore, his former 

world: 

0 that this too too sallied flesh would melt, 
Thaw, and resolve itself into a dew! 
Or that the Everlasting had not fix' d 
His canon 'gainst [self-]slaughter! 0 God, God, 
How [weary], stale, flat, and unprofitable 

18 



Seem to me all the uses of this world! (1.2.129-134)3 

The customs and rituals he once revered have no relevance in Claudius's Elsinore. 

Because of his place separation anxiety, Hamlet not only acts as a stranger in Elsinore but 

also to himself. He does not know himself in this new space. He is unable to follow 

Gertrude's simple instruction to "let [his] eye look like a friend on Denmark" (1.2.69), 

because he and Denmark are estranged. His father's absence, coupled with Claudius's 

sovereign presence, means Elsinore will never be Hamlet's place. Is it any wonder that 

he looks upon his former home with a bleak and nostalgic gaze? 

Another point of cultural contact occurs on the castle battlements, where the spirit 

world and human world collide. Hamlet's horror, awe, even paralysis are generated by 

the appearance of his father's ghost and its allusions to the terrifying "prison-house" to 

which he is confined "to fast in fires" (1.5.11). Father and son are both imprisoned, 

simultaneously stuck fast between two worlds: the father in actual purgatory, the son in 

an imagined one. Revenge, itself a considerable stressor, is to Steven Mullaney "the 

private response to socially unaccommodated grief" (144). In fact, the ghost's 

appearance and revelation of a murder "most foul, strange, and unnatural" (1.5.28) that 

demands retribution set Hamlet even further apart from Elsinore. The ghost's visitation 

destroys Hamlet's senses of heaven, hell, and earth as distinct spaces (and places). His 

father's spirit inhabits purgatory, the liminal space between heaven and hell, but the fact 

that the ghost materializes before Hamlet suggests that purgatory might be anywhere, 

including Elsinore. It is not surprising that Hamlet's response after the ghost's exit: "0 

all you host of heaven! 0 earth! What I else? I And shall I couple hell?" (1.5.92-93) 

suggests spatial bewilderment. The ghost's demand for vengeance makes it impossible 

for Hamlet to extricate himself from either situation of cultural contact-between the 
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spirit world and the human world and between his father 's Denmark and Claudius's 

Denmark. Hamlet's psychic space is encroached upon in two senses. 

Hamlet's response to all of this is to isolate himself, to find a place apart from 

both his uncle and his father's ghost. Seclusion, though, exacerbates the prince's spatial 

disorientation. His own feelings and reflections afflict him, fueling his discomfort and 

his sense of enclosure. Evidence of this claustrophobia is most obvious in Hamlet's 

comparison of Denmark to a prison. He distinguishes these two prisons in spatial terms. 

The world is "a goodly" prison, "in which there are many confines, I wards, and 

dungeons" (2.2.245-246). The OED offers several definitions for goodly including 

"spacious," "of good appearance," and "notable or considerable in respect of size." 

Substitute any of those definitions or descriptions, and suddenly the world as a prison 

does not seem so bad. But located somewhere inside this "goodly" prison is the other, 

smaller, and confined prison of Denmark-"one o' th' worst" (2.2.246) as he senses it. 

Hamlet is confined to Denmark, and more specifically Elsinore, for two reasons: 

Gertrude's enjoining Hamlet not to return to Wittenberg and, of course, the revenge plot 

imposed upon him by the ghost. Since most of the action takes place in halls and 

chambers within the castle, Hamlet's movements are particularly restricted.4 Robert E. 

Wood calls Elsinore a "closed world" (30) and adds, "The prison that is Denmark is 

created by events which focus all Hamlet's attention there and which link the significant 

people in his world in conspiracy against him, [which narrow] the boundaries of his 

'lived space"' (38). Thus, even in retreat, Hamlet is hardly alone. His discomfort turns 

to agony when Polonius, Ophelia, Gertrude, Rosencrantz, Guildenstern, and Claudius all 

spy on him. Their collective observations upon Hamlet compress not only his physical 

world but also his psychic space: knowing that spies are at work against him intensifies 
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his consciousness of enclosure. Hamlet's avowal-"0 God, I could be bounded in a 

nutshell and I count myself a king of infinite space-were it not that I have I bad dreams" 

(2.2.254-256) becomes an entreaty for space that neither Rosencrantz nor Guildenstern is 

capable of understanding. 

In response to Hamlet's oblique reference to his revenge plan ("bad dreams"), 

Rosencrantz re-identifies his friend's bad dreams as ambition. These ambitions that keep 

Hamlet confined to Denmark are those imposed by the ghost: they keep him fixed to two 

places in which he cannot situate himself: Claudius's Elsinore and his father's purgatory. 

Elsinore remains Hamlet's prison because of what he must do there. The space of 

Elsinore is always already suffocating to him. It is certainly no more welcoming or 

home-like. This is why Hamlet could (indeed, would) call a nutshell not only home but 

also infinitely spacious-because in the nutshell he would escape the two things that 

wrench his sense of place out of joint: Claudius's assumption of the Danish throne and 

the ghost's demand for vengeance. 

When Hamlet tells Rosencrantz and Guildenstern he knows Claudius and 

Gertrude have sent for them, he drops more clues indicative of his senses of enclosure. 

While still in a castle stateroom, Hamlet complains: "It goes so I heavily with my 

disposition that this goodly frame, the earth, I seems to me a sterile promontory" 

(2.2.297-299). Again, the repetition of goodly makes the lines delightfully ambiguous. 

Is the earth fine; is it spacious? Is it appropriately proportioned? So far, I have used only 

the synonym spacious in looking at the prince's observation. I am most attracted to that 

term for obvious reasons, but the second definition, "of good appearance'' clearly shows 

both the aesthetic and spatial contrasts between a pretty planet and a barren headland. 

We should not dismiss Denmark's-or England's-topography from this discussion. 
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Such topographical features of a sea-bound island as promontories bear obvious 

significance to the play and to the study of spatial perception in it. Segments of high land 

jutting out into an ocean, promontories are both spacious and isolating places.5 When 

Hamlet describes this space as "desolate," "empty," and "infertile," we sense the extent 

of his spatial angst. Hamlet's isolation is not limited to Denmark, however. It extends 

across the entire planet, every bit of which he disregards. Despite its capaciousness, the 

earth elicits a sense of claustrophobia in Hamlet. Counterintuitively, then, a space as 

small and confined as a nutshell would provide the kind of comfort to Hamlet that an 

entire planet cannot. The nutshell would be his space and his place. It would restore to 

him that which he lacks at Elsinore: a sense of place and identity, for it is only within this 

nutshell that he could claim sovereignty. 

Temporal Disorientation 

For Hamlet, the past and the present collide the moment his father's ghost 

appears. When he soliloquizes about the elapsed time since his father's death (1.2.137-

159), we hear and see a kind of linguistic disarticulation. His recollections of his father's 

death fluctuate between one month and two months, and his sentences also vary in length, 

poetic quality, and type from interjections to declarations to questions. His preoccupation 

with time can be attributed to his concern for propriety and custom (with particular regard 

to the quick marriage between Gertrude and Claudius). The first scene with his uncle and 

mother takes place before Hamlet's confrontation with the ghost, but the ghost's 

interference is the critical event that ultimately leaves the Danish prince immobilized by 

his temporal quandary. Though his references to time are frequent in the play, his 
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declaration that "The time is out of joint" (1.5.188) is a significant signal of temporal 

instability, both generally speaking, as in the kind of social commentary that such a 

statement signifies, and more specifically for Hamlet himself. By the time he makes this 

pronouncement, the prince knows of his father's murder and is compelled to act on it. To 

Frederick Turner, the appearanc.e of the ghost is significant as "the disjointing or 

interruption of the ordinary flow of time," because the ghost "is both outside of time and 

the disrupter of it" (168). Thus, in merely talking with Hamlet, the ghost moves him 

outside the typical human experience of time. 

In 3.5, we know that Gertrude cannot see or hear the ghost, so her temporal 

experience is undisturbed. We see Hamlet's and Gertrude's distinct temporal (and 

spatial) experiences diverge at the ghost's entry in Gertrude's closet. The scene 

demonstrates the difference in how they go through the same moment in the same space. 

For Hamlet, that moment is a frightening reminder of his obligation, and of time and 

space's permeability to spirits of the dead. For Gertrude, however, the moment passes 

without interruption. She is convinced of Hamlet's "ecstasy" (3.5.138), because there 

has been no visual or aural disturbance during the time Hamlet speaks with the ghost. 

Fran~ois Maguin argues that "the apparition of the ghost [is] a sign that time is disrupted: 

it is the intrusion of the past into the present" (30). That the dead appear before the 

living is, of course, spatially violating, for certainly "canoniz'd bones, hearsed in death" 

( 1.4.47) do not belong in the places where life transpires and the living reside. 

So far, we have looked at the experiential quality of disjointed time. It would be 

prudent to examine the etymological quality of Hamlet's description of time as "out of 

joint" for which the OED offers two definitions. The literal definition is of jointed bones 

wrenched out of place-an elbow, a knee, a shoulder, for instance.6 This painful injury 
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limits mobility. Ignored, it becomes chronically dislocated. If never repaired, the 

disarticulated joint may result in complete loss of functioning. 7 Figuratively, in terms of 

temporal consideration, time is a joint, as it were. Its movement in reality, like a human 

joint, works in one direction-forward. The ghost's appearance, however, wrenches time 

out of its normal performance, at least for Hamlet. As a result, he experiences time in a 

most painful way when the past breaks in on the present in the physical shape of 

Hamlet's father. Thus, his sense of time is, quite literally, jerked in the wrong 

direction-backward. The ghost's account of the fratricide aggravates the injury to 

Hamlet's time sense because of its consequences for his future. As a result he becomes 

not only obsessed with and confused by time but also paralyzed by it. Again, Fran<;ois 

Maguin contends, Hamlet's "contact with the ghost is, as we have seen, a contact with 

the past, with something that cannot truly be said to exist. [ ... ] In order to act one has to 

engage oneself fully in the present, which for Hamlet is hardly possible" (31 ). Hamlet's 

reactions are in keeping with how human beings respond to joint dislocation injuries: he 

is metaphorically immobilized. 

Time is mentioned throughout the play's first act,8 described variously as too slow 

(with regard to Hamlet's grief, according to Claudius), too fast (in reference to Gertrude 

and Claudius's marriage, according to Hamlet's sense of decency), and too agonizing (as 

reported by the Ghost about his time in Purgatory). Just as Robert Montgomery notes of 

Richard II that, "Time is either short or endless according to the mood or circumstances 

of the speaker; it is never, in the more emotional moments of these early scenes, just 

right" (77), so do we see in Hamlet the drawing out and cutting off of time. Time is 

never right for the prince, not until he fulfills his destiny, which is to say that Hamlet's 

future is certain only in the moment that he kills Claudius. The rest of his future remains 
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indefinite. This indetenninacy is the single most significant exacerbation of Hamlet's 

time problem, for according to S.N. Eisenstadt's study, "One of the most important 

indications of this lack of clear temporal orientation [is] the undefined structure of the 

future" (66). When we think about how Hamlet is oriented in Elsinore, we must consider 

him as a being existing in time and space. We know that the roots which ground him to 

Elsinore have been torn up so his sense of place is tenuous at best. In addition, his sense 

of time is so disturbed that it disables him. 

So, what is left for him to hold onto? To call his own? To anchor his identity to? 

The answer to all of these questions would be nothing had Hamlet not been sent to 

England. His strange and miraculous journey puts just enough temporal and physical 

distance between him and Denmark to allow him to see and understand Elsinore and his 

situation. The space and time spent away from the kingdom become his saving grace. 

Claudius means to kill Hamlet by sending him to England, but the removal enables him 

to regain a sense of self. This allows him to reconnect with himself as a being in time 

and space-not as a being trapped spatially and temporally in a space. That Claudius 

initiates Hamlet's journey-which ultimately brings about the uncle's own demise-is 

I rom c. 

The earliest evidence of Hamlet's internal transformation appears in his self-

condemning monologue delivered shortly after he has left the castle for England 

accompanied by Rosencrantz and Guildenstern: 

Now whether it be 
Bestial oblivion, or some craven scruple 
Of thinking too precisely on th' event-
A thought which quarter' d hath but one part wisdom 
And ever three parts coward-I do not know 
Why yet I live to say, "This thing's to do," 
Sith I have cause, and will, and strength, and means 
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To do't [ ... ]How stand I then, 
That have a father kill' d, a mother stain' d, 
Excitements of my reason and my blood, 
And let all sleep, [ ... ] O,from this time forth, 
My thoughts be bloody, or be nothing worth! [Italics mine] (4.4.31-66) 

We can see in this private rumination his acknowledgement that previously he has dwelt 

too much on the deed and, perhaps more importantly, on what that act shall cost him. 

What this suggests is Hamlet's awareness of his entrapment within time's matrix of past, 

present, and future. James S. Baumlin and Tita French Baumlin read Hamlet's temporal 

situation similarly: " ' more than mortality and the disintegrations of relentless chronos, 

Shakespeare's play explores the dilemma of living in full awareness of one's own 

immanent death-which in Hamlet's case, must come by the very kairotic action he is 

bound to execute" (177). Moreover, because he is not spatially constrained by the 

castle's walls, the prince can see himself as if from a third person perspective. In his 

physical separation from the castle, he gains the time and space necessary to think clearly 

and in genuine solitude, which until this moment was impossible because the castle was 

both physically and psychologically constricting. Even in this short distance from the 

rotten space of the castle, Hamlet can evaluate his self, which had, until this moment, 

been frozen in time and space. What he sees in Fortinbras's army is the sort of 

decisiveness he has lacked all along. But he could not have seen this or made decisions 

about his course of action until this moment. For Hamlet the platform for action must be 

located outside Elsinore. Until he sees this transformed place from afar, he cannot know 

(or re-know) himself in relation to the new Denmark. Elsinore is a place from which he 

is estranged-not a home to look upon nostalgically. What Hamlet accomplishes in this 
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exterior space finally settles the being in time and space. With his re-fashioned place 

identity, Hamlet's outrage and sense of purpose propel him toward his destiny. 

Upon his return to Denmark, Hamlet's self is firmly re-rooted. His 

re-entrenchment, however, is not rooted to a place but to a time, his past. The graveyard 

scene (5.1) provides us with telling indications of Hamlet's restored sense of self. 

Furious at the sight of Laertes' s lamentations for his lost sister, Hamlet comes out of 

hiding, demanding, "What is he whose I grief I Bears such an emphasis, whose phrase of 

sorrow I Conjures the wand'ring stars and makes them stand I Like wonder-wounded 

hearers? This is/, I Hamlet the Dane! [Italics mine] (5.1.254-257). Hamlet here reclaims 

his Danish identity. When Hamlet leaps into Ophelia's grave with Laertes, he has (like 

Laertes) transgressed a spatial boundary between the living and the dead and, in this way, 

mimicked his father's spirit's entrapment between heaven and hell, past and present.9 

James V. Holleran's examination of the truncated funeral rites that permeate the play

especially Ophelia's funeral rites- speculates that such scenes represent "only a part of 

the general breakdown of ceremony in the play and reflects the corruption of Claudius's 

rule in Denmark" (66). Holleran distinguishes between funeral rites and rituals in much 

the same way that David Seamon differentiates between time-space routines and place 

ballets. The first term in each pair represents a relatively small-scale activity or series of 

activities, whereas the second stands for an aggregation of these small-scale activities. 

As Holleran explains it, "Ophelia's 'maimed' graveside rites (particular ceremonies) are 

actually only a part of her larger maimed funeral ritual (a set form of rites) [ ... ]" (67). 

Holleran's emphasis remains on the sacred properties of the funeral rites and rituals, 

upset principally by Claudius's usurpation of the throne. The implication is that the 
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consequences of Claudius's disruption of Old Hamlet's reign extend outward to even the 

most sacrosanct of cultural practices, namely the funeral and mourning acts. 

Holleran briefly discusses the outlandishness of Hamlet's and Laertes's 

occupation of Ophelia's grave, but he eventually re-identifies their "choking match" as 

"mad burial rites" (75) for Ophelia. Holleran does not discuss the spatial significance of 

the grave itself, and yet in the spatial violation, Hamlet has thrown himself into a sacred 

place meant to house the bones of the dead. This act is also a temporal violation, for as 

he casts himself into the grave, he pitches himself into Denmark's past, both recent and 

distant. The space of the grave occupied by Ophelia's corpse represents his recent past. 

But this space also houses (or, until very recently, housed) Yorick's bones, which 

correspond with Hamlet's youth and distant past, marked as it was by "flashes of 

merriment" (5.1.190). That Hamlet, a living human, enters this place for the dead brings 

past, present, and future Denmark into a kind of simultaneity, a timelessness. Elsinore's 

graveyard, a repository of the past and for the deceased, becomes the place in Denmark to 

which Hamlet can affix an identity. 

Hamlet's declaration "This is I, I Hamlet the Dane!" also reveals a temporal and 

spatial dimension. The first half of the avowal: "This is I" subverts the English sentence 

pattern of subject-verb-object and, depending on the line's delivery, can emphasize either 

the subject this or the predicate nominative I. The greater point is in their equality. This 

refers to something in close proximity both in time (now) and space (here). Because 

Hamlet is here both the speaker and the referent, (this =I), the line locates his identity in 

the here, in the now, in himself, and in a grave. But Hamlet does not stop with this; he 

then moves his reconfigured, internalized identity and unites it with a nation, a place. 

"This is I, I Hamlet the Dane!" [italics mine] merges Hamlet with what should be his 
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rightful role (or place) at Elsinore and in Denmark: as its king. This declaration has been 

and can be read as Hamlet's verbal righting of the line-of-descent joint which Claudius 

broke when he married Gertrude, effectively stealing the throne from his nephew. The 

line initiates a secondary clash between Claudius and Hamlet as to whom Elsinore 

belongs. 

In his writing about territorial disputes presented on stage, Robert E. Wood asks: 

To whom does the space in which conflict occurs belong? Whose place is 

it? Who is a stranger to the place? The concept of place, like that of 

space, is related to the character, but rather than being merely the 

proximity of characters, place is the proximity in a space controlled by one 

of the characters. (26-27) 

So who controls Elsinore? Whose place is it? Who is the native, and who is the 

stranger? The answers are debatable throughout the play. Very early, when Hamlet is at 

his most spatially and temporally motionless, Claudius is certainly in control. Elsinore is 

his place. One might even go so far as to say that the stage space belongs to him as well, 

since an audience is privy to how he enjoys his "crown, [his] own ambition, and [his] 

queen" (3.3.55). As the play progresses, Hamlet verbalizes his spatial and temporal woes 

to indicate madness when he exploits Polonius·s gullibility (2.2), for instance, and when 

he abuses Ophelia during the play-within-the-play (3.2). Importantly, though, he still 

exists as an uprooted individual incapable of moving forward in time because he is still in 

Elsinore. Thus, while Hamlet's artificial insanity does allow him to manipulate others 

and move deftly about Elsinore, this same methodical madness confines him as well . So 

long as Hamlet keeps acting out of sorts, time will remain out of joint for him. By the 

start of act five, however, Hamlet has reclaimed his senses of place and self--even if the 
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identity he constructs is locatable only outside the castle and in the nation's past. Hamlet 

eventually transforms as a character from a thoroughly perplexed person caught in the 

consequential nexus of doubled culture contact to a more heroic individual operating 

within both. 

Conclusion 

By the end of act one, fissures in Hamlet's time and space senses have opened. 

Hamlet arrives in Elsinore to find that Claudius has not only taken the throne but also 

married Gertrude. Hamlet arrives in an Elsinore thoroughly different from his father's. 

Between his father's and his uncle's divergent reigns, we have the first dramatic instance 

of culture contact. Claudius and Gertrude's sudden marriage requires a joyous 

comportment from Hamlet instead of ritual mourning for his dead father. His sorrow 

isolates him-sets him apart from everyone else in the kingdom-and his grief and 

confusion are compounded by the ghost's appearance. The ghost's disclosure of "murder 

most foul" converts Hamlet's anguish to rage and establishes a second instance of 

cultural contact. The time/space confusion brought about by the doubling of culture 

contact not only frustrates Hamlet's grief but also his senses of time, space, self, and 

place. These disruptions are resolved when Hamlet regains his sense of self in Elsinore's 

past and in the grave. Finally, Hamlet acts with decision and shrewdness and thinks with 

clarity and resolve. That resolve may, in fact, be rooted in acknowledging he would 

never know or feel Elsinore the way he did before his father's death. Accordingly, he 

"gives his voice to Fortinbras" because he knows he could neither accept Elsinore as it 

was under Claudius's rule nor return it to the state he once knew. 
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Though the previous two situations of culture contact have been resolved for 

Hamlet, he is unable to appreciate their solution. A mortally wounded prince laments 

that in his dwindling time, he is unable to tell his own story. "You that look pale, and 

tremble at this chance, I That are but mutes or audience to this act, I Had I but time-as 

this fell sergeant, Death, I is strict in his arrest-0, I could tell you- I But let it be" 

(5 .2.334-338). If he had time, that is to say, were Hamlet not dying, of course he could 

tell his own story, would in fact, because he knows not only who he is but also where he 

is. "One is bound to notice," writes Robert Montgomery, "that Shakespeare's repetition 

[of time] establishes [it] as a natural, fundamental part of the lives and language of the 

characters, almost as natural and fundamental as their very existence in the play" (74). 

With Hamlet's identity re-anchored to a home, Elsinore again is Hamlet's place 

and his future is secure-tragically, however, in death, the "fell sergeant" who, like time, 

must be obeyed. So Elsinore falls to young Fortinbras, and Hamlet succumbs to the 

poison. Yet before dying, Hamlet is trapped again in the liminal space between the world 

of the living and the world of the dead. He lingers just long enough to predict two 

different futures. For Elsinore, he can "prophesy th' election lights on Fortin bras" 

(5.2.355). For himself, he unmistakably recognizes time's end and space's limits, and he 

knows that both are closing in on him. 
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CHAPTER TWO: 

OTHELLO A TROUBLED OUTSIDER 

Written immediately after Hamlet in 1603 or 1604, Othello demonstrates a 

marked contrast in its dramatization of time and geographical space. The Hamlet plot 

covers approximately six to eight months, and in that time, Hamlet regains a sense of his 

place by developing a different sense of himself at Elsinore. Yet the action in Othello 

occurs in about 36 hours. Faced with almost simultaneous military and domestic crises, 

Othello has no time to think rationally or recognize Iago' s wickedness. Othello acts 

impetuously. His action is so drastic-indeed, so unlike him, as we are led to believe

that it seems considerations other than military honor and domestic constancy motivate 

him. Time, space, place, rootedness, and Iago are important. Examining Othello in 

conjunction with cultural geographic principles offers explanations for why a seemingly 

confident figure could be taken down so swiftly and tragically by !ago's "motiveless 

malignity." If Othello--even before the move to Cyprus-is responding to 

disorientation, then the rapidity of the hero's downfall seems inevitable and makes more 

dramatic sense. 
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This chapter will use cultural geographic terms to look at the problematic place 

relationships between Othello, Venice, and Cyprus. Eventually, my perspective will 

broaden to look at Venice's history and geography. The native inhabitants of the city and 

the island invite Othello in yet deny him an authentic sense of belonging. As a Moor and 

a convert to Christianity, Othello's presence is tolerated, but it is not embraced 

affectionately, and consequently, while there, Othello cannot benefit from a sense of 

"belonging to [this] place" (Godkin 77). Attitudes towards the Moor in the play mirror 

those held by anxious citizens of Western European nations including England, which 

during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries worried constantly about Turkish 

invasions and widespread forced conversion to Islam. Venice and Cyprus prove 

hazardous to Othello not only because of his identity but also because, in a strange twist, 

Venice's destabilizing geography spills over onto a particular cultural practice: the 

Venetian custom of permitting foreigners to inhabit their land and protect their interests 

but forbidding them from joining their culture. This practice allows native Venetians to 

enjoy the benefits of a multicultural society, a kind of cultural fluidity, while the outsider 

cannot. It leaves Othello in the troubling position of cultural middleman, in charge of 

navigating his own course while under the heavy direction of !ago's malice. I am not 

suggesting it is the division of Othello's identity, roles, and responsibilities that propels 

him to kill Desdemona. What I am arguing is that these issues generate temporal and 

spatial disturbances that undercut Othello's self control and sense of himself. Othello· s 

time, space, and identity problems allow Iago' s masterful manipulations to succeed 

because they take advantage of Othello's difference and cultural na"ivete. In other words, 

Othello's inner turmoil permits Ia go's triumph. 
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Othello at Venice: Always an Outsider 

Venice's geography suggests instability and unreliability (indeed, the very sort of 

place to prohibit rootedness). Moreover, its cultural practices reinforce that volatility 

because Venetians keep at arm's length anyone who is not one of them. And therein lie 

the point and the problem: Othello is not native to Venice. He does not know its rules 

intuitively nor its customs natively. He only knows them in how they do not apply to 

him and how he cannot fit into Venetian form, no matter how hard he tries. What this 

suggests is that Othello's social comfort in Venice is not absolute. In fact, there is 

enough textual evidence to show him using his good reputation-his identity, as it 

were-as collateral to assuage Brabantio's anxiety, betrayal, and dismay about 

Desdemona's escape and unthinkable preference for Othello, whom Brabantio himself 

invited into his home. In her work connecting female sexuality and Venice's geographic 

fluidity, to which I shall return later, Denise Gravatt argues that 

By granting Othello access to his home, Brabantio has carelessly and 

unknowingly granted Othello access to his daughter. Penetrating the 

protective walls of Desdemona's domestic sphere, Othello moves from a 

position of extreme exteriority, as the Other, to the very interiority of the 

interior, as Desdemona's husband and sexual partner. (4) 10 

I am not as convinced as Gravatt is that Othello's movements from exterior space to 

interior space are completely successful. That sort of relocation would require a certain 

indigenous knowledge that he simply does not have. In fact, his lack of knowledge curbs 

most of his progress. Lena Cowen Orlin's work is principally concerned "with mythical 

significances of place" ( 194) particularly the space of the home. According to Orlin, we 
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can sense the significance (and eventually the consequences) of Othello's "unwitting 

violations of the moral code of domestic place and of those obligations for governance 

entailed by spatial sovereignty" (194). His "unwitting violations" loom over him like a 

shadow resulting "in the Roman form of domestic murder" (Orlin 194) advocated by 

Iago. Perhaps this ominous shadow is better imagined as the silhouette one sees of 

oneself while looking into water. Rather than provide an honest reflection, water offers 

us an outline without definition as it shifts and undulates on the water's surface. It is 

never perennially still, and it never settles to the stable ground that inevitably lies 

beneath. 

Both Gravatt and Orlin recognize the differences of opinion about the social space 

Othello may occupy in Venice. Those differences exist not only between Brabantio and 

Othello but also between Brabantio and Desdemona. In the "patriarchally dominated 

space" (Gravatt 1) of a home, there is no room inside for an outsider who does not know 

how to function properly within a patriarchal society. In the geographic space of Venice, 

there is no room for the stranger who cannot see beneath Venice's surface. What this 

ultimately means is Othello can never traverse the invisible social boundaries that are 

meant to exclude him. He could never establish roots in Venice or call it home because 

his identity locks him out. Were he to look closely, he would see only his shifting 

silhouette floating on the surface of Venice's waters. 

Venetian History and Geography 

The geographic position of Venice made it an ideal commercial site and a target 

of frequent attack. Venice became more secure with the A.D. 991 treaty of commerce 
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between Venetian authorities and Saracens, an Arabian tribe of Muslims. The treaty 

opened up vast trading and commercial opportunities between eastern and western 

nations and also allowed Venice to become the site of cultural contact among several 

major religions, including Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism and nations too numerous to 

list here. Venice's mercantile supremacy was secure until Turkish invasions began to 

occur in the fifteenth century. As a result, Venice was not the most hospitable of cities. 

By the early sixteenth century, Venice's independence, commercial power, and success 

were on the wane in spite of the early modern conception of Venice as a "miracle of 

civilization rising from the waters, serene, stable and rich" (Mulryne 89). 11 

Cultural practices aside, Venice, the place, discouraged a stable place sense in its 

non-native populations (as represented by Othello). A series of islands connected by 

canals and bridges, Venice has little or no visible earth immediately beneath it. The city 

has a kind of false ground. The main method of transport-a boat over water-literally 

gives the inhabitants a kind of buoyancy not typically felt in a city, particularly not in a 

center of commerce where, though goods may arrive by water, business is conducted on 

land. By contrast, London is a city on an island that is firmly fixed to the earth because 

of its bedrock foundation. This solid base allows for massive human social growth and 

expansion because access to and from the city is not limited to a single form of 

transport. 12 Londoners in Shakespeare's day moved over water by way of bridges and 

boats, just as their Venetian counterparts would have, but Londoners also moved above 

ground via roads and paths. 13 Constant physical contact with the earth reminds 

Londoners of their corporeal connection to their city. The native Venetians' place sense 

is not fixed to the earth; it floats, rocking back and forth, gliding across the waterscape. 

Thus, the way they sensorially perceive this place rests not on a corporeal connection to 
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land but rather a hovering above it, which is problematic for Othello, the outsider. His 

origins likely point to a place sense connected to land. However, the earth underneath 

Venice remains hidden thus prohibiting Othello from physically sensing it and seeing it 

as a stable place. 

Part of what shapes Hamlet's sense of Denmark and Elsinore is the land itself

the geographical features that give his home-place distinction-including those 

promontories, whether sterile or fertile. At the end of the play, we see Hamlet literally 

re-establish his identity in Danish soil when he jumps into Ophelia's grave. Othello 

cannot make a similar move to gain in Venice or Cyprus the deeply sensed connection 

that Hamlet does in Elsinore. Just as Hamlet is an outsider in Claudius's Elsinore, so is 

Othello an outsider in Venice and Cyprus. 14 He never achieves the kind of self

satisfaction and success that Hamlet does, even though Hamlet's success hinges on 

killing his uncle and dying in the process. For Othello, a "This is I, Othello the Moor" 

moment would have no meaning because the declaration would only serve to emphasize 

his identity as an outsider and a person without a place. Such a statement would locate 

him not in a home but rather in his rootless identity. 

Othello in Venice 

Othello may not be native to Venice, but he has long enough associations with the 

city through his military service to be considered a long-staying guest. The play's title 

suggests that Shakespeare wants the audience to identify Othello with this place in spite 

of the attributes that made him distinct from it. He is the Moor of Venice-a Moor from 

Venice yet not a Venetian. 15 During Shakespeare's lifetime, one definition for the word 
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of meant "belonging to a place, as a native or resident" (OED), (much the same way 

from is used in modem contexts). To Michael Neill, that preposition of speaks volumes 

about identity; I believe it is also significant in terms of Othello' s place sense. "The 

innocent seeming preposition that yokes Moorish origin to Venetian identity is thus a site 

of violent contradiction" (Neill 363). When Iago seduces Othello, that "violent 

contradiction" metastasizes within Othello, and I will address this later. Neill's work, 

like that of Robert Boerth, features Emily Bartels's examination of the preposition as an 

indication of Othello as "a figure defined by two worlds, a figure (like Marlowe's Jew of 

Malta) whose ethnicity occupies one slot, professional interests another, compatibly-the 

fortunate possessor, then, of a dual, rather than divided self" (Neill 361). Were this play 

not about deception, alleged infidelity, and murder, Othello would likely navigate a 

"dual, rather than divided" identity in Cyprus with as much grace as he did in Venice (or 

so we believe of him there). But Othello is a dual and a divided character. When Iago 

becomes Othello's cultural interpreter, Iago controls not only how deeply Othello sees 

beneath Venice's surface but also how clearly. 

We see this cultural manipulation in an early exchange between Iago and Othello 

( 1.2), which also shows both characters contemplating space and time. 

But I pray you, sir, 
Are you fast married? Be as sur' d of this, 
That the magnifico is much belov'd 
And hath in his effect a voice potential 
As double as the duke's. He will divorce you, 
Or put upon you what restraint or grievance 
The law (with all his might to enforce it on) 
Will give him cable. [Italics mine] (1.2.6-16) 

In this discussion, Iago demonstrates his expertise of local politics and makes Othello 

appear the subordinate. In addition, his use of the terms divorce and restraint possess 
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spatial qualities. A divorce would, quite literally, put space between husband and wife. 

To Ia go's mind, the alternative to divorce is restriction (confinement-too little space), 

which for Othello could spell a very different end, depending upon how Brabantio reads 

"the bloody book of law I [he] shall [himself] read in the bitter letter I after [his] own 

sense" (1.3.67-69). Had Brabantio had his way, Othello would suffer legally imposed 

divorce and confinement in an effort to doubly punish the Moor who "abus' d, [stole] 

from [Brabantio], and corrupted I [Desdemona] By spells and medicines bought of 

mountebanks" (1.3.60-61) thus releasing Desdemona from confinement imposed by 

Venetian patriarchy. Brabantio's objections against the match are based on how he sees 

Othello, not as a Venetian but rather as "this Moor" ( 1.3.71) and "the Turk of Cyprus" 

(1.3.210), both terms that place Othello outside Venice. 

Othello's response to Ia go (quoted at length above) reflects a keen mind well 

aware of the costs associated with such a calculated risk: 

Let him do his spite; 
My services which I have done the signiory 
Shall out-tongue his complaints. [ ... ] 
But that I love the gentle Desdemona, 
I would not my unhoused free condition 
Put into circumscription and confine 
For the sea 's worth. [Italics mine] (1.2.18-28) 

Othello is seemingly unfazed by !ago's baiting. The Moor would not give up an 

"unhoused free condition" (his mobility in Venice) on a whim. Only because he loves 

Desdemona is he willing to gamble with the penalty of "circumscription and confine," 

for were a reduction of space to be his punishment, where could he be? And who would 

he be there? 16 Neither Iago nor Venice stabilizes Othello's identity, so his gamble on 

marrying into the place and its culture is a hazardous move, and Iago knows it. It is 

Iago' s precisely timed impositions and ruthless instructions to "strangle [Desdemona] in 
39 



her bed" (4.1.207) which ultimately separate Othello from his Christian mercy and his 

faithful Desdemona. 

Since Othello' s identity is insecurely fixed in Venice, then what outcome should 

he expect from deliberately defying social custom and eloping with Desdemona? 

Wouldn't that union simply re-locate him in the place that does not welcome him as one 

of its sons? Certainly, Brabantio "will not have it so" (1.3.240). Margaret Loftus 

Ranald makes an interesting point about Othello's "lack of courtly knowledge" (135). 

She sees his nai"vete as not only as the entry point for Iago' s intrusion but also as a social 

liability for Othello and Desdemona's young marriage. 

Another O'erhasty Marriage 

Othello and Desdemona's union violates many customs. First is the prohibition 

against mixing races and the second against mixing social ranks. Third is the interdiction 

against secret weddings, and fourth is the prohibition of weddings conducted without 

parental consent. 17 Immediately after the ceremony, when Othello and Desdemona part 

ways (even if only for a few hours), they are divided partners, yet another patent break 

with convention. As such, Othello is not immediately required to take on the additional 

role of husband. In point of fact, he conceals it until in the presence of the Duke and 

Brabantio, when he defends it expertly. Othello stands up for himself, Desdemona, their 

courtship, and their marriage (1.3.76-170) to the extent that even the Duke admits, "I 

think this tale would win my daughter too" (1.3.171). We can chalk up at least a few of 

these violations of custom to the pair's inexperience, immaturity, and tacit belief in love's 

endurance. H. B. Charlton writes that "Love of such ideal kind as that of Desdemona 
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and Othello needs time and occasion to habituate itself to temporal and corporeal 

domesticity" [Italics mine] (qtd. in Ranald 128). As in Charlton' s analysis, my analysis 

here rests on time, bodies, and habitation. Sufficient time, space, and a place to call 

home together (presumably at Cyprus) are denied to Othello and Desdemona. Yet time 

(and Iago's malevolence) are out of Othello's command, and "temporal and corporeal 

domesticity" slips through their fingers like water. 

There is more to be said about the steady violations of custom and tradition, 

particularly as they relate to Desdemona. The problems she creates inadvertently 

compound the stress on Othello's fractured identity. Desdemona's behavior and her 

journey to Cyprus go against established standards of courtship, marriage, and war. 

David Seamon might call Othello and Desdemona's behavioral anomalies as body 

subjects out of step with their time-space routines and place-ballets. The disruptions of 

routine, ritual, and habitation are essential aspects of culture contact, the effects of which 

include time-space confusion and inner-personal discord. Moreover, as Seamon argues, 

"Time-space routines free people's cognitive attention for more significant events and 

needs" (Seamon 159). Othello's military routines and rituals are dislodged by the 

unusual circumstances of his marriage. To adapt to this new situation, he needs time to 

anchor a new domestic identity, but Othello lacks time. When Othello and Desdemona 

land separately in Cyprus, they find no space to claim for themselves and no place to call 

home. Furthermore, because time is such a limited commodity, Iago's movements catch 

Othello at the exact moment when his "cognitive attention" is weakest. 
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Clashing Lifeworlds 

That storms destroy the Turkish fleet before it reaches Cypriot shores does not 

change Othello's identity as a general, but it reduces his authority. As Denise Gravatt 

contends, "The sea is the battleground on which Othello had hoped to prove his military 

prowess. However, his attempts to gain arete in defeating the Turkish fleet are thwarted 

by the unpredictable waters that swallow his enemies. The uncontrollable and uncertain 

sea has robbed Othello of his identity as a leader, a position often reinforced by victory in 

battle" (8). Although I would argue against any complete loss of identity, Othello's 

reason for being in Cyprus entirely disappears. 

What transforms Othello's identity is Desdemona's arrival. Her being there 

creates at least two problems for Othello. The first is that her presence establishes a 

second lifeworld, one of domesticity. The lifeworld the Duke sends Othello to protect is 

a military station. It would be a place of aggression, violence, and destruction, and its 

focal point would be the citadel. With Desdemona' s arrival, the citadel converts to a 

private space, a place for serenity, intimacy, and reproduction. This apportionment of 

space redefines the citadel's original purpose: the space now serves two opposing 

functions. 18 By the play's end, the domestic space re-converts, becoming a miniature war 

theatre culminating in murder committed in the intimate space of the marital bed. 

The second problem resulting from Desdemona's appearance is that her presence 

forces Othello to divide his time and identity between being a general and being a 

husband. Susan Snyder writes of this division, noting emotional and spatial 

consequences for Othello: 
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Before falling in love with Desdemona, Othello was self-sufficient, master 

of himself and of the battlefield. After he believes her to be false, his 

occupation is gone. Why? Because love has created a dependency, a 

yielding of the separate, sufficient self to incorporation with another. [ . . . ] 

Othello's images for his love-commitment are not of expansion but of 

narrowing and confining. (81) 

What we see is not just Othello changing the way he senses time and space. During the 

approximately thirty-six hours of dramatic time that elapses, there is a substantial 

imbalance in how we see Othello in his two roles. He acts mostly as a husband, duped 

from the moment Iago swings into action. The suggestion of Desdemona's 

unfaithfulness instantaneously spotlights the domestic lifeworld now marked by 

infidelity. 

Lena Cowen Orlin' s work identifies three reasons why Othello and Desdemona's 

marriage is distinct from those of their contemporaries: first, because Othello is called 

immediately to war instead of remaining with his new wife for a prescribed period of 

time; second, because Desdemona unwisely accompanies him to Cyprus instead of 

setting up a home; and third, because they have no home to establish. Orlin backs up her 

suggestion of "an agency in [Desdemona's] elopement" (217) with substantial textual 

and historical evidence, and it indicates how unusual Desdemona's single act of 

insurrection against her father is-with a Moor, no less-for a young woman of her 

station and stature. This is not to suggest her tragic outcome is brought on by her 

willfulness. The problem is clearly with Othello and "[t]he incompatibility of Othello's 

occupation with marriage [ ... ]" (221). The point is clear, then, that Othello simply 

cannot strike a balance between his two identities as general and husband. Even with the 
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Turkish invasion's destruction, Othello cannot seem to reconcile his roles in Cyprus, not 

even when the Venetian Senate sends word via Lodovico for him to return to Venice 

( 4.1 ). 

Othello's identity fluctuates between a military leader about to respond to the 

threat of invasion (or not) and as a.new husband in a stable marriage (or an unstable one). 

The situation places him in an indeterminate state: "Am I a leader, or am I a cuckold?" 

He confuses his roles when he greets Desdemona as "My fair warrior!" (2.1.182), 

remarking to her later that his ramblings with her were "out of fashion" (2.1.204-207). 

This scene may, in fact, be the beginning of his transition to his new domestic role. 

However, as Odin sees it, "The problem is that Othello's domiciliary transformation 

expresses itself solely in his developing jealousy" (224) and not in growing trust. The 

ruin of their marriage and lives actually rests-like the marriage itself-on the reversal of 

customs, not on a dogmatic following of them. "In defiance of all contemporary 

oeconomic doctrine," writes Odin, "disaster occurs when the couple is most rooted in 

domesticity, when Othello is at his least martial, when Desdemona is at her most 

obedient. The calculative capability of domestic prescription is disproved [ . . . ] " [Italics 

mine] (226) . There is a kind of parallel between the way Othello attempts to force his 

acceptance into Venetian society and the way he attempts to force his new marriage into 

customary restraints. Goaded on by Iago's insistence, Othello's attempts to set things 

straight with Desdemona in Cyprus are certain to fail. 

Othello's burgeoning disorientation appears most evident when, vexed by 

Desdemona's pressing of Cassio's case, Othello puts off her repeated requests for the 

dismissed lieutenant to join them to dine. 

DESDEMONA. Shall't be to-night at supper? 
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OTHELLO. No, not to-night. 

DESDEMONA. To-morrow dinner then? 

OTHELLO. I shall not dine at home; I I meet the captains at the citadel. 

[Italics mine] (3.3.56-59) 

Where is this home Othello speaks of? His and Desdemona's temporary home is within 

the citadel, yet Othello seems to separate the place according to his purposes there--one 

space for domestic cares and another for military concerns. The Duke sends Othello to 

Cyprus because "the fortitude of the place is I best known to [him]" (1.3.221-226): 

Othello, the general, knows the place as a space for war planning and protection. Yet 

with the citadel's purpose split between the preservation of domestic security along two 

lines (one martial, the other marital), the citadel reinforces the spatial problems related to 

Othello's dual and divided identity at Cyprus. More to the point, he can only tend to one 

at a time, so the question is which role takes precedence? Which space deserves 

Othello's attention and protection? !ago makes these questions easy to answer. The 

domestic, private, intimate, and sacred space of the home-makeshift as it is at the 

citadel-requires the greater defense. 
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Time and Othello 

What interests me about !ago's seduction of Othello (3.3) are the temporally 

loaded terms W and now, which he uses deftly to direct Othello's thoughts. !ago's 

clever rhetoric keeps Othello's thinking constantly, moving between the past and the 

immediate future and, as a result, uproots Othello's sense of the present moment. An 

example occurs when Iago repmts Desdemona's loss of her strawberry handkerchief. 

OTHELLO. I'll tear her to pieces. 

IAGO. Nay, yet be wise; yet we see nothing done; 

she may be honest yet. Tell me but this, 

have you not sometimes seen a handkerchief 

spotted with strawberries in your wive's hand? 

OTHELLO. I gave her such a one; 'twas my first gift. (3.3.431-433) 

!ago's rhetorical chess game forces Othello to recall the recent and distant past and to 

speculate about the present and near future. The strawberry handkerchief, representing 

Othello's last material connection to his cultural assumptions about love and marriage 

connects his past to both his present and future. Its loss evokes images of the Egyptian 

charmer's ominous warning of hate displacing love (3.4 ). Othello becomes trapped either 

in the past, as he meditates on the handkerchiefs significance, or in the future as he 

fantasizes about killing Desdemona, the newly turned whore. He is at no point, however, 

in the here and the now, which is Ia go's intention. 

After suffocating Desdemona, Othello's comment "0 insupportable! 0, heavy 

hour" (5.2.98) shows he sensorially perceives the weight of time compressed. With 

Desdemona dead, temporal pressure (foisted upon him by Iago) has finally abated, 
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leaving him surprised by the absence of a "huge eclipse I of sun and moon" or the 

unfulfilled expectation "that th' affrighted globe I [would] yawn at alteration" (5.2.99-

101). Othello's temporal experiences are, from start to finish, marked by weight, 

foreboding, and constraint. 

Yet, Othello is still out of sorts. He remains convinced of his justified act against 

a wife "false as water" (5.2.134), a woman who he believes intended to make a cuckold 

of him. When Emilia outvoices Iago and exposes the plot, Othello, in a way, begins to 

recover himself. When he asks, "Where should Othello go?" (5.2.271), the question is a 

rhetorical one. Othello has nowhere to go because there is no place left for him, not in 

Cyprus or anywhere. By this time, both reasons for his being in Cyprus, the Turkish 

invasion and Desdemona, are no more. 

To Lodovico, Othello's violent reaction is "the practice of a [damned] slave" 

(5.2.292), not the rule of Venetian custom, and it culminates in Othello's permanent 

parting with Venetian social order. Emilia's horror and disgust manifest themselves in 

the invectives she launches against Othello, calling him a devil (twice) (5.2.131, 5.2.133), 

"rash as fire" (5.2.134), a "gull," a "dolt" (5.2.163), a "dull Moor" (5.2.224), and a 

"murd'rous coxcomb" (5.2.233) who is as "ignorant as dirt" (5.2.164). Lodovico's and 

Emilia's reactions closely replicate the way Western Europeans (Venetians, especially) 

feared and spumed foreigners. According to Anna Maria Manzanas Calvo, Venice in the 

sixteenth century: 

Has what could be termed a 'double nature': it both includes and excludes 

its aliens. Venice moves between cultural pluralism and a more limited, 

clearer definition of its social, racial, and political identity. It appears as 

an open community for the purposes of war but remains closed at the level 
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of local politics and the more conservative sense of 'the family'. 

(Manzanas Calvo) 

The intimate community is off limits to Othello, and in the final act of the play, Lodovico 

and Emilia remind all (including the audience) of Othello's difference, reminding him 

(and perhaps reassuring themselves) that he is not one of them. 

Shortly afterwards, Lodovico asks, "Where is this rash and most unfortunate 

man?" (5.2.283), and Othello's reply is "That's he that was Othello; here I am" 

(5.2.284). His response reveals that his sense of himself is split between two temporal 

locations: the past and the present. The second sentence ("Here I am") would have been 

a sufficient answer, yet the first sentence reveals a man aware that he was not, in his 

moment of rage, the man he is now. They are two distinct men. Othello refers to the 

man who killed Desdemona in the past tense using the objectifying (even judgmental) 

demonstrative pronoun that. The "rash and most unfortunate man" who killed 

Desdemona no longer exists. He is relegated to history while the man left to accept the 

consequences has no name and no identity, just the small spaces of I and here to occupy. 

It is the "here I am" of the second sentence that pulls Othello from his temporal stupor 

and re-anchors him in the present. 19 

Conclusion 

This moment turns out to be a point of significant distinction between Hamlet and 

Othello. Hamlet's triumphant declaration "This is I, I Hamlet the Dane!" (5.1.254-257), 

with its demonstrative pronoun this, signifies an identity re-secured and re-situated in the 

here and in the now. Othello's ultimately divided self resonates in his distraught reply. 
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Hamlet rejoins Elsinore; Othello cannot belong in Venice. It is not just the Venetian 

people that make it impossible for Othello to establish a place sense there. In the same 

way that Denise Gravatt links Desdemona's sexuality with water, so too should we 

consider Othello's identity in relation to Venice's geography. Though in Venice for only 

a fraction of the play action, Othello' s relationship with the city proves crucial to this 

particular study, for this is the project of cultural geography: to locate and observe bodies 

in places. 

The last insult Othello endures is Lodovico' s command "You must forsake this 

room and go with us. I Your power and your command is taken off, I and Cassio rules in 

Cyprus" (5.2.330-332). The two things that provided Othello with a modicum of 

identity, his personal space within the citadel and his military authority, have been taken 

from him as if they were never genuinely his. Cassio replaces him, and Othello becomes 

no one, with nowhere to go. But his was an already troubled identity. Daniel Vitkus 

addresses just this point about Othello, who at the play's end, becomes enslaved by his 

two identities: 

A baptized Moor turned Turk, Othello is "doubly damned" for 

backsliding. [ ... ] His identity as "the noble Moor of Venice" dissolves 

as he reverts to the identity of the black devil and exhibits the worst 

features of the stereotypical "cruel Moor" or Turk-jealousy, violence, 

mercilessness, faithlessness, lawlessness, despair. Faced with this terrible 

identity, [ ... ] Othello enacts his own punishment and damns himself by 

killing the Turk he has become. (176) 

From the perspective of cultural geography, there is a particular poignancy when 

Othello calls Desdemona "false as water" (5.2.133). The condemnation unites her with 
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her home in Venice, that groundless place that never welcomed Othello as one of its own. 

What we know about Desdemona, however, is that she was not as false as water to him. 

It is Othello's perceptions of her that prove as unstable, groundless, and untrue of her as 

his perceptions of Venice itself. And although Venice's geography and its people have 

isolated Othello, what secures his crisis of identity and fate is !ago's lasting falseness. 
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CHAPTER THREE: 

ANTONY AND SHAKESPEARE'S AUDIENCE 

Time and space are representational constructions, and the theater is a space 

where that representation occurs regularly. Fully transformed into a different place 

existing in a different time, the theater functions as a space where two distinct lifeworlds 

convene: the fantastic and the real. 20 This chapter examines Antony and Cleopatra a bit 

differently. Instead of looking strictly at the time/space confusion Antony suffers 

because of cultural contact, this chapter studies the complex work enacted in stage space. 

In some plays, time and space confusion reach beyond the stage and into the audience. 

Antony and Cleopatra is one of those plays. The stage space, stage directions, rapid and 

numerous scene changes in the third and fourth acts, and compressed historical time 

combine to make the space of the theater a locus for audience spatio-temporal 

disorientation. The audience becomes a collective player in the playwright's work, 

experiencing what the characters do on stage and participating in the play action. As Gay 

McAuley writes, "If the performance event can be defined as what takes place between 

performers and spectators in a given space and time, then the spectator has to be seen as a 
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crucial active agent in the creative process" (235). I will return to McAuley later in this 

chapter. 

The whole of Antony and Cleopatra's story is impossible to present on stage. But 

Shakespeare could not skip from Antony's break with Caesar to Antony's and 

Cleopatra's deaths. He has to account somehow for the large amount of time that 

unfolded between the two events. To get to the dramatic climax of Antony and 

Cleopatra's story, Shakespeare condenses the intervening history, purging many 

historical events. He does this in acts three and four, where I see an inversion of dramatic 

priority. The furious stage action of the third and fourth acts propels the plot instead of 

long sequences of deliberated prose and dialogue. A straight performance of these two 

acts from the playscript would stand in striking contrast to the more genuine drama of the 

fifth act, in which Shakespeare uses unhurried, measured action in two scenes and two 

locations. But before he can deliberately confuse an audience's sense of time and space, 

he must first convince it (at least on some level) that the space before them is Egypt and 

that the man on stage is Antony. 

The writer of tragedy creates a lifeworld that is troubled, believable, and real. A 

critical point is that the audience's understanding of the lifeworld is controlled by the 

playwright. Jean Howard contends that "The dramatist writes for a situation in which, 

for a set period of time, he will determine what the audience sees and hears and the order 

of its perceptions. By convention, the audience's movements are restricted" (188). A 

compelling aspect of Howard's work is her use of the Gestalt-influenced term ground, 

which she borrows from Bernard Beckerman.21 Ground refers to "the broad cultural 

assumptions understood by a theatergoer and a playwright in his own time" (Howard 

"Figures" 189). When they talk about "broad cultural assumptions," what Beckerman 
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and Howard are really talking about is the audience's and the playwright's place sense of 

the theater. Before discussing that, however, I will offer a brief cultural geographic 

examination of Antony to illustrate his indeterminate identity and his spatiotemporal 

disorientation, which the audience experiences in the middle of the play. 

A Real Nowhere Man 

Antony's indeterminate state extends to the space around him. In a cultural 

geographic study, "Here is my space" (1.1.34) is Antony's most peculiar line. Place is a 

loaded and multivalent term. We have seen this demonstrated in the various definitions 

accorded place by Anne Buttimer, Yi-Fu Tuan, Michael Godkin, and other cultural 

geographers. Place is personal, ~is not. Yet Antony does demonstrate a kind of 
~~---

location bond through the personal pronoun my. It suggests ownership and possession, 

the sort of conquering attitude Caesar would expect of Antony. If he were to have said, 

"Here is my place," the suggested connection between Egypt and Antony would be more 

personal and intimate (less dominant?) and more in keeping with the way he speaks of his 

connection with Cleopatra when physically proximate to her. When Antony is outside of 

Cleopatra's presence, he sees both her and himself quite differently. His contention, 

"These strong Egyptian fetters I must break, I or lose myself in dotage," ( 1.2.116-117) 

indicates an incongruous dualism almost from the play's start. 

Despite his proclamation "Here is my space!," Antony does not actually show a 

sentimental connectedness to Egypt and its geography. Egypt may be Antony's space to 

claim, but it is by no means his place to call home. Indeed, a person living in a constant 

state of uprootedness, such as a military life offers, would-knowingly or 
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unknowingly~hoose the term space over place because of the distance space evokes 

between the person and the location. Michael Godkin, again, defines a place as "a 

discrete, temporally and perceptually bounded unit of psychologically meaningful 

material space" (73). Antony's "Let Rome in Tiber melt" speech (1.1.33-39) suggests 

that neither Rome nor Egypt is "psychologically meaningful material space" to him. 

And Andrew Hiscock's excellent work on this issue substantiates the point: 

Antony determines to devalue the myths of belonging centered upon 

imperial Rome in favour of a newly adopted and newly converted home 

land established in the Nile kingdom. Significantly, the Roman colonizer 

chooses not only to reassert a new context for the construction of his 

identity but, in addition, to appropriate the apparently vacant space of 

Egypt. (189) 

Yi-Fu Tuan' s argument about how spaces convert to places is relevant here, too. For 

Tuan, "Place in the standard literature, is a product of the physical transformation of 

nature. But the ordering of nature-the conversion of undifferentiated space into place

occurred much earlier. It occurred with the first ritual act of possession" ("Language" 

687). Antony's arrival in Alexandria symbolizes the Roman empire's "first ritual act of 

possession." He lays claim to Egyptian space so that later the Roman-held territory will 

convert to a Roman place via the establishment of culturally based rituals and customs 

(time-space routines and place ballets). This is what Antony is sent to Egypt to do-to 

stake a territorial right for Rome in anticipation of supplanting Egyptian culture with a 

Roman one. Tuan urges us to pay attention to linguistic cues (such as Antony's) to 

further our understanding of human place sense. 22 Space and place are ambiguous for 
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Antony because he has a no-place sense, a term I have developed to differentiate his 

spatial condition from that of Hamlet and Othello.23 

Characterized as he is by constant uprootedness, Antony's existence in time and 

space is substantially more chaotic than Hamlet's and Othello's, and the distances he 

travels outstrips the Moor's and the Dane's. Larger parallels can be drawn between 

Othello and Antony, for both are governed by customs of military life, which, by its 

nature, promotes a kind of nomadic existence. A soldier's life is not one to encourage 

rootedness. 

As the dispute with Caesar develops, Antony's identity bifurcates in much the 

same way as Othello's.24 Though Antony possesses his Roman zeal and skill for battle, 

he finds himself waging two wars, neither of which is against Egypt or in furtherance of 

his cause. The first conflict is internal, as he struggles to determine, then demonstrate, 

where his loyalties lie-with Cleopatra and Egypt or with Caesar, Rome, Fulvia, and 

Octavia. He oscillates between the exotic and the domestic, love and war, duty to self 

and duty to nation. In this way, Antony, like Othello, is a divided character. He is cut off 

from a distant home, islanded in his own senses of obligation and purpose, and pulled in 

two directions for his allegiance. Those duties and purposes are at odds in the place 

Antony temporarily inhabits in Alexandria. As a result, he disregards his military 

appointment in Egypt, severs his allegiance with Rome (and Caesar), flouts his maniage 

with Fulvia, and abandons Octavia. There can be no question, then, that Antony's 

exposure to cultural contact results in behavior that goes against his personal, marital, 

martial, and national customs. In a categorically anti-Roman move, Antony obeys his 

heart, not his nation, and, thus, an audience plays witness to the disintegration of his 

identity. 
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Stage Space 

The audience, however, does not just play passive witness to Antony's problems. 

Sometimes it gets caught up in the drama and becomes actively engaged in the dramatic 

process enacted upon the stage. Critical here for meta-study of the theater as a site of 

cultural contact is the stage space itself. I shall focus exclusively on dramatic space, 

which Michael Issacharoff calls a "semiotic system in a given playscript" (57). He 

separates dramatic space into ~~-~-~-~etic Jwh~t~~~~ _?~~!a~e) _ ~nd_the -~2~-.?~5!~ (an_Y 

verbal, aural, or gestural reference to what is offstage) saying, that "The mimeticldiegetic 

distinction is fundamental for the study of most forms of Western drama. When both 

modes are present, the diegetic complements the mimetic" (66). In Antony and 

Cleopatra. both dramatic spaces are utilized. 

A component of diegetic space is the offstage space talked about by characters 

when they refer to a place that the stage itself cannot show. An example occurs just 

before Antony's failed sea battle (3.9). At Actium, Antony says to Enobarbus: "Set we 

our squadron on yond side o' th' hill, I In eye of Caesar's battle, from which place I We 

may the number of the ships behold, I And so proceed accordingly" [Italics mine] (3.9.1-

5). We can imagine, in this instance, the actor delivering his lines and accompanying 

them with an outstretched hand perhaps pointing out "yond side o' th' hill" to his 

companion. But to where that outstretched hand points is up to the director's or actor's 

discretion. One function of diegetic space is to expand the space of the stage. In some 
- ----- ,., .,. '·"' •• r ·~••#•• ••-• --. • -.-,_ .• _.,._. __ , . ---

instances, diegetic space changes into mimetic space that exists solely in the collective 

imagination of the audience. Thus, diegetic space can be made into performance space, 
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an idea which sounds strikingly similar to David Wiles's contention that "The play-as

text can be performed in a space, but the play-as-event belongs to the space, and makes 

the space perform as much as it makes actors perform" (1). 

One problem for Issacharoff and for studies of western performance space is how 

to contend with the fact that performances are lived moments that pass away within 

moments of their presentation. To study drama closely is problematic because we only 

witness the actor's outstretched hand once in a single instant. The audience is left with 

faulty recollections and memories, not concrete reconstructions of that moment. And 

Issacharoff discounts pictorial and video reproductions of performances as deficient, 

reductive· records of real theatrical happenings, or, to borrow from Wiles, "plays-as

events". The solution, for lssacharoff, remains in the playscript, which becomes the 

primary study-aid chock-full of spatial signs and referents. He argues, "The semiologist 

of the theater has no option but to fall back on the written documents we usually have for 

most (though by no means for all) productions: the script-the only constant element" 

(57). But even this source is problematic, particularly with respect to Shakespeare's 

works. 

Issacharoff's studies focus on the works (among others) of Samuel Beckett, Emile 

Zola, Victor Hugo, Andre Antoine, and Antonin Artaud. But what are we to do with all 

the variants of Shakespeare's playscripts? How do we study them as "the only constant 

element" among thousands of theatrical productions when they themselves are so 

inconsistent? The First Folio, First Quarto, and Second Quarto of any Shakespeare play 

provide variations in dialogue, staging, and stage directions. Though it is not my 

intention to start the complex discussion of textual authority here, the issue is important 
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enough that it should be raised in light of Issacharoff s emphasis on a playscript as a 

semiotic system of signs and referents. 

Stage Dierctions 

For Gay McAuley, stage directions prove invaluable in making sense of stage 

space. She says they are "the most obvious site for information concerning the space and 

how it may function in the creation of meaning in performance, but this kind of 

information is not restricted to the didascalia and secondary text" (222). McAuley 

locates other spatial signs and referents in "extra-dialogic directions" (224), dialogue, 

and "intra-dialogic indications" (228), all of which range "from the explicit to the 

implicit, from those that are binding on the performers to those that can be ignored 

without any change of meaning" (228). The stage space becomes a place (sometimes a 

multitude of places) referred to over and over again by way of the playwright's textual 

indications; the actors' gestures, glances, and gazes; and, of course, the actors' dialogue, 

which in "English and other Western languages [is] full of spatial reference and spatial 

metaphor" (228). On this issue of language, McAuley' s work and that of cultural 

geographers intersects: hence the discussions, comparisons, and contrasts between the 

here that Hamlet re-establishes himself in and the simple here that Othello merely 

occupies. 

Issacharoff also deals with stage directions that frequently tum diegetic space into 

a performance space unseen by the audience. Stage-directed sounds created and 

performed in diegetic space remind him, quite appropriately, of radio dramas, which he 

says inhabit an "auditory mimetic space" (61). Back in the theater, though, the sounds 

created offstage "can be used to represent offstage space that is an extension of space 
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shown" (61). Issacharoff says, "In plays with. multiple set changes, diegetic space, if 

present, normally has a minor role, being generally restricted to a single area" (66). Yet, 

in Antony and Cleopatra, the play text calls for numerous set changes and many offstage 

sounds. What goes on in diegetic space plays an especially important part in the third 

and fourth acts of Antony and Cleopatra, most specifically with respect to the music of 

Hercules heard and discussed by soldiers standing guard outside Cleopatra's palace. The 

music itself serves two functions. First, it acoustically presents a rift in the time/space 

continuum between the living and the dead similar to that discussed earlier in Hamlet. 25 

The second function of the music (from the perspective of diegetic space) is to direct the 

audience's attention to two distinct locations: towards space presented as the outside of 

Cleopatra's palace and towards a stage.26 For the soldiers, the music originates "under 

the earth" (4.3.13) as indicated in the play text's stage directions. This is a 

psychologically unsettling situation that the audience likely appreciates-but perhaps not 

initially. For the audience, the music emanates first from under the stage. It is the 

soldiers who, through their dialogue, inform the audience where the music comes from 

(in much the same way as when Antony advises Enobarbus where to station the troops). 

McAuley's work on the reiteration of space through linguistic cues is pertinent in 

analyzing this scene. For a moment-instant, even-between the audience perceiving 

noise, identifying it as music, locating the musical source from below the stage, but just 

before the soldiers divulge the music's origin, the playgoers' visual and aural attention is 

drawn away from the plot. At hearing music that it cannot visually locate on the stage, 

the audience may attempt to pinpoint the music's location by fixing its attention at the 

stage space (even, in this case, to diegetic space since the music comes from under the 

stage). In this instance, the unseen trumps the seen, or as Issacharoff puts it, "auditory 
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space invades the inner, mimetic space. The invisible thus invades and finally overcomes 

the visible" (61). This particular scene, however, reveals further complications in terms 

of its structure, staging, and intended audience effect. 

Jean Howard's discussion of what she terms "dramatic counterpoint" is helpful in 

a study of staging Hercules's music. Counterpoint "refers to a [musical] composition in 

which two or more melodic lines develop simultaneously" (Howard 344). Howard 

applies this idea of simultaneously played melodies to concurrently spoken lines in 

drama, hence her term "dramatic counterpoint." The significance of dramatic 

counterpoint for Howard is that it may "demonstrate the close relationship between stage 

technique and the audience's theatrical experience" (344). The scene featuring 

Hercules's music and the quavering soldiers mixes music played below the stage and 

dialogue spoken over it (literally and figuratively). Howard does not address this 

combination of contrapuntal effect in her work, but I think 4.3 in Antony and Cleopatra 

can be examined in this way. 

Shortly after the soldiers place themselves at the comers of the stage (as is 

indicated in the play text), stage directions also specify oboe music to be played beneath 

it. It seems reasonable to assume the music is performed for the duration of this short 

scene (approximately 12lines), as there is no signal that the music stops, and the dialogue 

among the soldiers is exclusively about the strange music they hear. What is more, the 

soldiers' lines spoken over the music are short and delivered in rapid-fire succession. 

Even more complicating is the soldiers' placement at the stage's four comers. Their 

positioning allows for a kind of verbal table tennis featuring short, lively back and forth 

verbal volleys. In two instances, all four soldiers speak in unison. I have attempted to 

demonstrate this through a rudimentary representation of the verbal and aural movements 
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of the soldiers' voices in the mimetic dramatic space and heard but unseen oboe music in 

diegetic space (See fig. 1) . 
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Fig. 1. An Illustration of Verbal and Aural Movement in 4.3 Antony and Cleopatra. The solid 
line circles represent the four soldiers standing at the stage's four corners. The arrows represent 
the movement of their dialogue among themselves. The dashed line circle represents where the 
oboe music might originate from below the stage. I have deliberately used a dashed line in an 
effort to demonstrate the dialogue's and music ' s spatial permeability. In other words, the 
dialogue and music move in all directions. 

The audience's attention is pulled in multiple directions. I contend that this short, quick 

dialogue recreates visually for the audience what the oboe music under the stage does 

aurally. The playwright has manipulated how his audience sees and hears this scene 

through thoughtful stage directions indicating not only where the music is to be played 

offstage but also where the characters stand and when they should speak either singly or 

in unison. This manipulation of sight and sound splits the audience's attention not only 

between the dialogue and the music but also within the individual audience members. 

Independently, their visual and aural focus could be anywhere. As a result, the audience 
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experiences-albeit briefly-a kind of schism in its concentration, and as Howard 

contends, "Through the deliberate division of the audience's aural and visual attention, 

dramatic counterpoint causes the audience to undergo internally an experience analogous 

to the experience of the psychic fragmentation undergone by a figure on the stage" 

(Howard 345). Even though Antony is not on stage during this scene, it nevertheless 

provides the audience with an opportunity to feel as Antony does: divided. I 
Short Scenes and Location Changes 

Acts three and four contain twenty-eight scenes. Location shifts rapidly from 

cities throughout the Mediterranean basin to battles waged on land and at sea. The 

number of scene-changes required to stage these scenes exactly as the play text indicates 

is almost as staggering as the number of total scenes. This is particularly true when we 

consider that the average line count per scene works out to just fifty-eight lines per scene 

in act three (thirty-four in act four). ~7 The result is substantial stage action and movement 

not necessarily related to plot action. This can have a dizzying effect on an audience in 

terms of how it perceives mimetic stage space. Thus, in terms of audience effect, a 

resemblance emerges between dynamic mimetic stage action and the contrapuntal effect 

of dialogue spoken over diegetic music. 

Act three has thirteen scenes and covers eight far-dispersed locations.~8 The table 

below tracks the scenes, settings, and line lengths individually. 

Ill.i Syrian plain 37 lines 
III.ii Rome- Caesar's home 67 lines 
III. iii Alexandria- Cleopatra's palace 47 lines 
Ill.iv- v Athens- Antony's house 63 lines combined 
Ill. vi Rome 99lines 
III.vii-x Actium 127 lines combined 
Ill.xi Alexandria 74lines 
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rn.xii Alexandria - Caesar's camp 37 lines 
III.xiii Alexandria- Cleopatra· s palace 200 lines 

Table 1 
Scenes, Settings, and Scene Line Lengths for Act III of Antony and Cleopatra 

This is an enormous amount of action on stage, action that both is and is not plot related. 29 

Bernard Beckerman and Jean Howard suggest that every theatrical scene orients an 

audience: each scene orientation requires a ground, or "shared assumptions [ ... ] against 

which the particular events [ ... ] are 'fore-grounded"' (Howard 189).30 It is possible that 

every subsequent re-orientation (or scene change) requires a new ground and, perhaps, a 

different set of "shared assumptions" about the place staged in mimetic space. Howard 

provides contextualization of this in her examination of two brief and consecutive scenes 

in King Lear. She argues that their function "reveal[s] ways in which Shakespeare uses 

brief scenes having little or no plot importance to control the ways the audience 

perceives, assimilates, and responds to successive events" (196). When we consider the 

significance of not one but two entire play acts constructed in this manner, then we 

should be confident that the playwright also deliberately crafted the staging and 

performance of Antony and Cleopatra. While looking at Hamlet, Howard considers this 

dramatic construction again, this time from an audience's perspective 

The audience's experience of this moment must also include the sensation 

of disorientation. The language, tempo, visual focus, and emotional 

coloration of the stage action alter radically and swiftly. We grope for 

certainties and continuity and find, instead, discontinuity and 

contradictions. [Italics mine] ( 197) 
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What Howard suggests is that in Hamlet Shakespeare constructs Gertrude' s interruption 

of Laertes's and Claudius's scheming (4.7) in such a way as to purposefully effect 

disorientation in the theater audience. This proposal is certainly equally applicable to an 

audience watching the whole of acts three and four of Antony and Cleopatra. 

Compressed Historical Time 

In this play the dramatist deliberately compresses historical time in order to 

showcase its most spectacular moments. We know that in Roman and Egyptian history, 

the events Shakespeare ambitiously portrays in a few hours on stage actually elapsed over 

the course of approximately ten years of human time. Certainly, Shakespeare cut out 

important events, figures, and places in order to accommodate the principal action of the 

love story and its tragic end. Antony's travels in the play send him from Alexandria to 

Rome to Misenum to Athens to Actium and finally back to Alexandria. Though these 

would be protracted voyages, Shakespeare emphasizes the hero's peripatetic existence, 

and in the process offers the audience a much less settled Antony. 

In this play, it may be difficult for an audience to comprehend the amount of 

historical time covered by the plot. But the difficulty is likely overlooked because of 

what Irwin Smith suggests is a compact established between lifeworld members of both 

the theatre (ostensibly, the dramatist) and the audience. Smith also looks at the issue of 

"dramatic time versus clock time," a theory about the way time advances rapidly in the 

plot of a theatrical production as compared to the way time moves forward in reality. 

Smith looks to Alfred Hennequin's six-to-one ratio of real minutes to stage minutes, and 

discovers a flaw in it. What Hennequin argues is that every minute of stage time 
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represents s1x minutes of real time; however, Smith's rigorous application of 

Hennequin's ratio reveals that they vacillate wildly not only from play to play but also 

from scene to scene within a single play. What Smith finds is that "timing [can be] done 

by two or more clocks running at different speeds" (Smith 67). This assortment of 

dramatic clocks is particularly evident in Antony and Cleopatra, most especially in acts 

three and four. Smith's point is well taken that "these discrepancies [in dramatic time], 

and others like them, reveal themselves in the library, not in the theater; on the stage they 

pass unnoticed in the rush of dramatic events" (67). But time is not the only dramatic 

element compressed by the playwright. Geographic space is condensed as well, which is 

why I think this drama is more likely to allow, if not encourage, its audience to 

experience spatial and temporal confusion. This confusion is not something the audience 

simply creates on its own, however. When the players animate the playscript, they help 

create the audience's turmoil. In so doing, the actors complete the third transaction "[to] 

comprise the theatrical event" (Wiles 3 ), an idea of Richard Schechner reported by David 

Wiles. With respect to the transactional performer/audience relationship, Wiles writes 

that "The position of detached subject vanishes from this conception of theatre because 

no-one can stand outside these transactions" (3 ). In other words, in these small, finely 

crafted moments of short scenes and multiple set changes, the produced effect means that 

all involved in the space of the theater become participants in the performance. The 

concept of audience all but disappears. 

When Irwin Smith addresses how the audience conceives of dramatic time, he 

similarly emphasizes a cooperative and social relationship between the audience and the 

actors using terms such as acceptance and concurrence. He writes, 
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[. . .] The foreshortenings and discrepancies [of time] were made 

acceptable by the fact of being narrated in a theater, and of being heard by 

persons who, by the very act of going to the theater, had concurred in 

certain broad and imperative assumptions. They had agreed to a 

suspension of incredulity and to an acceptance of the impossible. [ . . . ] In 

comparison with these basic concessions, acceptance of a drastic 

foreshortening of time was relatively easy. (Smith 69) 

Thus, the place of the theater becomes a point of cultural contact between the playwright --------- -- --·---- - - -· -· - ---· -- ---- ···--- - -----

and his audience, where the audience's collective temporal and spatial senses are --------· 
disrupted for a relatively short period of time in the play's midpoint. By the final act, 

Shakespeare returns time and space to more normal representations. Fortunately, 

however, this place an~--~~ sp~c-~ o!_ th~ theater encourage collab<;>rative imagination and 

peaceful coexistence between dramatist and audience. This situation of cultural contact, 

then, stands in stark contrast to its tragic corollaries demonstrated in the catastrophic 

chronicles presented on the stage. 
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Notes 

1 For this reason, the early pragmatists, such as William James, Charles Peirce, and James Dewey, 
rejected the structured explanations of the universe offered by their contemporaries in 
metaphysics as well as the denunciation of metaphysics by nihilists and irrationalists. 
Pragmatists refused to align themselves with metaphysics, nihilism, and irrationalism. To the 
pragmatists, there can be no ordered explanation of the universe and human existence via 
absolute truths (vis-a-vis metaphysics) just as there cannot be a total absence of order as 
propounded by nihilists and irrationalists. Pragmatists saw metaphysics, nihilism, and 
irrationalism as extremist philosophies and labored in the middle of all three by refuting absolutes 
of truth and nothingness. 
2 Steven Mullaney's work addresses the issue of ritual as well. His term "symbolic economy" 
could well be substituted with Seamon's time-space rituals and place-ballets. 
3 The Riverside editors gloss uses as "customs". 
4 Furthermore, because all of this action occurs upon a stage, the restriction of the actor's 
movements is doubled. 
5 A promontory can also be a plateau or piece of higher land looking out over lower lands, which 
also illustrates the issue of isolation. However, I prefer to think of Hamlet's promontory as a 
headland, extending into an ocean and surrounded on two or three sides by water, thus, 
intensifying the sense of isolation and remoteness. It is the more geographically prudent choice 
given Denmark's topography. 
6 In light of this study's emphasis on place and belonging, the genius of this metaphor can hardly 
be overlooked on the point about bones serving a function in a certain place. 
7 The second definition for out of joint is figurative, meaning that when something (or, 
interestingly, someone) is out of joint, it is "disordered, perverted, out of order, disorganized." It 
is to this definition that the OED ascribes Hamlet's declaration. Since he is commenting on the 
present, what he could be saying is that Claudius is, in fact, out of joint-perverted in his 
incestuous marriage to Gertrude, out of order in line to the throne, and disorganized in his 
authority. 
8 James S. Baumlin and Tita French Baumlin report that "the word time recurs forty-eight times 
in Hamlet, more than in any other Shakespearean play" ( 170). 
9 Though the play text suggests Hamlet makes his declaration then leaps into the grave, an actor 
will make his own decision of whether to follow the play text or to leap first and then give the 
line. 
10 I am interested in Gravatt's use of post-colonial terms such as exterior and interior. They are 
not entirely apt in the case of this study. If we want to re-present Othello's physical relationship 
to Venice accurately, perhaps we should use terms, such as above and beneath, in order to 
recreate one's relationship to water. One is either above it, floating on its surface, or beneath it, 
standing on the ground below. 
11 Several scholars have studied various connections between Mediterranean cities and stage 
representations of them in early modem history. For example, J. R. Mulryne' s "History and 
Myth in The Merchant of Venice" provides an outstanding historical and cultural analysis of 
Venice shortly before and immediately after its political losses and economic decline, particularly 
as it relates to how the city becomes "a potent imaginative construct in Shakespeare's own day" 
(87). In addition, Robert Boerth' s "The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World on the 
Stage of Marlowe and Shakespeare" impressively discusses culture contact and the topography of 
the Mediterranean. Boerth argues that the Mediterranean region's instability makes it "a stage 
rife with dramatic possibilities" (35) for Marlowe and Shakespeare. He concludes that 
Shakespeare's and Marlowe's works which try to convey "a sense of cultural solidarity and 
aesthetic closure" (36) ultimately fail to do so because of the Mediterranean region· s resistance to 
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standardization and/or cultural homogeny. Also, Michael Neill's " 'Mulattos,' 'Blacks,' and 
'Indian Moors': Othello and Early Modern Constructions of Human Difference" relates Moorish 
identity to religion, ethnicity, and race. He also considers Venice as a place of identity
mystification for Moors. Neill evaluates contemporary arguments of race with respect to the 
Moor. He sees these opinions as both problematic and anachronistic because Moors during the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were identified variously by place of origin, religion, and, in 
some cases, by variations in skin tone. What is missing from their work, however, is a more 
deliberate examination of geography as a topographic clue to understanding Othello's psychic 
transformation. 
12 Venice still possesses its romantic aura, drawing in visitors because of its geography, which 
prohibits the kind of development that a city like London could support. 
13 Not to be overlooked are London's underground Tube system, above ground railroad network, 
and the Chunnel, but to mention them more than in passing here would be anachronistic. 
14 It should be noted, Othello was always an outsider to Venice, as opposed to Hamlet, who 
belonged to Elsinore most of his life. 
15 He is what I would term a native stranger to Venice, existing on the social fringes specifically 
because his origins are not permanently fixed there. That fact coupled with Venice as a site for 
destabilizing place sense in its non-native inhabitants locates Othello in a pre-existing state of 
uprootedness and instability. 
16 This question is a precursor to his own question "Where should Othello go?" (5 .2.271) which 
he asks shortly after he murders Desdemona. 
17 These were all real laws that existed in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; thus, the 
multiple breaches of multiple laws and customs would have resonated with early modern 
audiences. 
18 Even in trying to list and describe the distinct lifeworlds, I inadvertently privilege one over the 
other, which, I think, suggests how problematic the lifeworld rupture may be for Othello. 
19 Othello' s "Soft you, a word or two before you go" speech (5.2.338-356) also suggests self
consciousness reemerging (as in, his perception of his self, not shyness or reserve). It also 
indicates his growing sense of a future without him in it. 
20 It has also been argued that members of the various English social ranks meet in the theater; this 
meeting creates a point of culture contact. This is not, however, an interest or concern of mine. 
21 Ground is not lost on me in its applicability to Godkin's rootedness theory. Indeed, how could 
one establish a place sense without the ground necessary to establish a connection? 
22 Tuan insists "The humanist geographer must obviously have linguistic skills, and not only in 
the sense of writing well; he should be aware of the nuances of language, of the ambiguous 
meaning of key words [ . . . ]; he must develop sensitivity to language so that he can read, so to 
speak, between the lines of a text and hear the unsaid in a conversation ("Humanistic 
Geography" 275). 
23 I should like to make a point about the term no-place sense. Antony' s life as a soldier allows 
little stability localized in a place, and so it would seem that in terms of rootedness, Antony's 
place sense would be opposite to that of Hamlet, whom in this study we must assume enjoyed a 
stable life in Denmark, prior to his father's murder. Hamlet's place sense of Denmark is obvious, 
but Antony-as an opposite to Hamlet-would have a no-place sense. Admittedly, an argument 
could be launched to suggest that Othello, too, suffers from a no-place sense in the same way that 
Antony does because of his military career. However, because of his Moorish identity, it is more 
appropriate to think of Othello as a person whose place is on the outside (instead of having a no
place sense). 
24 One difference between them, however, is Antony's established marriage to Fulvia and, later, to 
Octavia. He, unlike Othello, knows himself as a husband. 
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25 In Hamlet, of course, the ghost breaches temporal and spatial constraints which living humans 
accept as both inviolable and natural. The ghost is an aural and visual experience for the 
characters in the play and for an audience in a theater. The music of Hercules emanating from 
under the earth (4.3) as it is presented on stage is strictly an aural apparition because no physical 
form in Hercules's likeness appears. The soldiers standing guard duly feel and acknowledge the 
mythic hero's presence, or to be more precise, his waning presence as he abandons Antony. 
Much like the ghost in Hamlet, the specter of Hercules breaks the time barrier between past and 
present and the spatial barrier between the spiritual (an omnipresence, a being who is everywhere 
at all times) and the mortal (a limited existence circumscribed by time and space). 
26 On this point, I defer to Jean Howard's argument that "It is absurd, of course, to suppose that 
' the audience,' composed of innumerable individual selves, ever actually responds with perfect 
uniformity or predictability to the enacted playscripts" (188). I have no intention of challenging 
her logic. 
27 The thoroughly unscientific method I employed in calculating a scene line-length average was 
no more complicated than adding up the lines of each scene per act and dividing that total by the 
number of scenes. I am the first to concede that straight arithmetic does not, indeed cannot, 
consider what is at stake in the action of each scene. Nevertheless, I think the mathematics 
underscores my point that an arithmetic mean of scene line-length is worthy of our contemplation 
with respect to temporal and spatial issues. 
28 The Mediterranean Sea alone covers just under 700,000 square miles from the Strait of 
Gibraltar in Spain to the coasts of Middle Eastern nations Israel, Lebanon, and Syria. 
29 Ironically, early modem productions were probably not beset with staging and set change issues 
that some contemporary productions have in theaters that typically use elaborate stage rigging, 
scenery, property, and costumes . 
.1o A stage set, wherein the backdrop would function as the ground and the stage action as the fore
ground, might prove a worthwhile analogy. 
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