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    WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


    ENGLISH PLAYWRIGHT AND POET


    
      	Born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564.


      	Died in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1616.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Venus and Adonis (1593), poem


          	Hamlet (1603), play


          	Macbeth (1623), play

        

      

    


    William Shakespeare is regarded as the most influential writer in English history. His 37 plays have been performed countless times, and have been reproduced and adapted across a broad range of periods and cultural contexts. As well as the plays, which can be loosely divided into tragedies, histories and comedies, Shakespeare wrote a number of narrative poems and sonnets. He also had an indelible influence on the English language itself, bringing a huge variety of words and phrases – as varied as “swagger”, “bubble”, “mind’s eye” and “heart of gold” – into regular usage.


    Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway in 1582 and had three children with her. Their only son, Hamnet, died at the age of eleven. Very little else is known about Shakespeare’s life, which he spent between Stratford-upon-Avon and London. It is clear, however, that his literary talents were matched by a shrewd entrepreneurial spirit. He made a number of profitable investments in his lifetime, which gave him the financial freedom to devote himself to acting and writing. In 1599, Shakespeare and his acting company (The Lord Chamberlain’s Men) built the Globe Theatre on the banks of the River Thames in London. Many of Shakespeare’s greatest plays, including Othello, were written to be performed at this theatre.

  


  
    OTHELLO


    A TRAGEDY IN FIVE ACTS


    
      	Genre: play


      	Reference edition: Shakespeare, W. (2005) Othello. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.


      	1st edition: 1622


      	Themes: jealousy, race, justice, revenge, honesty

    


    Othello was first performed at the Globe in 1604, but may have been written as early as the previous year. Its first publication, however, was not until 1622. The play follows Othello, a black general in the Venetian army, as he is sent to Cyprus to defend the island from Turkish invaders. Among his convoy are his young wife Desdemona, whom he has recently married in a secret ceremony, and Iago, his manipulative and envious flagbearer. Over the course of the play, the audience must look on in horror as Othello falls victim to Iago’s machinations and deceptions, his downfall culminating in utter tragedy as he murders Desdemona in their marital bed. Othello has been adapted numerous times for theatre, film and television, as well as in other mediums including ballet and visual art.


    Othello was written in the immediate aftermath of the Fourth Ottoman-Venetian War which took place between 1570 and 1573, and is set during this period. Like many of Shakespeare’s history plays, Othello also loosely functions as a chronicle, as it presents notable recent events for public consumption. The primary source for the private drama is a work by the Italian writer Giovanni Battista Giraldi (1504-1573), also known as Cintio, which was published in Venice in 1565. Shakespeare modified the Italian story in a number of ways. Most notably, he transposed much of the action from Venice to Cyprus, had Othello kill both Desdemona and himself, added a variety of original characters including Roderigo, and compressed the action into a few days.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ONE NIGHT IN VENICE


    A nobleman named Brabantio is noisily awakened with the news that his daughter Desdemona has married an older man – the Venetian general Othello – in a secret ceremony. It is clear that his informers’ motivations are not selfless; Iago, Othello’s ensign (or flagbearer), has recently been overlooked for a promotion and Roderigo, a Venetian noble, is himself in love with Desdemona. They inflame Brabantio with their insinuations, encouraging him to seek out Othello and confront him. Age is not the only issue they call his attention to: Othello is black, and coarse, racist language is repeatedly used to draw attention to this fact. When Brabantio finds Desdemona’s bed empty, confirming Iago and Roderigo’s tale, he gathers a force and sets off to confront Othello.


    Elsewhere in the city, a group of soldiers find Othello and inform him that the Duke of Venice has requested his presence at court. This group is led by Cassio, the soldier whom Othello has favoured with a promotion to lieutenant. Soon afterwards, the enraged Brabantio appears and accuses Othello of bewitching Desdemona with charms and potions. Othello responds to Brabantio’s accusations with civility and diplomacy, agreeing to defend himself but asking to do so in front of the Duke, who has summoned him. Both groups assemble at the Venetian court, where Othello narrates his courtship of Desdemona and explains that she was beguiled by his stories of trials and adventures. Desdemona arrives and corroborates Othello’s story, shocking her father who believed her to be a shy and retiring maid. The Duke, satisfied with the conclusion of the case, counsels Brabantio to accept the outcome graciously. He then informs Othello that he must travel to Cyprus to lead the defence against an approaching Turkish fleet. When the Duke suggests that Desdemona return to her father’s house while Othello is away, Desdemona refuses, instead asking to travel to war with her new husband.


    THE ENVIOUS ENSIGN


    The characters sail for Cyprus in two separate boats which are separated by a ferocious storm. Conveniently, the storm also destroys the Turkish fleet. As the Venetians assemble on shore, Iago observes Cassio and Desdemona interacting and realises that he can use their close relationship to his advantage by provoking Othello’s jealousy. By doing so, he will avenge himself against both Cassio – who was promoted to lieutenant over him – and Othello – whom Iago suggests may have slept with his wife Emilia. When Othello arrives on shore, he declares a feast to celebrate the destruction of the enemy fleet and to belatedly celebrate his own marriage. During the festivities, Iago manipulates Cassio by encouraging him to drink until he is inebriated, then having Roderigo provoke him until he lashes out. When Cassio also drunkenly assaults Montano, the governor of Cyprus, Othello is forced to dismiss Cassio from the role of lieutenant.


    Newly dismissed, Cassio bemoans his loss of reputation and approaches Iago for advice on how to resolve the situation. Iago encourages him to speak to Desdemona, who will plead to Othello on his behalf. Unbeknownst to Cassio, Iago has already planted the seed of jealousy in Othello’s head; the more persistently Desdemona defends Cassio, the more suspicious of their relationship Othello will become. As Iago continues to manipulate Othello’s perceptions with subtle insinuations, the general reveals his insecurities about his age and race. Like Brabantio, he is unable to believe that a young and beautiful Venetian woman would choose him over a wealthy noble.


    UNDONE BY A HANDKERCHIEF


    Desdemona carries a handkerchief which was a deeply sentimental gift from Othello and previously belonged to his mother. As Desdemona attempts to comfort her increasingly distressed husband, this handkerchief is knocked from her hand and picked up by Emilia, Iago’s wife and Desdemona’s handmaiden. Rather than returning it to her mistress, Emilia decides to pass the handkerchief on to Iago who, she reveals, has frequently asked for her to steal it. The delighted Iago uses this handkerchief to consolidate his hold over Othello by planting the handkerchief in Cassio’s room, where it is picked up and carried around by the ex-lieutenant. This is seen as incontrovertible proof of her infidelity by Othello, whom Iago has continued to manipulate with tales about Cassio calling out Desdemona’s name in his sleep. Overwhelmed by jealousy, Othello demands Iago’s help in revenging himself on the supposed adulterers, and Iago promises that Cassio will be dead within three days.


    In the following days, Desdemona implicates herself further in Othello’s eyes by continuing to plead Cassio’s case and by failing to admit that she has lost the handkerchief. Building on this perceived guilt, Iago tells Othello that he has overheard Cassio confessing to an affair with Desdemona. He arranges for Othello to overhear Cassio talking about his conquests, although the conversation is in fact about a woman named Bianca – a lover of Cassio’s who is potentially a prostitute. Othello continues to watch as Bianca appears and throws the handkerchief back at Cassio, as she believes it was a gift from another woman.


    OTHELLO’S “REVENGE”


    After Cassio and Bianca depart, Iago encourages Othello to exact his revenge by strangling Desdemona and reiterates his own promise to murder Cassio. Later on, a series of misinterpreted comments causes Othello to strike Desdemona in a rage, whilst Lodovico – a visiting Venetian noble and a relative of Brabantio – watches on in shock. In the aftermath of the incident, Othello urges Desdemona to confess to her crimes whilst she defends herself incredulously. Meanwhile, Iago convinces Roderigo to murder Cassio, arguing that it will prolong Othello’s stay in Cyprus and give him more time to attempt to woo Desdemona. When he attacks Cassio, however, Roderigo himself is wounded. In the confusion, Iago quickly wounds Cassio and exits.


    In the bedchamber, Othello continues to urge a confession from Desdemona. She defends herself until the last, but is eventually smothered by her husband. Emilia, arriving at the bedchamber to inform Othello of the attack on Cassio, discovers the murder and begins to admonish Othello for it. She proclaims Desdemona’s absolute innocence and the injustice of Othello’s crime. As Othello outlines the “proof” of Desdemona’s guilt, particularly the handkerchief, Emilia begins to piece together her husband’s part in the tragedy. When she reveals his guilt, Iago stabs her, leaving her to die beside her mistress. Finally, as the full cast of characters assembles in the bedchamber, Othello begs Cassio’s forgiveness and kills himself.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    OTHELLO


    Othello is a popular general in the Venetian army, renowned for his skill and bravery. He is also the play’s only black character and is often described as “the Moor”, suggesting Arabic or North African heritage. Everything we hear about Othello’s history suggests a life of adventure, intrigue and tribulations. His tales appealed to Brabantio and Desdemona alike, confirming that he is a compelling storyteller who inspires interest and empathy. At the start of the play, he is totally devoted to Desdemona and particularly admires her beauty and gentleness. He even treats her with something approaching equality; he invites her to speak for herself in the presence of the Duke, unlike her father Brabantio, who presumes to speak for her. As the play continues, however, Iago’s insinuations drive him into a downward spiral of irrational behaviour. His breakdown reveals insecurities about his age and race, as he repeatedly questions why Desdemona would have chosen him over a young, wealthy Venetian noble.


    Othello is an incredibly eloquent hero, who is confident in his reputation and believes his virtues will shield him from ill-wishers. When he is confronted by the enraged Brabantio, for example, he responds calmly and politely, repeatedly urging diplomacy over violence. When he comprehends his mistake at the end of the play, the realisation leaves him utterly broken. However, he makes one final attempt to repair his reputation in the eyes of the nobles who are present, as well as attempting to doctor the image of himself that will be presented in the future.


    DESDEMONA


    Desdemona is the beautiful and assertive daughter of Brabantio. She is presented as an active participant in the courtship process, seeking out private audiences with the valiant general Othello and offering sympathy for his plight. She is forthright and witty, defending her marriage before the Duke, asserting her own desires, bantering with Iago in Cyprus, and pleading Cassio’s case to her increasingly perturbed husband. Her persistence becomes her downfall, as Iago encourages Othello to interpret her advocacy for Cassio as evidence of her infidelity. Some readers have argued that her character is inconsistent, as she submits to Othello’s increasingly irrational outrage with very little resistance.


    IAGO


    The 28-year-old Iago presents himself as a hardy man of war in comparison to the younger, and apparently naïve and bookish, Cassio. He is motivated by an all-consuming jealousy which – at least initially – seems to be motivated by Othello’s choice of Cassio for the position of lieutenant. Over the course of the play he hints at further motivations, suggesting that both Othello and Cassio may have slept with his wife Emilia. A devious and malicious villain, he is an adept deceiver who is very capable of playing the part of a jovial entertainer when necessary; for example, he banters with Desdemona as they await Othello’s ship and leads drinking songs at the feast in Cyprus. He also plays the part of sympathetic counsellor to Othello, Cassio and Desdemona and is repeatedly described


    EMILIA


    

    CASSIO


    

    RODERIGO


    

    BRABANTIO
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