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  Introduction


  Beware the green-eyed monster. The phrase seems so much of the present, a breezy caution against a rampant vice. But what is now such an everyday idiom had its first outing in
  another age altogether. It has glowed emerald bright for more than four centuries from the pages of Othello , Act III Scene 3:


  
    
      
        
          
            O, beware, my lord, of jealousy;


            It is the green-eyed monster which doth mock


            The meat it feeds on

          

        

      

    

  


  The speaker is Iago, most malevolent of all Shakespeares villains, co-opting the allegory of the cat that torments its prey to warn Othello against the very sin he is inducing his
  unwitting master to commit: the delusion that his wife is betraying his love. Jealousy  insane, murderous jealousy  is at the heart of this remorseless tragedy.


  William Shakespeare wrote it mid-career in 160203, after Hamlet and before King Lear in the series of immortal tragedies he created in his late thirties and early
  forties. Like so many of the plays, Othello has an Italian setting, and is based on an Italian story. The source was Un


  Capitano Moro , a novella of 1565 by Giovanni Battista Giraldi, a poet and novelist who wrote under the penname Cinthio. The story, included in Cinthios Hecatommithi
  (100 myths), a collection of tales along similar lines to Boccaccios better-known Decameron of two centuries earlier. Some scholars have claimed that the Capitano was based
  on a series of actual crimes that took place in Venice in 1508. Whatever the case, Shakespeares version echoes the story quite closely, although Cinthios Moorish Captain is much more
  a villain of the piece. He does not murder Desdemona himself, but delegates the task to his ensign (Iago, who in Cinthios version is infatuated with, and rejected by, Desdemona) with whom he
  then conspires to cover up the crime by the unlikely means of collapsing a ceiling on to the body to make it appear she died accidentally. It not until after committing this foul deed that Othello
  and Iago embark on their mutual destruction. Desdemona (from Greek, meaning wretched, and thus doomed) is the only name lifted by Shakespeare from Cinthio. All other names in the cast of
  Othello , along with the key characters Brabantio and Roderigo, as well as some minor parts, appear to be of Shakespeares invention.


  The poetry and narrative drive of Othello are the recognizable signatures of the Bard. The story breathes rancour and revenge from the outset as Iago in the opening exchange of the
  play, night-time in a Venice street, pours out to Roderigo his resentment at being passed over for promotion by Othello, a commander in the army of the Republic. For his new lieutenant, the
  Moors choice is one Michael Cassio, a Florentine ... that never set a squadron in the field while he, Iago, had fought alongside Othello against the Turks at Rhodes and Cyprus
  and yet is left in the role of his Moorships ancient. Here, ancient means not an old man  Iago later tells us he is only twenty-eight  but an ensign, the lowest
  commissioned military rank.


  Iagos self-regard (I know my price, I am worth no worse a place) and bitterness already betray his own flawed character. Roderigo might be taken in by the bile  he
  would rather be the Moors hangman than his ensign, he avers  but we now begin to suspect why Othello might have passed over this surly underling. Suspicion turns to certainty as Iago
  moves seamlessly into revenge mode. He will deceive his master without scruple:


  
    
      
        
          
            ... I will wear my heart upon my sleeve


            For daws to peck at: I am not what I am.

          

        

      

    

  


  Iago knows Othello has secretly married Desdemona, and urges Roderigo, her unrequited suitor, to injure the Moor by revealing the news to her father Brabantio, a powerful senator. Rouse
  him: make after him, poison his delight, Iago says, and Roderigo eagerly obliges, shouting up at the senators window. When Brabantio appears, and demands to know who Iago is, the
  profane wretch (as Brabantio has already called him for earlier insinuations) blithely tells him:


  
    
      
        
          
            I am one, sir, that comes to tell you your daughter and the Moor are now making the beast with two backs.

          

        

      

    

  


  Its one of the nastiest rejoinders in all of Shakespeare, and fit to make audiences gasp. Thus, all in Act I Scene 1, do we make the acquaintance of the villain and his intentions, and
  begin the roller-coaster ride that this fearsome play turns out to be.


  The setting for the play was topical in its own time. The main action takes part in Cyprus rather than Venice, as Othello is sent to the island to lead the forces of the Republic against an
  imminent invasion by the Ottomites. This is, in fact, a partial replay of the actual events that had taken place thirty years earlier in 1570. Cyprus became part of the Venetian
  Empire in 1489, and was constantly raided by the Ottoman Turks, who considered this offshore outpost a threat to their trade and security.


  The Turks finally got a foothold in 1570 by capturing the capital city, Nicosia, amid terrible bloodshed. But it was to be 1571 before the island fell wholly under Ottoman control, thanks to the
  resistance of the Venetian garrison at the port of Famagusta. Under the command of Captain-General Marco Antonio Bragadin, about 6,000 Venetian troops kept at bay an Ottoman force estimated at
  100,000, supported by 150 ships, for almost a year. Finally overwhelmed, Bragadin surrendered. His officers were hanged, and Bragadin himself was publicly tortured and flayed alive by his captors
  in the Famagusta docks. His skin was then stuffed with straw and the macabre figure paraded through the streets of the town before being dispatched to Istanbul for the delectation of the
  Sultan.


  This horrible incident would have been well-known to William Shakespeare, and he may have had Bragadin in mind when creating the courageous character of Othello, destined to face the Ottomans at
  Cyprus. But in the play no conflict ensues. By the time Othello, accompanied by his wife as well as his officers, reaches the island the Turkish fleet has been dispersed by a storm in a manner
  reminiscent of the fate of the Spanish Armada, much of which had foundered off the British coast in 1588. Not that the Ottoman navy was infallible. In October 1571, most of the fleet was destroyed
  by a Christian alliance, led by the Venetians, at Lepanto off the coast of Greece. This last great sea battle between oar-powered galleys effectively ended two centuries of Ottoman naval dominance
  in the eastern Mediterranean.


  In the play, while the Ottoman menace retreats, the lethal intentions of Iago take centre stage. Frustrated in his attempt to put Othello in bad blood with his father-in-law, whose rage at the
  elopement evaporated on learning from his daughter how her heart had been won, the ensign encourages the ever-biddable Roderigo to pursue Desdemona, assuring him she will tire of the Moor soon
  enough. And when he has packed Roderigo off to sell his lands in order to fund his hopeless suit, Iago begins to hatch a further plot, concerning his rival Cassio. On the one hand, he will
  insinuate to Othello that his handsome new lieutenant is too familiar with his wife. And on the other, he will tell Roderigo that Cassio is in love with Desdemona.


  All the while, Othello expresses his trust in his ensign. Honest Iago, he declares at every turn. Iago is most honest, he says on retiring with Desdemona to bed on
  the first night ashore at Cyprus and bidding goodnight to the ensign and Cassio. Iago immediately sets about getting the young lieutenant drunk, knowing he will lose control. He does, and starts a
  swordfight with Roderigo, all engineered by Iago, in which Montano, the Cyprus governor, intervenes and is wounded by Cassio. Othello, roused by the hubbub, is outraged and strips Cassio of is
  rank. But Iago is not satisfied. Taking the desolate Cassio aside, he persuades him to ask Desdemona to plead with the Moor for his reinstatement.


  It is an unrelenting vortex of evil, animated by Iagos searing soliloques of satisfaction with his progress, contemplation of his next wickedness, and self-congratulation on what he
  perceives to be the justice of his cause. Having convinced Cassio to make a fatal approach to Desdemona the next morning, he is wished by his victim Good night, honest Iago and turns
  to the audience:


  
    
      
        
          
            And whats he then that says I play the villain?


            When this advice is free I give and honest

          

        

      

    

  


  It is just one of numerous points in the play in which Iagos devilry veers perilously close to pantomime. To his reiterated claims that he is honest, any audience could be forgiven for
  shouting out Oh no youre not! Perhaps the playwright hoped they would.


  In Act III, Iago continues the inexorable process, persuading Othello of Desdemonas infidelity by spinning Cassios entirely innocent dealings with her into a fantasy of shameless
  trysting. Iago even resorts to claiming that sleeping next to Cassio one night but kept awake by a toothache, he had happened to hear the lieutenants nighttime ravings:


  
    
      
        
          
            In sleep I heard him say Sweet Desdemona,


            Let us be wary, let us hide our loves;


            And then, sir, would he gripe and wring my hand,


            Cry O sweet creature! and then kiss me hard,


            As if he pluckd up kisses by the roots


            That grew upon my lips: then laid his leg


            Over my thigh, and sighd, and kissd; and then


            Cried Cursed fate that gave thee to the Moor!

          

        

      

    

  


  It is one of the moments of the play in which we might ask, who does Iago think hes kidding? Othello is an intelligent man of the world in love with his wife. He must be fully aware that
  his ensign might resent the officer who was promoted over his head. He has seen no material evidence of an affair. But he believes this fantastic sleeptalking story: O monstrous!
  monstrous! he howls.


  Is it a flaw in Shakespeares characterization of the Moor that he renders him so gullible? We can all draw our own conclusions, of course, and scholars have argued unendingly over the
  matter of whether Othello is paranoid on account of his race, a fantasist or a fool, a masochist or a maniac. Iago, for his own part, does not seem to think Othello is any of these. He even doubts
  whether he can count on corrupting the marriage:


  
    
      
        
          
            The Moor, howbeit that I endure him not,


            Is of a constant, loving, noble nature,


            And I dare think hell prove to Desdemona


            A most dear husband.

          

        

      

    

  


  But the villain does not let this reluctant regard stand in his way. Othello has other weaknesses to exploit. Vanity comes into it. The great Cambridge literary critic F.R. Leavis famously
  opined that A habit of approving self-dramatisation is an essential element in Othellos make-up, and remains so at the very end . . . contemplating the spectacle of himself, Othello
  is overcome with the pathos of it.


  But Shakespeare does not, finally, rest the case wholly on Iagos wild inventions. In the ploy with the treasured handkerchief, unwittingly dropped by Desdemona, purloined for Iago by his
  blameless (if naive) wife Emilia and planted in Cassios quarters, the villain introduces what appears to be substantive proof of a relationship. In Act IV, as the handkerchief is produced by
  Cassios lover Bianca with the fatal words this is some minxs token, Desdemonas fate is sealed.


  The killing begins in Act V in a remorseless dnouement of the tragedy. It is neat that Roderigo, the first victim of Iagos wiles, becomes the first to realize he has been duped,
  and is the first to die, finished off by the villain before he can expose the crime. Now Othello tells Desdemona she will die, and is deaf to her pleas. Cassio, he says, has admitted adultery and
  will be dead before he can confess any further:


  
    
      
        
          
            No, his mouth is stoppd


            Honest Iago has taen order fort

          

        

      

    

  


  And so Desdemona is killed without knowing the truth. Emilia is next, stabbed by her husband after exposing his ruse with the handkerchief, and confronting Othello with the full horror of his
  misjudgement. The Moor, in his turn, dies knowing what he has done, but not why. Before he stabs himself, he claims to have been an honourable Murderer ... for nought I did in hate, but all
  in honour and demands to know from Iago what he has done to deserve it all. Iago shows no remorse:


  
    
      
        
          
            Demand me nothing: what you know, you know:


            From this time forth I never will speak word.

          

        

      

    

  


  In the final moments of the play, the guilt of Othello suddenly seems to match even that of the monstrous villain himself. Perhaps it is true. This is not a tragedy that ends on any kind of
  redemptive note, but the circle is certainly completed. In the modern post-catastrophe clich, lessons will be learned.


  The enduring appeal of the play must owe much to the message that jealousy is a dangerous motivator whose consequences can get rapidly out of control. The theme largely subsumes the difficult
  racist element in the play, which in modern times might have seriously diminshed its popularity.


  Since its first recorded performance, on 1November 1604 in the Banqueting House at Whitehall Palace in London, quite possibly with King James I in the audience, Othello has proved a
  perpetual attraction. It was staged regularly throughout the seventeenth century and in 1660 was seen at the Cockpit theatre by Samuel Pepys. Later in that year, a performance of the play by the
  Kings Company made history by featuring Margaret Hughes in the role of Desdemona. She was the first professional actress ever to appear, at least officially, in an English theatre.


  A new landmark was reached in 1833, when Ira Aldridge became the first black actor to appear in the title role on a London stage. America did not catch up until 1943 when Paul Robeson, who had
  first played Othello in London a decade earlier, with Peggy Ashcroft as Desdemona, finally appeared in a Broadway production with an otherwise all-white cast lead by Jos Ferrer as Iago.
  Hitherto in the US, thanks to peculiar race-relations customs, Othello had been performed only by casts comprising actors of one colour or the other. Robesons production ran to 296
  performances, the greatest number for any Shakespeare play ever staged on Broadway.


  Robeson, revered by audiences and critics alike for his portrayal of the Moor as well as for his other stage, singing and screen work, never filmed Othello . The first memorable movie
  was made by the cast who first performed the play at the National Theatre in London in 1964, lead by Sir Laurence Olivier with Frank Finlay as Iago and Maggie Smith as Desdemona. The film, released
  in 1965, was in effect a recording of the National Theatre version, and had a mixed reception from the critics, some of whom decried the casting of a white actor, however distinguished, in the
  title role. Elsewhere, praise was lavished, and Othello remains the only film to have received four acting nominations (those mentioned plus Joyce Redman as Emilia) for Oscars.


  The play has twice been adapted for major operas, first by Gioacchino Rossini in 1816. But Giuseppi Verdis Otello has eclipsed the former since its triumphant premire on
  the stage of La Scala, Milan, on 5 February, 1887. There are numerous critics who count Otello as Verdis masterpiece.


  In the present century, the play continues to be prolifically performed. It was filmed in 2007 with Laurence Fishburn as the Moor and Kenneth Branagh as Iago, and in 2009 a series of memorable
  performances was given by the popular British comedian Lenny Henry in the title role at the West Yorkshire Theatre in Leeds. The critics were enthusiastic. This is one of the most
  astonishing debuts in Shakespeare I have ever seen, wrote Charles Spencer in The Daily Telegraph . It is impossible to praise too highly Henrys courage in taking on so
  demanding and exposed a role, and then performing it with such authority and feeling.
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    CASSIO Madam, Ill take my leave.

  


  


  OTHELLO, THE MOOR

  OF VENICE


  DRAMATIS PERSONAE


  DUKE OF VENICE.


  BRABANTIO, a senator .


  OTHER SENATORS.


  GRATIANO, brother to a Brabantio .


  LODOVICO, kinsman to Brabantio.


  OTHELLO, a noble Moor in the service of the Venetian state .


  CASSIO, his lieutenant .


  IAGO, his ancient.


  RODERIGO, a Venetian gentleman .


  MONTANO, Othellos predecessor in the government of Cyprus .


  CLOWN, servant to Othello.


  DESDEMONA, daughter to Brabantio and wife to Othello.


  EMILIA, wife to Iago.


  BIANCA, mistress to Cassio.


  SAILOR, MESSENGER, HERALD, OFFICERS,


  GENTLEMEN, MUSICIANS, and ATTENDANTS.


  SCENE  Venice: a seaport in Cyprus .
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    BRABANTIO What is the reason of this terrible summons?

  


  ACT I


  SCENE I


  Venice. A street.


  Enter RODERIGO and IAGO.


  RODERIGO


  Tush, never tell me; I take it much unkindly


  That thou, Iago, who hast had my purse


  As if the strings were thine, shouldst know of this,


  IAGO


  Sblood, but you will not hear me:


  If ever I did dream of such a matter,


  Abhor me.


  RODERIGO


  Thou toldst me thou didst hold him in thy hate.


  IAGO


  Despise me, if I do not. Three great ones of the city,


  In personal suit to make me his lieutenant,


  Off-cappd to him:and, by the faith of man,


  I know my price, I am worth no worse a place:


  But he, as loving his own pride and purposes,


  Evades them, with a bombast circumstance


  Horribly stuffd with epithets of war;


  And, in conclusion,


  Nonsuits my mediators; for, Certes, says he,


  I have already chose my officer.


  And what was he?


  Forsooth, a great arithmetician,


  One Michael Cassio, a Florentine,


  A fellow almost damnd in a fair wife;


  That never set a squadron in the field,


  Nor the division of a battle knows


  More than a spinster; unless the bookish theoric,


  Wherein the toged consuls can propose


  As masterly as he: mere prattle, without practice,


  Is all his soldiership. But he, sir, had thelection:


  And Iof whom his eyes had seen the proof


  At Rhodes, at Cyprus, and on other grounds


  Christian and heathenmust be be-leed and calmd


  By debitor and creditor; this counter-caster,


  He, in good time, must his lieutenant be,


  And IGod bless the mark!his Moorships ancient.


  RODERIGO


  By heaven, I rather would have been his hangman.


  IAGO


  Why, theres no remedy; tis the curse of service,


  Preferment goes by letter and affection,


  And not by old gradation, where each second


  Stood heir to thfirst. Now, sir, be judge yourself,


  Whether I in any just term am affined


  To love the Moor.


  RODERIGO


  I would not follow him, then.


  IAGO


  O, sir, content you;


  I follow him to serve my turn upon him:


  We cannot all be masters, nor all masters


  Cannot be truly followd. You shall mark


  Many a duteous and knee-crooking knave,


  That, doting on his own obsequious bondage,


  Wears out his time, much like his masters ass,


  For naught but provender; and, when hes old, cashierd:


  Whip me such honest knaves. Others there are,


  Who, trimmd in forms and visages of duty,


  Keep yet their hearts attending on themselves;


  And, throwing but shows of service on their lords,


  Do well thrive by them, and, when they have lind their coats,


  Do themselves homage: these fellows have some soul;


  And such a one do I profess myself.


  For, sir,


  It is as sure as you are Roderigo,


  Were I the Moor, I would not be Iago:


  In following him, I follow but myself;


  Heaven is my judge, not I for love and duty,


  But seeming so, for my peculiar end:


  For when my outward action doth demonstrate


  The native act and figure of my heart


  In compliment extern, tis not long after


  But I will wear my heart upon my sleeve


  For daws to peck at: I am not what I am.


  RODERIGO


  What a full fortune does the thick-lips owe,


  If he can carryt thus!


  IAGO


  Call up her father,


  Rouse him:make after him, poison his delight,


  Proclaim him in the streets; incense her kinsmen:


  And though he in a fertile climate dwell,


  Plague him with flies; though that his joy be joy,


  Yet throw such changes of vexation ont,


  As it may lose some colour.


  RODERIGO


  Here is her fathers house; Ill call aloud.


  IAGO


  Do; with like timorous accent and dire yell


  As when, by night and negligence, the fire


  Is spied in populous cities.


  RODERIGO


  What, ho, Brabantio! Signior Brabantio, ho!


  IAGO


  Awake! what, ho, Brabantio! thieves! thieves! thieves!


  Look to your house, your daughter, and your bags!


  Thieves! thieves!


  BRABANTIO appears above, at a window.


  BRABANTIO


  What is the reason of this terrible summons?


  What is the matter there?


  RODERIGO


  Signior, is all your family within?


  IAGO


  Are your doors lockd?


  BRABANTIO


  Why, wherefore ask you this?


  IAGO


  Zounds, sir, y are robbd; for shame, put on your gown;


  Your heart is burst, you have lost half your soul;


  Even now, now, very now, an old black ram


  Is tupping your white ewe. Arise, arise;


  Awake the snorting citizens with the bell,


  Or else the devil will make a grandsire
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