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SERIES INTRODUCTION

The drama of Shakespeare and his contemporaries has remained at the very heart of English curricula internationally and the pedagogic needs surrounding this body of literature have grown increasingly complex as more sophisticated resources become available to scholars, tutors and students. This series aims to offer a clear picture of the critical and performative contexts of a range of chosen texts. In addition, each volume furnishes readers with invaluable insights into the landscape of current scholarly research as well as including new pieces of research by leading critics.

This series is designed to respond to the clearly identified needs of scholars, tutors and students for volumes which will bridge the gap between accounts of previous critical developments and performance history and an acquaintance with new research initiatives related to the chosen plays. Thus, our ambition is to offer innovative and challenging guides that will provide practical, accessible and thought-provoking analyses of early modern drama. Each volume is organized according to a progressive reading strategy involving introductory discussion, critical review and cutting-edge scholarly debate. It has been an enormous pleasure to work with so many dedicated scholars of early modern drama and we are sure that this series will encourage you to read 400-year-old playtexts with fresh eyes.

Andrew Hiscock and Lisa Hopkins
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TIMELINE

1564: Birth of William Shakespeare in Stratford-upon-Avon.

1565: Hecatommithi, by the Italian writer Giraldi Cinthio, is published. It contains a novella that is the principal source of Shakespeare’s Othello.

1567: Certaine Tragicall Discourses of Bandello, translated by Geoffrey Felton, is published. Discourse IV is a possible source of Shakespeare’s Othello.

1570–3: Turkish forces take Cyprus from Venice, despite suffering a significant defeat at sea by a navy resourced by Western European forces in the Battle of Lepanto (1571).

1584: A French translation of Cinthio’s novella appears; Shakespeare may have read it.

1592: A charter is issued that gives 53 London merchants a monopoly on English trade with Venice and Turkey. Shakespeare writes Titus Andronicus, which features a ‘coal-black’ and ‘thick-lipp’d’ villain (Aaron).

1599: Sir Lewis Lewkenor’s The Commonwealth and Government of Venice is published. It influences both Othello and The Merchant of Venice (1596–7). The latter play features a ‘tawny’ Moor.

1600: An ambassador of the King of Barbary arrives in London. Some scholars believe that this North African Moor may have been one possible model for Shakespeare’s Othello. In November, John Pory publishes an English translation of John Leo’s A Geographical Historie of Africa, which is believed to have influenced Shakespeare’s Othello. In late December, a charter gives 83 London merchants a monopoly on trade with Venice and Turkey.

1601: Philemon Holland’s English translation of Pliny’s Historie of the World appears and is a source for many details in Shakespeare’s Othello. Efforts are made to expel ‘negroes and blackamoors’ from England.

Late 1601–autumn 1604: Possible period of composition of Shakespeare’s Othello. Recent scholars tend to favour 1603–4.

1602: Efforts are made to return (to Barbary) a number of Moors serving on English ships.

1603: In March, Queen Elizabeth I dies. King James VI of Scotland becomes King James I of England. Richard Knolles’s Generall Historie of the Turkes is published, from which Shakespeare may have borrowed details for his play.

1603–18: Shakespeare’s Othello may possibly have been acted at the Globe, a public theatre, before its first recorded performance in late 1604 at the royal court. After 1604, it continued to be acted both at the open-air Globe and at the indoor Blackfriars theatres.

1604: The play receives its first recorded performance on 1 November at the royal banqueting house before King James.

1616: Shakespeare dies.

1618–42: Othello continues to be acted at the open-air Globe playhouse and at the indoor Blackfriars theatre until theatres in general are closed because of the Civil Wars.

1621: On 6 October, The Tragedie of Othello, the moore of Venice is registered on the Stationer’s Register for possible publication.

1622: A quarto (pamphlet-sized) edition of the play appears and is attributed to William Shakespeare.

1623: The play appears in a longer, revised edition as part of the First Folio of Shakespeare’s plays. This edition includes over a hundred and fifty more lines than the 1622 quarto. However, it also contains fewer stage directions than the quarto.

1630: A second quarto edition is published, based on the First Folio printing but including details from the first quarto edition.

1660–9: With the Restoration of the monarchy after the Civil Wars and Interregnum, theatres are reopened and Othello is one of many old plays revived and restaged. Performances occur during this period at The Cockpit, Drury Lane, and Bridges Street theatres. Nicholas Burt plays Othello; Iago is played by Walter Clunn and then Michael Mohun.

Circa 1674–82: The play is staged at the Drury Lane theatre with Charles Hart as Othello and Michael Mohun as Iago.

1682–1709: Thomas Betterton stars as Othello at Drury Lane, with Samuel Sandford as Iago until 1702.

1710–27: Barton Booth stars as Othello at Drury Lane.

1720–51: James Quin plays the title role at Lincoln’s Inn Fields, with Colley Cibber as Iago.

1734–77: Charles Maclin plays Iago, with James Quin as Othello at the Haymarket theatre.

1745–6: David Garrick plays Othello for three performances at Drury Lane.

1747–75: Spranger Barry plays Othello at Drury Lane, with a variety of Iagos and with Susanna Cibber as Desdemona.

1771–94: Robert Bensley stars as Iago at Covent Garden.

1780–5: John Henderson stars as Iago at Covent Garden.

1785–1805: J. P. Kemble plays the title role at Drury Lane, with Sarah Siddons as Desdemona.

1803: ‘Variorum’ editions of Shakespeare’s works begin to appear in the nineteenth century. Drawing upon a rich editorial tradition already established in the eighteenth century, they are designed to be detailed and scholarly.

1814–33: Edmund Kean plays Othello at Drury Lane, with various Iagos.

1816–51: W. C. Macready plays the title role, with various Iagos and Desdemonas at Covent Garden.

1826–71: Edwin Forrest plays Othello at the Bowery in New York.

1837–72: Samuel Phelps plays Othello at the Haymarket and at Sadler’s Wells.

1860–73: Edwin Booth plays Othello at two different theatres in New York.

1886: A New Variorum edition of Othello is published, with numerous scholarly annotations.

1886–1921: Frank Benson plays Othello in Stratford-upon-Avon.

1889: Giuseppe Verdi’s operatic version, Otello, appears.

1898: Ellen Terry plays Desdemona to Frank Cooper’s Othello in Fulham.

1902–99: Othello is regularly staged in such prominent locations as London, New York, Stratford-upon-Avon, Birmingham and Johannesburg, featuring a variety of actors and actresses.

1930: Paul Robeson, a black American actor, plays Othello in London, with Peggy Ashcroft as Desdemona.

1938: Ralph Richardson stars as Othello, with Laurence Olivier as Iago, in a production directed by Tyrone Guthrie at London’s Old Vic.

1943: The black actor Paul Robeson plays Othello in an immensely popular New York production.

1952: Orson Welles directs and stars in a film of the play.

1956: Richard Burton and John Neville alternate the roles of Othello and Iago at the Old Vic.

1964: Laurence Olivier plays Othello at the Old Vic, with Frank Finlay and Maggie Smith as Desdemona. This version is released as a film in 1965.

1980–90: Major international productions are staged practically every single year during this decade, featuring such notable Othellos as Paul Scofield, Anthony Hopkins (in a television production for the BBC), James Earl Jones, Ben Kingsley, John Kani and Willard White. Notable Iagos include Bob Hoskins, Christopher Plummer and Ian McKellen.

1990: Othello: An Annotated Bibliography (compiled by Margaret Lael Mikesell and Virginia Mason Vaughan) appears, covering fifty years of scholarship on the play.

1995: The first major film of the play with a black Othello (Laurence Fishburne) appears, with Kenneth Branagh as Iago.

2001: A television adaptation appears, starring Eamonn Walker and Christopher Eccleston.


Introduction

Robert C. Evans

Othello has always been seen as one of Shakespeare’s most important plays. It was the subject of more comments in the 1600s than any other Shakespearean tragedy, and today it can seem especially ‘relevant’. Long considered one of his major tragic dramas (along with Hamlet, King Lear and Macbeth), it has come to seem increasingly significant in the past few decades because of its treatment of such timely issues as race, gender, homoeroticism and domestic relations. In the centuries since its first performances, it has generated intense reactions from audiences, readers and critics of all sorts, and the intensity of interest in the play has never, perhaps, been greater than it is today. Not all critics have completely admired Othello, but most readers and playgoers have found the work exceptionally powerful, the latter sometimes reacting in highly emotional ways. It is the one play by Shakespeare that has been most often adapted and transformed by other writers.1

Of the four ‘great’ tragedies, Othello is usually seen as the least political and even the least philosophical but also as the most domestic and personal. Othello, after all, is not a royal personage (unlike the lead characters in the other tragedies just mentioned). He was not even born in Venice but is instead an outsider, a hired hand, a highly competent and respected mercenary. Although the play’s first act suggests that battles and martial heroism may prove to be the work’s major themes, instead the
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