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      Context

      
      The most influential writer in
         all of English literature, William Shakespeare was born in 1564 to
         a successful middle-class glove-maker in Stratford-upon-Avon, England.
         Shakespeare attended grammar school, but his formal education proceeded
         no further. In 1582 he married an older woman,
         Anne Hathaway, and had three children with her. Around 1590 he
         left his family behind and traveled to London to work as an actor
         and playwright. Public and critical acclaim quickly followed, and
         Shakespeare eventually became the most popular playwright in England
         and part-owner of the Globe Theater. His career bridged the reigns
         of Elizabeth I (ruled 1558–1603) and James
         I (ruled 1603–1625), and he was a favorite
         of both monarchs. Indeed, James granted Shakespeare’s company the
         greatest possible compliment by bestowing upon its members the title
         of King’s Men. Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford
         and died in 1616 at the age of fifty-two.
         At the time of Shakespeare’s death, literary luminaries such as
         Ben Jonson hailed his works as timeless.
      

      
      Shakespeare’s works were collected and printed in various
         editions in the century following his death, and by the early eighteenth century
         his reputation as the greatest poet ever to write in English was
         well established. The unprecedented admiration garnered by his works
         led to a fierce curiosity about Shakespeare’s life, but the dearth
         of biographical information has left many details of Shakespeare’s
         personal history shrouded in mystery. Some people have concluded
         from this fact and from Shakespeare’s modest education that Shakespeare’s
         plays were actually written by someone else—Francis Bacon and the
         Earl of Oxford are the two most popular candidates—but the support
         for this claim is overwhelmingly circumstantial, and the theory
         is not taken seriously by many scholars.
      

      
      In the absence of credible evidence to the contrary, Shakespeare must
         be viewed as the author of the thirty-seven plays and 154 sonnets
         that bear his name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A
         number of Shakespeare’s plays seem to have transcended even the category
         of brilliance, becoming so influential as to affect profoundly the
         course of Western literature and culture ever after.
      

      
      Othello was first performed by the King’s
         Men at the court of King James I on November 1, 1604.
         Written during Shakespeare’s great tragic period, which also included
         the composition of Hamlet (1600), King
            Lear (1604–5), Macbeth (1606),
         and Antony and Cleopatra (1606–7), Othello is
         set against the backdrop of the wars between Venice and Turkey that
         raged in the latter part of the sixteenth century. Cyprus, which
         is the setting for most of the action, was a Venetian outpost attacked
         by the Turks in 1570 and conquered the following
         year. Shakespeare’s information on the Venetian-Turkish conflict
         probably derives from The History of the Turks by
         Richard Knolles, which was published in England in the autumn of 1603.
         The story of Othello is also derived from another source—an
         Italian prose tale written in 1565 by Giovanni
         Battista Giraldi Cinzio (usually referred to as Cinthio). The original
         story contains the bare bones of Shakespeare’s plot: a Moorish general
         is deceived by his ensign into believing his wife is unfaithful.
         To Cinthio’s story Shakespeare added supporting characters such
         as the rich young dupe Roderigo and the outraged and grief-stricken
         Brabanzio, Desdemona’s father. Shakespeare compressed the action into
         the space of a few days and set it against the backdrop of military
         conflict. And, most memorably, he turned the ensign, a minor villain,
         into the arch-villain Iago.
      

      
      The question of Othello’s exact race is open to some debate.
         The word Moor now refers to the Islamic Arabic inhabitants of North Africa
         who conquered Spain in the eighth century, but the term was used
         rather broadly in the period and was sometimes applied to Africans
         from other regions. George Abbott, for example, in his A Brief
            Description of the Whole World of 1599,
         made distinctions between “blackish Moors” and “black Negroes”;
         a 1600 translation of John Leo’s The
            History and Description of Africa distinguishes “white
         or tawny Moors” of the Mediterranean coast of Africa from the “Negroes
         or black Moors” of the south. Othello’s darkness or blackness is
         alluded to many times in the play, but Shakespeare and other Elizabethans
         frequently described brunette or darker than average Europeans as
         black. The opposition of black and white imagery that runs throughout Othello is
         certainly a marker of difference between Othello and his European
         peers, but the difference is never quite so racially specific as
         a modern reader might imagine it to be.
      

      
      While Moor characters abound on the Elizabethan and Jacobean stage,
         none are given so major or heroic a role as Othello. Perhaps the
         most vividly stereotypical black character of the period is Aaron, the
         villain of Shakespeare’s early play Titus Andronicus. The
         antithesis of Othello, Aaron is lecherous, cunning, and vicious;
         his final words are: “If one good deed in all my life I did / I
         do repent it to my very soul” (Titus Andronicus, V.iii.188–189).
         Othello, by contrast, is a noble figure of great authority, respected
         and admired by the duke and senate of Venice as well as by those
         who serve him, such as Cassio, Montano, and Lodovico. Only Iago
         voices an explicitly stereotypical view of Othello, depicting him
         from the beginning as an animalistic, barbarous, foolish outsider.
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      Othello begins on
         a street in Venice, in the midst of an argument between Roderigo,
         a rich man, and Iago. Roderigo has been paying Iago to help him
         in his suit to Desdemona. But Roderigo has just learned that Desdemona
         has married Othello, a general whom Iago begrudgingly serves as
         ensign. Iago says he hates Othello, who recently passed him over
         for the position of lieutenant in favor of the inexperienced soldier
         Michael Cassio.
      

      
      Unseen, Iago and Roderigo cry out to Brabanzio that his
         daughter Desdemona has been stolen by and married to Othello, the Moor.
         Brabanzio finds that his daughter is indeed missing, and he gathers
         some officers to find Othello. Not wanting his hatred of Othello
         to be known, Iago leaves Roderigo and hurries back to Othello before
         Brabanzio sees him. At Othello’s lodgings, Cassio arrives with an
         urgent message from the duke: Othello’s help is needed in the matter
         of the imminent Turkish invasion of Cyprus. Not long afterward,
         Brabanzio arrives with Roderigo and others, and accuses Othello
         of stealing his daughter by witchcraft. When he finds out that Othello
         is on his way to speak with the duke, -Brabanzio decides to go along
         and accuse Othello before the assembled senate.
      

      
      Brabanzio’s plan backfires. The duke and senate are very
         sympathetic toward Othello. Given a chance to speak for himself,
         Othello explains that he wooed and won Desdemona not by witchcraft
         but with the stories of his adventures in travel and war. The duke
         finds Othello’s explanation convincing, and Desdemona herself enters
         at this point to defend her choice in marriage and to announce to
         her father that her allegiance is now to her husband. Brabanzio
         is frustrated, but acquiesces and allows the senate meeting to resume.
         The duke says that Othello must go to Cyprus to aid in the defense against
         the Turks, who are headed for the island. Desdemona insists that
         she accompany her husband on his trip, and preparations are made
         for them to depart that night.
      

      
      In Cyprus the following day, two gentlemen stand on the
         shore with Montano, the governor of Cyprus. A third gentleman arrives and
         reports that the Turkish fleet has been wrecked in a storm at sea. Cassio,
         whose ship did not suffer the same fate, arrives soon after, followed
         by a second ship carrying Iago, Roderigo, Desdemona, and Emilia,
         Iago’s wife. Once they have landed, Othello’s ship is sighted, and
         the group goes to the harbor. As they wait for Othello, Cassio greets
         Desdemona by clasping her hand. Watching them, Iago tells the audience
         that he will use “as little a web as this” hand-holding to ensnare
         Cassio (II.i.169).
      

      
      Othello arrives, greets his wife, and announces
         that there will be reveling that evening to celebrate Cyprus’s safety
         from the Turks. Once everyone has left, Roderigo complains to Iago
         that he has no chance of breaking up Othello’s marriage. Iago assures Roderigo
         that as soon as Desdemona’s “blood is made dull with the act of
         sport,” she will lose interest in Othello and seek sexual satisfaction
         elsewhere (II.i.222). However, Iago warns
         that “elsewhere” will likely be with Cassio. Iago counsels Roderigo
         that he should cast Cassio into disgrace by starting a fight with
         Cassio at the evening’s revels. In a soliloquy, Iago explains to
         the audience that eliminating Cassio is the first crucial step in
         his plan to ruin Othello. That night, Iago gets Cassio drunk and
         then sends Roderigo to start a fight with him. Apparently provoked
         by Roderigo, Cassio chases Roderigo across the stage. Governor Montano
         attempts to hold Cassio down, and Cassio stabs him. Iago sends Roderigo
         to raise alarm in the town.
      

      
      The alarm is rung, and Othello, who had left
         earlier with plans to consummate his marriage, soon arrives to still
         the commotion. When Othello demands to know who began the fight,
         Iago feigns reluctance to implicate his “friend” Cassio, but he
         ultimately tells the whole story. Othello then strips Cassio of
         his rank of lieutenant. Cassio is extremely upset, and he laments
         to Iago, once everyone else has gone, that his reputation has been
         ruined forever. Iago assures Cassio that he can get back into Othello’s good
         graces by using Desdemona as an intermediary. In a soliloquy, Iago
         tells us that he will frame Cassio and Desdemona as lovers to make
         -Othello jealous.
      

      
      In an attempt at reconciliation, Cassio sends some musicians
         to play beneath Othello’s window. Othello, however, sends his clown to
         tell the musicians to go away. Hoping to arrange a meeting with Desdemona,
         Cassio asks the clown, a peasant who serves Othello, to send Emilia
         to him. After the clown departs, Iago passes by and tells Cassio
         that he will get Othello out of the way so that Cassio can speak
         privately with Desdemona. Othello, Iago, and a gentleman go to examine
         some of the town’s fortifications.
      

      
      Desdemona is quite sympathetic to Cassio’s request and
         promises that she will do everything she can to make Othello forgive
         his former lieutenant. As Cassio is about to leave, Othello and
         Iago return. Feeling uneasy, Cassio leaves without talking to Othello. Othello
         inquires whether it was Cassio who just parted from his wife, and
         Iago, beginning to kindle Othello’s fire of jealousy, replies, “No,
         sure, I cannot think it, / That he would steal away so guilty-like,
         / Seeing your coming” (III.iii.37–39).
      

      
      Othello becomes upset and moody, and Iago furthers his
         goal of removing both Cassio and Othello by suggesting that Cassio
         and Desdemona are involved in an affair. Desdemona’s entreaties
         to Othello to reinstate Cassio as lieutenant add to Othello’s almost immediate
         conviction that his wife is unfaithful. After Othello’s conversation
         with Iago, Desdemona comes to call Othello to supper and finds him
         feeling unwell. She offers him her handkerchief to wrap around his
         head, but he finds it to be “[t]oo little” and lets it drop to the
         floor (III.iii.291). Desdemona and Othello
         go to dinner, and Emilia picks up the handkerchief, mentioning to
         the audience that Iago has always wanted her to steal it for him.
      

      
      Iago is ecstatic when Emilia gives him the handkerchief,
         which he plants in Cassio’s room as “evidence” of his affair with
         Desdemona. When Othello demands “ocular proof” (III.iii.365)
         that his wife is unfaithful, Iago says that he has seen Cassio “wipe
         his beard” (III.iii.444) with Desdemona’s
         handkerchief—the first gift Othello ever gave her. Othello vows
         to take vengeance on his wife and on Cassio, and Iago vows that
         he will help him. When Othello sees Desdemona later that evening,
         he demands the handkerchief of her, but she tells him that she does
         not have it with her and attempts to change the subject by continuing
         her suit on Cassio’s behalf. This drives Othello into a further
         rage, and he storms out. Later, Cassio comes onstage, wondering
         about the handkerchief he has just found in his chamber. He is greeted
         by Bianca, a prostitute, whom he asks to take the handkerchief and
         copy its embroidery for him.
      

      
      Through Iago’s machinations, Othello becomes so consumed
         by jealousy that he falls into a trance and has a fit of epilepsy.
         As he writhes on the ground, Cassio comes by, and Iago tells him
         to come back in a few minutes to talk. Once Othello recovers, Iago
         tells him of the meeting he has planned with Cassio. He instructs
         Othello to hide nearby and watch as Iago extracts from Cassio the
         story of his affair with Desdemona. While Othello stands out of
         earshot, Iago pumps Cassio for information about Bianca, causing
         Cassio to laugh and confirm Othello’s suspicions. Bianca herself
         then enters with Desdemona’s handkerchief, reprimanding Cassio for
         making her copy out the embroidery of a love token given to him
         by another woman. When Desdemona enters with Lodovico and Lodovico subsequently
         gives Othello a letter from Venice calling him home and instating
         Cassio as his replacement, Othello goes over the edge, striking
         Desdemona and then storming out.
      

      
      That night, Othello accuses Desdemona of being
         a whore. He ignores her protestations, seconded by Emilia, that
         she is innocent. Iago assures Desdemona that Othello is simply upset
         about matters of state. Later that night, however, Othello ominously tells
         Desdemona to wait for him in bed and to send Emilia away. Meanwhile,
         Iago assures the still-complaining Roderigo that everything is going
         as planned: in order to prevent Desdemona and Othello from leaving,
         Roderigo must kill Cassio. Then he will have a clear avenue to his
         love.
      

      
      Iago instructs Roderigo to ambush Cassio, but
         Roderigo misses his mark and Cassio wounds him instead. Iago wounds Cassio
         and runs away. When Othello hears Cassio’s cry, he assumes that
         Iago has killed Cassio as he said he would. Lodovico and Graziano
         enter to see what the commotion is about. Iago enters shortly thereafter
         and flies into a pretend rage as he “discovers” Cassio’s assailant
         Roderigo, whom he murders. Cassio is taken to have his wound dressed.
      

      
      Meanwhile, Othello stands over his sleeping
         wife in their bedchamber, preparing to kill her. Desdemona wakes
         and attempts to plead with Othello. She asserts her innocence, but
         Othello smothers her. Emilia enters with the news that Roderigo
         is dead. Othello asks if Cassio is dead too and is mortified when
         Emilia says he is not. After crying out that she has been murdered,
         Desdemona changes her story before she dies, claiming that she has committed
         suicide. Emilia asks Othello what happened, and Othello tells her
         that he has killed Desdemona for her infidelity, which Iago brought
         to his attention.
      

      
      Montano, Graziano, and Iago come into the room. Iago attempts to
         silence Emilia, who realizes what Iago has done. At first, Othello insists
         that Iago has told the truth, citing the handkerchief as evidence.
         Once Emilia tells him how she found the handkerchief and gave it
         to Iago, Othello is crushed and begins to weep. He tries to kill Iago
         but is disarmed. Iago kills Emilia and flees, but he is caught by Lodovico
         and Montano, who return holding Iago captive. They also bring Cassio,
         who is now in a chair because of his wound. Othello wounds Iago
         and is disarmed. Lodovico tells Othello that he must come with them
         back to Venice to be tried. Othello makes a speech about how he
         would like to be remembered, then kills himself with a sword he
         had hidden on his person. The play closes with a speech by Lodovico.
         He gives Othello’s house and goods to Graziano and orders that Iago
         be executed.
      

   
      Character List

      
      
         Othello - 	The
            play’s protagonist and hero. A Christian Moor and general of the
            armies of Venice, Othello is an eloquent and physically powerful
            figure, respected by all those around him. In spite of his elevated
            status, he is nevertheless easy prey to insecurities because of
            his age, his life as a soldier, and his race. He possesses a “free and
            open nature,” which his ensign Iago uses to twist his love for his
            wife, Desdemona, into a powerful and destructive jealousy (I.iii.381).
         

      

      
      
         Desdemona	 - The
            daughter of the Venetian senator Brabanzio. Desdemona and Othello
            are secretly married before the play begins. While in many ways
            stereotypically pure and meek, Desdemona is also determined and
            self-possessed. She is equally capable of defending her marriage,
            jesting bawdily with Iago, and responding with dignity to Othello’s
            incomprehensible jealousy.
         

      

      
      
         Iago	 - Othello’s
            ensign (a job also known as an ancient or standard-bearer), and
            the villain of the play. Iago is twenty-eight years old. While his
            ostensible reason for desiring Othello’s demise is that he has been
            passed over for promotion to lieutenant, Iago’s motivations are
            never very clearly expressed and seem to originate in an obsessive,
            almost aesthetic delight in manipulation and destruction.
         

      

      
      
         Michael Cassio - 	Othello’s
            lieutenant. Cassio is a young and inexperienced soldier, whose high
            position is much resented by Iago. Truly devoted to Othello, Cassio
            is extremely ashamed after being implicated in a drunken brawl on
            Cyprus and losing his place as lieutenant. Iago uses Cassio’s youth,
            good looks, and friendship with Desdemona to play on Othello’s insecurities
            about Desdemona’s fidelity.
         

      

      
      
         Emilia	 - Iago’s
            wife and Desdemona’s attendant. A cynical, worldly woman, she is
            deeply attached to her mistress and distrustful of her husband.
         

      

      
      
         Roderigo	 - A
            jealous suitor of Desdemona. Young, rich, and foolish, Roderigo
            is convinced that if he gives Iago all of his money, Iago will help
            him win Desdemona’s hand. Repeatedly frustrated as Othello marries Desdemona
            and then takes her to Cyprus, Roderigo is ultimately desperate enough
            to agree to help Iago kill Cassio after Iago points out that Cassio
            is another potential rival for Desdemona.
         

      

      
      
         Bianca	 - A
            courtesan, or prostitute, in Cyprus. Bianca’s 
            favorite customer is Cassio, who teases her with promises of marriage.
         

      

      
      
         Brabanzio	 - Desdemona’s
            father, a somewhat blustering and self-important Venetian senator.
            As a friend of Othello, Brabanzio feels betrayed when the general
            marries his daughter in secret.
         

      

      
      
         Duke of Venice - 	The
            official authority in Venice, the duke has great respect for Othello
            as a public and military servant. His primary role within the play
            is to reconcile Othello and Brabanzio in Act I, scene iii, and then
            to send Othello to Cyprus.
         

      

      
      
         Montano	 - The
            governor of Cyprus before Othello. We see him first in Act II, as
            he recounts the status of the war and awaits the Venetian ships. 
         

      

      
      
         Lodovico	 - One
            of Brabanzio’s kinsmen, Lodovico acts as a messenger from Venice
            to Cyprus. He arrives in Cyprus in Act IV with letters announcing
            that Othello has been replaced by Cassio as governor.
         

      

      
      
         Graziano	 - Brabanzio’s
            kinsman who accompanies Lodovico to Cyprus. Amidst the chaos of
            the final scene, Graziano mentions that Desdemona’s father has died.
         

      

      
      
         Clown	 - Othello’s
            servant. Although the clown appears only in two short scenes, his
            appearances reflect and distort the action and words of the main
            plots: his puns on the word “lie” in Act III, scene iv, for example,
            anticipate Othello’s confusion of two meanings of that word in Act
            IV, scene i.
         

      

   
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         Othello

         
         Beginning with the opening lines of the play, Othello
            remains at a distance from much of the action that concerns and
            affects him. Roderigo and Iago refer ambiguously to a “he” or “him”
            for much of the first scene. When they begin to specify whom they
            are talking about, especially once they stand beneath Brabanzio’s
            window, they do so with racial epithets, not names. These include
            “the Moor” (I.i.57), “the thick-lips” (I.i.66),
            “an old black ram” (I.i.88), and “a Barbary
            horse” (I.i.113). Although Othello appears
            at the beginning of the second scene, we do not hear his name until
            well into Act I, scene iii (I.iii.48). Later,
            Othello’s will be the last of the three ships to arrive at Cyprus
            in Act II, scene i; Othello will stand apart while Cassio and Iago
            supposedly discuss Desdemona in Act IV, scene i; and Othello will
            assume that Cassio is dead without being present when the fight
            takes place in Act V, scene i. Othello’s status as an outsider may
            be the reason he is such easy prey for Iago.
         

         
         Although Othello is a cultural and racial outsider in
            Venice, his skill as a soldier and leader is nevertheless valuable
            and necessary to the state, and he is an integral part of Venetian
            civic society. He is in great demand by the duke and senate, as
            evidenced by Cassio’s comment that the senate “sent about three
            several quests” to look for Othello (I.ii.46).
            The Venetian government trusts Othello enough to put him in full
            martial and political command of Cyprus; indeed, in his dying speech,
            Othello reminds the Venetians of the “service” he has done their
            state (V.ii.348).
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