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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.
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