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Introduction to  

Shakespeare’s Othello 

Then must you speak  

Of one that loved not wisely, but too well… 



William Shakespeare 
 Born in April 1564 in Stratford-

on-Avon 
 

 Received a classical education 
including Latin, Greek, history, 
math, astronomy, and music 
 

 Most likely began as an actor 
 

 Wrote 38 plays, including 
comedies, histories, tragedies, 
and romances 

 

 Wrote 4 lengthy poems and a 
sonnet cycle 

  



Tragedy 

 A serious play representing the disastrous downfall 
of the hero  

 Achieves a catharsis by arousing pity and terror in 
the audience  

 Hero is led into fatal calamity by hamartia (tragic 
flaw or error) which often takes the form of hubris 
(excessive pride leading to divine retribution 

 Tragic effect depends upon audience’s awareness of 
the admirable qualities of the hero which are wasted 
in the disaster  



Classical Tragic Hero  

 The tragic hero is a good man, important to society 

 The hero suffers a fall brought about by something 

in his nature 

 The fall provokes the emotions of pity and fear in 

the reader  

 The tragic character comes to some kind of 

understanding or new recognition of what has 

happened 

 



Tragic Flaw  

  Defect of character that leads to  

  the hero’s disastrous downfall 



FOUR MAJOR TRAGEDIES 

SHAKESPEAREAN TRAGEDY 

BY A.C. BRADLEY 

• OTHELLO 

• HAMLET 

• MACBETH 

• KING LEAR 



Othello Terminology: Moor  
 Muslim person of Arab and 

Berber descent from 
northwest Africa 

 Moors invaded Spain and 
established a civilization in 
Andalusia lasting from the 
8th -- 15th centuries  

 Term Moor comes from the 
Greek work mauros 
meaning dark or very black 

 In Renaissance drama, 
Moors often symbolized 
something other than 
human - and often, indeed, 
something devilish.   



Othello Terminology: Cuckold 

 a man whose wife is unfaithful to him  

 Represented with horns growing out of his 
forehead 

   

  “That cuckold lives in bliss 

  Who, certain of his fate, loves not his wronger;  

  But O, what damned minutes tells he o’er 

  Who dotes, yet doubts; suspects, yet strongly loves!”  

       (3.3.197-200) 

 

  “I have a pain upon my forehead, here” (326). 



Othello: A Tragedy  

 Written in 1604 

 One of the major tragedies -- after Hamlet and 

before King Lear and Macbeth  

 Fascination with evil  

 Study the devastating effects of the deadly 

sins of the spirit: ambitious pride, ingratitude, 

wrath, jealousy and vengeful hate 



Othello: Setting   

 Journey from 
Venice, Italy to 
Cyprus 

 

 Venice = order, 
rule of reason ?  

 

 Cyprus = disorder, 
rule of passion ?  

 



 Othello A Moor (an African), a general in the defense forces of the city state of 

Venice. 

 

 Iago Othello's ancient (captain) in the Venetian defense forces. He had hoped for 

promotion, but Othello passed over him in favor of Cassio, and Iago works revenge 

on them both. 

 

 Desdemona A noble Venetian lady, daughter of Brabantio. She organizes her life 

intelligently and shows courage, love, and loyalty in following her husband into 

danger. 

 

 Brabantio A Venetian Senator, Desdemona's father. He is angry at his daughter's 

choice of husband but can do nothing once the marriage has taken place, and the 

Venetian Senate has accepted it. He warns Othello that Desdemona is a clever 

deceiver. 

 

 Roderigo A Venetian nobleman in love with Desdemona.  

 

Character List 



Character List 

 Cassio Othello's lieutenant in the Venetian defense forces. 

 

 Bianca A courtesan (prostitute), in love with Cassio. She is skilled in needlework 

and agrees to copy the handkerchief that Cassio gives her. 

 

 Emilia Desdemona's lady-in-waiting and Iago's wife. 

 The Duke of Venice The leader of the governing body of the city state of Venice.  

 

 Gratiano Brabantio's brother. He and Lodovico find Cassio wounded after 

Roderigo stabs him in the drunken brawl.  

 

 Lodovico Desdemona's cousin. After the death of Desdemona, Lodovico questions 

Othello and Cassio together, thus revealing the truth.  

 

 Montano Othello's predecessor as the governor of Cyprus. He is Othello's friend 

and loyal supporter.   



Act and Scene 

No. of Act No. of Scene 

Act I Three 

Act II Three 

Act III Four 

Act IV 

 

Three 

Act V Two 
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Othello: Poetic Images 
 Focused on the natural world  

 Most important pattern – contrast 
of light and dark, black and white  

 One cluster is domestic and 
animal: goats, monkeys, wolves, 
baboons, guinea hens, wildcats, 
spiders, flies, asses, dogs, horses, 
sheep, serpents, and toads 

 Other images include green-eyed 
monsters, devils, poisons, money 
purses, tarnished jewels, music 
untuned, and light extinguished 



Othello: The Villain  
 Delights in evil for its own sake 

 Conscienceless, sinister, and amused by his own 
cunning 

 Related to Vice, the figure of personified evil, from 
the medieval morality play whose role is to win 
Humankind away from virtue and corrupt him with 
worldly enticements  

 Takes audience into his confidence, boasts in 
soliloquy of his cleverness, exults in the triumph of 
evil, and improvises plans with daring and 
resourcefulness 

 



Othello: Thematic Ideas  
 

 Nature of love and marriage 

 Nature of jealousy  

 Nature and use of language 

 Male mistrust of women 

 Deception / Honesty  

 Importance of reputation   

 



The Plot 

 The plot is simple. A man, disappointed of promotion which 

he thought he had a right to expect, determines on revenge 

and in part secures it.  

 By a series of careful moves he persuaded the General 

(Othello) of the adultery of the General's wife (Desdemona) 

with the lieutenant (Cassio) who has been promoted ahead of 

him.  

 As a result, the general first kills his wife then himself, but 

the ensign (Iago) fails in the second part of his design, since 

the plot is disclosed.  



The Plot 

Cassio receives yet a further promotion and Iago is left facing 

trial and torture. The plot "scheme" is concerned with one of 

the strangest and most distressing of human emotions - 

jealousy - and this is what makes the plot powerful. 



Quotes about Jealousy  

 Love may be blind but jealousy has 20-20 vision. 

Anonymous 

 Jealousy is the jaundice of the soul. 

John Dryden 

 

 



Themes 

 The play’s central theme is love  

 destruction of love = hate  

 love and hate together arouse jealousy.  

 The central conflict is between men and women and 

this is presented through a series of parallel and 

contrasting couples. 

 Desdemona/Othello, Emilia/Iago, Bianca/Cassio and 

a number of fantasy couples:  

 Roderigo/Desdemona, Cassio/Desdemona, 

Othello/Emilia. 

 



Study Help Film Versions 

 Adaptations of Shakespeare's plays and other works have been featured in nearly 

500 films and/or videos world-wide. 

 In India Omkara is a 2006 Indian crime drama film adapted from William 

Shakespeare's Othello, co-written and directed by Vishal Bhardwaj. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crime_drama_film
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Drama_film
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Shakespeare
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Shakespeare
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Othello
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vishal_Bhardwaj
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