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WHGC Discussion: Othello 
      Cindy Totten      February 6, 2012 

 
“PCPA Theaterfest Presents Othello: A Study Guide for Educators” (pp. 8+) 
http://www.pcpa.org/pdf/Othello%20TG.cwk%20(WP).pdf 
 
***Caveat: This study guide relies heavily on Spark Notes, but it may be useful as an 
overall review of the play.*** 
 
Extensive study guide for Othello, including a detailed scene-by-scene synopsis; 
background on Shakespeare; list of Shakespeare plays; discussion of themes, motifs, and 
symbols; explanation of important quotations; discussion questions; essay questions; a 
multiple choice quiz; a matching quiz; and suggestions for further reading. Produced in 
2008. Inspired by Indiana Repertory Theatre’s Othello study guide. 
 
Excerpts from http://www.pcpa.org/othellonotes.html 

***Note: Program notes are usually written by the theatre company’s dramaturg or 
director, but given that the Study Guide above is from Spark Notes, the origins of the  
information below can’t be verified. Again, this information may prove useful as an 
overview of the play.*** 

ABOUT THE PLAY  One of the four great tragedies of Shakespeare’s canon (Hamlet, 
King Lear, Macbeth, Othello), critics believe that Othello was written sometime between 
1602 and 1604. In Shakespeare’s canon, it is immediately preceded by plays such as 
Julius Caesar and Hamlet and owes a great deal to the development of the soliloquy and 
the sustained political and emotional sophistication found in those works. 

To create this study of passion, jealousy, and cultural collisions, Shakespeare draws on 
material from the Hecatommithi of Giraldi Cinthio (1565). Through a series of novellas 
structured in a fashion similar to Boccaccio’s Decameron, Cinthio explored different 
forms of married love. In turn, Shakespeare transforms Cinthio’s basic story of marital 
infidelity and revenge from the melodramatic original to the rich and substantial tragedy 
we now admire. 

The construction of this drama is certainly influenced by the arrival in England of various 
ambassadors and traders from North Africa including the representative of the King of 
Barbary — Abd al-Wahid bin Muhammed al-Annun – who appeared in London in 1600. 
It is also shaped by the works of Pliny (The History of the World) and John Leo’s A 
Geographical Historie of Africa (1600) that depicted travels in exotic lands that inform 
our title character’s history. 

In addition to his images of Africa, Shakespeare offers a fairly astute picture of Venice 
and its political and military structures which he may have gained from his reading of 
The Commonwealth and Government of Venice by Lewis Lewkenor (1599). 
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In any case, this mid-career classic work presents each audience member with a play in 
which the sense of otherness matters; this drama is peopled by inhabitants of diverse 
cultures – aliens whose difference is both intoxicating and terrifying. From its very title, 
The Tragedy of Othello, The Moor of Venice offers us a play of paradoxes. The “Moor” is 
an employee of Venice, not a native son. He is the barbarian to many in the “civil” state; 
yet, throughout the play, it is the Venetian Iago who most clearly acts from barbarism and 
cruelty. 

And despite its title, the play spends four acts in Cyprus and only one in Venice. While 
the Venetian power is dominant throughout the story, that city state faces eminent 
destruction by the new rising power of the Mediterranean — The Ottomite Turks. 

In addition to this collision of cultures and religions that is reflected in the two worlds of 
Cyprus and Venice, we also witness the dangers that ensue when private relationships are 
explored in public venues and public agendas are enacted in private. 

Thus the juxtaposition of military and domestic life, sexual appetite and spiritual love, 
and finally murder and sacrifice shape the journey of Othello and his Desdemona. The 
greatness of their love is matched by destructive power of Iago’s hate; “Hell and night 
must bring this monstrous birth to the world’s light.” 

At the conclusion of this great tragedy, we will be asked to ponder the fate of those who 
“love not wisely but too well.” 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR    

William Shakespeare was born in the prosperous Midland market town of Stratford-
upon-Avon in1564. As the son of a merchant and glover, John Shakespeare, the young 
William grew up in a large middle class family whose fortunes and position often 
fluctuated with the local economy. 

Married to a significantly older wife at the age of 18, William was a father of a daughter 
(Susannah) within 7 months of the wedding and twins within three years (Hamnet and 
Judith). 

The 1580s saw Shakespeare as an active citizen in London pursuing a career with the 
Lord Chamberlain’s Men, a leading troop of players based at Philip Henslowe’s Globe 
Theatre. As both an actor and writer, and eventually a shareholder in the company, 
Shakespeare made his reputation with plays that ranged from tragedy and comedy to 
history and romance. He also composed narrative poetry and 154 sonnets that are 
purportedly autobiographical. 
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Shakespeare’s life and career spanned the reigns of two influential and distinctly different 
monarchs, Elizabeth I (1558-1603) and James VI &I (1603-1625). Shakespeare’s 
company became the King’s Men in 1604-5, achieving the pinnacle of period 
sponsorship – royal patronage. 

Following two and a half decades of financial and artistic success, Shakespeare returned 
to his hometown a wealthy citizen. He purchased significant properties, retired to a 
country gentleman’s life with a good reputation, a coat of arms, and cashHowever, in 
1596, his only son died after a short illness; in a world based on primogeniture, 
Shakespeare’s fortune and name would not thrive. Shakespeare himself died of typhoid 
fever in 1616; he left most of his estate to his daughter, Susannah and her husband, John 
Hall. He left his wife Anne, the couple’s “second best bed.” 

ABOUT THE PRODUCTION   

Throughout much of theatrical history, this play has been presented as a work about 
cultural, generational, religious, racial, and political conflict. While we often appreciate 
the continuing power of such conflicts to affect our lives in contemporary times, this 
2008 PCPA production addresses those issues through a period setting – 1570 Cyprus. 

In this historical period, Venice ruled the isle and controlled much of the Mediterranean -
basin trade and transportation. But by 1573, they would lose their stronghold to the Turks 
and decline in both economic and political power in the region. 

So the historical moment of our staging reflects the eminent doom for both characters and 
empire that this great tragedy reveals. As many writers have observed, this is not merely 
a play of marital jealousy/infidelity, it is also one which addresses the inherent difficulties 
of human trust. 

The failure of friendship, of camaraderie, of authority, of intimacy, and of marriage are 
examined as Shakespeare considers how much we all desire to know and yet how little 
we can ever truly know about “the other” – the world outside the self. 

As Virginia Woolf observed, this tragedy brings to light “what happens to love and to the 
soul when life breaks in.” Yet, this play lives in the shadow world of our passions – only 
two scenes occur in daylight. The darkness of Iago’s intentions is mirrored in the 
nighttime locales, the storm that occurs between Act One and Two (the transition from 
Venice to Cyprus), and the danger that is ever present. This is a world where we learn the 
danger of believing all that we are told and where that danger is often triggered by 
obsession. Shakespeare may have known St. Jerome’s assessment that the greatest sin 
was to worship God’s creation rather than God himself. 

And Othello certainly knows its power when he asserts “perdition catch my soul but I do 
love thee and when I love thee not chaos is come again. And finally that chaos is manifest 
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in a handkerchief. An object born in ancient mystic lands, given on a maternal deathbed 
to assure lineage, and exchanged in token of obedience and fidelity will become the 
“ocular proof’ that destroys six lives. It is the prop that “enmeshes” Desdemona, Othello, 
and Cassio in Iago’s web of deceit, manipulation, and transgression. But it is also the 
object of his own destruction as well as his unwitting allies Emilia and Roderigo. There is 
a “magic in the web of it” but one that warns of too much desire, too much naiveté, too 
much covetousness. 
 
 “The Sometimes Dangerous Power of Language”  
Excerpts from “Shakespeare’s Othello and the Power of Language”  
Created Sept. 7, 2010 
Website: Edsitement! The Best of the Humanities on the Web 
http://edsitement.neh.gov/lesson-plan/shakespeares-othello-and-power-language#sect-
preparation 
Introduction 
“I am not what I am"  -Iago to Rodrigo (Othello 1.1.65) 
Despite the truth of Iago's confession to Rodrigo that he is not what he appears to be, his 
gullible sidekick continues to trust this two-faced "confidante" who swears "by Janus," 
and who sows doubt, destruction and despair in the paths of all he encounters. How? 
How is Iago able to convince one and all that he is, as he is constantly called, "honest 
Iago"? 

Much of the answer must lie in Iago's skillful manipulation of rhetorical skills. A 
puppeteer of the psyche, Iago pulls the strings of those who should know better with a 
battery of verbal weapons. In his soliloquies and dialogues he reveals himself to the 
audience to be a master of connotative and metaphoric language, inflammatory imagery, 
emotional appeals, well-placed silences, dubious hesitations, leading questions, 
meaningful repetition, and sly hints. Indeed, Iago is so good at lying that he is able to 
convince even himself that he has the soundest of reasons to destroy Othello, 
Desdemona, and Cassio. 

Iago's convincing rhetoric clearly reveals what a powerful-and dangerous-tool language 
can be, especially when used by the eloquent, but unscrupulous, individual.  
 
On this website: 1) an exploration of the basis of Iago's persuasive power by analyzing 
his command of rhetoric and figurative language and 2) activities including short group 
performances, writing exercises, and the guided use of online dictionaries and 
concordances to study Shakespeare's language. 

Guiding Questions 

How does Iago use language to deceive others? How does Iago convince Othello that 
Cassio is a drunk, disloyal soldier, or that Desdemona is a cunning whore? Why does 
Iago use his rhetoric and acting skills to destroy others? What drives him? Who and what 
is Iago? 
 

http://the-tech.mit.edu/Shakespeare/othello/othello.1.1.html�
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Study what Iago says (his word choice) and how he says it (his superb acting), as well as 
what he refrains from saying (the silence that spurs his listeners on to imagining the worst 
or to realizing the worst about themselves). 
 
YouTube clip: Kenneth Branaugh as Iago in “Othello” (1995) {5:03} 
Act 1, Scene 3: “Put money in thy purse” scene with Roderigo 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UeU6jpmiF4I  
 
http://www.theatredance.com/othello/notes.html 
Character analyses of Othello (as a trusting romantic hero; as “the other” and target of 
racism); Desdemona (as “icon of female purity” and “blameless victim of the villain’s 
work”); and Iago (as “man of unusual intellect and supreme wickedness” and the artistry 
of his villainy) 
 
“But Iago, finally, is not simply a man of action; he is an artist. His action is a plot, the 
intricate plot of a drama, and in the conception and execution of it he experiences the 
tension and the joy of artistic creation.” 
  
“The Power of Words and Language in Hamlet and Othello by William 
Shakespeare” 
Posted by Nicole Smith, December 6, 2011 
Website: MyriadArticle  
Link: http://www.articlemyriad.com/power-words-language-hamlet-othello/ 
Essay about the language Iago uses to poison others (including the audience) about 
Othello and Othello’s own powerful use of language  
 
“The Influence of Machiavelli on Shakespeare” 
http://www.britaininprint.net/shakespeare/study_tools/machiavelli.html 
Essay that argues Iago is viewed as Machiavellian because of the way he manipulates 
truth and virtue for his own gain. He is successful because he engages the other 
characters “in the way that men act, not in the way in which they should act.”  
 
“Iago as a Machiavellian Villain” (an 8-slide PowerPoint) 
Website: We The Teachers 
Link: www.wetheteachers.com/files/0/43851213371940.ppt 
 
Discussion Questions 
 
1. Discuss the role that race plays in Shakespeare’s portrayal of Othello. How do other 
characters react to Othello’s skin color or to the fact that he is a Moor? How  
does Othello see himself? (http://www.pcpa.org/pdf/Othello%20TG.cwk%20(WP).pdf) 
 
2. Iago swears “by Janus,” the two-faced Roman god that looks to the past and to the 
future. Iago himself is two-faced, presenting goodness to other characters, but plotting 
behind their backs. What are the two faces of Othello, Desdemona, and Cassio? How are 
they described in both good and bad terms in the play? Give specific quotes.  
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3. “I’ll pour this pestilence into his ear” (Iago, Othello, 2.3.356). How does Iago poison 
other characters’ beliefs and perceptions?  
 
4. Discuss Iago’s actions in terms of these quotes from The Prince: 
 

• “ascent to power is made by paths of wickedness and crime” (pp. 20-21) 
• “it is well to seem merciful, faithful, humane, religious, and upright” (p. 46) 
• “He must therefore keep his mind ready to shift as the winds and tides of Fortune 

turn” (p. 46) 
• “. . .be the fox to discern toils, be the lion to drive off wolves” (p. 46) 

 
5. Scavenger Hunt: Count how many times Iago is called honest. Why is he perceived in 
this way? 
 
6. Discuss how these types of power are used in Othello:  
 
The power of language 
The power of suggestion 
The power of the handkerchief  
The power of magic 
The power of sight (“ocular proof”) {scientific method of observation} 
 
7. From Machiavelli: “Princes are wholly dependent on the favors and fortunes of those 
who have made them great.” (The Prince, p. 15). What would Machiavelli say about 
Cassio’s rise to lieutenant and subsequent fall from grace? According to Iago, Cassio is: 
 
“Forsooth, a great arithmetician. . . 
That never set a squadron in the field, 
Nor the division of a battle knows”(1.1, lines 16, 19-20) 
“Mere prattle without practice/ Is all his soldiership” (1.1, lines 23-24) 
 
8. How is Emilia portrayed?   
 
Status with Cards 
(5-10 minute exercise + discussion) 
  
Have each student draw a card from a deck of cards. Without looking at the card, each 
student holds the card face-up on his/her forehead. Students can see each other’s cards, 
but not their own. They may not reveal what cards they see. Aces are the highest status; 
deuces are the lowest. Students mingle, talking to each other and treating each other 
according to the rank of the cards they see. After a few moments of mingling, have the 
students find the people of similar status. Then ask them to line up in order from high 
status to low status. They cannot help each other get into place or signal what card-
bearers should be where. Ask the students one-by-one to identify their card. Once 
everyone has spoken, have the students look at their cards to see their status.  
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Variation: This time, hold an ace aside for one student and tell the student in secret that 
the card is a deuce/low status. Likewise, give another student a deuce but tell the student 
in secret that the card is an ace/high status. The student with ace/high status will behave 
like a low status card; the student with the deuce/low status will behave like a high status 
card. The two students selected will behave in ways opposite of expectations from the 
type of card they bear. They will usually line up believing what they’ve been told, even 
though their experiences tell them differently. They are often torn between believing the 
professor and believing their own instincts.  
 
Discussion: What is it like to be an ace? A deuce? How did you and others behave 
towards high status/low status characters? How did it feel to have these varying degrees 
of power? What was it like to be gulled (like Othello) into believing something that is not 
true and behaving in an unexpected way? What happens when a high status person 
(Othello) gives power away and behaves like a low status person? What happens when a 
low status person (Iago) grabs power and behaves like a high status person? What does 
this say about ambition? What happens when the established hierarchy is upset? 
 
For Fun 
 
The Three Little Pigs as it would have sounded if written by Shakespeare 
http://biggeekdad.com/2011/11/the-three-little-pigs/ 
 
Comedian John Branyan tells The Three Little Pigs in Shakespearean language. {8:23} 
 
Possible Lesson Plans 
 
Day One: Background, Reading Scenes Aloud, Branaugh clip, Discussion Questions 
Day Two: Reading Scenes Aloud, Discussion Questions 
Status with Cards: either day 
 
Scenes: Day One 
 
Iago/Roderigo (1.1, pp. 3-6) Iago hates the Moor 
Iago/Brabantio (1.1, p. 6)  Iago warns Brabantio about Desdemona & Othello 
Roderigo (1.1, p. 8)  professes his love for Desdemona 
Iago/Othello (1.2, p. 10)  Iago defends Othello against Brabantio (p. 10) 
Brabantio/Othello (1.3, p. 13), confrontation “O thou foul thief” 
Othello (1.3, p. 17), declaration of love for Desdemona 
Brabantio  (1.3, p. 18), characterizing Desdemona 
Othello (1.3, pp. 19-20), story of how Desdemona falls in love with him 
Desdemona (1.3, p. 23), how she wants to go with Othello 
Roderigo/Othello (1.3, pp. 25-27)—Branaugh clip “put money in thy purse” 
Iago (2.1, p. 36), plotting to link Desdemona and Cassio 
Othello/Desdemona (2.1, pp. 36-37), romantic reunion in Cyprus 
Iago/Roderigo (2.1, pp. 37-40), Iago tells Roderigo that Desdemona loves Cassio 

http://biggeekdad.com/2011/11/the-three-little-pigs/�
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Iago/Cassio (2.3, pp. 42-43), Iago plots to get Cassio drunk 
Othello/Iago (2.3, pp. 48-49), Iago betrays Cassio and Othello fires Cassio 
Iago/Cassio (2.3, pp. 50-52), Iago befriends Cassio after he’s fired (“Reputation”) 
Iago (2.3, p. 52) “And what’s he then that says I play the villain. . .pour pestilence in ear” 
Desdemona/Iago/Othello (3.3, pp. 57-58), Desdemona pleas for Cassio 
Othello/Iago (3.3, pp. 60-67) “green-eyed monster” of jealousy 
 
 
Emilia/Iago (3.3, pp. 67-69)  the handkerchief 
Othello/Iago (3.3, pp. 69-74) Ocular proof, lewd minx, I am yours forever 
 
Scenes: Day Two 
 
Desdemona/Othello (3.4, pp. 76-78) the lost handkerchief & its magic 
Cassio/Bianca (4.1, pp. 81-82) Cassio gives handkerchief to Bianca 
Othello/Iago (4.1, pp. 83-85), Othello tortured by doubt 
Iago/Othello (4.1, pp. 89-91), Othello plots to murder Cassio & Desdemona 
Othello/Desdemona (4.1, p. 92), Othello strikes Desdemona 
Othello/Desdemona (4.1, pp. 95-97), Othello confronts Desdemona about her honesty 
Emilia (4.2, pp. 99-100), Emilia defends Desdemona 
Desdemona (4.2, p. 100), Desdemona asks Iago for help 
Desdemona/Emilia (4.3, pp. 103-107), Willow Song 
Iago (5.1, p. 100) Iago chooses between enemies (Machiavelli: take sides) 
The Fight (5.1, pp. 100-109), Roderigo is stabbed, Cassio wounded 
Othello/Desdemona (5.2, pp. 114-117), Othello smothers Desdemona 
Othello (5.2, p. 117) “I that am cruel am yet merciful” (Machiavelli) 
Desdemona (5.2, p. 119): “A guiltless death I die”  
Emilia/Othello (5.2, pp. 122-123) the aftermath of the killing 
Othello (5.2, pp. 124-125), Othello mourns Desdemona 
Othello kills himself (5.2, p. 127) 
Iago’s last words (5.2, p. 126): “Demand me nothing. What you know, you know. From 
this time forth I never will speak word”  
 
The Tragic Consequences 
 
Roderigo is killed by Cassio 
Desdemona is killed by Othello 
Emilia is killed by Iago 
Iago is wounded by Othello 
Othello kills himself 
Cassio is wounded but lives 
Brabantio dies of grief over Desdemona’s wedding (p. 122) 
 
 


