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“ I will wear my heart 
upon my sleeve
For daws to peck at
– I am not what I am”

IAGO 
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Othello 
inContext

Shakespeare was born in 1564 and died in 1616. 
In his 52 years he wrote 37 plays and 154 sonnets
and is the most influential playwright in English
literature, recognised by Ben Jonson as being
universally relevant: “not of an age, but for all time”.

Shakespeare wrote Othello between September 
1603 and summer 1604, in a period of his life when
he wrote most of the major tragedies. In the ten
years between 1599 and 1609 he wrote Julius Caesar,
Hamlet, Timon of Athens, King Lear, Macbeth, Antony
and Cleopatra and Coriolanus.

He drew the story for Othello from a collection by 
an Italian writer, Giambattisa Cinzio Giraldi, called
Hecatommithi written in 1565. Although Shakespeare
follows Cinzio's plot fairly closely, there are
differences. In the original the Iago character, 
Alfiero and the Moor together beat Disdemona to
death with a stocking filled with sand and then cause
the ceiling of her room to fall down, to make it look
like an accident. The Moor is consequently killed 
by Disdemona’s relatives while Alfiero is later
imprisoned and tortured to death. Cinzio’s tale
seems to have been a warning to daughters to obey
their parents and not marry unwisely.

An element that Shakespeare added to Cinzio’s story
was the war between the Turks and the Venetians.
This seems to be a direct result of the publication 
in Autumn of 1603 of The History of the Turks by
Richard Knolles. 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 and James I
Another reason why Shakespeare chose the Turkish
wars as a backdrop was in an attempt to win favour
from King James. James I (VI of Scotland) had
become King in March 1603, not long before
Shakespeare started writing Othello. The company
that Shakespeare belonged to, The Lord
Chamberlain’s Men, was adopted by James who
became their patron and they became known as 
The King’s Men. For this reason, it was important
that the plays that Shakespeare wrote were 
pleasing to the King.

James was fascinated by Turkish history, particularly
in the wars that had raged in the 16th century. In
1585, he had written a poem celebrating the victory
of the combined forces of Christian Europe over the
Islamic forces in the Mediterranean. He regarded the
battle as a moral triumph of the forces of good over
evil, which stopped the Islamic infidels from
endangering the Christian peoples of Europe.

The character of Othello would have immediately
gained sympathy from James because he has been
successful in the war against the Turks. Shakespeare
also courts King James and encourages sympathy
towards Othello by having a storm destroy the
Turkish fleet, leaving the Christian Venetians
unscathed – even the weather is on Othello’s side.

The play was first performed for James at his
London residence, the Palace of Whitehall on
November 1, 1604. This started what was to become
a great relationship between the King and the King’s
Men with 11 more plays being performed especially
for him in the following year. Two years later,
Shakespeare wrote Macbeth, a play specifically
conceived to flatter James, ensuring Shakespeare’s
high regard in the eyes of the King.



The first performance of Othello was held in the
Banqueting House of the Palace of Whitehall.
Whitehall was the main residence of the English
monarchs in London from 1530 until 1698 and the
Banqueting House was a great hall where plays,
music and dancing were regularly held. The
Banqueting House was re-built soon after James’s
accession in 1619 and when fire destroyed the
palace in 1698, it was the only building to survive. 
It stands to this day in central London.

The Globe

Most performances of Shakespeare’s plays took
place in outdoor theatres, usually The Globe. 
The Globe was a circular building with a thrust
stage that stuck out in to the audience. The seating
was around the edge with space for standing on 
the ground. The stage was covered by a roof and 
at the back was the ‘tiring house’ (a backstage
area), with space for dressing. Above the tiring
house was a balcony for musicians and an
additional acting space. Shakespeare knew 
this theatre well and wrote plays that suited 
its requirements and possibilities

However, Shakespeare’s plays were also regularly
performed at court and as Othello was first
performed there, Shakespeare would certainly have
taken in to account the differences and similarities of
the space to The Globe when he was writing the play.

This picture of the Great Hall at Hampton Court,
where the plays were also regularly performed,
gives us an idea of what the Banqueting Hall 
would have looked like. 

We can see some of the similarities of the space to
The Globe. There is a balcony area, with screens
underneath to conceal the actors and for them to
enter from. At Hampton Court, there is a tiring
house behind the screens which is now bricked up.
The stage would have been built in front of this. 

One major difference is that without the circle of 
The Globe seating, the actors would not be thrust in
to the audience as much in a great hall. However,
because the space was inside and the audience less
unruly than at The Globe, the relationship would
have been more intimate. The performances in
great halls were usually held at night and would
have been lit by an elaborate array of candelabra
and lamps, creating a more focused atmosphere,
where the elements or noise could not distract the
audience. Another benefit of these indoor spaces
was the ability to use complex stage machinery.
Shakespeare took advantage of this when he wrote
The Tempest as he created scenes of storm and
shipwreck, a flying Ariel, and spirits who ‘descend’
or ‘appear in the air.’

Much of the drama of Othello exists in the words
spoken. There are no battles, no comic scenes
designed to keep the audiences attention. Perhaps
this play about intense emotions suits the indoor
space that it was first performed in more that it
would have done The Globe?

Othello the first venue

What staging elements in Othello suit both The Globe and The Banqueting Hall?
Think: Concealment
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cast

Othello Wil Johnson

Desdemona Clare Yuille

Cassio Steven Duffy

Iago Liam Brennan

Emilia Eilidh Fraser

Bianca Shonagh Price 

Roderigo Richard Conlon

Duke/Lodovico Malcolm Shields 

Brabantio/Gratiano Crawford Logan 

Montano/Officer Doug Russell 

Actor 1 (to play as cast) Paul Nivison

Actor 2 (to play as cast) Kevin MacIsaac

company

Director Mark Thomson

Assistant Director Jemima Levick

Designer Francis O’Connor

Lighting Designer Davy Cunningham

Movement Director Malcolm Shields 

Othello 
Royal Lyceum Theatre Company
22 October – 20 November 2004



Othello a Moor, General in the Venetian Army
Othello is a well-respected army general in his adopted home of Venice, having been brought from Africa
initially as a slave, who has married Desdemona in secret. He is a brave military man who has great
nobility and eloquence. Othello places great importance on honesty but it is his naïve trust in Iago that
leads to his distrust of his wife. He loves his wife intensely and it is his rage of jealousy at the thought of
her with another man that destroys them both.

Desdemona his wife
Desdemona is the daughter of a Venetian senator. She falls in love with Othello when he visits her father
and tells stories of his adventurous history. She loves her husband deeply and is loyal to him until the end,
when she tries to protect him from being punished for her murder. Although Desdemona is naïve and
trusting, she is also a strong character, capable of confidently defending her marriage to her father, not
afraid to follow her husband across war-torn seas and even bantering with his men.

Cassio his Lieutenant
Cassio is Othello’s right hand man, recently made his Lieutenant. He is honest and well-meaning, which
allows Iago to manipulate him too. However, he is also portrayed as an ordinary man, one who indulges in
the ‘sins of the flesh’; he takes part in a bout of drinking with his men and has a mistress who he treats badly.
He thinks very highly of Desdemona and Iago’s suggestion that he is in love with her is probably correct.

Iago his Ancient
An Ancient, or Ensign is a lower grade officer. Iago is enraged with Othello because he has not been made
Lieutenant and has sworn his revenge. Iago is cruel and manipulative but very clever. He has an excellent
‘face’ and everyone believes him to be their friend, putting all their trust and belief in him. It is this that
allows him to manipulate the situation to end in disaster. Finally he shows his truly evil side by killing his
wife to save himself. He shows no remorse for any of his actions.

Emilia wife of Iago
Emilia is Desdemona’s companion as well as Iago’s wife and as such has split loyalties. She obeys her
husband when asked to steal Desdemona’s handkerchief but quickly betrays him when she realises what
he has done. She is worldlier than Desdemona and is a long suffering wife in a loveless marriage.

Roderigo in love with Desdemona
Roderigo’s naivety and love for Desdemona makes him an easily manipulated assistant in Iago’s plot. Iago treats
him very badly, stealing from him, and finally he is killed by Cassio when he attacks him on Iago’s instruction.

Other Characters:

Bianca mistress of Cassio

The Duke of Venice

Brabantio a Venetian Senator, Desdemona’s father

Gratiano his brother, Desdemona’s Uncle

Lodovico another relative of Brabantio and Desdemona

Montano Governor of Cyprus

Characters 
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Plot Synopsis
Act One
The first act of Othello is set in Venice, which is at war with the Turks. Othello is a well respected Moorish
general who has, in secret, married Desdemona, the daughter of a Venetian Senator. One of Othello’s men,
Iago, has been passed over for promotion to Lieutenant, a position which has been given to Cassio, and is
furious. He sees Othello’s love for Desdemona as an opportunity to bring him down. He convinces Roderigo,
who is in love with Desdemona, to assist him in his plan. They rouse Desdemona’s father and tell him of her
marriage and the matter is taken to the court of the Duke. Othello convinces the Duke that Desdemona
married him willingly, which she verifies on her arrival, and Othello and his men are dispatched to Cyprus
with Desdemona following. Iago persuades Roderigo to follow too.

Act Two
The action moves to Cyprus. Cassio, Iago, Desdemona and Iago’s wife Emilia arrive safely through a terrible
storm that has destroyed the Turkish fleet. They anxiously await Othello who eventually arrives safely too
and there is great joy and relief. Iago, however, is plotting. He convinces Roderigo to help discredit Cassio by
provoking him to fight. During the celebrations that evening, Iago gets Cassio drunk. Roderigo provokes him
and a fight ensues where the previous Governor of Cyprus, Montano, is injured. Othello arrives and furiously
dismisses Cassio from his post as Lieutenant. Cassio is devastated and Iago suggests he asks Desdemona
to plead for him.

Act Three
Desdemona speaks to Cassio and assures him that she will have him reinstated. She then persuades her
husband to meet with Cassio to please her. After, left alone with Othello, Iago begins to work on him, and
cleverly tricks him in to believing that Desdemona is in love with Cassio. When Desdemona comes to call
her husband in to dinner she sees his disquiet, offers to mop his head and accidentally drops her
handkerchief. Emilia picks it up and gives it to her husband who, for reasons she does not know, has
requested she steal it. Later, Iago works on Othello further and tells him he has seen Cassio with
Desdemona’s handkerchief. Othello is convinced and asks Iago to kill Cassio. He angrily confronts
Desdemona, asking her to produce the handkerchief which of course she cannot. At the end of the act we
see Cassio give the handkerchief, planted by Iago in his room, to his mistress, Bianca.

Act Four
Iago manipulates Othello further, suggesting that he eavesdrops on Cassio. Othello hears Cassio talking to
Iago about Bianca, but thinks he is talking about Desdemona. When Bianca enters with the handkerchief,
Othello sees this as further proof that Desdemona has been unfaithful and given her handkerchief to
Cassio. He swears to kill his wife and Iago says he will murder Cassio. Othello later strikes his wife in front
of Venetian visitors. In private he questions first Emilia then Desdemona herself about her fidelity – both
insist she is honest. Iago promises to help the distraught Desdemona, but instead persuades Roderigo to
help him to kill Cassio. In the evening Othello sends Desdemona to prepare for bed. She is sad and is
thinking of death and talks of the infidelity of wives with Emilia before sending her away.  

Act Five
Cassio is set upon by Roderigo and in the fight Roderigo is wounded by Cassio and Cassio by Iago, who
stabs him unseen in the dark. The Venetians are drawn by the cries but Iago still kills Roderigo, unseen.
Othello is in his bed chamber with his wife. Even as she sleeps he is determined to murder her. When she
awakes, despite her pleadings of innocence, he strangles her. Emilia enters to tell them of the fight and
Desdemona revives briefly. Before she dies, she tells Emilia that Othello is innocent. Emilia’s shouts draw
the others, including Iago and Cassio. Emilia realises what has happened and makes Othello also realise
the truth. Iago kills his wife to stop her talking. Although Iago will not admit what he has done, the plot 
is unravelled by those remaining. Othello, in despair, asks them not to judge him and kills himself with 
his sword. 
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Shakespeare, in common with all dramatists of his time, followed the Ancient Greek ideals of drama.
‘Tragedy’ as a form was defined by the Greek Philosopher Aristotle in 330 BCE. He defined a tragic
character as being: A person of noble stature who has a fatal flaw (often arrogance or over-
confidence) that leads to his or her downfall. The suffering is not wholly deserved and through that
suffering, the character gains some self-awareness that turns his or her defeat into a sort of
triumph. The play should not leave the audience feeling depressed but rather with a sense of
compassion and awe.

The hero’s destiny is seen to be ‘fate’, and therefore is inevitable and the structure of the play follows a
simple plot that leads without deviating to his or her end. The character of Othello fits this description
and therefore can be called a Tragic Hero.

Othelloasa tragichero

There are few large parts for women in Shakespeare’s plays, and this is mostly because in
Renaissance England it was forbidden for women to appear on stage. The theatre was considered an
indecent place for women, so female characters were played by young men, usually at the early stages
of their theatrical career. Often these young men were not as skilled as their older colleagues so this is
one reason why Shakespeare does not write long, complex parts for women. Despite this restriction,
Shakespeare did write some strong women characters: Cleopatra, Lady Macbeth and Portia, amongst
others, have key roles to play in the plots and are given excellent speeches.

In Othello, the characters of Desdemona and Emilia display some of the strengths of these women
characters although they are less weighty parts.

Desdemona could be seen as a two-dimensional female role who has little control over her fate.
However, there are elements to her character that make the role more complex:

• She is strong enough to defy her father to marry the man she loves, much like Juliet in Romeo 
and Juliet or Hermia in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, an act that would be quite shocking to a 
Shakespearean audience. 

• Her marriage to Othello is one of equals – even Iago comments how ‘well-tun’d’ they are. 

• She is comfortable in the company of men, passing idle banter with Iago and becoming friends 
with Cassio. 

Emilia, although at the early stages of the play a secondary character, by the final scene becomes key.
She is also a strong character:

• She obeys her husband in his request for the handkerchief but in little else and immediately 
reveals him when she realises what he has done. 

• She speaks strongly to Othello when he accuses Desdemona and after he murders her – 
she oversteps how a woman in her position would be expected to address a man in his. 

• When Desdemona asks her if she would ever be unfaithful to her husband she gives an answer 
asserting women’s equality with men and that men should treat them with respect: (IV.iii.99 – 102)

It seems that Shakespeare has attempted as far as is possible within the restrictions on him to make
these women strong and therefore human and believable characters.

Women inOthello
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Casting Othello
a question of race?

It is key to Shakespeare’s vision that Othello is a ‘Moor’. But what did that mean at the time? 

The origin of the word ‘Moor’ comes from the word Mauri, which refers to the ancient people of Mauritania
in North Africa, located where Morocco is today. However, ‘Moor’ eventually came to be applied
indiscriminately by English speakers to Africans, Indians, Persians, or Muslims. There was general
distrust of all non-Christian people in England at the time; however there were good trading relations
between Morocco and England and the Moorish Ambassador had visited court in 1600.  Shakespeare
portrays Othello sympathetically, but it is important that Othello is recognised as ‘other’, as an outsider. 

The ambiguity of the race of Othello has lead to many different castings of actors to play the character
over the years. Until the early 1980s it was very common to see white actors playing the role ‘blacked up’
although this is now frowned upon. Across the years however, the representation of Othello as ‘other’ 
has been strongly emphasised, although in different ways. 

Edmund Keane – Keane became famous for playing Shakespearean lead roles from 1814 to 1833 
and played Othello many times over 19 years. He played the character as a very exotic and richly dressed
‘tawny’ moor, partly choosing the lighter skin colour as make-up so as not to mask his facial expressions,
key to the Romantic acting style of the period which focused on emotions. Keane portrayed Othello as
falling in to madness through a terrible grief and jealousy. Writer William Hazlitt called Keane's
performance 'the finest piece of acting in the world'.

It wasn't until 1812, when James Hewlett played Othello at the African Grove Theater in New York that a black
actor played the character of the Moor. In 1826, American actor Ira Aldridge became the first black actor to
play the role in Britain and in 1833 broke the colour bar at the Theatre Royal in Covent Garden in London.

Paul Robeson – In 1930, US actor Paul Robeson played Othello to 
Peggy Ashcroft's Desdemona at the Savoy Theatre in London. It was 
a very radical casting choice. Robeson was a black actor in a 
segregated America and had been previously given limited roles in 
his own country. American newspapers were very interested 
in Robeson's debut, not least because a black man kissing a white 
woman on the stage was a difficult scenario to contemplate in pre-Civil 
Rights America. Robeson did however go on to play the role in New 
York before returning to England to play him again, 29 years after 
his first performance. Robeson played Othello as a character of 
great power and authority: ‘He is completely in control of his followers, 
of Cyprus and of himself. Only Iago can shake him.’ (W.A. Darlington, 
Daily Telegraph, April 8th 1959) 

‘I feel the play is so modern for the problem is the problem of my own people. It is a tragedy of racial
conflict, a tragedy of honor, rather than of jealousy. Shakespeare presents a noble figure, a man of
singleness of purpose and simplicity with a mind as direct as a straight line. The fact that he is an 
alien among white people makes his mind work more quickly. He feels dishonor more deeply. His 
color heightens the tragedy. There are very few Moors in Northern Africa without Ethiopian blood in
their veins, but I am approaching the part as Shakespeare wrote it and am playing Othello a man 
whose tragedy lay in the fact that he was sooty black." Paul Robeson, New York Times, 18 May 1930.
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a question of race?
Ben Kingsley played Othello at the Royal Shakespeare Company in 1985. 
He did not use make up for the role but played him as another ‘tawny’ moor,
an accented Arab. 

Although Kingsley is English, his father was of Indian origin, born in East 
Africa and so Kingsley drew on his father’s experience of being displaced 
from one’s own culture:  ‘ He neither returned… to the landscapes that 
nourished his pride, his myths and his morality… I think this bred in him 
a sense of displacement. I know the chaos that could rise up in his throat 
when our English landscape became too alien. I could see the cry behind 
his eyes when our world baffled his ancient soul.’ 

Othello’s difference in this production was particularly emphasised by his exotic clothing and, in his first
entrance, because he wore white and the rest of the cast were in black. However, the physical similarity
between him and his Iago (played by David Suchet) was commented on: 'Both are small men with dark eyes,
balding heads and beards... Suchet... and Kingsley exploit their physical similarities to suggest that Othello
and Iago are two halves of one whole.' (Yorkshire Post)

Willard White – By 1989, white actors being ‘blacked up’ 
for the part was rarely seen. Trevor Nunn, who directed 
the RSC’s production in this year, recognised another 
reason why it was inappropriate: "Not only for political 
reasons, but for reasons of integrity to the play, and sheer 
theatrical practicality. A play that's so overwhelmingly 
about male-female relationships needs a physical 
relationship between Othello and Desdemona. And with 
a white actor in black make-up that's the one thing you 
can't have. If they touch each other, Othello comes off 
on Desdemona."

Nunn’s Othello was the opera singer Willard White who brought a rich powerful voice and a commanding
presence to the role. This production was particularly noted for Ian McKellen’s portrayal of Iago as 'the type
who would make a first-rate sadistic sergeant major, or an efficient operator of gas chambers.' (John Peter,
Sunday Times, 27 August 1989)

Patrick Stewart – In a 1997 production at the Shakespeare
Theatre in Washington, USA, Patrick Stewart’s version of 
Othello gave another take on the race issues in the play. 
He played a ‘photo-negative’ Othello: he was white and all 
the other actors in the play were black. Jude Kelly 
explained her casting choice:

"I don't think we're trying to make any more major a point 
than Shakespeare himself was trying to make, we're just 
making it differently. What's fascinating for me is that you 
have 22 African American actors onstage who know what 
racism is about, and one white British actor who may 
know the effects of racism but has never experienced it 
the way they have. So the images of racial hostility flip 
back and forth. What it all means, I think, will depend very 
much on the colour of the person who's watching. 
This production is a deliberate attempt to reverse that 
situation, to make white audiences experience some 
of the feelings of isolation and discomfort that black 
people experience all of the time in their lives. "
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Director Mark Thomson shares
some of his ideas about the play
Why did you choose Othello for this season?

I’m very interested in the expansion of the repertoire
and there are certain Shakespeares that are done
again and again in Scotland; A Midsummer Night’s
Dream, Twelfth Night, Macbeth, Hamlet, but actually
hardly any productions of Othello. In terms of what 
it specifically brings, for me, one big issue at the
moment in the world is trust; faithfulness, believability,
politicking, manipulating information. I think, alongside
that, is also a certain universal questioning of who we
are, what is our job in the world? The play for me
resonates on those levels very well.

One of the key lines of the play is ‘I am not who 
I am’. Everyone at the start of the play seems 
to know who they are. There’s a great solidity, 
a cohesion between people’s perception of themselves
and how they behave in the world. What happens 
in the play is an extraordinary dismantling of that
cohesion and of that absoluteness and awareness 
of who I am, therefore I know what I should be doing
and what my role is in the world. People are having 
to reconstruct themselves, largely around Iago’s
manipulation so that you have a series of people on
the stage behaving in the most extraordinary ways. 
I’m very interested in how circumstances and
information can be used to make people act in
surprising ways. 

It’s also, I think, an extraordinary love story. I’ve seen 
it a couple of times and it’s very often played as a
Shakespearean tragedy which it is of course; 
it has all the hallmarks of tragedy. But what seems 
to me to often be missing is the element of love in it.
You have this kind of bestial world, which becomes
very pungent and poisonous, but you don’t feel what 
it was before the change and actually, love is one of
the main things that gets messed with to create
dreadful effect. 

Is there a difficulty with directing Shakespeare, when
you’ve seen so many productions, or films, or read a
lot of books, to keep a fluid idea of it rather than
becoming influenced by them?

I have a technique which attempts to overthrow any
preconceived notion. What I do is, we all sit round in a
circle, not with the set, not in the space we’re going to
do it in and I encourage the actors to do whatever the
hell they like and to look at extremities of choices. A
scene that perhaps is most obviously about shouting
at somebody, they could do it as if they’re in a corridor
in the Houses of Parliament, doing it in secret. It’s an
attempt to disengage, so that myself and the actors
are seeing and doing these things outside any known
context so you very quickly forget anything you’ve
seen. The imagination is let free and what you’ve got 
is actors meeting a text in a situation rather than
thinking how does one play Othello?
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Do you find that the formality of the language helps
or hinders that process?

I would say the process takes the cusp off the
unfamiliarity of doing verse. Like anybody we’ve met
for the first time or we haven’t met that often, we don’t
quite trust them, we don’t quite know how they work,
who they are really. I always give a chat about how I
think the verse works and what I think you ought to be
sensitive to and then I refer to it as we rehearse it,
anything from line endings to half lines to the degree
of heightenedness and poetry in the language. 
What we ideally get is that these are our aids, that 
the formality isn’t a formality, they’re little directions.
I’m trying to take the curse off but not ignore the
verse. It’s part of its power, it’s what makes it
Mozartian in its scope. That process helps stop any
sense of formality, because it's not formal language,
it's how we talk. We talk in the iambic. 

What do you think is Othello’s tragic flaw?

I’m still travelling through and exploring that to be
honest. I’d love to say that I had a very firm view. I
think it is his honesty, but that’s not a tragic flaw is it?
I’d say trust as much as anything. He’s not stupid, but
he’s unsophisticated and there’s a difference between
intelligence and sophistication. Sophistication is being
aware of how the world works. Othello has got to
where he is by being a terrific soldier on the
battlefield. He’s a general, so he has a good strategic
mind in battle on how to beat someone else. Where
he’s unsophisticated is in love, because that’s a
different engagement, its not adversarial. And it’s
interesting that he reverts to adversarial when he’s 
in trouble because he reverts to what he knows. 

Tell me about the setting that you have put 
the play in.

What myself and Francis (the designer of the
production) worked on was the satisfaction of having 
a non-literal space which allowed the rhythm of the
play to live, in other words, not to try and satisfy every
single scene. It’s in the spirit of The Globe where you
have a non-literal space – it can be this it can be that,
it can be outside, it can be anything you want it to be
simply by inhabiting it. In terms of physical setting
what we’ve got is something that evokes the historic
passages of Venice and also what could be a Greek
palace that’s been commandeered by the military
whilst in Cyprus. It's evocative, non-literal, flexible. 

What the columns do is create a space where things
are partly hidden. It’s rather like in the play, where
apart from Iago, who is the only one who has a full
view of most things, everyone else is only seeing part
of it. The columns that we’re using are a wonderful
opportunity for the literal staging of someone hiding
and watching someone but also the constant sense 
that there are things happening behind that aren’t
quite understood. Overhearing: there’s so much
overhearing and playfulness that way. 
Ruthless playfulness.

In terms of setting it in the 1920s or 1930s, the
thinking behind that was quite clear. What I wanted 
to do was to try to keep it so that the audience can
associate and identify with the people on stage. So we
took it back to a period where we felt that the kind of
dress didn’t feel too removed. It’s quite modern; a lot
of the clothes and dresses that people wear are close
relatives of the cut of clothes that we now wear. It felt
like the more we went with that, the more intimate
people’s experience would be, the more they would 
be able to emotionally connect with what happened 
on stage. 

However, myself and Francis felt that it was wrong to
make it absolutely modern, because there are certain
things about it that don’t fit today. Most of all, for me, 
it was what Othello as a black man says in the play. 
It’s not about being politically correct, I just don’t
believe a black man would say certain things that he
says in the play today, like ‘is it because I am black
and do not have the soft conversation as chamberers
have’. I believe everyone else would say the things
they do, the little racist comments, but it’s harder to
believe Othello. And it’s not so extraordinary now to
have a black general but it would have been in Venice
in the 1920s and 30s.

Is it important that Othello sees himself as 
being different?

It’s vital. The interesting thing about doing Othello in
Scotland, which has a minimal black population, 
is that it’s a great play for us to see and to be exposed
to. Not because I think it’s a play about racism, but
what I’ve done is cast every actor Scottish outside of
Othello. There is a wee thing that’s happening
although it’s not a big point. There’s going to be
something sitting there to test ourselves I think, 
to test how comfortable we are. 

Director Mark Thomson shares
some of his ideas about the play
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Francis O’Connor designed the set for this production. Here he describes his design concept:

‘The design is intended to give a simple, clear and evocative presentation of the locations Venice and
Cyprus. Within this basic set the different rooms can be shown with furnishings and a sense of an
enclosed space for the last bedroom scene by closing shuttered doors. The pillars act as an abandoned
palace in Cyprus or the court in Venice. The use of light is really important. In Cyprus a bright sunlight 
will allow for the whole depth of the stage to be seen. The scenes in Venice take place at night. It allows
for great potential to spy or eavesdrop on different character’s discussions.’

This is a photograph of the set model. A set model is made in three dimensions and is also known as a
box model. It is made to an exact 1:25 scale. The model and plans are then given to the Lyceum’s
workshop at Roseburn in Edinburgh. The carpenters build the set and it is painted by the scenic artists. 
It is transferred to the Lyceum Theatre a week or two before the production starts where it is constructed
on stage.

The actors don’t rehearse on the actual set until the final week of rehearsals. Before that, they work in a
rehearsal room with a ‘mark up’. A mark up is when the floor is marked with tape which shows the exact
location that the pieces of set will be in. 

As Mark describes in his interview, the production is designed to be set roughly in the 1920s or 1930s. 
The time period is not specific and is only hinted at rather than specifically referred to. 

The Set

Question: Why did Mark and Francis choose this period? Why is it not specific?
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Wil Johnson takes time out of rehearsals
to talk about preparing to play Othello.
How are the rehearsals going?

Fantastic. One of the great things about the first couple 
of weeks of rehearsals is that it’s about exploring. It’s not
about making choices, it’s about seeing how far you can
run with your instincts, your intuition. Nothing is wrong,
everything you do is right because it’s all about ideas
being thrown in to the space, a massive brainstorming
process. We’ve made some fantastic discoveries, 
none of which we’ve committed to, but they’re just 
great ideas. 

What particularly drew you to the role of Othello?

Failure. I am excited by the prospect that I could fall flat
on my face, which means that’s where the ultimate
challenge is. I don’t believe that you can look on a role 
and go, ‘Yeah I can do this and I know I’m going to be
brilliant’ and not have this small thing inside you that 
says ‘This could go horribly wrong’. And sometimes it
does, for whatever reason and that’s when I know that
that’s where the challenge lies and I know I’m going to
grow, I’m going to be pushed.

You’ve played a lot of Shakespearean roles. Does it feel
different to you playing this character because he’s
written as a black character?

No, not at all. It’s a role. It just so happens that he’s black,
but then again Iago’s white. So what? What I’m more
concerned with is the fact that it’s such a complex role. 
It’s about a man obsessed with jealousy and his belief that
his wife who is his soul mate, his universe, has not been
true to him and the effect that that has on him and how it
utterly corrupts and destroys him. I’m more concerned
with that stuff. I haven’t got time to worry about black,
white, whatever. Because it really isn’t what the play 
is about. 

I think that it’s a great starting point, i.e. you have a black
man who’s in a situation which is predominantly white, so
therefore he’s a foreigner, he’s an outsider who’s coming
in to a situation having to prove himself, which he has
done. He marries one of their English Roses, but then
somebody poisons him to the fact that this woman could
be untrue. The fact that Othello is black is just the

beginning and then after that it’s totally irrelevant,
because not only is Iago playing Othello, he’s playing
Cassio, he’s playing Desdemona, he’s playing Roderigo,
he’s playing everybody. It’s not just Othello, it’s not just a
black thing. He’s playing all those people for his own gain.

A common question asked in study of Othello is: 
What is Othello’s tragic flaw? Do you think it’s his
jealousy? Or something else?

I don’t think it’s his jealousy because I don’t think by
nature he’s a jealous man. I think that here is a man that’s
in a situation that he’s never been in before i.e. he’s never
been in love before. And furthermore he’s in love with a
woman who’s not from the same cultural background as
himself. So therefore it’s much easier to corrupt him. All
someone needs to say is ‘You know, the women over here,
they’re not like the women in Africa.’ He has no reference
point to go ‘No, no, no that’s not true because I’ve met
quite a few and what you’re saying is rubbish.’ And that
makes him more vulnerable. He’s vulnerable because
he’s like a fish out of water. 

Othello is such an absolute man, he gives completely. 
If he’s a soldier, he gives completely. If he’s a lover, he
gives completely. If he’s a husband, he gives completely
and all he expects in return is that you do the same. Now,
if that is not reciprocated it throws things out of balance.
When you give all of yourself to somebody and then
someone throws in to the pot that they they’re not being
true to you, just think what its going to do to you. So I
wouldn’t say that he’s a person who’s jealous by nature
but we must give Iago credit as an extremely clever man.
He knows how to manipulate and to get under your skin
and to expose what may be seen as a weakness, or flaw in
your character. Before, Othello had no problem with Iago
looking after his wife. When he was courting Desdemona,
Cassio often went between the two of them as liaison. 
He had no problem. He trusts other men around his wife.
But because Iago poisons him with doubt... 

Jealousy is a word that I have banished from the
vocabulary because it doesn’t exist. If you are now, in this
present time, in this room and you suspect your partner
of doing something, you’re not thinking ‘jealousy’, you feel
you’re being wronged. You can’t play jealousy but you can
play ‘I think you’re cheating on me and I’m going to do

a conversation 
with Wil Johnson 
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something about it’. You’re playing your actions, for
example: ‘I’m going to check all of your text messages 
to see if there’s any coming from a woman’  that’s what
you’re playing, you’re not actually playing jealousy.
Somebody may interpret that but that’s a third person’s
interpretation of your action. 

When you are playing Shakespeare as opposed to playing
other roles, how do you approach the language? Is it
something you use, or is it something you try and forget?

You have to use it. A director once said to me that you had
to go up to the piece, over the piece and through every
single fibre, meaning that you have to go to it. If you bring
it to you, you lose the beauty and the muscularity of what
the language has to offer you. If you surrender yourself up
to the language, half your job as an actor is done because
it’s all there. You’ve just got to decode it and unlock it. You
must enjoy the words because they’re beautiful and
they’re poetic but they’re also informative and instructive
as well and if you don’t give them the respect that is due,
you lose half the play. 

You can’t do it like a kitchen sink drama. In relation to 
how we speak now, this is heightened language, no
matter how you want to swing it. If I look at a sentence in
Shakespeare, before I can actually do it, I have to get out
my dictionary, my thesaurus, my Shakespeare glossary,
my York Notes, I’ve got to break it down, and then, once
I’ve intellectualised it, then the difficult part is how I make
those words come alive. It’s like a leap of faith. Just jump
in and see what happens because you’ll be surprised just
how much the text will give you back if you give to the text. 

You’ve recently been doing a lot of TV. What’s different
about acting on TV and acting on stage?

They’re both very difficult. They both require a great
amount of concentration. And that’s where the similarity
stops. With TV, you have to make the camera come to you.
With theatre, you have to go to the audience. Theatre, the
more you rehearse, the more you get in touch with your
lines, the more you know how to put those words in to
your mouth and regurgitate them, the better your acting
will be. With TV, the less you do that, the better your
acting will be. Because you’re moving much more
towards a complete state of naturalism and to have that 

is a complete stripping away of all the things that you
learn in theatre as an actor, the physical, the vocal, the
text work, which bring you up to that point of naturalism
on stage. There is a technique of working the camera. 
And there are skills and techniques on stage. Both
disciplines take time to learn. They don’t just arrive over
night. It takes many years of practising.

a conversation 
with Wil Johnson 
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Jealousy
It is often simply put that Othello is a tragic character whose flaw is jealousy and that the play is a warning
about the destructive force of this emotion. Jealousy is a key theme. It is Iago’s jealousy, of Cassio and of
Othello, that leads him to plot against them. Iago’s plan hinges on him making Othello jealous. Cassio’s
affair with Bianca echoes the theme, although Bianca’s jealousy is slight, part of their courtship and easily
dismissed. However, Othello is not simply an easily manipulated, jealous man. His fall rests as much in his
great love for Desdemona, his naive and complete trust in Iago and Iago’s genius. It is too simple to say
that this is a play about jealousy.

Honesty
The word ‘honest’ is used over and over again, usually in reference to Iago – who the audience know is
most definitely not honest. Only 200 lines before the end, Othello still refers to Iago as ‘honest, honest
Iago’, which by this stage in the proceedings is almost laughable to the all-seeing audience member. Use
of the word is dramatic irony – where the audience is aware of something that the characters are not. Iago
tells the audience that he is a deceiver right from Scene 1:  ‘I am not what I am.’ Iago’s success rests in the
way he makes everyone believe he is totally honest while deceiving them. Those who are honest –
Desdemona, Cassio, Bianca – are made to seem dishonest by Iago’s manipulation of the truth. Othello, a
truly honest man who is naïve enough to believe everything he is told, is punished by the play. Shakespeare
seems to be warning audiences about being too trusting of seeming honesty and to be wise enough to look
for the truth ourselves instead of believing it from others.

Reputation and Honour
When Cassio loses his reputation he says he is hurt ‘past all surgery’. The loss of reputation and honour to
the Venetians is as important as it would have been to a Shakespearean audience. It is Othello’s good
reputation for acts in the field and the high regard the court has for him that endears an audience to
Othello. And it is his honour that he is most keen to defend in the final scene: ‘naught did I in hate, but all
in honour’. It is this fact that makes Othello a tragic hero and Iago a villain. Othello acted under a mistaken
understanding and finally did the noble thing (as a Shakespearean audience would have viewed it) by
taking his own life. Iago acted with purely bad motives and is not honourable enough to even admit what
he has done.

The ‘other’: Othello as ‘Moor’
Othello’s identity is clearly tied up with his race, in the eyes of the other characters but also in his own.
Almost every character refers to him as ‘the Moor’, identifying him by race before name. Brabantio,
although he is Othello’s friend, is heartbroken when his daughter marries him. Even Desdemona, who
loves him, seems to have been won over by his exotic life, his ‘otherness’. He even refers to himself as
‘other’, suggesting that because he is black, he does not ‘have those soft parts of conversation’ which
might endear Desdemona to him, although it is clear to the audience that his speech is beautifully poetic.
It is perhaps his vision of himself as an outsider, created and reinforced by everyone around him, that
makes him so amenable to the idea that Desdemona might reject him. 

Themes
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Animals
The animal imagery that runs throughout the play is a reference to the forces of nature that drive the
characters. Iago refers to Othello as an ‘old black ram’, and says Othello and Desdemona are ‘making the
beast with two backs’ – their love is reduced to animal lust. When Roderigo threatens to drown himself, Iago
says he would rather ‘change my humanity with a baboon’ – to behave with such passion is irrational and
therefore inhuman. Cassio says of his drunkenness that it proves him to be ‘by and by a fool, and presently a
beast!’ The suggestion is that if we lose our rationality and give in to instinct then we are no better than
animals.

Hell, Devils and Monsters
Othello is a play full of passion and the constant references to hellish things reinforce the strength of
emotions the characters feel. Iago reveals his intentions as evil and hellish from early on: ‘Hell and night /
Must bring this monstrous birth to the world’s light’. Jealousy itself is referred to as a monster, by Iago and
by Emilia: a ‘monster / Begot upon itself, born on itself’. Othello says his wife’s act of supposed infidelity is
‘monstrous, monstrous’ and calls her ‘Devil’. But when he discovers Iago’s trick, it is him he calls ‘devil’ and
‘demon’. Othello’s vision of himself as in hell is powerful; ‘Whip me, ye devils, / . . . / . . . roast me in sulphur,
/ Wash me in steep-down gulfs of liquid fire!’ To a Christian audience, these visions of hell and devils would
have been very affecting and reinforce Iago’s act as bringing evil in to the lives of these innocent people.

The Handkerchief
The handkerchief is a seemingly simple object that takes on huge significance. For Desdemona and Othello,
it is a connection between them, a symbol of their love for each other as it was the first gift he ever gave her.
The fact it is white spotted with red refers to the sheets of a marriage bed, spotted with the blood of a virgin,
and symbolising the sanctity of marriage. For Othello it has even greater significance because it belonged to
his mother and, he tells Desdemona, was charmed to keep her husband from straying. He equates its loss
with the loss of Desdemona’s fidelity. However, it is important to note that the handkerchief is first
mentioned by Iago and first given significance by him. When Desdemona loses it, she is unhappy, but not
devastated. The huge significance the handkerchief has in the plot and in the destruction of the love of
Othello and Desdemona is another invention by Iago. 

Light and Darkness / Black and White / Heaven and Hell
These oppositions are often referred to and can be seen to simply refer to the battle between good and evil
in the play. It is ironic that the good, virtuous man is black and the evil man is white. Othello is referred to at
the beginning of the play as ‘far more fair than black’.  The word ‘black’ is used more often to refer to evil
than skin colour. Othello sees Desdemona as blackened by her infidelity:’ Her name .. / .. is now begrimed
and black / As mine own face.’ Emilia refers to Othello as ‘the blacker devil’ when she hears he has
murdered Desdemona. Desdemona is referred to with images of light and heaven; she is the ‘divine
Desdemona’, ‘angel’,  and ‘so lovely fair’,  and when Othello kills her he says he will ‘put out the light’. It is
interesting to note how many scenes happen at night. Iago uses the dark to conceal his tricks e.g. at
Brabantio’s house and the violent acts all take place at night: fights and murders are all concealed 
by darkness.
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Shakespeare writes mostly in a form which was used by all dramatists of the Renaissance
period. It is known as BLANK VERSE, or to give it its technical title, IAMBIC PENTAMETER.

In Iambic Pentameter, each line is made up of parts or feet, each known as an
IAMBIC FOOT. An iambic foot has the rhythm of one light syllable and one heavy

syllable that sounds like this:

di-Dum

There are five Iambic Feet in each line 
– Pent is the Latin word for five. It sounds like this:

di-Dum di-Dum di-Dum di-Dum di-Dum

Here is a line from Othello to demonstrate the form 
(the heavy syllables are in bold):

It is the green-ey’d monster which doth mock

Notice how Shakespeare has shortened the word ‘ey’d’ to make sure 
the actor fits it in to the rhythm of the line.

Although writing in a rigid form might seem very formal to us, actually, Blank Verse is the closest
verse form to normal speech patterns. If an actor follows the rhythm, the lines do not sound like
poetry but stylised speech. Following the rhythm also can help an actor see which words are the key
ones in a line. These are usually the ones that are emphasised with a heavy beat. For example, the key
words in the line above are ‘green’, ‘monster’ and ‘mock’, all which are on (or begun on) a heavy beat.

However, Shakespeare often breaks the rules of the verse form. It is very important to see where he
does this and think about why. It is usually to catch the audience’s attention and make them notice
something. 

Shakespeare also uses PROSE (lines not in verse as above) in Othello. Prose speech is usually used by
less noble, more ordinary people to suggest a more colloquial form of speech. Iago uses verse and
prose when speaking, slipping easily from one to the other. When speaking to soldiers he speaks in
prose, using colloquialisms and making bawdy jokes (Act II, Scene III). Yet when he speaks to Othello,
he speaks in verse, matching his speech patterns (Act III, Scene III). It is part of Iago’s skill that he is
able to tune in to and match the people he is speaking to which helps to win their trust and friendship.

Othello’s breakdown is clearly reflected in his language. Early in the play, Othello speaks in an elegant
and measured verse:

It gives me wonder great as my content
To see you here before me. O my soul’s joy!
If after every tempest come such calms,
May the winds blow till they have waken’d death!
(Act II, Scene i, 176 – 180)

Remember, it is with words that Othello has won over Desdemona. But as he deteriorates in 
to jealousy, he loses his elegant speech patterns and his speech becomes disjointed and reverts to
very simple, often base language.

Lie with her! lie on her! We say, lie on her, when they belie her. Lie with her! 
that’s fulsome. Handkerchief,—confessions,—handkerchief. 
(Act IV, Scene i, 35 – 40)

Language
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Structure
Unlike Shakespeare’s comedies, which have very complicated plots and sub-plots, the tragedies
usually have a very simple structure. The Renaissance dramatists followed the ideas of Aristotle, an
ancient Greek philosopher, who said tragedy should have a unity of time, place and action. i.e. that it
should happen over a short period of time, largely in one setting and be a single set of related
incidents.

The structure of Othello follows this idea. It has unity of place; although the setting moves after Act 1,
it remains in the confines of the camp of the Venetians for the rest of the play. The fact that the
Venetians are visitors in Cyprus means they mostly stay together in one place. The locations change
throughout the play from public spaces (streets, court) to increasingly more personal and intimate
spaces. Much of the final scene actually takes place on Desdemona and Othello’s bed. The
increasingly intimate location draws us in to the personal tragedy of the couple and also gives a sense
of claustrophobia.

To hold with the idea of unity of action, the events of the play are related directly to one plot. There are
two very short interludes with a clown but they are usually cut in modern productions as they are in
this Lyceum production. (Compare this with the lengthy Porter scene in Macbeth which acts as a comic
interlude.) In Othello, every line has a direct bearing on Iago’s plot to bring down Othello. All the
characters are somehow directly involved in the tragedy. Most are either Othello’s men or
Desdemona’s family. The sense of claustrophobia is heightened by unity of action.

When it comes to unity of time, things get a bit more confusing. It seems clear that Shakespeare saw
the events as happening over a short period of time – it is important that Othello’s change of character
happens very quickly and without warning and Iago seems aware that he must move fast to stop his
plots becoming uncovered. On the first day that the Venetians land in Cyprus, the celebrations take
place, Cassio fights and is dismissed and the next day Desdemona petitions for him and Othello is
convinced of her infidelity – the plot moves swiftly.

However, if we look closer, there are suggestions that the Venetians are in Cyprus for longer than a
day or so. Bianca says to Cassio that he has stayed away from her a week. Also, an affair between
Desdemona and Cassio as Iago describes it would have taken some time to develop. It also seems
unlikely that Lodovico would arrive so quickly to call Othello back to Venice. 

The double time scale has been often commented upon. It is possible that to make Othello more
sympathetic, Shakespeare suggests it had taken a while for him to become so jealous. However, to
keep the tension and sense of claustrophobia, he creates a feeling of speed, the unity of time which
Aristotle had said was so important. It is not important to Shakespeare whether the plot makes logical
sense. What is important is the experience of the audience.
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IAGO’S MOTIVATION
When we are looking for Iago’s motivation for his
actions, it seems to be left fairly unclear. We can
see what he does but its unclear why he does it.
What are your thoughts?

I think what’s really interesting is that at the end of
the play, when Othello basically says to him, why?
that he doesn’t tell us. It obviously gives you as the
actor leeway to have some personal private stuff in
your head and in your heart that you don’t have to
explain to anybody which is nice. 

Having said that, Iago does say to us twice at least
that he suspects Othello of having had an affair
with his wife and that that’s what this is about. But
there’s something about the way he says it which
doesn’t seem to explain the enormity of all the
horrible stuff that he causes to happen. You just
keep thinking, somehow that’s not enough. And we
certainly don’t see a wonderful loving obsessive
relationship between him and Emilia. They’re often
quite prickly with each other. So it always seems to
me that that doesn’t quite ring true. It’s an idea
that he has or he’s heard a rumour at some point
but it’s almost that it’s more convenient to think
that. But Shakespeare does make him say it so
there’s obviously something in it.

But then his final line is ‘demand me nothing.
What you know, you know.’ And I suppose he’s
saying that as much to the audience as he is saying
it to Othello. Evil, (for want of a better word) you
can’t analyse it really. You read about serial killers
and so often they can’t or don’t explain or they
come out with the most bizarre, seemingly
mundane reasons for why they’ve done what
they’ve done. 

Do you think that Iago is a study in evil then, that
he’s a pure and simple villain?

I don’t think he’s a study in evil. There’s something
very human about him. I think Shakespeare’s just
serving up someone who’s capable of doing what
he does which is all so appalling, and just saying

‘Have a look at that, what do you think?’ I don’t
think he’s actually commenting on it. He’s certainly
not saying that he’s a good guy or someone to be
admired. I think he’s just saying people can be 
like this. 

There is something that Shakespeare seems to
really enjoy about the character.

I think that’s right. He’s often quite witty I think.
There are other parts as well, Richard III is one of
them, where I’m sure that part of Shakespeare’s
intention is that however awful the person is, their
machinations are so outrageously, deliciously
complicated that we should find it entertaining, to
watch someone moving people around like chess
pieces and working people in that way. I’m sure the
delight that these villains take in it, Shakespeare
wants us to share to some degree. Because at the
end of the day it is a play, it is a story, so I don’t
think there’s any harm in that.

SHAKESPEARE AT THE GLOBE:
Talking with the audience
You’ve been at The Globe for four years. What 
have you learnt about Shakespeare from all 
this immersion in it?

I think the biggest thing it teaches you is how…
it opens up soliloquies. When you have a soliloquy
at The Globe, it’s not like in a Proscenium Arch
theatre where you’re looking out in to the
darkness. You’re actually looking at every person
of the thousand and a half people who are there
and you can see them eating and drinking and
coming and going and feeding babies and fainting
so there is something very direct about it. 

I would never ever again, as when I was young,
before I knew any better, pace around the floor
thinking that soliloquies were spoken thought and
the character working things out. I now believe
absolutely that soliloquies are conversations 

Liam Brennan
on Iago
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directly to and with the audience. And they literally
are at The Globe because sometimes people
answer you back. All through the soliloquies there
are questions. Hamlet asks a lot of questions and
Iago asks question in his soliloquies as well. It’s
nice to think that the audience could and they do
answer back at The Globe. That directness and the
involvement of the audience was revelatory for me.
Because the place is in the round it seems much
more of a shared experience than the more
normal thing of ‘We’re on stage, you’re out there 
in the dark and we’re presenting you with this’. 
It feels like you’re playing with the audience at 
The Globe, as opposed to playing to an audience.

THE PLAY
What is it that you like about the play Othello?

It’s just a great story really. There’s a great love
story with Othello and Desdemona. You’ve got a
great ‘baddy’. I think if you didn’t know the story 
it would be very, very exciting to watch, if you 
didn’t know how things were going to end up. 
And there is some beautiful language in it, some
lovely poetry.

Is there a particular way that you approach the
structure of the language when you’re speaking
Shakespeare?

Not really, except I think I try and do the best I can
to make it seem real and natural. There’s no
denying that there are certain rules that I think 
it’s probably correct to obey nine times out of ten
but I think that you are allowed to play around with
that a bit. But someone said to me recently, and it’s
very true, that the verse is one of our voices in a
very real sense. I mean ‘I think I’ll go and have a
cup of tea’ is a perfect verse line and it is one of 
the voices that we use even if we’re not aware of it.
It can’t be a free for all, otherwise there’s no point
in doing a verse play. You might as well write your
own lines. But I think I just try and make it sound
as natural as I can. 

Liam Brennan
on Iago

Iago: Shakespeare’s Greatest Villain?
Tragic heroes like Othello, Macbeth or King Lear, are mistaken and misled to
commit deeds that are morally wrong. However, there are characters in
Shakespeare who are ‘villains’, committing wrong or even evil deeds with full
knowledge and intention. Villains such as Iago, Richard III, Lady Macbeth or
Edmund (King Lear) may have some reason for their malicious feelings (jealousy,
greed, being alienated by society) but these cannot justify their evil acts. Often
these characters take great delight in their plotting, a delight which the audience
also experiences. They are usually intelligent and witty making them 
entertaining to watch. 

Othello could be said to be actually Iago’s play – he has the most lines. He is a
perfect example of a brilliantly entertaining villain who makes the audience laugh
with him and respect his genius while all the time wanting him to be discovered.
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Practical drama activity is a great way to look further at some of the characters, text and 
themes of the play. These exercises can be done in the classroom and need no previous
experience of drama.

Solo Work

• Imagine you are Othello or Desdemona. You are in the early days of your affair. Write a letter 
to the other. Read the letter aloud to the class.

• Now it is much later, after Iago has poisoned Othello against Desdemona. Write another 
letter to your husband / wife. Read this letter aloud to the class.

In pairs

• Pick a section of text that is written in verse, about six lines will do. Mark the lines to show 
where the heavy syllables are (see the section on Language for help). Practise speaking 
the lines keeping the rhythm of Blank Verse. Now try speaking them without the rhythm, 
pausing where there is punctuation and running sentences on across lines. Deliver the lines 
to the class in the two different styles. What is the difference between speaking the two? 
What is the difference between listening to the two? 

IMPROVISE: to act something out without preparing beforehand or reading a script. Think about
your character and what you think he/she would say. Try and respond to your partner/group 
as you think your character would.

Improvise the following:

• Roderigo does not want to kill Cassio and decides to tell Othello what Iago is doing.

• Emilia suspects that Othello will kill Desdemona and tries to warn her.

• Othello tells Desdemona exactly what Iago has said.

In a group

• Create four tableaux that tell the story of Othello. A tableau is a still or frozen image which 
is created by all the members of the group, each representing a character.

• In each tableau, each character should improvise a line that they would be saying.

Discuss and then improvise the following:

• A situation where someone believes their lover or good friend to be cheating on them 
when they aren’t.

• A situation where someone tricks someone into believing something that isn’t true 
with disastrous results.

• A scene entitled: The Handkerchief.

As a class

• Iago is to be tried for his actions in the murder of Desdemona. The judge must have 
testimonies from witnesses and a jury will make a decision as to his punishment. Set up 
a courtroom with a judge, jury, lawyers for the defence and prosecution and witnesses. 
Those who might speak are: Cassio, Bianca, Lodovico. Remember, there are some key 
characters who are dead!

Drama Exercises 
around the play
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Here are some questions to help students make an analysis of the Royal
Lyceum’s production of Othello.

• Describe the set. What different spaces did it represent?

• How were the different areas of the set used by the actors?

• Describe one male and one female costume. What did the characters’ 
costumes tell us about what kind of people they were? 

• Describe an actor’s appearance. Why do you think they were cast in this role?
What did their physical appearance tell us about the character?

• What kind of music and sound effects were used? Where did the sound 
come from? What different kinds of atmosphere did the sound produce?

• Did you notice any special lighting effects? What kind of atmosphere did 
these produce?

• Describe how one or more of the actors moved as their character. How 
did they use their body to tell us about their character? Did anything they 
did physically help to tell the story?

• Choose two characters who had a relationship on stage. What was their 
relationship like? Did it change? What did the actors do to show this?

These questions are to help with further study of the play text.

• Othello is a tragedy. What is a tragedy and how does this play follow the 
tragic structure?

• What do you think Othello’s tragic flaw is?

• Both Othello and Iago kill their wives. What is the difference between 
their crimes?

• Is Iago simply an evil villain? Or does he have a strong motive for his actions?

• Compare Emilia to another strong Shakespearean woman.

• What is the significance of the song ‘Willow’ that Desdemona sings?

• Look at Othello’s defence of his wooing of Desdemona. ( I.iii.127 – 169). 
Is he right to claim that ‘Rude I am in my speech’?

• Pick a later speech of Othello’s where his speech is different. Show how it 
differs and explain why.

• Look at the pictures of the spaces that Othello would have been originally 
performed in. Is there anything in the text that would make it especially 
suited to these spaces?

Study Questions
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