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Biography of 
william Shakespeare
Shakespeare’s works are over 400 years old. Since his time, so many other books and plays have been written that 
we may ask why we still care to read and perform his works. There are many ways we can answer this question, 
depending on where we look. 

First, let’s consider what these plays are about. 
People often refer to Shakespeare’s work as timeless 
and universal because the issues and themes 
prevalent in his works apply to humans of all 
ages and backgrounds; themes of love, jealousy, 
miscommunication, parent-child relationships, 
and political strife are relevant in any society, 
whether in 1600 or 2017. Through watching 
or reading Shakespeare, we can easily draw 
parallels to contemporary and historical issues. 
Shakespeare’s plays are also very much driven by 
human psychology. His characters are so well-
developed and complex that we are able to witness 
a wide range of human emotions as we watch their 
journey through the story. This also enables the 
audience to identify with these characters and their 
personal struggles throughout each play.

Aside from the artistic importance of his works, 
Shakespeare also made many contributions to the 
English language. He coined thousands of new 
words, including many we now use every day like 
eyeball, swagger, dawn, and compromise. He also 
invented many phrases that are still used today. 
“All’s well that ends well” is actually the title of 
one of his comedies! One might even say that 

PORTRAIT OF SHAKeSPeARe BY JOHn TAYLOR

Introduction
We’d like to start off by thanking you for bringing our 

production of Othello into your school! We believe that 
putting classic texts on stage enables them to be explored, 
interpreted, and understood in countless new ways. We hope 
this study guide will allow you to get the most out of your 
experience, and we look forward to discussing your thoughts 
and questions during our post-show discussion!

 1564 Born in Stratford-upon-Avon

 1571 Likely began his formal education

 1582 marries Anne Hathaway

 1583 First child Susanna is born

 1585 moves to London to pursue theatre career

 1585 Twins Judith and Hamnet are born

 1589-90 Believed to have written his first play, 
  Henry VI, Part One

 1592 London closes theatres due to plague

 1593 Starts to write sonnets

 1594 Publishes first works of poetry

 1594 Starts managing and writing for  
  Lord Chamberlain’s men

 1599 Lord Chamberlain’s men begin performing  
  at the newly built Globe Theater

 1600 Writes Hamlet, one of his most well-known plays

 1603 Believed to have written Othello 

 1604 Retires from acting

 1613 The Globe Theatre burns down

 1614 The Globe Theatre is rebuilt

 1616 Dies and is buried at Holy Trinity Church     
  in Stratford-upon-Avon
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Shakespeare’s plays were part of the birth of modern English due to his creative wordplay, clever imagery, and 
evocative, if sometimes crude, analogies. Studying Shakespeare can improve students’ comprehension of the 
English language. 

So, why do we still choose to read and watch Shakespeare today? We can learn so much about Elizabethan 
England’s culture, traditions, political stances, and views on the world, and can draw comparisons to the issues 
we face today. 

QUESTIOnS
1. What do you already know about Shakespeare coming into this experience?  

What are your preconceived notions about him and his work?

2. What is something you would like to learn about Shakespeare?

wrITInG prOmpT
While watching Othello, try to find something or someone that you can connect to. It could be a character, a specific 
line, one of the main themes, or the relationship between two characters. Where was your point of connection?

Historical context
Un CapitanO MOOr
As with many of Shakespeare’s plays, the plot of Othello is based on another older text. Shakespeare took 
inspiration from Un Capitano Moor (A Moorish Captain) by Giovanni Battista 
Giraldi (more commonly referred to as Cinthio). Cinthio’s tale is part of a collection 
of one hundred tales titled Gli Hecatommithi published in 1565. The plot of Un 
Capitano Moor differs in many ways from Shakespeare’s work. Desdemona is the 
only named character in the text, with other characters identified only as the Moor 
(Othello), the Squadron Leader (Cassio), the Ensign (Iago), and the Ensign’s Wife 
(Emilia). The intention of Cinthio’s story was to discourage European women from 
marrying men of other nations, and it was a highly racist morality tale. 

mOOrS anD TUrkS In ELIzaBETHan EnGLanD
The 16th and 17th centuries were a time of increasing contact between western 
Europe and countries of the Mediterranean, Africa, and the Middle East. This was 
particularly true in England during Shakespeare’s lifetime. England was a Protestant 
country at this time, while the rest of Europe was dominated by Catholicism. When 
Queen Elizabeth I was excommunicated by the Pope in 1570, she found herself 
without any allies, and she made the extremely unexpected choice to reach out 
to the Ottoman Empire. This move catalyzed a period of increased trade and 
communication between the two lands. If you study Tudor portraits, you may 
notice the presence of pearls from the Orient, silk from Iran, and cotton from the 
Ottoman territories. The English language gained new words with Arabic or Persian 
roots—sugar, candy, crimson, turban, tulip—many of which find their way into 
Shakespeare’s work. To an Elizabethan audience, “Moors” were understood to come 
from Mauretania, what is now known as Morocco and Algeria. Moors were also 
assumed to be Muslims. For Shakespeare’s audience, the word “Moor” represented 
exoticism in every possible way—from appearance, to religion, to customs. 

Othello is not the first Moor to be featured in one of Shakespeare’s texts. One of PORTRAIT OF Queen eLIzABeTH I 
BY GeORGe GOWe

TITLe PAGe OF UN CAPITANO MOOR
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Shakespeare’s earlier works, Titus Andronicus, features his first Moor character, Aaron. In this text, Aaron is the 
pinnacle of evil—inciting rape, murder, pillage, and mutilation. He is the horrific stereotype of a violent black man 
come to life. A few years later, another Moor was written into The Merchant of Venice as the Prince of Morocco. The 
Prince represents a benign, elegant figure who tries to woo Portia, the heroine. Finally, the Moor takes on the role of 
title character in Othello. As a writer, Shakespeare knew exactly what he was doing. The mere mention of a “Moor” 
at the start of the play would have inspired fascination, curiosity, and fear in audiences of that time. Othello is a 
powerful character before he even sets foot on the stage. 

vEnIcE anD THE war Of cYprUS
At the time when Shakespeare wrote this play, Venice was not the well-known Italian city we think of today, 
but an independent city-state. For Elizabethan audiences it represented the epicentre of wealth, culture, and 
power. The city had built up its economic status through trade routes with Asia and Africa, which created an 
environment of multiculturalism unrivaled by any other city in Europe. Venice was a marketplace of the world, 
where you could find spices, linens, meats, cheeses, jewelry, leather goods, and more from all around the world. 
This diversity was reflected in the people of Venice, with residents hailing from all over. One could compare 16th 
century Venice to modern day New York City; it was the very definition of a “melting pot.” It is no wonder that 
the city drew Shakespeare’s interest. 

The conflict which brings Othello and his squadron to the isle of Cyprus is inspired by the Fourth Ottoman-
Venetian War (1570-1573). The large and wealthy island of Cyprus had been under Venetian rule since 1489 

and was politically significant. It allowed them 
to maintain control over Levantine trade, and 
also provided a profitable cotton and sugar 
output. The Levant was a loosely defined 
geographical area that encompassed western 
Asia, the Eastern Mediterranean, and northeast 
Africa. The Turkish Sultan Selim II had long 
desired to conquer the island and increase the 
trading power of the ever-growing Ottoman 
Empire. Starting in 1570, he gradually began 
conquering the island one portion at a time. 
After 11 months, he had successfully taken 
Cyprus from the Greeks. The Venetians were 
determined to re-take the island, but they were 
vastly outnumbered. They allied with the Holy 

League, a large group of Christian nations arranged by Pope Pius V to defeat the Ottoman Empire. The battle was 
not just political and economic, but cultural. At the Battle of Lepanto, the Venetians and the Holy League went to 
war with the Ottomans. They quickly destroyed their naval fleet, but the victory was short-lived. The Ottomans 
quickly rebuilt their naval forces, and the Venetians were faced with potentially dire long-term consequences. 
Eventually a peace treaty was drawn up, and Cyprus became an Ottoman province. 

wrITInG prOmpT
Can you think of a modern day equivalent of Cyprus? If you were to write a contemporary version of Othello,  
where would it take place? What would the cultural, social, and racial makeup be, and how would that change 
the story? 

“THe BATTLe OF LePAnTO,” 1571. ARTIST unKnOWn.
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character analysis
OTHELLO
The character of Othello has transfixed audiences, actors, and critics alike for 
centuries. He is the title character, but his role in the story is open to much 
interpretation. However one chooses to see Othello determines how one interprets 
the moral of the story. Is Othello the “tragic hero” intended to show us the evils of 
racism? Is he the “villain” intended to show us the dangers of interracial marriage? 

While there is no consensus over Othello’s exact ethnic origin—some interpret 
him to be North African, some interpret him to be Arab—he is defined from the 
very start of the play as “other.” He is dark-skinned, he is Muslim, and he has spent 
much of his life at war. Modern interpretations of the play may choose to send a 
specific message by changing aspects of his identity, but his role as “other” always 
remains the same. This creates dramatic tension before Othello even steps on stage. 
His “otherness” serves as the “Chekhov’s gun” of the story. “Chekhov’s gun” is the 
principle credited to playwright Anton Chekhov which states that if there’s a gun 
on stage, it needs to go off. In Shakespeare’s world, if there’s a “Moor” onstage, 
something is going to happen. 

In 1998, British-Ghanaian actor Hugh Quarshie published his lecture Second 
Thoughts About Othello, in which he states. “Of all the parts in the canon, perhaps 
Othello is the one which should most definitely not be played by a black actor.” 
Quarshie goes on to explain that by taking on the role, actors are giving legitimacy 
to a racist portrayal of a black man. Quarshie goes on to write, 

“Of all the tragic flaws in Shakespeare’s characters – pride, procrastination, ambition, among others – credulity is the 
least likely to engage sympathetic understanding. It is Othello’s credulity which alienates him from our sympathy, 
as his colour alienates him from venetian society. And Shakespeare seems to suggest that his colour and his race 
explain his credulity, his jealousy and his violence.”

Quarshie brings up an essential question in approaching the character of Othello—why is he so quickly and 
easily convinced of Desdemona’s infidelity? In the course of one scene (Act III, Scene iii), Othello transitions 
from believing his wife could never be unfaithful to becoming fully, murderously convinced. In Second Thoughts, 
Quarshie interprets this as a way to promote the stereotype of a black men as barbaric, violent, and simple-
minded. However, seventeen years later in 2015, he decided to finally take on this controversial role himself at 
the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC). RSC’s 2015 production featured another black actor, Lucian Msamati, 
in the role of Iago, entirely changing the racial dynamic of the production. Reconsidering his earlier ideas on the 
play, Quarshie stated that the interpretation of Othello is up to the actor, the director, and the audiences. He said, 
“What we make of it tells us more about ourselves than it does about Shakespeare.” In other words, you decide.

QUESTIOnS
1. Do you agree or disagree with Hugh Quarshie’s ideas in Second Thoughts about Othello?  

Do you think the character works to reinforce racial stereotypes or does it dismantle them?
2. Do you think it would be acceptable if a director decided they wanted to change Othello’s race entirely?  

Why or why not?
3. Are there any other “Chekhov’s guns” that you see in the play? What lines, objects, characters,  

or situations are introduced in Act I that foreshadow the tragic end of the story? 
 
 

IRA ALDRIDGe AS OTHeLLO

PAuL ROBeSOn AS OTHeLLO
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DESDEmOna
It seems that just about every character in this story misunderstands 
Desdemona. Is she the shy, quiet, naive and virginal angel? Is she 
the secretive, manipulative, two-faced seductress? Somewhere in 
between? 

Desdemona is described as a young woman, and scholars estimate 
her age to be around 15 or 16. 
At various points throughout the play, Desdemona is described as an 
“angel,” a “white ewe,” and compared to the pure white snow. When 
Emilia describes Desdemona’s attachment to the handkerchief Othello 
gave her (“she so loves the token...That she reserves it evermore about 
her/To kiss and talk to”) it sounds like she’s describing a child with 
their special blanket. She is naive, curious, and excitable like a child. 
She finds Othello’s stories of adventure to be thrilling, fascinating, 
and tragic. She has lived a sheltered life, spending most of her days 

in her father’s home carrying out various domestic chores. She sees in Othello the doorway to an entirely new life, 
one filled with travel and adventure. She is also inexperienced, both in the ways of the world and in romance. It 
is never made clear whether or not she truly realizes just how much of a stir her decision to marry Othello will 
cause. She seems to have no qualms about speaking out against her father in front of the Venetian Senate, telling 
him “But here’s my husband/And so much duty as my mother showed/To you, preferring you before her father,/
So much I challenge that I may profess/Due to the Moor my lord” (Act I, Scene iii). One can see from examining 
the other women in the story, that this type of rebellion would have been unexpected in this time. The expectations 
for Desdemona as the daughter of a wealthy man in Venetian society are quite clear—she must marry a man that 
her father chooses for her, and become that man’s loyal and obedient wife. By making the choice she does, she 
demonstrates a strength and independence that betrays societal expectations, and shows that she is not what she 
seems. Brabantio perceives it as a betrayal that shows “who she really is” and warns Othello, “Look to her, Moor, if 
thou hast eyes to see/She has deceived her father, and may thee.” (Act I, Scene iii). However unwarranted Brabantio’s 
message may be, there is no doubting that it plants the seed of distrust in Othello’s heart. 

Desdemona continues to display her strong will throughout the story and, some would say, struggles with 
knowing when to stop. She insists upon going with Othello to Cyprus, she insists upon continuing her crude 
banter with Iago despite Emilia’s pleading, and she continues to beg for Cassio’s reinstatement even when it 
becomes clear that she is damaging her own cause. While contemporary audiences may view her as a heroine, 
and her behavior as entirely warranted, it is important to remember that Elizabethan audiences may not have 
understood her in the same way. Our very own president John Quincy Adams once wrote of the character, “Who 
can sympathize with Desdemona? She falls in love and makes a runaway match with a blackamoor … She not 
only violates her duties to her father, her family, her sex, and her country, but she makes the first advances!” 
No one can quite seem to figure Desdemona out, to discover her true motivations or her inner thoughts. By 
remaining distant and mysterious, she is more easily accused, more easily distrusted. Perhaps this is the very root 
of her downfall.

QUESTIOn
1. What do you think Shakespeare is trying to say about the role of women in 16th century venice?
2. How does Desdemona’s whiteness affect the way she views Othello? Can you find any evidence in the text?
3. Analyzing the text shows us that 81% of the lines spoken in Othello are spoken by men, in stark contrast 

to the 19% spoken by women. Why is this important?
 
wrITInG prOmpT
How do you think the story would be different if it were told by Desdemona’s point of view? Write a direct 
address for Desdemona to the audience. 

AnTOnIO muñOz DeGRAIn’S  
“OTHeLLO AnD DeSDemOnA”
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IaGO
Iago is arguably one of the most famous Shakespearean 
characters. He is neither the protagonist, nor the title 
character, and yet he is the one who directly addresses 
the audience, and who has the lion’s share of the lines in 
the play. Scholars have struggled with what to make of 
Iago’s “motiveless malignity,” a term coined by Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge 200 years ago but still regularly used 
today in analyzing the character. Why does Iago do 
what he does? Is he driven by racism, a hunger for 
power, a lust for Desdemona, or simply by the desire to 
brew chaos? The motivations, or lack thereof, behind 
Iago’s choices have been the topic of much debate in the 
400 years since this play was written, but have never 
concluded in a definitive answer. In more recent years, 

however, scholars have begun to analyze more critically how Iago manages to pull off his hateful scheme, and 
what that tells us about Venetian society and, by extension, ourselves. 

Iago operates in a society where racism pervades every aspect of society, not unlike our modern day. He is not 
the creator of this system, but he is certainly a part of it. He is a white man who has found himself taking orders 
from a black man in a time when such a thing would be unheard of in most places. His anger at that fact, added 
upon by his being passed over for Cassio, drives him to seek Othello’s downfall. Iago’s true cunning (and evil) 
come from his recognition of the society in which he lives, and the systems that are already in place to serve his 
purpose. The prejudice that Othello faces is made clear early on. In Act I, Scene ii, Desdemona’s father Brabantio 
warns the Venetian Senate: “For is such actions may have passage free, Bond-slaves and pagans shall our 
statesmen be.” Brabantio is making the argument that if the Venetian government allows interracial marriage, 
that soon all of the “inferiors” of society will take over. Shakespeare makes it clear to us through this line that 
Desdemona and Othello are not only going against the wishes of her father, but against the societal status quo 
that men like Brabantio and Iago are desperate to hold onto. Othello is not unaware of the system he is working 
against, and his very awareness of the situation is what Iago takes advantage of. Othello refers frequently to his 
blackness in a derogatory manner, saying things like: “Her name, that was as fresh / As Dian’s visage, is now 
begrim’d and black / As mine own face” (Act III, Scene iii). This insecurity is one of the powerful factors at play 
that enable Iago to so quickly ensnare Othello in his trap. 

Another societal norm that is displayed frequently throughout the text is the subjugation of the women in the 
story. There are only three female characters in the entire play—Desdemona, Emilia, and Bianca. All of these 
women live in a fiercely patriarchal society where the concept of marriage is closer to ownership than it is to 
partnership. Scholar Kiernan Ryan writes, 

“Othello’s dread of cuckoldry and the misogyny that feeds it are perfectly in tune with the patriarchal 
culture of a city where his colour makes him feel like an alien, but where he’s entirely at home as a man. The 
reason why Iago is so quickly and spectacularly successful in persuading Othello to swallow the vile tale he 
spins round Desdemona is that Othello is primed to believe it by the warped view of women and female 
sexuality that he shares not only with Iago but with other men.”

Iago seizes upon the existing culture of misogyny coupled with the normalization of extreme sexual jealousy 
and mistrust that goes far beyond Othello. Nearly every character displays this romantic possessiveness at some 
point in the play. Desdemona says she has no idea who Roderigo is, and yet he is obsessed with her, willing to kill 
Cassio to win her hand. Iago baselessly accuses Othello of seducing his wife Emilia. Even Bianca demonstrates 
this same possessiveness over Cassio when he shows her the handkerchief he found and she immediately 
assumes it is from another woman. While none do so to the extent of Othello, almost every character in the play 
falls victim to the “green-eyed monster.” This is the inevitable and ugly result of any society in which a person’s 

KenneTH BRAnAGH AS IAGO, IRene JACOB AS DeSDemOnA,  
AnD LAuRenCe FISHBuRne AS OTHeLLO
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sexual desire is regarded as property. 
Iago is not the machine that devours Othello and Desdemona, nor is he 

the creator of the machine. The patriarchal, misogynistic, violent, and racist 
universe of Othello is the machine.

What sets Iago apart is his keen understanding of how to use the power of that 
machine to benefit himself. He identifies each characters’ insecurities and works to 
confirm their greatest anxieties by gradually turning each of them into the worst 
possible version of themselves. He turns Desdemona into the “subtle whore” he 
believes every woman to be, and turns Othello into the racist stereotype of a crazed 
wife-killer. As Kiernan Ryan puts it, “To grasp that fact is to pluck out the heart 
of Iago’s mystery, which is dispelled by the realisation that his malignity is not a 
monstrous deviation from the Venetian norm but its mirror image.” 

To further dig in the knife, Shakespeare brings the audience into Iago’s 
plan by having him confide in them constantly throughout the play as if the 
audience is his co-conspirator. In this way, the audience becomes complicit 
in Iago’s sickening plan but are just as helpless to stop it as Othello and 
Desdemona themselves. 

QUESTIOnS
1. If Iago is simply the “cranker of the machine” of society, does that still make him a villain?
2. Why do you think Iago is so good at manipulating those around him?

wrITInG prOmpT
Iago pulls the audience into complicity with his evil scheme by addressing them directly at many points 
throughout the show. During a performance that audience can’t speak back to him, but what if you could? If 
you had the opportunity to speak directly to Iago, what would you say? Would you try to convince him to stop 
his plan? How would you do it? 

classic repertory company’s production
Throughout the past 400 years, Othello has been performed hundreds of times on stages across the globe, and 
each production is unique. Every company has the opportunity to decide how they want to tell the story. The 
actors and director may decide to place the story in a different setting, or to change the gender or ethnicity of 
one of the characters, or add new elements like movement or music. Making these changes can provide the 
opportunity to highlight new themes in the story, to draw connections between the play and our modern day, or 
simply to mix things up! Our production is no different. 

To start, we have our own unique group of actors who have their own ideas and interpretations of the play. 
Our production is 90-minutes long, which means we’ve had to cut some of the text and a few minor characters 
to focus on what we think is most important. We also have a cast of seven actors, which means you’ll see actors 
playing multiple characters. We take our shows on the road to venues of all sizes, which means our set needs to 
be light and mobile. We have lots of musicians in our cast, so we like to use live music. Our actors are all recent 
college graduates, which means some of them will play characters that are older or younger than they are. All of 
these things make our production unique, in the hopes of offering you a new way to experience the story. 

QUESTIOnS
1. What are some of the expectations you have when you imagine seeing a Shakespeare performance?
2. What character are you most excited to see come to life?

SAnTIAGO “THe mOOR SLAYeR,”  
THe PuRPORTeD SOuRCe OF IAGO’S nAme
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