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Introduction
Welcome to Notes & Commentary on Shakespeare’s Othello: A Guide for Students.
This book is designed to assist students of English literature as they explore one of
Shakespeare’s most powerful and enduring plays. Whether you are encountering 
Othello for the first time or revisiting it for deeper study, this guide aims to clarify the
text, illuminate its complexity, and support your academic journey.

Shakespeare’s Othello stands as a remarkable tragedy, resonant with themes of love,
betrayal, race, and power. Its enduring relevance stretches across centuries,
prompting readers and audiences alike to reflect on its profound exploration of human
nature. The play’s cinematic plot, intricate characterization, and emotional depth
make it a staple of both academic study and theatrical performance.

For students new to Shakespeare, his language and historical context can initially be
intimidating. This guide begins by setting the stage with an overview of the play’s
background, its sources, and its place within Shakespeare’s wider works. By equipping
you with this foundation, you’ll be better prepared to appreciate the nuances and
artistry that make Othello unique.

Each chapter in this guide is crafted to focus on a critical aspect of the play. From
detailed analyses of characters and themes to discussions on Shakespeare’s dramatic
techniques, the guide offers comprehensive coverage. Close attention is given to
examining both traditional interpretations and contemporary perspectives, allowing
you to form your own critical responses to the text.

We also recognize the practical needs of students preparing for exams and essays.
Throughout the book, you’ll find targeted advice on how to approach key quotations,
essay writing strategies, and tips for exam preparation. The goal is to guide you not
only in understanding Shakespeare’s work but also in developing the analytical skills
required for academic success.

It is our hope that this book enriches your study of Othello, deepens your appreciation
for Shakespeare’s artistry, and inspires thoughtful engagement with the text. Dive in,
explore, question, and enjoy your journey through one of literature’s most compelling
tragedies.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical and Cultural Context of
Othello
To truly appreciate the explosive power and enduring relevance of Othello, it helps to
step back in time, to understand the world from which it sprang. Shakespeare wasn't
writing in a vacuum; his plays were shaped by the beliefs, anxieties, and knowledge of
his contemporary audience. This chapter will explore the historical and cultural soil of
early seventeenth-century England, and the far-off, yet resonant, settings of Venice
and Cyprus, providing a backdrop against which the drama of Othello unfolds with
even greater clarity.

Othello is generally believed to have been written around 1603 and first performed in
November 1604. This places it at a fascinating crossroads in English history. Queen
Elizabeth I, the formidable monarch who had defined an era, died in March 1603. Her
long reign had brought a degree of stability and a flourishing of the arts, but her death
also heralded a period of uncertainty. The throne passed to James VI of Scotland, who
became James I of England, uniting the crowns of the two often-antagonistic nations.

This transition from the Tudor dynasty to the Stuart dynasty was not without its
anxieties. James was a foreigner in England, with different experiences and perhaps
different priorities. Questions of loyalty, national identity, and the nature of kingship
were in the air. While James was a Protestant, like Elizabeth, his mother was the
Catholic Mary, Queen of Scots, and there were always underlying religious tensions in
a country that had swung between Catholicism and Protestantism within living
memory. These undercurrents of change and apprehension undoubtedly coloured the
atmosphere in which Shakespeare was writing.

The London of Shakespeare's time was a bustling, rapidly expanding city. It was the
heart of England's political, economic, and cultural life. It was also a city of stark
contrasts: immense wealth alongside abject poverty, magnificent new buildings rising
near overcrowded, plague-ridden slums. The River Thames was a vital artery,
thronged with boats carrying goods and people. This vibrant, sometimes chaotic,
urban environment was the home of the burgeoning English theatre scene.

Shakespeare’s own acting company, known as the Lord Chamberlain’s Men under
Elizabeth, received royal patronage from the new king in 1603, becoming the King’s
Men. This was a mark of high prestige and provided a degree of financial security.
They performed in public playhouses like the famous Globe Theatre, an open-air
amphitheatre that could hold thousands of spectators from all walks of life – from
rowdy apprentices in the yard (the ‘groundlings’) to well-to-do citizens in the galleries.
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Performances took place in daylight, with minimal scenery. The power of the drama
relied heavily on the actors' skills and, crucially, on Shakespeare's language to paint
vivid pictures in the audience's imagination. Costumes, however, could be elaborate
and were often contemporary Elizabethan or Jacobean dress, regardless of the play's
historical setting. This practice would have visually connected distant stories and
ancient tales to the audience's own present.

The audience itself was a diverse mix. While some Puritans, a growing religious and
political faction, viewed theatres as dens of iniquity, many Londoners flocked to see
plays. They expected entertainment: thrilling stories, compelling characters, dramatic
conflicts, and a healthy dose of poetic language, sword fights, and even jigs or songs.
Shakespeare, a master craftsman, knew how to cater to these varied tastes while also
exploring profound human themes.

The early seventeenth-century worldview was still largely hierarchical and ordered.
Society was seen as a 'Great Chain of Being', a divinely ordained structure where
everything and everyone had its place, from God at the very top, down through
angels, humans (king, nobles, commoners), animals, plants, and inanimate objects. To
disrupt this order – through rebellion, ambition beyond one's station, or unnatural acts
– was to invite chaos and divine displeasure. This concept of order versus chaos is a
powerful undercurrent in many of Shakespeare's tragedies, including Othello.

Religion permeated daily life. England was officially Protestant, but the legacy of
Catholicism was still present, and anxieties about Catholic plots or a return to Catholic
rule persisted. Belief in God, Providence, Heaven, and Hell was widespread. The
language of religion, sin, redemption, and damnation often found its way into
everyday speech and, consequently, into the language of the plays. While Othello is
not an overtly religious play in its central conflict, characters frequently invoke God,
heaven, and hell, and the moral framework is broadly Christian.

Alongside formal religion, there was also a common belief in the supernatural – in
witches, ghosts, omens, and prophecies. Magic, both benevolent and malevolent, was
considered a real force by many. While Iago's machinations are psychologically driven,
his seemingly effortless ability to manipulate and destroy can, for some audiences
then and now, carry an almost diabolical quality, a sense of evil that goes beyond
ordinary human malice.

This era also saw England looking outwards more than ever before. The Age of
Exploration was well underway. English ships were trading and exploring across the
globe, bringing back exotic goods and, importantly, stories of distant lands and
different peoples. This increased contact inevitably shaped English perceptions of
'foreigners' and 'outsiders'. London itself was becoming more cosmopolitan, with small
communities of Italians, French, Dutch, and even a few individuals from Africa and the
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Middle East.

The term 'Moor' in Elizabethan and Jacobean England was a somewhat ambiguous
one. It could refer to North Africans (like Berbers or Arabs), to sub-Saharan Africans, or
more generally to Muslims, regardless of their skin colour. The popular imagination
often conflated these groups, and portrayals could range from the noble and exotic to
the savage and treacherous. There were real-life 'Moors' in London; records show
Black people living and working in various capacities, some even as servants in
aristocratic households or as musicians.

Queen Elizabeth I had, on a couple of occasions, issued proclamations concerning the
number of 'blackamoors' in England, suggesting measures for their deportation,
ostensibly due to economic reasons, though these orders seem to have been largely
ineffective. This indicates both a visible presence and a degree of official unease or
prejudice. Plays of the period sometimes featured Moorish characters, often as villains
(like Aaron in Shakespeare's earlier Titus Andronicus), but sometimes as figures of
dignity or pathos. Othello, the character, would have been received against this
backdrop of existing stereotypes and a nascent, complex understanding of racial
difference.

The concept of 'otherness' was potent. Anyone who was not English, not Christian, or
who deviated significantly from societal norms could be viewed with suspicion. This
'othering' could apply to Jews, to Muslims (often represented by the Turks, the great
adversaries of Christian Europe), to the Irish, and, of course, to people of darker skin.
Othello’s position as a Moorish general in Venetian service makes him a conspicuous
outsider, despite his evident value and Christian conversion.

Turning to societal structures, Jacobean England was deeply patriarchal. Men held
virtually all positions of authority in public life – in government, law, the church, and
commerce. Within the family, the husband or father was considered the head of the
household, with legal and social authority over his wife and children. Women's lives
were largely defined by their relationships to men: as daughters, wives, or widows.

For women of the gentry and aristocracy, marriage was a crucial alliance, often
arranged for social or economic advantage rather than romantic love, though affection
was certainly hoped for. A woman's chastity before marriage and fidelity within it were
paramount. Her reputation, and indeed her family's honour, depended heavily on her
sexual virtue. Any suspicion of female infidelity could have devastating consequences,
as Othello so starkly illustrates. Public shaming, legal repercussions, and social ruin
were real threats.

Women had limited legal rights. Upon marriage, a woman's property generally came
under her husband's control. Educational opportunities for girls were much more
restricted than for boys, typically focused on domestic skills, piety, and perhaps some
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literacy and accomplishments like music or needlework, suitable for managing a
household and being a companion to a husband.

Despite these constraints, it's important not to view Elizabethan and Jacobean women
solely as passive victims. Diaries, letters, and other records show women managing
households, businesses (especially as widows), expressing opinions, and navigating
their social world with skill and resilience. In Shakespeare's plays, female characters
often display remarkable intelligence, wit, and strength, even when operating within
significant societal limitations. Desdemona and Emilia, for instance, are far from one-
dimensional figures.

Now let's consider the play's specific settings, Venice and Cyprus, and what they
might have signified to Shakespeare's audience. Venice, or La Serenissima ("the most
serene republic"), held a powerful fascination for the English. It was renowned as a
wealthy, sophisticated, and powerful city-state, a maritime empire built on trade
between East and West. Its unique watery landscape of canals and gondolas, its
opulent architecture, and its republican form of government (headed by a Doge and a
Senate) set it apart from other European cities.

For the English, Venice could represent several, sometimes contradictory, things. It
was admired for its political stability, its efficient administration of justice (or so it was
often perceived), and its role as a bulwark of Christendom against the expansion of
the Ottoman Empire. Its cosmopolitanism was also a key feature; it was a melting pot
of nationalities and religions, a hub of international commerce and diplomacy.

However, Venice also had a darker reputation in the English imagination. It was
sometimes seen as a place of decadence, moral laxity, and cunning. Tales of Venetian
courtesans, known for their beauty, education, and independence, added to this allure
of sophisticated sensuality and potential danger. The stereotype of the 'Italianate'
Englishman – one who had travelled to Italy and returned affected, possibly morally
corrupted, with a penchant for elaborate plots, poison, and passionate, jealous rages –
was a common trope. This makes Iago's Italian name and his scheming nature
resonate with contemporary prejudices.

The Venetian setting for the first act of Othello establishes a world of apparent order,
law, and civilisation. Brabantio appeals to the Senate; Othello is called to account. Yet,
beneath this veneer, private passions and racial prejudices simmer. The elopement of
Desdemona with Othello, a Black general, immediately throws this societal order into
question, challenging norms of parental authority, social hierarchy, and racial
boundaries.

From the relative (if superficial) order of Venice, the play shifts dramatically to Cyprus.
For a Jacobean audience, Cyprus would have immediately signalled a place of danger,
conflict, and isolation. It was a real Venetian possession, a strategically vital island in
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the Eastern Mediterranean, constantly under threat from the powerful Ottoman
Empire. In fact, Cyprus had been conquered by the Ottomans from the Venetians in
1570-71, an event that would have been within living memory or historical knowledge
for many in Shakespeare's audience.

Setting the bulk of the tragedy on this military outpost, on the very frontier between
Christian Europe and the Islamic East, creates an atmosphere of heightened tension
and instability. Cyprus is far from the established legal and social structures of Venice.
It is a masculine, martial world, where military discipline and the threat of war are
paramount. The storm that conveniently destroys the Turkish fleet at the beginning of
Act II removes the external enemy but, ironically, allows the internal 'enemy' – Iago's
malice – to flourish unchecked.

The island setting also contributes to a sense of claustrophobia. Characters are thrown
together in close proximity, away from the familiar social checks and balances of
home. This enclosed, high-pressure environment becomes a crucible for Othello's
jealousy and Iago's manipulations. The order of Venice gives way to the potential for
chaos in Cyprus, a physical manifestation of the psychological disintegration that
afflicts Othello.

Several cultural preoccupations of the Jacobean era find fertile ground in Othello. The
concept of honour, for instance, was incredibly important. For men, particularly
soldiers like Othello and Cassio, honour was tied to their reputation, their valour,
integrity, and public standing. A stain on one's honour was a serious matter,
potentially leading to social ostracism or ruin. Iago masterfully exploits this sensitivity
in both Othello and Cassio.

For women, as mentioned, honour was almost exclusively synonymous with chastity.
Desdemona's virtue is her most prized possession and the bedrock of her identity and
Othello's love for her. The mere suggestion that it is compromised is enough to
unravel Othello's world and seal her fate. This intense focus on female sexual purity
and the dire consequences of its perceived loss is a stark reflection of the period's
values.

Jealousy, the "green-eyed monster," was understood as a powerful and destructive
passion, capable of overwhelming reason and leading to tragic actions. While a
universal human emotion, it was perhaps viewed with particular dread, sometimes
associated, as noted, with certain 'hot-blooded' national temperaments like the
Italians or Spanish. Shakespeare's exploration of jealousy in Othello is so profound
because it shows how quickly and completely this emotion, expertly kindled by Iago,
can corrupt a noble mind.

Finally, the theme of appearance versus reality, or deception, was a common
fascination in Renaissance literature and drama. In a society with increasing social
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mobility, where appearances could be cultivated and true intentions masked, there
was an anxiety about discerning truth from falsehood. Shakespeare repeatedly
explores the gap between what seems and what is. Iago is the ultimate embodiment
of this, the character who famously declares, "I am not what I am." Understanding this
contemporary fascination with duplicity helps to appreciate the terrifying effectiveness
of Iago’s deceptions.

By situating Othello within this rich tapestry of Jacobean beliefs, anxieties, and
perceptions of the wider world, we can begin to grasp the play's immediate impact on
its original audiences. These contextual layers don't just provide historical
background; they illuminate the pressures, assumptions, and cultural codes that
energise the characters' motivations and the tragic trajectory of the plot. While the
play's themes are timeless, knowing its original historical and cultural soil allows for a
deeper, more nuanced engagement with Shakespeare’s enduring masterpiece.
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