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Introduction
William Shakespeare’s Othello stands among his greatest tragedies, renowned for its
psychological intensity, complex characters, and enduring themes. Written at the turn
of the seventeenth century, Othello not only entertains audiences with its gripping plot
but also invites deep reflection on issues of race, gender, power, and the nature of
evil. This book, Notes on Othello: Notes and Commentary for Students on the Play by
Shakespeare, is designed as a comprehensive guide for those studying the
play—whether for English literature coursework, exam preparation, or general interest.

As a work of dramatic art, Othello is remarkable for its intricate exploration of the
human mind and heart. The tragic arc of Othello, the noble Moorish general, swept to
bitter ruin by jealousy and manipulation, offers a profound insight into the
mechanisms of trust, love, vulnerability, and betrayal. At the play’s center lies Iago,
theatre’s most cunning villain, whose motiveless malignity and psychological
manipulation drive the action toward its devastating climax. Yet every character—from
the innocent Desdemona to the pragmatic Emilia, from the ambitious Cassio to the
deluded Roderigo—plays a significant role in the fatal chain of events.

What distinguishes Othello from other Shakespearean tragedies is the interplay
between intimate emotion and sweeping social issues. Through the lens of Othello’s
experiences as an outsider, the play scrutinizes the prejudices of Venetian
society—revealing how racism, xenophobia, and insecurity can fuel personal and
communal harm. Gender roles, too, are interrogated, as Desdemona and Emilia strive
for agency within a patriarchy that both adores and subjugates them. The “green-eyed
monster” of jealousy, a theme as ancient as literature itself, finds new life in Othello’s
passionate but fractured psyche.

For students approaching Othello, the richness of Shakespeare’s language can initially
seem daunting. His mastery of metaphor, dramatic irony, and poetic form provides not
only a means of expression for the characters but also clues to their inner thoughts,
shifting emotional states, and evolving fortunes. Understanding these literary devices,
as well as the historical and theatrical context in which the play was first conceived
and performed, allows readers to appreciate the full depth of Shakespeare’s
achievement.

The chapters that follow are structured to offer accessible, thorough guidance for
analysis and discussion. Key characters are explored in detail; the world of the play is
situated in its historical and cultural context; central themes and motifs are unpacked;
and practical advice is given on writing about Othello in essays and exams. Each
chapter aims to illuminate a different aspect of the play, encouraging students to form
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their own interpretations and arguments.

Othello endures because it speaks to timeless concerns—identity, trust, love, and the
destructive consequences of deception. As you engage with the play through the
notes and commentary in this volume, may you find not only academic support but
also a deeper appreciation for the beauty and tragedy of Shakespeare’s art.
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CHAPTER ONE: The World of Othello: Setting and
Context
William Shakespeare's Othello unfolds across two distinct geographic and cultural
landscapes: the sophisticated city-state of Venice and the strategic military outpost of
Cyprus. This transition in setting is not merely a change of scenery; it is fundamental
to the play's dramatic structure, character development, and thematic resonance. The
contrast between these two worlds highlights the forces acting upon the characters
and underscores the vulnerability of even a respected figure like Othello when
removed from his familiar environment and placed under psychological siege.

Venice, where the play begins, was in Shakespeare's time, and indeed for centuries
before, a powerful and wealthy maritime republic. Known as the "Serenissima," it was
a hub of international trade, diplomacy, and culture, a symbol of European civilisation
and political stability. Its unique structure, built on canals and islands, gave it an aura
of almost mythical status. It was a place where laws were made and upheld, where
merchants and senators conducted the business of a powerful state.

In Act I, Venice serves as the backdrop against which Othello's public standing and his
controversial private life are initially judged. Here, Othello is not just a general but a
crucial pillar of the Venetian state, his military prowess indispensable to its security.
His marriage to Desdemona, the daughter of a Venetian senator, challenges the social
norms and prejudices of this seemingly ordered society. Brabantio's outrage, the
summoning of Othello before the Duke and Senators, and the legalistic debate over
the marriage all firmly root the initial conflict in the political and social fabric of Venice.

Yet, beneath the veneer of order and sophistication, Venice also harbored prejudices.
Othello, despite his high rank and service, is an outsider – a Moor. The language used
by Iago and Roderigo in the opening scene, awakening Brabantio with crude,
animalistic imagery ("an old black ram is tupping your white ewe"), immediately
introduces the racial and xenophobic undercurrents present in Venetian society. This
suggests that while Venice relies on Othello, there is an underlying discomfort or even
hostility towards his presence and his marriage to a Venetian noblewoman. The
civilised setting of Venice, therefore, provides a contrast between Othello's earned
status and the inherent prejudices he faces as an "other."

The political reality of Venice at the time was also defined by its ongoing conflicts,
particularly with the expanding Ottoman Empire. Control of lucrative trade routes and
strategic territories in the eastern Mediterranean was a constant source of tension.
Cyprus, an island of immense strategic importance located in the eastern
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Mediterranean, was a key point of contention between Venice and the Ottomans.
Venice had controlled Cyprus since 1489, but the island was constantly under threat of
invasion from the Turks.

This historical conflict provides the urgent context for Othello's deployment. The Duke
and Senators, while initially distracted by Brabantio's complaint, quickly turn their
attention to the pressing military crisis concerning Cyprus. Othello is the man they
trust to defend this vital possession against the impending Turkish assault. His military
reputation and skill are paramount to Venetian interests, overriding domestic disputes,
at least initially. The needs of the state in Venice temporarily subdue the personal and
social tensions swirling around Othello.

The shift to Cyprus in Act II marks a dramatic change in the play's atmosphere and
focus. Having survived a perilous sea voyage (which conveniently disposes of the
Turkish fleet, shifting the external threat), the characters find themselves on a
militarised island, a frontier rather than a capital city. Cyprus is a place primarily
defined by military necessity and the presence of soldiers. It is a less civilised, less
legally structured environment than Venice.

Life in Cyprus revolves around the garrison, the watch, and military command. Othello,
as the newly appointed governor, holds almost absolute authority on the island. This
contrasts sharply with Venice, where his actions and marriage were subject to the
scrutiny and judgment of the Senate. In Cyprus, the checks and balances of the
Venetian political system are absent. This isolation of Othello from the established
order he served so effectively in Venice proves crucial to Iago's plan.

The removal to Cyprus takes the characters away from the public gaze and the
potential support systems available in Venice. Desdemona is separated from her
father and her Venetian friends. Cassio is removed from the familiarity of the Venetian
court circles. Othello himself is in a position of power but also of isolation, solely reliant
on his judgment and the counsel of those around him. This makes him particularly
vulnerable to the insidious whispers and manipulations of Iago.

Cyprus, as a military outpost, can be seen as a more primal setting, where the
constraints of Venetian society are loosened. This environment allows passions and
base instincts to come to the fore. The soldiers' culture, including drinking and
brawling, sets the stage for Cassio's downfall. The relative lack of sophisticated social
diversions means personal relationships become more intensely scrutinised and
manipulated. The claustrophobic nature of the garrison, with its limited social circle,
means that rumors and suspicions can spread rapidly and have devastating effects.

Shakespeare uses the setting of Cyprus to amplify the themes of the play. The island's
precarious position, constantly under threat, mirrors the precariousness of Othello's
position and his relationship with Desdemona under Iago's attack. The military
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hierarchy provides the framework for Iago's manipulation of rank and reputation. The
isolation of the island allows Iago to create a contained environment where he can
control the flow of information and perception, effectively trapping Othello within his
web of lies.

The contrast between Venice and Cyprus also symbolises a shift in the play's genre
from a potentially political drama to a deeply personal tragedy. While Act I deals with
the public and political implications of Othello's marriage and military role, the
subsequent acts in Cyprus focus almost entirely on the psychological disintegration of
Othello and the domestic tragedy that unfolds. The external threat (the Turks) is
eliminated early in Act II, allowing the internal, psychological threat (Iago's plot) to
become the sole focus.

In Venice, Othello eloquently defends himself with language that reflects his noble
character and his integration into Venetian society, despite his origins. He speaks of
his service and the honest way he won Desdemona's love. His command of language
is a testament to his assimilation and status. In Cyprus, as Iago's poison takes hold,
Othello's language begins to change. It becomes fragmented, crude, filled with
imagery of animals and disease, reflecting his descent into irrational jealousy and a
more primitive state of mind. This linguistic deterioration is intrinsically linked to his
experience in the isolated, military world of Cyprus, away from the civilised discourse
of Venice.

Furthermore, the historical context of Cyprus as a frontier exposed to different
cultures and conflicts might subtly play into the themes of otherness and cultural
misunderstanding. While Venice is portrayed as a distinct European power, Cyprus is
an island in the East, a point of contact and conflict with the Ottoman world. This
geographical positioning adds another layer to the theme of Othello as an outsider
navigating a different cultural landscape.

The move to Cyprus also removes Desdemona from her familiar environment and her
father's protection. In Venice, despite defying her father, she is still within her native
city. In Cyprus, she is dependent solely on Othello and her attendant, Emilia. This
physical isolation makes her more vulnerable to Othello's misguided rage and removes
potential avenues for her to seek help or for the truth to be revealed through external
intervention until it is too late.

Shakespeare's choice of these two settings is deliberate and dramatically effective.
Venice represents the world Othello has conquered and where he holds a respected,
albeit precarious, position. It is a place of rules, laws, and social facades. Cyprus, on
the other hand, is a volatile frontier, a place of military order but social disorder,
where the pressures of isolation and conflict, even if the external threat is removed,
create fertile ground for Iago's psychological warfare. The transition from Venice to
Cyprus is a journey from public life and societal constraints to a more private, exposed
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realm where the characters' inner vulnerabilities are laid bare, leading inexorably to
tragedy.

The geographical distance from Venice to Cyprus also symbolically represents the
emotional and psychological distance Othello travels from his noble, self-possessed
state to one consumed by irrational jealousy. The isolation of Cyprus mirrors the
isolation Iago engineers around Othello, cutting him off from truth and reason. It is in
this contained, high-pressure environment that the "green-eyed monster" is allowed to
flourish unchecked.

The military nature of the Cyprus setting also underscores the theme of reputation and
honour, particularly for the male characters. For soldiers like Othello, Cassio, and even
Iago, their standing in the military hierarchy is paramount. Cassio's public disgrace
through drunkenness and brawling, orchestrated by Iago in Cyprus, has devastating
consequences for his career and honour, making him susceptible to Iago's further
manipulation and providing Iago with a pawn in his larger scheme against Othello.

In conclusion, the settings of Venice and Cyprus are far more than simple backdrops in
Othello. They are active components of the play's design, contributing significantly to
its plot, character dynamics, and thematic depth. Venice represents the complex
society Othello navigates and where his position is initially established but also
challenged by prejudice. Cyprus represents the isolated, volatile environment where
the external pressures of military life and the absence of societal checks allow Iago's
internal psychological manipulation to flourish, leading to the tragic downfall of the
protagonist and the devastation of the characters caught in his web. The movement
between these worlds is a crucial element in the play's powerful dramatic trajectory.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace

http://www.tcpdf.org

