Othello

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

Play, 1604–05; film, 1952, 1965, 1986, 1995, 2001. Summary.
In Venice a beautiful young woman, Desdemona, falls in love with Othello, a Moor. (“Moor” usually indicates Arab or Muslim but can also mean black, and Othello is described as a black man; however, he has often been played by white actors wearing dark makeup. An exception is the film version from 1995.) Desdemona’s family is against the match, but Desdemona prevails and marries Othello, who meanwhile has been promoted to a high military position. Enter Iago, who is in love with Desdemona and jealous of Othello’s success. He bets that the two will tire of each other because they are so different, but he thinks of ways to help the situation along. What if Othello could be made to believe that his wife is being unfaithful to him? A young lieutenant of Othello’s, Cassio, seems to fit the picture. Desdemona, who wants to be a good friend to Othello’s friends, is kind to Cassio; Iago begins to drop hints to Othello that there is hanky-panky going on. Without knowing of Iago’s plan, his wife, Emilia, who is a good friend of Desdemona’s, lends a helping hand by obtaining from Desdemona a handkerchief that Othello has given her. Iago plants the handkerchief among Cassio’s possessions. Othello refuses to believe Iago’s assertions, but when Desdemona can’t produce the handkerchief he considers it proof that Iago is telling the truth. He becomes increasingly distant and critical toward his wife, who doesn’t understand the change that has come over him. Desdemona begins to think her parents were right—that perhaps she and Othello are too different to have a successful marriage.


Othello persuades Iago to kill Cassio. Iago succeeds only in wounding him seriously, but Desdemona grieves when she hears of Cassio’s misfortune, because she thinks of Cassio as a good friend. Othello takes Desdemona’s reaction as further proof that Cassio is her lover and decides, at Iago’s urging, to kill Desdemona. Why would Iago suggest this, when he is himself in love with her? Because she is not interested in him, and if he can’t have her, he vows that nobody else will.


As Emilia discovers the truth about the situation and rushes to Othello to tell him, he is already in the process of murdering his wife. Desdemona insists that she is innocent and begs for a little more time, begs to live for half an hour, just long enough for a prayer, but he will not listen and strangles her. Emilia bursts in and tells Othello the truth; Iago is right behind Emilia, however, and he kills her. Officials show up and arrest Othello. Cassio himself tells the truth about the handkerchief—that he merely found it among his possessions one day but never was given it by Desdemona. Othello, full of despair over his lack of faith in his wife, stabs himself and dies. Iago is taken away to answer for his crimes.

(See the Study Questions following The Faithful Wife and the Woman Warrior.)

