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Othello, by William Shakespeare

In A Nutshell
Othello is a tragedy written by William Shakespeare around 1603. The play tells the story of a

powerful general of the Venetian army, Othello, whose life and marriage are ruined by a

conniving, deceitful, and envious soldier, Iago.

Othello is possibly the most famous literary exploration of the warping powers of jealousy and

suspicion. At the same time, it’s among the earliest literary works dealing with race and

racism. Othello, undeniably heroic even if ultimately flawed, is the most prominent black

protagonist in early Western literature. He is defined by his race and faces constant racism

from other characters. Yet Shakespeare, writing in the early seventeenth century, never makes

Othello into a stereotype. Othello’s marriage to Desdemona, a privileged white woman, first

defies, and then ultimately succumbs to, the taboo on interracial relationships between blacks

and whites.

The play’s performance history has also been marked by racism. To see a real black man and a

white woman kiss onstage was so unacceptable that even in early twentieth century America,

Othello had to be played by a white man in blackface. When Paul Robeson, a black American

and the son of a slave, played Othello on Broadway in the 1940s, the performances electrified

a still segregated nation.
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• Othello Quotes
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Big Picture Study Questions

1 In what way is Othello’s race relevant to the events of the play? Does Othello ’s race and/or

status as an outsider make him more vulnerable to Iago? In what ways? Would Othello

himself be different if he were the same color as everyone around him?

2 Compare and contrast Desdemona and Emilia ’s views on love, sex, marriage, and men. Do

either Desdemona or Emilia change their viewpoints as a result of their conversations with

each other?

3 Why does Iago want to destroy Othello?
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