Othello by William Shakespeare

Name: _____________________________

Study Guide



Othello was first performed by the King’s Men at the court of King James I on November 1, 1604. Written during Shakespeare’s great tragic period, which also included the composition of Hamlet (1600), King Lear (1604–5), Macbeth (1606), and Antony and Cleopatra (1606–7), Othello is set against the backdrop of the wars between Venice and Turkey that raged in the latter part of the sixteenth century. Cyprus, which is the setting for most of the action, was a Venetian outpost attacked by the Turks in 1570 and conquered the following year. Shakespeare’s information on the Venetian-Turkish conflict probably derives from The History of the Turks by Richard Knolles, which was published in England in the autumn of 1603. The story of Othello is also derived from another source—an Italian prose tale written in 1565 by Giovanni Battista Giraldi Cinzio (usually referred to as Cinthio). The original story contains the bare bones of Shakespeare’s plot: a Moorish general is deceived by his ensign into believing his wife is unfaithful. To Cinthio’s story Shakespeare added supporting characters such as the rich young dupe Roderigo and the outraged and grief-stricken Brabanzio, Desdemona’s father. Shakespeare compressed the action into the space of a few days and set it against the backdrop of military conflict. And, most memorably, he turned the ensign, a minor villain, into the arch-villain Iago.
A Brief Biography of William Shakespeare
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          William Shakespeare was born to John Shakespeare and mother Mary Arden some time in late April 1564 in Stratford-upon-Avon. There is no record of his birth, but his baptism was recorded by the church, thus his birthday is assumed to be the 23 of April. His father was a prominent and prosperous alderman in the town of Stratford-upon-Avon, and was later granted a coat of arms by the College of Heralds. All that is known of Shakespeare's youth is that he presumably attended the Stratford Grammar School, and did not proceed to Oxford or Cambridge. The next record we have of him is his marriage to Anne Hathaway in 1582. The next year she bore a daughter for him, Susanna, followed by the twins Judith and Hamnet two years later.
          Seven years later Shakespeare is recognized as an actor, poet and playwright, when a rival playwright, Robert Greene, refers to him as "an upstart crow" in A Groatsworth of Wit. A few years later he joined up with one of the most successful acting troupe's in London: The Lord Chamberlain's Men. When, in 1599, the troupe lost the lease of the theatre where they performed, (appropriately called The Theatre) they were wealthy enough to build their own theatre across the Thames, south of London, which they called "The Globe." 

Background Information

The term “moor:  In Shakespeare's time, equivalent to "African," with the expectation that such a person would be black or dark skinned. This was not a negative or derogatory word. Originally, it meant "native of Mauretania," a country in North Africa, but its meaning had become generalized by the 17th century.

Venice/Cyprus/Turkey


Elope - to run off secretly to be married, usually without the consent or knowledge of one's parents.

Military Ranks:

Othello is Captain (sometimes referred to as General) of the Venetian  

     Army


Cassio was promoted instead of Iago to the position of Lieutenant (2nd in  

               command)


Iago holds the rank of Ancient or Standard Bearer or Ensign – he is 3rd in  

               command

Act I





Name: ____________________
Scene 1
1. What reason does Iago give Roderigo for hating Othello?

2. What reason does Roderigo have to hate Othello?

3. Compare Iago’s military rank to that of Cassio and Othello. (See note in background info.)  

4. What does Iago mean when he says, “I am not what I am?”  Why will Iago continue to follow Othello?  

5. Why do Iago and Roderigo tell Brabantio of his daughter’s elopement with Othello?

6. What three vulgar, sexually explicit, analogies does Iago use to tell Brabantio of his daughter’s elopement?


What is Othello being compared to?  

7. What accusation does Brabantio make concerning Othello?  Why might he say this?

Scene 2

1. Why does Othello feel confident in his right to marry Desdemona?  

2. To where is Othello summoned and why?  

3. How does Othello react to Brabantio’s confrontation outside the Sagittary (Sagittarius Inn)?  What does this tell you about Othello’s character?

4. Why does Brabantio agree to accompany Othello and his men to see the Duke?  

Scene 3

1. According to the first reports sent to the Senate, what is the destination of the Turkish fleet?  What do later reports indicate the destination will be?  What tactic or ploy did the Turkish army utilize?  

2. According to Othello, how did he and Desdemona fall in love?  

3. Why does Desdemona declare that her loyalty is now “divided?”

4. What advice does the Duke give Brabantio in regard to his daughter’s marriage? How does Brabantio receive this advice?

5. Where must Othello go at the Duke’s bidding?

6. Where does the Duke suggest Desdemona stay while Othello is gone?  What is the unanimous reaction to this?  Explain.

a. Brabantio feels – 

b. Desdemona feels –

c. Othello feels – 

7. Why don’t Desdemona and Othello travel together?  Who travels with Desdemona?  What will the relationship be between Desdemona and Emilia?  

8. What is Brabantio’s parting warning to Othello?  What technique is this?  

9. What does Iago mean when he uses the following metaphor in regard to Roderigo’s pain over Desdemona’s marriage:  “Our bodies are our gardens, to the which our wills are gardeners?”  

10. What does Iago think of Roderigo’s plan to drown himself?  

11. What does Iago mean when he says to Roderigo repeatedly, “Put money in thy purse?” 

12. What does Iago suspect happened between his wife, Emilia, and Othello that makes his hatred even more intense?    

13. Explain Iago’s plan for revenge in detail.

14. What details/events make this Act the play’s Exposition – the first stage of the plot pyramid?  

Act II





Name: _______________________

Scene 1

1. What happens to the Turkish ships heading towards Cyprus?  Why is this important?

2. Why is Cassio worried for Othello’s safety?

3. Who arrives in the second ship?  

4. In what ways does Iago slander/insult women?

a. In public they are ______________________.

b. In their private houses they are ____________________.

c. In their kitchens they are _______________________.

d. When complaining they seem like _________________.

e. When offended they are like ___________________.

f. As housewives they are ____________________.

g. In bed, they are like _______________________.

h. They wake up to ______ and go to bed to _____. 

i. If pretty and smart, they ___________________________________.

j. If ugly and smart, they ____________________________________.

k. If pretty and stupid, they _____________________________________.

l. If ugly and stupid, they ______________________________________.  

m. A truly good woman is only good for ________________________________________________.

5. What is Iago’s opinion of women?  

6. What will Iago do with the fact that Cassio took Desdemona’s hand as he escorted her away?

7. When Cassio kisses his own fingers, what does Iago wish they would turn into?  

8. Why does Iago convince Roderigo to provoke a fight with Cassio?  

9. How does Iago plan to get even with Cassio and Othello for the crimes he imagines they committed against him?  

Scene 2

1. What does the herald say are the two reasons for the celebration tonight?

Scene 3

1. How does the conflict between Cassio, Roderigo, and Montano happen?  

2. What caused Cassio to behave as he did?  

3. How does Othello punish him for his behavior?

4. What is Iago’s advice to Cassio for getting his position back?  How will he twist this to fit his own plan?  

5. What is ironic about Iago giving Cassio advice that might help him?  

6. Why does Roderigo want to go back to Venice?  How does Iago convince him to stay in Cyprus?  

7. What two additional details will complete Iago’s plan?

8. What makes this Act the play’s rising action – the 2nd part of the plot pyramid?  

Act III




Name: ________________________

Scene 1

1. To whom does Cassio go to for help in getting his position back?  How can this person help?

Scene 2

1. Where will Othello be when Iago returns from delivering the letters to the pilot?

Scene 3

1. Desdemona says that she’ll do everything in her power to restore the friendship between Cassio and Othello – including discussing Cassio in bed with Othello.  How might that ironically help Iago’s plan?

2. Why does Cassio leave Desdemona instead of remaining when Othello arrives?  How does this make him look?  

3. What might Shakespeare be foreshadowing when Othello says, “Excellent wretch!  Perdition catch my soul.  But I love the!  And when I love thee not, Chaos is come again.” 

4. How does Iago raise Othello’s suspicion in regard to Cassio and Desdemona without directly accusing them?  

5. What does Iago say about married women in general from Venice?

6. What does Iago say about some of Desdemona’s past behaviors to make Othello mistrust her?

7. Why does Othello begin to doubt Desdemona’s love for him?  

8. What is the sentimental meaning behind the handkerchief Othello gave Desdemona?  

What does Emilia intend to do with the handkerchief when she finds it on the floor?  

Why does she not get a chance to do this?

Why does give it to Iago if she truly cares for Desdemona?

9. Why is Othello’s ranting similar to the old saying, “Ignorance is bliss?”

10. What circumstantial evidence does Iago provide for Othello in regard to the night he and Cassio shared a bed?

11. What does Iago tell Othello about Desdemona’s handkerchief?

12. What reward does Othello give Iago in payment for his information?  

13. Why is the ending of Act 3, scene 3 the climax of the play?  Explain.  

Scene 4

1. When Othello questions Desdemona about the handkerchief, how does she confirm his suspicions without realizing it?

2. What is the handkerchief’s history according to Othello?  Why does this scene make Brabantio’s accusations in Act I seem less impossible?

3. What does Othello insinuate about Desdemona when he comments on her “moist” hand?

4. Why is Othello so angry at the thought of Desdemona losing the handkerchief or giving it away?  What does the handkerchief become a symbol of?

5. Instead of being angry with her husband for his bad behavior, Desdemona forgives him and makes excuses for him.  What does this say about her character and true feelings for Othello?

6. How did the handkerchief get in Cassio’s room?  

7. To whom does Cassio give the handkerchief and why?

Act IV




Name: ________________________

Scene 1

1. How does Iago fool Othello into thinking that his conversation with Cassio is about Desdemona?

2. What seeming proof does Bianca present during this conversation?  Why is this so particularly hard for Othello to comprehend?

3. What method of murder does Iago recommend to Othello for killing Desdemona?

4. What changes are made in command in the letter brought by Lodovico?

5. What does Desdemona say that enrages Othello to the point of striking her?  What is Lodovico’s reaction to Othello’s violence?

6. How has Othello changed since Act I?  What has caused this change?

Scene 2

1. What is Emilia’s explanation for Othello’s behavior?  Why is this so ironic?

2. For the second time, Roderigo appears and declares he’s returning to Venice.  How does Iago change his mind?

Scene 3

1. Why does Othello demand that Desdemona go to bed and dismiss her maid?

2. What is Emilia’s explanation for women who cheat?  In what way does Emilia’s opinion offer a realistic view of women instead of two extreme opposites?  

3. How does Desdemona foreshadow her own death?  

4. Explain why this Act is the play’s falling action, the 4th part of the plot pyramid.  

Act V




Name: ________________________

Scene 1

1. How do both Cassio and Roderigo end up wounded?

2. Why does Iago want both Cassio and Roderigo dead?

3. When Othello assumes that Iago has killed Cassio, what does he leave to do?

4. What does Iago mean when he says, “This is the night that either makes me or fordoes me quite?”

Scene 2

1. Why does Othello insist Desdemona pray and ask forgiveness for her sins before he kills her?

2. What does Emilia tell Othello about the handkerchief?

3. What does Iago do to Emilia as punishment for telling the truth?

4. What favor does Othello ask of Lodovico?  What does Othello do next?  Was this a cowardly or heroic action?  Explain.  

5. What will apparently happen to Iago?  

6. Explain why this Act is the play’s denouement (resolution), the 5th part of the plot pyramid.
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