


OTHELLO 

Structured like a contrapuntal piece of music that harmoniously 
combines two opposing melodies, the play's plot is sensational-and, 
indeed, it seems more fitting for an opera, which it became. Othello's 
speeches are pure music, his diction ornate and formal, but the play is 
also about ordinary men and women, and its opposing voice, as repre
sented by Iago, is colloquial, obscene, and knowing. Thus Shakespeare 
demands that viewers stretch their imagination, even as he presents 
them with a very familiar situation. An audience can't dismiss Othello as 

• preposterous, because Shakespeare is writing about sexual jealousy, an 
emotion that touches a nerve in almost everyone. Most of us accept 
that jealousy makes people behave outrageously. From one perspective, 
Othello's murder of Desdemona is a romantic apotheosis; from another, 
it's extremely vulgar-crimes of passion can be found on the police 
blotter of any city. (Shaw despised the play for what he called its "police
court morality and commonplace thought.") Both aspects, represented 
by Othello and Iago, work together: without poetry, Othello would be 
squalid; without realism, it would be histrionic. 

' 

Several things set the play apart from Shakespeare's other great 
tragedies. First, it isn't about kings and queens; its tragedy is domestic 
and private. Usually, when an unnatural crime occurs in Shakespearean 
tragedy, the heavens open up and nature revolts, but Othello's crime is 
simply Othello's. A private act in the conjugal bedroom, it doesn't affect 
the universe or the state. And unlike Shakespeare's other plays, Othello 
concentrates on one emotion: sexual jealousy. It is relentless in its nar
row focus. Neither a subplot nor an amusing character diverts us from 
the inevitable climax; there is not a fool nor a good joke in the whole 
play. (There is a character called "Clown," but he has only five lines, 
and his part is usually cut.) The only joker in Shakespeare's tragic pack 
of cards is Iago. 

Everything in the play contributes to its claustrophobic atmosphere. 
Most of it takes place in one locale, which grows ever more claustro
phobic as Othello's thoughts become increasingly narrow and mono
maniacal. Contributing to this stifling quality is the fact that the play is 
an interior drama, with very little physical action. (As W. H. Auden 

J pointed out, Iago is the only character who acts; all the others react.) 
Most of the drama consists of the struggle within Othello's psyche. 

At first, Iago merely hints at Desdemona's infidelity with Cassio. 
Othello's imagination supplies the rest. Suspicion then becomes a vile 
odor from which he can't escape, polluting everything-his wife, his 
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reputation, his occupation, even his language. Othello begins the play 
poised and confident, at the height of his powers and uttering the most 
sublime poetry. But by the time Iago has done his work, Othello's 
"music" has disintegrated into linguistic chaos: 

Lie with her? Lie on her? \Ve say lie on her when they belie 
her. Lie with herl Zounds, that's fulsome! Handkerchief
confession-handkerchief! 

(N.1.35-37) 

Othello's downfall is measured not so much by what happens to him as 
by what happens to his language. 

From beginning to end, Iago's motives remain unfathomable. We 
never know what perverse spite drives him. Early in Othello, lago, in 
one of his numerous asides, offers a possible reason: 

I hate the Moor, 
And it is thought abroad that 'twixt my sheets 
He's done my office. I know not if't be true 
But I, for mere suspicion in that kind, 
Will do as if for surety. 

(1.3.380--84) 

One excuse will do as well as another. He decides to destroy Othello 
and then finds reasons for it. Critics have come up with various motives 
for Iago's behavior: Iago is a racist and his superior is a black man; 
Othello has passed him by for promotion; perhaps Othello did have an 
affair with Emilia, Iago's wife; Iago is subconsciously attracted to Des
demona-or even to Othello. But ultimately, lago destroys Othello 
because it's his nature to do so. When asked for his motives, the loqua
cious villain remains surprisingly silent: 

OTHELLO. Will you, I pray, demand that derni-devil 
Why he hath thus ensnared my soul and body? 

IAGO. DemaTld me nothing; what you know, you know; 
From this time forth I never will speak word. 

(V.2.298-301) 
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We thus leave asking Othello's question: Who is Iago? Like Satan him
self, Iago has the ability to transform himself into the shape of his ene
my's secret fears and desires. Au den claimed he was a practical joker 
"of a peculiarly appalling kind." Maybe he's just bored, or a frustrated 
playwright who enjoys plotting real, instead of fictional, tragedies. Per
haps the answer is more simple: he is a psychopath, a type all too famil
iar to us today. Shakespeare is one of the first writers to create such a 
character-the charming man without a conscience. And Iago must be 
seductive; otherwise Othello's downfall wouldn't be convincing. 

~:~ For the play to work as tragedy, however, the audience must sympa- .. 
thize with Othello, not Iago. Ultimately, Iago alienates the audience by 
the way in which he reduces everything to sex and money. To him, 
Othello is just "an old black ram ... tupping your white ewe," and the 
faithful Desdemona, a "super
subtle Venetian" who will dismiss 
Othello "when she is sated with 
his body .... She must change 
for youth." To Iago's leering 
eyes, she is simply an upper-class 
debutante nymphomaniac enjoy
ing a new sex game, with Othello 
as her boytoy. 

Iago is loathsome, but at times 
Othello also seems despicable. 
How could he let this happen? 
One answer may lie in his inex
perience with women: he's a 
middle-aged soldier whose deal
ings have been primarily with men, and his irreproachable past has 
made him idealize what he does not know. (A few critics and actors 
have speculated that he's sexually innocent, and John Gielgud con
fessed that he couldn't act the part unless he played him as a virgin.) As 
a romantic idealist with a trusting nature, he has little knowledge of sin. 
He places all his faith in Desdemona, and when she falls in his eyes, his 
entire world falls with her. 

The climax of the play is terrible to watch. Desdemona pleads and 
bargains for her life: "Kill me tomorrow: let me live tonight!" He doesn't 
want to kill her; she doesn't want to die; but the scene relentlessly pro
ceeds. When he finally strangles her, he's not insane-and this is what 

- ,- .. ·-. -,<---•""''''""''"-
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makes the scene so chilling. Coldly and in complete control, he mur
ders her out of his uncompromising sense of justice-and his love. To 
Othello, Desdemona deserves to die. 

Symbolically, it is particularly fitting that Desdemona should be 
smothered. As Othello falls deeper into madness, the play's atmosphere 
becomes increasingly airless and enclosed. Trapped within Othello's 
psychic nightmare, Desdemona, lovely and vibrant, can't possibly 

breathe-let alone thrive. 
Her last panicked gasp is 
not simply that of a dying 
woman, but a choking 
attempt to break free from 
the suffocating fantasy in 
which her husband has 
imprisoned her. 

Desdemona isn't the 
play's only victim. Othello, 
too, is engulfed by Iago's 
snare of deceit, and once 

entrapped, he never considers any alternative to madness. His aU-or
nothing integrity denies him the freedom of choice. Iago has done his 
work all too well. Only at the end does he, heartbreakingly, regain his 
sanity, and he dies knowing that he has destroyed what he loved best 
on earth. 

Modern audiences want to know why Othello doesn't simply ask 
Desdemona if she's been unfaithful. But this is to put the play into the 
twentieth century, when couples seek marital counseling, and infidelity 
is the stuff of cocktail-party gossip. In Othello, we enter a rarefied world 
where logic seems irrelevant. The tragedy is that Othello wouldn't 
believe her denials; !ago's poison has already affected him too deeply. 
The tragedy is that this hero who is larger than life can't do the simple 
thing, and that this man with such a "free and open nature" is so vulner
able to !ago's covert machinations. 

The one question that remains unanswerable is the one Shakespeare 
obsessively explores in all his major plays-the conflict between 
appearance and reality. Othello's black skin hides his innate aristocra
cy; "honest" Iago is treacherous; and the chaste Desdemona is branded 
a whore. In a world of false impressions, can we ever really know the 
truth? When truth masquerades as lies, and lies appear so b·ue, can we 
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ever know anything with certitude? If Othello, who by his own admis
sion is not a jealous man, who seemed so self-possessed, could lose 
everything, who among us is safe? 

+ The bond between lago and Othello is more powerful than that 
between any of the playwright's romantic lovers. It's not enough 
that each actor play his role well; there must be a potent chem
istry between them. Here are some of the most famous pairings: 

OTIIELLO !AGO 

Ralph Richardson Laurence 0 livier (1938) 

Paul Robeson Jose Ferrer (New York) (1943) 

Orson Welles Michael MacLiammoir (1952) 

Laurence Olivier Frank Finlay (1964) 

James Earl] ones Christopher Plummer (1982) 

Ben Kingsley David Suchet (1985, 1986) 

Anthony Hopkins Bob Hoskins (1983) 

Raul]ulia Richard Dreyfuss (1979) 

Raul]ulia Christopher Walk en (1991) 

+ If you can't see a live performance of the play, try to rent the 
1983 BBC video from your local library. Bob Hoskins's lago, a 
plainspoken cockney with a nervous giggle, makes an effective 
contrast to Anthony Hopkins's frantically earnest Othello. 
Penelope Wilton is a refreshingly commonsensical Desde
mona. Breaking with tradition, Hopkins's Othello is a light
skinned Arab rather than a black Moor, since Jonathan Miller 
thought that the presence of a black Othello would obscure the 
play's fundamental theme of jealousy. (Director and actor Ted 
Lange scoffs at this interpretation: "British Equity wouldn't let 
the BBC hire American actors, so James Earl Jones, their first 
choice, was out. The British don't have any black stars, so 
Miller had to come up with a rationale to explain why they had 
a white actor in the role.") 

+ You might also want to look at Michael MacLiammoir's Put 
Money in Thy Purse, a day-to-day account of his experience play
ing lago to Orson Welles's Othello. 
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What to Look for 
in Othello 

Cbe first scene is extraordinary-and very confusing. At once we are 
plunged into an atmosphere where the differences between appearance 
and reality, truth and lies, are obscured. This is the world of Othello. It 
is night; two men are having a secret conversation, and though we don't 
know it yet, they are lago and Roderigo talking of the unnamed Othello. 
Apparently, lago has been taking money from Roderigo to advance the 
latter's suit with an unnamed woman. Roderigo has just learned that 
this woman has eloped with another man, and he now calls lago to 
account for leading him on. Shrewdly, lago deflects Roderigo's anger 
from himself onto the abductor, an unnamed man whom they both 
hate, Roderigo because he has eloped with the woman, and lago, :. 
because he has neglected to promote him. lago comes off as bluff, prac
tical, and honest, a worthy soldier. We sympathize with his sense of 
injured me1it, and we suspect this mysterious Moor, also called "thick
lips" and "the devil," of treachery. 

But one glance at Othello in the next scene reveals how false first c. 

impressions can be (and our willingness to trust appearances makes 
what happens to Othello all the more convincing). The difference 
between what "honest" lago says about Othello and what Othello truly 
is emphasizes the conflict between appearance and reality. 

In Act IV, scene 3, haunted by premonitions of death, Desdemona 
sings an old ballad of betrayal while Emilia undresses her for what will 
be their last night on earth. The two women chat while they contem
plate their own mortality. The scene achieves the impossible: it is 
homey and unearthly, ordinary and ominous. Paradoxically, it height
ens the dramatic tension while at the same time serving as a relief from 
the play's relentless pace. 

--: ·. __ , . ,- - ,, _____ ,' ,. 
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Along with Richard III, lago is Shakespeare's greatest Machiavel. In 
~ the course of Othello, he is called "honest" fifteen times by everybody 
i in the play, including himself. (The word is mentioned a total of forty-

~ : !7:~~~ :::~a~d ~~k~i;,0:~::: ;~ :::::r:,~~~:~ ~ ;;08H;! I credo, adapted for all situations, is "Put money in thy purse." 
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Othello: 
Shakespeare's Most 

Intense Play 

~w people leave a performance of Othello untouched. Racial tension, 
sexual jealousy, and a lurid, melodramatic plot make for dramatic dyna
mite. Only recently have audiences of mainstream theatregoers been 
permitted to see an older, black man touching a young, white woman, 
and even when the black man is a white actor in blackface, the sight has 
stirred people's deepest anxieties about sex as well as about race. 

The Othello editor Julie Hankey writes, "Othello has laid hold of peo
ple, primitively, in a way that no other Shakespearean tragedy could 
hope to do. Women have shrieked and fainted, old men have laid their 
heads down on their arms and sobbed, young men have lost their sleep 
and gone about for days in a trance. The story comes very near to ordi
nary people's lives." It's safe to say that there's been more audience 
participation with Othello than with any other Shakespearean play, and 
critical responses are rarely tepid. 

3.;.· + During one production in the Old West, a member of the audi-
~ ence took out his pistol and shot the actor who was playing 
& 
:~ lago. On his tombstone were the words "Here lies the greatest 
~ actor." 

~~\~;;;::.I:n;;~~!;,-~'-H';'; _,r~"-·t,r~::.·~:--~ "·._;-- :"'· -,,~ ~- <~ 
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+ In 1752 the Virginia Gazette report
ed that a Cherokee chief and his 
squaw visited Williamsburg to 
take part in a friendship treaty. As 
a peace offering, they were invited 
to attend a performance of Othello 
at the local playhouse. When, how
ever, it came time for the sword
fight scene, the squaw became so 
distraught that she ordered one of 
her braves to ascend the stage and 
separate the two actors. 

+ Dming Paul Robeson's famed per
formance in 1943, the director 
Margaret Webster overheard a 
young girl in the audience murmur 
to herself, "Oh God, don't let him 
kill her ... don't let him kill her, oh 
God." 

+ When Edmund Forrest played Iago to Edmund Kean's Othello, 
a member of the audience was heard to say, ''You damn'd lying 
scoundrel, I would like to get hold of you after this show is over 
and wring your infernal neck." 

+ Ivor Brown, the theatre critic for the London Observer, dreaded 
having to review the play: "The spectacle of criminal lunacy and 
the epileptic sCJ·eamings of an ignoble savage, who for a whis
per of tattle would chop his wife into messes is revolting." 

Actors and directors have an equally difficult time with the play: 

+ Michael Redgrave confessed to reservations about playing the 
title role: "I'm afraid of Othello .... I don't think I could do it." 

+ Worst of all is when the actor playing Othello (such as Paul 
Scofield in 1980) embarrassingly overacts, and the audience 
ends up laughing at a farce instead of weeping at the tragedy. 
According to one critic, Scofield "rather carefully lies on the 

380 



C OTHELLO ,~ 
~~tA :d~·,-;"-:..,c_~~;&::i1ft<<'_ ,J51::~'1.t~,()t.t..;.:,;_~Jii<;-;,z,~£:#'J§~i.if'ie-I~-,.,_j<~<- !:i&"A~~1:i~Sh'#L:Qi:"illi~::o;:<~~,:.;.::T~~-i£2i~!l:K:~ ;;_: ~~;;:.;jJ;;j';~~:·~;;tt:;;:EtSt-,.L"::a~~~~,s;\;:~'t :;~;·~··-

~ q 
,j floor and knocks his head against it [or]lowers himself onto ·1 

'i the deathbed and moos three times like a cow." :i 
~ l 
y ~ 
(1 + Desdemona's handkerchief, which Iago plants in Cassia's 
~ chamber, is the evidence used to convince Othello of his wife's 
~ guilt. It's this bit of flimsy stage business that drives the "anti-
!3 Othelloans" crazy. 
~ One day during rehearsal, Margaret Webster, who played 
·~ ~ Emilia, walked onstage in Act III, scene 3, only to find that Des-
):~ ii demona's handkerchief was missing. Suddenly she realized 
i~ something crucial about the play: "No handkerchief, no play. I 
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ouhldnll 't giveldit 'to IagoC, he .cou~dn'~ planEt .it on c
1
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~ couldn't use that to prove Desdemona's guilt-the i whole play fell to pieces like a pack of cards." 
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I ago comes into Othello as a malignant and destructive plotter, and is 
there because the play could not do without him, and Desdemona's 
handkerchief would never have been stolen or the fatal flaw of jealousy 
in a noble mind exposed. It can be left to Victorian professors to search 
endlessly for explanations for !ago's behavior, as if he were a 
nineteenth-century politician scheming for power; it can be left to mod
ern actors to invent such absurdities as Iago's frustrated homosexual 
passion for his Moorish master .... By behaving as he does, [Iago] 
makes the play work. 
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I think that few who have had experience in the armed forces can find 
Iago hard to understand. One only has to glance round a wardroom 
table and take note of the ageing, hard-bitten faces of those passed over. 
When I was a two-striper in the Royal Navy, one of my fellow officers 
was given a half-stripe more than I, and from this favourable position 
decided he would amuse himself by taking the mickey out of me. There 
was no way I could get back at him, and resentment began to fester. 
One evening I suddenly thought of a way: "Of course; he's married!" 
Flushing with horror, I realized-God, I've become Iago! 

-LAURENCE OLMER 

i' Any consideration of The Tragedy of Othello must be primarily occu-

[_· 

~·-

pied not with its official hero but with its villain. I cannot think of any 
other play in which only one character performs the personal actions
all the deeds are Iago's-and all the others without exception only 
exhibit behaviour .... Nor can I think of another play in which the vil
lain is so completely triumphant; everything !ago sets out to do, he 
accomplishes (among his goals, I include his self-destruction). 

-W.H.AUDEN 

lago [Orson Welles] went on to say ... was in his opinion impotent; 
this secret malady was, in fact, the keystone of the actor's approach. 
Realized, as the talk grew more serious, that I was more in agreement 
than ever, but felt no necessity to assume appropriate expression so just 
sat there looking pleasant. (Sudden hideous thought: maybe pleasant, 
slightly doped expression, habitual with me during meals, is the appro
priate one for suggestion of impotence and this why 0. who has 
watched me consume several meals, thinks me so made for the part? 
Must remember to sound him on this and prove him mistaken.) 

"Impotent," he roared in (surely somewhat forced) rich bass bari
tone, "that's why he hates life so much-they always do." 

-MICHAEL IVIACLIAMMOIR 

Othello is no dummy. He believed what Iago said. Iago was his trust
ed lieutenant. The two men fought side by side; they killed together; 
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theY drank together; they womanized together; they dreamt together. 
)l Iago was wronged. Othello should have given him the lieutenancy. Not 
'2 that what Iago did was justified, but remember, that promotion was giv-
ill " en to Cassia, a guy who never fought in a war, never knew the anguish 
\) of battle, and who was wealthy and sheltered-basically a Dan Quayle. 
~ WhY couldn't Iago be the man who is out of control instead of the man 

who is calculating? He has a right to be pissed. t~1 

a 
~j 

-CHARLES "ROC" DUTION 

~ 

~~A [Tyrone] Guthrie's request, Olivier accompanied him to [the psy
~ choanalyst Ernest] Jones's office ... for two long evenings of textual 
ffi analysis, during which the Othello-Iago relationship was easily inter
~ preted for them by the Freudian acolyte. Iago was not, they were told, 
?J jealous of the Moor; rather, he was subconsciously in love with him, 
; and this homosexual attraction led to his destruction of Othello's mar
~ riage to Desdemona. . . . 
m But the odd idea of Iago's subconscious love became quite overt as 
~ rehearsals proceeded: Othello's third-act line "Now art thou my lieu
~ tenant" evoked an almost amu

1 
singhly ldasciviousdton:hin 1I1agho'sbre~ly, "I 

~ am your own forever." [Ralph Ric ar son cope wtt a t is y tgnor
tj ing it-until the moment Olivier threw his arms around his neck 
n 
~ and kissed him full on the mouth. "There, there, now, dear boy," 
~ Richardson said gently. 
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-DONALD SPOTO, OLIVIER'S BIOGRAPHER 

A nasty bastard. 
-BOB HOSKINS 
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David Suchet 

Convincing portrayals of Shakespem·ean characters often depend upon 
the actor's understanding the character from the inside out-sometimes 
even inventing a background from which the character evolves. Before 
staging Othello, Stanislavsky devised a fictional biography for the hero 
that would account for his gestures, speech, and actions. Other actors, like 
Olivier, work from the outside in, creating idiosyncratic mannerisms that 
physically convey a character's psyche. VVhatever route an actor chooses, 
he must convey a sense of depth behind a character; otherwise, his Othello 

~~ 
f, or Lear would be an automaton reciting beautiful lines, rather than a 
1.· 

: flesh-and-blood creature. 
David Suchet, who played !ago to Ben Kingsley's Othello m Terry 

Hand's Royal Shakespeare Company's production at Stratford in 1985, 
imagines a past for Othello that Shakespeare probably never envisioned. 

DS: I think it could be argued that Desdemona and Othello never make 
love. 

NE: Othello? The warrior who seduces Desdemona by merely talking to 
her? 

DS: Don't look at it from a 1960s point of view! He meets this young girl 
who falls in love with his ... stories. He has this magnificent voice, and 
this charm, and incredible grace .... But he's an old soldier; we never 
see him fight. He's had it. If I were to play him, I'd play him with slight
ly gray hair and a potbelly. 

Othello marries this young girl, but at the first sign of a fight on his 
wedding night he prefers to look after his friend Montano's wounds 
rather than go back to bed with his bride. vVhy? We know why-and so 
does Iago. Why does Desdemona decide to get out the wedding sheets 
just before she's killed by her husband? Do you think she's going to 
take out sheets if they're stained with blood? What's that going to do? 
But if she gets out the clean wedding sheets that have never been used, 
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then when Othello enters the bedroom and sees those sheets and 
touches them, he goes bananas! Then he thinks she has had Cassio in 
his bed! And there she is, lying on those sheets-which he's never used 
with her .... 

NE: With this in mind, how would you play the strangulation scene? 

DS: Crying my eyes out as I murder what I love. 

The climactic scene: Sarah 
Stephenson as Desdemona and 
Bruce Purchase as Othello in the 
1971 production at the Swan 
Theatre in London. In this erotic 
production, Othello was hardly 
virginal. ,., 
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Smother, Stifle, 
or Stranglet 

In the original Italian tale of the Moor from Giraldi Cinthio's 
Hecatommithi (1565), the Othello's counterpart kills his wife by causing 
their bed to fall on her. Shakespeare wisely changed this when he wrote the 
play. Nevertheless, this scene, interpreted variously from one P1'oduction to 
the next, must be one of the most unforgettable in drama. The original 
stage direction read "stifles her," but others say "smothers" or ''stmngles." 
Most actors take advantage of the scene's charged eroticism. Olivier stran
gled his Desdemona, and the sight of his excessively blackened hands grip
ping Maggie Smith's whitened neck heightened the scene's stark cruelty. In 
his movie version, Orson Welles stretches a scarf across Desdemona's 
mouth and then kisses her through it. In several productions, the murder 
takes place offstage to the accompaniment of snorting, grunting, and gur
gling.· 

Early productions were especially violent: the actress Madge Kendall 
complained that her Othello, Ira Aldridge, made her wear toed stock
ings with sandals to suggest nudity: "He used to take me out of bed by 
my hair and drag me round the stage before he smothered me. So bru
tal did it seem that the audience hissed the business vociferously." 

Less exciting, perhaps, but a more ingenious interpretation, is that in 
the Garson Kanin-Ruth Gordon film A Double Life (1948), in which a 
Shakespearean actor (played by Ronald Colman) wins critical raves by 
smothering Desdemona not with a pillow but with a kiss. 

The Victorians were fascinated by the scene, and one nineteenth
century literalist wrote an article detailing the exact method Othello 
used, complete with diagrams of Desdemona's throat, larynx, and tra
chea. 
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Charles Marowitz's 
An Othello 

In his version a/Othello, the avant-garde director and writer Charles 
Marowitz emphasizes the element of racism, a theme that is subtly 

_1j 

explored in Shakespeare's play. Drawing upon Shakespeare's basic plot, ' 
Marowitz wrote An Othello in 1972, a time of race riots in London. 

NE: What do you think of Othello as a character? 

CM: My attitude toward Othello is very un-Shakespearean. I don't see 
him as a great noble savage but as a toady and as someone who made a 
contemptible adjustment to his white masters. Because, as you know, in 
Othello, Othello is sent as a general of a white force to battle against 
brown-skinned men. What we tried to do was indict the kind of black 
man who lends himself to being exploited by a white establishment 
society. 

NE: What did you want An Othello to say? 

' 
.-'~ 

CM: We wanted to say something about black power, so we incorporat- ., 
ed material from Malcolm X and Eldridge Cleaver, and we added some 
contemporary scenes. !ago is black, a black-power type, and Othello is 
an Uncle Tom. !ago tries to make Othello aware that he's a toady who 
sucks up and caves in to white men's views. 

NE: How else did you change the Play? 

CM: !ago speaks a street argot filled with obscenity. Everyone always 
goes on about the Othello "music." I wanted to find a contrast to this 
beautiful music. The best contrast I could find was the sort of gutter 
obscenity that is very much a part of the black lingo [e.g., !ago says: 
"All that ... about how you was hip enough to leave all those cotton
pickin' coons behind you, because you knew where all that gravy 
lay .... And it weren't with those ... watermelon munchin' darkies"]. 
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Iago notes that Othello, by killing himself night after night on stage, is a 
sacriiice to a white audience's pleasure. Just as Othello is about to com
mit suicide, lago asks, "Are you going to be a tool of white audiences 
just to give them a catharsis?" 

NE: What would people get out of your production if they hadn't seen 
Shakespeare's Othello? 

CM: A very warped view of what the play is about. 

Paul Robeson's 
Othello 

~argaret Webster's 1943 production of Othello with Paul Robeson 
at the Schubert Theater in New York was a sensation, owing to the 
presence of Robeson, who drew a most un-Shakespearean crowd: taxi 
drivers, soldiers, union officials, all lined up for Shakespeare. One cab 
driver asked Uta Hagen, who played Desdemona, if someone had 
rewritten the play, he was so surprised he had understood it. It was one 
of those rare times when people went to see Shakespeare and were sur
prised by the outcome of the story. Julie Hankey comments, "People 
said to each other during the interval, 'Now for heaven's sake, don't tell 
me what happens.' " 

But the most touching tribute came in a letter to Margaret Webster 
from a GI who saw the play while on leave: 

Last Saturday night I saw Othello. It took a lot of coaxing to get 

four soldiers to spend Saturday night of the first weekend leave in 
a month, in a theatre, watching something by Will Shakespeare. 
You didn't know what was at stake when the curtain went up-my 
life practically. Well, what followed is only natural. We all of us, for 
those brief hours, went into a trance; we were living every emo
tion in the play. (One was a first Sarge, and my dear Miss Webster, 
that which moves a first Sergeant is almost miraculous.) ... Inci-
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dentally, going back on the troop train (it's a six hour ride) for the 
first time in my army career, I saw five soldiers sprawled over the 
seats, feet in the air, sleeves rolled up, shirts open talking not 
about the babe they met in the Broadway Brewery, but of all 
things, a thing called Othello. 

Jltlargaret Webster's Othello is regarded as the landmark 
event that changed American theatre. Paul Robeson first 
played Othello, with Peggy Ashcroft as Desdemona, in Lon
don in 1930, but when they were to tour the United States 
they discovered that American audiences weren't ready to 
see a middle-aged black man touching a young white 
woman, and the American tour was canceled. Robeson's 
outspokenness, both as socialist and as civil rights advo
cate, fueled the controversy even further. Finally, in 1942, 
Webster brought Robeson's Othello to the United States, 
where it played in several cities before opening on Broad
way in 1943. It ran for almost three hundred performances, 
a record at that time for a Shakespeare play in America. 

ea. 
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Charles "Roc" Dutton on 
Ira Aldridge, American Black 

Theatre, and Othello 

It lives have plots, than Charles "Roc" Dutton's has been one of almost 
Shakespearean magnitude. His training in Shakespeare began with life, 
not elocution. Born in Baltimore in 1951, he was convicted of manslaugh
ter at the age of seventeen. VVhen he talks about Macbeth's having blood on 
his hands, he knows whereof he speaks. Soon after being paroled, Dutton 
was picked up for possession of a deadly weapon, and after assaulting a 
prison guard, received eight more years. This was the beginning of what 
Aristotle called a dramatic crisis, the point at which the hero's fortunes 
take a turn. Placed in solitary confinement, he turned, out of sheer bore
dom, to an anthology of black playwrights and was struck by the power of 
drama. Upon his release from solitary, he began a prison theatre work
shop at the Maryland Correctional Institution. Then, after being stabbed 
by another prisoner with a homemade icepick, Dutton devoted himself 
wholeheartedly to studying drama. In 1976 he simultaneously received his 
parole and his associate degree, and enrolled in the theatre department at 
Towson State University. He then went on to Yale Drama School. Today 
he is regarded as one of America's finest actors, appearing in his own tele
vision series, "Roc," films (Mississippi Masala), and stage (his portrayal 
of Willie in August Wilson's The Piano Lesson earned him a Tony award 
nomination). In 1986 he played Othello at the Yale Repertory Theatre, 
and he has conducted master classes on Shakespeare. VVhile at Yale he cre
ated a one-man show, The Prince of Senegal, about the great neglected 
nineteenth-century black Shakespearean actor Ira Aldridge. 

NE: Let's start with Ira Aldridge. How did you become interested in him? 

CD: I didn't know anything about him until I was at Yale Drama School. 
I knew that Howard University's theatre is called the Ira Aldridge Play
house, but I thought that he had probably been an instructor or a 
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founder of the Theatre Department. During my first year at Yale I took 
a theatre history class, and when we got to the last part of the semester 
the professor talked about the great nineteenth-century Shakespear
eans, Macready, Kean, the Booths, and then he suddenly said, "Oh yes, 
there was this black guy who was doing Shakespeare in Europe at the 
time. His name was Ira Aldridge." And then he just as abruptly skipped 
over it. I asked about Aldridge and did some research. There was only 
one book written about him in English, but I discovered several in Pol
ish, Russian, and German. As I studied, I realized that there was a con
certed effort to wipe Ira Aldridge out of theatre history books in the 
United States. 

NE: He is rarely mentioned, but is this solely due to his race? 

CD: Definitely. It's hard to get an all-black cast of Shakespeare on any
body's stage in America today, let alone in 1818. If you go to London, 
professors can give you a half-hour spiel on Aldridge. If you go to 
Poland, Russia, France, Germany, you'll find paintings, statues, muse
ums in his honor. In Poland on the anniversary of his death there's a 
festival. Here is a man who played Othello in over three hundred fifty 
different productions! Not times. But different productions! Not to men
tion how many performances he gave during each run. He played 
Othello and Lear more times than anybody since Shakespeare began 
writing. Yet no one hears about him. 

NE: Why did he leave the States? 

CD: You have to remember that Aldridge was born in 1805, at the time 
of slavery. But to understand why he left the States, you have to know 
something about American black theatre. The first black theatre was 
founded in 1818. It was on the northwest corner of Bleecker and Mer
cer streets in [Greenwich] Village and it was called The African Grove 
Theatre. It was originally an ice-cream parlor owned by a West Indian 
pirate by the name of Mr. Brown, and black actors would come in and 
do excerpts from Shakespeare. The theatre was controversial because 
blacks could be arrested for doing Shakespeare. Things heated up in 
1820, when a production of Hamlet starring Edmund Booth was put on 
at the Park Theatre and Mr. Brown and a black actor named James 
Hewlett rented a hotel next door and did an all-black production of 
Richard III. It became a hit because it was a curiosity, and the white 
Hamlet got less business than the black Richard III. 
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Certain producers, particularly Mr. Edwin Forrest, were quite 
annoyed that black actors were doing Shakespeare and getting press 
out of it. White rowdies were sent to the theatre to watch the produc
tion. First fights, then actual race riots took place outside the theatre. 
The African Grove closed in 1823, when it was burnt down by whites. 
The troupe basically disbanded, and the genuine black actors who had 
trained themselves to do verse and classical drama were forced out to 
make way for the white-nigger minstrels that went on for a hundred 
twenty-five years. Given that background of racial tension, Aldridge 
decided to act abroad. 

NE: How was he treated in Europe? 

CD: His career began in 1833 and lasted thirty-three years. He basically 
became the toast of the European continent. It wasn't all peaches and 
cream, but he worked-that was the main thing: he was allowed to 
practice his God-given talent. He never returned to the United States, 
and died in Poland in 1867 at fifty-nine. 

NE: Did Aldridge wear whiteface when he played white parts? 

CD: Whenever he played Lear, Richard III, Macbeth, or Shylock, he 
painted his face. But it wasn't the whiteface of a clown. From the pho
tographs we can see that he looks like a white man. 

NE: What sort of actor was he? 

CD: He was the first to break the declamation style of Shakespeare. 
Stanislavsky studied under Ira Aldridge and used his style as a proto
type for the naturalistic method. Before Aldridge, Shakespearean 
actors had been rhetorical-like this, "0!!! the moon!!" With Aldridge, 
it was realistic. When the audience saw him dragging Desdemona, they 
were shocked. Remember, you had a real black man with real black 
hands around a real white woman's neck. 

NE: The British actress Madge Kendall complained that he practically 
killed her during the strangulation scene. 

CD: Aldridge had a joke about that. Whenever he was asked about bru
talizing Desdemona, he said, "I've played in over three hundred fifty 
productions of this play, and I've injured only two Desdemonas and 
murdered only one. With odds like that I don't see why any actress 
should be waTy." 
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NE: Is it true that black actors had to wear blackface when they played 
Othello? 

CD: In America, yes-even if you were black you had to wear blackface 
because that's what audiences were accustomed to. Not in Europe, 
though. 

NE: VVho was the first black actor to play Shakespeare on the mainstream 
stage? Paul Robeson? 

CD: Probably Robeson. I believe there might have been some blacks in 
subservient roles, but Robeson was the first big star. But Aldridge was 
a hundred years before Robeson! 

NE: VVhat about Othello today? Is it politically correct for a white man to 
play Othello? 

CD: In London, sure. Not in America. You would be pretty hard pressed 
to get a white actor .... The period of not casting Othello with a white 
actor occurred during the time of so-called liberalism in America. It's j 
been a while since a white actor played Othello. But if, for example, an 
artistic director said, "I want Christopher Walken for Othello," needless 
to say, Christopher would have to put the mud on. 

NE: How do actors and directors/eel about blackface today? Everyone was ) 
outraged or insulted by Olivier's blackface when he did the part in 1965. A 
critic at The New York Times said he looked like "the end man in a min- 1 

strel show." " 
·:.j 

CD: I don't know if it was so much the blackface but the manner in 
which he portrayed Othello. I thought he portrayed him like a mon- ; 
key-all that eye rolling. It was degrading. That was one time his ere- ; 
ativity missed the boat. 

NE: Is Othello a play about race? 

CD: Of course it's about race. Is The Merchant of Venice a play about 
anti-Semitism? I think, however, it has little to do with whether or not 
you've got a white man standing on a stage with black makeup on-it 
has more to do with the spirit of the production. 

NE: Did you draw upon your own experiences as a black man when play
ing Othello? 

CD: No, not at all. The problem with a black actor playing Othello is 
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that since it's one of the few classical roles, at least from a European 
point of view, he feels that he has to represent the whole race and be 
dignified and majestic: "This is a classic black figure, I have to be clas
sic and black." But you can't be too self-conscious; you have to play a 
human being. 

NE: Why isn't Cleopatra considered a black part in the same way Othello 
is? The text is very explicit on this point: She's definitely not white. 

CD: There we have the question of racism again. It's not as obvious as it 
is in Othello. Whether she was African, Arabian, Turkish, or Greek
whatever-she wasn't European. But how many times does Marc 
Antony have to say that she's been burnished by the sun? And I don't 
think he means a damn tan. 

NE: Paul Robeson once said, '1! I thought anyone could accept a black 
Hamlet . .. " Is that still true today' The idea of Hamlet as a sensitive 
Nordic blonde is so ingrained in audiences, can they accept a black 
Hamlet? 

CD: It's a tough one. In some of the plays, you have to stick with the 
cultural sensibilities; Hamlet is one of them-Hamlet the character, I 
mean. 

NE: But women play Hamlet. Perhaps this is because he is androgynous, 
rather like Peter Pan. 

CD: Yes, people don't see a black man playing Hamlet because he's so 
delicate. It's easier to see a black man doing Lear, Macbeth, Richard
the warrior, the big, broad parts. When it's a character who is sophisti
cated, soft, and introspective, then the part is reserved for the "higher 
order" in some people's heads. That's fine with me. I don't think you 
should have a black Iago. You have to be truthful to the play at some 
point. If you do these things then you have to say to yourself, 0 K, why a 
black Hamlet? 

NE: Do you think blacks are discriminated against in the parts they are 
given? 

CD: Black actors are often cast in the evil roles. If you do an Edgar and 
an Edmund [in King Lear] it's done with Edmund as black, Edgar as 
white. Blacks are Edmunds, blacks are Cali bans. So people say, If we 
have to cast a black, let's make him the evil character. 
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CD: I was at an artistic seminar on multiracial casting where they 
talked about its pros and cons, and I don't want to sound derogatory, 
but I simply said, "All it takes is for an artistic director to have the balls 
not to judge for the audience. You're not going to get people to feel that 
it's natural if you only do it [a mixed-cast production] every five, ten 
years. We are so hypocritical-we stand in a classroom and say, Shake
speare is universal and Shakespeare's for the world, and yet do you see 
a black man in the major roles? Well, I don't. It's a continuing hypocrisy. 

I ; 
~ .•. · NE: Do you feel that your background as urban, black, and not classically 
~ trained, at least not until you went to Yale, which was rather late in life, 
~ has held you back as a Shakespearean? Have you had to approach Shake

~ speare differently from someone like Gielgud? 
~ 

' CD: I know god-awful white Shakespearean actors. I've seen the most 
~~ 
:' boring all-white productions I ever want to see. You know, god-awful. 

Not only American, but British too. But Shakespeare is elitist: not 
; everyone can do him. There isn't a great Shakespearean actor who is a 
~ bad contemporary actor. The roles call for great physical stamina, high 
~ endurance, concentration, insightfulness about life and the world, not 
~ just the immediate play-but the world! The great Shakespearean actor 
~ is first and foremost blessed with a gift. You can learn it, but you have to 1 be blessed. 
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