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OVERVIEW 

Auteur Orson Welles is one of the most important and influential filmmakers in American film history. 
After making a name for himself in theatre and radio, Welles signed with RKO Pictures to write and 
direct two motion pictures, a deal that was unprecedented at the time in terms of the creative control 
Welles enjoyed. His directorial debut, Citizen Kane, would go on to become arguably the greatest film 
ever made thanks to its innovative techniques and unconventional narrative style. He quickly became 
a household name releasing a total of twelve movies that include critically-acclaimed films like The 
Magnificent Ambersons (1942), The Lady from Shanghai (1947), Touch of Evil (1958), and Chimes at 
Midnight (1965). He won the Academy Award, with Herman J. Mankiewicz, for Best Original 
Screenplay for Citizen Kane, and Othello (1951) won the prestigious Palme d'Or at the 1952 Cannes 
Film Festival. Orson Welles died in 1985. 

Film As far as the Shakespeare adaptions go, Othello is probably the most faithful one. Orson 
Welles utilized the original text (1603) almost word for word except for occasions when he edits and 
moves things around for simplicity or dramatic effect. The famous play (The Tragedy of Othello, the 
Moor of Venice) is a tragedy set on the island of Cyprus in the time of contemporaneous Ottoman–
Venetian War (1570–1573), focusing on an elaborate conspiracy devised by its antagonist, Iago. All 
the main characters are affected and eventually ruined by his scheme: Othello, the Moorish1 general 
and commander of the Venetian Army; Desdemona, the daughter of a senator and Othello’s wife; 
Iago, Othello’s ensign and antagonist; Cassio, Othello’s most trusted lieutenant, who is targeted by 
Iago, and Emilia, Iago’s wife. Shot in Rome, Venice, Lombardy and Morocco, Othello is Orson Welles’ 
first film he completed outside the United States.  

Background After enduring one disaster after another during his time in Hollywood (editing 
shenanigans of The Magnificent Ambersons ; catastrophic failure that is It’s All True [1943]; critical 
failure of The Lady from Shanghai ), Orson Welles decided to move his filmmaking to Europe and 
immediately made a deal with an Italian producer to adapt Othello for the screen. Unfortunately, when 
the producer went bankrupt, Welles took on the project in its entirety. While shooting Othello, he had 
to appear in other movies to fund his own, the shooting of which took almost three years to complete. 
Its production history alone spawned a book by Micheál Mac Liammóir (who played Iago), Put Money 
in Thy Purse (1976), and a documentary, Orson Welles’ Filming Othello (1978). When the movie was 
premiered in 1952 at the Cannes Film Festival, it won the Grand Prix du Festival International du 
Film2. Afterwards, Welles couldn’t find a US distributor to release his film in America. In 1955, a 
different version of the film was shown in New York City after Welles agreed to make several changes 
for American audiences. A controversial restoration of the movie, supervised by Welles’ daughter, 
would later be released in 1992, but film critics and scholars alike dismissed this version, arguing that 
it undermined the original vision. 

CINEMATIC NARRATION 

Othello represents an artistic and technical departure in Orson Welles’ cinematography. Even though 
some of these changes were forced on the director because of financial constraints (for instance, they 
had to film Roderigo’s murder in a Turkish bath with actors wearing towels because their original 
costumes were impounded due to lack of funds), some of his narrative, editing, and blocking choices 
are enough to set this movie apart. His perfected style of deep-focus photography and elaborate 
mise-en-scène is almost non-existent in Othello, where instead Welles relies on fast and sharp cuts to 
create movement and elicit emotion. After Iago tells him that Cassio admitted to sleeping with 
Desdemona, Othello’s dizzy walk out of the castle involves several unusual jump cuts, giving the 
viewer a sense of dizziness that the character feels at the time (See Images 1-2-3-4). 



 

    
Images 1-2-3-4: In contrast to his usual deep-focus photography, fast-paced montage 

 

  

  
  

Images 5-6-7-8: Shadow, light play, and mirrors offering depth, ambiguity and suspense 
 

  
  

Images 9-10: Use of perspective in service of the story and foreshadowing 
 

  



 

MAIN CHARACTERS 

Othello          The dark-skinned Venetian army commander, married to a white Venetian lady. 
Iago            Othello’s flag bearer, scheming to depose Cassio and replace him as Othello’s lieutenant. 
Desdemona Othello’s loyal and lovely wife. 
Cassio         Othello’s most trusted military lieutenant and one of the victims of Iago’s evil plot. 
Roderigo      In love with Desdemona and used as a pawn by Iago.  
Emilia           Iago’s wife and Desdemona’s guardian. 
Brabantio     The Venetian senator is Desdemona’s disgraced father. 
 
SYNOPSIS 

Iago, with the financial backing of Roderigo, plots to replace Cassio as the lieutenant of the Venetian 
army while creating discord between Othello and Desdemona. He first informs Desdemona’s father, 
Brabantio, about his daughter's secret elopement with Othello by appealing to the old man’s bigotry. 
Outraged by this betrayal, Brabantio brings charges against Othello for ‘unlawful enchantment’ of his 
daughter. After Desdemona announces her love for Othello before the council, her father 
despondently relents.  

In the meantime, the Turkish fleet is about to attack the island of Cyprus. The Duke and the council, 
having set the Othello-Desdemona affair straight, send Othello to the Island to set up a defence. 
However, the Turkish fleet is destroyed in the storm. Othello orders celebrations for both the victory 
and his recent nuptials. Iago takes advantage of the situation and provokes Roderigo to attack drunk 
Cassio.  

With Iago’s manipulation, a mutiny occurs and Othello blames Cassio for the unrest and strips him of 
his rank. When Desdemona pleads with Othello on behalf of Cassio, Iago insinuates that Cassio 
might be in love with Desdemona. Emilia finds Desdemona’s handkerchief and hands it to Iago, who 
plants it in Cassio’s quarters. In order to provide Othello with proof, he arranges a meeting with 
Cassio so that Othello can eavesdrop. Iago makes it look like Cassio is talking about Desdemona 
when in fact Cassio is talking about his lover, Bianca, who arrives on the scene with the handkerchief. 
Convinced of their illicit affair, Othello decides to kill both Cassio and Desdemona. Iago once again 
urges Roderigo to kill Cassio. After Roderigo fails, Iago in his stead wounds Cassio and then kills 
Roderigo to silence him.  

Othello smothers Desdemona in her bed and admits to killing her because of her infidelity. When 
Emilia learns that Othello mistook Desdemona’s handkerchief as the proof of her infidelity, she 
realizes that Iago has been conspiring against them. Just as she informs everyone about her 
husband’s scheme, Iago kills her and tries to run away. The soldiers arrest him. Grieving over 
wrongfully killing his wife, Othello commits suicide. 

  



 

PLOT 

Secret Marriage  Othello and Desdemona marry in a secret ceremony while Iago starts 
conspiring against them with the help of Roderigo. Together they inform Desdemona’s father, 
Brabantio, about the elopement, insinuating that Othello tricked Desdemona. Brabantio brings 
unlawful enchantment charges against Othello before the Council. 

 

Council Meeting  Othello tells the Council how Desdemona has fallen in love with his 
storytelling and brave exploits. Desdemona also speaks before the Council and her father, explaining 
that she is now the dutiful wife of Othello. Brabantio relents, warning Othello that she may trick him in 
the same way she tricked her father. The Council sends Othello to Cyprus to meet the Turkish fleet. 

 

 



 

Chaos        When the Turkish fleet is destroyed by a storm, Othello orders celebrations for both the 
victory and his nuptials. Iago manipulates Roderigo, who is in love with Desdemona, into thinking that 
she is having an affair with Cassio. During celebrations, Iago orders Roderigo to pick a fight with 
Cassio and then yell ‘mutiny’. In the ensuing carnage, soldiers intervene and arrest Cassio, who is 
later stripped of his rank by Othello. 

 

Jealousy Desdemona pleads with Othello for Cassio’s reinstatement, but Othello won’t accept 
it. Iago urges Roderigo to stay patient, promising that he will turn Desdemona’s virtue into a 
conspiracy of jealousy. Iago insinuates to Othello that Cassio may have some feelings for Desdemona 
and that Venetian women should not be trusted when they marry someone of a different complexion 
like Othello. Othello is shaken, but will trust Desdemona unless he sees a proof of her infidelity. 

 



 

Suspicion Emilia finds Desdemona’s handkerchief and hands it to Iago. When Iago talks to 
Othello, he finds him deranged. Othello orders Iago to show him proof of his wife’s infidelity. Iago lies 
about Cassio speaking Desdemona’s name in his sleep and seeing him wipe his face with her 
handkerchief. Iago arranges a meeting with Cassio so Othello can eavesdrop. Othello promotes Iago 
to lieutenant. 

 

Evidence Iago plants the handkerchief in Cassio’s quarters. Meanwhile, Desdemona asks 
Othello to receive Cassio again, which angers Othello. He asks Desdemona to give him her 
handkerchief, but she says she’s lost it. During the arranged meeting, Othello secretly listens to Iago 
and Cassio while they talk about Cassio’s lover, Bianca. Othello wrongly assumes Cassio is talking 
about Desdemona. Iago later lies about Cassio admitting that he’s slept with Desdemona. 

 



 

Othello kills Desdemona    A Venetian envoy, Lodovico, arrives with the news that Othello is 
ordered back home while Cassio will remain as governor. Hearing that Desdemona is happy about 
that, Othello slaps her. Lodovico worries if Othello is not right in the head. Othello and Desdemona 
argue. Othello accuses her of being a whore and decides to kill her. He orders Iago to kill Cassio as 
well. Iago convinces Roderigo to attack Cassio, but Roderigo fails. Iago stabs Cassio in the back and 
then kills Roderigo in the ensuing chaos. In the evening, Othello wakes Desdemona, who realizes that 
he is going to kill her. Despite her swearing that she is innocent, Othello strangles her to death.  

 

Othello commits suicide       When Emilia finds out that the handkerchief was Othello’s proof, she tells 
everyone that it was Iago who planted it. Iago immediately kills her and tries to run off but gets 
arrested. Realizing that he’s killed his innocent wife, Othello commits suicide. 

 



 

Funeral  The bodies of Othello and Desdemona are carried up the castle for the funeral 
service while Iago, with a chain around his neck, is thrown into a steel cage. The cage is hoisted up, 
and Iago watches the funeral procession from inside the cage.  

 

 
THEMES 
 
1. Racism   Xenophobia and bigotry form the backbone of the story of Othello, a dark-skinned military 
commander who is married to the white daughter of a Venetian senator. Iago incites Desdemona’s 
father, Brabantio, by playing off the latter’s bigotry. He makes a reference to lascivious Othello’s 
“gross clasps,” creating a grotesque and subtly racist image in Brabantio’s mind regarding their union: 
The Beauty and the Beast, so to speak. Brabantio presses charges on Othello before the council for 
“abusing, stealing and corrupting her by magic spell,” expressing his outrage in these words: “Fair and 
happy would ever have to incur a general mock, run from her father to the sooty bosom of such a 
thing as that.4” Direct insults to Othello’s body, dehumanizing references to his charm or lack thereof 
stem from the fact that the only sin the Moor commits is to have a darker skin when compared to fair 
Desdemona. That’s Brabantio’s real outrage, and of course, that of Iago, whose racism works in a 
much subtler manner. Iago’s racism becomes especially clear when he starts “working” Othello. He 
suggests that Desdemona went against her nature by marrying Othello and not a man “[o]f her own 
clime, complexion, and degree.” This is a below-the-belt punch to Othello’s unspoken and repressed 
anxiety about his status, which Iago ruthlessly abuses. The green-eyed monster Iago refers to at 
various points in the story is never jealousy, but Othello the Dark himself.  

2. Marriage Marriage appears not as an institution between two equal beings, but as an extension 
of society that regulates women’s relationship with men. After obeying her father, Desdemona willingly 
marries Othello with the understanding and acceptance that she will now obey him. A progressive 
character like Desdemona, who goes against the accepted norms by entering into a multi-racial 
marriage contract, still submits to her husband without questioning. She even resigns herself to the 
idea of death instead of fighting for herself as if it were yet another order from her husband she has to 
obey. Even though their marriage is built upon romantic love, Othello’s and Desdemona’s union is 
fundamentally similar to that of Emilia and Iago. Despite being strong, honest, and witty, Emilia also 
obeys Iago and his wishes within the confines of their marriage. She knows that Iago has foul plans 
for the handkerchief, and yet, she still delivers the goods. “'Tis proper l obey him, but not now,” she 
says before exposing Iago. Her rebellion only comes towards the end after the tragedy has occurred. 
Her “reward” for breaking the contract and disobeying her husband is death. 

3. Jealousy In Othello, jealousy is represented less as a natural urge and more as a construct. It’s 



 

Iago’s villainy and racist hatred that breeds jealousy in Othello like a wild plant. When Iago starts 
weaving his web of conspiracy, Othello at first disregards the suggestion, or even the mention, of 
jealousy. He refuses to live his life under the shadow of envy. His wife being honest and loyal is a 
given for Othello (which can also be explained by Othello’s trust in the patriarchal system, in which 
women had no agency even for adultery). Iago, however, keeps adding different angles to the 
construct by calling upon women’s so-called prurient nature and the question of race. “l know our 
country disposition well. In Venice, they [women] do let heaven see the pranks,” Iago tells Othello and 
adds: “As to be bold not to enter into a marriage of her own clime, complexion and degree whereto we 
see in all things nature tends.” Jealousy here is a composite emotion constructed out of misogyny and 
racism. 

4. Reputation “l have lost the immortal part of myself and what remains is bestial,” Cassio says in 
despair after being dismissed by Othello. In the world of a soldier, the body is accepted to be an 
expendable item. His name, rank, and deeds are what survive the body. Cassio knows this as does 
Othello when he tells Cassio: “What is the matter that you unlace your reputation thus and spend your 
rich opinion for the name of a night-brawler?” A soldier’s reputation is what prevents him from 
becoming a beast. This proves to be rather prescient as Othello, after killing Desdemona and thereby 
becoming a beast himself, pleads with Cassio that, when the latter relates these unlucky deeds, he 
should “speak of me as I am. Nothing extenuate, nor set down aught in malice.” This is Othello’s 
reputation: He has killed his innocent wife and himself. He doesn’t want any revision of his deeds. He 
wants Cassio to tell it as it is. This is going to be his reputation: a bestial man. 

5. Power Othello is an intriguing narrative in terms of locating where and in whom power lies. 
The Duke and the Venetian Council hold military power in deciding to send Othello to war with the 
Turks. They also exert judicial authority in mediating the dispute between Othello and Brabantio. On 
an individual level, Othello has a mandate to govern Cyprus through his power bestowed upon him by 
the Duke and the Council. There is also historical and systematic power in patriarchy, which seems to 
be fluid, flowing from father to husband in deciding women’s fate. These are all institutional influences 
either inherited from or mandated by a superior entity. There is also the soft power to tell a good story. 
Othello has that power, which helps him woo Desdemona. Iago, among other things, is a supremely 
talented storyteller, which gives him an immense power over the others. He is able to run many story 
lines together, all simultaneously working towards the same result, while people and situations 
change constantly. In that sense, Iago is the world-maker, a supreme being, capable of creating 
fictions and having people believe them. Since such power is inherent to one’s self, no institution or 
entity can renounce or withdraw it. He may be just an ensign, but also the most powerful man in the 
story. 

6. Gender Othello’s world is neatly demarcated in terms of gender roles and relations: women 
are subordinate to men. A woman is first owned by her father and then passed to her husband, both 
of whom define and determine her world in a setting that constantly reaffirms this one-way interaction. 
Even Desdemona’s rebellion is marked by her obedience to the male rule: “You are lord of all my 
duty,” she says to her father. “And so much duty as my mother showed to you preferring you before 
her father so much l challenge that l may profess due to the Moor.” Not love, but a sense of duty is 
called upon and it is that sense of duty that condemns Desdemona to death as she cannot even defy 
her husband’s explicit desire to murder her. “Kill me tomorrow. Let me live tonight” is the tragic fate of 
women under patriarchy. Emilia, through her speeches and actions, manages to buck the norm by 
bringing in a proto-feminist point of view; however, her life is short-lived as her reward for her 
progressive views is not dissimilar to Desdemona’s—death by a man. 

7. Intrigue Iago’s sophisticated conspiracy creates dramatic irony in that we, the audience, are 
aware of his motivation and all of his plans (directly from the horse’s mouth at that) while all the other 
characters are none the wiser. This leads to intrigue and suspense as we keep wondering if the 
tragedy will come to pass the way Iago plans, or if he will be thwarted by some divine intervention. We 
watch the story unfold, speculating whether Othello will indeed succumb to Iago’s manipulation, 
whether Roderigo will hopefully realize he’s been used as a pawn and whether Emilia can prevent the 
downfall.  

8. Appearance Iago is the only character in the film who splits himself into many personalities and 
appearances. He is a distinctly different person in almost all of his interactions with people. There is a 
different Iago for each and every one of them: Roderigo, Brabantio, Othello, Cassio and Emilia. He 
dominates, he plays the honest servant, he is the instigator and he is the trustworthy friend. Iago is 
none of them and also all of them, a composite psychopath who can take on any appearance to 



 

ensure he gets what he wants. In all the other characters, appearance is important as it relates to 
their reputation, not manipulation. Cassio is devastated after being stripped of his rank; Desdemona 
cannot bear being called an adulteress; and Othello wants history to reflect his name and his deeds 
as exactly they are. 

9. Suspicion Iago’s plot is to try and create situations where people second-guess other people’s 
motivations, which breeds distrust and suspicion. Brabantio suspects that his daughter must have 
been bewitched by the dark-skinned Othello thanks to Iago’s provocation. Othello suspects his wife of 
disloyalty because of Iago’s conspiracy. Even Roderigo, despite his suggestible nature, is suspicious 
of Iago’s plans regarding Desdemona and Cassio. The world Iago wants to construct in Othello is a 
place where nobody trusts anybody, except Iago, who then provides them with the facts and the tales 
he thinks are appropriate.  

10. Regret Regret is an emotion for those who are capable of self-criticism and introspection. 
Therefore, by definition, Iago is incapable of it. His looking down, from a hoisted cage, at the funeral 
procession without a tinge of emotion is proof of his lack of any remorse. Fortunately, there are other 
characters in the film who rue their acts. Cassio, for one, regrets his recklessness that led to mutiny. 
He believes that he has hurt his reputation beyond repair after Othello’s rebuke. Emilia’s regret in 
aiding Iago is more complex as she was always duty-bound to her husband in marriage. She hands 
him the handkerchief—an essential part of Iago’s plans—despite suspecting that he’s going to use it 
for evil purposes. In her final speech, we can hear the angst in her voice as she exposes Iago. 
Perhaps, the biggest regret in the film is that of Othello, who realizes that he murdered his innocent 
wife. His suicide can be construed as half-payment, but it’s not enough. He also wants Cassio to 
record him in history without changing what he did and who he was. He regrets being Othello, and he 
wants it to be known by everyone. 

CHARACTER ANALYSIS  
 
Othello The tragic hero is a dutiful husband and a principled commander until the green-eyed 
monster, jealousy, unmakes him. His tragedy is not really him being defeated by jealousy, but rather 
his status in a homogenous society as a dark-skinned man who dared to marry a fair woman. That his 
end is almost inevitable on the back of bigotry is his real tragedy. 
 
Dutiful Othello is a man of love, but not necessarily a romantic one. He’s more a dutiful husband than 
a passionate lover. He woos Desdemona by the stories of his journeys, but he wasn’t telling them for 
the purpose of wooing her. It was Desdemona who had to give him a hint that he could actually woo 
her if he wanted. He says: “She thanked me and bade me, if I had a friend that loved her, I should but 
teach him how to tell my story. And that would woo her. Upon this hint I spake.” It’s the same with his 
military career. When he asked the Council to let Desdemona join him in Cyprus, he says he will 
never abandon his duty as a commander. “And heaven defend your good souls,” he says, “that you 
think l will your serious business scant for she is with me.” Be it marriage or war, Othello remains 
committed to his duty. 
 
Principled  He has an honour code that he follows to a fault. When he is faced with punishment 
before the Duke’s Council over Brabantio’s allegations, he offers to resign not only from his position, 
but also from his life if he was found at fault. “lf you do find me foul in her report the trust, the office l 
do hold of you, not only take away but let your sentence even fall upon my life,” he says, suggesting 
that he is ready to die rather than bring dishonour to his reputation. Again, as soon as he learns that 
his most-trusted commander, Cassio, caused mutiny, Othello delivers the sentence. Despite Cassio’s 
storied career in his army, Othello follows his principles and stripes his friend of his rank to protect the 
establishment. 
 
Jealous  Othello’s jealousy is less organic than manufactured. During Iago’s initial stage of 
manipulation, Othello first dismisses Iago’s insinuations. “Thinkest thou l’d make a life of jealousy to 
follow still the changes of the moon with fresh suspicions? No!” He trusts Desdemona, who has 
chosen him among other fairer men, therefore he will not believe any word of infidelity unless he sees 
proof. It’s not in him to be jealous of Desdemona. Therefore, Iago ups the ante by providing him with 
proof: first, the manipulated conversation between Iago and Cassio; then, the planted handkerchief; 
and finally, the lies about Cassio admitting his infidelity. Towards the end, Othello is a jealous man 
made so by Iago, a “green-eyed monster” himself, who has turned into an untameable beast. 
 



 

 
Iago  Though the play/movie is called Othello, it could very well have been called Iago for the story 
only comes to pass because of his actions. Everybody is a mere player in Iago’s game. He is the 
most domineering character, who manipulates situations and controls people with ease. He operates 
behind a curtain, moving the pieces, one pawn at a time, in a complicated game of chess. He is a 
double-faced schemer, a ruthless psychopath, and one of the most villainous characters in English 
letters. “Enmasher,” Geoffrey O’Brien calls him3. I call him the Puppeteer. 
 
Domineering What makes Iago such a tremendous villain is that he has several playbooks to 
choose from depending on situations that he wants to create and people he needs to manipulate. He 
is not just one or two steps ahead of everyone; he sees all the steps because he owns the game. 
He’s basically a God-like figure. With Roderigo, he uses his desperate love for Desdemona as a 
means to stoke his lust. With Othello, he sows doubt and jealousy in a systematic manner by carefully 
choreographing several people’s moves. He dominates his own wife, Emilia, without needing to 
finesse her because the marriage code obliges her to obey Iago. He is such a powerful figure that he 
knows what he needs to do in every situation against everyone. Be it love, jealousy, money, marriage 
or friendship, it’s all the same. For Iago, they are simply tools to play the game. And he has a God-like 
handle over each of these.  
 
Duplicitous Iago’s famous utterance— “I am not what I am” –is an incisive character description 
delivered by the character himself. Iago admits that his good-natured appearance is just a façade that 
he maintains in order to achieve his end. He follows Othello only “to serve my turn upon him,” but for 
this to happen, he needs to keep up that Janus-like persona at all times. We only see the true side of 
Iago when he deals with people that he has a total domination over: At first, Roderigo; then, his wife, 
Emilia. By the end of the story, he has a complete influence over Othello, as well, when he even tells 
him how he should kill Desdemona. However, his skilful transitions between his many faces 
eventually collapse and everyone learns about the real Iago: He is exposed as who he is—a 
duplicitous man.  
 
Ruthless People mean nothing to Iago. They are but little pawns on his board for him to move 
around to achieve a specific outcome. He’s as methodical as he is ruthless in playing this duplicitous, 
cruel and dangerous game with people’s lives. After Roderigo fails to kill Cassio following Iago’s 
orders, Roderigo becomes not only useless, but a loose end that needs to be tied up. Iago therefore 
kills Roderigo to silence him while also proving his “loyalty” to Othello by murdering someone who 
tried to kill Cassio. The ruthless Iago appears once again when Emilia unmasks Iago’s web of 
conspiracy. Despite the fact that his schemes are exposed, Iago still kills her without a moment of 
remorse. His ruthless nature does not discriminate: People are disposable. 
 
Desdemona Desdemona has a progressive mind and a romantic heart. She falls in love with 
Othello after listening to his adventures and marries him by going against societal expectations. And 
for that, she is punished. Was her ultimate end an avoidable tragedy or was that supposed to be a 
lesson Shakespeare wanted to impart about the dangers of miscegenation?  
 
Progressive It may sound like an oxymoron to call Desdemona progressive when she says things 
like: “And so much duty as my mother showed to you...l may profess due to the Moor, my lord” or “l 
would not stay to offend you” after being slapped by Othello in front of everyone. Still, Desdemona 
appears to be immune to widespread prejudice, bigotry and xenophobia directed against people of 
darker complexion in her society. She marries the Moor just because he is who he is: an adventurous 
story-teller with a soft heart. Iago’s portrayal of typical Venetian women who enter into marriage “[o]f 
her own clime, complexion, and degree” does not apply to Desdemona, a noble exception Iago 
unfortunately abuses. Even when Desdemona is put on the spot before the Duke, the council and her 
father—read: patriarchy—she does not wilt, defending her love against all of these men and 
legitimizing her union with Othello. And for that, she is punished. 
 
Tragic Desdemona falls victim to circumstances of her own making: she dismisses the norms, she 
rebels against the order, and she marries someone she shouldn’t marry. Her tragedy is her defining 
characteristics because it both makes and unmakes her. She is not a character per se, but a bundle 
of lessons Shakespeare wanted to impart. Danger 1: Desdemona is an innocent and pure woman 
wooed by a storyteller with a sweet tongue. Danger 2: Desdemona is too honest and soft-hearted not 
to notice the evil men taking advantage of her. Danger 3: Desdemona is rebellious and wild enough to 



 

marry a man of colour. So, don’t be like Desdemona. Don’t stray too far from your father and from 
your societal role. Don’t commit the fundamental sin of miscegenation even if the man is noble and 
successful. The quintessential tragedy of Desdemona is that her fundamental character trait, her 
boldness against social norms, ultimately brings about her death: She is, therefore she is not allowed 
to be. 
 
Virtuous Let alone not cheating on Othello, Desdemona cannot bring herself to ponder her 
own infidelity even as a theoretical concept. When Othello accuses her of being a whore, she yells at 
him in disgust, calling on her Christian identity in order to protest that she would never “abuse her 
husband in such gross kind.” That dirty thought cannot even enter her religious mind. Her virtue is not 
an ethical position she’s worked out for herself; it’s a given. She is Christian. She is married. How 
could Othello possibly entertain the idea of adultery? Her discussion with Emilia is illuminating about 
her character as a virtuous soul touched by evil. She would never cheat on her husband, “not by this 
heavenly light.” When Emilia admits that she could do it for “the whole world,” Desdemona shuts that 
door completely: “Oh, I do not think there is any such woman.” 
 
Emilia  One of the strongest, wittiest and most articulate characters of Othello, Emilia represents a 
proto-feminist type who also acts as the audience’s conscience. She provides scathing commentary 
on patriarchy. She is also prescient in that she senses the foul game Iago plays but is powerless to 
stop it.  
 
Prescient  Being a good judge of character, Emilia knows what kind of husband she is married 
to. As she delivers Iago the handkerchief, she is already suspicious of her husband’s motivation in 
acquiring the accessory. “If it be not for some purpose of import, give ’t me again. Poor lady, she’ll run 
mad,” she says. She also knows Othello and Desdemona enough to conclude that there is a foul play. 
When Desdemona tells Emilia about what Othello did, Emilia is adamant that he must have been 
abused by “some most villainous knave, some base notorious knave, some scurvy fellow.” In that 
scene, Iago, in Wellesian fashion, shows up in the deep-focus background and quiets Emilia as the 
latter slowly figures out who the knave is. In the end, Emilia proves to be the one to have connected 
the tragic dots. Alas, she arrives late to the scene, as it were, to expose Iago’s schemes before the 
tragic deeds are committed.  
 
Feminist Though Emilia obeys Iago in the same fashion as the women of that era, she also 
speaks of the equality of sexes and the agency women should exercise. During her conversation with 
Desdemona about infidelity, Desdemona insists that neither she nor Emilia are that type of people 
who would cheat on their husbands. Emilia pushes back by arguing that there are women who 
certainly do it. Why not? “Let husbands know their wives have sense like them. They see and smell 
and have their palates both for sweet and sour,” she says in a long soliloquy that reminds us of The 
Merchant of Venice. Hers is the Shylock speech but for women: “And don't we have physical 
attractions, desire for fun, and weakness, just like men?” The language is proto-feminist, provocative 
and powerful, more like a sermon than an argument. And it’s her prerogative to speak against the 
injustice even if it means speaking against her man. Before being murdered by Iago, Emilia 
unmeshes the enmesher: “I will not charm my tongue,” she says defiantly in the company of powerful 
men. “I’m bound to speak.”  
 

 

1 The term was originally used to designate the Muslim Berbers, but later adapted to refer to Arabs 
and Arabized Iberians. In the original play, the Moorish captain appears with either a black or brown 
skin. 

2 The Cannes festival used this designation until it was renamed the Palme d’Or in 1955. 

3 Othello: In Pieces by Geoffrey O’Brien: https://www.criterion.com/current/posts/5042-othello-in-
pieces. 

4 As Brabantio finishes saying “that thing” and points to the camera, Othello, played by Orson Welles 
in black-face, appears on screen. The historical juxtaposition that this cut offers is both tragic and 
ironic in that a scene aimed to reveal the racist tendency of a character also reveals the racist practice 
of whitewashing in 1950s Hollywood.  


