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WORKBOOK ANSWERS 

AS/A-level English 
Literature Workbook: 
Othello 

This Answers document provides suggestions for some of the possible answers that might be 
given for the questions asked in the Workbook. They are not exhaustive and other answers 
may be acceptable, but they are intended as a guide to give teachers and students feedback.
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1 Suggested answer: 

Change in the play Possible reason(s)

1 Othello and Desdemona travel to 
Cyprus immediately after marriage. 

Makes Othello’s jealousy more plausible, as he still hardly 
knows Desdemona. 

2 Iago does not love Desdemona – 
though, oddly, he does once say ‘I do 
love her too’ (2.1.289). 

Makes the focus Iago’s hatred of Othello rather than 
disappointed love. 

3 Iago has a child. Giving Iago a child is an unnecessary distraction and would 
require a young child to act the part. It might also make 
audiences more sympathetic towards Iago. 

4 Shakespeare invented Roderigo. Enabled Shakespeare to show Iago duping him, so that 
Othello appears less stupid by comparison, but more noble. 

5 Othello kills Desdemona by 
himself, not with Iago, and then kills 
himself. 

It is more dramatically intense to focus on Othello and 
Desdemona alone in their bedroom. It would also have been 
difficult to stage a collapsing ceiling. Suicide is more fitting for 
a tragic hero than being killed later by Desdemona’s family. 

 

2 

Event Act 

A Desdemona and Emilia discuss adultery 4 

B Othello marries Desdemona 1 

C Emilia gives Iago the handkerchief 3 

D Othello kills Desdemona 5 

E Cassio gets into a drunken brawl and is dismissed 2 

 

3 Point 1: This could be taken either as Othello and Desdemona falling in love, or as their 
marriage. Othello’s love for Desdemona makes him vulnerable to manipulation by Iago. 

 Point 2: In the Jacobean context, Othello marrying a high-class white woman is a success. 
His escaping censure or punishment for this because the Venetian state needs him, 
despite Brabantio’s accusations, is another. The sinking of the Turkish fleet is a stroke of 
luck. It is after this that things start to go wrong. In fact, Iago’s plan is facilitated by the 
celebrations, which make it easier to get Cassio drunk. Othello passes very quickly from 
happiness to extreme jealousy, though there is a point when he is not quite convinced of 
Desdemona’s guilt and demands a ‘living reason’ (proof). 

 Point 3: Act 3, scene 3 is a major turning point. In his soliloquy beginning ‘This fellow’s of 
exceeding honesty’ (line 262), Othello agonises over whether Desdemona is guilty, 



2 Plot and structure 

AS/A‐Level Literature Workbooks: Othello  3 

© Steve Eddy 2018  Hodder Education 

decides she is, but then, on seeing her, decides she cannot be: ‘If she be false, O then 
heaven mocks itself,/ I’ll not believe’t.’ Othello’s fit (4.1.35–43) is another highly dramatic 
turning point, when it seems that Othello might lose not just Desdemona, but his mind. The 
point when Othello is about to murder Desdemona is literally the moment when he has the 
most to lose (5.2.82). After this there is no turning back. 

 Point 4: It would be easy to see Desdemona’s death as the climax, but remember that the 
play is Othello’s tragedy, much as we might now sympathise with Desdemona, so the real 
climax is Othello’s suicide. 

 Point 5: It has been argued that Othello is a play that leaves us uneasy because the 
resolution is imperfect. The hero is dead, but it is questionable how much he has learned. 
He seems more concerned with himself than with Desdemona at the end. In addition, Iago 
remains alive and has given no explanation of his actions. Finally, Cassio ‘now rules in 
Cyprus’ (5.2.330), but he has shown himself to be unreliable, being prone to drunkenness, 
and morally weak in relation to Bianca. 

4 Answers will vary. However, the points below are relevant. 

 Desdemona: Othello kisses the dead Desdemona as he dies, suggesting that he wants 
reconciliation in death. He certainly regrets killing Desdemona: see his speech at 5.2.257–
79. He appears to be full of remorse (‘Whip me, ye devils ...’). But he calls himself ‘An 
honourable murderer ... nought I did in hate, but all in honour’, as if his fault was merely to 
be mistaken in believing Iago. He never suggests that perhaps he should have given 
Desdemona a real opportunity to defend herself, or given her the benefit of the doubt, or 
just not killed her even if guilty. Contextually, the emphasis on honour is important, as if 
the values of the time demanded his actions. 

 Himself: He does move on from regretting the murder to focusing on himself, and even, as 
TS Eliot says, trying to cheer himself up. His final speech could be seen as a self-
dramatising attempt to acquit himself and die a hero. 

 Iago: He regards Iago as a devil, as if Iago is alone to blame for the tragedy, and demands 
a reason for his actions – but receives none. He attempts to kill Iago. 

 Cassio: Othello’s ‘O fool, fool, fool!’ (5.2.321) could be directed at Cassio or at himself. 
Which seems more likely? Notably, Othello does not apologise to Cassio for so mistrusting 
him and desiring his death. 

5 

Scene Where and 
when 

Main action How it fits 

1.1 Street in Venice, 
night 

Iago and Roderigo tell Brabantio 
that Desdemona has married 
Othello. 

Night creates uncertainty. Street is 
public, creating possible shame. 

1.2 As above Cassio comes to fetch Othello to 
the Duke. Brabantio accuses 
Othello. 

As above 
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Scene Where and 
when 

Main action How it fits 

1.3 Meeting room, 
night 

Brabantio accuses Othello to the 
Duke and Senators. Othello 
defends himself. Duke commissions 
Othello to go to Cyprus. 

Night: uncertainty 

2.1 Cyprus, near 
coast 

Storm has destroyed Turkish fleet. 
Iago and Desdemona arrive, then 
Othello. Iago instructs Roderigo. 

Outdoor coastal scene fits 
energetic action and news from 
the sea 

2.2 As above Herald announces Othello’s order 
for celebration of Turkish fleet’s 
loss. 

No particular significance 

2.3 The garrison, 
about 9 p.m. 

Cassio left in charge while Othello 
and Desdemona go to bed. Iago 
gets Cassio into a drunken brawl. 
Othello dismisses Cassio. 

Garrison a male world, 
representing threat and defence 

3.1 Outside 
Othello’s 
window 

Cassio has musicians play for the 
awakening couple, but Othello 
dismisses them. 

Echoes scene outside Brabantio’s 
window 

3.2 Fortifications Othello instructs Iago. Male world – bonding 

3.3 Outdoors – 
outside Othello’s 
house? 

Desdemona reassures Cassio, who 
leaves when Othello arrives. Iago 
begins to arouse Othello’s 
suspicion. 

Combines domestic (female) and 
male worlds 

3.4 As above Othello asks Desdemona for the 
handkerchief; she appeals to him 
on Cassio’s behalf. Bianca chides 
Cassio. 

Public – raising questions of 
honour and shame 

4.1 As above Iago torments Othello, who has a 
fit. Iago pretends to talk to Cassio 
about Desdemona, watched by 
Othello. Othello sees Bianca and 
Cassio with the handkerchief. 

As above 

4.2 Othello’s 
house? 

Othello questions Emilia, then 
accuses Desdemona. Roderigo 
complains to Othello. 

Becoming more intimate 

4.3 Othello’s house, 
then 
Desdemona’s 
bedroom, 
evening 

Lodovico visits. Desdemona and 
Emilia talk about adultery. 

Close of day heralds close of 
Desdemona’s life. Intimate setting 
focuses us on Desdemona. 

5.1 Dark street Iago gets Roderigo to attack Dark deeds appropriate to night 
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Scene Where and 
when 

Main action How it fits 

Cassio, then stabs Roderigo and 
tries to implicate Bianca. 

5.2 Desdemona’s 
bedroom 

Othello smothers Desdemona, is 
discovered and kills himself. Iago 
kills Emilia. 

Close focus on the emotional 
heart of the play – the bedroom 

 

6 

Event or reference Short (S) or Long (L)

A Othello is sent urgently to Cyprus immediately after his marriage has 
been discovered. 

S 

B Othello and Desdemona voyage to Cyprus by sea. Meanwhile the 
Turkish fleet heads towards Rhodes and is wrecked. 

L 

C Othello and Desdemona arrive in Cyprus on Saturday afternoon. (2.2.) S 

D Cassio gets drunk and is dismissed on Saturday night. (2.3.13) S 

E Cassio decides to ask Desdemona to help him ‘betimes in the 
morning’. (2.3.324) 

S 

F Iago persuades Othello completely of Desdemona’s infidelity in the 
space of one scene. (3.3) 

L 

G Emilia: ‘My wayward husband hath a hundred times/ Wooed me to 
steal it.’ (3.3.296–7) 

L 

H Bianca: ‘What, keep a week away?’ (3.4.173) L 

I Bianca: ‘What did you mean by that handkerchief you gave me even 
now?’ (4.1.147–9) 

S 

J Othello: ‘... she with Cassio hath the act of shame/ A thousand times 
committed.’ (5.2.209–10) 

L 

 

7 The use of ‘short time’ makes the play more fast-moving and dramatically intense. It also 
makes it more plausible that Othello’s relationship with Desdemona is still so new that he 
does not know her very well, and therefore suspects her more easily, and does not have 
the rapport with her that would make him discuss Iago’s accusations with her rather than 
just believe Iago. In addition, the more time passes, the more chance there is of Iago being 
found out, either through Emilia or Roderigo. 

8 Answers will vary. However, it could be argued that the audience needs a break 
emotionally, between the intensity of Iago’s working on Othello and the drama of Othello 
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murdering Desdemona. The scene is also intimate, preparing us for the ‘intimate’ violence 
of her murder. Finally, it shows Desdemona’s innocence, heightening the audience’s 
sympathy for her. 

9 Answers will vary, but dramatically the scene in Much Ado works in much the same way as 
Act 4, scene 3 in Othello. However, in Much Ado Hero’s feeling of apprehension prepares 
the audience for her ordeal; in Othello the Willow song and Desdemona imagining she 
hears knocking create a mood of sadness and uneasiness.
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1 A possible ‘long list’: 

 Love and sex 

 Jealousy 

 Revenge 

 Appearance and reality 

 Prejudice 

 Individuals and society 

 Envy 

 Honour 

2 Answers will vary, but it is easy to see that jealousy is a major theme, and that Iago’s 
arousal of jealousy in Othello is what causes him to murder Desdemona and ruin himself. 

3 (a) Othello at this point is very much in love, and has not yet become jealous. 

(b) She is speaking about jealousy, and saying that it is destructive and uncontrollable, 
and can be aroused with no justification. 

(c) Iago may be envious of Othello’s good fortune. It also shows Iago’s attitude towards 
love: he sees it cynically as being about personal gain, not anything altruistic. 

(d) This shows Brabantio’s racial prejudice, and that makes Othello an outsider. 

(e) Iago is commenting on appearance and reality. Ironically, his words are themselves 
deliberately confusing. 

(f) This relates to the theme of the individual in society, and to honour. It was especially 
important in Jacobean society for someone to retain an honourable reputation. 

4 (a) Love is really just lust – an expression of our base animal nature. 
Character: Iago. Evidence: He describes sex in animal terms: ‘an old black ram/ Is tupping 
your white ewe!’ 

(b) True love can grow from mutual admiration and appreciation – a reciprocal 
relationship in which each fulfils the other. 
Character: Othello. Evidence: ‘She loved me for the dangers I had passed,/ And I loved 
her that she did pity them.’ 

(c) Some women should be respected, almost worshipped, while others may be treated 
as sexual playthings. 
Character: Cassio. Evidence: He refers to ‘The divine Desdemona’, but treats Bianca 
lightly, dismissing her understandable jealousy as ‘vile guesses’ coming from the devil, 
and accusing her of ‘haunting’ him when she seeks him out. 

(d) A woman should show her love by being meek and obedient to her husband, 
however he behaves. 
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Character: Desdemona. Evidence: When he hits her, she says she has not deserved it, 
but otherwise remains meek and obedient, saying ‘I will not stay to offend you,’ but 
returning as soon as he calls her back, and asking ‘My lord?’. The next time she sees him, 
she asks, ‘My lord, what is your will?’. 

(e) Women are exploited and abused by men, and should stand up to them. 
Character: Emilia. Evidence: See her speech beginning ‘Yes, a dozen ...’ (4.3.83). 

5 Answers will vary. Possibly (d), as modern audiences would be opposed to abuse of 
women and inclined to think that they should not be meek. 

6 (a) 

Quotation View Imagery 

Iago: O, beware, my lord, of 
jealousy; 
It is the green-eyed monster 
which doth mock 
The meat it feeds on. 

Jealousy is a dangerous and 
uncontrollable emotion that 
makes the sufferer ridiculous. 

Jealousy is a ‘monster’ 
because it is uncontrollable and 
eats away at the person 
overtaken by it, while making a 
mockery of them. 

Othello: I had been happy, if the 
general camp, 
Pioneers and all, had tasted her 
sweet body, 
So I had nothing known. 

Ignorance is bliss: he would 
not have suffered from 
jealousy providing he never 
suspected Desdemona, even if 
the lowest of soldiers had had 
sex with her. 

The metaphor of soldiers 
‘tasting’ Desdemona turns sex 
into a low instinct, suggesting 
that it is based on a man 
devouring a woman. 

Desdemona: ... and, but my 
noble Moor 
Is true of mind and made of no 
such baseness 
As jealous creatures are, it were 
enough 
To put him to ill-thinking. 

Desdemona sees jealousy as a 
base, ignoble emotion to which 
her noble husband could not 
possibly be prey. 

Calling jealous people 
‘creatures’ suggests that they 
are animals; ‘baseness’ 
suggests ‘base’ metals, as if 
Othello is made of gold. ‘Ill’ 
thinking is literally sick thinking. 

 

(b) Answers will vary. This has long been an important debate in Othello criticism. 
However, note that Shakespeare saw Othello as a tragic hero. On the other hand, 
Macbeth was also a tragic hero, despite his killing his king and being responsible for other 
murders. A tragic hero has to be at some level noble, and to take responsibility for his or 
her deeds, but does not have to be perfect. In fact, all tragic heroes are flawed. 

7 (a) He is almost convinced, but wants to know for sure, perhaps to justify the murder he 
is already contemplating. 

(b) Iago claims that he does not want to incriminate Desdemona: ‘I do not like the office.’ 
This makes it seem that he is not acting out of any pleasure he takes in accusing her. 

(c) By this stage, Othello is already unbalanced enough to regard this unsubstantiated 
account of a dream as proof. 
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(d) He says he saw Cassio ‘wipe his beard’ with it, implying that Cassio not only is having 
sex with Desdemona but does not even value her: the handkerchief is clearly not a valued 
romantic memento to him if he does this. This is even more insulting to Othello. 

(e) Answers will vary. Perhaps he would say, ‘If it be that, he will die for it.’ 

(f) Answers will vary. 

8 Answers will vary. It could be argued that Iago is a very skilful manipulator, or that Othello 
is gullible, especially in believing the account of the dream and Iago’s report of Cassio 
wiping his beard with the handkerchief. 

9 (a) and (b) Answers will vary. 

10 (a) Although Jacobean England was far from multicultural, there were enough black 
people in London for Elizabeth I to have wanted them to be deported. Hence there would 
be some understanding of Othello’s position as a Moorish outsider. He is respected as a 
soldier, and he asserts that Brabantio ‘loved’ and ‘oft invited’ him, but this does not extend 
to wanting him for a son-in-law. Brabantio claims that Othello’s marriage to Desdemona is 
‘Against all rules of nature’, and he stereotypes Othello by accusing him of witchcraft – 
‘practices of cunning hell’. Roderigo similarly reflects popular prejudices in referring to him 
as a ‘lascivious Moor’. Even fair-minded Emilia calls him Desdemona’s ‘filthy bargain’. 

(b) Answers will vary, but it seems plausible that Othello feels insecure as an outsider 
when he begins to suspect Desdemona. Note his ‘Haply for I am black/ And have not 
those soft parts of conversation/ That chamberers have ...’ (3.3.267–9) 

11 (a) 

1 He says, ‘I am worth no worse a place’ (1.1.10) and speaks disparagingly of Cassio 
as ‘a great arithmetician’, meaning that he knows the theory of war but has no 
experience. 

2 Cassio cries, ‘I have lost my reputation!’, berates himself and, speaking of Othello, 
says: ‘I will ask him for my place again, he shall tell me/ I am a drunkard’ (3.3.298–9). 

3 ‘Her father loved me, oft invited me’ (1.3.129) 

4 ‘Haply for I am black ...’ (3.3.267) 

 (b) 

1 Iago’s feeling of rejection when Othello promotes Cassio instead of him is conveyed 
by his claim that he is ‘worth no worse a place’ and by his dismissal of Cassio as ‘a 
great arithmetician’. 

2 Then, thanks to Iago exploiting his weakness for alcohol, Cassio is convinced that 
now he will be rejected, having lost his ‘reputation’ and shown himself to be ‘a 
drunkard’. 

3 Othello, perhaps naively, felt accepted by Brabantio, and even ‘loved’ because he 
was ‘oft invited’ to Brabantio’s home. 
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4 However, when he becomes jealous, he starts to wonder if Desdemona is prejudiced 
against him because of his colour: ‘Haply for I am black,’ meaning ‘Perhaps because I 
am black ...’. 

12 

Quotation Explanation

A Duke of Venice 

Whoe’er he be, that in this foul proceeding 
Hath thus beguiled your daughter of herself, 
And you of her, the bloody book of law 
You shall yourself read, in the bitter letter, 

(1.3.66–9) 

Brabantio has accused someone, as yet unnamed, 
of using witchcraft to ensnare his daughter, showing 
the typical prejudice of the time. In fact Desdemona 
has simply fallen in love with Othello. 

B Iago 

Reputation is an idle and most false 
imposition, oft got without merit, and lost 
without deserving. You have lost no reputation 
at all, unless you repute yourself such a loser. 

(2.3.264–7) 

Iago, ironically, is talking about the difference 
between appearance and reality, yet he is himself 
pretending that he wants to comfort Cassio. Cassio 
feels that by getting drunk he has lost his status as 
an individual within society. 

C Othello 

Haply, for I am black 
And have not those soft parts of conversation 
That chamberers have, or for I am declined 
Into the vale of years – yet that’s not much – 
She’s gone. I am abused. 

(3.3.267–71) 

Othello wonders if even Desdemona is prone to 
racial prejudice, and his insecurity fuels his irrational 
jealousy. 

D Iago 

In sleep I heard him say ‘Sweet Desdemona, 
Let us be wary, let us hide our loves,’ 

(3.3.421–2) 

This relates to appearance and reality because Iago 
is deceiving Othello, who by now is so possessed by 
jealousy that he takes this unsubstantiated account 
as proof of Desdemona’s guilt. 

E Desdemona 

Who, he? I think the sun where he was born 
Drew all such humours from him. 

(3.4.30–1) 

Desdemona’s love for Othello makes her inclined to 
think that he cannot be prey to jealousy. In a sense 
this is a kind of inverse prejudice. 

 

13 Answers will vary. However, note that social class would be of more interest to modern 
audiences, because in Shakespeare’s time class differences were simply taken to be part 
of the natural order. 

14 (a) Answers will vary, but could include: 

o What Othello and Desdemona say and do. They have been apart, and both are 
relieved that the other has survived their voyages. Both are overjoyed to see 
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each other – Othello literally so: he says he can barely speak because ‘it is too 
much joy’. Othello is unaccustomed to love and, as he observes, it makes him 
‘prattle out of fashion’ in a way that could be seen as unbecoming in a 
commander. 

o What language is used. Othello’s imagery relates to the sea, expressing his 
fanciful wish that there should be more storms if they are followed by ‘such 
calms’. This implies that their love is at one with nature, and as deep and 
boundless as the ocean. 

o Hints of what is to come later in the play. Othello’s assertion that ‘If it were now to 
die/ ’Twere now to be most happy’ because he fears that life can get no better 
seems innocent at the time, but is ominously true: this is the happiest the couple 
will ever be, because soon after this Iago begins to corrupt Othello. Desdemona’s 
appeal to the heavens also introduces the possibility that their ‘loves and 
comforts’ will not ‘increase’. 

 (b) Answers will vary, but could include Othello’s increasing jealousy, Roderigo’s foolish 
attempts to win Desdemona, and Iago’s cynical view of sex as merely animal in nature. 

(c) Answers will vary, but could include: 

 For 

 Iago is motivated by hatred, and says several times that he hates Othello. 

 Othello calls for his love to give way to hate (3.3.451–2), and seems to hate 
Desdemona once he is convinced of her guilt. 

 Othello comes to hate Cassio and wants him dead. 

 White noble society, represented by Brabantio, is quickly roused to hate Othello. 

 Against 

 Early on in the play, Othello and Desdemona are completely in love. 

 Desdemona never stops loving Othello, and always behaves like a loving wife. 

 At the end, Othello claims: ‘nought I did in hate, but all in honour’ (5.2.292). 
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Character overview 
1 

Description Characters 

A Tricked by Iago Othello, Roderigo, Cassio 

B Regard Desdemona as beautiful Othello, Cassio 

C Mistreated by their spouses Desdemona, Emilia 

D Resent their treatment by Othello Iago, Brabantio 

E Not valued by their partner Emilia, Bianca 

F Enjoyed Othello’s stories Desdemona, Brabantio 

G Tell Othello that Desdemona may prove unfaithful Brabantio, Iago 

 

2 (a) When Iago says ‘Ha, I like not that,’ it is not obvious what he is referring to. This 
technique arouses Othello’s suspicions in a subtle way, as if Iago is just thinking aloud. 

(b) Roderigo’s comment, ‘What a full fortune does the thicklips owe’ shows both his 
racism and his envy of Othello. 

(c) Othello’s instruction, ‘Keep up your bright swords, for the dew will rust them,’ shows 
that at this point early in the play he is calmly self-confident enough to speak eloquently 
and slightly tease or patronise Brabantio and his men. 

(d) Although often seen as passive, Desdemona shows in the line ‘I have not deserved 
this’ that she has a sense of moral justice and does make some effort to defend herself. 

(e) Emilia’s cynical attitude towards men is shown by her comment that ‘They are all but 
stomachs, and we all but food.’ 

(f) Cassio feels ashamed and disgusted with himself: he says, ‘I have lost the immortal 
part of myself – and what remains is bestial.’ 

(g) The violence of Othello’s mood now is shown by his vow to ‘chop her into messes’. 

3 Answers will vary. Othello is clearly flawed in believing Iago and accusing Desdemona so 
readily, and perhaps in self-dramatisation. Iago is the most flawed. Even the relatively 
noble Cassio is prone to drunken violence and mistreats Bianca. Desdemona is almost 
completely innocent, but does pretend to Othello that she has not really lost the 
handkerchief. 

Othello 
1 Answers will vary. All the words could apply to Othello to some extent. 
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2 Brabantio 

 Start of play: He’s a fine soldier and has done good service to the state. He’s certainly had 
an exciting life. I could listen to his stories all night. 

 After marriage is discovered: He’s a Moor – the last person on earth I’d want my daughter 
to marry. He must have tricked her using the kind of devilish magic that Moors use! 

 Iago 

 Start of play: I hate him. He should have made me his captain, not Cassio. What’s more, I 
think he may have had sex with Emilia. Whether he has or not, I’ll enjoy ruining him. 

 End of play: He was a gullible fool and deserved everything he got. 

 Desdemona 

 Start of play: He’s so handsome, and noble, and he’s had such an exciting life and 
suffered so much. I wish I could have a life like that. I adore him. 

 After Othello hits her: I don’t know what I’ve done to upset my lord. Perhaps he’s not well. 
I’ll remain loyal completely loyal come what may, but I wish I knew what the matter was. 

3 1 Othello is self-confident, and proud of his services to the Venetian state. 

 2 He is proud of his royal heritage and feels he fully deserves the status he has achieved. 

 3 Nothing but his love for Desdemona could make him give up his complete freedom. 

4 He is proud, noble and independent, as befits a tragic hero. Only noble feelings of love 
make him sacrifice his freedom. 

5 

Lines Order 1–10 How it shows development 

A All my fond love thus do I blow to 
heaven:/ ’Tis gone! 

5 He makes a ritual of abandoning his love, 
apparently now convinced. 

B Damn her, lewd minx: O damn her, 
damn her! 

7 He seems to hate Desdemona passionately 
now. 

C I swear ’tis better to be much 
abused/ Than but to know’t a little. 

3 He reflects, looking back on the time before 
he suspected Desdemona, that ‘ignorance 
is bliss’. 

D I took you for that cunning whore of 
Venice/ That married with Othello. 
You! Mistress! 

9 He has reached the point of accusing 
Desdemona. 

E No, Iago, / I’ll see before I doubt, 
when I doubt, prove 

1 He is not yet convinced; he is trying to be 
reasonable. 

F Noses, ears, and lips. Is’t possible? 8 Iago’s tormenting is driving Othello mad: his 
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Lines Order 1–10 How it shows development 

Confess! handkerchief! O devil! broken language shows it. 

G Put out the light, and then put out 
the light! 

10 He is resolved to kill Desdemona. 

H She’s gone, I am abused, and my 
relief/ Must be to loathe her. 

2 He suddenly concludes the worst and 
decides to relieve his pain by hating 
Desdemona. 

I Villain, be sure thou prove my love 
a whore, / Be sure of it, give me the 
ocular proof. 

4 He is almost convinced, but still unsure 
enough to call Iago a villain and demand 
visual proof. 

J Within these three days let me hear 
thee say/ That Cassio’s not alive. 

6 He turns to thinking of revenge on Cassio. 

 

6 Answers will vary, but could focus on the following: 

 Othello is at first self-confident, proud of his background and achievements, as shown by 
his speeches to the Senate. 

 When he arrives in Cyprus it is clear that he adores Desdemona. 

 He is decisive in dismissing Cassio. 

 His suspicions are at first faintly aroused by Iago, but during the course of Act 3, scene 3 
he is gradually convinced of Desdemona’s guilt. He begins to lose his mind, as shown by 
his language breakdown. His gross animal imagery shows that he is sinking morally to 
Iago’s level, under the influence of ‘the green-eyed monster’ of jealousy. He becomes 
violently determined on revenge, declaring he will cut Desdemona into pieces. 

 He remains convinced of her guilt after her death, but eventually realises his error – but it 
is questionable to what extent he repents. At the end, it could be argued that his main 
concern is his own pride. 

7 Answers will vary. 

Iago 
1 (a), (d), (e), (f) 

2 Answers will vary, based on the true statements listed above. 

3 

Line What it shows

I know my price, I am worth no worse a place. He is convinced that he is worthy to be Othello’s 
lieutenant, not just his ensign, and he resents not
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Line What it shows

being promoted. 

Even now, now, very now, an old black ram/ Is 
tupping your white ewe! 

He views sex as a merely animal function, is racist 
and wishes to antagonise Brabantio. 

For I do know the state,/ However this may gall 
him with some check,/ Cannot with safety cast 
him. 

He understands politics – specifically that the 
Venetian state needs Othello too much to censure 
him for marrying Desdemona. 

Though in the trade of war I have slain men/ 
Yet do I hold it very stuff o’th’ conscience/ To 
do no contrived murder. 

He is good at using half-truths to make himself 
seem virtuous. 

Faith, he tonight hath boarded a land carrack. He has a gross view of love and sex. Here he sees 
Othello’s marriage as being to acquire wealth. 

Men should be what they seem,/ Or those that 
be not, would they might seem none. 

He uses vague or contradictory language to confuse 
Othello and make himself seem a defender of 
honesty. 

Demand me nothing. What you know, you 
know./ From this time forth I never will speak 
word. 

In final defeat, he remains stubbornly unrepentant 
and determined. 

 

4 Answers will vary, but should focus on Othello, Roderigo, Cassio, Emilia and Desdemona. 
Essentially, he deceives all of them in different ways. Probably he deceives Emilia the 
least, perhaps having such a low opinion of her that he thinks deceit is unnecessary. 

5 (a) He is contemptuous of Roderigo’s claim that it is just in his nature to be hopelessly in 
love with Desdemona. He says we can decide what we want to be and what desires we 
have; it is simply a matter of willpower. 

 (b) Edmund contemptuously dismisses astrology as a basis for character, and claims 
that he simply has the character he was born with. Iago has a similarly contemptuous 
attitude towards a popular view, but claims that we can decide to be what we want to be. 

6 (a) He says it is rumoured that Othello has had sex with Emilia. Note that he says ‘I hate 
the Moor/ And it is thought ...’ not because, as if he would hate him anyway. 

(b) This draws the audience into the workings of Iago’s mind, making them his co-
conspirators. We are never drawn into Othello’s mind to such an extent. 

(c) He sees himself as creative and revels in the horrible nature of what he is doing. A 
feminist critic might focus on his image of birth, as if it reflects male envy of women’s ability 
to create life by having babies. 

(d) Answers will vary, but could focus on how Shakespeare uses them to make the 
audience complicit with Iago. 
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Desdemona, Emilia and Bianca 
1 

 Desdemona Emilia Bianca 

Noble-born     

Commoner      

Admired     

Poor reputation     

Jealous husband      

Unappreciated by men       

Used by men      

Wanting to help or 
please men 

      

Falsely accused       

Murdered      

 

2 Answers will vary, but should reflect the table above. 

3 Answers will vary. All descriptions can be applied to Desdemona to some extent. 

4 Answers will vary. 

5 (a) 

Line What it shows

My downright violence and scorn of fortunes/ 
May trumpet to the world. 

She realises that she has been rebelliously 
dismissive of what conventional society would view 
as being in her best interests. 

Did I my soul and fortunes consecrate There is a sense of religious devotion in her 
commitment, of herself and her well-being to 
Othello. 

The rites for which I love him are bereft me There is a pun here – ‘rites’ and ‘rights’. She may be 
referring to the rites of war, or love, or her rights as 
a wife to live with her husband. Whichever is the 
case, she shows herself to be intelligent and 
assertive in her reasoned argument. 
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 (b) It shows that she is unusually self-confident, and bravely assertive, perhaps spurred 
on by love for Othello. 

6 (a) Desdemona might say that Emilia has a very negative view of her own sex; Emilia 
might say that Desdemona has the naive idealism of youth. 

(b) Answers will vary. 

7 (a) Shakespeare presents Bianca as a woman with genuine feelings of love for Cassio, 
not as a prostitute merely doing business. When Cassio calls her ‘sweet love’ this could be 
played as genuine or as him humouring her. He moves very quickly from promising to visit 
her, to ‘Take me this work out’. When she is jealous, his tone changes immediately to a 
scornful one: ‘Go to, woman,/ Throw your vile guesses in the devil’s teeth ...’. He seems 
imperious when he continues to tell her to copy the handkerchief for him, and he cares 
more about looking bad if seen with her than he does about her feelings. At the end, she is 
resigned to the situation: ‘I must be circumstanced.’ As a woman in her position, she feels 
she must put up with Cassio’s treatment of her. 

(b) Answers will vary. 

(c) Answers will vary, but she could be played anywhere on the spectrum from (a) a 
woman who is used and abused by men, who genuinely loves Cassio, and whose name 
represents her true innocence, to (b) an ironically named courtesan who chooses to sell 
herself for money, and who just wants to get what she can from Cassio. 

8 Answers will vary, but all three views are valid, though the first should be seen in context. 
Shakespeare was not a feminist in the modern sense, but he was arguably sensitive to 
women’s social situation, as shown by his presentation of Emilia when she says men ‘are 
all but stomachs, and we all but food’ (Act 3, scene 4). 

9 A possible plan: 

1 Desdemona acknowledges that she owed obedience to her father, but now owes it to 
Othello, yet she rebelled against her father to marry Othello. (NB: Jacobean context.) 

2 Desdemona persistently tries to persuade Othello to reinstate Cassio. 

3 Desdemona is used by Iago as a pawn in his assault on Othello. 

4 All three female characters are mistreated by men (and two are murdered), but all 
stand up to men to some extent. 

5 The women are less important, but the drama could not take place without them. It is 
love of Desdemona that makes Othello vulnerable to Iago. 

6 Conclusion: Shakespeare shows that women have little power, but still have 
legitimate desires and grievances. 
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Cassio and Roderigo 
1 

Description Cassio Roderigo

Admires Desdemona     

Wants to marry Desdemona    

Noble     

Rich    

Courtly manners and speech    

Deceived by Iago     

Gullible    

Gets drunk easily    

 

2 

 gullible: Roderigo 

 courtly: Cassio 

 stupid: Roderigo 

 honourable: Cassio 

 loyal: Cassio 

 moral: Cassio, but not in relation to Bianca 

3 (a) It shows Iago to be resentful, and gives him a motive for exploiting Cassio. It also 
underlines the class difference between them, which a modern audience might see 
differently from a Jacobean one. A modern audience might have more sympathy with 
Iago’s resentment. 

 (b) We know that Othello is a very experienced general, and it is unlikely that he would 
appoint Cassio as his lieutenant if he were really as inexperienced as Iago claims. On the 
other hand, we never see Cassio in action, and we do see him speaking in a courtly and 
rather patronising way in Act 2, scene 1. 

4 Cassio is from an upper-class, cultured Florentine background. He idealises Desdemona 
in the style of the courtly love tradition. 

5 It does seem that Cassio follows the courtly love tradition in idolising Desdemona, but has 
an ordinary soldier’s attitude towards Bianca, whom he is happy to exploit sexually. Many 
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of the men (and perhaps even some women) in Shakespeare’s audience would probably 
find this quite normal and acceptable. Modern audiences are more likely to hold it against 
him. 

6 Answers will vary, but Shakespeare does set up Roderigo to be seen as a buffoon who 
deserves to be tricked by Iago, in comparison with Othello, who arguably does not. It is 
hard to sympathise with Roderigo when he wants to steal Desdemona away from Othello 
and is stupid enough to think that this is possible. 

7 A possible plan: 

1 Cassio is noble, and shows this in his attitude towards Desdemona. 

2 Iago portrays him as inexperienced, but Othello must have good reasons to appoint 
him. 

3 Cassio has the serious weakness of getting drunk easily and behaving very badly 
when he does. He is also too weak simply to refuse alcohol. 

4 On the other hand, Cassio is full of remorse for his behaviour, and blames himself, 
not Othello. 

5 Cassio is also weak and unfeeling in his treatment of Bianca – though this seems 
worse to a modern audience. 

6 It is part of the unsettling conclusion of the play that Cyprus is left in the hands of 
someone who has shown himself to be unreliable. 

Brabantio and minor characters 
1 His existence enables Shakespeare to show that Desdemona is rebellious, not merely 

passive. He also demonstrates the popular prejudice that Othello has to contend with. To a 
Jacobean audience especially, it might seem that Othello’s disrespectful dismissal of 
Brabantio’s paternal rights makes Othello more deserving of his fate. 

2 The warning foreshadows the accusations made against Desdemona, perhaps showing 
that even she is not as innocent as she seems. It must also help to undermine Othello’s 
confidence in Desdemona. 

3 Brabantio’s racist accusation that Othello must have bewitched Desdemona helps to show 
how Othello would be an outsider in white Venetian society. 

4 (a) Lodovico, in his genteel way, reprimands Othello for hitting Desdemona, calls her ‘an 
obedient lady’, asks Othello to call her back, and after Othello leaves questions whether 
Othello is still fit for his post – ‘all sufficient’. 

(b) In an era when hitting a wife was not considered to be as bad a thing as it is now, it 
perhaps required Lodovico’s condemnation of Othello’s action to remind the audience that 
it was ignoble, at least in polite society. 

5 All the fathers listed are protective of their daughters’ virtue, and want to exercise control 
over whom they marry. 
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6 Points could include: 

 Shakespeare’s audience would tend to think that Brabantio had a moral right to 
choose his daughter’s husband, and is justified in not wanting Desdemona to 
marry Othello. 

 They would perhaps think that Desdemona was romantic but a disrespectful and 
disobedient daughter. 

 A modern audience would be more likely to think that Brabantio should respect his 
daughter’s love match and be happy for her. 
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1 

Line(s) Character What it shows

A Most potent, grave, and reverend 
signiors,/ My very noble and 
approved good masters 

Othello Despite his claim to be ‘rude’ in his speech, 
he is an accomplished speaker, addressing 
the Senate in a formally respectful manner 
that will help to win them over. 

B Were they [Desdemona and 
Cassio] as prime as goats, as hot 
as monkeys,/ As salt as wolves in 
pride 

Iago He takes a low, even voyeuristic pleasure in 
thinking of other people having sex, and in 
the instinctive animal nature of it. 

C Pish! Noses, ears, and lips. Is’t 
possible? Confess! handkerchief! O 
devil! 

Othello Othello has been wound up close to jealous 
madness by Iago. His fragmented speech 
here reflects his disintegrating mind. 

D he hath achieved a maid/ That 
paragons description and wild 
fame;/ One that excels the quirks of 
blazoning pens 

Cassio He is courtly in his background and 
education, and idealistic in his view of love. 
His poetically overblown language reflects 
this. His language speaking of Bianca is very 
different. 

E Why, this is not a boon,/ ’Tis as I 
should entreat you wear your 
gloves,/ Or feed on nourishing 
dishes 

Desdemona Her language shows her intimate personal 
concern for Othello’s well-being, as well as 
her self-confidence, at this point, in her 
efforts to persuade him. 

 

2 (a) The personification of jealousy as a monster shows its uncontrollability, and the way 
it grows by ‘feeding’ on the sufferer at the same time as making him ridiculous to others. 

(b) The rhetorical question shows that as far as Desdemona is concerned, she is so 
obedient to Othello that there is no possibility that she will refuse him anything. 

(c) The use of grammatical parallelism shows the perfect attunement and balance of 
Othello and Desdemona at this point: they are like two balanced and corresponding halves 
of one sentence. 

(d) The simile conveys the destructive, unnatural effect of jealousy. It also contains a 
personification, portraying the mineral as a ‘gnawing’ animal, like a rat. This gives a 
strongly physical sense of its effect. 

(e) The alliteration heightens the sense of the sweet-tasting carob’s deliciousness. 

(f) The metaphor speaks of Othello’s story as if it were a plain, unvarnished table, 
implying that it will be very straightforward. 

3 Answers will vary, but will be similar to the answers above. 

4 A you’ll have your daughter covered [mated] with a Barbary horse. Animal 
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B Dangerous conceits are in their natures poisons … Burn like the mines of sulphur. 
Poison or disease 

C Even then this forked plague is fated to us/ When we do quicken. Poison or disease 

D prime as goats, as hot as monkeys,/ As salt as wolves. Animal 

E Will you, I pray, demand that demi-devil/ Why he hath thus ensnared my soul and 
body? Entrapment 

F I must show out a flag and sign of love. Entrapment 

G With as little a web as this will I ensnare as great a fly as Cassio. Entrapment and 
Animal 

H ... out of her goodness make the net/ That shall enmesh them all. Entrapment 

I I had rather be a toad/ And live upon the vapour of a dungeon. Animal and 
Entrapment (Imprisonment) 

5 Images of poison or disease are appropriate to Othello because of the way that Iago 
gradually corrupts Othello’s noble nature and the pure love between him and 
Desdemona. Iago comments that ‘Dangerous conceits’ – damaging false imaginings – are, 
metaphorically speaking, ‘poisons’ that infect the blood. 

 The vivid simile Iago uses, picturing them as burning ‘the blood ... like the mines of 
sulphur’ is effectively unpleasant, especially because sulphur was associated with hellfire. 

6 (a) I ran it through, even from my boyish days 
 To th’ very moment that he bade me tell it, 
 Wherein I spake of most disastrous chances, 
 Of moving accidents by flood and field,1 
 Of hair-breadth scapes i’ th’ imminent deadly breach,2 
 Of being taken by the insolent foe 
 And sold to slavery; of my redemption thence 
 And portance in my travailous history; 
 Wherein of antres vast and deserts idle,3 
 Rough quarries, rocks and hills whose heads touch heaven4 
 It was my hint to speak – such was the process – 
 And of the cannibals that each other eat, 
 The Anthropophagi, and men whose heads 
 Do grow beneath their shoulders.5 

  (1.3.133–46) 

  Annotations 

  1 Uses poetic and alliterative terms for ‘sea and land’ 

  2 Metaphorically conveys extreme danger and narrow escapes 

  3 Paints a picture of exotic and forbidding foreign landscapes 

  4 Exaggeration 
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  5 Uses popular travellers’ tales to give a sense of the bizarre 

 (b)    O, now, for ever 
 Farewell1 the tranquil mind, farewell content! 
 Farewell the plumed troops and the big wars 
 That make ambition virtue! O farewell, 
 Farewell the neighing steed and the shrill trump, 
 The spirit-stirring drum, the ear-piercing fife,2 
 The royal banner, and all quality, 
 Pride, pomp and circumstance3 of glorious war! 
 And, O you mortal engines whose rude throats 
 Th’ immortal Jove’s dread clamours counterfeit,4 
 Farewell: Othello’s occupation’s gone! 

  (3.3.350–60) 

  Annotations 

  1 Repetition of ‘farewell’ builds up the sense of Othello’s loss 

  2 Uses sense appeal to create an exciting ‘sound picture’ of battle 

  3 Alliteration and a triple (group of three) 

  4 Claims that the thunder of Jove (Jupiter) copies the cannons’ roar 

7 (a) They give the audience a vivid taste of the life of battle that Othello has led, in which 
we have never seen him, and which would be difficult or impossible to convey on stage. 

(b) Points could include: 

 A modern audience might be less easily impressed by Othello’s account of his life, 
being exposed to tales of adventure in the cinema and disaster in the media. 

 Modern audience members would probably have more experience of travel than 
most of Shakespeare’s audience, and would be less awed by ‘antres vast and 
deserts idle’, and would know that ‘men whose heads/ Do grow beneath their 
shoulders’ is merely fanciful. 

 They would be less likely to see war as something noble and glorious that could 
‘make ambition virtue’. 

8 

A Shakespeare uses animal imagery throughout the play to hint at the lower, bestial part of 
human nature.1 Early on it is voiced by Iago, as in his provocative assertion to Brabantio, 
‘... an old black ram/ Is tupping your white ewe!’.2 This metaphor, picturing Othello and 
Desdemona as mating sheep, reduces even marital sex to the level of animal breeding. It 
also implies that Othello is animalistic in his desires.3 

  Annotations 

  1 Explains effect, using sophisticated vocabulary 
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  2 Provides evidence in the form or an embedded quotation 

  3 Uses literary term to identify technique, then analyses meaning and effect 

B Iago is sick and wants to make Othello sick too. ‘I'll pour this pestilence into his ear.’1 

Pestilence is a kind of disease they had a lot in Shakespeare’s day. Iago basically wants to 
mess with Othello’s mind by pouring in pestilence.2 It shows that Iago is full of ill will 
towards Othello and that Othello has no idea what is going on. Pouring makes it sound 
dead easy.3 

 Annotations 

 1 Good point but put crudely without embedding the quotation 

 2 Inappropriately informal language and not clear that candidate understands meaning 

 3 Fair point but inelegantly and too informally expressed 

9 For example: 

 The play frequently uses animal imagery. At first this is limited to Iago, as in his taunt to 
Brabantio that a ‘black ram is tupping your white ewe’, which shows that he sees love 
solely in terms of animal sexuality, and is calculated to inflame Brabantio by implying that 
his daughter is a farmyard beast. He uses similar imagery to arouse Othello’s jealousy to a 
fever pitch, making him imagine Cassio and Desdemona ‘as prime as goats, as hot as 
monkeys’ in desire for each other. However, under Iago’s influence, Othello begins to use 
similar imagery, for example saying that he would rather be a ‘toad’ in a dungeon than 
share Desdemona. 

10 Othello speech: 

 Look here, Iago; 
All my fond love thus do I blow to heaven: 
’Tis gone!1 
Arise, black vengeance, from the hollow hell, 
Yield up, O love, thy crown and hearted throne 
To tyrannous hate!2 Swell, bosom, with thy fraught, 
For ‘tis of aspics’ tongues!3 

 Annotations 

 1 Makes a show of blowing away his love, perhaps from his hand 

 2 Calls on vengeance and love, both personified 

 3 Refers to poisonous snakes (asps) 

 Macbeth speech: 

    Come, you spirits 
That tend on mortal thoughts,1 unsex me here, 
And fill me from the crown to the toe top-full 
Of direst cruelty!2 Make thick my blood; 
Stop up the access and passage to remorse,3 
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That no compunctious visitings of nature 
Shake my fell purpose, nor keep peace between 
The effect and it! 

 Annotations 

 1 Calls on evil spirits 

 2 Wants her femininity to be taken away and replaced with cruelty 

 3 Does not want to be troubled by pity or regret 

 The passages are similar in that in both the speakers call on evil in personified form, using 
imperative verbs – ‘Arise ... Yield ... Swell’, ‘Come ... unsex ...fill’ to tell the spirits what 
changes they want to bring about in themselves. Using this personification has the effect 
of absolving themselves from personal responsibility for the murders they are working 
themselves up to commit. Both also reject any feeling that might get in the way. For 
Othello, this is his former feeling of love; for Lady Macbeth, it is natural compassion and 
possible later regrets. 

11 We see how much Iago’s insulting picture of Cassio wiping his beard with Desdemona’s 
handkerchief inflames Othello’s hatred for Cassio by the hyperbole(A) of his wish to kill 
him forty thousand times over. The line ‘Now do I see ‘tis true’(B) shows that Othello is 
finally convinced, so that he makes a ritual of blowing his foolish love to heaven.(C) Now 
we see how far he has been corrupted by lago: he summons ‘black vengeance’(B) from 
hell in preparation for killing Desdemona, and replaces all his love with hate. His language 
can be compared with that of Lady Macbeth, in Macbeth, when she calls on spirits to take 
away her femininity so that she can help to murder King Duncan.(E) Othello’s image of 
‘aspics’ tongues’ gives us a sense of the poisonous, murderous and bestial urges that he 
now feels, as does, in a more earthy way, the repetition ‘O blood, blood, blood!’(D) 

 lago’s pretended attempt to calm Othello reinforces his credibility while actually stirring 
Othello up even more. His extended simile(A) comparing his murderous determination to 
the one-way tide of the Pontic Sea(C) is terrifying in its icy power.(D) It also hints at the 
self-dramatising tendency that some critics (such as Leavis and Wilson Knight) have seen 
in Othello’s speeches.(F) He is comparing himself to a mighty ocean.(D) 

 The vow which Othello grandly makes ‘by yond marble heaven’(A) both suggests a 
coldness of purpose which will enable him to steel his passion to effective action, and 
shows his fixed determination now that he is finally convinced.(D) lago’s kneeling beside 
him to make his own vow is a master-stroke of dramatic ingenuity, calculated to make 
Othello see lago as the one man truly on his side. lago heightens the effect by imitating 
Othello’s grandiose appeal to cosmic forces.(C) 

12 Answers will vary, but should refer to the listed techniques and analyse their effects.
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Historical and social context 
1 (a) Cyprus is threatened by the Turks, but it is difficult for the Venetian Senate to 

establish the exact nature of the threat. There are conflicting reports of the numbers of 
Turkish ships, and their intentions are at first unclear. This focus on appearance and reality 
reflects Othello’s uncertainty about Desdemona, and the overall confusion created by Iago, 
as well as the way in which both Othello and Desdemona are under threat from Iago. 

(b) The Turkish fleet appears to be sailing away from Cyprus, towards Rhodes, but in 
fact it is only going to join up with another fleet there. This deception corresponds to Iago’s 
trickery – for example, his pretending to Roderigo that he is promoting his cause with 
Desdemona. 

(c) Othello is put in charge of Cyprus but does not have to fight a battle, because the 
Turkish fleet is sunk by a storm. 

2 To Shakespeare’s audience, Othello would appear to be on the edge of what was 
culturally acceptable. He is apparently Christian, and supports Venice, but he is a black 
African. He may be respected as a soldier, but he cannot be trusted to behave in a 
civilised way. 

3 (a) The following relate to Othello’s social context: War, Gender, Class, Exploration, 
Racism, Honour and reputation. 

(b) For example: 

Context Then Now

1 War War was often seen as glorious, and 
patriotically necessary, as portrayed by 
Othello. It was a way for a soldier to 
gain honour and promotion. 

War is more often seen now as 
barbaric and undesirable, even if 
seemingly unavoidable. Soldiers may 
be called brave, but war is not called 
glorious. 

2 Exploration Travellers brought back bizarre tales, 
such as those referred to by Othello, of 
cannibals and ‘men whose heads/ Do 
grow beneath their shoulders’. This 
reflected the feeling that there was a 
very strange and alien world outside 
England. 

We now know a lot more about the 
world. Such tales seem ridiculous, and 
the outside world is perceived with less 
fear. 

3 Honour and 
reputation 

Reputation and honour were very 
important. Brabantio is dishonoured by 
Desdemona’s marriage to Othello. 
Othello feels dishonoured by her 
supposed infidelity. Cassio is mortified 
at the loss of his reputation. 

The concept of honour is now 
considered old-fashioned, or is at least 
far more complicated. Reputation has a 
commercial value, but people do not 
identify so strongly with their moral 
reputation. 

 

4 
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Line Context

A Iago: 

... the devil will make a grandsire of you 

(1.1.90) 

This shows religious belief, a racist 
identification of Othello with the devil, and a 
father’s assumed right to choose his 
daughter’s husband. 

B Brabantio: 

It is a judgement maimed and most imperfect 
That will confess perfection so could err 
Against all rules of nature, and must be driven 
To find out practices of cunning hell ... 

(1.3.100–4) 

Brabantio sees it has unnatural for his 
daughter to be attracted to an African. 
Therefore, she must have been led astray by 
devilish trickery, such as African witchcraft. 

C Brabantio: 

Do you perceive in all this noble company 
Where most you owe obedience? 

(1.3.179–80) 

Brabantio expects Desdemona to 
acknowledge her duty of obedience to him, 
her father. 

D Cassio: 

Let it not gall your patience, good Iago, 
That I extend my manners; ’tis my breeding 
That gives me this bold show of courtesy. 

(2.1.97–9) 

Cassio, a noble and a cultured Florentine, 
patronisingly thinks he has to explain his 
courtly manners to Iago, a commoner. 

E Iago: 

Good name in man and woman, dear my lord, 
Is the immediate jewel of their souls 

(3.3.158–9) 

Personal honour was important. Being seen 
as dishonourable was to become a social 
pariah. 

F Othello: 

A horned man’s a monster, and a beast. 

(4.1.62) 

A cuckolded man (one whose wife was 
unfaithful) was supposed to grow horns, and 
was an object of social contempt and ridicule. 
However, men were not expected to be 
faithful to wives. 

G Othello: 

... so delicate with a needle, an admirable musician. 
O, she will sing the savageness out of a bear! 

(4.1.184–5) 

Othello praises Desdemona for conventionally 
feminine accomplishments. 

H Othello: 

Where a malignant and a turbanned Turk 
Beat a Venetian and traduced the state, 
I took by th’ throat the circumcised dog 

(5.2.351–3) 

The audience would assume that any Turk 
was ‘malignant’ because not a Christian but a 
Muslim, identified as such here by being 
circumcised. 
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5 Desdemona is presented as a pure, virtuous teenage girl who accepts the conventional 
Jacobean belief that wives should be entirely faithful to their husbands, even if husbands 
are unfaithful.1 She even doubts that ‘there be women do abuse their husbands/ In such 
gross kind’, referring to adultery.2 She swears ‘by this heavenly light’ that she would not, 
linking fidelity to Christian obedience, but perhaps also to Diana, goddess of chastity and 
of the moon, if ‘light’ refers to the moon here.3 

 Annotations 

 1 Weaves in a relevant thread of social context, using the correct ‘Jacobean’ 

 2 Shows understanding of the context 

 3 Analyses context in language, providing alternative interpretations 

 Overall comment 

 The response is effective in weaving in relevant references to context, and especially in 
offering alternative interpretations. 

6 Othello is an outsider in a society where social acceptance was all-important. He is often 
referred to simply as ‘the Moor’, since there is no possible confusion, as he is the only 
black African around and as people see this as his most important characteristic. As a 
mercenary in a time of frequent war, he is useful to the state, and he appears to have been 
welcome in Brabantio’s home, but Brabantio does not want the dishonour of having him as 
a son-in-law and thinks Othello must have won Desdemona’s trust by the kind of witchcraft 
that Africans were thought to practise. Desdemona has shown boldness in marrying 
Othello, going against social convention and her father’s wishes. 

7 (a) Desdemona’s marriage: she defies convention and a daughter’s duty by marrying a 
black man, and one not approved by her father. 

(b) Her desire to go to Cyprus with Othello: she is unconventional in wanting to leave the 
domestic setting allotted to women and travel to a dangerous garrison settlement. 

(c) Her efforts on Cassio’s behalf: she is bold in trying to persuade Othello to take back 
Cassio, which could be seen as interfering in a man’s world, but also as trying to benefit 
her husband. 

(d) Her refusal to believe that Othello could be jealous: as a young girl, she is naive, but 
she also has a kind of inverse prejudice, thinking that a black man cannot be jealous, 
perhaps because he is naturally trusting. 

(e) Her reaction when Othello strikes her: she defends herself slightly, but continues to 
be obedient and dutiful. She does not blame him. 

(f) How she dies: she barely defends herself, only asking to be allowed to pray for her 
soul before being murdered. She is a model of Christian piety and wifely obedience. 

8 Answers will vary, but could include some of the following points: 

 Bianca is a courtesan, not a prostitute, but evidently a woman prepared to sleep with 
Cassio without marrying him. This may be the only way for her to survive in this 
garrison town: we are told nothing about her background. 
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 Cassio is noble and honourable in some ways, and very concerned for his reputation, 
but he exploits Bianca, laughing with Iago about her devotion to him. 

 Bianca seems to have genuine feelings for Cassio. She does not seem to think of him 
merely as a client. 

 Jacobean audience members would probably not condemn Cassio for treating a 
courtesan in the way he does. 

Cultural context 
1 (a) The Chain of Being: men were seen as ruling by natural right over women, and 

humans over animals. 

(b) Nature: Othello’s marriage to Desdemona is seen by Brabantio (and probably many 
audience members) as breaking natural laws. 

(c) The importance of reason to humanity: reason separates man from animals, so when 
Othello begins to lose his reason, his world descends into chaos. 

(d) Belief in evil and damnation: Othello believes that Desdemona will be damned for 
adultery and even for falsely defending him on her death-bed. 

(e) Belief in the importance of honesty: in Othello’s eyes, Desdemona’s refusal to admit 
to adultery makes it a greater sin; ironically, Iago is repeatedly called ‘honest’. 

(f) Courtly love: Cassio has a divided attitude to women, idolising Desdemona and 
trivialising Bianca. 

(g) Male fear of being cuckolded: Othello is terrified of this, and the dishonour it brings; 
even Iago claims to fear that Emilia has been unfaithful. 

2 (a) Jacobeans believed that someone telling a lie on their death-bed could be sent to 
hell. 

(b) A return to chaos was seen as the outcome of the Chain of Being being broken, for 
example by Othello and Desdemona’s unnatural marriage. 

(c) Cassio worships Desdemona in the tradition of courtly love. 

(d) Reason was considered the faculty raising man above the animals. Othello is losing 
his reason, and therefore descending to the animal level. 

3 (a) Othello: honest with other characters, but perhaps not with himself; regarded as 
honest. 

(b) Iago: regarded by everyone as honest, but actually completely false. 

(c) Desdemona: almost completely honest, though accused by Iago and Othello. 

(d) Emilia: honest, though suspected of infidelity by Iago. 

(e) Cassio: honest, and only suspected of dishonesty by Othello – and perhaps Iago. 
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4 Answers will vary, but should relate to the Chain of Being, Jacobean ideas about social 
duty and obedience to parents, and attitudes towards gender.
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1 Answers will vary, but could include: 

 Is Othello truly noble, or a gullible fool? 

 Does Othello learn enough to qualify as a tragic hero at the end of the play? 

 Is Iago a homosexual? 

 Is Desdemona partly to blame for her own tragic fate? 

 Will Cassio really be ‘a safe pair of hands’ for Cyprus? 

2 Suggested brief answers: 

1 Probably ‘I will say no more about that’ but could be either. 

2 Possibly. Note that her name means ‘Unfortunate’. 

3 This could mean that he admits he should never have married her, or that he loved 
her so much that he was easily made jealous. 

4 The subject of ongoing debate. 

5 Desdemona is the pearl. He may be chastising himself for failing to see her true 
value. 

6 This could be seen merely as making his speech more exotic. 

7 This may be a reminder that he is a Christian and opposed to non-Christians. 

3 (a) 2C; (b) 3E; (c) 5A; (d) 4B; (e) 1D 

4 

Critical viewpoint Possible interpretation

(a) New historicism Would see it as reflecting conflict between the Christian and Muslim worlds, 
and especially between Venice and Turkey over the strategically important 
Cyprus. 

(b) Feminist criticism Would see Cassio as a misogynist who exploits the relatively powerless and 
oppressed Bianca, even calling her a smelly animal (‘fitchew’ = polecat) 

(c) Post-colonial 
criticism 

Would focus on how easily Iago can arouse Brabantio by appealing to his 
racist assumption that a black man should not make love to a white woman. 

(d) Psychoanalytical 
criticism 

Might see Iago as sexually inadequate and taking a voyeuristic delight in 
portraying Cassio having sex with Desdemona, and Othello here showing 
how this has dragged him into his own deep unconscious fears. 

(e) Marxist criticism Would see this as an example of the important of power relationships in the 
play. Othello has been disempowered and replaced by Cassio. 

 


