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The Death of Desdemona by Eugène Delacroix

Read the introduction to Shakespeare at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Shakespeare and at http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Library/SLT/intro/introsubj.html; read The Tragedy of Othello  in your Perrine or Norton anthologies or online at http://www.william-shakespeare.info/script-text-othello.htm.  As you read the play, try to conjure a sense of the darkness and intrigue of Elizabethan England within the frame of this tale of the tale of a Moorish prince and Venetian political intrigue.  Another way to experience the darkness of the age is to see Cate Blanchett”s Elizabeth, which despite the skewed chronology is an apt introduction to the Elizabethan Age.  Elizabeth, who was a poet herself and a patron of Will Shakespeare, plays a central role in Scott’s Kenilworth (in this work Leicester is far more calculating and sinister).  Scott’s novel is likewise structured within the framework of the dark deception which is at the core of Shakespeare’s Othello.  Keep all of this in mind as you read both Shakespeare and Scott.  


Read the introduction to Elizabeth I at http://www.tudorhistory.org/elizabeth/, this selection of her poetry at http://www.tudorhistory.org/poetry/elizabeth.html, and some of her prose at http://englishhistory.net/tudor/eliz1-writings.html.  How do the poems reflect her age, the political intrigue prior to her reign, and delicate power struggles of the court? 

As you read Othello, consider the main motifs, such as appearance versus reality.  Mark the lines where Shakespeare alludes to this particular theme.  How does this motif "play" into Shakespeare's presentation of character, plot, and his Renaissance adaptation of the Aristotelian philosophy in which he frames the story (i.e., an ordered Universe that models a Great Chain of Being, http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Library/SLT/ideas/ordersubj.html).  How does Othello subvert the order of the chair?  How well does the play adhere to Aristotle’s Poetics (see http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/english/melani/cs6/tragedy.html and be sure you understand the concepts of the  unities, the flawed hero, the tragic recognition, the catharsis).   Pay close attention to Shakespeare’s character portrayal: describe the main players: Desdemona, Cassio, Iago, Othello.  Think about these two major interpretations of the play: the A. C. Bradley idea that Iago functions as the outside catalyst to bring about the tragedy or the F. R. Leavis idea that Othello himself was the cause of his own tragic fall.  Which interpretation do you favor.?   Be able to justify both interpretations.  Pay close attention to the third act, what has been called the “wedding scene” (act 3, scene 3).  Why do critics reference the scene in this way?  Notice Othello’s language throughout the play, his “honeyed words” at the beginning of the story.  
How does his language become progressively baser as he is seduced by Iago?  Where does the tragic recognition scene occur?  Is there a catharsis at the end of the play?  

