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THE PLAY

Nov 22, 2016 Jan 18, 2017

NYTW Usual Suspect and Tony Award
winner Sam Gold returns to NYTW
to direct David Oyelowo (Royal
Shakespeare Company’s The Histories,
Selma, Queen of Katwe) in the title role
and Daniel Craig (Betrayal, Spectre) as
‘Iago’ in William Shakespeare’s Othello.
The cast features David Wilson Barnes
(The Lieutenant of Inishmore), Marsha
Stephanie Blake (The Merchant of
Venice), Rachel Brosnahan (The Big
Knife), Daniel Craig (Betrayal, Spectre),
Blake DeLong (Natasha, Pierre & The
Great Comet of 1812), Glenn Fitzgerald
(Ripcord), Slate Holmgren (King Lear),
Anthony Michael Lopez (The Penalty),
Matthew Maher (The Flick), Nikki
Massoud (Zealot), David Oyelowo (Royal
Shakespeare Company’s The Histories,
Selma, Queen of Katwe), Kyle Vincent
Terry (Robin Hood) and Finn Wittrock
(Death of a Salesman).

CONNECT WTH NYTW

Please visit NYTW.org for more
information on our productions and
educational programs.
Facebook.com/nytw79
@NYTW79
@NYTW79
YouTube.com/
nytheatreworkshop79
briefnytw.tumblr.com

OTHELLO
BY

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
DIRECTED BY

SAM GOLD

MEET THE WRITER: WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

and re-staged.

Quick Background

1816: The first production of Othello in New York opens at the
Bowery Theatre.

•
•

Shakespeare was born in Stratford-Upon
Avon, England in April of 1564.
There are 38 plays attributed to him,
falling under the genres of comedy,
tragedy, history and tragic comedy. This
number fluctuates as two of his plays,
Love’s Labour’s Won and Cardenio, are
considered lost.

•

He also wrote poetry, which was more
popular in print than any of his plays.

•

His company was called the Lord
Chamberlain’s Men and it performed
primarily at the Globe Theatre. The original Globe Theatre burned
down during a performance of Henry VIII, but a new one was built
the following year.

DID YOU KNOW? Shakespeare wrote about 1.5 plays a year.

1889: The operatic version of Othello appears.
1930: Paul Robeson, a black American actor, plays Othello
in London, and later in New York. It is a wildly successful
production.
1980-1990: Major international productions are staged
every year during this decade. They feature notable Othellos,
including James Earl Jones and Ben Kingsley. Notable Iagos
include Christopher Plummer and Ian McKellan.
1995: The first major film of the play with a black Othello, played
by Laurence Fishburne, appears with Kenneth Branagh as Iago.
2016: Two hundred years after the first New York production on
the Lower East Side, New York Theatre Workshop’s production
of Othello premieres, with David Oyelowo playing Othello and
Daniel Craig playing Iago.

Shakespeare’s Life: Othello and Beyond
1564: William Shakespeare is born in Stratford-Upon Avon.

Shakespeare’s Writing: Prose, Verse and Tragedy
Shakespeare used various writing styles throughout his plays.
These styles are:

1565: Italian writer Giraldi Cinthio writes a novella that is the main
source for Shakespeare’s Othello.

•

Prose-Prose contains no pattern of unstressed and
stressed syllables. It is usually used in everyday
speech, low comedy, and in relationships close
in nature (e.g. Macbeth and Lady Macbeth).

•

Rhymed Verse-Rhymed verse is defined as two lines of verse
in which the final words rhyme. It is usually used for melodic
effect or for the “play within a play” effect (e.g. the Mousetrap
in Hamlet, as well as Orlando’s poetry in As You Like it).

•

Iambic Pentameter-Iambic pentameter is a line of verse
consisting of alternating unstressed and stressed syllables
known as iambs. An iambic pentameter line contains 5
iambs (10 syllables: 5 unstressed and 5 stressed). When
spoken aloud the rhythm sounds like a heartbeat. Here are
two examples from Othello (the stressed syllables are in
bold):

1582: Shakespeare marries Anne Hathaway.
1585: His twins, Judith and Hamnet, are born.
1589-90: Henry IV Part I, Shakespeare’s first play, is written and
performed.
1590-94: Shakespeare finishes three history plays.
1594: Shakespeare joins the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, a performance
company. Shakespeare’s first tragedies and comedies are completed
(Titus Andronicus, The Taming of the Shrew, The Comedy of Errors, etc.).
1596: Shakespeare completes Romeo and Juliet and his only son,
Hamnet, dies.
1599: The Globe Theatre opens; this is where most of Shakespeare’s
plays will be performed. Shakespeare also completes one of his most
famous plays, Hamlet.
1602-1603: It is speculated that Shakespeare is writing Othello.
1604: The first recorded performance of Othello takes place at a royal
banquet before King James.
1613: The Globe burns down during a performance of Henry VIII.
1604-1614: Shakespeare continues to write many plays, including
Macbeth, The Tempest, Antony and Cleopatra, as well as his last play,
The Two Noble Kinsmen.
1616: Shakespeare dies.
1622: A small, pamphlet-sized version of Othello is published. This kind
of document is called a quarto. Full editions are published subsequently.
1642: All London theatres are closed by Parliament due to the Civil Wars.
1660: Theatres re-open and Othello is one of the many old plays revived

It is too true an evil. Gone she is,
And what’s to come of my despisèd time
		-Brabantio, Othello (Act 1, Scene1)
Alas the heavy day, why do you weep?
Am I the motive of these tears, my lord?
		-Desdemona, Othello (Act 4, Scene 2)
DID YOU KNOW? A group of two syllables is known as a “foot.”
•

Blank Verse-Blank verse is unrhymed iambic pentameter.
It is employed most often, as it sounds like natural speech
and is used in many famous soliloquies, as in Hamlet’s “To
Be or Not to Be.”

Shakespearean Tragedy
•
Tells the story of a heroic figure who is undone by their own
agency. The story ends with a fatal conclusion.
•
In the case of Othello, Othello is the heroic figure and his
jealously or lack of trust in his wife is what leads him to his
tragic fate.
•
Shakespeare wrote 10 - 12 tragedies or tragic plays: Titus
Andronicus (1594), Romeo and Juliet (1596), Julius Caesar
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(1599), Hamlet (1599 – 1601), Othello (1604), Macbeth (1606), Antony
and Cleopatra (1606), Timon of Athens (1607), King Lear (1608),
Troilus and Cressida (1609), Coriolanus (1609) and Cymbeline (1611).
DID YOU KNOW? Shakespeare invented the words and phrases
“addiction”, “pomp and circumstance”, and “wear my heart upon my
sleeve”, all of which are used in Othello. Other words include: “swagger”,
“gossip”, and “bloodstained.” He introduced about 3,000 words into the
English language, as well as numerous sayings.
Activity I. Shakespeare and Hip-Hop
Take a moment to think about the ways in which hip-hop
and rap music use poetic language. Perhaps listen to
some of your favorite songs.
•
•
•

Just like in Shakespeare’s sonnets, can you identify the rhyme
schemes in hip-hop lyrics?
What are some of the commonalities between hip-hop music and
poetry?
How would you describe hip-hop or rap to someone who’s never
heard it before?

Write your own poem, sonnet, song or rap that incorporates some of the
language devices used by Shakespeare; think about the rhythm and
sound techniques used by hip-hop artists to create something new!
Activity II. Shakespeare or Hip-Hop Quiz
Take this quiz created by British hip-hop star Akala. Can you tell which
line comes from a Shakespeare play and which one comes from a hiphop song? Circle "S" for Shakespeare or "H" for hip-hop.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

“To destroy the beauty from which we came.” S or H
“Maybe it’s hatred I spew, maybe it’s food for the spirit.” S or H
“Men would rather use their broken weapons than their bare
hands.” S or H
“I was not born under a rhyming planet.” S or H
“The most benevolent king communicates through your dreams.”		
S or H
“Socrates, philosophies and hypotheses can’t define.” S or H

MEET THE CHARACTERS
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Othello – Military general and a Moor. He is married to Desdemona.
Iago - Othello’s ensign, jealous and traitorous. He attempts to
destroy Othello.
Desdemona – Othello’s wife and Brabantio’s daughter.
Emilia – Iago’s wife and Desdemona’s attendant.
Cassio – Othello’s captain, whom he trusts very much.
Roderigo – A soldier who is in love with Desdemona.
Brabantio – A senator and Desdemona’s father.
Bianca – Cassio’s lover.
The Duke – The Duke of Venice.
Lodovico – Desdemona’s cousin.
Montano – Othello’s predecessor in the government, also a solider.
He gets into a fight with Cassio.

PLAY SYNOPSIS
At the top of the play, Othello, the Moor of Venice, is a successful general
who has recently returned from war and eloped with Desdemona, the
daughter of the senator Brabantio. Simultaneously, Othello has just
promoted a soldier, Cassio, to a high official rank, passing over Iago,
another comrade. Iago, eaten up with bitterness and jealousy, plots to
destroy his two superiors at once by convincing Othello that Cassio
has been having an affair with his wife. Iago entangles his own wife,
Emilia, as well as another military figure, Roderigo, who is in love with

Desdemona, into his plan. His first act is to destroy Cassio’s
reputation by getting him drunk at a party. Iago has Roderigo pick
a fight with Cassio and another solider, Montano, which results
in Cassio getting demoted. Iago then turns his sights on ruining
Othello. He gets Emilia to steal Desdemona’s handkerchief
and plant it on Cassio, for Othello to discover. Cassio gives the
handkerchief to Bianca, his lover. Othello overhears him talking
about his love, believing him to be speaking about Desdemona.
Othello is outraged and orders Cassio’s death. Things escalate
quickly, and Roderigo tries to murder Cassio before eventually
getting killed himself by Iago. Continuously manipulated by
Iago, Othello’s jealousy grows and he smothers Desdemona in
her sleep. Iago is eventually exposed as a villain, and Othello,
overcome with guilt, kills himself before Iago is taken away.

THEME SNAPSHOT
A theme is the subject of a piece. There are multiple themes
in Othello, but here are a few to analyze and discuss: jealousy,
reputation, honor, race and relationships. As you discuss these
themes: 1) find as many references to the themes in the text as
you can; 2) think about what characters are most connected
to the theme; 3) think about what general ideas or attitudes
Shakespeare is trying to convey through the themes.

I. Jealousy

Jeal·ous·y (noun) - Resentment against a person enjoying
success or an advantage.
One of the central issues of Othello is jealousy. Read the quotes
below and discuss with your classmates what these quotes tell
us about jealousy:
"But jealous souls will not be answered so.
They are not ever jealous for the cause,
But jealous for they're jealous. It is a monster
Begot upon itself, born on itself.”
-Emilia, Othello (Act 3, Scene 4)
“O, beware, my lord, of jealousy!
It is the green-eyed monster, which doth mock
The meat it feeds on.”
-Iago, Othello (Act 3, Scene 3)
Point of Voice: A Jealous Character
In Othello there are many jealous characters.
Pick a character from the play and write a short
monologue based on the reasons behind their
jealousy. When it is finished share it with your class.

II. Reputation and Honor

Rep·u·ta·tion (noun) - A widespread belief that someone or
something has a particular habit or characteristic.
Hon·or (noun) - High respect; esteem.
One important theme in Othello is reputation. Read the quotes
below and discuss with your classmates what these quotes tell
us about reputation and honor:
“Reputation, reputation, reputation! O, I have
lost my reputation, I have lost the immortal part of
myself-and what remains is bestial. My reputation,
Iago, my reputation!”
-Cassio, Othello (Act 2, Scene 3)
“Good name in man and woman, dear my lord,
Is the immediate jewel of their souls.
Who steals my purse steals trash. 'Tis something, nothing:
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'Twas mine, ’tis his, and has been slave to thousands.
But he that filches from me my good name
Robs me of that which not enriches him
And makes me poor indeed.”
-Iago, Othello (Act 3, Scene 3)
Discussing Reputation in Society
In Othello many characters are concerned with the loss
of reputation. In small groups discuss the following
questions:
•
•
•

Is reputation something that all people place a lot of emphasis on?
Discuss.
Is placing a lot of emphasis on one’s reputation a positive or a
negative action? Explain your answer.
Are there certain environments or communities where reputation
bears more weight than others? If yes, name a few and discuss
why.

Shakespeare’s work is often adapted or put into different contexts
or time periods. Here are some examples:
•

Giuseppi Verdi’s Otello: An operatic adaptation of the famous
play completed by the Italian composer in 1886.

•

Baz Lurhman’s Romeo + Juliet: In 1996,
film director Baz Luhrman released a
modern adaptation of the play set in a
town called “Verona Beach.” Two mafia
empires were at the center of the conflict
and characters fought with guns and
knives. They wore jeans and t-shirts, and
drove cars all while speaking in verse.

•

Diane Paulus's The Donkey Show: Based
on Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s
Dream, this 1999 show is set in a 1970’s
disco complete with rollerblading, disco
balls, feather boas and hustle queens.

•

Tim Blake Nelson’s O: A 2001 film version
of Othello set in an American high school.
The film’s soundtrack contains many
musical genres, ranging from rap to opera.
Othello, who is called Odin in the film, is
played by Mekhi Phifer and Desdemona,
or Desi, is played by Julia Stiles.

•

Phyllida Lloyd’s Julius Caesar: Phyllida
Lloyd is a stage director whose 2013
production of Julius Caesar was set
in a contemporary women’s prison.
Women played all of the characters in her
adaptation.

III. Race and Relationships

Race (noun) - Any one of the groups that human beings can be divided
into based on shared distinctive physical traits.
Re·la·tion·ship (noun) - An emotional, romantic or sexual friendship
between two people.
There are also many references to race in the play, particularly in
relationship to Othello and Desdemona’s interracial marriage. Read
the quotes below and discuss with your classmates what these quotes
reveal about racial attitudes and beliefs:
“Even now, now, very now, an old black ram
Is tupping your white ewe.”
-Iago, Othello (Act 1, Scene 1)
“She, in spite of nature,
Of years, of country, credit, every thing,
To fall in love with what she feared to look on!
It is a judgment maimed and most imperfect
That will confess perfection so could err
Against all rules of nature”
-Brabantio, Othello (Act 1, Scene 3)

Adapting Shakespeare
In groups of 3 – 4 select a scene from Othello and
brainstorm a different context in which to set it. While
doing this, consider:
•

Connecting Othello with Contemporary Discussions
About Race
In small groups discuss the following questions:
•
•
•

Why do you think the characters do not mind Othello’s race in
regards to his high-ranking position, but do mind it in regards to
his relationship? Discuss.
Are interracial couples generally accepted today? Are there
any double standards with regards to interracial relationships?
Discuss.
Can you make any connections in the play to elements of
institutional racism in today’s society? Explain.

STYLE: CONTEMPORARY SHAKESPEARE
ADAPTATION

•
•

The main themes and issues discussed in the scene (and the
play overall)
The motivations of the characters
The location or setting of the scene

Develop a short scene that sticks to your concept and then perform
it for your peers.
Scene suggestions:
•
Cassio getting drunk and fighting with Montano (Act 2,
Scene 3)
•
Iago convincing Emilia to get the handkerchief from
Desdemona (End of Act 3, Scene 3)
•
Othello eavesdropping on Iago and Cassio talking about
Bianca (End of Act 4, Scene 1)
•
Emilia and Desdemona discussing Othello’s actions after he
gets into a fight with Desdemona (Act 4, Scene 3)
•
Iago convincing Roderigo to kill Cassio (End of Act 5, Scene 2)

An adaptation is a work of art—a movie, television drama or stage
play—that has been based, created or rewritten from an existing
primary source. Throughout history Othello has been adapted to be
an opera, ballet and many films. While NYTW has not changed the
main story of Othello, the director of the production, Sam Gold, has
created his own concept for the piece, making the setting of the play a
contemporary army base.
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OTHELLO AT NYTW
Focusing on the already-present militaristic aspect of the play and
expanding upon them, Sam Gold’s Othello is set in a contemporary
military world. This production examines the daily lives of soldiers who
are deployed overseas; more specifically, they are soldiers remanded
to their barracks and awaiting combat.
The reality of deployment in modern times can be quite different than
what is described by the media. Many of us picture soldiers in constant
battle, always in uniform and ready to fight. However, many army bases
house soldiers who have prolonged waiting periods before participating
in combat. During this time, they engage in activities similar to what
civilians do on their downtime. They check social media, work out, play
video games, and throw the occasional party. Soldiers are permitted a
certain number of personal items for entertainment, which can include
books, DVDs or a video game console.

•

“A little like going on holiday, most of us pack that book we've
been “meaning to read” - including that manual on how to
read French in 10 easy steps. Even the guys on the frontline
can get a lot of downtime so, in principle, it’s not a bad idea.”

•

“The reality is that by the end of the day you just want to do
something mindless. You’d rather watch a box-set, a romcom - or even thumb through that copy of Heat…”

•

“There's tons of bureaucracy, and soldiers have no real idea
what is going to happen until it does. Misinformation flows
freely…They take all of the uniform formalities very seriously,
but in all the time I've been on a base…I've never seen anyone
salute.”

Another common misconception is that soldiers are in uniform around
the clock. When they have downtime, soldiers often dress casually,
wearing t-shirts and shorts. The life of a modern soldier is not all
gunfire and bombings; there are significant periods of time in which
individuals, trained to fight, must find a way to entertain themselves on
a small army base while they wait for combat.
The significant difference between civilian and military downtime is
that soldiers are constricted by the confines of their base. Another key
difference is that deployed soldiers have left familiar communities; they
do not have the luxury of seeing their loved ones at any given moment.
Though there are opportunities to have fun and engage happily with
one another, they are still living in an enemy territory.
Often times, soldiers’ barracks are open structures made of wood. The
soldiers may or may not have their own mattresses to sleep on, which
would typically just be placed on the floor. We often visualize soldiers
camping out in the ruins of buildings destroyed by bombs or in hightech bases; the reality is that army bases are often thrown together
quickly and are simple in structure. There is also very little privacy. The
barracks are fairly open, shared spaces. Soldiers find very little time to
be alone and this can be taxing on an individual.
Downtime for the military is not only comprised of leisure activities.
Soldiers clean their weapons regularly due to the constant threat of
being attacked. Indirect fire is a normal occurrence while deployed.
Though there are similarities between civilian and military idle hours,
soldiers must always be prepared for combat at a moment’s notice.
These threats can be mentally taxing on some soldiers who are not
able to relax, creating a highly energized, heightened environment in
which men and women are confined to small spaces in high-stress
situations.

A DAY IN THE LIFE OF A SOLDIER

Photographs by Tim Hetherington for the book Infidel available on Amazon.com
Quotes taken from:
http://boards.straightdope.com/sdmb/showthread.php?t=575195
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/men/the-filter/11558292/10-things-you-didnt-knowabout-going-on-a-tour-of-duty.html

GLOSSARY
Aleppo - a city in Syria (5.2)
Anthropophagi - cannibals (1.3)
Beshrew - curse, blame (3.4)
Besort - befit, suit, be suitable for (1.3)

Below are a series of quotes from soldiers discussing their daily lives:
•

•

“Receive Indirect Fire. Wake up. Hygiene. Breakfast. Briefing.
5 hour Patrol. Lunch. Weapon Maintenance. Facebook. Dinner.
Receive Indirect Fire. Briefing. Gym. Sleep. Repeat.”
“Still trying to figure out what to say to people who thank me for
my service in Iraq. ‘Gee thanks, they put me in an office for a year.
Drove me nuts and made me dream of being back in a tank.’

Boon - request, favor (3.2)
Consuls - an official appointed to look after the welfare of its
citizens in another country (1.1)
Contention - quarrel (2.1)
Cozening - cheating (4.2)
Doff’st - turn away (4.2)
Enchafèd -angry and furious (2.1)
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GLOSSARY (CONTINUED)

Lascivious - arousing sexual desires (1.1)

Ensign - symbol or close advisor, junior rank of a commissioned army

Obsequious - devoted (1.1)

officer (I.3)

Perdition - ruin or loss (3.3)

Expostulate - argue, discuss (4.1)

Probal - meant to open one's mind, reasonable, stimulating (2.3)

Fobbed - cheated, deceived (4.2)

Promulgate - to formally proclaim (1.1)

Forfend - forbid (5.2)

Reprobance - perdition, eternal damnation (5.2)

Forsooth - in truth (1.1)

Sequestration - taking possessions to pay a debt (1.3)

Fulsome - distasteful, nauseating (4.1)

Slubber - smear, stain, soil (1.3)

Galleys - large rooms used for exercise (1.3)

Tush - an exclamation of disapproval or contempt (1.1)

Importunity - persistence (3.3)

Venial - trifle, trivial misdeed, pardonable sin (4.1)

Indign - shameful, dishonorable (1.3)

Visages - outward appearances (1.1)

IMPORTANT QUESTIONS
1. How does a modern context change the relevancy of a classical piece?
2. Does poetic or heightened language give the text more meaning? What does the use of poetic or heightened
text do for the story?
3. Who is responsible for the play’s violent ending? Is it Iago who inspired jealousy, or Othello who acted on his
jealousy? What is the role of context in shaping individual response?

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
Movies
•
•
•

Othello (1995)
Restrepo (2010)
Akala’s Comedy, Tragedy, History Rap (2016)

On the Web
•
•
•

NYTW’s The Brief: briefnytw.tumblr.com
Folger Shakespeare-Othello:
http://www.folger.edu/othello
Shakespeare Documented:
http://www.shakespearedocumented.org

Answers to Quiz
1. H – Jay-Z, "Can I Live?"
2. H – Eminem, "Renegade"
3. S – Othello, (Act 1, Scene 3)

Books/Articles
•
•
•
•

Essential Shakespeare Handbook by Leslie
Dunton-Downer (2004)
Afghanistan: The Soldiers' Story (And It's Not The One
You Hear On The News) by Ben Anderson (2013)
Redeployment by Phil Klay (2014)
Why is Othello Black? by Isaac Butler (2015)

4. S – Much Ado About Nothing, (Act 5, Scene 2)
5. H – RZA from Wu-Tang Clan
6. H – Wu-Tang Clan, "Triumph"

THEATRE ETIQUETTE
We look forward to having you at NYTW. During the show you’ll be playing the role of an audience member. Remember that you’re important!
Although you don’t have any written lines, you are just as much a part of the play as the actors or crew. The actors can see and hear you just
as you can see and hear them. In order to make the performance the best it can be remember the following:
Punctuality

Arrive thirty minutes early. This will give you plenty of time to read the program and find your seat.

Restrooms
		

Go before the show and/or during intermission. There's no re-entry if you leave during the performance and you don't want
to miss out!

Technology
		

Turn off all electronics, including your cell phone. ABSOLUTELY NO PHOTOS OR VIDEOS CAN BE TAKEN IN THE THEATRE.
Production photos from the show will be on our website! Also, be sure to connect with us through social media after the play!

Refreshments
		

Food and drinks are not allowed in the theatre. Make sure you eat before the show. Stay hydrated and healthy but remember
that your job during the performance is to stay focused.

Etiquette

Walk, don’t run in the theatre. Try not to talk, whisper, sing or hum. Keep your hands and feet to yourself. Focus on the 		
play - listen and watch – that way no one will be distracted listening to and watching you. We don’t want anyone to miss any
of the action!

We’re so glad that you will be part of our audience! Enjoy the show!
Administrative Offices
83 East 4th Street
New York, NY 10003
Phone: 212-780-9037
Email: Education@NYTW.org

Theatre
79 East 4th Street
New York, NY 10003
Phone: 212-460-5475

List of Contributors
Alexander Santiago-Jirau
Andrew Garrett		
Timmy Gage		
Carsen Joenk		

Director of Education
Education Assistant
Education Intern
Education Intern
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