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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Curriculum subject: English Literature 

Key Stage: 4 and 5 

Author / Text: William Shakespeare, Othello 

Theme: The challenges of staging the play 

Rationale 
These activities encourage young people to join the debate about how to stage and cast Othello. 

Students will consider the sensitive question of who should play the central roles – black or white 

actors, men or women. Using controversial paintings, playbills and production photos, they will 

explore how changing social contexts have shaped the way Othello has been staged over the course 

of four centuries. They will debate the pros and cons of different productions, and plan how they 

would stage the play if they could do so themselves. 

Content 
Literary and historical sources from the site: 

 Portrait of Richard Burbage (early 17th century) 

 The first illustrated works of Shakespeare edited by Nicholas Rowe (1709) 

 Painting of Ira Aldridge as Othello (1826) 

 Playbill advertising Ira Aldridge’s appearance as Othello in Northampton (1831) 

 Playbill advertising Ira Aldridge’s appearance as Othello, Richard III and Shylock in Newcastle 

(1845) 

 Paul Robeson as Othello and Uta Hagen as Desdemona (1943–44) 

 Postcard of Olivier as Othello (1964) 

 Photograph of Hugh Quarshie and Lucian Msamati in Othello (2015) 

 Photograph of Joanna Vanderham and Hugh Quarshie in Othello (2015) 

 

Recommended reading (short articles): 

 Playing Othello: Hugh Quarshie 

 Othello, the role that entices and enrages actors of all skin colours: Andrew Dickson 

 

External links: 
 Act 5, Scene 2 from the 1965 film of Othello 

 Act 3, Scene 3 from the 2015 RSC production of Othello  

 
 

www.bl.uk/shakespeare
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/portrait-of-richard-burbage
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-first-illustrated-works-of-shakespeare-edited-by-nicholas-rowe-1709
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/painting-of-ira-aldridge-as-othello
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/playbill-advertising-ira-aldridges-appearance-as-othello-in-northampton-1831
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/playbill-advertising-ira-aldridges-appearance-as-othello-richard-iii-and-shylock-in-newcastle-1845
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/playbill-advertising-ira-aldridges-appearance-as-othello-richard-iii-and-shylock-in-newcastle-1845
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/paul-robeson-as-othello-and-uta-hagen-as-desdemona-in-new-york-1943-44
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/postcard-of-olivier-as-othello-1964
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/photograph-of-hugh-quarshie-and-lucian-msamati-in-othello-2015
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/photograph-of-joanna-vanderham-and-hugh-quarshie-in-othello-2015
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/playing-othello
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/othello-the-role-that-entices-and-enrages-actors-of-all-skin-colours
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F96DlM3N5KQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W1c_HQijEBo
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Key questions 

 What challenges are faced by actors and directors when staging Othello? 

 How have attitudes to casting men or women, and black or white actors changed over the 

course of four centuries? 

 Which of the play’s central themes – jealousy, love, sexual and military conflict, political 

ambition, racial prejudice – are highlighted by different productions? 

 

Activities 
1) Debate questions of gender, power and ethnicity which are raised by staging Othello.  

The British-Ghanaian actor, Hugh Quarshie, expressed subtle and conflicting views about the 

role of Othello. He was reticent about playing the part but agreed to do so in 2015. Read 

Quarshie’s article about playing Othello and/or Andrew Dickson’s article on Othello: the role 

that entices and enrages actors of all skin colours. Highlight two critical views which particularly 

interest, provoke or surprise you. Find quotations from Othello to a) support and b) challenge 

each of the ideas you have highlighted.  

You could focus particularly on these quotes as the basis for group discussion:  

 
‘Of all the parts in the canon, perhaps Othello is the one which should most definitely not be played 
by a black actor’.  
 

 
‘Only by black actors playing the role [of Othello] can we address some of the racist traditions and 
assumptions that the play is based on’.  
 

 
It’s easy ‘for Iago to steal the play: it may be Othello’s tragedy, but it is Iago’s play … Shakespeare 
was much more interested in the character of Iago’. 
 

 
‘The relationship between Othello and Desdemona has to be credible, poignant and palpably 
sensuous for there to be any sense of tragic loss; … a woman director would best help an actress 
create a convincing three-dimensional character; in as far as that is possible with a role originally 
written for a young man’. 
 

 

2) Use the Slideshow on the challenges of staging Othello, which contains seven images of past 

productions of the play. Divide the class into seven small groups, with each group focusing on 

one image from the PowerPoint slideshow. The group could then debate the pros and cons of 

their particular production, by working through the questions below: 

 

 What is your personal response to the image? 

 How does this production reflect the social or political context in which it was performed?  

Use Andrew Dickson’s article and your own online research.  

http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/playing-othello
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/othello-the-role-that-entices-and-enrages-actors-of-all-skin-colours
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/othello-the-role-that-entices-and-enrages-actors-of-all-skin-colours
http://www.bl.uk/teaching-resources/shakespeare-slideshow-othello-the-challenges-of-staging-the-play
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/othello-the-role-that-entices-and-enrages-actors-of-all-skin-colours
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 Research reviews of the production (where these are available) to help you refine your 

ideas.  

 Highlight any lines which might be especially powerful or problematic for the actors cast in 

this production.  Focus on Act 1, Scene 1; Act 1, Scene 3 or Act 3, Scene 3.   

Extension activities 

 Research other productions of Othello.  These could include:  

- Productions in which two white actors have alternated in the roles of Iago and Othello. 

For example, Richard Burton and John Neville at the Old Vic Theatre in 1955. 

- The 1987 production at the Market Theatre in Johannesburg , where the black South 

African John Kani played Othello with the white South African Joanna Weinberg as 

Desdemona, in the midst of apartheid. 

- A photonegative production of the play, in which Patrick Stewart played Othello as part 

of an otherwise African-American cast in Washington DC in 1997.  

 

 Watch one of the following:  

- Act 5, Scene 2 from the 1965 film of Othello starring Laurence Olivier and Maggie Smith.  

- Act 3, Scene 3 from the 2015 RSC production of Othello starring Hugh Quarshie and 

Lucian Msamati. 

 

Take notes on the actors’ voices and movements; the costumes and scenery. Write one 

paragraph of a review, expressing your own views on the successes and failings of the 

production.   

 

 Plan the casting, scenery and costumes for your own production of Othello. Where and 

when would you set it? Why? Which of the play’s central themes would you highlight or 

downplay?  How? 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Burton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Neville_(actor)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Vic_Theatre
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F96DlM3N5KQ
http://www.guardian.co.uk/stage/2012/mar/20/laurence-olivier-a-z-of-modern-drama
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W1c_HQijEBo

