
The British Library | www.bl.uk 

1 
 

 

Discovering Literature: Shakespeare 

Teachers’ Notes 

Curriculum subject 

English Literature 

Key Stage 

5 

Author or text  

William Shakespeare, Othello 

Theme 

Critical approaches 

Rationale 

These activities allow students to consider how different critical 
approaches can influence a reading of the play. Students will work in 
groups to explore different attitudes to Othello by looking at a range of 
texts from the past, including images from earlier productions. They will 
read the opinions of important figures in the critical history of the text 
which may challenge their opinions. Exploring these texts will stimulate 
discussion and provide a rich context for tackling some of the key issues 
which confront contemporary directors and audiences of the play.  

http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare
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Content 

Primary sources from the website 

• Images of Moors in 16th century costume guide 

• Italian handkerchief 

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

• Coleridge’s annotated copy of ‘The Dramatic Works of Shakespeare’ 
(1807) 

• Postcard of Olivier as Othello (1964) 

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

Recommended reading from the website 

• Critical approaches to Othello by Virginia Mason Vaughan 

• Playing Othello by Hugh Quarshie 

External links 

• BBC Radio 3 interview with Hugh Quarshie   

• A Short View of Tragedy written by Thomas Rymer (1693) 

• Emma Smith Approaching Shakespeare Othello (18 October 2010), 
University of Oxford podcasts 

• Professor Marjorie Garber’s lecture on Othello 

Key questions 

• How do the differing views of critics help us shape an individual 
response to the play? 

• How does Shakespeare use the key characters to address ideas 
about ethnicity and identity? 

• How do different portrayals of these characters reflect changes in 
social context? 

  

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/16th-century-costume-guide
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Italian-handkerchief
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/The-first-illustrated-works-of-Shakespeare-edited-by-Nicholas-Rowe-1709
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Coleridges-annotated-copy-of-Shakespeare
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Postcard-of-Olivier-as-Othello-1964
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Photograph-of-Joanna-Vanderham-and-Hugh-Quarshie-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/Critical-approaches-to-Othello
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/Playing-Othello
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b061fmtt
https://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/english/currentstudents/undergraduate/modules/fulllist/special/en352restorationdrama/RymerShortView.pdf
https://podcasts.ox.ac.uk/othello
https://cosmolearning.org/video-lectures/harvard-engl-e-129-lecture-4-othello/
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Activities 

1) Thomas Rymer was the first recorded critic of Othello. Read the notes 
on the Italian handkerchief and Rymer’s description of the play, written 
at the end of the 17th century. Could you gather any evidence from 
the text to help you defend this point of view?  

Now read what Nicholas Rowe writes in response to Rymer’s criticisms 
(The first illustrated works of Shakespeare, pp. xv–xvi). Use these 
responses to explore what value we should attach to the views of a 
critic. 

2) Samuel Taylor Coleridge was a distinguished critic as well as a poet. 
Look carefully at the following source: Coleridge’s annotated 
Shakespeare (between pp. 1050–51). Find his well-known remarks on 
Iago. How does the syntax of the extract help convey Coleridge’s 
opinion about the ‘motiveless malignity’ of the character? Can you find 
references in the play which may explain Iago’s motivation or would 
you agree that Shakespeare deliberately keeps this opaque and, if so, 
why? 

3) In a lecture (9th November 1813) Coleridge rejected the idea of 
mutual love between a ‘beautiful Venetian girl’ and a ‘veritable negro’ 
when writing about the play. Now look carefully at the following 
sources:  

• images of Moors in the 16th-century costume guide 

• Olivier as Othello 

• Hugh Quarshie playing the role with Joanna Vanderham.  

Describe the images. What do they tell you about changing social 
attitudes? 

4) Nicholas Rowe writes in his biography of Shakespeare ‘Some account 
of the Life … of Mr. William Shakespear’ (pp. xix–xx) that The Merchant 
of Venice is ‘Acted as a Comedy’ but seems more like a tragedy 
because of the ‘deadly Spirit of Revenge’. Can you find any links with 
Shakespeare’s comedies in the Venetian tragedy of Othello? 

Extension activities 

• Read Hugh Quarshie’s article about Playing Othello and/or listen to 
the BBC Radio 3 programme Looking for the Moor in which Quarshie 
explores the role of Othello. What do you think about the view that 
Othello is the one role in Shakespeare that should not be played by 
a black actor? Discuss with your group how audiences might react 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Italian-handkerchief
https://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/english/currentstudents/undergraduate/modules/fulllist/special/en352restorationdrama/RymerShortView.pdf
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/The-first-illustrated-works-of-Shakespeare-edited-by-Nicholas-Rowe-1709
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Coleridges-annotated-copy-of-Shakespeare
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Coleridges-annotated-copy-of-Shakespeare
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/16th-century-costume-guide
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Postcard-of-Olivier-as-Othello-1964
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Photograph-of-Joanna-Vanderham-and-Hugh-Quarshie-in-Othello-2015
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/The-first-illustrated-works-of-Shakespeare-edited-by-Nicholas-Rowe-1709
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/Playing-Othello
www.bl.uk/BBC%20Radio%203%20interview%20with%20Hugh%20Quarshie
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to a contemporary production of Othello with a non-black actor 
taking the lead role. 

• Some critics would argue that the play is about racism but isn’t 
racist. Is this a useful approach? If you know The Taming of the 
Shrew, you could add to the debate by discussing it in the same 
terms regarding feminism. 

• One of the approaches to the play may be to see the main character 
as an outsider. Othello was not the only play of Shakespeare’s set in 
Venice. Compare the treatment of Shylock and Othello by Venetian 
society and how this influences our attitudes to the actions of the 
protagonists. 
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