


 Although part of Italy, Venice’s status as a powerful, 
independent trading partner meant that it was 
effectively a self governing state.

 Their trade was mainly with Turkey, and earned 
Venice vast profits, which led to its reputation as a 
place of luxury.

 Venice annexed Cyprus in 1489, however, the island 
was conquered by Turkey in 1571. Nonetheless, in 
Othello, the Turkish fleet is destroyed and Cyprus 
remains under Venetian control (the wish of many 
western Europeans at the time).

 Many English people at the time viewed Venetians as 
being aggressive and dishonest, stereotypes which 
many characters fulfil at various points throughout the 
play.
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 There were three ranks in the Venetian army: General 
(Othello’s rank), Lieutenant, and Ensign (Iago’s rank). 
A soldier could be promoted by soldiers in superior 
ranks.

 As the most senior figure, Othello is responsible for 
commanding the whole of the Venetian army.

 Iago occupies the lowest rank, hence his frustration 
when Cassio is promoted and he is not.



 Shakespeare states that Othello is a Moor – a Muslim of 
Arab and North African descent. This would have been 
controversial at the time, as it was unusual for a black 
character to appear in a drama, and even more so for a 
non-white person to occupy a high-ranking position in a 
European army.

 Many Europeans at the time viewed non-white people as 
being uncivilised and savage, and so for Othello to be 
portrayed as noble and honest would have been 
controversial.

 Despite this, the racist attitudes of the time are still 
expressed within the play, as Iago’s manipulation of 
Othello causes him to behave increasingly according to 
racial stereotypes as the play progresses – he has “wild 
mood swings, and his vocabulary gets simpler”, 
according to critic Isaac Butler.

 Butler suggests that Othello’s “regression” reflects fears 
at the time over whether non-Europeans could ever truly 
integrate into European culture.



 Near the beginning of the play, Brabantio accuses 
Othello of having used witchcraft to seduce Desdemona 
against her will.

 Witch hunting in England began around 40 years before 
Othello was written, and so Shakespeare would have 
been very aware of the prevalent belief in witchcraft.

 People believed that ‘witches’ made pacts with the Devil 
in order to gain supernatural powers, usually for personal 
gain, or to get revenge on others.

 In reality, charges of witchcraft were levelled against 
almost anyone who did not conform to social 
expectations, and accusations were themselves used as a 
means of revenge.

 The accused were often powerless within society, making 
women and - as can be seen in Othello – people from 
ethnic minorities and foreign cultures particularly 
vulnerable.



 Women in 16th and 17th Century Europe had little 
freedom in society.

 Young women were considered the property of their 
fathers, and married women the property of their 
husbands.

 Marriages would often be arranged – or at least 
permitted – by the bride’s father, meaning that Othello 
and Desdemona’s elopement would likely have been 
shocking to Shakespearean audiences.

 Women received harsh penalties for adultery (which 
was considered both a crime and a serious sin); if a 
man caught his wife having an affair, he was legally 
allowed to kill her.



 Spain was one of the most powerful countries in 
Europe, and was colonising other parts of the world at 
a rapid rate. Many people in Venice in the late 1500s 
feared a Spanish attack.

 Britain and Spain were both attempting to colonise as 
much of the world as quickly as possible, which led to 
a fierce rivalry between the two, particularly around 
the time of the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588.

 This animosity may be the reason why Shakespeare 
chose to give the villain of the play – Iago – a Spanish 
name.


