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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

The Biography of Othello,

a Signifying Life

by

Susan Solt
Doctor of Philosophy in History
University of California, Los Angeles, 2018

Professor Brenda Stevenson, Chair

In 1604, during an age when poetry wielded power in the public sphere as political
critique and social commentary, Shakespeare introduced onto the London stage his “noble
Moor” as the hero of a tragedy. A heretofore demonized and lampooned creature of English
Renaissance drama — “the blackamoor” — was suddenly rendered as a sympathetic and
suffering, sentient human being: an honorable man cruelly victimized for nothing more than
racist spite. That moment of empathy when the Englishman could weep openly for a black
African as if for he himself was the birth of a modern Western consciousness of a shared
human condition that could transcend race. It was a moment of unprecedented
commensurability when the Western gaze saw itself reflected in the other — and his name was

Othello.
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In The Biography of Othello, Susan Solt demonstrates that in a gesture of
extraordinary affinity during a rare window of cultural tolerance, Shakespeare used his play
about an interracial marriage to make a case for racial understanding. From that moment
forward, Othello, the African prince captured into slavery who rose as a free man to command
the military forces of sixteenth-century Venice, would forever be enshrined as the signifying
counterpoint to the prevailing Western construct of the brute African slave.

Providing the reader with a massively researched study of Othello’s life imagined in
its historical context, Solt achieves nothing less than a re-write of the master narrative that
reframes the underreported African presence in world history — especially in Shakespeare’s
London. She critically examines what occurred when black people and white people first
interacted in the intersection of cultures in the early modern world, and uncovers overlooked
antecedents to America’s historical struggle with race and racism and the stain of slavery on
our national character. In Susan Solt’s reading of the play, the figure of Othello is a vector for
the transformative role the construction of race plays in the forces of history, which explains
why a work of literature written so long ago still speaks to us today.

Although crafted on a matrix of scholarship, The Biography of Othello is not a typical
history book, it is not just another book about Shakespeare — it is about us; it is about our
shared cultural identity across the spectrum of human difference. Watching or reading Othello
today is to live 400 years of race in Western civilization. Through transforming Othello’s
fictional story into a historically-based cultural biography, Susan Solt gives face, voice, and
agency to the racial other. The intimate other. The man inside Shakespeare’s storied construct.
For it is through the intimacy of this encounter with Othello that we can also seek to know

ourselves — our own otherness — and our own privilege.
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PROLOGUE: PART 1

Othello, the noblest man of man’s making.

— Swinburne (1901)"

Probably the only black person in the western popular
imagination to exist before the seventeenth century is
fictional. Shakespeare’s Othello is a timeless character, often
transplanted out of the sixteenth-century context, but the text

gives us important clues to how Europeans saw Africans in
this period...

— Catherine Fletcher, The Black Prince of Florence (2016) 2



“Noble Othello,” The Moor of Venice’

Through the deliquescing mists of a morning just dawning nearly five-hundred years
ago, a powerfully built figure of man, a black man, strides purposefully as he crosses Venice’s
storied St. Mark’s square (fig. 1). His destination, the Palace of the Doge. Immaculately
attired in the regalia of his high military office he is neither young nor old, but in the prime of
life. Known colloquially as the Moor of Venice (moor, short for blackamoor or black African
in early modern English), the man’s name is Othello. He is General Othello, supreme
commander of the Venetian armed forces. And strewing after him as he makes his way across
the grand piazza is a phalanx of soldiers and angry citizens.

What does this, a narrative account of an early scene in William Shakespeare’s (fig. 2)
Renaissance tragedy, Othello, portend?

General Othello has been summoned urgently to appear before the Duke of this
powerful and wealthy city-state, while the citizenry still sleeps. If Othello is anxious, he does
not show it. That is not his nature. Yet, despite his confident step, the General must anticipate
his upcoming interview with his sovereign with some understandable apprehension. Surely,
he will be called to account. For Othello is well aware that he has trespassed on the time-
honored rights of another man’s authority — the prerogative of sixteenth century European
patriarchal privilege that confers onto the father the right to give his daughter’s hand in
marriage to a man of his choosing. To make matters worse in the custom of courtesy, the man
Othello has offended is a nobleman and a senator of Venice, an honored member of the ruling

Signiory. For, yes, it is true: General Othello has eloped with Senator Brabantio’s daughter,



Desdemona. And the bed that Othello has just been roused from to appear before the Duke is
the nuptial bed he is sharing for the first time with his new bride.*

In a plot known only to the lovers and a few reliable confidants, hours earlier
Desdemona has stolen from the cloistered comforts of her father’s palazzo to be ferried by a
ready gondolier to the spot of her fated rendezvous with Othello. In this blur of action, they
married in a private ceremony performed by a sympathetic friar and then retired to an inn on
the Sagittary just off St. Marks. There Othello and his virgin bride experienced the most long-
awaited, tender, true and passionate lovemaking of the bridegroom’s well-travelled life.

The secret union of Othello and Desdemona was no rash act born of the impetuous
nubile lust of an adolescent Romeo and Juliet. Oh, no. Theirs has been a considered affair that
has grown out of many hours of conversation alone in each other’s company when Othello
was a frequent and “loved” guest of Desdemona’s father in her family home.’ In their time
together, Othello shared in intimate discourse with Desdemona the trials and tribulations of
his harsh and solitary life as a soldier of fortune, and a brave one at that.’

As a wanderer and adventurer cast upon fate, Othello has many a story to tell — and
Desdemona was rapt to hear the accounts of his youthful escapades. The battles and sieges
which he endured by sea and land. The perils he encountered in strange new worlds that led
him close to death’s door. How he came across men whose heads grow beneath their
shoulders. And how he foiled the Anthropophagi, men who eat men. Othello recalled to the
young noblewoman’s fascination scenes of extreme physical endurance — traversing vast
caverns and canyons, outlasting barren deserts, and scaling mountaintops that pierced the
clouds. Yet nothing more harrowing did Othello impart to Desdemona than how the life he

had been born into as the prince of a royal African dynasty was shattered when he was taken



prisoner “by the insolent foe” and “sold into slavery.” And how he escaped and was
“redeemed hence” through his coming to Christ.’

These traveler’s tales would so enthrall Desdemona that she would listen for hours —
only leaving Othello’s side to dispatch some domestic duty that befell her as mistress of her
father’s household affairs. For in the absence of a wife to Brabantio and mother to his
daughter, the charge of the home fell to Desdemona, his only child. When her task at hand
was complete, Desdemona would return to Othello’s side where he patiently awaited her — she
more eager than ever to hear more from this extraordinary man. But it was not only the thrill
of adventure that captivated Desdemona. So tender-hearted was this gentle young woman that
she wept openly to hear Othello recount a litany of extreme suffering. And she gave him for

(119

his pains “a world of sighs.” She swore a stirring oath, “‘twas strange, ‘twas passing strange.
/*Twas pitiful, ‘twas wondrous pitiful...”® Thus, it was over the course of time that Othello
and Desdemona formed an empathic bond of mutual recognition, a marriage of true minds
that kindled a deep-seated and mature love:”
OTHELLO. She loved me for the dangers I had passed,
And I loved her that she did pity them.
(Act 1, Scene 3)"°
For Othello and Desdemona Eros is Agape (fig. 3).
Othello did not seduce Desdemona with the advantage of his male sex. He was not the
first to speak of fond feelings. It was she who showed agency in turning their friendship into a
romance, saying to a man some years her senior, as Othello reports it, “She... bade me, if I had

a friend that loved her, / I should but teach him how to tell my story / And that would woo

her. / Upon this hint I spake...” Clearly, only after he was thus prompted by Desdemona, did



Othello proclaim his love. And then courtship proceeded in earnest. And eventually they
agreed to wed."'

Desdemona was no easy catch. Shakespeare has crafted her as a proto-feminist: a
woman who knows her own mind and will act on it. For in the custom of her country, class
and time, Desdemona was well past the age young women married, and had turned down
many a suitor who sought her hand as unbefitting her high expectations. Instead she chose the
Moor because a true communion of heart and mind mattered more to her than a concern for
the color of Othello’s skin, which for many of that time, especially for ladies of her rank,
would have been an intractable objection. But not necessarily a disqualifier.

Witness the case of Alessandro de’ Medici (see fig. 4), a sixteenth century duke of
Florence. Although born illegitimately to an African-descended mother who was putatively
either servant or slave in his noble father’s household. Given his noble heritage, and
recognized by his family, Alessandro was no doubt considered a prize husband by the ladies
of his time for his wealth and position. It was a window of opportunity when class could still
trump race, albeit within certain gradations of status.'” Unfortunately, being a member of the
nobility, even as a bastard son, was an advantage that leaves Othello short in the hierarchy of
money and pedigree in the culture of his time.

So what happened next in the the case of Othello and Desdemona? Why the
elopement? Did the couple tell Brabantio of their desire to marry and he refused to give
consent, so they defied his express wishes? Or did Desdemona know her father’s limits well
enough to recognize that he could welcome, even profess love for a black man as a family
friend, but to welcome him into the family as his daughter’s husband was another thing.

Especially when the General did not command the mitigating factors that inhered to the



aristocrat Alessandro de’ Medici.

The scenario that assumes that Othello never presumed to ask Desdemona’s father for
his blessing to wed seems the more likely case. This is born out by Brabantio’s apoplectic
reaction expressed in a public spewing of racist invective at the discovery that Othello and
Desdemona had secretly married. Why Othello thought he could overcome the fallout from
Brabantio’s objections would appear to be his sense of his own status with the Venetian
leadership: “My services which I have done the Signiory / Shall out-tongue his complaints.”"?

Venetians, who on the heels of Brabantio’s discovery of Desdemona’s duplicity
passed underneath the senator’s open window, or passed by the old man himself as he made
his way along the street, heard his rant. So later did monarch and noblemen in the chambers of
state governance. There they witnessed the normally courtly and hospitable elder statesman
contorted in revulsion and horrified to distraction that his progeny would be of blood mixed
with the African blackamoor. No amount of civic honor and high office conferred on General
Othello by the Venetian state could wash this Ethiopian white enough to excuse the indelible
stain of blackness on Brabantio’s European patrician bloodlines."

By now Brabantio has convinced himself that Othello has literally bewitched
Desdemona with the potions and spells of a necromancer from an alien culture. There is in the
Senator’s mind no other justification for his daughter’s transgressive behavior to marry
outside her caste. “Damned as thou art, thou hast enchanted her,” Brabantio charges Othello.
Else she never would have consented to run “to the sooty bosom / of such a thing as thou.”"

In making his case before the senate, Brabantio demands that Othello be brought up on

capital charges for stealing his daughter.



Othello’s great speech before the senate in his own defense, obviates Brabantio’s
charges and rightly recasts his marriage to Desdemona as a mutual bond of affection: “How I
did thrive in this fair lady’s love, and she in mine.” But it is also clear from his words that
Othello is not a seducer. He did not charm Desdemona with practiced words of courtship. In
fact, it would appear that that their love grew innocently, completely outside the norms of
conventional wooing. Desdemona first hinted at her feelings before Othello had any thoughts
that their friendship might turn romantic. After all, he spoke to her of the pain and trials of his
life, not what he would imagine would be words to turn a lady’s heart.

And as it turns out, the Duke is quite ready that night to ignore the noisome distraction
of the personal crisis that consumes one of his senators. He has critical affairs of state for
which he is desperately concerned — war is at hand — and the Republic of Venice has urgent
need of its supreme military commander and cannot afford to effectively lose his services to a
domestic drama.

Yes, General Othello will be getting a pass this night, especially after Desdemona
speaks up as a responsible witness to Othello’s honorable conduct towards her and reveals her
complicity in their union, a union that she affirms in her account before the Duke and
Signiory is anchored in true love. After Desdemona’s testimony, the Duke puts an end to the
controversy of their elopement by observing rationally and ecumenically, no doubt to the
surprise of many, that he believes a man of such quality as Othello might “win my daughter
too.” This is a truly astonishing statement that speaks to a not yet baked in universalist color
prejudice in Shakespeare’s early modern world. "

For as Francisco Bethencourt writes in Racism: From the Crusades to the Twentieth

Century (2015), “racism is triggered by political projects and connected to economic



conditions. Racism can be fed or deterred by influential powers, and is channeled by a
complex web of collective memories and sudden possibilities — a web that can change the
forms and targets of racism.”!’

Although Othello has counted on the fact that his service to the state would inure him
from the worst of Brabantio’s demands for revenge, he nonetheless could not have anticipated
fortune dealing him such an auspicious hand: It certainly is a bizarre twist of fate that an act
war has eclipsed the fact that he has absconded with Desdemona in opposition to her father’s
wishes. Nonetheless, it is Brabantio who gets the last word when he curses the union of
Othello and Desdemona with these poisonous lines: “Look to her, Moor, if thou hast eyes to
see. / She has deceived her father, and may thee.”'®

The war news that has Venice in such a state of high alarm comes from intelligence
that the Turks are sailing with a massive fleet towards the city-state’s military outpost on the
island of Cyprus (fig. 106). And it is Othello who is called upon as the singular martial talent
considered able to thwart this sudden invasion that has the Ottoman Sultan primed to reclaim
the island redoubt for himself. Considering the gravity of the times, it is no wonder that Duke
and Signiory choose in this extreme emergency to place the Republic’s needs over the
demands of an offended senator, even an aged and most esteemed one.

Taking the the news with alacrity that he will be dispatched to Cyprus, Othello begins
instantly to ready to his expeditionary counter-force to embark for battle with the Turks. As
for Desdemona, in her characteristic forthright fashion, it is the lady who in the midst of chaos
takes matters into her own hands by asserting that she will go to Cyprus with Othello. She

movingly proclaims that having cast her lot with the Moor she would rather be in a war zone

far away with her lord than be left behind amid the ruins of her previous life. There can be no



other home for her than with her husband because she is an outcast in the world.

DESDEMONA. That I did love the Moor to live with him,
My downright violence and storm of fortunes
May trumpet to the world. My heart’s subdued
Even to the very quality of my lord.

I saw Othello’s visage in his mind,

And to his honors and his valiant parts

Did I my soul and fortunes consecrate.

So that, dear lords, if I be left behind

A moth of peace and he go to the war,

The rites for which I love him are bereft me,
And I a heavy interim shall support

By his dear absence. Let me go with him.

(Act 1, Scene 3)

With such determination and artful suasion in her speech, the Duke takes pity on
Desdemona’s orphaned state and she is allowed to follow Othello to Cyprus. The plan is for
the lady to sail soon after the General’s departure in the care of Othello’s longtime comrade
and trusted right hand man, Ensign lago.

When the action of Othello shifts to Cyprus, it is to a scene of both joy in reunion and
jubilant celebration of a miraculous turn of events that has staved off war. For just at the
moment Othello and Desdemona are reunited on Cyprus shores, comes the incredible news
that the Turkish fleet has been destroyed at sea in a terrible tempest. Thus the island is secure
from imminent attack and the threat to the Venetian state from the Ottomites is over. Further
to the action, the plan is for Othello to become the governor of the island, replacing the
current Venetian occupying the office, Montano, an upright soldier and honorable gentleman

who in the past has served under Othello.



Among the celebrants who gather at this auspicious moment with the General and his
wife and Montano, are Othello’s chief officers — Ensign Iago and Lieutenant Cassio. Michael
Cassio, a Florentine, is a favorite of Othello’s. And it is true that Cassio’s reward in stirring
Othello’s affection is recently to have seen himself promoted to second in command by the
General over his only other rival for the job, lago — a man many years his senior. Othello will
come to rue the day that he stirred lago’s animus by taking such action. This because a
humiliated Iago believes that he has been passed over for a promotion he rightly deserves, and
that Cassio is quite undeserving of his advancement. In lago’s view, Cassio is merely a
foppish lightweight.

It is true that much of what brings young Cassio such special favor in life are his
comely looks, his eloquent speech, and his courtly manners. All of which have branded the
affable Michael a notorious ladies’ man. If there was ever any thought to imagine Othello
with a jealous bone in his body, the proof that this is not so would be in the knowledge that he
had enlisted the silver-tongued Cassio — a more socially skilled and attractive, younger man
than himself (or so Othello supposes) — as a go-between in his suit of Desdemona. The irony
is that although Othello won Desdemona’s heart as a raconteur of the art of war he does not
trust himself to speak the art of love. And for providing this gentle service for his commander,
Desdemona has come to love and trust Michael Cassio like a brother. With him she can enjoy
a free and easy friendship.

Sink into the ugliest depths of the human condition and you will see how jealousy can
fester into homicidal rage. Othello is about such rage. And it is [ago’s rage, a malign
malignancy, that is the driving force of this tragedy, not Othello’s. It starts with lago’s

determination to get revenge for the incalculable disappointment, the public shaming and
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betrayal he feels he has endured at Othello’s hand by losing his rightful commission to
Cassio. And for his part in the matter, lago despises Cassio. Still, in his jealousy, lago
despises Othello even more for favoring Cassio over him. All of Iago’s pent up racism is
unleashed in rage when the General demonstrates that he will not be an instrument for the
Ensign’s expected advancement. And lago tells us quite simply and quite directly: “I hate the
Moor.”"

Warped by his feelings of persecution Iago has even toyed with the unwarranted
suspicion, that Othello has made him a cuckold by sleeping with his wife Emilia. Like a chess
master, lago plots his revenge in careful and measured steps. Two-faced and unctuous to the
extreme, lago hides (although less from Emilia than others) his true feelings and his true
nature: “I am not what I am.”*

From the sewage of a hateful imaginary stewed in racist spite and fueled by the
provocation of his many perceived injustices, lago has conceived a plot of deadly proportion
to enact revenge against his alleged persecutor. And here is the case from the ensign’s
perspective: All the while Iago benefitted from Othello’s advancement and could see the
Moor’s increasing power as a means to his own future prospects, he was fine playing the role
of subordinate to the black general. But once Othello shows him no special regard, lago’s
tamped down sense of white male privilege erupts and he is hell-bent on taking down the
social climbing black man who has denied him his just reward.”!

Such thinking taken to the maximum extent, places the true fault of the the situation in
Iago’s belief system that presupposes black Othello should never have achieved the success

he has attained in the first place: the kind of success that gives the African outsider unnatural

authority over his European white counterpart. In this universe of lago’s warped reality, he is
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an injustice collector whose jealousy becomes a destructive force of deadly proportion.
Putting Iago’s envy, and his determination to exact revenge for the supposed wrongs he has
endured, forward as the causal element of the deadliness in Shakespeare’s drama is more than
a fanciful supposition: it is a theory that has been tested in scientific study.*

It would be fair to say that Iago is as ingenious as he is immoral. And his malevolence
knows no bounds. His venomous attacks on Othello are as ideologically irrational as they are
personal. He is a racist through and through. The imagery of Africans as “blacke beasts” or
“brutish blacke people” is an early modern European meme that lago employs with zeal.
When he speaks of Othello and Desdemona’s union as man and wife, he calls it “making the
beast with two backs.” Tago carries his metaphor further to say that Othello is an “old black
ram tupping” (rhymes with f***ing) Desdemona, a “white ewe.” He calls Othello “thicklips”
and “lascivious” and further bestializes him as a “Barbary horse.” Embedded in European
color prejudice of the day is this “tropical animality” and hypersexuality associated with
Africanness, which Iago gives free voice to.>*

And the ensign takes pleasure in playing on Othello’s deepest fears and insecurities as
the Other who has fought a system stacked against him in every way to win fortune and favor.
In his evil, Machiavellian genius, lago has conceived a way to ensnare Othello, Desdemona,
and Michael Cassio in a web of mutual annihilation. With vengeance as his guide all that is
left for him to do is to carry out the deadly plot. If Iago can convince Othello that Cassio is
betraying him by sleeping with Desdemona, he can destroy all three of them in the cascading
flow of a revenger’s tragedy.

Feigning love and loyalty, lago picks at Othello’s psyche by turning every aspect of

his exceptionalism as a man of incalculable achievement into a man who questions his own
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value. lago makes the Moor’s blackness an issue, knowing it is the chink in the armor of
Othello’s confidence. The Ensign has the General obsessing on concerns that speak to his now
heartbreaking vulnerability: Am I good enough for Desdemona? How can she love me, black
as I am? Is it even possible for a man like me to expect to sustain her love? And the then
tauntingly, Tago reinforces Othello’s self-doubt in his every action, speech and gesture: Why
wouldn’t Desdemona prefer Cassio over you, Othello? He is youthful, handsome, aristocratic
and white. You are aged, brutish, rough-hewn and black.

Now the jealously that was never there before sets in because Othello’s sense of his
own inadequacy is plaguing his thoughts as he fears that he may not be secure in
Desdemona’s love. Iago has proven ingeniously effectively at sewing the seeds of doubt that
implicate Desdemona in a supposed adulterous affair with Cassio. Into this looming shadowy
situation comes Brabantio’s cousin, Ludovico, straight from the Duke and Senate with a letter
that relieves Othello of his Cyprus command and recalls the General to Venice. The
uncertainty surrounding this turn of events is surprising at the very least. But adding insult to
injury is the equally astonishing news that Lieutenant Michael Cassio is to replace General
Othello as governor of the island. This is an act of extreme irony because not long before this
Othello has had to relieve Cassio of Ais command for dishonorable conduct. And, no, the
crime is not adultery.

It was the holiday spirit that erupted on the island in the wake of the dispersal of the
Turkish fleet that has brought Cassio down. For it was not long after Othello and Desdemona
retired early that celebratory evening, that the merry making among the Venetians troops gave
over to excess. With Lieutenant Cassio expressly left to secure the town, the General should

have been safe in the knowledge that order would be kept. But Cassio, egged on by lago —
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who knows the Lieutenant has no head for alcohol — joins in the drinking, against his better
judgment. And soon it is Cassio himself who is the instigator in disrupting the peace and
causing a near riot through his public drunkenness — just as Iago has set him up to do. What’s
worse is the Cassio get into a skirmish with Montano and wounds him severely.

Deeply disappointed that Cassio has mishandled his office and not lived up to the trust
he has placed in him, Othello, known for his moral rectitude and belief in order has no choice
but to suspend his Lieutenant from his leadership post. Having failed in his duty, Cassio is
overcome with remorse and contrition for his foolish, brash and injudicious actions and is
bereft over his loss of reputation.

This being the case, how can the promotion of Cassio at the behest of the Venetian
leadership coupled with Othello’s own recall from Cyprus be perceived by the General as
anything other than a slap in the face? Is it the revenge of Brabantio? Everyone of course
wonders at this, but, unfortunately, it is Desdemona who speaks aloud this awkward question,
that hangs, pregnant in the air. And this only further rankles Othello. Even more intemperate
is Desdemona’s tone-deafness to her husband’s foul mood and sense of disgrace before her
kinsmen, when she allows herself to rashly blurt out that she is “glad on’t” that Othello has
been called home and Cassio will replace him in Cyprus as governor.

Why on earth would she say this? Maybe because at lago’s goading Othello has come
to suspect his wife of of sleeping with Cassio and has shown himself monstrous in his
treatment of her without explaining the cause. So perhaps Desdemona would have them any
where but on this island — the site where her marriage turned to misfortune. But her ill-
considered words are just salt rubbed in Othello’s psychic wounds. This is too much for him.

Thus with embarrassment still stinging his own face from the proverbial slap he has received
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from the Duke and Signiory, he literally strikes Desdemona across the cheek with the back of
his hand for her rash words. This to the horror of all assembled, but most shockingly to her
cousin Ludovico.”

Poor Desdemona. By now nothing if not the plaything of fortune. The prior falling out
between Cassio and Othello has perturbed her so that Othello’s wife has taken Cassio’s part in
a well-intentioned effort to restore the disgraced officer to he husband’s good graces, which
he deems highly inappropriate. Every step she takes is a maladroit misstep.

It is Desdemona’s innocent and tender-hearted natural impulse to reconcile Othello
with Cassio, but it is a project initiated at Cassio’s request, and suggested to him as a strategy
by lago. lago’s purpose in orchestrating this scheme is to wreak havoc between husband and
wife and their close mutual friend by making Desdemona’s championing of Cassio to Othello
appear to be the actions of a women in love. Consequently, every time Desdemona pleads to
her lord on Cassio’s behalf she appears to Othello as a wanton strumpet. Every word she
utters feeds a broken ego that believes nothing she may say in either Cassio’s defense — or
ultimately her own — is innocent. All Othello hears is Desdemona defending her lover to her
wronged husband.

Worked upon by lago the Moor is further convinced that placing his heart and his trust
in the woman he took as his wife was a mistake. What does this foretell? Will his marriage to
Desdemona ultimately be the act of Othello’s own undoing, after all? Will Brabantio’s curse
prove prophetic?

It is Iago’s mastery of psychological manipulation that collapses not just a marriage
but the social order. Into the growing climate of fear and mistrust that Iago has set in motion,

like a master impresario he stages action to further his artful purpose. The wily and
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unscrupulous Ensign plants multiple seeds of doubt that grow into a bumper crop of
deception. A lost handkerchief that was never truly lost becomes a fatal prop in Iago’s
stagecraft. A dumb show that is set up to deceive in its intent and provide Othello the “ocular
proof” he demands that Iago show him to prove Desdemona’s betrayal: proof that he can see
with his own eyes.*

Othello’s demand that Iago show him concrete evidence of his wife’s adultery, is an
extreme test. It is the point of no return. For it places lago in a considerable position of risk. If
he does no not produce tangible evidence to support his calumny, the Moor will have his life
for falsely accusing Desdemona. And when Iago delivers his “ocular proof,” it both sickens
and maddens the grief stricken General.

In a tour de force of duplicity that manufactures an alternative reality, lago serves up
all that Othello needs — all anyone would need — to indict Desdemona for being disloyal to her
husband by sleeping with his best friend.

In the course of his conspiracy, lago’s intent has turned deadly. Playing his endgame,
Iago succeeds in exhorting Othello to kill the innocent Desdemona. The heartbreaking victim
of lago’s ruse Othello is ultimately convinced that rather than being his pure, faithful and

9927

loving wife Desdemona is in fact “that cunning whore of Venice,””" who “must die, else she’ll

» 28 Because of this distorted logic Othello views his action not as a murder

betray more men.
but as a just sacrifice.

Iago’s secondary plot to have Cassio assassinated has failed, and in the process letters
that exonerate Cassio and expose lago’s guilt in his manipulation of the principal players

comes to light. Wounded and bleeding, Cassio has made his way to the governor’s house,

only to come in on the terrible scene of Desdemona lying dead on her bed, a victim of her
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husband’s hands. If it had been Othello’s plan to take his own life before in his despair, it is
now an act of justice he will undertake to fell a murderer, as he faces the reality of what he
has done to the person he loved dearer than any in all the world.

Othello is horrorstruck when he learns the truth of lago’s gross manipulation of his
free and open nature / That thinks men honest that but seem to be so.”” What dooms Othello is
that he could never have suspected that [ago, a man he had trusted for so many years, to be
capable of such perfidy. Abject with guilt and prostrate with grief when he comes to terms
with Desdemona’s innocence and the reality of his own guilt, Othello draws his sword and in
taking his own life avenges her death.

All that remains for the next governor of the colony to enact, a successor who would
indeed be Cassio, is to bring lago to face the full force of the law through torment and
execution. But in the moment not a sign of remorse nor a word of justification would the cold-
blooded villain offer to satisfy the horrified onlookers. And the impetuous murder of his own
wife Emilia upon his sword in that very room when she chooses honor over her marriage vow
of obedience to her husband, speaks to the depths of his degeneracy. And as he led away we
note, to borrow from Brecht, “The swollen veins on his brow, showing / How exhausting it is
to be evil.”*

Iago has been able to vanquish his enemies, Othello and Cassio because he knows
them better than they know themselves. He sees through the hypocrisies of Cassio’s character
that have nonetheless not stopped his advancement. And he preys on Othello’s credulity and
capacity for self-doubt as he exploits Desdemona’s state of denial and unguarded lack of self-

preservation.
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Soon Venice would learn of the lamentable death of their renowned general and the
heartrending fate of his bride.

Othello’s sterling reputation is such that this tragic murder-suicide elicits from his
admirers not only horror, but talk of his former merits and the memory of his valiant acts.
Though mostly it elicits the most profound pity from those who so loved Desdemona and
Othello. For through his tears, at the very moment before he plunges cold steel into his own
body, the shattered warrior has implored them to think of him as one who “loved not wisely,
but too well.” In his dying words, Othello castigates himself in his grief and horror for being

so credulous that he, “Like the base Indian, threw a pearl away / Richer than all his tribe.”'

Coda

In a small, quite old, book by Paul Mason called Prospero’s Magic (1962), the author
describes Shakespeare’s tragedy, Othello, as “the best evidence we can have about racial
feelings in England three and a half centuries ago.”(59) Mason offers with great simplicity
and clarity some thoughts about Othello and Iago that I have found to be striking in their
truth:

Iago, is a man disappointed in the world, which has never recognized his true merits
and ability, a man coldly obsessed with sex yet unable to love — just the sort of man
you would expect to be a racialist. (66).

[lago] could never have poisoned Othello’s mind if Othello had not all his life
struggled with this prejudice and overcome it by building up a persona, a mask to front
the world, of calm, resolute and modest commander, unaware of prejudice. (67)

But it is his weakness that the mask which he fronts the world has had to be built up
with such tremendous effort of discipline and repression that, once it cracks, it splits
and falls apart. (73)**
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Othello’s is an exceptional life. As a member of the early modern African diaspora
who improbably rises to the heights of civic leadership in a closed European class system, his
success is a singular accomplishment. By any measure of a man he has achieved much to
become the commanding general of the sixteenth century Venetian armed forces. As a black
man he has achieved the impossible. As a trusted leader and military commander he is a
heroic figure, but his life does not end heroically — it ends in ruin and disgrace, derailed by a
cruelty born of racism that has victimized him cruelly. Thus, we may say that Othello dies

tragically, a tragic hero.
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PROLOGUE: PART 2

Most biographies are begun out of enchantment or affection; you read

a poem and want to find the poet, you hear a statesman and are filled
with admiration...

— Leon Edel, The Art of Biography (1985)

What you inherit, what you receive from a world that you did not
fashion but that will do its best to fashion you, is at once beautiful and

repellent. You somehow have to come to terms with what is ugly as
well as what is precious.

— William Greenblatt, Shakespeare’s Cure for Xenophobia (2017)**

I have my self-consciousness not in myself but in the other.
— Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion (1832)"
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How Othello Touched a Life, My Life

As a little white girl growing up in the college town of Bloomington, Indiana, I lived
in books — historical biography, great novels and drama. I always wanted to play the hero. I
craved the capacity to act powerfully and independently in the world. And in the realm of
make-believe, I could. This was my comfort. A female child born in the America of the fifties
(I quickly learned) confronted culturally imposed restrictions on her opportunities. My parents
did all in their power to bolster my defiance of gender pigeonholing in a world that offered
scant reinforcement. And consequently, thanks to them, I started life feeling unusually
empowered.

I was not daddy’s little girl — I was my father’s daughter.

My father, originally from Waterloo, lowa, was Professor Leo F. Solt: a G.I. Bill,
Columbia University-trained historian of what was then called Tudor and Stuart History. His
specialization, which he taught in the history department at Indiana University, was the
relationship between Church and State during the tempestuous and event-filled epoch of the
English Reformation. Once when I was in third grade and home sick with tonsillitis, I told my
father that I wanted to read a book — a “real book™ — not a children’s book. Accommodating
my child’s ambition, he handpicked from his study shelf a well-considered gift to me, J.E.
Neale’s biography of Queen Elizabeth I, a figure he knew I admired and would now know in
greater depth.

Digging into this adult-size volume, heavy in my small hands as I curled up in my bed,
I was enthralled by the heroic escapades of the fiery Virgin Queen. I remember most

Gloriana, dressed all in white and girded in a silver doublet astride her grey charger, rallying
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her army at Tilbury. The stakes were high. There was need to get the troops on board for a
potential last stand on land in the wake of England’s seeming naval victory over the Armada.
The young monarch’s address, a speech of rare authority and inspiration, captivated me for
her demonstrable command of majesty and her laying claim to the office of not just queen of
England but also king.® It was an extraordinary performance of her power and magnificence.
Thanks to J.E. Neale, Elizabeth Tudor in one fell swoop inverted any received outlook on
heroes that I had been culturally conditioned to buy into.

I was also my mother’s daughter.

My mother, Mary Ellen Solt (also from Iowa) was a poet, a critic, and later, like my
father, a professor at .U. Her discipline: comparative literature, with a specialty in modern
literature and the other arts. Although my mother became well-known as a modernist
innovator — a concrete poet — from my earliest memory she quoted the Renaissance poet
Shakespeare. That my mother introduced Shakespeare to me with care, feeling, and awe was
the defining measure of my early life. Receiving Shakespeare initiated a special relationship
with figure, culture, and language passed down from mother to daughter.

But it was not all reverence. We had fun with Shakespeare, too. Before she married, it
was Shakespeare who eased my mother’s chagrin at having to carry the Yorkshire surname of
her English immigrant father, which was “Bottom.” Reverend Arthur Bottom’s daughter
relished pointing out to ser daughters — my older sister Catherine and me — that “Nick
Bottom,” a comical character lampooned in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night's Dream
might have been based on an ancestor of ours. Moreover, she told us, Shakespeare’s Bottom —
a working class bloke from the North of England — no doubt spoke a version of the same

broad regional accent her preacher father had been mocked for in his native land. And
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although Nick Bottom may have been the butt of the joke, as my mother noted — “a wondrous
hairy ass” sporting donkey’s ears in “Bottom’s Dream” — still he was a wondrous hairy ass in
the canon of the greatest poet of all time.

William Shakespeare, that improbable genius — himself a working class, self-styled
artist entrepreneur, a provincial Midlands fellow at work and play in the City of London and
its liberties, as Stephen Greenblatt has aptly framed him in Will in the World — was my kind of
people.’” I loved Shakespeare: the deviser of domains where girls who dressed as men held
sway, where Juliet proposed to Romeo.

Shakespeare gave me agency.

1961, the year which marked the inaugural season of the newly anointed Royal
Shakespeare Company, was also the year my father’s first sabbatical from teaching at Indiana
began. Based on his well-received first book, Saints in Arms: Puritanism and Democracy in
Cromwell’s Army, as a young Professor Leo Solt was extremely gratified to be awarded a
prestigious Guggenheim Fellowship to do further research in London’s British Library for a
new work on radical Puritan sects. As a family, we were to spend a whole academic year in
the capital city of the historic homeland of the late Reverend Bottom, of Queen Elizabeth I,
and, of course, Shakespeare. All in all, a year in England seemed a wonderful prospect to my
six-year-old self.

London in 1961 still showed the ravages of The Blitz with mountains of rubble
disquietingly present in random places around the city. And the facades of any number of
England’s architectural treasures were still grievously pockmarked by Hitler’s Lufiwaffe. The
scars of war — many of them on the psyche of the English people — were a grim reminder of

the unspeakable ravages of Europe’s second World War within a generation. These ravages
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and the stories behind them were a shock to my incipient child’s understanding as I realized
that the British people in the 1960s were still imbued in the culture of that conflict.

My parents rented a house in an outer boroughs of Southeast London, on the High
Street of Sydenham. Our 18" ¢. “Queen Ann’s cottage” was the impossibly narrow half of a
three-story duplex with a treacherous circular staircase leading to the attic bedroom I shared
with Cathy. As children racing up and down those stairs, we were totally enchanted with our
ancient, fusty, people-sized dollhouse.

The finances of grant-supported scholarship for professors were much more
auspicious back in those days. Plus, the British cost of living index and the exchange rate on
the pound were exceptionally favorable at the time to our American dollar-based household
income. All of these factors combined allowed my parents to send Cathy and me to Oakfield
Preparatory, a private school in the neighboring town of West Dulwich. So, bursting with
pride in our smart new school uniforms, and escorted by our daddy, I remember us as two
little sisters boarding a signature red, double-decker bus, and then a train, for our first day’s
commute to Oakfield.

When I arrived to take my seat as a student entering the “first form” (first grade to
me), like all children experiencing the opening of a new school year I was both nervous and
excited. Notably, the first form at Oakfield Preparatory was the only co-ed classroom in this
all-girls school, but there was still a divide: girls sat with girls at shared work tables and boys
sat only with boys. After getting situated two by two at our “desks,” I found myself paired
with a girl named Louise. It was not long after the class settled in that our teacher, Mrs.
Compton, asked me to stand and introduce myself to my fellow first-formers as a visitor from

America who would be attending class with them for the coming year.
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I spoke bashfully, self-conscious because of my American accent, and acutely aware
of the unfamiliar surroundings and the distance between me and my new classmates who were
all friends with one another from having been together the previous year as kindergartners. As
soon as I, the new girl, finished speaking and sat down, directly behind me, (just loud enough
to reach my ears but not the teacher’s), I heard a boy’s voice hiss out these words, “My dad
hates Japs and Americans.”

Immediately, I was stabbed by a burning sensation at the back of my neck; it was as if
this stunning invective had found a literal entry point into my body. As the fire pierced me, it
crept upward, spreading quickly beneath my scalp as it traced the contours of my skull.
Warmth invaded my ears and seeped down through my forehead and into my cheeks. Flushed
scarlet, my face throbbing with the heat, I sat perfectly still. Eyes forward, I said nothing.

Later that same first day of school I was in the process of copying a lesson off the
blackboard into my notebook when I made a spelling error. English school pencils — I soon
realized in my need — did not come with erasers attached. What to do? A solution presented
itself for my notice in the form of a rather large, smudgy eraser, inert on the tabletop between
me and my desk-mate. Politely, I asked Louise if I might borrow her eraser. Without missing
a beat, as if her words had been planned and rehearsed, she shot back at me: “You dirty
American girl, I am not going to lend you my rubber!” Stunned, I had to fight back the
onslaught of tears that instantly stung my eyes.

What I experienced in my Oakfield classroom on that day so long ago —a day I
remember as if it were yesterday — was a classic case of Othering. To render someone “Other”
is a construct. A construct manufactured upon fear of the diminution of self and a concern for

the need to guard home-grown privilege. It is a consciousness that manifests like a cancer in
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the threatened psyche of anxious individuals and communities that dictates the demonization
of the alien outsider as other than self, and therefore suspect or inferior.

But let’s get real. My “Othering” was a onetime freakish encounter. It was a
happenstance likely born of nativist English resentment to American post-war dominance that
filtered down from parent to child as the United States came to impose its will as a
superpower on the global scene in the aftermath of Europe’s near self-destruction. It connoted
a historic xenophobia in the English national character exacerbated in the modern world by
the decline and demise of Britain’s centuries-old empire and the nation’s consequent loss of
power on the world stage.

In other words, my entering a first form classroom in England in 1961 as an American
child was bad timing if I wanted to avoid being called out.

My childhood situation at Oakfield Preparatory hardly bears speaking about in the
face of the Othering black children experience, and have historically experienced, in
schoolrooms and on playgrounds across our own country, time out of mind. Within my
personal orbit, I think of my African American friend who moved from Alabama to Ohio and
was enrolled in a predominately white school whose persecution as Other was persistent and
cruel and perpetrated by her teacher. 1 think of another African American friend who grew up
in Arkansas and was told one morning by the little white girl she had played so happily with
the day before that her mother had said that she could no longer play with her because she
was black. And the Othering of black children in modern-day Britain is personally and
painfully expressed by the British-Nigerian historian, and television host David Olusuga who
grew up amid racism in Britain in the 70s and 80swhen he says “black” meant “other” and

“black” was unquestionably the opposite of “British.”*®
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Such soul-sucking experiences — repeated far too often in an America that even in the
twenty-first century is by no means post-racial — destroy childhood innocence. These vicious
and unwarranted assaults to a child’s self-esteem begin the ugly conditioning that tells a
person of color that they live in a country that prides itself on its democracy, but allows some
citizens to have privileges and others not. A country where privilege is based arbitrarily and
abominably on the whiteness of your skin.

Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat to white privilege on a Montgomery, Alabama
bus in 1955 — the year I was born. As a result, my childhood was inflected with the horrifying
images in the papers and on the evening news of fire hoses, German Shepherds, and the police
with batons all harnessed as instruments of assault on peaceful demonstrators on the streets of
America’s cities who had the temerity to demand their just do. Black Americans who merely
wanted the citizenship rights the Constitution guaranteed them.

I was nearly of an age with the four beautiful little girls who died in the Sunday
morning bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham in 1963. This act of white
supremacist terrorism struck home to me like no other of the time. It was the ignominious
apogee of white America and the institutions of our democracy in the throes of both the denial
of racial injustice and the act of denying racial equality. Things had to change. I watched as a
recalcitrant America finally responded to the resistance coming from violated and oppressed
black Americans demanding the civil rights that white America had so long kept from them
by casting them as the Other.

I vividly remember Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr.’s 1963 “I Have a Dream”
speech delivered just steps from the top landing of the Lincoln Memorial to throngs of people

yearning for justice on the National Mall, was a wake up call to an indolent government that
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white America had indeed defaulted on a promissory note to black America.””> The Civil
Rights Act of 1964 was signed to fulfill the promise of the Fourteenth Amendment to the
Constitution passed in 1868. Finally, after nearly one hundred years, the citizenship rights and
equal protection of the law promised to African Americans were to be secured.

Yet today, the legacy of slavery and the legal segregation characterized as Jim Crow
are not a thing of the past. They persist in the daily injustices and depredations of de facto
segregation, and in the continuing denial of voting rights through back channels and
gerrymandering. And they persist in the insidious, standard violations of personhood that
define the experience of second class citizenship for African Americans as normative. They
persist in the ongoing fear of violence that must fill the consciousness of every black person
in this country if they are to survive.

As for my own small experience with “Othering,” fortunately, it would not be long
before the weight of meaning would eclipse the hurt of the actual events the occurred in my
English schoolroom, events that featured me as an unwelcome American outsider to my then
new first form cohort of untrusting English school mates. It is that weight of meaning that
keeps the memories of me as a small child, rejected and humiliated, so alive within me today
as a productive force. A force that triggered my early consciousness and brought me to a
capacity for empathy through experiencing the ruinous consequences of bigotry on an
individual life — starting with my own life.

It was through Shakespeare that I found my understanding of what happened to me at
Oakfield that day so long ago, and it was through Shakespeare (fig. 2) that I found the
strength to continue to grow from the shock and pain of an encounter with prejudice that

would shape my life.
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As fate would have it, not long after the incidents at Oakfield, the Solt family made a
day-trip to Stratford-upon-Avon. It was a pilgrimage to the birthplace of the man many simply
call The Bard. We were slated to see a play of Shakespeare’s performed by the Royal
Shakespeare Company that day in Stratford (see fig. 187). It was the first professional
performance of any kind that I had ever seen. The play was OthelloError! Reference source
not found..

I had been aptly prepared by my parents, as best a child could be, for what I was to see
on stage that afternoon in Stratford. The plotline had been explained to me. And even before
the performance began I was deeply curious. I sat poised on the edge of my seat throughout
the matinee, the character Othello so engaged me even as a little girl that I wept at the horror
of the evil that vilified this great, good man for the supposed transgression of loving outside
his race. The picture I have indelibly etched in my brain is that of lago triumphant, even as his
treachery is uncovered, his face contorted into a rictus of contempt for black Othello.

The meaning I took away from viewing so long ago the RSC’s stage production of
Shakespeare’s tragedy of love between a black man and his white bride was transformative.
What had happened between me and my Oakfield schoolmates gave me an immediate in to
what [ witnessed on the Stratford stage, that is — what it means to be Othered. Like Othello, I,
too had experienced the acute pain of senseless bigotry.

That my English schoolmates could harbor such hostility towards me, without even
knowing me, awakened in my tiny person a powerful affinity with Othello as the recipient of
such essentializing hatred. What was aroused was more than just my compassion for Othello.
Rather, I had cause to self-identify — to conflate Othello’s experience with my own. It was a

feeling so much deeper than the naive, idealized romanticism of a child’s familiar hero
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worship projected onto a remote figure. I had made a reciprocal connection. In Othello, I saw
the Other and he returned my gaze.

Great art has the power to jangle the raw nerve in the deepest recesses of our psyches.
Othello penetrated to the very core of my being. Shakespeare’s play gave me a personal
language for that hurtful, shameful encounter in my Oakfield classroom. It was that I could
see myself as Other through my whiteness that made Othello a touchstone for me.
Recognizing Othello was the most formative experience of my affective life. Through Othello
I came to consciousness. In the commensurability of the moment I understood the injustice of
persecution based on arbitrary differences: It had happened to me — it could happen to anyone
— it should happen to no one. Knowing Othello gave me the strength to overcome the divide
of hate and befriend the little boy and girl who had vilified me on such needless grounds and
moved me to prove to them that their prejudice was wrong — because all prejudice is wrong.

Othello taught me to understand my privilege in whiteness. And through the
experience of seeing the play in its Stratford setting I came to realize the privilege of
circumstance I also enjoyed. Privilege comes with great responsibility. Those of us whose are
in a position to effect change must insure that this country is dedicated to embracing all its
people. We must recognize that diversity is our inherent strength. And we must strive for
community that embraces all people and all cultures — a community that is not afraid to
address difficult political and social issues. And always within the context of mutual respect.

Othello marked me with an abhorrence of injustice. Applying lessons learned globally,
the encounter with Othello presented me with a vector for racial understanding. I embraced
the idea that all of humanity inheres to a single moral community. Knowing Othello made me

a true citizen of what I value as a diverse and inclusive world.
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Unfortunately, that is not the world we are reinforcing through our politics and our
public discourse in America today. Rather than talk of equity and inclusion we are talking
about people’s investment in their whiteness and witnessing the invocation of white privilege
as never before in the tenty-first century. It comes from the rise of a political culture that is
steeped in hatred and gripped in fear of the Other. The Muslim ban and exhortations to build a
wall on the Mexican border to keep out immigrants, immigrants of color, are the key
Trumpian tenets of a people hanging on desperately to the vestiges of power that are anchored
in their white identity — a status they fear they are losing.

What is so remarkable about spectator reaction to Othello, is that ultimately it does not
depend on the particular identity or history of the person or persons in the audience: the
stunning impact of the play is the shock of recognition of self in the Other, the empathy it
arouses in everyone. Now more than ever, the play’s exposure of the tragic effects of racism
on individual lives still shocks because this reality persists. They play remains a cautionary
tale, a heartbreaking and deeply unsettling experience.

And I have to ask, have we learned nothing in 400 years?

The Experience of Empathy / The Science of Reading

Literary fiction invites us to enter imaginatively into the lives of others. To shed tears
or cheer for a character who engages our feelings of empathy and compassion. This is only
amplified on the stage. Our minds tell us it is a representation but our emotions tell us it is not.

It is what the Greeks called mimesis.
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Empathy for the plight of the tragic hero is what Aristotle saw as central to Greek
drama. It is a notion that has persisted over time. To empathize with the hero is to identify
with him and to grant him the pity that Aristotle proscribed.

The technique of literary metaphor employed to absorb our feelings — to engage our
compassion — is pathos. Pathos is a rhetorical strategy the Greeks utilized to communicate, to
achieve a looked-for connection with the spectator. As Aristotle put it, the desired effect was
“awakening emotion (pathos) in the audience so as to induce them to make the judgment
desired.”* To have them relate. It is empathy that makes us citizens of conscience. The
spectator’s experience of pathos results in a purgation or cleansing of the soul. An act which
Aristotle called catharsis.

Shakespeare is a master of the cathartic discharge of extreme emotion that in its
release yields a transcendent renewal of the spirit. Catharsis is a transactional power
forcefully evoked that expresses our collective humanity in dramatic action. Othello sits at the
intersections of race, history, culture, and politics. In Othello the particular meets the
universal in a collision of emotion that touches the condition of the viewer. What I
experienced when I saw Othello on stage at the RSC was catharsis.

It is now possible to assert that the effect of pathos and catharsis and their capacity to
impact our lives is proven science. In October 2013, social psychologists Emanuele Castano,
a professor at the New School for Social Research, and David Comer Kidd, a Ph.D. candidate
there, published a paper titled “Reading Literary Fiction Improves Theory of Mind” in the
journal Science. Castano and Kidd begin by observing: “The capacity to identify and

understand others’ subjective states is one of the most stunning products of human evolution.”
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This understanding “is a crucial skill that enables the complex social relationships that
characterize human societies.”

In the realm of neuroscience, the capability of the human brain to chart or plot other
people’s intentions is called “theory of mind” (ToM).*' After running a series of experiments,
Castano and Kidd, concluded that engagement with a work of literary fiction also improves a
person’s performance on tests measuring affective and cognitive responses. This phenomenon
occurs as we find ourselves identifying with the feelings of fictional characters and even
projecting ourselves into their motives and behaviors. “Fiction seems...to expand our
knowledge of others’ lives, helping us recognize our similarity to them ... and reduce the
strangeness....”*

Another team of researchers at Ohio State University, studies the phenomenon of how
an emotional response extended to a fictional character evokes a corresponding biological
response in the recesses of our brains, which they document through magnetic resonance
imaging (MRI). “When you ‘lose yourself” inside the world of the protagonist while reading a
story, you may actually end up changing your own behavior and thoughts to match that of the
character,” the Ohio State scientists have found.” People who went through what the
researchers there call “an experience-taking process while reading about a character who was
revealed to be of a different race or sexual orientation showed more favorable attitudes toward
the other group and were less likely to stereotype.”**

The conclusion to be drawn from the New School and Ohio State cognitive studies is
that people who read literary fiction had improved relative empathy and social adroitness over

those who did not. Thus in a morally instrumentalist way we may conclude that the encounter

with works of art created by a great writer is an enhancer of positive social behavior by
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honing our real-life interpersonal skills. “It allows successful navigation of complex social
relationships and helps to support the empathic responses that maintain them,” Comer and
Kidd observed.*” The value of reading great literature has long been anecdotally asserted, but
now brain science shows this to be truer than we ever imagined.

That literature should evoke this effect is not so surprising considering that any act of
empathy — feeling the pain of others, understanding the pain of others - requires exercising the
imagination. After all, how else can we enter into another’s experience without or own
imaginative projection into the condition of their existence? Watching Shakespeare’s Othello
on stage for the first time caused me to do just that — to enter into another’s experience. The
capacity to subsume the knowledge of the actor’s identity into a character’s very real presence
was a profound experience for me.

After that, I was inherently drawn to the theater as the arena to investigate the mystery
of feelings. It fascinated me no end that I could be induced to feel something by actors on a
stage — be completely aware of the formation of those feelings within myself that they were
being presently constructed by the theatrical experience, but still be profoundly moved. It is
through the medium of theater that Shakespeare expresses what we all know to be true, a self-
referential extension of human consciousness, expressed so exquisitely, so hauntingly, that we
simply gasp to hear it.

That day I saw Othello on stage in Stratford a lifelong passion was born in me — a
determination to oppose racial prejudice and combat injustice of all stripes. I saw in drama the
power to transform consciousness. Thereafter theater, that magic world of live storytelling,

would be my life.
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Ira Aldridge

In the 1973, in pursuit of my theater studies I enrolled at Smith College. I only spent
one semester at Smith, but my time there was nothing short of transformative for a class I
took with the prominent historian of the theater, Helen Krich Chinoy. The first paper I ever
wrote in college was on the African American tragedian, Ira Aldridge (see fig. 5). This was
the beginning of my academic study of Othello. And even with my first foray into scholarship
I was stymied by a lack of sources. I had one book to draw on as the single foundation for my
essay. I was so taken with the subject of Aldridge’s career as the first black actor to play
Othello on the legitimate stage that I simply accepted this deficit. Thankfully, so did my
professor. The book I had available to me was the quite wonderful and extensive biography of
Aldridge by by Herbert. Marshall and Mildred Stock, Ira Aldridge: The Negro
Tragedian, that was first published in 1958 and available to me by order at a local
Northampton bookstore in a 1968 paperback reprint edition.

Aldridge, self-styled the African Roscius, had his major break in London, March
1833, at the Theatre Royal Covent Garden when he replaced the most eminent actor of his
day, Edmund Kean (fig. 184), who had collapsed onstage playing Othello. As you can very
well imagine, Aldridge was met with violent anti-black criticism, but he was also praised by
some for his naturalness an authenticity in the part. The actor went on the have a very
significant career touring Shakespeare in the provinces of England and in Germany and
Eastern Europe with a troupe he assembled.

It was an extraordinary eye-opener for me to study Ira Aldridge because it became

clear that I had never before considered the racial politics of Shakespeare. I suddenly
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understood the issues attending the kind of blackface performance of Othello that I had seen
in Stratford as a child.

I encountered Aldridge again in the late seventies when I visited his grave in Lodz
where he died on tour. I was in Poland thanks to Helen Chinoy who had also exposed me in
class at Smith to the avant-garde innovator who I was now working with, Jerzy Grotowski. I
pretty much owe Professor Chinoy the credit for the introductions that have made my career

. 46
in sO many ways.

Othello, Touching Young Lives

For many years I worked professionally as a producer of theater as well as feature
films. I was a professional storyteller. This book about Othello I present to you here embodies
a different way of telling stories. But perhaps not so different after all. It is my aspiration to
render historical worlds with the narrative force and flow of fiction. My purpose in taking up
this subject is to delve into the internal and external influences that informed Shakespeare's
writing of Othello, and in doing so tell the story of Othello’s life.

With a career as a film producer (Presumed Innocent and Doc Hollywood for Warner
Bros.) and as a studio executive (Miramax) behind me, and with many years as Dean of the
School of Theater at CalArts and now as Dean of the Arts at UC Santa Cruz, as well, I am
gratified now to be making a learning journey as a teacher and a scholar with this book.
Through this Othello project I have devoted my endeavors to a critical and historical inquiry
into the nature of race (and the corollary matrices of gender, sexuality, and class) linked to a

lifetime of professional arts practice. This turn to scholarship as a professional activity comes
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from my decision to focus on the critical, dramaturgical side of my producing métier rather
than the production of live performances or films.

The impulse that brought me to my Othello topic begins with the African American
student actors I have taught over the years. For nearly a decade, while I was dean, I
participated in student auditions for admission into CalArts MFA and BFA acting programs
conducted by the iconic African American actress Fran Bennett, then Head of Acting
/Director of Performance in the School of Theater. Performing a Shakespeare monologue was
(and still is) required of every acting candidate who would study at CalArts. This is not
surprising considering the mastery of a Shakespearean monologue is still the standard
benchmark for admission into any professional actor-training program in the United States or
Great Britain. And nearly every African American young man Fran accepted into CalArts
auditioned with one of Othello’s magnificent monologues. Othello was where our prospective
black actors mostly located themselves in Shakespeare’s canon.

After I stepped down as dean, I created a class for graduating students — a seminar in
professional practice, designed as a bridge to a career in the arts, entitled “Entrepreneurship:
The Artist as Entrepreneur.” Over and over throughout the years, the young artists in my
classroom would create their “Goals” assignment. It was not long before I began to see a
recurring pattern among the African American actors. Invariably, to play Othello would make
the list of their career goals. Imagine, to play Othello was a choice made freely; it was not a
solution to an institutionally imposed requirement. It was the sine qua non of artistic
achievement. Othello offered these young men the opportunity to play the lead in a play
where the tragic hero looked like them. Not just an opportunity to play the lead but be the lead

in a Shakespearean drama.
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Inspired and touched by this devotion to Othello, it became my mission to give these
black artists — frankly all African-descended people - ownership of Othello by providing them
with a personal stake in the history of Shakespeare’s text. A proprietorship that white culture
and Western history had denied them. Because I so loved the play, I felt an obligation to
correct the record people whose European heritage I share had written. As a woman —
someone whose identity and history also has been marginalized and denied — I felt a
connection. A connection underscored by my Oakfield experience. Now Othello would
provide the means to right an injustice in the historical canon if I could locate him within a
context that revealed information about the presence of Africans in early modern Europe.

With rigorous training and a recommitment to my formal education, (which had to that
date culminated in a practice-based MFA course of study at the Yale School of Drama), I
determined that I would equip myself to write Othello into history — and thus contribute a
singular narrative of blackness to challenge received information. Consequently, in the
process of telling Othello’s story, I set out to earn a master’s degree in Afro-American Studies
and a doctorate in history at UCLA to underpin and legitimize this all-absorbing project.

Historians tend to shy away from commenting on our current age, the experiences
through which we are actively living, for fear of the charge that they distort the past to serve
the present. But it makes no sense to me not to acknowledge that I bring insight to my topic —
the topic of how race and racism have been constructed in the annals of history and the
tentacles of its effects — from my own, long, personal lived experience as well as from deeply
considered historical investigation. Simply, dispassionately reporting the events is not enough
for me. I will take on the role of the commentator. Sometimes I think of myself more like a

cultural journalist travelling back in time rather than your classic historian. Someone invested
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in the investigation, like a public intellectual: an opinion-maker writing in the op-ed section of
a newspaper. | leave it to the reader to determine if I pass the test through my presentation of
a breadth of evidence and scholarly analysis as to whether or not I have earned the right to be
considered a reliable source.

I confess to wearing certain trappings of an activist. My activism is paying it forward. I
want to make a difference with my work as a cultural entrepreneur. That is, to dedicate myself
to projects that reflects my profound commitment to inclusion — to diversity and equity —
which are values I promote in the classroom and to the communities where I serve and have
served in a leadership role. And to do so through the production of knowledge.

If now more than ever, Shakespeare’s play exposes us to of the tragic effects of racism
on individual lives. And if Othello’s story persists as a cautionary tale that both universalizes
and personalizes the heartbreak and deeply unsettling experience of racism, let us learn
something from Othello after all these years and make a difference in breaking the cycle of

white privilege and oppression.
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INTRODUCTION: Who Was Shakespeare’s Othello and Why
Should We Care?

Shakespeare is like the world, or life itself. Every historical period
finds in him what it is looking for and what it wants to see.

— Jan Kott, Shakespeare, Our Contemporary (1964)"

Perhaps this is the lesson to draw from Othello,” Ghanaian actor
Hugh Quarshie suggests as he prepares to play Othello at the Royal
Shakespeare Company in Stratford, June, 2015: “that the play’s
history on stage uncovers as much about the societies in which it
appears as the play itself.

— Andrew Dickson, The Guardian, 2015%

A Shakespeare performance is not a magical realm where race stops
signifying, but an opportunity to intentionally challenge whiteness.

— Andrew Carlson, American Theater, 2017%

The term ‘black’ or African-American not only denotes race, it
denotes condition and carries with it the vestige of slavery and the
social segregation and abuse of opportunity so vivid in our memory.

— August Wilson, The Ground on Which I Stand (1996)*
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Othello, His Story

In 1604, during an age when poetry wielded power in the public sphere as political
critique and social commentary, Shakespeare introduced onto the London stage his “noble
Moor” as the hero of a tragedy. A heretofore demonized and lampooned creature of English
Renaissance drama — “the blackamoor” — was suddenly rendered as a sympathetic and
suffering, sentient human being: an honorable man cruelly victimized for nothing more than
racist spite. Shattering racial stereotypes, for the first time in the Western canon an African
held moral agency, compelling king, and commoner alike to feel deeply for him. It was a
moment of unprecedented commensurability when the Western gaze saw itself reflected in the
“Other” — and his name was Othello.

In that moment of empathy, when the Englishman could weep openly for the black
African other as if for himself, was the birth of a modern Western consciousness of a shared
human condition that could transcend race. The theatrical advent of Shakespeare’s play about
“the Moor” was “the first public contestation of blackness in English culture” and from that
point forward the black image in the white mind would never be the same.”'

The history of the representation of blacks in European culture reflects disjunction and
paradox. It is important to keep in mind that color-coded prejudice is fluid, not absolute, and
is full of contradictions. From early on Western Civilization has relied on a semiotic system
of color, built on a Manichean mindset that defines black as base and undesirable: the forces
of Darkness. And white as purity and perfection: the forces of Light.

For Europeans, the Bible, with it stories of the development of Christianity in far away

foreign lands, and non-gospel based Christian legends, also mirror this. In Christian culture
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the devil is presented both metaphorically and physically as black: black in deeds and black in
skin color to correspond to his personification of sin and pure evil. And this is certainly how
Satan appeared in the performances of Medieval Mystery plays throughout England during
Shakespeare’s boyhood that dramatized stories from the Bible.”

Although blackness as the-devil-incarnate emerged as an early conceit in Christian
culture, we also find across the European continent concurrent positive black iconography in
religious art. African archetypes of elite status include: The Black Madonna and the black
African military hero, the Crusader St. Maurice as well as St. Benedict the Moor, born a slave
in sixteenth century Italy.”® Also, the African king — the Black Magus, depicted in scenes of
the nativity — was a particularly popular and enduring trope from the medieval period into the
Renaissance.”*

The legend of Prester John, a Christianized black king who spread the Savior’s
teachings deep into the continent of Africa, was also in circulation in Shakespeare’s day
thanks to the Elizabethan cosmographer Richard Hackluyt’s reprinting of Sir John
Mandeville’s account of the Prester in his famed Principall Navigations in 1589.”

That Shakespeare got Jacobean theatergoers across the spectrum of race, class and
gender to self-identify with Othello in such a personal way, must be seen as possible not only
because of his vision and skill as a writer “who emptied whatever private self there was into
his public relations,” but also as a result of something shifting in the tenor of the times. My
research has led me to the discovery that in Shakespeare’s lifetime England was nurturing
both prejudice against racial others (the visible minority) and the seeds of tolerance that could
develop because the English were yet to become the slave-trading nation that emerged less

than fifty years after Shakespeare’s death in 1616.
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Artists are cultural content creators; they contribute to the production of knowledge.
As Stephen Greenblatt suggests in his seminal treatise, Renaissance Self-Fashioning:
“Literature functions...in three interlocking ways: as a manifestation of the concrete behavior
of its particular author, as itself an expression of the codes by which behavior is shaped, and

" Human identity, and consequently Shakespeare’s identity in

as a reflection on those codes.
his work, can be seen to be shaped (or rather fashioned as Greenblatt would have it) by social
as well as individual forces.”®

Just as art history and the study of visual culture provides us with images that reveal
the past and are thus an integral part of the story of the past, so, too, does the theater offer up
the playscript — a representation of lived experience — as a meaningful approach to history as a
record of social behavior.” Not theater history, and not just the theater in history, but theater
as history.

Thus, Shakespeare’s Othello is a cultural product embedded in historical context that
both interprets and reflects the social scaffold that formed and influenced it. As dramatic text,
it has not only artistic merit but also informational value. Shakespeare’s Othello is a depiction
in literature of the reality within which it was conceived.

So why did this play script — this Othello — appear in early modern English culture
when it did? What social truth does it instantiate?

The nature of artistic genius is to see things not readily apparent or understood at large
and express through image or literature such insight in advance of public discourse. Indeed, in
all of Shakespeare’s plays there is a spectatorial dimension: the play maker who responded
with a liberal imagination to the social and intellectual conventions of Elizabethan and Stuart

England and the burgeoning international Atlantic world to which his dramatic works belong.
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Mimesis

What does Othello say about what Shakespeare was living and observing?

Aristotle in his Poetics called the dramatist’s creative response to the way human
beings live and act mimesis. It is the liminal space between nature and artifice. The shifting of
perceptions is art’s most central device. The more faithfully mimetic a literary work is
wrought through the eyes of the artist, the greater its capacity to augment our own humanity
through conversant understanding.

Erich Auerbach in his now famous postwar treatise, Mimesis: The Representation of
Reality in Western Literature, calls Shakespeare’s literary engagement with reality
“perspective consciousness.” Auerbach assigns Shakespeare this unique definition because
the playwright not only reflects cultural verities, he effects critical shifts in social
perceptions.®’ His plays not only signify, they participate in their world. Indeed, it can be
argued that Shakespeare’s works limned the age in which he lived.®’ And somewhere along
the way what Shakespeare created as popular entertainment was repurposed as high art.

By providing the collective symbols to represent the internalized values of the
individual, this provincial poet from Stratford defined values for society as a whole.
Shakespeare created the links between the personal, the communal and the social. He
understood the stage as a forum for civic converse. Shakespeare was a master of public
discourse — and in a language much of which he invents.

Othello tells us not just the story of man with all too human failings, but about the
moment in which the play itself was written and the then current societal issues. The play —

although fiction - is an instrument both for historical understanding and for making history.
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In English drama, “Othello became the defining representation of the ‘Moor.””** And
in Elizabethan masques, pageants, poems and plays, the word ““Moor’ became synonymous
with ‘black African’.”

Shakespeare wrote during a momentous time in human history. European expansion
into Africa and the New World meant that the landscapes of Old Europe were expanding
dramatically into the vistas of the unknown. Time-honored assumptions anchored in cultural
norms — such as religion and geography - were no longer relevant. Life was at the very least
tantalizing — for some terrifying. The future was uncertain.

The emergence of Othello on the stage, this historical inflection point when the white
Englishman acknowledged the black African’s humanity as commensurate to his own, speaks
to the uniquely transformational power of the theater, when it is prime. As August Wilson, the
great twentieth-century African American playwright and chronicler of the black experience
tells us: “Theater can do that. It can disseminate ideas, it can educate even the miseducated ...
because it is art, and all art reaches across that divide that makes order out of chaos and
embraces the truth that overwhelms with its presence and that connects man to something
larger than himself and his imagination.”®

Shakespeare scholar Jonathan Bate marvels that what Shakespeare achieved by
“weaving oppositional racial discourse in the fabric of Othello™ is nothing less than the
“inversion of the age’s expectation that a Moor will always be barbarous and a [European]
civilized.”®* This successful reversal of what was the customary assignment of early modern
audiences’ loyalties from white man to black man is Shakespeare’s radical intervention into

the cultural politics of his time. It is quite striking to consider that what this brilliant poet of

the stage wrought is an unparalleled internalization of the Other and the transposition of
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sovereignty from self to other during a period of hitherto unchallenged European cultural
chauvinism.

That Shakespeare is able to achieve this volte-face in received expectations in the
context of an African man of substance crossing the color line of social convention to elope
with a European gentlewoman speaks to the genius of his moral suasion.

Nothing could be more challenging as a seventeenth century literary strategy than
gaining sympathy not only for a black man, but for a black man who secretly absconds with a
white man’s daughter and thwarts her father’s anticipated objections. The tension of
interracial encounter was a dominant concern of the expansionist early modern European
imperial world with its fear of cultural diminution from race mixing with foreign peoples.

To mix blood was a potent taboo. Blood was fetishized. The festish-ization of blood
in author Toni Morrison’s words “was particularly useful in evoking erotic fears or desires
and establishing fixed and major difference where difference does not exist or is minimal.”
She goes on to say: “Fetish-ization is a strategy often used to assert the absolutism of
civilization and savagery.” Hence, blood, (still in Morrison’s words) “is a pervasive fetish:
black blood, white blood, the purity of blood; the purity of white female sexuality, the
pollution of African blood and sex.”®

We see these sentiments played out in [ago’s vitriol, the screed of a disapproving
white man, against the union of Othello and Desdemona. The outraged lago uses language
that is frenzied, alarmist and apocalyptic when he rouses Desdemona’s father from his bed

with the news that his daughter has eloped with the Moor:®

Sir, You're robb’d: for shame, put on your gown your heart is burst. You have lost
half your soul... Even now, now, very now, an old black ram / Is tupping [f***ing]
your white ewe. Arise, arise! / Awake the snorting citizens with the bell, / Or else the
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devil will make a grandsire of you. / Arise, I say! (1.1.92-101)

Shakespeare uses lago (and others) to articulate Elizabethan stereotypes like “thick-
lips” and “Barbary horse” in describing Othello in order to discredit them. By repeatedly
putting into lago’s mouth words that bestialize and demonize Othello, Shakespeare deftly sets
up a choice for his audience that is really no choice at all. Either they must ally their empathy
with a good and noble black man of unimpeachable character and see racism as a social
sickness that deforms the soul and corrupts the heart — or they must embrace the racist lago
and his acts of murderous betrayal, which the playwright in his skill makes it impossible to do
without forfeiting your humanity.

It is unequivocally the white man, lago, who is at fault in Shakespeare’s world of the
play, not black Othello. A stunning reversal, indeed, of received stereotype.

Important archival work conducted over the past several years, serves to further
counter the prevailing conventional wisdom of denial: Black and Asian Londoners: Presence
and Background 1536-1840 is the name of a project currently conducted by the London
Metropolitan Archives (LMA), which has for over a decade now engaged volunteer
researchers to comb the parish registers for entries that document the presence of Afro-Britons
in the City of London, including in Shakespeare’s time. These entries are mostly records of
baptisms, weddings and burials. It is a painstaking task that has yielded striking results with
entries in the hundreds — enough already to make a difference in our understanding of the
demographics of the period. Enough to establish critical mass.”’

It is no longer possible to dismiss the representation of blackness in Shakespeare’s
canon as merely imagined when he was living among black people. I have traced the footsteps

of many black Londoners who were the poet’s neighbors and I have reconstructed his possible
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encounters with them. These Afro-Britons were not slaves (although they may have come to
London with Portuguese masters seeking refuge from the Inquisition) because slavery as a
legal institution did not exist in England in this period. Most of these people would have been
indentured servants living in the margins.

Some were musicians, some vendors and some were prostitutes: one woman we have
record of received clients at an address in Turnbull Street, just a short walk from
Shakespeare’s lodgings on Silver Street when he was writing Othello. And we have evidence
of at least three West African princes living in London at this time who Shakespeare could
certainly have encountered.”®

Shakespeare also had knowledge of Africa. The express purpose behind Eldred Jones’
stand-alone, groundbreaking work, Othello’s Countrymen, published back in 1965, was to
demonstrate “how greatly the Elizabethans’ knowledge of the continent and people’s of

Africa has been underestimated by modern critics.”®’

But it is only in the last twenty to thirty
years (twelve of which I have been engaged with this project) that some, mostly literary
scholars, have taken up this subject with serious intent, proving that Shakespeare’s knowledge
of Africa and Africans was much more extensive than previously imagined

Again, it was the cosmographer Richard Hacklyut and his protégé Samuel Purchas
who were publishing all the travel narratives about Africa they could get their hands on. And
these even included the logs of Tudor trade voyages to the coast of Guinea in West Africa that
returned with African passengers to be trained as interpreters for future voyages. Of particular
interest are the chronicles of Leo Africanus, translated by John Pory, and printed around the

time Shakespeare was writing Othello — Leo the African, some speculate, is a true prototype

for Shakespeare’s Moor.
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All this historical evidence of Shakespeare’s world view of Africa sat for centuries
unreconciled with the playwright’s biography.

To say that Shakespeare was not affected by race and racial others because he did not
know any black people is clearly counterfactual — but stereotypes and truisms die hard. In the
preface to her book, Black London: Life Before Emancipation, Gretchen Gerzina tells the
story of casually asking a London bookshop clerk in the 1990s if the establishment might
have a copy for sale of Peter Fryer's groundbreaking history of black people in Britain,
Staying Power (1994). The response from the clerk, which so startled Gerzina, but which until
very recently would have been more the norm than not, was, “Madam, there were no black
people in England before 1945.”"

As for the evidence which exists even in Shakespeare’s own writing of a black
presence in his world, Kim F. Hall has this to say: “A survey of scholarly editions of
Shakespeare’s canon demonstrates how modern literary criticism remystifies the appearance
of blackness in literary works by insisting that references to race are rooted in European
aesthetic tradition rather than in any consciousness of racial difference.””' Edward Berry
evokes “the weight of critical tradition” falling heavily into a pile “that presents a
Shakespeare who finds racial and cultural difference insignificant and who assimilates his
Moor into ‘the human’ condition.””

But in a series of love sonnets to his so-called “Dark Lady,” Shakespeare makes it
very clear that he is in love with a woman of African descent. Again, rather than accept the
evidence as written, critics prefer to see these poems as a metaphorical discussion that extends

to beauty — that is to English dark-haired and dark-eyed beauties. But this is an impossible

stretch. At issue is Shakespeare’s grappling with the understood conventions of the sonnet
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that follow the standards of Petrarch’s model, which recognizes true beauty only in the
convention of creamy whiteness “signified by the preferred color-scheme of gold, white, and
red.”” Think, portraits of Queen Elizabeth I in white pancake (fig. 135).

Shakespeare's sonnets (fig. 6) were first published in 1609 as a quarto (five years after
the first recorded performance of Othello) though they could have been written earlier. In the
sonnets, we see the poet work out in his verse just how to handle this unusual circumstance of
his love of a dark-skinned woman in light of the cultural, aesthetic, and literary rules he is
expected to adhere to.

In Sonnet 130 (fig. 7), Shakespeare catalogues his lover’s African features in clear
opposition to familiar tropes of whiteness: My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun; / Coral
is far more red than her lips' red; / If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun [brown]; /
If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.”

In Sonnet 127, Shakespeare stunningly upends traditional aesthetic standards of beauty
from white to black, promoting a newfound primacy in black beauty because black is the
complexion of the woman he loves: In the old age black was not counted fair / Or if it were, it
bore not beauty's name / But now is black beauty's successive heir... and so on. He ends with
these words demanding respect for his lover’s blackness... and let it be That every tongue
says beauty should look so.

The poet further tells us, in Sonnet 131, that in his aesthetic judgment his mistress’
blackness trumps whiteness and that her black beauty exceeds those of any other complexion.
He completely breaks with the normative values of his time by asserting that blackness is
transcendently preferred over whiteness. Whiteness, which now by comparison to his lover’s

dark complexion, is inferior, can even be said to carry a taint: Thy black is fairest in my
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Jjudgment's place. / Then will I swear beauty herself is black / And all they foul that thy
complexion lack.

This is radical thinking for its time — and even for our time. There are many of
Shakespeare’s racial type who are not ready to go as far as he did in aesthetically preferring
black beauty to whiteness.

As a result, it is much safer for the white cultural establishment to characterize
Shakespeare’s views as metaphorical rather than real. It allows critics to deny racial beliefs
that they would prefer Shakespeare not have, which permits them to create symbolic
projections of their own onto his meaning. It allows these critics to deny that Shakespeare
could see past racial difference when it is actually they who cannot.

In light of this, we must ask why Shakespeare scholars are so invested in promoting
this race-denying perspective. This includes the frequent impulse to summarily deny Othello’s
blackness as Shakespeare’s primary concern as an author, and even question his skin color.
Many white critics and scholars have reduced Othello to a domestic bedroom tragedy rather
than recognize the play as an exposé of the racial intolerance of its time and fear surrounding
miscegenation. This is a reflection of the white literary establishment’s reluctance to admit
that Shakespeare might have had an agenda when it comes to race.

But it is just this kind of denial of Africans in history that perpetuates ignorance and
racial misunderstanding.

Refusing to see issues related to blackness in Shakespeare’s sonnets and in Othello is
as much a habit of white privilege in the academic and cultural sphere as it is in social and
political arenas. The failure to see black people or recognize their concerns is a reflection of

the racial microagressions — systemic, every day, unconscious acts of racial bias — that
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African Americans endure at the hands of white people and white culture every day.
These gestures of denial in the Academy that are an erasure from the record of a
properly historicized black experience is what my scholarship seeks to correct. And this is

because it has real world consequences.

Why This Book

When I set out to write the biography of Othello over a decade ago, I thought I would
be engaged in producing knowledge that would be welcomed as an antidote to the pattern of
excluding the African experience and the African diaspora experience in the master narrative
of Western culture. I was hoping that to provide evidence of the ignorance and bias that have
denied people of African descent their rightful place in the historiographical canon — a place
that has been ignored by most, white European-descended historians like me — would be
received well by all. I believed that we were ready as a society to accept our original sin of
slavery and work towards racial harmony through a correction of the historical record, which
is why I invested my energies in this topic.

Now I see what I have produced in these pages as a salvo in a new culture war that is
going to require white people — and that means a critical mass of white people — to get on
board to proactively take on the politics of hate that are poisoning our nation in order for race
relations to improve. This book is about intellectually understanding how racial identities
were constructed by people of European heritage throughout history to disadvantage people
who were not. Out of that understanding it is my hope to build empathy for those afflicted by

those actions. But now we also need action to grow out of that empathy.
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We live in a world of clear and present danger. White Americans cannot afford to
stick our heads in the sand any longer and deny our complicity in systemic racism and the
politics of hatred and fear that oppresses racial Others. We must aggressively work against
these forces to stem the rising tide of social injustice. And we can start by correcting the
record.

Read this book to learn some of what is missing from our history as Americans and as
citizens of the world. You will be provided with an intensively researched study of Othello’s
life imagined in its historical context as I strive for nothing less than a re-write of the master
narrative that reframes the underreported African presence in European and British history —
especially in Shakespeare’s London. I critically examine what occurred when black people
and white people first interacted at the intersection of continents and cultures in the early
modern world as I uncover overlooked antecedents to America’s historical struggle with race
and racism and the stain of slavery on our national character.

In my reading of the play, the figure of Othello is a vehicle for the transformative role
the construction of race plays in the forces of history, which explains why a work of literature
written so long ago still speaks to us today. Othello is in our collective conscience, and has
been for over 400 years, making Shakespeare’s Moor of Venice a signifying figure like no

other.

“Othello” as Biography

Although crafted on a matrix of scholarship, The Biography of Othello is not a typical

history book, it is not just another book about Shakespeare — it is about us; it is about our

57



shared cultural identity across the spectrum of human difference. Watching or reading Othello
today is to live 400 years of race relations in Western civilization. Through transforming
Othello’s fictional story into historically based, cultural biography, this book gives face, voice
and agency to the racial Other. The intimate Other. The man inside the construct. For it is
through the intimacy of this encounter with Othello as our touchstone that we can also seek to
know ourselves — for black people the prefigurement of their own Otherness and for white
people the complicity and responsibility of their own privilege based in whiteness.

In this, I include my own privilege, the privilege of my own upbringing, which I have
shared with you in Prologue, Part 2. Parents who afforded me the social and cultural capital
that would allow me to even imagine attempting this major project of taking on Othello’s
story in the context of an historical approach to the consciousness of race. And for this I am
indeed humbly grateful.

In undertaking this work, it is my intention is to take personal action to combat racial
injustice — to harness the platform of my privilege in order to add context to combat the
centuries long trajectory of European and Euro-American biased practice in the production of
knowledge. This because through our complicity in creating and popularizing racist attitudes
and behavior, white historians, scholars, academics and public intellectuals have served the
purpose of establishing and embedding deeply unjust and morally indefensible discriminatory
policies into our nation’s educational, social, cultural, scientific, political, legal and criminal
justice systems based on unconscionable and arbitrary color-coded preference for one human
phenotype over another. The worst offense of this inheritance is to have been complicit in the

justification of racialized slavery.
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The Biography of Othello, a Signifying Life, is not merely a scholarly exegesis of
Shakespeare’s play. My purpose is to locate the script in the context of its time as a harbinger
of racial consciousness and experience of the Other — and then to go on to examine Othello’s
enduring influence. In constructing a biography for the character Othello based on the
evidence that Shakespeare presents in his play, I treat Othello as an archetypal figure, a stand-
in for black people of his time. I ask that we recognize that Shakespeare’s “noble Moor” is a
uniquely representative figure of the early modern African diasporic experience with his
background both as a prince and as a slave, as well as his extensive travels throughout the
black Atlantic world.

It was a time when Europe was on the move and encounters with people of other lands
and cultures were underway; it was the time when race understood as color consciousness
became a factor. Through the example of Othello’s life and experience, the lost history of an
era — the history of the African’s relationship to early modern Europe and Shakespeare’s
England — is revealed. Othello is a perfect lens through which to see the process whereby
white people confronting racial difference fashioned a hierarchy of being based on color that
empowered them.

The purpose of this book, then, is to experience and to examine Othello as a medium
for understanding race, and to recognize Othello as a signifying figure through whom we can
trace the history of the West’s encounter with the Other. At the core of this study is the aim to
understand the matter of race in the world in which we live today: the hideousness of bigotry
and prejudice that because of our history has definitively and irrevocably shaped modern
consciousness. Othello is our way in to one of the world’s greatest least known stories — the

honest history of America’s racial past. It is a story of persuasive power that contends with

59



our nation’s utmost historical problem and contradiction — slavery. The antecedents of
America’s race problem begin far beyond our borders and much further back in time then we
imagine. Prejudice is not of recent vintage — it is in the American grain.

We will begin our exploration in West Africa when the Portuguese opened the
European maritime slave trade in 1443 — one hundred and fifty years before the founding of
Jamestown in 1607, and 400 years before the zenith of plantation slavery in the Old South in
the nineteenth century. There is no understanding the formation of this nation and its history
without first recognizing the centrality of race and slavery in the making of American identity
and the deeply rooted antipathy in white Americans’ attitudes towards black Americans. With
humility and respect, I hope to be an intercessor for the general reader, both black and white,
to make the case that history absent this history is no history. The many current claims we
hear in the media from pundits and politicians that we are a post-racial society because we not
long ago elected a black president are mere deflections to avoid the truth that we are a far
more segregated and intolerant society than we would like to believe.

I hope to challenge readers caught between denial and the need to know. We are still
suffering the repercussions of America’s original sin of racial slavery. And we will continue
to suffer its consequences until we acknowledge and address our history head-on. Knowledge
frees us. And, although malingering, the cause for racial justice is still America’s great cause.
Let us take it up with renewed vigor. We can repurpose our priorities to reclaim our true

direction, restore the conscience of a nation and heal injustice by activating justice.
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History’s Dilemma

Of course, just in assuming the task of investigating and explaining the past [ am
inexorably vulnerable to the contingencies of interpretation. I recognize that historians can
never really know what they claim to know — that ultimately what is packaged to us as the
truth of history is merely the subjective interpretation of individual historians. Each writing
of history is a performance of the past that is unique to the person crafting the narrative. The
historian is a cultural person who has — as historian Greg Dening defines it — “an
ethnography.” An ethnography that testifies to the consciousness of the individual author and
to what he or she brings to the telling of past events.”

Simply acknowledging this is the first step in the direction of honest inquiry. I bring a
consciously worked at, culturally competent, inclusive perspective to my work on Othello that
affords me something new and important to say about an ages-old play (a play that has been
parsed by scholars, ad nauseam, some would say), and about its author, the times in which he
lived, and how all this impacts our present world.

I am humbled by my role as conduit of subjectivity through which the materials of
history are parsed.

And let me add, my regular use of the term Other naturally leads to the question, Other
relative to whom? Well, relative to the collective we, of course - which is white. Writing
about race from the perspective of the collective we of experience manifestly privileges the
white point of view and objectifies the black subject I am trying to rescue from historical
obscurity. It is seeing the world through the “white gaze,” which mean’s looking at the world

through a white person’s eyes. Ayanna Thompson call this “the right/ white gaze,” which,
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taken a step further, “implicitly normalizes,” and even “anti-racializes” the white gaze.””

This is an inherent defect I will work consciously to, if not correct, manage.

The construction of race and racist regimes are a European and American
responsibility, so any history of racial encounter and its effect is going to be about what white
people did to people who were perceived to be different from them. Reality has not changed
since Gunnar Myrdal published his groundbreaking report, An American Dilemma: The Negro
Problem and Modern Democracy (1944), which famously concluded that the “negro

problem” was, in fact, “the white man’s problem.”’”®

In adding why things happened the way
they did to the tyranny of what happened, it is my objective to expose the irrationality of
oppression. And it is my intent to give voice to the oppressed by locating African-descended
people in a narrative from which they have been obliterated. Furthermore, I make a conscious

attempt to feature black agency in the stories I relate and in the authorship of historical and

critical commentary I include.

Othello as Literary and Historical Icon

Alongside Hamlet, Lear and Macbeth and Romeo, Othello is the most compelling and
(in my view) the most heartbreaking of the tragic protagonists wrought by the greatest
dramatist and the most influential writer the world has ever produced. Hamlet, Lear and
Macbeth are of European royalty: Shakespeare’s Othello is an African-born prince who, in the
world of the play, sixteenth century Italy, is far from his West African homeland in distance,
time, and experience. Othello is among those black Africans of the early modern world who

are displaced by the ill fate of having been captured and infamously sold into slavery. He is a
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member of the great African diaspora of the Atlantic world and should be understood in the
context of that framework.

Against all odds and expectations, Othello — by virtue of his prodigious talent, his
enterprise, his noble character, his cultural capacity and his ability to transcend bondage and
racial bigotry — manages as the racial outsider to become a member of the European
Renaissance elite (. Othello’s story (prior to his marriage Desdemona just before the opening
action of the play) is of the successful assimilation of an upwardly mobile black man into
white society. Othello is a striver. He is a black man who manages to penetrate the near
highest ranks of white power.

In the scenes of his eponymous drama, Shakespeare presents us with an exotic stranger
who fought his way out of slavery eventually to serve the Venetian state as the esteemed
commanding General of its armed forces, only to be brought down by the forces of jealousy
and racism. Othello, The Moor of Venice is an intensely intimate story told by Shakespeare
against the backdrop of a world order turned upside down on the brink of transnational
modernity.

It is hard not to see in Othello an early modern example of Malcolm Gladwell’s
Outliers: “It is not enough to be bright or talented to succeed... Nor is success simply the sum
of the decisions and efforts we make on our own behalf. It is, rather, a gift. Outliers are those
who have been given opportunities — and who have had the strength and presence of mind to
seize them.””’

And for all his exoticism, may not Othello, in the end, claim both African and European
identities? He is a true a citizen of the world. And, like his poet-creator, Othello belongs to

everyone.
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The Big Question

Historians ask questions as they investigate their subjects. They like to know, what is
the big question? The key historical question being considered?

The big question that guides this project is who is Othello?
Who in Shakespeare’s imagination? Who in the underlying source material? Who relative to
audiences and readers? Who based on historical possibilities?

I am definitely on rocky territory as an historian when I ask, who might he have been.
But that is my point. I have constructed a biography of Othello as a signifying figure. I have
imagined him as an emblematic yet real man of the African diaspora in early modern Europe.
In doing so, I also ask the following questions.

Who is Othello in modern culture?

Who is Othello to the reader and theatergoer?

What place does he occupy in the collective imagination?

What did (and does) he symbolize?

Why did Shakespeare tell his story?
And I also concern myself with topic historians love to investigate: change over time. So...

How did Othello change over time?
This too will be addressed.
But in truth, perhaps, the really big question is,

Why should we care?
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What is Othello to Us that We Should Concern Ourselves with Him?

The answer to why we should care about Othello permeates every aspect of this
project. I use history as an opportunity to interrogate the present: Othello as a medium to
interrogate the subject of race and race relations in our contemporary world.

April 10, 2014, President Barack Obama spoke at the Civil Rights Summit in Austin,
Texas in celebration of the 50™ anniversary of the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act,
which ended legal racial segregation in the nation’s public spaces. He cited his very
appearance at the podium as America’s first black president as a testament to the progress
made since President Lyndon Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act in the presence of Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr.

But what was reported, notably by Charles M. Blow in The New York Times the day
after, was the sobering fact that we are more segregated as a society than ever: “About 40
percent of white Americans and about 25 percent of nonwhite Americans are surrounded
exclusively by friends of their own race.” And furthermore: “Students are more racially
segregated in schools today than they were in the late 1960s and prior to the enforcement of
court-ordered desegregation in school districts across the country.” With the astonishing
finding that “New York has the most segregated schools in the country.”

This is why we should care.

It has been empirically demonstrated that there are positive consequences of
encountering the Other as neighbor. Prejudice diminishes, as the hitherto “unseen and
unknown” stranger becomes known. Empathy and socialization set in. As reported in

London’s The Independent in March 2014 (and picked up soon after by Charles Blow in The

65



New York Times), Psychology Professor Miles Hewstone of Oxford University led an
international study published in the journal Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences
with these conclusive results: “We have shown that positive contact between people
belonging to different ethnic groups leads to more tolerant societies overall.” In The
Independent, Steve Connor states:
People who live in ethnically diverse streets are less racially prejudiced than
individuals living in highly segregated areas and their increased tolerance is due
directly to the experience of a more integrated society. Even when white people have
little interaction with other groups living in the same ethnically diverse community,
they feel more tolerant towards them purely because they witness positive interactions

between different racial groups.”

Prof. Hewstone and his team call this effect “passive tolerance.” He describes it this
way:

If two white people with identical views went to live in different postcodes for a year,
the person in the neighborhood with more mixing between ethnic groups would likely
leave more tolerant. We would see this effect even if they never personally spoke to
people from other ethnicities. The size of this ‘passive tolerance’ effect on people's
prejudice is of the same order as the effect of passive smoking on lung cancer risk.”’
“We need to see people other than ourselves in order to empathize,” is clearly the
message of this study, cautions Blow. “If we don’t live around others we do ourselves and our
society damage because our ability to relate becomes impaired. It’s easy to demonize, or
simply dismiss, people you don’t know or see. It’s in this context that we can keep having
inane conversations about the ‘habits’ and ‘culture’ of the poor and ‘inner city’ citizens,” he
adds, leaving us to ponder our fate as a culture: “It’s nearly impossible to commiserate with

the unseen and unknown.”*°

Tragically, segregation in our communities and major cities has
been fueled by a system of legal and systematic social engineering that institutionalized

racism through white only housing dictums in even our most liberal states to dire continuing

effect.
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As we have seen in Prologue, Part 2, an encounter with the Other through literature
renders the unknown knowable in the realm of the imagination. The sometimes
unsympathetically considered (or simply unconsidered) black man was both revealed and
made known by Shakespeare in the figure of Othello. How can we ever question again
whether Othello matters? He stands in for the all too rare true to life empathic encounter with
the “unseen and unknown” Other. Because of the effect of the power of the brand which has
become Shakespeare, Othello may still be the focus of the first stirrings of empathy many
white Americans feel for a person of color.

The ratio of the number of black people to the native English population may have
been small in Shakespeare’s day, but the possibility of encounter in the City of London was
potentially greater than today even though the current ratios are much higher in today’s cities
and communities. Why? Because Shakespeare’s London was not segregated by
neighborhood.

In The Biography of Othello, 1 imagine Othello’s life in its historical context. Othello,
in my reading of the play, is a vector for the transformative role the construction of race plays
in the forces of history. This is why a work of literature written so long ago still speaks to us

today.
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Othello: America’s Play

One of the most grotesque inconsistencies in the development of
the Americas was the idea that a utopian enterprise could be
founded on the backs of slaves.

— Albert Boime, The Art of Exclusion®

Othello has been called by some Shakespeare’s “American play” because it is about
race. The objective of this book is to ask what the story of Othello can tell us about our
history of race and how we can understand our racial divisions by examining our past with the
hope that this will help us to make positive change. Seen through Shakespeare’s lens Othello
is a vector for the transformative role the construction of race plays in the forces of history.
This is why this work of literature written so long ago still speaks to us today. We must
acknowledge that America is a nation at odds with itself when black America exists within the
context of its irrefutable struggle to have its presence consented to by white America. Race is
an embedded and volatile fault-line in our culture. Seepage from its fissure is white racism. It
exists in our politics. We enact white supremacist policy without overtly saying so when the
real purpose is to diminish the proportion of votes cast by African Americans

And that means dismantling color as the arbiter of opportunity to access American
democracy.

As Toni Morrison observes: “Color is a substitute for racism.” The “privileges to
certain kinds of color...are social constructs; these are not inventions of science.” Rather they
are standards conceived by the people they most prefer. Simply acquiescing to white privilege
by ignoring its effects on the people it excludes and disadvantages means that everyone who

benefits from the privileges of whiteness is contributing to the perpetuation of racism. It is
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just that simple.

The reasons that human beings construct arbitrary differences are self-serving, offers
Morrison: “Some profitable, some just personal.” Privilege based on color requires imaging a
certain comparative condition: It presupposes “thinking of how can you feel really, really
good about yourself if there is nothing to be othered, if you can’t separate yourself from
something that you are convinced is lower than yourself.”* This notion of what we call
“Othering” is to know the self in opposition to that which I am not and (all too often)
demonizing one’s opposite. Othering is role playing that serves the agenda of the subjugator,
for it creates a rational for assigning inferiority and disrespect to a group based on an
unempirical pecking order of human phenotypical, cultural, ethnic and/or religious difference
that power dictates.®” As pseudo-science, it is half-backed. As social policy, it is a weak and
pathetic position from which to build one’s identity. But for the dominant culture, white
culture, to prosper at the expense of marginalized “Others”, especially black Others, is both
our history and our scourge.

In the light of the deaths of countless black people, who it has been exposed through
the democratization of the media are losing live to structural racism, we can no longer ignore
the truth: What makes America great was born of everything that made it unjust.

As Ta-Nehesi Coates writes to his son in his epistolatory essay, Between the World
and Me (2015). “There is no them without you, and without the right to break you they must
necessarily fall from the mountain, lose their divinity and tumble out of the Dream...”
Without the black other to oppress, those privileged enough to participate in the American
dream, which by definition is only available to white America because it does not exist

without the sacrifice of black bodies, “would have to determine how to build their suburbs on
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something other than human bones, how to angle their jails toward something other than a

9984

human stockyard, how to erect a democracy independent of cannibalism.”" If we are serious

about equality and equal opportunity in America we must stop this cycle and “fix” the

9585

disparity of white privilege that is, “ill-gotten and selective.”” There is no American Dream

— the myth of the self-made American — if only white people can choose whom they want to
be.

In order to effect necessary change in the social order of opportunity, those of us
possessed of white privilege must teach ourselves to become more sensitive to the gradations
of our advantage because it is hard to see past and through the distancing that by definition
privilege creates. White privilege speaks to the corollary that often goes unaddressed in
black/white relations: What puts you at a disadvantage puts me at an advantage. And vice
versa. We can start by at least recognizing this dialectic as a problem and dig at our own
prejudices and the effects of implicit bias towards black people. White America should
confront unexamined feelings of entitlement. We must figure out how to deal with the
inevitably push and pull that results when we admit that some of us must experience a degree
of loss in our privileged status so that everyone can be equal. Paraphrasing President Obama,
my liberty cannot depend on a denial of yours if America is to live up to the promise of its
foundational creed.™

Any contemporary examination of white privilege needs to expose the results of its
concrete application in discriminatory social policy to show how making whiteness the
condition of opportunity has created a permanent African American underclass. The truly
shocking statistic Coates alerts us to in his article is this: “Black families, regardless of

income, are significantly less wealthy than white families. The Pew Research Center
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estimates that white households are worth roughly 20 times as much as black households.”®’

Writing in The New York Times on white privilege, Parul Sehgal provides some historical
context on how we should understand the disparities of opportunity in American culture based
on color and inequality is more than just economic. “In the 1930s, Sehgal tells us, “W.E.B.
Du Bois had an insight that privilege isn’t only about having money — it’s a state of being.
He noted a ‘psychological wage’ of whiteness: Poor whites felt that they outranked poor
blacks; they could at least vote and access public schools and parks.”*®

Here we have a clear example of a situation where even if a white person does not
have much that individual can at least take comfort in knowing that the condition of whiteness
confers greater rights to those who possess it than any black person could ever hope for.
White privilege begins as a mindset with invidious roots. As playwright August Wilson, who
spent his career chronicling the black experience in America, so presciently notes, this
relationship between color and privilege carries with it the taint of America’s original sin:
“The term black or African American not only denotes race; it denotes condition and carries
with it the vestige of slavery and the social segregation and abuse of opportunity so vivid in
our memory.”

Going forward, it is critical that we acknowledge that white privilege is the vestigial
limb of its more virulent corpus, white supremacy. Which, with its race hatred and racist
violence at its core, its brutality and inhumanity, lives catastrophically among us. To suppose
otherwise is magical thinking, deluding ourselves that we live in the image of what we think
this nation stands for. The tragic murder of nine targeted black worshipers at Emanuel African

Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church in Charleston, South Carolina, June 17, 2015, were

designed by its perpetrator (and set forth in an online white supremacist diatribe) to start a
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self-described “race war” to defend white privilege.”’ We can directly relate the martyrdom of
the “Emanuel Nine” to one confessed white supremacist’s vicious and twisted impulse to
promote his own value by murdering black Americans at prayer as an assertion of white
privilege.

Make no mistake Dylan Roof’s hateful line of thinking comes from a carefully
constructed ideology of self-justification that is tied to America’s heritage as a slave society.
A slave society that was the economic underpinning of the democracy so enjoyed by the
people of white privilege. “To celebrate freedom and democracy while forgetting America’s
origins in a slavery economy is patriotism a la carte,” is a Ta Nehesi Coates truism that
deserves serious attention.”’

Roof’s racism is sourced in a historical belief system. As Andrea Mitchell noted of
the then twenty-one-year-old on her television news show, “He was not born hating black

%2 No, it was something he learned. He learned it in the zeitgeist of hate.

people.

The Biography of Othello, a Signifying Life treats Shakespeare’s Othello as an
intercessor in a dialogue between oppositional attitudes expressed towards the racial Other by
the dominant culture at the cusp of modernity. The story of Othello mirrors the history of the
construction of race in Western consciousness. The manner in which Shakespeare’s “noble
Moor” has been received in intellectual and populist circles and on the British and American
stage tracks the development of the black image in the white mind and the evolution of racist
thought. It parallels the development of institutionalized racist social policy, racialist ideology
and pseudo-science.

Othello’s trajectory is an American story because race occupies a singular significance

in our history and because race is still a barrier to equal opportunity and national unity.
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America’s “race problem” has been with us from our founding. America — a land of paradox
where both slavery and a devotion to the principles of individual freedom were equally at its
existential core — is still refining its creed and struggling to enact its purpose.

As President Barack Obama observed on the occasion of his second inauguration:
“Through blood drawn by lash and blood drawn by sword, we learned that no union founded
on the principles of liberty and equality could survive half-slave and half-free. We made
ourselves anew, and vowed to move forward together.” It is this repurposing of the
restrictions on who participated in our early democracy — white, male, landowners — to
expand the principles of liberty for all that makes us great as a nation.

“Today we continue a never-ending journey,” Obama continued, “to bridge the
meaning of those words with the realities of our time. For history tells us that while these
truths may be self-evident, they have never been self-executing; that while freedom is a gift
from God, it must be secured by His people here on Earth.” Fine words from the nation’s first
black president. So difficult to achieve.

Couched in the legacy of captivity, oppression, and inhuman bondage, race in America
is still a fulcrum for guilt and blame. In 2008, we as a people congratulated ourselves on the
election of a black American to the highest office in the land. It represented a huge milestone.
But this country has never been good with the follow up when it comes to progressive racial
landmarks. Think of the failure of post-Civil War Reconstruction, the subsequent enactment
of separate but equal Jim Crow laws in the South and redlining, the discriminatory housing
policies that used race and ethnicity to determine mortgage eligibility in the North. All of
which persisted deep into our present times.

Now we can see that, sadly, the election of our first black president has been used by

73



his political opponents on the right to stir up grievances and foment racial animosity, rather
than resolve our differences. The act of selection by majority election of Barack Obama and
all he stands for was so anathema to the far-right that they have worked assiduously to deny
this president his legitimacy. They have put their own dystopian figurehead in office as
president to deny Obama a legacy, to reverse anything and everything that made his
presidency meaningful. Witness the obsession with “repealing and replacing” Obamacare.
These forces of right-wing extremism have elected the father of “birtherism” to succeed him.
From the conflation of policy attacks with personal attacks, Trump has done all in his power
to undermine Barack Obama’s legitimacy and effectiveness as president in order to provide a
cautionary tale to black aspiration.

Kim F. Hall, in her very important, insightful article, “Beauty and the Beast of
Whiteness: Teaching Race and Gender,” points out that the discussion of race in Othello, or,
in fact, any Renaissance drama, must “not focus on minoritized people” as objects for study.
Raising the matter of race is not enough. If issues of power are not engaged, argues Hall, then
“[s]uch an approach may actually collude in racial inequality” because all you have done is
isolate and problematize the black person as “other” Hall underscores this point by quoting
Peggy MacIntosh’s following observation: “I realized I had been taught about racism as
something that puts others at a disadvantage, but had been taught not to see one of its
corollary aspects, white privilege.” Because “Other” is defined in reference to whiteness,
white privilege must be a part of the discourse around race.”

This could not be more important to interpreting Shakespeare’s Othello. Observe how
the issue of power can alter the discourse. Othello can either be viewed as a benighted victim

of self-doubt, a jealous husband gulled by his own credulity (as he often is) or as a righteous
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and trusting sacrifice to the preserve of white male privilege. The events of the play stay the
same, but the stakes that inform the action within which Othello is brutally manipulated are
strikingly different. Desdemona, who consciously challenges white male patriarchy is a

martyr or a victim.

Othello, a Signifying Life

From its inception in the Jacobean theater, every consequent reading or performance of
Othello has been a reenactment of each individual’s encounter with the Other. As a reflection
on how the West confronts human diversity with not only anxiety and fear but also, yes, with
attraction and desire, this book is about how Othello is an indispensable key to understanding
our shared humanity in spite of our differences.

The Biography of Othello treats Shakespeare’s play about a black hero as a vehicle to
interrogate the nature of race and its social construction in the context of an early modern
European consciousness of racial difference that could structure an emerging economic order
in Capitalism based upon the exploitation of black bodies. As a reflection of the spirit of the
age in each successive age, audience and reader response to Othello chronicles the politics of
racial identity and representation and the state of race relations as they have changed over
time. This is why a play written so long ago in the past still speaks to us today. We are still
living the aftermath of slavery and its racist regimes.

In The Biography of Othello, 1 1ook at the play from its origins in Shakespeare’s lived
experience and in the context of his imaginary. I show how Othello has roots in Shakespeare’s
awareness of African history and Africa’s encounter with Europe and his own very real

encounters with black people living in England. I explore how the character Othello has
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emerged as a social and cultural signifier: from character to icon, to political and cultural
symbol from Shakespeare's time to the present. My concern is with history’s claims to truth,
addressed from the relationship between what happened and what might have happened. And
I interrogate the implications of historical bias.

The Biography of Othello takes a trajectory that begins with the first European
expansion into West Africa - to the enslavement of Africans to supply labor for colonial
economies - to a new American nation that could profess that all men are created equal, while
enshrining color-code slavery in its Constitution. Through the arc of the narrative we move to
Abolition — to Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation (fig. 169) Error! Reference source not
found.— to Jim Crow — through the Civil Rights Movement and, finally, to the election of a
black American president (Obama as Othello?). As a forum for ideas, this book project is a
synthetic work of cultural and social history (the construction of race, the history of
difference, and the history of consciousness) in a global context that reinserts reflexively
overlooked aspects of the African and African diaspora experience into the grand schema of
Western Civilization and world history.

Othello is featured in this project as our guide to understanding the history of European
and Anglo-American attitudes towards race as registered both within the individual and in
society, allowing us to trace over time the impact these attitudes have in the world.
Throughout history Othello has demonstrated its capacity to be a medium through which we
interrogate ourselves as we confront our ability to access our humanity in relationship to the
Other. For in Othello we learn what it is to Other and to be Othered.

It was radical indeed for Shakespeare to create a tragic hero in the Western tradition

who is African. In his Poetics, the earliest known treatise on dramatic theory (a text which
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Shakespeare and his poet peers were held accountable to), Aristotle stipulates that the hero of
a tragedy must be someone audiences will feel pity for and whose fate they will fear for
because they care for him. But by dint of circumstance the hero cannot be an ordinary man.
He must be a man of noble birth with the quality of greatness. This Aristotelian ideal is not
the typical image of the black man in the early modern world. But Shakespeare gives Othello
royal birth, a royal African birth, and vests him with uncommon humanity; he is a public
figure both to be admired and warmed to as a relatable human being. This makes an
extraordinary statement about the measure of commonality when under the rules of
Shakespeare’s culture, it is indeed remarkable that Othello exists at all.

To tell Othello's story both on and off the stage, is to consider the contested meanings
of race, class, gender, power, masculinity, sexuality, betrayal and honor. Part saga, part
discourse, part travelogue, all radical history, in this book I lead the reader on a literal journey
of discovery that disrupts all previous preconceptions of historical understanding about race.
It is an encounter that includes Shakespeare’s newfound black London neighbors and the
“Dark Lady of the Sonnets.”

We will trace with the very real and diverse topographies of the early modern Black
Atlantic world, that inspired the poet. Locations which center and inform Othello from its
origins in Shakespeare’s lived experience and the recesses of his imagination.

You will learn that over the 500-year history of the Atlantic slave trade how the
dynamic and complex story of the African diaspora impacted and wrote the history of
modernity. It is a narrative that includes centuries of persecution and enduring struggle, acts
of heroisms and personal triumphs in the face of unspeakable atrocities, depredations,

demonization and marginalization. The African diaspora is tied together by its collective story
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of suffering and spirit, strength and ingenuity, which resides in the mind and in the heart of a
people forcibly displaced and enslaved. It is a story inextricably tied to a shared identity
constructed from commonality and group solidarity in the consciousness of an African origin
that reifies its members. Survival is the story: The people who survived, its embodiment.

You will learn about the first time the West became fearful of its encounter with
Islam. A complex and dynamic relationship between two dominant cultures, the followers of
Islam brought art, science, architecture and knowledge to Christendom, as well as centuries of
conflict. Although the Age of European Expansion marked the end to Islam’s 800-year rule
over the Iberian Peninsula, and Islamic culture waned in influence in Europe, the threat of
Islamic power did not. With the rise of the Turks and the fall of Constantinople in 1453, the
war between Islam and the West for sovereignty was as much a feature of the ensuing
sixteenth century as it is of the late twentieth and twenty-first century.

Suleiman I, known as “the Magnificent,” (see fig. 97, fig. 98) Error! Reference
source not found.was a famous ruler of the early modern period, presiding over the apex of
the Ottoman Empire’s military, political and economic might. Othello, sent in Shakespeare’s
play by the Republic of Venice to Cyprus to do battle with the Turks, is an instrument in this
epic clash of civilizations — a struggle that has endured ever since.

You are there with me as I search for knowledge and meaning while tracking Othello
through interpretive and historical traditions that lead us to our present-day world of
unresolved racial angst. Over time Othello’s narrative in the zeitgeist serves as a barometer
for tracking racialism — the belief in the existence and saliency of racial difference. Through

Othello’s history on the stage and in recorded critical response to the text, we can map social
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attitudes towards blackness over the expanse of years Shakespeare has influenced world
culture.

Othello, as a reflection of the spirit of the age in which it was written, chronicles the
politics of identity and representation in an increasingly race-inflected world. In Othello
Shakespeare problematizes the nature of race and its social construction in the context of an
early modern European consciousness that could, yes, stomach chattel slavery for Africans as
a natural condition, but could also tolerate elevating the status of an exceptional black man
like Othello to the ranks of white power and privilege when it served society’s purpose.

Since that time, the character Othello has served as a tracking reflection of the
dominant European and Anglo-America attitudes towards tolerating the presence of an elite
African — especially with respect to interracial relationships — as attitudes changed. “For the
first 200 years of Othello’s performance history in England, the character Othello — invariably
played by white actors — was depicted with dark makeup.”

But by 1820, English actor Edmund Kean had normalized a lighter-complexioned
“tawny” Moor... In 1826 Edwin Forrest became the first famous American-born Othello,
debuting a lighter-featured version of the character at the age of 20 (his final performance in
the role was in 1872, the year he died).”*

This became known as the “bronze age of Othello.” Othello was still being depicted
on the stage as an ethnic “Other,” but one quite distinct from African Americans.”

Thus, Othello was literally whitened on English and American stages — as actors
applied lighter and lighter greasepaint as a gesture of racial purification. Every time Othello’s
color changed on stage, it was because the culture’s way of looking at him changed.” It was

not until the twentieth century before Othello was eventually restored to blackness.
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[I]n an increasingly race-obsessed 19th-century America that would go to war over
slavery, develop a more coherent ideology of white supremacy, and invent blackface
minstrel performance, Othello provided a unique opportunity to define American
whiteness. What troubled many white people, in short, was that the revered Bard
himself had created a noble character who was also black. To acknowledge Othello as
black was to taint Shakespeare’s greatness, and to admit the possibility that African
Americans could also possess the author’s positive characteristics.”®

The poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge was one prominent opinion-maker for whom such
a noble character could not possibly be black. The prevailing attitudes of racial prejudice
would not allow for this seeming anomaly. Others “reconciled Othello’s blackness by seeing
it as a flaw of the play or as a cautionary tale about race mixing.””’

A pattern of transformation of this kind leaves its residue in the collective memory
with each encounter. Thus, every reading or performance of Othello is a reenactment of all
past engagements with the text. Imagine a layering process that has embedded a palimpsest of
meaning in the pages of Shakespeare’s playscript. Each imbrication has had a hand in shaping

the moment of our present racial consciousness. This is why a 400-year old literary work can

speak so powerfully to us today.

The World’s First Black Man

You will discover that the story of Othello as I tell it represents Othello not only as he
appears in the story Shakespeare’s gives us as a fictional character but as someone who might
actually have lived. My strategy is to reimagine Othello as an allegorical figure through a
historical lens. In the parlance of theater practice, to mine the play’s text for embedded clues

regarding Othello’s given circumstances — his potential lived experience. I will deconstruct

80



the poet’s imagination, in order to reconstruct for you events of the past and the culture of the
past in new and surprising ways.

So, we will look at Othello, from its origins in Shakespeare’s lived experience of race,
class and gender and the social and cultural and intellectual forces that influenced him —
Othello did not materialize out of thin air. Journeying is the trope that propels the story of
Othello from its roots in African history and Africa’s encounter with Europe to the various
manifestations of Othello as character, icon, and political and cultural symbol, from the age of
Shakespeare to the present. My objective in taking cues from an Elizabethan poet’s
imagination and to imaginatively augment Shakespeare’s plot progression — taking Othello
from a royal West African boyhood — to capture “by the insolent foe” — to sale as a
commodity of human flesh — to coerced passage on a Portuguese slave ship — to bondage in
the Iberian world — to personal redemption as Christian convert in Rome — to freedom as a
soldier of fortune — to service as General of the Venetian forces — to husband to Desdemona —
and, finally, to Cyprus, as military envoy for the city-state of Venice — is simply to actualize a
potential to understand what might have been.”® Through Othello we can access the historical
basis for the life of an African prince disordered by the confluence of encounter between
Europe and non-European peoples — a condition characteristic of his time.

Today Othello stands as a racial signifier with a history like no other. Shakespeare and
Othello occupy that liminal space we refer to as common knowledge. Each of us knows
Othello — or at least we know of Othello. You do not have to be educated to know Othello, or
even literate to know Othello. We know him either through a direct encounter with
Shakespeare’s text or simply as an indexical sign that touches all our lives. Only Shakespeare,

the greatest playwright of all time, has the power to confer immortal fame on tragic heroes of

81



the drama with the touch of a pen — and through words that many may never even personally
hear or read.

As a member of the pantheon that includes Hamlet, Lear, and Macbeth, Othello is a
figure indelibly woven into the warp and weft of our social fabric as a cultural referent. And
Shakespeare’s noble Moor is notable for being the first individual of African origin to fully
live in the collective conscience. Time out of mind, from the very first performance of the
play, readers and playgoers have used Othello to process their feelings and make meaning of
race. Othello is the proto-African onto whom people who benefit from white privilege have
long projected their feelings about racial others.

No other figure, neither real or imagined, can rival Othello’s breadth as a cultural
signifier or touch his illustrative legacy when it comes to tracking the historical currents of
racial identity and difference from England, to Africa, and across Europe, to America. This is
because the plays of Shakespeare are ubiquitously and universally available — and accessed in
many languages. It is also because we have a record of how the character Othello has been
represented by actors on the world stage as a performance of race.

In The Biography of Othello, 1 demonstrate that Shakespeare, in a gesture of
unprecedented tolerance for his time, used his play about an interracial marriage to make a
case for the need for racial understanding. What could be more meaningful in today’s world
beset as we are with so many crises of racial injustice and the unresolved currents of strife and
mistrust that sour the civics of current race relations?

Othello exerts an almost gravitational pull on us. He is the first person of African

origin to penetrate and live in the collective conscience. That is the power of the reach of
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Shakespeare’s drama and the even greater power of Othello on the stage. It is because of this
that I dare to call Othello the world’s first black man.

Certainly, there are those, among them many black people, who will protest I am
unduly privileging Shakespeare — a Dead White Male author, after all, by crediting him with
the origins of the world’s first black man. But in making this assertion I am identifying
Othello as the uniquely important symbol he represents in Western thought with his potent
and universally understood as a set of cultural referents. In so doing it is not my intention to
deny agency to black people — in fact, it is my purpose in this study to showcase the
individual lives of Africans and people of African descent whenever I can to rectify their
absence from the master narrative of history as it has traditionally been written.

As for Shakespeare, he is not just any DWM: he is Shakespeare-as-literary-institution
— one of the most influential brands in global culture. That Shakespeare, an extraordinary
aesthetic visionary capable of seeing beyond standard ways of thinking, elevated a black man
to the status of tragic hero in one of his dramas and chose to introduce racism as the theme of
a tragedy was a singular act of profound significance in the history of racial understanding
and how we construct race. No, Shakespeare is not the voice of the black experience, but
under the circumstance of his time where the black man is denied a voice, he insures that he
will have one. He is the literary architect who believed that a black man should have a voice
after all.

When you have been denied voice by an oppressive system, you will turn to someone
who understood the voice of the human condition — and that is Shakespeare. The power of
representation is the very nature of theater, and Shakespeare is beyond measure in providing

us with a counterfeit reality that is true to our experience. Why should we expect anything
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different with his treatment of Othello? The way we receive information and value one person
or one culture over another certainly impacts our collective knowing. And nothing rivals the
power of brand Shakespeare to confer value.

No one culture or race should be privileged over another. Great writers take from their
predecessors. And I would argue that Shakespeare belongs to all of us, he has become too
iconic to be the property of any one race or culture.

Poet Maya Angelou confides in us, “Shakespeare is a black woman.”””

The sage African American historian and philosopher W.E.B. Du Bois — grandson of
Othello Burghardt — asserts his right to claim Shakespeare as his own when at the turn of
twentieth century he defiantly announces to Jim Crow America: “I sit with Shakespeare and
he winces not.”""

In Color Conscious: The Political Morality of Race (1999), Anthony Appiah
references Du Bois’ now famous quote when he expresses concern that our educational
system, in an attempt at cultural relevancy, segregates content in the classroom in a way that
wreaks havoc for all.

Because Homer and Shakespeare are products of Western culture they are awarded to

white children who have never studied them, never heard their names. And in this

generous spirit the fact is forgotten that cultural geneticism deprives white people of
jazz and black people of Shakespeare. This is a bad deal...'"'

Of course, the right way to contend with the competition between Shakespeare and
other valued texts is simply not to consign Shakespeare to solely a textual study. Courses in
theater and drama as an arts practice should be part of every young person’s education, along
with the other arts. If the arts were valued as part of the standard curriculum, then teachers

and students would not be faced with such draconian choices. In Shakespeare’s day he was
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called a “scenic poet;” his plays should be studied en scene.

When I was dean of the CalArts Theater School, I recruited the Pulitzer-prize winning,
African American playwright Suzan-Lori Parks to head our new MFA writing program. As a
condition, she required that we establish in the Theater School a course called — “Shakespeare
Read-through.” Suzan-Lori wanted her students to encounter Shakespeare because, as she
puts it:

Shakespeare's plays have soul, with the mind and heart in perfect balance. That's what

I love about his work, and that's what I seek to emulate. Those are the footsteps that

I'm working to follow in.'*

But she also wanted her students, as she notes, “freed from having to regurgitate
conventional thought” about Shakespeare’s plays.

Suzan-Lori recognized that often what burdens Shakespeare for students who come at
his plays from diverse backgrounds is the culture of literary criticism that privileges the
expert’s — the white expert’s — interpretation over the reader’s own relationship to the work
that’s on the page. As we have seen it is the critical process itself, with its own rarified
language and culturally imposed chauvinisms that rather than elucidate the work, can create
an impenetrable barrier formed by those who would tell us what we are supposed to correctly
understand from a play of Shakespeare’s.

Suzan-Lori’s purpose in banishing the critics was to banish the prejudice and bias in
the discourse around Shakespeare plays, especially the misrepresentation of race. So
“Shakespeare Read-through” was a class where the critics were pointedly not to be consulted
in order to liberate the “soul” of the plays for the students to discover for themselves and find
themselves within — no matter their color.

When I think of the audience for this biography of Othello, I always have in mind the
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young black actors I have encountered in the course of my career as a producer and as an
educator who to this day see playing Othello as the epitome of their career aspirations. They
deserve to know the play that Shakespeare wrote is indeed inclusive of their culture and the
history of their people.

But even with the growing preponderance of evidence that establishes the physical
presence of black people in Tudor and Stuart London, the news has not uniformly trickled
down even to theater people. Consider how the celebrated director Peter Sellars has grappled
with this issue even as he directed an imaginative adaptation of the Shakespeare play, called
Desdemona, written by Toni Morrison, and first produced in 2011. The director had a “long
debate with Morrison about the contemporary worth of the play itself.” As a reporter
interviewing Sellars for The Guardian wrote in 2015, “Morrison had thought Othello still a
useful play; Sellars for many years had not been convinced.” In Sellars’ own words: “I was
annoyed at this play [Othello], and really felt Shakespeare didn’t know any black people, and
that showed.”

How Peter Sellars response to the play have changed if he knew the true history of
black people in early modern England, we can only imagine.

That even Peter Sellars can be misled about the presence/absence of black people in
Shakespeare’s world, and how they influenced him, shows what happens when advances in
scholarship do not penetrate the public awareness. This failure in not knowing the facts is not
Sellars’ fault. It is the collective resistance to changing received information and embracing
the true historical record that has failed Peter Sellars.

This absence of black people in the record has failed all of us.

As a shining star in Shakespeare’s literary firmament, for many people of African
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descent I know or have researched, Othello is a source of pride. His extraordinary record of
achievement is a great success story, especially of its time. That general Othello is then
viciously brought down by racist spite is a tragedy, but not a surprise. Othello is a powerful
surrogate for the crushed ambitions of every black man who has dared to challenge the
tyranny of an intrinsically racist social system (no matter how veiled) and been denied. A man
of astonishing accomplishment Othello models the aspirational African in an inimical culture,
prefiguring all who have struggled to advance their position against the odds in a white
establishment world.

For people of all colors, Othello’s enduring presence in the world has been of such
symbolic consequence that he mediates our communal understanding of the shared burden of
race. A mere literary figure and not a real person, yet from his inception Othello has served as
the first fully dimensioned, humanely wrought, black man to positively impact black and
white relations.
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