


She loved me for the dangers I had passed

And I loved her that she did pity them.

This only is the witchcraft I have used

Othello, 1:3:168
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First Performance
At the age of 35, in 1599, after a decade or more of touring his plays

around the country, paying leases on various London theatres and

living in digs in the city, William Shakespeare finally settles down 

and creates for himself and his company, The Lord Chamberlain’s

Men, a permanent home on the South Bank at Bankside. It is the

first theatre in England to be designed and paid for by a group 

of actors. It costs the company £600 to build it, and they call 

it The Globe. Now at last Shakespeare has a theatre of his own 

to work in; he has a company of actors to write for, some of whom

have been performing his material for years; he has a management

which trusts him, values him and gives him a financial cut of the 

company’s success, and he has an audience who are young 

and ready to imagine.

Once established in The Globe, his writing moves into a new gear.

Between 1600 and 1611 he writes, and the company performs:

Hamlet, Troilus and Cressida , All’s Well that Ends Well, Othello,

Measure for Measure, King Lear, Macbeth, Timon of Athens, Antony

and Cleopatra, Coriolanus, Pericles, Cymbeline, The Winter’s Tale

and The Tempest.

In the Accounts of the Master of Revels , there is a record 

of a performance of Othello at Court in 1604. Evidence suggests 

that the play was written some time between 1601 and 1604.

In 1565 a collection of short stories 

about love was published by the Italian

author Giraldi Cinthio. Called Hecatommithi,

it provided Shakespeare with material for

Othello and, later, for Measure for Measure.

He may have read it in the original, 

or in a French translation which came out 

in 1583, or perhaps he had access 

to a contemporary English translation.

Certainly, his plot, characterisation and

imagery echo much of Cinthio’s work. 

In 1599, the year in which the Lord

Chamberlain’s Men began the building 

of the Globe Theatre, Sir Lewis Lewkenor

published The Commonwealth and

Government of Venice based on a Latin

text, andthere is sufficient evidence in the

play to suggest that this was one 

of Shakespeare’s research sources.

Shakespeare’s sources

A man may dwell 

so long upon a thought 

that it may take him prisoner

The Marquis of Halifax

I have done
the state some
service and
they know’t Othello, 5:2:337

There is no fear in love, but
perfect love casteth out fear

1 John 4:18
Caroline Martin Nonso Anozie



Were I the Moor,
I would not be Iago Iago, 1:1:56

Mauri was the Latin name for the inhabitants of the Roman province of Mauretania

(modern-day western Algeria and north-eastern Morocco). Historically, the term Moor was

used to denote North African Muslims, of mixed Arab, Spanish and Berber origins. 

In Elizabethan England, however, the word was not geographically specific, and was used

to describe a wide variety of non-European peoples. Thus, it was applied to anyone 

of West or North African origin, to Arabs, and to Muslims in general. Shakespeare’s hints

about Othello’s origins seem to point to the continent of Africa as being his native land.

I wonder men dare
trust themselves
with men Timon of Athens

From left to right: Robin Pearce, Oliver Boot, Alex Kerr, Ryan Kiggell, Matthew Douglas

Declan Donellan Nick Ormerod David Hobbs

Jaye Griffiths



What was the awareness of Africa in

Shakespeare’s world and how was that

awareness generated? There was an

African presence in Elizabethan England,

although that presence was decidedly

small and these individuals were

primarily slaves, indentured servants,

and, inevitably, novelties. The average

English subject did not encounter

Africans on any frequent basis. Thus the

majority of information on Africa was

generated through travel writing and eye

witness accounts. This widely -circulated

literature, usually written by traders 

or seamen who had actually visited the

African continent, often embellished

descriptions of indigenous peoples,

transforming them into mythical,

cannibalistic creatures.

As a commanding Moorish figure,

Othello appears to be a positive

alternative to this popular perception 

of Africans as strange fantastical beings.

Yet there are traces of Othello’s mythical

African past in the famous handkerchief

he gives to Desdemona. We learn that an

ancient witch sewed this handkerchief 

in “prophetic fury,” dyeing the fabric 

in fluids drained from the hearts of virgin

girls. Originally given to Othello’s mother

by an Egyptian (hence African) charmer,

the handkerchief has the power 

to preserve a husband’s fidelity, so long

as it remains in Othello’s family.

While these bizarre details seem

inappropriate for such 

a seemingly ordinary object, they make

more sense in the light of Othello’s

African origins. In fact, the handkerchief

has relevance in the context of the

spiritual traditions of Africa. 

If we consider the Yoruba belief in juju –

an object with supernatural power which

has been prepared 

by a spiritual leader – the

handkerchief becomes not

only an example of this

belief, but also a clear

reminder of Othello’s

“pagan” history.

The handkerchief remains

an interesting case 

of witchcraft with compelling

African, and specifically

Yoruba, associations.

Diana Mafe, McMaster University

Make it a darling, 
like your precious eye!

… there’s magic in the
web of it

Othello, 3:4:67 & 3:4:71

Violent antipathies 

are always suspicious, 

and betray a secret affinity  

William Hazlitt

One is never deceived, 

one deceives oneself
Goethe Jonny Philips

Kirsty Besterman Michael Gardiner



The Ottoman Empire was founded around

1300 by Osman (Uthman in Arabic) who

conquered Anatolia in Northern Turkey and

subdued  neighbouring territories through

war and alliances. When Shakespeare was

born in 1564, Sulaiman the Magnificent

(1520 - 66) was enjoying the Empire’s “golden

age”, ruling most of South Eastern Europe, the

Middle East and North Africa. Ottoman power

then declined through the centuries until, 

with the overthrow of the 36th Emperor,

Turkey became a republic in 1922.

In 1570, when Shakespeare was six years old, the Turks sailed for

Cyprus and, over a period of three years, wrested it from Venetian

hands, launching as they did so centuries of dominion over the

eastern Mediterranean, and signalling the beginning of Venice’s

deterioration as a maritime power.

Valiant Othello, we must
straight employ you
Against the general
enemy Ottoman Duke of Venice, 1:3:49

Nonso Anozie



The theme of daughters defying their fathers held a certain

fascination for Shakespeare, who was himself the father of two

girls, Susanna and Judith. His catalogue of filial disobedience

ranges widely: Juliet defying Capulet in Romeo and Juliet ; the

three daughters of Lear challenging his authority in their several

ways in King Lear ; Jessica absconding to marry and taking her

father’s gold but not his blessing in The Merchant of Venice ;

Helena and Hermia arranging to meet their lovers in the forest

in A Midsummer Night’s Dream ; Celia and Rosalind escaping 

to Arden to save Rosalind’s life in As You Like It, and Katherine

wilfully obstructing her father’s ambitions for her sister 

in The Taming of the Shrew.

I do
perceive
here a
divided duty

Desdemona, 1:3:181

The ear of jealousy heareth all things
The Wisdom of Solomon, 1:10

Caroline Martin



The British Council is delighted to be

supporting Cheek by Jowl’s world tour 

of Othello as part of a programme 

of celebrations to mark our 70th year 

as the UK’s international cultural 

relations agency.

I first encountered Cheek by Jowl 

in 1994 when we invited the company 

to Russia to celebrate the opening 

of the new British Council office 

in St Petersburg. The natural venue for 

the company’s production of Measure 

for Measure was the city’s Maly Drama

Theatre – like Cheek by Jowl, the Maly 

is celebrated on the international touring

circuit. Cheek by Jowl’s contemporar y

approach was a sensation. 

Director Declan Donnellan’s lean

approach to text and staging, plus

designer Nick Ormerod’s pared-down

aesthetic, brought new meaning 

to a classic. We jumped at the chance 

to bring the company back later the

same year with the all-male As You Like

It, which proved a complete revelation.

In 1997 Declan and Nick came once

again to Russia, this time to work with

the Maly’s own actors on a production

of The Winter’s Tale. Giving another

director the opportunity to work with

his company was a remarkable act 

of trust for Maly director Lev Dodin.

Anyone who has seen the result – 

in Russia, where it is still in the Maly’s

repertoire, or in the UK, where it toured

in 1998 – can’t fail but be impressed.

The Winter’s Tale won a Golden Mask

National Theatre award in Russia – 

an unprecedented accolade for 

a production directed and designed 

by a non-native team. It was the

starting point for a string of other

collaborations in Russia, including

Boris Godunov and Twelfth Night for

the Russian Theatre Confederation, 

for which Declan is now an Associate

Director, and Romeo and Juliet at the

Bolshoi – the first time a theatre

director has staged a ballet there 

in living memory and the first time 

a foreign director has been entrusted

with the Bolshoi’s famous dancers.

Declan’s book, The Actor and the

Target, was actually published in

Russia before the UK and is already

being reprinted there.

The story of Cheek by Jowl in Russia

demonstrates the power of theatre 

as a vehicle for cultural relations, and

this production of Othello will once

again affirm the extraordinarily

powerful connections that theatre

is able to create between cultures.

Michael Bird

Director Scotland

BC Edinburgh

British Council 

Cheek by Jowl 
and the British Council

Othello 2004
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Declan Donnellan’s fresh and radical approach to 

acting takes a scalpel to the heart of the actor’s fear.

“This new ‘Advice to the Players’ cuts open every

generalisation about acting and draws out

gleamingly fresh specifics. Behind the joy and

humour of the writing, Declan Donnellan is subtly

leading young actors to an awareness of the living
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Published by Nick Hern Books (020 8749 4953/www.nickhernbooks.co.uk) at £10.99.

One of the ten great theatre
companies in the world
Time Magazine
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1982 Othello Shakespeare

1983 Vanity Fair * Thackeray

1984 Pericles Shakespeare

1985 Andromache * Racine

1985 The Man of Mode Etherege

1986 The Cid * Corneille

1986 Twelfth Night Shakespeare

1987 Macbeth Shakespeare

1988 A Family Affair * Ostrovsky

1988 Philoctetes Sophocles

1989 The Doctor of Honour * Calderon

1989 Lady Betty * Donnellan

1990 Sara * Lessing

1990 Hamlet Shakespeare

1991 As You Like It Shakespeare

1993 Don’t Fool With Love de Musset

1993 The Blind Men * de Ghelderode

1994 Measure for Measure Shakespeare

1994 As You Like It (revival)  Shakespeare

1995 The Duchess of Malfi Webster

1997 Out Cry * Williams

1998 Much Ado About Nothing Shakespeare

2002 Homebody/Kabul * Kushner

* British Premiere
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Declan Donnellan’s fresh and radical approach to 

acting takes a scalpel to the heart of the actor’s fear.

“This new ‘Advice to the Players’ cuts open every

generalisation about acting and draws out

gleamingly fresh specifics. Behind the joy and

humour of the writing, Declan Donnellan is subtly

leading young actors to an awareness of the living

process behind their work. He brings as evidence

the rich field of thought and intuition that direct

experience has made his own.” Peter Brook

Published by Nick Hern Books (020 8749 4953/www.nickhernbooks.co.uk) at £10.99.

To the West lay the Atlantic Ocean; 

to the North, the Mediterranean Sea;

to the East, the land of Egypt, and to the

South, the Sahara desert. From time

immemorial, the North coast of Africa

was home to the Berbers, who gave the

area its name: Barbary, or the Barbary

States, a name it retained until the 19th

century. Nowadays, the territory

comprises the countries of Morocco,

Algeria, Tunisia and Libya. 

The Barbary States were of topical

interest to Londoners in the year 1600. 

In August, The King of Barbary sent his

Ambassador to the Court of Queen

Elizabeth for a six month visit. 

In November, a book by the Moorish

author John Leo, (also known as Leo

Africanus), A Geographical Historie 

of Africa, was published in translation. 

In December, Shakespeare’s company,

The Lord Chamberlain’s Men, performed

at Court and it is possible their audience

included the King of Barbary’s

Ambassador. In the following year,

Liny’s Historie of the World was

translated by Philemon Holland, and

subsequently provided the playwright

with a wealth of material for the text 

of Othello.

You’ll have your
daughter covered
with a Barbary horse

Iago, 1:1:110



Since 1981 Cheek by Jowl has performed in…

Aberdeen, Accrington, Adelaide, Aldeburgh, Aldershot, Alexandria, Alkmaar, Almagro, Ambleside, Amersfoort,

Amiens, Amstelveen, Amsterdam, Ankara, Antwerp, Apeldoorn, Armagh, Arnhem, Assen, Athens, Aversham,

Aylesbury, Bacup, Banbury, Bangalore, Bangor, Barcelona, Barrow, Barton upon Humber, Basildon, Basingstoke,

Bath, Bedford, Belfast, Belo Horizonte, Bergen Op Zoom, Biggar, Billericay, Birmingham, Blackpool, Bogota,

Bombay, Boston, Bourges, Bourne End, Bracknell, Brasilia, Bratislava, Breda, Bridgnorth, Bridgwater, Brighton,

Brno, Broadstairs, Bronte, Brussels, Bucharest, Buckingham, Budapest, Buenos Aires, Builth Wells, Burton Upon

Trent, Bury St Edmunds, Buxton, Cairo, Calcutta, Cambridge, Canterbury, Carlisle, Cheltenham, Chertsey,

Chichester, Chipping Norton, Cleethorpes, Colchester, Coleraine, Cologne, Colombo, Copenhagen, Coventry,

Craiova, Crawley, Crewe, Croydon, Cuyk, Darlington, Delhi, Den Bosch, Den Haag, Derry, Dhaka, Dilbeek,

Doetinchem, Drachten, Dublin, Dudley, Dumfries, Dundee, Durham, Dusseldorf, Eastbourne, Edinburgh,

Ellesmore, Epsom, Erlangen, Evesham, Exeter, Fareham, Farnham, Frome, Gainsborough, Gatehouse, Glasgow,

Gorinchem, Grimsby, Groningen, Gt Yarmouth, Guildford, Gutersloh, Haaksbergen, Haarlem, Haifa, Halesowen,

Harderwijk, Harlow, Hasselt, Helmond, Helsinki, Hemel Hempstead, Hereford, Heusden-Zolder, Hexham, High

Wycombe, Hilversum, Hong Kong, Hoogeveen, Hoorn, Horsham, Hounslow, Huddersfield, Hull, Ipswich, Irvine,

Islamabad, Istanbul, Jerusalem, Kandy, Karachi, Keswick, Kathmandu, Kidderminster, King’s Lynn, Kircudbright,

Kortrijk, Krakow, Kuala Lumpur, Kyoto, Lahore, Lancaster, Langholm, Leeuwarden, Leicester, Leiden, Leighton

Buzzard, Lichfield, Lille, Lisbon, Liverpool, Ljublijana, Llantwit Major, Lochgelly, London, Loughborough, Loth,

Lowestoft, Ludwigshafen, Luton, Luxembourg, Maastricht, Madras, Madrid, Maidstone, Manchester, Market

Drayton, Melbourne, Meppel, Mexico City, Middelburg, Milton Keynes, Moffat, Montevideo, Moscow, Munich,

Neerpelt, Nelson, New York, Newcastle, Newtown, Nijmegen, Norwich, Oldham, Omagh, Ormskirk, Oslo,

Oswestry, Oundle, Oxford, Paris, Pendley, Perth, Peshawar, Pilsen, Plovdiv, Plymouth, Porto, Porto Alegre,

Portsmouth, Prague, Preston, Princes Risborough, Princeton, Recife, Recklinghausen, Redhill, Rennes,

Richmond, Rio de Janeiro, Roermond, Rome, Roosendaal, Rotterdam, Rugby, Runcorn, St Andrews, St Austell, 

St Petersburg, Salford, Sao Paulo, Scunthorpe, Shanghai, Sheffield, Shrewsbur y, Singapore, Sittard, Skegness,

Sofia, Southport, Stadskanaal, Stafford, Stamford, Stevenage, Stirling, Stockholm, Stoke on Trent, Stranraer,

Strasbourg, Stratford-upon-Avon, Stratton on Fosse, Strombeek-Bever, Sudbury, Sutton, Sydney, Tampere,

Tamworth, Taormina, Taunton, Tel Aviv, Telfor, Tewkesbury, Thame, Thessaloniki, Thornhill, Tokyo, Tolworth,

Torrington, Tunbridge Wells, Turnhout, Uppingham, Utrecht, Valladolid, Valletta, Venlo, Vienna, Wakefield,

Wallingford, Warminster, Warsaw, Washington, Wellington, Wells, Whitehaven, Winchester, Windsor, Withernsea,

Wolverhampton, Worthing, Wuerzburg, York, Zutphen and Zwolle.


