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THE GUILD SHAKESPEARE

This doesn’t mean that Othello is a simpleton, a buffoon.
He’s sometimes played that way, but it’s a terrible mistake to do
so. What we must always remember is that Othello is the tragedy of
a great man. He’s of royal descent, and he is a noble exemplar of
the culture that built the magnificent Alhambra in Granada.

The Moors were a proud, highly educated people, with a
tradition of learning and intellectual achievement that placed
them ahead of many European societies. They were anything but
savages or barbarians, and their strength is convey.ed through Fhe
commanding presence of the General we meet in the opening
acts of the play. ;

Much of the grandeur we observe in Othello is a reflection of
the marvels he has witnessed and the extraordinary adventures
he has endured. His travels have carried him to every corner of
the known world. A comparable hero today would have tales to
tell about his expeditions to the Moon, to Mars and Venus. With
his trusted ensign Iago, Othello has visited the most exotic set-
tings imaginable. He has gained rich insights and beqeﬁted from
special revelations; he has an understanding of cosmic forFes. In
the process he has acquired unbounded confidence in his own
abilities. And he has learned to put complete trust in the brother-
in-arms who has shared so many of his experiences.

Jones was nominated for a best actor Oscar for The Great White Hope,
for which he’d won a Tony on stage. August Wilson’s Fences brought a
second Tony, to join his Grammy, Obie, Drama Desk, Outer Criti(;s
Circle, and Theatre World awards. He will be long remembered for his
film part as the voice of Darth Vader in the Star Wars trilogy, and for his
roles in Field of Dreams and The Hunt for Red October.
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OTHELLO

by James Earl Jones

¥

Othello is usually thought of as a play about jealousy. But it’s not
that simple. Unlike Leontes in The Winter’s Tale, Othello never
reaches the point where you could describe him as obsessed with
jealousy. Confused, yes; jealous, no. He has one conception of
Desdemona: his portrait of the wonderful, lovely lady he married.
Then Iago holds up to him the picture of another creature: a
deceiving wanton. There’s no way that Othello can put these two
images together in a single woman. So he goes mad. His confu-
sion drives him insane.

JameEs EARL JonEs and the New York Shakespeare Festival were
launched simultaneously and in alliance thirty-five years ago. For Joseph
Papp and the Festival, Jones essayed his first of seven “Othellos” in
1964, one year after he made his film debut in Stanley Kubrick’s Dr.
Strangelove and secured an Emmy nomination for his debut guest-star-
ring role in the “Who Do You Kill?”’ episode of the East Side, West Side TV
series with George C. Scott.
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But now he’s attempting to break into the most exclusive
circle of the super-subtle Venetians. He rightly feels that he de-
serves the best, and without a moment’s hesitation he simply
draws on his personal charisma to woo and win the love of the
most desirable woman in this most sophisticated of European
capitals. It’s a bold move, but he carries it off with the same
aplomb he’s always brought to his martial exploits.

Along the way, unfortunately, without realizing it, he has
grievously offended the man on whom he has come to depend for
assistance and counsel.

So long as he remains in the field as a soldier, Othello’s role
in Venetian affairs is clearly and securely defined. But once he
alters that role by eloping with the daughter of a prominent
Senator, the Moor subjects himself to a new set of challenges. For
all his majesty as a warrior, Othello is regarded as an outsider by
at least some members of the society he seeks to join through
marriage to Desdemona. He is thus in no position to ignore the
observations and advice of a guide he accepts as an insider.

Iago knows his Venice very acutely. He’s a man of keen
intelligence and proven ability, but he doesn’t have the status or
the family connections of a Cassio. As a result, he gets passed
over for the promotion that would give him the recognition he
Ielieves himself to merit.

That turns him into a bitter cynic. He’s not a petty man, and
his is not a petty tragedy. But as he broods upon the way he’s
been mistreated, he plots the kind of retaliation that only a mind
made petty by disillusionment would undertake.

The key to Iago’s success as an avenger is the degree to
which he manages to combine the personalities of two different
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THE GUILD SHAKESPEARE

people. To those he manipulates upon the stage, he must come
across at all times as a truly good man. Meanwhile to the audience
he must be evil personified.

An actor portraying Iago must be careful not to overplay the
calculation that goes into his character. Iago is always thinking,
always plotting. But he doesn’t have everything planned out from
the beginning. At first he has only a vague notion of how he’ll
achieve his purposes. He gets more inventive as he discovers,
often to his own surprise, how trusting and believing everyone
else is.

What the actor playing Jago must bear in mind is that the
ensign’s actions are motivated by real pain. He’s not being a
villain just for the fun of it. He’s a man who has been deeply
wounded—so much so that he’s become a borderline schizo-
phrenic—and he’s striking back in a rage that allows him to seem
quite calm even as he stokes the white-hot flames that seethe
within his breast.

Iago’s wife Aemilia is sometimes blamed for her role in the
tragedy. But even she is for a long time taken in by her husband.
And once she finds herself in a compromising situation, she ini-
tially acts in accordance with the teaching that a wife has no right
to disobey her husband. Like Iago, she is trapped in a social role,
and it is only at the end of the play that she rebels and speaks out
against the mate she’d vowed to cherish as her lord and master.

Desdemona doesn’t always hold her own in a production of
Othello. She can be played as a weak innocent. It’s very important,
however, for her purity to be communicated as a kind of strength,
because in many ways Desdemona (whose name means “dis-
demon,” or the negation of the demonic) is the real center of the
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drama. What she represents are what modern audiences tend to
think of as archaic moral values, but she and the virtue she stands
for are what the men in the play are fighting over. Desdemona
and her spiritual qualities are what Othello is all about. If her
presence is not as intensely felt as that of Othello and Iago, then,
a performance of Shakespeare’s tragedy is severely diminished.

The most successful renderings of Othello in my experience
have been directed by women. They’ve had powerfully realized
Desdemonas. And I think they’ve also drawn out more of the
cmotional range and depth—including the agony—of the play’s
male characters.

I've been asked if I'd like to direct the play. Probably not. But
I hope to keep doing the role of Othello until I'm satisfied that
I've gotten it right.

X1
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MACBETH

by Zoe Caldwell

¥

I came back from six weeks in India, centered and sane. Two
weeks later I was involved in a benighted production of Macbeth
and all health vanished. What is it about that play? I had been
warned by a very distinguished member of the theatre profession
that Macbeth was not only unlucky but a source of strange evil.
“How silly!”” I thought—and jumped right in.

This was not my production; I had not cast it, nor had any
influence on the design; and in three weeks it was to open on
Broadway. The company, playing eight performances a week and
having already played eight weeks on the road with two different

ZoE CALDWELL has played most of the female roles in the Shake-
spearean canon—with Cleopatra a personal favorite. Among her direc-
torial credits is an acclaimed production of Macbeth on Broadway in
1988. A three-time Tony Award winner, Zoe Caldwell has been honored
for her performances in Tennessee Williams’ Slapstick Tragedy, The Prime
of Miss Jean Brodie, and Medea.
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directors, was in no mood for a fresh face. So I thought I'd simply
read the text and find out where the play was being “helped.” We
actors and directors seem to feel it our duty to help William
Shakespeare more than any other playwright. I know of no play-
wright who needs our help less!

Shakespeare has given us a short, sharp, riveting play abouta
splendid man’s total destruction, a fate brought about by his
becoming addicted to evil. Could anything be more timely? And
to get us ready for such excitement, the playwright brings us all to
attention by a crack of thunder, a bolt of lightning, and a brief
exchange between three witches telling us that Macbeth is their
target. Why Macbeth? Because he is the brightest and the best.
The one with the most to lose.

“Brave,” “valiant,” “noble,” “worthy” Macbeth. The King
loves him, the soldiers admire and respect him, he has close good
friends and an adoring wife. His castle even has a pleasant seat.
And he has a crucial element for evil: a human flaw. In his case,
vaulting ambition. Banquo would have been of no use to the
witches.

I became aware that the Scotland, or Scot lands, in this play
is not an established country but a series of fiefdoms gathered
together by Duncan the King and desperately keeping attackers
at bay. The bloodline is in fact created by Duncan in front of us
early in the play, making the prophecy of “King hereafter” im-
possible for Macbeth without murder. Macbeth is a renowned
killer when we first meet him, and he is given great honors and
promotions for it. So the witches couldn’t have better material to
work on.

Having read the witches’ prophecies, Lady Macbeth knows
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what they will do to her husband. And yet, knowing how strangely
ill-equipped he is to ruthlessly pursue his ambition, she does the
most extraordinary thing. She calls on the spirits of the dark to
take away what is most precious to her—her womanliness, her
femininity—so that she may be strong enough to give her hus-
band what he desires.

Godless images, images of chaos, of blood, of dark, perme-
ate the play. But what truly stunned me while working on it was
the daring way Shakespeare presents us not with an evil man but
with a man who, while we are watching, removes himself from all
human contact. “Laugh to scorn the power of man” sends chills
up my spine; for if that advice is followed, a man will surely
become alone and ultimately powerless.

And that is what Macbeth becomes. The final sweep of the
play has at its center a lonely, slightly mad, desolate figure. With
any luck, we weep. The fact that he speaks some of the most
profoundly beautiful speeches in the English language while let-
ting us see his blasted soul doesn’t hurt. It is, I think, disconcert-
ing for an audience that has come to see the wicked Macbeths at
play to be confronted with such lucid understanding of human
frailties. Sometimes the audience rejects the tragedy. But it is our
job to follow step by step what Shakespeare has written and let
the play do the work.

So why did all health vanish? Because I couldn’t clear the
path sufliciently for Mr. Shakespeare. Why is it the “bad luck
play”’? You find out for yourself.
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Editor’s Introduction to

OTHELLO
and
MACBETH

¥

It is difficult to imagine two works of greater dramatic intensity
than Othello and Macbeth. They portray the most violent of pas-
sions. They make extraordinary demands upon the audience’s
emotions. They raise fundamental questions about what it means
to be human. And they suggest that the beginning of wisdom—
and the antidote to those excesses that promote self-destruction
—is a judgment tempered by humility, compassion, and a sense
of cosmic awe.

The play that opens this volume is normally defined as a
domestic tragedy. In its exposure of the fragility of those ties that
bind a man and woman in matrimony, it can be as heart-rending
as Romeo and Juliet. In its exploration of the agonies of doubt, it
can be as gripping, and every bit as terrifying, as a political
tragedy like Macbeth. In its interrogation of the inadequacies of
carthly justice, meanwhile, it can be as disturbing, and in its own
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uity, give her Patent to offend: for if it touch not you, it comes
near no body” (IV.i.201-5). Here as elsewhere, the Ancient’s
method is to make Othello focus not on Desdemona but on his
own sense of injured merit. By stressing that the Moor’s own
“Honor” is part and parcel of Desdemona’s, Iago eventually
spurs the General to a “Rash and most Unfort'nate” act that
proves his undoing (V.ii.276).

It is a sign of Othello’s worthiness as a tragic hero that to the
end he retains the nobility that initially made him vulnerable to
Iago’s cunning. For all his machinations, the Ancient is never able
to reduce the Moor entirely to a blunt instrument of his tormen-
tor’s vengeance. Before Othello can bring himself to execute
Desdemona he must first delude himselfinto believing that he is a
minister of divine justice. And even in that role his innate gener-
osity constrains him to offer his wife a moment to prepare her
soul for Heaven. When Desdemona refuses to confess to a crime
that would have been inconceivable to her, her husband becomes
furious again. But one of the things that makes what he does
pathetic rather than malicious is the fact that he continues to
express devotion for his bride even as he forces himself to snuff
out her life. In that as well as in a more cynical sense that accords
with Iago’s strategy, Othello becomes ‘‘an Honorable Murd’rer”
(V.ii.288). No matter how we judge the Moor’s final speech and
“bloody Period,” then, we have to concur with Cassio’s assess-
ment that the hero was “Great of Heart” (V.ii.351-55).

The earliest recorded performance of the tragedy occurred
in November of 1604, when Shakespeare’s company presented
Othello at Court to their new patron, King James L. In all likeli-
hood the play had been written some three years before its pro-
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duction at Whitehall (in late 1601, perhaps, or early 1602), and
by 1604 it was probably well established in the Globe repertory.

Its first appearance in print was in a 1622 Quarto whose
derivation remains uncertain. A few modern editors prefer the
Quarto to the somewhat fuller and smoother text in the 1623
Folio collection, and the majority of those who adopt the Folio as
their control text draw freely from the Quarto for phrases that
strike them as superior in particular passages. The Guild edition
adheres as closely as possible to the later printing. The excep-
tions to this practice are isolated instances in which omissions or
manifest corruptions in the Folio call for supplemental or correc-
tive readings from the Quarto.

Shakespeare’s principal source for Othello was a novella from
the Hecatommithi (“One Hundred Tales”) of Giraldi Cinthio.
Cinthio’s collection was first published in Venice in 1565, and the
playwright probably read it in the original Italian. It is conceiv-
able that he also consulted a 1584 French version by Gabriel
Chappuys, but if so he appears to have derived little from it that
was not present in Cinthio’s rendering of the story. Our best
evidence is that the majestic tragedy we know as Othello derived
from a crude narrative about an overreaching Moor who brought
his troubles upon himself by marrying a woman of different race,
religion, and mode of life, and who was eventually duped into
beating his innocent spouse to death with a sandbag.

In Cinthio’s story “il Moro” is a pagan rather than a Chris-
tian. And the character who corresponds to Iago is motivated by
jealousy over Desdemona (and the hatred engendered by her
rejection of his attentions), rather than by anger over any slight
by the Lady’s husband. Shakespeare ennobled Othello in a num-
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