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In the opening scene of Othello ͕ �ǁ Ğ�ůĞĂƌŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�K ƚŚĞůůŽ͕ �ƚŚĞ�D ŽŽƌ͕�Ă�ŐĞŶĞƌĂů�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�s ĞŶĞƟĂŶ�ĂƌŵǇ͕�ŚĂƐ�ďĞĞŶ�
ǁ ŽŽŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶĚĞĞĚ�ŚĂƐ�ŶŽǁ �ŐŽŶĞ�Ăǁ ĂǇ�ǁ ŝƚŚ��ĞƐĚĞŵŽŶĂ�ǁ ŚŽ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĚĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ�ŽĨ��ƌĂďĂŶƟŽ͕ �ŽŶĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĞŶĂƚŽƌƐ͘ �
dŚĞ�ƐĐĞŶĞ�ƚĂŬĞƐ�ƉůĂĐĞ�Ăƚ�ŶŝŐŚƚ͘ ��ƌĂďĂŶƟŽ�ŝƐ�ǁ ŽŬĞŶ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŽůĚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŚŽĐŬŝŶŐ�ŶĞǁ Ɛ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ďůĂĐŬ�ŵĞƌĐĞŶĂƌǇ�ŚĂƐ�ƌƵŶ�
off with his daughter.  

t ŚĂƚ�ƐŽƌƚ�ŽĨ�ŝŵĂŐĞ�ĚŝĚ�s ĞŶĞƟĂŶ�ǁ ŽŵĞŶ�ŚĂǀ Ğ�ĨŽƌ�̂ ŚĂŬĞƐƉĞĂƌĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŚŝƐ�ĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ͍ �t Ğůů͕�ƚŚĞ�ĂŶƐǁ Ğƌ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�Ă�
ǀ ĞƌǇ�ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƟŶŐ�ŽŶĞ͘�s ĞŶĞƟĂŶ�ǁ ŽŵĞŶ�ǁ ĞƌĞ�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�ŶŽƚŽƌŝŽƵƐ�ŝŶ�̂ ŚĂŬĞƐƉĞĂƌĞΖƐ�ƟŵĞ͘�t Ğ�ĐĂŶ�ƐĞĞ�Ă�ƌĞĂůůǇ�ŐŽŽĚ�
example of this in a rather wonderful travel book by a man called Thomas Coryat. It's called �ŽƌǇĂƚΖƐ��ƌƵĚŝƟĞƐ.

�ŽƌǇĂƚ�ĐĂŵĞ�ĨƌŽŵ�Ă�ůŝƩ ůĞ�ǀ ŝůůĂŐĞ�ŝŶ�̂ ŽŵĞƌƐĞƚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ǁ ĞƐƚ�ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ�ŽĨ��ŶŐůĂŶĚ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞ�ƐĞƚ�Žī �ŽŶ�Ă�ǁ ĂůŬŝŶŐ�ƚŽƵƌ͘�, Ğ�
Ğǀ ĞŶƚƵĂůůǇ�ǁ ĂůŬĞĚ�ƚŚĞ�ǁ ĂǇ�ƚŽ�/ŶĚŝĂ͘ �, ŝƐ�ƐŚŽĞƐ�ƐƟůů�ƐƵƌǀ ŝǀ Ğ͘�zŽƵ�ĐĂŶ�ƐĞĞ�ƚŚĞŵ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ǀ ŝůůĂŐĞ�ĐŚƵƌĐŚ�ǁ ŚĞƌĞ�ŚĞ�ǁ ĂƐ�
born. They are, as you can imagine, somewhat threadbare.

But along the way he passed through Venice and at the centre of the book of his travels – �ŽƌǇĂƚΖƐ��ƌƵĚŝƟĞƐ, is a
ĨĂƐĐŝŶĂƟŶŐ�ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ�ŽĨ�ŚŝƐ�ƟŵĞ�ŝŶ�s ĞŶŝĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŝƚ�ŚĂƐ�Ă�ƉĂƌƟĐƵůĂƌ�ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ǁ ŽŵĞŶ͘ �/ŶĚĞĞĚ͕ �ƚŚĞƌĞΖƐ�Ă�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�
Į ŶĞ�ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƟŽŶ�ŝŶ�ŝƚ ͘ ��Ŷ�ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŚŝŵƐĞůĨ�ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ�ĂƐ�/ů�̂ ŝŐŶŝŽƌ�dŽŵĂƐŽ�KĚĐŽŵďŝĂŶŽ͕ ��KĚĐŽŵďĞ�ǁ ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�
name of his home village.

, ĞΖƐ�ƐĞĞŶ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƉŝĐƚƵƌĞ�ǁ ŝƚŚ�D ĂƌŐĂƌŝƚĂ��ŵŝůŝĂŶĂ͕ �Ă��ŽƌƚĞƐĂŶĂ�Ěŝ�s ĞŶĞƟĂ͘ �s ĞŶŝĐĞ�ǁ ĂƐ�ĨĂŵŽƵƐ�ĨŽƌ�ŝƚƐ�ĐŽƵƌƚĞƐĂŶƐ͘ �
dŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�ǁ ŚĂƚ��ŽƌǇĂƚ�ǁ ƌŝƚĞƐ͕ �͚�Ƶƚ�ƐŝŶĐĞ�/�ŚĂǀ Ğ�ƚĂŬĞŶ�ŽĐĐĂƐŝŽŶ�ƚŽ�ŵĞŶƟŽŶ�ƐŽŵĞ�ŶŽƚĂďůĞ�ƉĂƌƟĐƵůĂƌƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ǁ ŽŵĞŶ͕ �
/�ǁ ŝůů�ŝŶƐŝƐƚ�ĨĂƌƚŚĞƌ�ƵƉŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŵĂƩ Ğƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŵĂŬĞ�ƌĞůĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĐŽƵƌƚĞƐĂŶƐ�ĂůƐŽ�ĂƐ�ďĞŝŶŐ�Ă�ƚŚŝŶŐ�ŝŶĐŝĚĞŶƚ�ĂŶĚ�ǀ ĞƌǇ�
proper to this discourse, especially because the name of a courtesan of Venice is famous all over Christendome’.

dŚĞ�ĐŽƵƌƚĞƐĂŶ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŵĂŐĞ͕�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�ƐƚĂƌƚůŝŶŐůǇ͕�ŚĂƐ�ďĂƌĞ�ďƌĞĂƐƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶĚĞĞĚ�s ĞŶĞƟĂŶ�ǁ ŽŵĞŶ�ǁ ĞƌĞ�ĨĂŵŽƵƐ�ĨŽƌ�
ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŽƵƚůĂŶĚŝƐŚ�ĐůŽƚŚĞƐ͕ �ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŚŝŐŚ�ƉůĂƞŽƌŵ�ƐŚŽĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ǀ ĞƌǇ�ůŽǁ �ĐƵƚ�ĚƌĞƐƐĞƐ͘ ��ůĞĂǀ ĂŐĞ�ǁ ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ǀ ĞƌǇ�ůĞĂƐƚ�ŽĨ�
what they displayed and one of the things that Coryat and other English travellers said about Venice was that it
ǁ ĂƐ�ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ�ǀ ĞƌǇ�Ěŝĸ ĐƵůƚ�ƚŽ�ĚŝƐƟŶŐƵŝƐŚ�ďĞƚǁ ĞĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�ǁ Ğůů�ďŽƌŶ�ĨĂƐŚŝŽŶĂďůĞ�ůĂĚŝĞƐ�ƐŚŽǁ ŝŶŐ�Žī �ƚŚĞŝƌ�ǁ ĂƌĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�
the courtesans showing off theirs.  

KŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŽŶĞ�ŚĂŶĚ͕ �ƚŚĞ�ǁ Ğůů�ďŽƌŶ�ůĂĚŝĞƐ�ǁ ĂŶƚĞĚ�ƚŽ�ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞ�ŽƐƚĞŶƚĂƟŽƵƐůǇ�ƚŚĞ�ǁ ĞĂůƚŚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŚƵƐďĂŶĚƐ͘ �dŚĞ�
ĐŽƵƌƚĞƐĂŶƐ�ǁ ĞƌĞ�ĂŌĞƌ�ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ�ǀ ĞƌǇ�Ěŝī ĞƌĞŶƚ͘ �E Žǁ �ƚŚŝƐ�ĐŽŶĨƵƐŝŽŶ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�ǀ ŝƌƚƵĞƐ͕ �ĂƐ�ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĞǆƵĂů�ǁ ŝůĞƐ�
Žī �s ĞŶĞƟĂŶ�ǁ ŽŵĞŶ�ŝƐ�ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĂƚ�/ĂŐŽ�ƉůĂǇƐ�ƵƉŽŶ�ǀ ĞƌǇ�ƉŽǁ ĞƌĨƵůůǇ͘�͚/�ŬŶŽǁ �ŽƵƌ�ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ�ĚŝƐƉŽƐŝƟŽŶ�ǁ Ğůů͘�/Ŷ�
Venice, they do let heaven see the pranks they dare not show their husbands.’

/Ŷ�s ĞŶŝĐĞ�ǁ ŽŵĞŶ�ĂƌĞ�ƐĞǆƵĂů�ďĞŝŶŐƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŚƵƐďĂŶĚƐ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞĐŽŵĞ�ĚŝƐƟŶĐƚůǇ�ƵŶĐŽŵĨŽƌƚĂďůĞ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ƚŚĂƚ͘ �dŚŝƐ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�
fear that Iago conjures up in Othello. Othello is an outsider. He says he's growing old, he says ‘I'm declining into
ƚŚĞ�ǀ Ğŝů�ŽĨ�ǇĞĂƌƐ͛ �ĂŶĚ�ŚĞΖƐ�ǀ ĞƌǇ�ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞ�ŝƐ�ďůĂĐŬ͘�̂ Ž�ŚĞ�ĐĂŶΖƚ�ƋƵŝƚĞ�ďĞůŝĞǀ Ğ�ŚŝƐ�ůƵĐŬ�ǁ ŚĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�ďĞĂƵƟĨƵů�
daughter of one of the senators falls in love with him and agrees to marry him.

t ŚĂƚ�/ĂŐŽ�ĚŽĞƐ�ŝƐ�ƉůĂǇ�ƵƉŽŶ�K ƚŚĞůůŽΖƐ�ŝŶƐĞĐƵƌŝƟĞƐ�ĂƐ�ĂŶ�ŽůĚĞƌ�ŵĂŶ͕ �Ă�ďůĂĐŬ�ŵĂŶ͕ �ĂŶ�ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞƌ͘�̂ ŽŵĞŽŶĞ�ǁ ŚŽ�ŝƐ�ŝŶ�
ƚŚĞ�ƉĂǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚĂƚĞ�ƌĂƚŚĞƌ�ƚŚĂŶ�ŚŽůĚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ƉŽǁ Ğƌ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƚĂƚĞ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ǁ ĂǇ�ƚŚĂƚ��ĞƐĚĞŵŽŶĂΖƐ�ĨĂƚŚĞƌ��ƌĂďĂŶƟŽ�
does. ‘Watch out Moor’ Othello is told. ‘She has deceived her father. She may deceive thee.’

D ŝĐŚĂĞů��ĂƐƐŝŽ͕ �ƚŚĞ�ĐŚĂƌŵŝŶŐ�ƐŵŽŽƚŚ�&ůŽƌĞŶƟŶĞ�ǁ ŚŽ�ŐŽĞƐ�ƚŽ��ĞƐĚĞŵŽŶĂ�ŝŶ�ŽƌĚĞƌ�ƚŽ�ƚƌǇ�ƚŽ�ƉĞƌƐƵĂĚĞ�ŚĞƌ�ƚŽ�
persuade Othello to forgive Cassio for his error of judgement in the drunken brawl. Cassio – he's the sort of man
you would've expected Desdemona to marry – and Iago therefore finds it quite easy to persuade Othello, quite 
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ĨĂůƐĞůǇ�ŽĨ�ĐŽƵƌƐĞ͕�ƚŚĂƚ��ĞƐĚĞŵŽŶĂ�ĂŶĚ��ĂƐƐŝŽ�ĂƌĞ�ŚĂǀ ŝŶŐ�ĂŶ�Ăī Ăŝƌ͘�, Ğ�ƉůĂǇƐ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŝĚĞĂ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĞǆƵĂů�ĂƉƉĞƟƚĞ�ŽĨ�
s ĞŶĞƟĂŶ�ǁ ŽŵĞŶ͘ �

, Ğ�ĂůůŽǁ Ɛ�ŚŝƐ�ĚĞĐĞŝƞƵů�ĨĂŶƚĂƐŝĞƐ�ƚŽ�ƚĂŬĞ�Žǀ Ğƌ�K ƚŚĞůůŽΖƐ�Žǁ Ŷ�ŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƟŽŶ͘ �, Ğ�ĐŽŶũƵƌĞƐ�ƵƉ�ǀ ŝƐŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ũĞĂůŽƵƐǇ�ŝŶ�
Othello with the result that Othello becomes convinced that his wife is not a virtuous, high-ďŽƌŶ�s ĞŶĞƟĂŶ͕ �ďƵƚ�Ă�
kind of courtesan. In the most savage, most cruel scene in the fourth act of the play – where he comes to her
chamber, convinced she's been unfaithful – he asks her who she is and she says, ‘Of course, I am your loving
wife’. He says, ‘I took you for that cunning whore of Venice’ and he throws money at her as if she is a whore. A
whore even worse than a courtesan. The point about a courtesan is that they offer a very sort of high class escort 
ƐĞƌǀ ŝĐĞ͘�dŚĞǇ�ǁ ŝůů�ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ�ďĞ�ƐĞƚ�ƵƉ�ŝŶ�Ă�ŚŽŵĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�Žǁ Ŷ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŐĞŶƚůĞŵĂŶ�ǁ ŚŽΖƐ�ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ�ĂŌĞƌ�ƚŚĞŵ͘ �

But to call Desdemona a whore, a common street walker is absolutely shocking. So it's very easy to see how
^ŚĂŬĞƐƉĞĂƌĞ�ƵƐĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�s ĞŶĞƟĂŶ�ƐĞƫ ŶŐ�ǁ ŝƚŚ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŝĚĞĂ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ǁ ŽŵĞŶ�ĂƌĞ͕�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŽŶĞ�ŚĂŶĚ͕ �ŚŝŐŚůǇ�ƐŽƉŚŝƐƟĐĂƚĞĚ͕ �
ǀ ĞƌǇ�ďĞĂƵƟĨƵů�ĂŶĚ�ǀ ĞƌǇ�ĨĂƐŚŝŽŶĂďůĞ͘�

KŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ŚĂŶĚ͕ �ƐĞǆƵĂůůǇ�ƋƵĞƐƟŽŶĂďůĞ͘�/ƚΖƐ�ĞĂƐǇ�ƚŽ�ƐĞĞ�ǁ ŚǇ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĞƫ ŶŐ�ŽĨ�s ĞŶŝĐĞ�ŝƐ�ƐŽ�ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ĂĐƟŽŶ�
ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉůĂǇ͘�ZĞĂĚŝŶŐ�ƚƌĂǀ ĞůƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ƟŵĞ͕�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ��ŽƌǇĂƚΖƐ�ŚĞůƉƐ�ƵƐ�ďƌŝŶŐ�Ăůŝǀ Ğ�ƚŚĞ�ǁ ŽƌůĚ�ŝŶ�ǁ ŚŝĐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ƉůĂǇ�ǁ ĂƐ�
ǁ ƌŝƩ ĞŶ�ĂŶĚ�ƐĞƚ͘ �


