216

At the end one wondered whet abori’s production
the catastrophe was not over-justified. Kirchner’s Iago was
fully capable of spreading destruction about him, while the
association from the beginning of Othello with darkness and
defilement drew him symbolically into the creation of this
catastrophe as well. And beyond them both hung the dark-
ness that surrounded the stage, that heart of darkness with its
primal sounds, embodied in the alien figure of the myste-
rious Arab woman, who tgresded over the play like a malig-
nant fate from before the opening curtain until the final
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1660 the theaters were closed by act of Parliament, but when
the theaters reopened in 1660, Othello was staged almost
immediately. Samuel Pepys saw it in 1660:

To the Cockpit to see The Moor of Venice, which was well done.
[Nathaniel] Burt acted the Moor: by the same token, a very pretty
lady that sat by me called out, to see Desdemona smothered.

He saw it again in 1669, this time with less pleasure:

To the King’s playhouse, and there in an upper box . . . did see The
Moor of Venice: but ill acted in most parts; {Michael] Mohun
which did a little surprise me not acting Iago’s part by much so
well as [Walter] Clun used to do . . . nor, indeed, Burt doing the
Moor’s so well as I once thought he did.

During this period, the great interpreter of the title role was
Thomas Betterton, who performed it from 1684 to 1709.
Although he was the leading Othello of the period and was
much praised, the only informative contemporary account
of his performance in the role tells us little more than that his

aspect was serious, venerable, and majestic. . . . His voice was low
and grumbling, though he could time it by an artful climax, which
enforced attention. . . . He kept this passion under, and showed
it most.

Betterton’s successor as Othello was James Quin, who
played the part from 1722 to 1751. Wearing a white wig
and the white uniform (including white gloves) of a British
officer, he was said to have presented an impressive appear-
ance, but his acting was characterized as statuesque, even
stiff, lacking in tendemess, pathos, fire, and any su, tion
of inner pain. Quin was eclipsed in 1745 by David ck,
whose Othello was quite different: the complaint now was
that this Othello lacked dignity. The accusation was not
merely a glance at Garrick’s relatively short stature (he
sought to compensate for his height by adding a turban to
the costume of an officer in the British army), or even at his
bold restoration of the fainting episode (4.1.45), which had
been cut by his predecessors. Rather, it was directed at Gar-
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rick’s violent gestures, which suggested to one critic that
Othello seemed afflicted with St. Vitus dance. Garrick
defended his interpretation by arguing that Shakespeare

had shown us white men jealous in other pieces. but that their jeal-
ousy had limits, and was not so terrible. . . . [In] Othello he had
wished to paint that passion in all its violence, and that is why he
chose an African in whose being circulated fire instead of blood,
and whose true or imaginary character could excuse all boldness
of expression and all exaggerations of passion.

Garrick’s rival, Quin, was not convinced. Of Garrick’s Oth-
ello, Quin said: “Othello! . . . psha! no such thing. There was
a little black boy . . . fretting and fuming about the stage; but
I saw no Othello.”

A reader can scarcely overlook the racism in these
remarks, - and something should be said about attitudes
toward Moors. There is no doubt that most Elizabethans
regarded Moors as vengeful—largely because they were not
Christians. That Moors were black—the color of the devil—
was thought to be a visible sign of their capacity for endless
evil. (In fact, Shakespeare specifies that Othello is a Chris-
tian, and this is only one of several ways in which Othello
departs from the stereotype.) Othello’s physical blackness,
by the way, seems not to have been doubted until the early
nineteenth century. Certainly Quin and Garrick played him
in blackface, and presumably so did their predecessor
Betterton. And there is no doubt that on the Elizabethan
stage Othello was very black. The only contemporary illus-
tration of a scene from Shakespeare shows another of Shake-
speare’s Moors, Aaron in Titus Andronicus, as having an
inky complexion. But in the early nineteenth century one
finds expressions of distinct discomfort at the thought that
Othello is black rather than, say, bronzed, or (to use an even
loftier metaphor) golden. Even the best critics were not
exempt from the racist thinking of their times. Thus, in 1808
Charles Lamb, picking up Desdemona’s assertion that she
judged Othello by his mind rather than by his color, argued
that although we can share her view when we read the play,
we cannot do so when we see a black Othello on the stage:




SYLYAN BARNET

T Un: at has seen Othello
played, whether he did not, on the contrary, sink Othello’s mind in
his color; whether he did not find something extremely revolting
in the courtship and wedded caresses of Othello and Desdemona,
and whether the actual sight of the thing did not over-weigh all that
beautiful compromise which we make in reading. . ..

- i would argu
sdemona, which S
icast contemplated.

Given Coleridge’s certainty that Othello could not possibly
have been black, it is well to reiterate that the Elizabethans
thought of Moors as black. True, there are a few references
in Elizabethan literature to “tawny” Moors, but there is no
evidence that the Elizabethans disfinguished between tawny
and black Moors, and in any case, if they did, various pas-
sages in Othello indicate that the protagonist is surely a
black Moor. Admittedly, most of the references to Othello’s
Negroid features are made by persons hostile to him—
Roderigo calls him “the thick-lips” (1.1.63), for instance,
and Tago speaks of him as “an old black ram” (1.1.85)—but
Othello himself says that his name “is now begrimed and
black / As mine own face” (3.3.384-5). Of course “black” is
sometimes used in the sense of brunette, but there really
cannot be any doubt that Othello is black in the most obvious

modern sense, and (o call him tawny or golden or bronzed,
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or to conceive of him as something of an Arab chieftain, is
to go against the text of the play.

When Spranger Barry, the actor who displaced Garrick as
Othello in the middle of the eighteenth century (he was said
to have not only the passion of Garrick but also the majesty
that in Quin was merely stiffness), the question of color
seems not to have come up, nor did it come up when the role
in effect belonged to John Philip Kemble, the chief Othello
at the turn of the eighteenth century (he played his first Oth-
cllo in 1785, his last in 1805). Kemble, tall and stately, acted
in what can be called a classic rather than romantic manner,
a style suited more to, say, Brutus than to Othello. His inter-
pretation of the role was criticized for its superabundance of
dignity and for its lack of variety and fire, but not for its
blackness. But when Edmund Kean played the role in 1814
he is said to have used a light brown makeup in place of the
usual burnt cork. Oddly, there is some uncertainty about
this—most critics of the period did not comment on the nov-
elty—but putting aside the question of who made the
change. and exactly when, about this time the color changed.
By 1827 Leman Thomas Rede's The Road 1o the Stage (a
book on makeup) could report that “A tawny tinge is now
the color used for the gallant Moor.” Here it is evident that
the makeup no longer uses burnt cork. Most of the Othellos
of the rest of the century were tawny, their bronze skin sug-
gesting that they were sons of the desert, but Henry Irving’s
Othello of 1881 was conspicuously dark (darker than his
“bronze” Othello of 1876), and, as we shall see, in the twen-
tieth century dark Othellos have been dominant, especially
in our own generation, when American blacks have often
played the part.

Putting aside the point that Kean’s Othello was lighter
than usual, it was exceptional for its power and its pathos.
If Kemble is the paradigm of classical acting, Kean—
passionate, even spasmodic—is the paradigm of romantic
acting. Coleridge wrote: “Seeing [Kean]| act was like
reading Shakespeare by flashes of lightning.” Another great
romantic writer, William Hazlitt, at first found Kean too pas-
sionate. In the following passage Hazlitt complains that the
fault in the performance is not in the color of Kean’s face, or
in Kean’s relatively short stature:
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Kean later moderated the passion, perhaps under Hazlitt’s
influence, but, curiously, Hazlitt regretted the change, re-
marking: “There is but one perfect way of playing Othello,
and that was the way ... he used to play it.” Equally
compelling is the tribute to Kean offered by the American
actor Junius Brutus Booth, who in England in 1817-18
played Iago to Kean’s Othello. Booth said that “Kean’s Oth-
ello smothered Desdemona and my Iago too.” Kean’s tri-
umph in the role was undoubted, but in 1825, two weeks
after he had been proved guilty of adultery, public opinion
turned against him, denouncing the hypocrisy of an adul-
terer who dared to play the outraged husband lamenting his
wife’s infidelity. Still, he continued in the role, playing Oth-
ello almost to the day of his death. His last performance was
in this role, in 1833, when he collapsed on the stage and died
a few weeks latey,
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In America, Edwin Booth (son of Junius Brutus Booth)
acted Othello almost annually from 1826 to 1871. From time
to time he changed his performance, sometimes working in
the violent style associated with Tommaso Salvini, hurling
his Tago to the ground, but sometimes he played with
restraint—occasionally he even omitted striking Desde-
mona at IV.i.240—and he was especially praised for his
tender passion. Most critics, however, preferred his Iago,
which seemed genial, sincere, and terrifyingly evil; he was
widely regarded as the greatest Iago of the later nineteenth
century. (Among the performers with whom he alternated
the roles of Othello and Iago were Henry Irving and James
O’Neill, Eugene O’Neill’s father; and he played Iago to
Salvini’s Othello.) Here is his advice on how to play Iago:

Don’t act the villain, don’t look it or speak it (by scowling and
growling, I mean), but rhink it all the time. Be genial, sometimes
Jovial, always gentlemanly. Quick in motion as in thought; lithe
and sinuous as a snake. A certain bluffness (which my tempera-
ment does not afford) should be added to preserve the military
flavor of ile cha in this pariicular [ fail wiierly, my lago
lacks the soldierly iy.

Henry Irving played Othello only in 1876 and 1881.
Although he had already achieved success in the roles of
Hamlet, Macbeth, and Lear, his Othello did not find equal
favor. It was not especially violent, but it was said to lack
dignity (apparently there was much lifting up of hands and
shuffling of feet), and after the attempt in 1881 Im'n%
decided to drop the role. Still, some things about the 188
performance should be mentioned. The makeup was very
black, the costume exotic (a white jeweled turban, an
amber robe), and the killing of Desdemona very solemn—
until Desdemona tried to escape, at which point he flung her
on the bed. The play ended with Othello’s suicide, the cur-
tain descending as he fell at Gratiano's feet. Tago (played by

- Booth) stood by, smiling malignantly.

By common consent the greatest Othello of the later nine-
teenth century was Tommaso Salvini, who acted in Italian—
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even when in England or the United States, with the rest of
the company speaking English. Some Victorians regarded
Salvini as too savage, too volcanic, too terrifying to arouse

ity—he seized Iago by the throat and hurled him to the

oor, and put his foot on Iago’s neck, and of course he did
not hesitate to strike Desdemona—but most audiences were
deeply moved as well as terrified by his performance. We
are told that especially in the first three acts, where some of
the love play seemed almost to be high comedy, his Othello
was “delightful” and “delicate.” Still, the overall effect was
that of enormous energy, though not of mere barbarism.
Henry James was among Salvini’s greatest admirers:

It is impossible to imagine anything more living, more tragic,
more suggestive of a tortured soul and of eénerous, beneficent
strength changed to a purpose of destruction. With its tremendous
force, it is magnificently quiet, and from beginning to end has not
a touch of rant or crudity.

Actors of note who played Othello or Iago in the early
twentieth cen include Johnston Forbes-Robertson,
Oscar Asche, and Beerbohm Tree, but none of these was
widely regarded as great. Indeed, the standard opinion is
that the twentieth century did not have a great Othello until
Paul Robeson, an African American, played the role in
1943. But Robeson was not primarily an actor. As a college
student at Rutgers he distinguished himself not in theatrics
but in athletics (all-American end in football in 1918, and
letters in several varsity sports) and in scholarship (Phi
Beta Kappa). He next prepared for a career in the law,

ing a law degree at Columbia University, but while at
Columbia in 1921 he performed in his first amateur pro-
duction. He soon began to appear in some professional pro-
ductions, including Showboat, where his singing of *OI
Man River” led to a career as a concert singer, especially of
spirituals and work songs, though he returned to the stage
to play Othello in 1930 in England, in 1942 in Cambridge,
Boston, and Princeton, in 1943 in New York, and in 1959
at Stratford-upon-Avon. Observers agree that the 1959 per-
formance was poor; Robeson had been weakened by an
attack of bronchitis, his political beliefs had been shaken
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(earlier he had praised Stalin, but now the crimes of the
Stalin era were evident), and, perhaps worst of all, the
director’s presence was too strongly felt, for instance in a
distracting fog that supposedly was the result of the storm
at Cyprus. Many scenes were so dark that spectators could
not see the actors’ faces, and there seems no reason to doubt
the accuracy of those reviewers who accused the director of
obliterating the principal actors.

Robeson’s first Othello—indeed, his first performance in
a play by Shakespeare, in 1930—was much more enthusias-
tically received. The London Morning Post said: “There has
been no Othello on our stage for forty years to compare with
his dignity, simplicity, and true passion.” But not all of the
reviewers were entirely pleased. James Agate, the leading
theater critic of the period, said that Robeson lacked the
majesty that Shakespeare insists on early in the play, for
instance in such lines as

[ fetch my life and being

From men of royal siege, (1.2.20-21)
and

Were it my cue to fight, I should have known it

Without a prompter, (82-83)
and

Keep up your bright swords, for the dew will

rust them. (58)

The majesty displayed in such passages, Agate said, tells us
how O'tlhe:}lyo l:fzpusty behave when he puts down Cassio’s
drunken brawl, but according to Agate, Robeson (despite his
height—six feet, three inches) lacked this majesty. Thus,
when Robeson’s Othello said “Silence that dreadful bell! It

" frights the isle / From her propriety” (2.3.174-75), he

showed personal annoyance rather than the “passion for
decorum” (Agate’s words) that the line reveals. Agate found
Robeson best in the third and fourth acts, where he captured
the jealousy of the part, but weak (lacking in dignity) in the
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last act, where he failed to perform the murder with a solemn
sense of sacrifice.

Despite the reservations of Agate and others, there was
some talk of bringing the production to the United States,
but nothing came of it, doubtless because of uncertainty
about how American audiences (and perhaps performers?)
would respond to a company that mixed whites and blacks.
In 1938 Margaret Webster again raised the topic, but she
was discouraged by the Americans with whom she talked. It
was acceptable for a black actor—a real black man, not a
white man in blackface—to kiss a white girl in England, but
notin the United States. Fortunately, however, Webster later
persuaded the Theatre Guild to invite Robeson to do Othello
in the United States in 1942, if not on Broadway at least as
summer stock, with José Ferrer as Iago and Uta Hagen as
Desdemona. The production was enthusiastically received,
but Robeson’s concert commitments prevented it from
going to New York until the fall of 1943. When it did open
m New York, the reviews were highly favorable, but some
of them contained reservations about Robeson’s ability to
speak blank verse and to catch the grandeur of the role. In
any case, the production was an enormous success, running
for 296 continuous :
New York Othello had been 57.

Robeson inevitably was asked to discuss his conception
of the role; equally inevitably, he said different things at dif-
ferent times, and perhaps sometimes said what reporters
wanted to hear—or perhaps the reporters heard only what
they wanted to hear. Sometimes he was reported as saying
that the matter of color is secondary, but on other occasions
he is reported as saying: “The problem [of Othello] is the
problem of my own people. It is a tragedy of racial conflict,
a tragedy of honor, rather than of jealousy.”

_Until Robeson, black actors in the United States were in
effect limited to performing in all-black companies. With
Robeson, a black actor played Othello with an otherwise
white company. His appearance as Othello in 1943 was an
important anticipation of the gains black actors were fo
make in later decades. Earle Hyman, Moses Gumm, Paul
Winfield, William Marshall, and James Farl Jones are
among the black actors who have played mpressive Oth-
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form, in Leavis’s The Common Pursuit), Othelio is not so
much a heroic figure—the noble Moor who gains our sym-
pathy despite the terrible deed he perf a fatuous
simpleton, a man given to egotistical self-dramatizing. The
playbill included some passages from Leavis’s essay, which
the director in effect summarized when he told the cast that

Othello is a pompous, word-spinning, arrogant black general. . . .
The important thing is not to accept him at his own valuation, . . .
He isn’t just a righteous man who’s been wronged. He’s a man too
proud to think he could ever be capable of anything as base as jeal-
ousy. When he learns he can be jealous, his character changes. The
knowledge destroys him, and he goes beserk. ‘

Thus, Olivier delivered “Farewell the tranquil mind”
(3.3.345)—a speech customarily delivered reflectively—in
a frenzy. It’s probably fair to say that the gist of the idea
underlying this production is fairly odd: Othello is a bar-
barian with a thin veneer of civilization. Thus, the early
speeches were delivered with easy confidence because Oth-
ello had no understanding of how simple and how volatile he
really was. The change from civilized man to barbarian was
marked by Othello tearing off a crucifix he wore, an effec-
tive enough bit of business but one at odds with two aspects
of the end of Shakespeare’s play: Othello (who just before
he kills Desdemona is careful to urge her to make her peace
with God; “I would not kill thy soul” (5.2.32) murders Des-
demona partly because he believes she has been false to the
highest ideals. Second, when he comes to understand the

horror of his action he executes Justice upon himself. Still,

although much in the conception could be faulted, it was

widely agreed that Olivier’s acting was a triumph—a tri-

umph won, among other things, at the expense of an unpre-
possessing Iago and a negligible Desdemona.

The film with Olivier (1965), directed by Stuart Burge,
was made in a sound studio, using sets that were essentially
those of the stage production—even for scenes set out-of-
doors—but it was not simply a filmed version of what a
Spectator sitting in the third row center would have seen. For
instance, because close-ups are used for all of Iago’s solilo-
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glllri:s. Iago becomes considerably more prominent in the
than he was on the stage.

Olivier said that the backgrounds in the film were minimal
because he was concerned with “offering as little visual dis-
traction as possible from the intentions of Shakespeare—or
our performance of them.” For a film of the opposite sort, a
film that does not hesitate to introduce impressive visual
effects not specified in the text, one should look at Orson
Welles’s Othello, a black and white film begun in 1951 and
completed and released in 1953, with Welles in the title role.
The film was shot on location, chiefly in Morocco and
Venice, but what especially strikes a viewer is not that the
camera gives us a strong sense of the real world, but that
the camera leads us into a strange, shadowy world of un-
familiar and puzzling appearance. The film begins with
Welles reading a passage from Shakespeare’s source while
we see a shot of the face of the dead Othello. The camera
rises above the bier, which is carried by pallbearers, and we
then see Desdemona’s body, also being borne to the grave.
We see the two funeral processions converge, and then we
see lago, in chains, thrust into a cage and hoisted above the
crowd. From above—Iago’s viewpoint—we look down on
the bodies of Othello and Desdemona. All of this is pre-
sented before we see the credits for the film. The film
ends with a dissolve from the dying Othello to a shot of
the funeral procession and then to shots of the foriress at
Cyprus, the cage, and Venetian buildings and ships. Be-
tween this highly cinematic beginning and ending, other lib-
erties are taken with the text. The murder of Roderigo, for
instance, is set in a steamy bathhouse. Welles had intended
to shoot the scene in a street, but because he had run out of
money and didn’t have costumes, he set it in a steam bath,
where a few towels were all the clothing that was needed. In
short, Welles’s Orhello is not for the Shakespeare purist (too
much is cut and too much is added), but it is 1maginative and
it often works. Admirers will want to see also F ilming “Oth-
ello,” a film memoir (1978) in which Welles and others dis-
cuss the work. -

The BBC television version of Othello, directed by
Jonathan Miller and released in 1981 , 18, like Olivier’s film,
somewhat in the Eliot-Leavis tradition. In the introduction
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to the printed text of the BBC version, Miller says that the
lay does not set forth “the spectacle of a person of grandeur
alling.” Rather, ' ‘

whiai

Miller is insistent, too, that the play is not about race. “I
do not see the play as being about color but as being about
jealousy—which is something we are all vulnerable to.” In
line with this emphasis on the ordinary, Othello (Anthony
Hopkins) is relatively unheroic, though he is scarcely as
commonplace as Miller suggests, since he is full of energy
and rage. More successful is Jago (Bob Hoskins), a bullet-
headed hood who delights in Othello’s anguish. The sets, in
order to reduce any sense of heroism or romance, are
emphatically domestic; no effort was made to take advan-
tage of the camera’s abi]jgl to record expansive space.
Interestingly, however, the domestic images on the screen
are by no means ordinary; notably beautiful, they often
remind us of Vermeer.

During the course of this survey it has been easy to notice
racist implications in the remarks of certain actors and
critics. And it was racism, of course, that kept blacks from
acting in Othello (and in other plays) along with whites. One
point that has not been raised till now is this: Does it matter
if a black plays Othello? When Robeson played the part,
some theatergoers found that the play made more sense than
ever before, partly because Robeson (whatever his limita-
tions as an actor) was a black. Others found that it was dis-
tracting for a black to play the part; it brought into the world
of Othello irrelevant issues of twentieth-century America,
Jonathan Miller, holding the second position, puts it thus:

When a black actor does the part, it offsets the play, puts it out of
balance. It makes it a play about blackness, which it is not. . . . The
trouble is, the play was hijacked for political purposes. S

Many things can be said against this view, for instance that
when the white actor Olivier played Othello he expended so
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much energy impersonating a black that a spectator was far
more conscious of the performer’s blackness than one is of.
say, James Earl Jones’s. In any case, Miller has not :

last word on this topic, which will continue to be debaied.

Bibliographic Note: For a modemn edition of Othello pref-
aced with a long stage history, and equipped with abundant
footnotes telling how various actors delivered particular
lines, see Julie Hankey, Orhello (1987), a volume in a series
entitled Plays in Performance.

For a survey of Othello on the siage, see Marvin Rosen-
berg, The Masks of “Othello™ (1961): for a brief study of
five recent productions (including Robeson in 1943, Olivier
in 1964, and the BBC television version of 1981), see
Martin L. Wine, “Othello”: Text and Performance (1984).
Errol Hill’s Shakespeare in Sable (1984), a hjstory of black
actors of Shakespeare, contains much information about
Othello. Other items especially relevant to the procuctions
discussed above include: Arthur Colby SFrague, Shake-
spearian Players and Performances (1953), for Kean’s Oth-
ello and Edwin Booth’s Iago; Daniel J. Watermeier, “Edwin
Booth's Iago,” Theatre History Studies 6 (1986): 32-55;
Kenneth Tynan, ed., “Othello” by William Shakespeare:
The National Theatre Production (1966), on Olivier; The
BBC TV Shakespeare: “Othello ” (1981), on the version
directed by Jonathan Miller. On Robeson, see Susan
Spector, “Margaret Webster’s Orhello,” Theatre History
Studies 6 (1986): 93-108. For film versio . see Jack J.
Jorgens, Shakespeare on Film (1977), and, for Welles's film
only, see Micheal MacLiammoir, Put Money in Thy Purse

of a recent Austrian production, see the £55ay
. prinied above, pages 211- 16,
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