PART 2b: THE STRUCTURE
Othello is often recognised as being the best constructed of all Shakespearean tragedies because the
action begins almost immediately and there is hardly any digression from the main plot. From the
moment the play opens up, to the point of Othello’s suicide, only a few days pass. The short time of
such an action-packed plot was a deliberate source of engagement. Although action-packed, the
structure of the plot is simple enough to avoid any confusion and Shakespeare chose to use a threepart structure true to the Aristotelian model referred to in his work on dramatic theory Poetics.
Aristotle states that a play should contain ‘a single whole action…A whole is what has a beginning
and middle and end’.
The Aristotelian Model: The story has a beginning, middle, and end.
Beginning: The marriage of Othello and Desdemona
Middle: Iago’s deception
End: The murder of Desdemona and the discovery of Iago’s lies
Within this three-part structure are then three main ingredients:
1. Hamartia - a tragic flaw in the tragic hero’s character that brings about his downfall
2. Catharsis - a purgation of emotions so the audience feel that they have learned something
3. Anagnorisis - the character’s revelation of something that hasn’t been realised previously.
Othello, as a protagonist, fulfils Aristotle’s requirements for a tragic hero. He begins the play as a
man of noble status who falls from his position of power because of his hamartia. The catharsis and
anagnorisis come when Othello realises the truth about Iago and Desdemona.
Within this three-part structure, Shakespeare then uses the five recognised structural divisions of a
dramatic work according to classical critical theory:

The Structure of Othello: Shakespeare’s classic form of five acts.
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NOTE: This is open to interpretation - you may have different ideas on how the play fits these
categories.
1. ACT 1 – EXPOSITION: Introduction of main characters and the meaning of the story.
Othello’s appearance is delayed but he is mentioned repeatedly. Iago is deliberately
introduced first to allow him to manipulate the audience into believing his description of
Othello as a barbarous, revolting, and threatening man, thus heightening the anticipation of
Othello’s arrival onstage. Roderigo and Iago start the play by informing Brabantio of his
daughter’s elopement.
ACT 2 – Brabantio complains to the Duke of Venice. Othello delivers his defence. Brabantio
withdraws complaint.
ACT 3 – Cassio asks Desdemona to speak to Othello on his behalf. Desdemona agrees.

Iago uses the meeting to make Othello doubt Desdemona's faithfulness.

2. ACT 4 – RISING ACTION: Advancements in action occur and difficulties increase. Iago makes
Othello question Desdemona’s faithfulness. Iago steals the handkerchief and gives it to
Cassio. Othello sees Cassio with it. Othello becomes jealous.
3. ACT 5 - CLIMAX – Most intense part of the story. The crisis happens late in the play to
preserve the excitement until the end to keep the audience interested. Othello kills
Desdemona. Emilia realises what has happened and reveals all. Iago kills Emilia. Othello
realises the truth. Othello tries to kill Iago. Lodovico disarms Othello. Iago escapes.
4. FALLING ACTION – The characters resolve the conflict through confessing and then by dying.
Othello accepts his mistake. He finds a dagger and begs to be remembered honourably.
5. DENOUEMENT – The conclusion of the story’s tragic structure. Othello kills himself. Iago is
captured. The play ends with Desdemona, Othello, and Emilia dead on the bed.

Structure – Blank Verse and Prose:
Othello is written in blank verse and prose. Blank verse is unrhymed poetry written in a meter
known as iambic pentameter. Iambic pentameter consists of five ‘feet’ of two syllables each, an
unstressed syllable followed by a stressed one. Think of it as a te-DUM/te-DUM/te-DUM/teDUM/te-DUM rhythm (yes, really!).
Mr Bruff has written about this already in several of his guides, but let’s revisit linked to Othello:

Te-DUM

Act 1 Scene 2 – Blank Verse

The Duke’s/in coun/cil, and/your nob/le self
I am sure/ is sent/ for.
How? / The Duke/ in coun/cil?
Act 2 Scene 2 – Prose
It is Othello’s pleasure, our noble and
valiant general, that upon certain tidings
now arrived importing the mere perdition
of the Turkish fleet, every man put himself
into triumph; some to dance…

So why does this really confusing stuff matter? In Shakespeare’s time, verse was considered to be of
higher status and moral worth than prose so carried greater significance. Prose was for everyday
speech, whereas verse was more formal and usually spoken by the noble characters. If a passage or
character is of no particular importance, then you may find that the text is written in prose. If a
passage or character is important, then you may find that the text is rhythmic verse. So, verse =
nobility and prose = commoner. Simple.
Interestingly, Iago comfortably switches between insincere blank verse and prose. He seems to
adopt a manner which suits his purpose and actually chooses to use prose when manipulating
others. Most of the prose spoken in Othello is instigated by Iago and it is this that contrasts with the
blank verse. This can be seen when comparing Iago trying to convince Roderigo not to kill himself in
Act 1 when he says ‘Thou art sure of me: — go, make money: — I have told thee often, and I re-tell
thee again and again, I hate the Moor: my cause is hearted;’ to Iago’s seamless transition into verse
when speaking to the audience to reveal his devious plans:
‘Thus do I ever make my fool my purse:
For I mine own gain’d knowledge should profane,
If I would time expend with such a snipe.
But for my sport and profit. I hate the Moor:’
There is a departure from the usual blank verse of the play…
Structure – Scene Endings:
It was common practice on the Elizabethan stage to end each scene with a rhyming couplet. This
was to signify the end of a scene, signal a change, and provide entertainment.
The last two lines of Act 1 Scene 3 – Rhyming Couplets
For if such actions may have passage free,
Bond-slaves and pagans shall our statesmen be.

In Othello, a number of scenes end with iambic rhyming couplets. The first four acts end in rhyming
couplets delivered by Iago as a way of creating suspense and excitement for his plan. The final
rhyming couplet of the play offers a moral comment on the action and ‘ties-up’ the events, as well as
ensures the message is memorable.

Myself will straight aboard, and to the state
This heavy act with heavy heart relate.

Symbols and Motifs
Symbols (concrete images, ideas, sounds, or words) and Motifs (recurring abstract images, ideas,
sounds, or words).
Look out for the following:
•

The handkerchief – a love token given to Desdemona as a symbol of love and fidelity (see
Othello’s explanation of its origins). It is also used as a tool of manipulation and a symbol of
infidelity. Being red and white, and covered in strawberries, it could also symbolise love and
loss of virginity. This red on white imagery (like their bed sheets from their marriage night) is
private and precious to Othello.

•

The ‘Willow’ song – Desdemona was taught a song by her mother’s maid, Barbary, who
suffered a misfortune and died singing. The lyrics suggest both sexes are unfaithful and
represent Desdemona accepting her fate.

•

Candles and light – symbolic of hope and life. Othello blows out a candle just before he kills
Desdemona.

•

Animals – often used in relation to Othello to reflect some of the racist attitudes of the
characters and audience.

•

Plants – Iago’s speeches often involve reference to plants as a metaphor for inevitable wild
natural forces.

•

Poison – Iago appears to be obsessed with poison, metaphorically, in the sense that he
refers to his thoughts and words as such.

•

Eyes and Vision – Othello makes many demands for ‘ocular proof’ of Desdemona’s
unfaithfulness, but he often accepts stories without visual proof.

•

Hell, Demons, and Monsters – Jealousy is often referred to as a monster in the play. Images
of hell are constantly referred to in relation to betrayal, death, and religion.

•

Locations – Venice represents civilisation, while Cyprus represents the wilderness (see
chapter on context).
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