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This Topic Exploration Pack supports OCR A Level Drama and Theatre.
Introduction

Looking at heroes and villains is a way into in-depth character study work which is essential in understanding how plays work from page to stage, how audiences relate to characters and why a good piece of drama long outlives its time and place.

Othello is concerned with universal truths of human emotions. It’s regarded as one of Shakespeare’s great tragedies, in the same category as Hamlet, King Lear and Macbeth. 

Neither characters in drama nor real people are entirely black and white in their views, attitudes, reactions, habits or beliefs. There are shades of grey in everyone. Even some villainous and cruel dictators have a soft spot such as animals or their mothers.

In this exploration pack, it is understood that Iago is sufficiently evil to define him as a classic villain, possibly with psychopathic tendencies. That he is married to the woman who eventually undoes him and is a hero, is one of the ironies of life and drama.

Students learn how a great stage craftsman draws absorbing characters through Shakespeare’s original style and vocabulary. ‘What if …’ scenarios and improvisations around the situations are a way of leading into the text.

The following are some of the terms useful in understanding the plot and style of this play:

Protagonist: the central character in fiction, who is usually representing good, honest, brave characteristics, often in the face of insurmountable odds.

Antagonist: one who contends with and opposes somebody, who could be good but is generally the baddie in fiction.

Hero: a much over-used word today, but really meaning an admired man or woman who is courageous, who in the face of danger rescues someone, achieves against all odds, does the ‘right’ thing or saves the day. A hero doesn’t have to be ‘super’ but may be quiet and self-effacing.

Villain: a scoundrel or evil person who thwarts the good and honest, who lies, steals, cheats, maligns or endangers others without empathy, scruple, regret, remorse and often without second thoughts but with an agenda of his/her own.
Jealousy: unhappy or discontented feelings at what others have (possessions, power, status, wealth, relationships) which are usually negative and may lead to anti-social or criminal activity against the person deemed to be responsible for the misery suffered by the jealous person.

Introduction to Othello
The main theme is sexual jealousy. Othello could be described as a hero, although he may be more of a victim; Iago is a clear villain. 

Unusually for Shakespeare, this has no sub-plot but carries the protagonist and antagonist very speedily to their destruction. The cast is small and the action is confined to domestic settings which are intimate, almost claustrophobic, and not open to public gaze.

Othello, a Christian Moor and therefore an outsider, is a much lauded Venetian general in a time when Venice was a powerful city state. He marries the younger, innocent and trusting Desdemona with her father’s reluctant consent. 

When one of Othello’s officers, Iago, is bitterly disappointed at being overlooked for promotion, his natural cunning and pure evil drive him to a revenge that is brutal and shocking.

Young, handsome Cassio fills the lieutenant’s role Iago had wanted, so takes the brunt of Iago’s hatred, although he is not perfect, as in his ill-treatment of the prostitute, Bianca. When action moves to the Venetian possession, Cyprus, Iago gets Cassio drunk so he is dismissed.

Iago adds a twist of unnecessary cruelty and evil by convincing Othello that Desdemona and Cassio are lovers. In devious ways, Iago plants a seed of doubt before watering it with gossip and misdirection so that Othello’s jealous rage becomes so overpowering that he strangles his new wife.

Iago’s failure to silence his own wife, Emilia, proves his undoing as she discovers his plot and reveals it, leading to Othello committing suicide. Iago then stabs his wife dead and is arrested.

Commentators have remarked that the strength of this powerful drama lies in its portrayal of a universal human emotion – several kinds of jealousy. The play has a short time-scale (three nights and two days) which exacerbates the intensity of the unfolding tragedies.

Othello does the ‘heroic’ thing in killing himself when he realises how he’s been duped. It is Iago, though, who is the most compelling of Shakespeare’s villains. His actions seem to be far greater than the initial slight justifies, but he is a man driven by demons within, in some ways similar to Macbeth, but without the remorse.

The characters are effectively studied through themes such as racial hatred, young/old love, violence and damaging jealousy as part of enjoying the rich language. George Bernard Shaw described the language of Othello’s jealousy scenes, full of abstract images, as ‘word music’.

Minor characters are no less interesting than key players. Roderigo is a rejected suitor of Desdemona who is also duped by Iago. Desdemona’s father, Brabantio, dies of grief. Emilia is Iago’s wife and Desdemona’s loyal maidservant, who helps Iago set up Cassio but later reveals his plot and dies for her trouble. She is the real hero.
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Activity 1: The Hero
This lesson assumes prior study of the performance text Othello. Extracts rather than full scripts facilitate rehearsing and then performing. It is assumed that all performance work in this resource is shared and performed to the class.

Aim: To introduce the idea of an unlikely hero.
Warm up
In pairs, students improvise a short scene in which one rescues the other from physical danger. 

In threes or fours, students improvise a short scene in which one rescues another from an embarrassing social situation. 

Discussion
What makes a hero? What defines him or her? Is there a consensus in the class?

Are celebrities modern examples of heroes? Are emergency service staff, prison staff, carers, military personnel the real heroes?

Consider how a hero can be a quiet, calm person who does the right thing without fanfare and possibly at some risk to him or herself.

Improvisation
Devise a scene in groups of four or five, to explore one person doing something that is morally, religiously or personally right against the flow of pressure around him/her that costs them dearly.
Text: Act 4, Sc 2, lines 110-171 and Act 5, Scene 2, lines 108-254.

Work in small groups to rehearse the scenes from Othello following the given staging instructions.

This is where Emilia shows that she is courageous in the face of angry authority (Othello) and is so horrified that he has believed lies and strangled Desdemona that she speaks out against her own husband.

Discussion
What are the motivations of the characters? 

What is the relationship between Emilia and Iago? What is the relationship between Emilia and Desdemona?

What do the extracts reveal about the character of Emilia, a servant who speaks out? Besides her, does any character emerge in a positive way following Emilia’s death?
Activity 2: The Villain

Aim: To focus on villainy born of jealousy as embodied in Iago.

Warm up
In pairs, improvise a short scene in which one is rude, mocking or critical of the other through jealousy. 

In threes or fours, improvise a short scene in which one does something very nasty, immoral or illegal to another, leaving rest of group as shocked bystanders. 

Discussion
What makes a villain? What defines him or her? Is there a consensus in the class?

Are there any examples that come to mind of real villains? Is a dictator a villain in his/her own country? 

Is it possible to do wrong to someone and yet be believed as an honest, caring, selfless person?

What other motivations could there be for doing evil to others, besides jealousy?

Improvisation
Devise a scene in groups of four or five, to explore one person doing something that is morally, religiously or personally wrong against another, but where the rest of the group are persuaded that the villain is honest, good, selfless. 

Text: Act 4, Sc 1, lines 49-165.
Work in small groups to rehearse the scene from Othello following the given staging instructions.

This is where Iago fools Othello into believing Cassio with Bianca is actually talking about Desdemona.

Teacher-led discussion

What are the motivations of the characters? 

What is the relationship between Cassio and Bianca? What is the relationship between Iago and Othello? What is the relationship between Othello and Cassio? Can the scene be worked to show the cunning of Iago’s plans?

What do the extracts reveal about the character of Iago, a servant who betrays? 

Alternative text: Act 3, Sc 3, lines 33-87 and Act 3, Sc 4, lines 13-96.
The poisoning of Othello’s mind against Desdemona, believing she is unfaithful and the handkerchief proof in two sections.
Activity 3: A range of themes

This activity is to help students to familiarise themselves with the play and characters. The full text will be needed. Teachers will need to explain some historical contexts such as military discipline, the role of servants and women in society, the value of life.


Aim: To use ‘What if …’ improvised scenarios to explore themes within the play.

Warm up
Game – Chinese whispers.

Discussion
Life is so often like Chinese whispers, as rumour and gossip circulate wildly. Iago’s success at first is built entirely on Othello’s gullibility and willingness to believe that Desdemona and Cassio have betrayed him. Have they been victims or a perpetrators of this? What was their motivation?

Brainstorm
In Othello create ‘what if’ scenarios which may have affected the direction of the play.

For example – What if Iago was not known as an honest man of good repute. Would he have been so readily believed? 

Improvisation
In groups, explore one or two of the themes using a ‘what if …?’ event to inform a piece of improvisation.

Themes

· Reputation.
· Sexual jealousy.
· Young innocent bride, older husband.
· Female characters, Desdemona and Emilia.
· Believing lies, why?

· Racial jealousy.
· The outsider.
· Proportionate revenge. 

Teacher-led discussion

What do we learn from applying ‘what if …?’ techniques to our understanding of characters?

Activity 4: The Director’s viewpoint

The role of the director is to open up perspectives on characters to help performers within a vision of the whole production. 


Discussion
What is the role of a director on stage and in film? 

To take a director’s perspective rather than the actors’ is a different way of looking at a play. Directors must be responsible for guiding the whole cast through his/her vision for the production. How could a director bring out the theme of heroes and villains in a scene?

Improvisation
In groups of four or five improvise a scene using the characters from Othello where one student is the director.

For example: Act 4, Sc 1, lines 165-211. Desdemona is being led to condemn herself by saying she likes Cassio, but not as a lover. Othello is choosing to believe the worst of her as his mind has already been poisoned. How would a director bring out the victimhood of Desdemona, the sickness in the mind of Othello and the success of Iago’s plans?

Directors must consider the following:

· Motivations.
· Movement.
· Showing anguish when required.
· Death on stage.
· Regret.
· Other emotions.
· Historical contexts.

What can we learn from taking a director’s approach to characters?

Questions for further study 

a) How would you perform Cassio in Act 3, Scene 4, lines 157-190 when he is seen as not such a nice person?

b) How would you perform Iago in Act 2, Sc 1, lines 211-239 when he reveals much of his secret feelings and emotions to the audience?

c) How would you perform Othello in Act 5, Sc 2, lines 1-20 when he prepares to kill Desdemona, sharing thoughts with audience? Moving on from that speech, how would you perform him talking to Desdemona up to the point he strangles her?

d) If you were directing the play, what effects would you wish to create in Act 2, Sc 1, the weather/storm and distant battle scene?

e) As a director, how would you encourage Othello and Desdemona to handle the build up to her death in Act 4, Sc 2, lines 33-96?

f) Write your own description of the following characters in 100 words each, to help a performer prepare for the part:

· Othello.
· Desdemona.
· Emilia.
· Iago.
· Cassio.
· Bianca.

Additional resources
Films of Othello

· Othello, Germany, 1922, silent film.
· Othello, UK, 1946.
· Othello, Morocco/Italy, 1952 with Orson Welles.
· Othello, Russia, 1955.
· Othello, UK, Royal National Theatre, 1965 with Laurence Olivier and Frank Finlay.
· Othello, BBC TV, 1980, with Anthony Hopkins.
· Othello, UK, RSC, directed by Trevor Nunn.
· Othello, Animated Shakespeare, 1994, Russia and UK TV.
· Othello, USA, 1995 with Kenneth Branagh.
Verdi’s opera ‘Otello’ was created around the play and the characters and contains dramatic music and a different performance style that students may find of interest.

http://opera.stanford.edu/Verdi/Otello/synopsis.html
Adaptations of Othello

· A Double Life, USA, 1947, film noir.
· All Night Long, UK, 1962, set in London jazz scene.
· Catch My Soul, USA, 1974, adapted from rock musical based on the play.
· Kalimantan, India, 1997.
· O, USA, released 2001.
· Othello, UK TV, 2001.
· Omkara, India, 2006.
· Iago, Italy, 2009.
· Hrid Majharey, India, 2014.
Online resources

No Fear Shakespeare, downloadable full script with modern translations running alongside whole of the text. Free. http://nfs.sparknotes.com/othello/ 

A two minute American school project inspired by Othello: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ARhb2MulSNc
Books

a) Shakespeare, W. (2012 ed) Othello Retold in Plain and Simple English: A Modern Translation and the Original Version. Create Space Independent Publishing Platform 

ISBN: 978-1475051292.


b) CGP Books (Author, Ed). (2011) A Level English Text Guide – Othello (Text Guides). Coordination Group Publications.
Designed for A level literature, it is a comprehensive guide to text which the teacher will find useful in unpicking nuances of characters.

c) Othello (The Modern Shakespeare: The Original Play with a Modern Translation). Kindle edition. 2014. The Modern Shakespeare.
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Othello-Modern-Shakespeare-Original-Translation-ebook/dp/B00NTILLV2/ref=sr_1_fkmr0_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1415878742&sr=1-1-fkmr0&keywords=Othello+%28The+Modern+Shakespeare%3A+The+Original+Play+with+a+Modern+Translation%29+paper+edition The Kindle only version is very clear with opportunity to read the original, the modern or combined versions.


This resource is an exemplar of the types of materials that will be provided to assist in the teaching of the new qualifications being developed for first teaching in 2015. It can be used to teach existing qualifications but may be updated in the future to reflect changes in the new qualifications. Please check the OCR website for updates and additional resources being released. We would welcome your feedback so please get in touch.








We’d like to know your view on the resources we produce. By clicking on ‘�HYPERLINK "mailto:resources.feedback@ocr.org.uk?subject=I%20liked%20the%20A%20Level%20Drama%20and%20Theatre%20Topic%20Exploration%20Pack%20(Othello)"��Like�’ or ‘�HYPERLINK "mailto:resources.feedback@ocr.org.uk?subject=I%20disliked%20the%20A%20Level%20Drama%20and%20Theatre%20Topic%20Exploration%20Pack%20(Othello)"��Dislike�’ you can help us to ensure that our resources work for you. When the email template pops up please add additional comments if you wish and then just click ‘Send’. Thank you.


Whether you already offer OCR qualifications, are new to OCR, or are considering switching from your current provider/awarding organisation, you can request more information by completing the Expression of Interest form which can be found here: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ocr.org.uk/expression-of-interest" �www.ocr.org.uk/expression-of-interest�


Looking for a resource? There is now a quick and easy search tool to help find free resources for your qualification: ��HYPERLINK "http://www.ocr.org.uk/i-want-to/find-resources/"�www.ocr.org.uk/i-want-to/find-resources/


�








OCR Resources: the small print�OCR’s resources are provided to support the delivery of OCR qualifications, but in no way constitute an endorsed teaching method that is required by the Board, and the decision to use them lies with the individual teacher.  Whilst every effort is made to ensure the accuracy of the content, OCR cannot be held responsible for any errors or omissions within these resources. �© OCR 2016 - This resource may be freely copied and distributed, as long as the OCR logo and this message remain intact and OCR is acknowledged as the originator of this work.


OCR acknowledges the use of the following content: n/a


Please get in touch if you want to discuss the accessibility of resources we offer to support delivery of our qualifications: �HYPERLINK "mailto:resources.feedback@ocr.org.uk"��resources.feedback@ocr.org.uk�








Version 2
1





© OCR 2016

