
Lesson 2: Cassio 
 
Read Othello, Act 2 
 
Paraphrase the following lines after rereading them in their context: 
 

 SHAKESPEARE IN MY OWN WORDS 
1 Iago:  He takes her by the palm. With as 

little web as this will I ensnare as great a fly 
as Cassio. 

 
 
 
 

2 Othello: I know, Iago,  
Thy honesty and love doth mince this 
matter,  
Making it light to Cassio. Cassio, I love thee 
But never more be officer of mine.  
 
 

 

3 Iago: For whiles this honest fool 
Plies Desdemona to repair his fortune 
And she for him pleads strongly to the 
Moor, 
I’ll pour this pestilence into his ear: 
That she repeals him for her body’s lust. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Watching 
Watch the following film and take notes 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qHsaO2IpTYg 
 
Recap/speaking 
Compare your notes and take turns summarizing the film.  
 
 
 
The military setting of Othello 
 
Reading 
Read the article on the next pages and answer the questions underneath. 
 



Othello’s military significance 
Jonathan Shaw 

1 The military is largely a mystery to a modern audience, as it is to Desdemona in 
the play and as it was to me when forced to read it at school 40 years ago. With 
the benefit of age, I can appreciate how densely Shakespeare has built up the 
pressures in Othello to put him on a psychological hair-trigger for Iago to exploit. 
 
2 After my own 32 years in the Army, it is clear that many of those pressures 
result from the military dynamics in both Othello’s personality and in the 
operational circumstances into which the characters are thrust. And the tragedy 
is not just Othello’s; Desdemona and Iago join Othello in finding themselves in 
circumstances beyond their understanding and control, to their mutual 
destruction. It is these dynamics that I was asked to explore. 
 
3 Let’s begin with trust. To a sceptical 15-year-old, Othello seemed a gullible fool. 
Yet his duping does make sense once it is understood that his moral code is 
derived entirely from his military upbringing within a culture that is based on 
trust, the basis of all soldiering. Othello and Iago have clearly been in many fights 
together, life-and-death situations in which each has probably entrusted his life 
to the other and at some time saved the other’s life. Othello has every reason to 
trust Iago implicitly. Betrayal is the most heinous of military sins, so it is the last 
to be suspected. 
 
4 Ironically, Iago is cut from the same cloth as Othello. Both place an absolute 
faith in trust; both react extremely when they feel trust betrayed. In a hierarchy 
like the military, in which only one man can get to the top, there is a recognised 
truism: every career bar one ends in failure. So many ex-military will sympathise 
with how Iago feels, if not how he reacts, after what he sees as Othello’s betrayal 
of trust in promoting Cassio over him. 
 
5 Shakespeare made Othello a deeply conflicted man, creating a character out of 
sync with the demands of the world around him. His colour marks him out but, 
from a military perspective, this is the least interesting point of discord. Of more 
interest are his class and his skill-set. Othello was a slave; he has worked his 
way up to become a general. He is what would now be called “commissioned from 
the ranks”. By the time of the play, he is operating in a social milieu in which he 
is not a natural fit, and he knows this — as shown by his rueful comments about 
his lack of courtly language. 
 
6 The court also makes demands on him that do not play to the strengths on 
which his reputation as a soldier is based. Boiled down to the basics, armies have 
traditionally been designed to kill people and break things. Within that, it is 
soldiers who do the violence, officers who organise it. But while an officer’s 
organisational job changes by degree over time, a soldier who gets a commission 
faces the challenge of a sudden switch from doing violence to organising it. 
 
7 The play opens with Othello receiving precisely the sort of operational task for 
which his soldierly skills best suit him — to repel the Turkish threat to Cyprus. 
Act One ends with him at the top of his form. Then the Turkish fleet is sunk in 
the sort of storm that saved England from the Spanish Armada in 1588, an event 
fresh in the memory of Shakespeare’s time. By the time Othello arrives in Cyprus, 
his operational command has changed from an expeditionary mission to 



garrisoning duties. I’ve done both; they demand very different skill-sets, with 
garrisoning plunging Othello back into peacetime politics. And so Act Two sets 
Othello’s compass spinning again. 
 
8 Into this context of operational turmoil, Shakespeare introduces sex. Civilian 
spouses and partners do not go on operations with their partners, based on the 
long-held view that the two strongest human urges — for sex and violence — 
should be kept apart. Desdemona’s arrival among a testosterone-fuelled army 
ready for war will have set pulses racing, not least in Othello. 
 
9 If it was a mistake for Desdemona to come to Cyprus, the original sin was to 
have married Othello in the first place. Desdemona’s fate illustrates the folly of 
marrying the hero, not the man. She fell in love with his image as painted by his 
stories; she does not understand him or the military from which he gets his inner 
direction and motivation. Her civilian attitudes unwittingly challenge Othello’s 
instinctive military focus on the mission, to his incomprehension and outrage. 
 
10 His instant demotion of Cassio for a brawl on the first night after the removal 
of the Turkish threat is precisely the kind of exemplary punishment that military 
commanders use to stamp their authority over a potentially bored and drunken 
soldiery. Desdemona’s entreaties for Cassio, based on the civilian primacy of 
individual rights, cut right across the demand of military justice for clarity, 
consistency and speed, which is aimed at the good order and discipline of 
thousands more than the rights of one individual. Her appeal is a challenge to 
military authority in general and to Othello’s decision in particular, and it 
infuriates and bewilders him. Desdemona undermines her own position in his 
eyes even before Iago has begun to plant his sedition. 
 
11 In the raw environment of the military, and with the removal of the 
disciplining power of an impending war, the easy recourse to drunkenness and 
violence is understandable. This creates the context for the is astonishing 
violence in the play. 
 
12 It is this combination of alcohol and violence that nearly undoes Othello’s 
newly appointed lieutenant, Cassio. Othello’s choice of Cassio as his lieutenant is 
an astute one, for Cassio is everything Othello and Iago are not — courtly, subtle, 
classy — a message Shakespeare’s audience will have picked up from his 
description as Florentine. But it is his elevated qualities as a “proper officer” that 
Iago exploits. 
 
13 When I joined up, officers were not meant to go drinking downtown with the 
soldiers, for fear of the same fate as befalls Cassio. Alcohol provides an escape, 
from discipline and from tension, which can easily slip to violence, often not out 
of malice or hate but release and (dare one say it) fun. This ease with violence is 
more common among soldiers than it is with officers, who are less adept at either 
predicting or handling violence. Add Cassio’s admission of being unable to hold 
his drink, and Iago’s trap is set. 
 

Questions 
1 Othello seems very naive in trusting Iago. How does Shaw show this isn’t as unrealistic as 
you might think? (par 3) 
 



2 Both Othello and Iago ‘react extremely when they feel trust betrayed’ (par 4). Give an 
example from the play for each of them. 
 
 
3 In what two ways is Othello ‘operating in a social milieu in which he is not a natural fit’? 
(par 5) 
 
 
4 What made Othello’s situation quite difficult when he was asked to repel the Turkish 
threat? 
 
 
5 What was the problem of Othello’s and Desdemona’s relation according to paragraph 9? 
 
 
6 Explain why Desdemona’s appeal for Cassio was infuriating to Othello. 
 
 
7 Othello is a very violent play: people are attacked and even murdered. How is this violence 
explained? 
 
 
8 What two aspects make it easy for Iago to set his trap (par 13)? 
 
9 Read the article below and explain  

a. In what way and 
b. Why 

   Shakespeare changed the historical facts concerning the Turks and Cyprus. 
 
 
9 c What incident of 15 years earlier may have given Shakespeare the idea to use a storm? 
 
 
War between Turks and Venice 
 

In Act 1 of Othello, the threat of a 
Turkish fleet invading the island of 
Cyprus draws Othello and 
Desdemona away from Venice. 
Shakespeare’s depiction of this 
conflict is based in history, but by 
no means historically accurate. 
Begun in the thirteenth century, by 
Shakespeare’s time, the Ottoman 
Empire (the Turks of the play) was 
one of the most powerful forces in 
Europe. Based in what today is 
Turkey, the empire eventually 
reached as far west as Hungary and 



included Egypt and Syria. The empire had a large Christian population (until the 
second half of the fifteen century Christians had been the majority) but the ruling 
class and government was Islamic.  
 
Unsurprisingly, the Christian nations of Western Europe were deeply suspicious of 
an Islamic empire which regularly attempted to increase its holdings and there was 
a great deal of tension between the Ottoman Empire and Western Europe.  
Venice and the Ottoman Empire fought several wars over holdings in the Adriatic 
Sea, starting as early as 1423. In 1570, Turks launched a full scale invasion of 
Cyprus, a large, strategically important island which the Venetians had ruled since 
1489. The invasion was a complete success; Cyprus became part of the Ottoman 
Empire and 20,000 citizens in Nicosia—one of Cyprus’ largest cities—were 
massacred.  
 
The loss of Cyprus and the massacre of civilians occurred within living memory of 
Shakespeare’s original audience and knowledge of the outcome would have made 
the scattering of the Turkish fleet in between Act 1 and Act 2 a surprise to that 
audience. Shakespeare had a habit of ignoring history when it suited him; this 
change is necessary because Shakespeare needs a big external threat to move 
Othello and Desdemona away from the civilized world of Venice. But once they set 
sail, he had no further interest in the actual historical war and so he dismisses it 
with a miraculous storm that damages only Turkish ships and allows everyone else 
to arrive safely in Cyprus—where they will face much more deadly, because much 
more personal, threats.  
 
 
 
  
Homework / lesson work 

Directions: Choose one of the following quotations to analyze, and provide the following details for 
each (for an example, see lesson 1):  

1. Speaker: Who says it  
2. Audience: The person(s) being spoken to  
3. Context: The surrounding circumstances and events in the play when the quotation appears  
4. Meaning: What the quotation means in your own words  
5. Significance: Why this quotation is important and how it develops the plot, a motif, or theme 

in the play  

1. ―O, most lame and important conclusion! Do not learn of him, Emilia, though he be thy 
husband. 

2. ―Touch me not so near. / I had rather have this tongue cut from my mouth / Than I should do 
offense to Michael Cassio. 

3. ―Come, Desdemona. ‘Tis the soldier‘s life / To have their balmy slumbers waked with strife.ǁ  
4. ―Reputation is an idle and most false imposition; oft got without merit and lost without 

deserving. You have lost no reputation at all unless you repute yourself such a loser. 
5. ―Our General‘s wife is now the General . . . Confess yourself freely to her. Importune her 

help to put you in your place again. She is of a free, so kind, so apt, so blessed a disposition 
she holds it a vice in her goodness not to do more than she is requested. 

6. ―Good night, honest Iago. 


