
Lesson 4: Desdemona 
 
Read Othello, Act 4 
 
Paraphrase the following lines after rereading them in their context: 
 

 SHAKESPEARE IN MY OWN WORDS 
1 Iago: As he shall smile, Othello shall go 

mad. 
And his unbookish jealousy must construe 
Poor Cassio’s smiles, gestures, and light 
behavior  
Quite in the wrong.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

2 Othello: —and then of so gentle a 
condition! 
Iago: Ay, too gentle. 
Othello: 
Nay, that’s certain. But yet the pity of it, 
Iago! O Iago, the pity of it, Iago!  
 
 

 

3 Iago: He (Cassio) knows not yet of his 
honorable fortune.  
If you will watch his going thence (which I 
will fashion to fall out between twelve and 
one)  
you may take him at your pleasure.  
 

 

 

 
Watching 
Watch a clip about Desdemona: 
https://www.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/shak15.ela.lit.desdemona/desdemona/ 
 
 
 
 
Speaking 
In pairs: 
1 Assign roles and read/act out the dialogue (boys should realize in Shakespeare’s time     
   female roles were played by male actors): 
   First in modern English, then in Shakespeare’s language. 
 
 



DESDEMONA 

Dost thou in conscience think—tell me, 
Emilia— 
That there be women do abuse their 
husbands In such gross kind? 

EMILIA 
There be some such, no question. 
 
DESDEMONA 
Wouldst thou do such a deed for all the 
world? 
 
EMILIA 
Why, would not you? 
 
DESDEMONA 
    No, by this heavenly light! 
 
EMILIA 
Nor I neither, by this heavenly light. 
I might do ’t as well i' th' dark. 
 
DESDEMONA 
55In troth, I think thou wouldst not. 
 
EMILIA 
But I do think it is their husbands' faults 
If wives do fall. Let husbands know 
70Their wives have sense like them. They 
see and smell 
And have their palates both for sweet and 
sour, 
As husbands have.  
Then let them use us well, else let them 
know, 
The ills we do, their ills instruct us so. 

DESDEMONA 

Do you honestly think—tell me, Emilia—
there are women who’d cheat on their 
husbands in such a disgusting manner? 

EMILIA 
There are women like that out there, no 
question. 
 
DESDEMONA 
Would you ever do such a thing for all the 
world? 
 
EMILIA 
Why, wouldn’t you? 
 
DESDEMONA 
By the light of heaven, no, I would not! 
 
EMILIA 
I wouldn’t either, by daylight. It would be 
easier to do it in the dark. 
 
DESDEMONA 
I don’t think you would. 
 
EMILIA 
But I do think it’s the husband’s fault if we 
wives cheat on them.  
Husbands need to know that their wives are 
human beings too.  
They see, smell, and taste sweet and sour 
just like their husbands.  
Then tell them to treat us well. Or let them 
figure out that the bad things we do are just 
what we learned from them. 

 
 
2 Talk about these two women: what are they like, how is their friendship, how are they 
similar/different, who would you want to be friends with, etc. … 
 
 
Watching/ analysis 
Watch:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vgkSbji17_Q  (until 10:09) and answer the 
questions: 



1 Why does the actress think Desdemona is in fact a strong woman? 
 
2 What is her greatest mistake? 
 
3 In what way is Emilia a heroine, in what way is she the opposite? 
 
4 How did Shakespeare create her to be ahead of her time? 
 
5 Why is Desdemona so shocked about Emilia’s view on unfaithfulness? 
 
6 How does the actress playing Emilia explain Emilia’s opinion of men? 
 
 
Reading 
 
Read the article and answer the questions underneath. 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Feminist reading: ‘a maiden never bold’ 
Virginia Mason Vaughan 
 
1  Feminist critics highlight the ways Shakespeare portrays gender roles. 
In Act 1, Scene 3, Brabantio describes his daughter Desdemona as ‘a maiden 
never bold’, yet in choosing a foreigner she has violated the Venetian norm of 
arranged endogamous marriages (the practice of marrying within a local 
community or ethnic group) and rejected her father’s authority. Still, she 
honours the patriarchal dictum that, once married, the wife owes her 
husband the same respect and duty she had shown her father. Emilia, too, 
defers to her husband Iago’s wishes. Even after she realises the full extent of 
his villainy, she admits, ‘’Tis proper I obey him, but not now’ (5.2.194). In 
Shakespeare’s time, romances, poems and plays often countered patriarchal 
authority in favour of romantic love. Just as the Duke overrules Brabantio’s 
demands in Act 1, Scene 3, in fictional narratives the blocking father figure 
cannot prevail and young lovers marry. If Othello ended after Act 1, it would 
be, as many commentators have observed, a romantic comedy. 
 
2  Alas, Desdemona and Othello’s love is no match for Iago’s plots and 
the green-eyed monster jealousy. Infidelity was the ultimate marital crime in 
early modern England. The prospect of illegitimate children undermined the 
basis of the era’s social and economic system, the inheritance of property 
from father to son. In a speech that is often described as ‘proto-feminist’, 
Emilia argues that a wife’s infidelity is a response to the husband’s 
behaviour:  

Say they slack their duties, 
And pour our treasures into foreign laps, 
Or else break out in peevish jealousies, 
Throwing restraint upon us; or say they strike us, 
Or scant of former having in despite – 



. . .  
Yet have we some revenge. (4.4.82–88) 

Desdemona rejects this reasoning, promising ‘Not to pick bad from bad, but 
by bad mend’ (4.4.100). As she nears death in the play’s final moments, she 
exonerates Othello by claiming no one has murdered her except herself. 
 
3  From the play’s earliest performances, audiences responded 
sympathetically to Desdemona’s plight. After a 1610 production at Oxford, 
Henry Jackson recalled that Desdemona ‘entreated the pity of the spectators 
by her very countenance’. That changed in the late 20th century, however, 
when feminist critics stressed Desdemona’s initial independence and 
Emilia’s eventual strength, and outlined the ways both women – as well as 
the courtesan Bianca – were constrained by the male characters’ patriarchal 
suppositions. From a feminist perspective, early modern England’s 
preoccupation with cuckoldry demonstrates a basic male insecurity about 
women’s sexuality. 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
1 Paragraph 1: On the one hand Desdemona defies the rules, on the other she doesn’t. 
Explain. 
 
 
2 In what kinds of situations did authors usually make their female characters go against 
their father’s authority? 
 
3 Use the context to explain the following words: violated, defers to, prevail. 
 
4 Paragraph 2: what reason is given why infidelity was considered disastrous at the time? 
 
5 Emilia’s lines: What three possible reasons are given for a woman’s infidelity? Use your 
own words. 
 
6 How does Desdemona show what it means to ‘by bad mend’? 
 
7 Paragraph 3: Desdemona ‘entreated the pity of the spectators by her very countenance’. 
Explain. 
 
8a In the last paragraph line 1 of this article is illustrated: what two positive facts do 
feminists find in Othello? 
 
8b What negative aspect is mentioned? Use your own words! 
 
9 ‘Early modern England’s preoccupation with cuckoldry demonstrates a basic male 
insecurity about women’s sexuality’:  this statement might be seen as a typically feministic 
remark about men.  
a Write down the meaning of:  1 preoccupation  2 cuckoldry 3 insecurity 
b In what way are men attacked? 



Homework / lesson work:  
Read the article about the Shakespearean theatre and answer the MCQ.  
(Practice Test Shakespeare’s theatre, 12 minutes) 
 



 



 Open questions: 
What other things do you know about the Elizabethan theatre (see also Bill Bryson article)? 
 
1 Actors:  
 
2 Position of the stage: 
 
3 When the performances took place: 
 
4 Where the theatres were situated: 
 
5 Any additional information: 


