
Lesson 5: The Handkerchief 

Read Othello, Act 5 

Paraphrase the following lines after rereading them in their context: 

 SHAKESPEARE IN MY OWN WORDS 
1 Othello: If you bethink yourself of any 

crime Unreconciled as yet to heaven and 
grace, 30 Solicit for it straight.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

2 Emilia: For often, with a solemn 
earnestness— 
More than indeed 
belonged to such a trifle— 
He begged of me to steal 
it. 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3 Othello: I kissed thee ere I killed thee. No 
way but this, Killing myself, 
to die upon a kiss. 

 

 

 

Watching 

The following fragment shows how shocking Othello’s behaviour towards Desdemona is. Watch it and 
pay attention to Desdemona’s reaction when Othello had slapped her in the face. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wHVnLyP9ZVE&feature=youtu.be 

 

Speaking 

Discuss Desdemona’s behaviour towards Othello: 
1 Her reaction after being slapped 
2 Her last words before she dies 



How would you have reacted? Is Desdemona’s reaction realistic? Why (not)? Take into account the 
character she portrays in the rest of the play / (like her conversation with Emilia about fidelity) 

 

Text analysis 

The handkerchief is the smoking gun that Iago will use to "implicate" Desdemona, but it also has very 
specific meaning to many of the characters.  Look at the language each character uses in reference to 
the handkerchief and assess his or her attitude of the handkerchief's importance. 

DESDEMONA 

Believe me, I had rather have lost my purse  
Full of crusadoes: and, but my noble Moor  
Is true of mind and made of no such baseness  
As jealous creatures are, it were enough  
To put him to ill thinking. 

ATTITUDE:___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

OTHELLO 

That handkerchief  
Did an Egyptian to my mother give;  
She was a charmer, and could almost read  
The thoughts of people: she told her, while 2240 
she kept it,  
'Twould make her amiable and subdue my father  
Entirely to her love, but if she lost it  
Or made gift of it, my father's eye  
Should hold her loathed and his spirits should hunt 2245 
After new fancies: she, dying, gave it me;  
And bid me, when my fate would have me wive,  
To give it her. I did so: and take heed on't;  
Make it a darling like your precious eye;  
To lose't or give't away were such perdition 2250 
As nothing else could match. 

ATTITUDE:____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

CASSIO 

Sweet Bianca,  
[Giving her DESDEMONA's handkerchief]  
Take me this work out. I like the work well: ere it be demanded—  



As like enough it will—I'ld have it copied:  
Take it, and do't; and leave me for this time. 

ATTITUDE:____________________________________________________________________________ 

BIANCA 

O Cassio, whence came this?  
This is some token from a newer friend:  
To the felt absence now I feel a cause:  
Is't come to this? Well, well. 

ATTITUDE:____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Reading 

Read the text and summarize it using a diagram/ one pager.  

William Shakespeare's 'Othello': What Is The Meaning 
& Symbolism Of The Handkerchief Scene? 
 
IN SHAKESPEARE'S Othello a handkerchief becomes the catalyst for the Moor's 
brutal murder of his wife Desdemona. How could a simple piece of cloth have such 
a deadly impact? 
 

WITHIN TRADITIONAL MEDIEVAL and renaissance poetry, the handkerchief is a 
powerful symbol of a woman’s romantic favour. This is well denoted within the 
cultural practice of old in which a lady would deliberately drop the item for a 
knight to retrieve and keep as a token of her affection. 

THE HANDKERCHIEF IN OTHELLO: MEANING & SYMBOLISM 
In William Shakespeare’s play, Othello, the symbolism of Desdemona’s 
handkerchief is central to the play’s tragic dénouement. Mentioned over 30 times 
within the text, the item is both distinct in design — white, and dotted with images 
of strawberries — and imbued with a deep history. Othello’s first gift to his wife, it 
was woven using silk from sacred worms, and dye extracted from the hearts of 
mummified virgins. It was originally a gift from Othello’s father to his mother, and 
was subsequently presented to Desdemona as a token of their love and fidelity. 
This backstory imbues the handkerchief with added meaning and symbolic value, 
rendering it more like a precious artefact than a mere piece of cloth. 

IAGO MANIPULATES THE HANDKERCHIEF 
The reverence with which Desdemona regards the handkerchief resonates 



throughout the play's scenes. As a symbol of his love and trust she keeps it about 
her constantly, “to kiss and talk to.” (Act III, scene 3).  

When Iago learns of the meaning and symbolism of the item within their 
relationship, he skillfully manipulates it by placing it into Cassio’s unknowing 
possession, thereby presenting it as false evidence of Desdemona’s infidelity. The 
resulting chain reaction leads to her brutal murder at the hands of her enraged 
husband. 

THE SOILED CLOTH 
The handkerchief is a powerful metaphor within the play’s turning point. It 
becomes, as critic James Hodgson affirms, “an emblem of her reputation”: a 
pseudonym for the wedding sheets from their marital bed, now allegedly soiled by 
an intruder. Desdemona’s identity and sexuality become superimposed onto the 
handkerchief itself.  

It is interesting to consider that if Shakespeare was working today, what symbolic 
turning point device he would use to portray Desdemona's alleged infidelity, now 
that the age of women and handkerchiefs is over. This idea was examined in 
the movie Internal Affairs (1990) in which the plot, like Othello, is similarly 
animated with the theme of jealousy. Andy Garcia's character, Raymond Avilla, is 
presented with a pair of his wife's panties by Richard Gere's Iago-esque character, 
Dennis Peck, as false proof of her adulterous nature. 
 

 

Homework/lesson work: 

Read the text by Francis Bacon below and do the assignment underneath. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



     Of Suspicion  

        By Francis Bacon 
        Adapted by Penguin Books.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Suspicions amongst thoughts are like bats amongst birds: 
they ever fly by twilight. Certainly they are to be repressed, 
or at the least well guarded, for they cloud the mind, they 
leese friends, and they check with business, whereby 
business cannot go on currently and constantly. They 
dispose kings to tyranny, husbands to jealousy, wise men 
to irresolution and melancholy. They are defects, not in the 
heart but in the brain, for they take place in the stoutest 
natures, as in the example of Henry the Seventh of 
England. There was not a more suspicious man, nor a 
more stout. And in such a composition they do small hurt, 
for commonly they are not admitted but with examination 
whether they be likely or no: but in fearful natures they 
gain ground too fast. There is nothing makes a man 
suspect much, more than to know little; and therefore men 
should remedy suspicion by procuring to know more, and 
not to keep their suspicions in smother. What would men 
have? Do they think those they employ and deal with are 
saints? Do they not think they will have their own ends, 
and be truer to themselves than to them? Therefore there is 
no better way to moderate suspicions than to account upon 
such suspicions as true and yet to bridle them as false. For 
so far a man ought to make use of suspicions, as to provide 
as, if that should be true that he suspects, yet it may do 
him no hurt. Suspicions that the mind of itself gathers are 
but buzzes, but suspicions that are artificially nourished 
and put into men‘s heads by the tales and whisperings of 
others, have stings. Certainly the best mean to clear the 
way in this same wood of suspicions is frankly to 
communicate them with the party that he suspects: for 
thereby he shall be sure to know more of the truth of them 
than he did before, and withal shall make that party more 
circumspect not to give further cause of suspicion. But this 
would not be done to men of base natures, for they, if they 
find themselves once suspected, will never be true. The 
Italian says, Sospetto licentia fede, as if suspicion did give 
a passport to faith; but it ought rather to kindle it to 
discharge itself.  
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Bacon and Othello 

Directions: Read ―Of Suspicion and list the author‘s key ideas (at least five) in the first column 
of the table. Be sure to record the line number for each idea you select, and use quotation 
marks for direct quotations. In the second column, explain why you agree or disagree with each 
point. Then, in the last column, determine how this information would translate into advice for 
Othello.  

What is the author telling me? Do I agree or disagree? Why? What advice do I have for Othello? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

  

 


