
                        

The Characters of Othello 
 
 
 
 

1. Othello: 
 

 

Role: The protagonist and tragic hero of the play, Othello is a Moor (a North African) 
 

and a highly respected general in the Venetian army. 
 

 

Character Traits: Othello is noble, honorable, and courageous, but his primary flaw 

is his vulnerability to jealousy. Despite his military prowess and leadership, he 

struggles with a deep insecurity, partly due to his race and his outsider status in 

Venetian society. He loves Desdemona deeply, but Iago’s manipulation exploits his 

self-doubt, leading him to believe in her infidelity. His emotional volatility and lack 

of experience with love lead him to make impulsive and tragic decisions, 

culminating in him killing Desdemona and later himself. 

 

Key Themes: Othello’s character explores themes of race, jealousy, and the 

destructive power of insecurity. His tragic downfall exemplifies how noble qualities 

can be undone by emotional weakness and manipulation. 

 

2. Iago: 
 

 

Role: The antagonist and the mastermind behind Othello’s downfall. 
 

 

Character Traits: Iago is cunning, manipulative, and deeply malevolent. He is often 

regarded as one of Shakespeare’s most sinister villains. Driven by personal 

grievance—his resentment at being passed over for a promotion in favor of Cassio— 

he concocts an elaborate scheme to destroy Othello. Iago is an expert in deceit, 
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playing on the insecurities and weaknesses of those around him. His motivations are 

complex, ranging from professional envy to a possible suspicion that Othello has 

been intimate with his wife, Emilia. Iago’s sheer delight in manipulating and ruining 

lives highlights his amorality and profound cruelty. 

 

Key Themes: Iago embodies the themes of deceit, envy, and the corruption of evil. 

His actions reveal the destructive power of manipulation and the ease with which 

trust can be shattered. 

 

3. Desdemona: 
 

 

Role: Othello’s wife and a symbol of innocence and purity. 
 

 

Character Traits: Desdemona is beautiful, virtuous, loyal, and loving. She defies 

societal expectations by marrying Othello, a Moor, for love rather than status or 

wealth. Throughout the play, she remains faithful and supportive of Othello, despite 

his growing suspicion and cruelty. Desdemona’s innocence and goodness make her 

a  stark  contrast  to  manipulative and  dark  characters  like  Iago.  However,  her 

goodness  also  makes  her  tragically  vulnerable.  She  is  ultimately a  victim  of 

Othello’s jealousy and misplaced trust in Iago. 

 

Key Themes: Desdemona represents the themes of innocence, fidelity, and 

victimization. Her unjust death underscores the tragedy of Othello’s misguided 

actions and the devastating impact of jealousy. 

 

4. Cassio: 
 

 

Role: Othello’s loyal lieutenant, whose promotion over Iago sets the tragedy in 

motion. 

 

Character Traits: Cassio is handsome, courteous, and honorable, but also somew hat 

naive. He is well-liked and trusted by Othello, but his reputation is tarnished when 

he is manipulated by Iago into a drunken brawl, leading to his demotion. Iago further 

exploits Cassio’s close, platonic relationship with Desdemona to convince Othello 



of their affair. Cassio’s sense of honor and guilt over losing Othello’s trust makes 

him a sympathetic figure. Unlike Othello, he survives the play and is one of the few 

characters not corrupted by Iago’s manipulation. 

 

Key Themes:  Cassio’s  character  deals  with  themes  of  honor,  reputation,  and 

innocence. His downfall is a consequence of Iago’s schemes, yet he represents the 

idea of redemption, as he is reinstated by the end of the play. 

 

5. Emilia: 
 

 

Role: Iago’s wife and Desdemona’s maid. 
 

 

Character Traits: Emilia is a sharp-witted, practical, and outspoken woman. Initially, 

she appears complicit in her husband’s schemes, especially when she steals 

Desdemona’s handkerchief at Iago’s request. However, as the play progresses, she 

becomes a crucial figure in exposing Iago’s treachery. Emilia’s loyalty to 

Desdemona ultimately outweighs her loyalty to her husband, as she bravely reveals 

the truth, leading to Iago’s downfall. Emilia’s final act of defiance costs her life, but 

she dies vindicated as a hero who stands up for the truth. 

 

Key Themes: Emilia’s character explores themes of loyalty, betrayal, and the 

empowerment of women. Her relationship with Desdemona, contrasted with her 

marriage to Iago, highlights the tensions between love, duty, and moral integrity. 

 

6. Roderigo: 
 

 

Role: A wealthy Venetian  gentleman who  is  in  love  with  Desdemona and  is 

manipulated by Iago. 

 

Character Traits: Roderigo is gullible, foolish, and desperate. He is willing to do 

anything to win Desdemona’s affection, which makes him an easy target for Iago’s 



manipulation. In the end, Roderigo realizes that Iago has deceived him, but it is too 

late, as Iago kills him to cover his tracks. 

 

Key Themes: Roderigo’s character represents themes of blind ambition, deception, 

and the exploitation of love. His downfall is a result of his misplaced trust in Iago 

and his obsession with Desdemona. 

 

7. Brabantio: 
 

 

Role: Desdemona’s father and a Venetian senator. 
 

 

Character Traits: Brabantio is protective and proud, but also deeply racist and 

resentful of Othello’s marriage to his daughter. He initially welcomes Othello as a 

respected general, but when he learns of the marriage, he feels betrayed by both 

Desdemona and Othello. Brabantio represents the societal prejudice Othello faces, 

as he cannot accept that his daughter would willingly marry a Moor. His warnings 

to Othello that Desdemona may deceive him echo throughout the play, sowing the 

seeds of Othello’s mistrust. 

 

Key Themes: Brabantio’s character highlights themes of racism, parental authority, 

and betrayal. His inability to accept his daughter’s choices represents the entrenched 

societal attitudes toward race and marriage. 

 

8. Bianca: 
 

 

Role: A courtesan in love with Cassio. 
 

 

Character Traits: Bianca is devoted and affectionate toward Cassio, though he does 

not take their relationship seriously. She becomes unwittingly involved in Iago’s plot 

when she finds the handkerchief, which Iago uses as evidence of Desdemona’s 

infidelity. Despite her minor role, Bianca represents a woman who loves deeply but 



is disregarded by the man she cares for. Her jealousy and emotional responses 

serve as a foil to Othello’s larger and more destructive jealousy. 

 

Key Themes: Bianca’s character touches on themes of unrequited love, jealousy, 

and class distinctions. Her role in the play adds a secondary, less tragic form of 

jealousy to contrast with Othello’s. 

 

9. The Duke of 

Venice: 
 

 

Role: The leader of Venice is a figure of authority and 

fairness. 
 

 

Character Traits: The duke is wise, diplomatic, and just. He respects Othello for 

his military achievements and dismisses Brabantio’s accusations of witchcraft, 

siding with Othello and Desdemona in their marriage. His role is relatively 

minor but establishes the backdrop of Venice’s political environment. 

 

Key Themes: The duke represents themes of justice, authority, and political 

responsibility. He underscores the tension between personal and public duties in 

Venetian society. 

 


