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Think	aloud	strategies	
•  What	do	I	know	about	Othello	and	Desdemona?	
•  What	does	this	picture	suggest	about	their	relaIonship?	
	

Gruppo di Pisa	



•  How	can	I	compare	the	two	characters	of	Desdemona	as	they	are	presented	in	the	following	extracts?	
		



In	the	quiet,	dark,	emo?onal	s?ll-point	of	the	night,	Desdemona	sings	her	famous	“Willow	Song”,	
recalling	she	was	raised	by	an	African	maid	with	African	stories	and	songs.	“Barbary”	is	one	of	
Shakespeare’s	powerful	and	enigma?c	“missing	women	–	he	did	not	write	for	her,	but	he	imagined	
her.	In	Toni	Morrison’s	novel,	Desdemona	meets	her.	
	DESDEMONA		Barbary!	Barbary.	Come	closer.	How	I	have	missed	you.	Remember	the	days	we	spent	
by	the	canal?	We	ate	sweets	and	you	saved	the	honey	for	me	eaIng	none	yourself.	We	shared	so	
much.	
BARBARY	We	shared	nothing.	
DESDEMONA	What	do	you	mean?	
SA’RAN	I	mean	you	don’t	even	know	my	name.	Barbary?	Barbary	is	what	we	call	Africa.	Barbary	is	the	
geography	of	the	foreigner,	the	savage.	Barbary?	Barbary	equals	the	sly,	vicious	enemy	who	must	be	
put	down	at	any	price;	held	down	at	any	cost	for	the	conquerors’	pleasure.	Barbary	is	the	name	of	
those	without	whom	you	could	neither	live	nor	prosper.	
DESDEMONA	So	tell	me.	What	is	your	name?	
SA’RAN	Sa’ran.	
DESDEMONA	Well,	Sa’ran,	whatever	your	name,	you	were	my	best	friend.	
SA’RAN	I	was	your	slave.	
DESDEMONA		What	does	that	maZer?	I	have	known	and	loved	you	all	my	life.	
SA’RAN	I	am	black-skinned.	You	are	white-skinned.	
DESDEMONA		So?	
SA’RAN	So	you	don’t	know	me.	Have	never	known	me.	
DESDEMONA	Because	of	your	skin?	It	is	you	who	lack	knowing.	Think.	I	wed	a	Moor.	I	fled	my	home	to	
be	with	him.	I	defied	my	father,	all	my	family	to	wed	him.	I	joined	him	on	the	baZlefield.	
SA’RAN	And	he	slaughtered	you.	Now	do	you	know	our	difference?	
	



SA’RAN	
The	poor	soul	sat	sighing	by	a	sycamore	tree,	
Sing	all	a	green	willow;	
Her	hand	on	her	bosom,	her	head	on	her	knee.	
Sing	willow,	willow,	willow.	
The	fresh	streams	ran	by	her,	and	murmur’d	her	
moans;	
Sing	willow,	willow,	willow;	
Her	salt	tears	fell	from	her	and	soAen’d	the	stones;	
Sing	willow,	willow,	willow-	
	



Barbary	in	Shakespeare’s	Othello:	Act	IV,	Scene	III	
		
APer	Othello	has	accused	Desdemona	of	infidelity,	calling	her	a	“whore”,	he	orders	Desdemona	
to	go	to	bed	to	await	him.	Desdemona	talks	with	Emilia,	Iago’s	wife	and	her	companion,	of	her	
love	for	Othello,	of	death	and	of	Barbary,	her	mother’s	maid.		
		
DESDEMONA	My	mother	had	a	maid	called	Barbary:													
	 	She	was	in	love,	and	he	she	lov’d	prov’d	mad	

	And	did	forsake	her;	she	had	a	song	of	“willow”,	
	An	old	thing	‘twas,	but	it	express’d	her	fortune,	
	And	she	died	singing	it;	that	song	tonight	
	Will	not	go	from	my	mind…	I	have	much	to	do,	

But	to	go	hang	my	head	all	at	one	side	
And	sing	it	like	poor	Barbary.	
(…)	
DESDEMONA	(Singing)	

	The	poor	soul	sat	sighing,	by	a	sycamore	tree,	
	 	Sing	all	a	green	willow:	
	Her	hand	on	her	bosom	her	head	on	her	knee,	
	 	Sing	willow,	willow,	willow.	
	The	fresh	stream	ran	by	her,	and	murmur’d	her	moans;	
	 	Sing	willow,	willow,	willow;	
	Her	salt	tears	fell	from	her,	which	soAen’d	the	stones;	-	
	 	Sing	willow,	willow,	willow.		 Desdemona	reIring	to	her	bed	(1849),	

Théodore	Chassériau	(1819-1856)	
	

Desdemona’s	Willow	Song	from	Othello	
hZps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7RDAM14EPfs		



Context		
Why	Venice	as	a	background	of	Desdemona	and	Othello’s	story?	

	

Venice	as	a	cosmopolitan	town,	the	market	of	the	world,	in	
conInuous	conflict	with	the	Turks,	and	inhabited	by	Moors	
or	“morel”,	whose	presence	is	tesIfied	by	sculpured	heads	

on	some	VeneIan	palaces,	as	appears	in	this	picture,	
expressing	the	suffering	that	so	many	Africans	were	

subjected	to	in	the	service	of	Venice.			
	

OTHELLO	–	Haply	
for	I	am	black	
And	have	not	
those	soA	parts	of	
conversaGon	
That	chamberers	
have.	
[Othello,	Act	III,	
Scene	III]	
		
	



Further	developments	

1.   “Exchange	me	for	a	goat”:		
What	does	the	image	of	a	goat	suggest?	
	
	
2.	Act	it	out	
	
Storytelling	
Narrate	Barbary’s	story	in	your	own	words	
(1st	person	narraIon)	
	
Sing	willow	
Explore	ways	of	presenIng	the	song	
(Desdemona’s	mood)	as	to	create	a	moving	
dramaIc	effect.	Try	whispering	or	wailing	
the	words,	making	sop	background	noises,	
imitaIng	the	sound	of	wind	through	
branches,	or	playing	with	ways	of	repeaIng	
the	refrain.	
	



Review-	Toni	Morrison’s	ghostly	‘Desdemona’	blends	words	and	music	in	lyrical	revision	of	
Shakespeare	
hZp://www.laImes.com/entertainment/arts/la-et-cm-desdemona-cap-ucla-
review-20151010-column.html	
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