Spring 2025 Heyman Center Friends/Carl Hovde Colloquium

Othello and The Winter’s Tale

Julie Crawford

Tuesdays, 6-7.30 p.m.; Heyman Center, East Campus Residential Center; hybrid format

Text books:
William Shakespeare, Othello, ed. Michael Neill (Oxford UP 2008) 9780199535873
William Shakespeare, The Winter s Tale, ed. Stephen Orgel (Oxford UP 2008) 9780199535910

Course Description:

This colloquium will be led by Julie Crawford, Mark van Doren Professor of Humanities, in the
Department of English and Comparative Literature at Columbia University.

Othello, one of Shakespeare’s most famous tragedies, engages a wide range of issues, from the
nature of good governance and cosmopolitanism to race, gender, and the sanctity of marriage
vows. It is also thrillingly dramatic, from its famed handkerchief — one of the most famous props
in all of Shakespeare — to the “tragic loading” of the bed with which the play ends. At its center
is a marriage, one that begins with a bracing openness between two lovers, and ends with the
husband, monstrously deceived, murdering his wife — a woman whose only real defender is
another woman. Shakespeare returns to some key aspects of this plot in his tragicomedy, 7The
Winter s Tale, written towards the end of his career. The Winter s Tale begins with a once-loving
husband who starts to doubt the fidelity of his wife, and, with alarming dispatch, sends her and
their children spiraling into tragedy. Yet this precipitous tragedy is interrupted by a dramatic
choice unprecedented in Shakespeare’s work: a sixteen-year gap in time, in which we change
settings entirely, and only return to the original storyline for a radical, and theatrically
spectacular, denouement at the end. Like Othello, The Winter s Tale is about marriage, and it too
features an ill-counseled and increasingly intemperate husband, a faithful and principled wife,
and a woman counselor of exemplary integrity. And as we will discuss, both plays also
understand marriage in political terms. In early modern political thought, the household was
often an analogy for the state, and the marital relationship was often a figure for the relationship
between the ruler and the subject. Questions about the balance of obligations between husband
and wives, and the limits of wives’ obedience, and the rights of wives’ resistance, were thus also
always political questions, whether in books about domestic conduct or in Shakespeare’s plays.
As we will also discuss, genre and stagecraft offer different ways of imagining what might
happen when a marriage, and a whole society, goes awry.


https://sofheyman.org/
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/othello-the-moor-of-venice-9780199535873?q=Othello&lang=en&cc=us
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/the-winters-tale-9780199535910?q=Winter%27s%20Tale&lang=en&cc=us
https://english.columbia.edu/content/julie-crawford

Syllabus:

February 18: Introduction: “How to Read a Shakespeare Play” and Domestic/Political
Analogies

March 4: Othello (Acts 1 and 2): Venice, Cyprus, Moors, Turks, and Good Governance
March 25: Othello (Acts 3-5): The Querelle des Femmes and the Case of Emilia

April 8: Othello (Moors and Turks, redux) to The Winter s Tale: Tragedy to Tragicomedy
April 22: The Winter s Tale (Acts 1 and 2): Male Friendship, Marriage, and Good Governance

April 29: The Winter's Tale (Acts 3-5): The Dramatic and Visual Arts and the Case of Paulina



