
  Turner 1 
 
Jessica Turner 

ENG 533: Shakespeare 

Dr. Eleni Pilla 

‘O, the pity of it’: Othello and Epilepsy in Oliver Parker’s Othello  

The title character in William Shakespeare’s tragedy, Othello, The Moor of Venice, Othello, the Moorish general, 

had many reasons to fear that his wife Desdemona might stray from him. He cites his age, lack of courtly manners, 

and his race, as sources of insecurity, but never his disability: epilepsy. There is enough evidence in the play that the 

neurological disorder has been a chronic issue, although it has not appeared to affect his success in the military field. 

Cassio, the dislodged lieutenant, seems to have faith in Iago’s ability to nurse Othello in the midst of his fit in Act 4, 

Scene 1, as though the ensign had dealt with the general’s seizures before. If Othello’s epilepsy is not a source of 

insecurity, then Shakespeare uses it as an instrument for Iago to manipulate the calm, self-possessed general into a 

helpless, emotional shell of his former self. Thematically, Shakespeare uses Othello’s disability to mirror and amplify 

his fragmented state of mind and ultimate destruction of the self.  

Film directors have used the epileptic scene in different ways to portray the transfer of power between 

Othello and Iago. Film as a medium has the unique capacity to manipulate the gaze and point of view both of the 

spectators and the characters that theater does not. I will examine how director Oliver Parker handles the epilepsy 

scene in his 1995 feature film, Othello, and how that scene reflects Shakespeare’s play and the film as a whole. 

Parker’s Othello stars Laurence Fishburne as Othello and Kenneth Branagh as Iago. 

Shakespeare’s Othello is a domestic tragedy that places race at its center. Although the Venetians respect him, 

and he has converted to Christianity, he will always be an outsider. His ability to integrate is restricted to the war 

room and the battlefield. When Desdemona’s father pleas to the Duke to punish the man who stole his daughter, 

the ruler of Venice vows that “the bloody book of law” will apply to whomever “beguiled your daughter” (1.13.66-

67), even if it were his own son, until Othello reveals himself the perpetrator. That the Duke declines to punish 

Othello is less magnanimous than selfish. The Venetians have a national crisis on their hands. His response to a 
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request for Desdemona to accompany Othello to Cyprus on the campaign is equivocal: “Be it as you shall privately 

determine,/ Either for her stay or going. Th’ affair cries haste,/And speed must answer it” (1.3.275-7). If the Duke 

can excuse this transgression in exchange for his services, the Venetians may well have overlooked his disability as 

long as it did not interfere with Othello’s winning. 

Othello is a proud, self-assured man until he self-destructs. Iago’s toxic rhetoric plays on Othello’s 

insecurities. Emily Tarantella argues that Iago reinvents Othello’s personal narrative through generalizations, gossip, 

silence, and repetitions (1). In Act 3, Scene 3, the central scene of the play, Othello, just prior to his first seizure, he 

soliloquizes about the reasons Desdemona might have cuckolded him. He starts in the narrative in the first person, 

but as he becomes agitated, he interrupts himself with “–yet that’s not much– / She’s gone” (3.3.265-6). His speech 

continues in stops and starts, punctuated with exclamations. The dialogue is more an internal debate than a 

narrative: 

 O curse of marriage, 

That we can call these delicate creatures ours, 

And not their appetites!  I had rather be a toad 

And live upon the vapor of a dungeon 

Than keep a corner in the thing I love 

For others’ uses. Yet ‘tis the plague of great ones; 

Prerogatived are they less than the base. 

‘Tis destiny unshunnable, like death. 

Even then this forkèd plague is fated to us 

When we do quicken. (3.3.268-277) 

Othello switches voices in the soliloquy from the first-person plural to the third-person plural and back to the first-

person plural, which indicates the onset of the fragmentation of the self. Not only does he switch voice, he 
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distances himself within the narrative from the ego, the “I” self. The lack of cohesion in his narrative voice belies 

the increasing lack of self-identity. Depending on the stage or film production,  Othello may have a small seizure 

here. Shakespeare does not indicate it in the stage directions as he does in Act 4, Scene 1, but Desdemona enters to 

remind him that his presence is requested at dinner. She notices his agitation and asks, “Why do you speak so 

faintly? / Are you not well?” (3.3.283). The footnotes in the Penguin Complete Works reveal Othello’s following line, 

“I have a pain upon my forehead, here.” is a reference to the metaphorical cuckold’s horns. On the other hand, it 

could be the onset of a partial seizure that he is able to stave off. Kenneth W. Heaton, a medical doctor, tracks the 

many “flags of feeling” in Shakespeare’s works in which characters (including Othello) pass out, seize, or die as a 

direct result of strong emotion in his essay “Faints, fits, and fatalities from emotion in Shakespeare’s characters: 

survey of the canon.” Heaton points out that Shakespeare understands the “power of the emotions to disturb 

bodily functions” (1338) and uses them liberally for dramatic effect and to provide insights into the human 

condition. 

Dr. Alan J. Cohen, M.D. collects evidence of Othello’s seizure disorder in his essay, “The Neuropsychiatric 

Syndrome of a Psychomotor Seizure Disorder in Shakespeare’s Othello, The Moor of Venice.” Othello suffers from 

temporal lobe epilepsy, which accounts for “the rash, violent, and implacable quality of Othello’s personality” (39). 

For the cause, Dr. Cohen points to “some distressful stroke / that my youth suffer’d” (1.3.157-8). As for Othello’s 

“free and open nature” (1.3.393), Dr. Cohen writes that “Patients with partial complex seizure disorder have been 

described as having a variability of temperament in which aggressiveness alternates with an ‘unctuous good-

naturedness’” (38). In Act 4, Scene 3, Desdemona even asks Othello why he speaks “so startingly and rash” (79). In 

addition, temporal lope epilepsy could account for symptoms that appear in Othello’s speech, like auras, 

disturbances of speech, hallucinations, and “amnestic absence” (39-40). Dr. Cohen carefully deconstructs the 

epilepsy scene in Act 4, Scene 1, “rich in clinical signs and symptoms” (39), nested in Shakespeare’s language.  

Immediately before Othello has his epileptic fit, his language degenerates disembodied images. The language 

itself alternates between staccato phrases and complete sentences. It is notable that Shakespeare writes not in free 

verse, but in disjointed prose: 
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Lie with her! lie on her! We say lie on her,  

when they belie her. – Lie with her! that's ful- 

some. – Handkerchief – confessions – handkerchief! –  

To confess, and be hanged for his labour; – first, to be 

hanged, and then to confess. – I tremble at it. Nature  

would not invest herself in such shadowing passion  

without some instruction. It is not words that shake me 

thus. Pish! Noses, ears, and lips. – Is't possible? – Con- 

fess – handkerchief! – O devil! (4.1.35-43) 

Dr. Cohen notes that the Riverside Shakespeare explains that “the phrase ‘shadowing passion’ is glossed as ‘a coming 

over one like a shadow or filling the imagination with shapes and figures’,” which he then explains is much like an 

aura typical of temporal lobe epilepsy (39). Before falling into the unconsciousness that denotes Iago’s complete 

control over Othello, he blurts single words and short phrases that Dr. Cohen calls automatisms of speech. 

Medicine defines speech automatism as an “utterances of identifiable words or phrases at the beginning, during, or 

just after a clinical attack, which are linguistically correct, but for which the patient is subsequently amnesic” 

(Serafetindes). Othello uses the word “fulsome,” which can mean both foul-smelling and obscene (Def. 4b and 6b). 

The double meaning is not lost here, although the OED quotes Shakespeare’s line in definition 6b. According to 

Epilepsy.com, people with seizures often experience olfactory auras. This seizure unlike the one in Act 3, moves 

from a partial seizure into a secondary generalized seizure. Shakespeare’s stage direction reads, “Falls into a trance” 

(4.1.43). Othello also has no recollection of the seizure, which is consistent with impaired consciousness that 

accompanies a generalized seizure. Iago asks if he has hurt his head, and Othello responds, “Dost thou mock me?” 

(4.1.60). Equally important as I approach my analysis of Parker’s film adaptation of Othello are the visual 

manifestations of a temporal lobe seizure. We can easily interpret Othello’s words as visual hallucinations. Later, we 

will see how film’s visual nature is ideal to portray Othello’s disjointed, unconscious sensory experience.  
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In this play, the afflicted Othello trusted himself completely to “honest” Iago, who has become Othello’s 

lieutenant following his plotted fall of Cassio. Lieutenant, the military rank, comes from the French. Lieu means 

“place,” and tenant from the verb tenir, which means “to hold.” This military rank, which Iago covets so much, is 

particularly appropriate because that is exactly what Iago desires—to take Othello’s place. Although Act Three is 

the traditional climax of a Shakespeare play, it is in Act 4, Scene 1 that Iago commandeers Othello’s consciousness 

whilst Othello is seizing. Othello is at his lowest point in terms of his loss of self. He has no self during the seizure. 

The ego is lost, and he is subject to the whims of his body. Iago warns Cassio he may “foam[s] at the mouth, and by 

and by / Break[s] out to savage madness” (4.1.54-55). In Freudian terms, the disability strips the ego and superego 

from the body, leaving only the raw id. Ironically, the seizure allows Iago to seize agency from Othello. Iago 

becomes the trustee, the proxy. In Iago’s words from the first act, “I am not what I am” (1.1.65). 

After this scene, Othello is dependent on Iago to create his narrative rather than telling his own. Othello 

wants to poison Desdemona, but Iago tells him to strangle her in bed; Othello complies. Iago suggests he kill 

Cassio; Othello agrees. Iago corroborates Lodovico’s worry that Othello is “light of brain” (4.1.262) with the words, 

“if what he might he is not” (4.1.264). Logically, if Iago has supplanted Othello, then Othello is not himself any 

longer, instead acting on Iago’s suggestion and order. He does not listen to reason, admitting, “I should have found 

in some place of my soul / a drop of patience” (4.1.52-3). In Act 5, Scene 2, Othello carries out Iago’s plan to its 

tragic end, suffocating Desdemona on their marriage bed. When Lodovico calls for him, Othello identifies himself 

in the third person, “That’s he that was Othello. Here I am.” (5.2.284), as if he were acknowledging a different 

person. That which he is now, is not Othello. 

Director Oliver Parker effectively translates Shakespeare’s Othello to film, especially the transfer of power 

from Othello to Iago which culminates in the epileptic scene. Just as Iago commandeers the narrative voice in the 

play, so does Parker allow Kenneth Branagh’s Iago to “direct” the film from within. Although Laurence Fishburne 

was the first black man to play Othello in a major feature film1, his blackness, or otherness, is less the focus than 

Iago’s sociopathic jealousy of Cassio’s promotion to lieutenant and Othello’s supposed affair with his wife Emilia. 

                                                 
1 According to The New York Times reviewer, Janet Maslin. 
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To show Iago’s power, Parker uses Iago’s asides and soliloquies to turn the gaze of the camera back on an uneasy 

audience. To show the unravelling of Othello’s identity, he uses film conventions like montage, lighting, and point 

of view. The epilepsy scene portrays Othello at his moment when he becomes nothing; Iago has usurped his 

identity. This scene is when Iago’s nefarious plan comes to fruition, when Othello loses his agency to Iago. Without 

this central scene in place, the audience would not believe the unravelling of the calm, assertive general would result 

in his murder of Desdemona, and still take pity upon him as a tragedy requires.  

Kenneth Branagh plays Iago masterfully as a manipulative sociopath. He switches personas from “honest 

Iago” to the destructive mastermind. Almost immediately, Parker makes the audience complicit in the “monstrous 

birth” of Iago’s plot to ruin Othello. We (the audience) see bits and pieces of Othello and Desdemona secret 

marriage service and first tender kiss. First, hands exchanging rings, then a pan up to the couple exchange a kiss. 

Then the camera cuts to a point-of-view shot, slightly obscured view through distorted glass, and we realize we are 

intruders. We have not been invited. The film cuts to a three-quarter, rear-view shot of an agitated Roderigo who is 

doubled barred from the chapel by the imperfect glass and an metal grill. Initially we engage in scopophilia, what 

Laura Mulvey calls “visual pleasure” of the gaze; we believe we might be in on this secret, but the gaze belongs to 

Roderigo, Iago’s gull, a mere extension of Iago’s manipulative hand. Othello has stolen his love, Desdemona. He 

has been shut out, as have we. Although we thought we had an insider’s seat at the ceremony, in a position of 

knowledge and power, the barred gaze corrects us. As Iago cites Othello’s promotion of Cassio to lieutenant, the 

gaze turns back to the distorted view through the window to find Othello gifting a dagger to Cassio and embracing 

him. Iago’s view, too, is warped. Branagh reads the lines shifty-eyed, agitated, but his gaze slowly becomes more 

focused as he reveals the conception of his plot: “I follow him to serve my turn upon him” (1.1.42). The camera 

zooms in, excluding Roderigo from the frame as Iago sets him on the task of informing Desdemona’s father of the 

elopement. Then Iago confirms his increasing power by turning the gaze upon the audience and staring at us. We 

are in his control and powerless to inform the players that he “shall enmesh them all” (2.3.345). 

This paper does not have the scope to analyze every scene as Iago and Othello fill them all, but before we 

look more carefully at the epileptic scene, we will look at several examples of Iago’s increasing power. Parker, the 
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director, cedes authorial choice to Iago as he continues to manipulate Othello’s narrative. In Act 2, Scene 2, Iago 

goads Cassio, who has “very poor and unhappy brains for drinking” (2.2.30-1), into swilling some wine with the 

enlisted men. As planned, Roderigo incites a brawl and in the ensuing chaos Montano, governor of Cyprus, is 

wounded. The play is vague as to the perpetrator, but Parker has Iago enter the scrum and stab him surreptitiously. 

After Othello has stripped Cassio of his lieutenancy, Iago comforts him with a hug. Parker shoots Cassio from the 

rear with a low-angle mid shot. We see Iago appear over Cassio’s shoulder and stare down directly at us, indicating 

his ability to manipulate the scene. After the other characters have left the screen, Iago immediately turns to us and 

apprises us of his continuing plot. As he concludes that he will “turn her [Desdemona’s] virtue into pitch” 

(Shakespeare), Iago grabs a white-hot branch from the campfire, allowing his hand to sizzle for a moment. After he 

smears his burnt hand with the ash, Iago reaches into the screen and covers the camera lens cutting the scene. Not 

only does Iago/Branagh defy human pain limits, revealing himself as the “demi-devil” (5.2.301), he effectively seizes 

directorship of the film. 

On the other hand, Parker treats Othello within cinematic conventions. Othello does not challenge the gaze 

of the audience or the camera until after Iago has led him into self-destruction and taken his place in the epilepsy 

scene. As Iago breaks down Othello’s confidence in Desdemona in Act 3, Scene 3, we see the general and his 

ensign in a basement armory. This scene is important because what follows is Othello’s near seizure. The Epilepsy 

Foundation lists stress as a well-known trigger of seizures, and throughout the scene in the armory Othello gradually 

loses his composure. A close-up, over-the-shoulder shot reveals Othello in darkness whilst we see Iago in the light, 

revealing his false narrative of Desdemona’s deception. “Look to your wife;” Iago orders gently, “observe her well 

with Cassio” (3.3.197) The reverse shots show Othello with hooded eyes which we will see later in the onset of his 

seizures.  His head seems to bobble slightly, overcome with a “flag of emotion.” After a brief silence, Othello walks 

away to recompose himself; then, Parker cuts to a medium close-up shot of Othello in shallow focus framed by a 

sword rack. Although Iago is in soft focus in the background, Parker lights him more brightly than Othello, an 

indication of Othello’s darkening mood, as well as a loss of self-knowledge. Iago comments, “But I do see you are 

moved,” (3.3.317) while Othello fidgets nervously. When Iago leans in and echoes Othello’s own insecurities, 
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“clime, complexion, and degree” (Shakespeare), the camera pans left from an extreme close up of Iago’s lower face 

in profile to an extreme close up of Othello whose eyelids fall. The director cuts to flashback sequence of 

Desdemona dancing with Cassio at the banquet, but their dance is distorted into something more erotic than 

friendly, reflecting Iago’s deleterious effect on Othello’s mentality. Parker cuts from the fantasy sequence to an 

extreme close up of Othello opening his eyes to a cloudy, distorted reflection, and a bookended pan left of Iago’s 

lips whispering unintelligibly. Then Parker follows a re-establishing shot of Iago dressing Othello for dinner with a 

close up of Othello sort of chewing on his tongue, an oral automatism that Emedicine.com states is one of the most 

common in temporal lobe epilepsy (Carroll). Othello struggles out of the onset of a seizure. He regains his 

composure, dismisses Iago, but still questions himself, “Why did I marry?” This leads to his first seizure. While it is 

a partial seizure —he does not convulse that we see—it is important because we see the physical manifestations of 

Iago’s power over Othello. 

After the near omnipresent Iago leaves, re-enters, and takes his leave again, Othello collapses sitting on his 

marriage bed. He rues “O, that we can call these delicate creatures ours, / And not their appetites!” Note that 

Othello has lost the ability to create his own narrative. He is reduced to speculation, exclamation, and question. 

Fishburne portrays the onset of this partial seizure with first a motionless stare, followed by oral automatisms 

(chewing and smacking), eye crossing and head lolling2. As he tries to recover, he rubs his face, but then Parker cuts 

to another vision: a close up shot of Cassio and Desdemona dancing and nuzzling each other. After a cut back to a 

soft-focus close up of Othello’s autonomic motions, Othello falls sideways on the bed. Racking focus, a quick 

change in the focus, reveals Iago had been there the whole time in the background. He stares menacingly at Othello. 

Branagh uses his gaze upon the audience, flicking a sidelong glance into the camera, implying he had planned it this 

way the whole time. 

The pivotal seizure scene in Act 4, Scene 1 takes place in a dark dungeon. The mise en scène includes near-

motionless shackled prisoners, as well as requisite torture devices. Iago escalates Othello’s emotions with discussion 

of the “ocular proof” Othello desires: the heirloom handkerchief that Othello gave Desdemona, who in turn lost it. 

                                                 
2 emedicine.com notes right-to-left head rolling can occur with frontal lobe seizures. If this were an actual medical case, Dr. Cohen would 
probably note that Fishburne rolls his head from left to right, an inaccuracy, but 
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Emilia filches the square on Iago’s request. Iago then gives it to Cassio. Othello interprets this as the proof he needs 

to condemn both of them despite the fact he knows not if they have lain together. Iago only needs to say the word 

“lie” and the implications overwhelm Othello. Othello sits amongst the shackles against the dungeon wall. 

Fishburne displays the same hooded eyes and head rolling as begins the series of speech automatisms we discussed 

earlier. As the alternate implications of “Lie with her” and “Lie on her” hit him, he grabs the shackle chains for 

support. As he falls deeper into the seizure, Parker cuts back and forth from a struggling, half-conscious Othello to 

an erotic montage which starts with close up of Cassio and degenerates into body parts (including the lips, noses, 

and ears of the text) of Cassio and Desdemona,. Eventually, Parker stays within the montage sequence to indicate 

Othello’s loss of consciousness. The extreme close ups of the body parts in the montage belie the fragmented 

nature of Othello’s mind and identity. Then Iago assumes authority, as he is Othello’s lieutenant after all. 

Parker transitions out of the montage to reveal the clonic or convulsive phase of the seizure. He shoots a 

close up of Othello’s clenched hand and pans up the arm to a profile shot. Like the visions, Othello is no more than 

his body parts. There is a cut to a medium shot of the helpless Othello as Iago sits and grabs Othello’s face, while 

the unconscious man flops like a landed tuna. In a shallow-focus close up, Iago (in focus) casts Othello’s face (out 

of focus) aside, both literally and metaphorically. Iago turns to the audience and confirms his work is done: “Work 

on, my med’cine work! Thus credulous fools are caught” (Parker).3 Iago, who many nursed Othello in the past, 

abandons him to wax poetic about his success. When Cassio enters, he calls for help, but then directs Cassio to 

leave Othello alone. As he approaches Othello, who is regaining consciousness, Parker shoots with a medium 

tracking shot. Then, he cuts to an over-the-shoulder close up of Othello, who opens his eyes, lucid, stares directly 

into the camera for the first time in the film. He asks, “Did he [Cassio] confess it?” to the audience. Using a racking 

focus shot, Parker spotlights Iago, who turns wide-eyed to the audience, as if to ask, Did that just happen?  

Iago has transformed Othello into his pawn; Iago’s witchcraft has worked. For two acts, Iago is the general, 

Othello, the ensign. Othello is under Iago’s spell for the remainder of the film until Emilia reveals her husband’s 

machinations, albeit, too late. Throughout the ending of the film, Othello takes on the submissive position to Iago, 

                                                 
3 Parker changes Shakespeare’s wording slightly, so I quote the screenplay here. 
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both in word and image. Iago hides Othello in a cell to spy on the conversation between Cassio and him. Parker 

shoots the scene so the shadows of the bars fall on Othello’s face and Iago, again, is in the light. Othello kneels 

before Iago to profess a vow of allegiance. Othello continues his asides to Parker’s camera as he is now in Iago’s 

conspiracy. Conversely, Iago’s asides to the audience decrease.  

Still, Othello is not Iago’s minion. He weeps as he contemplates murdering Desdemona. 

There is enough of himself left to remain in conflict and perhaps this is the seed of hope that remains for the 

audience, so they can feel the necessary pity. Epilepsy may have been a dramatic tool for Shakespeare, but an 

effective one. While some may believe a portrayal of a vulnerable epileptic may do injustice to those with this 

disability, I, in fact, believe it humanizes him across racial and cultural lines. Oliver Parker’s vision allows the 

audience to feel controlled by Iago through the consistent use of asides, The camera gaze effectively allows us to 

feel what Othello might have. The depictions of Othello’s epileptic fits that shatter his world lets us pity him for his 

errors in judgment that lead to his downfall. He shows us that even in the destruction of the self, even in disability 

which may suffer similar fragmented views of the world, that through these trials, we can still hold on to that which 

is human. 
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