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Drama. By Karen Sunde. Conceived by Shozo Sato. A retelling of Shakespeare’s

story. Cast: 8 to 18+ actors of either gender. Kabuki Othello

Area

staging. Approximate running time: 1 hour, 45 minutes.

is a lyric (haiku-

like) rendition of Shakespeare’s story, Eastern style. Othello, an Ainu (Cau-

casian native) war hero in Japan; Iago, Othello’s officer and husband to

Emilia; and Cassio, a playboy officer who idolizes Othello, all revolve

around the delicate, sure-minded Desdemona, who captures Othello’s

heart. Emilia prepares the bride, and a wedding night dance makes Iago,

who lusts for Desdemona, burn. So all four “roll together” on a wheel of

fate when Iago, who loathes Cassio, manipulates all his “puppets,”luring

drunken Cassio into a comic brawl that angers Othello and dangling

Desdemona’s love gift from Othello (a precious fan woven by his mother)

with half-heard innuendos that convince Othello that Desdemona and

Cassio are lovers. Tortured mad, Othello is transformed into a

demon of jealousy. When Desdemona is “tried” for infidelity,

Emilia realizes Iago’s treachery and tries to reveal it, but

Iago stabs her. A chorus of Koken guide Othello in his

sad deed—stopping Desdemona’s breath by winding

her lengthening hair about her throat. When it is

done, Othello stands as “the ghost that is alive.”
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IM POR TANT BILLING AND CREDIT RE QUIRE MENTS

All pro duc ers of the play must give credit to the Au thor of the play in all
pro grams dis trib uted in con nec tion with per for mances of the play and in
all in stances in which the ti tle of the play ap pears for pur poses of ad ver -
tis ing, pub li ciz ing or oth er wise ex ploit ing the play and/or a pro duc tion.
The name of the Au thor must also ap pear on a sep a rate line, on which no 
other name ap pears, im me di ately fol low ing the ti tle, and must ap pear in
size of type not less than fifty per cent the size of the ti tle type. Bio graph i -
cal in for ma tion on the Au thor, if in cluded in the playbook, may be used
in all pro grams. In all pro grams this no tice must ap pear:

“Pro duced by spe cial ar range ment with
THE DRA MATIC PUB LISHING COM PANY of Woodstock, Il li nois”

All pro duc ers of KA BUKI OTHELLO must in clude the fol low ing ac -
knowl edg ment on the ti tle page of all pro grams dis trib uted in con nec tion
with per for mances of the play and on all ad ver tis ing and pro mo tional ma -
te ri als:

“This play was com mis sioned and orig i nally pro duced by the
Annenberg Cen ter, Uni ver sity of Penn syl va nia, The Peo ple’s
Light and Thea tre Com pany and Wis dom Bridge Thea tre.”
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PRO DUC TION

The stage di rec tions de scribe a ver sion of Ka buki, but
with new el e ments, e.g., Koken that speak. Com panies may 
use the di rec tions as guide, al ter ing el e ments to suit their
needs and imag i na tion.

Open stage or pro sce nium with cur tain (light weight). A
fore stage is use ful, and even arena is pos si ble. Move able
set el e ments—long fab ric pan els that drop; a screen; a plat -
form for re clin ing or lev els. What ever is needed, the
black-dressed, scur ry ing Koken ar range it, like in vis i ble
elves.

The mel ody for the song on pages 73-74 can be found at 
at the back of the book (page 88).

PRO DUC TION HIS TORY

As Ka buki Othello, this play was com mis sioned and
orig i nally pro duced by the Annenberg Cen ter, Uni ver sity of 
Penn syl va nia; The Peo ple’s Light & Thea tre Com pany; and 
Wis dom Bridge Thea tre in 1986-87, and also pro duced at
Mil wau kee Rep er tory Thea tre and Krannert Cen ter,
University of Il li nois, and as Othello’s Pas sion at Il li nois
State University in 2006.
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KA BUKI OTHELLO

A Play in Two Acts

CHAR AC TERS

EMILIA: Nar ra tor, wife to Iago, lady in waiting to
Desdemona.

OTHELLO: The Ainu; he roic general, cave man to the Jap -
a nese.

IAGO: High-rank ing of fi cer, hus band to Emilia, serves
Othello.

CASSIO: High-rank ing of fi cer, priv i leged play boy.

DESDEMONA: Brave young noblewoman, wife to
Othello.

KOKEN: (4 to 8) Cho rus, sto ry tell ers who fa cil i tate the ac -
tion.

KI-PLAYER: Koken who sig nals the open ing of scenes
and key mo ments by strik ing the “KI” (key) or re sound -
ing wooden blocks.
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TALKING THE TALK

Making sense of words free in space: Whether one per -
son or sev eral speak a line, the text is meant to flow like
or di nary con ver sa tion. Lines start ing with a small let ter
mean the pre vi ous sen tence is still go ing on. Lines start ing
with a cap i tal let ter mean a new sen tence be gins here. Ends 
of lines could mean a comma, semi-co lon, a pe riod, or
none. There are ex cep tions, but as in life, the more fun you 
have with it, the better it works.
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ACT ONE

Scene 1

(Flute. KI-Player kneels at edge of stage, strikes KI to
open cur tain, and to be gin per for mance. Salty, wise
EMILIA en ters, moves into place, nods to au di ence, be -
gins to tell them her story—)

EMILIA
It hap pened in a time
such things could hap pen
not so very long ago

There came to us
out of the north
up from the earth
an Ainu

In our time of trou bles
when even night could not sleep
came an Ainu
to lead us

Skin of pale pink
bris tled over with hair
a man-beast, an Ainu
we called him Othello

7
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(OTHELLO str ides  on,  bold,  into  spot  l ight ,
“mounts”[mimes rid ing horse back].)

OTHELLO
My horses thun der down hill sides
blades scream in thick air
fire is thrown
against the bit ter wind—
these are the life of Othello
Harsh days that 
man asks of man
these are mine

(OTHELLO steps aside, strikes Mie (mee-ay) pose, as
IAGO scur ries on into spot light.)

IAGO
Iago, I am
Mine is to serve
what man asks of man
brain and back
arm and eye
no task too hard
no time too long
I serve him, Othello, the Ainu
I am Iago

(IAGO strikes Mie pose by OTHELLO, as CASSIO en -
ters preen ing into spot light.)

8 KA BUKI OTHELLO Act I
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CASSIO
Cassio is me
Othello is the man
I’d like to be
His life is cut ex act and swift
an ar row leap ing 
from a spring of steel
while Cassio can only reel
stray ing off the tar get
into mead ows deep with flow ers

(CASSIO strikes Mie pose, mak ing a tab leau with
OTHELLO and IAGO. Then DESDEMONA glides in
softly, as EMILIA nar rates.)

EMILIA
Si lent as a wait ing child
her step as gen tle 
deer step
she co mes among them 
part ing waves of man air
she co mes fear less
Desdemona

(The fo cus of all three men is drawn to DESDEMONA,
who stands apart. OTHELLO nears her first. At each
stop of the wheel, one man speaks his in ner de sires,
aside, to au di ence—)

OTHELLO
In my fist 
she’d be a frag ile bird

Act I KA BUKI OTHELLO 9
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no bold leg, no ready laugh
like women of the camp

Why does she gaze at me
She’d smash be tween one fin ger
and my thumb
My hairy face, round Ainu eyes
should frighten her
She should look away

Shall I an swer her?

IAGO
Desdemona is a word
I whis per
only deep at night
That word alone is bless ing
my coarse tongue
can touch it only
se cretly
Desdemona

CASSIO
Each woman en chants me
rhym ing breath in my ear
bril liant silk on my skin
“Cassio” they say “won’t be long
se lect ing this night’s lady”

(RONDO DANCE: Cir cle of three men dance, grad u ally
in creas ing their tempo, while EMILIA pre pares us for
her pre dic tion—)

10 KA BUKI OTHELLO Act I
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EMILIA
What sways the wil low
over quiet wa ter
what whis per of pink sky
swells the bud

What stirs
and once it stirs
will hap pen?

(OTHELLO car ried away with his pas sion—)

OTHELLO
Desdemona
Her voice sweeps my tem ples
bright as dawn rain
When I speak
my life shines
in her face
She’s mine
I will have her
no power that lives
can damp such a light
once it flows

EMILIA
Life sways the wil low
over quiet wa ter
its whis per of pink sky
swells the bud

Life stirs

Act I KA BUKI OTHELLO 11
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and once it stirs
will hap pen

(KI strikes, and all danc ers stop at once, strik ing a Mie
pose. KI strikes. Cur tain closes or KI strikes fast as they 
exit.

KOKEN en ter swiftly, pre sent ing their Cho ral Ode.
[Make the best dis tri bu tion of lines for your KOKEN.
Num bers in di cate a pos si ble dis tri bu tion of lines when
there are four KOKEN—“A” in di cates that ALL speak
to gether.] Clear flow ing mean ing is the goal. Rhythm is
sharp, tight and swift, like one voice speak ing nat u rally,
or like an ea ger con ver sa tion, its ex cite ment height ened
by the group.)

KOKEN
(1)   Man-time marches

straight on his line
never 
marking the wheel

But let him once 
wait and listen 

(3)   In the twi light
he’ll hear
his younger self
bark at his heel

(2)   Life 
spins on in cycles

12 KA BUKI OTHELLO Act I
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(4)   Woman fol lows the moon
marks on her womb
that time is no line
but a wheel

(1)   Wind (A) wind on the wheel
(1)   it gath ers 

the paths of our lives
beginning to end

(A)   and back again
(1)   to be gin ning
(A)   we all ar rive

(1)   Cassio
(4)   Desdemona
(2)   Iago
(3)   Othello
(2)   Why do these 

four roll together
belonging no more
to each other
than pebbles
tossed on the sand

(3)   yet once they have touched
they will hold
and each be the fate 
of the other

(1)   sure as clay molded
in only one hand

(1)   Wind (A) wind on the wheel
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(4)   never think 
your dance is your own

(A)   won der ing
(3)   why this way (2) why that
(4)   why these cares (1) these de sires
(2)   dance in grace

there is nothing to find
(A)   more than your place

on the winding wheel

(KOKEN scurry away as cur tain opens or the new scene 
is re vealed. KI strikes.)

Scene 2

(Bright col ored silky pan els hang the height of the stage. 
Each char ac ter stands be hind the panel that is his color, 
then shakes it, in a man ner that an nounces his mood the 
in stant be fore he steps out to tell the au di ence his story.
EMILIA is first to flut ter her ban ner, then step out to
speak—)

EMILIA
Men stretch their ban ners
bold against the sky
de clare their might
and leave the earth all trem bling

We women watch the show
and smile our se cret smile
re mem ber ing
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Emilia, I am
I chose Iago the sol dier
more clever than most
not so loud
I could n’t out guess him
and that kept life lively
and Iago my man
served the Ainu

(OTHELLO’s ban ner shakes boldly, and OTHELLO
steps forth, and dance-tells his bat tle story.)

OTHELLO
I, Othello the Ainu
bar baric, un tamed
Be fore me
the smooth skin po lite ones
re vile us
re gard us
only as slaves
take our land
push us back into caves

But on me
they learn to smile
me they praise
in their homes
me raise over their heads
I have amazed them

In vaders from the far seas came
and bled them
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chased them
into one small cave
In vaders loomed
across the field be tween
I or dered “wait”
They strained to fight
but I said “wait”
un til they’re close enough
to squeeze

I held us still
In vaders thun dered in
When I said “now”
our ar rows had an easy mark
Then we burst forth
a many-headed ser pent
now awaked from sleep
When my arm dropped
they say a hun dred dead
spread at my feet
So much blood drenched me
that I was to them
a sight from hell
My name alone
now starts a wave of fear

EMILIA
Yes. He bled the en emy
when we had lost hope
but we honor him too far
that’s not wise
He’s learned our man ners
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can mimic our speech
but what smoth ered growls
lie in side

(But CASSIO’s ban ner waves gaily be fore CASSIO steps
out to ar gue with EMILIA.)

CASSIO
I know the cham bers
of the most re fined
Among them all
there is not one
with half 
his el e gance of heart

EMILIA
El e gance is it
that you’re his Lieu ten ant?

CASSIO
I—Lieu ten ant?

EMILIA
You did not know
Othello has ap pointed you?

(IAGO’s ban ner shakes an grily, and IAGO steps for -
ward, sti fling his fury. Si mul ta neously, CASSIO strikes a
pose of as ton ished obe di ence.)
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