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Abstract 

In Toni Morrison’s Desdemona, a theatrical remaking of Shakespeare’s Othello, 

two characters are wholly reconfigured: the white Venetian Desdemona, and a barely 

mentioned figure in the Shakespearean text, Barbary, Desdemona’s Black maid of 

African descent. In Morrison’s portrayal, Barbary, through deft storytelling, becomes a 

conduit for Desdemona to access other contexts, other worlds and other multivoiced 

discourses. In the play’s broad strokes imagery, the tension between the two characters 

becomes deeply symbolic of conflictual white/Black relations in America as Morrison 

sees them, a state of affairs she dramatizes as allegorically existing in a Dantean 

purgatorial state, or midway station, or state of undecidability. This ambiguity arises from 

the continued presence in the play of master/slave histories. But Morrison’s Desdemona 

goes beyond the context of America and slave histories of the American South, extending 

her interrogation, widening her angle to the Caribbean, but also to England, France, Spain 

and other European contexts, as well as to West African rulers and slave traders 

associated with the four-hundred-year history of transatlantic slaveries. That the character 

of Barbary has always been performed by an African tale-teller/singer in African 

narrative style is the central dramatic device giving the play global aesthetic and 

historical scope. The multi-locale setting extends Morrison’s interrogation to a more 

global level. This immense expansion of scope making Desdemona an intertextually rich 

work influenced by prior works, may also –indeed, almost certainly will— influence 

future texts, performances and theater criticism of the canonical Othello. 
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Frontispiece 

 

 

Singer/songwriter Rokia Traoré of Mali, left, performs with American actress Tina 
Benko in Toni Morrison’s remaking of Othello. Desdemona, directed by American 
director Peter Sellars, here staged at the Théâtre Nanterre-Amandiers in Nanterre, outside 
Paris, Friday, October 12, 2011. (AP Photo/Victor Pascal/ArtComArt)
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Chapter I. 

Introduction 

Hurriedly, then, she began to set the table. As she unfolded the 
white linen and let it billow over the fine mahogany table, she 
would look once more at the large water mark. She never set the 
table or passed through the dining room without looking at it…. 
Even in the cave of sleep, without dreaming of it or thinking of it at 
all, she felt its presence…the water mark, hidden by the bowl all 
these years, was exposed. And once exposed it behaved as though it 
were itself a plant and flourished into a huge suede-gray flower that 
throbbed like fever, and sighed like the shift of sand dunes. But it 
could also be still. Patient, restful, and still.  

—Toni Morrison, Song of Solomon, p.11-13. 

 

In the opening scene of Toni Morrison’s play Desdemona, set in the afterlife, 

Morrison radically revises the dramatic meaning of the “Willow Song” scene in William 

Shakespeare’s play Othello. In the song Desdemona sings in Shakespeare’s play, the 

Black maid Barbary is abandoned by her lover and dies of sorrow singing the song that 

expresses her grief. Desdemona thinks of this song while she waits for her husband 

Othello to appear. In Shakespeare’s play, the lover murders his beloved, he does not 

abandon her. This transformation of the false male lover from abandoner to murderer is a 

scene Morrison calls attention to in Desdemona. She creates a relationship between 

Desdemona and Barbary which does not exist in Shakespeare’s play, a relationship of 

tension over differences in power, race and social status between the two women. This 

tension emerges from what Shakespeare does with the Willow Song. After Desdemona 

sings it, she says: “That song tonight/ Will not go from my mind” (Othello 3.4.29), a 
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remark by which Shakespeare clearly makes an analogy between the abandoned lover of 

the song and Desdemona. Making the outcome of Desdemona’s nostalgic fear in Othello, 

not abandonment by her mad Black lover, but murder, Shakespeare infuses anti-Black 

racism into the tragedy with a danger absent until that point. The ferocity involved in 

Shakespeare changing abandonment to murder is not lost on Morrison.  

Morrison’s Desdemona1 takes place in the “afterlife,” or as described at the 

beginning of play, “elsewhere,” or “underwater… in the spangled deep,” where “words 

that in earth life were sealed or twisted” (Desdemona 14, hereafter D) can finally be 

expressed, and, as Morrison proposes, a setting that “may reveal…deeper and other 

meanings, deeper and other power, deeper and other significances” (Unspeakable Things 

Unspoken 140, hereafter Unspeakable).  Morrison’s choice of the afterlife or the question 

of the status of souls in the afterlife is rarely mentioned in Shakespeare’s oeuvre. In The 

Tempest Ariel exclaims, “Hell is empty, / And all the devils are here!” (Othello 1.2.213), 

but none of the characters in Shakespeare exist in hell or the afterlife. In Hamlet, there is 

a question of whether the ghost is actually a soul being tormented in purgatory to purge 

his sins, or whether the ghost is a devil masquerading. The whole question of whether the 

ghost is actually Hamlet’s father is in fact unresolved in the play. Lacking in 

Shakespeare’s dramaturgy is a sense of any legitimate conviction to the afterlife.2 Rather 

 
1 Desdemona was first produced in Vienna, Austria in May 2011. The play was given its American premiere at Cal 
Performances at Berkeley’s Zellerbach Playhouse on October 26-29, 2011, and subsequent performances took place at 
The Rose Theater in New York on November 2-3, 2011, at the University of California at Los Angeles’s Freud 
Playhouse on October 8-11, 2015, at The Sanders Theatre in Cambridge, Massachusetts on April 16, 2019 and at the 
Kiplinger Theatre at Cornell University on October 27-28, 2023. 
2 There are ghosts like Banquo in Macbeth, Caesar’s ghost appears to Brutus in Julius Caesar, and otherworldly details 
are present in Cymbeline and The Winter’s Tale, but Shakespeare’s plays lack any consistent staging of the afterlife. 
There is a loose depiction of spectral figures throughout his oeuvre, but he never committed himself to religious 
themes, perhaps due to the Catholic/Protestant strife in England at the time he was writing. He presents friars, and other 
religious characters dramatically, but he does not dramatize anything that could be construed as consistently 
theological. Also, he included ghosts in his plays because people in his world believed in them, and because they were 
dramatically effective, but these were practical/artistic decisions rather than a religious belief or consistent theological 
understanding. 
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than a Shakespeare analogue, Morrison’s afterlife setting in Desdemona can more 

accurately be found farther back, in Dante Alighieri’s narrative poem La Divina 

Commedia (c.1307-21), where there is a more consistent theological and morally 

organized understanding of the afterlife.  

Medieval scholars have noted Morrison’s interest in Dante’s Purgatory,3 an in-

between world that Morrison finds useful for the setting in Desdemona, a purgatorial 

space where she will stage, symbolically, her vision of the state of conflicted white/Black 

relations in America as she sees them.4 Dante’s Purgatorio provides Morrison with a 

liminal state of in-betweenness or midway station overflowing with suffering, but also 

containing redemptive possibilities. And yet, rather than an active belief as certain 

literary historians have suggested,5 Morrison is drawn to the theological idea of Purgatory 

as an artistic frame for Desdemona. The choice of a purgatorial setting appeals to 

Morrison for its allegorical power, its ability to convey complexity and moral dilemmas, 

and, above all, allegory’s ability to convey hidden meaning through symbolic figures. 

The word allegory comes from the Latin word allegoria, meaning "veiled language," 

 
3 Among scholars who have studied Morrison’s use of Dante is Quentin Miller who argues in his article “‘Making a 
Place for Fear’: Toni Morrison’s First Redefinition of Dante’s Hell in Sula” that Morrison’s trilogy of novels, Beloved, 
Jazz and Paradise, parallel Dante’s Hell, Purgatory and Paradise respectively. Or see for example John Domini’s “Toni 
Morrison’s Sula: An Inverted Inferno.” High Plains Literary Review 3.1, 1988. Domini argues that the Commedia was 
a source for Morrison’s Sula: “One sees Dante in [the final line] now, and the ever-turning, ever-renewing wheel of the 
elements. One sees Heaven and Hell, and the whole question of top and bottom, pillars and pariahs” (90). Another 
source showing how Morrison leans on the Commedia as inspiration for afterlife themes is Mary Dockray-Miller who 
in her entry in The Massachusetts Medievalist debates whether Morrison’s character Sethe in Beloved belonged in 
Dante’s circle of hell or elsewhere.  
4 By conflicted white/Black relations I mean, primarily, struggle over persistent problems in social justice, gender 
equality and economic equity, a struggle whose mutually beneficial outcome Black Americans often must persuade 
white Americans is important for the welfare of both parties.  
5 Literary historians have argued that Morrison’s Dantean influence and choice of the afterlife in Desdemona may be 
due to her early conversion to Roman Catholicism, and that Catholicism’s story and art interested her. Ripatrazone for 
example posits that, “Toni Morrison converted to Catholicism in 1943, while a 12-year-old student at Hawthorne Junior 
High School in Lorain, Ohio. Named Chloe at birth, she took the name of St. Anthony of Padua. Her nickname soon 
became Toni. As a teenager, Morrison was ‘perfectly content’ with the ‘aesthetics’ of Catholicism, very much a place of 
story and art... she became a Catholic because of her sense of story and visuals. ‘That’s shallow,’ she once joked. ‘But 
that’s what it was, until I grew up a little older and began to take it seriously and then took it seriously for years and 
years and years’” (118). 
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literally, "speaking about something else."6 It is Dante’s allegoresis which arguably 

allows Morrison to focus her dramaturgical project in Desdemona, which is to situate 

contemporary audiences/readers of the play, via the allegory of the afterlife, straight into 

the state of affairs of race relations in America as she sees them. And because in 

Desdemona Morrison is intent on figuratively depicting the state of affairs in white/Black 

relations in America, Dante’s Purgatory provides a ready image in which the suffering of 

people in Purgatory is qualifying them to enter into Paradise.7  

Morrison signals her focus on the state of affairs in white/Black relations at the 

very beginning of Desdemona where two main characters, the “super subtle”8 white 

Venetian woman, Desdemona, and her Black maid Barbary, are the focus of the 

narrative. Audiences and/or readers of Desdemona’s playscript are instantly immersed in 

white/Black contrasting imagery, and those familiar with Morrison’s fiction and literary 

criticism likely make the connection, at the onset, that the play will address these themes. 

And yet, as in novels like Beloved, Morrison manages to surprise even her most seasoned 

audiences as when, for example, the word “slavery” is uttered in the later scenes of 

Desdemona. Via the Desdemona/Barbary figures Morrison evokes themes of slavery, as 

 
6 From H.G. Liddell and Robert Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, Simon Wallenburg Press, 2007. 
7 On a symbolic level, Morrison depicts white/Black relations in America as existing in a purgatorial state, a result of 
past slave histories or an “original sin” that nevertheless holds redemptive features. In the Commedia Virgil says to 
Dante, “These people suffer with hope.” While painful, the pain indicates progress and is guarantor of eventually 
moving on to Paradise, which Morrison uses as a figurative for reconciliation ambitions in white/Black relations. Hope 
in the Dantean context is a Christian virtue, a stance toward one’s own conduct, a certain expectation of future glory, or 
of living with God. In Purgatorio’s Canto 3, line 133 the poet writes: “Per lor maladizion si non si perde/che non possa 
tornar l’etterno amore,/ mentre che la Speranza ha fior del verde,” or despite the church’s curse there is no one so lost 
that eternal love cannot return as long as hope shows something green. The state of people in Purgatory is that they 
have a certain expectation of future entry into Paradise even as they are crest down by the boulders, or their eyes are 
shut with wire. 
8 In Othello’s Act 1, Scene 3 Iago describes Desdemona as a “super-subtle Venetian” as he is attempting to turn 
Rodrigo against Othello: “If sanctimony and a frail vow betwixt an erring barbarian and super-subtle Venetian be not 
too hard for my wits and all the tribe of hell, though shalt enjoy her” (Othello 1.3.342). 
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she does in Beloved,9 a view of the history of slavery in America that, like the water mark 

of my study’s epigraph, resists erasure. But unlike Beloved, in Desdemona, with Rokia 

Traoré’s lyrics and presence on stage as Barbary, Morrison goes beyond depicting 

master/slave histories in America to include European and Caribbean transatlantic 

slaveries, a worldwide history that includes but extends beyond the territory of America, 

a history at work for at least four hundred years.  

At the time of Desdemona’s first staging in 2011, Morrison had already written 

the novels The Bluest Eye (1970), Sula (1973), Song of Solomon (1977), Tar Baby (1981), 

Beloved (1987), Jazz (1992), Paradise (1998), and A Mercy (2008), all which in some 

way touch on the history and legacy of slavery in the United States. Morrison had also 

already written her first book of literary criticism Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the 

Literary Imagination (1992) (hereafter Playing) and her essay “Unspeakable Things 

Unspoken: The Afro-American Presence in American Literature” (1988) that analyze 

themes of slavery in twentieth century American literature. Morrison’s literary interest in 

the legacy of slavery is a well-known fact, as her overarching point in Playing shows and 

as Jonathan Culler puts it, “that American literature has been deeply marked by the often-

unacknowledged historical presence of slavery, and that this literature’s engagements 

with freedom –the freedom of the frontier, of the open road, of the unfettered 

imagination—should be read in the context of enslavement, from which they take 

significance” (Literary Theory 68). In light of Morrison’s body of work, viewing 

audiences, or readers of Desdemona’s playscript, are exposed to themes related to Black 

 
9 Or to evoke what one author calls her “trademark juxtaposition of African American texts with canonical European 
and American texts” in order to “critique and reconstruct the assumptions, practices, and critical interpretations of 
Euro-American texts” (Walther 137). 
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slavery in America, as indeed the play addresses, albeit, as I will try to show, in a new 

way, echoing familiar American historical slaveries but with vast global audiences in 

mind.  

Morrison’s remaking of Shakespeare’s Othello is not a traditional play. 

Desdemona is involved in “questioning what lies dormant, unseen and unheard” (Rapetti, 

“Revisioning Kinship” 237) in the Shakespearean tragedy. It is a play that supplements 

with what Imtiaz Habib has termed “imprints of the invisible” (10) that are difficult to 

categorize. It is not a play in a conventional sense, being often referred to as an “event” 

or “spectacle.” The scholar Claudia Brodsky has suggested in an interview with Morrison 

that Desdemona resembles how the cultural critic Walter Benjamin thinks of as baroque 

tragedy, that “what is being perceived is not events or a story but words” (Brodsky 

38:56). Indeed, in Desdemona, there are no actions nor semblance of a story in the 

Aristotelian sense, with a beginning, middle and end structure. Instead, “[we] witness the 

speaker’s minds and memories at work both alone and in dialogue as they give voice in 

what is the afterlife” (48:10). Brodsky is referring to other ways of conceiving theatre 

which include both “dramatic” (based on story) and “postdramatic” (based on 

performance) theater. Hans-Thies Lehmann argues that the idea of postdramatic theater 

can be seen as “a laboratory for imagining, inventing and investigating other kinds of 

human relations through the exploration of new kinds of spectatorship and the invention 

of different kinds of spectator positions” (Postdramatic 12 Years Later 877). It is this 

postdramatic conception of theater that Morrison, in collaboration with the avant-garde 

theater director Peter Sellars, imagines and stages Desdemona.10 The post dramatic 

 
10 Lehmann’s concept of postdramatic theater as “investigating other kinds of human relations” is appropriate in the 
sense that Morrison’s Desdemona involves an interrogation of contemporary white/Black relations in America. But 
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spectacle that Desdemona depicts, particularly Morrison’s staging of white/Black 

relations in America as existing in a Dantean purgatorial space, is transformed into an 

extended wide-angled global view to include European, Caribbean, and West African 

origins of transatlantic slaveries.  

In Othello, Shakespeare mentions all too briefly that Desdemona’s mother had a 

maid named Barbary that Morrison then expands into a whole character in Desdemona. 

Sellars writes that, “Shakespeare implies…that Desdemona was raised by an African 

maid, with African stories and African songs: Barbary is one of Shakespeare’s powerful 

and enigmatic ‘missing women’—he did not write for her, but he imagined her” (D 8).11 

While Shakespeare uses the name “Barbary” to refer to a certain territory, Morrison gives 

her an individual identity. Moreover, Morrison uses the name “Barbary” to denote both 

the individual and the territory, Africa’s Barbary Coast, from which it has been suggested 

Shakespeare imagined the character Barbary came.12 As the play progresses, Morrison 

portrays Desdemona’s maid as a complex figure composed of myriad symbolic layers, 

including a figurative layer representing West African territories, and another 

 
also, Morrison’s Desdemona fits into the category of the Irish writer Samuel Beckett, who Loxley argues “took its 
leave of the trappings of earlier styles of performance, and offered fragmented and puzzling plays which would 
confound demands for the naturalistic representation of character, setting or events” (146). Waiting for Godot, 
Beckett’s portrayal of Vladimir and Estragon waiting for Godot who never arrives, may be analogous to how, in 
Morrison’s Desdemona, white/Black reconciliation also never arrives, or is seemingly unresolved or incomplete.   
11 According to E.A.J. Honigmann “Barbary” is a reference to the Barbary coast in Western Africa, home of the Moors, 
who were of Arab descent (Honnigmann 294). Rapetti argues that “both historical records and textual evidence have 
led scholars to advance the idea that Shakespeare …envisaged Barbary as a Black servant” (“Revisioning Kinship” 
238). Other contemporary literary scholars (Erickson, Sheeha and Thompson for example) in their review and research 
of Desdemona’s playscript, all conclude that Shakespeare conceived of Barbary as Black and of African descent. 
12 Sellars argues that the name Barbary “triggers surprising associations” in part because of the name’s original 
territorial reference located in Africa. Sellers explains in the forward to Desdemona’s playscript that “In seventeenth 
century London, ‘Barbary’ meant Africa. The Barbary pirates were hijacking British vessels off the coast of Africa, 
enslaving their white, British crews. In 1600, a delegation of ambassadors from the Barbary court, Africans of high 
degree, splendidly dressed, arrived in London to negotiate with Queen Elizabeth. That advent stirred much discussion 
in London. That Shakespeare, writing Othello in 1603, uses the name ‘Barbary,’ implies that there is another African 
character in this play” (D 8). 
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representing the slave in the master/slave binary, compounded significances that 

Morrison seeks to layer and build upon in Desdemona.  

Morrison’s theatrical project, a work of art that deconstructs the Shakespearean 

text, can be understood best through French poststructuralist theory of the 1960’s and 

1970’s. Desdemona is a deconstruction of Othello that endeavors, as Peter Salmon 

argues, “to contextualize, to seek out hidden assumptions and to reveal the violence of 

any dichotomies” inherent in Eurocentric literary language traditions (43). To investigate 

how Morrison is remaking the Shakespearean text, my study traces Morrison’s 

intertextual influences to poststructuralism and French theorists of literature and 

language, including Julia Kristeva, and Kristeva’s adaptation of an earlier language 

theorist, Mikhail Bakhtin, as well as theorists of language and of the philosophical 

inquiry of language Roland Barthes and Jacques Derrida. My study also draws on a 

related school of thought led by Performativity theorists inspired by the British 

philosopher J.L. Austin. As I will address in the third chapter, theoretical constructs of 

performance studies allow Morrison to reconstruct the narrative in Desdemona, once she 

has first deconstructed the characters from the Shakespearean text. 

If, as poststructuralist theorists posit, the idea of the text is like a woven cloth,13 

the “thread” of the Black presence in Western literary production is one of Morrison’s 

distinctive contributions to reweaving new threads into the older woven cloth. 

Theatrically, Morrison stages the “threads” of the Black presence, “that were always 

 
13 Barthes argued that the idea of the text depended “on the figure of the web, the weave, the garment (text) woven 
from the threads of the ‘already written’ and the ‘already read.’ Every text has its meaning, therefore, in relation to 
other texts” (159). This etymological connection of the text to woven cloth is extended by Leon S. Roudiez: “[A] text 
can be woven of ‘threads’ from within, but also from threads that issue from societal, cultural, syntactical and other 
grammatical constraints” (Allen paraphrasing Roudiez 49-50). Intriguingly, African tropes and traditions refer to a 
woven cloth as “Dongori” translated as “a woven cloth of thorns” as mentioned by Sellars (D 10). 
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there” (Barthes 159), together with the effect of this presence on other characters, and 

what that may mean, in a broader sense, for transforming white/Black relations in 

America. But also, with the collaboration of Traoré, who is distinctly non-American, her 

presence on stage as Barbary, her lyrics placed alongside Morrison’s prose, and her 

symbolism as griot singer, Desdemona becomes a commentary beyond American borders 

to include transatlantic histories of slavery. By illuminating and enlarging the character of 

Barbary, that was always there, a character barely mentioned in the Shakespearean text, 

Morrison deconstructs aspects of Western Eurocentric literary traditions deeply marked 

by the unacknowledged historical Black presence, and the history of slavery in the United 

States –referred to in my epigraph as the water mark— which points not only to the 

hidden Black presence in American history but in transatlantic history as well. 

Once Morrison resolves, at the onset of Desdemona,14 the death ending of all the 

main characters in Othello, with the notable exception of Iago,15 and once she locates 

Shakespeare’s characters as existing in a Dantean-like purgatorial afterlife, she proceeds 

to the essential focus of her play, the dialogue between Desdemona and Barbary.  

My three-part thesis will show that, beginning with the first chapter, Morrison 

coincides with Shakespeare in envisioning Desdemona as a strong and independent 

 
14 My study focuses almost exclusively on Toni Morrison’s text contained in the playscript Desdemona published by 
Oberon Modern Plays in 2012. I will address the actual theater performances only tangentially due to lack of film or 
videographic images of the performances at the time of writing. There are, regrettably, no full-length video or audio 
recordings of the play currently available. I will however allude to a few notable scholarly and newspaper articles that 
describe relevant theatrical choices and staging imagery, elements of stagecraft, or photographs and short video clips of 
select performances. 
15 Morrison frequently explained her decision to excise Iago from the play as a condition to begin writing it: “I had this 
one requirement. I got very interested in Desdemona, and of course the people around her, but I said…I cannot write 
this unless you let me take Iago out. …to take away what I call “the white gaze.” Who’s eye, who’s language is 
controlling this? Well, in Othello, it’s Iago (Morrison in Brodsky 40:35). In another interview Morrison further 
elaborates her decision: “I was very dismissive of Iago and as I said, I refused to do the play unless [I could get rid of] 
Iago altogether. Out. Because he’s everywhere…he’s manipulating everybody, he’s gobbling up the play and no one 
can just, live. A friend of mine said, no…you can’t take out Iago, that is the important role. I said, why didn’t 
[Shakespeare title the play] Iago? Why is it called Othello?” (Morrison in Brodsky, 1:48). 
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minded character, in contradistinction to how she is portrayed in contemporary 

performances of Othello, theater performances that since the ninetieth century insistently 

emphasize her passivity and submissiveness. In Desdemona, in a poststructuralist gesture, 

Morrison is making reference to prior texts –theater performances of Othello—and 

remaking them to create something new: a reconstructed Desdemona character. In 

parallel, Morrison reconfigures Barbary, Desdemona’s maid of African descent, a figure 

barely mentioned in the Shakespearean text, as conduit for Desdemona to access other 

contexts, other worlds and other multivoiced discourses. Barbary’s deft storytelling and 

use of words and intricate language fuel Desdemona’s imagination, dramatized by 

Morrison with American (and global audiences) in mind, to encase multiple symbolic 

notions of prior contexts, geographical territories, and prior “texts” or “traces,” including 

African and Africanist cultural traditions inherited by the American context through 

transatlantic slaveries. In this first chapter, I show how Morrison reconfigures a main 

character in Othello, Desdemona, and draws out and enlarges a barely mentioned 

character, Barbary, from the Shakespearean text, setting them alongside and in dialogue. 

In the second chapter, having reconfigured the character of Desdemona, staged in 

dialogue alongside the reinvented character of Barbary, Morrison proceeds to deconstruct 

contemporary common cultural aspirations of reconciliation between the races and the 

conflicted state of affairs in white/Black relations in America as Morrison sees them. 

Barbary’s performative utterance “I was your slave” becomes a language of rupture 

inserted by Morrison in a critical scene in the play to juxtapose Desdemona’s desire for 

restoring harmony, suggesting that white/Black relations progress in a non-linear cyclical 

pattern that strives towards harmony all the time implying rupture; a contradiction, but 
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the only modality of transformation possible due to master/slave pasts that, in Morrison’s 

use of the Derridean construct, “contaminate” and thus problematize reconciliation efforts 

taking them to a place of undecidability; or, allegorically, to a classical Dantean midway 

purgatorial state. Morrison puts into play (in a play) a reframing that suggests that the 

way forward in white/Black relations is, to begin with, a movement “to avert the critical 

gaze from the racial object to the racial subject; from the described and imagined to the 

describers and imaginers; from the serving to the served” (Playing 90). The play’s 

denouement, turning the audience’s gaze toward the master and away from the slave, 

towards Desdemona and away from Barbary, signals Morrison’s consequential decision 

to title her play, Desdemona. In this second chapter, I show how Morrison uses a 

harmony/rupture “method” of progression that characterizes the dialogue between 

Desdemona and Barbary, two figures that symbolically stand for conflicted white/Black 

relations in America, and their master/slave past. 

In the third chapter, Morrison moves beyond deconstruction to a post-

deconstructive reconstruction. While Morrison imagines the character of Barbary as a 

figure encasing symbolic notions of prior contexts, including master/slave histories of the 

American South, Morrison goes beyond, signaling, with the side-by-side lyrics and 

presence on stage of the Malian singer Rokia Traoré, the inclusion of European, 

Caribbean, and other extra-American contexts, broadening Barbary’s compounded 

significance to encase the history of global transatlantic slaveries. These traces pervade 

the play from the onset, including West African cultural contexts with rich ancient West 

African griot storyteller traditions that Barbary, as skilled storyteller, symbolically 

represents. This (re)construction becomes a significant reframing that may alter future 
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Othello criticism and stage performances of the classical play. But also, Morrison sets her 

sights on reframing how common reconciliation aspirations of white/Black relations in 

America are conceived, instilling them with deep complexity and away from facile 

reconciliation aspirations. In chapter three, I show that in Desdemona, Morrison goes 

beyond the context of America and slave histories of the American South, extending her 

interrogation, widening her angle to other European contexts, as well as West African 

contexts associated with the four-hundred-year history of transatlantic slaveries, and so 

interrogating on a more global level.  

Morrison’s cyclical harmony/rupture progression in Desdemona leaves the tension 

between Barbary and Desdemona seemingly unresolved, contrary to what some critics of 

the play have suggested is intended more as a reconciliation message.16 Desdemona’s 

seemingly unresolved, or in Derrida’s term undecidable ending, dramatizes the current 

state of affairs as Morrison’s sees it in conflicted white/Black relations in America. But 

Morrison offers no strategy for reconciliation. Instead, she denounces the havoc 

racialized slaveries have wreaked socially, morally and spiritually. She also envisions a 

world without that havoc. In that vision of things as they could be, rather than offering a 

solution, Morrison reconfigures the stage, in a complex and paradoxical reframing of 

contemporary white/Black relations with liberation as its focus, not only for Black, but 

also for white people. 

 

 
16 Scholarly articles that view Desdemona as containing a message of white/Black reconciliation include, for example, 
Peter Erickson’s 2013 analysis in “‘Late has no meaning here.’”: Imagining a Second Chance in Toni Morrison’s 
Desdemona; or Clare McManus’s 2015 article “Sing it Like Poor Barbary”: Othello and Early Modern Women’s 
Performance; also Iman Sheeha’s 2022 article, ‘[A] maid called Barbery’: Othello, Moorish Maidservants, and the 
Black Presence in Early Modern England; or see for example Ayana Thompson’s, “Desdemona: Toni Morrison’s 
Response to Othello” in 2016 and Amy Bollis’ 2020 Ph.D. dissertation “Exporting Othello: Shakespeare, Race, and 
Adaptation in America” (2008-2018). 
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Chapter II. 

The Idea of “Harmony” in Desdemona 

In this chapter, I analyze Morrison’s staging, in Desdemona, of Barbary’s role in 

Desdemona’s upbringing as her way of deconstructing the Shakespearean text. The 

reconfiguration of Desdemona’s character as strong-willed, in interaction with Barbary’s 

stories that introduce the idea of freedom, shape Desdemona and are a conduit to other 

worlds and geographical settings. These ideas partially explain Desdemona’s life 

decisions, her oppositional behavior towards her father, and her choice of the outsider 

Othello. I then discuss how Morrison’s Desdemona can be understood from 

poststructuralist theory, namely, Kristeva’s semiotic/symbolic constructs, and how 

Morrison not only reproduces these concepts but shifts them to propose something 

different, an expansion of Kristeva’s theory to include the critical role of language.  

 The first line of the play, “My name is Desdemona,” is followed by its grim 

meaning, “misery and ill-fated.” Desdemona is given this name knowingly and 

approvingly by her parents as it embodies the role and fate of women in sixteenth century 

Venice, as Morrison sees this role, “subject to the whims of…elders and the control of 

men” (D 13).17 But Morrison, in alignment with Shakespeare, depicts Desdemona with an 

unusual intelligence and strength wholly uncharacteristic of the fictional/historical 

depictions of Venetian women of the time, refusing outright to accept the meaning of her 

 
17 It is unclear what sources Morrison refers to or has researched regarding Renaissance women. In interviews she has 
remarked that a woman like Desdemona had limited options: “…during [that] time when [a woman] either went to a 
convent or [was] married… she could’ve been jailed for eloping with [Othello]” (Brodsky 4:35). 
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name: “I am not the meaning of a name I did not choose” (D 13).18 Intriguingly, Morrison 

does not portray Desdemona as a victim or victimized and instead gives her the phrase, 

“…my life was shaped by my own choices and it was mine” (D 16). This view of 

Desdemona’s character defies centuries of theatrical representations and theatre criticism 

portraying her as submissive and weak, and worse, representations that depict her as 

colluding in her own demise, even though this idea is not supported by the text.19 Edward 

Pechter has stated that, “Whether celebrating or deploring it, the critical tradition has 

been remarkably consistent for two centuries in describing Desdemona as silent, 

submissive, and in a sense even complicit in her own murder” (124). Jo Eldrige Carney 

highlights Pechter’s point by arguing that “Desdemona’s verbal objections and physical 

struggle in the bedroom scene [refute] charges of passivity and acquiescence in her 

murder” (4). Morrison has also expressed disagreement with how Desdemona has been 

portrayed. In at least one interview she has critiqued nineteenth century productions of 

Othello for their portrayal of Desdemona as weak: “I thought that when he was trying to 

kill her, she probably fought like the devil” (Brodsky 40:35). 

Morrison grounds her portrayal of Desdemona’s directness and strength of 

character in Shakespeare’s text, in a close reading of the playwright’s sketch of her as 

forceful and independent minded, as can be gleaned at the beginning of the classical play. 

Desdemona’s first appearance in The Tragedy of Othello, the Moor of Venice takes place 

right after Othello announces to the council of Venetian senators and to the Duke of 

 
18 The issue of Desdemona’s name begins with the original source, Giraldi Cinzio, Gli Hecatommiti, in which there is a 
character names ‘Disdaimona’ which is based on the Greek word for unhappy. The name goes all the way intertextually 
from the ‘original’ source Gli Hectommiti, through Shakespeare and to its retrieval by Morrison. 
19 Critical re-readings of women and feminist scholars of how Shakespeare’s Desdemona has been depicted are not 
new. See for example Christy Desmet, “Introduction” in Shakespeare and Appropriation (1999), Peter Erickson, 
Rewriting Shakespeare: Rewriting Ourselves (1991) and Marianne Novy, Transforming Shakespeare: Contemporary 
Women’s Re-visions in Literature and Performance (1999). 
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Venice that he has married Senator Brabantio’s daughter in secret. Desdemona boldly 

declares that her role as wife now supersedes that of daughter, challenging her father 

directly: “And so much duty as my mother showed/To you, preferring you before her 

father, /So much I challenge that I may profess/Due to the Moor my lord” (Othello 

1.3.186-189). Shakespeare’s text implies that Desdemona has rejected many other 

Venetian suitors in the past, gentlemen of wealth and high-ranking position favored by 

her father, preferring Othello instead. This is not the only way Desdemona is seen 

challenging the dominant order in Othello’s Venice. Not only does she challenge 

patriarchy and patrimony, she defies class and race barriers as well. Valentina Rapetti, 

quoting Emily Weissbourd, states that we must bear in mind “…the fact that Othello is a 

professed ex-slave and Black man20 in a position of service” (“Revisioning Kinship” 

242).21 For these reasons, Desdemona’s elopement with him is, as Stephen Greenblatt 

argues, an “act of astonishing disobedience […] that unsettles the orthodox schema of 

hierarchical obedience” (Renaissance 240). In the same scene in Othello, in an austere 

Venetian council chamber replete with senators and military officers, the only woman in 

the room, Desdemona forthrightly makes an appeal to the Duke of Venice that she be 

allowed to go with Othello to Cyprus where he is being sent to war to defend Venice from 

the Turkish onslaught on Cyprus: “…dear lords, if I be left behind, /A moth of peace, and 

 
20 The use of race in Shakespeare is mixed. Skin color, ethnicity and religion were used interchangeably at the time that 
Shakespeare was writing. Othello was considered a “Moor,” which at the time meant of Muslim origin. According to 
Greenblatt, “The First Folio calls Othello ‘the Moor of Venice.’ In the Renaissance, the term ‘Moor’ could designate an 
African (north or south of the Sahara), a Muslim, or even a South Asian Indian” (Later Plays 369). 
21 Rapetti goes further arguing that, “By contracting a clandestine marriage with a dark-skinned ‘erring barbarian’ 
(Othello 1.3.355), Desdemona not only defies patriarchal authority by infringing prescriptive marriage rules, but also 
conjures up the spectre of miscegenation, thus threatening both the purity of her ‘kind’ and the racial order of the 
Venetian state” (“Revisioning” 243). 
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he go to war, /The rites for which I love him are bereft me…Let me go with him” 

(Othello 1.3.255-59).22  

As these scenes in Othello show, Desdemona is, as other Shakespearean heroines, 

forthright, direct and unambiguous. It is not initially clear why she displays verbal 

authority, or why she chooses Othello over more likely suitors,23 but as the play 

progresses, Shakespeare gives a clear and compelling reason for why Desdemona 

chooses an outsider like Othello, and it is his storytelling talent. Othello’s character 

captivates with stories of his experiences and travails made of “battles, sieges, fortunes,” 

“disastrous chances” and “moving accidents” (Othello 1.3.167), stories that in the end 

win over Desdemona: “She loved me for the dangers I had passed, /and I loved her that 

she did pity them” (Othello 1.3.167). 24 Othello, depicted by Shakespeare as a male 

Scheherazade of sorts, has a storytelling prowess explicitly drawn out by Morrison to 

deploy in her dramaturgical project in Desdemona. Picking out precisely Othello’s oral 

 
22 E.A.J. Honigmann insightfully suggests that Desdemona’s reference to “a moth of peace” may have had a legitimate 
appeal to sixteenth century dukes and senators for its analogy to the ancient Penelope. “Moth,” Honigmann suggests, 
may refer to “idling,” meaning I’ll be left here idling while Othello is at war. Or, he adds, “alluding to the moth’s 
attraction to light: if he goes away to war, she, deprived of his honours and valiant parts, will be like a moth in the 
dark…you would be another Penelope: yet they say, all the yarn she spins in Ulysses’ absence did but fill [Ithaca] full 
of moths” (155, ff 257). 
23 For centuries, Shakespearean foundational scholarship has resisted notions of race in Othello, or using a racial lens to 
analyze the play, despite the obvious racial dimensions of Othello himself, and that at the center of the dramaturgy is 
his interracial marriage to Desdemona. References to Othello as Black, were (and still are) dismissed by foundational 
Shakespearean criticism, as ahistorical exercises lacking rigorous historical accuracy, adding up to an anachronism. In 
marked contrast, a scholarly development that began in the 1990s took a turn towards introducing race into analyses of 
Shakespeare’s plays, breaking with foundational scholarship. Against centuries-old approaches in Shakespearean 
studies on the uses of race in Othello criticism, “Critical Whiteness Studies in Shakespeare” emerged to contest 
foundational scholarship claims that racial notions could not be imposed on Renaissance art and playwriting. The 
dispute between the two schools of thought is contentious and ongoing. 
24 In the Shakespearean text, Brabantio makes the charge that Othello used witchcraft to seduce Desdemona. 
Countering these accusations of witchcraft, which at the time were related to Christian beliefs in the devil, Othello 
addresses the Venetian court: “…what drugs, what charms, /What conjuration, and what mighty magic—/For such 
proceeding I am charged withal—I won his daughter” (Othello 1.3.92). Brabantio counters that the “rule of nature” 
dictates that Desdemona would never look on a “Moor”: “That with some mixtures powerful o’er the blood/Or with 
some dram conjured to this effect, /He wrought upon her” (Othello 1.3.104). But Othello makes a convincing case to 
the Duke of Venice, who, contra Brabantio, sanctions Othello’s marriage to Desdemona, persuaded by Othello’s 
defense of himself: “She loved me for the dangers I had passed, /and I loved her that she did pity them. /This only is the 
witchcraft I have used” (Othello 1.3.167). 
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dexterity with language she then imbues Barbary, the only other Black character in the 

play, with a similar skill, reminiscent of Othello.  

Shakespeare does not explain the nature of Desdemona’s “greedy ear” for 

Othello’s stories, except to show that she is enthralled by them; in Desdemona, however, 

Morrison sets out to expand Desdemona’s fascination with Othello’s narrating tales. By 

significantly augmenting the importance and power of storytelling and imagination, 

Morrison brings to the fore the suggestion that Desdemona’s upbringing partly explains 

Shakespeare’s depiction of her forceful demeanor at the Venetian council scene, and her 

unusual choice of a Black military man,25 an outsider to Venetian society, as her marriage 

partner. Morrison’s remaking of Othello begins precisely with Desdemona’s upbringing, 

which Morrison invents as a backstory, by imagining her interactions and dialogue with 

the character Barbary, Desdemona’s mother’s maid of African descent.26 Storytelling, and 

storytelling capacity, is key to Morrison, as I discuss in more detail in the third chapter of 

my study, where I analyze how Morrison reconstructs Barbary’s character to represent the 

figure of the griot, ancient historians, archivists and storytellers, a West African figure 

that Morrison retrieves and deploys in Desdemona. Storytelling is set up as key in 

Morrison’s dramaturgy where Barbary interjects and opens up possibilities and the idea 

 
25 Debates are ongoing regarding how much Shakespeare writes race into Othello. Iago, for example, informs Brabantio 
“you’ll have your daughter covered with a Barbary [Arab, North African] horse” (1.1.108-109). Greenblatt argues that 
these comments “register Elizabethan prejudice towards [B]lack Africans resident in England and reflect the growing 
European participation in the African slave trade that had long been dominated by Arab merchants” (Later Plays 369).  
26 In writing a play that reimagines the story of Desdemona, Morrison is continuing a tradition, an entire genre and 
strand of Shakespeare criticism of women writers making an impact Shakespeare criticism by imagining back stories 
and after-lives for his characters. It is a tradition that leads into feminist criticism of Shakespeare, a tradition that begins 
in the second half of the twentieth century. Some examples include, The Woman’s Part: Feminist Criticism of 
Shakespeare. Edited by Carol Lenz, Gayle Greene and Carol Neely, 1980; Lisa Jardine’s Still Harping on Daughters: 
Women and Drama in the Age of Shakespeare, 1989; and Dympna Callaghan’s A Feminist Companion to Shakespeare, 
2016. From this scholarly tradition Morrison takes the creation of back stories/afterlives but she also reconstitutes them 
to encompass racial differences and, with the Desdemona/Barbary dialogues in Desdemona, a reconstitution of 
master/slave pairings.  
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of freedom through deft use of language in the form of stories, allowing Desdemona to 

endure, via the imagination, her mother’s strict upbringing.  

There is no mention in Othello of Signora Brabantio but in Morrison’s 

Desdemona she has a role, portrayed as a distant mother reminiscent of Lady Capulet, 

who clarifies for Desdemona the code of conduct typical of Venetian women of the time: 

DESDEMONA: My mother was a lady of virtue whose practice and 
observation of manners were flawless. She taught me how to handle 
myself at the table, how to be courteous in speech, when and how to drop 
my eyes, smile, curtsey. As was the custom, she did not tolerate dispute 
from a child, nor involve herself in what could be called my interior life. 
There were strict rules of deportment, solutions for every problem a young 
girl could have. And there was sensible punishment designed for each 
impropriety. Constraint was the theme of behavior. Duty was its plot. (D 
17) 

These age-old customs embodied ideas of constraint, propriety and rules of deportment 

that were punished when violated. Desdemona relates that “…once splashing barefoot in 

our pond…my slippers were tossed aside; the hem of my dress wet. My unleashed 

laughter was long and loud” (D 17). This minor transgression is severely punished by 

Signora Brabantio: “…my slippers were taken away and I remained barefoot for ten 

days” (D 17). As Morrison’s reconfigured character sketch would dictate, Desdemona’s 

reaction to the punishment is headstrong: “It meant my desires, my imagination must 

remain hidden. It was as though a dark heavy curtain enclosed me. Yet wrapping that 

curtain over my willfulness served to strengthen it” (D 17). The language of “dark heavy 

curtain” and “enclosed” represents Signora Brabantio’s restrictive limits but also 

Desdemona’s growing willfulness and despairing apprehension.  

While Morrison creates and stages gendered restrictions, constraints and 

limitations put upon a sixteenth century girl, more importantly for Morrison’s project in 

Desdemona, she introduces the idea of imagination to show Desdemona as a character 
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with a rich interior life that is encouraged by Barbary, and plays into her fascination for 

stories, and her later enthrallment of Othello and his storytelling ability. With Barbary’s 

encouragement, Desdemona is determined to continue developing her imaginative mind, 

despite the punishing consequences meted out by her mother:  

DESDEMONA: My solace in those early days lay with my nurse, 
Barbary. Barbary alone encouraged a slit in that curtain. Barbary alone 
conspired with me to let my imagination run free. She told me stories of 
other lives, other countries.” (D 18)  

Imagination, in the way that Morrison means it —having an image in the mind of 

something that is absent—is written in as significant by Morrison, suggesting that 

Desdemona’s rich interior life of the mind, encouraged by Barbary, influenced decisions 

she made later in life, or could make in the future. If in Othello the words “poison” and 

“nets” reveal Iago’s project, in Barbary’s project the words to trace are “imagination” and 

“freedom.” Barbary, Morrison suggests, encouraged and fueled this imaginativeness in 

Desdemona, in part, through her compelling storytelling power:  

DESDEMONA: She told me stories of other lives, other countries. Places 
where gods speak in thundering silence and mimic human faces and 
forms. Where nature is not a crafted, pretty thing, but wild, sacred and 
instructive” (D 18). 27  

Barbary comes to stand, in Morrison’s play, as a figure for the imagination to run free, an 

irony given that Barbary is a (captive) maid in Desdemona’s household.28 Barbary and 

 
27 Morrison, in an interview with Jerry Brotton, mentions that, “It was interesting to me when I was thinking about how 
much more complicated Desdemona was in the text than she was usually represented on stage. The stories [that Othello 
tells] are of another world. It’s outside her world. And she is fascinated not only because of the weirdness of the stories 
but he’s from someplace else (13:05). 
28 This irony is supercharged when later in the play Barbary clarifies that she was a slave in the Brabantio household. 
Morrison makes oblique references in Desdemona, especially in her descriptions of Othello’s backstory, that slaves 
were taken from Northern African territories and transported to Europe as part of the spoils of war in the fifteenth 
century. Orlando Patterson has argued that, “the most distinctive attribute of the slave’s powerlessness was that it 
always originated (or was conceived of as having originated) as a substitute for death, usually violent 
death…Archetypically, slavery was a substitute for death in war” (Slavery 5). The irony is heightened because Barbary, 
who may have become a slave to escape death, nevertheless is the one to imagine freedom.  
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Desdemona are both “captives,” but not in the same way. This complexity, freedom 

expressed by the unfree, foreshadows Morrison’s later use of contradictory meanings. A 

confined servant who paradoxically is the one to imagine freedom, Barbary is a character 

who encourages Desdemona to look out from the curtain that is “covering her world and 

closing her in.” Though Shakespeare only barely glances at the figure of Barbary, it is 

enough of a “slit in the curtain” as it were, for Morrison to peer through and imagine a 

whole backstory of a maid (later in the play redrawn/depicted as a slave) named Barbary, 

who stands for a certain kind of liberation or imaginative freedom. Barbary’s liberatory 

storytelling of her African heritage may have been Morrison’s way of depicting Barbary 

as a character isolated from her ancestral land who uses language and stories to escape 

her confined condition, an isolation characteristic of the enslaved, defined by Orlando 

Patterson as a form of “social death.”29 Morrison’s reconfiguration of Barbary’s character 

keeps alive her relation to others, even though she is isolated, as other maid/slaves were, 

from her genealogical and historical past, and from her original family. Patterson’s other 

point, one that he makes in Freedom and the Making of Western Culture, is that slavery is 

needed to be able to envision freedom, an idea that Morrison herself expresses in her 

Playing literary criticism essay. 

The scenes of Desdemona being raised by Barbary are conjured by Morrison in 

Desdemona to evoke in the spectator’s mind a time in Desdemona’s upbringing before 

she would normally be exposed to socialization or language. Her isolation is noted by 

Morrison and contrasted to how other children would normally be socializing with other 

 
29 Patterson’s depiction of how slaves were culturally isolated from the social heritage of their ancestors meant they 
experienced a “social death” (Slavery). Nonetheless, he also shows how they developed social networks with other 
slaves and people around them, an idea that Morrison stages in Desdemona, especially the scenes where Barbary relates 
to Desdemona stories from her lost home in West Africa. 
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children. But the affection and emotional closeness denied by her mother is given to her 

generously by Barbary:  

DESDEMONA: To hear Barbary sing was to wonder at the mediocrity of 
flutes and pipes. She was more alive than anyone I knew and loving. She 
tended me as though she were my birth mother: braided my hair, dressed 
me, comforted me when I was ill and danced with me when I recovered. I 
loved her. Her heart, so wide, seemed to hold the entire world in awe and 
to savor its every delight. (D 18)  

Morrison’s theatrical staging of the Desdemona/Barbary affectionate and harmonious 

interaction shows how Morrison is remaking the Shakespearean text, in part, by 

recovering a figure and imagining a relationship inexistent in Othello between a 

substitute mother figure and daughter. This doesn’t cancel Shakespeare’s Desdemona but 

rather gives her a backstory. 

Theoretical underpinnings of how Morrison is remaking Othello can be found in 

one of Morrison’s contemporaries, a theorist that was writing in France at the time 

Morrison had just published The Bluest Eye, the poststructuralist French philosopher Julia 

Kristeva. Kristeva’s symbolic and semiotic concepts30 shed light on the significance of the 

Barbary/Desdemona interactions in the play, and how Barbary activates Desdemona’s 

imagination with her storytelling ability. Barbary, an outsider, according to Kristeva, has 

a lasting and enduring effect on Desdemona’s pre-socialization phase (the semiotic), 

exposing her to “subjectivity, desire, pleasure and play” that make up semiotic drives. 

Leon Roudiez posits that Kristeva’s semiotic or genotext (as distinct from the phenotext 

or symbolic) is involved in “elements of language that are not linguistic per se,” which, in 

Morrison’s dramaturgy, is staged as Barbary’s introduction of music, dancing and 

 
30 A central theorist of textuality, Kristeva arrived in France from her native Bulgaria to the mid-1960s French 
intellectual scene where philosophy and political theory were being defined and transformed by structuralism, which 
was based on Saussurean linguistics, and increasingly, by a critique of Saussure, known today as poststructuralism. 
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affective gestures into the void of Desdemona’s semiotic phase. And yet, while Kristeva’s 

semiotic concept sheds light on Barbary’s interjection into Desdemona’s semiotic phase 

of her childhood, Morrison characterizes Barbary as possessing language, and 

storytelling, an ability to use words that in Kristeva’s construct belongs to a later stage, 

the symbolic. In other words, in dramatizing the interaction between Desdemona and 

Barbary in her play, Morrison does not only reproduce what Kristeva proposes, but 

departs from the poststructuralist scholar to add something new. Barbary is a character 

that not only introduces the semiotic “subjectivity, desire, pleasure and play” but, in 

contradistinction to Kristeva –who assigns exclusively non-language aspects to the 

semiotic, and exclusively language features to the symbolic phase—Morrison’s Barbary 

ushers in rich and complex language (words/storytelling/speech) into her interactions 

with Desdemona during the semiotic phase.31  Morrison is intent on constructing a 

character who is African, who interacts with dance, song and play, but who also deploys 

rich and intricate language.  

The pure jouissance,32 a Kristevan term that denotes joy and ecstasy, pleasure and 

play, experienced by Desdemona as a result of her interactions with Barbary during 

childhood, is layered with Morrison’s linguistic prose, word stories of other worlds, 

African and Africanist contexts, imprints on the young Desdemona that contrast with 

Kristeva’s only-jouissance semiotic features. Morrison, signifyin(g) upon Kristeva, in the 

 
31 Morrison is avoiding the stereotype of associating the Black maid Barbary with “subjectivity, desire, pleasure and 
play” vis-à-vis European “reason and law” represented by the Brabantio household. Morrison’s dramaturgy is staged 
with Barbary injecting non-linguistic elements such as music, dancing, affective gestures into Desdemona’s semiotic 
phase, alongside linguistic elements, replete with words, intricate language used in storytelling, avoiding the 
problematic linking of the Black/African character Barbary with the “wild” semiotic.  
32 The term jouissance is used extensively by Kristeva in her oeuvre. While the English word “jouissance” has 
meanings dating back to Renaissance and specifically eighteenth-century scholars, Kristeva’s meaning of the word is 
“total joy or ecstasy (without mystical connotation); also, through the workings of the signifier, this implies the 
presence of meaning (jouissance=j’ouïs sens=I heard meaning), requiring it by going beyond it” (Roudiez 18). Here 
again it is important to distinguish between formal language (symbolic) and the jouissance phase. 
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way that Henry Louis Gates, Jr. defines signifyin(g), insists on staging, in her 

development of Barbary’s character in Desdemona, that the distinction is not between the 

white symbolic (reason, logic, linguistic) vis-à-vis Black jouissance (play, pleasure, 

subjectivity). Rather, the semiotic is reconfigured by Morrison as 

play/pleasure/subjectivity with linguistic features, i.e., storytelling/imagination/language 

vis-à-vis the symbolic reason/logic/linguistic. It is this Morrisonian reconfiguration of 

Barbary’s language ability and storytelling prowess imprinted during Desdemona’s 

semiotic phase that is now counterposed to the purely linguistic (law/reason/logic) of 

Kristeva’ symbolic or socialization phase. Yet these semiotic/symbolic concepts are not 

separate, as Kristeva also acknowledges, a blurring of the differences that Morrison also 

adopts.  

Kristeva’s argument is that semiotic imprints, existing within the dominant 

discourse of the Brabantio rule-bound household (the symbolic), contest and interrogate 

the latter. Critically, and the reason Kristeva draws on the language theorist Mikhail 

Bakhtin to bear on her analysis, is her contention that “no text is purely semiotic; the 

semiotic always manifests itself within the symbolic” (Revolution 87).33 Kristeva 

identifies the semiotic existing within the symbolic, which is Bakhtin’s crucial 

observation, i.e., in Bakhtin’s language, the dialogical exists within the monological or 

dominant structure. Morrison agrees with this construct but reconfigures it: whereas for 

Kristeva/Bakhtin the playful semiotic is always contained within the symbolic, Morrison 

 
33 In this initial phase of Kristeva’s philosophical oeuvre, the influence of Bakhtin on her scholarship cannot be 
overstated, and the manner in which she expands, revises and redirects Bakhtin’s work is demonstrated most 
prominently in her essays, “The Bounded Text” (1980) and “Word, Dialogue and Novel” (1980). It is important to note 
that these Kristeva essays were not so dominantly psychoanalytical as her writing became later in her career. These 
early texts precede her future psychoanalytic direction, future scholarship that has less relevance to my study than the 
one contained in the above-mentioned Bakhtin-influenced essays, recently republished in 2024 by Colombia University 
Press as Desire in Language. A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art. 
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animates this relation to posit that the symbolic itself (or an aspect of the symbolic, i.e., 

language) can be a source of the playful. In other words, it is not just the semiotic 

“lurking” inside the symbolic, but it is also the symbolic hiding within the semiotic.  

By imagining a substitute mother/daughter relation between Desdemona and 

Barbary, Morrison, aligned with Kristeva, influenced by Bakhtin, places both characters 

in relation, transforming the individual utterance into a social utterance,34 which is what 

Morrison also enacts dramaturgically in Desdemona. The figure of Barbary embodies and 

represents, in the Bakhtinian sense, multivoiced stories.35 Multivoiced, meaning that 

Barbary is not only conjured by Morrison as a single fictional Black character of African 

descent, but as a symbolic compound figure or multi-layered metaphor encasing other 

people, other histories, other geographical, historical and social contexts, including Africa 

and African pasts, all encased symbolically by Morrison within the image of Barbary’s 

character. 36  

Morrison’s use in Desdemona of a strict Venetian society — “Venetian” standing 

for Bakhtin’s monologic or single voiced discourse— descends upon the young 

Desdemona, but is interrupted, in the Bakhtinian sense, with an opposite discourse 

 
34 The word “utterance” captures Bakhtin’s notion of the human-centered aspect of language, at its historical and social 
significance, a significance that Morrison will use, in the latter part of the play, to build the character of Barbary. 
Bakhtin writes that “the very presence of the utterance is historically and socially significant” (The Formal 120). Allen 
adds that “what is missed in Saussure et.al. [and in structuralists in general, critiqued by poststructuralists], and that 
Bakhtin brings to the analysis, is that “language exists in specific social situations and is thus bound up with specific 
social evaluations” (16). 
35 Like other works of literature, Morrison’s Desdemona is built from systems, codes and traditions established by 
previous works of literature…of other art forms and from culture in general. Morrison’s text, as other intertextual texts, 
immerse audiences/readers into a network of textual relations. To interpret a text, to discover its meaning, is to trace 
those relations. 
36 ‘Multivoiced’ is a term mentioned in The Norton Anthology Theory and Criticism in reference to Bakhtin, contained 
in the Julia Kristeva chapter (p. 1939). Bakhtin argued that only the novel is dialogic and multivoiced, but he distanced 
its application to theatre. Yet Morrison’s Desdemona is not a traditionally structured play, as mentioned in the 
introduction. Full of dialogue and prose, Bakhtin’s multivoiced dialogic has strong explanatory power given that 
Morrison’s literary production is almost entirely novelistic, and, arguably, Desdemona contains strong novelistic 
influences. Morrison’s only incursions into theater were Desdemona, and two other two plays, N’Orleans: The 
Storyville Musical (aka New Orleans) with Donald McKale (1982) and Dreaming Emmett (1986).  
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represented by Barbary, and her coexistence within the European household, contesting 

and sometimes contradicting the values of that household, which is the crucial tension in 

Desdemona. In contradistinction to the monologic discourse, Morrison’s amplification 

and elevation of Barbary is set in relation with Desdemona, which is precisely Bakhtin’s 

meaning: how a dialogical discourse begins to have fracturing effects within the 

traditional rules of the dominant discourse (fractures within Kristeva’s symbolic, 

sometimes referred to in her scholarship as “paternal”).37 Morrison stages, theatrically in 

Desdemona, the quintessential Kristevan contrast:38 “…[placing] scientific and logical 

discourses within artistic and fictional contexts…staging the struggle between science, or 

the logical, and the language or force of imagination and desire” (Allen 34).39 While 

Morrison embraces this Kristevan contrast, critically, as mentioned above, she also shifts 

the semiotic to include language/words onto Kristeva’s “pleasure and desire” semiotic, to 

provide a more complex contrast with the discourse of logic/science/law. Morrison’s 

revision of the Kristevan contrast depicts these warring discourses flowing through 

Desdemona’s upbringing: the strictures and gendered expectations of the 

dominant/patriarchal society (the scientific/logical) vis-a-vis an alternative language (the 

signifier), an infused force (imagination/storytelling) that contests and destabilizes the 

former (the signified.)  

 
37 Kristeva associates the semiotic and symbolic somewhat anachronistically with what the critic Salmon describes as 
“the maternal (the unconscious drives which are manifest in the tone adopted by the writer, the images, the narrative) 
and the [paternal] symbolic (the rule base aspects of language) which represses the free play of the semiotic” (147). 
Today the “maternal” (or semiotic) can be embodied by fathers or mothers. 
38 Morrison adds a whole new layer of complexity as she deconstructs the Shakespearean text, primarily through her 
introduction of Barbary, who is Black, and who imbues the text with language that addresses historical antecedents of 
slavery. In Playing Morrison argues that “…one can see that a real or fabricated Africanist presence was crucial to their 
(American fiction’s) sense of Americanness…ways in which a nonwhite, African (or Africanist) presence or persona 
was constructed in the United States, and the imaginative uses this fabricated presence served” (6). 
39 Allen explains that, “If we accept Bakhtin’s vision of society as always exhibiting a conflict between the monologic 
and dialogic forces, then the monologic forces will argue for what it takes to be logical…Notions of unquestionable 
authority and singularity— ‘God, Law, Definition’ –always work on the side of the monological power (44). 
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The alliance that Desdemona forges with Barbary to endure her strict patriarchal 

upbringing (not merely to endure but to turn limitation into a source of self-creation),40 

creates a memory for Desdemona of a kind of “harmony” between them. Desdemona’s 

“harmonious” recollection of her alliance with Barbary during her childhood semiotic 

phase is a harmony that Desdemona is intent on continuing to express when she meets 

Barbary in the afterlife setting of Desdemona, exclaiming, “…you were my best friend” 

and “We shared so much (D 45). However, in the dialogues of the second part of the play, 

Barbary’s utterances, as I analyze in the following chapter, destabilize Desdemona’s 

perceptions, interrogating precisely the idea of harmony, which in Morrison’s allegory of 

white/Black relations in America, become conflicted. Dante’s intertext now animates 

Morrison’s depiction of Desdemona and Barbary as standing for white/Black relations, 

suddenly thrust into a Dantean purgatorial phase as a result of Barbary’s utterances. 

Aligned with Kristeva/Bakhtin, and informed by her reconfiguration of Kristeva’s 

semiotic/symbolic concepts, Morrison dramatizes a break between the two women in the 

pivotal scene of the play that unsettles the substitute mother and daughter harmony that 

Desdemona remembers. Morrison’s reconfiguration of Barbary, now existing in the play’s 

afterlife setting, ruptures Desdemona’s prior earth memories of their relationship.  

 

 
40 Arguably, Barbary goes beyond simply teaching Desdemona to cope with limits and adversity, opening up windows 
to other ways of thinking: “…didactic confrontations with limit [can be] thought of as an agonistic force the soul can 
master rather that a circumstance it is merely fated to endure…[to]make endurance a tactic the wise soul can command 
to serve the strategic end of living with the given as a resource for self-creation” (Theoharis xxv). 
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Chapter III. 

The Idea of “Rupture” in Desdemona 

In this chapter, I analyze how Morrison stages Barbary voicing utterances in the 

afterlife that rupture the harmony that Desdemona remembers in earth life. Barbary’s 

destabilizing remarks unsettle Desdemona who tries to re-engage and reinstate the earlier 

harmony between them. Morrison again draws from Kristeva but this time for the 

purpose of interrogating Hegelian dialectics, shifting them slightly, to instead propose a 

“method” of permanent contradiction. Through her dramaturgy in Desdemona, Morrison 

suggests a more modest and less totalizing transformation of white/Black relations in 

America, the only possible mode of transformation due to master/slave pasts, which 

Morrison then proceeds to uncover using deconstructive Derridean strategies, and her 

own literary criticism essays Playing and Unspeakable.  

Readers of Desdemona’s playscript or stage performance audiences of the play 

may at this point have noticed that the first part of the play, relating the harmonious 

interplay between Desdemona and Barbary, is an interchange both “real,” in the sense 

that Morrison’s dramaturgy stages it that way, but it is also Desdemona’s retelling of their 

interactions in earth life from her point of view. The stories of Africa, the songs, the 

dancing, described lyrically at the beginning of Morrison’s play are real, but the meaning 

Desdemona gives to these interactions clash with Barbary’s own interpretation. Barbary, 

or her voice/discourse, has yet to enter the scene, and when it does, it ruptures 

Desdemona’s longing reminiscence. In the scene where Desdemona encounters Barbary 
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in the afterlife, and moves ecstatically towards her gesturing an embrace, exclaiming, 

“you were my best friend” (D 45), she encounters a confrontational response:  

 

BARBARY: “I was your slave.” (D 9)41  

 

The staging of this scene (Appendix, Figure 1) is a dramatic pause that soon after evokes 

vast significances of past histories. For the audience, such words have inescapable, and in 

some cases, alarming resonance, especially for American audiences who often reacted 

audibly in performances of the play. In performances, the dramatic climax of the play got 

“loud gasps and vocal reactions from the American audiences who, due to the painful 

history and legacy of slavery in the United States, were particularly exposed to the 

emotional shock triggered by the resonances…unearthed in Desdemona…and those of 

contemporary America” (Rapetti, Revisioning Kinship, 250).42 Furthermore, it is not 

insignificant that Barbary uses the past tense, “was” which refers to herself as no longer 

being a slave. In Desdemona’s narrative (and in Shakespeare’s) death is what releases 

Barbary from the condition of slave, but her use of “was” also stands for the reality of 

contemporary spectators of the play, that Black Americans were enslaved, but are no 

longer enslaved. 

 
41 In the context of Bakhtin’s analysis of “no utterance exists alone,” Barbary’s utterance “I was your slave” can be said 
to be historically and socially connected with past master/slave events and sequalae of transatlantic slaveries. It is also 
connected to the more concrete historical moment in which Shakespeare was writing Othello, to events relating to 
Italy’s wars with the Turkish empire where wars frequently yielded slaves as spoils of war for the conquerors. I have 
suggested that that may be how Barbary came to be Desdemona’s mother’s maid/slave as envisioned by Morrison in 
Desdemona, and possibly, by Shakespeare. 
42 The effect among the spectators (especially American) results from a sudden unflinching view of master/slave 
American history, a view that literary critics and commentators of Morrison’s novels and dramaturgy haver argued is 
her trademark approach. Dwight Garner, for example, on the event of the author’s death in 2019 wrote that “Morrison 
understood better than most the suppurating sores beneath the skin of American life” (2).  
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Morrison’s choice of the compressed four-word utterance “I was your slave” has 

the effect of transforming and reconfiguring Barbary and Desdemona’s positional relation 

to each other. At the same time, there is a repositioning of audience expectations43 

evidenced by the “loud gasps and vocal reactions” of theater audiences who had earlier 

positioned their understanding of Desdemona and Barbary as harmoniously related. The 

repositioning is this: Whereas during childhood the struggle within the Brabantio 

household was between Desdemona in alliance with Barbary vis-à-vis the dominant 

discourse (imposed gendered constraints), Barbary’s voice, breaking through, repositions 

herself contra Desdemona; in fact, with the “I was your slave” utterance, Barbary 

repositions Desdemona together (and not separate) from the dominant discourse, as a 

member and full beneficiary of the dominant order and herself, Barbary, as the outsider.44  

This pivotal turn in the play is significant in myriad ways, not merely because 

Morrison changes the connotative meaning of “maid” (which is strictly how Barbary’s 

role is mentioned in Othello) but because “slave” instantly evokes master/slave 

significances. The Desdemona/Barbary dialogue is Bakhtinian in that Barbary’s utterance 

“I was your slave” immediately stages “a polemic with the other” where “two voices 

collide dialogically” (Dostoyevsky’s Poetics 184). Bakhtin’s notion is appropriate here: 

“The words we select in any specific situation have an ‘otherness’ about them: they 

belong to specific speech genres, they bear traces of previous utterances” (Bakhtin 

 
43 Bakhtin means that, “All utterances are responses to previous utterances [that] are addressed to specific addressees” 
(Allen 19). The phrase “I was your slave” shows how Morrison employs this addressivity, which is Bakhtin’s concept, 
setting up Barbary and Desdemona as addressed and addressee, but going beyond to include the audience as an 
additional addressee. Metaphorically, Morrison is setting up Desdemona and Barbary to address slaves and slave 
owners across the centuries. 
44 For Kristeva, Allen argues, “the point is that communication and that which breaks communication apart, what 
Kristeva calls significance, are in constantly antagonistic relationship with each other. The text is the scene of the 
struggle, and Kristeva’s…semiotics [seek] to analyze it at the same time as being subjected to it” (34). 
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paraphrased by Allen 20).45 The effect of Morrison’s insertion of Barbary’s utterance 

reconfigures the reality of the play and shows how she brings the “Other” into 

Desdemona’s dramatic narrative. In this effort, Morrison is staging the ideas of her own 

prior text, Playing, to insert what was always there: master/slave realities undergirding 

the relation between the two women, concealed or erased under Desdemona’s harmony 

discourse.  

Morrison stages a rupturing of Desdemona’s harmony discourse with the phrase 

“I was your slave” to shift and reconfigure the dialogue between the two women with a 

rupture discourse. Desdemona, clearly conflicted, attempts to restore harmony, beginning 

a progression toward restoring past harmony between the two women (Morrison staging 

Desdemona’s discourse) while all the time implying rupture (Morrison staging Barbary’s 

discourse).46 Barbary’s utterance, in Morrison’s rewriting of the text, interrupts 

Desdemona’s harmonious utterances to signify —in the way Gates uses the term 

signif(y)—47 on the dominant discourse, to which Desdemona is now identified with.   

DESDEMONA: Listen to me. 

BARBARY: No, you listen. I have no rank in your world…I brought you 
what you wanted before you knew you wanted it. I kissed your every cut 
and bruise. I held you when fever made you tremble, and when your 
parents made you weep. You never had to wash your hands or feet or face. 
I did that for you. (D 48) 

 
45 Bakhtin argues that, “In reality…any utterance, in addition to its own theme, always responds…in one form or 
another to others’ utterances that precede it” (Speech Genres 93-94). 
46 Henry Louis Gates’ signifyin(g) concept is relevant in this context, as the signifier who, like Gates posits in The 
Signifying Monkey, “wreaks havoc upon the Signified. One is signified upon by the signifier” (58). Desdemona, linked 
now to the dominant order, is reconfigured as the signified, while Barbary acts as the signifier. 
47 Gates’ signifyin(g) construct is used by Morrison as does the African American tradition, stressing indirection: 
“Rhetorical naming by indirection is central to our notions of figuration, troping, and to the parody of forms…” 
(Signifying 112). Gates adds a jazz parallel to make his point: “Repetition of a form and then inversion of the same 
through the process of variation is central [for example] to jazz…that set of words or gestures achieving Hamlet’s 
‘direction through indirection’” (59). While “I was your slave” strikes the audience as direct, the layers of signification 
that Morrison gives to phrase, and to the figure of Barbary, contain multiple indirections. 
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The first line of the text, “listen to me,” reveals how Desdemona responds with a 

command. In contrast, Barbary’s response shows the semiotic dramatically 

disrupting/destabilizing the symbolic, or earlier harmonious interactions, recalled by 

Desdemona. With a single phrase Morrison is transforming the dialogue by introducing, 

via a minimal compressed utterance, vast histories of subjugation and bondage, not only 

servitude. With Barbary’s “I was your slave” utterance Morrison shifts the word “maid” 

to “slave” transforming the structure of reality, intended, as Morrison is later more 

explicit about, to provoke a change in Desdemona’s memory with the evocation of past 

master/slave histories. Barbary both identifies herself as “slave,” which is a rupturing 

utterance, but at the same time evokes a sudden memory of rupture in white/Black 

relations belonging to the past, excluded from Desdemona’s memory of the past. In this 

way, Morrison depicts Barbary literally, an actual slave in the Brabantio household, and 

symbolically, as a kind of synecdoche representing master/slave history.  

And yet, it should be noted, the structure of Morrison’s reconstitution of 

Shakespeare’s characters is not a one-way-Barbary-chastising-Desdemona. Morrison has, 

during her writing career, strenuously distanced herself from “racially informed and 

determined chains,”48 a position that signals that she is not trying to reproduce racial 

codes but rather historical narratives. Morrison’s prose in Desdemona is instead a fraught 

alternating dialogue between two women of unequal status, in complex interaction, 

despite their past closeness, full of tension and with Desdemona reacting defensively to 

 
48 Morrison frequently denounced deterministic white/Black dichotomies espoused by certain twentieth century Black 
sociological works and political movements. She writes in Playing: “My vulnerability would lie in romanticizing 
blackness rather than demonizing it; vilifying whiteness rather than reifying it. The kind of work I have always wanted 
to do requires me to learn how to maneuver ways to free up the language from its sometimes sinister, frequently lazy, 
almost always predictable employment of racially informed and determined chains. (The only short story I have ever 
written, Recitatif, was an experiment in the removal of all racial codes from a narrative about two characters of 
different races for whom racial identity is crucial)” (xi). 
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restore the status quo between them. In the next dialogue, Morrison sets up Barbary to 

insistently inject rupture-of-the-harmony utterances that point out the differences between 

them:  

BARBARY: I am black-skinned. You are white-skinned. 

DESDEMONA: So? 

BARBARY: So you don’t know me. Have never known me.49 

DESDEMONA: Because of your skin? It is you who lack knowing. Think. 
I wed the Moor. I fled my home to be with him. I defied my father, all my 
family to wed him. (D 45-46) 

Desdemona counters Barbary’s rupturing utterances with a description of her 

actions in earth life, utterances that contest Barbary’s white/Black skin-themed 

meaning, beginning a back-and-forth harmony-rupture-harmony progression, that 

I suggest, in the following section, is a concept Morrison adapts from Kristeva.  

Theoretically, Morrison is not only interrogating the Shakespearean text but 

Western tragedy itself; not only Western literature but its philosophical underpinnings. 

The foundational traditions that Morrison interrogates and deconstructs in Desdemona are 

best exemplified by her signifying on the philosophical tenets of the German idealist 

philosopher G.W.F. Hegel who was writing in the nineteenth century:  

Hegelian dialectics depend upon the production of a synthesis out of the 
clash between a thesis and an antithesis. The synthesis is a ‘third term,’ 
which not only resolves the clash between thesis and antithesis but takes 
us to a new, ‘higher’ position or state of consciousness or knowledge. 
Dialectics, therefore, implies that human thought and society can 
transcend or leap to a totality of knowledge, a third position, which 
resolves prior conflicts and ambivalences (Allen 45, emphasis mine). 

 
49 Barbary chastising Desdemona with “you don’t know me” is followed by the utterance, “You don’t even know my 
name. Barbary? Barbary is what you call Africa. Barbary is the geography of the foreigner, the savage” (D 45). Barbary 
then corrects by clarifying that her real name is Sa’ran, a name unbeknownst to Desdemona until that point. While this 
is important, and other authors have noted and analyzed the significance of the dual names Barbary/Sa’ran, my study 
will continue to use the name Barbary because it follows the character name conventions of the play. 
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It is these “prior conflicts and ambivalences” that Morrison transposes to contemporary 

conflictual white/Black relations in America, and that she intentionally does not “resolve” 

or move to a “higher” or “third term.” Hegelian dialectics, one critic argues, “[describe] 

stability where one should acknowledge mobility, unity where there is contradiction” 

(Roudiez 6). Morrison’s Desdemona stages exactly this: a sense of conceptual instability 

and contradiction. She is not trying to prove Hegel wrong but to take his dialectics a step 

further than (or rather a step back from where) he would. As I will show in my analysis of 

Othello’s “Willow Song” scene below, Morrison’s Desdemona is signifying on Hegel’s 

drive (and Shakespeare’s) towards the higher position synthesis/transcendence and his 

“resolution.” If the Desdemona/Barbary dialogue is symbolic of the current state of 

affairs in white/Black relations in America as Morrison’s sees them, her implicit critique 

of Hegel can be seen as eschewing a guaranteed resolution in these relations, all the while 

insisting, paradoxically, that striving toward that resolution is necessary.  

Textual evidence that Morrison is working with Roudiez’s “conceptual instability 

and contradiction” or within Bakhtinian persistent contradiction, is the dialogue in the 

play’s afterlife where Othello confesses to Desdemona his heinous crime of raping two 

older women, committed together with Iago when they were young soldiers. He asks her: 

OTHELLO: Can you forgive me? 

DESDEMONA: No, I cannot. But I can love you and remain committed to 
you. 

OTHELLO: In spite of what I have described? 

DESDEMONA: In addition to what you have described. (D 39) 

This vital dialogue that Morrison inserts in scenes of the play where Desdemona and 

Othello come to a reckoning in the afterlife of Desdemona, also alludes to the idea 
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posited by Gates with regard to the Black vernacular. Gates’ reference to the Black 

vernacular rhetoric is that a contradictory dialogue “creates a measure of undecidability 

within the discourse, such that it must be interpreted or decoded by careful attention to its 

play of differences. Never can this interpretation be definitive, given the ambiguity at 

work in its rhetorical structures” (58). Morrison is staging in Desdemona how two things 

can be true at the same time: “I don’t forgive you, but I will not abandon you” as a way of 

enacting contradictory utterances that do not resolve or end in a Hegelian synthesis. The 

words in the Desdemona and Othello dialogue, carefully chosen by Morrison: “No, I 

cannot forgive you…but I can remain committed to you” are two contradictory ideas 

staged to oppose each other. The phrase dramatizes the full complexity of Desdemona’s 

response, the fact that she does not break with Othello following the confession of the 

violation of the old women, committed many years ago with Iago.50 It is also a way, with 

the phrase “in addition” to emphasize that certain actions perpetuated by others cannot be 

erased or concealed, but must be uncovered and laid bare as unconcealed permanent 

presence. The phrase “in addition” may also be Morrison’s vehicle to indicate how the 

crime, witnessed by a young boy, who represents things to come, will affect the future of 

Desdemona’s relationship with Othello. Morrison’s hermeneutic position does not resolve 

in the common cultural aspiration of forgiveness and unity, nor does it resolve with non-

forgiveness and separation. It is a Dantean purgatorial midway station where a striving, 

more modest, moderate, but still striving modality of transformation is enacted by the 

 
50 Morrison’s choice of the particular atrocity of the rape of two older women is the author’s way of signaling that it is 
not a sexual rape. In addition, the rape was witnessed by a young boy: “We turned to see a child,” Othello relates to 
Desdemona, “a boy, staring wild-eyed at a scene that must have seemed to him a grotesque dream” (D 38). This act of 
brutality is Morrison’s oblique reference to the injustices perpetrated in the two hundred and fifty years of American 
chattel slavery committed against enslaved Black Americans and its effect, via the young boy who represents the future, 
on subsequent trauma for future family members of formerly enslaved people. 
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characters in Desdemona. The Desdemona/Othello dialogue, with the phrase “in spite of” 

suggests opposition, a connotation that goes beyond merely juxtaposing and more 

towards the staging of the coexistence of contradictory ideas. 

Desdemona’s complex response to Othello’s confession shifts Hegelian dialectics 

drawing directly from Kristeva’s “harmony all the while implying rupture” concept, a 

concept that Kristeva herself adapts from Bakhtin’s dialogism construct: 

The notion of dialogism, which owes much to Hegel, must not be 
confused with Hegelian dialectics, based on a triad and thus on struggle 
and projection (a movement of transcendence), which does not transgress 
the Aristotelian tradition founded on substance and causality. Dialogism 
replaces these concepts by absorbing them within the concept of relation. 
It does not strive towards transcendence but rather towards harmony, all 
the while implying an idea of rupture…as a modality of transformation. 
(“Word, Dialogue, and Novel” 89, emphasis mine) 

Morrison, via Kristeva, stages a “method” in the form of a progression that strives toward 

harmony, all the while implying the idea of rupture, that speaks to a mobility-not-stability 

conception. The Desdemona/Barbary tense dialogues in Desdemona are staged as 

metaphor of the necessary striving conditions, reminiscent of purgatorial fires, 

characterizing conflictual white/Black relations in America. Aligned with Kristeva, and 

Kristeva’s interpretation of Bakhtin, and her own theorizing on the Black presence within 

American canonical production of the twentieth century analyzed in Playing, Morrison 

stages a circuitous sequence of harmony-rupture-harmony-rupture progression, not as an 

end in itself, but what Kristeva would call, a “modality of transformation,” a shifting 

down of Hegel’s concept of resolving to a higher position. Morrison suggests, in her 

staging of Desdemona, that the only way for Barbary and Desdemona to move forward 

given past master/slave histories is via a continuous harmony/rupture permanent 

contradiction that strives, paradoxically, toward reconciliation, but with no guaranteed 
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outcome. This mode of continuous striving is allegorically reminiscent of Dante’s 

Purgatory where the suffering and persistent effort of souls qualifies them to enter 

Paradise –without fixing a precise end point for those suffering efforts. Indeed, having 

secured a place in Dante’s Purgatory ensures passage into Paradise, or reconciliation 

between the races, but it may mean toppling down to the bottom of Purgatory if the effort 

of the suffering of souls fails initially and must begin anew. Morrison’s hermeneutical 

position in Desdemona eschews a stable moment in time or a fixed precise end point to 

suggest instead that the movement forward is a Bakhtinian notion of a “ceaseless flow of 

becoming.”  

Having reconfigured Desdemona’s character, and imbued Barbary with historical 

references of the past, and origins in the African continent, and having reframed the mode 

of transformation or method of their future interactions, Morrison, at the end of her play, 

in an unexpected jolt, redirects the audience’s gaze: the character who insistently pursues 

harmony with Barbary, Desdemona, is the one to initiate change. Morrison gives 

Desdemona the utterance “Did I ever harm you?” turning the movement toward harmony 

again, but crucially, and in the midst of a state of misrecognition, does not give up but 

advances the dialogue forward, engaging again with Barbary:  

DESDEMONA: Was I ever cruel to you? Ever? 

BARBARY: No. You never hurt or abused me. (D 48) 

What is significant in this dialogue, and what Morrison accomplishes dramaturgically 

when she gives Desdemona and Barbary these lines, the last dialogue in the play between 

the two women, is that Morrison turns the spectator’s focus towards Desdemona and 

away from Barbary. Earlier the audience recalibrated towards Barbary with her rupturing 

utterance “I was your slave;” yet in this last dialogue Morrison turns the spectator’s 
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attention toward Desdemona. This pointed dramaturgical decision at the end of the play 

directly traces back to Morrison’s writing twenty years earlier, a prior text, her Playing in 

the Dark project. In Playing Morrison wrote: 

My project is an effort to avert the critical gaze from the racial object 
[Barbary] to the racial subject [Desdemona]; from the described and 
imagined to the describers and imaginers; from the serving to the served. 
(90)  

Charting Morrison’s aesthetics or what she accomplishes in her reconfiguration of 

Desdemona’s character was Desdemona herself, and, I argue, the reason why the author 

titles the play Desdemona. Morrison’s refocusing the audience’s gaze away from “the 

serving” toward the “the served,” or away from the slave toward the master, leaves the 

interaction between them in a state of undecidability, yet the ball clearly rolls over to 

Desdemona’s feet, and the audience’s gaze shifts decidedly towards her. In the next 

section, in order to shed light on this ending, a state of irresolution or undecidability 

marking the last dialogue between the two women, I draw on one other poststructuralist 

scholar, the French philosopher and language theorist Jacques Derrida. 

Although Playing was published in 1992, almost twenty years before 

Desdemona’s 2012 playscript was published, it is possible to chart how Morrison’s 

criticism in Playing, 51 a widely acknowledged deconstructive analysis, follows a through 

line, backwards intertextually toward Derrida, and forward, this time theatrically, to her 

 
51 As Morrison dissects, decodes and disentangles “blindness and sight” in white American canonical literature of the 
twentieth century, she explains her purpose: “For some time now I have been thinking about the validity...of certain 
assumptions conventionally accepted among literary historians and critics and circulated as “knowledge.” This 
knowledge holds that traditional, canonical American literature is free of, uninformed and unshaped by the four-
hundred-year-old presence of, first, Africans and then African-Americans in the United States. It assumes that this 
presence…has had no significant place or consequence in the origin and development of that culture’s literature 
(Playing 4-5). As I argue in my study, these are assumptions that Morrison interrogates, this time theatrically, and 
twenty years later in Desdemona. 



 

38 

dramaturgy in Desdemona.52 Morrison frequently positions herself, like Derrida does 

among philosophers, within her own literary tradition;53 and within that tradition, like 

Derrida, as a “practitioner of deconstruction [who] works within the terms of the system 

but in order to breach it” (Culler, On Deconstruction 86).  In Positions (1982), Derrida 

elaborates aspects of deconstruction that Morrison readily adopts:  

To ‘deconstruct’ philosophy is…to work through the structured genealogy 
of its concepts in the most scrupulous and immanent fashion, but at the 
same time to determine…what this history may have concealed or 
excluded, constituting itself as history through this repression in which it 
has a stake. (15-16, emphasis mine) 

Morrison, in her own literary criticism, has argued against concealment and erasure in 

American literary production: “It is important to see how inextricable Africanism is or 

ought to be from the deliberations of literary criticism and the wanton, elaborate 

strategies undertaken to erase its presence from view” (Playing 9).54 Yet where evidently 

Morrison finds parallels to her own thinking and literary critique is in Derrida’s concept 

of the hierarchical standing of binary terms, described in his stratégie génerale de la 

déconstruction: 

In a traditional philosophical opposition we have not a peaceful 
coexistence of facing terms but a violent hierarchy. One of the terms 

 
52 In her preface to Playing, Morrison reveals her shared theoretical and philosophical underpinnings with 
poststructuralists, in particular with French poststructuralists: “In these readings, a sense that the text has appeared to be 
whole new, never before seen, is followed, almost immediately, by the sense that it was always there, that we, the 
readers, knew it was always there, and have always known it was as it was, though we have now for the first time 
recognized, become fully cognizant of, our knowledge” (Playing xi-xii, emphasis in the original).  
53 Indeed, in her critique of the “gunslinging cowboy scholars” who in 1992 were engaged in the canon debates of the 
time and who’s critique of the classical literary canon was strident, Morrison positions herself within her literary 
tradition, even as she exercises resistance and displacement of assumptions of said tradition. In Unspeakable for 
example, Morrison reveals herself as dual insider critic: “Not only may the hands of the gunslinging cowboy-scholars 
be blown off, not only may the target be missed, but the subject of the conflagration (the sacred texts) is sacrificed, 
disfigured in the battle. This cannon fodder may kill the canon. And I at least, do not intend to live without Aeschylus, 
or William Shakespeare, or James or Twain or Hawthorne, or Melville, and so on [but there] must be some way to 
enhance canon readings without enshrining them” (Unspeakable 128). 
54 Morrison, coinciding with Derrida, argues, “…in matters of race, silence and evasion have historically ruled literary 
discourse. Evasion has fostered another, substitute language in which the issues are encoded, foreclosing open debate” 
(Playing 9). 
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dominates the other (axiologically, logically, etc.), occupies the 
commanding position. (Positions 56-57, emphasis mine) 

Morrison’s staging of Barbary’s interrogation of Desdemona’s harmonious memory of 

their relationship uncovers what was hidden with the phrase “I was your slave,” revealing 

the “commanding position” of Desdemona representing the “master” in the master/slave 

binary opposition. Analogously, Derrida refers to “writing” in the Western philosophical 

tradition, as a secondary form of communication after speech, situated by Western 

philosophical traditions in a hierarchical position, where speech holds the commanding 

position.55 In Desdemona, Morrison arguably stages Derrida’s critique of philosophy’s 

speech/writing binary using it as a spring board to address her own analytical and 

philosophical interrogation of the master/slave binary that troubles contemporary 

conflictual white/Black relations in America.56 It is again Morrison’s allegorical gesture 

of “speaking about something else” which characterizes her dramaturgical project in 

Desdemona. 

Morrison’s theatrical staging of the master/slave binary in Desdemona, 

figuratively expressed in dialogues between Desdemona and Barbary, enacts the 

poststructuralist tenet that the white dominant, or signified, is destabilized by the Black 

minority, or signifier,57 a paradox explored by Derrida. The critic Graham Allen tracks 

 
55 Derrida’s critique of how philosophy conceives of writing as “contamination of truth” is explained extensively in his 
founding deconstruction text, Of Grammatology, where he interrogates Western philosophy’s speech/writing binary 
opposition. 
56 Like Kristeva, Derrida was also Morrison’s contemporary, having published his first philosophical treatise Of 
Grammatology in 1967, more or less at the time that Morrison, a few years later, published her first novel, The Bluest 
Eye, in 1970, suggesting that Derrida may have influenced Morrison’s aesthetic preoccupations and development. 
Phillip Page notices, for example, that Morrison “Repeatedly…declares her interest in the ambiguity of presumed 
dualities” (55). Whether or not Morrison was aware of philosophical debates in France at the time, the confluence of 
ideas is undeniable. 
57 It is the signifier, and the unstableness of the signified that is relevant to Morrison’s play. It is worth repeating the 
now well-known poststructuralist tenet that Barthes espoused: “The notion of text implies that the written message is 
articulated like the sign: on one side the signifier (the materiality of the letters and of their connection into words, 
sentences, paragraphs, chapters), and on the other side the signified, a meaning which is at once original, univocal, and 
definitive, determined by the correctness of the signs which carry it. The classical [signified] is a sealed unit, whose 
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precisely the confluence in thought between Morrison and Derrida in their interrogation 

of the binary opposition master/slave and speech/writing respectively: 

To call the text a ‘servant’…is to portray the relationship between the two 
[speech and writing], and thus the relationship between signified to 
signifier, in a manner reminiscent of the bourgeois household: writing here 
takes the position of the ‘servant’ whose primary function is ‘correctness,’ 
[while] the signified of that writing, the work, takes the place of patriarch, 
‘original, univocal, and definitive.’ The signified/work has priority, in the 
sense of firstness but also of authority and agency, over the signifier/text. 
Writing, home of the material signifier, is the signified’s servant/slave; 
writing follows the orders and at the same time protects and preserves the 
‘transcendental signified’ which [is]‘God, Law and Father.’ (62, emphasis 
mine) 

The reference to writing as “servant/slave” and to speech as “master” is deeply 

convergent with Morrison’s staging of the master/slave binary in Desdemona, not only 

for the Derridean hierarchy of terms,58 but for the mention that the servant “protects and 

preserves” the master. In Desdemona, with the phrase “I was your slave” Morrison stages 

Desdemona and Barbary in opposition and in hierarchical positions, contesting 

Desdemona’s earlier memories of a harmonious relationship, which conceal the 

hierarchy. Desdemona (standing for the white dominant) is placed in a more valuable 

position than Barbary (standing for the Black servant/slave). And yet, the complexity of 

the hierarchy, the “protects and preserves” aspect of master/slave binary opposition, is 

one that Morrison also uncovers in Desdemona: “I brought you what you wanted before 

you knew you wanted it…I did that for you” (D 48). Hidden beneath the protection 

 
closure arrests meaning, prevents it from trembling or becoming double, or wandering. The same goes for the classical 
text: it closes the work, chains it to its letter, rivets it to its signified” (33). Barbary (the signifier) destabilizes 
Desdemona (the signified) with the utterance “I was your slave,” interrogating Desdemona’s “once original, univocal, 
and definitive” assumption of harmony. 
58 Derrida goes into intricate detail of how Western philosophical traditions have established a hierarchy between 
speech and writing since Plato. In Of Grammatology, Derrida interrogates how it is that writing among classical 
philosophers –paradoxically, since philosophy communicates through writing—is in a hierarchical division where 
speech takes precedence and is the stable signified. 
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offered is a suggestion that such protection entails an inverted dependency as I will 

discuss in the following paragraphs.  

In exposing attempts to conceal hierarchal positions and their complexity, 

Morrison converges with Derrida’s deconstruction of the speech/writing hierarchy binary, 

as she analyzes, along with Derrida, who, together with Patterson and Hegel, 

conceptualize “the complexities of dependence…where the dominator, in the process of 

dominating and making another individual dependent, also makes himself (the 

dominator) dependent” (Patterson 336). These complexities of dependence are deployed 

in Morrison’s Playing and become salient, twenty years later, in the Desdemona/Barbary 

interaction staged in Desdemona. Barbary uncovers the dominant/minority complexities 

with her utterances: “I brought you what you wanted before you knew you wanted 

it…You never had to wash your hands or feet or face” (D 48). With this utterance 

Barbary reveals the complex inverted hierarchy that indicate Desdemona’s dependence 

on Barbary. 

In Playing, Morrison analyzes the dependence of a physically disabled woman in 

Willa Cather’s Sapphira and the Slave Girl. In this master/slave pairing, where the 

woman’s entire freedom of movement depends on her young Black slave, the irony is not 

lost. Morrison writes that, “It concerns a…woman confined to the prison of her defeated 

flesh, whose social pedestal rests on the sturdy spine of [the slave girl]” (25). Morrison 

addresses other canonical texts, including Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn in “a close 

examination of the interdependence of slavery and freedom, of Huck’s growth and Jim’s 

serviceability within it” (55). Morrison notes that, “there is no way…for Huck to mature 
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into a moral human being…without Jim” (56). 59 These examples in Playing show, again, 

the confluence of Morrison’s ideas with Derrida’s, whose critique of traditional 

philosophy is also that writing cannot be separated from speech and is in fact 

“disturbingly primary;” among other reasons is the fact that philosophy needs writing to 

communicate. Morrison analogizes in reference to the master/slave hierarchical division, 

where the master is dominant, “but…depends upon its subordinate to give it shape, even 

though it also aims to relegate its other to a position of marginality and partial erasure” 

(Singh 2). Morrison notices and integrates all of this, as well as Derrida’s analytical term 

“supplement”60  into her analysis in Playing and in her staging of Desdemona, here 

articulated by Salmon: 

Ultimately, the power-relation of the original over the supplement is 
disturbed when one realizes the extent of dependency of the former on the 
latter.61 The supplement is not an optional add-on to the original: it is the 
condition of the original. (143) 

In Desdemona’s afterlife setting, Morrison stages the erasure of the Desdemona/Barbary 

hierarchy as initially envisioned by Desdemona’s harmony perceptions, and a 

reconfiguring of reality that takes place with the phrase “I was your slave.” But also, in 

alignment with Derrida, Morrison stages Desdemona’s upbringing, and how Barbary (the 

servant, standing for writing), protects and safeguards Desdemona (the master, standing 

 
59 Speaking to a contemporary audiences in 1992 Morrison broadens her analysis beyond literature to the role of 
slavery in America: “How could one speak of profit, economy, labor, progress, suffragism, Christianity, the frontier, 
the formation of new states, the acquisition of new lands, education, transportation, neighborhoods, the military—of 
almost anything a country concerns itself with—without having as a referent, at the heart of the discourse, at the heart 
of the definition, the presence of Africans and their descendants?” (Playing 50). 
60 Derrida deconstructs the privileging of speech over writing but he also generates a key term that is important to 
Morrison in Playing, namely, the term “supplement.” It is a word Derrida takes from French etymology, which is 
different from the English meaning of “something added on to improve or complete it.” Derrida extends the meaning of 
supplement to mean “something substituted, that which supplants the other, which can be a threat, the supplement 
replaces the original” (Salmon 141). 
61 This dependency is also mentioned by Patterson in what he calls “complexities of dependency”: “…the dominator, in 
the process of dominating and making another individual dependent, also makes himself (the dominator) dependent” 
(Slavery 336). 
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for speech). Morrison’s dramaturgy stages Desdemona’s dependence on Barbary, even 

suggesting that her future life choices were marked by her interactions with Barbary, who 

“protects and preserves” her charge. 

In Desdemona, Morrison also stages Derrida’s concept of “contamination.” 

Derrida’s now familiar attack on Ferdinand de Saussure, where he declares himself 

“baffled as to how [Saussure] can at the same time say of writing that it is the ‘image’ or 

figuration of language and define language and writing elsewhere [as] two distinct 

systems of signs” (Of Grammatology 45). It is an interrogation that is also integral to 

Morrison’s conception of the master/slave binary: 

Saussure attempts to protect the internal system of language in the purity 
of its concept against the gravest, most perfidious, most permanent 
contamination which has not ceased to menace…the contamination of 
writing, the fact or the threat of it. (Of Grammatology 34, emphasis mine) 

Derrida’s main critique is also Morrison’s, namely, that unlike Saussure’s separation of 

writing from speech, writing, as Barthes contends, was “always already there” in the 

operations of the language. In a parallel gesture, Morrison uncovers the Black supplement 

in twentieth century American canonical literature in Playing arguing that, such literary 

production “enforces the invisibility”62 of the Black presence to “allow the black body a 

shadowless participation in the dominant cultural body” (10). The perspective Morrison 

advances in her criticism, her fundamental argument, is a Derridean one: that surface-

 
62 Morrison expanded her invisibility idea in an early essay: “We can agree, I think, that invisible things are not 
necessarily ‘not there;’ that a void may be empty but not be a vacuum. In addition, certain absences are so stressed, so 
ornate, so planned, they call attention to themselves; arrest us with intentionality and purpose, like neighborhoods that 
are defined by the population held away from them…in 1850 at the height of slavery and burgeoning abolitionism, 
American writers chose romance. Where, I wonder, in these romances is the shadow of the presence from which the 
text has fled?” (Unspeakable 136-137). 
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wise the view is white dominant but undergirding that white dominant at every stage of 

its existence is the Black supplement.63 Or as the critic Leonard Lawler articulates: 

…as Derrida would say…the present is recognized as “contaminated” by 
the past and future… (perception—what we see right now—contaminated 
with memory or the present contaminated with the past: the experienced 
difference is an experience of what Derrida would call “trace”), the 
difference destabilizes the original decision that instituted the hierarchy. 
(2) 

Derrida’s “trace” is deployed by Morrison in Desdemona via Barbary’s utterances that 

establish Desdemona’s present and sense of harmony as being “contaminated” by the past 

and therefore affecting the future. Barbary destabilizes Desdemona’s perception of the 

past with the phrase “I was your slave,” an utterance that contaminates the present with 

the past reality of slavery, but also, as performativity theory posits (a theory I will discuss 

in the next chapter), potentially shifts in the other direction, to the future of the 

Desdemona/Barbary relationship. Moreover, in Morrison’s way of using allegory as 

veiled language or for “speaking about something else,” she is also referencing the future 

state of affairs in white/Black relations in America as being contaminated by the past.  

Derrida concludes that this contamination leads to undecidability, a term that 

Morrison stages precisely to refer to the state of affairs of conflictual white/Black 

relations in America, conflictual in part, due to persistent concealment and erasure of 

master/slave pasts in literary texts and elsewhere. This conflictual state is staged in 

Desdemona as a kind of limbo, or undecidability of reconciliatory aspirations, or 

allegorically, in a purgatorial in-between state that Morrison explicates, via Kristeva, as 

 
63 Morrison sometimes refers to the supplement as the “ghost in the machine” or the “[a]ctive but unsummoned 
presences that can distort the workings of the machine and can also make it work” (Unspeakable 138). Alternatively, as 
Morrison has said, how the presence of Africa and African Americans “have shaped the choices, the language, the 
structure—the meaning of so much American literature” (Unspeakable 136). 
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containment or sustainment of a seemingly permanent contradiction. The idea that the 

present is contaminated by the past which itself will contaminate the future is suggested 

by Morrison in her staging of Desdemona, as she begins to shape master/slave histories 

as an inbuilt feature in white/Black relations in America. Morrison deconstructs, 

theatrically in Desdemona, what she deconstructs in her scholarly analysis in Playing, 

and that I argue was influenced by how Derrida interrogates speech/writing categories in 

Western philosophical traditions that define writing as secondary in a hierarchy with 

speech. 

 Finally, in Desdemona, Morrison signifies upon Derrida in a similar way that she 

does with Kristeva, slightly shifting Derrida’s meaning of the supplement to create 

something new. While influenced by Derrida’s concepts of the hierarchy of binary 

oppositions, contamination and undecidability, Morrison departs slightly from Derrida’s 

conception of the supplement-as-threat construct. Derrida implies the reason the 

supplement is concealed or erased by the dominant side is that it constitutes a threat. He 

declares: “écriture is that ‘dangerous supplement’ which appears secondary, and yet is in 

fact necessary for speech to exist at all, and is thus disturbingly primary” (Allen 63). This 

notion in Desdemona is shifted slightly by Morrison, who does not stage Barbary as a 

threat or menace to Desdemona. The break between the two women, resulting from 

Barbary’s utterance “I was your slave,” resolves in the denouement of the play as a 

misrecognition. This choice reveals that even though Morrison stages philosophical 

constructs from philosophers like Kristeva and Derrida, she is preferentially attuned to 

literary ambiguity tools, like the ambiguity of misrecognition, which is different from 

Derrida’s more direct and unambiguous “threat” concept. This ambiguity between 
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Desdemona and Barbary is due to, as one scholar argues, “some missed element of 

missed recognition” (Nee 10). 64 In other words, Desdemona didn’t really know what 

Barbary was experiencing, which at some point Desdemona recognizes. Morrison is 

signifying upon Derrida, as she signifies upon Hegel and Shakespeare, by slightly 

shifting his supplement-as-threat concept to one in which a break in understanding of the 

other becomes the real danger to their future relationship;65 and, analogously, or 

allegorically, it is signaling Morrison’s view of what undergirds conflicted white/Black 

relations in America. At the same time, in Morrison’s dramaturgical proposition, the 

break in understanding both endangers the relationship but also makes a new relationship 

possible. 

I will complete this section of my study by showing how Morrison uses Kristeva, 

Bakhtin and Derrida to deconstruct a pivotal a scene in Othello, mentioned in the 

introduction, known as the “Willow Song” scene, where Morrison theatrically stages in 

Desdemona, a shifting of the Shakespearean text, as she did earlier with Hegelian 

dialectics using Derrida’s deconstructive strategy. 

The brief scene in Othello, highlighted in Desdemona, shows how Morrison is 

shifting the Shakespearean text by subtly altering its tragic ending, via the only scene in 

 
64 Morrison’s shifting of Derridean supplement-as-threat to her preferred “misrecognition” between Desdemona and 
Barbary is specific to Desdemona. In other literary contexts Morrison would not necessarily disagree with the Black 
supplement as threat. For example, in their analysis of William Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom! Urgo and Polk explain 
how white/Black intermingling was seen as a threat in America’s past: the “one drop” rule mandated that “any amount 
of black blood made a person legally black…a notion that Southern Americans fear is precisely that the result …the 
intermingling and inbreeding between whites and blacks will eventually “bleach” all blackness out: all races will then 
be white and whites will no longer be able to claim the all-important difference from black” (60). Morrison would 
likely agree with the existence in this perceived threat in America, but in Desdemona, her dramaturgical focus is 
elsewhere, i.e., in the realm of misrecognition.  
65 In a 2011 interview, Morrison expressed that, “…for me the whole [play] is about the acquisition of knowledge…it’s 
not necessarily even about reconciliation, which would be fine if it happens, but it’s not just that. It’s finally knowing 
more than when you were alive or that you knew when you first died. Now you have this time [the afterlife] and now 
these people come to you…nothing to lose…it can do what art does which is acquire knowledge which is therefore 
useful and enhancing and enlightening” (1:06). 



 

47 

the classical play with a musical device, the “Willow Song” scene. At the very end of 

Othello, Shakespeare inserts a foreshadowing scene of deep dramatic import where the 

Willow Song 66 theme is depicted. In Act IV, Scene 3 Desdemona remembers that 

Barbary was abandoned by her lover: “she had a song of ‘willow,’/it expressed her 

fortune/and she died singing it” (4.3.27-28). Desdemona remembers and relates to 

Emilia, “My mother had a maid called Barbary,” and tells the story of her maid’s anguish 

by imitating and singing the Willow Song that Barbary sang:  

Her hand in her bosom, her head on her knee,  
Sing willow, willow, willow 
Her salt tears fell from her and softened the stones, 
Sing willow, willow, willow. (Othello 4.3.41-47)  

This is a fraught moment of the deepest sorrow for Desdemona because she knows she is 

in trouble with Othello who has already, in an earlier scene, physically struck her, 

expressing his heightened anger towards her. Desdemona had experienced Barbary’s 

profound sorrow at her lover’s abandonment, “He forsook her and turned her ecstasy into 

ash” (D 18), and because she witnessed Barbary’s grief, Desdemona is not naïve in her 

understanding of Othello’s rejection. The moment is ominous and the song is 

thematically appropriate, and deeply moving, being set up by Shakespeare right before 

the murder at the end of the play.  

Morrison’s deconstruction of Othello’s tragic denouement is by taking the action a 

step back from the murderous ending, in other words, shifting the action a step back to 

 
66 During the Renaissance, collaborating with a composer or lyricist to compose songs meant that actors had to rehearse 
the musical parts of these performances, and likely had the songs on a different piece of paper/parchment from, for 
example, the actor’s part or the playwright’s manuscript of the play. This meant that many songs went missing. Several 
early modern plays contained the abbreviated lyrics of a song but did not have the actual lyrics themselves. 
Consequently, when it came time to printing these plays, often the lyrics were lost. The “Willow Song,” fortuitously, 
was not lost; and it is fortunate because it is intensely and thematically relevant to the scene in Othello where 
Desdemona, talking with her maid Emilia, reflects on her childhood memories. Desdemona sings the “Willow Song,” 
an ominous and thematically appropriate foreshadowing of the play right before the end (Nee 15). 
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the earlier scene in Act IV, Scene 3, the Willow Song’s abandonment-not-murder theme. 

(Re)making the outcome of Desdemona’s fear not murder by her husband but 

abandonment, Morrison transforms the Shakespearean outcome in Desdemona, authoring 

the only song in the play titled “Someone Leans Near,” Morrison’s own unique creation 

(all other songs being written by Traoré):67 

BARBARY: My song is new: 
Someone leans near 
And sees the salt my eyes have shed. 
Words of reason, love or play 
To lash or lull me toward the hollow day. 
… 
Silence kneads my fear 
I shore up my heart to run. 
…. 
Then on my skin a sudden breath caresses 
The salt my eyes have shed. 
And I hear a call –clear, so clear: 
‘You will never die again.’ 
What bliss to know 
I will never die again. (D 49) 

The song’s lyrics “Words of reason, love or play” and “to lull me” allude to Barbary as 

Desdemona’s caretaker during childhood. But also, deploying allegory again, Morrison, 

“speaking about something else” alludes to conflicted white/Black relations in America: 

The mention of fear, “to lash” and the line “I shore up my heart to run” has inescapable 

allusions to runaway slaves of the American South, and enslaved people escaping across 

the centuries, and to Barbary’s condition as slave. Tangentially perhaps, these lines may 

also suggest Morrison’s speculative claim of Desdemona’s longing to run away from 

 
67 Traoré authored every song in Desdemona except for one song, placed at the end of the play, entitled “Someone 
Leans Near” written by Morrison. I have chosen the lines in the song that are relevant to the murder vs. abandonment 
theme I analyze above, but it is worth including the text of the song in its entirety: “Someone leans near/And sees the 
salt my eyes have shed. / I wait, longing to hear/Words of reason, love or play/To lash or lull me toward the hollow 
day. / Silence kneads my fear/ Of crumbled star-ash sifting down/ Clouding the rooms here, here. / I shore up my heart 
to run. To stay. / But no sign or design marks the narrow way. Then on my skin a sudden breath caresses/ The salt my 
eyes have shed. / And I hear a call—clear, so clear: ‘You will never die again.’/ What bliss to know/ I will never die 
again” (D 49). 
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Othello in the bedroom scene of the Shakespearean text, right before she is murdered. In 

essence, Morrison is interrogating the totalizing event of Desdemona’s murder, alluding 

to her death, but also to the possibility of escaping death. The final line “a sudden breath 

caresses” signals that, in the afterlife, Desdemona is accompanied by Barbary, safe from 

ever dying again.  

Morrison notices the totalizing ending of Shakespeare’s play that dramatizes a 

Black man murderer of a white woman, eliciting, for the audience, a haunting American 

racist past which, in a Derridean sense, is “contaminated with memory,” evoking Black-

man-as-violent-man racist tropes that Morrison, and her contemporary American 

audience/readers are acutely attuned to. In Morrison’s portrayal, the master/slave binary 

evoked in Morrison’s song “Someone Leans Near” ending with Desdemona’s phrase “we 

will never die again” (D 49) signifies upon the Shakespearean text in a unique way: 

Morrison reverses it by implying that though ‘the historical slave’ may abandon ‘the 

historical master,’ the slave does not, in Morrison’s narrative afterlife, murder the master. 

It is the sheer ferocity involved in Desdemona’s murder by Othello as an act of 

vengeance for a perceived betrayal that Morrison eschews, and trains her eye on, to 

signify upon the Shakespearean text, by taking it a step back from the brink of murder. 

Ultimately, Morrison is deploying Derridean deconstructive tools to interrogate, 

taking the dramatic action a step back from murder to abandonment, where there is deep 

suffering but not the finality of death. She is signifying upon Shakespeare’s calculation 

by shifting back towards a different, more modest and less totalizing ending to the 

Othello story. In Morrison’s Desdemona, in contradistinction to Shakespeare’s Othello, 

we are left, in the words of Peter Sellars, “with difficulty, humility and remorse…[w]e are 
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not simply left with tragedy” (Sellars 11). With Morrison’s shifting of the Shakespearean 

text, and of Shakespeare’s totalizing ending, Morrison is signifying upon the playwright, 

whose dramaturgy she respects, yet (re)making his murderous ending to bring it face to 

face with her contemporary American audiences, who view performances of Othello with 

conflicted eyes as they consider the implications of making a Black man a duped 

murderer of a good white woman. 
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Chapter IV. 

Morrison’s (Re)construction Strategies in Desdemona 

In this chapter I analyze how, in Desdemona, Morrison goes beyond 

deconstruction of the Shakespearean text towards a reconstruction of Barbary’s character 

into a multi-layered heightened symbolic figure representing American, but also global 

histories of slavery. With the reconfiguration of Barbary as skilled storyteller, Morrison 

alludes to West African griots who were storytellers, historians and archivists, circling 

back to her earlier implication, that stories and storytelling are critical. The newness 

Morrison brings to Desdemona, which is both similar and distinct from her literary 

criticism project in Playing and Unspeakable, is that in Desdemona, Morrison’s 

dramaturgy goes beyond the context of America and slave histories of the American 

South, extending her interrogation, widening her angle to the Caribbean, but also to 

England, France, Spain and other European contexts, as well as to West African rulers 

and slave traders associated with the four-hundred-year history of transatlantic slaveries, 

and so interrogating on a more global level. This extension of Barbary as a many layered 

global symbolic figure is an immense expansion of scope, enough so that Desdemona, an 

intertextually rich work of art that has been influenced by prior works, may also –indeed, 

almost certainly will— influence future performances and theater criticism of the 

canonical Othello.  

Through staged dialogue, Morrison injects a unique (re)constructive gesture that 

goes beyond poststructuralist strategies –which I have argued she leans on extensively, 
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but I also show that she doesn’t stop there, and goes farther in Desdemona—drawing on 

contemporary strategies influenced by Performativity Studies, a contemporary 

scholarship current in 2011 when Desdemona was performed and the playscript was 

published. Performativity –a school of thought influenced by the British philosopher John 

Langshaw Austin who was writing in the 1950s, also Morrison’s contemporary, proposed 

concepts that morphed and were transformed by subsequent followers and critics of 

Austin.68 As with Kristeva, Bahktin and Derrida, a distinct confluence of ideas can be 

traced between Performativity and Morrison, especially via the American avant-garde 

theater director of Desdemona, Peter Sellars, whose earlier plays are strongly influenced 

by what oftentimes is referred to as “performance studies,” animated by the postdramatic 

aesthetic I mentioned in the introduction.69   

Up to this point my study has attempted to show how Morrison’s first 

deconstructive gestures in Desdemona are aimed at interrogating Desdemona’s past earth 

life memories of Barbary, a character who, in the afterlife setting of the play, interrogates, 

ruptures and reconfigures reality, questioning Desdemona’s memory by pointing to 

inherent inequalities and differences in status between them. Uniquely, in her remaking of 

 
68 A robust school of philosophical thought has gone beyond Austin’s 1950’s lectures at Harvard University and his 
foundational work How To Do Things With Words. John Searle has systematized Austin’s work and broadened his 
speech act approach, taking on the task of responding to authors like Stanley Fish and Jacques Derrida. Derrida also has 
a place in this scholarship, especially with his philosophical dispute with John Searle in Limited Inc. (1988). Critics of 
Austin such as J. Hillis Miller have been dismissive of Austin arguing that he “reinforces a certain vision of history [of 
a] white male English philosopher,” as Hillis argued in his 2001 Speech Acts in Literature. Others scholars like Stanley 
Cavell and Judith Butler have advanced Austin’s performativity theory defending and expanding it. Loxley also argues 
against Miller and other critics by highlighting what he views has been overlooked in Austin’s work.  
69 By the 2011 premiere of Desdemona, Sellars had produced Antony and Cleopatra, Pericles and King Lear but also 
Sophocles’ Ajax, and was artistic director of the Boston Shakespeare Company as well as well as the Los Angeles 
Festivals. His range is extensive going from “da Ponte’s libretti of Mozart’s Cosi fan tutte, set in a diner on Cape Cod; 
The Marriage of Figaro, set in a luxury apartment in New York City…and Don Giovanni, set in New York City’s 
Spanish Harlem, cast which was costumed as a blaxploitation movie” (New York Times 3 February, 2019). Sellars was 
awarded the Erasmus Prize for “combining in his original creations the European and American cultural traditions” 
(Praemium Erasmianum Foundation, 2023); he was also awarded the “Harvard Arts Medal” in 2001. He's currently a 
professor at the University of California, Los Angeles. 
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Shakespeare’s Othello, as the play progresses, Morrison shifts to a post-deconstructive 

reconstruction in Desdemona. Barbary, the Black supplement, was allowed to hover over 

the margins of the Shakespearean text until Morrison frees her character, a liberatory 

gesture that includes Morrison’s own artistic freedom to create and recreate from the 

canonical text. Barbary is (re)constructed in Desdemona into a figure, juxtaposed 

alongside a strong-minded Desdemona, a Black maid of African descent staged in 

dialogue with a white European woman. Both are reconfigured by Morrison, as Bakhtin 

suggests, in relation, during Desdemona’s childhood, as portrayed at the beginning of the 

play. In the latter scenes of the play, with the pivotal phrase “I was your slave,” Barbary 

ruptures earlier perceived harmonies in their earth life relationship to recalibrate reality in 

the afterlife. Austin points to how utterances are performative when “words do something 

in the world…it could be said that they produce a different world” (Loxley 2). The 

utterance “I was your slave” transforms reality for Desdemona and Barbary, but also for 

the audience, producing a different world. 

Within that new world Morrison reconstructs or reframes a new way of seeing, a 

way of seeing without erasing, or in Morrison’s words: first, to “decode and disentangle 

blindness and sight” (Playing 4-5), then to rebuild and reconstruct. In a recent article, 

Elliott Turley analyses how Suzan-Lori Park’s trilogy “Father Comes Home from the 

Wars” reconstructs the Confederacy Lost Cause myth, which implausibly recasts the 

cause of the American Civil War not as the “emancipation of the enslaved but the right of 

the Southern states to defend their way of life” (403). The act of “remythologizing old 

stories with new possibilities” shows how reconstructions are “mutable structures rather 

than marble foundations” (406). In the same way, Morrison’s (re)construction of the 
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figure of Barbary in Desdemona shows how the author interrogates these “myths,” i.e., 

erasures and exclusions of past slave histories and the invisible rendering of the Black 

supplement, in the other direction: toward uncovering these erasures and expanding the 

angle to show wider historical facts such as the inseparable coupling of slavery in the 

American South with the transatlantic slave trade. 

The world of Barbary’s ancestral African nation is highlighted and elucidated in 

Morrison’s Desdemona as one of America’s oldest ancestral nations. Morrison injects 

images of Africa counterposing them to Desdemona’s images of European Venice via 

Barbary’s storytelling: “She told me stories of other lives, other countries” (D18).  From 

the onset of the play Morrison “stretches” the imagery to include what may be called, the 

idea of Africa, signaling America’s African origins, historical and cultural features 

transported via slave ships and the crisscrossing travels of transatlantic slave trades. 

Morrison’s suggestion is that African imprints, or marks, or engravings –and here she 

arguably again retrieves poststructuralist language to refer to prior African or Africanist 

imprints— amount to early “contamination,” or alternatively, imprints of the semiotic. 

These imprints figuratively constitute Derridean “traces” existing in the American 

context, carved-in early on, during the semiotic phase of American history. As Morrison 

unflinchingly observes, this is the history of America, “…in which a Black population 

accompanied (if one can use that word) and in many cases preceded the white settlers” 

(Playing 7-8). It is the idea of Africa that Morrison insists accompanies American history 

and that she stages in Desdemona. Moreover, even though America is Morrison’s primary 

focus, in Desdemona, she stages the idea that at some fundamental level, the rest of the 

world originates from Africa, and accompanies humanity on a fundamental level. 
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Corroborating evidence that Morrison enacts the idea of Africa in her dramaturgy 

in Desdemona is the presence, on the page and on stage, of a distinctly non-American 

African native. The Malian singer-songwriter Rokia Traoré, whose side-by-side lyrics 

accompany Morrison’s prose in Desdemona, include the presence of Traoré herself, on 

stage, performing the role of Barbary as she has done in every theatrical production since 

the 2011 premiere in Vienna, Austria. Morrison begins her reconstruction of Barbary’s 

character via Traoré’s presence on stage and with the inclusion of Traoré’s orginal lyrics, 

staging allusions to Africa and the globalized context, contexts that widen the angle of the 

dramaturgy in Desdemona. Theoretically, Morrison, in collaboration with Sellars, 

signifies upon European dramatic theater traditions, by deploying a postdramatic theater 

aesthetic, a dramaturgy that brings other ways of doing theater, as well as using other 

non-European settings that, in Lehmann’s words “circumvent naturalistic representations 

of character, settings and events” (146) which are more typical of European dramatic 

theater.  

Postdramatic theater is defined in Lehmann’s 2006 book Postdramatic Theatre as 

a dramaturgy that “seeks to produce an effect amongst the spectators, rather than remain 

true to the text, a reaction to the dominance of the written text” (146). Signifying on 

Lehmann, Morrison draws on this type of theater but eschews substituting one for the 

other (effect on spectators vis-à-vis strict adherence to the text) to instead set them 

alongside each other, or, echoing prior texts, in opposition. Performances of Desdemona 

depict a Janus-faced image that brings together postdramatic and dramatic aesthetics to 

create a sharply contrasting dramaturgical imagery. During performances of Desdemona, 

for example, Morrison’s text and dialogues are simultaneously projected on a large screen 
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at the same time actors are performing the play’s dialogues (Appendix, Figure 2), a 

juxtaposition of European and non-European traditions that is Morrison’s trademark. In 

performances of Desdemona, the character Desdemona is played by actress Tina Benko 

while Barbary is performed by Traoré, contrasting, as the play progresses, a white 

Venetian woman in dialogue with a Black maid of African descent, simultaneously 

standing for European and non-European traditions.  

Eventually, as the play’s narrative progresses, the image in the spectator’s mind is 

transformed into master/slave opposition, an image alluding to white/Black relations in 

America as Morrison’s sees them. These relations later devolve as conflicted, evoked 

through the utterance “I was your slave” staged vis-à-vis Desdemona’s “We shared so 

much…you were my best friend.” With its postdramatic aesthetic, Desdemona sidesteps 

dramatic traditions via the introduction of Traoré not only as the actor portraying Barbary, 

but as a character originating in a different country, setting and tradition, injecting the 

play with other worlds, different ways of thinking, territories far away that nonetheless, 

and crucially, through the slave trade, are inheritances that find their way to familiar (for 

American spectators) territories of the American South.70 

Unexpectedly, theatre audiences are transported to African territories and 

memories of transatlantic slaveries that expand outward from the American context. 

Morrison’s Barbary (represented on stage by Traoré) becomes, in Morrison’s artistic 

 
70 Bertolt Brecht’s theatre is one dramatic intertext animating Morrison and Sellars deployment of the postdramatic 
aesthetic in Desdemona, and the way she juxtaposes dramatic/postdramatic theater traditions. Robert Gordon’s 2012 
article “Fugard, Kani, Ntshona’s ‘The Island: Antigone’ as South African Drama” is one example of setting European 
dramatic aspects, such as “The Island Antigone” (1972), alongside and together with African performance traditions. Or 
William Dominik’s “The classical ‘Traception’: Reconceptualizing Classics in Africa (with an Analysis of Fugard, Kani 
and Ntshona’s The Island), both provide, as Dominik posits, “a broader view of the ways in which [classical European 
texts have] helped to shape and been received by different African societies and their cultures from the perspectives of 
both the European colonizers and indigenous peoples” (quote in the article’s Abstract). 
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rendition, and after her (literal) staging of an enslaved person existing within a European 

household, a reconstructed figure symbolic of many layered significances. These 

significances are historical and philosophical, but also, crucially, embody American and 

global histories, two histories that ultimately, in Morrison’s dramaturgical vision, cannot 

be separated. One scholar brings this idea vividly to mind in her analysis of Desdemona, 

synthesizing Morrison’s multivoiced global evocation: 

In Desdemona, the afterlife encounter between the Shakespearean heroine 
and her former maid Barbary, contains numerous evocations of Africa, 
first and foremost suggested through the Malian artist [Traoré]... 
Hence…memories of an African past haunt the present elsewhere by the 
persistence of sound; this allows for a different approach to Africa, 
…enacting the experience of…[master/slave] memory via the 
global…landscape.” (Guarracino 1) 

Morrison’s widening of Desdemona’s scope to African contexts, and, as Guarracino 

posits, to “a different approach to Africa” is represented early in the play with words and 

dialogue that allude to complex images of nature, intended to foreshadow imprints of 

Africa as “traces” transported to the American context. Indeed, intricate African nature 

imagery irrupts insistently in multiple scenes of the play: “a desert land pierced by forests 

of palm” (D 27); “where the water hid in cactus and certain vines” (D 31); “chameleons 

able to assume the shades they inhabited” (D 32); “you can hear the wind’s music 

soughing from a certain kind of rock or swirl of sand” (D 32). Morrison’s use of the 

postdramatic performative aesthetic as Lehmann lays it out is such that she invites her 

audience to broaden (their already broadened perception) to include even more 

complexity and myriad geographical contexts. This global setting is also suggested in the 

Shakespearean text, where Othello is a man who is well travelled, who’s military life 
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involves extensive travel, and whose character is staged on an island that borders three 

continents.  

These are images that Morrison injects semiotically through the power of 

imagination and storytelling71 and that Desdemona absorbs during childhood. Morrison’s 

descriptions of African contexts in Desdemona include scenes where Othello describes to 

Desdemona places where he’s been, “you can hear the wind’s music soughing from a 

certain kind of rock or swirl of sand” (D 32), words he uses as he is storytelling his past. 

Othello’s African prior history that Desdemona is enthralled with is similar to the way 

Barbary tells her own stories.72 Such images of Africa constitute prior “traces” that in 

Derrida’s conception were “recognized as ‘contaminated’ by the past and future” or 

“contaminated with memory or the present contaminated with the past” (Lawler 2). In 

Morrison’s (re)making of the scene from Shakespeare’s Othello, an adaptation of the 

moment Desdemona meets Othello, she stages (in Desdemona) how Othello carries the 

imprint of these African memories, and crucially, how they resemble Barbary: 

DESDEMONA: Among those huddled around his chair was this mass of a 
man. Tree tall. Glittering in metal and red wool. A commander’s helmet 
under his arm. As I approached, he turned to let me pass. I saw a glint of 
brass in his eyes, identical to the light in Barbary’s eyes. (D 23, emphasis 
mine) 

Desdemona’s phrase “glint of brass” is Morrison’s way of representing Othello and 

Barbary as literal characters in a play, but also as metaphorical referents of African traces 

 
71 Barbary’s storytelling capacity and her use of language to describe her ancestral land, history and culture, is 
Morrison’s way of challenging older meanings of slavery, even from the ancient Greeks. Henri Wallon argued that, 
“The slave was a dominated thing, an animated instrument, a body with natural movements, but without its own 
reason…the mover of this instrument, the soul and reason of this body…was the master (408). Morrison inverts this 
trope by envisioning Barbary as deft storyteller embodying griot-like capacity to use language and reason in 
sophisticated and intricate ways. 
72 In Desdemona, Othello describes “If you walk on the beach and listen carefully you can hear the wind’s music 
soughing from a certain kind of rock or swirl of sand. They signal an opening. Enter and a corridor of light shines in 
front of you, a hallway as dry as the Sahara, cool as the Himalayas” (D 32). 
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shared by both characters, “glints of brass” that Morrison suggests were transported to the 

American context via slave ships. The semiotic imprint of Africa and Africanist 

“contamination,” these glints of brass, Morrison suggests in Desdemona, are recognizable 

traces that symbolically represent for Desdemona a memory of the jouissance she 

experiences as a child in the company of Barbary, and her stories, and the indirect 

suggestion that Othello himself comes to Desdemona via the memory of Barbary.73 

The idea of Africa is interlaced with the figure of Barbary in her role as 

storyteller/historian/archivist, what Morrison elsewhere has referred to as the 

rememberers,74 a figure that arguably also carries and transmits Derrida’s notion of 

“trace.” Within this layer of signification, Morrison is not imagining abstract figures but 

actual storytellers, actual historical African figures, albeit ancient ones, known as griots. 

Barbary is playing the part, or is entrusted by Morrison with significances representing 

West African griots, whose role consisted of archiving and disseminating historical 

antecedents to the communities that elected them to play that role. Although the griot 

figure is not specifically named or mentioned in Desdemona, Barbary’s role as 

storyteller, which is also Othello’s tale-telling skill as envisioned by Shakespeare, of past 

histories and rememberers of African contexts suggests that Morrison is drawing on an 

inherited figure, the griot, originating in ancient West African societies. Indeed, the griot 

figure hovers over Morrison’s imagination much earlier than when she wrote 

 
73 The U.C. Berkeley African American Studies scholar Darieck Scott has suggested that “…that sense of the brass that 
[Desdemona] sees in both Barbary and Othello and that she admires…becomes access to these other worlds, other 
possibilities… to an expression of a repressed brass in herself (1:20). 
74 Morrison’s creation of Barbary as storyteller and rememberer addresses what Patterson has shown was a 
characteristic of ex-slaves who exhibited, “the extraordinary shallowness of their genealogical and historical 
memory…attested [also] by the recorded interviews with American ex-slaves (Slavery 6). Patterson’s explanation is 
that “the definition of the slave, however, recruited, [was] a socially dead person. Alienated from all “rights” or claims 
of birth, he [she] ceased to belong in his own right to any legitimate social order” (Slavery 5). Morrison is perhaps 
naming one of the most serious sequelae of slavery writ large, the cutting off of heritages and the need for storytellers 
and of keepers of memory to restore lost pasts. 
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Desdemona, even mentioning this ancient figure in her Nobel Prize acceptance speech, 

acknowledging how the griot has immense power to shape history.75  

Scholarship on the West African griot locates the emergence of the griot figure or 

jali, or its plural, jaliya, in parts of the Barbary Coast or areas of West Africa, and Mali in 

particular. That this ancient figure or tradition can be traced within the aesthetics of 

Morrison’s Desdemona is evidenced by her choice, as mentioned earlier, of Traoré, who 

is herself Malian.76 The choice of Traoré as co-author is consistent with Morrison’s 

contemporary performativity influences since rather than a traditional singer, Traoré 

personifies the more current postcolonial term, Afropolitan, as a notion that signals “…to 

be of Africa and of other worlds at the same time” (Gikandi 9). Kitts points out that, in 

performance, “All of Traoré’s songs [in Desdemona] are sung in the West African 

Bambara language and French (258),77 which, Guarracino points out, “sets them apart 

from the dialogue and monologues in English.”78 In another perhaps more pronounced 

choice, beginning with Desdemona’s first staging in Vienna, Austria in 2011, as 

 
75 Morrison mentions the word/concept of griot often, notably in the first sentence of her Nobel Prize acceptance 
speech: “Once upon a time there was an old woman. Blind but wise. Or was it an old man? A guru, perhaps. Or a griot 
soothing restless children. I have heard this story, or one exactly like it, in the lore of several cultures” (Speech of 
Acceptance 1). 
76 It should be noted that the Morrison/Traoré pair up was not created to simply reproduce traditional African griot 
customs in an aestheticized idealization. 
77 Guarracino points out that Traoré’s “repertoire does not simply reproduce African musical traditions; on the contrary, 
she was acclaimed from the very beginning of her career for having shaped a musical language ‘steeped in tradition,’ 
but also ‘thoroughly integrated into a contemporary sound, thanks to her upbringing in a multicultural environment’” 
(Traoré, Romero, and Weil 13). Kitts points out that her music “reflects a synchronism of several popular genres, 
including jazz and R&B” (Kitts 264).  
78 Traoré’s musical compositions in Desdemona, Guarracino argues, “reflect a similar effort at undoing the authenticity-
as-primitivism trope associated with African people and cultures. Her public persona is used in the play to disengage 
the practice of listening to repressed histories—such as Barbary’s—from the need to represent Africa in the past tense” 
(68). Guarracino adds that this practice especially emerges in the opening song, “M’bifo” (D 19), which is a reworking 
of one of her most popular pieces (from the 2003 album Bowmboi) with a slightly adapted text to suit the needs of 
Shakespeare’s plot (68). Guarracino concludes that this song “enacts [Barbary’s] Africa, an Africa of the present, which 
nonetheless remains resonant of the voices of past writers, performers, and texts that have inhabited it over the 
centuries” (68).  
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mentioned above, Traoré was the actress that performed the character Barbary in every 

performance. 

A review of the scholarship on the griot tradition of Mali portrays griots as both 

storytellers and troubadours, but above all, keepers of oral historical memories. Thomas 

Hale refers to griots and griottes (this author’s term for female griots, which, he argues, 

there were many) as “spokesperson, exhorter, praise-singer and musician.”79 Michael 

Gomez focuses attention on the skill of the griots:  

…consider the role of the West African griot…words were his (and at 
times her) …and their use in recalling the past for panegyric purposes a 
very high art. It fell to the griot to re-create the past…in such a way as to 
make the past present, to make it palpable, to place the listener within the 
framework of the text.” (280)  

The Nigerian scholar Simon Adewale Ebine examines the place of griots as 

“traditional archivists or traditional librarians;” he argues that “they were entrusted with 

the preservation of oral traditions and history…particularly, when [pertaining to the] oral 

tradition among the Mandinka people of Western Africa” (3).80 In his 2022 study Ebine 

describes in detail the many functions of the Malian griot: 

…literature and cultural traditions that are usually expressed through 
storytelling and other verbal expressions and performances; by 
transmitting them by word of mouth to the ear and conserved from 
generation to generation by the power of memorization. The elements of 
the corpus of African orality include: songs, stories, beliefs and legends, 
various types of myths, genealogies, proverbs, enigmas, riddles and jokes 
among others. (5, emphasis mine)81 

 
79 Thomas Hale’s Griots and Griottes: Masters of Words and Music (2007) has influenced other authors who have 
brought the study of the lives and works of griots fully into the fields of modernity and postcolonial studies such as 
Dorothea Schulz, Paula Ebron, Molly Roth, and Graeme Counsel and Ryan T. Skinner. 
80 Ebine’s 2022 study entitled “African Orality and the Roles of Griots in African Oral Tradition among the Manding” 
highlights two novels based on the story of the Sundiata myth, which depict “the roles and importance of griots in the 
day-to-day life of their traditional community.” 
81 Citing African literary scholars Akporobaro and Diop, Ebine attempts to define oral narrative: “the heritage of 
imaginative verbal creations, stories, folk beliefs and songs of pre-literate societies which have been evolved and 
passed on through the spoken word from one generation to another” (Akporobaro 2006). Or Samba Diop who defines 
oral tradition as consisting “of all verbal testimonies which are reported statements concerning the past” (Diop 1995). 
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In performativity terms, griots (re)make history in each performance. Morrison 

reaches back to the traditions of the Mandinka and Bambara people of West Africa to 

bring the idea of Africa, but also the power of storytelling into her dramaturgy, linking 

such weaving of tales not just to “the bard” but also to African traditions. Connecting the 

character/symbol of Barbary to the activities of the storyteller griots in ancient 

traditional African communities is a way Morrison reconstructs the character of Barbary 

in Desdemona, the griot tradition as, again, a prior “text” existing as Africanist 

supplement in the American context. Morrison does not only make reference to and 

recovers/uncovers an ancient type of highly regarded prestigious tradition antedating the 

activities of the slave trade. Her strong contention in staging Desdemona is that these 

traditions were imported into the United States via slave ships, transporting people and 

customs alike, and how these cultural traditions became transformed in the American 

context.  

Today, these traditions display intense contemporary cultural expressions of 

previously enslaved West African people that most likely included griots. In 

Desdemona, Morrison portrays and highlights a griot-like figure in the character/actress 

Barbary/Traoré, with her storytelling and griot-like musical expression. Morrison is 

intent on reconstructing Barbary, and an African past, enveloping the griot tradition 

within the American context as an inheritance from an ancient and upstanding tradition 

and cultural habit. Morrison extends the griot figure as a symbol encased in the figure of 

Barbary, that is lyrically and theatrically reconstructed as a multiple layered compound 

 
[Note: Ebine does not cite pages for the Akporobaro and Diop quotes, which are used in Ebine’s African Orality and 
the Roles of Griots on pages 7-8]. 
 



 

63 

metaphor. But she is also, in the play, a literal storyteller of her African ancestral land, 

represented by the figure of Traoré on stage, with her (re)telling of stories to inspire 

Desdemona, with music that accompanies such tales, analogous to griots, and the griot 

tradition of West Africa and Mali in particular.82   

As with other traditions, the griot/griottes or jaliya would have also been 

exported to the Caribbean and North American South as inherited customs that then 

became transformed. Gomez makes this exact point when he writes that:  

[the] lyrical, indeed musical, quality of the [American] traditional Black 
preacher’s style is proverbial, and is another indication of griot origins, as 
the latter often told his [or her] stories through song and by way of musical 
accompaniment. (281)  

Traoré’s presence on stage telling stories through song in African narrative style is 

Morrison’s way of invoking the West African griot tradition as well as emphasizing how 

this tradition was transformed in the American context, and possibly continues to be 

transformed through Traoré’s contemporary singing. The direction of influence is not 

unidirectional: Originating in West Africa and traveling to America, inheritances blend 

and mix again back to Mali and West Africa via Traoré’s contemporary songs. 

Griot storytelling of the West African past circles back to how Morrison initially 

portrays Barbary’s character on stage, her storytelling power and ability to fire up 

 
82 Other intertextual influences animating Morrison’s emphasis on memory and griot storytelling capacity can be traced 
to Black American literature and criticism of the twentieth century, among them, W.E.B. Dubois, James Baldwin and 
her most enduring influence, Ralph Ellison. The Ellisonian concept/figure of the grandfather and ancestor as both literal 
figure and symbolic presence and keeper of history, a griot storyteller of sorts, is traceable to Morrison’s Desdemona. 
These prior texts influence her creation of Barbary as the Black ancestral storyteller figure and keeper of the past, a 
figure that can also be found in Morrison’s own novelistic body of work, strong and distinctive characters, also keepers 
of the past, such as Baby Suggs in Beloved, Pilate in Song of Solomon, and Thérèse in Tar Baby that parallel the 
tradition of Ralph Ellison’s grandfather in Invisible Man.  
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Desdemona’s imagination. Traoré embodies the character of Barbary in Desdemona, both 

as West African analogue and historical symbol of master/slave pasts, recovered by the 

power of storytelling, of language, of the rememberers, who keep master/slave history 

alive, stories inherited from the upstanding traditions of the African past, a light-filled 

trace set in opposition to the inhumane atrocities committed against Black Americans 

during the transatlantic slave trade. Morrison’s Barbary keeps alive, in her capacity as 

griot storyteller, and via Traoré’s presence and side-by-side authorship of Desdemona, 

that slavery was a global reality, not only characteristic of the American South, but 

extending wide to include African slave traders who kidnapped, forced onto ships and 

sold people from West Africa. This global reality also included those who transported 

West African people across the Atlantic, and those who bought and enslaved them in 

plantations, cotton industries and households. This past-and-future-circling-back-to-the 

past aesthetic movement in Morrison’s Desdemona is a performative, in the sense that 

Morrison begins with the Shakespearean text, but in Desdemona, she transforms the text, 

and transforms reality, in a way that affects the future, and future performances of 

Othello. In this respect, the afterlife of Desdemona stages the idea that despite slavery’s 

myriad atrocities, the practice could not fully exterminate griot traces and cultural 

heritages. 

Morrison’s prose in Desdemona, set alongside Traoré musical lyrics, is a 

performative83 in that it evokes the idea of Africa as a prior text informing the present, as 

 
83 Indeed, Morrison’s staging is consistently performative. Culler cites Austin who argues that, “Language is 
performative in the sense that it doesn’t just transmit information but performs acts by its repetition of established 
discursive practices or way of doing things” (Literary Theory 99). Morrison’s Desdemona is performative because, 
Culler argues, “in order to succeed, the act must convince by referring to a state of affairs but where success consists of 
bringing into being the condition to which it refers” (Literary Theory 100). Barbary’s character as envisioned by 
Shakespeare was a Black African figure who originated in the Barbary Coast of Africa, a working maid/slave in a white 
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well as a newer text with the potential of influencing future productions of a canonical 

text like Othello. Desdemona’s performativity goes forward, to influence future 

performances of Othello which now may take into account Morrison’s 

deconstruction/reconstruction of the Shakespearean text that yields something new. The 

newer Morrisonian remaking of Othello, where the characters of Desdemona and Barbary 

have been reconfigured, may change the way theater producers and directors think about 

the older Othello.84  

As performativity scholars have suggested, influence coming from older texts 

doesn’t just go in one direction, to the past and prior texts; it may go in the opposite 

direction, toward the future, to influence later productions and artistic creations. This 

past/future influence can be seen in the history of Othello performances where 

scholarship on race interrogated Lawrence Olivier’s performances of the role of Othello 

in blackface, which perpetuated racist stereotypes. As a result of this criticism, this 

practice is no longer staged in contemporary theater. In a similar way, the stage actor 

Keith Hamilton Cobb’s 2020 play American Moor is a modern play addressing racial 

tensions experienced by Black men playing Othello, as well as the clash between 

Renaissance and contemporary racial understandings, a play likely influencing present 

and future Othello performances. With Desdemona too, future performances of the older 

 
wealthy European household. Morrison performs repetition of this character by reconstructing the figure of Barbary in 
Desdemona and by her choice of Barbary, as both singer and storyteller, performed on stage by a Malian African, “the 
condition to which it refers.”  
84 Desdemona’s performativity is similar to Tom Stoppard’s play Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead, a play that 
today influences theater directors of Hamlet who are now conscious of the fact that there is a play about two characters, 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, and who might draw on Stoppard’s play. Stoppard has affected the original Hamlet, 
which is to reiterate that influence doesn’t just go one way, towards the past, as poststructuralists posited, but also, as 
performativity scholars argue, towards the future. [Note: I am entirely indebted to professor Elliott Turley of Harvard 
University for this way of understanding Desdemona’s performativity and potential influence on future Othello 
performances]. 
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Othello may be transformed after Morrison’s newer deconstructive/reconstructive 

remaking of the Shakespearean text.85  

The inclusion of global landscapes is what sets Desdemona apart, and shows how 

Morrison conceived of the play as both a deconstruction of the Shakespearean text and of 

Western philosophical and literary traditions, as in Playing and Unspeakable, but also 

differently than these critical 1980s essays. The broadening to global slave histories 

interrogates the master/slave binary originating and predating its development in the 

American South. It is a unique reconfiguring of the narrative affecting conflicted 

white/Black relations in America as Morrison sees them. In Desdemona, Morrison 

outdistances her earlier deconstructive criticism to reconstruct something new and 

something global. She not only interrogates American human chattel slavery but widens 

her narrative angle to stage worldwide origins of the master/slave binary, and the 

violence created by such histories, originating centuries earlier in American, European, 

Caribbean and African contexts, critical geographical areas deeply involved in creating 

the history of transatlantic slaveries. Morrison’s Desdemona uncovers what was already 

there: An American Black novelist imagines a play, signifyin(g) upon an English 

playwright, in an Italian setting, with numerous evocations of Africa, that all allow a 

different approach to Africa, enacting master/slave memories via the global landscape.

 
85 Morrison jokingly remarked in an interview that “I wrote all the stories that Shakespeare didn’t” (laughs out loud) 
(Brodsky 60:00). 
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Chapter V. 

Conclusion 

I began my study with an examination of how Morrison is remaking the 

Shakespearean text in Desdemona, and questioning why her unique adaptation of Othello 

seemingly concludes with an unresolved or unfinished dialogue between the main 

characters, Desdemona, a white European woman, and Barbary, her Black maid of 

African descent. I have proposed throughout that in Morrison’s theatrical rendition, the 

two characters stand symbolically for contemporary white/Black relations in America as 

Morrison sees them. Desdemona’s unfinished or unresolved or Derridean undecidable, 

existing allegorically in a Dantean Purgatory, is not Morrison’ avoidance of transmitting a 

message in her play, or her simply leaving the interpretation to the audience. Instead, in 

the course of my research and close reading of Desdemona and Othello, I came to 

discover that Morrison’s project is ostensibly to provoke a conversation of how 

conflictual white/Black relations in America, in her Derridean use of the term, are 

“contaminated” by past master/slave histories that are incessantly concealed and erased in 

literary narratives.  

I also came to discover that Morrison’s vision includes and is deeply committed to 

the possibility of white/Black reconciliation, even as she is critical and deconstructs 

common cultural aspirations of reconciliation. Textual evidence of Morrison’s 

commitment to the goal of reconciliation can in fact be found in close reading of 

Desdemona’s text where, in the last three lines of the play, Morrison substitutes the word 
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“peace” for “reconciliation” to express her own philosophical aspirations regarding 

white/Black reconciliatory possibilities: 

DESDEMONA: And if we haven’t secured the passionate peace we yearn 
for, it is because we haven’t imagined it. Is it still available, this human 
peace? In our privileged position in timelessness, our answer is a roar. (D 
56) 

Nonetheless, Morrison’s commitment to reconciliation eschews fixed end points. She 

signifies upon the Western literary and philosophical traditions (of Hegel and 

Shakespeare) as “fixed frameworks” seeking “transcendence.” Morrison does this in 

order to, in poststructuralist terms, present the work as unfinished, or as Derrida would 

call it, undecidable. This does not mean that Morrison eschews offering a concrete 

message for moving contemporary white/Black relations forward. And yet the message, 

from a lyrical author like Morrison, is better gleaned obliquely, in slanted light: props 

used in actual theater performances, most notably the use of glass containers (Appendix, 

Figure 3),86 containers choreographed to surround the actresses who played Desdemona 

and Barbary, suggest no final solution, only perhaps the prospect of further thought. 

These glass containers that suggest fragility, also suggest receptacles of containment or 

sustainment of a permanent contradiction, or where a Derridean paradoxical 

combination is contained, or the Bakhtinian notion of a ceaseless flow of becoming is 

represented. In Morrison’s vision, the way forward in white/Black relations is more a 

sustained complex method than a fixed end point. Morrison proposes shifting Hegelian 

dialectics a step back from synthesis. She modifies the synthesis/transcendent Hegelian 

 
86 Sellars is said to have found the iconographic glass containers for the choreography of Desdemona in an African 
American contemporary custom: “Creating borders with various glass objects, including bottles, is a Black Atlantic 
custom that originated in Africa as a ritual for the dead and was carried over into the American South, where bottle 
borders can still be seen in African American yards. The belief is that sunlight dancing through the colored glass can 
lure evil spirits into the bottles, entrapping them and protecting the home” (Rapetti, Revisioning 245). 
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ending –as she shifts the tragic ending in Othello–to propose instead a permanent 

harmony-all-the-while-implying-rupture progression that while a necessary method, does 

not guarantee reconciliation. It is, for now, undecidable. The permanent watermark of 

Morrison’s mahogany table in Song of Solomon resists being hidden or erased. In 

Desdemona, Morrison fabricates a woven cloth to depict a sorrowful past of threads 

twined around conflicted white/Black relations that is nevertheless laced with live wire 

threads, glints of brass, coursing through the woven cloth, illuminating it.  

Morrison deploys contemporary theater to draw on the Shakespearean text, 

embracing it, mining it creatively, but also shifting it. She makes the play hers, and makes 

it different, expressing her uniqueness as a writer and as an artist. Morrison guides 

readers and audiences to a reappraisal of the canonical Shakespearean text, signifying on 

its totalizing conclusion, shifting Shakespeare’s calculation by repositioning characters in 

a fictional afterlife where permanent contradiction, paradoxically, is the modality of 

transformation, and, ultimately, of possibility. 

 



 

70 

Appendix 1. 

Images  

 

Figure 1. Rokia Traoré as Barbary: “I was your slave.” Photo by Mark Allan taken on 

October 15, 2015 at the Australian Melbourne Festival staging of Desdemona. 
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Figure 2. Morrison’s prose side-by-side Rokia Traoré lyrics projected on the back-end 

stage wall at a 2011 Cornell University staging of Desdemona.  



 

72 

 

Figure 3. Desdemona, played by the actress Tina Benko, surrounded by glass containers 

on stage at the Rose Theater in New York, November 2011. 
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