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    WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


    ENGLISH PLAYWRIGHT AND POET


    
      	Born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564.


      	Died in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1616.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Venus and Adonis (1593), poem


          	Hamlet (1603), play


          	Macbeth (1623), play

        

      

    


    William Shakespeare is regarded as the most influential writer in English history. His 37 plays have been performed countless times, and have been reproduced and adapted across a broad range of periods and cultural contexts. As well as the plays, which can be loosely divided into tragedies, histories and comedies, Shakespeare wrote a number of narrative poems and sonnets. He also had an indelible influence on the English language itself, bringing a huge variety of words and phrases – as varied as “swagger”, “bubble”, “mind’s eye” and “heart of gold” – into regular usage.


    Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway in 1582 and had three children with her. Their only son, Hamnet, died at the age of eleven. Very little else is known about Shakespeare’s life, which he spent between Stratford-upon-Avon and London. It is clear, however, that his literary talents were matched by a shrewd entrepreneurial spirit. He made a number of profitable investments in his lifetime, which gave him the financial freedom to devote himself to acting and writing. In 1599, Shakespeare and his acting company (The Lord Chamberlain’s Men) built the Globe Theatre on the banks of the River Thames in London. Many of Shakespeare’s greatest plays were written to be performed at this theatre.

  


  
    THE MERCHANT OF VENICE


    A COMEDY IN FIVE ACTS


    
      	Genre: play


      	Reference edition: Shakespeare, W. (2005) The Merchant of Venice. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.


      	1st edition: 1600


      	Themes: justice, revenge, mercy, prejudice, love, anti-Semitism

    


    First published in 1600, but probably written in the preceding years, The Merchant of Venice was composed during the height of Shakespeare’s career. Like many of his comedies, it is set in Italy, with the action taking place between bustling Venice and rural Belmont. It follows the fortunes of a small group of characters, the majority of whom are Venetian Christians. The play has no clear protagonist, with possible candidates including the merchant Antonio, his money-strapped friend Bassanio and the Jewish moneylender Shylock. As the engineer of the play’s outcome, the beautiful heiress Portia is also a candidate for protagonist status. At the play’s climax, she triumphs over the merciless Shylock, who seeks to claim a pound of flesh from Antonio as the punishment for defaulting on a loan.


    The play draws on a number of possible sources, including Il Pecorone (c.1378-1385) by Giovanni Fiorentino (Italian writer, 14thcentury) and the Gesta Romanorum, an anonymous collection of tales first compiled in the late 13thcentury. The former work provides a precedent for the pound-of-flesh bargain which is so central to The Merchant of Venice, and the latter is the possible source of the “casket test” plot device, which is the basis of the play’s main marriage narrative. Shakespeare may also have been inspired by the success of The Jew of Malta by Christopher Marlowe (English playwright, 1564-1593), which was first performed in 1592.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE THREE CASKETS


    In her residence in Belmont, a tranquil oasis away from the hustle and bustle of Venice, the heiress Portia laments the poor quality of her current suitors and complains that she has no choice over who she will marry. She reveals that before her father died, he devised a test to determine her husband: Portia’s suitors must choose between three caskets – one gold, one silver, one lead – and correctly identify the one which contains her portrait. However, the only man who has tempted her so far is the Venetian gentleman Bassanio, who once visited Belmont in the company of a friend.


    As four of Portia’s suitors depart without taking the test, a servant appears to announce the arrival of another – the Prince of Morocco. After extensive deliberation, Morocco chooses the gold casket, reasoning that it would be an insult to house Portia’s portrait in anything less precious. Within the golden casket, however, he finds a skull with a note which warns against trusting in superficial external appearances. The Prince of Morocco departs disappointed and the Prince of Arragon arrives in his stead. Like Morocco, Arragon considers the caskets at length. In the end, he chooses the silver casket, which bears the motto “Who chooseth me shall get as much as he deserves” (2.9.35). He too is incorrect and, to Portia’s relief, he leaves Belmont unsuccessful.


    A RISKY LOAN


    Bassanio, the object of Portia’s affections, is verging on bankruptcy and hopes to marry her to restore his fortunes. First, however, he needs to secure enough money to finance his trip to Belmont and enable him to compete with her wealthy suitors. He approaches his friend Antonio, a wealthy Venetian merchant, for support. Unfortunately, Antonio’s capital is already tied up in a variety of overseas ventures, so he is unable to provide his friend with ready funds. Instead, Antonio offers to secure a loan on Bassanio’s behalf, acting as his guarantor.


    The pair then approach Shylock, a Jewish moneylender, for a loan. We learn that Shylock holds a serious grudge against Antonio, who has frequently criticised him in public, as well as kicking and spitting at him. Shylock surprises both Antonio and Bassanio by offering to lend the required 3000ducats without interest. Instead, Shylock suggests some “merry sport” (1.3.141): if Antonio fails to repay the loan, he must grant Shylock a pound of flesh. Confident that he will not default, Antonio accepts gratefully. Bassanio, however, expresses reservations.


    BASSANIO SAILS FOR BELMONT


    The loan having been agreed, Shylock attends a feast hosted by Bassanio. During this feast, Shylock’s daughter Jessica disguises herself as a page boy and elopes with her beloved Lorenzo – a friend and guest of Bassanio’s. Shylock is devastated when he returns from the feast to find his daughter missing, along with a substantial amount of money and a number of precious jewels.


    Meanwhile, Bassanio sails from Venice to Belmont along with his talkative friend Gratiano. Portia is delighted when Bassanio arrives at her residence, but is fearful that he will fail the casket test and have to leave. She discourages him from taking the test on these grounds. Bassanio, however, goes ahead with the test, choosing the lead casket on the basis that beautiful exteriors can be deceptive. The lead casket does indeed conceal Portia’s portrait and the happy couple agree to marry. In lieu of a wedding ceremony, Portia gives Bassanio a ring which represents herself and her worldly possessions. He promises to keep it safe, vowing that “when this ring / Parts from this finger, then parts life from hence” (3.2.183-184). Portia’s waiting woman Nerissa and Bassanio’s friend Gratiano also confess their love for one another, and he receives a ring on the same terms.


    Lorenzo and Jessica then arrive in Belmont, bringing with them a letter from Antonio. The letter reveals that Antonio has lost all of his ships and that Shylock is attempting to claim the pound of flesh due to him, despite pleas by the Duke and by other merchants. Portia offers to pay many times the loan’s value, but Jessica does not believe that her father will accept this offer, as he is intent on revenge. Bassanio returns to Venice in a hurry with Gratiano. Portia leaves the management of her household to Jessica and Lorenzo, telling them that she and Nerissa intend to retreat to a monastery to pray for their husbands’ safe return. Once they are in private, however, Portia reveals to Nerissa that they will actually be travelling to Venice disguised as young men.


    ANTONIO’S FATE IS DECIDED


    His thirst for revenge having been amplified by the loss of his daughter and a significant portion of his wealth, Shylock is even more resolute in his plan to claim the flesh from Antonio. He visits his debtor in prison, ignoring his pleas for mercy and reiterating that he will have the bond that is due to him. Conveniently forgetting his past mistreatment of Shylock, Antonio speculates that the reason for the lender’s anger is that he previously saved a number of Shylock’s debtors from having to pay forfeits on their loans.


    Shylock, Antonio and Bassanio arrive in the Venetian court to meet the Duke, who speculates that Shylock is merely pretending to go through with the claim, and that he intends to show mercy at the last minute. Shylock answers to the contrary, informing the assembled court that he hates Antonio and is prepared to have him killed.


    As Shylock sharpens his knife in preparation for his legal victory, Nerissa arrives in disguise as a judge’s clerk, bringing with her a letter recommending a “young and learnéd doctor” (4.1.143) to the court. The doctor, named Balthazar, is in fact Portia in disguise and she proceeds to defend Antonio. Portia begins her defence by arguing for mercy, compelling Shylock to show compassion. Shylock is unconvinced by these sentiments and when he refuses to budge, she advises Antonio to bare his chest in anticipation of Shylock’s claim.


    Just before the repayment proceeds, however, Portia points out a flaw in Shylock’s bond: although he is entitled to a pound of flesh, he is not entitled to claim any blood. If any blood spills, therefore, his lands and goods shall all be confiscated. When Shylock realises he is beaten, he decides to accept repayment instead. However, Portia prevents him from doing so, arguing that he has already rejected this possibility. Furthermore, she draws attention to a Venetian law which punishes any foreigners from conspiring against the lives of Venetian citizens; according to this law, half of the offender’s wealth must go to the victim and the other half to the state.


    A HAPPY ENDING?


    The outcome of the case is determined: Shylock must convert to Christianity, grant half of his wealth to Antonio and bequeath the remaining half to Jessica and her husband Lorenzo. As a reward for the successful outcome of the case, Bassanio offers Balthazar (Portia) the 3000ducats that were owed to Shylock. Instead, she requests that Bassanio give her his ring – the same ring that she had earlier given to him, and that he had promised to keep safe. Although he initially refuses, Bassanio eventually gives in to the request. Nerissa, still disguised as a legal clerk, is also able to convince Gratiano to give up his own ring.


    Portia and Nerissa return to Belmont, closely followed by Bassanio, Gratiano and Antonio. When the new husbands reveal that they have given away their rings, their wives berate them. In particular, they accuse them of unfaithfulness and declare that they will reciprocate this lack of faith by welcoming the judge and legal clerk into their beds. Eventually, however, the women return the rings to their husbands and ask that they guard them more closely in future. As their astonished husbands marvel at the safe return of the rings, the women explain that they were the judge and clerk in question. In the closing moments of the play, the assembled friends discover that not all of Antonio’s ships were lost.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    ANTONIO


    Antonio, the merchant of the play’s title, is an important, well-liked figure in Venice and news of his ventures are a common topic of conversation. Although his wealth is tied up in a number of risky ventures at the outset of the play, he is quick to offer assistance to his friend when it is requested, acting as guarantor on a substantial loan of 3000ducats. Whilst a Venetian says of Antonio, “A kinder gentleman treads not the earth” (2.9.35), he is not an entirely admirable character. His past treatment of Shylock is extremely disturbing: as well as berating him publicly and criticising his business practices, he has also kicked and spat at him. His dialogue with Shylock also reveals a deep-seated anti-Semitism which is not questioned by his Christian peers.


    SHYLOCK


    Eloquent but embittered, intelligent yet merciless, the Jewish moneylender Shylock is an ambivalent character in many respects. As a member of an excluded minority, he is experienced at enduring hardship and insults, remarking “suff’rance is the badge of all our tribe” (1.3.106). Indeed, his resilience in the face of mistreatment is one of his most admirable traits. At the same time, his thirst for justice overcomes any humanising qualities of love or mercy. His treatment of those closest to him is also suspect: his behaviour drives away both his daughter and his servant during the course of the play.


    PORTIA


    Portia is a rich, beautiful and intelligent heiress who is always attended by her handmaid Nerissa. Her father left her a


    BASSANIO


    

    JESSICA


    

    LANCELOT
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