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SHAKESPEARE: THE MERCHANT OF VENICE
Teacher Version

1.

Shakespeare: Grades 9-12

Our guiding aim in the gix~year English program is to shape it in

such a way that it will have so {far as possible a coherent structure which
in general outline will be simple and apparent enough to provide both teachers
and studentg with a sense of continuity and development. The principle of

gpiraling, ~ the continuing emphasis on some of the simple technical
agpects of literature, the selection of at least part of our materiai according
to certain thematic relationships (journey, etc,), are some of the means
designed to further these ends, Recurrent emphasis upon kinds or genres
~=myth, legend, traditional and art ballad, novel, play, etc.~=-also serves
the purpose, So does frequent return to certain authors, selected for
special attention for substantive as well as formal reasons. The work of
Mark Twain, for instance, in addition to the merit of much of it as litera-
ture, is a polished refiector in which we can so clearly see our own image,
the American image, that it contributes greatly to the sicw procegs of
national self-understanding, Regular returns to the single writer also
add to the pleasure and satisfaction of "possessing’ a work, the perhaps
deeper satisfaction of communion with an author, a growing sense of his
coherence but his variety too, a feeling eventually of standing in intimate
relaticnship with him, He is with us, a vivid member of the community
in which we live,

There are 8o many reasons for the selection of Shakespeare for
primary emphasis in such a continuing program that it is not possible to
point to all of them; a brief sample must serve, His pre-eminence in
the world of English letters is clear and absolute, He is to us what Goethe
is to Germany, Dante to Italy, Such authors in a way of speaking act as
cultural "binders”; they hold us together; they lead us to @ common vision
of our humanity, giving us, as we have already suggested, a deeper sense
of community, It is partly, and importantly, linguistic in nature., The
work of Shakespeare was a2 'language experiment,’’ to use the phrase
Whitman applied to his own work as a poet, In his coinages, imagery, syntax,
and idiomatic usages, he effected a revolution, gave us almost a new
tongue: (early) modern English (dee "Early Modern English -- the
Lenguage of Shakespeare, ' Teacher and Student Versions), He is seminal,
His work was a process of creative definition: it is still the source of the
meanings we associate with such vords as "comedy,” "romance,"”

tragedy,” Inthe Roman plays snd the Englich chronicles he domesticated
ur history for the orderly uses of literature, With increasing subtlety
and complexity he shows us in concrete terms how kingdoms both corrupt
‘'men and are necessary to them, and how men destroy and then find it
necessary to rehuild kingdoms. He is, in other words, a original
source.of the modern political imagination. I goes beyond that: his
work is still 2 large part of what we know and feel about the human predica~
ment, His poetic development was also a sharp thrust forward, in diction, -
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in the handling of the verse line, in the shocking boldness of his imagery.
So some of the obvious 'reasons" present themselves.

It must be said immediately, however, that the study of & Shakespearian
play in each of the last four years of the public school program may be
uriderstood &s a calculated risk, The rigk is the old one, represented in
the series: failure of understanding / boredom / resistance / permanent
disaffection: a tragic reversal of the good intention, Our challenge is
to find ways of negating the negation, to make it go: understanding /
awakening of interest / enjoyment / permanent commitment. Success
will require imagination, patience, and above all tact, Tact. Do not
press too hard, Do not demand reverence (think of all those paying
customer in the pit of the Globe), nor feel it necessary to show it
(enthusiasm, of course, is another matter). Be business-like; the first
step is understanding, Stay close to the text. There will be difficuit
probiems of interpretation for which often the notes provide no real
solution. Don't be afraid of saying, "Iam not sure,” indeed, "I do
not know." Take comfort in T, S, Eliot's cool observation: "About any-
one 8o great as Shakespeare, it is probeble what we can never be right, *

*Tle contipues: "and i we can Bever be Tight, it ib Peiier hat we SOOUIG
from time to time chanP our way of being wrong."” (Shakespeare and
the Stoicism of Seneca

Zncourage, then argument. Lirgument is comforting, it is a signof life,

v/e begin the four-year sequence in the ninth grade with The Merchant
of Venice. k is an early play, origimally produced sometime before 1593,
thus belonging to a group which includes A y_n_d_%%; N 's Dream
and Romeo and Juliet, The recommended text is that of olger
Library General Reader's Chakespeare,” published by the Washingt
Square Press, The introductory material, especially the brief discussion
of the play (pp. vii-xiv) and ''The Shakespearian Theater" (pp. xxvi~
xxxiii), should be given close attention,
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2, The Merchant of Venice: Some Reasons for Iits Selection

It does not g_ui_g go without saying that the young reader's exper-
ience with Shakespeare should begin with one of the comedies, It isa
proposition that seems sound on the face of it, simply because the spring-
time world of comic fancy (A day in April never came 80 sweet') must
surely be more congenial to youth than'?.he dark winter of the tragic visio:.
The comadies themselves, however, hsve their own peculiar culties,
Their plots, for instance, are often actuslly more complex in structure
(and therefors more bewildering on first reuding) than thoce of the

ed Ieompare in this respect A ‘ with
3 Caeger or . Inthe second plac théé'""caengeitselt
en seems almodt hopeleasly a thing of time“a_l_nd plsce, not to be marked
for export: Mark Twain's description of the "‘/ashoe Zsphyr" would
have fallen flat in the Globe, and we saldom respond with any reel spon-
taneity tothe motif of the mixup. twing or the elaborate wdrd-pliy of

‘s clowns und courtics, There is. ﬁrlu P8 more mystery in

our laughter than in our pity end tefror. The old joke can be uplained.
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but it remains an old joke; the charge is dead, and the professor's laughter
rings hollow in the classroom, .

There are, however, good reasons for beginning an exploration of the
Shakespearian terrain with the "comedy" called The Merchant of Venice
Firat of all, and negatively, its effects depend iess than do those of some of
the other comedies upon the faded pun and the stupefyinig riot of slapsticlk,

Lavncelst Gobbo, a clown, sérvant to Shylock," is only a minor nuisance,
The play's poetic idiom is on the whols simple &pd straightforward, rela-
tively free of the elaborate @rtifice of tfie Elizabethan conceit, but issuing
finally in the acaring lyricisin of the last act., The interweaving of plots and
motives ig unusually skillful, to be grasped with little difficuktr sud yet com~
plex enough to he of great structursl interest, anothe> yceasion for the con-
tinuing concern with form. The work is also characteristic of the Shakes-
pearian vision hoth comic and tragic, iz e conflict in its thematic structure
of the contradictory impulses, 10+ and hate, The handling of the sinister
figure of Shylock provides »x: early although somewhat uncertain example of
ke playwright's long roster of sympathetic villains, Shylock is sinister in
a second sens>: nis conception is rooted in the prejudice of & whole culture,
exithuing through centuries. From the vantage point of his furious isolation
he delivers ite indictinent, He is algo great theater, For the actorno
other role inthe play will do, Supreme examples also of good theater are 5
the business of the riddling caskets and the great courtroom combat of Act IV, #

B

Finally, the play raises instructive questions about dramatic kind,
about genre, What does it meen to say that The Merchant of Veniceis a
comedy ' ? What is it really? The question is not academic, it is a matter
of settling st the start how we should take it, The problem was faced
earlier with Mark Twain's Roughing Kt,
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;9; 3. The Merchant of Venice: What Is It?
g‘é Is it, in the terms of Polonius, "tragedy, comedy, history, pastoral, 4
e pastoral-comical, historical-pastoral, tmgical-hietoricalﬁ tragical-comical- 2
s historical-pastoral, scene individable, or poem unlimited” ? :
| &
| In Chaucer’s time "cormedy"” meant simply a narrative which traced a Z
| progress from adversity or something like it to prosperity, All's well if it ends £
well, Hence the "Comedy"” of Dante, which embraces the cruel agonies b
of hell and purgatory, mysteriously authorized by "Primal Love, Comedy =
was not necessarily an occasion for laughtér, Neither, on the medieval )
stage, did the serious or sublime subject exclude it: in the Second Shepherds! =
ththebiﬁhotehriit must await the conclusion of the long bolsterous 73 )
‘ ess:of Mak the sheep~stealer and the grotésque subterfiige of the
[ Both the old usage of the word and the practice of the old stage

gurvive in the usages and practices of the Elizabethans, who generally had
less:respect for precise categories than Professor. Folonius, "Comedy" was
& convenient tag for & play that ended in-prosperity: & terra wide as a

church door if not-s0 deep as & well, "twould serve; and Shokespearian prac-
tice defied:all rules of consistency of tone, /it and the ¢omody of the gro-
tesque are integral elements in the great tragedies, and the best comedies
ars suspended. SR :
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perilously onthe sdge of the abyss, - Comedies and tragedies contemplate
the sam= therhes, the same human insues: the difference is in the perspec-
tive ind the mood: "'point of view",

‘Comedy'"' : thién-will serve for The Merchant of Venice, "Romance"
would do as well, and perhaps a little _—%hbetter. e people of the play
inhabit a fa'utwy world, a dream world as surely as that of the Midsummer
Night, It "is a fairy tale,” Harley Granville~Barker says bluntly,

There is no:fiiore realiiy in Shylock's bond [we shall see about that] and
the Loyd of Bélmont's 17ill than in Jack and the Beanstalk.” Image and
guusion support the contention, generate the fairy atmosphere, The

sunny locks': of Portia 'Hang on her temples like & golden fleece, . .

And many Jescns come in quest of her," If the plot complications seem
to spring from motives all-tco-human, their solution is effected by pure
magic. Shylock the Ogre, given an ppening by insolvent love, thrusts
his malevolent way into the fairy world of youth and passion and, a counter-
passion, squats there finally, whetting his knife or his boot-sols, The
fairy world must be purged of the Ogre before the divine harmony of the
moon-drenched last act can ring out pure and loud, That can be done
only by the courtroom magic of Portia, goddeseof love and mercy., At
the end the Liarsh discord threatened by Shylock is remembered only in
the mock quarrel over the rings, which themselves have magic qualities,
binding the lovers together forever and forever, The feminine principle

reigns, §j
"Fair ladies, you drop manna in the way %

Of starved people, " : ;'%

- "Divine" comedy indeed. )

Take this as & working hypothesis, Présem it only as an hypothesis,
which must then be tested by examination of the play. itself, Is this
indeed its quality, its effect? '

Turn, then, to the play's subject, considered in its double aspect of
thematic content and dramatic narrative., Note in passing that they are % B
hardly separdble from the play's form, _ %

3

4, Form: | Thematic Structure %
- - The Merchant of Venice can be made the occasion for going

a little-more deeply into the problem of Form and its close organic
relationship:to such things as theme, character, setting, and narrative
development,; The 'Student Version" (Part 3: Form) shows briefly how
the-form-may be:approached in terms of the five-act convention (''external
form'').-or in terme-of-theine, -conflict &nd contrast, underlying meaning
("irternal form').  ‘The laitér appromch is favored; The basic theme can
be:detined:si: %&tﬁm dbatract-terms;. conflict-between love (mercy)
and:hate (Fevenge); these:abutract idess are embodied in character
(Portia-Shylock); “and places: (Belmont<Venice), The basic structure, the
repeoated:scenictransitions from:¥énice o Belmont and back again, is
determined by the basic thieme, Hence 'thematic atructure, "

¢ g e, g N O AT,
3 ?\\b : ‘\s{‘iﬂ Y‘“ \w‘f
2 3

W et

gy et s

ORI t?-"b‘v.
g 3 X Sadar Y




ST R
s RN T e M,
e A 0 AR TG

Pt
—
“
TN
AR

I b KN " e e
L N Ty T e
Jeags ."—.'-L..\f RGP

SESon 8 e Tahhn, shddriivedidan e,

KD
B T i)ty
o TR S AR

LAg L T

Bty
ool

00 eSS

L & N AR
-«&éi‘.\s‘.u TIREEEE

[

D T U D U AL S U e S I gEr A -

5w

_A diagramiiatic arrangement maly be Helpful as & gulde,

: THE'MES .

Love: Harmony
. PLACE.
~ Belmont™ -
{The Fairy V/orld)

COUNTER-~THEIME
enge: ‘Discord
LACE
Venice:' the Ridlto
(World of Commerce and
Law)

, ."comc"
’ ‘RESOLUTION

A

e,

C.

PLOI’S

Bassanio and the Wimﬂng of Portia
Obstacles: His Insolvency
(Antonio, Shylock)
Test of the Caskets
(Rival Suitors:' Morocco
~=Gold; Amgon--Sﬂver)

Gratiaﬁo-Nemm Love by
| Contagion

Lorenzo-Jessica: Love as Theft

Shylock: Religious Persecution
Bassanio's Insolvency
Friendship Motif:

Antonio-~Bassanio

Triumph of Portia: Harmony:
Belmont Preserved

The placea, Venice and (not to be found on any map) Belmont, are

i.mpor»tmt ay themgtic place=~gimibols set in opposition to each other.

Venice ' (Othello éteals" his bridethere, as does Lorenzo in this play) -
and-ite: comriiercial districtthe Rialto represent a “real’ world of money-

and’

Tending and usury and risky
}-i8 necessarily e,

busirness vontures in trade and-transport.
galistic; since the law. of contracts is essantial to all

bumiess "practices- (Be‘e Antordo's speech at-the end of Act III, Scene 3),

The™s

civilized b;n:;‘a fate,
stunned e ﬁm
is no escape {oiW“

‘of the'law i8°its imperso

nfanemver of 'Portis;:
ol i Mo ad. l&i&his plot miore shrewdly, there

-and: in civilized aocicties even

nality;
rulérs st bw&ubjeet to its rile; “a# ig the Duke of Venice, Law is the
“Is that the law?" asks Shylock incredulously,

It ig, it is so fated, and there

would have been: sona:for: hfr’z:oﬂ& i Tothis efteut, Wénice ia the real
worl domiutad by the profit motive subject only to the law of comtracts,

saspccts a atsison s
is fﬁﬁ‘.‘t

maﬁv@mymﬁmw;
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The glory of the law is its impersonality; and yei the impersonality
of the law is also its curse. True equity demands & iaw, a justice, that is
enlightened and guided by the quality of mercy, In the play, this issues from
Belmont, from the hospitable estate of Portia, daughter of the deceased
Duke, Yet this world too is for a while under the shadow of a law, but
a law irrational, like all the laws and prohibitions that obtain in fairy worlds:
the will of the dead fatherﬁ prescribing the method for the selection of
his daughter's husband, "Ome," the little lady sighs, thinking of it,

the word !choose'! I may neither choose who I would nor refuse who 1
dis]ike," s0 ig the will of a living daughter curbed by the will of 2 dead
father, ' This too, the "lott'ry” of her ''destiny,’ is fate., Nerissa
is_confident that it will prove just: the chest of her deliverance ‘“'wili
no dogbt never be chosen by any rightly but one who you shall rightly
lov%. Such confidence is faith, faith in mystery, in magic, in love, It
is "unreagonable,” but that is the point: for love in the Shakespearian
world, and especixlly in the world of the tragedies, is a mystery in
almost the ﬁhristian gense, transcendent of mere reason. The law of
Venice is "reasonable": business demands it, The law of Belmont is
unrep.ggnable": the rule of love, They are in thematic conflict: matier

vs. gpirit,

Nerissa's faith is confirmed, Portia is saved for love, which is
charity, which is also mercy. She is then qualified by the lottery of the
caskets to carry the magic of Belmont into the legal world of Venice,
iromcally disguised of course in the costume of “a young and learned
docicr of the law, Venicels law: spirit masked as matter, in order, if
need he, to play maiter's game, The issue of course is never really in
doubt, for this is a '"comedy': The Merchant of Venice, or, The
Triumph of 3elmont.

The places then are symbols, thematic symbols,

5. Subject as Dramatic Narrative

The narrative plays back and forth between the two places, Venice
and Belmont, Bassanio the Venetian would enter the competition for the
hand of Portia, but the journey to Belmont and the courtship gifts require
money, and ke is insolvent: broke, Worse than that, he is already in
debt (we find later) to his friend and kinsman Antonio, the melancholy
merchant, He makes the appeal neverth:less, only to find that Antonio
it richer in credit than in cash; but riche> in loyalty to his friend than
in either cash or credit, Sc, he says,

"Try what my credit can in Venice do;
That shall be racked even to the uttermost .
To furnish thee to Belmont, to fair Portia,’

Venectian finance and Belinont's 'fair Portia' are thus at the start linked
in unholy alliance, and work toget er as motives of the plot,

Antonio's Venetian credit propels Bassanio, whose motive is love,
into the hands of the professional money'-lender Shylock, whose motive
is hate,and who ae Jew was ''privileged” by the custom and iaw of the
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time to charge interest (usury) upon loans, Gratiano's appeal to Shylock
for the loan of three thousand ducats, to be guaranteed by Antonio, is
granted: "Antonio is a man''=~that is, his credit is good, he is a
safe risk, But Antonio's inotive of friendship and Bassanio’s of love are
here ironically furthered by the opposite motive, hate: the thirst for
revenge, which hag its own iaotive==

W
wd

“If 1 can catch him once upon the hip, ,
I will feed fat that ancient grudge I bear him, "

Shylock will, however, be "kind," will

 "Forget the shames that you have stained me with,
* Supply your present wants, and take no doit (no penny)
Of usance (interest) for my moneys."

Instead, for a joke, 'ina merry sport,” he will contr-ct for a three=
months loen, substituting for interest & penalty, in case of faiiure to

pay, of "an equal {exact) pound/ Of yowrfair flesh, to be cut off and taken/
In what part of your body pleaseth me," The word ''equal," exact, isa
slip, and important,. to be made clear when Portia turns the tables in Act IV,
Now it seems only absurd, an unexpected turn of wit in the "kind" usurer,
For in any reasonable world, as Shylock says,

“A pound of a man's flesh taken from a man
Is not so estimable, profitable neithe'r,
As flesh of muttons, beefs,or goats,’

o AL M A N AR TSR TR AR SUR LAY -'f,".\uf e ek RN _."‘ N Y ot e Y e, s
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But the world of this play is not '"reasonabie,"” except perhaps for the

Venetian law of contract, The narrative, then, begins in this,
The dominant love~story of Bagsanio and Portia has its first sub-

parallel in the Iove of Lorenzo and Shylock!s daughter Jessica, They

PR i Ll

introduce a theme used frequently by Shakespeare: youthful love as a ¥
source of conflict between child and parent: one great example is the b
outrage feit by the Venetian Brabantio, the father of Desdemona, when %’
he is made aware of hir daughter's love for Othello, Union and division, 2
division and union-~their rhythmic interplay is central in the Shakespearian 2
world., Jessica's elopement with Lorenzo (II-5), daughter-theft coupled E
with the daughter's theft of jewels and ducats, must be felt by Shylock . 2
as the final intolerable blow delivered by his traditional persecutors; it A
intensifies his motive of revenge, Solanio understands and fears it: i

"Let good Antonio look he keep his day (the term of his bond),
Or he shall pay for this, "

Bagsanio's love; then, puts Antonio under the power of Shylock; the
second love, that of Jessica and Lorenzo, makes it more sure that the
power will be used. So the two love stories are ciosely linked thematically
and as motives in the play's dramatic structure,

In Belmont, meanwhile, the still unrelated story of Portia and the
contest of the caskets Lias begun, Unrelated, that is, except through
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scene juxtaposition: the trial, for instance, of the first suitor, the Prince
of Morocco, is flanked in the play's scenic arrangement by the two
Venetian sceunes, the elopement of Jessica (H-6) and Shylock's anguish
as reported by Salanio (II-8):

"My daughter! -O my ducats! O my daughter!
Fled with 2 Christian! O my Christian ducats!" - -

Is the speech amusing or heartbreaking? - Remember the golden cagket
that gleams in the intervening scene.

The casket scenes are boldly different in theatrical style from the
scenes that frame them, They are highly formal, ritualistic, with the
enigmatic chests themselves dominating the stage, The choice itself in
each scene is preceded by a long stately speech by the amorous contestant,
developing the ground for his decision, Morocco and Arragon (II-9) -
fail, and Arragon':: departure is followed immediately by the announcement .
of Bassanio's epproach, his way prepared by his eémissary, his “ambassador

of love' ==

"A day in April never came 8o sweet
To show how costly summer was at hand, "

The two worlds of Venice and Belmont are at last about to merge, thanks
to Bassanio's love, thanks to Antonio's loyalty, and thanks to Shylock's
motive of revenge: he after all is paying the bill for Bagsanio's expensive

campaign,

Act III, Scene 2, is central in the play's structure; 2t its end Belmont
and Venice are firmly and, as it seems, fatally linked. At its beginning
Bassanio enters the lists to the sound of music, the first time, signi-
ficantly, it is heard in'the play: unlike the others, Bassanio is given the
benefit of its magical support. Portia stands waiting, fearful, thinking
of herself as a sacrificial victim, The song beging== . .

"Tell me where is faney bred, ' - -
Or in the heart, or in the head '.._..

a clue perhaps to the reason for the failux"es of Iiorocco and Arragon,

- whose trial speeches are long exercises in the logic of the hiad, Basgsanio,

opting for lead (helped perhaps by the rhyme of the song, it has been
suggested), passes the test. The union is sealed with kiss and ring, and
Gratiano, caught in the contagion of such magic, reveals his sudden love
for Nerissa, explaining it to Sassanio:

""Your fortune stood uﬁon the caskets there,
And go did mine too, as the matter falls,

Then, as if irresistibly drawn there by the saine magnetism, Lorenzo
and Jesgsica arrive:; another plot thread is gathered in from Venice,
A1l the loyers are now in their proper world. Immediately, however,
that world is threatened by the Ogre: with Lorenzo and Jessica has come -

SRR e S v e e e e e XA Y
AR AU e SO,

SR O MING N (S E LT B LA )
SR AR




afe

Salerio with Antonic's lefter, and (ratiano's triumphant "We are the Jasons,
we have won the Flgece, 18 countered swiftly (time only for Salerio's
sad pun on 'fleece” and "fleets") by Bassanio's cry,

: . "O sweet Portia,
Here are a few of the unpleasant!st words
- 'hat ever blotted paper. " -

Antonio's ventures have all failed, the tliree months! term cf the bond has
expired (somewhat mysteriously, it must seem), and Shylock will,

and the law must, claim Antoniols life, The promise of triumphant love

is thwarted, and at scene~end, with Bassanio about to leave for Venice, the
separate plots are nearly ready for their complete fusion in-the great first
scene of Act IV, the contest of the courtroom,

The antagonists there are Shylock and Portia; on another level, Venice
and BDelmont; interms of theme, revenge and the love that is also mercy.
In the theatre the two antagonists may seem grotesquely misiiatched: the
dark-visaged and thundering Shylock- ("1 stand here for law') and slight
Portia ("my little body is aweary of this great world") in her legal
disguise, making her brave appeal for mercy in treble tones, There is
Antonio, probably bound, flanked by his jailers. The conclusion seems fore-
gore: before Portials entrance, the Duke, sworn to uphold strict law,
asks Shylock, ''How shalt thou hope for mercy, rend'ring none?", only to
have his responsibility thrown back st him: ‘'\/hat judgement shall I
dread, doing no wrong?" --no wrong, of course, as the law defines wrong,
The question gees unanswered, as does Shylock's scathing indictment of -

'Christian" slavery. - He sits, the knife blade flashes, the appeal to mercy
fails, and Balthasar-Portia then also as it seems must let the law take its
course=--"0 noble judge! O excellent young man!" But "mercy" now takes
up aring, will uze the weapon of the adversary: the law. Shylock 'shall
have zil justice, . . . have nothing but the penalty,'" He may use his -

knife, according to thé terms of the contract;, but he must shed no blood~~cut, .

but take no ounce 'less or more' than the exact pound specified in the bond,
The taunts of Gratiano begin, echoing the language of Shylock earlier=-

"an upright judge, a learned judge!" The revenge is turned back upon the
revenger. The penalty is harsh, but Shylock, trapped by the terms of his

own bond, must be "content'--how he must pause before that word of surren=

der, how bitterly it must issue from his lips. He passes then forever from
. the stage=» oo .

"I pray you give me leave to go from hence,
I am not well."

Not even his memory rermains to trouble the melodic serenity of the last act,
That, of course, is the unhappy fate of Ogres in all the tales. They must
not riee again, Poor Ogre! '

V/hile ''the sounds of :ausic / Creep in our ears"” .in the concluding
act, when the lovers are reconciled after the playful business of the rings,
and the news comes that, by ''strange accident, three of Antonio's argosies
“Are richly come to harbor suddenly, " -remesaber, in rmercy, the poor Ogre,
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| "C"haracter" emerges from a play through speech and vehavior
or “action, Our narrative curiosity often focuses upon the questios,
why does a certain character behave as he does? The answer is motive,
which relates character to plot. What makes the character tick is really
what makes the plot tick, Thus in talking about character we often find
ourselves talking about plot, and discussions of plot tend to turn into
discussions of character..

Our "belief" ina character, our feeling that he ig real, probably

depends first upon the credibility of his motives and how they operate,

It is, for instance, a proposition hardly to be questioned that when a

person is ‘mistreated he will probably be moved by an impulse to get even, -

to seek revenge, the egofs natural response to persecution whether trivial

or great, The impulse may be repressed or it may take its course, and

the greater the persecuiion the harder it will be to repress the revenge

impulse, We feel all this to be probable and "true,' accept it so unquestion
* ingly that the repression of the revenge impulse, or ''metive,” onthe . -

occasion of a really enormowe injury is harder to make credible than

giving way to it; it will seem, no matter how rauch we would like it to

be otherwise, "too good to be true.” Cur belief in a character begins

with our belief in the credibility of his motive, 7/e must believe in Shylock,

" .
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But credibility of motive, which relates character to plot, is alone
probably not enough to make a character seem fully real, He must be :
fleshed out with other human traits. So he may be given thoughts and ideas,
perhaps i the form of generalization; as in Lntonio's "O what a goodly
outside falsehood hath.” He, or she, has moods: "By my troth, Nerissa,
my little body is aweary of this great world," 7it "humanizes” some
characters--Portia again: “7hen the young Geriaan suitor ''is best he
is a little worse than a man, and when he is worst he is a little better
than a beast," Characters are given mannerisms, ‘characteristic”
ways of speaking and carrying themselves: Shylock's speeches, for
instance, are marked by repetitions of words and phrases that seem
unconscious and therefore believable, although of course they were
czﬁulated by the playwright, In such ways characters are made to seem
real,

In a play, director and costume designer and actor also contribute
much to the way in which we see and understand the dramatic characters,
Thus we may speak of Sir Henry Irving's Shylock, or Walter Hampden's,
or, more recentiv, Peter O'Toole!s, almost as though not Shakespeare
but the actor made him, Students should be encouraged to speculate both
orally and in writing on how the characters should be costumed and played.

Character, then, coines to us through motive, speech, gesture,
raannerisms, general behavior,

It will be convenient to consider the characters of The Merchant
in three groups, arranged according to comparative difficuity of inter-
pretation, First, those clearly minor, causing us little trouble: Solanio,
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Salerio, Tubal, Launcelot Gobbo, and the Princes of Morocco and Arragon,
Then, two who are really major but neverthelegs quite clear in outline:
Bassanio and Portia, Finclly the problem cases: Gratiano, Antonio,

and Shylock,

The minor characters in a play often are not fully fleshed out, although
even in a brief appearance they may sometimes be remarkably vivid - -
{the gravedigger in Hamlet for instance), They are, however, useful; they
serve necessary functions, Granville-Barker remarks that Solanio and
Salerio are “cursed by actors as the two worst bores in the whole

Shakespearian canon,  and Salerio, poor feliow, seems to be aware of it:

If worthier friends had not prevented me,

"I would have stayed till I had made you merry,

SO LN,

They are nevertheless serviceable. They enrich and help to 'realize"

the context of the main action, "are there to faint Venice for us, "
Granville~Barker says, ''thé Venice of the magnificent young man, "

Such characters serve other purposes:. they provide necessary information,
serve as messcnger boys and straight men, and-sometimes their very
colorlessness throws into sharp relief the full brilliance of the major
characters, They may act as confidants, to whoni a main character

reveals himself as we eavesdrop: Tubal, for instance, and Nerissa.

Or as comic relief, pure fun thrown in for good measure: the Gobbos,
Launcelot has perhaps another and more important function: his desertion
of Shylock anticipates in a kind of parody Jessica's more serious desertion
only a little later. Shylock's progressive isolation is characteristic of

the great ¢ragic figures and helps to secure our sympathy: how alone

he is as he passes from the stage into oblLivion in Act IV. The clown's
departure from the Shylock household also gives Jessica an opportunity to -
characterize it: his presence there "Didst rob it of some taste of tedious- ..

ness, "

s

The Prince of Morocco- {played at Stratford in 1960 as coal-black
and magnificently costurned, his stature hugely supporting his warrior's .
career). and the Prince of Arragon exist solely for the sake of the
rituals of the caskets, yet they have their own persuasiveness, Morocco
enters full of the pride of race and achievement, bringing with him
intimations of Othello:

"1 tell thee, lady, this aspect of mine
Hath feared the valiant, , .

« « « 1 would not change this hue,
Except to steal your thoughts, my gentle queen, "

R AR AN

The very magnificence of his character leads straight to hia decision,
"17were damnation / To think s0 base a thought'' as that the lead could
"contain” Portia. Such is the general nobility of his bearing that Portia's
curt dismissal of him after his defeat surely must seem unworthy of her:

"A gentle riddance of him. - Draw the curtains, go.
Let all of his complexion choose me so,
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Arragon a little later, reasoning his way toward his choice, seeins on the-
right track, the one that leads finally to the decision of Bassanio: appear-
ances are deceiving, only the fool multitude” is taken in by them; and
students may be asked whether they think his reaso deserves the
rebukes delivered by the contents of the silver casket (''The portrait of

a blinking idiot, / Presenting me a schedule”) and by Portia's "O

these deliberate fools!" But we.are not expected to waste sympathy on
characters who exist primarily to further the fortunes of the hero and
heroine of the play's romance, - ' '

V/ithout Portia and the eloquexnt testimony of her love for him--

' "yet for you
I would be trebled twenty times myself, i
A thousand times more fair, ten thousand times more rich, "

--testimony we surely are not expected to question, Bassanio could

hardly stand very high in our estimation, He starts so Jow. His frailty

is made all too plzin in his first confidential dialogue with his loyal friend
Antonio {I-1): he has been a parasite, he has lived upon Antonio's

bounty as if, apparently, it was a privilege earned by his personal charm.
A "Venetian, a scholar and a soldier,”’ as Nerissa breathlessly refers

to him, he has already visited Belmont and tried the charm on Portia,

vrith , he'is confident, quite satisfactory results (''Sometimes from her
eyes / I did receive fair speechless messages'), which he reports to
Antonio quite frankly as collateral for another load, since money is needed
for the courtship gifts. The prologue (I, 140-152) to his proposition
cooly calculates and disposes of the financial risk for Antonio: if Bassanio
succeeds, payment of the old debt and no more leeching; if he fails,

the gifts come back home with him and Antonio is no worse off than before,
Shrewdness, not passion, supplies the dominant tone of these early
speeches; even the praise of Portia, when he gets to it, has the ring

of the rhetoric of calculation, single words and phrases are weighte,c’l with
a disheartening double meaning: the lady is "richly left,” she is "nothing
undervalued to Cato's daughter,” the wide world knows “of her worth,
her hair is likened to the "golden fleece," and "thrift, "profit, will
s'urely be the cutcome of his suit. Keeping a hard eye on the main chance
("I will watch the aim, " he has promised Antonio), his coaching of
Gratiano in the Becond scene of Act II is the ression of a pu:;ely practical
concern~-behave yourself, he says, or I may 'lose my hopes." His ‘
opportunism 18 set in instructive contrast with the sclflegsness of Antonio's
inflexible loyalty~~"I think" - Solanio says of the latter, 'he only loves the
world for him,' Bassanio in this phase is clearly a Romeo of the market-
place, a figure drawn in ironic defiance of the love conventions of the
sonneteers, : :

. The characierization, however, is justified in terms of the play's
themstic.content;: in which love and the marketplace, daughters and ducais,
are deitherataly-set in ironic juxtaposition (go as they are later
in'the novsls.of Jane-Austen); the. r-as. Mercenary promotes the
ruling intentivw, “To understand this is algo to give the triumph at Belmont,
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when it comes, special significance and depth; it seems clear, inat is,
that it was:the playwright!s intention to make us gee the mlg:of the
place and the transparent honesty of Portis cperating
ag-a process of redemption, The siicerity and honor of Porth's open~
ing speech in III«<2 prorapts at its conclusionthe image of torture in
. ‘Bassanio's quick rcsponse:

‘ "Let me chovse,
Forasiam, Ilive_mthe_:&

Portia picks it up:

-"Upon the rack, Bagsanio? Then confess
What treason there is mingled with your love, "

The gincerity of Bassanio!s denial of treason is surely not now to be
doubted {we learn later that he has already '"confessed" that his only
wealth is the gentle blood that runs in his veins); and his new self- knowledge
gives special meaning to the terms in which he works his way towasd the

° choice of the lead casket, There must be a note.of secret self-contempt
in the opening statement of his theme:

"So may the outward shows be least themselves;
The world is still deceived with ornament, "

The hair-ase- golden-ﬂeece image of his earlier speech to Antonio is
now recalled in his bitter reference to the ''crisped snaky golden locks"
of false beauty, identified with the death's-head, leading directly to the
symbolic rejection of Morocco's golden casket, "hard food for Midas,
The right choice is made, Bassanio's redemption is certified in the
ritual of kiss and ring, the triumph of love and truth emphasized by the
unregenerate Gratiano's thoughtless reminder of what, it seems, has
been put agide; Antonio -

will be glad of our success;
We are the J asons, we have won the fleece,

But the triumph is negated immediately by the news of Antonio's failure
and the threat of the old borid, the legacy of evil, the curse working itself
out, the past not to be denied, all bringing to Bassanio a final agony of
conscience, and forcing the ﬁnal confession to Portia, - Bassanio has

been endowed with new moral strengts; armed in it, he will return to
Venice to do what he can, As it turns out, however, it is not he but Portia
who comes to:-the rescue there,. In spite of his redemption, Bassanio
remains more than a little ineffectual, . dependent always upon the strength
of otherg--first Antonio, then Portis=-for the rewards the playwright
chose to bestow upon hzm

TR Y

Portxa hersem of course belongs to Shakeapeare's great’ gane -of valiant
and resourceful-heroines, kin most obviously of Rosalind and Viola, who
like her put on, significantly, the-male-disguise, She-speaks so clearly
for herself, her character presents itsell with such integruy, that
extensive.commentary is hardly necessary. -
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There is, however, considersble psychological subtiety in the way in
which the playwright combines in her peraon tzaits that ssem contrszictory
but make her finally convincing, She bas the unconscious authoricy ol
the great lady to the manner born, ahown in the cool dignity #ith which
she greets her two unwelcome suitors; yet housed als6 fu her 'little
body™ isaui':'l_aunctive spirit of humility which spesks out almost curtly
to Lorenso: " This comes tco near the praising of myself; / Therefore no
more of it,” Plagued by her swarin of suitors, in her early dialogue with
Nerissa a&otg?poc:; ofyge:l;.og by ngh :&t and shrewdness, clearly
a woman world; young she fecls inexperienced,
and 80 in all sincerity can confess herself to Bassanio 'an unlessoned
girl, unschooled, unpractiged, ™ following that immediately however "
with the more obvious trm:tn that she is not bred se dull but she may learn,

ggz Thez maturity of judgment she brings to the affairs of the heart, the adult
& frankness with which she disposes of her responsibilities as heiress in
% her great spezch to Bassanio after his triumph, separates hers from the
g passionate girl Juliet, as her firm self-reliance sets her apart from
: Ophelia; and yet she is a giri, nct & woman, and so may be allowed
to forget for & moment the gravity of- s plight in order to revel . o

T

in the anticipated fun of getting herself up as a man, putting one over on
Bassganio, Her spirit of fun, indeed, is irrepressible, it flashes out

even in the courtroom, in her quick aside prompted by Bassanio's expressed
willingness to sacrifice life, wife, and world if it would save his friend:

"Your wifz ‘would give you little thanks for that
It she were by to hear you make the offer,

The mixture of qualities that make up her character is never more

apparent than in this great scene: she conins within herself in brilliant
synthesis the antithetical forces of the quality of mercy and the law: ine
moving eloguence of the most famous of the play's spenches gives way
swiftly, when it fails to move, to the business-like development of her

legal strategy, which she pushes ruthlessly to its farthest possible
conclusion, When necessary she can be hard with the hard, Yet there

is no gloating in her triumph, she simply does what must be done without
wasting a word, and her treatment of her adversary is austerely impersonal,
It would seem impossible to sentimentalize her, She is simply there,

"You see me, Lord Bagsanio, where I stand,
Such as Iam,"

Such as she is: Portia,
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Such as she is: agent of the revange on the revenger; impersonal
in court, but utterly ruthless; Shylock's implacable adversary, and

So far our discussion of the playwright's intended meanings as they
may be-deduced from the text in terms of thematic content dramatic
narrative and characterization has encountered little difficulty. The play-

‘wright's control has seemed firm and the results consistent enough for
-.confident interpretation, Ambiguity and some hints of uncertainty in the
Shakespearian intention begin to appear, however, when we examine :

d
admired for the success of her ruse, g%;
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closely the. b of our last four characters: Gratiano, Antonio, and
Shylock, Turn first to the simplest of them: Gratiano.

Hebegins ss.& stock figure, appearing first ("'Let me play the fooli")
as a £6il for the-malanch9‘1 Antonio, memorable in the first act only for
his one-thrust of satire~-- Iam Sir Oracle; /And when I ope my lips, let
no dog bark.!” The symmetry of the play's design and nothing else
demands his presence in Belmont as Bagsanio's compenion and Nerissa's
lover: "I must go with you to Belmont, " ~="Why then you must,' Inhis
role there he represents the biwdy side of love, a foil, again, for Bassanio's
more spiritualized paseion, a kind of lightweight Mercutio. He seems
a dramatic convention and nothing more,

But then, in the courtroom scene, something shocking happens to
him: the stock figure is torn apart by the. insistent vindictiveness of his
speeches when Le sees that Portia has turned the tables on the Jew:

"Beg that thou mayst have leave to hang thysalf!
And yet, thy viexlth beirg forfeit to the state,
Thou has not left the value of the cord; '

v

Therefore thou must be hanged at the state's charge,"

This frivolous fellow, harmless wag, has becoine a one~-man lynch mob,
deaf to any reason or thoughs of mercy:

e
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‘ Portia: ':/hat mercy can you render him, Antonio?"
Gratiano: "A ﬂeﬁmm Nothing else, for God's sake, "

He is out of control, yet no one tries to silence him, not even Portis,
apparently deaf'to the dreadful jrony of that shrill cry for the rope for
God's sake, preparing for his final coupling of christening font and gallows
in the speech thet hounds Shylock off the stage. It is a profoundly
disturbin; transformation,

Antonio, then, Like Gratiano, he also first appears as & recognizable
type of the Elizabethan stage, representing the ideal of male friendship,
generous o a fault, unswerving in loyalty. It is a'theme that is played
upon in msny different ways in-the Shakespearian canon, extending from
its first (probably) appearance in the early Two Gentlemen of Verona to
a disturbing findl variation in The Wirter's Tale, and in the conception of
Antonic's clwracter, his role as Ideal Friend seems primary., His |
apparently unmotivated melancholy has little significance beyond meking
an occasion for Solaniots small joke (''Then let us say you are sad /Because
you are not-merry’') -and as preparation for his stoical resignation before
the threat of Shylock's knife in the court scene, *

R R S R S O N
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*I is possible that the Globe audiences, who knew their types, got
sorae amusement out of the curious redistribution of traits between Antonio, the
business man who is melancholy, and Bassanio, the lover who is so business-
'like. ] . Do ' ‘ ‘
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Viewed in terms of the {riendship theme, the device of the bond can
be understood as a development growing maturally out of it: the friendship
is tested in Antonio’s generous acceptance of the risk, Fulfillment is
reached in Act IV: ready to pay the pennuyh he asks ‘- only of Bassanio
flxtg: mﬁg.:l;stm. and write-mine epitaph.’ Later he extends it--perhaps

"Tell Portia the process of Antonio's end, |
Say how I loved you, speak me fair in death:
And when the tale is told; bid her be the judge
Whether Bassanio had not once & love, " *

Thisatleﬁttweknowhawtohh.

But the development of this simpie and conventional theme is given
dark and unusual complication through its coupling with the revenge plot,
in which the Jew is made the Agent of the Test of Love, In this, the Ideal
Friend of the romance plot is identified as the historic Adversary of
Shylock and his people. Shakespeare allows Shylock himgelf to make it

emphatically explicit, *Antonio

"hath disgraced me and hind'red me half a million, laughed at
my losses, mocked at my gains, scorned my nation, thwarted
my bargains, cooled iy friends, heated mine enemies=-and
what's his reason? lam a Jew,

This gives Antonio almost official status as pereecutor, the summarizing

sentence itself sounding like a program of action, Yet it is not quite

that: Antonio's behavior toward the Jew is guided by no element of

calculation, is instead instinctive, automatic, even casusl, the result of

a trait fixed deep in his character, He habitually uses with him the thou -

of cortempt {in Act LI, scene 3, Shylock, with Antonio now in his power,

"thee!'s" and "thou's" him), He has defiled him with spittle, called

him dog, and Shylock's passionate reminder of such insults prompia no
..c attempt at defense--quite the contrary: -

"I'am as like to call thee 8o again, |
To spit on thee again,. to spurn thee too,

'Shy look you, how you storm!" Shylock ejaculates at the end of this
contemptuous speech {(an example of the -dramatic text furnishing a stage
direction to the actor),” "Storm'" suggests the later loud passion of .
Gratiano in the fourth act, It suggests that the melancholy, austere
Antonio, h&s-momentarily lost self-control. o

, Antonio, w_hen-zSha’rloék‘s trap begins to close ﬁpon him, thinks he
understunds the motive of Shylock's persecution:

¥ O, Pamlet to Horatio: Absent thee from felicity awhile,
| BRI To-tell my story.

¢«

‘Ard inthis harah‘;world draw thy brsath in pain,
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"1 oft delivered from his forfeitures
Many that have at times made moan to me,
Therefore he hates me, "

Shylock himself in the first act has provided some support for Antonio®s
guess: ' d

"I hate him for he is a Christian;

Bat more, for that in low simplicity

He hands out money gratis and brings down
The rate of usance here with us in Venice, "

But the storming passion that Shylock has noted in Antonio gurely is in
excegs of his cause~~the dislike of usury., There is a deeper motive
moving him, I is not personal, but cultural or social, and therefore
unconscious, something Antonio has simply inherited along with his
religion and his high social position, He is magnificently, appallingly,
unaware of it, It lies somewhere beyond the boundaries of his moral
imagination, and he has no :3ense that there may be any inconsistency .
between his spitting on the Jew in one situation and the courtliness of
}}is manners in anocther-<his gensitivity, for instance, to his position as

th! unhappy subject”’ of the quarrel about the rings in the fifth act.
This aspect of Antonio's character must strike the modern imagination, at
least, as a profound psychological observation by the playwright,

Finally, Shylock, V/e would not sentimentalize Portia; neither should
we misread the Shylock given us by the text,

The role of usurer has been forced upon Shylock by history (although
of course Shakespeare doesn't tell us that), but it is his role and he clearly
has devoted his life to making the most of it.- At the time of the composition
of this play the stereotype of the Jew was fixed, and Shylock, like
Marlowe's Jew of Malta, begins in the stereotype. Probably nothing in
the play is more offensive to modern sensibilities than Jessica's theft
of her father's ducats and jewels (imagine Desdemona doing such a thing!);
but the curious pre-capitalist view that usury--interest--was a kind of
theft made, in-the minds of Shakespeare!s audience, Shylock fair game,
and the hysterical mixture ¢f daughters and ducats in the speech reported
by Solanio undoubtediy struck Globe~goers as brilliant comedy. But
Shylock's character in its totality repeatedly shatters the sterectype.
Elements are so mixed in him that a man emerges, ,

He ig given a puritdnical bept (¢#he Puritan was a much more familiar
figure in late Enza%hen Eng thanthe Jéw, and at least as frequently
subjected to satirical treatment), His'is-a somber home, enlivened only
for a while by young Gobbo's presence; its windows, ''ears,' must be
closed to the sound of the fife and drurn of the fiivolous masquers. Yet
Shylock!s bitter wit cute across the puritan bias, FHe is a master of the
art of ironic impersonation, ) , .

" "Shiould I not say,
'Hath a dog money? 1is it possible
‘A cir can lend three thousand ducats?! Or -
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Shall I bend low, and in a bondman's key,
'gr'ith t.};b?sted breath and whisp'ring humbleness,
ay : :

IFair sir, you spit on me on Wednesday last,

You spurned me such a day, another time

‘You called me dog; and for these courtesies

I'11 lend you thus much moneys!?"
His int%_fligence, achooled and sharpened by persecution, lnvigoratés
nearly all the scenes in which he appears; by comparigon all his opponents
except Portia seem dunces, His superiority is never clearer than when
he delivers his thrusts at Christian hypocrisy:

""You have among you many & purchased slave,
Which like your asses and your dogs and mules
You use in abject and in slavish parts,

_ Because you bought them. Shall I say to you,
1],et them be free! marry them to your heirs!
Why sweat they under burdens? ZLet their béds
Be made as soft as yours, and let their palates
Be seasoned with such viandst? You will answer,
1The slaves are ours,' So do I answer you."

Hig intelligence serves his furious sense of injustice to ghape for him .
(Shakespeare shapes it for him) the most forceful dramatic rhetoric

of the play. The nervous variation of cadence in the above speech is
characteristic of his style: the long sustained sweep of the opening sentence,
unbroken by caesura, giving way to the staccato series,

“tLet them be free! marry them to your heirs!
Why sweat they under burdens'?”,

varied again by the two long coordinate clauses,

"] et their beds
Be-made as soft as yours, and let their palates

Be seasoned with such viands'’,

to arrive finally at the quick emphatic conclusion, "So do Lanswer you, "

~ Is is a style firmly rooted in the image, the simple concrete noun -

and verb-="your asses and your dogs and mules" --"why sweat they

under burdens?"=-as the style of moral realism should be; and its .
concrete emphagis is reinforced by the devices of parallelism and repetition:

"Hath not 8 Jew eyes? Hath not & Jew hands, organs, dimensions, sense:
.. affoctions, ' passions?--fed with the same food, with the
... - same_weapons, subject to the eﬁs\;digeasea. g by the game
means, warmed and cooled by the. winter and summer as a
. Christian?. X you prick us do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we
" not laugh? I you poison us, do we not die? And if you wrong us, shall
we tot revenge?' . : . .
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It is significant that his adversaries never try to meet such charges;
significant tha'l': Shakespeare either keeps them mute on these occasions
or lets them ‘‘storm’’ as Antonio does at the end of the first of Shylock's
speceches we have quotéd here, -

We have referred briefly to the cverwhelming persuasiveness of
Shylock's, revenge imotive, -He has been personally humiliated, spit
upon; but there is a super-personsl element in the fact that he hae & -
keen sense that his humiliation is representative of the humiliation of
a whole people, So it is that he reaches the climax of the great speech
quoted immediately above, making his final point:

"And if you wrong us, shall we not revenge? If we are like you in
* the rest, we will resemble y- _. in that, . .

The villainy you teach me I will execute, and it will go

hard but I will better the instruction, "

'I'{xe plural pronouns are of the utmost significance,

. By the time he has reached the moment of what he thinks will be
the triumph of his "villainy," he seems to have abandoned all hope of
morally enlightening his traditional enemies, of making them see his
reasons’ and their guilt, So, in what may very well be his most
brilliant speech, when he is brought as it were to an ultimate exagperation
by his opponents’ monumental obtuseness, he scorns any further attempt
at explanation, It is, simply, his "humour' to exact the penalty.
4s some men without reason 'cannot abide a gaping pig" or "a harmless
necegsary cat, "'

“'So can I give no reason, nor I will not,

More than a lodged hate and a certain loathing
I bear Antonio, that I follow thus

A loging suit against him.,"

Antonio is of course resigned, Is there in his resignation a hint that
some of the force of Shylock's long indictment has finally got through to
him, that he has some faint sense of his own deep fault?

“I am a tainted wether of the flock,
Meetest for death, The weakest kind of fruit
Drops earliest to the ground, and so let me,"

Shakespeaze's intenticn in these lines i8 not clear. -

Our own-sense, however, of Shylock's superb power and of the great
injustices he has guffered, our sympathy with his '"Tell not me of
mercy, " should not Llind us to the fairly clear intention implicit in the
triumph of Portia. I is that in -"bettering the instruction” of the Christian
lesson of revenge, Shylock himself hus become monstrous. The knife
is there. So we must conclude that fin the end Professor Brents Stirling

undoubtedly hag-the-right of it, Shakespeare, he says,
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"seams to understand that false Christians have made
Shylock-what he is; at least he allows Shylock to-say -, -
so, strepuously and effectively, - Yet Shakespeare dra-

" matizes the homely but evasive truth that no matter how
funderstandable’  hate and reprisal are, all who indulge
them~=even the porsecuted-+are equally guilty, and only
the appearnace of mercy can break the chain of evil re-
turned for evil, Hence forgiveness and mercy redeem a
discordant world in the fourth act-and open the way for
concord and a world of music in the fifth, "

("Pelican”" edition of the play, p. 21)

|
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e must try to think of this "mercy" &8 a benevolent magic, In the
real world, however, enlightenment is probably more practical than
magic; and no character in this play serves the cause of enlightenment
so well as Shylock, _ .
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7. Form and Style: the Concluding Earmony

Music sounds forth repeatedly in the world of Shakegpeare's
_ piays, and its real harmony clearly has a Barmbolic function, Cassius
is dangerous, Julius Caesar tells Antony; "he loves no plays / As thou
dost, Antony; he hears no music."” Inour play, written several years
earlier, the point had been made explicit by Lorenzo, After a reference
to the power of the music of Orpheus to pacify even savage nature, he
continues: : , ‘

"The man that hath no music in himself,

Nor is nct moved with concord of sweet sounds,
. Is fit for treasons, stratagems, and spoils. . .

Let no such rman be trusted. "

Liusic is a kind of secular grace ("the food of love" in the opening lines
of Tweltth Night ) standing for the power of regeneration, and metaphor

D

of the ideal harmony civilized men long for in the human worid, :

As we have seen, in the first four acts of The Merchant the
"storming” discord of persecution snd revenge rhythmically alternates
with the ritualistic harmony of Belmont, The Venetian interruptions
are generally noisy -~strident asaaults upon the ear. Shylock's great
speeches are anti-lyrical, His style, as we have roted, is characterized
by a homely, often ugly, concreteness, He thinks in the idiom of the
rude example. The art of generelization, which tends to muffle reality,
is uncongenial to him, IEven when he speaks in verse his passion constantly
threatens to destroy the iambic regularity of the blank verse line; his
‘blank verse moves like prose, and prose, one may feel, is his proper
medium, the medium of “realism,” .of the marketplace, the stylistic
antithesis of the world of Selmont.

It 18 given to Jessica and Lorenzo to strike the op:ning notes of the
harmony of Act V. .’hat we have seen and heard of these two earlier
in the play has not been pleasant, Any attempt to make Jessica,
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"especially, palatable to the modern imagination is Jikely to fail. Sy

simply that she is such an unthinking combination of light-headedness and
moral callouspness that the former slmost cancels out the latter, Lorenzo,
like Bagsanio (the parallel is obvious), isa Cinderella-man, but with
the difference that he knows and gaily admits what his role has been--

and the admission hardly ruffies the bland surface of the harmony of

the dialogue: :

“In such a night
Did Jessica steal from the wealthy Jew,
And with an unthrift love did run from Venice
Ags far as Belmont, "

“iAg far as Belmont" counters the clear double meaning of steal (the
daughter came bearing ducats); 'as far as Belmont, ¥ “the world of fairy
transformation, of the redemptive power, in the world of the play, of
mugic and of moonlight. .

Lorenzo and Jessica speak together an harmonious duet, a set
piece in which they prove themselves apt collarorators, The passionate
repetitiousness of Shylock now gives way to the formal pattern -
of repetition that the Elizabethan rhetoricians called anaphors, a
series of speeches all beginning with the same phrase: In such a night
. . . Insucha night, , . Later, Suakespeare obligingly provides his
audience with an exercise in anaphora's cpposite number, epiphora:

' you did know to whom I gave the ring,

If you did know for whom I gave the ring,

And would conceive for what I gave the ring,

And how unwillingly I left the ring,

When naught would be accepied but the ring, .
You would abate the strength of your displeasure.”:

It is a verse of deliberate artifice, here designed (almost ironically

it may seem) as a reminder and measure of how far we have moved

from the ugly strife of Act IV, So it continues; and if, leaving the theater,
moving out of its spell back iito our own real world, we cannot quite
belicve in the redemption, if Shylock comes to life again and remaiuns,

as he should, to haunt and disturb us, we may still be grateful for the
countering illusion: "human kind / Cannot bear very much reality, "

3. -Some Suggestions for the Claesroom

The intention of the preceding sections has bsen fo illuminate
the play as a whole, to suggest to the teacher a few of the 2ims to be
kept in mind in framing questions and guiding discusgions in ihe clagsroom,
They should not be taken as suggestions for a lecture or a series of
lectures on the play, Students should be told, at least initially, oniy
enough to facilitate intelligent reading, to understand what problems of
interpretation they will encourter, and to stimulate interest.
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Intelligent reading is of course the first step, and the teacher ahouid
take a positive role in preparing for it. remarks should emphasize
the fact that, unlike a novel or & book like It, The Merchant
of Venice was written for the stage, to be both heard and seen, Since
the classroom is not a theater, students will have to depend primarily
on their own visual imaginations for the important effect of seeing.

It is probable that the visual imagination is inactive in most reading;
now it can be deliberately etimulated, How would your students cast the
roles in this play? V/hat physical attributes should an actor have in
order to play Shylock, Antonio, the Prince of Liorocco, successfully?
How would your students handle grouping and movement on the stage?

Getting students to hear the play will probably be 2 more difficult

task, Again, reading habits are such that much of the time we simply

see the words on the page and they never leave the page to take on life

in the ear, Reading aloud in class will seem an obvious way of resurrecting
the dead word, but it may be only to mutilate it. ‘/hen the student reader
stumbles his way through the blank verse line, everyone suffers and the
cause is logt, readinz must be coached, Select a scene, remark
.on its intention and major effects, assign parts, give them ten minutes

for silent preparation, tlien begin, Interrupt (probably--tact is important)
at the first gerious blunder. In other words, this is a rehearsal, It
is also an occasion for questions about meaning and emphasis. Keep

at it, Something may begin to move the third time through, Use stools
and music racks (now a convention) if convenient, Teachers witha
talent for reading should not inhibit it, but even teachers must prepare
themselves for it, Recordings, it goes without saying, are invaluable..

Rhythm, then. +V/e have in the study of English verse rhythms a
situation comparabie to that in the study of grammar, Like the old
grammatical categories, our traditional metrical systems were classical-
based, and, although useful to poets as organizing devices, they simply
de not describe the actual rhythmic situation in the English verse line, ;

'Tambic pentameter’” is accurate about only one aspect of the blank verse :
line: five iimes two does equal ten, and most (but by no means all) 3
English blank verse lines do have icn syllables, Five accents? Are you
sure? Five "feat"? i’here ars they? Take the opening lines of the
famous speech: o

The quality of mercy is not strained;
It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven
Upon the place beneath, It is twice blest,
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Two things characterize these rhythms: the phrasal unitg—-if loosely
defined, two in each line; and syllabic amphasis~~in this case not five but
four in each line, Two and four, then, not five and ten (scansion by
FToolworth's). Teachers may invent their own scansion symbols, 80

long as they do not come out iike this:

"ﬁ{eq-{a)ﬁ te,eigf mler‘c“& i“ngt str,ained

T7hatever that is, it is neither English nor poetry, Something like this
ig at least crudely descriptive and may thus suggest something to the
young reader:




The quality of n{ercy is not strained;
N . ? I 4 ..
I arop mémle rain from hdaven
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Upon the place ben Rk is h;ice bIL}.

Some students in the class may have made the summer pilgrimage
to Ashland, where the productions are staged in physical circumstances
approximating thoge of the Elizabethan theater, a description of which is
provided in the introduction to our edition, Ashland reports and discussions
of the introductory material should be encouraged, It should be made
clear that our scene and act divisions are useful to the reader as a means
of ready reference but are mislesding from the point of view of pace and
movement. 'The Curtain Falls”" has no relevance to Shakespearian
production: there was no curtain in our sense, nor is there one now in
most productions, The play flows in continuous movement as in cinema,
and the unbroken shifts from Venice to Belmont and back again are
%oigtted é!n cliramatic effect, Note the shock of the quick transition from

-9 to IlI-~1:

"Basganio, Lord Love, if thy will it be!"

"Now what news on the Rialto?"

. Some of the materisl in our sections 3 ("V/hat Is It?") and 4
("Thematic Structure”) may also be useful in preparing students for
inteiligent reading, They need to be told in advance, probably, how to
take the play--a preparation of attitude; and a few clear statements
about the thematic structure can serve as guideposts for the reading

journey through it,

However, of the several aspects of the play reviewed here, student
interest at this grade level will probably gravitate most naturally to the
characters. Sbylock should not be allowed to moropolize attexntion, but
he is cuviously the play's most compelling figure and should be squarely
faced. Moral isgues are deeply woven into all great literary works,
and young reeders are often ardent moralists; but moral thinking, like

all other kinds of thinking, needs guidance and discipline,

This play, as we suggested in section 2, was selected in part because
of (certainly not in spite of) the fact that the issue of persecution is
central to it. The callous treatment of the Jew by the other characters
in the play (but not by Shakespeare) is a chilling dramatic record of
moral blindness, of the cruel operation of irrational prejudice (rational
prejudice of course is & confusion in terms). Although the circumstances
of the age furnished Shakespeare with a particular prejudice and a particular
victim in a particular tirae and place, students should be led to see that
the treatment of Shylock and his adversaries is really 2 problng‘;tgudy
of the psychology of prejudice in all times and all places, inclu our
own; that it is always a sinister foe of the concept of our common
humanity and is aiways based on false myths~~-myths about another man's
religion, nation, clan, skin pigmentation, etc.; that it may single out
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individuais x ess of group affiliations, that it may appear on play~=
grounds as weil as inor ' and governinents; and that it can
be removed only be exposing it for what it is, that evasion simply encourages
it, that nothing will do but to face it in frankness and with reason.

Remson, Our ultimate aim inthe teaching of literature is; after all,.

simply to insist that students Once they get used to it, they may

even fiad that they enjoy it H n't come naturally, it is an acquired
taste, Cultivating it is what schoolrooms sre for.

9. Postscript on Shakespeare's English

" Rmuidatthamrtm%theworkotsmeamrewasa
language experiment,” Language i3 the pasic medium of the play and
rary at first present occasional ent
guides for the study of Shakecpeare's English can be used in different
ways, but at leagi some of the information they provide should probably
be introduced early in the study of The Merchant, The general historical
raterisl and the sections on vocsbulary in "IV should probably be
discussed before the actual reading begins, The detailed exercises may
be used concurrently with the study of the play as p'ay or may be studied
as & more or less independent topic when the "literary work has been
completed, Language and literature are functionally inseparable, but
the study of language is exciting and valusble in its own right.




