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There’s matter in these sighs, these profound heaves. You must translate.


’Tis fit we understand them.


(Hamlet, 4.1.)








FEAR NOT.




Have you ever found yourself looking at a Shakespeare play, then down at the footnotes, then back up at the play, and still not understanding? You know what the individual words mean, but they don’t add up. SparkNotes’ No Fear Shakespeare will help you break through all that. Put the pieces together with our easy-to-read translations. Soon you’ll be reading Shakespeare’s own words fearlessly—and actually enjoying it.


No Fear Shakespeare puts Shakespeare’s language side-by-side with a facing-page translation into modern English—the kind of English people actually speak today. When Shakespeare’s words make your head spin, our translation will help you sort out what’s happening, who’s saying what, and why.
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1


CONTEXT


THE MOST INFLUENTIAL WRITER in all of English literature, William Shakespeare was born in 1564 to a successful middle-class glover in Stratford-upon-Avon, England. Shakespeare attended grammar school, but his formal education proceeded no further. In 1582 he married an older woman, Anne Hathaway, and had three children with her. Around 1590 he left his family behind and traveled to London to work as an actor and playwright. Public and critical acclaim quickly followed, and Shakespeare eventually became the most popular playwright in England and part-owner of the Globe Theater. His career bridged the reigns of Elizabeth I (ruled 1558–1603) and James I (ruled 1603–1625), and he was a favorite of both monarchs. Indeed, James granted Shakespeare’s company the greatest possible compliment by bestowing upon its members the title of King’s Men. Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford and died in 1616 at the age of fifty-two. At the time of Shakespeare’s death, literary luminaries such as Ben Jonson hailed his works as timeless.


Shakespeare’s works were collected and printed in various editions in the century following his death, and by the early eighteenth century, his reputation as the greatest poet ever to write in English was well established. The unprecedented admiration garnered by his works led to a fierce curiosity about Shakespeare’s life, but the dearth of biographical information has left many details of Shakespeare’s personal history shrouded in mystery. Some people have concluded from this fact and from Shakespeare’s modest education that Shakespeare’s plays were actually written by someone else—Francis Bacon and the Earl of Oxford are the two most popular candidates—but the support for this claim is overwhelmingly circumstantial, and the theory is not taken seriously by many scholars.


In the absence of credible evidence to the contrary, Shakespeare must be viewed as the author of the thirty-seven plays and 154 sonnets that bear his name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A number of Shakespeare’s plays seem to have transcended even the category of brilliance, becoming so influential as to affect profoundly the course of Western literature and culture ever after.


The Merchant of Venice was probably written in either 1596 or 1597, after Shakespeare had written such plays as Romeo and Juliet and Richard III, but before he penned the great tragedies of his later years. Its basic plot outline, with the characters of the merchant, the poor suitor, the fair lady, and the villainous Jew, is found in a number of contemporary Italian story collections, and Shakespeare borrowed several details, such the choice of caskets that Portia inflicts on all her suitors, from preexisting sources. The Merchant of Venice’s Italian setting and marriage plot are typical of Shakespeare’s earlier comedies, but the characters of Portia, Shakespeare’s first great heroine, and the unforgettable villain Shylock elevate this play to a new level.


Shylock’s cries for a pound of flesh have made him one of literature’s most memorable villains, but many readers and playgoers have found him a compelling and sympathetic figure. The question of whether or not Shakespeare endorses the anti-Semitism of the Christian characters in the play has been much debated. Jews in Shakespeare’s England were a marginalized group, and Shakespeare’s contemporaries would have been very familiar with portrayals of Jews as villains and objects of mockery. For example, Christopher Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta, a bloody farce about a murderous Jewish villain, was a great popular success and would have been fresh in Shakespeare’s mind as he set about creating his own Jewish character. Shakespeare certainly draws on this anti-Semitic tradition in portraying Shylock, exploiting Jewish stereotypes for comic effect. But Shylock is a more complex character than the Jew in Marlowe’s play, and Shakespeare makes him seem more human by showing that his hatred is born of the mistreatment he has suffered in a Christian society. Shakespeare’s character includes an element of pathos as well as comedy, meaning that he elicits from readers and audiences pity and compassion, rather than simply scorn and derision.
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PLOT OVERVIEW


ANTONIO, A VENETIAN MERCHANT, complains to his friends of a melancholy that he cannot explain. His friend Bassanio is desperately in need of money to court Portia, a wealthy heiress who lives in the nearby city of Belmont. Bassanio asks Antonio for a loan in order to travel in style to Portia’s estate. Antonio agrees, but is unable to make the loan himself because his own money is all invested in a number of trade ships that are still at sea. Antonio suggests that Bassanio secure the loan from one of the city’s moneylenders and name Antonio as the loan’s guarantor. In Belmont, Portia expresses sadness over the terms of her father’s will, which stipulates that she must marry the man who correctly chooses one of three caskets. None of Portia’s current suitors is to her liking, and she and her lady-in-waiting, Nerissa, fondly remember a visit paid some time before by Bassanio.


In Venice, Antonio and Bassanio approach Shylock, a Jewish moneylender, for a loan. Shylock nurses a long-standing grudge against Antonio, who has made a habit of berating Shylock and other Jews for their practice of loaning money at exorbitant rates of interest, and who undermines their business by offering interest-free loans. Although Antonio refuses to apologize for his behavior, Shylock acts agreeably and offers to lend Bassanio three thousand ducats with no interest. Shylock adds, however, that should the loan go unpaid, Shylock will be entitled to a pound of Antonio’s own flesh. Despite Bassanio’s warnings, Antonio agrees. In Shylock’s own household, his servant Launcelot decides to leave Shylock’s service to work for Bassanio, and Shylock’s daughter Jessica schemes to elope with Antonio’s friend Lorenzo. That night, the streets of Venice fill up with revelers, and Jessica escapes with Lorenzo by dressing as his page. After a night of celebration, Bassanio and his friend Gratiano leave for Belmont, where Bassanio intends to win Portia’s hand.


In Belmont, Portia welcomes the prince of Morocco, who has come in an attempt to choose the right casket to marry her. The prince studies the inscriptions on the three caskets and chooses the gold one, which proves to be an incorrect choice. In Venice, Shylock is furious to find that his daughter has run away, but rejoices in the fact that Antonio’s ships are rumored to have been wrecked and that he will soon be able to claim his debt. In Belmont, the prince of Arragon also visits Portia. He, too, studies the caskets carefully, but he picks the silver one, which is also incorrect. Bassanio arrives at Portia’s estate, and they declare their love for one another. Despite Portia’s request that he wait before choosing, Bassanio immediately picks the correct casket, which is made of lead. He and Portia rejoice, and Gratiano confesses that he has fallen in love with Nerissa. The couples decide on a double wedding. Portia gives Bassanio a ring as a token of love, and makes him swear that under no circumstances will he part with it. They are joined, unexpectedly, by Lorenzo and Jessica. The celebration, however, is cut short by the news that Antonio has indeed lost his ships, and that he has forfeited his bond to Shylock. Bassanio and Gratiano immediately travel to Venice to try and to Antonio’s life. After they leave, Portia tells Nerissa that they will go to Venice disguised as men.


Shylock ignores the many pleas to spare Antonio’s life, and a trial is called to decide the matter. The duke of Venice, who presides over the trial, announces that he has sent for a legal expert, who turns out to be Portia disguised as a young man of law. Portia asks Shylock to show mercy, but he remains inflexible and insists the pound of flesh is rightfully his. Bassanio offers Shylock twice the money due him, but Shylock insists on collecting the bond as it is written. Portia examines the contract and, finding it legally binding, declares that Shylock is entitled to the merchant’s flesh. Shylock ecstatically praises her wisdom; but as he is on the verge of collecting his due, Portia reminds him that he must do so without causing Antonio to bleed, as the contract does not entitle him to any blood. Trapped by this logic, Shylock hastily agrees to take Bassanio’s money instead, but Portia insists that Shylock take his bond as written, or nothing at all. Portia informs Shylock that he is guilty of conspiring against the life of a Venetian citizen, which means he must turn over half of his property to the state and the other half to Antonio. The duke spares Shylock’s life and takes a fine instead of Shylock’s property. Antonio also forgoes his half of Shylock’s wealth on two conditions: first, Shylock must convert to Christianity; and second, he must will the entirety of his estate to Lorenzo and Jessica upon his death. Shylock agrees and takes his leave.


Bassanio, who does not see through Portia’s disguise, showers the young law clerk with thanks, and is eventually pressured into giving Portia the ring with which he promised never to part. Gratiano gives Nerissa, who is disguised as Portia’s clerk, his ring. The two women return to Belmont, where they find Lorenzo and Jessica declaring their love to each other under the moonlight. When Bassanio and Gratiano arrive the next day, their wives accuse them of faithlessly giving their rings to other women. Before the deception goes too far, however, Portia reveals that she was, in fact, the law clerk, and both she and Nerissa reconcile with their husbands. Lorenzo and Jessica are pleased to learn of their inheritance from Shylock, and the joyful news arrives that Antonio’s ships have in fact made it back safely. The group celebrates its good fortune.
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IN-DEPTH REVIEW OF CHARACTERS


SHYLOCK


A Jewish moneylender in Venice. Angered by his mistreatment at the hands of Venice’s Christians, particularly Antonio, Shylock schemes to eke out his revenge by ruthlessly demanding as payment a pound of Antonio’s flesh. Although seen by the rest of the play’s characters as an inhuman monster, Shylock at times diverges from stereotype and reveals himself to be quite human. These contradictions, and his eloquent expressions of hatred, have earned Shylock a place as one of Shakespeare’s most memorable characters.


PORTIA


A wealthy heiress from Belmont. Portia’s beauty is matched only by her intelligence. Bound by a clause in her father’s will that forces her to marry whichever suitor chooses the correct among three caskets, Portia is still able to marry her true love, Bassanio when he selects the casket with her portrait inside. The cleverest character in the play, Portia, disguised as a young law clerk, saves Antonio from Shylock’s knife.


ANTONIO


The merchant whose love for his friend Bassanio prompts him to sign Shylock’s contract and almost lose his life. Antonio is something of a mercurial figure, often inexplicably melancholy and, as Shylock points out, possessed of an incorrigible dislike of Jews. Nonetheless, Antonio is beloved of his friends and proves merciful to Shylock, albeit with conditions.


BASSANIO


A gentleman of Venice, and a kinsman and dear friend to Antonio. Bassanio’s love for the wealthy Portia leads him to borrow money from Shylock with Antonio as his guarantor. An ineffectual businessman, Bassanio proves himself a worthy suitor, correctly identifying the casket that contains Portia’s portrait.


GRATIANO


A friend of Bassanio’s who accompanies him to Belmont. A coarse and garrulous young man, Gratiano is Shylock’s most vocal and insulting critic during the trial. While Bassanio courts Portia, Gratiano falls in love with and eventually weds Portia’s lady-in-waiting, Nerissa.


JESSICA


Although she is Shylock’s daughter, Jessica hates life in her father’s house, and elopes with the young Christian gentleman Lorenzo. The fate of her soul is often in doubt: the play’s characters wonder if her marriage can overcome the fact that she was born a Jew, and we wonder if her sale of a ring given to her father by her mother is excessively callous.


LORENZO


A friend of Bassanio and Antonio, Lorenzo is in love with Shylock’s daughter, Jessica. He schemes to help Jessica escape from her father’s house, and he eventually elopes with her to Belmont.


NERISSA


Portia’s lady-in-waiting and confidante. She marries Gratiano and escorts Portia on Portia’s trip to Venice by disguising herself as her law clerk.


LAUNCELOT GOBBO


Bassanio’s servant. A comical, clownish figure who is especially adept at making puns, Launcelot leaves Shylock’s service in order to work for Bassanio.


THE PRINCE OF MOROCCO


A Moorish prince who seeks Portia’s hand in marriage. The prince of Morocco asks Portia to ignore his dark countenance and seeks to win her by picking one of the three caskets. Certain that the caskets reflect Portia’s beauty and stature, the prince of Morocco picks the gold chest, which proves to be incorrect.


THE PRINCE OF ARRAGON


An arrogant Spanish nobleman who also attempts to win Portia’s hand by picking a casket. Like the prince of Morocco, however, the prince of Arragon chooses unwisely. He picks the silver casket, which gives him a message calling him an idiot instead of Portia’s hand.


SALARINO


A Venetian gentleman, and friend to Antonio, Bassanio, and Lorenzo. Salarino escorts the newlyweds Jessica and Lorenzo to Belmont, and returns with Bassanio and Gratiano for Antonio’s trial. He is often almost indistinguishable from his companion Solanio.


SOLANIO


A Venetian gentleman, and frequent counterpart to Salarino.


THE DUKE OF VENICE


The ruler of Venice, who presides over Antonio’s trial. Although a powerful man, the duke’s state is built on respect for the law, and he is unable to help Antonio.


OLD GOBBO


Launcelot’s father, also a servant in Venice.


TUBAL


A Jew in Venice, and one of Shylock’s friends.


DOCTOR BELLARIO


A wealthy Paduan lawyer and Portia’s cousin. Doctor Bellario never appears in the play, but he gives Portia’s servant the letters of introduction needed for her to make her appearance in court.


BALTHASAR


Portia’s servant, whom she dispatches to get the appropriate materials from Doctor Bellario.
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ANALYSIS OF MAJOR CHARACTERS


SHYLOCK


Although critics tend to agree that Shylock is The Merchant of Venice’s most noteworthy figure, no consensus has been reached on whether to read him as a bloodthirsty bogeyman, a clownish Jewish stereotype, or a tragic figure whose sense of decency has been fractured by the persecution he endures. Certainly, Shylock is the play’s antagonist, and he is menacing enough to seriously imperil the happiness of Venice’s businessmen and young lovers alike. Shylock is also, however, a creation of circumstance; even in his single-minded pursuit of a pound of flesh, his frequent mentions of the cruelty he has endured at Christian hands make it hard for us to label him a natural-born monster. In one of Shakespeare’s most famous monologues, for example, Shylock argues that Jews are humans and calls his quest for vengeance the product of lessons taught to him by the cruelty of Venetian citizens. On the other hand, Shylock’s coldly calculated attempt to revenge the wrongs done to him by murdering his persecutor, Antonio, prevents us from viewing him in a primarily positive light. Shakespeare gives us unmistakably human moments, but he often steers us against Shylock as well, painting him as a miserly, cruel, and prosaic figure.


PORTIA


Quick-witted, wealthy, and beautiful, Portia embodies the virtues that are typical of Shakespeare’s heroines—it is no surprise that she emerges as the antidote to Shylock’s malice. At the beginning of the play, however, we do not see Portia’s potential for initiative and resourcefulness, as she is a near prisoner, feeling herself absolutely bound to follow her father’s dying wishes. This opening appearance, however, proves to be a revealing introduction to Portia, who emerges as that rarest of combinations—a free spirit who abides rigidly by rules. Rather than ignoring the stipulations of her father’s will, she watches a stream of suitors pass her by, happy to see these particular suitors go, but sad that she has no choice in the matter. When Bassanio arrives, however, Portia proves herself to be highly resourceful, begging the man she loves to stay a while before picking a chest, and finding loopholes in the will’s provision that we never thought possible. Also, in her defeat of Shylock Portia prevails by applying a more rigid standard than Shylock himself, agreeing that his contract very much entitles him to his pound of flesh, but adding that it does not allow for any loss of blood. Anybody can break the rules, but Portia’s effectiveness comes from her ability to make the law work for her.


Portia rejects the stuffiness that rigid adherence to the law might otherwise suggest. In her courtroom appearance, she vigorously applies the law, but still flouts convention by appearing disguised as a man. After depriving Bassanio of his ring, she stops the prank before it goes too far, but still takes it far enough to berate Bassanio and Gratiano for their callousness, and she even insinuates that she has been unfaithful.


ANTONIO


Although the play’s title refers to him, Antonio is a rather lackluster character. He emerges in Act 4, scene 1 as a hopeless depressive, someone who cannot name the source of his melancholy and who, throughout the course of the play, devolves into a self-pitying lump, unable to muster the energy required to defend himself against execution. Antonio never names the cause of his melancholy, but the evidence seems to point to his being in love, despite his denial of this idea in Act I, scene i. The most likely object of his affection is Bassanio, who takes full advantage of the merchant’s boundless feelings for him. Antonio has risked the entirety of his fortune on overseas trading ventures, yet he agrees to guarantee the potentially lethal loan Bassanio secures from Shylock. In the context of his unrequited and presumably unconsummated relationship with Bassanio, Antonio’s willingness to offer up a pound of his own flesh seems particularly important, signifying a union that grotesquely alludes to the rites of marriage, where two partners become “one flesh.”


Further evidence of the nature of Antonio’s feelings for Bassanio appears later in the play, when Antonio’s proclamations resonate with the hyperbole and self-satisfaction of a doomed lover’s declaration: “Pray God Bassanio come / To see me pay his debt, and then I care not” (3.3.). Antonio ends the play as happily as he can, restored to wealth even if not delivered into love. Without a mate, he is indeed the “tainted wether”—or castrated ram—of the flock, and he will likely return to his favorite pastime of moping about the streets of Venice (4.1.). After all, he has effectively disabled himself from pursuing his other hobby—abusing Shylock—by insisting that the Jew convert to Christianity. Although a sixteenth-century audience might have seen this demand as merciful, as Shylock is saving himself from eternal damnation by converting, we are less likely to be convinced. Not only does Antonio’s reputation as an anti-Semite precede him, but the only instance in the play when he breaks out of his doldrums is his “storm” against Shylock (1.3.). In this context, Antonio proves that the dominant threads of his character are melancholy and cruelty.
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*See page 11 for an in-depth review of the characters.
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ACT I


Scene 1


Original Text


Enter ANTONIO, SALARINO, and SOLANIO


ANTONIO


In sooth, I know not why I am so sad.


It wearies me; you say it wearies you.


But how I caught it, found it, or came by it,


What stuff ’tis made of, whereof it is born,


5


I am to learn.


And such a want-wit sadness makes of me,


That I have much ado to know myself.


SALARINO


Your mind is tossing on the ocean,


There, where your argosies with portly sail,


10


Like signors and rich burghers on the flood—


Or, as it were, the pageants of the sea—


Do overpeer the petty traffickers


That curtsy to them, do them reverence


As they fly by them with their woven wings.


SOLANIO


15


Believe me, sir, had I such venture forth,


The better part of my affections would


Be with my hopes abroad. I should be still


Plucking the grass to know where sits the wind,


Peering in maps for ports and piers and roads.


20


And every object that might make me fear


Misfortune to my ventures out of doubt


Would make me sad.


SALARINO


My wind cooling my broth


Would blow me to an ague when I thought


What harm a wind too great at sea might do.


25


I should not see the sandy hourglass run,


But I should think of shallows and of flats


And see my wealthy Andrew docked in sand,


Vailing her high top lower than her ribs


To kiss her burial. Should I go to church


30


And see the holy edifice of stone


And not bethink me straight of dangerous rocks,


Which, touching but my gentle vessel’s side,


Would scatter all her spices on the stream,


Enrobe the roaring waters with my silks,


35


And, in a word, but even now worth this,


And now worth nothing? Shall I have the thought


To think on this, and shall I lack the thought


That such a thing bechanced would make me sad?


But tell not me. I know Antonio


40


Is sad to think upon his merchandise.


ANTONIO


Believe me, no. I thank my fortune for it—


My ventures are not in one bottom trusted,


Nor to one place, nor is my whole estate


Upon the fortune of this present year.


45


Therefore my merchandise makes me not sad.


SOLANIO


Why then, you are in love.


ANTONIO


Fie, fie!


SOLANIO


Not in love neither? Then let us say you are sad


Because you are not merry—and ’twere as easy


For you to laugh and leap and say you are merry


50


Because you are not sad. Now, by two-headed Janus,


Nature hath framed strange fellows in her time.


Some that will evermore peep through their eyes


And laugh like parrots at a bagpiper,


And other of such vinegar aspect


55


That they’ll not show their teeth in way of smile


Though Nestor swear the jest be laughable.


Enter BASSANIO, LORENZO, and GRATIANO


Here comes Bassanio, your most noble kinsman,


Gratiano, and Lorenzo. Fare ye well.


We leave you now with better company.


SALARINO


60


I would have stayed till I had made you merry


If worthier friends had not prevented me.


ANTONIO


Your worth is very dear in my regard.


I take it your own business calls on you


And you embrace th’ occasion to depart.


SALARINO


(to BASSANIO, LORENZO, GRATIANO)


65


Good morrow, my good lords.


BASSANIO


(to SALARINO and SOLANIO)


Good signors both, when shall we laugh? Say, when?


You grow exceeding strange. Must it be so?


SALARINO


We’ll make our leisures to attend on yours.


Exeunt SALARINO and SOLANIO


LORENZO


My Lord Bassanio, since you have found Antonio,


70


We two will leave you. But at dinnertime


I pray you have in mind where we must meet.


BASSANIO


I will not fail you.


GRATIANO


You look not well, Signor Antonio.


You have too much respect upon the world.


75


They lose it that do buy it with much care.


Believe me, you are marvelously changed.


ANTONIO


I hold the world but as the world, Gratiano—


A stage where every man must play a part,


And mine a sad one.


GRATIANO


Let me play the fool.


80


With mirth and laughter let old wrinkles come.


And let my liver rather heat with wine


Than my heart cool with mortifying groans.


Why should a man whose blood is warm within


Sit like his grandsire cut in alabaster,


85


Sleep when he wakes, and creep into the jaundice


By being peevish? I tell thee what, Antonio—


I love thee, and ’tis my love that speaks—


There are a sort of men whose visages


Do cream and mantle like a standing pond,


90


And do a willful stillness entertain


With purpose to be dressed in an opinion


Of wisdom, gravity, profound conceit,


As who should say, “I am Sir Oracle,


And when I ope my lips, let no dog bark!”


95


O my Antonio, I do know of these


That therefore only are reputed wise


For saying nothing, when I am very sure


If they should speak, would almost damn those ears


Which, hearing them, would call their brothers fools.


100


I’ll tell thee more of this another time.


But fish not with this melancholy bait


For this fool gudgeon, this opinion.—


Come, good Lorenzo.—Fare ye well awhile.


I’ll end my exhortation after dinner.


LORENZO


105


Well, we will leave you then till dinnertime.


I must be one of these same dumb wise men,


For Gratiano never lets me speak.


GRATIANO


Well, keep me company but two years more,


Thou shalt not know the sound of thine own tongue.


ANTONIO


110


Farewell. I’ll grow a talker for this gear.


GRATIANO


Thanks, i’ faith, for silence is only commendable


In a neat’s tongue dried and a maid not vendible.


Exeunt GRATIANO and LORENZO


ANTONIO


Is that any thing now?


BASSANIO


Gratiano speaks an infinite deal of nothing, more than


115


any man in all Venice. His reasons are as two grains of wheat hid in two bushels of chaff—you shall seek all day ere you find them, and when you have them they are not worth the search.


ANTONIO


Well, tell me now what lady is the same


120


To whom you swore a secret pilgrimage,


That you today promised to tell me of?


BASSANIO


’Tis not unknown to you, Antonio,


How much I have disabled mine estate,


By something showing a more swelling port


125


Than my faint means would grant continuance.


Nor do I now make moan to be abridged


From such a noble rate. But my chief care


Is to come fairly off from the great debts


Wherein my time something too prodigal


130


Hath left me gaged. To you, Antonio,


I owe the most in money and in love,


And from your love I have a warranty


To unburden all my plots and purposes


How to get clear of all the debts I owe.


ANTONIO


135


I pray you, good Bassanio, let me know it.


And if it stand, as you yourself still do,


Within the eye of honor, be assured


My purse, my person, my extremest means


Lie all unlocked to your occasions.


BASSANIO


140


In my school days, when I had lost one shaft,


I shot his fellow of the selfsame flight


The selfsame way with more advisèd watch


To find the other forth—and by adventuring both,


I oft found both. I urge this childhood proof


145


Because what follows is pure innocence.


I owe you much, and, like a willful youth,


That which I owe is lost. But if you please


To shoot another arrow that self way


Which you did shoot the first, I do not doubt,


150


As I will watch the aim, or to find both


Or bring your latter hazard back again


And thankfully rest debtor for the first.


ANTONIO


You know me well, and herein spend but time


To wind about my love with circumstance.


155


And out of doubt you do me now more wrong


In making question of my uttermost


Than if you had made waste of all I have.


Then do but say to me what I should do


That in your knowledge may by me be done,


160


And I am pressed unto it. Therefore speak.


BASSANIO


In Belmont is a lady richly left,


And she is fair and—fairer than that word—


Of wondrous virtues. Sometimes from her eyes


I did receive fair speechless messages.


165


Her name is Portia, nothing undervalued


To Cato’s daughter, Brutus’ Portia.


Nor is the wide world ignorant of her worth,


For the four winds blow in from every coast


Renownèd suitors, and her sunny locks


170


Hang on her temples like a golden fleece,


Which makes her seat of Belmont Colchos’ strand,


And many Jasons come in quest of her.


O my Antonio, had I but the means


To hold a rival place with one of them,


175


I have a mind presages me such thrift


That I should questionless be fortunate!


ANTONIO


Thou know’st that all my fortunes are at sea.


Neither have I money nor commodity


To raise a present sum. Therefore go forth,


180


Try what my credit can in Venice do—


That shall be racked even to the uttermost


To furnish thee to Belmont, to fair Portia.


Go presently inquire, and so will I,


Where money is, and I no question make


185


To have it of my trust or for my sake.


Exeunt





 


 



ACT I



Scene 1


Modern Text


ANTONIO, SALARINO, and SOLANIO enter.


ANTONIO


To be honest, I don’t know why I’m so sad. I’m tired of it, and you say you’re tired of it too. But I have no idea how I got so depressed. And if I can’t figure out what’s making me depressed, I must not understand myself very well.


SALARINO


You’re worried about your ships. Your mind is out there getting tossed around on the ocean with them. But they’re fine. They’re like huge parade floats on the sea. They’re so big they look down on the smaller ships, which all have to bow and then get out of the way. Your ships fly like birds past those little boats.


SOLANIO


Yes, believe me, if I had such risky business ventures in other countries, I’d be sad too. I’d worry about it every second. I’d constantly be tossing blades of grass into the air to find out which way the wind was blowing. I’d be peering over maps to figure out the best ports, piers, and waterways. Everything that made me worry about my ships would make me sad.


SALARINO


I’d get scared every time I blew on my soup to cool it, thinking of how a strong wind could wipe out my ships. Every time I glanced at the sand in an hourglass I’d imagine my ships wrecked on sandbars. I’d think of dangerous rocks every time I went to church and saw the stones it was made of. If my ship brushed up against rocks like that, its whole cargo of spices would be dumped into the sea. All of its silk shipments would be sent flying into the roaring waters. In one moment I’d go bankrupt. Who wouldn’t get sad thinking about things like that? It’s obvious. Antonio is sad because he’s so worried about his cargo.


ANTONIO


No, that’s not it, trust me. Thankfully my financial situation is healthy. I don’t have all of my money invested in one ship, or one part of the world. If I don’t do well this year, I’ll still be okay. So it’s not my business that’s making me sad.


SOLANIO


Well then, you must be in love.


ANTONIO


Oh, give me a break.


SOLANIO


You’re not in love either? Fine, let’s just say you’re sad because you’re not in a good mood. You know, it’d be just as easy for you to laugh and dance around and say you’re in a good mood. You could just say you’re not sad. Humans are so different.


Some people will laugh at anything, and others are so grouchy they won’t even crack a smile when they hear something hysterically funny.


BASSANIO, LORENZO, and GRATIANO enter.


Here comes your cousin Bassanio. And Gratiano and Lorenzo too. Goodbye, then. We’ll leave you to talk to them. They’re better company.


SALARINO


I would’ve stayed to cheer you up, if your nobler friends hadn’t shown up.


ANTONIO


You’re both very precious to me. But I understand.


You need to leave to take care of your own business.


SALARINO


(to BASSANIO, LORENZO, and GRATIANO) Good morning, gentlemen.


BASSANIO


(to SALARINO and SOLANIO) Hello, friends. When are we going to have fun together again? Just name the time. We never see you anymore. Does it have to be that way?


SALARINO


Let us know when you want to get together. We’re available.


SALARINO and SOLANIO exit.


LORENZO


Bassanio, we’ll say goodbye for now, since you’ve found Antonio. But don’t forget, we’re meeting for dinner tonight.


BASSANIO


Don’t worry, I’ll be there.


GRATIANO


You don’t look well, Antonio. You’re taking things too seriously. People with too much invested in the world always get hurt. I’m telling you, you don’t look like yourself.


ANTONIO


For me the world is just the world, Gratiano—a stage where every person has a part to play. I play a sad one.


GRATIANO


Then I’ll play the happy fool and get laugh lines on my face. I’d rather overload my liver with wine than starve my heart by denying myself fun. Why should any living man sit still like a statue? Why should he sleep when he’s awake? Why should he get ulcers from being crabby all the time? I love you, and I’m telling you this because I care about you, Antonio—there are men who always look serious. Their faces never move or show any expression, like stagnant ponds covered with scum. They’re silent and stern, and they think they’re wise and deep, important and respectable. When they talk, they think everybody else should keep quiet, and that even dogs should stop barking. I know a lot of men like that, Antonio. The only reason they’re considered wise is because they don’t say anything. I’m sure if they ever opened their mouths, everyone would see what fools they are. I’ll talk to you more about this some other time. In the meantime, cheer up. Don’t go around looking so glum. That’s my opinion, but what do I know? I’m a fool.—Let’s go, Lorenzo.—Goodbye for now. I’ll finish my lecture after dinner.


LORENZO


All right, we’ll see you at dinnertime. I must be one of these silent so-called wise men Gratiano’s talking about, because he never lets me get a word in.


GRATIANO


If you hang around me for two more years, you’ll forget the sound of your own voice. I won’t ever let you speak.


ANTONIO


Goodbye. After that lecture of yours, I’ll start talking a lot.


GRATIANO


Thank you. The only tongues that should be silent are ox-tongues on a dinner plate and those that belong to old maids.


GRATIANO and LORENZO exit.


ANTONIO


Is he right?


BASSANIO


Gratiano talks more nonsense than any other man in Venice. His point is always like a needle in a haystack—you look for it all day, and when you find it you realize it wasn’t worth the trouble.


ANTONIO


So, who’s this girl, the one you said you were going to take a special trip for? You promised to tell me.


BASSANIO


Antonio, you know how bad my finances have been lately. I’ve been living way beyond my means. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not complaining about having to cut back.


I just want to be honorable and pay off the big debts that piled up when I was living the high life. I’m in debt to many people, and I owe most to you, Antonio—both money and gratitude. And because you care about me, I know you’ll let me tell you my plan to clear all my debts.


ANTONIO


Please let me know your plan, Bassanio. As long as it’s honorable, you can be sure that I’ll let you use all my money and do everything I can to help you.


BASSANIO


Back when I was a schoolboy, if I lost an arrow I would try to find it by shooting another arrow in the same direction, watching the second arrow more carefully than I had the first. By risking the second arrow, I’d often get both of them back. I’m telling you this story for a reason. I owe you a lot, and like a spoiled kid I’ve lost what I owe you. But if you’d be willing to shoot another arrow the same way you shot the first, I’ll watch your arrow more carefully this time. Either we’ll get back all the money I owe you, or else we’ll get back what you lend me this time, and I’ll just owe you what I already owe you.


ANTONIO


You know me better than that. You’re wasting your breath. All of this talk means you have doubts about my friendship. That’s worse than if you bankrupted me. Just tell me what to do, and I’ll do it. Tell me.


BASSANIO


There’s a girl in Belmont who’s inherited a huge amount of money, and she’s beautiful and—even better—she’s a good person. I think she likes me. Sometimes the expression on her face tells me she likes me. Her name is Portia. She’s as rich as that famous Roman heroine Portia, the daughter of Cato and wife of Brutus. Her wealth is world-famous. Famous and important men have come in from all over the world to try to marry her. The hair that hangs down on her forehead is like gold, calling every adventurer to Belmont like a gold rush. Antonio, if I only had enough money to hold my own against those suitors, I know I could win her!


ANTONIO


You know right now all my money’s tied up in that cargo that’s still at sea. I can’t give you the cash you need because I don’t have it. But go ahead and charge things to me on credit, as much credit as I can get in Venice. I’ll use all my lines of credit to help you get to Belmont, to Portia. Go see who will lend money, and I’ll do the same. I’m sure I can get something either as a business loan, or as a personal favor.


They exit.


 





ACT ONE, Scene 2



Original Text


Enter PORTIA and NERISSA


PORTIA


By my troth, Nerissa, my little body is aweary of this great world.


NERISSA


You would be, sweet madam, if your miseries were in the same abundance as your good fortunes are. And yet for


5


aught I see, they are as sick that surfeit with too much as they that starve with nothing. It is no mean happiness, therefore, to be seated in the mean. Superfluity comes sooner by white hairs, but competency lives longer.


PORTIA


Good sentences, and well pronounced.


NERISSA


10


They would be better if well followed.


PORTIA


If to do were as easy as to know what were good to do, chapels had been churches and poor men’s cottages princes’ palaces. It is a good divine that follows his own instructions. I can easier teach twenty what were good to


15


be done than be one of the twenty to follow mine own teaching. The brain may devise laws for the blood, but a hot temper leaps o’er a cold decree. Such a hare is madness the youth—to skip o’er the meshes of good counsel the cripple. But this reasoning is not in the


20


fashion to choose me a husband. O me, the word “choose!” I may neither choose whom I would nor refuse whom I dislike—so is the will of a living daughter curbed by the will of a dead father. Is it not hard, Nerissa, that I cannot choose one nor refuse none?


NERISSA


25


Your father was ever virtuous, and holy men at their death have good inspirations. Therefore the lottery that he hath devised in these three chests of gold, silver, and lead, whereof who chooses his meaning chooses you, will no doubt never be chosen by any rightly but one who shall


30


rightly love. But what warmth is there in your affection towards any of these princely suitors that are already come?


PORTIA


I pray thee, overname them. And as thou namest them, I will describe them. And according to my description,


35


level at my affection.


NERISSA


First, there is the Neapolitan prince.


PORTIA


Ay, that’s a colt indeed, for he doth nothing but talk of his horse, and he makes it a great appropriation to his own good parts that he can shoe him himself. I am much afeard


40


my lady his mother played false with a smith.


NERISSA


Then there is the County Palatine.


PORTIA


He doth nothing but frown, as who should say, “An you will not have me, choose.” He hears merry tales and smiles not. I fear he will prove the weeping philosopher


45


when he grows old, being so full of unmannerly sadness in his youth. I had rather be married to a death’s-head with a bone in his mouth than to either of these. God defend me from these two!


NERISSA


How say you by the French lord, Monsieur le Bon?


PORTIA


50


God made him and therefore let him pass for a man. In truth, I know it is a sin to be a mocker, but he!—why, he hath a horse better than the Neapolitan’s, a better bad habit of frowning than the Count Palatine. He is every man in no man. If a throstle sing, he falls straight a-capering.


55


He will fence with his own shadow. If I should marry him, I should marry twenty husbands. If he would despise me I would forgive him, for if he love me to madness I shall never requite him.


NERISSA


What say you then to Falconbridge, the young baron of


60


England?


PORTIA


You know I say nothing to him, for he understands not me, nor I him. He hath neither Latin, French, nor Italian, and you will come into the court and swear that I have a poor pennyworth in the English. He is a proper man’s


65


picture, but alas, who can converse with a dumb show? How oddly he is suited! I think he bought his doublet in Italy, his round hose in France, his bonnet in Germany, and his behavior everywhere.


NERISSA


What think you of the Scottish lord, his neighbor?


PORTIA


70


That he hath a neighborly charity in him, for he borrowed a box of the ear of the Englishman and swore he would pay him again when he was able. I think the Frenchman became his surety and sealed under for another.


NERISSA


How like you the young German, the Duke of Saxony’s


75


nephew?


PORTIA


Very vilely in the morning, when he is sober, and most vilely in the afternoon, when he is drunk. When he is best he is a little worse than a man, and when he is worst he is little better than a beast. And the worst fall that ever fell,


80


I hope I shall make shift to go without him.


NERISSA


If he should offer to choose and choose the right casket, you should refuse to perform your father’s will if you should refuse to accept him.


PORTIA


Therefore, for fear of the worst, I pray thee, set a deep


85


glass of rhenish wine on the contrary casket, for if the devil be within and that temptation without, I know he will choose it. I will do any thing, Nerissa, ere I’ll be married to a sponge.


NERISSA


You need not fear, lady, the having any of these lords.


90


They have acquainted me with their determinations, which is indeed to return to their home and to trouble you with no more suit unless you may be won by some other sort than your father’s imposition depending on the caskets.


PORTIA


95


If I live to be as old as Sibylla, I will die as chaste as Diana unless I be obtained by the manner of my father’s will. I am glad this parcel of wooers are so reasonable, for there is not one among them but I dote on his very absence. And I pray God grant them a fair departure.


NERISSA


100


Do you not remember, lady, in your father’s time a Venetian, a scholar and a soldier, that came hither in company of the Marquess of Montferrat?


PORTIA


Yes, yes, it was Bassanio—as I think he was so called.


NERISSA


True, madam. He, of all the men that ever my foolish eyes


105


looked upon, was the best deserving a fair lady.


PORTIA


I remember him well, and I remember him worthy of thy praise.


Enter a SERVINGMAN


How now, what news?


SERVINGMAN


The four strangers seek for you, madam, to take their


110


leave. And there is a forerunner come from a fifth, the Prince of Morocco, who brings word the prince his master will be here tonight.


PORTIA


If I could bid the fifth welcome with so good a heart as I can bid the other four farewell, I should be glad of his


115


approach. If he have the condition of a saint and the complexion of a devil, I had rather he should shrive me than wive me. Come, Nerissa.—(to SERVANT) Sirrah, go before. Whiles we shut the gates upon one wooer Another knocks at the door.


Exeunt





 


 



ACT ONE, Scene 2



Modern Text


PORTIA and NERISSA enter.


PORTIA


Oh Nerissa, my poor little body is tired of this great big world.


NERISSA


You’d be tired, madam, if you had bad luck rather than wealth and good luck. But as far as I can tell, people with too much suffer as much as people with nothing. The best way to be happy is to be in between. When you have too much you get old sooner, but having just enough helps you live longer.


PORTIA


Good point, and well said.


NERISSA


It would be better if you actually applied it to your life.


PORTIA


You think it’s that easy? If doing good deeds were as easy as knowing how to do them, then everyone would be better off. Small chapels would be big churches, and poor men’s cottages would be princes’ palaces. It takes a good priest to practice what he preaches. For me, it’s easier to lecture twenty people on how to be good than to be the one person out of twenty who actually does good things. The brain can tell the heart what to do, but what does it matter? Cold rules don’t matter when you’ve got a hot temper. Young people are like frisky young rabbits, and good advice is like a crippled old man trying to catch them. But thinking like this won’t help me choose a husband. Oh, the word “choose” is strange! I can’t choose who I like, or refuse who I dislike. I’m a living daughter still controlled by the wishes of her dead father. Isn’t it a pain that I can’t choose or refuse anyone, Nerissa?


NERISSA


Your father was an extremely moral man, and religious people get odd ideas on their deathbeds. Your father’s idea was to have a game with three boxes. The suitor who can figure out whether to pick the gold, silver, or lead box will solve your father’s riddle—and that suitor’s the man for you. No one will ever choose the right box who doesn’t deserve your love. But tell me. Do you like any of the princely suitors who’ve come?


PORTIA


Run through the list. As you name them I’ll describe them for you, and from my descriptions you can guess how I feel toward them.


NERISSA


Well, first there was the prince from Naples.


PORTIA


Ah, yes, that stallion. All he talks about is his horse. He thinks it’s a great credit to his character that he can shoe a horse all by himself. I’m afraid his mother may have had an affair with a blacksmith.


NERISSA


Then there’s the Count Palatine.


PORTIA


He does nothing but frown, as if he wants to say, “If you don’t want me, I don’t care.” He doesn’t even smile when he hears funny stories. If he’s so sad and solemn when he’s young, I can only imagine how much he’ll cry as an old man. No, I’d rather be married to a skull with a bone in its mouth than to either of those men. God protect me from these two!


NERISSA


What did you think about that French lord, Monsieur le Bon?


PORTIA


We might as well call him a man, since God created him. No, I know it’s bad to make fun of people, but still! His horse is better than the Neapolitan’s and he frowns more than the Count Palatine. He was trying to outdo everyone so much that you couldn’t tell who he was. He started dancing every time a bird sang, and he was so eager to show off his fencing that he’d fight with his own shadow. If I married him, I might as well as marry twenty husbands, because he’s like twenty men all rolled into one! I’d understand it if he hated me, since even if he loved me desperately, I’d never be able to love him back.
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