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  INTRODUCTION




  The Merchant of Venice is a comedy, of sorts. The merchant of the title, Antonio, opens the play with a classic comic line:




  

    

      

        

          In sooth, I know not why I am so sad


        


      


    


  




  Any story that kicks off like this promises a few laughs along the way, and the Merchant does not disappoint. But that is not what makes it a comedy. It is classed as such as by

  scholars because the play has a happy outcome, as distinct from a tragic one.




  The tale does not, however, end happily for all the players. Nothing less than tragedy awaits Shylock, one of Shakespeare’s most poignant villains, as the reward for what the extended

  title to the first printed edition of the play called “the extreme cruelty” he wished to inflict on the person of the hero. Perhaps it is a premonition of his adversary’s vile

  intent that so troubles Antonio at the outset. We know he is not worried about the trading ships he has at sea, because he assures his friends Salanio and Salarino that “my merchandise makes

  me not sad.”




  Salarino’s reply is instinctive: “Why, then you are in love.” Antonio denies it, but of course this is the truth. His mood is obliquely governed by a matter of love, because

  the merchant is anticipating unwelcome news from his closest friend, Bassanio, who has earlier in the day hinted at marriage plans. As soon as Antonio gets his friend to himself in Act I Scene 1,

  he asks:




  

    

      

        

          Well, tell me now what lady is the same




          To whom you swore a secret pilgrimage




          That you to-day promised to tell me of?


        


      


    


  




  Bassanio might be expected to launch into a paean to Portia, his intended bride, but first he chooses to confide to Antonio his shortage of funds; it is no more than a thinly disguised plea for

  a loan. He does acknowledge he is already deep in debt to Antonio “in money, and in love” but this does not prevent him telling his friend he now needs a lot more cash to secure the

  affections of the beautiful heiress, whom he finally gets round to naming, and enthusing over, when his financial troubles have been comprehensively delineated.




  We might expect Antonio to dismiss this brazen imposition on his good nature by telling Bassanio where to get off. But not a bit of it. He replies that:




  

    

      

        

          My purse, my person, my extremest means,




          Lie all unlock’d to your occasions


        


      


    


  




  Is he mad? Why would any sensible merchant willingly hand over money to this feckless wastrel? But it’s simple. Antonio loves Bassanio, and will do anything he asks. This

  may be, as countless students of Shakespeare have eagerly postulated over the centuries, the love that dare not speak its name. But it is just as likely that Antonio’s selfless generosity is

  born of the sacred bond of friendship. He is an altruist who wishes every advantage for his “most noble kinsman”, even though marriage would surely diffuse the close relationship

  between the two men – a prospect that quite reasonably makes Antonio sad.




  Whatever his motives, Antonio is firmly established at this stage as a good man. He is set up as the innocent gentleman en route to a dangerous encounter with his diametric opposite, the Jewish

  usurer. All this exposition and dramatic tension is brilliantly achieved within the first scene of the play – a flying start to a great masterpiece of the theatre.




  The Merchant was written no earlier than the second half of 1596, because the line in the first scene “wealthy Andrew lock’d in sand” refers to the grounding and

  capture of a Spanish ship, the San Andrés, in a British raid on Cadiz first gazetted in London on 30 July of that year. Shakespeare finished the play within two years, as it was listed in

  the Stationers’ Register on 22 July 1598.




  The story is not of the Bard’s invention, but closely based on an old Italian tale, Il Pecorone (The Simpleton) by Giovanni Fiorentino said to have been written in 1378 and known

  to Shakespeare from an Italian edition published in 1558. Other borrowings conceded by scholars include the characters of Shylock and his daughter Jessica, inspired by the horrid and ill-fated

  Barabas and his daughter Abigail in




  Christopher Marlowe’s play The Jew of Malta, first staged about 1589. Jessica, who has a happier fate than Abigail (murdered by the rampaging Barabas), might have been partly

  inspired by a contemporary of Shakespeare, the prolific balladeer and dramatist Anthony Munday in his play Zelauto of 1580.




  Some of the names of the protagonists are plainly derived. Portia, as the author explains through Bassanio, is taken straight from ancient history:




  

    

      

        

          Her name is Portia, nothing undervalued




          To Cato’s daughter, Brutus’ Portia


        


      


    


  




  Portia was indeed the child of the Roman statesman Marcus Portius Cato (The Younger) and became the wife of Brutus, the conspirator who, according to Shakespeare’s version

  of the events of 44 BC, delivered the coup de grace to the emperor in Julius Caesar. The play, written two years or so after The Merchant of Venice, depicts this Portia

  as the agonised bearer of Brutus’s terrible secret, which she had wheedled from him, that Caesar is to be killed. Like Brutus, she has honourable intentions but is appalled by the

  consequences of unfolding events and dies by her own hand. She is a very different character from her wise and witty Venetian namesake.




  The name Shylock appears to be of Shakespeare’s own invention, an artful stereotype for the avaricious moneylender now, like Dickens’s Scrooge, indelible in the English vocabulary.

  It might be derived from Hebrew shallach for a cormorant, an allegedly greedy bird, but while the mystery of its devising is unlikely ever to be solved, it looks set to continue to provide

  for endless semiotic debate. But the theme of the Jewish usurer is, of course, a much older one; there was nothing original in the archetype represented by Shylock.




  Anti-Semitism, itself a term coined in late-nineteenth-century Germany as a quasi-sociological euphemism for the more visceral Judenhass (Jew-hatred), had become an institution in

  England in 1290 when King Edward I expelled all Jews under an edict that stayed in force until Oliver Cromwell sidelined it in 1656. In the long interim, including Shakespeare’s time, those

  Jews who were acknowledged (or more likely were undetected in these deeply intolerant times) had to live as Protestants – just as Roman Catholics did – but officially did not exist.




  Nevertheless, there were Jews even in public life, and one of those known to history might very well have been the model for Shylock. Roderigo Lopez was a Portuguese Jew who trained in medicine

  at Salamanca in Spain and in 1559, probably to escape the Inquisition, moved to England. While it is axiomatic in medieval history that Jews commonly became moneylenders because credit was always

  needed but good Christians were forbidden usury, it is less well-known that Jews also worked widely as doctors. They were among the few able to read important Arab tracts such as Avicenna’s

  Canon of Medicine that were then (and for centuries more) among the only sensible written sources of medical wisdom. The Church forbad these works to doctors. The teachings of the

  Classical and Islamic worlds were considered heathen.




  Lopez rose rapidly, becoming a house physician at St Bartholomew’s hospital in London. This brought him into contact with the court of Queen Elizabeth, and he treated many of her circle

  before being appointed, about 1586, physician to the sovereign herself. He prospered and, inevitably as a well-connected man of Iberian origin at a time of war with Spain (culminating in the Armada

  of 1588), became entangled in espionage. He was probably on the right side, and was run as an agent against the Spanish court by the spymaster Francis Walsingham. But latterly, Lopez made an enemy

  of the Queen’s favourite, the Earl of Essex, who had him arrested on a charge of conspiring to poison the sovereign in 1594. Elizabeth was sceptical, but a confession was wrung from the

  doctor on threat of torture, and he was convicted on the flimsiest evidence of treason. The Queen declined for three months to sign his death warrant but finally relented, possibly under pressure

  from Essex, and Lopez was hanged, drawn and quartered at Tyburn.




  Anti-Semitic sentiment was much stirred up by the doctor’s alleged crime, and his fate inspired a rash of gross caricatures on the London stage. But as a model for Shylock, a role

  Shakespeare might well have been considering at the very time of Lopez’s sensational arrest and execution, there was room for equivocation. The Queen herself remained in doubt of the

  judgment, and demonstrated her misgivings by refusing to allow the court, as would be usual in a treason case, to dispossess Lopez’s widow.




  Shakespeare reflects this in the mercy shown to Shylock in his own trial. Although he has had murder in mind – intending to commit it with surgical deliberateness – he is spared

  execution, as the Duke of Venice pronounces:




  

    

      

        

          I pardon thee thy life before thou ask it


        


      


    


  




  Neither is Shylock entirely dispossessed. Antonio asks that half of Shylock’s wealth be forfeit, and that only on his death should the remainder be handed over to his disowned daughter

  Jessica by way of the Christian man she ran away to marry, Lorenzo. But there is more redemption than the mercy shown to the Jew in the court. Shylock has in Act III Scene 1, before his trial, made

  a memorable and moving plea for his race:




  

    

      

        

          Hath not a Jew eyes? hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions? fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same

          diseases, healed by the same means, warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer, as a Christian is? If you prick us, do we not bleed? if you tickle us, do we not laugh? if you poison

          us, do we not die? and if you wrong us, shall we not revenge? If we are like you in the rest, we will resemble you in that.


        


      


    


  




  This remarkable oration is one of the great hymns to tolerance in all of literature. In its author’s time, it must have caused a sensation, as after centuries of

  proscription, Jews – long blamed for all manner of evils, including bubonic plague – were beyond the pale. Shakespeare here demonstrates an enlightenment likely to cause unease, even

  outrage, among London audiences.




  Perhaps this is one of the reasons he chose Venice for the setting. By 1600 the city state had been a republic, ruled over by doges – dukes of Venice – for eight centuries, although

  no longer the great empire it had been in the Middle Ages. But it remained a pivotal trading and cultural centre with a distinctly international ambience. Continually at war with the Turks, the

  republic was nevertheless eager to trade with Islam, and it was open to Jews. The Venice ghetto, established in 1516, was the first such enclave in all of Europe, and while its denizens were

  required to return before nightfall and to wear red hats as a badge of race while abroad in the city, they were permitted their synagogues and the right to worship in them.




  Venice was one of the great centres of the Renaissance. Palladio, Titian and Veronese were among the Venetian artists of the sixteenth century who made the city a magnet for tourists, and many

  of the treasures which make it one of the world’s most-visited cities today were already renowned in Shakespeare’s time. The celebrated bridge to the Rialto, such a focus of news in

  The Merchant, and one of the architectural wonders of the world, was completed very shortly before the play, in 1591. Shakespeare demonstrates knowledge of the Rialto by choosing to name

  Shylock’s servant Gobbo, after the sixteenth-century statue of the hunchback, Il Gobbo di Rialto, in the Campo di Giacomo. He is still very much in place.




  Some students of Shakespeare have speculated that he might have visited Italy in person – he did after all locate a significant number of his plays there – but there is no

  substantive evidence the Bard ever travelled outside the British Isles. The modelling of so many of Shakespeare’s plays on Italian stories in Italian settings is no great surprise at a time

  when Renaissance Italy still wielded enormous influence on European art and literature.




  The theme of The Merchant, however, is a universal one. Good triumphs over evil, but the triumph is tempered by mercy. Wicked Shylock would have taken saintly Antonio’s life, and

  there is real dramatic tension in this prospect, but thanks to the eleventh-hour intervention of Shakespeare’s most intelligent and insightful heroine, a gross injustice is averted. And the

  theme is an enduring one too, as in Act IV Scene 1 Portia praises the priceless virtue of which, in this naughty world, we cannot be reminded too often:




  

    

      

        

          The quality of mercy is not strain’d,




          It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven




          Upon the place beneath: it is twice blest;




          It blesseth him that gives and him that takes:




          ‘Tis mightiest in the mightiest: it becomes




          The throned monarch better than his crown


        


      


    


  




  And what of the laughs? You do not have a long wait. In Act I Scene 2 we find Portia at home with her companion Nerissa contemplating the queue of princely suitors competing to

  play the game of the three caskets in hope of winning her hand. This curious rite, borrowed by Shakespeare from a tale in Gesta Romanorum (Deeds of the Romans), a medieval miscellany of

  anecdotes and fables originally published as a moral reference for preachers, has been dictated in his will by Portia’s late father, a virtuous and holy man who believed the only suitable

  means of selecting a husband should be by a kind of character-testing lottery. Portia, appalled to be submitted to this dangerously quaint rite, dismisses the attributes of these pretenders in a

  crescendo of disdain. From the pan-European troupe, she is particularly hard on the English candidate, who rejoices in the red-blooded name of Falconbridge:




  

    

      

        

          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 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 every where.


        


      


    


  




  It is a timelessly acute observation, spiced with what in the present century might be called a feminist zeal – funny then, and funny now. The Merchant is a

  masterpiece for all seasons, not just in its serious intent, but in its wit and pace. Reading the play today, you soon see what a gift it has always been to the actors who have so shone in its

  roles.




  And the play does continue to shine. In spite of the American critic Harold Bloom’s powerful declaration that “the Holocaust made and makes The Merchant of Venice

  unplayable, at least in what appear to be its own terms,” the play is perpetually performed worldwide. Filmed and televised frequently since the Second World War, the most recent Hollywood

  version appeared in 2004 with superstar Al Pacino as Shylock. Subsequent theatrical productions in New York with Pacino reprising the role were such good box-office in 2010 that The

  Merchant transferred, to great acclaim, to Broadway.
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      PORTIA Then must the Jew be merciful.
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  ACT I




  SCENE I




  Venice. A street.




  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,




  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, —




  Like signiors and rich burghers on the flood,




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




  Do overpeer the petty traffickers,




  That curtsey to them, do them reverence,




  As they fly by them with their woven wings.




  SOLANIO




  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;




  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 might do at sea.




  I should not see the sandy hour-glass run,




  But I should think of shallows and of flats;




  And see my wealthy Andrew dock’d in sand,




  Vailing her high-top lower than her ribs,




  To kiss her burial. Should I go to church,




  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;




  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 bechanc’d would make me sad?




  But tell not me; I know Antonio




  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:




  Therefore my merchandise makes me not sad.




  SALARINO




  Why, then you are in love.




  ANTONIO




  Fie, fie!




  SALARINO




  Not in love neither? Then let’s say you’re sad,




  Because you are not merry: and ’twere as easy




  For you to laugh, and leap, and say you are merry,




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




  Nature hath fram’d strange fellows in her time:




  Some that will evermore peep through their eyes,




  And laugh, like parrots, at a bag-piper;




  And other of such vinegar aspect,




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




  Though Nestor swear the jest be laughable.




  SOLANIO




  Here comes Bassanio, your most noble kinsman,




  Gratiano, and Lorenzo. Fare ye well:




  We leave you now with better company.




  SALARINO




  I would have stay’d 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.




  Enter BASSANIO, LORENZO, and GRATIANO.




  SALARINO




  Good morrow, my good lords.




  BASSANIO




  Good signiors 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,




  We two will leave you: but, at dinner-time,




  I pray you, have in mind where we must meet.




  BASSANIO




  I will not fail you.




  GRATIANO




  You look not well, Signior Antonio;




  You have too much respect upon the world:




  They lose it that do buy it with much care:




  Believe me, you are marvellously 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:




  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?




  Sleep when he wakes? and creep into the jaundice




  By being peevish? I tell thee what, Antonio, —




  I love thee, and it is my love that speaks, —




  There are a sort of men, whose visages




  Do cream and mantle like a standing pond;




  And do a wilful stillness entertain,




  With purpose to be dress’d 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!’




  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.




  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




  Well, we will leave you, then, till dinner-time:




  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




  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 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




  To whom you swore a secret pilgrimage,




  That you to-day promis’d 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




  Than my faint means would grant continuance:




  Nor do I now make moan to be abridg’d




  From such a noble rate; but my chief care




  Is, to come fairly off from the great debts,




  Wherein my time, something too prodigal,




  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




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




  And if it stand, as you yourself still do,




  Within the eye of honour, be assured




  My purse, my person, my extremest means,




  Lie all unlock’d to your occasions.




  BASSANIO




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




  I shot his fellow of the selfsame flight




  The selfsame way with more advised watch,




  To find the other forth; and by advent’ring both,




  I oft found both: I urge this childhood proof,




  Because what follows is pure innocence.




  I owe you much; and, like a wilful 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,




  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;




  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,




  And I am prest 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:




  Her name is Portia; nothing undervalu’d




  To Cato’s daughter, Brutus’ Portia:




  Nor is the wide world ignorant of her worth;




  For the four winds blow in from every coast




  Renowned suitors: and her sunny locks




  Hang on her temples like a golden fleece;




  Which makes her seat of Belmont Colchos’ strond,




  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,




  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;




  Try what my credit can in Venice do:




  That shall be rack’d, even to the uttermost,




  To furnish thee to Belmont, to fair Portia.




  Go, presently inquire, and so will I,
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