THE   MERCHANT   OF   VENICE   

Background Material
I. Shakespeare Himself

A. Shakespeare did not know any Jews personally
B. Shakespeare advanced the centuries-old stereotype of the Jew present in both life and literature

C. Middle Ages--religious and economic status of Jews
1. Protected and persecuted by powers of the lands they inhabited at time

2. 1066, Jews fled persecutions of French clergy to England

A. restricted from owning property or serfs (essential to agrarian society)

B. jobs in business and economics: reputable financial experience

(often invited into countries in economic struggle to strengthen shaky financial structure)

C. Church had rule against usury
1. Means “lending with interest”

2. Christians forbidden to do it--violation of NT concept of charity

3. Jews did it out of financial need since restricted from owning

    property and keeping serfs

3. King Henry I secured charter for Jews in exchange for % of profits in all trade

and money-lending transactions

A. moneylenders forced to charge high interest rates as king’s demands grew

B. Jews forced to suffer for these demands--became scapegoat

4. Suffered religious persecution as well...(eventually fled in 1254)

D. Middle Ages--literary background, cultural background
1. During 400-year absence of Jews from England, many stereotypes prevailed

A. unexplained deaths, plagues, and other disasters attributed to Jews

B. revenge motives attributed to Jews (for previous persecution)

2. Jews and devils thought to be alter-egos

3. JUDAS ISCARIOT considered embodiment of all evil--in plays, either victim of beatings or used as scapegoat

II. VENICE As A City

A. Belmont in southern Italy--long way from Venice

1. Supposedly, a “golden city” where wealthy Venetians had summer palaces

2. Center of trade of silk, spices, and jewels, especially gold--from the Orient

3. Jewish moneylenders had access to it; gold present in cathedrals & palaces

B. Antonio has much of his money & investments tied up in ships at sea--suggesting an unknown investment (capable of failing) and putting Antonio in dilemma when Bassanio wants to borrow money to pursue Portia’s hand

C. Venice is built on an archipelago (a sea dotted with islands OR a group of islands) whose main roads are canals and whose streets are connected by hundreds of bridges

1. In 1452, Attila the Hun invaded and inhabitants hid in the lagoons

2. Venice eventually became dominant trade route to East and cite of Europe=s front line defense against the Turks

III. 
Middle Ages:  Renaissance Gentleman  [Antonio]

A. Passionate friend, Christian, soul vs. material

B. Dedicated to others’ well-being, willing to die for friend/another

C. Devoted to Christian faith, scorned misbelievers

IV. Characters’ Background

A. Shylock is the Jewish moneylender of Venice

1. Despises Christians

2. Is despised because he makes money at the expense of those who need it

B. Jews often used as scapegoats for misfortune.....Judas for evil

C. Antonio, a Christian, is called derogatory names by Shylock.....
V. Potpourri

A. Shakespeare uses presentiments (feelings of premonition) to foreshadow events, especially misfortunes

B. Values:   courage, justice, high honor, courtesy, love of beauty and compassion and humility.

C. One “risks all to gain all” paradox.  If one tries to gain all, one usually loses all.

D. People hated usury
1. Aristotle had taught that Amoney cannot breed money@--not ethical

2. High interest rates and fraudulent contracts common among lenders

E. Hated Jews
1. Saw them as “Judas figures”--people who betrayed Christ

2. Enemies of Christians--scapegoats for political and economic problems

3. Jewish usury

A. legal--demands interest (bond)

B. contractors, usually Jews,  not lend $ for friendship, charity or mercy

F.. Antonio:    [melancholy: admired and beloved for his deeds;   shares wealth with needy and oppressed;   risk-taker

G. Bassanio:   [somewhat contemptible man of fashion;   puts Antonio=s life in danger so he can gamble on winning Portia, heiress Arichly left@;   has squandered his fortune carelessly;    wants Portia for the >right reasons= [not money or his own merit, but rather for the true friendship that could be available]

H. Portia   [great insight into men who compete for her graces;   ironic her father doesn’t trust her enough to let her choose for herself;   eventually, she appreciates and values her father’s wisdom]

D. Shylock   [isolated, secretive, calculating, jealous, exploits victims (widows and orphans);   outcast in Christian society;   hates Christians only because they are such]

HANDOUT 1—“The Merchant’s World”
IDENTIFY the native countries from which each of Portia=s suitors come. [Aragon, Morocco]

FROM ACT I, SCENE I, write a word that describes each of these gentlemen:
ANTONIO       BASSANIO       GRATIANO       LORENZO       SALERIO & SOLANIO

FROM ACT I, SCENE 2, what does Portia reveal about herself?
1) In her conversation with Nerissa about her father’s will:

2) In each of the word pictures she draws of her would-be suitors:

FROM ACT I, SCENE 2, what do you learn of Nerissa in what she says and in Portia’s attitude toward her?
