THE MERCHANT OF VENICE

BACKGROUND OF THE PLAY

One needs to understand the medieval concept of usury in the play's initial stages.  Usury is a term that, in essence, means lending money with interest.  It was forbidden (a sin) for Christians to do it, primarily because it violated the New Testament concept of charity; however, Jewish moneylenders did it regularly--legally, of course--out of necessity because they were restricted from owning real property and keeping serfs (which Christians could do in this primarily agrarian society). Furthermore, Jews were often invited to countries (after their eviction from England) to stabilize shaky economics; their religious differences were tolerated, but Jews still encountered persecution for their stubbornness and were forced into slavery.   Shylock, the Jewish moneylender of Venice, is a character in The Merchant of Venice who despises Christians; at the same time, he is despised himself because he makes money at the expense of those who need it.

During the Jews 400-year absence from England, legends perpetuated myths about Jews.  Plagues, unexplained deaths, and disasters were attributed to them, supposedly in revenge for their persecution.  In Shakespeare's time, Judas became a conventional character of evil, a scapegoat in plays for misfortune.  In this play, Shylock hates Antonio, one of the main characters, a Christian.  Why?  He is called derogatory names, has his daughter 'stolen' by a Christian, and is a usurer.  

ACT ONE
1. Identify these characters:   Antonio, Launcelot, Jessica, Bassanio. Lorenzo, Gratiano, Portia, Nerissa.

2. Explain Bassanio's dilemma and how Antonio can assist.

3. Why is Portia unhappy in pursuit of a husband?  How does Nerissa attempt to comfort her?

4. Briefly describe Portia's criticisms of previous suitors.  What might be the significance of these criticisms?  Why is she interested in Bassanio?

5. Why does Bassanio seek out Shylock?  What are Shylock's concerns?

6. Why does Shylock refuse the request to attend dinner at Antonio's?

7. Summarize Shylock's 'ASIDE' in Act I, scene iii, regarding Antonio.

8. How is the loan secured?

ACT TWO
9. How is the Prince of Morocco different from other suitors Portia has had? Why is he initially concerned when he meets her?  Describe his personality.

10. What debate is Launcelot having with himself as Scene ii opens?  Irony of the resolution?

11. Describe the exchange between Launcelot and Gobbo.  Its purpose?

12. What description of Shylock does Launcelot give his father?  What does he ask his father to do for him?  Result?  How does Bassanio perpetuate the attitude?

13. Why doesn't Bassanio want Gratiano to accompany him to Belmont?  Resolution?

14. As Launcelot prepares to leave Shylock's home, his daughter, Jessica, reveals important information to the reader.  Elaborate.

15. Explain the theme of filial loyalty prevalent in the Middle Ages.

16. Though the masque in scene iv never takes place, what is intended?  Who is invited?  Explain the contrast the planned masque provides.

17. Of what does Shylock criticize Launcelot in scene v?  Why does he go to Bassanio's masque?  What does he instruct Jessica to do while he is gone?  Double irony here?

In Act II, scene vi, for your information, there is a characteristic of Romantic literature of which you should be aware.  When lovers would elope--a common practice--such would occur at night, in the presence of assisting friends, with the help of disguises.

18. List two parallels between Bassanio & Portia AND Lorenzo and Jessica.

19. How is Launcelot's dilemma about leaving Shylock similar to Jessica's dilemma of eloping with Lorenzo?

20. The Prince of Morocco looks over the 3 casket inscriptions prior to his choosing.  What could YOU say about the nature of these inscriptions?  Why does he reject the first two?  

21. Why does he choose the gold?  What does it reflect about his personality?  Why is Portia relieved?  What wisdom do we see in Portia's father?

In Act II, scenes xiii and ix, the reader encounters an angry Shylock, one whose anger toward Christians is described by him regarding his daughter's betrayal; at the same time, Shylock's perception of Jessica is monetary:  "my ducats and my daughter."  Shakespeare chooses to portray Shylock in a stereotypical, villainous way.  In addition, Shylock's disposition is contrasted with that of Antonio and Bassanio, the best of friends in a genuine sense.

22. How does Shylock respond to his daughter's disappearance?  What stereotypes of Jews are perpetuated?  What image of a parent do we get?

23. Why are Salanio and Salarino fearful for Antonio?  Why are they so concerned about this?

24. How does the Prince of Aragon choose?  How is he similar to the Prince of Morocco?

25. What does Portia suggest:  (78-80)  "Thus has the candle singed the moth.....when they do choose, they have the wisdom by their wit to lose."

26. What does the messenger's description of another suitor to Portia suggest:  (91-94) "So likely an ambassador of love.  A day in April never came so sweet to show how costly summer was at hand as this fore-spurrer comes before his lord.""


ACT THREE
27. As Act III opens, what fears do Salanio and Salarino discuss?  Of what are they accused?  How does Salanio try to sooth Shylock's anger?

28. We know that Shylock's motive is revenge against Antonio for all Antonio has done in the past to disgrace Shylock.  Summarize Shylock's speech (50-68) and its irony.

29. What news does Shylock's friend Tubal bring?  What do we find out about Shylock's true nature as a result of this conversation about Jessica?

30. In Act III, scene ii, why does Portia try to convince Bassanio to delay his choice?  Why does she relent to his request?  What does this quote mean:  "...one half of me is yours, the other half yours--mine own I would say.  But if mine, then yours and so all yours!"

31. Elaborate upon this quote by Bassanio as he chooses his casket (81 ff):  "There is no vice so simple but assumes some mark of virtue on his outward parts."

32. What does Portia mean (155 ff):  "...That only stand high in your account, I might in virtues, beauties, livings, friends, exceed account."

33. How is Bassanio's comment about Portia's portrait consistent with his judge of character?

34. What is the contents of "...a few of the unpleasant'st words that ever blotted paper?" (251-252)

35. How does Jessica know the depth of Shylock's motive for revenge?  How does Portia alleviate the situation?

36. What does Shylock's speech on revenge that Salerio tells about reveal about the Jew?

37. Why is Antonio in jail (scene iii)?  How does Shylock torment him?  Why does Antonio quit arguing with him after a while?

38. Bassanio leaves to see his good friend Antonio.  For what does Lorenzo commend Portia?  Why will she and Nerissa visit a monastery?  What is the real plan?

39. Contrast behaviors, at this point (end of Act III, scene iv), of Shylock with the two couples.

40. Act III, scene v, is a light scene.  Why does Launcelot the clown think Jessica is damned to hell?  How does she respond?

41. What does Jessica think of Portia?  of herself?


ACT FOUR
Act IV, scene i, is the play's longest and most important.  It embodies the dilemma of the 'letter' and 'spirit' of the law.  After the lawyer's decree that Shylock "have his pound of flesh from nearest the merchant's heart", Shylock pulls a knife out and sharpens it.  His language here is metaphoric (line 123), as his sharp envy compares with the sharp knife.  Later, as Portia, disguised as the lawyer Balthasar, pleads for mercy, the reader encounters the play's moral theme--that mercy is godlike, a genuine human emotion, a quality that leads to one's salvation.  Shylock is so intent upon revenge that he cannot respond to this plea;  Shakespeare has presented a stereotyping of the Jew that is villainous, so much so that Gratiano remarks that Shylock must know of Pythagoras who believed in the transmigration of souls; i.e., that souls of animals (notably evil animals) died and returned to the souls of human beings.  Furthermore, after Shylock is caught in the 'letter of the law' and cannot carry out his vengeful act, the Duke and Antonio display this mercy in allowing Shylock to convert to Christianity and provide, if you will, for his own salvation.  In the last part of the scene, we see how mature and loving the relationships between Bassanio & Portia and Gratiano & Nerissa are--their willingness to sacrifice all for the good friend Antonio AND their wives' acceptance of their generous attitudes.

42. What contrasts are evident as the trial opens?

43. Explain the reasons for and depth of revenge of Shylock toward Antonio.

44. Explain Antonio's thoughts starting with line 70.

45. Portia, disguised as Balthasar, pleads for mercy, yet Shylock maintains what?  How does she respond to Bassanio's request to give in?

46. Summarize the play's moral theme in Portia's "plea for mercy" (183-204).

47. What flaw does Portia find in the bond?  Why does she suggest a doctor?  How is the dilemma resolved?

48. What is Portia's fee for services rendered?

49. In Act IV, scene ii, what does Gratiano bring Portia (still disguised as a man) from Bassanio?  What does Nerissa plan?  What do the ladies look forward to upon returning to Belmont?


ACT FIVE
50. Describe how the feeling of enchantment is evident in the opening of the act.

51. Discuss the significance of music to Lorenzo and to the people of Shakespeare's time.

52. About what do Nerissa and Gratiano quarrel?  Bassanio and Portia?  What do the women threaten?

53. How does Antonio respond?  How is the conflict resolved?  What good news does Portia give via letter to Antonio and Jessica?

Overall Questions for Review, Essay Test Exams, and Compositions:
1. Characterize Antonio, Bassanio, Portia.

2. Illustrate how dramatic irony develops the plot and characters.

3. Explain what the choice of caskets made by the Prince of Morocco and the Prince of Aragon reveal about their fitness to marry Portia.

4. Which of these elements is the most important issue in the play?  1) usury;  2) friendship;  3) plea for mercy.

5. Justify Shylock's motives for vengeance against Antonio.

6. Support or refute:  Portia breaks the rules of her father's will (the lottery) and helps Bassanio choose the right casket.

7. Support or refute:  Shylock is a sympathetic character.

8. Explain why Portia waits such a long time in the trial scene before she reveals the legal loophole that will free Antonio from Shylock's clutches.

9. In what ways are Jessica and Lorenzo, separately and collectively, a commentary on Shylock and his way of life.

