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The Merchant Session Themes and Topics

1 - Antonio & Bassanio’s Relationship – the love of a friend: What’s the nature of their relationship?  Are they friends, lovers or is it something in between?  
Bassanio relies on Antonio for money as he has wasted all his fortune. Without Antonio’s financial assistance Bassanio cannot hope to court Portia.  It’s not clear in the play if Antonio is seeking a romantic relationship with Bassanio but in some productions this is an assumption that is made.  
Traditionally, the relationship between Antonio and Bassanio is portrayed as two best friends who love one another in a platonic fashion. Bassanio’s friendship is put to the test when Antonio is taken to court as he is unable to pay back Shylock. Bassanio comes to the aid of his friend with help of Portia.  So, in the end Portia does not sunder their friendship but strengthens it. 
Interesting question within this topic: Is Antonio jealous of Bassanio’s new relationship with Portia. 

2 - The Caskets: Only the right type of man will pick the right casket to win Portia’s hand. Is this true? What sort of father would do that to his daughter? Why does Portia obey?
The Casket game introduces the theme of Father-Child love.  Portia’s father created a game of riddles with the chests of gold, silver and lead that suitors must choose from.  He wanted the right type of man to win his daughter’s hand. From the clues on the caskets this would be a man who did not place more value on material things than on affections for Portia. As put in The Merchant Session: “A man who will marry her for love and not for money”.
Interesting question within this topic: Is Bassanio “a man who will marry her for love and not for money”? 

3 - Anti-Semitism: Why was the Merchant of Venice one of the most popular plays in Nazi Germany? Is the play anti-Semitic? Is it pro-Semitic? Is it a bit of both?
How the character of Shylock is performed and perceived by the audience can change depending on directorial choices and influence of times, place and the society. For example, traditionally in Ireland, Antonio was presented as a pious man, a follower of the “one true religion”, Catholicism. The play was performed to mainly Catholic audiences and so their sympathies would often lie with Antonio as he was a representative of their faith.  In Nazi Germany, this was often shared but added to this was the hatred towards the Jewish people by the Nazi propaganda machine.  So, often in production’s during Hitler’s reign, Shylock would be portrayed extremely mean, cruel and almost demon like. This would suit perfectly the anti-Jewish propaganda, and therefore this play was widely performed during this tragic historical period.  
The question of whether Shakespeare himself was anti-Semitic or not has been long debated. Was Shakespeare prejudiced?  Or was he being very clever?  Looking closely at the play Shakespeare does show how bigoted the Christians are as they mistreat, bully and abuse Shylock. So there is no conclusive evidence towards Shakespeares’ allegiance. Ultimately, one could argue that Shakespeare does what all good playwrights do: he holds a mirror up to society and allows them to draw their own conclusions.  
As you have seen, in our production, we favour the premise that everyone in the play is prejudiced.  This allows the play to breathe as a comedy that mirrors prejudice in society by overtly mocking it with comic character portrayals.
4 - Launcelot’s Conscience: Why would Launcelot rather serve the devil than Shylock? Was this the normal view of Jews in those days?
Launcelot is a servant who doesn’t question societies prejudice against Jews but goes along with it. Shakespeare even exaggerates this, making Launcelot a comic fool. When we are first introduced to the character of Launcelot, he is having a crisis of conscience between good and evil. In this instance Shylock is compared with the devil.  Launcelot is so blinded by his prejudice that he takes the devil’s advice over Shylock’s. Also, by doing this he is condemning his soul to hell (according the beliefs of the time). 

Interesting question within this topic: What does Shakespeare’s portrayal of Launcelot tell us of the Elizabethan views of the peasantry?  

5 - Jessica’s relationship to her father: What can Jessica do? She’s living in Christian Venice with a strict Jewish father and she has just fallen in love with a Christian. 
Jessica’s love for her father is not as strong as Portia’s.  This is understandable as she’s a teenager with an authoritarian, strict and mean father. Does he show her any outward affection?  So, this girl is unhappy and looking for an escape.  Lorenzo woo’s her and she is smitten.  As she knows her father would forbid this love, she feels she has no choice but to run away. 

Maybe Jessica wouldn’t leave Shylock if she realised what a devastating effect it will have on him.  Losing his daughter is like loosing his own flesh.  Shylock becomes very bitter and this fuels his hatred for Antonio and all Christian culture.  So, the pound of flesh which was just an idea, a joke in the contract, now becomes a real retribution for his loss.

Interesting question within this topic:  What are Jessica’s motives for turning her back on her father? Is it love for Lorenzo, is it a way out of her social and religious status? Is it a mixture of both? Is it just a plot device to isolate Shylock and trigger the chain of events?
6 - Ducats, Ducats, Ducats: Everybody in the play needs money for something: Shylock for status in Christian society, Bassanio to court Portia, Jessica to elope, Lorenzo to spend it. Our Ducat song sums up the plot of The Merchant of Venice by showing how money motivates the characters in the play.  Here it is in its entirety:

The Ducat Song

Chorus:  Du-u-ucats, ducats, ducats, yeah etc.

Portia: Bassanio does seek my fair hand

But he’s got no money got no land

To get clear of all the debts he owes

He goes to his friend Antonio

Bassanio: I need…
Chorus:  Du-u-ucats, ducats, ducats, yeah etc.

Antonio: You’re my best friend through n through

Try what my credit in Venice can do.

Chorus:  Du-u-ucats, ducats, ducats, yeah etc.

Shylock: Three thousand ducats is a good round sum

But Bassanio I hear you’re a bum

I’ll take no interest but need security

Antonio’s good for pound of fleshy!
Chorus:  Du-u-ucats, ducats, ducats, yeah etc.

Antonio: Rumours in Venice sail on the winds

They say all my ships have been binned

Shylock wants what it says in the bond

To cut out my heart of which I’m fond

Antonio, Bassanio & Portia:  Shylock don’t you see

He’s no enemy

Revenge do not seek

Turn the other cheek

Take these!

Chorus: Du-u-ucats, ducats, ducats, yeah etc.

Shylock:  You aim to teach Christian Charity...but

I can’t get work in a month of Sunnis 

I have no choice but lend for a fee

But Antonio lends money free 
So I say:  F.... it!
Chorus: Du-u-ucats, ducats, ducats, yeah etc.
Shylock:  I just say F.... it!
Chorus: Stop it!
7 - Leah’s Wedding Ring: Who is Leah?  What does the ring symbolize?  Why is it introduced by Shakespeare?  Is Shylock only interested in money?
There isn’t much information about Leah in the play but we are told she was Shylock’s wife. It has to be assumed that she had passed away.  Fond memories of Shylock’s beloved Leah are crystallised through the ring.  However in Act III Scene V, Jessica talks to Launcelot and blames her father and dead mother for her current situation as a Jew (edited out in The Merchant Session).
So, when Shylock hears from Tubal that the ring was sold for a pet monkey, it hurts him to the core. Not only cause of his love for Leah, but also because of Jessica’s disrespect for her mother’s memory. 

The ring allows the audience to see the human side of Shylock. In this scene Shylock shares with the audience his grief over the loss of his daughter, his money, and the ring which signifies the love he still has for his wife.  Everything he has ever cared for is now gone. He’s truly alone now.  This embitters Shylock and puts him on the course to take a literal pound of flesh from Antonio.
Interesting question within this topic: What does the play tell us of Jessica’s view of her mother? 
8 - The Role of Women:  The society of Merchant of Venice is a patriarchal one.  Men rule the roost. This is represented in the play by both Portia and Jessica’s submission to their father’s wishes. Portia does what is expected from a daughter in those days. She has no choice but to marry according to her father’s plans. Jessica rebels against her father’s commands and ultimately leaves, but this doesn’t free her from a society dictated by men. She is to follow her husband Lorenzo now.   Portia is able to succeed within the constraints of the society. Jessica is able to succeed by breaking the constraints.  
The theme of women dressing as men occurs repeatedly during the play. Why? The rights of men were denied to women. So, to take action during the play women disguise themselves in manly garb.  Two examples:

1. Women wouldn’t be allowed into a court of law and even if they had been allowed they wouldn’t have been listened. Portia disguises herself as a lawyer to help saving Antonio and succeeds doing so thanks to her cleverness and her ability to outwit Shylock. 
2. Jessica disguises herself when she elopes with Lorenzo because if she walked the streets at night as a woman she would have been stopped.
Interesting question: Do you think there is any particular reason why Shakespeare chose to make the character of Portia the most clever in this play? 
9 - Mercy and Justice: Is Mercy practiced as it is preached in the play?  Is the verdict against Shylock merciful? Is it fair? Is justice equal for all in Venice?
It could be argued that when Shylock didn’t show any mercy to Antonio he lost any chance of mercy for himself.  Therefore, he should consider himself lucky that Antonio let him keep half his wealth.

In terms of justice Shylock was using the law because he was hoping for equal treatment in the court.  But that didn’t work out. In Venice, there was a Christian court and Jews didn’t have the same rights as Christians in it. Shylock was lucky enough to be left alive. He could have been put to death for plotting to take the life of a Venetian citizen. 

So, it would be fair to say that more often than not in the play, religion is used as a weapon to discriminate, exclude and persecute and not as a tool for spiritual enlightenment.
The idea of Christian mercy is unfamiliar to Shylock.  He is a follower of the Old Testament. Orthodox Jewish people (as Shylock was) are very strict with their rules, and like Justice over all. They follow the path of retribution: An eye for an eye. 
Whereas Christians like Antonio, follow the New Testament. What is emphasized in this text is the spirit of the law rather than the exact letter of the law.  In other words, law is mitigated with compassion and mercy.  Turn the other cheek.

Famous and useful quotes from the Merchant of Venice: 
“I hold the world but as the world, Gratiano, A stage, where every man must play a part;
And mine a sad one.” Antonio, Act I, scene 1.
“The devil can cite scripture for his purpose”Antonio, Act I, scene 3.

“I like not fair terms and a villain's mind”, Bassanio Act I, scene 3.
“Mislike me not for my complexion”, Morocco, Act II, scene 1.
 
“It is a wise father that knows his own child”. Shylock, Act II, scene 2.

“...In the twinkling of an eye”.  Launcelot, Act II, scene. 2.
 
“All that glisters is not gold.” Portia, Act II, scene 7.
“But love is blind, and lovers cannot see
The pretty follies that themselves commit.” Jessica, Act II, scene 6.
“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?” Shylock, Act III, scene 1.
“The villany you teach me I will execute, and it shall go hard, but I will better the instruction.” Shylock, Act III, Scene 1

“The quality of mercy is not strained”,  Portia, Act IV, scene 1
Shakespeare’s Contribution to the English Language
Shakespeare is credited by the Oxford English Dictionary with the introduction of nearly 3,000 worlds into the English language.  It doesn’t mean that he created them all but that his works were the earliest citation.
Below is small list of words and phrases from Shakespeare’s plays. Many widely used today:

Words:

· Accommodation

· Amazement

· Apostrophe

· Assassination

· Auspicious

· Bloody

· Bump

· Critic

· Critical

· Dwindle

· Exposure

· Generous

· Gloomy

· Hurry

· Invulnerable

· Laughable

· Lonely

· Misplaced

· Monumental

· Multitudinous

· Obscene

· Pious

· Premeditated

· Radiance

· Road

· Sanctimonious

· Sportive

· Suspicious

Phrases:

· all that glitters isn't gold

· as dead as a doornail

· break the ice

· catch a cold

· clothes make the man

· disgraceful conduct

· eaten out of house and home

· elbowroom

· fair play

· foregone conclusion

· heart of gold

· heartsick

· hot-blooded

· housekeeping

· in stitches

· in the twinkling of an eye

· it's Greek to me

· laughing stock

· leapfrog

· long-haired

· method in his madness

· mind's eye

· naked truth

· neither a borrower nor a lender be

· neither here nor there

· send him packing

· sorry sight

· to be or not to be

· to thine own self be true

· too much of a good thing

· vanish into thin air

· wear one's heart on one's sleeve
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