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Director’s Note

The Merchant of Venice is a fairy tale for grown-ups, with the message that if
you treat men like beasts they may turn into monsters. It has much to do with
money, love, and hate. Money and hate, for the hardness of hearts, are sub-
ject to the law. But mercy is above justice, and love must learn to “‘give and

hazard all.”
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by Eric Samuelsen and Charles Metten
Director: Charles Metten

.The dramatic story of the Prophet Joseph Smith’'s powerful effect upon the
jaitor’'s family at Liberty, Missouri, in the winter of 1838-1839.

October 23,24,25,28,29,30,31, November 1,3,4,5,6,7,8, at 8:00 p.m. in the
Margetts Arena Theatre. Tickets on sale October 13 at the Pardoe Box Office.
Matinee performance Monday, November 3, 430 p.m.

SIARCHILD

by Doug Stewart and Gay Beeson
Director: Harold Oakes

Elder Kessler and Elder Green of Saturday’s Warrior fame return to BYU from
their missions to look for what all returned missionaries look for. . . and in
doing so meet a variety of interesting characters.

November 20,21,22,25,26,27, 28,29, December 1,2,3,4,5,6, at 8:00 p.m. in
the Margetts Arena Theatre. Tickets on sale November 10 at the Pardoe Box
Office.

Matinee performance Monday, December 1, 4:30 p.m.

Christmas Carol

by Charles Dickens {adapted by Baizley)
Director: Robert Stoddard

A new and refreshing improvised approach to the time-honored: story of
Scrooge and his world at Christmas time.

November 20,21,22,25,26,27,28,29, December 1,2,3,4,5,6, at 8:00 p.m. in_
the Pardoe Theatre. Tickets on sale November 10 at the Pardoe Box Office.
Matinee performance Menday, December 1, 4:30 p.m.




THE MERCHANT OF VENICE

Notes by David E. Jones
Professor of Theatre, University of Utah

In the central body of his plays, say roughly Merchant of Venice
through Antony and Cleopatra, Shakespeare is very much concerned
with delineating the two main attitudes that human beings take up to-
wards reality. One is closed or restrictive: it excludes a great deal of
reality to make it possible to schematize the rest in a way that gives
one a sense of control. The other is open or expansive: it tries to in-
clude as much as possibie of the spectrum of awareness even at the
risk of functioning less efficiently. Eventually, of course, the human
being must take a stand against the flux of experience. But the sec-

“ond attitude involves putting this off as long as possible. From this
point of view, the closed man conceptualizes reality too soon, re-
duces the enormity of human awareness to neat and tidy concepts
which look ridiculous in the face of that enormity, though this does
allow him to create a palpable order in his life. The open man takes
the risk of seeming disorganized in the trust that a deeper, more or-
ganic order, an order which is the very nature of reality, will eventu-
ally reveal itself. What he wants above all is to remain responsive to
the mystery of being.

The Merchant of Venice is the first of Shakespeare's plays in which
the contrast between these attitudes is central. Shylock represents
the restrictive attitude as it was fostered by the commercial ethos
which had grown up since the Reformation. The old system of feudal
onaltles in which public relationships were based upon personal ser-
vice was being replaced by a system in which public relationships
were dominated by money. Usury had been forbidden by the me-
dieval Church, and, because Christians could not engage in it, it had
passed into the hands of the Jews. Thus it is a historical accident that




Shakespeare took a Jew as the most obvious representative of the
restrictive ethos. The racial question, though. it has played a large
part in commentary on the play, has a very small part in Elizabethan
life. But the commercial ethos, and the restrictive attitude it always
tends to embody (*'It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a
needle than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God,” Mark
10:25) was becoming increasingly prominent in that life. And it was
this trend that Shakespeare was dramatizing rather than any racial
characteristic.

What Shakespeare seems to have depior'ed was that human rela-
tionships should ever take second place to monetary gain:

When did friendship take
A breed for barren metal of his friend? (1.ii.128-9)

Shylock would seem 1o Be concerned about his money rather than
his daughter:

| would my daughter were dead at my feet, and the ducats
in her coffin! (11.i.94)

The vindictiveness of the man glimpsed here finds full expression
in his plot against Antonio. It is typical of one who evaluates every-
thing in terms of what can be measured that he should take his stand
upon the letter of the law. The Elizabethans supposed that the prin-

"ciple of retaliation, of strict justice (*'an eye for an eye, a tooth for a
tooth”) was basic to the Old Testament in contradistinction to the
principle of forgiveness, of mercy, which was basic to the New Testa-
ment. And Shakespeare saw Shylock as living by the ideas of the Old
Testament. Shylock’s character becomes more and more inhuman as
he insists upon the letter of the bond.

Eventually, Shylock stands alone, isolated by his attitude. But An-
tonio, his intended victim, is a member of a firmly linked group of -
friends and lovers: Bassanio-Gratiano-Solanio-Salerio-Lorenzo-
Portia-Nerissa. For him, and the rest of this group, personal relation-
ships come before everything, and money has no value except in-
sofar as it furthers those relationships. Antonio is a merchant, but a
merchant-adventurer who takes risks. Shylock refers to him as “the
prodigal Christian’* (Il.v.16) and he certainly obeys Christ’s injunction
to take no thought for the morrow; ‘he leaves the future to God,
whereas Shylock prides himself on his “‘thrift,” on his cleverness in
safeguarding the future. . . . Antonio does not calculate, but is willing
to risk all for his friend.




To Shylock's Old Testament ethic (as the Elizabethan saw it} is op-
posed the New Testament emphasis on the spirit rather than the let-
ter of the law ("'The letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life”") and on
mercy rather than justice {"'Judge not lest ye be judged’). Mercy in-
volves an awareness of the precious uniqueness of the individual
which the impartiality of justice necessarily ignores. It is an attribute
to God himself’”’ because, as Creator, he most fully appreciates the
uniqgue identity with which he has endowed each of his ¢reatures,
The antithesis between mercy and justice grows to a sharp con-
frontation in the trial scene, where Portia, as spokesman for the atti-
tude of the Antonio group, pleads with Shylock:

Though justice be thy piea, consider this,

That, in the course of justice, none of us

Should see salvation; we do pray for mercy,

And that same prayer doth teach us all to render
The deeds of mercy, (IV.i.197-201)

referring, presumably, to the. Lord’'s Prayer: “Forgive us our tres-
passes, as we forgive those that trespass against us.”” But Shylock
insists on justice, and finds himself caught in his own trap.

Shylock leaves the court a lonely and broken figure. Antonio’s
group can return to Belmont, where harmony prevails, literally as well
as figuratively. There, a brilliant, starlit night puts Lorenzo in mind of
the music of the spheres, which was for the Elizabethans a logical
consequence of the orderliness of the Creation:

Such harmony is in immortal souls,
But while this muddy vesture of decay
Doth grossly close it in, we cannot hear it. (V.i.63-5)

But if we cannot hear that divinely implanted harmony, we can hear
the sensuous equivalent of it and find ourselves “'in tune with the in-
finite.”” Indeed,

The man that hath no music in himself,

Nor is hot moved with concord of sweet sounds,
Is fit far treasons, stratagems and spoils.

The motions of his spirit are dull as night

And his affections dark as Erebus:

Let no such man be trusted. (V.i.83-88)

So Shylock, the man who instructed his daughter to W"Stop [his]
house's ears’” against the music of the masque (Il.v.34} is put into




perspective. In excluding himself from the harmony of human fellow-
ship, he finds himself in danger of the dark loneliness of Hell.

The other phases of the play are all linked to some aspect of the
central antithesis in an integration which is a mark of the mature
Shakespeare. The caskets story, for example, illustrates the truth that
love is total and unconditional surrender of the self: "“Who chooseth
me must give and hazard all he hath.”

Not only does Shakespeare exemplify the two attitudes to reality,
he creates two worlds embodying them—the world of Shylock in Ven-
ice and the world of Portia at Belmont. The story of Lorenzo and
Jessica links those two worlds and demonsirates that temperament,
not race, is at the root of the difference between them. The low com-
edy of Launcelot Gobbo presents a burlesque, but nonetheless basi-
cally serious, version of the choice between them. And it is he who
sums up the difference when he says to his new master, Bassanio:

The old proverb'is very will parted between my master
Shylock and you, sir: you have the Grace of God, sir,
and he hath enough. (I1.ii.158-60)

| have presented the contrast quite as starkly as Launcelot. But, in
fact, Shakespeare softens the antithesis between the two ways of life
by such touches of feeling in Shylock as that suggesting that he has
deteriorated since the time when he felt genuine affection for his
wife-to-be (IIl.i.113-16) and by such flaws in the Christians as their
spitefulness to the Jews (1.iii. 103-26).

Sophisticated critics have argued that Shakespeare “‘doesn’t take
sides,”” and indeed a dramatist’s value consists very largely in his not
taking sides at all obviously. Above all other writers, the dramatist has
to remain ‘“‘open,’’ has to identify with the different, even dia-
metrically opposed, points of view of his characters. in the last resort,
of course, a human being cannot escape preferences and pre-
judices. But a writer's, especially a dramatist’s, greatness consists in
large part in deferring judgment as long as possible; breadth and
depth of sympathy preclude snap judgments. At the same time, a
writer's greatness consists in the quality of judgment he ultimately
makes. So although a dramatist’'s point of view is not to be isolated in
any one character or any one statement, it does inevitably reveal it-
self in the whole movement of the play. Thus, in The Merchant of
Venice, Shylock eventually shrinks away into seclusion, whereas the
Antonio group expands in a life-giving interchange.




