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OZET

CAGLAYAN MAZANOGLU, Emine Seda. Shakespeare’in Problem Oyunlarma Yeniden
Bakis: The Merchant of Venice (Venedik Taciri), Hamlet ve Measure for Measure (Kisasa
Kisas). Doktora Tezi, Ankara, 2017.

Julius Caesar (1599), Hamlet (1599-1601), All’s Well That Ends Well (Yeter ki Sonu Lyi
Bitsin) (1601-1602), Troilus and Cressida (Troilus ve Cressida) (1603), Measure for
Measure (Kisasa Kisas) (1603), Antony and Cleopatra (Antonius ve Kleopatra) (1607) ve
Timon of Athens (Atinali Timon) (1607-1608), “problem oyunlar1”, “karanlik komediler”,
“trajikomediler” ve “problem komedileri” olarak adlandirilmistir. Shakespeare’in bu
oyunlart problem yapan oOzellikler on yedinci yiizyildan bu yana elestirmenler ve
akademisyenler tarafindan farkli agilardan ele alinmakta ve tartisilmaktadir. Her elestirmen
ve akademisyen, isimlendirme, siniflandirma ve ortaya atilan sorularin cesitliligi
bakimindan, Shakespeare’in problem oyunlar1 alanina yeni bir boyut getirmistir. Ayrica,
edebi tiirde belirsizlik, seyirciyi/okuyucuyu tatmin etmeyen belirsiz son, karakterdeki
problemler ve seyircinin/okuyucunun yorumuna birakilan 6zellikle ahlaki sorularin ortaya
atilmas1 bu oyunlarin farkli 6zellikleri olarak ele alinmistir. Oyunlarin karanlik bir havaya
sahip olmasina Shakespeare’in kisisel hayatinda yasadigi problemlerin mi, yoksa donemin
tarihsel baglaminin mi etkisi oldugu elestirmenler ve akademisyenler tarafindan tartisilmistir.
Bu tezin amaci, The Merchant of Venice, Hamlet ve Measure for Measure oyunlarini,
problem oyunu olarak incelemektir. Bu baglamda, Birinci B6liim’de, The Merchant of
Venice, karakterdeki ve edebi tiirle ilgili problemler agisindan analiz edilmektedir. Ikinci
Béliim’de, Hamlet, karakterdeki problem bakimindan tartisiimaktadir. Ugiincii Béliim’de ise
Measure for Measure, adaletin saglanamamasi baglaminda ve edebi tiirle ilgili problemler
acisindan incelenmektedir. Ayrica, bu tez, The Merchant of Venice, Hamlet ve Measure for
Measure oyunlarini sirasiyla yazildiklart donemlerdeki dini baglamda, siyasi baglamda ve
adalet anlayis1 cercevesinde incelemeyi amaglamaktadir. Ozellikle Kralice 1. Elizabeth
doneminin sonunda, Kral I. James’in yonetiminin basinda ortaya ¢ikan dini, siyasi ve hukuki

konulardaki sorunlarin bu oyunlardaki kasvetli havay1 yarattigi savunulmaktadir. Ayrica,



baglama ait bu sorunlar, her bdliimde ele alinan problemin ortaya ¢ikisina ya da gelisimine
zemin hazirlamaktadir. Bu anlamda, The Merchant of Venice oyununun dini baglami
agisindan Ingiltere’deki Yahudi tarihi ele alinmistir. Hamlet oyununda, veliaht sorunu ve
Essex Ayaklanmasi politik baglam agisindan ¢alisilmistir. Son olarak, Measure for Measure
oyununda, Kral I. James yonetiminin ilk yillarinda adaletin yerini bulmamasina neden olan
otoriter rejim ve yasalarin uygulanmasinda karsilagilan sorunlar siyasi ve hukuki baglam

acgisindan incelenmistir.

Anahtar Sozciikler: William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, Hamlet, Measure for
Measure, problem oyunlari, edebi tiirle ilgili problem, karakterdeki problem, oyunun sonu

ile ilgili problem, dini baglam, siyasi baglam, hukuki baglam



ABSTRACT

CAGLAYAN MAZANOGLU, Emine Seda. Revisiting Shakespeare’s Problem Plays: The

Merchant of Venice, Hamlet and Measure for Measure, Ph.D. Thesis, Ankara, 2017.

The features which make Julius Caesar (1599), Hamlet (1599-1601), All’s Well That Ends
Well (1601-1602), Troilus and Cressida (1603), Measure for Measure (1603), Antony and
Cleopatra (1607) and Timon of Athens (1607-1608) were called “problem plays”, “dark
comedies”, “tragi-comedies” and “problem comedies”. Shakespeare’s problem plays have
been discussed by critics and scholars from different perspectives since the seventeenth
century. Each critic and scholar brought a new dimension to the field of Shakespeare’s
problem plays in terms of naming, categorisation and types of questions which are raised.
Various aspects of these plays such as generic ambiguity, uncertain endings which did not
satisfy the audience/readers, character issues and the presentation of particularly moral issues
that have been left to the interpretation of the audience/readers were emphasised. In addition,
whether Shakespeare suffered similar problems in his personal life or whether the historical
background of the time was influential on the gloomy atmosphere of these plays were
discussed by the critics and scholars. This dissertation aims at studying The Merchant of
Venice (1596-1598), Hamlet and Measure for Measure as Shakespeare’s problem plays. In
this regard, in Chapter I, The Merchant of Venice is analysed in terms of the problems with
reference to character and genre. In Chapter Il, Hamlet is discussed with regard to the
problem in character. Lastly, in Chapter 111, Measure for Measure is studied in relation to the
problems regarding the abuse of justice, and genre. Furthermore, this dissertation aims at
analysing The Merchant of Venice, Hamlet and Measure for Measure respectively within the
religious, political and legal contexts of the periods in which they were written. It is argued
that the problems in religious, political and legal affairs, particularly, in the last years of
Elizabeth I’s reign and at the beginning of James I’s rule influenced the bleak tone of these
three plays. These problems related to the context also establish the ground for the emergence
and/or the development of the particular problem dealt with in each chapter. In this sense,

the history of the Jewish people in England is dealt with within the religious context of The



Xi

Merchant of Venice. In Hamlet the succession problem and the Essex Rebellion are studied
as the political context. Lastly, in Measure for Measure, the authoritarian rule which results
in the abuse of justice and the problems in the enforcement of law in the early years of James

I’s rule are analysed within the political and legal context.

Key Words: William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, Hamlet, Measure for Measure,
problem plays, problem in genre, problem in character, problem in ending, religious context,

political context, legal context
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INTRODUCTION

Shakespeare’s problem plays are different from his history plays, romantic comedies,
tragedies and romances as they cannot be placed in either of these groups. Along with
the generic ambiguity, these plays raise various questions in the minds of the
audience/readers and leave them unanswered. In addition, the endings are problematic
as they are not satisfactory but ambiguous. Also they can be problematic because of
character, plot and themes. Various Shakespearean scholars and critics have defined and
analysed the term problem play, and categorised for different reasons different plays of

Shakespeare as problem plays throughout the centuries.

The critics and scholars who studied Julius Caesar (1599), Hamlet (1599-1601), All’s
Well That Ends Well (1601-1602), Troilus and Cressida (1603), Measure for Measure
(1603), and Antony and Cleopatra (1607) before the late nineteenth century commented
on the problems in these plays, but they did not label them as problem plays. The views
of these critics and scholars and the reasons they set for the problematic nature of the
above-mentioned plays will be reviewed in chronological order. In The Mirror of
Martyes (1601) John Weever emphasises that the changing attitude of the Roman
people in Julius Caesar is problematic. For Weever, the Romans do not commit
themselves to a cause, but they are easily impressed and change their opinions, hence
they are unreliable (gtd. in Salgado 22). In Troilus and Cressida, Or, Truth Found too
Late. A Tragedy ... To Which is Prefix’'d, A Preface Containing the Grounds of Criticism
in Tragedy (1679) John Dryden puts forth that Troilus and Cressida is problematic in
terms of the text and the characters. The texts of the play published by the actors and the
publishers after Shakespeare’s death are not divided into acts and are incorrect (qtd. in
Vickers, vol.1 250). Furthermore, for Dryden, the two characters, Pandarus and
Thersites are problematic. Though these two characters initially dominate the play
through their acts and speeches, they lose their impact towards the end of the play (qtd.
in Vickers, vol.1 250). On the other hand, in 4 Short View of Tragedy: It’s Original



Excellency, and Corruption. With Some Reflections on Shakespeare, and other
Practitioners for the Stage (1693) Thomas Rymer argues that there is a problem about
the presentation of the historical figures such as Brutus, Cicero and Caesar in Julius
Caesar. For Rymer, these characters are “the noblest Romans” (148), and Shakespeare
devalues them in his representation as he “sins not against Nature and Philosophy only,
but against the most known History” (148). Charles Gildon comments on All’s Well
That Ends Well in Remarks on the Plays of Shakespeare (1710) and asserts that the plot
of the play is problematic as there are various inconsistencies between the first and the
second parts of the play which are set in France and in Italy, respectively (qgtd. in
Vickers, vol.2 244). For Gildon, A4/l’s Well That Ends Well “can’t be call’d natural”
(244) as the story of the play is far-fetched. Two critics in the eighteenth century,
George Stubbes and George Steevens emphasise the problems in Hamlet without
assigning the play to the category of problem play. While Stubbes points at the
problems in the scenes of Ophelia’s madness in Some Remarks on the Tragedy of
Hamlet (1736), and finds them “shocking” (qtd. in Vickers, vol.3 61), Steevens
expresses his discontent with the variety in Hamlet in his letter to David Garrick in 1771
(qtd. in Vickers, vol.5 456). Steevens expresses that there are both comic and tragic
elements in the play; however, Steevens calls it a problem: “This play of Shakespeare,
in particular, resembles a looking glass exposed for sale, which reflects alternatively the
funeral and the puppet-show, the venerable beggar soliciting charity, and the blackguard
rascal picking a pocket” (qtd. in Vickers, vol.5 456). In addition, Samuel Johnson finds
Measure for Measure and Troilus and Cressida problematic as the former is the darkest
play of Shakespeare (qtd. in Halliday, Shakespeare and His Critics 238), and in the
latter, Shakespeare is not successful at displaying his dramatic skills and imagination
(gtd. in Woudhuysen 235).

Moreover, August Willhelm von Schlegel, in his lecture, A Course of Lectures on
Dramatic Art and Literature which he delivered in Vienna in 1808, puts forward that
Antony and Cleopatra and Hamlet embody various problems. In Antony and Cleopatra,
the inconsistencies in Antony’s character are problematic for though Antony enjoys a
debauched life with Cleopatra in Egypt, he also feels ashamed of this kind of life and

finds it immoral (qtd. in Bate 262). Moreover, the nature of the relation between Antony



and Cleopatra is open to question because Antony, despite his noble features, easily
yields to Cleopatra (qtd. in Bate 263). As for Hamlet, it is an obscure play which does
not provide the audience/readers with particular solutions (gtd. in Bate 370-371). Lastly,
in a lecture to the St Andrew’s Club for Women in 1839, Julia Wedgwood presents
similar remarks to those of Thomas Rymer’s, and states that “[t]he representation of the
world’s greatest statesman by the world’s greatest poet” (qtd. in Thompson and Roberts
217) in Julius Caesar is problematic. In this sense, she argues that Shakespeare features
Caesar’s physical and moral deficiencies along with his arrogance, but ignores his

strength and virtues.

After the late nineteenth century, Edward Dowden in Shakspere: His Mind and Art
(1875), Frederick S. Boas in Shakspere and his Predecessors (1896), William Witherle
Lawrence in Shakespeare’s Problem Comedies (1931), E.M.W. Tillyard in
Shakespeare’s Problem Plays (1951), Arthur Percival Rossiter in Angel with Horns
(1961), Peter Ure in The Problem Plays (1961), Ernest Schanzer in The Problem Plays
of Shakespeare (1963), Richard P. Wheeler in Shakespeare’s Development and the
Problem Comedies: Turn and Counter-Turn (1981), Northrop Frye in The Myth of
Deliverance: Reflections on Shakespeare’s Problem Comedies (1983), Vivian Thomas
in The Moral Universe of Shakespeare’s Problem Plays (1987), Richard Hillman in
William Shakespeare: The Problem Plays (1993), Nicholas Marsh in Shakespeare:
Three Problem Plays (2003), and Edward L. Risden in Shakespeare and the Problem
Play: Complex Forms, Crossed Genres and Moral Quandaries (2012) discuss the
naming, classification, the questions that are raised and characteristics of some of
Shakespeare’s problem plays. Moreover, they focus on the plays which should be
included in or excluded from this category. In this regard, the chief features which make
a play ‘problem play’ have aroused controversy among the aforementioned scholars and
critics. Though there have been some similarities in their opinions, there are also
differences in their remarks on the naming, categorisation and characteristics of
Shakespeare’s problem plays. Robert Ornstein comments on the purpose of the diverse
critical opinions about the designation and characteristics of Shakespeare’s problem

plays along with the ambiguous nature of these plays as follows:



The ability of the problem comedies to polarize critical opinion raises questions not
only about the plays themselves but also about the theories and assumptions which
underlie conflicting interpretations. For example, are the problem comedies
ambiguous because of the failure of Shakespeare’s art? Or are they deliberately and
necessary ambiguous because they deal with acts, motives and dedications which
are at once ideal and impure? Or do they seem ambiguous only because the
aesthetic, ethical, and psychological assumptions of modern critics lead them to
discover ironies and ambivalences which Shakespeare never intended?
(Introduction viii)

As it may be understood from Ornstein’s words, the variety of the opinions of the
scholars and critics on Shakespeare’s problem plays poses questions not only about the
nature of these plays but also about the cause of such diversity. In this sense, | will
present the discussions of the aforementioned scholars and critics on the issue of the
naming of Shakespeare’s problem plays along with the categorisation and the questions
which are posed, and the relation between problem plays and Shakespeare’s biography,
the common characteristics of problem plays while presenting my own comments and

arguments on the points discussed.

In the Preface to the Third Edition in Shakspere: A Critical Study of His Mind and Art
(1881), Edward Dowden classifies 4/l’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and Cressida and
Measure for Measure as “Later Comedy” and defines them as “[s]erious, [d]ark,
[i]ronical” plays (x). Moreover, in Dowden’s words, Measure for Measure “is dark and
bitter” while All’s Well That Ends Well “is grave and earnest” and Troilus and Cressida
is “strange and difficult” (vi). Furthermore, though Dowden does not classify Timon of
Athens as a later comedy of Shakespeare, he asserts that there is similarity between
Timon of Athens and Troilus and Cressida in terms of darkness in tone and content.
Dowden puts forth the resemblance between the two plays taking into consideration
Troilus’s frustrated trust in Cressida. Dowden calls Troilus and Cressida a “comedy of
disillusion” (viii) and comments on the content of Timon of Athens as follows: “Timon
has a lax benevolence and shallow trust in the goodness of men; he is undeceived, and
bitterly turns away from the whole human race in a rage of disappoinment” (viii). It may
be argued that both Troilus and Timon are deceived by the people they depend on and in
frustration lose their faith in humanity. Another play Dowden compares to A/l’s Well
That Ends Well, Troilus and Cressida, Measure for Measure and Timon of Athens with

regards to the darkness in tone is Hamlet (1602). Dowden does not assign Hamlet to a



certain category. Though Dowden classifies Hamlet as a “Middle Tragedy” (x), he
points at the obscurity of the play which “[i]n point of style [...] stands midway
between [Shakespeare’s] early and his latest works” (111). Morever, Dowden also
refers to the uncertainty of the issues dealt with in Hamlet, which leads to ambiguity at
the end of the play because the questions posed in the play are open to the interpretation
of the audience/readers. According to Dowden, Hamlet is a riddle, hence it is and will
be impossible to explain the play thoroughly due to the diversity of meanings the play
offers (112). Dowden further argues that Hamlet is “Shakespeare’s profoundest and
most sympathetic psychological study” (42). Dowden also asserts that Shakespeare’s
main concern for all the plays he wrote after Hamlet was “the deep insoluble questions
suggested by human character and destiny” (42). In this sense, according to Dowden, in
his dark comedies Shakespeare poses questions, but leaves them unanswered.
Therefore, it may be deduced that Dowden points at the darkness in tone and of the
issues dealt with in 4/l’s Well That Ends Well, Hamlet, Troilus and Cressida, Measure
for Measure and Timon of Athens along with the ambiguous questions posed in Hamlet.
However, he does not classify these plays as a particular group, and defines their
distinctness from Shakespeare’s comedies, tragedies, histories and romances by using

the term “dark”.

Frederick S. Boas is the first critic who uses the term ‘problem play’ which he
appropriates from nineteenth century drama, especially from the plays of Henrik Ibsen
and George Bernard Shaw, to refer to Hamlet, All’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and
Cressida and Measure for Measure. Though Boas does not openly state the reason for
calling the aforementioned plays problem plays, he refers to the problematic issues in
the structure of these plays and asserts that the best way to address them is to use the
term ‘problem’ as follows: “[...] as in A/l’s Well That Ends Well and Measure for
Measure, the complications are outwardly adjusted in the fifth act. In Troilus and
Cressida and Hamlet no such partial settlement of difficulties takes place, and we are
left to interpret their enigmas as best we may” (Shakspere 345). Vivian Thomas, in this
sense, also argues that Boas uses the term ‘problem’ for some of Shakespeare’s plays
merely for the sake of the term. She asserts that Boas does not use the term due to the

close relationship between the plays of Ibsen or Shaw and those of Shakespeare’s but



because of the convenience of using that particular term for the plays which cause
problems in categorisation (2-3). Simon Barker points at all the critics and scholars who
use the term ‘problem play’ and asserts that the plays called problem plays are variable,
and that the critics need to use the term ‘problem play’ to differentiate them from the
classifications whose structures and contents are more definite like tragedy, comedy,
history play, or romance (2-3). According to Srinivasa lyengar, without drawing
parallels between Shakespeare and Ibsen, Boas thinks that both playwrights have “the
same tormented restlessness in mind and the same rottenness of sophistication — and so
he concluded that these so very unconventional plays needed to be grouped separately”

(Shakespeare 380).

George Bernard Shaw also highlights Shakespeare’s being ahead of his time as a
playwright in the Preface to Plays: Pleasant and Unpleasant as he refers to All’s Well
That Ends Well, Measure for Measure and Troilus and Cressida which he calls
“unpopular plays” (xxii). Shaw emphasises the fact that with these plays, “we find
[Shakespeare] ready and willing to start at the nineteenth century if the seventeenth
would only let him” (xxii). Therefore, Shaw indicates clearly that the aforementioned
plays are different from Shakespeare’s other plays in different genres, and it is

necessary and fundamental to treat them differently.

Furthermore, Boas highlights the difficulty of labelling these plays as comedy, tragedy,
romance, or history play as follows: “Dramas so singular in theme and temper cannot be
strictly called comedies or tragedies. We may therefore borrow a convenient phrase
from the theatre of today and class them together as Shakespeare’s problem-plays”
(Shakspere 345). Hence, it may be said that Boas refers to the variety in content and
structure of these plays. He asserts that categorising them as either tragedy or comedy

limits their contents and structures as there are both tragic and comic elements in them.

Boas’s remarks on the contents of Hamlet, All’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and
Cressida and Measure for Measure are broader than those of Dowden’s. Boas focuses
on the problems suffered by the societies presented, the feelings created in the

audience/readers, and the unsettled issues at the end of these problem plays. For Boas,



the societies reflected in problem plays are degenerate, which affects the psychological
and mental health of the people, and complex problems created in these societies require
unusual means to reach a solution (Shakspere 45). As a matter of fact, Boas stresses the
problems the societies presented in Hamlet, All’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and
Cressida and Measure for Measure embody. It may be argued that in All's Well That
Ends Well the collapse in Rousillion because of the illness of the King and the wars, in
Troilus and Cressida the decadence in Troy due to the long-standing war between the
Trojans and the Greeks and the conflicts among the Trojan and Greek heroes strengthen
Boas’s argument. In 4//’s Well That Ends Well, the King’s ill health at the beginning of
the play and the Tuscan wars between “[t]he Florentines and Senoys” (Lii.1) in which
the French nobles are expected to be a party, indicate that the people of Rousillion
endure various problems. The King’s illness is presented at the opening of the play as
Countess of Rousillion asks, “[w]hat hope is there of his Majesty’s amendment?”
(Li.11). Lafew’s answer demonstrates that there is no hope for the King until Helena’s
intervention: “He hath abandoned his physicians, madam, under whose practices he hath
persecute time with hope, and finds no other advantage in the process but only the
losing of hope by time” (1.i.12-15). In Troilus and Cressida, the war caused by the
abduction of Helen by Paris signals the problems encountered in Troy. In this regard,
the heavy losses of Troy may be clearly seen in Hector’s following speech in the
council in Troy: “Let Helen go: / Since the first sword was drawn about this question, /
[...]/ If we have lost so many tenths of ours, / To guard a thing not ours nor worth to us”
(11ii.17-22). In addition, as Boas further puts forth, “[...] throughout these plays we
move along dim untrodden paths, and at the close our feeling is neither of simple joy
nor pain; we are excited, fascinated, perplexed, for the issues raised preclude a
completely satisfactory outcome [...] (Shakspere 345). Hence, Boas refers to the sense
of uneasiness aroused in the audience/readers at the end of the aforementioned plays as
it may be stated that the endings are not convincing because they leave various
questions in the minds of the audience/readers. In this respect, although All’s Well That
Ends Well ends with the marriage of Helena and Bertram, it is unclear whether they
truly love each other. Helena’s tricks throughout the play raise doubts in the minds of
the audience/readers about her intentions, which will be dealt with in detail in the
analysis of All’s Well That Ends Well. Similarly, at the end of Troilus and Cressida, on



one hand, the audience/readers have doubts about Cressida’s infidelity and question
whether she truly loves Troilus; on the other hand, they lament Hector’s tragic death
and question Achilles’s murder of Hector. Thus, while Cressida expresses her in-
betweenness while she is giving the token of Troilus to Diomedes as she says, “ *Twas
one’s that lov’d me better than you will. / But, you have it, take it” (V.ii.88-89),
Troilus’s words grieve the audience/readers as he laments Hector’s death as follows:
“He’s dead; and at the murderer’s horse’s tail, / In beastly sort, dragg’d through the
shameful field” (V.x.4-5).

As opposed to Dowden and Boas, William Witherle Lawrence excludes Hamlet, and
categorises All’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and Cressida and Measure for Measure
as Shakespeare’s problem plays. He emphasises the unity of these plays in terms of tone
and structure as he accounts for labelling the three plays as problem plays in the
following words: “While they were composed, no doubt, in alternation with other work,
they resemble each other closely in style and temper, and may be conveniently studied
together” (20). In addition, like Boas, Lawrence refers to the generic ambiguity of
problem plays, and he highlights the difficulty of classifying these plays. As Lawrence
notes, “[tlhe term ‘problem play’, then, is particularly useful to apply to those
productions which clearly do not fall into the category of tragedy, and yet are too
serious and analytic to fit the commonly accepted conception of comedy” (22). Thus, as
may be deduced from his words, Lawrence refers to the importance and necessity of
putting these plays in a new category, which is ‘problem plays’. In this sense, he also
explains the reason for excluding Hamlet from this classification in contrast to the
groupings of Dowden and Boas. According to Lawrence, if a problem play has tragic
elements, it is still possible to classify it as problem play, but if a tragedy has the
features of a problem play, it is hard to classify it as a problem play (22). To put it more
clearly, Lawrence expresses that classifying a tragedy as a problem play may create an
ambiguous and a problematic situation which Lawrence aims to avoid in his own
grouping. Therefore, Lawrence classifies Shakespeare’s problem plays considering the
genre, and therefore, Hamlet should not be classified as a problem play because it can
be definitively categorised as a tragedy. As for the questions posed in the problem

plays, Lawrence focuses on the ethical questions raised but left unanswered as follows:



The essential characteristic of a problem play, | take it, is that a perplexing and
distressing complication in human life is presented in a spirit of high seriousness.
This special treatment distinguishes such a play from other kinds of drama, in that
the theme is handled so as to arouse not merely interest or excitement, or pity or
amusement, but to probe the complicated interrelations of character and action, in a
situation admitting of different ethical interpretations. The ‘problem’ is not like one
in mathematics, to which there is a single true solution, but is one of conduct, as to
which there are no fixed and immutable laws. Often it cannot be reduced to any
formula, any one question, since human life is too complex to be so neatly
simplified. (21-22)

As indicated above, Lawrence maintains that the main subject matter of problem plays
is human life which is full of intricate and painful situations reflected in a serious tone.
Moreover, human experiences presented in the plays do not only create a sense of
wonder and pity in the audience/readers but also provoke moral questions on both the
nature of the character and her/his actions. Rossiter supports Lawrence’s opinions
related to the questions in the problem plays and says: “Lawrence’s discussion has the
great merit of containing a precise, clear, and, above all, an acceptable definition of
what constitutes a problem play” (3). Furthermore, like Boas, Lawrence asserts that the
problems examined in problem plays have various solutions which are all open to
diverse interpretations as there are a number of questions asked in these plays and there

are various ways to interpret these questions in relation to the complexity of human life.

E.M.W. Tillyard agrees with Dowden and Boas but differs with Lawrence as he
includes Hamlet in the category of problem plays. He also classifies All’s Well That
Ends Well, Troilus and Cressida and Measure for Measure as problem plays. First, he
evaluates the terms used by the critics like ‘dark comedies’ and ‘problem comedies’ for
All’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and Cressida and Measure for Measure, and
‘satirical comedy’ for Troilus and Cressida but he maintains that when Hamlet is

included in the group, an inclusive name, which is ‘problem play’, is necessary (9).

In addition, Tillyard expresses that he uses the term ‘problem play’ “vaguely and
equivocally; as a matter of convenience” (9) to find the best definition which fits the
plays he discusses as problem plays. He further claims that the term can be interpreted
in various ways and its scope has to be limited. Therefore, unlike Dowden, Boas and

Lawrence, he uses a comparison in order to describe the content of Shakespeare’s



10

problem plays. He compares the problem play to a problem child and states that there
are two kinds of a problem child: “[...] first the genuinely abnormal child, whom no
efforts will ever bring back to normality; and second the child who is interesting and
complex rather than abnormal” (10). In this regard, he puts 4/l’s Well That Ends Well
and Measure for Measure into the former category as these plays “are [themselves]
problems”, and cannot be normalised, but the problem of Hamlet and Troilus and
Cressida results from the “interesting problems” they present (10). Risden finds
Tillyard’s definition functional as “it opens the field for re-examination” (4) and brings
a new perspective to the study of Shakespeare’s problem plays. Thus, I also believe that
Tillyard’s definition is useful and constructive to comprehend the contents of problem
plays thoroughly. And it is also noteworthy to state that interesting and complex issues
are also dealt with in 4//’s Well That Ends Well and Measure for Measure. At the end of
All’s Well That Ends Well Helena’s ambiguous intentions and Bertram’s problematic
transformation, in Measure for Measure the choice Isabella has to make to save her
brother’s life, and Angelo’s cruel attitude towards Claudio and his abuse of the judicial
system raise various interesting and complex questions. Moreover, unlike Boas and
Lawrence, Tillyard does not explicitly clarify the nature of the problems presented in
problem plays but he reduces them to “interesting problems” (10). However, he also
touches upon the significance of the moral statements particularly in 4/l’s Well That
Ends Well and Measure for Measure. According to Tillyard, in 4/l’s Well That Ends
Well, the two French lords, and in Measure for Measure, Escalus and the Provost make
moral statements (17). On the other hand, Tillyard maintains that the way morality is
presented in Troilus and Cressida is different because “[...] the morality is not conveyed
through any one person or set of persons. It is rather choric and to be gathered from
what a number of people say when they are least themselves and most rhetorical mouth
pieces” (17). Similarly, in Hamlet, the speeches of a single character such as Horatio or
a group of characters put forward the moral messages (17). In this regard, while in A/l’s
Well That Ends Well and Measure for Measure the characters embody moral aspects
and reflect them not only in their words but also in their acts, in Hamlet and Troilus and
Cressida, the morality is merely in the words of the characters as it is not reflected in
their behaviour.
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A.P. Rossiter, as in Lawrence’s discussion of Shakespeare’s problem plays, considers
All’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and Cressida and Measure for Measure according to
the generic terms. However, he differs from Lawrence as he calls the aforementioned
plays ‘tragi-comedy’ because it is possible to argue that the feelings problem plays
create in the audience/readers develop out of “the tragi-comic view of man” (116).
Rossiter defines tragi-comedy in various ways such as “[a] refusal or failure wholly to
credit the dignity of man”, “[a]ln emphasis (comic, derisive, satiric) on human
shortcomings, even when man is engaged in great affairs”, “[a]ny trends towards
suggesting that there is usually another side to all human affairs, and that the ‘other
side’ to the serious, dignified, noble, famous and so forth, is comic”, “[a]ny trend in the
direction of expressing unhappiness, disappoinment, resentfulness or bitterness about
human life” and “[...] the stock response to [traditionally funny subjects] by-passes pain
at human shortcomings or wickedness” (116-117). Therefore, in Rossiter’s
classification of problem plays, the defects and the noble sides of man are presented
simultaneously. Furthermore, the serious and the comic intersect with each other. In this
sense, it may be deduced that as opposed to Dowden, Boas and Tillyard, Rossiter places
more emphasis on the generic ambiguity in All’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and
Cressida and Measure for Measure.

For the questions in the problem plays, Rossiter refers to the psychological and moral
problems they present. He asserts that a particular expectation has already been created
in the audience/readers by the discussions of the former Shakespearean critics and
scholars about the categorisation of All’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and Cressida
and Measure for Measure. Hence, Rossiter argues that he should consider the
inclination of the audience/readers and deal with “glooms, disillusions, moral dilemmas
and artistic perplexities, vexed questions of human psychology and behaviour” reflected
in the aforementioned problem plays (108). Moreover, Rossiter also touches upon the
ambiguity created at the end of problem plays, and he argues that they generate a
discussion about certain issues while they do not provide satisfactory solutions (128). In
other words, problem plays arouse a wide variety of challenging thoughts, but they do
not present satisfying and established endings which provide reconciliation. In

Rossiter’s words, “[t]hey are all about ‘Xs’ that do not work™ (128). In this regard,
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Rossiter illustrates his argument about the ambiguity at the end of the problem plays
through examples from the three problem plays: “Troilus and Cressida gives us a
‘tragedy-of-love’ pattern that is not tragic (nor love?); All’s Well a ‘happy ending’ that
makes us neither happy nor comfortable; Measure for Measure a ‘final solution’ that

simply does not answer the questions raised” (128).

With respect to the naming and classification of Shakespeare’s problem plays, Peter Ure
adds a new play, which is Timon of Athens, to his classification. On the other hand, Ure
keeps All’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and Cressida and Measure for Measure. Like
Boas, Lawrence and Tillyard, he also uses the term ‘problem play’ to categorise the
mentioned plays. Ure points out that Boas found similarities between particular plays of
Shakespeare and those of Ibsen’s which examine the inequalities in society and the
extent people are affected by them, and so, Ure preferred to use the term ‘problem
play’. However, though Ure does not wholly approve of this correlation, he still
supports that ‘problem play’ is the best term which can be applied to the plays in
question (7). Ure includes Timon of Athens in this category due to the lack of
compatibility between the characterisation and the action of the play, and the problems
in the presentation of moral questions. According to Ure, Shakespeare’s portrayal of the
characters in the play is weak while the action is not complicated enough, hence the
characterisation and the action do not complement and improve each other (45). In this
sense, though Shakespeare aimed to equate Timon with Othello and Lear in terms of the
characteristics of the tragic hero, the story of the play remains incapable in creating such
a powerful character (Ure 45). Moreover, as Ure argues, there is inconsistency between
the first part of the play, which, according to him, is the first three acts, and the second
part of the play, which is the last two acts. The events in the first three acts are linked to
the moral lessons on lavishness, ungratefulness and flattery and they are generalised as
it is possible for every person to be exploited by self-seeking and adulatory people.
However, in the last two acts, the main focus shifts from moral lessons towards Timon’s
experiences which are unique to him (49). In a sense, the first three acts present moral
issues that are for everybody as they illustrate the general condition and experiences of
man while the last two acts are more specific as they reflect Timon’s personal

experiences and transformation into a fierce misanthrope. In the last two acts, Timon
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hates not only all mankind but also the animals and nature, which creates a sense of
despair and astonishment in the audience/readers (50).

As regards the structure of the problem plays, Ure is mainly concerned with the
endings. They are doubtful as they give rise to multiple interpretations, and problem
plays pose intellectual questions which lead the audience/readers to speculate on the
endings (52). Moreover, the characters in problem plays act in such a way that they are
conscious of “their own fictive nature” (52), and hence, they incorporate reality and
imagination. Ure, also, asserts that the problem plays functioned as “Shakespeare’s
experiments”, and Shakespeare used what he had learned from these plays as a
playwright to write plays that were more powerful in dramatic structure and
characterisation (52). In other words, his problem plays served as a school for
Shakespeare where he developed his artistic skills. In this sense, 4/l’s Well That Ends
Well guided Shakespeare towards Measure for Measure, while Timon of Athens served

as a model for King Lear (52).

Different from all the scholars and critics mentioned above, Ernest Schanzer makes a
new classification, which Vivian Thomas defines as “a direct challenge” or “attaching
[the term problem play] to an unusual triumvirate” (10). Schanzer exludes Hamlet, 4//’s
Well That Ends Well and Troilus and Cressida from the previous group of problem
plays and instead includes Julius Caesar and Antony and Cleopatra in the
categorisation while keeping Measure for Measure. Schanzer explains the reason for
making a new categorisation in the Preface to The Problem Plays of Shakespeare (1963)

as follows:

This book has been written out of a feeling of acute dissatisfaction — which | share
with many students of Shakespeare — with the common grouping together A4//’s
Well, Measure for Measure, Troilus and Cressida, and sometimes Hamlet, as
Shakespeare’s Problem Plays. It seeks to define the term ‘problem play’ more
narrowly and precisely than has been done in the past and to apply it to a largely
different group of plays, which it seems to fit more adequately. Measure for
Measure remains, but to it added Julius Caesar and Antony and Cleopatra [...]. (ix)

With these lines, Schanzer asserts that designating A//’s Well That Ends Well, Hamlet,

Troilus and Cressida and Measure for Measure as Shakespeare’s problem plays
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narrows down the extent of the term ‘problem play’, and he considers that Julius
Caesar, Measure for Measure and Antony and Cleopatra fit the meaning of the term. In
this sense, he criticises Dowden for being “chiefly responsible for imposing [A4ll’s Well,
Troilus and Cressida and Measure for Measure as Shakespeare’s problem plays] upon
the minds of later generations, so that it has become an almost unquestioned dogma that
these three plays are to be classed and studied together” (187). According to Schanzer,
the common feature which makes Julius Caesar, Measure for Measure and Antony and
Cleopatra problem plays is the “[...] double vision and the divided, problematic
response” of the audience/readers to the main characters and incidents in the plays
(184). In Schanzer’s words, “[...] what to one side of our minds appears as [characters’]
main flaws, to another side appears as their great virtues. This seems particularly true of
Antony, but also applies to Brutus and Isabel” (184). In Julius Caesar, Schanzer refers
to the obscure nature of Caesar’s character as it is not definitely presented whether he is
a dictator or an ideal ruler who falls victim to a false conspiracy (32). Similarly, the
character of Brutus raises questions in the play as he suffers from dilemmas about the
rightfulness of Caesar’s murder throughout the play (46). As for Antony and Cleopatra,
Schanzer finds “its structural pattern” (132) problematic and argues that studying the
structure of the play is fundamental in comprehending the problems posed about the
characters of Antony and Cleopatra. As Schanzer puts forward, “the structure of
Shakespeare’s plays, comedies and tragedies alike, is not linear but multilinear, not
based on a unity of action but on a unity of design”, which is a method that was applied
by many Elizabethan playwrights (132). However, Shakespeare manages to maintain
unity in the plot and the characters of his plays by comparing and contrasting the
characters and cases (133). In other words, he either draws analogies between the
characters and instances or demonstrates the discrepancies between them. In this sense,
in Antony and Cleopatra, the differences between Rome and Egypt and the similarities
between the characters of Antony and Cleopatra raise questions (133). Particularly, in
the last two acts of the play, according to Schanzer, Antony and Cleopatra resemble
each other in words and deeds while the discrepancy between the West and the East
decreases (134).



15

Regarding the questions raised in the problem plays, for Schanzer, a problem play is
“la] play in which we find a concern with a moral problem which is central to it,
presented in such a manner that we are unsure of our moral bearings, so that uncertain
and divided responses to it in the minds of the audience are possible or even probable”
(6). Schanzer restricts the problems reflected in Shakespeare’s problem plays merely to
moral problems as he excludes the social, political, legal, religious, metaphysical and
psychological problems. In addition, he emphasises that the audience/readers doubt
their own moral values while reading or watching a problem play. This doubt of moral
bearings should be accompanied with a central moral problem which emerges in the
play, and it should make the audience/readers think about their own views on moral
values. Furthermore, Schanzer also explains the reason for making a new categorisation
of Shakespeare’s problem plays while he reveals his ideas on the questions in the
problem plays. He asserts that in 4//’s Well That Ends Well, both Helena herself and the
audience/readers are sure of her intentions about Bertram as throughout the play she
tries to win Bertram, which is “ ‘difficulty’ rather than ‘moral perplexity’ ” (7). In
Troilus and Cressida, according to Schanzer, the only moral problem is to decide
whether to return Helen to the Greeks, which does not create any moral doubt in the
audience/readers (7). However, in Hamlet, Schanzer argues that the nature of the
problem dealt with does not create a moral uncertainty in the audience/readers as it is a

psychological problem (8).

Richard Wheeler considers A4/l’s Well That Ends Well and Measure for Measure as
‘problem comedies’, and he argues that they bear common characteristics with
Shakespeare’s festive comedies and romances though they cannot be definitely
classified in either group (1). For Wheeler, both plays are more realistic than
Shakespeare’s romantic comedies, and though in some incidents the characters are
subordinate to the action, in other incidents, the characters are more in the foreground
(1). Wheeler also argues that the critics and scholars who have studied Shakespeare’s
problem plays before him were not precisely content with terms like ‘problem play’ or
‘problem comedy’, but they need to use them to distinguish the problems the plays
embody (2).
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As regards Shakespeare’s problem comedies, Wheeler also emphasises two points: the
uncertainty of genre and the conflicts which are left unresolved at the end of the plays.
In terms of genre, he argues that Shakespeare wrote in various genres and made shifts
between different genres throughout his dramatic career, and he advanced in his use of
each genre (4). Hence, A4/l’s Well That Ends Well and Measure for Measure have
characteristics of Shakespeare’s early comedies; they are also parallel to his romances in
the way of using comic elements; and they present serious issues that Shakespeare’s
tragedies written at the beginning of the 1600s deal with (4). With regard to the
unsettled conflicts presented at the end of All’s Wel That Ends Well | and Measure for
Measure, Wheeler notes that Shakespeare’s romantic comedies conclude with affection
between the lovers and social reconciliation; however, the problem comedies cannot
provide convincing endings as the struggle between the debased lust and the social

order where ethics are valued is not resolved (3).

Like Wheeler, Northrop Frye designates All’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and
Cressida and Measure for Measure as ‘problem comedies’ because he finds the term
‘problem play’ unfitting. For Frye, though Troilus and Cressida should be considered in
a distinct group due to its experimental nature, 4//’s Well and Measure for Measure do
not completely differ from Shakespeare’s romantic comedies (3). In this regard, in
Frye’s words, “[m]any of the critics who first called them problem plays imposed what
[he] consider[s] a pseudo-problem on them [...]” (3). However, Vivian Thomas
disagrees with Frye and he argues that Frye “dismisses such issues as ‘realistic’ nature
of the problem plays and their concern with ‘serious’ social issues as a ‘pseudo

%9

problem’ ” (10). In a sense, Thomas asserts that the questions which are posed about the
social issues in Shakespeare’s problem plays should not be underestimated as ostensible

problems.

According to Frye, All’s Well That Ends Well and Measure for Measure resemble
Shakespeare’s romantic comedies though they are not conventionally categorised as
such (61). Moreover, Frye compares the bed trick used in both plays to the magical
forests where the lovers are united, or the twins who are separated find each other at the

end of Shakespeare’s romantic comedies like 4 Midsummer Night’s Dream or The
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Merry Wives of Windsor (3). On the other hand, he defines Troilus and Cressida as “an
experimental play in a special category” (3) as it bears the characteristics of comedy,
tragedy, history play and romance at once (62). However, Frye’s comparison of the
problem plays with the romantic comedies is criticised by Vivian Thomas who argues
that though it is possible to find similarities between the two types of plays in terms of
structure, it is impossible to compare them in terms of the worlds they present (12).

In this regard, Thomas considers A/l’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and Cressida and
Measure for Measure as problem plays and comments on the classification and the
content of these plays laying stress on the generic ambiguity, the questions posed

throughout the plays and the open-endedness as follows:

The term problem play is here used to encompass three plays which defy
absorption into the traditional categories of romantic comedies, histories, tragedies
and romances, but share striking affinities in terms of themes, atmosphere, tone and
style. In particular, they explore fundamental problems relating to personal and
social values within a framework which makes the audience acutely aware of the
problems without providing amelioration through the provision of adequate
answers or a dramatic mode which faciliates a satisfactory release of emotions.
(21)

Therefore, Thomas primarily highlights the difficulty of categorising problem plays as
comedies, tragedies or histories. In this sense, he focuses on the difficulty of classifying
problem plays in a certain genre. Then, he emphasises the common points the plays
share in terms of themes, the seriousness in atmosphere and tone, and structure. As
Thomas also asserts, these plays provoke various and difficult questions on social and
personal matters, and leave it to the audience/readers to make distinct interpretations. In
Thomas’s words, the sense that is created in the audience/readers at the end of problem
plays is “incongruity” (15) as the complications the characters go through throughout
the plays do not come to an end, and the audience/readers contemplate the problematic
relationships between the characters and the institutions (15). However, it may be said
that Thomas, like Schanzer, does not present an inclusive approach towards the nature
of the questions raised in the problem plays as he focuses on only social and personal

questions.
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Similar to Thomas, in his comments on the contents of the problem plays, Richard
Hillman puts emphasis on the unresolved questions dealt with in these plays. For
Hillman, the common point connecting All’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and Cressida
and Measure for Measure is the lack of a resolution provided at the end of the plays. In
Hillman’s view, the problematic situations are present in all of Shakespeare’s plays
written throughout his career but in the plays except 4//’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus
and Cressida and Measure for Measure, solutions are offered at the end of problematic
situations; whereas, in the abovementioned plays, fulfilling resolutions are not provided
(5). In addition, like Frye, Hillman correlates between problem plays and Shakespeare’s
romantic comedies, yet unlike Frye, he makes a distinction between them stressing the
realistic nature of problem plays. In Hillman’s words, “[nJone of the Problem Plays
employs the two-world principle (court vs. Natural or “green” world), as found in
comedies ranging from the The Two Gentlemen of Verona to As You Like It, although
intriguing vestiges exist in all three of them” (7). In other words, as opposed to
Shakespeare’s romantic comedies, in problem plays, there is not a place where the
characters escape from realism and enter a romantic world where all the contradictions
are magically solved, and the lovers come together leaving the obstacles preventing
their union behind (7). Furthermore, supporting the realistic nature of the problem plays,
Hillman touches upon the significance of the nature of the marriages presented in these
three plays as the couples do not get married at the end due to love, or in Hillman’s
words, to provide “[t]he identification of sexual consummation with marriage”. Yet,
marriage functions “as a closure motif” rather than “the emblem of romance

fulfillment”, and “is invested with connotations of emptiness, futility, [...]” (7).

Similar to Dowden’s approach, Nicholas Marsh asserts that his main concern is not to
put All’s Well That Ends Well, Measure for Measure and Troilus and Cressida into a
particular group contrary to the earlier critics and scholars (1). For Marsh, although the
composition dates of the three plays are close, and there are similarities between them
as regards characterisation and action, they are still three different plays, and any
attempt to put them into the same category will be futile (2-3). Thus, it may be said that
Marsh does not attribute a specific category to the aforementioned plays, which is a
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completely different approach towards Shakespeare’s problem plays in relation to the

issues of naming and classification.

According to Edward L. Risden, almost all of Shakespeare’s plays have problems in
relation to genre so that the classification of ‘problem comedies’ cannot be restricted to
particular plays (1). In this regard, Risden deals with the plays he defines as
“Shakespeare’s most difficult plays” (2) in order to demonstrate the structural pattern of
these plays and how they create meanings. As Risden argues, labelling a play as
tragedy, comedy, romance, or history directs the reading process and has an impact on
the audience’s/readers’ anticipation and the nature of their interpretation (3). In this
regard, the audience/readers know beforehand that if a play is a tragedy, the characters
will suffer from dreadful experiences; if it is a comedy, comic events will dominate the
lives of common people; if it is a romance, magical and extraordinary incidents will
take place; and if it is a history, historical characters and events will be the major issue.
However, if the audience/readers cannot be certain about the nature of the ending of a
play, or cannot feel pity and fear at the end of a play, the problem of how to label the
play arises (3). Thus, what Risden proposes in his study of Shakespeare’s problem plays
is that, apart from the conventionally classified problem plays, Shakespeare’s other
plays may also present problems when they are evaluated according to generic
ambiguity. In this sense, as Risden notes, “[...] if we read any or all of the plays as
problem plays, each one opens up with new and intellectually satisfying possibilities for
understanding” (8), and from this uncertainty in relation to genre, “the most complex
and troubling questions” (8) arise. Shakespeare raises highly complicated questions on
the general human condition, and he leaves the solutions to his audience/readers.
Moreover, even if Shakespeare provides answers to the questions he brings up in his
plays, at the same time, he also creates an implicit restlessness in his audience/readers
on the acceptability of these solutions (202). Therefore, for Risden, only Macbeth suits
the features of tragedy defined by the Classics, and The Comedy of Errors and The
Merry Wives of Windsor maintain the characteristics of Latin comedy and do not have
generic ambiguity (9). However, Risden includes new plays in the category of problem
plays and argues that The Merchant of Venice, All’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and

Cressida, Measure for Measure can be studied as problem plays in terms of the use of
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genre and the questions they pose. Much Ado About Nothing, A Midsummer Night's
Dream and Twelfth Night are “the ‘comedic’ problem plays” (9). Hamlet, Othello and
King Lear are “the ‘tragic’ problem plays” (9). Risden further designates Henry 1V, Part
1, Henry V, Cymbeline, The Tempest and Love’s Labour’s Lost as problem plays
regarding the questions they pose on the issues of “love, adventure and governance” (9).
Although Risden makes an extensive grouping, he uses the term ‘problem play’ as he
supports that it is the best term that can easily be comprehended by any audience/reader

of Shakespeare as well as students, critics and scholars (203).

There is also a discussion among the scholars and critics in relation to the link between
Shakespeare’s biography and the dark and serious content of the problem plays. In this
sense, Dowden associates Shakespeare’s personal life with the problem plays as he
maintains that Shakespeare lost his life energy and entered a pessimistic phase in his life
when he began to write problem plays as he stated that “a mood of contemptuous
depreciation of life may have come over Shakespeare, and spoilt him, at that time, for a
writer of comedy” (Shakspere: His Mind and Art vii). Moreover, Dowden also argues
that Shakespeare was highly influenced by the artistic, political and social developments
of the Elizabethan era as he was a man who achieved to succeed within the political,
social, religious, economic and artistic circumstances of that period (7). It may be
deduced that in his comment Dowden correlates Shakespeare’s artistic development as a
playwright with the issues of the Elizabethan era, and in this sense, the contents of
Shakespeare’s plays cannot be isolated from particularly the historical background of

the sixteenth century.

Lawrence, on the other hand, does not establish a direct relation between Shakespeare’s
biography and problem plays, and he argues that Shakespeare did not write his problem
plays with the intention of presenting his own thoughts on various issues. In this sense,
Lawrence asserts that “there is no evidence that the problem comedies were composed,
[...], for the gratification of Shakespeare’s aesthetic interests, or to give expression to his
views on conduct and morality”, and “they were written in the first instance to entertain,
which does not mean merely to provide diversion but also to arouse and hold serious

interest” (28). Therefore, it is possible to deduce from Lawrence’s statement that
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Shakespeare’s problem plays not only amuse the audience/readers but also arouse interest

through the issues they deal with.

Like Lawrence, Tillyard does not associate the problems in Shakespeare’s private life
with the sombre atmosphere of the problem plays. In other words, he asserts that the
problems Shakespeare coped with in his private life are not the main reasons for his
writing the plays categorised as problem plays. In this sense, for Tillyard, the approach
which establishes a connection between Shakespeare’s biography and the bleak contents
of the problem plays is highly far-fetched (10). Although Tillyard does not correlate
Shakespeare’s personal life and his problem plays, he sustains that Shakespeare reflects
the issues of his period in his problem plays as he notes that “[...] though it may be vain
to conjecture from external evidence how Shakespeare’s emotions were behaving at this
period, we can infer from the plays themselves that he was especially interested in certain
matters” (11). In other words, like Dowden, Tillyard asserts that although there is not a
direct relation between Shakespeare’s personal life and the issues handled in the problem
plays, there is an association between the historical background of the late Elizabethan
era and the early Jacobean period in Hamlet, All’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and
Cressida and Measure for Measure.

Like Dowden and Tillyard, Hillman, although he does not directly relate Shakespeare’s
biography and the contents of the problem plays, associates the historical background of
the late sixteenth century and the early seventeenth century with the issues dealt with in
the problem plays. He asserts that “several features of the late Elizabethan and early
Jacobean scene” have an impact on the generic ambiguity “and, especially, on their
perceived ‘darkness’ of tone and outlook” (9). Hillman highlights the contrast between
the Elizabethan era which was “orderly and harmonious, respectful of hierarchy” (9)
while providing “solid support for a sense of national purpose that expressed itself in
heroic military exploits” (9) and the Jacobean period which was characterised by King
James I’s “distant and authoritarian, at once mean-minded and both intellectually and
politically arrogant” (10) personality. Furthermore, Hillman refers to the new
circumstances of the Jacobean period which decreased the significance of the

Elizabethan ideals and conventions such as honour and the social hierarchy. According
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to Hillman, the rise of middle class, which was economically powerful, and
consequently, the growth of an avaricious economical market were the main reasons of
the changes in the Elizabethan ideals and traditions (10). However, Hillman does not
only lay stress on the degeneracy in the Jacobean period but he also refers to the
“atmosphere of decay” (12) seen in the last years of Elizabeth I’s reign, which he calls
the “defunct myth of Elizabethan harmony” (11). For Hillman, the deterioration in
Elizabeth I’s state of health, the lack of an heir in the succession, and the
transformations in the society and the economic disruption caused unrest in the
Elizabethan era (12).

Lastly, in respect of the common characteristics of Shakespeare’s problem plays, the
scholars and critics present different opinions. For instance, for Tillyard, in 4/l’s Well
That Ends Well the theme of “a young man gets a shock” (14) is presented in Bertram’s
forced marriage to Helena and the night he spends with Diana, in Hamlet in the
successive states of confusion Hamlet goes through, in Measure for Measure in
Claudio’s trauma after he learns about the death penalty at the beginning of the play, in
Troilus and Cressida in Troilus’s being betrayed by Cressida (14). Again for Tillyard,
the second common characteristic of these plays is that the maturation the young male
characters experience takes place at night which is presented by night scenes (15).
Tillyard describes Shakespeare’s use of darkness for the process of maturation as
follows: “I do not mean any conscious plan, but instinctively Shakespeare staged the
most critical phase of growth in darkness” (15). For Tillyard, the third feature which is
Shakespeare’s “interest in the old and new generations and in old and new habits of
thought” (16) is presented only in A/l’s Well That Ends Well and Troilus and Cressida.
In All’s Well That Ends Well, the old generation stands as the exact opposite of the
young generation; while the former lives by the remnants of a creditable past, hence
grieving and yearning for the glory of their past, the latter looks to the future and is free
from the restrictive effects of the past, yet lacks the kindness that the old generation
maintains (Tillyard 17). In Troilus and Cressida, the opposition between the old and the
new is presented in the comparison between the Greeks who ““are the new men, ruthless

and, though quarrelsome and unpleasant, less inefficient than the Trojans” and the
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Trojans who “are antique, anachronistically chivalrous, and rather inefficient” (Tillyard

16).

Rossiter focuses on “seeming and being” (127) or “a world of appearances [...] capable
of opening-like a masque-set transformation-scene-and disclosing something totally
different” (127) seen in all the problem plays. According to Rossiter, in Shakespeare’s
problem plays the appearances of circumstances and people are deceptive as
disappointing realities are hidden in them. Thus, when people awaken to hard truths,
they are frustrated by the baseness, infidelity and egoism of humanity, a feature which
leads to the downfall of Hamlet, Isabella, Troilus, and, also lightly affects, Helena
(Rossiter 126-127).

For Ure, the first common feature of the problem plays in his classification is the
analysis of a character through various trials which gives rise to contradictory moral
perceptions (7). In this sense, in All’s Well That Ends Well the way that Helena wins
Bertram disturbs the audience/readers at the end of the play as “the wonder-working
heroine of the first Acts is transformed into a business-woman in the later ones” (15).
The second common characteristic is the use of satire. Then, the wish for agony and
death and the use of realistic characters in romantic plots are the other features which
link 4/[’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and Cressida, Measure for Measure and Timon
of Athens (7). The last characteristic which Ure defines as “the first and most vital
‘problem” ” (8) is the difficulty of grasping the meaning of the plays due to their
difficult language. Furthermore, according to Ure, indirect and startling words are used

along with highly rich but confusing images and limited meter (8).

As distinct from Tillyard and Rossiter, for Thomas, “a crucial debate scene which
focuses on the central theme” (15), analysis of the link between the man and the
institutions (15), the existence of characters like Thersites (Troilus and Cressida),
Parolles (A4ll’s Well That Ends Well) and Lucio (Measure for Measure) who do not
function as clowns or fools but as maligners (16), the use of honour, sex and
disillusionment as major themes (17-18), “the matter of identity and kinship” (19) and

the difficult language reflecting the tension in the plays (21) are the common
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characteristics of A4//’s Well That Ends Well, Troilus and Cressida and Measure for
Measure as problem plays. The point on which Thomas agrees with Rossiter is the
“contrasts between appearance and reality” (15) which is seen in 4/l’s Well That Ends
Well where Bertram acts viciously though he has a good lineage, and in Measure for

Measure where Angelo is presented as a skilled judge who is later corrupted (15).

As can be clearly observed, the naming, the categorisation and the structure of Julius
Caesar, Hamlet, All’s Well That Ends Well, Antony and Cleopatra and Timon of Athens
which are thought to have problematic features that distinguish them from
Shakespeare’s comedies, tragedies, histories and romances have been discussed by
different scholars and critics from different perspectives. In this dissertation, the term
‘problem play’, which was first introduced by Boas, and agreed upon by Lawrence,
Tillyard and Schanzer while disagreed by Dowden, Rossiter and Northrop Frye, will be
used. It is argued that ‘problem play’ is more inclusive than the term ‘dark comedies’
which was used by Dowden who refers to the gravity in tone but categorises the plays in
question as comedy ignoring the tragic nature of Hamlet. Moreover, the term ‘problem
play’ is more comprehensive than ‘tragi-comedies’ used by Rossiter and ‘problem
comedies’ used by Frye which classify the plays according to their generic qualities.
Moreover, different from these scholars and critics who have analysed various plays of
Shakespeare as problem plays in different aspects, this dissertation aims at
concentrating on The Merchant of Venice (1596-1598), which has rarely been addressed
as a problem play, in terms of character and genre, Hamlet in terms of character, and
Measure for Measure in terms of issue and genre as problem plays. It will also be
argued that the problems in religious, political and legal affairs, particularly, in the last
years of Elizabeth I’s reign and at the beginning of James I’s reign had an impact on the
bleak tone of Shakespeare’s problem plays when it is considered that the composition
dates of these plays coincide with the last years of Elizabeth I’s reign (1558-1603) and
the early years of James I’s reign (1603-1625). In this sense, it will be argued that in
The Merchant of Venice the lasting enmity between the Christians and the Jews which
increased in England particularly in the last years of Elizabeth I’s rule due to the Lopez
case is reflected in the problematic representation of Shylock. In Hamlet the

presentation of the succession problem and the Essex Rebellion, which also establishes



25

the ground for the unrest and corruption in Denmark, becomes one of the reasons of
Hamlet’s melancholy until he decides to feign madness. In Measure for Measure James
I’s authoritarian rule causing problem in the abuse of justice and enforcement of law is
presented through Angelo and the Duke. In this regard, the historical background related
to The Merchant of Venice, Hamlet and Measure for Measure will be analysed
separately in detail in each chapter.

Shakespeare’s three problem plays, The Merchant of Venice, Hamlet and Measure for
Measure, will be studied in three different chapters respectively while taking into
consideration the aspects which make them problem plays, and the religious and
political background of the late Elizabethan era along with the political and legal

background of the early Jacobean period.



26

CHAPTER |

THE MERCHANT OF VENICE: APROBLEM PLAY IN TERMS OF THE
JEWISH PROBLEM AND GENRE

Antonio: An evil soul producing holy witness
Is like a villain with smiling cheek,

A goodly apple rotten at the heart.

O what a goodly outside falsehood hath!

(The Merchant of Venice 1.iii.94-97)

After a full tyde of prosperitie
cometh a lowe ebbe of
adversitie. After a day of
pleasure a night of sorrowe
(Manningham, Folio 7 37)

The Merchant of Venice raises various questions on the character of Shylock, Portia,
and the issue of justice. The cruel treatment of Shylock primarily by Antonio and the
other Christian characters is related to animosity between the Jews and the Christians in
the play. Not only do the Christians despise the Jews but also Shylock detests the
Christians. The religious and financial reasons for the enmity particularly between
Shylock and Antonio make both the characters and their relationship to each other
complex and arise questions in the audience/readers. Furthermore, the uncertainty of the
genre of the play, that is whether it is a pure tragedy or a comedy, makes it problematic
and again leads to some questions in the minds of the audience/readers.

The original full title of The Merchant of Venice presented on the cover pages of the
first and the second Quartos of 1600 and the third Quarto of 1637 is “The most
excellent Historie of the Mercant of Venice. With the extreame crueltie of Shylocke the
lewe towards the fayd Merchant, in cutting a just pound of his fleshe and the obtayning
of Portia by the choyfe of three chefts” (qtd. in Krane vii). In this sense, it may be
argued that the emphasis is laid on not only Antonio, who is presented as the subject of
Shylock’s malice, but also on Shylock, whose atrocity is in the foreground, and Portia,

who is observed choosing among the three caskets.



27

Hence, this chapter aims at analysing The Merchant of Venice as a problem play in
terms of the presentation of Shylock’s character, also regarding the place of the Jewish
people in the Elizabethan era and the play’s generic uncertainty. It will be demonstrated
that Shakespeare was aware of the negative image of the Jew presented in England since
the Middle Ages but his presentation of Shylock neither disparages nor favours the
image of the Jew; instead, Shakespeare gives rise to uncertainty about the intentions of
Shylock in the audience/readers through his presentation of Shylock’s character. In
other words, on the one hand, Shylock wins the affection of the audience/readers with
the cruel treatment he receives from the Christians; on the other hand, it is openly put
forward that Shylock hates Antonio not only because of his insults to Jewishness but
also for his lending of money without interest. Therefore, it is left vague whether
Shylock is victimised by the Christians or he victimises them. In this regard, the
hypocritical attitudes of the Christians will be displayed notably through Antonio’s
behaviours towards Shylock. In addition, the evolution of Portia’s character from a
submissive woman to a manipulative one is of significance as it raises the problem of
Shylock’s presentation through its contribution to his victimisation at the trial scene.
Thus, it will be argued that there is a parallelism between the problematic
representations of Portia and Shylock.

The following analysis will first deal with the ambivalence about the composition date
and the categorisation of The Merchant of Venice, and the discussion by various
Shakespearean critics on these subjects will be presented. This will be followed by the
performance history and the literary sources of the play. Then, the presentation of the
historical background of the Jewish problem starting with the Middle Ages in western
and central Europe, Italy and England, respectively, will be followed by the discussion
of the trial of Doctor Roderigo Lopez and the influence of this case on Shakespeare. In
this respect, Shakespeare’s relationship with the Earl of Southampton who was a close
friend of the Earl of Essex who led the trial of Lopez will be dealt with in order to
demonstrate Shakespeare’s familiarity with the case, and hence the Jewish problem that
prevailed in sixteenth century England. Then, Shylock’s conflicting representation will
be discussed through his relationship with Antonio, and the degrading of Shylock by the

Christian characters and also his daughter who converted to Christianity will be
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presented. In relation to this, Portia’s transformation and her deceiving Bassanio and
Shylock in the disguise of a man during the trial scene will be analysed, and the link
between Portia and Queen Elizabeth I, which may be argued as a political allusion by
Shakespeare, through the marriage issue will be put forth. Finally, it will be
demonstrated that the ending of the play and the casket scenes have elements of

comedy.

The first uncertainty about The Merchant of Venice starts with the composition date and
categorisation of the play. Though there are various suggestions, it is not certainly
known when the play was written. The play was registered in the Stationers’ Register on
22 July in 1598 as follows: “[...] James Robertes. Entered for his copie, under the
handes of bothe the wardens, a booke of the marchaunt of Venyce, or otherwise called
the Jewe of Venyce [...]” (Lambert 27-28). Edward Dowden dates the play to 1596 and
groups it as “Middle Comedy” (Shakspere 56). For Dowden, “Middle Comedy” has the
features of Shakespeare’s early and late comedies, and it is the synthesis of both groups
(Shakspere 50). According to Dowden’s categorisation, The Merchant of Venice shares
some similarities with Love’s Labour’s Lost (1590), The Comedy of Errors (1591), The
Two Gentlemen of Verona (1592-93) and 4 Midsummer Night’s Dream (1593-94)
which are Shakespeare’s early comedies and As You Like It (1599), Twelfth Night
(1600-01), All’s Well That Ends Well (1601-02), Measure for Measure (1603) and
Troilus and Cressida (1603) that are his late comedies (Shakspere 56). E.K. Chambers
argues that The Merchant of Venice was written before the autumn of 1596 as it shows
similarities with the other plays Shakespeare wrote in 1596 and the Sonnets in terms of
style. The Merchant of Venice is also more serious than the comedies Shakespeare
wrote in 1594 and 1595 (373). For Barber, the year 1596 is the early stage of the first
period in Shakespeare’s authorship when he began to demonstrate his mastership
through plays like Romeo and Juliet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Richard I, Henry
IV, Henry V, As You Like It, Julius Caesar and Twelfth Night. Therefore, The Merchant
of Venice has festive qualities like a comedy, but it is different from other festive
comedies written in 1596 as it is “rather more ‘a kind of history’ ” (39-40). Thus, it may
be deduced that the joyous elements of The Merchant of Venice brings the play close to

Shakespeare’s early comedies and romantic comedies; however, the presentation of



29

Jewish history through Shylock’s cruelty and his mistreatment by the Christian
characters attribute a distinct characteristic to the play. George Hunter suggests that The
Merchant of Venice is one of the six romantic comedies written by Shakespeare
between 1595 and 1600 and has common points with Love’s Labour’s Lost, A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, Much Ado about Nothing, As You Like It and Twelfth Night
(241). Similarly, Alfred Harbage categorises The Merchant of Venice as a comedy
(Annals 62). However, Palladis Tamia, “a comparative study of English poetry with the
poetry of Greece, Rome, and Italy” (Lee, “Shakespeare’s Life and Work™ 501), which
was written by Francis Meres in 1598 and presents the “lists of most of the plays and
poems written by 1598 (Harbage, William Shakespeare 96), is the major source which
gives the most accurate evidence about the dating of The Merchant of Venice. Palladis
Tamia demonstrates that The Merchant of Venice was written before 1598, most
probably in 1596. In Palladis Tamia, Meres mentions six comedies and six tragedies of
William Shakespeare and he categorises The Merchant of Venice as a comedy (Hatcher
105).

In respect to the performance history, as the title page of the First Quarto dated 1600
demonstrates, The Merchant of Venice had “ ‘beene diuers times acted by the Lord
Chamberlaine his Seruants’ ” (qtd. in Halliday, Shakespeare and His Critics 174). In
this sense, according to Martin Holmes, The Merchant of Venice may be listed among
the plays performed between 1594 and 1597 at the Theatre (xiii). Though there is an
ambiquity about the identity of the actor who played Shylock, Charles Edelman argues
that “[...] 1t 1s likely that Burbage was the first to play him, but no genuine
contemporary document confirms this [...]” (5). Edelman further emphasises the
success of the play when it was performed and states that “[w]hoever the actors may
have been, the Merchant’s place in the King’s Men’s repertoire nine or ten years after it
was written argues for its popularity [...]” (5). Thus, it may be argued that The
Merchant of Venice achieved to stir the interest of the Elizabethan and Jacobean
audiences for many years after its first performance and received their appreciation.
Moreover, the play was performed twice at the court before King James | in 1605 and
was not restaged until 1741 (Mahon 21). The performance of the play at the Court is

stated in the Accounts of the Revels as follows: “Hallamas Day being the first of
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Nouembar A play in the Banketinge house att Whithall called The Moor of Venis”
(Book X11 203).

Regarding the sources of The Merchant of Venice, it may be argued that Shakespeare
used diverse sources which are both literary and historical in The Merchant of Venice.
To start with the literary sources, Shakespeare used The Jew, Il Pecorone (1387) by Ser
Giovanni of Florence, Gesta Romanorum by Richard Robinson and The Jew of Malta
(1589) by Christopher Marlowe for the plot and the characters. The Jew, which is a lost
play, is accepted to be one of the sources Shakespeare used for The Merchant of Venice
(Reese 121). The reference to The Jew is found in The School of Abuse (1579) which is
a pamphlet by Stephen Gosson and “the bloody-minded usurer representing an early
version of Shylock, and the worldy choosers foreshadowing Portia’s rejected suitors, the
Prince of Morocco and the Prince of Arragon” are the reflections of The Jew in The
Merchant of Venice (Gross 7). Shakespeare borrowed the story of the bond between the
Christian merchant and the Jewish money lender from Il Pecorone (E.K. Chambers
373). As John Russell Brown explains, “Shakespeare’s story of the bond for human
flesh is of ancient origin, and is found, in rudimentary form, in religious tales from
Persia and India” (The Merchant xxvii); however, “the first story of the fourth day in
Ser Giovanni’s Il Pecorone” (Brown xxviii) is a significant source for the bond story in
The Merchant of Venice. In Il Pecorone, Giannetto, the youngest son of a wealthy
merchant in Florence, comes to Venice at the request of his dying father to live with
Ansaldo who is his godfather and the richest merchant in Christendom. Giannetto
decides to embark on a voyage with two of his close friends to see the world, so
Ansaldo provides him with an imperial merchant ship with all the necessary equipment.
However, Giannetto leaves his friends on the way to Alexandria to go to the harbour of
Belmonte which is ruled by a beautiful widow who has accepted to marry any
gentleman who achieves to spend the first night with her awake; if the gentleman falls
asleep, he will lose his merchandise. With great eagerness, Giannetto twice accepts this
challenge, yet he falls asleep each time and leaves Belmonte and his wealth behind.
However, he tells his friends in Verona and Ansaldo that he was shipwrecked at sea and
lost his ship and belongings in the shipwreck. When Giannetto forces Ansaldo to go on

a voyage for the third time to recover what he has lost, Ansaldo sells everything he has
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and borrows ten ducats from a Jew, whose name is not mentioned in the story, on
condition that the Jew will take a pound of flesh from any part of Ansaldo’s body. Then,
on his third visit to Belmonte, Giannetto is warned by a maid about not to drink the
wine served before he goes to sleep and in the morning. Giannetto is announced as the
husband of the lady and the new king of Belmonte. On the final date of the debt that
Ansaldo owes to the Jew, Giannetto leaves Belmonte to save Ansaldo from the Jew who
mercilessly and determinedly wants to cut a pound of flesh from Ansaldo’s body. The
lady of Belmonte disguises as a judge from Bologna and interferes in the action. First,
the judge offers the Jew the hundred thousand ducats to withdraw the bond; however,
the Jew insists on his bond. Then, the judge accepts the Jew to cut exactly a pound of
flesh from Ansaldo’s body without shedding any drop of blood. Eventually, the Jew is
forced to tear the bond up and is left moneyless. Before the characters return to
Belmonte, the lady in disguise of the wise judge wants Giannetto to give her the ring he
wears as a token of his love for his wife. In Belmonte the lady reveals Giannetto the
facts about her disguise as a judge and why she takes the ring from him. The story ends
happily as Giannetto and the lady are reunited and Ansaldo marries the maid who
helped Giannetto (Satin 120-133). Therefore, it may be argued that the test of the young
gentleman from Verona by the lady of the Belmonte, the story of the pound of flesh, the
presentation of the cruel Jew who wants to fulfil his bond and the happy ending are the
common points of Il Pecorone and The Merchant of Venice. However, in Il Pecorone,
the reason for the Jew’s hatred towards the Christian merchant is not presented.
Furthermore, the grounds of Gianetto’s voyage is different from Bassanio’s reason to
travel to Belmont. In addition, the English translation of 1l Pecorone was not published
during Shakespeare’s lifetime; hence, it may be stated that Shakespeare read the source

in Italian, or he read the unpublished English manuscript of the tale (Gross 5).

The prodigality and insistence of Giannetto on winning the widow ignoring the
financial difficulties of Ansaldo is evidently referred to in Il.vi. in The Merchant of

Venice through Graziano’s words on the nature of marriage as follows:

How like a younger or a prodigal

The scarfed bark puts from her native bay—
Hugg’d and embraced by the strumpet wind!
How like the prodigal doth she return
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With over-weather’d ribs and ragged sails—
Lean, rent, and beggar’d by the strumpet wind! (14-19)

Thus, it may be stated that Shakespeare not only uses the plot of his literary source but
he also refers to the incidents happening in the source play through the statements of the
characters in The Merchant of Venice.

Another literary source Shakespare used for the story of the three caskets is Gesta
Romanorum which is “the collection of stories so popular in the Middle Ages”
(Dowden, Shakspere 92). It is probable that Shakespeare knew about the translation of
Gesta Romanorum which was made by Richard Robinson and was published in 1577
and 1595 (Boyce 419). There are both differences and similarities between Gesta
Romanorum and The Merchant of Venice. The major difference between the two works
is the gender of the chooser and the chosen. In Gesta Romanorum a girl is forced to
make a choice among the three caskets to be the wife of the Emperor’s son while in The
Merchant of Venice, a man has to make a choice to be the husband of the Princess of
Belmont. However, in both works, the casket made up of lead is the right casket to win
the lover and the beloved (Freud 7). For the bond motif, Shakespeare also used Anthony
Munday’s Zelauto (1580) which additively mentions the story of how the Jewish money
lender is robbed by his daughter (E.K. Chambers 373).

Christopher Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta, which was first performed by Lord Strange’s
players on 26 February 1592 at the Rose Theatre (Longmans 22), was particularly a
significant source for Shakespeare in The Merchant of Venice. According to Alfred
Harbage, The Jew of Malta should be categorised as a tragedy while The Merchant of
Venice has been grouped as a comedy by various Shakespearean critics and scholars as
mentioned earlier (Annals 52). As Thomas Marc Parrott points out, The Jew of Malta
became very popular with the Elizabethan audience and it was staged for many times in
1594, and hence “[i]t seems reasonable to suppose that Shakespeare’s fellow-actors
urged him to write them a wicked Jew play that might compete with Marlowe’s
melodrama” (135). In The Jew of Malta, Farnese, who is the Christian governor of
Malta, plunders the wealth of Barabas, the affluent Jew, so that he can pay tribute to the

Turks. He offers Barabas two options; he would either convert to Christianity or keep
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half of his wealth, or he would not convert and lose all of his riches. Barabas rejects to
convert and lose his Jewish identity; instead, he takes revenge from the Christians and
sets the Turks against the Christians (Longmans 22-23). In this sense, it may be argued
that Shakespeare was influenced by the representation of Barabas, the rich and evil Jew
in The Jew of Malta while creating Shylock, the wealthy Jewish money lender who
cold-heartedly insisted on his bond. Furthermore, the desire for revenge that both
characters have against the Christians is common for both plays. In Brown’s words,
“[...] more important is the probability that Marlowe’s successful portrait of the villain
Barabas coloured Shakespeare’s conception of a Jew. Abigail, the Jew’s daughter who
turns Christian, may also have played a part in suggesting Shylock’s Jessica”
(Introduction: The Merchant xxxi). In addition, regarding the similarities between the
two plays, Boas argues that The Jew of Malta and The Merchant of Venice should be
studied together as both plays arouse curiosity in terms of the plot and characters, and in
both plays the main focus is on the Jewish character (Shakspere 287). However, it may
also be stated that there is a major distinction between Barabas and Shylock in terms of
characterisation. In this regard, while Barabas “is a cunning, avaricious schemer [...]”,
Shylock “is a dramatic character of an entirely different dimension, a subtly drawn
mixture of evil and suffering” (Frykman and Kjellmer 40), as will be demonstrated in
this chapter. In this regard, as Sir Israel Gollancz points out, “[...] in some way or other
both Marlowe and Shakespeare knew much about the Jews. How they knew it is
difficult to tell, but they did know this: that your Jew may be in the public mind the

vilest usurer” (30).

The literary sources are not the only sources Shakespeare was influenced by or used for
the composition of The Merchant of Venice and particularly for the creation of Shylock.
In Sir John Squire’s words, “[a] great part of Shakespearean literature is concerned with
special aspects of his knowledge, with his ‘sources’, with the textual history of his
plays, with his relations to his time — in other words with facts, real or presumed” (17).
To put it more clearly, Shakespeare combined the literary and historical sources with his
imagination in his plays. In this respect, the history of the Jewish people in Europe and
England is of importance in order to understand the creation of the negative image of

the Jew which shaped the public opinion in the Elizabethan era.
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The lasting enmity between the Jewish people and the Christians has a long past as
Christianity had grown out of Judaism but after it parted from Judaism in terms of
religious practices, Christianity became more widespread and its separation from
Judaism was regarded as a rebellion by the Jewish people (J. Edwards 12-13). In this
regard, in Charles Guignebert’s words, “Jesus was born among Jews on Jewish soil, and
his message was for Jews alone. In its origin, therefore, and in so far as it is dependent
on its traditional founder, Christianity must be considered a Jewish phenomenon. When
Jesus ended his ministry, it was not yet a religion, but at least it was the embodiment of
a great hope” (Introduction 1). Furthermore, John Manningham mentions the sustained
hatred between the Jews and the Christian as he refers to the betrayal of the Jews in an

entry dated 1601 in his diary as follows:

Honour is like a spiders webbe, long in doinge, but soone undone, blowne down
with every blast. It is like a craggy stepe rocke, which a man is longe getting
upon, and being up, yf his foote but slip, he breakes his necke. Soe the Jews
dealt with Christ; one day they would have him a king, an other day none, one
day ctyed Hosanna to him, an other nothing but Crucifie him. (Folio 7b 37-38)

As indicated in these lines, not only do the Jewish people accuse the Christians of
betrayal but also the Christians consider the Jews responsible for the crucifixion of
Christ. In other words, the hatred between the Christians and the Jewish people has been
mutual since the first interaction between the two religious beliefs started, which is also

explicitly presented in The Merchant of Venice as will be demonstrated.

The rejection of the Jewish people in the political, social and religious spheres in
western and central Europe started in the Middle Ages. In France the Capetian Philip IV
and his Valois successors purposed to remove the Jews from the regions which they
controlled in 1306 and 1394, respectively. Furthermore, in the fourteenth century,
throughout France, Germany and Spain, the rest of the Jewish population was exposed
to constraint due to the outbreak of political, social and economic crises, and also the
Jews were held responsible for the contagion of the Black Death. They were deported
from Spain and Portugal in 1492 and in 1497, respectively (J. Edwards 11). Ivan G.
Marcus explains these charges against the Jews as follows: “The major turning point for
central European Jewry was the Black Death of 1349, a trauma that reduced the

population of some areas of Europe by as much as 50 percent. Unable to explain a
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catastrophe of such magnitude, the popular mind personalized the agents of destruction
by blaming the Jews for poisoning the wells of Europe” (180-181). In Spain the positive
and inclusive approach towards the Jewish population changed negatively particularly
in the late fourteenth century and the Jewish people living in Toledo, Seville, Valencia
and Burgos were slayed and were forced to convert to Christianity (Israel 4). The
Jewish people who had been deported from western and central Europe as a result of
various accusations and persecution found shelter in Poland, Lithuania and the Ottoman
Balkans in the late fifteenth century (Israel 5). Therefore, in the light of the condition of
the Jewish population in western and central Europe between the early fourteenth and
early sixteenth centuries, it may be argued that the Jews were regarded as the enemies of

the Christians and they were exposed to massacre and expulsion.

The Jewish people in Venice had been protected by law since 1385 and they were
allowed to reside in Venice and do business as money lenders on the Rialto (Gilbert 30)
as also presented in The Merchant of Venice. In I1L.i. Solanio asks Salerio, “Now what
news on the Rialto?” (1) in order to get information on the course of Antonio’s
business. In this respect, the Jews in Venice were allowed to sell clothes (Gilbert 30).
However, they were imposed restraints in commerce as they were excluded from the
international trade corporation, and thus the Jews of Venice and the Christian
businessmen were kept apart (Cerasano 16). They were also subject to various
restrictions in social life as they could not possess land, and it was initially obligatory
for the Jewish men to wear a yellow circle while the Jewish women had to wear a
yellow scarf, but then both men and women were forced to wear a yellow hat so that
they could be distinguished from the Christians (Gilbert 30). Furthermore, the Jewish
people in Venice were alienated from the Christian people and were forced to live in
deserted areas within the city which were close to prisons and called a ‘ghetto’ by the
decree implemented by the Council of Ten, “a major governing body in the city” (Cook
151), in 1516 (Cerasano 15). In Ennio Concina’s words, “[t]he settlement of Jews in
Ghetto Novo began at the end of July 1516, and was preceded by negotiations which
were far from easy, especially with regard to property ownership, while the complexity
of the situation was compounded by social, political, and cultural factors” (180).

According to Martin Cohen, until the establishment of ghetto settlement, the Jewish
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people were able to have contact with the Christian intellectuals, and the Jewish religion
and culture interacted with Christianlity and Christian culture (169-170). The ghettos
were surrounded by walls and the Jews were not allowed to leave the ghettos at night as
the doors were locked (Mahoney 20). The Christian Church and the Italian State
intended to segregate the Jewish people from the Christians from sunset to dawn, and
thus the social and cultural life of the Jewish people was imprisoned in the ghetto (Israel
60). Therefore, it is possible to argue that by means of the ghetto, the Jews were strictly
kept under control by the authorities and their life was restricted. In this regard, as
Miriam Gilbert asserts, “[t]he creation of a Jewish community, barely tolerated and
forcibly isolated, has become a familiar historical entity, and its name, ghetto, probably
comes from Venice” (30). According to Louis Jacobs, “[l]ife in the old ghetto was
usually grim, squalid, and restricted but in it the Jew found a measure of protection from
a hostile world and the ability to assimilate his own spiritual heritage” (188). Hence,
ghetto life was highly limiting and exclusionary for the Jewish people, which led to the

creation of a separate community with its own way of life.

Although the constraints on the Jewish people in political, social and cultural life were
imposed throughout Italy, Venice had a distinguishing feature for all the Christians in
the fifteenth century as it was idealised as the city of the divinity; it was protected by the
divine power, and hence could not be destroyed; therefore, the settlers were sacred,
blessed and secure. Furthermore, Venice, once the port which had been used by the
Christians travelling to Jerusalem, replaced the city of Providence especially after the
conquest of Constantinople (Crouzet-Pavan 163-166). Thus, it may be deduced that
anti-semitism grew in Venice and a settlement excluding the Jewish people was

established rapidly in comparison to other Italian cities.

However, despite all the above-mentioned limitations on their lifestyles and business,
the Jews were free to practice their religion in Venice and what is more striking is that
compelling the Jewish people to convert to Christianity was legally forbidden (Edelman
4). In this sense, as Charles Edelman also asserts, it may be argued that Shylock, who is
forced to convert to Christianity and loses his wealth to Christians in The Merchant of

Venice is a representative of the Jewish people in Spain rather than the Jews in Italy as
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conversion of non-Christians to Christianity was a common practice in Spain especially
in the fourteenth century (4).

Moreover, the city of Venice Shakespeare presents in The Merchant of Venice suits the
historical image and importance of Venice as a holy city and a rich port where trade
developed and culture was fostered. Thus, the Venice presented in The Merchant of
Venice reflects the city that the Elizabethan people pictured in their minds as argued by

Harley Granville-Barker as follows:

[Shakespeare] does present a Venice that lived in the Elizabethan mind, and it is
the Venice of his dramatic needs; a city of royal merchants trading to the gorgeous
East, of Jews, in their gaberdines (as rare a sight, remembers, as to us a Chinese
mandarin is, walking the London streets to-day), and of splendid gentlemen
rustling in silks. To the lucky young Englishman who could hope to travel there
Venice stood for culture and manners and the luxury of civilisation; and this —
without one word of description — is how Shakespeare pictures it. (69)

Therefore, as indicated in the above lines, the Elizabethan people visualised Venice as
the cradle of civilisations. For the Elizabethans, Venice was associated with economic
progress and the supremacy of Christianity. Shakespeare adopts a sophisticated
approach to this image employed by the Elizabethan people as he poses moral questions
through the treatment of Shylock by the Christian people in Venice as will be
demonstrated in this chapter. Likewise, Marchette Chute presents how Italy was viewed
by the Elizabethan people, and the close connection between Italy and London during

the Elizabethan era:

Above all, it felt the stirring of new winds from Italy. To the average Londoner
Italy was still the place of strange poisons and passionate love affairs, to be mistr
usted as the home of the wicked Machiavelli; but English architects travelled in
Italy and brought back new designs, English sportsmen did their riding and fencing
in the Italian manner, and when a poet wrote love songs, he imitated Petrarch.
There was a fury of translation from the Italian of novels and plays and poems, and
the brilliant Italian actors penetrated England and flourished for at least a season in
London. (62)

These lines clearly display that the Elizabethan people had a strong interest in Italy and

they followed the religious, economical, cultural and literary developments taking place
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there. The link between Italy and England in the sixteenth century was strong, and
hence it may be inferred that the Elizabethan people had knowledge of how both the

Christians and the Jews lived there.

The history of the settlement of the Jewish people in England goes back to the Norman
rule in England between 1066 and 1154. The Jewish people settled in England during
the rule of William the Congueror. In the twelfth century they were given privileges as
they took over the control of their own community and ruled it according to Jewish law,
which was also recognised by King John. However, the Jewish community was
associated with crime and in 1144, they were accused by the Christians of murdering a
boy who had disappeared in Norwich, which paved the way for the accusations of the
Jews of ritual murders. Henry 11, who ruled England between 1154 and 1189, aimed to
improve the image of the Jewish people within the society but nevertheless they were
not allowed to take part in the unions of the craftmen and they could not possess land
(Lelyveld 4). Frederick Hawkins describes the negative image of the Jewish people in
the minds of the English people by the twelfth century and their exclusion from the

society as follows:

By that time the populace had conceived a bitter hostility to the Jews on account of
their faith or rather want of faith, the proved superiority of their talents of
commerce, and the inordinate wealth they were supposed to have amassed. The
long-discordant elements of which the nation was composed hated them with equal
fervour. Any story to their disadvantage, however improbable it might be, found
ready and implicit credence. They were believed to be adepts in the black arts, to
be engaged in a mysterious conspiracy against Christians as a body, and to have a
penchant for crucifying living children. This animosity more than once took a very
practical form; Jews were murdered by hundreds, their goods and chattels seized,
and their houses razed to the ground. (191)

However, the importance of the Jewish people for the economic development of
England was realised gradually in the twelfth century as the Church prohibited the
Christian people from lending money with interest, hence the wealthy Jews were the
only people who could provide the nobility, who had difficulties in collecting taxes,
with money. Furthermore, the members of the government could also benefit from the
financial assistance provided by the Jews. The Jewish people could not leave their

wealth to their heirs, thus the monarchy inherited the wealth of the Jews on their death
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(Lelyveld 4-5). Before the Jewish people were expelled from England, there was wide
discrepancy between the way they were treated by the monarch and the attitude of the
public. They were protected by the sovereign and by their patrons as they were money
lenders and were important in economic terms. However, they drew negative reaction
from the common Christian people due to their roles as money lenders and their royal
protection (Danson 147-148). In this regard, it is possible to argue that the position of
the Jewish people in the Christian society in the Middle Ages created social unrest and
divergency between the monarch and its subjects. The Jewish community was expelled
from England in 1290 (Mahoney 19). According to Lawrence Danson, Edward |
decided to expel the Jewish people at the end of the thirteenth century as they began to
lose their economic power and usefulness to the monarch, and hence Edward |
accommodated himself to the expectations of his Christian subjects (147). In other
words, Edward I sided with his Christian subjects and acted according to their requests
and expelled the Jewish people who had already lost their economic power and
efficiency. Toby Lelyveld further describes the decreasing importance of the Jewish
people in the English society in the twelfth century and the thirteenth century as

follows:

Their expulsion from England was hastened by the rise of several Italian banking
houses, to which England now gave its patronage. Jewish money-lenders began to
lose their importance and their stay in England was now considered superfluous. In
1189, a deputation of Jews, bearing gifts to Richard | at the time of his coronation,
was attacked by the mob and slaughtered. Other riots followed. In 1217, English
Jews were made to wear the ignominious yellow badge. By this time, the word
“Jew” had become a synonym for usurer, liar, rascal, cheat. (5)

Thus, as mentioned in the above lines, in the late twelfth century and the early thirteenth
century, the Jewish people were economically weak and they were the targets of
growing public unrest. They, moreover, became the victims of social restrictions, and
they were directly associated with usury, corruption and deceit. Robin Mundill
elaborates the charges against the Jewish people in 1290 as he says, “[t]hey ranged from
deep suspicion and fear of heresy and even magic, to a distinct predilection for listening
to rumour about the minority concerned. The background to such events obviously
included economic envy, jealousy of the outsider’s position within society, and the

marshalling of public and theological opinion against the minority” (249).
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As regards the Tudor dynasty, it may be argued that there was a specific Jewish
community living in England and there was also an interaction with the Jews living in
Italy during the reigns of Henry VII, Henry VIII and Elizabeth 1. The Jews expelled
from Spain and Portugal formed the Marrano communities in England (Shapiro 68).
The Marrano Jews came to London in the reign of Henry VIII and their numbers
increased in London under the rule of Elizabeth I. The Marranos living in the
Elizabethan era were converted Christians but they secretly carried out the Jewish
customs (Gross 20-21). In Bate’s and Thornton’s words, “Jews who converted or whose
ancestors had converted were called Marranos, but their Christian beliefs and political
allegiance were always doubted [...]” (160). The second group of Jews who settled in
London under Henry VIII were Jewish musicians who came from Italy to improve the
taste of music at the court. The Bassanos from Venice were a distinguished family, and
chiefly the members of the Bassano family and the other Italian musicians became
successful performers and instrument makers and they easily adjusted to the English
society (Gross 23). Therefore, starting with King Henry VII, until the official
readmission of the Jewish people to England by Oliver Cromwell in 1656 (Bate and
Thornton 159), the Tudor monarchs approved the settlement of limited number of Jews
in England because they proved to be beneficial for the country. The Jews dwelling in
England worked as merchants, teachers, physicians, translators of Hebrew and mining
experts (Shapiro 68). In addition, the existence of the Jewish people in England in the
sixteenth century is proved by the State Papers about the marriage of Catherine of
Aragon with Arthur, Prince of Wales. As indicated in these legal documents, King
Henry VII discusses the situation of the Jewish people in England with the Spanish
ambassador (Lee, “The Lopez Case” 138). Therefore, as Sidney Lee argues, “[t]hese
witnesses can leave little doubt of the truth of the general proposition that Jews were
known [in England] before their formal readmission under Cromwell [...]” (“The Lopez
Case” 138). Another significant incident which demonstrates the relation between
England and the Jews in the sixteenth century is that Henry VIII found the proof
enabling his divorce from to Catherine of Aragon, the wife of his deceased brother, and
hence making his marriage to Anne Boleyn possible in Leviticus, “the third book of
canonical Jewish and Christian Scripture consisting mainly of priestly legislation”

(Merriam Webster). Therefore, in order to invalidate the opposition of the Pope, Henry
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VIII consulted the Jewry in Italy, where the Holy Book was studied and researched on,
about the detailed explanation of the prohibition presented in the Leviticus against
levirate marriage (Katz 17-18). In The Jewish Religion: A Companion a levirate
marriage is defined as “[t]he marriage of a widow to a brother of her husband from the
same father” (Jacobs 315). Furthermore, “[a]ccording to Leviticus 18: 16 it is forbidden
for a man to marry his brother’s widow (the verse must be referring to a widow; if the
brother is still alive he is forbidden to marry her in any event since she is a married
woman)” (Jacobs 315). In this sense, Henry VIII met with the Jewish physician, Elijah
Menahem Halfan, the son of Abba Mari Halfan and the grandson of Joseph Colon.
Halfan helped Henry VIII in the interpretation of Leviticus. The second Jew who
assisted Henry VIII in his attempts to invalidate his marriage to Catherine of Aragon
was Francesco Giorgi who was the Venetian theologist. Giorgi supported Henry VIII by
bringing scholarly explanation about the divorce and receiving help from other Jewish
scholars. The third Jewish man whom Henry VIII consulted was Marco Raphael, a
scholar and a converted Jew, who supported Henry VIII’s divorce particularly through
his writings (Katz 24-25). In the light of the information, it may be argued that the
existence of the Jewish people in England continued even after their formal expulsion in
1290. In addition to this, as it has been distinctly illustrated through Henry VIII’s case,
there was also a close connection between the English monarchy and the Jewish
scholars in ltaly. In this regard, the question how Shakespeare had knowledge about the
Jewish people and was familiar with their way of life arises. Due to the lack of
documented evidence, there are various speculations about whether Shakespeare had
ever travelled to foreign countries like Italy, France and Vienna which he used as
settings. It is also discussed by the Shakespearean scholars and critics whether
Shakespeare left England and reflected his experiences in the foreign countries in his
plays or he met the foreign characters, like the Italian merchants and the Jewish money
lenders and witnessed the incidents related to them in London. In this regard, Srinivasa

lyengar also says:

It is unlikely Shakespeare was ever out of England, - though biographers have
enterprisigly tried to send him on seaborne expeditions, on Italian tours, and on
Continental campaigns. [...] but Shakespeare had no such opportunities, no such
need even. He knew his Stratford well, he knew his London well: he also knew the
provinces, since he must have occasionally at least accompanied his Company on
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their travels. He knew the value of reading, and he read extensively both for
pleasure ad for picking up thoughts or plots for his plays. [...] With a mind so well-
stocked Shakespeare was also ready to assimilate ideas and impressions from his
conservations with his fellow-dramatists and fellow-actors as also travellers rich in
experience. [...] His Italy is like Italy only superficially, and is really England in
fact; and his Vienna is more London thanVienna. (91)

As indicated in the above lines, for lyengar, Shakespeare did not go on excursions and
tours of Italian cities and expeditions in Europe. In this respect, it may be argued that
for lyengar, Shakespeare knew Stratford-Upon-Avon, his birthplace, very well. He also
knew London where he worked as an actor and a playwright and spent almost twenty
years of his lifetime in London and in the counties where his theatre company
performed plays. Furthermore, Shakespeare studied various classical sources from
which he borrowed his plots and characters. His talks with his fellow actors and
playwrights along with wealthy travellers who had embarked on adventures in foreign
countries also shaped Shakespeare’s dramatic imagination. Similarly, Thomas Fairman
Ordish argues that Shakespeare learnt about the foreign ports and cities from the stories
told to him by the boaters who had formerly worked for the English navy. These boaters
carried the theatregoers to the theatres through the River Thames by ferry. In addition,
Shakespeare might have been informed about the experiences of the nobles who had
made tours to Germany, Paris and the Italian cities. He might also have been informed
by Lord Southampton, Lord Pembroke and other lords with whom he had close
relations at the court (16). Edwin Goadby manifests that Shakespeare was influenced by
the events of his age and presented them in his plays in his following words:
“[Shakespeare] was not its creature, and yet the features of the age have left their
impress of everything he wrote. His dramas and comedies seem to have been written in
the street and the public tavern rather than in the closet [...]” (16). At this point, it may
be stated that even if Shakespeare did not travel to foreign countries and acquire first-
hand knowledge of foreign characters like the Venetian merchant and the Jew, his
interactions with both common people like the traders and boaters and the noble people
from the court provided him with certain ideas. Cerasano also states that it is uncertain
how Shakespeare had information about the merchants and money lenders in Venice
and as to so skillfully present them in his plays. Thus, Cerasano suggests that
Shakespeare met merchants like Antonio in The Merchant of Venice in London and

listened to the stories about Jewish money lenders which were told by the travellers who
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had gone to Italy along with his acquitance of the Jewish people living in London as
follows:

In the absence of information that would suggest that Shakespeare had travelled to
Italy, we are forced to believe that he created Antonio from a combination of
Venetian merchants that he knew or had heard about in London. Along the same
lines, he probably created Shylock from a combination of the tales of Jewish
moneylenders told by travellers who had been to Venice, together with whatever he
had heard about the Jewish community resident in London in the 1590s. (15)

Hence, it may be argued that Shakespeare had the means to learn about the foreign
countries and the foreign characters in London as he met the foreign characters or
became familiar with them through the stories told. Lee also lays emphasis on the fact
that the historical accounts explicitly or implicitly suggest the absence of the Jews in
England between 1290 and 1655, and then it is a challenging question whether
Shakespeare travelled abroad or met the characters like Shylock in London due to the
lack of information about his journeys. However, Lee concludes that Shakespeare must
have had an opportunity to meet the Jewish people residing in London during his
lifetime (“The Lopez Case” 137-138).

Apart from the impression about the Jewish money lender that Shakespeare received
through his contacts in London, through the Jewish population living in London and the
literary sources he had read, a significant event which had a negative impact on the
impression of the Jewish people living in England not only on the Christian public but
also on Shakespeare was the trial and execution of Doctor Roderigo Lopez who was the
Portuguese-Jewish physician to Queen Elizabeth | and was charged with treason against
the Queen in 1594 (S. Wells, Dictionary 101). Lopez had served the Earl of Leicester
who was the patron of Richard Burbage and the lasting disputes between Lopez and the
Earl of Essex led to the indictment of Lopez (Lelyveld 6). Lopez established
relationships with the courtiers and the Earl of Essex who was a favourite courtier of
Queen Elizabeth | and a close friend of the Earl of Southampton, the patron of
Shakespeare. Lopez, who knew foreign languages, was recruited by Essex so that he

could translate Antonio Perez’s speech, who was a Portuguese refugee at the court.
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However, Lopez plotted with the King of Spain against Perez, and he was also forced to
take part in a conspiracy against Queen Elizabeth 1. Though Lopez claimed that he had
refused to poison the Queen, Essex led the campaign accusing Lopez of treason and his
trial was conducted by a special commission in the Guildhall. Eventually, Lopez was
executed at Tyburn in 1594 (Boas, In Shakspere’s 217). Platter refers to one attempt to
poison Elizabeth I, which may be interpreted as Lopez’s case, along with the other
schemes intending to kill her in an entry dated 1599 in his diary. First, Platter elaborates
the appearance of the Queen and asserts that she was wearing a white and satin dress
which was embroided with gold. Her jewelry was pompous and she was wearing fancy
gloves. Platter also refers to Elizabeth I’s age and maintains that though the Queen was
seventy-four years old in 1599, she looked like a young woman (58). Then, Platter says:
“[...] although her life has often been threatened by poison and many ill designs, God
has preserved her wonderfully at all times” (59). Platter also describes the general
practice of execution at Tyburn in his diary in the part where he mentions the law courts
as follows: “[...] when the trial is over, those condemned to the rope are placed on a
cart, each one with a rope around his neck, and the hangman drives with them out of the
town to the gallows, called Tyburn, almost an hour away from the city, there he fastens
them upone after another by the rope and drives the cart off under the gallows which is
not very high off the ground [...]” (36). As Judith Cook puts forward, the evidence
which proves that Lopez plotted with the Spanish forces was a jewel he was given as a
gift. However, Lopez denied all the charges against himself and claimed that he had
directly given the jewel to Elizabeth I as a present (115). Anthony Burgess particularly
focuses on the hostility between the Earl of Essex and Lopez and argues that the
personal matter underlies the charges against Lopez. First Walsingham, then the Earl of
Essex wanted to use Lopez in order to get information from Spain because Lopez had a
wide network in Portugal and could easily learn the important political developments in
Spain. However, Lopez spied on the Earl of Essex and informed Elizabeth | about the
acts of Essex, and he made Essex his enemy. Essex, in return, used the statements of
Tinoco who accused Lopez of taking a jewel from the King of Spain in exchange for his
support (137). Though Lopez was a converted Christian during his service to Queen
Elizabeth 1, his Jewish identity was also in the foreground in the accusations and

Cerasano associates Lopez’s treachery against Queen Elizabeth | with the the growth of
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the sense of anti-semitisim in England as follows: “ [...] in tracing the history of anti-
semitism in England some historians and literary scholars have traditionally pointed to
the trial and execution in 1593 of Doctor Roderigo Lopez, a Spanish Jew who, it was
alleged, had participated in a plot to poison Queen Elizabeth I” (16-17). Frederick
Hawkins vividly puts forth the fear which gripped the Elizabethan people about the
increasing influence of the Jewish people in England upon the assignment of the Jewish

physician at the court as follows:

These events, as may be supposed, created quite a panic among the people at large.
The Jews, it seemed certain, would be allowed to reestablish themselves in the
country, diminish the profits of good Christian traders, pervert crowds to Judaism,
and, as in former times, crucify children in derision of the true religion. The
prospect seemed to sting everyone to fury; [...]. (191)

Therefore, in the minds of the Elizabethan people the Jew was still a murderer, a fraud
who hindered the trade of the Christian merchants and a liar who propagated his own
religion while disdaining Christianity. Moreover, they had worried over the
reappearance of the Jewish people both in the society and at the court. John
Manningham refers to the negative image of the Jewish people during the Elizabethan
era in his diary with an entry on March 1602. He mentions the emotional reaction of
Queen Elizabeth I to a hymn read by Doctor Parry and comprising religious teachings
which were, on the one hand, plausible, but on the other hand, disliked as the Jews had
used these teachings as follows: “The doctrine was concerning vowes, which were
growne in contempt and hatred because the Jews of old and the papistes of later tymes
have used them, whereas the thing it selfe, in i[t]s owne nature, is reasonable and
commendable” (Folio 110 206). In this sense, in Parrott’s words, “[w]hether Lopez was
guilty or innocent, however, his trial and execution fanned the embers of anti-Semitisim
in London into a blazing flame” (134). Thus, as indicated in these lines, the trial and
execution of Lopez had an effect on the growth of hatred towards the Jewish people in
the Elizabethan society. Although the discussion among the historians and critics on
whether Lopez was quilty or not continued, the Elizabethan people were strictly
convinced of his guilt as the trial and execution of Lopez drew considerable interest in
the public. As Lelyveld points out, “[a]lthough later historians have found only
inconclusive evidence of his guilt in plotting against the life of the queen, the
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Elizabethans had nothing but loathing for the proselytized Jew, and they rejoiced at his
death” (6-7). In this regard, it may be argued that the trial and execution of Lopez
attracted the attention of the Christian Elizabethan people as the convict was a Jew, a
member of a community which had been accused of various crimes throughout the
history of England as has been presented in this chapter. The treason of the Jewish
doctor was kept on the agenda by five official accounts about his treachery published
after his execution (Boas, In Shakspere’s 217). Furthermore, as Lopez was renowned in
London, Frederic Boas argues that he “must have been well known to many members of
the theatrical profession” (In Shakspere’s 217), and Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta was
staged for more than twenty times between May, 1594 and December, 1594 to keep
Lopez’s case alive in the minds of the Elizabethan people (Boas, In Shakspere’s 217). In
the light of such information, it may be stated that Shakespeare was influenced by the
trial and execution of Lopez because different from the ordinary Elizabethan citizen, he
had knowledge of the incident as he was close to the court and would have had
information about the details of the accusation, trial and the execution. Shakespeare’s
relationship with Henry Wriothesley, the Earl of Southampton, who was an influential
courtier and a close friend of the Lord of Essex, the leader of the Lopez trial as has been
mentioned, kept him informed about the incidents happening at the court. As Alfred
Leslie Rowse explains, Southampton got in close contact with Essex especially after
1591 as he wanted to follow him in his campaign in Normandy, and stood by Essex

throughout his turbulent political career (William 141-142).

As Arthur Acheson asserts, the relationship between Shakespeare and the Earl of
Southampton started after Southampton began to serve at court in 1590. Furthermore, as
Acheson puts forth, Shakespeare became acquainted with Southampton during
Elizabeth I’s visit to Cowdray and Tichfield House in 1591 as Shakespeare and the
members of his theatre company accompanied Southampton throughout the Queen’s
visit (165-166). Southampton’s influence at the court is presented in Andrew Gurr’s
words as follows: “[...] by the time [the Earl of Southampton] died in 1624 he had
become a powerful figure at court and an exceptionally rich man” (William 63).
Moreover, Shakespeare wrote and published his narrative poems, “Venus and Adonis”

and “The Rape of the Lucrece” in 1593 and 1594, respectively when the Earl of
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Southampton was his patron. In addition, Shakespeare dedicated both poems to
Southampton (Frye, Shakespeare’s n.p.). Halliday depicts the prominent position of
Southampton at the court at the time of the publication of Shakespeare’s poems as
follows: “When Venus and Adonis was published, therefore, he was still a bachelor and
one of the most handsome and accomplished noblemen at Court, a favourite of the
Queen and a friend of Essex, a patron of poets and young-looking for his years, which
were only nineteen” (The Life of Shakespeare 123). In the dedication of “Venus and
Adonis”, Shakespeare highlights the power of Southampton at court as follows: “I know
not how I shall offend in dedicating my unpolished lines to your lordship, nor how the
world will censure me for choosing so strong a prop to support so weak a burden [...]”
(Maxwell 4). Therefore, it may be deduced that Shakespeare was at the beginning of his
dramatic career and was not a well-known and an influential playwright in 1593;
however, Southampton was already a powerful courtier. With the lines, “[...] only, if
your honour seem but pleased, | account my self highly praised, and wov to take
advantage of all idle hours, till I have honoured you with some graver labour” (Maxwell
4), Shakespeare also explicitly puts forward that he wishes to continue his connection
with Southampton and promises to honour his greatness through a masterpiece. In the
dedication of “The Rape of Lucrece”, Shakespeare makes a more intimate introduction
which may be interpreted as an indicator of the development in their relationship.
Shakespeare says: “The love I dedicate to your lordship is without end: whereof this
pamphlet without beginning is but a superfluous moiety” (Maxwell 46). As indicated in
this line, Shakespeare clearly asserts that the opening of his poem with the
demonstration of his love for Southampton is necessary as his affection for him gives
meaning to the poem. In the light of this information, it may be argued that Shakespeare
and Southampton had a close relationship in 1594 when Lopez was accused of treachery
and was executed. In Acheson’s words, “[f]riendship may perhaps be too strong a term
to apply to the relations that subsisted at this date between Southampton and
Shakespeare, but we have good proof [...] in the dedication of Venus and Adonis in
1593, and of Lucrece in 1594 [...]” (153). Ordish also comments on the close
relationship between Shakespeare and Southampton by referring to Shakespeare’s
remaining unresponsive to the death of Queen Elizabeth 1. According to Ordish,

Shakespeare was thinking about the fate of Southampton who had been imprisoned in
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the Tower of London due to his part in the Essex Rebellion in 1601 and he regarded the
death of the Queen as an opportunity for the emancipation of his beloved patron and
friend (278).

In addition, starting with 1593, after Shakespeare earned reputation with his narrative
poems, “Venus and Adonis” and “The Rape of the Lucrece”, as a friend and servant of
Lord Southampton, he began to have a place among the nobility (Ordish 251). In this
sense, in Peter Alexander’s words, “[p]erhaps this trial, which Essex, the president, and
his party made as sensational as possible for their own ends, interested Shakespeare in a
story with a Jew in it. For Shakespeare was no doubt ‘a man of business’, as Spedding
puts it, who thought the story of a wicked Jew good material for such a time [...]”
(111). Parrott supports Alexander’s argument as he says, “[t]here was a great doubt
about his guilt, but Essex, the Queen’s favourite, who presided at the trial, was
determined to secure a conviction, and Shakespeare’s friend, Southampton, the intimate
associate of Essex, could have informed the poet of all the details of the trial” (134). In
other words, Shakespeare had access to first-hand information about Lopez’s case, and
the increasing popularity of the story of the villainous Jew among the Elizabethan
people inspired him to write about the Jew who was alienated and finally punished for
doing evil to the Christian people. However, Shakespeare’s presentation of the Jew in
The Merchant of Venice is problematic due to the uncertainty created in Shylock’s
character and Shakespeare’s controversial approach to Shylock as will be demonstrated
in detail in this chapter. Last, Lopez’s execution marks the end of the official
accusations directed at the Jewish people in London as there was no legal document
showing the denunciation of the Jewish people or any appeal to dismiss them since the
execution of Lopez (Edelman 2). Hence, considering particularly the Lopez case and the
existence of the Jewish people both in the English society and at the court, as Boas
argues, “[...] it is perfectly certain that Shakespere had opportunities of acquiring first-
hand knowledge of Jewish life without leaving England [...]” (In Shakspere’s 218).

In addition to this, Shakespeare’s demonstration of his love for Southampton
particularly in the dedication of “The Rape of Lucrece” is also fundamental as it is

similar to Bassanio’s expression of his affection and respect for Antonio in Li. in The
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Merchant of Venice. Bassanio reveals his strong attachment to Antonio after Antonio
asks about the lady with whom Bassanio is in love:

[...] to you Antonio

| owe the most in money and in love,

And from your love | have a warrantly

To unburthen all my plots and purposes

How to get clear of all the debts | owe. (130-134)

Hence, the way Bassanio presents his deep commitment to Antonio bears resemblance
to Shakespeare’s dependence on his patron, the Earl of Southampton. Furthermore,
Antonio’s approach to Bassanio mirrors the attitude of a patron who protects his subject

financially. In this regard, Antonio says:

| pray you good Bassanio let me know it,

And if it stand as you yourself still do,

Within the eye of honour, be assur’d

My purse, my person, my extremest means

Lie all unlock’d to your occasions. (1.i.135-139)

Thus, as indicated in Antonio’s words, he does not only offer his friendship to Bassanio
but he also proposes to put his wealth into Bassanio’s service. In this sense, it may be
argued that the relationship between Bassanio and Antonio has common features with
that of Shakespeare and the Earl of Southampton in terms of the relationship between

the patron and his subject.

Shakespeare’s closeness to the court, where he could obtain information about the
political developments, was not limited to his relationship with the Earl of Southampton
as Shakespeare had noble patrons throughout his dramatic career. After the Lord
Chamberlain became the patron of Shakespeare’s theatre company in 1594,
Shakespeare began to maintain close relations with the court. Henry Carey, Lord
Hunsdon who was the first Lord Chamberlain and the first patron of the theatre
company had a family tie with Queen Elizabeth | as he was her cousin. Thus, under the
patronage of Henry Carey and the other noble successors, Shakespeare’s theatre
company staged plays before Queen Elizabeth | and King James | at the court (Ordish
250). Cook puts forth the high efficiency of Henry Carey at the court as follows:
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Lord Hunsdon was directly related to the Queen, being the son of Anne Boleyn’s
sister, Mary. Mary had preceded Anne as Henry VIII’s mistress but when Henry
fell passionately in love with her younger sister, he arranged a good marriage for
Mary with one of his gentlemen-in-waiting, William Carey. Mary had a son with
Carey, who was dutifully christened Henry after the King, shortly after which
Carey died, leaving behind a merry widow; Mary certainly fared considerably
better than her unfortunate sister. The young Henry, later created Lord
Chamberlain by Queen Elizabeth, was a man of considerable influence at Court.
(111)

Therefore, as indicated in the above lines, Henry Carey had a powerful position at the
court as the only son of Mary Tudor and William Carey and as the cousin of Queen
Elizabeth I. In this sense, after Carey became the patron of Shakespeare’s theatre
company, both Shakespeare and his fellow actors became known by the court.
Furthermore, according to Jean Wilson, the Earl of Nottingham and the Lord of
Hunsdon, who were brothers-in-law, “were also relatives of Elizabeth, and among her
inner circle of friends” (9). Ordish’s argument concerning the considerable number of
performances of Shakespeare’s theatre company at the court after 1594, the year of
Lopez’s execution, is also supported by Roland Mushat Frye as he says, “[...] during
the last decade of Elizabeth’s reign the Chamberlain’s Men was by far the most popular
company at court, putting on thirty-two known performances before the queen as
compared with thirty-three known performances by all the rival companies combined”
(Shakespeare’s n.p). That is, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men performed its first play at the
court before Queen Elizabeth I during the Christmas period of 1594-1595 and
performed at least one play each year until the Queen died (Astington 109). John H.
Astington’s list of performances at the court between 1558 and 1642 as he presents in
the Appendix of English Court Theatre 1558-1642, supports Frye’s argument and puts
forth that the Lord Chamberlain’s Men performed thirty-three plays between the season
of 1594-95 and the season of 1602-03, almost equal to the total performance number of
Admiral’s Men, Gentlemen of Gray’s Inn, Gentlemen of Middle Temple, Derby’s Men,
Children of Chapel, Worcester’s Men and Hertford’s Men (234-237).

With respect to the analysis of the play, The Merchant of Venice starts with a question.
At the very beginning of the play, Antonio’s mood poses questions. He reveals that he

suffers from tediousness and he does not know the exact reason of it. Thus, he says:
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In sooth I know not why | 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. (1.i.1-5)

In other words, Antonio feels depressed for a cause; however, he cannot find the
underlying cause of his distress. Salerio and Solanio claim that Antonio is dispirited
because his merchant ships are at sea. It is highly likely that Antonio is reported at any
moment that his ships have sunk or have been damaged. In this respect, Salerio says:
“Your mind is tossing on the ocean, / There where your argosies with portly sail” (L.i.8-
9). Salerio further claims that Antonio’s mind is busy with his commercial business as
follows: “But tell not me, I know Antonio / Is sad to think upon his merchandise”
(1.i.39-40). Similarly, Solanio asserts that the underlying reason for Antonio’s sorrow is
the condition of his trading ships at sea: “Believe me sir, had I such venture forth,/ The
better part of my affections would / Be with my hopes abroad” (I.i.15-17). Hence,
Solanio maintains that he would be as sad as Antonio if his merchant ships were at sea.
Therefore, from the statements of Salerio and Solanio, the audience/readers may think

that Antonio is worried about his business. In response, Antonio says:

Believe me no, | 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. (1.i.41-45)

With these lines, which create uncertainty in the minds of the audience/readers, Antonio
openly asserts that he is not worried about his property because he has acted wisely as a
merchant and has not placed all his goods on the ships at sea. In addition, he self-
confidently emphasises that he is already a wealthy merchant and his savings are more
than his goods on his ships at sea. Antonio’s objection, “Fie, fie!” (1.i.46), to Solanio’s
statement, “Why then you are in love” (Li.45), also creates ambiguity about the
intention of Antonio. In addition, Gratiano increases the uncertainty about Antonio’s

complicated situation as follows:
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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 chang’d. (73-76)

Thus, Gratiano immediately realises Antonio’s troubled temper and is curious about the
reason. However, Antonio’s obscure answer satisfies neither Gratiano nor the
audience/readers. Antonio says: “I hold the world but as the world Gratiano, / A stage,
where every man must play a part, / And mine a sad one” (1.i.77-79). Therefore, it may
be argued that Antonio holds the mystery of his situation and though he does not present
his business and falling in love as the causes of his sadness in his conservations with
Salerio and Solanio, he does not give a convincing reason for his tediousness and asserts

that acting as a sullen man is his part in life.

The major problem in The Merchant of Venice which makes the play a problem play is
Shakespeare’s presentation of Shylock. On the one hand, Shylock comes into
prominence with his Jewish identity and is presented as the victim of the Christian
people as he is constantly insulted, put on trial, loses his wealth to the Christians and is
forced to change his religion. On the other hand, Shylock is also presented as a cruel
Jewish money lender who does not abandon his bond for the sake of his revenge on
Antonio. In this regard, as Frykman and Kjellmer put forth, “Shakespeare’s Shylock in
The Merchant of Venice is a dramatic character of an entirely different dimension, a
subtly drawn mixture of evil and suffering” (40). In other words, Shakespeare’s Jew,
Shylock, is different from Marlowe’s Jew, Barabas, who is purely evil as has been
presented, and hence Shakespeare gives rise to uncertainty in the minds of the

audience/readers over the character of Shylock.

Shylock’s character is described through a strong resemblance to the devil by the
Christian characters throughout the play. When Shylock says that Jessica was cursed
due to her betrayal, Salerio implies that if Jessica is judged by Shylock, then it is
inevitable that she is damned because Shylock is the devil: “That’s certain, if the devil
may be her judge” (I11.i.30). Similarly, Solanio uses the image of devil to describe all
the Jewish people when he sees that Shylock’s friend Tubal heads toward him: “Here

comes another of the tribe,- a third cannot be match’d, unless the devil himself turn
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Jewish (111.i.70-71). Based on Solanio’s statement, it may be argued that the Christian
characters in the play nurture enmity not only towards Shylock but also towards the
whole Jewish population in Venice. Antonio’s hatred towards Shylock and the Jewish
people is revealed in his farewell to Shylock after they compromise on the bond.
Antonio says: “Hie thee gentle Jew. / The Hebrew will turn Christian, he grows kind”
(1.11i.174-175). It may be deduced from these lines that Antonio generalises about the
Jewish people through Shylock and he fiercely condemns them for intolerance. For
Antonio, only the Christian people are capable of showing understanding towards other
people. The only character who momentarily hesitates about leaving Shylock is
Launcelot Gobbo, the servant of Shylock, because despite his intense dislike of him,
Launcelot is still undecided about leaving Shylock. He feels certain that leaving
Shylock will turn into a necessity in the future as Shylock gradually becomes cruel in
his attitudes and statements: “Certainly, my conscience will serve me to run from this
Jew my master” (ILii.1-2). Thus, Launcelot is torn between his conscience which
troubles him and constantly tells him to stay with his master whom he has served for a
long time, and the devil which warns him about the increasing atrociousness of the Jew.
In this sense, his conscience says: “ © Launcelot budge not” ” (ILii.18), while the devil
says: “ ‘Budge’ ” (18). However, after the inner conflict he goes through, Launcelot
eventually awakens to the fact that Shylock himself is an evil character, so he should
not assume any responsibility towards Shylock and he questions the orders of his
conscience as he says: “I should stay with the Jew my master, who (God bless the mark)
is a kind of devil” (11.ii.22-23). Launcelot further expresses his hatred towards Shylock
with the following words: “[...] certainly the Jew is the very devil incarnation [...]”
(11.ii.25-26). In other words, for Launcelot, Shylock is the representative of the devil on
earth; therefore, Launcelot will eventually fulfill the wishes of the devil whether he
leaves Shylock or stays with him. Finally, Launcelot decides to escape from the
household of Shylock to serve the Christians: “I will run fiend, my heels are at your
commandment, | will run” (11.11.29-30). What is striking in Launcelot’s reasoning is that
his association of leaving Shylock and entering the Christians’ service with the proposal
of the devil leads the audience/readers to think about the nature of Christianity as well.
In addition, Launcelot generalises, as Antonio has done, and projects his hatred onto the

whole Jewish community living in Venice when his father, Gobbo, asks whether he has



54

good relations with his master. Launcelot’s statement, “my master’s a very Jew”
(11.11.100), vividly demonstrates that Launcelot does not see only Shylock as his enemy
but also all the Jews. Launcelot further puts forth the marked contrast between Shylock,
the Jew and Bassanio, the Christian after he starts to work for the latter. After Bassanio
asks Launcelot whether he is completely sure of his choice, Launcelot justifies his
decision by referring to an old proverb which magnifies Christianity and denigrates
Judaism: “The old proverb is very well parted between my master Shylock and you sir,
you have ‘the grace of God’ sir, and he hath ‘enough’ ” (IL.ii.142-144). Hence, it may be
argued that the divine power overwhelmingly supports Christianity and regards Judaism
as inferior and such substantial discrepancy occurs not only between Shylock and
Bassanio but also between the Christian people and the Jewish people. Shakespeare
distinctly puts forward the long-standing hostility between Christianity and Judaism
both in England and throughout Europe through this old proverb. At this point, Bill
Overton emphasises the problem in Shylock’s characterisation by referring to his
Jewishness and the enmity between the Christians and the Jews: “There are two main
reasons why Shylock is a problem. One lies in the history of the Jews. Dispossessed
from their homeland and scattered among other nations, victims of pogrom and
holocaust, their story should permanently warn against the appalling dangers of all
racial prejudice. [...] The second reason why Shylock is a problem lies in the nature of
his role” (293).

Furthermore, Shylock’s daughter, Jessica, adopts a negative attitude towards Shylock,
which is similar to that of the Christians’. Therefore, as Stoll suggests, “[...] all the
people who come in contact with Shylock except Tubal — among them being those of
his own house, his servant and his daughter — have a word or two to say on the subject
of his character and never a good one” (16). In this regard, Jessica complains to
Launcelot about Shylock’s inconsiderate nature and she severely criticises him for being
an evil person behaving badly towards other people: “I am sorry thou wilt leave my
father so, / Our house is hell, and thou (a merry devil) / Didst rob it of some taste of
tediousness” (11.iii.1-3). Hence, Shylock is presented as the main reason for the

unbearable sorrow which makes their lives miserable. Furthermore, Jessica is deeply
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ashamed of being Shylock’s daughter, which she finds intensely embarrasing to express.

Jessica says:

Farewell good Launcelot.

Alack, what heinous sin is it in me

To be ashamed to be my father’s child!

But though | am a daughter to his blood

I am not to his manners: O Lorenzo

If thou keep promise | shall end this strife,

Become a Christian and thy loving wife! (11.iii.15-21)

Therefore, it can be clearly seen that Jessica does not want to be identified with Shylock
just because they have a family tie. She openly asserts that Shylock’s relentless attitude
towards herself and other people has alienated her from Shylock, and although they are
both Jewish, Jessica firmly denies her Jewish heritage and affirms that she is willing to
convert to Christianity just to sever all her ties with Shylock. According to Jessica,
converting to Christianity is the sole means of salvation. Thus, Jessica heavily stresses
that her character is totally different from that of her father’s. Moreover, Jessica reveals
her hatred towards Shylock in her letter to Lorenzo. As Launcelot explains to Graziano,
Jessica sees Shylock as the source of all evils and if she is ever wronged, she will be
punished merely for her father’s misdeeds: “And never dare misfortune cross her foot, /
Unless she do it under this excuse, / That she is issue to a faithless Jew” (Il.iv.35-37).
Jessica’s strong emphasis on Shylock’s religious faith is fundamental as she, like all the
other Christian characters in the play, asserts that Shylock’s malignancy stems from his

Jewishness.

Although Jessica lays great stress on her differences from her father and complains
about Shylock’s patronising attitude which makes her life miserable, the portrayal of
Shylock in 1l.v. suggests an exact opposite of this image, which poses a question in the
minds of the audience/reader. Before Shylock leaves for the dinner invitation by
Bassanio, he gives some instructions to Jessica about what she will do in his absence.
Though these instructions seem to be oppressive and aim at keeping Jessica under his
control, it may be argued that, in fact, Shylock wants to keep the Christians who wander

in the streets amusing themselves away from his house and his daughter, and thus warns
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Jessica against interacting with the Christian people. Therefore, Shylock’s sharp
reaction is not against Jessica but the Christians. In this sense, Shylock says:

Hear you me Jessica,

Lock up my doors, and when you hear the drum
And the vile squealing of the wry-neck’d fife
Clamber not you up to the casements then

Nor thrust your head into the public Street

To gaze on Christian fools with varnish’d faces:
But stop my house’s ears, | mean my casements,
Let not the sound of shallow fopp’ry enter

My sober house. (28-36)

As it is clearly seen in these lines, Shylock does not seek to restrict Jessica’s life but
wants to avoid the direct intervention of the Christian people in his own life. In other
words, Shylock fully intends to protect his private domain from the Christian influence.
In addition, Shylock does not lock the door or close the windows himself; instead, he
leaves the keys to Jessica and authorises her to take the necessary measures against the
Christians. In this regard, Shylock is not presented as a repressive father figure in this
scene as constantly suggested by Jessica because instead of exerting pressure on Jessica,
he just gives her the necessary warnings against the Christians and leaves her alone
without knowing whether she will fulfill his demands. Furthermore, Shylock does not
express that he will impose sanctions if Jessica does not take into consideration his
instigations. Shylock voices the absolute trust he has in Jessica in the following words:
“Jessica my girl, / Look to my house” (Il.v.15-16). Thus, Shylock consigns his
belongings including his money and jewellery to Jessica without hesitation. In this
sense, the question of whether Jessica really suffers oppression at the hands of Shylock
as she claims or whether Shylock struggles to keep his daughter away from his enemies

arises.

Solanio and Salerio also demonstrate that they are biased towards Shylock in Il.viii.
where they compare the emotional responses of Shylock and Antonio to Jessica’s
escape taking Shylock’s money and gold with her and Bassanio’s departure for
Belmont, respectively. While they mock Shylock’s attitude, they praise Antonio’s

manner. First, Solanio and Salerio comment on Shylock’s reaction as follows:
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I never heard a passion so confus’d,

So strange, outrageous, and so variable

As the dog Jew did utter in the streets, -

“My daughter! O my ducats! O my daughter!

Fled with a Christian! O my Christian ducats!

Justice, the law, my ducats, and my daughter! (12-17)

As can be understood, Shylock shows an extreme and bitter response to Jessica’s
running off with a Christian. He yells in pain on the streets and begs for justice. He
angrily and despairingly cries as he feels dreadfully and genuinely upset not only about
losing his daughter but also about being betrayed by a person whom he had relied on.
However, Solanio and Salerio consider Shylock’s lament as abnormal and disgraceful
and belittle Shylock with pejorative words. They also find Shylock’s mentioning of
Jessica and his gold and money in the same speech inconsistent and imply that it is not
certain whether Shylock is profoundly sad about the escape of his daughter or about the
loss of his money and gold. Salerio’s further statement, “Why all the boys in Venice
follow him, / Crying his stones, his daughter, and his ducats” (I1.viii.23-24), explicitly
demonstrates that they accuse Shylock of being avaricious and thinking about his
money and gold rather than his daughter. On the contrary, Salerio highlights Antonio’s

virtuous and noble character when he describes Antonio’s seeing Bassanio off:

A kinder gentleman treads not the earth,-

| saw Bassanio and Antonio part,

Bassanio told him he would make some speed
Of his return: he answered, “Do not so,
Slubber not the business for my sake Bassanio,
But stay at the very riping of the time,

And for the Jew’s bond which he hath of me-
Let it not enter in your mind of love:

Be merry, and employ your chiefest thoughts
To courtship, and such fair ostents of love

As shall conveniently become you there.”

And even there (his eye being big with tears),
Turning his face, he put his hand behind him,
And with affection wondrous sensible

He wrung Bassanio’s hand, and so they parted. (35-49)

In these lines, Salerio holds Antonio in considerable respect and asserts that Antonio
selflessly gives priority to Bassanio’s interests. In other words, unlike Shylock, Antonio
does not place importance on his financial gain or loss but highly regards his beloved

friend. Therefore, Antonio strongly recommends that Bassanio should enjoy his time
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with Portia in Belmont and should not rush to win Portia’s heart just because of the
bond between Antonio and Shylock. In short, when Solanio’ and Salerio’s attitudes
towards Shylock and Antonio are compared, it is clearly seen that there is a marked
difference. Although both men express their inconsolable grief for being separated from
the people they love most, Antonio’s farewell to Bassanio is regarded as a dignified

move while Shylock is blamed for attaching priority to materiality over his daughter.

Shylock asks for justice not only after Jessica escaped but also after Antonio fails in
paying his debt. Firstly, in I1Li. Shylock complains to Tubal about his desperation at his
inability to find Jessica along with the gold and money she has stolen from him. In
addition, he bemoans his fate as he expresses that he is the only one who suffers while
the Christians and his own converted daughter enjoy themselves. In this sense, he says:
“[...] the thief gone with so much, and so much to find the thief, and no satisfaction, no
revenge, nor no ill luck stirring but what lights o> my shoulders, no sighs but 0’ my
breathing, no tears but o’ my shedding” (I11.i.85-88). Thus, Shylock feels that the
wrongful party is unjustly rewarded while the rightful party, which is Shylock, is
unfairly punished. In this sense, Shylock openly expresses that he is ready to use
various means such as taking revenge or making Jessica restore what she stole from him
in order to maintain justice. It may also be argued that the sense of isolation and the lack
of justice Shylock suffers from after Jessica escapes foreshadow the ending of The
Merchant of Venice where all the characters in the play except Shylock are happy.
Furthermore, Shylock asserts that justice has been done when Tubal gives the news of
Antonio’s financial loss. Shylock blesses God as follows: “I thank God, | thank God! is
it true, is it true?” (I11..93). Therefore, it may be stated that Shylock asks for justice and
as he cannot take his daughter and assets back, he immensely feels relieved at Antonio’s

financial loss and hereby his own material gain.

In regard to the relation between Shylock and Antonio, Shakespeare draws a sharp
comparison between Shylock, the Jewish money lender, and Antonio, the Christian
merchant, with regard to their personalities and presents the lasting tension between
them throughout The Merchant of Venice. The aggressive attitudes of both characters

towards each other set forth the marked distinctions between them. To start with
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Shylock, his hostile treatment of Antonio is presented at the beginning of the play, in
the first scene where Shylock is introduced to the audience/readers. He talks about
Antonio’s character when Bassanio expresses his wish to borrow money from Shylock
in the name of Antonio, and Shylock’s response, “Antonio is a good man” (Liii.11),
makes the audience/readers think about Shylock’s intention. Shakespeare makes the
very first comment of Shylock for Antonio uncertain as it is not definite whether
Shylock refers to Antonio’s personality. However, as it is indicated by Shylock’s further
explanation, “Ho no, no, no, no: my meaning in saying he is a good man, is to have you
understand me that he is sufficient” (I.iii.13-14), Shylock, in fact, does not really mean
that Antonio is a virtuous man through the word ‘good’. He refers to his success as a
merchant and states that despite the fact that all of Antonio’s ships are at sea and are
likely to face dangerous situations like sinking or being attacked by the pirates, he still
trusts him as a trader. Therefore, as it is implied from the very beginning of the play that
Shylock evaluates Antonio only as a merchant considering his financial statute but he
refrains from expressing any positive opinion about Antonio’s personality. Additionally,
Shylock openly voices that he hates Antonio due to his disruptive behaviours towards
him, which stems from the difference in their religious faiths. In this regard, the
audience/readers are firstly introduced to Shylock’s aversion to Antonio and his desire
to take revenge on him for his insults to Jewishness. In his aside, Shylock reveals that
he will make a plan in order to deceive Antonio. According to his scheme, Shylock will
make Antonio believe that he sides with him, and hence he will be able to avenge

himself eventually:

If | can catch him once upon the hip,

I will feed fat the ancient grudge | bear him.

He hates our sacred nation, and he rails

(Even there where merchants most do congregate)
On me, my bargains, and my well-won thrift,
Which he calls interest: cursed be my tribe

If | forgive him! (1.iii.41-47)

Thus, as clearly indicated in the above lines, Shakespeare refers to the long-standing
animosity between the Christians and the Jews not only in England but throughout
Europe as has been presented at the beginning of this chapter. Shylock’s emphasis on

“the ancient grudge” indicates that the hostility between the Christian and the Jew is not
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a new phenomenon in the sixteenth century and this fierce dispute is reflected in the
relationship between Antonio and Shylock. Therefore, Shylock vows to take revenge on
Antonio for not only himself but also his people. Hence, in the light of Shylock’s
belligerent statements about Antonio, it may be argued that Shakespeare introduces
Shylock to the audience/readers as a wicked Jewish money lender who secretly plots
against Antonio and determinedly plans to destroy him. However, doubt arises in the
minds of the audience/readers over the intentions of Shylock when he puts forth
Antonio’s cruel attitudes towards himself forthrightly and in detail and asserts that the
chief reason for his hatred towards Antonio is the fact that he is being humiliated due to
his religious faith:

Signior Antonio, many a time and oft

In the Rialto you have rated me

About my moneys and my usances:

Still have I borne it with a patient shrug,

(For suff’rance is the badge of all our tribe)

You call me disbeliever, cut-throat dog,

And spet upon my Jewish gaberdine,

And all for use of that which is mine own.

Well then, it now appears you need my help (1.iii.101-109)

Therefore, as clearly indicated in the above lines, Antonio constantly affronted Shylock
based on his wealth and commercial activities, yet Shylock did not react against
Antonio’s hostile attitudes and remained patient like all the Jewish people who have
endured maltreatment throughout the centuries. Furthermore, Antonio labelled Shylock
as the other as he accused him of being a nonbeliever and he not only disesteemed
Shylock’s personality but also desecrated Jewishness by spitting at Shylock’s gown
which signifies his Jewishness. Thus, it may be argued that both Shylock’s stature, faith
and business become a target for Antonio. In this regard, Frederick Hawkins also
elaborates Shylock’s rightness in seeking revenge on Antonio and asserts that
Shakespeare gave Shylock distinctive personality traits which clearly differentiate him
from the other characters in the play: “[...] in The Merchant of Venice Shakespere was
animated by a tolerant spirit, indirectly excited sympathy for Shylock by humanizing
the character and assigning adequate motives for the vindictiveness ascribed to it, and
sought to enforce the truth that the darkest passions of human nature are nurtured by

undeserved persecution and obloquy” (195). That is, Shylock’s nurturing enmity
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towards Antonio is rooted in Antonio’s vicious and unfair slander against Shylock’s
religious faith, which awakens the savage desire, which is hidden deep inside Shylock,
for taking revenge upon Antonio. As Rowse puts forth, “[Shakespeare] makes
Shylock’s desire for revenge understandable, he gives him cause, he holds the balance

more persuasively” (William 231).

In addition to this, Shylock makes a new claim about the motive behind Antonio’s
enmity and affirms that Shylock’s trading business disturbs Antonio and conflicts with
his interests. In other words, Antonio hates and humiliates Shylock not only because of
his religious faith but also due to the high income he makes from trade. Antonio’s
following statement to Solanio in order not to plead mercy from Shylock supports
Shylock’s claim and confirms that financial issues are decisive in the relationship

between Shylock and Antonio:

Let him alone,

I’1l follow him no more with bootless prayers.
He seeks my life, his reason well | know;

I oft deliver’d from his forfeitures

Many that have at times made moan to me,
Therefore he hates me. (111.iii.19-23)

These lines clearly display that Antonio is a fierce rival to Shylock in commerce and the
dispute between them is rooted in the incompatible practices they apply in trade.

William Poel comments on Antonio’s aversion to Shylock as follows:

[...] yet if we read between the lines it is evident that religious differences are not
the chief grievance. Shylock is a Jew, therefore a moneylender; a moneylender,
therefore rich; rich, yet a miser, and therefore of little value to the community,
which remains unbenefited by his usurious loans. This, in the eyes of the Christian
merchants, is the real significance of the word Jew. The Catholic Church, by
forbidding Christians to take interest, had unintentionally given the Jews a
monopoly of the money-market, but with it that odium which attaches to the
usurer. (72)

However, Shylock contradicts himself when he accuses Antonio of hating him due to
his business because Shylock shows Antonio’s business as a cause for his hostility
against him as well. In this regard, Antonio’s commercial activities give rise to

Shylock’s hatred towards Antonio. Antonio lends money without interest, which starkly
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conflicts with Shylock’s interests. In this sense, Shylock says: “I hate him for he is a
Christian: / But more, for that in low simplicity / He lends out money gratis, and brings
down / The rate of usance here with us in Venice” (1.iii.37-40). Therefore, Shylock
explicitly professes that he despises Antonio for the Christian publicly insults the Jew,
but the other reason that stirs his enmity towards Antonio is his trading activities as
Antonio’s offer of interest-free loan attracts borrowers, and hence reduces Shylock’s
income. In llLiii. Shylock touches upon Antonio’s lending money without interest
before Antonio is imprisoned in the following words to the guardian: “Gaoler, look to
him,-tell not me of mercy,- / This is the fool that lent out money gratis” (1-2).
Furthermore, Shylock reveals the fact that Antonio’s trading activities bother him in the
following words to Tubal: “[...] I will have the heart of him if he forfeit, or were he out
of Venice | can make what merchandise | will [...]” (IIL.i.116-118). In other words, after
Shylock takes the pound of flesh from Antonio’s heart and kills him, he will be able to
do business without being precluded by the Christian merchant. It may be inferred that
the rivalry between Shylock and Antonio over the supremacy in trading practices gives

rise to Shylock’s hostility against Antonio.

Now Antonio desperately needs Shylock’s financial support in order to send Bassanio
to Belmont, to Portia’s court. In this sense, Shylock expresses that he derives a perverse
pleasure and an immense satisfaction from Antonio’s imperious need of him. Moreover,
he takes advantage of Antonio’s weak position and reproaches him in the following

words:

Go to then, you come to me, and you say,
“Shylock, we would have moneys,” you say so:
You that did void your rheum upon my beard,
And foot me as you spurn a stranger cur

Over your threshold, moneys is your suit.

What should | say to you? Should I not say
“Hath a dog money? is it possible

A cur can lend three thousand ducats?” or
Shall I bend low, and in a bondman’s key

With bated breath, and whisp’ring humbleness
Say this:

“Fair sir, you spet on me on Wednesday last,
You spurn’d me such a day, another time

You call’d me dog: and for these courtesies

I’ll lend you thus much moneys”? (Liii.110-124)
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Hence, it is vividly indicated that Shylock and Antonio have switched roles and
Shylock gets opportunity to make Antonio pay for his ill treatment of him. For this
purpose, he one by one tells the wrongs Antonio has done to him and points out that he
is unsettled about whether he should easily forgive Antonio for his contempt in words
and deeds or he should demand justice as a proud member of a nation which has always
been oppressed. In this regard, Shylock ridicules Antonio and asks whether he should
refuse his request suggesting that a disparaged dog cannot lend money or he should
supply a limited amount of money as a servant who has been spitted at and kicked a
short while ago. It may be argued that the way Shylock unveils Antonio’s biased
attitudes is so drastic that it makes the audience/readers realise the intense agony of
alienation Shylock endures. To put it more clearly, Shakespeare vividly demonstrates
that Antonio’s religious and economic suppression justifiably underlie Shylock’s hatred
towards him. Additionally, Antonio, in return, confirms that he does not feel remorse
for his cruel treatment towards Shylock and he expresses that he will behave in the same
way at the first opportunity: “I am as like to call thee so again, / To spet on thee again,
to spurn thee too” (1.iii.125-126). In this respect, Antonio is not even slightly offended
by Shylock’s bitter attack on him and implies that he gets in contact with Shylock just
for financial reasons; otherwise, Shylock is a servant who deserves to be scorned and a
dog to be assaulted in the eyes of Antonio. Shylock’s desire to destroy Antonio is
justified in the eyes of the audience/readers through Antonio’s previous maltreatment
and present impenitence. Antonio further presents a direct challenge to Shylock and
wants him to remember that he is Shylock’s enemy. So, if Antonio delays the payment
of his debt to Shylock, then Shylock will be free to impose sanction against Antonio. In

this regard, Antonio says:

If thou will lend this money, lend it not

As to thy friends, for when did friendship take
A breed for barren metal of his friend?

But lend it rather to thine enemy,

Who if he break, thou may’st with

better face

Exact the penalty. (1.iii.127-132)

With these lines, Antonio reveals that he does not care about Shylock’s sorrow and fury

and asks him to be more rigid if Antonio fails in fulfiling the conditions of their bond.
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Alexander puts forward the justness of Shylock’s desire to avenge himself as follows:
“Shakespeare tries to have it both ways. Shylock has to play the part demanded of him
by the plot; but Shakespeare’s thoughts go far beyond the mere business in hand, and
we have a picture of the Jew at bay that both Jews and Gentiles can admire. [...] there is
a kind of wild justice in his attempt at revenge” (113). In addition, in this challenge,
Antonio continues to insult Shylock and affirms that they can never regard each other
through the bond of friendship because hostility is in the nature of their relationship.
However, Antonio maintains a contrary stance towards Shylock, which contrasts with
his previous challenge, after he is put in prison due to the bond. Antonio pleads with
Shylock for mercy, yet Shylock rigorously asserts that he feels no compassion towards
Antonio. In this regard, Antonio’s statements, “Hear me yet good Shylock™ (4), and “I
pray thee hear me speak” (11), demonstrate that Antonio gives up offending Shylock
when his life is at stake. In other words, Antonio’s self-confidence, which he has
presented in his challenge to Shylock, results from his wealth and after he loses his

ships at sea, he is forced to submit to Shylock’s will in order to save his life.

Therefore, it may be argued that through the vivid presentation of Antonio’s hostile
attitudes towards Shylock, the audience/readers get the impression that Antonio
victimises Shylock and Shylock defends not only himself but also his whole community
against underestimation and ill-treatment. Yet, Shylock’s executing his plan cunningly
creates suspicion in the audience/readers concerning his suffering. Shakespeare, on the
one hand, presents a man who is marginalised owing to his religious faith and success in
trade, which evokes sympathy from the audience/readers; on the other hand, Shylock
appears as a crafty Jewish money lender who makes use of his business to entrap
Antonio. In this sense, Antonio’s unjust religious and economic discrimination against
Shylock stirs empathy in the audience/readers for Shylock, but Shylock’s design poses a
question in the minds of the audience/readers about his unjust suffering. In other words,
it is left ambiguous whether Shylock is aggrieved and has a right to demand justice or
whether he cynically exploits Antonio’s hatred towards him. In this sense, Shylock
Kindly responds to Antonio’s challenge and asserts that he principally aims at making
peace with Antonio and resolving the problems between them. Shylock asserts that he

sincerely wants to save Antonio from the financial difficulty he is going through and
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maintains that he will treat Antonio as his friend when he has any further economic
problems:

Why look you how you storm!

I would be friends with you, and have your love,
Forget the shames that you have stain’d me with,
Supply your present wants, and take no doit

Of usance form y moneys, and you’ll not hear me, -
This is kind | offer. (1.iii.133-138)

Hence, Shylock’s magnanimity and merciful approach to Antonio, which should elevate
Shylock in the eyes of the audience/readers and lead them to sympathise with him, do
not have that emotional impact on the audience/readers as they are fully aware of
Shylock’s plot. Antonio manifests his profound distrust in Shylock’s intentions with his
brief response, “This were kindness” (1.iii.139), which directly reflects the emotions of
the audience/readers. However, Shylock continues to show goodwill towards Antonio
and asserts that the bond, which suggests that Shylock will become entitled to take a
pound of flesh from any part of Antonio’s body if Antonio cannot pay back, is a
formality and he is not enthusiastic about carrying out the terms of the bond. In this
respect, Shylock says:

This kindness will | show,

Go with me to a notary, seal me there

Your single bond, and (in a merry sport)

If you repay me not on such a day

In such a place, such sum or sums as are

Express’d in the condition, let the forfeit

Be nominated for an equal pound

Of your fair flesh, to be cut off and taken

In what part of your body pleaseth me. (1.iii.139-148)

John Arthos, hence, asserts that the two enemies easily reach an agreement, which is
highly doubtful and says: “Everyone’s temper is so fine, hearts are so good, dispositions
so tractable, the evil money-lender so improvident of his own treasure, but the thought
of danger is taking a clearer shape even though it is still in the distance. The bond seems

as fanciful to us as to Bassanio, and almost as strangely kind” (81).
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The fact that Shylock’s religious belief, rather than his personality, plays a crucial role
in the nurturing of the Christians’ hatred towards Shylock, is also presented through the
Christian characters’ way of addressing to him. Instead of calling Shylock by his name,
they address him pointing out his religious affiliation. In Il.vi. Lorenzo’s statement,
“Here dwells my father Jew” (25), vividly demonstrates that he alienates Shylock both
as a man and his father-in-law through his religion. In a sense, Jewishness is displayed
as Shylock’s mere personal trait and the only means to describe him. Furthermore, in
IL.iv. Laucelot underlines Shylock’s Jewish identity to explain where he is heading for
after he gives Jessica’s letter to Lorenzo. In this regard, he says: “Marry sir to bid my
old master the Jew to sup tonight with my new master the Christian” (17-18). Hence,
Launcelot does not mention Shylock’s name to describe their relationship as master and

servant but uses his religious faith.

Despite the pejorative statements which reveal that the Christian characters are filled
with hatred and bitterness towards Shylock and the Jewish people in general, there are
also contradictory statements and situations which leave the audience/readers puzzled.
Before Launcelot leaves the household of Shylock, he bids an emotional farewell to
Jessica and expresses his love for her disregarding her Jewish identity. In this regard, he
says: “Adieu! Tears exhibit my tongue, most beautiful pagan, most sweet Jew!”
(1.111.10-11). As indicated in this line, Launcelot underlines Jessica’s Jewishness, but he
does not have a feeling of hatred towards Jessica just because she is Jewish; on the
contrary, he compliments on her beauty. Thus, it may be argued that Launcelot’s
contemptuous comments on Shylock targeting his Jewish identity and the Jewish people
in general directly contradict his positive attitude to Jessica. In this sense, an uncertainty
is created in the minds of the audience/readers about Launcelot’s intentions and as to
whether Launcelot hates Shylock in person owing to his harsh treatment or whether his
hatred is directed at the Jewish community in general. Related to the different attitudes
that the Christian characters have towards Shylock and Jessica, it should be marked that
Jessica converts to Christianity after she marries Lorenzo. Therefore, Jessica’s former
Jewish identity, which she greatly desires to leave behind, becomes the chief obstacle
that she needs to overcome to lead a happy life. In addition, Jessica’s religious

conversion wins the Christians’ approval and lead them to consider Jessica from a
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different perspective. In I1L.i. Shylock bitterly complains to Salerio and Solanio about
Jessica’s escape and says: “My own flesh and blood to rebel” (31). However, Salerio
frankly puts forth the disparity between Jessica and Shylock in the following words:
“There is more difference between thy flesh and hers, than between jet and ivory, more
between your bloods, than there is between red wine and Rhenish” (34-36). In other
words, although both Jessica and Shylock have family ties and belong to the same
religion by birth, Jessica is regarded as more qualified than Shylock because she has an
aspiration for following up the doctrines of Christianity, which makes her precious in
the eyes of the Christian people. Furthermore, Jessica’s virtues and good manners like
her beauty, loyalty and wisdom are presented as features which are utterly in contrast
with Jewishness that is associated with Shylock. In this sense, in Il.vi, when Gratiano,
Salerio and Lorenzo wait for Jessica to finalise her preparations to leave home, Gratiano
glorifies Jessica’s noble character and abandoning Judaism as follows: “Now (by my
hood) a gentle, and no Jew” (IL.vi.51). Lorenzo shares Gratiano’s positive views about

Jessica’s personality and expresses his love for her as follows:

Beshrew me but I love her heartily,

For she is wise, if | can judge of her,

And fair she is, if that mine eyes be true,

And true she is, as she hath prov’d herself:

And therefore like herself, wise fair, and true,

Shall she be placed in my constant soul (11.vi.52-57)

As indicated above, Jessica will maintain the virtues and good manners she embodies
after she marries Lorenzo and converts to Christianity. Thus, the positive features of her
personality which are not associated with Jewishness will be elevated through the

Christian doctrines.

One of the most significant scenes in the play which makes the audience/readers feel
deeply sorry for Shylock and think about Shakespeare’s intention in presenting him, that
is whether Shakespeare aims to present a tyrant who hates not only the whole Christian
population but also his own daughter or a man who belongs to the minority and is
constantly scorned by the majority because of his religious faith, is the scene where
Shylock desperately voices that he is no different from his Christian counterparts. In his

speech, he emphasises the equality between the Jews and the Christians because despite
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their different religious beliefs, they are all humanbeings and deserve respect. Boas
describes Shylock’s speech as follows: “In his insistence on the repayment of his bond
from Antonio, Shylock is the typical Jew usurer of the Middle Ages, hard, merciless,
and grasping. But he rises above the character of a clever grasping usurer in his
magnificent speech in Act 11, and seems for a moment to become the spokesman of the
whole trampled Hebrew race” (In Shakspere’s 287-288). In this sense, Shylock further
elaborates the evil done to him by Antonio and justifies his hatred towards him as
follows: “[...] if it will feed nothing else, it will feed my revenge; he hath disgrac’d me,
and hind’red me half a million, laugh’d at my losses, mock’s at my gains, scorned my
nation, thwarted my bargains, cooled my friends, heated mine enemies,- and what’s his
reason? I am a Jew” (II1.i.47-51). Thus, as it is clearly understood from these lines,
Antonio humiliated Shylock in front of other citizens; he ridiculed Shylock’s financial
damage while he underestimated his earnings. Moreover, Antonio despised all the
Jewish people and collaborated with Shylock’s enemies to make him lose money.
According to Shylock, the only reason for all of these wrongs he did to him was
Shylock’s religious faith, which contradicts Shylock’s previous statement about
Antonio’s jealousy of Shylock’s financial gain. In other words, for Shylock, Antonio
disregards the human values Shylock embodies and judges him with prejudice because
he is the other according to Antonio’s religious belief. In the continuation of the speech,
Shylock emphasises that both the Jewish and the Christian people are the same: that is

why they are supposed to feel the same in moral matters as follows:

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? (111.i.52-60)

In these lines, Shylock aims at eliminating not only all the apparent discrepancies
between the Jews and the Christians but also the prejudices against the Jews. Thus, he
asserts that they have the same physical weaknesses as the Christians. Thus, they get
shot, wounded or poisoned. They feel the cold and the heat. In other words, they are as
human as the Christians. Therefore, Shylock maintains that they have a right to seek

revenge if they are subject to injustice: “[...] and if you wrong us shall we not revenge?
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— if we are like you in the rest, we will resemble you in that. If a Jew wrong a Christian,
what is his humility? revenge! If a Christian wrong a Jew, what should his sufferance be
by Christian example? - why revenge! The villainy you teach me | will execute, and it
shall go hard but I will better the instruction” (I11.i.60-66). As clearly indicated in these
lines, Shylock maintains that demanding vengeance on the people who do wrong to
them is a Christian custom, and in this sense, the Christians, notably, do not show
tolerance to the Jews. Thus, if the Jews and the Christians are the same in human
qualities, then Shylock asserts that they will be the same in the desire for revenge and
the Jews are free to seek retribution against the Christians when they suffer a terrible
injustice by them. However, Shylock’s touching speech which leads the
audience/readers to question the rightfulness of the Christian people and makes them
sympathise with the Jews contradicts also his refusal to dine with the Christians in Liii.
Shylock puts forward the religious discrepancy between the Jews and the Christians,
which he fiercely criticises in his speech in Ill.i. when Bassanio invites him to dinner.
Shylock declines the dinner invitation by showing the religious difference as a reason
and says: “I will buy with you, sell with you, talk with you, walk with, and so
following: but I will not eat with you, drink with you, nor pray with you” (1.iii.30-33).
Hence, by taking Shylock’s statement into consideration, it may be argued that the
relations between the Jewish people and the Christians are entirely superficial because
they refuse to eat and drink together, which vividly demonstrates the disintegration
between the two groups of people living in the same society. Thus, the human aspects of

both parties are ignored.

In relation to the problematic representation of Shylock, Shakespeare’s conflicting
presentation of Portia’s character is also of significance as it determines Shylock’s fate
in The Merchant of Venice. In other words, similar to Shylock’s presentation,
Shakespeare develops a contradictory approach to Portia’s characterisation, which also
leads the audience/readers to ambiguity. On the one hand, Portia is presented as a
wealthy, beautiful, moral and noble princess who waits for her suitors, which may also
be regarded as an analogy to Queen Elizabeth | and may pose political questions.
However, from IlLiv. onwards, she turns into a powerful and crafty female character

who leads the course of events in the play. In other words, Portia rises to prominence
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and surpasses the male characters like Shylock and Antonio who have dominated the

play until the trial scene.

At the beginning of the play, Bassanio describes Portia with complimentary remarks
and praises both her appearance and personality in his conservation with Antonio in L.i.
For Bassanio, Portia is not extraordinarily beautiful but also considerably virtuous: “In
Belmont is a lady richly left, / And she is fair, and (fairer than that word), / Of wondrous
virtues [...]” (161-163). Bassanio also highlights Portia’s nobility as he assaociates her
with Brutus’s wife who is also named Portia and says: “Her name is Portia, nothing
undervalu’d / To Cato’s daughter, Brutus’ Portia” (165-166). The descriptions of Queen
Elizabeth | issued by historians and ambassadors who visited her are similar to the
portrayal of Portia by Bassanio in The Merchant of Venice. Sir John Hayward, a
historian, depicts Queen Elizabeth I through similar images of beauty and virtue after

encountering her:

She was a lady upon whom nature had bestowed and well placed many of her
fairest favours: of stature mean, slender, straight and amiably composed; of such
state in her carriage as every motion of her seemed to bear majesty; her hair was
inclined to pale yellow, her forehead large and fair, a seeming seat for princely
grace; her eyes lively and sweet, but shortsighted; her nose somewhat rising in the
midst; the whole compass of her countenance somewhat long, but yet of admirable
beauty [...] But without good qualities of mind, the gifts of nature are like painted
flowers, without either virtue or sap; yea, sometimes they grow horrid or
loathsome. Now her virtues were such as might suffice to make an Ethopian
beautiful, which, the more a man knows and understands, the more he shall admire
and love. (qgtd. in Routh 63-64)

With these lines, Hayward emphasises the Queen’s natural grace. She is not only
beautiful but also wise and virtuous and makes all the men fall in love with and respect
her as they get to know her. Similarly, in his account of meeting with her André
Hurault, the French ambassador, praises the beauty and virtues of the Queen despite her
old age as follows: “Her figure is fair and tall and graceful in whatever she does; so far
as may be she keeps her dignity, yet humbly and graciously withal” (gtd. in Routh 66).
Therefore, in the light of these eyewitness accounts of Queen Elizabeth I, it may be
argued that it is possible to draw a parallel between Portia’s depiction in The Merchant

of Venice and the image of the Queen put forward by the visitors to the court.
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It may be argued that the most distinct similarity between the Queen and Portia is
presented in the scenes where the suitors come from all over the world to choose the
right casket and marry Portia. In other words, Shakespeare refers to the marriage issue
of the Queen through the scenes of the suitors trying to win Portia in The Merchant of
Venice. Historically, Queen Elizabeth | had various noble suitors from diverse countries
but she turned down the proposals of all the suitors. Ivan the Terrible, the Russian ruler,
Philip I1, the king of Spain and Frangois, the Duke of Alencon and Anjou, were among
the suitors of the Queen. Though the English people wanted their Queen to be married
for the welfare of England, and the nobles at the English court attempted to win the
Queen’s heart and marry her, Queen Elizabeth I led a single life (Goadby 18). The
Queen’s affair with Lord Robert Dudley, who was married, was the most prominent
relationship she had with the nobles at her court (Brett 170). Furthermore, Prince Eric of
Sweden, the two sons of the Emporer Ferdinand, the ruler of Austria desired to marry
the Queen but could not reach their goals (Chidsey 57). In this sense, Donald Barr
Chidsey comments on Queen Elizabeth I’s view of marriage in his following words:
“The entire kingdom, Catholic and Protestant alike, took it for granted that Elizabeth
would get married. Individuals and then a committee from Parliament approached her
on this subject. At first she said (or seemed to say) that she meant to be wed, and then
she seemed to say (or said) that she didn’t. What she really had in mind we shall never
know” (56). Therefore, Chidsey emphasises Queen Elizabeth’s doubt over the necessity
of marriage and puts forth the pressure from not only the members of the Parliament but
also the English people regardless of their religious sect for her marriage in order to
secure the future of England. In this respect, Iyengar resembles Queen Elizabeth’s court
which was constantly visited by the suitors particularly in her youth to Portia’s Belmont
which turns into a place of pilgrimage by the suitors who desire to take their chances to
win Portia. Thus, the princes and the kings visited Queen Elizabeth | personally and
asked for her hand or they sent their ambassadors to notify their proposal of marriage to
Elizabeth I (98). In this sense, Shakespeare alludes to the Queen in his presentation of
Portia’s suitors such as the Prince of Morocco in Il.i. and vii. the Prince of Arragon in
I1.ix. and finally Bassanio in IllLii. Furthermore, Shakespeare’s description of the nature
of marriage and the changing attitudes of the lovers about marriage in Il.vi. may be

regarded as another allusion to the Queen’s irresolution in the issue of marriage. While
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Gratiano, Salerio and the masked characters are getting ready to help Lorenzo and
Jessica to elope, Salerio asserts that the lovers become quite eager to marry and says: “I
ten times faster Venus’ pigeons fly / To seal love’s bonds new-made, than they are wont
/ To keep obliged faith unforfeited” (5-7). Thus, Jessica and Lorenzo are expected to
yearn for marriage. However, Shakespeare also puts forth the hesitation that the lovers
may be going through before the decision of marriage through Gratiano’s following
words: “That ever holds: who riseth from a feast / With that keen appetite that he sits
down?” (8-9) and “[...] all things that are, / Are with more spirit chased than enjoy’d”
(12-13). Furthermore, Shakespeare establishes another connection between Portia and
Queen Elizabeth I in IlLii. after Bassanio chooses the right casket and deserves to be
Portia’s husband by finding Portia’s picture in the lead casket. Portia expresses that she

will devote herself and her wealth to Bassanio from then on as follows:

Happiest of all, is that her gentle spirit

Commits itself to yours to be directed,

As from her lord, her governor, her king.
Myself, and what is mine, to you and yours

Is now converted. But now I was the lord

Of this fair mansion, master of my servants,
Queen o’er myself: and even now, but now.
This house, these servants, and this same myself
Are yours, - my lord’s! [...]. (ITLii.163-171)

As clearly indicated in the above lines, Portia explicitly manifests that she was the
queen of her household commanding her subjects, but now Bassanio is not only her
husband but also the master of her household and the king of Belmont, thus she passes
on her authority to Bassanio. Moreover, the above lines are of importance in terms of
displaying Portia’s passive character who is willing to be guided and controlled by a
dominant force at the beginning of the play. Through these lines, Portia defines herself

as a property which can be used by her husbhand, Bassanio at his own will.

In addition, similar to Antonio’s sadness at the beginning of the play, Portia also feels
deeply aggrieved by her inability to choose the man she wants to marry. That is, she
was placed in an extremely difficult situation without her own consent, which was set
up by her deceased father as follows: “O me the word “choose”! I may neither choose

who I would, nor refuse who I dislike, so is the will of a living daughter curb’d by the
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will of a dead father: is it not hard Nerissa, that | cannot choose one, nor refuse none?”
(1.11.22-26). Thus, it may be inferred that Portia’s life is out of her control since the very
beginning of the play even before she falls in love with Bassanio and becomes his wife.
The conditions of her present life and future were laid down by her dead father and
Portia is not able to do anything to change this situation. In other words, despite her
wealth, beauty, virtues and nobility, Portia is presented as a powerless character against
the will of her deceased father at the beginning of the play. She bitterly complains about
the fact that she maintains neither the right nor the competency to make the crucial
decision on her own life. Her fate depends on the caskets which were prepared by her
deceased father, and though it is now impossible for her deceased father to interfere
with her life, she still fulfills her father’s wish and uses caskets to find a husband among
her suitors. However, Portia, who was a yielding woman, presents a completely
different character especially after she learns about the story of the bond between
Antonio and Shylock as presented in the trial scene in IV.i. In Ralph Berry’s words,
“[t]his is Shakespeare’s first major experiment in comedy with female domination — the
line of development culminates in Rosalind three years later — and we can, | think,
assume a certain queasiness in at least the original audience here” (Shakespeare 62).
This change in Portia’s character is of enormous significance as her manipulative
character contributes to the problematic representation of Shylock particularly in the

trial scene as will be demonstrated.

The contrasting representation of Portia’s identity is also put forth through the metals
that the caskets are made of. There are three caskets for the suitors to choose among and
they are made up of gold, silver and lead. All the suitors except Bassanio, who chooses
the lead casket, choose either the gold casket or the silver casket and lose Portia. Hence,
despite the elaborate and glorified descriptions of Portia by her suitors, she is hidden in
the lead casket which is the most worthless metal among the three caskets. That is to
say, the lead casket that embodies the picture of Portia in spite of its cheap appearance
may be associated with Portia’s independent and at the same time cunning nature which
she does not reveal until she learns about the issue of the bond between Antonio and
Shylock.
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In this sense, Portia gives the first hint of her dominant personality which contradicts
her initial submissive characterisation just after Bassanio chooses the right casket. She
imposes a condition on their marriage as follows: “[...] I give them with this ring, /
Which when you part from, lose, or give away, / Let it presage the ruin of your love, /
And be my vantage to exclaim on you” (IILii.171-174). Though she seems to
voluntarily submit to Bassanio and transfers the management of her household and
country to him, she still controls their marriage. In this sense, Portia maintains control
and begins to lead the course of events and people after Bassanio leaves Belmont to go
to Venice and save Antonio from Shylock. Thus, it may be said that Bassanio, Antonio
and Shylock will be no longer the characters who have the control, but Portia will be the
one in control. Instead of waiting for her husband passively in Belmont, she takes action
and orders Nerissa, her maid, to join her: “Come on Nerissa, I have work in hand / That
you yet know not of; we’ll see our husbands / Before they think of us!” (II1.iv.57-59). In
these lines, Portia emphasises that they will act so swiftly and secretly that they will
arrive in Venice and appear at the court for Antonio’s trial before their husbands. In
Overton’s words, “[i]n the second part of the play Portia is active and assertive as she
was passive and subdued in the first” (306). In this regard, Portia reveals to Nerissa her

scheme that they will carry out in Venice:

They shall Nerissa: but in such a habbit,

That they shall think we are accomplished
With that we lack; I’1l hold thee any wager
When we are both accoutered like young men,
I’ll prove the prettier fellow of the two,

And wear my dagger with the braver grace,
And speak between the change of man and boy,
With a reed voice, and turn two mincing steps
Into a manly stride; and speak of frays

Like a fine bragging youth: and tell quaint lies
How honourable ladies sought my love,

Which | denying, they fell sick and died:

I could not to withal:-then I’1l repent,

And wish for all that, that I had not kill’d them;
And twenty of these puny lies I'll tell,

That men shall swear | have discontinued school
Above a twelvemonth: | have within my mind
A thousand raw tricks of these bragging Jacks,
Which I will practise. (I11.iv.60-78)
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Hence, according to Portia’s plot, Portia and Nerissa will disguise as men and appear at
the court where all the participants are men. In this sense, Portia describes the actions of
man which she herself will imitate. She will turn into a man in her outer appearance,
behaviours and costume. Moreover, she will talk like a man and tell stories about how
she fights. She will brag about her wooing of women and making them lose their
virginity to him. Thus, she will leave her role as a delicate queen and woman, and turn
into one of “these bragging Jacks.” However, Portia not only talks about the role she
will play but also depicts the image of man in her mind. In Portia’s view, a man
constantly lies about the things he never does, and hence is less dignified than a woman,
yet Portia needs to pretend that she is such a man in order to gain recognition at the
Venetian court where a highly fundamental case will be handled. Portia’s reprimanding
Nerissa for her question of why they need to disguise as men to achieve their goal also
indicates that she associates manhood with lechery and vulgarity. In this sense, Portia
says: “Fie! what a question’s that, / If thou wert near a lewd interpreter!” (I1L.iv.79-80).
However, what is ironical in the disguise of Portia and Nerissa as men is that though the
two women are in men’s costumes, they use their intellect and cunning to save Antonio

and punish Shylock with their reasoning as women.

The trial scene (IV.i.) poses various questions not only about the disguise and motives
of Portia but also about the justness of Shylock and Antonio and increases the
problematic aspect of the play particularly on the side of Shylock. At the very beginning
of the scene, Shylock is exposed to insults by the Duke who aims at promoting
Antonio’s character while abasing Shylock as follows: “I am sorry for thee,-thou art
come to answer / A stony adversary, an inhuman wretch, / Uncapable of pity, void, and
empty / From any dream of mercy” (3-6). Hence, the Duke accuses Shylock of being
merciless and strict because he wants the worth of his bond. Antonio’s response to the
Duke’s wholehearted support of him also demonstrates that Shylock’s sheer persistence
in fulfilling the conditions of the bond which gives Shylock a pound of flesh from any
part of Antonio’s body is not appreciated. Antonio expresses his scorn for Shylock in
his following words: “My patience to his fury, and am arm’d / To suffer with a
quietness of spirit, / The very tyranny and rage of his” (11-13). Furthermore, Antonio’s

statement on the law’s remaining incapable to save him out of the conditions of the
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bond, “And that no lawful means can carry me / Out of his envy’s reach [...]” (9-10),
may be regarded as a foreshadowing to Portia’s ability to make use of the gaps both in
the bond and in law. In this sense, the Duke tries to make Shylock feel guilty of his
demand and firmly warns him about the severe consequences of his excessive claim as

follows:

Shylock the world thinks, and | think so too,
That thou but leadest this fashion of thy malice
To the last hout of act, and then ’tis thought
Thou’lt show thy mercy and remorse more strange
Than is thy strange apparent cruelty;

And where thou now exacts penalty,

Which is a pound of this poor merchant’s flesh,
Thou wilt not only loose the forfeiture,

But touch’d with human gentleness and love,
Forgive a moiety of the principal,

Glancing an eye of pity on his losses

That have of late so huddled on his back,

Enow to press a royal merchant down,

And pluck commiseration of his state (16-30)

As one can deduce, the Duke tells Shylock that he will not derive any profit from
Antonio’s punishment. In other words, after Shylock takes a pound of flesh from
Antonio’s body, not only will Antonio suffer but also Shylock will suffer as he will not
be able to take any money in return for Antonio’s debt and he will also commit an
inhumane crime. Thus, Shylock will end up being wrong due to his unforgiving attitude.
The Duke makes a great effort to persuade Shylock into relenting to Antonio. Moreover,
the Duke wants Shylock to empathise with Antonio as both of them are merchants and
may suffer from financial loss at any time. However, Shylock takes a tough stand on the
Duke’s warnings and indignantly demands the law to be enforced. Shylock vividly puts
forth his rightfulness, which convinces the audience/readers of his victimisation, in the

case as follows:

I have possess’d your grace of what I purpose,

And by our holy Sabbath have | sworn

To have the due and forfeit of my bond,-

If you deny it, let the danger light

Upon your charter and your city’s freedom! (35-39)
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Here, it is implied that the VVenetian law should be impartial and if Shylock cannot take
the pound of flesh from Antonio’s body which he deserves as of right, then it will be
impossible to call Venice an unbiased and egalitarian country. According to Shylock,
both parties already accepted and promised to meet the requirements of the bond, so the
attempts of the Christian people to deter Shylock from the punishment that will be
inflicted on Antonio are both unfair and baseless. The legitimacy of Shylock’s demand
is, in fact, proved in the eyes of the audience/readers because the following questions
have arised: Is Shylock just to ask for the sanction of the breach of the contract, or is he
really inhumane? Does Antonio not know that he has to fulfil the terms of the deal, and
when he fails to do so, is it just that he asks for forgiveness? Does Shylock deserve to be
accused of relentlessness? In this sense, Shylock emphasises that what he demands
conforms with the law of Venice and the Duke is responsible for carrying out these
laws. Otherwise, their practice will be unlawful. However, Shylock’s following
statement clearly puts foward the fact that Shylock’s hatred towards Antonio, which has
been analysed in detail, is also influential in his refusing to forgive him: “So can I give
no reason, nor I will not, / More than a lodg’d hate, a certain loathing / | bear Antonio,
that | follow thus / A losing suit against him!-are you answered?” (59-62). Thus,
Shylock asserts that he is totally aware of the consequences of his demand but he is
determined to get his right and punish his old nemesis. In this regard, it may be argued
that, on the one hand, Shylock’s revelation concerning his enmity towards Antonio and
his showing this hostility as a reason behind his demand lead the audience/readers to
question Shylock’s plausibility in laying stress on fairly upholding law. On the other
hand, Shakespeare openly puts forth that Shylock is very clear in his intentions, he does
not hide his emotions and desires. He does not do anything behind Antonio’s back. In
other words, regardless of his contrasting intentions, Shylock sounds straightforward.
He wants the penalty to be carried out as a result of a fair deal between himself and
Antonio and demands the laws of Venice to be implemented to achieve his goal.
Shylock insistently supports his being right as he believes that a pound of flesh from
Antonio’s body is his right by law. When the Duke asks, “How shalt thou hope for
mercy rend’ring none?” (IV.i.88), Shylock’s response vividly demonstrates that he is
highly stable in his decision: “What judgment shall | dread doing no wrong?” (IV.i.89).
Moreover, Shylock reveals the hypocrisy of the Christian people by saying that they
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oppress the slaves under their service without mercy and treat them as if they were

animals:

You have among you many a purchas’d slave,
Which (like your asses, and your dogs and mules)
You use in abject and in slavish parts,

Because you bought them,-shall I say to you,
Let them be free, marry them to your heirs?
Why sweat they under nurthens? let their beds
Be made as soft as yours, and let their palates
Be season’d with such viands? You will answer
“The slaves are ours,”-s0 do | answer you:

The pound of flesh which | demand of him

Is dearly bought, ’tis mine and I will have it:

If you deny me, fie upon your law! (90-101)

As indicated in these lines, Shylock draws a direct and striking parallel between the
Christians’ retaining the ownership of their slaves and his claiming his right over a
pound of flesh from Antonio’s body. For Shylock, the Christians treated him in the way
they treat their slaves and they have no right to beg for mercy. That is, Shylock implies
that if the Christians were in his position in this case, they would undoubtedly not have
pity on Shylock, which is confirmed at the end of the trial scene. In the light of these
developments, it may be inferred that at the very beginning of the trial scene,
Shakespeare presents the views of both parties of the case but Shylock appears to have

right on his side in the eyes of the audience/readers despite his contradicting motives.

However, the Duke uses all the means to avoid the penalty from being inflicted on
Antonio and Shylock’s getting his right. He says that he called a man of law to deal
with the case and if he fails to appear at court, the Duke is entitled to postpone the trial
and thus gain time for Antonio: “Upon my power I may dismiss this court, / Unless
Bellario (a learned doctor, / Whom | have sent for to determine this) / Come here to-
day” (104-107). Portia, in the male disguise of the doctor of law, starts the case by
justifying Shylock’s demand and says: “Of a strange nature is the suit you follow, / Yet
in such rule, that the Venetian law / Cannot impugn you as you do proceed” (173-175).
Although Portia agrees with the Christians on the peculiarity of the case, she fully
supports Shylock in his rightfulness before the Venetian law. As Risden expresses,

“[c]oncentrating on punishing Shylock, everyone forgets the point on which Portia
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agrees: Antonio has willingly made a bond, he fails to keep it, and he owes Shylock
repayment” (27). Then, Portia asks Shylock to show Antonio mercy as he accepts that
they made a legal contract which entitles both parties. In this sense, Portia does not
display an aggressive behaviour towards Shylock; instead, she tries to soften his heart
and emphasises the significance and necessity of mercy. She asserts that the sense of
mercy is a fundamental part of human life because it makes life easier for all the people.
It gives inner peace not only to the person who shows mercy but also to the one who
pleads for mercy. It is also essential for justice as it reduces the rigidity of the letter of

law:

[...] therefore Jew,

Though justice be thy plea, 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.193-198)

With these lines, Portia highlights the cruciality of the sense of mercy and implicitly
reminds Shylock of the fact that everybody may need mercy, thus Shylock should
forgive Antonio, and the case, despite its justness, should be dismissed. In Harold
Goddard’s words, “[i]n all Shakespeare — unless it be Hamlet with ‘To be or not to be’ —
there is scarcely another character more identified in the world’s mind with a single
speech than Portia with her words on mercy. [...] They are no prepared words of the
Young Doctor she is impersonating, but her own, as unexpected as was Shylock’s

disconcerting question” (“Portia’s” 30).

Here, Bassanio shows a contrary behaviour to that of Portia’s. Portia stresses the
prominent place of the sense of compassion in justice; whereas, Bassanio wants Portia,
the doctor of law, to interpret the law for the benefit of Antonio, which goes against
both the letter and spirit of law. That is to say, he asks the doctor of law to favour
Antonio and lose ‘his’ objectivity as follows: “And I beseech you, / Wrest once the law
to your authority,- / To do a great right, do a little wrong,- / And curb this cruel devil of
his will” (210-213). However, Portia vividly puts forth that she is clever and cunning
enough to save Antonio’s life and punish Shylock without breaking the laws. She, in

this respect, turns down Bassanio’s offer and explicitly puts forward the wrongfulness
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of it by emphasising the supremacy of laws: “It must not be, there is no power in Venice
/ Can alter a decree established” (214-215). Therefore, it may be stated that Portia gives
the impression that she will enforce the law as a ‘man’ of law and will not privilege any
side. She further says: “For the intent and purpose of the law / Hath full relation to the
penalty, / Which here appeareth due upon the bond” (243-245). Portia affirms that the
content of the punishment that Shylock demands is lawful and nobody has the right to
prevent Shylock from cutting a pound of flesh from a part close to Antonio’s heart.
With these statements, Portia wins Shylock’s trust and leaves him completely
vulnerable to the final judgement of the court. Then, she suddenly wants Shylock to
meet the requirements which are not in the bond to be able to uphold the Venetian law.
First, she wants Shylock to call a surgeon to avoid the excessive bleeding of Antonio’s
body, and says: “Have by some surgeon Shylock on your charge, / To stop his wounds,
lest he do bleed to death” (253-254). However, when Shylock asks whether such an
obligation is written in the contract by saying “[i]s it So nominated in the bond?”” (255)
and “I cannot find it, ’tis not in the bond” (258), Portia reveals the fact that the legal
conformity of the contract between Shylock and Antonio is not so significant as she
says, “[i]t is not so express’d, but what of that? / *Twere good you do so much for
charity” (256-257). Therefore, Portia gives Shylock a specific recommendation which is
contrary to her previous statements on the sufficiency of the bond to enforce the law.
She, in fact, interprets the law as Bassanio has formerly wanted, and she claims that the
contract merely gives Shylock a pound of flesh but not any drop of Antonio’s blood.
Hence, according to the Venetian laws and their contract, Shylock has to cut a piece of
flesh close to Antonio’s heart without shedding any blood. Portia says: “Therefore
prepare thee to cut off the flesh,- / Shed thou no blood, nor cut thou less nor more / But
just a pound of flesh [...]” (320-322). In addition, if Shylock draws any blood from
Antonio’s body while cutting his flesh, he will be severely punished as he will be acting
against the Venetian laws and no mercy will be shown to him. Portia explains the rules
that Shylock should abide while cutting a pound of flesh from Antonio’s body along

with the penalty which will be given to him in detail as follows:

[...] if thou tak’st more

Or less than a just pound, be it but so much
As makes it light or heavy in the substance,
Or the division of the twentieth part
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Of one poor scruple, nay if the scale do turn

But in the estimation of a hair,

Thou diest, and all thy goods are confiscate. (322-328)
As indicated above, Shylock faces highly serious obstacles in his search for justice.
Furthermore, the consequence of not following these strict rules is either death or
dispossession. Gratiano and Shylock switch roles and Gratiano, this time, extols the
wisdom of the doctor of law and his success in his profession through the following
words: “O upright Judge!- / Mark Jew,—O learned judge! (307-308). Furthermore,
Portia rejects Shylock’s request for the payment of Antonio’s debt and menacingly tells
Shylock that he will get justice as he has asked. When Shylock withdraws all his claims
and decides to leave the court, Portia does not allow him to go and announces Shylock’s

retribution:

Tarry Jew,

The law hath yet another hold on you.

It is enacted in the laws of Venice,

If it be proved against an alien,

That by direct, or indirect attempts

He seek the life of any citizen,

The party ’gainst the which he doth contrive,
Shall seize one half of his goods, the other half
Comes to the privy coffer of the state,

And the offender’s life lies in the mercy

Of the Duke only, ’gainst all other voice. (342-352)

It is strongly asserted in these lines that Shylock is treated by the Christian characters
like a criminal and is accused of intending to kill Antonio. In this sense, the conditions
of the bond, which Portia has glorified at the beginning of the trial as has been
demonstrated, are forgotten and Shylock is presented as a violent murderer. The
sanctions which will be imposed on Shylock are also highly severe as Shylock’s wealth
will be equally divided between Antonio and the state. Furthermore, it will be under the
initiative of the Duke to decide on the death penalty. Hence, it may be deduced that
Portia, initially, seems to be a man of law who has principles and complies with the
regulations. In this respect, she sides with Shylock and encourages him in his demand of
justice. But then, she abruptly takes advantage of the lacking articles of the bond and

manipulates the situation. In this respect, Sinead Cusack comments on Portia’s
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transformation which takes Shylock to his tragic end while he evaluates the role of
Portia from the point of an actress who plays it on the stage as follows:

| finally worked out that the great problem for the actress playing the role is to
reconcile the girl at home in Belmont early in the play with the one who plays a
Daniel come to judgement in the Venetian court. I couldn’t understand why
Shakespeare makes her so unsympathetic in those early scenes-the spoilt little rich
girl dismissing suitor after suitor in very witty and derisory fashion. The girl who
does that, I thought, is not the woman to deliver the ‘quality of mercy’ speech. I
knew that was a problem. (339)

Eventually, Shylock loses half of his wealth to his daughter and Lorenzo and he is
forced to convert to Christianity. Shylock leaves the stage wearily and ruefully saying,
“I pray you give me leave to go from hence, / I am not well [...]” (391-392). And
henceforward Shylock is not seen on the stage again and the audience/readers hear
nothing about Shylock. John Russell Brown offers three alternatives while interpreting
Shylock’s leaving the stage and says: “The speeches are brief but, in the intensified
focus, they suggest a renewed control — a dignity (especially in the assurance of
fulfilling his word), or a new, hidden purpose (as of suicide or revenge), or an accepted

hopelessness” (The Merchant of Venice: Critical Essays 286).

Thus, on the one hand, Shylock is insulted by the Christians due to his religious faith
and commercial practices throughout the play and arouses considerable sympathy in the
audience/readers and “[t]he treatment of Shylock and the presentation of Christian
behaviour in the play is [...] the most familiar cause of uneasiness” (Edelman 190). On
the other hand, he hates the Christians and particularly Antonio because of his interest-
free trading and harsh behaviours towards him, which raises doubt in the minds of the
audience/readers as to his rightfulness. However, it may be argued that the confiscation
of Shylock’s property and his enforced conversion inspire immense pity in the
audience/readers. In this regard, according to Halliday, Shakespeare aimed at creating a
Jewish character who would entertain the Elizabethan audience with the extremely
degrading situation he finds himself in, and his solitude. However, this amusing
portrayal of Shylock turns into a tragic representation notably after Jessica leaves him
stealing his money and gold and Shylock emotionally matures during the trial scene as a

result of unjust suffering caused by the Christians. Shylock’s gradual evolution occurs
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depending upon his intense feelings and standing against the Christians who agonise
him (The Life of Shakespeare 159). The unrest felt by the audience/readers caused by
Shylock’s victimisation increases through the hypocritical attitudes of the Christian
characters after Antonio is saved. The Duke who asked Shylock for compassion
punishes Shylock at the first opportunity he finds and says: “That thou shalt see the
difference of our spirit / | pardon thee thy life before thou ask it: / For half thy welath, it
is Antonio’s, / The other half comes to the general state” (364-367). Though the Duke
implies that the Jew and the Christian have distinct ethic values and the Christian is a
good person who shows mercy to the needy people, first the Duke, then Gratiano and
Antonio contradict their submissive attitudes desperately asking Shylock for mercy at
the beginning of the trial and want Shylock to be punished severely. Moody establishes
a link between the theme of appearance and reality and the hypocritical attitudes of the
Christians as follows: “Thus so far we have had developed and intensified the
contradiction between the gilded appearance and the corrupt spirit of the Christians.
Now, in IV.i. this conflict of the appearance and the reality is worked out in the bringing

to trial and judgement of all that Shylock represents” (79).

Notably, the ending of The Merchant of Venice poses questions concerning the genre of
the play. According to Risden, though the play is generally categorised as a comedy, “it
certainly is not a comedy: it has little if any humor, [...] nor tragedy, nor Romance, nor
history, but something that, if you pay attention, will leave you feeling really disturbed
[...]” (15). That is to say, Risden focuses on the unrest the audience/readers feel as a
consequence of Shylock’s punishment rather than a particular grouping of the play.
Likewise, Nicholas Marsh highlights the considerable discomfort the audience/readers
suffer at the end of the play as follows: “The audience does not feel ‘well’ either,
because we find the issues of persecution and revenge, and the justice meted out by a
Christian court, morally unsettling” (233). Therefore, the way that justice is maintained
on behalf of the Christians at the Venetian court disturbs the audience/readers. In
addition, for Marsh, Shylock is a complicated character with, on the one hand, his
implacable desire for revenge, and on the other hand, his sufferings, to be the subject of
comedy (233).
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In this sense, right after the trial ends and Shylock leaves the court deplorably in IV.i.
Portia and Nerissa play the ring trick on Bassanio and Gratiano, to which Portia first
refers in 1lLii. to test the loyalty of their husbands. James Siemon emphasises the
significance of the ring trick in order to link the disturbing defeat of Shylock by the
Christians at the Venetian court and the reconciliation which marks the end of the play
as follows: “[The ring trick] looks forward to Act V, creating the illusion that the action
of the play is not yet complete, and thus provides a necessary link between Acts 1V and
V. [...]” (203). Similarly, Dowden comments on the ring trick: “After the real struggle
[...] we pass on to the playful differences about the rings” (Shakspere 96). In this sense,
Bassanio first offers Portia “[t]hree thousand ducats due unto the Jew” (407) in return
for ‘his’ service. In addition, Antonio expresses his heartfelt appreciation for saving his
life and says: “And stand indebted over and above / In love and service to you
evermore” (409-410). In response to both Antonio’s and Bassanio’s profound gratitude
towards herself, Portia humbly says that she is satisfied with punishing Shylock and
saving Antonio’s life, and that is why, what she just wants from Antonio and Bassanio
is to recognise ‘him’ in their next meeting: “He is well paid that is well satisfied, / And I
delivering you, am satisfied, / [...] / I pray you know me when we meet again, / I wish
you well, and so I take my leave” (411-412,415-416). However, when Bassanio
strongly insists on giving Portia a present in return for saving Antonio’s life, Portia asks
for Bassanio’s ring which symbolises the love bond between Bassanio and Portia as she
says, “[a]nd (for your love) I’ll take this ring from you,— / Do not draw back your hand,
I’1l take no more, / And you in love shall not deny me this” (423-425). Though Bassanio
first refuses to give his ring claiming that it does not have material value but sentimental
value saying, “There’s more depends on this than on the value,— / The dearest ring in
Venice will I give you, / And find it out by proclamation, / Only for this I pray you
pardon me” (430-433), Antonio compels Bassanio to give the ring to the doctor of law
and says: “My lord Bassanio, let him have the ring, / Let his deservings and my love
withal / Be valued ’gainst your wife’s commandement” (445-447). Then, Bassanio,
despite his initial refusal, is disposed to give the ring to the ‘man’ of law on Antonio’s
reminding him of their strong bond and orders Gratiano to follow the lawyer to give the
ring: “Go Gratiano, run and overtake him, / Give him the ring [...]” (448-449).

Therefore, it can be said that through the ring trick the religious and financial rivalry
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between Antonio and Shylock is replaced by the competition between Antonio and
Portia for Bassanio’s love. In this respect, the first hint about the clash between Antonio
and Portia is given through Antonio’s comparison of Bassanio’s love for himself with
his love for Portia as indicated in the above lines. Similarly, Nerissa plays the ring trick
to Gratiano in IV.ii. after he follows them to give Bassanio’s ring to the lawyer. She
reveals her intention to Portia saying, “I’ll see if I can get my husband’s ring / Which I
did make him swear to keep for ever” (13-14). Portia’s statement, “Thou may’st |
warrant,—we shall have old swearing / That they did give the rings away to men; / But
we’ll outface them, and outswear them too” (15-17), indicates that Gratiano will be
deceived by Nerissa into giving his ring to the clerk of the ‘man’ of the law. Her
statement also foreshadows their gathering in Belmont and Bassanio’s and Gratiano’s
attempts to convince Portia and Nerissa that the lawyer and ‘his’ clerk deserved to take
their rings. Hence, it may be inferred that the main object of the play completely
changes at the end of IV.ii. and it focuses on the Christian characters and their
relationships. Furthermore, the gloomy atmosphere which is created by the heavy

punishment of Shylock after the trial clears through the ring trick that Portia and Nerissa

play.

Accordingly, the last act and scene of the play (V.i.), starts in a romantic mood with the
presentation of Jessica and Lorenzo talking about the stories of great lovers such as
Troilus and Cressida, Pyramus and Thisbe and Dido. Lorenzo compares the night in
Belmont to the night in Troy where Troilus spies on the Greek camp to see the tent
where Cressida sleeps: “[...] in such a night / Troilus methinks mounted the Trojan
walls, / And sigh’d his soul toward the Grecian tents / Where Cressid lay that night” (3-
6). Jessica likens the night to the night when Thisbe escapes from the lion while
Lorenzo asserts that Dido calls her lover back to Carthage in such a night. The two
lovers compare their relationship to the relationships of these great lovers as “[i]n such a
night / Did Jessica steal from the wealthy Jew, / And with an unthrift love did run from
Venice, / As far as Belmont” (14-17) and “[i]n such a night / Did young Lorenzo swear
he lover her well” (18-19). However, this romantic atmosphere is temporarily spoiled
by the entrance of Launcelot who informs Lorenzo about the arrival of Portia. Launcelot
yells and gabbles as follows: “Sola, sola! Wo ha, ho! Sola, sola!” (39) and though he
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sees Lorenzo, he still pretends not to see him and says: “Tell him there’s a post come
from my master, with his horn full of good news,—my master will be here ere morning”
(46-47). At this point, it is possible to draw a parallelism between Launcelot’s
behaviour and that of the underclass character’s in Plautus’s comedy as Sandbach
expresses as follows: “[S]currilities and foolish jokes are delievered mainly by slaves
and men of low standing. A standard motif developed for its own sake is the ‘running
slave’, who often comes on in haste to deliver some piece of news, pretending to push
aside invisible persons who crowd the street” (125). After Launcelot leaves the stage,
the musicians enter to celebrate the arrival of Portia and Bassanio at Belmont and they
begin to play music. Lorenzo comments on the relieving aspect of music which may be
interpreted as the relief that the Christian characters feel after the punishment of
Shylock. When Jessica says: “I am never merry when I hear sweat music” (69),
Lorenzo’s following response alludes to the Christians’ settling Shylock’s rage and

hatred:

Or race of youthful and unhandled colts

Fetching mad bounds, bellowing and neighing loud,
Which is the hot condition of their blood,—

If they but hear perchance a trumpet sound,

Or any air of music touch their ears,

You shall perceive them make a mutual stand,
Their savage eyes turn’d to a modest gaze,

By the sweet power of music [...]. (72-78)

These lines clearly demonstrate that Shylock was a source of trouble for the Christian
characters, yet they resolved all the problems by getting rid of him. Like music taming
the wildest colts, the Christians defeated the Jew. Furthermore, Lorenzo’s following
words, “The man that hath no music in himself, / Nor is not moved with concord of
sweet sounds, / Is fit for treasons, stratagems, and spoils” (83-85), may be regarded as
an explicit reference to Shylock who was accused of intending to kill Antonio.

The Merchant of Venice ends with reconciliation after the short-lived dispute over the
rings between Nerissa and Gratiano and Portia and Bassanio, respectively. The bleak
atmosphere after the trial scene and Shylock’s severe punishment is first ended by
means of the ring trick. After all the characters return to Belmont, first Nerissa gets

angry with Gratiano at his giving the ring to the clerk in Venice. Although Nerissa
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possesses the ring, she seems to be terribly disappointed with Gratiano’s indifference to
her love and says: “What talk you of the posy or the value? / You swore to me when |
did give it you, / That you would wear it till your hour of death, / And that it should lie
with you in your grave” (151-154). Then, Portia pretends not to know what happened to
the ring she gave to Bassanio and trustfully asserts that Bassanio vowed never to give it
to another person: “I gave my love a ring, and made him swear / Never to part with it,
and here he