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& SHAKESPEARE

- THE MERCHANT OF VENICE

f:‘ ThiS is one of Shakespeare’s darkest comedies, for the
ﬁ - romantic story of a young man, Bassanio, who has

- squandered his fortune and must borrow money to woo
'?Zl;'j?--::"the wealthy lady he loves is set against the more
- disturbing story of the Jewish moneylender Shylock and
~ his demand for the “pound of flesh” owed him by
- the Venetian merchant, Antonio. Here pathos and
- farce combine with moral complexity and romantic
entanglement to display the extraordinary power and
- range of Shakespeare at his best.
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William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon in
April, 1564, and his birth is traditionally celebrated on April 23.
The facts of his life, known from surviving documents, are sparse.
He was one of eight children born to John Shakespeare, a mer-
chant of some standing in his community. William probably went
to the King’s New School in Stratford, but he had no university
education. In November 1582, at the age of eighteen, he married
Anne Hathaway, eight years his senior, who was pregnant with
their first child, Susanna. She was born on May 26, 1583. Twins,
a boy, Hamnet (who would die at age eleven), and a girl, Judith,
were born in 1585. By 1592 Shakespeare had gone to London,
working as an actor and already known as a playwright. A rival
dramatist, Robert Greene, referred to him as “an upstart crow,
beautified with our feathers.” Shakespeare became a principal
shareholder and playwright of the successful acting troupe the
Lord Chamberlain's Men (later, under James I, called the King’s
Men). In 1599 the Lord Chamberlain’s Men built and occupied
the Globe Theatre in Southwark near the Thames River. Here
many of Shakespeare’s plays were performed by the most famous
actors of his time, including Richard Burbage, Will Kemp, and
Robert Armin. In addition to his 37 plays, Shakespeare had a
hand in others, including Sir Thomas More and The Two Noble
Kinsmen, and he wrote poems, including Venus and Adonis and
The Rape of Lucrece. His 154 sonnets were published, probably
without his authorization, in 1609. In 1611 or 1612 he gave up
his lodgings in London and devoted more and more of his time to
retirement in Stratford, though he continued writing such plays
as The Tempest and Henry VIII until about 1613. He died on
April 23, 1616, and was buried in Holy Trinity Church, Stratford.
No collected edition of his plays was published during his life-
time, but in 1623 two members of his acting company, John
Heminges and Henry Condell, put together the great collection
now called the First Folio.
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Although Shylock is the most prominent character in The
Merchant of Venice, he takes part in neither the beginning nor
the ending of the play. And, although the play’s title might seem
to suggest that he is the “merchant” of Venice, Shylock is,
strictly speaking, a moneylender whose usury is portrayed as the
very opposite of true commerce. His vengeful struggle to obtain
a pound of flesh from Antonio contrasts with the various ro-
mantic episodes woven together in this play: Bassanio’s choos-
ing of Portia by means of the caskets, Gratiano’s wooing of
Nerissa, Jessica’s elopement with Lorenzo, Lancelot Gobbo’s
changing of masters, and the episode of the rings. In all these
stories, a Christian ethic of generosity, love, and risk-taking
friendship is set in pointed contrast with a non-Christian ethic
that is seen, from a Christian point of view, as grudging, resent-
ful, and self-calculating. Yet this contrasting vision is made
problematic by the deplorable behavior of some Christians. In
stage productions today, Belmont and its inhabitants are apt to
seem frivolous, pleasure-loving, hedonistic, and above all racist
in their insular preference for their own economically and cul-
turally privileged position. The play invites us to question the
motives of Shylock’s enemies. It makes us (today, at least, after
the terrors of the German Holocaust) uncomfortable at the in-
sularity of a Venetian ethic that has no genuine place for non-
Christians or cultural outsiders. The most painful question of
all, for us, is to wonder whether the play assumes for its own dra-
matic purposes a Christian point of view, however much it sees
a genuine and understandable motive in Shylock’s desire for re-
venge. The problem of divided sympathies is exacerbated be-
cause Shylock’s structural function in the play is essentially that
of the villain in a love comedy. His remorseless pursuit of
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Antonio darkens the mood of the play, and his overthrow sig-
nals the providential triumph of love and friendship, even
though that triumph is not without its undercurrent of wry
melancholy. Before we examine the painful issue of anti-
Semitism more closely, we need to establish the structural con-
text of this love comedy as a whole.

Like many of Shakespeare’s philosophical and festive come-
dies, The Merchant of Venice presents two contrasting worlds—
one fantasy-like and the other marked by conflict and anxiety.
To an extent, these contrasting worlds can be identified
with the locations of Belmont and Venice. Belmont, to which
the various happy lovers and their friends eventually retire, is a
place of magic and romance. As its name implies, it is on a
mountain, and it is reached by a journey across water. As often
happens in fairy stories, on this mountain dwells a princess who
must be won by means of a riddling contest. We usually see
Belmont at night. Music surrounds it, and women preside over
it. Even its caskets, houses, and rings are essentially feminine
symbols. Venice, on the other hand, is a place of bustle and eco-
nomic competition, seen most characteristically in the heat of
the day. It lies low and flat, at a point where rivers reach the sea.
Men preside over its contentious marketplace and its haggling
law courts. Actually, the opposition of Venice and Belmont is
not quite so clear-cut: Venice contains much compassionate
friendship, whereas Belmont is subject to the arbitrary com-
mand of Portia’s dead father. (Portia somewhat resembles Jessica
in being imprisoned by her father’s will.) Even though Portia de-
scends td Venice in the angelic role of mercy giver, she also re-
mains very human: sharp-tongued and even venomous in
caricaturing her unwelcome wooers, crafty in her legal maneu-
vering, saucily prankish in her torturing of Bassanio about the
rings. For all its warmth and generosity, Belmont is also the em-
bodiment of an insular Christian culture that makes room for
outsiders only when they convert to Christian mores. The traits
that Shylock carries to an unpleasant extreme are needed in
moderation by the Venetians, notably thrift, promise-keeping,
and prudent self-interest; only when the Christians temper their
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penchant for reckless extravagance, legal sophistry -or even
theft, and risk-taking is a happy resolution possible. Never-
theless, the polarity of two contrasting localities and two groups
of characters is vividly real in this play.

The play’s opening scene, from which Shylock is excluded,
sets forth the interrelated themes of friendship, romantic love,
and risk or “hazard.” The merchant who seemingly fulfills the ti-
tle role, Antonio, is the victim of a mysterious melancholy. He
is wealthy enough and surrounded by friends, but something is
missing from his life. He assures his solicitous companions that
he has no financial worries, for he has been too careful to trust
all his cargoes to one sea vessel. Antonio, in fact, has no idea
why he is so sad. The question is haunting. What is the matter?
Perhaps the answer is to be found in a paradox: those who strive
to prosper in the world’s terms are doomed to frustration, not
because prosperity will necessarily elude them, but because it
will not satisfy the spirit. “You have too much respect upon the
world,” argues the carefree Gratiano. “They lose it that do buy it
with much care” (1.1.74-5). Portia and Jessica, too, are at first
afflicted by a melancholy that stems from the incompleteness of
living isolated lives, with insufficient opportunities for love and
sacrifice. They must learn, as Antonio learns with the help of
his dear friend Bassanio, to seek happiness by daring to risk
everything for friendship. Antonio’s risk is most extreme: only
when he has thrown away concern for his life can he discover
what there is to live for.

At first, Bassanio’s request for assistance seems just as materi-
alistic as the worldliness from which Antonio suffers. Bassanio
proposes to marry a rich young lady, Portia, in order to recoup
his fortune lost through prodigality, and he needs money from
Antonio so that he may woo Portia in proper fashion. She is
“richly left,” the heiress of a dead father, a golden fleece for
whom this new Jason will make a quest. Bassanio’s adventure is
partly commercial. Yet his pilgrimage for Portia is magnanimous
as well. The occasional modern practice of playing Bassanio and
Portia as cynical antiheroes of a “black” comedy points up the
problematic character of their materialism and calculation, but
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it gives only one aspect of the portrayal. Bassanio has lost his
previous fortune through the amiable faults of reckless generos-
ity and a lack of concern for financial prudence. The money he
must now borrow, and the fortune he hopes to acquire, are
to him no more than a means to carefree happiness. Although
Portia’s rich dowry is a strong consideration, he describes
her also as “fair and, fairer than that word,/Of wondrous
virtues”(1.1.162-3). Moreover, he enjoys the element of risk in
wooing her. It is like shooting a second arrow in order to recover
one that has been lost—double or nothing. This gamble, or
“hazard,” involves risk for Antonio as well as for Bassanio, and it
ultimately brings a double reward to them both—spiritual as
well as financial. Unless one recognizes these aspects of
Bassanio’s quest, as well as the clear fairy-tale quality with which
Shakespeare deliberately invests this part of the plot, one can-
not properly assess Bassanio’s role in this romantic comedy.
Bassanio’s quest for Portia can, in fact, never succeed until
he disavows the very financial considerations that brought him
to Belmont in the first place. This is the paradox of the riddle of
the three caskets, an ancient parable stressing the need for
choosing by true substance rather than by outward show. To
choose “what many men desire,” as the Prince of Morocco does,
is to pin one’s hopes on worldly wealth; to believe that one “de-
serves” good fortune, as the Prince of Aragon does, is to reveal a
fatal pride in one’s own merit. Bassanio perceives that, in order
to win true love, he must “give and hazard all he hath” (2.7.9).
He is not “deceived with ornament” (3.2.74). Just as Antonio
must risk’ all for friendship, and just as Bassanio himself must
later be willing to risk losing Portia for the sake of true friend-
ship (in the episode of the rings), Bassanio must renounce
worldly ambition and beauty before he can be rewarded with
success. Paradoxically, only those who learn to subdue such
worldly desires may then legitimately enjoy the world’s plea-
sures. Only they have acknowledged the hierarchical sub-
servience of the flesh to the spirit. These are the philosophical
truisms of Renaissance Neoplatonism, depicting love as a chain
or ladder from the basest carnality to the supreme love of God
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for humanity. On this ladder, perfect friendship and spiritual
union are more sublimely God-like than sexual fulfillment. This
idealism may seem a strange doctrine for Bassanio the fortune
hunter, but, actually, its conventional wisdom simply confirms
his role as romantic hero. He and Portia are not denied worldly
happiness or erotic pleasure; they are merely asked to give first
thought to their Christian duty in marriage.

For Portia, marriage represents both a gain and a loss. She
can choose only by her dead father’s will; the patriarchal system,
according to which a woman is given in marriage by her father
to a younger man, is seemingly able to extend its control even
beyond the grave. The prospect of marrying the Prince of
Morocco or the Prince of Aragon dismays her, and yet she per-
sists in her vow of obedience and is eventually rewarded by the
man of her choice. It is as though the benign father knew how
to set the terms of choice in such a way that the “lottery” of the
caskets would turn out right for her. When she accepts Bassanio,
too, she must make a difficult choice, for in legal terms she
makes Bassanio master over everything she owns. Portia is at
once spirited and submissive, able to straighten out Venice’s le-
gal tangles when all the men have failed and yet ready to call
Bassanio her lord. Her teasing him about the ring is a sign that
she will make demands of him in marriage, but it is a testing that
cannot produce lasting disharmony so long as Bassanio is truly
loyal. Portia is, from Bassanio’s male point of view, the perfect
woman: humanly attainable and yet never seriously threaten-
ing. Guided by her, Bassanio makes the potentially hazardous
transition from the male-oriented friendships of Venice (espe-
cially with Antonio) to heterosexual union. Portia is more for-
tunate than Jessica, who must break with her faith and her
father in order to find marital happiness. The two women are
alike, however, in that they experience the play’s central para-
dox of losing the world in order to gain the world. Through
them, we see that this paradox illuminates the casket episode,
the struggle for the pound of flesh, the elopement of Jessica, the
ring episode, and even the comic foolery of Lancelot Gobbo.

Shylock, in his quest for the pound of flesh, represents, as
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seen from a Christian point of view, a denial of all the paradox-
ical truths just described. As a usurer, he refuses to lend money
interest-free in the name of friendship. Instead of taking risks,
he insists on his bond. He spurns mercy and demands strict jus-
tice. By calculating all his chances too craftily, he appears to win
at first but must eventually lose all. He has “too much respect
upon the world” (1.1.74). His God is the Old Testament God of
Moses, the God of wrath, the God of the Ten Commandments,
with their forbidding emphasis on “Thou shalt not.” (This over-
simplified contrast between Judaism and Christianity was com-
monplace in Shakespeare’s time.) Shylock abhors stealing but
admires equivocation as a means of out-maneuvering a com-
petitor; he approvingly cites Jacob’s ruse to deprive Laban of his
sheep (1.3.69-88). Any tactic is permissible so long as it falls
within the realm of legality and contract.

Shylock’s ethical outlook, then, justifies both usury and the
old dispensation of the Jewish law. The two are philosophically
combined, just as usury and Judaism had become equated in the
popular imagination of Renaissance Europe. Even though lend-
ing at interest was becoming increasingly necessary and com-
mon, old prejudices against it still persisted. Angry moralists
pointed out that the New Testament had condemned usury and
that Aristotle had described money as barren. To breed money
was therefore regarded as unnatural. Usury was considered sinful
because it did not involve the usual risks of commerce; the
lender was assured against loss of his principal by the posting of
collateral and, at the same time, was sure to earn a handsome in-
terest. The usurer seemed to be getting something for nothing.
For these reasons, usury was sometimes declared illegal. Its prac-
titioners were viewed as corrupt and grasping, hated as misers.
In some European countries, Jews were permitted to practice
this un-Christian living (and permitted to do very little else)
and then, hypocritically, were detested for performing un-
Christian deeds. Ironically, the moneylenders of England were
Christians, and few Jews were to be found in any profession.
Nominally excluded since Edward I’s reign, the Jews had re-
turned in small numbers to London but did not practice their
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Judaism openly. They attended Anglican services as required by
law and then worshiped in private, relatively undisturbed by the
authorities. Shylock may not be based on observation from
London life. He is derived from continental tradition and re-
flects a widespread conviction that Jews and usurers were alike
in being un-Christian and sinister.

Shylock is unquestionably sinister, even if he also invites
sympathy. He bears an “ancient grudge” against Antonio simply
because Antonio is “a Christian.” We recognize in Shylock the
archetype of the supposed Jew who wishes to kill a Christian and
obtain his flesh. In early medieval anti-Semitic legends of this
sort, the flesh thus obtained was imagined to be eaten ritually
during Passover. Because some Jews had once persecuted Christ,
all were unfairly presumed to be implacable enemies of all
Christians. These anti-Semitic superstitions were likely to erupt
into hysteria at any time, as in 1594 when Dr. Roderigo Lopez, a
Portuguese Jewish physician, was accused of having plotted
against the life of Queen Elizabeth and of Don Antonio, pre-
tender to the Portuguese throne. Christopher Marlowe’s The Jew
of Malta was revived for this occasion, enjoying an unusually suc-
cessful run of fifteen performances, and scholars have often won-
dered if Shakespeare’s play was not written under the same
impetus. On this score, the evidence is inconclusive, and the
play might have been written any time between 1594 and 1598
(when it is mentioned by Francis Meres), but, in any case,
Shakespeare has made no attempt to avoid the anti-Semitic na-
ture of his story.

To offset the portrayal of Jewish villainy, however, the play
also dramatizes the possibility of conversion to Christianity, sug-
gesting that Judaism is more a matter of benighted faith than of
ethnic origin. Converted Jews were not new on the stage: they
had appeared in medieval cycle drama, in the Croxton Play of
the Sacrament (late fifteenth century), and more recently in The
Jew of Malta, in which Barabas’ daughter Abigail falls in love
with a Christian and eventually becomes a nun. Shylock’s
daughter Jessica similarly embraces Christianity as Lorenzo’s
wife and is received into the happy comradeship of Belmont.



Xiv INTRODUCTION

Shylock is forced to accept Christianity, presumably for the ben-
efit of his eternal soul (though today we find this deeply offen-
sive, and it is sometimes cut from stage productions). Earlier in
the play, Antonio repeatedly indicates his willingness to be-
friend Shylock if the latter will only give up usury, and he is
even cautiously hopeful when Shylock offers him an interest-
free loan: “The Hebrew will turn Christian; he grows kind”
(1.3.177). To be sure, Antonio’s denunciation of Shylock’s usu-
rious Judaism has been vehement and personal; we learn that he
has spat on Shylock’s gaberdine and kicked him as one would
kick a dog. This violent disapproval offers no opportunity for
the toleration of cultural and religious differences that we ex-
pect today from people of good will, but at least Antonio is pre-
pared to accept Shylock if Shylock will embrace the Christian
faith and its ethical responsibilities. Whether the play itself en-
dorses Antonio’s Christian point of view as normative or insists
on a darker reading by making us uneasy with intolerance is a
matter of unceasing critical debate. Quite possibly, the play’s
power to disturb emanates—at least in part—from the dramatic
conflict of irreconcilable sets of values.

To Antonio, then, as well as to other Venetians, true Chris-
tianity is both an absolute good from which no deviation is pos-
sible without evil and a state of faith to which aliens may turn
by abjuring the benighted creeds of their ancestors. By this to-
ken, the Prince of Morocco is condemned to failure in his quest
for Portia, not so much because he is black as because he is an
infidel, one who worships “blind fortune” and therefore chooses
a worldly rather than a spiritual reward. Although Portia pertly
dismisses him with “Let all of his complexion choose me so”
(2.7.79), she professes earlier to find him handsome and agrees
that he should not be judged by his complexion (2.1.13-22).
Unless she is merely being hypocritical, she means by her later
remark that black-skinned people are generally infidels, just as
Jews are as a group un-Christian. Such pejorative thinking
about persons as types is no doubt distressing and suggests—at
least to a modern audience—the cultural limitation of Portia’s
view, but, in any case, it shows her to be no less well disposed to-
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ward black suitors than toward others who are also alien. She is
glad not to be won by the Prince of Aragon because he, too,
though nominally a Christian, is too self-satisfied and proud. All
persons, therefore, may aspire to truly virtuous conduct, and
those who choose virtue are equally blessed; however, the terms
of defining that ideal in this play are essentially Christian. Jews
and Blacks may rise spiritually only by abandoning their pagan
creeds for the new dispensation of charity and forgiveness.

The superiority of Christian teaching to the older Jewish
dispensation was, of course, a widely accepted notion of Shake-
speare’s time. After all, these were the years when people fought
and died to maintain their religious beliefs. Today, the notion of
a single true church is less widely held, and we have difficulty
understanding why anyone would wish to force conversion on
Shylock. Modern productions find it tempting to portray
Shylock as a victim of bigotry and to put great stress on his
heartrending assertions of his humanity: “Hath not a Jew
eyes!...If you prick us, do we not bleed?” (3.1.55-61). Shylock
does indeed suffer from his enemies, and his sufferings add a
tortured complexity to this play—even, one suspects, for an
Elizabethan audience. Those who profess Christianity must
surely examine their own motives and conduct. Is it right to
steal treasure from Shylock’s house along with his eloped daugh-
ter! Is it considerate of Jessica and Lorenzo to squander
Shylock’s turquoise ring, the gift of his wife Leah, on a monkey?
Does Shylock’s vengeful insistence on law justify the quibbling
countermeasures devised by Portia even as she piously declaims
about mercy! Do Shylock’s misfortunes deserve the mirthful
parodies of Solanio (“My daughter! Oh, my ducats!”) or the
hostile jeering of Gratiano at the conclusion of the trial?
Because he stands outside Christian faith, Shylock can provide
a perspective whereby we see the hypocrisies of those who pro-
fess a higher ethical code. Nevertheless, Shylock’s compulsive
desire for vengeance according to an Old Testament code of an
eye for an eye cannot be justified by the wrongdoings of any par-
ticular Christian. In the play’s control of an ethical point of
view, such deeds condemn the doer rather than undermine the



Xvi INTRODUCTION

Christian standards of true virtue as ideally expressed.
Shakespeare humanizes Shylock by portraying him as a believ-
able and sensitive man, and he shows much that is to be regret-
ted in Shylock’s Christian antagonists, but he also allows
Shylock to place himself in the wrong by his refusal to forgive
his enemies.

Shylock thus loses everything through his effort to win
everything on his own terms. His daughter, Jessica, by her elope-
ment, follows an opposite course. She characterizes her father’s
home as “hell,” and she resents being locked up behind closed
windows. Shylock detests music and the sounds of merriment;
Jessica’s new life in Belmont is immersed in music. He is old,
suspicious, miserly; she is young, loving, adventurous. Most im-
portant, she seems to be at least part Christian when we first see
her. As Lancelot jests half in earnest, “If a Christian did not play
the knave and get thee, I am much deceived” (2.3.11-12). Her
removal from Shylock’s house involves theft, and her running
from Venice is, she confesses, an “unthrift love.” Paradoxically,
however, she sees this recklessness as of more blessed effect than
her father’s legalistic caution. As she says, “I shall be saved by
my husband. He hath made me a Christian” (3.5.17-18).

Lancelot Gobbo’s clowning offers a similarly paradoxical
comment on the tragedy of Shylock. Lancelot debates whether
or not to leave Shylock’s service in terms of a soul struggle be-
tween his conscience and the devil (2.2.1-29). Conscience bids
him stay, for service is a debt, a bond, an obligation, whereas
abandonment of one’s indenture is a kind of rebellion or steal-
ing away. Yet Shylock’s house is “hell” to Lancelot as it is to
Jessica. Comparing his new master with his old, Lancelot ob-
serves to Bassanio, “You have the grace of God, sir, and he hath
enough.” Service with Bassanio involves imprudent risks, since
Bassanio is a spendthrift. The miserly Shylock rejoices to see the
ever hungry Lancelot, this “huge feeder,” wasting the substance
of a hated Christian. Once again, however, Shylock will lose
everything in his grasping quest for security. Another spiritual
renewal occurs when Lancelot encounters his old and nearly

blind father (2.2). In a scene echoing the biblical stories of the
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Prodigal Sen and of Jacob and Esau, Lancelot teases the old man
with false rumors of Lancelot’s own death in order to make their
reunion seem all the more unexpected and precious. The illu-
sion of loss gives way to joy: Lancelot is, in language adapted
from the liturgy, “your boy that was, your son that is, your child
that shall be.”

In the episode of the rings, we encounter a final playful vari-
ation on the paradox of winning through losing. Portia and
Nerissa cleverly present their new husbands with a cruel choice:
disguised as a doctor of law and his clerk, who have just saved
the life of Antonio from Shylock’s wrath, the two wives ask
nothing more for their services than the rings they see on the
fingers of Bassanio and Gratiano. The two husbands, who have
vowed never to part with these wedding rings, must therefore
choose between love and friendship. Portia knows well enough
that Bassanio’s obedience to the Neoplatonic ideal of disinter-
ested friendship is an essential part of his virtue. Just as he previ-
ously renounced beauty and riches before he could deserve
Portia, he must now risk losing her for friendship’s sake. The
testing of the husbands’ constancy does border at times on gra-
tuitous harshness and exercise of power, for it deals with the old-
est of masculine nightmares: cuckoldry. Wives are not without
weapons in the struggle for control in marriage, and Portia and
Nerissa enjoy trapping their new husbands in a no-win situa-
tion. Still, the threat is easily resolved by the dispelling of farci-
cally mistaken identities. The young men have been tricked
into bestowing their rings on their wives for a second time in
the name of perfect friendship, thereby confirming a relation-
ship that is both platonic and fleshly. As Gratiano bawdily
points out in the play’s last line, the ring is both a spiritual and a
sexual symbol of marriage. The resolution of this illusory quarrel
also brings to an end the merry battle of the sexes between wives
and husbands. Having hinted at the sorts of misunderstandings
that afflict even the best of human relationships and having
proved themselves wittily able to torture and deceive their hus-
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bands, Portia and Nerissa submit at last to the patriarchal norms
of their age and to the authority of Bassanio and Gratiano.

Bassanio’s marriage to Portia represents a heterosexual fulfill-
ment of their courtship that leaves Antonio without a partner
at the play’s end. He is, to be sure, included in the camaraderie
of Belmont, but a part of the sacrifice he has made for Bassanio
is to give that young man the freedom and means to marry as he
chooses. Antonio’s attachment for Bassanio is a deeply loving
one, and is sometimes portrayed as homosexual in modern pro-
ductions. The force of Antonio's attachment to Bassanio should
not be underestimated. At the same time, he does appear to be
truly willing for the young man to marry. In this sense, the mar-
riage represents a completion in which friendship and love are
fully complementary. Heterosexual union is, in this play and in
Shakespearean comedy generally, a dominant and theatrically
conventional resolution; but it is so without denying that there
are other forms of human happiness. Whether or not Antonio is
entirely content with his final role as a kind of benign older
friend we cannot be sure, but his pronouncements in the final
act are all aimed at encouraging the harmony between husband
and wife that he has risked his life to enable.

As defined by the accepted notions of gender relations in
Shakespeare’s time, then, all appears to be in harmony in
Belmont. The disorders of Venice have been left far behind,
 however imperfectly they may have been resolved. Jessica and
Lorenzo contrast their present happiness with the sufferings of
less fortunate lovers of long ago: Troilus and Cressida, Pyramus
and Thisbe, Aeneas and Dido, Jason and Medea. The tranquil
joy found in Belmont is attuned to the music of the spheres, the
singing of the “young-eyed cherubins” (5.1.62), although with a
proper Christian humility the lovers also realize that the har-
mony of immortal souls is infinitely beyond their comprehen-
sion. Bound in by the grossness of the flesh, “this muddy vesture
of decay” (5.1.64), they can only reach toward the bliss of eter-
nity through music and the perfect friendship of true love. Even
in their final joy, accordingly, the lovers find an incompleteness
that lends a wistful and slightly melancholy reflective tone to



