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ICONOLOGY IN THE MERCHANT OF VENICE 

A bstract

The M erchant o f  Venice  has been, to  a g r e a t  e x te n t ,  i s o la te d  from s e r io u s  

iconographic work. Most c r i t i c a l  a n a ly se s  tend  to  r e t u r n  to  th e  same

themes, fo r  example the  c h a ra c te r  of Shylock. The s tu d y  o f  v i s u a l  imagery 

in Shakespeare a t t r a c t e d  r e s e a rc h  which peaked in the  1960s, g a in in g  f re s h  

impetus from the  emergence o f  a  new approach which r e d i r e c t e d

iconographic i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  w ith  r e f e r e n c e  to  the  emblem books and

E lizabe than  p a g e an try .  I n t e r e s t  then  dec reased , a l th o u g h  the  s u b je c t  was 

by no means ex h au s ted .  In 1973 N. Alexander commented ‘i t  seems tim e fo r  

a more s u b s t a n t i a l  dem o n s tra t io n '  o f  th e  t h e a t r i c a l  and iconographic

approach to Shakespearean  imagery' , b u t  to  d a te  t h i s  has  no t  happened.

Some s tu d i e s  have d e a l t  w ith  the  iconographic  p i c tu r e s  of P o r t i a  a s  the  

New Law and Shylock a s  the  Old2, and some have exp lo red , a l th o u g h  n o t  in 

g r e a t  depth , some emblematic themes in the  c a sk e t  s c en e s3 . U n ti l  t h i s  

th e s i s  no one, as f a r  a s  I have been ab le  to  d isc o v e r ,  has  y e t  g iven  a 

p ic tu r e  o f  the  whole play in term s o f  i t s  imagery, emblematism and 

iconography; y e t  i t  p r e s e n t s  i t s  m a te r ia l  w ith  an un u su a l  v i s u a l  em phasis,

no t  only in the  o v e r t ly  emblematic ca sk e t  scenes ,  bu t  th ro u g h o u t  the  p lay .

Shakespeare 's  u se  of iconology in t h i s  p lay  can teach  us  much ab o u t  h i s

methods g e n e ra l ly :  fo r  example, i t  r e v e a ls  a wide range  o f  s o u rc e s  and

in fluences  which include the  popu lar  emblem books, p h i lo so p h ic a l  t r a c t s ,  

the Bible, f o lk - t a l e s ,  p a in t in g s  and to p ic a l  i s s u e s  o f  contem porary  l i f e  

(such as  the  e th i c s  o f  anatomy) some of  which have n o t  been, u n t i l  now, 

r e l a t e d  to  the  play.

One reason  why c r i t i c s  have avoided t r e a t i n g  the  p lay  in a com prehensive 

way may be the  very r ic h n e s s  o f  i t s  themes, e s p e c ia l ly  those  d e a l in g  with 

pa ired  o p p o s i te s  such as  Love/Money, M ercy /Ju s t ice ,  L ove/Friendship , 

Appearance/R eality  and F am il ia r /A lien .  In a d d it io n  th e  p lay  d e a ls  w ith  a 

su b je c t  which in the  l a t t e r  h a l f  o f  the  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry  we a re  a t  pa ins  

to minimise; th a t  o f  an ti -S em itism . To f u r t h e r  com plica te  th in g s ,  the  

genre  o f  th e  play is  hard  to de te rm ine .
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This t h e s i s  e x p lo re s  new in s ig h t s  in to  the  iconographic  e lem en ts  which 

g ive  em phasis  to  the  s ta g e  p i c t u r e s  p re s e n te d ,  in a comprehensive s tu d y  o f  

the  whole p lay , both in the  r ic h n e s s  of i t s  language and imagery, and in 

i t s  them a tic  co n te n t  and i t s  im p l ica tio n s  beyond the  contem pqrary 

t h e a t r i c a l  world. What emerges from such  a s tu d y  f a l l s  in to  s e c t io n s  in 

the  t h e s i s  on Emblems, the  C askets ,  Rings, Antonio a s  an Anatomy S ub jec t ,  

The Jew as  A lien  and U surer and J u s t i c e  and Mercy. The p r in c ip a l  appendix 

o u t l in e s  the H is to ry  o f  the  Science o f  Anatomy.
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Chapter 1 

EMBLEMS

1. The Merchant o f  Venice and the imagery o f  danger

The M erchant o f  Venice p r e s e n t s  fo r  th e  f i r s t  time in S hakespeare 's

comedies a g rad u a l  b u i ld -u p  of non-comic ten s io n .  Shakespeare  has  used

the  t h r e a t  o f  danger in h i s  e a r l i e r  comedies to c o n t r a s t  w ith  the  humour

and l ig h tn e s s  of  the  core  of the  p lay , b u t  the  l i f e - t h r e a t e n i n g  s i t u a t i o n s

a re  in troduced  a t  the  beginning, only to  be f o rg o t te n  du r ing  the  p a s sa g e

o f  the  p lo t ,  and to re -em erge  a t  th e  end when they a re  qu ick ly  so lved  o r

simply d ism issed , The Comedy o f  E rrors  and A Midsummer N ig h t 's  Dream a re

the  most obvious examples of  t h i s ,  Aegeon is  in danger  o f  lo s in g  h i s  l i f e

a t  the  beginning  of  the  form er because  o f  th e  s t r i c t  laws o f  th e  coun try ,

which the  Duke d e c la re s  he cannot waive:

Now, t r u s t  me, were i t  n o t  a g a in s t  our laws,
A gainst my crown, my oa th ,  my d ig n i ty ,
Which p r ic e s ,  would they, may n o t  d isa n n u l ,
My so u l  shou ld  sue  as  advocate  fo r  thee .

(Comedy o f  E rro rs  I i i  143-146)

bu t  h i s  danger is  f o rg o t te n  during  the  f a r c i c a l  m isu n d e rs ta n d in g s  o f  th e

p lo t  and only re a p p e a rs  a t  the  end to  in c re a se  the  confus ion  between th e

tw ins. The audience , however, knows by t h i s  time t h a t  Aegeon’s  ransom w i l l

be paid  when he en co u n te rs  the  r i g h t  son, and in f a c t  the  Duke does what

he had, a t  the  beginning, s a id  was im possib le , and w aives the  laws he had

in s i s t e d  were so s t r i c t .  When both  A n tipho li  o f f e r  money fo r  the  ransom,

the  Duke r e p l i e s

I t  s h a l l  n o t  need; thy f a th e r  h a th  h is  l i f e .  (V i 389)

Likewise in the  Dream Hermia is  th re a te n e d  w ith  dea th  o r  in c a rc e ra t io n  a s  

a nun i f  she  does no t comply w ith  he r  f a t h e r ' s  w ishes , and aga in  the  law

is  s t r i c t  and Egeus demands h i s  r i g h t s  a t  the  end o f  th e  p ro sc r ib e d

period:

I beg the  law, the  law upon h i s  head.
CA Midsummer N ig h t 's  Dream IV i 152)

bu t  once more the  law is  baulked, t h i s  time mainly because  Egeus ' choice

o f  s o n - in - la w  no longer w ishes  to  marry h i s  d a u g h te r .1

Egeus' words forshadow Shylock 's c a l l s  fo r  Law and J u s t i c e ,  and the

s i t u a t i o n  is  s im i la r ,  a s  is  t h a t  in Comedy o f  E rrors, in t h a t  th e  laws o f  

the  S t a te  a llow no leniency or mercy, bu t u n l ik e  the  o th e r  comedies, th e  

t h r e a t  to  Antonio 's  l i f e  in The M erchant o f  Venice  deve lops  s t e a d i ly

th roughou t the  p lay , cu lm ina ting  in the  key t r i a l  scene. The crescendo  o f
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tens ion  i s  m iss ing  from the  e a r l i e r  comedies, in which the  t h r e a t  is

f o rg o t te n  while the  p lay  g e t s  on w ith  i t s  comic m a t te r .  In The M erchant

o f  Venice the  s i t u a t i o n  p r e s e n t s  a p e r s i s t e n t  and cum ula tive  danger, and 

the  shadow i t  c a s t s  over the  p lay  i s  p a r t l y  because  i t  i s  n o t  s o le ly  a 

m a t te r  of p h y s ic a l  danger, bu t  a  symbol of  the  d e s t r u c t io n  of  th e  so u l ,  

and a t h r e a t  to  the  very  f a b r ic  o f  s o c ie ty .  The danger takes  on a

macrocosmic a s  well a s  a microcosmic a u ra .  Shylock 's demands th re a te n  n o t  

only Antonio 's  l i f e ,  bu t  the  law and even the  e x is te n c e  of  the  S ta te .  This 

had been h in te d  a t  in the  a p p a re n t ly  immutable laws o f  Ephesus and Athens,

bu t Shakespeare  develops i t  f u l ly  in The M erchant o f  Venice, b r ing ing  in to

focus the  dangers  of  a b s o lu te  j u s t i c e  untem pered by mercy. The danger

c r e a te s  a shadow in the  p lay  n o t  v i s ib l e  in the  e a r l i e r  comedies, no r ,  in

i t s  looming ten s io n ,  in Romeo and J u l ie t ,  and the  d a rkness  is  em phasised by

the  use of  images r e l a t e d  to d e s t r u c t io n .

S hakespeare 's  use  of images in h i s  e a r l i e r  p lays  is  la rg e ly  fo r  d e s c r ip t iv e

purposes , a s  in Helena's  r e f e r e n c e  to  Cupid in A Midsummer N ig h t's  Dream:

Love looks n o t  w ith  the  eyes , but w ith  the mind;
And th e r e fo r e  is  wing’d Cupid pa in ted  blind .
Nor h a th  Love's mind o f  any judgment t a s t e ;
Wings and no eyes  f ig u r e  unheedy h a s te :
And th e r e fo r e  is  Love sa id  to  be a ch ild ,
Because in choice he is  so  o f t  b e g u i l ’d.
As waggish boys in game them selves  fo rsw ear ,
So the  boy Love is  p e r ju r 'd  everyw here. (I i 234-241)

where Shakespeare  e s t a b l i s h e s  the  p ic tu r e  o f  b lind  Cupid by p re s e n t in g

e ig h t  l in e s  which a re  in the  n a tu r e  o f  the  e x p l ic a to ry  v e r s e s  o f  the

emblem books, and which allow  no am biguity  in i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  In A driana’s

p lea  to the  man she b e l ie v e s  to  be h e r  husband:

Come, I w i l l  f a s t e n  on th i s  s le e v e  o f  th ine ;
Thou a r t  the  elm, my husband, I a v ine,
Whose weakness, m arried  to  thy s t r o n g e r  s t a t e ,
Makes me w ith  thy s t r e n g th  to  communicate.
If augh t p o s s e s s  thee  from me, i t  is  d ro ss ,
Usurping ivy, b r i e r ,  o r  id le  moss;
Who a l l ,  fo r  want o f  prun ing , w ith  in t ru s io n  
In fe c t  thy sap , and l ive  on thy confusion.

( The Comedy o f  E rro rs  II i i  172-179)

Shakespeare  makes use  of a common emblem, t h a t  o f  the  vine en tw in ing  an 

elm as  a r e p r e s e n ta t i o n  o f  love which s u rv iv e s  beyond dea th ,  and aga in  the  

image is  fo llowed up by e x p lan a to ry  l in e s .  Although the  mention o f  ivy in 

t h i s  passage  a ls o  invokes a n o th e r  common image o f  the  choking p r o p e r t i e s  

of th a t  p la n t ,  which perhaps  a t  a l a t e r  s ta g e  in h i s  c a re e r  Shakespeare  

might have expanded to in troduce  the idea t h a t  A driana 's  jea lo u sy  is
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s t r a n g l in g  h e r  r e l a t i o n s h ip  w ith  h e r  husband, a t  t h i s  p o in t  in h i s

development such com plex it ie s  appear  only in embryo. The images he u ses

in the  e a r ly  p lays  a re  c le a r ly  exp la ined , and leave no th ing  to  the

im agination . They work on one lev e l  only , n o t  having  the  dep th  o r  le v e ls

of meaning of  the  images used in The M erchant o f  Venice , and t h i s  t h e s i s

w il l  s e t  o u t  to  a rgue  t h a t  in the  l a t t e r  p lay  Shakespeare  u s e s  images in a

new and pow erfu l way, and w ith  more v i s u a l  immediacy than in any e a r l i e r

play, o r  a rguab ly  in any l a t e r  p lay . The th re a d  connecting  The M erchant's

images is  one of d e s t r u c t io n ,  n o t  only p h y s ic a l ly  but s p i r i t u a l l y .  The

c h a ra c te r s ,  v a l id  in t h e i r  own r ig h t ,  c a s t  cosmic shadows as  they assume

the l a r g e r  r o le s  o f  J u s t i c e ,  Mercy and Everyman. I t  i s  the  images used

th a t  in tro d u ce  and e x p lo i t  the  b u i ld -u p  o f  ten s io n  and danger.

Shakespeare  u s e s  metaphor and metonymy in s te a d  o f  s im ile ,  and h i s  e a r l i e r

images, whose ex p la n a t io n s  leave no f l e x i b i l i t y  in meaning and work on a

s u p e r f i c i a l  lev e l  only, a re  rep la ce d  by images which develop a s e r i e s  o f

deeper  le v e ls ,  and should  be read  (v is u a l ly  a s  w e ll  a s  a u ra l ly )  v e r t i c a l l y

r a t h e r  than h o r iz o n ta l ly .  T i ta n i a 's  speech to Oberon in A Midsummer

N ig h t's  Dream in Act II

His m other was a v o t ’r e s s  of my o rder ;
And, in the  sp iced  Indian a i r ,  by n ig h t ,
F u ll  o f te n  h a th  she  g o ss ip 'd  by my s ide ;
And s a t  w ith  me on Neptune's yellow sands,
Marking th 'embarked t r a d e r s  on the  flood;
When we have laugh'd to  se e  the  s a i l s  conceive,
And grow b ig - b e l l i e d  w ith  the  wanton wind;
Which she , w ith  p r e t t y  and w ith  swimming g a i t  
Following -  h e r  womb then r ic h  w ith  my young s q u i r e  -  
Would im i ta te ,  and s a i l  upon the  land,
To fe tc h  me t r i f l e s ,  and r e tu r n  aga in ,
As from a voyage, r ic h  w ith  m erchandise . (II  i 123-134)

comes c lo s e s t  to  S a le r io 's  speech a t  th e  opening o f  The M erchant o f  

Ven ice:

My wind, cooling  my bro th ,
Would blow me to  an ague when I though t 
What harm a wind too g r e a t  m ight do a t  sea .
I should  no t  se e  the  sandy h o u r - g l a s s  run  
But I should  th ink  of sha llow s and of f l a t s ,
And see  my wealthy Andrew dock’d in sand,
Vailing h e r  high top lower than h e r  r ib s  
To k i s s  he r  b u r ia l .  Should I go to  church 
And se e  the  holy e d i f i c e  o f  s to n e ,
And n o t  be th ink  me s t r a i g h t  o f  dangerous rocks ,
Which, touching  b u t  my g e n t l e  v e s s e l ’s  s id e ,
Would s c a t t e r  a l l  her  sp ic e s  on the  s tream ,
Enrobe the  ro a r in g  w a te rs  w ith  my s i l k s ,
And, in a word, bu t  even now worth th i s ,
And now w orth no th ing?  (I i 22 -35)
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b u t  T i t a n i a ’s  speech lacks the  ten s io n  of  an image which im plies danger, 

and S a le r io ,  n o t  co n te n t  w ith  one image, p i l e s  s e v e r a l  r e l a t e d  ones on top 

of  each o th e r ,  a l l  o f  which a re  c lo se ly  linked w ith  the  idea o f  d e s t r u c t io n  

and d i s t o r t i o n .

The M erchant o f  Venice  is  c lo s e r  to  t rag i-com edy  than  pu re  comedy, and the  

outcome of  i t s  p lo t  is  u n c e r ta in ,  o r  would have been to  aud iences  

u n fa m il ia r  w ith  the  s to r y .2 Romeo and J u l i e t  is  a t ragedy , bu t  i t s  e a r ly  

s t a g e s  a r e  eq u a lly  a s  comic a s  The M erchant's  and an aud ience  p re se n te d  

w ith  only the  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  each p lay  could pe rhaps  be fo rg iven  fo r  

b e l ie v in g  The M erchant to  be the  t ragedy  and Romeo and J u l i e t  the  comedy.

The M erchant o f  Venice  in tro d u c es  the  idea o f  d e s t r u c t io n ,  n o t  only to  the  

in d iv id u a l  bu t to s o c ie ty .  The t h e a t r e  o f  the  world is  a macrocosmic 

r e f l e c t i o n  of th e  pub lic  t h e a t r e  and th e  anatomy th e a t r e ,  whose 

r e l a t i o n s h ip  w i l l  be d isc u sse d  f u l ly  in t h i s  th e s i s .  The t r i a l  scene

r e l a t e s  to the  image o f  the  anatomy th e a t r e ,  and embodies i t s  d e s t r u c t iv e  

e lem ent a s  m an ifes ted  in the  s t r i p p in g  away o f  d ig n i ty  and the  lo ss  of 

r e g a rd  fo r  th e  human body, and by e x te n s io n  the  so u l ,  a s  som ething sacred , 

m y s te r io u s  and untouchab le . As the  body in the  anatomy t h e a t r e  is  peeled  

back in lay e rs  u n t i l  i t  is  reduced  to  a c o l le c t io n  o f  g u t s ,  so Shylock is 

p r o g re s s iv e ly  s t r ip p e d  of p o ss e s s io n s ,  l ive lihood  and r e l ig io n ,  u n t i l  he is  

a n e g l ig ib le  q u a n t i ty  who can only answer w ith  r e s ig n a t io n

I am c o n te n t  ...
I pray you g ive  me leave to go from hence;
I am no t  w ell; send the deed a f t e r  me
And I w i l l  s ig n  i t .  (IV i 389, 390-392)

The th e a t r e ,  both d ram atic  and ana tom ica l,  i s  a ls o ,  however, a p lace  of 

r e v e la t io n ,  where people  may lea rn  abou t them selves .  D e s t ru c t io n  can be

tu rned  in to  c re a t io n ,  and the  upswing o f  the  f in a l  a c t  r e t u r n s  the  p lay  to

comedy, w ith  i t s  r e s t o r a t i o n  o f  o rd e r  and happ iness .

The use  o f  images in The M erchant o f  Venice  c a r r i e s  th roughou t  the  p lay  a 

new and v i t a l  s e n s i t i v i t y  to  the  s ta g e  p i c tu r e s  invoked by v e rb a l  o u t l in e .  

Shakespeare , in t h i s  p lay , u se s  a new language which he e x p lo i t s  in The 

Merchant more than, perhaps , in any o th e r  p lay . I t  is  a s  i f  the  n ove lty  of  

d isco v e r in g  what can be done by an aw areness  o f  ideas  linked in the  

au d ie n c e ’s mind by v e rb a l  and v i s u a i  p i c tu r e s  suddenly  u n lea sh e s  a t o r r e n t

o f  complex images, which a re  used to  deepen th e  t e x tu r e  o f  what is  being
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s a id  or a c te d  o u t  in a form o f  sh o r th a n d  conveying f a r  more than  is

immediately ap p a re n t  on the  s u r f a c e ;  a s  John Doebler rem arks in h i s  book

S h a kesp ea re 's  Speaking  P ic tu res:

P a r t i c u la r ly  i n te r e s t in g  i s  the  way in which a v i s u a l  image could 
communicate to  a R enaissance  aud ience  a c o n c en tra te d  p a t t e r n  of 
a s s o c i a t i o n s  summarizing the  inner  meaning o f  many d ram atic  e v e n ts ,  
a l l  the  more so i f  the  meaning were in tu rn  a union o f  seeming 
o p p o s i te s ,  such a s  love and c h a s t i t y  o r  f r e e  w i l l  and f a t e .  The 
iconic  is  one of  S hakespeare 's  many forms of e l l i p s i s . 3

Once Shakespeare  has  developed t h i s  new u se  o f  imagery, he i s  f r e e  in h i s  

l a t e r  p lays  to  use  i t  a t  w i l l  -  to  d isc a rd  o r  develop and r e f i n e  th e  mass 

of iconology t h a t  he has e x p lo i te d  in The M erchant o f  Venice.

2. The Emblem Book

One o f  the  most popu lar  so u rc e s  o f  imagery in the  l a t e  s ix t e e n th  c e n tu ry

was the  emblem book, in which v e rb a l  and v i s u a l  images worked to g e th e r  to

s t r e n g th e n ,  exp la in  and develop each  o th e r ,  and t h i s  t h e s i s  w i l l  show t h a t

The M erchant o f  Venice r e in f o r c e s  our  aw areness  t h a t  Shakespeare  was w ell

a cq u a in ted  w ith  such popular  l i t e r a t u r e .  The importance o f  emblem books

to  the  s tu d y  of  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  th e  R enaissance  has  been the  s u b je c t  o f  much

c r i t i c a l  work, no tab ly  by Henry Green.4 With the  decay of the  medieval

a l l e g o r i c a l  p lays ,  p e r s o n i f i c a t io n s  such  a s  th o se  o f  the  v i r t u e s  and v ice s

f i t t e d  u n e a s i ly  in to  the  deve lop ing  ' r e a l i s t i c '  drama: th e  emblem books

form a b r id g e  between th ese  in t h e i r  d e p ic t io n  o f  a m ix tu re  o f

p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n s ,  p ro v e rb ia l  s a y in g s  and everyday commonsense by means o f

m otto , i l l u s t r a t i o n  (u su a l ly  in th e  medium of a woodcut) and v e rse .  The

emblem book provided a p i c t u r e  book o f  a b s t r a c t  ideas  c r e a t in g  a

r e p e r t o i r e  o f  i n s t a n t ly  r e c o g n is a b le  logo types  which conveyed a sometim es

complex group of  meanings. Emblems th e r e fo r e  convey a symbolic meaning,

bu t in 1574 Claude M ignault e s t a b l i s h e d  the  d i f f e r e n c e  between emblems

and symbols in h i s  Syntagma de Sym bolis:

The fo rc e  o f  the  emblem depends upon the  symbol, bu t  they  d i f f e r  a s  
man and animal; the  l a t t e r  has  a  more g e n e ra l  meaning, the  form er a 
more s p e c ia l .  All men a re  an im als ,  bu t  a l l  an im als  a r e  n o t  men; so 
a l l  emblems a re  symbols, tokens , o r  s ig n s ,  b u t  a l l  symbols a re  no t  
emblems: the  two p o s s e s s  a f f i n i t y  indeed, b u t  no t  id e n t i t y .5

G effrey  Whitney, whose book A Choice o f  Emblemes, pub lished  in 1586, d id  

much to  p o p u la r is e  the  emblem book, d e f in e s  emblems in h i s  a d d re s s  to  the  

Reader:

Ethel worde being in Greeke Epf3dXXeCT0oa, ve l ^TtEpfSXqaSai, i s  a s  muche 
to saye  in Englishe  as  To s e t  in , o r To p u t  in: p roper  l ie  ment by
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suche f ig u r e s ,  or workes, a s  a re  w roughte  in p l a t e ,  or in s to n e s  in 
the  pavementes, o r  on the  waules, o r  suche  l ike , fo r  the  adorn ing  of 
the  p lace: havinge some w i t t i e  d e v ise  e x p re s se d  w ith  cunning
woorkemanship, som ethinge obscure  to  be pe rce ived  a t  the  f i r s t ,  
whereby, when with  f u r t h e r  c o n s id e ra t io n  i t  is  unders tood , i t  maie 
the  g r e a t e r  d e l ig h te  the  behoulder .6

2.a. The popu larity  o f  the emblem book in the s ix te e n th  century

The emblem book has i t s  o r ig in s  in Europe. One o f  the  e a r l i e s t  emblem-

type books was the  N a r r e n s c h if f  by S e b a s t ia n  B rant which was f i r s t  p r in te d

in 1494 and proved to  be very  popu lar  th ro u g h o u t  th e  C ontinen t,  and

p a r t i c u l a r l y  in England. In the  in t ro d u c t io n  to  h i s  1944 t r a n s l a t i o n  o f

the  N a r r e n s c h if f , Edwin H. Zeydel says  th a t :

B ra n t 's  m as te rp iec e  held  i t s  ground in England more p e r s i s t e n t l y  
than  in Germany, d e s p i t e  s t r o n g e r  com peti t ion  -  n o t  a s  a German 
work, however, bu t  th rough the  English  and French a d a p ta t io n s .  And 
i t  d id  English  l i t e r a t u r e ,  as  i t  did French l i t e r a t u r e ,  too, a g r e a t  
s e rv ic e  in g iv ing  a f r e s h  s t im u lu s  and a new form to  v e rn a c u la r  
s a t i r e ,  and in he lp ing  to  b r idge  the  gap between th e  l i t e r a t u r e  of 
p e rs o n i f ie d  a b s t r a c t io n s  and t h a t  of s o c ia l  types ,  o f  modern 
s a t i r i c a l  p o r t r a i t u r e .  I t  p layed an im portan t  r o le  in outmoding 
m edieval a l le g o ry  and m o ra l i ty  and in d i r e c t i n g  l i t e r a t u r e  in to  the  
channels  of the  drama, the  e ssa y  and the  novel o f  c h a ra c te r .7

B ra n t’s  book was a p iec ing  to g e th e r  of v a r io u s  a u t h o r i t i e s ,  the  Bible, the

Corpus ju r i s  conon ic i, the  Church F a th e r s ,  and the  a n c ie n ts  in o rd e r  to

show the  numerous f o l l i e s  o f  the  human race :  in t h i s  i t  was n o t ,  s t r i c t l y

speaking , one o f  the  t r u e  emblem books which appear  in th e  s ix t e e n th

cen tu ry ,  which range  more widely than  the  s im ple  d e p ic t io n  o f  fo l ly ,  and

include p iec e s  on in d iv id u a ls  such as  S i r  W alter Raleigh, d e s c r ip t io n s  o f

p e r s o n i f i c a t io n s  l ike  J u s t i c e  and animal f a b le s .  The N a r r e n s c h if f  does,

however, have the  form at o f  an emblem book, u s ing  the  t h r e e - p a r t

e x p o s i t io n  o f  m otto , woodcut and v e rse .  I t  was pub lished  f i r s t  in 1494

and was w r i t t e n  in German, bu t appeared  in numerous t r a n s l a t i o n s  and f r e e

a d a p ta t io n s  inc luding  two v e rs io n s  in English , one in p ro se  and one in

v e rse ,  both  p r in te d  in 1509.®

The f i r s t  r e a l  emblem book was produced in I ta ly  by Andrea A lc ia t i  in 1531

and i t s  p o p u la r i ty  was such t h a t  i t  went th rough  n in e ty  e d i t io n s  in the

s ix t e e n th  c en tu ry  and was t r a n s la t e d  in to  E nglish , French, I t a l i a n  and

Spanish .3 Green p o in ts  o u t  th a t

I t  is  s c a rc e ly  p o ss ib le  t h a t  so many e d i t io n s  should  have issued
from the p re s s ,  and so much lea rn ing  have been bestowed, w ithou t 
the  knowledge of A l c ia t ’s  I s ic l  Emblems hav ing  p e n e t r a te d  every  nook 
and co rner  of the  l i t e r a r y  w orld .10
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2.b. The emblem book a s  an e d u c a t io n a l  and m oral to o l

P e te r  Daly p o in ts  ou t  t h a t  the  emblem books were no t  simply p i c tu r e  books

in tended  to p rov ide  p le a s u re  to the  re a d e r :

The emblem-books in d ic a te  what educa ted  r e a d e r s  knew  abou t  n a tu r e ,  
h i s to r y  and mythology and fu r th e rm o re  how they  in te r p r e te d  t h i s  
knowledge ... Cthey a re !  a r e s e r v o i r  o f  such in fo rm a tio n  and i t s  
in te r p r e ta tio n ,  and a s  they were to  be found in every  pub lic  and 
p r iv a t e  l ib r a ry ,  they were a c c e s s ib le  to  a l l  who could read . The 
i l l i t e r a t e  were a ls o  made aware of  emblems by the  p rea c h e r  in h i s  
sermons; they  saw and heard  emblems on the  s ta g e ,  they were 
su rrounded  by emblematic m o ti fs  in the  v i s u a l  a r t s ,  e .g . in church 
windows, c o a ts - o f - a rm s ,  p a in t in g s  and d e c o ra t io n s .11

and Bacon in h i s  Advancem ent o f  Learning, Book V, Chapter 5, p o in ts  o u t  the

advan tages  o f  the  emblem as  an e d u c a t io n a l  too l:

Emblem reduce  th c o n c e i ts  i n t e l l e c tu a l  to  images s e n s ib le ,  which 
s t r i k e  the  memory more; o u t  o f  which axioms may be drawn much 
b e t t e r  p r a c t iq u e  than t h a t  in use ; and b e s id e s  which axioms, th e re  
a re  d iv e r s  more touching  help  o f  memory, n o t  in f e r io r  to  them.12

A lc ia t i  h im se lf  em phasises th a t  emblems were ‘no va in  p i c tu r e  which may

feed the  e y e s '  in h i s  a d d re ss  Ad Lectorum 13 and goes  on to  show t h a t  he

reg a rd ed  them a s  a kind o f  p a t t e r n  book or  p r a c t i c a l  manual f o r  a l l  th o se

engaged in the  d e c o ra t iv e  a r t s :

For I say  t h i s  is  t h e i r  use , t h a t  a s  o f te n  a s  any one may wish to 
a s s ig n  f u ln e s s  to empty th in g s ,  ornament to  bare  th in g s ,  speech to  
dumb th in g s ,  and reaso n  to  s e n s e l e s s  th in g s ,  he may from a l i t t l e  
book of  Emblems, as  from an e x c e l le n t ly  w e l l -p re p a re d  hand-book, 
have what he may be ab le  to  impress on th e  w a l ls  o f  houses ,  on 
windows of g l a s s ,  on t a p e s t r y ,  on hang ings , on t a b l e t s ,  v a ses ,  
e n s ig n s ,  s e a l s ,  garm en ts ,  the  ta b le ,  the  couch, the  arms, th e  sword, 
and l a s t ly ,  f u r n i tu r e  of every  k ind .14

Another em blem atis t ,  Ripa, in h i s  Iconologia  (Rome, 1603) c la im s a much

wider range  o f  use:

to  the  o r a to r ,  to  the  p rea c h e r ,  to the  poe t,  to  the  p a in t e r ,  to  the  
s c u lp to r ,  to  the  d e s ig n e r ,  and to every  man of  s tu d y ,  fo r  the  
inven tion  o f  c o n c e i ts ,  emblems, and im presas, f o r  d e v is in g  a l l  
p r e p a ra t io n s  fo r  n u p t i a l s ,  f u n e r a ls ,  and tr ium phs, fo r  the  
r e p r e s e n ta t i o n  o f  poems and dramas, and fo r  the  f ig u r in g  of them 
with  t h e i r  p roper  symbols.13

and Alexander Barclay , in h i s  t r a n s l a t i o n  in to  E ng lish  of B ra n t 's

N a r r e n s c h if f  o f  c l509  propounds the  theory  t h a t  m o ra l i t i e s  have a h e a l in g

e f f e c t :

I have a ls o  no ted  t h a t  manye wise men and w ell l e t t r e d  have w r i t t e n  
r i g h t  f r u i t f u l l  d o c t r in e s ,  whereby they have hea led  th e s e  d i s e a s e s  
and in to l l e r a b l e  p e r tu r b a t io n s  of the  minde, and the  g h o s t ly  woundes 
th e re o f ,  muche b e t t e r  then  E scu lap iu s ,  whiche was f y r s t e  Inventour 
o f  Ph is ike , and amonge the  G e n t i le s  woorshipped a s  a God.16
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He goes on to  p r a i s e  the  p o e ts  fo r  p rov id ing  m oral p o in te r s  to  f o o l i s h

mankind in both  t r a g e d ie s  and comedies:

They teache  what is  good, and what is  e v i l l ,  to  what ende v ice , and 
what end v e r tu e  b r in g e th  us .  And do n o t  p o e te s  r e v i l e  and s h a rp ly  
b i t e  in t h e i r  poemes a l l  suche  a s  a re  unmeke, proude, cove tous , 
lecherous ,  wanton, d e l ic io u s ,  w r a th f u l l ,  g l u t t o n s ,  w a s te r s ,  e n v io u rs ,  
en ch au n to u rs ,  f a y th b re a k e rs ,  r a s h e ,  unadvised , m a lap er t ,  drunken, 
u n tau g h t ,  fo o le s ,  and suche l ike .

This idea is ,  o f  course ,  no t  new, bu t i t s  p lac ing  in an emblematic c o n te x t

in d ic a te s  i t s  accep ted  a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  moral teach ing .

The expansion  o f  the  sphere  o f  in f luence  o f  emblems in th e  f i f t y  y e a rs  

between A lc ia t i ' s  book and t h a t  o f  Ripa i s  ev idence  o f  the  in c re ase  in 

p o p u la r i ty  of  th e  device and the  idea i t  embodied.

2,c. Pagean try  in E lizabe than  England

The r i s i n g  p o p u la r i ty  o f  the  emblem books was matched by a growing

en thusiasm  in E lizabe than  s o c ie ty  fo r  in c re a s in g ly  e la b o r a te  p a g e an try ,

o f te n  tak ing  p lace  on th e i r  s t r e e t s ,  as  S he i la  Williams s t a t e s :

If we allow  t h a t  the  e sse n c e  o f  the  emblem was a p i c tu r e  p lu s  a 
v e rb a l  e x p la n a t io n  and ac ce p t  e i t h e r  the  m otto  o r  the  v e r s e s  as  
f u l f i l l i n g  the  second fu n c t io n ,  then  the  normal method of  the  
p a g e a n t -p o e ts  was the  same a s  t h a t  o f  the  em blem -w riter  .’7

These e la b o r a te  a l l e g o r i c a l  d e p ic t io n s  d a te  back to  th e  r e ig n  o f  Henry VI

when a p agean t  was s ta g e d  to  mark h i s  e n t r y  in to  London in 1432.18 The

r e f e re n c e s  to  Antonio’s  sh ip s  in I i may r e f e r  to  p ag ean t  wagons, o r  more

probably  to the  pagean t barges  which took p a r t  in the  s p e c ta c u la r  shows

s ta g e d  on the  Thames. These p a g e a n ts  formed ‘speak ing  p i c t u r e s ’, form al

and emblematic, and were a h a lf -w a y  s t a g e  between the  emblem books

them selves and the  use  o f  emblematic imagery on the  E lizabe than  s ta g e .

The d ra m a t i s t  was in a unique p o s i t io n ,  ab le  to  u n i te  bo th  p o e try  and

i l l u s t r a t i o n .  Sidney, in h i s  An Apology fo r  P o e try  (1595) s a y s  a v e rb a l

d e s c r ip t io n  (of fo r  in s tance  an e le p h a n t  or a complex a r c h i t e c t u r a l

s t r u c tu r e )  is  n o t  s u f f i c i e n t  because  i t

should  never  s a t i s f y  h i s  inward c o n c e i ts  w ith  being w i tn e s s  to 
i t s e l f  o f  a t r u e  l iv e ly  knowledge; b u t  the  same man, a s  soon a s  he 
might s e e  those  b e a s t s  well p a in te d ,  o r  the  house  w ell in model, 
should  s t r a ig h tw a y s  grow, w ith o u t  need o f  any d e s c r ip t io n ,  to a 
j u d ic ia l  comprehending of them.’3

Samuel D anie l’s  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  The W orthy tr a c t  o f  P aulus Io v iu s  (1585)

b ears  t h i s  o u t  in h i s  p re fa c e  To th e  F rend ly  Reader:

Yet I say , t h a t  to r e p r e s e n t  un to  the sence  of s i g h t  the  forme or 
f ig u re  o f  any th ing , is  more n a tu r a l  in a c t ,  and more common to a l  
c r e a tu r e s  then is  h ea r in g ,  and thereupon s a y th  A r i s t o t l e ,  t h a t  we



Emblems -  23  -

love the  sence  o f  se e in g ,  fo r  t h a t  by i t  we a re  ta u g h t  and made to 
lea rn e  more then by any o th e r  o f  our  s e n se s ,  whereby we see  t h a t  
a l l  men n a tu r a l l y  take  d e l ig h t  in p ic tu res .-20

Shakespeare  was undoubtedly  aware o f  the  use  emblems could  be p u t  to;

John Doebler makes the  po in t  t h a t  Shakespeare

l ived  in a world s a tu r a t e d  w ith  v i s u a l  t ro p e s  conveyed by p a in t in g s ,  
s t a i n e d - g l a s s  windows, t a p e s t r i e s ,  household  o b je c t s ,  and even armor, 
a s  w ell  a s  by widely d i s t r i b u t e d  books and g rap h ic s .  Thread, 
p r i n t e r ’s  ink, and p a in t  were the  media fo r  an enormously r ic h  
s to re h o u s e  of  conven tiona l  m o t i f s ,  emblems, and im presas .21

2.d. Emblems and the  drama

The emblem book was, in i t s  own r i g h t ,  an emblem of i t s  time. I t  r e f l e c t e d

the  s t a t e  of knowledge a t  the  p e riod , and c l a s s i f i e d  i t  in to  an e a s i ly

a s s im i la te d  and conven ien t c o n s t ru c t .  I t  ep itom ised  the  E lizab e th an  love

of com plexity  and w it ,  the  hidden meaning behind the  s im ple  facade , and in

some c a se s ,  la y e r s  o f  hidden meaning, and combined t h i s  l i t e r a r y  i n t e r e s t

w ith  a n o th e r  E lizabe than  p reoccupa tion , p i c t o r i a l  s ta te m e n t .  In h i s  book

A ction  i s  Eloquence: S h a kesp ea re 's  language o f  G e stu re} David Bevington

p o in ts  o u t  t h a t  the  n e o p la to n ic  view of  symbolism re c o n c i l in g  beau ty  and

t r u th  s u i t e d  the  E lizabe than  frame o f  though t  which demanded a harmony

between the  d iv in e  and p h y s ica l  worlds:

Such a “p o e t ic  of correspondences"  found symbolic meaning in co lo r ,  
s p a t i a l  a rrangem en t,  and g e s tu r e  -  on s t a g e  a s  in the  pub lic  l iv e s  
of Renaissance  men and women. ... Emblem books, popu lar  in England as  
on the  C ontinen t,  encouraged a h a b i t  o f  though t  u n i t in g  word and
p ic tu r e  in a c lo se  r e l a t i o n s h ip  a p t ly  ex p re sse d  by the  say ing  
a t t r i b u t e d  to  Simonides of  Ceos th a t  “p a in t in g  is  mute p o e try  and 
p o e try  a speak ing  p ic tu re ."  The u n iv e r s a l  language o f  emblems 
appeared  in m ottoes , c o a ts  o f  arms, mummings, s t r e e t  pag ean ts ,  
m o ra l i ty  p lay s ,  Lord Mayor’s shows, and sermons. The c o u r t  masque 
provided  a d ram atic  gen re  in which p i c t u r e s  and words were c lo se ly  
i n t e r r e l a t e d ,  a s  in the  emblem books, by n e o p la to n ic  d o c t r in e s  of 
c o rre spondence .22

Bevington adm its  t h a t  t h i s  emblematic c a s t  o f  th o ugh t  was p e rv a s iv e ,  bu t 

goes on to  p o in t  o u t  t h a t  to a c ce p t  i t  a s  being th e  main so u rc e  o f  

in f luence  on d ram atic  w r i t e r s  o f  the  time i s  to  impose a l im i ta t io n  on 

them which they did no t ,  in f a c t ,  f e e l .  ‘E l izabe than  d r a m a t i s t s '  he says  

‘spoke o f  t h e i r  a r t  a s  c h ie f ly  v e r b a l ’.23 While t h i s  may be t ru e  to a 

c e r t a in  e x te n t ,  i t  being accep ted  t h a t  they used  no i l l u s i o n i s t i c  scen e ry ,24 

the  language of the  p lays ,  e s p e c ia l ly  th o se  o f  Shakespeare , encourage  the  

audience  to use  t h e i r  im agination , and p a in t  a p i c tu r e  in t h e i r  heads. The 

E lizabe than  p lays  a re  n o t  v e rb a l  in the  s e n se  t h a t  the  p lays  of  the  

n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  d r a m a t i s t s  such as  Oscar Wilde a r e  v e rb a l .  Wilde has
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no need, w ith  the n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  use  o f  e la b o r a te  i l l u s i o n i s t i c  s e t s ,  

to p a in t  v i s u a l  p i c tu r e s  fo r  the  aud ience; they  a c tu a l ly  s e e  the  scene  

p re se n te d ,  Nor does he have to  keep the  aud ience  informed of  the  r ap id  

changes of  p lace  and time which Shakespeare  in c o rp o ra te s  in h i s  p lay s ,  

Wilde’s  p lays  a r e  c o n s tru c te d  on w i t ty  w ord-p lay  and l i t t l e  e l s e ,  w hereas 

in c o n t r a s t ,  Shakespeare  had to  make language convey co n s id e rab ly  more 

than i t s  s u r f a c e  meaning. His t e x t  had to  p a in t  in the  scenery ,  s e t t i n g  

and l ig h t in g ,  and c r e a te  enough a tm osphere  fo r  the  aud ience  to  m anufac tu re  

i t s  own im ag ina tive  scenery .  As h i s  t h e a t r i c a l  expe r ience  in c re a s e s ,  and 

h i s  m aste ry  o f  language develops, Shakespeare  e x p lo re s  the  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  

the  v i s u a l  immediacy o f  emblematic p i c t u r e s  to  deepen the  s u p e r f i c i a l  

meaning o f  the  t e x t .  He r e a l i s e s  t h a t  by u s ing  fa m i l ia r  images, he can 

c r e a te  a whole world w ith in  the s p e c t a t o r ’s  mind by t r i g g e r in g  by a word 

o r  ph rase ,  a s e r i e s  o f  images which would deepen the  t e x tu r e  of the  

s i t u a t i o n  p re s e n te d  by invoking the  memory. As a d r a m a t i s t  he is  ab le ,  

un like  e i t h e r  the  p oe t  o r  the  p a in te r  working a lone , to  i l l u s t r a t e  h i s  

poe try  w ith  both s t a g e  p i c tu r e s  and m ovem ent/action, and to  make v e rb a l  

comment on the  a c t io n .  Doebler, a s  a l r e a d y  quo ted  above, makes the  p o in t  

t h a t  such  m u lt ip le  la y e r s  of meaning were common, and e a s i l y  unders tood , 

by the Renaissance  aud iences ,  and Green makes a s im i la r  p o in t  in r e f e re n c e  

to A l c i a t i ’s  emblems:

they o f te n  se rv e  to b ring  in to  a sm all  compass a f a r  more
e x p re s s iv e  meaning than speech has  the  power o f  a t t a i n i n g .25

C ontrary  to  what Bevington would have, t h i s  u se  o f  the  f a m i l ia r  emblem 

does n o t  e x p re s s  a conven tional though t. Shakespeare  u se s  the  known world 

o f  symbol to  e s t a b l i s h  an i n s t a n t  r e a c t io n ,  bu t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y ,  he 

sometimes tw i s t s  the  f a m i l ia r  so t h a t  i t  becomes more pow erfu l in the  

l ig h t  o f  what is  expected . While the  emblem books them selves  a r e  

conven tiona l,  Shakespeare 's  u se  o f  them, a s  I s h a l l  show below, is  no t.

2.e. Major a r e a s  o f  i n t e r e s t  in  emblem books

While some o f  the  l a t e r  emblem books r e tu r n  to  B ran t 's  idea of  making use  

of a s in g le  theme to  link a l l  the  emblems, a s  in C h r is tophe r  Harvey’s 

Schola c o rd is  o r the h e a r t o f  i t  s e l f e  (London, 1647) in which each emblem 

is  c e n tred  around an image of  th e  h e a r t ,  o r  Robert F a r le y ’s  Lychnocausia  

(London, 1638) which c o n c e n t ra te s  on l ig h t ,  m ost o f  the  emblem books o f  

the  s ix t e e n th  and e a r ly  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  a r e  more w ide-rang ing , and 

de rive  t h e i r  images from a v a r i e ty  o f  so u rc e s .  The major a r e a s  o f
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i n t e r e s t  sp r in g  from c l a s s i c a l  and m ytho log ica l  c h a r a c te r s  and s t o r i e s ,  

animal f a b le s ,  n a tu r a l  images a s  shown in p la n t s  and t r e e s ,  p ro v e rb ia l  

say ings ,  p e r s o n i f i c a t io n s  and se a  and sh ipp ing  images. There a re  

s u r p r i s in g ly  few p u re ly  b ib l i c a l  emblems, a l though  the  emblem books become 

in c re as in g ly  r e l i g io u s  in t h e i r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  images th rough  the  

s ix t e e n th  c e n tu ry .  In many c a se s  i t  is  n o t  p o s s ib le  to  c a te g o r i s e  the

sou rce  o f  the  emblem because  the  u se  o f  images o v e r la p s ,  a s  in the  case

of G effrey  Whitney's emblem d e d ic a te d  to  S i r  F ra n c is  Drake where a 

h i s t o r i c a l  f i g u r e  is  linked to a m ytho log ica l  one, Jason , and the  image o f  

the  se a  and sh ipp ing  is  a lso  invoked.25

2.e .i .  Sea and s h ip  images

The image o f  the  s e a ,  bo th  in i t s e l f  and in connection  with  s h ip s  and 

s a i l in g ,  i s  very  popular ,  and i s  used to d e p ic t  a wide v a r i e ty  o f  moral

tea c h in g s  from the  s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d  use  o f  the  sea  i t s e l f  a s  in W hitney’s 

emblem 129 Cons tan te r  where the  se a  f lood ing  the e a r th  is  seen  a s  an

emblem of the  c o n s ta n t  t h r e a t  o f  Sa tan  to overrun  man's so u l,  to  the  use 

of  shipwreck: Henry Peacham's M inerva B ritanna  g iv e s  the  emblem His

g ra v io ra  which r e p r e s e n t s  Aeneas a s  an example o f  the  v a l i a n t  mind fo r  

w i th s ta n d in g  a l l  m is fo r tu n e ;  and the  sh ip  i t s e l f : 27 P.S. 's  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  

The H eroica l D ev ises o f  M. C laudius Paradin u s e s  the  image o f  a sh ip  a t  

se a  to  r e p r e s e n t  the  n o b i l i ty  o f  France, o r ig in a t in g  w ith  the  T ro jan s  in En 

a lte r a  quae veha t Argo.26 Thomas Combe, in h i s  The T h ea ter  o f  Fine  

D evices  which was a t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  Guillaume de La P e r r i d r e ’s  Le T hea tre  

des bons eng in s  (P a ris ,  1539) u s e s  the  sh ip  a s  a comment on woman, 'A 

woman is  of such kind, That no th ing  can c o n te n t  h e r  mind’ l iken ing  woman 

to  a sh ip  in t h a t  she  r e q u i r e s  w ea lth ,  is  never  s a t i s f i e d  and w i l l  t ro u b le  

man a l l  h i s  l i f e . 29

2 .e . i i .  C la s s ic a l  images

The range  o f  u se  t h a t  the  emblem w r i t e r s  p u t  the  s e a /s h ip s /s h ip w re c k  to 

is  immense and o f te n  makes l inks  w ith  a n o th e r  f a v o u r i te  so u rce ,  c l a s s i c a l  

and m ytho log ica l  f ig u r e s .  All the  emblem w r i t e r s  u s e  c l a s s i c a l  c h a ra c te r s  

to  i l l u s t r a t e  m orals. Some o f  th ese  f ig u r e s  a re  h i s t o r i c a l  o r  sem i- 

h i s t o r i c a l  such as  P.S.'s use  of Alexander where the  c u t t in g  o f  th e  Gordian 

Knot i l l u s t r a t e s  t h a t  manhood and s t r e n g th  can accom plish a p p a re n tly  

d i f f i c u l t  t a s k s 30 and Whitney’s u se  of Agamemnon where Agamemnon’s s h ie ld  

showing a lion  i l l u s t r a t e s  h i s  bo ldness .31 O ther  f ig u r e s  a re  m ythologica l:  

Cupid is  a f a v o u r i te  f ig u re  and ap p ears  on a g r e a t  number o f  emblems;
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Huston Diehl, in he r  Index o f  Icons in E n g lish  Emblem Books 1500-170G32 

l i s t s  172 in s ta n c e s .  H.G, who is  probably  S i r  Henry Godyere, u se s  in The 

M irrour o f  M a ie s tie  Apollo to  r e p r e s e n t  con ten tm en t ,  Jove prov idence  and 

Minerva w i t33 and Peacham u se s  Adonis to  r e p r e s e n t  love 's  h o s t i l i t y  to  

v i r t u e  and p re fe re n c e  fo r  id le n e s s .34 M ythological s t o r i e s  a re  used  to

i l l u s t r a t e  moral t r u t h s  as in the  s to r y  o f  Cupid and th e  bee, where Cupid

is  s tu n g  t ry in g  to  o b ta in  honey. The em b le m a t is ts  p o in t  o u t  the  moral

t h a t  love is  both p le a s u ra b le  and p a in fu l  and Whitney u s e s  th e  s to r y  

twice, changing the  emphasis very  s l i g h t l y . 35

2 .e . i i i .  Animal Images

Another la rg e  a re a  o f  i n t e r e s t  fo r  th e  emblem w r i t e r s  i s  the  animal f a b le .  

These cover a wide range  of an im als, in s e c t s ,  b i rd s  and r e p t i l e s ,  some of  

the  most popu lar  being the  lion , the  wolf, th e  snake o r  s e rp e n t ,  the  bee, 

and the  a s s ,  bu t many o th e r  an im als  a r e  used  from the  a n t36 to  the  

e le p h a n t .37 As w ith  the  c l a s s i c a l  emblems, some animal emblems d e p ic t  the  

c h a ra c te r  o f  the  animal, and some r e t a i l  a s to r y  concerning i t .  In the  

former c a te g o ry  f a l l s  the  ermine, which a p p e a rs  in Pea Cham's Cui candor  

m orte redem ptus  which m o ra l is e s  t h a t ,  in c o n t r a s t  to  the  ermine which

chooses to  be caught by the  h u n te r  r a t h e r  than  s p o i l  i t s  w hite  c o a t ,  men 

w i l l in g ly  a llow t h e i r  minds to  be d e f i l e d .30 The p e l ic an  i s  used  by both 

Whitney33 and George Wither40 to r e p r e s e n t  the  s a c r i f i c e  o f  C h r i s t  f o r  

mankind. In the  second c a teg o ry  comes W hitney's s to r y  o f  the  fox who 

re fu s e d  the  in v i t a t io n  in to  the  l io n 's  den, n o t in g  t h a t  a l though  many had 

e n te re d ,  none had r e tu r n e d .41 Whitney a ls o  u s e s  s e v e r a l  dog f a b le s  

including  the  dog in the  manger,42 the  dog t h a t  barks  a t  the  moon43 and 

th e  dog t h a t  a t t a c k s  a s to n e  thrown a t  i t  r a t h e r  than the  th row er .44

2 .e . iv . N a tu re  images

The emblems concerning the  anim al kingdom a re  n o t  the  only images 

involving the  n a tu r a l  world. There a re  many u s e s  o f  p la n t  and t r e e  

imagery. A f a v o u r i te  p la n t  is  the  H e lio trope  o r  Marigold, which tu rn s  i t s  

face  tow ards the  sun, and i s  used  to  sym bolise  v a r io u s ly  the  lover tu rn in g  

to  h is  be loved ,45 man tu rn in g  to  God45 and th e  s u b je c t  tu rn in g  to  the  

P rince .47 Such images a re  based on a r e a l  o b s e rv a t io n  o f  n a tu r e ,  a s  can be 

seen by anyone t r a v e l l in g  th rough the  f i e l d s  o f  s o u th e rn  France in l a t e  

summer when the  su n f lo w ers  a re  in f u l l  bloom. Emblems c e n tr e d  on t r e e s  

a re  r a t h e r  more popular  than those  on p la n ts ;  th e r e  a re  many emblems 

which use  the  oak, the  cedar and the v ine fo r  in s tan ce ,  bu t o th e r  t r e e s
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a r e  a ls o  ap p a re n t:  G e o rg e t te  de Montenay in A Booke o f  arm es, o r

remembrances 40 u se s  the  Olive t r e e  to  r e p r e s e n t  the  p o s s ib i l i t y  of 

s a lv a t io n  fo r  man i f  he r e c e iv e s  the  g rac e  o f  God, a s  the  Olive t r e e  can 

be g r a f t e d  w ith  o th e r  f r u i t . 43 In some c a se s  th e  same s to r y  a p p e ars  with

d i f f e r e n t  t r e e s ,  a s  in Whitney’s  s to r y  of the  Elm and th e  Vine,50 which in

Peacham becomes the  Grapevine and th e  L au re l .51 As in th e  case  o f  the

animal f a b le s ,  the  c h a ra c te r  of  the  p la n t  or  t r e e  is  used to  p a r a l l e l  a 

human s i t u a t i o n  or  c h a ra c te r ,  and to  a c t  a s  e i t h e r  an example o r  a 

warn in g .

2.e.v. P e r s o n i f ic a t io n  images

This is  a ls o  t r u e  of the  p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n s  which the  emblem w r i t e r s  u se .

W hitney's Envy is  an amalgam o f  the  a t t r i b u t e s  o f  envy, having snakes  fo r  

h a i r ,  b lea ry  e yes ,  c a rry in g  a s t a f f ,  e a t in g  v ip e r s  and t e a r in g  ou t  h e r  own 

h e a r t .52 Peacham d e p ic t s  Levity  a s  a flam boyantly  d re s se d  young man

hold ing  a s p u r ,  who a p p l ie s  a  bellow s to  h i s  e a r 53 and Andrew W il le t 's

S ilence  is  a s tu d e n t  who s i t s  a lone , w ith  h i s  f in g e r  on h i s  l ip s .54 The

g e s tu r e s  and appearance  of such c h a ra c te r s  a r e  no t  in tended  to  be

n a t u r a l i s t i c ;  they  a re  in tended  to  evoke a s p e c i f i c  a s p e c t  of human

behaviour o r  c h a ra c te r ,  and by c o n c e n t ra t in g  on t h i s ,  to  h e ig h te n  the

impact.

2 .e .v i.  P ro v e rb ia l  images

The emblematic de p ic t io n  o f  p ro v e rb ia l  s a y in g s  c o n ta in s  a m ix tu re  o f  

n a tu r a l  and symbolic e lem ents ;  Peacham u se s  th e  image most c lo s e ly

a s s o c ia te d  w ith  dea th ,  the  s k u l l ,  to  p o in t  o u t  t h a t  man should  remember

h i s  m o r ta l i ty  and th ink  on h i s  end.55 Whitney u s e s  the  homely emblem o f

th e  s ie v e  to  r e p r e s e n t  how the  sound judgement of a w ise  and p ru d en t  man

should  s e p a r a te  good from bad.55 A le s s  n a t u r a l i s t i c  image a p p e ars  in the  

emblem of a s h i r t  hanging on a s p e a r  to  show t h a t  w ea lth  and power a r e  

u s e le s s  a f t e r  d e a th  which is  used by P.S.,57 Whitney50 and W ither.53

2 .e .v ii .  Emblematic images and R enaissance  th o u g h t

Such a m ix tu re  o f  n a tu r a l  and symbolic, h i s t o r i c a l  and f a n t a s t i c a l ,  is

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the  emblem books pub lished  in th e  l a s t  q u a r t e r  of  the

s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry  and the  f i r s t  q u a r t e r  of the  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry .  That 

the  E liz a b e th a n s  and Jacobeans accep ted  th i s  c u r io u s  hodge-podge of so u rc e  

m a te r ia l ,  and a s s im i la te d  th e  wide range  o f  images, i s  c le a r ly  a r e f l e c t i o n  

o f  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  to  cope w ith  m u lt ip le  le v e ls  o f  com plexity  and symbolism.
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The one connecting  th read  in a l l  the  emblems is  t h e i r  moral q u a l i ty .  They 

a l l ,  w hether  concerning the  se a ,  m a t te r s  c l a s s i c a l ,  animal or n a tu r a l ,  

p e r s o n i f i c a t io n s  o r  p ro v e rb ia l  s a y in g s ,  r e l a t e  u l t im a te ly  to  man's p lace  in 

the  u n iv e rse .  In t h i s  they a re  them selves  a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  th e  Renaissance; 

o f  the  growing i n t e r e s t  in Mankind and the  changing emphasis from the  

in s ig n i f ic a n c e  o f  man in r e l a t i o n  to  God, tow ards an u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  man 

as  made in God's image; a microcosmic v e rs io n  o f  a macrocosmic C rea to r .  In 

t h i s  s h i f t  o f  v iew point, man becomes a ls o  a microcosmic r e f l e c t i o n  o f  th e  

u n iv e rse ,  and a s  such assum es much more i n t e r e s t  and importance than  he 

had been a s s ig n e d  in the  Medieval system  of  though t,  where man was

cons ide red  a s  only a t iny ,  i n s ig n i f i c a n t  p a r t  o f  God’s  c re a t io n .  In the

philosophy o f  the  R enaissance, man h im se lf  becomes im portan t  and assum es a 

p o s i t io n  in s o c ie ty  only a l i t t l e  lower than the  a n g e ls .  With t h i s  new

s t a t u s ,  the  s tu d y  o f  man becomes in c re a s in g ly  o f  i n t e r e s t ,  and leads  

u l t im a te ly  to  Alexander Pope’s  E ssay  on Man (1733-4)  and th e  idea t h a t  

‘The p roper  s tu d y  of Mankind is  Man'.60 I t  is  S hakespeare 's  i n t e r e s t  in th e  

psychology of  man which leads  him to e x p lo re  the  images used by th e  

emblem w r i t e r s .

2 .f . S hakespea re ’s  u se  o f  emblems

M. C. Bradbrook has  s a id  t h a t  in The M erchant o f  Venice

Shakespeare  makes more d i r e c t  u se  than  anywhere e l s e  o f  d ram atic  
impresa: the  bold phys ica l  c o n t r a s t s  o f  th e  Jew w ith  h i s  curv ing  
kn ife  and the  b o y -P o rt ia  in d o c to r ’s  gown. The sp len d o u rs  o f  the  
Doge’s c o u r t  and the  m oonlight o f  Belmont would probab ly  be outdone 
as  s h e e r  p a g e an try  on the  E lizabe than  s t a g e  by the  h igh ly  symbolic 
ca sk e t  sc en e s .61

The scen es  she d e s c r ib e s  a r e  undoubtedly  i l l u s t r a t i v e  o f  p ag e an try ,  bu t  

while such scenes  do no t  appear  in  to to  in any emblem book, in d iv id u a l  

e lem en ts  l ike  the  curved kn ife  p o in t  to  a d i r e c t  f a m i l i a r i t y  w ith  emblem 

l i t e r a t u r e ,  and i t  is  th ese  which a re  to  be d isc u s s e d  in t h i s  se c t io n .

Shakespeare  cannot f a i l  to  have been a f f e c te d  by th e  popular  demand fo r

pagean try ,  both  on the  la rge  s c a le  in the  s t r e e t  and w a te r  p a g e an ts  t h a t

were so common, and on the  sm all,  p r iv a te  s c a l e  in the  emblem books and

the  love of symbolic d e t a i l .  Henry Green s t a t e s :

And were i t  no t  a f a c t ,  a s  we can show i t  to  be, t h a t  Shakespeare  
qu o tes  the  very  m ottoes  and d e s c r ib e s  the  very  draw ings which the  
Emblem-books con ta in ,  we might, from h i s  h ig h ly  c u l t iv a t e d  t a s t e  in 
o th e r  r e s p e c t s ,  no t  unreasonab ly  conclude t h a t  he must both have 
known them and have used them.62
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In The M erchant o f  Venice  th e  use  o f  emblematic images assum es g r e a t e r  

importance than  has h i t h e r to  been e v id e n t  in S hakespea re ’s  p lays .  The 

occas io n a l  u se  of  an emblem to make a p a r t i c u l a r  p o in t ,  a s  in the  examples 

quoted a t  the  beginning o f  t h i s  ch a p te r  on page 16 from Comedy o f  E rro rs  

and A Midsummer N ig h t's  Dream, deve lops  in The M erchant in to  a flood  o f  

images which r e c a l l  emblematic l i t e r a t u r e .  In t h i s  p lay  Shakespeare  makes 

more obvious use  o f  emblems both in words and in s t a g e  p i c tu r e s  to  c r e a te  

deeper l e v e ls  of meaning below what i s  a p p a re n t  on the  s u r f a c e  than  he 

does in any o th e r  p lay . Once he has  f u l ly  exp lo red  th i s  r ic h  sou rce  o f  

v i su a l  r e f e re n c e ,  he is  f r e e  to use  i t  in more s u b t l e  and r e f in e d  ways, so 

th a t  in Hamlet, fo r  in s ta n c e ,  he can re p e a te d ly  use  a s in g le  word image to  

c a l l  up a whole range  o f  meanings.

The M erchant o f  Venice  c o n ta in s  Shakepeare 's  most o v e r t  u se  o f  emblem 

book s t r u c t u r e  in any of h i s  p lays ,  in h i s  d e p ic t io n  o f  the  th re e  c a sk e ts ,  

which have a m otto , a v e rse  and an o b jec t  p rov id ing  the  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  bu t  

he a ls o  u s e s  the  f a m i l ia r  p i c tu r e s ,  m o ttoes  and v e r s e s  o f  the  emblem books 

in a more s u b t l e  way to c a l l  up a whole s e r i e s  o f  r e l a t i o n s h ip s  s to r e d  in 

the  memories of h i s  aud ience , w i th o u t  having to  d e t a i l  every  idea, much as  

the ban-the-bom b s ig n  c on ju re s  up ( a t  l e a s t  fo r  th o se  over  t h i r t y )  n o t  

only the  e s s e n t i a l  peace movement, b u t  a p i c tu r e  o f  a whole c u l tu r e .  The 

knowledge t h a t  a s in g le  image can evoke a s tream  o f  ideas  and em otions is  

a t  the  ro o t  of to d ay ’s a d v e r t i s in g  campaigns. Modern a d v e r t i s e r s  a re ,  

however, a t  pa in s  to  conceal t h e i r  m an ipu la t ions  o f  the  c u s tom er 's  mind, 

p r e f e r r in g  the  ‘s o f t  s e l l ’ to  the  'hard s e l l ’. The E liz a b e th a n s ,  in c o n t r a s t ,  

openly d e l ig h te d  in the  com plex it ie s  o f  m u lt ip le  imagery.

3. Emblematic images in The M erchant o f  Venice

3.a. E lem enta l  fo rc e s :  th e  s e a  and Shy lock

The use o f  complex imagery i s  th e r e fo r e  a th ing  which is  l e s s  f a m i l ia r  to 

the  modern mind, and perhaps , l e s s  e a s i l y  a s s im i la te d ,  fo r  i t  r e q u i r e s ,  a s  

does the  s ta g in g  of  E lizabe than  drama, a c e r t a in  kind of  su spens ion  o f  

d i s b e l ie f  on the  p a r t  o f  the  audience . The i n i t i a l  image p re se n te d  in The 

Merchant o f  Venice  i s ,  however, an e a s i ly  unders tood  one: the

e s ta b l ish m e n t  o f  the  image o f  s h ip s  is  a p p ro p r ia te  a s  the  p lo t  is  to  h inge  

on the lo ss  o f  sh ipp ing , and the  t i t l e  i n s t a n t ly  a l e r t s  the  audience  to 

m ercan t i le  t ra d e  in i t s  r e f e r e n c e s  to  a ‘m erch an t’ and ‘Venice’. The l a t t e r  

a t  t h i s  time was s t i l l  cons ide red  to  be the hub o f  m erc an t i le  t ra d e ,  

occupying as  i t  did a p iv o ta l  p o s i t io n  both g e o g ra p h ica l ly  and c u l t u r a l l y
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between the  Western and E a s te rn  worlds. While f irm ly  a p a r t  of Western 

Europe, Venice had r e ta in e d  i t s  Byzantine l inks ,  and i t s  s t a t u s  a s  a long 

e s ta b l i s h e d  Republic allowed i t  a  freedom of a c t io n  le s s  dominated by Rome 

than many o th e r  I t a l i a n  c i t i e s ,  and a s t a b l e  base  from which to  t ra d e .  I t s  

unique s i t u a t i o n  on the  V enetian Lagoon had enab led  i t  to  develop a w a te r -  

based t r a d e  which was s tre n g th e n e d  by i t s  p o s i t io n  a t  the  n o r th e rn  end of 

the  A d r ia t ic ,  a s  the  most conven ien t p o in t  f o r  s h ip s  to dock from the  e a s t  

and t r a d e  w ith  European m erchan ts  a r r i v in g  overland  from the  w est.

However, deeper  than the  l i t e r a l  r e f e r e n c e s  to  m e rc an t i le  t ra d e  a r e  the  

r e l a t e d  symbols connected w ith  s h ip s  and the  se a .  The r e c u r r e n t  images of  

shipwreck and storm  c re a te  an ambience o f  th re a te n in g  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  in 

which th e  harmony and o rd e r  o f  l i f e  has  become unbalanced. Such 

in s t a b i l i t y  has  the  u n s e t t l i n g  e f f e c t  o f  a d m it t in g  o th e rw ise  un th inkab le  

consequences, and the  outcome of  Shylock 's s u i t  can no longer be a c e r t a in  

d e fe a t .  For a supposed comedy, the  t h r e a t  of danger is  an unusua lly  

co n s ta n t  p resence .

The se a  is  the  u l t im a te  m etaphor fo r  appearance  and r e a l i t y :  i t  may seem

calm and s a f e  on th e  s u r f a c e ,  bu t  i t  c o n ta in s  dangerous  c u r r e n t s  and 

undertow s, and c r e a tu r e s  which can be e i t h e r  b e n e f i c i a l ,  a s  f i s h  fo r  food, 

o r  menacing, a s  the  legendary  ‘m onste rs  o f  the  d e e p ’. I t  is  a l s o  a symbol 

of a lm ost un lim ited  power; a dangerous and r e l e n t l e s s  enemy, a l though  i t  

can appear  calm, innocent and welcoming. R ight a t  the  beginning  o f  the  

play the  d ange rs  o f  t r u s t i n g  to appearance  a r e  th e r e fo r e  es tab l ish ed *  and 

when Shylock is  l a t e r  r e v e a le d  a s  an e le m en ta l  fo rc e  in h i s  d e s i r e  fo r  

revenge, and is  linked by Antonio w ith  the  sea  i t s e l f :

You may a s  w ell  go s ta n d  upon the  beach
And bid the  main flood b a te  h i s  u s u a l  h e ig h t  ...
... As seek to  s o f t e n  ...
His Jew ish h e a r t !  (IV i 71 -7 2 ,  79-80)

the  idea has  a lre a d y  been sown in the  a u d ie n c e ’s  mind. Shakespeare  has 

a lready  linked the  danger o f  the  sea  w ith  th e  danger o f  human am bition 

and g reed  in 3 Henry VI where Queen M arg a re t 's  speech  which beg ins  Act V 

scene iv p r e s e n t s  an ex tended  metaphor which r e l a t e s  h e r  cause  to a  sh ip  

to ssed  on the  u n re le n t in g  sea  o f  the  York b ro th e r s :

And what is  Edward but a r u t h l e s s  sea?
What C larence  bu t  a quicksand o f  d e c e i t?
And Richard bu t a ragged  f a t a l  rock?
All th e s e  the  enemies to our poor bark.
Say you can swim; a la s ,  ’t i s  bu t  a while!
Tread on the  sand; why, th e re  you qu ick ly  s ink .
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B e s t r id e  th e  rock; the  t id e  w i l l  wash you o f f ,
Or e l s e  you famish -  t h a t ' s  a th r e e fo ld  de a th  ...
... t h e r e ’s  no hop’d - f o r  mercy w ith  the  b ro th e r s  
More than w ith  r u t h l e s s  waves, w ith  sands and rocks.

(.3 Henry VI V iv 2 5 -32 , 35 -36)

The speech, which tak e s  up the  f i r s t  38 l in e s  o f  the  scene  is  too long to

quote  in f u l l ,  bu t  s u s t a i n s  the  image fo r  i t s  whole leng th .  L a te r  in the

same p lay  Henry VI u s e s  the  same image in r e f e re n c e  to  Richard:

I, Daedalus; my poor boy, Icarus;
Thy f a th e r ,  Minos, t h a t  denied ou r  course ;
The sun th a t  s e a r 'd  the  wings o f  my sw ee t  boy,
Thy b ro th e r  Edward; and th y s e l f ,  the  se a  
Whose env ious g u l f  d id  swallow up h i s  l i f e .

3 Henry VI V v i  21 -25) 

Like Richard, Shylock is  seen  as  r u t h l e s s ,  im pervious to the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  of 

o th e r s  and r e l e n t l e s s  in p u rsu ing  h i s  own g o a ls .  Shylock becomes as 

m ind less  in h i s  d e s i r e  fo r  revenge as  th e  s e a ,  a l though  n o t  as  

d i s i n t e r e s t e d .

S a le r io 's  second speech  in the  p lay63 is  no t a com forting  v is io n  o f  the  

sea; i t  e s t a b l i s h e s  the  dangers  o f  t r a d e  connected  w ith  t h a t  e lem ent. At 

the  same tim e t h a t  the  danger of the  sea  is  r e g i s t e r e d ,  Antonio is 

p re se n te d  a s  a  wise and p ru d e n t  man, d iv id in g  h i s  a rg o s ie s  and no t  

t r u s t i n g  e n t i r e l y  to fo r tu n e .  As such he r e p r e s e n t s  the  'good man’ and by 

analogy, the  C h r is t ia n .  The r e l a t i o n s h ip  between th e  sh ip  and the  Church 

is  h ig h l ig h te d  by S a le r io 's  r e f e re n c e  to  i t ,  bu t  the  r e v e r s a l  o f  the  

conven tional image, and a w i t ty  p lay  on the  Church a s  th e  ‘rock o f  

s a lv a t io n ’ d i s lo c a te s  the  s e n se  o f  f a m i l i a r i ty  w ith  the  images and fo rc e s  

the  s p e c t a to r  to  view them a f r e s h .

3.a . i .  Sh ips and sh ipp ing

At the very beginning  of The M erchant o f  Venice  we a re  reminded o f  the

pagean try  o f  E lizabe than  England. The d e s c r ip t io n  o f  A ntonio’s  a rg o s ie s

Like s ig n i o r s  and r ic h  bu rg h ers  on the  flood,
Or a s  i t  were the p a g e an ts  o f  the  sea  -  
Do o v erpeer  the  p e t ty  t r a f f i c k e r s ,
That c u r t s y  to  them. (I i 10-13)

r e f e r s  n o t  only to  the  u s u a l  m erc a n t i le  r iv e r  t r a f f i c ,  bu t  a ls o  to the  much 

more r e s p le n d e n t  and im pressive  pagean t b a rg es  which were a r e g u la r  

f e a tu re  o f  f e s t i v i t i e s  on the  Thames. However, th e  f i r s t  45 l in e s  of scene  

one work on s e v e r a l  lev e ls :  they in troduce  the  m e rc a n t i le  theme and the

s e a -g o in g  a tm osphere , bu t  a ls o  e s t a b l i s h  A nton io’s  lean ings  towards 

melancholy. S a le r io 's  f i r s t  speech in tro d u ces  the  image of  the  s a i l in g
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'Tsgs hitman £ in fim m o dcclinant.
IX

g
^ 3 r 2

T h e gallante Shipp, that cutts the azure furgc,
And hathc both tide, and wifThed vvindcs,atwill:

H er tackle fure, with diotte her foes to vrge,
W ith Capcaines boulde, and marrincrs o f  /kill,

W ith dreamers, flaggcs,topgallantes,pendantesbraue, 
W hen Seas do rage, is faallowcd in the waue.

T h e  fnowe, thatfalles vppon the mountaines greate, 
Though on the Alpes, which fecme theclowdcs to reache. 
C an not indure the force o f  Phoebus heate,
But wades awaie , Experience doth vs teache:

W hich warneth a ll, on Fortunes wheelc that climc- 
T o  bcare in mindc how they haue but a time.

Tafibtu dtfibiguis fbrtunx TolubHu err At,
Et tnanet in tiullo c m  a , tcnaxfy loco.

Scd mod'o Utx nun c t, vu lm  tnodo fum it accrlcs 
i i  ionium conilons in Um a u  fua cfl.

B z FraftrL

Pcriand- per 
A ufb o.
&  fc r iu n * h tea t  
taueielolL.
S t f tr tw u t Xen*t 
uueto mcrft.

Ouidias 4. 
pcot . j .
T u  a v s ju e  f u  
IimedJ, ir qtt* 
t i h  U ta  Xndtt*r 

D u m  I t j u m t ,  
f e n  t n B ia  f * f f  
put d.

O a id io i  
T u ft. 9 .

1, Gef f rey Whitney, A Choice of E/»ble/aes (Leyden, 1586) 
1 Res hu/tanae in sureno declinen t , p , 11
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sh ip  and S o lan io 's  rep ly  a ro u s e s  an aw areness  o f  th e  r i s k s  involved in 

m aritim e v e n tu re s .  S a le r io 's  r e jo in d e r  is  f u l l  o f  v iv id  imagery and 

e s t a b l i s h e s  the  th re a te n in g  images a t  the  beginning o f  the  p lay: the

p i c tu r e s  he invokes d e sc r ib e  a l t e r n a t e l y  homely images; cooling  b ro th ,  an 

hour g l a s s  and a church, and he l inks  w ith  th e s e  th r e a te n in g  e lem ents  

which a l l  r e l a t e  to sh ipw recks. The ju x ta p o s i t io n  o f  the  dom estic  and 

dangerous ,  which a re  v e rb a l ly  linked, s t r e n g th e n s  the  s e n se  o f  impending 

doom. At f i r s t  s ig h t  no th ing  could be more s u i t a b l e  to  a  p lay  about 

V enetian  m erchants  than w arnings o f  the  dange rs  o f  shipwreck, b u t  ship  

imagery a ls o  has  a s t r i n g  of  emblematic meanings r e l a t i n g  to  love, fo r tu n e ,  

cons tancy  and C h r i s t i a n i ty ,  a l l  o f  which have d i r e c t  re lev an ce  to  the  

themes o f  The M erchant o f  Venice.

3 .a . i i .  F o r tune

Probably the  most i n f l u e n t i a l  of the  English  emblem books was Whitney’s  A

Choice o f  Emblemes which had E nglish  v e rs e s  i l l u s t r a t e d  by woodcuts. Of

248 emblems, 86 d e r iv e  d i r e c t l y  from A lc ia t i .64 Whitney’s emblem Res

humanae in summo d e c lin e n t  [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  11 which Green t r a n s l a t e s  a s  'At

t h e i r  summit human a f f a i r s  d e c l in e ’ e x p lo re s  the  idea o f  the  Wheel of

F ortune  and i t s  f ic k le  n a tu re :

The g a l l a n te  Shipp, th a t  c u t t s  the  az u re  s u rg e ,
And ha the  both  t id e ,  and w isshed  windes, a t  w il l:
Her tac k le  s u re ,  w ith  s h o t t e  h e r  foes  to  u rge ,
With C ap ta ines  boulde, and m a r r in e rs  of  s k i l l ,

With s t r e a m e rs ,  f la g g e s ,  to p g a l la n te s ,  pendan tes  brave,
When Seas do ra g e ,  is  swallowed in the  wave.

The snowe, t h a t  fa  l ie s  uppon the  m ountaines g r e a t e ,
Though on the  Alpes, which seeme the  clowdes to  reache ,
Can n o t  indure  the  fo rce  o f  Phoebus h e a te ,
But w a s te s  awaie, Experience doth  us teache:

Which w arneth  a l l ,  on F o r tu n e s  wheele t h a t  clime 
To beare  in minde how they have bu t  a t im e.65

Again the  image is  one of warning and p resupposes  the danger to  one who

is  a t  the  mercy o f  For tune . The emblem warns t h a t  however w ell  p repared

and s k i l l e d  man is ,  he cannot avoid  a f a l l  in h i s  fo r tu n e s .  This  is

e x a c t ly  what w i l l  happen to  Antonio. He a s s u r e s  S a le r io  and Solanio  t h a t

i t  is  n o t  worry abou t h i s  a rg o s ie s  t h a t  makes him sad , t h a t  h i s

v e n tu re s  a re  n o t  in one bottom t r u s t e d ,
Nor to one p lace: nor is  my whole e s t a t e
Upon the  fo r tu n e  o f  t h i s  p r e s e n t  year: (I i 42 -44)

I ro n ic a l ly  he has  j u s t  thanked F ortune  fo r  t h i s ,  bu t th e  danger warned of  

in the emblem w i l l  m an ifes t  d u r in g  the  p lay, and the Wheel of Fortune  w il l  

tu rn ,  c a s t in g  down Antonio w ith  the  lo ss  of h i s  sh ip s  and the  th re a te n e d
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lo ss  o f  h i s  l i f e ,  while Shylock r i s e s ,  only to be c a s t  down in h i s  tu rn  

when Antonio re g a in s  h i s  l i f e  and h i s  s h ip s .

P e t r a r c h 's  P hysicke  A g a in s t F o r t u n e t r a n s l a t e d  in to  English  by Thomas

Twyne in 1579 u se s  the  images o f  calm and s torm  to  warn a g a in s t  the

dangers  o f  complacency in good fo r tu n e :

'Of fo r tu n a te  sa y  1 in g '
Ioy: I Sayle p ro sp e ro u s ly
Reason: I pe rce ive  th e  m a t te r ,  Neptune laye th  s n a r e s  fo r  thee
Ioy: The Sea ha th  shewed i t  s e l f e  calme un to  me
Reason: A d e c e i t f u l  calm enesse, and a s  I may terme i t ,  a bay te

fo r  shypwracke: For y f  the  sea  were a lw ayes rough, no
man would v e n tu re  upon i t  ... d o e s t  thou a t t r i b u t e  
f irm enesse  to the  Sea, a s  . i f  thou d isse m b le d s t  thy 
s e n se s :  t r u s t  i t  n o t ,  to  tem pt f o r tu n e  o f ten ty m es ,  is
meere madnesse.67

While Antonio s t e e r s  h i s  sh ip  s te a d i ly ,  and i s  p repa red  to accep t  what

fo r tu n e  d e a ls  ou t  to  him, For tune  is  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  seen  a s  a f ic k le

m is t r e s s  and the  Wheel of Fo r tune , so o f te n  d e p ic ted  in emblematic

l i t e r a t u r e ,  tu rn s  r e g a r d le s s  of the  m er i t  o r  o th e rw ise  o f  the  s u b je c t .  To

take  fo r  g ra n te d  good fo r tu n e ,  or to  r a i l  a g a in s t  m is fo r tu n e ,  is  seen

e q u a lly  a s  fo o l i s h ly  dangerous and f u t i l e .  Brant s e e s  the  man who f ig h t s

a g a in s t  fo r tu n e  a s  a member o f  h i s  Ship o f  Fools; in h i s  s ta n z a s  on

Contempt o f  M is fo r tu n e  he r e l a t e s  For tune  and s a i l in g :

A fo o l i s  he  who does n o t see ,
When dogged by m ishap h e  may be,
That w ise ly  he m ust be re sig n ed ;
M is fo r tu n e  w ill  n o t be dec lined .

M isfo rtune  makes s ig h s  numerous 
And y e t  i t ’s  sought by many o f  us,
Hence never  should  a man complain 
When b o a ts  a re  wrecked in s torm y main ...
... 'Tis b e t t e r  n e ’e r  to  s t a r t  a th ing ,
One knows n o t  what i t s  end w il l  b r ing .
Whoe'er would t r a v e l  o ’e r  the  sea  
To luck and w ea ther  l e t  him see .
He’l l  make f a l s e  headway ra p id ly  
Who t r a v e l s  'g a in s t  the  wind a t  sea .
With f r ie n d ly  wind the  w ise man s a i l s ,
A foo l u p s e ts  h i s  sh ip  and f a i l s .
The w ise  man f irm ly  ho lds  in hand 
The rudder ,  then  he reach es  land.
A fool has  learned  no n a v ig a t io n  
And o f te n  s u f f e r s  ru in a t io n ,
A wise man p i l o t s  f r i e n d s  and a l l ;
Ere h e 's  aware, a foo l w i l l  f a l l  ...
... Those p r iz in g  wisdom, v i r t u e  grand ,
Though naked, they w i l l  swim to land.60
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Reading Shylock in term s of  Brant, Shylock 'makes f a l s a  headway r a p id ly ' ,

b u t  h i s  m otives  a re  c o r ru p t  and when he f a l l s  in to  P o r t i a ’s  t r a p  he ‘u p s e t s

h i s  s h ip  and f a i l s ’ and u l t im a te ly  ‘s u f f e r s  r u in a t io n ’. As the  v e rs e  warns

' t i s  b e t t e r  n e ’e r  to s t a r t  a th ing , One knows n o t  what i t s  end w i l l  b r in g ’.

This , o f  cou rse ,  i s  u s ing  a modern t r a n s l a t i o n  n o t  a c c e s s ib le  to

Shakespeare , b u t  two r a t h e r  f r e e  t r a n s l a t i o n s  o f  Brant in to  English  were

p r in te d  in 1509; The Sh ip  o f  F ooles, wherein i s  shew ed the  f o l l y  o f  a l l

S ta te s ,  w ith  d iv e r s  o th e r  workes adioyned  unto  the  same, ve ry  p r o f i ta b le

and f r u i t  f u l l  fo r  a l l  men, by Alexander Barclay, and a p ro se  v e rs io n  by

Thomas Watson, the  Shyppe o f  fo o le s , and both were to  prove very  popular ,

runn ing  through s e v e r a l  e d i t io n s .  B a rc lay ’s  v e rs io n  has  more m e r i t ,  and

the  e d i t io n  p r in te d  in 1570 t r a n s l a t e s  B ra n t ’s  v e rs e  in O f the  d e s p is in g  o f

m isfortune '.

He is  n o t  ware bu t b a re  w ith o u t  wisdome,
That can n o t  c o n s id e r  s u re ly  in h i s  minde,
That when one i l l  i s  p a s te  a s  bad may a f t e r  come,
If he him ieoparde to  suche l ike  s to rm e and winde,
Let suche  n o t  th inke  i t  th inge  a g a y n s t  kinde,
Nor any mervayle i f  t h e i r  sh ip  w ith o u t  ore ,
Mast and sa y le ,  be drowned r e n t  and to r e  ...

... Who t h a t  d a re  ad v e n tu re  or  ieoparde  fo r  to  rowe 
Upon the  sea  sw e l l in g  by waves g r e a t  and hye 
In a weake v e s s e l l ,  had nede t h a t  winde should  blowe 
S t i l l ,  s o f t  and calme, l e a s t  t h a t  he f in a l ly  
And a ls o  h i s  sh ip  s ta n d e  in g r e a t  leopard ie ,
Throwen w ith  the  f lo u d e s  on th e  sea  depe and wide,
And drowned a t  the  l a s t e ,  or r e n t  the  s id e  f ro  s id e  ...

... But he is  wise and so men may him c a l l ,
Which h a th  n o t  alway h i s  t r u s t  and confidence 
In un su re  fo r tu n e  and chaunces unequa ll ,
And of the  same can beware by prudence,
That man is  happy, and s h a l l  f ly e  the  v io lence
And fu ro u r  o f  the  se a ,  though i t  muche roughly  move,
And w ith  h i s  sh ip  e n te r  the  heavenly  p o r t  above.69

Antonio makes i t  p la in  t h a t  he h as  n o t  e n t r u s te d  a l l  h i s  fo r tu n e  to  one

e n te r p r i s e  and t h a t  t h i s  is  no t  what makes him sad; n e v e r th e le s s ,  he is

n o t  the  ‘happy’ man of  B arc lay ’s  v e rse ,  and a l l  h i s  prudence w il l  no t  save

him from the  s u f f e r in g  t h a t  i s  to  be v i s i t e d  on him a t  the  agency o f

Shylock. In th e  end, however, he e x h ib i t s  the  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  the  wise

man in succumbing to fo r tu n e  r a t h e r  than  f ig h t in g  i t .  He is  p repared  to

d ie ,  indeed, he seems a lm ost e a g e r  to do so, and a t  t h i s  moment, a t  the

nad ir  of the  tu rn  of the  wheel, h i s  fo r tu n e  changes and he i s  b rought in to

s a fe  ha rbour. To em phasise  t h i s ,  i t  i s  rev e a le d  t h a t  th r e e  o f  h i s  a rg o s ie s

have been m iracu lous ly  saved. The p o in t  i s  n o t  be laboured; P o r t ia  mentions

i t  a lm ost in passing ;  bu t  i t  is  s u f f i c i e n t  to remind the  audience  th a t
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Antonio, the  m erchant, is  symbolised by h i s  s h ip s  -  t h e i r  lo ss  is  h i s  loss , 

no t  only m a te r ia l ly ,  bu t  s p i r i t u a l l y ,  and t h e i r  g a in  r e f l e c t s  h i s  own 

s a lv a t  ion.

3 .a . i i i .  F o r t i t u d e

This image r e l a t i n g  man’s l i f e  to  a voyage ap p ears  in a n o th e r  o f  Whitney’s

emblems involving y e t  aga in  the  image o f  a sh ip  in danger, C onstan tia

comes v ic to r ia e

The sh ippe , th a t  longe uppon th e  se a  do the  s a i l e ,
And h e re ,  and th e re ,  w ith  v a r r i jn g  windes i s  to s t e :
On rockes ,  and sandes ,  in daunger o f t e  to  q u a i le ,
Yet a t  the  leng the , o b ta in e s  the  wished c o as te :

Which beinge  wonne, the  t ro m p e t ts  r a t l i n g e  b la s t e ,
Dothe t e a r e  the  sk ie ,  fo r  ioye o f  p e r i l l s  p a s te .

Thoughe m as te r  r e s t e ,  thoughe P i l o t t e  take  h i s  ease ,
Yet n ig h te ,  and day, the  sh ip  her cou rse  do the  keepe:
So, w h i l s t  t h a t  man do the  s a i l e  t h e i s e  w o r ld lie  s e a s ,
His voyage s h o r te s :  a 1thoughe he wake, o r  s le e p e .

And i f  he keepe h i s  cou rse  d i r e c te ,  he winnes 
That wished p o r te ,  where l a s t in g e  ioye beg innes .70

This l ikens  man’s l i f e  to a s h ip  b a t t l i n g  through l i f e ’s  s to rm s  and

dangerous rocks bu t keeping to a s t r a i g h t  cou rse  and so f in a l ly  ga in ing  a

s a fe  harbour .  As in a l l  o f  Whitney's emblems which have t h e i r  o r ig in  in

A lc ia t i ,  the  meaning is  expanded and e la b o ra te d  on. A l c i a t i ’s  Emblem Spex

proxim a  is  s im pler:

Our s t a t e  is  b u f fe te d  by c o u n t le s s  s to rm s
and th e re  is  only one hope fo r  i t s  f u tu r e  s a f e ty ;
and n o t  u n l ike  a sh ip  in the  m ids t  o f  the  se a  which the  winds
sn a tc h ,  i t  is  a lre ad y  breaking  up in the  s a l t  w ater,
But i f  the  sh in ing  s t a r s ,  the  b ro th e r s  o f  Helen -  C as to r  and Pollux

-  shou ld  appear
good hope r e s t o r e s  the  s ink ing  s p i r i t s . 71 

The meaning, a l though  no t d i r e c t l y  s t a t e d ,  is  a r e l i g io u s  one, as  i s  more

c le a r ly  shown in the  I ta l i a n  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  A lc ia t i  by Marquale, pub lished  

in 1551:

Like the  sh ip  in the  middle o f  the  se a ,  b a t t e r e d  by the  waves and 
the  fu ry  o f  the  winds, such is  our l i f e ,  w i thou t  a s in g le  su p p o r t ,  
b ea ten  by p a in s  and to rm en ts .  I f  the  d iv in e  l ig h t s  sh in in g  from 
above, th e  only su p p o rt  in t h i s  m orta l  se a ,  do n o t  s u p p o r t  the  sh ip  
a lways, i t  cannot, from i t s  wrong course ,  hope to  a r r i v e  in p o r t .72

The man who s e t s  h i s  s ig h t s  on God, and fo llow s the  s t r a i g h t  and narrow

pa th  w il l  q u a l i fy  fo r ,  a s  Whitney p u ts  i t ,  ‘l a s t in g e  ioye’ in heaven.73

Peacham r e l a t e s  constancy  w ith  courage , and em phasises  the  danger and

d iscom fo rt  which must be overcome by the  ‘v a l i a n t  mind’:

The v a l i a n t  mind, whome no th ing  can dismay,
The lo sse  of f re n d e s ,  o f  goods, o r  long e x i le  
From n a t iv e  c o u n tr ie ,  p e r i l s  on the  Sea,
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N igh t-w a tch ings ,  hunger, t h i r s t ,  and howerly t o i l e ,
Takes courage , and the  same a b id e th  f a s t ,
With r e s o lu t io n ,  even unto  the  l a s t .

Such shew'd h im se lfe ,  AENEAS un to  those  
Of h i s  poore remnant, on the Tyrrhene S e a s ;
When even d ispa  i re ,  t h e i r  e ie s  began to  c lo se ,
We g r e a t e r  b ru n te s ,  have borne (quoth he) then these :

And God, (my Mates,) when he s h a l l  p le a s e  w i l l  send,
Unto our g r e a t e s t  m is e r ie s  an end.74

The emphasis i s  on endurance. By s to i c a l l y  bea ring  a l l  t h a t  f o r tu n e  has

to  h u r l  a t  one, e v e n tu a l ly  such p a t ie n c e  and constancy  w i l l  be rewarded. 

The idea can be found exem plif ied  in C haucer’s  s to r y  o f  P a t ie n t  G r ise ld a 75 

among o th e r s ,  and p roves  to  be one t h a t  c a tc h e s  the  im agination  o f  the  

emblem w r i t e r s ,  who use  i t  r e p e a te d ly .  I t s  p o p u la r i ty  may stem  from the  

f a c t  t h a t  i t  e n c a p s u la te s  both  a C h r is t ia n  and a c l a s s i c a l  ph ilosophy. The 

C h r i s t i a n  idea o f  p a t i e n t ly  bea ring  what God sends as  a kind o f  t e s t  o f  

h o l in e s s  which f in d s  i t s  c l e a r e s t  i l l u s t r a t i o n  in the  s to r y  o f  Job,76 is  

h e re  linked with  the  c l a s s i c a l  philosophy of  the  s to i c s .  Such a consonance

between C h r i s t i a n  and c la s s i c a l  ideas  would have been most a t t r a c t i v e  to

Renaissance s c h o la r s  who were keen to  a s s im i l a t e  the  c l a s s i c a l  v i r t u e s  and 

p h i lo so p h ies  in to  a C h r is t ia n  framework.

Antonio fo llow s th i s  s t o i c a l  co u rse  w ith  th e  added s a c r i f i c e  t h a t  h is

s u f f e r in g  i s  on beha lf  of ano ther ;  he i s  p repared  to  d ie  to  honour the

bond made to  f inance  h i s  f r ie n d .  The importance o f  honour i s  o u t l in e d  by

Laurence Stone who s t a t e s :

A r e l i c  o f  l a t e  medieval ideas  about c h iv a l ry ,  [honour] demanded 
p ub lic  re c o g n i t io n  of ind iv idua l  w orth , a high r e p u ta t i o n  in the  
p e e r-g ro u p  world o f  gentlem en as  a  pe rson  d e se rv ing  r e s p e c t  and 
‘w orsh ip ’. This honour was b e s t  ach ieved  and Biaintained by ... a 
sc ru p u lo u s  m aintenance o f  good f a i t h ,  backed by good l ineage  o r ig in s  
and good m arr iage  c o n d it io n s .  One's honour was som ething worth 
f ig h t in g  fo r  and even dying fo r  to p r o t e c t .77

This c l a s s i c a l  a t t i t u d e  is  r e f l e c t e d  in the  r e f e r e n c e s  in A lc ia t i  to  C asto r

and Pollux, r a t h e r  than to  a C h r is t ia n  God, b u t  t h i s  i s  more evidence of

the  common mixing of c l a s s i c a l  and C h r is t ia n  meanings in an age  which was

exp lo r ing  the  re n a is sa n c e  o f  c l a s s i c a l  v a lu e s  and develop ing  i t s  own

neopla tonism , and Peacham f in d s  no d i f f i c u l t y  in imposing a C h r i s t i a n  God

on h is  c l a s s i c a l  Aeneas. Antonio does have to  lea rn  som ething abou t the

C h r is t ia n  v i r t u e  o f  c h a r i ty  b e fo re  he can resum e h i s  s t r a i g h t  p a th ,  and

th i s  he does through the  prompting of P o r t ia  d u r ing  the  t r i a l .
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3.a.iv . P e t ra r c h  and th e  sh ip  image

I s h a l l  a rg u e  h e re  t h a t  the  common a s s o c i a t i o n s  with  s h ip s  have, in The

M erchant o f  Venice, a p a r t i c u l a r  P e tra rch a n  s ig n i f ic a n c e .  For E lizabe than

re a d e r s  o f  po e try  the  s a i l in g  sh ip  commonly r e p re s e n te d  a d i f f i c u l t

passage  in love. P e t ra rc h  u se s  the  idea s e v e r a l  t im es, the  most famous

being h i s  so n n e t  189 Passa la nave  mia colma d 'o b lio , in which he l ikens

h i s  s t a t e  to  a s to rm - to s s e d  sh ip :

My v e s s e l ,  cargoed w ith  o b l iv ion , c leav es  
The b o i s t e ro u s  deep, under cold  m idnight s k ie s ,
And mine old enemy, Love, the  t i l l e r  p l i e s ,
While S cy lla  h i s s e s  and Charybdis heaves;
At every  oa r  im agination  weaves
Fancies t h a t  both the  s to rm  and d e a th  d e sp ise ;
A humid and e t e r n a l  wind o f  s ig h s  
Wails th rough  my s a i l s  and s h a t t e r s  a s  i t  g r ie v e s  
T o r re n ts  of t e a r s  and clouds o f  c h i l l in g  sco rn  
Wash and r e la x  the  sh rouds  so overworn,
Of ignorance and e r r o r  in te r tw in ed ;
The two d ea r  l ig h t s  which beaconed me a re  b lind ;
Reason and A rt the  waves to d ea th  have to rn ,
No hope o r  ha rbou r  com forts  h e a r t  o r  mind.70

P e t r a r c h ’s so n n e t  l inks  love w ith  the  sh ip  and i t  is  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  the

danger of lo v e / s a i l in g  is  em phasised. This  is  no smooth, p e a c e fu l  p a ssa g e ,

and S a l e r i o ’s  use  of s im i la r  images o f  wreck and s to rm  in d ic a te  t h a t

Antonio 's  p assag e  through the  play w il l  n o t  be smooth e i t h e r .

P e t r a r c h ’s s o n n e ts  achieved  a b u r s t  o f  p o p u la r i ty  in both I ta ly  and France

a t  the  beginning of  the  s ix t e e n th  c e n tu ry ,  which co inc ided  w ith , and

p o ss ib ly  in s t i g a t e d ,  a s e r i e s  o f  twenty seven  poems by Wyatt which were

based on the  Canzoniere, abou t h a l f  o f  which were r e l a t i v e l y  f a i t h f u l

t r a n s l a t i o n s ,  and the  r e s t  o f  which used  the  P e tra rch a n  so n n e ts  a s  a

s p r in g in g  o f f  p o in t ,  o r  a framework.79 I t  is  th rough  th e s e  and sub seq u en t

t r a n s l a t i o n s  and p a ra p h ra se s  of P e t ra rc h  t h a t  the  l a t t e r  became popular  in

England. W yatt’s  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  Passa la nave mia colma d 'o b lio  is  c lo se

to the o r ig in a l :

My g a l le y  charged with f o r g e t fu in e s
Thorough sharp  s e a s  in w in te r  n ig h ts  doth  p a s s  
Tween rock and rock; and eke mine enemy, a l a s ,
That i s  my lord, s t e e r e t h  w ith  c ru e ln e s s ;

And every  o a r  a though t in r e a d in e s s ,
As though th a t  dea th  were l ig h t  in such a case ;
An e n d le s s  wind doth t e a r  the  s a i l  apace
Of forcdd s ig h s  and t r u s t y  f e a r f u ln e s s .

A ra in  of t e a r s ,  a cloud o f  dark d isd a in
Hath done the  wearied  co rds  g r e a t  h inderance ,
Wreathed with e r r o r  and eke with  ignorance.

The s t a r s  be h id t h a t  led me to  t h i s  pain;
Drowned is  rea so n  th a t  shou ld  me com fort,
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And I rem ain  d e s p a i r in g  o f  the  p o r t .60 

The idea o f  l ink ing  the  tem pes ts  of love w ith  s to r m - to s s e d  sh ip s  proved 

popular  and was used by numerous p o e ts  in the  s ix t e e n th  and s e v en te en th  

c e n tu r ie s ,  includ ing  Shakespeare  h im se lf  in so n n e ts  80, 86 and 116.

W yatt 's  so n n e t  e x p re s s e s  the  image o f  the  pain  and angu ish  o f  s to rm  and 

shipwreck in a  rom antic  c o n tex t .  S a l e r io 's  speech d e a ls  w ith  the  same 

images in a l i t e r a l  sense ,  s u g g e s t in g  t h a t  Antonio is  a f r a id  f o r  h is  

a rg o s ie s ,  and a lth o u g h  he de n ie s  t h i s ,  and s h o r t l y  a ls o  r e p u d ia te s  the  idea 

t h a t  h i s  melancholy is  caused by love, the  p rox im ity  o f  the  two 

s u g g e s t io n s  and t h e i r  d e n ia ls  n e v e r th e le s s  l inks  the  two ideas. One of 

the  c a u se s  o f  Antonio’s downfall, h is  ‘sh ip w reck ’, is  n o t  because  he has 

h im se lf  f a l l e n  in love, which he vehemently d e n ie s ,  bu t  because  he 

o v e rex tends  h i s  f in a n c ia l  c r e d i t  in o rd e r  to  f u r t h e r  B a ssa n io ’s  love fo r  

and wooing of P o r t ia .

The images o f  se a  and tem pest were n o t ,  however, l im ited  to  rom antic  

c o n te x ts .  P e t ra rc h  h im se lf  u s e s  such images th ro u g h o u t  h i s  ph i lo so p h ica l  

t r a c t ,  P hysicke  a g a in s t Fortune, where Reason backs up h i s  a rgum ents  with 

se a  and tem pes t  m etaphors. The voyage th u s  becomes one o f  l i f e ,  r a t h e r  

than one of  love, and a s  such i s  a f a v o u r i te  metaphor fo r  the  p ro g re s s  o f  

the  C h r is t ia n .

3.a.v. The C h r i s t i a n  voyage

The idea o f  the  C h r is t ia n  engaged on a voyage f in d s  development in the

c o n s id e ra t io n  o f  the  image of the  sh ip  i t s e l f .  B ra n t 's  idea o f  a s h ip  o f

fo o ls  was n o t  new and may have r e l a t e d  to  the  use  o f  f l o a t s  and pagean t

wagons or to  C h r i s t  in S t.  U rsu la 's  sh ip  o f  penitence,®1 bu t th e  sh ip  was

a ls o  a symbol of the  Church i t s e l f .  W ille t  r e l a t e s  the  Church to a sh ip  by

way of  Noah’s Ark:

Noah’is  o ld and a u n c ie n t  arke,
Doth r e p r e s e n t  C h r i s t s  l i t t l e  barke,
For a s  the  Lord did Noah teach ,
The Church doth  h e re  C h r is t  onely preach ,
Without the  sh ip  they p e r is h  a l l ,
Without the  Church men e r r e  and f a l l ,  ...
... w ith  flood  and w eather  th'Arke i s  t o s t ,
So is  the  Church bu t  no th ing  lo s t ,
For a s  the  p i tc h  the  sh ip  doth  keepe,
So f a i t h  p r e s e rv e th  in p e r i l s  deepe.82

The C h r is t ia n  is  seen  as  being s a fe  in h i s  sh ip ,  the  Church, w hatever

danger is  o f f e r e d  by the se a  and the w eather , bu t  th o se  o u ts id e  the  ship

of the  Church w i l l  ‘e r r e  and f a l l ’ and u l t im a te ly  p e r is h .  Shylock, a s  a
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Jew, is  o u ts id e  the p r o te c t io n  o f  the  Church, and is  th e r e fo r e  doomed. His 

p o s i t io n  as  an 'o u t s id e r '  o r  a l i e n  is  a s ig n i f i c a n t  e lem ent in the  play and 

w i l l  be f u l ly  d isc u sse d  in the  ch a p te r  below on The Jew: Alien and Usurer.

The Ship o f  Foois ex p re sse d  the idea o f  s a i l i n g  fo r  i t s e l f  as  opposed to

the  Church/sh ip  which involved n a v ig a t io n ,  a c o n c e i t  r e p r e s e n t in g  the

movement of  the  so u l  from t r a n s i t i o n  through e v o lu t io n  to  s a lv a t io n .63

This is  shown c le a r ly  in Watson's comments in h i s  Shyppe o f  fo o le s  on The

d isp ra ysyn g e  o f  h i s  un fortune:

For to have ones f o te  s u re ly  one must loke where he s e t t e t h  i t  fo r  
o f ten tym es  fo r tu n e  hydeth  her  under the  f o te  o f  the  man fo r  even so 
a s  the  man wyll go upon the  se e  she waxeth and sw e l le th .  Wherfore 
he is  a fo ie  t h a t  e n t r e th  in to  to  Csicl the  shyp t h a t  may no t  
s u s te y n e  the  wawes nor a l y t e l l  wynde th e  whiche o f ten tym es  
p e ry s s h e th  th rughe  haboundaunce of  tem peste  and o rage . And thus  
the  foo le  recey v e th  g r e t e  domraage dyvers  tymes th rughe  h i s  
fo ly shnes  bycause t h a t  he can no t  governe i t .  But the  wyse man 
kepeth  hym from the  daungers  a fo re sa y d e  in eschewynge the  o rag es  
o f  the  se e  t h a t  maye happen. Whefore every  body t h a t  thynketh  to 
go upon the  se e  ought to  have a s u re  and a s t ro n g e  shyppe to  the  
ende t h a t  i t  maye r e s y s t  ag ay n st  th e  wawes and tem pes te s .  Wherfore 
synners  consyder the  u n fo r tu n e s  o f  t h i s  worlde and amende your 
lyves to the  ende t h a t  ye be o f  the  w ell fo r tu n e d  in th e  realm e of 
pa radyse .34

Here the sh ip  i t s e l f  assum es importance. To apply Watson's term s to  the  

c h a ra c te r s  in The M erchant o f  Venice, Antonio, a s  a C h r is t ia n ,  i s  on board 

the  r i g h t  sh ip ,  a l though  he has to  s a i l  through a s torm  b e fo re  the  end. 

Shylock has  embarked on the  leaky sh ip  of Judaism; h i s  f a i t h  in 

r ig h te o u s n e s s  w i l l  be wrecked, to  u se  a n o th e r  m etaphor, on the  rock o f  

C h r i s t i a n  s a lv a t io n .  The image o f  the  sh ip  a s  the  Church would r e l a t e  to 

the  idea, ex p ressed  by v a r io u s  c r i t i c s ,  o f  Antonio a s  th e  Church, C h r is t  or 

Everyman.85 But a t  the  beginning of the  p lay , Antonio i s  n o t  the  p e r f e c t ,  

complete C h r is t ia n :  l ike  Bunyan’s  C h r is t ia n ,85 he has  a journey  to make and

p e r i l s  to face  which w il l  shape him. His melancholy w i l l  be developed 

l a t e r  by Shakespeare  in to  the deeper  em otions o f  Hamlet, and Hamlet’s 

remark t h a t

T h e re ’s  a d iv in i ty  t h a t  shapes  our  ends,
Rough-hew them how we w il l  (.Hamlet V i i  10-11)

a p p l ie s  a lso  to  Antonio. Antonio has  to follow the  co u rse  p lo t t e d  fo r  him, 

as  does Shylock, in o rd e r  to  lea rn  abou t h im se lf .  In h i s  speech a t  th e  

beginning of the  p lay, S a le r io  tw i s t s  the  image to  c r e a t e  an in vers ion  by 

r e l a t i n g  the church no t  to  the sh ip  but to  the  rocks  th a t  w i l l  wreck the  

v e s s e l ,  and i t  is  A ntonio’s  r e l ig io n  which b r in g s  him p e r i lo u s ly  c lo se  to 

ru in  i f  Shyiock’s  ‘I h a te  him fo r  he is  a C h r i s t i a n ’ (I i i i  37) can be
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be lieved . P e rse c u t io n  is  the  s t u f f  on which m ar ty rs  a r e  founded, and 

A ntonio 's  w i l l in g  accep tance  of  t h i s  r o le  in the  t r i a l  scene  e s t a b l i s h e s  

him as  a type of C h r is t .  However, i t  is  a l s o  h i s  r e l i g io n  t h a t  w i l l  

u l t im a te ly  r e s t o r e  h i s  s a f e t y  and d e f e a t  Shylock fo r ,  a s  a C h r is t ia n  

c i t i z e n  o f  Venice, any a t te m p t  on h i s  l i f e  i s  a c a p i t a l  crime, and Shy lock's 

en fo rced  convers ion  w i l l  e n su re  t h a t  no s im i la r  b a rg a in s  w i l l  be s t ru c k  by 

him again .

3.b. C la s s ic a l  emblems

3.b .i .  P ine t r e e s  and h u b r is

In the  p assag e  p a r t ly  quo ted  a lre ad y  on p.30 above, Antonio a rg u e s  th a t  to

expec t  Shylock to  g ive  up h i s  s u i t  is  u s e le s s ,  u s ing  i n i t i a l l y  sea- im ages ,

b u t  going on to r e f e r  to  o th e r  emblems:

You may a s  w ell  go s tan d  upon the  beach 
And bid the  main flood ba te  h i s  u s u a l  h e ig h t ;
You may as  w ell  use  q u e s t io n  w ith  the  wolf,
Why he h a th  made the  ewe bleak fo r  the  lamb:
You may a s  well fo rb id  the  m ountain p ines  
To wag th e i r  high tops ,  and to  make no no ise  
When they a re  f r e t t e n  w ith  the  g u s t s  of heaven:
You may a s  w ell  do any th ing  most hard
As seek to  s o f t e n  th a t  -  than which w ha t 's  h a rd e r?  -
His Jewish h e a r t .  (IV i 71-80)

The use  of lup ine  imagery w i l l  be f u l ly  d isc u sse d  l a t e r  in the  c h a p te r ,  bu t

a t  t h i s  p o in t  the  d isc u ss io n  w i l l  c e n t r e  on a n o th e r  group o f  emblems,

those  de rived  from c la s s i c a l  so u rc e s .  The image of m ountain p in es  appears

in Whitney:

The l o f t i e  Pine, t h a t  one the  m ountaine growes,
And s p re a d e s  her  armes, with braunches f r e s h e ,  and g reene ,
The rag in g e  windes, on soda ine  overth row es ,
And makes h e r  s toope , t h a t  longe a f a r r e  was seene:
So they, t h a t  t r u s t e  to  muche in f o r tu n e s  sm iles ,
Thoughe worlde do laughe, and w ea lthe  doe m oste abounde,
When l e s t e  they th inke , a re  o f te n  s n a r ’de w ith  wyies,
And from a lo f t e ,  doo hedlonge f a l l  to grounde:

Then p u t  no t r u s t e ,  in an ie  world l ie  th in g e s ,
For frowninge f a t e ,  throw es downe th e  m igh tie  k inges .87

Antonio does n o t  use  the  image in t h i s  way, bu t  i t  a p p l ie s  very w ell to 

him. He has  r e l i e d  on fo r tu n e  to r e tu r n  h i s  s h ip s  in good time, and well 

laden, and i t  seems t h a t  h i s  ‘w ea lthe  doe moste abounde', bu t  when he 

f a l l s ,  he is  ‘sn a r 'd e  w ith  w y le s ’ t h a t  Shylock has p repared . At t h i s  

p r e c i s e  moment in the  p lay  i t  seems t h a t  the  v e rs e  a p p l ie s  only to 

Antonio, bu t when P o r t ia  tu rn s  the  tab le  on Shylock, i t  then f i t s  h is  

s i t u a t i o n  eq u a l ly  w ell.



Emblems -  42  -

The emblem r e p r e s e n t s  the  c l a s s i c a l  idea of h u b ris , which in ev i ta b ly

r e s u l t s  in dow nfall . For P.S. and Peacham, a s  w ell  a s  Whitney, the  pine

t r e e  sym bolises  the  proud and haughty  man who th in k s  h i s  good fo r tu n e  is

such t h a t  no th ing  can harm him. Peacham a ls o  inc ludes  a b r ie f  r e f e re n c e

to  the  sea  waves:

Who w ouldst  d ispend in Happines thy d a ie s ,
And lead a l i f e ,  from c a re s  exempt and f re e ,
See t h a t  thy mind, s ta n d  irrem oov’d a lw a ie s ,
Through rea so n  grounded on f irm e c o n s ta n c ie ,

For whom opinion doth u n s ta ie d ly  sway,
To fo r tu n e  s o o n e s t ,  such become a pray.

Ye l o f t i e  P ines, t h a t  doe su p p o r t  the  s t a t e ,
Of common w ea lthes ,  and m igh tie  government,
Why s toope  ye s o o n 's t ,  un to  the  b l a s t  o f  f a t e ,
And fawne on Envie, to  your ru in e  bent:

Be ta u g h t  by me, to scorne  your w orser  happe,
The wave by Sea, o r  land the  Thunderclap .88

and P.S. r e l a t e s  the  idea to  Divine j u s t i c e ,  r a t h e r  than  th e  c l a s s i c a l

p e r s o n i f i c a t io n  o f  F ortune , a l though  he makes i t  c le a r  t h a t  th e  o r ig in a l

image s tem s from a c l a s s i c a l  sou rce .  God, he s t a t e s ,  p u n ishes  the  proud,

a r ro g a n t  and s e l f i s h  person  and bestow s g race  on the  humble and lowly

Wherein he seem eth to im i ta te  the  l ig h tn in g ,  which lea v e th  untouched  
th in g e s  t h a t  a re  low, and s t r i k in g  those  t h a t  a re  l o f t i e  and high , as  
Horace in th ese  wordes b e a re th  reco rd ,

The pine app le  t r e e  is  t o s t  w ith  windes, 
and h a u g h tie  t u r r e t s  soone do f a l l ,

The l ig h tn in g  eke doth  f ie r c e  l ie  bea te ,  
the  m ountaines high and t a l l . 69

P e tra rch ,  too, qu o tes  Horace’s  imagery in Dialogue 17 o f  P hysicke  f o r  the  

same purpose:

Ioy: I was borne a l o f t
Reason: Thou a re  s u b ie c t  to  tem pes tes  and whyrlewyndes, and hope

o f  lying hyd is  taken from thee . P y th ie  is  the  sa y in g  of 
the  Lyrike Poet: The m ig h tie  P ine tr e e  i s  o f te n  shaken
w ith  w indes, and h igh  tow res f a l l  w ith  the  g r e a te r  fo rc e , 
and the lygh tnyng  s t r i k e th  the h y g h e s t  M ountaines.30

Shakespeare  u se s  the  emblem in 2 Henry VI, when S uffo lk  r e f e r s  to

G lo u c e s te r 's  f a l l  from favour in term s which make i t  c le a r  t h a t  he r e g a rd s

p r ide  as  the  sou rce  of G lo u c e s te r ’s  d i sg ra c e  th rough  h i s  w ife  E leanor:

Thus droops t h i s  lo f ty  p ine  and hangs h i s  sp ra y s ;
Thus E leano r 's  p r ide  d ie s  in he r  youngest  days.

(2  Henry VI II i i i  45 -46 )
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By many Strokes, that Workeis don*.
Which cannot he perform'd At One.

1 L L V S T R .  X X I X . __________  Bock. 1,

G r^ ^ E fp a ir e  not Mon, in what thou  oughtft to  doe, 
jfl g j g  A lthough thou faile when one Attempt is made • 

But, adde a New- Endeavour thereunto,
A nd, then another, and another, a d d e :
Yca, till thy  P ow ’r and Life (hall quite be fpent,

| Perfid in fceking what thou  (houldft defirc •
I F or, he that fallcth from a good Intent,
| Defcrves not that,to  which he did afpire.
| K ich Treasures, are by Nature, placed deepc ;

A nd, ere we gaine them , w e mufl' pierce the  Rocket: 
i Such P trills, alfo, them , as Guardians keepe,
\ T h a t, none can winne them  w ithout wounds and knockes.
| M oreover, Glories, Thrones are To fublime,

T h at, whofoevcr thinkcs their T o p  to  gaine,
T ill many thoufand weary fteps he clim e,
D o th  foole himfelfc,by Mufings w hich are vaine.

A nd, yet, there is a Patk waj, w hich doth  leadc 
A bove the higheft things that Man can fee;
A nd (though it be not knowne to  all w ho tread 
T he Ccmmon-Tratt) it mav afcended be.
Ac, therefore, none fhould greater things prefume 
T hen  well become their (trengrh ; So, none fhould fcarc 
( Through Folljt Slotl>,or Baftneffe) to  afTume 
T hofe things upon them , which befeeming are.
InT/we. andby  Degreei may things be w rought,
THa- fcem’d impoffiSle ro have becnedone,
W nen they were firfl conc. ived in the th o u g h t;
A nd, fuch as thefe, we may adventure on.

M ine Arme, I know, in tim e will fell an Oke j 
Lur, I w illncv’r attem pt ir,at a Stroke.

Afjl'fljens

2. George Wi ther,  A Collection o f Emblemes, Ancient and floderne (London, 1635) 
1 Non uno sterniturictu ' , Book 1, Emblem XXIX, p . 29
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The pine i s  n o t  the  only t r e e  to  have emblematic meanings which

Shakespeare  makes use  of. He u se s  a s im i la r  idea of p r id e  and power,

r e p r e s e n te d  by the  oak t r e e ,  a s  being s u s c e p t ib le  to the  axe:

But H ercules  h im se lf  must y ie ld  to  odds;
And many s t ro k e s ,  though w ith  a l i t t l e  axe,
Hews down and f e l l s  the  h a r d e s t - t im b e r ’d oak.

(3 Henry VI II i 53 -55)

This  image can be found in V aen ius’ Amorum Emblemata:

Not w ith  one s t ro k e  a t  f i r s t  the  g r e a t  t r e e  goes  to grownd,
But i t  by manie s t r o k e s  is  made to f a l l  a t  l a s t ,
The drop doth  p ie rc e  the  s to n e  by f a l l in g  long and f a s t ,
So by enduring  long long s o g h t - f o r  love is  found.91

and in A yres’ Emblemata Am atoria32 and in W ither 's  emblem XXIX, Book 1

[ I l l u s t r a t i o n  21

By many S tro k e s ,  th a t  Worke is  done,
Which cannot be perform 'd  a t  One ...

... In Time and by Degrees may th in g s  be wrought,
That seem ’d im possible  to  have beene done,
When they  were f i r s t  conceived in the  thought;
And, such a s  th ese ,  we may ad v e n tu re  on.

Mine Arme, I know, in time w i l l  f e l l  an Oke;
But, I w i l l  n ev ’r  a t te m p t  i t ,  a t  a S troke .93

The oak a p p e ars  aga in  in the  same p lay, bu t  t h i s  time as  overshadowed by 

the  cedar:

Thus y ie ld s  the  cedar  to the  a x e ’s  edge,
Whose arms gave s h e l t e r  to  the  p r in c e ly  eag le ,
Under whose shade the  ramping lion s l e p t ,
Whose to p -b ranch  o verpeer 'd  Jove 's  sp read in g  t r e e  
And kept low sh ru b s  from w in te r ’s  pow’r f u l  wind.

(3  Henry VI V i i  11-15)

where Warwick, who is  dying, s e e s  h im se lf  a s  the  cedar  which has

overlooked ‘Jo v e ’s sp read ing  t r e e ’, the  oak, and p r o te c te d  the  lower o rd e rs .

He b e l ie v es  he has been a f a i t h f u l  f r i e n d  to  h i s  p r ince ,  and in W il le t ’s

Animi c o n s ta n tia  the  cedar  and the  oak appear  to g e th e r  a s  an image o f

constancy:

The Cedar in Lebanon and the oke 
Doe co n s ta n c ie  both teach  
The wind cannot g ive  such a s t ro k e  
To make in them a breach,
Gods countenance  so can n o t  change,
And r ig h te o u s  men th inke  no th ing  s t r a n g e .94

Shakespeare , however, t w i s t s  t h i s  idea o f  constancy , fo r  Warwick has no t,

in f a c t ,  been t ru e  to h is  Prince: he has  allowed h im se lf  to  be s tu n g  by

the  h u m il ia t io n  of  Edward’s  m arr iage  while he was, h im se lf ,  n e g o t i a t in g  for

a French b r id e  fo r  the  King, and in r e t a l i a t i o n  a t  the  h u r t  becomes
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involved in a s i t u a t i o n  where he was a t  war w ith  the  King's fo rc e s .  

U lt im ate ly ,  h i s  p r id e  has  brought abou t  h i s  dow nfall  and dea th .

A g e n t l e r  image of the  t r e e  which a p p e a rs  in Whitney can be found in

S h ak esp ea re ’s  r e f e r e n c e s  to  the  elm. Whitney's emblem runs  a s  fo llow s:

A W ithered Elme, whose boughes weare ba re  o f  leaves  
And sappe, was sunke w ith  age in to  the  ro o te :
A f r u i c t e f u l l  v ine, un to  her  bodie c le a v e s ,
Whose g rap e s  d id hange, from toppe un to  the  foo te :

And when the Elme, was r o t t e n ,  d r ie ,  and dead,
His braunches s t i l l ,  the  vine abowt i t  sp read .

Which showes, wee shou lde  be l in c k ’de w ith  such a frende ,
That might rev iv e ,  and he lpe  when wee bee oulde:
And when wee s toope , and drawe unto  ou r  ende,
Our s ta g g e r in g  s t a t e ,  to  he lpe  fo r  to  uphoulde:

Yea, when wee s h a l l  be like a f e n c e le s s e  block,
That fo r  our sakes ,  w i l l  s t i l l  imbrace our s to c k .95

Whitney’s emblem is  c lo se  to  i t s  so u rce  in A lc ia t i ,95 but S h ak esp ea re ’s  use

of the  emblem r e l a t e s  u s u a l ly  to r e l a t i o n s h ip s  between o p p o s i te  sex es ,

r a t h e r  than to  f r ie n d sh ip  between members of the  same sex  and is

th e r e f o r e  more c lo se ly  r e l a t e d  to  V aenius’ emblem on the  theme:

The vyne doth  s t i l l  embrace the  elme by age o r e - p a s t ,
Which did in form er tyme those  fe e b le  s t a l k s  uphold,
And c o n s ta n t ly  remaynes with  i t  now beeing  old,
Love is  no t  k ild  by dea th ,  t h a t  a f t e r  dea th  do th  l a s t . 97

The most ex tended  r e f e re n c e  in Shakespeare , in The Comedy o f  E rro rs , has

a lre ad y  been quoted a t  the  beginning  o f  t h i s  c h a p te r ,  where Adriana

r e l a t e s  h e r  husband to the  elm and h e r s e l f  to  the  v ine, bu t  the  image is

a ls o  touched on in A Midsummer N ig h t's  Dream

So doth  the  woodbine the  sw eet honeysuckle  
Gently e n tw is t ;  the  female ivy so
Enrings the  barky f in g e r s  of the  elm. (IV i 39 -41)

where T i ta n ia  is  winding her arms around the  r u s t i c  f ig u re  o f  Bottom. In 

2 Henry IV Shakespeare  tw i s t s  the  emblem when Poins r e f e r s  to  F a l s t a f f  as  

‘thou dead e lm ’ (II iv 319). The im plica tion  is  t h a t  F a l s t a f f  i s  r o t t e n ,  

and is  t h e r e fo r e  u n re l ia b le  a s  a s u p p o r t .  The emblematic c o n te x t  s u g g e s t s  

t h a t  F a l s t a f f ' s  e x p e c ta t io n  is  t h a t  the  P rince  w i l l  be the  v ine to  h i s  elm, 

and in tu rn  su p p o rt  him, bu t in f a c t  the  o p p o s i te  is  t r u e .  When Hal 

e v e n tu a l ly  succeeds  to  the  th rone , he disowns any knowledge o f  F a l s t a f f ,  

a l though  he does a r ra n g e  p r iv a t e ly  to  p rov ide  him w ith  an a llow ance .98 

Although the  r e l a t io n s h ip  between Bassanio and Antonio would seem to be 

ta i lo r -m a d e  fo r  the  idea, with the  l a t t e r  a s  th e  elm who, once s t ro n g ,  is  

being th re a te n e d  with d e s t r u c t io n ,  and Bassanio  a s  the  vine who grows in 

Antonio 's  s t r e n g th  and l a t e r  o f f e r s  to su p p o r t  him with P o r t i a ’s  money,
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earned  by A ntonio’s  own s a c r i f i c e ,  Shakespeare  does no t  u se  i t .  His

r e j e c t i o n  of  t h i s  image may be a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  the  d e l ib e r a t e  weakening o f  

the  f r ie n d sh ip  between Antonio and Bassanio  in o rd e r  t h a t  B assan io 's  

r e l a t i o n s h ip  w ith  P o r t ia  can develop f u l ly ,

3 .b , i i .  The Golden F leece

As the  pine has  been linked w ith  the  main flood; so th e  se a  and s h ip s  link 

P o r t ia  w ith  the  c l a s s i c a l  image o f  the  golden f le e c e .39 Shakespeare  makes 

r e f e re n c e  to the  v e n tu r in g  o f  m erchants  a f t e r  fabu lous  goods; P o r t ia ,  w ith  

h e r  ‘sunny locks ' and h e r  r ic h  s e t t i n g  p r e s e n t s  a p i c tu r e  o f  a v a lu ab le

p r iz e .  She is  f i r s t  seen in her  grand  house, which a lthough  n o t  d e sc r ib ed

in d e t a i l ,  is  s t ro n g ly  implied in the  luxury o f  the  c a sk e ts  them selves ,  and 

the  smoothly runn ing  household. The golden f le e c e  o f  h e r  h a i r  is  a symbol 

o f  h e r  w ealth , and the  requ irem en t  to  v e n tu re  the  c a sk e t  t r i a l  fo r  her

hand r e l a t e s  to  the  r i s k s  run by the  m erchant v e n tu r e r s  in t h e i r  sea rch  

fo r  t ra d e .

The emblem of the  Golden Fleece was commonplace, bu t  Whitney, who u ses

th e  image in th r e e  ways, f i r s t  develops i t  in an emblem which is  unique to

him: A u x ilio  d iv in o  i d e n t i f i e s  S i r  F ran c is  Drake w ith  Jason:

Throughe sco rch inge  h e a te ,  th roughe coulde, in s to rm es ,  and tem p es ts
fo rce ,

By ragged  rocks, by s h e l f e s ,  and sandes:  t h i s  Knighte d id  keepe h i s
course .

By gap inge g u l f e s  hee pass 'd ,  by m onste rs  of  the  f lood ,
By p i r a t t e s ,  theeves ,  and c r u e l l  fo es ,  th a t  long’d to s p i l l  h i s  blood.
That wonder g r e a t e  to scape: bu t GOD was on h i s  s id e ,
And throughe them a l l ,  in s p i t e  of a l l ,  h is  shaken sh ippe  did g u ide .
And, to  r e q u i t e  h i s  pa ines :  By h e lp e  o f  pow er devine.
His happe, a t  leng the  did aunswere hope, to f inde  the  goulden mine.
Let GRAECIA then fo rb e a re ,  to  p r a i s e  h e r  IASON boulde?
Who th roughe  the  w a tc h fu l l  d ragons p a s s ’d, to  win the  f le e c e  of

gou lde.
Since MEDEAS he lpe , they weare inchaunted  a l l ,
And IASON w ithou t  p e r r i l l e s ,  p a s s ’de: the  conqueste  th e r f o re  sm all?
But, hee, of whome I w r i te ,  t h i s  noble  minded DRAKE,
Did b r in g e  away h is  goulden f le e c e ,  when thousand e ie s  d id wake. 
W herefore, yee w oorth ie  w igh tes ,  t h a t  seeke fo r  f o r r e in e  landes:
Yf th a t  you can, come a lw a ise  home, by GANGES goulden sandes .
And you, t h a t  l ive  a t  home, and can n o t  brooke the  f lood ,
Geve p r a i s e  to them, th a t  p a s se  the  waves, to  doe t h e i r  c o u n tr ie

good.
Before which s o r t e ,  as c h ie fe :  in tem peste , and in calme,
S i r  FRANCIS DRAKE, by due d e s e r t e ,  may weare the  goulden palm e.100

Drake was, o f  cou rse ,  to the  E lizabe than , the  a r c h - a d v e n tu re r .  The emblem

c e le b ra te s  Drake's c ircum nav igation  o f  the  world -  the  f i r s t  by an

Englishman -  which had taken two y e a rs  and ten  months. He landed in
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Plymouth on 26 September, 1580. The voyage made Drake a hero . The 

Golden Hind was p u t  on show a t  Deptford , and was v i s i t e d  by la rg e  numbers 

o f  eager  s ig h t s e e r s  a s  l a t e  as  the  r e ig n  o f  James 1.'° ' Drake was a ls o  a 

kind o f  le g a l  p i r a t e ,  p rey ing  on Spanish sh ip s ,  and h i s  adv en tu ro u s  s p i r i t  

was a so u rce  o f  adm ira t ion  to  Whitney's con tem pora r ies .  For the  land- 

bound, the  s e a  o f fe r e d  danger and ad v en tu re ,  and fo r  m erchants ,  

c o n s id e rab le ,  i f  r isk y ,  p r o f i t .  Once a ga in  the  emblems p re s e n te d  in the  

p lay  in troduce  a s e n se  o f  t h r e a t  a s  Bassanio  v e n tu re s  f o r th  to  win P o r t ia  

in the  s t y l e  o f  the  m erchant who r i s k s  the  dangers  o f  the  s e a  in o rd e r  to 

ga in  the  g r e a t  p r ize .  That Shakespeare  in ten d s  h is  aud ience  to  make the 

connection  between Bassanio  and Jason is  e v id e n t  from the  fo rm e r’s 

d e s c r ip t io n  o f  P o r t ia  in I i:

... h e r  sunny locks
Hang on h e r  tem ples like  a golden f le e c e ,
Which makes her  s e a t  o f  Belmont Cholchos' s t ro n d ,
And many Jasons  come in q u e s t  of h e r .  (I i 169-172)

and G ra t ia n o ’s  remark in III  i i  243 ‘We a re  the  Jasons ,  we have won the  

f le e c e ' .  Whitney compares Drake w ith  Jason, and a r e l a t i o n s h ip  between 

Drake and Bassanio would be lo g ic a l  a s  Bassanio is  p re se n te d  a s  an 

a d v e n tu re r  ( t h i s  i s  n o t  meant in the  s t r i c t l y  mercenary sense ) .  The sense  

o f  r is k in g  ev e ry th in g  to g a in  a g r e a t  p r iz e  i s  p r e s e n t  in the  images of  

a l l  th re e ,  and is  unde r l ined  in B assan io 's  case  by the  m otto  o f  the  lead 

c a sk e t ,  ‘Who chooseth  me, m ust g iv e  and hazard  a l l  he  ha th '.

Peacham a ls o  u s e s  the  image of Jason  to  convey the  idea o f  a dven tu r ing  

fo r  a p r ize :

The D read-nought Argo, c u t s  the  foaming su rg e ,
Through d aungers  g r e a t ,  to  g e t  the  golden p r iz e ,
So when our s e lv e s ,  N e c e s s i t ie  doth  u rge ,
We should  avoide ignoble Cowardize,

And undertake  w ith  p le a s u re ,  any paine ,
Whereby we might our  w ea lth ,  or honour g a in e . '02

The hazard ing  o f  much to ga in  more i s  seen  a s  an honourable  and

courageous a c t io n  and a n e c e s sa ry  r i s k .  All th re e  a r e  seen  a s  courageous,

but n o t  r a s h  men: the  popu lar  idea o f  Jason and Drake a s  superhuman

hero es  t r a n s f e r s  in p a r t  to  the  more human, and th e r e fo r e  more e a s i ly

id e n t i f i e d  w ith , Bassanio.

If Bassanio is  Jason, P o r t ia  must be, a s  well  a s  the  f le e c e  i t s e l f ,  Medea. 

Medea f e l l  in love w ith  Jason and helped  him to  complete the  im possible  

ta sk s  he r  f a th e r  had s e t  him, and to  win the  golden f le e c e .  If  some 

c r i t i c s  a re  to be b e l ie v e d , '03 P o r t ia  h e lp s  Bassanio make h i s  choice of
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ca sk e t  by s u b t l e  c lu e s ,  bu t  even i f  t h i s  i s  d iscoun ted  (as I th ink  i t  must

be) she s t i l l  r e s c u e s  B assan io ’s  f r ie n d  and f a t h e r - f i g u r e 104 by her

‘m ag ic a l’ t ra n s fo rm a t io n  in to  a male lawyer. Medea r e ju v e n a te d  J a so n ’s

f a th e r  by h e r  magic, ( i t  i s  t h i s  p a r t  o f  th e  s to r y  J e s s i c a  r e f e r s  to  in V i

12-14). W hitney’s emblem p r e s e n t s  Medea a s  h e lp f u l  b u t  acco rd ing  to  Greek

legend she used  her  s o rc e ro u s  powers fo r  i l l  a s  w ell  a s  fo r  good and was

re s p o n s ib le  fo r  the  d ea th  o f  h e r  b r o th e r ,  A bsyrtus ,  c u t t in g  him up and

throw ing the  p ieces  in the  se a  behind the  boa t  in which she  escaped  with

Jason in o rd e r  to  de lay  her  f a th e r  who s topped  to  r e t r i e v e  the  rem ains o f

h i s  s o n .105 J e s s ic a  h e r s e l f  resem bles  Medea in h e r  e lopem ent w ith  Lorenzo,

and in h e r  p ro d ig a l  ‘s c a t t e r i n g ’ o f  Shy lock 's  money and jew els ,  which he

r e g a rd s  as  h i s  c h i ld ren ,  i f  S o la n io ’s  r e p o r t  in II v i i i  15-22 o f  h is

r e a c t io n  to the  loss  o f  h i s  money and h i s  d a u g h te r  can be be lieved . Medea

was l a t e r  p u r i f ie d  of  the  murder o f  he r  b ro th e r ,  bu t  took a t e r r i b l e

revenge  on P e l ia s ,  the  m urderer  o f  her f a th e r ,  by pe rsu ad in g  h i s  d a u g h te rs

to c u t  him up and bo il  him in a cauldron  in the  m istaken  b e l i e f  t h a t  they

could thus  re ju v e n a te  him. L a te r ,  she  s e n t  a poisoned garm ent to  the

young b r id e  Jason  had d e s e r te d  h e r  f o r .106 Shakespeare  avo ids  any mention

of her  e v i l  tendenc ie s  in The M erchant o f  Venice, a l though  he i s  c le a r ly

aware of  them a s  h i s  r e f e re n c e  to  the  s to r y  in 2 Henry VI shows:

Young C l i f fo rd :  Meet I an in fa n t  of  the  house  of  York,
Into a s  many gobbe ts  w i l l  I c u t  i t
As wild Medea young A bsy rtu s  d id . (V i i  57 -59)

and h i s  p lac ing  h e r  in the  p a t t e r n  o f  d ia lo g u e  between J e s s ic a  and Lorenzo

in t h e i r  rom antic  exchange a t  the  beginning  o f  V i would in d ic a te  an

aw areness  o f  he r  r o le  a s  b e t r a y e r .  P o r t ia  i s ,  in f a c t ,  l ike  Medea, a

dangerous f ig u r e .  In the  t r i a l  she  ap p ears  a t  f i r s t  a s  a d i s i n t e r e s t e d

p a r ty ,  and her  judgement o f  the  v a l id i t y  o f  Shylock 's claim is  a s e r io u s

t h r e a t  to  A ntonio’s  l i f e ,  bu t  i t  is  u l t im a te ly  Shylock fo r  whom she  is  the

danger, and she  t r a p s  him a s  Medea trapped  P e l ia s .  Like Medea, P o r t ia  is

n o t  always what she seems, bu t  h e r  decep tion  is  fo r  an o p p o s i te  motive.

Whitney's o th e r  r e f e re n c e s  to the  golden f le e c e  come to g e th e r  in the

emblem In d iv ite m , indoctum:

On goulden f le e ce ,  did Phryxus passe  the  wave,
And landed s a fe ,  w ith in  the wished baie :
By which is  ment, the  fo o le s  th a t  r ic h e s  have,
Supported  a re ,  and borne throughe Lande, and Sea:

And those  e n r i c h ’de by wife, o r  s e rv a u n te s  goodds,
Are borne by them like Phryxus th rough  the  f lo o d d s .107

This is  a f a i r l y  c lo se  t r a n s l a t i o n  of A l c i a t i ’s  emblem D ives in d o c tu s 'oa and

is  followed immediately, under the  same i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  by:
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A Leaden sworde, w ith in  a goulden s h e a th e ,
Is l ike  a foo le  o f  n a tu r e s  f i n e s t  moulde:
To whouie, shee  did h e r  r a r e s t  g i f t e s  bequethe .
Or l ike  a sheepe, w ith in  a f le e c e  o f  goulde.

Or like  a c lo th e ,  whome co lo u rs  b rave  adorne,
When a s  the  grounde, is  pa tched , r e n t e ,  and torne,.

For, i f  the  minde the  c h ie f e s t  t r e a s u r e s  lacke, 
Thoughe n a tu r e  bothe, and fo r tu n e ,  bee ou r  f rende ; 
Thoughe goulde  wee weare, and p u rp le  on our backe, 
Yet a r e  wee poore, and none w i l l  us coraende

But on l i e  fo o le s ;  and f l a t t e r e r s ,  fo r  the  i r e  ga ine :  
For o th e r  men, w i l l  r id e  us  with  d i s d a in e ,103

Although th e s e  emblems r e f e r  to  fo o l i s h n e s s ,  and Bassanio  is  n o t  a fool,

they have some bearing  on the  p lay . Bassanio , a f t e r  a l l ,  is  to  r e s t o r e  h i s

f o r tu n e s  w ith  P o r t i a 's  money and h i s  v en tu r in g  fo r  her  has  been made

p o s s ib le  by a supply  of money from h is  f r ie n d .  The second v e rs io n  is

rem in isc en t  of the  c a sk e ts  -  the  leaden sword in a golden s h e a th  m atches

the  d e a th ’s  head in the  golden c a sk e t ,  and by in v e r t in g  the  image, the

golden f l e e c e / g i r l  in the  lead c a sk e t .  Shakespeare  aga in  u se s  a f a m i l ia r

image and tw i s t s  i t  in o rd e r  to g ive  i t  more potency: P o r t ia  r e p r e s e n t s

an invers ion  o f  the  second s ta n z a .  She has  gold , fo r tu n e  and f r i e n d s ,  bu t

she a ls o  has  in te l l ig e n c e  and v i r t u e ,  th e  t r e a s u r e s  of the  mind, and i t  is

th ese  t h a t  Bassanio f in d s  he r  most a t t r a c t i v e  q u a l i t i e s  (I i 161-163). In

P.S.’s  v e rs io n  of Paradin  the  sim ple emblem o f  the  golden f le e c e  is

accompanied by the  m otto ‘He reaped  no sm all  rew ard  o f  h i s  l a b o r s '110 and

is followed by a h i s to r y  o f  the  o rd e r  o f  the  Golden F leece , which was

o r ig in a te d  by P h ilip ,  Duke of Burgundy in 1429 when he chose tw enty  four

noblemen to form a group ded ic a te d  to fo llow ing  J a so n ’s example o f  v i r t u e

and g o d l in e s s .  Samuel D anie l 's  t r a n s l a t i o n  of Paulus Jov iu s  a ls o  r e f e r s  to

the o rd er ;  when asked to d e s c r ib e  i t s  founding Jov iu s  r e p l i e s :

This which you demaund is  very  i n t r i c a t e  and of  few knowne, yea 
ha rd ly  o f  many, which weare i t  abou t t h e i r  necke: because  th e re u n to
is  hanged the  F leece , in te r p re te d  o f  some the  golden F leece  of lason  
g o t te n  by the  A rgonautes. And some r e f e r r e  i t  to the  holy 
s c r i p tu r e ,  t h a t  i t  is  the  F leece of Gedeon which s i g n i f i e t h  unbroken 
f a i t h . 1 ’1

The s to r y  o f  Gideon and the  f le e c e  appears  in Judges b. 36 -40 , bu t  Jovius  

seems to be the  only emblematic w r i t e r  to r e l a t e  i t  to  the  Golden Fleece. 

However, i f  we take  P o r t ia  to  r e p r e s e n t  the  f le e c e ,  she can a lso  be s a id  to 

r e p r e s e n t  f a i t h  by fo llow ing  B assan io  in the  b e l i e f  t h a t  she can save  h is  

f r ie n d .  Shakespeare  once more t w i s t s  the  image, h ig h l ig h t in g  i t ,  by making 

Bassanio break h i s  f a i t h  w ith  P o r t i a  by g iv ing  away the r in g  he had vowed
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to keep fo r  ever .  P o r t ia ,  a f t e r  t e a s in g  him in to  se e in g  h i s  e r r o r ,  

r e e s t a b l i s h e s  h i s  vow and the  f a i t h  i t  sym bolises ,  and p roves  he r  own 

unbroken f a i t h  in him by r e s to r in g  the  r in g .

Shakespeare , by making P o r t ia  a golden f le e c e ,  u n d e r l in e s  the  p o in t  made by 

the  em b le m a t is ts  th a t  such p r iz e s  m ust be earned : Bassanio  has  to  work to  

win he r .  He r i s k s  much in tak ing  the  t e s t ,  and only wins by us ing  both 

mind and h e a r t ,  proving h im se lf  a worthy winner.

3 .b . i i i  Janus

Another c l a s s i c a l  r e f e re n c e  ap p ears  in I i 50 when Solanio  sw ears  by ‘two- 

headed Janus* which John R u sse l l  Brown n o te s  a s  ‘an a p p ro p r ia te  god to 

swear by: one o f  h i s  fac e s  was sm iling , the  o th e r  f row ning .’112 S o la n io ’s  

words

Then l e t  us  say you a re  sad
Because you a re  no t  merry; and 'tw ere  a s  easy
For you to  laugh and leap and say  you a re  merry,
Because you a re  no t sad. (I i 47 -50)

a re  p ro v e rb ia l  and the  r e s t  of t h i s  speech p o in ts  the  c o n t r a s t  between

fo o ls  t h a t  laugh a t  sad  e v e n ts  and those  who w i l l  n o t  sm ile  even when i t

is condoned by the  epitome o f  g ra v i ty ,  N esto r.  As w ith  the  r e f e r e n c e s  to

Jason , t h i s  s u p e r f i c i a l l y  sim ple a l lu s io n  has a  more complex foundation

which is  no t  immediately re c o g n isa b le  u n t i l  th e  r e l a t e d  p a s sa g e s  o f  emblem

l i t e r a t u r e  a re  s tu d ie d .  Janus had a more symbolic va lue  than the  sim ple

r o le  a l l o t t e d  to  him by Brown, which n e i th e r  t h a t ,  nor  any o th e r  c r i t i c  has

n o ticed .  In f a c t  Henry Green d ism isse s  the  image a l to g e th e r :

He [Shakespeare] adop ts  the  p ic tu r e ,  bu t  n o t  one o f  the  s e n t im e n ts ;  
th ese  however, he did n o t  need: i t  was only as  a  p a ss in g
i l l u s t r a t i o n  th a t  he named Janus, and how the  a u th o r  d e sc r ib ed  the 
god’s q u a l i t i e s  was no p a r t  o f  h i s  pu rp o se .113

In view of  G reen’s f a m i l i a r i ty  w ith  Whitney’s  emblems, t h i s  s ta te m e n t  is

rem arkable. Whitney’s  emblem R esp ice , e t  p ro sp ic e  beg in s  the  second p a r t

of h i s  book:

The former p a r t e ,  nowe p a s te ,  o f  t h i s  my booke,
The seconde p a r t e  in o rd e r  do th  insue:
Which, I beginne with IANUS double looke,
That a s  hee s e e s ,  the  y e a re s  both oulde, and newe,

So, w ith  re g a rd e ,  I may th ese  p a r t e s  behoulde,
P erusinge  o f t e ,  the newe, and eeke the  oulde.

And i f ,  t h a t  f a u l t e  w ith in  us doe appeare ,
Within the  yea re ,  th a t  i s  a l r e a d ie  donne,
As IANUS b iddes  us a l t e r  with the  yea re ,
And make amendes, w ith in  the  yea re  begonne,

Even so, my s e l f e  su rvaygn inge  what is  p a s t ;
With g r e a t e r  heede may take  in hande the l a s t e .
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This Image had h i s  r i t e s ,  and temple fa  i re ,
And c a l l 'd  the  GOD of w arre , and peace, b icause  
In war r e s ,  hee w arn’de of peace n o t  to  d isp a  i re :
And w arn’de in peace, to  p r a c t i s e  m a r t i a l l  lawes:

And fu r th e rm o re ,  h i s  lookes did teache  th i s  somme;
To beare  in minde, time p a s t ,  and time to  corame,"4

Whitney has  developed the  meaning o f  the  emblem a s  i t  is  found in A lc ia t i ,

where i t  a p p e a rs  simply a s  a symbol o f  prudence:

P ru d en tes  (The Prudent)
Two-faced Janus, you who a lre ad y  know the  p a s t  and the f u tu r e ,  
and who s e e  the  mocking grim aces behind you a s  w ell  as  b e fo re  you, 
why do they p o r t r a y  you with  so many eyes , why with  so many faces?
Or is  i t  because  your form shows t h a t  man has  been c irc u m sp e c t? 115

The I t a l i a n  v e rs io n  o f  A lc ia t i  expands t h i s  to

The head g iv e s  th a t which be longs to  i t
Janus has  two fac e s  from which he d i s c e r n s  and s e e s  a l l  th in g s ,
whether they a re  in the  back o r  in f ro n t .  This  is  the  mark of  the
p ru d en t  man, whom he r e q u i r e s  to  tu rn  h i s  mind to wherever he is
going or n o t  going, be i t  the  p a s t  t h a t  never  r e t u r n s ,  be i t  t h a t
which he p lan s  to do in the  fu tu r e .  This i s  the  r e a l  knowledge,
liv ing  w ithou t  which, man l iv es  w i th o u t  p ru d en ce .I,e

Thomas Combe's English  t r a n s l a t i o n  of La P e r r i e r e  shows Janus w ith  h i s

double face , ho ld ing  a key and the  sun and c a r r i e s  the  motto 'According to

the time fo re p a s t ,  Be w ise ly  warned a t  the  l a s t ’ w ith  the  ve rse :

lanus  is  f ig u r 'd  with a double face ,
To n o te  a t  once the time to come and p a s t ,
So shou ld  the  w ise  obse rve  the  passed  space,
As they may w ell fo re s e e  a chance a t  l a s t ,
And with  such providence  d i r e c t  t h i s  race ,
That in t h e i r  th o u g h ts  bo th  tim es by eve r  p la s t e :

Embracing v e r tu e  then in every  th ing ,
Themselves to r e s t  and q u ie t  peace s h a l l  b r in g .117

Green t r a n s l a t e s  La P e r r i e r e 's  French s ta n z a :

In o ld  t im es  the  god Janus with  two fac e s  
Our a n c ie n ts  d id d e l in e a te  and p o r t r a y ,
To dem o n s tra te  t h a t  counsels  o f  w ise  r a c e s  
Look to  a f u tu r e ,  a s  well as  the  p a s t  day;
In f a c t  a l l  time o f  deeds should  leave th e  t r a c e s ,
And o f  the  p a s t  reco rdance  ever  have;
The f u tu r e  should  fo re s e e  l ike  providence,
Following up v i r t u e  in each noble  q u a l i ty ,
Seeking God’s s t r e n g th  from s in f u ln e s s  to  save
Who thus  s h a l l  do w il l  lea rn  by evidence
That he h as  power to l ive  in g r e a t  t r a n q u i l i t y , 110

With t h i s  in mind i t  is  d i f f i c u l t  to  see  how Green could have ignored the

m etaphysica l  r e l a t i o n s h ip  between Janus, a s  r e p r e s e n t in g  Prudence and the

need to examine ones own f a u l t s ,  and the  c h a r a c te r s  in the  p lay  who a re

w i l fu l ly  b lind  to t h e i r  e r r o r s ,  For Whitney in p a r t i c u l a r ,  Janus is  no t

j u s t  a symbol o f  prudence, but an emblem of warning, a rem inder th a t  man
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has  a r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  to r e c t i f y  any f a u l t s  t h a t  he may have committed, 

with  the  im p lica tion  th a t  u n le s s  he does so, they may rebound on him. 

This  a p p l ie s  to both Antonio and ‘Shylock, Antonio does n o t  f e e l  any 

compunction fo r  h i s  t re a tm e n t  o f  Shylock -  he w i l l  s p i t  upon him aga in  -  

bu t  h is  lack o f  compassion and und e rs tan d in g ,  o r  even o f  to le ra n c e ,  is  

r e f l e c t e d  in Shylock's d e te rm in a t io n  to  revenge. Whether one b e l ie v es  

Shylock to  be a wronged innocent o r  a vengefu l  v i l l a in ,  the  f a c t  rem ains 

t h a t  A ntonio 's  a t t i t u d e  to  the  Jew has  ex ace rb a ted  the  s i t u a t i o n ,  i f  no t  

a c tu a l ly  b rought i t  abou t.  C e r ta in ly  he i s  lacking in prudence to accep t  

the  p ro f f e re d  bond in the  f i r s t  p lace , even i f  he r e g a r d s  i t  a s  a joke on 

Shylock’s beha lf .  He has to  learn  no t  only prudence , bu t compassion, and 

by the end o f  the  p lay  he has grown enough to show the  mercy to Shylock 

which Shylock re fu s e d  him, Shylock in h i s  tu rn ,  shows lack of prudence in 

p e r s i s t i n g  w ith  h i s  s u i t .  He f a i l s  to  look ahead, o r  to c o n s id e r  the  

p o s s ib i l i t y  t h a t  th in g s  may tu rn  a g a in s t  him. The warning t h a t  Janus 

sym bolises  encourages  p re p a ra t io n  fo r  any th ing , and a  d e s i r e  to  pu t  r i g h t  

what has been done in the  p a s t .

This  em phasis on the importance of looking to both  the  p a s t  and the  f u tu r e  

is  p r e s e n t  in o th e r  c h a ra c te r s :  J e s s i c a  has  the  f o r e s ig h t  to  p rov ide  money

fo r  her  elopem ent, and both she and Lorenzo c a r e f u l ly  p lan  t h e i r  escape; 

Bassanio r i s k s  h is  p r e s e n t  c ircum stances  fo r  f u tu r e  ga in  o f  a b r id e ,  having 

a lready  wasted h i s  own fo r tu n e  in the  p a s t ;  L auncelo t c o n s id e rs  the  pros  

and cons of leav ing  h i s  old m aste r ,  the  Jew, to  seek s e rv ic e  w ith  a new 

m aste r,  B assanio . P o r t ia  r e p r e s e n t s  a f ig u r e  who both r e s p e c t s  the  p a s t ,  

in her d e fe re n ce  to  the  w ishes  of her dead f a th e r ,  and responds  to  the  

fu tu re ,  in her  aw areness  o f  the  need to  d e ta tc h  Bassanio from h i s  c lo se  

f r ie n d sh ip  w ith  Antonio. She comes to  c o u r t  p rep a re d  to f ig h t ,  and when 

he r  w arn ings of the  f u tu r e  consequences of  Shylock’s  s u i t  -  t h a t  he w il l  

u l t im a te ly  be judged by God fo r  h i s  a c t io n s  -  a re  ignored, she u se s  the  

e s ta b l i s h e d  law of Venice, with i t s  im p lica tions  o f  a n c ie n t  s t a t u t e s ,  to 

d e fe a t  him. If ,  a s  I s h a l l  a rgue  in the  Chapter on J u s t i c e  and Mercy 

below, Shylock and P o r t ia  r e p r e s e n t  r e s p e c t iv e ly  the  Old Law and the  New 

Law, the  image of c ons ide r ing  both p a s t  and f u tu r e  becomes an emblem fo r  

the  whole p lay , and the  l i f e - t h r e a t  to  Antonio becomes a microcosmic image 

of the macrocosmic danger o f  a b e l ie f  in r ig h te o u s n e s s  through  adherence  

to a n c ie n t  r i t u a l s  r a t h e r  than b e l i e f  in the  d o c t r in e  o f  mercy and 

s a lv a t io n  through g rac e  w ith  i t s  emphasis on the  l i f e  a f t e r  de a th .  While
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Shylock i s  seen  with h i s  eyes  f ix e d  f irm ly  on the  p a s t ,  P o r t ia  s e e s  to the  

fu tu re .

In The M erchant o f  Venice, J a nus ' tw o -faced n ess  is  seen  a s  a symbol o f

prudence, the  two fac e s  looking in o p p o s i te  d i r e c t i o n s  to se e  both ‘time

p a s t ,  and time to  comme’, bu t  S h ak esp ea re ’s  only o th e r  r e f e re n c e  to  Janus

is  a ls o  in an oa th ,  and is  spoken by Iago in O th e llo :

Iago: Those a r e  the  r a i s e d  f a th e r  and h i s  f r ie n d s .
You were b e s t  go in.

O thello :  Not I; I must be found.
My p a r t s ,  my t i t l e ,  and my p e r f e c t  sou l  
Sha ll  m an ifes t  me r ig h t ly .  Is i t  they?

Iago: By Janus, I th ink  so. (O th e llo  I i i  29 -33)

Iago u s e s  O th e l lo ’s in a b i l i t y  to se e  the  p re s e n t  a c c u ra te ly  to work on h i s

u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  both  p a s t  and f u tu r e .  Iago m an ipu la tes  O th e l lo ’s view o f

Desdemona’s p a s t  and f u tu r e  by pe rsuad ing  the  Moor t h a t  she  has  been

u n f a i th f u l  b e fo re ,  and w il l  be so  aga in .  Here the use  of the  o a th  ‘by

Janus ' r e l a t e s  no t only to the  need to  se e  t r u t h f u l ly  in to  p a s t  and f u tu r e ,

and p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  a need fo r  prudence in O th e l lo 's  a c t io n s ,  fo r  i t  is  h i s

ra s h n e s s  in k i l l in g  Desdemona w ith o u t  w aiting  to  hear  he r  v e rs io n  o f

even ts  which d e s t ro y s  him; bu t the  emblem a ls o  con ju rs  up the  image o f

tw o-facedness  in a d i f f e r e n t  co n te x t ,  and one which is  e q u a l ly  r e l e v a n t  to

The M erchant o f  Venice, in which the  f ac e s  do no t view in o p p o s i te

d i r e c t io n s ,  bu t  a re ,  m asklike, s e t  one behind the  o th e r .  In t h i s  in s ta n c e

the image o f  the two faces  invokes the  emblem of hypocrisy , where Iago,

the a r c h - t r a i t o r ,  u se s  the  oa th  to the  man who b e l ie v e s  im p l ic i t ly  in h i s

honesty , bu t  whom he is  i f  f a c t  co n sp ir in g  a g a in s t .  Combe's emblem 6

c a r r ie s  the  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  fou r  masks and the  t e x t

Most men do u se  some c o lo u r ’d s h i f t  
For to  conceal th e ir  c r a f t i e  d r i f t .

Masks w il l  be more h e r e a f t e r  in r e q u e s t ,
And grow more dea re  than any they did  h e re to fo re :
They s e r v ’d then onely bu t in p lay  and i e s t ,
For m errim ent, and to no purpose  more:
Now be they usde in e a r n e s t  o f  the  b e s t ,
And of such Maskers th e re  abound such s to r e ,

That you s h a l l  f inde  bu t  few in any p lace ,
That c a r r i e  no t  sometimes a double  f a c e .1,3

and Peacham a ls o  u se s  masks in h i s  woodcut fo r  Per fa r  denari

[ I l l u s t r a t i o n  31

The worldly w retch , th a t  day and n ig h t  do th  t o i l e ,
And t i r e  h im se lfe  in bodie and in minde,
To g a th e r  t h a t  by a l l  d e v ise s  v i le ,
He must be fa in e  e re  long to  leave behinde:

All shapes  l ike  PROTEUS g lad ly  e n t e r t a i n e s ,
No m a t te r  what, so th a t  they bring  the  g a in e s  ...
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... Thus every  way t ra n s fo rm e  h im se lfe  he can 
Save one, in time to  tu rn e  an h o n e s t  man.120

Shakespeare  em phasises  the  mask o f  hypocrisy  t h a t  Iago assum es by having

him c o n t in u a l ly  r e f e r r e d  to a s  the  one? th ing  he is  no t ,  and n ever  can be;

an h o n e s t  man.

3.c. Hypocrisy: f a l s e  f r i e n d s h ip

The idea o f  a  v i l l a in o u s  mind behind a sm iling  face  is  p ro v e rb ia l  and 

ap p e ars  f re q u e n t ly  in Shakespeare , perhaps  most memorably in H am let:

0 v i l l a in ,  v i l l a in ,  sm iling , damned v i l l a in !
My t a b le s  -  meet i t  is  I s e t  i t  down
That one may sm ile , and sm ile , and be a v i l l a in .  (I v 106-108)

I t  a p p e ars  in The M erchant o f  Venice  when Antonio says

The d e v il  can c i t e  S c r ip tu re  fo r  h is  purpose.
An e v i l  so u l  producing holy w i tn e s s  
Is l ike  a v i l l a in  w ith  a sm il ing  cheek,
A goodly apple  r o t t e n  a t  the  h e a r t .
0, what a goodly o u ts id e  fa lsehood  hath! (I i i i  93-97)

and in B a ssan io ’s words:

1 like no t  f a i r  term s and a v i l l a i n ' s  mind. (I i i i  174)

Reason, in P e t r a r c h ’s Physicke, warns o f  th e  dangers  o f  seeming f r ie n d s :

As fo r  f r ie n d e s ,  th e re  be a lw ayes fewe, o r  none a t  a l l ,  and many 
tymes (whiche is  most in iu r io u s )  a householde  enimie p o s s e s s e th  the  
name of a f r ie n d e ,  and under co lour o f  fe igned  good wyl, th e re  
lu rk e th  d om es tica l  t r e a s o n . '21

Shylock p u ts  on the  m antle  o f  f r ie n d sh ip ,  a l though  from h i s  a s id e  in

I i i i  36-47  the  audience  knows t h a t  he h a te s  the  C h r i s t i a n s  and

p a r t i c u l a r l y  Antonio. We se e  h i s  tw o -faced n ess  as  he tu rn s  from sm iling

am ity  tow ards Antonio to s n a r l in g  h a te  in h i s  a s id e s  to the  aud ience . The

two faces  a re  c le a r ly  v i s ib le  to the  audience , and a re  s e t  in d i r e c t

ju x ta p o s i t io n .  Shylock d e c la re s  th a t  he ‘would be f r i e n d s ’ (I i i i  133) with

Antonio, and a lthough  Bassanio  i s  d o u b tfu l ,  Antontr> a c c e p ts  the  term s o f

the  bond, Whitney warns of  the  dangers  of f a l s e  f r ie n d s h ip  in s ix

emblems,122 none of which have e x a c t  p a r a l l e l s  in A lc ia t i ,  and a ls o  warns

to  beware of tak ing  g i f t s  from an enemy.123 The emblem L a te t  a n g u is  in

herba  e x p re s s e s  the  warning a g a in s t  a show of f r ie n d sh ip :

Of f l a t t r i n g e  speeche, with su g re d  wordes beware,
Suspec t the  h a r t e ,  whose face  doth  fawne, and smile,
With t r u s t i n g  th e i s e ,  the  worlde is  c lo g ’de w ith  ca re ,
And fewe th e re  bee can scape  th e i s e  v ip e r s  v i le :

With p lea s in g e  speeche they promise, and p r o t e s t ,
With h a t e f u l l  h a r t e s  l ie  hidd w ith in  t h e i r  b r e s t .

The f a i t h f u l 1 w ight, do the neede no c o l lo u rs  brave,
But those  t h a t  t r u s t e ,  in time h i s  t r u t h e  s h a l l  t r i e ,
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Where fawning m ates , can n o t  t h e i r e  c r e d i t  save,
Without a c loake, to  f l a t t e r ,  fa in e ,  and lye:

No foe so f e l l ,  nor  y e t  soe ha rde  to scape,
As is  the  foe, t h a t  fawnes w ith  f r e in d l i e  sh a p e .124

Shylock conforms to  the  o u t l in e  Whitney g iv es .  I t  is  i ro n ic a l  t h a t  he 

r e f e r s  to Antonio as  like ‘a fawning p u b l ic a n ’. He fences  v e rb a l ly  with 

Antonio, b u t  convinces him t h a t  he is  h o n e s t  in the  m a t te r  of  the  bond, 

and t h a t  a l l  he d e s i r e s  is  A ntonio’s  f r ie n d sh ip :

I say,
To buy h i s  favour, I ex tend  t h i s  f r ie n d sh ip ;
If  he w il l  take  i t ,  so; i f  no t ,  ad ieu ;
And, fo r  my love, I p ray you wrong me no t .  (I i i i  162-165)

Antonio has  enough knowledge of Shylock to  be wary o f  t r u s t i n g  him, y e t  he

a c ce p ts  the  bond, th ink ing  th a t  he w i l l  have the  money by the  time

repaym ent is  due. The emblems em phasise  t h a t  seeming f r ie n d s  a r e  more

dangerous and in s id io u s  than o v e r t  enemies:

A m ic itla  fu c a ta  v ltanda
Of open foes ,  wee a lw a ie s  maie beware,
And arme our s e lv e s ,  t h e i r e  Malice to  w ith s tande :
Yea, thoughe they sm ile; y e t  have wee s t i l l  a ca re ,
Wee t r u s t  them no t ,  a l th o u g h e  they g ive  th e i r e  hande:

T heire  Foxes c o a te ,  t h e i r e  fa in ed  h a r t e  bew raies ,
Wee neede no t  doubt, b icause  wee knowe th e i r e  w aies.

But those , of whorae wee must in daunger bee,
Are d e a d lie  foes ,  t h a t  doe in s e c r e t  lu rke,
Whoe l ie  in w a ite ,  when t h a t  wee can n o t  see ,
And unawares, doe our d e s t r u c t io n  worke:

No foe so f e l l ,  (as BIAS wise d e c la re s )
As man to man, when m ische ife  hee p r e p a r e s . '25

3.d. The dog and hypocrisy

The E m blem atis ts ’ r e f e r e n c e s  to  fawning, f l a t t e r y  and su g a red  words r e l a t e  

in d i r e c t ly  to a n o t - in f r e q u e n t  Shakespearean  topos. He a s s o c i a t e s  dogs 

who lick the s t ic k y  sw e e tn e ss  from men’s f in g e r s  w ith  f l a t t e r e r s ,  

h y p o c r i te s  and t r a i t o r s ,  a s  s e v e ra l  r e f e r e n c e s  make c l e a r , ' 26 Shylock is  

a s s o c ia te d  w ith  the  dog by numerous r e f e r e n c e s ,  a l though  i t  is  c u r io u s  

t h a t  more than h a l f  a re  made by Shylock h im se lf .  In I i i i  he ac cu se s  

Antonio o f  c a l l in g  him ‘c u t - t h r o a t  dog* (1.106), ‘s t r a n g e r  c u r ’ (1.113), ‘dog ’ 

(1.116), ‘c u r ’ (1.117), ‘dog’ (1.123) and tw ice in I I I  i i i  ‘dog ’ (11. 6, 7). In 

f a c t  h i s  a c c u sa t io n s  of  Antonio a re  never  s u b s ta n t i a t e d :  we nev e r  see

Antonio or Bassanio r e f e r  to  Shylock in th ese  s p e c i f ic  term s, a l though  

th e i r  f r i e n d s  do: Solanio  r e f e r s  to him a s  a ‘dog’ (II v i i i  14) and an

'im pene trab le  c u r ’ (III  i i i  18) and G ra tiano  c a l l s  him ‘in ex e c ra b le  dog' 

(IV i 128). To in s u l t  a man by c a l l in g  him ‘dog ’ or ‘c u r ’ is  common enough,
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AuU. 200

W

\ ] \ T  I T H  mightie m en, who likes to  fpend his p rim e, 
* ’ A nd loues that life , which few account die beft ,  

In  hope at length vnto his heigth to  clime,
By good delcrt, or thorough Fortune b left,

May here behold the Modell o f  his bliflc,
And what his life , in fumme and fubftancc i s .

A  Ladic faire , isFA vov*. feign’d to b e ,
W hofc  youthfull Cheekc , doth beare a louely b lu ih ,
And as no niggard o f her courtcfic,
She beares about a Holy-water b ru fh :

W h ere  with her bountie round about flic throw es, 
Faire prom ifes, * good w ordes, and gallant (howes •

i;

€*[m Kif>a lull* 
Kilo [ i t .

9  B y ff ir .J  v e r b *  •  
"Pli-.unb.

Herewith

4, Henry Peacham, Minerva Britanna, or a garden o f heroical Devises (London, 1612)
'A ula\ p,206
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but w ith  the  knowledge t h a t  Shakespeare  f r e q u e n t ly  s e e s  dogs a s

t re a ch e ro u s  and h y p o c r i t ic a l  the  depth  o f  the  i n s u l t  is  in c reased .  In

Richard I I I  the  fawning dog i s  seen  a s  dangerous, a s  Queen M argare t  warns

Buckingham to beware o f  the  a rch  h y p o c r i te ,  Richard :

0 Buckingham, take heed o f  yonder dog!
Look when he fawns, he b i te s ;  and when he b i t e s ,
His venom to o th  w il l  ran k le  to the  d e a th .  (I i i i  289-291)

Shylock hiEsself warns o f th is :

Thou c a l l ’d s t  me dog b e fo re  thou h a d s t  a cause,
But, s in c e  I am a dog, beware my fangs .  ( I l l  i i i  6 -7 )

The speech i s  c lo se ly  r e l a t e d  to one by Barabas in The Jew o f  M alta :

We Jews can fawn like s p a n ie l s  when we p lea se ,
And when we g r in  we b i t e . 127 (II i i i  20 -21 )

Peacham makes use  of the  dog a s  r e p r e s e n ta t i v e  o f  fawning in h i s  emblem 

on Favour, which shows a female f ig u r e  hold ing  a ‘H oly-w ater brush* and a 

knot of hooks, s ta n d in g  bes ide  a s e t  s to c k s  and a s p a n ie l  [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  41. 

The v e rse  e x p la in s  th a t  Favour i s  a t t r a c t i v e ,  and the  brush  r e p r e s e n t s  her 

f a i r  p rom ises , the  hooks and s to c k s  h e r  bondage, and the  s p a n ie l  her 

f l a t t e r y :

With m igh tie  men, who l ikes  to  spend h i s  prime,
And loves t h a t  l i f e ,  which few account the  b e s t ,
In hope a t  length  unto h i s  h e ig th  to  clime,
By good d e s e r t ,  o r  thorough F ortune  b l e s t ,

May h e re  behold the Model! o f  h i s  b l i s s e ,
And what h i s  l i f e ,  in summe and su b s ta n c e  is .

A Ladie f a i r e ,  is  FAVOUR f e ig n ’d to  be,
Whose y o u th fu l l  Cheeke, doth  bea re  a lovely b lush ,
And as  no n ig g ard  o f  h e r  c o u r te s ie ,
She b ea re s  abou t a Holy-w ater brush:

Where w ith  h e r  b oun tie  round about she throwes,
F a ire  p rom ises , good wordes, and g a l l a n t  showes,120

The a s s o c ia t io n  between dogs and fawning became so common t h a t  Whitney

had no need to  sp e c ify  the anim al when r e f e r r i n g  to  f a l s e  f r i e n d s  in h is

emblems quoted  on p.55 above. He does, however, mention the  dog

s p e c i f ic a l ly  in expounding the p ro v e rb ia l  d o g - in - th e -m a n g e r  s to r y ,  where

the dog sym bolises  g re e d in e s s  and envy:

A s n a r l in g e  c u r re ,  d id  in the  manger l ie ,
Who r a t h e r  s t e r v ’d then made the  haye, h i s  meate,
Yet shew'd h i s  fanges ,  and o f f  red  fo r  to f l i e  
Uppon the oxe, who hungred fo r  to e a te .

And th e re  throughe s p i t e ,  did keepe the  oxe from foode;
U n ti l l  fo r  wante, hee fayn ted  as  hee s toode .

The cove tous man env ious, h e re  benoulde,
Who ha th  inowghe, y e t  use  th e re o f  doth lacke;
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And doth  env ie  h is  need ie  ne ighbour, shoulde  
But g e t  a g ro a te ,  i f  he coulde houlde i t  backe?

Who, thoughe they doe p o sse s se  the d i v i l l ,  and a l l ?
Yet a re  they like  the  dogge, in oxes s t a l l . 120

Curs, fangs ,  s p i t e ,  envy, the  d e v il  and the  dog a re  a l l  ap p lied  in v a r io u s

ways to  Shylock in The M erchant o f  Venice, and h i s  in s i s te n c e  on h i s  bond,

a lthough  he has  no d i r e c t  use  fo r  Antonio 's  f le s h  r e l a t e  him c lo se ly  to

Whitney’s view o f  the  cove tous  man.

One o f  Shakespeare ' common u s e s  of dog imagery cannot be t ra c ed  to  any

s p e c i f ic  emblem l i t e r a t u r e ,  a l though  i t  has  a d i s t i n c t l y  emblematic f e e l  to

i t ;  i t  is  h i s  a s s o c ia t io n  o f  the  dog w ith  chaos and d isse n s io n :

Now fo r  the  b a re -p ic k 'd  bone o f  m ajesty  
Doth dogged war b r i s t l e  h i s  angry c r e s t  
And s n a r l e th  in the  g e n t le  eyes  o f  peace;
Now powers from home and d i s c o n te n ts  a t  home 
Meet in one line ; and v a s t  confusion  w a i ts ,
As doth  a raven  on a s i c k - f a i l 'n  b e a s t ,
The imminent decay o f  w res ted  pomp. (.King John IV i i i  148-154)

Cry ‘havoc!' and l e t  s l ip  the  dogs of  war. (J u liu s  Caesar III i 274)

Two c u rs  s h a l l  tame each o th e r :  p r id e  a lone 
Must t a r r e  the  m a s t i f f s  on, a s  'tw ere  t h e i r  bone.

(T r o ilu s  and C ressida  I i i i  391-392)

The quo te  from T ro ilu s  and C ressida  is  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a p p o s i te  a s  is  comes 

a t  the  end of the  scene in which U lysses has made a long speech in favour 

o f  degree , which he s e e s  a s  a way of  e s t a b l i s h in g  o rd e r  and in which he 

d e t a i l s  the  consequences o f  d i so rd e r  and breakdown in the  h ie ra rc h y  o f  

n a tu r a l  laws. Shylock's tu rn in g  upon the  C h r i s t i a n  V enetians  would have 

been cons ide red  as  a kind of r e b e l l io n  a g a in s t  the  o rd er  o f  W estern 

Christendom in which C h r i s t i a n s  were reg a rd ed  as  s u p e r io r  to  Jews. In 

ad d it io n ,  Shylock th re a te n s  t h a t  u n le s s  h i s  bond is  upheld the  laws of 

Venice have become w o r th le ss :

If you deny me, f i e  upon your law!
There is  no fo rce  in the  d e c re e s  o f  Venice. (IV i 101-102)

and Antonio h im se lf  r e c o g n ise s  the  danger to a u th o r i ty :

The Duke cannot deny the cou rse  of law;
For the  commodity t h a t  s t r a n g e r s  have 
With us in Venice, i f  i t  be denied,
Will much impeach the  j u s t i c e  o f  the  s t a t e ,
Since t h a t  the  t r a d e  and p r o f i t  o f  the  c i ty
C o n s is te th  o f  a l l  n a t io n s .  ( I l l  i i i  26 -31)

and P o r t ia  r e p l i e s  to B assan io 's  p lea  to bend the  r u le s  in the  t r i a l  scene :

I t  must no t be; th e re  is  no power in Venice 
Can a l t e r  a decree  e s ta b l is h e d ;
‘Twill be reco rded  fo r  a p receden t,
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And many an e r r o r ,  by the same example,
Will ru s h  in to  the s t a t e ;  i t  cannot be. (IV i 213-217)

To waive the  laws which g ive  Shylock the  r i g h t  to  h is  bond would menace 

the  e q u il ib r iu m  of law and S t a t e  in Venice, and r e s u l t  in chaos. A l a t e  

emblem book The Royal P o litic ia n ,  t r a n s l a t e d  by S i r  James A stry  from a 

Spanish emblem book by Diego de Saavedra F a ja rd o ,’30 s e t s  forw ard  an 

emblematic system  of educa t ion  fo r  a Prince , and inc ludes  the  fo llow ing  

passag e  in Emblem XXII A P rince w il l  b e s t  E s ta b lis h  h im s e l f  by J u s t ic e  and 

Clemency

Let n o t  a P rince  s u f f e r  any one to  th ink  h im se lf  so g r e a t ,  and f r e e  
from the  Laws, as  to da re  to  oppose the M in is te r s  o f  J u s t i c e ,  and 
those  who r e p r e s e n t  i t s  Power and A u tho r ity ,  fo r  so the  P i l l a r  of 
J u s t i c e  c an ’t s ta n d  se c u re ,  when such bo ldness  once tak e s  p lace , 
contempt w i l l  by de g re e s  undermine i t ,  and b ring  i t  to  the  Ground.’3 '

Both Theseus in A Midsummer N ig h t 's  Dream and the  Duke in Comedy o f  

E rro rs  bear  o u t  the b e l i e f  t h a t  in fr ingem en t  o f  laws is  im possib le  i f  

o rd e r  is  to  be m ain ta ined , a l th o u g h  fo r  d ram atic  re a so n s ,  Shakespeare  

a llow s both to e v e n tu a l ly  p u t  a s id e  the  laws which had been p re s e n te d  a t  

the  beginning of the  play as  so  s t r i c t .  In The M erchant o f  Venice  the  

drama s tem s from the  f a c t  t h a t  Shakespeare  does n o t  a llow the  law to be 

waived. The s i t u a t i o n  is  handled with more re a l is m  and the  s o lu t io n  is 

more s u b t le :  the  law is  c ircum vented  n o t  by the  deus ex  machina o f  the

r u l e r ,  bu t  by the  law i t s e l f ,  and the  balance  o f  the  S t a t e  is  kep t by 

adherance  to i t s  r u le s .  The d i s o r d e r  t h a t  Ulysses e n v isa g e s  as  a

consequence o f  the  g reed  fo r  power or  w ea lth  is  avoided, and the  

C h r i s t i a n s  do no t  e x t r a c t  the  u l t im a te  payment from Shylock as  they a re  

e n t i t l e d  to  do. They e x h ib i t ,  n o t  h i s  d e s i r e  fo r  revenge, which has

u l t im a te ly  d e s tro y e d  him, bu t  a m easure  o f  mercy.

3.e. The wolf

One o f  the key emblems in The M erchant o f  Venice  i s  the  image o f  Shylock 

a s ,  n o t  a dog, b u t  a wolf. The most o v e r t  r e f e re n c e  i s  in the  t r i a l  scene 

when G ra t ia n o ’s speech b r in g s  t o g e th e r  the  images o f  dog and wolf:

Thy c u r r i s h  s p i r i t
Govern'd a wolf who, han g ’d fo r  human s la u g h te r ,
Even from the  gallow s did h i s  f e l l  so u l  f l e e t ,
And, w h i l s t  thou la y e s t  in thy unhallowed dam,
In fu s ’d i t s e l f  in thee: fo r  thy d e s i r e s
Are w o lf ish ,  bloody, s ta r v 'd  and ravenous . (IV i 133-138)

It has  been a rgued  t h a t  the  above p assag e  i s  a d i r e c t  r e f e re n c e  to  the
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Lopez a f f a i r ,  which w il l  be d isc u sse d  f u l ly  in Chapter 5, s e c t io n  2.a., bu t 

in f a c t  the  image o f  the  wolf encompasses a whole c l u s t e r  o f  images, a l l  

of which a re  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a p p lic ab le  to Shylock.

S.e .i .  The wolf in sh e e p 's  c lo th in g

Barclay warns of f a l s e  appearances  in Of fa lsh o d e , g i i e  and d is c e a te , and

suche as fo low e them :

Some sh in e  w ithou t,  and a s  sw ete  bawme they sm ell  
But y e t  t h e i r  h e a r t e s  a re  f i l l e d  with  f a i s e n e s ,
And w ith in  the  sk in  more i l l  then  man can t e l l ,
As g i l e  and d i s c e a te  i u s t  th e rw i th  to  o pp resse ,
And wolves ra v is h in g  f u l l  o f  u n t h r i f t i n e s s e  
Bere shepes  sk innes ,  showing n o t  t h a t  they be 
Foxes w ith in ,  shewing o u t  s i m p l i c i t i e s 32

and in a l a t e r  s e c t io n  expands the  idea in to  an a t t a c k  on hypocrisy ,

s ta n z a s  5 and 18 o f  which run:

The w olfe o r  foxe i s  hid w ith in  the  sk in ,
Of the  s im ple  sheepe poore and innocent,
Mekenes w ith o u t,  bu t  p r id e  is  hid w ith in ,
The wordes f a i r e ,  bu t f a l s e  is  t h e i r  in te n t ,
No s o r t  by fa lshood  o r  wayes f r a u d u le n t ,
May sooner d isceyve , good foIke by any way,
Then th e  wicked s o r t  of y p o c r i t e s  may ...

... As foxes  f u l l  o f  fa lshood  and o f  g i le ,
By s u b t i l t i e  they a l l  t h e i r  workes g ide,
They boldly  o th e r  fo r  s t a t e ly n e s  r e v i l e ,
Yet a s  proude Lions a re  they accloyed with p r ide ,
And while  t h a t  they in company ab ide ,
They shewe them outw arde as Lambes innocent,
Like r a v is h in g  wolves y e t  a re  they o f  i n t e n t .133

The idea o f  the  wolf in sh e e p ’s  c lo th in g  is  p ro v e rb ia l  and is  an image

which Shakespeare  u se s  f r e q u e n t ly ,134 and in The M erchant o f  Venice  i t

a p p l ie s  to  Shylock’s a t te m p ts  to  t r a p  Antonio. I t  ap p ears  mainly in

emblematic l i t e r a t u r e  as  a metaphor fo r  hypocrisy . Barclay, in The M irrour

o f  Good Maners u ses  the  image

But amonge a l l  people  no man is  more damnable,
Then he which resem b le th  a sheepe f o r th  in the  sk in  
But by c r u e l l  purpose, and maners d isceyvab le ,
He is  in very  deede a rag ing  wolfe w i th in .135

The English  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  Ripa135 p rov ides  a v e rb a l  d e s c r ip t io n  a s  w ell  as

a woodcut o f  Hypocrisy I I l l u s t r a t i o n  51 who is  shown a s  a woman g iv ing

alms to  a c r ip p le  while  read ing  a mass book, bu t with the  legs  and f e e t  o f

a wolf to show ‘th a t  outw ardly  she  is a Lamb, bu t inwardly, a raven ing

Wolf’. Whitney’s F ront i s  n u lla  f id e s  r e f e r s  to  ‘raven ing  wolves, in sk innes

of lambes' in h i s  emblem warning a g a in s t  enemies d i sg u is e d  as  f r i e n d s ,137
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5, Cesare Ripa, Iconologia, (English trans la t ion  1709) 
'Hypocrisy', no,150, p.38

b, Cesare Ripa, Iconologia, (English trans la t ion  1709) 
'A va r ice ', no,31, p.8
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In the  l ine  immediately b e fo re  he says  'And H ypocrites ,  have Godlie wordes 

a t  w i l l ' :  Shylock has a lre a d y  dem onstra ted  t h i s  in h is  quo ting  o f

s c r i p tu r e ,  a s  Antonio has commented in I i i i  93-97:

Mark you th i s ,  Bassanio,
The d e v i l  can c i t e  S c r ip tu re  fo r  h i s  purpose.
An e v i l  so u l  producing holy w i tn e s s  
Is l ike  a v i l l a in  with a sm il ing  cheek,
A goodly app le  r o t t e n  a t  the  h e a r t .
0, what a goodly o u ts id e  fa lsehood  hath!

3 .e . i i .  Avarice

While Shylock p r e s e n t s  a su sp ic io u s ly  amicable facade  to Antonio and

Bassanio , he a ls o  e x h ib i t s  a n o th e r  v ice  w ith  which the  wolf was a s s o c ia te d

-  t h a t  of a v a r ic e  -  and th e re  can be no doubt t h a t ,  w hatever  Shylock’s

m otives a re ,  they  a re  a t  l e a s t  p a r t i a l l y ,  and I would a rg u e  la rg e ly ,  ro o ted

in envy of  the  f in a n c ia l  su c ce s s  of the  r e s p e c te d  and accep ted  f ig u re  of

the  m erchant. Emblems which p r e s e n t  a link between a v a r ic e  and the  wolf

a re  numerous. Ripa p e r s o n i f i e s  Avarice [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  61 as

An old Woman, p a le - f a c 'd ,  lean and melancholy, h e r  Pain makes h e r  lay 
one Hand upon her  Belly, ye t  seems to  devour a P urse ,  w ith  her Eyes, 
which she g ra s p s  in the  o th e r ,  accompanied only w ith  a hunger-  
s t a r v ’d Wolf.

Her P a leness  proceeds from h e r  Envy, t h a t  to rm en ts  h e r ,  to se e  he r
Neighbour r ic h e r  than h e r s e l f .  Her Eyes a re  f i x ’d on he r  Purse, i t
being h e r  ch ie f  D elight.  The Wolf deno te s  the  vo rac ious  Humour of 
the  cove tous ,  who would have o th e r  mens Goods by hook or by 
crook .138

The a s s o c ia t io n  of the  wolf w ith  a v a r ice  encompassed a s p e c ia l

r e l a t i o n s h ip  between the  wolf and the  m ise rly  u s u re r ,  who was p ic tu re d  as

having s p e c i f i c a l l y  lupine t r a i t s .  In Thomas Wilson’s A D iscourse  uppon

Usurye  he r e l a t e s  t h a t  ‘b e fo re  the  c o n q u e s t ’, wolves had been k i l l e d  fo r

money pe r  head, and had as  a  r e s u l t  been wiped ou t  in England. He goes on

to recommend t h a t  u s u re r s  should  likew ise  be ex te rm in a ted :

I doe th inke  you shoulde  doe a g r e a t e r  good deede to  thys  lande, 
then eve r  was doone by k y ll inge  o f  w olfes . For th e se  bee the  
g re e d ie  corm oraunte  w o lfes  in deede, t h a t  ravyn up both b e a s te  and 
man, who, whyles they walke in sheepe skynnes, doe c o v e r t ly e  devowre 
the  f locke  of  England, under co lou re  o f  t h e i r  w ea lth  and c o u n te r f e i t  
h o n e s ty .139

As Shy kick is  undoubtedly  a u s u re r  and h y p o c r i te ,  and a lso  a p p e ars  to be 

something o f  a m iser,  the  link is  a lre ad y  p re s e n t  by the  time G ra tiano  

makes a s p e c i f ic  r e f e re n c e  to  Shylock as  a wolf in the  t r i a l  scene  in l in e s  

133-138 a lre ad y  quo ted  above on page 60.
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3 .e . i i l .  Usury: g reed  and cannibalism

The wolf is  a ls o  an accep ted  symbol fo r  u s u r e r s . ’40 Brant c i t e s  a s  one of

the  company of  h i s  Ship o f  Fools the  man who borrows too much:

A prom inent, o u ts ta n d in g  fool 
Who must make borrowing a r u le  
And c r e d i t s  no t the  man who quo tes :
"Wolves e a t  no p ro m isso ry  n o t e s / '
Thus a ls o  he whose wrongs and s in  
God overlooks, to c h a s te n  him,
While d a i ly  he commits more i l l  
And God in heaven w a i ts  u n t i l  
The f in a l  hour w i l l  come around 
When h e  w il l  pay the  f in a l  pound  ...
... The man who’s c a re f u l  when he borrows 
Has bu t few c a re s  and fewer sorrow s;
T ru st n o t the men, th ey  are n o t true ,
Who'd s ig n  yo u r  bond and lend to  you;
I f  you c a n 't pay you  w il l  be b led ,
They 'l l  take  the  cover o f f  your bed.14' (my i t a l i c s )

B arc lay ’s t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  Brant p h rase s  i t  r a t h e r  d i f f e r e n t l y ,  se e in g  the

borrow er  a s  the  wolf:

A man t h a t  is  busy both even and morowe,
With ra v is h in g  claw es and in sa c ia b le ,
Of h is  f re n d e s  and ne ighbou rs  to  begge and to  borowe,
To th e  devouring w olfe i s  most l ike  or sem blable  ...

... He t h a t  ought boroweth which he can no t  pay,
Of a wolfe ra v ish in g  fo low eth  the  t ray n e ,
But though he a l l  swalowe y e t  can he by no way,
Devoure the  time nor the  p re f ix e d  day:
Wherefore i f  he then d isc e iv e  h i s  c r e d i to u r ,
He o f t  him c h a s te th  w ith  iu s t i c e  and r ig o u r .142

The idea t h a t ,  however much the  wolf e a t s ,  he cannot s a t i s f y  h is  a p p e t i t e

a p p l ie s  both to  lender and borrow er, and such i n s a t i a b l e  hunger is used by

Shakespeare  to  denote  g reed  fo r  power o r  w ealth .

In The M irrour o f  M a ie s tie , the  wolf is  a symbol of g reed:

The Wolfe and Lyon once to g e th e r  met,
And by agreem ent they t h e i r  pu rpose  s e t  
To hun t  to g e th e r :  when they had ob ta inde  
Their  b o o t ie  long pe rsude , the  Wolfe r e f r a in d e  
No more than form erly , from g re e d in e s s e ;
The Lyon apprehending , t h a t  much le s s e  
Might s a t i s f i e  a b e a s t  no b ig g er  growne,
Thought a l l  the  pu rchase  r a t h e r  was h i s  owne:
And though t su p p re ss io n  o f  a b e a s t  so base 
Was Iu s t ic e ,  to p re se rv e  the  common race  
Of ha rm lesse  b e a s t s ,  then sp e ed i ly  he t e a r e s  
The Wolfe, to take away t h e i r  u s u a l l  f e a r e s . 143

The v e rse  goes  on to liken the  wolf to  Rome and the  lion  to the  monarch,

p re se rv in g  the  coun try  from the  g reed  o f  the  C a tho lic  church. The
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a t t i t u d e  o f  the  poet shows t h a t  he s e e s  the  d e s t r u c t io n  of  th e  greedy

wolf as  s im ple  and r ig h te o u s  j u s t i c e .  Greed, a v a r ic e ,  envy, u su ry  and

m is e r l in e s s  a r e  a l l  r e p r e s e n te d  in the  image of the  wolf, and e x p re ss

them selves  in term s o f  hunger. ‘Ravening* is  the  most common a d je c t iv e  to

accompany ‘w o l f  in emblem l i t e r a t u r e ,  and is  a ls o  f re q u e n t  in

S hakespeare .’44 In emblem usage  the  word expands to include u s u re r s ,  so

th a t  even when the  animal is  no t  d i r e c t l y  invoked, the  image s p r in g s  to

mind. Barclay demands th a t ,  w ith  r e g a rd  to  ‘U surers  and O kerers '

The power o f  the lawe ought sh a rp ly  to  c h a s t ic e  
With ex trem e r ig o u r  and m o r ta l l  punishment 
This s o r t e  in fe c t iv e  t h a t  fo low eth  t h i s  v ice ,
This  raven ing  s o r t  worthy paynes v io le n t ,
Agaynst our Lordes dev ine  commaunderaent.’4S

Thus u su ry ,  envy and a v a r ic e  came to  be a s s o c ia te d  w ith  a c a n n ib a l i s t i c

e lem ent. When Bassanio in v i t e s  Shylock to  d ine (I i i i  28) he in tro d u c es

the  image o f  feeding  which Shylock fo llow s up w ith  h i s  words ‘Your worship

was the  l a s t  man in our m ouths ' (I i i i  55). In B a rc la y ’s  Of them th a t

w i l fu l ly  o ffe n d e , n o t  taking  heede to the  ende, and h u r te th  e v e ry  man, n o t

th in k in g  to  have th e ir  m a lice  rendred  agayne , the  image o f  e a t in g  with an

enemy becomes symbolic:

Be n o t  a g e s t  thou man who eve r  thou a r t ,
To suche as  loving outw arde  thou s e e s t  appere ,
M alic iously  w ith in ,  and of  envious h a r t ,
He b idde th  thee  e a te  and d r inke , and make good chere ,
With love, as f a m e  as  thou c a n s t  se e  o r  here :
But when such t r a y to u r s  m oste sw e te ly  on thee  sm ile ,
Then a re  they b u s y e s t  thee  f a l s ly  to  b e g ile  ...

Yea, o f t  he laugheth  as he were t r u e  and good,
G raunting  thy wordes what ever  th ing  thou say ,
Which in h i s  minde would fayne se e  thy h e a r t  b loud.146

Or as  Z eydel’s  modern t r a n s la t io n  of Brant p u ts  the  l a s t  l in e s

Some men w il l  sm ile  a f r ie n d ly  smile 
B ut e a t  yo u r  h e a r t  o u t a l l  the  w h ile .'*7

This b r in g s  to g e th e r  the  ideas  o f  envy, hypocrisy  and cann iba lism , and

r e f l e c t s  d i r e c t l y  on Shylock’s  in te n t io n s  tow ards Antonio. Shylock d e s i r e s

Antonio 's  h e a r t  and h i s  p lo t  is  m o tivated  by a d e s i r e  fo r  money (as w ell

a s  p o s s ib le  revenge). As Shylock r e v e a ls :

I w i l l  have the  h e a r t  o f  him, i f  he f o r f e i t ;  fo r ,  were he o u t  of 
Venice, I can make what m erchandise I w i l l .  ( I l l  i 116-118)

and the link between cov e to u sn ess ,  revenge  and cannibalism  can be seen  in

h is  remark to S a le r io  e a r l i e r  in the  same scene , when the  l a t t e r  asks  him

what good Antonio 's  f le s h  is  to him:

To b a i t  f i s h  w itha l .  If i t  w i l l  fe e d  no th ing  e l s e ,  i t  w i l l  fe e d  my 
revenge. ( I l l  i 45 -46) ^my i t a l i c s )
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His r o le  a s  ‘raven ing  w olf ' is  s u b s t a n t i a t e d  by h i s  language, and in II v 

he t e l l s  J e s s i c a  t h a t  he goes to  supper w ith  Bassanio 

in h a te ,  to fe e d  upon
The p ro d ig a l  C h r is t ia n .  (II  v 14-15) (my i t a l i c s )

U ly sses 's  speech on degree  in T ro ilu s  and C ressida  has  a lre ad y  been

mentioned in connection  with  the  dog, bu t  he a ls o  makes the  s ta te m e n t  th a t

... a p p e t i t e ,  an u n iv e r s a l  wolf ...
Must make p e r fo rc e  an u n iv e r s a l  prey,
And l a s t  e a t  up h im se lf .  ( T ro ilu s  and C ressida  I i i i  121, 123-124) 

Here U lysses is  us ing  the  image to  d e p ic t  t o t a l  d iso rd e r .  He does no t,  in 

f a c t ,  sp e c ify  which a p p e t i t e  he means, bu t  the  image was used in 

connection  w ith  s e v e ra l  v ices ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  p r id e ,  a v a r ic e  and envy, a l l  o f  

which Shylock is g u i l t y  of, and ‘deadly  s in s '  were seen  a s  se lf -consum ing  

and o b se ss io n a l .  Shylock’s p r id e  in h i s  c le v e rn e s s ,  envy of Antonio’s 

s t a t u s  and w ealth  and g reed  fo r  money which he s e e s  a s  being blocked by 

Antonio 's  f r e e  lending w i l l  e v e n tu a l ly  lead to  h i s  h u m il ia t in g  d e fe a t ,  and 

h is  d e s i r e  to  ‘feed upon' Antonio w il l  t u rn  upon i t s e l f .

3 .f .  Revenge: a  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e  emotion

Shy lock 's  in s i s te n c e  on the f u l f i lm e n t  of  the  bond s tem s from h is  b e l i e f  in

h is  own r ig h te o u s n e s s ,  b u t  B arc lay 's  O f them th a t w i l fu l ly  o ffe n d e , quoted

in p a r t  above, em phasises th a t  the  r i s k s  of w i l fu l ly  fo llow ing  a pa th  o f

revenge a re  a s  dangerous to  the  e v i ld o e r  a s  to  the  v ic tim , and i t  is

Shylock’s b l in d n ess  to  t h i s  kind o f  j u s t i c e  which u l t im a te ly  d e s t ro y s  him:

Here touche I fo o le s  and men w ith o u t  c o u n se l l ,
Which p u t t e th  many unto  b u s in e s  and payne,
And them so re  g re v e th  by t h e i r  dedes c ru e l l ,
Not th ink ing  to be se rved  with the  same agayne ...

Consider man o f t  time w ith in  thy minde,
The wrong th a t  thou w ouldes t  do to  thy neighbour,
Whether thou might in thy h e a r t  p a c ie n t ly  f inde ,
The same to s u f f e r  of him w ithou t  rancou r ,
Malice o r  i l l  w il l ,  w rath  or d i s p le a s u re :
For thou o u g h te s t  no t to  do unto  any c r e a tu r e  
That th ing  which thou o f  him would n o t  endure.

He th a t  w i l l  o th e r  men t h r u s t  by v io lence ,
Into a sacke  by e x to r t io n  and wronge,
Must in l ike  maner arme him with  pacience,
And s u f f e r  some blowes nowe and then  amonge,
To one i l l  tu rn e  ano the r  doth  belonge: ...

0 unwise fo o le  whom madnes doth  abuse,
Howe d a r e s t  thou by so hardy  fo r  to  do 
That to an o th e r ,  which thy s e l f e  would r e f u s e  
Of him to  be done to thee , y e t  some do so,
Making a p i t  fo r  o th e r s  h u r t  and wo,
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Iouidum Ouid. 
dcfcrioit z. Me* 
taaaoxph.

L a e r e t .
iftccrtt I nut iii udt 
«(u/«< ill* t jft p ttctem , 
l&um td fp n lA n , $Ur» 
f u t  inttdil h tn tr t ;
J f f  f i  tn Untir'u m Jw , 
*n»*j«m jKcnMMr̂ -

Oiiid.Iib-*• De 
JUieAoundi.

^ 4  IhuicUa dcfcripth»:
Ad K4. W.

\ T \7  h a t  hideous hagge with vifagc flerne appeares?
* V  Whofo feeble limroes, can fcarce the bodic (laic:

This, Enuie is: leane, pale, and full o f  yeares,
Who with the bliflc o f  other pines awaic.

And what declares, her earing vipers broode?
That poyfoned thoughts, bee euermore her fbode.

What raeanes her cies? fobleared, fore, and redd:
Her mourninge dill, to foe an others gaine.
And what is mentc by (hakes vpon her head?
The fruite that (piinges, o f  fuch a vcnomed braine.

But whle, tier harte (hee rentes within her bred?
It (hcwes her folfo, doth workc her ownc vnrcft.

Whic lookcs (hoe wroncc ? bicaufo (hee wouldc not foe,
An happic wight, which is to her a hell:
What other partes within this furie bee?
Her harte, with gall: her tonge, with fringes doth fwell.

And jade o f  all, her franc with prickes aboundes:
Which fhowcs her worries, wherewith the good fhee wOundcs,

I'ertUior feg ts  ef? alicnis fem fer in tgrU ,
Vfrittumjj pccHt g jA n d m  ybct bulxt.

Dt Itu

7, Geffrey Whitney, fi Choice o f Esblemes (Leyden, 1586) 
' Invidiae descript id  , p . 94
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Wherein h im se lfe  is  d e s tro y e d  a t  the  l a s t ,
And some in t h e i r  owne s n a re s  a re  taken f a s t  ...

But when th e s e  c a y t i f s  h a th  h u r t  a mans name,
Or done him in body or  goodes p re iu d ic e ,
They th inke  he ought n o t  to ren d e r  them the same,
Though i t  may be done by lawe and by i u s t i c e . 145

The hunger o f  envy and g reed  is  seen  n o t  only as  ru in o u s  fo r  the  v ic t im s ,

bu t a s  u l t im a te ly  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e .  Images o f  p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n s  te a r in g  a t

t h e i r  own h e a r t s ,  or  even e a t in g  them, a re  common. Whitney d e s c r ib e s  Envy 

a s  an old hag, with snakes  fo r  h a i r  and who ‘her  h a r t e  shee  r e n t e s  w ith in  

h e r  b r e s t ' . 149 [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  71 A lc ia t i  has the  same image:

A d i r t y  woman chewing on v ip e r 's  f l e s h
whose eyes  a re  p a in fu l ,  and who is  e a t in g  her  own h e a r t  
and who is  th in  and pa le ,  and who c a r r i e s  a thorny  s t a f f
in her  hand: th a t  is  the  way Envy is  p a in te d .150

3.g. Taking g i f t s  from enemies

Shylock's p lo t  n e a r ly  succeeds , because Antonio a c c e p ts  h i s  o f fe r e d  ‘g i f t ’

a t  face  va lue . His ‘merry bond* may n o t  a t  f i r s t  s i g h t  have much chance

of succeed ing  (Antonio fu l ly  ex p e c ts  to be ab le  to pay him) bu t he is

p repared  to  be p a t i e n t  in o rd e r  to  ru in  h i s  enemy. Antonio should  s u s p e c t

some underly ing  p lo t  from the  f a c t  t h a t  the  u s u a l ly  g rasp in g  u s u re r

fo rg o e s  h i s  i n t e r e s t .  This  is  Antonio’s normal p r a c t ic e ,  bu t  he must be

aware t h a t  i t  is  no t  the  Jew's. The em b lem atis ts  u rge  the  dange rs  o f

a ccep t in g  g i f t s  from dubious so u rces :  Whitney’s  emblem Inim icorum dona,

in fa u s ta  d e a ls  w ith  the  g i f t s  o f  enemies:

If o f  thy foe, thow d o e s t  a g i f t e  receave ,
Esteeme i t  no t ,  fo r  f e a re  the  f a t e s  doe lower,
And with the  g i f t e ,  o f t e  tyme th ie  l i f e  doe reave ,
Yea g i f t e s  wee reade , have suche a s e c r e t  power,

That o f te n t im e s ,  they LYNCEUS e ie s  doe b linde ,
And he t h a t  g iv es ,  the  taker  f a s t e  do th  binde ...

... Of m o r ta l l  foes ,  then see  noe g i f t e  thow take,
Althoughe a while, a t ru c e  w ith  them thow make.151

Shylock's ‘g i f t ’ of the  money i n t e r e s t - f r e e  w il l  ‘b in d e ’ Antonio and

ev e n tu a l ly  th r e a te n  h i s  l i f e .  A lc ia t i  u s e s  a c l a s s i c a l  i l l u s t r a t i o n  to pu t

a c ro s s  the  same idea in In dona hostium :

They say t h a t  s h ie ld -b e a r in g  Ajax and Trojan Hector exchanged
mementoes o f  the  wars.

Each accep ted  the in s trum en t  o f  h i s  own death :
the son o f  Priam the  sword b e l t ,  the  son of Telamon, the  unbending

sword.
For the  sword k i l le d  Ajax; while  the  b e l t ,  a t t a c h e d  to A c h i l le s ’

c h a r io t ,  d ragged  Hector to dea th .
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Thus the  g i f t s  t h a t  enemies send to enemies under the  p r e t e x t  of
c o u r te sy  bear  the  p r e s c ie n t  f a t e  of the  f u t u r e . 154

Shylock has  r e v e a le d  himseLf a s  b i t t e r  a t  Antonio 's  t re a tm e n t  o f  him in

I i i i  101-124 ending ‘and fo r  th e se  c o u r t e s i e s /  I ' l l  lend you th u s  much

moneys?’. Shylock r e t u r n s  Antonio’s ‘c o u r t e s i e s ’ by proposing  a ‘k in d n e s s ’ -

a bond which demands such a r id ic u lo u s  f o r f e i t  t h a t  Antonio cannot take i t

s e r io u s ly ,  and t r e a t s  i t  in term s o f  an o u t la n d is h  b e t  on a c e r t a in ty .  In

h i s  complacency he makes a s e r io u s  m istake , because  i t  is  c l e a r  t h a t

Shylock is  p repared  to  i n s i s t  on the  bond, should  A ntonio’s  a r g o s ie s  f a i l .

Antonio, however, is  c o n f id e n t  t h a t  they w i l l  succeed , and a c c e p ts  Shylock’s

o f f e r  as  a f r ie n d ly  g e s tu r e .  This is  h i s  second m is take , a s  i t  is  made

obvious t h a t  Shylock is  no f r ie n d  to Antonio, and w il l  be p rep a red  to do

any th ing  he can to ru in  him. Whitney warns in F ro n tes  n u lla  f id e s  o f

t r u s t i n g  a f r ie n d  who i s  d o u b tfu l  in h is  lo ya l ty  ‘No h a r t e ,  nor hand, see

th a t  you ioyne with  s u c h e ’.153 The re p e a te d  use  o f  the  word h e a r t  in the

emblems concerning f a l s e  f r ie n d sh ip  and b e t r a y a l  resound  in th e  play in

which Shylock assum es the  r o le  o f  f a l s e  f r ie n d ,  in te n t  on h i s  enemies

d e s t r u c t io n  by d e s i r in g  a pound of  Antonio’s f le s h  ‘N ea res t  h i s  h e a r t ’

accord ing  to the  bond (IV i 249). To demand the  h e a r t  i t s e l f  would be an

o v e r t  a c t  o f  murder; Shylock is  c a re f u l  when f i r s t  p roposing  the  bond, no t

to be too s p e c i f ic ;  he a sks  fo r

an equa l  pound
Of your f a i r  f le s h ,  to  be c u t  o f f  and taken
In what p a r t  o f  yo u r  body p ie a s e th  me. (I i i i  144-146) (my i t a l i c s )

At t h i s  s ta g e  he i s  c a re f u l  no t  to  mention the  h e a r t ,  and i t  may be th a t  

the  f u l l  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  the  s i t u a t i o n  have no t  y e t  occurred  to  him. By 

Act III h is  idea has hardened in to  s p e c i f ic  mention o f  Antonio 's  h e a r t ,  and 

by th i s  time, too, the  bond seems c lo s e r  to being f o r f e i t e d ,  a s  Tubal has  

j u s t  b rought news of  the  f a i l u r e  of Antonio’s v e n tu r e s .154 While Shylock 

has  no t  s t i p u l a t e d  the  h e a r t  i t s e l f  in the  bond, he g e t s  a s  c lo se  to  i t  as  

he can w ith o u t  o v e r t ly  c o a m it t in g  murder, by demanding

A pound of  f le s h ,  to  be by him cu t  o f f
N earest the  m erch a n t’s  h e a r t  (IV i 227-228)  (my i t a l i c s )

and h is  t ru e  d e s i r e  is  seen in c on tinu ing  to i n s i s t  on the  f o r f e i t  o f  f le s h  

when the o r ig in a l  deb t is o f f e r e d  back in m onetary term s, and even when 

the repayment is  o f fe re d  a t  th re e  tim es the p r in c ip a l ,  Shylock r e f u s e s .

3.h. The m iser

Shylock's l inks  with the emblematic view of  the  m is e r /u s u re r  appear  in y e t  

ano the r  co n te x t .  In II v Shylock commands J e s s ic a  to s h u t  up h i s  house
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£M<de parta male cttlabuntur.
In faneratores.

A N  vferer, whoic Idol was his goulde,
Within his holifc, a peeuifhe ape retain'd:

A  (cruaunt£ttc, for fiiche a miier oulde,
O f who m e  both mockes, and apilhemowcs, h$ gain'd.

Thus, cucrie daic he made nrs mailer fporte,
And to his clogge, was chained in the courte.

Aflengthe it hap’d? while grcedie graundfir din’dc?
The ape got loofe, and fbunde a windowe ope:
Where in he leap’dc, and all about did finde,
The G o d , wherein the Miicr put his hope?

Which fbone he broch’d , and forthc with (peede did flibge, 
And did deKghte on ftoncs to heare it ringc?

The fiehte, rightc well the paflers by did plcate,
Who did reioyce to finde thefc goalden crommcs:
That all their life, their pouertic did eafe.
O f goodes ill got, loe hcere the frui&c that commcs.

Looke hcrcvppon,you that hauc M i d a s  minor,
And bee pofieile with hartes as harde as flintc.

Shut windowes clofe, lefte apes doe enter in,
And doc difperfc your.goulde, you-doe adore.
But wouldc you leame to kcepe, that you do winne?
Then get it well, and hourde it not in (lore.

i f  not: no boultes, nor brafen barres will (erue,
For G od will walte your ftocke,and make your (lerue.

V-. 7tr

Si l x c t f f a x i i l  con- 
tcmieflcaac*, tmni- 
me vlura riorum ge­
nu: pctflmum inue. 
nitccut Pluutch. d t  
T fuc. T it,

A u a r i t ia  o m n u  f a  
fc  v i i i a h a b e t ’ A o U  
C e l l .  l i b .11 c a p .
I t  i d e m  l i b .

8, Geffrey Whitney, A Choice of Emblemes (Leyden, 1586) 
1 Mali parte mali dilahuntur', p. 169
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with  h e r s e l f  and h is  money in s ide .  This does n o t  s to p  he r  e scap ing

with  h i s  gold , and r e f l e c t s  W hitney's Emblem M ali p a r ta  m a li d ila b u n tu r

An u s e r e r ,  whose Idol was h i s  goulde,
Within h i s  house, a peev ishe  ape r e t a in 'd :
A s e rv a u n t  f i t t e ,  fo r  suche a m iser  ou lde,
Of whome both  mockes, and ap ish e  mowes, he g a in ’d.

Thus, e v e r ie  da ie  he made h i s  m as te r  s p o r te ,
And to  h i s  c logge, was chained in th e  c o u r te .

At leng the  i t  h a p ’d. While g re e d ie  g ra u n d s i r  d in ’de,
The ape g o t  loose, and founde a windowe ope:
Where in he leap 'de , and a l l  abou t did f inde ,
The GOD, wherein  the Miser p u t  h i s  hope,

Which soone he b roch ’d, and fo r  the  w ith  speede did  f l in g e ,
And did d e l ig h te  on s to n e s  to  h e a re  i t  r in g e  ...

Of goodes i l l  go t ,  loe hee re  the  f r u i c t e  t h a t  commes,
Looke hereuppon, you t h a t  have MIDAS m inte,
And bee p o s s e s te  w ith  h a r t e s  a s  h a rde  as f l i n t e ,

Shut windowes c lo se ,  l e s t e  apes  doe e n te r  in,
And doe d i s p e r s e  your goulde, you doe adore.
But woulde you lea rne  to  keepe, t h a t  you do winne,
Then g e t  i t  well, and hourde i t  n o t  in s to r e ,

If  no t:  no b o u l te s ,  nor b rasen  b a r re s  w i l l  se rv e ,
For GOD w il l  w as te  your s tocke , and make you s t e r v e . 155

The emblem, w ith  an id e n t ic a l  woodcut [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  81 ap p ears  in much the

same form in P.S.’s  t r a n s la t io n  o f  P a rad in .155 S h ak esp ea re ’s r e f e r e n c e s  to

apes a re  u s u a l ly  in connection  w ith  fo o l i s h n e s s  o r  w ith  im ita t io n .  He does

r e f e r  to one fab le  concerning an ape in Hamlet III iv 194-5, bu t,  as Harold

Jenkins  p o in ts  o u t  in h i s  n o te  in the  Arden e d i t io n  ‘i t s  fame has  not

s u rv iv e d ’157 a lthough  i t  is  c le a r  th a t  i t  is  fo o l i s h n e s s  t h a t  is  being

p i l l o r i e d .  J e s s i c a  is  locked in the  house like the  ape, and l ike  him she  is

l i t t l e  more than  a s e rv a n t ,  or a p o sses s io n .  She e lopes  while  he r  f a t h e r

is  o u t  to supper,  e scap ing  from the house. There is  no n a r r a t i v e  rea so n

why J e s s ic a  should  appear  above, nor why she should  n o t  b r ing  the  c a sk e t

of gold  and jew els  with her  when she leaves  the  house (presumably by the

door) bu t in s te a d  throw i t  down to  Lorenzo a s  he w a i ts  below the  window.

The d ram atic  u se  of the  upper leve l ,  h e ig h te n in g  the  se n se  of  s e c r e t  h a s te

is  deepened by the  c r e a t io n  o f  a d e l ib e r a t e  s ta g e  p i c tu r e  rep roduc ing  the

woodcut i l l u s t r a t i o n  of  Whitney's emblem in the p o s i t io n in g  o f  J e s s i c a  a t

the  h igher  leve l  o f  the  window from which she can to s s  her  f a t h e r ’s  gold

which, like  the  ape, she is  abou t to  s c a t t e r ;  a s  Tubal t e l l s  Shylock:

Your d a u g h te r  sp e n t  in Genoa, as  I heard , one n ig h t ,  fo u rs c o re  
d u c a ts  ... One o f  them showed me a r in g  th a t  he had o f  your 
d a u g h te r  fo r  a monkey. ( I l l  i 93 -94 , 102-103)

The use  o f  ‘monkey’ t i e s  in w ith  the  image o f  the  a p e . l6e J e s s i c a  and 

Lorenzo 's p r o d ig a l i ty  with Shylock’s money is  c o n t r a s te d  w ith  h i s  o b se ss iv e
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i n t e r e s t  in making ba rren  m eta l  b reed . The gold does no good hoarded in 

h i s  house; the  young lovers ,  by sp read in g  i t  around pu t  i t  to good use . 

Their  p h y s ic a l  a t tachm en t  to each o th e r  and the  f e r t i l i t y  implied by the  

p a ir in g  of  y o u th fu l  members o f  o p p o s i te  sexes  is  c o n t r a s te d  w ith  the 

s t e r i l i t y  o f  Shylock's concerns . Avarice is  a popu lar  t a r g e t  fo r  a t t a c k  in 

emblem books, p lays ,  p a g e an ts  and p a in t in g s :  i t  is  o f te n  condemned fo r  i t s  

s e l f i s h n e s s ,  and hence, b a r re n n e ss ,  and one of the  themes of The M erchant 

o f  Venice is  the  w i l l in g n e s s  of love to  g ive  f r e e ly ,  n o t  only o f  a f f e c t i o n  

but of gold.

3.j,  Women a s  p ro p e r ty

Shylock's demands t h a t  J e s s i c a  lock up the  house and s ta y  in s ide  r e f l e c t

the  s ta n d a rd  recommendation to  E lizabe than  husbands to s e c u re  t h e i r  wives

by ph y s ic a l  means. Barclay warns t h a t  e n c a rc e ra t in g  women is  u s e le s s  i f

they wish to escape:

For locke he r  f a s t ,  and a l l  h e r  lookes marke,
Note a l l  h e r  s te p p e s ,  and tw inkling  o f  h e r  eye,
Ordeyne thy w a tchers ,  and dogges fo r  to barke,
Bar f a s t  thy do res ,  and y e t  i t  w i l l  n o t  be:
Close h e r  in a Toure w ith  w a lle s  s t ro n g e  and hye,
But y e t  thou foo le  thou l o s e s t  thy t ra v a y le ,
For w i th o u t  she w il l ,  no man can kepe h e r  t a y l e .15-51

and in Z eyde l’s  t r a n s la t io n  of  B ra n t ’s O f Guarding’ W ives the  woman is

id e n t i f i e d  w ith  the house i t s e l f :

For e 'en  a padlock placed  be fo re  
The e n tra n c e ,  be i t  g a te  o r  door,
And many g ua rds  abou t the  house
Can’t  keep her  hones t  toward he r  sp o u se .150

This, o f  co u rse  r e f e r s  to m a r i ta l  i n f i d e l i ty ,  bu t the  u su a l  c o n te x t  fo r

th is  kind o f  t re a tm e n t  was where an old man had m arried  a young woman,

and could no t  keep her se x u a l ly  s a t i s f i e d ,  so th a t  she  was fo rced  to  look

e lsew here . This is  n o t  to  s u g g e s t  th e re  is  an in ce s tu o u s  r e l a t i o n s h ip

between Shylock and J e s s ic a ,  b u t  he f a i l s  to s a t i s f y  he r  need f o r  a

lover /husband by f a i l in g  to a r ra n g e  a m arr iage  fo r  h e r ,  and by demanding

th a t  she s t a y s  indoors. Like the  women in B ra n t 's  v e rse ,  however, she

escapes  both the  house and Shylock. Shylock, r a t h e r  than id e n t i fy in g

J e s s ic a  with a bu ild ing , i d e n t i f i e s  h is  house with a person:

But s to p  my house 's  e a r s  -  I mean my casem ents;
Let no t  the  sound of shallow  fo p p ’ry e n te r
My sober  house. (II v 33-35)

This foreshadows the confus ion  Shylock is  r e p o r te d  to e x p re s s  l a t e r  on 

between h is  d au g h te r  and h i s  d u c a ts :  he r e g a rd s  both a s  h i s  p ro p e r ty ,  bu t

in a r e v e r s a l ,  h is  house becomes human, while h i s  d a u g h te r  becomes
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inaniraate gold . Shyiock Imposes human s e n s i t i v i t y  to  h i s  house, but is 

incapable  o f  se e in g  the  human needs o f  h i s  d a u g h te r .  His a f f e c t i o n s  which 

should  be d i re c te d  tow ards l iv in g  be ings a re  c e n tre d  on inanim ate  o b jec ts ,  

and h i s  re sp o n se  towards J e s s i c a  is  n o t  a s  towards a n o th e r  human with  her  

own th o u g h ts  and fe e l in g ,  who has  a r i g h t  to  h i s  love, b u t  a s  h i s  

p ro p e r ty  -  h is  f le s h  and blood, h is  d au g h te r  -  who u p s e t s  h i s  whole

philosophy by a c t in g  as  a person  in h e r  own r ig h t .  The tu rm o il  t h i s

causes  in h i s  p r iv a t e  world i s  akin to t h a t  of many of Shakespeare 's

p a te r n a l  c h a ra c te r s  who find  them selves  in the  r o le  o f  f a th e r  to  a

r e b e l l io u s  d au g h te r .  While the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  p re s e n te d  by the  independent

behaviour o f  d a u g h te rs  o f te n  only c r e a t e s  a headache fo r  the  f a th e r ,  a s  

fo r  Prospero , Page, Egeus and B a p t is ta ,  in o th e r  c a se s  i t  leads  to  t ragedy , 

a s  fo r  C apule t and B raban tio , and in the  case  o f  Lear, madness. Like Lear, 

Shylock's m enta l s t a t e  becomes overthrow n. J e s s i c a ,  like  C ordelia ,  a c t s  in

a manner which is  t o t a l l y  unexpected  to h e r  s e l f - c e n t r e d ,  b lind  f a th e r ,  and

her ac t io n  d isp la y s  a condemnation of  h i s  l i f e - s t y l e  which he r e f u s e s  to  

face  up to. For Shyiock, love is  p o sse s s iv e ;  th e re  is  no p lace  in h i s  h e a r t  

to r  the  n a tu r a l ,  u n s e l f i s h  love of fam ily . For the  E liz a b e th a n s ,  a m is e r ’s 

love fo r  h i s  gold was o f te n  seen  in te rm s  of a p a te r n a l  a f f e c t i o n ,1*1 and 

Shyiock e x h ib i t s  t h i s  in h i s  i n a b i l i t y  to  d i s t in g u is h  between h i s  d u c a ts  

and h is  d a u g h te r .

3.k, The to rc h  and the  cand le

J e s s ic a  h e r s e l f  has  a r e l a t i o n s h ip  to  emblem l i t e r a t u r e  in her

to rch b ear in g .  Torches were used on a t h e a t r i c a l  leve l  a s  a way o f

id e n t i fy in g  to an audience  w atching in f u l l  d a y l ig h t  t h a t  a scene  was

tak ing  p lace  a t  n ig h t .  Torches u s u a l ly  id e n t i f i e d  an ou tdoor scene  while

t a p e r s  or cand les  s ig n i f i e d  an i n t e r i o r . 1*2 In Robert F a r le y ’s  Lychnocausia

each emblem is  c e n tred  around the  image of a l ig h t ,  u s u a l ly  a cand le , bu t

emblem 50 I f  thou abroad, I  a t  home is i l l u s t r a t e d  by a man hold ing  a

torch  with a c a n d le s t ic k  on the ta b le  b es id e  him. The v e rse  e x p la in s

The waxen to rch  is  ab le  to  endure
The winds, when Aeolus p u ts  them in u re ,
I t  leads  the  way in da rknesse  o f  the  n ig h t ,
And, though the s e re n e  f a l l ,  i t  shewes h i s  l ig h t :
The candle  s t i l l  lu rks  a t  home, and th e re  doth  show 
I t s  l ig h t ,  no t  ca r ing  how the  winds doe blow,
This as the  houses  joy a t  home doth s ta y ,
The o th e r  s t i l l  abroad doth  make h i s  way.
The hardy husband from h i s  house goes f o r th  
Seeking to compasse b u s in e s s  o f  worth;
He s a i l e s  by rockes and sands, e a re ly  and la t e
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£hu m t alit m t cxtmguit. i Si

Ev en  as the waxc dothe fcedc, and quenche the flame. 
So, louc giues life; and louc, difpairc doth giue:

The godlic louc, doth loucrs croune with fame:
The wicked loue, in fliaine dothe make them line.

Then lcaueto loue, or louc as rcafon will,
For, loucrs Icwdc doc vainlic Lmguifhc flill.

9, Geffrey Whitney, A Choice o f Eabletstes (Leyden, 1586) 
' Qui me a l i t  me extinguit ' , p, 183
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He t o i l e s ,  and seekes  to  pu rchase  an e s t a t e :
The w ife  a t  home much l ike  a s n a i i e  she  s i t s  
On h o u s -w if ry  employing a l l  h e r  w its :
Ulysses in h i s  t r a v e l s  hard  did s h i f t ,
Penelope a t  home did use  her  t h r i f t . 163

The s ig n i f ic a n c e  o f  J e s s i c a 's  move from inside  to  o u ts id e ,  from c a n d le l ig h t

to to r c h l ig h t  is  emphasised by h e r  adop ting  male c lo th in g .  She

sym bolica lly  moves from a fem inine ro le ,  a s  s u b s e r v ie n t  d a u g h te r ,  to a

m asculine  one as  breadw inner, p rov id ing  the  w ealth  needed fo r  the  v e n tu re .

The importance o f  t h i s  change in se x u a l  s t a t u s ,  and the  consequen t change

in s o c ia l  p o s i t io n ,  w i l l  be d isc u sse d  more f u l ly  in Chapter 3, pp .140-1,

below.

For J e s s ic a ,  the  use of  the  to rch  a ls o  in d ic a te s  th e  s ec recy  o f  an

elopem ent c a r r ie d  o u t  in d a rkness ,  bu t  i t  has a n o th e r  emblematic meaning. 

Shakespeare  r e f e r s  in P e r ic le s  to  the  common emblem of the  to rch  which 

e x t in g u is h e s  i t s e l f  where the  fo u r th  knigh t c a r r i e s  a s h ie ld  w ith  the

emblem

Thaisa: A burning to rch  t h a t ' s  tu rn ed  ups ide  down;
The word, 'Quod me a l i t ,  me e x t i n g u i t ’.

Simonides: Which shows t h a t  beau ty  ha th  h i s  power and w i l l ,
Which can a s  w ell  inflame as  i t  can k i l l .

(P e r ic le s  II i i  32-35)

which is  very  c lo se  to Whitney's emblem Qui me a l i t  me e x t in g u i t

[ I l l u s t r a t i o n  91:

Even as  the  waxe do the  feede , and quenche the  flame,
So, love g iv es  l i f e ;  and love, d i s p a i r e  doth  g ive:
The g o d l ie  love, doth lovers  croune w ith  fame:
The wicked love, in shame do the  make them live .

Then leave to  love, or love as  rea so n  w il l ,
For, lovers  lewde doe v a in l ie  langu ishe  s t i l l . 164

Je s s ic a  c a r r i e s  a to rch  fo r  Lorenzo, no t as  in the  American usage , to

sym bolise u n req u i ted  love, bu t to  r e p r e s e n t  t h e i r  burning love fo r  each

o th e r .  This is  n o t  the  ‘lewde' love warned a g a in s t  in the  v e rse :  Lorenzo’s

adm ira t ion  fo r  J e s s i c a  is  based on he r  v i r t u e s ,  no t  h e r  body:

she is  w ise, i f  I can judge o f  her,
And f a i r  she  i s ,  i f  t h a t  mine eyes  be t ru e ,
And t ru e  she  is ,  a s  she ha th  prov 'd  h e r s e l f .  (II v i 53 -55)

They have a ‘g o d l ie '  love fo r  each o th e r ,  and on a deeper  leve l ,  Lorenzo’s 

love fo r  J e s s i c a  w il l  b r ing  h e r  to  God and save  h e r  s o u l .  Launcelo t 

b e l ie v es  th a t  because J e s s i c a  was born a Jew, she is  damned bu t J e s s ic a  

responds:
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I s h a l l  be s a v ’d by rny husband; he h a th  made me a C h r is t ia n .
( I l l  v 16-17)

This r e f l e c t s  the  P au line  b e l i e f  t h a t  s t a t e s  ‘the  unbeleev ing  w ife  is

s a n c t i f i e d  by the husband’.1 es The to rc h  t h a t  J e s s i c a  c a r r i e s  fo r  Lorenzo,

th e re fo re ,  w i l l  l ig h t  her  own way to heaven. The idea t h a t  l ig h t  in the

form o f  a lamp or  to rch  re p re s e n te d  l i f e  can be found in H orapo llo 's

H ie ro g lyp h ics '66 where Green t r a n s l a t e s  the  emblem:

To in t im a te  l i f e  they p a in t  a burning lamp: because  so long a s  the  
lamp is kindled i t  g iv e s  f o r th  l ig h t ,  bu t  being e x tin g u ish e d  sp re a d s  
da rkness ;  so a ls o  the  so u l  being f re e d  from the body we a re  w i th o u t  
see in g  and l i g h t . ”37

Green qu o tes  from A ntony and C leopatra:

... look,
Our lamp is  s p e n t ,  i t ’s o u t  CIV xv 8 4 -85 )

and

Since the  to rch  is  ou t,
Lie down, and s t r a y  no f a r t h e r  CIV xiv 45 -46)

to s u b s t a n t i a t e  h i s  argum ent t h a t  Shakespeare  must have been aware of 

t h i s  image, bu t  he does no t mention the  more pow erfu l r e f e r e n c e s  of 

Othello:

Put o u t  the  l ig h t ,  and then  p u t  o u t  the  l ig h t .
If I quench thee , thou flam ing m in is te r ,
I can aga in  thy former l ig h t  r e s t o r e ,
Should I r e p e n t  rne; bu t once pu t  o u t  thy l ig h t ,
Thou c u n n in g 's t  p a t t e r n  o f  e x c e l l in g  n a tu re ,
I know no t  where i s  th a t  Promethean h e a t
That can thy l ig h t  relume <V i i  7 -13)

and Macbeth ‘Out, ou t ,  b r i e f  cand le !’ CV v 23) nor the  s p e c i f ic  r e f e r e n c e  to 

a to rch  as  l i f e  in 1 Henry VI

Here d ie s  the  dusky to rch  of Mortimer. (II  v 12)

While J e s s i c a ’s  to rch  r e p r e s e n t s  n o t  only h e r  ph y s ic a l  l i f e ,  bu t th e  d iv ine  

l ig h t  of her  so u l ,  the  r e l a t i o n s h ip  with the  Macbeth q u o ta t io n  c o n ju re s  up 

an o th e r  image, t h a t  of the  p e n i te n t .  Lady Macbeth appears  in a s h i f t ,  

c a r ry in g  a candle , and a s  such rep ro d u ces  the s tock  image o f  the  r e p e n ta n t  

s in n e r ,  who was fo rced  to  walk to church, d re s se d  only in a s h i f t  and 

ca r ry in g  a candle  as  a  symbol of her p e n i te n c e .” -1’13 Shakespeare  was aware 

of t h i s  t r a d i t i o n ,  a s  can be seen in 2 Henry VI (II iv) where the  Duchess 

of  G louces te r  appears ,  walking through the  s t r e e t s ,  d re s se d  in a w hite  

s h e e t  and ca r ry in g  a burning ta p e r ,  as  a penance imposed by the c o u r t  fo r  

he r  p a r t  in summoning s p i r i t s ,  and he must s u re ly  have read  the  s to r y  o f  

Jane Shore in Hoi inshed while working on Richard I I I  in which she  was made 

to do
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open penance, going be fo re  the  c ro s s e  in p ro cess io n  upon a sundaie  
w ith  a ta p e r  in h i r  h a n d . '03

while Lady Macbeth ou tw ard ly  shows no rem orse  fo r  he r  p a r t  in the  crime, 

h e r  behav iour when a s le e p ,  a t  which time her subconsc ious  tak e s  over,

r e v e a ls  her  d e e p -s e a te d  f e e l in g s  of g u i l t ,  J e s s ic a ,  innocent of any g u i l t  

excep t her  b i r th ,  in c a r ry in g  he r  to rch , assum es the  a t t r i b u t e  of the  

p e n i te n t ,  and m an ife s ts  her w i l l in g n e s s  to  ab ju re  Judaism and convert  to

C h r i s t i a n i ty .

The candle  is  a ls o  used by s e v e r a l  em b lem a tis ts  to sym bolise  th e  dangers

of f a l l in g  in love, and the  image u s u a l ly  r e p r e s e n t s  a moth f ly in g  too

near  to the  candle  flame, and becoming s in g e d . '70 In some c a se s  the

c a n d le s t ic k  is  de p ic ted  in the  shape of a woman.171 Love is  both

p le a s u ra b le  and p a in fu l  and can r e s u l t  in danger. In The M erchant o f

Venice , however, i t  is  no t  the  lovers  them selves  who a re  in danger, bu t  the

f a i t h f u l  f r ie n d ,  and the c o n f l i c t  between love and f r ie n d sh ip  forms

ano the r  major theme of the  p lay. The f i f t h  s ta n z a  of Whitney's emblem

F e r fid u s  fa m il ia r is  s e rv e s  to  show the  importance to the  E liz a b e th a n s  of

the c u l t  of f r ie n d sh ip .

But, i f  thou doe inioye a f a i t h f u l l  f rende ,
See th a t  w ith  ca re ,  thou keepe him a s  thy l i f e :
And i f  perhappes he doe, t h a t  maye o ffende ,
Yet waye they f rende : and shunne the  cause  of s t r i f e ,

Remembringe s t i l l ,  th e re  is  no g r e a t e r  c ro sse ;
Then o f  a f rende , fo r ,  to s u s ta in e  the  I o s s e . '72

To Bassanio, the  w o rs t  th ing  th a t  can happen is  fo r  him to lose  Antonio;

he is  even (so he says)  w i l l in g  to s a c r i f i c e  h i s  newiy-won w ife  whom he

loves fo r  the  sake o f  h is  f r ie n d .  P o r t ia  h as  to f ig h t  ano the r  c o u r t  case ,

th a t  o f  love vs. f r ie n d sh ip ,  and to prove th a t  the  two a re  n o t  e n t i r e l y

m utua lly  e x c lu s iv e ,  bu t the  ten s ion  between the  demands o f  love and

f r ie n d sh ip  w il l  be d isc u sse d  in s e c t io n  7. o f  Chapter 3 below.
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C hapter  2 

THE CASKETS

The sc en e s  which show the  choosing o f  the  c a sk e ts  a r e  a r ra n g e d  to  p r e s e n t  

a p ic tu r e  o f  a form al, r i t u a l i s t i c  ceremony. Three s u i t o r s  make th e i r  

choice from th re e  c a sk e ts ,  which P o r t i a  d i s c lo s e s  by draw ing back a 

c u r t a in ,  and the  t e s t  r e v e a l s  the  m enta l  p ro c e s s e s  o f  th e  s u i t o r s ’ cho ices .

The t e s t i n g  o f  the  s u i t o r s  in the  c a sk e t  scenes  a r e  a s  much t r i a l  scen es  

a s  Act IV, scene  i, P o r t ia  a d h e re s  to  th e  law of  the  cou n try ,  w hether  i t  

be Belmont o r  Venice, and th e  o th e r  c h a r a c te r s  a r e  o b l iged  to  do so  too. 

P o r t i a ’s  s u i t o r s  must a g re e  to  c o n d it io n s  b e fo re  making t h e i r  choice , and 

having f a i l e d ,  must keep t h e i r  vows, however r e l u c t a n t ly .  Shyiock, like  

Morocco and Arragon, makes the  wrong choice, choosing  to  p u rsu e  h i s

revenge  to th e  l im its ,  and h i s  p e rse v e ra n c e  in s t i c k in g  to  h i s  m isguided

de c is io n  r e s u l t s  in h i s  lo s ing  n o t  only the  b a t t l e ,  b u t  the  war a s  w ell.

1. The c a s k e t s  a s  emblems

The th re e  c a s k e t s  r e p r e s e n t  the  most o v e r t  r e f e r e n c e  to  emblematic

l i t e r a t u r e  in the  p lay . They a re ,  in them selves , p h y s ic a l  examples o f  a

page from an emblem book, embodying the  ty p ic a l  t h r e e - p a r t  s t r u c t u r e  o f

h ea d lin e  cap tio n ,  a r t i s t i c  r e a l i t y  and e x p la in a to ry  v e rse .  Each c a sk e t

c o n ta in s  a m otto  -  Who chooseth  me s h a ll  ga in  what many men d e s ir e , Who

chooseth  me s h a ll  g e t  as much a s  he d e se rv e s  and Who chooseth  me m ust

g iv e  and hazard  a l l  h e  h a th ; an i l l u s t r a t i o n  -  a s k u l l ,  a p i c tu r e  o f  a

foo l  and a p o r t r a i t  o f  P o r t ia ;  and a v e rs e  -  f o r  the  gold ca sk e t :

All t h a t  g l i s t e r s  is  n o t  go ld ,
Often  have you heard  t h a t  to ld ;
Many a man h is  l i f e  h a th  s o ld  
But my o u t s id e  to behold.
Gilded tombs do worms in fo ld .
Had you been a s  w ise as  bold,
Young in limbs, in judgment o ld ,
Your answer had n o t  been i n s c r o l l ’d.
Fare  you w ell,  your s u i t  is  cold. (II  v i i  65 -73 )

fo r  the  s i l v e r  ca sk e t :

The f i r e  seven  tim es t r i e d  th is :
Seven tim es t r i e d  t h a t  Judgment is  
That did never  choose am iss.
Some th e re  be t h a t  shadows k is s ,
Such have bu t  a shadow's b l i s s .
There be fo o ls  a l iv e  iwis 
S i l v e r ’d o ’e r ,  and so was t h i s .
Take what w ife  you w i l l  to  bed,
I w i l l  ev e r  be your head.
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So be gone; you a r e  sped. (II ix 63 -72)

and fo r  the  lead caske t :

You t h a t  choose n o t  by th e  view,
Chance a s  f a i r  and choose a s  t ru e !
Since t h i s  fo r tu n e  f a l l s  to  you,
Be c o n te n t  and seek  no new.
If  you be w ell  p le a s 'd  w ith  t h i s ,
And hold  your f o r tu n e  fo r  your b l i s s ,
Turn you where your lady is
And claim h e r  w ith  a loving k i s s .  ( I l l  i i  131-138)

In each c a se  the  v e rs e  s e rv e s  to  exp la in  the  m otto  and symbolic 

i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  a s  was the  fu n c t io n  o f  the  emblem v e rs e s .  The e lem en t o f  

m o ra l is in g  is  p r e s e n t  in both  emblems and c a sk e ts ,  and in a p lay  which has  

i t s  climax in a t r i a l  scene , the  warning t h a t  t r u e  and w ise  judgem ent must 

be ap p lied  is  a h igh ly  a p p ro p r ia te  one. However, the  c a s k e ts  have a deeper  

fu n c t io n  than  a mere d ram atic  r e p r e s e n ta t i o n  o f  the  pages  o f  an emblem 

book.

2. The f a i r y - t a l e  e lem en t in th e  c a s k e t  s c en e s

The ep isode  o f  the  c a s k e ts  in The M erchant o f  Venice  h a s  been d e sc r ib ed

by s e v e r a l  c r i t i c s  a s  having a f a i r y - t a l e  q u a l i ty .  The winning o f  a

b e a u t i f u l  p r in c e s s  by perfo rm ing  some ta sk ,  o f te n  o f  seeming im p o ss ib l i ty

and o f  a n a tu r e  i r r e le v a n t  to  the  wooing o f  the  lady, is  a  common e lem ent

in f a i r y  s t o r i e s .  The ap p a re n t  a r b i t r a r i n e s s  o f  the  ta sk  imposed g iv e s  the

t a l e  i t s  m agical q u a l i ty .  A gains t  t h i s  magic world is  p laced  the  b u s in e s s

world o f  Venice, and the  two would a t  f i r s t  s ig h t  appear  to be m utua lly

incom patib le . They a r e  d e l ib e r a t e ly  c o n t r a s te d  bu t  a r e  l inked to g e th e r  by

u n r e a l i s t i c  o r  e x a g g e ra te d  e lem en ts  in both. Hermann U lr ic i  p o in t s  o u t

t h a t  Sch lege l j u s t l y  remarks:

in the  same way a s  the  noble  Antonio i s  made an a g re e a b le  c o n t r a s t  
to  the  h a t e f u l  Shyiock, so  we f ind  t h a t  the  law su it  between them -  
which i s  indeed n o t  a b s o lu te ly  u n n a tu ra l ,  y e t  e x trem e ly  unusua l  -  
has  i t s  c o u n te rp o ise  in the  eq u a l ly  unusua l  c o u r t s h ip  between P o r t ia  
and Bassanio; the  one is  made p robab le  by the  o t h e r .1

The f a i r y t a l e  im probab il ity  is  enhanced by th e  f a c t  t h a t  a  second p a i r  o f  

lovers ,  G ra tiano  and N er is sa ,  depend on the  c o r r e c t  choice o f  Bassanio  fo r  

th e i r  own happ iness ,  a  co n d it io n  which has no lo g ic a l  reason ;  U lr ic i  goes  

on:

We may add t h a t  P o r t i a 's  f a t e ,  owing to the  o b s t in a c y  o f  h e r  
deceased  f a th e r ,  a p p e a rs  bound to  the  de c is io n  o f  chance, and th a t ,  
in c o n t r a s t  to  t h i s ,  h e r  maid N e r is sa  v o lu n ta r i ly  makes he r  own 
happ iness  dependent upon the  f o r tu n e  o f  he r  m is t r e s s ;  and th a t ,  
aga in ,  t h e i r  c o n s tra in e d  w i l l  and in c l in a t io n s  form a decided
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c o n t r a s t  to  J e s s i c a ’s  v o lu n ta ry  choice, which o f fe n d s  both law and 
r i g h t . 2

3. The m oral meaning o f  th e  c a s k e ts

S hakespeare 's  p robab le  so u rce  fo r  the  s to r y  of the  c a s k e ts  would appear  to

be H is to ry  32 o f  the  G esta Romanorum3 in which th e  v i r tu o u s  d a u g h te r  o f

the  King o f  Ampluy is  t e s t e d  by the  Emperor a s  to h e r  w o r th in e ss  to  marry

h i s  son by g iv ing  h e r  a  choice o f  th r e e  v e s s e l s .  The f i r s t ,  o f  gold s e t

w ith  p rec io u s  s to n e s ,  was f i l l e d  w ith  bones and engraved Who so  chooseth

mee s h a ll  f in d e  th a t h e  d e serv e th . The second was o f  s i l v e r  and con ta ined

e a r th  and worms and was engraved  Who so  chooseth  me s h a ll  f in d e  th a t h i s

n a tu re  d e s ir e th  and the  t h i r d  was o f  lead, f i l l e d  w ith  p re c io u s  s to n e s  and

engraved  Who so  chooseth  mee, s h a ll  f in d e  th a t God h a th  d isp o se d  fo r  h im .

The p r in c e s s  chooses th e  lead c a sk e t  and is  m arried  to  the  Emperor’s  son.

The h i s to r y  ends w ith  a m o ra l is a t io n  in which the  p r in c e s s  i s  exp la ined  a s

the  so u l  and the Emperor a s  C h r is t .  The choice  o f  v e s s e l  r e p r e s e n t s  the

choice between the  p a th s  o f  r ig h te o u s n e s s  and e v i l ,  between l i f e  and dea th ,

and makes re f e re n c e  to  Deuteronomy 30. 15-20 where Moses warns:

Beholde, I have s e t  b e fo re  thee  t h i s  day l i f e  and good, d ea th  and 
e v i l l  ... But i f  th in e  h e a r t  tu rn e  away, so t h a t  thou w i l t  n o t  obey 
bu t  s h a l t  be seduced and worship o th e r  gods, and s e rv e  them, I 
pronounce un to  you t h i s  day, t h a t  ye s h a l l  s u re ly  p e r i s h  ... T h e rfo re  
chose l i f e ,  th a t  both thou and thy sede  may l ive  By loving the  Lord
thy God, by obeying h i s  voyce, and by c leav ing  unto  him: fo r  he is
thy l i f e ,  and the  leng th  o f  thy dayes: t h a t  thou m ais t  dwel in the  
land which the  Lord sw are  un to  thy f a th e r s ;  Abraham, Izhak and 
Iaakob, to  g ive  them.

B arbara K. Lewalski c i t e s  the  moral im p lica tion  o f  the  c a s k e ts  a s

r e p r e s e n t in g  C h r i s t i a n  love in a rom antic  co n tex t ;  they ‘s ig n i f y  everym an’s

choice of  the  p a th s  to s p i r i t u a l  l i f e  o r  d e a th ’.4 Throughout B assan io 's

c a sk e t  scene  both he and P o r t ia  make f re q u e n t  r e f e r e n c e  to  ‘l i f e ’, ‘love ’

and ‘d e a th ’:

Bassanio: Let me choose;
For a s  I am, I l iv e  upon the  rack  ...
There may a s  w ell  be am ity  and l i f e
'Tween snow and f i r e  a s  t re a s o n  and my lo ve  ...
Promise me l i f e ,  and I ’l l  c o n fe s s  the  t r u th .

P o r t ia :  Well then, co n fess  and l iv e ,
Bassanio: ‘C onfess’ and ‘lo ve '

( I I I  i i  2 4 -2 5 ,  30 -31 , 34 -35 )  (my i t a l i c s )

P o r t ia :  L ive  thou, I l iv e  (III  i i  61) (my i t a l i c s )

B assan io 's  choice  w i l l  a f f e c t  bo th  he and P o r t ia .  Unlike Shyiock, who l iv e s  

fo r  h i s  m a te r ia l  goods and d e c la re s  l i f e  w i th o u t  them to  be n o n e x is te n t

Shyiock: Nay, take  my l i f e  and a l l ,  pardon n o t  th a t .
You take  my house when you do take  the  prop
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That do th  s u s t a i n  my house: you take  my l i f e
When you do take  the  means whereby I l ive .  (IV i 369-372)

Bassanio  and P o r t ia  l ive  fo r  love. They love each o th e r ,  b u t  P o r t i a  must

be won accord ing  to  the  laws la id  down by h e r  f a th e r .  She w i l l  n o t  s toop

to ch e a t ,  j u s t  a s  in the  c o u r t  scene  she p r e v a i l s  over Shyiock by using

the  law r a t h e r  than evading or s id e s te p p in g  i t .  Both B assanio  and P o r t ia

r e a l i s e  t h a t  th e  choice o f  the  wrong c a sk e t  w i l l  r e s u l t  in t h e i r  dea th ,

s p i r i t u a l l y  and em otiona lly  i f  n o t  p h y s ic a l ly .  This  echoes the  r e l i g io u s

m ora l is ing  o f  the  G esta  s to r y  where the  wrong choice i s  in te r p r e te d  a s  the

tak ing  o f  the  wrong pa th  and i t s  r e s u l t  in s p i r i t u a l  d e a th ,  w hile  the  r i g h t

choice leads  to  e v e r l a s t in g  l i f e .

4. G etting  and g iv in g

Shakespeare  has  a l t e r e d  the  G esta  i n s c r ip t io n s ,  t r a n s p o s in g  the  go ld  and

s i l v e r  m ottoes  so t h a t  h i s  gold  c a sk e t  c a r r i e s  the  in s c r ip t io n  Who

chooseth  me, s h a ll  g a in  what many men d e s ir e  and the  s i l v e r  Who chooseth

me s h a ll  g e t  a s  much a s  he d eserves , The major change is  in the

in s c r ip t io n  o f  the  lead cask e t ;  Who chooseth  me, m u st g iv e  and hazard  a l l

he hath . Z eyde l 's  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  B ra n t 's  O f F oo lish  P lans  w arns

If  you would v e n tu re  som ething bold,
Reserves  a re  needed, cash and gold,
To reach  your d i s t a n t  d e s t i n a t io n  
Of which you dream w ith o u t  c e s s a t io n  ...5

the  im p lica tion  being t h a t  one m ust be p rep a re d  to  spend in o rd e r  to  ga in .

The choice o f  the  lead c a sk e t  in S h akespea re 's  p lay , however does no t

r e l a t e  s o le ly  to  m a te r ia l  ga in ,  b u t  embodies the  image o f  man and h i s

w il l in g  s a c r i f i c e  to  e a rn  the  g r e a t  s p i r i t u a l  p r iz e ,  and in v i t e s  a

comparison w ith  the  p a ra b le  o f  the  man who so ld  e v e ry th in g  he had in

o rd er  to buy a f i e ld  in which a t r e a s u r e  was h idden .6 The t r e a s u r e

sym bolises  C h r is t  and the  man who hazard s  e v e ry th in g  to  o b ta in  the

t r e a s u r e  is  the  C h r is t ia n .  Bassanio  p a r a l l e l s  the  C h r i s t i a n  in h i s

w i l l in g n e ss  to r i s k  e v e ry th in g  to  o b ta in  the  u l t im a te  t r e a s u r e ,  P o r t i a .  In

the G esta  the  choice is  r e l a t e d  to  a w i l l in g  subm ission  to  th e  w il l  o f  God

r a t h e r  than an a c t iv e  se a rc h  fo r  s p i r i tu a l / e m o t io n a l  f u l f i lm e n t .  However,

in both c a se s  the  requ irem en t  on the  p a r t  o f  th e  chooser  i s  h u m il i ty ,  and

both  Bassanio and the  p r in c e s s  in the  G esta  h i s to r y  show t h i s  q u a l i ty ,  bu t

in The M erchant a  f u r t h e r  q u a l i ty  i s  r e q u i r e d ,  t h a t  o f  courage . The

chooser must n o t  only gamble on the  choice  o f  the  c a s k e t s ,  b u t  i f  he

chooses the  lead c ask e t ,  on the  p r iz e  a s  w ell .  The s i l v e r  and gold  c a s k e ts

both  seem to promise good rew ards;  e i t h e r  what th e  chooser  d e s e rv e s  or
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10. Nicholas H i l l i a r d ,  Portrait of a Young Man among Roses ( c 1587) 
13,6 x 7,3 cfiti S a l t i ng  Bequest, V i c t o r i a  and A lbe r t  Museum, London
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what many o th e r s  d e s i r e .  The lead c a sk e t  only p rom ises  r i s k ;  the  chooser 

must g ive  away r a t h e r  than  re c e iv e  any th ing . What Morocco and Arragon 

f a i l  to  r e a l i s e  is  t h a t  love can only be rec e iv e d  i f  i t  is  g iven  f i r s t ,  the  

exchange must be a f r e e  one.

Although the  choice o f  the  r i g h t  c a sk e t  i s  n o t  im possib le  in i t s  own r ig h t ,

i t  depends on a kind o f  lo t t e r y ;  and a lth o u g h  Bassanio  re a s o n s  h i s  choice,

he is  a ls o  dependent on good fo r tu n e .  In a f a i r y - t a l e  world, f a i r y - t a l e

conventions  apply . As W. H. Auden p o in ts  o u t ,  Belmont

is  a world in which, u l t im a te ly  good fo r tu n e  i s  th e  s ig n  o f  moral 
goodness, i l l  f o r tu n e  o f  moral badness. The good a r e  b e a u t i f u l ,  r ic h  
and speak  w ith  f e l i c i t y ,  the  bad a r e  ugly , poor and speak c ru d e ly .7

Bassanio, however much c r i t i c s  may l ike  to  accuse  him o f  f o r tu n e -h u n t in g ,

is  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  the  id ea l  Renaissance  young man, handsome and born to

be admired both  by men and women; the  kind o f  young man d e p ic te d  in the

p o r t r a i t  m in ia tu re  by N icholas H i l l ia rd  o f  c l5 8 7 e I I l l u s t r a t i o n  101.

Bassanio is  n o t  d e c e i t f u l  abou t  h i s  economic s i t u a t i o n ;  he h as  exp la ined  to

P o r t ia  t h a t  he has  no f o r tu n e  o f  h i s  own, a l though  n o t  t h a t  he is  in deb t

to h i s  f r ie n d :

When I d id f i r s t  im part my love to you,
I f r e e ly  to ld  you a l l  the  w ealth  I had 
Ran in my v e in s  -  I was a gentlem an;
And then I to ld  you t ru e .  And y e t ,  d e a r  lady,
Rating m yself  a t  no th ing , you s h a l l  se e  
How much I was a b r a g g a r t .  When I to ld  you 
My s t a t e  was n o th ing , I should  then have to ld  you 
That I was worse than  no th ing ; fo r  indeed 
I have engag 'd  myself to a d e a r  f r ie n d ,
Engag'd my f r ie n d  to  h i s  mere enemy
To feed  my means. ( I l l  i i  255-265)

But u n t i l  he r e c e iv e s  the  l e t t e r  B assanio  has  no reaso n  to  b e l ie v e  t h a t  

Antonio is  in any danger. His m erchant sh ip s  a r e  n o t  a l l  to g e th e r ,  and the 

p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  none o f  them reach ing  p o r t  is  rem ote. Moreover, Antonio has 

a s su re d  Bassanio  t h a t  he w i l l  be ab le  to  repay  the  money by a month 

be fore  the  d ead line  and in s i s t e d  he ta k e s  a s  much time a s  he wants ,

w ithou t  s p a r in g  a thought fo r  Antonio. Bassanio  leaves  Venice be fo re

Shyiock becomes aware o f  the  lo ss  of h i s  d a u g h te r  and h i s  d u c a ts ,  and is

th e r e fo r e  unaware of  th e  d e t e r io r a t i o n  in Shylock 's g ra sp  on r e a l i t y  and 

h i s  in c reas in g  obsess ion  w ith  revenge. I t  is  h a rd ly  s u r p r i s in g ,  then , t h a t  

he should  c o n c e n t ra te  s o le ly  on the  m a t te r  in hand, the  b u s in e s s  o f  

winning P o r t ia .
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*54-
O u r  Pelican, h j blccdittgsthus, 
F u lfill'd  L a w , and cu rc d V s ,

1

i-"-"— “  -----2ir m

I l l v s t r . X X .

M O o k c  here, and marke (her fickly birds to feed) 
H° W ̂ ec ŷ **“* ̂ in̂ c t tlb in  doth bleed.
See, faow (when other Salves could not be found) 

Tocuretheir fortowcs, fhe, her fclfedoth wound s 
And, when this holy Emblem, thou (halt fee,
Lift up thy foule to him, who dy’d for thee.

For, this ourHiereglypbick would expreflc 
That Pelt cart, which in the Wtldernejjc 
O f this vaft World, was left (as all alone) -  
Our milerable Nature to bemone 5 
And, in whofe eyes,the tearesof pitty flood,
When he beheld his owhe unthankfull Breed 
His Favours, and his Mercies, then, contemne,
When with his wings he would have brooded them: 
And, fought the ir codlcffe peace to have confirm'd, 
Though, to procure his ruine,they were artjfd.

To be their Feodi hio f̂clfe he freely gave •
His Heart was pierc'd,that he their Seules might fave. 
Becaufc, they difobey’d the Sacred-wiE,
He,did the Lax»ofRigbnc*[nefJe fulfill.
A  nd, to that end (though guiltlefle he had bin)
Was offred, for our Vnivcrfaifime.

Let mee Oh Goa! forever, fixeminc eyes 
Vpon the Merit of that Sacrfru :
Let me rctainea due commemoration 
Of rhofe dca ê Mercies, and that bloudy Paft on,
Which here is meant • and, by true Faith, ftill, feed 
Vpon the drops, this Pelican did bleed j 

Yea, let me firmc unto thy Lave abide,
| And, ever love that FUcke, for which he dv’d.

11, George Wither, A Collection o f E/eblenes, Ancient and Hoderne (London, 1635) 
* Pro lege e t pro grege' , Book 3, Emblem XX, p ,154
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6. Appearance and r e a lity

The im portance o f  the  r e l a t i o n s h ip  and d i f f e r e n c e  between appearance  and

r e a l i t y  i s  fundam ental to  the  c a sk e t  scenes  and o v e r la p s  in to  the  Venetian

scenes .  Most of  the  c h a r a c te r s  in the  p lay  a re  a t  some time deceived  o r

a f f e c te d  by appearance , Morocco and Arragon a re  th e  most obvious in t h e i r

m ischoice o f  the  c a sk e ts ,  bu t  Antonio is  deceived  by Shylock 's  a p p a re n t

f r ie n d sh ip ,  Bassanio  and G ra tiano  (and the  r e s t  o f  the  c o u r t )  f a i l  to

p e n e t r a t e  the  d i s g u i s e s  o f  P o r t ia  and N er is sa ,  Shyiock f a i l s  to  s e e  the

t r a p  o f  h i s  own bond, and even Old Gobbo is  foo led  by h i s  son. Richard G.

Moulton s e e s  the  c a sk e t  scen es  as

an id e a l i s a t i o n  of  the  commonest problem in everyday ex p e r ien c e  -  
what may be c a l le d  th e  Problem o f  Judgment by Appearances ... 
Judgment by Appearances so d e f in ed  is  the  only method o f  judgment 
p roper  to  p r a c t i c a l  l i f e ,  and acco rd ing ly  an e x a l te d  e x h ib i t io n  o f  i t  
m ust fu rn i s h  a keen d ram atic  i n t e r e s t  ... C learly  Cit] w i l l  r ea c h  the  
id ea l  s t a g e  when th e r e  i s  th e  maximum o f  importance in the  i s s u e  to 
be decided  and the  minimum o f  evidence by which to  dec ide  i t . 9

The c a s k e ts  them selves , a s  h as  a lre ad y  been mentioned, a r e  p h y s ic a l  

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of an i l l u s t r a t i o n  from an emblem book b u t  as  w i th  most o f  

th e  p i c t o r i a l  emblems, they  have a m oral which is  n o t  always immediately 

r e c o g n isa b le .  Morocco and Arragon take  the  v i s u a l  a s p e c t  and the  m otto  as  

s e p a r a te  e n t i t i e s  and impose t h e i r  own i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  on what they  see .  

Bassanio  r e a c t s  to  the  unseen, unspoken m essage which e n a b le s  him to  

r e v e a l  th e  r e a l  meaning. Emblem i l l u s t r a t i o n s  sometimes included 

background e lem en ts  which gave deeper  meaning to  the  moral when taken  in 

con junc tion  w ith  both main i l l u s t r a t i o n  and v e rse ,  bu t  which were no t  

m entioned in v e rs e  or  m otto. For in s ta n c e ,  a p ic tu r e  o f  a p e l ic a n  feed ing  

i t s  young from i t s  own b r e a s t  may have a v e r s e  e x to l l in g  th e  v i r t u e  o f  

p a re n ta l  love and s a c r i f i c e ,  b u t  the  v e rs e  may no t  r e f e r  to  an i n s e t  in 

the  background which shows the  C ruc if ix ion :  George W ither’s  emblem Pro

leg e  e t  p ro  g re g e '°  [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  111 shows th i s  scene , a l th o u g h  he does 

expand on the  r e l i g io u s  o v e r to n e s .  O ften , however, th e  r e a d e r  is  l e f t  to  

draw h i s  own conc lus ions  abou t the  s a c r i f i c e  by God the  F a th e r  o f  h i s  Son, 

and o f  C h r i s t ’s  dying in o rd e r  to  redeem mankind, b u t  the  deeper  lev e l  o f  

meaning i s  th e r e  fo r  anyone who is  p rep a red  to  look fo r  i t .  Bassanio  

s e n se s  the  hidden meaning o f  the  c a sk e ts  and is  p repa red  to  r e j e c t  the  

tem p ta t ion  o f fe r e d  by the  v i s u a l  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  o f  the  gold and s i l v e r  

c a sk e ts .
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Both Morocco and Arragon r e ly  on t h e i r  se n se  o f  s ig h t  to make th e i r  

choice. They a re  im pressed by the  r ic h n e s s  o f  the  gold  and s i l v e r  c a sk e ts ,  

and r e j e c t  th e  lead a lm os t  immediately, r e ly in g  on rec e iv e d  v a lues  

re g a rd in g  the  th re e  m eta ls .  They go on to  base  t h e i r  choice  on a 

r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n  o f  th e  m ottoes  o f  the  c a sk e ts ,  bu t  t h i s  a p p a re n t  logic  is  

co loured  by t h e i r  p reconcep tions  r e g a rd in g  gold , s i l v e r  and lead. Bassanio, 

on the  o th e r  hand, r e j e c t s  the  outw ard  appearance  o f  th e  th re e  c a s k e t s  and 

ignores  the  m ottoes  a l t o g e th e r .  As S igurd  Burckhard t sa y s ,  Bassanio  makes 

h i s

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  by su b s ta n c e  r a t h e r  than by l e t t e r  ... he l e t s  the  
m eta ls  them selves  speak  to  him (q u ite  l i t e r a l l y :  he a p o s tro p h iz e s  
them a s  sp eak e rs ) .  Once b e fo re  the  c a sk e ts ,  he seems a lm ost to 
f o r g e t  P o r t ia ,  h im se lf  and h i s  purpose . He does n o t  look fo r  s ig n s ,  
p o in te r s  a long  the  way to  h i s  goa l;  he s to p s  -  and l i s t e n s  to  the  
th in g s  them selves .  And so he w ins .11

6. Morocco

6 .a. S ig h t

Morocco beg in s  II i w ith  a p lea  fo r  P o r t ia  n o t  to  judge him by h i s

appearance , bu t  h i s  rea so n in g  is  e rro n eo u s ;  he w i l l  h im se lf  be g u i l t y  of

th i s  very  f a u l t  and i t  becomes c le a r  t h a t  he r e g a r d s  h im se lf  n o t  a s  equal

bu t  a s  s u p e r io r .  P o r t ia  a s s u r e s  him calmly t h a t  he

then  s tood  as  f a i r
As any comer I have look'd on y e t
For my a f f e c t io n .  (II  i 20 -23 )

which may r e a s s u r e  him b u t  n o t  the  aud ience ,  b e a r in g  in mind P o r t i a 's

c r i t i c i s m  o f  h e r  l i s t  o f  s u i t o r s .  When in II v i i  Morocco has  to  make h i s

choice o f  the  c a s k e ts  he beg ins  by rev iew ing  t h e i r  i n s c r ip t io n s .  The

c a sk e ts  speak to  him by means o f  h i s  s i g h t ,  he r e a d s  t h e i r  meaning, bu t

does n o t  s e e  beyond the  s u p e r f i c i a l  v i s u a l  leve l .  He i n s t i n c t iv e ly  r e a c t s

a g a in s t  th e  lead

This th i rd ,  d u ll  lead, w ith  warning  a l l  a s  b lu n t
(II v i i  8) (my i t a l i c s )

and d ism isse s  i t  f i r s t  o f  a l l  a f t e r  r e - r e a d in g  the  in s c r ip t io n s

Let me s e e ;
I w i l l  s u r v e y  t h ’ in s c r ip t  ions back aga in .
What sa y s  t h i s  leaden c a sk e t?  (II v i i  13-15) (my i t a l i c s )

His dependence on the outward show of th in g s  i s  e v id e n t  from the  

beginning . In l ine  twenty he r e v e a ls  t h a t  he has a l r e a d y  unconsc ious ly  

chosen h i s  c a sk e t

A go lden  mind s to o p s  n o t  to shows o f  d ro ss .  (II v i i  20) (my i t a l i c s )

He makes a good case  fo r  choosing the  s i l v e r  c a sk e t ,  and cannot th ink  o f  a
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s o l id  rea so n  why he should  r e j e c t  i t ,  b u t  he is  s t ro n g ly  a t t r a c t e d  to  the

gold . His view of  P o r t i a  is  n o t  o f  a woman, bu t  a p o sse s s io n  and the

golden c a sk e t  tak e s  on the  form of  a r e l iq u a r y  in which she  is  kep t.  She

is  a ‘s h r in e ,  t h i s  m o rta l  b r e a th in g  sa in t*  and ‘an an g e l  in a go lden  bed*.

He i s  a t t r a c t e d  by the  idea o f  owning something which i s  d e s i r e d  and

admired by o th e r s

The Hyrcanian d e s e r t s  and the  v a s ty  w ilds  
Of wide Arabia  a re  a s  th ro u g h fa re s  now 
For p r in c e s  to  come view  f a i r  P o r t ia .
The w atery  kingdom, whose am bitious  head 
S p i t s  in the  face  o f  heaven, is  no bar  
To s to p  the  fo re ig n  s p i r i t s ,  b u t  they come
As o 'e r  a  brook to se e  f a i r  P o r t ia .  (II  v i i  41 -47 )  (my i t a l i c s )

Morocco s e e s  P o r t ia  a s  a v a lu a b le  o b je c t  to  be ob ta ined  fo r  h i s  c o l le c t io n ,  

h i s  r e a l  d e s i r e  being to p o s s e s s  an o b jec t  which o th e r s  d e s i r e  fo r  

them selves , and so w ishes  h im se lf  to  be a  so u rce  o f  envy. The m otto  o f  

the  gold c a s k e t  prom ises  j u s t  t h i s  -  t h a t  he s h a l l  have what many o th e r  

men d e s i r e  -  so  t h a t  h i s  c h a ra c te r  p re d is p o s e s  him to  choose t h i s  c a sk e t .  

His view o f  P o r t ia  is  n o t  o f  a r e a l  f l e s h  and blood woman w ith  d e s i r e s  and 

p a s s io n s  o f  h e r  own; such an idea does n o t  occur to  him and he makes 

l i t t l e  a t t e m p t  to  d iscove r  what h e r  f e e l in g s  in th e  m a t te r  a re .  Morocco 

would remove P o r t ia  (in  the  form o f  h e r  p a in t in g )  from the  c a sk e t ,  only to 

pu t  h e r  back m etap h o rica l ly ,  once he has  won h e r ,  a s  h i s  p r iz e  e x h ib i t  in a 

d isp la y  case .  Like Shyiock, he co n fu ses  r e l a t i o n s h ip  w ith  p o sse s s io n .  

Morocco r e g a rd s  P o r t ia  a s  a p r iz e  cup, to  be kep t in a  g l a s s - f r o n t e d  

s ideboa rd  and only taken o u t  to  be e x h ib i te d  w ith  p r id e  to  v i s i t o r s .

What Morocco f in d s  in the  gold  c a sk e t  is  n o t ,  o f  c o u rse ,  what he e x p e c ts .

Although th e  p roverb  ‘All t h a t  g l i s t e r s  is  n o t  g o ld '  was a common one,

s ig n i f i c a n t ly ,  Whitney u se s  i t  to  i l l u s t r a t e  a  t re a c h e ro u s  f r ie n d :

All i s  n o t  goulde  t h a t  g l i t t e r e t h  to  the  eye:
Some poison  s t ro n g e ,  a su g re d  t a s t e  doth  keepe:
The crabbe o f t e  t im es, is  b e a u t i f u l l  to  see ,
The Adder f e l l ,  w ith in  the  f low ers  do th  c reepe :

The b r a v e s t  tombe , h a th  s t in k in g  bones w ith in :
So fawninge m ates, have a lw a ie s  f a t h l e s s e  b in .12 (my i t a l i c s )

The p roverb  th e re fo re ,  when r e l a t e d  to  th e  emblem, has  echoes e lsew h ere  in

the  play  w ith  a n o th e r  major e lem ent o f  decep tion  by appearance , t h a t  of

Shy lock’s f a l s e  f r ie n d sh ip  fo r  Antonio. The emblem a l s o  b r in g s  in to  p lay

the  link w ith  death.*
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12 , a, Hans Holbein the Younger, The Ambassadors (1533) 
Wood, 207 x 209 cm, The Nat ional  Gal ler y ,  London

12,b, The Ambassadors deta i  1 of the anamorphic sk u l l
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6.b. T h e  S k u l l

In P e r ic le s  th e  d a u g h te r  o f  Antiochus i s  d e sc r ib ed  a s  a ‘g lo r io u s  c a sk e t  

s t o r ’d w ith  i l l ’ (I i 77) and t r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  accord ing  to Kary J u d i th  

Dunbar,13 a l l e g o r i c a l  l inks  e x i s t  between the  s k u l l  and l u s t ,  which may 

stem  from the  de p ic t io n  o f  a s k u l l  a t  the  fo o t  o f  the  c ro s s  in p a in t in g s  

of  the  C ruc if ix ion  where i t  r e p r e s e n t s  n o t  only the  p lace ,  Golgotha, bu t  

the  b u r ia l  p lace  of  Adam, and was th u s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  the  F a l l  and 

o r ig in a l  s i n . 14 Iconograph ica lly ,  however, the  s k u l l  occu rs  r e p e a te d ly  in 

R enaissance p a in t in g s  a s  a  memento m ori, a rem inder to  the  beho lder  o f  the  

l i f e  a f t e r  de a th .  These p a in t in g s  a r e  o f te n  o f  w ealthy  and im portan t  

people , a famous example being Holbein 's  Am bassadors'*  [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  121 in 

which the  s k u l l  ap p ears  tw ice, once a s  a cap badge on Jean de D in te v i l i e 's

h a t ,  and once in anam orphosis  on th e  f lo o r  b e fo re  the  two men. The

p a in t in g  c o n ta in s  a h o s t  o f  o b je c t s  in d ic a t in g  the a r i s t o c r a t i c  i n t e r e s t s

and ed u ca t io n  of  the  s i t t e r s ,  bu t  the  s k u l l s  a re  a rem inder t h a t  e a r th ly

p o ss e s s io n s  a r e  of  l i t t l e  t r u e  va lue  and b ring  to  mind the  b ib l i c a l

admonishment to

Lay n o t  up t r e a s u r e s  fo r  your s e lv e s  upon th e  e a r th ,  where the  
mothe and canker c o r ru p t ,  and where theeves  d igge  th rough , and 
s t e a l e .  But lay up t r e a s u r e s  f o r  your s e lv e s  in heaven, where 
n e i th e r  the  mothe nor canker c o r r u p te th ,  and where th ee v e s  n e i th e r  
d igge  th rough , nor s t e a l e .  For where your t r e a s u r e  i s ,  t h e r e  w i l l  
your h e a r t  be a lso .  (Matthew, 6. 19-21)

and the  s to r y  o f  the  r ic h  farm er who had no room to s t o r e  h i s

overabundan t h a rv e s t ,  so  decided to  p u l l  down the  e x i s t in g  b a rn s  and

s to re h o u s e s  and reb u i ld :

And I w i l l  say  to my so u le ,  Soule, thou h a s t  much goods la id e  up fo r  
many y e re s :  l ive  a t  e a se ,  e a te ,  d r ink , and take  thy pas tim e. But God
s a id  un to  him, 0 foo le ,  t h i s  n ig h t  w i l l  they fe tc h  away thy s o u le
from thee:  then whose s h a l  those  th in g s  be which thou h a s t
provided? So is  he t h a t  g a th e r e th  r ic h e s  to  him s e l f ,  and is  n o t

An even f i e r c e r  warning a p p e a rs  in th e  General E p i s t l e  o f  James:

Go to  now, ye r ic h e  men: weepe and howle fo r  your m is e r i e s  t h a t  
sh a l  come upon you. Your r ic h e s  a r e  c o r ru p t ,  and your ga rm en ts  a re  
m otheaten . Your go lde  and s i l v e r  i s  cankred; and the  r u s t  o f  them 
sh a lb e  a  w i tn es  a g a in s t  you, and s h a l  e a te  your f le s h  a s  i t  were 
f i r e .  Ye have heaped up t r e a s u r e  fo r  the  l a s t  dayes. (James, 5. 1 -3)

The warning ap p ears  in the  emblem books in a s s o c ia t io n  with  paganism and

dark sk in . Peacham’s  Nec m etuas nec  o p te s  i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  w ith  a hand

hold ing  a s k u l l  and c a r r i e s  the  t e x t :

The A eth iopian  P r in ces  a t  t h e i r  f e a s t e s ,
Did use  amid th e i r  c a te s ,  and c o s t ly  cheere  
A deadmans head, to  p lace  b e fo re  t h e i r  g u e s te s ,

r ic h e  in God. (Luke, 12. 19-21)
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Tbii Ragge o f Death, which thou Jbalt fie , 
Qonfder it; And Pious bee.

I L L V S T R .  V III. Btok. I .

Hy,filly Man! fo much admireft thou 
Thy prefene Fortune ? overvaluing fo 
Thy Perfon, or the beauty o f thy Brow ?

And Cloth*d, (o proudly, wherefore doft thou goe i  
Why doft thou live in riotous Exccjfe ?
And Boajl, as if  thy Flefli immorrail were *
Why doft thou gather fo '  Why fo opprcfle ?
Ana, o*re thy FclIow-crcatures,Z)«w# cere ?
Behold this Emblem •, fuch a thing was hee 
Whom this doth reprdent as now thou art 5 
And, fuch a FlefldefTe r a w - bone (halt thou bee,
Though, yet, thou feerac to ad a comelier part.
Obferve it well; and marke what Vglinefle 
Stares through the fightlefle Ey e-holes f i o m  within:
Note thofe lcane Craggs, and with what Gajllinejfe,
That horrid Countenance doth feemeto grin.
Yea, view it well; and having fcene the fame 
Plucke downe that Pride which puffs thy heart fo high - 
Of thy Proportion boaft not, and (for fharaej 
Repent thee of thy finfull Vanity.
A nd, having learn’d, that, all men muft become 
Such bare Anatomies 5 and, how this Fate 
N o mortall Powre, nor Wit, can keepc thee from $
Live fo, that Death may better thy eftate.
Confider who created thee; and why: ;
Renew thy Spirit, ere thy Flejh decayes : i
More Pious grow j Affed more PJoneftie; J
And feeke hereafter thy Creatours praife. I i

So though of Breathznd Beauty Time deprive thee, ! 'f
New Ltfe, wi:h endlefle Gloric, God will £»ive thcc. j

13, George Wither, A Collection of Etsblenes, Ancient and Hoderne (London, 1635) 
1 In hunc intuens p i us esto ' , Book 1, Emblem V I I I ,  p . 8
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That i t  in minde might p u t  them what they were:
And PHILLIP dayly caused one to  say,
Oh King remember t h a t  thou a r t  bu t  c lay .

I f  Pagans could be th inke  them o f  t h e i r  end,
And make such  use  o f  t h e i r  m o r t a l i t i e ,
With g r e a t e r  hope t h e i r  cou rse  l e t  C h r i s t i a n s  bend,
Unto the  haven o f  heavens f o e l i c i t i e ;

And so  to  l ive  while  he e re  we drawe t h i s  b re a th ,
We have no cause  to  f e a re ,  o r  wish fo r  d e a th . ’6

Morocco, t h e r e fo r e ,  cannot u se  h i s  paganism a s  an excuse  fo r  a concern

w ith  gold: r a c e  and c u l t u r a l  upbring ing  cannot be used  a s  a b lan k e t

ex p la n a t io n  fo r  a l ie n  behaviour; the  c h a ra c te r  o f  the  in d iv id u a l  is  a lw ays

th e  t ru e  so u rc e  o f  m otiva t ion . This a p p l ie s  n o t  only to Morocco, b u t  to

Shyiock, who u se s  h i s  Jew ishness  a s  an excuse  f o r  h i s  behav iour. The

warning a g a in s t  lay ing  up t r e a s u r e s  on e a r th  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a p p l ic a b le  to

a d i l i t t a n t e  l ike  Morocco, b u t  i t  has r e v e r b e ra t io n s  th roughou t  the  p lay  in

the  c h a r a c te r s  o f  Arragon (as a fo o l i s h  r ic h  man) and Shyiock (as an

a v a r ic io u s  r ic h  man).

Both Morocco and Arragon s u f f e r  from the  s in  o f  p r id e .  W ithe r’s  emblem

This Ragge o f  Death, which thou s h a l t  s e e , C onsider i t ,  And P ious bee

[ I l l u s t r a t i o n  131 makes the  connection  between dea th ,  r e p r e s e n te d  by the

s k e le to n ,  and p r ide :

... That h o r r id  Countenance doth  seeme to  g r in
Yea, view i t  w ell; and having seene  the  same
Plucke downe t h a t  P r ide  which p u f f s  thy h e a r t  so high;
Of thy P ropo rt ion  b o a s t  no t ,  and ( fo r  shame)
Repent thee  o f  thy s i n f u l l  Vanity.
And, having  lea rn  *d, t h a t ,  a l l  men must become 
Such b a re  Anatomies; and, how th i s  F a te  
No m o r ta l l  Powre, nor  Wit, can keepe thee  from;
Live so , t h a t  Death may b e t t e r  thy e s t a t e  ...’7

and th e  condemnation o f  p r id e  a s  the  s in  o f  a foo l  is  e x p re sse d  by Reason

in P e t r a r c h ’s  P hysicke  A g a in s t F ortune :

... pryde is  a s ic k e n e sse  o f  w re tches ,  and fo o le s :  fo r  d o u b t le s s e  
they  be suche t h a t  be proud, o therw yse  I am s u re  they woulde never  
be proud, n e y th e r  is  i t  w r i t t e n  w ithou t  cause  in the  booke o f  
Wisedome: That a l th a t a re  fo o ly sh  and u n fo r tu n a te , a re  proud  about 
th e  m easure o f  th e ir  s o u le  ... He th a t i s  a k in g  today, sh a l dye  
tomorow. And when a man d y e th , h e  sh a l have s e rp e n te s , and b e a s te s ,  
and woormes fo r  h i s  in h e r ita n c e . ' e

However, the  two p r in c e s  e x h ib i t  d i f f e r e n t  k inds o f  e x c e s s iv e  p r id e .

Whereas Morocco tak e s  too much p r id e  in h i s  m a te r i a l  p o s s e s s io n s ,

A rragon’s p r id e  is  d i r e c te d  a t  h i s  own person . In both  c a se s  t h e i r  v a n i ty

p re v e n ts  them from re g a rd in g  P o r t ia  a s  a f le s h  and blood woman. Arragon
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is  too concerned w ith  h i s  own worth to  worry abou t  P o r t i a 's  f e e l in g s  

tow ards him. I t  would seem t h a t  she  is  a lre ad y  h e a r t i l y  s ick  o f  h is  

pompous v e rb o s i ty .  Her

But i f  you f a i l ,  w ith o u t more speech , ray lord
You m ust be gone from hence immediately. (II ix 7 -8 )  (my i t a l i c s )  

has  an a lm ost d e s p e r a te  r in g  abou t  i t .

7. Arragon

7.a. Speech

While the  emphasis a t  the  beginning o f  Morocco’s  scene  was on v is io n ,  and 

the  warning n o t  to  r e ly  on s ig h t ,  A rragon 's  scene  beg ins  w ith  a warning 

a g a in s t  speech, which is  e n t i r e l y  a p p ro p r ia te  to  a man who en jo y s  the  

sound of h i s  own vo ice  so much. He goes  over the  c o n d i t io n s  aga in  

including  the  im portan t  one n o t  to r e v e a l  h i s  choice. His speech  while 

making h i s  choice fo llow s Morocco in r e ly in g  on the  appearance  and 

in s c r ip t io n s  o f  the  c a s k e ts .  Like Morocco he d ism isse s  th e  lead c a sk e t  

immediately on s ig h t :

You s h a l l  look  f a i r e r  e re  I g ive  o r  hazard . (II ix 22)

Also l ike  Morocco he makes a re a s o n a b le  s ta te m e n t ,  b u t  a c t s  in a manner 

d i r e c t l y  c o n tra ry  to i t .  His s ta te m e n t  on the  gold  c a sk e t  i t  adm irably  

r i g h t

What many men d e s i r e  -  t h a t  ‘many’ may be meant
By the  fo o l  m u lt i tu d e ,  t h a t  choose by show ,
Not lea rn in g  more than the  fond  eye  do th  teach ;
Which p r i e s  no t  to  t h ' i n t e r i o r .  (II ix 25 -28 )  (my i t a l i c s )

bu t  is  s p o i l t  by the  f a c t  t h a t  he has  a lre ad y  d isc a rd ed  the  lead c a sk e t  

fo r  t h a t  very  reason  and the  speech r e v e a l s  t h a t  a l though  he a r r o g a n t ly  

c o n s id e rs  h im se lf  to be s u p e r io r  to th e  ‘foo l  m u l t i tu d e ’, he i s ,  in f a c t ,  

doing e x a c t ly  what he ac cu se s  them o f ,  and a lth o u g h  he i s  b lind  to  the  

irony o f  h i s  words, the  aud ience  must be aware o f  i t .  His u l t im a te  rea son  

fo r  r e j e c t i n g  th e  gold  c a sk e t  is  n o t  because  o f  th e  u n t ru s tw o r th in e s s  o f  

appearances  b u t  because of h i s  own a rrogance ;  he

w i l l  n o t  choose what many men d e s i r e ,
Because I w i l l  n o t  jump w ith  common s p i r i t s ,
And rank me w ith  the  ba rba rous  m u lt i tu d e s .  (II ix 31 -33)

He r e t u r n s  to  th e  s i l v e r  c a sk e t  and h i s  r e l i a n c e  on speech

T e ll  me once more what t i t l e  thou d o s t  bear.
‘Who chooseth  me s h a l l  g e t  a s  much a s  he d e s e rv e s , '
And w ell s a id  too  (II  ix 35 -37)  (my i t a l i c s )

And w ith  t h a t  smug p a t  on the  back he goes  o f f  in to  a d ig re s s io n  on 

w o r th in ess ,  f in a l ly  ask ing  fo r  th e  key to  the  s i l v e r  c a sk e t .  S ig n i f i c a n t ly ,  

h i s  opening o f  i t  r e n d e rs  him s i l e n t ,  a s  P o r t i a  says
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Too long a pause  fo r  t h a t  which you f in d  th e re .  (II ix 53)

The s c r o l l  i t s e l f ,  in i t s  f i r s t  l in e s ,  r e f e r s  to  Psalm 12. 3, 7:

The Lord c u t  o f  a l  f l a t t e r i n g  l ip p es ,  and the  tongue t h a t  speake th  
proude th in g s :  ... The wordes o f  the  Lord a re  pu re  wordes, a s  the  
s i l v e r ,  t ry e d  in a fo rn a c e  o f  e a r th ,  f ined  seven fo lde .

I t  is  A rragon 's  speech which h a s  proved h i s  dow nfall  by r e v e a l in g  t h a t  he

is  the  epitom e o f  Pride . The ‘s i l v e r 'd  o ' e r ’ c a sk e t ,  l ike  the  ‘g i ld ed  tombs'

o f  the  gold c a sk e t  which ‘do worms in fo ld '  r e c a l l s  C h r i s t 's  a c cu sa t io n  o f

the  S cr ibes  and P h a r ise e s  in the  Gospel o f  S t ,  Matthew:

Wo be to  you, S c r ib e s  and P h a r is e s ,  h y p o c r i te s :  f o r  ye a r e  l ike  unto  
w hited  tombs, which a p p eare  b e a u t i f u l l  outward, bu t  a r e  w ith in  fu l  
o f  dead mens bones, and o f  a l l  f i l t h i n e s .  So a re  ye a lso :  fo r  
ou tw arde  yee appeare  r ig h t e o u s  un to  men, b u t  w i th in  ye a r e  f u l l  of  
h y p o c r is ie  and i n iq u i t i e .19

and a l i t t l e  e a r l i e r  he denounces them a s  foo ls :

Ye fo o le s  and b lind , w hether  i s  g r e a t e r ,  the  gold , o r  the  Temple 
t h a t  s a n c t i f i e t h  th e  go ld?  ... Ye fo o le s  and b lind , w hether  is
g r e a t e r ,  th e  o f f r in g ,  o r  the  a l t a r  which s a n c t i f i e t h  the  o f f r in g ? 20

Arragon and Morocco a re  both dazz led  by the  s u p e r f i c i a l  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  o f

the  gold and s i l v e r ,  and a r e  t h e r e f o r e  b l ind  to  th e  t r u e  meaning o f  th e

c a sk e ts ,  and so  a re  unable  to  u n ra v e l  the  r id d le .  Morocco i s  the  hea then ,

unable  to e n te r  the  kingdom o f  heaven (both p a r a d i s i a l  and e a r th ly  in the

form o f  m arr iage  to  P o r t ia )  because  o f  h i s  n o n c h r i s t i a n  background. This

should  be remembered in th e  c o n te x t  o f  Shyiock, who i s  in a s im i la r

p o s i t io n .  Arragon, a l though  a C h r i s t i a n ,  f a i l s  to  p a s s  the  s p i r i t u a l  t e s t

because  o f  h i s  overweening p r id e ,  and the  p ic tu r e  o f  the  b link ing  id io t

which he r e c e iv e s  from h i s  c a sk e t  i s  a rem inder t h a t  he is  no t  unique, a s

he seems to  th ink , s in c e  a l l  men a re  s in n e r s ,  and fo r  t h i s  rea so n

P h a r is a ic a l  p r id e  is  fo l ly .  A rragon ’s p r id e  leads  him in to  wrong su rm ises :

He is  p u f te  up and knoweth n o th in g ,  b u t  d o te th  abou t  q u e s t io n s  and 
s t r i f e  o f  words, wherof commeth env ie ,  s t r i f e ,  r a i l i n g s ,  e v i l  
su rm is in g s .  (I Timothy, 6. 4)

Shakespeare  ap p ears  to  see  A rragon 's  f a u l t  a s  more s e r io u s  than  Morocco’s.

His t r e a tm e n t  o f  th e  l a t t e r  i s  more sym pathe tic ;  he makes P o r t ia  r e a c t  in

a more kindly  way to th e  moor:

A g e n t le  r iddance  (II v i i  78) (my i t a l i c s )

while she  t r e a t s  Arragon w ith  a b ru sq u e n e ss  which is  J u s t  s h o r t  o f

in c iv i l i ty .  The d i f f e re n c e  between the  two men is  t h a t  Morocco's f a u l t ,

occasioned  by h i s  b i r th ,  i s  no f a u l t  o f  h i s  own, a l th o u g h  he has  done

no th ing  to  r e c t i f y  i t .  His is  a s in  o f  om ission , w hereas A rragon’s  is  of
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14, Cesare Ripa, Iconologia, (English trans la t ion  1709) 
' In s t ru c t io n ' ,  no,13, p,4

15. Cesare Ripa, Iconologia, (English trans la t ion  1709) 
'Prudence', no,251, p .63
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commission; h i s  s e l f - l o v e  is  so deep ro o ted  t h a t  i t  h a s  become 

u n a s s a i la b le .

7.b. The m ir ro r

I t  is  tem pting  to  th ink  t h a t  what Arragon tak e s  from the  c a sk e t  is  n o t  a 

p i c tu r e ,  b u t  a m ir ro r .  The m ir ro r  has  a dual symbolism; i t  r e p r e s e n t s  both 

Prudence and Wisdom, the  a b i l i t y  to  look both  b e fo re  and behind, bu t i t  is  

a l s o  a symbol o f  Pride and Vainglory .21 A lc ia t i  and Whitney both  use  th e

m ir ro r  a s  a  symbol o f  s e l f  knowledge in t h e i r  emblems o f  the  seven  wise 

men:
S p a r tan  Chilon used to  o rd e r  each person  to  know h im se lf :  
a m ir ro r  in the  hands, or a lo o k in g -g la s s  w i l l  r e p r e s e n t  t h i s .22

And Knowe thy  s e l f e ,  d id  CHILON a lw a ie s  preache:
The g l a s s e  behoulde, t h a t  thou the  same m a is te  doe.23

Ripa’s  In s tr u c tio n  [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  141 is  r e p r e s e n te d  by an o ld  man ‘o f

v e n e ra b le  a s p e c t ’ ho ld ing  a m ir ro r

The G lass  in t im a te s  t h a t  our  Actions should  be accommodated to 
th o se  o f  o th e r  Men, to  r e n d e r ’em p ra isew o r th y ;  a s  the  Motto d e c la re s ,  
which a d v is e s  to  c a s t  an Eye upon ou r  own F a u l ts ,  so  t h a t  f ind ing  
Blemishes in o u rse lv e s ,  we may endeavour to  c le a r  o u rse lv e s  o f  ’em.24

and h i s  Prudence  [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  151 ho lds  a m ir ro r  which ‘b id s  u s  examine

our  D efects  by knowing o u r s e lv e s 26. The m ir ro r  i s  only an e f f e c t i v e

in s t ru m en t  o f  s e l f  knowledge i f  we se e  and accep t  a t ru e  r e f l e c t io n .

Peacham’s P h ila u tia  shows a b e a u t i f u l  v i rg in  hold ing  in one hand a

poisonous snake and in the  o th e r  a m ir ro r ,  which she e x p la in s  a s  symbolic

o f  s e l f - l o v e ’s  b l in d n e ss  to i t s  own d e fo rm it ie s :

Know how in P r ide  S e l fe - lo v e  doth  most s u rp a s s e ,
And s t i l l  i s  in h e r  Im perfec tions  blind:
And save  h e r  owne d e v ise s  doth  condemne,
All o th e r s  labours ,  in r e s p e c t  o f  them.26

The w arnings in the  emblem books were a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  an accep ted  idea, a s

can be se en  in the  p o p u la r i ty  o f  the  M yrrour fo r  M a g is tra te s ,27 which

provided a p a t t e r n  o f  behav iour, and which shows the  aw areness  o f  the

n e c e s s i ty  fo r  s e e in g  the  t r u t h  c le a r ly  in an a c c u r a te ,  r a t h e r  than

d i s t o r t e d ,  v is io n .  I t  i s  in t h i s  connection  t h a t  Henry V is  r e f e r r e d  to as

‘the  m ir ro r  o f  a l l  C h r is t ia n  k in g s ’ (Henry V, II p ro logue  6), S a l isb u ry  a s  a

'm irro r  o f  a l l  m a r t ia l  men’ ( i  Henry VI, I iv 74) and the  wisdom o f

Henry IV as  ‘a m ir ro r  to the  w i s e s t ’ (3  Henry VI, III  i i i  84).

White? the  image p u t  forw ard  by A M yrrour fo r  M a g is tra te s  and th e  emblem 

books is  luc id  in i t s  r e p r e s e n ta t i o n  in p ro se ,  p o e try  and g rap h ic s ,  in
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r e a l i t y  m ir ro r s  in the  Renaissance  were r a r e ly  f l a t ,  u s u a l ly  having a

convex s u r f a c e  which r e f l e c t e d  a la rg e  a re a ,  bu t  w ith  a d i s t o r t e d  image, a s

in Jan Van Eyck’s  A r n o lf in i  M arriage20 [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  16J where n e a r ly  the

whole room is  r e f l e c t e d .  This d i s t o r t i o n  is  a p a r t  o f  the  opposing

imagery o f  th e  m irro r ,  a s  a symbol o f  v an ity .  In such a convex m ir ro r

Arragon might no t  n e c e s s a r i ly  r ec o g n ise  h i s  own image. I ro n ic a l ly ,  the

d i s t o r t e d  image is  more r e a l  to  the  aud ience  than A rragon’s  s e l f - im a g e .

We see  him a s  a s e l f -o p in io n a te d  foo l,  while  he s e e s  h im se lf  a s  e n t i r e l y

worthy and adm irable . His in a b i l i ty  to se e  h im se lf  a s  he t r u ly  i s  would

be h ig h l ig h te d  by h i s  in a b i l i t y  to  r e c o g n ise  h i s  own r e f l e c t i o n .  The r e a l

d i s t o r t i o n  o f  a convex m irro r ,  however, is  no t  th e  prim ary rea so n  th a t

Arragon f a i l s  to  rec o g n ise  h im se lf .  The foo l  who, r a t h e r  than  s e e in g  h i s

t ru e  r e f l e c t i o n  in th e  m ir ro r  o f  se lf -know ledge , b l in d s  h im se lf  to  h i s

f a u l t s  a p p e a rs  in B arc lay 's  condemnation O f fo o le s  th a t s ta n d e  so  w e ll in

th e ir  owne c o n c e it, th a t th ey  th in ke  none so  w ise , s tro n g e , fa y r e , nor

e lo q u en t, a s  th ey  are  them self:

Unto my s h ip  I c a l l  him to  be Cooke,
The m eate to  d r e s s e  to o th e r  fo o le s  eche one,
Which in h i s  m irrou r  doth  alway g a se  and looke,
When he may g e t  him un to  a p lace  a lone:
And though o f  co lou r  and b e a u t ie  he have none,
Yet th in k e th  he him s e l f e  f a i r e  and r i g h t  p le a s a n t ,
And w ise , though t h a t  he be mad and igno ran t .

In h i s  owne deedes  is  onely  h i s  d e l i t e ,
In h i s  owne co n c e i te  th ink ing  him s e l f e  r ig h tw is e  
And fay re ,  though he be yelowe as  k i te  
Is o f  h e r  f e e t e ,  y e t  doth  he s t i l l  d e v ise  
His vayne m ir ro u r ,  th a t  onely  is  h i s  g ise :
And though he beholde him s e l f e  of  lo th ly  shape,
He w i l l  i t  no t  be leve, b u t  in h is  g l a s s e  doth  gape.

... But s t ro n g ly  i t  defende and eke deny,
He s e e th  n o t  h i s  e a re s  longe and hye,
Which s ta n d e  upon h i s  fo o l i s h e  hood behinde,
His lewde conceyt thus  maketh him s ta r k e  b l in d e .29

That Shakespeare  was aware o f  th e  symbolism o f  th e  m ir ro r  can be seen  in 

Richard II, IV i where Richard c a l l s  fo r  a m ir ro r

That i t  may show me what a face  I have
Since i t  i s  bankrupt o f  h i s  m ajesty . (266-267)

Richard has  lo s t  h i s  th ro n e  th rough h i s  own weakness and i n a b i l i t y  to  see  

th a t  sim ply being  a king is  n o t  enough, one m ust a c t iv e ly  ru le .  He is  

s u rp r i s e d  t h a t  the  m ir ro r  does n o t  r e f l e c t  h i s  p r e s e n t  agony, he c a l l s  i t  a 

f l a t t e r e r  and b e g u i le r  and f in a l ly  d ashes  i t  to the  f lo o r  in d i s g u s t .  

Arragon s e e s  no t f l a t t e r y  bu t  t r u t h ,  bu t  i s  eq u a l ly  unab le  to a c c e p t  the
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r e f l e c t i o n .  Shakespeare  in tro d u c es  the  image o f  the  m ir ro r  a t  the  end o f

King Lear, where Lear c a l l s  f o r  a  g l a s s  to  check w hether C orde lia  is

b re a th in g .30 Although in t h i s  case ,  Lear is  u s in g  the  m ir ro r  a s  a

p r a c t i c a l  o b je c t ,  i t  is  s t i l l  an o b je c t  which ho lds  the  p o s s ib i l i t y  o f

d i s t o r t i n g  n a tu re .  I f  i t  m is ts ,  i t  w i l l  show t h a t  C orde lia  l iv e s ;  L ear 's  

overwhelming d e s i r e  to  prove h i s  youngest  d a u g h te r  s t i l l  a l iv e  encourages  

him to  foo l  h im se lf  and a l th o u g h  he knows r a t i o n a l ly  t h a t  she m ust be

dead, he r e f u s e s  to  a c c e p t  the  f a c t .  Hamlet's adv ice  to  th e  p la y e r s

commands them to

hold, a s  'tw ere ,  the  m ir ro r  up to  n a tu re :  to  show v i r t u e  h e r  own
f e a tu r e ,  scorn  h e r  own image, and th e  very  age  and body o f  the  time
h i s  form and p r e s s u re .  <Hamlet I I I  i i  22 -25)

and while t h i s  is  adm irable  advice  on the  p r a c t i c a l i t i e s  o f  a c t in g ,  i t  is

a ls o  a comment on what fu n c t io n  Hamlet in ten d s  the  p la y - w i th in - a - p la y  to

perform . He in ten d s  to ho ld  up a m ir ro r  to  C laudius, which w i l l  r e f l e c t

a c c u ra te ly  the  l a t t e r ’s  a c t io n s  in m urdering Hamlet's f a th e r .  C laud ius , by

looking in th e  m ir ro r  o f  the  a c to r s '  perform ance, w i l l  be fo rced  to  se e  and

acknowledge the  t r u t h  o f  h i s  crime, and w il l ,  th rough  th i s ,  be fo rced  a lso

to se e  in to  the  dep th s  o f  h i s  own s o u l  -  a t  l e a s t ,  so  Hamlet hopes. The

reason  t h a t  Hamlet's p lan  does n o t  work in the  way he had in tended  is ,

perhaps ,  because  C laudius, l ike  Arragon, r e f u s e s  to  se e  the  t r u e  image th a t

the  m ir ro r  r e f l e c t s ,  and th e r e f o r e  b l in d s  h im se lf  to  what may seem obvious

to  the  audience .

7.c. The shadow

Although A rragon 's  s c r o l l  does n o t  r e f e r  to  a  m ir ro r  o r  a g la s s ,  i t  speaks 

of

Some th e re  be t h a t  shadows k is s ,
Such have bu t  a shadow ’s  b l i s s :  ( II  ix 66 -67 )  (my i t a l i c s )

and Bolingbroke r e f e r s  to  R ichard’s  m ir ro r  in the  same term s 

The shadow  o f  your sorrow  h a th  d e s t r o y ’d
The shadow  o f  your face .  (R ichard II, IV i 292 -293)  (my i t a l i c s )

‘Shadow’ in t h i s  connection  is  used  in th e  se n se  of r e f l e c t i o n ,  and i f  the  

‘shadow’ of  A rragon’s  s c r o l l  r e f e r s  to  a m ir ro r ,  the  im p lica tion  is  t h a t  he 

k i s s e s ,  and i s  th e r e fo r e  in love w ith , h im se lf  a lone . This f i t s  the  

c h a ra c te r  t h a t  Shakespeare  has  p o r tra y ed ,  and a ls o  p ro v id e s  a warning th a t  

s e l f - l o v e  i s  n o t  only i n f e r io r  in enjoyment and f u l f i lm e n t ,  b u t  i s  t o t a l l y  

barren . John R usse ll  Brown s u g g e s t s  t h a t  

There be fo o ls  a l iv e  iwis
S i lv e r ’d o ’e r ,  and so was t h i s .  (II ix 68 -69 )

r e f e r s  to  the  ap p a re n t  wisdom of those  whose h a i r  has  tu rned  s i l v e r , 3’ an
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assum ption  t h a t  age b r in g s  wisdom which was p ro v e rb ia l ,  and which

Shakespeare  q u o te s  h im se lf  l a t e r  in the  p lay  when the  Duke re a d s  B e l la r io 's

l e t t e r  concern ing  B a l ta z a r /P o r t i a :

I beseech you l e t  h i s  lack o f  y e a rs  be no impediment to  l e t  him lack 
a rev e ren d  e s t im a t io n ,  fo r  I never  knew so young a  body w ith  so old 
a head ... (IV i 159-161)

Brown c i t e s  M ete l lu s  Cimber’s  comments on Cicero in J u liu s  Caesar  a s

ev idence:

0, l e t  u s  have him; fo r  h i s  s i l v e r  h a i r s
Will pu rchase  us a good opin ion . (J u liu s  Caesar II i 144-145)

b u t  Pooler s u g g e s t s  t h a t  the  l in e s  imply t h a t  the  f o o ls '  w ea lth  concea ls

th e i r  f o l ly .32 However, i t  may r e f e r  to  the  s i lv e ry ,  po l ished  s u r f a c e  o f  a

lo o k in g -g la s s ,  and to  th e  s e l f - d e c e p t io n  which o th e r  f o o ls  have p r a c t i s e d

in f ro n t  o f  such o b je c t s  b e fo re .  M irro rs  a re ,  by t h e i r  n a tu r e  de c ep t iv e ,

Thomas Whythorne, commenting on h i s  s i t t i n g  fo r  a p o r t r a i t  in 1562, pu t

forw ard  the  adv a n ta g e s  o f  a  p a in t in g  over  a m ir ro r  a s  a rec o rd  o f  o n e se l f ,

m ir ro r s  only rec o rd in g  a  p r e s e n t  image, and t h a t  in r e v e r s e ,  w hereas

p a in t in g s  were ab le  to  rec o rd  a p a s t  image, hence:

... d iv e r s  do cause  t h e i r  c o u n te r f e i t s  to be made, to  se e  how time 
do th  a l t e r  them from time to time; so thereby  they  may cons ide r  
w ith  them selves  how they ought to  a l t e r  t h e i r  c o n d it io n s ,  and to 
pray  to  God th a t ,  a s  they  do draw tow ards t h e i r  long home and end 
in t h i s  world, so  they  may be the  more ready  to d ie  in such s o r t  a s  
becometh t ru e  C h r i s t i a n s .33

Shadows a re  r e f e r r e d  to in connection  w ith  p o r t r a i t s ;  a s  Brown p o in ts  ou t ,  

‘shadow1 was used  o f  any th ing  f l e e t i n g  and u n s u b s ta n t i a l  and Shakespeare  

u se s  th e  word o f te n  in t h i s  connection  (Marvin Spevack3* l i s t s  70 

r e f e r e n c e s  to ‘shadow' in S hakespeare 's  p lays ,  many o f  which have t h i s  

meaning), b u t  Brown a l s o  r e f e r s  to  P o o le r 's  s u g g e s t io n  t h a t  the  s c r o l l  may 

be making an a l lu s io n  to  the  custom o f  k is s in g  p o r t r a i t s ,  and c i t e s  

W ebste r 's  W hite D evil II i i  2 5 -8 .35 A rragon 's  p r iz e  is  ‘th e  p o r t r a i t  o f  a 

b link ing  i d i o t ’, and i t  i s  c le a r  t h a t  i t  m a n ife s ts  in an image, w hether  a 

r e f l e c t i o n  in a m ir ro r ,  or a  more s o l id  p o r t r a i t  m in ia tu re .  Shakespeare  

u se s  the  term ‘shadow’ in r e f e re n c e  to p o r t r a i t s  in The Two Gentlem en o f  

Verona:

P ro teus :  Madam, i f  your h e a r t  be so o b du ra te ,
Vouchsafe me y e t  your p i c tu r e  fo r  my love,
The p ic tu r e  t h a t  i s  hanging in your chamber;
To t h a t  I ' l l  speak, to  t h a t  I ' l l  s ig h  and weep;
For, s in c e  the  su b s ta n c e  o f  your p e r f e c t  s e l f  
Is  e l s e  devo ted , I am bu t  a  shadow;
And to  your shadow w i l l  I make t r u e  love.

J u l ia :  CA side ] I f  ’tw ere  a s u b s ta n c e ,  you would, s u re ,  deceive  i t
And make i t  bu t  a  shadow, a s  I am.
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S i lv ia :  I am very  lo a th  to  be your idol, s i r ;
But s in c e  your fa lsehood  s h a l l  become you w ell  
To worship shadows and adore  f a l s e  shapes ,
Send to  me in the  morning, and I ’l l  send  i t  ...

(IV i i  115-127)
S i lv ia :  U rsula , b r ing  my p i c tu r e  th e re .

Go, g ive  your m as te r  t h i s .  T e l l  him from me,
One J u l i a ,  t h a t  h i s  changing though ts  f o rg e t ,
Would b e t t e r  f i t  h i s  chamber than t h i s  shadow.

(IV iv 113-116)

S i lv ia  s e e s  the  danger in w orshipping an image -  a shadow -  r a t h e r  than 

the  r e a l  th in g ,  and in t h i s  s e n se  the  p o r t r a i t  i s  seen as  d ecep t iv e ,  a 

' f a l s e  s h a p e ’. P ro te u s '  love is  seen  a s  a s u p e r f i c i a l  i n f a tu a t io n  r a t h e r  

than a deeply  f e l t  emotion, and h is  s e l f i s h  and a r r o g a n t  behaviour is  

condemned. Like Morocco and Arragon, he t r e a t s  the  o b je c t  o f  h i s  worship 

as  an inanim ate  p r iz e ,  a l th o u g h ,  l ike  P o r t i a 's  s u i t o r s ,  he is  n o t  p r im a r i ly  

in te r e s t e d  in h e r  w ealth . Morocco and Arragon woo P o r t ia  fo r  the  kudos o f  

having such a b e a u t i f u l ,  d e s i r a b le ,  a r i s t o c r a t i c  w ife . They a re  e g o t i s t s ,  

bu t  n o t  g reedy , and in t h i s  they  c o n t r a s t  to  Shy lock. Bassanio  is

a t t r a c t e d  to  P o r t i a 's  money, b u t  he i s  n o t  e g o i s t i c a l ,  nor is  he i n t e r e s t e d  

s o le ly  in h e r  w ealth . He s e e s  h e r  c le a r ly ,  n o t  a s  a shadow, bu t  a s  a fu l ly  

rounded p e rson , f l e s h  and blood, w ith  v i r t u e s  and c h a ra c te r  a s  welL a s  a  

fo r tu n e .  His accep tance  o f  he r  a s  a l iv ing  being is  s e t  a g a in s t  Morocco’s 

a t t i t u d e  to  h e r  a s  a unique c o l l e c t o r 's  item, and A rragon’s  r a t h e r

condescending d e s i r e  to bestow on h e r  the  g lo ry  o f  h i s  name. N e ithe r  

Morocco nor Arragon se e  e i t h e r  P o r t ia  o r  them selves  c le a r ly ,  b e l ie v in g  t h a t  

they a re  more than worthy o f  h e r ,  w hereas Bassanio approaches the  t e s t  

w ith  h u m il i ty  and c le a r - s ig h t e d n e s s .

C lear a p p ra i s a l  o f  both o u rs e lv e s  and o th e r s  i s  t h e r e fo r e  seen  a s  m orally  

and s p i r i t u a l l y  b e n e f ic ia l .  In Timor) o f  A th en s  Apemantus links  to g e th e r  

shadows, s e l f - d e c e p t io n  and fo lly :

V arro ’s  Servan t:  How d o s t ,  foo l?
Apemantus: Dost d ia lo g u e  w ith  thy shadow?
V arro 's  S e rvan t:  I speak n o t  to  thee .
Apemantus: No, ' t i s  to  t h y s e l f  ...

All S e rv an ts :  What a re  we, Apemantus?
Apemantus: Asses.
All S e rv an ts :  Why?
Apemantus: That you ask  me what you a re ,  and do n o t  know

y o u rse lv e s .
( Timon II i i  5 5 -58 , 6 4 -69 )

and i t  is  c le a r  t h a t  in the  person  of  Arragon, Shakespeare  has  prov ided  a

c h a ra c te r  who e x h ib i t s  th ese  th re e  e lem ents .
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8. Bassanio

Unlike Morocco and Arragon, Bassanio i s  n o t  seduced by the  ou tw ard  

appearance  o f  the  c a sk e ts .  He does n o t  read  the  i n s c r ip t io n s  a loud , and 

r e j e c t s  both  th e  outw ard sound of  th in g s

In law, what p lea  so  t a in te d  and c o r ru p t
But, being s e a s o n ’d w ith  a g ra c io u s  voice,
Obscures the  show o f  e v i l?  ( I l l  i i  75-77) (my i t a l i c s )

and the  ou tw ard  show

In r e l ig io n ,
What damned e r r o r  b u t  some so b e r  brow
Will b le s s  i t ,  and approve i t  w ith  a t e x t ,
H iding the  g r o s s n e s s  w ith  fa i r  ornam ent?  ( I l l  i i  77 -80)

and goes on to  d isc u s s  beau ty  made with  cosm etics , go lden  h a i r  w i th  wigs 

and a lovely  v e i l  h id ing  a dark sk in . As i s  a p p ro p r ia te  in t h i s  p lay , he 

a ls o  u s e s  a s e a  metaphor

Thus ornam ent is  bu t  the  g u i le d  sho re
To a most dangerous se a  ( I I I  i i  97 -98 )

8 .a. S ilen ce

I t  was Sigmund Freud who p o in ted  o u t  a r e l a t i o n s h ip  between The M erchant

o f  Venice  and King Lear,36 He l ikened C orde lia  to  th e  lead c a sk e t ;  both

remain dumb. He p o in ts  o u t  t h a t  sym bolica lly  both t r a d i t i o n a l l y  and in 

p s y c h o -a n a ly s is  a c a sk e t ,  o r  indeed any form o f  enc losed  c o n ta in e r ,  

r e p r e s e n t s  th e  m ate rna l  body and th e r e f o r e  the  e sse n c e  o f  womanhood. 

While Bassanio  has  to  make h i s  choice from th re e  c a sk e ts ,  Lear has  to

choose between h i s  th r e e  d a u g h te r s .  In each case  i t  is  the  l e a s t  obvious 

choice which p roves  to  be the  v a l id  one. The gold and s i l v e r  c a s k e ts  hold 

u n p le a sa n t  rem inders  o f  man's fo o l i s h n e s s  and m o r ta l i ty ,  while  G oneril  and 

Regan, a l th o u g h  appear ing  on the  s u r f a c e  loving and anxious to  p lea se  

t h e i r  f a t h e r ,  a re  r e v e a le d  a s  a v a r ic io u s ,  am bitious  and h e a r t l e s s .  Their  

fu lsom ely  o rn a te  speeches  o f  f i l i a l  love a r e  a s  m ean ing less  a s  the  o rn a te  

d e c o ra t io n  o f  the  gold  and s i l v e r  c a sk e ts .  In each c a se  the  o u t s id e  does

n o t  only n o t  r e f l e c t  th e  in s id e ,  i t  h id es  i t s  o p p o s i te .  The two c a s k e ts

a re  a s  loud in t h e i r  p r a i s e  o f  them selves  v i s u a l ly  a s  the  two s i s t e r s  a re  

v e rb a l ly ,  b u t  th e  lead c a sk e t ,  l ik e  C orde lia ,  is  s i l e n t .

Bassanio: ... b u t  thou, thou meagre lead,
Which r a t h e r  t h r e a t e n 's t  than d o s t  promise augh t,
Thy p la in n e ss  moves me more than eloquence.

( I l l  i i  104-106)

Cordelia : What s h a l l  C ordelia  speak?
Love, and be s i l e n t  ...
... I am s u re  ray love 's
More ponderous than my tongue...
Nothing, my lord ...
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Unhappy t h a t  I am, I cannot heave
My h e a r t  in to  my mouth. I love your M ajesty
According to  my bond; no more nor le s s .

{King Lear  I i 61, 76 -77 , 86, 90 -92)

Like G oneril  and Regan, Morocco, Arragon and Shylock r e ly  h e a v ily  on the

power o f  language, and a l l  f a l l  in to  the  t r a p  o f  tak ing  a p r id e  in t h e i r

eloquence. Morocco tak e s  a s  much p le a s u re  in the  e la b o r a te  word p i c tu r e s

he c o n s t r u c t s  to  e x p re s s  h i s  a d m ira t ion  o f  P o r t ia  a s  in the  woman h e r s e l f ,

and Arragon is  obv iously  in love w ith  the  sound o f  h i s  own voice. Shylock

d e l ig h ts  in making v e rb a l ly  complex j u s t i f i c a t i o n s  o f  h i s  a c t io n s ,  a l th o u g h

he avo id s  the  w o rd -p a in t in g  o f  Morocco. All th re e  a r e  proud o f  the

c o n tro l  they  b e l ie v e  they  have over  language, bu t  sucb p r id e  is  a t a r g e t

fo r  m o ra l i s t s ,  and eloquence  w ithou t  modesty is  seen  a s  unenv iab le ,  a s

P e t r a r c h ’s O f Eloquence  makes c le a r :

Ioy: The p l e n t i e  of  myne eloquence  is  very  g r e a t .
Reason: If  i t  be ioyned w ith  modesty, I doo n o t  den ie  bu t t h a t  i t

i s  an e x c e l le n t  thyng, and su rp a ssy n g  the  common m easure
of men: o th e r  wyse i t  were b e t t e r  to  be dumbe.37

Dumbness th e r e f o r e  becomes a s s o c ia te d  w ith  h u m il i ty  and modesty. The lead

caske t  is  dumb, a s  i s  C orde lia ,  and i t s  h u m il i ty  t r a n s f e r s  i t s e l f  to  i t s

chooser, Bassanio , as  the  g a u d in e s s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  p r id e  (as in Goner i l

and Regan) o f  the  gold  and s i l v e r  c a sk e ts  becomes a p e r s o n i f i c a t io n  o f  the

pr ide  o f  t h e i r  s e l e c to r s ,  Morocco and Arragon.

The idea t h a t  a foo l  r e v e a ls  h i s  s tu p i d i ty  by too much speak ing  is

p ro v e rb ia l ,  stemming from Proverbs , 30. 32:

If thou h a s t  bene fo o l i s h  in l i f t i n g  thy s e l f e  up, and i f  thou h a s t
though t  wickedly, lay th in e  hand upon thy mouth.

and became a f a v o u r i te  moral w ith  the  emblem w r i t e r s .  Whitney expands

A lc ia t i ’s  s im ple  v e rs e  to  seven  s ta n z a s  which quo te  both c l a s s i c a l  and

b ib l ic a l  a u t h o r i t i e s .  His f i f t h  and s ix t h  s ta n z a s  read :

Not t h a t  d i s t r o y e s ,  in to  the  mowthe t h a t  goes ,
But t h a t  d i s t r o y e s ,  t h a t  f o r th e  th e re o f  doth  comme;
For wordes doe wounde, the  inwarde man w ith  woes,
Then w ise  l ie  speake, o r  b e t t e r  to  bee domme 

The tounge, a lthowghe i t  bee a member smal,
Of man i t  i s  the  b e s t ,  o r  w o rs te  o f  a l l .

The foo le ,  i s  though t w ith  s i l e n c e  to  be wise,
But when he p r a t e s ,  him s e l f e  he do the  bewraye:
And w ise  men s t i l l ,  th e  b a b le r  doe d i s p i s e ,
Then keepe a watche when thou h a s te  owght to  s a le ,

What labour le s se ,  then  fo r  to  houlde thy peace,
Which aged d a ie s ,  w ith  q u ie t  doth in c re a s e ,38

W illet a l s o  p u ts  forw ard the  same idea:
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Why do th  the  s tu d e n t  s i t  a lone  
With hand h i s  mouth eke p u t  upon, 

when he to speake  h a th  s k i l l ?
This  g e s tu r e  s i l e n c e  doe th  d e c la re ,
The wiseman o f t  h i s  wordes doe th  sp a re ,  

the  fo o le  h i s  mouth doe th  f i l l .
Let u s  then  take heede to  our toung,
The fo o le  the  w ise i s  th ough t  among, 

while  t h a t  h i s  l ip p es  a r e  s t i l l . 39

I ro n ic a l ly ,  w ith  C orde lia ,  Shakespeare  is  tw is t in g  the  moral o f  th e  emblem

by making the  p o in t  t h a t  a l th o u g h  C orde lia  rem ains  s i l e n t ,  she  is  n o t

conside red  wise. Her s i l e n c e  is  m isunders tood  by h e r  fo o l i s h  f a th e r ,  w ith

the  im p lica tion  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t  s u f f i c i e n t  to  be wise enough to  be s i l e n t ,

you must be w ise enough to u n d e rs ta n d  s i l e n c e  too. Barclay p o in ts  o u t  the

va lue  o f  the  man or  woman who can keep s i l e n t :

But t h a t  man or  woman, o r  any c r e a tu r e ,
That l i t l e  sp eake th ,  o r  e l s  keepeth  s i l e n c e ,
Are ever  o f  them most s t e d f a s t  and s u re ,
Without envy, h a tr e d ,  o r  m alivolence:40

G ra tiano  i s  an example o f  the  man who f i l l s  m eaningfu l s i l e n c e  with  

m ean ing less  ta lk ,  and B assan io ’s  apprehension  about how the  no isy  G ra tiano  

w i l l  f i t  in to  the  e s s e n t i a l l y  q u i e t  Belmont is  v a lid :  G ra tiano  th inks

... s i l e n c e  is  only commendable
In a n e a t ’s  tongue d r ie d ,  and a maid n o t  vend ib le . (I i 111-112)

and as  Bassanio  comments:

G ra tiano  speaks  an i n f i n i t e  d ea l  o f  no th ing , more than  any man in 
a l l  Venice. (I i 114-115)

G ra t ia n o ’s  compulsion to  t a lk  he s e e s  a s  a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  h i s  lack o f  wisdom

... His r e a s o n s  a r e  a s  two g r a in s  o f  wheat h id  in two bu sh e ls  of 
c h a ff :  you s h a l l  seek a l l  day e r e  you f ind  them, and when you have 
them they a r e  n o t  worth  the  se a rc h .  <1 i 115-118)

the  im p lica tion  being t h a t  by e x e rc is in g  h i s  tongue so  much he s to p s  h i s

b ra in  working; he g iv es  h im se lf  no time to  th ink  o r  r e f l e c t ,  speech  has

rep laced  though t.  The im portance o f  weighing one’s words b e fo re  speak ing

f in d s  e x p re s s io n  in E c c le s ia s t ic u s ,  where th r e e  s ig n i f i c a n t  m o ti fs  in The

M erchant o f  Venice , s i l v e r  and gold , language, and ba lances ,  a r e  found

to g e th e r :

Binde up thy s i l v e r  and go lde, and weigh thy wordes in a ba lance , 
and make a door and a b a r r e  (and a s u r e  b r id le )  fo r  thy mouth.

(E c c le s ia s t ic u s ,  28. 25)

Bassanio  r e a l i s e s  the  importance o f  th ink ing  be fo re  speak ing , and o f  the

s i le n c e  of Belmont in c o n t r a s t  to  the  no isy  b a rg a in in g  and r io to u s

p a r ty in g  o f  Venice. As he sa y s  when G ra tiano  p leads  to  be allow ed to

accompany him on the  t r i p
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Thou a r t  too wild , too rude , and bold o f  vo ice  -  
P a r t s  t h a t  become th e e  happ ily  enough,
And in such eyes  a s  o u rs  appear  n o t  f a u l t s ;
But where thou a r t  n o t  known, why th e r e  they  show 
Something too l ib e r a l .  Pray thee ,  take  pain 
To a l la y  w ith  some cold  d rops  o f  modesty 
Thy sk ipp ing  s p i r i t ;  l e s t  th rough  thy wild behaviour 
I be ra isco n st 'red  in th e  p lace  I go to
And lose  my hopes. (II  i i  166-174)

G ra t ia n o ’s  r e p ly  may w ell  make anyone even more wary o f  h i s  in te n t io n s ;

h i s  a s su ra n c e  t h a t  he w i l l  a c t  the  p a r t  o f  a p u r i t a n  and a p e r f e c t

h y p o c r i te  cannot be s a id  to  encourage  confidence . However, h i s  behaviour

during  B assan io 's  e le c t io n  o f  the  c a sk e t  is  a l l  the  l a t t e r  could wish; he

d o e sn 't  u t t e r  a sound u n t i l  a f t e r  the  choice has  been made and the  lady

won, and then  h i s  words a re  o f  a more sobe r  c a s t  than  h i s  e a r l i e r

ex u b e ra n t  qu ips . E v iden tly  the  a tm osphere  of Belmont has  rubbed  o f f  on

him a ls o ,  o r  perhaps  he h as  f in a l ly  met h i s  match in N e r is sa .  She has

c e r t a in ly  run  him to a s t a n d s t i l l :

For wooing h e re  u n t i l  I sw eat again ,
And sw earing  t i l l  my very  ro o f  was dry
With o a th s  o f  love ... ( I l l  i i  204-206)

In f a c t ,  h i s  wooing and sw earing  have l i t t l e  e f f e c t  in the  q u i e t  o f  

Belmont, u n t i l  a f t e r  h i s  s i l e n t  su p p o r t  o f  Bassanio  d u r in g  the  c a s k e t -  

choosing. B assan io 's  v ic to ry  r e l e a s e s  G ra tiano  to  make h i s  claim on 

M erissa, and having won h e r ,  h i s  exuberance  r e a s s e r t s  i t s e l f ,  a l th o u g h  to  a 

l e s s e r  e x te n t ;  he r e t a i n s  a deg ree  o f  s o b r ie ty  which he has  acqu ired  in 

Belmont u n t i l ,  back in Venice and removed from the  r e s t r a i n t  o f  Belmont 

(and t h a t  o f  N erissa  h e r s e l f ) ,  h i s  contempt and anger  a t  Shy lock e r u p t s  in 

the  t r i a l  scene .

I t  is  no t  only the  v i s u a l  appearance  o f  som ething o r  someone which can be

m is lead ing , bu t the  sounds i t  makes o r  the  words they speak. Both Morocco

and Shylock quo te  a u t h o r i t i e s  which, i f  taken a t  face  v a lu e  would make

them appear  a s  adm irable  c h a r a c te r s  bu t ,  a s  John Doebler rem arks,

S hakespeare  seems to be u s in g  both Morocco and Shylock to  in d ic a te  
t h a t  n o t  only must an aud ience  be aware o f  d i s t i n c t i o n s  between 
appearance  and r e a l i t y ,  they  must a ls o  lea rn  to  know when the  iconic  
appearance  is  the  r e a l i t y ,  even when a c h a ra c te r  d e c e p t iv e ly  q u o te s  
the  a u th o r i ty  o f  the  B ible or  s ta n d a rd  moral s e n t im e n ts .41

The aud ience  has to  dec ide  n o t  only on v i s u a l ,  bu t  a ls o  on a u r a l  v e ra c i ty .

Shakespeare  shows t h a t  words, however r e l i a b l e  the  so u rc e ,  can be misused

and t h e i r  o r ig in a l  meaning tw is te d  to such an e x te n t  t h a t  they  seem to be

s t a t i n g  the  op p o s ite .  The only r e l i a b l e  in fo rm ation  comes from s i le n c e ,
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which cannot be made to  l ie ,  a lth o u g h  i t  can be m is in te rp re te d  and 

m isunders tood .

That s i l e n c e  i t s e l f  can be e lo q u e n t  can be seen  in the  f a c t  th a t  Bassanio 

h as  a l r e a d y  had some in t im a t io n  o f  P o r t i a ’s  f e e l in g s  fo r  him befo re  he 

s e t s  o u t  on h i s  v e n tu re .  As he t e l l s  Antonio

... Sometimes from her  eyes
I d id  re c e iv e  f a i r  s p e e c h le s s  m essages. (I i 163-164)

The s ig n i f ic a n c e  is  in the  s i le n c e  o f  the  m essages. They speak e lo q u e n t ly ,  

b u t  P o r t ia  avoids  b reak ing  the  t r u s t  he r  f a th e r  has  p laced  on he r  by 

openly avowing h e r  i n t e r e s t  in Bassanio . N e v e r th e le ss ,  Bassanio  has  sensed  

a r e c ip ro c a l  f e e l in g  and t h i s  shows t h a t  he is  s e n s i t i v e  to s i le n c e ;  un like  

Lear he w il l  n o t  m isunders tand  P o r t i a 's  m uteness. B assan io ’s  s e n s i t i v i t y  

to  the  ‘s p e e c h le s s  m essa g e s ’ o f  the  c a s k e ts  e n a b le s  him to f r e e  P o r t ia  

from h e r  bondage, w hereas the  focus ing  o f  Morocco and Arragon on words 

s e rv ed  only to  pro long  h e r  imprisonment in th e  tomb o f  the  c a sk e ts .  This 

a t t i t u d e  to  s i le n c e  and e loquence  r e f l e c t s  Shakespeare 's  own f e e l in g s  a s  

e x p re sse d  in the  Sonnets:

0, l e t  my looks be then the  eloquence
And dumb p r e s a g e r s  o f  my speaking  b re a s t ;
Who p lead  fo r  love and look fo r  recompense,
More than t h a t  tongue t h a t  more h a th  more e x p r e s s ’d.

0, lea rn  to  read  what s i l e n t  love h a th  w r i t .
To hea r  w ith  eyes  belongs to  love 's  f in e  w it .  (Sonnet 23, 9 -14 )

The power o f  s i l e n c e ,  and th e  s t i f l i n g  c o n s t r ic t io n  o f  speech a re  r e f e r r e d

to  in a n o th e r  sonnet:

This  s i l e n c e  fo r  my s in  you did  impute,
Which s h a l l  be most my g lo ry ,  being dumb;
For I impair n o t  beau ty ,  being mute,
When o th e r s  would g iv e  l i f e ,  and b r ing  a tomb. (Sonnet 83, 9 -12 )

The power o f  s i l e n c e  over language is  seen  in the  in a b i l i ty  o f  language to 

e x p re s s  the  d e e p e s t  em otions. The s o n n e ts  above r e f e r  to  t h i s ,  b u t  The 

M erchant o f  Venice r e v e a ls  an example in a c t io n  in the  scene  co n ta in in g  

B assan io 's  choice  which beg in s  very  d i f f e r e n t l y  to  th o se  o f  the  two e a r l i e r  

s u i t o r s .  P o r t ia ,  who in de a l in g  with  h e r  o th e r  s u i t o r s  has  rem ained calm 

and a lo o f ,  is  w ith  Bassanio  v i r t u a l l y  incoheren t .  Her speech is  broken up,

she  beg ins  a  sen te n c e  o r  a though t  b u t  does n o t  f in i s h  i t ,  she  i n t e r r u p t s

h e r s e l f  and a t  one p o in t  she  makes a c l a s s i c  F reud ian  s l i p  which she

immediately t r i e s  to r e c t i f y

One h a l f  o f  me is  yours ,  the  o th e r  h a l f  yours , -
Mine own, I would say: b u t  i f  mine, then  yours,
And so a l l  yours. ( I l l  i i  16-18)

Nowhere e l s e  in the  p lay  do we f ind  P o r t i a  in such a l i n g u i s t i c  s t a t e .
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Like Shylock, when she  i s  d e a l in g  w ith  som ething which touches  h e r  d e e p e s t  

em otions, she  becomes i n a r t i c u l a t e .  Her exchange w ith  Bassanio  reg a rd in g  

the  rack  and t o r t u r e  in d ic a te s  the  agony t h a t  both  f e e l ;  they  want to  

know, bu t  f e a r  the  answer.

P o r t ia  i s  n o t  the  only c h a ra c te r  in the  p lay  to become incohe ren t  when h e r  

d e e p e s t  em otions a re  touched: Shylock, the  m as te r  o f  language, who is  ab le

to  tw i s t  the  s c r i p t u r e s  to  h i s  own use , becomes l e s s  e lo q u e n t  and 

in c re a s in g ly  r e p e t i t i v e  as  h i s  ob sess io n  w ith  revenge  ta k e s  hold. His 

anger  and h a te  a re  so s t ro n g  t h a t  mere words cannot cope w ith  t h e i r  

e x p ress io n .

The r e l a t i o n s h ip  o f  lead and s i l e n c e  has  a lre ad y  been p o in te d  ou t ,  b u t  

Freud goes on to e x p lo re  the  idea t h a t  in t r a d i t i o n a l  s t o r i e s  s i l e n c e  

r e p r e s e n t s  d ea th  and t h a t  in man's r e f u s a l  to  a c ce p t  h i s  own m o r ta l i ty ,  

t h i s  meaning was t r a n s f e r r e d  to love and r e - b i r t h ,  so  t h a t  th e  s i l e n t  t h i r d  

woman o f  the  f a i r y - s t o r y  becomes the  o b je c t  o f  love. This  r e l a t i o n  

between l e a d / s i l e n c e /d e a th  ex te n d s  f u r t h e r  in The M erchant o f  Venice  

because  a lth o u g h  th e  word c a sk e t  was n o t  in S hakespea re 's  tim e used  in 

connection  with  c o f f in s ,  lead was o f te n  used  to wrap up c o rp se s  b e fo re  

b u r ia l .42 In the  p lay , however, a r e v e r s a l  tak e s  p lace .  The go ld  c a sk e t  

ho lds  the  symbol o f  dea th ,  the  s k u l l ,  while the  lead ho ld s  th e  lo v e r s '  

promise fo r  a l i f e  o f  h a pp iness ,  P o r t i a 's  p o r t r a i t .  The lead c a sk e t ,  

t h e re fo re ,  th rough i t s  a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  d ea th ,  r e p r e s e n t s  a r e s u r r e c t io n ,  a 

r e - b i r t h  in to  a  new, p ro sp e ro u s  and f e r t i l e  l i f e ,  and a s  such r e f l e c t s  a ls o  

the  ph y s ic a l  s a lv a t io n  o f  Antonio and th e  s p i r i t u a l  r e - b i r t h  o f  Shylock 

a f t e r  the  t r i a l .

9. Does P o r t i a  c h e a t?

While Bassanio  r e j e c t s  appearance  a s  a b a s is  fo r  choice, Richard G. Moulton 

p o in ts  o u t  th a t  rea so n in g  is  a ls o  u s e le s s  in t h i s  t e s t , 43 The lead 

c a s k e t 's  s c r o l l  rea d s  ‘Chance as  f a i r ,  and choose a s  t r u e '  n o t  more  f a i r  o r  

more t ru e .  The winning choice must be made by i n s t i n c t ,  by in h e ra n t  

w o r th in ess ,  r a t h e r  than by r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n ;  by the  h e a r t  r a t h e r  than  by the  

head.

Morocco and Arragon a re  too concerned w ith  the  p r iz e  they  a r e  a t te m p t in g  

to win to c o n c e n t ra te  on the  c a s k e ts  them selves  in t h i s  way. To th e  two 

fo re ig n e r s  the  c a sk e ts  a re  c lu e s  to the  puzz le , r a t h e r  than  the  puzz le
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i t s e l f ,  and t h e i r  p e rs p e c t iv e  is  th e r e fo r e  f a u l ty .  I t  would be demeaning 

S h a k e sp ea re ’s  d ram atic  s e n se  o f  r ig h tn e s s  to  s u g g e s t ,  a s  s e v e ra l  c r i t i c s  

have, t h a t  P o r t ia  g iv e s  the  game away by dropping h i n t s  to  Bassanio . One 

c r i t i c  h as  even su g g e s te d  t h a t  she  p o in ts  to  th e  lead caske t!44 -  a 

s u g g e s t io n  which goes d i r e c t l y  a g a in s t  a l l  the  t e x tu a l  ev idence . I t  has 

a l s o  been s u g g e s te d  t h a t  when she  sa y s  to Bassanio  a t  the  beginning o f  

th e  scene

I pray you t a r r y ;  pause  a day o r  two
Before you hazard ; fo r ,  in choosing wrong,
I lose  your company (II I  i i  1-3) (my i t a l i c s )

she  is  d i r e c t i n g  him to  the  m otto  of  the  lead c a s k e t  -  to  g ive  and hazard  

a l l  he hath  -  b u t  she  u s e s  the  same word to  both  Morocco and Arragon 

b e fo re  t h e i r  cho ices . To Morocco

F i r s t ,  forw ard  to the  temple. A f te r  d inner
Your hazard  s h a l l  be made. (II  i 44 -45)  (my i t a l i c s )

and to  Arragon

To th ese  in ju n c tio n s  every  one doth swear
That comes to  hazard  fo r  my w o r th le s s  s e l f .

(II ix 17-18) (my i t a l i c s )

As both  Morocco and Arragon a re  c lu e - h u n te r s ,  and B assanio  i s  no t  i t  would 

be u n r e a l i s t i c  to  suppose  t h a t  Bassanio would pick up the  r e f e re n c e  while 

the  o th e r  two s u i t o r s  miss i t .

A more s e r io u s  a c cu sa t io n  o f  c h ea t in g  has  been p o s i t e d 45 in the  song which 

P o r t ia  i n i t i a t e s  while  Bassanio  makes h i s  choice, b u t  the  f a c t  t h a t  the  end 

rhymes of the  f i r s t  v e rse  a re  ‘b re d ’, 'h ead ’ and ‘n o u r is h e d ’ which rhyme 

with  ' le a d '  cannot be taken as  a  s e r io u s  c lue  f o r  Bassanio , nor can the  

s u b je c t  o f  the  song. I t  is  made c le a r  t h a t  the  music i s  simply a 

background to  B assan io ’s  choice; he is  n o t  aware o f  i t  a t  a l l  a s  the  s ta g e  

d i r e c t i o n s  s u g g e s t :

A Song the  w h ils t  B assan io  comments on the  c a s k e ts  to  h im s e lf .
( I l l  i i  63)

We seem to a r r i v e  in the  middle o f  B assan io 's  m ed i ta t io n ;  he begins  

a b ru p t ly  with  ‘So may the  outward shows be l e a s t  th e m se lv e s ’. We do not 

he a r  h i s  rea so n in g  fo r  the  r e j e c t io n  o f  the  gold  and s i l v e r  c a sk e ts  a s  we 

have heard  Morocco and Arragon; he i s  a lre ad y  launched on an e x p lo ra t io n  

o f  the  d e c ep t iv e n e ss  o f  appearances ,  and so is  u n l ik e ly  to  have been 

in fluenced  by the  words o f  the  song.

The ly r ic s  o f  the  song r e l a t e  to  the  b u s in e s s  o f  the  choice of c a sk e ts .  

As Moulton says:
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‘Fancy’ in Shakespearean  English  means ‘love*; and th e  d isc u s s io n ,  
w hether  love belongs to  the  head o r  the  h e a r t ,  is  no in a p p ro p r ia te  
accompaniment to a r e a l i t y  which c o n s i s t s  in t h i s  -  t h a t  the  su c c e s s  
in love o f  the  s u i t o r s ,  which they a re  seeking  to  compass by t h e i r  
r e a s o n in g s ,  is  in f a c t  being decided by th e i r  c h a r a c te r s .46

Although th e  song warns t h a t  love t h a t  is  based only on v i s u a l  a t t r a c t i o n

is  n o t  l a s t in g ,  and th e r e f o r e  in t im a te s  the  dangers  o f  r e ly in g  on outw ard

appearance , B a ssa n io ’s  speech  shows no aw areness  o f  the  ly r ic s .  He is

com pletely  wrapped up in the  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  puzzling  o u t  the  problem, and is

to t a l l y  unaware o f  any e x te r n a l  s t im u lu s .  As he igno res  th e  ou tw ard  show

of  the  c a s k e ts  them selves , so he ignores  the  o u ts id e  sounds o f  th e  song.

His choice is  n o t  based on the  s e n se s  bu t  on the  h e a r t .  His r e a c t io n  on

read ing  th e  s c r o l l  in s ide  the  lead c a sk e t  is  one o f  derangem ent o f  the

se n se s

Like one o f  two con tend ing  in a p r iz e ,
That th in k s  he h a th  done w ell in peo p le 's  eyes ,
Hearing  a pp lause  and u n iv e r s a l  shou t,
Giddy in s p i r i t ,  s t i l l  g a z in g  in a doubt 
Whether th o se  p e a ls  o f  p r a i s e  be h i s  o r  no

(III  i i  141-145) (ray i t a l i c s )

E y es /hea r ing  and g a z in g /p e a ls  s u g g e s t  an o v e r tu rn in g  o f  the  u s u a l  r e l a t i o n

o f  the  s e n s e s  o f  s e e in g  and h e a r in g ,  and i t  i s  th e s e  two s e n s e s  which

appear  p rom inently  in the  th re e  s u i t o r s '  cho ices .

Theobald emended ’p a le n e s s ’ to  ‘p l a in n e s s ’ a s  being more in keeping w ith

'e loquence ' and avo id ing  a r e p e t i t i o n  o f  'p a le '  which had been used  to

d e sc r ib e  s i l v e r ,  b u t  Brown p o in ts  o u t  in h i s  an n o ta t io n

... Farmer showed t h a t  pa le  was o f te n  used  o f  lead (e.g., Rom,,
II v 17). Moreover i t  was a commonplace to  ta lk  o f  the  "co lo u rs  o f  
rh e to r ic " ,  and so co loured  eloquence  m ight be c o n t r a s te d  w ith
p a le n e ss .47

In a d d i t io n ,  the  ju x ta p o s i t io n  o f  a v i s u a l  w ith  an a u ra l  q u a l i ty  r e f l e c t s  

B assan io ’s  l a t e r  confus ion  between the  two in l in e s  142-145 quo ted  above, 

and is  symbolic o f  h i s  r e j e c t i o n  of  a r e l i a n c e  on e i t h e r  s ig h t  o r  sound to 

p rocure  the  answer to  th e  problem.

10. Music

The s ig n i f ic a n c e  o f  music a t  t h i s  p o in t  is  un d e r l in ed  by the  only o th e r  

appearance  o f  music in the  p lay , d u r ing  the  f in a l  Act. At both  t im es  the  

music h e ra ld s  an im portan t  ev en t  in th e  rom antic  r e l a t i o n s h ip  between 

Bassanio and P o r t ia .  Indeed, a s  f a r  a s  Bassanio  is  concerned, they  a r e  the  

only two occas ions  in the  p lay  where he comes to g e th e r  w ith  P o r t ia .  The 

music sym bolises  rom antic  harmony, a l though  in both c a se s  t h a t  union is
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abou t to  be p u t  in jeopardy , f i r s t  in the  r i s k  involved in B assan io ’s  choice 

o f  c a sk e t  and in h i s  l a t e r  a b ru p t  r e t u r n  to a th re a te n in g  s i t u a t i o n  in 

Venice, and second in the  d iscovery  o f  h i s  bes tow al o f  h i s  b e t r o th a l  r in g  

on a com parative  s t r a n g e r  and i t s  t h r e a t  to  h i s  love and m arr iage . The 

dange rs  a r e  s u c c e s s fu l ly  n e g o t ia te d  and harmony is  r e s to r e d .

Shylock cannot respond to music, a s  he adm its  in II v 27 -35 , and th i s

marks him down a s  being lacking in humanity. As Lorenzo l a t e r  s t a t e s :

The man t h a t  h a th  no music in h im se lf ,
Nor is  n o t  mov’d w ith  concord o f  sw ee t  sounds,
Is f i t  fo r  t r e a s o n s ,  s t r a ta g e m s ,  and s p o i l s ;
The motions o f  h i s  s p i r i t  a re  d u l l  a s  n ig h t ,
And h i s  a f f e c t i o n s  dark a s  Erebus.
Let no such man be t r u s t e d .  (V i 83 -88 )

Shylock's r e j e c t i o n  o f  music is  a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  h is  r e j e c t i o n  o f  the  mercy

and compassion o f  C h r i s t i a n i ty  and the  New Law. Wither, in h i s  emblem

Though M usicke be o f  some ab h o r’d, She i s  the  Handmaid o f  the  Lord  p o in ts

to  the  r e l a t i o n s h ip  between d ev o tio n a l  f a i t h  and music:

To Musicke, and the  Muses, many beare  
Much h a tre d ;  and to  w hatsoever  ends 
Their  Soule d e l ig h t in g  R ap tu res  tuned a re ,
Such peev ish  d i s p o s i t io n s  i t  o f fe n d s  ...
For, Musicke, is  the  Handmaid o f  the  LORD,
And, fo r  h i s  Worship, was a t  f i r s t  ordayned;
Yea, th e r e w i th a l l  she f i t l y  do th  accord;
And, where Devotion th r iv e th ,  i s  re te y n ed .
Shee, by a n a t ’r a l l  power, do th  he lpe  to  r a i s e ,
The mind to  God, when jo y f u l l  Notes a r e  sounded:
And, Pass ions  f i e r c e  D is te m p e ra tu re s ,  a la i e s ;
When, by g rave  Tones, the  Mellody is  bounded.
I t ,  a lso  may in Mysticke se n se ,  imply
What Musicke, in our  s e lv e s ,  ough t s t i l l  to  be;
And, t h a t  our j a r r in g  l iv e s  to  c e r t i f i e ,
Wee should  in Voice, in Hand, and H eart,  ag ree :

And, s in g  ou t ,  F a i th s  new songs, w ith  f u l l  concent,
Unto the  Lawes, t e n - s t r i n g e d  In s trum en t .48

Even more than a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  d iv in i ty ,  music was re g a rd e d  as  a balm fo r  

t roub led  minds, and Shakespeare  u s e s  t h i s  idea to  r e s t o r e  both  King Lear 

and P e r ic le s  to  s a n i ty  and harmony (King Lear  IV v i i  and P e r ic le s  V i). 

The b e l i e f  t h a t  music could cure  melancholy, mania and a l s o  d e a fn e s s  s tem s 

from Py thagoras ,  whose fo l lo w e rs  worshipped Apollo, god o f  l ig h t ,  h e a l in g  

and music.49 A pollo 's  son was A escu lap ius , god o f  m edicine, around which 

the Pythagorean  d o c to rs  developed a c u l t  which be lieved  in th e  c u ra t iv e  

p r o p e r t ie s  of music. Harmonious music was though t  to  have a b e n e f i c i a l
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e f f e c t  on p a t i e n t s  s u f f e r i n g  from imbalance in the  emotions, a l though  

th e re  was an o th e r  schoo l o f  thought, founded in th e  w r i t in g s  o f  

H ippocra tes  and follow ed by Galen, which held  th a t  music was d e tr im e n ta l  

to  m ental h e a l th ,  and could  even cause  madness,50 and Shakespeare  a lso  

makes use  o f  t h i s  in R ichard  I I  where Richard r e j e c t s  the  music because  i t  

'mads me' (R ichard I I  V v 61). T h is  theo ry  was, however, l e s s  popular ,  and 

the  he a l in g  powers of music were promoted by Boeth ius in De Musica. He 

and h i s  fo l lo w e rs  based  t h e i r  b e l i e f s  on the w r i t in g s  of  A sclep iades  o f  

B ithynia , a  p hys ic ian  p r a c t i s in g  in the  f i r s t  cen tu ry  BC,51 and quoted as  

B ib l ica l  p rec e d e n t  the  s to r y  o f  David d i s p e l l in g  King S a u l 's  d e p re ss io n  by 

p lay ing  h i s  harp:

And so when the  e v i l l  s p i r i t  o f  God came upon Saul, David tooke an 
ha rpe  and played  w ith  h i s  hand, and Saul was r e f r e s h e d ,  and was 
eased: fo r  the  e y i l  s p i r i t  d e p a r ted  from him. (I Samuel, 16. 23)

The theory  t h a t  the  human mind and body responded to  music in an 

i n s t i n c t iv e  and subconsc ious  manner can be found in the  w r i t in g s  of 

Johannes Kepler:

I t  is  the  custom o f  some p h y s ic ia n s  to  cu re  t h e i r  p a t i e n t s  by 
pLeasing music. How can music work in the  body of a person? 
Namely in such a way t h a t  th e  s o u l  in the  person , j u s t  a s  some 
anim als do a ls o ,  u n d e rs ta n d s  the  harmony, i s  happy abou t i t ,  is 
r e f r e s h e d  and becomes acco rd ing ly  s t r o n g e r  in i t s  body.52

Shylock's r e j e c t i o n  o f  music sym bolises , th e r e fo r e ,  a r e j e c t i o n  o f  s p i r i t u a l

and p h y s ica l  harmony and i t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  music only makes an

appearance  in Belmont. Venice is  d e l ib e r a t e ly  b e r e f t  o f  music -  the

masque is  a b o r te d  -  and Shylock e s t a b l i s h e s  an a n t ip a th y  to music which,

a l though  i t  may n o t  ex tend  to  the  o th e r  c i t i z e n s ,  c o lo u rs  th e  Venetian

ambience and c r e a te s ,  in c o n t r a s t  to  the  p e a ce fu l ,  w e l l - ru n  harmony of

Belmont, a j a r r in g ,  no isy  and d isc o rd a n t  a tm osphere .

P o r t i a 's  speech c a l l in g  fo r  a  song w hile  Bassanio makes h i s  choice  shows 

h e r  f e a r  o f  h i s  f a i l u r e  in i t s  r e l a t i o n  to  d ea th  and a ‘sw an -song ' b u t  i t  

a l s o  foreshadows the  music o f  the  f in a l  a c t :

... such i t  is ,
As a r e  th o se  d u lc e t  sounds in break o f  day 
That c reep  in to  the  dreaming bridegroom 's  e a r
And summon him to  m arr iage .  ( I l l  i i  50 -53)

The f in a l  a c t  tu rn s  the  p o e try  in to  r e a l i t y  when i t  combines the  musk: 

w ith  the  dawn as  both P o r t ia  and Bassanio  r e t u r n  to Belmont to  consummate 

t h e i r  m arriage .



The Caske t s  - 111 -

11. Numerical e lem en ts

The f a c t  t h a t  th e r e  a r e  th ree  c a sk e ts  and th re e  s u i t o r s  in tro d u c es  a n o th e r  

f a i r y - t a l e  l ike  e lem ent in the  p lay  is  the  re p e a te d  use  o f  the  m agical 

number th re e  and i t s  m u l t ip le s .  The number occu rs  so o f te n  in the  p lay  

t h a t  i t s  u se  cannot be c o in c id e n ta l .  Solan io  and S a le r io  s e t  the  scene  a t  

the  very  beginning by s u g g e s t in g  th re e  r e a s o n s  fo r  A ntonio’s  melancholy 

(I i 8 -9 ,  46, 47). P o r t i a  r e c e iv e s  s i x  s u i t o r s  whom we do no t  se e  and 

th re e  whom we do, making the  magical th re e  t im es three , n ine. Antonio 

borrows th re e  thousand d u c a ts  fo r  th re e  months <1 i i i  1 -10 , 6 0 -62 )  and 

Antonio e x p e c ts  4 th r ic e  th re e  t im es the  v a lu e ’ of the  bond b e fo re  i t  is  due 

(I i i i  154). Shylock, in h i s  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  tak ing  i n t e r e s t ,  r e f e r s  to  

Jacob a s  ’The th ir d  p o s s e s s o r '  (I i i i  69). P o r t ia  h a s  th re e  main s u i t o r s  

who have to  choose between th re e  c a sk e ts .  Morocco b o a s t  o f  winning th re e  

b a t t l e s  ( ' f i e l d s ’ II i 26). L auncelo t r e f e r s  to  ’the  S i s t e r s  Three' 

( II  i i  57) and l a t e r  in the  same scene  when he r e t a i l s  h i s  fo r tu n e ,  a l l  b u t  

one o f  the  numbers mentioned ( ’a le v e n ’) a r e  m u l t ip le s  o f  th re e ;  ’f i f t e e n  

w iv es ’, 'Nine  m aid s’ and ‘drowning th r ic e * (II  i i  143-153). Antonio s to p s  

the  masque a t  n in e  o 'c lock (II v i  63) and So lanio , d e s c r ib in g  the  e n tra n c e  

of Tubal sa y s  ‘a  th ir d  canno t be m atch’d ’ ( I I I  i 66 -67 ).  Bassanio  r e f e r s  to  

P o r t ia  as  ' th r ic e -  f a i r  lad y ’ (II I  i i  146) and P o r t ia  would be ' t r e b le d  

twenty t im es '  h e r s e l f  (II I  i i  153). She goes  on to  m u lt ip ly  the  d e b t  owed 

to Shylock:

P o r t ia :  What sum owes he the  Jew?
Bassanio: For me, th ree  thousand d u c a ts .
P o r tia :  What! no more?

Pay him s i x  thousand, and d e face  the  bond:
Double s i x  thousand, and then  t r e b le  t h a t  ...

( I l l  i i  299-302)  (my i t a l i c s )

and during  Act IV the  amount changes in a c rescen d o -d ec re scen d o  movement: 

Shylock s t a t e s  h i s  u n w il l in g n ess  to ac ce p t  the  money -  th re e  thousand 

du c a ts  (IV i 42), Bassanio o f f e r s  s i x  thousand (IV i 84), which Shylock 

r e f u s e s  even:

If  every  du c a t  in s i x  thousand du c a ts
Were in s i x  p a r t s ,  and every  p a r t  a d u ca t  ...

(IV i 8 5 -8 6 )  (my i t a l i c s )  

P o r t ia  o f f e r s  Shylock th r ic e  the  money (IV i 222, 229) which Shylock 

r e j e c t s  u n t i l  he s e e s  the  t a b le s  tu rn in g  on him. He then a c c e p ts  ’th e  bond 

th r ic e ’ (IV i 313) b u t  P o r t ia  s to p s  him, and again  when he asks  f o r  the  

p r in c ip a l  (IV i 331). At the  end o f  the  scene  Bassanio o f f e r s  the  ‘d o c to r ’ 

the  th re e  thousand d u c a ts  o f  the  bond as  a fee  (IV i 406). B assanio  

ex p la in s  t h i s  to  P o r t ia  in the  f in a l  a c t  (V i 210-211) and f in a l ly  F 'ortia
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17. Jan Gossaert ( c a l l e d  Mabuse), The Adoration of the Magi ( c l 506) 
Wood, 177,2 x 161,3 cm, The Nat ional  Gal lery ,  London
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t e l l s  Antonio th a t  th ree  o f  h i s  a r g o s ie s  have s a f e ly  reached  p o r t  

(V i 276). In a d d i t io n  th e r e  a r e  the  th re e  s e t s  o f  lovers ,  th r e e  c o n t r a c t s  

o r  bonds (Antonio 's w ith  Shylock, B assan io 's  w ith  P o r t ia  and P o r t i a ' s  w ith  

Bassanio , a s su re d  by Antonio), and th re e  exchanges o f  the  r in g  (P o r t ia  to  

Bassanio , Bassanio  to  B a l th a s a r /P o r t i a ,  P o r t ia  to  Bassanio).

The number th r e e  has a s t r o n g  symbolic s ig n i f ic a n c e .  According to  J, E.

C i r lo t ,  i t  is  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  the  T r in i ty ,  and is  the  e lem ent which keeps

th e  opposing fo rc e s  of dualism  in balance  which

p re v e n ts  the  two opposing term s from c a n ce l l in g  each o th e r  ou t ,  
fo rc ing  both  th ese  f o r c e - p r in c ip le s  to y ie ld ,  t h a t  i s ,  to  fu n c t io n  
a l t e r n a t e l y  and no t  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  ...

... As Jung has  observed , P lo t in u s  w ith  h i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  combination 
o f  p h i lo so p h ica l  p r e c i s io n  and p o e t ic  a l lu s iv e n e s s  compared Oneness 
( the  c r e a t iv e  p r in c ip le )  w ith  l ig h t ,  i n t e l l e c t  w ith  the  sun, and the  
w o r ld -so u l  w ith  the  moon. Unity is  s p l i t  in te r n a l ly  in to  th r e e
‘moments’ -  the  a c t iv e ,  the  p a s s iv e  and th e  union o r  outcome of 
th e s e  two ... As Lao-Tse says :  ‘One engenders  two, two engenders  
th re e ,  th re e  engenders  a i l  t h in g s ’. Hence th re e  has  the  power to 
re s o lv e  the  c o n f l i c t  posed by dualism ; i t  i s  a l s o  the  harmonic 
r e s o lu t io n  o f  the  impact o f  u n i ty  upon d u a l i ty .  I t  sym bolizes  the  
c re a t io n  o f  s p i r i t  o u t  o f  m a t te r ,  o f  the  a c t iv e  o u t  o f  the  p a s s iv e .53

In r e l a t i o n  to  th i s ,  man was be liev ed  to  be composed o f  th re e  e sse n c e s ;

s p i r i t ,  so u l  and body which corresponded  to mind, s e n t im e n ts  and in s t i n c t s .

The a n a to m is ts  be lieved  t h a t  man was anim ated by th re e  k inds o f  s p i r i t s ;

the  n a tu r a l ,  which a ro se  in the  l iv e r ;  the  v i t a l ,  which were r e f in e d  from

n a tu r a l  s p i r i t s  by the  h e a r t ;  and the  anim al, which were r e f in e d  from v i t a l

s p i r i t s  by the  b ra in .5* Hence the  number th r e e  was r e l a t e d  to  man and h is

r e l a t i o n s h ip  to  the  u n iv e rse ,  the  microcosm and the  macrocosm. I t  a lso

c a r r ie d  the  idea o f  ba lance  and r e c o n c i l i a t io n  between two opposing and

ap p a re n tly  i r r e c o n c i la b le  a n ta g o n i s t s ,  and in t h i s  connection  i s  h ighly

a p p ro p r ia te  in a p lay  which is  abou t two d i f f e r e n t  w orlds  and th e  r e s u l t s

when they  c la sh .

The num erica l  s ig n i f ic a n c e  o f  th e  th r e e  c a sk e ts  i s  r e m in is c e n t  o f  the  

th re e  p r e s e n t s  which the  Magi o f f e r  to  th e  C h r i s t - c h i ld  in p a in t in g s  o f  

the  Adoration o f  the  Magi, a good example o f  which is  Jan G o s s a e r t ’s  

A dora tion  o f  the  Magi o f  c l5 0 6 .5S [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  17] These a r e  p o r t r a y e d  a s  

the  h igh ly  o rn a te ,  s h r in e - l i k e  c a sk e ts  which Morocco im plies in h i s  

r e f e re n c e  to P o r t ia  h e r s e l f  as  a s h r in e .  I t  may a ls o  be worth b ea r in g  in 

mind t h a t  p i c t o r i a l  t r a d i t i o n  shows two w hite  and one black Magi, who bear 

g i f t s  of go ld , f rank incense  and myrrh. By t r a d i t i o n  i t  i s  the  co loured  

king, B a l th a sa r ,  who c a r r i e s  the  g i f t  o f  myrrh, which was a perfume used  in
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the  p re p a ra t io n  and embalming of the  dead. The t r a d i t i o n a l  c a ro l  sums i t  

up:

Myrrh is  mine; i t s  b i t t e r  perfume
B rea thes  a  l i f e  o f  g a th e r in g  gloom;
Sorrowing, s ig h in g ,  b leed ing , dying,
Sealed in the  s to n e -c o ld  tomb:56

Morocco chooses the  gold c a sk e t ,  bu t  f in d s  in s id e  the  a p p u rte n an c e s  o f  

d e a th .  The name may have s tu ck  in S h ak esp ea re ’s  mind to  re -e m e rg e  a s  

P o r t i a ’s  a l t e r - e g o .57 The th re e  g i f t s  o f  the  Magi were a ls o  r e l a t e d

sym bolica lly  to  the  s p i r i t ,  so u l  and body of  man, and a ls o  to  C h r i s t ’s  

ro y a l ty  (gold), d iv in i ty  ( frank incense)  and humanity (myrrh).56 In a

r e v e r s a l  of th ese  e lem en ts ,  P o r t i a ’s  ro y a l  s u i t o r ,  Morocco, chooses th e  gold 

c a sk e t ,  and y e t  f in d s  t h a t  he had a c tu a l ly  s e le c te d  dea th ,  sym bolised by 

the  s k u l l  and myrrh, while  Bassanio  r e v e a ls  h i s  humanity in h i s  h u m il i ty  in 

choosing the  lead ca sk e t ,  and ach ieves  the  golden p r iz e .

12. To hazard a l l

According to the  lead c a sk e t ,  Bassanio  ’must g ive  and hazard  a l l  he h a th ’ 

to win h i s  p r iz e ,  bu t  i t  has  been a rgued  th a t  Bassanio  is  n o t ,  in f a c t ,  

the  one who does t h i s ,  bu t  Antonio, who r i s k s  h i s  l i f e  by p ledg ing  i t  fo r  

B assan io 's  loan. What is  f o rg o t te n  i s  t h a t  Antonio cannot take s e r io u s ly  

the bond, be l ie v in g  th a t  he w i l l  be ab le  to more than  repay  i t  b e fo re  i t  

becomes f o r f e i t .  He th e r e f o r e  does no t  d e lib e r a te ly  hazard  both h i s  w ea lth  

and h i s  l i f e .  When the unim aginable  happens, and the  bond becomes f o r f e i t ,  

he is  p repared  to  g ive  h i s  l i f e  fo r  h i s  f r ie n d ,  bu t  t h i s  was n o t  in h i s  

mind when the  bond was o r ig in a l ly  proposed. Bassanio , on the  o th e r  hand, 

d e l ib e r a t e ly  hazard s  n o t  only the  money he has  a lre a d y  borrowed, thus  

p lunging  h im se lf  even deeper  in deb t,  bu t  r i s k s  the  only way open to  him 

of  recouping  h i s  lo sse s ,  a w ealthy  m arr iage ,  because  he must sw ear never 

’To woo a maid in way of  m a r r ia g e ’ (II ix 13) i f  he f a i l s .  Morocco and 

Arragon a ls o  make t h i s  commitment, b u t  a s  they appear  w ealthy  in t h e i r  own 

r ig h t ,  a h e a l th y  dowry is  n o t  e s s e n t i a l  to  t h e i r  con tinued  e x is te n c e .

The pledge, however, has  much f a r t h e r  reach ing  consequences than  a c q u ir in g  

w ealth , and Bassanio is  n o t  only r i s k in g  h i s  p r e s e n t  co n d it io n  and 

p ro s p e r i ty ,  bu t  a ls o  h i s  f u tu r e  im m orta li ty  in the  form o f  c h i ld re n .  The 

importance of progeny in th e  m arr iage  is  po in ted  o u t  by the  exchange 

between N er issa  and G ra tiano  in t h e i r  proposed b e t  w ith  P o r t i a  and 

Bassanio fo r  the  f i r s t  ch ild ,  and Shakespeare  lays  emphasis on the  

importance of leaving a copy o f  o n e s e l f  fo r  p o s t e r i t y  in s e v e ra l  s o n n e ts ,
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p a r t i c u l a r  ly Sonnet 3, and in Sonnet 6 he p r e s e n t s  the  p roduction  o f  a 

fam ily a s  a way o f  c h e a t in g  de a th .  The idea can a ls o  be seen  in T w elfth  

N ight where Viola, wooing O liv ia  on b eh a lf  o f  h e r  m as te r  Orsino, makes the 

same p o in t:

Lady, you a re  the  c r u e l l ' s t  she a l iv e ,
If you w i l l  lead th e s e  g ra c e s  to the  g rave ,
And leave the  world no copy. (.Tw elfth  N ig h t I v 225-227)

Thus the  gold  ca sk e t ,  w ith  i t s  bones, becomes symbolic o f  the  choice to 

lead a ba rren  l i f e ,  both by choosing the  d e lu s iv e  charms o f  th e  gold 

i t s e l f ,  and by f a i l in g  to  choose the  r i g h t  ca sk e t  and so condemning o n e s e l f  

to a c h i ld le s s ,  b a rren  e x is te n c e .  The choice o f  the  wrong c a sk e t  becomes 

an a c t iv e  d ec is io n ,  n o t  m erely a m is-cho ice ;  a d e l ib e r a t e  ( i f  subconsc ious)  

choice o f  the  wrong, u np roductive ,  s e l f - c e n t r e d  pa th  which leads  to  dea th  

and d e s t r u c t io n .
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Chapter 3 

THE RINGS: LOVE AND MARRIAGE

1. The r in g

There has been a  tendency amongst bo th  c r i t i c s  and p roducers  to  reg a rd  

the  whole o f  the  l a s t  a c t  o f  The M erchant o f  Venice, w ith  i t s  ep isode  o f  

the  r in g s ,  a s  a s e r io u s  an tic l im ax  a f t e r  the  h igh  drama of  the  c o u r t  scene, 

and in i t s  d escen t  in to  d o m e s t ic i ty ,  an em barrassm ent, From the  time of 

the  r e -o p e n in g  o f  the  t h e a t r e s  to  the  f i r s t  h a l f  of the  tw e n t ie th  cen tu ry ,  

in perform ance Shylock became the  dominant c h a ra c te r ,  a s  can be seen  from 

the  p o p u la r i ty  o f  George G ra n v i l le ’s  a d a p ta t io n  The Jew o f  Venice , f i r s t  

perform ed in 1701.' Shylock gained  e x t r a  sc en e s  and the  f in a l  a c t  was 

om it ted  a l t o g e th e r  du r ing  the  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry ,  when the p lay  ended with  

the  t r i a l  scene ,2 However, the  f a c t  rem ains  t h a t  Shakespeare  did w r i te  the  

l a s t  a c t  o f  The M erchant o f  Venice  and th e r e fo r e  in tended i t  to  fu n c t io n  

a s  an im portan t  elem ent. The problem is  what?

l .a .  a s  proof o f  id e n tity

On a p u re ly  n a r r a t i v e  b a s is ,  th e  l a s t  a c t  o f  The M erchant o f  Venice s e rv e s  

to  t i e  up the  loose ends, p rov id ing  a f in a l  summing up in which a c t io n s ,  

to g e th e r  w ith  t h e i r  consequences , a re  exp la ined  and i d e n t i t i e s  rev ea led .  

To c u t  the  p lay  o f f  immediately a f t e r  the  t r i a l  scene  i s  to  leave P o r t ia  

and N erissa  in t h e i r  male d i s g u i s e s ,  and t h e i r  husbands none the  w ise r .  In 

a d d i t io n  J e s s i c a  and Lorenzo a r e  l e f t  b a t te n in g  on P o r t i a 's  h o s p i t a l i t y ,  and 

Antonio is  l e f t ,  b e r e f t  o f  h i s  sh ip s ,  and in an equ ivoca l p o s i t io n  w ith  

r e g a rd  to the  P o r tia /B assan io /A n ton io  t r i a n g le .  Although Shakespeare  does 

conven ien tly  remove c e r t a in  c h a ra c te r s  which have no f u r t h e r  p lace  in the  

a c t io n  (e.g. The Fool in King Lear, Old Adam in A s You L ike  I t  and th e  Sea 

Capta in  in T w elfth  N ight, whose e x is te n c e  is  only remembered when he is  

needed to  r e s t o r e  V io la ’s  fem ale  ap p a re l) ,  he does n o t  leave  h i s  aud ience

w ith  such a lack o f  in fo rm ation  as  t h i s .  The l a s t  a c t  i s  n e c e s s a ry  to

expose the  id e n t i ty  of  the  two law yers to  t h e i r  husbands and th e  r ings 

prov ide  a way fo r  P o r t ia  to uncover how c le v e r  she  has  been w ith o u t  

a c tu a l ly  b o a s t in g .  No doubt the  ever  f e r t i l e  b ra in  o f  the  a u th o r  could 

have dreamed up o th e r  ways o f  d iscovery ,  b u t  the  r in g s  prov ide  a  n e a t ,  

economical way of  rounding  e v e ry th in g  up. Without the  r in g s  P o r t ia  would

have been obliged  to  r e v e a l  d i r e c t l y  to  Bassanio  h e r  p a r t  in the  t r i a l ;

Bassanio , w ith  the  u su a l  b l in d n e ss  of S hakespea re ’s  men to d i s g u i s e ,  would 

never have guessed  by h im se lf ,  and the  f a c t  t h a t  P o r t ia  has the  r in g  is
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p roof  t h a t  she  and the  lawyer a re  one and the  same. E lsewhere 

S hakespeare  u se s  r in g s  a s  u n a s s a i la b le  p roof  o f  id e n t i ty .  In Two 

G entlem en o f  Verona J u l i a  is  id e n t i f i e d  by her  r in g  and Helena in A l l ’s  

tVeil th a t Ends Well is  g iven  a r in g  by the  King to  be used  i f  she  is  in 

need, and which fu rn is h e s  p roof  o f  h e r  d e a l in g s  with  the  unknowing 

Bertram.

l.b . a s  proof o f  v a lid ity

The r in g s ,  however, have a more complex fu n c t io n .  The symbol of the  r in g  

is  a very  pow erfu l one and d a te s  back in to  a n t iq u i ty .  At an e a r ly  period  

when rea d in g  and w r i t in g  were l e s s  common, r in g s  engraved  with  a badge or 

s ig n  were worn and used a s  a s e a l  to  provide p roof  o f  a u th e n t i c i t y  to 

l e t t e r s  and o th e r  documents.3 This  was ex tended  to  a p roof  o f  d e le g a te d  

a u th o r i ty  when a king would hand over h i s  s ig n e t  r in g  to  a s u b o rd in a te  in 

o rder  to  v e r i f y  h is  f u l l  ro y a l  approva l of commands made by the  o f f i c i a l  

( fo r  in s ta n c e  Genesis , 41. 42; E s th e r ,  8. 2), and in a d d i t io n  a s su re d

id e n t i ty  and made fo rg e ry  o f  documents and l e t t e r s  le s s  easy . By the  

Middle Ages the  s ig n e t  r in g  had assumed importance in leg a l ,  commercial 

and p r iv a t e  m a t te r s .  In m e rc a n t i le  c i r c l e s  the  s e a l  r in g  (engraved w ith  a 

badge o r  tradem ark) was used n o t  only a s  a s e a l  bu t ,  s e n t  by a b e a re r ,  to 

prove the  g enu ineness  of a b i l l  o f  demand.4 and i t  is  a f a c t  t h a t  c e r t a in  

documents up to the  p r e s e n t  day have l i t t l e  v a l id i t y  in law u n le s s  they

a re  s igned  and sea led .

Malvolio, in T w elfth  N ig h t , a c c e p ts  the  v a l id i t y  o f  the  c o u n te r f e i t  l e t t e r  

n o t  only because  he th inks  he r e c o g n is e s  the  w r i t in g ,  bu t  because i t  has 

‘the  im pressu re  he r  Lucrece w ith  which she u se s  to s e a l ’ (II v 86) 

i.e. O l iv ia ’s  s ig n e t  r in g  w ith  an image o f  L u c re t ia  engraved  on the  bezel. 

In R ichard I I  York u s e s  h i s  r in g  a s  a u th o r i ty  to  ask h i s  s i s t e r  G louces te r  

fo r  £1,000 (II i i  92) and in Henry VIII  Cranmer p roduces  the  r in g  g iven  to 

him by Henry to  be used if  he is  accused  and h i s  e n t r e a t i e s  prove 

in e f f e c tu a l .  On the  p roduction  of the  r in g ,  h i s  ju d g es '  a t t i t u d e  

immediately changes (V i, 150 and V i i i  9 9 f f ) .  In M easure fo r  M easure  the

Duke p roduces  h i s  ‘hand and s e a l ’ (IV i i  185) a s  h i s  a u th o r i ty  to speak fo r

the  Duke, b u t  t h i s  is  a l e t t e r  and i t  is  d i f f i c u l t  to  t e l l  w hether  i t

co n ta in s  the  s e a l - r i n g  i t s e l f ,  o r  only i t s  impress.
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l .c .  a s  love token

The r in g s  in The M erchant o f  Venice  a re ,  however, more than  s im ple  proof

o f  id e n t i ty .  The a r e  symbols o f  love and m arr iage .  The r in g  N erissa

g iv e s  G ra tiano  is  c le a r ly  a posy o r  ‘po esy ’ r ing :

... a hoop o f  go ld , a p a l t r y  r in g  
That she d id  g ive  me, whose posy was 
For a l l  th e  world l ike  c u t l e r ' s  po e try  
Upon a kn ife ,  "Love me, and leave me not."

<V i 147-150)

and such love tokens d a te  back to  very  e a r ly  tim es ( th e re  a re  Greek and

Roman examples) a l though  the  term i t s e l f  does no t  occur e a r l i e r  than  the

s ix t e e n th  c e n tu ry .  These were hoops o f  gold  engraved  w ith  a m otto,

u s u a l ly  lo v e r - l ik e  b u t  o c c as io n a l ly  s a t i r i c .  William Jones, in h i s  book

F inger-R ing  Lore, which was pub lished  in 1877, g iv e s  numerous examples of

th e s e .5 Up to  the  se v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  th ese  r ings were engraved  on the

o u ts id e ,6 and about the  same time the  use  o f  r in g s  s e t  w ith  gems fo r

m a r r ia g e /b e t ro th a l  was abandoned in favour  o f  a p la in e r  s ty l e .  The u se  o f

r in g s  s e t  w ith  p rec io u s  s to n e s  fo r  wedding r in g s  is  evidenced by Peacham's

emblem Una dolo  Divtim [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  181:

And ye g r e a t  Ladie, t h a t  a r e  l e f t  a lone ,
To m erc’les  mercie, o f  the  w orldes  wide sea ,
Behold your f a i r e ,  though c o u n te r f e i te d  s tone ,
So much you i o i ’d in, on your wedding day,

And tooke fo r  t ru e ,  how a f t e r  i t  d id  proove,
Unworthy Iewell, of so worthy love.

Ah how can man, your sexe  ( f a i r e  Ladies) blame,
Whose b r e s t s ,  a re  v e r tu e s  p r e t io u s  C arcane ts ,
When he h im se lfe ,  f i r s t  b reakes  the  boundes o f  shame,
And d e a r e s t  love, and l o i a l t i e  f o r g e t s :

Yet h e e re in  happie , ye above the  r e s t ,
Be lov’d o f  Heaven, and in your c h i ld ren  b l e s t . 7

In t h i s  case  the  wedding has  proved to  be n o t  idea l ,  and the  f a l s i t y  o f

the  m arr iage  i s  imposed on the  r in g  i t s e l f .  While P o r t ia  is  n o t  in the

unhappy p o s i t io n  o f  the  lady in Peacham's v e rse ,  she is  in danger o f  being

fo rg o t te n  by Bassanio in h i s  d iv ided  lo y a l t i e s .  The t h r e a t  o f  lo s ing  her

because he ‘l o s t ’ h e r  r in g  b r in g s  him to h i s  s e n se s .  A r in g  w ith  a

c o u n te r f e i t  s to n e  is  used in a n o th e r  s to r y  to  convey the  message t h a t  t r u e

love should  n o t  be f o rg o t te n .  Samuel Daniel, in h i s  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  Paulus

Iovius, inc ludes  some g lea n in g s  o f  h i s  own, one o f  which r e t a i l s  th e  s to r y

of a young woman who was abandoned by he r  lover , a young g a l l a n t  o f

S a le rn ia ,  in favour o f  a younger g i r l .  She concealed h e r  h u r t ,  bu t

re so lv e d  to l e t  him know c o v e r t ly  how she  f e l t ,  so:

she caused a f a l s e  Diamant, to be so cunningly  s e t  in Gold, t h a t  i t  
would e a se ly  have deceived any man save  onely the  e x p e r t  a r t i f i c e r ,
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and w ith in  the  r in g  n e x t  u n to  the  f in g e r ,  she had made to  be 
engraven  t h i s  mot in Ebrewe\ Lamazabatani.

The r in g  was duly s e n t ,  b u t  the  young man, d e s p i t e  a knowledge o f  Hebrew,

fa i le d  to  u n d e rs ta n d  the  message u n t i l  he took i t  to  a go ldsm ith  who to ld

him t h a t  the  diamond was a c o u n te r f e i t .  At t h i s  he r e a l i s e d  what in ju ry

he had done h e r  ‘re s o lv in g  in to  two words the  mot o f  the  f a l s e  Diamant in

th i s  s o r t :  Diamante fa l s e , and tak ing  p i ty  on h e r ,  he r e tu r n e d  and they

were r e u n i t e d  and con tinued  to  love each o th e r  fo r  a long time.'®

1 .d. a s  p ledge  o f  m arr iag e

The r in g 's  a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  the  m arr iage  ceremony is  an o ld  one. The

Romans gave a r in g  to mark b e t r o t h a l  and i t  c o n s t i tu t e d  a p ledge t h a t  the

c o n tr a c t  would be f u l f i l l e d .  E c c le s ia s t ic  sa n c t io n  and ben ed ic tio n

form ulae e x i s t  from the  e le v e n th  c e n tu ry ,9 and in the  tw e l f th  c e n tu ry  t h i s

sacred  e lem ent was in c reased  when the r in g  was used  in connection  w ith

m ystica l  m a r r ia g e s . '0 Due to  the  a u th o r i ty  of  the  r i n g 's  u se  in commercial

and leg a l  d e a l in g s ,  when included a s  a p a r t  o f  the  m arr iage  ceremony i t

assumed a solemn and binding  s ig n i f ic a n c e ,  bu t a p a r t  from the  c o n t r a c tu a l

o b l ig a t io n s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  i t ,  th e  r in g  a lso  came to  sym bolise  th e

exchange o f  love. This can be found exem plif ied  in the  emblem w r i t e r s ,  a s

in W ithe r’s  emblem Death i s  unable to d iv id e  Their H earts whose Hands True

love ha th  tyde  which is i l l u s t r a t e d  by two hands c lasped  above a smoking

h e a r t  on an a l t a r  [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  191. A s k u l l  a ls o  forms p a r t  o f  the

emblem. W ither ex p la in s  t h a t  the  emblem r e p r e s e n t s  the  idea t h a t  when

two people  a re  jo ined  in t r u e  love, Death cannot s e p a r a te  them:

They then have e n tre d  t h a t  s t r i c t  O b liga tion ,
By which they, f irm ely , e v ’ry  way a re  t y ’d;
And, w i th o u t  meanes (or though t  of s e p a ra t io n )
Should in t h a t  Union, t i l l  t h e i r  D eaths , abide;

This , th e r e fo r e ,  minde thou, w ha tsoere  thou be 
(Whose M arriage r in g , t h i s  Covenant, h a th  s e a le d )
For, though, thy F a i th ’s  in fr ingem en t ,  none can see ,
Thy s e c r e t  f a u l t ,  s h a l l  one day, be r e v e a le d  . . ."

The i t a l i c s  a r e  a s  p r in te d  in the  o r ig in a l ,  bu t  they  h ig h l ig h t  words which

I would have emphasised in connection  w ith  The M erchant o f  Venice. H ear ts

play a s ig n i f i c a n t  r o le  in The M erchant o f  Venice, both in the  rom an tic

sense  o f  lo v ers  jo in ing  and in the  l i t e r a l  s e n se  of an o rgan  o f  the  body.

'Death' i s  p r e s e n t  in the  t h r e a t  to  Antonio, bu t he is  saved, so t h a t  h i s

demise cannot break a p a r t  th e  lovers .  The ‘o b l ig a t i o n ’ is  r e f l e c t e d  both  in

Shylock's bond, and in the  c o n t r a c t  between P o r t ia  and Bassanio . Three

couples jo in  in ‘u n io n ’ under the  ‘c o v e n an t’ o f  m arr iage ,  and fo r  a l l  th re e

a r in g  forms p a r t  o f  the  agreem ent.
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Although modern custom makes the  g iv in g  o f  an engagement r in g  from the

man to  the  woman more common than  the  o th e r  way around, i t  is  c le a r  th a t

P o r t i a ’s  r in g  is  a b e t r o t h a l  r in g ,  and a lth o u g h  one c r i t i c  has p o in ted  ou t

th a t  the  custom of the  b r id e  g iv in g  a r in g  to  her husband is  a r e l a t i v e l y

new one,12 t h i s  ignores  the  ev idence  o f  th e  L u therans  who, w hile  no t

i n s i s t i n g  on a r in g ,  p r e f e r r e d  th e  a lre ad y  e s ta b l i s h e d  German custom o f  an

exchange o f  r i n g s ,13 nor does i t  show aw areness  o f  the  numerous examples

in S hakespea re ’s  p lays .  In Twel f t h  N igh t S e b a s t ia n  and O liv ia  a r e  jo ined

to g e th e r  by a p r i e s t ,  the  m arr iage  being confirmed

... by m utual jo in d e r  o f  your hands,
A t te s te d  by the  holy c lo se  o f  l ip s ,
S tre n g th  ‘ned  by in terchangem en t o f  y o u r  r in g s ,
And a l l  the  ceremony of t h i s  compact
S e a l ’d in my fu n c t io n ,  by my tes t im ony . (V i 151-155) (my i t a l i c s )

Thomas Comber v e r i f i e s  t h a t  the  wedding r in g  has  a r e l i g io u s  a s  w e ll  a s  a

s e c u la r  symbolism in h i s  t r e a t i s e  on The O ccasional o f f i c e  o f  M atrimony,

To th a t  which the  Ring s i g n i f i e s  by the  p o s i t i v e  I n s t i t u t i o n  of the  
Church, v iz  "To be a token and p ledge  o f  the  Covenant made b e tw ix t
them, a s  is  m an ife s t  from the  words spoken a t  the  d e l iv e ry  th e re o f ,
and from the  P rayer  fo llow ing”14

Jan B a p t is t  Bedaux sa y s ,  however, t h a t  i t  was common fo r  the  b r id e ’s  f a th e r

to g ive  the  bridegroom a r in g  as  g u a ra n te e  and p a r t -p ay m e n t  o f  the

dowry15 and Comber r e f e r s  to  t h i s  a lso  as:

the  money in b a rg a in s  g iven  a s  E a rn e s t  o r  p ledge: o f  the  same 
N ature  i s  the  Ring in M arriage , v iz  a v i s ib l e  and rem anent token of 
a solemn Covenant, which whensoever they  look upon i t ,  i t  ough t to 
mind them o f  Promises and Vows they have made to  each o th e r ,  and to 
admonish them c a re f u l ly  to  perform  the  same.16

The accep tance  o f  the  r in g  formed a b inding  p ledge, and by a ccep tin g  

P o r t i a ’s  r in g ,  Bassanio is  ac ce p t in g  a l l  t h a t  i t  r e p r e s e n t s  as  a leg a l  

c o n tr a c t .  P o r t i a ’s  f a th e r ,  being dead, cannot hand over the  r in g  in person  

to Bassanio  a s  g u a ra n te e  o f  h e r  dowry, bu t  by c o r r e c t ly  p a ss in g  the  ca sk e t  

t e s t ,  Bassanio has e s ta b l i s h e d  h i s  r i g h t  to  claim P o r t i a  accord ing  to her 

f a t h e r ’s demands, and so  P o r t ia  a c t s  a s  proxy to h e r  f a th e r  in handing 

over the  r in g .  The l e g a l i t y  o f  t h i s  exchange has  been minimised in the  

tw e n t ie th  cen tu ry  when engagem ents can e a s i l y  be broken and d iv o rc e  is  a 

common e ven t,  bu t i t  i s  im portan t  to r e a l i s e  t h a t  in the  s ix t e e n th  c e n tu ry  

m arr iage  was a more s e r io u s  b u s in e s s  in the  commercial s e n se  of the  word, 

and one in which f in a n c ia l  c o n s id e ra t io n s  played a la rg e  p a r t .  Laurence 

Stone says:
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For pe rso n s  o f  p ro p e r ty  i t  involved a s e r i e s  of d i s t i n c t  s te p s .  The 
f i r s t  was a w r i t t e n  leg a l  c o n t r a c t  between the  p a re n ts  concern ing  
f in a n c ia l  a rrangem en ts .  The second was the s p o u sa ls  (a lso  c a l le d  a 
c o n t r a c t ) ,  the  form al exchange, u s u a l ly  be fo re  w i tn e s se s ,  o f  o r a l  
p rom ises. The t h i r d  s t e p  was the  pub lic  proclam ation  o f  banns in 
church, th re e  t im es , the  purpose  o f  which was to a llow claim s of 
p r e - c o n t r a c t  to  be hea rd  ... The f o u r th  s te p  was the  wedding in
church, in which m utual c o n sen t  was p u b l ic ly  v e r i f ie d ,  and the  union 
rece iv ed  the  formal b le s s in g  o f  the  Church. The f i f t h  and f in a l
s t e p  was the  s e x u a l  consummation.

But i t  cannot be em phasized  too s tr o n g ly  th a t accord ing  to  
e c c le s ia s t ic a l  law the  sp o u sa ls  was a s  le g a lly  b ind ing  a c o n tra c t as  
the  church wedding, a l th o u g h  to  many l a i ty  i t  was no more than  a
c o n d i t io n a l  c o n t r a c t .  Any s o r t  o f  exchange o f  prom ises  b e fo re
w i tn e s s e s  which was fo llowed by c o h a b i ta t io n  was reg a rd e d  in law as  
a va lid  m a r r ia g e .17 (my i t a l i c s )

There was confus ion  du r ing  the  s ix t e e n th  cen tu ry  because , a l though

In the  Church’s  view, f u l l  consummation o f  a m arr iage  was no t
p e rm iss ib le  u n t i l  a f t e r  so le m n isa t io n  in church, preceded  by t r i p l e  
banns to  e n su re  ad eq u a te  p u b l ic i ty  fo r  the  c o u p le ’s in te n t io n s  ... lay 
opinion re fu s e d  to a c ce p t  t h a t  unsolem nised m arr ia g e s  shou ld  be
conside red  void ... The e s s e n t i a l  c r i t e r io n  adopted  fo r  judging the  
v a l id i ty  o f  m arr iag es  was th e r e fo r e  the  open and f r e e  e x p re s s io n  of
consen t by both p a r t i e s ,  b e fo re  a t  l e a s t  two w i tn e s s e s ,  w hether i t
took p lace  in a p r i e s t ’s p resen ce  o r  n o t .18

Thus a couple could be leg a l ly  bound to g e th e r  in m arr iage  even though the

Church reg a rd e d  t h e i r  union as  i r r e g u la r .  This p o s i t io n  was n o t  r e c t i f i e d

u n t i l  Lord Hardwicke’s M arriage Act in 1753.19

Although the  c o n t r a c tu a l  words were u s u a l ly  spoken a t  a pub lic  banquet or

in the  p resence  o f  a p r i e s t  they could ‘eq u a l ly  w ell  be spoken in the

presence  o f  f r ie n d s  and workmates of the  p a r t i e s ,  summoned a t  s h o r t

n o t ic e ,20 and the  f a c t  t h a t  Bassanio  and P o r t ia  exchange th e i r  p led g es  in

the p resence  o f  a t  l e a s t  two w i tn e s s e s ,  N er is sa  and G ra tiano , e s t a b l i s h e s

the l e g a l i ty  o f  t h e i r  bond. There were b a s ic a l ly  two forms o f  sp o u sa ls .

Stone d e s c r ib e s  them:

Spousals  could take  two forms, one o f  which was the  c o n t r a c t  p e r  
verba de fu tu ro , an o r a l  promise to  marry in the  f u tu r e .  If n o t  
followed by consummation (which was assumed to imply consen t in the  
p re s e n t ) ,  t h i s  was an engagement which could be leg a l ly  broken by 
m utual consen t a t  a l a t e r  d a te .  If followed by consummation,
however, i t  was leg a l ly  b inding fo r  l i f e .  The c o n t r a c t  p e r  verba de 
p ra e se n ti,  however, by which the  p a i r  exchanged b e fo re  w i tn e s s e s  
such p h rase s  as  ‘I do take  thee  to my w ife '  and ‘I do take  th ee  to 
my husband’, was reg a rd ed  in e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  law a s  an i r re v o ca b le  
commitment which could never  be broken, and which n u l l i f i e d  a l a t e r  
church wedding to someone e l s e .21
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In Two G entlem en o f  Verona Shakespeare  shows a b e t r o th a l  which is

d e l ib e r a t e ly  vague in i t s  leg a l  a s p e c ts .  P ro te u s  and J u l i a  exchange r in g s

and ‘s e a l  the  b a rg a in  w ith  a holy  k i s s '  (II i i  7) bu t m arr iage  is  no t

mentioned, and the  exchange i s  performed w ith o u t  w i tn e s s e s ,  th u s  the

sp o u sa l  is  n o t  l e g a l ly  v a l id ,  a l though  the  aud ience  is  l e f t  w ith  the

im pression o f  a form al b e t r o th a l .  This  may be because  the  audience

c o n s t i t u t e  the  w i tn e s s e s .  However, in M easure fo r  M easure  Shakespeare  is

de a l in g  w ith  the  hard  and f a s t  l e g a l i t y  o f  m arr iage  sp o u sa ls ,  and i t  Is

c le a r  from the  v a r io u s  ty p es  o f  b e t r o th a l  in the  p lay  t h a t  he was aware o f

the  co m p lex it ie s  o f  th e s e  k inds o f  c o n t r a c t .  Angelo had a sp o n sa lia  p e r

verba de fu tu r o  w ith  Mariana bu t  when she lo s t  he r  b ro th e r  and w ith  him

h e r  dowry, Angelo was w ith in  h i s  r i g h t s  to  c a l l  o f f  the  c o n t r a c t .  By

having se x u a l  in te r c o u r s e  w ith  h e r ,  even though he be liev ed  h e r  to  be

a n o th e r  woman, he changed the  n a tu r e  o f  the  c o n t r a c t  and by consummating

i t ,  in d ica ted  h i s  accep tance  o f  h e r  a s  a wi f e  r e g a r d le s s  o f  dowry, The

consummation, th e r e fo r e ,  becomes in e f f e c t  th e  m arr iage  i t s e l f .  Henry

Swinburne in A T r e a tis e  o f  S p o u sa ls  pub lished  in 1686 b u t  w r i t t e n  abou t a

hundred y e a rs  b e fo re ,  e x p re s se d  the  common-law view o f  the  time:

i f  a Man c o n t r a c t  Spousa ls  c o n d i t io n a l ly  w ith  a  Woman, th e s e  a re  
u n c e r ta in  Spousa ls  ... and y e t  n e v e r th e le s s ,  i f  in the  mean tim e he 
have a c c e s s  to h e r ,  a s  to  h i s  Wife, th e s e  d o u b tfu l  Spousa ls  do
thereby  p a ss  in to  Matrimony.22

In c o n t r a s t  to  Angelo, who abandons h i s  b e tro th e d  when she  lo se s  her

p o r t io n ,  Claudio is  very  w i l l in g  to  r e g u l a r i s e  h i s  r e l a t i o n s h ip  with

J u l i e t t a .  He r e g a r d s  h im s e lf  a s  a l r e a d y  m arried , pos tpon ing  the

co n sec ra t io n  only u n t i l  h e r  ‘f r i e n d s '23 hand over the  dowry:

... upon a tru e  c o n tra c t  
I g o t  p o s s e s s io n  o f  J u l i e t t a ' s  bed.
You know the  lady she  i s  f a s t  my w ife ,
Save t h a t  we do the  d e n u n c ia tio n  lack
Of outward o rd er ;  t h i s  we came no t  to ,
Only fo r  p ro p ag a t io n  o f  a dow'r
Remaining in the  c o f f e r  o f  h e r  f r ie n d s  (I i i  138-144) (ray i t a l i c s )

The consummation o f  a m arr ia g e  o r  a b e t r o th a l  is  t h e r e f o r e  an im portan t

e lem ent in the  l e g a l i t y  o f  the  m arr iage ,  and the  m arr iag e  o f  P o r t i a  and

Bassanio is  i n te r ru p te d  b e fo re  the  f i n a l i z a t i o n  o f  consummation.

G ra t ia n o 's  bawdy quip a t  the  end o f  the  p lay  is  more than  j u s t  a joke.

E, A. M. Colman in The Dram atic Use o f  Bawdy in Shakespeare  comments th a t :

The bawdy c o n te n t  o f  The M erchant cu lm ina tes  in th e  l a s t  two 
hundred l in e s  o f  the  p lay , where the  squabb le  over  th e  r in g s  adm its  
a s e r i e s  of double en ten d res . This  m a in ta in s  th e  g e n e ra l  tendency 
of  Act V a s  a whole: w hatever unease  we have f e l t  over the
C h r i s t i a n s '  f in a l  t re a tm e n t  o f  Shy lock, Shakespeare  is  making s u re  
t h a t  the  p lay  w il l  a t  l e a s t  end as  ‘Happy Comedy'.24
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That the  ep isode  with the  r in g s  does t h i s  cannot be c o n t r a d ic te d ,  b u t

Colman ignores  th e  more s e r io u s  s id e  of the  se x u a l  fu l f i lm e n t  o f  the  

m arr iages .  The d e l ib e r a t e  movement o f  the  l a s t  Act from a p o e t ic

dream like q u a l i ty  to  the  most down to e a r th  a s p e c t s  of l i f e  is  more than

simply making a ‘happy end ing '.  The t h r e a t s  o f  P o r t ia  and N er issa  to  take  

a n o th e r  man in to  t h e i r  bed would cancel  the  e x i s t in g  b e t r o th a l s  (which

have n o t  been consummated) and a lthough  the  aud ience  is  aware t h a t  t h e i r  

t h r e a t s  a r e  empty, B assanio  and G ra tiano  cannot know th a t .  The women's 

a c t io n s  show t h e i r  d e te rm in a t io n  to  t r e a t  t h e i r  husbands a s  the  men have 

t r e a te d  t h e i r  wives. While Bassanio and G ra tiano  may worry a b o u t  th e  

th re a te n e d  cuckolding, P o r t ia  and N erissa  a re  aware t h a t  the  d o c to r  and 

c le rk  whom they promise to  take to  t h e i r  beds have the  same r e a l i t y  a s  

the  doc to r  and c le rk  t h a t  Bassanio  and G ra tiano  swear a r e  the  r e c i p i e n t s  

of the  r in g s .  They both a r e  and a re  no t ,  occupying the  same n o n - e x i s t e n t  

space because  a lthough  r e a l  to  Bassanio and G ra tiano , they a r e  the  

f ic t io n a l  inven tions  o f  P o r t ia  and N erissa .

2. Love m atches and arranged m arriages

The l a s t  a c t  shows a  c ro s s  s e c t io n  of m arr ied  l i f e  from the  p a r e n t a l

r e b e l l io n  o f  J e s s i c a  and he r  e lopem ent with Lorenzo to  the  p a r e n t a l

obedience o f  P o r t ia  and h e r  approved b e t r o th a l  to Bassanio; from p o e tic

romanticism  to the  r e a l i s t i c  war o f  the  sex es ,  w ith i t s  emphasis on both

the p h y s ica l  a s p e c ts  o f  m arr iage  and the  e q u a l i ty  o f  w it ,  and cu lm in a te s

in the f in a l  ba lance of p h y s ic a l  and s p i r i t u a l  which marks the  ending

happily  w ith  g e n e ra l  r e c o n c i l i a t io n .  The consummation is  n o t  only se x u a l

but em otional,  and t h i s  u n i ty  can be sym bolised by the c i r c u la r  wedding

r in g .  As popu lar  s u p e r s t i t i o n  s t a t e d :

The form of  the  Ring, being c i r c u la r ,  t h a t  is ,  round, and w ith o u t  
end, im porte th  thus  much, t h a t  t h e i r  m utual love and h e a r ty  
a f f e c t io n  should  roundly  flow from the  one to the  o th e r ,  a s  in a 
C irc le ,  and t h a t  c o n tin u a l ly ,  and fo r  e v e r .25

In The M erchant o f  Venice , a l th o u g h  the  conven tional m arr iage  a r ran g em en ts  

between the  p a r t n e r s ’ f a m i l ie s  which form p a r t  o f  the  background s i t u a t i o n  

in M easure fo r  M easure a re  m iss ing , the  c o n t r a c t  is  a f irm er  bond t h a t  the  

one in Two Gentlemen o f  Verona. P o r t ia  makes he r  c o n t r a c t  with  Bassanio  

and s e a l s  i t  w ith  the g i f t  o f  the  r in g .  She a d d re s s e s  him as  h e r  Lord and 

he ac ce p ts  the  r in g  and h e r  love, th u s  t h e i r  exchange is  a m utual 

accep tance  of each o th e r  and, being in f ro n t  o f  w i tn e s s e s ,  com prises  a 

lega l  and binding sp o u sa l  p e r  verba de p r a e se n ti.  Her f a t h e r  is  dead, b u t
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he is  s t i l l  a p resence  in the  p lay  due to  h i s  e n g in e e r in g  of  the  ca sk e t

t e s t .  S tone p o in ts  o u t  t h a t  m arr ia g e s  were g e n e ra l ly  a rranged  by p a re n ts :

Almost a l l  c h i ld ren  u n t i l  the  end o f  the  s ix t e e n th  c en tu ry  were so 
cond it ioned  by t h e i r  upbring ing  and so f in a n c ia l ly  h e lp le s s  t h a t  they  
acqu iesced  w ith o u t  much o b jec t io n  in the  matches co n tr iv ed  f o r  them 
by t h e i r  p a re n ts .  The moral j u s t i f i c a t i o n  fo r  p a re n ta l  c o n tro l  was 
de rived  ... from the  s o c ia l  v a lu es  of  the  s o c ie ty  and from the  F i f t h
Commandment. ‘Honour thy f a th e r  and m o th e r’ was a s a c re d  p re c e p t
r e i t e r a t e d  by both  P r o te s t a n t  p re a c h e rs  and s t a t e  p ro p a g a n d is ts ,  and 
in te r p r e te d  to mean s t r i c t  obed ience .26

I t  would be wrong, however, to  suppose  t h a t  love played no p a r t  in an

a rranged  match. Due to the  n e a r  im p o ss ib i l i ty  o f  o b ta in in g  a d ivo rce ,  i t

was r e a l i s e d  t h a t  some m utual a f f e c t i o n  was a d e s i r a b le  q u a l i f i c a t i o n ,  bu t

as  i t  was widely be lieved , e s p e c ia l ly  among the  upper c la s s e s ,  t h a t  t h i s

could develop w ith in  a m arr iage  i f  the  p a r tn e r s  were well enough matched,

a s t ro n g  p r io r  a t tach m en t  was n o t  though t  n e c e s sa ry  between the  proposed

couple. Obedience to  p a re n ts  could mean a m arr iage  in which the  d e s i r e d

mutual a f f e c t i o n  f a i l e d  to develop; P a re n ts  d id in c re as in g ly  over  the

s ix te e n th  and s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r i e s  t ry  to  take  account of t h e i r  c h i ld re n 's

wishes b u t  a la rge  number of  m arr iages  in ev i ta b ly  went wrong. B e a tr ic e  in

Much Ado A bout N oth ing  e x p re s s e s  an a t t i t u d e  tow ards a rran g ed  m arr ia g e s

which f a l l s  somewhere between the  f i l i a l  obedience o f  P o r t ia  and the

r e b e l l io n  o f  J e s s i c a ,  and has  a dec ided ly  advanced r in g  to i t :

Yes, f a i t h ;  i t  is  my c o u s in 's  du ty  to  make c u r t s y ,  and say ‘F a th e r ,  as  
i t  p le a s e  you’. But y e t  fo r  a l l  t h a t ,  cousin , l e t  him be a handsome 
fellow , o r  e ls e  make a n o th e r  c u r t s y  and say  ‘F a th e r ,  a s  i t  p le a s e  
me'. (II  i 43 -47 )

G. R. Hibbard says:

I should  d e a r ly  like  to know how the  o r ig in a l  aud ience  fo r  the  p lay , 
somewhere about the  yea r  1598, responded to  t h a t  s a l l y ,  which must 
have been a t  l e a s t  a s  d e l i g h t f u l ly  shocking then a s  Liza D o o l i t t l e ’s 
“Not bloody l ik e ly ” would be some th re e  hundred y e a rs  l a t e r . 27

I t  seems t h a t  very few upper c la s s  d a u g h te r s  d isobeyed  t h e i r  p a re n t s  in

the q u e s t io n  o f  m arr iage  du r ing  the  s ix t e e n th  cen tu ry  and i t  was g e n e ra l ly

considered  to  be the  p a r e n t s ’ du ty  and n a tu r a l  d e s i r e  to  f u r t h e r  t h e i r

c h i ld re n 's  advancement in l i f e :  ‘P a re n ta l  love was he ld  to  be much s t r o n g e r

than f i l i a l ,  and r e lu c ta n c e  to  he lp  p a re n ts  in o ld age was a l le g e d ly

w id e sp re a d \2e Shakespeare  shows t h i s  a t t i t u d e  most c le a r ly  in King Lear,

P o r t i a ’s  f a th e r  does the  b e s t  he can to  a r ra n g e  a s u i t a b l e  match which he 

knows he w i l l  n o t  l ive  to s u p e rv is e .  By making c o n d it io n s  on her  hand, he 

r e s t r i c t s  he r  s u i t o r s  to  w ealthy  and de te rm ined  men, and by the  n a tu r e  o f



The R ings: Love and M arriage  - 126 -

the  t e s t  i t s e l f  e n s u re s  t h a t  only one who has  the  s e n s i t i v i t y  and 

p e rc e p t io n  to  se e  beneath  the  o u te r  appearance  w i l l  win h e r .  His aim is  

to  a r r a n g e  a match which is  n o t  based  on p a s s io n a te  love, which was 

cons ide red  by n e a r ly  a l l  a u t h o r i t i e s  to  be a p a s s in g  madness, b u t  on 

m utual s u i t a b i l i t y ,  b e l ie v in g  t h a t  from t h a t  m utual r e s p e c t ,  love or  a t  

l e a s t  a f f e c t i o n  w il l  grow. This is  the  conven tiona l  p a r e n t a l  a t t i t u d e  of 

the  time. Shakespeare  s t a y s  w ith in  t h i s  framework in the  P o r t ia /B assa n io  

r e l a t i o n s h ip ,  b u t  o v e r la y s  i t  w ith  rom antic  love. P o r t ia  is  w i l l in g  to  obey 

he r  f a t h e r ' s  w ishes, and is  c o n t r a s te d  with J e s s i c a ,  who goes  d i r e c t l y  

a g a in s t  h e r  f a th e r .  However, J e s s i c a  is  a t  a d isa d v a n tag e  in t h a t  Shylock 

shows no in te n t io n  o f  a r ra n g in g  a match fo r  h e r .  I t  is  n o ta b le  t h a t  

Shylock, in keeping h i s  d a u g h te r  a t  home, is  n e g le c t in g  the  accep ted  

p a re n ta l  du ty  o f  f ind ing  a husband fo r  h e r .  J e s s i c a  is  n o t  in the  p o s i t io n  

of an Anne Page, a Hermia, a S i lv ia  or a J u l i e t  in having an unwanted

s u i t o r  p re s s e d  on h e r  by her  f a th e r .  Shylock, s e l f i s h l y ,  w an ts  to keep

J e s s ic a  s h u t  up in h i s  house, re g a rd in g  he r  a s  h i s  p ro p e r ty .  This is 

unde r l ined  by h i s  r e a c t io n  when she  e lo p e s  in h i s  c on fus ion  of h e r  with 

h i s  money.

While P o r t ia  has a f a t h e r  who, a l though  now dead, h as  made a rrangem en ts  in

h is  w i l l  fo r  a s u i t a b l e  match fo r  h is  d a u g h te r ,  and J e s s i c a  has  a f a th e r

who, in c o n t r a s t ,  makes no a t te m p t  to se e  h i s  d a u g h te r  f i t t i n g l y  m arried , 

Bassanio has  no f a th e r  e v id e n t  in the  p lay  a t  a l l ,  who can a r ra n g e  a

s u i t a b l e  b r id e  fo r  him. That he makes a good choice in s p i t e  o f  h i s  youth 

and the  love which has kindled in him a t  the  s ig h t  o f  P o r t ia ,  both o f

which, fo r  E lizabe than  t r a d i t i o n a l i s t s  would have condemned him a s  being 

incapable  o f  making a balanced  judgement, i s  r e f l e c t e d  in h i s  m ature

a p p ra i s a l  o f  the  c a sk e ts .

3. M arriage  and money

Bassanio  h as  been accused  by some c r i t i c s  o f  being e n t i r e l y  mercenary in

h is  p u r s u i t  o f  P o r t ia .29 If  Stone is  to  be be lieved :

A pragm atic  c a lc u la t io n  o f  fam ily i n t e r e s t  was th e  accep ted
view poin t o f  the  s ix t e e n th  c e n tu ry ,  and the  one upon which the 
approach to  m arr iage  in r e a l  l i f e  was norm ally  based . The e l i t e ,  
however, were a ls o  su b je c te d  by the  p o e ts  and p la y w r ig h ts  to 
propaganda fo r  an e n t i r e l y  a n t i t h e t i c a l  idea l  of rom an tic  love, as  
e x p re sse d  fo r  example in S hakespeare 's  S o n n e ts  and p lay s .  U nti l  
rom antic ism  tem porar ily  triumphed in the  l a t e  e ig h te e n th  cen tu ry ,  
th e r e  was thus  a c le a r  c o n f l i c t  of va lu e s  between the  id e a l iz a t io n  
o f  love by some poe ts ,  p lay w rig h ts  and the  a u th o r s  o f  romances on 
the  one hand, and i t s  r e j e c t io n  as  a form of  imprudent fo l ly  and
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20, Pet rus Chr is tus ,  St, Eligius weighing the Ueddmg Rings 
of a Betrothed Couple (1443)

Lehman C o l l e c t i o n ,  Met ropol i tan Museum of Ar t

21, Joos van Cleve, Pair portraits of a couple ( c 1530) 
41 x 33 cm each, Museum of A r t ,  Toledo, Ohio
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even madness by a l l  th eo lo g ia n s ,  m o ra l i s t s ,  a u th o r s  o f  manuals of 
conduct, and p a re n t s  and a d u l t s  in g e n e ra l .  Everyone knew about i t ,  
some experienced  i t ,  bu t  only a m inority  o f  young c o u r t i e r s  made i t  
a way o f  l i f e ,  and even they  did n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  r e g a rd  i t  a s  a 
s u i t a b l e  b a s is  fo r  l i f e - lo n g  m arr iag e .30

This i s  p robab ly  tak ing  the  a n t i - ro m a n t ic is m  view too f a r ,  bu t  th e re  is  no

doubt t h a t  f in a n c ia l  c o n s id e ra t io n s  p layed  a la rg e  p a r t  in m arr iage .

Evidence o f  the  links  between gold  and m arr iage  can be seen  in many

R enaissance  p o r t r a i t s .  As e a r ly  a s  1449 P e t ru s  C h r i s tu s  was commissioned

by th e  g o ld sm ith ’s  g u i ld  o f  Antwerp to  p a in t  S t .  E l ig iu s  weighing the

wedding r in g s  o f  a b e tro th e d  couple .31 [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  201 P o r t r a i t s  r e v e a l

the  im portan t  r e l a t i o n s h ip  between m arr iage  and money. A p a i r  p o r t r a i t  by

Joos van Cleve shows a husband coun ting  money w hile  h i s  w ife  ho lds  a

wedding r in g  [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  211 and the  p a i r  p o r t r a i t s  o f  an unknown couple

by M aerten van Heemskerk [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  221 show the  w ife  engaged in the

dom estic  a c t io n  o f  sp inn ing  while he r  husband d e a ls  w ith  the  f in a n c ia l

s id e  o f  the  m arr iage ,  coun ting  co ins  and bookkeeping. The gold  being

counted  may th e r e fo r e  have a symbolic m a r i ta l  meaning r e f e r r i n g  to  the

s t a t u s  o f  each p a r tn e r  and a ls o  to the  v i r t u e  o f  prudence .32 In a d d i t io n ,

p o r t r a i t s  were used a s  a kind o f  a d v e r t i s in g ;  a g r e a s e  to  the  wheels of

f in a n c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  m arr iage  p ro p o s i t io n s .  As Roy S trong  rem arks:

P o r t r a i t u r e  was symbol and a l le g o ry ,  bu t p o r t r a i t u r e  was a ls o  
l ik e n e ss .  In an age  be fo re  photography i t  se rv ed  a f a c tu a l  purpose  
o f  d i r e c t  r e p o r ta g e  and the  diplomacy o f  the  p e r io d  is  l i t t e r e d  w ith  
r e f e r e n c e s  to  p o r t r a i t s  coming and going to  a b e t  m arr iage  
t r a n s a c t io n s .33

One has  only to  th ink  of  Holbein 's  w e l l - in te n t io n e d  b u t  i l l - f a t e d  p o r t r a i t  

o f  Anne o f  C leves.34

As the  somewhat ex trem e example o f  Henry VIII shows, the  commercial and

s t a t u s  concerns in the  a rrangem ent o f  a m arriage  were no t  always only on

the p a r t  of the  p a re n ts :  Ralph A. Houlbrooke comments

Men sometimes d e l ib e r a t e ly  so u g h t  wives whose dow ries  would enab le  
them to  d isc h a rg e  d e b ts  o r  m ortgages . The prominence o f  f in a n c ia l  
c r i t e r i a ,  then , was c e r t a in ly  no t  due only to  the  arrangem ent of 
m arr ia g e s  by p a re n t s  and k insfo lk ;  s u i t o r s  were o f te n  keener than  
t h e i r  e ld e r s  in t h e i r  p u r s u i t  o f  fo r tu n e s .  C r i t ic i s m s  o f  the  
'm ercenary ' c h a ra c te r  o f  e a r ly  modern m arr iag e  a r e  la rg e ly  
misconceived. M arriage was one of the  c h ie f  means o f  se c u r in g  t h a t  
'l ivelihood* upon whose p o s s e s s io n  in d iv id u a l  and fam ily  s e c u r i ty  and 
independence c h ie f ly  r e s t e d  b e fo re  the  adven t  o f  l a r g e - s c a le  
s a la r i e d  employment, in su rance  o r  the  W elfare S t a t e . 35

The s o le  p u r s u i t  of  m a te r ia l  ga in ,  however, was n o t  though t  to be a 

s u f f i c i e n t  rea son  and was ‘condemned by m o ra l i s t s  and a p e re n n ia l  s u b je c t
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of contem porary  s a t i r e . ’36 Whitney e x p re s s e s  t h i s  in the  emblem Impar

coniugium . A f te r  d e s c r ib in g  the  t y r a n t  M enzentius who bound to g e th e r

coup les ,  one dead and one a l i v e  he l ikens  t h i s  to unequal m arriage:

Those wedding webbes, which some doe weave w ith  ru th e ,
As when the  one, w ith  s t r a u n g e  d i s e a s e  doth  pine:
Or when a s  age, bee coupled un to  you the,
And th o se  t h a t  h a te ,  in fo rced  a re  to  ioyne,

This r e p r e s e n te s :  and doth  those  p a re n te s  showe,
Are ty r a u n te s  meere, who ioyne t h e i r  ch ild ren  soe.

Yet manie a re ,  who n o t  the  cause  reg a rd e ,
The b i r th e ,  the  y e a re s ,  nor v e r tu e s  o f  the  rainde:
For gou ide  is  f i r s t ,  w ith  g re e d ie  men p r e f e r ’de,
And love is  l a s t e ,  and l ik inge  s e t  behinde:

But p a re n te s  harde , t h a t  m atches make fo r  goodes:
Can n o t  be f r e e ,  from g u i l t e  o f  c h i ld re n s  b loodes .37

A lc ia t i  a l s o  e x p re s s e s  concern fo r  e q u a l i ty  in m arr iag e ,  bu t in h i s  case

the  concern is  fo r  e q u a l i ty  in h e a l th .  His emblem Nupia con tag io so  r e f e r s

to a woman m arr ied  to a s y p h i l i t i c . 36 Both mention M enzentius, bu t

Whitney's a d a p ta t io n  o f  A lc ia t i ' s  o r ig in a l  warning in d ic a te s  th a t

E lizabe than  England was more concerned with s o c ia l  p o s i t io n ,  w ea lth  and

age a s  n e c e s sa ry  e q u a l i t i e s  in m arr iage ,  r a t h e r  than  h e a l th .  Once th ese

had been e s ta b l i s h e d ,  p e r s o n a l i ty  could be taken in to  account:

B ir th  and p ro p e r ty  were im portan t  q u a l i f i c a t i o n s ,  bu t ,  th e se  
p rovided , what recommended each of th e se  m atches was p e rso n a l  
c h a ra c te r .33

P o r t ia  q u a l i f i e s  a s  a d e s i r a b le  m arr iage  p ro sp e c t  f in a n c ia l ly ,  and she  is

of good b i r t h ,  bu t to Bassanio , th e se  th in g s ,  a l th o u g h  im portan t ,  a re  o f

le s s  worth than  h e r  c h a ra c te r .  In d e sc r ib in g  her  to  Antonio he tak e s  in to

account w ealth  and beau ty  bu t leaves  u n t i l  l a s t  what he s e e s  as  h e r  most

adm irab le  q u a l i t i e s

In Belmont is  a lady r ic h ly  l e f t ,
And she is  f a i r  and, f a i r e r  than th a t word,
Of wondrous v ir tu e s  (I i 161-163) (my i t a l i c s )

As w ith  h i s  choice o f  c a sk e t ,  he has  n o t  been in fluenced  by the  e x te r n a l s  

o f  th e  s i t u a t i o n .  P o r t ia  is  r ic h ,  l ike  the  gold  c a sk e t ,  and f a i r ,  a s  i s  the  

s i l v e r ,  bu t h e r  r e a l  worth is  in h e r  s u p e r f i c i a l l y  in v is ib le  v i r t u e s ,  a s  her 

p ic tu r e  is  enc losed  in the  ou tw ard ly  u n s p e c ta c u la r  lead ca sk e t .  P o r t i a  is 

no t only b e a u t i f u l ,  she  is  good a s  w ell, and such a r e l a t i o n s h ip  between 

appearance  and r e a l i t y  is  sym bolised by a r in g  of gold s e t  with a p re c io u s  

s to n e .  The emblem ap p ears  in C o r ro z e t ’s  H ectom graphie  w ith  the  motto 

B eau ty  the companion o f  goodness  the  accompanying French v e rs e  of which 

reads :
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Comme la p i e r r e  p re c ie u s e
E s t  a l ’anneau d ’or b ien  c o n io m e te ,
A insi la b e a u l te  g ra c ie u s e
Doibt e s t r e  avecq la bonte  io in c te .40

P o r t i a ’s  dowry is  the  w ealth  o f  he r  f a th e r ,  and the  r in g  can be regarded  

a s  a p ledge  to  honour the  m arr iag e  c o n t r a c t  and p rovide  the  dowry. As a 

p re c io u s  o b je c t  in i t s  own r i g h t ,  i t  sym bolises  the  t o t a l  amount of the  

dowry, which i t  would be im p ra c t ic a l  to hand over l i t e r a l l y .  By 

r e p r e s e n t in g  the  dowry w ith  a r in g ,  the  whole w ea lth  o f  the  b r id e  can be 

t r a n s f e r r e d  conven ien tly .  However, the  r in g  is  a symbol n o t  only o f  the  

w ea lth  t h a t  Bassanio  i s  m arry ing  bu t  h i s  r i g h t  to u se  t h a t  w ea lth  and 

P o r t ia  h e r s e l f  a s  he chooses. I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  Bassanio appears  to 

be f a t h e r l e s s  a s  do so  many of  S hakespea re ’s  o th e r  main male c h a ra c te r s .  

Not only does he have to  make h i s  choice  o f  b r id e  unaided by a m atu rer  

head (a lthough  Shakespeare  o f te n  shows t h a t  such ‘g re y b e a rd s '  a re  n o t ,  

a f t e r  a l l ,  r e l i a b l e  in t h e i r  judgement), and th e r e fo r e  the  w o r th in e s s  of h is  

choice r e f l e c t s  back on h im se lf ,  b u t  a p r a c t i c a l  r ea so n  fo r  h i s  

f a t h e r l e s s n e s s  emerges when i t  is r e a l i s e d  th a t  the  groom’s f a th e r  took 

p o sse s s io n  o f  the  dowry.4' In E lizabe than  l i f e  th e  f a t h e r  o f  the  

p ro sp e c t iv e  husband was encouraged to  a r ra n g e  a w ealthy  match fo r  h i s  son 

fo r  h i s  own f in a n c ia l  b e n e f i t .  This  is  implied in the  emblem quo ted  from 

Whitney above. Shakespeare  g e t s  over  t h i s  p o s s ib le  com plica tion  by making 

Bassanio a f r e e  agen t,  so th a t  he has  f u l l  c o n tro l  o f  P o r t i a ’s  fo r tu n e  when 

he o f f e r s  to buy back Antonio’s  bond from Shylock.

4. The sym bolic s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  the r in g  as an ob ject

4.a. Turquoise

That Shylock had a t  one time experienced  some fam ily  f e e l in g  can be seen  

in h is  r e a c t io n  to J e s s i c a ’s  t re a tm e n t  o f  h i s  tu rq u o is e ,  g iven  to  him by 

h i s  w ife , Leah.42 This may have been a b e t r o th a l  r in g  a s  she  gave i t  to 

him when he 'was a b a c h e lo r ’, f o r  the  Jews a ls o  used a m arr ia g e  or 

b e t r o th a l  r in g ,  and s ix t e e n th  and s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  examples e x i s t  of 

th e  la rge ,  e la b o r a te  r in g s  which had, in p lace  of the  bezel  a model in gold 

o r  o th e r  m eta l  o f  a bu ild ing  w ith  h igh  g a b le s  and o f te n  a moveable 

weathercock. This  r e p re s e n te d  the teispie  of Je rusa lem  and was worn only 

fo r  the  ceremony.43 In the  case  of a  tu rq u o is e  r in g ,  the  s to n e  would 

have been reg a rd e d  a s  va luab le  n o t  so much fo r  i t s  i n t r i n s i c  va lue  a s  fo r  

i t s  m agical and ta l ism an ic  powers. I t  was supposed to move when the  

w earer  was in danger, r e f l e c t  the  h e a l th  of the  w earer  by tu rn in g  pale
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when he or she  was i l l  and was g iven , p a r t i c u l a r l y  in Germany, a s  a love

token because  the  permanence o f  i t s  co lour was be lieved  to  in d ic a te  the

constancy  of the  dono r’s  devotion . S ig n i f i c a n t ly ,  i t  was be lieved  ‘to  take

away a l l  enmity and to  r e c o n c i le  man and w ife ' .44 F ra n c isc u s  Rueus, in h i s

t r e a t i s e  De Gemmis a liq u o t i i s  p ra e se r tim  quarum d iv u s  loannes A p o s to lu s

in sua  A p o lc a ly p s i m e m i n i t a g re e s  th a t  the  tu rq u o is e  has m agical powers:

I f ind  too  th a t  t h i s  gem is  p o te n t  a g a in s t  i n ju r i e s  from enemies and 
a g a in s t  s lo th ,  sh a rp en s  on e ’s  n a tu r a l  t a l e n t ,  and c o n c i l i a t e s  m arried  
p a i r s .46

While the  a c q u is i t io n  o f  Shylock’s tu rq u o is e  by J e s s i c a  and Lorenzo h e lp s  

t h e i r  bonding to g e th e r ,  i t s  lo ss  by Shylock h e ra ld s  h i s  u l t im a te  downfall . 

From t h i s  p o in t  onwards h i s  n a tu r a l  w i l in e s s  and cunning a re  no longer 

s u f f i c i e n t  p r o te c t io n  a g a in s t  those  who oppose him, and a r e  o v e r la id  and 

weakened by h i s  in c re as in g  obsess io n  with revenge . The lo ss  of h is  r in g  

r e f l e c t s  the  lo ss  o f  h i s  reason . His l a s t  t i e  with love and fam ily 

a f f e c t io n  is  broken and he p u ts  behind him w hatever  g e n t l e  in f luence  and 

r e s t r a i n t  h i s  l a t e  w ife  may have e x e r te d  on him. His p a th e t i c  and r a t h e r  

w i s t f u l  words, ‘I t  was my tu rq u o ise ;  I had i t  of  Leah when I was a 

bachelor; I would no t have given  i t  fo r  a w i ld e rn e s s  o f  monkeys' 

( II I  i 110-113) in d ic a te  th a t  he held  h i s  w ife  in some r e s p e c t  and 

te n d e rn e s s ,  and the  use o f  the  word ‘w i ld e r n e s s ’ evokes a f e e l in g  of 

d e s o la t io n ,  both a t  the  lo ss  of the  r in g ,  and the  lo ss  of  h i s  wife. 

J e s s i c a  tak es  from her  f a th e r  more than j u s t  v a lu a b le s ;  she removes the  

l a s t  link between him and fa m i l ia l  a f f e c t i o n ,  and in doing so d e s t r o y s  t h a t  

l a s t  rem nant o f  compassion in him, r e l e a s in g  h i s  n a tu r a l  enmity from any 

bonds, and, f r e e  o f  any c o n s t r a in t ,  he u n lea sh e s  a f lood  o f  h a te  and rag e  

on th e  C h r is t ia n  community who have s to le n  n o t  only h i s  goods, and he 

would include  h i s  d au g h te r  in h is  p o ss e s s io n s ,  bu t  h i s  memories a s  well.

4.b. Gold

The m a te r ia l  o f  the  wedding r in g ,  gold , had symbolic q u a l i t i e s ,  a s  Comber 

p o in ts  ou t:

As to  the  m a t te r  of i t ,  which is  Gold, the  p u r e s t  and n o b le s t  o f  a l l  
m e ta ls ,  and which endures  the  longes t  u nco rrup ted , to in t im a te  the  
generous ,  s in c e re ,  and du rab le  a f f e c t io n  which ought to  be between 
the  Married Person.47

The r in g s  t i e  Venice and Belmont to g e th e r  because  they a r e  made o f  the

s t u f f  o f  both , gold. Venice is  b u i l t  on the  gold  o f  a  m e rc a n t i le  empire,

and the  unhea lthy  p reoccupa tion  with the  g e t t i n g  o f  w ea lth  is  seen  in

Shylock. The gold of Belmont has  a d i f f e r e n t  n a tu r e  r e p r e s e n t in g  the

p u r i ty  of love and f i d e l i t y . 48 Both worlds have r e f l e c t i o n s  in each o th e r ,
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Amor comugalis dterniis. <? 2
To my Louing and molt kind frcndcs, Mr Chrillophcr C ollarde, and 

Mrs Mabcll Collarde his \vifcj o f  Sc Martines in the fcildcs.
Mabclla C olarde. A.
Bello., aim a cordc. ^ thom.

E  A R  H S T  o f  f rendes 3 accep t  tin's final! device > 
W h e r e w i t h I w o u l d  v o u r c u r r e l i e s r : u n i t e ,

B u t tthat ourlones  invaluable pri:
M ud  hold me debtor 5 while  I view this l ight  3 

N o r  can my heires , thefe papers  dead and gone 5 
Kepavthe  iavors for me  3you  hauc done .

A * Turtle hccre , vpon an C u u e  fits 5 
Vpon whole branch , depends  a R ing  o f  gold 3 
As beft the lone o f  Matr imor. ic  r.ts 3 
Thus ever entiles, never waxing  old 3

The  branch and bowes 5 the Iruitc that  f rom you I p r in g , 
The  D o n e  your  feifc 5 your  wife that  go lden k i n g .

C  2 . TemVer.Milix

** E x jm p '.o  iim c -  
t x  t il'i  n n : in  n- 
»norc C o lu  n b x  i 
I ’rX  i. t : 1 . 1 j .

A n Mint 1 u'pir.inc 
r.c i c o n  M'r.i’iin r 
ejnocrc.'. in m.Txi- 
>.><"> p r r i io  !cip j:cr
l u b c b s i u i .
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23, Henry Peacham, hmerva Sntanna, or a garden of heroical Devises (London, 1612)
'Amor comugalis aeternus', p . 32
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however. Belmont shows aw areness  t h a t  go ld  can in sp i re  a v a r ic e  in the  

appearance  of th e  gold  c a sk e t ,  while Venice r e v e a ls  t h a t  in some 

c ircu m stan ces  o th e r  g o a ls  a re  more d e s i r a b le  than  f in a n c ia l  reward. The 

te n s io n s  between g e n e ro s i ty  and commerce w i l l  be d isc u s s e d  more f u l ly  in 

s e c t io n  9 o f  Chapter 5 below.

4.c. Shape

Both the  su b s ta n c e ,  go ld , and the  shape, c i r c u la r ,  were symbolic of

p e r f e c t io n ,  u n i ty  and e t e r n i t y .  Peacham u s e s  th e  r in g  in h i s  emblem on

e te r n a l  m a r i ta l  love d e d ic a te d  to  Mr. C h r is to p h e r  C ollarde  and h i s  wife,

Mabeli [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  231, the  second s ta n z a  of  which rea d s :

A T u r t l e  h e e re ,  upon an Olive s i t s ,
Upon whose branch, depends a Ring o f  gold,
As b e s t  th e  love of M atrimonie f i t s ,
Thus eve r  en d le s ,  never  waxing old,

The branch and bowes, the  f r u i t e  t h a t  from you sp r in g ,
The Dove your s e l f e ,  your w ife  th a t  golden RING.43

Comber e n la rg e s  on the re le v an c e  o f  the  shape to m arriage:

As to  the  form o f  i t ,  i t  i s  C irc u la r ,  the  most p e r f e c t  o f  a l l  
f ig u r e s ,  which h a th  no end in i t  s e l f ;  and th e r e fo r e  i t  was o f  o ld  
the  H ieroglyphic  of E te rn i ty ;  th e  round form being a ls o  t h a t  which 
is most p roper  to  connect such th in g s  a s  were s e p a ra te ;  from whence 
we may lea rn  th a t  the  con juga l Love ought to  be the  most p e r f e c t  of 
a l l  o th e r s ,  and such a s  ough t to endure  fo r  ever ,  s in c e  i t  h a th  now
u n i te d  two Persons t h a t  were d i s t i n c t  b e fo re .50

The r in g 's  wholeness r e p r e s e n t s  the  wholeness and wholesomeness of 

m arriage , and i t s  r e s t o r a t i o n  to  Bassanio a t  the  end of the  p lay  in d ic a te s  

t h a t  he has  moved away from the  i n f e r t i l e  r e l a t i o n s h ip  w ith  Antonio to  the  

f e r t i l e  one w ith  P o r t ia ,

5. The glove

While the  r in g  is  the  most pow erfu l symbol of love and m arr iag e  in the  

play, a n o th e r  iconographic  image is  jux taposed  w ith  i t  in the  scene  in 

which the  lawyer P o r t ia  demands the  r in g  from Bassanio , t h a t  o f  the  glove. 

When P o r t ia  ask s  fo r  B assan io ’s glove she is  con ju r ing  up a whole new s e t  

of a s s o c ia t io n s ,  which while loose ly  connected w ith  the  r in g ,  encompass the  

concept which P o r t ia  is  a t  t h a t  moment winning a g a in s t ,  f r ie n d sh ip .  For 

the  E lizabe thans ,  g loves  were a f a r  more im portan t  item o f  a p p a re l  than 

they a re  today, and had c o n s id e rab le  symbolic s ig n i f ic a n c e .  Like the  r in g ,  

they form p a r t  o f  co rona t ion  ceremonies in much o f  Europe as  a  symbol of 

power and a u th o r i ty ,  and appear  in e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  use  sym bolising  p u r i ty  of



The R ings: Love and M arriage  - 135 -

h e a r t  and deed .51 Both th e se  meanings were subsumed in to  more common

usage, and t h e i r  appearance  in m arr iage  p o r t r a i t s  in d ic a te s  consc iousness

of  s t a t u s  w i th in  the  m arr iage .  I t  is  a lm ost unknown in p o r t r a i t s  o f  the

period  to f ind  both p a r tn e r s  f u l ly  g loved . This  r e f l e c t s  the  custom of

removing g lo v es  as  a s ig n  o f  f r ie n d sh ip ,  a s  David R. Smith comments:

Schwinekoper t r a c e s  t h i s  meaning to  the  c h iv a lry  o f  the  high Middle 
Ages, where the  removal o f  a g a u n t l e t  in d ica ted  p e a ce fu l  in te n t io n s .  
Another s o u rc e  fo r  the  f r ie n d ly  co n n o ta t io n s  o f  t h i s  g e s tu r e  may be 
the  custom, aga in  o r ig in a l ly  feu d a l ,  o f  removing one 's  g lo v es  b e fo re  
on e 's  s u p e r io r s  a s  a token o f  hum il i ty  and openness .52

Hence o f te n  the  man wears one g love and ho lds  the  o th e r ,  while h i s  wife

holds  both h e r s ,  o r  he may hold both h i s  g loves  in one hand, while she  has

pu t  h e rs  down, in d ic a t in g  h i s  s u p e r io r i t y  over h i s  w ife . In a d d i t io n  to

the  s t a t u s  q u e s t io n ,  g lo v es  were im portan t  e lem en ts  in the  m arr iage  i t s e l f ,

being g iven  a s  g i f t s  n o t  only to  the  b r id e  and groom, bu t a ls o  to  the

wedding g u e s t s .53 By ex te n s io n ,  they  were a ls o  love tokens, sometim es with

an u n de r ly ing , bu t  s t ro n g ,  prom ise of f i d e l i t y . 54 This can be seen  in

T ro iiu s  and C ressida  where the  i l l - f a t e d  lo v ers  exchange tokens be fo re

p a r t in g :

T ro i iu s :  And I ’l l  grow f r ie n d  w ith  danger. Wear t h i s  s le e v e .
C ressida :  And you t h i s  g love. When s h a l l  I se e  you? (IV i i i  68 -69)

When P o r t ia  ask s  Bassanio  fo r  h i s  g loves ,  she  is  n o t  doing so merely to

r e v e a l  the  r in g :  Bassanio  is  un l ik e ly  to  have been wearing h i s  g lo v es  in

the  p resence  of  h i s  s u p e r io r ,  the  Duke. The f a c t  t h a t  she asks  immediately 

fo r  the  r in g  a l s o  b inds the  two item s to g e th e r .  Both a re  symbolic o f  love, 

the  r in g  sym bolising  the  em otional,  leg a l  and f in a n c ia l  t i e s  o f  m arr iage ,  

while the  g loves  r e p r e s e n t s  rom antic  love and f i d e l i t y ,  whether w ith in  

m arr iage  o r  no t ,  bu t  the  l a t t e r  a ls o  sym bolise  f r ie n d sh ip .  I t  would be 

pushing the  idea too f a r  to  say t h a t  in tak ing  B assan io ’s  g loves  and h i s  

r in g ,  she  is ,  by p e rso n ify in g  the  a r t i c l e s ,  s t r i p p in g  him of  both h i s  f r ie n d  

and h i s  w ife ,55 bu t the  conjunc tion  of two items so c lo se ly  connected  with 

m arr iage  cannot be g r a t u i to u s .  S ig n i f i c a n t ly  Bassanio  r e q u i r e s  P o r t ia  to:

... g r a n t  me two th in g s  I p ray  you, -
Not to deny me, and to  pardon me. (IV i 419-420)

P o r t ia  a g re e s  to  y ie ld  and in doing so she asks  two th in g s  o f  him, h i s  

g loves  and the  r in g .  P o r t ia ,  in f a c t  has  a l r e a d y  e i t h e r  g ra n te d  him what 

he a sk s  fo r ,  o r  w i l l  do so very s h o r t ly .  She has  n o t  denied  him, a g re e in g  

very w i l l in g ly  to  marry him (nor has  she denied him any o f  the  m a te r i a l  

goods which go with her  body), and she  w il l  pardon him h i s  ‘l o s s ’ o f  her
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24. 6, Uonck, Portrait of a Couple m a Landscape
(.whereabouts unknown)

25, Frans Hals, Married Couple in a Carden 
(Portrait of Isaac Massa and Beatrix van oer Laen?), ( c 1622) 

140 x 166.5 cm, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
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26, Frans Hals, Pai r  p o r t r a i t s  Cc1635), Rijksmuseum, Amsterdarn 
a, Lucas de Clercq, 126,5 x 93 cm b, Feyntje van Steenkiste, 123 x 93 cm

27. Frans Hals, Pai r  p o r t r a i t s  (cl65Q-2)  
a, Stephanus Seraerdts, 115 x 87 cm b, Isabella Coymans, 116 x 8b cm

Konink 1i j k  Museum Voor Schone Kunsten, P r i va te  C o l l e c t i o n
Antwerp
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r in g .  The f i r s t  p a r t  of t h i s  is  r e l a t e d  to  wooing, and the  g loves  s ta n d

fo r  B assanio  and P o r t ia  a s  lovers .  The second p a r t  concerns  m arr iage  and

is  more s e r io u s ,  r e l a t i n g  a s  i t  does to  m a r i ta l  f i d e l i t y .  The r in g  

sym bolises  the  bond of  matrimony and love and is  c o n t r a s te d  with the  bond 

of h a t r e d  t h a t  Shylock fo rg e s .  While the  g loves ,  r e p r e s e n t in g  f r ie n d sh ip  

and wooing, do n o t  need to be r e tu r n e d  as  P o r t ia  has  broken th rough the  

c la u s t ro p h o b ic  f r ie n d sh ip  o f  Antonio and Bassanio, and h as  f in i s h e d  with 

c o u r t in g ,  being a m arried  lady, th e  r in g ,  w ith  i t s  much more s e r io u s  

c o n n o ta t io n s ,  must be r e s to r e d  to  complete the  p a t t e r n .

6. Marriage p o r tr a its

Both the  r in g  and the  g love  a re  im portan t  iconographic  e lem en ts  in the  

m arr iage  p o r t r a i t s  which were popular  in the  s ix t e e n th  and s e v en te en th  

c e n tu r ie s  [ I l l u s t r a t i o n s  24-271. These a re  m ostly  o f  N e therland ish  o r ig in ,  

the  g en re  having  a p p a re n tly  been invented  th e re .66 These p o r t r a i t s  helped 

to ‘s t im u la te  a r ic h  t r a d i t i o n  of m arr iage  p o r t r a i t u r e  in the  N e therlands  

and Germany in the  f i f t e e n t h  c e n tu r y ’57 and a lthough  the  g en re  is  r a r e  in 

England a t  the  pe riod , a r t i s t s  must have been aware o f  the  trend  because 

many of  the  prominent a r t i s t s  a c t iv e  in England between 1530 and 1642 

were o f  Flemish or  Dutch o r ig in .  The n o ta b le  e x c ep t io n s ,  Nicholas H i l l ia rd  

and George Gower were in fluenced  by French c o u r t  p o r t r a i t u r e ,  and H i l l ia rd  

had in f a c t  worked fo r  the  Duke o f  Anjou between 1576 and 1578.5® I t  is  

im portan t  to  r e a l i s e ,  th e r e fo r e ,  t h a t  England was n o t ,  a s  has  sometimes 

been implied, t o t a l l y  i s o la te d  from European a r t i s t i c  t re n d s  and in f lu en ces .  

Proof o f  the  i n t e r e s t  among the  l i t e r a r y  community in p a in t in g s  can be 

seen in John Donne’s  c o l le c t io n  o f  abou t twenty p a in t in g s  which included a 

T i t i a n .53 As M argaret  F. Thorp p o in ts  o u t  in h e r  a r t i c l e  'Shakespeare  and 

the  Fine A r t s ’

The E lizabe than  pe riod  saw the  beginning in England o f  p ic tu r e  
c o l le c t in g  and th i s  meant a t  f i r s t  c h ie f ly  p o r t r a i t s .  Kenilworth, 
Nonesuch Place, Welbeck Abbey, Wilton House, a l l  o f  which Shakespeare  
may well have v i s i t e d ,  d a te  t h e i r  famous c o l l e c t io n s  from abou t t h i s  
t ime. The E ar l  o f  Southampton had h i s  p i c tu r e  p a in te d  more o f te n  
than  any of h i s  con tem pora r ies  o f  whom we have reco rd .  F i f te e n
p o r t r a i t s  o f  him a re  now e x ta n t  and Mr. Sidney Lee makes the
i n te r e s t in g  s u g g e s t io n  t h a t  t h i s  f a c t  may be re s p o n s ib le  fo r  the 
numerous a l lu s io n s  to p a in t in g s  in the  Sonnets.  P o r t r a i t u r e  makes
the  whole theme o f  two so n n e ts ,  the  24 th  and 4 7 th .  Again and aga in
i t  adds a s t r a i n  to the  main theme; in 16, fo r  in s ta n c e ,  67, 101.60

Antonio Mor, a Flemish a r t i s t  who v i s i t e d  England to p a in t  Mary Tudor had 

a co n s id e rab le  in f luence  on English  a r t  du r ing  the  1560s. His s t y l e  was
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28, Nicholas H i l l i a r d ,  Unknown Man, poss ib l y  Lord Thomas Howard (1588) 
ve l lum,  ova l ,  6 x 5  cm, V i c t o r i a  and A lb e r t  Museum, London

29, Isaac O l i ve r ,  Unknown Man ( c 1595-1600) 
vel lum, oval  6 x 5 ,2 cm, V i c t o r i a  and A lb e r t  Museum, London
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shadowed and r e a l i s t i c ,  b u t  was la rg e ly  r e j e c t e d  by H i l l i a rd  whose

p a in t in g s  a re  b r i l l i a n t l y  l i t  and je w e l- l ik e .  D esp ite  th e  d i f f e r e n c e  in the

s t y l e s  o f  th e s e  two in f l u e n t i a l  a r t i s t s ,  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t  in the  iconography

involved in a p o r t r a i t  is  the  same. In The E n g lish  Icon  Roy S trong  sa y s

The p o r t r a i t ,  being a rec o rd  o f  an ind iv idua l  be ing , is  inexorab ly  
bound up w ith  t h a t  o th e r  emanation o f  r e n a is s a n c e  in d iv id u a l i ty ,  the  
im presa  o r  emblematic dev ice .61

Such i n t e r e s t  can be t ra c e d  in th e  development o f  the  E lizabe than

m in ia tu re :  H i l l ia rd  beg ins , in th e  middle o f  th e  1580s, to  p a in t

a l l e g o r i c a l  p o r t r a i t s  which con ta in  emblematic images, p robably  a t  the

r e q u e s t  o f  h i s  s i t t e r s .  A m in ia tu re  o f  an Unknown Man [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  281,

p o ss ib ly  Lord Thomas Howard, by H i l l ia rd  da te d  158862 shows th e  s i t t e r

c la sp in g  h i s  m i s t r e s s ’s  hand which re a c h e s  down from heaven. A l a t e r

m in ia tu re ,  a l s o  o f  an Unknown Man <cl600) [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  291,63 bu t  t h i s  time

by Isaac  O liver ,  shows the  s i t t e r  a g a in s t  a background o f  f lam es in d ic a t in g

h i s  p a ss io n ,  and, accord ing  to  S trong ,64 r e f e r r i n g  to  V aen ius’ emblem of the

sa lam ander65 and Whitney's emblem o f  th e  f lam ing to rch .66

Mor i s  known to  have p a in te d  m arr iag e  p o r t r a i t s ,  u s u a l ly  a s  p a ir  pendan ts .

His p a in t in g s  show the  in f lu e n ce  o f  th e  Venetian  a r t i s t  T i t ia n ,  and the

power of iconography can be seen  by the  s u g g e s t io n  by Adolf S ta r in g  t h a t

the  enormous p o p u la r i ty  Mor’s  Venetian  p o r t r a i t  types  qu ick ly  
a c q u ired  among th e  Dutch middle c la s s e s  r e f l e c t s  a conscious  
i d e n t i f i c a t io n  w ith  the  m aritim e r e p u b l ic  o f  Venice67

and th i s  d e s p i t e  the  f a c t  t h a t  Holland and Venice were m orta l  enemies!

The poses  in t h e i r  t h e a t r i c a l i t y  s u g g e s t  an iconographic  rea d in g  and the

gen re  has  i t s  conven tions , fo r  in s ta n c e  the  man is  a lways on the  l e f t  and

th e  l ig h t  comes from t h a t  s id e ,  c a s t in g  h i s  f e a t u r e  in to  d ram atic  shadows

while h i s  w i f e ’s  face  i s  ba thed  in l ig h t .  I t  is  a l s o  common to  f in d  the

husband p laced  a g a in s t  an open background; an open door o r  window looking

o u t  in to  the  world, while the  w ife  is  shown w ith  a c lo sed  background,

r e f l e c t i n g  t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  p lac e s  in the  world. Such a r e l a t i o n s h ip  can

be t ra c e d  a s  f a r  back a s  Van Eyck's A r n o l f in i  M arriage  [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  161,

where Giovanni A rno lf in i  s ta n d s  on the  l e f t  o f  the  p a in t in g  w ith  a window

behind him, w hile  h i s  w ife ,  Giovanna Cenami, s ta n d s  on the  r i g h t  w ith  the

m arr iage  bed a s  h e r  background.

This r e l a t i o n s h ip  between f e m a le / in t e r io r  s c en e s  and m a le /e x te r io r  ones 

has re le v an c e  to  The M erchant o f  Venice. Our f i r s t  m eeting  w ith  Antonio, 

Bassanio and t h e i r  f r ie n d s  is  o u ts id e ,  presum ably in a V enetian s t r e e t .
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This scene  is  followed immediately by P o r t ia  and N er issa  in s id e  th e  house 

a t  Belmont, where P o r t ia  s u f f e r s  from a kind o f  s e x u a l  c la u s t ro p h o b ia .  

This a l t e r n a t io n  o f  m a le /e x te rn a l  and f e m a le / in te rn a l  co n tin u e s  up to  

II i i i  where the  lo ca t io n  of  the  scene  is  ambiguous b u t  as  i t  shows 

J e s s ic a  convers ing  w ith  he r  f a t h e r ' s  s e rv a n t  i t  can be assumed t h a t  i t  is  

in te r n a l ,  The n e x t  scene  w ith  G ra tiano , Lorenzo, Solanio , S a le r io  and

Launcelo t i s  back in the  s t r e e t s  of Venice. II v involves Shylock and

J e s s ic a  and is  s e t  b e fo re  Shylock 's house, with the  emphasis on J e s s i c a ' s  

p lace  w ith in  th e  house. II v i b r in g s  the  i n te r n a l  and e x te r n a l  to g e th e r  

when the  lo v ers ,  Lorenzo and J e s s ic a  appear  to g e th e r ,  he o u t s id e  in th e  

s t r e e t ,  and she in the  house above. J e s s i c a  breaks the  p a t t e r n  by coming 

o u t  o f  h e r  world and in to  Lorenzo 's and the  change i s  emphasised by he r

assuming m asculine  a t t i r e .  From then on she has  no house o r  home o f  he r

own. In II v i i  the  p a t t e r n  is  resumed with  P o r t ia  ‘a t  home' to  Morocco and 

c o n tin u e s  u n t i l  III  i i  when the  second p a i r  o f  lovers ,  P o r t ia  and Bassanio , 

come to g e th e r ,  t h i s  time in an in te r n a l  and fem inine environm ent. Whereas 

J e s s ic a  has  l e f t  her  i n t e r io r  background to  go to  Lorenzo, Bassanio  leaves  

the  s t r e e t s  of  Venice to jo in  P o r t ia  in he r  e le g a n t  house. Unlike Lorenzo, 

Bassanio is  fo rced  to leave h i s  b e tro th e d  immediately, and the  p a t t e r n  

resum es fo r  two scenes .  I l l  v shows J e s s ic a  and Lorenzo in an u n lo c a l is e d  

p lace , bu t e v id e n t ly  s t i l l  in the  i n t e r io r  world o f  Belmont, and IV i aga in  

s h a t t e r s  the  p a t t e r n  because  l ike  J e s s i c a ,  P o r t ia  r e j e c t s  h e r  fem inine ro le  

and assum es a m asculine one to  fo llow  her  lover. In o rd e r  fo r  the  women 

to e n te r ,  and p lay  an a c t iv e  r o le  in the  m a le /e x te rn a l  world, they  must 

‘become’ men; they cannot p a r t i c i p a t e  in t h e i r  feminine pe rsonae . The 

c o u rt  room, however, i s  n e i th e r  in te rn a l  nor e x te r n a l ,  being a cerem onia l  

p lace , symbolic in i t s  own r ig h t .  A f te r  the  t r i a l  scene  in IV i i  P o r t i a  is  

shown in the  m a le /e x te rn a l  world, s t i l l  in he r  male d i s g u is e .  The f in a l  

Act b r in g s  the  c h a ra c te r s  to g e th e r  (minus Shylock) in the  g a rd en s  o f  

Belmont. Although th i s  is  an e x te r n a l  scene , i t  i s  P o r t i a ’s  home, he r  

p lace , and th u s  a blend of the  two opposing w orlds. B assanio  and G ra tiano  

have to a d ju s t  to the  new s i t u a t i o n  and th i s  involves  r e a l i s i n g  t h a t  P o r t ia  

and N erissa  have been ab le  to  fu n c t io n  in t h e i r  male environm ent. P o r t i a ’s  

‘Let us go in ’ (V i 297) in v i te s  them to  become p a r t  o f  the  whole house, 

i n te r n a l  and e x te r n a l ,  a complete world r a t h e r  than  a d iv ided  one. Belmont 

b r in g s  the  lovers  and t h e i r  w orlds to g e th e r  l ike  two h a lv es  o f  a whole, 

un ify ing  them in s p i r i t  and in body. Hence G ra t ia n o ’s  f in a l  remark is  n o t  

ou t of p lace ,  and reminds the  aud ience  of the  symbolism of  the  r in g  -  

wholeness and un ity .
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7. Love vs. F r iendsh ip

P o r t i a 's  r o le  in the  t r i a l  scene  r e f l e c t s  n o t  only h e r  commitment to

Bassanio  in he r  w i l l in g n e s s  to  save  h i s  f r ie n d ,  both  by money and by

d i r e c t  a c t io n ,  bu t a lso  h e r  own need to r e l e a s e  Bassanio from the

r e s t r i c t i o n  o f  h is  love fo r  Antonio. M arriage was seen  by some as a means

of d iv id ing  a man from h i s  f r ie n d s ,  and in P e t r a r c h ’s  O f the  w o o rth in esse

o f  M arriage  in h i s  P hysicke  we aga in  encoun te r  shipwreck imagery, t h i s

time in d e p ic t in g  the  w ife  a s  a dangerous r e e f .  Reason s t a t e s :

Admit she have a l l  o th e r  ornam entes of a woman, n o b i l i t i e ,  wysedome, 
ryches ,  f r u i t e f u l n e s s e ,  eloquence, good name and fame, good and 
commendable behaviour, y e t  know thou th i s ,  t h a t  w ith  th e s e  p r id e  is  
e n tr e d  ... A rt thou igno raun t  o f  th e  maners of women: Learne to
s e rv e ,  lea rne  to  s u f f e r ,  lea rne  to loose thy d e e r e s t  f r ie n d e s :  thou
m ust a t t e n d e  to  wedlocke only. A wyfe is  a dangerous  rocke, and
d e s t r u c t io n  to  f r iendshyp , im perious, and governour o f  the  husbandes 
a f f e c t i o n s .613

While P o r t ia  conforms to  a l l  the  v i r t u e s  t h a t  P e t ra r c h  ennum erates ; 

n o b i l i ty ,  wisdom, w ealth , e loquence, r e p u ta t i o n  and behaviour, and the  

im p lica tion  is  t h a t  she  w il l  a lso  be f e r t i l e ,  she  does n o t  e x h ib i t  the  v ice  

which he accu ses  wives of,  t h a t  o f  p r ide .  Bassanio w i l l in g ly  o f f e r s  h i s  

s e rv ic e ,  bu t  she r e t u r n s  i t  by c a l l in g  him Lord, and a lthough  he w il l  

s u f f e r  a n x ie ty  and r i s k  the  lo ss  o f  h i s  f r ie n d ,  i t  w i l l  no t  be a t  P o r t i a ’s  

i n s t ig a t io n .  Indeed, she w il l  be the  one to r e s c u e  h i s  f r i e n d  from the  

dangerous rock o f  Shylock’s  bond. N e v e r th e le ss ,  she must r e d i r e c t  h i s

a f f e c t io n  towards he r  in s te a d  o f  towards Antonio. F r iendsh ip ,  while being 

a s e r io u s  m a t te r ,  e s p e c ia l ly  fo r  many E l izab e th an s  who had formed the  idea 

in to  a kind o f  c u l t ,  is  on i t s  own i n f e r t i l e ,  and must make way f o r  the  

n a tu r a l  coupling o f  man and woman, fo r  a s  Benedict sa y s  ‘the world m ust be 

peop led ’ <Much Ado About N o th ing , II i i i  218-219). Antonio, in h i s

accep tance  o f  h i s  doom, p r e s e n t s  a melancholy hero  fo r  Bassanio  to  worship. 

Had Shylock’s p lan s  succeeded, Antonio would have been t ran sfo rm ed  in to  a 

s a in t ly  m arty r,  and Bassanio would never  have been ab le  to f r e e  h im se lf  of 

the se n se  o f  g u i l t  a s  the  in d i r e c t  cause  o f  h is  f r i e n d ’s  d ea th .  P o r t ia  has 

to save Antonio in o rd e r  to  f r e e  Bassanio; she  must t r a n s f e r  B a ssa n io ’s

o b l ig a t io n  from Antonio to  h e r s e l f ,  and th i s  she does by f i r s t  winning her

c o u r t  case ,  and then r e f u s in g  a fee ,  p u t t i n g  B assanio  in h e r  deb t.  By 

demanding the  r in g  a s  a token of g r a t i t u d e ,  she is  ty in g  Bassanio  c lo s e r  

to  h e r ,  knowing t h a t  he w i l l  have to admit i t s  ‘lo s s '  and t h a t  she  a lone  

w il l  be ab le  to  r e s t o r e  i t ,  a s  she has  r e s to r e d  Antonio. She shows, 

however, t h a t  t h i s  is  n o t  simply fem inine jea lo u sy ,  o r  a power p lay  in the  

war of the  sexes ,  by involving Antonio in the  f in a l  exchange o f  the  r in g .



The R ingsi Love and M arriage  - 143 -

He becomes bound to  su p p o r t  the  m arr iage  on h i s  sou l;  the  bond is  a 

s p i r i t u a l  one, in c o n t r a s t  to th e  ph y s ic a l  bond he ag reed  w ith  Shylock. 

Whereas h i s  body was bound in th e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  revenge , h i s  sou l  i s  bound 

in the  i n t e r e s t s  o f  love, and he is  t ransfo rm ed  from a p o t e n t i a l  wedge to 

an a c tu a l  b r id g e .  M etaphorica lly , Antonio h im se lf  becomes the  r in g ,  the  

p ledge of  love and t r u s t ,  between P o r t ia  and Bassanio , and th e  p lay  is  

b rough t f u l l  c i r c l e  a s  Antonio becomes aga in  the  means by which Bassanio  

can win P o r t ia .

S igurd  Burckhardt s e e s  the  p lay  a s  c i r c u la r ;  P o r t i a  r e s c u e s  Antonio because

Bassanio  has  won her  because  Antonio has  s taked  him.

The M erchant is  a p lay  abou t  c i r c u l a r i t y  and c i r c u la t io n ;  i t  ask s  
how the  v ic io u s  c i r c l e  o f  the  bond's law can be t ran sfo rm ed  in to  the  
r in g  of love. And i t  answ ers: th rough  a l i t e r a l  and u n rese rv ed  
subm ission  to  the  bond a s  a b s o lu te ly  b inding .69

If a s im p l i f ie d  diagram is  made o f  the  movement o f  the  p lay  th i s

c i r c u l a r i t y  is c le a r :

ANTONIO

saves s ta k e s  
\

PORTIA
W

BASSANIO

wins

The f i r s t  t r i p  around the  c i r c l e  invo lves  the  p h y s ic a l  bond w ith  Shylock, 

the  second the  s p i r i t u a l  bond between P o r t ia  and Bassanio . P o r t i a  d e f e a t s  

Shylock n o t  by c ircum venting  the  bond, bu t  by s t i c k in g  r ig i d ly  to  the  

l e t t e r  o f  the  law. She th r e a te n s  to  do th i s  in the  m a t te r  o f  the  r in g ,  

g iv ing  up Bassanio a s  he has  g iven  up h e r  r in g ,  the  symbol o f  the  c o n t r a c t  

between them, b u t  a s  Antonio gave up h i s  sh a re  in Shylock’s  w ea lth ,  so he 

g iv es  up h i s  sh a re  in Bassanio, and p led g es  h i s  so u l  fo r  h i s  f i d e l i t y .  In 

doing so he r e d r e s s e s  the  wrong he has  done P o r t i a  in p e rsu a d in g  Bassanio  

to g ive  up he r  r in g  to  the  lawyer, and becomes the  means o f  exchange when 

she r e t u r n s  i t :
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P o r t ia Ring BassanioAnton io

Bassanio Ring Por t  i a /B a l th a s a rAntonio

P o r t ia Ring BassanioAnton io

That t h i s  love-bond is  more im portan t  than  the  h a te -b o n d  is  obvious; the  

so u l  is  more p rec io u s  t h a t  the  body, moreover, i t  is  e t e r n a l ,  w hile  the  

body d ie s .  The accep tance  o f  the  r in g  by Bassanio e s t a b l i s h e s  a  b inding , 

leg a l  c o n t r a c t ,  and by g iv ing  the  r in g  away he is  b reak ing  the  c o n t r a c t .  

He is , t h e r e fo r e ,  in e f f e c t  doing what he had o f fe r e d  to  do a t  the  t r i a l ,  

g ive  away h is  wife fo r  h is  f r ie n d .  The c o n t r a c t  is  only r e - e s t a b l i s h e d  

when P o r t ia  r e t u r n s  the  r in g  to  him.
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Chapter  4 

ANTONIO AS AN ANATOMY SUBJECT

1. S hakespeare  and anatomy

Although Shakespeare  makes no d i r e c t  r e f e re n c e  to  anatomy In The M erchant 

o f  Venice , he does e lsew here .  Marvin Spevack' l i s t s  f iv e  oc c u rre n ce s  o f  

‘anatomy*, th r e e  o f  ‘anatomize* and th re e  o f  ‘anatomiz'd*. Seven o f  th ese  

r e f e r e n c e s  a r e  to  the  more m etaphys ica l  idea o f  anatomy a s  a d i s s e c t io n  o f  

a whole th in g  o r  idea, bu t  th e  rem ain ing  four r e f e r  to  a c tu a l  p h y s ic a l  

d i s s e c t io n s .  This  shows t h a t  Shakespeare  was w ell  aware o f  the  work o f  

the  a n a to m is ts  and t h a t  the  idea had ga ined  hold o f  s o c ie ty  s u f f i c i e n t l y  

fo r  i t  to  be used in a more g e n e ra l  m etaphysica l  way, and th a t  i t  was a 

s u b je c t  f a m i l ia r  enough to  the  g e n e ra l  pub lic  to make r e f e r e n c e s  to  i t  

both com prehensible  and to p ic a l .  A h i s to r y  o f  anatomy and anatomy 

t h e a t r e s  can be found in Appendix A.

2. The d r a m a t i s t  and th e  a n a to m is t

In h is  foreword to  M. H. Spielm ann’s book The Iconography o f  A ndreas

V e sa liu s , A rthur Keith r e l a t e s  Shakespeare  to  the  g r e a t  a n a to m is t  V esa l iu s

In th e  q u a l i ty  of h i s  work V esa l iu s  is  n e a r  akin  to  Shakespeare . 
Both o f  th e s e  men in t h e i r  r e s p e c t iv e  l in e s  o f  endeavour held  up the  
m irro r  to  N a tu re .2

In t h e i r  a t t e m p ts  to teach  by r e v e la t io n ,  both  a n a to m is t  and d r a m a t i s t

have s im i la r  g o a ls .  John B a n i s t e r ’s  d e d ic a to ry  e p i s t l e  in h i s  H Is to r ie  o f

Man concerns anatomy bu t a p p l ie s  eq u a l ly  to drama:

... even so man ( s a i th  A r i s t o t l e )  is  borne to two th in g e s ,  t h a t  i s ,  to 
unde rs tand , and to  do, o r  endevour: a s  who shou ld  say , we a r e  n o t  
borne onely to  have u n d e rs tan d in g ,  bu t  a ls o  to  p u t  i t  in u se  ... And 
s u re ly  Cicero su p pose th  i t  cannot be in a man to  h id h i s  v e r tu e  in 
him s e l f e ,  Which moved him to  say , we a re  d r iven  to  i t  o f  n a tu r e ,  
to  d e s i r e  to  p r o f i t e  many, e sp e c ia ly  in teach ing , and re v e a l in g  the  
rea so n s  o f  wisedome. T h e rfo re  i t  is  n o t  e a s ie  to  f inde  such a one, 
a s  w i l l  n o t  be c o n te n t  to  teach  t h a t  un to  an o th e r ,  which he knoweth 
him s e l f e .  So t h a t  we a re  n o t  onely  inc lined  to  lea rn e ,  b u t  to 
teach  a l s o .3

I t  has been s u g g e s te d  by v a r io u s  c r i t i c s 4 th a t  Antonio r e p r e s e n t s  Everyman 

or a C h r i s t - f i g u r e  in the  t r i a l  scene. C e r ta in ly  h i s  bea ring  is  t h a t  o f  a 

w il l ing  s a c r i f i c i a l  o f f e r in g  and the  th e o lo g ic a l  e lem en ts  in the  t r i a l  

p red isp o se  one to  e n t e r t a i n  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  a r e l i g io u s  symbolism (which 

w il l  be d e a l t  w ith  in Chapter 6), b u t  Antonio a ls o  p ro v id e s  a p i c t u r e  o f  a 

more s e c u la r  ev e n t ,  t h a t  o f  a pub lic  anatomy.



A n to n io  a s  an Anatomy S u b je c t  - 146 -

3. The r e l a t i o n s h ip  between anatomy and th e  t h e a t r e

The resem blance  to  a p ub lic  anatomy o f  the  t r i a l  scene  on the  s ta g e  can 

only have been emphasised by the  p h y s ic a l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  the  p layhouse , w ith  

i t s  c i r c u l a r  g a l l e r i e s  su rro u n d in g  the  c e n t r a l  a re a  o f  i n t e r e s t .  The 

aud ience  th u s  become a p a r t  o f  the  scene  them selves  and a re  s p e c t a to r s  on 

two lev e ls ;  p layhouse  aud ience  and anatomy t h e a t r e  audience ,

3.a. E n te r ta in m e n t  and e d u c a t io n

The h i s to r y  of  ana tom ies  shows an in c re as in g  importance of  the

e n te r ta in m e n t  e lem ent. William Brockbank s t a t e s

The [anatomy] t h e a t r e  a ro s e  o u t  o f  the  s tream  o f  ideas  which flowed 
th rough  I ta ly  a t  the  time o f  the  Renaissance. I t s  purpose  was to 
o f f e r  a perform ance, fo r  ... an ana tom ica l  d i s s e c t io n  in those  days 
was r e a l l y  more o f  a  t h e a t r i c a l  occas ion  than a le s so n .5

William S. Heckscher ag re e s :

These were peop le  w ith  a v a s t  stomach f o r  a l l  kinds o f  
e n te r ta in m e n t ,  among which the  annual pub lic  anatomy ranked  perhaps  
h ig h e s t .  To every  one o f  the  two o r  th re e  hundred in d iv id u a ls  who 
might w i tn e s s  the  d i s s e c t io n ,  the  p le a s a n t ly  morbid a c t u a l i t y  o f  the  
f e s t i v e  anatomy m ust have been, y e a r  a f t e r  yea r ,  a unique and 
e x c i t in g  experience .  While n a tu r a l l y  the  anatomy was a lesson  in 
the  f i r s t  p lace ,  i t  a l s o  appealed  In Rembrandt's time to th o se  
c rav ing  d ram atic  e n te r ta in m e n t  a s  w ell  a s  th o se  in q u e s t  o f  q u ie t  
t ra n s c e n d e n ta l  con tem pla tion .6

and l a t e r  he co n tin u e s

The pub lic  anatomy a s  a  f e t e  and a s  a s o c ia l  o b l ig a t io n  ... was 
known a l l  over Europe from the  e a r ly  s ix t e e n th  cen tu ry  onward.7

While ‘e d u c a t io n ’ and ‘e n te r ta in m e n t ’ were no t  synonymous, they  appear  to

have been reg a rd ed  a s  complimentary. For example a t  Leyden th e re  a re

re c o rd s  o f  th e  p resence  of  f l u t e - p l a y e r s  du r ing  the  d i s s e c t io n  in o rd e r  to

e n te r ta in  the  s p e c t a to r s .8 The p o p u la r i ty  Cor pe rhaps  n o to r i e ty )  o f  the

pub lic  anatomy can be shown as  e a r ly  a s  1570 when r e c o rd s  in Bologna show

th a t  th e  c u r r e n t  p ro fe s s o r  was fo rced  to  appo in t

fo u r  s e r io u s ,  q u i e t  and d i s c r e e t  s tu d e n t s  to  s ta n d  a t  the  doors  o f  
the  t h e a t r e  when a d i s s e c t io n  was being perform ed and allow only 
au th o r iz e d  pe rso n s  to  e n t e r  so  t h a t  i t  would be f i l l e d  s o le ly  w ith  
d o c to rs  and s tu d e n t s  and o th e r  p e rso n s  o f  good q u a l i t i e s  who 
e n te r e d  f o r  th e  purpose  o f  l i s t e n in g  and lea rn in g .9

The anatom ies  performed in England a t  the  B arb e r-S u rg eo n s '  Hall from 1540 

onwards show a development away from a teach ing  s i t u a t i o n  tow ards  a 

cerem onial and t h e a t r i c a l  occasion . At th e  opening o f  Inigo J o n e s ’ Anatomy 

T h ea tre  fo r  the  B arber-Surgeons  in 1638 a d inner  c o s t in g  £93 ( tw o - th i rd s
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A N D R E A E  V E S A L I I
B K V X t l t E N S I S ,  S C H O L A B

m c d ic o ru m  Patauinacpi\>fcflons,de 
Hu mani corporis f ib r ic a  

Libn fcpccm.

30, Andreas Vesal ius,  Front i sp iece  to De Human 1 Corporis Fabrics (Basel ,  1543)
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being s p e n t  on food, £8 on wine and 35 s h i l l i n g s  on beer)  was he ld  a f t e r

an in a u g u ra l  pub lic  anatomy perform ed be fo re  an aud ience  which included

the  Lords o f  the  Privy C o u n c il . '0 Samuel Pepys was in v i te d  to  a

d e m o n s tra t io n  by Dr. Scarborough and seems to  have enjoyed both  the

l e c tu re  and th e  f e a s t  a f t e rw a rd s .  A f te r  d inner  he r e tu r n e d  to  look a t  the

body accompanied by Dr. Scarborough and commented

he was a lu s ty  fe l low , a seaman t h a t  was hanged fo r  a  robbery , I 
d id  touch the  dead body w ith  my bare  hand; i t  f e l t  cold, bu t  
m ethought i t  was a very  u n p le a s a n t  s ig h t .  <27 February  1663)"

Public  anatom ies  were a  more expensive  b u s in e s s  than  p r iv a t e  ones because

o f  the  f e a s t in g  and ceremony which they involved. Anatomies were well

known in th e  lay community. The p u b l ic  were adm itted  fo r  a fee ,  and

b r o a d - s h e e t s  were hung up o u t s id e  b a r b e r s ’ and su rg e o n s '  shops a s

a d v e r t is e m e n ts  to  e n t i c e  pub lic  a t te n d a n c e .  By 1734 new spapers  were being

used  to  a d v e r t i s e  anatom ies:

Whereof N otice  s h a l l  a l s o  be g iven  in the  Daily Post and in the  
James** Evening P ost  a s  o f t  a s  th o se  D em onstra tions  a r e  made when 
a l s o  the  pub iick  L e c tu re s  may be A dvertized  ... The Notice o f  the
Publick L e c tu re s  and of  ye D em onstra tions  s h a l l  be In se r te d  in the  
Daily A d v er tize r  and London Evening Post  from tim e to  tim e fo r  the  
y e a r  en su ing , and a f te rw a rd s  in such new spapers a s  the  M aster fo r  
th e  time being s h a l l  th ink  f i t t . ' 2

E igh t y e a rs  l a t e r ,  however, in 1742, a n o th e r  n o t ic e  makes i t  c le a r  t h a t  the

pub lic  s p e c ta c le  a s p e c t  o f  anatom ies  was d isa p p e a r in g  in favour o f  a more

s e r io u s  r o le  in teach ing  by d isc o n t in u in g  such a d v e r t is e m e n ts :

the  a d v e r t i s in g  o f  d i s s e c t io n s  as  form erly  used s h a l l  be 
d i s c o n t in u e d . '3

3.b. The p layhouse  and th e  anatomy t h e a t r e

3 .b .i .  C o n s tru c t io n

There a re  s t r o n g  co rrespondences  between the  s t r u c t u r e  o f  an anatomy 

t h e a t r e  and t h a t  o f  a pub lic  t h e a t r e .  The f i r s t  anatomy t h e a t r e s  were

b u i l t  o u ts id e  o r  in adap ted  rooms and were tem porary  in nature,'"* in the  

same way t h a t  inn c o u r t  y a rd s  were adap ted  fo r  the  u se  o f  E lizabe than  

p la y e r s ,  and any e x t r a  e r e c t io n s  were demolished once t h e i r  u s e fu ln e s s  was 

over. There is  evidence  t h a t  some anatomy t h e a t r e s ,  l ike  th e  pub lic  

t h e a t r e s ,  were open to the  sky. The f r o n t i s p i e c e  sh a red  by V e s a l iu s ’ 

Fabrica  and h i s  Epitom e  [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  301 shows V esa l iu s  h im se lf  g iv ing  an 

anatomy d em ons tra t ion  in an a p p a re n t ly  o p e n -a i r  t h e a t r e .  Brockbank a lso  

q u o tes  Vidus V id iu s’ De anatome c o rp o ris  hum ani, pub lished  posthum ously  in 

1611, bu t,  a s  Vidius d ied  in 1569, g iv ing  an accoun t o f  th in g s  a s  they
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31, The anatomy theat re  at  Padua 
a, the g a l l e r i e s

b, the d i ssec t i on  area
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32. Const ruct ion of the anatomy theat re  at  Padua 
a, look ing up from the d i ssec t i on  area

b. below the g a l l e r i e s
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were in the  m id -s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry ,  in which he g iv e s  d e t a i l s  of the  

c o n s t ru c t io n  o f  a tem porary  anatomy t h e a t r e  which inc ludes  the  req u irem en t  

t h a t

L igh ting  should  be e i t h e r  through a h o le  in  the  r o o f  o r  by two 
cand les  a t  th e  head and two a t  the  f e e t  o f  the  body, (my i t a l i c s )  ls

I t  i s  i n t e r e s t in g  and probably  s ig n i f i c a n t  t h a t  a t h e a t r i c a l  d e s ig n e r  and 

a r c h i t e c t  was chosen to  bu ild  th e  f i r s t  p u r p o s e - b u i l t  anatomy th e a t r e .  

Inigo Jones e v id e n t ly  used h i s  e xpe r ience  of t h e a t r e s  to  c r e a te  a b u i ld ing  

s u i t a b l e  fo r  e x h ib i t io n s  and d e m o n s tra t io n s ,  and e lem en ts  o f  the  pub lic  

t h e a t r e s  can be seen , fo r  in s ta n c e ,  in the  g e n e ra l  shape, the  g a l l e r i e s  and 

in the  use o f  e x te r n a l  t u r r e t s  to house s t a i r c a s e s .

In V id ius ' d e s c r ip t io n  o f  the  c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  a tem porary  anatomy th e a t r e ,  

he says:

The bu ild ing  which is  to  co n ta in  the  t h e a t r e  shou ld  be sq u a re .  In 
i t  an o c ta n g u la r  am p h i th e a tre  can e a s i l y  be c o n s t ru c te d  in the  
fo llow ing  manner. Get e ig h t  beams which should  be p laced  a t  equa l  
d i s t a n c e s  from each o th e r ,  w ith  t h e i r  top  touching  the  w all,  t h e i r  
bottom the  ground, towards the  middle o f  th e  s ta g e .  Leave a 
p assag e ,  a s o r t  o f  p o r t ic o ,  between the  w all  and the  s t a g e  to  a c t  a s  
an e n tra n c e  from the  o u te r  door o f  the  room and o p p o s i te  a n o th e r  
p assag e  to  a l i t t l e  room where a r e  kept a f i r e ,  wood, h o t  w a te r ,  
v e s s e l s  and a l l  the  n e c es sa ry  a p p a ra tu s .  When the  beams have been 
p u t  up, th e re  should  be a t ta c h e d  to them fou r  o r  f iv e  more, 
p la t fo rm s  looking tow ards the  c e n t r e ,  w ith  a space  o f  s ix  f e e t  
between them. They should  be su p p o rted  on wooden props which a re  
n a i le d  to  the  beams. The low er p la tfo r m s  sh o u ld  be narrow er than 
the  h ig h er  so t h a t  the  h ig h er  s t a g e s  hold  more s p e c t a to r s  than the
lower. These sho u ld  s ta n d  a s  i f  lean ing  on a p u lp i t  so  th a t they
can se e  what i s  g o in g  on on the  s ta g e , (my i t a l i c s ) 16

The Paduan anatomy th e a t r e ,  [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  311 one o f  the  few to  s u rv iv e

in ta c t ,  is  b u i l t  in to  a room in the  U n iv e rs i ty ,  and a llow s the  v i s i t o r  to

view the  c o n s tru c t io n  from below [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  321. This  c o n s t ru c t io n  is

s im i la r  to  t h a t  of a pub lic  t h e a t r e .  Richard Hosley h as  made an e x te n s iv e

in v e s t ig a t io n  in to  the  bu ild ing  o f  the  Swan (1595) in h i s  c h a p te r  on the

P layhouses .1'7 By a p rocess  o f  m athem atica l  e l im in a t io n  he a r r i v e s  a t  a

tw e n ty - fo u r  s id ed  bu ild ing  with a d iam e te r  o f  95 f e e t  and a s t a g e  43 f e e t

wide by 27 f e e t  6 inches deep. John O r re l l ,  in h i s  ex trem ely  thorough

re s e a rc h  in The Q uest fo r  S h a kespeare 's  Globe10 a g re e s  t h a t  the  pub lic

p layhouses , w ith  the  excep tion  o f  the  Fortune , which was a ty p ic a l ly  sq u a re ,

must have been polygonal, r a t h e r  than round, and has  worked o u t  w ith

m athem atica l p re c is io n  p re c i s e  dim ensions based  p a r t l y  on H o l la r ’s  sk e tc h e s

and p a r t ly  on the  a n c ie n t  methods o f  m easurement and p ro p o r t io n ,
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33, Diagrams demonstrat ing the theor ie s  of p ropor t i on
a. ad tnangulun b, ad quadra tun

(c f n .19, pp ,313-4)

34, Leonardo da V in c i ,  Man and the propor t i ons
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ad triangu lum 19 and ad quadratum  [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  331 which r e s u l t  in a  s ta g e

m easuring  49 f e e t  6 inches wide, a yard  70 f e e t  a c ro s s  and an o v e ra l l

d iam e te r  o f  99 f e e t ,  a l th o u g h  he adm its  t h a t  t h i s  is ,  to a c e r t a i n  e x te n t ,

s t i l l  c o n je c tu re .20 He makes the  p o in t  t h a t  the  ad quadratum  system  of

p ro p o r t io n  is  linked to  the  homo ad quadratum -  the  method o f  r e l a t i n g  a l l

p ro p o r t io n s  to  the  human f ig u re ,  from which is  u l t im a te ly  de r ived  Leonardo

da V inc i’s  famous drawing [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  341. He goes on

U n fo r tu n a te ly  we cannot say ,  on th e  p r e s e n t  ev idence , t h a t  S t r e e t  or 
Burbage o r  anyone e l s e  in tended  the  E lizabe than  t h e a t r e  to  echo the  
V itruv ian  idea o f  the  ‘homo ad quadra tum ’. A d e ta i le d  knowledge of 
the  A r c h ite c tu r a  would h a rd ly  be n e c e s s a ry  to  s u g g e s t  such an 
in te n t io n ;  th e  idea was widely i l l u s t r a t e d  and v iv id  enough to 
appeal in i t s  own r ig h t .  On the  o th e r  hand we can be c e r t a in  t h a t  
Inigo Jones , in h i s  schem atic  d es ig n  fo r  a m an-cen tred  anatomy 
t h e a t r e  p repared  fo r  the  B a rbe r-S u rgeon 's  Company in 1636, used  ad 
quadratum  p ro ced u res  to  develop i t s  ova l  p lan .21

The idea t h a t  b u i ld in g s  so concerned w ith  the  e x p lo ra t io n  o f  mankind as

p layhouses  and anatomy t h e a t r e s  should  have t h e i r  d e s ig n s  based so f irm ly

on p ro p o r t io n s  r e l a t e d  to  the  human body is  a h igh ly  a t t r a c t i v e  one. As

O rre l l  goes on to  say:

The B arb e r-S u rg eo n s ’ t h e a t r e  is  an e n l ig h te n in g  p o s t  fa c to  ana logue  
o f  the  Globe. I t s  curved  w a l ls ,  d e s igned  ad quadratum , e n c lo se  an 
audience  w ith  man h im se lf  su rrounded  a t  the  c e n t r e .22

The t im b er- fram e  s t r u c t u r e  r e q u i r e s  t h a t  each g a l l e r y  overhangs the  one 

below to g ive  s t r u c t u r a l  s t a b i l i t y ,  c r e a t in g  an upper t i e r  with  a la rg e r  

a re a  than the  lower (a l though  O r re l l  p o in ts  o u t  t h a t  the  second Globe 

would n o t  have had th e se ,  t h e i r  having  been fo rb idden  in 1611 by 

p roclam ation) . The s ta g g e re d  a rrangem en t r e f l e c t s  the  s i t u a t i o n  Vidius

d e sc r ib e s .  H osley’s  c a lc u la t io n s  a re  s u p p o r te d  by the  b u i ld e r s ’ c o n t r a c t

fo r  the  F ortune  (1599) which c a l l s  fo r  a 10 inch ‘j u t t e y  fo rw a rd e s ’ in the  

upper s to r e y s ,  and by the  s t r u c t u r e  o f  e x i s t in g  E lizabe than  t im ber-fram ed  

h ouses .23

3 .b .i i .  S t a i r c a s e s

In r e s p e c t  o f  the  s t a i r c a s e s ,  Brockbank, r e f e r r i n g  to  Jones ' anatomy

th e a t r e ,  s t a t e s  t h a t

The s t a i r c a s e s  g iv ing  a c c e s s  to  the  s e a t s  were p laced  o u ts id e  the  
t h e a t r e  in two sq u a re  t u r r e t s  on e i t h e r  s id e  o f  the  e n tra n c e  facade  
g iv ing  the  maximum amount o f  room fo r  the  s e a t i n g .2*

The Swan a ls o  had o u ts id e  s t a i r c a s e s ,  a s  d id  th e  Globe.25 Hosley p u ts

forward a cogent argument fo r  e n tra n c e  d i r e c t  to  the  yard  a re a  th rough

the  base o f  the  s t a i r  t u r r e t s  and, w i th o u t  having to e n te r  th e  yard,

1
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35. ftrend van Buche l l ' s  copy of a sketch by Johannes de Wi t t  
The Swan ( s h o r t l y  a f t e r  1596),

B ib l io theek  der R i j k u n i v e r s i t e i t ,  Ut recht
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ac ce ss  to  the  g a l l e r i e s . 26 His argum ent a g a in s t  a s in g le ,  c e n t r a l  e n t r a n c e

to  the  p layhouse  is  suppo rted  by John Cham berlain 's  acco u n t  o f  the  burn ing

o f  the  f i r s t  Globe in 1613: ‘i t  was a g r e a t  m arva ile  and f a i r  g ra c e  o f

God, t h a t  th e  people  had so l i t t l e  harm, having b u t  two narrow doors  to

g e t  o u t '27, and fo r  p roof  o f  e n tra n c e  th rough  the  s t a i r  t u r r e t s  he r e l i e s

on m athem atica l  c a lc u la t io n  and Thomas P l a t t e r ’s  d e s c r ip t i o n  o f  th e

p ro g re s s iv e  g a th e r in g  o f  adm ission  f e e s  a t  a Bankside p layhouse  in 1599

There a r e  d i f f e r e n t  g a l l e r i e s  and p lac e s ,  however, where th e  s e a t in g  
is  b e t t e r  and more com fortab le  and th e r e fo r e  more expensive .  For 
whoever c a re s  to  s ta n d  below only pays one English  penny, bu t i f  he 
wishes to s i t  he e n te r s  by a n o th e r  door, and pays a n o th e r  penny, 
while i f  he d e s i r e s  to  s i t  in the  most com fortab le  s e a t s  which a r e  
cushioned, where he n o t  only s e e s  e v e ry th in g  w ell,  b u t  can a l s o  be 
seen , then  he pays y e t  a n o th e r  English  penny a t  a n o th e r  door.28

Hosley i n t e r p r e t s  the  system  d e sc r ib ed  thus:

Whether h i s  d e s t i n a t io n  was the  yard , a g a l l e r y  o r  one o f  the  
g en tlem en’s  rooms, a s p e c t a to r  would e n te r  th e  p layhouse  by the  
e x te r io r  door in the  fo o t  o f  one o f  the  s t a i r - t o w e r s ,  paying Id. to 
a g a th e r e r  s t a t io n e d  a t  t h a t  p o in t .  Having e n te r e d  t h a t  door, the  
s p e c t a to r  could con tinue  d i r e c t l y  a long the  p a ssa g e  runn ing  through 
the p layhouse  frame and, w i th o u t  f u r t h e r  payment, emerge in to  the 
yard  ... Or, i f  he were w i l l in g  to  pay a d d i t io n a l ly  f o r  a s e a t  in 
one o f  the  g a l l e r i e s  o r  one of  the  gen tlem en 's  rooms, he could, 
immediately a f t e r  having  e n te re d  the  s t a i r - t o w e r ,  tu rn  a t  r i g h t  
an g le s  and pass  through  an i n t e r io r  door g iv ing  a c c e s s  to  the  tower 
s t a i r s .  At t h i s  door he would pay a second Id. to  a  second g a th e r e r  
[which] would e n t i t l e  [him] to  a p lace  in any o f  the  t h r e e  g a l l e r i e s  
... i f  the  two lower g a l l e r i e s  were f i l l e d ,  th e  s p e c t a to r  would have 
no choice bu t  to  con tinue  up the  s t a i r s  to  the  top  g a l l e r y  ... Thus 
the top g a l l e ry  would be a s o r t  o f  overflow  a re a ,  in g e n e ra l  use  
only when the  house enjoyed f u l l  o r  n e a r ly  f u l l  c a p a c i ty .  F u r th e r ,  
i f  the  s p e c t a to r  were w il l in g  to  pay fo r  even g r e a t e r  com fort than 
th a t  a f fo rd e d  by the  2d. rooms, he could p a ss  round th e  frame along 
the  top d eg ree  o f  the  f i r s t  g a l l e ry  to  the  g en tlem en ’s  rooms (ly ing 
ad jacen t  to  the  t i r in g - h o u s e ) ,  which he could then  e n t e r  th rough a 
p ass  door a f t e r  paying a th i r d  Id. to  a t h i r d  g a th e r e r .29

O rre l l  rem arks t h a t  Hosley 's  c i r c u la t io n  system  is

ably ad d ressed  ... on the  b a s is  of  a minimum o f  ev idence  and a g r e a t  
dea l  of  a l e r t  common s e n se .30

Hosley's e x p lan a tio n  of  the  in g re s su s  o f  the  drawing o f  th e  Swan i n te r io r  

by Arend van Buchell a f t e r  a l o s t  o r ig in a l  by Johannes De Witt (c l596)  

[ I l l u s t r a t i o n  35] i s  t h a t  De W itt, s i t u a t e d  d i r e c t l y  o p p o s i te  the  s ta g e ,  was 

unable to  se e  the  e n t ra n c e s  b u t  wished to  show them in h i s  drawing and so 

took the a r t i s t i c  l icence  o f  moving them around th e  a re n a  tow ards the  

s ta g e .  Buchell, copying the  o r ig in a l ,  m isunders tood  the  openings which
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Hosley b e l ie v e s  were in tended  to  show the  ends o f  the  s e a t in g  r i s e r s  o f  

th e  lowest g a l l e ry ,  v i s ib l e  a long the  passageway under the  s t a i r - t o w e r s . 31

If  one a c c e p ts  Hosley 's  theo ry  th e re  is  a f u r t h e r  resem blance  between the 

pub lic  t h e a t r e  and the  anatomy t h e a t r e  in th a t  th e r e  is  no d i r e c t  ac ce ss  

between the  low est leve l  ( the  yard  and the  d i s s e c t in g  a re a )  and the  upper 

g a l l e r i e s .  There i s  a s t ro n g  se n se  o f  s o c ia l  d iv is io n  in t h i s  s e p a r a t io n ,  

bu t  the  p lacem ent o f  the  c l a s s e s  is  in v er ted  in the  two c a se s .  In the  

pub lic  t h e a t r e s  the  yard  was the  ch e ap e s t  a re a  and the  upper g a l l e r i e s  

more expensive;  in the  anatomy t h e a t r e s  i t  was the  low est t i e r  t h a t  was 

re s e rv e d  fo r  th e  academic h ie ra rc h y  and d i s t in g u is h e d  g u e s t s ,  w h i l s t  the  

upper t i e r s  were f i l l e d  w ith  s tu d e n t s  and lay people . In the  p r iv a t e  

p layhouses  the  system  resem bled  the  anatomy t h e a t r e s ,  w ith  the  w e a l th i e s t  

and most im portan t  p a tro n s  c lo s e s t  to  the  s ta g e ,  and th e  ch e ap e s t  p lac e s  

in the  ‘gods '.  In a l l  t h re e  venues t ro u b le  was taken to  e n su re  t h a t  th e  

c l a s s e s  should  be kep t s e p a r a te .  A Minute from the  Annals o f  the  Barber 

Surgeons f o r  23 March 1635 o rd e r s  t h a t  su rgeons  should  be f ined  fo r  no t 

a t t e n d in g  ana tom ies  in t h e i r  gowns

fo r  w anting th e i r  outward ornament commixing them selves  confused ly
amongst the  Comon people  then  p r e s e n t .32

3 .b . i i i .  L i f t s

Inigo Jo nes ' anatomy th e a t r e  may have had a l i f t  to  bring  up the  body. 

This, l ike  the  e l l i p t i c a l  shape, could have been copied from the  Paduan 

anatomy th e a t r e  which a l s o  had one33, b u t  a n o th e r  sou rce  c lo s e r  to home 

could be found in the  s ta g e  t rapdoo r  with  i t s  l i f t i n g  p la t fo rm . That th e re  

may very well have been som ething like  a l i f t  in the  t h e a t r i c a l  s ta g e  can 

be seen  from an exam ination  o f  the  ph y s ic a l  s ta g in g  o f  E lizabe than  and 

Jacobean p lay s .  In Macbeth  IV i 106 Macbeth sa y s  ‘Why s in k s  t h a t  

cau ld ro n ? ’ (my i t a l i c s ) ,  and in a p lay  perform ed by S hakespeare 's  company, A 

Warning fo r  F a ir  Women, a s t a g e  d i r e c t io n  in the  dumb-show, ‘su d d e n ly  

r i s e th  up a g r e a t  t r e e ' ,34 r e v e a ls  c le a r ly  t h a t  some kind o f  l i f t i n g  

mechanism must have been in use . The d a te  o f  the  Paduan anatomy t h e a t r e  

would prove t h a t  such sim ple  en g in e e r in g  was q u i t e  w ith in  the  g ra s p  o f  

the  b u i ld e r s  o f  the  pub lic  t h e a t r e s .  U nfo r tuna te ly ,  th e  dem olit ion  o f  

Jo n e s ’ anatomy th e a t r e  in 1784 removed any ev idence  which could have 

dem onstra ted  th is .
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3.b,iv , The d isco v e ry  sp ace

In The A nnals o f  the  Barbel—Surgeons o f  London f o r  1st February  1568

th e se  in s t r u c t io n s  appear:

and a ls o  th e r  sh a lb e  p y l le r s  and Rodes o f  Iron made to  beare  and 
drawe Courteynes upon and ab o u te  the  frame where w ith in  the 
Ana thorny doth  lye and is  wrought upon, fo r  bycawse t h a t  no pe rsone  
o r  pe rso n es  s h a l l  beholde the  d e s e c t io n s  o r  incysynges o f  the  body, 
b u t  t h a t  a l l  maye be made c leane  and covered w ith  f a y e r  c lo th e s  
u n ty l i  the  Doc t e r  s h a l l  com and take  h i s  p lace  to  rea d e  and d e c la re  
upon th e  p a r t e s  desec  ted .35

This im plies t h a t  in some, i f  n o t  a l l ,  anatomy t h e a t r e s  in England,

c o n tra ry  to  the  p r a c t i c e  on the  c o n t in e n t ,  the  body was a lre ad y  opened

when i t  appeared  a t  the  anatomy, and t h a t  the  s tew ard  had only to p o in t  a t

the  a r e a s  being d isc u s s e d ,  r a t h e r  t h a t  a c tu a l ly  to  have to  d i s s e c t  them in

view o f  the  aud ience . I t  a ls o  shows t h a t  England was behind the  c o n t in e n t

in adop ting  V e s a l iu s ’ method o f  a s im u ltaneous  le c tu re  and dem o n s tra t io n

done by one person . E nglish  l e c tu r e r s ,  i t  would seem, p r e f e r r e d  to  remain

removed from the  body, speak ing  e x  ca thedra  and r e f e r r i n g  to  a t e x t  book.

There does n o t  seem to  be any c o n t in e n ta l  p rec e d e n t  fo r  a c u r ta in e d  a re a  

fo r  the  body, bu t in the  h i s to r y  o f  th e  t h e a t r e  much c o n tro v e rsy  h a s  been 

a roused  by d i s c u s s io n s  re g a rd in g  an inner s ta g e .  Whether one s u b s c r ib e s  

to the  c u r ta in e d  a lcove a t  the  back o f  the  s t a g e  theo ry ,  o r  to  the  idea o f  

p o r ta b le  booths, the  s i m i l a r i t i e s  cannot be denied. Both the  s t a g e  and the  

anatomy t h e a t r e  use  the  c u r ta in e d  a re a  as  a d isc o v e ry  space , and however 

the  Annals  rea son  the  c u r t a i n s ’ usage , the  r e s u l t  must have provided  a 

t h e a t r i c a l  and d ram atic  e lem ent in the  r e v e la t io n  o f  the  body. As y e t  no 

one has  cons ide red  the  r e l a t i o n s h ip  between t h i s  r e v e la t io n  o f  the  body by 

means o f  a c u r t a in  and the  scene  in which Hamlet p u l l s  back the c u r t a in s  

to r e v e a l  the  bu tchered  body o f  Polonius , nor has  any connection  been made 

between Hamlet’s  c a re le s s  t re a tm e n t  o f  Po lon ius ' body and the  s im i la r  

d is r e g a rd  fo r  the  s a n c t i ty  o f  the  human body dem ons tra ted  by the  

a n a to m is ts ,  Hamlet, l ik e  the  a n a to m is ts ,  r e g a rd s  th e  dead Po lonius  a s  a 

c o l le c t io n  o f  v isc e ra :  *Lug the  g u t s ’36 (my i t a l i c s ) .

The term d isc o v e ry  space  when used in the  t h e a t r e  s u g g e s t s  an a r e a  which 

w il l  r e v e a l  new th in g s  to  the  s p e c t a to r s  -  new th in g s  which w il l  in c re ase  

t h e i r  knowledge o f  the  p lay , and g ive  f u r t h e r  in s ig h t  in to  th e  p lo t .  The 

anatom ies a ls o  rev e a le d  the  s e c r e t s  o f  the  body to  the  s p e c t a to r s .  

N either  was seen  a s  a r e s e a rc h  to o l  bu t  both  imparted new in form ation . 

The p layw righ t  is  like  the  a n a to m is t ,  re v e a l in g  f a c t s  in a s y s te m a t ic
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p ro g re s s io n  to  an audience  who a r e  m enta lly  i f  no t  p h y s ic a l ly  involved in 

the  a c t io n .  Both p e e l  back a su c ce s s io n  o f  lay e rs  to  show the  h e a r t  

undernea th .  The c h a ra c te r s ,  in tu rn ,  a re ,  like  the  anatomy s u b je c t ,  a c te d  

upon. As f i c t i t i o u s  e n t i t i e s  they  have no knowledge o f  the  d r a m a t i s t ' s  

in te n t io n s  fo r  them, o r  l i f e  a p a r t  from h i s  hand. W ithout him they a r e  a s  

dead a s  th e  anatomy s u b je c t .  They a re  anatom ised  by him in the  

m etaphysica l  s e n se  -  t h e i r  th o u g h ts ,  f e e l in g s  and m o tiv a t io n  a re  d i s s e c te d  

upon the  s t a g e  in view of  an i n t e r e s t e d  crowd. The a b i l i t y  to  u n d e rs ta n d  

a c h a ra c te r  o r  th e  b io logy  o f  th e  human body comes only w ith  the  

p ro fe s s io n a l  s k i l l  of r e v e la t io n .

P o r t ia  u ses  th e  d iscovery  space  when she r e v e a ls  the  c a sk e ts  to  Morocco:

Go draw a s id e  the  c u r t a in s  and d isc o v e r
The s e v e r a l  c a s k e ts  to  t h i s  nob le  P rince . (II  v i 1-2)

Morocco’s d e l ib e r a t io n s  while making h i s  choice of c a sk e t  r e v e a l  the  

workings o f  h i s  c h a ra c te r  in th e  same way t h a t  the  a n a to m is t ’s  l e c tu re  

r e v e a ls  the  workings o f  the  body. Although Morocco b e l ie v e s  h i s  

m o tiva t ions  to  be v a l id ,  Shakespeare  shows the  p r in c e 's  innerm ost f e e l in g s  

to the  aud ience  by a m etaphys ica l  s t r i p p in g  o f  h i s  p e r s o n a l i ty ,  a s  the  

a n a to m is t  s t r i p s  away the  sk in  to  r e v e a l  the  in te r n a l  o rgans .  The cold 

l ig h t  of the  d iscovery  a re a  of bo th  p layhouse  and anatomy t h e a t r e  r e v e a ls  

hidden t r u th .

3.b.v. T ic k e ts

There was a ls o  a r e l a t i o n s h ip  between the  pub lic  ana tom ies  and the  pub lic

th e a t r e  in i t s  f in a n c ia l  p o s i t io n .  Heckscher comments t h a t  w hile  the

p r iv a te  ana tom ies  were p rov id ing  im portan t  in fo rm ation  in the  e x te n s io n

of knowledge in r e s p e c t  o f  s c i e n t i f i c  d isc o v e r ie s :

th e  formal anatom ies  ... r e p r e s e n te d  equa lly  im portan t  c h a p te rs  in 
the  h i s t o r i c a l  development o f  th e  s ta g e .  The su c c e s s  o f  an anatomy, 
j u s t  l ike  t h a t  of any o th e r  t h e a t r i c a l  perform ance, depended la rg e ly  
on th e  s iz e  and on the  sy m p a th e tic  re sp o n se  of i t s  aud ience . The 
anatom ies  o f  t h i s  type were e x p re s s ly  des igned  to  a t t r a c t  and to
hold la rg e  numbers o f  on lookers ,  They needed f in a n c ia l  su c c e s s ,  
a ls o ,  and had th e r e fo r e  to depend on the  su p p o r t  and approva l  o f  the  
m asses no le s s  than  S h a k e sp ea re ’s  p lays  in London o r  Vondel’s  in 
Ams terdam .37

He goes on to  po in t  o u t  t h a t  to  a t t e n d  an anatomy, t i c k e t s  had to  be

purchased ( th i s  app lied  in te r n a t io n a l ly )  and t h a t  t h i s  seems to have 

preceded the  s a le  o f  p layhouse t i c k e t s  by s e v e ra l  y e a rs .  The cerem onia l

and f in a n c ia l  a s p e c ts  o f  an anatomy can be seen  from B aldasar  H e s e le r ’s

eyew itness  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  h i s  f i r s t  d i s s e c t io n  c la s s  w ith  V esa liu s :
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The anatomy of our s u b je c t  was a rran g ed  in the  p lace  where they  use  
to  e l e c t  the  Rector medicorum; a t a b le  on which the  s u b je c t  was 
la id ,  was conven ien tly  and w e l l  i n s t a l l e d  w ith  fo u r  s t e p s  o f  benches 
in a c i r c l e ,  so t h a t  n e a r ly  200 p e rso n s  could se e  the  anatomy. 
However, nobody was allowed to  e n te r  b e fo re  th e  a n a to m is ts ,  and 
a f t e r  them, those  who had pa id  20 so l. More than  150 s tu d e n t s  were 
p re s e n t  and D. C u r t iu s ,  E r ig iu s ,  and many o th e r  d o c to r s ,  fo l lo w e rs  of  
C u r t iu s .  At l a s t ,  D, Andreas V esa liu s  a r r iv e d ,  and many cand les  were 
l ig h ted ,  so t h a t  we a l l  shou ld  s e e .30

Entrance  f e e s  to  th e  anatom ies  were being charged  a s  e a r ly  a s  1493

accord ing  to  A lessandro  B e n e d e t t i ’s  d e s c r ip t io n :

There m ust be some one man in charge  who o v e rs e e s  and a r r a n g e s
e v e ry th in g .  Warders a re  to  be prov ided  f o r  r e g u la t i o n  o f  th e  un ru ly  
incoming ra b b le .  Two r e l i a b l e  s te w a rd s  a r e  appo in ted  who o u t  o f  the  
a dm issions fe e s  supply  the  n e c e s s a ry  th e re  a l i s t  o f  s u r g i c a l
in s t ru m e n ts !39 (my i t a l i c s )

In the  1528 e d i t io n ,  the  t r a n s l a t i o n  rea d s :

There m ust be g u a rd s  to  r e s t r a i n  the  eager p u b lic  a s  i t  e n te r s .
Two r e l i a b l e  s te w ard s  should  be chosen to make the  n e c es sa ry  
payments from th e  money th a t i s  c o lle c te d .40 (my i t a l i c s )

While anatomy t i c k e t s  were be ing  so ld  in Padua in 1497, no playhouse

t i c k e t s  can be t ra c e d  f u r t h e r  back than 1500. Heckscher goes  on to  say:

This , in c id e n ta l ly ,  is  only one of  a number of  a s p e c t s  s u g g e s t in g ,  i t  
seems to  me, t h a t  s t u d i e s  o f  th e  h i s to r y  o f  the  s t a g e  should  include  
the  ana tom ica l  t h e a t e r s .41

He does no t ,  however, p u rsu e  th e  m a t te r  any f u r t h e r ,  nor has  any o th e r

c r i t i c  followed up h i s  s u g g e s t io n s .

T ic k e ts  fo r  anatom ies  were c e r t a i n l y  being  issu ed  in England accord ing  to

a document which g iv e s  d i r e c t i o n s  to  a new c le rk  of  the  Company of  Barber

Surgeons:

So soon a s  the  body is  b ro u g h t  in d e l iv e r  o u t  your T ic k e t t s  which 
m ust be f i r s t  f i l l e d  up as  fo llow e th  4 s o r t s .  The f i r s t  fform e to 
the  Surgeons who have s e rv e d  th e  o f f i c e  o f  M aster you m ust say  Be 
p leased  to a t t e n d  e tc ,  w ith  which sumons you send  a n o th e r  f o r  the  
D em onstrations; to those  below the  Chaire  you say Our M aste rs  
d e s i r e  your Company in your Gown and f l a t t  Cap e t c  w ith  the  l ike  
n o t ic e  fo r  the  D em onstra tions  a s  you send the  A n t ie n t  M aster 
Surgeons. To the  Barbers  i f  Ancient M aste rs  you say  Be P leased  to 
a t t e n d  in your Gowns only; and i f  belowe the  Chaiire then  Our 
M aste rs  d e s i r e  e tc  a s  to  th e  o th e r s  above w ithou t  th e  T ic k e t t  fo r  
the  D em onstra tions .42

Although th e r e  is  no mention made o f  payment in t h i s  document, i t  is  c le a r

th a t  adm ission to the  anatomy de m o n s tra t io n  was n o t  p o s s ib le  w i th o u t  a

t ic k e t .
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4.

4 .a.

Antonio a s  anatomy s u b je c t  

The c o u r t  a s  an  anatomy t h e a t r e

In The M erchant o f  Venice the  climax o f  the  p lay  comes in Act IV in the  

t r i a l  scene  and the  way th e  scene  i s  s ta g e d  can m a te r i a l ly  e f f e c t  how 

pow erfu l the  d ram a tic  impact is .  I t  i s  c le a r  t h a t  Shakespeare  in tended  the  

t r i a l  to  be a  form al and cerem onia l  occasion . He b r in g s  the  Duke, the  

M agnificoes, Antonio, Bassanio, G ra tiano  and o th e r  e x t r a s  in a t  the  very 

beginning  o f  the  scene  in a p ro ce ss io n .  The a tm osphere  o f  a  form al and 

leg a l  p roceed ing  is  s e t  when the  Duke commands

Go one, and c a l l  the  Jew in to  the  c o u r t  (IV i 14)

I t  is  im portan t  t h a t  the  Duke be s e a te d  c e n t r a l ly ,  a s  he would a lm ost 

c e r t a in ly  have been on th e  Shakespearean  s ta g e .  The ‘s ta te *  o r  the  

cerem onial th rone , s e t  on a r a i s e d  d a is ,  was an im portan t  p ro p e r ty  o f  the  

t h e a t r e ,  and e s ta b l i s h e d  immediately the  ru l in g  s t a t u s  o f  whoever occupied 

i t . 43 The ‘s t a t e '  was the  p lace  of p r e s t i g e  and power, and Shakespeare  

d e l ib e r a t e ly  u s e s  i t s  emblematic q u a l i ty ,  a s  in Henry VIII  I i and II iv

where in the  f i r s t  scene  K atherine  is  p laced  n e x t  to the  King's ‘s t a t e ’, and 

in the  second, now o u t  o f  favour, she  is  kep t d i s t a n t  from i t .  Sometimes 

he p lays  on the  symbolism by in v e s t in g  the  ‘s ta te *  w ith  a  wholly unworthy

r u l e r ,  a s  in R ichard I I I  where Richard announces to  Buckingham:

Thus high , by thy s e rv ic e
And thy a s s i s t a n c e ,  i s  King Richard s e a t e d .44 (IV i i  3 -4 )

The Duke's p lace ,  th e r e fo r e ,  i s  in command, r a i s e d  above the  r e s t  of the  

c o u r t ,  a t  th e  c e n t r e  o f  the  s ta g e ,  and a t  f i r s t  Shy lock s ta n d s  b e fo re  him. 

L a te r  on Antonio should  take  a c e n t r a l  p o s i t io n  below the  Duke, with  P o r t ia  

and Shylock a rra n g e d  on e i t h e r  s id e .  Throughout th e  scene  i t  is

emphasised t h a t  t h i s  is  a  c o u r t ,  a form al space  in which a r i t u a l  i s  tak ing  

p lace . Antonio i s  the  c e n t r a l  f ig u r e  o f  the  scene , the  p iv o ta l  po in t

around which the  a c t io n  tak e s  p lace ,  b u t  he is  a ls o  a s t a t i c  f ig u re .  He

s ta n d s  p a t i e n t ly ,  b a re -c h e s te d ,  v u ln e ra b le ,  and l ike  the  a n a to m is t ’s  

cadaver, p a s s iv e .  D espite  h i s  key r o le  he is  g iven  l i t t l e  to say. Shylock 

and P o r t ia  a rg u e  a c ro s s  him fo r  the  p o sse s s io n  o f  h i s  body, and h is  

p o s i t io n  is  t h a t  o f  a v ic tim  r a t h e r  than  an a c t iv e  p a r t i c ip a n t .  He w a its ,  

like the body to  be d i s s e c te d ,  to  be a c te d  upon.

4.b. The a n a to m is ts :  Shylock and P o r t i a

Shylock s ta n d s  ready , w he tt ing  h i s  kn ife ,  while  the  Duke s i t s  en th roned  in 

h i s  c h a ir  o f  s t a t e  above him. P o r t ia  a rg u e s  the  case  and m an ipu la te s
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Shylock a s  th e  o s te n s o r  m ight d i r e c t  th e  s tew ard .  A h ie ra rc h y  r e v e a ls  

i t s e l f .  Shylock, in h i s  a n im a l i s t i c  d e s i r e  fo r  revenge , r e j e c t i n g  the  human 

p lea  f o r  mercy, s t a n d s  in the  p lace  o f  the  lower o rd e r ,  f i t  only to  take  

o rd e r s  and n o t  to  th ink  fo r  them selves . His abandonment o f  h is  r a t i o n a l  

s e l f  has  th u s  degraded  him. P o r t i a ,  a s  a r a t i o n a l ,  m erc ifu l  human being, 

shows h e r  s u p e r i o r i t y  to  Shylock in h e r  a b i l i t y  to  judge the  s i t u a t i o n  and 

a c t  acco rd in g ly .  The Duke i s  th e  u l t im a te  a u th o r i ty ,  t i e d  by the  laws o f  

the  land and en fo rced  to  r u le  by the  book. His c o u n te rp a r t  is  the  

p ro fe s s o r ,  l e c tu r in g  from h i s  ca thedra  and u s in g  a n c ie n t  t e x t s  whose very  

age have incu rred  an a u ra  o f  u n a s s a i la b le  a u th o r i ty .  Duke and p r o fe s s o r  

a r e  hampered by the  very  laws and lea rn in g  which they  seek  to d ispense .  

P o r t ia  t r i e s  to  b reak  th rough  th e  en trenched  l i t e r a l i s m  o f  the  law in h e r  

demands fo r  mercy. She r e f l e c t s  V esa liu s  *s a t t e m p ts  to lead m edical and 

s u r g i c a l  knowledge tow ards a more d i r e c t  and f l e x ib le  a t t i t u d e  to  

ana tom ica l  r e s e a rc h ,  bu t  both P o r t i a  and V esa l iu s  b a t t l e  a g a in s t  a 

r e a c t io n a ry  o ld  schoo l.  P o r t i a  b e a t s  the  sys tem  by u s ing  the  system  

i t s e l f ,  V e s a l iu s 's  b reakthough was slow and f r u s t r a t i n g  and i t  seems t h a t  

he l o s t  h e a r t  in h i s  r e v o lu t io n ,  f o r  he l a t e r  gave up anatomy a l to g e th e r .45 

I t  can be no co inc idence  t h a t  P o r t i a  p o ses  a s  a  d o c to r  from Padua -  th e  

u n iv e r s a l ly  renowned u n iv e r s i t y  a t  which V esa liu s  t a u g h t  -  nor t h a t  Padua 

had been under the  r u le  o f  Venice s in c e  1404, and t h a t  du r ing  V esa liu s '  

time th e re  he v i s i t e d  Venice f r e q u e n t ly  and was nominated by the  

' i l l u s t r i o u s  S ena te  o f  Venice* a s  P ro fe s s o r  o f  Su rgery  a t  Padua in 1537.46

4.c. Shy lock 's  t r a n s i t i o n  from a n a to m is t  to  anatomy

Shylock fo llow s P o r t i a 's  d i r e c t i o n s  w ith o u t  s e e in g  where they  a r e  leading 

him, much a s  the  humble s te w ard  m ight have fo llow ed the  o s t e n s o r ’s  

d i r e c t io n s  w ithou t  being aware o f  what was being re v e a le d .  The o s te n s o r 's  

o rd e r s  d i r e c t  the  s te w ard  to  s t r i p  away p r o g re s s iv e ly  p a r t s  of  the  body to  

r e v e a l  the  workings undernea th ,  and to  uncover the  a r e a s  which were 

considered  to  be the  moving f o rc e s  in the  e sse n c e  o f  man, bu t  having 

allowed Shylock to  s t r i p  away A ntonio’s  p r o te c t iv e  covering , P o r t ia  tu rn s  

the  ta b le s  on the  Jew and shows t h a t  what he h a s  been doing is  a c tu a l ly  a 

p ro g re s s iv e  s t r i p p in g  o f  h im se lf ,  a s  he has  been manoeuvred in to  re v e a l in g  

h i s  r e a l  d e s i r e s .  She then  p e e ls  back h is  own p ro te c t io n  u n t i l  he is  

no th ing  bu t *a poor, ba re ,  forked an im al ' (.King Lear  I II  iv 106-107). The 

q u o ta t io n  from Lear  i s  a p t ,  because  Shakespeare  u s e s  th e  same m athem atica l 

p ro g re ss io n  in t h a t  play when Lear is  g r a d u a l ly  s t r i p p e d  o f  a l l  h i s  

r e t a in e r s ,  o r ig in a l ly  one hundred in number:
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Regan: ... r e t u r n  and so jo u rn  w ith  my s i s t e r ,
D ism issing h a l f  your t r a i n  ...

If  you w i l l  come to  me -  
For now I spy a danger  -  I e n t r e a t  you 
To b r ing  b u t  f iv e  and tw enty  ...

G oneril:  ... What need you f iv e  and tw enty , ten ,  o r  f iv e  ...
Regan: ... What need one?

(King Lear  II iv 202-203 , 245-247 , 260, 263)

The r e s u l t  i s  c h i l l in g  in the  extrem e; Lear has  been c u t  to  the  h e a r t  by

h i s  d a u g h te r s '  i n g r a t i t u d e  and h i s  angu ished  re p ly  ‘0 , rea so n  no t  the  need!’

is  an echo o f  Shylock’s  ‘Nay, take  my l i f e  and a l l '  (IV i 369), a l th o u g h  i t

w i l l  be p o in ted  o u t  in s e c t io n  I .e .  o f  Chapter 6 t h a t  Shy lock 's  r e a c t io n  is

s u s p e c t .  Shakespeare  u s e s  t h i s  m athem atica l  p ro g re s s io n  fo r  comic

pu rp o ses  in 1 Henry IV, bu t  t h i s  time in an ascend ing  s c a le ,  where

F a l s t a f f ’s  “buckram men’’ in c re a s e  from two to  fo u r  to seven  to  n ine  to

e leven  (II iv 183-211). In each case  th e  g rad u a l  s t r i p p in g  away o r  adding

to in c re a s e s  the  tens ion /hum our, bu t a ls o  has the  e f f e c t  o f  r e v e a l in g

something o f  th e  t ru e  n a tu r e  o f  the  c h a ra c te r .  Shylock’s  s i t u a t i o n  is

between the  two ex trem es  o f  agony and la u g h te r ,  and because  h i s  lo ss

involves both money and r e l i g io n ,  i t  can be a rgued  t h a t  P o r t ia ,  in a c t in g

so upon him, i s  fo llow ing  C h r i s t 's  words:

For whosoever ha th ,  to him sh a lb e  g iven , and he s h a l  have abundance: 
bu t whosoever h a th  n o t ,  from him sh a lb e  taken away, even t h a t  he 
h a th .  (Matthew 13. 12)

In t h i s  p e e l in g  away o f  Shylock’s n a tu r a l  p ro te c t io n ,  f i r s t  h i s  p r o f i t ,  then  

h i s  p r in c ip a l ,  then h i s  own w ea lth  and f in a l ly  even h i s  so u l  in the  shape 

of h i s  r e l ig io n ,  P o r t ia  tu rn s  Shylock from the  a n a to m is t  in to  the  anatomy, 

the  f a t e  he had in tended  fo r  Antonio. But P o r t i a  a ls o  i n s i s t s  on some 

s o u l - s e a rc h in g  on Antonio’s  p a r t .  He must se e  in to  h i s  own h e a r t  and, 

r id d in g  h im se lf  o f  any h a tre d ,  show mercy to h i s  enemy. Both Antonio and 

Shylock come c lo se  to  dea th  bu t  a r e  saved by a seeming m irac le ,  a  r ap id  

change in the  c ircum stances  o f  the  case .

4,d. The r e s u r r e c t io n  o f  th e  anatomy s u b je c t

What happens is  t h a t  both Antonio and Shylock a r e  r e -b o rn .  Both lose

th e i r  l i f e  to a l e g a l i ty ,  bu t  have those  l iv e s  r e s t o r e d  u nexpec ted ly .  The

connection w ith  anatom ies  is  n o t  f a r  to  seek. All a n a to m is t s  were

troub led  a t  t im es w ith  bodies  r e tu r n in g  to  l i f e  a s  can be seen  in the

e n try  in the  Barber S urgeon 's  Annals  f o r  1587 re g a rd in g  a r ev iv e d  co rpse :

The 20 of  F eb ru ar ie ,  a s t r a n g e  th ing  happened a man hanged fo r  
fe lo n ie  a t  S a in t  Thomas W ateringes , being begged by th e  C h iru rg io n s  
of London, to have made o f  him an Anatomie, a f t e r  hee was dead to
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A  Declaration from Oxford. o f tAnnt Cjmn%
A young woman tnac was litely, ana ur.jultly hanged m the Ciltle-yifd; buc 
finoc recovered, her neck fet (halt, and her eye* fixed orderly and firmly in l et 
head agiinj With her Speech touchingfcor Angel* (hit sp a r e d  cn her when 
(he w u deid; and (heir Change ciprcfliorj , apparition* , and poiligei that 
happened thereupon, (he like oever heard of before : Being a Atore f ull and 
perfed Relation of the greit handiwork of God, to (be (aid A m tG r t t* ^  Ser­
vant to Sir T b f . R tu d % who being got with Child, and detrend of it io a houfe 
of OfBee,dead horn, received an urjuft ienrence tc be hangrj,  and after half 
an hour, wit cut down, and carried to the CoUeJgc of Pbyi*ia**,wh<fe all (be 
learned Doflor* ar.d C hyrur gion* n:e». to anatomne !*f j hue raking I er.ouc 
of the Coftin, and laying her on a Table, (he began to (hr; whereupon Dr. 
R e tt)  fle otheis.caufcd a warm bed to be prepared for her; ind afiet l^hcurv. 
(he came to her (elf, uttering ihefe word*, B tU U C » d j ^ iru ifu t^  wu

fr* m  d(A(b t* I/ft' With an excellent Prayer ukd by her morning, noon, and 
night, fit to be read in all Famihcr, throughout l n U * ^  Sc*rf**dx ind
H 'd ts :  Whereunto is annexed anctfcrr ftrarge \Vondet frtm* A JU tnu  in Aar- 
H jbire, (hewing how a young Woman djii g in c  hilJ-WJ.watbAriedjiod de­
livered o f i  young Son in the grave, the llrangc thir gi d o t  befell thereupon  ̂
at the taking ber out again. U c f* fc J d f (0 r J i» f  f O J c r

Be bo Id God*
Providence.

Kiiumimuiumu

ZcietTZjEjTcEwSZiZi

- 1 6 3 -

36, The s tor y  of Anne Green, broad-sheet  publ ished in London by J, Clowes in 1651
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a l l  mens th ink ing , c u t  downe, s t r ip p e d  of  h i s  a p p a re l l ,  la id e  naked 
in a  c h e s t ,  throwne in to  a c a r r e ,  and so b rough t  from the  p lace  o f  
ex e cu t io n  through th e  Borough of Southwarke over  the  b r idge  and 
th rough  th e  C i t ie  o f  London to  the  C h iru rg ions  Hall n e re  unto  
C r ip e lg a te :  The c h e s t  being th e re  opened, and the  w eather  ex treem e 
cold  hee was found to  be a l iv e ,  and lived t i l l  the  th re e  and tw e n tie  
o f  February ,  and then  d ied .47

Some b r o a d - s h e e t s  cashed  in on the  pub lic  a p p e t i t e  fo r  s p e c ta c le  and 

s u p e r s t i t i o n .  A b r o a d - s h e e t  p u b lished  in London by J. Clowes in 1651 w ith  

an i l l u s t r a t i o n  shows the  popu lar  c u r io s i t y  reg a rd in g  the  s u b je c t  o f  the  

r e v iv a l  o f  th e  anatomy s u b je c t .  I t  r e l a t e s  the  s to r y  o f  Anne Green, who 

rev ived  under the  hands o f  th e  a n a to m is ts  a f t e r  being ju d ic ia l ly  hung and 

is  rep roduced  in I l l u s t r a t i o n  36. Such r e v iv a l s  on th e  a n a to m is t s ’ t a b le  

made a good s to r y  and the  m y s t ic a l  e lem en ts  were emphasised and expanded 

on. While d o c to r s  s t i l l  appeared  a s  high p r i e s t s  of  m y s te r ie s ,  people

accep ted  s t o r i e s  l ike  t h a t  o f  Anne Green and were anx ious to  v in d ic a te

th ese  r e s u r r e c t io n s .  Revivals  were seen  a s  an Act of God r a t h e r  than

m orta l  incompetence on the  p a r t  o f  the  hangman. If  God saw f i t  to  rev iv e  

a person , then  they  must have been w rongfu lly  condemned in th e  f i r s t  

p lace , and th e  a u t h o r i t i e s  would be anx ious to  sm ooth-over  any th ing  which 

might undermine t h e i r  a u th o r i ty  and the  law. In f a c t ,  th e  a n a to m is t  in

th ese  c a se s  seems to  undergo a change, being t ran sfo rm ed  from an 

in strum en t  o f  j u s t i c e  to a b e n e f i c i a l  sa v io u r .

4.e. Shylock’s  r o l e  a s  r e l u c t a n t  s a v io u r

This sw itch  from avenging law e n fo rc e r  to  s a v io u r  i s  fo rced  on Shylock 

with an a d d i t io n a l  tw is t .  He has  demanded the  law and been p rep a red  to 

cu t  in to  h is  v ic t im  in th e  p o s i t io n  of  an a n a to m is t ,  w ith  the  leg a l

j u s t i f i c a t i o n  which was a ls o  ex tended  to  the  a n a to m is ts ,  when the  ta b le s  

a re  tu rned . The v ic tim  tu rn s  o u t  to be a l iv e  and to  be a llowed to  l ive .  

In t h i s  p o s i t io n ,  the  a n a to m is t  was no more r e s p o n s ib le ,  o r  e a g e r ,  fo r  the  

tu rn  o f  e v e n ts  than Shylock, bu t  w hereas the  a n a to m is t 's  r o le  changed to 

one of Sav iour, Shylock h im se lf  becomes saved  in E lizabe than  eyes  by being 

forced to co n v e r t  to  C h r i s t i a n i ty ,  bu t  a ls o  by being, h im se lf ,  a llowed to 

l ive  when the  law could have demanded h i s  l i f e .  Shylock had been given 

the chance of appear ing  a s  s a v io u r  by fo rgo ing  the  bond, bu t having 

r e je c te d  th a t  ro le ,  and f in d in g  h im se lf  in the  p o s i t io n  o f  having  h is  

victim  r e s to r e d  to l i f e ,  he is  fo rced  in to  g iv in g  up h i s  r i g h t s  to  the  

body, a s  the  a n a to m is t  must, o r  be d e c la re d  a m urderer .  He then f in d s  

h im self  in the  p o s i t io n  of v ic t im  t h a t  he had in tended  fo r  Antonio, while
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37. W i I l i a n  Hogarth, The Reward of Cruelty 
woodcut by J. B e l l ,  1750, engraving,  1 February 1751
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P o r t  ia becomes th e  a n a to m is t .  Antonio, un like  Shylock, a c c e p ts  the  r o le  o f  

s a v io u r ,  and by h i s  hand, Shylock i s  r e tu r n e d  n o t  only to  p h y s ic a l  l i f e ,  bu t  

a l s o  to ,  a s  S hakespea re 's  aud iences  would see  i t ,  l i f e  e v e r l a s t in g .  His 

e n fo rced  convers ion , so uncom fortab le  to  modern a ud iences ,  would have been 

h igh ly  applauded  by E liz a b e th a n s .  Not only the  v ic t im , b u t  th e  a n a to m is t  

is  redeemed.

What is  i n t e r e s t i n g  is  t h a t ,  fo r  modern aud iences ,  Shylock has  a t t r a c t e d  

much of  the  sympathy t h a t  was ex tended  to  rev iv ed  anatomy v ic t im s . I t  

seems c e r t a in  t h a t  Anne Green was, in f a c t ,  a  m urde ress ,48 and y e t  he r  

r e v iv a l  on the  anatomy ta b l e  e le v a te d  h e r  to  the  s t a t u s  o f ,  i f  n o t  q u i t e  a 

m ar ty r ,  a t  l e a s t  an innocent v ic tim . Shylock has  o f te n  been seen  a s  the  

v ic t im  o f  a n t i -S e m it i sm ,  more s inned  a g a in s t  than  s in n in g ,  and y e t  i t  is  

c le a r  t h a t  he f u l l y  in tended  to  i n f l i c t  g r ie v o u s  bod ily  harm upon Antonio. 

Audiences from the  n in e te e n th  c en tu ry  onwards, l ike  th e  g e n e ra l  pub lic  who

rea d  the  n o t ic e s  of  rev ived  anatomy s u b je c t ,  have been r e l u c t a n t  to

remember the  m alic ious  m o tiv a t io n  behind the  a c t  which d e l iv e re d  the  

‘v ic t im ’ in to  the  hands o f  the  law in the  f i r s t  p lace .

5. Anatomy and th e  Law

The f a c t  t h a t  i t  is  the  law t h a t  has b ro u g h t  Antonio to  t h i s  p a s s  echoes 

the  leg a l  a s p e c t s  o f  the  a n a to m is t ’s  work. The kind o f  o f fe n c e  which

Antonio is  charged  w ith  may w ell  have r e s u l t e d  in th e  d e a th  p e n a l ty ,  and

w ith  th e  only le g a l ly  a v a i la b le  bodies  being th o se  o f  hanged c r im in a ls  the  

d i s s e c t io n  o f  such became p a r t  o f  the  punishm ent.

5 .a. D issec t ion  a s  punishm ent

In the  e ig h te e n th  cen tu ry  the  a r t i s t  William Hogarth p o r t r a y e d  an anatomy 

in h i s  The Reward o f  C ru e lty  [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  371 (woodcut by J. Bell  1750, 

engrav ing  1 February  1751) and seems to  have reg a rd e d  d i s s e c t io n  w ith  a 

moral r a t h e r  than  s c i e n t i f i c  view. In t h i s  he was n o t  a lone: ana tom ies  had 

a s t ro n g  f la v o u r  o f  m o ra l i ty  a b o u t  them. Hogarth d e s c r ib e s  the  scene  a s  

tak ing  p lace  in the  Surgeon’s  Hall, b u t  a t  the  time i t  was s t i l l  under 

c o n s tru c t io n  -  i t  was b rough t in to  use  in August 1751 -  and h i s  t h e a t r e

may have e lem en ts  o f  s e v e r a l  anatomy t h e a t r e s .49 In choosing to  use  a

d is s e c t io n  r a t h e r  than  the  more conven tiona l  hanging a s  the  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  

'coming to a bad en d ’ he shows the  m oral a t t i t u d e  to  d i s s e c t io n  which may

r e f l e c t  and be a s s o c ia te d  w ith  the  se n te n c e  of being hung, drawn and

q u a r te re d  which was s t i l l  c u r r e n t .  The f a c t  t h a t  the  only a v a i l a b le  bodies
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38. Rembrandt van R i j n ,  anatomy pa in t i n g s  
a, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr, Nicholas Tulp (1632) 

o i l  on canvas, 162,5 x 216,5 cm, Maun tshu is ,  The Hague

b, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr, John Dayman (1656) 
o i l  on canvas, 100 x 132 cm, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
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were th o se  o f  hanged fe lo n s  led to  an a s s o c ia t io n  o f  j u d ic ia l  hanging w ith

d i s s e c t io n  and the  b e l i e f  t h a t  the  anatomy was a c tu a l ly  p a r t  o f  the  

condemned man's punishm ent. An e ig h te e n th  cen tu ry  Act o f  P a r liam en t 

o rd e r in g  t h a t  the  bod ies  o f  hanged fe lo n s  be made a v a i la b le  fo r  d i s s e c t io n  

was e n t i t l e d  ‘An Act fo r  the  b e t t e r  p rev e n t in g  the  h o r r id  crim e of  

Murder’.60 and a s  l a t e  a s  1829, s tu d e n t s  in Edinburgh were enraged  because , 

due to  the  la rg e  s a le  o f  t i c k e t s ,  they were excluded from ‘the  pub lic  and 

p u n i t iv e  d i s s e c t io n  o f  William Burke’5’ (my i t a l i c s )  o f  Burke and Hare fame 

-  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  a p p o s i te  punishm ent in view o f  th e  f a c t  t h a t  he was 

accused  n o t  only o f  ‘r e s u r r e c t i n g ’ dead bod ies , bu t  o f  m urdering l ike ly  

s u b je c t s  in o rd e r  to  supp ly  the  a n a to m is t  Dr. Knox.

Heckscher s t a t e s

The concept o f  r e t r i b u t i o n ,  the  Old Testam ent idea o f  “an eye fo r  an 
eye” , the  s e le c t i v e  punishm ent o f  the  limb t h a t  has  s inned  -  t h i s  
must be cons ide red  one o f  the  c o n s t i tu e n t  e lem en ts  o f  the  pub lic  
ana tom ies  ... P u n i t iv e  dismemberments a r e  documented from the  Middle 
Ages down to  the se v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry .52

There was a g e n e ra l  b e l i e f  t h a t  th e  f e lo n ’s  body was s t i l l  open to

s e n s a t io n  a f t e r  being hanged, and would f e e l  the  agony o f  the  d i s s e c t io n .

Indeed, in some c a se s ,  c r im in a ls  appear  to  have been more a f r a id  o f  the  

p o s t  mortem d i s s e c t io n  than  the  hanging i t s e l f !  A moral and r e l i g io u s  

foundation  to  t h i s  view can be found in the  b e l i e f  t h a t  a c r im in a l 's  so u l  

( e s p e c ia l ly  i f  he had committed murder) would no t  be r e l e a s e d  from th e  

body, b u t  would rem ain t i e d  to  i t ,  and would th e r e fo r e  expe r ience  ph y s ic a l  

pain a f t e r  d e a th .63

5.b. The c a t h a r t i c  e lem en t  in anatomy and drama

This moral view of anatomy does n o t  o r ig i n a te  in th e  e ig h te e n th  cen tu ry ,

however. Heckscher, d i s c u s s in g  Rembrandt’s  d e p ic t io n  of  ana tom ies

[ I l l u s t r a t i o n  381, comments th a t ,  while  aware t h a t  contem porary  views o f

anatom ies  were complex, involving the  idea t h a t  a s tu d y  o f  d e a th  would

lead to  a deeper  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  l i f e ,  p h y s ic a l ly ,  p h y s io lo g ic a l ly  and

morally , and r e a l i s i n g  t h a t  a n a to m is ts  were keen to  have t h e i r  ana tom ies

recorded  a s  a means to  im m orta li ty ,

Rembrandt was c e r t a in ly  a ls o  aware o f  the  communis e t  v u lg a r is  
op in io  t h a t  saw in the  pub lic  anatomy the  crowning c h a p te r  o f  the  
punishment of a p a th e t ic  Everyman whose co rpse  was so  c a l lo u s ly  
d isp layed  b e fo re  the  eyes  o f  f a s c in a te d  s p e c t a to r s ,  each one o f  whom 
f e l t  dumbly o r  a r t i c u l a t e l y ,  t h a t  he w itn esse d  a  c a t h a r t i c  r i t u a l  
enacted  fo r  h i s  own good.52
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The c a t h a r t i c  e lem ent in drama has long been rec o g n ised  and goes  back to  

the  Greek d r a m a t i s t s .  I t  is  u s u a l ly  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  t ragedy  and the  

h o r ro r  and f a s c in a t io n  d e sc r ib ed  by Heckscher can be r e l a t e d  to  t h i s .  

S h a k e sp ea re ’s  t r a g e d ie s  a r e  undoubtedly  c a th a r t i c ,  b u t  h i s  comedies a ls o  

show an aw areness  o f  the  need to  e x o rc is e  em otions th rough  viewing them 

in o th e r s .  Comedy is ,  in many ways, a  p r e s e n t a t io n  o f  human fo l ly .  The 

aud ience  becomes aware t h a t  th e  c h a r a c te r s  a r e  engaged in a c t io n s  which 

the  s p e c t a to r  h im se lf  i s  capab le  o f ,  and by making the  fo o l i s h n e s s  obvious 

or  e x a g g e ra te d ,  the  au d ien ce 's  em barrassm ent a t  t h e i r  own p o t e n t i a l  fo l ly  

is  absorbed . Watching someone e l s e  make a foo l o f  h im se lf  g iv e s  the  

aud ience  a s e n se  o f  s u p e r io r i t y ;  viewing th e s e  a n t i c s  d i s p a s s io n a te ly  they 

a re  aware t h a t  such  fo l ly  is  comic, w hile , w hether  consc ious ly  or 

unconscious ly ,  they r e a l i s e  t h a t ,  g iven  the  c ircu m stan ces ,  they may f ind  

them selves  behaving id e n t ic a l ly .

This f in d s  one o f  i t s  s t r o n g e s t  e x p re s s io n s  in A Midsummer N ig h t's  Dream 

where the  aud ience  watching  the  lovers  laugh a t  the  m echan ica ls ’ p lay  have 

a lre a d y  laughed a t  the  lo v ers  them selves .  Both m echanicals  and lo v ers  a re  

t o t a l l y  unaware o f  the  comedy they p r e s e n t ,  and in a th ink ing  aud ience  

t h i s  shou ld  r a i s e  the  q u e s t io n ,  is  someone, somewhere, laughing a t  us? 

The a p p l ic a t io n  to  o n e s e l f  i s  n o t ,  o f  co u rse ,  confined  to  la u g h te r ;  in both 

tragedy  and comedy, and in the  pub lic  anatomy, th e r e  is  a s e n se  o f  ‘th e re  

bu t  fo r  the  g rac e  o f  God, go I'. A b ro ad sh e e t  issued  in Berne on 18 

December, 1660 i l l u s t r a t e d  in Heckscher, a d v e r t i s e d  an anatomy ‘Not o u t  of

a d e s i r e  to  v en t  m alice  upon th e  work o f  God b u t  so t h a t  you may come to

know y o u r s e l f ’.55

6. Anatomy and martyrdom

Both anatomy t h e a t r e s  and p layhouses  could  p r e s e n t  the  p u b l ic  w ith  images 

which c ro s se d  the  boundaries  o f  human taboos .  The a n a to m is t  r e v e a le d  the  

s e c r e t  p lac e s  o f  the  body by doing th e  o th e rw ise  im possib le; lay ing  open 

the  human body to  r e v e a l  the  inner  o rgans .  The d r a m a t i s t  a ls o  exp lo red  

fo rb idden  a re a s ,  b u t  in h i s  c a se  they were th e  em otions. In The M erchant 

o f  Venice  th e  d e s i r e  fo r  vengeance is  pushed to  the  ex trem e and the  

audience , conscious , perhaps , o f  the  many tim es they have s a id  o r  though t  

‘I could k i l l  him' o r  ‘I wish sh e  were dead1 is  p re s e n te d  w ith  a s i t u a t i o n

in which t h a t  though t i s  n o t  only p o s s ib le ,  bu t  l e g a l ly  a c c e p ta b le .

Heckscher p o in ts  o u t  t h a t  s to rybooks  and p a in t in g s  d e p ic t in g  the  t o r t u r e  

of  m ar ty rs  can be linked w ith  ana tom ies
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39, D i e n c  Boms,  Justice o f the Emperor Otto (1474-5) 
Wood, Musees ftoyaux des Beaux-Ar ts,  Brussels
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Even i f  we tu rn  ... to  a  clumsy b ro ad sh e e t ,  an I ta l i a n  engrav ing  of 
the  l a t e  1470s re c o rd in g  the  r i t u a l  m urder o f  the  h a p le s s  l i t t l e  
S t .  Simon o f  T ren t,  whose a d r o i t  dismemberment by h i s  Jewish
to rm e n to rs  i s  shown in c a r e f u l  d e t a i l ,  we u n d e rs ta n d  how much the 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  c r u e l ty  could, and in f a c t  d id , lea rn  from su rg e ry  
and v ice  v e rs a  ... a l l  t h a t  had to be provided to  tu rn  a martyrdom 
in to  an anatomy was a change in em otiona l c l im a te .56

and w hile  th e s e  martyrdom i l l u s t r a t i o n s  r e l a t e  n o t  only to  s u rg e ry  and

anatomy, b u t  a ls o  to  c r u e l ty  and Judaism, and a s  such  evoked one type o f

emotion, when the  same kind o f  images were p re s e n te d  a s  the  f r u i t s  o f

j u s t i c e ,  the  em otiona l r e a c t io n  was d ra m a t ic a l ly  changed:

The em otions o f  compassion and h o r ro r  o r d in a r i ly  evoked by the
com tem plation of  the  s u f f e r in g  s a i n t  could be tran sfo rm ed  with  a
minimum o f  change in to  f e e l in g s  of  a g re e a b le  s a t i s f a c t i o n  i f  the
v ic tim  were t o r tu r e d  in the  name o f  J u s t i c e .57

An example o f  t h i s  can be seen  in the  J u s t ic e  o f  the  Emperor Ot to  p ane ls ,

p a in te d  1474-5 by D ieric  Bouts [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  391.68

This may he lp  to  ex p la in  th e  am bivalen t a t t i t u d e  tow ards Shylock t h a t  is

a p p a re n t  in both  aud ience  and c r i t i c ,  fo r  both martyrdom and j u s t i c e  a re  

involved in the  t r i a l  scene . Antonio is  p re s e n te d  a s  a  lo n g -s u f fe r in g  

C h r is t ia n ;  the  epitome o f  a l l  C h r i s t i a n  v i r t u e s .  His t o r t u r e  by Shylock is  

th e r e f o r e  a martyrdom. At the  same tim e, Shylock i s  w ith in  h i s  r i g h t s  to

demand A ntonio 's  f le s h .  J u s t i c e  and the  Law a re  on h i s  s id e ,  and th e re

have alw ays been both  c r i t i c s  and s p e c t a to r s  who f e e l  t h a t  Shylock has 

been wronged. I ro n ic a l ly ,  t h i s  f e e l in g  is  s t r e n g th e n e d  because  Shylock is  

saved; had the  p lay  been a t rag ed y  and Shylock been allowed to  pu rsu e  h i s  

revenge  a s  he wished, he would have been reg a rd e d  a lm ost u n iv e r s a l ly  a s  a 

v i l l a i n  q u i t e  a s  black a s  Richard III . Like Anne Green (see pp .163-4 , 166 

above) h i s  s u rv iv a l  has  a l t e r e d  p e o p le 's  p e rc e p tio n  o f  him; they  both

become h e ro ic ,  a l though  the f a c t s  in d ic a te  t h a t  both  a r e  g u i l t y  o f  t h e i r

crim es.

Shylock’s  d e s i r e  to anatom ize Antonio is  p u n i t iv e  r a t h e r  than s e l f ­

q u e s t io n in g .  He s e e s  Antonio as  dese rv in g  punishm ent fo r  the  ‘c r im es ’ he 

has  committed a g a in s t  the  Jew, and h i s  revenge  a s  j u s t .  Shylock’s view of  

j u s t i c e ,  however, i s  warped and i t  is  h i s  d i s t o r t e d  and p a r t i a l  

un d e rs tan d in g  o f  th e  concept which u l t im a te ly  b r in g s  abou t h i s  dow nfall . 

He re g a rd s  i t  a s  h is  r i g h t  to  demand A ntonio 's  l i f e ,  and h i s  m otives  a re  

n o t  those  o f  b lind , im p a r t ia l  j u s t i c e ,  bu t  o f  s e l f - i n t e r e s t .  Shylock’s  

deformed se n se  o f  what is  r i g h t  is  em phasised by the  f a c t  t h a t  he e x h ib i t s  

the  t r a d i t i o n a l  a t t r i b u t e s  o f  c o r ru p t  j u s t i c e  a s  seen  on the  wooden
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40, Hans Le inberger ,  Corrupt Justice ( c l 515-20) 
l inden wood, o r i g i n a l l y  in the cour thouse, Nuremberg, but now in the museum there
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42, Hans Holbein,  'The Noble Lady ' ,  The Dance of Death (1523/4)
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c a rv in g s  o f  Hans L e inberger ,  c l515 -205'3 [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  401. The t r a d i t i o n a l  

sword o f  J u s t i c e  i s  r e p la ce d  by a k n ife ,  symbol o f  t re a c h e ry  and the  

p e r f e c t ly  ba lanced  s c a l e s  by a sw inging  balance . The whole is s u e  o f  

j u s t i c e ,  and th e  emblematic n a tu r e  o f  th e s e  a t t r i b u t e s  w i l l  be d e a l t  w ith 

fu l ly  in C hap te r  6 below. The a n a to m is t ’s  to o l  becomes, in the  hands o f  

Shylock, n o t  an in s t ru m en t  o f  j u s t i c e ,  and en ligh tenm en t,  b u t  of vengeance 

and b l in d n e ss .

7. Anatomy and th e  g ra p h ic  a r t s

Hogarth’s  e n g ra v in g ,  Rem brandt's  p a in t in g s ,  Leonardo 's ana tom ica l  s tu d i e s

(see pp.273 -4  below), the  martyrdom p ic tu r e s  and the  c rude  woodcut

i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f  th e  b ro a d s h e e ts  a l l  p o in t  tow ards l inks  between the

g raph ic  a r t s  and anatomy. Many ana tom ica l  t e x t  books were i l l u s t r a t e d ,

some, a s  in th e  c a se  o f  V e s a l iu s ’ works, w ith  supe rb  c u ts ,  and the  b e s t  o f

th ese  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  take , n o t  the  form o f  s im ple , co ld -b looded  d iagram s,

but l iv ing  and b re a th in g  people , g r a c e f u l ly  exposing  t h e i r  innerm ost

s e c r e t s  to  view, and e le g a n t  s k e le to n s  [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  411 moving a c ro s s  the

page in a p a r a l l e l  to Hans H olbein’s  Dance o f  Death , p r in te d  in Lyons in

1523/4 [ I l l u s t r a t i o n  421. Such i l l u s t r a t i o n s  g ive  l i f e  to the  b a re  t e x t

and o f te n  r e v e a l  more than  the  t e x t  e x p la in s ,60 in the  same way t h a t

s ta g in g  a p lay  adds a t h i r d  dimension to  the  two d im ensiona l t e x t .

G estu re ,  pose ,  e x p re s s io n  and movement add f le s h  to  the  bones o f  the

words. In ana tom ica l  tex tbooks  the  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  take  on an emblematic

s ig n i f ic a n c e  which a p p e a rs  o v e r t ly  in the  f r o n t i s p i e c e s .  M. H. Spielmann

s e e s  the  t i t l e  page to  V e s a l iu s '  Fabrica  a s  ’emblematic from f i r s t  to

l a s t ’.61 He s e e s  in i t  a  symbolic r e p r e s e n ta t i o n  o f  th e  s t r u g g l e  between

V esa liu s ' ’New Anatomy' and the  o ld e r  e m p ir ica l  schoo l,  and he d i s c u s s e s

ind iv idual e lem en ts  in t h i s  c o n te x t ,  a s  do J, B. de C. M. Saunders  and

C harles D. O’Malley.62 Spielmann goes  on to  say

L as tly ,  th e  p re se n c e  o f  the  body b e fo re  which V esa liu s  ho lds  
d isc o u rs e ,  i s  emblematic l ike  the  r e s t .  He speaks  w ith o u t  book,
c o n su lt in g  no t e x t ,  in sp ired  s o le ly  by knowledge and f o r t i f i e d  by 
re s e a rc h ,  s e t t i n g  f o r th  h i s  e x p o s i t io n  simply and c le a r ly ,  showing 
th in g s  a s  they a re  -  w hile  the  opened body o f  the  woman, the
s u b je c t  o f  h i s  ta lk ,  is  s i g n i f i c a t i v e  o f  the  so u rce  o f  l i f e . 63

In h i s  Epitom e  V esa liu s  u s e s  an Adam and Eve p l a te ,  an ana tom ica l

i l l u s t r a t i o n  bu t  w ith  the  symbolic o v e r to n e s  o f  th e  F a l l  o f  Man. He om its

the p la te  in the  Fabrica  b u t  r e t a i n s  th r e e  s k e le to n s  which Leroy Crummer

in an a r t i c l e  on e a r ly  f u g i t iv e  s h e e t s  d e s c r ib e s  a s  being

so charged w ith  the  subconsc ious  symbolism o f  th e  ph ilosophy of 
dea th  t h a t  i t  was recogn ized  e ig h t y - th r e e  y e a rs  l a t e r  by the  g en iu s
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o f  t h a t  age  who a s s im i la te d  and transfo rm ed  the  idealism  o f  th e se  
th r e e  f i g u r e s  in to  the  g rav ey a rd  scene  o f  HamletF4

The t i t l e  page of  a  p i r a t e d  v e rs io n  o f  V esa liu s  by Thomas Geminus, 

[ I l l u s t r a t i o n  433 p r in te d  w ith  an English  t e x t  by the  p lay w rig h t  N icholas 

Udall in 153365 is  even more emblematic than Vesalius* o r ig in a l  t i t l e  page. 

I t  shows the  f ig u r e s  o f  J u s t i c e  on the  l e f t ,  b l in d fo ld ed  and ho ld ing  a 

sword and s c a le s ,  and Prudence on the  r i g h t  w ith  a th i r d  p e r s o n i f i c a t io n ,  

V ic tory , a t  th e  top. The s t r o n g  links  between J u s t i c e  and d i s s e c t io n  a re  

he re  p u t  in to  a g rap h ic  r e l a t i o n s h ip .  While th e  connec tions  between 

J u s t i c e  and anatomy a re  c le a r ,  a n o th e r  r e l a t i o n s h ip ,  between ‘showing* and 

‘te l l ing*  is  e v id e n t  in ana tom ies , in p lay s  and in the  emblematic dev ices  

and books which have a lre a d y  been d isc u sse d  in the  c h a p te r  on Emblems.

8. V iv isec tio n  and the Jewish doctor

While ana tom ies  were o f te n  seen  in the  l ig h t  o f  j u d ic ia l  punishm ent, th e re

were, however, a t  t im es , doub ts  abou t  the  a n a to m is ts  them selves , and on

occasion  th e s e  su r fa c e d  in r i o t s .  S usp ic ions  t h a t  the  a n a to m is ts  p r a c t i s e d

v iv is e c t io n  (which they undoubtedly  d id , a l though  th e r e  is  no ev idence  t h a t

human s u b je c t s  were involved) c r e a te d  u n r e s t .  V esa liu s  and Thomas Gals,

an a n a to m is t  working in the  1580s, took the  a c c u s a t io n s  o f  human

v iv is e c t io n  s e r io u s ly  enough to  r e f u t e  them in p r in t .  Because the

su rg eo n s  and p h y s ic ian s  were beyond a t t a c k ,  being p ro te c te d  by the  crown

and having e s ta b l i s h e d  them selves  a s  p ro fe s s io n s ,  the  mob ven ted  i t s

fe e l in g  on th e  u s u a l  s c a p e g o a ts  -  the  Jews:

If  th e  m edical p ro fe s s io n  was com parative ly  s a fe ,  i t  was tem pting  to 
f a s t e n  such a c c u s a t io n s  on more o r  l e s s  d e fe n c e le s s  m in o r i t ie s .  
Above a l l  the  Jews, a lre a d y  s u s p e c t  o f  r i t u a l  murder, became prime 
t a r g e t s  once more, e s p e c ia l ly  s in c e  some of  the  most s u c c e s s fu l  
su rg e o n s  and a n a to m is ts  o f  the  s ix t e e n th  c en tu ry  were Jews o r  of 
Jewish e x t r a c t io n .66

They were an u n d e rs ta n d ab le  t a r g e t ,  p a r t l y  due to  t h e i r  prominence in the  

f ie ld  o f  medicine, and p a r t l y  a s  a r e s u l t  o f  a  p re ju d ice  going back to the  

e a r ly  C h r i s t i a n  c e n tu r i e s  which saw the  Jews a s  n o t  only the  m urderers  of 

C h r is t ,  b u t  o f  many innocent C h r i s t i a n s ,  and such a n t i - S e m i t i c  s t o r i e s  

o f te n  include  a cann iba l  e lem ent.

In England the  Marrano community, o f  supposed ly  converted  Jews (Portugese  

'New C h r i s t i a n s ’) had a h igh  p ro p o r t io n  o f  m edical p r a c t i t i o n e r s . 67 In 

Europe a la rg e  number o f  people, includ ing  Kings and the  c le rg y ,  had Jewish
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p h y s ic ia n s  d u r in g  th e  Middle Ages, d e s p i t e  a t te m p ts  by papal d ec ree  to

p r o h ib i t  them, and Jew ish  c o u r t  p h y s ic ia n s  were o f te n  allow ed to  remain

a f t e r  a  g e n e ra l  expu ls ion , fo r  example Marie de M edici's ex p u ls io n  o f  the

Jews from France  in 1615 excluded  her  Jewish phys ic ian ,  E l i ja h  de

M onta lto .68 Even popes were known to have employed Jewish p h y s ic ia n s ,  and,

a s  Alan E d e l s t e in  p o in ts  o u t

w e ll  a f t e r  th e  peak o f  Jewish in te l l e c tu a l i s m ,  d u r in g  th e  s ix te e n th ,  
s e v e n te e n th ,  and e ig h te e n th  c e n tu r ie s ,  a d i s p r o p o r t io n a te ly  h igh 
number of  prom inent p h y s ic ia n s  in Europe were o f  Marrano d e sc e n t .69

D esp ite  the  r e s p e c t  t h a t  many of  th e s e  Jewish d o c to r s  were held  in, the

o rd in a ry  E liz a b e th a n  would s t i l l  have had g rav e  doub ts  ab o u t  ph y s ic ia n s

g e n e ra l ly ,  doub ts  which would have been m u lt ip l ie d  when r e l a t e d  to  the

eq u a lly  common p re ju d ic e  a g a in s t  th e  Jews.

The Lopez a f f a i r  has  a lre ad y  been mentioned b r i e f ly  (pp.60-61 above), and 

w ill  be d i sc u s s e d  in dep th  in s e c t io n  2.a. o f  Chapter 5, b u t  i t  should  be 

po in ted  o u t  h e re  t h a t  the  f a c t  t h a t  Lopez was n o t  only a Jew, bu t a 

physic ian  and a n a to m is t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t .  I t  is  c le a r  t h a t  Lopez’s p ro fe s s io n  

put him in a p o s i t io n  to  c a r ry  o u t  what he was accused  o f ,  and a lthough  

the  an im osity  he a roused  was because  of h i s  J e w ish / fo re ig n  background, 

t h i s  may have been e x a ce rb a te d  by h i s  p o s i t io n  a s  an a n a to m is t .

9. Avarice and the E lizabethan physician

The a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  the  Jew w ith  the  p h y s ic ia n /a n a to m is t  involves  a f u r th e r  

linkage w ith  a v a r ic e ,  a s  both Jews and p h y s ic ia n s  were seen  a s  being 

concerned s o le ly  w ith  e x t r a c t i n g  money from t h e i r  v ic t im s .  Shakespeare  

fo llow s a g e n e ra l  t r a d i t i o n  in making h i s  p h y s ic ia n s  de sp ise d ,  money- 

grabb ing  and g e n e ra l ly  ig n o ran t ,  (as do Ben Jonson, Volpone\ John Webster, 

Duchess o f  M alfi\ John Ford, The L o ver 's  M elancholy; George Chapman, A ll  

Fools  and May Day). R eferences  in contem porary  drama to  a co llege  fo r  

s u rg e o n s /p h y s ic ia n s  in d ic a te s  t h a t  both  the  Royal College  o f  Physicians  

(founded 1518) and th e  Company of  B arber-Surgeons  (1540) were f a m i l ia r  to 

the man- in -  t h e - s  t r e e  t -E  1 izabe th a n .

In one p lay  Shakespeare  links  the  p hys ic ian  w ith  the  a n a to m is t :

... one Pinch, a  hungry le a n - fa c 'd  v i l l a in ,
A mere anatomy ...
A l iv ing  dead man (Comedy o f  E rrors  V i 236-241)

Pinch i s  h im se lf  a d o c to r ,  t ry in g  to  ‘c u r e ’ A ntipho lus , bu t  the  l a t t e r  in a 

nea t  tw is t ,  s e e s  Pinch a s  the  v ic tim  o f  the  d o c to r ,  a s  the  anatomy su b je c t ,
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a s h r iv e l l e d  cadaver  from which the  f le s h  has  f a l l e n  away. The im plica tion

m ight be th e  b ib l i c a l  'P hys i t ion ,  h e a le  thy s e l f e ’.70 As a ‘l iv ing  dead man'

he b r in g s  to  mind the  anatomy s u b je c t s ,  a l l  v i l l a i n s  condemned to  ju d ic ia l

hanging, who rev ived  on the  anatomy ta b le .  Pinch may n o t  be a r e a l

v i l l a in ,  b u t  he is  p o r t r a y e d  a s  t ry in g  to  h e a l  a  p e r f e c t ly  he a l th y ,

a lth o u g h  confused , man, and a s  th e r e fo r e  n o t  knowing h i s  job. This

a t t i t u d e  can be seen  c le a r ly  in Robert B urton ’s  Anatomy o f  M elancholy,

where he c a s t i g a t e s  the  su rgeons:

Many of  them, to g e t  a  fee ,  w i l l  g ive  Physick to  every  one t h a t
comes, when th e r e  is  no cause  ... s t i r r e  up a s i l e n t  d i s e a s e  ... and
to make a s t ro n g  body weake ... o f te n  doth p ro long  and wierdraw h is
cu re  so  long a s  th e r e  is  any hope o f  pay.7'

In the  same work he r e f e r s  to  the  ‘hungry Surgeon ' who he d e p ic t s  a s

'Harpy l ike  to  make a prey o f  h i s  p a t i e n t ’72 which can be r e l a t e d  to

Shylock’s  c a n n ib a l i s t i c  d e s i r e  fo r  Antonio 's  f l e s h .  Both Shylock and

B urton’s su rgeon  a re  p repared  to  t e a r  in to  l iv in g  f le s h  fo r  t h e i r  own

p r o f i t ,  and in both c a se s  the  hunger fo r  gold  is  e q u a ted  w ith  the  hunger

f o r  the  f le s h  i t s e l f ,

The b e l i e f  t h a t  ph y s ic ia n s  and su rg e o n s  were concerned only w ith  th e i r

fee s  was w idespread , p roo f  o f  which can be seen  in the  i s s u in g  in 1542 o f  

an Act o f  Pa r l iam en t  to r e g u la te  the  p r a c t ic e  o f  Su rgery  which d e s c r ib e s  

the  Company and Fellow ship  of Surgeons o f  London a s  ‘minding only t h e i r  

own lu c re s ,  and no th ing  the  p r o f i t  o r  e a s e  o f  th e  d ise a s e d  or  p a t i e n t '73

Shylock, while  no t  a phys ic ian ,  e x h ib i t s  the  a v a r ic e  commonly a sc r ib e d  in 

the  s ix t e e n th  c e n tu ry  to t h a t  p ro fe s s io n .  John E a r le  s a t i r i z e s  the

physic ian  thus:

The b e s t  Cure he h a 's  done is  upon h is  own p u rse ,  which from a 
leane s ic k l in e s s e  he h a th  made lu s ty ,  and in f l e s h .74

and h i s  a t t i t u d e  to such leeches  who f a t t e n  them se lves  up a t  the  expense

of s o c ie ty  can be ap p lied  to  Shylock. E a r le  goes  on to  c a s t i g a t e  the

surgeon:

... h i s  g a in e s  a re  very  i l l  g o t ;  f o r  he l iv e s  by the  h u r t s  o f  the 
Common-wealth75

and i t  is  fo r  t h i s  t h a t  Shylock is  e v e n tu a l ly  judged , when he is  condemned

fo r  h i s  a t te m p t  to  take  the  l i f e  o f  a Venetian  c i t i z e n .  Shylock’s g ree d  is

f in a l ly  punished, a s  Hugh Latim er sa y s  t h a t  o f  the  p h y s ic ia n s  w i l l  be:

But now in our dayes physicke is  a  rem edie p rep a re d  onely  fo r  r ic h
fo lkes ,  and no t  fo r  poore; fo r  the  poore man is  n o t  ab le  to  wage the
Phis i t  ion: God indeede ha th  made Phisick  fo r  r i c h  and poore, bu t
P n is i t io n s  in our time seeke  onely t h e i r  owne p r o f i t s ,  how to  g e t t e
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mony, n o t  how they might doe good un to  th e i r  poore ne ighbour. 
Whereby i t  a p p e a re th ,  t h a t  they bee fo r  the  most p a r t  w i thou t  
c h a r i t i e ;  and so consequen tly ,  n o t  the  c h i ld re n  o f  God: and no doubt
bu t th e  heavy judgement o f  God hange th  over t h e i r  heades , f o r  they 
a re  commonly very  w ealthy , and ready  to  pu rchase  lands; b u t  to  he lpe  
t h e i r  ne ighbour , t h a t  they  cannot do, b u t  God w il l  f ind  them o u t  one 
day, I doubt n o t .76

The a v a r ic e  o f  the  p h y s ic ia n s  makes them a s  n o n -C h r is t ia n  a s  Shylock.

10. Anatomy a s  a  p h y s io lo g ic a l  to o l

The E l iz a b e th a n s  he ld  th e  theo ry  th a t  the  o rg an s  and the  em otions were 

r e l a t e d .  T h is  was n o t  by any means a new idea bu t can be t r a c e d  back to  

Galen and A r i s t o t l e .  The theory  o f  th e  th r e e  s p i r i t s ,  n a tu r a l ,  v i t a l  and 

animal, and th e  b e l i e f  t h a t  each organ  had a s p e c i f ic  fu n c t io n ,  p re d e s t in e d  

a t  man’s c re a t io n ,77 c re a te d  a r ig id  s t r u c t u r e  w ith in  which medical 

r e s e a rc h  was confined . U ntil  s c i e n t i s t s  and d o c to r s  were p rep a re d  to  

break o u t  o f  th e se  co n fin es ,  new th e o r i e s  re g a rd in g  the  way the  body 

worked were s t i f l e d .

This rea so n in g  should  be borne in mind when re g a rd in g  the  pub lic

anatom ies . The r e v e l a t i o n s  in the  c u t t in g  open o f  the  body were no t

simply concerned w ith  the  b io lo g ic a l  f a c t s ,  bu t  could a ls o  be seen  a s  a

se a rc h  fo r  the  m o tiv a t in g  fo rc e s  o f  the  c h a ra c te r ,  temperament and reason .

This can be seen  in a n o th e r  d i r e c t  Shakespearean  re f e re n c e  to  anatomy from

Romeo and J u l i e t

In what v i l e  p a r t  o f  t h i s  anatomy 
Doth my name lodge?

(Romeo and J u l i e t  III i i i  106-107) 

Romeo s e e s  h i s  name, h i s  c h a ra c te r ,  h i s  e s se n c e ,  a s  being f ix e d  in a 

ta n g ib le  p a r t  o f  h i s  body. D issec t in g  the  h e a r t ,  f o r  in s ta n c e ,  a l s o  cu t  

in to  the  s e a t  o f  the  emotions and th e r e f o r e  in to  the  em otions them selves .  

To the E liz a b e th a n s  d i s s e c t in g  the  body and d i s s e c t in g  th e  mind were one 

and the  same. Anatomy and psychology were in e x t r ic a b ly  linked.

The d i f f e r e n c e  between the  a t t i t u d e  o f  an E lizabe than  and a modern d o c to r  

can be shown with  an i l l u s t r a t i o n .  The modern d o c to r  s e e s  th e  body a s  

being l ike  a ca r  engine  -  a machine which w i l l  perform  w ell w i th in  c e r t a in  

pa ram ete rs  and co n d it io n s .  I t  must n o t  be too cold o r  too h o t  and m ust be 

kept su p p lied  w ith  fu e l .  In t h i s  s t a t e  i t  w i l l  fu n c t io n  a u to m a t ic a l ly  and 

uniform ly. The E lizabe than  d oc to r  reg a rd e d  the  body more as  a team o f  

h o rses ,  They too have to be kept w i th in  c e r t a i n  te m p e ra tu re s  and fed 

re g u la r ly ,  bu t  each h o rse  has  i t s  own temperament and c h a ra c te r  and w il l



A nton io  a s  an Anatomy S u b je c t  - 181 -

r e a c t  d i f f e r e n t l y  to v a r io u s  c ircu m stan ces .  T ogether  they  form a team, 

bu t  they  a r e  a l iv e  in t h e i r  own r ig h t  and a r e  t h e r e f o r e  u n p red ic ta b le .

10.a. The h e a r t  -  K ing L ear

In one o f  h i s  d i r e c t  r e f e r e n c e s  to  anatomy, Shakespeare  h a s  Lear say

Then l e t  them anatom ize Regan; se e  what b reeds  abou t  h e r  h e a r t .  Is 
th e r e  any cause  in n a tu r e  t h a t  make th e s e  ha rd  h e a r t s ?

(King Lear  III  v i  75)

This  speech  r e v e a ls  the  E lizabe than  concept o f  the  body: t h a t  the  o rgans

of the  body were n o t  s o le ly ,  o r  even p r im a r i ly ,  simply p h y s ic a l  machinery.

Each organ  had a p h y s io lo g ica l  rea so n  f o r  being, and a f f e c te d  d i r e c t ly

temperament and c h a ra c te r ,  L e a r ’s  demand fo r  an anatomy to  be performed

on Regan touches  one of  the  key o rg an s  o f  the  body -  the  h e a r t .

B e rengar iu s  da Carpi w r i te s  in Isagogae B reves :

‘Concerning the  H e a r t ’
For the  d ig n i ty  o f  the  h e a r t  p r e v a i l s  over o th e r  p a r t s  s in c e  i t  is 
th e  c h ie f  o f  a l l  the  members and is  c a l le d  th e  sun o f  th e  microcosm 
because  i t  i l lu m in a te s  the  o th e r  members w ith  i t s  s p i r i t . 78

The h e a r t  was conside red  to  be the  c e n t r e  and s e a t  o f  l i f e ,  and regarded

n o t  a s  a mechanical pump b u t  a s  a p lace  where the  anim al he a t  was

im pregnated in to  the  e lem en ts  e n te r in g  from the  venous sy s tem  and lungs.

This was where the  n a tu r a l  s p i r i t s  from the  l iv e r  were r e f in e d  in to  v i t a l

s p i r i t s . 79 P. De La Primaudaye sa id  in 1618 th a t  the  h o t  re d  a r t e r i a l  blood

was fo r  b r ing ing  ‘n a t u r a l l  h e a te  to  th e  o th e r  members, and to  g ive  them

v e r tu e  and s t r e n g th  to  pu t  in p r a c t ic e  those  a c t io n s  and o f f i c e s ,  which

e x e rc is e  the  same h e a te . '80 The h e a r t  was cons ide red  to  be the c h ie f

in s trum en t  o f  the  so u l  and th e r e fo r e  th e  s e a t  o f  a f f e c t i o n s ,  emotions and

source  o f  a l l  p e r tu r b a t io n s  o f  the  so u l .  The a p p ro p r ia te n e s s  of L e a r ’s

demands to  bare  Regan's h e a r t  can th e r e f o r e  be seen , a s  i t  i s  h e r  n a tu r a l

a f f e c t i o n s  and em otions which seem to  Lear to  be warped. In the  l ig h t  o f

th i s  view of  the  h e a r t ,  Shylock’s d e s ig n s  on Antonio take  on a much deeper

and more c h i l l in g  a s p e c t .  Shylock does n o t  simply wish to  k i l l  Antonio; he

wants to d e s t ro y  h i s  innerm ost s p i r i t  and m o tiv a t in g  fo rc e ,  n o t  only f le s h ,

bu t sou l.

lO.b. The l iv e r  -  T w elfth  N igh t

In a n o th e r  p lay  Shakespeare  makes r e f e r e n c e  to  a n o th e r  p a r t  o f  the  body in 

term s o f  anatomy:

For Andrew, i f  he were open'd and you f ind  so much blood in h is  
l iv e r  as  w i l l  clog the  fo o t  o f  a  f le a ,  I ' l l  e a t  th e  r e s t  of 
t h ’anatomy. (.Tw elfth  N igh t  III  i i  58)
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S ir  Toby's remark g a in s  g r e a t e r  s ig n i f ic a n c e  when one r e a l i z e s  t h a t  to  

E lizab e th an s  th e  l iv e r  was one of the  th re e  most im portan t  o rgans  o f  the  

body. I t  was co n s id e red  to  be th e  o r ig in  o f  the  v e in s  sp re a d in g  th rough  

the  body, and th e  organ  in which the  blood was a c tu a l ly  formed. Blood a t  

t h a t  time was n o t  und e rs to o d  a s  c i r c u la t in g ,  bu t r a t h e r  a s  moving in an 

ebb and flow motion. The l iv e r  r e p le n is h e d  the  v e in s  a s  they em ptied  and 

was th u s  the  sou rce  o f  n u t r i t i o n  f o r  the  body, a s  w ell  a s  being the  o rgan  

from which the  fou r  humours and th e  n a tu r a l  s p i r i t s  a ro s e ,61 S i r  Andrew’s  

lack o f  blood in h i s  l iv e r  is  th e r e fo r e  a very  s e r io u s  d e f ic ie n c y ,  

su g g e s t in g  n o t  only a  g e n e ra l  b lo o d le s sn es s ,  b u t  the  lack o f  a 

fundam ental e lem ent which a f f e c t s  n o t  only the  p h y s ic a l  bu t  the  m enta l 

s t a t e .

lO.c. The fo u r  Humours

Medicine had n o t  advanced in E lizabe than  tim es much beyond t h a t  c u r r e n t  in 

m edieval England. Physiology s t i l l  cons ide red  the body to  be governed by 

the humours, and t h a t  i t  was an imbalance in th e s e  t h a t  accounted  fo r  most 

o f  the  s ic k n e s s e s  o f  the  time. The fou r  humours were:

Phlegm/Phlegmatic -  w a te r  -  r e s t  and s lo th
Black b ile /M elancholy  -  e a r t h  -  heavy look and a s p i r i t  l i t t l e  d a r in g
Blood/Sanguine -  a i r  -  m ir th  and music, wine and women
Yellow b i le /C h o le r ic  -  f i r e  -  v io le n t ,  f i e r c e  and f u l l  o f  f i r e 82

These humours take  up r e l a t i o n s h ip s  acco rd ing  to  t h e i r  p o s i t io n  in the

scheme83

(Shylock)

CHOLERIC 
Yellow Bile 

F ire

SANGUINE 
(Bassan lo) B lood 

A ir

Cold

MELANCHOLY
> Black B ile  (Antonio) 

E arth

PHLEGMATIC
Phlegm
W ater

(P o rt ia )
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I would l ik e  to  s u g g e s t  t h a t  in the  q u a r t e t  o f  Shylock, Antonio, P o r t ia  and 

Bassanio  we f in d  t h a t  each in d iv id u a l ly  shows a predominance in one of the  

humours. Shylock is  c h o le r ic ,  Antonio, m elancholic , P o r t ia  i s  phlegm atic  

and B assanio  sangu ine .

Antonio is  seen  from the  beginning  a s  a m elancholic . This  mood can be 

seen  as  a n a tu r a l  in c l in a t io n  to  t h a t  humour fo r  he h im se lf  den ies  any 

reaso n  f o r  being melancholy. His l a t e r  r e a c t io n s  in the  c o u r t  scene r e v e a l  

a r e s ig n a t io n  to  h i s  s i t u a t i o n  which he has  no s p i r i t  to f i g h t .  P o r t ia  is  

i n i t i a l l y  seen  a s  ‘weary*. She i s  p e r i lo u s ly  c lo s e  to  s lo th  in h e r  f i r s t  

scene  b u t  l a t e r  she  can be id e n t i f i e d  w ith  Belmont, which tak es  up he r  

more p o s i t i v e  q u a l i ty  o f  r e s t  and peace. When she leaves  Belmont, she

becomes more p u rp o se fu l ,  b u t  she  is  the  in s t ru m e n t  by which r e s t  and

peace a r e  f in a l ly  b rough t  abou t.

I t  is  pe rhaps  no co incidence  t h a t  Bassanio  has  to  c ro s s  P o r t i a ’s e lem ent, 

w a ter,  to  o b ta in  h e r .  Shakespeare  a s s o c i a te s  o th e r  h e ro in e s  with w ater:  

Miranda i s  su rrounded  by w a te r;  P e r d i t a  is  s e n t  a c ro s s  the  s e a  as a baby, 

and found on the  sho re  by the  shepherds ;  Marina is  born a t  sea; Viola 

a r r i v e s  in I l l y r i a  a s  the  v ictim  o f  a sh ipw reck ,84 Water i s  seen a s  an 

e lem ent which both s e p a r a t e s  and u n i te s .  In each c ase  th e  sea  d iv ides :  

Ferdinand from h i s  f a th e r  and companions, and Miranda from the r e s t  o f  

c iv i l i z a t i o n ,  P e rd i ta  and Marina from t h e i r  p a re n t s ,  and Viola from her  

b ro th e r .  In th ese  p lays ,  u l t im a te ly ,  the  sea  i s  a ls o  the  means by which 

c h a ra c te r s  a re  u n i te d ,  bu t in The M erchant o f  Venice  Shakespeare  adds a 

s l i g h t  tw i s t  by r e v e r s in g  th e  o rd e r .  Bassanio  is  f i r s t  u n i te d  with P o r t ia ,

having c ro s se d  the  se a  to  reach  h e r ,  bu t  is  then  s e p a ra te d  from her by the

news t h a t  A nton io’s  sh ip s  have been lo s t ,  and he must h u rry  back to  

Venice. The r e s t o r a t i v e  a s p e c t  o f  the  sea  i s  r e c a l l e d  a t  the  end o f  the  

p lay, when P o r t ia ,  u n i te d  a ga in  w ith  Bassanio  in Belmont, announces th a t  

th re e  of Antonio’s  a r g o s ie s  have a r r iv e d  s a f e ly  in ha rbour ,  and he is  

th e r e fo r e  r e u n i te d ,  to some e x te n t ,  w ith  h i s  w ealth .

Bassanio e x h ib i t s  the  sangu ine  a t t i t u d e  in h i s  en thus iasm  and joy fo r  

l iv ing , and i t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  i t  is  h i s  humour, blood, which is  

u l t im a te ly  the  sa v io u r  o f  h i s  f r ie n d .  Shylock i s  undoubtedly  c h o le r ic ,  and 

becomes more so a s  the  p lay  p ro g re s s e s .  Whereas Bassanio  and P o r t ia  

become more balanced in t h e i r  humours, Shylock and Antonio become l e s s  so. 

Antonio becomes more m elancholic  and h o p e le s s ,  and Shylock more i r r a t i o n a l
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and angry. At the  end o f  the  p lay ,  the  fo u r  main c h a ra c te r  have re so lv e d  

in to  a u n i te d  p a i r ,  Bassanio  and P o r t ia ,  and a p a ir  in c o n t r a s t ,  Shylock and 

Antonio. Shylock leaves  the  t r i a l  scene  broken and re s ig n e d ,  b u t  

e s s e n t i a l l y  a lone , w hile  Antonio, having passed  through h i s  pe riod  o f  

r e s ig n a t io n  and emerged w ith  some p a r t  o f  h i s  w ea lth  r e s to r e d ,  has  a ls o  

lo s t  the  c lo se  f r ie n d s h ip  o f  Bassanio , and, l ike  Shylock, ends the  p lay  in 

em otional i s o la t io n .

By r e l a t i n g  th e  c h a ra c te r  to  the  diagram  above, i t  can be seen  t h a t  P o r t ia  

and Shylock form o p p o s i te s  a s  do Bassanio  and Antonio. The o p p o s it io n  o f  

the  f i r s t  p a i r  is  obvious, bu t n o t  so the second p a i r .  Bassanio  and 

Antonio a re  seen  as  very  c lo se  f r i e n d s  but t h e i r  s p i r i t u a l  development 

depends on t h e i r  being s p l i t  a p a r t .  Such a f r ie n d sh ip ,  a lth o u g h  v a l id  in 

m oderation, is  seen  in o b se ss iv e  i n te n s i t y  as  i n f e r t i l e  and s ta g n a n t .  This 

unhea lthy  c lo s e n e s s  m ust be superceded  by the  more n a t u r a l  r e l a t i o n s h ip  

between P o r t ia  and Bassanio , a r e l a t i o n s h ip  which can grow and become 

f e r t i l e .
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C hapter 5 

THE JEW: ALIEN AND USURER

1. Shakespeare  and a n t i -S e m it ism

C ri t ic ism  o f  The M erchant o f  Venice  h a s  la rg e ly  been r e s t r i c t e d  to two 

themes, Shylock and the  c a s k e ts .  Commentary on Shylock shows ex trem e 

v a r i a t i o n s  o f  re sp o n se  to  h i s  c h a ra c te r .  C r i t i c s  e i t h e r  see  him as  a 

thoroughgoing  v i l l a i n  o r  a m arty r ,  more s inned  a g a in s t  than  s in n in g .  The

tendency o f  l a t e  tw e n t ie th  c en tu ry  c r i t i c i s m  has  been tow ards the  l a t t e r ,  

perhaps  because  o f  the  ex trem e s e n s i t i v i t y  tow ards  a n t i -S e m it ism  o f  the  

p o s t-w a r  s o c ie ty .  Shakespeare  has  been c a s t  a s  a v io le n t  a n t i -S e m i te  o r  a 

sy m p a th ise r ,  bu t  l i t t l e  a t te m p t  has  been made to  se e  h i s  p o r t r a i t  o f  

Shylock in a d i s i n t e r e s t e d  manner; c r i t i c s  have tended  to  f o i s t  t h e i r  own 

sym path ies  on the  p layw righ t ,  and to  impose tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry  

c o n s id e ra t io n s  on a p lay  which needs to  be seen  in i t s  h i s t o r i c a l  c o n te x t .1

Modern c r i t i c s  in la b e l l in g  Shakespeare  a n t i - S e m i t i c  a re  r e a c t in g  in a 

tw e n t ie th  c en tu ry  way, In the  s ix t e e n th  c e n tu ry  the  term did  n o t  e x i s t .  

England was a  c h a u v in is t i c  r a t h e r  than a cosm opolitan  coun try  and o th e r  

' f o re ig n '  e lem en ts  came in fo r  a s  much, i f  n o t  more c r i t i c i s m  and 

antagonism  than  the  Jews. The v io le n t ly  a n t i - C a th o l ic  s e n t im e n ts  

ex p re sse d  a t  the  time, and l a t e r ,  do n o t  a ro u se  in th e  modern c r i t i c  the  

em otional re sp o n se  t h a t  the  a n t i - S e m i t i c  e x p re s s io n s  do, and y e t  the  two 

should  be seen  in the  same l ig h t .  E l izab e th an  P r o t e s t a n t s  cons ide red  both 

a n t i - C a th o l ic  and a n t i -S e m i t ic  s e n t im e n ts  to  be m orally  c o r r e c t  and 

r ig h te o u s ,  b u t  tw e n t ie th  cen tu ry  c r i t i c s  f in d  i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  be 

d i s i n t e r e s t e d  and de tached  when de a l in g  w ith  th e  l a t t e r  owing to  the  

em otiona lly  charged  s u b je c t ,  a c c e n tu a te d  by th e  h o r ro r s  o f  the  Second 

World War h o lo ca u s t ,  and the  in c re a s in g ly  s e n s i t i v e  c l im a te  tow ards a l l

m a t te r s  which impinge on r a c i a l  d isc r im in a t io n .

D. M. Cohen th inks  The M erchant o f  Venice  is

profoundly  and c rude ly  a n t i - S e m i t i c  ... Although few w r i t e r s  on the  
s u b je c t  a re  p repa red  to  concede a s  much, i t  is  q u i te  p o s s ib le  t h a t  
Shakespeare  d id n ' t  g ive  a damn abou t  Jews o r  abou t in s u l t in g
England 's m inuscule Jewish community, and th a t ,  i f  he d id  f in a l ly  
humanize h i s  Jew, he did so sim ply to  en r ic h  h i s  drama.2

and l a t e r  he sa y s

I t  is  a s  though The M erchant o f  Venice  is  an a n t i - S e m i t i c  p lay  
w r i t t e n  by an a u th o r  who is  n o t  an a n t i - S e m i te  -  bu t  an a u th o r  who
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has been w i l l in g  to  use  the  c ru e l  s t e r e o ty p e s  o f  the  ideology fo r  
m ercenary  and a r t i s t i c  p u rp o se s .3

While n o t  p e rs o n a l ly  condoning a n t i -S e m it ism  in any form, I th ink  i t  is 

q u i te  p ro b ab le  t h a t  Shakespeare  d id n 't  g iv e  a damn ab o u t  a p o ss ib ly  non­

e x i s t e n t  community. Shakespeare  was a commercial p layw righ t;  h i s  p lays  

had to  ap p ea l  to  the  g e n e ra l  pub lic  in o rd e r  to e a rn  him h is  l ive lihood , 

and a l th o u g h  h i s  d ram atic  i n s t i n c t s  demanded t h a t  he make h i s  c h a r a c te r s  

fu l ly  rounded and n o t  simply crude  s te r e o ty p e s ,  he was bound by the  s o c ia l  

and moral conven tions  o f  h i s  tim e. He s e t s  up fo r  r id i c u le  the  p opu lar ly  

unpopular Span iard  in the  pe rson  o f  Arragon and, more expansive ly ,  in Don 

Armado in L o ve 's  Labours L o st. His ‘working c l a s s '  c h a r a c te r s  -  the  

m echanicals  in A Midsummer N ig h t 's  Dream and Dogberry and the  watch in 

Much Ado A bout N o th ing  -  a re  comic, bumbling, ig n o ra n t  innocen ts ,  bu t  no 

one has  e v e r  accused  Shakespeare  o f  being a snob! Why should  he n o t  use  

the ready  made c h a ra c te r  o f  the  Jew, r e l a t e d  a s  i t  was in the  pub lic  mind 

to u su ry ,  h a rd - h e a r t e d n e s s  and a v a r ic e ,  fo r  h i s  Shylock? The f a c t  t h a t  

Shakespeare  d ig s  deeper  in to  the  p sycho log ica l  m o tiv a t io n s  o f  h i s  

c h a ra c te r s  than h i s  con tem pora r ies  is  n o t  evidence  of e i t h e r  a n t i -  o r

ph ilo -Sem itism ; i t  i s  h i s  gen iu s ,  and the  rea so n  why h i s  p lay  s ta n d s  the  

t e s t  o f  time so  w ell a s  opposed to ,  fo r  in s tan ce ,  C h r is to p h e r  Marlowe’s Jew  

o f  Malta. Barabas i s  a s t e r e o ty p e  in every  way, b u t  Shakespeare  f e e l s

impelled, while  u t i l i s i n g  the  s te r e o ty p e ,  to  humanize Shylock, and i t  i s  the  

depth o f  t e x tu r e  which th i s  g iv e s  t h a t  makes the  c h a ra c te r  so complex and 

so memorable. Cohen comments

Until the  c o u r t  scene, Shylock rem ains  a r e a d i ly  unde rs tood  and 
e a s i ly  id e n t i f i e d  v i l l a in .  His dominant c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a r e  the  
n e g a t iv e  q u a l i t i e s  norm ally  a s s o c ia te d  with v ice  f ig u r e s .  Sympathy 
fo r  him be fo re  the  r e v e r s a l  th e r e fo r e  does v io lence  to the  d ram atic  
purpose  o f  the  p lay . Completely in the  ascendancy, he has power and 
the  law i t s e l f  on h i s  s id e .  When sympathy f in a l ly  becomes r i g h t  and 
p roper ,  i t  t ra n sc e n d s  the  narrow bounds o f  r e l i g io n  and s te r e o ty p e .  
When f in a l ly  we a re  made to  p i ty  Shylock, we do n o t  p i ty  a 
w rongfu lly  p e rs e c u te d  member o f  an opp ressed  m ino rity .  In s tead  we 
p i ty  a j u s t l y  condemned and j u s t l y  punished v i l la in .-1

As Toby Lelyveld has  sa id :

Had he [Shylock] been a loving f a th e r ,  J e s s i c a  would n o t  have 
d e s e r t e d  him. We are  moved by a s e n se  o f  p i t y  fo r  Shylock  o n ly
because i t  i s  we who a re  com passiona te  and n o t because o f  any
v ir tu e  in Shy lo c k 's  d i s p o s i t io n , 5  (my i t a l i c s )
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2. The Jews in England

I t  seems l ik e ly  t h a t  Shakespeare  had never  met a Jew. On Ju ly  18, 1290 

Edward I o rd e re d  a l l  Jews to leave England be fo re  All S a in ts  Day o f  th a t  

yea r  and t h i s  was fo llowed up by a f u r t h e r  expu ls ion  o rd e r  issued  by 

Edward III in 1358.6 E a r l i e r ,  in 1232 Henry III had founded a house fo r  

Jews converted  to  C h r i s t i a n i ty ,  the  Domus Conversorum, bu t  i t  seems to 

have been l i t t l e  used: between 1232-1290 i t  had n o t  more than  one hundred 

inm ates, d e s p i t e  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  backing and a m onetary allowance, and from 

1331-1608 only a t o t a l  o f  f o r t y - e i g h t  people  were a d m it te d .7 There is  

evidence  t h a t  when Jewish communities a c tu a l ly  lived in England, th e re  was 

some sympathy and f r ie n d sh ip  tow ards them. An in c id en t  in 1286 shows the  

c o n t r a d ic to ry  r e a c t io n s  o f  the  b u rg h ers  and the  church: Bishop Sw infie ld

o f  Hereford, h e a r in g  t h a t  C h r i s t i a n s  had been in v i ted  to  the  wedding o f  a 

w ealthy  Jewish f in a n c ie r 's  d a u g h te r ,  p ro h ib i te d  them from a t t e n d in g  and 

th re a te n e d  excommunication on any who did. N e v e r th e le s s ,  the  C h r is t ia n  

g u e s t s  d id  a t t e n d .8 This in d ic a te s  t h a t  d e s p i t e  p r o h ib i t io n s  on the  p a r t  

o f  both C h r i s t i a n  and Jewish r e l i g io u s  le a d e rs ,  th e re  was c o n s id e rab le  

s o c ia l  and c u l t u r a l  mixing between the  two r a c e s ,  a s  w ell  a s  b u s in e s s  

d e a l in g s .

However, w ith  expu ls ion  and the  removal o f  P rince ly  p ro te c t io n ,  the  way 

was open fo r  the  church to  encourage  a n t i -S e m i t ic  f e e l in g  w ith o u t  danger 

o f  a c tu a l  c o n ta c t  proving  t h e i r  a c c u s a t io n s  unfounded. On the  c o n t in e n t ,  

where Jews s t i l l  l ived , both th e  n o b i l i ty  and the  papacy p ro te c te d  Jewish 

p e rso n s  and r i g h t s ,  bu t  a n t i - S e m i t i c  f e e l in g  was s t r o n g  in the  uneducated  

c la s s e s ,  and was whipped up by the  l e s s e r  c le rg y ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  f r i a r s .  

Throughout Europe a n t i -S e m it ism  found i t s  s t r o n g e s t  fo l lo w e rs  among the  

p e a sa n t  c l a s s e s ,  who were p u t ty  in the  hands o f  u n sc ru p u lo u s  c le rg y  and 

could be formed in to  v io le n t ,  un ru ly  mobs.

There is  some argum ent a s  to  w hether any Jews a t  a l l  l ived  in England up 

to  the  time they were re a d m it te d  by Cromwell in 1655, or w hether  th e re  

was a sm all  s e c r e t  Jewish community in the  s ix t e e n th  cen tu ry .  What is  

c e r t a in  is  t h a t  th e re  were no o f f i c i a l  Jews l iv ing  in England. As we saw 

above (p.177) th e re  is  ev idence  o f  a group o f  Jewish P o r tu g e se  r e fu g e e s  

( the  Marrano community) who p ro fe s s e d  convers ion  to C h r i s t i a n i ty .8 They 

numbered among a t  l e a s t  th i r ty - s e v e n  househo lders  s e v e r a l  w ell  r e p u te d  

ph y s ic ia n s ,  a p ro fe s s io n  in which the  Jews had some s ta n d in g .
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2.a. Lopez

One of th e se  was the  Dr. Roderigo Lopez (see above, pp .60-61 , 177-8), who, 

a s  has  a lre a d y  been mentioned, has  been p u t  forw ard by many c r i t i c s  a s  a 

so u rce  f o r  Shylock. G ra t ia n o 's  words in IV i 133-134:

... Thy c u r r i s h  s p i r i t
Govern’d a wolf who, h a n g ’d fo r  human s la u g h te r  ... 

have been c i t e d  a s  proof t h a t  Shakespeare  had in mind the  a f f a i r  o f  

Dr. Lopez. This u n f o r tu n a te  man was a P o r tu g ese  ‘New C h r i s t i a n ’, a

physic ian  who q u a l i f ie d  in P o r tu g a l  then s e t t l e d  in London and became a 

member of  the  College o f  P hysic ians ,  d e l iv e r in g  t h e i r  annua l ana tom ica l  

l e c tu re  in 1569. He became the  m edical a t t e n d a n t  f i r s t  to  the  E a r l  o f  

L e ic e s te r  and then, in 1586, to  the  Queen, bu t h i s  p o s i t io n  encouraged him 

to p o l i t i c a l  in t r ig u e  and w ith  the  s u p p o r t  o f  Essex he t r i e d  to s e cu re  

English  backing on b eh a lf  o f  Dom Antonio, a p r e te n d e r  to  the  P o r tugese  

th rone  (and h im se lf  of Jewish blood). When Dom Antonio was b rough t  to

England Lopez accompanied him everyw here a s  h i s  i n t e r p r e t e r  and s e c r e ta r y ,  

b u t  they q u a r r e l l e d  a f t e r  1589 and the  f a i l u r e  o f  Drake’s  ex p e d it io n  to 

P o r tu g a l ,  and Lopez began to favour an agreem ent w ith  Spain. He th u s  came 

up a g a in s t  Essex and the  war p a r ty ,  who in any c ase  r e s e n te d  hfei easy  

ac ce ss  to the  Queen. Spain s e c r e t l y  o f fe r e d  him a h e f ty  b r ib e  to  

a s s a s s in a t e  Dom Antonio, which he d id n o t  r e j e c t  o u t r i g h t ,  a l th o u g h  th e re

is  no ev idence  t h a t  he r e a l l y  in tended  to c a rry  o u t  the  a s s a s s in a t io n .  In 

October 1593 he was a r r e s t e d  and accused  o f  p l o t t i n g  to  poison  th e  Queen 

fo r  Spain. The t r i a l  d ragged  on fo r  months, w ith  S ir  Robert Cecil 

championing him, Essex, who was a f r ie n d  o f  S h ak esp ea re ’s  pa tro n  

Southampton, accus ing  him, and the  Queen unconvinced. E v en tua l ly  he was 

found g u i l t y  and was execu ted  a t  Tyburn on 7 June, 1594. Lopez seems to 

have been, a l though  a t t r a c t e d  to  p lo t t in g  and in t r ig u e ,  e s s e n t i a l l y  

innocent o f  the  charge  made a g a in s t  him. His t r i a l  and e x e cu t io n  did,

however, whip up a s to rm  o f  a n t i -S e m i t ic  f e e l in g .10

The name Lopez (wolf), the  d a te ,  and the  Jewish connection  have encouraged 

c r i t i c s  to  l ink  the  ev e n t  w ith  Shylock. I t  is  p o s s ib le  t h a t  Southampton 

re q u e s te d  an a n t i -S e m i t ic  p lay  from Shakespeare  because  of h i s  f r ie n d sh ip  

w ith  Essex, bu t  t h i s  seems u n l ike ly .  The t r i a l ,  however, i n i t i a t e d  an 

i n t e r e s t  in p lay s  w ith  Jewish c h a ra c te r s ,  e s p e c ia l ly  v i l l a i n s ,  and Marlowe’s 

The Jew o f  M alta  p layed du r ing  the  week o f  the  e x e c u t io n .11 However, a s  

the  wolf was commonly used  a s  a r e p r e s e n ta t i o n  o f  a v a r ic e  and u su ry ,  the  

like lihood  o f  G ra t ia n o 's  speech r e f e r r i n g  to  Lopez i s  weakened and Bernard
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G reban ier  sa y s  i t  r e f e r s  to  the  custom o f  hanging r e a l  wolves fo r  sheep 

s t e a l i n g .12

The storm  o f  f e e l in g  which followed the  Lopez t r i a l  and execu tion , even if  

i t  is  n o t  a d i r e c t  sou rce  fo r  Shylock, does in d ic a te  t h a t  th e r e  was a good 

d e a l  o f  a n t i - J e w is h  f e e l in g  in England a t  the  time. The f a c t  t h a t  no Jews 

were openly  l iv ing  in England a t  the  tim e may have som ething to  do with 

the  p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  the  Jew as  a d e v il .  Englishmen had no r e a l  Jews with 

which to  compare rec e iv e d  p re ju d ic e s  and as  a consequence the  Jew assumed 

the  c h a ra c te r  of  a m yth ica l  ‘bogey-man’, a  r e a c t io n  which human g u l l i b i l i t y  

and f e a r  o f  the  unknown a llow s only too e a s i l y .13 M. Holmes s t a t e s  t h a t  in 

S h ak esp ea re ’s  day ‘the  r a c e  had become u n fam il ia r  and e x o t i c '  and i t  was 

th e r e fo r e  p o s s ib le  ‘to b e l ie v e  any th ing  o f  i t  w i thou t  any p a r t i c u l a r  i l l -  

f e e l i n g ’.14 While ag ree in g  w ith  the  f i r s t  p a r t  o f  h i s  s ta te m e n t ,  i t  seems 

c le a r  t h a t  to  a la rg e  p ro p o r t io n  o f  the  p o p u la t io n  in England, th e  Jew 

p re s e n te d  a s u b je c t  which could be accused  o f  every  e v i l  and ha te d  

g e n e ra l ly  w ith  the  b le s s in g  of the  church.

3. The Jew ish  s te r e o ty p e  in England

According to  Alan E d e ls te in ,  in a l l  c o u n t r i e s  Jews were ob liged  to  wear

d is t in g u is h in g  badges which

s t ig m a t iz e d  Jews, enhanced d i f f e r e n c e s  between them and G e n t i le s ,  
and p re s e n te d  b a r r i e r s  to  s o c ia l  in te r c o u r s e  between the  two g roups .
The Jew became o f f i c i a l l y  d i f f e r e n t .  When ... the  p h y s ica l  s t igm a  
was d isc a rd ed  in most c o u n tr i e s ,  th e  Jew as  d i f f e r e n t  was an 
e s ta b l i s h e d  p a r t  o f  European c u l tu r e .  One c le a r  in d ic a t io n  o f  t h i s  
is  the  Jewish s te r e o ty p e .  S te re o ty p e s  con tinue  to  s e t  the  Jew a p a r t  
and c o n t r ib u te  to  h is  being pe rce ived  a s  d i f f e r e n t . 15

The Jewish s te r e o ty p e  a s  pe rce ived  in England had i t s  o r ig in s  in v a r io u s

p lac e s .  The popu lar  conception  o f  Jews as  d e v i l s  s tem s  from the  Bible,

where C h r i s t  denounces them fo r  t h e i r  r e f u s a l  to b e l ie v e  in Him and t h e i r

a t t e m p ts  to  k i l l  Him:

Ye a re  o f  your f a th e r  the  d e v i l l ,  and the  l u s t s  o f  your f a th e r  ye 
wil do: he h a th  bene a m u r th e re r  from the  beginning (John, 8. 44)

The p o s i t io n  o f  the  Jews a s  the  m urderers  o f  C h r is t  spawned o th e r  b e l i e f s :

t h a t  t h e i r  blood was black and p u t r id  and t h a t  they had a d i s g u s t in g

s te n c h ,16 t h a t  th e  Jews were b lasphem ers , and t h a t  they  indulged in r i t u a l

murder o f  C h r i s t i a n s .
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3.a. Blasphemy

The a c c u s a t io n  of  blasphemy was made by L uther, a long  w ith  h a rd n e ss  o f

h e a r t .  Jews were b e lieved  to  r a i l  a g a in s t  C h r is t  th r e e  tim es a day in

th e i r  p r a y e r s  and a t  the  r e s e t t l e m e n t  o f  the  Jews in England in 1665 the

no tion  was e v id e n t ly  s t i l l  c u r r e n t  because the  Council made s p e c ia l

recommendations to  r e s t r a i n  them .17 Shakespeare  r e f e r s  to  the  a c cu sa t io n

o f  blasphemy in M acbeth , a l th o u g h  i t  is  in s e r te d  in a l i s t  o f  improbable

in g re d ie n ts  fo r  the  w i tc h e s '  cau ld ron :

Scale  of  dragon, to o th  o f  wolf,
Witch's mummy, maw and g u l f  
Of the  r a v i n ’d s a l t - s e a  sha rk ,
Root o f  hemlock d ig g ’d i '  t h ’ dark,
L iver of blaspheming Jew,
Gall o f  g o a t ,  and s l i p s  o f  yew ... (IV i 22 -27)

3.b. Hardness o f  h e a r t

Hardness o f  h e a r t  i s  r e f e r r e d  to  in Two Gentlemen o f  Verona when Launce

complains o f  h i s  dog 's  in d if fe re n c e :

He is  a s to n e ,  a very  pebble  s to n e ,  and has  no more p i ty  in him than 
a dog. A Jew would have wept to  have seen  our p a r t in g ;  why, my 
grandam having  no eyes , look you, wept h e r s e l f  b lind  a t  my p a r t in g .

(II  i i i  12-17)

3.c. R i tu a l  m urder

The a c c u s a t io n  o f  r i t u a l  murder incu rred  perhaps  the  s t r o n g e s t  a n t i -  

Sem itic  f e e l in g s  and has  a long h i s to r y ,  bu t no s o l id  foundation . England 

was a p p a re n t ly  the  f i r s t  coun try  to  make th i s  a c c u sa t io n  when, in 1144 a t  

Norwich, the  dead body o f  William, a s k in n e r 's  a p p re n t ic e  was found on 

E a s te r  eve. He probably d ied  o f  n a tu r a l  c a u se s ,  b u t  the  Jews were accused  

o f  c ru c i fy in g  him on the  second day o f  Passover . A wave of  r e l i g io u s  

o u t ra g e  sp read  through the  community, and the  Jews were allow ed to  take 

re fu g e  in the  c a s t l e  by the  S h e r i f f ,  and were thus  p ro te c te d ,  a l though  one 

o f  the  Jewish lea d e rs  who s l ip p e d  o u t  was murdered. W illiam's body was 

h a i le d  a s  t h a t  o f  a m arty r  and he was bu r ied  in the  C a thed ra l  a s  a s a in t ,  

William o f  Norwich, and was c r e d i te d  w ith  v a r io u s  m ir a c le s .1® This p a t t e r n  

was followed in o th e r  p a r t s  o f  the  coun try  and by the  time of the  

expu ls ion  the  land was l i t t e r e d  w ith  boy m ar ty rs ,  supposed ly  murdered by 

the  Jews. Perhaps the  most famous o f  th e s e  a l le g ed  r i t u a l  m urders was 

t h a t  of Hugh of Lincoln in l a t e  August 1255, a f t e r  which n e a r ly  one 

hundred Jews were a r r e s t e d  and taken to London fo r  t r i a l .  E igh teen  

re fu s e d  to subm it to the  a i l  C h r i s t i a n  ju ry ,  demanding a mixed ju ry ,  and 

were promptly hanged. Cecil Roth says
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The legend e n te re d  in to  the  f o lk - lo r e  o f  the  English  people: i t  was 
c i t e d  and im ita ted  by Chaucer in h i s  C anterbury T a les : i t  formed the 
in s p i r a t io n  o f  many b a l la d s ,  in English , in French, and in Sco ts ,  
which were handed down fo r  c e n tu r ie s  in the  mouths o f  the  
p e a sa n t ry .  Thus, in a f t e r  g e n e ra t io n s ,  when no Jew was l e f t  in 
England, i t  was from the p o e t i c a l  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  t h i s  h a l f ­
legendary  even t  th a t  a la rg e  p a r t  o f  the  p o p u la t io n  rec e iv e d  i t s  
im press ions  o f  the  d esp ised  r a c e ,19

The a c c u s a t io n s  of r i t u a l  murder o f te n  included a c c u s a t io n s  o f  cannibalism ,

and t h i s  was to  rem ain an a c ce p ta b le  e lem ent in drama and l i t e r a t u r e  which

d ep ic ted  Jews fo r  a c o n s id e rab le  time. John Day's T ra ve ls  o f  Three E ng lish

B ro th ers  o f  1607 c o n ta in s  the  s ta te m e n t  by the  Jew Zariph:

Now by my so u le  'twould my s p i r i t s  much r e f r e s h  
To t a s t  a banket a l l  o f  C h r i s t i a n 's  f l e s h  and 
Sweet go ld , sw ee te  Iewell! b u t  the  s w e e te s t  p a r t  
Of a Iewes f e a s t  i s  a C h r i s t i a n 's  h e a r t . 20

Shy lock 's  d e s i r e  to  ' f ee d '  h i s  revenge  may r e f e r  ob l ique ly  to  t h i s

t r a d i t i o n ,  a s  E. E, S to l l  s u g g e s t s ,  bu t  i t  is  i n t e r e s t i n g  t h a t  the  idea o f

f e a s t in g  on a C h r is t ia n  h e a r t  is  l inked w ith  gold  and jew els  in Z a r ip h 's

mind, a l th o u g h  t h i s  may, of co u rse ,  be an in f lu en ce  from The M erchant o f

Venice  i t s e l f ,  or th e  e a r l i e r  Jew o f  M alta.

4. The treatm ent o f  Jews

Jews were cons ide red  by many to  d e se rv e  the  w ors t  t re a tm e n t  t h a t  could be

meted o u t  to  them. Thomas Aquinas s t a t e d  They a re  doomed to p e rp e tu a l

s e rv i tu d e ,  and the  lo rds  o f  the  e a r th  may use  t h e i r  goods a s  th e i r  own'.21

Robert South, a  h igh ly  s u c c e s s fu l  p reach e r  speaking  in England one hundred

y e a rs  a f t e r  S hakespea re ’s  d ea th  s a id  o f  them

And a t  t h i s  very  day, how much a re  they d i s g u s te d  in a l l  those
kingdoms and dominions where they a r e  d isp e rsed !  They a re  like 
dung upon the  face  o f  the  e a r th ;  and t h a t  n o t  so  much fo r  t h e i r  
being s c a t t e r e d ,  a s  fo r  being so o f fe n s iv e .22

Alexander Barclay p u ts  the  Jews a t  the  head o f  h i s  group of ‘s t r a u n g e

fo o le s  and in f id e l s ' :

The cu rsed  Jewes d e sp is in g  C h r i s te s  lo re ,
For t h e i r  o b s t i n a te  and u n r ig h tw ise  c r u e l t i e  
Of a l l  th e s e  fo o le s  must neede be s e t  b e fo re .23

A ntonio’s  a l le g e d  a c t io n  in s p i t t i n g  on Shylock would have been reg a rd e d  as  

h i s  r ig h t .  In 1381 in a l e t t e r  to the  Royal A rchives, Jehan La Barbe was 

o u tra g e d  ‘having  been s p i t  upon in the  face ,  was moved to  w ra th  a t  the  

o u tra g e ,  s e e in g  t h a t  he was no Jew, in whose face  i t  was p roper  to  s p i t ' 24 

and in the  E a s te rn  Church s p i t t i n g  a t  the  d e v il  was p a r t  o f  the  r i t u a l  o f
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baptism , I t  was i n te r e s t in g  to observe  t h a t  in the  1987 p roduction  o f  The 

M erchant o f  Venice a t  S t r a t f o r d  em phasis was la id  on s p i t t i n g ,  and the  

g e s tu r e  was r e p e a te d  s e v e r a l  t im es du r ing  the  p lay , n o t  only by Antonio 

bu t  a ls o  by S a le r io ,  Solanio and G ra tiano , and in a r e v e r s a l  d u r in g  the 

t r i a l  scene , by Shylock h im se lf .  Contrary  to  what might have been 

expected , th e s e  r e p e a te d  e x p e c to ra t io n s  r a i s e d ,  no t  a howl o f  p r o t e s t  a t  

the  a n t i -S e m it ism , b u t  a laugh.

5, The Jew as  o u tc a st

In England, the  Jew developed in to  a s te r e o ty p e  which combined d e v i l  w ith  

foo l.  The comic view o f  the  Jew was a l s o  found on the  c o n t in e n t  where in 

the  I ta l i a n  c a rr i  o r  g iu d a te  they  were the  b u t t  o f  jokes , mocked, abused 

and o f te n  i l l - t r e a t e d ,  being e v e n tu a l ly  hanged, s t r a n g le d ,  impaled and 

b u rn t .  Audiences o f  the  m edieval M iracle  p lay s  were t r e a te d  to  comic 

v is io n s  of  Jewish v i l l a i n s  e .g . in the  York Plays where Judas ,  d re s s e d  as  a 

Jew, is  r e f u s e d  adm ittance  to P i l a t e ’s  p a lace  on s ig h t .25 The Judas  of th e  

M iracle p lay s ,  red  bearded  and red  h a ire d  was th e  a r c h - t r a i t o r  and became 

id e n t i f i e d  w ith  Judaism ( i l lo g ic a l ly  because  the  D isc ip le s  were a ls o  Jews, 

a s  was C h r i s t  h im se lf) .  When h is  e f f ig y  was hanged o r  bu rn t  i t  was 

Judaism  t h a t  was being pun ished .26 In a d d it io n ,  a s  Hermann Sinsheim er 

p o in ts  ou t

The Jew was a s t r a n g e r  and clung  to  a s t r a n g e  f a i t h .  He was a 
wanderer w i thou t  honour which acc ru es  from a g r i c u l t u r e  and 
c ra f tsm an sh ip ,  w i th o u t  the  r e l i a b i l i t y  len t  by a s e t t l e d  re s id e n ce ,  
w i thou t  the  g race  which only the  Church could d isp e n se .27

The myth o f  the  Wandering Jew seems to  have o r ig in a te d  in England in the

t h i r t e e n th  c e n tu ry  when Roger o f  Wendover, a monk of  the  Abbey o f

S t.  Albans, pub lished  in h i s  F lo res  H istorianum  (1235) the  r a t h e r  dubious

s to r y  to ld  by an Armenian bishop (a lso  o f  d o u b tfu l  c h a ra c te r )  o f

C a r ta p h i lu s ,  the  g a te  keeper to  P o n tiu s  P i la t e ,  who was c u rse d  w ith  e t e r n a l

l i f e  by C h r is t  fo r  h i s  i l l - t r e a t m e n t  o f  Him.28 The s to r y  sp re a d  th roughou t

the  c o n t in e n t ,  and a f t e r  a h i a tu s  was rev ived  in Germany in the  s ix t e e n th

c en tu ry  in s l i g h t l y  changed form; C a r ta p h i lu s  had become Ahasver or

A hasuerus, th e  cobb ler  who r e fu s e d  to  a llow C h r i s t  to r e s t  o u t s id e  h is

shop in h i s  walk to Calvary, and was cu rsed  with e t e r n a l  r e s t l e s s n e s s . 29

I t  is  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  in the  English  v e rs io n  th e  myth has  what was then

considered  to  be a happy ending; th e  Wandering Jew converted  to

C h r i s t i a n i ty  and in c a s t in g  o f f  Judaism, c a s t  o f f  the  c u rse .  C r i t i c s  have

argued  abou t the  e f f e c t  o f  Shylock’s  fo rced  convers ion , bu t  th e re  can be

l i t t l e  doubt t h a t  to the  g e n e ra l  populace i t  was a s a t i s f a c t o r y  conclusion .
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Forced c onve rs ions  were p r a c t i s e d  th roughou t  Europe, a l though  s e v e ra l  

Popes, in t h e i r  ro le  a s  Jewish p r o te c to r s ,  fo rbade them. In many cases  the  

Jew was o f fe r e d  the  choice o f  de a th  o r  baptism ; some accep ted  de a th ,  some 

baptism  and many simply f le d  to  a c u r r e n t ly  more sym pa the tic  a rea .

The com bination of v i l l a i n  and b u t t ,  t ragedy  and comedy, was an accep ted

d e p ic t io n  o f  the  Jew to  E lizab e th an s .  An old a c to r  Thomas Jordan  produced

a song in 1664 which was obv iously  based on The M erchant o f  Venice ,

a l though  none o f  the  c h a r a c te r s  a r e  named. He d e s c r ib e s  the  Shylock

c h a ra c te r :

His bea rd  was red ,  h i s  face  was made 
Not much un like  a Witches;
His h a b i t  was a Jewish Gown,
That would defend a l l  w eather;
His chin  tu rn 'd  up, h i s  nose hung down,
And both  ends met to g e th e r .30

Whether t h i s  is  how S hakespeare 's  Shylock was p o r tra y e d  on s t a g e  is

im possib le  now to de te rm ine , Shakespeare  shows some s e n s i t i v i t y  tow ards 

Shylock a s  a c h a ra c te r ,  he i s  n o t  the  simple s to ck  ‘cardboard  c u t o u t ’

f ig u r e  o f  th e  Jew, b u t  he i s  undoubtedly  in tended  to  be both  v i l l a i n  and 

comic c h a ra c te r .  Shakespeare  was in fluenced  in h i s  p o r t r a y a l  of  Shylock 

no t  by r e a l  knowledge of the  Jews o r  t h e i r  way o f  l i f e ,  bu t  by the

medieval s te r e o ty p e  which was p assed  down in England a s  being 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  the  Jews.

6. The Jew in la te  s ix te e n th  and ea r ly  seven teen th  century drama

Discounting th e  numerous b ib l i c a l  and r e l i g io u s  p lays  which f e a t u r e  Jews 

a s  p a r t  o f  Old and New T estam ent s t o r i e s ,  th e re  a re  only a hand fu l  of  

contem porary p lays  e x ta n t  which f e a tu r e  Jewish c h a ra c te r s .  The e a r l i e s t  

o f  th e s e  is  Three L ad ies o f  London (1584), by Robert Wilson which f e a t u r e s  

G erontus , a  Jew who proves to  be more honourab le  than the  C h r is t ia n  

m erchant o f  the  p lay . The n e x t  p lay  is ,  a p a r t  from The M erchant o f  Venice, 

th e  most famous p o r t r a y a l  o f  a wicked Jew and obv iously  had some

in fluence  on S hakespea re ’s  p lay ; Marlowe's Jew o f  M alta  (1588). Barabas, 

l ike  Shylock, has a d a u g h te r  who leaves  him fo r  the  C h r i s t i a n  world, he 

too is  a g ra sp in g  m an ipu la to r  w ith  a h a t r e d  fo r  C h r i s t i a n s .  Se lim u s

(1594) by Robert Greene c o n ta in s  the  c h a ra c te r  Abraham, a Jew who po isons  

Se lim us’ f a t h e r  a t  the  i n s t i g a t io n  o f  h i s  son. Following The M erchant o f  

Venice , fo u r  more p lays  w ith  Jewish c h a ra c te r s  appeared: M achiavellu s

(1597), an anonymous L atin  m anuscrip t;  T ra v a ile s  o f  the  b ro th e r s  S h e r le y
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(1607), by John Day, William Rowley and G. Wilkins; A C h r is tia n  tu rn 'd  Turk 

(1622), by F le tc h e r  (and p o ss ib ly  Beaumont); and The Raging Turk (1627), by 

Thomas Goffe. In a d d i t io n  to  th ese  th e re  is  ev idence  o f  th r e e  l o s t  p lays; 

The /ewe, a p lay  perform ed a t  The Bull T h ea tre  which is  mentioned by 

Stephen Gosson in The Schoole  o f  Abuse  (1579) where he exempts i t  from 

h i s  a t t a c k  on p lays  as  c o r ru p t in g  in f lu e n ce s  on the  p u b l ic  because  i t  

e x h ib i te d  ‘the  g reed  in e s se  o f  worldly  c h u se rs ,  and bloody mindes o f  

U s u re rs ’,31 a p lay  by Decker, The Jew o f  Venice  (1653) and a p lay  o f  which 

the  o r ig in a l  German t e x t  i s  e x ta n t ,  b u t  the  English  v e rs io n  is  now lo s t  

and which m ust be d a ted  about 1608.

Of a l l  the  above p lays  c i t e d  only The Jew o f  M alta  has  a Jew a s  the  

p r in c ip a l  c h a ra c te r .  Barabas e x h ib i t s  the  s tock  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of  the  

e a r l i e r  s t a g e  Judas; h a tre d ,  b lo o d th i r s ty n e s s ,  and lack o f  conscience . 

There can be no doubt t h a t  Shakespeare  used him a s  a bas ic  model fo r  

Shylock, bu t Shakespeare 's  c re a t io n  emerges a s  a more complex and th re e -  

d im ensional c h a ra c te r ,  a l though  s t i l l  r e v e a l in g  some o f  the  s te re o ty p e d  

em otions and r e a c t io n s  of the  English  s t a g e  Jew.

What is  more s ig n i f i c a n t  is  t h a t  a l l  o f  th ese  p lay s  p lace  t h e i r  Jewish

c h a ra c te r s  in fo re ig n  c o u n tr ie s ,  even, a s  in the  c a se  of Three L ad ies o f

London, “ t e l e p o r t i n g ” a c h a ra c te r  in to  an e x o t ic  lo ca t io n  in o rd e r  to  meet

a Jew, Jacob Lopes Cardozo c i t e s  t h i s  as  evidence th a t  th e re  were no Jews

a t  a l l  l iv ing  in England a t  the  time, e i t h e r  sem i-open ly  o r  s e c r e t l y .  The

s e t t i n g s  o f  th e s e  Jewish scen es  show an aw areness  o f  the  p o s i t io n  o f  Jews

on the c o n tin e n t;  two (and p robably  th re e )  a re  s e t  in Turkey32 where many

Jews had em ig ra ted ,  and been welcomed, when pogroms in Spain and P o r tu g a l

had made th o se  c o u n tr i e s  u nbearab le .  The Turkish  Jews tra d e d  e x te n s iv e ly

with I ta ly  and p a r t i c u l a r l y  w ith  Venice, where a s t ro n g  Jewish community

th r iv e d ,  and where a f u r t h e r  th re e  p lays  a re  s e t . 33 The rem aining

lo ca t io n s ,  Malta, F lo rence34 and Lisbon35 were a l l  known to  have had Jewish

communities. These fo re ig n  s e t t i n g s ,  and in p a r t i c u l a r  I ta ly ,  were popular

in the  rom an tic  drama and in a d d i t io n ,  I ta ly ,  a s

the f a v o u r i te  fo re ig n  coun try  [ fo r  d ram atic  s e t t i n g s ]  was a lso  the  
most im portan t  abode of  Jews in the  16th c e n tu ry .  The bloody- 
minded, c r a f ty ,  e x to r t io n a te  Jew was th e r e fo r e  among the  few e x o tic  
dev ices  a v a i la b le  to produce the  fo re ig n  atm osphere; and he was j u s t  
t h a t  s o r t  of half-known f ig u r e  t h a t  tem pts  m arve ll ing  c u r i o s i t y .36
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7. Shylock a s  an a lie n

7.a. The English view o f  fo re ig n ers

The f a c t  t h a t  p e rso n a l  knowledge of the  Jew was im possib le  in England led

to  the  t r a n s fo rm a t io n  o f  a  r e a l  group o f  people  in to  a f a i r y - t a l e  ra c e

whose s t r a n g e n e s s  and m y s te r io u s  r i t e s  s e t  them a p a r t  from the  average

Englishman. S hakespeare 's  concern  in p a in t in g  Shylock is  w ith  h i s  

a lie n n e s s  a s  much as  w ith  h i s  Jew ishness ,  and th e  l a t t e r  is  only a veh ic le  

f o r  the  form er. Many Jewish c r i t i c s  have po in ted  o u t  t h a t  Shylock is  n o t  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  Jewish l i f e :  fo r  one th in g  the  c lo se ,  a f f e c t i o n a t e  fam ily

bonding is  a b s e n t ,  b u t  h i s  main c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  is  h i s  d i f f e r e n c e  to  the  

r e s t  o f  the  V enetian community. While th e re  were o f f i c i a l l y  no Jews in

England d u r ing  S hakespeare 's  pe riod , th e re  were communities o f  fo re ig n e r s  

a g a in s t  whom f e e l in g s  ran  very  h igh . England, due to  i t s  i s la n d  geography, 

has  a lways been in s u la r  and removed from h e r  European ne ig h b o u rs .2,7 Anti­

a l ie n  r i o t s  a g a in s t  Dutch and French P r o te s t a n t  r e fu g e e s  e ru p te d  in 1588, 

and aga in  in 1593 when a group o f  a p p re n t ic e s  a t ta c k e d  a f o re ig n e r s '  

m arket in Southwark, fo rc in g  the  s t a l l - h o l d e r s  to  s e l l  them b u t t e r  fo r  3d. 

in s te a d  o f  th e  normal 5d. pe r  pound. This may r e l a t e  to  L au n c e lo t 's  f e a r s

t h a t  J e s s i c a 's  convers ion , and the  su b seq u e n t  in c re ase  in the  p o pu la t ion ,

would r a i s e  th e  p r ic e  o f  pork. Lorenzo 's r a t h e r  confus ing  r e f e r e n c e  to  the  

negro  cook can be exp la ined  a s  a r e t o r t  to Launcelo t  t h a t  he is  h im se lf  

in c re as in g  the  a l ie n  po p u la t io n  by g e t t i n g  a f o re ig n e r  w ith  c h i ld .3® These 

d i s tu rb a n c e s  cu lm inated  in 1595 when a wave o f  f e e l in g  caused such 

s e v e re  r i o t s  t h a t  the  a u t h o r i t i e s  were o b l ig ed  to  hang f iv e  o f  the  r io t i n g  

a p p re n t ic e s .3® The t h e a t r e s ,  u s u a l ly  m outhpieces fo r  contem porary  e v e n ts ,  

were u n u su a l ly  q u ie t  abou t  th e s e  e v e n ts ,  perhaps a t  th e  i n s t i g a t io n  of  the  

a u t h o r i t i e s ,  b u t  a f t e r  the  1595 r i o t ,  s i l e n c e  was no longer p o s s ib le  (or 

e n fo rc ib le ) .  However, the  s u b je c t  remained both  s e n s i t i v e  and v o l a t i l e .

F o re ig n e rs  had been fo r  a long time the  o b je c t  o f  g r ie v a n ce s :  a sermon by

Dr Beale o r  Bell s t a t e s :

f f o r  so i t  is  ... t h a t  a l i e n s  and s t r a u n g e r s  e a te  the  bread  from the  
f a t h e r l e s s  c h i ld ren ,  and take  the  l iv in g  from a l l  a r t i f i c e r s  and the  
e n te r  c o u rse  from a l l  m erchants : whereby p o v e r t ie  i s  so  much
enc reased , t h a t  every  man bewayleth  the  m ise r ie  o f  o th e r .40

A census  taken some f i f t y  y e a rs  l a t e r  in 1567 in the  p a r i s h  o f  

S t .  K a the r ines ,  where most o f  the  r e f u g e e s  s e t t l e d ,  l i s t s  2030 Dutch, 

428 French, 140 I t a l i a n s ,  45 Spanish  and P o r tu g ese ,  44 Burgundians and

45 Scots! By 1580 the  ‘F rench’, who were more p robably  F lem ish-French  and
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Picard s ,  had inc reased  to 1838.41 Andrew T re t ia k  s e e s  The M erchant o f

Venice a s  S h ak esp ea re ’s  r e sp o n se  to  the  a n t i - a l i e n  q u e s t io n ;  he a rg u e s  t h a t

Shakespeare  i s  t ry in g  to  g e t  the  E lizabe than  pub lic  to see  t h a t  xenophobia

in any form is  d e s t r u c t iv e ,  and t h a t  h i s  p lay  is  both a p e t i t i o n  fo r  mercy

to  E liz a b e th  and a r e q u e s t  to the  French and Dutch P r o te s t a n t  r e f u g e e s  to

seek a s o r t  o f  modus v iv e n d i  w ith  the  o r ig in a l  c i t i z e n s  ... Cand 
Shy lock 's  conversion] was meant by Shakespeare  only as  an 
a l l e g o r i c a l  e x p re ss io n  of the  n e c e s s i ty  o f  changing the  n a t io n a l  
a t t i t u d e  on the  p a r t  o f  the  fo re ig n  r e s i d e n t s  in England.42

fo rc in g  them to  l ive  w ith  and a s  English  c i t i z e n s .  He p u ts  forw ard  in

evidence  Shylock’s r e l a t i o n  to s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  c o n d it io n s  in Venice43

(Shylock is  a s t r a n g e r ,  b u t  h as  the  p r iv i l e g e s  of a c i t i z e n )  and a rg u e s

t h a t  because  th e re  were no Jews in England a t  the  tim e, the  M aste r  o f

Revels could n o t  o b jec t  to a p lay  concerning t h e i r  s t a t u s ,  w hereas a p lay

r e l a t i n g  to  French/Dutch Huguenots could have been, in the  contem porary

c lim a te  o f  op in ion , h igh ly  in flam ato ry .  C e r ta in ly  th e re  is  p len ty  of

evidence  to  link P u r itan ism  w ith  Judaism; the  P u r i ta n s  came c lo s e r  to

Jewish b e l i e f s  than any o th e r  C h r is t ia n  s e c t  by t h e i r  emphasis on the  Old

Testam ent and t h e i r  r e tu r n  to i t s  teach in g  a s  a p a t t e r n  fo r  l i f e .

Shylock’s  ‘I w i l l  n o t  e a t  w ith  you, d r ink  w ith  you, nor pray w ith  you*

(I i i i  32 -33)  app lied  e q u a l ly  to th e  a l ie n  P r o t e s t a n t s  who l ived in

E lizabe than  London. T re t ia k  s t a t e s  t h a t  Shakespeare  saw the  answer to the

problem in a merging o f  the  two communities by in te rm a rr ia g e  and goes  on

to  d e t a i l  e lem en ts  in the  p lay  which show t h a t  Shakespeare  is  th ink ing  o f

Shylock a s  a d i s s e n t in g  C h r is t ia n  r a t h e r  than a Jew44 bu t  even i f  t h i s  is

tak ing  the  m a t te r  too f a r ,  th e re  can be no doubt t h a t  i t  is  Shylock’s

d i f fe r e n c e  to  the  V enetians  t h a t  Shakespeare  i s  u n d e r l in in g .  Alan

E d e ls te in  p o in ts  ou t  t h a t  because  i t  became u s u a l  fo r  a coun try  to  adop t

the  r e l i g io n  o f  i t s  P rince , and th e re  was a marked p a u c i ty  o f  Jew ish

Princes ,  Jews remained a l ie n s :

Throughout the  Middle Ages and u n t i l  w ell  a f t e r  the  beg inn ings  o f  
n a t io n a l ism , the  Jew remained a t o t a l  o u t s id e r .  More than th i s ,  
though, “ th e re  is  no denying th a t ,  in the  minds o f  most medieval 
men, the  Jew appeared to  be a perm anent s t r a n g e r ’’.45

The E lizabe than  image o f  the  f o re ig n e r  was complex and in some r e s p e c t s  

c o n tra d ic to ry .  On the  one hand they were reg a rd e d  a s  c r a f ty  and c le v e r  

and were seen  in o p p o s i t io n  to  the  ho n es t  s im p l ic i ty  o f  the  r u s t i c  John 

Bull type  o f  the  u l t r a -E n g l i s h  Englishman. Shylock i l l u s t r a t e s  t h i s  

v i l l a in o u s ,  t r ic k y  a s p e c t .  On the  o th e r  hand they were seen  a s  fo o ls ,  

e a s i ly  duped by the  s u p e r io r  E ng lish  w it ,  and the  b u t t  o f  much comedy, and
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both Morocco and Arragon f a l l  in to  t h i s  ca teg o ry .  In both  c a se s  the

ex trem e chauvinism o f  the  E lizabe than  Englishman is  rev e a le d ,  bu t  a t  the  

same time th e re  was an a t t r a c t i o n  tow ards fo re ig n  c u l tu r e  w ith  the

su sp ic io n  t h a t  t h e i r  very  cunning may be som ething worth le a rn in g  from. 

I t  is  n o t ic e a b le  t h a t  Shakespeare  s e t s  a l l  h i s  c o u r t ly  v i s io n s  of  c u l tu r e  

abroad  w ith  I ta ly  a s  the  f a v o u r i te  s e t t i n g .  As th e re  were few c u l t u r a l  or 

t r a d i t i o n a l  l inks  w ith  I ta ly  a t  the  time, and few I t a l i a n s  l iv ing  in

England, the  image o f  I ta ly  as  a  land o f  w it ,  p le a s u re  and re f in em e n t  which 

I ta l ia n  l i t e r a t u r e  p a in te d ,  was e a s i ly  accep ted .45 This  view of  I ta ly  is 

more u n d e rs ta n d ab le  in the  l ig h t  o f  the  in f luence  o f  I t a l i a n  a r t i s t s  on 

B r i t i s h  p a in t in g  a t  the  time, and the  f a c t  t h a t  I ta ly  was reg a rd e d  as  the  

c e n t r e  o f  a r t i s t i c  Europe, and I ta l i a n  d e c o ra t iv e  p a in t e r s  were in some 

demand in England. Shakespeare  h im se lf  r e f e r s  a n a c h r o n is t ic a l ly  in the  The 

W in ter's  Tale  to  the  s ix t e e n th  cen tu ry  I ta l i a n  m an n e r is t  a r t i s t  G iulio

Romano:

The P r in c e s s  h e a r in g  of h e r  m o th e r’s  s t a t u e ,  which is  in th e  keeping 
of P au lina  -  a p iece  many y e a rs  in doing and now newly p e rfo rm ’d by 
t h a t  r a r e  I ta l i a n  m aste r ,  Ju l io  Romano, who, had he h im se lf  e t e r n i t y  
and could p u t  b re a th  in to  h i s  work, would be g u ile  n a tu r e  of her  
custom, so p e r f e c t ly  he is her ape. He so nea r  to  Hermione ha th  
done Hermione t h a t  they say one would speak to  h e r  and s ta n d  in
hope of  answer ... (.The W in ter 's  Tale  V i i  91-98)

N e v e r th e le ss ,  to  the  g e n e ra l  populace , I ta ly  and I t a l i a n s  were a lm ost as

much o f  an unknown q u a n t i ty  in England a s  were the  Jews.

The g e n e ra l  pub lic  expected  t h e i r  d ram atic  p r e s e n ta t io n s  to show c le a r ly

who they were watching, and costume and a t t r i b u t e s  formed a convenient

way of  l a b e l l in g  a l ie n s .  Glynne Wickham, in the  second volume o f  E arly

E ng lish  S ta g e s  p o in ts  o u t  th a t

ca re  was taken to  d i s t i n g u is h  both ... a b s t r a c t  c h a ra c te r s
[p e r s o n i f i c a t io n s  such a s  ‘London’ and 'River Thames’] from m o rta ls  
and English  m o rta ls  from fo re ig n e r s .  This was achieved  by c lo se  
a t t e n t i o n  to the  d e t a i l s  o f  f a sh io n a b le  a t t i r e  in c o n t in e n ta l  
c o u n tr ie s  and a s im i la r  c lo s e n e s s  to  observed  f a c t  in the  p o r t r a y a l  
o f  Moors, Indians, R ussians  and o th e r  s t r a n g e r s  o f  e x o t ic  d r e s s  or 
f a c i a l  appearance .47

7.b. P o r t i a ’s  fo re ig n  s u i t o r s

Costume, however, was no t  the  only way o f  d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g  the  fo re ig n e r  

from the  Englishman. F o re ig n e rs  were re c o g n isa b le  by t h e i r  s te re o ty p e d  

a t t r i b u t e s  n o t  only o f  d re s s ,  bu t  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  ( fo r  the  English  viewer) 

n a t io n a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  and P o r t i a ’s  s u i t o r s  come under t h i s  s c ru t in y .
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The l i s t  o f  P o r t i a ’s  s u i t o r s  has  puzzled many c r i t i c s  a s  being i r r e le v a n t

b u t  i t  is  im portan t  in t h a t  i t  u n d e r l in e s  the  theme of fo re ig n n e s s ,  o f

a l ie n n e s s ,  o r  no t  belonging, which ru n s  th rough the  p lay . P o r t i a 's  

c a ta lo g u e  of  the  s te r e o ty p e d  f a u l t s  of the  v a r io u s  c o u n t r i e s  in I i i  is 

obv iously  comic. Shakespeare  shows the dangers  o f  tak ing  g e n e r a l i s a t i o n s  

too s e r io u s ly  by includ ing  an English  s u i t o r .  P o r t ia  d ism isse s  the  c o l t i s h  

horse-m ad N eapolitan , the  unamused and unamusing County P a la t in e ,  the  

m u l t i f a r io u s  Frenchman, the  incom prehensible  and h e te ro g en e o u s  Englishman, 

the  b lu s t e r in g  bu t  cowardly Scot and the  sodden German. Each, ( inc luding  

the  Englishman)

perfo rm s h i s  n a t io n a l  s te r e o ty p e  -  a t  l e a s t  so P o r t i a  a s s u r e s  us, 
who never  s e e  them -  a s  i f  on purpose  to  dese rv e  h e r  sco rn .  But 
doing so, they  p lea se  the  aud ience  a s  w ell, which knows in advance, 
bu t is  t ic k le d  to  be reminded, which fo re ig n e r  w i l l  be mad fo r  
h o rse s ,  which fo r  drink; which w i l l  be a f f e c te d ,  which s u p e r - s o b e r ,  
which dumb.40

The a l ie n n e s s  of P o r t i a 's  s u i t o r s  is  an im portan t  e lem ent in the  p lay , and

the  two ( a p a r t  from Bassanio) who we a c tu a l ly  s e e  have th e i r  fo re ig n

o r ig in  emphasised, Morocco by h is  sk in  co lou r , h i s  w h ite  ro b es  and h i s  

e la b o r a te  language (which p r e f ig u r e s  t h a t  of O thello )  and Arragon by h i s  

p lace  o f  o r ig in ,  Spain, which fo r  E liz a b e th a n s  denoted  the  embodiment o f  

Pride , and h i s  t o r tu r e d  language and reaso n in g .  Bassanio , when he a r r i v e s  

to woo P o r t ia ,  is  n o t  immediately id e n t i f i e d ,  a l th o u g h  the  aud ience  is  

aware o f  who the  new a r r i v a l  is .  His h e ra ld  is  announced by the  m essenger 

a s  ‘a young V enetian ' (II ix 87) and the  im p lica tion  is  t h a t  h i s  lo rd  is  o f  

the  same c i t y  i.e. one who belongs, and n o t  a  fo re ig n e r .  Although Belmont 

is  no t Venice, and in many ways has  d i f f e r e n t  v a lu e s ,  i t  is  no t  an a l ie n  

world, Most o f  the  c h a ra c te r s  c ro s s  f r e e ly  from Venice to  Belmont and

back, and th e  d i f f e r e n c e s  a re  between two s id e  o f  one coin, r a t h e r  than

between two d i f f e r e n t  c u r re n c ie s .

7.c. The Moor and the Jew

7.c .i.  An a lie n  appearance

I t  is  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  one o f  the  th re e  s u i t o r s  t h a t  the  aud ience  a c tu a l ly

se e s  is  a Moor, and th e r e fo r e  someone who is  v is u a l ly  a l i e n .  S insheim er

p o in ts  o u t  t h a t  in both o f  h i s  p lay s  s e t  in Venice Shakespeare  u se s  an

a l ie n  a s  a major f ig u re :

the Jew and the  Moor. Both a re  c r e a tu r e s  who have no co rrespond ing  
types  in the  E lizabe than  England ... The m ystery  o f  a fo re ig n  r a c e  of 
men, the  m ystery  o f  the  unusua l and e x tra o rd in a ry ,  broods over them 
both. Both e l i c i t  a p e c u l ia r  e x p e c ta t io n  and e x c i t e m e n t / '3
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Shakespeare  u s e s  the  f ig u r e  of  the  Moor in th r e e  p lays .  In T itu s

Andronicus> an e a r ly  p lay  in the  popu lar ly  b lo o d th i r s ty  vein , Aaron is  a

deep-dyed v i l l a in ,  bu t  he is  s t i l l  a llowed a spark  o f  humanity in h i s

concern fo r  h i s  new-born son. In The M erchant o f  Venice  Shakespeare  g iv es

us  the  P rince  o f  Morocco o f  whom G reban ier  says:

I b e l ie v e  t h a t  no one has remarked t h a t  the  P r ince  o f  Morocco is  
probably  the  e a r l i e s t  example in E lizabe than  drama o f  a Moor who is 
no t  v i l l a in o u s .60

In O the llo , Shakespeare  p a in t s  a man t r a g i c a l ly  m isguided by m isplaced 

t r u s t .  Shakespeare  shows no s ig n  o f  r a c i a l  p re ju d ice ;  h i s  Moors a re  no t 

wicked because  of  t h e i r  sk in  co lou r ,  indeed, two a re  n o t  wicked in the  r e a l  

s e n se  o f  the  word a t  a l l ,  bu t  t h e i r  dow nfall  comes because  they do no t  f i t  

in to  the  s o c ie ty  de p ic ted  in the  p lay. Both O the llo  and Morocco r e v e a l  

them selves  a s  e s s e n t i a l l y  va in  men. This was un d e r l in ed  in Laurence 

O l iv ie r 's  p o r t r a y a l  o f  O the llo  when he makes h i s  f i r s t  e n tra n c e  s n i f f in g  a 

ro se .  I t  is  because  o f  h i s  v an ity  and p r id e  t h a t  he cannot cope w ith  the  

thought o f  Desdemona's i n f i d e l i ty ,  and the  same v an ity  and p r id e  b lind  him 

to the  t r u e  c h a ra c te r s  o f  those  su rround ing  him. Morocco’s p r id e  and 

v an ity  lead him to make the  wrong choice  of ca sk e t .  Both o p e ra te  on a 

d i f f e r e n t  c u l t u r a l  system  to  th e  p lay  world in which they f in d  them selves . 

Their  v a lu e s ,  and t h e i r  r e a c t io n s  in a t te m p t in g  to implement those  v a lu es ,  

re v e a l  t h e i r  e s s e n t i a l  a l i e n n e s s  to the  codes o f  the  o th e r  c h a ra c te r s .  

Morocco and O the llo  in p a r t i c u l a r  a re  a t  sea  in an environm ent which they 

cannot u n d e rs ta n d ,  and p a r t  o f  t h e i r  t ragedy  is  t h a t  they  do n o t  r e a l i s e  

th i s .  The same can be sa id  fo r  Shylock.

7 .c . i i .  Morocco: the j u s t i f ic a t io n  o f  appearance

Morocco is  v e rb a l ly  in troduced  a t  the  end o f  the  scene  in which P o r t i a ’s 

s u i t o r s  a re  p i l lo r i e d ,  and we a re  t r e a t e d  to  more o f  h e r  p re ju d ice  in he r  

r e f e re n c e  to  h i s  complexion, a l though  i t  shou ld  be remembered t h a t  th e re  

was s t i l l  an overlap  of the  medieval meaning o f  complexion a t  t h i s  time, 

which r e f e r s  to  the  ba lanc ing  o f  th e  fo u r  e lem en ts  o r  humours in the  body, 

and which th e r e fo r e  concerns the  c h a ra c te r  r a t h e r  than  the appearance .61 

P o r t ia  in t h i s  case  a s s o c i a t e s  Morocco’s darkness  w ith  the  d e v il ,  a s  the  

V enetians  a s s o c i a te  Shylock 's Jew ishness  with  the  d e v i l  and i t  can be 

argued  t h a t  both Antonio and P o r t ia  show p re ju d ic e  a g a in s t  outward 

e lem ents . Antonio may w ell have more rea so n  to  b e l ie v e  t h a t  h i s  

im pressions o f  Shylock a re  w e ll- founded , (he has  re sc u e d  o th e r  C h r i s t i a n s  

from the  Jew ’s c lu tc h e s ) ,  bu t  he has  n o t  done b u s in e s s  d i r e c t l y  w ith  him. 

He shows h i s  antagonism  in the  n ex t  scene  when he sa y s
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I am a s  l ike  to c a l l  thee  so again ,
To s p e t  on thee  a ga in ,  to spu rn  thee  too. (I i i i  125-6)

Shakespeare  g iv e s  both Morocco and Shylock o p p o r tu n i ty  to defend  th e i r

appearance . Morocco in tro d u ces  the  second Act with the  words

M islike me n o t  fo r  my complexion,
The shadowed l iv e ry  of the  bu rn ish 'd  sun,
To whom I am a ne ighbour, and n e a r  bred. (II  i 1-3)

He asks  to  be judged n o t  on h i s  e x te r n a l  appearance , bu t  on h im se lf .

I ro n ic a l ly ,  when he comes to  choose the  c a s k e ts ,  he is  g u i l t y  of  t h i s  very

f a u l t ,  s e l e c t i n g  the  go ld  c a sk e t  because o f  i t s  appearance . His speech

which beg in s  as  an a p p a re n t  p lea  fo r  u n iv e r s a l  to le ra n c e  develops in to  a

b o as t  o f  h i s  own s u p e r io r i t y .

Bring me th e  f a i r e s t  c r e a tu r e  northw ard  born,
Where Phoebus' f i r e  s c a rc e  thaws the  ic i c le s ,
And l e t  us make in c is io n  fo r  your love 
To prove whose blood i s  r e d d e s t , h i s  o r  mine.
I t e l l  th ee ,  lady, t h i s  a s p e c t  o f  mine
Hath f e a r 'd  the  v a l ia n t ;  by my love, I swear
The b e s t-re g a rd e d  v i rg in s  o f  our  clime
Have lov ’d i t  too. I would n o t  change t h i s  hue,
Except to s t e a l  your tho u g h ts ,  my g e n t l e  queen ...

... By t h i s  s c im i ta r ,
That s lew  the  Sophy and a P e rs ia n  p r ince ,
That won th re e  f i e l d s  o f  S u ltan  Solyman,
I would o 'e r s ta r e  the  s t e r n e s t  eyes  t h a t  look,
O utbrave  th e  h e a r t  most d a r in g  on the  e a r th ,
Pluck the  young sucking cubs from the  s h e -b e a r ,
Yea, mock the  l ion  when a r o a r s  fo r  prey,
To win th ee  lady ...

... And so  may I, b l ind  F o rtune  leading me,
Miss t h a t  which one unw o rth ier  may a t t a i n ,
And d ie  w ith  g r ie v in g .  (II i 4 -1 2 , 24 -31 , 36 -38 )  (my i t a l i c s )

Morocco’s speech  r e v e a ls  t h a t  he s e e s  h im se lf  a s  the  most b rave , most 

d e s i r a b le  s u i t o r  P o r t ia  could demand. His p lea  fo r  an im p a r t ia l  r e a c t io n  

to h i s  co lour is  seen  a s  f a l s e  modesty in the  l ig h t  o f  the  r e s t  of h is  

speech -  h i s  t r u e  though t  is  th a t  she  should  like  him because  o f  h is  

co lour, r a t h e r  than in s p i t e  of  i t .

Morocco and Arragon both base  t h e i r  choice o f  c a sk e t  on f a l s e  p rem ises  and 

warped log ic , r e ly in g ,  a s  Morocco has  p leaded  with P o r t ia  n o t  to do, on 

appearance , and hence make the  wrong choice. Shakespeare  warns h i s

audience  ab o u t  judging  s o le ly  on appearance , bu t  goes  on to  p rovide  

f u r t h e r  warning t h a t  a l though  ‘a l l  t h a t  g l i s t e r s  is  n o t  go ld ',  the  r e v e r s e  

is  no t  n e c e s s a r i ly  t ru e .  Shylock’s and Morocco's ou tw ard  appearance  may 

incur i n s t a n t  d i s l ik e  or s u sp ic io n  but they should be judged on th e i r  

a c t io n s  and m otives . That th ese  tu rn  o u t  to  be e i t h e r  m isd i re c te d  or
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m alic ious  i s  n o t  a r e f l e c t i o n  of t h e i r  outw ard appearance  bu t o f  t h e i r  

inner c h a ra c te r .

7 .c . i i i .  Shylock: s e l f - j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o r  s e l f - l o v e ?

Shy lock 's  s e l f - j u s t  i f  i c a t io n  is  longer and u se s  more pow erfu l  language and

imagery. N e v e r th e le s s  i t s  framework i s  the  same:

Hath n o t  a Jew eyes?  Hath n o t  a  Jew hands, o rgans ,  dim ensions, 
se n se s ,  a f f e c t i o n s ,  p a s s io n s ,  fed  w ith  the  same food, h u r t  w ith the 
same weapons, s u b je c t  to the  same d i s e a s e s ,  hea led  by the same 
means, warmed and cooled by the  same w in te r  and summer a s  a 
C h r is t ia n  is?  If  you prick  us, do we n o t  b leed?  If  you t i c k le  us, 
do we n o t  laugh? If you poison us ,  do we n o t  d ie?  And if  you 
wrong us , s h a l l  we no t  revenge?  If we a re  like you in the  r e s t ,  we 
w il l  resem ble  you in t h a t .  If  a Jew wrong a C h r i s t i a n ,  what is  h i s  
h u m il i ty ?  Revenge. If  a C h r is t ia n  wrong a Jew, what should  h i s  
s u f f e ra n c e  be by C h r i s t i a n  example? Why, revenge. The v i l l a in y  you 
teach  me I w i l l  execu te ;  and i t  s h a l l  go hard  bu t  I w i l l  b e t t e r  the  
in s t r u c t io n .  ( I l l  i 52 -66)

Pro-Shylock c r i t i c s  have f re q u e n t ly  r e f e r r e d  to t h i s  a s  a s in c e re  and 

j u s t i f i e d  argum ent bu t  when taken in c o n te x t  i t  i s  c le a r  t h a t  Shy lock 's  

log ic  is  f a l s e .  He u se s  examples o f  in v o lun ta ry  p h y s ic a l  r e a c t io n s  to 

j u s t i f y  d e l ib e r a t e ,  moral a c t io n s .  Like Morocco’s  speech , h i s  words begin 

by ask ing  f o r  to le ra n c e  and e q u a l i ty ,  bu t  end by announcing b ig o try  and 

s u p e r io r i t y  -  ‘I w i l l  b e t t e r  the  in s t r u c t io n ' .  His words echo those  o f  

Morocco:

Morocco: And l e t  us make in c is io n  fo r  your love,
To prove whose blood  is  r e d d e s t ,  h i s  or mine. (II i 6 -7 )

Shylock: i f  you p r ic k  u s ,  do we n o t  bleed?  ( I l l  i 58-59)

Blood is  taken  a s  the  common denom inator o f  mankind, and y e t ,  d e s p i t e

th e i r  c la im s to  a common hum anity, both re v e a l  a b a rb a r ic  d e s i r e  to  shed

blood and, more p a r t i c u l a r l y  in Shy lock’s  case ,  a t e r r i f y in g  s e l f - a s s u r a n c e

t h a t  i t  i s  t h e i r  r ig h t  to  do so.

7.c .iv . Shy lock ’s  m o tiva t ion

Shy lock’s speech  tei o f te n  taken  as  i t  has  been p r in te d  above. The l in e s  

immediately p reced ing  i t  a r e  ignored and y e t  they in t im a te  Shy lock ’s  t ru e  

frame o f  mind:

S a le r io :  Why, I am s u re ,  i f  he f o r f e i t ,  thou w i l t  no t  take h i s
f le s h .  What's t h a t  good fo r?

Shylock: To b a i t  f i s h  w ith a l .  If i t  w i l l  feed  no th ing  e l s e ,  i t  w i l l
feed  my revenge. He h a th  d isg ra c 'd  me and h in d ’red  me 
h a l f  a m illion : la u g h ’d a t  my lo s s e s ,  mock’d a t  my ga in s ,  
scorned my na tion , thw arted  my b a rg a in s ,  cooled my
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f r ie n d s ,  h e a te d  mine enemies, 
am a Jew. Hath n o t  a Jew ...

And w hat 's  h i s  reason?  I 
(II I  i 45 -52)

I t  may be p o s s ib le  fo r  r e a d e r s  to ignore t h i s  p assage  and take  the  ‘Hath

n o t  a Jew e y e s? ’ speech  o u t  o f  co n te x t  in the  s tu d y ,  bu t  t h i s  is  s u re ly

im possib le  i f  the  t e x t  is  performed a c c u ra te ly  in the  t h e a t r e .  Antonio in

f a c t  p roves  t h a t  l in e s  62-66  o f  Shy lock’s  speech  in III  i r eg a rd in g

revenge , quo ted  above, a re  unfounded. Shylock b a ses  h i s  argum ent on a

p assag e  from the  Old Testam ent:

But i f  dea th  fo llow e, then thou sh a ld  paye l i f e  fo r  l i f e ,  Eie fo r  
e ie ,  to th e  fo r  to th e ,  hand fo r  hand, fo o te  fo r  fo o te .  Burning fo r  
burn ing , wound fo r  wound, S t r ip e  fo r  s t r i p e .  (Exodus, 21. 23 -25)

But Shylock’s  rea so n in g  is  warped; while  the  S c r ip tu re s  a llow the  tak ing  o f

an eye fo r  an eye, o r  even a l i f e  fo r  a l i f e ,  Antonio has in f a c t  done

no th ing  to w a r ra n t  Shylock’s  m urderous in te n t io n s  tow ards him. His

im plica tion  i s  revenge  fo r  revenge, bu t th e re  is  no s u g g e s t io n  t h a t  the

C h r is t ia n  m erchant has  a lre ad y  exacted  revenge o f  any kind from the  Jew.

Shylock’s  own re a so n s  fo r  h i s  v e n d e t ta  a re  obscure ;  he d e t a i l s  v a r io u s

com pla in ts  and i t  has  been su g g e s te d  t h a t  he h a te s  Antonio p r im a r i ly  fo r

h i s  a n t i -S e m it ism . When the a c c u s a t io n s  a re  looked a t  in d e t a i l ,  t h i s

seems u n lik e ly :

I h a te  him fo r  he is  a C h r is t ia n ;
B u t more f o r  t h a t  in low s im p l ic i ty  
He lends o u t  money g r a t i s ,  and b r in g s  down 
The r a t e  o f  usance h e re  w ith  us  in Venice ...
He h a te s  ou r  s a c re d  n a tio n ;  and he r a i l s ,
Even th ere  where m erchants m ost do congrega te  
On me, my barga ins, and my w ell-w on  t h r i f t ,
Which he c a l l s  i n t e r e s t  ... (I i i i  37 -40 , 4 3 -46 )  (my i t a l i c s )

I am n o t  bid fo r  love; they f l a t t e r  me;
But y e t  I ’l l  go in h a te ,  to feed  upon
The p ro d ig a l  C h r is t ia n  ... (II v 13-15) (my i t a l i c s )

... Let him look to  h i s  bond. He was wont to c a ll  me usurer;, l e t
him look to  h i s  bond. He was wont to  lend money fo r  C h ris tia n
co u r te sy , l e t  him look to h is  bond. ... He h a th  d i s g r a c ’d me and
h in d 'red  me h a l f  a m illio n , laugh ’d a t  my lo sse s ,  mock'd a t  my g a in s ,
scorned  my n a t io n ,  thw arted  my bargains, cooled my f r i e n d s ,  h ea ted
my enemies ... ( I l l  i 42 -44 , 48 -52 )  (my i t a l i c s )

I w i l l  have the  h e a r t  o f  him, i f  he f o r f e i t ;  fo r , were he  o u t o f
Venice, I  can make what m erchandise  I  w ill.

( I l l  i 116-118) (my i t a l i c s )

This is  th e  foo l th a t  le n t  o u t money g r a t i s  ...
Thou c a l l 'd s t  me a dog b e fo re  thou h a d s t  a cause,
But, s in c e  I am a dog, beware my fangs .  ( I l l  i i i  2, 6 -7 )  (my i t a l i c s )
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His main rea so n  would seem to be t h a t  A ntonio 's  f r e e  lending has

jeopard ized  Shylock 's b u s in e s s  v e n tu re s .  While he ac cu se s  Antonio o f

b a i t in g  him fo r  h i s  r e l ig io n ,  h i s  com plain ts  a lways come back to h i s

b u s in e s s  i n t e r e s t s ,  and Antonio’s  sab o ta g e  o f  them. What is  more, Antonio

has  accused  him in the  most pub lic  market p lace  of Venice and Shylock,

s u f f e r in g  from the  same v ice  a s  Morocco and Arragon, t h a t  o f  Pride , is h i t

in h is  v a n ity  as  well  a s  h i s  p u rse .  His h u m il ia t io n  in f r o n t  o f  th e  o th e r

m erchan ts  i s  incu rred  n o t  by r a c i a l  i n s u l t s  b u t  by A nton io’s  d e nunc ia tion

o f  h is  ‘b a rg a in s ’ and ‘we 11-won t h r i f t '  ‘Even th e r e  where m erchan ts  most do

c o n g re g a te ’, The h ind rance  o f  h i s  money-making schemes is ,  o f  course ,  a

good enough rea so n  p r iv a t e ly  and among f r ie n d s  (he speaks  o f  i t  to  Tubal),

bu t  he r e t a i n s  enough cunning in the  t r i a l  scene  to  r e a l i s e  t h a t  i t  would

n o t  go down w ell  w ith  the  C h r is t ia n  c o u r t :

So can I g iv e  no reason , nor I w i l l  no t ,
More than a lodg’d h a te ,  and a c e r t a in  loa th ing
I bear Antonio (IV i 59-61)

However, i t  i s  p o ss ib le  t h a t  Shylock does n o t  t r u ly  know the  so u rce  of h i s

h a t r e d  h im se lf .  As G reban ier  p o in ts  ou t:

I t  is  p a r t  o f  S hakespeare 's  p ro fu n d i ty  th a t  Shylock shou ld  no t 
a c c u ra te ly  know h im se lf .  What m iser  ev e r  faced the  t r u t h  about 
h im se lf ,  o r  f a i le d  to  c a l l  h i s  p e n u r io u sn e ss  by some b e t te r - s o u n d in g  
name l ike  t h r i f t  o r  s e l f - r e s t r a i n t ?  That is  why the  g reed  o f  a
Jonsonian m iser i s  n o t  r e a l l y  c re d ib le ,  and Shylock’s i s .  This
in a b i l i t y  to  face  what he r e a l ly  i s  w i l l  make i t s e l f  d ra m a t ic a l ly  
vocal when we meet him fo r  the  l a s t  time, in th e  t r i a l  scene .52

A clue  to  Shylock’s  s t a t e  o f  mind comes when he i s  ta lk in g  to  Tubal a f t e r

the  e lopem ent o f  h is  d au g h te r

... The c u rs e  never  f e l l  upon our n a t io n  t i l l  now; I  n e v e r  f e l t  i t
t i l l  now ... ( I l l  i 77 -78) (my i t a l i c s )

He is  r e a c t in g  to the  lo s s  o f  w ealth  n o t  the  lo ss  o f  h i s  d a u g h te r  to a

C h r is t ia n ,  and i f  he has  never  f e l t  th e  c u rs e  on h i s  n a t io n  be fo re ,  he

cannot have been much d i s tu rb e d  by A ntonio 's  a n t i -S e m i t ic  comments. He

goes on l a t e r

lo ss  upon loss! The t h i e f  gone w ith  so  much, and so  much to  f ind
the  th ie f ;  and no s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  no revenge... ( I l l  i 8 4 -8 6 )  (my i t a l i c s )

7.d. The Jew a s  an a l i e n

I t  would seem, then, t h a t  Shylock cannot j u s t i f y  h i s  a c t io n s  by p lead ing  a

r ig h te o u s  ind igna tion  to a n t i -S e m i t ic  a t t a c k s ,  and y e t  i t  is  t r u e  t h a t

S te a d i ly  the  Jew ishness  o f  Shylock i s  kept be fo re  us; l ik e  Barabas, 
he lo ses  h i s  name in h i s  n a t i o n a l i t y  -  ‘the  Jew’, ' th e  dog Jew’, ‘the  
v i l l a i n  Jew’, ‘h i s  Jewish h e a r t '53

but t h i s  is  l e s s  evidence o f  a n t i -S e m it ism  than a good dev ice  fo r
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em phasising  Shy lock's d i f fe r e n c e  from the  C h r is t ia n  V enetians; a d i f f e re n c e

which is  n o t  merely r a c i a l .  Shylock u se s  a d i f f e r e n t  language to  the

C h r i s t i a n s ;  t h e i r  easy  flow o f  c o n v e rsa t io n ,  larded w ith  what a re  sometimes 

ex trem ely  complex m etaphors, a s  in the  speeches  o f  Solanio  and S a le r io  in 

the  opening scene , c o n t r a s t  with Shylock’s b rusque  language. His

r e p e t i t i o n  o f  th e  term s o f  the  loan in I i i i  s low s down Bassanio , and h is  

hedging d e l ib e ra t io n  c o n t r a s t s  w ith  the  e a g e rn e s s  and urgency o f  the

Venetian . Shylock f e e l s  impelled to  exp la in  even the  few sim ple images he 

u ses :

th e re  be l a n d - r a t s ,  and w a t e r - r a t s ,  w a te r - th ie v e s ,  and l a n d - th ie v e s ,
( /  mean p i r a te s ) (I i i i  2 0 -22 )  (my i t a l i c s )

But s to p  my h o u se ’s  e a r s ,  I  mean my casem ents  (II  v 34) (my i t a l i c s )

Shylock ta k e s  no d e l ig h t  in music, a f a c t  which he r e a d i ly  adm its  to, and 

which Shakespeare  u se s  to p o in t  o u t  a s e r io u s  flaw in h i s  c h a ra c te r ,  as  

has  been d isc u s s e d  a lre ad y  (pp.108-10 above). Shylock’s r e j e c t io n  o f  music, 

however, goes  deeper  than a d i s l i k e  o f  in s t ru m e n ta l  melody; he sp u rn s  the  

music o f  the  language i t s e l f ,  r e s t r i c t i n g  h im se lf  to p edan tic  b ib l i c a l  

a l lu s io n s ,  and in h i s  in c re as in g  o b se ss io n  w ith  revenge , he a lm ost r e j e c t s  

language a l t o g e th e r ,  becoming r e p e t i t i v e  and c ry ing  aga in  and aga in  fo r  h i s  

bond. ‘J u s t i c e ’ and ‘bond’ begin  to  have an a lm ost ta l ism a n ic  q u a l i ty  to 

Shylock. Three and a h a l f  c e n tu r i e s  l a t e r  A lfred  Hitchcock was to  use  a 

s im i la r  techn ique  in bu ild ing  su sp en se  in B lackm ail (1929), where the 

s in g le  word ‘k n i f e ’ is  g iven in c re as in g  w eight each time i t  c rops up in the  

c o n v e rsa t io n ,  u n t i l  the  g u i l t y  conscience  o f  the  m urderer  can only hear  

t h a t  one word. Shylock's language and rea so n  d e g e n e ra te  to g e th e r .

7.e. O u ts id e rs :  Shylock and Antonio

There is ,  however, a d isc o rd  in the  harmonious C h r is t ia n  world o f  Venice in 

the  person  o f  Antonio, who, to g e th e r  w ith  Shylock has  been dubbed an 

‘o u t s i d e r ’, Shylock because o f  race  and Antonio because  o f  melancholy. 

A ntonio’s  s a d n ess  is  never  exp la ined  in the  p lay . S eve ra l  c r i t i c s 64 and 

v a r io u s  p ro d u c t io n s  ( inc lud ing  the  Royal Shakespeare  Company 1987 

p roduction  w ith  Anthony Sher a s  Shylock) se e  the  l a t t e r  a s  having 

homosexual e lem en ts ,  a l though  th e r e  is no t e x tu a l  ev idence  fo r  t h i s ,  and i t  

is  more r e a l i s t i c  to  se e  Antonio as  a  f a t h e r - f i g u r e  to  Bassanio . Graham 

Midgley, who fo llow s the  homosexual rea so n in g ,  e x p la in s  Antonio’s  p o s i t io n  

a s  an o u t s id e r  w ith in , and Shylock a s  an o u t s id e r  w ith o u t .6S While no t  

accep ting  the homosexual m o tiva tion  fo r  t h i s ,  th e re  is  no doubt th a t
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Antonio is  very  much a lone  in the  p lay , a s  Shylock is .  His melancholy

needs no e x p lan a tio n ;  i t  was a common emblem o f  the  educated , s e n s i t iv e  

a r i s t o c r a t ,  and in a d d i t io n ,  Shakespeare  could be in d ic a t in g  t h a t  Antonio is  

'a man of  so rrow s, and a cq u a in ted  w ith  g r i e f ’, foreshadow ing h i s  p o s i t io n  

in the  t r i a l  scene  a s  a s a c r i f i c i a l  v ic t im . While both  Antonio and Shylock 

end the  p lay  a lone , an a t te m p t  is  made to  involve them in the  s o c ie ty  

which they have h i th e r to  r e j e c te d .  Shylock i s  converted  to  C h r i s t i a n i ty

and is  th e r e fo r e  fo rced  to  e n t e r  the  C h r i s t i a n  world and to l ive  accord ing  

to  i t s  moral codes and s ta n d a rd s .  Antonio is  manoeuvred in to  s ta n d in g  

bond between Bassanio and P o r t i a  and is  th e r e fo r e  involved in t h e i r  

m arr iage . The two ‘lo n e r s ’ o f  the  p lay  a r e  absorbed  in to  the  f a b r ic  of the  

p la y 's  s o c ie ty ,  and ce ase  to be o u t s id e r s .

7 .f .  Shylock a s  moral a l i e n

Shylock’s  a l i e n  rea so n in g  f a i l s  to  u n d e rs tan d  the  m o tiva t ion  behind the  

V ene tian s ' a c t io n s .  They a re  a s  a l ie n  to  him as  he is  to  them, and th e i r

r e j e c t i o n  o f  h i s  own m o tiva t ion , g reed , he f in d s  d i f f i c u l t  to  accep t .  Nor

can he see  t h a t  th e re  a re  some th in g s  (in t h i s  p lay , a t  l e a s t )  t h a t  cannot 

be bought fo r  money, love and revenge  being two. Bassanio  cannot buy  

P o r t i a ’s  love (a l though  he has  to have money to  woo h e r) ,  he must e a rn  i t .  

Shylock may th ink  he has  paid  3,000 d u c a ts  fo r  the  p le a s u re  of  s a t i s f y i n g  

h i s  ‘humour’ (IV i 43) in g e t t i n g  revenge on Antonio, bu t  he has  reckoned 

w ithou t  the  Venetian leg a l  system , o r  r a t h e r ,  y e t  aga in ,  he has

m isunders tood  i t .  His major m istake  in so doing is  to  impose a Judaic

system  of j u s t i c e  on a C h r i s t i a n  one. His dependence on the  Old Law

blinds  him to  th e  f a c t  t h a t  h i s  case  is  being t r i e d  in a coun try  ru le d  by

the  New Law. This c o n f ro n ta t io n  between the Old Law and the  New w il l  be 

d isc u sse d  in the  c h a p te r  on J u s t i c e  and Mercy, below. However, i f  Shylock 

has  m isunders tood  the  C h r i s t i a n s ,  they have u n d e re s t im a te d  him in f a i l in g  

to  r e a l i s e  the  dep th s  o f  h i s  h a t r e d  and the  danger he r e p r e s e n t s ,  and by 

walking meekly in to  h i s  t r a p  ( f o r tu i t o u s  though i t s  c lo s in g  may be) in th e  

b e l i e f  t h a t  such a d e sp ise d  s o c ia l  o u t c a s t  can n o t  be taken a s  a s e r io u s  

t h r e a t ,  I t  i s  th e r e fo r e  n o t  only Shylock’s  r a c i a l  and r e l i g io u s  a l i e n n e s s  

which Shakespeare  r e v e a ls ,  bu t  h i s  moral a l i e n n e s s  a s  an a v a r ic io u s  u s u re r  

who g iv es  away no th ing  fo r  f r e e  and p roduces  no th ing .
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8 Shylock a s  Usurer

8.a. The U surer in Drama

The u s u re r  was o f te n  shown in a fo o l i s h  l ig h t .  According to S to l l  'to  the  

popu lar  im agination  a m oney-lender was a so rd id  m iser  w ith  a hooked

n o s e . ’56 He was a popular  c h a ra c te r  in comedies, being the  b u t t  o f  jokes, 

and u s u a l ly  t r ic k e d  ou t  of  money and /o r  m arriage , o f te n  by the  younger 

c h a ra c te r s .  There a re  numerous contem porary p lays  which show the  u s u re r  

in t h i s  l ig h t :  Chapman’s  The B lind  Beggar o f  A lexandria  (1596), Nashe’s 

P ierce  P e n ile s se  (1592), Jonson 's  The S ta p le  o f  News and Volpone,

M ass inger’s  A New Way to  Pay Old D ebts , A Knacke to  Know an H onest Man

(1596), Jack Drums E n te rta in m en t  (1600) and many o th e r s .  Shakespeare ,

however, avo ids  most o f  the  u s u a l  s te r e o ty p e s  -  the  s u i t o r  to a young 

woman, the  h ideousness  and d i s e a s e ,  the  m ise rab le  c lo th e s  -  and l im its  

h im se lf  to  h i s  h a rsh n e ss  to h i s  s e rv a n t s  (a lthough th i s  no t ex trem e and is 

played down) and h i s  t r ic k in g  in the  end by a young lover, a l th o u g h  i t  is 

u su a l ly  the  man r a t h e r  than  th e  woman who does t h i s .  In many p lay s  the 

u s u re r  ends badly, with a h o r r i f i c  dea th ;  Barabas f a l l s  in a bo i l ing  

cauldron  and o th e r s  d rink  poison  or a r e  e a te n  by r a t s 57, bu t the  u su a l  end 

is  g e n e ra l ly  supposed to  be hanging .50 Shylock is  under t h r e a t  o f  t h i s ,  

b u t  h is  l i f e  is  saved by h i s  convers ion , a lthough  he lo se s  most, bu t  no t 

a l l ,  of h is  money ( the  p lay  is  confus ing  abou t e x a c t ly  how Shylock 's w ealth  

is  to be d i s t r ib u t e d ) .  Shakespeare  makes Shylock more be lievab ly  by making 

him more human, b u t  an E lizabe than  aud ience  would be w ell  aware o f  the  

a t t r i b u t e s  u s u a l ly  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  a u s u re r ,  and Shakespeare  confirm s th i s  

by making him a Jew.

Although the  u s u re r s  in the  above p lays  a r e  n o t  Jewish, w ith  the excep tion  

o f  Barabas, u su ry  and a v a r ic e  were a s s o c ia te d  with  Jews d a t in g  back to the  

Mystery P lays. In the  medieval m o ra l i ty  p lay  R espublica  the  c h a ra c te r  of 

A v a r i t ia  (Avarice) in the  Seven Deadly Sins was cu s to m a ri ly  de p ic ted  as  

a Jew.50 Audiences going to  se e  p lays  which con ta ined  Jew s/U surers

would e x p e c t  to  be o f fe r e d  s tock  comic c a r i c a t u r e s  o r ,  p o ss ib ly ,  a s  in the  

case  o f  The Jew o f  M alta , a s tock  v i l l a in o u s  c a r i c a tu r e .  Shylock combines 

the  two, both  comic and v i l l a in o u s ,  bu t  lo ses  the  hard  edges of the  

s te r e o ty p e  whiie rem aining emblematic o f  both Jew and Usurer. The 

s u b t l e ty  o f  the  p o r t r a y a l  has enabled  both p roducers  and a c to r s  to  stamp

t h e i r  own ideas  on the  c h a ra c te r ,  sometimes to ex trem es . George Bernard

Shaw, w r i t in g  a review of  S ir  Henry I rv in g 's  Shylock (Irv ing  was then a t

the  top of h i s  p ro fe s s io n  and the  i n i t i a t o r  of the  ’more s inned  a g a in s t
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than s in n in g ’ Shylock in 1879) in The S a tu rd a y  Review  o f  26 September, 

1896 w rote

S ir  Henry Irv ing  has  never  though t much of the  immortal William, and 
has g iven  him more than  one n o tab le  lesson  -  fo r  in s ta n c e ,  in The
M erchant o f  Venice  where he gave us no t  ‘the  Jew t h a t  Shakespeare
drew', b u t  the  one he ought to have drawn if  he had been up to  the 
Lyceum mark.

and f u r t h e r  on

In a t ru e  r e p u b l ic  o f  a r t  S i r  Henry Irv ing  would e re  t h i s  have 
e x p ia ted  h i s  a c t in g  v e rs io n s  on the  s c a f fo ld .  He does n o t  merely 
c u t  p lays ,  he disembowels them ... A p ro d ig io u s  amount of nonsense  
has been w r i t t e n  abou t S i r  Henry I rv in g ’s  conception  of t h i s ,  t h a t ,  
and the  o th e r  Shakespearean c h a ra c te r .  The t r u t h  is  t h a t  he has
never  in h i s  l i f e  conceived o r  i n te r p r e te d  the  c h a r a c te r s  o f  any
a u th o r  excep t  h im se lf .

I rv in g 's  Shylock was

no t  a bad Shylock o r  a good Shylock: he was simply n o t  Shylock a t  
a i l ;  and when h i s  own c re a t io n  came in to  c o n f l i c t  w ith  S h a k e sp ea r ’s, 
a s  i t  d id  q u i te  openly in the  T r ia l  Scene, he simply played  in f l a t  
c o n t r a d ic t io n  of the  l in e s ,  and p o s i t iv e ly  a c ted  Shakespear o f f  the 
s t a g e .60

I t  is  a m arve llous ly  a c id ic  p iece  o f  c r i t i c i s m ,  and is  worth quo ting  fo r  

th a t  rea so n  a lone , b u t  i t  does make the im portan t  po in t  t h a t  the  

sym pathe tic  and pro-Shylock  v e r s io n s  of the  play which appear r e g u la r ly

a re  p layed in d e s p i t e  o f ,  r a t h e r  than in tune with the  Shakespearean  t e x t .

Shylock i s  a v i l la in  -  l ik e  S hakespeare 's  o th e r  v i l l a i n s  he g e t s  some 

op p o r tu n i ty  to  make a defence  fo r  h im se lf  and h i s  a c t io n s ,  bu t  t h a t

defence  i t s e l f  is  based on f a l s e  log ic , and Shakespeare  is  c a re f u l  to 

in d ic a te  the  d i r e c t io n  fo r  the  a u d ie n c e ’s r e a c t io n s  to  Shylock by 

p re s e n t in g  the  C h r is t ia n  c h a ra c te r s  and ideas  f i r s t .  We a re  p recond it ioned  

in to  e x p ec t in g  Shylock to  be v i l l a in o u s  by what o th e r s  r e p o r t  o f  him. His 

Jew ishness  is  an emblem of h i s  occupation  and i t s  concom itan t a v a r ic e .

Shylock does n o t  s u f f e r  the  s tock  ending o f  the  Jew /U surer. The d ea th  of 

a main c h a ra c te r  would be in a p p ro p r ia te  to  a comedy, and because  o f  the  

humanizing of h is  c h a ra c te r ,  would run  the r i s k  of tu rn in g  him in to  a 

m arty r  (a th in g  which some p ro d u c t io n s ,  beginning  w ith  Henry I rv in g 's  have 

t r i e d ,  in s p i t e  of the  t e x t ,  to do). In s te a d  Shakespeare  g ra d u a l ly  d e f l a t e s  

him in th e  t r i a l  scene , p ro g re s s iv e ly  s t r i p p in g  him of  r e v e n g e / ju s t i c e ,  

w ealth , l ive lihood  and r e l i g io n  (and w ith  the  l a s t ,  h i s  id e n t i ty ) .  Shylock

fades  o u t  o f  the  p lay , a l though  no t  ou t  o f  the  a u d ie n c e s ’ memory.
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8.b. Usury a s  a  m isuse  o f  money

Usury and the  tak ing  o f  i n t e r e s t  had long been censu red . A r i s to t l e

denounces i t  a s  b a rre n  and u n n a tu ra l :

The most ha te d  s o r t  o f  money-making, and w ith  g r e a t e s t  re a so n ,  is  
u su ry ,  which makes ga in  o u t  o f  money i t s e l f ,  and n o t  from the
n a tu r a l  u se  of i t ,  For money was in tended to  be used in exchange,
bu t n o t  to  in c rease  a t  i n t e r e s t .  And th i s  term u su ry ,  which means
the  b i r t h  o f  money from money, is  app lied  to  the  b reed ing  o f  money 
from money because  the  o f f s p r in g  resem bles  the  p a re n t .  Wherefore
of  a l l  modes o f  making money th i s  i s  the  most u n n a tu ra l .61

This is  the  a t t i t u d e  which Shylock a t t a c k s  in h i s  s to r y  o f  Jacob and Laban

in I i i i  71-85 and which Antonio upholds:

Antonio: Was th i s  in s e r te d  to make i n t e r e s t  good?
Or is  your gold  and s i l v e r  ewes and rams?

Shylock: I cannot t e l l ;  I make i t  b reed  as  f a s t .  (I i i i  89 -91)

By the  R enaissance  making money o u t  o f  money was seen  a s  a s e r io u s  danger

to the  so u l .  P e tra rc h  condemns the m isuse of money fo r  t h i s  reason :

There a r e  some t h a t  wyll abuse  thynges t h a t  were inven ted  fo r  a 
good purpose , and those  thynges t h a t  were e v y ll  inven ted , to  worse 
purpose, o r  w ors t  of a l l  ... And th e r e fo r e  thou h a s t  founde money, 
wherewith thou m yghtest  pu rchase  ignominie, and, unhappy man, 
m yghtest  make a ly v e le sse  m e t ta l  to  be a burden to th e  lyvely 
so u le  ...62

Money was th e r e fo r e  no t  seen  a s  e v i l  in i t s e l f ,  bu t  u su ry  was reg a rd ed  a s

an abuse and m isuse of money, and a c o rru p t io n  o f  the  t ru e  meaning of

gold. The prime example of  the  man who m isunders tands  gold  is  Shylock.

He se e s  i t  a s  a p o sses s io n ,  som ething to be hoarded and g lo a te d  over

r a t h e r  than p u t  in to  c i r c u la t io n .  He loves i t  fo r  what i t  is  r a t h e r  than

what i t  can do, and p u ts  h i s  own in t e r p r e t a t i o n  on i t s  accum ula tion  and

the  tak ing  of i n t e r e s t  by j u s t i f y i n g  i t  from S c r ip tu re ,  His

s h o r t - s ig h t e d n e s s  as  r e g a r d s  money leads  him to  use  i t  a s  a weapon, no t

un d e rs tan d in g  th a t  i t  is  l ia b le  to  be tu rned  on him. He t w i s t s  t r u t h  in

h i s  g lo s s  on the  s to r y  o f  Jacob and Laban, and i t  i s  t h i s  kind o f  man th a t

Timothy warns a g a in s t :

Vaine d i s p u ta t i o n s  o f  men of  c o r ru p t  minds and d e s t i t u t e  o f  the 
t r u e th ,  which th ink t h a t  ga ine  is  g o d lines :  from such s e p a r a te  thy 
s e l f e .  (I Timothy, 6. 5)

The m isuse o f  gold  and i t s  dangerous, c o r ru p t in g  in f lu e n ce  was to be 

exp lored  in a more pow erfu l fash ion  by Shakespeare  in Timon o f  A th en s  

where Timon f in d s  t h a t  h i s  supposed f r i e n d s  love him n o t  fo r  h im se lf  bu t 

fo r  h i s  money. In h i s  madness he blames the  gold i t s e l f :
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Gold? Yellow, g l i t t e r i n g ,  p rec io u s  gold? No, gods.
I am no id le  v o t a r i s t .  Roots, you c le a r  heavens!
Thus much o f  t h i s  w i l l  make black w h ite , fo u l  f a i r ,
Wrong r i g h t ,  base noble, old young, coward v a l i a n t .
Ha, you gods! why th i s ?  What, t h i s ,  you gods? Why th i s  
Will lug your p r i e s t s  and s e r v a n t s  from your s id e s ,
Pluck s t o u t  men’s p i llow s from below th e i r  heads -  
This yellow s la v e
Will k n i t  and break r e l i g io n s ,  b le s s  th 'a c c u rs 'd ,
Make th e  hoar  lep rosy  ador 'd , p lace  th ie v e s  
And g ive  them t i t l e ,  knee, and app roba tion ,
With s e n a to r s  on the  bench. This  is  i t  
That makes the  wappen'd widow wed a ga in  -  
She whom the  s p i t a  1-house and u lce ro u s  s o re s  
Would c a s t  the  go rge  a t  t h i s  embalms and sp ic e s  
To t h ’ A pril  day aga in . Come damn'd e a r th ,
Thou common whore o f  mankind, t h a t  p u t s  odds 
Among the  r o u t  o f  n a t io n s ,  I w i l l  make thee
Do thy r i g h t  n a tu re .  ( Timon o f  A th e n s , IV i i i  26 -44)

b u t  what i t  is  im portan t to  r e a l i s e  is  th a t  i t  is  n o t  money in i t s e l f

which is  e v i l ,  bu t  the  wrong u s e s  i t  i s  p u t  to . The p ro v e rb ia l  say ing

‘money is  the  ro o t  o f  a l l  e v i l '  is  a c tu a l ly  a m isquo ta t ion ;  i t s  t r u e  read ing

shows a d i f f e r e n t  emphasis:

For they  t h a t  w il be r ic h  f a l l  in to  t e n t a t i o n  and s n a re s ,  and in to  
many fo o l is h e  and noysome iu s t e s ,  which drown men in p e rd i t io n  and 
d e s t r u c t io n .  For the  d e s ir e  o f  money is  the  r o o te  o f  a l e v il ;  which 
w hile  some lu s te d  a f t e r ,  t h e i  have from the  f a i t h ,  and p ie rc ed  them 
s e lv e s  th rough  w ith  many so rrow es . <1 Timothy, 6. 9 -10 )

P e t ra r c h 's  53rd  Dialogue, Book I, d e r iv e s  from th is :

The use of money is  well knowne to buy those  thynges  th a t  a re
n e c e s s a r i e  fo r  n a tu re ,  whiche a r e  but fewe, sm all,  and e a s i e  to  be
g o t te n :  what so eve r  i s  s u p e r f lu o u s  is noysome, and then they be
no longer ryches ,  b u t  cheynes and f e t t e r s ,  and no longer Ornamentes 
of the  body, b u t  impedimentes o f  the  mynde, and heapes  of 
c a re f u ln e s s e  and f e a r e  ... Ryches have p rocured  the  d ea th  o f  many, 
and doo be reave  a lm ost a l l  men of  r e s t . 63

Money i t s e l f  is  no t  e v i l ,  bu t  hoard ing  i t  is ,  and i s  damaging to  the  sou l.

Barclay i s s u e s  a warning a g a in s t  a v a r ic e  in h i s  O f A varice , or C o ve tise ,

and P rodigal i t  ie\

He t h a t  is  busy every  day and houre,
Without m easure, maner, or m oderation ,
To g a th e r  r ic h e s  and g r e a t  s t o r e  o f  t r e a s u r e ,
Thereof no ioy tak ing , com fort nor conso la t ion :
He is  a foo le ,  and o f  b linde  and mad opinion.
For t h a t  which he g e t t e t h  and kepeth  w rongfu lly ,
His hey re  o f te n  w a s te th  much more u n t h r i f t e ly  ...

Thus is  t h i s  cove tous  w re tche  s  b l in d ly  led 
By the  f iend , th a t  h e re  he l iv e tn  w re tched ly ,
And a f t e r  h i s  d ea th  dampned e te r n a l ly  ...

Thou h a s t  no r e s t ,  thy minde is  ev e r  in f e a re  
Of m isadven tu re ,  nor never a r t  con ten t :
Death is  f o rg o t te n ,  thou c a r e s t  n o t  a h e re
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To save  thy so u le  from in f e r n a l l  punishm ent,
If thou be dampned, then a r t  thou a t  thy s t e n t .
By thy r ic h e s  which thou h e re  h a s t  l e f t  behinde
To thy e x e cu to u rs ,  thou s h a l t  sm all  com forte  f in d e .64

Misuse o f  money is  seen  a s  p r im a r i ly  h u r t in g  the  m isuse r  h im se lf ,  and th i s

is  what happens to  Shylock. The damage done to  the  s p i r i t u a l  l i f e  is  seen

a s  more harm fu l than t h a t  done on a m a te r ia l  leve l .  Shylock s u f f e r s  

m a te r ia l ly ,  b u t  he is  fo rced  in to  ac ce p t in g  C h r i s t i a n i ty ,  by which h i s  sou l  

is  saved in s p i t e  of h im se lf ,  and because  of  the  a n t i - u s u r y  laws fo r  the  

C h r i s t i a n s ,  he w il l  be f u r t h e r  p reven ted  from doing h im se lf  more harm by 

m isus ing  h i s  gold by p u t t in g  i t  o u t  a t  i n t e r e s t .  The t r i a l  has  saved him 

from h im se lf .

8.c. The E nglish  r e a c t io n  to  u su ry

In England u su ry  had been fo rb idden  by both c iv i l  and e c c l e s i a s t i c  c o u r ts ,

based on S c r ip tu ra l  pronouncements bu t  Henry VIII had in troduced  an Act

which p e rm i t te d  the tak ing  of i n t e r e s t  a t  a maximum o f  10%, w ith  se v ere

p e n a l t i e s  fo r  any th ing  h ig h er .  Even so, the  p r a c t ic e  was condemned, being

j u s t i f i e d  only because  the old

Actes bene o f  so l i t t l e  fo rc e  and e f f e c t  t h a t  by reaso n  th e re o f
l i t t l e  o r  noe punyshment h a th  ensued to the  o f fe n d e rs  o f  the  same.65

In 1552 Edward VI annu lled  Henry’s  Act and b rought in s e v e re  p e n a l t i e s

a g a in s t  any u su ry

forasmuch as  Usurie is  by the  word o f  God u t t e r l y  p ro h ib i te d ,  a s  a 
vyce most odyous and d e te s t a b l e ,  a s  in dyvers  p lac e s  in the  hoi l ie  
S c r ip tu re s  i t  is  e v id e n t  to be seen , which th ing  by no godly
teach in g s  and p e rsw a t io n s  can syncke in to  the  h a r t e  of dyvers  
g red ie ,  u n c h a r i ta b le  and couvetous pe rso n s  of t h i s  Realme, nor ye t
by anny t e r r i b l e  th r e a te n in g s  o f  Godd's w rathe  and veangeaunce.66

E l izab e th  I in tu rn  an n u lled  t h i s  in 1570 and r e - e n a c t e d  Henry's law but

with the  same condemnation

foreasmuch as  a l l  Usurie, being forbydden by the  Law of  God is
synne and d e te s t a b l e .67

This a c t  made even i n t e r e s t  of 10% and under f o r f e i t a b l e ,  w ith  the  pen a lty

s e t  a t  th re e  tim es the  p r in c ip a l .  U surers  were f u r t h e r  fo rb idden  to  make

w i l ls ,  t h e i r  e s t a t e  r e v e r t i n g  to  the  crown a t  dea th ,  nor  were they allowed

a C h r is t ia n  b u r ia l .68

F ranc is  Bacon is  o f te n  c i te d  a s  the  f i r s t  Englishman to  take  a modern view 

of  usu ry  bu t in f a c t  nowhere in h i s  Essay On Usury does he a c tu a l ly  

s a n c t io n  i t .  To quo te  Grebanier;
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Bacon would p r e s e n t ly  j u s t i f y  u su ry  on the  grounds t h a t  i t s  
s u p p re s s io n  would be p o s s ib le  only in a Utopian s t a t e .  But the  old 
A r i s t o t e l i a n  argum ent was r e i t e r a t e d  aga in  and aga in .  For in s ta n c e ,  
F ran c is  Meres th u s  f irm ly  r e s t a t e s  i t :

Usurie  and e n c re a se  by gold  and s i l v e r  is un law fu l,  because  
a g a in s t  n a tu re :  n a tu r e  h a th  made them s t e r i l l  and b a rre n ,  u s u r i e  
makes them p r o c r e a t iv e .63

Even a s  l a t e  a s  the  end o f  the  e ig h te e n th  cen tu ry ,  Jeremy Bentham f e l t  i t

n e c e s s a ry  to  w r i te  a D efence o f  Usury in which he j u s t i f i e d  the  modern

c a p i t a l i s t  s o c ie ty .  His e ssay  shows the  u n p o p u la r i ty  o f  the  m oney-lender

in the  mind o f  the  g e n e ra l  public :

Those who have the  r e s o lu t io n  to s a c r i f i c e  the  p r e s e n t  to  f u tu r e ,  
a re  n a tu r a l  o b je c t s  o f  envy to  those  who have s a c r i f i c e d  th e  f u tu r e  
to  the  p r e s e n t .  The c h ild ren  who have e a t  t h e i r  cake a re  the  
n a tu r a l  enemies of  the  ch i ld ren  who have t h e i r s  ... While the  money 
is  hoped fo r ,  and fo r  a s h o r t  time a f t e r  is  has  been re c e iv e d ,  he 
who lends i t  is  a f r ie n d  and be n e fa c to r :  by the  time the  money is 
sp e n t ,  and the e v i l  hour o f  reckoning  is  come, the  b e n e fa c to r  is  
found to  have changed h i s  n a tu r e ,  and to  have p u t  on the  ty r a n t  and
the o p p res so r  ... Now, I q u e s t io n ,  w hether, among a l l  the  in s ta n c e s  in
which a borrow er and a lender  o f  money have been b rought to g e th e r  
upon the  s ta g e ,  from the  days o f  T hesp is  to  the  p r e s e n t ,  th e re  ever  
was one in which the  former was no t  recommended to  favour  in some 
shape o r  o th e r ,  e i t h e r  to a d m ira t ion , o r  to  love, o r  to p i ty ,  o r  to 
a l l  th re e ;  and the  o th e r ,  the  man o f  t h r i f t ,  consigned to  infamy.70

8.d. The Jews and u su ry

In f a c t  u su ry  was fo rb idden  n o t  only in C h r i s t i a n i ty  b u t  a l s o  in

Mohammadanism and Judaism, b u t  the  p r e s s u r e s  of a s o c ie ty  in need of

ready cash  fo rced  a rea s s e s s m e n t  o f  S c r ip tu r a l  a u th o r i ty .  S t .  Ambrose of

Milan (340-397) commenting on Deuteronomy's s a n c t io n in g  of the  tak ing  of

i n t e r e s t  from an o u ts id e r :

Thou s h a l t  no t  g ive  to u s u r i e  to  thy b ro th e r :  a s  u s u r i e  o f  money, 
u s u r i e  of  meat, u s u r ie  of any th ing  th a t  i s  p u t  to  u s u r ie .  Unto a 
s t r a n g e r  thou m a ie s t  lend upon u s u r ie ,  bu t  thou s h a l t  n o t  lend upon 
u s u r ie  un to  thy b ro th e r ,  t h a t  the  Lord thy God may b le s s e  th ee  in a l  
t h a t  thou s e t t e s t  th in e  hand to ,  in the  land w hether  thou g o e s t  to 
p o s s e s s e  i t .  (Deuteronomy, 23. 19-20)

and

Of a s t r a n g e r  thou m aies t  r e q u i r e  i t :  bu t  t h a t  which thou h a s t  w ith  
thy b ro th e r ,  th in e  hand s h a l t  r em it .  (Deuteronomy, 15. 3)

d e f in e s  ‘s t r a n g e r ’ a s  any enemy o f  God's chosen; any one

whom you r ig h t f u l l y  d e s i r e  to  harm, a g a in s t  whom weapons a re  
law fu lly  c a r r ie d .  Upon him u su ry  is  leg a l ly  imposed ... From him 
ex a c t  u su ry  whom i t  would n o t  be a cr ime to k i l l  ... Where th e re  is 
the  r i g h t  o f  war, th e re  a lso  is  the  r i g h t  o f  u s u ry .71

This opened a loophole fo r  C h r i s t i a n s  to  take i n t e r e s t  from Moslems, and

Jews from C h r is t ia n s .



The Jew: A lien  and Usurer  - 212 -

The u n p o p u la r i ty  o f  the  Jews b rough t abou t by t h e i r  involvement in the

p r a c t ic e  of u su ry  was n o t  of  t h e i r  own making; in f a c t  they had l i t t l e

op tion  bu t  to  s e t  up a s  m oney-lenders. I t  is  im portan t  to  r e a l i s e  th a t

nowhere d id  Jews have any r i g h t s  of c i t iz e n s h ip ,  o r  even re s id e n c e .  They

were p e rm i t te d  to rem ain  only th rough s p e c ia l  o rd e r  o f  the  r u l in g  p r ince

o r  the  papacy. They were no t  allowed to  own land or to  p r a c t ic e  farming,

nor were they in v i ted  to  jo in  g u i ld s .  Under th ese  c ircum stances  v i r t u a l l y

the  only o p t io n  open to  them to ea rn  a l ive lihood  was to lend money a t

i n t e r e s t ,  a l th o u g h  th e re  is  ev idence  t h a t  a few followed o th e r  o ccupations ,

n o tab ly  t h a t  o f  p h y s ic ia n s ,72 b u t  g e n e ra l ly  the  Jews had l i t t l e  choice o f

p ro fe s s io n .  In England they were used  by succeed ing  kings a s  a sou rce  o f

r e a d i ly  a v a i la b le  money, and each king imposed on the  Jewish community

h ig h e r  and h ig h e r  r a t e s  of tax , which they  had to  r a i s e  by p re s s u r in g

t h e i r  d e b to r s ,  as  Bentham rem arks:

Indeed the  e a s i e r  method, and a method p r e t t y  much in vogue, was, to 
l e t  the  Jews g e t  the  money any how they could, and then squeeze  i t  
ou t  o f  them as  i t  was w anted.73

Understandably , the  p r e s s u r e  which the  Jews had to  e x e r t  to  cover t h e i r

own d e b ts  made them in c re as in g ly  unpopular,  and led to t h e i r  being

reg a rd e d  a s  g ra sp in g  and r u t h l e s s .

The most indebted to  the  Jews were the  n o b i l i ty  who found th a t  w ith  the 

change in s o c ia l  economy, they needed cash r a t h e r  than land, and to  r a i s e  

the  form er, f r e q u e n t ly  p u t  the  l a t t e r  up as  s e c u r i ty .  Because Jews could 

n o t  own land, when they re p o s s e s se d  land fo r  a deb t  they  had to s e l l  i t  

immediately, and th i s  they u s u a l ly  d id to  the  land owning m agnates who 

composed a s t r o n g  and in c re a s in g ly  pow erfu l  hand fu l  o f  barons. This 

endangered the  th rone , a s  i t  was reco g n ised  t h a t  o v e r-p o w e rfu l  barons  were 

a t h r e a t  to  the  s t a b i l i t y  o f  the  crown, th u s  through no f a u l t  o f  t h e i r  own, 

the  Jews were a ls o  rega rded  as  a t h r e a t  to  the  so ve re ign . Because 

o f f i c i a l l y  u su ry  was fo rb idden  to  C h r i s t i a n s ,  the  words Jew and Usurer 

were o f te n  used synonymously, a l though  in r e a l i t y  the  loophole opened by 

Deuteronomy's ‘s t r a n g e r ’ r a p id ly  s t r e t c h e d  beyond a l l  b ib l i c a l  a u th o r i ty .  

With the  new demands fo r  cash made, fo r  example, by the  C rusaders  in need 

of  equipment and s u p p l ie s ,  the  gap between Church theo ry  and C h r is t ia n  

p r a c t ic e  s t e a d i ly  widened, and by the  f i f t e e n t h  c e n tu ry  th e re  were 

C h r is t ia n  m oney-lenders  who charged  o u tra g e o u s  i n t e r e s t  and were more 

g ra sp in g  and a v a r ic io u s  than t h e i r  Jewish c o u n te rp a r t s .
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During the  c u l t u r a l  and economic expansion  of  th e  R enaissance F lo re n t in e  

bankers  a r e  on rec o rd  as  demanding as  much a s  266% i n t e r e s t  on loans.74 

Dante names names when he d e s c r ib e s  th e  u s u r e r s ’ h e l l ;  th e  Scrovigni,  

G ia n f ig l ia z z i ,  Ubriachi and Buiamonte were a l l  F lo re n t in e  C h r is t ia n  money­

lenders ,  o r  a s  they p r e f e r r e d  to be known, bankers , and th e  fo u r te e n th  

c en tu ry  Wall S t r e e t  was F lo re n c e 's  Calimala o r  Evil  S t r e e t . 75 By c a l l in g  

th e se  C h r i s t i a n  m oney-lenders  “Jews” , the  a u t h o r i t i e s  g lo sse d  over th e i r  

ignoring  o f  th e  S c r ip tu ra l  and c iv ic  r u l in g s .  The p re fa c e  to  a pamphlet 

w r i t t e n  by Thomas Wilson in 1572, A D iscourse  uppon u su rye , shows t h a t  by 

the  l a s t  q u a r t e r  o f  the  s ix t e e n th  c e n tu ry ,  f r e e  lending between C h r i s t i a n s  

had v i r t u a l l y  become a th ing  o f  the  p a s t :

t h a t  o u g l ie ,  d e t e s t a b l e  and h u r t e f u l l  synne of u s u r i e ,  whiche, being 
bu t one i g ro sse n e s  of name, c a r i e s  many a m isch ie f  linked un to  i t  
in n a tu r e ,  the  same synne beinge nowe so rancke th roughou t  a l l  
Englande, n o t  in London onelye, t h a t  men have a l l  to g e th e r  f o rg o t te n  
f r e e  lending, and have geven them selves  who lye to  lyve by fowle 
gayning, makinge the  lone of raonye a kinde o f  merchandize, a th inge  
d i r e c t l y e  a g a in s t  a l l  lawe, a g a in s t  n a tu re ,  and a g a in s t  god. And 
what shou ld  t h i s  meane, t h a t  in s te a d e  of c h a r i ta b l e  dea lin g ,  and 
the use  o f  almose ( fo r  lending is  a s p ic e  th e ro f ) ,  ha rdenes  o f  h a r t e  
ha th  nowe g o t te n  p lace , and g re e d ie  gayne is ch e e fe ly e  folowed, and 
h o r r ib le  ex to rc io n  commonly used. I do v e re ly  beleve , the  ende of 
thys  worlde i s  nyghe a t  hande.76

and in the  S t a t i o n e r s ’ Company R e g is te r  fo r  1595 Miles Mosse's A rraignm ent

and C onviction  o f  Usury i s  d e sc r ib ed  as c o n ta in ing

proof  t h a t  i t  [usury] is  m a n ife s t ly  fo rb idden  by the  Word o f  God, 
and sundry  rea so n s  a l le g e d  why i t  is  j u s t l y  and w o r th i ly  condemned 
... D ivers causes  why usury  should  n o t  be p r a c t i s e d  o f  a C h r is t ia n ,  
e s p e c ia l ly  n o t  of an Englishman, though i t  could be proved t h a t  i t  
is  n o t  simply fo rb idden  in the  S c r ip tu r e s .77

Usury was th e r e fo r e  seen n o t  only a s  som ething in which a C h r i s t i a n  should

n o t  indulge, bu t  a ls o  as  som ething which was p a r t i c u l a r l y  a b h o rre n t  to the

honourable  Englishman. One can a lm ost h e a r  W ilson's Preacher  bark ing  ‘I t ’s

n o t  B r i t is h  you know!’ The chauvinism o f  the  English  is  shown in t h i s

a t t i t u d e ,  and Shylock 's a l i e n a t io n  from the  C h r is t ia n  V enetians  w ith  whom

the Shakespearean aud ience  would have id e n t i f i e d ,  is  u n d e r l in ed  by h is

p a r t i c i p a t i n g  in an a l ie n ,  un -E ng lish  b u s in e s s .  As E. C. P e t t e t  p o in ts  o u t ,

the  use  o f  a Jewish  u s u re r  r a i s e s  the  p o s s ib i l i t y  th a t

Shylock sym bolizes the  f e e l in g ,  sh a red  by Shakespeare , t h a t  u su ry  is 
som ething a l ie n  to the  n a t io n a l  and t r a d i t i o n a l  way o f  l i f e . 78

However much the p a t r i o t i c  Englishman would like  to  deceive  h im se lf ,  th e re  

can be no q u e s t io n  t h a t  fo r  the  E liz a b e th a n s  m o n e y - le n d e rs ' were a common 

sou rce  of cash . B arc lay 's  Of U surers and O kerers , w hile  s t i l l  condemning
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the  Jews fo r  t h e i r  m oney-lending, makes i t  c le a r  t h a t  C h r i s t i a n s  were j u s t

a s  involved:

Though the  Jewes l ive  in e r r o u r  and darkenes ,
Geven to  u su ry  (as labouring  men o f t  s a ie s )
Yet a re  they  more geven to p i t i e  and mekenes,
And almes, then c h r i s te n  men a re  nowe a dayes,
In u su ry  we ensue  the Jewes wayes,
And many o th e r  s in n e s  fou le  and abhominable,
Renning w ith o u t  m easure which is  in to l le r a b le .

For h i s  u su ry  the  Jewe is  o u t  ex i le d  
From c h r i s te n  c o a s te s ,  y e t  o f  us  many one 
With the  same v ice  is  in fe c t  and d e f i l e d .79

In the l a s t  tw enty  y e a rs  o f  the  s ix t e e n th  cen tu ry  numerous members o f  the

n o b i l i ty  found them selves  in d eb t  to u s u r e r s  to the  tune  o f  thousands  of

pounds, inc lud ing  S i r  Ph il ip  Sidney, the  E a r ls  of Huntingdon, L e ic e s te r  and

Essex, the  Duke o f  Norfolk and Shakespeare 's  p a tro n ,  the  E a r l  o f

Southampton who had a t  one time been fo rced  to s u r r e n d e r  h i s  e s t a t e s  to

c r e d i to r s  and ‘sc a rc e  knows what co u rse  to take to  l i v e ’.80 Wilson, in h is

pamphlet, p u t s  in to  the  mouth o f  h is  Preacher  the  words

What is  the  m a t te r  t h a t  Jewes a re  so u n iv e r s a l ly e  h a te d  w heresoever
they come? For soo the ,  u s u r ie  is  one o f  the  c h ie f  c a u se s ,  fo r  they
robbe a l l  men th a t  d ea le  w ith  them, and undoe them in the ende.
And fo r  thys  cause , they were h a te d  in England, and so banyshed 
w orthe lye .81

even though by th i s  time the  Jews had been a b s e n t  from England fo r  over

two hundred y e a rs .  I t  seems c le a r  t h a t  the  terra ‘Jew’ had come to  r e f e r

to  a l l  u s u r e r s ,  and was a conven ien t method o f  s e l f -d e c e p t io n .  D esp ite  a l l

evidence to  the  c o n tra ry ,  Englishmen convinced them selves  t h a t  because a l l

Jews were u s u r e r s ,  a l l  u s u r e r s  must be Jews, a g e n e r a l i s a t i o n  which was 

p a te n t ly  u n t ru e  on both  coun ts .

In England by the end o f ' the  s ix t e e n th  c e n tu ry ,  a f t e r  th re e  hundred y ea rs

w ithou t  any d i r e c t  knowledge o f  Jews, the  term had come to be a s s o c ia te d

w ith , a t  f i r s t  u s u re r s  o f  any r e l i g io n ,  and l a t e r  fo r  d i s s e n t e r s ,  r e c u s a n ts ,

pawnbrokers, c lo th ie r s  and fo re ig n e r s  in g e n e ra l .  This  expansion  of a

s p e c i f ic  term to include a wide g e n e ra l i s a t io n  can be dem ons tra ted  in t h i s

cen tu ry  when H i t l e r ’s Germany lab e l led  French Im p re ss io n is t ,  C ubis t,

E x p re s s io n is t  and A b s t ra c t  a r t ,  much modern music and a l l  American jazz  as

‘Jewish A r t ' .82 At the  same time i t  should  be remembered t h a t  the  term,

a lthough  g e n e ra l ,  is  s t i l l  d e ro g a to ry .  I t  is  an in s u l t ,  bu t  n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly

a r a c ia l  i n s u l t  in in te n t io n .  As Cordozo comments

There is  no d i f f i c u l t y  in Jacobean English  in c a l l in g  a man a “Jew", 
and say ing  in the  same b re a th  t h a t  he is  worse than a Jew. “Jew”
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is  a humorous a b b re v ia t io n  o f  U surer , a s e l f - e v i d e n t  a b b re v ia t io n  
because  i t  was pronounced id e n t ic a l ly  with  the f i r s t  s y l l a b le  of 
th a t  word. The p ro n u n c ia tio n  l ike  “Yew” s t i l l  survives.®3

8.e. Usury and commerce

In a d d i t io n  Roth p o in ts  o u t  th a t

In the  Dark Ages, the  term s ‘m erchan t ' and ‘Jew’ were sometim es used, 
in w e s te rn  Europe, v i r t u a l l y  a s  synonyms: and c e r t a in  b ranches  of
t r a d e  and m anufactu re  were a lm ost e x c lu s iv e ly  in Jewish hands. But, 
a s  time went on, G en ti le  com peti t ion  in th ese  sp h e re s  became 
in c re a s in g ly  s t ro n g .  The I ta l i a n  m aritim e re p u b l ic s  embarked upon 
commercial a c t i v i t i e s  with a deg ree  o f  cohesion, r e in fo rc e d  by 
p o l i t i c a l  backing, which the  Jews could n o t  em ula te .  Trade was
everyw here o rgan ized  on a c o -o p e ra t iv e  b a s is ,  and im pregnated w ith  a 
fe e l in g  o f  r e l i g io u s  s o l i d a r i t y  which l e f t  few loopholes fo r  the 
u n b e lie v e r .  Accordingly, the  Jew was d r iven  to  employ h i s  c a p i t a l  in 
the  only manner t h a t  remained open. Unable to  engage in p e rso n a l  
e n t e r p r i s e ,  he had to  f inance  t h a t  o f  o th e r s  -  to lend o u t  h is  
c a p i t a l ,  t h a t  is ,  a t  i n t e r e s t . 84

Although h e re  Roth is  r e f e r r i n g  to  the  pe riod  up to  1189, i t  d e s c r ib e s

ex a c t ly  the  p o s i t io n  o f  both Antonio and Shylock in The M erchant o f  Venice,

b u t  the  excuse  t h a t  no o th e r  t r a d e  was a v a i la b le  was un a c ce p tab le  to

contem porary w r i t e r s ,  fo r  in s ta n c e  P e tra rch :

Ioy: I am an u s u re r ,  I have lea rned  none o th e r  t r a d e  to  lyve
by.

Reason: This is  a defence  fo r  thy co v e to u sn esse ,  t h i s  i s  the
cause  whiche thou p re te n d e s t :  and yf i t  be harde  fo r  hym 
th a t  is  wyllyng to lea rne ,  who can lea rne  a g a y n s t  h i s  
wy 1 .eG

Although th e re  i s  no ev idence t h a t  Shakespeare  ever  v i s i t e d  I ta ly ,  or

indeed, l e f t  England, the  f a c t  th a t  Venice was one o f  the  s tro n g h o ld s  o f  

Jewish e n t e r p r i s e  du r ing  the  l a s t  q u a r t e r  o f  the  s ix t e e n th  c e n tu ry  would 

seem to  in d ic a te  t h a t  he was aware o f  European e v e n ts  and o f  the

importance n o t  only to the  C h r is t ia n  world, bu t  a ls o  to the  Jews, of th e  

Venetian t ra d e .  Venice in s t i g a t e d  the  f i r s t  g h e t to  in 1555 which became 

the  model fo r  l a t e r  I t a l i a n  g h e t to s .  She was a l s o  the  f i r s t  c i t y  to 

resume p r in t in g  Jewish books in the  1580s a f t e r  a break o f  a q u a r t e r  o f  a 

cen tu ry ,  and i n i t i a t e d  p r in t in g  Jewish l i t e r a t u r e  in the  v e rn a c u la r  (up to 

then Jewish books had only been p r in te d  in Hebrew). From the  1570s onward 

the  Venetian Jews expanded88 and a lthough , accord ing  to Jona than  I. I s r a e l ,  

'most o f  the  r u l in g  o l ig a rch y  accep ted  the  expanding Jewish r o l e ’ th e re

were d i s s e n t e r s :

One such was A lvise  Sanuto, a member o f  th e  V enetian board of  t ra d e  
who s t r o n g ly  d i s s e n te d  from the d e c is io n  to renew the  p r iv i l e g e s  of 
Venetian Jewry ... in 1604. Sanuto claimed th a t  th e re  were now more 
‘p e r f i d io u s ’ Jews doing b u s in e s s  on the  R ia lto  than C h r i s t i a n s  and
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t h a t  the  po licy  o f  the  s t a t e  s in c e  the  1570s had, in e f f e c t ,  
favoured  th e  Jews a t  the  expense o f  C h r i s t i a n s ,  which he reg a rd e d  as  
in to le r a b le  in a C h r i s t i a n  Republic.®7

The a c c u s a t io n  th a t  the  Jews were so involved in commercial b u s in e s s  th a t

they had a c o n t ro l l in g  i n t e r e s t  in the  w ealth  o f  the  world is  one which

has con tinued  up to  and in to  the  tw e n t ie th  cen tu ry .  Karl Marx goes one

s te p  f u r t h e r  and condemns money i t s e l f  as  the  ro o t  o f  th e  Jewish q u es tion :

Money is  the  je a lo u s  god o f  I s r a e l ,  b e fo re  whom no o th e r  god can 
s ta n d  ... Money is  the  u n iv e r s a l ,  s e l f - c o n s t i t u t e d  va lue  o f  a l l  
th in g s .  I t  has t h e r e fo r e  robbed the whole world, human a s  w ell  as  
n a tu r a l ,  o f  i t s  own v a lu e s .  Money is  the  a l i e n a te d  e sse n c e  o f  man's 
work and being, t h i s  a l i e n  e sse n c e  dom inates him and he ad o res  i t . ee

This  r e f l e c t s  the  a l i e n n e s s  of Shylock's world o f  money to the  V e n e t ia n ’s

world o f  love to which we w i l l  r e tu r n  l a t e r  in th e  c h a p te r .

9. Love and Commerce

9 .a. Love's  u su ry

The overlapp ing  o f  the  two symbolic types  o f  gold between the  two worlds 

is  enhanced by the  u se  of commercial imagery between the  lovers . 

Shakespeare  u s e s  t h i s  idea in h i s  Sonnets ,  and re c o g n ise s  t h a t ,  l ike  some 

u se s  fo r  go ld , some kinds o f  u su ry  a re  b e n e f ic ia l ,  a s  in Sonnets  4 and 6. 

The l a t t e r  sums up the  argum ent:

That use  is  no t  fo rb idden  u su ry
Which happ ie s  th o se  t h a t  pay th e  w i l l in g  loan (Sonnet 6, 5 -6 )

Alexander L e g g a tt  is  ta lk in g  abou t The Comedy o f  E rrors  when he s t a t e s

Nothing is ga ined  in the  p ro ce ss ,  fo r  the  t r a n s a c t io n s  o f  b u s in e s s  
a re  b a rre n  and l im ited , incapable  o f  the  sudden, spon taneous  
enrichm ent th a t  we see  in the  t r a n s a c t io n s  of  love.88

bu t  he could equa lly  be d isc u s s in g  The M erchant o f  Venice. Wealth is  no t

condemned in i t s e l f ,  bu t  the  m isuse of i t  is .  As Peacham says

For a l l  in vaine, our p a r t e s  we keepe w ith in ,
(Jnlesse we a c t ,  o r  p u t  the  same in u se .80

Money, l ike  love, should  be f r e e ly  exchanged, o th e rw ise  i t  becomes

m eaning less . This is  emphasised by the  use  o f  commercial imagery between

Bassanio and P o r t ia  a t  Belmont, imagery which r e f e r s  n o t  to money bu t to

love: a s  John R usse ll  Brown says

S hakespeare  saw love a s  a kind o f  u su ry ,  and so in t h e i r  m arr iage  
Bassanio  and P o r t ia  pu t  N a tu re 's  bounty to  i t s  p roper  ‘u s e ’ ... the 
lovers  p r a c t ic e  t h e i r  u su ry  w ithou t  compulsion, fo r  the  joy of 
g iv in g .81
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Bassanio  u se s  the  language of commerce when he has  read  the  s c r o l l  inside

the  lead cask e t :

A g e n t l e  s c r o l l .  F a ir  lady, by your leave;
I come by no te ,  to g ive  and to  r e c e iv e .  ...
So ( t h r i c e - f a i r  lady) s ta n d  I even so,
As d o u b tfu l  w hether what I se e  be t ru e ,
Until confirm 'd , s ig n 'd ,  r a t i f i e d  by you. ( I l l  i i  139-140, 146-148)

He p r e s e n t s  he r  w ith  the  b i l l  fo r  h i s  p r iz e ,  bu t  he g iv e s  as  well as 

r e c e iv e s . He has  earned  h i s  reward, and is  p repared  to  exchange h i s  love 

towards P o r t i a  fo r  he r  love tow ards him. The exchange must, however, be 

lega l ,  a s  the  t e s t  has  been, and the con firm ation  must come from P o r t ia  

h e r s e l f .  She u se s  the  commercial term s ‘a c c o u n t’, ‘sum' and ‘g r o s s ’ but 

the  c o n te x t  c l a r i f i e s  th a t  the  w ealth  of Belmont i s  no t s o le ly  in i t s  

money, bu t in a balanced combination o f  ‘v i r t u e s ,  b e a u t ie s ,  l iv in g s ,  f r i e n d s ’ 

which she  w ishes  g r e a t e r  fo r  B assan io 's  sake. The in se p a ra b le  q u a l i ty  o f  

love and money in Belmont i s  c r y s t a l i s e d  in the  wager s u g g e s te d  by 

G ra tiano  in which the  f e r t i l i t y  o f  the  m arr iage  is  r e l a t e d  to an in c rease  

of money in the  form o f  a b e t ,  bu t like  the c a s k e ts  them selves , i t  is  a 

gamble. Belmont is  a n o th e r  world, bu t  i t  is  no t unworldly; i t s  people 

r e a l i s e  the  va lue  of money, bu t a ls o  the importance of p r i o r i t i e s ,  and fo r  

the  Belmontians money is  only one, and n o t  the  most im portan t ,  of s e v e ra l  

c o n s id e ra t io n s .

9.b. The v e n tu re s  o f  love and commerce

When P o r t ia  u s e s  the  word ‘v e n tu r e ’ in h e r  opening speech of III i i ,  she is

con juring  up a s s o c ia t io n s  no t  only with the r isk y  b u s in e s s  o f  t ry in g  to

win he r ,  bu t  w ith  the  commercial b u s in e s s  o f  Venice where m erchants

v en tu re  fo r  t ra d e  and p r o f i t .  The Oxford English  D ic tionary  g iv e s  as  i t s

th i rd  d e f in i t i o n  of ‘v e n tu r e ’

An a c t  or occasion  o f  t ry in g  o n e ’s  chance or fo r tu n e ;  a co u rse  or 
proceeding  the  outcome of which is  u n c e r ta in ,  bu t  which is  a t te n d e d  
by the  r i s k  o f  danger o r  loss ;  and e n te r p r i s e ,  o p e ra t io n ,  or 
un d e r tak in g  of a hazardous  o r  r is k y  n a tu r e ,82

which sums up very a c c u ra te ly  the  choice of c a sk e ts ,  bu t  as  i t s  fo u r th

d e f in i t i o n  i t  g ives :

An e n t e r p r i s e  o f  a b u s in e s s  n a tu r e  in which th e re  is  co n s id e rab le  
r i s k  o f  lo ss  as w ell  a s  chance of  gain; a commercial s p e c u la t io n .83

This, while  apply ing  to  B a ssan io ’s ‘v e n tu r e ’ fo r  the  c a sk e ts ,  a lso

in tro d u ces  the idea l  o f  a commercial e n t e r p r i s e ,  and co n ju re s  up the

world o f  the  E lizabe than  Merchant A dven tu rers  and the expanding knowledge

of the world b rought about by people like  S ir  F ranc is  Drake, whose

symbolic a s s o c ia t io n  with Jason and the Argonauts and th e i r  v e n tu re  fo r
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the  golden f le e c e  has  a lread y  been commented on in Chapter 1. 'V enture ' 

t h e r e f o r e  has both commercial and c h iv a l r ic  c o n n o ta t io n s .

9,c. Belmont and Venice

9 .c .i .  L ib e ra l i ty  and r a p a c i ty

C. L. Barber s t a t e s  t h a t  fo r  E lizab e th an s

the  new commercial c iv i l i z a t i o n s  o f  the  R enaissance , w ea lth  glowed 
in luminous m etal, shone in s i l k s ,  perfumed the  a i r  in sp ic e s  ... the  
1590's were a pe riod  when London was becoming conscious of i t s e l f  
as  w ealthy  and c u l t iv a te d ,  so t h a t  i t  could  co n s id e r  g r e a t  
commercial Venice a s  a p ro to ty p e .  And y e t  th e r e  were a t  the  same 
time t r a d i t i o n a l  s u sp ic io n s  of the  p r o f i t  m otive and newly u rg e n t  
a n x ie t i e s  abou t  the  power o f  money to  d i s r u p t  human r e l a t i o n s .34

The M erchant o f  Venice makes an e x p lo ra t io n  o f  both  a t t i t u d e s .  Venice,

the  world o f  f inance  and commerce and Belmont, the  world of  l i b e r a l i t y  and

love, both have a t  t h e i r  r o o t s  use  o f  w ea lth ,  and both have v a l id i ty .

Shakespeare  r e s p e c t s  gold pu t to  i t s  r i g h t f u l  use . The two types  o f  gold

in the p lay  a re  no t  s im p l i s t i c a l i y  d iv ided  in to  the  Belmont and Venice

a re n a s .  Each type o v e r la p s  in to  the o th e r  worid. In Venice, Antonio 's

m erc an t i le  a c t i v i t i e s  a re  r e s p e c te d  and r e s p e c ta b le ,  and t ra d e  was a very

im portan t and expanding elem ent o f  the  s ix t e e n th  cen tu ry  -  b u t  Shylock has

poisoned f in a n c ia l  a c t i v i t i e s  by h i s  a v a r ic io u s  lending. Belmontian gold  is

used in the  loan Antonio f r e e ly  makes to  Bassanio , and the  m u lt ip l ie d  sum

Bassanio  o f f e r s  fo r  A ntonio 's  r e l e a s e  in the  t r i a l .  In Belmont, Venetian

gold appears  in the  gold c a sk e t ,  an o rnam enta l  t r e a s u r e  which c o n ta in s  not

r ic h e s  bu t  c o rru p t io n .  The d i f f e re n c e  in the  moral q u a l i ty  of  the  go ld  is

n o t  in i t s  su b s ta n c e  b u t  in i t s  use . While Belmont gold is  used  to

f u r t h e r  h app iness ,  c r e a te  l i f e ,  and is  f r e e ly  exchanged and c i r c u la te d ,  thus

in c re as in g  and en r ic h in g  th o se  who expend i t ,  V enetian  gold is  admired and

hoarded, s e n t  o u t  only to in c re ase  i t s e l f , and i t  does n o t  b e n e f i t  anyone,

even u l t im a te ly  c o r ru p t in g  those  who allow them se lves  to  f a l l  under i t s

s p e l l .

While Shylock 's Venice is  t h a t  o f  ra p a c io u s  commerce, A ntonio 's  Venice u ses

money in a Belmontian sense ;  by f r e e  exchange to  en r ich  the  c i ty  and i t s

in h a b i ta n ts ,  encourag ing  t r a d e  and p r o d u c t iv i ty .  The im portance of

g e n e ro s i ty  and l i b e r a l i t y  is  emphasised in the  w r i t e r s  of the  s ix t e e n th

cen tu ry .  B arc lay 's  seven th  s ta n z a  o f  Of fc o le s  th a t r e p e n t o f  th a t th ey

have geven  r e a d s

Thus he t h a t  o f  goodnes and l i b e r a l i t i e ,
With rnery face  and c h e a r e fu l l  countenaunce,
Gevetn to  h i s  f rende  th a t  h a th  n e c e s s i t i e ,
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And to  o th e r  men good of  t h e i r  governaunce 
By almes and p i t i e  h i s  dede s h a l l  him advaunce 
To worthy laudes and thankes manyfolde,
And un to  a good name which b e t t e r  is  then go lde .95

P e t r a r c h ’s  F hysicke  t e l l s  the  s to r y  o f  a wise bu t poor f a t h e r  and a r ic h

and c le v e r  son. The form er was poor because he gave a l l  he made to h is

family and f r ie n d s ;  the  l a t t e r  was r ic h  because he hoarded  a l l  h i s  gold,

and made no use  of i t .  One day the  son went on a t r i p  to  Rome and during

h i s  absence  h i s  f a t h e r  took h i s  money bags, rep la c in g  the  gold  w ith  sand,

and bought c lo th e s ,  a house and h o rse s  fo r  the  fam ily. On the  s o n ’s

r e tu r n  home, he was amazed a t  th e  change in h i s  fam ily , b u t  could no t

fathom the  rea so n  u n t i l  he f in a l ly  opened h i s  money bags and found them

f u l l  o f  sand. His f a th e r  came to  ask why he was w a il ing , and on being

to ld  t h a t  h is  gold was gone, rep la ce d  by sand, r e p l i e d  'what d i f f e re n c e

does i t  make to you w hether they a re  f u l l  o f  gold o r  s a n d ? ’. P e t ra rc h

m o ra l is e s  the  s to r y  thus:

For unto  many, money is  u n p r o f i ta b le  and w ith o u t  u se ,  and dooeth
them none o th e r  good, b u t  f y l l e th  a roome, and occu p ie th  they r
myndes, and among moste men i t  is  wickedly used, and b u t  among very 
fewe employed to good p u rp o se s .36

This p r e f ig u r e s  B arabas 's  opening speech in The Jew o f  M alta  in which he

d i s c u s s e s  h i s  r ic h e s  while coun ting  them, and r e v e a ls  h i s  m ise r ly  hoard ing:

And th u s  methinks shou ld  men o f  judgment frame 
T heir  means o f  t r a f f i c  from the  v u lg a r  t ra d e ,
And, a s  t h e i r  w ea lth  in c re a s e th ,  so in c lo se
I n f in i t e  r ic h e s  in a l i t t l e  room, <The Jew o f  Malta  I i 3 4 -3 7 )37

9 .c . i i .  Value and p r ic e

In the  t r i a l  scene  Shylock makes ready  to  weigh the  pound of  f le s h  he is

owed. The emblematic q u a l i t i e s  of  the  s c a le s  a re  d e a l t  w ith  on pp.244-51

below, b u t  they a ls o  r e v e a l  the  d i f f e r e n t  ideas  o f  va lue  to  be found in

the  two p lay -w o r ld s ,  To the  world of commerce the  w eigh t o f  any th ing  can

be measured in money; Shylock r e g a rd s  the  fu n c t io n  o f  th e  s c a le s  as  the

p r a c t i c a l  measurement o f  m a te r ia l ,  while P o r t ia  and Bassanio  se e  them a s  a

means o f  measurement of in ta n g ib le  q u a l i t i e s  and v i r t u e s .  Shylock b e l ie v e s

t h a t  any th ing  can be bought, and e p i to m ise s  the  person  who knows the  p r ic e

of e v e ry th in g  and the  va lue  o f  no th ing . He s e e s  e v e ry th in g  in term s o f

monetary va lue . The exchange between Bassanio and Shylock, when the

former is a r ra n g in g  the loan, is  an example o f  the  d i f f e r i n g  view p o in ts

o f  the  two worlds:

Bassanio: May you s te a d  me? Will you p le a s u re  me? S ha ll  I know 
your answer?
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Shylock: Three thousand d u c a ts  fo r  th re e  months, and Antonio
bound.

Bassanio: Your answer to  th a t .
Shylock: Antonio is  a good man.
Bassanio: Have you heard  any im puta tion  to the  c o n tra ry ?
Shylock: Ho no, no, no, no; my meaning in say ing  he is  a  good man

is  to have you unde rs tand  me th a t  he is s u f f i c i e n t
(I i i i  7 -15 )

While B assanio  is  th ink ing  o f  A nton io’s good name and c h a ra c te r ,  Shylock is 

r e f e r r i n g  to h is  f in a n c ia l  s ta n d in g .  The two views o f  l i f e  a re  

incom patib le . Belmont cannot be bought; the  w ealth  o f  Morocco and Arragon 

is  u s e le s s  in winning P o r t ia ,  and Bassanio succeeds  a l though  he is  worse 

than p e n n i le s s .  His e a r l i e r  p r o d ig a l i ty  may s u g g e s t  t h a t  he is  the  man 

who knows the  value o f  e v e ry th in g ,  bu t the  p r ic e  of no th ing .

David D anie ll  has  commented:

Sh ak esp ea re ’s concern is  Shylock’s o th e rn e s s .  The C h r i s t i a n s  in the  
play  a re  e x t ra v a g a n t ,  w a s te fu l ,  o v e r-g e n e ro u s  -  bu t  t h e i r  money does 
produce value , even i f  momentary:

Enrobe the  ro a r in g  w a te rs  with  my s i i k s ,
And, in a word, bu t even now worth th is ,
And now worth no th ing . (I i 34-6)

The va lue  ex tends  to  th e  word. Shylock’s  h o r ro r  a t  t h i s ,  and a t
much e l s e ,  is  because he is  from a system  so d i f f e r e n t ,  and so well
drawn, t h a t  he comes from a n o th e r  world a l t o g e th e r .  His immediate 
p red e c e s so r  is  n o t  Barabas bu t Oberon.-"'3

He goes on to d isc u s s  the a l t e r n a t iv e  world o f  F a l s t a f f ,  bu t in f a c t  most

of Shakespeare 's  p lays  concern c h a ra c te r s  who a re ,  e i t h e r  em otiona lly  or

because  of c ircum stances ,  o u t  o f  tune  with the  r e s t  o f  the  p lay-w orld ;

f ig u r e s  who do no t  conform to  a c ce p ta b le  and expected  behav iour. The

p lays  a r e  f u l l  of g i r l s  d ig u ise d  a s  boys and c h a ra c te r s  f a l l i n g  in love

with u n s u i t a b le  or unexpected people. Often the  comedy a r i s e s  because  a

c h a ra c te r  is  a l i e n a te d  by c ircum stances :  Malvolio, f o r  in s ta n c e  is  comic

because he behaves in a t o t a l l y  a l ie n  way due to a m istaken  b e l i e f  th a t

O liv ia  loves him. In the  t r a g e d ie s  such m isu n d e rs tan d in g s  have more

s e r io u s  consequences, and aga in  the  focus o f  the  p lo t  o f te n  c e n t r e s  on

unconven tional behaviour: C o rd e l ia ’s  t ragedy  stem s from h e r  unexpected

rep ly  to Lear, and Hamlet's melancholy and madness, w hether r e a l  or

feigned , s e t s  him o u ts id e  the  world of the  c o u r t .  What s e t s  Shylock a p a r t

from the  u su a l  trend  of S hakespeare 's  a l i e n s  is  t h a t  h is  behaviour is

e x a c t ly  what the  c h a ra c te r s  expect o f  him. He is  accused  of g reed ,  c r u e l ty

and h e a r t l e s s n e s s ,  and h i s  behaviour b e a rs  t h i s  ou t .  He is  an a l i e n ,  no t

because he r e p r e s e n t s  a ‘su b v e rs io n  o f  t r a d i t i o n ’33 but because  Shakespeare

is  doing the  unexpected h im se lf ,  and making h i s  Jew conform to  the
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p reco n cep tio n s  of the  c h a ra c te r ,  a l though  Shylock is  much more than  j u s t  a 

s im ple  s te r e o ty p e .  Shylock is  n o t  an a l ie n  because  he r e a c t s  

unconven tiona l ly  to  a given s e t  o f  c ircum stance ,  bu t  because  he occup ies  a 

com plete ly  d i f f e r e n t  world to  the  o th e r  c h a ra c te r s ,  and th e re  can be no 

u n d e rs ta n d in g  o r  r e a l  communication between two such opposing sp h e re s  o f  

i n t e r e s t ,

9 ,c . i i l .  R e a l i ty  and f a n ta s y

What ap p ears  on the  s u r f a c e ,  and i s  o f te n  accep ted  a s  a  s im ple  c o n t r a s t  

between commerce and l i b e r a l i t y  igno res  the  ove r lap  of V enetian and 

Belmontian gold  in to  the  world o f  the  o th e r ,  bu t  a ls o ,  and more s e r io u s ly ,  

ignores  th e  ju x ta p o s i t io n  of the  f in a n c ia l  bases  o f  the  two w orlds. 

Belmont, w ith  i t s  a i r  o f  f a n ta s y  and f a i r y  t a l e  is  in f a c t  ro o te d  in 

commercial r e a l i t y .  P o r t ia  has more than enough w ea lth  to  buy o f f  Shylock, 

and th e  com fort o f  h e r  su r ro u n d in g s  in d ic a te s  a w e l l - ru n  e s t a t e . 100 Her 

f a t h e r ’s  w ishes  re g a rd in g  the  bes tow al o f  h e r  hand a re ,  a s  has  been

po in ted  o u t  in Chapter 3 above, based  on economic r e a l i t y .  Venice, on the  

o th e r  hand, while  a p p a re n t ly  concerned only w ith  the  making of  money, 

r e v e a ls  a s i t u a t i o n  in which both Antonio and Shylock seem ben t  on p lay ing  

o u t  t h e i r  f a n t a s i e s ,  Antonio a s  the  man w il l in g  to  d ie  fo r  h i s  f r ie n d ,  a 

m arty r  in f a c t ,  and Shylock a s  the  avenging p rophet  o f  h i s  r a c e .  The 

f a n ta s y  involved in each case  i s  n o t  only u n re a l ,  b u t  u n ecessa ry .  Antonio 

has  no need to  d ie  fo r  B assanio , who has  th e  money to  r e l e a s e  him. That 

Antonio’s  l e t t e r  only re a c h e s  Bassanio  a t  the  l a s t  moment, and asks  n o t  fo r

repayment bu t  fo r  a l a s t  v i s i t ,  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  Antonio i s  enjoying h i s

m isery. His i n i t i a l  p r e s e n t a t io n  a s  a m elancholic  foreshadow s t h i s  l a t e r  

assum ption  o f  the  r o le  o f  m arty r .

Shylock a l s o  r e f u s e s  to  g ive  up h i s  f a n ta s y  o f  the  ju d ic ia l  m urder o f  

Antonio, a l th o u g h  m orally  he has  no r i g h t  to  con tinue  to  demand i t  when 

the  deb t  is  ab le  to  be d isch a rg ed .  He i s  s t i l l  f ix ed  in the  b e l i e f  t h a t  he 

can buy any th ing , even l i f e  and dea th .  He assum es the  pose o f  r a c i a l  

avenger, b u t  Antonio is  no more a n t i - S e m i t i c  than the  o th e r  C h r i s t i a n s  

(and p robably  le s s  so  than  G ra tiano). As we have seen , Shylock h im se lf  

cannot fu l ly  j u s t i f y  h i s  h a t r e d  o f  Antonio. Venice is  t h e r e f o r e  a p lace  

which seems ro o te d  in commercial and economic r e a l i t i e s ,  where p r a c t i c a l  

c o n s id e ra t io n s  should take  precedence  over  dreams, bu t  which i s ,  in f a c t ,  

where f a n ta s y  r u le s  over  f in a n c ia l  c o n s id e ra t io n s  and common sen se .  

Belmont's f a i r y - t a l e  a tm osphere  has  a s o l id  base in r e a l i t y .  Shylock
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b e l ie v e s  only in h i s  own Venetian  system  and cannot, o r  w i l l  no t ,  se e  the  

f a l la c y  o f  i t s  p rem ises . For t h i s  rea so n ,  Shylock cannot e x i s t  in Belmont. 

He is  the  only major c h a ra c te r  in the  p lay  who does no t ,  a t  some time, 

t r a n s f e r  from one world to the  o th e r .  His absence from the  f in a l  a c t  is 

n o t  only because  he has been p e rso n a l ly  bea ten , bu t because  the  world he 

r e p r e s e n t s  has  been conquered. Shylock has  l o s t  the  b a t t l e ,  b u t  Venice has  

lo s t  the  war. His in s i s ta n c e  on pu rsu ing  a f a n ta s y  has re v e a le d  the  

hollow ness  o f  the  Venetian  system . The f a c t  th a t ,  n o t  only  is  he n o t  

ph y s ic a l ly  p r e s e n t  in the  l a s t  a c t ,  bu t  t h a t  th e re  i s  n o t  even a mention o f  

h i s  name, and he is  only r e f e r r e d  to twice, in p a ss in g ,  a s  ' th e  Jew ’ 

(V i 15, 292), in d ic a te s  t h a t  the  c h a ra c te r s  have r e j e c t e d  h i s  f a l s e  world 

o f  usury  and a v a r ic e  in favour of the  more p r a c t i c a l  commerce of Belmont. 

The dream like opening o f  the  l a s t  Act is  b rought down to e a r t h  w ith  the  

r e v e la t io n  o f  the  ‘l o s s ’ o f  the  r in g s  and i t s  seq u e l .  The r e l a t i v e  v a lu e s  

o f  Belmont and Venice a r e  shown in P o r t i a ’s  r in g  which Bassanio  a c c e p ts  in 

Belmont, g iv e s  away in Venice, and a c c e p ts  a ga in  in Belmont. The gold  o f  

Belmont is  hard  and t ru e  and l a s t in g .
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Chapter 6 

JUSTICE AND MERCY

1. Common low and Equity

l .a . The t r ia l  scen e  and E lizabethan J u stice

The t r ia l  in The Merchant o f  Venice p resen ts the most formal and 

hierarch ic  scen e in the play. The se r io u sn e ss  o f  the charge brought by

Shy lock and the in c ip ien t tragedy o f  the outcome are heightened by the

p resen ta tion  o f  a r ig id  and le g a l is t ic  r itu a l which should be emphasised by 

the way the scen e i s  s e t ,  w ith the Duke a s  a cen tra l, dominating but 

p a ss iv e  f ig u r e  and the two a n ta g o n ists , Portia  and Shy lock, ranged on 

e ith e r  s id e  o f  him. The s ta g e  p ic tu re  is  important, for  i t  em phasises the 

op p osition  o f  p r in c ip le s , Common law and Equity, J u stic e  and Mercy, the Old 

Law and the New Law and Synagoga and E cclesla .

l.b . E lizabethan law

Although there are stron g  su g g e stio n s  that Shakespeare intended the t r ia l  

scene to  be read a lle g o r ic a lly , he a lso  r e la te s  i t  to contemporary law. In 

Elizabethan England the ju d ic ia l system  was s t i l l  evo lv in g , and was divided  

in to  two cou rts; that dealing  w ith common law and the Court o f  Chancery,

which d e a lt  w ith Equity. The two were com pletely sep arate , being housed

in d iffe r e n t  cou rts , and o ften  c o n flic te d . Shakespeare had some experience  

o f  the law cou rts h im self; h is  fa th er  was Involved in a s u i t  a t  common law 

in 1589 over a d isp u te  which dated from 1580 and which he took to the 

Court o f  Chancery in 1597. The ca se , rath er like that o f  Jam dyce and 

Jam dyce in Charles Dickens’ Bleak House, was never reso lv ed , but 

Shakespeare h im self had more luck w ith that court in 1611 and 1615.1

I.e . Common law and the Court o f  Chancery

The common law judged purely on the le g a lity  o f  a s itu a t io n , taking no

extenu ating  circum stances into  account. At the time the law s ta te d  that:

i f  a person borrowed £500 from a m oney-lender, and agreed to  pay a 
penalty  o f £1000 i f  the money were not repaid on January 1, i f  the 
debt was not s a t is f ie d  -  even i f  the debtor tendered £500 on the 
morning o f  January 2 -  the cred itor  could in s is t  on the le t t e r  o f  
h is  bond, r e fu se  the £500, and imprison h is  debtor u n t il  he paid the 
£1000 in f u l l .2

The same ru lin g  applied i f  property was involved; an e s ta t e  which was 

mortgaged on an advance, whatever the value o f  the e s ta te  or the amount 

o f  the advance, became f o r f e i t  i f  the debt was not repaid by the  

s tip u la ted  date, and i t  was the whole o f  the e s ta te ,  and not sim ply a part



J u s tic e  and Mercy - 2 2 4 -

corresponding to the money owing, which was f o r f e i t .  This harsh ru ling  

was m itigated  by the Court o f  Chancery, which could in te r fer e  to  prevent 

the cred itor  from obtain ing more than h is  principa l p lus c o s ts  and 

in te r e s t , and allow  a debtor to  redeem h is  e s ta te s  a t  any time. Cary's 

R eports  s ta t e

If a man be bound in a penalty  to pay money a t a day and p lace, by 
o b lig a tio n , and Intending to  pay the same, is  robbed by the way; or 
hath in trea ted  by word some further r e sp ite  a t  the hands o f  the 
O bligee, or commeth sh ort o f  the p lace by any m isfortune; and so  
fa il in g  o f the payment, doth n e v e r th e le sse  provide and tender the 
money in sh ort tim e a fter ; in th ese , and many such lik e  c a ses  the 
Chancery w il l  compell the O bligee to  take h is  p r in c lp a ll, w ith some 
reasonable con sid eration  o f  h is  dammages.3

Furthermore, in the case  o f  on e s ta te ,  the cred itor  would have to  account

not only for p r o f it s  o f  the e s ta te  made w hile he was in p o ssess io n , but

a lso  for  p r o f it s  that would have been made, had he ex erc ised  scrupulous

care in i t s  adm in istration . C reditors u su a lly  preferred , under th ese

circum stances, to  leave the e s ta te  in the hands o f the debtor. Thus leg a l

and eq u itab le  ru lin g s were o ften  in d ir e c t  c o n f lic t , and i t  was not u n til

the reign  o f  James I th at i t  was f in a lly  decided which ru lin g , when they

did c o n f lic t ,  should have precedence. Equity prevailed  and thus:

a cred itor  would secu re a judgement adm itting h is  r ig h t in f u l l  in a 
common law court, and find  that he was prevented from p ro fitin g  
e x c e ss iv e ly  from i t  by the Court o f  Chancery.4

Before th is  ru lin g , however, Equity did n ot have autom atic precedence over

common law, and there was always the p o s s ib il ity  th at common law would

p rev a il, although the Elizabethan cou rts u su a lly  found in favour o f  a

Chancery ru lin g . The audience, aware o f  th is , could n ot, th erefore , be sure

o f  the leg a l outcome o f  the t r ia l  in The Merchant o f  Venice. Shakespeare,

by using  the leg a l system  as i t  e x is te d  in England in the s ix te e n th

century, in creases the ten sion  by balancing the outcome on the k n ife  edge

between Law and Equity.

P ortia ’s  'quality  o f  mercy’ speech may seem, as George W. Keeton su g g e s ts ,

to  modern audiences 'simply a t is s u e  o f  lo fty  sen tim en ts'6 but to the

Elizabethan i t  was

a not inapt d escrip tion  o f the Court o f  Chancery. Equity is  not 
mercy -  i t  is  a h igher conception o f  ju s t ic e  i t s e l f  than is  to  be 
found in the common law -  but the Impoverished E lizabethan nobleman 
must have regarded the r e l i e f  which the Court o f  Chancery awarded 
him in resp ec t o f bonds which he could not honour and e s ta t e s  which 
he could not for the moment redeem as "dropping like the g e n tle  
rain from heaven’’... Portia was adopting p r e c ise ly  the a t t itu d e  o f  
the Court o f  Chancery a t  the period. S u b stitu te  " e sta te ” for "pound
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o f  f le s h ”, and you have a ty p ica l Elizabethan s u i t  in Chancery.6 

The cred ito r  must account for everyth ing  he r e ce iv es  in p o sse ss in g  h is

bond:

In Shy lock’s  case  he is  to  take n e ith er  le s s  nor more, nor must he 
shed one drop o f  blood -  i .e . the e s ta te  must not su ffe r  in the  
s l ig h t e s t  degree for the entry into  p o ssess io n  o f  the cred ito r .7

l.d . Shy lock a s  Common law and P ortia  a s  Equity

The t r ia l  scen e d iv id es  into  two p arts, the f i r s t  a common law ca se , in 

which the bond is  proved, and which must take p lace to  f i r s t  e s ta b lish  

th at there i s  a ca se  a t a l l .  During the s ix te e n th  century bonds and 

con tracts made in b u sin ess had, lik e  the bonds and con tracts made in 

matrimony, far more w eight that they do in the tw en tieth  century. None o f  

the V enetians doubt Shy lock's r ig h t  to enforce h is  bond, however barbarous 

i t  may seem, and Antonio brushes away B assanio’s  r e serv a tio n s  in I i l l ,  not 

by laughing o f f  the ludicrous nature o f  the bond i t s e l f ,  but by reassu rin g  

h is  friend th at h is  sh ip s are due a t  an e a r lie r  date than the bond, and 

th at the money w ill  be av a ila b le .

In the t r ia l ,  Shy lock, su re  o f  the le g a lity  o f h is  a c tio n s , proceeds to  

prove to the court h is  r ig h t according to the le t t e r  o f  the law to  take 

the pound o f  f le s h , but Portia  then s h i f t s  the court into  Chancery. 

However, the Venetian court th at Shakespeare p resen ts  us w ith does not

have a Court o f  Chancery, and although P ortia ’s  argument may have had 

w eight in an English  court, in Venice her p lea for mercy is  m eaningless, 

and Shylock is  w ithin  h is  leg a l r ig h ts  to  stand on the common law. 

Having fa ile d  to arouse h is  sympathy, she adm its h is  en titlem en t, but when 

Shylock shows that he c le a r ly  intends to  take h is  pound o f  f le s h , and thus 

to  commit ’grievou s bodily harm’ on Antonio, Portia is  able to  bring in her 

second lin e  o f  defen ce. Shylock has committed a fe lon y  by seek in g  to  

injure a Venetian c it iz e n  -  h is  words and a ctio n s (e.g . w hetting h is  knife) 

have proved th is  to the court, and he cannot deny them, or laugh them o f f

as a joke, a ’merry’ bond. The Venetian law s t a t e s  th at anyone seek ing the

l i f e  o f  a c it iz e n  f o r f e i t s  both property and l i f e ,  and as Shakespeare’s  

audiences must have been w ell aware, there was a s im ila r  law in fo rce  in 

England.® Shy lock’s  crim inal action  is  not in bringing an action  on the 

bond to court, in that he was w ithin  h is  leg a l r ig h ts , but in in s is t in g ,  

aga in st a l l  reason , on carrying out a penalty  which would alm ost certa in ly  

k i l l  Antonio. Shylock is  very lucky that the Duke does n ot fo llow  h is  

example and demand the le t t e r  o f the law, but commutes the sen ten ce  to a
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f in e , and in th is  a c tion  we se e  what may be understood as the beginning o f  

a Court o f  Equity, which Portia  has both pleaded for , and dem onstrated the  

value o f .

I.e. The mercy o f Christian Equity

This showing o f mercy is  one o f  the reasons why the opinion th at the 

C h ristians in The Merchant o f  Venice are a s  bad, and even worse, than 

Shylock and the Jews must be d iscounted . Harold Goddard in h is  e ssa y  on 

The Three C askets’9 is  the main champion o f th is  idea, se e in g  Bassanio as  

a mercenary fortune hunter, Antonio as a su ic id a l schizophrenic who s e e s  

h im self in Shylock and h ates both, and Portia  a s  s e l f - s a t i s f i e d  and 

arrogant. He puts forward Shylock as the only admirable character in the 

play, thus to ta l ly  ignoring Shylock's murderous in ten tion s towards Antonio, 

h is  determ ination to exact the f u l l  penalty  o f  the law, and the con trastin g  

mercy which the C hristian  court grants him. Although th is  mercy may seem  

stra in ed  to  a modern audience, the Duke spares Shylock’s  l i f e ,  when he is  

w ithin  h is  r ig h ts  to have him executed , and by commuting the f o r f e i t  o f  

h a lf  h is  property to  a f in e , leaves him som ething to  liv e  on. Although the

se ttlem en t o f  Antonio's h a lf  o f  Shylock’s  w ealth is  not made very c lear  in

the te x t , i t  being uncertain  whether Antonio, holding the c a p ita l in tr u st , 

r e s to r e s  the leg itim a te  p r o f its  to Shylock or keeps the revenue h im se lf, i t  

is  c lea r  th at Shylock is  not str ipped  to ta l ly  o f  a l l  h is  w ealth , and 

however Antonio intends to  use the money, he is  generous because, with the  

lo ss  o f  h is  shipping, he is  s t i l l  g r e a tly  in need o f  money h im self, and has 

no intim ation that some o f  h is  sh ip s w ill ,  in fa c t , be resto red . The fa c t  

th at Antonio demands that Shylock make a deed o f  g i f t  leaving  'a ll  he d ie s  

p o s s e s s ’d’ o f  (IV i 364) to  Lorenzo and J e ss ic a  t e l l s  the audience that he 

s t i l l  has som ething to  leave. Shylock ev id en tly  p refers  h is  moneybags to  

h is  r e lig io n  because he subm its to conversion . Many other Jews placed in 

the same p o sitio n  had preferred  death to conversion. Shylock's 

melodramatic

Nay, take my l i f e  and a l l ,  pardon not that.
You take my house when you do take the prop
That doth su sta in  my house: you take my l i f e
When you do take the means whereby I l iv e . (IV i 369-372)

is  m eaningless; the Duke has already spared h is  l i f e ,  and agreed to  take 

only a f in e  from the h a lf  due to  the s ta t e .  If he tru ly  b e lie v e s  that h is  

w ealth and live lih ood  have been taken away, then he has noth ing to lo se  by 

refu sin g  to  be baptised . C r itic s  who se e  Shylock a s  the staunch Jew, 

hating the C hristians prim arily for th e ir  an ti-Sem itism , ignore the fa c t
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that he is  g iven  the choice between a C hristian l i f e  w ith money and a 

Jewish death, and chooses the e a s ie r  option . The cru c ia l w eight in the  

balance is  the money. Shylock makes the speech quoted above when

threatened w ith the lo ss  o f  h is  wealth; when h is  r e lig io n  i s  threatened, he 

makes no argument. He is  ’co n ten t’ provided he has some income. In 

England Shylock’s  crim inal attem pt on Antonio’s  l i f e  would have been deemed 

a fe lon y , and as such would have been punishable by death and the

fo r fe itu r e  o f  a l l  h is  goods. As an a lie n  in Venice, the law is  sim ilar;

Shylock’s  l i f e  is  f o r f e i t  and a l l  h is  goods, although h a lf  o f  th ese  go to

the s ta t e  and the other h a lf  to  h is  proposed v ictim . This i s  the le t t e r  o f  

the law, but both the Duke and Antonio choose to employ mercy, a s  the  

English Court o f  Chancery could, to  redeem both l i f e  and property, and, in 

Shylock’s  ca se , so u l.

The tr ia l  scen e can be read sim ply on the le v e l  o f  the r e a lity  o f  the

contemporary leg a l system , although numerous c r i t ic s  have made variou s

poin ts about the irreg u la r ity  o f  i t s  court proceedure. Bernard Grebanier

quotes two in stan ces, one a r e -w r ite  o f  the t r ia l  scen e by Richard H.

Home, Shylock, A C r i t ic a l  Fancy (1838) which was produced a t S ad ler’s

Wells on May 16, 1850 and which purports to

show what might have passed through Shylock’s  mind on lis te n in g  to  
certa in  portions o f  P ortia ’s  lin e  o f  defen ce, supposing the same 
t r ia l  ... had occurred In the p r e se n t cen tu ry .’° (my i ta l ic s )

The re levan t part o f  th is  i s  quoted in f u l l  in Appendix B. Grebanier a lso

quotes The Albany Law Journal o f  1872 in which appeared an anonymous

"report" (of which the author was probably Esek Cowen o f  Troy, New York)

o f  a d ec is ion  by the Supreme Court o f  New York, on appeal, o f  the ca se  o f

Shylock vs. Antonio.”  G rebanier’s  pr6cis o f  th is  is  reproduced in

Appendix C. The problem w ith th ese , and other s im ila r  c r it ic ism s , i s  th at

they s e e  the t r ia l  scene in terms o f  presen t day law, and n ot the

d iffe r e n t  s itu a t io n  which pertained in the s ix te e n th  century, when

the English law o f  con tract was s t i l l  in i t s  infancy, and m ercantile  
law sca rce ly  e x is te d  a s  an elem ent o f  English law.12

2. Ju stice  and Mercy

2.a. The use o f  a llegory

Whatever opinion is  held on the r e a lity  o f  the leg a l s itu a t io n  in The 

Merchant o f  Venice, the p rob ab ility  that Shakespeare a lso  intended i t  to  be 

read on an a lle g o r ic a l or sym bolic le v e l must be examined. The u se o f  

emblematic or a lle g o r ic a l f ig u r e s  was s t i l l  very common a t  the tim e,
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although the genre was becoming in creasin g ly  su b tle  as i t  was subsumed 

in to  the ‘r e a l ’ drama o f the period , and moved away from the more or le s s  

stra ightforw ard  p e r so n if ica tio n s  o f  the m orality p lays. Although  

superceded by the new drama, the m orality  p lays s t i l l  had an in fluence in 

s ix te e n th  (and seven teen th ) century p lays and masques. Ben Jonson’s

Volpone shows the in fluence c le a r ly  in h is  stock  characters (and th e ir  

names), but Shakespeare u se s  the tra d itio n  in a more su b tle , le s s  obvious  

way. Contemporary l ite r a tu r e  was f u l l  o f  a lle g o r ic a l and h a lf -a l le g o r ic a l  

f  igures:

The Merchant o f  Venice belongs to  the years when Spenser’s  vogue 
was a t i t s  h e igh t, when any educated audience would be q u ite  
fam iliar w ith Spenser’s  hab it o f  s lid in g  characters along a s c a le
that was n a tu r a lis t ic  a t  one end and a lle g o r ic a l a t  the o th er .13

and although th is  takes for granted the educational s ta tu s  o f

Shakespeare’s  audience (which is  extrem ely risk y  -  many were undoubtedly

educated, but not by any means a l l 14) i t  is  true th at Spenser’s  work was

very popular and in flu e n tia l in i t s  own r ig h t.

2.b. The Four Daughters o f  God

The r e la tio n sh ip  between Shylock and Portia as r e sp e c t iv e ly  J u stic e  and

Mercy has long been recogn ised . The T ria l scen e has been likened to the

debate between the Four Daughters o f  God, which fin d s i t s  or ig in  in the

tenth verse  o f  Psalm 85:

Mercie and trueth  sh a l meete: r lgh teou sn es and peace s h a ll  k ls se  one 
another.

2.b.i. Early versions o f  the debate

This a lleg o ry  makes i t s  f i r s t  appearance in a Jewish rabbin ical w r itin g , 

the M idrash , in which the debate rev o lv es  around the c rea tio n  o f  man. 

C hristian w r iters  tran sferred  th is  to  the s a lv a tio n  o f  man, and the f i r s t  

appearance o f th is  version  can be traced to  Hugo o f  S t. V ictor (1097-1141)  

in h is  annotations on certa in  psalms which were w ritten  n ot la te r  than 

1120, and Bernard o f  Clairvaux (1091-1153) in h is  sermon on the  

Annunciation (1140).16 Both tr e a t  the debate along the same lin e s  u n t il

the f in a l re co n c ilia tio n . The b asic  argument u su a lly  takes the form o f  a 

t r ia l  o f  some so r t , in which J u stic e , backed up by Truth demands the so u l  

o f  Man because o f  h is  o r ig in a l s in , w hile Mercy, supported by Peace, p leads  

for mercy. J u s tic e  c i t e s  the law and is  w ith in  her r ig h ts , but ev en tu a lly  

Mercy p r e v a ils  and the four s i s t e r s  are recon ciled .
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It is  the approach to  the manner in which th is  r e co n c ilia t io n  is  e ffe c te d  

which d if fe r e n t ia te s  the two v ersio n s. Hugo a ttr ib u te s  man’s  sa lv a tio n  and 

the reco n c ilia t io n  o f  Mercy and J u stic e  to man’s  w illin g n e ss  to  repent, 

stim ulated  by Truth. Truth ascended to  heaven with man’s  co n fess io n  and 

God sen t J u s t ic e  to  man on earth , where she ca lled  for Peace, k issed  her 

and the two s i s t e r s  then ascended to heaven. Bernard, on the other hand, 

so lv e s  the debate by the su b s t itu t io n  o f  C hrist for s in fu l  man. God’s  

demand for a g u i l t l e s s  one to d ie  for love o f roan so  that

Death could not hold him, for  Love, being stronger than Death, would
en ter  Death’s  house and bind him, and so  free  the dead16

is  s a t is f ie d  in the s a c r if ic e  o f  C hrist, and the debate ends w ith Gabriel 

being se n t  to  make the Annunciation to  Mary. Of th ese  two versio n s, 

Bernard’s  became the most popular and in flu e n tia l.

The f i r s t  English version  o f  the debate surfaced  c l2 0 0  in a d ia logu e on 

the V irtues and V ices and in the th ir teen th  century the p ro ta g o n ists  were 

reduced to  two -  J u s tic e  and Mercy. At about the same time Robert 

G ro sse teste , Bishop of Lincoln, wrote Le Chasteau d ’Amour, moving the 

debate from the heavenly sphere to the earth ly  plane, and from th is  are 

derived the version s in Cursor Mundi <cl325) and the G esta  Romanorum,17 

About 1410 N icholas Love tra n sla ted  M edita tion es V itae C h r is ti  which 

though som etim es a ttr ib u ted  to S t. Bonaventura (d. 1274), was in fa c t  by 

h is  fou rteen th  century namesake, Cardinal Bonaventura o f  Padua,18 in 

Speculum V itae  C h ris ti:  the boke th a t i s  c le p id  the M irrour o f  the b l is s e d  

l y f f e  o f  our Lord Jhu c r y s te . I ts  popularity  can be assumed by the fa c t  

that i t  was printed  su c c e ss iv e ly  by Caxton, Wynkyn de Worde and Richard 

Pynson. Bonaventura*s work spawned many Latin v erse  paraphrases including  

in the la te  f if te e n th  century a poem by Walter Kennedy, The P assion  o f  

C h ris t.'3 Both G ro sse te ste  and Bonaventura based th e ir  works on the 

Bernard version  o f  the a llegory .

2 .b .ii. The debate in  drama

In England the debate appears in a le a s t  four ear ly  dramatic version ,20 and 

continues to  be used w ell in to  the seven teen th  century. It appears only 

once in the cy c le  p lays, in the f i r s t  part o f  S a lu ta tio n  and Conception  in 

the so -c a lle d  Coventry or N. Towne p lays. It is  more common in the 

m orality p lays and the e a r l ie s t  example is  in the fragment The P ride  o f  

Life.
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2 .b .ii. (1> The C aste  11 o f  P erseveran ce

Perhaps the most important version  i s  the ex te n s iv e  treatm ent in The

C a s te ll  o f  P erseverance  which is  u su a lly  dated in the f i r s t  quarter o f  the  

f if te e n th  century. This play traces  the l i f e  o f  man from b irth  to death  

and beyond to  judgement, and rep resen ts  in a lle g o r ic a l s t y le  the b a tt le  

between the good and e v i l  elem ents both in tern al and ex tern a l to  mankind. 

Having fa lle n  into tem ptation and been rescued by Schryfte  and placed for  

s a fe ty  in the C a ste ll which is  guarded by the Seven Cardinal V irtu es, 

Mankynde is  f in a lly  persuaded to  leave i t s  p rotection  by Coveytyse, who is  

the treasu rer  for The World. While s t i l l  under the power o f  Coveytyse, 

Mankynde is  approached by Dethe, and d ie s  to  be replaced by The Soul who 

appeals to  Mankynde’s  Good Angel, saying he w ill  go to h e l l  u n less  Mercy

speaks for him. At th is  point the Four Daughters, Mercy, Rytwysnes, Pes

and Trewthe, appear to  contend for the Soul. While Mercy and Pes try  to  

rescue The Soul from the D evil’s  c lu tch es , Rytwysnes and Trewthe argue  

that Mankynde has damned h is  own sou l by h is  own fre e  w ill. When

even tu ally  they put the m atter before God for  h is  judgement, he decid es in 

favour o f Mercy and Pes, and the Daughters are se n t  to  remove Mankynde 

from h is  Bad Angel and the D evil. They conduct him to heaven, where he is  

given a p lace on God's r ig h t hand.

There are in te r e s tin g  d ivergences in th is  version  from the more 

conventional rep resen ta tion s o f  the a lle g o r y . The whole s tru c tu re  i s  more 

elab orate , but what i s  unusual i s  th at the c h ie f  v ice  is  seen , not as

conventionally , Pride, but a s  C ovetousness, and i t  is  th is  s in  which puts  

the now aged Mankynde in danger. He is  no longer tempted by Lust or 

Sloth  or G luttony; avarice is  seen  as an old  man’s  v ic e , and as the w orst 

o f  the lo t. In an in creasin g ly  m ercantile  so c ie ty , th is  cannot have been 

popular in some areas, but a s  we se e  from la te r  p lays, including The

Merchant o f  Venice, avarice continues to  be a fa v o u r ite  c h a r a c te r is t ic  for

the dep iction  o f  unpleasant ch aracters. Death overtakes Mankynde w hile he

is  a c tu a lly  engaged in th is  v ice , and having ca lled  u n su ccessfu lly  on The 

World for help , Mankynde f in a lly  l ie s  down on h is  bed to d ie  w ith the 

words

Now, a la s , my ly f is  lak!
B itter  balys I gynne to  brewe!
C ertis , a vers that David spak 
I the Sawter,21 I fynde i t  trewe:
T esa u riza t, e t  ign ora t cu i con gregab it  ea,22 
Tresor, tre so r , i t  ha the no tak23 
It is  o ther mens, o lde and newe,
Ow, ow! my good gothe a l to wrak!
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Sorg may Mankyndg re we!
God kepe me fro  dyspayr!
A1 my good, w ith-outten] fa y le ,
I have gadryd w ith g r e t  travayle ,
The Werld hathe ordeynyd o f h is  en tay le;  
I wot no nevere who to be myn eyr.

Now, good men, takythe example a t  me!
Do for  youre s e l f  whyl ye han spase!
For many men thus servyd be 
Thorwe the Werld in dyverse p lace,
I bolne and bleyke in blody b le ,24 
And as a flou r  fadyth my face .
To h e lle  I sch a l bothe fare  and f i e ,25 
But God me grauntg o f  h is  grace,
I deyg certeyn ly .
Now my ly fe  I havg lore ,26 
Myn hert brekyth. I syhfi sore .
A word may I speke no more.
I p u tte  me in Godys mercy. LDiesh27

As Mankynde d ie s  upon the bed, h is  Soul craw ls out from underneath i t  and 

says

"Mercy!” This was my la s t  ta le  
That evere my body was a-bowth,
But Mercy helpe me in th is  va le ,
Of dampnynge drynke sore  I me doute.28

What is  in te r e s tin g  is  that Mankynde makes a very bela ted  repentance; h is

l i f e  has been lived , a t  le a s t  la t te r ly , under the ru le  o f  C ovetousness, and

yet the cry for God’s  Mercy is  so  pow erful th at i t  is  enough to put h is

sou l in the balance. J u stic e  Is w ithin  her r ig h ts  in in s is t in g  on h is

punishment -  he has not been a good C hristian -  but Mercy p leads for  him

In s t r i c t  Ju stice  God cannot pardon him; but God's mercy i s  grea ter  
than h is  d e s ire  for ju s t ic e , and the so u l i s  received  in to  heaven.29

As Portia t r ie s  to dem onstrate to  Shylock, no man is  ever beyond mercy

u n less he h im self w ilfu lly  r e je c ts  it;  there is  always hope. As Mercy, in

her p e t it io n  says:

Lord, thoulghl that man hathe don more m ysse thanne good,
If he dey in very contricioun ,
Lord, the l e s t  drope o f  th l blod 
For hys synne makyth sa tis fa c c io u n ,
As thou deydyst, Lord, on the rode,
Graunt me my peticioun!
Lete me, Mercy, be hys fode,30 
And graunte hym th i sa lu acion .31
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The C a s te ll  o f  P erseverance  does not fo llow  the usual scheme o f  making 

Christ resp on sib le  for man's s in s  and thus redeeming him by h is  blood.

The d ecision  is  made as a pure choice between se v er e , but lo g ic a l ju s t ic e  

and the sw eet reason ab leness o f  mercy.

2 .b .ii. (2) La Vengeance N o stre  Seign eu r

The a llegory  o f  the Four Daughters o f God, although popular in England, ( i t  

a lso  appears in prose works such as P ie rs  Plowman and The C a stle  o f

Sapience> was more common in French drama. One curious version  is  an 

anonymous French play La Vengeance N ostre  Seigneur  o f  around 1491,32

which although i t  had no in fluence on other v ersio n s  i s  in te r e s tin g  in

re la tio n  to  The Merchant o f  Venice because i t  concerns a debate between 

J u stic e  and Mercy about the condemnation o f the Jews. The su b ject was a 

popular one for lite ra r y  deb ates, but th is  appears to  be the only case  

where i t  is  con fla ted  with a debate between the daughters. J u stic e  s ta r t s  

the debate with a demand for the d estru ction  o f  the Jews because o f the  

corruption and s a c r il lg io u s  in d ifferen ce  o f  the High P r ie s ts . Mercy 

opposes her, but a f te r  God has appointed Truth and Peace a s  judges, 

J u stic e  wins her case . She then d e ta ils  h o r r if ic  punishm ents, which Mercy 

t r ie s  to  annul on the grounds o f  th e ir  inhumanity. When God asks for the 

opinions o f Truth and Peace, th ese  two take over the debate, taking th eir  

usual s id e s ,

V erlte forcing  Paix to con cession s, poin t by po in t, u n t il  the
condemnation o f the Jews is  com plete. God then pronounces sen ten ce , 
granting to  J u stic e  a l l  her claim s and to M isericorde hope for those  
who repent and are converted. To induce th e ir  pen iten ce , He w ill  
cause many s ig n s  and wonders, a promise which much com forts 
Miser icorde, who hopes that a l l  may be thus te r r if ie d  into  turning  
from th e ir  s in s .33

Although i t  would be unreasonable to su g g e st  that Shakespeare was

fam iliar w ith th is  play, the sen tim en ts i t  ex p resses  are in te r e s tin g  in

re la tio n  to  the t r ia l  scen e. Shylock is  in danger o f  su ffe r in g  a severe

punishment for h is  s in , the attem pt on Antonio's l i f e .  His only hope o f  

redemption is  to  convert, and he is  induced to  do th is , not by a sudden 

change o f  heart and true repentance, but by the fear induced by the threat  

to  h is  l i f e .

2 .b .i i i .  P ortia  a s  Sapience

In The Four D aughters o f  God Hope Traver has d e ta ile d  the development o f  

the Justice/M ercy a llegory  and r e la te s  i t  a t  one p o in t, in a foo tn o te , to
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The Merchant o f  Venice. S trangely  sh e a s so c ia te s  Portia not w ith Mercy,

as most c r i t ic s  who have commented on th is  have done, but to Sapience.

The play referred  to is  a French one, Myst&re de la Passion  by Arnout

Greban ( c l473) which contains a 'Proces de Paradis' which appeared on three

sep arate  days. Traver says

Sapience, like P ortia , for a time appears to s id e  with J u stice  
(Shylock), upholding the v a lid ity  o f  the claim  a g a in st the accused  
and the n e c e ss ity  o f s a t is fy in g  i t .  V erite and P ais, a s fr ien d s o f  
the accused, su g g e st  means whereby man may escape (e ith er  by the 
im position o f  long penance, or by the v icar iou s su ffe r in g  o f  an 
an gel) even a s  Antonio's fr ien d , Bassanlo, o f fe r s  to pay double the 
amount o f  gold due Shylock, and f in a lly  to s u f fe r  in h is  stea d . 
Sapience (Portia) asks J u s t ic e  (Shylock) i f  she w ill  accept th ese  
o ffe r s ;  and when J u stic e  r e fu s e s , sh e  shows that the o f fe r s  made in 
b ehalf o f  mankind do not s a t i s f y  the cond itions o f  the sen tence  
r e st in g  upon him ... But now Sapience, who had seemed to s id e  wholly  
w ith J u stic e , shows her sympathy fo r  M isericorde by declaring  that 
though the sen tence must be f u l f i l l e d ,  man may escape through the 
s u b s t itu t io n  o f God's son.34

She p o in ts a lso  to s im ila r it ie s  in the language, where Sapience is

described  as a noble and w ise  judge, f i r s t  by V erite  (on the s id e  o f

J u stic e )  and then, with the m itig a tio n  o f  the judgement, by M isericorde,

echoing Shylock's 40 , w ise  young judge, how I do honour thee!', and

G ratiano's la te r  ‘0 upright Judge! ... 0  learned judge!'

2.c. Shylock a s  J u s tic e

In the la s t  c ite d  play, Shylock would appear in the r o le  o f the defendant, 

but i t  is  more usual to s e e  him in the ro le  o f  prosecutor. Shakespeare 

has emphasised th is  elem ent by Shylock's statem ents:

I stand for judgment, (IV i 103)

and

I stand here for law. (IV i 142)

He is  the unswerving face  o f  a b so lu te  J u stice , demanding the le t t e r  o f the  

law and un affected  by i t s  s p ir i t ,  or by any sen se  o f  mercy. Shylock as  

J u stic e  knows and demands h is  r ig h ts . Portia in the Venetian law system , 

and Mercy in God’s  heaven, have no leg a l r ig h ts  to demand. As Portia says, 

mercy cannot be forced; i t  is  

not stra in 'd;
It droppeth as the g e n tle  rain  from heaven
Upon the p lace beneath (IV i 179-181)

and i t  is  iron ic  that P ortia 's  speech , with i t s  C hristian doctrine o f

fo rg iv e n e ss , is  derived from the Old Testament:

My doctrine sh a l drop as the ra in e , and my speach s h a ll  s t i l l  as  
doeth the dewe, showre upon the herbes, and as the grea t raine upon 
the g r a sse . (Deuteronomy, 32. 2)
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J u stice  has the backing o f  the court, and can be imposed by ex tern a l

means, but mercy must come from w ith in . In addition , ju s t ic e  i s  s e l f -

s u f f ic ie n t ,  but mercy, to have any meaning a t a l l ,  must have something to

be m ercifu l to . As Peace argues in the Court o f  Sapience

Truth ... can re ign  as p r in cess  w ithout fa lsehood , Right have 
sovere ign ty  w ithout injury, or I w ithout war; but Mercy has no 
power, except there be tre sp a ss .38

Shylock's m istake is  that he does not b e lie v e  there has been any tresp a ss

Duke: How s h a lt  thou hope for  mercy, rend'ring none?
Shylock: What judgment s h a ll  I dread, doing no wrong? (IV i 8 8 -8 9 )

In fa c t , h is  tre sp a ss  is  d ir e c t ly  a g a in st God; he has assumed the r o le  o f

God in taking upon h im self both the r ig h t to  revenge and the power to

take l i f e .  He goes not only a g a in st C hristian teaching, but a g a in st  Old

Testament ru lin g  as w e ll. Murder i s  condemned by the Old Testament:

Who so  sheadeth mans blood, by man sh a l h is  blood by shed: for in 
the image o f  God hath he made man. (G enesis, 9 . 6)

Thou sh a lt  not avenge, nor be m indeful o f wrong a g a in st the children  
o f thy people, but s h a lt  love thy neighbour a s  thy s e lf e :  I am the
Lord. (L ev iticu s, 19. 18)

But i f  a man hate h is  neighbour, and la ye w aite for him, and r is e  
aga in st him, and sm ite  any man th at he dye, and f le e  unto any o f  
th ese  c i t i e s  Cof refuge]: Then the E lders o f  h is  c l t l e  sh a ll  send
and f e t  him thence, and d e liv er  him into  the handes o f  the avenger 
o f  the blood, that he may dye. (Deuteronomy, 19. 11-12)

and o f course

Thou s h a lt  not k i l l .  (Exodus, 20. 13)

The most s ig n if ic a n t  statem ent is  found in the Apocrypha:

He that seek eth  vengeance, sh a l find e vengeance o f  the Lord, and w ll 
su re ly  keepe h is  s in n es. Forgive thy neighbour the hurt that he 
hath done thee, so  sh a ll  thy s in n es by forgiven  thee a lso , when thou 
p r a ie s t . Should a man beare hatred a g a in st man, and d e s ir e  
forg iven es o f  the Lord? He w il shew no m ercle to a man, which is  
like him s e lf e :  and w il he aske forg iven es o f  h is  owne sin n es?  If 
he that is  but f le sh , nourish hatred , (and aske pardon o f God,) who 
w il in trea te  for h is  sin nes?  (E c c le s ia s t ic u s , 28. 1 -5 )

Shylock, o f  course, would argue that Antonio i s  n o t  h is  neighbour, but an

enemy, and would use as h is  ju s t i f ic a t io n  the passage from Exodus already

quoted on p.202 above, which is  the epitom e o f  the Old Law, and Ignores

the more m ercifu l d ir e c t iv e s  o f  the Old Testam ent. The New Testam ent, in

con trast, req u ires i t s  fo llo w ers , when abused or injured to

R esist  not e v il:  but whosoever s h a ll  sm ite  thee on thy r ig h t cheeke, 
turne to  him the other a lso  ... Love your enemies: b le ss e  them th at  
curse you: do good to  them th at hate  you, and pray for  them which
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hurt you, and persecu te  you. (Matthew, 5. 39, 44)

and

avenge not your s e lv e s , but g iv e  p lace unto wrath: for i t  is  w riten, 
Vengeance is  mine: I w il repaye, sa ith  the Lord. (Romans, 12. 19)

The idea that e v i l  a c tio n s  w il l  rebound on th e ir  in s tig a to r  was a 

favou rite  one w ith the emblem w r iters . A lc la ti has two emblems which 

d epict Nemesis:

Hope and Nemesis are sim ultaneously  p resen t upon our a lta r s ,  
d ou b tless in order that you may not hope for anything u n less  i t  i s

law ful.36

and

Nemesis pursues and fo llow s upon the fo o ts te p s  o f  men 
and she holds a c u b lt-r u le  and a harsh b rid le  in her hand, 
l e s t  you do anything e v i l ,  or speak improper words: 
and she orders that there be a measure in a l l  th in g s.37

Whitney u se s  A lc ia t l’s  emblem for  h is  own I llic itu m  non sperandum:

Here NEMESIS, and Hope: our deedes doe r ig h t l ie  tr ie .
Which warnes u s , not to  hope for  th at, which iu s t ic e  doth den le .3*

Barclay has a long se c t io n  on Of them th a t w i l fu l ly  o ffen d e , n o t taking

heede to  the ende, and h u r te th  e v e ry  man, n o t th inking to  have th e ir

m alice ren dred  agayne , parts o f  which have already been quoted on

pp.66, 68 above. The la s t  stan za  i s  worth quoting again  in th is  context:

But when th ese  c a y t if s  hath hurt a mans name,
Or done him in body or goodes preiu d ice ,
They thinke he ought not to render them the same,
Though i t  may be done by lawe and by iu s t ic e .39

and the motto o f  h is  Of breaking and h u r tin g  o f  a m itie  and fren dsh ip

contains the same idea:

He that in lu s t  ice  u seth  and grievaunce,
Agaynst a l l  reason, lawe and e q u ltie ,
By v io le n t force  p u ttin g  to utteraunce  
A sim ple man f u l l  o f  hum ilities  
Such by h is  lewdnes and in iq u it ie ,
Maketh a grave wherin him s e l f e  s h a ll  lye,
And lewdlye he dyeth th at llv e th  c ru e lly .40

w hile Watson em phasises the r ig h t o f  God, rath er than man, to  judge:

... as thou Jugeth an other thou s h a lt  be Juged and tormented by 
Eacus Juge o f  h e lle . God almyghty a f te r  our dethe s h a ll  Juge bothe 
feb le  and stron ge and there ye s h a ll  fynde the poore fo lk e the 
whiche ye have oppressed by rapyne and extorcyon For who that 
execu teth  not e g a ll  Jugement in th is  presen t v a le  o f  mysery s h a ll  be 
accused before the hye iuge the whiche gyveth iu s te  and e g a ll  
sen tence a f te r  the good or the e v y ll  that they have done in th is  
m ortall ly fe  ... For who th at wolde gyve a l l  the golde and chevaunce 
o f the worlde sh a ll  not escap e. For he is  the g r e te  Juge e te m a ll  
and imperyall above a l l  Juges.41
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Shy lock’s  d es ir e  for revenge, th erefore , goes a g a in st both b ib lic a l and 

proverbial precedent, and the warnings o f  the dangers o f  ex tra ctin g  

vengeance, and the In e v ita b ility  o f  such a ctio n s  rebounding on the head o f  

the revenger are m anifold. Petrarch argues a g a in st both o f  Shylock’s  s e l f ­

ju s t if ic a t io n s  which can be found in the words o f Ioy:

Ioy: I do no injury, but revenge.
Reason: What s k i l le th  i t  whether thou offend  f i r s t  or la st:  It  is

not in d iffe re n t to  m islyke that in another, which thou 
lyk est in thy s e lfe :  Wyle thou use that c r u e lt le , which
thou condemnest in thyne enim ie, and be lyke hym in
manners, whom thou a r t unlyke in mynde, and folow th a t  
thy s e l f e ,  which is  w orst in hym.

Ioy: I wyl, and i t  i s  law ful for me to  be revenged.
Reason: Thou ou gh test neyther to  have a w yll, neyther is  i t

perm itted by any lawe, for although defence be la w fu ll, 
y e t  revengement is  forbydden: i t  i s  w ritten , He th a t
w ylbe reven ged , sh a l fin de  revengem ent from God. And 
againe , as I sayd before, Vengeance i s  mine, and I  wyl 
rep a y  when I  s e e  good, sayth  the Lorde ... Thou w ylt hurt 
thy s e l f e  more then thyne enlm le. Perhaps thou m ayest 
d estroy  h is  body or r ich es , but thou s h a lt  c a st  away 
thyne owne so u le  and estim ation .42

Shylock, lik e  Ioy, excu ses  h is  d e s ir e  for Antonio’s  blood by claim ing that

i t  is  h is  r ig h t, and that i t  is  both law ful and an a c t o f J u stic e . E arlier

in the same d ia logu e Petrarch p o in ts  out that how one handles revenge is  a

tr ia l  o f  o n ese lf:

Ioy: Myne enim ie is  fa lle n  into my hands, I have power now to
be revenged.

Reason: Nay rather there is  happened unto thee a t r ia l  o f  thy
s e l f e ,  whether thou be s la v e  to anger, or friend  to mercy 
... the most e x c e lle n t  kynde o f  revengem ent, i s  to  spare  
and be m ercifu l ... The delyght o f  revenge, is  short: but
o f  mercy, ever la s tyng ...

Ioy: It is  honest to  revenge
Reason: But more honest to  forgeve. Mercy hath commended many,

but revengement none: there is  nothing among men so
n ecessary , or so  common, as forgeven esse: for there i s  no 
man but o ffen d eth , and no man but he hath neede o f  mercy 
... Do thou so  unto a man as thou w ouldst have another  
man, yea God hym s e l f e ,  do unto thee43

2.d. Antonio a s  C hrist

While Shylock has been re la ted  to  J u s tic e  and Portia to Mercy, Antonio’s  

p o sitio n  is  rather more ambiguous. He can stand for both Mankind and 

Christ: as the rep resen ta tiv e  o f  the human race, he can be the body/soul

which J u st ic e  and Mercy f ig h t  over, J u stic e  stak in g  an u n a ssa ila b le  leg a l  

claim , and Mercy attem pting to r e fu te  i t  w ith eq u ity . As a C h rist-ty p e , he 

would appear in the r o le  o f  s a c r i f ic ia l  victim : 4a man o f  sorrows and 

acquainted w ith g r ie f ’ and in h is  own words
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a ta in ted  wether o f  the flock ,
M eetest for death. (IV i 114-115)

In h is  w illin g n e ss  to  d ie , p a rticu la r ly  as h is  sen ten ce  has been brought

about by an action  for a fr ien d , he resem bles the u ltim ate  C hristian, and

indeed, p o ssib ly , C hrist h im self:

T his is  my commandement, th at ye love one another, a s I have loved 
you. G reater love then th is  hath no man, when any man bestow eth  
h is  l i f e  for  h is  fr ien d s. (John, 15. 12-13)

Antonio a ccep ts the bond to  help  Bassanio, and is  prepared to  d ie  to f u l f i l

i t .  Like C hrist in the Four Daughters debate, he becomes bound for

another, and w hile he o f fe r s  h is  body in the t r ia l  scen e, he rep ea ts  the

g e stu r e  when he o f fe r s  h is  so u l a s  bond in the ring ep isod e. The use o f

commercial imagery in re la tio n  to  the s a c r if ic e  o f C hrist for  the s in s  o f

man i s  c le a r ly  seen  in a sermon given  by Launcelot Andrews on the te x t  o f

G alatians, 4. 4 -5  a t Christmas, 1609:

For, i f  one be in debt and danger o f  the Law, to have a Brother o f  
the same blood ... w il l  l i t t l e  a v a lle  him, excep t He w ill  a lso  come 
under the Law, th at is ,  become h is  Surety, and undertake for him.
And such was our e s ta te . As Debtors we were, by vertu e o f  ... The 
hand w ritin g  that was a g a in st us. Which was our Bond, and we had 
fo r fe ite d  i t  ... Therfore, He became bound for  us a lso , entred Bond 
anew, tooke on Him, not only our nature, but our Debt ... the debt o f  
a Capita 11 law is  death.44

Antonio i s  not a C h r is t- lik e  fig u re  throughout the whole play; Shylock 

accu ses him o f  'hating our sacred  n a tio n 1 and r a ilin g  a t him in public  

p laces

S lgn ior Antonio, many a time and o f t  
In the R ialto  you have rated  me 
About my moneys and my usances ...
You c a l l  me m isb eliever, c u t-th r o a t dog,
And s p i t  upon my Jewish gaberdine ...
You th at did void your rheum upon my beard 
And fo o t me as you spurn a stran ger cur
Over your threshold . (I i i i  101-3 , 106-7 , 112-114)

Shylock is  a dubious and b iased w itn e ss , but Antonio does not deny the

charges (although Bernard Grebanier makes the ingenious su g g e stio n  that

Antonio is  e n t ir e ly  innocent o f th ese  charges and h is  response is  a cool

p iece o f  w it, making the analogy o f an enemy accusing an only ch ild  o f

in c est  w ith  h is  s i s t e r  and rece iv in g  the rep ly  'with which s i s t e r  do you

mean?'48) Shylock a lso  r e fe r s  to  Antonio as Tike a fawning publican’. It

has been su ggested  that th is  r e fe r s  to  Luke, 18. 9 -1 4  in which Christ

r e la te s  the parable o f  the Pharisee and the Publican

The Pharice stood  and prayed thus with him s e l f e ,  0 God, I thanke 
thee th at I am not a s  other men, ex to rs io n ers , u n iu st, a d u lterers , or 
even a s  th is  Publican. I fa s t  tw ise  in the week: I g iv e  t ith e  o f  a l l
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that ever I p o sse sse . But the Publican standing a farre  o f , would 
not l i f e  up so  much a s  h is  ey es  to heaven, but smot h is  b r e st,  
sayin g , 0 God, be m ercifu ll to me a sin ner.

Or i t  may r e fe r  to Matthew, 5. 46-47:

For i f  ye love them, which love you, what reward sh a l you have? Do 
not the Publicans even the same? And i f  ye be fr ien d ly  to  your 
brethren onely , what s in gu lar  thing do ye? do not even the  
Publicanes likew ise?

It is  worth noting that both are in the New Testam ent. If Shylock is

re ferr in g  to the f i r s t ,  i t  is  a compliment to  Antonio, a lb e it  unintended.

Shylock appears in the mould o f  the Pharisee in the t r ia l  scene; he

b e lie v e s  h is  ju s t if ic a t io n  w il l  come through obeying the laws. If the

second te x t  is  intended the referen ce  i s  not so  f la t te r in g , but eq u ally

true. Although Antonio would w illin g ly  d ie  for  Bassanio whom he lo v es , he

cannot even behave with reasonable c iv i l i t y  to  h is  enemy, Shylock. It is

more than lik e ly  that Shakespeare had both t e x t s  in mind when he wrote

the passage. There may a lso  be a third referen ce , in that the publicans

were tax c o lle c to r s , and Shylock’s  in su lt  th erefore  has i t s  b a s is  in money;

he s e e s  Antonio as depriving him o f  h is  law fu lly  earned revenue.

L. Tomson g lo s s e s  the parable o f the Pharisee and the Publican w ith  the  

note that

Two th in gs e sp e c ia lly  make our prayers void and o f  none e f f e c t :  
confidence o f  our owne r ig h teo u sn esse , and the contempt o f  other: 
and an humble heart is  contrary to  both th ese  ... are we desp ised  o f  
God, as proude and arrogant, i f  we put never so  l i t l e  a tru st  in our
owne workes before God.46

At the beginning o f the play both Antonio and Shylock are g u ilty  o f  th is .

They hold each other in contempt and open r iv a lr y . Shylock r e ta in s  th is

frame o f  mind throughout the play, but Antonio changes during the t r ia l

scen e. His acceptance o f  h is  fa te  is  the f i r s t  s te p , and with th is  the

acceptance and w illin g n ess  to  d ie . This sym b olises h is  r e -b ir th , he has to

’d ie ’ to ’live*. Shakespeare u ses  the same idea in M easure fo r  M easure

where both Angelo and Claudio have to be prepared to accept death before

they can be saved. Claudio apparently does d ie , to be resu rrected  a t  the

end o f the play, and Angelo proves h is  repentance by h is  words

I am sorry th at such sorrow I procure;
And so  deep s t ic k s  i t  in my p en iten t heart 
That I crave  death  more w il l in g ly  than m ercy;
T ls  my deserv ing , and I do e n trea t i t .

(M easure fo r  M easure, V i 472 -475 ) (my i t a l ic s )

In con trast the unpenitent Barnardine i s  condemned by the Duke:

Sirrah, thou a r t sa id  to have a stubborn so u l,
That apprehends no fu rth er  than th is  world,
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And squar’s t  thy l i f e  accordingly.
(Measure fo r  M easure, V i 478-480 )

In a more se r io u s  vein , Lear, a t  h is  r e a lisa t io n  o f  the wrong done by him

to h is  daughter Cordelia, ex p resses  h is  w illin g n e ss  to d ie  a s  a r ig h tfu l

punishment a t  her hands:

If you have poison for me I w ill  drink it .
I know you do not love me; for your s i s t e r s  
Have, as I do remember, done me wrong;
You have some cause, they have not. <King Lear, IV v i i  7 2 -7 4 )

Antonio’s  b e se tt in g  s in  is  Pride, which he must conquer to  ach ieve true  

C h ristian ity . Like Bassanlo, he has to r e a lis e  the value o f  hum ility  to  

gain  the prize  which S t. Paul ta lk s  o f  in I Corinthians, 9 . 24. By the 

t r ia l  scene h is  arrogance has evaporated, and h is  calm acceptance o f  the 

s itu a tio n  and probable fa te  co n tra sts  s tron g ly  with the h y s te r ic a l  

ob session  o f the revenge-hungry Shylock.

As with the m orality characters, i t  i s  the repen tan ce  o f  the sin n er which 

induces mercy in the judgement. Shylock is  not repentant regarding h is  

treatm ent o f  Antonio, and is  th erefore  not e n t it le d  to any mercy. He g e ts  

the f u l l  measure o f  the law -  the ju s t ic e  for which he has c a lle d  -  and 

which, when i t  rebounds on him, he undoubtedly would p refer  to forgo , but 

P ortia, having forced th is  on him, dem onstrates, w ith the Duke, the u ltim ate  

nature o f  mercy and charity  in r esto r in g  h is  l i f e  and a t le a s t  a part o f  

h is  property.

2.e. Portia a s  Mercy

At f i r s t  Portia  d ir e c ts  her attem pts to encourage mercy a t  Shylock, but 

when they are u n su ccessfu l and he has fa lle n  by other means, she then re­

o r ie n ta tes  on Antonio. When the Duke commutes the f o r f e i t  to  a f in e , 

Portia f o r e s t a l l s  Antonio's rep ly

Ay, for the s ta te ;  not for  Antonio ...
What mercy can you render him, Antonio? <IV i 368 , 373)

Antonio has learnt the lesson  o f  mercy and instead  o f  exactin g  revenge, as 

Shylock had wanted to do, gran ts him h is  l i f e ,  and p o ssib ly  some income, 

although the s tr ic tu r e  that he become a C hristian w ill  in fu tu re  c u r ta il  

h is  m oney-lending a c t iv i t ie s .

If, as has already been pointed out in Chapter 5 (pp.201 -203  above), part 

o f Shylock's apparently moving 'Hath not a Jew eyes? ' speech is  proved 

fa lla c io u s  when n eith er  the Duke nor Antonio in s is t  on the 'revenge' or
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'justice* they are e n t it le d  to , r e fu tin g  Shylock’s  'If a Jew wrong a 

C hristian, what is  h is  hum ility? revenge!’ then the r e s t  may a lso  be found 

to be based on i l lo g ic a l  reason ing. C ertainly i t  c a l ls  into qu estion  h is  

'fed with the same food’ and 'healed by the same means'. The former is  

l i t e r a l ly  untrue (Shylock h im self r e fe r s  to the Jewish abstinence from 

pork) but on a th eo lo g ica l le v e l i t  i s  a lso  untrue. The C hristian is  fed  

with the Bread o f L ife , i .e . the word o f  God a s  passed down through C hrist, 

which the Jew r e je c ts . He a lso  r e je c ts  the hea ling  from the Great

Physician, who 'healeth those that are broken in h eart, and bindeth up 

th e ir  s o r e s ’.47

Shylock's r e jec tio n  o f  C h ristian ity  i s  embodied in h is  r e jec tio n  o f  P o r tia ’s

arguments in favour o f  mercy. Many o f  the re feren ces  to  mercy in the

tr ia l  scene are based on New Testament referen ces:

Duke: How s h a lt  thou hope for  mercy, rend'ring none? (IV i  88)

For ther shalbe ludgement m erciles to  him that sheweth no m ercie, 
and m ercie re loyceth  a g a in st ludgement. (James, 2. 13)

Portia: we do pray for mercy,
And that same prayer doth teach us a l l  to  render
The deeds o f  mercy. (IV i 195-197)

And fo rg iv e  us our sin nes: for  even wee fo rg iv e  every man that is  
indetted  to  us (Luke, 11. 4)

William Perkins in h is  E xposition  o f  the Lord's P ra ler  g lo sse d  th is  as

For even as a debt doth bind a man, e ith e r  to make s a t is fa c t io n , or
e ls  to goe to  prison: so  our s in n es bindes us e ith e r  to s a t i s f l e  
Gods iu s t ic e , or e l s  to s u f fe r  e te r n a ll damnation.40

and he go es  on to say la ter

As for the former c iv i l l  d e ts , a man may exact them, so  he do i t
with shewing o f  mercy.49

The Merchant o f  Venice fo llo w s the lead taken by the m o ra litie s  in 

presenting  the debate a s  a balancing a c t, in which for  much o f the time 

Mercy seem s to be very much the weaker, and J u stic e  to  be om nipotent, and 

the ten sion  is  increased by the doubts o f  the outcome. Shylock makes 

demands for ju s t ic e  from II v i i i  onwards, although to  be fa ir  th is  is  

according to  the p o ss ib ly  b iased  reportage o f  Solanio and S a lerio . The 

concept, however, is  introduced to  the play ea r ly , and in a way which 

su g g e s ts  the o b sessio n a l, r e le n t le s s  manner o f  i t s  p u rsu it. Whenever 

ju s t ic e  is  mentioned before the fourth a c t, i t  is  in r e la tio n  to  

r e tr ib u tiv e  law, the bond, and the s t a t e  -  in the la tte r  case w ith a
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threatening flavour; Shylock sa y s  that the den ia l o f  h is  ju s t ic e  w il l

‘impeach the freedom o f  the s ta te ' .60 The im pression i s  g iven  o f  an

ir r e s is t ib le  force , which when i t  f in a lly  comes to  court, m eets an

immovable ob ject in the person o f  Portia . The word ‘mercy’ only appears in

the t r ia l  scen e i t s e l f .  The two words meet in head-on c o ll is io n  in

P ortia ’s  ‘q u a lity  o f  mercy’ speech , where they are s e t  a g a in st each oth er,

‘mercy’ appearing s ix  tim es and ‘j u s t ic e ’ four. P o rtia ’s  re feren ces  to

ju s t ic e  are in r e la tio n  to the n ecessary  so ften in g  in flu en ce o f  mercy:

When mercy season s  ju s t ic e . Therefore, Jew,
Though ju s t ic e  be thy p lea, consider th is . -  
That in the course o f  ju s t ic e  none o f  us  
Should s e e  sa lv a tio m  we do pray for mercy,
And that same prayer doth teach us a l l  to render 
The deeds o f  mercy. I have spoke thus much
To m itig a te  the ju s t ic e  o f thy p lea. (IV i 192-198) (my i t a l ic s )

but Shylock is  adamant.

However, the sword o f  J u stic e  is  tw o-edged, and Shylock, by in s is t in g  on 

i t s  l i t e r a l  ap p lica tion  g e t s  cu t h im self. Portia f a i l s  in her ro le  a s  Mercy 

to  persuade Shylock to  r e le n t in h is  pu rsu it o f  Antonio. She then f ig h ts  

Shylock with h is  own weapons and wins, but r e v e r ts  to Mercy when she  

reminds Antonio o f  i t s  q u a lit ie s /e x is te n c e . The Duke has already shown

mercy; Antonio is  in a p o s itio n  to  demand ju s t ic e  or bequeath mercy, and 

Gratiano, a t  le a s t ,  f e e l s  he should demand the f u l l  penalty; but the t r ia l  

and P ortia ’s  reminder have taught him the dangers o f  ab so lu te  ju s t ic e , and 

he has f in a lly  achieved true C hrist lik en ess  in h is  w illin g n e ss  to  fo rg iv e  

h is  enem ies.

2 .f . The P ro cessu s B e lia l  p la y s  

2 .f . i .  The d e v il  a s  advocate

The a llegory  developed along d ivergent paths, and the other main d irec tio n  

led to a s e r ie s  o f  version  in which The D evil takes J u s t ic e ’s  ro le  and the  

Virgin Mary, Mercy's. This stemmed p ossib ly  from Hugo’s  annotation on

Psalm 15:

The d e v il a s s e r t s  h is  r ig h t to man as having been consigned to  him
a fte r  the F a ll, and in both, th is  claim  is  refu ted  on the ground that
the d e v il through h is  e x c e ss iv e  cru e lty  toward man has fo r fe ite d  h is  
power over him.61

A Dutch version , M erlijn, by Jacob van Maerland (c l2 7 0 ) which was probably 

a tran sla tion  o f an o lder, now lo s t ,  version  fo llo w s th ese  g u id e lin e s .

Jacopo da Theramo’s  Compendium breve  C on so la tio  peccatorum  nuncupatum; e t  

apud nonnullos B e lia l vocita tum  ad papam Urbanum s e x  turn
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conscrip tum  (1381), and b e t t e r  known a s  the  P ro cessu s  B e l ia l  was an 

enormously popular  v e rs io n  of  th e  M erlijn  which i t  a m p l i f ie s  and d e p a r t s  

from f r e e ly .62 In both , the  scene  rev o lv e s  around the  a t t e m p ts  o f  th e  

Devil to  o b ta in  th e  r e t u r n  o f  the  s o u ls  which had been f re e d  from h is  

dominion by the  Harrowing of Hell. Both p lay s  co n ta in  v e rs io n s  o f  the  

Four D aughters  o f  God deba te .

2 . f . i i .  Antonio a s  Everyman

In t h i s  v e rs io n ,  Antonio becomes, in s te a d  of a C h r i s t - ty p e ,  the  symbol o f  

Everyman, and the  argum ents  between J u s t i c e / t h e  Devil and M ercy/the 

V irgin , take  p lace  over h i s  head. The s t r e n g th  o f  the  scene  is  in th e  

image o f  two p r in c ip le s /p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n s  f ig h t in g .  This  i s s u e  becomes 

la rg e r  than l i f e  and t r a n s f e r s  to  a cosmic p lane  in which a n g e ls  and 

d e v i ls ,  good and e v i l ,  a re  engaged in a superhuman b a t t l e ,  a psychomachia. 

Antonio becomes un im portan t  a s  an in d iv id u a l  o r  a p e r s o n a l i ty ,  h i s  

s ig n i f ic a n c e  is  in h i s  p o s i t io n  a s  u n iv e r s a l  v ic t im . A f te r  the  war i s  won, 

he is  guided by h i s  good ange l,  P o r t ia ,  to  make the  c o r r e c t /C h r i s t i a n  

d ec is io n  in r e s p e c t  of Shylock’s  f a t e .

2 . f . i i i .  Shylock a s  a  d e v i l

There a re  r e a s o n s  fo r  r e l a t i n g  the  P rocessus  p lay s  to the  s i t u a t i o n  in the

t r i a l  scene  in The M erchant o f  Venice. To begin  w ith , Shylock is  reg a rd e d

as  a d ev il ;  in the  t e x t  he i s  d e sc r ib ed  a s  such:

Launcelo t:  ... the  Jew my m as te r ,  who -  God b le s s  the  mark!- is  a
kind o f  dev il ;  ... the  Jew is  the  very d e v il  in c a rn a t io n .

(II i i  22 -2 3 ,  25)
Solanio: ... l e s t  the  d e v i l  c ro s s  my p ray e r ,  f o r  h e re  he comes in

the  l ik en ess  o f  a Jew. ( I l l  i 19-20)
Solanio: Here comes a n o th e r  o f  th e  t r ib e ;  a t h i r d  cannot be

m atch’d, u n le s s  th e  d e v i l  h im se lf  tu rn  Jew. ( I l l  i 70-71)
Bassanio: ... t h i s  d e v il  ... (IV i 282)

Even h i s  d a u g h te r ,  J e s s i c a ,  makes the  im p lica tion  t h a t  she  s e e s  him in the

r o le  o f  a  d e v i l  when she sa y s  to  L auncelo t

Our house is  h e l l ;  and thou, a merry d e v il
D idst  rob i t  of  some t a s t e  o f  te d io u s n e ss .  (II  i i i  2 -3 )

L auncelo t  compares h e re  to  the  c ap er in g  d e v i l s  o f  the  m o ra l i ty  p lay , 

in tended  to  amuse the  crowds w ith  t h e i r  a n t i c s  r a t h e r  than , a s  the  main 

s a ta n i c  c h a ra c te r s  were, to t e r r i f y  them.
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44, Alexander Barclay, The Ship of fooles (1570, o r ig in a l ly  printed 1509)
'Of pleaders in iugement',
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Shy lock fo llo w s another proverbial t r a it  which the demons o f  the P rocessu s

plays a lso  u se . Masceroen, the demon em issary o f  Satan in M erlijn  s t a t e s

I w ill  take my speech from the S crip tu res, and confirm i t  by Heathen 
law.

and as Antonio says in referen ce to Shylock:

The d e v il can c it e  Scrip ture for h is  purpose. (I i i i  93)

Bassanio d ea ls  with the hypocrisy o f  e v il-d o e r s  when he is  in the p rocess

o f  proving h is  own worth in choosing the lead casket:

In law, what p lea so  ta in ted  and corrupt,
But, being season'd with a graciou s vo ice ,
Obscures the show o f  e v il?  In r e lig io n ,
What damned error but some sober brow
Will b le ss  i t ,  and approve i t  with a te x t ,
Hiding the g r o ssn ess  with fa ir  ornament? <111 i i  75 -80 )

Antonio accep ts the bond in the f i r s t  p lace, because i t  is  proposed as 'a 

merry sport' with which Shylock ‘extendCsl th is  fr iendsh ip ', and which he 

i s  prepared to  b e liev e  is  genuine, although Bassanio has h is  doubts. In 

any case, Antonio is  confident o f  being ab le  to repay the debt.

The a sso c ia tio n  between 'Jew' and 'dev il' is  consonent w ith the popular 

view o f the Jews a t  the tim e, but Shylock, in h is  cru e lty , approaches the  

d e v ils  o f  the P rocessu s  p lays. Shylock's a sso c ia tio n  with the w olf has 

already been d iscu ssed  in on pp.60-66 above, but i t  is  worth notin g  here 

that Samuel C. Chew p o in ts out that in the Booke o f  C h ristian  P rayers  by 

Richard Daye, (1578), Mercy is  opposed to  the Vice o f C ruelty, and is  seen  

holding a lamb a s sym bolic o f  her g e n tle n e ss , and standing upon a w olf

labelled  ‘C ru e ltie ',63 It is  Shylock's cru e lty  in prosecuting  the bond, a s

much as h is  r ig id  adherance to h is  idea o f  J u stic e  which brings about h is  

dow nfall. Like Masceroen’s c r ie s  o f  ‘Lord, where is  J u stic e ', Shylock's 

demands for  the same are invalidated  by the cru elty  which they  

n e c e ss ita te .

2.g. The a t tr ib u te s  o f  J u s t ic e

2 .g .i . The s c a le s

Shylock, lik e  Masceroen, s e e s  ju s t ic e  in terms o f a measure for  a measure,

and both make use o f  the tra d itio n a l a ttr ib u te  o f J u stice , the sc a le s , as

dep icted , for in stance, in the woodcut accompanying Barclay’s  Of p le a d e rs

in iugement [ I l lu s tr a t io n  441. Masceroen, opposing, the Virgin Mary, who is

acting  as advocate for mankind, says to  the judge, Christ

When there is  a s t r i f e  between two p a r t ie s , what does the judge do 
but make a d iv is ion ?  Therefore g iv e  to  me the e v il ,  to  your mother
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45, AmDrogio Lo re n ze t t i ,  Allegory of 6ood and Sad Sovernment (.1338-40) 
Fresco, Sal a del Move, Palazzo Publ ico,  Siena 
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4b, Cesare Ripa, Iconologia, (.English t r a n s l a t i o n  1709) 
1 I n j u s t i c e ' , n o , 164, p,41
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47, Gef f rey Whitney, A Choice of Emblernes (Leyden, 1586) 
'Dicta septet,v sapientuni , p , 130
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the good. Put mankind in the sc a le . Her part s h a ll  be b it te r ly  
sm all.*4

and Shylock appears a t  the t r ia l  with a pair o f balances to weigh the part 

to which he consid ers he is  e n t it le d .

What Shylock in fa c t  stan d s for is  not the true J u stic e  which combines in

harmony a s t r ic t  code o f behaviour w ith firm ness, but corrupt ju s t ic e .

John Doebler makes the su g g estio n  that

It has fu rth er  occurred to me that the sea  le e  might even have been 
held unbalanced in a Renaissance production.66

This is  more than lik e ly , as the unbalanced s c a le s  were a recogn ised

symbol o f corrupt ju s t ic e , and appear in public h a l ls  o f Ju stice  in the

Renaissance as a reminder to the court o f  the importance o f  balanced and

im partial judgements in a governmental con tex t. Such rem inders appear, for

instance, in the a lle g o r ic a l carving o r ig in a lly  o u ts id e  the Nuremberg

courthouse [I llu s tr a t io n  401 already mentioned on pp.171, 175 and in the

fre sco es  by Ambrogio L orenzetti in the Sala del Nove, Palazzo Pubblico,

Siena <1338-40) [ I llu s tr a t io n  453. The la tte r  shows two a l le g o r ie s  o f Good

and Bad Government; Good Government in surmounted by a balanced s e t  o f

s c a le s , and Bad Government by an unbalanced s e t .  In The Merchant o f

Venice the ju s t ic e  o f  the s ta t e  is  balanced a g a in st Antonio's l i f e ,  and

although the Duke w ishes Shylock to  r e le n t  h is  bond, he r e a lis e s  th at the

law must be upheld or, as Shylock says:

If you deny i t ,  l e t  the danger lig h t
Upon your charter and your c ity 's  freedom. (IV i 3 8 -3 9 )

In the t r ia l  scen e the s c a le s  become a larger image, a s  P ortia  and Shylock 

stand e ith e r  s id e  o f  the cen tra l p ivo t, Antonio, f ig h tin g  for  h is  l i f e .  The 

balance o f  power gradually s h i f t s  from Shylock to  P ortia , and h is  high  

confidence plummets to depression  a s  he s e e s  h is  fortu n es sin k in g , as  

P ortia's r is e .  Portia and Shylock, th erefore , rep resen t p h y sica lly  as w ell  

as m etaphorically, the two w eights o f  the balance.

The tra d itio n a l ro le  o f  the s c a le s  in sym bolising im partial J u stice  is  

evid en t in the emblem w riters . Ripa's emblem o f  In ju stice  [ I l lu s tr a t io n  463 

shows a man carrying a bent sword and trampling on a s e t  o f  s c a le s 86 and 

both A lc ia ti and Whitney [I l lu s tr a t io n  473 use the balances to i l lu s t r a t e  

the f i r s t  o f  the say in gs o f  the seven w ise men; ‘A measure i s  b est in a l l

th in gs',67 and the idea th at a middle lin e  should be taken in a l l  th in gs,

and that e x c e ss iv e  em otions or a c tio n s  are d e str u c tiv e  is  a recurring
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theme in Shakespeare's p lays. What is  important i s  the balance, nothing

must be allow ed to  a tta in  such prominence that i t  outw eighs the  

equilibrium  o f  the whole. To the E lizabethans balance was a v i ta l  elem ent 

in the h ea lth  o f the c o n stitu tio n , both in the body o f  man and in the body 

p o lit ic .  Man's health  depended on an equal balance between the four  

humours; any imbalance, an e x c ess  o f one o f  the humours, would cause  

i l ln e s s  and d ec lin e . Moderation was the id ea l, and any s u r fe it  was

considered dangerous. Portia t r ie s  to subdue the e x c e ss  o f  em otional joy  

which she f e e l s  when Bassanio picks the r ig h t casket:

How a l l  the other p assion s f le e t  to a ir ,
As doubtful thoughts, and rash-embrac'd despair,
And shudd'ring fear , and green -ey'd  jealousy!
0  love, be moderate, a lla y  thy e c s ta sy ,
In measure rain  thy joy, scan t th is  excess!
1 f e e l  too much thy b le ss in g . Make i t  le s s ,
For fear  I s u r fe it .  ( I l l  i i  108-114)

Shy lock makes no attem pt to  r e str a in  h is  passion , rath er he r e v e ls  in i t ,  

working h im self up to a p itch  a t  which h is  ob session  has outweighed h is  

reason and h is  sen se  o f  s e lf -p r e se r v a tio n . His lack o f moderation w ill  

destroy him.

No c r it ic  seem s as y e t to have n o tic e s  that the word 'peize' which Dyce 

amended to 'peise* and which Portia  u se s  in III i i  22 -24  when ta lk ing  to  

Bassanio:

I speak too long, but ' t i s  to peize  the time,
To eke i t ,  and to draw i t  ou t in length ,
To s ta y  you from e le c tio n .

is  the exact word used by Peacham in h is  emblem Quae pondere m aior  which 

is  i llu s tr a te d  by a woodcut o f  a pair o f balances which weigh war and

worldly fame (represented by a cannon) in one pan, a g a in st l ite r a tu r e  and

immortal fame (represented by a pen and wreath) in the other; the la tte r  

t ip s  the balance down [I l lu s tr a t io n  481.se The emblem appears d ir e c t ly  

opposite  the i l lu s tr a t io n  o f  the Sword o f  J u stic e  [ I l lu s tr a t io n  491, and

begins:

Behold a hand, extended from the sky;
Doth s te d d il ie  a peized bal lance ho Id.59

Combe a lso  u ses  the term in two emblems. The f i r s t  r e la te s  balance to

judgement:

Use iu s t ic e  s t i l l  w ith  due regard ,
R espect no person  nor rew ard.

The Proverb sa ith , a man must never p asse
Nor p e ize  h is  bal lance w ith unequall w eights;
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As once in Rome a happie custom e was,
Where eq u ity  maintained w ithout s le ig h t s ,
And iu s t ic e  was the Monarks looking g la s s e ,
T il l  avarice p o ssessed  th e ir  co n ce its .

Then c iv  i l l  d iscord s e t  th e ir  h earts a t warre,
And caused each man h is  owne good to  marre.60

John R u ssell Brown in h is  Arden e d itio n  makes the note that 'the usual

se n ses  o f  weigh, w eight, or balance are u n sa tis fa c to r y 161 but P ortia 's use

o f  the word is  e a s ily  understood in the lig h t  o f Combe's verse: the word

is  used to  mean adding ex tra  w eight in order to b e n e fit  one's s e l f .  Portia

is  m etaphorically p utting  her thumb on the sc a le  in order to increase the

time she has with Bassanio. In addition  to th is  Portia  is  balancing the

time she has with Bassanio before he makes h is  choice o f  casket with the

unknown time she has with him afterw ards. In a play in which s o  much

hinges on balance or imbalance, and in which the a t tr ib u te s  o f  J u stic e  are

so  prominent, i t  is  l i t t l e  wonder that Shakespeare puts such a word into

the mouth o f the character who is  u ltim a te ly  to r e s to r e  the balance a t the

end o f the play. It may not, th erefore , be co in cid en ta l that the word

comes a t  alm ost exa ctly  the halfway point o f the play.

Combe's other use o f  the word is  an in te r e s tin g  one, for  i t  combines

sev era l elem ents which are cen tra l to  The Merchant o f  Venice. The verse

is  accompanied by a woodcut o f  a woman holding a pair o f unequally

balanced sc a le s :

In fr ie n d s  th is  d if fe re n c e  s o le  Is  tryd e ,
True fr ie n d s  s ta n d  f a s t ,  the fa in ed  s l id e .

False fa ith  is  o ver-p e isd  w ith sm a llest  w eight,
The ballance yee ld s unto the l ig h te s t  fether:
The fained g u e st  w ill  quickly change con ce it,
And in a tr ic e  w ill  h ith er  tu m e and th ith er .
But the sound friend w ill  never sound r e tr e it ,
Nor stoop e h is  s a i le s  for any force o f  weather,

But con stan tly  h is  friendsh ip  s t i l  doth la s t ,
And sh ine the c learer  in the b itte r  b la s t .62

In th is  s in g le  emblem we have s c a le s  and balance, fa ls e  fr ien d sh ip , true

friendsh ip  and sh ip  imagery, a l l  linked together to make one emblem.

The balance between worldly and s p ir itu a l w ealth , friendsh ip  and love, 

ju s t ic e  and mercy, appearance and r e a lity  are a l l  v i ta l  themes in the play, 

and to underline th eir  importance, the s c a le s  make a p h ysica l appearance in 

the t r ia l  scen e where they are to be used to  weigh Antonio’s  f le s h , and 

Portia em phasises the importance o f the exa ctn ess  o f that w eighing. What 

is  in fa c t  being weighed i s  Shylock's ju s t ic e  a g a in st P ortia 's mercy and,
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like King Belshazzar63, Shy lock has been ‘wayed In the balance, and art  

found to light*. The s c a le s  serv e  to em phasise the p o lar ity  o f the two 

worlds o f Belmont and Venice: to  the world o f  commerce, the w eight o f  

anything can be measured in money; Shy lock regards the function  o f  the 

s c a le s  as the p ra ctica l measurement o f  the m ateria l, w hile Portia and 

Bassanio se e  them as a means o f  measurement o f in tan gib le  q u a lit ie s  and 

v ir tu es . P ortia 's love cannot be bought, but n eith er  can she buy time by 

juggling  the w eights. In a  sen se  she is  h e r s e lf  in the balance; she stan d s  

for s a c r if ic e , w aiting  to be redeemed by her hero from the p o sitio n

imposed by her fa th er . Her two e a r lie r  s u ito r s , Morocco and Arragon, f a i l  

to r e a lis e  that i t  is  not s u f f ic ie n t  to  put in the balance only a sm all

part o f them selves -  th e ir  reasoning or th eir  minds -  they must do what

Bassanio does and put them selves w h ole-hearted ly  in, and make a 

commitment o f  th em selves , so  that the image created  is  o f  Portia and

Bassanio s i t t in g  in the pans o f  the s c a le s  and being weighed a g a in st each 

other. Bassanio wins Portia because he balances her exactly ; he is  her 

equal: Shy lock lo se s  h is  co n test  with her because he cannot balance her.

Her v ir tu e s  are more valuable than h is  v ic e s , and so  she outw eighs him.

2 .g .i i .  The sword

While Shylock holds one tra d it io n a l a ttr ib u te  o f J u s tic e , the s e t  o f s c a le s ,

Shakespeare has warped the other a ttr ib u te  o f  the sword in to  a dagger.

The sword i s  a common emblem in p o r tr a its  o f Queen E lizabeth  I in her ro le

as J u stice . In terestin g ly , she is  never seen  with the s c a le s , and Chew

su g g e s ts  that th is  indicated that

Elizabethan J u stic e  is  r e tr ib u tiv e ;  perhaps rem edial and co rrec tiv e , 
but perhaps a lso  vengefu l; in function  not always d istin g u ish a b le  
from Nemesis; more concerned to punish the wrongdoer than to 
s a t is fy  the r igh teou s claim s o f  the innocent.64

Whitney appends a sp e c ia l motto to h is  S ilen tiu m  which is  addressed to

Elizabeth in her ro le  as the d isp en ser  o f  n ation al ju s tic e :

I See, and houlde my peace: a Prince l ie  Po&sie r ig h te ,
For e v e r ie  fa u lte , shoulde not provoke, a Prince, or man o f  m ighte.
For i f  th at IOVE shoulde sh oote, so  o f t e  as men o ffen d e ,
The Po&ttes s a le , h is  thunderboltes shoulde soone bee a t  an ende.
Then happie wee that have, a P rincesse so  inclin 'de
That when as iu s t ic e  drawes h ir  sworde, hath m ercie in her minde,
And to declare the same, howe prone sh ee  is  to save:
Her M aiestie  did make her ch o ice , th is  Pogsie for to  have 

Sed p ig e r  ad pcenas p r in cep s , ad proem ia velox:
Culque d o le t ,  q u o tie s  c o g itu r  e s se  ferox ,66

The Sword o f J u stice  was seen  by the E lizabethans as a weapon which

should be used on occasion to punish. P.S.'s tra n sla tio n  o f  Paradin makes
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Vulner&t ille me demur

50, Henry Peacham, Minerva Britanna, or a garden of heroical Devises (London, 1612)
1 Vulnerat i l le  medemur', p .83

The Law is given to direct ; 
The Sword, to punifh andpott& l

51, George Wither, /) Collection of Etsblexes, Undent and Moderne (London, 1635) 
1 Lex Begit et ariaa tuentur', Book 1, Emblem I I I ,  p .3

991^
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i t  c lear th at a strong ru ler  must w ield  such a weapon in order to re ta in

control o f h is  or her people:

The lu s t  and upright adm in istration  o f  iu s t ic e , w ith the due 
punishment o f  the wicked, is  a th ing so  n e c e ssa r ie  to kingdomes, 
people, and C ountries, that i f  they should bee taken away, the  
companies and s o c ie t ie s  o f men would soone f a l l  to decaie  and bee 
destroyed . Wherefore Rulers and M agistrates may r ig h t l ie  chalenge  
the sworde to th em -selves, w ith pub like and p r iva te  honours, a s  
warranted by the word o f God, that they may bee not one l ie  a helpe  
and a com fort to  the god lie? and meeke, but a lso  a feare  and terrour  
to  the wicked.66

Modern audiences need to temper th e ir  sym pathetic rea ctio n s to Shy lock’s  

sen tence w ith the r e a lisa tio n  that E lizabethan ju s t ic e  could o ften  be much 

more severe  than that seen  in Shakespeare’s  Venetian court.

The sword sym bolised stren g th  and lib er ty  and the power to enforce law, 

while a t the same time remaining honourable, and i t s  a sso c ia t io n s  w ith the 

Word of God made i t  a s p ir itu a l symbol as w e ll. Peacham shows th is  in h is  

emblem Vulnerat i l l e  medemur [ I l lu s tr a t io n  501 which is  surmounted by a 

woodcut o f  a sword with ribbons t ied  around the point a g a in st a 

background lake with boats and a v i lla g e  on the le f t  and a church on the  

righ t:

This Sword, a Symbols o f  the Law, doth th reate  
P erpetuall death, to  a l l  o f  A dams race:
But y e t  th ’Alm ightie, o f  h is  m ercie grea te ,
Sendes, a f te r  sen ten ce , pardon o f  h is  grace:

For when he found us, maimed on the ground,
With wine, and o i le  o f grace, he heald the wound.

Our p artes i t  i s ,  s in ce  by the Law we se e ,
The fe a r e fu ll  s ta te ,  and daunger we are in,
To doe our b e st, then to h is  m ercie f le e ,
And new againe, our s in fu l l  l iv e s  begin:

Not tru stin g  to our deedes, and m erits vaine,
Since nought but death, doth due to th ese  remaine.67

Wither a lso  em phasises the p u n itive , a s w ell a s p r o tec tiv e  ro le  o f the

sword in h is  emblem The Law i s  g iven  to  d ir e c t;  The Sword, to  punish and

p r o te c t  [ I l lu s tr a t io n  511 where the law is  a sso c ia ted  with ta b le ts  o f  ston e

given to  Moses:

When God Almighty f i r s t  engrav'd in ston e  
His holy Law, He did not g iv e  the same 
As i f  some common Act had then beene done,
For, arm’d w ith F ires and Thunders, forth  i t  came.
By which, that grea t Law-maker might in ferre  
What d read fu ll Vengeance would on those attend ,
Who did a g a in st those holy Precepts erre;
And, th at, h is  Power, w e ll-d o ers  could defend.
Thereto, th is  Emblem, a lso  doth agree;
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For, loe, before the Tables o f  the Lawe,
A naked Sword Is borne, whose u se may bee 
As w ell to  keepe in S a fety , as in Awe.
Whence, Princes ( i f  they p lea se ) th is  note  may take, 
(And i t  sh a ll  make them happily to  raigne)
That, many good and wholsome Lawes to make 
Without an Executioner, is  vaine ...

... For, As by Lawes a Land is  kept in frame;
So, Armes is  th at, which must p ro tect the same.6®

Although the Sword o f  J u stic e  i s  som etim es ca lled  a k n ife, as in Whitney's

emblem F estin a  le n te  where he en jo ins

The Prince, or Iudge, maie not w ith lig h te  reporte  
In d ou b tfu ll th in ges, g iv e  iudgement touching l ife :
But t r ie , and learne the tru the in ev e r ie  so r te ,
And m ercie ioyne, with iu s t ic e  b loodie k n ife .69

the dagger that Shy lock w ield s is  emblematic o f  the op p osite  q u a lit ie s  to

the sword. Whereas the sword was an open and honourable weapon, the

dagger was the instrum ent o f  se c r e t  a ssa ss in a tio n  and murder. As

J. E. C irlo t sa y s , the kn ife is  a

symbol which is  the inversion  o f sword-symbolism . It is  a sso c ia ted
with vengeance and death, but a lso  with s a c r if ic e . The sh ort blade 
o f  the kn ife rep resen ts , by analogy, the primacy o f  the in s t in c t iv e  
fo rces  in the man w ield ing i t ,  whereas the long blade o f the sword 
i l lu s tr a te s  the s p ir itu a l h eigh t o f the swordsman.70

The dagger was the weapon o f  d e c e it  and treachery, a ssa ss in a tio n  and

ambition, and in i t s  r e la t io n  to  the tra d itio n  that i t  was the weapon used

by Cain to k i l l  Able, i t  was accepted as sym bolic o f Envy. In a s e t  o f

engravings by Philip  G alle o f c l 600 the conventional d ep ic tio n s o f  the

Seven Deadly S ins show the dagger as an a ttr ib u te  o f  Wrath. Shy lock is

g u ilty  o f a l l  th ese , and the dagger is  th erefore  an e n t ir e ly  su ita b le

a ttr ib u te  for him to be a sso c ia ted  w ith. In th is  regard, h is  claim  to

represent J u stic e  becomes su sp ec t. Indeed, i f  he tru ly  did rep resen t th at

v ir tu e , he would accept the judgement made on him by the Duke and Portia

w ithout any quibble. Shy lock’s  warped view o f  ju s t ic e  stem s from h is

anger and pride. He becomes more and more irra tio n a l through the p lay,

and the balanced, sane function  o f  the Sword o f J u s tic e  is  transform ed

into a weapon o f personal revenge in the hands o f a madman. A lc ia t i  has

an emblem which rep resen ts the sword o f a madman which u ses  the image o f

Ajax sla y in g  p ig s  in h is  anger, in stead  o f the descendants o f T antalus. It

ends:

Rage knows not how to come to gr ip s  with i t s  own enem ies; 
i t s  blow m isses the mark, and lacking in judgement, i t  rushes to

i t s  own d e stru c tio n .71
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2 .g . i i i .  The b lin d fo ld

The other common a ttr ib u te  o f J u stic e  is  the b lin dfo ld , a s can be seen  in 

Ripa’s  emblem 188 o f ‘Justice* [I llu s tr a t io n  521. In i t s  p o s it iv e  asp ect  

th is  in d ica te s  im partia lity  and may be what Portia i s  dem onstrating when 

she asks

Which is  the merchant here; and which the Jew? (IV i 169)

when v isu a lly  th e ir  id e n t it ie s  should be apparent. Shakespeare u se s  very

sim ilar  words in King Lear in a darker and more te r r ify in g  con tex t when

Lear, having been blind to  h is  daughters* true wor th, c lo s e s  h is  mind in

madness and m eets the l i t e r a l ly  blind G loucester:

which is  the ju s t ic e , which is  the th ie f?  (King Lear  IV v i 154)

In L ear  b lin d n ess leads, paradoxically , to a more c le a r -s ig h te d  appraisa l o f

the tru e s itu a t io n , ju s t  as J u s t ic e ’s  b lin d fo ld  a llow s her to  judge c lea r ly

and im p artia lly , but the b lin dfold  a lso  has a n eg a tiv e  asp ect in th at i t

can in d ica te  narrow-mindedness, ignorance, or the r e fu s a l  to  s e e , and a l l

th ese  Shy lock is  g u ilty  o f . He r e fu se s  to s e e  what Portia  i s  trying to

show, th at g e n ero sity , both in money and in s p ir i t ,  i s  necessary  for

growth. Whitney begins h is  emblem on 'Blind Hatred’

Th' Envious man, when neighboures howse do the flam e,
Whose c h ie fe  d e lig h te , i s  in an o th ers harme,
Doth sh u tte  h is  e le s ,  and w ill  n o tt  s e e  the same.72

Shy lock is  envious o f the good fortune, w ealth and standing o f  Antonio, and

is  a lso  stubborn and blind to  h is  own b est in te r e s ts .  The danger o f

w ilfu l b lin d n ess i s  that i t  is  p o ss ib le  to f a l l  in to  one’s  own trap.

Marquale’s  I ta lia n  tran sla tion  o f  A lc ia t i ’s  emblem Iu sta  v in d ic ta  ends with

the sen ten ce  'Thus fa te  leads the wicked man to  b lin d n ess, and thus

punishment f a l l s  on i t s  author*.73 and Wither u ses  the proverb ial

For, what are l ig h ts  to those who blinded bee 
Or, whoso b lin de, a s they that w il l  not s e e .74

Shy lock’s  envy and greed blind him to the b e n e fits  o f  l ib e r a lity . Antonio,

g iv e s  fr e e ly  for  h is  friend with no thought o f p r o f it , and Bassanio

hazards a l l  he has and both have r ich es returned to  them -  Antonio h is

sh ips and Bassanio Portia and her w ealth -  w hile Shylock, in an e f f o r t  to

keep what is  leg a lly , i f  not m orally, h is  lo se s  nearly everyth ing.

E c c le s ia s te s ’ advice

Cast thy bread upon the w aters: for a f te r  manie dayes thou s h a lt  
f in d e  i t .  (E c c le s ia s te s , 11. 1)

is  here shown in action .
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52, Cesare Ripa, Iconologia, (Engl ish t r a n s l a t i o n  1709) 
' J u s t i c e 1, n o , 188, p .47

53. Cesare Ripa, Iconologia, (Engl i sh t r a n s l a t i o n  1709) 
'D iv i ne  J u s t i c e ' ,  n o , 142, p ,36
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Like Mercy, Portia is  g e n tle . She is  firm and d ir ec t , but does not rant or 

lo se  her temper and a t a l l  tim es r e ta in s  a q u ie t lo g ic a l approach to the  

t r ia l . Shylock, on the oth er  hand, is  g u ilty  o f the s in  o f Wrath. The two 

in th is  re sp ec t resem ble the opposition  o f the V irtues and the V ices in 

the m orality p lays. While the Virtue remains a lo o f and calm, and speaks 

with d ign ity  and reason, the Vice is  a c id ic  and en e r g etic , o fte n  using much 

coarser language and unfortu nately  is  u su a lly  the more in te r e stin g  because  

o f the v i t a l i t y  which is  embodied in the enthusiasm  for e v i l  schemes and 

p lo ts . Shakespeare is  fu lly  aware o f th is  tra d itio n , as can be seen  in h is  

vibrant p resen ta tion  o f  Richard III, who conforms c lo se ly  to the m edieval 

Vice o f  the m orality p lays, and sh ares th e ir  v i t a l i t y  and in sid iou s  

a ttr a c tio n . The danger is  th at the Vice becomes too  a t tr a c t iv e , and

although no c r it ic  has se r io u s ly  made a case for a lovable Shylock, the

play has o ften  been c r it ic is e d  for the d isproportionate in te r e s t  engendered  

by Shylock, as he is  ev id en tly  not intended to be the hero. His a s id e s  and 

general p resen ta tion  as a scheming, raging v i l la in  who u ltim a te ly  g e ts  h is  

comeuppance are a l l  consonent with the fig u re  o f the Vice, and the  

in ten sity  o f the p resen ta tion  can endanger the balance o f  the play. For 

th is  reason, Shylock must be portrayed, not only a s  a v i l la in , but as  

rep u lsive  both p h ysica lly  and m orally, and w ithout the sed u ctive  w it o f  

Richard III, or the play becomes too h eav ily  w eighted in favour o f  h is

character.

3. The Old Law and the New Law

While Portia and Shylock can be seen  as standing for Mercy and J u stic e ,

they a lso  r e la te  to the New and the Old Law. Ripa c o n fla te s  J u stic e  and

C h ristian ity  in h is  emblem on D ivine J u s tic e  [ I l lu s tr a t io n  531 which shows:

A handsom Woman, with a Golden Crown on her Head; a Dove, with Rays 
above; her Hair loose about her; a naked Sword in her r ig h t Hand, in 
her l e f t  the Balance, the Globe o f  the World a t her Feet.

The Crown and Globe shew her Power over the World; the Balance 
shews J u s tic e , and the Sword, the Punishment o f  M alefactors; the
Dove rep resen ts the Holy Ghost.76

and h is  emblem on In ju s tic e  [ I l lu s tr a t io n  461 shows:

A Man in a w hite Garment f u l l  o f  Spots; a Sword in one Hand, and a 
Goblet in the other; the Tables o f  the Law a l l  broken to p ie ce s , on 
the Ground; blind o f the r ig h t Eye, and tram ples on the Balance.

His Garment denotes In ju stice  to be the C orruption  and S ta in  o f the  
Mind. The Laws broken, the Non-observance o f them, being desp is'd  
by M alefac to rs; and the due weighing o f  M atters n e g le c te d , intim ated  
by the Balance. The blind Eye shews that he s e e s  only with the 
le f t ;  that is ,  h is  own In te r e s t.76
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54, The Parement o f Naroonne ( s h o r t l y  before 1377) 
d e t a i l ,  pain ted s i l k  a l t a r  f r o n t s ! ,  Louvre, Par is
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In both o f  th ese  emblems symbols a sso c ia ted  with J u stic e  and Mercy are

mingled w ith the a t tr ib u te s  o f the Old and New Law.

While Mercy is  not id en tica l with the New Law or the C hristian

in terp reta tion  o f the B ible, she is  stro n g ly  a sso c ia ted  w ith i t .  To

s ix te e n th  century th eo log ian s Mercy and Charity were som etim es con fla ted  

and the passage known as the 'Love* chapter in I C orinthians, 13. 1-13 s e e s  

the v ir tu e  o f Mercy/Charity/Love as the h ig h est expression  o f C hristian  

liv in g . The Old Law as passed down in the ta b le ts  by Moses, i s  the kiw o f  

Ju stice; a hard, exactin g  law which demanded r ig id  observance o f r itu a l a s  

prescribed in the S crip tu res. The d ifferen ce  between the two formed the  

chasm between Judaism and C h ristian ity . The f i r s t  was based on 

J u s t if ic a t io n , the idea that heaven could be obtained by fo llow in g  a s e t  o f  

divine laws as expressed  by the prophets and the S cr ip tu res, and i t  has 

already been shown that th is  is  the theology to which Shylock su b scr ib es . 

C h ristian ity  preached Salvation  and Redemption; man could not be saved by 

h is  own action s; by h im self he was a sin ner and unworthy o f  a p lace in 

heaven, but th is  could be achieved by the in tervention  o f a d iv in e  a c t, the  

grace o f  God, which could not be earned by observing the law, but must be 

fre e ly  g iven  and as fr e e ly  accepted. The exchange between the Duke and 

Shylock in IV i 88 -89  already quoted dem onstrates the d ifferen ce  between  

the two th eo lo g ies; they are speaking d iffe r e n t  languages and n e ith er  has 

the a b ility  to understand the o ther. These two p r in c ip le s  o f  Old and New 

Law came to be p erso n ified  in the p la s t ic  a r ts  in the f ig u r e s  o f  E cc lesia  

and Synagoga.

4. Synagoga and E cclesia

D epictions o f E cclesia  and Synagoga are common in the Middle Ages, and

from th is  time on, the two f ig u r e s  appear frequ en tly  in m anuscripts and 

iv o r ie s , and are o ften  a sso c ia ted  with the C rucifix ion  scen e. As in the  

t r ia l  scen e, J u stice  and Mercy, Old Law and New Law, Synagoga and E cc lesia  

are always paired togeth er . The frequent occurrence o f  Synagoga and 

E cclesia  in d ep iction s o f the C rucifix ion , one on e ith e r  s id e  o f  the

hanging body o f C hrist, a s  in The Parement de Narhonne77 (before 1377)

[I llu s tr a t io n  541, bring to  mind the s ta g e  p ic tu re  o f  Shylock and Portia  

arguing over the h a lf-s tr ip p e d  body o f Antonio, the former standing for

death and the la tte r  for l i f e .
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55. 'The C r u c i t i x i o n  and Deposi t ion,  wi th  the Church and the Synagogue', 
The Psalter o f Blanche of Castile ( c l 235)

B ib l i o teque  de 1 ' Arsena1, Par i s ,  Ms 118b f ,24
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Wolf gang S e ife r th  d escrib es an ivory book cover where E cc lesia  po in ts

to Synagoga's forehead, ind icating  that the source o f sa lv a tio n  w ill  
be there in the fu tu re and not in the k n ife  o f  circum cision  which
Synagoga h o ld s  in h er l e f t  hand.76

As has been shown above, Shylock's a sso c ia tio n  w ith the dagger i s  complex,

but th is  could rep resent y e t another elem ent in i t s  p resen ta tion . The

knife in th is  context rep resen ts  a m isguided fa ith  in the Old Law, the

b e lie f  that obeying the law was the only thing necessary  to  sa lv a tio n . As

the play shows, Shylock is  m istaken in th is . His l i t e r a l  in terp reta tion  o f ,

and determ ination to s t ic k  to  the law are h is  dow nfall. As S t. Paul says

to h is  fe llow  C hristians in Corinth

In that ye are m anifest, to be the e p is t le  o f C hrist, m inistred by 
us, and w riten not, w ith inck, but w ith the s p ir i t  o f  the liv in g  God, 
not in ta b le s  o f  ston e, but in f le s h ly  ta b le s  o f the heart ... Not 
that we are s u f f ic ie n t  o f  our s e lv e s , to  thinke any th ing, as o f our 
se lv e s:  but our s u f f ic ie n c ie  is  o f God. Who a lso  hath made us ab le  
m in isters o f  the new testam ent, not o f the le t t e r ,  but o f  the S p ir it:  
fo r  the l e t t e r  k i l l e th ,  b u t the S p ir i t  g iv e th  l i f e .

(II Corinthians, 3. 3, 5 -6 )  (my i t a l ic s )

Later rep resen ta tio n s commonly show as the a t tr ib u te s  o f E cclesia  a crown,

a ch a lice  and a banner and as those o f Synagoga a toppling crown, the

ta b le ts  o f  the law which she is  le t t in g  s l ip  from her hands and a broken

lance as in the i l lu s tr a t io n  o f the C rucifix ion  and D eposition from the s o -

ca lled  P sa lter  o f  Blanche o f C a stile 79 (c l2 3 5 ) [I l lu s tr a t io n  553. Invariably

Synagoga is  placed on C hrist's l e f t  hand sid e:

S ig n ific a n tly , she stan ds on the s id e  o f  death -  the wages o f s in .
The con trast between C hristian and Jew is  c le a r ly  a r tic u la te d  as a 
contrad iction; i t  is  a s irrecon cilab le  as l i f e  and death.90

Shylock's p lo t means death to  Antonio and the wages o f  h is , Shylock's, s in

is  indeed death. That he does not pay the u ltim ate  price is  e n t ir e ly  due

to the ch arity  o f the C h ristians, h is  enem ies.

In it ia lly  the two a lle g o r ic a l f ig u r e s  were shown in balance and as equals.

E cclesia  and Synagoga both appear as Im pressive Queens, and E cclesia

supplants Synagoga with sympathy, g e n tle n e ss  and d ig n ity . She removes the

v e i l  from Synagoga's e y e s , sym bolising the u ltim ate conversion o f the Jews

which, according to the B ib le, would herald the second coming and the f in a l

judgement. The Jews were viewed as m isguided, rather than inherently  e v i l ,

but by the s ix te e n th  century

the symbol, robbed o f  i t s  o r ig in a l idea, had become a means of 
expressing  anger a t  m edieval Jewry.ei

and th is  a n ti-S em itic  flavour becomes the predominant symbolism. The
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th eo lo g ica l debate had turned into personal anim osity as the sym bolic

f ig u res  in the drama and lite r a tu r e  became p erson ified  as rea l people:

This p erso n ifica tio n  o f  a r e lig io u s  p rin cip le  ... and the r e jec tio n  o f  
Synagoga, p rojects  th is  p r in cip le  to  the le v e l o f  r e a l l ife :  the  
symbols become r e a lity ;  m edieval Jewry is  id e n tif ie d  with the  
a lleg ed  fa ilu r e  o f  the Old Testament doctrine and made resp on sib le  
for i t .02

By the th ir teen th  century the two f ig u r e s  were appearing in s ta in e d -g la s s

and monumental sta tu ary  as w ell as the minor a r ts , and Synagoga is  shown

attem pting an attack  on E cclesia  with her spear, which breaks. She is

o ften  shown wearing the pointed hat which became the a ttr ib u te  o f  a l l

Jews and som etim es c a rr ie s  a t her w a ist a purse sym bolising avarice  and

usury, and perhaps Judas's th ir ty  p ieces  o f  s i lv e r .03 An illu s tr a t io n  in a

Bible h is to r i6 e  o f  the f if te e n th  century shows

Moses w ith the broken ta b le ts  in one hand and the new ta b le ts  in 
the other, w hile Synagoga l ie s  on the ground and E cc lesia  h e r s e lf  
holds a lo f t  the new ta b le ts  ... the old ta b le ts  must be broken, Moses 
and Synagoga must d ie , and the law lo se s  i t s  force  among the ju d e is  
... The promise o f the New Covenant is ,  however, already contained in 
the Old: C hrist and E cclesia  gaze down sym p athetica lly  a t the dead
Synagoga.84

Shylock, the rep resen ta tion  o f  the Old Law, must be broken by Portia in her 

character o f  E cc lesia  in order that the new Covenant may develop. It 

would be wrong to  think that Portia is  g lo a tin g ly  triumphant over her 

v ictory , however. Shylock has forced her into being severe  by h is  r e fu sa l  

to countenance mercy, but she is  prepared to allow  him what len iency she 

can according to  the law he has h im self invoked, a s is  evidenced by her 

words ‘What mercy can you render him, Antonio?' (IV i 3 73 -4 )

4.a. Synagoga's v e il

Synagoga is  o ften  shown with a v e i l  or b lin dfo ld , a s  in the s ta tu e  on

Strasbourg Cathedral clock tower (1220-1230). The b lin dfold  rep resen ts

the n eg a tiv e  o f J u stic e 's  im partial b lindness and, like Shylock's

psychologica l b lin dfo ld , sym bolises Synagoga's se lf-im p osed  b lin d n ess, her

r e fu sa l to acknowledge C hrist as the M essiah, and accept the New Law.

Ripa portrays E rror  [ I l lu s tr a t io n  561 as
A Man in a P ilgrim s Habit, groping h is  Way b lin d -fo ld .
The Cloth blinding him s ig n if ie s  mans F alling  into  E rror , when h is  
Mind is  darkened by w ordly  Concerns; the S ta ff ,  h is  being apt to  
stum ble, i f  he take not the Guides o f the S p ir it , and o f r ig h t  
Reason.06

St. Paul saw C hrist's teaching and death as the means o f rending the v e il  

which hid God from the ey es  o f s in fu l man, and the Jews, by re jec tin g  that
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5b, Cesare Ripa, Iconologia, (.Engl ish t r a n s l a t i o n  1709) 
' E r r o r ' ,  n o , 107, p ,27

57, 'The Tree of  Jesse ' ,  The Lanheth Bible (c l  150?) 
579 x 353 nn, Lambeth Palace L i b ra r y ,  London, Ms 3
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‘u V ^ i

58, Four teenth century  doorway, Rochester Cathedral  
a, doorway

b, Eccles ia c , Synagoga
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teaching and s a c r if ic e , were s t i l l  sp ir itu a lly  blind-** The Lambeth Bible®7 

(c l 150?) has a Tree of Jesse  [I llu s tr a t io n  561 which brings togeth er  a 

rep resen ta tion  o f the Four Daughters o f God debate with d ep ic tion s o f  

E cclesia  and Synagoga. In th is  i l lu s tr a t io n  the v e i l  is  being drawn away 

from Synagoga’s  face by a hand reaching from above, rep resen tin g  God's 

hand. Portia attem pts to remove Shylock’s  s p ir itu a l b lin dfo ld , and like  

E cclesia , she a c ts  with d ig n ity  and calm, although when he proves 

in tr a c tib le , she becomes r e le n t le s s .  His f in a l forced conversion is  a 

v io le n t ripping away o f h is  se lf-im p osed  v e il:  g e n tle n e ss  and reason have

proved unavailing, but the im plication is  that, for h is  own good, he must 

be fo rced  to se e  the lig h t. His sa lv a tio n  from death is  the r e s u lt  o f the  

application  o f the C hristian mercy which he has r e v iled  and re jec ted , and 

h is  f in a l confusion and s ile n c e  may ind icate  h is  re lu cta n t r e a lis a t io n  o f

th is , the fa c t  that h is  th eo lo g ica l system  has fa ile d  him, w hile that o f

the C hristians has not only triumphed over him, but a lso  saved h is  l i f e .

4.b. The prophet p lays

It was a common idea that Synagoga was driven o f f  in to  outer darkness. 

The Sermo con tra  Judeos , Pagan os e t  A ria n o s, de Sym bolo , wrongly ascribed  

to St. Augustine,*® p resen ts a debate between Judaism, Paganism and

C h ristian ity  concerning who is  the r ig h tfu l ru ler  o f the world. The 

framework is  s e t  in a court, and th is  idea la ter  developed in to  the  

prophet p lays in which prophets are brought forward as w itn e sse s  for the  

prosecution aga in st the Jews who have to  j u s t i fy  th e ir  den ia l o f  C hrist.

Gradually the prophet play developed into a t r ia l  with two cen tra l f ig u r e s ,  

the Jewish e ld er  Archisynagogus and the Reader (o ften  S t. A ugustine). 

Later on th ese  fig u r e s  metamorphosised into E cc lesia  and Synagoga who

were f ir s t  brought together in the drama in the Ludus de A n t ic h r is to  or 

A n tichrist p lays w ritten  in the m id -tw elfth  century.89

In England, examples o f  E cclesia/Synagoga sta tu ary  are o ften  found placed  

on e ith er  s id e  o f a doorway: a t Rochester Cathedral a fourteenth  century  

doorway which now frames the entrance o f  the chapter house shows the  

C hristian and Jewish d isp en sa tion s [ I llu s tr a t io n  581. E cclesia  has been 

'restored', but much of Synagoga is  o r ig in a l. She c a rr ie s  a sh a ttered  

banner, two slip p in g  ta b le ts  and is  b lindfolded . At e ith e r  s id e  o f the 

south door o f the choir a t Lincoln cathedral are h ead less s ta tu e s  both 

with their r ig h t arms m issing but, as one ca rr ie s  the model o f the church
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and the other what seem to be ta b le ts , they can with some confidence be 

id e n tified  with E cclesia  and Synagoga. Edward Schroder Prior and Arthur 

Gardner90 have id e n tif ie d  a sim ilar  figu re  a t Crowland Abbey, and a t  

Howden, Yorkshire in the church o f SS. Peter and Paul the two f ig u r e s

appear on the choir screen  to which they have been removed a t  some time

from another, probably ex tern a l, loca tion . Antonio’s  other a sp ect as  

Everyman can be re la ted  to these fig u r e s  which stand on e ith e r  s id e  o f  a 

portal through which everyday man must pass. Antonio su rv iv es  the  

passage between the two to emerge reborn and is  rewarded when he no

longer exp ects anything, by the return o f h is  sh ip s. C h ristian s passin g  

through the porta l into the church gained not m aterial wealth but

sp ir itu a l r ich es  in the worship they found within:

B lessed  are the poore in s p ir i t ,  for th e ir s  is  the kingdome o f
heaven.
B lessed are the meke: for they sh a l in h erite  the earth .
B lessed  are the m ercifu ll: for they s h a ll  obtaine m ercie.

(Matthew, 5. 3 , 5 , 7)
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Appendix A 

THE HISTORY OF ANATOMY

1. Anatomy from Ancient tim es to  the R enaissance

In order to d iscu ss  the iconographic p o s s ib i l i t i e s  o f Antonio as an anatomy

su b ject, i t  is  important to understand the place that the study o f anatomy

had in the Elizabethan world p ic tu re .

The h isto ry  o f anatomy d ates from an cien t tim es. A r is to t le  <384-322 BC) 

founded comparative anatomy, d is se c t in g  many animals but not the human 

body. He made some drawings i l lu s tr a t in g  anatom ical d escr ip tio n s, but 

made no d is t in c tio n  between a r te r ie s  and ve in s and fa ile d  to trace  

r e la tio n s  between sen se  organs, nerves and the brain. Contrary to popular 

thought and h is  teacher, P lato , he regarded the h e a r t  a s the s e a t  o f  

in te llig e n c e  and the brain sim ply as an organ for coo lin g  the h e a r t .1

Around 300 BC an Alexandrian School o f  anatomy emerged when Herophilus o f  

Chalcedon was probably the f i r s t  to  d is s e c t  the human body in public. He 

recognised the brain  a s the cen tra l organ o f the nervous system  and se a t  

o f  in te llig e n c e . He d istin gu ish ed  between vein s and a r te r ie s  and connected  

the nerves with motion and sen sa tio n .2

l.a . Galen o f  Pergaaon

The most famous o f the ancien t anatom ists was Galen o f Pergamon 

<129-99 AD) who was, a t 21, studying anatomy a t Smyrna. Mainly he 

d isse c ted  animals <preferring the rhesus monkey) because huircan d is se c t io n  

was no longer p ractised , but he had seen  the human sk e le to n , and there are  

in d ication s in h is  w ritin gs that he had done some human d is se c t io n . He 

was indebted to  the Greek te x ts  based on the teach ings o f the Greek 

physician, H ippocrates, <c460-399 BC) <whose teaching extended over a l l  

Greece, but whose school was based a t the shrin e o f A sclep ius a t  Cos), and 

the w ritin gs o f A r is to t le  and follow ed the la t te r 's  p r in c ip le  that a l l  

s tru ctu res  o f the body were formed by the Creator for a known and 

in te l l ig ib le  end. Galen th erefore  sought to J u stify  every organ or part 

thereof with referen ce  to the function  for which he b e lieved  i t  to  be 

d estin ed . This had much in common w ith the S to ic  philosophy th at a l l  

th ings were predestined  by forces  actin g  ou tsid e  Man and that a l l  th ings  

worked to the ru le  o f the heavenly bodies. Galen was not wholly in accord 

with Stoicism  but h is  th e o r ie s  la ter  appealed stro n g ly  to both Islam ic and
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C hristian th e o lo g ie s .3 His most accurate d escr ip tio n s  were o f m uscles and 

he showed an occasional awareness o f d iffe r e n c e s  in certa in  human and 

animal m uscles. He described the r e t e  m lra b ile , a network o f f in e  v e s s e ls  

on the undersurface o f the brain, and for over th ir teen  cen tu ries  

anatom ists, fo llow ing Galen, in s is ted  on the e x is te n c e  o f  th is  in man. It 

is ,  in fa c t  found in the brains o f anim als, mainly the hooved sp e c ie s , but 

n o t  in humans.4

l.b. The teaching o f  anatomy a t Bologna

At Galen’s death anatom ical and p h y sio lo g ica l inquiry ceased u n til  during 

the Middle Ages when the anatom ical t e x ts  by Galen and h is  pred ecessors, 

such as Herophilus o f Chalcedon, were tran sla ted  from Greek into Arabic 

and Latin, annotated and rearranged but with no o r ig in a l work. With the  

r is e  o f the U n ivers itie s  during the th ir teen th  century medical f a c u lt ie s  

became common, but teaching was purely th e o r e t ic a l, with no c lin ic a l  

experience. At Bologna a medical fa cu lty  was e s ta b lish ed  in 1156 and the  

f i r s t  d is se c t io n  took place in the f i r s t  quarter o f the fourteenth  century, 

but th is  was for v e r if ic a t io n  rather than exp loration . An early  Bolognese  

surgeon, William o f S a licero  <cl210-cl280> wrote a t r e a t is e  on surgery with  

a se c tio n  on anatomy taken from Arabic w r itin g s , but surgery was normally 

only employed in em ergencies.6

Taddeo A ld ero tti (1223-1303) known as Thaddeus o f Florence, taught a t  

Bologna and understood the importance o f a ccess  to Greek sou rces. He 

g iv e s  occasional h in ts  o f post mortem exam ination in h is  C on silia  and 

taught a l l  the f ir s t  generation  o f  w r iters  who openly r e fe r  to d is se c t io n  

-  Bartolomeo de Variguana (d. 1318), Henri de M ondeville (12607-1325?) and 

Mundinus (12757-1326).6 Henri de M ondeville took Bolognese su r g ic a l, 

medical and anatom ical tra d itio n s to M ontpellier in 13017 thus spreading  

the in te r e s t  in anatomy and d is se c t io n  further into  the r e s t  o f  Europe.

I.e. The f ir s t  post mortem

U ntil 1306 the medical fa cu lty  was seen  as an adjunct to the fa cu lty  o f  

law and the f ir s t  post morteras were carried  out for fo ren sic  purposes. 

The e a r l ie s t  frank account o f a p ost mortem was in 1296, (although  

au top sies  were probably being conducted a t le a s t  th ir ty  years b efore), by 

Salimbene o f  Parma (1221-1290?).8 It d escrib es  the opening o f  a corpse by 

a physician in Cremona to d iscover the cause o f  a d ise a se , but he seems 

only to have opened the thorax and glanced a t the h eart. The f i r s t  formal
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report o f  a p ost mortem is  dated 1302 and was done on one, Azzolina, who

died in Bologna and was suspected  o f having been poisoned. Two physicians  

and three surgeons with Bartolomeo de Var iguana a t th e ir  head were 

p resen t.9 At about the same time appears the f i r s t  i l lu s tr a t io n  which can 

be d e f in ite ly  id e n t if ie s  a s being o f a p ost mortem, and which may be 

French or Anglo-Norman.10

l.d . Mundinus

Henri de M ondeville’s  fe llow  stu d en t, Mondino d e’Luzzi (12757-1326), known 

as Mundinus, worked sy stem a tica lly  a t anatomy and d is se c te d  the human 

body in public. His f i r s t  male autopsy seem s to have been in 1261 and h is  

f ir s t  fem ale autopsy in 1312,T 1 and in 1316 he wrote a tr e a t is e  on anatomy, 

the Anothomia, which was e s s e n t ia lly  a p ra c tica l manual. This became the  

standard work on anatomy up to the middle o f  the s ix te e n th  cen tu ry .'2 It 

was based on a tra n sla tio n  o f Galen’s  On the Function o f  the Members 

which, although fa u lty , was the only version  o f Galen’s  w r itin gs which was 

a va ilab le  to Mundinus,13 He seems to have seen  most o f  what he d escrib es  

but makes no attem pt to be o r ig in a l, the aim being dem onstration rather  

than d iscovery. Anatomies performed for  the b e n e fit  o f  stu d en ts  were

intended to help them memorise the orthodox anatom ical te x t s  rath er than

question  th e ir  fin d in gs, and were designed as a id e  m em oires rath er than as  

research to o ls .

Mundinus’ order o f d is se c t io n  was:

1. Abdomen and v iscera  -  ‘s in ce , to begin w ith, th ese  members are
fe t id , and on th is  account we should make a s ta r t  with them, in
order that we may be able to throw them away as soon as
p o ss ib le ’

2. Thorax and organs (lungs and heart)

3. Head and i t s  con ten ts with the sen se  organs

4. E xtrem ities, m uscles and bones.'4

Mundinus, i t  should be noted, d is se c te d  p e rso n a lly . As d is se c t io n  became a 

formal inclusion  in the curriculum, h is  su ccesso rs  withdrew from the body, 

lecturin g  from a high p r o fesso r ia l chair ( cathedra) w h ile a m enial stew ard  

did the d ir ty  work under the guidance o f the os ten sor  or dem onstrator who 

pointed out the s tru c tu res  with h is  wand, and the s tu d en ts  observed, 

taking no a c tiv e  part them selves. This meant that the lec tu r er s  were no 

longer p h ysica lly  involved in d is se c t io n  and the su b jec t became even more 

academic and formal. An early  c o lle c t io n  o f medical tr a c ts , the F ascicu lu s
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59, Fascicule di tledicinae (1493)
This p i c tu re  forms the f i r s t  page of an I t a l i a n  t r a n s l a t i o n  

of the fine thornia by Mundinus
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M edicinae f i r s t  printed in Venice in 1491, has in i t s  1493 ed itio n  a 

p a rticu la r ly  good illu s tr a t io n  o f  an academic anatomy.16 [ I llu s tr a t io n  591

1 .e. D issec tio n  o u ts id e  the U n iv e r s it ie s

Although the p ractice  o f d is se c t io n  was concentrated m ostly in the

u n iv e r s it ie s  where i t  was used as an adjunct to  lec tu res  in order to aid

the stu d en ts' memories, anatom ies were a lso  carried out e lsew here. 

N icolaus Massa's tr e a t is e  L iber in tro d u c to r iu s  anatomiae, published in 1536 

in Venice, was a m id-point between the w r itin gs o f Berengarius and 

V esa liu s. In i t  Massa in s is t s  upon the importance o f frequent d is se c t io n  

and s ta t e s  th at he has personally  been involved in d is se c t io n s  in Venice 

(which did not boast a u n iv ersity ) a t the h o sp ita l o f  Saint Peter and Saint 

Paul, or in the convent o f  Saint John and Saint Paul.16

l . f .  R elig iou s ob jection s to  d is se c t io n

There does seem to have been a certa in  amount o f r e lig io u s  objection  to  

d isse c t io n . A Papal Bull o f Boniface III issued  in 1300 excommunicated 

anyone who boiled  the f le s h  o f f  bones to stamp out the p ra ctice  o f  

transporting the bones o f d istin g u ish ed  Crusaders home.17 This was a 

common p ractice  among anatom ists which a lle v ia te d  the o ffe n s iv e n e ss  caused  

by the rap id ity  o f decom position, and enabled the anatom ists to study  

elem ents which were obscured in normal decom position, and as a f in a l  

r e su lt  provided clean bones for  the study o f the sk e le ton . . Although the 

Bull was not d irected  a t the anatom ists i t  to ld  aga in st them and in 

addition , surgery and any attem pt to improve knowledge for that purpose

was considered impious. I lln e s s  was regarded as an Act o f God, se n t to

punish wickedness, and should be borne w ith hum ility  as being b e n e fic ia l to 

the so u l. In a B rief o f S ix tu s IV (Pope 1471-84) the opening o f bodies 

was recognised  cond itional on e c c le s ia s t ic a l  perm ission and th is  was 

confirmed by Clement VII (Pope 1523-32).16 This o f course did not a f fe c t  

England a f te r  her s p l i t  w ith Rome.

l .g . Popular prejud ice a g a in st  d isse c tio n :

l .g . i .  V iv isec tio n  and Berengarius

In addition  to r e lig io u s  ob jection s to d is se c t io n , popular prejudice a g a in st  

anatom ists a lso  caused problems. It was a common su p e r s tit io n  that 

anatom ists v iv ise c te d  as w ell a s d isse c ted , and w hile th is  is  undoubtedly 

true in the case  o f anim als, there is  no evidence to support human 

v iv ise c tio n . In one case i t  was b elieved  that Berengario da Carpi (c 1460-
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1530), commonly known as Berengarius, had to leave Bologna where he was

the Lecturer in Surgery, p r e c ip ita te ly  in 1526, due to h is  v iv ise c tio n  o f

two Spaniards. The s to r y  is  to ld  by F allop ius (1523-1562) in h is  De Morbo

G alileo, printed in 1563 in Padua, in a tone that in d ica tes  that i t  was

already a w ell e sta b lish ed  rumour:

This man so  hated Spaniards that, when he was a t Bologna, he took 
twin Spaniards su ffe r in g  from sy p h ilis  and determ ined to p ractice  
v iv ise c tio n  on them: being ruined for th is  reason , he went to
Ferrara.19

It seems lik e ly  that th is  is  a c tu a lly  an in terp o la tion  from elsew here in

Fallop ius' w r itin g s, for Berengarius seem s to have been too shrewd to  have

risked such a dangerous operation and h is  abrupt f l ig h t  is  more lik e ly  to

have been due to famine, or the invasion of Bourbon troops, but there can

be no doubt that v iv ise c tio n  was a common accu sation , and F a llo p iu s’

comment, i f  erroneously attached to Berengarius, is  evidence o f  the

ex is te n c e  o f popular credence in such rumours. Berengarius' p erson a lity

may have encouraged the connection o f  th is  s to ry  with h is  name, as he

seems to  have had a v io le n t and rather unsavoury character. In one

documented incident in 15112° he, accompanied by h is  v a le t , attacked a

Doctor Prospero da Forzano, who sought refu ge  in a nearby house owned by

a Jew. In the ensuing quarrel the Jew's w ife  was wounded, but although

the v a le t  was fined  for h is  part in the incident, Berengarius, due to the

in tervention  o f  powerful fr ien d s in Bologna, escaped any punishment. His

sta y  in Rome in 1526 l e f t  a resid u e o f  h o s t i l i t y ,  for h is  treatm ent o f

sy p h ilis , which earned him a rapid rep u tation , was a t b est a temporary

a lle v ia t io n  o f  the complaint and not a cure. Benvenuto C e llin i, whom he

treated  w hile in Rome, d escrib es him with some b itte r n e ss  in h is

A utobiography  saying

he only undertook a cure a f te r  s t ip u la t in g  for h is  fe e s , which he 
reckoned not by ten s, but by hundreds o f crowns ... He was a person  
o f great sa g a c ity , and did w ise ly  to g e t  out o f  Rome; for not many 
months afterw ards, a l l  the p a tie n ts  he had trea ted  grew so  i l l  that  
they were a hundred tim es worse o f f  than before he came. He would 
certa in ly  have been murdered i f  he had stopped.21

C ellin i may be a biased w itn ess , for he la ter  remarks that he had made

some cups for 'that charlatan Maestro Jacopo, the surgeon from Carpi’ for

which he f e l t  he had not been paid to th e ir  f u l l  va lue.22 Such a

mountebank and adventurer would seem to be the kind to indulge h is

cu r io s ity  in some i l l i c i t  v iv ise c tio n , but h is  own comments in d ica te  th at

he did not do so:

In our own time anatomy is  not practiced  on liv in g  bodies excep t by 
chance under the hands o f p h ysic ian s, a s som etim es happens to  me in
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c u tt in g  in to  a b s c e s s e s , o p e ra tin g  on u lc e r s ,  o r tre p a n n in g  and 
p e r fo ra t in g  members o f th e  body ... and i t  would be f a r  b e t t e r  to  
a s c e r ta in  th e  t r u th  in liv e  bod ies th an  in dead ones ex c ep t t h a t  we 
a re  r e s t r a in e d  because  o f th e  c ru e l ty  th i s  in v o lv es .23

l .g . i l  V iv ise c tio n  and A ndreas V e sa liu s

The s to ry  o f an a n a to m is t making an en fo rced  f l i g h t  fo r  p r a c t is in g  

v iv is e c tio n  seem s to  be a re c u r r in g  a c c u sa tio n , fo r  V esa liu s  was charged  

w ith  very  much th e  same crim e a s  B e re n g a riu s .2* The s to r y  a ro s e  t h a t  h is  

f l ig h t  from Spain was due to  h is  v iv is e c tio n  o f a S pan iard , and, a lth o u g h  

no one seem s to  have rem arked on th e  f a c t ,  th e  two rum ours a re  so  c lo se  

th a t  i t  is  p o s s ib le  th a t  they  stem  from th e  same so u rc e , now lo s t  to  u s. 

V esa liu s  i s  even more u n lik e ly  to  be g u i l ty  th an  B ere n g a riu s , b u t th e  

s to ry  p e r s i s te d  and In h is  Anatomy o f  M elancholy  B urton comments on i t  a s  

a f a c t

to  d isc e m e  which th e  b e t t e r ,  they  say  th a t  V esa liu s  th e  A natom ist 
was wont to  c u t up men a l iv e .25

What can be c e r ta in  is  th a t  th e  m ystery  su rro u n d in g  anatom y encouraged

th e  common people to  connect i t  w ith  fo rb idden  r i t e s  which bo th  h o r r i f ie d

and a t  th e  same tim e th r i l l e d  them. The taboo o f  v iv is e c tio n , o f a

d is p a s s io n a te  d is s e c tio n  o f a l iv e  body, touched a deep chord in th e  human

psyche w ith  i t s  c o n n o ta tio n s  o f  human s a c r i f i c e  a s  found in th e  B ib le  in

th e  s to r i e s  o f  Isaac  and J e p th a ’s  d a u g h te r , and in th e  C la s s ic a l  legends o f

Iphegenia and Polyxena.

l .h . Anatomy and th e  R enaissance  a r t i s t s

During th e  f i f t e e n th  c e n tu ry , th e  r e v iv a l  o f  lea rn in g  r e s u l te d  in a c c u ra te  

t r a n s la t io n s  o f  the  Greek o f Galen and tow ards th e  end o f  th e  c e n tu ry  

p r in te d  cop ies  o f th e s e  appeared , r e s u l t in g  in a r e v iv a l  o f i n te r e s t  in 

anatomy a s  t e x t  books became more a c c e s s ib le .26 With th e  R enaissance, 

a r t i s t s  lik e  Leonardo da V inci, M ichelangelo and R aphael27 began to  d i s s e c t  

th e  human body, and Leonardo worked on a book o f anatom y and physio logy  

w ith  M ercantonio d e l la  Tore which, a lth o u g h  never f in is h e d , c o n ta in s  

rem arkably  a c c u ra te  d raw ings which w ere unm atched fo r  o b se rv a tio n  u n t i l  

th e  tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry , and a r t i s t i c a l l y  have never been su p e rse d e d .20 

[ I l lu s t r a t io n  591 The r e la t io n s h ip  betw een ana to m ica l s tu d y  and th e  

g rap h ic  a r t s  is  a p a r t ic u la r ly  c lo se  one in th e  R enaissance . A r t i s t s  o f  

th e  p e riod  appear to  have u n d ers to o d  th e  w orkings o f th e  human body even 

more c le a r ly  than  th e  a n a to m is ts  them selves , and w ere o f te n  c a lle d  on to  

i l l u s t r a t e  ana tom ica l t e x t  books. The s tu d y  o f human anatom y was f i r s t
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ta u g h t fo rm ally  a s  an a d ju n c t to  th e  s tu d y  o f p a in tin g  and s c u lp tu re  by 

th e  C arracc i b ro th e rs , Ludivico (1555-1619), A nnibale (1560-1609) and 

A gostino (1557 -1602 /5 ) who founded th e  e c le c t ic  a r t  schoo l in Bologna, 

where A gostino ta u g h t human anatomy a s s i s te d  by th e  a n a to m is t F an to n i.23 

M ichelangelo h im se lf  s tu d ie d  anatomy fo r  tw elve y e a rs  w hile  com pleting  h is  

a r t i s t i c  t ra in in g , and was a c q u a in ted  w ith  th e  a n a to m is t Realdo Colombo. 

He was kept w ell su p p lie d  w ith  cad av e rs  w hile  w orking on th e  wooden 

c ru c if ix  fo r  th e  c lo i s t e r  o f S. S p i r i to ,  F lo rence , and h i s  ana tom ica l 

sk e tc h e s  include  a s h e e t  in Seroux d 'A g in c o u rt’s  H is to ire  de l 'a r t  p a r  le s  

monumens (P a ris , 1811) which shows an anatom y being  conducted  by two men, 

one w ith  a compass, th e  o th e r  w ith  a  k n ife  in a gloomy room in which the  

only l ig h t  so u rc e  is  a cand le  f ix e d  in th e  m iddle o f  th e  lower p a r t  o f  th e  

c h e s t  o f th e  d is s e c te d  man.30

l . j .  P ub lic  ana tom ies  and p r iv a te  p o s t  m ortem s

U ntil the  mid s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry  two d i f f e r e n t  ty p es  o f anatom y were 

p ra c t is e d . The g rand  p u b lic  anatom ies a t t r a c t e d  la rg e  crow ds and w ere the  

occasion  fo r  much f e a s t in g  includ ing  a s  they  d id , among th e  s p e c ta to r s ,  

noblemen and c iv ic  d ig n i ta r ie s .  They were a d v e r t is e d  by b ro a d sh e e t (two 

su rv iv e  from th e  m id -sev e n tee n th  c e n tu ry )31 b u t do n o t seem to  have 

c o n tr ib u te d  much to  th e  advancem ent o f knowledge. Any new d is c o v e r ie s  in 

th is  a re a  seem more lik e ly  to  have come from th e  p r iv a te  ana tom ies  which 

were perform ed by g i f t e d  am a teu rs , lik e  Leonardo da V inci, o r  su rg e o n s  a t  

the  r e q u e s t  o f th e  d e c ea se d 's  r e l a t i v e s .  These p o s t  m ortem s were 

conducted on th e  bod ies o f  h ig h ly  re s p e c ta b le  peop le  and w ere u su a lly  

d ire c te d  a t  d isc o v e rin g  th e  cau se  o f d e a th . (The b o d ies  fo r  th e  p u b lic  

anatom ies, on th e  o th e r  hand, were p rov ided  e x c lu s iv e ly  from hanged 

fe lo n s .)

The fo rm al, g rand  o ccas io n s  o f  th e  p u b lic  an a tom ies  w ere aimed more a t  

showing o f f  th e  a b i l i ty  and s c h o la rsh ip  o f th e  d o c to rs  than  a t  re s e a rc h . 

No one was expected  to  q u e s tio n  th e  pronouncem ents o f th e  l i t e r a r y  

a u th o r i t i e s ,  Mundinus and G alen. The l a t t e r  was h e ld  in such awe th a t  to  

q u e s tio n  him was con sid e red  to  be tan tam o u n t to  blasphem y. I t  had been 

be lieved  up to  th e  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry  th a t  Galen had d is s e c te d  the  human 

body. D uring the  s ix te e n th  ce n tu ry  c o n tro v e rsy  rag ed  because  o f  the  

d isc rep an cy  betw een G alen 's  n o te s  and w hat was a c tu a l ly  v i s ib le .  John 

B a n is te r , a Surgeon and P hysic ian  working in London in th e  l a s t  q u a r te r  o f 

the  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry , p u b lish ed  a His to r  ie  o f  Man in 1578, th e  Proeme o f



Appendix A -  The H is to ry  o f  Anatomy - 2 7 6 -

which s e t s  o u t to  prove th a t  what th e  a n c ie n ts  s a id  they  had seen  was 

c o r r e c t ,  b u t th a t  m u ta tio n s  had s in c e  changed th e  human form , hence th e  

‘sundry  c o n tr a d ic t io n s ' o f  contem porary  a n a to m is ts .32 Such a c u te  a n x ie ty  

to  prove Galen r ig h t  r e s u l te d  in lu d ic ro u s  j u s t i f i c a t io n s  such  a s  th a t  in 

G alen ’s  tim e, fo r  in s ta n c e , when he n o ted  h is  o b se rv a tio n  o f i t ,  th e  human 

fem ur was curved , b u t had s in c e  s tr a ig h te n e d  o u t in  re sp o n se  to  th e  

ad o p tio n  o f  c y lin d r ic a l  n e th e r  garm en ts!33

2. A ndreas V esa liu s

2 .a. De Humani C orporis F a b rics

In 1538 A ndreas V esa liu s  (1514-1564), a young bu t h ig h ly  reg a rd e d  B elg ian

a n a to m is t working in Padua, issu e d  a s h o r t  g u id e  to  anatom y and physio logy

in s ix  ana tom ica l p la te s .  In 1543 he p u b lish ed  De Humani C orporis Fabrica

which was to  have g r e a t  in flu en ce  in th e  s tu d y  o f  anatom y. V e sa liu s

re tu rn e d  to  M undinus's p ra c t ic e  o f  d e m o n s tra tin g  th e  d is s e c t io n  h im se lf ,

e lim in a tin g  th e  p r a c t ic e  o f u s in g  an o s te n s o r  and s te w ard .

The s ig h t  o f a p ro fe s s o r  descend ing  from h is  academ ic c h a ir  to  
d i s s e c t  and d e m o n stra te  p e rso n a lly  on th e  cadaver was som eth ing  
e n t i r e ly  novel. S tu d e n ts , p h y s ic ia n s  and men o f  le a rn in g  crowded h is  
c la s s e s  .34

T his m eant th a t  he was in c lo se  c o n ta c t  w ith  th e  body and, un ab le  to  

igno re  w hat he could  se e  fo r  h im se lf , he began to  have s e r io u s  d o u b ts  

a b o u t some o f  G alen’s  o b s e rv a tio n s . In th e  second e d it io n  o f  th e  Fabrica  

he com m itted h im se lf  in p r in t .  Concerning th e  r e t e  m ira b ile  he tak e s  

n e a r ly  a  page to  d isp ro v e  w hat Galen sa y s , b u t then  s h ie s  away from h is  

own co n c lu s io n s, s ta t in g  th a t  i t  is  a lm ost n o n -e x is te n t  in th e  human body, 

when h is  o b se rv a tio n s  had proved w hat is  t r u ly  th e  f a c t  -  th a t  th e  r e t e  

m ira b ile  does n o t e x is t  in humans a t  a l l . 36 In f a c t  h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  

re v e a l  more than  he m entions in th e  te x t .

2.b. V e sa liu s  and th e  tea c h in g  o f  d is s e c t io n  a t  Padua

V e sa liu s  in troduced  a new th e a t r i c a l  f la v o u r  to  th e  anatom y which lay 

peop le  could a tte n d , and both  in h is  m ethod and in h is  s ta te m e n ts  he 

r e v o lu t io n is e d  p r a c t ic a l  anatom y. The p ro c e s s  was very  slow , how ever, due

to  th e  u l t r a -c o n s e rv a t iv e  a t t i t u d e  o f many o f  th e  u n iv e r s i ty  te a c h e rs . A

s t a t u t e  o f 1570 (re p e a te d  in 1648) was is su e d  a t  Padua w arning le c tu r e r s  

n o t to  d e v ia te  from the  o rthodox  te x t s  o f Galen and M undinus.36

An e y e w itn ess  account o f a s e r i e s  o f le c tu re s  and r e la te d  ana tom ies

su rv iv e s . I t  c o n s is ts  o f a s e t  o f n o te s  made by a s tu d e n t ,  B a ldasa r
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H eseler, a German s tu d y in g  a t  Bologna, which acco u n ts  fo r , acco rd ing  to  h is

p re fa c e , th e  whole o f th e  co u rse  in Anatomy.37 The n o te s  ap p ear to  be a

f a i r  copy made by H ese le r from n o te s  made d u rin g  th e  le c tu re s  and

d em o n s tra tio n s  to  which he has added comments. The le c tu re s  w ere g iven

a t  Bologna from 13-26 January , 1540, by Dr. M atthaeus C u r tiu s , (c l4 7 5 -

1542/44) one o f th e  m ost fam ous d o c to rs  and u n iv e r s i ty  l e c tu r e r s  in th e

f i r s t  h a lf  o f th e  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry . He le c tu re d  on anatom y a t  Pavia,

Padua and Bologna. The d is s e c t io n s ,  which w ere in tended  to  accompany and

i l l u s t r a t e  C urtius*  le c tu re s ,  w ere d em o n stra ted  s e p a ra te ly  by V e sa liu s .

The c o u rse  o f d is s e c tio n s  used  th re e  human s u b je c ts  ( a l l  hanged fe lo n s )

and s ix  dogs, one o f which was v iv is e c te d  to  show th e  working o f th e  vocal

cho rds.30 The n o te s  show a c o n se rv a tiv e  C u r tiu s , s t ic k in g  r ig id ly  to  Galen

and a t  tim es d isa g re e in g  w ith  Mundinus because  th e  l a t t e r  d e p a r ts  from

Galen fo r  no more lo g ic a l e x p la n a tio n  th a t  th a t  Galen is  r ig h t  because  he

is  Galen, and Mundinus wrong because  he is  n o t  G alen. C u r tiu s  d isp la y s

the  r e v e r e n t ia l  a t t i t u d e  h e ld  by m ost o f th e  o rthodox te a c h e rs  o f anatom y

a t  th e  tim e: an a t t i t u d e  which saw G alen’s w r i t in g s  as  being  a kind o f

‘holy w rit* which i t  was s a c r e l ig io u s  to  q u e s tio n , and a view o f anatom y

which is  in d i r e c t  o p p o s itio n  to  i t s  u se  a s  an e x p lo ra to ry  to o l:

Galen d e m o n s tra te s  th a t  th e  e x p o s itio n  o f anatom y is  sa c re d  and 
d iv in e , and th a t  i t  m ust be approached in th e  same s p i r i t  and mind 
a s  d iv in e  s e rv ic e , above a l l  s in c e  th e  e x p la n a tio n  o f anatom y b e a rs  
w itn e s s  to  th e  power, goodness and wisdom o f  God.39

The n o te s  p a in t  an e x tr a o rd in a r i ly  v iv id  p ic tu re  o f  th e  two tu to r s ,

C u rtiu s  and V esa liu s , a s  they  s t r u g g le  fo r  dom inance, each a s su re d  o f  th e i r

own r ig h tn e s s .  V esa liu s  ap p e ars  a s  an a b ru p t b u t b r i l l i a n t  man, w ith

l i t t l e  p a tie n c e  fo r  a co lle ag u e  who r e f u s e s  to  se e  w hat is  in f ro n t  o f h is

e y es, and l i t t l e  p a tie n c e , fo r  th a t  m a tte r ,  w ith  th e  s tu d e n ts  he is

supposed to  be teach in g . He re p e a te d ly  t e l l s  them th a t  he w ill  n o t show

them c e r ta in  th in g s  because  th ey  can se e  them fo r  them selves: a t  th e

n in th  d em o n stra tio n

C u rtiu s  asked him [V esaliu s] to  show us a ls o  th e  sm all a r t e r i e s  in 
the  concav ity  o f the  l iv e r ,  b u t be ing  proud he d id  n o t w ant to  do 
so , because , he s a id , everybody can se e  them fo r  h im se lf .40

and a lth o u g h  he is  supposed  to  be i l l u s t r a t i n g  C urtius*  le c tu re s ,  he is

more in te r e s te d  in showing th e  f a r  more te c h n ic a lly  d i f f i c u l t  d is s e c t io n s

o f sk in  and m uscle than  the  v is c e ra . C u rtiu s  r e g a rd s  V esa liu s  w ith

som ething lik e  condescension  -  he t r e a t s  him a s  a mere ana tom i s  ta  i .e . a

d em o n stra to r -  and on th e  day o f th e  tw e n ty - fo u r th  le c tu re  and th e

tw en ty -second  d em o n stra tio n  th e  two men reach  such  a p itc h  o f i r r i t a t i o n
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w ith  each o th e r  th a t  a b a t t l e  o f words en su es  which a lm ost r e s u l t s  in 

p h y s ic a l v io len ce :

When th e  le c tu re  o f C u r tiu s  was f in is h e d , V esa liu s , who had been 
p re s e n t  and heard  th e  r e f u ta t io n  o f h is  argum en ts, asked  C u r tiu s  to  
accompany him to  th e  anatom y. For he w anted to  show him th a t  h is  
th eo ry  was q u ite  t ru e .  T h e re fo re  he b ro u g h t C u r tiu s  to  o u r two 
bod ies ... C u r tiu s  answ ered sm ilin g , fo r  V esa liu s , c h o le r ic  a s  he was, 
was very  e x c ite d  ... Thus w ith  much q u a rre l  and s c o f f in g  they  
a tta c k e d  each o th e r , and in the  m eantim e they  accom plished n o th in g .41

2.c. S tu d e n t en th u s ia sm  fo r  V esalius*  d e m o n s tra tio n s

D esp ite  th e  f a c t  th a t  the  s tu d e n ts  com plain th a t  V esa liu s  skim s over th e

th in g s  they  shou ld  be le a rn in g , ex p e c tin g  them to  know i t  a l l  a lre a d y  (a

p e re n n ia l s tu d e n t  com plain t!), V esalius* d e m o n s tra tio n s  seem to  have been

e a g e r ly  looked forw ard  to . H ese le r d e s c r ib e s  th e  I ta l ia n  s tu d e n ts  a s

ru sh in g  from th e  le c tu re  to  th e  d is s e c t io n , even on one o ccasio n  n o t

w a itin g  fo r  C u r tiu s  to  conclude h is  lesso n :

In th e  m iddle o f C urtius*  le c tu re  ou r bead le , by name o f  P e le g r in u s , 
p re se n te d  h im se lf , and by o rd e r  o f  th e  a n a to m is ts  inform ed u s  th a t  
th e  anatomy on ou r s u b je c t  was now p rep a red . And th ey  asked  us 
th rough  th e  bead le , th a t  a f t e r  th e  le c tu re  we shou ld  go to  th e
anatomy in good o rd e r  and w ith o u t d is tu rb a n c e : fo r  we shou ld  a l l  be 
a b le  w ell to  s e e  w onderfu l th in g s  which we had n o t se en  b e fo re . 
L ikew ise, Dominus C u r tiu s  asked  u s  to  do so . And y e t  a f t e r  th e  
le c tu re  we proceeded to  th e  d em o n stra tio n  in g r e a t  d is o rd e r ,  a s  th e  
mad I ta l ia n s  do.42

For th e  s tu d e n ts  d id  n o t want to  w a it, th ey  ra n  to  th e  d is s e c t io n
from th e  le c tu re , a s  u su a l in  d is o rd e r .43

... th e  I ta l ia n s  d id  n o t want to  w a it any longer. They ra n  lik e  mad 
to  thie d is s e c t io n .44

As a t  t h i s  moment ten  o 'c lock  sounded, th e  s tu d e n ts ,  a s  u s u a l,  w ith  
a  g r e a t  ru sh  ran  to  th e  anatom y.46

On th is  l a s t  occasion  some s tu d e n ts  s ta y e d  to  ask  fo r  th e  end o f  th e  

le c tu re , b u t C u rtiu s  excused  h im se lf , say in g  he ‘had a ca ta rrh * . The 

s tu d e n ts ’ p re fe re n c e  fo r  V esalius* d e m o n s tra tio n s  over h is  l e c tu re s  cannot 

have endeared  the  a n a to m is t to  th e  le c tu re r ,  and C urtius*  narrow ­

m indedness and in s is te n c e  on th eo ry  in s te a d , even when d em o n stra ted  to  be 

wrong, along  w ith  h is  g e n e ra l  condescension  tow ards V e sa liu s , in d ic a te s  th e  

g u lf  betw een th eo ry  and p r a c t ic e  which e x is te d  a t  th e  tim e. While such  

te n s io n s  e x is te d ,  r e a l  r e s e a rc h  in to  th e  human body was u n lik e ly  to  make 

any headway.

E nthusiasm  fo r  V esalius* d is s e c t io n s  reached  a peak in 1544 when he 

v i s i t e d  P isa  to  tak e  a c o u rse  o f anatom y fo r  th e  newly e s ta b l is h e d  

u n iv e r s i ty . The la rg e  crowd was so  e a g e r  to  s e e  th e  m as te r  a t  work th a t
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they  overloaded  th e  tem porary  s t r u c tu r e  which had been b u i l t  to  house th e  

d is s e c tio n , and the  s c a f fo ld in g  co lla p sed  under th e  s t r a in .46

3. Anatomy In England

By th is  tim e ana tom ica l tea c h in g  had sp re a d  th ro u g h o u t Europe. V e s a liu s ’s  

new id eas  reached  Germany and F rance b u t took a long tim e to  p e rc o la te  

th rough  to  England. There w ere m edical f a c u l t i e s  a t  th e  E ng lish

U n iv e rs i tie s  b u t th e se  ta u g h t th eo ry  only  o r a t  m ost physic  ing, n o t

su rg e ry . The b a rb e r-su rg e o n s , who had both  i t in e r a n t  and s e t t l e d  

p ra c t ic e s ,  took a p p re n tic e s  and employed journeym en and were reg a rd e d  a s  

workmen r a th e r  than  a s  a p ro fe s s io n . T here  was no o rg a n ise d  g u ild  to

which they  had to  belong and they  w ere som etim es combined w ith  o th e r  

u n re la te d  s k il le d  men to  form a guild /com pany, a s  th e  company formed in 

Kendal, W estm orland, in 1578 shows: i t  combined su rg e o n s , s c r iv e n e rs ,

b a rb e rs , g lo v e rs , sk in n e rs , parchm ent and p o in t  m akers.47

3 .a. The L icencing  o f  P h y s ic ia n s  and S urgeons

In 1435 th e  su rg eo n s  p ro p er founded th e i r  own a s s o c ia tio n  o f  sev en teen  

members which form ed a s p e c ia lis e d  g roup w ith in  th e  body o f su rg eo n s  

(which included  b a rb e rs ) . In 1511 Henry VIII p assed  a law fo rb id d in g  any 

person

w ith in  th e  C ity  o f  London, n o r w ith in  seven  m yles o f th e  same, s h a l l  
tak e  upon him to  e x e rc is e  and occupy a s  a Surgeon (excep t he be
f i r s t  exam ined, approved, and ad m itte d  by th e  Bishop o f  London, or
by the  Deane o f P au les .40

The c le r ic s  w ere a ided  in th e i r  exam inations by a board  o f  fo u r  d o c to rs  o r

su rg eo n s , and a s im ila r  law was p a sse d  in 1533 g ra n tin g  th e  same pow ers

to  the  A rchbishop o f C an te rbu ry .49 T his law was n o t very  w e ll en fo rced

and h o ld e rs  o f th e  l ic e n c e s  w ere u n d e rs ta n d ab ly  n o t reg a rd e d  w ith  much

t r u s t  o r r e s p e c t .  Up to  th e  E liz a b e th a n  p e rio d  th e  c le rg y  could  be

licenced  to  p ra c t ic e  m edicine and su rg e ry  b u t th e  e lem en t o f union betw een

Church and M edicine was n o t fu lly  a b o lish e d  u n t i l  th e  M edical Act o f

1858.®° In f a c t ,  in 1859 a t  th e  m urder t r i a l  o f  Dr. Thomas S m eth u rs t one

o f th e  w itn e s s e s , when q u e s tio n e d  a s  to  h is  m edical d eg ree , re v e a le d  th a t

i t  had been c o n fe rre d  by th e  A rchbishop o f  C an terbury  and was, a s  th e

c o u rt was inform ed, s t i l l  valid.® '

The 1511 Act caused  a s to rm  o f  p u b lic  p r o te s t ,  and a p e t i t io n  was ra is e d  

s ta t in g

th e  Company and F ellow ship  o f  Surgeons o f  London, m inding only  t h e i r  
own lu c re s  and no th in g  th e  p r o f i t  o r  e a s e  o f th e  d ise a s e d , have
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sued , tro u b le d  and vexed d iv e rs  h o n e s t p e rso n s , a s  w ell men as  
women, whom God h a th  endued w ith  th a t  knowledge o f th e  n a tu re ,  kind 
and o p e ra tio n  o f c e r ta in  h e rb s , r o o ts ,  and w a te rs , and th e  u s in g  and 
m in is te r in g  o f them to  such a s  be pained  w ith  custom able  d e se a se s , 
e tc .  And y e t the  s a id  p e rso n s  have n o t taken  any money fo r  th e i r  
p a in s  o r  cunning, b u t have m in is te re d  th e  same to  th e  poor people 
only , fo r  neighbourhood and God's sake  and c h a r i ty . And i t  is  now 
w ell known th a t  th e  su rg e o n s  ad m itte d  w il l  do no c u re  to  any person  
b u t where they  s h a l l  know to  be rew arded  w ith  a g r e a te r  sum or 
rew ard  than  th e  c u re  e x te n d e th  u n to . For in ca se  they  would 
m in is te r  th e i r  cunning to  s o re  peop le  unrew arded th ey  sh o u ld  n o t so 
many r o t  and p e r is h  to  d ea th  fo r  lack o f s u rg e ry  a s  d a ily  do.62

T his r e f le c te d  th e  common p e o p le 's  a t t i t u d e  to  th e  su rg e o n s  and p h y s ic ia n s ,

which was to  l a s t  fo r  many y e a rs . The s t r e n g th  o f p u b lic  fe e lin g

e v e n tu a lly  b rough t ab o u t a change in th e  law in 1540, which made i t  law fu l

fo r  any

Kings S u b ie c t, hav ing  knowledge and ex p e rien c e  o f  th e  n a tu re  of 
h e a rb e s , r o o te s , and w a te rs  ... to  p r a c t i s e ,  u se , and m in is te r ,  in , and 
to  any outw ard  s o re  uncorae wound, ap p o stem atio n s , ou tw ard  sw e llin g , 
o r d ise a s e , any he rb e  o r h e rb e s , o in tm en ts , b a th e s , p u l te s s e ,  and 
imp la s  t e r  s , accord ing  to  th e i r  cunning , e x p e rien ce  o r  knowledge ... 
w ith o u t tro u b le , o r p e n a lt ie .63

This p r a c t ic a l ly  re v e rse d  th e  1511 Act and allow ed both  w ell-m ean ing  b u t

ig n o ran t s o u ls ,  and to ta l  c h a r la ta n s  to  p r a c t ic e  w ith o u t h in d ran ce . This

was obv iously  d e tr im e n ta l  to , on th e  one hand, th e  f in a n c ia l  s ta n d in g  o f

th e  q u a li f ie d  p h y s ic ia n s  and su rg e o n s , and on th e  o th e r  hand, to  th e i r

r e p u ta tio n . The fo rm ation  o f th e  Company o f  B arbers  and B arber-S u rgeons

and, in 1518, o f th e  C ollege o f P h y s ic ia n s , enab led  them to  c o n so lid a te

th e i r  p o s it io n , and to  fo rm u la te  r u le s  to  e n su re  th e  s ta n d a rd  o f p ra c t ic e

o f the  members.

3.b. The United Company o f  Barber-Surgeons

By 1537, in London th e  Company and Fellow ship  o f B arbers  and B arb e r-  

Surgeons had more members than  any o th e r  c i ty  company.64 With th e  

encouragem ent o f Henry VIII who w anted to  improve th e  p ra c t ic e  o f both  

m edicine and s u rg e ry  in England, th e  C o llege  o f  P h y sic ian s  was founded by 

Thomas L inacre  (1460 /61-1524) in 1518 and in 1540 a m erger betw een th e  

Company o f B arbers  and th e  F r a te r n i ty  o f  Surgeons form ed th e  United 

Company o f B arber-S u rgeons.

The prim e mover in th e  l a t t e r  am algam ation seem s to  have been Thomas 

V icary, who became th e  f i r s t  M aster. The C h a rte r , issu e d  by Henry VIII 

Includes:

the  sayd  m ay ste rs  o r govern o u rs  o f th e  m is te ry  and com m inaltie  of 
b arb o u rs  and su rg eo n s  o f  London, and th e i r  s u c c e s so u rs  y e re ly  fo r
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e v e r a f t e r  th e i r  sad  d isc re c io n s  a t  t h e i r  f re e  l ib e r te  and p le a s u re  
sh a l  and maie have and tak e  w ith o u t c o n tra d ic t io n  fo u re  p e rso n s 
condempned adjudged and p u t to  d e a th e  fo r  f e lo n i  by th e  due o rd e r  
o f th e  kynges lawe o f th y s  rea lm e fo r  ana tom ies w ith o u t any f u r th e r  
s u te  o r labour to  be made to  th e  kyngs h ighnes h is  h e y re s  o r 
s u c c e s so u rs  fo r  th e  same. And to  make in c is io n  o f  th e  same deade 
bod ies o r o therw yse  to  o rd e r  th e  same a f t e r  th e i r  s a id  d isc re c io n s  
a t  th e i r  p le a s u re s  fo r  th e i r  f u r th e r  and b e t t e r  knowlage in s t ru c t io n  
in s ig h t  learnyng and ex p e rien ce  in th e  sayd  scyence o r f a c u l t i e  o f 
su rg e ry .66

T his a u th o r is e d  d is s e c tio n  in England fo r  th e  f i r s t  tim e and gave th e  

Company th e  r ig h t  to  th e  bo d ies  o f  fo u r  c r im in a ls  p e r  annum (Sco tland  had 

a lre a d y  o b ta in e d  perm ission  fo r  bod ies fo r  d is s e c t io n  in 150666). B efore 

th e  y ear was o u t V icary had asked  fo r  th e  body o f  a  c rim in a l hanged a t  

Tyburn.

A p a in tin g  by Holbein commemorating th e  c h a r te r  shows Henry VIII 

su rrounded  by th e  prom inent members o f th e  f r a t e r n i ty ,  one o f whom is  Dr. 

( la t e r  S ir )  W illiam B u tts , who ap p e ars  b r ie f ly  in S h ak esp ea re 's  Henry VIII  

Act V scen e  i i  in h is  c h a ra c te r  o f k in g 's  p h y s ic ia n .67

3.c. Anatomy a t  th e  B arber-Surgeons*  H all

A Reader in Anatomy (V icary was p robab ly  th e  f i r s t )  was ap p o in ted  and in 

1546 Dr. John C aius (1510-1573) took th e  p o s t  and h e ld  i t  fo r  th e  n e x t 

se v en teen  y e a rs . C aius was th e  P re s id e n t o f th e  C ollege o f  P h y sic ian s  

from 1555-64 and a g a in  in 1571, b u t he began a tte n d in g  ana tom ies a t  th e  

B arber-S u rgeons H all on h is  r e tu r n  from I ta ly  c l5 4 4 -5 . He perform ed 

anatom ies th e re  fo r  a lm ost 20 y e a rs  a t  th e  w ish o f  th e  king and b e fo re  

th e  su rg eo n s  r a th e r  than  th e  p h y s ic ia n s  b ecause , a s  he s t a t e s  in h is  

au tob iog raphy  ‘among th e  p h y s ic ia n s  a t  th a t  tim e th e re  was no 

d is s e c t io n '.60

T his was n o t only because  th e  p h y s ic ia n s  w ere n o t g ra n te d  a c ce ss  to  

bodies u n t i l  1565, b u t a lso  because  th e re  seem s to  have been a lack o f  

in te r e s t  g e n e ra lly  in anatom y on th e  p a r t  o f  th e  p h y s ic ia n s . There was, 

indeed, some i l l  f e e lin g  betw een th e  two p ro fe s s io n s ;  su rg e o n s  w ere n o t 

supposed to  a d m in is te r  any in te rn a l  m edicine, b u t o f te n  d id  so . The 

e ro s io n  o f th e  boundaries  o f  th e  p h y s ic ia n s ' p r a c t ic e  was re g a rd e d  by them 

w ith  some an im osity . Anatomy in England was s t i l l  v ery  much an a id  to  

memory r a th e r  than  an in v e s t ig a t iv e  to o l. At f i r s t  th e  s e m i - l i t e r a t e  

su rg eo n s  who had a c tu a lly  seen  in s id e  th e  human body, very  o f te n  on th e  

b a t t l e f ie ld  where m ost o f them o b ta in ed  th e i r  ex p e rien c e , w ere co n sid e red
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61. Vesal ius,  Fabrica, H i s t o r i a t e d  i n i t i a l s  
a. V i v i s e c t i o n  of a p ig ,  The b, B o i l i n g  a s k u l l

t rachea i s  being opened, In 
the t e x t  Vesal ius exp la ins  tha t  
the p ig  can be kept  a l i v e  by 
using a pa i r  of bel low i nse r ted  
in the trachea,  even when the 
thorax is  opened, In the 
bottom l e f t -hand  corner  a cupid 
is  p lay i ng  w i t h  a razor .

c, Hanging up a dog f o r  the 
purpose of d is sec t i on .

d, A ' r e s u r r e c t i o n  par ty*
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beneath  contem pt and th e  p h y s ic ia n s , who were b e t t e r  e d u ca ted  and were 

u su a lly  th e  w r i te r s  o f  m edical books, showed l i t t l e  i n t e r e s t  in th e  

s u b je c t . Even w ith  th e  flood  o f good q u a li ty  t e x t  books from th e  

c o n tin e n t, th e re  w ere many who re je c te d  th e  new E uropean id ea s  and s tu c k  

r ig id ly  to  G alen. At a much la t e r  d a te , even W illiam Harvey, w ith  h is  

re v o lu tio n a ry  d isc o v e ry  o f th e  c ir c u la t io n  o f  th e  b lood , w ent back to  

A r is to t le  and Galen on p u re ly  ana to m ica l m a t te r s .69

The re lu c ta n c e  to  abandon Galen in fav o u r o f th e  new id ea s  from th e  

c o n tin e n t can be seen  in a  d is c ip lin a ry  a c tio n  a g a in s t  Joannes Geynes by 

Dr. C aius a s  th e  Reader in Anatomy a t  th e  B arber-S u rgeons H all in London. 

In 1559 Geynes had to  s t a t e  ‘I Joannes Geynes c o n fe ss  t h a t  Galen d id  n o t 

e r r  in th o se  th in g s  fo r  which I c r i t ic iz e d  him’60, and th is  d e s p i te  th e  f a c t  

th a t  C aius had a c tu a lly  s tu d ie d  in Padua and been acq u a in te d  w ith  

V esa liu s . T his r e a c tio n a ry  a t t i t u d e  proved d e tr im e n ta l  to  any advance in 

ana tom ica l knowledge.

3.d. The su p p ly  o f  b o d ies  f o r  ana to m ies

For over tw enty  y e a rs  the  B arber-S u rgeons had s o le  r ig h t s  to  th e  bod ies o f 

fe lo n s  fo r  anatom y p u rp o ses  in England. I t  was n o t u n t i l  1565 th a t  

E liz a b e th  g ra n te d  fo u r bod ies an n u a lly  to  th e  Royal C o llege  o f P h ysic ians , 

and in th e  same y e a r, G onville  C ollege , Cambridge o b ta in e d  a g ra n t  o f two 

bod ies an n u a lly . Oxford d id  n o t re c e iv e  p e rm issio n  to  rem ove bod ies u n t i l  

1636 when C h arles  I allow ed th e  Reader o f  Anatomy to  demand th e  body o f 

anyone ex ecu ted  w ith in  21 m iles  o f Oxford. U n til th e  p a ss in g  o f the

Anatomy Act in 1832, hanged c rim in a ls  were th e  only le g i t im a te  sou rce  o f

bod ies fo r  d is s e c t io n  in England. T his supp ly  was to  prove in adequate  and

by th e  e a r ly  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  a lu c ra tiv e  t ra d e  in i l l e g a l ly  p rocured  

bodies had developed . Such ‘body-snatch ing* , how ever, was n o t new; th e re  is  

ev idence th a t ,  a t  le a s t  on th e  c o n tin e n t, p ro se c u tio n s  fo r  i l l i c i t  s e iz u re  

o f bod ies can be tra c e d  back a s  f a r  a s  M undinus,61 and V esa liu s  p ro v id es  

an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  a  ‘r e s u r r e c t io n  party* in one o f  th e  s e r i e s  o f

h i s to r ia te d ,  o r illu m in a te d , i n i t i a l s  in h i s  Fabrica  [ I l lu s t r a t io n  61] which 

each d e p ic t  an ana tom ica l scene  perforaed by p u t t i .

3 .e. Anatomy a t  th e  C o llege  o f  P h y sic ian s

In 1582 Lord Lumley e s ta b l is h e d  in p e rp e tu ity  a t  th e  C ollege o f P hysic ians

a le c tu re s h ip  in su rg e ry . The Reader had to  perform  an anatom y

At th e  end o f th e  y ea re  in w in te r , to  d i s s e c t  o p e n lie  in th e  read in g  
p lace  a l l  th e  bodie o f man e s p e c ia l l ie  th e  inward p a r t s  fo r  f iv e
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da ie s  to g i th e r ,  a s  w ell b e fo re  a s  a f t e r  d in n er; i f  the  b o d ies  may so 
l a s t  w ith o u t anno ie .62 (my i t a l i c s )

‘Open lie* is  a somewhat am biguous term : i t  could  mean ‘open to  a l l

members*, ‘open to  th e  p u b lic ’ o r 'opening th e  body i t s e l f .

3 .f . R e g u la tio n s  concern ing  an a to m ies

Members o f bo th  th e  B arber-S u rgeons and th e  C ollege o f  P h y sic ian s  were 

expected  to  a t te n d  th e i r  re s p e c tiv e  ana tom ies which c o n s t i tu te d  p u b lic  

fu n c tio n s  and involved a c o n s id e ra b le  amount o f f e a s t in g .  Fellow s were 

a ls o  ex pected  to  conduct a p u b lic  anatom y in a y ea r to  be dec ided  by th e  

P re s id e n t, and could  be f in e d  fo r  n o n -a tte n d a n c e . D esp ite  th e s e  f in e s ,  

a tte n d an c e  was som etim es d i f f i c u l t  to  a s s u re ,  a lth o u g h  th e re  is  a ls o  

ev idence to  show th a t  in some c a se s  th e  anatomy was so  p o p u la r a s  to  

w a rra n t s tro n g  c o n tro l lin g  m easu res. R eg u la tio n s  la id  down ‘At a 

Committee appo in ted  to  p re p a re  conven iences fo r  th e  l e c tu r e s ' on 12 Ju ly , 

1753 included  in s t r u c t io n s

To make a door o p p o s ite  th e  p a ssa g e  to  the  T h e a tre  fo r  th e  mob, and 
p a r t  o f f  th e  p a ssa g e  to  p re v e n t them coming to  th e  s te p s .

To have p ro p er h a tc h e s  o r b a rs  to  s e p a ra te  ye members o f ye Co: in 
ye H all from th e  C ourt o f A s s is ta n ts  and p re v e n t them g e t t in g  
in to  ye T h e a tre  t i l l  ye c o u r t  a re  s e a te d .

To f ix  iron  sp ik e s  in th e  T h e a tre  to  p rev e n t th e  Mob g e t t in g  over 
th e  o u te r  r a i l . 63

3.g. P r iv a te  ana tom ies

In a d d itio n  to  th e se  p u b lic  fu n c tio n s  th e re  w ere p r iv a te  an a to m ies , b u t

a tte n d an c e  a t  th e se  was n o t com pulsory. R ules la id  down by th e  Company

o f B arber-S u rgeons included  one concern ing  P r iv a te  A natom ies. I t  fo rbade:

P r iv a te  Anathomyes and o th e r  Anathomyes by any tim e h e r e a f te r  in 
any p lace  o r  p lac e s , b u t onely  w ith in  the  common H all o f  th e  s a id  
M ysterye. And f u r th e r  th a t  uppon s p e c ia l l  Lycens g ra u n te d  by the  
M aster and exam iners fo r  th e  tyme beinge  any pe rso n  o r p e rso n s  o f 
th e  fe llow sh ippe  e x e rc is in g  S urgery  law fu lly  may ... Take f o r th  and 
b rin g  home in to  th e  s a id  H all th e  Ded bodyes fo r  Anathomyes, and 
then  and th e re  to  make and worke th e  same fo r  th e i r  knowledge and 
more connynge. And th a t  a l l  p r iv a te  Anathomyes s h a l l  r e v e re n tly  
h e n c e fo rth  be buryed a s  pub lick  Anathomyes fo r  th e  w orsh ippe o f  the  
s a id  m yste rye . An s k e l l i to n  to  be made one lye  excep ted  upon payne 
o f f o r f e tu r e  o f ten  poundes.64

T his r e s t r i c t i o n  on p r iv a te  r e s e a rc h  was s t r i c t l y  e n fo rced , a s  can be seen

in an e n try  in the  re c o rd s  in which

John Deane was ap p o in ted  to  b rin g  in h is  f in e  o f  X11, in th a t  he had 
an Ana thorny in h is  h o u se .65

Even when P r iv a te  Anatom ies w ere a u th o r ise d , they  w ere s t r i c t l y

c ircum scribed . In 1577 a su rg e o n , who was a ls o  a p h y sic ian ,
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Mr. Thomas H all o f th is  companie is  g ra u n te d  to  D esect Thanatom ies 
p r iv a te  o r pub lick  fo r  th e  term e o f Tenne y e re s  th a t  s h a l l  happen to
be w ith in  th is  howse, and th a t  th e re  s h a l l  be y e re  l ie  fo r  ew er one
p r iv a te  Anathomye a t  th e  le a s te  and one p ub lick , y f some cause
rea so n a b le  be n o t to  th e  c o n tr a r ie .  The same p ry v a te  a lw a ie s  to  be 
D esected b e fo re  th e  pub lick e . And th e  same to  be a llw a ie s  fe tc h ed  
from th e  p lace  o f execucion  by th e  M aster and S tew ards fo r  th e  tyme 
being . And th a t  a s  w ell th e  same S tew ardes a s  M aste rs  sh a lb e
a tte n d a n t  upon th e  D esecto r During th e  tyme o f any D esec tion .66

This a t t i t u d e ,  fo rb id d in g  p r iv a te  e x p lo ra to ry  re s e a rc h  r e s u l te d  in a

r e ta rd a t io n  o f  p ro g re s s  in England which can been seen  r e f l e c te d  in th e

books p u b lish ed  on th e  s u b je c t  in England in the  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry .

4. Anatomical t e x t  books in England

L i t t l e  work o f much n o te  was p u b lish ed  by E nglish  a n a to m is ts  b e fo re  and

du rin g  the  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry . The B arb er-S u rg eo n s a lre a d y  e x e rc ise d

c e n so rsh ip  on books o f su rg e ry  w r i t te n  by i t s  members. An e n try  in th e

Annals fo r  1588 s t a t e s

yf any man o f th is  m is te r ie  s h a l l  a t  anye tyme h e r e a f te r  make any 
Booke o r  Bookes o f S u rg e rie  th e  same s h a l l  n o t be p u b lish ed  u n le s s  
th e  same booke o r  bookes be f i r s t e  p re se n te d  un to  th e  m as te rs  
governou rs and exam inours o f th is  Companie fo r  th e  tyme be inge  upon 
payne o f  X11.67

The ex trem e co n serv a tism  and lack o f any d r iv in g  s p i r i t  o f  en q u iry  m eant 

th a t  England lagged behind in th e  re v o lu tio n a ry  a t t i t u d e  to  anatom y, 

co n tin u in g  to  u se  m edieval t e x t s  based on Galen and M undinus, and the  

flood  o f  e x c e l le n t  books p u b lish ed  in th e  u n iv e rs a l  s c i e n t i f i c  language o f 

L a tin  on th e  c o n tin e n t d id  l i t t l e  to  encourage  p u b lic a tio n s  in E ng lish , 

Between 1500-1600 only n ine  ana tom ica l t e x t s  w ere p u b lish ed  in E n g lish , o f 

which only fo u r were by E ng lish  a u th o rs .68

David Edw ardes's De I n d ic iis  e t  P raecogn ition ibu s; ejusdem in Anatomicen

in tro d u c tio  (1532) was th e  f i r s t  anatom y te x t  to  be w r i t te n  by an E nglish

a u th o r, a lth o u g h  he shuns th e  v e rn a c u la r  in fav o u r o f L a tin . I t  g iv e s  th e

f i r s t  r e fe re n c e  to  a d is s e c tio n  tak ing  p lace  in England:

In the  body o f th a t  one whom we d is s e c te d  very  re c e n tly  th e  l e f t  
branch had a h ig h er p lace  o f  o r ig in .  Very o f te n , how ever, the  
o p p o s ite  o ccu rs , so  th a t  th e  r ig h t  em ulgen t ve in  is  c a r r ie d  h ig h er 
in th e  body69

This shows th e  an a to m is t o b se rv in g  and n o tin g  a change from th e  u su a l 

g iven  d e s c r ip tio n  (derived  from G alen 's  an a to m ica l s tu d ie s  o f an im als) bu t 

he is  s t i l l  n o t p repared  to  s t a t e  th a t  h i s  l i t e r a r y  so u rc e  is  wrong. The 

book is  based mainly on Mundinus and fo llo w s h is  o rd e r  o f d is s e c tio n  

a lth o u g h  i t  makes no m ention o f  the  e x tr e m it ie s ,  I t  is  a rra n g e d  in th e
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form of a form al v is c e r a l  le c tu re  r a th e r  than a  t e x t ,  and may, in f a c t ,  

fo llow  th e  o rd e r  o f a s im ila r  le c tu re  a t  th e  Royal C ollege o f P h y sic ian s . 

What is  c e r ta in  is  th a t  Edwardes was h im se lf  involved in conducting  

p r iv a te  d is s e c t io n s  a t  th e  tim e. I t  was p u b lish ed  in London b u t seem s to  

have had v i r tu a l ly  no in flu en ce .

The Fabrica  <1543) i t s e l f  had appeared  a t  a tim e when E n g lish  su rg eo n s  

were beg inn ing  to  r e a l i s e  th e  im portance o f  anatom y, b u t th e  very  

b r i l l ia n c e  o f V esalius* book seem s to  have d isco u rag ed  B r i t i s h  a n a to m is ts  

from p u b lish in g  th e i r  own te x t  books. Such books a s  do ap p ear tend  to  be 

e i th e r  a reh ash in g  o f o ld  t e x t s  o r  to  be concerned w ith  anatom y only in a 

p e r ip h e ra l  se n se .

4 .a. Anatomy books published in E nglish  1540-1600

The f i r s t  t e x t  p u b lish ed  in E ng lish  was a t r a n s la t io n  o f  Hieronymus 

Brunscbw ig 's under the  t i t l e  The n ob le  experyence o f  the vertu ou s  

handyworke o f  su r g e r i  (1525). The s e c t io n  on anatomy is  13 pages long 

w ith  4 w oodcuts includ ing  a zodiac man, an i l l u s t r a t i o n  r e l a t i n g  th e  p a r ts  

o f th e  body to  the  s ig n s  o f th e  zod iac , and seem s to  be more concerned 

w ith  s u rg e ry  than  anatom y. I t  was p r in te d  in London by P e tr iu s  T re v e r is .

A popu lar book -  a t r a n s la t io n  by R ichard Jonas o f E uchariu s R ttss lin 's  Der 

Swangern Frawen und Hebammen R ozzgarlen  -  appeared  in 1540 under the  

t i t l e  o f  The b yr th  o f  mankynde. I t  was m ainly d i re c te d  a t  m idwives and 

was p r in te d  in  London, go ing  th rough  17 e d i t io n s  b e fo re  i t s  l a s t  in 1654.

Thomas V ica ry 's  A P r o f ita b le  t r e a t i s e  o f  the anatom ie o f  mans body (1548) 

was the  f i r s t  ana tom ica l book to  be w r i t te n  in E ng lish . I t  was based  on a 

copy o f a t e x t  by Henri de M ondeville com piled by an E n g lish  su rgeon  in 

1392 and th e re fo re  had n o th in g  new o r  o r ig in a l  to  add to  e x is t in g  

knowledge. I t  d id , how ever, p rove to  be ex trem ely  p o p u la r , being 

rep u b lish e d  ten  tim es up to  1651. No copy o f  th e  f i r s t  e d it io n  o f  1548 

su rv iv e s , a lth o u g h  th e re  a re  co p ies  o f f u r th e r  e d it io n s  beg inn ing  in 1577.

In 1553 Thomas Geminus produced a p la g ia r iz e d  v e rs io n  o f V esa liu s  in 

E nglish , and in 1559 had i t  t r a n s la te d  a g a in  by N icholas Udall, and in 1565 

a t r a n s la t io n  by John H alle o f Guido L anfranc  o f  M ilan (d. 1315) Anatomy or  

D issec tio n  o f  the Body o f  Man ap peared  c o n ta in in g  a b r ie f  accoun t o f 

anatomy and a r a th e r  tre n c h a n t c r i t ic is m  o f th e  quacks.
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A t r a n s la t io n  o f a  book by P ie r re  B oaistuau  <d. 1566) H is to ire s

p ro d ig ie u se s  (1560) by E. Fenton was p r in te d  in London in 1569 under th e  

t i t l e  C erta ine s e c r e te  wonders o f  n a tu re , con ta in ing  a d e sc r ip tio n  o f  

sundry s tra n g e  th in gs, seem ing m onstrous in our e y e s  and judgem ent, 

bicau se  we a re  n o t p r iv ie  to  the rea so n s  o f  them , G athered ou t o f  d iv e r s  

learned  au th ors a s  w ell Greeke a s  L a tin e, sa cred  a s  prophane. T his was 

h a rd ly  ana to m ica l in th e  t ru e  s e n se . I t  c o n ta in s  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  m o n ste rs  

and m arvels.

In 1578 John B a n is te r  (1533-1610) p u b lish ed  The H is to r ie  o f  Man, sucked  

from the Sappe o f  the m ost approved A n athom istes in th is  p r e se n t age  

which was drawn from th e  works o f c o n tin e n ta l  a u th o rs  and in tro d u ced  th e  

work o f Realdo Colombo (1516-1559) on th e  pulm onary c i r c u la t io n . The book 

was a com pila tion  o f o th e r  p e o p le s ' work d e s p ite  th e  f a c t  th a t  B a n is te r  

was in a p o s it io n , a s  Reader in Anatomy fo r  th e  U nited Company o f B a rb e r-  

su rg eo n s , to  do independent r e s e a rc h .70 There is  a contem porary  p o r t r a i t  

o f  John B a n is te r  d e liv e r in g  th e  v is c e r a l  le c tu re  a t  the  B arb e r-S u rg eo n s ' 

H all in 1581 u s in g  an octavo  copy o f  Colombo’s  postum ously  p u b lish ed  De 

Re Anatomica, p r in te d  in 1572 in P a r is . He p robab ly  a ls o  used  th e  E ng lish  

t r a n s la t io n  o f V esa liu s  by Geminus a s  th e  only good anatomy m anual in th e  

v e rn a c u la r . The p o r t r a i t  is  by an unknown a r t i s t  on two p ie c e s  o f  paper 

jo ined  down th e  m iddle and i s  la id  in an album o f ana tom ica l draw ings done 

fo r  B a n is te r  fo rm erly  owned by W illiam  H unter and now in Glasgow 

U n iv ers ity  L ib ra ry .71

The l a s t  s ix te e n th  ce n tu ry  E ng lish  ana tom ica l p u b lic a tio n  was N icholas 

G yer's The English ph lebotom y: or m ethod & way o f  h ea lin g  by l e t t in g  o f  

blood  which appeared  in 1592.

4.b. A natom ical b ro a d -s h e e ts

In a d d itio n  to  the  ana tom ica l books th e re  w ere b ro a d -s h e e ts  ( fu g i t iv e  

s h e e ts )  p r in te d  which were m ainly i l l u s t r a t i v e  o f p re -V e sa lia n  ideas 

(a lthough  p r in te d  up to  and w e ll a f t e r  Fabrica  appeared ). They u s u a lly  

show th e  whole body and som etim es have f la p s  which open to  r e v e a l  the  

v isc e ra , e tc .  They seem to  have se rv e d  p a r t ly  fo r  po p u lar in s t r u c t io n  and 

p a r t ly  to  r e f r e s h  the  memory o f b a th  k eep ers  and b a rb e rs , being  hung up 

o u ts id e  th e i r  e s ta b lis h m e n ts .72 These b ro a d -s h e e ts  seem m ostly  to  have 

been p r in te d  on th e  c o n tin e n t b u t exam ples can be found in England. 

V esa liu s  h im se lf  p u b lish ed  such  loose p r in t s  -  h is  f i r s t  s ix  p la te s  o f  1538
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-  bu t  th e s e  were in tended  fo r  s e r io u s  s tu d y  r a t h e r  than  to  s a t i s f y  popu lar  

c u r io s i ty .

5. Anatomy theatres

With the  r i s e  in i n t e r e s t  in d i s s e c t io n ,  s u i t a b l e  p lac e s  had to  be found in

which to  hold  the  anatom ies . The e a r l i e s t  known d e s c r ip t io n  o f  an anatomy

th e a t r e  is  by A lessandro  B en e d e tt i  <b, 1460-d. Venice 1525) in 1493 in the

L a tin  H is to r ia  co rp o ris  humanU

Furtherm ore  a p ro p e r ly  adap ted  t h e a t e r  shou ld  be lo ca ted  in a 
sp ac io u s  and w e l l - v e n t i l a t e d  p lace ,  w ith  ranks  of s e a t s  l ik e  those  
o f  an a m p h ith ea te r ,  a s  a t  Rome and a t  Verona; and i t  shou ld  be la rg e  
enough to  accommodate a l l  the  s p e c t a to r s  com fortab ly , t h a t  the  
b a rb e r -s u rg e o n s  who do the  d i s s e c t in g  may no t  be j o s t l e d  by the  
crowd. Only those  who have g r e a t  s k i l l  must co n tin u e  to  d i s s e c t .
The s e a t in g  arrangem ent is  to  be acco rd ing  to rank...  The cadaver  
should  be p laced  a t  the  c e n te r  o f  the  t h e a t e r  on a f a i r l y  high bench 
in a we 11-l ig h te d  p lace  conven ien t fo r  th e  d i s s e c to r s .  The tim e of  
reconvening  should  be announced a t  the  end o f  each s e s s io n ,  t h a t  the  
work may be e n t i r e l y  completed b e fo re  decom position s e t s  in .73

5.a. Padua
By the  second h a l f  o f  the  s ix t e e n th  c e n tu ry  i t  was becoming e v id e n t  t h a t  

more perm anent b u i ld in g s  were needed to  house  th e  in c re a s in g ly  im portan t  

and lav ish  anatom ies . The f i r s t  perm anent anatomy t h e a t r e  was b u i l t  in 

Padua in 1594 by Hieronymus F a b r ic iu s  (Fabriz io  ab Aquapendente, c l5 3 3 -  

1619), who ta u g h t  a t  Padua between 1565 and 160474 and who b u i l t  a 

s t r u c t u r e  w ith in  a room in the  U n ive rs i ty  b u i ld in g .76 [ I l l u s t r a t i o n s  31, 323 

He was n o t  only a l e c t u r e r  in anatomy and a g r e a t  s c h o la r ,  b u t  a ls o  a 

person  o f  c o n s id e rab le  in f luence ;  h i s  name was in sc r ib e d  in th e  golden  book 

o f  Venetian n o b i l i ty ,76 The s t r u c t u r e  which b e a rs  h i s  name h e ld  200-300  

in s ix  s te e p ly  r i s i n g  c o n cen tr ic  g a l l e r i e s  w ith  no s e a t i n g  or windows. The 

l ig h t in g  was provided by two c h a n d e l ie r s  w ith  fo u r  c an d le s  in each and by 

e ig h t  f u r t h e r  cand les  he ld  by s tu d e n t s .  I t  was a c tu a l l y  very  sm all,  the  

length  o f  the  room in which i t  was c o n s t ru c te d  being  only 10 m e te rs  <33 

f e e t ) ,  and the  most d i s t a n t  s p e c t a to r  was no more than  30 f e e t  from the  

body.77

This was followed in 1597 by the  t h e a t r e  o f  Leyden, a g a in  b u i l t  in an 

e x is t in g  bu ild ing  and o f  the  same ba s ic  shape, b u t  w ider, f l a t t e r  and 

l ig h t e r .76
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5.b. London

In England both the  B arber-Surgeons  and the  College o f  P hys ic ians  i n i t i a l l y  

used  t h e i r  h a l l s  fo r  ana tom ies . In the  Annals f o r  1 February , 1568 an 

o rd e r  appears

t h a t  th e re  s h a l  be buyldynge don and made abou t the  Hall f o r  s e a t e s  
fo r  the  Company t h a t  cometh un to  every  publyque anothorny, f f o r  by 
cause  t h a t  every  person  comynge to  s e e  the  same maye have good 
p ro sp e c t  over the  same; and t h a t  one sho lde  n o t  cover  the  sy g h te  
th e re o f  one from a n o th e r ,  a s  h e r e to f o r e  the  Company h a th  much 
complayned on the  same.79

There seems to  have been an anatomy t h e a t r e  a t  the  C o l leg e 's  second

build ing  a t  Amen Corner, because  th e r e  i s  ev idence  o f  i t s  r e d e c o ra t io n  in

1641,80 bu t no o th e r  d e t a i l s  s u rv iv e  and i t  was n o t  m entioned in the

P a r liam en ta ry  Survey d u r in g  th e  Commonwealth. I t s  C u t le r ia n  T h ea tre ,

known as  the  ‘P i l l  Box' because o f  i t s  l a n te rn ,  was n o t  opened u n t i l  1674.

An oc tagona l,  domed bu ild in g  40 f e e t  wide, w ith  s ix  c i r c u l a r  s e a t s ,  i t  saw

s e rv ic e  fo r  150 y e a rs .01

5.c. Inigo Jones* anatomy t h e a t r e

The B arber-Surgeons  became th e  f i r s t  p o s s e s s o r s  o f  a p u rp o se  b u i l t  

anatomy t h e a t r e ;  u n t i l  then  they had been u s in g  th e  G u ild 's  Hall in 

Monkwell S t r e e t .  There is  a p lan  o f  the  bu i ld ing  a t  W orcester College, 

Oxford and a  s h o r t  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  i t  in H a tto n 's  New View o f  London 1708. 

I t  was designed  by Inigo Jones and was opened in 1636 a t  a c o s t  o f  n e a r ly  

£1,000. I t  was e l l i p t i c a l  in shape, being the  only  anatomy t h e a t r e  to  

follow Padua in the  adop tion  o f  t h i s  p lan , 40 f e e t  by 30 f e e t  with 

s t a i r c a s e s  g iv ing  a c c e s s  o u t s id e  in two s q u a re  t u r r e t s  on e i t h e r  s id e  o f  

the  e n tra n c e  facade . Access was a ls o  p o s s ib le  a c ro s s  a b r id g e  to  th e  main 

e n tra n ce .  This  in d ic a te s  s o c ia l  d iv is io n :  th e re  was no way o f  ac ce ss

between the  lower t i e r s  and the  d i s s e c t in g  ta b le .  There were fo u r  rows of  

s e a t s  and an open s e c to r  o p p o s i te  th e  door fo r  cerem onia l e n t r a n c e s .82

On the c o n t in e n t  anatomy t h e a t r e s  con tinued  to  be c o n s t ru c te d  up to  the  

end o f  the  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry ,  one o f  the  l a s t  being t h a t  o f  Pavia  (twenty 

m iles  so u th  o f  Milan), which was b u i l t  by Scarpa, th e  p r o fe s s o r  o f  anatomy 

a t  the  U n ive rs i ty ,  in 1783. I t  fo llowed the  P a r is ia n  Royal Academy o f  

Surgery  bu ild in g  designed  by Gondoin in 1769 in i t s  s e m i - c i r c u l a r  shape 

and a lthough  now only used  fo r  u n iv e r s i t y  fu n c t io n s ,  rem ains  i n t a c t  a s  i t  

was b u i l t .83
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Bernard G reban ier ,  The Truth About Shy lock , (New York 1962), pp .266-268 , A 

r e - w r i t i n g  o f  th e  t r i a l  scene  o f  The M erchant o f  Venice  by

Richard H. Horne, Shylock, A C r i tic a l  Fancy (1838) p u b l ic ly  p re se n ted

May 16, 1850 a t  S a d le r 's  Wells, and p u rp o r t in g  to  ‘show what m ight have 

passed  through Shylock's mind on l i s t e n in g  to c e r t a i n  p o r t io n s  o f  P o r t i a 's  

l ine  of defence , supposing  the  same t r i a l  ... had occurred  in the  p re s e n t  

c e n tu ry . '  The scene  fo llow s S hakespea re 's  th rough to  P o r t i a 's  admonition

no t to shed one drop o f  blood (IV i 309). From th e re  Horne r e w r i t e s  the

s c e n e :
SHY: Peace, f a l s e  Judge!

T here 's  no such th in g  a s  f le s h  devoid o f  blood!
F lesh  i s  made up of  v e s s e l s ,  and th e y ’r e  f i l l e d
With blood a lone , -  nay, blood is  l iq u id  f le s h .
Oh, thou f a l s e  Judge! Most t re a c h e ro u s ,  wicked Judge!
Send to  your bu tche r  fo r  your d a i ly  meat -  
What w i l l  you say i f  he  do s e l l  a pound 
Of sk in  and empty ve ins?  T i l l  you can show me 
F lesh  th a t  is  b lo o d le s s ,  b e ’t  what kind i t  may,
My claim is  good; one f le s h  a lone  e x i s t s ,
And t h a t  h a th  blood, fo r  each inc ludes  the  o th e r .
Doth a l l  your wisdom in a qu ibb le  end 
Like bubbles blown by Law?

(The Duke and the M agn ificoes look confounded. P ortia  s ta n d s  tro u b le d  and

p e rp le x e d .)

POR:
SHY;

BAS
SHY
BAS
SHY

Yet -  f e a r  the  Law!
This bond ho lds  blood! -  o u t  on your c u l le n d e r  w its!  
If Laws be fo l ly ,  a l l  a re  fooled by them.
I am your foo l  in s u f f e r in g  th e s e  d e lay s .
But he  is  mine, by wisdom and by law.
A Jew may be the dog
T h a t ’s  ha te d  by a C h r i s t i a n 's  c h a r i ty ,
But n o t  the  dupe o f  words'.
0 Jew, fo rbea r!
Forbear! -  I came h e re  to  be paid  a deb t.
Lash no t  th y s e l f  to  fu ry ,  l ike  a beas t!
'T is  ye who have lashed  me th u s :  I ' l l  have my bond! 
T r i f l e  no more -  th e re  is  no power in Venice 
To a l t e r  a dec ree  e s ta b l i s h e d ;
Said n o t  the  Doctor so? -  then  was he wise,
But a f te rw a rd s  he spake a s  do th  a foo l;
Nay, worse; he  damned h i s  so u l  w ith  l i e s ,  to  save  
That C h r is t ia n  b e a s t  who s p a t  upon my beard .

(The Court i s  thrown in to  u t t e r  p e r p le x i ty ,  and remain s i l e n t .)

POR: ( A f te r  a tro u b le d  pause)  The Jew s h a l l  have a l l
j u s t i c e ;

T herefo re  p rep a re  thee  to  c u t  o f f  the  f le s h ;
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SHY:

BAS:
SHY:

POR:

SHY:
POR:

SHY:

POR:
SHY:

DUK: 

(A ll  r is e )

POR:

Yet, Shylock, see  thou c u t  n o t  l e s s  nor more 
But j u s t  a pound of  f le s h ;  i f  thou t a k ’s t  more 
Or le s s ,  than  j u s t  a pound, be i t  so  much 
As makes i t  l i g h t  or heavy in the  su b s ta n c e  
Or the  d iv is io n  o f  the  tw e n t ie th  p a r t  
Of one poor s c ru p le ;  -  nay, i f  the  s c a le  do tu rn  
But in the  e s t im a t io n  of a h a ir ,
Thou d i e s t ,  and a l l  thy goods a re  c o n f i s c a te .
(W ith dead ly  b i t te r n e s s )  I ’l l  n o t  take  more; I ' l l  take

i t  by d e g re e s , 
T herefo re  n o t  more, -  s in c e  th o u ’d ' s t  be so  exac t ;
Be no t thou h a s ty ,  t r e a c h e ro u s  young Judge;
I am n o t  bound to  take  i t  a l l ,  a t  once.
0 v i l l a in o u s  Jew! th o u 'd 's t  t o r t u r e  him to  death!
(Calmly) If  in some days a f t e r  the  h a l f  be paid,
He chance to  d ie  -  t h a t  is  no f a u l t  o f  mine;
My bond doth say a pound; bu t do th  n o t  say  
That I m ust take  the  whole immediately.
We're n o t  compell'd to ru in  thus  ou r  d e b to r s .
I ' l l  take  i t  by In s ta lm e n ts  -  would you j e e r  me?
Old Shylock h a th  h i s  j e s t !
But s ince  the  whole
Is o f fe re d  and n o t  taken , thou c a n s t  have 
No claim h e r e a f t e r .
1 do claim a l l ,  now.
Take then the  pound of  f l e s h  and blood, f i e r c e  Jew!
But see  you s p i l l  no t  augh t  t h a t  i s  n o t yo u rs.
Why must I have th i s  c a re  -  look y e  to  th a t ;
I t  is  the  very  n a tu r e  o f  a l l  f le s h
When c u t  to  b leed; and h e re  my bond d e c la re s
That -  from th e  C h r i s t i a n  b r e a s t  o f  one who s c o f f s
At me, my t r i b e ,  and ev e r  used  to  mock
My p rosperous  d e a l in g s ,  I s h a l l  fo r th w i th  c u t
A pound in f o r f e i t !  No more words, -  p repare !
His w asted  blood s h a l l  y e t  b r ing  ru in  on thee .
Let ru in  come! -  so  I can once behold
That s tream ing  b r e a s t ,  I c a re  n o t  i f  h i s  blood
Swell to  a second G a li lean  Sea,
And with i t s  humming and a b h o rre n t  s u rg e  
Sweep away Venice! Now! now! s ta n d  aside!
(R ising)  R e s t ra in  him! -  s u re  some d e v i l  speaks in

him!

Keep back the  bearded  v u l tu re !
(As by a sudden thought)  The r u in  thou d e f i e s t  s h a l l

f a l l  upon thee! 
Thy vengeance by thy s e n te n c e ,  e ’en by th e  bond 
Which thou so f ie r c e ly  u rg e s t !  By i t s  term s,
P u rpo rt  and s t r a ta g e m ,  thou s e e k 's t  the  l i f e
Of a Venetian c i t iz e n ;  fo r  which crim e
The Law unwinds i t s e l f  from th a t  man's neck
And with a t e r r i b l e  and j u s t  r e c o i l
Springs back on thee!  Shylock! one h a l f  thy goods
Are f o r f e i t  to  Antonio! ...
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Appendix C

Bernard G reban ier ,  The T ruth  A bout S hy lock , (New York, 1962), pp.268-269. 

The A lbany Law Journal (1872) -  th e  a u th o r  was supposed ly  Esek Cowen of  

Troy, N.Y. A “R eport” of the  d e c is io n  by the  Supreme Court o f  New York, on 

appeal,  o f  the  case  o f  Shylock vs. Antonio 

I quo te  G re b a n ie r 's  p re c is ;

Antonio i s  d e sc r ib ed  a s  m en ta lly  unsound because  ( th i s  w i l l  appear  
to  lawyers a s  good reaso n in g )  he loaned money to  f r i e n d s  w ithou t  
i n t e r e s t .  In the  appeal f o r  the  case ,  i t  i s  a s s e r t e d  by the  
counsel  fo r  the  a p p e l la n t  t h a t  the  r e f e r e e ,  a g re e d  to  by a l l  
p a r t i e s ,  was in p o in t  o f  f a c t  a  woman! Though she  c a l le d  h e r s e l f  
B a lthaza r ,  her  maiden name had a c tu a l ly  been Mary Jane P o r t ia ,  an 
o i l  h e i r e s s ,  and she was now m arr ied  to  Antonio 's  f r ie n d ,  Bassanio .
The judgment pronounced by t h i s  r e f e r e e  was:

1. That the  bond was va lid ;  the  p l a i n t i f f  was e n t i t l e d  to  
a pound of  f le s h .

2. That he was e n t i t l e d  only to an e x a c t  pound, n e i th e r  
more nor le s s ;  i f  he took more o r  l e s s  o r  a drop o f  
blood, he would be found g u i l t y  o f  murder.

3. That under a law d a t in g  back to  th e  time o f  P e te r
S tu yvesan t ,  the  p l a i n t i f f  was l ia b le  to  the  punishment 
of dea th  “ fo r  p r a c t i s in g  a g a in s t  th e  l i f e  of a 
C h r i s t i a n .”

4. That he could evade c a p i t a l  punishment only by g iv ing  
h a l f  h i s  fo r tu n e  to  h i s  d au g h te r  and becoming a 
C h r is t ia n .  The p l a i n t i f f  had no c ounse l ,  and was 
fo r th w i th  b ap tized .  Upon f i r s t  appea l,  the  judgment was 
conf irmed.

The Supreme C o u r t 's  de c is io n  fo llow s:

1. The judgment pronounced upon Shylock was a t r u ly
fem inine one -  a dec ree  h a l f - c i v i l ,  h a l f - c r im in a l ,  w ith  
the  punishment half-com m uted; i t  has  no resem blance to  
any law or e q u i ty  known to c iv i l i z a t i o n .

2. The bond i t s e l f  shou ld  have been voided s in c e  i t  
provided  fo r  the  commission o f  a c a p i t a l  crime.

3. I t  was f u r t h e r  voided by th e  o f f e r  to  Shylock in c o u r t  
o f  the  amount of the  loan.

4. No one can c u t  an e x a c t  pound o f  f le s h ,  nor i s  i t
p o s s ib le  to  c u t  f le s h  w ith o u t  drawing blood.

5. Hence, i f  th e  bond was a llowed, th e  s t r i c t u r e  abou t
w eight and blood was absu rd .

I t  i s  th e r e f o r e  the  unanimous opin ion  o f  t h i s  c o u r t  t h a t  Mrs. B assan io 's  

decree  must be re v e r se d ,



-2 9 3 -

NOTES

In a i l  quotations throughout th is  thesis I have modernised the long s and the use of u 
and v, and expanded sc r ip ta l  e l l i s io n s ,

A ll quotations from Shakespeare's plays and poems are from The Complete (dorks, edited 
by Peter Alexander (London and Glasgow, 1951)

8 ib l ic a l  quotations throughout the thesis are from the Geneva Bible, 1576 edition

Abbreviations

E&S Essays and Studies

EC Essays in Criticism

ELH A Journal of English Literary History

ES English Studies

JEEP Journal o f English and Germanic Philology

ML(! Modern Language Notes

MLR The Modern Language Review

PMLA Publications o f the Modern Language Association of America

PQ Philology Quarterly

REL Review of English Literature

RES The Review of English Studies

RORD Research Opportunities in Renaissance Drama

Sh, Studs, Shakespeare Studies

SQ Shakespeare Quarterly

SS Shakespeare Survey
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Abstract

Nigel Alexander, SS 26 (1973), reviewing Dieter Mehl's a r t ic le  'Visual and 
Rhetorical Imagery in Shakespeare's Plays', p . 176

e,g, John Doebler, Shakespeare's Speaking Pictures (Albuquerque, 1974) 
Chapter 2, Honor Matthews, Characters and Symbolism in Shakespeare's Plays 
(Cambridge, 1962) and Nevil l  Coghill, 'The Basis of Shakespearean Comedy' E&S 
(1950) pp,1-28

Notably Sigmund Freud, ‘ The Theme of the Three Caskets' in Collected Papers 
(1913), Volume IV

Chapter 1 -  Emblems

Life-threatening s ituations in the other early comedies are present, but not 
so obvious; Valentine is banished from Milan on pain of death by the Duka;

Be gone; I w ill not hear thy vain excuse,
But, as thou lov'st l i fe ,  make speed from hence,

[The Two Gentlemen of Verona I I I  i 168-169)

and the young men of Navarre swear to abide by the ir  oaths or

,,, his own hand may strike his honour down 
That violates the smallest branch herein,

( Love's Labour's Lost 1 i 20-21)

and the decrees (which are almost ins tan t ly  broken) have heavy penalties;

Berowne; 'Item, That no woman shall come within a mile of ay court'
, ,,  Let's see the penalty, ' -  on pain of losing her tongue'
i i i

'Item, I f  any man be seen to talk with a woman within the 
term of three years, he shall endure such public shame as the 
rest of the court can possibly devise,'

(I i 119-120, 122-123, 128-130)

The Taming of the Shrew has l i t t l e  in the way of 1 i fe - th re a ts , although Sly 
is in danger of the stocks at the very beginning of the play, but Katherina's 
violence provides a seasoning of threat,

Even in the tragedies, Romeo and Ju lie t  has elements of a comedy in much of
i ts  ea r l ie r  part, despite the street violence, which expresses i t s e l f  in 
ra p id - f i re  banter and w it ty  exchange, The play only turns t ru ly  trag ic  with 
the death of Mercutio, even then having patches of comic dialogue, 
pa r t icu la r ly  concerning the nurse, The violence of the street f igh ts  
establishes a threat of danger in Romeo and Ju liet from the beginning, but
the tension does not increase -  i t  is  present from the beginning and remains
to the end at much the same level,

I took a fr iend to the 1987 S tratford production of The Merchant o f Venice 
who had not read or seen the play, and had no idea of i t s  story, I asked her 
in the in terval how she thought i t  would turn out, and she was convinced that 
Shylock would achieve his pound of flesh and get away with i t ,

John Doebler, Shakespeare's Speaking Pictures: Studies in Iconic Imagery 
(Albuquerque, 1974), p p , x i i - x i i i
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flontenay, invented and only in the French tongue elabourated; Got now, in 
severall Languages (Frankfurt, 1619)

Ibid, Noli a Hum sapere, p. 394

Whitney, Amicitia, etiam post mortem durans, p,62

Peachan, Ope mutua, p , 39

Whitney, Invidiae descriptio, p ,94

Peachan, Levitas, p , 149

W il le t ,  S ilen tu  commendatio, no,31

Peachan, Nec metuas nee optes, p,3

Whitney, Sic disc erne, p,63

P, S,, Festat ex vie tore Orientis, p , 61

Whitney, tiortui divitiae, p,86

Wither, Restat de victore orientis, 'Loe, heere is a l l ,  that hee possest, /  
Which once was Victor of the East', p ,216, Book 4 Emblem V II I

Alexander Pope, An Essay on Nan in Four Epistles, Epistle I I ,  1,2, in Pope, 
Poetical Works, edited by Herbert Davis, (Oxford and New York, 1966) p ,250

M, C, Bradbrook, Shakespeare and Elizabethan Poetry (London, 1951), p , 175

Green, Shakespeare, p,108

I i 22-40

Green, Whitney, pp,243ff 

Whitney, p, 11,

Francis Petrarch, Physicke Against Fortune, Translated by Thonas Twyne 
(London, 1579), This was the only one of Petrarch's philosophical works to 
be translated during the Renaissance, and proved to be very popular; by the 
end of the sixteenth century transla tions existed in I ta l ia n ,  French, 
Spanish, German and Czech as well as the English trans la t ion  by Twyne, The 
book takes the form of a series of dialogues, the f i r s t  half between Joy and 
Reason and the second between Sorrow and Reason, Reason argues against blind 
acceptance of fortune, pa r t icu la r ly  good fortune, which is seen as being more
ins id iously dangerous to the soul than adverse fortune, and in many cases
Petrarch uses the image of the soul as a ship a f loa t  on the sea of l i f e  as an 
i l lu s t ra t io n  of his argument,

Ib id, Book 1, Dialogue 37, pp,109v , 110r

Brant, no,109, pp,355-356

Barclay, stanzas 4, 8, 10, pp.224r ,224v ,225r , s ig ,Pp2r , Pp2v , Pp3r 

Whitney, p ,137

Peter M, Daly, Andreas Alciatus, (Toronto, 1985), The book provides the
f i r s t  English trans la t ion  of A lc ia t i ,  together with comparative translations 
of French (1536, 1574), German (1542, 1567), I ta l ia n  (1551, 1626) and Spanish 
(1549) editions, Emblem numbers given in th is  thesis are fo r the 1551
edit ion of A lc ia t i ,  no,50
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72, Ib id, Marquale's I ta l ia n  trans la t ion , published in Lyon, 1551, no,39 (A lc ia t i  
emblem 43)

73, The Christian requirement for unquestioning fa i th  is  exemplified in the story 
related in Matthew, 3, 23-26;

And when he was entred into the ship, his disciples followed him, And, beholde, 
there arose a great tenpest in the sea, so that the ship was covered with waves; 
but he was a sleepe, Then his disciples cane, and awoke hin; saying, Master, 
save us; we perish, And he said unto them, Why are ye feareful, 0 ye of l i t le  
faith? Then he arose, and rebuked the windes and the sea; and so there was a 
great calne,

The relationship between The Merchant o f Venice and th is  passage of scripture 
is strengthened when taken together with the following two chapters, for 
within three chapters, various key elements in the play are mentioned; ship, 
storm, danger; possession by devils (Shylock is  frequently referred to as a 
devil throughout the play, c f ,  I i i i  93, I I  i i  1-28, I I  i i i  I,  I I I  i 18-19,
66-67, IV i 212, 282, For a more thorough discussion of Shylock's 
re lationship to a devil c f ,  Chapter 5,, section f . i i i , ) ;  swine (Shylock, as a 
Jew, is forbidden to eat pork, c f,  I i i i  29, and Launcelot refers to raising 
the price of pork in I I I  v 20-22); publicans (Shylock refers to Antonio as a 
fawning publican in I i i i  36); physicians (c f,  Chapter 4 below on Antonio as 
an Anatomy Subject for the s ignificance of physicians and surgeons in The
Merchant o f Venice)', mercy and sac r if ice  (c f ,  Chapter 6 on Justice and Mercy, 
below); righteousness and repentance (c f ,  Chapter 6 on Justice and Mercy, 
below); daughter (The role of daughter is  s ig n if ica n t  for both Portia and
Jessica as the ir  circumstances have been fixed by the ir  fathers, c f ,  Chapter
3., section 2); blindness and dumbness (on the significance of speechless
messages c f ,  Chapter 2., section 8 ,a,, below’, for blindness c f ,  Chapter 6,, 
sections 2 ,a . i i i ,  and 4 ,a,, below); gold, s i lv e r  (not only the gold and
s ilve r  of the caskets, but Shy lock ' s obsession with his treasury as reported 
by Salerio in I I  v i i i  15-22, and Shylock*s own confused, repe t i t ive  exchange 
with Tubal in I I I  i 72-110, c f .  also Chapter 5 on The Jew; Alien and
Usurer); wolves ( Shylock'5 re la tionship with the wolf w i l l  be discussed la ter 
in th is  chapter); parental rebell ion (c f ,  Jessica's rebellion against her
father in eloping with a Christian, and Launcelot's teasing of Old Gobbo in 
I I  i i  42-93) and divine jus t ice  (c f,  Chapter 6 on Justice and Mercy, below),

I am gratefu l to Dr, David Daniell for pointing th is  connection out to me,

74, Peachan, His graviora, p,165

75, Geoffrey Chaucer, 'The C lerk 's Tale ', The Canterbury Tales, Fragment IV 
(Group E), edited F, N, Robinson, (Oxford, 1953), pp ,101-114

J4bb4spp4teaoeeuaddertttbetttiii55e8ibtb^yG6ddtto test him appears in the Old 
Testament in the Book of Job, The f i r s t  three chapters re ta i l  Job's 
sufferings; the slaughter of h is ca t t le ,  sheep and servants, the death of his 
sons and the in f l i c t io n  of a plague of bo ils  a l l  over his body, Chapters 3- 
37 contain a debate between Job and various others on Man's subservience to 
God, Chapters 38-41 contain the Lord's answer to Job, and the f in a l  chapter 
gives Job's answer, and God's acceptance and blessing of Job, Job became the 
archetype of the man who endures appalling sufferings with an acceptance 
which, although founded in his be l ie f in God, is close to the c lassical 
precepts of the stoics,

77, Laurence Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage in England 1500-1800
(Harraondsworth, 1979), p ,74

73, Francis Petrarch, The Sonnets of Petrarch translated by Joseph Auslander
(London, 1931), p ,155)



N otes  - 3 0 0 -

79, Anthony Mortimer, Petrarca's Canzoniere in the English Renaissance (Minerva
I ta l ic s ,  1975), p . 12

80, Ib id, p ,74

81, The story of St, Ursula appears in The Golden Legend which was o r ig in a l ly
writ ten in Latin by Jacobus de Voragine in the second half of the th r iteen th  
century, I t  proved to be very popular, and was translated into English by an 
anonymous w rite r in 1450, Caxton made another translation., using the older 
English trans la t ion  and a French trans la t ion , which he published in 1483, and 
which was subsequently printed several tines by Wynkyn de Worde,
St, Ursula's story appears under October 21, the Feast day of the Eleven
Thousand Virgins, who accompanied her on her ship of pilgrimage to Rome, and
who were martyred by the Hun, together with assorted Bishops, at Cologne on
the ir  return journey to B r i ta in ,  from whence they had come, St, Ursula
herself spurned the marriage o ffe r  of the Hun prince, and was k i l le d  by an 
arrow,

St, Ursula's embarkation appears in the cycle of large paintings, the Legend 
of S, Ursula, which form the best work of the Venetian a r t i s t  V it to re  
Carpaccio (c 1460/5-1523/6), and the e a r l ie s t  of which is dated 1490, They 
are now in the Accademia in Venice,

82, W il le t ,  De Ecclesia, no ,18,

83, J, E, C ir lo t ,  A Dictionary of Symbols, translated by Jack Sage, (London,
1962), p.295

84, Thomas Watson, The Shyppe of fooles, (London, 1517), no,C1111, sig,Dd3v , 
This is the second edit ion , the o r ig ina l haying been published in 1509,

85, This w i l l  be discussed more fu l l y  in Chapter 6 on Justice and Mercy,

86, John Bunyan, The Pilgrim's Progress, (1678)

87, Whitney, Nimium rebus ne fide secundis, p,59

88, Peacham, Ni undas ni vientos, p,60

89, P.S., Sic terras turbine perslat, p , 166

90, Petrarch, Physicke, Book I, Dialogue 17, p,21r

91, Vaenius, By continuance, p,211

92, Ayres, Fersevere, no,35, Both Vaenius and Ayres use the emblem to show that 
the lover w i l l  gain his mistress i f  he pursues her with determination,

93, Wither, Non uno sterniturictu, p,29, Book 1, Emblem XXIX

94, W il le t ,  no,80

95, Whitney, Amicitia, etiam post mortem durans, p,62

96, Daly, Alciatus, Amicitia etiam post mortem durans (Friendship lasting even 
afte r death), no,172 (numbering is from the 1551 edit ion)

The elm, withering because of old age, and bare of leaves, 
the shady foliage of the green grape-vine has embraced,
I t  acknowledges the changes of nature, and grateful to i ts  parent
renders the mutual rights of service and by its own
example i t  advises us to seek such friends
as the last day, death, would not separate fron the pact of friendship,

97, Vaenius, Love after death, p,244

98, This is closer to Combe's emblem 82 (s ig ,F f r )of the oak and the ivy, which 
reverses the meaning of Whitney's and Vaenius' elm and vine:

Ungrateful1 men breed great offence,
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As persons void of vit or sence,
The Gke doth suffer the yong Ivie wind 
Up by his sides, t i l l  i t  be got on hie:
But being got aloft, i t  so doth bind,
I t  k ils  the stocke that i t  was raised by,
So some prove so unthankful 1 and unkind 
To those on whon they chiefly do rely,

By whom they f i r s t  were called to their state,
They be the f i r s t  (I say) give then the mate,

This expresses F a ls ta f f 's  view of his relationship with Hal, although the 
true s itua t ion  is that Hal has matured both as a prince and as a man, and has 
accepted the necessity of breaking away from his erstwhile mentor, 
Shakespeare in th is  instance subverts the fam il ia r  emblem by associating i t s  
accepted meaning with the false (F a ls ta f f 's )  view,

99, The story of the golden fleece appears in Ovid's Metamorphosis and, although
i t  is  l ik e ly  that Shakespeare had read the Latin o r ig ina l,  he was certa in ly  
very fam il ia r  with the English trans la t ion  of i t  by Arthur Golding, which 
f i r s t  appeared in 1565-7, and in further versions in 1575, 1587, 1603 and 
1612, The golden fleece legend appears in Book 7, 11,1-219, and Shakespeare 
was to echo Golding's trans la t ion  of Medea's speech in Prospero's invocation 
in The Tempest\

Ve Ayres and windes; ye Elves of Hilles, of Brookes, of Woods alone,
Of standing Lakes, and of the Night approche ye everychone,
Through helpe of whom (the crooked bankes much wondring at the thing)
I have compelled streanes to run cleane backward to their spring,
By charnes 1 make the calme Seas rough, and make ye rough Seas plaine 
And cover a ll the Skie with Claudes, and chase them thence againe,
By charnes I rayse and lay the windes, and burst the Vipers jaw,
And fron the bowels of the Earth both stones and trees doe drawe,
Whole woods and Forestes I remove; I make the Kountaines shake,
And even the Earth i t  selfe to grone and fearfully to quake,
I call up dead nen fron their graves; and thee 0 lightsome Hoone
I darken oft, though beaten brasse abate thy peril l soone
Our Sorcerie dinmes the Morning faire, and darkes ye Sun at Noone,

Metamorphosis Book 7, 11,265-277

Ve elves of h i l ls , brooks, standing lakes, and groves;
And ye that on the sands with printless foot 
Oo chase the ebbing Neptune, and do f ly  him 
When he comes back; you demi-puppets that 
By moonshine do the green sour ringlets make,
Whereof the ewe not bites; and you whose pastime 
Is to nake midnight mushrooms, that rejoice 
To hear the solemn curfew; by whose aid - 
Weak nonsters though ye be - I have bedimm'd 
The noontide sun, call 'd  forth the mutinous winds,
And 'twixt the green sea and the azur'd vault 
Set roaring war, To the dread rattling thunder 
Have I given fire, and rifted Jove's stout oak 
With his own bolt; the strong-bas'd promontory 
Have I made shake, and by the spurs pluck'd up 
The pine and cedar, Braves at my command 
Have wak'd their sleepers, op'd, and let 'em forth,
By my so potent art, ( The Tempest V i 33-50)
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Shakespeare was probably also fam il ia r  with the story from John Gower's 
Confessio Ament is  of 1390, edited by G, C, Macaulay (Oxford, 1901), where i t  
appears in Book 5, 11.3247-3926

100, Whitney, p .203

101, Green, Shakespeare, p ,413-4, and Green, Whitney, p ,385

102, Peacham, p,54, In actions consist i t

103, Most notably Harold C, Goddard in 'The Three Caskets', The Meaning of 
Shakespeare, (Ch i c ago, 1951),

104, In Shakespeare's source II  Pecorone, Day 4, Story 1, Ansaldo, the Antonio 
f igure, is  Gianetto's (Bassanio's) godfather,

105, Medea's story appears in Golding, Book 7, 11,1-543 and Gower, Book 5, 
11,3247-4222, although neither refer to the b loodth irs ty  murder of her 
younger brother, This can be found in The Thre F irst bookes of Ovids De 
Tristibus (London, 1572) translated into English by Thomas Churchyarde, The 
passage appears in the th ird  book, Elegy 9, Folio 24;

,,, And of Absirtes cruell death, a proper name is growne ,,,
The wicked wight Medea here, from father fleing fast,
Her rowing owres uppon this coast, (men saye the f i r s t  time cast) ,,,
,,, When hasting shippes wyth speedy pace, to drawe more neare she spyde,
By craft we must my father flee, (we are betrayde) she cryde 
Why 1e she for counsell paused then, and loked round about,
In sight at last her brother sawe, amids her deepest doubt,
Whome when she spyde, forth wyth she sayd; I dare us wel assure,
My brothers death the cause shalbe, our safety to procure,
He all unwares and dreadinge nought, her cancred cruell spight,
Into his syde her bloudy sword, she thrust with raging might,
Her blade pluckt back from gored syde, she rend wyth ruthful wound,
And members mincte in peeces small, she cast about the ground,
And that her father might this knowe, on rocke whereby she past,
His woful handes and bloudy head, wyth sleight she fixed fast,
Wyth wayling new her aged sire, for this did make delay,
And sobbing sore the fleshe toke up, she safely scapte away,

106, Golding only refers to the burning of Jason's new bride b r ie f ly ,  but Gower is 
more forthcoming:

Medea with hire art hath wroght 
Of cloth of gold a mantel riche,
Which semeth worth a kingesriche,
And that was unto Creusa sent 
In name of y ifte  and of present,
For Sosterhode hem was betuene;
And whan that yonge freisshe queene 
That mantel lappeth hire aboute,
Anon therof the fyr sprong oute
And brente hir bothe fleissh and bon, 11,4200-4209

107, Whitney, p,214

108, Daly, Alciatus, The ignorant rich man, no,204;

Phrixus, enthroned on the precious fleece, is crossing the waters,
and without fear he bestrides the golden sheep through the sea,
What does this signify? A man of dull wit but rich treasure, 
whom the whim of his wife or servant manipulates,

109, Whitney, p,214

110, P,S,, Pretium non vile labor urn, p , 49
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Daniel, sig,B8v

John Russell Brown, The Merchant o f Venice, Arden Edition, (London, 1955), 
p ,7, note to I i 50,

Green, Shakespeare, p,140

Whitney, p , 103.

Daly, Alciatus, no,24

Ib id , Marquale's I ta l ia n  ed it ion , published in Lyon, 1551, no,16 (A lc ia t i  
emblem 13)

Combe, no,I, sig,A6v

Green, Shakespeare, pp,140-141

Combe, no,6, sig,61r

Peacham, Per far denari, p,205

Petrarch, Physicke, Book 1, Dialogue 50, p,74r

Whitney, pp,24, 100, 124, 141, 160 and 226,

Ib id , p,28,

Ib id, p ,24 

Ib id, p ,124 

c f,  Richard I I

Dogs, easily von to fawn on any nan! ( I l l  i i  130)

/ Henry IV

Why, what a candy deal of courtesy
This fawning greyhound then did proffer me! (I i i i  251-252)

Julius Caesar

,, , I nean, sweet words,
Low-crooked curtsies, and base spaniel fawning, ( I I I  i 42-43)

Hamlet

No, let the candied tongue lick absurd pomp 
And crook the pregnant hinges of the knee
Where th r i f t  may follow fawning, ( I I I  i i  58-60)

Antony and Cleopatra 

, ,,  The hearts
That spaniel'd me at heels, to whom I gave 
Their wishes, do discandy, Kelt their sweets
On blossoming Caesar, (IV x i i  20-23)

Christopher Marlowe, The Complete Plays, edited by J, B, Steane
(Harmondsworth, 1969)

Peacham, Aula, p ,206

Whitney, Nec sib i, nec aleri, p,134

James As try ,  The Royal Politician represented in One Hundred Emblems (London,
1683), This was a trans la t ion  of the Spanish Idea de un Principe politico
Christiano (Milan, 1642) by Diego de Saavedra Fajardo

Ib id, Volume I , p , 164

Barclay, stanzaS, pp,21lv ,2 !2 r , s ig .Nnlv ,Nn2r
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133,

134,

135,

136,

137,

138,

139,

140,

141 ,

142,

143,

144,

145,

146,

147,

148,
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Ib id , A brief e addition of the singuiaritie of some neve fooles, 
pp,256v ,257v , sig,Uu4v ,Uu5v

cf, /  Henry VI

Thee I ' l l  chase hence, thou wolf in sheep's array,
Out tawny-coats! Out, scarlet hypocrite! (1 i i i  55-56)

2 Henry VI

Seems he a dove? His feathers are but borrow'd,
For he's disposed as the hateful raven,
Is he a lamb? His skin is surely lent him,
For he's inclin'd as is the ravenous wolf,
Who cannot steal a shape that means deceit? ( I l l  i 75-79)

Romeo and Ju liet

Dove-feather'd raven! wolfish-ravening lamb! ( I l l  i i  76)

Alexander Barclay, The ffirrour of Rood Manors, containing the foure Cardinal 
Vertues, compiled in Latin by Domini ke Mane in and translated into English by 
Alexander Barclay, priest, and monk of Ely,, Bound at the back of the 1570 
edit ion of The ship of fooles, sig,C4r

Cesare Ripa's Iconologia (Rome, 1603) was translated into English in 1709, 
no,150, p,38,

Whitney, p,100

Ripa, 1709 ed, no,31, p,3

Thomas Wilson, A Discourse uppon usurye (1572), Epistle

This is probably because the wolf is  associated with avarice and i t s  hunger 
for flesh is related to greed for gold, c f ,  Wilson's Epistle above, and 
generally with cruelty, Whitney has an emblem which relates man's inhumanity 
to man, and although the wolf is  not mentioned in the verse, the motto is 
Homo homini lupus 'Man a wolf to man', p . 144

Brant, Of Borrowing too much, no,25, pp,118-119

Barclay, Of them that are alway borowing, motto, stanza 9, ppt 48v,49r ,50r , 
s ig,J6v ,J1r ,J2r

Godyere, no ,10, p , 19

cf, /  Henry VI

I wish some ravenous wolf had eaten thee, (V iv 31)

2 Henry VI

For he' s inclin'd as is the ravenous wolf, ( I I I  i 78)

Romeo and Juliet

Dove-feather'd raven! wolfish-ravening lamb! ( I l l  i i  76)

Henry VIII

,,, Attend; this holy fox,
Or wolf, or both - for he is equal rav'nous, (I i 158-159)

Barclay, stanza 2, p,138r , s ig ,J j2 r 

Ib id, stanzas 9,11, p,136v, s ig,24v 

Brant, Doing evil and not being on guard, no.69, p ,233 

Barclay, stanzas 1,2,3,5,12, pp,135v ,136r , 136v ,137r , sig,23v ,24r ,Z4v ,Z5r
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152,

153,

154,

155,

156,

157,

158,

159,

160, 

161,

162,

163,

164,

165,

166,
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Whitney, p,94 

Daly, Alciatus, no,79 

Whitney, p ,37 

Daly, Alciatus, no,181 

Whitney, p ,100 

I I I  i 85ff 

Whitney, p , 169 

P,S,, p ,367,370;

A certaine Ape being brought up in a usurers house, who was altogither delighted 
in counting of his money, spying upon a time his master playing, and toying with 
his money upon a table, when his master was at dinner he crept in at a window, 
and got him to the heape of money, where imitating his master, after that he had 
delighted himselfe enough with turning and tossing the money to and fro, at the 
last he began to throw i t  out at the window into the streete as fast as he 
could, With which sight, whether the passingers by were more delighted, or the 
Usurer grieved, I l i s t  not here to debate, having enough to do to laugh at this 
usurer, and the like, who heape up great summes of money, and leave i t  either to 
their brother or nephewe, or else to dicers, whoremasters, gluttons and the 
like, scarsely ever remembring this excellent and golden sentence, Mali psrta, 
aali dilabutur, Things ev il l  got, are ev i l l  spent,

Hamlet, Arden edit ion, edited by Harold Jenkins, (London, 1982), note to
I I I  iv 196, p .331

The modern term 'to  make a monkey of someone' was apparently in use in 
Elizabethan times, A woodcut of c l 480 by an anonymous Nuremburg a r t is t ,
i l lu s t ra te d  in Alison G, Stewart, Unequal Lovers (New York, 1978) p,l06,
shows a couple embracing surmounted by a monkey looking in a mirror, While
the young man fondles the g i r l ' s  breast, she reaches behind him in to  his
purse, The inscr ip t ion  explains that the woman 'makes a monkey' of her
lover,

Barclay, Of him that is  gelous over his wife, and watcheth her wayes without
cause or evident token o f her misliving, stanza 3, p,63v , sig,L3v

Brant, no,32, p,l35

cf The Vinter's Tale IV iv 256-259;

Autolycus; Here's one to a very doleful tune; how a usurer's wife was 
brought to bed of twenty money-bags at a burden, and how she 
long'd to eat adders' heads and toads carbonado'd,

This symbolic s igna ll ing  of atmosphere was also used in painting, as in 
G iotto 's  'Kiss of Judas' in his frescoes in the Arena Chapel, Padua, where 
the backgrounds are a uniform bright blue, but the so ld iers ' torches indicate 
that the scene in the Garden of Gethsemane is taking place at night, Giotto 
(1266/7 or less probably 1276-1337) painted these frescoes c1306, They were 
completed by 1313 at the la tes t,

Robert Farley, Lychnocausia (London, 1635), no,50

Whitney, p ,183, Qui me a l i t  me extinguit, ('Who nourishes me extinguishes 
me').

I Corinthians, 8,14

The Hieroglyphics o f Horapollo may be the oldest emblem book, They were 
supposed to have been writ ten in ancient Egypt and translated into Greek
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towards the end of the f i f t h  century, A copy was printed in 1S5I as 
Hieroglyphics, from which version Green translates th is  passage,

Green, Shakespeare, p ,456

This p u r i f ic a t io n  ceremony may stem from the Roman Catholic fe s t iva l  of 
Candlemas which is the feast of the P u r if ica t ion  of the Virg in, and which has 
a procession of candles, The candle is also a symbol of the l ig h t  of fa i th ,  
and as such is  carried by the personif ied Faith in paintings: James Hall, 
HalTs Dictionary of Subjects and Symbols in Art, (London, 1974), p,251

Raphael Hoi inshed, Chronicles (London, 1587), Volume 3, Part i ,  p .724 for the 
year 1433

Green, Shakespeare, pp, 151-152, Green l i s t s  the following emblem w rite rs  as 
among those using the symbol; Symeoni, Distichi Morali (1561); Paradin,
Devises Heroiques (1562); Giles Corrozet, Hecatomgraphie (1540); Boisard and 
Messin, Sublets, (1538); Joachim Camerarius, Ex Valatilibus e t Insectis 
(1596); Otho Vaenius, Emble/ses o f Love with Verses in Latin, English and 
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Most of the information regarding the Elizabethan legal system in th is  
chapter comes from th is  book,

Sir George Carew, Peports or Causes in Chancery (London, 1650), known as 
Cary's Reports, p , l

Keeton, pp,14-15

Ib id , p,19

Ib id , p,19

Ib id, p .20

Ib id , p ,20

Harold C, Goddard, 'The Three Caskets', The Meaning of Shakespeare, 2 vols, 
(1963)

Bernard Grebanier, The Truth About Shylock, (New York, 1962), p ,266 

Ib id , p,263



N otes  - 3 2 1 -

12, Keeton, p,12

13, E. H, W, T i l ly a rd , 'The T r ia l Scene in The Merchant of Venice', REL 2 no, 4
(October 1961), p ,52

14, The most thorough recent study of Shakespeare's audience is Andrew Gurr's
Playgoing in Shakespeare's London (Cambridge, 1987)

15, Hope Traver, The Four Daughters of God, (Bryn Mawr, Baltimore, 1907), p ,7

16, Ib id , p . 17

17, Ib id , p .39-40

13, Ib id , p ,41

19, Samuel C, Chew, The Virtues Reconciled: An Iconographic Study, (Toronto, 
1947), pp,38-39

20, Ib id , p ,43

21, Psalter, The glosses are taken from Adam's footnotes,

22, 'Ooutles man walketh in a shadowe, and disquieteth him selfe in vaine; he
heapeth up riches, and can not te l who shal gather them', Psalm 39, 6

23, Endurance,

24, I swell and become pale in bloody colour,

25, Go and f lee,

26, Lost,

27, The CasteiJ o f Perseverance, 11, 2983-3008, reproduced in an abridged version 
in Joseph Quincy Adams, Chief Pre-Shakespearean Dramas, (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, 1926),

28, Ib id , 11, 3009-3012,

29, W, R, Mackenzie, The English Moralities from the point of view of Allegory, 
(New York, 1966) o r ig in a l ly  published Boston and London, 1914, p ,64

30, Food,

31, Adams, Castell o f Perseverance, 11, 3367-3374

32, Traver, p , 109-10

33, Ib id, p,110

34, Ib id , n,18, p,94

35, Ib id , p . 154

36, Peter M, Daly, Andreas Alciatus, (Toronto, 1985), Illicitum  non sperandum, 
no ,54

37, Ib id , nec verbo, nec facto quemquam laedendum, no,34

33, Geffrey Whitney, Whitney's Choice o f Emblems, (1586), p ,139

39, Alexander Barclay, The ship o f Fooles, (1570), stanza 12, p,137r , s ig ,z5r

40, Ib id , motto, p,21r , s ig ,D3r

41, Thomas Watson, The Shyppe o f fooles, (London, 1517), n o , I I ,  sig,A4r

42, Francis Petrarch, Physicke Against Fortune, translated by Thomas Twyne, 
(London, 1579), Book 1, 101st Dialogue 'Of revenge', p,127v , His i t a l i c s ,

43, Ib id , Book 1, 101st Dialogue, p,126v ,127r , 127v , His i t a l i c s .



N otes

44,

45,

46,

47,

48,

49,

50,

51,

52,

53,

54,

55,

56,

57, 

53,

59,

60,

61,

62,

63.

- 3 2 2 -

Launcelot Andrews, Bishop of Ely, Two sermons preached before the King's 
Majestie at Whitehall, (London, 1610), Christmas, 1609, pp.21-3

Grebanier, p ,195

L, Tomson, The Mew Testament of Our Lord Jesus Christ, translated out of 
Sreeke by Theod, Beza, Englished by L, Tomson, (London, 1596), This 
trans la t ion  was incorporated into about half of the editions of the Geneva 
Bible a fte r  1576,

Psalm 147, 2

William Perkins, Exposition o f the Lord's Praier, (London, 1592), pp,121-122 

Ib id , p .130

I I I  i i  277, This is Saler io 's  reportage, but th is  time there is no need to 
doubt his accuracy,

Traver, p ,56

Ib id , p ,64

Chew, p,110

Traver, p ,53

John Doebler, Shakespeare's Speaking Pictures; Studies in Iconic Imagery, 
(Albuquerque, 1974), p .56

Ripa, Iconologia, English trans la t ion  of 1709, no,164, p,41 

Daly, Alciatus, no,200-201 and Whitney p ,130

Henry Peacham, Minerva Britanna, (London, 1612) Hue pondere maior, p .44, The 
Sword appears on p,43, Proemio et poena

Ib id , p ,44

Thomas Combe, The Theater o f Fine Devices, Facsimile of 1614 edit ion printed 
in London (Huntington Library, 1983), no ,10, sig,B3r

John Russell Brown, The Merchant of Venice Arden ed it ion , note to I I I  i i  22, 
P.77

Combe, no,14, s ig ,B5r

The story appears in Daniel, 5, 1-31;

thou ,,, 0 Belshazzar, hath not humbled thine hearte, ,,, But hast l i f t  thy
selfe up against the Lord of heaven, and they have brought the vessels of his
House before thee and thou and thy princes, thy wives and thy concubines have 
drinke vine in them, and thou hast praised the gods of silver, and gold, of 
brasse yron, wood and stone, which neither see, neither heare, nor understand; 
and the God in whose hand thy breath is an a ll thy wayes, him hast thou not 
glorified, Then was the palme of the hande sent from him, and hath writsn this 
writing, And this is the writinge that he hath writen, MENE, HEME, TEKEL, 
UPHftRSIN. This is the interpretation of the thing, MENE, God hath nombred thy 
kingdone, and hath finished i t ;  TEKEL, thou art wayed in the balance, and art 
found to light, PERES, thy kingdome is divided, and given to the Medes and
Persians, The same night was Belshazzar the king of the Caldeans slaine,

The passage has strong relevance to Shylock, His l inks  with balances are 
discussed in the chapter, but his downfall is ,  at least in part, due to his 
love of gold and s i lv e r ,  his business is broken up and his estate divided 
between his enemy, Antonio, and the State of Venice,

64,

65,

Chew, p ,38-99

Whitney, p .61. Green translates the Latin tag as



N otes

6 6 ,

67,

6 8 ,

69,

70,

71,

72,

73,

74,

75,

76,

77,

78,

79.

80,

81,

82,

83,

84,

85,

8 6 ,

87,

8 8 , 

89, 

30,

- 3 2 3 -

But a prince slow for punishments, swift for rewards;
To whomsoever he grieves, how often is he forced to be severe,
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Choulant, pp,39-90, The quotation in 1, is from Mundinus' Anatomia:
quia prino i l ia  membra fetida sunt et ideo ut primitus abiiciantur ab eis 
incipiendum est,

J, B, de C, M, Saunders and Charles D, O'Malley, The Illustrations from the 
works of Andreas Vesalius of Brussels, (Cleveland and New York, 1950), p ,23

Lynn Thorndike, A History of Magic and Experimental Science, History of 
Science Society Publications, New Series IV, (New York, 1941), Volume V, 
Chapter XXIII, 'Anatomy from Carpi to Vesalius' pp,498-531, p ,517

Choulant, Singer's essay, p ,21-J

Ib id , Singer' s essay, p ,21-J

Jacopo Berengario da Carpi, (Berengarius), Isagogae Breves (A Short 
Introduction to Anatomy), translated with an introduction and h is to r ic a l  
notes by L, R, Lind and anatomical notes by Paul Q, Roofe (Chicago, 1959), 
Introduction p ,10

Ib id, p ,7

Benvenuto C e l l in i ,  The Autobiography of Benvenuto Cellini, edited and 
abridged by Charles Hope and Alessandro Nova, from the trans la t ion  by John 
Addington Symonds (Oxford, 1933), p ,32-34

Ib id , p,120

Berengarius, Isagogae Breves, p ,10, Quoting from Berengarius, Commentary on 
the Anatomy of Mundinus fo l ,4

M, H, Spielmann, The Iconography of Andreas Vesalius Research Studies in 
Medical History No, 3, Wellcome H is to r ica l Medical Museum, (London, 1925), 
Note to p. xiv and Saunders, p ,39
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25, Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy (Oxford, 1621), Part I, section 1, 
p ,23, He is describing Vesalius dissecting the a rter ies,

26, Singer and Underwood, p,83

27, Giorgio Vasari, Lives o f the Artists, translated by George Bull from Vasari's 
second ed it ion published in 1568 (Harmondsworth, 136S), pp,316-317, Choulant 
l i s t s  several of Raphael's sketches (p,109)

28, Many of the drawings (there are over 750 separate anatomical sketches 
altogether) are now in the royal co llect ions at Winsor Castle, A selection 
is published in Leonardo da Vinci; Anatomical Drawings, text by Dr, Jean 
Math6, translated by David Macrae, (Fribourg, 1973)

23, Choulant, p ,33

30, Ibid* p ,106

31, William S, Heckscher, Rembrandt's Anatomy of Dr, Micolaas Tulp - An 
Iconological Study (New York, 1958), p , l l - U ,  One from Leipzig, published 
in 1646 announcing a public anatomy and another issued in Berne, 18 December 
1660 advertising an anatomy 'not out of a desire to vent malice upon the work 
of God but so that you may come to know yourse lf ' ,

32, John Banister, The Historie of Man, sucked from the sappe of the most 
approved Anathomistes, in this present age, compiled in most compendious 
fourme, and new published in English, from the u t i l i t ie  of a ll godly 
Chirurgians within this Real me, by lohn Banister, master in Chirurgerie, and 
Practitioner in Phisicke, (London, 1578), Proeme, s ig ,B2r

33, Francis Joseph Cole, A History o f Comparative Anatomy from Aristotle to the 
Eighteenth Century (London, 1944), p ,46

34, Saunders and O'Malley, p , 16

35, Singer and Underwood, pp,242-243

36, Baldasar Heseler, Andreas Vesalius' F irst Public Anatomy at Bologna J540 - an 
eyewitness account, translated from the Latin by Ruben Eriksson with an 
introduction and notes (Uppsala, 1959), Introduction p ,41

37, Ib id, P . 17

33, Ib id, 28th January, evening, 26th and last Demonstration

39, ib id , 13 th January, morning, ! • *  Lecture, p ,45

40, Ibid, 19 th January, evening, 3th Demonstration, p .165

41, Ib id, 26th January, evening, 22nd Demonstration, p ,273

42, Ibid, 15th January, morning, 5th Lecture, p .85

43, Ibid, 19th January, morning, 12th Lecture, p , 157

44, Ib id, 2| . t January,' afternoon, 17th Lecture, p,201

45, Ibid, 27th January, morning, 25th Lecture, p ,281

46, Saunders and O'Malley, p .31,

47, Sir George Clark, A History of the Royal College of Physicians of London 
(Oxford, 1364), Volume 1, pp,3-10

48, R, Jacobi, A Calender, or Table, comprehending the ef fect  of  a ll the Statutes
that have been made and in print, beginning with Magna Charta, enacted Anno
S, H3 and proceeding one by one, u n til1 the end o f the session o f Parliament
holden Anno 3, (London, 1606), p ,393

49, John Camp, 100 Years o f Medical Murder (London, 1933), p ,41
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I rv ing 1, Edgar, Shakespeare, Medicine and Psychiatry (London, 1971), p,109 

Camp, p ,41,

John F l in t  South, Memorials o f the Craft of  Surgery in England, edited by 
D'Arcy Power with an introduction by Sir James Paget and a preface by the 
editor (London, 1336), p ,85, quoting from the p e t i t io n  raised against the 
1511 Act,

Jacobi, /Calender, p,393 

Clark,, p , 13

Sidney Young, The Annals o f the Barber-Surgeons of London compiled from the ir  
records and other sources with i l lu s t ra t io n s  by Austin T, Young (London, 
1390), Appendix C, p ,588

David Edwardes, Introduction to Anatomy 1532, edited by C, D, O'Malley and K, 
F, Russell (London, 1961), Introductory essay, p ,13-14, One of the clauses 
of the charter states;

,, ,  and that we nay have anis [once] in the yeir ane condanpnit man efter he be 
deid to nak antowelI of, quhairthraw we nay haif experience, i lk  ane to instr ict 
vtheris ,,, and that na barbour, isister nor seruand, within this burgh hantt 
[practise] vse nor exerce the craft of Surregenrie without he be expert and knaw 
perfytelie the thingis abouewritten,

South, p ,33. Samuel Pepys considered buying the painting, but f in a l ly  
decided not to, considering i t  too badly fire-danaged {Diary, edited by 
Latham and Matthews, 29 August, 1663, p ,233)

Edwardes, Introductory essay, p ,16, The quote comes from Be Libris Fropriis 
p ,90 in The (forks of John Caius, MO edited by Venn, (Cambridge, 1912)

Ib id , p ,24

Ib id, Note 43 to p. 17, quoting from Annales a Collegia Condi to pp, 53-4 in 
The (forks of John Caius, HD

Choulant, Singer's essay, p, 21-F, He notes that Michele Medici in Compendio 
storico della scuolo anatomica di Bologna, (Bologna, 1857), p,12 records a 
case in 1319

Raphael Holinshed, Chronicles (London, 1587) Vol, I I I ,  part i i ,  for the year 
1582, p ,1349

South, p ,331

Ib id , p,134

Ib id , pp,134-135

Ib id , p . 135

Ib id , p,135

K, F, Russell, British Anatomy I52S-I8Q0! A Bibligraphy (Melbourne, 1963), 
P.5

Edwardes, Translation of tex t, p ,59

Ib id , Introductory essay, p ,23

Glasgow University Library, MS Hunter 364 table 1

L is ts  of surviving broad-sheets can be found in both Russell and Choulant

Heckscher, Appendix I I  A, a trans la t ion  of Hisioria corporis hueani by 
Alexander Benedictus (Alessandro Benedetti), pp ,132-183

Singer, The Evolution o f Anatomy (London, 1925), p,153
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75, Brockbank, p ,374, This is one of the few anatomy theatres s t i l l  extant,
Windows were added in 1348 and i t  was in use u n t i l  1372 when anatomical 
teaching was transferred elsewhere, Bologna is  another, but had to be
re b u i l t  in facsimile after bombing in the second world war,

76, Ib id , p ,374, Brockbank also mentions the f i r s t  row in the theatre as being 
reserved for 'Professors of Anatomy, the Rectors of the City and of the 
University, the Councillors and members of the Medical College and 
representatives of the Venetian nobility' (p ,374) (my i t a l i c s ) ,  This 
together with Fabricius* mention in the Golden Book, the Libra d ‘Oro, 
Venice's register of n o b i l i ty ,  is  evidence of Padua's strong links with 
Venice, cf also Chapter 4, n ,46

77, Ib id , p .375

78, Ib id , pp,375-376

79, South, p , 142

30, Brockbank, p ,330

31, Ib id , p ,381

32, Ib id , p,376

83, Ib id , pp,332-333
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