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FOREWORD TO THE MERCHANT OF VENICE
by Kelly McGillis

When [ was asked to write this Foreword, I was in Washington’s
Shakespeare Theatre at the Folger, performing the role of Portia in
Michael Langham’s spring 1988 production of The Merchant of
Venice. With the exhilaration and self-confidence that comes
from hearing applause, 1 agreed wholeheartedly and with great
enthusiasm to share my thoughts about the play. Now, more than
two years later, with my vivid memories of the experience fading, [
am acutely aware of how much more I’d like to know about the
comedy, not to mention the works of Shakespeare generally.

I'm reminded of my first exposure to the mysteries of this
brilliant playwright during my days at the Juilliard School’s
actor-training programme in New York, and I feel as if  am back
at the beginning, understanding little or nothing at all. I suspect
thatitis at least partly for this reason that people in the theatre are
drawn to Shakespeare: because no matter how well we think
we’ve managed to get inside a particular character or play,
another look will tell us just how much we have yet to grasp. This
is the wonder of this immortal genius, and it is from the viewpoint
of an actress who stands in awe of him that I return to The
Merchant of Venice, as if for the first time, now.

I've been asked what I found most challenging about playing
Portia. I think that one of the greatest difficulties the part presents
is that of portraying a girl who is transforming herself into a
woman. Portia starts out in the play confined by the restrictions of
her dead father. Through the casket sequences she begins to
flower as an autonomous personality. By the Trial Scene, and even
more by the last scene in the play, she’s a woman who takes
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control. But she does so with a great sense of humour, with a
spritely charm and lightness.

Portia is the ultimate good girl. She’s impish, and in the first
scene in which we see her she is openly questioning the will of a
father who has deprived her of the ability to choose her own
husband. By the end of the scene, she is convinced that her wise
father truly loved her and meant well by what he did, and so she
decides that it would not be right to rebel against the conditions
he’s imposed upon her. (One of the touches I enjoy in the play, by
the way, is that Portia’s problem is not unique: it has a parallel in
Jessica. In her case, a living father’s intolerable domination forces
adaughter who feels unloved to flee rather than remain obedient.)

Some people believe that when Bassanio comes to woo Portia,
she gives him an unfair advantage over the other suitors. I
disagree. In my view, Portia wouldn’t do that; she wouldn’t
disobey her father. But Nerissa has fewer scruples about helping
Bassanio find the way to Portia’s heart, and in Michael Langham’s
directing of that scene the song that hints at the lead casket was
presented as Nerissa’s idea, not Portia’s.

I came to the Trial Scene with an open mind. I rehearsed it many
different ways, trying to figure out whether Portia knew exactly
what she was going to do before she showed up in the Venetian
courtroom. I tried to ask questions of the playwright, to explore
what choices the scene leaves open to the actress playing Portia.
Even though everybody I knew of who had done the scene or
commented on it was convinced that Portia had everything
worked out in advance, [ wasn’t so sure. I was curious to find out
what would happen if she didn’t know what she needed to know —
what it would be like for her to discover it right there. For me it
made the scene more immediate. And even though the director’s
eventual decision was to present Portia as a trial judge who
proceeded from a well-planned script, 1 continued to feel that
there might be some degree of spontaneity and improvisation in
Portia’s approach to the courtroom situation.

I don’t see Portia as out to get Shylock. She’s horrified by what
he plans to do, and she knows she has an ace in her pocket — the
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law — that will enable her to prevent him from carrying out his
designs. But she doesn’t want to have to play her ace, and she
hopes that Shylock will relent without being compelled to do so.
She’d much prefer to have Shylock change his mind. But he just
keeps on pushing for justice. Portia gives him every opportunity to
avoid the trap he’s putting himself into. Several times she asks
him, ‘Are you sure? Are you sure?’ But he refuses to listen, and
eventually she has to teach him a lesson about what justice really
means.

In the Folger production, Michael Langham omitted the lines in
which Antonio says that Shylock must convert to Christianity if
he wishes to retain his means of making a living. In my opinion
this was'a good cut, given the differences between the beliefs that
prevailed in Shakespeare’s society and those that audiences bring
to the theatre today. It seems to me that to make Shylock become a
Christian in a modern production of The Merchant of Veniceis to
imply that he behaves as he does, not because he’s a vengeful man,
but because he’s Jewish. I’d hate to have a performance of the play
give the impression that all Jews are like Shylock, and that the only
cure for such behaviour is a new religion.

Many people take this play to be the story of Shylock. I see it as
much more evenly divided among the characters. It’s named after
the Merchant of Venice, and one could argue that it’s his story if it
belongs primarily to one person. For me, it’s fundamentally a play
about love and about sacrifice. You have echoes of love through-
out, and the play ends, not with the courtroom, but with the
lovers. The final scene takes place in Belmont with the lovers
becoming reunited and reinstating their vows to one another. ’'m
bothered by productions in which the play stops abruptly after the
Trial Scene. I think that does a disservice to the playwright. It is
very unfair to characters other than Shylock, and to other
relationships in the play, and it leaves the comedy with no
resolution.

I’m sometimes asked if I think that Portia sees Antonio as a rival
for the love of Bassanio. I don’t at all. One of the wonderful things
about Portia is that right after Bassanio picks the correct casket,
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and then news comes from Venice about Antonio’s plight, Portia
tells Bassanio to return to Venice immediately. It’s her wedding
night, and that’s tremendous self-sacrifice. It’s not trite; she says
what she means, because she fully understands how deep and
important the relationship between Bassanio and Antonio is.
Then, of course, she herself goes to the courtroom to save
Antonio’s life. After the trial, when Antonio comes to Belmont,
she says, and means, ‘Sir, you are very welcome.” I can’t see why
anyone would choose to play Portia as though she were jealous of
Bassanio’s love for Antonio, when the script shows so clearly that
she’s not.

Nowadays Antonio tends to be depicted as a man with a
homosexual attachment to Bassanio. I have to say that I consider
that a mistake too. In this play Shakespeare treats love in a very
poetic way. He conveys a sense of the kind of love that transcends
the physical, a selfless love that matters more than life itself. It’s
very demeaning to Bassanio and Antonio’s love for each other for
it to be reduced to an erotic relationship.

I really like this play. It’s a great play for modern audiences. I
find the characters inspiring — even Shylock, because it seems to
me that he does learn something in the end about justice and
mercy. But the person in The Merchant of Venice who has the
most to say to me is Portia. I find that people respond to her; they
like her, they admire her, and they learn from her.

I never cease to be amazed by Shakespeare’s female characters.
So many of them — Viola and Rosalind, for example —seem to me
to be the very embodiment of womanhood. They are perceptive
and intuitive. There are neither belittling nor pitying, and
certainly not self-pitying. They make astonishing sacrifices, but
they do so in an unassuming way that can make us overlook the
fact that they really are bestowing great gifts. And perhaps the
most wonderful of them all is Portia: an all-encompassing,
all-embracing woman, a woman who exudes great love and great
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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION TO
The Merchant of Venice

Background

Although The Merchant of Venice is not among the handful of
Shakespearean tragicomedies we usually refer to as ‘problem
plays’, it is a drama that has frequently occasioned controversy. It
touches on sensitive issues — race relations, religious differences,
and what our day calls human rights — and it does so in ways that
mark it as the product of an era that now seems parochial, if not
intolerant, in many of its social and political attitudes. Notwith-
standing the play’s many virtues, therefore — among them the fact
that it can be shown to be ahead of its time in its approach to
precisely those topics that are most likely to concern a twentieth-
century reader or theatregoer — The Merchant of Venice is
sometimes treated as a work of art from which modern audiences
need to be protected.

However troubling such a stance may be, it is not altogether
surprising, because, to borrow a remark from the most endearing
drama critic in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, ‘there are things in
this Comedy . . . that will never please’ even those who regard it as
one of Shakespeare’s masterpieces.

We can no longer be expected to smile, for example, when
Portia exults over the departure of a Moorish suitor and casts a
slur on his swarthy complexion. We no longer react with
automatic disapproval when we learn that a shrewd moneylender
charges interest on his loans. We no longer think it a matter to be
passed over lightly when we hear that a respectable Venetian
merchant has scorned the ‘Usurer’ as a ‘Cut-throat Dog’ and spat
upon his ‘Jewish Gaberdine’. We no longer consider it laughable
when the Jew’s apprentice describes his master as ‘the very Devil’,
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and when the old man’s daughter spurns him and his religious
heritage, elopes with a frivolous Gentile, and finances a lavish
honeymoon with a casket of her father’s treasure. We no longer
delight in the derision the moneylender suffers when he laments
the loss of his ‘Ducats’ and recoils at a report that the disrespectful
Jessica has pawned a precious heirloom from her mother in
exchange for a monkey. Above all, we no longer suspend our
discomfort when we observe the proceedings of a kangaroo court
in which the aggrieved Shylock falls victim to a clever ‘Judge’ who
can manipulate the statutes of Venice at will, spring a defendant
who has already entered a guilty plea, and convict and sentence
the infuriated but law-abiding man who has come to the bar as
plaintiff.

No, these are aspects of The Merchant of Venice that invariably
raise questions in the minds of today’s readers and playgoers. But
the moment that causes us the most difficulty is one that was
evidently meant to be viewed in Shakespeare’s time as a display of
compassion and generosity: the redeemed Merchant’s pro-
nouncement that he will spare his defeated accuser’s life and
forgive half his fine if Shylock will bestow his blessing on the
daughter and son-in-law who have wronged him and forthwith
‘become a Christian’.

No matter how the Trial Scene is staged, Antonio’s proviso will
almost inevitably impress a modern audience as evidence that ‘the
Quality of Mercy’ is ‘strained” in the courtroom of Shakespeare’s
drama. What was intended, no doubt, as a manifestation of Grace
is more likely to strike viewers of our time as yet another instance
of the kind of ‘Christian Example’ that has driven Shylock to insist
upon his pound of flesh in the first place.

So why do we continue to read and stage The Merchant of
Venice? And how do we deal with ethical and theological
premises that unmistakably locate the work in an earlier and less
pluralistic epoch of Western civilization?

The answer to the first question resides in the enduring power of
the play itself, in Shakespeare’s eloquent exploration of dilemmas
so basic to human nature that they are unlikely to be completely
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iesolved by any conceivable advance in cultural understanding or
social and political justice. The answer to the second question
restdes in us, in our ability to exercise the historical sensibility
1equired to carry ourselves back, if only for the duration of the
dramatic action, to the presuppositions of a theatre quite different
from our own.

Comment on the Play

Despite the vividness of its characters and the urgency of the
drives that motivate them, the story detailed in The Merchant of
Venice has at least as much to do with the abstract realms of fairy
tale and religious allegory as it does with the everyday affairs of
setting and spending in a flourishing Renaissance capital. Thus, if
Portia is on the one hand a flesh-and-blood woman with a real
human being’s aspirations and desires, she is at the same time a
symbolic ideal and the object of a romantic and spiritual
adventure with analogies to Jason’s legendary quest for the
Golden Fleece. Portia presides over a setting whose name means
‘Beautiful Mountain’, and one of the laws of Belmont — as
fundamental to the workings of this locale in the play as the laws
of profit and loss are to the Venetian Rialto — is that only a
deserving suitor will be able to find the key to the casket that
contains this ‘wondrous’ Lady’s portrait.

‘I stand for Sacrifice,” Portia tells the wooer she would choose if
her dead father’s will permitted. In so doing she compares herself
to a mythical maiden about to be offered to the gods. It follows
that the bold Bassanio must show himself to be the Hercules who
can win her love by releasing her from captivity. Cultivated
Elizabethans would have known that the mighty Alcides (Her-
cules) was sometimes likened to Christ in terms of the Redeemer’s
victory over the power of sin, and they would therefore have
found it fitting that Bassanio sets Portia free by selecting the casket
that represents a commitment to ‘give and hazard all’.

Far from being the profligate spendthrift his initial request for
venture capital might make him appear, Bassanio is compelled to




