A review of Shakespeare's 'The Merchant of Venice'





I’ve read ‘The merchant of Venice” by William Shakespeare, it is an interesting tale of love, greed and justice.


The story is set in Venice around the 16th century and as the story progress we get to know a Venetian merchant and his many friends. This merchant, called Antonio, has some money problems, and he is therefore forced to lend money from the greedy and vile Jew; Shylock. But then the story branches off and entangles itself many times over, as Jessica, Shylock’s daughter elopes with one of Antonio’s friends; Lorenzo. Shylock is of course infuriated over his daughter’s betrayal and woes to get even with Lorenzo by pursuing Antonio’s owed money to the fullest extent of the law, because, according to Venetian law, if Antonio cannot pay the bond, the penalty would be one pound of his flesh. 


Meanwhile, another story line unfolds as Bassantio, another one of Antionio’s close friends seeks the marriage of Portia, a lady of great beauty and power. Many a’ men have asked for her hand in marriage and she has therefore arranged an intriguing system to deal with her would be husbands. In her house she has placed three caskets beside each other, one of gold, one of silver and one of lead. As she herself says when the prince of Arragon asks for her hand in marriage:





“Behold, there stand the caskets, noble prince.


If you choose that wherein I am contain’d,


Straight shall our nuptial rites be solenbized ;


But if you fail, without more speech, my lord, 


You must be gone from hence immediately.”





The prince of Arragorn, chooses, as everyone else has in the past, the wrong casket and he must therefore “be gone from hence immediately”. But what casket shall Bassantio choose, shall he pick the right one? He makes of course, the right choice and Portia offers her hand in marriage. But they may spend but a day together, before Bassantio is rushed away to help his dear friend Antonio fend off Shylock’s attempts at destroying Antonio’s life.


In this story, not much is seen of the supernatural spectres and ghosts of  “Hamlet” and “Macbeth”. No, this is but a simple love story, without murder and mayhem. If the driving force of Macbeth was the seeking of power, and the power that propelled Hamlet forward was revenge, the power that fuels this tale must be love, pure and simple.  All actions that happen in this story are directly or indirectly related to love, whether it is the love between the man or a woman, or the love between two good friends.


But love is only the background motive, and as always, Shakespeare rely much on the characters to move the plot forward, and therefore I feel an introduction of them is in order:





Antonio: Besides being the titleholder for the play, he is but the hub of the wheel that keeps all the branches of the story together. A fair and just person, although we’re lead to believe, not a very successful merchant.





Shylock: My absolute favourite of all the characters. The evil ways of this greedy Jew is amazingly satisfying to read about. He is so vile and depraved that even his own daughter leaves him. When this happens he transforms and greed is no longer the power that steers his boat. No, he is overcome by the desire to destroy Antonio’s life to get back at Lorenzo, who he feels, stole his daughter.





Bassantio: Antonio’s best friend, he retreats for nothing, as he tries to save his best friend. The feeling of honour within him is so strong that he leaves his new bride ‘but a day after the marriage'. He is, I feel, the friend we all wished we had. 





The most interesting to read about was how Shylock and his fellow Jew’s are portrayed in this tale. Of course there is a historic reason as to why Shakespeare depicts them the way he does. According to Christianity, you may not lend out money at interest, thereby eliminating the profit of such deals. The Jew’s had of course none such obstacles, and could therefore seize the money markets as in a vice. This lead to public opinion of seeing Jew’s as greedy businessmen, trying to earn as much money as possible, without regards to people’s lives. But even a greedy Jew has feelings, we are all humans after all, and I feel that that Shylock’s own lines show this best, when he says:





“I am a Jew. Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimension, senses, affections, passions? Fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same diseases, healed by the same means, warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer, as a Chistian is? If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If you poison us, do we not die? And if you wrong us shall we not revenge?”





This is an interesting story, maybe not as important or acknowledged as Hamlet or Romeo and Juliet, but it is still a work of art, by perhaps the greatest playwright who ever lived.  First read Hamlet and Macbeth, then, when you are tired of the assassinations and the ghosts abundant in these stories, read “The merchant of Venice” for a breath of fresh air and the feeling that maybe humanity isn’t so horrible after all.


