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The Merchant of Venice – Comments
BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE MERCHANT OF VENICE

Bassanio, a young Venetian nobleman, seeks to win back his fortune by marrying Portia of Belmont. He asks his friend Antonio to lend him the money necessary for the voyage to Belmont. Antonio's cash is tied up at present in ships trading on the seas; however, he gladly uses his credit to borrow the money from Shylock, a Jewish moneylender. Shylock hates Antonio, who has often criticized him for charging interest on loans, but in this case he says he wants to make friends with the Christians. He therefore proposes as a "merry sport" that he will lend the 3,000 ducats for three months free of interest if Antonio will sign a contract providing that, if the money is not repaid in time, he will forfeit a pound of flesh. Although Antonio despises Shylock, this suggestion appeals to his fancy and confident that his ships will return in plenty of time, he agrees to these terms.

In the meantime, Portia is being wooed by numerous suitors attracted by her wealth, beauty, and virtue. Her father had stipulated before his death that she must marry whichever man correctly chooses which of three caskets (one gold, one silver, and one lead) contains her picture. Before choosing, her suitors must promise that if they fail, they will never seek to marry at all. This condition frightens away some aspirants, but others are willing to take the risk. Before Bassanio reaches Belmont, the Prince of Morocco chooses the gold casket and the Prince of Arragon the silver; both depart empty-handed.

Bassanio's friend Lorenzo elopes with his beloved, Shylock's daughter Jessica, who helps herself to Shylock's money and jewelry so that she will have a dowry. Shylock, furious at what he regards as theft and at Jessica's abandonment of her Jewish heritage, feels that the entire Christian community has conspired against him. This event increases his desire to win his bet with Antonio. 

Bassanio stays in Belmont for quite some time before finally choosing among the caskets. He selects the lead casket, and wins Portia's hand in marriage. By this time, he and Portia have fallen deeply in love, and both are overcome with happiness at his success. Portia's maid Nerissa and Bassanio's friend Gratiano marry at the same time. Each woman gives her husband a ring, from which both men swear never to part. 

Immediately after the two betrothals, Lorenzo and Jessica arrive, accompanied by Salerio, another friend from Venice, who brings Bassanio a letter from Antonio. Antonio's ships failed to return on time and his bond to Shylock is forfeit. Although various friends have offered to pay what Antonio owes, Shylock insists on claiming his pound of flesh. Antonio writes that he is prepared to die and only hopes to see Bassanio one last time. Appalled by this development, Bassanio and Gratiano immediately return to Venice, supplied by Portia with three times the sum necessary to repay Shylock.

Portia tells Lorenzo that she and Nerissa will retire to a monastery while their husbands are away, and she asks him to remain with Jessica as master and mistress of her estate while she is gone. However, she has other plans. Taking Nerissa with her, she goes to Venice, where, disguised as a young lawyer called Balthasar, she successfully defends Antonio in court. First she urges Shylock to be merciful, but when he remains adamant, she says that he may take just one pound of flesh, neither more nor less, and not a drop of blood, for the contract says nothing about blood. If he fails by even a hair's breath of  the exact weight, he will be held guilty of breaking the contract. Shylock then agrees to take the original 3,000 ducats, but Portia refuses — Shylock shall have exactly the justice he asked for. He is guilty of planning the murder of a Venetian citizen, for which the penalty is death. The Duke overrules her, telling Shylock that he must instead convert to Christianity and divide his wealth between Antonio and the state. When Shylock protests that the sentence is too harsh, Antonio agrees not to claim his full share, provided that Shylock will leave that money to his daughter when he dies. This arrangement concludes the trial scene. Bassanio, anxious to reward Balthasar, offers him a large fee, but Balthasar wants only one thing, the ring on Bassanio's finger. When Antonio urges his friend to give it up, Bassanio reluctantly agrees. At the same time Nerissa disguised as the lawyer's clerk, asks for and receives Gratiano's ring.

Portia and Nerissa return home just ahead of Bassanio, Gratiano, and Antonio. Portia welcomes Antonio warmly but, noticing that Bassanio no longer has the ring she gave him, she accuses him of faithlessness, while Nerissa does likewise to Gratiano. The two men explain the circumstances under which they parted from the rings; and, after teasing their husbands for a while, the two women confess that they were the lawyer and the clerk of the court at Venice. 

ACT I, SCENE ONE

COMMENTS

Antonio is the merchant of the play's title. His "want-wit sadness" is symptomatic of the melancholy man, one whose "humors" or bodily fluids consisted of a preponderance of black choler or black bile. In medieval and Renaissance physiology, the body was believed to contain four chief fluids: blood, phlegm, choler, and black choler. A predominance of one of these fluids was believed to affect the mental disposition and consequently the behavior of the man. The behavioral characteristics of the melancholy man were an unaccountable gloom, sullenness, and irascibility. It will be seen shortly that Antonio manifests all the symptoms of the melancholy man. He is taciturn of speech and sullen among his friends.

Salerio and Solanio speak in rich poetry that evokes the wealth and splendor of Venice. Salerio refers to Antonio's ships as "argosies with portly sail," and compares them to the Venetians he knows, "signiors and rich burghers." Their stately sails tower above their petty competitors, past whom they fly "with woven wings." Antonio's ships are engaged in trade with the exotic Orient, and therefore, when Salerio thinks of a  shipwreck he naturally thinks of the loss of precious spices and silks. All in all, Venice seems to be a marvelously glamorous world, where familiarity with the beautiful and the exotic breeds a general gaiety and elegance. Antonio's melancholy puts him at one remove from this Venetian world, but we will see in the rest of the scene how he makes up in nobility of soul for want of sprightliness.

COMMENT

This brief expository scene introduces some of the play's main characters; presents their differing attitudes toward life; and sets up the framework of two of the major plot lines.

Antonio, Bassanio, Lorenzo, Gratiano, and Portia will play major roles in the drama. In addition to the aspects of Antonio's character discussed above, note his close friendship with Bassanio and his eagerness to help him.

Bassanio is clearly much younger than Antonio, and looks to him as a mentor and guide. He has been foolish in the past, running through his fortune by spending more than he could afford. His plan of restoring his fortunes by marrying a wealthy woman is a standard literary device. Although Bassanio has noticed Portia's great beauty and noble character, he quite frankly hopes to marry her for her money.

Graziano's cheerful, hedonistic attitude provides a strong contrast to Antonio's sadness. Medieval/Renaissance philology classified a temperament like Graziano's as sanguine; the fluid which predominated in this type was blood. The sanguine type was noted for warmth, generosity, high spirits, lust, and good humor. 

Bassanio tells Antonio that many men seek Portia's hand in marriage. Her courtship by these men, including Bassanio, forms a major plot line. Bassanio's need of money and Antonio's plan to borrow the money on his behalf sets a second plot line in motion.

ACT I, SCENE TWO

COMMENT

Portia's weariness with the world is understandable: her father's decision to leave her fate in the hands of chance has put her in a difficult position. Nerissa is sure that only a suitor whom Portia can love will choose the correct casket, but Portia, who is the only one affected, is not so optimistic.

Portia is bright and perceptive, and despite her weariness, she has not lost her sense of humor. Her comments about her suitors are concise, elegantly phrased, and full of plays on words. Although she cannot have spent much time with any of these men, she gives the audiece vivid impressions of their characters in a few lines about each. The only man she speaks well of is Bassanio, bearing out his feeling that she is likely to accept him as a husband.

Nerissa is as clever as Portia, and shows great common sense. The two women are clearly good friends, rather than just mistress and servant. It is interesting that they speak in prose in this scene; upper-class Shakespearean characters like Portia, unless they are broadly comic, nearly always speak in verse. The use of prose lends the scene a certain informality, and stresses the bond between the two women.

This scene introduces two common fairy-tale motifs. The first is that a suitor must pass a test in order to win the hand of the fair lady. The second is that the lady is so beautiful and desirable that men come from all over the world to try their luck. Nerissa mentions suitors from Scotland, France, England, and Germany, and the Prince of Morocco will arrive soon.

ACT I, SCENE THREE

COMMENT

This scene introduces Shylock, the last of the play's major characters to appear, and establishes the relationship between him and Antonio. It also develops the plot by setting the terms on which Bassanio can borrow the money he needs to go to Belmont. 

Shylock displays several characteristics in this scene: good business sense, caution, suspicion, self-control, intense personal hatred of Antonio and hatred of Christians in general, cunning, and greed. He does not commit himself to lending Bassanio money, nor to any specific terms, until Bassanio and Antonio have made their request several times and he is satisfied that he can make a profit on the situation. The speech in which Shylock expresses his hatred for Antonio and his reasons for it is understood to be audible only to the audience. Shylock's complaints about Antonio's treatment of him are enough to justify hatred and a desire for revenge, but it is important to note that Shylock's chief complaint is that Antonio's habit of lending money without charging 

interest has driven down the rates that Shylock can charge. In other words, Shylock hates Antonio because Antonio is depriving him of money much more than he hates him for his anti-Semitic attitude. 

It is also important to note that Shylock is as violently anti-Christian as Antonio is anti-Semitic. Bassanio's dinner invitation is friendly, but Shylock throws it back at him as if it had been an insult. Shylock will deal with Christians, but he will not be friends with them.

The story of Laban and Jacob and Shylock's and Antonio's different reactions to it explain their hostility. Shylock draws the analogy between Laban and the Christians who restricted Jews from ordinary means of earning a living (relegating many of them to the business of usury and despising them for conducting this business on a profitable basis), and between Jacob and the moneylender, who has foiled his Christian deceivers. Antonio points out that Jacob's profits were achieved by the means of God's intervention and were blessed rewards for years of honest labor as Laban's shepherd. He feels that Shylock, by putting his money to work for him and by charging interest for loans, profits from another man's need, not from his own labor. 

Antonio bears out all Shylock's complaints of abuse at his hands, and promises to continue the abuse if Shylock continues to deserve it. He clearly dislikes Shylock, but treats him as if he felt he were beneath contempt — not worth hatred or vengeance, just despicable. He is openly rude to Shylock throughout the scene, until Shylock suggests the wager of the pound of flesh, which appeals to Antonio's sense of humor. It is because Antonio has no respect for Shylock as an adversary, and because he has great confidence in his ships, that he willingly seals this horrifying bargain. Neither Antonio nor Shylock comes out of the conversation looking admirable. Their mutual dislike is due to pure prejudice on both sides.

Bassanio does not trust Shylock. He listens to the other two talk, saying very little once Antonio joins them. He is able to mull over the contrast between Shylock's sneering rejection of his dinner invitation and his expressed desire to "be friends with you and have your love." 

The plot is further developed as Shylock and Antonio settle the terms of the loan. It is clear to the audience that if he is given the chance, Shylock will not hesitate to collect his pound of flesh. 

ACT II, SCENE ONE

COMMENT

Portia's speeches in this scene bear out Bassanio's belief that she is virtuous. She is perfectly gracious and polite to her latest suitor, urging him to enjoy a good dinner before he tries his luck at the caskets, and says nothing of her frustration and dislike for the entire scheme. She 

indulges her sense of humor by speaking with hidden meaning, but is careful not to hurt her guest's feelings. The audience, knowing her lack of enthusiasm for her other suitors, laughs as she tells Morocco that he is no less attractive than they, but she expresses herself in a way which will not insult him. 

This scene develops the fairy-tale aspect of the casket plot. It informs the audience that if a man chooses the wrong casket, he must pay a stiff penalty; he must never again seek a woman's hand in marriage. It is now clear why four suitors left Belmont earlier in the day without taking the test. Harsh fates for unsuccessful aspirants to princesses in fairy tales are common.

ACT II, SCENE TWO

COMMENT

This scene introduces two new characters; Launcelot Gobbo and his father. Launcelot is a typical Shakespearean comic character, a common man who speaks in robust prose, but who nonetheless has a bright and quick enough wit to allow a good deal of word-play. He clearly despises Shylock, referring to him only as "the Jew." It is quite likely that Shylock does not pay Launcelot well, since Launcelot shows no concern over leaving his wealthy master to enter the household of the much poorer Bassanio. Launcelot may well have social ambitions which will be satisfied by serving a gentleman like Bassanio rather than a master like Shylock who is a social outcast except among Jews

COMMENT

Shakespeare gives the audience a mystery to puzzle over; why is Gratiano so eager to travel to Belmont? Is he another of Portia's suitors? This seems unlikely, since Gratiano evidently knows that Bassanio hopes to marry Portia, and the two men are close friends. This agreement adds another element to the plot: Bassanio will not make the journey to Belmont alone.

Gratiano serves as a perfect foil for Bassanio. He is always funny and entertaining, indulging in quips and word-play in nearly every speech. Bassanio is more serious; he is lighthearted enough to enjoy Gratiano, but his own style of speaking is more elegantly phrased and less consciously witty.

ACT II, SCENE THREE

COMMENT

This brief scene introduces Jessica, who clearly hates her father and her Jewish heritage. She is eager to marry a Christian and to convert to his faith. The hatred of Christians Shylock expressed in Act I, Scene Three makes it clear that if Jessica is to marry her Lorenzo, they will have to elope; Shylock would never permit the marriage. 

Jessica's situation is a parallel to Portia's. Both daughters owe obedience to their fathers, and both fathers want to exercise full control over their daughters' futures. Portia, however unwillingly, is obeying her father. By contrast, Jessica defies Shylock; she corresponds with her lover in secret, and expresses the intention of marrying him and converting.

All the characters in the play who have met Shylock dislike and distrust him. It is significant that Launcelot shows no dislike of Jessica; although it is easy for him to sneer at Shylock as "a Jew," he is very fond of Jessica, who is also a Jew.

ACT II, SCENE FOUR

COMMENT

This brief scene develops the plot line of Lorenzo's elopement with Jessica. Their situation is similar to that between Portia and Bassanio. Both men are well aware of their ladies' beauty and virtue, but both are practical enough to appreciate their wealth. Jessica knows that in a Christian society, her religion is considered a serious matrimonial disadvantage: few gentlemen would even consider marrying a Jewish woman. She knows that her wealth, on the other hand, is a powerful lure to such happy-go-lucky spendthrifts as Bassanio and Lorenzo, and she stresses the amount of this wealth in her love letter. On his side, Lorenzo speaks warmly of Jessica's gentleness and fairness, but he is pleased enough about the gold and jewels to mention them to Gratiano. 

Lorenzo's decision to marry a Jewish woman was extraordinary for a Christian of his time and place. It is clear that his love for Jessica, and possibly his desire for her dowry, have overcome any consideration of the practical and social difficulties which would have been involved. Neither man expresses any doubts about the wisdom of Lorenzo's love for Jessica; they scorn Shylock, but not his daughter.

The masque planned for the evening's entertainment was a semi-dramatic spectacle of ancient origin in which music was a major element. The participants donned disguises, rode or marched in procession to their destination, and there performed dances, songs, or pantomimes, usually of an allegorical nature. Masques "after the manner of Italy" became especially popular in the court of Henry VIII and remained in vogue until Milton's time. Beside suggesting the contemporary manners of Italy, the masque planned in The Merchant (but never carried out) has a special value for the sub-plot in that Jessica can conveniently disguise herself as a page in order to elope with Lorenzo.

ACT II, SCENE FIVE

COMMENT 

This scene continues to develop the plot. Shylock has changed his mind about attending Bassanio's dinner party, and will thus be out of the house, which will make it easier for Jessica to escape with Lorenzo.

Shylock's comments about the dinner he will attend show again that he is just as prejudiced towards the Christians as they are toward him. Although a modern audience cannot help but sympathize with any character who is a social outcast on the basis of religious beliefs, Shylock is not a likeable man up to this point. 

Note that Jessica comes in response to Launcelot's call, not in response to Shylock's. She has been waiting for Launcelot to bring word from Lorenzo, and of course is eager to see him. However, if she heard him call, she also hears Shylock call, and she ignored him. This is a small touch, but it strongly underscores her dislike for her father. She does not hesitate to lie to him outright when he asks what Launcelot said to her in parting. She says very little in this scene; Shylock talks to her at length and she listens. The submissive manner covering her hatred and her plan to escape suceeds in its aim: Shylock trusts her alone in the house with the keys without any thought. Shylock's dream of money foreshadows his loss of the gold and jewels Jessica plans to take as a dowry. This dream implies that Shylock is more concerned with money than with his daughter.

ACT II, SCENE SIX

COMMENT

Jessica again shows her insecurity. She gives Lorenzo her dowry immediately, as if she doubted he would want her without it, and promises to gather up some more money before she leaves the house. It is true that Lorenzo is taking what was a very unusual step in the Renaissance; is not surprising that Jessica is more confident of the attraction of her wealth than she is confident of Lorenzo's love for her. Despite her concerns, it appears that Lorenzo is sincerely in love. He speaks to Gratiano only of Jessica's beauty, wisdom, and loyalty: he does not list her dowry among her attractions.

Jessica's embarrasment at appearing in boy's clothing is an amusing touch, since in Shakespeare's day Jessica would have been played by a boy actor. Shakespeare's comedies contain many instances of girls and young women dressed as boys: Rosalind in As You Like It and Viola in Twelfth Night are two examples. In seventeenth-century Venice, the appearance of a woman in male attire would have caused a tremendous scandal; Jessica's dislike of this situation is entirely understandable. The disguise is necessary so that she can play the part of Lorenzo's torch-bearer in the masque without being detected.

Gratiano's character is further developed in this scene. In a witty speech, he explains his belief that it is far easier to pursue a woman of one's own free will than it is to keep faith when one has made a promise. Men are inclined to resist such bonds. Gratiano is well aware of the trouble he might be in if the elopement is discovered; he is glad to leave Venice immediately.

The plot takes another step forward as Bassanio and Gratiano depart for Belmont.

ACT II, SCENE SEVEN

COMMENT

The three caskets, which play such an important role in the story, finally appear on stage. Each bears a message to the suitor, thus continuing the plot's resemblance to a fairy tale. Fairy tales often involve either three characters who ask for three different things, or one character who must choose among three things. These items frequently carry great symbolic significance. Morocco misinterprets the symbol of the gold casket. He takes it at its face value as a beautiful and valuable metal. In fact, it symbolizes the dangers of greed and of judging by appearance. 

Morocco appears ridiculous in this scene. He gives the messages on the caskets only a brief consideration before choosing, despite the importance of the issue. Instead of thinking carefully about the words in the inscriptions, he looks at the substance of the caskets themselves. He rates his own value absurdly high: it is true that he is more than Portia's equal in breeding, birth, and wealth, but he speaks of his own qualities with no modesty or humility.

Portia says only what is necessary in this scene. Although she knows which casket contains her picture, she makes no attempt to influence Morocco's decision. Her lack of enthusiasm for him as a suitor does not overcome her sense of duty; she must allow him a free choice.

Nerissa's faith in the casket lottery as a means of choosing a worthy husband for Portia is borne out by this scene. Morocco has chosen wrong because he is a fool who judges by appearances; Portia's father no doubt planned on this when he desigend this scheme.

ACT II, SCENE EIGHT

COMMENT

Shylock is more upset over the loss of his money than the loss of his child. His outcries, quoted by Solanio, express no concern for Jessica's safety; he cries out repeatedly for his money. He is also distraught because she eloped with a Christian. Although Shylock's situation commands the audience's sympathy, his reaction arouses contempt. A loving father would be concerned first for his daughter's safety, not for the money she took with her.

Although Antonio had nothing to do with Jessica's elopement, he is in a potentially vulnerable position and will thus make the perfect target for Shylock's rage. Because Jessica has run away with a Christian, Shylock is now more bitter than ever against Christians. Salerio's report of the wrecked Venetian ship hints that Antonio may be in danger of being unable to repay the debt to Shylock; the audience does not yet know whether this ship is one of Antonio's, but it is possible.

In the play's opening scenes, Antonio willingly used his credit on Bassanio's behalf, and the two made several references to their long and close friendship. Salerio and Solanio's conversation reinforces this theme. Antonio cares for Bassanio as he cares for no other man living: Solanio believes Bassanio is Antonio's only reason for living.

ACT II, SCENE NINE

COMMENT

Arragon rejects the gold casket because one should not judge by appearances — he does not make the same mistake as Morocco. However, Arragon does not follow this idea to the logical conclusion that the lead casket must therefore be the correct choice. Instead, he rejects it because he finds it ugly — he judges it by its appearance, not realizing the inconsistency in rejecting the gold casket on the reverse principle. 

Both of Portia's suitors have tried to think through the matter by using the clues provided in the caskets' appearance and in the inscriptions, but neither has been capable of any logic. Both have judged superficially and both have failed.

At this point, the audience knows for certain that the lead casket contains the prize. It also knows that Bassanio is on his way to Belmont and assumes he is the Venetian whose envoy has just arrived.

The fairy-tale aspects of Portia's story continue. The most unlikely casket turns out to contain the prize, and both of Portia's suitors have traveled great distances from foreign countries (Morocco from north Africa and Arragon from central Spain) to court her. Morocco, in addition, presents an exotic appearance.

ACT III, SCENE ONE

COMMENT

This scene includes the speech which gives Shylock his one moment of great dignity and heroic stature in the play. The speech is strong, emotional, and full of pathos. It is highly dramatic, crashing in on the lighthearted banter of Solanio and Salerio with great anger. It is also a superbly written piece of rhetoric, full of parallel structure. Examples include the series of Antonio's crimes ("scorned my nation, thwarted my bargains, cool'd my friends, heated mine enemies") and two lists of questions ("If you prick us, do we not bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If you poison us, do we not die?" "Fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same diseases, heal'd by the same means. . .?") This structure accomplishes three things. It makes the speech much easier for the actor to memorize because of the repetition. It resonates in the ears of the audience and they remember it for the same reason; the repetition makes it stronger and more emphatic. Its use in this one speech makes it stand out from the rest of the scene and the rest of the play; Shakespeare does not employ it again.

In terms of its content, the speech is remarkable, coming from the pen of a sixteenth-century playwright. There is no doubt that the speech is perfectly sincere: no audience has ever been moved to laugh at Shylock at this moment, nor did Shakespeare intend them to. Shylock's assertion that Jews, like Christians, are human beings who feel hunger, pain, joy, tiredness, and passion is irrefutable. Before and after this speech, Shylock is the stock comic villainous Jew of theatrical tradition. During the speech, he is something altogether different. The simplest explanation for this inconsistency is that Shakespeare wrote what he knew to be dramatically effective at a particular moment. Until this moment, the audience has been content to laugh at Shylock; for this moment, it stands in Shylock's shoes and sees the situation from his viewpoint. Many theatrical productions of the play build a sympathetic portrait of Shylock as a tragic hero on this speech. 

COMMENT

Eight or ten lines after gaining the audience's true sympathy, Shylock reverts to what he has been throughout the play; a man who is impossible to like. He laments the loss of his diamonds, recounting their exact worth in money, and wishes Jessica would reappear so that he could punish her properly. He wins a bit of audience sympathy again with his despair over Jessica's disposal of her mother's ring. A turquoise was never a particularly precious or valuable stone, so Shylock valued this ring for sentiment and not its worth in money.

It appears certain by the end of this scene that Shylock will collect his pound of flesh. Two of Antonio's ships have been wrecked, and he will not be able to repay Shylock his money. 

ACT III, SCENE TWO

COMMENT

Although Portia has not seen Bassanio in some time, he has not changed from the man she remembered and liked. Although she hesitates to say so openly until he has made his choice among the caskets, she has clearly fallen deeply in love with him. Her attempts to delay his choice by pleading with him to wait and than by speaking at great length on music after calling for some to be played are transparent signals. The contrast between Portia's gracious manners on the one hand and the depth of her feelings on the other wins the audience's sympathy. Her feelings are intense, but she must control them; she can only stand back and watch as her lover decides their fate. Her brief moment of tremendous relief at his choice, sternly controlled, reveals her love to the full. Bassanio's choice of the correct casket, and the reason he gives for choosing it, suggest that he and Portia are well suited to one another.

Portia reveals great modesty in her speech to the successful Bassanio. She feels that all her beauty, intelligence, and honesty seem insufficient return for the happiness Bassanio has given her. She also refers to her lack of sexual experience and assures Bassanio that she is eager to  learn from him. The speech is beautiful in its modesty and also in its kindness and tact. The truth of the situation is that Portia is giving and Bassanio is receiving all the material advantages; it is in her house and on her fortune that they will live. However, Portia's speech clearly implies that Bassanio will be the master in their relationship; he will be her lord, her possessions will become his, she will look to him for guidance in their personal relations. Her speech does not alter the fact of the situation, but it shows that she is much more concerned with Bassanio's pride than with her own.

Although the rules of the casket test specify that Portia cannot give a suitor any hints, she provides a fairly obvious hint in the music that is played. The song warns that the eye is no judge of true attractiveness; a love "engendered in the eyes" will die almost in the moment of birth. The song also contains four words which rhyme with "lead," all on syllables which are stressed. Bassanio does not comment on the song, and the audience can decide for itself whether it affects his decision, but it is clear that Portia desires his victory enough to bend the rules of the test in his favor.

Alone among Portia's suitors, Bassanio understands the clue in the metals of which the three caskets are made. His reasoning that the lead casket is the best choice because showy ornaments exist to mask ugliness is perfectly sound. The message in the casket praises him as "You that chose not by the view." Whether or not he takes the hint given in the song, Bassanio's instinct to look beneath the surface is consistent with his behavior elsewhere in the play. Alone among the major characters, Bassanio expressed no automatic disgust towards Shylock as a Jew; on the contrary, he issued him a friendly dinner invitation. His distrust of Shylock began when Shylock uttered contradictory statements, first scorning all Christians and then expressing a desire for friendship. Bassanio dislikes Shylock not for what he saw on the surface, but for what he saw underneath.

After reading the rhymed scroll, Bassanio first addresses Portia in rhyme. Up to this point, they have spoken in blank verse, to which they return as Portia answers Bassanio. The ten rhymed lines of iambic pentameter with which Bassanio first addresess Portia as her affianced husband are simply spoken, romantic, and elegant, but they also underscore the daze into which he is thrown by his sudden success. He automatically echoes the rhyme which he has just read aloud. His love for Portia has completely overcome his original desire to marry her for her wealth and thus recover his financial position. A man whose emotions were not involved would rejoice at the success of his plan; Bassanio is so stunned by his good luck that he can barely find words to address Portia.

The match between Nerissa and Gratiano explains Gratiano's eagerness to travel to Belmont. Except for that hint, their love comes as a complete surprise to the audience. It is also a surprise to Portia; although she and Nerissa are close friends, Nerissa has evidently never spoken of her love. Gratiano's love is, by the same token, news to Bassanio. Since both Nerissa and Gratiano have strong senses of fun, the audience can delight in their match; they should fit very well. 

COMMENT

The plot is brought to a crisis as the audience learns that Antonio has been arrested and that Shylock is determined to have his pound of flesh. Shylock will not accept any financial settlement at this point. However, Portia is ready to offer him twenty times the amount of the principal in the hope that he may change his mind.

Note that Portia is very much the head of her own house. Bassanio asks her permission to welcome his friends, and it is her money she offers to try to save Antonio. This underlines the generosity of spirit and genunine desire to please her new husband which was revealed earlier in the scene. Portia will maintain her strength and her active nature even when she is married. She is warmly sympathetic toward Antonio's plight and ready to do anything she can to help.

Bassanio is dismayed at the news, and feels that he is to blame, since Antonio signed the bond on his behalf. However, he is helpless to save Antonio; it is Portia's money, and she must rescue him.

Antonio's letter is brief and concise. He clears Bassanio of all blame, merely asking him to come to him before Shylock collects his bond. Antonio is clearly resigned to death, since he does not ask for help, but only for a final farewell.

ACT III, SCENE THREE

COMMENT 

This scene presents a new conflict between Antonio and Shylock: Antonio has often rescued Shylock's debtors in the past. Shylock is clearly beyond reason at this point, taking great pleasure in reminding Antonio that the tables have turned and now he has the power, not Antonio. 

Although Antonio addressed Shylock simply as "Jew" in the scene in which he borrowed the money, here he calls him "gentle Shylock." It is clear that the balance of power has shifted from one to the other.

The debt is to be settled the next day. This builds up suspense in the audience, which is wondering if Portia and Bassanio will be able to save Antonio, and how they will do it. 

ACT III, SCENE FOUR

COMMENT

Shakespeare gives the plot a twist in this scene, but leaves the audience to guess at what will happen. Portia and Nerissa are going to go to their husbands in Venice, but they will be disguised as men. Evidently Portia has a plan regarding Antonio's rescue, but Shakespeare builds suspense by delaying the explanation.

Portia is excited by her plans. It was difficult for her to stand back and wait for Bassanio to choose among the caskets; her nature is active rather than passive, and she is now taking action rather than waiting for Bassanio to return and tell her what became of Antonio. Her disguise will involve the risk of being discovered, and she clearly looks forward to this challenge. She is confident that Nerissa will embrace the plan with equal enthusiasm. This underlines her conviction that Antonio must be like Bassanio in character, since she and Nerissa are so much alike.

ACT III, SCENE FIVE

COMMENT

This scene has no effect on the plot of the play. Instead, it focuses on the theme of salvation. Jessica's conversion to Christianity will save her soul from hell. Her eagerness to discard her Jewish heritage has been evident throughout the play. 

ACT IV, SCENE ONE

COMMENT

The opening skirmishes in Antonio's trial are just what the audience has expected: Shylock will not give way, but is determined to have Antonio's death. Antonio has gotten his wish to see Bassanio again and awaits death patiently.

Shylock conducts himself with more dignity than one might have expected. His points are logical and he speaks calmly and rationally. However, his refusal of double the amount of his principal makes it clear that all he wants is personal revenge for old wrongs, not money. Antonio is in no way to blame for Jessica's elopement, nor for her taking money and some valuable jewelry as a dowry, but Shylock has focused all his frustrated rage on Antonio and feels that nothing but Antonio's death will satisfy him. This is not the reaction of a likeable man nor of a sympathetic character. It is also clear that Shylock is something of a hypocrite. His point about Venetian's treatment of their slaves is well taken, but the audience is aware that Shylock did not treat Launcelot well when Launcelot was his servant. 

Bellario is the name of the cousin Portia sent for before her departure from Belmont. The audience waits with interest to see who will enter the courtroom.

COMMENT

True to Elizabethan stage convention, no one in the courtroom realizes that the lawyer's clerk is a woman. Nerissa's entrance makes it clear that Portia has decided to take matters into her own hands by appearing in court as a lawyer.

Gratiano is true to his character. Despite his horror at the sight of Shylock's knife, he still speaks in his usual style of puns and word play. Shylock sharpens his knife on the sole of his shoe, and Gratiano tells him he is really sharpening it on his soul.

Shylock is entirely hardened by this point. The sight of him sharpening his knife lends the scene a touch of horror; the full implications of cutting out a pound of a man's flesh suddenly become vivdly clear.

COMMENT

Portia's disguise, like Nerissa's, goes undetected. She has taken the name of the servant whom she sent to collect the documents and lawyer's gowns from Bellario. The disguise is necessary both because Portia would not be accepted as an impartial lawyer, and because no woman would be permitted to try a case in court.

Portia's speech explaining the virtue of mercy is one of the play's most famous. According to her view, mercy is a higher virtue than justice. Particularly important is her point that God is merciful. Human beings are all sinful, and only reach heaven through God's mercy. If God showed justice rather than mercy to humanity, no one would reach heaven. Shakespeare puts the same idea into the mouth of Hamlet, who commands Polonius to house the newly arrived actors better than they deserve: "Use every man after his desert, and who should scape whipping? Use them after your own honor and dignity. The less they deserve, the more merit is in your bounty." It is also important to note that Portia stresses the idea that everyone who expects mercy from others must show them mercy. Portia refuses to ignore the law on Antonio's behalf, no matter how much she might like to. To break the law once in a good cause is to set a bad example for the future when the cause may not be so good. Then ends do not justify the means. Shylock's allusion to the biblical Daniel, who saved Susanna from the false accusations of the Elders, means that he approves highly of Balthasar's judgment.

This scene strongly contrasts the positions of Portia and Bassanio. He is helpless to do anything but offer Shylock money, and even that money was supplied by Portia. Portia, on the other hand, has taken center stage and is fully in control of the situation.
COMMENT

Shylock's determination literally to cut out Antonio's heart adds to the gruesomeness of the scene, as does his refusal to provide a doctor who might save Antonio's life. Shylock has been asked for mercy seven times in this scene, and has refused each time.

Antonio appears at his most noble in his farewell to Bassanio. He faces death cheerfully; noting that it saves him from the misery and poverty of old age. He even makes a joke about paying the debt "with all his heart," he will do this literally, and he also does it figuratively by holding no grudge over his sacrifice.

COMMENT

Bassanio and Gratiano step into an unfair trap in this moment, uttering wishes which they know to be safe from fulfillment and which they would never have spoken if they knew their wives were listening. Their wishes are exaggerations meant to show support for Antonio. Of course, the audience enjoys the humor of Portia and Nerissa's presence and their reactions.
COMMENT

The trial has gone on much longer than any other scene in the play. Shakespeare has spun out the length to build tension in the audience; courtroom drama has always made good theatre. 

This scene emphasizes Portia's sense of right and wrong and her cleverness. She gives Shylock several chances to change his mind, showing him that mercy which he denies to Antonio. Shylock will gain both materially and spiritually by showing mercy; he will collect a far greater amount of money than he lent (which will help compensate for the money Jessica took) and he will be ennobled for having shown the divine quality of mercy. He will not lose but gain by letting Antonio live. Portia hopes to benefit everyone, not just Antonio, with this solution. However, she cannot force this to happen; the mercy must come from Shylock. She clearly sees the chaos which may come by setting a precedent of ignoring the law in a good cause. Note that Portia has found a loophole in the bond which occurred to none of the men, as anxious as they were to save Antonio.

Although it is Bassanio who is Antonio's closest friend, it is Gratiano who openly expresses his delight in the trap Balthasar lays for Shylock. No doubt Shylock finds it especially galling to have his own praise of Balthasar thrown back at him by Gratiano as Balthasar suddenly and unexpectedly turns against Shylock. Bassanio has too much sensitivity to gloat over a defeated enemy.

COMMENT

The loophole Portia finds in the contract completely shifts the balance of power in the trial. Shylock, who refused to show mercy, now stands in need of it to protect him from poverty and death. The Duke makes it clear that he wants to teach Shylock a lesson in mercy, pardoning him "that thou shall see the difference in our spirit." In other words, Shylock will see that the Christian Venetians practice forgiveness and mercy. Antonio shows mercy toward Shylock by refusing to deprive him of his property while he lives, and toward Jessica by ensuring that Shylock will leave his property to his daughter when he dies. 

To a modern audience, the penalty of conversion seems terribly harsh. Shakespeare's Christian audience, however, understood this as an act of mercy on Antonio's part. By becoming a Christian, and thus acquiring such "Christian" qualities as mercy, Shylock may one day achieve salvation.

Note that Portia gave Shylock every chance to show mercy, and he refused to budge. 

COMMENT

The comment Bassanio made earlier in the scene, that he would sacrifice his wife if this would save Antonio, has evidently rankled. Portia goes out of her way to make trouble for Bassanio by demanding his ring in payment. Obviously, when they meet again, she will ask why he is not wearing it, and he will have little defense for breaking his promise. Although Bassanio resists Balthasar's request, he cannot hold out when Antonio urges him to give up the ring, which seems a small sacrifice compared with what Antonio has done for Bassanio.

ACT IV, SCENE TWO

COMMENT

This scene exists only to inform the audience that Bassanio's ring is safely in Portia's possession, that Nerissa will now trick Gratiano into giving up the ring he had promised to keep forever, and that both women look forward to making their husbands miserable over the missing rings.

COMMENT

Jessica and Lorenzo's series of allusions to other lovers is a passage as beautiful as the moonlit night which has so enraptured them both. It is clear that they have found true love together. The atmosphere of this interlude is one of pure enchantment. It is interesting that Shakespeare chose four pairs of lovers whose love leads to tragedy and death. Lorenzo and Jessica are reminding one another how fortunate they have been to escape such tragedy, when their different faiths and her stubborn father made it so unlikely that they could marry.

Lorenzo's character is more fully developed in this scene. Up to this point, his speeches have been few and concise. Here he gives full freedom to his sense of the beauty of the night and his happiness at enjoying that beauty with his beloved. His description of the night and his explanation of living creatures' susceptibility to music are richly expressed in analogy and simile.

COMMENT

This final sequence works out the last details of the plot complication of the rings. Portia is a courteous hostess; when her guest Antonio begins to feel uncomfortable and pleads on Bassanio's behalf for forgiveness, she immediately explains the trick she and Nerissa played.

Portia has brought good fortune to the lives of everyone in the play, except, perhaps, her foolish unsuccessful suitors. She has given everything to Bassanio; she has set a wonderful example for Nerissa; she has saved Antonio's life; she has saved Shylock's soul; and her judgments at the trial paved the way for securing the fortunes of Jessica and Lorenzo. She refuses to explain to Antonio where she found the letter which explains that three of his ships have come to port. It is quite likely that she has purchased and furnished these ships out of generosity of spirit, because Antonio's refusal of Shylock's money meant that he was still financially destitute.

CHARACTER ANALYSES
PORTIA

The heroine of the play is beautiful, clever, intelligent, generous, active, and kind. Portia improves the lives of everyone she meets during the course of the play. 

Portia is a strong character. She is the owner of a large estate and a great deal of money, and has the habit of command. Her father has evidently been dead long enough that she has lost the habit of asking others for advice — she acts on her own judgment. When her husband's best friend, Antonio, is in danger, she is not content with sending money and waiting to see what will happen — she disguises herself as the lawyer Balthasar and goes to Venice to save him herself. Although a number of Venetian gentlemen are anxious to save Antonio from Shylock's revenge, it is Portia who has the intelligence to find a way to do so. She has no doubts of her ability to save Antonio and to carry off her disguise.

Portia's consideration is most strongly underlined in the moment that Bassanio chooses the correct casket. In a beautiful speech, she tells him that everything she has is now his; that she wishes it were more; that she is inexperienced but ready to learn from him; and that he is her lord. The audience is well aware that the couple will live in Portia's house and on Portia's money — her speech does not alter that. Bassanio's dignity and pride are far more important to Portia than her own. Her attitude is remarkable for its generosity. Although Portia is by far the stronger and more active character of the two, she will clearly never let Bassanio know it.

Portia's nobility of character is revealed in a number of scenes, especially the trial scene. She values mercy over justice — an opinion many Christians pay lip service to, but, as Shylock points out, not many practice. Portia feels that no man has a right to demand absolute justice because all men are fallible, and because if God can forgive human sinners, human beings should follow his example and forgive one another. Portia gives Shylock every opportunity to grant Antonio mercy, which she feels is important for Shylock's sake as well as Antonio's — mercy ennobles both the giver and the receiver. 

SHYLOCK

For most of the play, Shylock is the stock comic villainous Jew of theatrical tradition. He is greedy, crafty, cunning, hysterical, hypocritical, and heartless. In Act III, however, he achieves a moment of true dignity and tragic stature as he gives vent to one of Shakespeare's greatest speeches, fully revealing the horrors endured by the victims of prejudice. Many critics have had trouble reconciling these two Shylocks, and many productions of the play have taken the Act III speech as their starting point, interpreting the play as a tragedy with Shylock as the hero/victim.

Apart from his Act III speech, Shylock is not presented as a sympathetic character. He tells the audience that his chief grudge against Antonio is that Antonio's practice of charging no interest on loans is bad for Shylock's business; in other words, greed for more money inspires Shylock to greater resentment than anti-Semitism. When Jessica runs away, Shylock shows no concern for her safety or any sign of missing her presence in the house; he laments the loss of the money and jewelry she has taken to provide herself with a dowry, and he calls her a thief and wants her to return only so he can punish her. He fastens all his anger and frustration over Jessica's running away onto Antonio, who had nothing to do with the elopement, and he demands the letter of the law even when this means Antonio's death. He sneers at Bassanio's spontaneous and friendly dinner invitation; he will not socialize with Christians. His desire to kill Antonio in exchange for years of accumulated insult is neither rational nor excusable, since it is done in cold blood rather than as a spontaneous burst of passion. Shylock planned the murder when he first suggested the wager of the pound of flesh. It is true that Antonio has scorned him for years and has created business difficulties for him, but this is not sufficient excuse for murder. 

Set against all of Shylock's unpleasant qualities is a modern audience's sympathy with his situation. Shylock is an outcast in mainstream Venetian society solely on the basis of his religious beliefs. Most of the characters in the play address him only as "Jew" rather than giving him his name; they accept Jessica with affection only because she has explicitly rejected her Jewish heritage. Shylock practices the profession of moneylender because it was very nearly the only profession open to a Jew in Christian Europe in his day. Christians forbade Jews most other employment, and still scorned them for charging interest on loans; Antonio epitomizes this attitude. Shylock often refers to Antonio's abuse of him, and Antonio freely admits the truth of these charges. Shylock's dismay over Jessica's marriage outside her faith would certainly be echoed by Lorenzo's father at his son's marriage to a Jew, no matter how rich and lovely.

Shylock's Act III speech, for one brief moment, wins the audience entirely over to his side. His point that a Jew is just like a Christian — equally subject to hunger, passion, pain, and joy — is entirely valid. The speech is highly effective dramatically. Shakespeare determined to make his audience see the situation through Shylock's eyes for a moment, and wrote the perfect speech to win sympathy for his villain. Both before and after the speech, there is not much to like in his character, no matter how much one makes allowances for his situation.
BASSANIO

Bassanio is in one respect the most admirable character in the play; he is the only one who does not judge Shylock superficially. Bassanio distrusts Shylock on the basis of Shylock's contradictory statements, not on his Jewish heritage or his profession of moneylender. It is on this same basis of looking beneath the surface that Bassanio chooses the correct casket and wins Portia's hand in marriage.

Bassanio is open and friendly to Shylock when he first meets him, even inviting him to a dinner party. Alone among the major characters, Bassanio never addresses Shylock as "Jew." It is only when Shylock expresses eagerness to be friends with Antonio, five minutes after sneering that he will not drink or dine with Christians, that Bassanio looks at him more closely and distrusts him.

Although Bassanio begins the play with a practical ambition — to restore his financial position by marrying the wealthy Portia — he falls deeply in love with her by the time he is ready to choose among the caskets. He is so stunned by his success that he can barely find words to address Portia at first. His language in speaking to her is deeply serious and romantic.

Bassanio is not nearly so strong a character as Portia. Although she addresses him as her lord and master and stresses her own inexperience and all she will have to learn from him, the fact remains that they will live in her house and on her money. When Antonio is in danger, all Bassanio can do is offer Portia's money to Shylock; Portia, on the other hand, takes charge of the situation and saves Antonio's life. Another sign of his weakness is his surrendering the ring which he had promised Portia he would keep until death. The audience sympathizes with Bassanio's dilemma, but the fact remains that he breaks a promise.

Bassanio does bring great sensitivity and a very kind heart to the marriage. In sharp contrast to his friend Gratiano, he says nothing to Shylock in anger during Antonio's trial, nor does he gloat openly when Shylock loses the case. At first he tries to reason with Shylock, and later stands silent while Gratiano gloats over the defeated moneylender.
ANTONIO

Antonio is the play's title character, and because of his debt to Shylock, he is the fulcrum around which much of the action is concentrated. However, he spends little time on stage and speaks few lines compared to Portia or Shylock. Many of the events which affect Antonio most directly — news of the losses of his ships, Shylock's confronting him with a demand for the money; Antonio's arrest — reach the audience only through conversations of other characters. Shakespeare does not present Antonio's reactions to these events.

This remoteness from the audience is consistent with Antonio's character, which is firmly established in the opening scene. He is a man who has no specific reason for sorrow, but who is of a naturally melancholy disposition. Antonio values neither material goods nor emotional attachments very highly, except for his friendship with Bassanio. Despite this, he has a great number of friends — all the young men in the play are attached to him, and the Duke and various Venetian gentlemen who do not appear on stage exert themselves on his behalf when he cannot pay Shylock.

Shylock several times accuses Antonio of shocking abuse — that Antonio has kicked him, spat upon him, insulted him, and deliberately made trouble for him, all because he is a Jew. Antonio readily admits to despising Shylock's practice of charging interest on loans: Antonio charges no interest, and has even rescued debtors who were unable to repay Shylock. Antonio addresses Shylock as "Jew" and shows no respect for him as a fellow human being. That Antonio should have to pay for his insults with his life is extreme, although Shylock's resentment is understandable. However, in the trial scene, Antonio shows what Shakespeare's audience would interpret as great mercy — he forces Shylock to convert to Christianity, thereby giving him a chance to achieve salvation. He also refuses to accept half of Shylock's fortune when it is awarded to him — mercy which Shylock would never have shown Antonio.

Antonio's most appealing quality is his love for Bassanio. He is eager to help Bassanio in whatever way he can, even to the point of literally signing his life away. When he believes he is going to die, his one thought is to see Bassanio once again. 

Solanio and Salerio comment on their emotional farewell before Bassanio left for Belmont. 
JESSICA

Jessica is especially notable for two qualities — her hatred and scorn for her Jewish heritage, and her worries that Lorenzo wants her money more than he wants her.

Shakespeare gives the audience few clues about the atmosphere in Shylock's house. Shylock evidently does not treat his servants well, since Launcelot is eager to join the household of the much less wealthy Bassanio. He also frowns on music and merriment, since he forbids Jessica to enjoy the masque even from the safety of her window. The audience must take it on Jessica's word that the house is hell. Her eagerness to become a Christian may result from meeting and falling in love with Lorenzo; from social ambitions to be a part of Venetian society rather than a Jewish outcast; or from a long-held hatred of Shylock.

Before and during the elopement, Jessica lays a good deal of stress on her substantial dowry. She is afraid that Lorenzo will not want to marry her without this inducement. Her fear is perfectly reasonable. Not until the latter part of the twentieth century did Jews marry into old Christian aristocracy without raising eyebrows. Lorenzo is not a titled aristocrat, but he is clearly a gentleman of the upper classes. Novels such as Sir Walter Scott's Ivanhoe, George Eliot's Daniel Deronda, Edith Wharton's The House of Mirth, and Dorothy L. Sayers' Whose Body? all deal, among other things, with the theme of the Jew as an outcast in society. In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries in England, the words "Jew" and "moneylender" were synonymous. Jessica's fears seem groundless — Lorenzo is clearly very much in love — but they are entirely understandable.

Although Jessical lives in an anti-Semitic world, no one in the play treats her with anything other than affection. She is entirely welcome among Lorenzo's friends. This may be due to her eagerness to become a Christian, as well as to her personal qualities of beauty and good character.

SOLANIO AND SALERIO

These two friends are as similar as their names. Shakespeare does not develop them very fully, and neither has any characteristic to distinguish him from the other. They are both devoted to Antonio, and serve the structural purpose of reporting events which happen to Antonio offstage. They are thus more of a theatrical device than two characters. They are an ancestor of the Venticelli, two otherwise unnamed characters in Peter Shaffer's Amadeus who meet and discuss gossip, thereby informing the audience of offstage events. Salerio and Solanio are also the only audience for Shylock's great Act III speech, to which neither of them makes any answer.

LORENZO

Shakespeare does not explain where and how Lorenzo and Jessica met and fell in love. Lorenzo is so much in love that he is ready to take the almost unheard-of (for the sixteenth century) step of marrying her. Although her money is no doubt welcome, Lorenzo thinks only of Jessica herself — her beauty, wisdom, and faithfulness. Their interlude in the moonlit garden of Belmont is deeply romantic and rapturously beautiful.

Neither Lorenzo nor Gratiano, who briefly discuss the elopement a few hours before it takes place, suggest the social implications of Lorenzo's marrying a Jewish woman. Both take it for granted that his choice is ideal because Jessica is beautiful and virtuous. It may be that Lorenzo has no family to protest; that both men know Jessica is eager to become a Christian and are therefore unconcerned; or that it is not Jews but specifically Shylock that they despise.

NERISSA

Although Nerissa is Portia's servant, she and Portia treat one another almost as equals — as sisters or best friends. Their personalities are much alike — both are quick-witted and active. However, Nerissa always follows Portia's lead. After Portia is betrothed, Nerissa gets betrothed; after Portia gives Bassanio a ring, Nerissa gives one to Gratiano. Her character is much less fully developed than Portia's and she speaks far fewer lines.

The most interesting difference between the two is that while Portia confided in Nerissa about her feelings for Bassanio, Nerissa said nothing about hers for Gratiano. The news that they are betrothed comes as a complete surprise to Portia.

GRATIANO

Gratiano serves as a foil to Bassanio. His cheerful hedonism contrasts with Bassanio's seriousness of purpose, and his word-play always cheers his friends and brightens whatever scene he appears in. This word-play is a particular trick of speech Shakespeare has given to him; even in moments of anxiety, anger, or seriousness, Gratiano expresses himself in double entendres and witticisms. 

Gratiano's savage jibes at the defeated Shylock as the trial draws to a close are unnecessarily harsh; Shylock has lost the case and due to his own inflexibility, has little room in which to maneuver. Bassanio is silent during this sequence, and when Antonio addresses Shylock he does not gloat. In contrast, Gratiano behaves cruelly, even suggesting more than once that Shylock be hanged.

MOROCCO AND ARRAGON

Portia's first two suitors serve the structural purpose of informing the audience of the contents of the gold and silver caskets and why neither of them contains the prize. Both men reject the lead casket immediately because they find it ugly. Although Arragon rejects the gold casket because he finds it too ostentatious, he does not reason clearly enough to realize that therefore the lead casket must be the correct choice. Both Morocco and Arragon are comical in their vanity and in their illogical attempts to read the clues in the inscriptions. Both are also gracious and dignified in defeat, uttering no complaints to Portia and leaving her immediately.
LAUNCELOT GOBBO

Launcelot is a typical Shakespearean servant, a character who is always in a good humor and who, though uneducated, rarely speaks without a pun, a joke, or a witty, bawdy play on words. He has probably delivered many letters between Lorenzo and Jessica, and this may be the source of his familiarity with Lorenzo's friend Bassanio and his desire to enter Bassanio's service. Launcelot is perceptive enough to choose well; Bassanio's basic seriousness and integrity make it likely that he will be a good and fair master.

