
DRAMA

	 1	 Read the section introducing William Shakespeare (Stream, pages 87-88) and complete the 
accompanying exercises.

	 2 	 Read the summary of the play. 

SUMMARY • Bassanio, a young Venetian, wants to court a beautiful and wealthy heiress
called Portia. Courting her and impressing her will cost him a lot of money which he has not
got. So Bassanio asks his dear friend Antonio if he can borrow it from him. Antonio wants to
help his friend, who he loves dearly, but all his wealth is invested in ships and merchandise,
and he has no ready cash. Antonio decides to secure a cash loan from a moneylender, Shylock
the Jew, offering his ships and merchandise as security. Shylock accepts the idea of giving 
Antonio the loan but has revenge in mind. He is sickened by the way Christians in general 
treat him, and by Antonio’s disdain for him in particular. He asks that Antonio give him a 
pound of his flesh if he is not able to repay loan and the interest within the agreed time 
frame.
Shylock’s daughter, Jessica, loves a Christian. She steals money from her father and elopes 
with him, leaving Shylock infuriated and exposed to the ridicule of the Christian community. 
In the meantime, Bassanio is successful in winning Portia’s hand.
Their happiness is overshadowed by the news that Antonio’s merchant-ships are lost in a
storm. Shylock insists that Antonio sticks to the letter of their agreement, and takes him to
court. Bassanio swears to help him in any way he can. Portia, disguised as a male lawyer and,
unrecognised even by her husband, asks for Shylock’s mercy. The Jew is unmoved and starts
sharpening his knife to cut his pound of flesh. Portia then invokes the original agreement:
he can have his pound of flesh but, she says, he cannot draw a single drop of blood. Defeated,
Shylock is forced by the law to pass his wealth to Jessica and to convert to Christianity. The
play ends with the happiness of the lovers and with the news that Antonio’s ships have not
sunk after all.

	 3 	 Read the text which shows the moment when Shylock and Antonio discuss the terms of the loan.
a.	 What does Shylock intend to do if Antonio fails to pay his bond? 
b.	 Why does Shylock intend to do that?
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WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 

The Merchant of Venice (from Act I, Scene 3)

Shylock 	 Three thousand ducats; ’tis a good round sum.
Three months from twelve, then let me see the rate1.

Antonio 	 Well, Shylock, shall we be beholding to you2?
Shylock 	 Signior Antonio, many a time and oft

In the Rialto3 you have rated me
About my moneys and my usances:
Still have I borne it with a patient shrug4

For sufferance is the badge of all our tribe.
You call me misbeliever, cut-throat dog,
And spet upon my Jewish gaberdine
And all for use of that which is mine own.
Well then, it now appears you need my help:
Go to then; you come to me, and you say
‘Shylock, we would have moneys:’ you say so;
You, that did void your rheum upon my beard,
And foot me as you spurn a stranger cur5

Over your threshold: moneys is your suit. 
What should I say to you? Should I not say
‘Hath a dog money? Is it possible
A cur can lend three thousand ducats?’ or
Shall I bend low, and in a bondman’s6 key,
With bated breath, and whispering humbleness
Say this: —
‘Fair sir; you spet on me on Wednesday last;
You spurn’d me such a day, another time
You call’d me dog, and for these courtesies
I’ll lend you thus much moneys?’

Antonio	 I am as like7 to call thee so again,
To spet on thee again, to spurn thee too.
If thou wilt lend this money, lend it not
As to thy friends, — for when did friendship take
A breed for barren metal of his friend? —
But lend it rather to thine enemy:
Who if he break, thou mayst with better face
Exact the penalty.

Shylock 			   Why, look you, how you storm8!
I would be friends with you, and have your love,
Forget the shames that you have stain’d me with,
Supply your present wants, and take no doit

1.	 rate: tax (tasso).
2.	 beholding... you: in your debt.
3.	 Rialto: here it also refers to the Venetian Stock 

Exchange which was in the surrounding area.
4.	 shrug: raising of the shoulders (scossa di spalle).

5.	 cur: dog.
6.	 bondman: slave (schiavo).
7.	 as like: likely.
8.	 storm: show anger.
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Of usance for my moneys, and you’ll not hear me;
This is kind I offer

Antonio 	 This were kindness.
Shylock 			   This kindness will I show.

Go with me to a notary, seal me there
Your single bond9; and, in a merry sport,
If you repay me not on such a day,
In such a place, such sum or sums as are
Express’d in the condition, let the forfeit
Be nominated for an equal pound
Of your fair flesh, to be cut off and taken
In what part of your body pleaseth me.

Antonio 	 Content, i’ faith: I’ll seal to such a bond
And say there is much kindness in the Jew.

Bassanio 	 You shall not seal to such a bond for me:
I’ll rather dwell in my necessity.

Antonio 	 Why, fear not, man; I will not forfeit it:
Within these two months, that’s a month before
This bond expires, I do expect return
Of thrice10 three times the value of this bond.

Shylock 	 O father Abram! what these Christians are,
Whose own hard dealing11 teaches them suspect
The thoughts of others. Pray you, tell me this;
If he should break his day, what should I gain
By the exaction of the forfeiture?
A pound of man’s flesh, taken from a man,
Is not so estimable, profitable neither,
As flesh of muttons, beefs, or goats. I say,
To buy his favour, I extend this friendship:
If he will take it, so; if not, adieu;
And, for my love, I pray you wrong me not.

Antonio 	 Yes, Shylock, I will seal unto this bond.

9.	 seal... bond: sign a contract.
10.	 thrice: three times.
11.	 hard dealing: tough bargaining (trattative dure).
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	 4 	 Read the extract again and answer the questions.
a.	 How much money does Antonio want to borrow from Shylock? 
b.	 How long does he want to borrow it for? 
c.	 What penalty does Shylock demand if Antonio fails to return the money by the fixed date?

	 5 	 Examine the characters’ personalities and behaviour.
a.	 Shylock talks about Antonio’s treatment of him in the past. How did Antonio treat Shylock? List the 

details.
b.	 Shylock also says he is willing to forget Antonio’s past behaviour and help him. What reason does 

Shylock give? 
c.	 How does Antonio react to Shylock? 
d.	 Why is Antonio willing to accept Shylock’s conditions? 
e.	 Choose adjectives from the following or provide your own to describe Shylock’s (S) and Antonio’s (A) 

personalities as they appear to you in the dialogue. Support your choices with evidence from the text.
	   kind		  Line(s)       
	   unkind		 Line(s)       
	   arrogant	 Line(s)       
	   generous	 Line(s)       
	   confident	 Line(s)       
	   trustworthy	 Line(s)       

	   self-reliant	 Line(s)       
	   ingenuous	 Line(s)       
	   honest		 Line(s)       
	   devious	 Line(s)       
	   distrustful	 Line(s)       

f.	 How does Bassanio feel about the situation?

Study Skills 
How to Analyse 
Drama, Stream, p. 625

 Al Pacino plays 
Shylock in Michael 
Radford’s The 
Merchant of Venice 
(2004).
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