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Final Paper
Audiences have long delighted in the use of illusion and deceptive appearances in the works of William Shakespeare.  Often, the audience is required to adopt a double or slanted vision in order to sort out mistaken identities.  I would like to look at Shakespeare’s work in general and at The Merchant of Venice in particular to show that the double vision or “curious perspective” required of Shakespeare’s characters and his audience is a reflection of the influences of Reformation, skepticism, and anamorphosis.  
Shakespeare lived and wrote at a time when England—and the entire Continent—were being engulfed by great changes: the opening and exploring of new worlds, the mixing of foreign cultures, the rupturing of religious authority.  In the wake of these seismic changes, epistemological questions regarding sight and knowledge shook the foundations of order, harmony, and convention; what had appeared to be static and fixed, essential and analogous, was called into doubt.  From various angles, the reliability of appearances was called into question.  When Martin Luther argued against the authority of the Catholic Church, he began a “battle to establish which criterion of faith was true” (Popkin 7), unwittingly creating the criterion problem which would contribute to the skeptical crisis.  As a result, a schism arose between essences and appearances.  Luther’s own doctrines contributed to this, as he preached in Bondage of the Will that “all that is believed must be hidden…under a contrary appearance of sight, sense and experience” (Bondage of the Will 101 – class handout).  He argued further that God was concealed under appearances and actions which apparently contradicted his nature (opus alienum Dei; Deus abscondita sub contrario).  This distrust of appearances and of all things Catholic led radical reformers in England, such as the Puritans, to adopt a virulent iconoclasm.  English fear of images in turn impelled dramatists—including Shakespeare—to “exploi[t] the iconoclastic belief in [images’] potential to become idols and to elicit perceptual and moral error; thus painted images are, in some case, treated with a degree of skepticism and iconoclastic suspicion” (Tassi 19-20).   Finally, Ernest Gilman has shown how the “curious perspective” filtered into the worldview of philosophers and writers, as the principles of linear perspective, which had given precision and clarity to artwork, were pushed to obscure meaning through anamorphic designs.  As Shakespeare adopted the concept of anamorphosis, “…character and language must be seen from two points of view of the curious perspective…, requir[ing] a complex kind of doublethink for which the curious perspective is the visual model.  Confronted with these shifting patterns of meaning, the witness can have no unequivocal point of view” (Gilman 128).
Several scholars have already discussed Shakespeare’s understanding of perspective and references to it in his work.
  Alison Thorne, for instance, writes that

Shakespeare was the most deeply responsive to this [perspectival] device, the quickest to see that “perspective it is best painter’s art” (Sonnet 24), and to explore its significance in the context of his own.  His allusions to perspective span virtually his whole career, beginning with the tricky anamorphic images in Richard II (II.2.14-27), Henry V (V.2.20-23), Twelfth Night (V.1.216-17), and All’s Well That Ends Well (V.3.47-52) and progressing to more nuanced descriptions of the spatial diminution of objects as they recede from the eye in landscape settings, of the type found in Edgar’s cliff-top speech in King Lear (IV.6.11-24) and in Cymbeline (I.3.14-22, II.3.10-15).  Arguably, his involvement went much further than these local references, significant as they are in themselves.  I would suggest that it fed into and helped to sharpen and define the already deeply rooted preoccupation with questions of viewpoint that informs all his work.  Consistently in his writings, perspective is associated with, and can function as a metaphor for, the relativity of human perception and of the cultural value-systems by which it is shaped, a relativity that is shown to be equally conducive to self-delusion and conflict. (Thorne 55-56)

The most blatant reference to perspective comes in Shakespeare’s early play, Richard II, when Richard’s queen expresses foreboding and is told by her attendant, Bushy, that:

Each substance of a grief hath twenty shadows, 

Which shows like grief itself, but is not so; 

For sorrow’s eye, glazed with blinding tears,

Divides one thing entire to many objects, 

Like perspectives, which rightly gazed upon, 

Show nothing but confusion – eyed awry, 

Distinguish form.  So your sweet majesty, 

Looking awry upon your lord’s departure, 

Find shapes of grief more than himself to wail, 

Which, looked on as it is, is naught but shadows 

Of what it is not.  Then, thrice-gracious queen, 

More than your lord’s departure weep not.  

More’s not seen; 

Or if it be, ‘tis with false sorrow’s eye, 

Which for things true weeps things imaginary.” (2.2.14-27)

In the Richard II passage, the iambic pentameter breaks in the truncated line: “More’s not seen.”  What significance is the pause after that phrase?  Should we stop to think that, perhaps, there is more to be seen?  In any case, the “curious perspective” is referenced here, wherein the viewer must look at the subject “awry”, not “rightly” or directly.  Thorne sees this passage as expressive of “the epistemological conundrum—paradoxical, tautological and self-negating—of that which ‘is, and is not’ [which] was already firmly associated in [Shakespeare’s] work with anamorphic perspective” (Thorne 135).  Although the term “perspective” does not appear in The Merchant of Venice, yet one of the major themes of the play is the deceitful nature of appearance; the play’s central scene involves Bassanio’s choice of the leaden casket—that which appears least valuable and most hazardous.  Is the test of the caskets in The Merchant of Venice a test of a suitor’s ability to look “awry”—to see meaning (or in this case, value) hidden behind initial appearances?  Is Portia’s father—who has established the criterion of truth—situated in the one privileged position from which perspective is perfectly seen? Looking especially at this scene but also at the play as a whole, I would like to investigate how Reformation, iconoclasm, skepticism, and anamorphosis may have influenced the metaphors and motifs of the play.  

As The Merchant of Venice opens, Antonio, a Christian shipping merchant in Venice, is among friends who are trying to cheer his melancholy state:

Salarino:
I should not see the sandy hourglass run



But I should think of shallows and of flats, 



And see my wealthy Andrew docked in sand,



Vailing her high top lower than her ribs



To kiss her burial.  Should I go to church



And see the holy edifice of stone



And not bethink me straight of dangerous rocks.


Which touching but my gentle vessel’s side



Would scatter all her spices on the stream,



Enrobe the roaring waters with my silks,



And in a word, but even now worth this,



And now worth nothing? … (1.1.25-36)

Though a minor passage, nonetheless it immediately sets forth a key idea.  Three times the word “see” is repeated, establishing a motif of sight.  Yet the vision described is imaginary: Salarino pictures certain images—illusions, actually—in his mind’s eye only.  Those images conjure up thoughts.  But instead of bringing a sense of peace and security, the illusion of “the holy edifice of stone,” for example, has the power to evoke imagined danger, disruption, and destruction.  Thus sight is both imaginary in origin and unsettling in result, instead of being fixed and reliable.  Moreover, the images are shifting, inconsistent, and uncertain—in a word, unreliable as sources of knowledge.  Though an English translation of Montaigne would not be produced for at least five years after the writing of The Merchant of Venice,
 here Shakespeare takes a skeptical viewpoint on the reliability of the sense of sight, just as Montaigne will write that “our senses”—and he is focusing here on the sense of sight—“have mastery over reason, forcing it to receive impressions which it knows to be false and judges to be false” (Class pdf of “An Apology for Raymond Sebond” 669).

We are soon introduced to Bassanio, Antonio’s close, younger, and indebted friend.  Bassanio has fallen in love with the beautiful heiress Portia, but, having already “disabled [his] estate / By something showing a more swelling port / Than [his] faint means would grant continuance” (1.1.123-125, italics mine), Bassanio must borrow even more money from Antonio to put on an even greater show for Portia.  Thus far Bassanio’s show has not mirrored reality.  The audience is forced to ask what the “chief care” (1.1.127) of all these additional, staged appearances will be: true love—or “how to get clear of all the debts” (1.1.139) Bassanio owes?
  Antonio swears to Bassanio “within the eye of honor…, [his] purse, [his] person, [his] extremest means” (1.1.137-138).  Though Antonio lives up to his promise, still the conjuring of “the eye of honor,” rather than assuring the audience, raises questions about the permanency and consistency of these bargains.  
With this skeptical opening, we begin to wonder what will establish a fundamental “criterion of truth” (Popkins 3) for our characters.  Portia is herself bound to marry only he who successfully solves the riddle of three caskets.  She explains that her will is fettered: “O me, the word ‘choose’!  I may neither choose who I would nor refuse who I dislike, so is the will of a living daughter curbed by the will of a dead father” (1.2.21-24).  Thus her now deceased father, in creating the riddle of the caskets, has structured the criterion by which his daughter must operate.  Portia’s waiting woman Nerissa, like a fideist, is willing to grant that Portia’s “father was ever virtuous…, [and] therefore the lottery that he hath devised…will no doubt never be chosen by any rightly but one who you shall rightly love” (1.2.26-31).  Her sentiment echoes the words of Luther in Bondage of the Will: 

I frankly confess that, for myself, even if it could be, I should not want “free-will” to be given me, nor anything to be left in my own hands to enable me to endeavour after salvation; not merely because in face of so many dangers, and adversities, and assaults of devils, I could not stand my ground and hold fast my “free-will” (for one devil is stronger than all men, and on these terms no man could be saved); but because, even were there no dangers, adversities, or devils, I should still be forced to labour with no guarantee of success, and to beat my fists in the air. (Dillenberger 199)
  

Portia’s compliance might be seen to fit more with the view of Erasmus, who was “willing to admit that he could not tell with certainty what was true, but he was, per non sequitur, willing to accept the decisions of the Church” (Popkin 9).  Portia complains but complies: “the lott’ry of my destiny / Bars me from the right of voluntary choosing” (2.1.15-16), she tells the Prince of Morocco.  However, we will see that her understanding of the fundamental truth behind her father’s criterion is shallow. 

Luther’s ideas—this time of deus abscondidus—are further reflected in the substance of the caskets themselves.  For Luther, “faith’s object is things not seen” (Bondage of the Will 101 – class handout).  Similarly, the caskets lie behind a drawn curtain (2.7.78, 2.9.1, 2.9.46), and within each casket hides an image; in the correct casket, a portrait of Portia resides, unseen until the step of faith is made.  There is irony—and some element of Luther—in the fact that the object to be revealed will be itself suspect—concealed, indirect, and non-essential—to the Elizabethan mind.  Portraits were often referred to as “counterfeits” by Elizabethans (and indeed Bassaio uses the term to refer to Portia’s portrait later).  Tassi explains that words such as image and painting were “highly charged in Elizabethan English…, united by their common second-class status as mere imitations of the real and, for the [moral] reformers, as ‘filthy’ (idolatrous) objects of sight” (23).  Portia even takes a dangerous step towards iconodulism when she says to Bassanio, “Away then!  I am locked in one of them; / If you do love me, you will find me out” (3.2.40-41).  She stands before him, urging him to let the holy spirit of love guide his choice to the hidden counterfeit in the closed casket behind the drawn curtains. 
Even if the painting is accepted as corresponding to the real woman, on what basis can the “true” image be found?  Can love actually serve as the “sure and infallible sign” (Popkin 11) granting “subjective certainty [based on]…the compulsions of one’s conscience” (Popkins 9)?  The Prince of Morocco well states the epistemological crisis each suitor must face: “How shall I know if I do choose the right?” (2.7.10).  He calls on “some god [to] direct [his] judgment” and immediately proceeds to rely on vision and verse: “Let me see: I will survey th’inscriptions…” (2.7.13-14, italics mine).  Yet vision, we have already seen, is illusory.  And just as in the debates of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, those holy verses no longer have a single, uncontestable interpretation. Each suitor comes with his own interpretation, and makes a different choice.  Portia’s first two suitors fail the test.  The Moor chooses the casket of essential, uncontestable gold—and is faced with “a carrion death, within whose empty eye”—again the vehicle of sight—“there is a written scroll” (2.7.63-64).  When the Prince of Aragon chooses the silver casket, he consciously disregards the “show” associated with gold, wishing to not be led by the “fond eye…which pries not to th’ interior” (2.9.25-26).   However, he ignores the doctrine of grace, hinted at by the verses on the silver casket: “Who chooseth me shall get as much as he deserves” (2.9.49).  When the Prince of Aragon “assume[s] desert” (2.9.50), he is shown as the fool:  he opens it to “the portrait of a blinking idiot” (2.9.53), a “fool’s head” (2.9.58).  This is a variation of what Gilman describes as the “We Three” motto common to visual wit in the Renaissance, “a picture showing only two fools or asses; the viewer gets the point when he realizes that he makes the third” (Gilman 143).  
Next Aragon reads a scroll from within the casket.  Here, a second source of revelation—a second perspective hidden from view until the choice is made—is uncovered, a further denunciation against the inconstant and possibly immoral nature of images.  The new verses read, in part:



Some there be that shadows kiss;



Such have but a shadow’s bliss.



There be fools alive iwis,



Silvered o’er, and so was this. (2.9.65-68)

It is helpful to understand the many layers of meaning to the word “shadow.”  According to Schmidt’s Shakespeare Lexicon and Quotation Dictionary, a shadow might mean, in addition to the standard definitions we assume, “the reflected image in a looking-glass or in water…; any image or portrait…; an image produced by the imagination…; any thing unsubstantial or unreal, though having the deceptious appearance of reality” (1037).  In place of a portrait of Portia, Aragon reveals words filled with shadows.  Thus, in a play littered with references to images and appearances, we see the skepticism Shakespeare may have been attempting to express.
Bassanio’s casket scene—at the center of the play
—is especially full of terms referring to the deceptive nature of images and appearances.  Even before Bassanio appears, his forerunner appears “bring[ing] sensible regreets" (2.9.88)—greetings tangible to the senses.  Portia’s messenger has “not seen / So likely an ambassador of love.  / A day in April never came so sweet / To show how costly summer was at hand…” (2.9.90-3, italics mine).  Not only do these lines reinforce the appearances motif, but they also sound the theme of mercantilist value.  Christopher Pye has noted “how implicated the worlds of the theater and the market were during the [early modern] period and how central both were to early modern accounts of identity” (Pye 17).  The collusion of value and appearance in these lines serves to heighten the irony of the play and especially of Bassanio’s casket scene, where he must choose without regard for appearances or apparent value.  Thus “Shakespeare creates a universe susceptible of contradictory interpretations which are voiced by the characters in it and, more important, made equally plausible by the action….  Shakespeare tends to structure his imitations in terms of a pair of polar opposites….  Always the dramatic structure sets up the opposed elements as equally valid, equally desirable, and equally destructive, so that the choice that the play forces the reader to make becomes impossible” (Rabkin 10-12).  The audience can only respond skeptically when Bassanio declaims, in his monologue preceding his casket choice, “So may the outward shows be least among themselves; / The world is still deceived with ornament” (3.2.73-74).  Bassanio introduces doubts about the essential versus the apparent value of organized religion, virtues, and natural beauty: 
Bassanio:   
In religion,

What damned error but some sober brow 

Will bless it and approve it with a text,

Hiding the grossness with fair ornament?

There is no vice so simple but assumes

Some mark of virtue on his outward parts.


… Look on beauty,

And you shall see ‘tis purchased by the weight,

Which therein works a miracle in nature,

Making them lightest that wear most of it.

“Fair ornament” combines with twisted interpretations of scriptural text to hide “grossness” and “damned error.”  The “outward parts” of vice “assume”—which Schmidt defines as “to take a form, an appearance” (Schmidt 60)—a “mark” or sign of virtue.  And beauty’s value is equated to the “weight” of cosmetics painted on a face, devaluing the women—and the play actors—so adorned.

Although, as we have noted above, doubts have been raised about the purity of Bassanio’s motives and his own commitment to “choos[ing] not by the view” (3.2.131), he does select the leaden casket, finding inside “Fair Portia’s counterfeit” (3.2.115).  Tassi responds to Bassanio’s reaction with this analysis:
When faced with an alluring portrait of his beloved, Bassanio forgets all that he has just meditated upon and becomes enamored of an image.  Bassanio is awed by the painter’s godlike power of creation; indeed, he is ravished by the portrait and takes Portia’s represented self, her “counterfeit,” for a real presence or spirit: … [3.2.115-16].  The portrait appears so “lively” he believes the eyes are moving, or perhaps his own eyes have animated the painted eyes, a perception that renders him the animator of the image.  Here we have an example of competing optical theories—does the image strike Bassanio’s eyes, or do his eyes’ rays animate the picture?  The passage turns on this ambiguity involving the source of the portrait’s liveliness and the mysterious nature of the painter’s power:  [3.2.116-118, 123-26].” (Tassi 186-187)
She continues with this pertinent statement: “Bassanio reveals a contradiction basic to human nature—even though he has understood the deceptive nature of appearances on an intellectual level, he is vulnerable to the lure of images” (Tassi 188).  Shakespeare himself may be reflecting the ambivalence about images—especially those with “a high degree of verisimilitude and three-dimensionality (e.g., perspectival art, sculpture, theater)” (Tassi 52)—prevalent in Reformation England.  Anthony Munday, a reformed player and dramatist of Shakespeare’s day, wrote: 

“There cometh much euil in at the eares, but more at the eies, by these two open windowes death breaketh into the soule.  Nothing entereth more effectualie into the memorie, than that which commeth by seeing: things heard do lightlie passe awaie, but the tokens of that which wee haue seen, saith Petrarch, sticket fast in vs whether we wil or no.”  (quoted in Tassi 18)

“Munday,” Tassi explains, “followed the visual theory of intromission: evil images enter through the eyes and lay siege to the soul” (Tassi 18).  James Cahill, Professor of Divinity at Oxford, writing about the same time as Shakespeare, warned that “‘the livelier the counterfeit is, the greater the error is engendered’” (Tassi 52).  Quickly Bassanio attempts to shake off his “error,” switching to an iconoclastic reaction: “Yet look, how far / The substance of my praise doth wrong this shadow / In underprizing it, so far this shadow / Doth limp behind the substance” (3.2.126-129).  Nonetheless, through Bassanio’s initial reaction and subsequent repentance, Shakespeare shows us both a double vision and the powerful but deceptive allure of the painted image and of outward appearances.

Let us jump back for a moment. When Bassanio stood before the caskets, mulling over the inscribed verses, a song was sung to aid his choice.  In some performances, Portia herself sings the song; we can at least assume she had a role in the wording:
Tell me where is fancy bred,

Or in the heart, or in the head?

How begot, how nourished?

Reply, reply.

It is engendered in the eye,

With gazing fed, and fancy dies

In the cradle where it lies.


Let us all ring fancy’s knell.


I’ll begin it – Ding, dong, bell.


Ding, dong, bell.  
(3.2.63-72)
As a high school English teacher, my students loved the fact that the first three lines rhymed with “lead,” the material of the correct casket (hint, hint!).  But more significantly are the references here to vision and the meaning of the word “fancy” itself.  According to the Oxford English Dictionary, “fancy” means not only a “liking” or “love”.  In early uses it was “synonymous with imagination.”  It also referred to 

the process, and the faculty, of forming mental representations of things not present to the senses; chiefly applied to the so-called creative or productive imagination, which frames images or objects, events, or conditions that have not occurred in actual experience.  In later use the words fancy and imagination (esp. as denoting attributes manifested in poetical or literary composition) are commonly distinguished: fancy being used to express aptitude for the invention of illustrative decorative imagery….
To all these meanings for “fancy”, Schmidt’s Lexicon adds also the layer of “fantasticalness” (Schmidt 399).  Portia’s song must been seen through multiple perspectives.  It asks not only where love is formed, but also questions the very imaginative process so basic to “illustrative decorative imagery”—closely akin to painting, pictures, and perspective—by comparing it to the fantastical.  “Let us all ring fancy’s knell,” Portia sings, intoning the end of choice based on visual clues.
With this suggestion ringing in his ears, Bassanio selects the right casket.  But does Portia live by her father’s own law, or is this fundamental criterion disregarded by the heiress herself?  As Bradshaw has noted, Portia’s three references to the Moor’s complexion “show that she is not one of those who choose ‘not by the view’” (Bradshaw 27).  After Bassanio has chosen correctly, Portia’s acceptance speech reflects the concerns of status, value, and appearance: “[F]or you / I would be trebled twenty times myself, / A thousand times more fair, ten thousand times / More rich, that only to stand high in your account / I might in virtues, beauties, livings, friends / Exceed account” (3.2.152-155).  Portia’s words are reflective of the same concerns Thorne has attributed to Elizabethan portraiture, “notoriously lacking as it is in perspective, chiaroscuro, corporeal modeling and other illusionistic devices….  [T]heir primary function was to express the subject’s social role, office, status and lineage rather than to record the quirks of an individual appearance or personality” (Thorne 41). Thus Portia, despite her father’s criterion, is not above the concerns of the simpler characters in the play.  For example, Bradshaw notes that as Jessica, Shylock’s daughter who elopes with a Christian friend of Bassanio and Antonio, stands at the window tossing gold and jewels to her lover, “her no less consciously pretty prattling shows that she is entirely preoccupied with her appearance” (Bradshaw 30, italics in original).  “I am glad ‘tis night, you do not look on me, / For I am much ashamed of my exchange,” Jessica laughs, embarrassed that Lorenzo will “see [her] thus transformed to a boy” (2.6.33-39).  Jessica’s pun on “exchange” is significant.  She is mortified about her change to a boy’s appearance.  But the audience hears also the other meanings of the word: “the act of transferring money” (Jessica’s theft) and “the act of giving and receiving reciprocally” (Jessica’s elopement) (Schmidt 380).  Jessica seems to not be embarrassed by the other two meanings, but audience members might be.  Through Portia and Jessica’s attitudes, Shakespeare thus elicits in his audience a skeptical attitude toward the motives and actions of his characters, none of whom seem to be living fully by the perspective afforded by the dead father’s criterion.
At the end of Bassanio’s casket scene, the play’s subplot is brought to the foreground when Bassanio receives news that his friend Antonio has been unable to repay the loan to the Jewish moneylender Shylock, and is now at being held for the bond Shylock stipulated: “an equal pound / Of your fair flesh, to be cut off and taken / In what part of your body pleaseth me” (1.3.147-149).  Lawrence Rhu sees in Shylock’s defense of his practice of usury—using an idiosyncratic interpretation of Jacob’s breeding of his sheep—not so much a stereotypically “Jewish” response as “an odd analogue to what Luther proclaimed as the priesthood of all believers.  His appropriation of the official expositor’s role strikes a distinctly Protestant note” (Rhu 435).  The reading “bespeaks a Protestant dilemma: the proliferation of unlicensed interpretations of the Bible” (Rhu 435).  Thus from his first appearance on the stage, Shylock’s presence indicates a call for multiple perspectives.  Even Shylock’s servant, who has not a single kind word to say of his master, cannot decide which single perspective to adopt: “To be ruled by my conscience, I should stay with the Jew my master who, God bless the mark, is a kind of devil; and to run away from the Jew, I should be ruled by the fiend, who, saving your reverence, is the devil himself” (2.2.20-24).  Shylock’s most famous speech is a plea for a slanted perspective on his minority race, a request that, like anamorphosis, “demanded of the beholder a willingness to juggle alternative viewpoints, to weigh their competing claims against each other” (Thorne 136):
I am a Jew.  Hath not a Jew eyes?  Hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, 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 Christian 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?  If we are like you in the rest, we will resemble you in that. (3.1.54-63)

If a slant point of view is not taken, Shylock seems to threaten, your unilateral perspective can be adopted.  Revenge—“that motif through which a mercantilist age figured to itself in a mode of savoured reprobation its reciprocal and economistic notion of identity” (Pye 32)—may necessitate an unbending bond and inflexible perspective, along with its “villainy…, and it shall go hard but I will better the instruction” (3.1.66-67).   
When Portia learns of the upcoming Shylock-Antonio trial, she herself undergoes a disguise and a shifting of persona that should allow her to see multiply perspectives.   She enters the courtroom disguised as a young male lawyer, but cannot help but feel her status as a female foreigner in a Venetian court.  Her change should also indicate “a willingness to juggle alternative viewpoints, to weigh their competing claims against each other.”   Momentarily, Portia seems to catch the possibilities behind a double or slant vision: as she arrives in the court, she—apparently blind to race and status—questions “Which is the merchant here and which the Jew?” (4.1.172).  Mercy, she urges Shylock, has its own double vision, as a quality “twice blest” and as much divine as it is human:

Portia:

The quality of mercy is not strained;

It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven

Upon the place beneath.  It is twice blest;


It blesseth him that gives and him that takes.


‘Tis mightiest in the mightiest; it becomes


The throned monarch better than his crown.


His scepter shows the force of temporal power,


The attribute to awe and majesty,


Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings;


But mercy is above this sceptered sway.


It is enthroned in the hearts of kings,


It is an attribute to God himself,


And earthly power doth then show likest God’s


When mercy seasons justice.  (4.1.184-195)

If Shylock once pled for mercy and understanding of his status as alien and foreigner, the pain of his lost daughter (and lost ducats) seems to have blinded him: “My deeds upon my head!” he shouts.  “I crave the law, / The penalty and forfeit of my bond….  There is no power in the tongue of man / To alter me.  I stay here on my bond” (4.1.204-205, 239-240).  The unilateral bond, frozen inflexible and unbending by the need for revenge and the strictures of justice, will allow no shifts in viewpoint.

And it is to such a viewpoint that Portia herself regresses once the anamorphic moment has passed.  “For, as thou urgest justice, be assured / Thou shalt have justice more than thou desirest” (4.1.313-314).   Shylock, a foreigner, is accused of plotting against the life of a Christian citizen, is required to give half his money to Antonio (who bequeaths it to the traitorous Jessica and her Christian lover Lorenzo) and half to the state (which to show “the difference of our spirit” reduces the amount to a fine (4.1.366-370)).  Any money left upon his death must also go to Jessica and Lorenzo.  Finally, ultimately, Shylock must convert to a Christian.  “Art thou contented, Jew?” Portia demands.  Shylock has little recourse but to say “I am content” (4.1.391-392). 

And yet Shakespeare has shifted our perspective enough times during the play so that we, the audience are not content.  Some have noted that Christian viewers would have seen Shylock’s forced conversion as itself an act of mercy.  Shylock has thus far been categorized among the “monsters”, those creatures outside the bounds of nature and law.  Conversion offers the possibility of being brought within the bounds of nature.  However, it is also a unilateral act of force, one that jars us after our experience with anamorphosis.  As Bradshaw writes, “[T]he play’s ‘romantic’ elements are exposed to a markedly unromantic, skeptically interrogative scrutiny: the discrepancy between seeing with the eyes (or imagination) and seeing with the mind (or reasons)” (Bradshaw 32).  “Portia’s trick…and the Christians’ subsequent treatment of Shylock” are disturbing enough that the final scene’s “elaborately orchestrated lyricism…may seem to launch a reflective irony…, being offered to us in just such a way as to call attention to its contrivance and conventionality….  Lorenzo’s very assertion of sweet concord alerts us to underlying dissonances which are more like Dowland’s ‘jarring, jarring sounds’” (Bradshaw 80-81).  Even as the play ends, couples hand in hand, a complete harmony is not achieved.  Antonio alone remains unmatched (recalling Shylock’s isolation at the end of his trial).  Some directors leave Antonio as last to exit, striking a final note of imbalance.
  Levao’s words about Richard II apply to our play as well: “[T]he play never shows us an age of deep harmonies.  Cosmic order is always qualified…” (Levao 313).
Thus the final scene’s attempts at harmony are, much like the Counter-Reformation’s attempts to bridge all schisms, too late for the skeptic.  On the one hand, vision has been questioned as an objective, dependable source of knowledge.  Yet on the other, like Munday’s quote warns, the power of images and the characters’ own inability to loosen the grip of appearances on themselves is apparent.  The power of this inconstant and illusory force is frightening.  Our universe is “susceptible of contradictory interpretations which are voiced by the characters in it and, more important, made equally plausible by the action” (Rabkin 10).
  We, the audience, are left unsure of the truth.  How should we see the issues of the play?  What is the privileged perspective, the criterion of truth?  Is it attainable?  Will it even be upheld?  Or is the play itself an act of anamorphosis, a skewing of perspective so that our vision must be distorted to see truth?  The brilliance of Shakespeare is that this drama explores these questions.  The delight felt by modern audiences at the freshness of Shakespeare’s ideas no doubt stems from his ability to create multiple and shifting perspectives before our eyes.
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� Though by the 1590s the English were beginning to have some knowledge of illusionistic art, still, “[u]ntutored in the niceties of the intersection, the visual pyramid and light rays, the average Englishman could only offer impressionistic descriptions of perspective, emphasizing not its underlying scientific rationale but its powerful and wondrous effects.”  This did lead to a “corresponding growth in the number of allusions to linear perspective in the literature of the period” (Thorne 44-5).


�  According to Kenneth Muir, there were “many ideas that Montaigne and Shakespeare held in common (or at least ideas held by Shakespeare’s characters) either because the two writers were temperamentally akin, or, more probably, because when he was writing King Lear Shakespeare was fresh from a delighted perusal of the essays.  Theodore Spencer believe that Shakespeare’s tragic sense of life was caused, at least in part, by the impact of the political realism of Machiavelli, the revolutionary ideas of Copernicus, and the view of M on the nature of man in relation to the animal kingdom” (17).  However, whatever direct influence Montaigne had on Shakespeare occurred after the writing of The Merchant of Venice. 


� Graham Bradshaw includes “a deeper uncertainty about principles and motives” (6) among his catalogue of qualities contributing to Shakespeare’s skepticism.


� Luther’s repeated references to devils are striking, as Portia more than once equates her suitors with devils.  When she hears that the Prince of Morocco approaches, for example, she says, “If he have the condition of a saint and the complexion of a devil, I had rather he should shrive me than wive me” (1.2.124-126).  This may be because Elizabethan society (incorrectly) assumed that both devils and North Africans were black-skinned.  Here, however, it may also evoke the religious concept of the possible dangers associated with free will.


� “Structurally, The Merchant of Venice is a romantic comedy with the Bassanio-Portia love story as the main plot and the Antonio-Shylock story as the subplot.  The central scene is not the trial, but Bassanio’s casket choice (III.ii), which comes in the actual center of the play” (Rose 184-5 n).





� Schmidt’s interpretation of “making them lightest” (Schmidt 651).  In addition, Tassi tells us that “[t]he historic uses of the term painting found in the OED indicate an ingrained unfavorable view of all practices falling under that name.  Since the fourteenth century, painting had referred to coloring the face with cosmetics, a practice shared by women and stage-players, and censured by moralists.  It had longstanding Platonic associations with deceit, counterfeiting, and artifice, not to mention flattery and disguise.  Thus, the ontology of painting was understood in moral terms; if painting was in essence a false thing, it could only lead painters and those who gazed upon images to the false position of idolatry and, ultimately, to damnation” (Tassi 26).





� It is interesting to consider the implications of which character is left to exit last: Portia?  Jessica, who hasn’t said a word for almost the entire scene?  Gratiano, yacking on with his uncouth jokes?


� Rabkin said this about Shakespeare’s later plays, Hamlet and King Lear.  However, I am arguing that the power of his world view began early on.





