Act 1

Scene 1

Enter Antonio, Salerio, and Solanio

ANTONIO

To tell you the truth, I don’ t know why I am so sad. It makes me tired. You say it makes you tired? I don’t know where I caught it or if I have found it or obtained it. I still have to find out. The sadness makes me so dull that I find it difficult to even understand myself.

SALERIO

You are thinking about the sea. Your mind is with your ships that are in full sail like rich important men. Your ships look very important on the ocean and they are so big they look down on the small ships that sail by. It seems as if the small ships bow them when your ships pass them as if they are flying.

SOLANIO
Believe me, sir, if I had so much merchandise at sea, all of my thoughts and emotions would have been with it constantly. I would sit somewhere outside and pluck grass just to see in which direction the wind is blowing. I would be looking at maps of harbours and roads and any object that would remind me of the harm that could come to my ships, would make me sad.
SALERIO
My breath, cooling my soup, would upset me tremendously as it reminds me of what the harm the wind can do. When I look at the sand in the hourglass run freely, I think about sandbanks and shallow see. I would see my ship, Andrew, lodged in a sandbank slowly falling over so that you can see the inside that looks like ribs. If I go to church and see that holy building made of stone I immediately think of dangerous rocks at sea, which would destroy my vessel if her side should touch them. All my spices would be floating in the ocean, and my silk would be covering the water. In one moment everything would be worth nothing.  And I would think that by thinking about this disaster it would be enough to make me sad. But don’t tell me why Antonio is sad, I know, he is sad  because he is thinking about his merchandise.

ANTONIO

Believe me, no. I thank my good luck for it. All my merchandise is not in one ship, and the ships are not sailing to the same destination. If I have some bad luck at sea, I won’t loose everything I have. I don’t depend financially on the success of this trip. Therefore, my merchandise do not make me sad.
SOLANIO

Well, the you must be in love.

ANTONIO

Nonsense, Nonsense!

SOLANIO

Not in love either? Then let us say you are sad because you are not merry; and it would be as easy for you to laugh and jump and then say you are merry. Now I know that in life you find some strange people like the Roman god Janus who had two faces. You have some people who always squint with their eyes and they laugh like a parrot at people who play the bagpipe. Other people are as sour as vinegar, they will never reveal their teeth with a smile even if a joke is so funny that the serious Greek hero, Nester, would laugh at it.
Enter Bassanio, Lorenzo, and Gratiano

Here comes Bassanio, your relative Gratiano, and Lorenzo. Good bye, we leave you in better company.

SALERIO
I would have stayed until I have made you happy but better friends arrived.

ANTONIO
You are also very dear to me. I believe you have some business to do, and you are just using the arrival of these men to give you a chance to leave.

SALERIO

Good morning, my good lords.

BASSANIO

Good men both, when will we have fun together? Say, when? You are becoming strangers. Must it be like this?

SALERIO

We will take some time off so that we can spend time with you when it suits you.

Exit Salerio and Solanio.

LORENZO

My lord Bassanio, since you have found Antonio, we will also leave you; but please remember that we must meet for dinner.

BASSANIO
I will not forget.

GRATIANO

You don’t look well Mr Antonio. You take life too seriously. If you worry too much you will loose everything. Belief me, you look very different.

ANTONIO

I see the world for what it is, Gratiano. The world is like a stage where everyone must play a role. Mine is a sad one.

GRATIANO

Let me play the role of comedian. With joy and laughter let old wrinkles go away. I would rather drink to much wine and hurt my liver than I would worry and cool down my heart. Why should someone who has warm blood like I, look like a gravestone cut out of white alabaster stone? Must I be asleep when I am awake? Must I make myself yellow with fever because I am bad tempered? I tell you what, Antonio – I love you, and it is my love that speaks to you – there are men who have faces like cream with fixed expressions on them like a still pond. These men keep quiet on purpose because there silence is like wisdom. They are extremely serious and always seem to be in deep thought. They would say, ‘I am Sir Oracle (very wise), and when I open my lips, no dog may bark.’ O Antonio, I know about these people who only seem to be wise because they say nothing. I am sure that when they speak they would hurt the ears of surrounding people because they would actually be fools. I will tell you more about this at another time. But don’t try to catch something with this sadness because sadness is useless as bait. Come, good Lorenzo. Good bye you all, I will end my discussion after dinner.

LORENZO
Well, we will leave you then till dinner time. I must be one of these quiet wise men Gratiano just talked about because he never allows me to say anything.
GRATIANO

If you stay with me for more than two years you won’t even know the sound of your own voice.

ANTONIO

Good bye; I will develop into a talker if we keep on talking like this.

GRATIANO

Thank you, I hope so. Silence is only useful if your tongue has dried up, and if a woman is not suitable for marriage.

Exit Gratiano and Lorenzo

ANTONIO

Is their a point to his conversations?

BASSANIO

Gratiano speaks a lot of nothing, more than all the men in Venice. His reasoning is as important as two grains of corn hidden in a bucket of chaff: you look for it the whole day, and when you find them, they haven’t been worth the search.

ANTONIO

Well, tell me about the lady that you went to visit in secret. You promised to tell me today.

BASSANIO

You are aware of the fact Antonio that I have used up all my money. I have been maintaining a more expensive lifestyle than I can afford. I am not complaining because I cannot keep up my lifestyle anymore, but my greatest concern is to get rid of all the debt that is suffocating me. To you, Antonio, I owe most of the money and a lot of love. And because you love me I know I can tell you how I plan to get rid of all these debts.
ANTONIO

I beg you, good Bassanio, tell me. If your plan is as honourable as you are, be sure that my purse, me and everything at my disposal is available for you to use.
BASSANIO

In my schooldays, when I lost an arrow, I shot another arrow in the same direction and watched it more closely and most of the time I found the one I have lost. I use this childhood story show you what I am going to say now comes from my heart. I owe you a lot, but I have lost everything I owe you. I ask you to trust me. And like I used to shoot an arrow to find the lost one in my childhood, please help me and trust me again. This time I will be more careful with what you give me and I will return to you all the money I owe you plus the new money I borrow from you. I will remain in your debt forever, if you help me, as a friend.

ANTONIO

You know me very well, so stop wasting time by telling these stories, you just insult me, and tell me what I can do for you. Speak.

BASSANIO

In Belmont a lady who inherited a lot of money. She is also very beautiful, more beautiful than words can describe. Sometimes I received hidden messages from her eyes. Her name is Portia, she is just like the daughter of Cato. She is honourable and correct in her behaviour. The world however is not ignorant of her wealth. From all four corners of the world, well know bachelors come to marry her. The flock to her like Jason, a Greek hero, chased after a golden fleece. Her house has become the beach where Jason found the Golden Fleece. All the men come to her house. But Antonio, if I only had the money to compete with one of them, my mind tells me that I would most definitely be successful.

ANTONIO

You know that all my money is at sea, I don’t have any cash with me now, not anything that I can sell to make money. Therefore, go to Venice and try to borrow some money in my name. See will lend you the most money on my name. Use the money to go to Belmont, to beautiful Portia. Go to the city now, I will also go.  I am sure there will be money.
SCENE 2  (Belmont.  A room in Portia’s house)

Enter Portia with her personal assistant, Nerissa.

PORTIA

To tell you the truth, Nerissa, my small body is tired of this world.

NERISSA

You would be, sweet madam, if your miseries were as many as your money; but I see now that people who overeat can become as sick as those who have nothing to eat. To be as rich as you does not mean you are automatically happy: wealth can make you grow older more quickly, but moderation will lead to a longer life.

PORTIA

That is true, Nerissa, well said.

NERISSA

They would be better if they were acted upon.

PORTIA

If it was easy to know what the right thing to do is, small chapels would have been rich churches and poor men’s house would have been palaces. It is only a good preacher who follows his own advice. I can easily teach twenty people what the right thing is to do but I could not be one of that twenty and follow my own advice. The brain may make laws for your emotions, but a hot temper can break any law. The madness of youth is like a rabbit that skips over the fences of good advice. But arguing like this will not find me a good husband. O my, the word “choice”!  I cannot choose who I want to marry and I cannot refuse who I don’t like: that is how my father’s testament has taken away my right to choose. Is it not terrible, Nerissa, that I cannot choose one or refuse one?
NERISSA

Your father was a man with a lot of integrity, and often holy men have strange inspirations on their death beds. I believe the man who loves you will be the one who chooses the right casket from the gold, silver and lead caskets that your father has set out in his will. But do you have any special feelings for any of these suitors that have already come?

PORTIA

Please, name them and as you name them I will describe them and according to my description you can decide how I feel.

NERISSA

The Prince from Naples is first.

PORTIA

Oh, he is like a horse, for he talks about nothing but his horse. He is also very proud of the fact that he can shoe his own horse. I am afraid my lady, but I think his mother had an affair with a blacksmith.

NERISSA

Then there is Count Palatine.

PORTIA

He does nothing but frown as if he is saying that if I won’t marry him then I must do as I please. He hears jokes and does not even laugh. He will be a crying philosopher like Heraclites of Ephesus who always cried over the foolishness of mankind, when he grows old. I would rather be married to a skull with a bone in its mouth than to either of these. God save me from these two!

NERISSA

What do you say about the French Lord, Monsieur Le Bon?

PORTIA

God made him a man therefore he must be a man. To tell you the truth, I know it is a sin to make fun of someone, but he has a better horse than the Prince of Naples, a bigger frown than Count Palatine. He has all the qualities of a man, but no personality. If a bird sings, he begins dancing to its tune, he will have a swordfight with his own shadow. If  I marry him it would be like marrying twenty husbands. If he despises me I would forgive him, for if he loves me to madness I will never be able to return his love.
