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The Meaning of Choice in The Merchant of Venice: Has the Goddess of

Fortune Vanished?

NIWA Saki

Abstract

There are various scenes regarding ‘choice’ in The Merchant of Venice that seem to influence the
subsequent individual behaviours of the characters. Examples include when three suitors choose three
caskets for Portia, the conflict between justice and mercy in the court scene, and Bassanio’s tentative choice
of friendship over love when Portia, disguised as a lawyer, asks him to give her his marriage ring in return
for rescuing his friend. These scenes seem to reflect commercial transaction in Venetian society, where
value is based on secular experiences and choice on free will. However, does this mean that choice dictates
individual fortune? This paper analyzes whether the traditional image of the Goddess of Fortune has
completely vanished in this play. I argue that She still has an influence, which is directly related to Christian

thinking.
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The play is built upon a series of contrasts: Portia’s idyllic, romantic life in Belmont and the risky
world of Venetian commerce; the mutual distrust between Jews and Christians; the moral demands
of justice and mercy; Old Testament legalism and New Testament forgiveness; the conflict of

prejudice with equality. (71)
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B v 7))y VIROMEE Mahood AEET 5 & 912, HRIZUKEDO L < OB RLER DS Y =
ZAERGUGRBRO A &) 7TOFHEAF LWL EZ 5N, (12) LT, 77
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Antonio: In sooth I know not why I am so sad.
It wearies me; you say it wearies you;
But how I caught it, found it or came by it,
What stuff ’tis made of, whereof it is born,
I am to learn; and such a want-wit sadness makes of me,

That I have much ado to know myself. (1.1.1-6)*
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the thought / To think on this, and shall I lack the thought / That such a thing bechanced would make me
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Antonio is a merchant first and foremost, and as such his concern should be with money rather than
higher aims. Venice is a mercantile society, in which too much idealism about love or other matters

cannot thrive. Antonio nevertheless attempts to rise above his situation within his society. (162-63)
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Hazwr vy A0y 7 OB EXMREITE 2> T, (163)

Ty b= A DELR LOKIEIL, EPEATH S Z L 22 T &) Bz B TE|
EEOONLREDLOTIE AL, BRI, EPEOLKIFLZEIRT 52 LICL s TERMIEDY
A7 BEOGHETETLI LI D, L2A25 BIOBEICBWT, HEOMNBAZE)
W7 B8R E VT, PEOEIRE TR & 2 0F 2 EGOFEENERINIZERE L)
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Antonio: Give me your hand, Bassanio. Fare you well,
Grieve not that I am fall’n to this for you:
For herein Fortune shows herself more kind
Than is her custom. It is still her use
To let the wretched man outlive his wealth,
To view with hollow eye and wrinkled brow
An age of poverty, from which lingering penance

Of such misery doth she cut me off. (4.1.261-68)

OLMIE, 7 b—=AEB/EORIZEEF L ThLEbNI, HE S L EICH - THk %
TLT?& LIOREERD D, 72T 2 CTHAOMIT, HOBEIREITFEOREEZRT . FFEH

W LZR= x5y v A0y 712, fEXOR L Ry FEZTWAR, ¥1) X M&EOIM%
—RL TR ETEBEHEL, 7Y P =24 2K I DTHL, 7Y F—=F4 D, FEIZE,L S
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Gratiano: A second Daniel, a Daniel, Jew!

Now, infidel, I have you on the hip. (4.1.329-30)
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The transcendent law of the dead father becomes the source of meaning itself, an alternative to that
more volatile, earthly substance, material wealth, which makes of language a struggle for meaning,
and threatens to subjugate the human world to its necessarily mutable and transitory practices. It is
the patriarchal law of the father that contains the circulation of commodities, and that authorizes,

guarantees and limits the generation of meaning. (70)
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K723 DI ix%ﬁ@ﬁ&f% U 21X Romeo and Juliet DJETdH % Romeo and Juliet, The
Tragical History of Romeus and Juliet (1562) DOVE#F Arthur Brook 253V T 5 L 9 12, IRILITE
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Jessica: Alack, what heinous sin is it in me
To be ashamed to be my father’s child!
But, though I am a daughter to his blood,
I am not to his manners. O, Lorenzo,
If thou keep promise I shall end this strife,
Become a Christian, and thy loving wife. (2.3.16-21)

Vv HER—TxEEN, BTLUL Y —DLOIKBEETCHLII L2 HyOEERTE
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FXYDIRENH, FY A MGEOBIK - LOLABEIT B2 RH>—T, vy Ay
ZICE o THFTASN AW LM, LT ) A MGEIZ R > THH 2 W ERIZRT 5 W hEE
IadE L. IR OFFEfE % “essentially elusive’ 72 & ii-XTW 5, (133-51) Fi&DEEE ) OBGHE A,
WS THFY A NKELLD—D2D I 22T 4 IZFEAZ TN TV LA RE~NDFILT
HY . BEPBEIPRL TED S L WVIREENORIEZ L TUE, P R TULEGOKL
OGN ZDHETNDLT LD | IEL, VT L, Y2 B 0BICBW
THOLEDFELG ALY b HSO [FEIR] 2ITEOMRISH IO T D Ewv ) HIZBWT,
SRR WA DN, A7 & DB DN S ORDOM ORI % ik & H 2 LMK S
DTH5b,
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* AR, RS RHE B MARE (2017449 H9H Fr HBRY) BV THEA TR
KLZERICMFEBEZB L2 D TH %,

i)

1 ‘Shakespeare did not have to travel to Venice to learn about its more picturesque aspects. He could have gathered all he needed from
travelers and the guidebooks and histories they brought home with them; and the Italian community in London, though small, included
people he was likely to meet.” (Mahood, 12)

2 ARHOFIHTFA MIOWTE, T—7 U MEMEH L7z, 5IHEFTOBAFERIE, AHBESR (At 2w,

3 AELLToATYIY =L, by VR R (LE) 2HLETITEHERPHAIEL 0D ) OEBIZOVTOH
FA1Z Klibansky o33 Saturn and Melancholy: Studies in the History of Natural Philosophy, Religion and Art |Z5F L\ o $FIZES
2EIZBNT, WEMERICBUT L F o VX ADBREN, AT T P2 X A72FTh P HREEFIC SR CI) ALs
NE ) A MRS N2 TIZ OV TERRH N TV 5, (127-214)  FSCEARA V3B, (139-270)

4 The Jew of Malta D )i X 1590 FFEHE SN TV DL Y, MRS NZDF 17T HRLICA>THLTH S,

5 ‘And to this ende (good Reader) is this tragicall matter written, to describe unto thee a coople of unfortunate lovers, thrilling

themselves to unhonest desire, neglecting the authoritie and advise of parents and frendes, conferring their principall counsels with
drunken gossyppes, and superstitious friers (the naturally fitte instrumentes of unchastitie) attempting all adventures of peryll, for
thattaynyng of their wished lust, using auricular confession (the kay of whoredome, and treason) for furtheraunce of theyr purpose,
abusing the honorable name of lawefull mariage, the cloke the shame of stolne contractes, finallye, by all meanes of unhonest lyfe,
hastyng to most unhappy deathe.” (284-85)
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