
The	Merchant	of	Venice:	Act	2	Scenes	1	-	3	
 

Portia reveals to the Prince of Morocco what her father's "imposition," or condition, was. If a suitor 
decides to play the lottery of chests and chooses the wrong one, not only does he lose a chance at 
Portia, he must never talk of marriage to another woman again. Hearing this, the Prince insists on 
playing the lottery anyway. 

Lancelot Gobbo, Shylock's servant, stands before Shylock's house, having a very serious yet 
humourously muddled conversation with himself about his desire to quit his job. He says his 
conscience tells him to stay with Shylock out of loyalty, but some fiend in his brain is telling him he 
should run away. Bassanio cuts off all the idiocy by announcing that Shylock's already given over 
Lancelot's service to him. 

At Shylock's house, Jessica, who is his rebellious daughter, laments Lancelot's impending departure. 
Living in Shylock's house is apparently miserable, and Lancelot was always a good distraction from 
the surrounding misery. Giving him a gold coin, she instructs Lancelot to take a letter to Lorenzo, 
who should be at Bassanio's house for dinner. 

 

Knowledge	Check	
 

Try to answer these questions from memory: 

1. What color is the Moroccan prince wearing 
when he first appears on stage? 
(a) Blue. 
(b) Red. 
(c) Purple. 
(d) White. 

2. What does the Moroccan prince beg Portia 
not to judge him by? 
(a) His reputation. 
(b) His dark skin. 
(c) His riches. 
(d) His speech. 

3. What is the consequence of a suitor 
choosing the wrong chest? 
(a) He is sworn to secrecy. 
(b) He must pledge his allegiance to Portia's 
household. 
(c) He cannot speak of marriage to any other 
woman. 
(d) He must pay the price. 

5. What physical ailment does Launcelot's 
father have? 
(a) Deafness. 
(b) Lameness. 
(c) Baldness. 
(d) Blindness. 

6. Who begs to travel with Bassanio on his 
journey before he leaves Venice? 
(a) Gratiano. 
(b) Gobbo. 
(c) Launcelot. 
(d) Antonio. 

7. Who is Shylock's daughter sad to see 
leave? 
(a) Launcelot. 
(b) Gilroy. 
(c) Bassanio. 
(d) Shylock. 

4. Why does Launcelot think his master is a 
devil? 
(a) He seems muddled in the head. 
(b) He lies openly. 
(c) He is cruel. 
(d) He is Jewish. 

8. What does Shylock's daughter hate herself 
for? 
(a) Being ashamed of her father. 
(b) Not taking after her mother in looks. 
(c) Wanting to turn her back on her religion. 
(d) Being too stubborn to see the truth about 
Launcelot. 



Understanding	and	Interpretation	
 

These questions require a little more thought. Skim and scan to find the relevant information, and try to 
express your ideas in short answers. 

1. How would you describe the character of the Moroccan Prince? What kind of man is he? 
What values does he live his life by? 

 

 

 

• Significance: 
 
 

2. How does Portia act towards Morocco? What is your opinion of Portia’s manner towards him? 

 

 

 

• Significance:   

 

3. The clowns in Shakespeare’s plays provoke laughter – but the antics of the clowns often 
mirror the serious side of the play. Is this true for the antics between Launcelot and Gobbo? 
 
 
 
 
 

• Significance: 

 

4. How do Jessica’s feelings about her father impact upon her own self-image? 

 

 

 

• Significance: 

 

5. How does Act 2 Scene 3 end? 

 

 

 

• Significance:  

 



 

 

 

Discussion Point: family loyalty 
 

Do you agree with the idea of filial loyalty? What is the difference between respecting your 
elders and obeying their wishes? Is it possible to do one without the other? What do you 
think of Portia’s obeisance of her dead father’s wishes? What about the way Jessica plots 
behind her father’s back?  

Note down your ideas: 

 

	
 

 

 

Important Theme: Choice 
 

In The Merchant of Venice, characters have to choose between lovers, friends, 
family, personal comfort, and societal norms. The explicit choices, like Portia's 
casket lottery, provide a frame for the entire play, and foreground the idea of 
choosing. The game to win Portia's hand is explicitly built on the choice of her 
suitors. Bassanio is faced with choosing correctly or foregoing his chance to 
ever have a wife again. 

There are more abstract choices in the play as well. Antonio must choose 
between preserving his personal happiness as Bassanio's closest friend and 
enabling Bassanio to win a woman who will come between them. The greatest 
choices are often about the way people treat each other. Shylock chooses to 
doggedly pursue his pound of Antonio's flesh rather than try to recoup his 
money. Why? Without wanting to spoil the end, you should also think about 
why Antonio chooses to treat Shylock in the manner that he does.  

Find four quotations from the play so far that illuminate the theme of choice: 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 



Quotation Bank 

If you only remember three lines, remember these… 

 
PORTIA 
You must take your chance, 
And either not attempt to 
choose at all, Or swear before 
you choose, if you choose 
wrong 
Never to speak to lady 
afterward… (2.1.38 - 41) 
 

 
Portia (again) repeats the word ‘choose.’ It is ironic how she 
almost relishes putting the Prince in this position, as she herself 
doesn’t have a choice. This is explained when the role of chance 
in the lottery is considered – to what extent is his ‘choice’ any 
‘freer’ than the ones she can make? The condition never to 
speak to another woman about marriage again seems rather 
harsh – this could be read as a contextual clue suggesting how 
seriously marriage was taken by an Elizabethan audience.  
 

 
LANCELET 
Nay, indeed, if you had your 
eyes, you might  
fail of the knowing me. It is a 
wise father that knows his 
own child. (2.2.73-75) 
 

 
Many of Shakespeare’s plays feature the character of a clown 
who would speak humourously or even nonsensically for comic 
effect – this was an expectation of an Elizabethan audience. On 
closer inspection though, Lancelot Gobbo’s seeming nonsense 
is an interesting parallel to the relationship between Jessica 
and Shylock, and between Portia and her dead family. This 
juxtaposition of different sets of fathers and sons/daughters in 
parallel scenes encourages us to compare standards of fidelity, 
obedience and loyalty.   
 

 
JESSICA 
Our house is hell. (2.3.2) 
 

 
Jessica’s words continue the trend of Shylock being 
characterised as a devil that was begun in the previous act. It 
also continues to construct Shylock’s villainous character for 
the audience. Something to notice is that this is always done 
for us by other characters – Lancelot in the previous scene, 
Antonio in the first act, and now Jessica. Coming out of the 
mouth of his own daughter, perhaps this one carries more 
weight, especially with her feelings emphasised by alliteration.  
 

 
Based on your own reading of Act 2, Scenes 1 - 3 and / or your classroom discussion, add two 
more memorable lines to this table, and provide analysis comments for each:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 


