
	

The	Merchant	of	Venice:	Act	4	Scene	1	
 

At the court of law in Venice, the Duke, Antonio, Bassanio, Salerio, Graziano, and various notable 
personages are gathered for Antonio's trial. Shylock is called into court, where the Duke addresses 
him first. The Duke says that he and the whole world are certain that Shylock has only let things get 
this dangerous out of malice. They're all sure that at the last minute Shylock will go back on his 
cruelty and they even expect his mercy will extend to forgiving some portion of the debt, as Shylock 
knows about Antonio’s crippling losses at sea.  Shylock speaks for himself at court, rather than having 
a lawyer. He says he's sworn by the Jewish holy Sabbath that he'll get what he's owed for Antonio's 
forfeiture of the bond. Further, if the city should fail to enforce Antonio's oath, their charter and their 
freedom will be called into question. 

Portia enters and is introduced to the court as "the learned doctor Balthazar." She's all business and 
immediately asks Antonio if he admits to his oath with Shylock. Antonio does, and Portia 
immediately concludes, "Then the Jew must be merciful." Shylock's retort is that he isn't asking for 
mercy—especially not from a Christian God, he seems to implicitly add. He reiterates that he's here to 
see justice served according to the law, no more and no less. As Shylock prepares to cut into 
Antonio’s flesh, Portia suddenly halts the process. She says the bond allows for a pound of flesh, but 
not for the shedding of blood. If Shylock takes a drop of Christian blood from Antonio, then the law 
of Venice states that Venice can confiscate his land and goods. Shylock is incredulous, but Portia 
points out that since Shylock was so keen on following the letter of the law, he's got to follow all of 
the law, including the law on assaulting Christians. 
 

Knowledge	Check	
 

Try to answer these questions from memory: 

1. What does the Duke tell Shylock he 
expects Shylock to do? 
(a) Lose all his busniess due to his ferocity. 
(b) Remain cold and heartless. 
(c) Relent and forgive Antonio at the last 
minute. 
(d) Become partners with Antonio. 

2. What is, supposedly, the name of the 
young lawyer from Padua? 
(a) Bellario. 
(b) Balthazar. 
(c) Bellagio. 
(d) Bellington. 

3. What must not Shylock take in 
addition to his pound of flesh? 
(a) One ounce over a pound. 
(b) Antonio's life. 
(c) Fat. 
(d) Blood. 

4. What does Antonio receive after 
Shylock is accused of threatening his life? 
(a) All of Shylock's assets. 
(b) Twice the debt owed to Shylock. 
(c) Half of Shylock's estate. 
(d) The satisfation of seeing Shylock taken 
to jail. 

5. What does Bassanio give the young 
lawyer from Padua in return for his 
service to Antonio? 
(a) A deed to some of Portia's land. 
(b) Half the owed debt. 
(c) His ring from Portia. 
(d) The necklace Portia gave him.



	
 

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. Dramatic Irony is when the audience knows something the characters do not. What is the 
importance of dramatic irony in this scene? 

 

 

 

• Significance: 
 
 

2. Describe the Duke, as presented in this scene: 

 

 

 

• Significance:   

 

3. What is Antonio’s attitude towards proceedings for the majority of this scene? 
 
 

 

• Significance: 

 

4. What is Shylock’s punishment at the end of the scene? 

 

 

• Significance: 

 

5. How does the scene end? 

 

 

• Significance: 

 

 
 



 

Discussion Point: justice and the law 
 

What is the difference between justice and law? How does the play present this distinction? 
What kinds of justice are presented throughout the play? Do we ever get to see real justice 
meted out? 

Note down your ideas: 

 

	
 

 

 

 

Important Theme: Mercy 
 

The conflict between Shylock and the Christian characters comes to a head over the issue of mercy. 
The other characters acknowledge that the law is on Shylock’s side, but they all expect him to show 
mercy, which he refuses to do. When, during the trial, Shylock asks Portia what could possibly 
compel him to be merciful, Portia’s long reply, beginning with the words, “The quality of mercy is 
not strained,” clarifies what is at stake in the argument (IV.i.179). Human beings should be merciful 
because God is merciful: mercy is an attribute of God himself and therefore greater than power, 
majesty, or law.  

The strictures of Renaissance drama demanded that Shylock be a villain, and, as such, patently unable 
to show even a drop of compassion for his enemy. A sixteenth-century audience would not expect 
Shylock to exercise mercy—therefore, it is up to the Christians to do so. Once she has turned 
Shylock’s greatest weapon—the law—against him, Portia has the opportunity to give freely of the 
mercy for which she so beautifully advocates. Instead, she backs Shylock into a corner, where she 
strips him of his bond, his estate, and his dignity, forcing him to kneel and beg for mercy.  

Given that Antonio decides not to seize Shylock’s goods as punishment for conspiring against him, 
we might consider Antonio to be merciful. But we may also question whether it is merciful to return 
to Shylock half of his goods, only to take away his religion and his profession. By forcing Shylock to 
convert, Antonio disables him from practicing usury, which, according to Shylock’s reports, was 
Antonio’s primary reason for berating and spitting on him in public. Antonio’s compassion, then, 
seems to stem as much from self-interest as from concern for his fellow man. Mercy, as delivered in 
The Merchant of Venice, never manages to be as sweet, selfless, or full of grace as Portia presents it. 

Find four lines from this scene, or elsewhere in the play, that illuminate the theme of mercy: 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 



Quotation Bank 

If you only remember three lines, remember these… 

 
DUKE 
…where thou now exacts the penalty, 
Which is a pound of this poor merchant's 
flesh, Thou wilt not only loose the 
forfeiture, 
But, touched with human gentleness and 
love, Forgive a moi'ty of the principal, 
[...] 
We all expect a gentle answer, Jew. 
 

 
This line demonstrates a little of the Duke’s bias (he is 
clearly sympathetic to Antonio, calling him ‘poor 
merchant’) and also the hypocrisy of Venetian 
society. Having dehumanised Shylock throughout the 
entire play, they now expect him to act with 
‘gentleness and love’! The Duke’s repetition of the 
word ‘gentle/gentleness’ is ironic as its associations 
with ‘gentile’ mean that, deep down, the Christian 
characters do not believe Shylock is capable of 
gentleness.  
 

 
ANTONIO 
…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.  
 

 
Antonio seems strangely resigned to his fate, and this 
line gives a clue as to why. Here he speaks about 
Fortune again, and how she might allow a man to live 
in a ‘wretched’ state of poverty. His attitude towards 
money and wealth is alarming – it is better to die 
than live without money! Shylock will later express 
the same sentiments. The emptiness of life without 
cash is emphasised here by the word ‘hollow.’ 
 

 
PORTIA 
Therefore prepare thee to cut off the 
flesh. Shed thou no blood, nor cut 
thou less nor more but just a pound of 
flesh:  
 

 
Portia finds the loophole in the bond that can save 
Antonio! While he is, under the law, entitled to a 
pound of flesh, if he sheds a single drop of blood (not 
accounted for under the wording of the bond) his 
lands and life will be forfeit. Shylock’s previous 
insistence on the law proves his downfall here, and 
Portia’s precise language (“less or more, but just a 
pound)” mocks Shylock’s pedantic tone from earlier in 
the scene.  
 

 
Based on your own reading of Act 4, Scene 1 and / or your classroom discussion, add two more 
memorable lines to this table, and provide analysis comments for each:  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 


