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July 1, 2010 
THEATER REVIEW | 'THE MERCHANT OF VENICE' 


Railing at a Money-Mad World  
By BEN BRANTLEY 


At the end of the first of half of Daniel Sullivan’s marvelous new production of “The Merchant 
of Venice,” at the Delacorte Theater in Central Park, Shylock the moneylender can be found 
loudly lamenting his recent losses. These include a) a small fortune in cash and jewels, and b) his 
daughter, who has eloped with said valuables. As usual, Shylock, molten with sorrow and anger, 
cannot figure out which matters more. 


Yet for once this scene isn’t just about the most infamous usurer in theater history. Shylock is 
played by Al Pacino. And as with most of Mr. Pacino’s performances, this one is deeply 
intelligent and deeply irritating. But it is to the credit of both actor and director that Mr. Pacino 
serves Mr. Sullivan’s vision perfectly here. 


For as this Shylock rants — and the lines between wrathful avarice and paternal anguish blur 
beyond reckoning — his state of confusion becomes a heightened mirror of everything around 
him. As the lights dim on Shylock in limbo, it suddenly hits you that Shakespeare’s vengeance-
addled Jew is neither merely the victim nor the villain of this piece; he is instead the very soul of 
the money-drunk society he serves and despises.  


That Shylock and the man playing him are not allowed to run away with this “Merchant” — 
whose many virtues include a smashing break-out performance by Lily Rabe as Portia and what 
may be the finest supporting cast ever assembled for Shakespeare in the Park — is no mean 
accomplishment. Mr. Pacino has seldom met a play or movie he couldn’t dominate, for better or 
worse. And Shylock is one of those fictional characters who surpass their creators’ intentions, 
inspiring actors from Henry Irving to Dustin Hoffman to transform what is essentially a character 
role into an Olympic star turn. 


Then there is the unpleasant matter of Shylock’s being a grotesque, anti-Semitic caricature of 
whom the scholar Harold Bloom has written, “The Holocaust made and makes ‘The Merchant of 
Venice’ unplayable, at least in what appear to be its own terms.” Pretty much every major 
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staging of “Merchant” during the past 60 years has been ruled by “the Shylock problem,” forcing 
the romantic comedy around him to seem both secondary and sour. 


But as Portia, the resourceful heiress responsible for thwarting Shylock’s schemes of bloody 
vengeance, says near the end, “Nothing, I see, is good without respect.” By respect, she means 
perspective. And Mr. Sullivan’s interpretation bracingly discovers an all-inclusive context for 
every element in “Merchant.” It also points out, with philosophical sadness, that a clear 
perspective is hard to come by in a wealth-addled world. 


Yes, it would seem Mr. Sullivan has given us a “Merchant” for the age of Wall Street bubble 
boomers. But this is not one of those desperately topical readings of Shakespeare that have 
become all too common. (There are no lunches at Le Cirque for Portia.) This show’s fine, 
elegantly inhibiting set (Mark Wendland) and costumes (Jess Goldstein) mark the period as 
Edwardian. It is definitely the stock market, though, that rules the fortunes of the title character, 
Antonio (the excellent Byron Jennings) and his friends.  


A spotlighted ticker-tape machine sits commandingly center stage as the play begins, right across 
from a manual exchange board. Tall, semicircular, rotating black fences define and segment the 
space, variously suggesting prison walls and fortresses of privilege, walls that separate insiders 
and outsiders. And in a wordless prologue we observe the tense interaction between the affluent-
looking gentlemen in their morning suits and the Jews in their Orthodox garb. 


Of course they’re all part of the same industry, one in which fortunes are often “all at sea,” 
metaphorically as well as literally, and can disappear fast. Antonio’s trouble arises when he 
borrows money from Shylock, because his dear friend Bassanio (Hamish Linklater) needs funds 
to romance the lovely (and very wealthy) Portia. That’s the same Portia who later disguises 
herself as a male lawyer to save Antonio. Shylock’s contract has it that if Antonio can’t pay up, 
he will surrender “a pound of flesh,” to be extracted by the moneylender himself. 


The urban scenes on the Rialto (read: the City) are contrasted with the pastoral idylls of Portia’s 
Belmont estate, where this heiress, in the company of her lady-in-waiting Nerissa (a charming 
Marianne Jean-Baptiste), is being courted by suitors who must solve a puzzle to win her. This 
involves discovering which of three caskets holds Portia’s portrait. It may strike you when you 
first see these boxes that they look much like the one that Shylock was carrying earlier. And a 
visual link between two seemingly disparate worlds has been subtly established. 


That box of Shylock’s shows up later, when his daughter, Jessica (Heather Lind), tosses it from 
her bedroom window to her lover, Lorenzo (Bill Heck), and his cronies (including a wily Jesse 
L. Martin as Gratiano) before running off with them. They’re happy to have Shylock’s money, 
which they brandish drunkenly. It’s carnival time in Venice, and on the streets a giant head of an 
old Jew with devil’s horns bobs among the revelers. 


Shylock’s growled observations that he is kicked and spit upon for doing what Christians also do 
have plenty of first-hand confirmation here. Mr. Pacino (who delivered a more naturalistic 
Shylock in Michael Radford’s 2004 film) plays up the sing-song rhythms of Shylock’s speech in 
a weary, monotonous rasp, as if those cadences were what kept him in control of himself. That 
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it’s a grating interpretation works here. We’re as put off by Shylock as everyone else is. But 
when he loses control, and those rhythms go haywire, it’s truly scary, and you start to consider 
what brought him to this point. 


The production, which takes a few venial liberties with the text, more radically interpolates two 
vignettes to make Shylock sympathetic, notably a harrowing baptism scene that shows his forced 
conversion to Christianity. But if this reading of the play has tragic elements, the tragedy is not 
Shylock’s but Venice’s. The production persuasively insists that everyone, to a person, is the 
product of the same poisonous society. 


An air of melancholy and unease pervades the show, starting with Dan Moses Schreier’s 
haunted, contemplative music. Mr. Sullivan doesn’t stint on the play’s comedy, and the early 
scenes involving Portia’s suitors, while never crossing into coarse satire, have seldom been 
funnier. But while we’re allowed to enjoy the antics of the young Venetians, we’re also a bit 
repelled by their fecklessness, and we grow ever more so. 


Ms. Rabe’s Portia is, as she must be, the moral lodestone of the play, but not in the usual manner. 
This increasingly accomplished and commanding actress convincingly traces Portia’s painful 
evolution from a wry, epigrammatic rich girl (with a trace of Katharine Hepburn’s madcap 
heiresses from the 1930s) to a woman who sees her world too clearly to be comfortable in it. 


When Portia and her friends return to Belmont for the final act, that estate is no longer Eden, and 
the promise of a happy honeymoon for the assorted pairs of lovers no longer seems on offer. 
These people can’t even meet one another’s eyes anymore. Though it’s a gorgeous moonlit night 
(and it truly was when I saw the show), it is also a day of reckoning.  


THE MERCHANT OF VENICE 


By William Shakespeare; directed by Daniel Sullivan; sets by Mark Wendland; costumes by Jess 
Goldstein; lighting by Ken Posner; music by Dan Moses Schreier; sound by Acme Sound 
Partners; fight director, Thomas Schall; associate artistic director, Mandy Hackett; associate 
producer, Jenny Gersten; director of production, Ruth E. Sternberg. A Shakespeare in the Park 
production, presented by the Public Theater, Oskar Eustis, artistic director; Andrew D. 
Hamingson, executive director. At the Delacorte Theater, Central Park; 
shakespeareinthepark.org. Through Aug. 1. Running time: three hours.  


WITH: Gerry Bamman (Duke of Venice), Francois Battiste (Salerio), Jesse Tyler Ferguson 
(Launcelot Gobbo), Bill Heck (Lorenzo), Marianne Jean-Baptiste (Nerissa), Byron Jennings 
(Antonio), Heather Lind (Jessica), Hamish Linklater (Bassanio), Jesse L. Martin (Gratiano), 
Nyambi Nyambi (Prince of Morocco), Al Pacino (Shylock), Lily Rabe (Portia), Matthew Rauch 
(Solanio), Richard Topol (Tubal) and Max Wright (Prince of Arragon), and Happy Anderson, 
Liza J. Bennett, Tyler Caffall, Cary Donaldson, Luke Forbes, Bryce Gill, Shalita Grant, Jade 
Hawk, Tia James, Kelsey Kurz, Brian MacDonald, Doren Makhloghi and Joe Short (Ensemble).  
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