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Introduction
1. Shaping Memory through the Musicality of Words
2. Conflicted Musical Discourses and Memories
3. Performing mnesis and anamnesis
4. Conclusion

In tro duc tion
The en com passing pres ence of music dur ing the Early Mod ern period
– in cul tural and re li gious in sti tu tions, in state and court routines, in
pop u lar en ter tain ments and every day activ it ies – is well doc u‐ 
mented. 1 We have long been made aware that

1

[t]he place of music in the Eliza bethan scheme of things [was] ... not
simply as a di ver sion but as an act of faith, and thing no less es sen tial
to the over all pat tern than the con cepts of de gree, body politic, the
ele ments and hu mours, and the like. (J. M. Nos worthy 1958� 60, cited
in Dunn 1969� 391)
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Yet po lem ics around the topic of music also flour ished in re la tion to
its am bi val ent moral in flu ence, par tic u larly in re spect to its re li gious
use. While music was the ne ces sary con nec tion to the di vine, it was
also cred ited with neg at ive moral ef fects lead ing to dis sol u tion and
sin. 2 As Thomas Wright (1604� 172) noted, music “in citeth to de vo tion
and in tyceth to dis sol u tion”. Shakespeare, as we shall see, used these
con trary strains of music as fer tile dra matic tools in com plex char ac‐ 
ter iz a tion and plot de vel op ment. In The Mer chant of Venice, a highly
am bi val ent play, music re sounds on sev eral levels and takes on many
forms: there is vocal music, like Bas sanio’s guid ance song, and in stru‐ 
mental music emer ging from the “flour ish of cor netts” (MV 2.1.47) ac‐ 
com pa ny ing the entry and exit of princes (Mo rocco and Ar agon) or
that played by the mu si cians for the Vene tian masque and, later on, to
sug gest the final re con cili ation. But also, and fore most, there is the
music of Shakespeare’s “lines, / Which were so richly spun, and
woven so fit” (Jon son 1623). Music, at last, is ad dressed as a topic: in
Lorenzo’s dis course, and in Shylock’s se clu sion from it.

2

The wealth of lit er ary cri ti cism de voted to music in The Mer chant of
Venice has ten ded to be mostly con cerned with dis courses of Py‐ 
thagorean ori gin on the music of the spheres and Orph ean as so ci‐ 
ations, 3 only oc ca sion ally tack ling music’s and mu sic al ity’s role in the
shap ing of in di vidual and col lect ive memory pro cesses in the theatre.
In this paper, I would thus like to elab or ate on the use of music as a
mne monic tool in Shakespeare’s Mer chant of Venice. Shakespeare, I
would like to argue, was par tic u larly aware that mu sic al ity – whether
that of words or that of music per se – could both aid in the pro cess
of mem or iz a tion (mnesis) and sup port ac cess to stored memor ies
(anamnesis), all of which, in turn, could give rise to a vari ety of feel‐ 
ings and emo tions. The dif fer ent forms and ref er ences to music em‐ 
bed ded in the play ap peal to and struc ture the char ac ters’ and audi‐ 
ence’s memor ies alike. As such, The Mer chant of Venice gives us a

3
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syn op tic re flec tion of the vari ous, and some times con tra dict ory, Early
Mod ern dis courses on music. The play con sti tutes in it self a sort of
dram at ized archive in re spect to these dis courses and show cases the
vari ety of mne monic ef fects of mu sic al ity upon the aud it ors, al low ing
di ver ging forms of memory and com mem or a tion to co- exist. In what
fol lows, I will first focus on mu sical pat terns of words in The Mer‐ 
chant. In deed music was con ceived of as form ing a con tinuum with
or par ti cip at ing in rhet oric, which it self lay at the basis of the actor’s
art of mem or iz ing, and was meant to work in turn on the audi ence’s
memory. 4 I will then ex am ine how the am bi val ent re cep tion of music
in the Early Mod ern period, when it was viewed either as “poison” or
as uni ver sal har mony, is mirrored in the play, and how each of these
ap proaches struc tures the memory in dif fer ent ways. In my last part,
I will dwell on the ar tic u la tion between vocal and in stru mental music
and memory, fo cus ing more par tic u larly on the ap peal to in stant an‐ 
eous memory in Shakespeare’s text and on com par ing the stage dir‐ 
ec tions and sug ges tions of the play’s text with some re cent sta gings
to see what they make of this cent ral con nec tion.

1. Shap ing Memory through the
Mu sic al ity of Words
The close as so ci ation of music and rhet oric was quite fre quently ad‐ 
dressed in the six teenth cen tury. 5 George Putten ham, for in stance,
con siders “verses or rime [to] be a kind of Mu sic all vt∣ter ance, by
reason of a cer taine con gru itie in sounds pleas ing the eare” (1589� 53)
and notes the ana logy between the sounds of music and the sounds
of words: “our speech is made mel lo di ous or har mon ic all, not onely
by strayned tunes, as those of Mu sick, but also by choise of smoothe
words: and thus, or thus, mar shalling them in their come li est con‐ 
struc tion and order” (1589�164). 6 Thomas Wilson com pares “the
tongue” to a “swete soun dynge Lute” (1553� 118), al lud ing, in this way,
to the “phon aes thetic as pect” of an orator’s rhet oric (Plett 20� 388).
Henry Peacham, in his Garden of Elo quence (1593� Ded ic a tion) viewed
“([…] apt speech given by nature, and guided by Art) […] as “sweet
& mu sic all har monie”. He sug ges ted as so ci ations of rhet or ical fig ures
(mostly fig ures of re pe ti tion) to mu sical or na ments: 7 ep i zeuxis 8 to
“quaver in Mu sicke”, (1593� 48) tra duc tio 9 to “pleas ant re pe ti tions and

4
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di vi sions in Mu sicke”, (1593� 49) sym ploce a “fig ure that may serve to
any af fec tion, and is a sin gu lar or na ment, pleas ant to the eare, which
of some is called the Rhet or ic all circle, and of oth ers the Mu sic all re‐ 
pe ti tion” (Peacham, 1593� 44). These as so ci ations are fur ther em phas‐ 
ized by Henry Peacham the Younger, who equates mu sical to rhet or‐ 
ical fig ures: “What is a Re uert but her An ti strophe? her re ports, but
sweete Ana phora's? her coun ter change of points, An ti meta bole's? 10

her pas sion ate Aires but Pros opo poe's?” (1622� 103).

Long be fore him, Quin tilian had already laid em phasis on the kindred
func tions of rhet oric and music – and their ‘in stru mental’ role in con‐ 
vey ing ideas and emo tions to the audi ence: “dif fer ent emo tions are
roused even by the vari ous mu sical in stru ments”, (1920� 1.10.26) he
writes, also not ing that “elo quence does vary both tone and rhythm,
ex press ing sub lime thoughts with el ev a tion, pleas ing thoughts with
sweet ness, and or din ary with gentle ut ter ance, and in every ex pres‐ 
sion of its art is in sym pathy with the emo tions of which it is the
mouth piece”. (Quin tilian 1920� 1.10.25)

5

But be fore words and music reached the aud it ors’ ears and im pressed
their ima gin a tions and memor ies, how ever, the art of memory was
stud ied within the frame work of rhet oric as a means to en able the
orator to de liver dis courses from memory. The basic prin ciples of
mnemo tech nics were re lated to the cre ation of an im print of places
and im ages in the memory, as in dic ated by Quin til lian in his In sti tu tio
Ora toria (1920� 11.6). The orator would fol low the places of “his
memory build ing, whilst mak ing his speech, draw ing from the mem‐ 
or ized places the im ages he had placed on them” (Yates 1966� 3), thus
en sur ing the fore seen order of de liv ery of his speech. 11 The Early
Mod ern con tro versy between Giord ano Bruno’s dis ciple Al ex an der
Dic son and Wil liam Per kins in 1590 op posed mem or iz ing ad res (by
con cepts) to mem or iz ing ad verbum (by words). Dic son’s memory sys‐ 
tem was based on loci and im ages, con sidered id ol at rous by Per kins,
who de fen ded a sys tem based only on lan guage and sound (Wilder
2010� 27). We can ex tend the lat ter mem or iz ing tech nique, to vari ous
types of sounds, verbal and non verbal, music in cluded. In
Shakespeare’s time, the aural memory of audi ences was also so li cited
to re tain ser mons de livered in the Prot est ant Church of Eng land,
with its em phasis on the word and on the Bible, and its elim in a tion of
Cath olic im ages. As test i fied by the use of it al ics in Early Mod ern ed‐

6



“Shallow fopp’ry” and “music of the spheres”: the multifarious mnemonic values of music in
Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice

Licence CC BY 4.0

ited ser mons, cer tain words that bore spe cial sig ni fic ance in re la tion
to the les son that was being taught were re peated and re ceived spe‐ 
cial em phasis when spoken, func tion ing as cues or point ers to be re‐ 
membered.

In per fect ap plic a tion of the Renais sance the ory of the com mon al it ies
between music and rhet oric and their sim ilar ef fects upon the human
fac ulties, aural strategies are used through out The Mer chant of Venice
to draw the audi ence’s at ten tion and shape its memory: echoes, re pe‐ 
ti tions, con trasts, sym metry, rhythm, but also sim ilar sound ing
words, puns, 12 aur ally bring out the major themes of the play for
those at tend ing the per form ance. Puns, in par tic u lar, due to their
poly semy, aid in mem or iz a tion and ap pear close to the sev eral in ter‐ 
pret at ive pos sib il it ies of music. Peacham counts among the fig ures of
sep ar a tion: "Paran o masia [is a fig ure] which de clineth into a con trarie
by a like li hood of let ters, either added, changed, or taken away” in dic‐ 
at ing its use: “to al lude” (1593� 56). 13 For in stance, Ant o nio’s lines “My
purse, my per son, my ex tremest means, / Lie all un locked to your
oc ca sions’’ (MV 1.1.138-139) son or ously imply, 14 through an aural sim‐ 
il ar ity between “purse” and “per son”, a double mean ing: on the one
hand and in the fore ground, Ant o nio shows gen er os ity and his own
per son’s com plete de vo tion to his friend Bas sanio; on the other hand,
in the back ground, an im pli cit al lu sion may be per ceived to the more
wor ry ing prox im ity between per son and purse that is de veloped as a
pat tern through out the play. Thus Ant o nio’s per son may also be
“L[ying] all un locked” to Shylock’s grue some “bond” to take “an equal
pound of [your] fair flesh” (MV 1.3.147-148) from where it “pleaseth
him” in ex change for the purse, or the three thou sand ducats loan.
This close link between “per son” and “purse” also res on ates in Por tia’s
con nec tion between her self and her pos ses sions (“My self and what is
mine to you and yours / Is now con ver ted” (MV 3.2.166-167)), in the
con tinuum she es tab lishes between her “fair man sion” and her “ser‐ 
vants”, and even in Shylock’s ap par ent con fu sion between his “ducats”
and his “daugh ter” (MV 2.8.15), after Jes sica has eloped with Lorenzo,
tak ing her father’s “gold and jew els” (MV 2.4.31) with her. While the al‐ 
lit er a tion in d (“daugh ter” / “ducats”) son or ously un der scores the red
thread of the prox im ity between “per son” and “purse”, Shylock’s
ducats are com ple men ted by an at trib ute, the ducats being seem ingly
con ver ted to “Chris tian ducats”. This sig nals their change of own ers,

7
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as they now be long to Lorenzo through his mar riage with Jes sica, and
at the same time, it fore tells Shylock’s own con ver sion as a Chris tian
at the end of the play, his wealth di vided between the Chris ti ans, Ant‐ 
o nio and the Vene tian state.

An other strik ing aural pat tern in the play is the one provided by the
re pe ti tion of “Kind” and “kind ness”, which are used in the double
sense of “kind” and “of a kind” and son or ously pre pare for Ham let’s
later “More than kin, / And less than kind” (Shakespeare 2008� 1.2.65).
Through a pun on the word “kind(ness)” in Shylock’s line “This is kind
I offer” (MV 1.3.138) read as “This is (of a) kind I offer”, 15 Shylock an‐ 
nounces his “kin ship”. This is in ter preted by Bas sanio as “This were
kind ness” (MV 1.3.139). But Shylock’s “This kind ness will I show” (MV
1.3.140, my em phasis) high lights fur ther the sim il ar ity between Chris‐ 
ti ans and Jews, when read with the con nota tion of “more than of a
kind, yet less than kind”. This close ness is then spelled out when
Shylock an nounces the for feit “with an equal pound / Of your fair
flesh to be cut out” (MV 1.3.146-147), while re mind ing us of the Chris‐ 
ti ans’ “hard deal ings [that] teaches them sus pect / The thoughts of
oth ers” (MV 1.3.158-159). Ant o nio’s “Hie thee, gentle Jew. / The
Hebrew will turn Chris tian; he grows kind’’ (1.3.177.78) un der scores the
sim il ar ity of the “kind” and ap pears to res on ate in Shylock’s later
forced con ver sion.

8

Shylock’s ‘‘catch him once upon the hip’’ (1.3.44) is echoed in Grazi‐ 
ano’s much later ‘Now, in fi del, I have you on the hip’’ (4.1.331) and acts
as an aural pointer for the audi ence’s memory, ma ter i al iz ing through
sound mo tifs re sound ing sim il ar ity, within the overtly stated dif fer‐ 
ence of the op posed parties of Chris ti ans and Jews.

9

Shylock, how ever, in much of the play, shows con trol over aural pat‐ 
terns and uses them in ways that bind his in ter locutors. The re pe ti‐ 
tion of words and sen tences, in Shylock’s lines sug gests al most mu‐ 
sical mo tifs and en dows, for in stance, his ex change with Bas sanio
with a meas ured pace. These res on ances trans late Shylock’s rev el ing
in his long- awaited ad vant age over Ant o nio – by set ting his own
rhythm, through his un nerv ing re pe ti tions of Bas sanio’s words:

10

SHYLOCK 
Three thou sand ducats. Well. 
BAS SANIO 
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Ay, sir, for three months. 
SHYLOCK 
For three months. Well. 
BAS SANIO 
For the which, as I told you, Ant o nio shall be bound. 
SHYLOCK 
Ant o nio shall be come bound. Well. 
BAS SANIO 
May you stead me? Will you pleas ure me? Shall I know your an swer? 
SHYLOCK 
Three thou sand ducats for three months and Ant o nio bound. (MV
1.3.1-10)

The brief tem plates “three- thousand ducats”, “For three months”, and
“Ant o nio shall be bound”, are then com poun ded into a more com plex
one, “Three thou sand ducats for three months and Ant o nio bound”,
that bundles up the first three mo tifs into an other re pe ti tion. Son or‐
ous fig ures of speech im ply ing re pe ti tion (ana phora, epi strophe, re‐ 
pe ti tio) shape a highly mu sical ex change, re mind ing the audi ence of a
fuga 16 or a canon 17, a sort of two voice mu sical coun ter point 18,
spoken al tern ately, in an al most per fect mimesis (im it a tion) tain ted
how ever by a per cept ible op pos i tion.

11

Shylock also has an un nerv ing habit of re wind ing the con ver sa tion to
its start ing point, thus af firm ing his con trol over it, and the oth ers’
lack of achieve ment in ob tain ing pro gress.

12

SHYLOCK [...] I think I may take his bond. 
BAS SANIO Be as sured you may. 
SHYLOCK I will be as sured I may, and that I may be as sured, I will
be think me. (MV 1.3.26–29)

As usual, re peat ing his in ter locutor’s words, “as sured”, “may”, Shylock
re builds them in a chi as matic struc ture (or an an ti meta bole) that fi‐ 
nally im plies that he is in fact not “as sured”. This struc ture can re mind
us of the “coun ter change of points”, sug ges ted by Peacham.

13

In scene 3.3, Shylock’s “I’ll have my bond” is om ni present in mul tiple
re pe ti tions, both as epi strophe and ana phora, over em phas iz ing the
threat and his single- minded goal, but, at the same time, breath ing
out his anxi ety that his ven geance may elude him:

14
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SHYLOCK 
I’ll have my bond. Speak not against my bond. 
I have sworn an oath that I will have my bond. 
Thou called’st me dog be fore thou hadst a cause. 
But since I am a dog, be ware my fangs. 
The Duke shall grant me justice. I do won der, 
Thou naughty jailer, that thou art so fond 
To come abroad with him at his re quest. 
[…] 
SHYLOCK 
I’ll have my bond; I will not hear thee speak. 
I’ll have my bond; and there fore speak no more. 
I’ll not be made a soft and dull- eyed fool 
To shake the head, re lent, and sigh, and yield 
To Chris tian in ter cessors. Fol low not. 
I’ll have no speak ing; I will have my bond. (MV 3.3.4-17, my em phases)

As Shylock re peats with rel ish over and over again “I’ll have my bond”,
this ut ter ance also serves as the cue for So lanio to throw in an other
in sult at Shylock: “It is the most im pen et rable cur / That ever kept
with men” (MV 3.3.4 -19). The six times re peated cue “my bond” will
prob ably en gender So lanio’s re sponse “im pen et rable cur” to be re it‐ 
er ated dur ing Shylock’s dis course, amount ing to the son or ous im‐ 
pres sion of a mu sical coun ter point.

15

It is in ter est ing to com pare the slow pace set by Shylock’s re pe ti tions
in the lines he shares with Bas sanio in re spect to the lat ter’s re quest
of a loan with his ap pre hen sion that emerges from his lines in court:
rendered son or ous through his per sist ent six- fold re pe ti tion of “I’ll
have my bond”. The “bond” res on ates both as an at tempt to so cial
link ing and as the re minder of the threat of a “bar bar ous” out come “of
a kind” – within the Chris tian/Jew ish ‘kin ship’.

16

Shylock’s mis treat ment through ab us ive lan guage stands out in his
long com plaint and is re peated in Ant o nio’s ‘com mit ment’ to fu ture
abuse: “spit”, “spurn”, “dog”, re sound as a re pet it ive pat tern, un der‐ 
scor ing the prox im ity between rhet or ical and mu sical mo tifs.

17

SHYLOCK 
you call me mis be liever, cut- throat, dog, 
And spit upon my Jew ish gab erdine, 
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[…] 
And foot me as you spurn a stranger cur (MV 1.3.108-109, 115), 
ANT O NIO 
I am as like to call thee so again, 
To spit on thee again, to spurn thee too (MV 1.3.126-127, my em ‐
phases)

These ab uses are echoed through out the play by other char ac ters
such as So lanio, Salarino and Grazi ano. So lanio’s “im pen et rable cur”
or “dog  Jew” and Grazi ano’s “in ex ec rable dog” con stantly re mind
Shylock of the dis crim in a tion and hate he was the ob ject of the few
ex amples men tioned above re veal that mu sical strategies are em bed‐ 
ded in the lan guage of The Mer chant of Venice – a res on ant re flec tion
of the dis courses on the prox im ity of music and rhet oric in
Shakespeare’s time. The near ho mo phones (“purse”/“per son), puns
(“kind”/“kind ness”), and re pe ti tions (“I’ll have you on the hip”, “I’ll
have my bond”) par ti cip ate in the fa cil it ated im print of the vari ous
themes of the play on the audi ence’s memory. The sus tained use of
in vect ives and threats “cut- throat, dog”, “cur”, “spit”, “spurn”, fre‐ 
quently echoed, also sup port mem or iz a tion. An ex traordin ary di‐ 
versity of rhythm in the play con trib utes to the in creased re tent ive‐ 
ness of some what con tro ver sial dis courses. For in stance, the vol un‐ 
tar ily slow pace im posed by Shylock in his ex change with Bas sanio
over the loan con trasts with Shylock’s vi tal ity, pas sion, and verve in
his dis course in de fense of the Jews: stud ded with rhet or ical fig ures
of re pe ti tion (ana phora, epi phora, ex ten ded use of iso colon that sus‐ 
tains the in tense rhythm through sim ilar par al lel struc tures, suc cess‐ 
ive rhet or ical ques tions (pysma) and an thy po phora). Shylock’s “bond”
pat tern, that he des per ately clings to, is a con stant re minder, in the
form of a bur den, of his venge ful hope that, at least, be fore the law, all
Vene tian cit izens are equal.

18

2. Con flic ted Mu sical Dis courses
and Memor ies
The am bi val ence of Shylock’s “bond”, which is sig nalled through aural
pat tern ings to the audi ence, is also at work in at ti tudes to wards
music in the play.

19
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In deed the play re flects the am bi val ent moral and re li gious re cep tion
of music in Early Mod ern cul ture, ac tu ally re tra cing and me mori al iz‐ 
ing con flict ing con tem por ary dis courses on music. Shylock’s re quest
to his daugh ter Jes sica to close the doors of his house so as not to let
in the “sound of shal low fopp’ry” enter his “sober house” (MV 2.5.35-6)
con trasts with the long- awaited and pleas ur able pre par a tions for the
Vene tian masque of the vari ous char ac ters who are about to “pre pare
[…] for this masque to night?” (MV 2.4.21) with “Dis guise” (MV 2.4.2)
and “torch bear ers” (MV 2.4.5). 19

20

Shylock’s aver sion to wards the “shal low fopp’ry” of the music of the
car ni val points to the re- awakening of the fear of the in flu ence of a
cer tain type of music on his psyche, lead ing to wards a com plete se‐ 
clu sion from it.

21

[…] when you hear the drum 
And the vile squeal ing of the wry- necked fife, 
Clam ber not you up to the case ments then, 
Nor thrust your head into the pub lic street 
To gaze on Chris tian fools with var nished faces; (MV 2.5.29-33)

The play thus stages a very con tro ver sial issue of the time, when
music was con sidered by the Pur it ans as a poison for the soul, be guil‐ 
ing and cor rupt ing it. The anti- theatricalist Stephen Gos son fam ously
sug ges ted that the theatre en vir on ment in fec ted the audi ence’s ears
and minds: “There set they [dram at ists] ab roche straunge con sor tes
of melody, to tickle the eare;”, he wrote, also spe cify ing that: “by the
priuie entries of the eare slip downe into the hart, & with gun shotte
of af fec tion gaule the minde, where reason and ver tue shoulde rule
the roste” (1579� 14, 15). Pur it ans re jec ted in stru mental (most par tic u‐ 
larly the organ) and even vocal poly phonic music – which they
deemed too en ti cing – within the church as well:

22

mod est and chaste har mon ies are to be ad mit ted, by re mov ing as
farre as may be all soft ef fem in ate mu sicke from our strong and vali ‐
ant co git a tion, which using a dis hon est art of warb ling the voyce,
doe leade to a del ic ate and sloth full kinde of life. There fore Chro mat ‐
ic all har mon ies are to be left to im pudent malapart nesse in wine, to
whor ish mu sicke crowned with flowers, (Prynne 1633� 275)
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Thomas Cartwright ob jec ted to an ti phonal singing in church: “They
tosse the Psalmes in most Places like Ten nice Balles”, fore see ing re‐ 
stric tions on the num ber of sung psalms and re com mend ing “plaine
tune[s]” as the mu sical line (quoted in Hol lander, 1961� 247). 20

23

It may well be that Shylock em bod ies such a stance. In deed, the issue
of Shylock’s Jew ish ness, at the heart of this in ter pret a tion, is quite
de bated in crit ical lit er at ure, as Eliza bethan Eng land har boured only
an ex tremely low num ber of Jews (a couple of hun dred). 21 The play
could then meta phor ic ally rep res ent – not an enmity between Chris‐ 
ti ans and Jews – but the bloody di vi sion within Christen dom between
Cath ol ics and rad ical Prot est ants. Sev eral crit ics have ar gued that
Shylock’s Jew ish ness is more em blem atic than real (Tre tiak 1929,
cited in Smith 2013� 219), sug gest ing the “alien” as stand ing in for
Huguenots seek ing refuge from re li gious wars in Europe. This as so ci‐ 
ation between Jews and Prot est ants ap pears to have been quite fre‐ 
quent. It is even put for ward by the Duke de Guise in Mar lowe’s (1968�
612) Mas sacre at Paris when he ex plains that “There are a hun dred
Huguenots and more / Which in the woods do hold their syn agogue”.
Many Prot est ants pre ferred to refer to their place of wor ship using
the old test a ment term of the “Temple”, to bet ter dis tin guish their de‐ 
vo tional prac tices from those of the Cath olic church. Shylock’s “sober
house” se cluded from the “shal low fopp’ry” of the car ni val, his will
“not [to] eat with you, drink with you, nor pray with you” (MV 1.3.36-
37) could sug gest this sep ar ate ness of Prot est ant seekers of “pur ity”
and bib lical prim it iv ism, sup port ing the hy po thesis of the de pic tion of
the Pur itan through Shylock.

24

While Gos son, in his an tithe at ric al ist pur it an ical stance, men tions the
Mer chant of Venice in his Schoole of Abuse, that stages “the Jew […]
[as] rep res ent ing greed i ness of worldly chusers and the bloodie
Mindes of usurers”, Shylock re cip roc ally ap pears to cite Gos son, as
here un der, when ask ing Jes sica to “stop my house’s ears” and to “let
not the sound of shal low fopp’ry enter / My sober house” (MV 2.5.35-
36). Ac cord ing to Gos son,

25

And if you per ceiue your selues in any danger at your owne doores,
either al lured by cur tesie in the day, or as saul ted with Mu sicks in the
night; Close vp your eyes, stoppe your eares, tye vp your tongues;
when they speake, aun sweare not; when they hal lowe, stoope not;
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when they sighe, laugh at them; when they sue, scorne them; Shunne
their com pany, neuer be seene where they re sort; so shall you
neither set them proppes, when they seeke to clime; nor holde them
the stirrop, when they pro fer to mount. (Gos son 1579, my em phases)

Shylock prof fers very sim ilar ad vice to his daugh ter Jes sica on how to
es chew the en tice ment of music:

26

What, are there masques? Hear you me, Jes sica: 
Lock up my doors; and when you hear the drum
And the vile squeal ing of the wry- necked fife, 
Clam ber not you up to the case ments then, 
Nor thrust your head into the pub lic street 
To gaze on Chris tian fools with var nished faces; 
But stop my house's ears, I mean my case ments: 
Let not the sound of shal low fop pery enter 
My sober house. (MV 2.5.28-36, my em phases)

This sim il ar ity of words and ex pres sions ap pears to sup port the idea
of Shakespeare’s aware ness to satir ical writ ing against the theatre
and his tak ing sides in the an tithe at ric al ist de bate. With the masque
re sem bling and even some times being in teg rated to a theatre play,
the sound of the “drum / And the vile squeal ing of the wry- necked
fife” em an at ing from the “Chris tian fools with var nished faces” can be
in ter preted as, per haps, Shakespeare’s vivid par ody of the Pur itan an‐ 
tithe at ric al ist views that con sidered that the music of the play houses
and the the at rical per form ances them selves could lure the audi ence
into sin, like a “harsh [a] chime” of Hell (Pericles) (Shakespeare 1998�
1.1.86).

27

Shylock dis dain fully re it er ates his opin ion on music dur ing the trial,
em phas iz ing its (gross) ma ter i al ity and sug gest ing a cer tain sub jectiv‐ 
ity “mood” in re spect to the re cep tion of music: 22

28

Some men there are love not a gap ing pig, 
Some that are mad if they be hold a cat, 
And oth ers when the bag pipe sings i’th’ nose 
Can not con tain their urine; for af fec tion, 
Mis tress of pas sion, sways it to the mood 
Of what it likes or loathes. (4.1.46–51) (my em phases)
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The choice of the bag pipe ap pears de lib er ate, as Early Mod ern crit ics
con sidered the sound is sued from the bag pipe as “loud, de graded
music” in op pos i tion to the har mony of the “music of the spheres”
(Ortiz 2011� 155). Shylock thus re mains bound to the phys ical as pect of
music, re ject ing any in cor por eal ity that may el ev ate the mind to‐ 
wards the ‘har mo ni ous spheres’. This sup ports per haps Shylock’s Pur‐ 
itan stance as he who re mains lit er ally locked in his narrow- minded
per cep tion of music, grasp ing only its ma ter i al ity – deemed as an of‐ 
fens ive sound that ag gresses the ear, gen er ates an un bal ance in the
bod ily hu mors as well as in the har mony between body and mind, and
that would even il lus trate a di vide “from [one self] and [one’s] fair
judge ment” (Ham let 4.5.81) and lure into sin. While the Pur itan view of
music, feared for its en tice ment to ‘dis sol u tion’ also at tests of its lack
of pur pose and in tel li gib il ity, more par tic u larly in the case of poly‐ 
phonic music, this may be al tern ately in ter preted as the ap pre hen‐
sion be fore the sub ject ive per ceptiv ity of music as op posed to the
clear and unique read ing of the Word of God. Shakespeare thus
stages Shylock’s dis like of the ‘Chris tian’ music of the “masque” as the
il lus tra tion of a re li gious and so cial dis har mony. An en dur ing dis har‐ 
mony, as it is fi nally not ‘re tuned’ even by Shylock’s con ver sion to a
Chris tian.

29

While Shylock’s dis like of music is made ob vi ous in the play, it is in‐ 
ter est ing to note that an other Jew ish moneylender’s name in the play,
that of Tubal, can be as so ci ated with the ori gins of music. I be lieve
that Shakespeare in deed cov ertly re flects on the an cient Bib lical and
Greek (al tern ately viewed as com pet ing or com ple ment ary) myth o lo‐ 
gies about the roots of music by cit ing both the names of Tubal and
Py thagoras in the Mer chant. When Shakespeare lit er ally men tions
Py thagoras, it is rather in re la tion to his the ory on the trans mi gra tion
of the soul (or met em psy chosis) (Ovid 2000� 15): “Thou al most makest
me waver in my faith / To hold opin ion with Py thagoras” (MV 4.1.130-
131), says Grazi ano in the court scene, ac cus ing Shylock whose “cur‐ 
rish spirit” has been in fused by that of a dead, mur der ous “wolf” who
now gov erns his body and per son (MV 4.1.132-33). How ever, the ref er‐ 
ence to “Py thagoras” may well have ap pealed to the memory of the
more know ledge able part of Shakespeare’s audi ence, who would have
re called his as so ci ation to the ori gins of music thought of in terms of
math em at ical ratio. 23 Yet, in Shakespeare’s time, oth ers at trib uted

30



“Shallow fopp’ry” and “music of the spheres”: the multifarious mnemonic values of music in
Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice

Licence CC BY 4.0

the in ven tion of music to the bib lical char ac ter of Jubal (Gen esis 4�21),
often re ferred to as “Tubal”, both names being de rived from the same
Hebrew root, the verb יבל (yabal), which means “to flow forth”, or “to
carry forth” or “to con duct”. John Mer be cke, for in stance, in his entry
on “Mu sicke” in his Booke of Notes and Com mon Places glosses Gen‐ 
esis and ex plains that ‘‘Tubal, the sonne of Lamech by his wife Ada,
inu en ted the sci ence of Mu sick, by the stroke and noise of ham mers
of his brother Tubalkain which was a Smith” (1581� 754). Much earlier,
Ran ulphi Hig den had al lowed for a shared claim to the in ven tion of
music between Tubal and Py thagoras:

Though men rede that Tubal of caines lyg nage was fyn der of con son ‐
ancye and of music bi fore Noes flode Netheles me re deth among the
Grekes that Pyc ta goras founde the craft of musik by sowne of
hamers and by stretchyng of cordes and of strenges. (1831-1895� 203)

By weav ing both Py thagoras’ name and Tubal/Jubal’s names into his
play, Shakespeare turns it into an archive that im pli citly me mori al izes
these com ple ment ary myth o lo gies. In the Bible, Tubal also refers to
an other char ac ter, one of Japhet’s sons (and Noah’s grand sons).
Whereas the name “Jubal” relates to the horn through which music
flows, the vari ant “Tubal” means “earth flow ing forth” or “the whole
world- economy”. 24 Whether or not Shakespeare was fully aware of
these mean ings, this is sug gest ive of the ways in which both music
and money over lap in meas ure in the play: the eco nomic bond that is
to “con duct” the so cial con tract and the ac tion of the play is sealed by
the song- like dia logue between Shylock and Bas sanio, first, then
Shylock and Ant o nio, as well as in the audi ence’s memory, as we have
seen.

31

Yet ‘har mony re gained’ can only be achieved through Por tia’s re‐ 
source ful in ter pret a tion of the law, lead ing to a happy con clu sion to
the “bond”, and by im pos ing con ver sion to the prom in ent Jew of the
play, Shylock: “he presently be come[s] a Chris tian” (MV 4.1.383). The
final har mony is then sug ges ted through a mu sical “bond” between
the Chris tian char ac ters – ex clud ing the (con ver ted) Jew. This bit ter
out come shows Shylock, now a Chris tian, still ex cluded from the
com munity of the Chris ti ans bon ded within their mu sical so cial
space. 25 In ret ro spect then, we might also read his words “Let not
the sound of shal low fopp’ry enter / My sober house” (MV 2.5.35-36)
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as a son or ous, per haps trau matic, re minder of past in justices, past
per se cu tions he un der went as a Jew, point ing to the space of so cial
and re li gious ex clu sion. Either way, the eco nomic/mu sical bond he
pro poses ap pears to be either too sad or all too strict and at tuned to
the Pur itan spirit of plain music, call ing, it seems, for other forms of
meas ure and har mony.

Lorenzo, in par tic u lar, coun ters Shylock’s ap pre hens ive per cep tion of
music with his re flec tions on the “sounds of music” (MV 5.1.55) and
the “sweet har mony” (MV 5.1.57) and spells out the con cord within an
im mor tal soul: “Such har mony is in im mor tal soul” (MV 5.1.63).
Lorenzo de vel ops re flec tions that pick up on Py thagorean, Pla tonic
and Au gustinian as so ci ations of music with im mor tal ity. 26 These
con cepts ap peal to the gen eral memory of the audi ence, and their
know ledge de rived from Early Mod ern hu man ist edu ca tion, of an‐ 
cient Greek and Roman philo soph ical the or ies.

33

The com plex mu sical the ory as sim il at ing uni ver sal and mu sical har‐ 
mony was presen ted in Ar is totle’s Polit ics (Book 8, chapter 5) and
Plato’s Re pub lic, 27 as being sourced in Py thagoras. This was later
form al ized and in teg rated in Chris tian thought by Saint Au gustine
(354–430) and then Boethius (480–524), whose ideas were still fol‐ 
lowed by many within the Church of Eng land. Eliza bethan mu sical
the ory res ted on the con cord of sounds rep res ent ing uni ver sal and
worldly har mony, fol low ing Boethius’ tri part ite clas si fic a tion of music
as mu sica mundana, hu mana and in stru mentalis. The first is the
“music of the spheres”, “the worlds Mu sicke …an Har monie, caused by
the mo tion of the Starres, and vi ol ence of the Sp heares … for it must
needs be that a sound be made of the very wheel ing of the Orbes”
(Or ni tho par cus 1609� 1). But these are sounds not aud ible by hu mans.
The music of the spheres re lies on the concept elab or ated by Py‐ 
thagoras (600 BC) that the uni verse was con sti tuted of spheres that,
in their move ment, emit ted har mon ized sounds. Or, as Cas tigli one
(1900� 89), in The Courtier, put it later, ‘‘the world is made of mu sick,
and the heav ens in their mov ing make a melody’’. Pliny (1938� 2.228-9
in his Nat ural His tory refers to Py thagoras as the ori gin ator of the
concept of an uni ver sal har mony based on math em at ical re la tions:

34

But oc ca sion ally Py thagoras draws on the the ory of music, and des ‐
ig nates the dis tance between the earth and the moon as a whole
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tone, that between the moon and Mer cury a semitone, between
Mer cury and Venus the same, between her and the sun a tone and a
half, between the sun and Mars a tone (the same as the dis tance
between the earth and the moon), between Mars and Jupiter half a
tone, between Jupiter and Sat urn half a tone, between Sat urn and
the zo diac a tone and a half: the seven tones thus pro du cing the so- 
called diapason, i.e. a uni ver sal har mony; in this Sat urn moves in the
Dorian mode, Jupiter in the Phrygian, and sim il arly with the other
plan ets.

Pliny (1938� 175) how ever also states that this el ev ated “sweet har‐ 
mony” is out of reach of human ears, as “To us who live within it the
world glides si lently alike by day and night”. Mu sica hu mana per tains
to the har mony within the human world, it rep res ents “what unites
the in cor por eal nature of reason with the body [if not] a cer tain har‐ 
mony and, as it were, a care ful tun ing of low and high pitches as
though pro du cing one con son ance” (Boethius 1989� 10). This “har mo‐ 
ni ous blend ing of soul and body, reason and pas sion […] is ana log ous
to the har mony of the cos mos” (Dan son 2006� 190) and was ac com‐ 
plished through the four hu mours’ (body and soul) equi lib rium. Mu‐ 
sica in stru mentalis, at last, refers only to the sound of ma ter ial music
emer ging from in stru ments or from the human voice.

35

The topic of the plan ets em an at ing har mo ni ous sounds in their cos‐ 
mo lo gical move ment is largely il lus trated in Lorenzo’s speech that al‐ 
ludes to a uni ver sal higher im ma ter ial har mony, how ever not per‐ 
cept ible by hu mans, “we can not hear it” (MV 5.1.65), per haps in a
post- lapsarian per spect ive.

36

[…] Look how the floor of heaven 
Is thick in laid with patens of bright gold. 
There’s not the smal lest orb which thou be hold’st 
But in his mo tion like an angel sings, 
Still choir ing to the young- eyed cher ubins. 
Such har mony is in im mor tal souls, 
But whilst this muddy ves ture of decay 
Doth grossly close it in, we can not hear it. (5.1.58-65, my em phasis)

The “touches of sweet har mony” em an at ing from the “orb[s]” ap pear
how ever to per meate the human body and soul, par ti cip at ing in their
‘human’ har mony – as il lus trated by the concept of mu sica hu mana:

37
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How sweet the moon light sleeps upon this bank! 
Here will we sit and let the sounds of music 
Creep in our ears. soft still ness and the night 
Be come the touches of sweet har mony. (MV 5.1.54-57)

Lorenzo’s re flec tions on the in aud ible “music of the spheres” (mu sica
mundana) are con cluded with a rel ev ant al lu sion to mu sica hu mana:
“The man that hath no music in him self, / Nor is not moved with
con cord of sweet sounds” (MV 5.1.83-84); and then in ter rup ted by the
ma ter ial per cept ible sounds of the near ing mu si cians, “Enter Mu si‐ 
cians”, “Music plays” (MV 5.1), thus enoun cing and link ing the con‐ 
cepts of the three music types de vised by clas sical philo soph ers.

38

Lorenzo then de lin eates the trans form at ive power of music, ex em pli‐ 
fy ing its ap peas ing in flu ence on a “wild herd” or on “un handled colts”.
This may be taken to al lude to un bridled de sires that could also be
tamed by the in flu ence of music.

39

For do but note a wild and wan ton herd, 
Or race of youth ful and un handled colts, 
Fetch ing mad bounds, bel low ing, and neigh ing loud, 
Which is the hot con di tion of their blood. 
If they but hear per chance a trum pet sound, 
Or any air of music touch their ears, 
You shall per ceive them make a mu tual stand, 
Their sav age eyes turned to a mod est gaze 
By the sweet power of music. (5.1. 71-79)

With an al lu sion to the myth of Orph eus whose music “drew to him‐ 
self the trees, the souls of wild beasts, and the stones that fol lowed
him” (Ovid 2000� 11), 28 Lorenzo un der scores music’s cap ab il ity for a
“con ver sion” to wards gen tle ness and tol er ance: “the sweet power of
music” (MV 5.1.79) is such that “naught so stock ish, hard, and full of
rage / But music for the time doth change his nature” (MV 5.1.81-2).
This em phasis on music in Lorenzo’s speech is thus not only con tras‐ 
ted with Shylock’s formerly ex pressed mis trust of music, but also
widens the per spect ive to the socio- political frame 29 when hy po‐ 
thes iz ing that the lack of inner har mony (test i fied by his in sens it ive‐ 
ness to music and to dance) is the ra tionale of au thor it arian (here
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pat ri archal) be ha viour and re li gious sec tari an ism. Thus Lorenzo
clearly spells out the traits of a “nature” un feel ing to music:

The man that hath no music in him self, 
[…] 
Is fit for treas ons, stratagems, and spoils; 
The mo tions of his spirit are dull as night (MV 5.1.83, 85-86).

Henry Peacham, in The Com plete Gen tle man, agrees with Lorenzo
that those who are “of such dis pro por tioned spir its that they avoid
[Music’s] com pany” “are by nature very ill- disposed and of such a
bru tish stu pid itie that scarce any thing else that is good and
sauoureth of ver tue is to be found in them” (Peacham 1622� 97). This
ap pears to al lude primar ily to Shylock’s more or less “vol un tary” ex‐ 
clu sion from the final at tained har mony – en vis aged as en com passing
and lead ing to so cial con cord – in which all the other main char ac ters
of the play par ti cip ate. The “music of the spheres” that is dis cussed at
the end of the play is un der cut by this am bi val ent har mony that
clearly ex cludes Shylock, but per haps also Jes sica, leav ing out former
“in fi dels”. 30 The fact that Jes sica is earlier greeted by Grazi ano as “his
[Lorenzo’s] in fi del” (MV 3.2.216) and the “stranger” (MV 3.2.235) may
also sug gest her being left out of the final har mony that unites the
Chris ti ans. Jes sica’s line “I am never merry when I hear sweet music”
(MV 5.1.69), uttered as the mu si cians play a hymn to the god dess
Diana may be an ap pro pri ate re sponse for one listen ing to sol emn
and el ev at ing music. How ever, it can also be in ter preted as a nos tal‐ 
gic re min is cence of her father Shylock’s words and a feel ing of self- 
resentment as she re mem bers that she eloped, abandon ing her father
and her faith. Shakespeare is seen once again weav ing to gether con‐ 
flict ing memor ies and emo tions thanks to the char ac ters’ am bi val ent
re sponses to music.

41

It is in ter est ing to note, by the same token, that Lorenzo’s speech on
the mu sical har mony of the spheres – sounds which are un heard by
human ears – and his de pic tion of music’s in flu ence on the human
soul - re cog niz ing the lim ited ef fects of music on a vile re cept acle -
con clude both in a sin gu lar and a rather flat man ner. Lorenzo’s philo‐ 
soph ical re flec tions on music also ap pear un der cut by Por tia’s more
prag matic com ments on the sweet ness of the music of her house by
night. Por tia stresses the im port ance of cir cum stances when listen ‐
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ing to music, that en able her to strik ingly com pare a croak ing crow to
a lark and a night in gale to a cack ling goose (MV 5.1.102-105). Mu sical
and un musical sounds are thus trans formed, de pend ing on the sur‐ 
round ings and the way they are “at ten ded” to (MV 5.1.103). 31

This more ex per i en tial ap proach to music may re mind us of Bacon’s
com ment on the en hance ment of the sense of hear ing when isol ated
from vis ion: 32

43

Sounds are meli or ated by the in ten sion of the sense, where the com ‐
mon sense is col lec ted most to the par tic u lar sense of hear ing, and
the sight sus pen ded: and there fore sounds are sweeter, as well as
greater, in the night than in the day. (1753� 157)

The “in ten sion” or in tens i fic a tion, 33 of the sense of hear ing may res‐ 
on ate with the Prot est ants’ tend ency to re duce as much as pos sible
visual stim uli in order to turn the sense of hear ing into a more ef fi‐ 
cient entry gate, 34 fa cil it at ing a straight ac cess to aural memory. And,
as sev er ally sug ges ted in the play, par tic u lar cir cum stances may en‐ 
hance and fa cil it ate the mnesis pro cess.

44

While the lines of Lorenzo’s speech al lude to a re call ing of ac quired
know ledge – myth o lo gical, clas sical – that some times re quires a
longer quest within the mind, Por tia’s prac tical ap proach per haps of‐ 
fers a bet ter model to think of the power of the stage in terms of
mnesis and in stant anamnesis pro cesses.

45

3. Per form ing mnesis and
anamnesis
The char ac ters’, and more par tic u larly Por tia’s il lus tra tion of the uses
of memory, when she tests music’s in flu ence on Bas sanio’s in stant
memory, mim ics the im pli cit mem or iz a tion tech niques used by the
audi ence to re tain “melodic” lines from the theatre play. Music ap‐ 
pears to be the bearer of a mes sage, en dowed with al most su per nat‐ 
ural qual it ies, when Por tia thinks fit to sur round Bas sanio with a par‐ 
tic u lar type of vocal music meant to en lighten him. But one may won‐ 
der to what ex tent this music is really su per nat ural or if it is not,
rather, subtly craf ted by Por tia in such a way that it may act ef fi ‐
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ciently upon the memory of her be loved. As Por tia, it seems, plays
both the role of a poet here, sug gest ing music through rhym ing
words, and the role of a stage dir ector, will fully de cid ing on what mu‐ 
sical tech nique she will use to spur the right emo tion in Bas sanio.
Por tia in deed re lies on an evoc at ive sound scape – music and words –
to cre ate an ad equate psychic en vir on ment that might guide Bas sanio
to the leaden cas ket con tain ing her “coun ter feit” (mini ature por trait).
Sev eral crit ics (Shakespeare 2008� 167) have noted the song’s al lus ive
con tent, and the way the rhyme “bred/head/nourishèd” may res on‐ 
ate with the “[cas ket of] lead”, sug gest ively lead ing Bas sanio to it. In‐ 
stant an eous as so ci ations seem to be in stinct ively ac tiv ated by the
son or ous and sug gest ive rhymes in ed de livered on a me lodi ous mu‐ 
sical sup port that en hances the as sim il a tion of the mes sage. Also, the
song’s warn ing against shal low or na ments could have brought to Bas‐ 
sanio’s mind an as so ci ation with the de cept ive ness of “out ward
shows” (MV 3.2.73) “en gendered in the eyes” (MV 3.2.67). The lines of
the song stand out with their par tic u lar rhythm, that of the tet ra‐ 
meter of the pop u lar bal lad form, starkly con trast ing with the longer
and more com plex spoken lines of the char ac ters in the play mostly
writ ten in iambic pen ta meter. The re peated “Ding, dong, bell” (MV
3.2.71-72) con clu sion of the song’s lines could have re soun ded to the
audi ence like the church and mon as tery bells that rang for cen tur ies
an noun cing Cath olic prac tices, cus toms that were sig ni fic antly
slimmed down in Prot est ant times.

It is also to be noted that Por tia does not stage any music for her
other suit ors, count ing in fact on their char ac ter de faults to let them
fail on their own. In her lines pre ced ing Bas sanio’s choice, Por tia even
spec u lates on the hoped for near fu ture when music will “creep” into
the “bride groom” Bas sanio’s ear, thus re mind ing him of his prom ise
and subtly lead ing him to their mar riage.
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As are those dul cet sounds in break of day 
That creep into the dream ing bride groom’s ear
And sum mon him to mar riage. (3.2.51-53)

The ef fect of music upon memory is thus sug ges ted even be fore Por‐ 
tia’s re quest for an ac tual mu sical en vir on ment. This sup ports then
the use of the ‘pre pared’ song and its mu sical rhym ing words as an
in spir ing ad di tion to Bas sanio’s own re flec tions.
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As will be demon strated by the brief ana lysis of some re cent sta gings
of the play, the song per formed for Bas sanio ap pears to be one of the
main mu sical mo ments as so ci at ing music, rhet oric and memory.
How ever, the wealth of music- related top ics and their as so ci ation to
memory – that the text re veals – is some times only sum mar ily
broached in the sta gings of the play. The mu sic al ity of the lan guage
and the em ployed mu sical strategies are how ever present in most
sta gings 35 and bol ster the audi ence’s mem or iz ing of the lines.

49

Over more than four cen tur ies of sta gings of The Mer chant of Venice
– from the first re cor ded per form ance of the play at court, be fore
King James, “on Shrove Sunday, the 10 of Feb ru ary, 1605” (Royal
Shakespeare Com pany) until nowadays – music has been awar ded a
di versity of roles, like en ter tain ment or dis play ing music’s func tion as
a mne monic device. I will con sider here only a few ex amples of con‐ 
tem por ary sta gings, aim ing to re veal the vari ous man ners music is
used or not to un veil mean ings and to sup port the mnesis/anamnesis
pro cesses in the theatre.
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In the 1973-74 Na tional Theatre film ad apt a tion star ring Sir Laurence
Olivier as Shylock, back ground music is not om ni present in the play,
but marks two main mo ments pro pos ing ad di tional clues for their in‐ 
ter pret a tion. The music staged by Por tia to guide Bas sanio in his
choice to wards the lead cas ket in ter est ingly ap pears as a duet by two
sop ranos who give full voice to the fruit ful lines bear ing the rhymes
with “lead”. The two sing ers are al most ad ja cent to Bas sanio and to
the lead cas ket, even ad van cing to wards him so as to en sure they
gain his full at ten tion. The shrill and pen et rat ing voices seem to lit er‐ 
ally ‘pierce’ Bas sanio’s ears, to reach his soul and mind. “Bred”, “head”
and “nourishèd” are ac cen tu ated and twice re peated by the two sing‐ 
ers. Shylock’s ex change with Jes sica for bid ding the en trance of the
Vene tian masque’s “shal low fopp’ry” into his “sober house” is not sur‐ 
roun ded by music, but de livered with OP pro nun ci ation, in a rigid
man ner that, added to the black and white even ing clothes Shylock is
wear ing, may sug gest a Pur itan’s dress. Lorenzo’s so li lo quy on music
is de livered simply, without any ac com pa ny ing sound. In stru mental
music res on ates later on, con trast ing with the pondered upon ‘un‐ 
heard’ “music of the spheres”. In ter est ingly at the end of the play,
when Jes sica, alone, reads the act of justice con demning her father, a
mourn ing Kad dish re sounds, 36 ap pear ing as a lam ent a tion for
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Shylock’s abuse and ex clu sion and per haps Jes sica’s re grets and anxi‐ 
ety for her new life. This sug gests that the “in fi del[s]”, both Shylock
and Jes sica, are still sep ar ated from the main group of Chris tian char‐ 
ac ters – not in cluded in their har mony – and ap pears to com fort the
dir ector’s choice of present ing Shylock as a Jew.

In the 2004 film ver sion of The Mer chant of Venice star ring Al Pa cino
in Shylock’s role, dir ec ted by Mi chael Rad ford, en viron ing music is
quite spar ingly used to en hance mean ing. There are no fife or drums
to sug gest the noise of the Vene tian masque, Shylock’s “shal low
fopp’ry”. The song staged by Por tia to guide Bas sanio in his choice
between the three cas kets is cut in half by the dir ector; how ever, it
res on ates like a me lodi ous rather en tran cing song of a siren, voiced
by what ap pears to be a page. The sound seems to have an en chant‐ 
ing power over the be hold ers’ – and es pe cially Bas sanio’s – psyche,
nour ish ing his re flec tion and guid ing him to wards the right cas ket.
The dir ector’s cut also af fects Lorenzo’s philo soph ical speech on
music, elim in at ing both the speech and the in stru mental music that
would have fol lowed. Sev eral mu si cians, among them a lute player
and a singer, ap pear for a brief mo ment on a bal cony re mind ing us of
the mu si cians’ loc a tion on the theatre stage, later on, dur ing Por tia’s
and Nerissa’s home- coming. This sta ging, while ex tremely well- 
played by a star- studded cast, does not make use of en viron ing music
to deepen the rep res ent a tion of the ideas it means to put for ward. It
brings to the viewer lux uri ous im ages that feed the eye more than the
ear, as the text ap pears to suf fer under the dir ector’s cut.
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In the 2015 RSC pro duc tion of The Mer chant of Venice dir ec ted by
Polly Find ley, the sta ging has Por tia her self sing the ballad- like song
to guide Bas sanio in his choice to wards the lead cas ket. The rhyme in
ed “bred/head/nourishèd” is rendered son or ous, as Por tia stresses
these three words more than the oth ers. This may per haps sug gest
the topic of the woman’s em power ment in mak ing her own choices.
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The three sta ging ex amples above have in vari able de grees kept the
song en viron ing Bas sanio’s choice, but dwell less on the topic of
music as such – sup posed to re cre ate har mony – thus scal ing down
the range of sub jects in the play. While the sta gings re cre ate the son‐ 
or ous en vir on ment, the present ana lysis also rests on the play’s text.
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4. Con clu sion
In The Mer chant of Venice, music is in ves ted with sev eral roles, heal‐ 
ing and har mony, lur ing and en tice ment, guid ing, re col lec tion, all of
which imply music’s ef fects on the psyche.

55

The play ap pears as the epi tome of the fu sion between rhet oric and
music, con stantly as sess ing music’s and mu sic al ity’s lever age on
memory. The struc ture, the rhythm, the har mon ies (echoes, re pe ti‐ 
tions, etc.) of a mu sical work, ap pear em bed ded in the play.
Shakespeare’s ex traordin ar ily mu sical lan guage stands out and is
used, among other pur poses, to com ment on Renais sance and clas‐ 
sical val ues awar ded to music. It is also used to dir ect at ten tion to
and fa cil it ate mem or iz a tion of the main themes of the play: re li gion,
sec tari an ism, dis crim in a tion, fe male as ser tion. The vari ous stage dir‐ 
ec tions sug gest that music was fre quently used dur ing the play to
sup port a char ac ter’s lines and mean ings.
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Shakespeare con sist ently re veals the var ied ways in which music
provides ac cess to stored memor ies – be they joy ous or pain ful. The
sounds of the Vene tian masque – trau matic for Shylock and pleas ur‐ 
able for the other char ac ters of the play – are used at the same time
to render the am bi val ent re cep tion of music in the Early Mod ern
period. Shylock’s will ful se clu sion of music may re call the Pur it ans’
fear of “chro matic har mon ies” viewed as “whor ish music”.
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A com plex sound scape made of music and words per tains to an in‐ 
stant memory, en abling guid ance to wards an in ten ded end, as in Bas‐ 
sanio’s choice. The audi ence’s memory is how ever also so li cited in the
col lect ive mnesis ef fort sus tained by the mu sical strategies em ployed
in the play. And speeches on clas sical con cepts of music en treat at
least part of the audi ence’s memory – those li able to be ac quain ted
with these ideas. The dis course on the “music of the spheres”
(Shakespeare, Pericles 2016� 5.1.223) and the global har mony that the
“sol emn” music (Shakespeare, The Tem pest 2008� 2.1.189) provides to
the main group of char ac ters aims to re cre ate a so cial and re li gious
union (“bond”) that clearly ex cludes the Jews (even if, through Tubal,
they are de scribed as the ori ginal, Bib lical cre at ors of music).
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“the art of coun ter point […] con sists of the com pos i tion of songs or melod‐ 
ies for two or more voices.” It is the “con cord ance or agree ment which is
born of a body with di verse parts, its vari ous melodic lines ac com mod ated
to the total com pos i tion, ar ranged so that voices are sep ar ated by com men‐ 
sur able, har mo ni ous in ter vals […] It is in the nature of coun ter point that its
vari ous sounds or steps as cend and des cend sim ul tan eously in con trary
mo tion, using in ter vals whose pro por tions are suited to con son ance; for
har mony has its ori gin in the join ing to gether of a di versity of op posed ele‐ 
ments” (Za rlino, 1558� 1).

19  The de tailed de pic tion of the Vene tian masque, where music plays a
para mount role, may also al lude to the court masque.

20  the pop u lar strophic bal lads were con sidered among the “plaine tunes”,
lead ing to the ad op tion of the met rical psalms, in order to en able all
church- goers to par ti cip ate in the singing (Owens 2006� 92).

21  Jews had been ex pelled in 1290 through the Edict of Ex pul sion given by
Ed ward I, https://www.na tion alarchives.gov.uk/edu ca tion/re sources/jews
- in-england-1290/#:~:text=On%2018th%20July%201290%2C%20Ed ward,N
ovem ber%20to%20leave%20the%20realm.

22  Thomas Wright em phas izes the im port ance of cir cum stances in the
(sub ject ive) re cep tion of music: “I can not ima gine, that if a man neuer had
heard a trum pet or a drum in his life, that he would at the first hear ing be
mooued to warres” (Wright 1604� 171). The im port ance of the con text in the
per cep tion of music is also al luded to in Por tia’s dis course in scene 5.1.

23  and per haps, in this spe cific case to the dis cord ant music, and meas ure,
of Shylock’s “cur rish” bond.

24  In Early Mod ern texts, he is iden ti fied as the father of the “Span yards”.
His name is glossed as ‘borne, or brought, or worldly’ by Mer be cke in an‐ 
other of his works, The lyues of holy sainctes, proph etes, pat ri arches, and
oth ers, con tayned in holye Scrip ture so farre forth as ex presse men tion of
them is dely uered vnto vs in Gods worde, with the in ter preta cion of their
names: col lec ted and gathered into an al pha bet ic all order, to the great com‐ 
mod itie of the Chrys tian reader. Lon don: By Henry Den ham, and Richarde
VVatkins, 1574, p. 231. Ann Arbor: Text Cre ation Part ner ship, 2011, avail able

https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/jews-in-england-1290/#:~:text=On%2018th%20July%201290%2C%20Edward,November%20to%20leave%20the%20realm
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via https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo2/A06870.0001.001?type=simple&rg
n=full+text&q1=tubal&sub mit=Go, For the mod ern glosses of the name, see h
ttps://www.abarim- publications.com/Mean ing/Tubal.html.

25  Some of the ser mons pro moted in the Book of Com mon Pray ers (1559)
('An ex horta tion to obed i ence, 'An homily against dis obedi ence and wil full
re bel lion') as so ci ated so cial har mony – im ply ing obed i ence within the so cial
hier archy – to the per fect har mony of the music of the spheres (Folkerth,
2002� 19).

26  Au gustine’s Con fes sions (Book 9, chapter 6) are cited as sup port ing the
ex cel lence of music with Bib lical ref er ences, in vest ing music with the role
of con nect ing to the di vine:
hee which hath made us, & the world, and pre ser veth both us & it, should be
wor shipped & honored with that thing [mu sicke] which is most ex cel lent in
man, di vid ing as it were his soule from his body, and lift ing up his cog ni tions
above him selfe. […] And S[aint] Aus ten saith of him selfe, That the voices, of
the sing ers, did pierce into his eares, & Gods truth did dis til into his hart,
[…]. (An onym ous 1586� 152).

27  From clas sical times on, the am bi val ent ef fect of music was re cog nized
and de bated. In an cient Greece, Plato (1969� 398-399a) de lib er ates about the
dif fer ent types of music and how they were to be con sidered, par tic u larly
with re spect to the city’s guard i ans for whom “to be drunk and soft and idle”
– de faults that cer tain types of music were sup posed to pro voke – were
con sidered un fit ting:
'Well, which modes are soft and suit able for drinking- parties?'
'There's an Ionian mode which is called "loose",' he answered, 'and an other
Ly dian one as well.'
'Can you find any use for them, Glaucon, when you're deal ing with mil it ary
men?'
'None at all,' he replied. 'It looks as though you're left with the Dorian and
Phrygian modes.'
'I'm no ex pert on the modes,' I said, 'but please leave me with a mode which
prop erly cap tures the tones and vari ations of pitch of a brave man's voice
dur ing battle or any other en ter prise he'd rather not be in volved in—the
voice of a man who, even when he fails and faces in jury or death or some
other cata strophe, still res ists for tune in a dis cip lined and res ol ute man ner
(Plato 1998� 3.399).

28  In the same Orph ean mode, Mac robius (AD 400) con siders “there is no
beast so cruel or sav age not to be gripped by the spell of such an ap peal, “so

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo2/A06870.0001.001?type=simple&rgn=full+text&q1=tubal&submit=Go
https://www.abarim-publications.com/Meaning/Tubal.html
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cap tiv ated by its charm”. “For the soul car ries with it into the body a
memory of the music which it knew in the sky” (Mac robius, in Hol lander,
1961� 30).

29  and to other plays, like Richard III al lud ing per haps also to the vari ous
tyr ant fig ures in the His tor ies and Tra gedies, who lack inner con cord. As
Lorenzo ar gues:
The man that hath no music in him self,
Nor is not moved with con cord of sweet sounds,
Is fit for treas ons, stratagems, and spoils. (MV 5.1. 83-5)

30  More gen er ally, Shakespeare uses music to il lus trate polit ical (or re li‐ 
gious) dis cord as, for in stance, in 2Henry VI, where King Henry VI meta‐ 
phor ic ally de ploys mu sical dis har mony to de scribe heart- felt emo tions, the
pro found pain at the very sight of his war ring sub jects: “How irk some is this
music to my heart! / When such strings jar, what hope of har mony?” (Henry
VI Part 2, 2.1.56–67). Or Richard II, in his speech in Pom fret Castle, when
liken ing his reign and his dis graced state to a “dis ordered string”
(Shakespeare, Richard II, 5.5.46).

31  Por tia’s pre pared mu sical per form ance aimed at sup port ing Bas sanio’s
choice of cas ket also un der scores the im port ance of cir cum stances, when
sub ject ively de fin ing music from “swan- like” to “flour ish” ac cord ing to the
“end”: “lose “ or “win”:

Let music sound while he doth make his choice.

Then if he lose he makes a swan like end,

Fad ing in music. That the com par ison

May stand more proper, my eye shall be the stream

And wat’ry death- bed for him. He may win,

And what is music then? Then music is

Even as the flour ish when true sub jects bow

To a new- crownèd mon arch. (3.2.43–50) (my em phases)

32  On Bacon’s am bi val ent re la tion to clas sical the or ies on cos mo lo gical
music and his shift away from mor al istic ap proaches, see not ably An drea
Luppi and Eliza beth Roche, “The Role of Music in Fran cis Bacon's Thought:
A Sur vey”, In ter na tional Re view of the Aes thet ics and So ci ology of Music, Vol.
24, No. 2 (Dec., 1993), pp. 99-111.
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33  See OED, sense 1  (now ob sol ete): “the ac tion of stretch ing, ten sion;
strain ing”. All ex amples of this mean ing per tain to the voice.

34  Brath waite looks upon hear ing as “the organ of vnder stand ing; by it we
con ceiue, by the memorie we con serue, and by our iudge ment wee re volue;
as maine ri uers haue their con flu ence, by small streames, so know ledg her
es sence by the ac cent of the eare. As our eare can best iudge of sounds, so
hath it a dis tinct power to sound into the centre of the heart”, but con‐ 
demns see ing: “Though the eye of my bodie al lude to the eye of my soule,  (ht

tps://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A16660.0001.001?id=DLPS1;lvl=1;note=inline;rgn=div2;view=tr

gt;q1=seeing) yet is the eye of my soule darkned by the eye of my bodie; where
sence in clines to con cu pis cence, af fec tion to af fect a tion: and that part (the
curi ous mod ell of the eye) which ought of it selfe to be a dir ect rice to all
other Sences, be comes the prin cip all organ of error to the af fec tions”
(Brath waite, 1620� 6, 1).

35  As far as the dir ector does not sub stan tially modify/cut the play’s text.

36  In Jew ish tra di tion: the an niversary of the death of a par ent or other
close re l at ive, marked by the burn ing of a me morial candle, the re cit a tion of
the Mourner's Kad dish (Kad dish n.), OED, https://www.oed.com/dic tion ar
y/yahrzeit_n?tab=mean ing_and_use#13695615.

English
In The Mer chant of Venice, music is per ceived both men tally through the
words al lud ing to it – lit er ally or meta phor ic ally – and from the sounds of
the words – through re sound ing rhet or ical forms and the mu sic al ity of lan‐ 
guage. These mu sical en coun ters ad dress the memory of the char ac ters and
audi ence alike, re viv ing trau matic ex per i ences or re mind ing them of joy ous
events. In ad di tion, the char ac ters’ lines are en vironed by songs and in stru‐ 
mental music, psych ic ally in spir ing and con trib ut ing to reach a de sired and
uni ver sal har mony, as re cor ded in clas sical texts.
This paper of fers close read ings of the mu sical and rhet or ical strategies at
work in the play’s text (as well as in some re cent per form ances) to shed light
on the ways in which music is em bed ded in the play and stim u lates mem or‐ 
iz a tion pro cesses. At the same time, it shows how Shakespeare’s play serves
as a re minder of Early Mod ern so cial and re li gious is sues tied in to the un‐ 
der stand ing of music and its prac tices.

Français

1

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A16660.0001.001?id=DLPS1;lvl=1;note=inline;rgn=div2;view=trgt;q1=seeing
https://www.oed.com/dictionary/yahrzeit_n?tab=meaning_and_use#13695615
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Dans Le Mar chand de Ve nise, la mu sique ap pa raît à la fois dans les mots qui
y font al lu sion – de ma nière di recte ou mé ta pho rique – et dans les so no ri tés
des mots – à tra vers des fi gures rhé to riques ré so nantes et par la mu si ca li té
du lan gage. Ces types de ren contres mu si cales s’adressent à la mé moire des
per son nages aussi bien qu’à celle du pu blic, ra vi vant des ex pé riences trau‐ 
ma tiques ou rap pe lant des évè ne ments joyeux. De plus, les pa roles des per‐ 
son nages sont en tou rées de chan sons et de mu sique ins tru men tale, qui ins‐ 
pirent psy chi que ment et contri buent à at teindre une har mo nie dé si rée et
uni ver selle, comme men tion né dans les textes clas siques.
Cet ar ticle met en œuvre une lec ture rap pro chée des stra té gies mu si cales
et rhé to riques du texte de la pièce (et auxi liai re ment dans quelques mises
en scène ré centes), pour mettre en lu mière les ma nières dont la mu sique
est in té grée dans la pièce et per met de sti mu ler les pro ces sus de mé mo ri sa‐ 
tion. Il montre aussi com ment la pièce de Sha kes peare se fait mé moire de
ques tions so ciales et re li gieuses de la pre mière mo der ni té liées aux concep‐ 
tions et pra tiques mu si cales.
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mémoire (mnesis et anamnesis)

Keywords
Shakespeare (William), Merchant of Venice (The), music, rhetoric, memory
(mnesis and anamnesis)

Elisabeth Szanto
Doctoral student, ED 625, Sorbonne Nouvelle Paris3, 8, Av. de Saint-Mandé,
75012 Paris

https://preo.u-bourgogne.fr/textesetcontextes/index.php?id=4840

