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Introduction

Shaul Bassi
Universita Ca’ Foscari Venezia, Italia

Carol Chillington Rutter
University of Warwick, UK

Because he was still ten thousand florins short, he
went to a Jew at Mestre and arranged a loan on the
following terms and conditions: namely that unless
he reimbursed the loan, before St. John’s day in June,
the said Jew could take a pound of his flesh from
whatever part of the body he chose.
(Ser Giovanni Fiorentino 1558,
see Mortimer 2019, 47)

The most famous bond in the history of literature originates in this
short passage from Ser Giovanni Fiorentino’s Il pecorone, written
around 1378 and published in Milan in Italian in 1558. Adapting this
novella into a play, The Merchant of Venice, some forty years later
William Shakespeare famously made a number of revisions: Ansaldo
became Antonio, the anonymous Jewish moneylender became Shylock,
and the loan was converted to three thousand ducats. In historical re-
ality, a more consequential change had occurred over this time. From
1516, any ‘Antonio’ needing a loan would no longer have to cross the
lagoon and go to Mestre (the nearest town on the mainland) to seek
the moneylender, because from that date Jews were authorised to live
within the body of Venice as long as they remained confined at night
within the site of an abandoned copper foundry called getto [/'dzetto/],
whose name would acquire a new spelling and pronunciation and be-
come in time a synonym of urban and ethnic separation. Shakespeare
does not mention the Ghetto in The Merchant of Venice, but the Ghetto
is arguably presupposed in the text. While the playwright almost cer-
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directed by
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Figure 1l The Merchantin Venice poster designed by John Conklin
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tainly never visited Venice, he read and heard a good deal about it,
and may have learned of that relatively new Jewish area in the city, as
had his countryman and contemporary Thomas Coryat. In the most
accurate description of early seventeenth-century Venice left by a for-
eigner (Whittaker 2013), Coryat made a point of visiting this space
that had been legally constituted by the Republic and that enabled
the social and cultural dynamics of interaction between the Christian
majority and the Jewish minority that are central to Shakespeare’s
play - interaction unimaginable in Shakespeare’s London. There no
such spatial, never mind cultural, meeting place existed: Elizabeth
I's commonwealth still, officially, excluded Jews.

Shakespeare, Shylock, Venice and the Ghetto came into historic
alignment in 2016, a year that marked the coincidence of two histor-
ic anniversaries: 400 years since William Shakespeare’s death and
500 years since the establishment of the Ghetto. A question began to
take form. What better way to address the historic complexities reg-
istered in this coincidence than to bring them also into physical align-
ment, to stage the first performance of Shakespeare’s The Merchant
of Venice in the Ghetto that would have been (fictional) Shylock’s (ac-
tual) home? The idea developed into a long-term, two-part project ti-
tled Shakespeare in and beyond the Ghetto funded by the Creative
Europe programme and by generous private donors.* Its center of
gravity was the site-specific production and its satellites a variety of
public-facing academic symposia, lectures, spin-off performances and
workshops devoted to The Merchant and its contemporary relevance.
The essays brought together here focus on the activity ‘in the Ghetto’.

Initially, the crucial encounter, facilitated by two Shakespeare aca-
demics, Kent Cartwright and David Scott Kastan, was with Compagnia
de’ Colombari, a New York-based theatre company whose name is
Italian, casts are multi-ethnic, and vocation is to make theatre happen
in ‘surprising places’. If, as Susan Bennett has argued, “The Merchant
of Venice tests the relationships produced in, for and among the inhab-
itants of the play, the spectatorship and the general population” (2016,
5), Colombari was the perfect partner for our project. Thanks to their
visionary director, Karin Coonrod, Colombari brought to our collabora-
tion not just a strong artistic vision but an openness to engaging with
what else our project set out to achieve, a dialogue with and coopera-
tion among scholars, local communities and Venice’s civic and Jewish
institutions. The Merchant of Venice became The Merchant ‘in’ Venice.

1 The partners in the project were Ca’ Foscari University of Venice (Italy, Project
Leader), Giorgio Cini Foundation, Venice (Italy), University of Warwick (UK), Queen
Mary University of London (UK), Ludwig-Maximilians-Universitdt Miinchen (Germany),
and Tony Bulandra Municipal Theatre, Targoviste (Romania). An overview of the activ-
ities and outputs is available at: http://www.shylocknotebook.eu.
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Figure2 Daylightrehearsalinthe Ghetto. © Andrea Messana

The production was premised on two fundamentals: to recognise
the Ghetto as a palimpsestic site and to resist the nostalgic perfor-
mance tradition that longs to make Shylock ‘authentic’. Aiming to
set Shakespeare and his Merchant in the Ghetto, we were conscious
of locating him - and it - within that “field of forces” and “genuine
struggles” that Sonia Massai has observed are the play’s and play-
wright’s right location “in the late twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries” (Massai 2007, 7). Her reference is to Bourdieu’s notion of
the “cultural field” where “relations of power” play out “struggles for
the preservation or the transformation of the established order” and
where agency is ascribed to “new entrants”, outsiders who, getting a
feel for the cultural game being played on the “field”, become active
participants there (1993, 163). In the event, as several of the essays
collected here document, Coonrod’s production staged the ‘cultural
game’ being played in Shakespeare’s Merchant to devastating effect.

If Shakespeare is a global cultural field, the Ghetto is quite literally
a field (campo, in Italian, is used for all Venetian squares except San
Marco). However, once Pope Paul IV decided in 1555 to model all
segregated Jewish quarters in the papal territories on the Venetian
plan and to call them ‘ghettos’, the name extended in space and time
to other ethnic enclaves and countless other physical, psychological,
metaphorical forms of limitation and confinement. Today ‘ghetto’ has
become, in sociological terms, a cognitive category and a global met-
aphor, a signifier that has long relinquished its original loyalty to its
Venetian signified (Duneier 2016; Schwartz 2019; Cheyette 2020).

Studi ericerche 25 | 14
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Figure3 Masked Singers and Musicians. © Andrea Messana

To bring Shylock ‘home’ to the Ghetto - a slogan we occasionally in-
dulged in - was, in this perspective, the opposite of an act of ‘locali-
sation’. What we planned, instead, was a creative collision between
two global icons, two paradigmatic documents of Europe’s tangible
and intangible heritage. The larger ambition was to explore the po-
tential of the play to reflect on the specificity of antisemitism and
simultaneously on the translatability of prejudice and tolerance to
other geopolitical and historical contexts.

As a palimpsest, the Ghetto today is a site where post-Holocaust
melancholy and mass tourism interact with a multi-layered cultural
and religious heritage in the context of an increasingly commodi-
fied Venice. The trauma of World War II is its most recent defining
moment. Two Holocaust memorials (installed in 1980 and 1994) are
the only monuments clearly visible at street level and they declare
the public civic function of this area. The other historical evidence
of the lives lived here is, by virtue of the strict rules imposed by the
Republic of Venice in the sixteenth century, hidden from view, so that
today in the Ghetto, poignantly but ironically, the deportation and
death of Venice’s Jews in the Nazi extermination camps are more leg-
ible to the public gaze than any record of the continuous Jewish hab-
itation there over the past five hundred years.

To begin to understand the complexity of this Venetian history - a
history that was urgently relevant to our project - one needs to enter
the museum that has occupied a corner of the Ghetto since 1954, to
read books, to unfold the many layers of Jewish presence in the city

Studi ericerche25 | 15
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and in much larger national and continental networks. The Ghetto
then functions as a screen for the ‘beyond’. Other ghettos, especially
the deadly ones of Nazi Europe, are projected onto it by historians,
museum curators, websites, tour guides, and even occasional visi-
tors who offer different paradigms for interpreting it, paradigms that
combine facts, beliefs, reminiscences, prejudices, emotions. A “lach-
rymose” paradigm (Baron 1964) sees the Ghetto as an alfa of segre-
gation that ends in the omega of Auschwitz. In 2016, this was the nar-
rative used by the few, vocal commentators who took issue with our
project to stage what many consider the archetypal antisemitic play
in the archetypal Ghetto. Another (apparently more benign but decid-
edly ambivalent) trope sees the Ghetto as a place of post-Holocaust
Judeo-Christian solidarity and identity. This well-intentioned posi-
tion which sometimes implies the notion of Jews as a model minori-
ty suitable for incorporation into ‘Western civilization’ - unlike, say,
the violent, unassimilable African and/or Muslim migrants who have
arrived in Venice in recent years - conveniently glosses over centu-
ries of antisemitism expressed in tropes uncannily similar to those
now used against the new target groups. The uncomfortable fact is
that this interpretation is shared also by some progressive critics
who categorise the Jews as European and White and place them un-
problematically on the side of the West. A broader solidarity narra-
tive argues for an intersectional paradigm, one that tries to estab-
lish an ethical or even historical link between all victims of racism.
While these three paradigms focus on the Ghetto as a site of oppres-
sion and position its inhabitants primarily as victims, a fourth par-
adigm that could be termed the ‘cosmopolitan paradigm’ highlights
the Ghetto’s role as a contact zone, without in any way playing down
the segregation it was designed to enforce. This paradigm stresses
the cultural agency of Jews and the place itself as a site of intellec-
tual creativity and resistance, one defined by a distinct local culture
but historically capable of producing cultural phenomena that have
travelled globally and that have had a significant impact on Jewish
history, Jewish-Christian relations and minority rights, beginning
with Leon Modena’s The History of the Rites, Customes, and Manner
of Life, of the Present Jews (1637) and Simone Luzzatto’s Discourse
on the State of the Jews (1638) (Davis, Ravid 2001).

The Merchant in Venice in 2016 wrestled with the legacy of this com-
plex history by challenging the present to encounter Shakespeare’s
play in a location that would, to extraordinary effect, heighten its
language, raise its stakes: a place where his words, echoing off the
Ghetto’s walls, would literally ‘sound’ different. The essays collect-
ed here document how our project rose to the challenge we set. They
give an account of the preparatory stages of the production, of its
performance in the Ghetto and its afterlife, of its reception and of
how it spilled out as a cultural event beyond the first performanc-
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es, told from the points of view of academics, critics, actors, the di-
rector, her production team, and a pair of distinguished journalists.

The first half of the book addresses the ‘making’ of the site-specific
production. Shaul Bassi’s “’Shylock is Dead”: Shakespeare in and
Beyond the Ghetto” frames the whole project. He renders an account
of the historical context connecting Shakespeare and the Ghetto, a
history, he argues, that found its original expression in the writings
of nineteenth-century travellers such as William Dean Howells. He
then considers the palimpsestic quality of the Ghetto to see how
the paradigmatic value that has accrued to its name makes the lo-
cation susceptible to countless interpretations. In order to do that,
he compares Howells’s point of view as an outsider to how an early-
twentieth-century Jewish Venetian reader interpreted The Merchant
of Venice and to his own critical perspective as a twenty-first-century
Shakespeare critic inhabiting the same social and cultural space in
a radically different historical context.

With this background in place, Karin Coonrod’s “Gathering
Strangers” turns the focus to the foreground. In conversation
with Davina Moss, her dramaturg, Coonrod, the artistic director
of Compagnia de’ Colombari, discusses the process of making The
Merchant ‘in” Venice: production decisions, casting choices - includ-
ing her decision to cast five actors as ‘Shylock, the Jew’ - and how her
own personal aesthetic influenced the production. Coonrod and Moss
discuss how the history of Venetian Jewry affected staging, costum-
ing and linguistic choices, and how the script was adapted to tell the
story that most interested Coonrod. Remarkable illustrations of her
process - pages taken from her working script, storyboards - show
Coonrod in the act of making her adaptation, writing ‘back’ to
Shakespeare, one theatre-maker in conversation with another. She
and Moss account for the production’s life beyond its original Ghetto
performances, playing to very different audiences in a high security
prison in the Veneto and a theatre on a university campus in New York.
These audiences, they reflect, looking and listening to Shakespeare’s
Merchant from their positions in ‘cultural fields’ unimaginably distant
from each other, added rich layers of palimpsest to this production.
Finally Coonrod and Moss reflect on how the experience of making
this Merchant affected them personally, as Shakespeareans, as Jews
(by birth or marriage), and as artists.

The other creatives whose colloboration they depended upon - Frank
London, composer; Stefano Nicolao, designer; Peter Ksander, lighting
designer - add observations which show that the Coonrod/Moss dia-
logue was, in fact, a much noisier conversation. It was their ‘talk’, trans-
lated through enactment into the business of performance, that specta-
tors saw when actors were dressed as characters in front of spectators’
eyes; or when music on trumpets, clarinets, cellos, a shofar under-
scored actions intensified by the sound; or when day sank into night,
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and lighting cast nightmare shadows onto a house that would shortly
be discovered to be monstrously abused, robbed of its human treasure.

The questions that occupied the creative production team are
picked up and reformulated in various ways by six of the actors who
rehearsed and performed Coonrod’s Merchant. In “The Actors Speak”,
Francesca Sarah Toich, Michelle Uranowitz, Paul Spera, Jenni Lea-
Jones, Linda Powell and Michele Athos Guidi offer insights that illu-
minate both the intense work of preparation that went into the pro-
duction and their overwhelming experience of playing Shakespeare’s
play in a place so deeply implicated by history. Coming from Italy,
India, the USA, France and Wales, speaking five languages, these
actors brought national, ethnic, linguistic and artistic diversity to
the project, diversity that richly informed and complicated the per-
formances audiences saw. In “Playing the Angles: Finding Shylock
and Gratiano”, Sorab Wadia expands his fellow actors’ observations.
He remembers stepping out onto the stones of the Campo de Ghetto
Novo, making Shylock’s voice heard in that place for the very first
time: “Three thousand ducats; well”. As one of Coonrod’s original
‘strangers’ who worked on the project across all of its iterations, he
gives a jobbing actor’s account of this Merchant from pre-life to after-
life, and from inside the work. For him, the most daunting challenge
his director set him was to double Shylock, the dignified Venetian
merchant banker of the opening scene, with Gratiano, the spitting
Jew-baiter of the rest of the play. These two parts could not, for
Wadia, be reconciled. But he discovered in rehearsing and perform-
ing them how they - and Shakespeare’s play - needed each other.

In the second half of the book, the essays reverse the actors’ gaze.
They look at the production - and at a number of collateral events
clustered around it - from the outside. Kent Cartwright remembers
how profoundly Coonrod'’s site-specific production worked upon him
as a spectator and reflects beyond his immediate experience to raise
some key questions that emerged from it. In ““The Merchant in Venice’
and ‘The Shylock Project”: Fiction, History, and the Humanities” he
thinks back to Max Reinhardt’s historic 1934 staging of the play in
Venice - though not in the Ghetto - to ask, ‘What does it mean to lo-
cate The Merchant in the actual place where some of its action might
be imagined to take place?’ Coonrod was staging a comedy famous
for its antisemitic expressions in a place of symbolic significance to
Jews, a place whose tragic history is a result of exactly such antise-
mitic sentiments as the play exposes in some of its scenes and char-
acters. How, then, do we reconcile the experience of fiction with the
claims of history? And what part do the humanities, what part do fic-
tions play in facilitating our ability to talk “together, globally, about
a better world, dreaming it into existence”?

In the following two essays, two distinguished British authors of
Jewish background share their opinions of a play and a character who
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has long haunted Anglo-Jewish identity and culture. In “Shylock Our
Contemporary”, the late Clive Sinclair ponders the strange experience
of seeing seven Shylocks on a single day in Venice - and offers some wry
reflections on this multitude of encounters. The piece takes the form
of an itinerary through three separate events: in the Doge’s Palace, an
exhibition documenting half a millennium of Jewish history in Venice
which featured looped archive film footage of Laurence Olivier playing
Shylock; at San Rocco, the performance of the “Hath not a Jew eyes?”
speech by F. Murray Abraham that was part of the “Mock Appeal:
Shylock v. Antonio”; in the Ghetto, Coonrod’s production, that showed
spectators five versions of Shylock. These encounters inspire a lively
review and a very ironical companion piece to Sinclair’s posthumous
anthology, Shylock Must Die, a collection of short stories informed by a
stay in the city when the British Jewish author was Writer in Residence
in Venice as part of a project aimed at ‘re-imagining’ the Ghetto in the
new century. In “Shylock’s Mock Appeal”, Howard Jacobson, whose
2016 novel Shylock Is My Name adapted Shakespeare’s play to contem-
porary England, examines in more detail the high-profile event that was
staged in parallel with Coonrod’s production and that was commented
upon by Sinclair. This distinguished judicial side-show, presided over by
U.S. Supreme Court Associate Justice Ruth Bader Ginsberg and argued
by practicing advocates, heard Shylock’s “Appeal Against Sentence”
in the matter between himself and Antonio. This was, writes Jacobson
with decided understatement, “no mere fanciful fringe happening”.
Observing that Justice Ginsberg, in reaching her verdict, “found [...] for
Shylock” - as “it was inevitable that she would” - Jacobson celebrates
the success of Shylock’s “Appeal” which, for him, meant that an “an-
cient misreading of a famous play had been challenged”.

Carol Chillington Rutter is not so sure. In “Trying Portia”, she
points to a curious aspect of this “Appeal”, which, while ostensibly
a matter between Shylock and Antonio, it made Portia an appellee
in the case, calling her into court to defend the role she had played
in reaching the original verdict. What cultural, political, religious
needs were being served, Rutter asks, by bringing Portia into court
in 2016? Many of today’s spectators of Shakespeare’s play find Portia
trying. Specifically, they indict her of failing to offer Shylock the very
‘quality of mercy’ she requires him to render Antonio. But does this
signally misrepresent her actions in Shakespeare’s court and misun-
derstand the available mitigation of mercy? This essay thinks about
justice and mercy, and about law, bonds, and love, asking in conclu-
sion whether the verdict Ginsberg handed down simply recuperated
antisemitism in misogyny.

Positioned among these essays that are thinking ‘beyond’
the Ghetto performances, Judah Cohen’s “Composing ‘the Jew’s’
Soundscape in Operatic Versions of The Merchant of Venice” nev-
ertheless serves as an melodic companion piece to Frank London’s
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earlier in the volume. As Cohen shows, London, adapting boisterous
carnivalesque music at the top of Coonrod’s production, then writ-
ing a minor-key signature tune for Shylock, was just the latest in a
long line of composers who used musical shorthand to character-
ise Venice as La Serenissima - while positioning the Jew as aural-
ly strange, living “on the margins of European tonality”. Cohen fo-
cuses on operas spanning a hundred years from the 1870s onwards
to isolate five compositional strategies for characterising Shylock’s
Jewish identity “to show both internal anxiety and external aliena-
tion”. If, as Shaul Bassi’s essay argues, Shylock haunts the political
memory of Europe, Cohen’s essay demonstrates how profoundly and
persistently he echoes in the cultural memory a tune Europe cannot
get out of its head.

Even as the lights came down on the final performance of The
Merchant ‘in’ the Ghetto, the production and its legacy were moving
well beyond the Ghetto. First, to the Casa di Reclusione, the high
security men’s prison located across the Venetian lagoon in Padua,
where inmates, many of them lifers, saw a cut-down version of the
Ghetto production that brought the trial scene into unsparing focus.
In that performance it was twelve inmates who came onstage in the
red stoles of the silent ‘jurors’ whom Coonrod’s production cast as
‘witnesses’ to preside over the trial and Shylock’s ultimate humili-
ation in court. Next, it went to the Theatre Festival of Bassano del
Grappa, where the walls of the castello served as the backdrop to the
action, offering a surface that captured the events of the play in light
and shadow with thrilling clarity. Still later, after re-casting and re-
rehearsing, performances on college campuses in New England took
Coonrod’s production to North America, the Ghetto ‘remembered’ in
the metal police crash barriers placed on those New World stages. In
Venice, those barriers had served functionally to mark out the play-
ing space in the open-air campo. In New York, functioning as set, they
registered symbolically. They ‘remembered’ exclusion. They marked
a space ‘set apart’.

Those crash barriers: in fact, in Venice they did much more than
simply mark territory. As the production planted itself in the cam-
po, as it grew day by day with boat delivery after boat delivery along
the Misericordia canal, as sky-scraping lighting gantries reached
higher and higher and sound boxes ran thick cables across the flag-
stones, as raked seating rose in metal tiers that seemingly turned
their backs on the local community in a semi-circle that cut off half
the campo, those barriers came, paradoxically, to stand as the inter-
face between an ‘intrusive’ cultural event - time apart - and the busy
daily life that had to skirt around it - time on-going. It was the chil-
dren of the Ghetto who made the connection. It was they who were
most affected by the intrusion. The campo is their playground: their
football pitch; where they kick balls, ride bikes, flick water from the
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fontana, chase rings round the pozzo, ignore shouts of ‘veni qua, veni
qua!’. The barriers that divided their kingdom, that told them ‘keep
out’, were an obstruction, an offense, an insult. So, the children did
what children do: anarchically, they made over the intruder as a par-
ty in their own games. They smashed footballs onto metal as if they
were proxy goal defenders - with satisfying howls of triumph when
the barriers crashed against each other. Later, though, as actors be-
gan coming into the space to rehearse, the children grew curious.
They draped themselves over the barriers, leaning into whatever odd
thing was happening. Or they peered through the bars, staring at
this strange ‘zoo’. Still later, during performance, they hung around
the far back of the space, the notional ‘off stage’ space, where actors
in costume stood waiting to make their entrances, engaging people
called ‘Jessica’ and ‘Bassanio’ in lively chatter about who they were
and what they were up to. Or they sat. Silent. Cross-legged on the
stones of the campo. Gazing through the bars of the crash barriers
that now served as a frame, looking into a world where a story was
being told about something long-ago, but also about something that
mattered now. If The Merchant of Venice is to have a future life for
the next half-millennium, it must have a current life with the chil-
dren of today. That is Laura Tosi’s argument in the final essay of this
volume. She explores it in “‘Antonio, il Mercante della Nostra Storia”:
Adapting The Merchant of Venice for Italian Children”. She offers a
historicised account of the challenges and difficulties of rewriting
this particular play in narrative form for child readers that casts
back to the Victorians before discussing the meticulous decisions
she made in adapting the story for Venetian, for Italian children to-
day. In particular, her Italian translation might be addressing both
the ‘boys in Venice’ who dogged Shakespeare’s Shylock through the
streets “Crying ‘His stones, his daughter and his ducats!’” (2.8.24)
and the children who passed through the Ghetto in 2016, stopping to
hang over the crash barriers to watch Coonrod’s production. What,
asks Tosi, are the questions Shakespeare’s play raises that are rel-
evant to their lives?

That question is a compelling one to end on. For just as
Shakespeare’s play meant something unforgettable in the Ghetto in
2016, so its meaning for the future rests with today’s children, in a
place beyond.
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Abstract Thisessay relates the genesis of the project that led to the first performance
of The Merchant of Venice in the Ghetto of Venice in 2016, the year of the 400th anniversary
of Shakespeare’s death and the 500th anniversary of the foundation of the Ghetto, the
site that provided the world with the concept of the ‘ghetto’. The essay puts the relation-
ship between Shakespeare and the Ghetto in historical perspective, starting from W.D.
Howells’s visit to the Ghetto in the 1860s, through the point of view of a young Jewish Ital-
ian admirer of Shakespeare before and during Fascism, to the post-War transformations
of the Ghetto and the present day.
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Summary 1Part1.1861-1866.-2 Part2.1916-1945. -3 Part3.2013-2016.-4 Conclusion.
2021 and Beyond.

1 Part1.1861-1866

Our story begins some time in the early 1860s. Italy had just become an inde-
pendent nation and Venice was still under Austrian rule when the American
consul William Dean Howells visited, by chance, the Jewish Ghetto. In the ded-
icated section of his book Venetian Life (1866), a lively account of the city and
its society, he declared it “extremely questionable whether I could get through
a chapter on this subject without some feeble pleasantry about Shylock”
(1989, 151). The Merchant of Venice does not mention the Ghetto, and yet the
anonymous Jewish moneylender that Shakespeare had found in Ser Giovanni
Fiorentino’s Il pecorone did not live in Venice; as prescribed by the Republic he
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resided in its mainland domain of Mestre. By moving the newly named
Shylock to the heart of the city, working and interacting with Christian
merchants on a daily basis, Shakespeare was indirectly registering the
new urban reality sanctioned by the Venice Senate on 29 March 1516.
The city had lost the Battle of Agnadello against the League of Cambrai
a few years earlier, and many Jews were among the refugees who had
flocked to Venice in the aftermath. Protests arose, in the midst of a
political and religious climate of anger and guilt for the recent defeat;
many senators argued that the infidels had to be expelled. After long
deliberation, it was decreed that the Jews could remain because they
benefited the local economy but had to be confined in a large periph-
eral campo that took its name from the abandoned foundry, the getto
(Calabi 2017). The Ghetto remained a segregated area until the fall
of the Republic in 1797, and by the time Howells set foot there, it was
a dilapidated neighbourhood inhabited by impoverished Jews. In pre-
vious centuries it had also been a very permeable contact zone that
had attracted English travellers such as Thomas Coryat, curious to ob-
serve a living Jewish community at a time when Jews were still official-
ly barred from England (Shapiro 2016). For Howells, the obvious asso-
ciation with his readers was the literary myth created by Shakespeare
rather than any historical record. The Merchant of Venice, as James
Shapiro has remarked, was part of a “mini-canon of works most fre-
quently staged, parodied, and updated” that preoccupied American
writers regularly between the late nineteenth and the early twentieth
century (Shapiro 2014, xxvii). Having paid his tribute, Howells was
quick to comment on the altered social scenery:

Shylock is dead; [...] if he lived, Antonio would hardly spit upon his
gorgeous pantaloons or his Parisian coat, as he met him on the
Rialto; [...] he would far rather call out to him, Cio Shylock! Bon
di! Go piaser vederla.* (1989, 151-2)

By proclaiming Shylock’s demise, the consul meant that “the present
social relations of Jew and Christian in this city render The Merchant
of Venice quite impossible” (152). The vignette of two respectable
bourgeois Venetians exchanging pleasantries in the local dialect was
a vivid way of marking the fading of the prejudice that had drawn the
boundaries of early modern society:

The Catholic Venetian certainly understands that his Jewish fel-
low-citizen is destined to some very unpleasant experiences in the
next world, but Corpo di Bacco! that is no reason why he should
not be friends with him in this. (152)

1 ‘Shylock, old fellow, good-day. Glad to see you'.
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Figure1l Shylock #2 (Adriano lurissevich) and Jessica (Michelle Uranowitz). © Andrea Messana

By this time, in fact, the social composition and geographical distri-
bution of the Jewish community had been significantly altered. A ma-
jority of destitute families had remained in or around the Ghetto, now
a comfort zone rather than a forced domicile, while a minority of afflu-
ent citizens had become a prominent class of dynamic modernisers
eager to fashion a new social and cultural identity for themselves.
This ‘modern’ Jew, writes Howells,

is gathering into his own hands great part of the trade of the city,
and has the power that belongs to wealth. He is educated, liberal,
and enlightened, and the last great name in Venetian literature is
that of the Jewish historian of the Republic, Romanin. The Jew’s
political sympathies are invariably patriotic, and he calls himself,
not Ebreo, but Veneziano. He lives, when rich, in a palace or a fine
house on the Grand Canal, and he furnishes and lets many others
(I must say at rates which savor of the loan secured by the pound
of flesh) in which he does not live. (152)

As Howells’s frivolous tone subtly changes, some fairly accurate
social notions of Jewish upward mobility become entangled with
deep-seated prejudices of hyperbolic financial hegemony and tradi-
tional usury. The antisemitism that the American consul had disa-
vowed in his opening scene comes back with a vengeance only a few
lines below, with a direct reference to the Merchant’s most tenacious
trope, the ‘pound of flesh’. Stereotypes thrive on repetition: while on
the one hand Howells was safely consigning theological anti-Judaism
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to the recesses of the historical past, on the other he was contribut-
ing to the continuity and dissemination of the discourse of econom-
ic antisemitism. Moreover, he was rehearsing more ‘modern’ theses.
His main focus was not Jewish society, but the Ghetto itself, which he
went to explore with the intention of showing his readers “something
of the Jewish past, which has survived to the nineteenth century in
much of the discomfort and rank savor of the dark ages” (153). In his
perspective, a visit to the Ghetto was not just a movement in space
but a descent in time, in line with new discourses of racial degener-
ation. He started visiting the place with a “picturesque” and inept
guide: “his long, hooked Hebrew nose caught my idle fancy, and his
soft blue eyes excused a great deal of inefficiency” and

the manner in which he shouted to the heads of unctuous Jessicas
thrust out of windows, and never gained the slightest information
by his efforts, were imbecilities that we presently found insup-
portable. (157)

Howells was ironically revising another old cliché, that of the belle
Jjuive (Sicher 2017), which had traditionally produced a polarisation of
gender in the portraits of physically ugly Shylocks, reflecting exter-
nally their spiritual inferiority, vis-a-vis beautiful Jessicas, who could
still be saved by their conversion. He concluded on a note of doubt:

I do not understand why any class of Jews should still remain in
the Ghetto, but it is certain, as I said, that they do remain there
in great numbers. It may be that the impurity of the place and the
atmosphere is conducive to purity of race. (159)

Howells’s ostensibly liberal approach seems to place antisemitism
safely in the dark past of the segregated Ghetto, but his racialised
worldview is a clue to why modernity and emancipation did not bring
full equality to the Jews of Venice but instead eventually created the
conditions for their discrimination under Fascism and deportation to
the Nazi death camps, at a time when they had never felt so integrat-
ed into Italian society, as our next story illustrates.
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(GINO BASSI

NEL TERZO CENTENARIO

DELLA MORTE

| GUGLIELYD SHAKESPEARS

(23 Aprile 1816 - 25 Aprile 1916)

Figure2

Gino Bassi, Nel terzo centenario
della morte di Guglielmo
Shakespeare

(Venice, 1916)

2 Part2.1916-1945

In 1916 a young Venetian Jew enamoured of English culture wrote
an essay on the third centenary of Shakespeare’s death, published
by an Italian periodical whose agenda was moderately conservative
and Catholic. At that time, Shakespeare was far from a defining pres-
ence in the national cultural canon; he had been read and comment-
ed upon by some of the makers of unified Italy, he had been adapted
into opera and ballet by major composers, and he had been staged
successfully by famous actors, but he was not as indispensable as
he is today, where no main Italian theatre goes a season without a
Shakespeare (Bassi 2016). A few months later, the young man’s father,
a rabbi and beloved teacher, died, leaving Gino Bassi as the only son
of a widowed mother. It is not clear if this premature death spared
the 24-year-old the trenches of World War I, which, not too far from
Venice, were slaughtering Italian youth in the hundreds of thousands.
In that climate, Gino Bassi offered a survey of the life and works of
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Shakespeare for the educated reader, praising the ecumenical and
universal spirit of the English playwright, a view that was made the
mainstream position by the most prominent Italian philosopher of
the day, Benedetto Croce. A public intellectual and former liberal
senator who had opposed the military enterprise, Croce had isolat-
ed himself from the war and concentrated on a humanistic worldview
that could reconcile in the realm of literature the European coun-
tries that were spilling each other’s blood, some of them symboli-
cally recruiting Shakespeare to their ranks (Engler 1991). In 1920
Croce published Shakespeare, Ariosto and Corneille, and his publish-
er testified to a new attention paid to the English author by excerpt-
ing his Shakespeare chapter for a monographic volume that came out
in 1925, the same year Croce signed the Manifesto of Anti-Fascist
Intellectuals. Croce based his reading on his long-established aes-
thetic theory of the autonomy of poetry defined as pure ‘intuition’ de-
void of any moral and political aims.

Shakespeare did not toy with ideals of any kind and least of all with
political ones; and although he represents magnificently political
struggles too, he always supersedes them in their specific charac-
ter and objective, always reaching, through them, the only thing
that profoundly attracts him: life. (Croce 1925, 25)

His countermodel was the ‘identity politics’ of German critics and
their use of Richard II as a doctrinaire assertion of the divine right
of kings, of The Tempest as an apology for European colonialism and
particularly of Othello as a warning against mixed marriages. The
truth of the matter, in Croce’s opinion, was that Shakespeare could
neither agree nor disagree with “external reality” because he was
intent to “create his own spiritual reality” (163). At first sight, Gino
Bassi would seem to subscribe to these aesthetic principles, plac-
ing Shakespeare at a safe distance from any political involvement:

The personality of the poet abstracts and detaches himself from his
creations; he cannot identify with any of his characters, whether
tragic or comic; we feel that the Author can be neither the jealous
Othello, nor the evil Jago, nor the avaricious Shyloch [sic], nor Falstaff
the cynical glutton, nor Romeo the ardent lover, nor any of the other
characters who populate his scenes. (1916, 10; Author’s translation)

Looking closer, he was also trying to portray a subject who could be
a model obedient citizen without being xenophobic or indulging in
flattery to power:

Indubitably Shakespeare was and was supposed to be by race, up-
bringing, and the environment in which he was writing, a good
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patriot, a loyal subject of the Queen; however in his historical
dramas we find no chauvinism, no low adulation, no attempt to
veil those historical episodes that could have displeased the audi-
ence; among the numerous noble figures of Kings or warriors, for
instance, we encounter Richard III, one the most cynical, evil and
hideous men who ever existed in real life or depicted in a work
of art. (10)

For this young Jewish intellectual, to write about Shakespeare
was part of a cultural effort to subscribe to the script of the Italian
nation while promoting moderate versions of pluralism and tolerance.
However, when it came to providing an example of Shakespeare’s
neutrality, the choice fell on The Merchant of Venice:

The same could be said about Shakespeare’s attitude towards the
Jews. How many discussions, how many disputes about the fig-
ure of the merchant of Venice! Was Shakespeare meaning to de-
scribe in him the prototype of the money-grubbing man saturated
with hatred for the Christian that corresponded to the tradition-
al figure of the Jew in theatre and fiction? Or was not our Author
trying to demonstrate that Shylock’s character is the natural out-
come of persecutions. (10-11)

Falling into a not untypical fallacy of confusing Shylock with the titular
merchant, Gino made a specific point about the Jewish minority, with-
out making his personal involvement in the matter explicit. His an-
cestors arrived in the Ghetto from some German-speaking territory
some time in the late 1790s, and his grandparents may have bumped
into Howells when he visited there. In his writing he was trying to
negotiate a sort of middle ground where one could simultaneously
aspire to be recognised as part of the cultural mainstream while us-
ing the symbolic capital of Shakespeare to advocate a more egali-
tarian and inclusive agenda. Gino would never openly thematise his
own identity. His name was not recognisably Jewish. The unrecord-
ed, probably Ashkenazi, surname had been Italianised upon arrival
in Venice. He had a Hebrew name (Shlomo) to be used in ritual con-
texts and turned his own given name Girolamo (that in his ex libris
he had anglicised to Jerome) into Gino, and named his three children
with, respectively, a Greek (Paolo), a Latin (Luciana) and a Germanic
(Roberto) name - the youngest, my father, after Robert Browning.
Socially located somewhere between the indigent Jews of the Ghetto
and the new aristocracy living on the Grand Canal, his was an educat-
ed middle-class family that cherished its religious tradition at home
and at the Levantine synagogue in the Ghetto while embracing a sec-
ular, national, liberal Italian cultural identity in the public sphere.
This was at the time when the Jews called themselves ‘Israelites’ (to
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avoid all the negative connotations that had accrued over the word
‘Tew’ and its cognates, witness Shakespeare) and vigorously debated
the new ideology of Zionism, seen by some as a necessary national af-
firmation and by others as a threat to Jewish integration in Europe.

In 1931, Gino Bassi, now a married lawyer and hardly an admirer
of Mussolini, became a card-carrying member of the Fascist Party.
For some Jews the same gesture was the ultimate act of allegiance to
the homeland, the demonstration that they had indeed become like all
other Italians. In this case, like that of many fellow citizens, his affilia-
tion was entirely opportunistic: he wanted to improve his profession-
al prospects upon the recent arrival of a third child. When that son
wrote his own memoirs seventy years later (Bassi 2004), he provoca-
tively put on the book’s front cover a picture of the father and the three
children donning the black Fascist uniforms, decked out for the cus-
tomary Sunday parade. He did this for two reasons: first, to acknowl-
edge the problematic relationship of Italian Jews with Fascism before
the Race Laws, difficult to understand vis-a-vis the better-known con-
dition of Jews in Nazi Germany and in Eastern Europe; second, as he
told friends: “so some neo-Fascist will buy the book thinking it is a trib-
ute to Mussolini and will learn something about his crimes instead”.

Those black shirts did not help. In 1938, the Bassi family was in the
list of Italian Jews abruptly stripped of their civil rights, a shock for
most of them. The eldest son moved to France and then to Palestine,
where he would become the founder of a kibbutz, trying to combine his
socialist and religious ideals, while the younger siblings continued a
now socially segregated life in Venice, going to a newly formed Jewish
school following their expulsion from the public educational system.
They were patiently waiting for Fascism to go and for better times to
come. But when Mussolini capitulated in 1943, much worse times came
and the whole family fled to Rome, unaware that the relatives who
were supposed to give them shelter had been arrested and deported
to Auschwitz on a transport that had left the very day the Venetians
arrived in Rome. Gino and his wife Lina acquired fake identities while
their children spent almost a year in a Catholic orphanage under false
names until the war was over and they all returned to Venice. Their
Roman family had all died in Auschwitz. In 1916, Gino had written
in the final paragraph of his essay: “Let us approach Shakespeare’s
oeuvre and let us quench our thirst at the pure fount of his genius, not
with the reverential awe with which we approach a Sanctuary, but with
the joyful desire of knowing ourselves better - and our kin [i nostri si-
mili]” (1916, 12), a conclusion that emphasised the powers of identifi-
cation and empathy that he found in the plays. Shakespeare was the
bridge that allowed Gino Bassi to connect his (Venetian) Jewish iden-
tity to his Italian and European identity, a connection that had to re-
main implicit. Twenty years later, that bridge collapsed.
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Figure3 Shylock #5 (Ned Eisenberg) preparingto cut the pound of flesh
from Antonio (Stefano Scherini). © Andrea Messana

3 Part 3.2013-2016

William Dean Howells may have been the first to bring Shakespeare
and the Ghetto together in print, endorsing deep-seated antisemitic
stereotypes while ostensibly dismissing others. Gino Bassi brought
Shakespeare and the condition of Italian Jews together implicit-
ly, without mentioning the Ghetto or his own personal investment.
He died long before I was born and his English library was silent
decoration in the background of my childhood. But somehow English
literature became my vocation. I first wrote about The Merchant of
Venice in a mimeographed newsletter produced by the Venice Jewish
Community youth group in the late eighties. Typically, I had not read
the whole play, not just because the Italian school system encourages
reading only extracts that can be applied to teaching broad histori-
cal contexts but also because of my personal inclination to bluffing.
What I did not know yet was that in praising Shakespeare’s tolerance,
I was unwittingly rehearsing my grandfather’s position, probably be-
cause it still represented the received wisdom on the play. I read his
essay as a university student and later I recognised in it an attitude
that I had myself internalised over half a century and two world wars
after him: to be Jewish in private and within the comfort zone of the
Jewish community, and Italian in public. Italy was - and still is - a
country that is secular in its constitution but culturally and anthropo-
logically Catholic, even as church attendance has plummeted. After
the war, the agnostic Croce had titled his influential essay in praise
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of humanism “Why We Cannot Help Calling Ourselves Christians”
(1949). Even to be secular, he maintained, meant to be a secularised
Christian. Then and now, as old debates about the presence of the
crucifix in Italian classrooms and courthouses re-emerge, Jews are
still testing the limits of citizenship and secularisation, their history
having paved the ground for a discussion of minority rights that now
concerns more recent migrant communities. This explains why, even
as I entered the professional world of Shakespeare, I initially kept at
a safe distance from The Merchant of Venice.

In the meantime, the Ghetto was becoming both a public site of
memory with the rise of the civic culture of Holocaust remembrance
and a security-sensitive area after a Palestinian terrorist attack
mortally targeted Rome’s main synagogue in 1982, a condition of per-
manent surveillance aggravated by 9/11 and unchanged since (Bassi,
di Leonardo 2015). The invasion of Lebanon in 1982 was a turning
point in the altered Italian mainstream perception of Israel and made
Middle Eastern politics more and more entangled with Jewish public
discourse. In the same decade, while a renewed Jewish Museum at-
tracted thousands of visitors to the Ghetto, the campo was partial-
ly colonised by Chabad, the entrepreneurial group of ultra-orthodox
Jews who settled there, fashioning themselves as the authentic local
Jews. Their outreach tactics - button-holing passersby and accosting
them with their ‘mission’ - were a far cry from the traditionalist and
local and private orientation of our community steeped in nostalgia
for a fading past.

By the early 2010s the historic Jewish community had never been
smaller - nor the Ghetto more popular. Twenty-five years after my
first naive engagement with the play, my professional interests
and the Jewish cultural activism that I had inherited from my fam-
ily aligned, fortified by a visceral attachment to our own embattled
Jewish community. The forthcoming quincentennial inspired me to
propose the first staging of The Merchant of Venice in the Ghetto: I
was privileged to receive almost unconditional enthusiasm from fel-
low Shakespeareans and the Jewish community leaders. In order to
translate the idea into a solid project there were many challenges, but
I strongly felt we should start from a fundamental premise. Precisely
because the play was going to be staged in the place where Jews had
lived real lives in the sixteenth century, we had to steer clear of the
illusion of time travel. Since my early encounter with Merchant, I had
enjoyed more than once the role of extempore guide to the Ghetto. As
Howells’s example shows, the site has long been an important source
of inspiration for Shakespeare readers, actors and directors wishing
to recreate more ‘authentic’ Merchants and redemptively reduce the
distance between the stereotypical Shylock and the historical real-
ity of Venetian Jews. Sometimes I felt I played the part of the native
informant, the insider entrusted with explaining local culture to the
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dominant group and somehow colluding with it, halfway between
my passionate grandfather and Howells’s sleazy guide. This experi-
ence made me realise the central ambiguity of such an ethnograph-
ic approach. Making Shylock putatively more authentic warrants the
interpretation that cutting off Christian pounds of flesh might have
been historically plausible. This alone made a philological or archaeo-
logical reconstruction undesirable. There are intelligent applications
of this practice. The Globe production by Jonathan Munby (which
symbolically ended its world tour in Venice) definitely pursued the
line of a realistic Shylock. But it also included his forced conversion
in an added scene that disrupted the comic and idyllic denouement
in Belmont and made Jessica regret her own abjuration when she re-
cited the daily Hebrew prayer addressed to the God who ‘forgives
abundantly’ (an obvious refutation of the theological stereotype of
the vengeful Old Testament God, a subtlety surely lost on the vast ma-
jority of the spectators). But in most cases, the reality effects builds
an apparatus of verisimilitude that risks validating Shylock’s gro-
tesquely fictional pound-of-flesh violence as a ‘Jewish’ act.
Envisioning a site-specific production in the Ghetto in 2016 we did
not know what to expect - that was precisely the point - but for sure
we did not want to turn Shylock into a decent human being to honour
the memory of the Jews who were ghettoised and later persecuted
here. At no point did we intend to recreate the illusion of voyaging
back into the sixteenth century: the production was programmatical-
ly expected to go precisely against the grain of the antiquarian, nos-
talgic drive that led Howells and some of his contemporaries to look
for historical traces of Shakespeare’s passage through Venice. In sum,
bringing Shakespeare to the Ghetto was not meant as a redemptive or
restorative operation aimed at aligning fiction and history; on the con-
trary, it was a dialectical gesture made at a specific geopolitical junc-
ture in the history of Europe when the most sophisticated awareness
and development of critical multicultural thinking coexists with the
resurgence of populism, antisemitism, and racism as major political
vectors. The project was about owning Shakespeare, coping with his
disturbing legacy, participating in that fascinating history of Jewish
appropriations of the play that Edna Nahshon and Michael Shapiro
have aptly defined “wrestling with Shylock” (2017). It meant recog-
nising the public and civic function of the Ghetto as a paradigmatic
site. The bold choice made by Coonrod of assigning the iconic role of
Shylock to five different actors, of different genders, nationalities and
ethnicities to play each of his five scenes (discussed by many chap-
ters here and in Pellone, Schalkwyk 2017), emphasised that he was
not just the archetypal Jew but a more complicated figure of alterity.
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4  Conclusion. 2021 and Beyond

Many years after his visit, William Dean Howells met Shakespeare
‘in person’. In The Seen and Unseen at Stratford-on-Avon: A Fantasy
(1914), they discussed, among other things, the rapid ascent of the
motion picture and the decline of theatre: “I was down in Venice,
last night, at the little theater where you used to see them, and they
were doing a Wild West movie piece just as you saw to-day; and it’s
the same everywhere in Italy” (93). Today he may be surprised to
see there is an Old Wild West restaurant not far from the Ghetto,
and everywhere shops are more likely to sell international brands
or cheap knick-knacks than to offer any local product. The Merchant
‘in’ Venice was a symbolic gesture connecting the local community
with theatre visitors, Venetian artistic traditions (such as the beauti-
ful costumes of Stefano Nicolao, one of the few artisans who resists
the commodification of Venetian culture and enjoys an international
reputation) with the company styles and repertoires, Italian actors
with international actors. Since then, the production has travelled
abroad, demonstrating that its artistic merit outlives the occasion
of its genesis. The fact that the only ‘set’ reutilised for its American
debut at Montclair State University were the metal barricades used
to demarcate the performing space in the Ghetto is a revealing de-
tail. What was imported from Venice was not some reconstructed his-
torical artefact but testimony of the compromise accepted by the di-
rector (who would have loved for the actors and spectators to merge
seamlessly with the casual passersby) to comply with safety and secu-
rity restrictions. And perhaps those imported barricades operated in
performances beyond the Ghetto as a sad reminder of ghettoisation.

By forming, over two summers of rehearsal and performance,
a temporary ‘heritage community’ - “a group of people committed
to sustaining and transmitting to the future generations cultural
heritage through public actions” (Council of Europe, Faro Convention,
2005), Colombari reactivated the tradition of cosmopolitanism in the
Venice Ghetto and made of the 2016 anniversary a moment to reflect
on the past, present and future of the site. Looking back to the pro-
duction now in 2021 as we enter a new decade in the millennium, the
historical distance feels much greater. The political orientation of the
production and its prestigious collateral event - the ‘Mock Appeal’
presided by the late US Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg
(and discussed in detail elsewhere in this volume) - embodied the spir-
it of a very particular era, symbolised by the presidency of Barack
Obama and a simultaneous sweeping victory of progressive parties in
Italy. Only a few years later, antisemitism is once again a common po-
litical currency in Hungary; it is a controversial matter in progressive
forces such as British Labour; it has resurfaced in government forc-
es in Italy and in popular movements in France; it provokes Neo-Nazi

Studiericerche 25 | 36
The Merchant in Venice: Shakespeare in the Ghetto, 25-40



Shaul Bassi
“Shylock is Dead”: Shakespeare In and Beyond the Ghetto

Shylock #3 (Jenni Lea-Jones) howls. © Andrea Messana

violence in Germany and the United States; it shows different faces
in white supremacists and poisons the rhetoric of some anti-Zionist
leftwingers; it informs conspiracy theories on the Coronavirus pan-
demic; it generates rival definitions by international institutions and
academics; it is mobilised by some Jewish and Israeli leaders, some-
times willing to side with right-wing movements and governments
against the spectre of Muslim enemies. Old theological debates and
knots reappear, showing their uncanny topicality. Overt racism is on
the political agenda in many countries worldwide, and new ghettoes
are created in the form of detainment camps or ships full of hopeful
migrants arrested on the seas. The one lesson I certainly took from
my grandfather’s involvement with Merchant is never to allow inciden-
tal moments of political optimism to cloud our judgment on the per-
nicious ability of antisemitism to be reanimated as a persistent cul-
tural temptation and an expedient political weapon in times of crisis.

At the end of his revised edition of his history of the Ghetto, the
book that contributed to putting this district back on the cultural
map in 1987 and that was reissued on the occasion of the quincen-
tennial, Riccardo Calimani proclaimed, once again, the death of
Shylock (2016, 488). Like Howells, he had opened his original text
with Shakespeare’s character to give his readers a familiar point of
reference. Thirty years later, his description of the Ghetto sounded
more disillusioned and melancholic, an unsurprising perspective for
an author who was witnessing his own version of Jewish Venice re-
ceding into the past.
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But Shylock is not dead. As long as the theological-political-eco-
nomic entanglements that Shakespeare distilled in this unruly
dramatis persona resurface in the present, this character who mani-
fests extreme hate and extreme love will continue to haunt us under
ever new circumstances. My grandfather Gino probably attended
the famous staging of The Merchant of Venice that Max Reinhardt
brought to Venice in 1934. I had the chance to discuss that famous
production with another member of the family, then a young 17-year-
old spectator. What she remembered in her nineties was not the
lavish scenography still praised by theatre historians but a harrowing
cry from Shylock. The relation between this recollection and her later
experience as a persecuted Jew under Fascism must remain the sub-
ject of speculation. But it certainly informed my thinking about our
project to stage The Merchant in Venice in 2016. Eighty years after
Memo Benassi cried out in Reinhardt’s production, Jenni Lea-Jones,
the woman who, as Shylock #3, spoke “Hath not a Jew eyes?”, cried
out again, in one of the most arresting moments of the production.
Shylock is not dead; (s)he is still screaming.
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manity - which is also a cry for revenge. And how to present a play
that speaks to a modern audience while respecting its origins and,
above all, the restored, renowned modern Venice Ghetto and the cen-
turies of history within it.

To begin with, Valeri and Coonrod developed a text that spoke most
viscerally to the issues and themes that the Ghetto demanded - mer-
cy, outsiders, family and community. They incorporated Italian com-
media dell’arte to draw out the dark and foreboding humour of the
piece. Then, bringing Moss and a group of American and Italian ac-
tors together in tandem with the Shakespeare Summer School on San
Giorgio, Venice, in 2015, they began workshopping the production,
making discoveries about what spoke most powerfully to Coonrod’s
vision, including the decision to cast five actors as Shylock. The team
returned to the USA and continued developing the text while adding
new cast members from America, Italy and beyond - some old friends
from the workshop, some new collaborators. In 2016, the gathering of
strangers met in Venice to rehearse the production. On 26 July 2016,
Shylock entered the Ghetto for the first time in history.

In the conversation that follows, Coonrod and Moss, director and
dramaturg, discuss the process of creating the production and re-
flect upon its challenges and achievements.*

DAVINA MOSS How did you first get involved with the project?
What’s the background to the ‘gathering of strangers’ which
became The Merchant in Venice?

KARIN COONROD I read and re-read an email from David Scott
Kastan, the Yale Shakespeare professor and scholar, introduc-
ing me to another Shakespearean, Shaul Bassi, of Ca’ Foscari
University of Venice, by way of Professor Kent Cartwright of the
University of Maryland. Shaul had imagined an ingenious and
provocative way to wrap together the 500th anniversary of the
Ghetto’s origin and the 400th of Shakespeare’s death: perform
The Merchant of Venice in the Ghetto itself. With that email, I
was being invited into The Merchant of Venice project in the
Venice Ghetto in 2016. My heart and head pounded with exhila-
ration and a good measure of trepidation. After all, Merchant is
a play burdened with decades of antisemitism. The Nazis played
it repeatedly to justify their own anti-Jewish killing machines;
universities had banned its production; revered scholars openly
called this play not worthy of its author for the play’s treatment
of its larger-than-life character, Shylock.

1 This production has been extensively reviewed and discussed critically. See for exam-
ple: Stavreva, Sokolova 2016; Henderson 2017; Cartwright 2017; Bassi 2017; Chillington
Rutter 2017; Pellone, Schalkwyk 2019.
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Figure1 Karin Coonrod with Shakespeare actors, scholars and students
during the Shylock Project seminarin 2015. © Andrea Messana

In summer 2014 I met David and Shaul in London and then
went to Venice to encounter the Ghetto itself. I had been there
many years before as a visitor and now pondered this new pro-
ject. The Ghetto represents a thriving hub of Jewish world cul-
ture, but also an island, confined and marginalized by the dom-
inant Venetian culture. I found myself wondering whether a
performance in this re-born Ghetto of 2016, with its inherent
contradiction, might uncover something new in the play and in
the culture? Perhaps the exorcizing of Shylock’s ghost might
send an urgent message that we need to hear now more than
ever? How would the neighbors in the Ghetto respond to an
American theater company taking the lead in this production?

It became clear in growing conversations with Shaul that a
workshop in 2015 would be necessary to lay the groundwork
of the production for the commemoration year. We wanted to
test out different parts of the play and find our way into it.
Thus, at the invitation of Ca’ Foscari University of Venice and
Fondazione Cini, we took The Shylock Project (as we called it)
into workshop on Isola di San Giorgio in the summer of 2015.
Here I developed my approach to The Merchant of Venice, which
we retitled The Merchant ‘in’ Venice for 2016. From the United
States I brought two actors (Reg E. Cathey and Sorab Wadia)
and two dramaturgs (Walter Valeri and Davina Moss) and from
Brussels, my directing assistant (Nerina Cocchi); in Venice we
found a lively group of fifteen Venetian performers. Over twelve
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intense days, the workshop gave me my first opportunity to
sketch out the theatrical approach to Merchant.

DM How does this production fit into the arc of your personal
aesthetic?

KC When I think about personal aesthetic two things come to
mind immediately: working with a tight ensemble of actors who
take play and game seriously and the deep simplicity of the de-
sign gesture. Yet in this year, 2020, with the Coronavirus pan-
demic, the global lockdown and the closure of theaters and ef-
fective shutdown of live art and culture, I've been thinking
about what is the sine qua non of the aesthetic since I am doing
a lot in the virtual realm where theater meets film. I've been
working with Colombari actors to bring our “More Or Less I
Am” (from Walt Whitman’s Song of Myself) to this new format.
With The Merchant of Venice 1 played with Venice itself: the
Ghetto, the stones, the sky, the carnival torchlight and masks,
the colors of Venice (red), the Jews (yellow) and Belmont (blue).
With “More Or Less I Am” we stripped away all the usual design
elements: no costumes, no set, no live audience even. What is
left? What is the essential thing? Perhaps it is the visceral inti-
macy of the words as spoken by the soul of the actor trying to
cut through to the one who will hear, see. This encounter be-
tween the company of actors and the audience is where the play
breathes. What is the challenge, provocation or invitation? How
do we cut through with the secrets from our serious playing?

So, I am an ensemble director. The serious playfulness of
the company of actors is important to me. For example, when
I directed King John (with Ned Eisenberg as John), the pro-
duction launched with a children’s game - a keep-away-crown
toss - in which the crown was seized with glee by King John,
who crowned himself and jump-started the play, with his brazen
query of the French messenger: “Now, say Chatillon, what
would France with us?”. Chatillon appeared at the back of the
house, the two of them caught in a beam of light through the
attendant audience. All the other actors in the company hastily
became the new court. The gestures were strong, bold and de-
manding of an audience.

With The Tempest (with Reg E. Cathey as Prospero and Sorab
Wadia as Sebastian) the entire company of actors entered the
performance space from the back of the house on a mission,
moving like a tsunami wave through the length of the space,
only stopping when the outside door that let them in shut de-
finitively. They turned around and looked at the audience and
a black angel (a member of the stage crew) brought Prospero
his staff. Prospero struck his staff on the floor of the space once
and spoke out ‘boatswain’ to which the actor playing Ariel re-
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sponded by running up to a huge ball which had been pre-set in
the middle of the space and setting it swinging mightily. That
action catalyzed the storm, spoken by all the actors where they
still stood while the ball - like an earth constellated with light
and also like a pendulous lantern on a ship - found its own wild
path down the length of the space, thus turning the entire space
with its audience into the dizzying ship tossed at sea.

When I directed Henry VI, ten actors played the more than
sixty characters throughout the trajectory of three plays, begin-
ning with the space enclosed and ending with the black walls of
the surrounding theater exposed and angrily scrawled upon with
white chalk from the text of the play ending with the image of an
upside-down crown in the style of Basquiat. Though the conten-
tions for the crown are there from the first scene, what fascinat-
ed me in the actors’ occupation of the space was the movement
from enclosed medieval space (where there were agreed-upon
rules) to the wide-open modern horizons where rules have dissi-
pated and it was every man for himself, where Richard York says
“Iam myselfalone”. This is the individualism of the West, where
it’s gotten us. When the company spoke in the first scenes they
spoke in their natural voices; when the space was exposed, they
spoke intimately into microphones for intentional cruelty, a kind
of roar of individualism at the expense of the community as seen
in the future Richard III who denies his own kin when he says,
at the close of Henry VI, Part III: “I have no brother, I am like no
brother” and claims “I can smile, and murder whiles I smile”. In
the final scene, the Yorks appeared in white, all dancing in the
river of Henry VI's blood (it was the first - and only - time in my
production of this civil war play that blood was visibly spilled,
when Richard killed Henry).

In my ensemble aesthetic, everyone in the company is neces-
sary; no one is an ‘extra’. The company creates a kind of ‘game’
world through which the story is told. Perhaps it is because my
aesthetic emerges from a great deal of engagement with the me-
dieval mystery plays as ‘ludi’ or games that I value the com-
pany collective equally sharing the story brought to that great
encounter with an audience. In some respects, this game aes-
thetic has more in common with the experimental drama of the
mid-twentieth century (Beckett, Ionesco etc.) than the commer-
cial psychological theater since then, with its naturalistic sys-
tem of lead actors around which the others rotate in and out of
the performance. In many cases with my work the actors are al-
ways present witnessing the action, thus creating waves of lis-
tening, which is another thing I believe Shakespeare was always
sculpting, modeling for us: listen! (“Look with thine ears!”). In
the Jewish Ghetto, it was important to have an audience inside
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an audience since the Ghetto itself was alive with its daily com-
ings and goings.

I want a theater that goes beyond the confines of civility,
as Dionysus - the god of the theater - beckons us. This means
mining the extremes of the inner thoughts of the characters
into a full humanity, not controlling them. It means also en-
couraging the actors sometimes not to love their characters
at the expense of their ugly secrets, the judgments and bitter-
ness the characters themselves feel and express. In most of
Shakespeare’s plays, the characters utter very far from civil dis-
course in their words. This requires fierce and honest embodi-
ment, demanding an actor to venture into vast inner reservoirs
that will give an audience relief - catharsis - in the hearing and
witnessing. These honest human portrayals vibrate against a
strong architectural frame built by the director: that is the ac-
tive aesthetic I work on with every play.

With Merchant I began the play upbeat with a sense of ‘come-
dy tonight!”: all the company entered the space preparing the au-
dience for an evening of high-spirited singing and dancing. The
cast included fifteen actors and six musicians. We also involved
five onstage crew, whom we called ‘black angels’ (or angeli neri)
dressed in sleek black, who performed all the onstage costume
changes, brought the props on and off and even stepped into a
scene when necessary. This sense of fun from the get-go was
important to composer Frank London and me. The high-spirit-
ed comic intention could then stand in sharp contrast with the
unfolding of the play and begin to frame its exposure of hate-
ful antisemitism.

DM Did you use this game aesthetic in the realizing of Shylock?
KC Absolutely. This is a play about the community of Venice - but
the moral center is revealed in how the Venetian citizens treat
Shylock, the stranger, the outsider who lives among them. I
wanted to make this play alive in the twenty-first century, to
open up the role of Shylock to what is both Jewish and univer-
sal, to feel the experience of the outsider. So, I engaged five
actors, one in each of the five Shylock scenes: 1) Shylock, the
merchant (played by Sorab Wadia), making the bargain with
Antonio; 2) Shylock, the father (played by Adriano Iurissevich),
at his home with daughter Jessica; 3) Shylock, the grieving par-
ent (played by Jenni Lea-Jones), facing his loss and giving his
famous “hath not a Jew eyes” speech; 4) Shylock, the widow-
er (played by Andrea Brugnera), as part of a community with
Tubal; 5) Shylock, the killer (played by Ned Eisenberg), at the
trial. These were actors of different gender, nationality, age,
ethnicity - outsiders of all stripes, whom we would recognize
and identify with today. I wanted to convey the universal themes
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Figure2 TheFive Shylocks underthe Ghetto tree. © Andrea Messana

of humanity Shakespeare and Shylock hand to us, still retaining
the essential Jewish identity of Shylock. When not portraying
Shylock, the five actors each played other characters in conflict
with Shylock as part of the game aesthetic. This required the
audience to decide between the hated and the hater. For exam-
ple, the actor playing Shylock #1 also played Graziano, so the
audience witnessed in the fluidity of these actors the shifting
winds of human feeling.

I understand that five actors playing Shylock is a sharp turn
from the traditional one-actor portrayal - something I had to
abandon to gain a twenty-first century opening into the play -
to how we confront hierarchy and discrimination today. What
was at stake was opening the role without diluting the emotion-
al power of Shylock. One way I countered that was by gather-
ing the five actors playing Shylock on stage in key moments of
the play, what you might say was a unified or shared Shylock, a
group of five as one, and a way to make the ‘other’ - the five play-
ing Shylock - a voice crying out to the supremacist citizenry.
The five Shylocks gave the production a framing power, a tra-
jectory, a kind of galactic arc that could only be rattled by the
humanity of each actor’s deeply mined performance.

All of this - a large company striving for what is larger than
all of us together, provoking an audience, derailing ourselves
from the received notions of the play by activating the fluidi-
ty of role and action - is central to my aesthetic. I can think of
a play as an argument, and there should be no element of set
design, costume, music, lights that does not urge the provoca-
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tion forward. For instance, all the costume changes happened
in the presence of the audience for complete transparency of
the sleight-of-hand game. There was a ritual to the playing of
Shylock, since each actor playing Shylock also doubled, mean-
ing that he had to be ‘remade’ as Shylock. The moment of tran-
sition was accompanied by music while the new Shylock was
ceremoniously dressed - in view of spectators - by two black an-
gels, carrying in the desert cloak and the golden sash. It was an
action that could be seen from all over by the Ghetto audience
and any onlookers who happened by. The transparency engaged
the shared participation of the audience. Nothing was hidden.

DM How did the history of Venetian Jewry affect staging, costum-
ing and linguistic choices?

KC This became an obsession. In fact, ‘Ghetto’ - that word - never
appears in the play. Shakespeare didn’t seem to know about the
Ghetto, but he knew about the Rialto and he knew about mon-
eylending and bonds. Yet in this place we had an opportunity to
stage the play in a way that could not be replicated elsewhere.
When the floor of the stage is the very stones of the Ghetto cam-
po, sedimented with the vibrant culture and history, is there an-
ything to add? We thought not. The Ghetto stones resounded,
echoed with the very life that made any decorative accessory a
mere depletion. With this in mind, Peter Ksander - the set and
light designer - and I felt our job was to design the play into
the campo itself, to inhabit Venice with Shakespeare’s text and
actors. Instead of building a stage, we placed the audience on
stadium seating at one side of the campo to gaze at the histor-
ic facades of the Ghetto, including two of its six synagogues.
As darkness fell, our stage set was a wall of lights pointed on
the actors in the Ghetto. During the performances, life went on,
not quite as usual, as a steady stream of passers-by at the cam-
po perimeter stopped to watch, customers at the nearby Upupa
Restaurant listened from the side and Ghetto inhabitants with
their own exclusive box seats on surrounding balconies waited
for the play to begin.

That year, 2016, was the 500th anniversary of the Ghetto,
which formalized the discrimination against the Jews as Other.
Ironically, the Venetians needed the Jewish banks and loans for
their thriving commerce but confined them to an island now
known as the Ghetto Novo with a strict sundown curfew: the
gates were locked at the expense of the Jews. Still, the Jews
had endowed their Ghetto life with richness and depth, family,
tradition, learning and a thriving culture. For the full human-
ity Shakespeare gives his Shylock, it seems to me in some way
he grasped this.
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With Stefano Nicolao, the Venetian costume designer
(Stefano, a three-time Oscar nominee and local treasure), we
went with a fluid design in which the clothes could be changed
quickly by the black angels in the sight of the audience - an
Elizabethan silhouette with modern accoutrements: zippers,
snaps etc. We mixed male and female. We talked about the
identifying marks and colors of the Jew in Venice at the time of
the sixteenth century. Both red and yellow had been used his-
torically, but we preferred yellow in strong opposition to the
red of Venice worn by the nobili. The Duke at the trial we de-
cided would be clothed in a massive red cloak that would look
like blood against the stones. We provided the onstage audi-
ence red stoles in solidarity with the Duke at the trial. Hence,
as “Venetian citizens’ they shared his entitlement and his aloof
power, like a red sea of blood against Shylock sashed in yellow. I
wanted an operatic gesture with the yellow mark to signify that
the actor was changing from a previous character to Shylock,
witnessed easily by all. I avoided the armband or the star of
David. I wanted the ‘mark’ to cover the entire core of the body.
Stefano’s Japanese-like golden-yellow silk sash wound around
the torso and tied in the front. The stigma became a thing of
beauty, worn with dignity.

Frank London, a jazz trumpeter and co-founder of the New
York klezmer band, The Klezmatics, was our composer. He is
deeply versed in Jewish folk music and conversant with all
forms of popular and classical music. He and I talked about
how scholars had frequently written about Shylock’s dislike of
music. For us the only evidence for this was when Shylock warns
his daughter against listening to the drum and the wry-necked
fife at the time of the carnival. Sure, Shylock was a strict sin-
gle parent who didn’t want his daughter to be seduced by the
carnival music - and anything attached to the dominant cul-
ture. Was that so strange? It did not indicate he was a music
hater. Frank composed theme music for Shylock for the ritual
changing and from a high rooftop played a plaintive trumpet la-
ment at the moment of Jessica’s flight from her father’s house.

Our international company included Italians, Americans,
Australians, Romanians, French, thus making our stage inter-
national, a palcoscenico internazionale. And this brings up the
question of language: we played the play in English with the
commedia scenes in Venetian dialect. I plunged into various dia-
lects of European and Italian Jewry that would have been spoken
in the Ghetto from the sixteenth century onwards and played
with incorporating that into Shakespeare’s dialogue. We were
not aiming either to authenticate or stereotype Shylock; rather,
as often happens with persons in a strange land, to charge the
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heightened emotion of certain moments with fragments of trib-
al mother-tongue talk - Yiddish, Ladino, or Giudeo-Veneziano.
For instance, towards the end of the first Shylock scene when
Bassanio shows concern about the business relationship with
the outsider Jew, Shylock addressed Abraham in Yiddish - “Ah,
Vader Avram” - then continued in English. In the second Shylock
scene we included a phrase of Ladino when Shylock spoke inti-
mately to his daughter: “Jessica, m'ija, | Mira a mi casa” (Jessica,
my girl, look to my house). And the third Shylock, when deep-
ly lamenting the departure of Jessica in the hearing of Salanio
and Salarino, cried out in Giudeo-Veneziano “Me fia” instead of
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‘my daughter’ or ‘mia figlia’, the typical Italian. These expres-
sions created an urgency, intimacy and mystery in his relation-
ships, seen and unseen.

From Shaul Bassi, the Jewish Venetian Shakespearean and
our indefatigable host for all the Merchant revels, we learned
that only the Ashkenazi Jews were allowed to lend money, hence
the real’ Shylock would have been Ashkenazi and would have
attended the gorgeous Scuola Grande Tedesca - German syn-
agogue - in the Ghetto, built in 1528. The five windows of the
German synagogue looked down on our playing space and it felt
like a continuous blessing.
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In the 2015 workshop, we went to the Banco Rosso in the
Ghetto, where Shylock would have been a moneylender. Next
to it is a house often affectionately referred to as ‘the Shylock
house’, a private house, shuttered tight for years, owned by a
gentleman in Parma. Not knowing then what it was called, I
wanted one of its windows to be the window that Jessica (played
by Michelle Uranowitz) opened when Lorenzo came to take her
away. Getting the permission to un-shutter this particular win-
dow was a major time-consuming effort, requiring a trip to
Parma to negotiate a price. Thanks to my inexhaustible assis-
tant, Nerina, it happened. The result for our audience was the
enchantment of an actual window in the Ghetto opening wide
as part of the ‘set’ and for the Venetians, the added satisfaction
of seeing this singular house in the Ghetto activated with life.

DM What were the key points of the adaptation?

KC The decision to privilege Shylock’s story informed the adap-
tation, with the exploration of the full humanity of the charac-
ter. To accomplish this, we truncated some of the Portia scenes
at Belmont and freely made cuts throughout the play. Our adap-
tation of Merchant is played in eighteen scenes with a prologue
and a coda. As I was working on the storyboards with Peter
Ksander, the light and space designer, we realized that the play
came unhinged at the cri de coeur of Shylock, right about dead
center of the play. In performance, the play came to a full stop.
Before this moment, the plays moves along in a bantering way
and after this moment it is clouded with danger.

DM We also moved several scenes around to re-distribute the
Portia material throughout the play, intercutting back and forth
between Venice and Belmont. We cut enough to allow the play
to be performed in under two hours with no interval - it was
important for us to capture our audience in the magic and not
let up. The pacing of this play is very interesting: at times it
can feel like it’s running away from you in the Venice scenes,
but then Belmont is more languorous. And then the trial comes
and the play stops short - it is as if the stage becomes a cruci-
ble, or perhaps a set of scales holding the play in a moment of
balance. What were the key moments of the Shylocks coming
together and how did they develop?

KC A vital question for me was when and how to bring them all
together and why. There were two heightened moments that
emerged as our rehearsals unfolded, calling for the conver-
gence of the five Shylock actors: one was dead center and the
other at the play’s finale. Here is how that all came about. In
the 2015 workshop we rehearsed the five Shylock scenes with
four men and one woman, each playing one of Shylock’s five
scenes, in the spirit of testing and experimenting. It became
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clear to me that Shylock’s realization of Jessica’s flight from
her father’s house would peak with a wordless lament, a huge
howl by Shylock. Would not a woman, with her earthy, mater-
nal humanity, be the best to express this unfathomable grief
and rage at the loss of a child?

I asked one of our Shylocks - Jenni Lea-Jones - to improvise
a keening wail, pulling from memory or imagining lamenting
women in Ireland, Italy, Greece, Israel, from all over the world.
Hearing her anguish slowly unleashed, the air in the room com-
pletely changed. We all sat speechless. This was the way for-
ward. In Jenni’s bottomless cry we heard not only Shylock, but
the bitter agony of all parents, fathers and mothers, all disen-
franchised persons, the voice of the voiceless. This was the
play’s turning point. Now the metaphorical knives were out, and
through the remainder of the play everyone knew that, even if
those knives were sheathed, they would surely come out again.

By the time of the production, this scene became fully re-
alized. In a large circle around the center of the stage space,
the five actors, transforming into Shylock, were dressed in the
golden-yellow sashes while all around and through them the full
company had become the mocking, jeering Venetians, speaking
the cruel gossip-ridden passages normally spoken by Salanio
and Salarino in Shakespeare’s text. (This derision had become
so ugly that one of the actors asked me if this were ‘allowed’
in the Ghetto and I responded by saying it was necessary.) The
five Shylocks started slowly walking toward each other - as if to
gain strength from each other - and when they came very close
together, Lea-Jones as Shylock #3 unleashed her intense grief-
stricken howl. At this moment all cacophonous sound and move-
ment - the entire Ghetto - was slammed into stunned silence.

One French painter, Marie Malherbe, in residence in the
Jewish Ghetto was so stirred by this silence that she wrote a
poem in response: “hurle savage, sanglot terrible | rale totale
et viscéral | a faire tordre les muscles des pierres | et la chair
torturée des maisons | qui en rond | gardent les trous de mé-
moire”. (for the full poem, A Midsummer Night’s Scream - Un
Cri dans le Ghetto, see Appendix).

Shylock’s rage was born and grew unchecked in a vacuum
of anguish and loneliness: his daughter gone forever and in
cahoots with Antonio’s boys, the citizens’ mockery. Shylock
had experienced ‘Christian’ revenge and warned Salanio and
Salarino, “The villainy you teach me I will execute, and it shall
go hard but I will better the instruction”. He was minting the
thought of revenge in the moment of speaking it.

I imagined another gathering of the five Shylocks at the end
of the play. It was important to me to bring Shylock back in the
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final moments of our production to slice through the final ba-
dinage at Belmont. Shakespeare leaves us with the resolution
of the rings and the Portia story, but I was following the oth-
er arc in the play and wanted the audience to confront Shylock
as the stage went dark. In the final scene, Portia, the one who
takes on the patriarchy and beats it at its own game, wins, yet I
wanted the audience to know the emptiness of that ‘win’. So in-
stead of hearing Antonio, Bassanio and Graziano’s exclamations
of surprise at Portia’s accomplishment, the five actors playing
Shylock, one by one, implicated the audience. Together they re-
appeared at the ending with a reprise of the strange halluci-
natory speech sure of his ‘right’ within the laws of Venice that
he made in the courtroom in front of the Duke - a speech with-
out reason, but with, perhaps, the vicious knowledge of experi-
ence. He repeated it now:

You'll ask me why I rather choose to have

A pound of carrion flesh than to receive
Three thousand ducats. I'll not answer that.
But say it is my humour. Are you answered?
What if my house be troubled with a rat

And I be pleased to give ten thousand ducats
To have it baned? What are you answered yet?
Some men there are love not a gaping pig,
Some that are mad if they behold a cat,

And others when the bagpipe sings i'th'nose
Cannot contain their urine; for affection,
Masterless passion, sways it to the mood

Of what it likes or loathes. Now for your answer:
As there is no firm reason to be rendered
Why he cannot abide a gaping pig,

Why he a harmless necessary cat,

Why he a woollen bagpipe, but of force

Must yield to such inevitable shame

As to offend, himself being offended;

So can I give no reason, nor I will not,

More than a lodged hate and a certain loathing
I bear Antonio, that I follow thus

A losing suit against him. Are you answered?
(4.1.39-61)

I wanted our production of this transactional play in this time
and space in the twenty-first century to be a wake-up call. This
is why the final sound in the production was the sound of the
shofar, the wake-up call of Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish new
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Figure4 RegE.Catheyandotheractorsrehearsingin 2015 on the Rialto. © Andrea Messana

year festival, after each actor playing Shylock spoke “Are you
answered?”.

DM Let’s talk about our work on the Bond scene between Shylock
and Antonio.

KC Earlyin the play (Act 1, Scene 3) there is an exchange between
Shylock and Antonio that jumped out at me and is indeed tell-
ing. Shylock has been approached by Bassanio with the request
for the loan of a sizeable sum, 3,000 ducats, which we translat-
ed into about half a million dollars. (He had to get a ship, reti-
nue and gifts to go to Belmont. No small enterprise to impress
Portia the rich girl.) After Antonio enters the scene (proba-
bly annoyed that Bassanio had gone to Shylock for the loan),
Shylock is thinking aloud about the sum and the rate: “Three
thousand ducats. 'Tis a good round sum. | Three months from
twelve; then, let me see, the rate”. He is rudely interrupted by
an impatient Antonio who wants to get the bond and get out
of there pronto: “Well, Shylock, shall we be beholden to you?”.
Shylock certainly reads this as arrogance because his response
is a catalogue of all Antonio’s abuses: ““You call me [...] cut-
throat, dog [...] Hath a dog money? Is it possible | A cur can lend
three thousand ducats?”. The sarcasm is fantastic here. Yes, it
is what we all feel when experiencing injustice from one who
is dominant and easily exonerates himself (not unlike white su-
premacy of which there is now increased awareness and dis-
cussion of its assumptions).

In our work on the scene in the 2015 workshop with Antonio
(Reg E. Cathey) and Shylock (Sorab Wadia), we pushed it even
further. With Shylock’s “This is kind I show” he held forth his
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hand to shake and Antonio came close to him and threatened
him with spit. The visceral nature of Antonio’s loathing was
brought home. In our production not only was Antonio devoid
of mercy, but also imperious and inhumane to the person from
whom he needed to borrow money. If Antonio, the representa-
tive and successful merchant in Venice, assumes this attitude,
how do others behave?

The forfeit settled on between Antonio and Shylock had a
piece of laughter in it, like locker room talk between business-
men, even salacious: “let the forfeit | be nominated for an equal
pound | Of your fair flesh, to be cut off and taken | In what part of
your body pleaseth me”. Shylock was not thinking to kill Antonio
here. At this point both men knew that Antonio’s ships would
come in, as they always had. At this moment the small satisfac-
tion is that Shylock would have a piece of paper with this writ-
ten on it, to laugh at later. We spent a lot of time working this
scene, showcasing it around Venice to stir up attention for our
project the following year.

DM Now let’s talk about the trial scene as a crucible at center
of play.

KC In our production, there is an interaction in the trial where
humiliation, dignity, oppression, defiance converge. It is that
flashing instant of confrontation: Shylock #5 (played by Ned
Eisenberg) with his knife, his eyes swimming in vindictive ha-
tred, about to take the pound of flesh from Antonio, and Antonio
offering himself not as victim, but as a dare - let’s see if I've
really turned you into an animal - and the audience, I believe,
unsure of what will happen, and wondering are we through with
humanity, is it gone? Shylock dropped his knife, breaking the
threatening tableau on “I'll stay no longer question”. He looked
at Antonio (played in 2016 by Stefano Scherini) and started to
laugh in a knowing way about the system and its limitations,
thus pulling Antonio into a shared laugh. The two adversar-
ies, more alike than different, caught in this strange cynical
chortle, seemed to be once again restored to the existing con-
ditions of the corrupt mercantile landscape, as if to say, ‘busi-
ness as usual’. End of play, perhaps. Still laughing, Shylock be-
gan walking out of the courtroom - back to the status quo - only
to be stopped by Portia’s soft and steely “Tarry, Jew”. Here’s
the crux. Portia (played by Linda Powell) had been watching
the merchants’ laughter from the side like a hawk. It is the mo-
ment in which Portia - her leadership and the play itself - could
go in various directions. She could do anything. She could find
it within herself to be inspired by her own previous ‘quality of
mercy’ advice and say, ‘let’s make a change, let’s be reconciled,
let’s find a new way forward’, urging the Duke in this path. She
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could deliver a warning reprimand to both merchants in the
name of the Duke.

Here was the opportunity. What would she say? Would she
call Antonio and Shylock into a new accord, underpinned with
a promise from both parties? No. Instead, she unleashes her
punishment against the Jew, “The law hath yet another hold on
you”. She sharpens her revenge and tightens the vice around
Shylock’s short-lived liberty. Her imperative use of the word
‘mercy’ was only spoken to require it of him, and when he does
not acquiesce, to humiliate him: “Down therefore and beg mer-
cy of the Duke”. Had she been truly a remarkable woman, she
would have called upon mercy - of which she speaks (“'Tis
mightiest in the mightiest”) but does not show - and the entire
court would have had the opportunity to be drawn into an un-
forgettable action of reconciliation.

But rather than show this radical mercy I believe she gathers
the already visible hatred against the Jew demonstrated in the
court and perpetuates revenge to win the day. She says earlier
about mercy: “it doth teach us all to render | The deeds of mer-
cy”. Yet Portia, from her disguised place of power and authori-
ty, does not choose to render mercy, but rather pulls Antonio in-
to the game: ‘What mercy can you render him, Antonio?’ When
he enforces Christianity on Shylock, it means that Shylock will
no longer belong to any community at all - neither Jew nor
Christian. He will, I believe, forever be branded as an outsider,
a liminal creature, pariah-like. The vile power imposed on him
drives out any mercy that may have been. With trickster logic,
Portia pushes the punishment of Shylock to its extreme, giving
him a comeuppance beyond his wildest imaginings. By the time
Shylock is definitively dismissed by the Duke, Shylock is humil-
iated and stripped of all he is.

As we played it in the Ghetto, Shylock #5 (Ned Eisenberg) was
facing the audience downstage until the moment of departure
when he turned upstage to see the entire court composed of the
acting company and onstage audience as jury, some fifty peo-
ple in red facing him. He passed through them, almost like the
Israelites through the Red Sea. In the North American produc-
tion at Montclair, the theater’s configuration informed the op-
posite choice: as Shylock (played by Steven Skybell) walked out
through the audience, the entire company plus audience mem-
bers all in the red regalia in solidarity against Shylock had ven-
tured far downstage to watch his exit. Many nights there were
vitriolic hisses from the Venetian characters in the company.

DM Let’s talk about the prologue and how you added a passage
from Ruzzante, the sixteenth century Paduan playwright, some-
thing that interested all the Shakespeareans and made the
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Italians - especially the Venetian Italians - laugh aloud. That
was something that came out of your work with dramaturg
Walter Valeri.

KC Yes, our Merchant production had two dramaturgs hovering
over it: Walter Valeri from Forli, Italy, with whom I had worked
at the American Repertory Theater on Pirandello, and you, a
Jewish Shakespearean from Yale!

In preparation for the production of the play, Walter and I
read through the commedia scenes of the play - everything with
Lancillotto (Launcelot) and, of course, Gobbo. We read aloud in
English and he could not stop giggling, thinking Shakespeare a
great thief of the commedia. We then read it in Italian (the trans-
lation by Sergio Perosa is what I had on hand) and in Italian it
came even more alive. It was important to me since we were
playing in Venice - the city that basically launched the comme-
dia dell’arte and had influenced Shakespeare’s comic dramatur-
gy - that we should be playing these scenes entirely in Italian.
Walter, a poet and translator, said he could take on these sec-
tions and spice them up. Since Walter had for many years been
a close associate of Dario Fo, he brought to our table a con-
summate knowledge of the whole tradition of commedia and
introduced us all to Ruzzante (actual name: Angelo Beolco).
Ruzzante, an actor and playwright from the first half of the six-
teenth century from Padua, was essentially the father of com-
media dell’arte. He was known for his scatological orations.
We decided on the short love oration, Amore an? I wanted that
scamp Lancillotto, as a kind of interlocutor for the audience, to
speak first, so he began with this oration. Lancillotto (played by
Francesca Sarah Toich) set the whole trajectory in motion with
“Amore an?”, a comedic questioning of traditional courtship.
The last lines of the oration are questions: “Amore an? L'amor
no fa diventar balerini, canterini, gagiardi e salterini? Amore an?
Ma chi cancaro sarae quell disgrassia che no vora parlar d’altro,
che d’amore?” (Love? Doesn’'t Love make us dancers, singers,
tumblers and leapers? Who the devil would that devil be who ev-
er wanted to talk of anything but Love?). After these final ques-
tions were posed by Lancillotto to the audience - and increas-
ingly interrupted by the company - the wild uncontained spirit
of love was sung and danced by the entire company.

Inspired by Nino Rota for this rousing opening number,
Frank London had a blast setting the text to music. We were in
agreement about striking a comic note from the top with the
whole company making a rollicking musical entrance into the
playing space, followed by Lancillotto rousing the audience fur-
ther with the Ruzzante oration. This, then, set up the high relief
for Antonio’s moodiness in the opening line. The Merchant of
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Figure5 Karin Coonrod with Michelle Uranowitz/Jessica during rehearsal. © Andrea Messana

Venice is called a comedy. Yet, when Antonio starts talking, he’s
a ‘want-wit’, as he complains to Salanio and Salarino. I wanted
to put his malaise in relief with the high-spirited gossipy world
of Venice, of which all his ‘boys’ - Bassanio, Graziano, Salanio,
Salarino, Lorenzo - play an integral part.
DM Speaking of the world of the play, I think that moment of the
dueling tenors was a great moment. How did that come to be?
KC Inour Scene 9 (Shakespeare’s 2.6), Lorenzo called on his gang
of high-spirited boys to back him in his bride snatch, taking
Jessica from her father’s house in the middle of the night. Sworn
to punctuality, they showed up on time. But Lorenzo was late for
his assignation. The boys were masked and ready for the carni-
valesque revels, but as they impatiently awaited him, Salanio,
killing time, suddenly sang his lines mocking Lorenzo’s lateness
in high operatic style. Graziano picked up the style and, not to
be outdone, responded. Their operatic dialogue developed into
a hijinks competition before the audience. In the rollercoaster
of the performance, this was the comic respite before the dark-
ness. The two tenors threatened to hijack the play down an-
other path with the audible approbation of the audience, when
Lorenzo arrived.
When I came upon this text, it screamed of wanting to be sung
aloud in Italian. With two engaging tenors playing Graziano
(Sorab Wadia) and Salanio (Enrico Zagni), I realized they could
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sing their mockery in operatic Italian. Composer Frank London
greeted the moment with aplomb and set the exchange in op-
eratic form, an homage to Italian opera, to the dueling tenors
such as Pavarotti and Domingo or Carreras and Lanza, a cele-
bration of being in Italy. Every night we wondered who would
hold the final note longer, Graziano or Salanio?

DM Let’s talk about Jessica’s trajectory.

Kc Shakespeare gives just a single reference to Leah - Jessica’s
mother and Shylock’s wife - by Shylock when he realizes that
Jessica had stolen her mother’s turquoise ring: ‘I had it of Leah
when [ was a bachelor.” A vital, intimate world is painted in that
one sentence, that simple memory. It voices how much is miss-
ing in Jessica’s world, as well as Shylock’s. We had imagined
that Leah had died some five years before, just as Jessica was
entering her teenage years. With the loss of Leah, Jessica lost
the mother’s understanding in these critical years of a young
woman’s development. Rather, she was raised by an over-pro-
tective over-strict single father (with his share of troubles in
the secular marketplace), a man suspicious of the outside world
and suspicious of any male interest in his beautiful daughter (a
common sentiment among fathers). Perhaps we empathize with
Jessica’s rejection of her father’s ways.

Jessica, ready to rebel, finds commonality with Lancillotto
who brings the outside world inside their house, her long-time
playfellow with whom she can complain, ‘Our house is hell’. She
escapes to be with Christian Lorenzo, drawn to the city’s fes-
tivities and the flash and excitement of taboo love - but only to
find the emptiness of that world. Several of Lorenzo’s actions
added up for me: his lateness for their elopement, his appoint-
ing her the torch bearer of the group (the most perilous posi-
tion in dangerous dark Venice) as well as Shakespeare’s inti-
mation that very likely Lorenzo is really after her for her money
(“what gold and jewels she is furnished with”).

Their ‘romantic’ scene (Shakespeare’s 5.1) - which we played
at spiritual cross purposes - began after Lorenzo, smoking a
cigarette, watched closely as Jessica carried two candles down-
stage, a reference to the Sabbath candles. It’s a small gesture,
but it resonates of the cost of her exchange for this new life. At
the end of the play, in the next-to-final scene, after Portia’s re-
turn home, Jessica says nothing, only watches. For me in any
Shakespeare text, silence speaks loudly in contradiction (the
young women in Love’s Labour’s Lost during the Nine Worthies
scene, Hippolyta in A Midsummer Night’s Dream) to the ac-
tion on stage. At the very last moment of the play, Jessica gave
our production its coda, and perhaps an answer, or an echo, of
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Shylock’s howl, making a silent scream of agony against the sec-
ular world she had entered.

DM Did you feel the need to confront the reputation the play has
in some quarters of antisemitism?

KC The question of antisemitism is inevitable, and front and
center for any director tackling Merchant, because the play has
long held a troublesome reputation. In the thirties in Germany,
it was played to advocate for Hitler’s anti-Jewish agenda, with
Shylock portrayed as a comic villain, a despicable, avaricious
and murderous Jew. That casts a long shadow and some in the
Jewish community asked why I would want to produce an anti-
semitic play? Today, there is a revisionist counter which casts
Shylock as a tragic victim. I wanted to lift Shylock out of these
caricatures and understand him as someone Jewish, but also
representing the universal outsider. My perception is that this
is true to Shakespeare, who wrote Shylock as a complex char-
acter, not a one-dimensional villain or victim. When Shylock is
first introduced he is treated as a second class noncitizen, de-
spised. But soon the audience sees him crying out for recogni-
tion of his humanity. Shakespeare does not stop there and re-
veals Shylock as fully human, sympathetic and deeply flawed.
Shakespeare is never easy. We may want to remember Shylock’s
humor, his recognition of a world outside the present world (his
calls to Abraham, Jacob, Daniel), his sense of irony, his sharp
wit. But there is also his anger, his vindictiveness, his hatred
for what has been done to him.

I think the audience feels all of this - and some may even
be rooting for Shylock to take his revenge. There is the ulti-
mate question of whether Shakespeare wrote an antisemitic
play, or whether those who saw the opportunity chose to use
it for their antisemitic ends? There is no question but we see
Shylock endure humiliations that look like rank antisemitism.
Shakespeare is not hiding the rough and inhuman treatment
of Jews that existed in Venice - the location of the first ghetto.
Still, I just don’t see Shakespeare’s understanding of people to
be so limited as to set up Shylock in such a stock, stereotyped
role. To play Shylock that way would be to erase the density
and the existential depths of Shylock’s most famous speech.
In bringing this play to the very Venice Jewish ghetto the fic-
tional Shylock inhabited I was very aware of the reputation of
Merchant, and the duality of acknowledging the play’s portrayal
of antisemitism while capturing Shylock’s full humanity - in
all its qualities - and the larger message confronting all of us.

DM Forme, it’s exactly that: the best productions of Merchant re-
spect Shylock’s humanity without shying away from his frail-
ties and failures - sure, he makes his house ‘hell’ for Jessica, but
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he is also tender towards her, and expresses tenderness for his
deceased wife. He felt to me like many Jewish fathers I knew:
not fun for their teenage daughters, but not evil in their boots.
He felt very rounded as a figure. I don’t believe that a play with
a speech like “Hath not a Jew eyes?” can be antisemitic in its
bones - Shakespeare is too smart for that. He knows what he’s
doing; he’s arguing, it seems to me, for a human kind of respect,
one that respects the person no matter who they are or what
they’ve done - just as Shylock should not be mistreated. Nor
ought he to exact vengeance: neither the Jew nor the Christian
is let off the hook. So as a Jew, working on this production
helped me exorcize the ghost of Shylock who has haunted my
upbringing, showing me the character’s humanity, and that it
is the world’s projections of him, and not the character him-
self, I must fear.

KC Yes, Shylock is a troubling character and profoundly human,
spilling far beyond the caricatures of comic villain or maud-
lin victim. It is as if Shakespeare is more and more engaged by
Shylock as he writes his character, bringing out all the contra-
dictions and heightened moments we’ve talked about, a stran-
ger in a strange land. And it is as if Shylock, more and more
like Shakespeare, has both the living and the dead as his au-
dience; as if he speaks beyond the scene, to open up the whole
landscape of the visible and invisible, addressing not just the
past in Abraham and Jacob but the future, in audiences yet to
come. [ never stop working on this play with every opportunity
we are given to present it to new audiences. Since the produc-
tion in the Ghetto, I've read two authors I want to mention here.
The first is James Baldwin who cheered me mightily in what he
writes about Shakespeare and his knowing of his characters:

The greatest poet in the English language found his poetry
where poetry is found: in the lives of the people. He could
have done this only through love - by knowing, which is not
the same thing as understanding, that whatever was happen-
ing to anyone was happening to him. (2010, 68)

So much of the creation of character on stage depends on how a
character listens. A lot of time is spent discussing what a char-
acter says. But how does that same character listen to someone
else lecturing, pontificating, lording it over another for the ben-
efit of the many auditors? How does Shylock listen to Portia’s
lecture on mercy, “Then must the Jew be merciful”? Shylock’s
response is “On what compulsion must I?” “Must”, a repetition
of Portia’s definitive argument, even gets the iambic stress in
the rhythm. Not only is Shylock resisting Portia’s imperative
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Figure 6 Karin Coonrod’s scene distribution

tone; he then listens hard to Portia eloquently speaking her
convenient mercy. Ned Eisenberg (Shylock #5) and I talked
about this. Shylock’s Jewish theology and tradition is packed
with commands for mercy (“What doth the Lord require of thee,
but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy
God”, Micah 6:8). The Venice of the play is completely devoid
of mercy until one of their own is compromised and then it is
required of the Jew. Sure, Shylock is a bad Jew, but Portia is a
bad Christian, like all the rest of the cast of Venetian charac-
ters. Shylock sees right through Portia’s convenient speech on
mercy. He’s no fool.

In my view, Shylock is above the understanding of everyone
in the play except for Portia: they see eye to eye. When Portia en-
ters the courtroom as a young lawyer, announced as Balthasar,
it is only Shylock (knowing the story of the prophet Daniel)
who makes a quick leap to a similar sounding Belteshazzar
(the name the Babylonians gave to the prophet Daniel). When it
seems that the young lawyer favors Shylock he says: “A Daniel
come to judgment, yea a Daniel!”. Later, Graziano lampoons
Shylock’s reference: “A Daniel [...] I thank thee, Jew, for teach-
ing me that word”.

Shylock is the killer bent on going all the way, bent on pull-
ing out the heart of stone in his enemy, this Antonio, this repre-
sentative of a duplicitous and avaricious transactional culture. I
understand Shylock’s blindness to reason in this moment. With
the flight of Jessica to Antonio’s boys, it’s an ounce of pressure
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too much. With a bitter history of no access to the public square,
Shylock’s brain fills with the dark cloud of rage, blind to rea-
son. Yes, [ know this Shylock too. A scholar I very much admire
is Kenneth Gross who likens Shylock to Shakespeare and ima-
gines Shakespeare colorfully riffing on this likeness:

Shylock is I and I am Shylock. The two of us are caught be-
tween worlds, between earth and air, matter and spirit. We
both fed on shared and secret resources of desire, fear, sor-
row, shame, and resentment, thrusting these into sharper
and more volatile forms, forms by which we both hide and
strip bare our hearts. We thereby take revenge upon those
whose powers are more literal, who have power to hurt and
rarely hold it back. I am content, like Shylock, to offend, my-
self being offended. I, like Shylock, lay claim to the hearts of
my audience, sign with them a contract for a pound of flesh to
be cut off from nearest their hearts. As Shylock does, I claim
flesh from those who are my doubles, though they do not see
how like me they are, as Antonio does not see his own like-
ness to the Jew. I surprise my own hearers with their hearts.
Like Shylock, I want their heart in exchange for my heart...
Shylock is not just myself, but what I might be. Shylock is
what I would be if I truly exposed to you what it is my plays
cost me, and if I made clear what it is they ask for in return.
What [ want from you is profit of a fantastic sort, nothing as
simple as the return of money for a pleasing spectacle. What
I want from you who watch or want to want, is your heart,
both flesh and blood at the same time. I give you my own
heart in return, though under a disguise. I give it to those
whom I hate for knowing nothing of what it costs me to write
as I do. (2006, 16)

Getting at the throbbing heart of the play is what it is all about
for me in directing a production of a Shakespeare text. More
than any other play I have encountered, this play engages the
outsider Jew to expose the hypocrisy of Christendom’s heart.

DM Your final gesture was to project the word ‘Mercy’ (and its
translations) on the walls of the Ghetto in the final moments of
the performance. Where did this gesture originate?

KCc I wanted the inanimate walls to talk - like the handwriting
on the wall in the Book of Daniel - of mercy. Interestingly, 2016
also coincided with Pope Francis’s declaration of the Year of
Misericordia. As I see it, there is no mercy in the play. The si-
lent walls of the Ghetto have witnessed this throughout the
play (not to mention in actual history and time). As mentioned
before, the word itself does not appear until it is demanded
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of the Jew (Act 3, Scene 3). Hence the final gesture: after the
five Shylocks each asked, “Are you answered?” and we hear
the sound of the shofar as a wake-up call to attend Shylock’s
“Are you answered?” it was Jessica who from deep space in
the Ghetto crossed below the footlights to let out her own out-
cry against the vacuity and injustice of the dominant culture.
At this moment the word Mercy was being projected onto the
Ghetto walls as if the inanimate stone walls themselves were
pleading with the human fleshy heart of the public: MERCY.
MISERICORDIA. RAKHAMIM. o7

DM After our final performance in the Ghetto we also went to the
Festival at Bassano del Grappa and then a high-security prison
in Padua. I prepared a stripped-down 75-minute version of the
text for this prison performance.

KC Iremember sitting in between you and Walter at the Bassano
performance and realizing that the production could have life
beyond the Ghetto. Just seeing the shadows cast on the ca-
stello wall from the circle of Shylocks was thrilling. The next
day at the high security men’s prison in Padua was the grand
finale. Dead tired from our unrelenting schedule and having
returned very late the night before from the performance in
Bassano del Grappa, we were awakened anew by our perfor-
mance in the prison.

The welcome given us in the men’s prison of Padova, Casa di
Reclusione di Padova, stirred us deeply. With Nicola Boscoletti,
the facilitator for our performance, we toured the prison bakery
where the men were at work baking bread, cornetti, biscotti, all
manner of baked goods to be sold in the Veneto region, the prof-
its of which went into individual bank accounts for their time of
re-entrance. Upon arrival deep inside the prison we had been
greeted with a delectable lunch from their baked goods. Actors
are always hungry, but this was no pizza pie snack. Here we
were served like kings and queens, panini of all varieties, the
taste competing with elegance. Nerina Cocchi, my indispensa-
ble assistant, had gone a little earlier than the rest of us in or-
der to prep the space and when I turned up she was in tears for
the many kindnesses of the inmates and staff in helping her set
up the room. She also said “There’s going to be a great lunch”.

As you mentioned, the show was shorter since our mandate
was to stay within 75 minutes. So, we excised all the Portia
scenes - with the exception of the courtroom. We kept all the
scenes with Lancillotto and Gobbo, because they were in Italian
and thus easily understood by the inmates. The audience of men
vociferously enjoyed that we were fearless. (Francesca Sarah
Toich - playing Lancillotto - is a striking young woman who in
her male role boldly donned a codpiece and spoke out in a fierce
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Figure 7 Karin Coonrod’s production notebooks
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Figure8 Karin Coonrod’s production notebooks
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deep voice; Andrea Brugnera playing Gobbo was not afraid to
make a cheeky quip about women interpolated from comme-
dia). The inmates adored the portrayal of these two characters
from commedia.

The men in prison had been prepared for our performance
of The Merchant of Venice by reading and studying the play
and watching the Al Pacino film. In the Ghetto performanc-
es of the trial scene, we had recruited audience members to
stand on stage, draped in red stoles, behind the Duke, to face
down Shylock. They made a wall of powerful Venetian solidari-
ty against the ‘outsider’. Now, in the prison, we recruited pris-
oners to make that wall. They came from Teatro Carcere, the
prison’s drama group, led by Maria Cinzia Zanellato. Draped
in the red stoles of ‘justice’, representing the ‘establishment’,
they stood for ‘law’ that the scene would demonstrate could
be manipulated, used to defeat ‘justice’. The irony of these in-
mates’ position in the scene was sobering. Actors and inmates
standing side by side in a theatrical action about eradicating
the riffraff: somehow all the secrets deep inside each mingled
together in this silent shared witness, leaving all of us locked
into the memory.

We were allowed to bring all our costumes and props in-
side the prison walls - including the knife that Shylock held to
Antonio’s heart and the torch Jessica carries into the carnival.
When Shylock held the knife point at Antonio’s naked breast,
every eye in the room was on it. As it was a sustained moment,
attention was palpable. This in turn intensified the dialogue be-
tween Portia (Linda Powell) and Shylock #5 (Ned Eisenberg) in
such a way that the two actors made new, spiritually riotous dis-
coveries inside the high stakes created by this particular audi-
ence. As their director, I was glad to witness this incarnation.

When the company first gathered to rehearse in the prison,
I looked around and saw that our Bassanio (Michele Guidi) was
missing. Someone told me Michele was in the men’s dressing
room. I found him there weeping, saying he couldn’t go on. He
could play in front of thousands, he told me, but not in front of
these prisoners. His eyes were red with grief at their plight. We
had all been disoriented by the thickness of walls and the num-
ber of gates that clanged shut behind us, then deprived of all
our ID papers, phones, money, keys. It was visceral. It was real.
It was playing for keeps. All I could quote to Michele was some-
thing from Beckett: “We can’t go on, we must go on”. As Beckett
is one of our high priests in the theater, Michele listened. They
needed us as we needed them. He went out and played, at great
cost, with his heart in his eyes.
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We performed in front of an audience of 200 inmates, along
with the mayor and some other notables from Padova. Clearly
the inmates appreciated the piece, but, unfortunately, we did not
have time for a talkback, which I greatly regretted. However, we
gathered for a group photo afterwards and then greeted each
other with handshakes and hugs.

This was my first experience performing in prison. And it
was a first for many of the company. Since then, we’'ve been in
American prisons and jails with other works from our repertory,
including works by Walt Whitman and Flannery O’Connor. In
juxtaposition to our Italian experience, we were not allowed to
have any physical contact in the USA prisons and jails, inmates
often addressed by their surnames. I've often thought what we
in America could learn from the Italian system of incarceration.

DM Our production transferred to North America in 2017. How
did it change as it moved?

KC Amajor change in the North American premiere was the cast-
ing, which we wanted to sharpen politically for the Americas.
Shylock #3, for example, was powerfully played by an African
American actress, Lynda Gravatt. When she howled out her de-
spair and called out the dominant culture on its cruel exam-
ple, it spoke volumes to an American audience, with our histo-
ry of racism.

The major design shift was the move of the production to an
indoor theater space. For Peter Ksander and me, this was an
exciting opportunity to more precisely focus the attention of
the audience. Rather than entering from another island of the
Ghetto, the actors entered from the back of the house, through
the audience, in spirited song. We still surrounded the wide
stage space at the Kasser Theater in Montclair with police bar-
riers, as we had in Venice. This time, however, they were more
clearly a set piece, not doing double duty as in the Ghetto where
they delineated the playing space and divided it from the public
space. In the Ghetto the playing space occupied a significant
piece of real estate, which included several trees and a beauti-
ful old well in front of the German and Italian synagogues and
the sixteenth century apartment buildings of the Ghetto. In
the Ghetto we had a wall of lights on stage left; in the Kasser
Theater in Montclair the lights surrounded the entire space.

Perhaps the most important thing I learned from the shift
to the indoor space occurred in the staging of the Trial Scene,
having to do with the use of the barriers onstage. After sever-
al days of rehearsal something came to me crystal-clearly in a
dream, right before the first preview. In rehearsing the scene
itself I began to be irritated by the clutter of actor traffic in-
side the barriers (all my own doing in the staging), yet amaz-
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ingly in my dream I saw the characters - Bassanio, Salanio,
Salarino, Graziano - all confined in the ‘gallery’ outside the bar-
riers. There they could move all around the outside of the bar-
riers, but not downstage, until the moment when they gained
the brazen confidence to cross. Before this unleashing, the only
characters ‘allowed’ inside the power space were the two adver-
saries, Shylock and Antonio, the Duke and his two magistrates,
and eventually Portia and her two helpers, the clerk (Nerissa)
and the holder of the legal books (Balzarina). This gave the
whole scene its geometric clarity and bold argument. It gave
the ‘peanut gallery’ characters just the right resistance they
needed to shout their clamorous contempt into the space where
the Duke repeatedly tried to keep order. When Portia spoke her
second “Tarry, Jew” and let loose her growing hostility, reduc-
ing Shylock into a near non-entity, it was at this moment that
Graziano, awed by Portia’s attack, slipped into the space phys-
ically. With confident quiet gratification he asserted, “Beg that
thou mayst have leave to hang thyself”, venturing forward. The
others followed suit in the spirit of gang mentality, all spiritual-
ly bound together in hate against Shylock, the Jew. The seated
audience in the house witnessed a powerful picture of collec-
tive xenophobia.

Because we were playing in North America, we had to limit
the Italian that was spoken, yet it was necessary for Lancillotto
(played with aplomb by Francesca Sarah Toich) to speak in
Veneziano to retain the spirit of his character which meant we
had to project surtitles. However, [ wanted these surtitles to be
an expression of the wall’s thoughts in response to Lancillotto’s
transgressive strategies and pranks. So the anthropomorphized
wall operated as a kind of judgmental interlocutor for the au-
dience, and when Lancillotto went off text (allowed once) into
some gritty street vulgarity the wall screamed “censured! cen-
sured!”. In this way, the translation is shared, yet there is more
fun to be drawn from the moment in the spirit of commedia, spe-
cifically for an English-speaking audience.

DM To finish, should we say something about how this production
has affected us both?

KC The Merchant of Venice seems more than ever urgent to be
played in our time for its concentration on the power of money,
the political marketplace and injustice against the outsider, ba-
sically what we are now widely referring to as white supremacy.

The play is full of people we recognize from our own time,
all wanting to win, perpetuating an unreflective mainstream
cultural ‘Christianity’ that keeps itself solidly in the dominant
position through financial power. “Hath not a Jew eyes?” says
Shylock after expressing his grief at the flight of his daughter
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Figure9 Karin Coonrod’s production notebooks: first reading
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Figure 10 Monica Garavello as Balzarina. © Andrea Messana

Jessica, knowing that he was ‘had’ by Antonio’s ‘boys’. “The
quality of mercy is not strained”, says Portia in the court to
Shylock, pulling out all the stops on a plea for mercy, that she
herself does not follow.

To work on this play which contains two of the most famous
speeches in the Shakespeare canon and see them as poles of
understanding in the unraveling of the action - the argument
for a convenient mercy on one hand and the plea for a humanity,
that’s marked, ironically, by concluding upon a shared instinct
for revenge, on the other - has found resonance in the search
for the moral center in our own time, thus carving out a strong
position that the play is not in fact an embarrassment and un-
wittingly antisemitic, but rather a play that, through the char-
acter of Shylock, exposes the hypocrisy of the dominant culture.
Shakespeare’s plays always hold in tension the individual and
the community. The interest I encountered for our production
amongst Jewish audiences was remarkable in the effort to re-
claim the play as a wake-up call to those with ears to hear and
eyes to see. The invitation to mint this play in the Jewish Ghetto
of Venice, the place that gave the world the name ‘ghetto’, with
disparate nationalities of actors who didn’t even speak the same
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language, was a challenge I relished with a beautiful team of
collaborators.

DM AsaJew, as I've said, this production allowed me to lay to rest
an uneasy sense I've always had that Shylock would follow me
cruelly through my life. As an artist, this was such a satisfying
project because of the collaborations across language, culture
and history. We took the best of all the cultures we had in the
rehearsal room and - as Venice itself does - used them in har-
mony to create a production which was thought-provoking but
also deeply beautiful. That’s how we worked, shaping this play.
The aesthetic that Karin, Peter Ksander and Stefano Nicolao
created was a joy to behold. I was very proud to be a part of it.
And as a Shakespeareanist, I found the five Shylocks an ingen-
ious way to approach one of his greatest, and most troubling
characters. It was a privilege, every moment.

Appendix

A Midsummer Night’s Scream - Un Cri dans le Ghetto
Marie Malherbe

(Réflexion sur le Marchand de Venise par Karin Coonrod pour les 500 ans du Ghetto
et 400 ans de la mort de Shakespeare)

Le Ghetto ce soir est de sortie.

Sortie étrange, a 'envers, vers Uintérieur de son histoire.
Les gradins en barres métalliques

dessinent des cercles concentriques
comme un cosmos

en révolution

dans la prison de sa mémoire.

Au milieu du ghetto la place;

au milieu de la place la scéne;

au milieu de la scéne la puits

rond lui aussi

comme le temps qui s’appréte a tourner
autour des lumiéres, des arbres et des mots.

Tout commence comme un plaisant divertissement d’été
pour public instruit comme il faut.

Fébrilité de l'avant-féte

sur les dalles antiques ou résonnent

les bottes des carabiniers et les talons italiens

des élégantes. On se pame, on parle, on soupire

en attendant Shakespeare.
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Cigales excitées et buveurs bavards

continuent leur sérénade tandis que gesticulent
en préambule

des saltimbanques d’un autre temps.

Puis au milieu des synagogues, des jeux d’enfants et des maisons
la trompette d’un homme en noir

emplit le ciel comme un chophar

a-t-on sonné ’heure du Pardon?

Les badauds interdits s’arrétent

pour déguster quelques bons vers
suspendus a la nuit dense,

on regarde encore quelques danses...
quand tout a coup

jaillit de la nuit

le CRI.

On te croyait d’une autre époque
mais tu pleures encore Shylock?

Hurle sauvage, sanglot terrible,

rale total et viscéral

a faire tordre les muscles des pierres
et la chair torturée des maisons

qui enrond

gardaient les trous de mémoire.
Aboi qui déchire I’histoire;

qui fouille dans les entrailles

de ces trop fameuses murailles;

qui tonitrue et puis se tait.

Silence nouveau

sur le campo

léger comme apres l'orage...
Accouché du fond des ages
le ghettoes a crié son Nom.

Les corps qui bougent,

les lumiéres rouges

tout s’accélere et la spirale
s’inverse

enfin ce soir on peut sortir
des bourreaux et des martyrs,
car le procés n’est pas fini

et son nom est MERCY.
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Mercy Merci

Colombari

par votre farce libératrice
le ghetto crie ses cicatrices
et marche vers sa guérison.
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Abstract Karin Coonrod describes Compagnia de’ Colombari as an ‘international
collective’ that ‘generates spectacle wherever we go’ - a collaboration of energy, crea-
tivity and theatricality nourished by different cultures, histories, traditions, disciplines
and techniques. In this chapter we hear from three theatre makers whose collaborative
work on The Merchant ‘in’ Venice shaped the ‘spectacle’ of this production. Designing
its costumes (Stefano Nicolao), music (Frank London) and lighting (Peter Ksander), they
established how this production looked and sounded and designed a world for the
actors to inhabit.

Keywords Designing Shakespeare. Site-specific design. Theatre design. Costume de-
sign. Lighting design. Music design. The Merchant of Venice. Compagnia de’ Colombari.

Karin Coonrod describes Compagnia de’ Colombari as an “international collec-
tive” that “generates spectacle wherever we go”* - a collaboration of energy,
creativity and theatricality nourished by different cultures, histories, tradi-
tions, disciplines and techniques. In this chapter we hear from three theatre

1 https://www.colombari.org/.

< Studi ericerche 25

it Il
g&._"';’ e-ISSN 2610-9123 | ISSN 2610-993X
¥ ISBN [ebook] 978-88-6969-503-2 | ISBN [print] 978-88-6969-504-9
Edizioni
Ca'Foscari Open access 77

Published 2021-06-10
©2021 | ®® Creative Commons 4.0 Attribution alone
DOl 10.30687/978-88-6969-503-2/003


https://www.colombari.org/

Frank London, Stefano Nicolao, Peter Ksander
Collaborative Spectacle: Designing The Merchant in the Ghetto

Figure1l Thecompany entersthe Ghetto Novo.© Andrea Messana

makers whose work on The Merchant in Venice shaped the ‘spectacle’
of this production from different points on the creative, cultural, and
geographic globes. Frank London, a New York-based composer and
musician specialising in the instrumental music tradition of Klezmer,
writes about coming to this project through a conversation about mu-
sic with the Venetian Jewish cultural community, but finding for the
score a musical vocabulary (Fellini, Corelli, Bartok) that worked in
deliberate counterpoint to any expectation of ‘Jewishness’. Venetian-
born costume designer Stefano Nicolao is a master-craftsman who
works in the traditions of commedia dell’arte and historical Venetian
fashion: his creations are sumptuous, dramatic, witty - spectacular.
Nicolao gives an insight into the development of costume designs and
motifs which were at once historical and modern, Venetian and uni-
versal; clothing that was both exquisite artifact and functional ‘play’-
wear. American set and lighting designer Peter Ksander is a long-time
collaborator with Karin Coonrod, working nationally and internation-
ally on her projects such as Laude in Urbis, and Orfeo, both performed
on the streets of Orvieto, Italy. Ksander writes about the challenges
and possibilities of creating theatrical space within public space - of
taking the common place and making it spectacular.
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Figure2 Composerand trumpet player Frank London and the other musicians. © Andrea Messana

Frank London - Composer

Composing for theatre can be a hugely rewarding assignment
and working on Karin Coonrod’s production of Shakespeare’s The
Merchant of Venice (or The Merchant ‘in’ Venice as we called it) was a
revelation and a gift. My job as a theatre-composer is not to simply fol-
low my own musical inclination or muse, but to support the director’s
vision. As I quickly learned, Coonrod is a visionary director who pays
ultimate respect to the text, studying it assiduously, sticking close to
the original (the actors were instructed to pronounce all the archaic
syllables in a word in order to hear Shakespeare’s rhythms), while in-
terpreting the text in radical ways that are highly political and social,
and chronotopic, related to time and space. Her direction and instruc-
tions as to what she is trying to elicit from a scene are clear; it is my
job to listen closely to her and find ways to put them into the musical
composition. As Karin’s ideas are so informed and insightful, Ilearned
more about the play itself than I have ever experienced working with
other directors. Following are some random thoughts and recollec-
tions of what was truly one of the most aesthetically and creatively
complex and engaging experiences I've had in my career.
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Much will be written about Karin’s choice to have five actors por-
tray Shylock, but from my perspective the single most important
choice was to perform Merchant in the Venice Ghetto, outdoors, in
the campo, surrounded by the same buildings, synagogues, banks,
canals... the environment that existed in Shakespeare’s time. The
Venice Ghetto informed so many of our choices. In many ways we felt
the Ghetto space as a character in the production. Just as the Jewish
Ghetto in Venice is famous as being the source of the word ‘ghetto’,
Venice is also ubiquitous with its carnival, a wild masked musical
street celebration. Our production opened with the actors and band
(two violins, cello, drums, trumpet and keyboards) marching over
a canal bridge into the Ghetto Novo as a carnival procession, musi-
cally inspired by an imaginary Fellini/Nino Rota version of a clas-
sic Italian carnival theme. One hears, feels, experiences ‘Carnival in
Venice’, rooting audience and actors into the spectacle we are going
to present. It was Coonrod’s and dramaturg Walter Valeri’s genius to
open the show not with Shakespeare, but with the words of the great
Italian writer Ruzzante (Angelo Beolco, c. 1496-1542). His bawdy,
carnivalesque poem, featuring the recurring catch phrase “Amore
an” (roughly, ‘Love, eh?’) focuses on the centrality of love as a topic
of fascination and conversation. “Who wants to talk about love? [...]
who wants to talk about anything else!” Immediately this framed
Coonrod’s Merchant as a dialectic discussion of love (vs power, social
roles, family etc.) that is both serious and entertaining.

We processed to our band’s ‘home’ under a lone tree in the campo.
This area is also meant to represent Belmont, one of the principal
locations in Merchant. For Coonrod, Belmont was a feminine space.
This was represented in a number of musical ways, some obvious
(the music in Belmont was performed by an all-female or female-
dressed string trio and toy piano), others subtle. All the music in
Merchant was originally composed for the production with the excep-
tion of Belmont’s music, where I adapted classical music. The music
in Belmont came primarily from the string trios of the famous seven-
teenth-century Italian composer Arcangelo Corelli. I had originally
planned on using music from the eighteenth-century composer Luigi
Boccherini, but switched to Corelli at cellist Serena Mancuso’s sug-
gestion. For the record, Mancuso actually lives in the Venice Ghetto
and would basically roll out of her apartment and start the show.
However, in the penultimate Belmont section, I wanted something
more dissonant and atonal, but still in a classical vein, and adapted
Hungarian composer Bela Bartok’s “Forgatos #38”.

Another moment of spatial interaction with the Ghetto occurred
during the carnival scene that covered Jessica’s night-time elopement
with Lorenzo. In order to emulate the chaos of carnival sensorially,
I divided the band. While the bulk of the group was playing from
our home base, I went into the house adjacent to one of the original
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Figure 3 Enrico Zagniand Sorab Wadia as masked singers. © Andrea Messana

banks (the reason for the Ghetto’s existence and where, theoretically,
Shylock could have operated from), and ran up to a second-floor apart-
ment, where I played trumpet from the balcony. The music I played in
this scene was a variant on the ‘Shylock musical motif’, a recurring
theme in the production that calls for further exploration.

The range of emotions and moods in Merchant goes from the car-
nivalesque to the intimate, the exuberant to tragic, and perhaps ulti-
mately the most important and central one is ambivalence. This was
most profoundly expressed in my Shylock musical motif, which oc-
curs throughout the production. It is germane to mention here that
while I am well-versed as a trumpeter and composer in a wide array
of musical styles and genres, my principal reputation is for my work
with klezmer, or East European Jewish/Yiddish music. This music has
a very distinctive sound and ethos, one that is clearly associated with
representing Jewishness. Many people assumed that if ‘Frank London
the klezmer musician’ was writing a score for The Merchant of Venice,
I would use Jewish klezmer music as a signifier, especially to repre-
sent Shylock. This was decidedly not the case, for numerous reasons.

There are many Jewish musical traditions in the world and repre-
senting Shylock as an eighteenth-century East European shtetl (vil-
lage) Jew in a kapote (typical Hasidic black gaberdine jacket) would be
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to not only fall into the worst of stereotypes, a crass form of antisem-
itism, but would diametrically work against the strength of perform-
ing in the Venice Ghetto and the power of place. Shylock is complex.
The motif, ambivalent and haunting, beautiful but never sentimental,
counters a reductive view that Shylock ‘hates music’ - music being
a symbol of being fully human in Merchant. Shakespeare’s and
Coonrod’s Shylock demands to be seen as not only complex and com-
pletely human, but as a universal ‘every-man’ or ‘every-woman’. The
music helps to negotiate this identity.

Shakespeare has many ways of telling us (director, composer)
when he wants music in his play. One of the most obvious (short of
when he writes, ‘Musicians enter’) and fun is in the famous lottery
scene for Portia’s hand in marriage. Portia says, ‘Let music sound
while he doth make his choice’, which is a pretty obvious clue that
one should compose a song here, and which explains why there are
so many versions of the song/poem, ‘Where is Fancy Bred’ (aka Ding
Dong Bell, or as they pronounce it in Venetian, Din Don Dan). Keeping
with the carnivalesque, entertainment aspect of the production, I
chose to compose a very fun, singable tune in a minimalist, quasi-
Michael Nyman style, without a shred of musical pretence that this
could be a song from Shakespeare’s time. This and the ‘Amore an’
were the two pieces that people left the production humming. (That
said, one of my favourite settings of this was composed by the hyper-
atonal modernist composer, Elliott Carter, for a 1936 production of
The Merchant of Venice. It is not particularly ‘hummable’).

My involvement working on Karin Coonrod’s The Merchant in
Venice grew out of discussions between Shaul Bassi, the organization
Beit Venezia (a community of forward looking, arts- and ideas-focused
Venetian Jews who want to make the Venice Ghetto a world centre for
culture and academia) and myself, about musical ways to commemo-
rate the 500th anniversary of the establishment of the Jewish Ghetto
in Venice. Composing and playing in Karin Coonrod’s and Compagnia
de’ Colombari’s production was the direct outgrowth of these conver-
sations. Now, five years later, we are unveiling a new chapter in this
commemoration, together releasing my latest recording, Ghetto Songs
(Venice and Beyond), a collection of music that has emerged from and
about the worlds’ ghettos. Not surprisingly, the recording - as did the
production - opens with my setting of Ruzzante’s “Amore an”.

Stefano Nicolao - Costume Designer

Karin Coonrod came to my workshop one day in November 2015, filled
with enthusiasm, to meet me and talk to me about The Merchant of
Venice, a production planned for the following year, to be set in the
Campo del Ghetto Novo. We did not know each other but I was instant-
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Figure4 Costume design, ‘Bassanio’ by Stefano Nicolao
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Figure5 Costumedesign, ‘Portia’ by Stefano Nicolao
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Figure6 Costumedesign, ‘The Duke’ by Stefano Nicolao
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Figure7 Costumedesign, ‘Shylock’ by Stefano Nicolao
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Figure8 Costumedesign, ‘Nerissa’ by Stefano Nicolao
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