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Reviewed by Jack Shuttleworth

For Shakespearean traditionalists and stage critics who say,
‘directors shouldn’t meddle with Shakespeare’, The Merchant
of Venice 1936 must come as a shock. The Criterion
production directed by Brigid Larmour, features Tracy-Ann Oberman as Shylock,
the female moneylender of London’s East End in 1936. But traditionalists (as I
am) and critics often neglect Hamlet’s caution that players depict ‘the abstract and
brief chronicles of the times.” This version alters the original setting in 16th century
Venice to chronicles of the time England faced the rise of fascism on the

Continent, and especially the ugly anti-semitism of the British Union of Fascists
(BUF) and the vitriol of Oswald Moseley. In our easy age of streaming films, this
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staging is a vital reminder of the transforming power of live performance with a

talented cast.

Larmour’s production is powerful, provocative, timely, heavy with anti-
semitism — yes; but anti-semitic — no. Edward de Vere writing as William
Shakespeare presents complex characters, Jew, anti-Jew, and indifferent gentiles,
but leaves the judgment of the hatred to the audience. We see the unreasoned race
hatred Antonio and his BUF-like black-shirted Christian friends have for Jews and
especially for the moneylending Jewess, Shylock. De Vere lets us see, as well, the
more disguised rancor and resentment she has for her Christian antagonists
because of the racial scorn and crude insults with which she is treated. Where the
Christian nationalists are loud, physically threatening, overt with posters and
sneers (Gratiano wrapped in the Union Jack drunkenly urinates at Shylock’s door),
Shylock’s hatred is more subdued and muttered: ‘If I can catch him on the hip, 1
will feed the ancient grudge I bear him,” spoken aside after the pound-of-flesh

bond is formalized.

Unlike some productions, the well-known set pieces — ‘mercy is not strained’
or ‘hath not a Jew eyes’ — were not stressed, did not draw attention to themselves,
but happened seemingly in the natural flow of action. The secondary plot of
Jessica’s elopement to join her Christian suitor is a significantly minimized minor
event. And the Portia character with shades of Diana Mitford, Moseley’s wife, is
not the sensitive, spirited young woman of the original, but becomes a
manipulative player in the court scene. She smugly, almost gleefully, issues her
judgment restricting Shylock’s bond to precisely one pound of flesh and seems to
take pleasure in forfeiting all Shylock’s wealth and compelling her forced
conversion to Christianity. The staging, balletic throughout, here is especially
effective, no more so than when Portia joins the black-shirted males downstage
right, visually allying herself with the BUF. A stunned Shylock remains alone,
center-stage, shrunken with all the forces of the state and BUF allied against her.

The setting, too, demands attention: The play opens with a Jewish family
blessing at the table set in front of the darkly wooden backdrop with its closed
windows and doors. Making clear that this production is in London, at moments

of intensity newsreels of the time, headlines demanding Jews be expelled, Fascist
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mobs protected by the state’s police, appear on the scrim which covers the
backdrop. Those artifacts become increasingly and abruptly important as the cast
transitions from the play’s conclusion, to scenes of the 1936 Battle of Cable Street
when the East End neighbors stood together to oppose the BUF marchers. That
ending brought the audience to its feet, chanting with the cast “They Shall Not
Pass’ as the brutal scenes of the marchers appeared on screen. Truly a memorable,
emotionally charged ending, electric in its power at a timely moment in our current

wortld.

Inevitably, we must wonder what Edward de Vere would think of this heavily
edited version of The Merchant, since his original grew out of his experience in
exotic Venice at a time when London had very few Jews. Even in the original, we
see the sustained, gross, ugly anti-semitic hatred aimed at Shylock and his quieter,
more restrained but equally strong anger at his professedly Christian antagonists.
In most productions the audience’s sympathy tilts slightly toward the Shylock.
What de Vere’s words make clear is the destructive effect of hatred whether 16th
century Venice or 20th century London. Given that the actors do depict an
abstract and brief chronicle of the 1930’s, I believe that de Vere would applaud
with the audience at the clarity and power of this tightly focused production. It
shows that Ben Jonson got at least one thing right: Shakespeare was ‘not for an
age but for all time.’
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