
	

	

Compiled by Niloy Kumar Das 

Merchant	of	Venice	
Act	1	Scene	1	

	

1. Bring out the dramatic significance of the opening scene of “The 
Merchant of Venice”? 

Ø The opening scene of “The Merchant of Venice”, like the other dramas of 
Shakespeare, serves to introduce to the readers the principal characters of 
the play. It constitutes the exposition of the play. As the play opens, we 
are introduced to Antonio, the rich merchant of Venice, and his friends. 
Antonio’s sadness strikes the keynote of the comedy, for in its first four 
acts, at least, the play verges on tragedy. His friends think that the cause 
of his sadness must be either his anxiety about his ventures abroad or the 
possibility that he must be in love. But he himself thinks that he is, by 
nature, sad and has a sad role to play in life. He says that he is neither in 
love nor is he worried about his merchandise, for his “ventures are not in 
one bottom trusted.” It is actually a causeless melancholy, the result of 
nature and not the effect of some other particular cause. 

 

2. Why was Antonio not anxious about his ventures? 
Ø The play begins with the speech of Antonio in which he says, “In sooth, I 

know not why I am so sad. It wearies me … I am to learn.” (Write the full 
text) Antonio is indeed sad, but he does not know why he is so sad nor do 
his friends. Salanio and Salarino suggest that he is sad because he is 
anxious about the safety of his ships which are richly laden with 
merchandise. But Antonio does not agree on this point for he knows that 
all his merchandise have not been sent in one ship nor are all the ships 
bound to one particular place. Besides, his entire fortune does not depend 
upon what may happen in one year alone. Therefore, it is not a matter of 
great concern to him. If he suffers a loss in the present year, it will be 
made good in the next year. It is clear, therefore, that his sadness is not 
the result of his fear about his safety of his goods contained in the ships 
that are sailing on the high seas and oceans. 
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3. Salarino  
Your mind is tossing on the ocean, 
There, where your argosies with portly sail, 
Like signiors and rich burghers on the flood— 
Or, as it were, the pageants of the sea— 
Do overpeer the petty traffickers 
That curtsy to them, do them reverence 
As they fly by them with their woven wings. 
 

(a) What does Antonio say in the earlier passage? 
Ø In the earlier passage, Antonio says that he is very sad and cannot find the 

reason for his sadness. He also tells Salarino that the feeling of sadness 
oppresses his spirits and that he is not aware of how he became worried 
and how he got this melancholy mood. 

 
(b) What difficulty does Antonio experience due to his sadness? In what 

way does Salarino compare the state of Antonio’s mind?  
Ø Antonio’s sadness makes him such a stupid person that he experiences 

great difficulty in recognizing his own self. Salarino says that Antonio’s 
mind is tossing like a ship on the ocean where his ships, richly laden with 
merchandise, are sailing. 

 
(c) What kind of images does Salarino seek to divert Antonio’s mind? 
Ø Salarino seeks to divert Antonio’s mind by a series of humorous and 

fantastic images. He compares Antonio’s argosies to rich citizens which 
look down upon the common people as they walk along the Venetian 
Streets. He also compares the pageantry of festive occasions on land with 
those on the sea. The common point of comparison is that just as ordinary 
people bow to rich citizens, the big ships of Antonio look down upon the 
small trading ships at sea. 

 
(d) What does Antonio’s melancholy foreshadow? 
Ø Antonio’s melancholy foreshadows the impending calamity that is to 

overtake him in the trial scene. It is the shadow of the future moving 
towards him. It is also to be noted that part of his melancholy touches 
Portia and other minor characters with the single exception of Gratiano. 
All the unaccountable sadness strikes a tragic note and suggests the 
unhappiness which is to temporarily affect the characters. 

	

	


