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Merchant
of irony

Michael Billington on the Hall/Hoffman
Merchant of Venice which opened last night

HE first thing to be
said about Peter
Hall's production of
The Merchant of
enice at the Phoe-
nix is that |l is any(hinn buta
sur vehicl! for tin HofT-
Mr nﬂ man offers.
a mndcsl ll)\n kcy. Sm’dl sl:ale
Shylock in a pro
unfashionably, troats the piay
more as a romantic comedy
than a near-tragedy.
an’s Shylock is not
in the heroic tmdmun of Red-
a n his simple
Faberdine and iach yarmulka,
he cuts a hum
forte is quiet ir
his eyes in dns}lﬂir when Bas-
sanio misses his joke about the
water-rats and the pirates; and,

EH

ery specks of dust off Antonio’s
velvet coat.
“Sufferance is the badge of
ouble.” is the keynote
of Mr Hoffman's performance.
This is a Shylock who is used to
hiding his feelings under a

mo
ous approach pays handsome
dividends -~ not least in his lit-
tle smile of triumph to the Duke
in the early in the trial scene —
italso means a loss of the tragic
dvmenslun Wha! 005 mhsmg
is what H:
called ‘(he h:ll'd‘ |mnenelrahle
dark grwndwvrk of the charac-
ter of Shylocl

There s pamos when Mr
Hoffman says he would not
have given his ring for ‘a wil-
derness of monkeys” but there
is lttle exultation in Antonio’s
downfall, insulicient sense of a

enforced conversion smically
but when he says "

tent" you almost feel he melns
it. In short, this is a perfectly

inveterate malig

“Thie 1 cloary. hoiever, part
of eter Hal's overall ntetion
10 redress the current balan
‘which tends to treat the play as

astudy in racial persecution.
Where Bill Alevander's recent
RSC production brought to
mind images of South Africa in
its stress on the way racial op-
pression breeds violent
revenge, Hall’s production lo-

cates the play firmly in a
Renalssance world.

Chris Dyer's pillared set
gvokes a quinquecento lialy,

most radical feature of this pro-
duction is that it makes Portia
rathr than Shylock the centre
of tl
These diys the whole casket:

Something of an cbarrass
ment: a kind of 16th century
Take Your Pick. Hall, however,
turns the separate bids for Por-
tia’s hand into an elaborate

dignity with her back to us.
Instead of treating Portia as
someone tainted by Venetian
racism. Geraldine James also
plays her, excellently, as a
woman of strength and poise.
There is a deep gravity about
her inquiry of Bassanio, “is it
your dear [riend that s thus in
trouble?" Her assumption of
male disguise becomes some-
thing more than a bawdy joke.
nd in the trial scene ““The
quality of mercy" is addressed
to Shylock not as a rebuke but

darker sldE :nevﬂab
{olssing, as does the reeung that
s mon as h as passion
tht 5pins the piot. But the gain
is that the values represented
by Portia (generosity and
gnce) emerge as dominant.
uncmmclen stically in
End Shakespare, there is
a cast lhal bats ajmosl au the
wa X

omosexual than a figure of in-
explicable sadness. Nathaniel

arker's Bassanio is not so

much 2 fortune-hunting oppor-
tunist as simply a callow,
romantic youth. And Michael
Siberry’s Gratiano is not so
much as nﬂ'enslvg loudmouth
as a figure whose coarse jokes
produce a faintly embarrassed
silence.

In the end, I don't find it as
challenging a production as the
Alexander one which pinn
down the timeless ugliness of
racial hatred. But it is fleet,
agille, and well-spoken and
reminds us that there is more
than a grai ruth in Gran-
ville-Barker"s s v:ew of lhe p)ay

as a romantic fairy-tal

The merchant's tale: Dustin Hoffman (Shylock), Leigh Lawson (Antonio) and Geraldine

James (Portia) at the Pheonix
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