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GETTING STARTED 

In order for your students to enjoy the broadcast and have a positive experience watching the play, it 
is essential that they are prepared. If you haven’t had a chance to look at one of our Teacher Packs, 
but are keen to make the most out of the broadcast for your students, this short guide should help you 
to introduce the text. 

To make it as clear as possible to use we’ve organised in to two sections: 

 

BEFORE WATCHING 

 Which contains activities for you to do with students before taking part in the broadcast.  

WHILE WATCHING 

Which contains notes and information for you that you might want to share during the 
broadcast. 

 

 

BEFORE WATCHING 
 
If you’ve got limited time, but want your students to feel prepared, we suggest that you focus on the 
following: 
 

- Understanding the plot of the play. 
- Knowing the characters and their relationships. 
- Introducing the context of the play’s opening scenes. 

 

 

UNDERSTANDING THE PLOT  

In order for students to enjoy the production it helps to have an overview of the plot before watching 
for the first time. The visual storyboard at the end of this guide will help you to do this.  
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 Using the storyboard at the end of this guide, ask students to rearrange the images and 
descriptions into the order they think they happen in the play.  

 
 Alternatively, you could organise students into small groups. Provide each group with a 
different description box from the storyboard and ask them to create a tableaux image for 
their section.  

o A line of text for each freeze frame has also been provided in the resource materials. 
Ask students to try and bring their freeze frame to life using that text to tell the 
story of what happens in their section. Encourage them to also include a narrator, to 
read the description.  
 

If you have a little bit more time, you may want to use the Merchant of Venice Teacher Pack 2015 or 
Primary Teacher Pack which both contain versions of the story in 20 minutes which will also make your 
learners more comfortable with the language. 

 

 SYNOPSIS
  
A full synopsis of the play is available at: http://www.rsc.org.uk/the-merchant-of-venice   

 

 

KNOWING THE CHARACTERS 

This play is set in the bustling city of Venice, where the lives of lots of different communities and 
classes come into contact. The following activity focuses on the characters in the play and their 
relationships to each other.   
 

 Organise students into pairs. 

 Provide each pair with one of the character slips.  

 Ask students to read through all of the information and the lines from the text they have been 

given if they have any and to work together to create a statue of the character, with one 

student playing the part and the other directing them and providing advice. 

o Encourage them to think about how the character stands and their expression. 

 Allow both students in the pair to have the opportunity to direct and to be the statue.  

 Invite students to create a gallery of character statues, for the rest of the group to walk 

around. Take it in turns to walk around each character gallery. 

o Ask students to think, as they take in each gallery, about what similarities they 

notice and what that tells them about that character. Are all the statues similar or 

are there differences? What character traits have been emphasised?  

 Organise students into groups where each character is represented.  

 Ask them to use the interpretations from their individual statues and to create a tableaux or 

freeze frame in which all of their characters feature. 

o Encourage them to refer back to their character profiles and to think about the 

relationships between characters at this point. For example, how can they show Shylock 

and Jessica’s relationship? Would it make more sense to have Bassanio closer to Portia 

or to Antonio?  

o The resource does not contain every character so you may want to create a larger freeze 

frame as a whole group where students can see some of the smaller characters as well.  

 

THE OPENING SCENE 

The following activity will introduce students to the opening scene of the play. This scene starts 

with Antonio, a merchant in Venice, talking with his friends. He has just put a lot of money into 

cargo on some ships and his friends think he is worried about losing his money and are trying to make 



 
 

http://www.rsc.org.uk/the-merchant-of-venice
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him feel better. As the scene goes on his friend Bassanio comes to him needing money, which he can’t 

provide while his money is all invested in the ships.    

The following activity will help your learners to explore the language in the scene, thinking about 

why Shakespeare opens the play this way and what it tells us about the characters, setting and subject 

of the play.  

 

 Organise students into groups of three and provide them with the edited copy of the 

opening scene. 

 Ask each group to read the scene together, reading one part each. 

 Reflect with the group on whether or not they noticed anything while listening to each 

other read. What is the tone in this scene? How do the characters feel about each 

other? 

 

 Invite students to form a circle and invite three volunteers to read the scene again. 

Ask the rest of the students to repeat or echo any words they hear that are about: 

o Weather or the Sea 

o Money or Trade 

 Ask students to think about who was speaking when they echoed the most words. Was it 

Antonio or his friends? Who seems more concerned about the ships? 

 Invite the student playing Antonio to stand in the centre of the circle and ask the 

rest of the class to speak the lines of the other characters. 

o You might want to divide them to half the group speaks Salanio’s lines and half 

the group speaks Salarino’s lines.  

 Ask the student playing Antonio to reflect on how it felt to be surrounded by so many 

voices telling him to be worried. Antonio is outnumbered in this scene too; why might 

Shakespeare have included two voices that both agree he should be concerned about his 

investment on the ships? What might be a character’s reaction to that? Would they start 

to feel worried or would they go to a different extreme?  

 Reflect with students on why they think Shakespeare might open with this scene. Explain 

that after this part, more of Antonio’s friends join them including Bassanio. When 

Bassanio asks for money Antonio tells him ‘thou know’st that all my fortunes are at 

sea’ but agrees he will find it somehow. 

 

 

 

WHILE WATCHING 
 
This broadcast is live and it cannot be paused or stopped. This means that the production has to be 
watched as it happens on stage.  
 
The following notes may help students to think about this production and the choices made in this 
production as they watch the broadcast. 

 
 

This play is set in Venice. In the production you will see, Johannes Shultz has created a very 
minimal set which features a gold reflective sheet as the backdrop to all the action, with a 
pendulum that swings constantly at the back.   
   

  Before watching you may want to ask students to look at the set images below so that they 
are familiar with them and ask them to think about: 
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o What the set makes them think of. Are there any themes or messages in the play 
which the set seems to emphasise? 

o How might the set change the play. Do you think there are some scenes which would 
normally require a more complicated set and how could you stage those scenes in 
this environment?   

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

  
  Encourage students to research the set to find out more about the thinking behind it on 

the RSC site.  
 
In this production Antonio and Bassanio appear to be in a romantic relationship. The play shows them 
kissing in the first part and may change students opinions about Bassanio and Portia’s relationship or 
raise questions about same sex relationships.  
 

  Does this interpretation of Antonio and Bassanio’s relationship change your view of his 
actions? 

 
Whilst they watch, encourage students to watch out for the first scene with Shylock and Antonio and 
the deal they make, or the ‘bond’. This moment impacts on every other character in the play in some 
way.  
 

  How far does the deal that they strike affect each of the other characters?  
  What is the most pivotal moment for each character? 

o You may want to ask students to follow the character that they played in the statue 
galleries, or ask them all to focus on the same character.  

 

 
 
 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including 
photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of 
brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to 
the publisher, addressed “Attention: RSC Education” at the address below. 
 
The Royal Shakespeare Company 
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RESOURCES  
Character Profiles 

ANTONIO, a merchant of Venice and friend to Bassanio. At the beginning of the play Antonio 
is depressed and anxious about his ships. 
The good Antonio, the honest Antonio — O that I had a title good enough to keep his name 
company! 
 
BASSANIO, Antonio’s friend, suitor to Portia. A clever man and a soldier.  
He, of all the men that ever my foolish eyes looked upon, was the best deserving a fair 
lady. 
 
LORENZO, friend of Antonio and Bassanio. He runs away with Shylock’s daughter Jessica taking 
all Shylock’s money and her mother’s ring. 
 
GRATIANO, friend of Antonio and Bassanio. He marries Nerissa.  
 
PORTIA, Lady of Belmont. Portia is going to inherit a lot of money when she marries. She is 
very intelligent and in love with Bassanio. 
she is fair and, fairer than that word,  
Of wondrous virtues. 
 
NERISSA, Portia’s lady-in-waiting and friend. She marries Gratiano.  
 
SHYLOCK, a Jew of Venice. Shylock is a moneylender who is treated badly by Antonio and his 
friends. When Antonio fails to repay his debt, Shylock seeks revenge.  
 
JESSICA, Shylock’s daughter. She runs away with her Christian lover, Lorenzo, stealing her 
father’s money. 
Fair Jessica shall be my torchbearer. 
 
TUBAL, a Jewish man and Shylock’s friend. He supports Shylock when Jessica runs away. 
Tubal, a wealthy Hebrew of my tribe, Will furnish me 
 
LAUNCELOT GOBBO, the clown. He is a servant to Shylock and later Bassanio. He helps Jessica 
run away with Lorenzo. 
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Act 1 Scene 1 Extract 

Enter ANTONIO, SALARINO, and SALANIO 
ANTONIO 
In sooth, I know not why I am so sad: 
 
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. 
 
SALANIO 
Believe me, sir, had I such venture forth, 
The better part of my affections would 
Be with my hopes abroad. I should be still 
Peering in maps for ports and piers and roads; 
And every object that might make me fear 
Misfortune to my ventures, out of doubt 
Would make me sad. 
 
SALARINO 
My wind cooling my broth 
Would blow me to an ague, when I thought 
What harm a wind too great at sea might do. 
But tell not me; I know, Antonio 
Is sad to think upon his merchandise. 
 
ANTONIO 
Believe me, no: I thank my fortune for it, 
My ventures are not in one bottom trusted, 
Nor to one place; nor is my whole estate 
Upon the fortune of this present year: 
Therefore my merchandise makes me not sad. 
 
SALARINO 
Why, then you are in love. 
 
ANTONIO 
Fie, fie! 
 
SALARINO 
Not in love neither? Then let us say you are sad, 
Because you are not merry 
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Visual Storyboard 

 

 

Antonio, who is a merchant in Venice, agrees 
to lend his friend Bassanio three thousand 
ducats so that he can woo a really rich and 
wealthy girl called Portia of Belmont. 

Portia is in love with Bassanio and tells her 
lady in waiting Nerissa that she wants to 
marry him as well but her Father has decided 
that she can only marry the man who passes a 
test. The test involves each suitor choosing 
one of three caskets; a gold one, a silver 
one or a lead one. If they choose the right 
one they can marry Portia.  

 
In order to help Bassanio and lend him the 
money he needs, Antonio has to go to Shylock 
to ask for a loan. Shylock doesn’t like 
Antonio because of the way he has treated him 
in the past but he agrees to lend him the 
money. The punishment for not paying back the 
loan will be a pound of Antonio’s flesh, but 
Antonio is confident he will be able to pay 
it back when his ships come in.  

 

 

 
 

Portia’s suitors Morocco and Aragon chose the 
wrong caskets in the test but Bassanio 
manages to choose the right one: the lead 
casket. Portia and Bassanio are both really 
happy and they get married. Portia’s lady in 
waiting Nerissa also marries Bassanio’s 
friend Gratiano and the women both give their 
new husbands rings which they promise to 
keep. 

 

 
 
Shylock’s own daughter Jessica is also 
secretly planning to run away with a 
Christian. She dresses as a boy and takes 
Shylock’s money, including her Mother’s ring 
and runs away with Lorenzo. 

 

 

 
 
News comes in that Antonio’s ships have been 
lost at sea, which means he won’t be able to 
pay his debt to Shylock. Shylock decides that 
Antonio needs to be put in prison and that he 
wants to have his ‘bond’, and take a pound of 
Antonio’s flesh.  

Bassanio returns to help Antonio, leaving 
Portia and Nerissa behind. Both the women 
decide to disguise themselves and to help 
their husbands win the case and free Antonio. 
Portia dresses as a young male lawyer, 
Balthazar, and goes to Venice without 
Bassanio knowing.  

 

 

 
 
In the law court, the Duke listens to 
Shylock’s arguments for why he should have 
Antonio’s pound of flesh. Disguised as 
Balthazar, Portia manages to argue that 
Shylock is entitled to the pound of flesh but 
is not allowed to spill a drop of Antonio’s 
blood and that he can only take exactly one 
pound of flesh, no more or less, making it 
impossible for Shylock to take it. She argues 
he should be killed for conspiring against a 
Venetian.   

 

 

 
 

The Duke eventually pardons Shylock for his 
crimes against Antonio on the condition he 
give over half his wealth to Antonio and the 
other half to the state. Antonio says he will 
give up his half if Shylock converts to 
Christianity and gives it to his daughter 
Jessica and her Christian lover Lorenzo 
instead. Bassanio is so grateful to Balthazar 
for saving Antonio that he gives the lawyer 
his ring, not realising it is Portia.  

 

 
 
Portia and Nerissa go back to Belmont, where 
they meet with Bassanio and Gratiano agaian. 
They ask the two men about their rings which 
they promised to keep forever. Eventually the 
women reveal that they were Balthazar and his 
clerk.  
 

 

 


