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The Will of the Father

     One of the most common themes in the comedy of William Shakespeare and, indeed, in the comedy of the time, was the successful achievement of matrimony by a young couple, after overcoming various obstacles.  One of the most obvious obstacles would be the ability to maintain the necessary balance between the pleasure or displeasure of the parents and the pleasure of the couple.  Since the tradition of the times placed the father in the position of chief responsibility regarding the successful coupling of his children, and since the child most directly affected would be the female child, it is no surprise that we find the theme mentioned above exemplified in the characters of fathers and daughters in numerous Shakespearean comedies.  We frequently find the will of the father at least in partial contradiction to the will of the daughter, however, although the concept may be familiar, the implications are often different.  This paper will compare and contrast the will of the fathers and, consequently, the implications for the daughters, in three such plays, by discussing the characters of Baptista, Katherina and Bianca, in The Taming of the Shrew; Egeus and Hermia, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream; and Shylock, Jessica, the deceased Lord of Belmont and Portia, in The Merchant of Venice. 

     In The Merchant of Venice, we are immediately introduced to the will of the father, Baptista.  He states in I.i, “I firmly am resolv’d you know: / That is, not to bestow my youngest daughter / Before I have a husband for the elder.”  The will of the father is especially relevant in this play, because it not only provides the main characters with the necessary comic obstacle, but also provides us with a source for both the central plot and the central character’s personality.  It might be easy to assign blame to Baptista for Katherina’s shrewish behavior, as he clearly does not treat her as kindly as he treats Bianca. He is a wealthy businessman who shows little feeling for either of his daughters. He makes no attempt to understand Katherina; and he auctions off Bianca to the highest bidder. He arranges that, should Lucentio default on his promise to produce his father, Bianca must then marry old Gremio.  It should be 

remembered, however, that Baptista would probably be more admired in Elizabethan times than he would be now.  In fact, Elizabethans may have seen him as a good father.  He is, after all, assuring his daughters' economic future in a society where they had virtually no opportunity to make a living.   

     Katherina is obviously a highly intelligent woman whose gifts simply have no outlet in the domestic company of this household.  This is exhibited in her ability to keep up with Petruchio pun for pun and insult for insult at their first meeting.  Perhaps Katherina’s fury is more a result of her frustration at having no outlet for her feisty wit than it is a result of any particular treatment by her father.  Also, differing attitudes to love and marriage run throughout this play.  Lucentio exhibits an intense romantic passion for Bianca; however, Petruchio has a completely different attitude.  Is marrying for money any less acceptable than marrying for love?  Is it more or less likely to lead to a successful marriage?  These seem to be the questions on which the playwright comments in the last scene of the last act.  

   Finally, there is, in this play, a theme of age vs. youth that is brought to mind by the constant presence of the father and his insistent will.  Our awareness of this theme is heightened by the introduction of the true Vincentio.  The young people, however, prove to be ultimately successful in their conspiracy against the old men.  Grumio comments on this in I.ii, when he says, "See, to beguile the old / folks, how the young folks lay their heads together!"  This is reiterated by the fact that the presence of the true Vincentio proves to have little bearing upon the plot.  By this time the children are too far along their path to be halted; and the will of this father is truthfully of very little concern for them.  This, as stated in the introduction, is partly due to the fact that his child is a male.  Like the theme of the father’s will, the theme of vigorous youth in love pitted against old age that wants to frustrate them derives from Italian theater conventions, which were familiar to Shakespeare and his audience.  How the triumph of youth in this play fits into the theme of natural order and its reversal, Shakespeare leaves as another question for the reader to answer at the play’s end.  Whatever conclusions the reader might draw, the will of the father is extremely significant to both the plot and the characters in this play.  Similarly, it seems reasonable to assume that Baptista loves both of his daughters and, despite his own concerns, ultimately has their best interest at heart.  It also seems apparent, at the play’s conclusion, that both Katherina and Petruchio and Bianca and Lucentio have received what they wanted, or at least what they thought they wanted; and both fathers appear content as well.

     Just as in The Taming of the Shrew, the will of Egeus is immediately introduced in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.  Extremely upset, Egeus tells Theseus that he has given consent to Demetrius to marry his daughter. Hermia, however, is of a different mind.  Egeus explains that Lysander has "bewitched" Hermia with poetry, song, and lovers' trinkets so that she wants to marry him and not Demetrius.  Athenian law says the father has the right to give his daughter’s hand in marriage to whom he sees fit; and she may be put to death for her disobedience.  Thus, as Baptista, Egeus has set in place the traditional comic obstacle.  Also, as with Baptista, Shakespeare’s audience would be reasonably sympathetic with the will of this father and recognize it as standing typically unquestioned.  It is interesting to note, at this point, how the sweet order of marriage established in the opening lines between Theseus and Hippolyta has immediately been disrupted. Now there is romantic discord instead of harmony, and the contrast between the two will continue throughout the play. The conflict has been set up between love and law.  Theseus questions Hermia, explaining that a daughter must obey her father.  Hermia, adamant in her refusal, says in I.i, “I would my father look’d but with my eyes.”  Theseus’ response is “Rather your eyes must with his judgement / look.”  

     In contrast with the previous play, the stakes in this romantic discord are very high.  Hermia, if incompliant faces death or the nunnery. Also in contrast with the constant presence of Baptista is the departure of Egeus.  Egeus, in the first scene, sets a tone that is critical for the rest of the play.  The obstacle, with which he presents Hermia and Lysander, serves two purposes.  First, it introduces the theme of love being susceptible to the whims of the beholder.  The concepts of "eyes" and "seeing"  occurring repeatedly throughout the play:  from the statements of Theseus and Hermia mentioned above, to the soliloquy of Helena in I.i.226, to the juice used by Oberon and Puck to alter the “vision” of the lovers and Titania.  Indeed, it is the obstacle presented by Egeus that makes way for this theme.        Secondly, the presence of the obstacle serves the purpose of moving the characters into the setting of the wood, which is crucial to support the imagery and imagination that Shakespeare has in mind.  Sustenance of this imagery, however, necessarily requires exclusion of Egeus from the middle portion of the play.  As important as Baptista’s presence is for the successful accomplishments of the children in the previous play, Egeus’ absence is equally important for the resolution of this play.  When Shakespeare has completed his lessons in imagination and fantasy, he can thus comfortably bring Egeus back to the scene.  His character, however, has served its importance; and his will has now lost its strength.  We realize this to be the case when Theseus states, “Egeus, I will overbear your will.../These’ couples shall eternally be knit.”  Thus, although the will of the father, in this play, is critical for plot setup and movement, it is much less a part of the theme Shakespeare has in mind it is than in The Taming of the Shrew.  Once again, however, the father appears to have the best interest of the child at heart and the child, in the end, receives that which her heart desires.  

     The Merchant of Venice has in its cast two fathers, as does The Taming of the Shrew.  It is  

interesting to note, however, that the father with the most influence on both the plot and his daughter

is the one who is absent through the entire play.  In the character of Shylock we see an outsider, a man

set apart from society because of his religion, his profession of lending money for interest and his hatred

for Antonio and the other Christian characters of the play.  It is necessary, then, for Shakespeare to also

place a barrier between Shylock and his daughter, Jessica.  This is accomplished when Jessica

falls in love with a Christian, steals money and jewels from her father's house and then spends the

treasure on trifles.  For Shylock, this was the ultimate example of dishonor and disloyalty to her father,

her people and her religion.  Thus, although, it would certainly not be Shylock’s will for her to marry

Lorenzo, the will of this father seems to be more significant to the development of his own character than

it is for the development of the plot.  Nevertheless, as we saw with Egeus in A Midsummer Night’s

Dream, the obstacle presented by the father is sometimes necessary for plot movement and placement

of the characters in the appropriate location for resolution.  This is the case here also.  It is rebellion

against her father’s will that specifically serves to move Jessica to Belmont, which is where we see her

character grow, change and finally settle down to the life of a mature married woman. 

     In the character of Portia’s father, we find perhaps the most interesting example of the will of the

father.  Shakespeare has taken the traditional comic character of meddling father and applied it to a

completely absent character.  The influence of Portia’s father on her is much the same as that of Baptista

on Katherina or Egeus on Hermia.  He presents her with a set of rules she must follow regarding her

choice of husband.  The only difference is that Portia has a chance of her chosen suitor being accepted.

He simply must make the correct coffin selection.  

     Similarly, as with Shylock and Egeus, the character of Portia’s father is critical to the location of the

play, not by movement of the plot, but by setup of the idealized world of Belmont.  Belmont is ruled by the

fairy-tale logic of Portia's father's will.  Even the generation gap, present in both The Taming of the

Shrew and A Midsummer Night’s Dream, is absent from the idealized world of Belmont, as are the social

restrictions that would have prevented a sixteenth-century heiress from acting as independently as

Portia.  Belmont is not simply a location, but a symbol of security and calm.  Juxtaposed with Venice, the

two cities appear to represent opposite aspects of life.  Venice stands for the public side of life where          

business, law, and manly friendship predominate; and Belmont represents the private treasures of the

heart, including romantic love and an appreciation of the merciful side of God's nature.  The character of

Portia’s father is critical to the development of this theme.

   Finally, the most significant aspect of Portia’s father seems to be the way in which his will touches his

Daughter and shapes her character, even from the grave.  Through the stipulation set forth by her

father’s will, and through Portia’s unfailing loyalty and honesty to that will, we begin to look upon her

character as a fairy-tale heroine. She lives in Belmont, a land of music, luxury, and perpetual happiness.

Her father is gone, and we never hear about or meet any members of her own family.  She          

is totally without problems of her own.  All she lacks is a husband; and under the terms of her father's

will, the right suitor will be selected with very little effort on her part.  Everyone admires Portia, and from

what we see of her, their admiration is entirely justified.  Portia is not only beautiful and wealthy, but she

is also wise, witty, loyal and good.  We have complete faith in Portia; and part of the reason we do is

because her father did.  We recognize that he must have had great confidence in her to have left her

responsible for administering the test of his will fairly and honestly, even for those suitors she did not

 like.  

     The character of Portia is independent, but she is not a rebel.  Like Shylock, she is a strong

character; unlike him, she is not an outsider.  Like Antonio, she is magnanimous; unlike him her 

generosity is not limited.  Portia appears to be more intelligent and powerful than the male heroes of the

play, and in the disguise of Balthazar, she is certainly as impressive as a man as she is as a woman. 

She uses her talents, however, in the service of her husband and friends, and graciously accepts her lot

in life to be that of the subordinate wife.  In short, Portia is the perfect character, because she 

compliments and contrasts the other characters in precisely the way Shakespeare needs to develop and

display his themes. It is seems notable that Portia’s father plays a significant role in raising her to this

lofty position, even from the grave.

