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The Merchant of Venice (c. 1596)  

 

Contextual information  Quotes from The Merchant of Venice  
 
Giovanni’s collection of stories, Il Pecorone 
(1558), was a key source for The Merchant 
of Venice. In one tale, a Venetian 
merchant borrows money to give his 
godson, but the Jewish moneylender 
demands a pound of flesh if the bond is 
not repaid on time. The young man uses 
the money to woo a Lady of Belmont – a 
ruthless widow who cheats her lovers by 
drugging them.  Shakespeare introduces 
the love test involving a choice of caskets 
as part of Bassanio’s suit to Portia.  
 

 

 
Explore Il Pecorone, an Italian 

source for The Merchant of Venice 
 

 

 
Shakespeare took his wooing scene from 
the ancient tale of ‘Three Caskets’ which 
tells of a young girl who must prove her 
love for the emperor’s son by choosing 
from three vessels made of gold, silver and 
lead. Shakespeare gives the choice to three 
men rather than a woman. 
 

 

 
View a golden casket from 

Venice 
 

 

 
Christopher Marlowe’s play, The Jew of 
Malta (c. 1592), is a tale of violent conflict 
between Christians, Jews and Turks which 
seems to have influenced Shakespeare. 
The hero-villain, Barabas a wealthy Jew, 
has a cruel but intoxicating desire for 
money and revenge. When Barabas’ 
daughter Abigail elopes with a Christian, 
he shouts ‘O my girle, / My gold, my 
fortune, my felicity’. Ultimately, 
he destroys himself in his own trap as the 
Christians deny him mercy.  
 

 

 
Explore Marlowe's The Jew of 

Malta 
 

 

 
Queen Elizabeth I’s Jewish physician, 
Doctor Lopez was tried and executed for 
allegedly plotting to kill the Queen in 
1594. The infamous case of Lopez’s 
treachery seems to have prompted a 
groundswell of anti-Jewish feeling in 
Elizabethan England.  
 

 

 
Doctor Lopez is accused of 

poisoning Elizabeth I 
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Pierre Boaistuau repeats the widespread 
anti-Semitic myth of how medieval Jews 
conspired with lepers to poison Christian 
wells, causing deathly plague across 
Europe. He claims the perpetrators poured 
‘a confection of the blood of mans urine’ 
into ‘the fountaines and welles of 
Christians’ spreading ‘contagious diseases 
in all Europe’.  
 

 
Examine the Illustrated book of the 

wonders of nature 
 

 
A number of contemporary visitors were 
struck by the multinational character of 
16th-century Venice, particularly in the 
Rialto or trading centre. Gasparo Contarini 
notes the ‘wonderful concourse of strange 
and forraine people … of the farthest and 
remotest nations’.  This multiculturalism is 
also reflected in Carpaccio’s painting of 
The Miracle of the Relic of the True Cross 
on the Rialto Bridge (1494).  
 

 

 
View The Miracle of the Relic of 

the True Cross on the Rialto Bridge 

 

 
In 1516, an island in Venice became the 
site of one of the earliest Jewish ‘Ghettos’. 
It was built to house, but also to segregate, 
the 5,000–6,000 Jews who had moved to 
the city. Thomas Coryate describes the 
Ghetto and the customs of the Jews – a 
service at the synagogue, male 
circumcision, abstinence from pork – with 
a mixture of prejudice and grudging 
admiration.  
 

 

 
View of Venice in Civitates Orbis 

Terrarum 
 

 

 
A beautifully illustrated book of Jewish 
customs, printed in Venice in 1600, reveals 
the vibrant culture of the Jewish 
community there, at a time when Jews 
could not openly practise their religion in 
England. It shows us the celebrations, the 
power of learning and worship, and the 
prominent role of women in 16th-century 
Jewish families.  
 

 

 
Eplore a Jewish book of customs 

 

 

 
Rings, like this elaborate Jewish marriage-
ring, have both symbolic value as love 
tokens and material value as objects. In 
Shakespeare’s day, the ‘ring’ was a 
metaphor for honour and devotion, but it 
was also used bawdily to mean vagina. 
This highlights the complex relationship 
between sexual and financial desire at the 
time he was writing.  
 

 

 
Examine a Jewish marriage-ring 
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This witty lift-the-flap painting shows the 
glamour of 16th-century Venice, a city 
famous for its gondolas, its beautiful 
women and its many prostitutes and 
courtesans. The gondola could be seen as 
a symbol of youthful passion and rebellion 
in The Merchant of Venice.  
 

 
 

 
View a lift-the-flap picture of a 

gondola in the friendship album of 
Erckenprecht Koler 

 

 

 
In the 16th-century, England was 
expanding its role as an international 
trading power. Many foreign merchants 
passed through London, and Englishmen 
traded in Venice. But, as John Florio shows 
in this Italian language manual (1578), 
there were also moral concerns that 
commerce promoted un-Godly sense of 
greed in a world where ‘Money ruleth al 
things’.  
 

 

 
Read a discussion of Venice and 

London in Florio's Italian language 
manual 

 

 

 
This gold ducat, minted in Venice 1523–
1538, bears the image and name of 
Andrea Gritti, the duke or Doge of Venice 
who issued it. He is shown kneeling before 
St Mark, the patron saint of Venice.  
 

 

 
View a Venetian gold ducat 

 

 

 
There was widespread condemnation of 
usury – or lending money at interest – in 
early modern Europe. Henry Smith’s 
sermons describe usury as a sort of ‘legall’ 
theft which undermines Christian ideals of 
love and charity. Smith makes an 
uncomfortable link – common in this 
period – between usury and the Jews. This 
connection arises partly because Jews, 
facing prejudice in Europe, were forbidden 
from doing many jobs and pushed into 
unpopular work such as moneylending.  
 

 

 
Explore Sermons against usury 

 

 

 
Scales symbolise the idea of justice and the 
fair weighing of evidence. Justitia, the 
Roman goddess of justice, is often 
represented with a balance in her left hand 
and a double-edged sword in her right, to 
suggest her judicial powers. 

 

 
View 17th-century scales and coin 

weights 
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Writing in 1709, Nicholas Rowe gives us a 
fascinating glimpse of early responses to 
Shakespeare’s plays. He says The 
Merchant of Venice is ‘Acted as a 
Comedy’ but seems more like a tragedy 
because of the ‘deadly Spirit of Revenge’ 
and the ‘savage Fierceness’ of Shylock. 
 

 

 
Explore the first illustrated works of 

Shakespeare edited by Nicholas 
Rowe, 1709 

 

 

 
Henry Irving played Shylock and Ellen 
Terry played Portia in a ground-breaking 
production of the play in 1879. Irving 
became well known for his sympathetic 
portrayal of Shylock as the victim of 
Christian persecution. Irving cut some of 
the most anti-Semitic lines and added a 
poignant scene after Jessica’s elopement, 
showing Shylock returning home alone 
across a desolate stage. 
 

 

 
View Henry Irving as Shylock and 

Ellen Terry as Portia 
 

 

 
There was a notorious staging of The 
Merchant of Venice at Vienna’s 
Burgtheater in 1943, in the middle of the 
Second World War. It was directed by the 
Nazi party member Lothar Müthel, with 
the flagrantly racist Werner Krauss as 
Shylock.  
 

 

 
View a photograph of the 1943 
production of The Merchant of 

Venice directed by Lothar Müthel 
 

 

 
In 1946, straight after the Second World 
War, the New Yiddish Theatre Company 
staged a Yiddish version of The Merchant of 
Venice at the Adler Hall, Whitechapel. As 
John Gross writes in Shylock (1992), it was 
as though the company was saying, ‘We 
are still here. And we are not afraid to 
confront The Merchant of Venice, with all 
its problems’.  
 

 

 
View photographs of Yiddish 

production of The Merchant of 
Venice in 1946 
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