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Discovering Literature: Shakespeare 

Teachers’ Notes 

Curriculum subject 

English Literature 

Key Stage 

4 and 5 

Author or text  

William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice 

Theme 

Exploring Shylock 

Rationale 

Shylock is one of Shakespeare’s most complex and troubling characters. 
He is marked from his very first appearance as an outsider in Venetian 
society, scorned and spat on by Christians and stripped of his wealth and 
religion. Nevertheless, he is also fuelled by vengeance. How are we to 
interpret Shylock as a character? Is he a stereotypical villain, or the 
victim of prejudice and racial hatred?  

These activities encourage students to explore the character of Shylock, 
setting him against the backdrop of myths and fears about Jews that 
existed in Shakespeare’s England. Students will examine some of the 
ways in which Shylock has been depicted on stage and will relate these 
different interpretations to changing cultural sensitivities.  

http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare
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Content 

Primary sources from the website 

• Description of the Jewish Ghetto and the courtesans of Venice in 
Coryate's Crudities (1611) 

• Doctor Lopez is accused of poisoning Elizabeth I (1627) 

• The first illustrated works of Shakespeare edited by Nicholas Rowe 
(1709) 

• Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta (1633) 

• Henry Irving as Shylock and Ellen Terry as Portia (1906–10) 

• Photographs of Yiddish production of The Merchant of Venice (1946) 

Recommended reading from the website 

• How were the Jews regarded in 16th-century England? by James Shapiro 

• A Jewish reading of The Merchant of Venice by Aviva Dautch 

External links 

• Royal Shakespeare Company, Past Productions 

• Shakespeare’s Globe, Discovery Space: Previous Productions 

• Designing Shakespeare Collection: Performances List  

• Public Broadcasting Service, Interview with Trevor Nunn 

Key questions 

• In what ways can Shakespeare’s depiction of Shylock be linked to 
the stereotypes of Jews that existed at the time he was writing?  

• How did early stage productions present Shylock? 

• How have subsequent productions tried to highlight the complexities 
in Shylock’s character and in the play’s treatment of him? 

• What factors might have influenced these different presentations of 
Shylock? 

  

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Description-of-the-Jewish-Ghetto-and-the-courtesans-of-Venice-in-Coryates-Crudities-1611
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Doctor-Lopez-is-accused-of-poisoning-Elizabeth-I
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/The-first-illustrated-works-of-Shakespeare-edited-by-Nicholas-Rowe-1709
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Marlowes-The-Jew-of-Malta
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Henry-Irving-as-Shylock-and-Ellen-Terry-as-Portia
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Photographs-of-Yiddish-production-of-The-Merchant-of-Venice-in-1946
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/How-were-the-Jews-regarded-in-16th-century-England
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/A-Jewish-reading-of-The-Merchant-of-Venice
https://www.rsc.org.uk/the-merchant-of-venice/past-productions
http://www.shakespearesglobe.com/discovery-space/previous-productions
http://www.ahds.rhul.ac.uk/ahdscollections/docroot/shakespeare/performanceslist.do?playId=11019
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/masterpiece/merchant/ei_nunn.html
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Activities 

1) Ask students to read the plot summary of The Merchant of Venice on 
the title page of the first quarto:   

• ‘The most excellent historie of the merchant of Venice. With the 
extreame crueltie of Shylocke the Jewe towards the sayd merchant, 
in cutting a just pound of his flesh: and the obtayning of Portia by 
the choyse of three chests.’  

• Ask students to read the description of Shylock in The first 
illustrated works of Shakespeare edited by Nicholas Rowe (1709), 
pp. xix–xx. What views of Shylock are conveyed by these texts? 

2) Invite students, in groups, to research the following using the sources 
and notes on Discovering Literature: Shakespeare. 

• Were there any Jews in Shakespeare’s England? 

• What stereotypes of Jews existed in Shakespeare’s England? 

• Which court case of 1594 might have prompted Shakespeare to 
write a play with a Jewish theme? 

• How were Jews treated in Venice during this period? 

• As part of this research, students should read George Carleton’s 
account of the trial of Doctor Lopez:  

♦ Doctor Lopez is accused of poisoning Elizabeth I (1627), pp. 
163–64 

♦ And the Description of the Jewish Ghetto in Coryate's Crudities 
(1611), pp. 230–37. 

3) Find out about how Shylock has been depicted on stage. Begin by 
researching how the following actors played Shylock: 

• Thomas Doggett 

• Charles Macklin 

• Edmund Kean 

Then look at the image of Henry Irving as Shylock in the 1879 
production of The Merchant of Venice, and find out what was so 
distinctive about Irving’s depiction of Shylock. Students should discuss 
what these different interpretations might suggest about changing 
views of Judaism. 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/The-first-illustrated-works-of-Shakespeare-edited-by-Nicholas-Rowe-1709
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/The-first-illustrated-works-of-Shakespeare-edited-by-Nicholas-Rowe-1709
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Doctor-Lopez-is-accused-of-poisoning-Elizabeth-I
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Description-of-the-Jewish-Ghetto-and-the-courtesans-of-Venice-in-Coryates-Crudities-1611
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Henry-Irving-as-Shylock-and-Ellen-Terry-as-Portia
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4) Use the Royal Shakespeare Company, Shakespeare’s Globe and 
Designing Shakespeare websites to explore images of Shylock from a 
range of theatrical productions. For each image, make notes on the 
following: 

♦ What Shylock looks like (appearance, facial expression, body 
language) 

♦ What he is wearing 

♦ How he is positioned in relation to any other characters on stage 

♦ How the other characters seem to be treating him 

• Students should also reflect on the following questions: 

♦ Which Shylock seems to be the most sympathetic, and why?  

♦ Which seems the most stereotypical? 

♦ In what ways do these presentations draw attention to the 
complexities in Shylock’s character? 

♦ Can any of these presentations be grouped together – do clear 
differences and similarities emerge?  

♦ What kinds of factors might influence these different 
presentations of Shylock? 

Extension activities 

• Explore Christopher Marlowe’s portrayal of Barabas in The Jew of 
Malta. What differences and similarities can they find between 
Barabas and Shylock?  

• Examine the photographs of the Yiddish production of The Merchant 
of Venice from 1946. Research this and other Jewish productions, 
considering how they tackle the problem of anti-Semitism in the 
play. 

• Read the interview with Trevor Nunn in which he talks about his 
1999 production of The Merchant of Venice for the National Theatre. 
This production, set in the period between the First and Second 
World Wars, confronts the view that ‘The Merchant of Venice 
shouldn't continue to be produced; the shadow of the Holocaust is 
just too great for us to be able to come to terms with whatever 
Shakespeare's intention may have been.’ In what ways does Nunn 
address the issue of anti-Semitism in his production?  

https://www.rsc.org.uk/the-merchant-of-venice/past-productions
http://www.shakespearesglobe.com/discovery-space/previous-productions
http://www.ahds.rhul.ac.uk/ahdscollections/docroot/shakespeare/performanceslist.do?playId=11019
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Marlowes-The-Jew-of-Malta
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Marlowes-The-Jew-of-Malta
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Photographs-of-Yiddish-production-of-The-Merchant-of-Venice-in-1946
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Photographs-of-Yiddish-production-of-The-Merchant-of-Venice-in-1946
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/masterpiece/merchant/ei_nunn.html
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