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Introduction

William Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice is a play that resists simple
categorization and demands careful study from modern readers. Written near the end
of the sixteenth century, between 1596 and 1598, the play blends elements of
romantic comedy, legal drama, and psychological tragedy. Set against the dual
backdrops of the bustling, mercantile city of Venice and the idyllic estate of Belmont,
this play explores the interactions of commerce, law, and love, all while challenging its
audience with complex questions about justice, mercy, and humanity.

For students of English literature, understanding The Merchant of Venice requires
context—both historical and social. In Elizabethan England, open and institutional
prejudice against Jews was a fact of life, as the Jewish population had been officially
expelled from England centuries earlier. Shakespeare’s audiences would have known
Jews only through stereotype and rumor, shaped by popular tales and contemporary
events. Against this prejudiced background, Shakespeare crafts the character of
Shylock, who is at once a villain, a victim, and one of the most multidimensional
figures in his works. In focusing on Shylock’s experience, the play brings the themes of
intolerance, religious difference, and revenge to the forefront, prompting
uncomfortable but necessary questions.

Yet, The Merchant of Venice is not solely about conflict and bigotry. The play
juxtaposes the legal sword of Venice with the supposed gentility of Belmont,
questioning which world offers truer happiness and justice. Characters like Portia,
bound by her father’s will but finding agency through wit and disquise, complicate our
expectations of gender and power. The love plots, casket riddles, and comic subplots
suggest a familiar Shakespearian comedy, only to be shadowed by the harrowing
confrontation in the Venetian court. The resolution, as Antonio is saved and Shylock is
broken, challenges audiences to reflect on the moral costs of apparent harmony.

To engage fully with The Merchant of Venice, students must examine not only the
main events and characters but the nuanced interplay of its many themes. Justice and
mercy are set in stark relief within the courtroom scene, producing some of
Shakespeare’s most famous speeches. Prejudice, both explicit and subtle, weaves
through character interactions and motivations, while questions of friendship, loyalty,
love, and wealth propel the plot forward. The symbolism of caskets and rings, the
manipulation of the law, and the transformation of identity through disguise all serve
to enrich the text and invite layered interpretation.

This book, Notes on The Merchant of Venice: Notes and Commentary for Students on
the Play by Shakespeare, aims to offer clear, comprehensive guidance through every
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aspect of the play. Each chapter unpacks a key element—whether character, theme,
or structure—providing expanded summaries, critical perspectives, and close attention
to language and symbolism. Where the play is ambiguous or uncomfortable, we
explore the debates and historical realities that inform its interpretation, helping
students to formulate insightful and balanced responses.

Whether you are reading The Merchant of Venice for the first time or delving deeper
into its challenging questions, these notes are intended to be your companion through
the text. Shakespeare’s play is a powerful lens through which to examine the
prejudices and values of another era, even as it resonates with our own. Through
careful reading and critical analysis, students can appreciate both the artistry and the
provocations of this enduring, problematic, and fascinating work.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Context and Elizabethan
Attitudes

To fully appreciate the complexities of The Merchant of Venice, we must first transport
ourselves back to the world of Elizabethan England, a society markedly different from
our own, particularly in its religious and social landscape. This was a time when
England, having broken from the Catholic Church, was grappling with its own national
and religious identity, and where attitudes towards those outside the dominant
Christian faith were often shaped by suspicion, rumour, and centuries-old prejudices.

England in the late 16th century was, for all intents and purposes, a Christian nation,
with a strong emphasis on conformity to the Church of England. While Catholic
recusants faced persecution, the position of Jews was even more precarious. Since
1290, following an edict by King Edward I, Jews had been officially expelled from
England. This meant that for over 300 years leading up to Shakespeare's time, there
was no overt, legally sanctioned Jewish community in England.

Consequently, most Elizabethans would never have encountered a Jewish person in
their daily lives. Their understanding of Jewish people, their customs, and their beliefs
was not based on direct interaction but filtered through a variety of less reliable
sources. These included biblical interpretations, medieval legends, folklore, and
perhaps most significantly, contemporary literature and popular rumour. The image of
the Jew was thus largely constructed from stereotype and myth, often portraying them
in a negative and even demonic light.

Medieval anti-Semitic myths, such as accusations of ritual murder (the "blood libel")
and the poisoning of wells (blamed for the Black Death), persisted in the popular
imagination. These horrifying tales contributed to a deep-seated fear and distrust of
Jews, painting them as inherently malevolent and a threat to Christian society. Such
pervasive stereotypes meant that any depiction of a Jewish character on stage or in
literature would immediately trigger a set of ingrained assumptions in the audience's
minds.

One significant literary precursor that would have shaped Elizabethan perceptions was
Christopher Marlowe's highly successful play, The Jew of Malta, written around 1589 or
1590, just a few years before The Merchant of Venice. Marlowe's protagonist, Barabas,
is a Machiavellian figure, driven by greed and a thirst for elaborate and often horrific
revenge. While The Jew of Malta is a complex play that can be read in various ways, its
central character certainly played into and amplified negative stereotypes of Jews as
cruel, avaricious, and treacherous. Shakespeare's audience, likely familiar with
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Barabas, would have brought these expectations with them to the theatre when
encountering Shylock.

Adding to this climate of suspicion was a very real and recent event: the trial and
execution of Dr. Roderigo Lopez in 1594. Lopez was a Portuguese physician of Jewish
ancestry, though he had converted to Christianity and served as Queen Elizabeth I's
physician. Accused of plotting to poison the Queen on behalf of Spain, Lopez was
found guilty and executed. The trial was highly publicized and fueled a surge of anti-
Semitic sentiment, despite doubts about his actual guilt, which were apparently even
harboured by the Queen herself. The fact that he was publicly referred to as "the Jew"
during his trial and execution underscores how his perceived Jewishness was used to
demonize him, regardless of his conversion. This event, occurring so close to the
probable date of The Merchant of Venice's composition, would have undoubtedly been
fresh in the minds of Shakespeare's audience, potentially heightening their prejudices.

While England had expelled its Jewish population centuries earlier, the setting of The
Merchant of Venice is Venice, a city-state with a different relationship with its Jewish
residents. Venice in the 16th century was a major international trading power, a
bustling hub of commerce and diverse populations. Unlike England, Venice did tolerate
a Jewish community, recognizing their economic utility, particularly in the realm of
moneylending. However, this tolerance came with significant restrictions and
segregation.

From 1516, the Venetian government mandated that Jews reside in a designated area
of the city known as the Ghetto Nuovo, located in the Cannaregio district. This was the
first such enforced segregation in Europe and gave the word "ghetto," derived from
the Venetian word for a foundry previously located there, its enduring meaning. Jewish
residents were confined to the Ghetto at night, with the gates locked and guarded by
Christian watchmen, whose wages were paid by the Jewish community itself. While
permitted to leave during the day for business, they were subject to rules, including
often being required to wear distinguishing clothing or badges.

This system in Venice, while allowing a Jewish presence, simultaneously enforced their
separation and highlighted their '‘otherness' within the Christian society. It created a
community that was both integrated into Venice's economic fabric, particularly in
finance and trade, yet physically and socially marginalized. The play's depiction of
Shylock operating within Venice's commercial world, yet facing constant public abuse
and legal constraints, directly reflects the realities of the Venetian Ghetto system.

Central to the conflict in The Merchant of Venice is the issue of usury, the practice of
lending money at interest. In medieval and Renaissance Christian doctrine, usury was
generally condemned as a sin, often based on interpretations of biblical passages. This
religious prohibition meant that Christians were often reluctant to engage in
moneylending with interest, creating a vacuum in the financial market.
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This economic need was frequently filled by Jewish moneylenders. For various
historical reasons, including restrictions on other professions, Jews were often
channeled into finance and pawnbroking. While the charging of interest was prohibited
among Christians lending to other Christians, there were interpretations that allowed
lending at interest to "strangers" or non-believers. This positioned Jews to become
prominent figures in finance, but it also made them targets of resentment and
hostility, particularly when borrowers defaulted on loans. They were often viewed not
just as practitioners of a questionable trade, but as exploiting Christians for profit,
reinforcing negative stereotypes.

In England, the laws surrounding usury fluctuated. While strictly prohibited at times,
under Elizabeth I, the charging of interest up to 10% was legalized in 1571, though
attitudes remained complex and often condemnatory. Antonio's practice of lending
money "gratis" (without interest) is presented as an act of Christian generosity and
stands in direct contrast to Shylock's professional livelihood, highlighting the moral
and economic tensions surrounding usury in the play's world.

The broader religious context is also vital. Elizabethan England was a society deeply
concerned with salvation and religious truth, seen through a firmly Christian lens.
From this perspective, Judaism was often viewed as an incomplete or even erroneous
faith that had rejected Christ. Conversion to Christianity was frequently seen as the
path to salvation for Jews, a theological viewpoint that informs the ending of Shylock's
trial.

Understanding this historical backdrop—the long absence of Jews from England, the
resulting stereotypes fueled by rumour and literature like Marlowe's play, the
immediate impact of the Lopez case, the specific conditions for Jews in the
cosmopolitan but segregated city of Venice, the Christian condemnation of usury and
the role Jews played in finance, and the prevailing Christian worldview—is essential for
a nuanced reading of The Merchant of Venice. These factors created the social and
cultural environment in which Shakespeare wrote and his audience received the play,
profoundly influencing the portrayal and perception of characters like Shylock and the
themes explored.
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