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Shylock in ‘The Merchant of Venice’ 
 
GENERAL IDEAS 

 The brutal way Shylock is treated 

 The questions surrounding Shylock’s motivations – money, religion and family 

 Shylock’s Jewish identity 
o Discrimination 
o Proud 
o Whether he values being Jewish above all else 
o He belongs to a ‘tribe’ 
o He never felt the pain of being a Jew until his money and daughter had gone 
o He is an Elizabethan stereotype of a Jew 
o He is the villain because he is a Jew 

 Shylock is cruel 
o Is he the villain because he doesn’t take the opportunity to be merciful? 
o Is he simply reacting to the way he has been treated or has he gone too far? 

 The blurred distinction between the Hero and the Villain 
o Shylock is not a typical Villain and Antonio is not a typical Christian hero 
o Interpreting Shylock as the Villain (and being understanding of the way he is treated at the trial) is made 

more complicated by our modern understanding and knowledge of the holocaust 

 The key debate – does he deserve what happens to him (including ideas from critics and whether you agree)? 
 
 
THE FACTS 

 Written by William Shakespeare in 1596-98. 

 One of his problem plays. 

 The portrayal of Shylock is complicated because it is unclear whether he is the hero or villain. 

 Antonio is supposed to be the hero but he isn’t a good Christian. 

 Shylock is referred to as ‘the Jew’ 26 times in the play and only 19 times as Shylock. 

 Many things complicate our interpretations of Shylock; e.g. the different film versions, our own opinions, the 
cruel way he is treated, the cruel things he does, our modern history and knowledge of the holocaust. 

 
ACT 3, SCENE 1 

 The idea that Antonio is an arrogant merchant because he sent his boats by ‘The Goodwins’. 

 The sexual humour used by Salanio to trivialize the pain Shylock feels at the loss of his daughter and money. 

 The characters differing use of the word tribe (it means something different when Shylock uses it compared to 
Salanio). 

 The emotional speech from Shylock and what we learn about his treatment. 

 The unusual juxtaposition of ‘if you prick us…’ and ‘if you tickle us…’? What is Shakespeare’s point in adding a 
touch of triviality to undermine him here? 

 Shylock’s criticisms of Christians in his monologue and what he has learnt from their example. 

 Shylock’s use of the word ‘diamond’ and how the audience might misinterpret what he cares about. 

 Shylock’s cruel and brutal language and how he would prefer his daughter had died. 
 
 
ACT 1, SCENE 3 

• The use of visceral imagery to lesson our affection for Antonio and increase our sympathy for Shylock. 
• The repetition of ‘three thousand ducats’ and what it suggests about Shylock’s character. 
• The misunderstanding of ‘good man’. 
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• The fact that Shylock knows so much about Antonio’s risky finances – does this mean he always intended on 
taking Antonio’s flesh? 

• Shylock’s hate for Antonio (Christian and free money lender). 
• The irony of Shylock likening himself to Jacob (though he probably doesn’t consider himself a deceiver). 
• The references to Jews a ‘cursed’ and a ‘tribe’. 
• The false way in which Shylock enquires after Antonio (‘Rest you fair…’). 
• Whether Shylock does intend the bond as a ‘merry sport’. 
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