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Foreword
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Throughout the centuries, actors have portrayed Shakespeare's Shylock from The Merchant of Venice in different ways, each incorporating past experiences, personal biases, and their interpretations of the play. Noted Shakespearean scholar and writer Charles Lamb said, "Shylock amid his savage purpose is a man; his motives, feelings, resentments have something human in them" (Southern, 98). In the past four centuries, Shylock has been portrayed as a savage, cruel character. More recently, he has also been described as a sympathetic man.

Although The Merchant of Venice was controversial when it was written and for some time after, the play took on a particular resonance after the Holocaust. Many scholars, actors, and directors have differing opinions on how the play should be performed in the wake of such tragedy, or whether it should be performed at all. Robert L. King wrote in Shylock After Auschwitz that The Merchant of Venice "can be performed with artistic and moral integrity without dishonoring the millions of dead" (67). On the other side of the debate is Rabbi Leon Klenicki, who believes that The Merchant of Venice cannot be performed without bringing up the horrific events of the Holocaust.

Remembering the past, our own and that of our ancestors, shapes who we are and what we do. This is true in life and on the stage. When an actor chooses to perform a role, he must understand the role, the character's background, motivation, and history. Jacob Pavlovich Adler, Shimon Finkel, Aharon Meskin, Antony Sher, and David Serero have at least two things in common: they are all Jewish actors who have portrayed Shylock.

About Shylock, this is where the similarities end, as they each chose to portray Shylock differently. Jacob Adler initially played Shylock in 1901 as a villain. In his later writings on personal growth, Adler described Shylock as a sympathetic man.

The portrayal of Shylock by Finkel and Meskin in 1936 was such that the audiences recognized the pride the character and the performers felt in their Jewish heritage. In 1985, Antony Sher made Shylock ruthless, a man who deserved no sympathy. David Serero portrayed Shylock in 2016 as a misunderstood man dedicated to his work and his faith. Here, several actors play the same role, speaking the exact words yet portraying different versions of the same character. This phenomenon was caused by their individual experiences and frame of reference. This paper will focus on five Jewish actors who played Shylock between 1901 and 2016 and examine the impact of global historical events and personal experiences on each performance.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1

History Of The Jews During The Renaissance
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When Shakespeare wrote The Merchant of Venice, he was unlikely to have met a Jewish person. Most historical reports state that the Jewish people were exiled from England in 1290, and in 1596, when it is theorized that the play was written, Jews were still not allowed to live in England. As a result of the banishment, the English removed all signs of Jewish culture and tradition from within the country. James Shapiro writes in the introduction of Shakespeare and the Jews, "Even as England could be defined in part by its having purged itself of Jews, English character could be defined by its need to exclude ‘Jewishness" (7). The mythology and English culture are responsible for shaping Shakespeare's only leading Jewish character, together with the uniqueness of Jewish customs, resulting in Jewish stereotypes that have survived for over four centuries.

Though history showed that the Jews were banished from England for nearly three centuries, there is controversy about whether Jews continued to live in England during the Elizabethan era. In Arden Shakespeare's edition of The Merchant of Venice, Lucien Wolf is quoted as follows:

While communities of actual Jews in Elizabethan England have long been identified, there has always been controversy over whether they were engaged in espionage, assimilated into the religious life of large cities such as London, or whether they continued to practice 'Jewish rites' privately (Wolf, 6-7).

For the Jews to live in England, they would have had to convert to Christianity openly and, if they had wanted to practice their Jewish traditions, would have done so in secrecy.

An example of such a situation arose about a Scotsman named George Buchanan. Suspected of being a Jew, he was thrown in prison and subjected to numerous interrogations. The basis for his imprisonment was his leaving Scotland due to accusations of his being a Jew and his consumption of lamb during Lent. This practice was said to have been done in observance of Passover. Buchanan vehemently denied the allegations and was freed once he convinced his captors that he would not speak in favor of the Jews or practice any traditions that could be misconstrued as based on Judaism (Shapiro, 21).

Beyond the exile of the Jews from across the British Isles, the word "Jew" itself was used as a derogatory term, even by the Royals who called their enemies "Jews" (Shapiro, 22). Furthermore, the English looked at them as "…full of conceit, envy, usury, greed, and all sorts of malice" (Luther, 169). James Shapiro suggests that "Luther identifies the Jews as property-less exiles, who, through their usurious practices, 'skin and fleece' both Christian princes and their subjects" (18). Luther is quoted as wanting "the synagogues and houses belonging to Jews be burned, that the Jews be deprived of all of their wealth, that their books and prayer-rolls be destroyed, and that they are put to work with a spade" (Grebanier, 20). Such harsh expressions against a race of people spurred hatred. Although violence against the Jews may not be documented, writings by Luther and others may have encouraged Shakespeare to depict violence against the Jews in the play.

During this time, the anti-Jewish sentiment in England went beyond the derogatory depiction of the Jewish race. There were also numerous myths created to inspire hatred against the Jews. Among these were that Jews committed ritual murders, drank the blood of their victims, circumcised the Christian men before murdering them, poisoned wells, and abducted children using their blood for ritual purposes.

These beliefs were held by many long past the end of the Renaissance. In 1930, Arnold Leese wrote that there were two types of ritual murders: "those undertaken at Passover (in which a young Christian child would be killed and the blood used in baking the unleavened bread) and those committed during the festival of Purim (in which adults would be killed, and their blood either saved for the upcoming Passover or used in the triangular pastry called hamantaschen)" (Shapiro, 100). Another myth was that Jewish men menstruated and used the blood of the children they murdered to replace the blood they lost each month. Shapiro pointed out this when he wrote: "These Jewish men are caught in a terrible cycle of bleeding and replacing that lost blood by crucifying children for supplementary blood" (108).

Other questionable historical accounts would have been available to Shakespeare, influencing his writing of The Merchant of Venice and his view of the Jews. One of his primary sources was Holinshed's Chronicles. According to Shapiro, Holinshed described "the heinous act committed by the Jews at Norwich where they put a child to death by crucifying him upon a cross" in 1144 and another in Lincoln in 1255, when over one hundred Jews were brought to Westminster and examined for conspiring to crucify another child" (102). While these were reported to be factual, there was no truth in the reports, and the accusations were based on myths and anti-Semitism that permeated the world at that time.

The depiction of Jews as evil, murderous people was not reserved for Shakespeare. During the Renaissance, other great literary authors created similar characters. In 1589, Christopher Marlowe created the villain Barabas in his play The Jew of Malta. Barabas bragged about his crimes, stating:

§	I walk abroad on nights,

§	And kill sick people groaning under walls;

§	Sometimes I go about and poison wells;

§	And now and then, to cherish Christian thieves,

§	I am content to lose some of my crowns,

§	That I may, walking in my gallery,

§	See them go pinioned by my door (Marlowe 2.3.176-182).

 

Like Shylock, the intent was to have the audience view Barabas as a murdering, Christian-hating villain. Unlike Shylock, Marlowe's Barabas never deserves sympathy and is never portrayed as such.

Another example of how Jews were depicted in Renaissance literature is the character of Romelio in John Webster's The Devil's Law Case. Rogelio is not Jewish but is a Christian impersonating a Jewish doctor. In Act 3, Romelio describes the crimes that he, as a Jew, can commit. He states:

§	for sleight villainies,

§	As to coin money, corrupt ladies' honors,

§	Betray a town to the Turk or make a bonfire

§	A Christian Navy, I could settle [to] 't

§	As if I had eaten a politician,

§	Moreover, they digested him to nothing but pure blood (Webster, 3.2.11-16).

Here is another example where a Renaissance author shows disdain for Jews. Romelio disguises himself as a Jew to rape Christian women and eat the flesh of Christian men, a path not taken earlier by Marlowe or Shakespeare. The creation of such memorable characters as Barabas, Romelio, and Shylock could have been done without misrepresenting an entire race. Instead, they chose to prey on the fears rooted in ignorance and fuel the fires of anti-Semitism, feelings that caused the Holocaust in the 20th century, and continue to mistakenly color people's judgment and perception of the Jewish people that continues today.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

History Of "The Merchant of Venice" As Propaganda
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The Merchant of Venice is believed to have been written in the latter part of the 16th century. It has been used as propaganda for countries wanting to annihilate the Jews. When a movement was started during the 18th century to accept the Jewish community into England, the play was used to argue the case that the Jewish people were horrible and should not be taken in. Those against the naturalization of Jews used it to show what life would be like if they were permitted back into the country.

The Merchant of Venice was used again in the 1940s by Hitler and his Nazi regime. They used Shakespeare's words to show that Jews wanted to dominate the world and control wealth. The Nazis, under the guise of trying to change the world and make it better, used the text and their adaptations as justification for genocide. They staged productions of the play, with Shylock as the primary focus. They gave him a big nose and made him evil, spiteful, and malicious, hoping to show the so-called truth about the Jewish people as they perceived it. In both instances, the character of Shylock was embellished to demonstrate that Jews should not be a part of the European community or, in the case of the Holocaust, part of the world.

In 1753, a banker named Joseph Salvador petitioned the English government to diminish the laws on Jewish naturalization. This Bill, known as the Jewish Naturalization Act or "The Jew Bill," would overturn the expulsion of the Jews and allow them to be citizens of England again. During this time, "Shakespeare, Englishness, and Jewishness crossed paths…and in so doing helped illuminate and redefine each other" (Shapiro, 124). The Bill had the Whig party's support and was introduced to the House of Lords on 3rd April, where it was quickly approved and passed through the Commons.
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