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Body Language 

 For a comedy, Merchant of Venice has curiously dark undertones. The structure of the 

play is fairly synonymous with that of a comedy: there is an introduction, a complication, and a 

resolution in which the “villain” is defeated, the complication is resolved, and the “good guys” 

end up with a happily-ever-after. However, The Merchant of Venice aspires to much more than 

this simple outline, and Shakespeare makes this very clear to the reader. The themes and subjects 

that pervade the play, interfering with the plot, the lives of the characters, and especially the 

words of the play themselves, are what give the reader an indication that something is different 

about The Merchant of Venice. Much of the conflict in Merchant stems from the differences 

among the characters, particularly that of religion. What is interesting about this facet of the play, 

however, is that religion is not necessarily represented by tangible things—rather, it is a differing 

mindset about this particular aspect of life that causes conflict between characters such as 

Antonio and Shylock. However, if one were to stand Antonio and Shylock side by side, 

disregarding all preconceived notions about their character, religion, background, and so forth, 

what would the difference be? An inch or two in height, or a different clothing style, perhaps? 

Ideology aside, Shylock and Antonio, as well as all the other characters in the play who partake 

in the Jew vs. Christian aspect of the story, are the same in that they are human—one heart, ten 

fingers, two eyes, and so forth. If human bodies are the same regardless of beliefs, then much of 



 O l d e n b u r g  2 
 

the conflict in the play must be based on the ideas alone. Why, then, would Shakespeare choose 

to incorporate such pertinent imagery by speaking about the body if the conflict is within the 

mind? It would seem that he does so to emphasize the conflict, and to bring to the reader’s 

attention that, regardless of beliefs, human beings are essentially the same.  

 One of the best examples of language pertaining to the body can be found in Act III, 

Scene 1, as Shylock is lamenting the way that the Christians, particularly Antonio, are treating 

him presently and have treated him in the past. To preface this, however, it is important to note 

what the Christians, in this case, Salerio, have to say about the alikeness of two humans. Shylock 

discovers that Jessica has run away, and laments, “My own flesh and blood to rebel!” (III.i.30). 

The phrase “flesh and blood” is a fairly stereotypical term in the present day, but here Shylock 

uses it with a serious and weighty connotation—because she is his daughter, Shylock seems to 

think that their physical properties of flesh and blood would be linked on a nonphysical level. It 

is all the worse, then, when Salerio replies that “There is more difference between thy flesh and 

hers/than between jet and ivory;” (III.i.33-34). Like Shylock, Salerio uses the image of flesh and 

blood to indicate something not-quite-tangible—that is, Jessica’s rebellion against her father—

but he intends “flesh and blood” to be a type of insult. Like Shylock, in giving “flesh and blood” 

a nonphysical meaning Salerio acknowledges the physical similarities between Shylock and his 

daughter, but also manages to mock him for the level of importance Shylock gives to the idea, 

perhaps indicating that the Christians do not take as much stock in a physical connection.    

 If the Christians do not place much emphasis on the physical, Shylock makes up for their 

lack of enthusiasm with his own intense focus upon physical qualities. In Act III, Scene 1, 

beginning with line 46, Shylock laments the treatment that he has received from Antonio, which 

has apparently been done without provocation from Shylock: “He hath disgraced me”…”laughed 
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at my losses, mocked my gains, scorned my nation, thwarted my bargains, cooled my friends, 

heated mine enemies, and what’s his reason?—I am a Jew” (III.i.46-49). These lines do not take 

into consideration the body, which is an idea that is reflective of Antonio’s attitude towards 

Shylock, and even though Antonio is not present in the scene to speak for himself, it is safe to 

say that Shylock portrays his attitude correctly. When Antonio is degrading Shylock, he—or for 

that matter, any of the Christian characters—does not seem to think that he is doing wrong, 

because he is looking at Shylock as a Jew, not as a human being. In this respect, the modern day 

reader would sympathize with Shylock—today, anti-Semitism is no longer tolerated to this 

extent. However, perhaps even a 16
th

 century audience would understand the egregiousness of 

this dehumanization. At any rate it seems that Shakespeare, although by no means an advocate of 

the Jewish religion, could be emphasizing the error of Antonio’s treatment of Shylock; the lines 

in which Shylock lists the grievances that Antonio has caused are not necessarily eloquent, but 

rather a straightforward list of wrongs. This is especially interesting considering that merely a 

few lines before was the discussion of “flesh and blood,” three words layered with meaning for 

Shylock. Shakespeare lists Antonio’s wrongs against Shylock bluntly and plainly, and there is 

not a context in which these could be seen as good things. It almost seems as though the reader is 

supposed to sympathize with Shylock at this point—all this is happening to Shylock because he 

is a Jew; he has not physically injured Antonio, nor caused him some personal offense. It is 

simply the fact that Shylock exists, and that his religion is viewed as the antithesis of the 

Christian religion, that is the cause for his poor treatment.  

 Again, the Christians’ treatment of Shylock stems from their non-physical or religion-

based point of view. Although Shylock is established as the “villain” in the play, one cannot help 

but feel sorry for him—he did nothing to deserve the treatment that he is receiving apart from 
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believing a different way. Once Shakespeare establishes this sympathy, he finally allows Shylock 

to speak from his own point of view, and even though Shylock is the “villain,” the fact that 

Shylock draws upon the physical is phenomenally logical: 

Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not a Jew hands, organs, 

dimensions, senses, affections, passions; fed with the 

same food, hurt with the same weapons, subject to the 

same diseases, healed by the same means, warmed and cooled 

by the same winter and summer as a Christian is? (III.i.51-54) 

Shylock continues his monologue, but within these lines his point is well-made—in terms of the 

physical, there is no difference between Christian and Jew; they are both human. 

 Why, then, does the problem of Jew vs. Christian persist throughout the remainder of the 

play? Did Shylock’s speech have no effect on the Christians? It seems that Shakespeare himself 

is reiterating that Shylock makes a remarkably good point. Shylock’s argument, however, is 

eclipsed by the fact that he is still a Jew—this is something that the Christians cannot forgive, 

and they cannot free their minds from bias long enough to realize that Shylock is right. Humans 

are humans, with “senses, affections, and passions” (III.i.51), and that is the point that Shylock, 

and ultimately Shakespeare, is trying to make with the use of the language of the body—by 

placing an emphasis on the physical, the commonalities between the Christians and Jews should 

become clear. Ultimately, however, the language of the body is futile in changing the character’s 

perceptions; although the reader can be easily influenced by the comparative language of the 
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body, the characters are note—any external commonalities that this sort of language would draw 

attention to are eclipsed by a deeply-set difference of the mind.   
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