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SHAW PUBLIC SCHOOL 
CLASS-VIII 

SESSION: 2020-2021 
SUBJECT: ENGLISH LITERATURE 

 
 
Week 1 
Developed by Sangita Dey 
 
TOPIC: THE MERCHANT OF VENICE 
Book:  Tales from Shakespeare-Charles and Mary Lamb 
 
Day 1 
 
Introduction to the author of the play ‘The Merchant of Venice’:  William Shakespeare 
 
 
William Shakespeare was an English poet, playwright, and actor. He was born on 26 April 1564 in 

Stratford-upon-Avon. Shakespeare is widely regarded as the greatest writer in the English language and 
the world's pre-eminent dramatist. He is often called England's national poet and nicknamed the ‘Bard of 
Avon’. His plays consisted of comedies, tragicomedies, tragedies and histories and these works remain 
regarded as some of the best works produced in these genres. Tragedies including ‘Hamlet’, ‘Othello’, ‘King 
Lear’, and ‘Macbeth’ are considered as some of the finest works in the English language. Shakespeare's 
plays remain highly popular today and are constantly studied, performed, and reinterpreted in diverse 
cultural and political contexts throughout the world. 

 
 
Introduction to the play ‘The Merchant of Venice’: 
 
‘The Merchant of Venice’ is a 16th-century play written by William Shakespeare in which a merchant in 

Venice named Antonio defaults on a large loan provided by a Jewish moneylender, Shylock.  
 
The ‘Merchant of Venice’ contains some of Shakespeare’s most memorable and complex characters. 

While Antonio is central to this play — after all, he is normally considered the person after whom the play 
is named — audiences are inevitably fascinated by Shylock, the Jew who sues Antonio for a lethal “pound 
of flesh” in return for unpaid loans, and by Portia, the wealthy heiress, who marries Antonio’s friend 
Bassanio and saves Antonio’s life in a dramatic courtroom scene. 

 
The play is a comedy, for the main character is extricated from his difficulties. Recognizing that the 

action rests upon the tragic, various critics have termed The Merchant of Venice a tragicomedy. The play, 
which is set partly in Venice, Italy, features three main characters: Antonio, Shylock, and Portia. The plot 
that centres in the bond has its roots in the beautiful example of what one friend will do for another it is also 
a parable illustrating the consequences of greed and usury. 

 
The Merchant of Venice contains many powerful symbols including rings symbolizing the strongest of 

human bonds, flesh representing life which is more valuable when threatened, and gold symbolizing power 
and status. Other themes include appearances versus reality, worth, prejudice, and mercy. 

 
  
You can refer to the following link to get a further understanding of the introduction to the play: 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z_r3kF8WLow 
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Day 2 
 
TOPIC: The Merchant of Venice  
Book:  Tales from Shakespeare-Charles and Mary Lamb 
 
Antonio, the merchant in The Merchant of Venice, secures a loan from Shylock for his friend Bassanio, 

who seeks to court Portia. Shylock, a Jewish moneylender, recalls past insults from Antonio and, instead 
of asking interest on the loan, asks instead—in what he calls a "merry sport"—that if the loan is not repaid, 
Antonio will owe a pound of his own flesh. 

 
Bassanio sails to Belmont, where the wealthy heiress Portia is being courted by suitors from around the 

world. Her father's will requires that the successful suitor solve a riddle involving chests of gold, silver, and 
lead. Where others have failed, Bassanio succeeds by selecting the right chest. Portia marries Bassanio; 
her waiting woman, Nerissa, marries his friend Gratiano. 

 
When Antonio cannot repay the loan, Shylock demands the pound of flesh. When the news reaches 

Belmont, Bassanio returns to Venice. Portia and Nerissa also travel to Venice, disguised as a lawyer and 
his clerk. Portia uses the law to defeat Shylock and rescue Antonio. 

 
Themes 
 
Friendship requires sacrifice. Antonio risks his fortune–and later his life–to help Bassanio win Portia. 

Tubal lends Shylock the 3,000 ducats requested by Antonio. 
 
Revenge ultimately destroys its perpetrator. Shylock seeks revenge against his enemies, but it is he 

who suffers the downfall after Christians unite to trick him. Perhaps he would have had more success if he 
had pursued justice instead of revenge. 

Jews suffer bigotry and other forms of mistreatment because of their religion and race. Christians 
alienate Shylock simply because he is a Jew. In ancient, medieval, and Renaissance times, Jews almost 
always encountered prejudice from non-Jews around them. Scholars are divided on whether Shakespeare, 
in The Merchant of Venice, was attempting condemn anti-Semitism by sympathizing with Shylock or 
approve of anti-Semitism by ridiculing Shylock. It may well be that Shakespeare was simply holding a mirror 
to civilization to allow audiences to draw their own conclusions. An essay on this page contends that 
Shakespeare wrote The Merchant of Venice partly to condemn the moral and ethical values of errant 
Christians, not the Jewish moneylender Shylock. 

 
Women can be just as competent as men, maybe even more so. Portia, disguised as a man, speaks 

eloquently in defense of Antonio and persuades the Duke of Venice to rule in Antonio's favor.  
Women can be just as ruthless as men, maybe even more so. Portia, who lectures Shylock and the 

court on the importance of mercy and cleverly tricks and ruins Shylock without showing a hint of remorse. 
 
 
Vocabulary/ Word Meanings from the Story 
 
Bond:  A legally binding agreement. 
 
Ducat: A gold coin used in Europe until the early 1900’s. 
 
Ghetto: A part of a city where Jews were forced to live. Ghetto has evolved to mean a part of a city that 

any minority is constrained to, not only through legal restrictions, but also through social and economic 
pressure. 

 
Pertinent: Relevant; applicable. 
 
Reviled:  Abused; severely criticized. 
 
Usurer: Someone who lends money at an exorbitant interest rate. 
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Day 3 

TOPIC: The Merchant of Venice  

Book:  Tales from Shakespeare-Charles and Mary Lamb 

Recap of what was read last class: 

- Antonio loses his ships, so he is taken to court to pay his debt in pound of 

flesh to Shylock. 

- The duke asks Shylock to show Antonio mercy, but he refuses instantly. 

- A young lawyer (Portia disguised as Balthazar) and her clerk (Nerissa) in 

place of the actual lawyer/doctor. 

- Shylock is getting ready to cut his pound of flesh. 

- Portia asks Shylock to have mercy and he still refuses. 

Read the following questions and answers:  

 What will happen to Shylock if he sheds even a drop of Antonio’s blood?  

His lands and goods will be confiscated by the state and will now belong to Venice. 

 Describe the offence that Shylock commits against Antonio. How is he punished for this 
offence?  

If a non-Venetian indirectly or directly attempts to harm the life of a Venetian citizen, the one harmed 
can seize half of the other’s goods -Shylock wanted to harm Antonio’s life (by taking a pound of flesh) 
so Antonio gets half of his goods -The other half of his goods go to the state. 

 Is asking Shylock to become Christian really showing him mercy?  

Showing mercy because they are sparing his life but not showing mercy because they are taking away 
his identity and making him adopt the one he resents -Antonio knows this is the worst thing that could 
happen to Shylock. 

 Why does Bassanio want to give Portia (whom he thinks is a man) a gift?  

To thank him for saving Antonio’s life -He also does this because Antonio tells him to (he is obeying 
Antonio). 

 Why does Portia select the ring as a reward for saving Antonio?  

She wants to test her husband’s love, loyalty, and trust (since she told him to keep the ring forever) -
Shakespeare shows how Bassanio is willing to do anything for Antonio. 

 Why does Bassanio finally decide to give the ring away?  

He gives the ring because Antonio tells him to give it away -Bassanio agrees with Antonio saying that 
he doesn’t care as much for his wife as he cares for Antonio. 

 Why does Nerissa also want to get her husband’s ring? 

She wants to test her husband as well -She also wants to copy Portia (they are close, best friends). 

You can refer to the following link to promote your understanding of The Merchant of Venice:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fe3lIUF_L9o 


