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    WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


    ENGLISH PLAYWRIGHT AND POET


    
      	Born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564.


      	Died in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1616.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Venus and Adonis (1593), poem


          	Hamlet (1603), play


          	Macbeth (1623), play

        

      

    


    William Shakespeare is regarded as the most influential writer in English history. His 37 plays have been performed countless times, and have been reproduced and adapted across a broad range of periods and cultural contexts. As well as the plays, which can be loosely divided into tragedies, histories and comedies, Shakespeare wrote a number of narrative poems and sonnets. He also had an indelible influence on the English language itself, bringing a huge variety of words and phrases – as varied as “swagger”, “bubble”, “mind’s eye” and “heart of gold” – into regular usage.


    Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway in 1582 and had three children with her. Their only son, Hamnet, died at the age of 11. Very little else is known about Shakespeare’s life, which he spent between Stratford-upon-Avon and London. It is clear, however, that his literary talents were matched by a shrewd entrepreneurial spirit. He made a number of profitable investments in his lifetime, which gave him the financial freedom to devote himself to acting and writing. In 1599, Shakespeare and his acting company (The Lord Chamberlain’s Men) built the Globe Theatre on the banks of the River Thames in London. Many of Shakespeare’s greatest plays were written to be performed at this theatre.

  


  
    THE TAMING OF THE SHREW


    A COMEDY IN FIVE ACTS


    
      	Genre: play


      	Reference edition: Shakespeare, W. (2008) The Taming of the Shrew. London: Norton.


      	1st edition: 1623


      	Themes: mastery, obedience, love, deception, abuse

    


    The Taming of the Shrew is one of Shakespeare’s earliest plays, first performed between 1593 and 1594. The play includes a frame narrative, often known as the Induction, in which the drunken tinker Christopher Sly is tricked into believing that he is a wealthy lord. As he and his ‘wife’ – in reality a disguised pageboy – look on, a group of players performs the central narratives: the tale of Baptista Minola’s two daughters Katherine and Bianca and their respective suitors.


    The play’s most central, and most memorable, plot concerns the ‘taming’ of the argumentative Katherine by the eccentric Petruccio. Inspired by his knowledge of falconry, he employs a variety of disciplinary techniques, which often border on the abusive, to encourage her obedience. This element of the play has generated considerable controversy over the years. Contemporary audience member John Fletcher (English playwright, 1579–1625) was invested enough to write a companion play called The Woman’s Prize, or the Tamer Tamed (c. 1611), in which the widowed Petruccio gets his comeuppance.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    LORD SLY AWAKENS


    Christopher Sly, a drunken beggar, is thrown out of an alehouse and passes out in a ditch. Soon afterwards he is discovered by a Lord returning from a hunt. The Lord decides to play a trick on Sly, attempting to convince him that he is a wealthy gentleman with a loving wife. To this end, he instructs his servants to carry Sly to the finest room in his house, wash and clothe him, and attend on him as if he were their master. The Lord also organises a performance by a group of players and arranges for his page Bartholomew to play the part of Sly’s doting wife, relieved to see her husband delivered from lunacy.


    When Sly wakes up, the Lord and his servants attempt to convince him that he has been in a feverish dream for 15 years. Although initially doubtful, the prospect of meeting his wife eventually wins Sly round. Upon meeting his wife, Sly immediately asks her to join him in bed. Bartholomew, however, manages to put him off with a warning of over-exertion so soon after his recovery. Just on time, the players arrive to perform the play, which is described as “a pleasant comedy” (Induction.2.277) and “a kind of history” (Induction.2.288).


    BIANCA’S SUITORS


    The inner play begins on a street in Padua, where the young student Lucentio has just arrived from Pisa with his servant Tranio. He speaks enthusiastically about the studies he will soon begin, but Tranio warns him not to get too caught up in his studies: he must also remember to enjoy himself. The two are interrupted by the arrival of a small crowd of Paduans. They watch as Baptista tells Hortensio and Gremio, two suitors to his younger daughter Bianca, that she will not be allowed to marry until her older sister has found a match. Baptista resolves to keep her inside the house until her sister is married and to appoint tutors to keep her occupied. He asks the two suitors to recommend men for this purpose.


    Hortensio and Gremio are unconvinced that any man will be willing to marry Katherine, a woman who has a reputation for aggressive behaviour and manners. The older Gremio is resigned to this fact and decides to focus on finding a worthy tutor for Bianca. Hortensio, however, is more enterprising: he suggests that they work together to find a husband for Kate. Gremio remains reluctant to believe that such a man exists, but agrees to try anyway.


    Lucentio, who has observed the whole scene, reveals that he too has fallen in love with Bianca. He asks Tranio for advice on how to win her hand and, together, they come up with a plan: Lucentio will pose as a Latin teacher named Cambio, giving him a chance to court Bianca privately. Meanwhile, Tranio will impersonate Lucentio, carry out his social activities in the city, and woo Bianca officially. The men exchange clothes and arrange for another of Lucentio’s servants, Biondello, to serve the disguised Tranio.


    PETRUCCIO CHOOSES A WIFE


    Petruccio arrives in Padua with his servant Grumio and visits his friend Hortensio. He reveals that his father has died and that he intends to marry. He asks his friend to recommend a wife: his only concern is that she should be rich. Hortensio tells Petruccio about Kate, but warns him that she is a shrew. Petruccio is unafraid and states his intention to marry her. Hortensio decides to disguise himself as a music teacher named Licio, so that he too can woo Bianca in private. He asks Petruccio to introduce him at Baptista’s house.


    Meanwhile, Kate has tied up her younger sister to interrogate her about which of her suitors she prefers. Bianca answers diplomatically and Kate, frustrated by her silence, strikes her. Baptista arrives and defuses the situation somewhat, but the two sisters end up leaving the stage. Soon afterwards, Bianca’s ‘official’ suitors – Gremio (as himself) and Tranio (as Lucentio) – arrive and present the two ‘tutors’ – Lucentio (as Cambio) and Hortensio (as Licio) – to Baptista. In a private conversation, Petruccio asks for an audience with Kate and Baptista agrees, but warns that she will not be easy to woo. At that moment, Hortensio reappears “with his head broke” (2.1.142), saying that Kate has beaten him with a lute for criticising her technique.


    Petruccio is undaunted by this display of violence and meets Kate in the garden to begin the courtship. They engage in a battle of words during which Kate insults and strikes Petruccio. When Baptista and the others approach, however, Petruccio tells him that everything is going well and their wedding day has been fixed for the coming Sunday. Kate disagrees, saying she would rather see him hanged. Petruccio, however, tells the assembled crowd that they have agreed she will still be shrewish in public. Kate does not contradict him when he sets the wedding date for Sunday.


    In the aftermath of Petruccio’s announcement, Bianca’s two official suitors ask Baptista for her hand. He agrees to give her to the highest bidder, who ends up being Tranio (as Lucentio). However, given the enormity of the promised sum, Baptista asks him for conformation from his father before he is willing to agree to the engagement. Tranio decides to find an old man to play the part of Lucentio’s father and fulfil Baptista’s request. Tranio also manages to convince Hortensio to abandon his pursuit of Bianca. He decides to marry a wealthy widow instead.


    AN UNUSUAL WEDDING


    On the day of his wedding, Petruccio is initially nowhere to be seen. Kate once again voices her reservations about the character of her husband-to-be, describing him as a “frantic fool” (3.2.12). She believes that he has proposed to her in jest and intends to leave her alone at the altar. Kate departs in tears, accompanied by her sister. Eventually, news reaches the party of Petruccio’s arrival: he is approaching the church wearing a mismatched and scruffy outfit and riding an old horse with dilapidated equipment. His servant Grumio is similarly oddly attired. Petruccio behaves in a bizarre and embarrassing manner throughout the ceremony, swearing, beating the priest, drinking the communion wine, and manhandling Kate.


    When the ceremony is over, he refuses to attend the wedding feast, saying that he and Kate will return to his house. Kate refuses, but Petruccio overrules her, declaring to the wedding party: “I will be master of what is mine own” (3.2.202) and describing her as his property. He and Grumio whisk Kate away with their swords drawn. Once at home, Petruccio begins the bizarre and disturbing ‘taming’ process. He begins by verbally and physically abusing his servants for minor or non-existent faults, causing Kate to defend them. He also employs a range of other abusive techniques, including starvation, sleep deprivation and psychological manipulation.


    Whilst Hortensio visits the newly married couple to invite them to his own wedding, a tailor arrives to make Kate – who is still being deprived of sleep and food – a suitable dress. However, Petruccio and Grumio berate the tailor and scoff at the garments he has made, which are in line with the latest fashion. In the end, Petruccio declares that he and Kate will attend dressed in the meagre garments they currently wear. On the road to Padua, Petruccio encourages a frustrated Kate to call the sun the moon. When they come across an old man, Petruccio calls him a young virgin, and Kate concurs with this statement. Once she does so, however, Petruccio describes him as an old man and calls Kate mad. The old man reveals himself to be Vincentio, Lucentio’s real father. He is visiting Padua to check on his son, with whom he has had little contact. The three travel on together as Petruccio acquaints the old man with the news of his son’s likely marriage.


    A LONG-AWAITED FEAST


    Meanwhile, Tranio and the false Vincentio – played by a suitable old man – have visited Baptista to confirm the marriage of Lucentio and Bianca. However, Lucentio’s servant Biondello has convinced his master to forgo the formalities and elope with Bianca. When Petruccio and Kate arrive in Padua with the real Vincentio, the false Vincentio describes him as a liar and a madman – accusations which Petruccio and others believe. The lie is supported by Biondello, who pretends not to know Vincentio, and Tranio, who continues to insist that he is Lucentio. Just as Vincentio is being threatened with arrest, Lucientio and Bianca arrive and apologise and all the disguises are removed. Vincentio leaves threatening revenge against Tranio.


    At the wedding feast, all differences are set aside as the three couples engage in some light-hearted conversation. The new husbands – Petruccio, Lucentio and Hortensio – make a bet about which of their wives is most obedient. The husband whose wife responds most quickly when they call will win. When Lucentio calls Bianca, she sends word that she is busy and cannot come. When Hortensio sends for the widow, she says that he should come to her instead. When Katherine is summoned, however, she arrives immediately. On Petruccio’s command, she also fetches the other wives and lectures them on the obedience they owe to their husbands. Kate and Petruccio depart victorious as the others look on in shock at her transformation.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    KATHERINE


    Katherine, also known as Kate, is the elder of Baptista Minola’s two daughters. She has a reputation as a ‘shrew’, or aggressive, sharp-tongued woman. She seems somewhat sensitive to the slights she receives from the other characters and is humiliated by the way she is paraded around for prospective husbands, asking her father “is it your will / To make a stale of me amongst these mates” (1.1.353-354). Her father’s attitude towards her is somewhat cool and very dismissive, particularly in comparison to the warm way he treats Bianca. All in all, much of Kate’s bitterness seems to be a product of her treatment. Although her opening retorts are insulting, they are a direct response to the harsh words from other characters. However, she is certainly no angel. Over the course of the play, she ties up and strikes her sister; beats a music teacher with a lute; and hits Petruccio as he begins his courtship.


    After her bizarre marriage to Petruccio, she is initially resistant to his whims. However, after his coercion and manipulation she eventually begins to submit to his whims and perspectives no matter how irrational. Critics have long debated the nature of her transformation. Is Kate entirely broken, sincerely submitting to Petruccio’s will? Or does she realise resistance is futile and decide to hide her true feelings? There are a huge variety of interpretations and this openness contributes to the intrigue of the play.


    PETRUCCIO


    Travelling from Verona to Padua with the express aim


    

    BIANCA


    

    LUCENTIO


    

    TRANIO


    

    HORTENSIO AND GREMIO
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