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To The Reader


William Shakespeare impregnated twenty-six-year-old Anne Hathaway when he was still a teenage minor, in a time and place where harsh civil and religious laws prohibited premarital sex. They had a shotgun wedding, and Will’s life was changed forever. He went on to write masterful dramas showing how sex shapes lives. His plays are full of sex, but most of it has long gone unnoticed. Shakespeare on Sex reveals all the sex you have been missing and shows why it is important not to miss it.

Shakespeare paved the way to our modern world in many ways, and sex was one of his trailblazing areas of genius and expertise. How much sex is there in Shakespeare? A ton. But it races by in iambic pentameter poetry and Elizabethan slang. It is too easy for today’s audiences to miss it, and editors of the plays (being academic and staid) have not made it visible to general readers. Shakespeare has suffered centuries of prudery. Eighteenth-century editors were the first to cleanse the plays by deleting the sex on the grounds that it was inappropriate and superfluous—but it was not superfluous. Sex fills Shakespeare’s romantic comedies and tragedies and shapes the narrative arc of his career because it was central to his avant-garde view of human nature. Shakespeare was inspired to bring sexual liberation to Elizabethan England and free it from puritanical elements xof control symbolized by its virgin queen, Queen Elizabeth I, who reigned chastely on her throne.

Shakespeare on Sex puts the plays in a new light. As two fellow actors in Shakespeare’s theater company, John Heminge and Henrie Condell, wrote in “To the Great Variety of Readers,” their introductory epistle for the First Folio of 1623, the first collection of the complete plays: “Read him, therefore; and again, and again: And if then you do not like him, surely you are in some manifest danger, not to understand him.” To see all the sex in Shakespeare is to understand him and like him more. Not to see the sex is not to understand him; and not to understand Shakespeare on sex is not to understand a good deal about life.

This book breaks ground and offers a big reveal. I always began my college Shakespeare courses by telling my students they must grasp two things to follow and enjoy the plays: (1) the religious allusions and (2) the sex. Many miss both. Shakespeareans have long been writing about the religious allusions. It is time to follow the sex and celebrate one of Shakespeare’s extraordinary feats: bringing sexual liberation to Elizabethan England—and to the world.

As you read this book, you will be amazed (or shocked) by the degree to which Shakespeare wrote about sex. It is his main topic. He had a lot to tell us. The West’s great liberator, Shakespeare saw sex as both a miraculous joy and a root of human and societal troubles. His fight for sexual freedom was part of his fight for liberty and individual sovereignty, which influenced the Founding Fathers who guided the American Revolution. This book tells an exciting story about Shakespeare’s mission to bring sexual liberation to Elizabethan England, along with his healthy attitude toward sex that everyone today can use to live a better life.

Shakespeare on Sex is written for theatergoers and general readers. The pages that follow contain chapters on eleven remarkable plays considered in the order Shakespeare wrote them. All quotations of Shakespeare are from The Arden Shakespeare Complete Works (Third Series). Because this book is written for general readers, quotations xihave been kept to a minimum, and there are no cluttering citations to acts, scenes, or line numbers. A chronology of the plays mentioned and a brief glossary of sexual terms appear in the last pages. A small number of notes appear at the end as documentation where relevant and as suggestions for further reading for those who get an itch.

By reading the pages that follow you will understand and enjoy Shakespeare as you never have before. And if you are just beginning your voyage with the Bard, there is no better or more exciting way to jump in.

—Marc Berley

New York City
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Chapter 1 
Shakespeare’S Sexual Revolution 
Liberating Elizabethan England.


Picture yourself in Elizabethan England at the time young William Shakespeare was reaching puberty. If you were an English country boy or girl burning with desire to conjoin with another body and soul, there were rules to consider. It did not matter whether you were pining with eternal love or craving a casual one-off. Either way, municipal and canonical codes governed what you could do with your genitalia. There was no separation of church and state; your sex practices were subject to social customs, religious dictates, and civil laws.

What was a boy like Will Shakespeare to do? Well, what he did is something we actually know. While he was still a teenager, Shakespeare had sex with a young woman in her twenties and got her pregnant. Then he married her. In that order. Whether there was love we will never know. But we do know that marriage was required to copulate in England. Why do you think King Henry VIII got married so many times? He too liked sex, but not forever with the same woman, so he broke with the Pope and the Catholic Church, creating the Anglican Church in 1534. That way, whenever he wanted to change his bed partner (at least an official one), he could divorce and remarry. As Saint Paul put it in Corinthians, “Better to marry than to burn.” Twice, 2though, Henry VIII chose beheading rather than divorce. (Insert your favorite divorce joke here.) Maybe it is not surprising that Henry’s daughter, Queen Elizabeth I, chose never to marry, reigning solo from 1558 to 1603, most of Shakespeare’s life. At least publicly, Elizabeth remained a virgin till death. Her chastity was glorified as England’s national treasure, setting the tone for the Elizabethan Age.

A British king has two bodies, and so does a queen: the mortal body with which he or she eats, sleeps, and procreates; and the body politic, the spiritual body that belongs to the state and exercises the divine right to rule.1 Elizabeth’s body was a possession of the state—even an obsession. Her body politic reigned supreme because her actual virgin body was paraded as untouchable. A coterie of ladies watched over her as she bathed and slept.2 Still, there were rumors that the queen had dalliances with men in her court. Perhaps she learned from her father’s bad example and devised advice better than Saint Paul’s: Better to fool around than to marry. Let’s say she didn’t dally, but maybe she did. Either way, no law against sex ever touched Queen Elizabeth.

Elizabethan England was built upon the ideal of its virgin queen. A cult of chastity gilded her throne, glorious support for the cold fact of laws that governed when and how her subjects could touch each other’s bodies. Elizabeth I’s royal repudiation of sex was a national enterprise.

That was the world in which William Shakespeare (1564–1616) grew up, experienced his first erection, his first kiss, and his first go at making “the beast with two backs,” his way of describing the missionary position in Othello. In that world, when he was legally still a minor, he impregnated Anne Hathaway, who was eight years his senior, and then married her. The wedding was distinguished by oddities, and his father’s approval signature was absent from the marriage bond. Shakespeare has a juicy documented backstory, and it is no coincidence that his plays focus on sex—especially sex before marriage.

The country boy who became the leading playwright of the Elizabethan Age had desire for sex and an interest to write about it that would not be thwarted. His name, Will, was Elizabethan slang 3for penis. In addition to conjuring the male member, the word will referred to “carnal desire” in general as well as the psychological will (i.e., willpower) that could control it. A struggle to control sexual desire was built right into Shakespeare’s first name, and he built a career writing about that battle.

Sex abounds in Shakespeare’s plays, along with constant dirty talk—about fellatio, cunnilingus, and more. Plays such as Romeo and Juliet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and Hamlet are downright smutty. Don’t feel bad if you’ve missed a lot of the sex; it is hard to catch the naughty bits while the actors are strutting about the stage and iambic pentameter is flying through the air. But Shakespeare’s focus on sex, love, marriage, and the societal rules and religious laws that get in the way of lovers was fervent and historic.

The smut in Shakespeare is plentiful and often shocking. Within only a few lines of meeting her in The Taming of the Shrew (1593–1594), one of Shakespeare’s earliest comedies, Petruchio asks Katherina if she is telling him to put his tongue up her ass (“What, with my tongue in your tail?”). She then disparages his “cock” (punning on a rooster’s “coxcomb”), expressing her doubt that he can get hard.3 But the sex in Shakespeare is never gratuitous, always crucial to the plot. The Taming of the Shrew is an early play wrongly seen as misogynistic by those who miss the celebration of sex. Katherina does not hate men; in a time of arranged marriages (when women are forced to wed drooling dullards who were sexual duds), she merely refuses to marry a man who cannot please her. That is the kind of sexual liberation Shakespeare was bringing to Elizabethan England, which had a burgeoning culture steeped in patriarchy but run by a woman—Queen Elizabeth—who raised herself to godliness by glorifying the idea of living an entire life without sex. Katherina, one of Shakespeare’s lovable rebels, demands a life with sex. And she demands further that the sex be good. If it is not good, she will not have it.

In addition to becoming England’s greatest playwright—and eventually the world’s—Shakespeare was a pioneering advocate for sexual freedoms, especially for women. The bodies of women show 4the evidence of sex and therefore fell under the strictures of government control. Shakespeare instead was an advocate for self-control with which one could self-govern sexual freedom and reap its joys and pleasures without coming to sadness or ruin.

Unlike today (when couples can sleep together for years before planning a wedding, registering online for houseware gifts they choose post-coitus while spooning in bed), getting married in Elizabethan England involved civil and canonical red tape that was difficult to negotiate even for those with good intentions. A couple could have premarital sex if they were espoused, but espousal laws were complex. Laws governing sex and marriage could change over time and differ from parish to parish, and the wording of marriage vows required legal precisions. I will plight my troth to thee was not going to cut it (due to its future tense).4 Even a learned civil lawyer might be uninformed about ecclesiastical laws that controlled sex before marriage. There were also social inequities. There might be no shame in an aristocrat fathering a bastard son (i.e., The Earl of Gloucester in King Lear) if he provided financially for the issue of his indiscretion, but for the son of a tradesman (Shakespeare’s father was a glover) a paternity suit could be ruinous.5

Much of Shakespeare’s life is a mystery, but some facts are certain— among them Shakespeare’s marriage to Anne Hathaway. The playwright’s romantic situation was fraught with special difficulties. The Episcopal Register of the diocese of Worcester shows an entry for a marriage license on November 27, 1582. The license has the bride’s name and provenance incorrectly listed as Anne Whateley of Temple Grafton rather than Anne Hathaway of Stratford-upon-Avon, but it was probably only a clerk’s error, because Anne’s last name and place of birth appeared correctly in the marriage bond issued the following day. What was an Elizabethan marriage bond? It was a legal document in which two citizens agreed to indemnify the Bishop’s chancellor if any legal actions were caused by the marriage. For example, if some other woman showed up shouting her objection: Wait a holy minute! He already got me pregnant, four months ago! And he said he betrothed 5me—present tense! This Christian wedding cannot go forward, and I am going to sue in court!

Marriage banns—a verbal proclamation in church publicizing an upcoming marriage to allow others to make canonical objections— were usually pronounced three times over successive weeks, but for William Shakespeare and Anne Hathaway the banns were pronounced only once, which raises questions. Did they need to shorten the normal period during which people could come forward because someone might object? Or did they simply run into the Christian holiday of Advent (during which marriages were not permitted) and therefore a need to rush, due to Anne’s pregnancy?

Marriage banns were a way of making a marriage glaringly public and open to scrutiny. The importance of marriage banns in England was great in Shakespeare’s day, and after. Consider the marriage of Paul McCartney, one of England’s other great cultural icons, to Linda Eastman. Once they “posted banns to get married in Great Britain, it became public information,” and the day of the wedding the streets surrounding the Marylebone Register Office were “mobbed with fans and had to be shut down by the police.”6 One week later, when John Lennon told the Beatles’ manager that he was going to marry Yoko Ono, marriage banns were something the Beatle wanted to avoid, even to the point of involving an MI5 agent to arrange the wedding, but in the end they had to leave England to get around the requirement of banns that would make the wedding public knowledge in advance. They instead, famously, went to Gibraltar.7 There are reasons to try to get out of the full requirements of marriage banns. The Beatles could not. Shakespeare somehow did, and the fact that he did is significant.

Shakespeare also confronted additional obstacles. As a minor at the time of his wedding, his marriage license needed approval by his father, who appears to have been unwilling, a likelihood supported by the fact that Shakespeare’s father does not appear in the marriage bond. The bondsmen were instead friends of Anne’s family. Was there pressure from the bride’s side? A daughter, Susanna Shakespeare, was 6born on May 26, 1583, six months later. You have already done the math. Shakespeare was in a tight spot: a rushed wedding with a pregnant bride. And no signature by the groom’s father on the bond.8

Young Will’s marriage to older Anne was more than unusual. The average age of marriage in Elizabethan England was twenty-four for the woman and twenty-seven for the man, the age he would finish an apprenticeship and be ready to support a family. So rather than Anne being an old bride at twenty-six, eighteen-year-old William Shakespeare was an exceptionally young groom. A study of marriage and birth records from Stratford-upon-Avon shows that over a period of seventy years—from 1570 through 1640—only three men married before the age of twenty, and Shakespeare was one of them.9 What’s more, Shakespeare was the only one of the three to marry a pregnant bride.10 In seventy years of official records, Shakespeare was the only young man in Stratford to be in his situation: a minor male marrying a pregnant woman.11

For seven decades the strict laws governing marriage in England had accomplished their intended effect. Then enter Shakespeare, the lone young upstart who broke the rule. The Sweet Swan of Avon was the rare bird in his time and place with respect to breaking social, religious, and civic regulation of sex, and it is hard to think of a biographical fact that could have been more significant in Shakespeare’s life. He felt the laws governing premarital sex and marriage like no other teenage male in Stratford, the town he would make famous. His unique “shotgun” wedding is the backdrop of his persistent focus on premarital sex and obstacles to marriage throughout his career as a playwright.

Shakespeare’s early marriage made it impossible for him to enter and finish an apprenticeship.12 Ordinary trades of his day were therefore likely closed to him. Impregnating a twenty-six-year-old woman when he was only an eighteen-year-old minor may have sent Shakespeare out of Stratford and eventually to London. Sex and its consequences may be responsible for pushing Shakespeare toward a life in the theater, which was then a disreputable profession, the 7theaters located in the part of London where one found prostitution, bearbaiting, and other spicy amusements.

Sex, for Shakespeare, was not merely a gratuitous subject to please the masses. In so many of his plays, sex is the subject. Romeo and Juliet, that middle school hit, is exceedingly smutty, surely rated R by today’s standards. Twelfth Night is basically an orgy, most of its characters so starved for sex they do not care who their partners turn out to be— and yes, there is swapping. Measure for Measure begins with sex and continues with sex, replete with complaints by bawds (both prostitutes and pimps) about existential challenges to their flesh trade, but it is Isabella, a lovable young woman devoted to a nunnery, who taps at our hearts by revealing her interest in sex that leans toward S&M: she says she would “wear whips” as if they were “red rubies.” Shakespeare wrote about repression long before Freud; he beat the good doctor to the basic elements of modern human sexuality by three centuries.

It is no coincidence that Measure for Measure, with chaste Isabella repressing a craving for rough sex, is Shakespeare’s first play after the death of Queen Elizabeth I. Isabella is the Spanish and Italian equivalent of Elizabeth, and Shakespeare could not write such a play about an Elizabeth until England’s chaste queen was dead. The Elizabethan Bard did not have the liberty of Paul McCartney in his 1969 song “Her Majesty,” in which he tells Queen Elizabeth II he is going to get drunk and “make her mine.” Queen Elizabeth II (already married) did not accept McCartney’s offer, but she did make him a knight. Sir Paul enjoyed a freedom of expression about sex in England that Shakespeare helped forge.

Both Shakespeare’s comedies and tragedies are full of sex. King Lear begins with the Earl of Gloucester boasting that the romp he had begetting his bastard son Edmund was “saucy.” Kent tells Lear he does not eat fish to assure that he (1) does not perform cunnilingus and (2) is not a Catholic (Shakespeare often basted religious pieties in sex). Othello and Desdemona are smoking hot lovers, but just thinking about her having sex with another man causes his brain to implode. Images of sex feed the jealousy that makes him murder the faithful 8woman he loves. Whenever Iago thinks he might lose control of his master’s actions, he feeds Othello graphic images of animalistic sex, a method of agitation without which the tragedy would not ensue.

Shakespeare focused also on the perversion of eschewing sex (a bugbear for a boy who grew up under Elizabeth’s rule). The Macbeths pant heavy desire for power, not for sex, which is their dooming marital problem. Lady Macbeth urges “unsex me here”—too happy to give up carnal pleasures for the thrill of political clout. The country boy from Stratford who often witnessed animals coupling and entered his own rushed marriage as a minor with a pregnant bride had reasons to see sex as one of life’s natural and pressing necessities.

Sex is urgent also in the histories. Falstaff is flesh in pursuit of flesh in both parts of King Henry IV, and Hotspur reveals that he likes his sex in two varieties: “Come, Kate, thou art perfect in lying down: Come, quick, quick, that I may lay my head in thy lap.” Copulation and cunnilingus—both. Yes, that’s our Shakespeare.

Shakespeare’s biography has its famous gaps, including the lost years spanning from the birth of his twins Hamnet and Judith in 1585 to his appearance in the London theaters in 1592, and one should not expect to find in the plays biographical facts that are lost. But the documentary evidence of his rare status as a minor groom marrying a pregnant bride is a biographical fact that highlights Shakespeare’s concentration on familial, patriarchal, civic, and religious restrictions on sex and marriage in his plays. This clear thread, which spans his career, is strong evidence on the side of the Stratfordians in the Shakespeare authorship controversy. Shakespeare was Shakespeare. Sex marked his life, and he tells his tale in his plays, early to late, with amazing consistency, focus, and development. There is sex even in Hamlet, that darkest of tragedies. Juicy sex, too, including the titillation of choosing between copulation and oral sex. Why such a discussion in Hamlet? Because Shakespeare painted nothing as tragic as a loving young couple living with parents who machinate to prevent them from enjoying sex and joining in marriage. The tragedy of Romeo and Juliet is the failure of two sweet kids to consummate their burning young love with 9their beautiful bodies. The real tragedy of Hamlet is similar. Hamlet and Ophelia are separated by her father, Polonius, for no good reason other than his assistance of Claudius (the murderous king), who, after killing Hamlet’s father, works to ruin the noble Prince’s life. Hamlet asks Ophelia if he should lie in her lap (copulation) or only put his head in her lap, Hamlet’s way of saying, um, maybe just some good oral sex, so you don’t get pregnant, since we’re not married and all of Denmark—your father, your brother, my uncle/stepfather—is preventing us from wedding.

Ophelia and Hamlet are more than hot lovers being forced to chill. They are arguably Shakespeare’s best and hottest couple. A word Shakespeare uses often to describe lovers, hot means not merely amorous but sexually charged, which is why the Nurse in Romeo and Juliet asks Juliet, “Are you so hot?” The Nurse needs to know because she is the one in charge of Juliet’s sex education. The balcony scene? The Nurse needs to tell Juliet to fetch a ladder for Romeo so he can “climb” up to her “bird’s nest,” references to both the female pudenda with its pubic hair and the act of mounting (climbing) it. Hamlet and Ophelia are even more charged than Romeo and Juliet, and they do not need help or prodding from an old hand like the Nurse.

Shakespeare—like his iconic character—rails against the world’s hypocrisies in Hamlet, especially groundless restrictions on sex and marriage, particularly when they are enforced by those who get their booty when they want it (murderous King Claudius and Ophelia’s sexist brother Laertes, not to mention Hamlet’s adulterous mother). Why shouldn’t Hamlet and Ophelia get to have sex in their play? It might make up for our loss in Romeo and Juliet, who die virgins.

Shakespeare’s interest in obstacles to sex and marriage suggests a strong link to the facts of his life. Hamlet makes one wonder if Shakespeare’s father (like Polonius) tried to keep his young son away from Anne Hathaway. John Shakespeare, glovemaker, was also involved in the governance of Stratford from the time his son William was young, eventually becoming High Bailiff, the modern equivalent of mayor. Stratford around the time of Will’s birth was “still a medieval 10town,” and “every resident” lived under “rules designed to keep himself and the town in order.” Shakespeare’s birthplace was a strict place. “An inhabitant of Stratford was fined if he let his dog go unmuzzled, if his duck wandered, if he played cards ‘or any other unlawful games,’ if his children were not at home by eight o’clock in the summertime,” among many other illicit acts. And if one “gave shelter in his house to ‘any stranger woman’ who was pregnant he was heavily fined.”13 Shakespeare’s father was at one point the person who determined the amounts of those fines in Stratford. One therefore wonders what it was like for John Shakespeare when his son was involved with an older woman, especially given that he got her pregnant and pursued the most unusual rule-breaking marriage in Stratford in seventy years, a minor male marrying a pregnant bride. The fact that John Shakespeare, who had his hand heavily in the governance of Stratford, did not sign Shakespeare’s marriage bond seems significant in this light. Shakespeare used sources for all but three of his plays, but he inflected his work with elements of his life, especially premarital sex and obstacles to marriage.

Society and family getting in the way of lovers. Those were Shakespeare’s two main subjects throughout his career. Plays in which society and family get in the way of lovers include: Love’s Labor’s Lost, Romeo and Juliet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, The Merchant of Venice, Much Ado About Nothing, Hamlet, Troilus and Cressida, Othello, and Antony and Cleopatra. Only a few plays focus on lovers getting in the way of themselves: Twelfth Night, All’s Well That Ends Well, and The Winter’s Tale. In other plays, both problems are central: The Taming of the Shrew, Measure for Measure, King Lear, and Cymbeline. The plays are consistent: one should be free to have sex without excessive regulation, but one should develop self-governance to keep from becoming sex’s slave. Above all, only one thing matters: mutual consent between the lovers. This, in Shakespeare’s day, was a radical view.

Shakespeare developed his humane view on sex in a clear pattern in play after play. It is tragic for beautiful and good young lovers to die virgins. Excessive restrictions on sex and marriage are bad. Abject 11profligacy, however, is not good. In sum, restriction of natural urges of the human body is unnatural and inhumane, but licentiousness leads naturally to early sickness and death from venereal disease (there was no penicillin in the Renaissance). And even the truest lovers often encounter pain.

Where sex is concerned, Shakespeare was a realist in a time of ridiculous ideals, inequitable customs, and harsh laws. He painted chastity as profoundly unnatural, and in almost every case impossible; he portrayed suppression of sex as dangerous to human psychology and development. And Shakespeare’s mission to bring sexual liberation to Elizabethan England included an early form of feminism.

Shakespeare’s cynicism regarding vows of chastity distinguished him from his contemporaries. Sir Thomas Browne wished he could “perpetuate the world without this trivial and vulgar way of coition.” A medical doctor and father to many children, Browne had religious fervor that made him wish people “could procreate like trees, without conjugation.” Edmund Spenser, born only ten years before Shakespeare but stuck in a medieval mindset, dedicated his famous epic, The Faerie Queen, to England’s virgin queen; the poem is a Christian allegory in which Queen Elizabeth is represented as the chaste character Gloriana. Shakespeare, in contrast, was rushing toward the future, forging modernity with his pen. He considered it no small—or good—thing never to have sex in one’s life. The chastity of Queen Elizabeth was a high ideal, but the laws in her kingdom governing sex were cold, hard realities Shakespeare had experienced.

Shakespeare was no libertine. He was a Christian, and he took seriously many basic religious principles, but he felt the arbitrariness of England’s enforced religion changing from Catholicism to Protestantism with the death of Queen Mary I in 1558, five years before his birth. The dramatic shift was evident in the erasure of depictions of Saint George throughout Stratford. Shakespeare was neither a prude nor a hypocrite, and he did not think well of prudish hypocritical Puritans (Malvolio in Twelfth Night, Angelo in Measure for Measure). Shakespeare teaches us morality through his plays, but he is 12not a moralizer; he preferred to provide positive and negative examples that could help people learn how to govern themselves.

Many err in the pursuit of sex and love, and Shakespeare makes us laugh at the errors. But can sex be successfully governed by parents, church, and state? Shakespeare had life experience, and his answer was no.

Because he lodged with a family on Silver Street in London from 1602 to1604, Shakespeare was involved in a lawsuit (Bellott v Mountjoy) that required him to testify whether he had witnessed the daughter marry in a private betrothal.14 Late in his life, Shakespeare suffered sex scandals that tarnished his daughters, Susanna and Judith, involving accusations of extramarital sex and marriage without the proper license that landed each of them in court. In Shakespeare’s England, laws pertaining to sex and marriage altered people’s lives. Restrictions on sex were palpable to Shakespeare; the subject binds the plays and links them to known facts about his life.

Shakespeare developed important ideas about sex, and they made his works revolutionary, edgy, and sexy. Efforts to sanitize Shakespeare’s plays began with eighteenth-century luminaries Samuel Johnson and Alexander Pope. Shakespeareans have long missed or ignored the sex in the plays,15 telling us it is present only to amuse the groundlings, those ribald folks who stood waiting to hurl rotting food between laughs, having paid the cheapest admission into a theater rife with festivity. But it is too easy for audiences today to miss the sex in the plays, and Shakespeare’s editors (being scholarly and proper, if not prudish) have failed to make it visible for general readers. But why shouldn’t everyone experience what the groundlings and wits enjoyed at Shakespeare’s Globe, Will’s smut? There is no reason to avoid a topic that was so important to Shakespeare. Sex was a universal subject Shakespeare saw as essential, a major part of human experience. That is why sex gripped Shakespeare—just as it engages us today.

In addition to being arguably the best writer who ever lived, Shakespeare was a revolutionary thinker. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, his inspiring heroine Hermia fights against the laws of ancient 13Athens to choose her own bedmate and husband, rather than allow her father to choose for her. For Hermia, it is a foundational intellectual and political matter. Her “soul consents not,” she says, to “give” away her “sovereignty.” Threatened by the punishment of death, she speaks bravely and beautifully for her individual right to have sovereignty and be the master of her soul. Shakespeare’s mission to bring sexual freedoms to Elizabethan England was part of his broader battle for individual sovereignty, and his bold thinking inspired the Founding Fathers,16 who created America by revolution.

Shakespeare created modernity by freeing the Renaissance from fetters, from crusty Medieval ideas of fiefdom and servitude to virgin Queen Elizabeth I’s cult of chastity. Modern individuals, Shakespeare shows us in his plays, must fight to be masters of their souls. And even if one wants to be a good soul, one needs one’s soul to be good and reasonable to one’s body. Shakespeare taught the importance of allowing one’s passionate heart and urging flesh to acquire some needed liberties. He is still there to liberate us all today, as well as to counsel self-control for those who need that form of freedom.

Shakespeare was the world’s great sexual liberator—not merely a natural and gifted smut mouth who had as much ability to write about angels singing in heaven as to follow human needs into a brothel. Romeo and Juliet depicts more sex than even a teenager could imagine, and other plays are dirtier than anything on Netflix. Sex sells, and it helped Shakespeare buy the second biggest house in Stratford, but he also had a larger purpose. Shakespeare pioneered the view that sex is at the core of us, and he encourages us all to celebrate and investigate the ways of our flesh.
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Chapter 2 
The Taming Of The Shrew 
Making your great sex life public is the best revenge.


Anyone who misses the sex in The Taming of the Shrew is liable to make the mistake of thinking the play is misogynistic. At the beginning of their first conversation, Petruchio asks Katherina if she wants his tongue up her ass (“What, with my tongue in your tail?”). Shocking in the moment, the crude forwardness of Petruchio is part of a plan made by a man who is more caring than coarse, more gentlemanly than boorish. She immediately tells him his “cock” is “wither’d.” It is not your ordinary first-date banter. But Shakespeare’s smut always has its humane purpose, and in The Taming of the Shrew he uses it to create empathy for any young woman who cannot marry a man of her choosing and insist that the sex that marriage brings will please her. The art of the play is that Katherina turns out to be no shrew and Petruchio turns out to be no misogynist. It takes a while to get there, and the way there is sex.

The premise of this rollicking early comedy is dire: Baptista is a father with two daughters. The older daughter, Katherina, is a famous shrew who claims to hate men so her father cannot marry her off. The prettier younger sister, Bianca, therefore cannot get married (the older sister must marry first), which means no sex for the younger 15sister (technically forever), who is forced instead to live a sad, lonely, and unnatural life.

Baptista refuses to arrange marriage for Bianca until Katherina weds, keeping both young women under his control. Bianca, who is not only beautiful but also very interested in sex and marriage, has a dilemma with no solution. And Katherina has a real gripe: she thinks her father loves her little sister more (“she is your treasure, she must have a husband”). Katherina rails against her father’s desire that she marry for Bianca’s sexual benefit (paving the way for Bianca to marry). Katherina has not yet encountered a man she likes, and rather than marry a man she does not want to sleep with, she says she would prefer to “lead apes in hell.”17 She equates marrying an unappealing man to copulating in hell with big monkeys. Katherina laments that the patriarchy subjugates women to bad sex with bad men in a bad life that is worse than copulating with big smelly animals in a place notoriously worse than earth.

Katherina hides her interest in sex and marriage to guard herself against the kind of marriage her father would arrange for her, financial arrangements being part of the deal. Katherina refuses to play the patriarchal game, and she lets all the men of Padua know it. She calls them nasty names so none will even think to ask her father for her hand. In return they call her a shrew, and the problem cycles. Baptista complains that Katerina makes him the most miserable father in Padua, but it is the younger sister who suffers most. Bianca’s plight is a tragedy in the making: no marriage, no sex, living the rest of her life in her father’s home.

Bianca has three persistent suitors—Gremio, Hortensio, and Lucentio. Each is undesirable in his own way, but she will take whatever she gets if she can finally get it. Bianca’s suitors see Katherina as an obstacle to the two things they want: sex and money (in the form of dowry). Lucentio asks Baptista why he keeps his younger daughter locked up just because her older sister is a “fiend of hell.” Only when Baptista allows her to marry will Bianca be “free, and not before.”

16
As Katherina obstructs her sister’s route to marriage, the play raises a question: would Bianca gain freedom or servitude by marrying one of her lousy suitors? Only Katherina fights the patriarchy, which is why she cultivates her reputation as a shrew. She is tough on her sister, and Bianca truly suffers. Bianca thinks her sadness makes Katherina happy: “Sister, content you in my discontent.” The first time we see the sisters interacting, Katherina has Bianca physically restrained. “I prithee, sister Kate, untie my hands,” Bianca pleads. Katherina strikes her. The pressures of being young women under their father’s thumb have taken their toll. Bianca assumes that Katherina covets one of her suitors and offers to hand him over. Bianca does not understand that Katherina would never marry any of these undesirable men. Where men are concerned, Bianca is not discerning; she simply wants to have one.

Bianca has strong interest in books and music as well as men, but Katherina dooms her younger, prettier sister to a somber life surrounded only by schoolmasters. Hortensio, posing as a music teacher, tells Bianca she must “learn the order of my fingering” before you “touch the instrument,” an attempt at wooing through smutty double entendre about maneuvering his fingers on various parts of her body. But Bianca’s prospects of ever being touched by a man’s fingers are dim. Her only company will be musical instruments and books. She will have to “practice by myself,” she bemoans, a gloomy reference to a life of masturbation.

Katherina does every bad thing she can to make sure no man in Padua will ask her father for her hand, but madcap crazy-like-a-fox cruel-to-be-kind Petruchio comes from Verona to save everyone by quickly marrying the older sister. Upon his arrival, Petruchio tells Bianca’s suitors he is going to marry Katherina, speaking to them as if he is a man who adheres to patriarchal control of marriage; he knows he is speaking to men who maneuver sheepishly in a system of sheepish men who seek to profit by asserting their little powers. Petruchio starts smashing the status quo to give Katherina a wild new freedom. Katherina has already created the freedom with which she detests 17and rejects men, but he has an idea to create a new freedom for her, a new mindset that will allow her to desire and love a man, especially a maverick like him.

Petruchio is a master of misdirection who early hides his intention to do good. Though he says he is already wealthy by inheritance from his deceased father, Petruchio announces to the drab, coin-chasing men of Padua that he aims to marry for money. If he finds a woman “rich enough” it matters not if she is “foul” or “old” or “curst and shrewd as Socrates’ wife.” Just tell him her father’s name, Petruchio says, and he “will board her though she chide as loud/ As thunder when clouds in autumn crack.” Board here means “climb on” (as in climb aboard) and fuck. And crack refers to the breaking of maidenhead that occurs when a virgin has sex.18 Petruchio baits the lackluster suitors of Padua, telling them he is marrying for the same reasons they wish to marry: dowry and sex.

Petruchio uses explicit language about sex to inform everyone he is serious about marrying a known shrew, but he also makes a deep psychological point. When Baptista’s older daughter eventually warms to love and sex, her shrieks will be like thunder cracking—loud sounds of sexual joy. Petruchio is confident in his sexual prowess in a way the suitors are not. Knowing that everyone refers to Katherina as an awful shrew, Petruchio is also sensitive to her emotional pain, though it will take her (and us) a while to notice how good Petruchio is.

Only Petruchio can save Baptista’s troubled family, and only because he is a master of people skills. “Pray, have you not a daughter,” he asks Baptista, “[c]all’d Katerina, fair and virtuous?” It is a glowing description that shocks. Petruchio tells Baptista he can see why a father would not want to part with her and asks what the dowry would be if he should win Katherina’s love. His “business” demands “haste,” he tells Baptista. He has no time to “woo.” Petruchio appears madder than Katherina. A whirlwind of unorthodoxy, Petruchio has the situation figured out: Baptista is a man of business, and any deal must be struck quickly, before the father of the unmarriable shrew has time to think.

18
There is nothing subtle about the sex in The Taming of the Shrew. The suitors want sex. Bianca wants sex. But Baptista’s family romance has created obstacles and caused an older sister afflicted by patriarchal constraints to deny that she has any interest in men. Petruchio understands that Katherina has simply turned away from insipid men who see her as less attractive than her sister, and he knows that her years of shrewishness have done her damage. The first thing Petruchio does in Katherina’s presence is speak of her beauty and goodness, which confounds her.

Petruchio’s embrace of the challenge to win Katherina’s love is special. He devises a nifty shtick. If she rails against the world, he will tell her she “sings.” But he knows he needs more than flattery. Since a real marriage is going to require good sex, his first task is to get her to talk about sex.

To break years of ice, Petruchio starts with pure smut. He asks Katherina to sit on his lap. That prompts her to say that asses are for carrying things and call him an ass. She warns him that she is a wasp that stings. Undeterred, Petruchio turns every shrewish barb into opportunity. If she stings, he says, he will pull her stinger out. Whatever Katherina says, Petruchio turns it into sex:


   





	Katherina:
	Ay, if the fool could find it where it lies.



	Petruchio:
	Who knows not where a wasp does wear his sting? In his tail.



	Katherina:
	In his tongue.



	Petruchio:
	Whose tongue?



	Katherina:
	Yours, if you talk of tales, and so farewell.



	Petruchio:
	What, with my tongue in your tail? Nay, come again, Good Kate. I am a gentleman—





If she has asked him to put his tongue up her ass, Petruchio says, Katherina has crossed a line, because he is a gentleman. It will take almost the entire play to reveal that Petruchio actually is a gentleman. And what is a gentleman? A man who respects a woman and her volition.

19
Katherina responds to Petruchio’s suggestion that he is a gentleman with incredulity, asking if his “crest” (a gentlemen has a heraldic crest, a coat of arms) is a “coxcomb” (the cap worn by a court jester or professional fool that looks like the top of a rooster’s head). Petruchio pounces on the word “coxcomb,” turning the discussion more explicitly to sex: “A combless cock, so Kate will be my hen” (2.1.225). Hen, in Elizabethan English, refers to a bed partner.19 The two are engaged in spicy cock talk. “No cock of mine, you crow too like a craven,” Katherina says. Craven means weak or spineless. She is telling Petruchio she believes he cannot get a good erection, and thus his cock will not be hers, and she will not be his bed partner (“hen”). Knowing her man-hating reputation, Petruchio needs to see if Katherina could potentially have interest, and when she makes nasty jokes about his penis, he knows she does.

Katherina has never encountered a man as formidable and forward as Petruchio, and he sees smutty sex talk as part of Katherina’s cure. He lets her rage smuttily against him. He is Freud before Freud, a modern sex therapist. He will let her ice melt on her schedule, with the heating of her free will, which he stokes with charged sexual banter. If she never warms to him, Petruchio will accept failure and go away. But first he will devote himself and spend a lot of time.

Although he is young, Katherina says, Petruchio looks “withered.” Accusing him of having a withered penis despite his youth, Katherina tests Petruchio’s ability to withstand attacks upon his manhood. It is a test he will have to pass before she will sleep with him. Katherina will administer every test that could give her an indication that he could please her in bed. She tests Petruchio also by striking him. He proves himself a gentleman by not striking back. But he warns her not to do it again. It is a subtle but important moment in which each shows a respect for the other. He does not strike back, and she does not strike again. The physical boundaries both observe can provide the basis of mutual consent for sex, without which the sex cannot be good. Shakespeare was centuries ahead of every modern sex therapist.

20
To assert one’s forced preference not to have sex and not to procreate was to Shakespeare an unnatural human position, a major theme of the Sonnets. Katherina was long in anguished denial of her sexual desires only because she was the less fair older sister damaged by her father’s preference for Bianca, and Petruchio knows what to do.

Petruchio understands he cannot win Katherina’s love quickly, but he marries her and takes her away from Baptista’s home. The rest of the play is the “taming” promised in the title. At first it seems cruel, but it is actually Petruchio’s careful and caring plan dedicated to freeing Katherina from the coldness of patriarchy and the emotional scars it has left. Petruchio slowly frees her from old feelings that have long imprisoned her. He starts by telling her she is kind and pretty, trying to convince her that she is desirable. He talks dirty to make her aware that she arouses him. The taming referenced in the title of the play is not old-fashioned misogyny. Long trapped in her single father’s unbalanced household, Katherina needs a certain kind of space, and Petruchio delivers it with zany therapy. He allows her to respond to his strange kindness with anger she has pent up for years living with that beautiful little sister she calls a “pretty peat” (peat is a term of endearment meaning “a darling, spoiled girl”; also a “pet”).20 Bianca is her father’s cherished spoiled pet, with an emphasis on “pretty.” Katherina’s resentments have built.

Petruchio’s goal is to make Katherina tire of her shrewishness. His method is to be shrewish himself, using a confounding combination of sensitivity and harsh gruffness to get Katherina out of her emotional armor. Petruchio, and the play, may at first seem sadistic, but not when the role of Petruchio is played well, as it is in Jonathan Miller’s 1980 BBC film version starring Monty Python’s John Cleese, who shows the deep complexity of his character. Katherina does not know that Petruchio will soon show himself to be a maverick proponent of sexual freedom and equality between spouses. It is a fun plot, but it is Shakespeare’s interest in equality between the sexes that makes the play bold.

21
Like Katherina, we, the audience, do not trust Petruchio at first. It takes him time to perform his weird magic, which is a kind of empathy he knows Katherina needs but will not accept. He must therefore baffle her. If she tells him to get packing, Petruchio says, he will act as if she asked him to stay for a week. However she treats him, he must make her
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