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Welcome to the Shakespeare Theatre 
Company’s production of The Taming of the 
Shrew by William Shakespeare! 
 
This season, the Shakespeare Theatre Company 
presents eight plays by William Shakespeare and 
other classic playwrights. The mission of all 
Education Department programs is to deepen 
understanding, appreciation and connection to 
classic theatre in learners of all ages. One 
approach is the publication of First Folio Teacher 
Curriculum Guides. 
 
For the 2007-08 season, the Education 
Department will publish First Folio Teacher 
Curriculum Guides for our productions of The 
Taming of the Shrew, Tamburlaine, Argonautika 
and Julius Caesar. First Folio Guides provide 
information and activities to help students form 
a personal connection to the play before 
attending the production at the Shakespeare 
Theatre Company. First Folio Guides contain 
material about the playwrights, their world and 
the plays they penned. Also included are 
approaches to explore the plays and 
productions in the classroom before and after 
the performance. First Folio Guides are designed 
as a resource both for teachers and students.   
 
The Shakespeare Theatre Company’s Education 
Department provides an array of School, 
Community, Training and Audience Enrichment 
programs.     A    full   listing   of   our   programs  
i s  ava i lab le  on our  webs i te  a t 
ShakespeareTheatre.org or in our Education 
Programs Brochure.  If you would like more 
information on how you can participate in other 
Shakespeare Theatre Company programs, 
please call the Education Hotline at 
202.547.5688.   
 
Enjoy the show! 
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A Brief History of the Audience 
I can take any empty space and call it a bare stage. A man walks across this 
empty space whilst someone else is watching him, and this is all that is 
needed for an act of theatre to be engaged. —Peter Brook, The Empty Space 

In the Beginning 
Theatre began as ritual, with tribal dances and festivals 
celebrating the harvest, marriages, gods, war and basically 
any other event that warranted a party. People all over the 
world congregated in villages. It was a participatory kind of 
theatre; the performers would be joined by the villagers, 
resting on the belief that villagers’ lives depended on a 
successful celebration—the harvest had to be plentiful or 
the battle victorious, or simply to be in good graces with 
their god or gods. Sometimes these festivals would last for 
days, and the village proved tireless in their ability to 
celebrate.  Many of these types of festivals survive today in 
the folk history of areas such as Scandinavia, Asia, Greece 
and other countries throughout Europe.  
 
It’s Greek to Me 
The first recorded plays come from the Greeks (fourth and 
fifth centuries B.C.E.). Their form of theatre began in much 
the same way as previous forms did. It stemmed from the 
celebration of the wine harvest and the gods who brought 
citizens a fruitful harvest—specifically Dionysus, the god of 
wine. Spectators had a great deal of respect for their gods, 
and thousands would flock to the theatre to experience a 
full day of celebration. The day of drama and song made 
for a lively crowd. Staff-bearers patrolled the aisles to keep 
the rowdies under control. While theatre was free, your 
seat was determined by your station in life. The rich had 
cushioned seats at the front, while the peasants, artisans 
and women were forced to take seats at the back. In the 
later years, after a full day of drink, Greek audiences were 
not above showing disapproval at a less-than-spectacular 
performance. Stones were thrown, as well as other sloppy 
objects, hissing was popular, and loud groanings of 
discontent could usher any actor into early retirement.  
 
The Romans, or the inspiration for Gladiator 
The Romans took the idea of “spectator” an inch or so 
further. Their theatre (first through third centuries B.C.E.) 
developed in much the same way as the Greeks—with 
comedy, tragedy and festivals—but unfortunately ended  

The nature of the audience has changed throughout history, evolving from a participatory crowd to a group of people sitting 
behind an imaginary line, silently observing the performers. The audience is continually growing and changing. There has 
always been a need for human beings to communicate their wants, needs, perceptions and disagreements to others. This 
need to communicate is the foundation of art and the foundation of theatre’s relationship to its audience.  

with what the Christians called “morally inappropriate” 
dancing mimes, violent spectator sports such as gladiator 
fights, and the public executions for which the Romans 
were   famous.   The   Romans   loved   violence   and   the  
audience was a lively crowd. Because theatre was free, it 
was enjoyed by people of every social class. They were 
vocal, enjoyed hissing bad actors off the stage, and loved 
to watch criminals meet large ferocious animals, and; soon 
after, enjoyed watching those same criminals meet their 
death.  
 
The Far East 
In Asia, theatre developed in much the same way it has 
elsewhere,   through   agricultural   festivals   and   religious  
worship.   The   Chinese  and  Japanese  audiences   have  
always been tireless, mainly because their theatre forms, 
such  as  the  Japanese  “Kabuki”  and   “Noh”   plays   and  
Chinese operas, could last anywhere between a full day, if 
not   three   days,   beginning   between   six   to nine in the  
morning! In China, the audience was separated; the higher 
classes sat closer to the action of the play, and the lower 
classes, generally a louder, more talkative bunch, would be 
placed  in  stalls  at  the  back.  The  audience  expected  a  
superior  performance,  and  if  it  lacked  in  any  way,  the  
audience could stop the production and insist on a different 
presentation.   In  Japan,  theatre  began  with  all-day  rice  
festivals and temple plays sponsored by priests. These 
evolved into “street performances” where the performers 
led the audience on a trip through the village. In theatre 
houses, the upper classes sat in constructed boxes, and 
women  in  disguise  (it  was  not  considered  proper  for a  
respectable woman to be seen at the theatre) and lower 
classes would stand below with the “inspector” standing on 
a  high  platform  in  the  middle,  keeping  a  strict  eye  on  
everyone.  
 
A Couple of Hundred Years Without Art 
Tolerance takes a holiday during the period of European 
history known as the Dark Ages. During this time period 
culture of all kind goes on hiatus—most especially that 
frivolous, godless display of lewd and licentious behavior  

  1 



known as theatre. Fortunately it reemerges with some 
severe restrictions during the Middle Ages. 
 
Pageant Wagons 
Western theatre further develops from the Greek and 
Roman traditions through the Middle Ages with “Mystery  
Plays” sponsored by the church. Organized theatre was 
frowned upon, as it was a place for congregation of the 
lower classes, encouraging disease and immoral behavior. 
Church leaders would allow performances of bible scenes, 
however, for the people who could not read. These 
productions moved to different locations much like traveling 
the “stations of the cross.” To spread the good word to the 
broadest section of the population, these plays left the 
confines of the church building and began to travel on what 
were known as “pageant wagons.” These wagons held one 
entire location and a series of wagons hooked together 
permitted a company to tell an entire story just about 
anywhere. Troupes of actors would roam the countryside 
setting up make-shift theatres in inns, pubs, public squares, 
pretty much anywhere they could park.  
 
Within This Wooden O 
During Shakespeare’s era—the Elizabethan period— 
theatre companies were awarded status and privilege 
based on patronage from wealthy landholders or the royal 
family. With patronage came money, so the companies 
began building theatres. The theatre of Shakespeare’s day 
was attended by all, was inexpensive, and was known to 
be an incredibly good time. Surrounding the stage was the 
lower “pit” where the lower classes congregated—called 
the “groundlings”—and above, octagonally surrounding the 
pit, were the stalls reserved for the upper classes. If you 
were stationed in the pit, it was not uncommon to have a 
goblet of wine dumped on your head, to be drooled upon, 
or spat upon by the “more civilized” people above you. 
Elizabethan audiences did not know what it meant to be 
quiet for a performance and would talk back to the actors. 
Thought to be involved in spreading the “black plague,”  the 
theatres were closed in 1592. 
 
Look at me, look at me... 
During the Restoration, theatre became a luxury. For the 
almost entirely upper-class audience, the purpose of going 
to the theatre was “to see, and to be seen.” The stage was 
a rectangular area between a long hallway of boxes. The 
best seats in the house were often right on stage! The 
house lights were up full so the audience could see each 
other better, not the action on stage. The theatre of the 
Restoration consisted mainly of light, fluffy comedies 
performed in an oratory style—actors posing, wearing BIG 
costumes and practically screaming over the din of the 
audience. Theatre companies still existed on the patronage  

of the very wealthy and often performed plays exclusively 
in the salons of the rich, famous and powerful. A few 
hundred years later, Opera composer Richard Wagner 
figured out that to focus the audience’s attention away from 
themselves and onto the stage, the lights needed to be 
off—forcing the audience to watch the performance. Since 
that time, the audience has taken its cue that the 
performance is about to begin when the lights overhead  
begin to dim. This small adjustment in lighting effectively 
erected a permanent barrier between the action onstage 
and the audience.  
 
Freud … Tell me About Your Mother 
While dimming the house lights has drastically changed the 
overall aesthetic of theatre another modern movement has 
had even greater impact on theatre in the 20th century. 
Psycho-analysis—Id, ego, super-ego and subconscious 
desires—made theatre more introspective in its search for 
truth. As theatre became more psychological, more a 
representation of real life, the audience felt as if they were 
eavesdropping. Twenty-first century theatre goers spend a 
great deal of time and thought pondering the psychological 
motivations of characters. There is now an imaginary wall, 
called the “fourth wall,” separating the performers and the 
audience.  It affects how we view the performance and how 
actors’ portray characters—we can observe the people 
onstage as they relate their problems, fears and desires 
without them noticing us at all. 
 
Now the Options Are Endless 
Today, for the audience, just about anything goes. History 
has shared with us many types of theatre, and we, the 
spectators, bring our own experiences and histories to the 
event causing us to react differently to different 
productions. Unlike movies or television, the actor-
audience relationship is a “live” relationship: each is in the 
other’s presence, in the same place at the same time. It is 
the exchange between the two which gives theatre its 
unique quality.  As audience members we have an 
obligation to be attentive, allowing the performers to fulfill 
their obligation—to entertain and enlighten us. There is 
always a dialogue between audience and performer, 
whether visual or vocal. All individuals participating in the 
theatrical event, whether as audience or performer, bring to 
it a personal background and experience which becomes 
vital to their response, to the interaction. In the same way, 
every participant leaves the performance enriched both by 
their own individual experience and that of the larger 
community to which they belong for a brief moment within 
the confines of the theatre walls. We must listen to capture 
and understand what the performers are trying to 
communicate, and, at the same time, they must listen to 
us.  
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No man’s life has been the subject of more speculation 
than William Shakespeare’s. For all his fame and 
celebration, Shakespeare’s personal history remains a 
mystery. There are two primary sources for 
information on the Bard—his works and various legal 
and church documents that have survived from 
Elizabethan times. Unfortunately, there are many gaps 
in this information and much room for conjecture.  
 
We know a man named William Shakespeare was 
baptized at Stratford-upon-Avon on April 26, 1564, 
and was buried at Holy Trinity Church in Stratford on 
April 25, 1616. Tradition holds that he was born three 
days earlier, and that he died on his birthday—April 
23—but this is perhaps more romantic myth than fact. 
Young William was born of John Shakespeare, a 
glover and leather merchant, and Mary Arden, a 
landed heiress. William, according to the church 
register, was the third of eight children in the 
Shakespeare household, three of whom died in 
childhood. We assume that Shakespeare went to 
grammar school, since his father was first a member of 
the Stratford Council and later high bailiff (the 
equivalent of town mayor). A grammar school 
education would have meant that Shakespeare was 
exposed to the rudiments of Latin rhetoric, logic and 
literature. 
  
In 1575, John Shakespeare suddenly disappears from 
Stratford’s political records. Some believe that his 
removal from office necessitated his son’s quitting 
school and taking a position as a butcher’s apprentice. 
Church records tell us that banns (announcements) 
were published for the marriage of a William 
Shakespeare to an Ann Whatley in 1582 (there are no 
records indicating that this arrangement was 
solemnized, however). On November 27 of the same 
year a marriage license was granted to 18-year-old 
William and 26-year-old Anne Hathaway. A daughter, 
Susanna, was born to the couple six months later. We 

know that twins, 
Hamnet and Judith, 
were born soon after 
and that the twins 
were baptized. We also 
know that Hamnet 
died in childhood at 
the age of 11, on 
August 11, 1596. We 
don’t know how the 
young Shakespeare 
came to travel to 
London or how he first 
came to the stage. One 
theory holds that 
young Wil l  was 
arrested as a poacher 
(one who hunts 
illegally on someone 

 On William Shakespeare 
else’s property) and 
escaped to London to 
avoid prosecution in 
Stratford. Another holds 
that he left home to 
work in the city as a 
school teacher. Neither 
is corroborated by 
contemporary testimony 
or public record. 
Whatever the truth may 
be, it is clear that in the 
years between 1582 
and 1592, William 
S h a k e s p e a r e  d i d 
become involved in the 
London theatre scene as 
a principal actor and 
playwright with one of several repertory companies. 
 
By 1594, Shakespeare was listed as a shareholder in 
the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, one of the most popular 
acting companies in London. He was a member of this 
company for the rest of his career, which lasted until 
approximately 1611. When James I came to the 
throne in 1603, he issued a royal license to 
Shakespeare and his fellow players, inviting them to 
call themselves the King’s Men. In 1608, the King’s 
Men leased the Blackfriar’s Theatre in London. This 
theatre, which had artificial lighting and was probably 
heated, served as their winter playhouse. The famous 
Globe Theatre was their summer performance space. 
 
In 1616 Shakespeare’s daughter Judith married 
Thomas Quiney, the son of a neighbor in Stratford. 
Her father revised his will six weeks later; within a 
month he had died. The revised version of William 
Shakespeare’s will bequeathed his house and all the 
goods therein to his daughter Susanna and her 
husband, Dr. John Hall, leaving Judith and Thomas 
only a small sum of money; his wife, who survived him, 
received the couple’s second best bed. 
 
In the years since Shakespeare’s death, he has risen to 
the position of patron saint of English literature and 
drama. In the 1800s especially, his plays were so 
popular that many refused to believe that an actor 
from Stratford had written them. To this day some 
believe that Sir Francis Bacon was the real author of 
the plays; others choose to believe Edward DeVere, 
the Earl of Oxford, was the author. Still others would 
prefer to believe Walter Raleigh or Christopher 
Marlowe penned the lines attributed to Shakespeare. 
While most people are content to believe that genius 
can spring up in any social class or rural setting, the 
gap between the known facts and the myths that 
surround Shakespeare’s life leaves ample room for 
speculation. 
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Portrait of Shakespeare engraved by 
Martin Droeshout, found on the title 
page of the First Folio edition of 
Shakespeare’s works, 1623. 

The Chandos portrait of Shakespeare, 
which is the only one  known to be 
produced during his lifetime. 
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“Black Death” claimed so many lives that English society  
stood on the verge of collapse. Many businesses, 
including theatres, closed, in part to keep people from 
spreading the disease and in part because of the labor 
shortage that resulted from such widespread illness and 
death. Once the epidemic subsided, the theatres  
re-opened and quickly regained their former popularity. 

 
This explosion of commerce and culture lasted 
throughout Elizabeth’s reign and into that of her 
successor, James I. James’ rule brought many changes to 
English life; the two most pivotal were a bankrupt 
economy and an intense dissatisfaction from a minority 
religious group—the Puritans. In September 1642, the 
Puritan Parliament issued an edict that forbade all stage 
plays and closed the theatres, an act that effectively 
brought to a close the Elizabethan Renaissance. 
Theatres rapidly fell into disrepair and neglect until the 
Restoration in 1660. 
 
In writing his plays and sonnets, William Shakespeare 
drew ideas from many different sources. His keen eye for 
detail and his sharp understanding of human nature 
enabled him to create some of the most enduring works 
of drama and poetry ever produced. But his work also 
provides an insightful commentary on 16th-century 
English values, life, history and thought.  

 ELIZABETHAN ENGLAND 

The age of Shakespeare was a great time in English 
history. During the reign of Elizabeth I (1558—1603), 
England emerged as the leading naval and commercial 
power of the Western world, consolidating this position 
with the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588. 
Elizabeth I firmly established the Church of England 
(begun by her father Henry VIII after a dispute with the 
Pope) during this time. London in the 16th century 
underwent a dramatic transformation; the population 
grew 400% between 1500 and 1600, swelling to nearly 
200,000 people in the city proper and outlying region 
by the time an emerging artist from Stratford came to 
town. A rising merchant middle class was carving out a 
productive livelihood, and the economy was booming.  
 
During Shakespeare's lifetime, England also experienced 
a tremendous cultural revival. This so-called English 
Renaissance found expression in architecture, music, 
literature and drama. Shakespeare both drew inspiration 
from and enhanced high and popular culture of the 
English Renaissance. Popular entertainment during the 
16th century tended to be boisterous and often violent. 
Many men, women and children attended public 
executions of criminals that took place on a regular 
basis, and persons of all social classes and genders 
attended theatre performances. The trade of book-
making flourished during the period as public education 
fueled the appetite for great works in print. 
 
During the years 1590-1593, England suffered from an 
outbreak of terrible proportions; the bubonic plague or  
 

 
 
  

 Illustration of London, 
Wenceslaus Hollar, 1647. 



The “Dewitt” sketch of the Swan Theatre is thought to be the only 
contemporary visual account of an Elizabethan playhouse. 

Plays are also categorized in the First Folio as Histories, 
done so because these works chronicled the lives of 
English Kings. These plays tended toward tragedy 
(Richard II or Richard III, for instance) or comedy (the 
Falstaff subplots of both parts of Henry IV and the 
Pistol-Fluellen encounters of Henry V.) Through the 
effort to categorize Shakespeare’s plays in publication, 
we can see that his writing style mingled the 
antagonistic visions of comedy and tragedy in ways 
that still seem novel and startling. The recognition of 
this has led scholars since the publication of the First 
Folio to add additional genres—problem plays, 
romances, tragicomedies—to help classify the works of 
Shakespeare. Still other scholars have augmented 
these genres by grouping the plays chronologically, 
separating by time periods. 
 
The first period, pre-1594 including Richard III and The 
Comedy of Errors, has its roots in Roman and medieval 
drama—the construction of the plays, while good, is 
obvious and shows the author's hand more so than 
his later works.  The second period, 1594-1600 
including Henry V and A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
shows more growth in style and a less-labored 
construction. The histories of this period are 
considered Shakespeare's best, portraying the lives of 
royalty in human terms. He also begins the 
interweaving of genres that would become one of his 
stylistic signatures. His comedies mature in this period, 
developing deeper characterization and subjects than 
previously seen in his work. 

 Shakespeare’s Works 
William Shakespeare, in terms of both his life and body 
of work, is the most written-about author in the 
history of Western civilization. His canon includes 38 
plays, 154 sonnets and two epic narrative poems. 
During his lifetime, many of his plays were published 
in what are known as Quarto editions, frequently 
without receiving the playwright’s permission. The 
Quartos are mostly flawed versions containing added 
material or missing entire passages from the original 
works. The first collected edition of Shakespeare’s 
works is called the First Folio and was published after 
the playwright’s death in 1623 by two members of his 
acting company, John Heminges and Henry Condell. 
Since then the works of Shakespeare have been 
studied, analyzed, translated and enjoyed the world 
over as some of the finest masterpieces of the English 
language. 
 
Establishing the chronology of Shakespeare's plays is a 
frustrating and difficult task. It is impossible to know in 
what order the plays were written because there is no 
record of the first production date of any of his works. 
However, scholars have decided upon a specific play 
chronology based on the following sources of 
information: 1) several historical events and allusions 
to those events in the plays; 2) the records of 
performances of the plays, taken from such places as 
the diaries of other Shakespeare contemporaries; 3) 
the publication dates of sources; and 4) the dates that 
the plays appear in print (remembering that a play 
was produced immediately after it was written in the 
Elizabethan age, but may not have been published for 
years following the first production). Despite the fact 
that we have an accepted play chronology, we must 
keep in mind that the dating is conjectural, and there 
are many who disagree with the order of plays listed 
on the next page. 
 
Drawing distinctions between Shakespeare’s plays and 
categorizing his works has been a focus of scholars for 
hundreds of years, and the criteria used to 
differentiate the plays into types or genres has 
changed over time.  
 
The distinction between tragedy and comedy became 
particularly important during Shakespeare's life. 
During that time writers of tragedy conformed to 
Aristotle’s definition, relating the tale of a great man or 
woman brought down through hubris or fate. 
Comedy in this time, much like in our own, descended 
from the Roman "New Comedy" of Plautus and 
Terence, which kept away from politics and focused 
on love, domestic troubles and family affairs.  
 
In the First Folio, some of Shakespeare’s plays are 
divided by their theatrical genre—either Tragedies or 
Comedies—however, some of the tragedies’ 
protagonists or heroes, like Romeo, Timon or Macbeth, 
do not easily accommodate Aristotle's definition. 
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The third period, 1600-1608 including Macbeth and 
King Lear, includes the great tragedies—the principal 
works that would earn Shakespeare his fame in later 
centuries. The comedies of this period show 
Shakespeare at a literary crossroads—they are often 
darker and without the clear comic resolution of 
previous comedies—hence the term "problem plays" to 
describe them. The fourth period, post-1608 including 
The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest, encompasses 
what have been referred to as the romances or 
tragicomedies. Shakespeare at the end of his career 
seemed preoccupied with themes of redemption. The 
writing is more serious yet more lyrical, and the plays 
show Shakespeare at his most symbolic. Scholars 
argue whether this period owes more to 
Shakespeare's maturity as a playwright or merely 
signifies a changing trend in Elizabethan theatre. 
 
It is important for scholars, teachers and students to 
keep in mind that these “genre” classifications were 
not determined by Shakespeare during the writing of 
each play but imposed after his death to help readers 
better understand his work. 

Shakespeare’s Plays 
 

First 
Performed  Title    
1590-91 Henry VI, Part II 
1590-91 Henry VI, Part III 
1591-92 Henry VI, Part I 
1592-93 Richard III 
1592-93 The Comedy of Errors 
1593-94 Titus Andronicus 
1593-94 The Taming of the Shrew 
1594-95 The Two Gentlemen of Verona 
1594-95 Love's Labour's Lost 
1594-95 Romeo and Juliet 
1595-96 Richard II 
1595-96 A Midsummer Night's Dream 
1596-97 King John 
1596-97 The Merchant of Venice 
1597-98 Henry IV, Part I 
1597-98 Henry IV, Part II 
1598-99 Much Ado about Nothing 
1598-99 Henry V 
1599-1600 Julius Caesar 
1599-1600 As You Like It 
1599-1600 Twelfth Night  
1600-01  Hamlet  
1600-01 The Merry Wives of Windsor  
1601-02 Troilus and Cressida 
1602-03 All's Well That Ends Well 
1604-05 Measure for Measure 
1604-05 Othello 
1605-06 King Lear 
1605-06 Macbeth 
1606-07 Antony and Cleopatra  
1607-08 Coriolanus 
1607-08 Timon of Athens 
1608-09 Pericles 
1609-10 Cymbeline 
1610-11 The Winter's Tale 
1611-12 The Tempest 
1612-13 Henry VIII 
1612-13 The Two Noble Kinsmen* 
 
*The Two Noble Kinsmen is listed although a 
few scholars do not believe it is an original 
Shakespeare work. The majority of the play 
was probably written by John Fletcher, 
Shakespeare's close friend who succeeded him 
as foremost dramatist for the King's Men. 
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First Folio title page of Hamlet. 



 Shakespeare’s  

When we scan a piece of text (marking it with a  “◡” 
for the unstressed and “/“ for stressed), we simply tap 
out the rhythm of the line, based on dee DUM dee 
DUM dee DUM dee DUM dee DUM, to see if the line is 
structured in iambic pentameter:  
 

  ◡     /       ◡      /        ◡         /  ◡      /  ◡       /     

  But soft! What light through yonder window breaks? 
(II.ii.2) 

 
Embracing the rules of this new verse, Shakespeare’s 
early writing operated almost entirely within strict 
iambic pentameter.  
 
Prose in Shakespeare’s work is not in iambic 
pentameter and relies more heavily on other literary 
devices for its speed and rhythm. These devices 
include: antithesis (setting opposite words against 
each other), lists (series of actions or descriptive words 
that build to a climax) and puns (the use or misuse of a 
word to mean another word). Shakespeare used prose 
to express conversation between the lower classes, 
like the Mechanicals in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
or familiar or intimate scenes, as with Henry and 
Katherine at the end of Henry V.  He also utilized 
prose to express madness or vulgarity, as in the 
nunnery scene of Hamlet. The exact meaning of a shift 
from verse to prose is not constant, but it always 
signals a change in the situation, characters or tone of 
a scene. Only Much Ado about Nothing and The 
Merry Wives of Windsor rely almost entirely on prose.      
 
In the following passage from The Merry Wives of 
Windsor, note antithesis in Ford’s comparison of 
himself with Page and of other men’s possessions with 
Mistress Ford, see the list of things Ford would rather 
trust others with than his “wife with herself” and 
observe the pun on “effect”: 
 

Ford   
Page is an ass, a secure ass; he will trust his wife, he will not 
be jealous. I will rather trust a Fleming with my butter, 
Parson Hugh the Welshman with my cheese, an Irishman 
with my aqua-vitae bottle, or a thief to walk my ambling 
gelding, than my wife with herself. Then she plots, then she 
ruminates, then she devises; and what they think in their 
hearts they may effect, they will break their hearts but they 
will effect. God be praised for my jealousy!  

(II.ii.300-314) 
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Verse & Prose 
During the Elizabethan period, “English” was a 
relatively young language (only about 160 years old) 
combining Latin, French and Anglo-Saxon. There was 
no dictionary or standardized literacy education. 
People in Shakespeare’s London spoke much more 
than they read, causing the rules of grammar and 
spelling to be quite fluid. Writers created new words 
daily and poets expressed themselves in a new form 
of writing known as blank verse, first appearing in 
1557 in Certain Bokes of Virgiles Aenis by the Earl of 
Surrey: 
 

They whistled all, with fixed face attent 
When Prince Aeneas from the royal seat 
Thus gan to speak, O Queene, it is thy will,  
I should renew a woe can not be told:    

(Book II, 1-4) 
 
That the verse was “blank” simply meant that the 
poetry did not rhyme, allowing rhyme-less poets such 
as Virgil and Ovid to be translated and Elizabethan 
playwrights to emulate the natural rhythms of 
English speech within iambic pentameter.  
 
A typical line of verse from this time contains five 
units of meter or feet. Each foot contains two 
syllables. When the first syllable is unstressed and the 
second syllable is stressed (dee DUM), it is an iamb 
(iambic meaning push, persistency or determination). 
The prefix penta means five, as in the five-sided 
shape—a pentagon. Iambic pentameter is therefore 
one line of poetry consisting of five forward-moving 
feet.  
 
It was this new tradition of blank verse in iambic 
pentameter that Shakespeare inherited as he 
embarked on his career as playwright and poet. 
Similar to the human heartbeat, a horse gallop or the 
beat of a piece of music, iambic pentameter drives 
and supports Shakespeare’s verse, moving the 
language along in a forward flow that emulates the 
natural speech and rhythms of life. Here is a standard 
line of verse in iambic pentameter from Romeo and 
Juliet. 
 

But soft! What light through yonder window breaks? 
(II.ii.2) 

 
If we were to say the rhythm and not the words, it 
would sound like this: 
 

dee DUM  dee DUM  dee DUM  dee DUM  dee DUM 



Eventually, in Othello, King Lear and Macbeth, 
Shakespeare became a master of building, breaking 
and reinventing rhythms and language to create an 
entire tone or world for a play. Continuously 
experimenting and exploring the combination of form, 
meaning and language, he used short and shared 
lines between characters more and more, as in 
Macbeth, allowing the speed and rhythm of 
characters’ thoughts to meet and collide.   
 
Lady Macbeth   I heard the owl scream and the crickets cry. 
             Did not you speak? 
Macbeth            When? 
Lady Macbeth       Now. 
Macbeth                As I descended? 

(II.ii.15-19) 
 
By the time Shakespeare gives his final farewell in The 
Tempest, believed by many to be his last play, his verse 
is so varied and specific to character and situation that 
it is extremely difficult to scan.  Shakespeare broke, 
rebuilt and reinvented the verse form so many times 
that he plays the equivalent of jazz in the rhythms of 
Cymbeline, The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest. At the 
end of The Tempest, in Prospero’s powerfully simple 
epilogue, Shakespeare brings his work full circle by 
returning to the simplicity of regular verse. Having 
created almost 1,700 words, timeless characters and 
the greatest poetry in the history of the English 
language, Shakespeare “buries his art” and returns to 
the form with which he began.   

As his writing skill level increased, Shakespeare 
gradually employed alliteration (the repetition of a 
vowel or consonant in two or more words in a 
phrase), assonance (resembling vowel sounds in a 
line) and onomatopoeia (words with sounds 
imitating their meaning) to create deeply poetic, 
vibrant images on stage for the characters and his 
audience. Examples of these three literary devices are 
found in the following four lines: 
 

Chorus    
From camp to camp through the foul womb of night  
The hum of either army stilly sounds,  
That the fixed sentinels almost receive  
The secret whispers of each other's watch. 

(Henry V, IV.4-7) 
 
The hard “C” is repeated in the first line (alliteration), 
the “O” is heard in “through”, “foul” and 
“womb” (assonance) and the word “whispers” in the 
last line imitates the sound whispers produce 
(onomatopoeia). 
 
By the time Shakespeare wrote Hamlet, he sometimes 
allowed a character’s thoughts to overflow their 
usual pentameter lines with an extra beat, often 
ending with a soft or feminine ending. He also 
utilized more and more enjambed or run-on lines, 
allowing thoughts to continue from line to line, 
rather than finishing a thought per line. He grew to 
express the inner life of his characters and the size of 
their thoughts within the structure and the scansion 
of the text. In this famous passage from Hamlet, 
notice the overflow in the first line of Hamlet’s huge 
thought beyond the regular pentameter, forming a 
feminine ending:  
 

◡    /  ◡   /   ◡   /    ◡   /   ◡     /   ◡    

To be, or not to be: that is the question: 
(III.i.55) 

 
With this overflow, Shakespeare expresses the 
enormity of Hamlet’s thought, his situation and the 
uneasy exploration of this argument. (It is important 
to remember, however, scanning is subjective and 
must be decided by the individual actor or reader.) 
This line might also be scanned: 
 

◡    /  ◡   /   ◡   /     /   ◡  ◡    /   ◡       

To be, or not to be: that is the question: 
(III.i.55) 

 
This creates a trochee, or an iamb of reversed stress—
DEE dum.  
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An artist’s rendition of the inside of an Elizabethan 
theatre. 



 
 
 
 
1564 William Shakespeare born to John and 
 Mary Shakespeare in Stratford-Upon-
 Avon. 
 
 
1570 John Shakespeare first applies for a
 family coat of arms. His application is 
 denied. 
 
 
 
 
1582 William Shakespeare marries Anne 
 Hathaway. 
1583 Shakespeare’s daughter Susanna born. 
1585 Shakespeare’s twins Judith and Hamnet 
 born. 
1587 Shakespeare goes to London to pursue 
 life in the theatre. 
 
1593 Shakespeare writes Venus and Adonis. 
 Also begins writing the Sonnets. 
1594 Shakespeare becomes a founding 
 member of the Lord Chamberlain’s 
 Men. 
1596 Hamnet Shakespeare dies at age 11. 
1597 Shakespeare purchases New Place in 
 Stratford.   
1599 Shakespeare’s family is granted a coat 
 of arms. 
1601 Shakespeare’s father dies. 
 
1603 The Lord Chamberlain’s Men are 
 renamed the King’s Men. They perform 
 at the Court of King James I more than 
 any other company. 

 
 
 
1605 Shakespeare purchases more land in 
 Stratford. 
 
1608 The King’s Men begin playing at the 
 Blackfriars Theatre, a prominent indoor 
 theatre. 
1609 Shakespeare’s Sonnets published. 
 
1616 In March, Shakespeare, apparently ill, 
 revises his will. On April 23rd he dies 
 and is buried at Holy Trinity Church, 
 Stratford. 
 
1623 Shakespeare’s First Folio published. 

1558 Queen Elizabeth I takes the throne.  
 
1562 A series of civil wars between Catholics 
 and Protestants, known as the Wars of 
 Religion, begin in France.  
1564 John Calvin, an influential Protestant 
 leader during the Reformation, dies. 
 An outbreak of the plague devastates 
 London. 
1568 A revolt of the Spanish-ruled 
 Netherlands  against Philip II, King of 
 Spain, begins the Eighty Years War.  
  
 
 
 
 
1580 Sir Frances Drake circumnavigates the 
 Earth. 
1586 Mary Queen of Scots is tried for treason 
 and executed by beheading. 
1588 The British Navy defeats the Spanish 
 Armada, avoiding a long war between 
 England and Spain. 
1589 The Wars of Religion end when Henry 
 of Navarre ascends to the throne to 
 become King Henry IV of France. 
 
 
1598 Philip II of Spain dies.  
 The French Protestants are permitted 
 to freely practice their religion by the 
 Edict of Nantes. 
 
1601 The Earl of Essex attempts to rebel 
 against Queen Elizabeth, fails and is 
 executed. 
1603 Sir Walter Raleigh is arrested, tried and 
 imprisoned for disobeying the Queen 
 by secretly marrying one of her maids of 
 honor. 
 Queen Elizabeth dies. King James VI of 
 Scotland, son of Mary Queen of Scots, 
 becomes King James I of England. The 
 plague once again ravages London. 
1604 England establishes a peace treaty with 
 Spain. 
1607 Jamestown, one of the first English 
 colonies in the Americas, is founded.  
 
1610 King Henry IV of France is murdered.  
 He  is succeeded by his son, Louis XIII. 
 
1618 The Protestant German princes and their 
 foreign supporters begin their struggle 
 against the Holy Roman Empire.  This 
 marks the start of the Thirty Years War. 

1540 Michelangelo finishes painting The Last  
 Judgment. 
1543 Copernicus’ heliocentric theory, claiming 
 the sun is the center of the universe, is 
 first published. 
1564 Christopher “Kit” Marlowe born. 
1565 Arthur Golding translates Ovid’s 
 Metamorphoses. The text later influenced 
 Shakespeare’s work. 
1567 Richard Burbage, a tragedian who 
 portrayed many of Shakespeare’s 
 characters, born. 
1572 Poet John Donne born. 
 Playwright Ben Jonson born. 
1576 The first permanent theatre in England, 
 The Theatre, is built. 
1577 Raphael Holinshed publishes The 
 Chronicles of England, Scotland and 
 Ireland, which becomes Shakespeare’s 
 primary source for the history plays. 
1580 Thomas Middleton, a playwright who 
 collaboratively wrote many plays, born.  
1588 Marlowe’s play Dr. Faustus first produced. 
1590 Marlowe’s play The Jew of Malta first 
 produced; it influenced Shakespeare’s 
 The Merchant of Venice. 
1592 Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy  first 
 produced. It influenced Shakespeare’s 
 Hamlet. 
1597  The Theatre permanently closes due to 
 the expiration of its lease.  
1599 The Globe Theatre is built on Bankside 
 from the timbers of The Theatre. 
 
 
 
1603 The “Scientific Revolution” begins with 
 Johann Kepler’s recordings of planetary 
 movements and Galileo Galilei’s 
 perfection of the telescope.   
 
 
 
 
1606 Ben Jonson’s play Volpone is written. 
 
1607 Burbage leases the Blackfriars Theatre 
 for indoor performances. 
 
 
1611 The King James Bible first published. 
 
1616 Ben Jonson’s Workes published in folio. 

     of Western World Events 
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  Synopsis of The Taming of the Shrew 

L ucentio, a young man from Mantua, arrives in  
Padua  to  study  at the city’s great university.  

Lucentio glimpses Bianca, the young daughter of a 
merchant, and immediately falls in love.  
 
Bianca’s father, Baptista, has two daughters. The older 
daughter, Katherine, is outspoken and has a violent 
temper. People call her “Katherine the Shrew.” Her 
younger sister, Bianca, appears sweet and docile. In 
addition to Lucentio, two other men want to marry  
Bianca—Hortensio and Gremio. Baptista, orders that the 
younger daughter cannot wed  before  the  older  
daughter. He asks the men to search for a husband for 
Katherine and to find tutors for both daughters.  
 
Lucentio determines to use Baptista’s request for tutors 
to gain access to Bianca. Lucentio changes clothes with 
his servant, Tranio, and presents himself as a Latin tutor. 
His servant, now dressed in his master’s elegant clothes, 
goes to speak to Baptista. Dressed as Lucentio, he  
convinces the merchant that Lucentio is wealthier than 
Bianca’s other suitors.  
 
Another newcomer arrives in Padua: Petruchio, looking 
for a wealthy bride is steered by Bianca’s suitors to  
Baptista’s house. Petruchio.tells the merchant that  
everyone has sung the praises of his eldest daughter 
and asks for her hand. Baptista, thinking Petruchio not 
well informed about Katherine’s true nature, promises 
to pay Petruchio  20,000  crowns if he  will  marry  
Katherine. Petruchio meets Katherine, whom he calls 
Kate. She hurls insults at him, but he turns everything 
she says into a term of endearment. Petruchio tells Kate 
that they will be married on Sunday. Baptista is thrilled. 
Kate, curiously, says nothing.  
 
On their wedding day, Petruchio arrives so late that 
Katherine feels at first humiliated and then relieved. But 
Petruchio is dressed like a clown. He tells Kate that she 
is marrying him,  not  his  clothes.  After  the ceremony, 
he carries Kate off on an old horse before she can enjoy 
the wedding feast. Once home, Petruchio does not 
allow his new wife to eat, though she is hungry, or to 
sleep, though she is tired. His plan is to break her 
of her shrewishness through deprivation.  
 
Back in Padua, Bianca is being wooed by her suitors—
Hortensio pretends to be a music teacher while Gremio 
discovers a Latin “tutor” for her who is actually the  
disguised Lucentio. Bianca falls in love with him, and 
Hortensio and Gremio see them kissing. The men  
declare they will never marry a woman  so  fickle.  
Hortensio instead marries a wealthy widow.  Lucentio 
and Tranio persuade an old man from Mantua to be 
Lucentio’s father to negotiate the marriage of his “son” 
to Bianca. Baptista agrees to give Bianca’s hand in  

marriage to Lucentio—or to Lucentio’s servant, who is 
still disguised as his master.  
 
Kate is excited to return home for her sister’s wedding. 
Petruchio orders Kate a new hat and dress for the 
wedding. Though Kate is pleased with both Petruchio 
rips them to pieces. He and his wife will go as they are 
to Padua. Worn down, Kate agrees to everything 
her husband says. If Petruchio says the sun is the moon, 
then it is so. On the journey to Padua, they see an old 
man. Petruchio greets the man as if he was a young 
woman, and Kate does, too. Then Petruchio says the 
traveler is actually an old man, and Kate agrees. The 
man, bewildered, joins them: he is Vincentio, the 
real father of Lucentio, traveling to Padua to see his 
son.  
 
Vincentio is nearly arrested as an imposter when he is 
accused of deception by the man impersonating him. 
Bianca and Lucentio arrive, having been secretly  
married, and reveal all.  
 
At the wedding feast, Petruchio is teased about his 
shrewish wife. Petruchio bets  the  other  recently  
married men that his wife is the most obedient. First, 
Lucentio sends for Bianca. She refuses to come. Then 
Hortensio sends for his wife. She refuses as well. Finally, 
Petruchio sends for Kate who comes immediately. He 
tells her to fetch the two other women, which she 
does. Petruchio orders her to instruct women about 
their duties of obedience. Kate delivers a speech that 
amazes everyone. The play ends with Lucentio vowing 
to tame his wife, Bianca, if he can.   

The ensemble of the Shakespeare Theatre Company’s 
1995 production of The Taming of the Shrew.  
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I taly and Italians dominate so many of 
Shakespeare’s plays that it’s clear that 
Shakespeare, together with many English people 
in his day, loved Italy—or what they thought was 

Italy. Some scholars think that Italy represented 
everything that England was not: a warm, easygoing 
place, where discipline was lax and people ate, drank 
and were merry all day. Italy, then, was a stage 
where anything could happen.  
 
More than a dozen of Shakespeare’s 37 plays take 
place in Italy, including: All's Well that Ends Well, 
Antony and Cleopatra, Coriolanus, Cymbeline, Julius 
Caesar, The Merchant of Venice, Much Ado about 
Nothing, Othello, Romeo and Juliet, The Taming of 
the Shrew, Titus Andronicus, The Two Gentlemen of 
Verona and The Winter's Tale. Many scholars believe 
that Shakespeare may have visited Italy in 1591, 
when the plague swept through London. The Black 
Death was so terrible that theatres were ordered 
closed to stop the spread of the disease. While some 
members of Shakespeare’s acting company went to 
Italy, there is no firm evidence that Shakespeare 
himself ever did. These plays, however, are full of 
vivid detail and knowledge of Italian cities, names 
and customs, as if written by one who had spent a 
great deal of time there.  
 

Much of what English people “knew” about Italy was 
based on exaggerated travelers’ tales and stories. 
Many people from England traveled to Italy to see the  
ruins of ancient times and to enjoy warm weather 
and good food and wine. So even if Shakespeare 
never left his home country, Italian characters, culture 
and literature were a strong presence in the literature 
and drama of the day.  
 
Within his theatre and in his works, Shakespeare 
makes great use of Italian architecture. He sets some 
of his plays in walled cities, within which characters 
assume different identities, or from which someone 
could be banished. Intimate scenes frequently take 
place in lush gardens that allow privacy. Marketplaces 
and large, open piazzas were natural gathering 
places where people could gather in a play to establish a 
mood, gossip about a character’s reputation, or to 
discuss the latest events.  
 
As in Shakespeare’s England, Italian ports and cities 
attracted travelers from around the world, and many 
people—including Shakespeare himself—were drawn 
to the great cities to seek their fortunes, a spouse, 
money or higher learning.   
 

English Stereotypes of Italy and Italians 

A painting of Mezzetin, the amorous valet, suffering unrequited love. Oil on canvas 
by Jean-Antoine Watteau, 1717-19. 

 11 



Pantalone, one of the Commedia Dell'Arte characters, 
print by Maurice Sand, 1862. 

A typical lover in Commedia Dell’Arte, print by 
Maurice Sand, 1867. 

During Shakespeare’s time a style of Italian comedy 
called “commedia dell’arte,” meaning “comedy of 
art” or “comedy of the profession,” was very popular. 
The conflict in a commedia plot revolved around 
disguises, mistaken identities, and misunderstandings 
that are happily resolved in the end. Traveling 
groups of actors, or players, would perform in public 
places, and frequently add juggling, acrobatics, 
physical (“slapstick”) humor and improvised actions—
called “lazzis.” The commedia plots almost always 
involved love and jealousy; difficulties between men 
and women; servants and masters; and overcoming 
obstacles to love and marriage, such as money, class 
or a father’s opposition.   
 
Commedia included stock characters that were easily 
recognizable. There was usually a miserly merchant 
(Pantalone); an old man or woman (La Ruffinana) 
who blocks the love of a young couple; Il Dottore 
(the doctor), a pompous caricature of an educated 
man; the two young people themselves (the 
Inamorato and Inamorata); a mischievous servant 
(Arlecchino) who often had to masquerade as his  

master; and a man who would do anything for 
money (Brighella). Masks, disguises and elaborate 
costumes were common. The characters were beloved 
by, and familiar to, Shakespeare’s audiences.  
 
In addition to a fascination with Italy, there was 
another good reason for Shakespeare to set his 
plays abroad. Censorship was strong in England 
during his lifetime, and theatres whose works 
offended the queen could be shut down. It was 
safer to set the stories in Italy—a symbol to the English of 
corruption and lost ancient glory. Audiences could 
both admire Italy’s classical foundations, its 
economic energy and cultural richness, and also 
hold the people in contempt for their hypocritical 
behaviors. By setting his plays abroad, Shakespeare 
could write more freely about what he thought of 
class differences, hypocrisy, religion and politics in 
his own country since his barbs were not directly 
aimed at his country or queen. By setting his plays in 
a very different country, Shakespeare gives his audience 
distance, both literally and figuratively, to reflect on 
its own society’s ills.  

 12 
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  Background on Padua 

W hy did Shakespeare set The Taming of the Shrew in Padua? To the Elizabethan audiences, cities in Italy were 
associated with certain attributes, or characteristics: Florence was thought to be a center of old-fashioned courts 
and manners; Rome was a false paradise; Venice (where Petruchio goes to buy his wedding clothes) was the center 
of fashion. Padua, in the north of Italy near Venice, was known as a great center of learning. Its university is among 
the oldest in Europe. A group of students and professors from the University of Bologna broke away in 1222 to 
establish the University of Padua, to study in greater academic freedom. The city, which enjoyed the protection of 
Venice, was considerably freer than other parts of Italy. The University of Padua adopted a Latin motto: Universa 
universis patavina libertas (The freedom of Padua is universal and for all).  
 
In 1545, the university established the Botanical Garden of Padua. The garden was the second botanical garden in 
the world. It is the oldest garden today standing on its original site.  
 
Padua is considered the oldest city in northern Italy and among the most beautiful. It has many ancient, covered 
streets that open into large public squares, or piazzas. Many bridges cross the city’s river. The nearby city of Venice, 
whose rulers protected Padua, built new walls for the city between 1507 and 1544 and several enormous gates. 
Shakespeare would have heard and known of these great structures, from stories of travelers and students.  
 
Padua also was known for its successful industries. Businessmen, or merchants, made their fortunes in the city’s 
cotton and candle works, as well as in corn and saw mills. 

The University of Padua’s main building shown in a 1654 woodcut by Jacob 
Tomasini. 



 Men vs. Women … Literally 
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Baptista’s House: Petruchio, Katherine, Bianca, Hortensia, Baptista, Grumio and Tranio. Engraving by I.P. Simon after Francis Wheatley. 
Published January 1, 1793, by John & Josiah Boydell at the Shakespeare Gallery.  

T he role of women in society has been one 
of the most controversial and enjoyable 

topics in theatre and literature throughout the 
ages. The Taming of the Shrew fits squarely 
within the genre of courtship dramas that   
hinge on the societal expectations and the 
roles in marriage for men and women. At 
the center of this genre is the struggle to 
understand each other and live and love 
together.   
 
In Shakespeare’s time, it was common to hope 
for love or affection after marriage but to 
settle for comfort and respect. While many 
plays end with a marriage (and the unspoken 
words, “And they lived happily ever after”), 
The Taming of the Shrew is unusual, even for 
today’s romantic comedies, because it 
continues  the  action  beyond  the  couple’s  

wedding. It shows how the institution of 
marriage can change people and how living 
together can also change people. 
 
A good marriage in Shakespeare’s day was one 
between members of the same social class—
thus not threatening the social order—where   
the families both approved of the match. Thus, 
every “good” marriage was an arranged marriage, 
since it was arranged by the families. A good 
marriage was also one that was financially 
sound: the woman’s dowry was intended  to 
support  her  and  the  household, and financial 
concerns were frequently paramount, particularly 
among nobility—that is, those with property 
and money to protect. Petruchio is honest 
about his goal in marriage: he wants a rich 
woman. (“I come to wive it wealthily in Padua; 
If wealthily, then happily in Padua." Act 1, scene 2.) 
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A Woman’s Place in Shakespeare’s Time 
 

The most powerful person in England during 
Shakespeare’s life was Queen Elizabeth. Elizabeth 
ruled England for more than 40 years and never married, 
perhaps because she did not want to share power 
with anyone nor be subservient to a husband. Elizabeth 
set an important example for the nobility in the field 
of education. The pursuit of knowledge, including 
math and classical subjects such as Latin, was appropriate 
for both noblemen and noble women. The Queen 
was highly educated.  
 

Nonetheless, the status of women was quite low 
compared to men in the Elizabethan era. Women 
had to be educated by tutors, since only boys could 
go to school. Regardless of educational level or social 
status, women could not attend university. The 
“learned professions,” such as law and medicine, were 
barred to women. Women could write and paint, 
and did so with great 
success, but the performing 
arts were considered 
inappropriate     and  
immodest, so women 
were forbidden, by law, 
from performing on the 
stage in England, unlike 
other European countries. 
Women’s roles on the 
stage were played by men 
or boys.  
 

Most seriously, women 
could not inherit a title, 
such as duke or count. 
Title and (usually, but not 
always) property passed 
from father to son, or to 
the next male heir in the 
family. The only exception 
was, of course, the crown, 
which Queen Elizabeth 
inherited. Legally, women 
were the property of their 
fathers, and then their 
husbands.  
 

Though women could, 
did and frequently had to 
work if they did not belong to the nobility, the burdens of 
childbearing took their toll: women on average gave 
birth to one child every two years. They were thus 
dependent on men for financial support and protection 
much of their lives. Marriage was idealized as the 
finest “occupation” for women and men, and 
unmarried women were regarded with a mix of 
pity  and  suspicion.  Single  women  were  sometimes 
regarded as witches by their neighbors, though 
prosecutions for witchcraft were rare in Elizabethan times, 
unlike in other countries.  
 

In Shakespeare’s day, a woman’s place was in transition. 
In The Taming of the Shrew, Shakespeare participates in 
the ongoing debate on the natural role of a woman 

in society, as daughter, wife and mother. The 
cultural ideal of femininity in Shakespeare’s day 
was just as Kate pronounces it at the end of the 
play: to embody “love, fair looks, and true 
obedience” — first to her father, and then to her 
husband. When Petruchio carries Kate away from 
her wedding banquet, he states, “She is my 
goods, my chattels. She is my house, my 
household-stuff, my field, my barn, My horse, my 
ass, my anything.” (Act 3, scene 3).  
 

Women were taught to be (or to appear) 
submissive and obedient. Kate refuses to comply 
with this role, and society scorns her as a result. 
This scorn makes Kate angrier. Her sister Bianca, 
who in some scenes is just as stubborn and angry 
as Kate, is sweet and docile in public. By the end 
of the play, Kate has put aside her mask of a 
shrew, and Bianca has publicly disobeyed her 
husband and ridiculed Kate for obeying her 

husband’s every whim, 
even when he orders her 
to throw her cap down on 
the floor. “Fie, what foolish 
duty call you this?” says 
Bianca. Her husband 
answers that he wishes 
Bianca’s duty were as foolish, 
since her disobedience has 
cost him 100 crowns. “The 
more fool you,” Bianca 
answers, and the two 
sisters’ public roles have 
been reversed. 
 

In Shakespeare’s time, 
there were many books, 
sermons, pamphlets and 
plays     published    and  
performed about teaching 
a woman obedience to 
men. One can conclude 
from the popularity of this 
topic that many women 
were not obedient, and 
men did not know what to 
do about this.  
 
The Roles of Husbands and 

Wives 
 
"Thy husband is … one that cares for thee, 
And for thy maintenance commits his body 
To painful labour both by sea and land, 
To watch the night in storms, the day in cold, 
Whilst thou liest warm at home, secure and safe; 
And craves no other tribute at thy hands 
But love, fair looks and true obedience; 
Too little payment for so great a debt." 
The Taming of the Shrew, Act 5 scene 2 
 
The husband was the head of the household in 
Elizabethan times. At the end of the play, Kate 
articulates the Elizabethan ideal of the role of a 
wife. Men and women played different roles in  

  

Douglas Fairbanks as Petruchio and Mary Pickford as Katharina in 
the 1929 film The Taming of the Shrew.   

 



society, and each role was separately respected. A 
man was expected to provide for his wife, support her 
financially, and protect her, the children and their 
home from harm.  A woman was expected to keep the 
home and raise the children, and to respect her 
husband.  
 
These rules were laid out because love and affection, 
which are the foundation of most modern marriages, 
were secondary considerations in Elizabethan times. 
Marriages among the nobility were complicated 
financial affairs, much like business mergers today. 
Fathers arranged marriages, and the marriages 
themselves involved combining entire family fortunes, 
lands, money and other property, such as farm 
animals. A good marriage by one child could benefit 
the entire family for generations, in terms of status and 
wealth. A bad marriage to an “inferior” person could 
bring a family down. If love came after marriage, that 
was well and good. If not, each person was still 
expected to play his or her role in the marriage and 
thus preserve order in society.  
 
But while the fathers arranged the marriage, the 
actual courtship was conducted by the couples 
themselves, and not by parents or guardians. Men and 
women each set out to attract the other and to 
capture the other’s heart. Rituals of courtship were 
well-known and involved all the senses: romantic 
poetry, music, flowers, fine food and clothes were 
used to attract the opposite sex. Lucentio woos Bianca  
by reciting Latin poetry, impressing her (or thinking he  
impresses her) with his scholarship and appreciation 
for the finer things in life.  
 
There was freedom, but sometimes not a great deal of 
guidance, in courtship. Both men and women play  
 

games during romance, then and now, and 
Shakespeare delights in the deceptions people play on 
each other and on their families, in the name of love 
and attraction. Pride and personality can play 
important roles in the relationship between a couple, 
right up until the altar, and Shakespeare explores both 
in The Taming of the Shrew.  
 
Shakespeare the Feminist 
 
The Taming of the Shrew is one of Shakespeare’s most 
popular plays, from its first performance in 1594 
through modern times. It has never fallen out of the 
repertory and was performed in royal courts as well as 
in modest theatres. While Shakespeare’s plays are filled 
with strong women — from Portia in The Merchant of 
Venice to Paulina in The Winter’s Tale — it is in Shrew 
that Shakespeare focuses on the contest of wills 
between a strong man and a head-strong woman.  
 
Still, some modern scholars, artists and audience 
members are uncomfortable with the play, labeling it 
sexist or misogynistic. At least one “sequel” was 
written in the 1800s, where Katherine “tames” her 
husband. The text of the play begins with a rarely 
performed section, called an “induction,” involving a 
wandering beggar named Christopher Sly who is 
deceived into thinking he is actually a nobleman. 
Actors entertain him and perform The Taming of the 
Shrew. 
 
One recent production by the American Players' 
Theater used part of the induction and an added 
ending to avoid some of the controversy surrounding 
the “taming” or submission of Kate.  In their version, 
the entire play is actually the wandering beggar’s 
dream that he is Petruchio. He is awakened from his 
dream by his shrewish, real-life wife.  
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Robynn Rodriguez as Katherina, Jonathan Adams as Petruchio, and Thom 
Rivera as a servant in the Oregon Shakespeare Festival’s 2000 production of The 
Taming of the Shrew, directed by Kenneth Albers.  
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 What is a Shrew? 

Appearance vs. Reality 
 
A major theme of The Taming of the Shrew is the unmasking 
of false appearances to uncover the person’s true nature. 
Clothing and disguises are critical to this play. Physical disguises 
are necessary to woo Bianca, because her father decrees 
that his daughters must have tutors, so the men—even the 
student Lucentio—present themselves as tutors. Petruchio is 
the only suitor who does not don a physical disguise, 
though he dresses up for his wedding so his wife will understand 
that “to me she’s married, not unto my clothes.” (Act 3, 
scene 2).  
 
It’s clear that people in Padua do 
judge one another by their outward 
appearances. Lucentio’s servant, 
Tranio, is able to impersonate his 
master merely by changing clothes 
with him, though all the while 
remaining a servant. Tranio senses 
that Petruchio, when he appears as a 
ragged clown for his wedding, 
intends to teach his wife a lesson: 
he “hath some meaning in his mad 
attire” (act 3, scene 2). Petruchio 
tells Kate that in his house, “Our 
purses shall be proud, our garments 
poor, For ‘tis the mind that makes 
the body rich; And as the sun breaks 
through the darkest clouds, So 
honor peereth in the meanest 
habit” (act 4, scene 3).  
 
Shakespeare mocks superficial 
judgments in many ways in the 
play. Kate, who is regarded publicly as a shrew, is privately 
revealed to be a woman of wit and passion. Petruchio 
sees through her public façade and understands that he is 
a good match for her. By contrast, Bianca’s suitors, who 
present themselves as steadfast and true, abandon her 
quickly. Perhaps the pinnacle of the deceptions occurs when 
Lucentio’s father appears and presents himself honestly. 
But no one believes that he is who he says he is, and he 
is almost arrested for impersonating himself. 
 

 

There are invisible, or psychological, disguises as well. 
Kate plays the role of a shrew because it keeps men, and 
thus rejection and hurt, away. Petruchio frankly explains 
to the audience what role he will play—he’ll pretend that 
Kate has welcomed him kindly, in order to obtain her 
dowry. Bianca plays her role well, too, as does her Latin 
“tutor” who is actually a student. After marriage, though, 
each member of the couple must assume a new role: of 
husband and wife. These real roles might be more 
difficult to play than the pretend roles of courtship.    
 

What Were Elizabethan Attitudes  
Toward Women? 
 

The text of the play contains only one 
reference to a character striking another: 
Kate strikes Petruchio, and he says, “I 
swear I’ll cuff you if you strike 
again.” (act 2, scene 1). There  is  
much  verbal  warfare  between  the 
couple, and much throwing of cutlery, food 
and furniture, but Shakespeare does not 
seem to show support for violence. 
Indeed, Shakespeare focuses the play 
on the courtship, marriage and 
ultimate love between Petruchio and 
Kate. Petruchio’s main technique in 
“taming” or seducing Kate is based not 
on violence, but on wordplay and wit. His 
confidence as a man is another 
weapon: he tells her father that she 
has agreed to marry him, when she 
has not. He deprives her of food and 
sleep, but even then Kate speaks up: “I 
will be free, Even to the uttermost as I 
please in words” (act 4,  scene 3).   

Kate  is  used  to  having her  words obeyed, not twisted 
or ignored, and she has never been in a situation where 
she has to be grateful for her food and sleep. In the end, 
Petruchio wins her respect (and a lot of money in a 
bet) because the couple operates as a team. Her 
status is raised in society after her speech---she is 
respected because she shows respect to her husband. 
Shakespeare’s ultimate message is that respect is the foundation 
of a strong marriage and of a peaceful social order.  

 

A  shrew is a derogatory term for a woman with a sharp tongue and a bad temper. A shrew was a common character in 
commedia and in literature of Shakespeare’s day. Elizabethans distinguished between a “shrew” and a “scold”—a 

scold was much worse than a shrew. A scold is a woman who offends public order through her speech. Unlike the shrew, 
who utters angry, nagging, mean-spirited words, a scold committed more slanderous acts, punishable under the law, such 
as gossiping, insulting and deliberately attempting to stir up trouble between neighbors. In Pilgrim times in America, 
there was a legal offense called the “common scold”—a woman who offended the Puritan elders. Her offenses were 
punished by dunking in the river, usually with much community participation. Believe it or not, this category of offense 
remained law until 1972 when the New Jersey case of State v. Palendrano buried the offense for good.  

While there is no concrete evidence that Shakespeare was (or was not) a feminist, we can certainly see from his plays that, 
as a father of two daughters, the role of women in society and marriage was of great concern. He clearly wanted his 
audience to consider the role of love in marriage and the rights of all members of the household to be treated with 
respect and love—perhaps if only to avoid the label of “shrew.”  

  

Colleen Dewhurst as Kate in The Taming of the Shrew, 
1956. Photo courtesy of George E. Joseph. 



Abuse and Violence in the Play 
 

In The Taming of the Shrew, Shakespeare uses violence 
especially between masters and servants and 
husbands and wives for comedic effect. Similar to 
the tradition of “slap stick” in commedia dell’arte, 
characters are violent with each other to emphasize 
their class differences and to get the audience to 
laugh. Ask students to find examples of violence 
throughout the play. How does Shakespeare use 
the violence to create comedy? Discuss how a 
director might create this violence on stage. 
Prepare to look for it while watching the play, and 
discuss what works or doesn’t work after seeing 
the performance. 

The Rules 
 
 

Every culture has its own set of rules and customs 
regarding dating and marriages. Ask students to 
make a list of customs about relationships and 
dating in our time. Then ask them to research 
another culture and compare similarities and differences. 
Are the rules always different for men and women? 
What roles do parents play? Is there deception in 
dating? If so, why? 

Casting Call 
 

We can enjoy the story of Taming from reading 
Shakespeare’s text, but it needs the right combination 
of actors to bring it to life. Have students develop  
descriptions of the characters based on the text by 
casting the play with celebrities or classmates. Ask 
students to cast six roles and write a short explanation 
for each casting choice.  

Sibling Rivalry, Creating Characters 
 
 

In The Taming of the Shrew, Kate is constantly 
compared to her younger, sweeter sister, Bianca. 
The younger sister is distraught since she cannot 
marry until Kate finds a husband. This leads to fights 
between the sisters. Ask students to make a list describing 
the qualities of both Kate and Bianca. (For example, 
Kate may be “fierce” and Bianca may be “docile.”) 
Then ask students to move around the room in a 
neutral walk. Ask them to experiment with leading 
with different parts of their body: head, chest, hips 
and feet. After each type of movement, discuss 
with students how it made them feel, and what 
type of character may be inspired by that type of 
movement. Ask students to imagine that they are 
actors preparing to play the parts of either Kate or 
Bianca. How would the students portray each of 
those characters? What type of “lead” might inspire 
their movement? Ask students to move around the 
room as one of the characters, then the other. 
What did they learn about the characters by 
moving like them?  

Page to Stage: When Would You Set It? 
 
 

After reading the play or reviewing the synopsis, 
ask the class to summarize what happens in the 
play. The summary should be as concise as possible 
but include the key events of the plot. After the 
summary, begin a discussion about what the play is 
about. What is interesting or meaningful about the 
play? What themes or issues are important to the 
students? Note that when a contemporary director 
approaches a production of Shakespeare, he or she 
has two primary responsibilities: to the playwright 
and to the audience. The director needs to make 
the production relevant for a contemporary audience 
while remaining true to the intentions of the 
playwright. Based on what the students said was 
interesting or meaningful, ask students to develop 
an idea for the setting of The Taming of the 
Shrew. Students can focus on a specific time 
period, location or world event. How does the 
design communicate the meaning of the play? 

Classroom Connections 
   Before the performance... 

19th—Century American actor James E. Murdoch as Petruchio in 
The Taming of the Shrew. Mary C. Henderson’s Theater In America: 
250 Years of Plays, Players, and Productions (New York: Harry N. 
Abrams, Inc., 1996 edition.  

18 



Happily Ever After? 
 

As most comedies do, The Taming of the Shrew 
ends happily. Bianca and Lucentio are married, and 
Petruchio proves Kate is no longer a shrew.  Divide 
students up into small groups and ask them to 
imagine what happens to each of the characters 
after the play, writing a short epilogue for each 
one. Encourage students to be creative and come 
up with humorous and apt endings for each of the 
characters. Then, ask the groups to create a silent 
tableau (or posed statue) for each of their 
characters’ epilogues. Have the groups present 
their tableaux while reading the epilogues.  

Opposites  
 
 

Shakespeare incorporated many opposites into his 
plays, within the dramatic structure as well as 
the language, and The Taming of the Shrew is 
no exception. Working individually, have students 
brainstorm opposites in the play—referring to the 
language, story, characters or events. Ask students 
to share their responses. Which opposite seems to 
be most prominently explored throughout the 
play? How could it be shown in a production 
through costumes, scenery, lights and sound?  
Have students work in small groups to brainstorm a 
production concept and share with the rest of the class. 

Wise and Loving 
 

Henry David Thoreau was a 19th-century author 
and philosopher who wrote the following quote: 

“Man is continually saying to woman, 
‘Why will you not be more wise?’ Woman 
is continually saying to man, ‘Why will you 
not be more loving?’ It is not in their wills 
to be wise or to be loving; but, unless each 
is both wise and loving, there can be  
neither wisdom nor love.” 

Ask the students to explain what the quote means 
to them. Ask students to discuss how Thoreau’s 
quote relates to The Taming of the Shrew. 

Fathers and Daughters 
 

Some Shakespearean scholars believe that in his 
latter works, the Bard examined more closely the 
bonds between fathers and daughters because of 
his developing relationship with his eldest 
daughter Susanna. Reflect with the students on 
their views of father-daughter relationships: What 
are contemporary views of the roles of fathers and 
daughters in each others’ lives? What images or 
stories from television shows, news, movies, books 
or magazines support these views? How do you 
see them playing out in your personal experiences? 
Have students compare their contemporary views 
to the relationships between Baptista and each of 
his daughters. 

Classroom Connections 
   …After the performance 

Let’s Get Critical 
 
 

The director and design team for the Shakespeare 
Theatre Company’s Taming of the Shrew had a 
concept, or artistic vision, for this production. Ask 
students to write a review of Taming, describing 
what they thought the story of the play was, and 
how the set, lights, sound and costumes helped to 
tell the story (or detracted from it). In their critiques, 
students should select a particular scene to support 
their opinions.  Share the reviews in class and 
discuss the similarities or differences of opinion. 
Collect all the reviews and send to the Shakespeare 
Theatre Company Education Department.  

What If? 
 
 

The Taming of the Shrew is full of conflict and deception, 
just like the people we see on talk shows today. 
Have the students stage a talk show using the characters 
and events from the play. Divide the class into five 
groups and assign each group an act from the play. 
Have each group write a short summary of a 
distressing situation in the act from the point of 
view of two of the characters involved. Then have 
two members from each group discuss their situation 
for the class as if they were on a talk show, 
perhaps casting another classmate to play the part 
of talk show host/mediator. 
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On left: Watercolor The Shrew Katherina by Edward Robert Hughes, 
1898. Courtesy of Mr. and Mrs. Sandor Korein Collection. 
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