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Using this guide



Why read this guide?


The purposes of this A-level Literature Guide are to enable you to organise your thoughts and responses to the text, deepen your understanding of key features and aspects and help you to address the particular requirements of examination questions and non-exam assessment tasks in order to obtain the best possible grade. It will also prove useful to those of you writing an NEA piece on the text as it provides a number of summaries, lists, analyses and references to help with the content and construction of the assignment.


Note that teachers and examiners are seeking above all else evidence of an informed personal response to the text. A guide such as this can help you to understand the text, form your own opinions, and suggest areas to think about, but it cannot replace your own ideas and responses as an informed and autonomous reader.


Line and scene references in this guide refer to the Arden Shakespeare edition of The Taming of the Shrew edited by Barbara Hodgdon (2010). This edition has excellent introductory material and some notes. Where a publication is given in the Taking it further section on pages 99–104, the author’s surname and publication date only are cited after the first full reference.


How to make the most of this guide


You may find it useful to read sections of this guide when you need them, rather than reading it from start to finish. For example, you may find it helpful to read the Contexts section before you start reading the text, or to read the Scene summaries and commentaries section in conjunction with the text – whether to back up your first reading of it at school or college or to help you revise. The sections relating to the Assessment Objectives will be especially useful in the weeks leading up to the exam.





Key elements



This guide is designed to help you to raise your achievement in your examination response to The Taming of the Shrew. It is intended for you to use throughout your AS/A-level English literature course. It will help you when you are studying the play for the first time and also during your revision.


The following features have been used throughout this guide to help you focus your understanding of the play:
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Context


Context boxes give contextual information that relates directly to particular aspects of the text.
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TASK


Tasks are short and focused. They allow you to engage directly with a particular aspect of the text.
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CRITICAL VIEW


Critical view boxes highlight a particular critical viewpoint that is relevant to an aspect of the main text. This allows you to develop the higher-level skills needed to come up with your own interpretation of a text.
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Build critical skills


Broaden your thinking about the text by answering the questions in the Build critical skills boxes. These help you to consider your own opinions in order to develop your skills of criticism and analysis.
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Taking it further


Taking it further boxes suggest and provide further background or illuminating parallels to the text.


[image: ]







[image: ]


Top ten quotation


A cross-reference to Top ten quotations (see pages 91–98 of this guide), where each quotation is accompanied by a commentary that shows why it is important.


All top ten quotations are in red.
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Introduction



The Taming of the Shrew is a comedy written some time between 1590 and 1592, though it may have been given a final polish by Shakespeare as late as 1607. It appears in the First Folio of 1623 – the first ‘complete works of Shakespeare’– but the history of the play has been complicated by the printing of the anonymous 1594 play The Taming of a Shrew. There are many similarities between A Shrew and The Shrew (see Contexts section, p. 57), something which has led to a colourful kaleidoscope of opinions about the play and its history. There are many different interpretations about the play, its origins, meanings, characters, values and dramatic potential, making it extremely rewarding to study.
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There are many different interpretations about the play’s origins, meanings, characters, values
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The origins of the term ‘comedy’ are found in the theatres of Ancient Greece. In its early days the genre depicted conflict (agon) which placed two groups against each other in an amusing struggle, frequently depicting a society of young adults struggling against their elders. As the idea developed, writers began to create a comic hero of a young man confronting the values of a society populated by older law-making patriarchs who threaten his progress and aspirations. In this struggle, the young man needs to engage in ploys, ruses, stratagems or disguises which create laughter. It is an important feature of comedy that young people must win and that a sign of a new, emergent society is symbolised by marriage or the promise of marriage at the play’s conclusion. The Taming of the Shrew is in many ways a non-conformist play: though the sub-plot featuring Bianca and Lucentio is traditional in the classic Greek sense, the main plot featuring Katherine and Petruchio is not. Petruchio (the anglicised spelling of Petruccio) does not seek to trick Katherine’s father Baptista as Lucentio does but seeks Katherine’s hand in marriage in an entirely socially acceptable manner. Lucentio spends most of the play in disguise, lying and conniving to win Bianca; he deceives everyone, especially Baptista and his own father Vincentio.
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It is an important feature of comedy that young people must win
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Petruchio states his wish to ‘tame’ the ‘wild’ Katherine and make her ‘conformable’. Audiences may wonder if in any way the Petruchio–Katherine plot features the theme of disguise at all. It is interesting to consider the notion that Katherine’s first manifestation of herself – unorthodox, temperamental, violent and occasionally wrong-headed – may be a disguise she has assumed ‘for policy’, as Petruchio says after his first meeting with her.


Human frailties and weaknesses are exaggerated in comedy. In Katherine’s violence we may recognise the dangers of uncontrolled emotion; in Bianca’s play-acting we may recognise the dangers of selfishness and dishonesty; in Gremio’s ridiculous desire for Bianca we may recognise the dangers of marrying where there is no match in taste, age and experience. In Lucentio’s behaviour we may recognise the dangers of falling in love with an idealised, invented version of a woman. In Baptista we may recognise the dangers of a dominant and over-controlling father. Perhaps in Petruchio’s behaviour we may recognise the dangers of exerting so much control over another human being that she is unrecognisable from her former self. In these contexts comedy serves a didactic purpose and – beyond the laughter – is a very serious business for it is concerned with the improvement and development of civilised society and its purpose is to make us think.
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Beyond the laughter, the purpose of comedy is to make us think
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Shakespeare shows his audience a lot of violence in the play but, apart from one moment when Petruchio may physically restrain Katherine in Act 2, Scene 1, there is no male violence perpetrated against women, though directors over the years have invented it and shown it on stage as though it were part of Shakespeare’s dramatic plan. Perhaps this has always been part of the problem with – and part of the joy of – The Taming of the Shrew: it is used as a blank page on which to write the values of the times, the actors and the directors. Albert Einstein joked to philosopher Maurice Solovine and mathematician Conrad Habicht: ‘If the facts don’t confirm your theory, change your facts.’ Einstein knew our theories determine what we will find as evidence. This methodology of analysis has particularly dogged the reception and interpretation of The Taming of the Shrew and on stage the play has had dozens of metamorphoses. In the various quests to adapt it, the play itself as a coherent work of art has often been overlooked. Like Katherine’s gown in Act 4, Scene 3, the text has been excessively edited and rearranged:








	Petruchio:


	What, up and down carved like an apple tart?
Here’s snip, and nip, and cut, and slish and slash,
Like to a cithern in a barber’s shop.











This guide seeks to help students make sense of the entire play, Shakespeare’s play. Despite the ups and downs of its stage-life and its mixed critical reception, The Taming of the Shrew is a brilliant example of dramatic theatre.





Synopsis



Christopher Sly, a drunken tinker who has broken some glasses but refuses to pay for them, is ejected from an inn by the hostess who goes off to fetch a constable. Sly falls asleep.
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Context


In some editions the constable is a headborough but in Shakespeare’s Warwickshire the term was thirdborough, which some editors retain to provide authentic local colour.
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Some rich hunters find Sly drunk and the lord decides to trick him: by carrying him off, dressing him in finery and persuading him that he is a lord who has been ‘lunatic’ for seven years. Upon waking, Sly refuses to accept the subterfuge but gradually begins to think that he may be a lord. Bartholomew the page enters dressed as a woman and Sly commands ‘her’ to undress but the tinker is denied his erotic pleasure by the arrival of some actors. The play which they perform is The Taming of the Shrew.


Lucentio and his servants, Tranio and Biondello, arrive in Padua so that Lucentio can enrol at the university. Lucentio sees Bianca, Baptista Minola’s younger daughter, and falls in love. Bianca already has two suitors, Gremio and Hortensio, but Baptista decrees Bianca will not be courted until her older and apparently wild sister, Katherine, is married first. Lucentio exchanges identities with Tranio so that he can gain access to Bianca while Tranio, as Lucentio, will pretend to woo Bianca.


Biondello is told that the reason behind the disguises is that Lucentio has killed a man in a quarrel just after their arrival. The characters exit; Sly is asked his opinion of the play and, after saying he wishes it were ‘done’, is heard and seen no more.


Petruchio and his servant Grumio arrive from Verona to visit Hortensio. After some farcical horseplay Petruchio announces that following his father’s death he wants to find a rich wife. Hortensio suggests Katherine; Petruchio claims he doesn’t care that she is ‘shrewish’ as long as marriage will make him richer. Hortensio asks for Petruchio’s help in presenting him to Baptista in disguise as music tutor Licio so he can secretly court Bianca. Gremio enters with Lucentio disguised as Cambio whom he intends to offer to Baptista as a Latin tutor. Hortensio reveals that Petruchio is set to woo Katherine. With the arrival of Tranio disguised as Lucentio and Biondello, the party goes off to celebrate after agreeing that Petruchio should be rewarded for his role in clearing the way to Bianca.


In the next scene Katherine drags a bound Bianca around the stage furiously demanding which of her suitors she prefers. Baptista stops the violence and Petruchio, the suitors and ‘the tutors’ enter. Baptista permits Petruchio to woo Katherine and agrees that the two ‘tutors’ can teach his daughters. After agreeing the dowry, Petruchio asserts he will encounter no difficulties with Katherine but Hortensio enters with his lute smashed over his head, another victim of Katherine’s violence. Petruchio woos Katherine with a combination of reverse psychology, bluff, humour and sexual innuendo. Katherine ‘strikes’ Petruchio, who does not retaliate violently but continues with his plan to disorientate her, telling her he will tame her and marry her whether she consents now or not. Petruchio tells Baptista that Katherine has agreed to be married next Sunday; Katherine protests but after hearing Petruchio say that she is ‘curst’ for ‘policy’ and that he chooses ‘her for himself’ she offers no further argument. Petruchio exits, saying he will travel to Venice for wedding things. Tranio/Lucentio persuades Baptista that he is wealthier than Gremio; Baptista agrees to a wedding between ‘Lucentio’ and Bianca as long as Lucentio’s father Vincentio will confirm his son’s finances.
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dowry: an amount of property or money provided by a bride’s family and given to her husband on their marriage.
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Lucentio reveals his true identity to Bianca and declares his love. Petruchio is late for his wedding, leaving Katherine to fear she will be jilted; when he finally appears Petruchio’s clothes and behaviour are outlandish. After a riotous service disrupted throughout by Petruchio, Katherine, who wishes to stay for the feast, is whisked away to her new husband’s estate.


At Petruchio’s house Katherine is denied food and sleep in the manner of a falconer bringing a wild hawk to hand, with Petruchio pretending all is done in ‘care’ of his bride. After arranging for a tailor and haberdasher to make Katherine new clothes, Petruchio finds fault and, again, she is deprived of something she values. Eventually Katherine agrees not to contradict Petruchio’s views of the world, saying that whatever his version of events: ‘so shall it be for Katherine’.




[image: ]


Context


In an Elizabethan marriage service the clergyman asked the man, ‘Wilt thou love her, comfort her, honour, and keep her in sickness and in health? And forsaking all others keep thee only to her, so long as you both shall live?’ Though the second part was the same for the woman the first question was, ‘Wilt thou obey him, serve him, love (and) honour (him)?’
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Bianca clearly favours Lucentio. Hortensio now determines to marry a rich widow, departing for Petruchio’s ‘taming school’. Via a lie that Mantuans will be executed in Padua, Tranio recruits an elderly gentleman – a pedant – to play the part of Lucentio’s father Vincentio. The pedant persuades Baptista that Lucentio’s claims are genuine, so the marriage between Lucentio and Bianca is agreed. Knowing that the lies will soon unravel, Tranio and Biondello arrange for a priest to marry Lucentio and Bianca who elope and marry in secret.


Petruchio, Katherine and Hortensio return to Baptista’s; after an exchange between the newly-weds about whether the sun is the moon, they encounter an old man also travelling to Padua. Petruchio asks Katherine to greet the ‘lovely maid’. Katherine complies and when Petruchio says it is an old man she apologises, claiming that the dazzling sunshine has affected her vision. This old man is the real Vincentio. When the travellers arrive in Padua, Vincentio is disturbed to find Tranio masquerading as Lucentio and fears foul play. Bianca and Lucentio enter and reveal their secret marriage. Though Vincentio is relieved that his son is alive, both Vincentio and Baptista are unhappy at the ‘knavery’ undertaken by Lucentio and Bianca but agree that the marriage is valid.


Lucentio holds a celebratory banquet. The three new husbands bet on which of their wives will obey first when sent for: Lucentio ‘bids’ Bianca to come and Hortensio ‘entreats’ his wife but both wives refuse to come. Petruchio ‘commands’ Katherine to come and she complies immediately.


Baptista, happy with Katherine’s transformation, gives Petruchio a further twenty thousand crowns. After bringing the two reluctant wives on stage, Katherine gives a speech about what duties wives owe their husbands. Lucentio agrees that Petruchio has won the bet and Hortensio acknowledges his friend has ‘tamed a curst shrew’. After a public kiss, Katherine and Petruchio leave the celebrations to go to bed.


Disguises: Who’s who?


Beyond the ‘joke’ of transforming Sly into a lord, there are a number of physical disguises in the play.




[image: ]







Scene summaries and commentaries
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Target your thinking





•  How does Shakespeare develop his themes and characters as the drama progresses? (AO1)



•  What dramatic impact does each of the scenes have on an audience? You should keep a scene by scene diary to note the dramatic features which Shakespeare uses. (AO2)
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Induction, Scene 1


Christopher Sly, drunkard and glass-breaker, is ejected from an alehouse and falls asleep. A lord’s hunting party enters; the aristocrat decides to trick Sly by making him think that he is a lord: Sly is to be borne away, placed in the best chamber, dressed in lordly clothes, and when he wakes to be persuaded that he is a mighty aristocrat who has been lunatic. The help of a recently arrived group of travelling actors is enlisted. The actors are told that Sly is an eccentric nobleman who will benefit from watching a play.


The lord instructs his page Bartholomew to disguise himself as Sly’s wife, who must pretend to be overjoyed at her husband’s unexpected recovery after seven years of thinking he was a ‘loathsome beggar’.


Commentary: ‘The drunkard and the glutton will come to poverty, and slumber will clothe them with rags.’ Proverbs 23:21.


The use of an Induction was a common device in plays written around the 1590s, though Shrew is the only Shakespeare play to have one. Sly’s language is interesting. He is drunk and uses vernacular English with ‘feeze’ meaning to ‘drive off’ or ‘hit’; however, he follows this up with a quotation from Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy – ‘pocas palabras’ – Spanish for ‘few words’.
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Context


The Spanish Tragedy or Hieronimo is Mad Again was written by Thomas Kyd some time between 1582 and 1592. The play established a new genre – the revenge tragedy – in English theatre. Wildly popular in its time, the plot is violent and sensational. Shakespeare borrows the idea of an Induction from Kyd.
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Typically for a drunk, Sly misquotes the phrase into ‘paucas pallabris’. We may wonder how a Warwickshire drunk is familiar with Kyd and the theatre at all. In The Taming of the Shrew many things are not quite as they seem. The induction in Shrew is a type of preparation for the play proper: hunting and fortune-hunting will feature, as will notions of disguise, role-reversal and entitlement.
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Context


William I (born Falaise, France 1028; died Rouen, 1087) was called ‘Conqueror’ following his successful 1066 invasion of England. Richard I (born Oxford 1157; died Chalus, 1199) was King of England from 1189. His nickname Coeur de Lion (‘Lionheart’) was earned because of his fighting prowess. How funny that Sly’s Englishness is defined by two kings who could speak little or no English and who spent most of their lives abroad.
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Sly conflates William the Conqueror with Richard the Lionheart to give us ‘Richard Conqueror’, a fictive king we have never had. Sly’s threat to ‘feeze’ the hostess suggests male violence against women but in the play proper we never see an example of a man physically beating a woman. Katherine will go on to assault Bianca, Hortensio, Petruchio and Grumio before she learns to be happy or is bullied into submission, depending upon your interpretation.


In Genesis 1:26 we read, ‘Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock.”’
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Context


In Genesis 1:26–28, God permits humankind to exercise dominion over the earth. The Hebrew word ‘radah’ carries the idea of ruling, and subduing, and this command was taken by ruling elites as evidence that they had dominion over other humans as well as animals.
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Tudor theologians believed that this Bible verse meant that humans could use animals to supply us with food; therefore, in a sense hunting was not merely a sport but an activity given a quasi-sacred status due to biblical heritage. There is nothing sacred or even particularly noble about the lord here. However, perhaps he has a point; Sly is drunk and perhaps does deserve a moral lesson. Parts of the Bible warn against drunkenness: ‘Wine is a mocker, strong drink a brawler, and whoever is led astray by it is not wise’ (Proverbs 20:1) but other verses even in the same book appear contradictory: ‘Give strong drink to the one who is perishing, and wine to those in bitter distress’ (Proverbs 31:6). Therefore, another view is that the lord grossly exceeds any authority he may have over Sly and goes too far with him. The Bible does not give dominion to one class of people over others but this lord assumes it. The lord does not recognise Sly’s essential humanity and it could be argued that, similarly, later in the play Katherine is ‘invisible’ until Petruchio sees her potential. Sly is identified as a ‘swine’ and Katherine as a ‘shrew’ in their own environments. That both may have hidden depths to their humanity should not be lost on an audience.


The plan to dress Sly in fine robes is clearly a theatrical signpost for the many physical disguises that will follow but the trick operates on a deeper level: it is essentially a psychological experiment to alter Sly’s mental state. Fine clothes will not make Sly a lord but they may make him think he is a lord; later in the play, when Katherine wants fine clothes and a fashionable cap, Petruchio frustrates her by initially denying them, making the point that internal change is the only change that matters: when she is ‘gentle’ and kind she can wear clothes that match her personality but not before because ‘tis the mind that makes the body rich’: clothes are mere ‘baubles’. Petruchio will physically demonstrate these ideas by arriving for his wedding in a ragbag of ill-assorted clothing (see the Commentary on Act 3, Scene 2, p.17). Further levels of complexity are added with the arrival of the actors. The audience is now watching actors acting the parts of actors preparing to perform in a play for the benefit of a tinker who is in the process of being persuaded he is a lord by a lord who thought the tinker had behaved like a beast!


Despite its serious undercurrents we should not lose sight of the comedy: the lord planning to play the trick on Sly creates laughter; Bartholomew having to dress up as a woman is funny. When performed well, the scene is hilarious.


Induction, Scene 2


Sly wakes up in a beautiful bedroom in a strange house with attendants ready to provide for his every need. He requests ‘small ale’ and to dispel his confusion the servants reassure him that everyone is overjoyed to learn that their master has recovered following an illness which has lasted 15 years, the length of the illness having increased from seven years since the joke was originally planned.


The servants regale him with stories of his dreams containing references to his poverty and his friends with Warwickshire names. The servants mention his pictures of beautiful women and goddesses from classical mythology to arouse his sexual interest and, on cue, his supposed wife played by Bartholomew enters. Sly perhaps begins to think that he might be a lord, commanding his wife to undress and come to bed. but Bartholomew escapes by claiming that the physician has forbidden sex in case of a relapse. A servant enters to inform the group that actors are ready to entertain the household with a play. Sly, his pretend wife and others settle down to watch the play.
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Context


Small ale contained little alcohol and was a famous thirst-quencher. Cheaper than stronger versions of ale traditionally consumed at festivities, it was safer to drink than water because brewing effectively pasteurises the drink. However, small beer can also be made from the ‘mash’ of stronger beer and can have as much alcoholic kick as a traditional ‘mild’.
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Commentary: Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy (1624) says:




It is reported of Philippus Bonus of Burgundy … (that) he would … walk disguised all about the town. It so fortuned … he found a country fellow dead drunk, snorting on a bulk; he caused his followers to bring him to his palace, and there stripping him of his old clothes, and attiring him after the court fashion, when he waked, he and they were all ready to attend upon his excellency, persuading him he was some great duke. The poor fellow admiring how he came there, was served in state all the day long; after supper he saw them dance, heard music, and the rest of those court-like pleasures: but late at night, when he was well tippled, and again fast asleep, they put on his old robes, and so conveyed him to the place where they first found him … In conclusion, after some little admiration, the poor man told his friends he had seen a vision, constantly believed it, would not otherwise be persuaded, and so the jest ended.





The English folk song ‘The Duke and the Tinker’ or ‘The Frolicsome Duke’ seems to have grown out of this story and it seems probable that Shakespeare was familiar with it. The song has a restorative ending not seen in the Philip the Good legend with the tinker rewarded for his pains:




For his glory to him so pleasant did seem,


That he thought it to be but a mere golden dream;


Till at length he was brought to the duke, where he sought


For a pardon, as fearing he had set him at nought;


But his highness he said, ‘Thou’rt a jolly bold blade,


Such a frolic before I think never was played.’







Then his highness bespoke him a new suit and cloak,


Which he gave for the sake of this frolicsome joke;


Nay, and five-hundred pound, with ten acres of ground,


‘Thou shalt never,’ said he, ‘range the countries round,


Crying “Old brass to mend!” for I’ll be thy good friend,


Nay, and Joan thy sweet wife shall my duchess attend.’
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Joan: Sly asks Bartholomew if he is to call ‘her’ Alice Madam or Joan Madam, both common female names in Tudor England and frequently associated with women from the lowest rungs on the social hierarchy.
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The Kate Rusby version (you can view this on YouTube) is shorter and, like Shakespeare’s play, does not have the charitable ending of the original song concluding with Sly being unceremoniously dumped back where he was found.


We do not know if the story of the Duke and the Tinker really happened or not – which seems perfect for Shrew.
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