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SHELDRAKE ON SHAKESPEARE 
The Taming of the Shrew – Sexist drivel or a play for our time? 

 

The Taming of the Shrew carries with it a certain stigma. Like The Merchant 

of Venice, before you stage a production, when you go to see it in the theatre, before 

you put it on a school syllabus, you must answer one question. In the case of the 

Merchant, it is, is this play anti-Semitic? In the case of Taming, it is, is this play 

sexist, or misogynist, or anti-feminist, depending on how you wish to describe such an 

attitude? 

It so happens that I don’t think that The Taming of the Shrew is guilty of the 

charges of which it stands accused, that is that it is a sexist play overall, but I’m going 

to spend a little bit of time investigating this question because I think it should be 

taken seriously. I’m then going to move on to the question of what should be done 

with our answer to Part A. Whatever we decide about the politics of this play, what, 

when it comes to the crunch in the theatre or the classroom, should we do differently? 

So, it is an irrefutable fact that this play contains attitudes towards women that 

are nothing short of reactionary. There is no getting away from the fact that women 

are bought and sold in this play as if they have price-tags round their necks, that the 

men hold all the trump cards and that the shrew of the title is, in one way or another, 

to a greater or lesser extent, tamed. There are two main areas that demonstrate these 

attitudes. 

Let us firstly examine the fusion of money with marriage. The play is set in 

Padua, Italy. Baptista is the father of two girls; Katherina, the older of the two, who is 

the feisty shrew of the title, and Bianca, the younger, who seems much more pleasant, 

much more the kind of nice, placid girl of the Renaissance ideal. Everybody wants to 

marry Bianca, his younger daughter. Nobody wants to marry Katherina, the shrew. 

Baptista begins the play with a simple bargain. Nobody can marry Bianca until 

Katherina, the shrew, has a husband. It is from this that the action of the play begins 

as all Bianca’s suitors set about trying to find a husband for Katherina whilst also 

trying to woo Bianca. 

So, already we have a variant of a buy-one-get-one-free offer. Bianca will 

remain behind a pay-wall until Lot Number One, Katherina, has been sold off.  
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This mercenary attitude to marriage reaches its height after Petruchio, the 

tamer, as it were, has agreed to marry Katherina. After they have left, Baptista says of 

himself ‘Faith, gentlemen, now I play a merchant’s part’ before proceeding to 

continue in that vein. He auctions off his younger daughter; ‘Tis deeds must win the 

prize, and he of both / That can assure my daughter greatest dower / Shall have my 

Bianca’s love.’ Dower, in this instance, is the money and property that the groom 

promises will be given to the bride if he dies before her. And note that Baptista speaks 

on behalf not only of his daughter’s hand in marriage, but also her love. He presumes 

to bargain with her affections as well as her body. To say that this demonstrates the 

presence in this play of sexist attitudes seems rather a waste of breath. 

It so falls out due to some trickery, that Bianca manages to marry Lucentio, 

who is the romantic option. Katherina’s fate is not so happy. Petruchio bullies her into 

submission over the course of the play and the fiasco of a marriage takes place. In the 

final scene, the men test the obedience of their wives and lay wagers as to who will be 

the most subservient. Katherina is the only one to emerge and speaks of how 

 

Thy husband is thy lord, thy life, thy keeper, 

Thy head, thy sovereign; one that cares for thee, 

And for thy maintenance commits his body 

To painful labour both by sea and land, 

... 

Then vail your stomachs, for it is no boot, 

And place your hands below your husband's foot: 

In token of which duty, if he please, 

My hand is ready; may it do him ease. 

 

Katherina has been brought into line. 

So, this play certainly contains elements of which we may not approve. It is 

worth saying at this point that this should not surprise us. This play was written by a 

man, William Shakespeare, who was born four-hundred and fifty years ago and were 

we to meet him today his personal opinions might well be classed, by our standards, 

as misogynist, racist and religiously fanatic. It would be surprising if they were not. 

The logic that Shakespeare the man must have been liberal and democratic and 
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progressive because we are liberal and democratic and progressive and we like 

Shakespeare’s plays will not do. 

But what does any of this mean for The Taming of the Shrew? Is it a dangerous 

museum piece, to be handled only by experts using protective gloves? In a production 

should we cut lines and rearrange things to make the play look more modern, bring it 

into line with current thinking? No. I don’t think, so, anyway. 

The Taming of the Shrew puts pressure on so many of the socio-political sores 

of our own time, particularly gender and gender relations, that we should be doing it 

more rather than less. It is precisely because the world remains so far from a fair 

consensus on something approaching gender parity that this play must be staged, 

staged and staged again. 

To original audiences the trading of women, superiority of men and 

suppression of female voices was almost certainly commonplace, merely 

conventional. And by looking slightly like a romantic comedy or chick-flick, the 

structure of this play invites us to think that it is a good thing that Katherina and 

Petruchio end up together. I saw a production at the Globe and when Petruchio kissed 

Katherina after the wedding, some of the audience applauded. Others of us were 

appalled, both by what was happening on the stage and what was happening in the 

audience. And that is because this play has changed utterly in the last four-hundred 

years. Or rather, the attitudes around it have changed utterly. 

So many of Shakespeare’s plays continue to mean the same sorts of things 

they meant when they were written. The Taming of the Shrew has been flipped on its 

head by the continuing revolution in relations between men and women. Petruchio is 

no longer the hero of the piece, Katherina the mouthy one that needs to be taught her 

place. Petruchio is and should be shown to be a foul and cruel manipulator, 

determined to cage and muzzle a woman who has dared to speak her mind. 

It might be said, and indeed has been said by one critic or another, that theatre 

is an opportunity for a civilisation to come together to think in front of itself. The 

Taming of the Shrew is an awkward play because it confronts us with the ongoing 

subjugation of women that has been one of the repeated and repetitive hallmarks of 

world history. When audiences no longer applaud the enchaining of Katherina to the 

man by whom she has been starved, deprived of sleep and mentally abused into 

submission, when sexual violence is no longer deployed as a weapon of war, when 

girls no longer suffer hideous retribution for wanting nothing more than to go to 
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school, then we may stop performing The Taming of the Shrew, then we may stop 

teaching it in schools, then we may stop being embarrassed by this play which far 

from being a toxic old relic instead miserably documents the fact of women getting 

the rough end of the bargain – again. 

Let us go back to the text. It’s the way of The Taming of the Shrew that you 

start discussing the play and then three hours later you’re falling out with people over 

whether liberation movements have any value unless they are truly intersectional, but 

this is a literary podcast and I should stay on message. 

I have seen productions which turn Katherina’s final uber-obedient speech into 

a wink that lasts for forty-six lines. “She can’t possibly be serious, so it must all be a 

clever ruse”. I take profound umbrage at such an interpretation. By doing that, you 

have done simply what Petruchio does to Katherina. You have brought her into line 

with how you think things should be. You have taken a savage play and presumed to 

civilise it. You have taken a sophisticated, intelligent being and made a mockery of it. 

Play the truth of that speech. Play the truth of this play. If some of the 

marriages begin to look like a tragedy rather than a comedy, if the marital unions 

divide audiences into those for and those against, that may be no bad thing. If you 

want to update The Taming of the Shrew, make it relevant, make it strike for home for 

a modern audience, embrace it. Let the play speak for itself, and then start the 

arguments. 

 

Thank you for listening. I got rather on my high-horse there, so here’s a 

Shakespeare news bulletin to pour oil on the troubled waters: 

- On Sunday evening I’ll be attending a complete performance of Shakespeare’s 

Sonnets at the Royal Festival Hall on London’s Southbank. As a celebration of 

Shakespeare’s 450th birthday year, actors including Simon Russell Beale, 

Oliver Ford Davies, Juliet Stevenson and Harriet Walter will be joining forces 

to stage a reading of all 154 sonnets. I’ve never seen this done before and I 

look forward to testing whether the poetry stands up to it. The sonnets are 

deeply dramatic – they are all essentially a monologue with a change of 

perspective in it somewhere – but it is also 2154 lines of dense, ornate verse. 

Will I still be awake after three hours? We’ll see. 

- The BBC has been broadcasting from the Hay-on-Wye Literary Festival for 

the last week or two, where they filmed, amongst other things, Stephen Fry 
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talking about Shakespeare and Love to a live audience. It’s the usual Fry 

treatment of a topic but he does know what he’s talking and it’s a charming 

hour’s entertainment, though I may just be biased because, like me, he thinks 

Antony and Cleopatra is Shakespeare’s greatest tragedy. The talk is on iPlayer 

for about another three weeks. 

- And finally, I was at Shakespeare’s Globe a couple of nights ago recording 

material and interviews at a voting event for their Read Not Dead series. Since 

the Globe opened, the Globe Education department has been staging several 

plays every season by Shakespeare’s contemporaries. This year they decided 

to have a democratic husting to decide on the final play to be staged in this 

year’s season and I was invited along to document and participate. So, I’ll be 

editing that material down into a neat podcast-sized format, talking about why 

this sort of endeavour matters and telling you who won. You can also hear me 

being royally put in my place by David Oakes, who some of you will know 

from the telly, regarding Christopher Marlowe and William Shakespeare. That 

Sheldrake on Shakespeare Special will be out at some point in the next month. 

 

Join me in a week’s time for a Short Sheldrake on Shakespeare. Until then, farewell. 


