


But Shakespeare is, as always, ambivalent. Contemporary efforts to ascribe fixed views on controversial 
topics (antisemitism in The Merchant of Venice, racism in Othello, misogyny in Shrew) fall flat thanks 
to the plays’ kaleidoscopic, even contradictory, facets of meaning. Katherina is “tamed” by Petruchio, 
one could argue. But what about their electric sexual chemistry when they first meet, the physical trials 
that Petruchio puts himself through to win her, or the rhetorical (perhaps even ironical) zest with which 
Katherina infuses her final monologue? Then there’s the play’s infamous Induction, which depicts a foolish 
drunkard, Christopher Sly, being hoodwinked by a lord and his henchmen into believing himself nobility 
and a blushing pageboy his bride. Technically, the tale of Katherina and Petruchio is a play within a play 
put on for Sly’s benefit. Might not this framing, then, further destabilize The Taming of the Shrew’s brutal 
ending?  

Many modern productions underline this take through casting. By doubling the actor playing Petruchio 
as Christopher Sly, they imply that the preening alpha male, like the credulous lush, has been taken in 
by an intellect—Katherina’s—that far exceeds his own. Others split the difference: in these conceptions 
of The Taming of the Shrew, neither Katherina nor Petruchio triumphs over the other. Rather, through 
their mutually assured antagonism, the two reach a loving détente. In such interpretations, Katherina 
performs her final paean to tradwifery as an affirmation of uxorial devotion and a parody of her self-
hating peers. These visions of comic unity, however, require some dramaturgical zhuzhing. To invest in 
them, audiences and artists must forgive, stomach, swallow, or otherwise elide Petruchio’s successive 
(and successful) attempts to dominate his wife. In so doing, there’s a danger that this famously thorny 
narrative might get a little…well…tame.  

To me, and to director and co-adaptor Bobbin Ramsey, adapting The Taming of the Shrew means 
accepting that its contradictions are as irreconcilable as its author’s motivations are unknowable. Instead, 
we have tried to meld what we love most about the play—its relentless repartee, its gleeful embrace 
of disguise, its commentary on romance and commerce—with a bleeding-edge inquiry into gender 
relations. Shakespeare didn’t write everything you’ll see onstage. However, every word we’ve added 
(or subtracted), gesture we’ve constructed, and aesthetic decision we’ve made has been inspired by 
our ongoing conversation with this confounding, controversial, and captivating work. As we thought, 
struggled, and collaborated, we drew on our own experiences with gender, love, siblinghood, money, 
misogyny, and more. We hope you’ll consider similar themes in your own life, and in the world, as you 
engage with our show.  

So, welcome to Shrew. We couldn’t tame it, and we didn’t try.  
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First Tries: Shakespeare’s Early 
Career Comedies
Written around 1592–1594, The Taming of the Shrew is one of Shakespeare’s earliest comedies — 
and one of his most debated. While it features many of the hallmarks we know and love in his work, 
it also raises challenging questions about power and submission. The play offers a fascinating 
glimpse into Shakespeare’s early development as a playwright, as he experiments with ideas he 
would continue to explore and refine throughout his career.

In Shrew, Shakespeare investigates themes that reappear in his later comedies: disguise and 
deception (As You Like It (1599–1600)), the battle of the sexes (Much Ado About Nothing (1598–
1599)), and love as both chaos and transformation (Twelfth Night (1601–1602)). We also see the 
early forms of characters that would later become Shakespearean staples — the sharp-tongued 
heroine, the lovestruck fool, and the overconfident suitor — all of whom would grow in complexity 
as his writing matured.

Stylistically, Shrew offers an early glimpse of Shakespeare’s evolving comedic structure. The 
subplot involving Bianca and her many suitors, the use of disguise and mistaken identity, and the 
framing device of The Induction (a “play within a play”) all showcase his inventive storytelling and 
motifs that would echo throughout his later comedies and even into his tragedies.

At the center of The Taming of the Shrew are Katherina and Petruchio, two strong-willed characters 
locked in a battle of wit and will. Katherina’s “taming” has long sparked debate: is the play reinforcing 
strict Elizabethan gender norms, satirizing them, or suggesting something more complex? Modern 
productions often reinterpret this dynamic, using tone, staging, and casting to question the 
assumptions of Shakespeare’s world rather than to endorse them. This ongoing dialogue is part of 
what makes Shrew both compelling and controversial centuries later.

Though The Taming of the Shrew can feel unsettling to modern audiences, it remains a vital window 
into the social values and theatrical experimentation of Shakespeare’s time. Its complexity invites 
us to reflect on how far we’ve come while also 
confronting the ways we still wrestle with the 
same questions of love, identity, and power.

As you explore this production, we invite you 
to consider: What does “taming” mean today? 
How can performance reshape a story that sits 
at the intersection of comedy and discomfort? 
And what might Shakespeare have wanted 
us to see when he first brought these fiery 
characters to life?
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Themes
Despite Shrew’s problematic premise, the enduring themes of love, power, identity, and 
transformation continue to draw audiences back to the story time and again.

Power and Control

The dynamic between Petruchio and Katherina centers on control, submission, and resistance. The 
play asks: what does it mean to hold power over someone else, and how do characters navigate 
authority, pride, and compromise in their relationships?

Identity and Agency

Katherina and other characters struggle with self-expression versus societal expectations. The 
play explores the tension between who we are and who others want us to be, asking viewers to 
consider how personal agency is shaped by social norms, family, and cultural pressures.

Love and Transformation

Beneath the conflict and comedy, the play examines how love can inspire change, both sincere and 
performative. Consider whether you believe this transformation comes from choice, persuasion, or 
societal expectation.

Gender Roles and Societal Expectations

Shrew explores how society defines what it means to “correctly” be a man or a woman. Masculinity 
is often equated with dominance, femininity with subservience. Characters who align with these 
rigid expectations are rewarded, while those who challenge or fail to perform their expected roles 
are humiliated or punished.

The Individual vs. Society

Many characters struggle between following their own desires and conforming to societal pressures. 
Petruchio and Katherina’s interactions highlight the tension between personal choice and the rules 
imposed by family, culture, and tradition. 
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Shakespeare’s Audiences: Then and Now
Audiences in Shakespeare’s time behaved differently from what we think of today when we go to the 
theatre. In general, audiences were much more rowdy and directly involved in the show than modern 
audiences.

Shakespeare is often associated with the Globe Theatre in London, a wooden stage constructed in 1599 
that hosted many of Shakespeare’s world premieres, including As You Like It, Hamlet, Othello, and Macbeth. 
On June 29th, 1613, the Globe Theatre went up in flames during a performance of Henry VIII. A modern 
reconstruction of the theatre, named “Shakespeare’s Globe”, opened in 1997 and is located approximately 
750 feet from the site of the original theatre.

London theatres, such as the Globe, could accommodate up to 3,000 people watching popular plays. With 
theatres running most afternoons, that could mean as many as 10,000–20,000 people could see a play 
every week! Shakespeare’s audiences included the very rich, the upper-middle class, and the lower-middle 
class. People sought entertainment just as we do today, and could afford to spend money going to the 
theatre. To get into the Globe Theatre cost a penny. In Elizabethan England, one penny would buy a loaf of 
bread, a pint of ale, or a ticket to the theatre. Those who paid just one penny were known as “groundlings,” 
because they stood on the ground in what was known as “the yard,” which is the area closest to the stage. 
For another penny, they could sit on a bench just behind the yard. For a penny more, they could sit more 
comfortably on a cushion. The cost to access the upper galleries, which were covered and had seating, 
would start at 6 pence.

Since there was no electricity, both performances took place in broad daylight, allowing actors and audience 
members to see and interact with one another. Shakespeare’s soliloquies would be spoken directly to the 
audience, who could potentially respond in turn. The audience would clap for the hero, boo the villain, and 
cheer for the special effects. They might even dance at the end of a comedy along with the characters 
onstage. However, in the case where an audience didn’t like a play, they caused a ruckus and had been 
known to throw furniture and damage the theatre.

Shakespeare employed several techniques to capture and maintain his audience’s attention. His plays rarely 
begin with the main characters onstage; instead, a minor character typically begins the first scene. Without 
lights to dim at the beginning of a play, the performance simply started when actors walked onstage and 
started to speak, usually over the noise made by the audience. Because of this, the first scene would 
usually set the mood of the play, but the opening dialogue wasn’t vital because it might not be heard.

Another trick that Shakespeare used was to interject comedy into the main action of the play. In most of 
his plays, there is comic relief in the form of “clown” or “fool” characters sprinkled throughout the show, 
making jokes or clowning around onstage. This ensured that even during a 3-hour history play, there would 
be something that appealed to everyone.
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Audiences today can learn from Elizabethan audiences about how to watch a Shakespeare play. Here are 
some tips:

•	 Remind yourself that the first scene mostly sets the mood of the play and rarely has vital dialogue, 
so if you miss some of the words at the beginning, that is okay. It can take a couple of minutes to 
adjust to Shakespeare’s unusual language. It’s a little bit like listening to someone with a heavy 
accent; at first, it can be difficult to understand, but after a minute or two, it becomes easier. Don’t 
be discouraged if it doesn’t make sense right away. Our actors are professionally trained to make 
sure that you understand the words, so you’ll catch on!

•	 Enjoy the play and feel free to express your enjoyment. Laugh at the clowns, clap for the heroes, 
gasp at important revelations, and applaud for the actors at the end to thank them for their work. 
This will keep you engaged in the show and help let the actors know that the audience is paying 
attention and enjoying the play.

•	 During the play, remember that, unlike in a movie, the actors can see and hear you too! Even with 
more sophisticated theatre lighting that keeps the stage lit and the audience dim, the actors are 
often very close to the first few rows, and they can definitely hear the audience. That means please 
refrain from talking to your neighbor during the show, and keep your phones silent and out of sight 
for the duration of the performance (it lights up your face!) — these can all be very distracting to 
the performers and your fellow audience members.

•	 And finally, remember that the theatre exists for everyone. Theatre is not meant to be exclusive 
to the upper class, college graduates, and older audiences. In Shakespeare’s day, theatre was an 
affordable form of entertainment that any person could enjoy. Shakespeare’s plays have something 
for you, whether you have seen one hundred plays or no plays at all, if you’re rich, poor, young, 
old, or if you enjoy jokes, speeches, banter, or battles. Shakespeare wrote his plays with a diverse 
audience in mind, which is part of the reason they remain significant today.



How to Watch a Play
ENGAGE, RESPECT, ENJOY, WELCOME BACK TO THE THEATRE
Welcome! Union Arts Center is thrilled to perform for you! Here are 
some helpful tips to get you acquainted with live theatre and make 
the most of your experience.

LISTEN
Pay attention to the talented actors sharing their story with you 
today—they’re excited for you to hear it! Additionally, please follow 
the instructions provided by our staff. We’re here to ensure everyone 
has a great experience, and sometimes we’ll guide you on seating or 
movement to help things run smoothly.

PARTICIPATE
You’re part of the experience! Laugh, applaud, and listen closely to 
make the show even better for everyone. Remember, respect is key. 
As playwright Dominique Morrisseau reminds us: “This is live theater, 
and the actors need you to engage with them, not distract or thwart 
their performance.”

PHONES
Keep them in your backpack or pocket, preferably on airplane mode. 
Share your experience after the show, and enjoy the performance 
distraction-free.

CARE
The actors can see and hear you, so be the kind of audience member 
you’d enjoy sitting next to. Before you leave, check around to make 
sure you haven’t left anything behind.

THANK YOU
Thank you for being here with us! Enjoy the show!
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Pre- and Post-Show Discussion Questions
The following questions are designed to guide your thinking before and after experiencing 
Shrew. Some invite you to reflect on your own experiences and values, while others ask you 
to analyze the characters, relationships, and themes in the play. There are no right or wrong 
answers—these prompts are meant to spark conversation, encourage critical thinking, and 
help you make personal connections to the story.

These questions prompt students to consider themes, context, and personal values 
before attending the production.

•	 Have you ever been in a situation where someone tried to control or dominate your 
choices? How did you respond?

•	 What does it mean to “stand your ground” in a relationship or friendship? Are there 
limits to compromise?

•	 How do societal expectations shape the way people behave, dress, speak, or act?

•	 Why might people act differently in public than in private? How can social pressure 
influence behavior?

•	 Think of a time when humor, teasing, or sarcasm was used to challenge someone’s 
authority. How effective was it?

These questions encourage reflection on the story, characters, and themes.

•	 How do you interpret Katherina’s final speech? Does it reflect genuine transformation, 
survival strategy, or satire?

•	 How does Petruchio’s approach to “taming” Katherina affect your understanding of 
power in relationships?

•	 How are gender roles and societal expectations depicted in the play? Are any 
characters able to resist or subvert them?

•	 Bianca, Lucentio, and the other suitors have very different experiences with love 
and social rules. How do these experiences compare to Katherina and Petruchio’s?

•	 How do humor, exaggeration, and wordplay affect your perception of the play’s 
conflicts? Do they make the power dynamics easier or harder to accept?

•	 If Shrew were set today, what changes might make the story resonate for modern 
audiences?

•	 How do you see the tension between personal agency and societal expectation 
play out in your own life?
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ACTIVITY:  Adapt it Yourself!
In this activity, students will reflect on the themes and plot of Shrew and explore how the story can be adapted into 
a new setting and context.

Objectives:
•	 To learn about how to take a play and reframe it in a new context
•	 To get a grasp of how Shakespearean stories have been adapted

Materials:
•	 Poster board for students to make a poster for their concept
•	 Markers and pencils
•	 A basic plot summary.

1. Students should split into small groups. Use the plot summary (page 6) and themes (page 13) to select a major 
theme you would like to focus on.

2. Students should then come up with a setting that supports your theme. Possible settings include (but are not 
limited to):
•	 A theme park
•	 A prison
•	 Outer space
•	 A dog shelter

3. Next, students should pick each character’s role in this world. You do not need to choose a role for every character, 
but pick five that you could determine contemporaries for within the world you’ve chosen. Here is an example from 
a different play:

Consider how their relationships, status, and motivations might change in this new context. How does your setting 
influence who they are and what they do?

LOCATION CHARACTER EQUIVALENT ROLE

A high school Romeo

Nurse

Juliet

Benvolio

Friar Laurence

Mercutio

Captain of the basketball team

Juliet’s best friend

Head of the mathletes

Team manager and Romeo’s cousin

Their drama teacher

Point guard of the basketball team
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4. After completing the initial brainstorming, each group should decide on the following:
•	 Genre

	◦ What style or tone best fits your adaptation? (e.g., comedy, sci-fi, drama, action)
•	 Title

	◦ What is the name of your production?
•	 Pitch

	◦ How would you summarize your adaptation in a few compelling sentences to get others interested?
•	 Key Scene Adaptation

	◦ How would you adapt key scenes or sequences to draw engaging parallels and enhance the story?
For example:

5. Design a poster for your production (feel free to label elements as needed), and prepare a short pitch to present 
your vision to the class. If desired, the class can “vote” on the production concept they would most like to “produce.”
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LOCATION CHARACTER EQUIVALENT ROLE

A high school Romeo and Juliet first 
meet

They randomly get paired up during 
karaoke while both their families are on 

vacation at the same resort.
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