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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The Shrew in Early Ballads and Jests 

The battle between the sexes began with a minor skir

mish between Adam and Eve when she asked him to eat the 

forbidden fruit. She won the contest, causing the downfall 

of mankind, and womankind, and insuring that the battle 

would continue with vigor as long as there are two sexes. 

There are many types of female combatants in literature: 

the dominant wife, the unfaithful wife, the scold, the 

wicked stepmother, the woman scorned, the mother-in-law, 

the chaste (and the chased) lady, and the murderous wife. 

Often these categories overlap, and often a normal woman 

will eventully find herself in one of these categories 

at one time or another. Any woman must occasionally find 

herself being a shrew, a scolding, nagging, evil-tempered 

woman, and some women enjoy that role so much that it is 

the only role they play. Unfortunately, many men find 

themselves married to shrews and living a life far from 

calm. Ben Jonson reported that his wife was "a shrew, 

but honest." Socrates was married to a shrew, who 

M. C. Bradbrook, "Dramatic Role as Social Image, A 
Study of the Taming of the Shrew," Shakespeare Jahrbuch, 
XCIV (1958), 133. 



reportedly emptied a chamber-pot on his long-suffering 

head. 

When Shakespeare so artfully made use of the shrew 

Katherine in The Taming of the Shrew, he was drawing on an 

already rich body of comic literature that had used the 

shrew as an amusing character. The people of England had 

already discovered the humor existing in the relationship 

of the brow-beating, screaming wife and the hapless hen

pecked husband. The shrew appears in at least two ballads 

and in many early jest-books, showing that she and her hus

band provided much amusement for their neighbors. Several 

medieval plays, such as the Noah play and The Second 

Shepherds' Play of the Wakefield Cycle also use the shrew 

as a comic character, beginning a long list of plays in 

which the shrew becomes increasingly complex and sophisti

cated. Shakespeare drew upon the comic tradition of the 

shrew and developed his Katherine into a very realistic 

character, making The Taming of the Shrew an extremely popu

lar play. So popular was it that a sequel, The Tamer Tam'd, 

was written by Fletcher; and several other plays were writ

ten during the late Renaissance using the shrew for comic 

effect. It is the purpose of this thesis to show that the 

character of the shrew developed and ripened with use in 

2 
P. M. Zall, A Hundred Merry Tales and Other English 

Jest Books of the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries (Lincoln 
University of Nebraska Press, 1963) , p. 280. 



the ballads, jest-books, and plays, both medieval and con

temporary to Shakespeare, until he brought her to life as a 

complete, mature character in the person of the "curst" 

Kate. Shakespeare developed the shrew more completely than 

had been done before, but he also drew upon the literary 

tradition of the manner of characterization, the methods of 

taming, and the accustomed behavior of a shrew and the hus

band who wishes to dominate her. 

Between 1882 and 1893, Francis James Child published a 

five volume collection called The English and Scottish Popu-
3 

lar Ballads, thereby recording and preserving the most 

famous English-language ballads. Ballads, by their very 

nature, were evolved by the people, passed down orally from 
4 

generation to generation, elaborated and expanded. Several 

major themes recur throughout the collection: the demon 

lover, unrequited love, faithful love, jealousy between 

brothers or sisters, murder, magic, and deception. Obviously, 

ballads grew up around themes most popular with the common 

folk. Among the most humorous themes is that of the shrewish 

wife and the struggle of her husband to gain mastery over her. 

Child Ballad #277, "The Wife Wrapt in Wether's Skin," was 

3 
Francis James Child, The English and Scottish Popular 

Ballads, ed. by Helen Child Kittredge and George Lyman 
Kittredge (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1932), p. v. 

"̂ Ibid. 



probably based on an old story as recounted in Hazlitt's 

Early Popular Poetry. The husband is unable to control his 

wife and make her perform her housewifely duties. He wants 

to beat her, but fears her family; so he wraps her in a 

sheep's skin and proceeds to chastise his sheep. This humil-
5 

iation makes his wife most anxious to be a good housewife. 

This song has basis in a sixteenth-century story called 

"Merry Jeste of a Shrewde and Curste Wyfe Lapped in Morelles 

Skin" where the wife is wrapped in a horse's hide and beaten. 

It was based on two French fabliaux and The Geystes of 

Skoggan. Child found seven different versions. The follow

ing is version F, an early nineteenth-century American ver

sion, chosen here not for its age but for its ease of 

understanding. It is representative of the older versions, 

giving the same story but in slightly expanded form. 

Sweet William he married a wife. 
Gentle Jenny cried rosemaree 
To be the sweet comfort of his life. 
As the dove flies over the mulberry tree. 

Jenny couldnt in the kitchen to go. 
For fear of dirting her white-heeled shoes. 

Jenny couldnt card, and Jenny couldnt spin 
For fear of hurting her gay gold ring. 

^Ibid., p. 603. 

A. W. Ward and A. R. Walker, ed., The Cambridge His
tory of English Literature (New York: The Macmillan Compny, 
1933), III, 102. 



Sweet William came whistling in from plaow 
Says, "0 my dear wife, is my dinner ready naow?" 

She called him a dirty paltry whelp: 
"If you want any dinner, go get it yourself." 

Sweet William went aout unto the sheepfold. 
And aout a fat wether he did pull. 

And down on his knees he began for to stick. 
And quicklie its skin he thereof did strip. 

He took the skin and laid on his wife's back. 
And with a good stick went whikety whack. 

"I'll tell my father and all my kin 
How still a quarrel you've begun." 

"You may tell your father and all your kin 
How I have thrashed my fat wether's skin." 

Sweet William came whistling in from plaow. 
Says, "O my dear wife, is my dinner ready naow?" 

She drew her table and spread her board 
And, "O my dear husband," was every word. 

And naow they live free from all care and strife 
And naow she makes William a very good wife.^ 

This ballad is typical of later Elizabethan dramas 
o 

where the wife is subdued and the couple lives happily ever 

after. Sweet William shows the force of character and hand 

that is usually necessary to gain the rule of a shrewish 

woman. He also shows wisdom in not allowing her to become 

set in her ways; the ballad implies that she was a bride of 

only a few days when William decided to show her that he had 

7 
Child, Ballads, pp. 605-606. 

o 

Felix E. Schelling, Elizabethan Drama 1558-1642 (New 
York: Russell & Russell, Inc., 1959), p. 34. 



the upper hand, not giving Jenny a chance to form a habit 

of laziness and scolding. His method of taming his wife by 

beating her will prove to be one of the most popular methods 

in both the jests and the very early comedies. 

Unfortunately, not all husbands have shown themselves 

so strong or wise, but have remained under the heavy thumbs 

of their wives. Child Ballad #278, "The Farmer's Curst 

Wife," describes a consummate shrew who is a match for even 

the devil himself. According to Child, "the curst wife who 

was a terror to demons is a feature in a widely spread and 

9 highly humorous tale. Oriental and European." 

The devil takes away the wife of a Sussex farmer, only 

to find that he is as unable to control her as was her hus

band. She kicks the imps about, beats out their brains, and 

knocks Satan himself against a wall. For fear of complete 

destruction, Satan bundles her back to her husband. The 

ballad, although greatly exaggerating the habits of a shrew, 

does show that in the early times a shrew did resort pri

marily to physical violence as demonstration of her ill-

temper. Both this ballad and "The Wife Wrapt in Wether's 

Skin" show that physical violence was part of a shrew's life, 

either in her own actions, or in the taming by her husband. 

^Child, Ballads, p. 605. 

l^Ibid. 



Ballads are not the only literary form that preserves 

the humor and stories of pre-Shakespearean England. People 

then, as in all times, enjoyed a good story, a joke, a 

tricky riddle, or a pun; and many of the most popular jokes 

were collected into several jest-books, now in a collection 

by W. C. Hazlitt. A large number of jokes and stories deal 

with the battle between the sexes, and many of them are 

quite frank and ribald by today's comparatively prudish 

standards. Many of the stories and jests deal with the 

shrew and her hapless husband and develop her character a 

little more fully than was done in the early ballads; they 

also enrich the tradition of the battles between shrewish 

wife and her husband. 

Men are advised not to marry shrews; but if a man must 

marry a shrew, he should be a miller. If he is a miller, 

the sound of water rushing through the mill and turning the 

stone will drown out the sound of the shrew's scolding. 

One young man goes to a group of philosophers to ask for a 

good description of a shrew in order that he will be 

assured of not marrying one. The philosophers list for him 

three characteristics of a shrew: a shrill voice, a sharp 

W. Carew Hazlitt, ed., "Conceits, Clinches, Flashes 
and Whimzies," Old English Jest-Books, III (New York: Burt 
Franklin, n.d.), p. 33. 
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12 nose, and the love of expensive clothing. Many women who 

are unfortunate enough to have sharp noses would be very 

unhappy to find that they are considered shrews. However, 

this short story does add one important characteristic to 

the shrew: she is frequently very fond of fine clothing, 

and will spend as much money as she can on clothes, often 

more money than her husband can comfortably afford. 

The tradition of physical violence between the shrew 

and her husband is continued in various jests. One wife 

was nick-named Mistress Cap by her neighbors because she 

was always over her head. Obviously, her husband had long 

since lost his position as head of the household. However, 

she defended her right to beat him as much as she wanted 

13 because she was only breaking her own head. Another jest 

tells of advice given to the husband of a shrew on the best 

way to tame her. Somehow the husband had not heard that 

the best method of taming was to beat a shrew. 

One who had been somewhat bitter to his wife com-
playned to his neighbor (who was a northern man 
borne, and spake accordingly), telling him that 
she was such a peevish woman that he could not 
endure to live with her: who advised him not to 
be so harsh to her, but to go to her and so-lace 
her, and then she would be more kind to him.14 

12 
Ibid., p. 37. 

-̂ -̂ Ibid. , p. 42. 

^^Ibid., p- 57. 



This story shows that the best method of taming a shrew was 

still considered to be beating. 

On the other hand, one husband found a more permanent 

method of solving his problems. Obviously he had been more 

pressed than the ordinary shrew's husband; he was not able 

to get control of his wife by beating; he could not sleep 

because of her continual nagging; and he was tired of his 

miserable life. Being a wise man, he seized upon the 

blessed opportunity to rid himself of his shrewish wife 

when the opportunity was presented to him. 

A Poore labouring man was married and matched to 
a creature that so much vsed to scold waking, 
that she had much adoe to refraine it sleeping, 
so that the poore man was so battersang'd and 
belabour'd with tongue mettle, that he was weary 
of his life. At last, foure or fiue women, that 
were his neighbours (pitying his case), came in 
his absence to his house, to admonish and counsell 
his wife to a quiet behauior towards her husband; 
telling her that she was a shame to all good 
women, in her bad vsage of so honest a paineful 
man. The woman replyed to her neighbours, that 
shee thought her husband did loue her, which was 
partly the cause that she was so froward towards 
him. Why (said an old woman), I will shew thee 
how thou Shalt proue that he loves thee dearly; 
doe thou counterfeit thy selfe dead, and lye 
vnder the table, and one of vs will fetch thy 
husband, and he shall find vs heavy and grieuing 
for thee; by which means thou shalt perceiue by 
his lamentation for thee, how much he loues thee. 
This counsell was allowed and effected. When 
the poore man came home, he hearing the matter 
(being much opprestt with griefe), ranne vnder 
the table bemoning the happly losse of his most 
kind vexation, and making as though hee would 
kisse her with a most louing embrace. To make 
all sure, he brake her necke. The neighbours 
pittying the mans extreame passion, in compassion 
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told him that his wife was not dead, and that all 
this was done but to make tryall of his loue to
wards her: whereupon they called her by her name, 
bidding her to rise, and that see had fooled it 
enough with her husband. But for all their call
ing, shee lay still; which made one of the women 
to shake and jogge her; at which the women cried, 
Alas, she is dead indeed 1 Why this it is quoth 
the husband, to dissemble and counterfet with God 
and the world.15 

In this case, as in many others, violence is necessary to 

tame a shrewish wife; however, seldom is the husband pushed 

to the actual murder of his wife, although many husbands 

have probably thought fondly of their wives' deaths. Per

haps this husband was more severely oppressed than was the 

usual case, and almost justified in his actions. One other 

husband is released from his misery by the fortunate acci

dental death of his wife. This story also shows the extreme 

obstinancy that can be the characteristic of a shrew. The 

shrew can be so determined to oppose her husband that she 

will go to any lengths; this husband thought his wife would 

continue to be contrary even after her death. 

A man the [reJ was whose wyfe, as she came over a 
bridg, fell in to the ryver and was drowned; wher-
for he went and sought for her vpward against the 
stream, wherat his neighboures, that went with hym, 
marvayled, and sayde he dyd nought, he shulde go 
seke her downeward with the streme. Naye, quod he, 
I am sure I shall never find her that waye: for 
she was so waywarde and so contrary to every 

•̂  W. Carew Hazlitt, ed. , "Taylors Wit and Mirth," 
Old English Jest-Books, III (New York: Burt Franklin, n.d.), 
p. 54. 
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thynge, while she lyvedde, that I know very well 
nowe she is deed, she wyll go a gaynste the 
stream.1^ 

The least clever of the husbands in the jest-books is 

the one who was unwise enough to desire not to have a mute 

wife. He was quite distressed that his wife was unable to 

speak at all, and discussed the problem with a man that he 

met. The man advised him to put an aspen leaf under her 

tongue while she slept so that in the morning she would 

have a voice. The husband, to make sure the charm worked, 

put three aspen leaves under her tongue, only to awaken in 

the morning with a shrew for a wife. At last, in despera

tion, he sought out the man who had advised him to ask for 

a counter-charm. The man revealed that he was a devil, a 

little devil, capable of making a woman talk, but not capa-

17 ble of quieting her. This story relates to the ballad 

"The Farmer's Curst Wife" in that it shows even a devil is 

incapable of ruling a sharp-tongued woman. 

The ballads and the jest-books begin the work of the 

characterization of the shrew. She is almost alv/ays sharp-

tongued and evil-tempered, sometimes nagging at her husband 

16 
W. Carew Hazlitt, ed., "Tales and Quick Answers," Old 

English Jest-Books, I (New York: Burt Franklin, n.d.), pp. 
72-73. See also: Hazlitt, "Pasquils Jests and Mother 
Bunches Merriments," Old English Jest-Books, III, p. 27. 

•̂ Ŵ. Carew Hazlitt, ed. , " A C. Mery Tales," Old 
English Jest-Books, I (New York: Burt Franklin, n.d.), pp. 
87-88. 
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even all through the night. She might be very fond of fine 

clothing and often has expensive tastes. She is obstinate 

and pleased only when she gets her own way. In these early 

stories, the only way that a husband can gain control over 

his shrewish wife is by beating her into submission, and it 

is likely that she is trying the same method to keep him 

under her control. Basically the relationship between a 

shrew and her husband is one of violence, a relationship 

filled with screaming and beating. 



CHAPTER II 

THE SHREW IN COMEDIES TO 1570 

In medieval England, infractions of a code of village's 

ethics were frequently punished by a custom called "riding 

the stang." The offender had to ride a pole, a hobby horse, 

or an ass with his face turned toward the tail. Those most 

frequently punished were misers, hen-pecked husbands, wife-

beaters, shrews, unchaste women, members of a second or 

third marriage, and members of May-December marriages. 

Very early, the English developed a lively humor that influ

enced the role of the shrew in their comic productions. In 

the early comedies, the shrew is the dominating force; she 

is critical of men, witty, and capable of controlling the' 
2 

action and her husband. Mere mortal man is no match for a 

lusty, strong, brawling shrew. In the later Elizabethean 

comedies, the tenet that man should rule his wife changes 

the complexion of the shrew in comedy. She is no longer 

allowed to continue her control of her husband, but is over

whelmed and reclaimed either by theological discourse or by 
3 

beating, a more direct method. 

E. K. Chambers, The Medieval Stage (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1967), I, 153. 

2 
G. Wilson Knight, The Golden Labyrinth (New York: 

W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1962), p. 75. 
Felix F. Schelling, Elizabethan Drama 1558-1642 (New 

York: Russell & Russell, Inc., 1959), p. 341. 

13 
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England was often called the "hell of horses, purgatory 
4 

of servants, paradise of women," a beneficial situation for 

women which arose from their willingness to fight for their 

rights and privileges. The battle of a woman for the domi

nating place in her household is frequently the subject of 

early comedies, beginning with Noah and The Second Shepherds' 

Play of the Wakefield Cycle. Two other early plays, Johan 

Job an, Tyb, and Sir Johan, and Tom Tyler and his Wife, also 

reflect the triumphant struggle of the shrew against her 

husband. In those early plays, the husband, if he can domi

nate his wife at all, cannot long keep the position of 

supremacy. 

One of the earliest plays to use a shrew as a character 

is The Second Shepherds' Play of the Wakefield Cycle. Gill, 

the wife of Mak, the sheep-stealer, is a sharp-tongued woman 

with tendencies toward being a shrew. She is justified in 

her crossness at Mak, however, since he is a disreputable 

sheep-thief and lying rogue, destined to be hanged at any 

time. With so many children. Gill needs a more secure 

source of income than that provided by Mak. Small wonder 

that she rails at him when he comes thumping at the door 

late at night when she has settled down to spinning to 

M. C. Bradbrook, English Dramatic Form (New YOrk: 
Barnes & Noble, Inc., 1965), p. 82. 
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earn a few pennies. Her sharp tongue is not completely 

ineffectual, since it almost saves Mak from a dangerous 

situation when the shepherds come to reclaim their stolen 

lamb. She frightens the shepherds so much with her scream

ing that they are afraid at first to look at the newborn 

baby, and thus discover that it is their lamb. Gill con

tinues the earlier tradition of the sharp-tongued shrew 

without making any substantial additions to the character. 

Gill is not the only shrew in The Second Shepherds' 

Play, although she is the only shrew to actually appear on 

stage. The second shepherd is married to a shrew, and 

laments his situation loud and long. His complaints provide 

an excellent introduction to the woes of married life, par

ticularly the woes of a man married to a shrew. He advises 

young men to beware of marriage, saying that marriage brings 

many sorrows: 

We silly wedded men endure much woe; we have sorrow 
then and then, it falls oft so.^ 

He compares himself to his rooster that is "in shackles" to 

Capel, the hen, and who must always beware when she cackles 
7 

or clucks, because it means trouble for him. He has a poor 

5 
Edd Winfield Parks and Richmond Croom Beatty, ed., 

The Second Shepherds' Play, The English Drama (New York: 
W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1963), lines 298-304. 

Ibid., lines 64-65. 
7 
Ibid., lines 66-72. 
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opinion of the institution of marriage, thinking it only 

brings hardship. He laments: 

These men that are wed have not all their will. 
When they are full hard bestead, they sigh full still. 
God knows they are led full hard and full ill: 
In bower nor in bed do they say aught theretill. 

This tide. 
My part have I found 
I know my lesson 1 
Woe is him that is bound 

For he must abide.^ 

He again warns bachelors against the pains of marriage, 

counselling that the desires that lend to the brief moments 

of a marriage ceremony lead to long years of grief. He 

continues: 

Be well ware of wedding, and think in your thought, 
"Had I wist" is a thing it serves of naught. 

Much still mourning has wedding home brought. 
And griefs, 

With many a sharp shower; 
For thou may catch in an hour 
That shall [savor] full sour 
As long as thou lives.9 

However, a brief description of Gib's wife quickly shows 

why he has such a low opinion of marriage. She is: 

. . . sharp as a thistle, as rough as a briar; 
She is browed like a bristle, with a sour-laden cheer; 
Had she once wet her whistle, she could sing full clear 

her paternoster. 
She is as great as a whale; 
She has a gallon of gall; 
By him that died for us all, 

I would I had run till I had lost herl-̂ 'J 

^Ibid., lines 73-81. 

^Ibid., lines 92-99. 

•^^Ibid., lines 101-108. 



17 

The second shepherd's wife is much like her predecessors; 

she is sharp-tongued, fond of her own way, obstinate, and 

quarrelsome. Also, she is ugly. Besides being unpleasant 

to listen to, she is unpleasant to see, being fat and having 

bushy eyebrows. She also has one characteristic not pre

viously seen among her shrewish sisters: the love of drink

ing. Being shrewish by inclination anyway, she probably 

becomes unbearable when drunk. 

Noah's wife, in Noah of the Wakefield Cycle, is a much 

more sophisticated shrew. There is no hint of ugliness, 

drinking problems, or fatness; she does possess, however, 

the traditional bad temper of the shrew. She heads a long 

list of "diverting stage shrews" that must be overcome by 

the strategic use of blows administered by their husbands. 

It is not known exactly how the character of the shrewish 

Vxor evolved; there is no Biblical basis; nor is there any 

hint of shrewishness in Jewish tradition. It has been 

surmised that the medieval playwright might have seen the 

comic potential of a stubborn wife who refused to leave her 

household and enter the Ark. Also, the shrewishness of 

Vxor may have evolved through dramatic action; actors found 

that a shrewish wife received more enthusiastic reaction 

12 than an unimaginative, cooperative Vxor. However the 

Schelling, Elizabethan Drama, p. 19. 

•̂ Ânna Jean Mill, "Noah's Wife Again," PMLA, LVI 
(1941) , 613-614. 
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character developed, Noah's wife is considered an important 

beginning in the dramatic tradition of the shrew. 

Noah of the Wakefield Cycle is a simple play, following 

closely the Biblical story. Noah is warned of the flood and 

told to build the Ark, which he does, and in it he puts his 

family and two of every animal. After rain for forty days 

and forty nights, Noah sends out a raven and a dove, and 

his family rejoices when they once again reach dry land. 

The play is saved from dullness only by the colorful char

acter of Vxor. Noah is at first hesitant to give his wife 

news of the coming flood, knowing that any unusual and dis

agreeable occurrence arouses her wrath quickly. He 

queries: 

Lord! homward will I hast/ as fast as that I may; 
My wife will I frast/ what she will say. 
And I am agast/ that we get some fray 

Betwixt vs both, 
For she is full tethee. 
For litill oft angre; 
If any-thyng wrang be, 
Soyne is she wroth. 1-̂  

Noah is met with reproaches as soon as he sees his wife, 

who, when asked how she is, replies that she is usually 

doing quite well until she sees Noah. She then asks where 

he has been so long and accuses him of being a poor provider 

She chastises Noah with 

•̂ "̂ Joseph Quincy Adams, ed. , Noah, Chief Pre-Shakespearean 
Dramas (Cambridge: Houghton Mifflin, 1924), lines 182-189. 
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Yit of mete and of drynk 
Have we very scant. 1"̂  

Noah attempts to defend himself, but Vxor says he should 

15 be clad "in Stafford blew," probably meaning beaten blue 

with a staff. She reveals that he is of a gloomy disposi

tion, always expecting her to share his misery and sorrow, 

wearing a long face also. Evidently this criticism touches 

the quick, for Noah immediately begins to shout at her, "We! 

hold thi tong, ram-skyt,/ or I shall thi still!"''"̂  And the 

fight is on. She retaliates witli, "By my thrift, if thou 

17 smyte,? I shal turne the vntill." They proceed to beat 

each other, all the while hurling abuses. After Noah 

strikes her down, she sits down to her spinning. He asks 

for her prayers as he goes about his work. 

There is no further quarrel until Noah begins to try 

to persuade his wife to go onto the Ark and be saved. He 

approaches with, "Tent hedir tydely,/ wife, and consider; 

18 Hens must vs fie/ all sam togeder in hast." She does 

not understand why he is so anxious to run away and who 

would be chasing him. Noah tells her of the impending 

•̂ Îbid. , lines 197-198. 

•"•̂ Ibid. , line 200. 

Ibid., line 217. 

•̂ Îbid. , line 218. 

•̂ Îbid, lines 292-293. 
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flood, a story which frightens her almost as much as the 

blows she will get if she does not go to the Ark with Noah. 

After they enter the Ark, however, trouble arises because 

Vxor is not entranced by the size of the Ark with its 

cramped living space. She complains: 

I was never bard ere,/ as ever myght I the. 
In sich an oostre as this! 

In fa[i]th, I can not fynd. 
Which is before, which is behynd! 
Bot shall we here by pynd, 
Noe, as have thou blis?!^ 

She seats herself on a small hill and continues her spinning 

in spite of the entreaties of Noah and all her children, 

obstinately determined to finish her spinning at all costs: 

Wheder I lose or I wyn,/ in fayth, 
thi felowship. 

Set I not at a pyn./ This spyndill will I slip 
Apon this hill 

Or I styr oone fote.^O 

When once the water starts rising, she quickly changes her 

mind and runs into the ship for fear of drowning. Her 

troubles are not ended here; Noah is angry with her because 

she stayed on the land and made him and the family worry 

about her safety; so he gives her another good beating. She 

retaliates by saying that many women, herself among them, 

wish that they were widows because of the miseries of married 

•"•̂ Ibid. , lines 328-333. 

^°Ibid., lines 363-366. 



21 

life. Noah then speaks to the audience, giving good advice 

to the young men on the training of a good wife: 

Yee men that has wifis,/ whyls they are yong. 
If you luf youre lifis,/ chastice thare tong. 
Me thynk my hert ryfis,/ both levyr and long. 
To see sich stryfis/ wedmen emong. 

Bot I 
As have I blys, _ 
Shall chastyse this! 

He follows his own advice and administers the third beating 

of the play. After this beating, Vxor recedes from impor

tance in the play. She merely comments on the flood and 

helps Noah send out the raven and the dove. The third beat

ing had its effect in subduing her and quieting her shrewish 

tongue. She becomes as exemplary a wife as Petruchio's Kate 

when tamed, foreshadowing the Elizabethan idea that the 

shrew must become submissive to her husband. This play 

continues the theme of beating a shrewish wife as begun in 

the ballad and jest-books. This is the first play to use 

the idea of the necessity of three beatings. The jests and 

ballads had only used one beating, but later plays such as 

Tom Tyler and his Wife, will again use the idea of three 

beatings. 

An early play that shows a husband completely powerless 

against the scheming of his wife is A Mery Play Between 

Johan Johan, the Husbande, Tyb, his Wyfe, and Syr Johan, 

•̂'•Ibid., lines 399-403. 
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the Priest. The play was written by John Heywood and 

22 
entered in the Stationer's Register on 12 February 153 3. 

Johan Johan begins the play by boasting of the terrible 

beating that he will give to Tyb as soon as she returns 

home: 

Both on the tone syde and on the tother. 
Before and behynde—nought shall be her bote— 
From the top of the heed to the sole of the fote.^ 

He knows that beating has proved to be the most effective 

method of taming a shrewish wife, but obviously he has not 

beaten her before, since Tyb has complete domination over 

Johan Johan. His boasts only serve to emphasize his pitiful 

24 state. He rightly suspects that she is with Sir Johan, 

the priest who delights in hearing the confessions of all 

the women. The cause of Tyb's shrewishness is soon dis

covered; she wants Johan Johan to make few demands upon her 

so that she will have plenty of time to spend with Sir Johan, 

Tyb is a more sophisticated shrew than her earlier sisters; 

she does not resort to frequent beatings and screams at her 

22 
W. W. Greg, A Bibliography of the English Printed 

Drama to the Restoration (London: The Bibliographical 
Society, 1970), I, vii. 

23 
Joseph Quincy Adams, ed., Johan Johan, Tyb, and Syr 

Johan, Chief Pre-Shakespearean Dramas (Cambridge: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1924), lines 62-64. 

O A 

M. C. Bradbrook, "Dramatic Role as Social Image, A 
Study of The Taming of the Shrew," Shakespeare Jahrbuch, 
XCIV (1958), 133. 
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husband. She is full of sweet words and trickery, knowing 

that these are the best ways to work around Johan Johan. 

She tricks Johan Johan into saying that they should invite 

Sir Johan to eat a pie with them, an uncomfortable situation 

for a cuckolded husband. Not only will Sir Johan come to 

dinner, but Johan Johan must go and issue the invitation. 

But before he can do this task, Tyb has several other chores 

for him. She has him set up the trestles and boards for the 

table. As he is about to leave, she calls him back to set 

the table. Then he must return from the door to bring her 

a stool; he must also fetch Tyb two clean cups, fill the 

pot with ale, and bring the bread. Tyb so completely domi

nates Johan Johan that he does not think of questioning or 

disobeying her. When he returns to his house, having per

suaded Sir Johan to come to dinner, Tyb demands that he 

fetch some water. He soon discovers that the pail has a 

hole in it, and Sir Johan gives him wax to repair the hole. 

Tyb makes him sit by the fire, chafing the wax, while she 

and Sir Johan enjoy the pie and ale and bread. She and Sir 

Johan are delighted by the joke: "Now by my trouthe, it is 

25 
a prety jape, for a wyfe to make her husband her ape." 

Johan Johan sits by the fire becoming angrier and angrier, 

not at all edified by the priest's stories of three "mirac

ulous" births, where the husbands were all cuckolded. After 

25 
Johan Johan, lines 513-514. 
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the meal is over, Tyb pretends pity for Johan Johan's story 

of having nothing to eat and drink. He becomes so angry 

that he throws down the pail and threatens to throw coal 

in Tyb's face. Finally Johan Johan and Sir Johan fight 

and Tyb flees with Sir Johan. Johan Johan is left crowing 

that he beat them until they were forced to leave him vic

torious. At the last moment he realizes that they have 

probably gone to Sir Johan's house to cuckold him and runs 

after them to see if his suppositions are true. 

Tyb is a new type of shrew in the early English comedy. 

She is a shrew because she is making a fool and a cuckold 

of her husband, thus introducing a sexual reason for shrew

ishness. Since she is fooling him, she feels no respect 

for him and has no compunctions about ordering him around. 

Johan Johan seems to be a spineless, boastful, little man 

who would easily fall into the position of being a cuckold 

husband of a shrew. Tyb has also progressed from the sim

ple level of shrewishness; she does not have to beat her 

husband or scream at him. She issues orders, tries to 

persuade him of her virtue, and makes fun of him, sometimes 

not too subtly, all the while trampling on him and ordering 

her life as she wants it. She is a clever, scheming shrew, 

not dependent on obvious tactics of beatings and screams. 
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Another play that shows a husband completely dominated 

by his wife is Tom Tyler and his Wife. It is an anonymous 

play, first printed in 1661, but having been acted for about 

one hundred years before its printing, as the title page of 

26 
the play claims. Led by Desire, Tom Tyler has married a 

shrew and has not the least idea of how to cope with her. 

She is aptly named Strife, since her chief joy in life is 

quarrelling with Tom and beating him mercilessly. In the 

list of shrews, she is particularly an unlikeable shrew. 

She is forever boasting of her power over her poor husband, 

beating her chest in a most masculine way, and providing 

entertainment for her drinking cronies by tormenting poor 

Tom. Early in the play she shows her complete control over 

Tom when she says: 

Alas, silly man! 
What a husband Have I, as light as a fly? 
I leap and I skip, I carry the whip. 
And I bear the bell; if he please me not well 
I will take him by the poll, by Cock's precious soul! 
I will make him to toil, when I laugh and smile; 
I will fare of the best, I will sit and take rest. 
And make him to find all things to my mind. 
And yet sharp as the wind, I will use him unkind. 
And feign myself sick; there is no such trick, 
to dolt with a daw, and keep him in awe. 
I will teach him to know the way to Dunmow. 
At board and at bed, I will crack the Knave's head. 
If he look but awry, or cast a sheep's eye; 
So shall I be sure, to keep him in ure. 
To serve like a knave, and live like a slave. 

^^John S. Farmer, ed., Tom Tyler and his Wife, Early 
English Dramatists (New York: Barnes & Noble, Inc., 1966), 
p. 289. 
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And in the mean season, I will have my own reason; 
And no man to control me, to pill or to poll me 
Which I love of life.27 

Of all the reasons women may have for being shrews. Strife's 

is the most disagreeable. She has determined that no man 

shall be able to control her: she seems to have married Tom 

Tyler so as to have a man around to bully and control. 

Strife has one other unpleasant characteristic, the love of 

drink. If she had more sober moments, perhaps she would be 

a better wife. Her shrewish behavior is also heightened by 

her drinking friends; she loves to boast to her gossips' 

circle of her control of Tom, and proves it whenever he 

wanders haplessly by. When he comes to the ale house for a 

drink after working hard all day. Strife drives him away 

with the first beating of the play. When he leaves. Strife 

2 8 
declares herself, "half weary with chiding already." 

Strife, Tipple, and Sturdy compose a song on Tom Tyler's 

misfortunes, declaring tliat, "As many as match themselves 

29 
with shrows/ may hep to carry away the blows. . . . " 

The gossips leave the tavern only after drinking themselves 

nearly senseless. 

^^Ibid., pp. 294-295. 

^^Ibid., p. 298. 

Ibid. 
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Tom Tyler is a pleasant, if simple, man; the only curse 

of his life is his wife, which more than makes up for any 

other hardships he might have had. He states: 

I would desire no better life. 
Except that God would chage my wife. 
If she were gone, and I were free. 
What tiler then were like to me? 
For howsoever I travel, she uses me like a javel. 
And goeth from house to house, as drunk as a mouse; 
Giving and granting, checking and taunting. 
Bragging and vaunting, flouting and flaunting. 
And when I come home, she makes me a mouse; 
And cuts my comb, like a hop on my thumb, 
With contrary biting too clear of reciting.-^0 

Since Tom Tyler is such a simple man, he has no idea 

of how to tame his wife. He seems to accept his fate as a 

miserable man, not realizing that the situation could be 

changed and that he could become master of his own household. 

However, his friend Tom Taylor has good advice for a hen

pecked husband. Tom Taylor knows that the best way to 

school a shrew is to beat her if she will not listen to 

reason. Therefore, he agrees to disguise himself as Tom 

Tyler and beat Strife into submission. This strategy is so 

successful that Strife shows all evidence of becoming a 

model wife. The gossip circle is filled with wonder that 

31 "such a simple fool" could have beaten Strife black and 

blue. Peace is short-lived; trouble begins again when 

^^Ibid., p. 301. 

"̂ •̂ Ibid. , p. 308. 
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Strife says she can never love Tom Tyler because he beat 

her so badly. He is moved to confess that he did not beat 

her, news that makes her well as she jumps from her bed to 

beat Tom again. He loses any control over Strife that he 

may have won by having her beaten, since she respected his 

ability to make her black and blue, one of the few things 

she could respect. It seems that Tom Tyler's life will be 

even worse than before until Patience miraculously inter

venes. Patience reproves Tom Tyler, Strife and Tom Taylor 

for their parts in the fights and confusion and enjoins 

them all to change their ways: 

I would have you all friends; 
And I would have Tom Taylor to be no railer; 
Nor Tom Tiler to chide, which I cannot abide; 
Nor his wife for to shew any pranks of a shrew.-̂ ^ 

Strife adds new dimension to the character of the shrew. 

Never before in literature has a woman been a shrew because 

of hating men and loving to show power over them.- .Strife 

parades her powers over Tom before her drinking friends, 

having no other reason for shrewishness than ill-will toward 

men, love of power and boastfulness. She is, like the sec

ond shepherd's wife, very fond of drinking, which only com

pounds her shrewishness. The play is also similar to Noah 

in that there are three beatings, two administered to Tom 

Tyler and one to Strife. 

^^Ibid., p. 319. 
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With the exception of The Second Shepherds' Play, these 

early plays use the shrew as one of the main characters. 

The action evolves to a great extent around the shrew's per

sonality, especially as the character develops in the later 

plays. The husbands have great difficulty in gaining con

trol over their wives. Noah beats his wife into submission, 

but evidently one beating is not sufficient, and he must 

again try to tame her. Johan Johan is completely incapable 

of mastering his wife, being neither clever enough to trick 

her or forceful enough to beat her. Also ineffectual is 

Tom Tyler, who must have a friend beat his wife for him, and 

then stupidly reveals the trick to her and incurs her 

greater wrath. In these early plays, there is no question 

of the husband gaining complete control over his wife. He 

might, like Noah, repeatedly beat her in hope of changing 

her shrewishness. He might take no course of action, like 

Johan Johan; or he might rely on outside intervention, like 

Tom Tyler. 

The character of the shrew begins to take on more di

mension in these early plays. She is no longer delineated 

as a screaming woman who must be tamed by beating; she be

comes a much more varied character. Gill, Mak's wife, and 

Noah's wife are shrewish because they believe that their 

husbands are poor providers. Noah's wife is also very 

crotchety when her ordinary course of life is disrupted. 
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Tyb is a completely new type of shrew. She adds a sexual 

dimension to shrewishness, since she is cuckolding her hus

band and has lost all respect for Johan Johan. There is 

malice to her shrewishness; she has complete control over 

Johan Johan, and can make him obey her every whim, without 

ever having to resort to physical violence or harsh words. 

She is a very sophisticated woman, never coarse, but always 

maintaining the upper hand. In direct contrast is Tom 

Tyler's wife. Strife, who is coarse, vulgar, and obvious in 

her shrewishness. She especially is notable for her drink

ing habits. The necessity of the beatings of the play link 

Tom Tyler and his Wife closely to Noah. Strife also adds 

the dimension of man-hating and love of power over men. 

These four plays, although each is comparatively brief in 

length, add considerably to the developing character of the 

shrew, changing her from a one-sided character into a much 

more varied personality. 



CHAPTER III 

THE SHREW IN COMEDIES CONTEMPORARY WITH 

THE TAMING OF THE SHREW 

Between 2 May 1594, when the anonymous The Taming of 

a Shrew was entered in the Stationer's Register, and 1623, 

when The Taming of the Shrew in Shakespeare's first folio 

was entered, there were several plays written which used 

the comic character of the shrew. One play. Two Angry 

Women of Abington, is similar to the earlier comedies in 

that the shrews in the play cause the action of the play; 

they are basically the main characters. The other plays 

of this period. The Honest Whore, parts I and II, Patient 

Grissil, and How a Man May Choose a Good Wife from a Bad, 

relegate the character of the shrew to a subplot, or at 

least a secondary position. These plays show the develop

ment of drama in that they are longer and more complicated 

than the earlier plays, and frequently have more than one 

plot. In these plays the shrew is used for comedy in a 

secondary plot or as a foil to a more patient or virtuous 

woman in the primary plot. 

The Pleasant History of the Two Angry Women of 

Abington by Henry Porter was entered in the Stationer's 

\ l . W. Greg, A Bibliography of the English Printed 
Drama to the Restoration (London: The Bibliography Society, 
1970) , I, ix. 
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2 
Register in 1599. This play shows a further complication 

of the use of the shrew for comic effect; instead of one 

shrew, this play contains three. In this play, Mr. Goursey 

and Mr. Barnes are the very best of friends, which means 

that they and their wives frequently dine and play cards 

together. It quickly becomes apparent that Mrs. Barnes, 

who is to be the leading shrew, is particularly displeased 

by her husband and Mrs. Goursey. She makes thinly veiled 

accusations, conduct that is especially unpleasant since she 

is hostess to the Goursey couple. She begins by accusing 

her husband of availing himself of the Goursey's hospitality 

much too freely, "Heele be a bolde guest I warrant ye. And 
3 

boulder too with you then I would have him." She then 

continues her accusations with: 

Why, he will trouble you at home, for sooth. 
Often call in, and aske ye how ye doe; 
And sit and chat with you all day till night. 
And all night too, if he might have his will."* 

I thinke ye, mistresse Goursey, for my husbande; 
And if it hap your husbande come our way 
A hunting or such ordinary sportes, 
lie do as much for yours as you for mine.^ 

2 
Ibid., p. X. 

Porter, The T\sio Angry Women of Abington (New York: 
The Macmillan Company, 1907), I, 37-38. 

"̂ Ibid. , I, 41-44. 

^Ibid.', I, 48-51. 
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Mrs. Goursey decides to ignore the accusations, and they 

all sit down to play at cards. Here Mrs. Barnes' accusa

tions become too blatant to be ignored. She accuses Mrs. 

Goursey of cheating at cards and otherwise, with "I thinke 
g 

sheele play me false." When Mr. Goursey says that he will 

keep his wife honest, Mrs. Barnes replies that he of all 

men will be deceived by his wife. In spite of Mrs. Barnes' 

words, the card game goes on, only to end when Mrs, Barnes 

accuses Mrs. Goursey of "bearing" one man too many. When 

Mr. Barnes begs his wife to rule her tongue and be a 

gracious hostess, she completely refuses. She retorts: 

Gods Lord, be rulde, be rulde! 
What, thinke ye I have suche a babies wit. 
To have a rods correction for my tongue? 
Schoole infancle; I am of age to speake, ^ 
And I know when to speake: shall I be chid . . . . 

In spite of the war their wives are soon engaged in, the two 

men vow their friendship will be unchanged; they will stand 
o 

together, "partners of two curst wives." Mr. Barnes re-
9 

fleets, "Where shall wee find a man sublest that is not?" 

The resultant action of the play arises from the 

attempts of the Barnes family to reconcile their wife and 

^Ibid., I, 89. 

^Ibid., I, 198-202. 

^Ibid., I, 254. 

^Ibid., I, 255. 
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mother with her former friend, Mrs. Goursey. Life is miser

able in a household with an angry Mrs. Barnes. Mr. Barnes 

first attempts to reason with his wife and find the cause 

for her arguements. Unfortunately he chooses to praise 

Mrs. Goursey's virtue, an ill-advised tactic: 

She is not, nor I know not, but I Know 
That thou dust love her, therefore thankst her so; 
Thou bearst with her because she beares with thee. 
Thou mayst be ashamed to stand in her defence: 
She is a strumpet, and thou art no honest man 
To stand in her defence against thy wife. 
If I catch her in my walke, now by Cockes bones, 

lie scratch out both her eyes.10 

When Mrs. Barnes hears that her husband has discussed mar

riage with Mall, their daughter, she is very displeased. 

She tells Mall she is much too young to marry and must await 

her mother's permission. Mall, who is looking forward most 

eagerly to the joys of marriage, is very upset by her 

mother's opposition; so they are soon arguing. 

When Philip Barnes encounters his mother and tries to 

counsel her to patience and temperance, he soon finds him

self in difficulties also. At the mere mention of Mrs. 

Goursey's name, Mrs. Barnes begins raving: 
Mistress flurt, yon foule strumpet. 

Light a love, short heeles! Mistress Goursey 
Call her againe, and thou wert better no.H 

-'•̂ Ibid. , III, 64-71. 

•̂ -̂ Ibid. , III, 230-232. 
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Philip makes a bad mistake of recalling past words spoken 

12 
by his mother, saying that her husband was "temperate," 

at which she replies she was blinded by love. Finally, 

Philip makes his worst mistake, "He loves ye but too well, 

13 I sweare, unless ye know much better how to use him," 

From that time onward, whenever Mrs. Barnes catches sight 

of Philip, she rails at him, "Too well!" She is completely 

incensed that Philip thinks Mr. Barnes loves her more than 

she deserves. 

In desperation, the Barnes family plots to bring the 

two warring women back to friendship. Their plans involve 

a Romeo-Juliet type of marriage between Mall and Franke 

Goursey. Philip is most anxious to promote the match, 

partly to make peace and partly because he fears that his 

sister will not be able to marry so well otherwise. She 

is her own mother's daughter, a young shrew in the budding, 

not yet developed but full of potential. Her brother de

scribes her in this way: 

Why, she will floute the devill, and make blush 
The boldest face of man that ever man saw; 
He that hath best opinion of his wit. 
And hath his braine pan fraught with bitter jestes 

of his owne, or stolne, or howsoever, 
Let him stand nere so high on his owne conceite. 
He wit's a suane that melts him downe like butter. 
And makes him sit at table pancakewise. 

•'•̂ Ibid. , III, 240. 

^^Ibid., III, 254-255. 
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Flat, flat, [God knows] and nere a word to say; 
Yet sheele not leave him then, but like a tyrant 
Sheele persecute the poore wit-beaten man. 
And so beband him with dry bubs and scoffes. 
When he is downe, most cowardly, good faith. 
As I have pittied the poore patient. 1"̂  

The marriage plans are nearly foiled when they are dis

covered by Mrs. Barnes and Mrs. Goursey. Mrs. Goursey has 

in the meantime reached levels of ill-tempered shrewishness 

to equal those of Mrs. Barnes. She is incensed that her 

good name has been attacked. She scolds: 

. . . a jealous slandering spitefull queane she is. 
One that would blur my reputation 

With her approbious mallice, if she could. 
She wrongs her husband, to abuse my fame. . . . 1^ 

Mrs. Goursey sees a letter between Barnes and Goursey making 

arrangements for the marriage and Mrs. Barnes catches Mall 

and Franke together; on only one thing the women agree, that 

there will be no marriage. These refusals prove no problem 

to the young lovers, who plan to meet in the cunny greene 

and escape to be married. Nighttime finds Mall, Philip, 

Francis, Mrs. Goursey and her servant, Coomes, and no light; 

but night also finds Mrs. Barnes with a torch, the two hus

bands, and Sir Ralph Smith wandering around the cunny field. 

Sir Ralph Smith, who had come to the green to hunt, is some

what amazed by the number of people trampling about the 

meadow in the dark. 

•"•"̂ Ibid. , VI, 10-23. 

^^Ibid., VI, 113-116. 
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The argument between the two women is finally resolved 

when they meet in the meadow and, after hurling taunts at 

each other, begin to fight. Philip bravely steps between 

them and begins to reason with them. He learns that his 

mother's suspicions are caused by one small baseless rumor, 

which is quickly denied by her husband, and peace is re

stored. Frank and Mall are brought forward and consent is 

given by both mothers for their marriage. 

Two Angry Women of Abington was highly praised by 

Charles Lamb, who thought that it was not at all inferior 

to The Comedy of Errors or The Taming of the Shrew. "̂  The 

play is full of lively action, charming and sometimes bawdy 

dialogue, and has no less than three shrews. Mrs. Barnes, 

who seems to be of shrewish tendencies, is completely un

restrained in her ill-temper, all because of a small base

less rumor that she hears of her husband's indiscretions. 

She becomes a full-blown unbearable shrew because of sexual 

jealousy. Her daughter Mall, as described by Philip, will 

eventually be a woman difficult to master. Mrs. Goursey, 

at first patient and forbearing, is finally pushed to full 

flare of ill-temper, giving Mrs. Barnes blow for blow and 

curse for curse. This play differs from earlier plays using 

shrews in that the anger of the shrews is not directed 

16 
Schelling, Elizabethan Drama, p. 322. 
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primarily at their husbands. Mrs. Barnes is angry at her 

husband for his supposed infidelity, but she is more angry 

at Mrs. Goursey for encouraging Mr. Barnes. Mrs. Goursey 

becomes angry at Mrs. Barnes because of the slights on her 

reputation. And Mall becomes angry because her wish to 

marry is thwarted by her mother. In these actions, the hus

bands suffer because of the disruption of domestic quiet, 

but this play is more a battle between women than a battle 

between the sexes. 

In 1603 The Pleasant Comedie of Patient Grissill as 

acted by the Admiral's Company was entered in the Stationer's 

17 Register. It is generally attributed to Dekker, since 

Henslowe paid ten guineas for the play to Dekker, Chettle, 

18 
and Haughton between 16 October and 29 December 1599. 

The play probably follows closely the story of Patient 

Grissill, a play by John Phillip that was printed in 

19 February 1569. The patient Griselda story is as old as 

20 
the shrew character. In Patient Grissill the Griselda 

17 
Greg, Bibliography, p. 4. 

1 8 
Thomas Dekker, Patient Grissill, in The Dramatic 

Works of Thomas Dekker, ed. by Fredson Bowers (Cambridge: 
University Press, 1962), p. 209. 

19 
Greg, Bibliography, p. viii. 

20 
Schelling, Elizabethan Drama, p. 339. 
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and shrew characters are used with the shrew providing a 

foil for the long-suffering wife. 

The main plot of the play is very simple. Gwalter, 

Marquess of Salucia, chooses as his wife the beautiful 

Grissill, daughter of the humble basket-weaver, Janicola. 

After several months of marriage, Gwalter decides to try 

Grissill's patience and her love for him. He begins by 

being cool to her, then by having all the courtiers spurn 

her. Her fine clothes are taken from her; and then clad in 

her original rags, she is returned to her father's hut. 

After she gives birth to twins, the Duke has the children 

taken from her, and eventually reported as being dead. 

Last, Grissill is supposed to attend the Duke's new bride. 

Grissill maintains a saintly patience and great love for 

her husband, in spite of his causing her such hardships. 

At the end he acknowledges Grissill as his true wife and 

returns all her possessions, honors, and her children to 

her. He claims to have proven her love to be true and 

steadfast through all her trials. He has molded her pa

tience as he would mold a young twig so that it will be 

a straight tree. 

In complete contrast is the story of Sir Owen of 

Meredith, a Welsh knight, and his bride Gwenthyan, cousin 

to Gwalter. As Gwalter tests Grissill's patience, so does 

Gwenthyan test Sir Owen's patience. Gwenthyan's 
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shrewishness is as great as Grissill's patience. Before 

her marriage to Sir Owen, Gwenthyan has already had prac

tice for shrewishness, being a widow. She promises to marry 

Sir Owen if her cousin the Marquess approves, and if Sir 

Owen will allow her to have her own way. 

Sir Owen, Sir Owen, tis not for faliant, Gwenthyan 
cares so much, but for honest and fertuous, and 
loving and pundall to leade her have her will.21 

However, Sir Owen's problems do not really begin until 

Gwalter begins his persecutions of the patient Grissill. 

The first indication of Sir Owen's anguish comes when he 

begs Gwalter to be kinder to Grissill so that his own home-

life will be more peaceful. He pleads: 

. , . vse her Latie Grissill a good teale better, 
for as God vdge me, you hurd Sir Owen out a cry 
by naging her sad and powd so, see you?22 

Although Sir Owen's friend's mock him by saying that 

Gwenthyan is a most virtuous, beautiful, kind, and patient 

lady. Sir Owen refuses to be turned from his pleaing for 

help in taming his wife. Since Gwenthyan fears to be 

treated like Grissill, the worse Grissill's plight becomes, 

the worse Gwenthyan's temper. Therefore, she is making Sir 

Owen's life miserable. 

. . . you know her face is liddle faire and smug, 
but her has a tung goes langle, iangle, langle. 

"̂""Dekker, Patient Grissill, II, i, lines 192-194. 

^^Ibid., III, ii, lines 116-118. 
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iangle, petter and worse then pelles when her 
house is a fire: patient? ha ha Sir Owen shall 
tag her heeles and run to Wales, and her play 
the tivell so out a cry terrible a pogs on her 
la.-̂ -̂  

Sir Owen continues to lament his miserable life, and since 

he cannot return to the carefree bachelor's life, he begs 

assistance from Gwalter in taming Gwenthyan. 

. . . Gwenthyan is worse and worse out a cry, owe 
out a cry worse, out of awl cry, shee's fear'd to 
be made fool as Grissill is, and as God vdge me, 
her may fine pobbie foole of Sir Owen, her shide 
and shide, and prawle and scoulde, by God and 
scradge terrible sometime, owe and had her wil 
doe what her can, ha ha ha, and Sir Owen were 
hansome pachelor agen, pray cozen Marquesse tag 
some order in Grissill, or tedge Sir Owen to 
nag Gwenthyan quiet and tame her.24 

Gwalter promises to teach Sir Owen how to tame Gwenthyan, 

but unfortunately does not tell him the method until the 

end of the play, when the cure is too late. When Gwalter 

cuts three twigs, or wands, Sir Owen thinks he means to 

beat Gwenthyan, but advises that she will not like such 

an action, and will probably strike first. 

Unfortunately, Gwenthyan arrives on the scene and imme

diately spies the wand. Thinking that Sir Owen means to 

use them to beat her, she commands the servant Rice to take 

the wands and break them. A verbal battle between Gwenthyan 

23 
Ibid., III, ii, lines 131-135. 

^^Ibid., Ill, ii, lines 138-145. 
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cind Sir Ô êns follows, with them issuing conflicting orders 

to Rice, who fears to obey either of them. Sir Owen finally 

convinces his wife that the wands are for her to use as 

whips for her horse, and she allows them to be carried away 

and locked up. 

In a particularly unfortunate moment in their quarrel, 

Sir Owen bids his wife to be more like the patient Grissill, 

25 whom Gwenthyan quickly condemns as a "ninny pobbie foole." 

When Sir Owen later tells of the birth of Grissill's chil

dren, Gwenthyan flies into a jealous rage, accusing Sir 

Owen of loving her cousins more than he loves her. His 

accusations of jealousy end with sheer exasperation. 

God vdge me, not love her cozen? is shealous? owe 
is fine trig, not love her cozen? God vdge her wil, 
and hang her self, see you now?26 

Sir Owen's suggestion that his wife hang herself is not 

kindly taken. She begins screaming and tells Sir Owen that 

her first husband would have been afraid to tell her to hang 

herself. Her screams and cries disturb Sir Owen so much 

that he promises to buy her a new coach, and two new horses, 

and coars, and pages to follow at her heels. He is prepared 

to make any promise to get peace. When he promises never to 

tell Gwenthyan to hang herself, domestic peace is restored. 

^^Ibid., Ill, ii, line 202. 

26 Ibid., Ill, ii, lines 226-228. 
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However, tranquillity is short-lived, since Rice imme

diately enters with Gwenthyan's new rebate, a neckpiece 

costing three pounds. Sir Owen does not want to pay for it, 

and in the quarrel that ensues, tears it. In retaliation, 

Gwenthyan tears up bonds worth five thousand ducats, causing 

great dismay to Sir Owen. Gwenthyan leaves in a huff, and 

Sir Owen mumbles that a man would be better off hanged and 

quartered than married to a widow. He then rightly observes 

27 that "a shrewes sharpe tongue is terrible as hell." 

To teach Sir Owen a lesson, Gwenthyan decides to give 

a feast for all the neighborhood beggars instead of the 

distinguished guests that Sir Owen had invited to dine. Sir 

Owen, Gwalter, and friends arrive to find Owen's house in 

complete chaos. Sir Owen blames his problems on Gwalter's 

treatment of Grissill, " . . . pecause Grissill is made 

foole and turne away, Gwenthyan may foole of Sir Owen: is 

2 8 good? ha, is good?" Gwenthyan complains to Gwalter that 

Sir Owen tore her rebate and ruffs, and told her to hang 

herself. They are soon fighting, and Gwalter fears that 

they will harm each other. Gwalter enjoins them to be 

friends, but Gwenthyan does not wish to befriend Sir Owen. 

^^Ibid., III, ii, line 279. 

^^Ibid., IV, ill, lines 134-136. 
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"Gwenthyan scawrnes to be friends, her Ladle will be Master 
29 

Sir Owen." 

Sir Owen and Gwenthyan are reconciled only after 

Gwalter reclaims Grissill as his rightful wife and restores 

her to her position and honors. Gwalter shows that the 

patience of Grissill has withstood all his tests and proved 

her love. Gwalter explains that he has shaped Grissill's 

patience as he would shape a young wand into a straight 

tree. On the other hand. Sir Owen had given Gwenthyan her 

head, and like an unshaped twig, her disposition became 

unbending. She would break if he now tried to exert power 

over her. Sir Owen is speechless, not knowing how to tame 

his wife, but is advised by Julia to exercise patience, 

and, that failing, buy his winding sheet. 

Fortunately for Sir Owen, Gwenthyan decides to abandon 

her shrewishness. Since Grissill will no longer be perse

cuted. Sir Owen will no longer be persecuted. Gwenthyan 

proclaims: 

. . . Sir Owen shal be her head, and is sorry has 
anger her head and mag it ake, but pray good Knight 
be not provde and triumph too much and treat her 
Latie downe, God vdge mee will tag her will agane 
doe what her can.^0 

29 
Ibid., IV, ill, lines 162-163. 

•^"ibid., V, ii, lines 265-268. 
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Gwenthyan is a most unusual addition to the tradition 

of the shrew. Although her husband Sir Owen is the direct 

recipient of her ill-will, he is not the cause of her shrew

ishness. She fears to be tread on as Grissill is, and the 

worse the treatment of Grissill becomes, the worse 

Gwenthyan's shrewishness becomes. Perhaps she feels that 

she can improve Grissill's plight by causing Sir Owen in 

his misery to bring pressure on Gwalter. But mostly she 

seems determined not to be trapped in a situation similar 

to Grissill's. Instead, she will try Sir Owen as much as 

Gwalter tries Grissill. 

Gwenthyan is also an ingenious shrew; she is not re

stricted to the traditional weapons of screaming and beating. 

Obviously she is sharp-tongued, since Sir Owen complains 

that her tongue always goes "Jangle, Jangle." But she uses 

other weapons: at one point she cries, and Sir Owen prom

ises her a carriage, horses, clothes, and pages to make her 

stop crying. At another point she gives the food prepared 

for the Marquess and his friends to beggars, thus humil

iating Sir Owen when he arrived with his invited guests. 

She does, however, show the traditional love of expensive 

clothes, as shown by the argument over the new rebate. 

Gwenthyan is a complicated combination of the traditional 

shrew and herself, having her own motives and a few of her 

own techniques for shrewishness. 
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The Honest Whore, part I, also by Thomas Dekker, was 

31 first entered in the Stationer's Register in 1604, and 

also uses the shrew in the subplot for comedy. The main 

plot of the play is the Romeo and Juliet romance between 

Hippolito and Infelice, daughter to the Duke of Milan. An

other plot deals with the reformation of the whore Bella-

front, who falls in love with Hippolito, but after being 

lectured by him on the evils of her profession, decides to 

become an honest woman. The comic subplot deals with the 

trials of the line-draper Candido, a man renowned for his 

patience, and his persecution by his shrewish wife Viola. 

Viola is typical of the woman who cannot abide having 

a good husband; out of sheer perversity she wants to make 

him lose his patience and become angry. If he would once 

strike her down as Noah did his wife, Viola would probably 

end her persecution, having felt a masterful hand. But 

such is not Candido's nature; he is so very famous through

out Milan as a patient man that many people try his patience 

as a sport. Viola feels that he is not truly a man since he 

has not lost his temper. She says: 

. . . I have heard it often said, that hee who can
not be angry, is no man. I am sure my husband is 
a man in print, for all things else, save only in 
this, no tempest can move him.-̂ 2 

^•^Fredson Bowers, ed. , The Dramatic Works of Thomas 
Dekker (Cambridge: The University Press, 1955), p. 3. 

^^Thomas Dekker, The Honest Whore, part I, in The 



47 

Viola admits to her brother that she has frequently 

tried to anger Candido, but has been completely unsuccessful. 

She loves him, but wants to see him angry once. Therefore 

she conceives an ingenious plot in which her brother Fustigo 

must help her. Since he is only newly-arrived in IVIilan, 

Candido will not know that Fustigo is Viola's brother. 

Therefore he must come richly dressed, to Candido's shop, 

swagger, be loud-mouthed, steal, kiss Viola, and make sug

gestions that they are secret lovers. Viola believes that 

his actions will surely enrage Candido. 

In the meantime, Viola's patience is further tried by 

Candido, when he cuts a pennyworth of lawn from the middle 

of a bolt to satisfy a customer, causing great waste. When 

he offers the customer a drink, Viola knocks the drink from 

Candido's hand, causing Pioratto to comment, "How strangely 

does this showe?/ A patient man linkt with a waspish 

33 

shrowe." 

When Fustigo goes to the shop as planned, the plot 

fails completely. Candido remains courteous to Fustigo in 

spite of his braggings and thinly veiled hints as to Viola's 

morals. However, one of Candido's apprentices' attacks 

Fustigo when he begins to take merchandise from the store. 

Dramatic Works of Thomas Dekker, ed. by Fredson Bowers (Cam
bridge: University Press, 1962), I, ii, lines 63-66. 

"̂̂ Ibid. , I, v, lines 140-14. 



48 

Viola is forced to reveal the plot to keep Fustigo from 

being seriously beaten. Candido refuses to be moved, and 

Viola is further infuriated. He is immediately called to 

the Senate-house and Viola refuses to give up the key to 

the chest where Candido keeps his Senate gown. He cannot 

go in his cloak, which is too short, and he will not break 

open the chest, since that would show impatience. There

fore he goes in a dark carpet, with holes cut in it for his 

head and arms, and wears a night cap, so that the other 

Senators will think he is careless of his appearance because 

of ill health. 

Viola refuses to be overcome by Candido's patience and 

has the apprentice George dress as his master, and the other 

apprentices are to treat George as the master. When Candido 

returns from the Senate to see George dressed as himself, he 

immediately changes into apprentice clothing and begins wait

ing on customers. Viola is almost screaming with rage: 

O fine foole? What, a mad-man? A patient man-man? 
Who ever heard of the like? Well Sir lie fit you 
and your humor presently: What? Crosse-points, 
lie vntie em all in a trice, lie vex you 

faith. . . . 34 

Since she says he has gone mad, she has him carried off to 

Bedlam as a madman. Candido says that she must be mad for 

having him arrested, but he still does not lose his temper. 

•̂ "̂ Ibid., IV, ill, lines 58-61 
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Viola hopes that this trick will work to make Candido 

angry, for it is the last trick she has to use. 

I thinke, I ha fitted now, you and your clothes. 
If this move not his patience, nothing can, 

lie sweare then I have a saint, and not a man.-̂ ^ 

Viola's last plot proves to be as ineffectual as all 

the other plans. Candido does not become angry, and while 

in Bedlam does not rant and rage against her. At last she 

fears that he will become insane while locked up with all 

the lunatics in Bedlam. She finds that she cannot live 

without Candido, since she does truly love him. 
lie to the monastery; I shall be mad till I injoy him, 
I shalbe sick till I see him, yet when I doe see him, 
I shall seepe out mine eyes.^^ 

She appeals to the Duke to release Candido from Bedlam, 

revealing her various plots to try Candido's patience. The 

Duke believes Viola insane, and promises to have Candido 

released. When he is released from Bedlam, Viola begs his 

forgiveness and promises not to vex him and try his patience 

any longer. 

Viola, like her predecessor Gwenthyan, does not need 

to resort to physical violence to show her shrewishness; 

she also does not even scream frequently. Her weapon is 

psychological warfare against her husband, which relates 

^^Ibid., IV, ill, lines 175-177. 

"̂ Îbid. , V, i, lines 28-30. 
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her to Johan Johan's wife, Tyb. Her motive for shrewishness 

is also a new development in the tradition of the shrew. 

Viola has a good husband, loving, wealthy, and above all, 

patient. Viola wants a husband who can be angered and be

comes a shrew to try his patience. Sheer perversity makes 

her unappreciative of the jewel she has in Candido, and 

she tries all the tricks she can think of to try his pa

tience. However, in the end she is won by his patience 

and her love for him. She finds that she loves him too 

much to live without him and will gladly suffer his patience 

in order to be near him. Really, her taming comes from 

within, since she is really tamed by her love for her 

husband. 

The Honest Whore proved to be so popular a play that 

it was followed by The Honest Whore, part II, written 

37 probably as early as 160 8. In this play Candido and his 

wife are again part of a secondary plot, but the wife is 

different; Viola has died, and Candido is newly married, 

much to the wonder of his friends. 

I wonder that being so stung with a waspe before, 
he dares venture againe to come about the eaves 
amongst Bees.-^^ 

37 
Bowers, Thomas Dekker, p. 133. 

^^Thomas Dekker, The Honest Whore, part II, in The 
Dramatic Works of Thomas Dekker, ed. by Fredson Bowers 
(Cambridge: The University Press, 1955), I, ii, lines 7-8 
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The wife soon proves to be of a quarrelsome disposition, 

hitting an apprentice in the mouth for serving her sack in

stead of claret for a toast. When Candido corrects the 

mistake, and asks his bride to toast him, she storms off 

the stage. Candido excuses her, saying that she is not 

feeling well. One of the noblemen, Lodovico, acts the part 

of a true friend and advises Candido to gain control over 

his wife immediately or he will be living a married life as 

miserable as his first marriage. Lodovico desires to borrow 

an apprentice suit and aid Candido in the taming of the 

bride. 

Lodovico advises Candido to beat his wife if necessary, 

and having tamed her, treat her with patience ever after. 

Candido bids the bride to make a room ready for his new 

apprentice, which she refuses to do. He then chides her 

for behaving badly at the party. He warns her that she 

must not behave as Viola had. 

A curst cowes milke I ha drunke once before, 
And 'twas so ranke in taste, lie drinke no more. 
Wife, lie tame you.^^ 

They start to fight with yard measures, the bride asking 

for the first blow. Her blow is a surprise, because it is 

a warning that she does not intend to be like Viola. She 

•^^Ibid., II, ii, lines 72-74. 
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will have no respect for a husband that is not her master. 

She says: 

. . . I disdaine 
The wife that is her husbands soveraigne. 
She that vpon your pillow first did rest. 
They say, the breeches wore, which I detest: 
The tax which she imposed vpon you, I abate you. 

If me you make your master, I shall hate you.^0 

All problems are quickly ended at this point. Candido has 

exercised his mastery over his wife, which is exactly what 

she required of him. She accepts his mastership gladly, 
and domestic bliss reigns. 

The second wife, although shrewish, is very minor in 

the dramatic tradition of the shrew. However, she is im

portant because the character shows the popularity of the 

shrew. When The Honest Whore, part II, was written, the 

shrew character was popular enough to be included also, 

even if for a short time. This bride is the most pliable 

shrew shown thus far in that all she requires to tame her 

is the assurance that her husband plans to be master of 

his own household. 

Another play. How a Man May Choose a Good Wife from a 

Bad, also uses the shrew in a secondary role. This play 

was first printed in 1602 and is generally attributed to 

41 Joshua Cooke. The shrew in this play. Mistress Mary, is 

^^Ibid., II, ii, lines 108-113. 

41 •̂ Robert Dodsley, ed. , A Select Collection of Old 
English Plays, rev. by W. Carew Hazlitt (New York: Benjamin 
Blon, Inc., 1964), IV, p. 2. 
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used as the foil to Mistress Arthur, the patient, loving, 

virtuous wife. In this contrast the play is similar to 

Patient Grissill. However, not only is Mistress Mary a 

shrew, but she is also a whore, another dimension to the 

shrew tradition. 

The story of the play is very simple; young Arthur 

despises his virtuous, beautiful wife and wishes her dead, 

preferring to be with a whore Mistress Mary. He gets hold 

of poison, which is truly only a sleeping drug, and gives 

it to her in wine at a party. She supposedly dies, and 

young Arthur marries Mistress Mary, and this begins his 

problems. 

Mistress Mary had already shown indications of shrew

ishness in her behavior toward Sir Aminadab, an elderly 

admirer. She first encourages him, enflames him to love, 

then spurns him, causing him to desire his own death. She 

also spurns the offer of marriage from Brabo, a swaggering, 

bragging friend. But Mistress Mary's true shrewishness 

does not appear until after her marriage to young Arthur. 

She refuses to be ruled at all by her husband. 

Not have my will! Yes, I will have my will; 
Shall I not go abroad but when you please? 
Can I not now and then meet with my friends, 
But, at my coming home, you will control me? 

Mary, come up!42 

"̂ Îbid. , V, p. i 
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When young Arthur reproaches her and compares her to his 

first wife. Mistress Mary becomes even more incensed. 

What, am I not of age sufficient 
To go and come still, when my pleasure serves. 
But must I have you, sir, to question me? 

Not have my will! Yes, I will have my will.^^ 

Since young Arthur moved into Mistress Mary's house upon 

their marriage, he has problems in exercising his will over 

his new wife. He dislikes her servants, but since she pays 

them, he cannot fire them. In fact. Mistress Mary deter

mines to drive Arthur's servant from the house. She 

declares her intention to dress well at Arthur's expense, 

and come and go as she pleases. Arthur capitulates, asking 

only a little love and peace at home. 

In the effort to gain his new wife's love, Arthur 

reminds Mary of all the money he had spent on her even while 

his wife was still alive. He had treated his wife disgrace

fully to do Mary honor. Finally, to prove his love, he 

confesses that he had poisoned Mistress Arthur so that he 

could marry Mary. Since Mary has already professed to hate 

him, this confession is poorly-timed. Young Arthur is 

arrested for the murder and is saved from execution by the 

revelation that Mistress Arthur was not truly poisoned. 

Mistress Mary is most disgruntled that her plan for Arthur's 

death has been foiled. 

43̂ -,.-, Ibid. 
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The incomplete delineation of the character of Mistress 

Mary because of her minor part in the play prevents her 

making any major contribution to the shrew tradition. Her 

main purpose is to act as a foil to the virtuous, long-

suffering wife, and this she does, both by her lack of 

virtue and her unwillingness to be dominated. She shows 

that the shrew can be combined with another type of charac

ter for dramatic effect: Mistress Mary combines the shrew 

and the whore characters as a perfect foil for Mistress 

Arthur. Mistress Mary, if her part had been more completely 

developed, might have proved to be the most interesting 

character of the play. She had a mischievous sense of 

humor, a love of money, and the wantonness needed to get 

it, and an ability to dominate men and twist them to her 

will without being overly obvious or coarse. She is a 

character worthy of development. 

The plays contemporary to Sheakespeare's writing of 

The Taming of the Shrew show a growing sophistication in 

the'character herself and in the use of the character. The 

Two Angry Women of Abington is original in that it uses not 

one shrew but three shrews as the motivation of the story. 

One shrew is dominant and two weaker. Also the play is un

usual because the anger of the women is not directed against 

their husbands. They are angry with each other, although 
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their husbands suffer a loss of domestic peace in conse

quence of the anger. 

The other plays. Patient Grissill, The Honest Whore, 

parts I & II, and How a Man May Choose a Good Wife from a 

^^^ ^11 use the shrew in a subplot or a secondary position. 

Patient Grissill introduces the idea of using the shrew as 

a foil for the patient wife. Gwenthyan is as shrewish as 

Grissill is patient. Her motive for shrewishness is also 

new to the tradition; she is shrewish because of the ill 

treatment of Grissill and the fear that she will be treated 

likewise. She is sophisticated in that she seldom needs to 

use physical violence, although she is noted to have a 

sharp tongue. Her method of shrewishness includes extrava

gance, the humiliation of her husband before guests, and on 

one occasion, tears. She also is not tamed by her husband, 

but allows him to assume the control of her affairs but only 

through her consent. 

The Honest Wliore, part I, continues the use of the 

shrew in a subplot for comic effect with the contests be

tween Candido and Viola. She is determined to make him 

lose his temper, an impossible task. Her only motivation 

is a type of stubbornness and perversity, and a fear that 

her husband is not truly a man since he does not lose his 

temper. Her main method is trickery: she subjects her 

husband to a long series of elaborate tricks, enlisting the 
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aid of brother, and apprentices, in the futile effort to 

make Candido impatient. She, like Gwenthyan, accedes to 

her husband the control of their household. She is tamed 

by Candido's patience, as Candido believes, but truly she 

is tamed by her love of Candido and the longings that move 

her when he is separated from her for a long period of time. 

How a Man May Choose a Good Wife from a Bad, like 

Patient Grissill, uses the shrew mainly for a contrast to 

the patient wife. Mistress Mary also serves as a foil to 

Mistress Arthur in the contrast between a whore and a vir

tuous wife. Mistress Mary is not tamed by young Arthur; 

he is rescued from her by the realization that their mar

riage is annulled by the fact that his first wife had not 

died as thought. She makes no significant contribution to 

the literary tradition of the shrew except that she combines 

the shrew and the whore, showing that all types of women can 

at times exhibit a certain amount of shrewishness. 

The plays contemporary with Shakespeare show a growing 

sophistication in the character of the shrew that reflects 

the growing sophistication of drama itself. The plays were 

becoming more complex, using two or three plots, with a 

character in a minor plot serving as a foil to a character 

in the main plot. The shrew was also becoming even less 

obvious in her methods but more complex. 



CHAPTER IV 

SHAKESPEARE'S SHREWS: ADRIANA OF THE 

COMEDY OF ERRORS AND KATHERINE OF 

THE TAMING OF THE SHREW 

Although The Comedy of Errors was not published until 

1623 in Shakespeare's First Folio, there are indications 

that it had been written as early as 1594, when a play 

called Comedy of Errors was performed for the member of the 

Inner Temple. Similarly, The First Folio of 162 3 is the 

first registration of The Taming of the Shrew written by 
2 

William Shakespeare, although as early as 159 4 The Taming 
3 

of a Shrew by unknown author, or authors, was registered. 

With Adriana of The Comedy of Errors, Shakespeare follows 

closely the use of the shrew in contemporary comedies; she 

is a character minor to the main action of the play. On 

the other hand. The Taming of the Shrew returns to the use 

of the shrew in earlier dramas where she is the cause and 

center of the action of the play. Without "curst Kate," 

The Taming of the Shrew simply would not exist. Adriana 

Hardin Craig, ed., The Complete Works of Shakespeare 
(Chicago: Scott, Foresman and Company, 1961), p. 80. 

2 
W. W. Greg, A Bibliography of the English Printed 

Drama to the Restoration (London: The Bibliography Society, 
1970) , I, p. ix. 

3 
Felix F. Schelling, Elizabethan Drama 1558-1642 (New 

York: Russell & Russell, Inc., 1959), p. 340. 
58 
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is Shakespeare's first attempt at the portrayal of a shrew 

and as such follows closely the proscribed patterns for the 

behavior of shrews; she is closely related to other dramatic 

shrews of her time. In contrast, Katherine is a fully-

developed woman, departing from the contemporary type of 

shrews and borrowing the best from the whole tradition of 

the literary shrew to create a more diversified, complex 

character. 

Adriana is cousin to Gwenthyan, Viola, the Bride, and 

even Mistress Mary of the contemporary plays discussed in 

Chapter III. She is used in a minor plot for comic effect; 

the secondary plot of The Comedy of Errors is very closely 

related to the primary plot, that of the confusion of the 

twin brothers. Part of Adriana's anguish arises from the 

confusion of Antipholus of Syracuse for her own husband; 

his indifference and wooing of her sister deepens her shrew

ishness. At the end she is tamed, not by her husband, but 

by a lecture from her mother-in-law, the Abbess, and by the 

realization that she is truly loved by her husband. In 

this she is similar to Gwenthyan and Viola, who had to 

accede to their husbands of their own free volition. 

Adriana's shrewishness is not without cause. Her hus

band neglects her, consorts with a whore, woos her sister, 

she believes, rejects her, and seems to have married her 

solely for her money. Part of the actions imputed to her 
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husband are those of her brother-in-law; but, as she be

lieves the rejection to be by her husband, her confidence 

is destroyed and her shrewishness deepens. Adriana is also 

envious of the freedom that men enjoy; she cannot accept 

the fact that her husband enjoys the freedom to wander 

about town at will, while she must stay at home, preparing 

a dinner that turns cold before he decides to return home. 

She complains, "Why should their liberty than ours be 
4 

more?" She has a right to be angry, since mealtime has 

long since passed, and her husband has not returned to his 

home. Adriana sends a servant to look for Antipholus, and 

even the servant has disappeared. Not only is Adriana 

envious of her husband's independence, she also dislikes 

the necessity of obedience to him. When Luciana, her sis

ter, lectures her on the right of men to obedience from 

their wives (II, i, 15-25), Adriana retorts: "This servi

tude makes you to keep unwed" (II, i, 26). She also tells 

Luciana that she can be patient since she is unmarried; 

once Adriana has a husband, she will lose all patience and 

complain as much as does her sister. She believes that a 

natural part of married life is that men cause grief to 

their wives. She says: 

4 • 1 

William Shakespeare, The Taming of the Shrev7, m The 
Complete Works of Shakespeare, ed. by Hardin Craig (Chicago 
Scott, Foreman and Company, 1961), III, ii, 10. 
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Patience unmoved! no marvel though she pause; 
They can be meek that have no other cause. 
A wretched soul, bruised with adversity. 
We bid be quiet when we hear it cry; 
But were we burdened with like weight of pain. 
As much or more we should ourselves complain. 
So though, that hast no unkind note to grieve thee. 
With urging helpless patience wouldst relieve me; 
But, if thou live to see like right bereft. 
This fool-legged patience in thee will be left. 
(II, i, 32-41) 

Part of Adriana's grief is caused by her fear that 

Antipholus' affections have turned elsewhere. She asks her 

sister if she could be so patient with and obedient to a 

husband who was unfaithful: "How if your husband start 

some other where" (II, i, 30)? When Antipholus finds him

self, by mistake, shut out of his own house, he decides to 

visit the woman of whom Adriana is jealous. He does say 

that until now her envy has been baseless and that he has 

been faithful to Adriana. However, from his description, 

he seems to know her very well, too well to be a total 

stranger. Antipholus of Ephesus describes her: 

I know a wench of excellent discourse. 
Pretty and witty, wild and yet, too, gentle: 
There will we dine. This woman that I mean. 
My wife — but, I protest, without desert — 
Hath oftentimes upbraided me withal: 
To her will we to dinner. (Ill, i, 109-114) 

Adriana's fears are confirmed when the courtesan goes to her 

with the story that Antipholus had stolen a ring of hers, 

which she had actually given him when he promised her a 

chain of gold, the chain that originally had been made for 

Adriana. 
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As if the actions of her husband were not enough to 

arouse Adriana's jealousy, she must also cope with the ac

tions of Antipholus of Syracuse, whom she believes to be 

her husband. She is hurt by his rejection of her as his 

wife: "Please you to me, fair dame? I know you not 

. . . " (II, ii, 149). Not only does this Antipholus reject 

Adriana as his wife but he also proceeds to woo Luciana, her 

sister. As he woos Luciana, he again rejects Adriana: 

"First he denied you had in him no right" (IV, ill, 7). 

Then he begs Luciana for her love, thus horrifying her. 

"That love I begg'd for you he begg'd of me" (IV, iii, 13). 

The brazen effrontery of Antipholus' courting of Luciana 

overwhelms Adriana. She dislikes his association with a 

courtesan of the town, but he shows complete disregard and 

disrespect for her as his wife when he courts her own sister. 

Adriana cannot help being jealous of such a profligate hus

band, and begins to wonder if he is not completely mad. 

Adriana has a reason for her basic insecurity as to 

the sincerity of her husband's love. As Luciana accuses 

him, Antipholus quite possibly have married Adriana for her 

money (II, i, 5). Luciana advises that if such was the 

cause of his marriage, he should feign love at least out of 

respect for Adriana's wealth. Even a woman married only 

for the sake of her wealth is due respect. If Luciana be

lieves that money was the cause of Antipholus' marriage to 
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Adriana, Adriana must also wonder about his motives, causing 

her to be even more jealous. 

In spite of Adriana's jealousy, her envy of her hus

band's freedom, and his reprehensible actions, she truly 

loves her husband and fears that his actions arise from mad

ness. When Luciana tells that Antipholus had courted her, 

Adriana shows her love by refusing to hate Antipholus: "My 

heart prays for him, though my tongue do curse" (IV, ii, 28). 

When Dromio enters with the story of his master's arrest, 

Adriana immediately gives him the money to use for Antipholus' 

release. As soon as she finds Antipholus, she has him bound 

and carried to their house to be locked up. Because of his 

ravings, she is sure that he has lost his mind, and she 

fears his physical violence. She also hopes that he will 

safely recover when kept indoors. When he is carried away, 

she quickly discharges all his debts, as a dutiful wife 

should. 

Although Adriana is similar to her contemporary shrews, 

she is a much more gentle and refined shrew. Her main mo

tives are envy, jealousy, and uncertainty of her husband's 

love. She loves him deeply and only wants to be loved in 

return and shown the consideration a loving husband should 

shov7. Her only method of showing her shrewishness is by 

nagging Antipholus. He tells friends that she is shrewish 

when he is late for dinner, a characteristic of most wives. 



"MY wife is shrewish when I keep not hours? (Ill, i, | 
j 

She reproaches him for consorting with a whore, a natut̂ «̂  

action of a wife. She admits to the Abbess that she con

tinually nagged Antipholus, believing it to be for his own 

good. 

In bed she slept not for my urging it; 
At board he fed not for my urging it; 
Alone, it was the subject of my theme; 
In company I often glanced it; 
Still did I tell him it was vile and bad. 
(V, i, 63-68) 

She admits that she frequently reproaches him for his in

fidelity, but here she shows herself to be a normal woman. 

All that Adriana needs to tame her is the assurance that 

her husband loves her. 

In The Taming of the Shrew, Shakespeare combines the 

best of the shrew of the older English play with the shrew 

of the contemporary play to create a more complex and in

teresting character. Katherine is logically the next step 

in the development of the shrew. She is appropriately witty 

and sophisticated, as she should be for a woman of her class 

and time. But she is also crude and violent at times, as 

befits a renowned shrew. She must be tamed, but she is such 

a strong character that the taming must be by her own con

sent. She is the driving force of the play, but she has 

comparatively few lines to speak. She is charming, witty, 

ribald, gentle, loving, strong-willed, and shrewish; she is 

a totally realistic, lifelike example of a shrew. 
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In this play Shakespeare departs from the contemporary 

style of the plays which uses the shrew as a comic figure 

in a secondary plot. Instead, Katherine dominates the play 

as the title indicates. The main plot of the play is the 

efforts of Bianca's suitors to get Kate married, the mar

riage with Petruchio, and his subsequent taming of his 

shrewish wife. Without Katherine, there would be no play, 

for Bianca would simply be auctioned to the highest bidder, 

Hortensio would marry his widow, and Petruchio would strut 

about bragging to the air. Katherine is the cause of this 

play, as Tyb is the cause of Johan Johan, Tyb, and Sir 

Johan, and Strife is the cause of Tom Tyler and his Wife. 

However, The Taming of the Shrew is more complicated than 

these early plays. Whereas the early plays had only one 

plot for the shrew to dominate. The Taming of the Shrew is 

a more complex play. Katherine dominates the primary plot 

and her direct relationship on the subplot of the marriage 

of her sister. As the dramatic genre had become more com

plex and sophisticated, so had the use of the shrew. 

With the exception of the minor character of Mall in 

Two Angry Women of Abington, Katherine is the first of the 

shrews to be unmarried. Always before, in ballads, jests, 

and all early plays, the shrew is a married v/oman; but 
5 

Katherine is first shown as an unmarried maid, a 

5 
M. C. Bradbrook, English Dramatic Form (New York: 

Barnes & Noble, Inc., 1965), p. 82. 
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revolutionary idea. Tyb scorns Johan Johan, Gwenthyan 

tortures Sir Owen, Mistress Mary despises young Arthur, 

Strife beats Tom Tyler; and all the shrews of other plays, 

ballads and jest have husbands who long to be rid of them, 

but Katherine is at first unmarried. Only her father 

wishes to be rid of her. Petruchio is the first man in the 

tradition to marry knowingly a shrew. He is determined to 

marry and tame his wife. Hereby Shakespeare introduces the 

idea that the shrew can be funny even before she has a hus

band to plague. A true shrew does not need a husband to 

berate; Katherine tortures her sister, screams at Bianca's 

suitors, fights with her father, and breaks a musical in

strument over the head of a supposed tutor. Shakespeare 

shows that a shrew is made before marriage. If a woman is 

a shrewish wife, the potential existed before her marriage, 

even if her true nature had not surfaced. Katherine's 

fights with Petruchio are only a logical extension of her 

previous shrewish behavior. She is determined to be ruled 

by no one, least of all a husband. 

Katherine's motives for shrewishness are very difficult 

to determine. She is jealous of Bianca's entourage of 

suitors, as is seen when she ties Bianca's hands and threat

ens to hold her prisoner until Bianca reveals which of her 

suitors she prefers. But such jealousy cannot be the 

original cause of her shrewishness; Katherine does not have 
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so many suitors because she is shrewish to any possible 

suitor and scares away any possible husband. Gromio, when 

encouraged to court her, expresses his dismay and displea

sure: "To cast her rather: she's too rough for me." 

When Hortensio suggests that Bianca's suitors search for a 

husband for Kate, Gromio exclaims: "A husband! a devil" 

(I, i, 124). Therefore, envy of Bianca is not the original 

cause of Katherine's shrewishness; nor is there any indica

tion of her motive. Her father is not a pleasant man, being 

so anxious to rid himself of Kate that he shuts up his 

sought-after daughter Bianca so that her suitors will find 

Kate a husband. Then he gives Bianca to be wife to the man 

who offers the greatest wealth, as at an auction. But such 

actions cannot be vile enough to turn Katherine into a 

notorious shrew, "Renown'd in Padua for her scolding tongue" 

(I, ii, 100). Nor is she ugly or without dowry, causing her 

to be without suitors. As Hortensio tells Petruchio, she is 

blessed: 

With wealth enough and young and beauteous, 
Brought up as best becomes a gentlewoman: 
Her only fault, and that is fault enough. 
Is that she is intolerable curst 
And shrewd and froward. . . . (I, ii, 86-90) 

Katherine seems to be a shrew for the sake of being a shrew, 

like Noah's wife in the old play. She dislikes being 

^Shakespeare, The Taming of the Shrew, I, i, line 55. 
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disturbed and dislikes interruptions to the usual order of 

her days. She likes to have her own way and becomes violent 

when opposed. If, like Juliet, Katherine is still in her 

early teens, part of her immaturity is explained, since she 

has not left childhood far enough behind her to act as a 

mature even-tempered woman. She knows that by being shrew

ish she is allowed to have her way by her father and feared 

by the rest of the household, a situation which suits her 

perfectly. Katherine is shrewish because she enjoys order

ing her life as she pleases, unopposed. 

Katherine's methods of shrewishness are a combination 

of the old and the contemporary, of the crude and the so

phisticated. Like Strife and Noah's wife, Kate is quite 

capable of physical violence. She ties up Bianca's hands, 

chases her about the room, and finally strikes her. She 

breaks a lute over Hortensio's head. She even strikes 

Petruchio when she first meets him to see if he is truly a 

gentleman and will not strike her back. On the other hand, 

Katherine is wittier than any of the previous shrews in 

literature. She bandies a few words with Bianca's suitors, 

but only in Petruchio does she find a mind and tongue sharp 

enough to match her own. Their first interview is an ex

change of wit, puns, insults, and ribaldry. 

Kate. Asses are made to bear, and so are you. 
Pet. Women are made to bear, and so are you. 
Date. No such jade as you, if me you mean. 
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Pet. Alas! good Kate, I will not burden thee; 
For knowing thee to be but young and light — 

Kate. Too light for such a swain as you to catch; 
And yet as heavy as my weight should be. 

Pet. Should be! Should — buzz! 
Kate. Well ta'en, and like a buzzard. 
Pet. O slow-winged turtle! Shall a buzzard 

take thee? 
Kate. Ay, for a turtle, as he takes a buzzard. 
Pet. Come, come, you wasp; i' faith, you are 

too angry. 
Kate. If I be waspish, best beware my sting. 
Pet. My comedy is then, to pluck it out. 
Kate. Ay, if the fool could find where it lies. 
Pet. Who knows not where a wasp does wear his 

sting? In his tail. 
Kate. In his tongue. 
Pet. Whose tongue? 
Kate. Yours, if you talk of tails: and is farewell. 
Pet. What, with my tongue in your tail? (II, i, 

200-218) 

No previous shrew has been capable of such verbal wit. 

Candido's wife Viola was clever, as was Johan Johan's wife, 

Tyb, but no other shrew can match Kate for her quick wit. 

Petruchio's method of taming Katherine is perhaps the 

most innovative of all methods of taming. Each husband of 

a shrew must find the method best suited for taming his own 

wife, whether it be physical violence, logic, patience, out

side intervention, or simple luck. In like manner, 

Petruchio uses the method best suited to Katherine; he shows 
7 

her to herself as others see her. He first throws her off 

guard by praising her, claiming that contrary to the reports 

7 
Hardin Craig, ed. , The Complete Works of Shakespeare 

(Chicago: Scott Foresman and Company, 1961), p. 155. 
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he had heard of her shrewishness and limping walk, he finds 

her shy and graceful in manner, speech, and carriage. He 

compliments her with: 

I find you passing gentle. 
'Twas told me you were rough and coy and sullen. 
And now I find report a very liar; 
For thou are pleasant, gamesome, passing courteous. 
Both slow in speech, yet sweet as spring-time 

flowers: 
Thou canst not frown, thou canst not look askance, 
Nor bite the lip, as angry wenches will, 
Nor has thou pleasure to be cross in talk. 
But thou with mildness entertainst thy wooers. 
With gentle conference, soft and affable. 
Why does the world report that Kate doth limp? 
O slanderous world! Kate like the hazel-twig 
Is straight and slender and brown in hue 
As hazel nuts and sweeter than the kernals. 
(II, i, 244-257) 

Not only is Katherine unaccustomed to holding her tongue so 

long, but also unaccustomed to being praised for her ami

ability, shyness, and defended against the reports of physi

cal handicaps. Her beauty is as well-known as her 

shrewishness, and such words have never before been spoken 

to her. 

Petruchio's next tactic is surprise: having just met 

Katherine, he informs her that they will be married on the 

next Sunday. She protests to her father for giving her as 

wife to a raving maniac, but Petruchio assures Baptista that 

she is madly in love with him, shocking Kate so much that 

she is speechless, another new situation for her. 

Petruchio's next tactic is to be late for the wedding. 

No one knows where Petruchio is, and Baptista is afraid 
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that his daughter will be left at the church-door and he 

will never be rid of her. Katherine is forced to tears for 

the first and only time of the play through sheer humili

ation. She fears that the "mad-brain rudesby" (III, ii, 10) 

that she has been promised to by her father will not appear 

for the marriage, causing her to be pitied and scorned and 

pointed out to strangers to the town. " . . . Lo, there is 

mad Petruchio's wife,/ If it would please him come and 

marry her!" (Ill, ii, 19-20). Petruchio's appearance is 

greeted with relief on one hand, but wonder on the other 

hand, since he comes in rags and tatters instead of gay 

finery for his own wedding. Although he is encouraged to 

change his clothes out of respect for his bride and his 

friends' fear of Katherine's wrath, he refuses, insisting 

that she marries him, not his clothes. He then swears at 

the wedding, causing the priest to drop his book; then he 

knocks down the priest and the book. When Katherine asks 

to stay for her own wedding feast, Petruchio draws his 

sword and takes her from the city, acting as if her friends 

and family would in some way try to keep Kate. He has 

assumed the madness of which Kate had accused him, thus 
p 

assuming the traditional role of a shrew's husband, a man 

driven insane by madness. 

p 

M. C. Bradbrook, "Dramatic Role as Social Image, A 
Study of The Taming of the Shrew," Shakespeare Jahrbuch, 
XCIV (1958) , 140. 
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Katherine's own obstinancy is then used as a device 

to cure her of shrewishness. She had often exactly opposed 

her father's will, and her sister's, or anyone's, for the 

sake of perversity, but now she finds her will exactly 

opposed. She is not allowed to eat because Petruchio says 

the food is not good enough: 

I tell thee, Kate, 'twas burnt and dried away; 
And I expressly am forbid to touch it. 
For it engenders choler, planteth anger; 
And better 'twere that both of us did fast. . . . 
(IV, i, 173-176) 

She is not allowed to sleep because Petruchio finds fault 

with her bed and screams at the servants. She is not 

allowed new clothes, for Petruchio finds them all hideous 

and unworthy of his wife, although she assures him of their 

being very fashionable. She attempts to get her will by 

issuing ultimatums, only to find herself left with the 

worse alternative. "Love me or leave me not, I like the 

cap;/ And it I will have, or I will have none" (IV, iii, 

84-85). Not only does she not get the cap but also does 

not get a new gown. In no way can Katherine enforce her 

will, for she finds herself constantly opposed by Petruchio, 

who excuses himself by saying that he does all in an act of 

love. 

The transformation of Katherine from a shrew occurs 

when Petruchio and Katherine travel back to her father's 

house. They have a discussion over the beauty of 
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moonlight, which Katherine can see to be sunlight, since 

they are traveling in the daytime. When Petruchio threatens 

that they shall return to his house if she continues to dis

agree with his opinions, Kate decides to agree to whatever 

he says. Kate consents: 

Forward, I pray, since we have come so far. 
And be it moon, or sun, or what you please: 
And if you please to call it a rush-candle. 
Henceforth I vow it shall be so for me. (IV, v, 12-15) 

The humor of her former obstinancy, as seen through 

Petruchio's obstinancy, is finally made apparent to Kate, 

and she sees that she must become a more reasonable person, 

not given to perversity for its own sake. At this point 

she vows to agree to whatever Petruchio says, however fool

ish it may seem, since he is her lord and master. She 

continues: 

The, God be bless'd, it is the blessed sun: 
But sun it is not, when you say it is not; 
And the moon changes even as your mind. 
What you will have it named, even that it is; 
And so it shall be so for Katherine. (IV, v, 18-22) 

Katherine proves her affability by praising the beauty of 

a fair maiden they meet upon the road, making the "maiden," 

Vincentio, a very surprised old man. She flauts convention 

at her husband's command by giving him a kiss in the street. 

And when Hortensio, Lucentio, and Petruchio bet on which 

wife will be the most obedient to her husband, Katherine 

obeys when Hortensio's rich widow and the formerly pliant 

Bianca refuse. 
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As Sweet William tamed his Jenny by wrapping her in a 

wether's skin and beating her, Petruchio tames his Katherine 
9 

as he would a falcon. Petruchio wishes to "curb her mad 

and headstrong humour" (IV, i, 212), but he does not wish 

to break her spirit. This he accomplishes by showing her 

the foolishness of her former behavior. That she is not 

turned into a meek woman is shown by the way she forcefully 

drags her sister and the widow in to face their husbands 

who had foolishly bet on their obedience, and by her 

spirited and eloquent lecture on the proper behavior of a 

wife. Katherine is matured through her training and made 

into a wife who, although strong-willed, acknowledges the 

rights of her husband to her obedience to his wishes. 

The Taming of the Shrew brings together the best of 

the literary tradition of the shrew to create the most real

istic, vibrant stage shrew to that time. Like shrews of 

old, Katherine was not above physical violence, striking 

her sister, her newly-introduced suitor, Petruchio, and 

beating his servants. She is as sharp tongued as the early 

shrews, but witty far beyond any other shrew, even those of 

the contemporary stage. Her shrewishness lies mainly in 

her tongue, which is sharp and shrill enough to make life 

hell for her household and keep away any suitors, in spite 

^M. C. Bradbrook, "Dramatic Role," p. 14 3. 



of her beauty and wealth. Her shrewishness seems to be 

based on her immature love of getting her own way and 

partly on her jealousy of her sister Bianca, who has many 

suitors. Petruchio cleverly opposes Katherine's every wish, 

thus showing her the foolishness of her obstinate behavior 

and taming her through her sense of humor and fairness. He 

does not need to beat her into submission as did husbands 

of earlier shrews, but merely appeal to her sense of logic. 

The play is complex and advanced in its use of the shrew 

as the driving character of the play, the central figure of 

the main plot. Katherine is a sophisticated shrew, 

although immature, and the most realistic stage shrew of 

her time. And Petruchio is by far the most sophisticated 

husband of a shrew, knowing exactly the method to tame his 

wife,and having the patience and energy to carry out his 

plan. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

When Shakespeare created Katherine for The Taming of 

the Shrew he had a rich background of shrewish characters 

in English comedy upon which to draw. The shrew had been 

recognized early as a character potentially very humorous 

and had been used for comic purposes in many early English 

jests, ballads, and plays. A study of these different 

genres shows a growing sophistication of the shrewish char

acter that matches the growing sophistication in popular 

taste and the increasing complexity of the medium in which 

she was portrayed. Shakespeare made Katherine a totally 

modern shrew, a woman of her time, but in making her the 

center of his play, he reached to the early plays, where 

the shrew is the motivation of the action. He combined 

the current characterization of the shrew with her early 

comic use to create the most striking of early shrews. 

The shrew first appears in English comedy in the 

spoken literature of the people, the jests and ballads. 

She was a popular comic figure, appealing to those men not 

married to shrews and those women who were pleased not to 

be shrews. The characteristics of the shrew as presented 

in the early jests and ballads are common characteristics, 

needing little change and amplification in the later plays 

76 
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in which the shrew appears. She is a scold, bringing misery 

to her husband by her incessant nagging. She is obstinate, 

not allowing her husband to dominate her or overrule her 

will. And she is violent, often resorting to beating her 

husband to enforce her rule. The husbands in the jests are 

usually long-suffering, seldom making serious attempts to 

curb the shrewishness of their wives. However, the ballad 

"The Wife Wrapt in Wether's Skin" demonstrates that the 

approved method of curing a shrewish wife is by beating her, 

thus proving the ability of the husband to dominate his 

wife, and supposedly winning her love and obedience. 

The early plays closely follow the characterization 

thus begun in the jests and ballads. Since the early plays, 

Noah, Johan Johan, Tyb, Sir Johan, and Tom Tyler and his 

Wife, were all comparatively brief plays, the characteriza

tion of the shrews are correspondingly brief. In these 

three early plays, the action revolves around the shrew and 

her husband's efforts to dominate her or avoid her ill 

temper. Noah's wife is obstinate, not wanting to go into 

the cramped Ark because of a mere husband's demands. She 

is also violent, giving Noah scream for scream and blow for 

blow. Tyb is a very sophisticated shrew, dominating her 

husband so that he will make few demands on her, thus free

ing her for her dalliance with Sir Johan, the priest. She 

seldom resorts to violence, having trained Johan Johan so 
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well that he is the most obedient of cuckolded husbands. 

Strife, Tom Tyler's wife is the coarsest of these early 

shrews, torturing her husband to amuse her drinking compan

ions and to show her hatred for men. In each of these three 

cases, the husband knows that he must beat his wife in order 

to conquer her. Noah successfully tames his wife, while 

Johan Johan ineffectually threatens to beat Tyb, and Tom 

Tyler has a friend beat Strife, and then undoes the taming 

by confessing the trick. These early plays show that the 

shrew might be tamed only by a strong husband. 

The Elizabethean plays subscribe to the idea that the 

man must be the head of the household, therefore the shrew 

must be tamed somehow and become an obedient wife before 

the comedy ends. Frequently the shrew is too strong to be 

overcome by her husband, but must be changed by some out

side force or the power of her love for her husband, but 

tamed she must be. 

The Two Angry Women of Abington, although written in 

1599, is very similar to the earlier shrew plays. The 

three shrews of the play totally control the action with 

their fueding. This play adds a new dimension to the shrew

ish tradition in that the women are fighting among them

selves, whereas previously the shrew's husband had been her 

main target for ill-will. 



79 

The other shrew plays of the period between 1594 and 

1623 use the shrew in a secondary plot for comic relief or 

as a foil to a patient, virtuous wife. Gwenthyan, of 

Patient Grissill, is a striking contrast to the long-

suffering Grissill, and the whore Mistress Mary serves as a 

foil to the loving, virtuous Mistress Arthur in How a Man 

May Choose a Good Wife from a Bad. In The Honest Whore, 

Parts I and II, the antics of Candido's wives provide much 

needed comic relief. In each of these plays the husband is 

released from the rule of his shrewish wife, although she 

may not actually be tamed. Gwenthyan promises obedience to 

her Sir Owen as long as Grissill is treated lovingly by her 

own husband. Gwenthyan fears to be treated as poorly as 

Grissill was, and insures herself against such a fate by 

fighting with Sir Owen. Arthur is saved from Mistress Mary 

only by the revelation that his first wife had not died as 

supposed, a fact which annuls his marriage to Mistress May. 

Viola, Candido's first wife, although maddened by his never-

failing patience, is finally won by her love for him. And 

Candido's second wife needs only his threat of violence to 

tame her, wanting only proof that he plans to be master of 

his house and wife. 

The motivations for shrewishness have become more com

plicated in these Elizabethean plays; the shrew no longer 

is a shrew merely because she wants to rule her husband and 
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household undisputed. Gwenthyan does not want to be as ill-

treated by her husband as Grissill was by her husband, and 

therefore treats Sir Owen badly. Mistress Mary despises 

Arthur for his spineless conduct in allowing her to do as 

she will as long as he might be near her. Viola feels tliat 

Candido is no man as long as he will not exhibit temper and 

therefore tries to anger him. And Candido's second wife 

wants to be shown that she will not be the head of the house

hold, but will be ruled by Candido. 

Adriana, the shrew in Shakespeare's The Comedy of 

Errors, conforms to the current Elizabethean use of the 

shrew in comedy. She is part of a secondary plot and, as 

an Elizabethean shrew, must be tamed. She provides humor 

by mistaking Antipholus of Syracuse for her husband, adding 

to the succession of errors and growing confusion. Adriana's 

shrewishness is based on her insecurity about her marriage; 

she feels that Antipholus of Ephesus does not truly love 

her, a feeling that is strengthened by his apparent courting 

of her sister. As an Elizabethean shrew, Adriana must be 

tamed, and tamed she is by the realization that her husband 

does love her and has not been the man who was courting her 

sister. She is a potentially very entertaining shrew, but 

is not fully developed. She is the precusor of the complex, 

vibrant shrew in Katherine. 
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In The Taming of the Shrew, Shakespeare combined the 

best of the current use of the shrew in comedy with the 

older shrewish tradition. As in the early plays, Katherine 

is the center of the play, but on a more complex level. The 

early plays had only one comparatively uncomplicated plot, 

whereas The Taming of the Shrew contains two plots: the 

major plot of Katherine's taming and the minor plot of 

Bianca's wedding. Katherine dominates the entire play, even 

to the marriage of Bianca, since Katherine's shrewishness 

causes her father's decision to shut Bianca away until her 

suitors have found a husband for the elder Katherine. 

Petruchio is also closely related to the husbands of the 

earlier plays; he knows that he can tame Katherine only by 

strength, determination, and occasional physical violence. 

He forces Katherine into acknowledging that he is master, 

instead of hoping for a change of heart or a change of ex

ternal circumstances as did Candido and Sir Owen of the 

other Elizabethean comedies. 

However, Katherine is a woman of her age, much more 

sophisticated than her shrewish predecessors. She resorts 

to violence only when forced to it, and can nag and scream 

with the most vulgar of shrews. But she is also capable of 

engaging in elaborate arguments with Petruchio, using witty 

puns that are frequently ribald but seldom coarse. She is 

also a woman of considerable intelligence, conceding the 
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folly of her shrewishness when Petruchio shows her the un

reasonableness of her actions, and agreeing to behave in a 

more reasonable fashion. She is also possessed of a fine 

sense of humor, realizing that her actions and obstinacy 

are frequently comic. Katherine is a much more fully de

veloped character than the previous shrews, showing that 

she is a many-faceted character, not a mere one-dimensional 

woman, acting only as a shrew at all times, and beaten or 

otherwise coerced into obedience to her husband. 

The shrew character appears in English comic literature 

with the folk ballads and the medieval jest books. That the 

shrew then proved a popular dramatic figure is shown by the 

recurrence of the shrewish character in the miracle plays, 

interludes, and later Elizabethean comedy. A high point in 

the development of the shrew is reached in Shakespeare's 

Katherine, a full-dimensional character developed beyond 

mere physical violence and shrieking. The shrew continued 

to be a favorite of the Elizabethean audience, influencing 

the writing of Beaumont and Fletcher of a sequel. The Tamer 

Tam'd, in which Petruchio encounters yet another shrew. 

The character remains popular until today, with many modern 

productions of the Taming of the Shrew. The shrew has uni

versal appeal, since there are always women who are shrews, 

and men who are hapless enough to be married to shrews. 
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