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The Taming of the Shrew ~ Directors Notes

Shakespeare has always held a special place in theatre.  For 400 years, 
Shakespeare has reigned supreme among Western playwrights, despite 
our knowing relatively little about him.  Debates rage time and again on 
all facets of the man and his work, from the largest to the most mundane.  
Did he exist? (Almost certainly, I think).  Did he actually write these plays? 
(I rather think so).  When was his birthday? (April 23rd, but that’s just an 
educated guess).  How did he spell his name? (For the record, he himself 
was inconsistent in spelling his name).  There are even debates about the 
debates: What does this particular view about the authorship debate say 
about the person debating?  It can get very extreme, and sometimes quite 
heated.  

With all this fervor and interest in William Shakespeare (or Shakspeare, 
or Shak-spear, whichever), I always find a point of celebration in staging 
or performing one of his works.  Outside of the debate and the analysis 
and the constant hunt for a “new interpretation”, we all share one thing 
in common: for 400 years, actors, directors, and designers have stepped 
into the same roles and worked on the same questions.  The Kate and 
Petruchio you see tonight are joining in an historical line.  400 years of 
Petruchios, from the grandest Royal Shakespeare Company production to 
the humblest middle school English class project, have said these words.  
400 years of Kates have had to ask the same questions of what happens 
here.  These characters live anew with each telling, and I find a great joy 
in thinking that we are joined with that 400 year line, and will be linked 
with them and all the retellings in the 400 years that follow.

Our Shrew takes place in the location Shakespeare gives us.  Well, almost.  
Padua (the location of the bulk of the action of the show) is sometimes 
considered as a part of the greater Venice area, and I thought that Venice 
provided a more iconic Italian look.  We’ve also fast-forwarded the clock 
a few hundred years.  Influenced highly by the movies of Federico Fellini, 
my instruction to the designers was to create a “love song to Italy”.  The 
text is filled with Italian imagery and themes, so I wanted the show to feel 
recognizably Italian.  As for taking it to a more modern look, well, in my 
defense Italy looks very much the same architecturally today as it did way 
back when.  Our designers have outdone themselves in creating a 
gorgeous look that could have stepped right out of La Dolce Vita or 
Roman Holiday.  It’s a celebration of Italy, and love, and life.

I find this level of celebration and fun entirely appropriate to Shrew.  It’s 
silly, fast, physical, and above all FUNNY.  It’s not meant to be stuffy or 
elitist.  Shakespeare’s theatre was not too far away from another major 
source of entertainment in the city, and one of his chief competitors for 
audience: the bear pits.  If the people that Shakespeare was playing to in 
many of his productions got bored, they’d go down the street and watch 
packs of dogs get into a fight to the death with bears.  I’m not trying to 
belittle Shakespeare in that comparison, but I am saying that he wrote 
plays for everybody.  



So please, let yourself embrace the silliness of this play, and feel free, nay, 
welcome to laugh.  Oh, and speaking of you, the audience.   Shakespeare 
didn’t have the fancy lighting systems and theatrical tricks we have today.  
The Globe Theatre used sunlight to light its performances, and sunlight is 
notoriously difficult to switch off or dim.  The actors could see the 
audience, and often spoke right to them, and used them in performance.  
The audience could see the rest of the audience, and enjoy not just the 
play, but seeing others enjoy the play.  The “fourth wall” wouldn’t really 
be solidified for a few hundred years, so I like keeping the houselights up.  
Speeches and asides are written to be directed to audience members, so 
I’m giving the actors the chance to do so, and we’re keeping the house-
lights on.

Regardless of interpretation, though, there is one question, or variant on 
it, that you can reliably expect to have to answer many, many times upon 
beginning work on Shrew.

“So what about the sexism?”

With the exception of The Merchant of Venice, and possibly Othello, no 
Shakespeare play resonates with such a different chord to a modern 
audience as Shrew.  With Merchant, it’s anti-Semitism.  With Othello it’s 
racism.  With Shrew, it’s sexism, and my word do people make a fuss over 
it.   First things first, I personally don’t believe that the play is sexist.  I 
believe it has sexist elements, but the play isn’t about sexism.  It’s a love 
story.  And apologies to Romeo and Juliet, but I’ve grown to think that 
Shrew is Shakespeare’s greatest love story, or at least contains his greatest 
lovers.  

Just as I had a simple instruction for the designers (“a love song to Italy”), 
I began with a simple instruction for the actors in describing the taming 
itself: “Come play!”  Petruchio gleefully does and says whatever he wants, 
often relishing in his ability to twist words or tell flat lies openly with a 
twinkle in his eye and in full awareness of everybody.  When he arrives, 
he declares that his goal is to find a wealthy wife to enhance his fortune.  
What he finds, though, is true love.  

The “taming”, to me, is simply the process by which Petruchio gets 
Katherine to play with him, to understand that the game is more fun if 
they play it together.  Does Kate become nothing but a pliant, submissive 
wife?  I don’t think so at all, and I don’t think he would love her so much if 
that were the case.  I think they grow to understand each other, and Kate 
finally realizes that the fight is a game they both enjoy, and so, together, 
they turn on the world as a delighted couple.  The love is real, and they 
have found their perfect match.

So please, sit back, enjoy the show, and let this little piece of comedy, 
family, and love rekindle your spirit and put a smile on your face, as it 
consistently has mine.

~MatthewCrider
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