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Introduction

William Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew occupies a unique and often
contentious place in the canon of English literature. Written between 1590 and 1592,
the play blends energetic comedy with pointed social critique, interrogating the
dynamics of marriage, identity, and authority in Renaissance ltaly. Its bold characters,
witty language, and fast-paced action have made it a staple of both the stage and
academic study, while its treatment of gender roles and power continues to provoke
discussion and debate.

At the heart of the play lies the story of Katherina Minola, the “shrew” of the title,
whose fierce independence and sharp tongue render her an outcast in a society that
values female obedience above all else. Her suitor, the audacious Petruchio, enters
into a battle of wills with Katherina, deploying tactics that blur the lines between
comedy and cruelty. Alongside their headline story unfolds a lively subplot of disguise,
deception, and romance, centering on Katherina’s younger sister Bianca and her
determined suitors.

The structure of The Taming of the Shrew is distinctly marked by its Induction, in
which a drunken beggar, Christopher Sly, is tricked into believing that he is a
nobleman. This framing device sets the play-within-a-play in motion and draws
attention to themes of performance, identity, and illusion—reminding the audience at
every turn that the question of what is “real” and what is “role-play” is central, both
within the story and in the broader world it seeks to represent.

For English literature students, The Taming of the Shrew presents an opportunity to
engage deeply with questions of historical context, dramatic technique, and enduring
literary themes. Understanding the realities of Elizabethan society—where marriage
was often a matter of transaction and patriarchal power was the rule—allows for a
richer interpretation of the tensions and humor that animate the play. At the same
time, the linguistic brilliance of Shakespeare’s verse and prose, from the verbal
sparring of the protagonists to the comic misadventures of their counterparts, remains
as compelling to readers and audiences today as it was over four centuries ago.

This book, Notes on The Taming of the Shrew: Notes and Commentary for Students on
the Play by Shakespeare, is designed as a comprehensive companion for students. It
provides concise summaries, analysis of key characters, thematic explorations,
contextual background, and critical perspectives. Each chapter is crafted to illuminate
essential aspects of the play, equipping readers with the knowledge and analytical
tools necessary for both exams and deeper appreciation.
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By tracing the plot, examining character motivations, exploring historical influences,
and engaging with contentious questions about meaning and interpretation, this
volume aims to demystify one of Shakespeare’s liveliest comedies. Whether The
Taming of the Shrew is read as a product of its time or as a living play that continues
to challenge and entertain, these notes offer structured guidance for students intent

on mastering its complexities.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Structure and Framing Device:
Understanding the Induction

William Shakespeare's The Taming of the Shrew stands apart from many of his other
comedies right from its opening moments, not with noblemen discussing love or witty
servants setting a scene, but with a drunken tinker being unceremoniously ejected
from an alehouse. This unexpected beginning is the play's "Induction," a framing
device that sets the stage for the main narrative in a truly distinctive way. The
Induction serves as a kind of theatrical preface, a preliminary scene or set of scenes
that introduce the audience to a different reality before plunging them into the world
of Padua and its marriage market.

The Induction unfolds in two brief scenes. The first introduces us to Christopher Sly, a
thoroughly inebriated beggar, arguing vehemently with a Hostess over broken glasses.
Their earthy language and the setting of a rural tavern immediately ground the
audience in a far cry from the often elevated world of Shakespearean comedy. Sly is
crude, defiant, and ultimately, succumbs to his drunkenness, falling into a deep sleep.
This is where the plot takes a peculiar turn, as a passing Lord, returning from a
successful hunt, discovers the unconscious Sly.

The Lord, a figure of considerable social standing and mischief, sees in the inert tinker
an opportunity for an elaborate prank. He instructs his huntsmen and servants to carry
Sly to his manor, dress him in opulent clothes, and place him in a luxurious bed. The
plan is to convince Sly, upon waking, that he is actually a nobleman who has been
suffering from a lengthy period of delusion, believing himself to be a poor tinker. This
deception is to be maintained with elaborate care, complete with attentive servants
and all the trappings of wealth and status.

The second scene of the Induction shows the Lord's plan in action. Sly awakens in
unfamiliar, lavish surroundings, bewildered and demanding his usual cheap ale and
simple food. The servants, following the Lord's instructions, address him as "Your
Honor" and "Your Lordship," presenting him with fine wines, rich food, and elaborate
clothing. They patiently insist that he has been gravely ill, suffering from a strange
and lengthy dream in which he believed himself to be Christopher Sly the tinker.

Adding another layer to this elaborate trick, the Lord instructs his page, Bartholomew,
to disguise himself as a noblewoman and pretend to be Sly's devoted wife.
Bartholomew, playing his part convincingly, expresses joy at Sly's supposed recovery
and further reinforces the idea that Sly is a lord who has been unwell. This "wife" is
strategically used to persuade Sly to watch a play that has been arranged for his
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entertainment, a play that is, in fact, the main body of The Taming of the Shrew.

This "play within a play" structure is a key element introduced by the Induction. The
audience is made aware from the outset that the story they are about to see is being
presented as entertainment for a fictional character, Christopher Sly. This immediately
creates a distance and invites the audience to consider the nature of performance and
reality. We are watching actors playing characters who are, in turn, watching actors
playing characters. It is a metatheatrical flourish that Shakespeare uses to fascinating
effect.

The presence of Sly and the framing narrative means that the audience is never fully
immersed in the main plot without the subtle, or sometimes not-so-subtle, reminder
that this is a staged event. While the Induction is relatively brief compared to the five
acts that follow, its impact on how the audience perceives the main story is significant.
It colours our understanding of the events and characters that unfold in Padua.

One of the immediate effects of this framing is the introduction of themes that will
resonate throughout the play. The most obvious is the theme of appearance versus
reality. Sly, a beggar, is treated as a lord, and for a time, he begins to believe it. This
mirrors the deceptions and disguises that permeate the main plot, particularly in the
subplot involving Bianca and her suitors. Characters adopt false identities and play
roles to achieve their desires, blurring the lines between who they are and who they
pretend to be.

Another prominent theme introduced is that of social hierarchy and class. The Lord's
ability to so easily manipulate Sly's reality is a stark demonstration of the power that
wealth and status wielded in Elizabethan society. The contrast between the Lord's
opulent world and Sly's beggarly existence is vast, and the ease with which Sly is
elevated (albeit artificially) highlights the rigid, yet sometimes permeable, nature of
social boundaries.

The Induction also subtly introduces the theme of control and manipulation. The Lord
orchestrates Sly's transformation entirely for his own amusement. He dictates Sly's
new identity and surroundings, controlling every aspect of his experience. This act of
control foreshadows Petruchio's methods in "taming" Katherina, which similarly
involve manipulating her environment and perceptions to achieve a desired outcome.

The comedic tone established in the Induction also carries into the main play. Sly's
bewildered reactions to his new circumstances, his clumsy attempts to inhabit the role
of a lord, and the servants' efforts to maintain the charade provide early moments of
humor. This sets the expectation for the comedic hijinks and witty exchanges that will
characterize the narrative in Padua.

However, the humor in the Induction is not without its edge. There is a certain cruelty
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in the Lord's prank, a powerful figure toying with the reality of a vulnerable individual.
This complexity in the comedy, the blend of amusement and discomfort, is also
something that the main play explores, particularly in the controversial aspects of
Petruchio's "taming" of Katherina. The Induction, therefore, prepares the audience for
a comedy that might challenge their sensibilities.

The language used in the Induction also provides a contrast with the rest of the play.
Sly and the Hostess speak in prose, reflecting their lower social status and the realism
of the tavern setting. The Lord and his servants, while engaging in a deceptive plot,
often speak in more elevated language, though they adapt their speech when
interacting with Sly. This use of both verse and prose is a hallmark of Shakespeare's
style, and its introduction in the Induction signals that the main play will likely employ
similar linguistic variations to distinguish characters and moods.

While the Induction clearly sets the stage and introduces key themes and structural
elements, its precise connection to the ending of the play has been a subject of much
discussion and, in performance, often leads to different directorial choices. In some
versions of The Taming of the Shrew, the play concludes by returning to Sly, showing
his reaction to the performance and perhaps his return to his former life. However, in
many editions and productions of Shakespeare's play, the Induction simply fades
away, and we do not see Sly again after the main play begins.

This abrupt disappearance of the framing device is unusual and has led to various
interpretations. Some scholars believe that the original text may have included scenes
that brought the Induction to a close, which have since been lost. Others argue that
the unresolved nature of the Induction is intentional, leaving the audience to ponder
the relationship between the framed story and its framework. Does Sly learn anything
from the play he watches? Does his experience as a temporary lord change him?
These questions are left open, adding to the play's complexity.

Regardless of the unresolved ending in many versions, the Induction has undeniably
fulfilled its purpose by the time the main plot commences. It has transported the
audience from their everyday reality into a theatrical world. It has introduced the
concept of performance, disguise, and the manipulation of identity. It has hinted at the
play's exploration of social dynamics and control. And crucially, it has established a
comedic tone, albeit one that carries undertones of discomfort.

The presence of the Induction fundamentally alters the audience's relationship with
the main story of Katherina and Petruchio. We are not simply watching a
straightforward comedy unfold; we are watching a play being watched by a character
who himself is part of an elaborate deception. This layers the meaning and encourages
a more analytical perspective on the events that transpire in Padua. The "taming" of
Katherina, viewed through the lens of Sly's own artificial transformation, might be
seen as another form of performance, another instance of a powerful figure
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manipulating reality.

The Induction, therefore, is far more than just a quirky opening. It is an integral part of
The Taming of the Shrew's structure and thematic landscape. It serves as a microcosm
of the play's central concerns, presenting them in a different context before they are
fully explored in the story of the fiery Katherina and the audacious Petruchio. By
starting with a drunken tinker and a mischievous lord, Shakespeare immediately
signals that this is a play that delights in disrupting expectations and playing with the
very nature of theatrical illusion. It is a bold opening that sets the stage for a play that
continues to spark discussion and performance centuries after its creation.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace


http://www.tcpdf.org

