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The Taming of the Shrew performed by Shakespeare in the Squares 

Directed by Toby Gordon 

Reviewed by Tony Herbert 

Another knock-about, funny, musical take 
on Shakespeare, out in the open air, from 
the wonderful Shakespeare in the Squares. 
This summer it’s The Taming of the Shrew, 
not the easiest to tackle. It’s often thought 
to be misogynist, so modern directors shy 
away from it. Not our very talented 
director, Toby Gordon. 

For those who don’t know the company, they put on a Shakespeare play every 
summer in some of London’s beautiful garden squares. This year they’re 
performing in 34 squares.  The actors are young and highly professional, each 
playing a musical instrument as well as acting, moving athletically around the non-
existent stage and skilfully involving the audience in some of the nonsense.  

It all started with the full cast, all eight of them, warming us up with a rendering 
of Saturday Night at the Movies. The music was all late 1950s and 1960s, right in the 
comfort zone of most of the audience. The settings and costumes were much the 
same. 

Are we all familiar with the plot? A lot of us remember the main story line, 
Petruchio successfully wooing the shrewish but eventually compliant and loving 
Kate – ‘Kiss me Kate’. But the subplot is so complicated and ludicrous to defy any 
summary, involving the usual Shakespearean disguises and cross-dressing. 
Amazingly, this production made it all reasonably intelligible, at the same time as 
making it hilariously funny.  

We had the habitual gender-swapping, compulsory nowadays. The 
authoritarian father – who insists that Kate’s younger sister Bianca can’t get 
married, despite her being pursued by most of the male characters, until her elder 
sister Kate ties the knot – is an imperious mother. That works well. The male 
servant of one of Bianca’s suitors, Tranio, is played with much gusto by a young 
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woman Kalifa Taylor. She then has to be disguised as her male boss. Frankly, you 
have to forget about the genders here. The actress plays it so well and funnily that 
you do so – almost.    

The play is interesting from an Oxfordian perspective. A version, entitled The 
Taming of a Shrew, was originally published in quarto form. The Taming of the Shrew 
only appeared later in the First Folio. Was ‘a Shrew’ an early version of ‘the Shrew’? 
Was ‘a Shrew’ a source for ‘the Shrew’ and written by someone other than the 
Bard? Was ‘a Shrew’ simply a bad, perhaps memorised, version of ‘the Shrew’? 
There has been much debate. My favourite theory is that indeed ‘a Shrew’ was an 
early version written by the young precocious Edward de Vere, still only a teenager; 
and that ‘the Shrew’ was a rewrite, converting the setting to Padua and making the 
characters Italian, done after his long visit to Italy in 1575. I’m pleased to know 
that my theory is supported by Ramón Jiménez, in his game-changing book 
Shakespeare’s Apprentice: Identifying the Real Playwright’s Earliest Works published by M 
McFarland & Co Inc. 2018. 

This theory, despite fitting the facts nicely, has to be dismissed out of hand by 
Stratfordians as it would involve the man from Stratford having written it as a child 
– perhaps while helping his father with his glove-making business.     
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