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LOVERS AND TAMERS: TRANSMEDIATIONS OF SHAKESPEARE'S TAMING
OF THE SHREW TO VISUAL CULTURE

Abstract: The critical dispute in the interpretive history of Shakespeare's Taming of the
Shrew is traditionally polarised between whether Katherina is - at the end of the play -
tamed or not. This article examines part of this interpretive history as a barometer of
cultural coding of domestic love. Instead of deciding yet again if Katherina is sincere, or
just acting obedient, I want to see how different cultural contexts choose their reading of
a canonic play in popular culture. The article shows how and where the social codes of
these cultural contexts become visible in selecting their interpretive arguments from a
virtually endless line of possibilities. The material of this analysis is a double
transmediation: of literature to film, and of film to film posters. Among some well known
adaptations and remakes of The Taming of the Shrew, | also examine a lesser-known
Romanian filmic reference to this intertext.
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Whether seen as a love story, a cautionary tale, a narrative on learning the social codes of
relationships, this unfinished early play by Shakespeare elicits a great deal of interpretive
flexibility. This flexibility is further put to the test in the case of stage or film adaptations
and remakes of the original play. When transmediating to visual culture, the former
textual ambiguity of the play is lost or at least reduced to a considerable extent, in the
sense that each adaptation is bound to follow only one interpretive line. This reduction is

paradoxical because it sheds new light upon the Shakespearean text® at the same time it

'References to Shakespeare's Taming of the Shrew in this article are made to S. Greenblatt, W. Cohen, J. E.
Howard & K.E. Maus. The Norton Shakespeare. WW Norton, 1997.
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silences alternative interpretations. Due to transmediations, Shakespeare is again made
interesting to the large public, but what the usual public is really offered is a single,
contemporary reading (i.e. interpretation) of it, favored by contemporary values and

social codes, but marketed as “the real Shakespeare”.

Transgressing semiotic fields

| use transmediation here in the sense suggested by Werner Wolf's use of
transmediality (254) as a feature of phenomena that are non-specific to an individual
medium, but appear in different media. Narrativity, fictionality, aesthetic illusion,
descriptivity, self or meta-referentiality do not belong exclusively to the literary field. A
transmediation takes place whenever a certain object transgresses the semiotic boundaries
of the so-called “original” medium to create an artistic phenomenon in another. In other
words, film adaptations, remakes, mash-ups, but also film posters all fall within the
transmediation category.

In this article, | take a look at some
filmic transmediations of The Taming of the

Shrew, focusing on the way in which they are

s WCHARD epitomised in their corresponding posters. Film
i” BURTON -

4 posters are secondary forms of transmediation
from film narrative to static image semiotics.
This peculiarity makes them extremely dense in
interpretive  markers. However, since their
interpretations of films have promotional value,
they tend to be less about the films and more
about what “would sell” them in a given context.

This way, notions of community values and

community codes are involved in the

CYRLCUSCH:IEAELFORDEN-AFRED NG AAN WEB R o ML R NS P

ool s pemzzzener deciphering of the relationship between the

represented object and its represented image.

Promotional movie poster. (This image is used to illustrate the article
and is used for educational purposes only). Available at: https:/
: X% o P

A very important aspect of the play, too
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easily overlooked in some of its interpretations, is its unfinished character. The Taming...
was probably written between 1593 and 1597. It is still a work-in-progress when first
staged in 1594, until 1623, when it is first published in folio. All kinds of authorial
suspicions suggest that Shakespeare could have authored only part of it and that he could
have in fact re-written The Pleasant Conceited Histoire of the Taming of a Shrew, from
1589, a play authored either by himself (less probable) or by Thomas Kyd (cf. Thomson
75).

The story of the unruly virago being domesticated by a male partner is a quite
common occurrence in folk culture. Just like Boccaccio or Chaucer before him,
Shakespeare develops here one or more folktale where matrimony is represented as a
war, a battle of the sexes, an “erotomachia” (Ursa 98-101). The first indication of this
sourcing is the simplicity of the plot, reproducing the story of the father who has a good
daughter and an evil one. According to some critics who follow the Aarne-Thompson
typological system of folktale, this comedy can be read either as a Tale Type 901, The
Shrew (“The youngest of three sisters is a shrew. For their disobedience, her husband
shoots his dog and his horse. Brings his wife to submission. Wager: whose wife is the
most obedient.”- Arne quoted in Brunvand 345) or as a Tale Type 1370, The Lazy Cat
(Brunvand 346-347: the disobedient wife has to hold the cat in her arms while her
husband beats it as a cautionary tale). Both types are relatable to “hit the cat and tame the
bride” (Vasvari 128-130), a Tunisian proverb associating the wedding ritual to taming
procedures. The relation of this text to the Arabic world is better illustrated by the
elements that Shakespeare borrows from Arabian Nights, mainly the structure of a play-
within-a-play and the “reversal of fortune” motif. These two aspects regard the so-called

Sly-frame of the play and are sometimes overlooked in its critical interpretations.

Seducing scoundrels and domesticating viragos

The play begins, in the Induction, with a Lord and his servant coming upon a
drunken tinker, slimy Sly, swine-like lying in a ditch after refusing to pay the Hostess his
drinking debt. The Lord finds it amusing to take Sly home and convince him, by means

of engaging all his servants to play along in his farce, that he is the real lord of the castle.
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Upon awakening, a reluctant Sly admits to his fortune turnover and he later becomes an
enthusiastic lord, as he is promised a reunion with his lady of the castle, after watching a
play. The play-within-a-play is the actual “taming story” and it takes place in Padua and
in Verona: Katherina finds her match in Petruchio, who wants a rich bride, so that Bianca
may marry student Lucentio for love. The Sly-frame makes a difference in the overall
interpretation. Its importance becomes apparent when considering how one should read
the play, because Sly himself has a witch of a wife and, by farce logic, he would most
probably didactically relate to the performance before his eyes. According to some critics,
Shakespeare intentionally makes Petruchio resemble Sly and his belief that a good
woman is a silent one. Moreover, some of them sketch an entire line of male characters
where Petruchio meets Lear and Prospero to perpetuate “one of the most disturbing
practices of Shakespearean misogyny: the silencing of potentially independent women
such as Kate, Cordelia, and Miranda.”(Andreas 111)

One of the most powerful and at the same time most comical scenes is 2.1., where
Petruchio and Katherina first meet. The first encounter is loaded with aggressive as well
as sexual content. First of all, Petruchio
asks Baptista to send Katherina to him HENDERSON
instead of him going to meet her. A first
patriarchal code of obedience is introduced
in this “come to me” request, only to be
followed by a second one that focuses on
submission. Katherina is denied her own
name by Petruchio, who insists in calling
her Kate: “plain Kate,/ And bonny Kate

he Taming of

N A
the prettiest Kate in Christendom/ Kate of ‘ the Shrew !
e A

Kate Hall, my super-dainty Kate,/ For .

and sometimes Kate the curst;/ But Kate,

dainties are all Kates”. The name change SHAKESPEARE RETOLD

A romantic comedy exploring the complexities of

replaces a very powerful proper name with male and female relationships

a diminutive, an intimate Co||0quia| Promotional movie poster. (This image is used to illustrate the article
! and is used for educational purposes only). Available at: https:/
s o Prririvia s

appellative and a direct reference to the
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cat, an animal whose name and designation are associated with female genitalia in
several cultures (not only in the English slang term “pussy”, but also in proverbs and tales
from the Oriental world, some featuring in Arabian Nights). More importantly, the name
change is a declaration of supremacy and ownership, as Petruchio explicitly states: ,,For I
am born to tame you Kate,/ And bring you from a wild Kate to a Kate/ Conformable as
other household Kates.” This is just one of the steps Katherina will take in her rite of
passage from maidenhood to womanhood, with Petruchio as her husband and guide.

For the first part of their encounter, the most aggressive presence is Katherina
herself, who verbally charges right away, calling Petruchio a moveable, a join'd-stool, an
ass, a jade, a swain, a buzzard, a crab, a fool. While apparently keeping his temper,
Petruchio takes each insult and turns it into a sexual innuendo: as a stool he invites her
“come, sit on me”, as a bearing ass he reminds her that “women are made to bear, and SO
are you”, as a jade he promises “alas! good Kate, I will not burden thee” and so on. When
accusing Katherina of being a wasp, she insists that her sting is life-threatening and that
her tongue is her sting, but this only amuses Petruchio: “What, with my tongue in your
tail? nay, come again,/ Good Kate; I am a gentleman.” Let us note here that the wasp, like
the cat, features as a metaphor for the vulva (specifically for vagina dentata) in several
stories included in the Arabian Nights. Finally, he declares himself “a combless cock™ for
Kate the hen. The entire encounter is extremely unsettling for Katherine, who has never
met a man who can resist her wit or even outwit her. Her nervousness is increased by
Petruchio's double entendre and by his veiled sexual promises or threats. When in the end
he says “Will you, nill you, I will marry you./ Now, Kate, I am a husband for your turn”
he actually states that their union will take place in every sense of the word, with or
without her consent.

Analysing this scene so far, one can see a classic pattern of seduction, with its
asymmetrical distribution of male and female roles. A unity is created of “action and
passion, by means of two opposing asymmetries. On the one hand, love is characterised
as a battle, as the woman being besieged and conquered. On the other hand, love presents
itself and 'pleases' in the form of unconditional submission to the wishes of the beloved.”
(Luhmann 63) Later, in the wedding scene (3.2.) Petruchio pushes the asymmetry even

further and behaves like a madman. This brings Katherina to tears of humiliation and

12



LOVERS AND TAMERS: TRANSMEDIATIONS OF SHAKESPEARE

despair. But Gremio understands that “Petruchio is Kated”, meaning that he mimics her
former behavior. While being a shrew, Katherina appears to be extremely sensitive to
social evaluation. She worries that she is going to be humiliated in public and this is
precisely what Petruchio does, as if in an attempt to teach her that the others do not
matter anymore. Later in the play (4.1-5) the others notice that ,,he is more shrew than
she” and that ,,he kills her in her own humour,” mirroring her social behavior.

This is where Shakespeare introduces in his farcical play something that he
borrows from folk culture, where sex and violence are at the very core of any cautionary
tale and at the very base of education. He describes some torture techniques as initiators
of comic and humour: starvation, playing the madman (when cursing and beating the
servants in front of Katherina and then bursting into singing), sleep deprivation,
destroying Katherina's possessions, brainwashing (telling her that the sun is the moon and
the maiden she sees is an old man). After completing her education of submission,
Petruchio posits himself as a huntsman who has, in Katherina, a falcon ready to obey and

hunt for him: ,,My falcon now is sharp.”

Tame or Be Tamed

Far from seeming resentful, Katherina is brought to a point where she really
behaves like a woman who has fallen in love with a man whom she now sees in a
different light. Paradoxically as this may sound to the modern reader or viewer, the idea
that a perfect match is forged by means of overcoming woman's resistance to a man's

conquering her as he would in a battle is very familiar to the pre-Classic European:

The man thereby prizes the lady's resistance as the condition of the enhancement
of his efforts, and the lady equally holds the tenacity and duration of the man's
efforts in high esteem, and both know that both know this. This knowledge of
knowledge provides both with the necessary security and the opportunity to treat

themselves as opponents of equal birth.” (Luhmann, 195).

A man who gives up in the love battle is not only emasculated by that culture's standards,

13



METACRITIC JOURNAL FOR COMPARATIVE STUDIES AND THEORY 2.2 (DECEMBER 2016)

but also guilty of not serving the sacredness of love (64). On the contrary, one who is
successful in the same battle has already won the appreciation of his lady. This way,
Petruchio’s tenacity would have appeared appealing according to the love code of the
sixteenth and even the seventeenth centuries. However, the discrepancy between the force
Katherina's words bear at the beginning and the submission she seems to convey at the
end does not allow a simple reading of this code in The Taming...

The confirmation of Katherina's submission is supposed to come at the end, in
5.1-2, where Petruchio, Lucentio (now a discontent husband of a mean Bianca) and
Hortensio (who has married a widow) place a wager on who has the most obedient wife.
Katherina, who is Petruchio's falcon by now, literally brings him the prey of social
success when she delivers the longest monologue in the play, recommending marital
obedience to all women: ,,Thy husband is thy lord, thy life, thy keeper,/ Thy head, thy
sovereign; one that cares for thee,/ [...] And place your hands below your husband's foot:/
In token of which duty, if he please,/ My hand is ready; may it do him ease.”

However, the end of the play only deepens the ambiguity, because what seems to
some readers and critics like a successful transformation of a devilish wife into a good
woman, to others it looks like the ultimate ironic mask that Katherina has put on for her
public appearance, in order to keep her spirit strong underneath it. The fact that in the end
she places her hand under Petruchio's foot could indicate that she is indeed submissive,
were it not for the phrase “may it do him ease”. This rhetorical figure, along with “if he
please”, is more an indication of mutual conditionality than of total submission.
Katherina willingly puts herself in a vulnerable position in front of Petruchio only if and
when she is certain that Petruchio is going to protect her, because he loves her and
because love makes him incapable of harmful behavior towards her. Together, they seem
to perform the scene of matrimonial success either to please or to mock their family and
friends. More importantly, the traditional concept of passion values passiveness above
activism, because the ultimate love proof is “a loss of identity and not, as one would think
nowadays, a gain in identity.” (Luhmann 64) Almost to the letter, one can follow - in the
last scene of The Taming..., this uncanny fusion of “what appear to be diametrical
opposites: conquest and self-renunciation.” (63)

Let us see how this deepening of ambiguity is resolved in the transmediations
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made possible by some filmic representations and their posters for various audiences.
There are some of the possible resolutions to choose from when transmediating The
Taming...:

1. Tamed Katherina. If she is really tamed in the end, it means that she was either
evil, or at least frustrated and angry. Petruchio has brought her authentic peace, either by
domesticating her in an abusive way, or by lovingly “educating” her unruly nature and
they are now happily married. Katherina must obviously be repentant about her past ways
and she instructs the other wives not to make her mistake. Becoming a woman means, in
this perspective, wisely and willfully submitting to the will of one's husband, who rules
over his wife with love above all. This perspective illustrates a hierarchical understanding
of marriage, where a loving man uses any method he sees fit in order “to repair” a form
of imbalance affecting “his” woman. Here, the idea of love is far from being a romantic
one, growing out of the war of sexes.

2. Ironic Katherina. She only acts submissive, which means either that she still is
as fierce as she was at the beginning, or that she has only mellowed down for her man
and his love. In the first case, she is resentful and awaits her own chance for revenge, in
the second, she has decoded social success and enjoys her new and no less shrewish
knowledge. If real, love is seen here as the perfect match of similar characters, as a labor
of negotiation. Becoming a woman means choosing one’s battles, in order to win the
really important ones.

3. Finally, the interpretation that The Taming... is just the first part of a reverse
fable in two parts. Shakespeare does not get to write the second part, which would have
been devoted to the taming of Petruchio. In this view, Katherina is only ironic to the
others, but not to Petruchio, since the two of them play together the social game of
showing off as the ultimate desirable couple. Once they both know they have a perfect
partner in the other one, they agree upon acting the codes that all the others know by

heart. Katharina's reward is to see Petruchio do the same for her in due time.

The truths beyond the posters

It should be said that, paradoxically, Shakespeare does not show much esteem for

15



METACRITIC JOURNAL FOR COMPARATIVE STUDIES AND THEORY 2.2 (DECEMBER 2016)

the idea of romantic love outside his sonnets. When he depicts it in theater, it usually ends

in tragedy due to either immaturity (Romeo

HERBERT J. YATES p—
presents ; .

and Juliet) or to a form of dysfunctional

"~ JOHN FORD'S GREATEST TRIUMPH

imbalance and excess such as jealousy Q“rigem M{a
| Y [ Tﬂ

(Othello). If not, then romantic love is -

associated with whimsical youth, illusion,

MAUREEN

O'HARA

BARRY

obsession or even temporary madness (A FITZGERALD

Midsummer Night's Dream, As You Like It).
Either way, it is highly probable that
Shakespeare does not endorse the idea of a
marriage based on romantic love, but rather
entertains a more nuanced view upon love,

and the kind of love upon which one should WARD SOND'

MR MIAGLEY et B
found a lasting and mutually beneficial ML LS Llis JOHN FORD

ARTHUR SHIELDS and ABBEY THEATRE PLAYERS en Py by FRANK S NUGENT

marital union. Moreover, the representation AREPUBLEC PCTURE Color by TECHNICOLOR

" ary be MAURICE WALSH
aucss by MERIAN C COOPER

Of IOVG Wlthln a farCicaI frame iS further Promotional movie poster for The Quiet Man. (This image is used to

illustrate the article and |s used for educatlonal purposes only). Available

argumentation in favor of the idea of

intentional ambiguity, as much as in favor of

viewer responsibility in interpretation: “farce, as it may be traced from the very dawn of
the history of drama, was primarily not a drama of incident and intrigue, but a drama of
the outlook upon life, just as much as comedy itself.” (Chambers 106)

One of the first successful remakes of The Taming... is a Broadway show later
made into the movie Kiss me, Kate (1948). It is inspired by the on-stage/off-stage battles
of husband-and-wife actors Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne during their 1935 production
of The Taming... In its Hollywood posters, Kate is handled like doll, being spanked in
more or less sexualized poses. Although in the play she acts truly angry and is
domesticated by force, in the posters she seems pleased to have been assigned the role of
an object of pleasure.

A romantic comedy-drama film directed by John Ford in 1952 and entitled The
Quiet Man remakes the shrew story with film stars John Wayne (Sean) and Maureen

O'Hara (Mary Kate). The other intertext of the film is Aristophanes’ Lysistrata. Mary
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Kate withholds sex from her husband until he “mans
up” to ask her father for her rightful inheritance.
Both spouses are strong characters, but the rite of
passage is enacted by Sean, who is weaker-willed

% ‘ than his wife and who becomes a man only once he
N Q e '*',‘H-;’:‘ - confronts both his father-in-law and his testy wife.
%ﬂ u{ oo An interesting spin is taken in the different

JOHY 1AL BA . . .
% WATE onlm FIT /,GERALD posters of this film. In the US, the posters advertise
TS © KOS VT - RIS ]
MB& v

the film by selecting a manhandling scene in which

either Mary Kate is ungrounded and carried by Sean

Promotional movie poster for The Quiet Man. (This image is used to
illustrate the article and is used for information or educational purposes

only). Avaiatieat:hlps:Ahesiverveice wordpress.com/2011/08/0e- in his arms, or she is pulled or dragged by her coat,
quiet-man-60-years-on/

like a doll. In Argentina, the same movie is promoted
by means of a paradigmatic double wedding-portrait, the typical first portrait of a
newlywed couple. Most interestingly, in France the posters have clear feminist overtones,
representing a redhead Kate, being violently pulled by the hair, or pushed in front of a

crowd, with almost expressionist chromatic

references to bloodshed. Cultural differences | s s rowne e JOHN FORD

Jonn WAYNE
seem extreme between these cases of Museey O’ HARA

transmediating the same popular comedy in ?‘fRRY F 'TZGERALD =
posters that would sell it to American, '
Argentinian, and French audiences. They prove
that different selections are necessary to convince
different cultures of the “appeal” of the same
object, and that specific, national or ideological
values are used to encode this “appeal” value.
These popular Hollywood interpretations
of Shakespeare are quite common from the forties
WA BOND - VICToR McLAGLEN - MUDRED NATWICK - FRANCS FORD

until the sixties. Their commonality and the | = Mf””*_““"%bmpono Ej

“normality” of their character are illustrated in
Promotional movie poster for The Quiet Man. (This image is used to

the critical views of Harold C. Goddard’ an |Ilustrate the article and is used for educational purposes only). Available

at: -

influential Shakespeareologist of the forties,
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much praised by Harold Bloom, the promoter of the aesthetic canon. In Goddard's

posthumous Meaning of Shakespeare (1951), the author admits that “the play ends with

the prospect that Kate is going to be more nearly the tamer than the tamed, Petruchio

more nearly the tamed than the tamer, though his wife naturally will keep the true

situation under cover. (108)” However, even if he himself endorses the idea of a reverse

fable, when explaining Petruchio's techniques for domesticating his wife, Goddard easily

considers Katherina as a child being rightfully manhandled:

whatever we think of Petruchio’s pranks in the scenes where farce and comedy get

mixed, there is no quarreling with his instinctive sense of how in general Kate

ought to be handled. When a small child is irritable and cross, the thing to do is

not to reason, still less to pity or pamper, or even to be just kind and

understanding in the ordinary sense. The thing to do is to take the child captive.

(110)

Entangled stories of desire and education

The most famous adaptation of The Taming
of the Shrew still remains the one from 1967,
directed by Franco Zeffirelli and starring Elizabeth
Taylor and Richard Burton. The fact that the off-
screen couple was in fact experiencing a marriage
crisis plays in the belligerent atmosphere between
Katherina and Petruchio. Like other adaptations by
Zeffirelli, this one also closely follows the original
text, but the posters tell their own story. In one of
them, the image is selected from the first encounter
scene, Katherina is given a dagger in her right
hand, but the couple is represented in sexual
prelude rapture. A very sensuous and beautiful

Elizabeth Taylor is about to be embraced by
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Richard Burton at the very moment when fighting translates into sexual lust. Although
the war between the sexes is clearly there, the image focuses on desire and pleasure as
deterrents of conflict. In another one, a feisty Kate is carried on the shoulder by a drunk
and loud Petruchio, as the prized possession of his pile of things at his feet. A constant
feature of the various posters of this film adaptation is the representation of the two
protagonists with their mouths open in yelling. While Petruchio yells wholeheartedly,
Katherina merely grinds her teeth in frustration.

Desire and love play a crucial part in a free adaptation from 1999, 10 Things |
Hate about You, a romantic comedy directed by Gil Junger and starring Julia Stiles and
Heath Ledger. The setting is high-school life and the story of the two daughters of a very
strict father gains clear feminist significance. There are other intertexts in the film,
besides The taming..., one of them being Romeo and Juliet. The two protagonists are very

young and beautiful, but the educator is

Kate, who teaches her new Petruchio to :_’r“; :"w:::: L“j;
see beyond appearances and to think
about the consequences of one's actions.
Another obvious intertext is Elizabeth
Barrett Browning's “How Do I Love
Thee? (Sonnet 43),” that Kate rewrites
to declare her love, only turning
melodramatic stances upside-down in
pretend hateful comments (i.e. “How do
I loathe thee?”).

Although the female character is
a stubborn adolescent, who rejects
social standards of beauty and of

anything else, the poster cuts a frame in

which she observes some engendered

In meatM )

H H H H Promotional movie poster. (This image is used to illustrate the article
knees, the playmg Wlth her halr' In Splte and is used for educational purposes only). Available at: https:/

www.fil inity. /en/filmim. .php?movie_id=537724

codes of objectification: the bent bare

of observing the traditional gender
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codes, the image in the main poster also displays several clues that the comedy is a topsy-
turvy, free, parodical remake of The Taming.... Not only do love and loathe superpose, but
the two protagonists exchange codes of gender representation. The female character
displays the traditionally masculine straightforward look, very focused and empowering.
In return, the masculine character supports his head with his arm and displays the
disoriented, floating gaze usually reserved to representations of objectified women (see
Goffman 1-9).

This type of gender role crossing, of entanglement in gender representation
inspires the third possible reading of the end of Shakespeare's play. As anticipated above,
it is possible that we only have in the original unfinished text the first step of a reverse
fable that requires two steps. Indications are that Shakespeare envisioned resuming the
play with a second step, describing the taming of Petruchio. There is a continuation of the
comedy by John Fletcher, entitled The Woman's Prize, or the Tamer Tamed, published in
1647 and written twenty years earlier. Explicitly, it is a counterpart to Shakespeare's The
Taming of the Shrew, in which the tamer and the tamed change places. Petruchio is
“tamed” by his second wife Maria, whom he marries after the death of Katherina, the
“shrew”. A second argument in favor of this third interpretation lies in the intertextuality
with Arabian Nights: the beggar who is made to believe he is a caliph is then thrown back
into the public square and the circle of pretense never stops. Finally, some critics have
seen here a possible illustration by Shakespeare of the challenges of post-Reform
marriage, the “companionate” marriage, where mutual responsibilities are established for
both husband and wife.

The eighties are a most interesting context for the reception of The Taming...
through adaptation. All three interpretations are present throughout the decade, with a
preference for underlining Katherine's entitlement to fight for her beliefs. Even romantic
adaptations such as Il Bisbetico Domato/ The Taming of the Scoundrel (1980), an Italian
comedy starring Adriano Celentano and Ornella Muti, include the reverse story of the
man being educated by his female partner.

A Romanian Taming Tale
Far from being a literal adaptation of The Taming...,, a Romanian romantic
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Promotional movie poster for The Quiet Man. (This image is used to
illustrate the article and is used for educational purposes only). Available

at: https://www.filmaffinity.com/en/filmimages.php?movie_id=856214

comedy-drama draws upon the relationship of
Petruchio and Katherina. The movie of 1983,
entitled Buletin de Bucuresti/ Bucharest Identity
Card, tackles a very sensitive issue of the
Romanian communist eighties: the allocations of
job openings for young university graduates,
according to a system of social priorities, pushing
the graduates to always take a job in poor
countryside regions. Staying in the city (the
Capital Bucharest, here) depended on 1) “getting a
denial” from the village council where the
graduates were supposed to work or 2) enlisting as

a priority with the help of a city ID by marrying a

Bucharest citizen (as in the fake marriages to American citizens, contracted in order to

avoid deportation, a frequent theme in Hollywood romantic comedies). The plot consists

of Silvia, an agronomy graduate, paying Radu, a taxi driver (who later reveals being a

veterinarian) to formally marry her for a Bucharest ID. The unplanned visit in the city

where Silvia’s parents live complicates everything and adds to the humor of the film,

forcing the two to pretend that they married for love. After obtaining the divorce, they

meet again in the village Silvia was trying to avoid, where they fall in love after fighting

for a while, get married and live happily with their children.

There is a particularly important scene for the perspective of the present article, in

spite of its inconspicuousness.
During the divorce proceedings,
Silvia lies to the judge about
Radu beating her. She invokes
domestic violence with Radu's
consent, as they both know this
will get them divorced. The
female judge acts in a very

motherly manner towards the
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apparently confused young couple in front of her. Communist propaganda is at work in
the representation of the voice of justice as being humane and protective of human rights.
However, a patriarchal and abusive domestic code gets away and escapes propagandistic
censorship in the following lines: “Judge: | want you both to take marriage seriously and
think twice about getting a divorce. Silvia: He beats me. Judge (smiling benevolently):
Well, maybe you get on his nerves. [s.a.] You should really reconsider, take your time.”
The reason why domestic abuse is acceptable behavior in the eyes of the female judge is
because it was already taken for granted in Romanian culture at the time.

In spite of the carefully planned equalitarian propaganda, the idea that women
should obey their husbands and not “get on their nerves” is interwoven, as common
knowledge and universal truth, in the cultural discourse of the system. The fact that
Bucharest Identity Card was so popular at the time proves that such ideas were not seen
as strange or offensive, even more so when they were balanced - as they are here - by the

very loveable characters of the two protagonists.

There is hope in transmediating literary objects to visual culture

To conclude, the binary reception that has divided critics, readers and viewers of
Shakespeare's The Taming of the Shrew should be adjusted to a triple model of reception.
The idea is not new. The third interpretation has resisted since the age of Shakespeare.
More precisely, it has gained interpretive momentum with John Fletcher, Shakespeare's
successor as playwright for the King's Men theatrical company. He wrote The Woman's
Prize, or The Tamer Tamed (1611) as a sequel to Shakespeare's play. Unfortunately, the
sequel is sometimes disregarded as a farce whose value does not match any
Shakespearean production. But there are critics who have taken its implications seriously:
“Fletcher's response may in itself reflect the kind of discomfort that Shrew has
characteristically provoked in men and why its many revisions since 1594 have
repeatedly contrived ways of softening the edges. (Meynell 98)”.

The transmediations of this Shakespearean play to film and to their different
posters show that the reception of The Taming... is far from being undoubtedly assignable

to a single meaning, in spite of what Harold Bloom still maintains in 2007: “all of them
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[my students - m.n.] see what should be seen [...]: it is a play about a happy marriage,
with a free-for-all farce leading on to it.” (Bloom Xl). Interpretations as different as those
from two movies from the same year, 2009, one Russian, the other one British, show not
only that the ambiguity of the play is still palpable, but also that different contemporary
artists and directors see it as a great way to convey the values of their own culture. The
patriarchal culture of today’s Russia, with its traditional distribution of power roles
according to gender, speaks about itself in a comic, caricature movie, entitled The Taming
of the Shrews. The poster represents the main female character in a maid outfit, depicting
a sexual fantasy. At the other end of the specter of women representation in visual
culture, a British Taming of the Shrew has a young harridan MP marry a nobleman with
the right title, in spite of his character, in order to reach her political goal of becoming
party leader.

Whether handled as a puppet, objectified as a sexual object or aggressively
seeking power in a world dominated by men, contemporary Katherinas are
representations of the power play of the cultures in which and for which they are
represented. The most interesting result remains the fact that Shakespeare's texts are
brought to life and to public attention this way, while at the same time being “stolen”
from the canonical field of literary reading and trafficked beyond the borders of other

media.
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