“Appropriations keep great texts alive and relevant. Discuss this in relation to
‘Taming of the Shrew’ and ‘Kiss Me Kate’.” Consider both the context and the
values presented in the texts.

The 1953 film “Kiss Me Kate” is an appropriation of Shakespeare’s “The Taming of the
Shrew”, which keeps the play alive and relevant for a 1950’s audience. It does this
through reflecting its time period, enabling the values of its time to be recognisable in
the reimagined text. Women in the Elizabethan era were characterised by their
compliance and were rejected if they displayed obstinance and determination. Men
retained dominance in relationships while women were admired for their beauty and
docility. These values of the play are appropriated in “Kiss Me Kate” to mirror the typical
ideals in America in the 1950s. Post WWII led to increased independence of women as
they were able to work alongside men and became empowered by their sexuality.
Relationships were mutual and based around romance rather than the subservience of
the wife. Marriage and the roles women in Shakespeare’s play have been appropriated
to imitate the values of the 1950s in “Kiss Me Kate” in order to keep the original play
relevant.

There were distinct roles for women in Elizabethan society which they were expected to
conform to. The church at this time enforced the idea that a woman’s role was to be
subservient in the family as seen through Bianca. Lucentio is attracted to Bianca
because of her fagade of docility and compliance and characterises her according to
them commenting, “In the other’s silence do | see maid’s mild behaviour and sobriety.”
The use of alliteration reinforces the Elizabethan belief that submissiveness and women
go hand in hand. Lucentio’s view of Bianca is romanticised by the rhyme, as if he is
reciting a love poem in admiration of her quintessential qualities. Contrastingly,
Katherine fails to uphold these qualities expected by society and encompasses a
rebellious nature. Women who possessed unconventional qualities such as obstinance
were undesirable by men and labelled a “shrew”. Katherine’s unflinching and
opinionated personality places her in this category, causing her to be criticised, “Why
will you mew her up for this fiend of hell, and make her bear the penance of her
tongue?” The use of diabolical imagery emphasises the great extent to which her
qualities are undesirable according to the church’s view of the ideal woman. However,
Katherine is “tamed” by the end of the play and acknowledges her inferior position as a
woman in Elizabethan society. Her last speech reaffirms women’s roles as comforters to
their husbands and their duty of obedience. “Love, fair looks and true obedience — so
little payment for so great a debt.” Through antithesis, Katherine expresses the
important role women had in submitting to their husbands who were superior. Brian
Brooks supports this in his essay “Feminist Struggle in Shakespeare’s The Taming of
the Shrew” by stating, “Equal dignity is not the aim... the play reaffirms the wife’s
subordinate position.” Roles for women are still present in a modern context, revealing
that the values of the Elizabethan era are still relevant today.

The 1950’s brought a shift in female roles as men conceded some of their dominance to
women, who gained increased independence. Women were characterised by their
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sexuality as they gained more freedom in society. Bianca’s demure nature has been
appropriated into an extraverted and promiscuous Lois who wins the men through her
flirtatious behaviour. Lois’ costuming in the opening scene reflects her alluring qualities
as she performs a playful song, “It's too Darn Hot” in a revealing outfit. Lilli is a foil
character to Lois who takes on a more conservative approach to exercise her
independence. She challenges Fred’s dominance over her which reflects the increased
independence women gained from WW?2. Lilli calls Fred a “louse” on stage, displaying
her determination to stand up for herself. The medium shot of Fred walking backwards
and forwards awkwardly reflects the embarrassment men experienced when women
challenged their dominance in public. However, women’s independence had limits as
men still retained physical dominance over them. This is seen when Fred spanks Lilli on
stage, reflecting the idea that women were forced to resume their subservient place
after men returned from WW2. By lowering her down to his knee, Fred exercises his
power over Lilli and reduces her independence. The play within the play scene depicts
how females were still ultimately controlled by men since the Elizabethan days. The
wide angle shot of Fred spanking Lilli films the theatre’s audience behind them, showing
their reactions of amusement. Their response of laughter reflects the acceptance of the
objectification of women in the 1950s. Modern audiences would be horrified by Fred’s
treatment of Lilli as it degrades women to a position of subordinance. It was important to
re-establish female roles in the 1950s as women fought keep positions of equality
beside men. The 1950s context shapes the characterisation of women in “Kiss Me
Kate”, to keep the original play alive and relevant for a 1950’s audience.

In the Elizabethan Era, love and marriage were dictated by men who used these values
for self-gain. Courtly love was the most common type of love. Men admired women for
their beauty as seen by Bianca’s three suitors who continuously idealised her. Hortensio
comments, “In Baptista’s keep my treasure is. He hath the jewel of my life in hold.” He
compares Bianca’s beauty as well as her wealth to a jewel through the use of a
metaphor. This reveals how men became infatuated with rich and beautiful women,
qualities which characterised women desirable for marriage. Women were expected to
marry and were subject to arranged marriages for the benefit of their husbands and
fathers. Petruchio desires a rich wife regardless of any undesirable characteristics she
may have. He comments “/ come to wive it wealthily in Padua. If wealthily then happily.”
The use of alliteration affirms his belief that money prevails love in marriage. This is
supported by Brooks who states, “Petruchio’s enticement to marry Katherine originates
from his desire to become rich”. This displays that the purpose of marriage was to gain
wealth and bolster social status. Women were subordinate to their husbands and were
expected to be subservient. Petruchio expects this Elizabethan ideal as he “tames”
Katherine, who realises she must sacrifice her petulance to obtain happiness in her
marriage. She submits, “What you will have it named, even that it is, and so it shall be
for Katherine”. Her compliant tone reflects her decision to acquiesce as she accepts her
lack of autonomy and duty to her husband. Modern audiences may have a negative
response to the play, calling it sexist. However, Elizabethan society upheld this belief,
making the play a representation of the values during the era. Love and marriage are
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important values which are reflected in “Taming of the Shrew” and have been carried on
to be relevant today.

“Kiss Me Kate” keeps Shakespeare’s play relevant to society in the 1950’s through
reshaping the values of love and marriage. Romantic love involving both genders
prevailed in America. Despite their divorce, Fred and Lilli share romantic feelings as
they reminisce about past performances together. The love between the characters is
more genuine and mutual due to the increased independence of women who could
share in it, rather than the male dominated courtly love of the Elizabethan days.
Through the use of the song “Wunderbar”, Fred and Lilli rekindle their affection for one
another. Inclusive language in the line “There’s our favourite star above” reflects the
unity between the couple as they sing which is confirmed by mid-shots filming their
embrace. While Petruchio and Katherine’s marriage is based on subservience, Fred
and Lilli’s relationship is held together by rekindled romance. This is reflected in the
song “So in Love” as it follows Fred’s seduction of Lilli until she chooses to submit to
him to find love. The use of emotive language in the line, “So taunt me and hurt me,
deceive me, desert me” shows the power struggle between the couple. Ultimately, Lilli
had the choice to continue her relationship with Fred and did so, compromising her
power to win his love. This is seen through the last scene of the high angle shot of Lilli
kneeling down which is contrasted to the low angle shot of Fred domineering over her.
Once Lilli submits to Fred, he lifts her up to his level. This reveals the film’s view of love
and marriage, which is a mutual agreement between a couple although still based on
the subservience of the wife. “Kiss Me Kate” keeps the values of love and marriage
alive through appropriation, revealing their relevance in “Taming of the Shrew”.

Through the use of appropriation, “Taming of the Shrew” has been kept alive and
relevant as “Kiss Me Kate” reflects the values of the 1950’s to engage a more recent
audience. The change in context reshapes the values to represent what is important to
society at the time period it is reimagined in, values which were important in
Shakespeare’s time. The roles of women shifted from being subservient in the
Elizabethan era to gaining increased independence in the 1950s. Women were no
longer admired for their docility and beauty but for their sexuality. The purpose of
marriage has shifted from being a way of bolstering social standing in the Elizabethan
Era to being a mutual and romantic compromise. The values of “Kiss Me Kate” keep
“Taming of the Shrew” alive and relevant for a 1950’s audience by creating a common
link between the texts through their values.
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