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ABSTRACT 
I Was a Stranger: Hospitality and Social Relations in The 
Merry Wives of Windsor 
 
Shakespeare's The Merry Wives of Windsor anatomizes the 
social relations in a small town, paying unusual attention to 
the importance of women in regulating community life. In 
this paper I explore how the presence of those marked as 
outsiders to the community complicates the usual view of the 
merry wives simply as clever subverters of patriarchal power. 
They are that, but they are also enforcers of the boundaries 
between insiders and outsiders. In an understated way, the 
play acknowledges the anxieties about strangers that 
permeated early modern life in London and its surrounding 
towns and, I argue, shows how such anxieties affect both 
gender and class relations in Windsor and contravene the 
imperatives of hospitality that supposedly governed early 
modern households and communities. 

 

Visit www.dur.ac.uk/imems/events/  

Follow us on Twitter @IMEMSDurham and on 

Facebook @imems.durham 

Institute of Medieval                       

& Early Modern Studies 

 

 
 

 

Jean E. Howard is George Delacorte 
Professor in the Humanities at Columbia 
University where she teaches early modern 
literature, Shakespeare, feminist studies, and 
theater history.  Howard has authored over 
fifty essays; her books include 
Shakespeare’s Art of Orchestration: Stage 
Technique and Audience Response (1984); 
The Stage and Social Struggle in Early 
Modern England (1994); Engendering a 
Nation: A Feminist Account of 
Shakespeare’s English Histories (1997), co-
written with Phyllis Rackin;  Theater of a 
City: The Places of London Comedy 1598-
1642 (2007), which won the Barnard Hewitt 
Prize for the outstanding work of theater 
history for 2008, and Marx and Shakespeare 
in the Great Shakespeareans series (2012), 
co-written with Crystal Bartolovich. In 
addition, Professor Howard is one of the co-
editors of The Norton Shakespeare and 
general editor of the Bedford Contextual 
Editions of Shakespeare for which with 
Pamela Allen Brown she edited As Y ou 
Like It.  She has edited seven collections of 
essays and has received Guggenheim, 
ACLS, NEH, Huntington, Folger, and 
Newberry Library Fellowships. Howard has 
received several awards for the teaching and 
mentoring of graduate students and has 
directed over fifty doctoral dissertations.  
She is completing a new book, Staging 
History: Forging the Body Politic, that 
considers the different genealogies of the 
history play in America and England in the 
twentieth and twenty-first centuries.   
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