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A great occasion

Think of a wedding—a very special wedding, because the
bridegroom is a most important person. He is of noble birth, and
for many years his family has owned the land for miles around their
stately home. He is a good landlord —his tenants, the workmen
living on his estate, love him and share in the rejoicing at his
marriage. As a kind of wedding-present they have rehearsed a play
to entertain the guests when the religious ceremonies are
completed and the feasting is over. '

The paragraph you have just read is not intended as a
summary of the action of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. It is a
simple description of any great wedding in Elizabethan England;
many are reported in the chronicles of the time.

But one particular wedding must have been very grand. The
guest of honour (almost more important than the bride and
bridegroom) was the Queen herself, Her Majesty Elizabeth I of
England. And the entertainment was provided not by well-
meaning amateurs, but by a company of professional actors. The
play they performed had been written especially for this occasion
by the best dramatist of the time— Mr William Shakespeare.

What kind of entertainment would be right for this very
special occasion? Nothing solemn or serious—the audience is
relaxed and happy. Not a critical satire: wedding guests have not
come to hear an intellectual debate. Something romantic—and at
the same time comic; with poetry—songs—dances ; with speeches
in praise of married love—and also (because the Virgin Queen is to
be present) in praise of chastity and the single life. And perhaps a
little touch of magic—because for the two people most intimately
concerned, the bride and bridegroom, their wedding is a mystical
event, which must be celebrated with proper ceremony.

I’m sure that Shakespeare did not sit down and make such a
list of ingredients! Writing a play is not a mechanical act, but a
work of imagination; and Shakespeare’s mind was never more
actively imaginative than when he created 4 Midsummer Night’s
Dream. But the ‘ingredients’ that I have listed are all present in the
play (and there are many more besides). All are calculated to
charm, honour, amuse, and arouse the sympathies of two noble
Elizabethan families, assembled with their friends and their Queen
to witness the marriage of two young people.



A great occasion 1X

Afterwards, A Midsummer Night’s Dream became the
property of the theatrical company for which Shakespeare was the
leading dramatist. It was performed in public theatres at the end of
the sixteenth century, and it has delighted audiences ever since. It
was a favourite in the nineteenth century, when it was produced in
London with real rabbits. Parts of the plot have been used for ballet
and opera, and the play has inspired great painters and musicians.
Mendelssohn’s ‘Wedding March’, first written in the early
nineteenth century to introduce Act s, is still the most popular
music played at English weddings when the newly-married couple
walk out of the church together.

A Midsummer Night’s Dream is not like any of Shakespeare’s
other plays; this is why I want you to think about the circum-
stances in which it was first performed. Shakespeare is famous for
creating characters who are so convincing that they sometimes
seem more real than the people in ordinary life. For centuries
readers and audiences have argued about the Prince of Denmark,
the hero of the play Hamlet. Is this man good or bad? Should he
have revenged his father’s death, or not? But in A Midsummer
Night’s Dream the characters are simple to understand, and there is
no doubt why each one acts as he or she does. And the play does not
really have a main plot—unlike the other thirty-six plays that
Shakespeare wrote. There are three stories, or ‘actions’, in this
play.

a) alove story, showing the changing relationships between four
young people;

b) a comic account of amateur actors struggling to rehearse and
perform a very bad play;

c) afairy story, in which the king of the fairies qQuarrels with his
queen, punishes her, and then forgives her.

These three actions are almost entirely separate from each other,
and the characters concerned in one story usually do not know
anything about the other stories. Yert all three actions, and the
characters belonging to them, are connected: but the threads that
tie them together are very delicate.

In 4 Midsummer Night’s Dream Shakespeare is offering
(instead of his usual strong plots and profound character-studies) a
wide variety of entertainment, ranging from uproarious comedy to
a serious account of the nature of poetic imagination. The different
elements are linked together and unified by the theme that runs
through the play. It is a most appropriate theme for the occasion :
love and marriage.



Characters in the play

Before their stories begin, I think it will be helpful to look at the
characters whom Shakespeare has brought together into this play.
There are three stories—and four sets of characters.

1. Theseus and Hippolyta

These two figures are from Greek mythology. Theseus was the son
of a legendary king of Athens, closely related to Hercules, the
Greek super-man. There are many narratives which tell how
Theseus fought with monsters; how he killed the Minotaur that
threatened to destroy the island of Crete; how princesses fell in
love with him; and how he defeated an invasion of Amazons and
married their queen, Hippolyta.

From time to time during the course of A Midsummer Night’s
Dream Shakespeare refers to the myths, re-creating Theseus as an
almost-historical being.

The Amazons were a nation of women-warriors, who
despised men and refused to marry. It was thought that they came
originally from Africa, and that they conquered almost the whole
of Asia before being defeated by Theseus. 4 Midsummer Night’s
Dream begins just a few days before the marriage of Theseus and
Hippolyta,and the play ends on the night of the wedding. Nothing
happens to the two legendary figures, but their marriage provides
Shakespeare with a kind of framework for the stories of his own
invention.

2. The lovers

Hermia and
Helena
Lysander and
Demetrius

These are creatures of Shakespeare’s imagination, although he
took their names from the classical traditions that gave him the
persons of Theseus and Hippolyta. Because the lovers are
Athenians from classical Greece, they worship the gods of Greek
mythology. Hermia is prepared to become a nun in the service of
Diana, goddess of chastity; and Helena blames Cupid, the
mischievous god of love, for all her misfortunes.

But these lovers are not figures from the dim and distant past.
Hermia is a hot-tempered young woman who is very conscious of
the fact that she is smaller than Helena, and rather jealous of her
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friend’s fair-haired beauty. And Helena, tall and blonde, suffers
agonies of love for the man (Demetrius) who once promised to
marry her and who has now fallen in love with Hermia. Demetrius
is only distinguished from his rival Lysander by being much more
competitive. He wants to win Hermia’s hand in marriage (although
she says she does not love him), and he constantly tries to impress
everyone (especially Theseus) with his witty comments.

3. The workmen

Quince

Snug

Snout
Bottom

Flute

Starveling

Often, when these comedy characters are mentioned in the play,
we are reminded that they too are Greek: ‘Hard-handed men that
work in Athens here’ (5, 1, 72). But we ignore the reminder. The
amateur actors are essentially sixteenth-century Englishmen,
whose names declare their occupations:

the carpenter : his name is taken from the ‘quoins’—wedge-shaped
pieces of wood used in building.

the joiner, who must make the pieces of wood fit snugly together.

the tinker, whose regular job.it was to repair the snouts—spouts—
of kettles.

the weaver, so called because in weaving the thread is wound on a
reel or ‘bottom’.

the bellows-maker; a whistling sound is produced when bellows
are squeezed to blow air either on to coals (to make the fire burn) or
into church organ-pipes.

the tailor, who owes his name to the popular belief that tailors were
always very thin.

Although they are called ‘rude mechanicals’ (3,2,9), we must
not assume that these men have had no education. Snug, obvious-
ly, was not very bright at his lessons : he confesses that he is ‘slow of
study’ (1,2,63). But Elizabethan tradesmen certainly sent their
sons to school, and this is perhaps where Bottom learned the long
words that he is so proud to use (although he is not very surc of their
meanings). Peter Quince is the most intelligent of workmen. He
can correct mispronunciations and misunderstandings, and he
knows about the fables of classical mythology. He would certainly
have learned this at an Elizabethan grammar school.

When these characters wish to express themselves emphatic-
ally , or utter a mild oath, they do not call upon the classical gods.
Instead they swear ‘By’r lakin’ or ‘Marry’—invoking the Virgin
Mary and showing that they belong to a Christian tradition.
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4. The fairies

Titania

Oberon

Every community has its own superstitions concerning beings that
are neither human (although they may appear in human form) nor
divine. These are immortal, and usually ageless. They possess
some magical powers, and they can use these either to assist
mortals or to annoy them. The beliefs vary from one nation to
another; within the British Isles ideas about fairies vary from
county to county. Often one small village cannot agree with its
nearest neighbour about the invisible creatures that live in the
nearby woods, or underneath the hill, or at the bottom of the
garden. It is not surprising that Shakespeare knew a lot about
supernatural beings and their activities. As a boy he lived in a small
market-town, and fairy stories are much more common in the
country than in cities. In addition, he read widely, learning from
books about the more lizerary types of fairy. The human characters
in A Midsummer Night’s Dream come from at least two different
worlds—the world of classical mythology and the everyday world
of Elizabethan England. And the fairies, too, belong to different
traditions.

is the fairy with the longest history. The Roman poet Ovid gives

~ this name to Diana, goddess of chastity. Shakespeare’s fairy queen

is certainly not a goddess, but there are some similarities between
Titania and the pagan deities. Early in the play Titania speaks
(2,1,123ff) of having women followers (like an order of nuns) who
devote themselves to her service. Most importantly, she is
convinced that her quarrels with Oberon have caused havoc in the
lives of the ‘human mortals’: the fairies have neglected the proper
ceremonials, and as a result the elements—wind, rain, and sun—
have been disturbed (2,1,82ff). Titania is, however, quite unlike
the classical goddess of chastity, because she is married to Oberon.

Titania’s husband first appears as king of the fairies in a French
romance written in the fifteenth century and translated into
English shortly before Shakespeare wrote his play.

Shakespeare gives Oberon a wife, and he also suggests that,
like Titania, Oberon belongs to the period of classical myth.
Titania accuses Oberon of being in love with Hippolyta;and
Oberon in turn accuses his wife of giving too much assistance to
Theseus (2,1,76ff). There is no ‘truth’ in these mutual accusations,
of course; as Titania says, they are ‘the forgeries of jealousy’
(2,1,81).

In the play, however, these ‘forgeries’ serve two useful
purposes. It is common for husbands and wives to taunt each other
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Cobweb
Moth
Mustardseed

Puck
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about past love affairs, and this quarrel makes Oberon and Titania
seem much more real. Also,because we recognize Hippolyta and
Theseus as full-sized human beings, we are encouraged to think of
the fairy king and queen in the same dimensions. Shakespeare does
not want us to do this with the other fairies who are their attendants
and courtiers.

Only four of the fairy attendants have names, but as we read we
imagine that there are many more than four of these tiny creatures.
Certainly one nameless fairy has a ‘speaking part’, and it is he (or
perhaps she) who first describes fairy forms and activities. We are
told (in Act 2, scene 1) that the fairies are very small: compared to
them cowslips are ‘tall’; and acorn-cups make sate hiding-places.
The four names suggest that their owners are not only tiny but also
very fragile: a cobweb is easily brushed aside, and moths must be
handled very delicately.

Shakespeare had no source for these fairies except his
own invention. English children today recognize them easily, but
they were quite unknown before A Midsummer Night’s Dream was
written. When narratives composed earlier than this play tell of
‘fairies’ they refer to quite different creatures who are the size of
human beings and usually hostile to mortals. A particularly
unpleasant trait of these ‘old style’ fairies was their habit of stealing
beautiful human children from their cradles, and substituting
weak or ugly fairy children. The babies who were exchanged in
this way were known as ‘changelings’—and this practice is alluded
to in Act 2, scene 1.

Shakespeare’s fairies, however, care for human beings. They
also (we are told) look after the wild flowers in the woods. But their
chief occupation is dancing, usually in a formal circle, and it seems
as though this activity casts some kind of spell, making the place
safe and even holy. Oberon explains carefully that he and the
fairies of his court are not evil spirits, like the ghosts of damned
souls who can only appear during the hours of darkness ( 3,2,388ff).
Yet the fairies are particularly associated with night, and they arc
most awake when mortals arc asleep.

Probably the most famous of all Shakespeare’s fairy characters is
Puck—but Puck is not the product of the dramatist’s own
imagination. Until Shakespeare wrote 4 Midsummer Night’s
Dream it was possible to speak of a puck, or 1he puck. A puck was
simply a kind of fairy, and stories about pucks are common
throughout the British Isles. They were mischievous beings, able
to change their shapes into human or animal forms, and especially
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likely to appear as flickering lights to mislead travellers in the
night. At heart, however, the puck was a friendly spirit—
and sometimes called ‘Robin Goodfellow’: he was sympathetic
to mortals who spoke politely to him: kind to lovers; and always
ready to help the housewife who tried to keep her home
clean and tidy. Shakespeare refers to many of the qualities that
tradition attributes to the puck, and he places this fairy at the
centre of his play. Puck is given an official position in the fairy
court, where his job is to ‘jest to Oberon, and make him smile’
(2,1,44). He is Oberon’s agent when the king of the fairies tries to
help the human lovers; and it is he who is responsible for all the
complications that arise in the play.

Perhaps it is also Puck who expresses the feelings of the
audience when he contemplates the situation and remarks, with
gentle amusement, ‘Lord what fools these mortals be’ (3,2,115).



A Midsummer Night’s Dream

A Midsummer Night’s Dream begins and ends in Athens. Here is
Theseus’s palace, and the home of Peter Quince. It is a civilized
society in which every man knows his place, from the duke (whose
function it is to administer law and justice) to the humblest
workman (who must take care not to offend the ladies). This is
where we first meet the human characters. Theseus and Hippolyta
are eagerly awaiting their wedding-day ; the lovers have already got
their relationships in a tangle; and the workmen have started a
project far more adventurous than anything they have undertaken
before.

Theseus and Hippolyta remain in Athens whilst we (as
audience or readers) accompany the lovers and the workmen on
their separate expeditions outside the city walls, into the forest that
surrounds Athens.

The forest belongs to the fairies: Athenian law does not
operate here. Oberon tries to impose some kind of rule, but he is
not a god and he makes mistakes. The first scene in the forest shows
us the fairies at their best and at their worst. At their best they are
caring for the wild flowers; at their worst they are quarrelling
furiously, and their quarrels have serious repercussions in the lives
of human beings.

The lovers and the workmen enter the fairy realm and soon
become aware of the strangeness of their surroundings. It is a
strangeness that grows frightening as night approaches.

Shakespeare is not precise about the length of time that the
humans spend in the woods. The first forest scene is brightly lit:
Oberon greets his wife with the words ‘Ill met by moonlight,
proud Titania’ (2,1,60). But the night (if it is the same night) seems
to grow darker. There are mistakes and misunderstandings. The
mortals are all lost: they cannot find the way out of their own
problems, or out of the wood. The workmen managed to escape
(with some damage to their clothing), but the lovers are separated
in the darkness and eventually lie down to sleep feeling alone and
afraid. In fact they are all together, and perfectly safe.

The time spent in the forest is the period immediately before
Theseus’s wedding, and that has been arranged so that



