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INTRODUCTION


At the beginning of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, probably the most popular of Shakespeare’s comedies, a girl is threatened with state execution if she does not abandon the man she loves and marry her father’s choice. In no other Shakespeare play is state coercion applied in quite this way to a matter of the heart. The unexpected savagery of the Elizabethan court anticipates an image of modern brutality: the kneeling figure on television of a teenage Saudi princess waiting for decapitation in the 1980 documentary Death of a Princess. She was accused of sleeping with a commoner, Hermia only of being wooed by an unelected admirer, but the punishment is the same. Nobody in A Midsummer Night’s Dream will question the law (though the silence of Hippolyta, the outsider, is interesting): we have to deduce that it’s the norm, and be grateful that before the end of the scene Theseus has the wisdom to moderate it.


The plays of Shakespeare are of course full of irate male parents thundering at their unruly young, with more or less potency. In Othello, Desdemona’s father Brabantio asks for state punishment for her but is overruled. In Romeo and Juliet, Capulet mercilessly bullies his daughter Juliet but is soon manipulated into order. Cordelia faces no more than banishment for refusing to flatter Lear. In The Winter’s Tale, Leontes orders Perdita, his baby daughter, to be abandoned on a mountainside, but by then he has convinced himself that she is not his. Titus Andronicus does kill one of his sons, off-the-cuff rather, in the heat of the moment; but he is operating in a story in which you might in any case end up cut to pieces and baked in a pie. In truth, none of these children encounters Hermia’s extremity, so carefully considered by Egeus, or, by changing the prevailing tone to comedy, survives it more rapturously.


It seems that Shakespeare may have written A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Romeo and Juliet and The Comedy of Errors within a year or



so of each other, around 1595. In The Comedy of Errors it is the father who is the victim of the gallows humour: Aegeon, fallen into enemy hands in a bitter trade war, is given twenty-four hours either to find his twin sons or face death, and this triggers uproarious farce. As with A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the initial extremity is, like the crack of the starter’s gun, more or less forgotten once the action gets going. While Romeo looks in its early stages as if it might be a romantic comedy but ends with the piteous overthrow of its star-crossed lovers, the Dream and The Comedy of Errors present themselves as possible tragedies but develop into wild delight.


Nevertheless the Dream’s premise of paternal violence is unnerving, as is much of the play, which threatens its characters with the loss at any moment of identity or hope. At one point, a man famously appears to grow the head of an ass, so convincingly that a supernatural being – the Fairy Queen, no less – thinks that it is real and becomes wildly attracted to him. He is so flattered that he almost comes to think he is indeed a beast; she is deceived even though she knows perfectly well what a human is from her other dealings with the mortal world. Modishly, it might be argued that this adventure of hers represents her subconscious anxiety; but the fact is that she is the victim of a precisely targeted drug slipped to her by her husband, who is – initially, at least – delighted to see her sexually degrade herself with an animal.


Recently arrived from India, she and her vengeful consort preside over a community of fairies, whatever we imagine such things to be. For us their associations have become quite lightweight and prettified, the sentimental end of the older, deeper conceit of ‘faerie’ which interested and bothered the Elizabethans, for whom it included witches and hags, elves and goblins, incubi, succubi and shamans. But fairy magic still appeals to both the children and the adults within us, as a nostalgically shared memory whose oddity we cannot quite forget. A good ghost story brings its adult listeners together in scary relish: but alone, they dread private visitants, endure bad dreams, and make fascinated guesses at what kind of fantastic life might lie just beyond their vision. In a more mundane way, we become deeply intrigued when infra-red cameras shoot wildlife at night, peering through a veil at a mysterious, shaded world; we watch with a mixture of curiosity and squeamishness, knowing we are not really intended to be witnesses.




Through the medium of King Oberon and Queen Titania, Shakespeare leads us into this unknown, ensuring that we are touched by its discomforts as well as its charms. We are never allowed to see it as something so exotic that it doesn’t affect us, and our guides often seem oddly like us. We gather that they have always had direct relationships with men, women and children while also being able to wield unnatural power over them, and their own behaviour suggests there is no real border between supernatural magic and intimate pettiness. Oberon may be able to circle the globe ‘swifter than the wandering moon’, but much of his career is a matter of correcting simple mistakes he has initiated; he is little more effective as a herbalist than Friar Laurence, more tragically, was in Romeo and Juliet. Unable, because of his human dimension, to ignore his morals, we are awed by the cruelty of his trick on Titania; on the other hand his promise of protection for his human clients at the end of the play has a godlike benevolence.


At the threshold of his ambiguous kingdom stands a ‘puck’, Robin Goodfellow, a figure with long folkloric associations and thought of by many in his original audience as a large, rough hairy devil with a delight in disorder. In an anonymous contemporary play called Grim the Collier of Croydon he is described as wearing ‘a suit of leather close to his body; his face and hands russet-coloured, with a flail.’ Brought to our stage at adult human size, and sometimes smaller, Puck’s main pleasure in life seems to be discomforting the vulnerable, booby-trapping old ladies and confusing weary travellers. He watches all the groups that come into Oberon’s wood to see what additional trouble he can cause them. The inspirational ass’s head is his initiative, not Oberon’s, and he would regard it as the best service he does his difficult master. He is a faithful and dependent servant, compensating for his mistakes with exaggerated claims of what he can achieve in forty minutes. Having boasted, he is often next seen dragging around the forest much like the lovers he has been sent to reorganise. At such times he seems more human than not, his self-confidence undone and his relations with the audience frankly confidential. For all that, he remains a slightly unsettling figure from the superstitious recesses of the English memory, and, like his masters, not quite of us.


Into this puzzling world tumbles a group of amateur actors intent on rehearsing a play for a royal wedding. They are nominally led by a



carpenter, and comprise a tailor, a bellows-mender, a joiner, a tinker and a weaver called, of all things, Bottom. Bottom especially loves acting, and occasionally becomes vainglorious in his enthusiasm; his fault may be the one defined three hundred years later by the great Russian director Konstantin Stanislavsky, who observed critically that some actors are more in love with what they think they can bring to their art than what art can bring to them.


Puck, in a moment of condescension, calls these actors rude mechanicals, and the name has stuck; the same noun is applied adjectivally by the Tribunes to the Citizens in Julius Caesar, and there is no question but that it is contemptuous. But for all their clumsiness, these are decent working men who have discovered a common interest. They speak very much as we might, and bring into the play the easy pleasure of recognition: in the surrounding confusion, their anxieties are agreeably small and familiar.


Although the preparations for their play weave only intermittently through the action, apparently as comic relief, they are doing something their author surely believed in: in fact he is taking us directly into the actors’ engine-room in a way that he never did to the same extent again. It is, I suppose, impossible to use the image of theatre in a play without making an audience reflect on why they are sitting there, feeling the cleansing effect of simulated emotions and an eagerness to believe against all odds. Bottom and his friends are afflicted by bad luck rather than incompetence. It may have been a mistake to let Peter Quince the carpenter, who is better at writing and directing than acting, introduce their play, since in his nervousness he nearly reduces it to nonsense; but in any case the production is disabled by the fact of Bottom having been arbitrarily called away by Puck to be part of the fairy world, so that they never managed a complete rehearsal. Even though their work is not so ridiculous, and there is no moment in the text that suggests the author wants the performance to collapse, they are shown no mercy on the night. They are not the last theatre company to find that an upper-class audience can be more vicious than a pub one because it uses such obscure language.


The real mechanicals are four young people who are reduced to the action of puppets by Puck – mostly by mistake. The drug that Oberon uses on Titania is the source of their troubles too – or perhaps, as with Titania, it forces them to enact their suppressed desires. Two of them start the play as consensual lovers and all four



seem to be friends, and even seem to be from Friends. They might be university contemporaries, not so long graduated, the girls I would hazard in English Literature, one of the men in Drama and Music, and the other perhaps in Business Studies. No sooner has one of the Eng-Lits escaped the threat of execution and run away with Drama-and-Music than he lets her wander round the forest half the night, and on meeting her again turns blankly on her as if she were a loathsome stranger. Her friend, whom Business-Studies has abandoned and who now feels she must be as ugly as a bear, has to endure both men turning on her with an adoration that she knows cannot be real – in the case of one because he is the man who deserted her, and of the other because he really loves her friend. The two women, who have been fond of each other since school, are driven to the edge of violence by these men, and the men prevented from killing each other partly by a supernatural intervention and partly by their own fatigue and cowardice.


This barely comic tale is made possible, and nominally tied up at the end, by two figures from myth re-imagined as the Duke and Duchess of a Renaissance court. As the architects of the play’s action, Theseus and Hippolyta might seem to represent the virtues of considered wisdom and humanity. However, apart from Theseus’s tolerance of a cruelly anachronistic law, that picture is complicated by the fact that the Elizabethan audience would have recognised them as something less than perfectly matched. Astonishingly, otherwise alert critics have called the pair mature, self-commanding, idealised; still more misleadingly, it has been said that their detachment forms a stable background for the play’s madnesses. But the fact is that this royal couple may be as dysfunctional by nature as the lovers are by intoxication. Theseus was known to be a violent military hero with an extremely dubious reputation with women; he emerges from Plutarch’s Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans, one of Shakespeare’s sources, as a serial rapist, seducer and abandoner, the embodiment of renegade male machismo. The Amazon Hippolyta meanwhile belonged to what he might have feared most, a self-sufficient female community – in Chaucer’s Knight’s Tale, she was the ‘Queen of Femenye’.


The general consensus of legend is that together with his friend Hercules, Theseus led the Athenians in a campaign against these Amazons, and that before leaving, he kidnapped Hippolyta’s sister Antiope. Depending on which account you read, either Antiope or



Hippolyta eventually married Theseus (and gave birth to Hippolytus, whereby hangs another tale); in yet other versions of the story, it was the Amazons who conquered, whereupon Hippolyta forcibly took Theseus as her husband. The Elizabethans in general were conditioned to see Amazons as barbaric and their female self-government as a bellicose thing, to be subjected at length to male structures. However, this position was necessarily modified by respect for the Virgin Queen Elizabeth under whom they lived: hence the mutedly respectful treatment of Hippolyta in the play, and her implicit link with the equally independent Titania. By the end of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Theseus and Hippolyta seem to have come to terms, as improbably as if Mike Tyson and Emmeline Pankhurst decided to marry, but the echoes of the past persist: lurking behind their new genial identities are legendary images of opposition and violence.


*


Needless to say, there is another point of view: that such an account takes matters far too seriously, and that it is faintly ridiculous to allow scruples to play so freely around such a ravishing entertainment. Normally severe commentators roll over on their backs at the blandishments of the comedy, or inquire only half-heartedly into it, as if fearful to compromise the fact that this lovely thing is, after all, only a play. In their more relaxed version of events, not only are Theseus and Hippolyta grown-ups whose union will calm all frenzies, but the lovers’ upheavals are impossible to take seriously, first because their characters are barely differentiated, and then because the preponderance of their story is told in rhyming verse, which in English from Chaucer to Hilaire Belloc is a ready instrument of comedy. So all their troubles are like the banana-skins of pantomime when nobody gets hurt, rather than those of life, which lead to fractures.


Undeniably, generations of new theatregoers have jumped with delight at the sight of Bottom in his ass’s head, for many people the most enduring Shakespearian image of their lives. The undisturbing and delightful nature of this transformation is, it is said, underlined by the fact that Puck takes the head off as a mere piece of machinery when the joke is over. So Bottom’s adventure with Titania should be seen as no more than a merriment, and no erotic deductions



made. Puck himself is a jolly figure, imp rather than ogre, and the Mechanicals’ play a wonderful example of working-class ineptitude and hubris; never mind the sensibilities of the performers, Pyramus and Thisbe must go wrong in a number of hilarious ways, since few things are more enjoyable for audiences than a play within a play that misfires. And as far as a moral register for Oberon and Titania is concerned, there just isn’t time to consider it, since the way they speak is so rapturous, so astoundingly beautiful, that that must be more or less their sole purpose. Much else of the play is a superb faunal and floral miscellany that you can almost hear and smell; the magic effects are unthreatening, tongue in cheek. And beyond all this, look at the way the thing has always worked in the theatre: a superb machine that we do well not to tamper with, a supreme imagination on a magnificent riff. Oppression, nightmare and bestiality have nothing to do with it.


In many ways it is difficult to argue with this. Moment to moment, the play gleams like a fish in the water, its intricate and delicate design shimmering with light; it both creates and satisfies desire. The poetry is some of the most brilliant Shakespeare ever wrote, and the most self-generating: it seems often to have no purpose beyond the continuation of delight. The reckless invention upon invention, the breathtaking cadences, the limitless fantastication of an idea which owes virtually nothing to any source, are all executed with a bravado that dares you to suspect it will all fall apart, its various elements impossible to corral. We say it’s miraculous that Tom Stoppard can introduce Chaos Theory into a play about landscape gardening (Arcadia) or construct another about philosophers and acrobats (Jumpers). But at least these are real things; so far he hasn’t done fairies, whereas Shakespeare throws them too into a pot that already contains young lovers, amateur actors and their rulers. The play’s slight edge of virtuosity, its sense that Shakespeare is celebrating his own gifts, gives it its chutzpah, its arrogant star quality. Like Hamlet, a performance of the Dream has a tangible effect for good, as if we were all gathered round the same watering hole for a moment. During Oberon’s lyric flights audiences often hold their breaths, alert and inspired; then they become helpless with laughter, yelping with it in fact, at the Mechanicals’ play. The only bit that tends not to interest people is Theseus and Hippolyta, but we’ll see about that. The play has stimulated music as perhaps no other work by Shakespeare; ever since it was reintroduced to the



stage in something like its right form in the 1840s, it has been unassailable. Every year a batch of revivals fight it out for our attention; the programming of whole theatres sometimes seems to depend on it; nervous at the thought of The Tempest, or even of Twelfth Night, they fall on the Dream as a dead certainty. Its sheer otherworldliness has led some critics to conclude that it is unstageable and best enjoyed by the fireside, with, so to speak, the eyes closed; yet every year several hundred thousand eyes are trained on it.


But to let the argument rest here – that this play allows you simply to forget your troubles in a world both enchanted and safe – would mean that Shakespeare sometimes wrote great and complex works but at others took the day off. In fact this was a writer who could play bassoon notes on a penny whistle and a line of lyric melody on a tuba. There is no difficulty for him in starting a drama with a matter of life and death and ending it with fairies singing a ditty: he can complicate without strain, execute any number of hairpin turns and articulate whatever you already have deep in your mind. Looking from a distance like a superb fireworks show, at close quarters the Dream sometimes has a more acrid smell. Its foray into the unconscious has attracted artists as troubled as William Blake, who used to see angels on Peckham Rye, Richard Dadd, who spent half his life in bedlam after murdering his father, and Henry Fuseli, who swore in seven languages and wept when he read the Bible. The Polish critic Jan Kott, particularly fashionable in the late 1960s, proclaimed the dear old Dream to be the most darkly erotic of Shakespeare’s plays, as brutal as Troilus and Cressida, and saw Titania’s fairies as toothless and sniggering ancients; in his view everyone wakes from the dream of the title with a sense of sexual shame, especially Bottom, who has been raped by Titania. Subsequent productions have sometimes concentrated so hard on his lively ideas that managements have had to post warnings to parents in the foyer.


None of this would have surprised the author, mixing and matching with unparalleled virtuosity. At the same time, he was, over twenty years of playwriting, remarkably constant to certain preoccupations. He was always interested in describing a journey for his characters which leaves none of them quite the same at its end. Typically, this involves sending them to an unknown location to re-order their thinking. King Ferdinand’s ‘little academe’ in Love’s Labour’s Lost, the outlaws’ forest in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, and the labyrinth of Ephesus streets in The Comedy of Errors have already



been tentative gestures in this direction. The forest that lies at the centre of A Midsummer Night’s Dream arises from the same instinct for a spiritual journey into darkness and back into a wider light.


It must be said that in this play the outing is circumstantially successful rather than educative. Later, in As You Like It, Orlando and Rosalind and even the wicked Duke and Oliver will emerge from the Forest of Arden with an increased understanding of themselves; ahead of them stands Lear on his stormy heath, the deserted seashore of Timon of Athens, and Prospero’s island in The Tempest. Compared with these, it is hard to see what Helena and Demetrius, Lysander and Hermia, quite learn in the wood near Athens. Demetrius receives a sort of shock therapy to remind him that Helena was the girl for him after all; his and Lysander’s behaviour plays profoundly on the insecurities of Helena and Hermia but is never explained to them or understood by the men. When all four wake up, their shared dream dispelled by the wave of a wand, they have a beautiful brief exchange to re-cement their friendship, then disappear into virtual silence. Perhaps what they have been through together will temper them, as if they had survived a brush with death; perhaps recognising their frail hold on events will make them into careful parents. But this isn’t expressed: we infer it. Actually, their experience has been alarming and cautionary, but hardly instructive.


However, this is almost the first time that Shakespeare has tried such a thing, and soon he will see how much more can be done with it. Oddly enough, curative development is mainly expressed in this play in characters who never leave their natural domain; it is perceptible in Oberon in the forest, and in the seemingly inert Theseus and Hippolyta in the Court. Bottom’s group, meanwhile, doesn’t need to change, since a secret of their charm is their impermeable stability: whatever happens they will remain their commonsense selves. Bottom does have a great moment of sensibility when he wakens from his dream of being someone else; but then he obliterates it completely and marches back into his old life.


Rather than the commoners, it is the rulers who learn something; especially the males. King Oberon, for all the beauty and rareness of his speech, starts as one of Shakespeare’s small men as much in need of change as Leontes in The Winter’s Tale or Ford in The Merry Wives of Windsor: a jealous lover who will sacrifice everything for revenge on a woman for being, simply, what she is. In Shakespeare’s early writing he also belongs in the sequence of Richard II, Mercutio, and



Berowne: wonderfully over-equipped men whose articulacy creates mute awe, but who are limited by a disastrous inability to use their talents for any creative purpose. Oberon’s fine talk of promontories, dolphin’s backs and little western flowers is challenged by the maturity and conscience of Titania, who reminds him of the catastrophic effect of their quarrel on the wider world. His lamentable response is to dream up a sorcerer’s revenge; then, no sooner has he seen Titania making an ass of herself with Bottom than he repents and dances with her. As he confronts the limits of his revenge and longs for things to be at peace in all worlds, he seems to be completing an odyssey as Shakespearian as that of Prospero.


Oberon’s parallel in the human world is, clearly enough, Theseus. Theseus’s presence in a play like this is at first sight surprising, he who moved mountains and was so firmly stuck to his seat in the underworld by Hades that when Hercules pulled him free he lost part of his thigh (giving rise to the belief that Athenians had thin legs). But perhaps he is not so badly chosen for his purpose. His mythic side relates him to the strangely fanciful, intemperate and childish behaviour of classical deities, with its odd mix of embarrassing physical detail and grandiloquence. But he is also the first of such heroes to emerge from the shadows into something like recorded history. Theseus unified Attica and built a fortress on the Acropolis, thus in a way founding the Athenian city state; and in the play, his statesmanlike sonorities give him sporadic authority. Often he is vain, with a disconcerting habit of boasting about his past, especially to his prisoner-of-war bride Hippolyta. But the better side of him understands (with a sympathy that stops short of enthusiasm) the imagination of poet, lover and lunatic, and he has a marvellous final word, if I understand it rightly, on the craft of acting:





The best in this kind are but shadows; and the worst are no worse, if imagination amend them.





Judge of Hermia but patron of the arts, Shakespeare allows Theseus to be by turns rational and boastful, judicious and self-aggrandising. His contradictions begin to settle at the end of the play, a new relationship with Hippolyta brought about by the simple act of marrying her. Their contentious past seems forgotten, and they speak on equal terms.


Most powerful figures in Shakespeare undergo re-training of this kind, assuming that they live long enough. Very few enter their plays



in a state of grace rather than achieving it: Henry V may be the best example of regal consistency, and he, goodness knows, calls for a rather worldly definition of virtue. Others are infected with arrogance and pride (Julius Caesar, Lear); are criminals (Claudius, King John, Richard III, Macbeth) or are at least compromised by their route to the throne (Henry IV). Others again (Henry VI, Duke Vincentio, Richard II) are betrayed by a personal weakness that makes them inadequate for the job but correspondingly sympathetic to us. And if they survive for any length of time, is it not because they learn to listen to voices other than their own? Shakespeare seems very interested in who it is that catches their attention, but profoundly pessimistic about the possibility of any man remaining human while he controls the lives of others.


In general, he seems more hopeful for his women, though they often appear to vacillate between outspokenness and mute stoicism. In the Dream female acquiescence is more or less complete, though we are left with the distinct sense that both Hippolyta and Titania could add something if they chose to. Hippolyta’s response to Theseus’s identification of actors with shadows, quoted above, is quite sharp:





It must be your imagination, then, and not theirs





– and her volubility in this scene suggests she has an undeceived eye on him and is unlikely to hold her tongue. On the other hand, Hermia, who defied the law of the land, and Helena, who regularly tore a strip off both Lysander and Demetrius, keep quiet in the last Act while their new husbands make life difficult for the actors of Pyramus and Thisbe; this doesn’t seem to suggest disapproval or second thoughts. Titania, dancing with Oberon after he releases her from her spell, may be suspicious of his part in it, but despite arguing violently with him earlier, she raises barely a quibble now, only mildly asking him to explain her aberration when he has a moment. When the two of them come to bless the marriages at the end of the play, it would be wrong to see any resentment between them.


Because of these ambiguous silences – repeated later by Viola at the end of Twelfth Night and Isabella at that of Measure for Measure – the question of what the women really feel is a matter of preference, and even of changing fashion both in the theatre and outside it. The adjustment in our perception of Shakespeare’s heroines



during the last half-century – undoubtedly helped by the public articulacy of many leading actresses – is quite striking. It is a long time since Harley Granville Barker, in his Prefaces to Shakespeare, could get away with describing Hamlet’s mother Gertrude as a ‘pretty, kindly, smirched, bedizened woman’ and Paulina in The Winter’s Tale as ‘Plucky Paulina – what a good fellow!’ Barker’s tonality lurked inside a recent article in London’s Guardian newspaper by Professor Gary Taylor, who proposed, impartially I think, that women serve as props only in Shakespearian tragedy, which is a male genre in which they are mainly present to do men’s crying for them. For instance, though he admits that Desdemona does die herself, twice in fact, it is only in order that her tragic husband can exquisitely suffer for having killed her; Juliet and Cleopatra meanwhile are trophy wives, responding appropriately to their men’s tragedies, their lives meaningless without them. (He doesn’t mention in this context such big hitters as Lady Macbeth and Volumnia, or indeed Hermione, Goneril or Regan.) Rather, I would suggest that Shakespeare regularly proposes that a hero has at least a chance to learn conscience from an eloquent woman. So we surely approve of Emilia rebuking Iago and Paulina Leontes, notice how much of AsYou Like It lies in the hands of Rosalind and what a mess Orlando would make of their courtship were it left to him, and likewise associate Titania with the moral centre of the Dream. The female principle in Shakespeare tends to be more comprehensive than the male; and if his women don’t become tragic figures with quite the same noisy regularity as the men, that is because they are less like fools. Being a tragic hero seems to involve behaving very stupidly at some point, and Shakespeare seems to see that as a male prerogative.


*


These long arcs of masculine learning are described in the Dream in long-shot, so to speak; its foreground business unfolds during the puzzling pause between tiredness and waking, in unconscious absences that hardly seem like sleep at all. For a play so energetic that it seems to move like a wave, flowing this way and that, there is a great deal of slumber: its title, now so familiar that the sense has drained out of it a little, proposes the shortest night of the year as the occasion for the strangest delusions – to borrow Lysander’s words, ‘swift as a shadow, short as any dream’. Unconsciousness comes in



the form of healthy fatigue for Lysander and Titania, but their sleep is corrupted and when they come round they are out of their minds. Hermia goes to sleep in a secure world and wakes in another, then sleeps again and is restored to safety. Helena eventually escapes into exhaustion and awakens to great good fortune. Demetrius drops as if he had been hit on the head and wakes up to his senses. These things happen to the lovers not only because of magic but because justice itself slept and put Hermia’s life at risk; eventually Egeus, the source of their troubles, is banished like another bad dream. Only Bottom’s sleep allows him a broader vision: he briefly enters a marvellous world, populated by figures hidden from everyone else but visible to us, the audience: and so there is also the hint by the end that the whole thing has been our dream.


These confusions make the play delightful and funny, but perhaps not exactly moving – heartless even, as if the young Shakespeare’s infatuation with his talent was slightly distancing it from us. With their awakenings in its last movement, however, each group begins to reach a destination and the register quietly changes. By their strange journey the lovers are brought close not only to their opposite numbers but to their friends; Helena, with ambiguous insight, realises she has found Demetrius, her own and not her own. The translated Bottom stirs and begins to speak of the vision he has had: he thinks perhaps he had something new on his head, that for a moment perhaps he was a king – but the memory begins to slip away. To keep it precious he stops trying to explain it, moving instead into the performance he has long dreamed of giving, which becomes unexpectedly touching. Oberon recovers his largesse as Titania awakens into his arms and trusts him again; by the end of the play Theseus, capable of listening to Hippolyta, seems unlikely to be sentencing any more young women to the block for disobeying their fathers.


All these returns to healthy life, one on top of the other, unexpectedly touch the heart; the play, so dazzling and distracting, moves forward on a succession of deeper notes. Finally, the fairies enter the house like glow-worms to deliver a blessing over the newlyweds, ensuring their future children’s safety and health, and the different worlds fall into step. Still more audaciously, Puck arrives to send us home with his benediction, as the couples have been sent by Oberon. It appears that the fairy world can support human life: we feel protected, without knowing quite by what. Soon enough,



Shakespeare will be looking at darker alternatives, at the loss of safety, at the anxieties that press in only very gently at the edges of this play; for the moment he basks in the broad sunlight of a talent able to bring such things together. It is perhaps the last time he thought life could be this good, and for four hundred years we have needed to hear him say it again and again.


*


This is the third User’s Guide I have written about individual Shakespeare plays, and it may be the most bluntly opinionated. I’ve appeared in Hamlet a number of times but never directed it; never been in Twelfth Night but directed it three times; never been in the Dream but directed it once – and have perhaps not even seen it as often as, it being so much a part of the culture, I vaguely assumed that I had. Prolonged exposure to a play leaves you tolerant of infinite interpretations; as a sort of Dream novice I see little need to temper my first impressions of it with the dampening qualifications of experience.


What has interested me a great deal is the way the individual plays dictate a way of writing about them. Hamlet of course provokes all manner of associations beyond itself – philosophical, emotional, metaphysical; to write about it is to write about most of life. Twelfth Night, the least uncomplicated of comedies, is closer than one would think to this tragic masterwork; the light plays irregularly on its surface, darker where the water is deepest, and the commentator has to find a style to reflect the subtle emotional currents beneath its lucid charm. The Dream is rather different from both, sufficient to itself, an inspired jeu d’esprit: it delights but barely teaches at all, suggesting little outside itself. The voice describing it may therefore become particularly subjective. From a theoretical point of view, there is perhaps not so much to be said about the play – what conclusions can be drawn are generally rather academic, such as the tradition of fairies and what literary precedents are to be found in Chaucer and Ovid. However, I go on the assumption that too much Ovid is bad for you if it prevents such an original piece of music from ringing clearly in the ears.


Meanwhile all the normal rules of these books apply: there is very little here that you can just as well find in any number of annotated texts, all of which explain the more difficult words, more or less well,



identify the literary sources and express a wide if not particularly germane range of opinions. Actually, the distinction matters less and less: in my working life textual scholarship has moved ever closer to theatre practice, and the devil take the hindmost. The result is that we practitioners bask in a certain intellectual credibility, not always deserved, while the scholarly constituency shows an enthusiasm for spit and sawdust that quite takes one aback. Many actors now know a Good Quarto from a Bad; and if I visit my friends at the Shakespeare Institute in Stratford the preferred talk amidst the congenial popping of corks might well be some piece of stage business, long forgotten by me, that I intrigued them with twenty years ago. It turns out that there is, after all, no turf war to be fought over Shakespeare: all our interests are the same.


Among a number of such friends I owe a genuine debt on this occasion to Professors Peter Holland, editor of the Oxford edition, Stanley Wells, Jonathan Bate and Anne Barton. I would like to think that this book can be enjoyed whether or not you have a copy of the Dream in the other hand; and as far as texts go, I am nominally using the Oxford, but occasionally diverge because it is an opportunistic principle in the theatre to use whichever variant of a particular line suits you best. This is, for better or worse, a report from the front on what happens to the play in the heat of action. It is as much an idiosyncratic machine as Shakespeare’s other thirty-six, some parts of it astonishingly strong and intricate and others a little fragile; and if you plan to use it, it is best to have an idea where its stress-points lie as well as its strengths. Beyond that, as always, you can take or leave my views as you wish: their default mode is an endless range of alternatives.











ONE


Act 1 Scene 1


Until they speak, they could be dots on a barely glimpsed horizon; Theseus, who negotiated the labyrinth, and Hippolyta, the capture of whose famous magic girdle was one of the twelve labours of Hercules. But as they approach they shrink rapidly to human size, collaborating pleasantly like well-matched musicians. Their call and response seem to belong less to the world of gods and heroes than to the rituals of courtship, one voice fervent and the other appeasing: perhaps their grand names are disguising familiar transactions. First, the impatient bridegroom:





THESEUS: Now, fair Hippolyta, our nuptial hour


Draws on apace; four happy days bring in


Another moon. But O, methinks, how slow


This old moon wanes! She lingers my desires . . .





– then feminine reassurance:





HIPPOLYTA: Four days will quickly steep themselves in night;


Four nights will quickly dream away the time . . .





Hippolyta seems to be in tune with the natural rhythm of the seasons: she knows that even Theseus, for all his heroic interventions, cannot stop the world turning at its own speed. He can neither delay nor hurry the moment when





. . . the moon, like to a silver bow


New bent in heaven, shall behold the night


Of our solemnities.





Interpreting Shakespeare is a disreputable business: you must always be looking for trouble, especially when the surface seems smooth. So, like prospectors, we start turning these ten elegant lines over and over, inspecting them for negatives. For instance, did Hippolyta’s



final ‘solemnities’ perhaps fall a little heavily on the ear?1 Would Theseus have preferred to hear something like ‘ecstasies’?


The sober word also halted a line of verse, leaving it short of a couple of beats. These days actors have been trained to spot this sort of detail and identify it as something other than convenience. The best advice is: if a speaker stops short in this way and the next character’s half-line supplies the missing beats, the cue should be sharply picked up; but if the next line is of full length, it should be preceded by a silence roughly equivalent to what was missing. This will create a moment quite heavy with meaning, as if the engine had suddenly stalled: it is not often in the prodigal flow of Shakespearian verse that a character falls silent for lack of anything to say.


In this case, Theseus adroitly picks up his cue and moves on, so he has covered up any awkwardness; but his tone has changed a little. He turns to a trusted officer with a slightly ridiculous order; compulsory pleasure for all. Philostrate must singlehandedly generate a holiday spirit, particularly among the young people; he is to





Stir up the Athenian youth to merriments


and





Awake the pert and nimble spirit of mirth.





Just as ‘solemnities’ sounded, well, solemn, ‘merriments’ and ‘mirth’ seem a little forced. To boost the cheerfulness, alliteration is called in:





Turn melancholy forth to funerals;


The pale companion is not for our pomp.





We are still wondering about Hippolyta: if it is true that she lowered the temperature, there must have been a reason. Theseus’s passionate impatience had just been expressed in a striking phrase: as the moon moved gently towards their wedding day, it reminded him of





. . . a stepdame or a dowager


Long withering out a young man’s revenue.





That is to say, when a second wife or widow gets hold of a father’s wealth, the son can’t get his hands on it. So to Theseus, counting down the days to being united with his bride feels like waiting for a



rich relative to die. Was this quite the note to strike? A coarse little cluster of images surrounded his idea: stepdames and dowagers can’t help sounding like crones, and ‘withering’ underlined the ageism. Hippolyta, who has a less effortful way with language, elegantly improved on the charmless simile: to her, the moon irritating Theseus was as beautiful as a silver bow in the sky. Her stylishness, concluded by ‘solemnities’, might have added up to a mild reproach, and Philostrate’s mission may be a fast recovery from it.


Philostrate receives his instructions wordlessly, excluded from the self-conscious duet, but the actor needs to have a discreet attitude to them all the same; incredulity perhaps, banked well down behind professionalism. Theseus meanwhile, turning back to Hippolyta, moves smoothly through another gear-change into plain speaking, a certain toughness pressing behind the music:





Hippolyta, I wooed thee with my sword,


And won thy love doing thee injuries.





What kind of romance is this? Hippolyta is, it seems, not an equal partner but a prisoner of war. In the manner of certain men, Theseus believes that her affection was provoked by aggression: after all, as an Amazon, she is a soldier herself. But he also knows he owes her something, in ‘another key’. To marry her now





With pomp, with triumph and with revelling





will be considerate, and surely make up for his earlier lack of finesse. He is using the pompous word ‘pomp’ for the second time in five lines; Hippolyta wouldn’t use it once. And she never confirms whether an enormous wedding party – rather than good behaviour in the future – will be to her taste, because there is a sudden interruption.


One man’s theory is another’s nonsense: none of this interpretation may be ‘true’ in the sense of piously divining Shakespeare’s ‘intentions’. Words change their overtones over time; the temperaments of interpreters differ. We try to catch what Shakespeare might have meant, but there is sometimes much to be gained from going our own way, taking him forward with us rather than peering back across the centuries. And the fact is, this exchange started with the silvery moon and ended with a naked sword.


The man who bursts in unannounced, ‘good Egeus’, starts by routinely wishing his ‘renowned Duke’ happiness – so the man who killed the Minotaur and then turned into an anxious fiancé now has



a Renaissance honorific as well. We are safe and sound in a familiar theatrical world. If Theseus is having trouble organising a marriage, it is nothing compared to Egeus, for whom the question has led to something far worse, a horribly insubordinate daughter. This is Hermia – a shock for the scholars in the original audience, by the way, since Hermia was a famous whore in antiquity much loved by Aristotle. Here she could only be that in her father’s mind: for us she is about to become a heroine.


Egeus’s unceremonious arrival forces a director to consider the practical context. Is this a normal thing to do in Theseus’s world? Are there guards? Is this a big public gathering, or something smaller, like an open hour or levée when the ruler receives plaintiffs? Or perhaps Egeus is presuming on his position as one of the great and good to break in on a tête-à-tête. Theseus’s reply:





Thanks, good Egeus. What’s the news with thee?





is inconclusive; ‘thee’, friendlier than ‘you’, but no more of a welcome than ‘thanks’. We are free to choose.


Regardless, Egeus takes the floor. Perhaps he has some legal training, that badge of the establishment: we suddenly seem to be in a courtroom. He has brought with him both client and accused, who have presumably agreed to the arbitration, and are now identified for Theseus and for us:2





Stand forth, Demetrius! . . .


Stand forth, Lysander!





Seemingly unstoppable, Egeus will combine lucidity with passion, as if he knows he has one chance only to make his points.




His interpretation of events is that while Demetrius has proceeded with old-fashioned correctness in securing his consent to marry Hermia, Lysander has gone a devious way to achieve the same thing. Lysander has been candid only with Hermia herself, sending her a comically impressive variety of trinkets, poetic billetsdoux and love-tokens –





EGEUS: . . . bracelets of thy hair, rings, gauds, conceits,


Knacks, trifles, nosegays, sweetmeats . . .





– and he has also, cutting a somewhat medieval figure, sung songs beneath her window. All these young man’s tactics can suggest to their seniors insincerity rather than its opposite – particularly if they have forgotten their own courtships. As far as her father can see, Hermia’s head has been turned as surely as if she had been given drugs (nowadays it would be that as well). He has been quite unnerved by all the sexual directness; it is affecting his language, so that it is Hermia’s ‘bosom’ Lysander has ‘bewitched’, and he obsessively refers to her as ‘my child’ – three times, and twice within three lines – as if Lysander were up to something illegal as well as undesirable. Presumably, had the more socially adept Demetrius done the same thing, Egeus would have found a different word for his daughter, such as ‘young woman of good judgment’.


Egeus’s speech, the least equivocal in the play so far, has a powerful swing to match the paranoid force of its feeling. It is hyperbole with blood racing through it, full of the furtive suspicion that a man’s womenfolk should be locked up as tightly as his house and goods. Left to themselves, predatory young males, particularly if they are musical, will happily ruin impressionable daughters. In this way an older man condemns himself as well as a new generation. Egeus’s assault has fine verbal choices for the actor: Lysander is referred to simply as the neuter ‘this’, and he has not so much stolen as ‘filch’d’ Hermia’s heart. We look at the girl listening to it all – mute, and, as the text later demands, small of stature – and wonder if ‘stubborn harshness’ is really part of her nature. Her father resolves his argument with chilling simplicity. Careful to renew his compliment to ‘my gracious Duke’, he asks for





. . . the ancient privilege of Athens . . .,





which is to give his daughter to any uncongenial suitor he pleases





Or to her death, according to our law







– a sentence, it seems, with immediate effect and no right of appeal.


This shocking killer punch, sounding like sweet reasonableness, tells us something of the society we are in, and, in view of Shakespeare’s intentions, the audacity of his counterpoint. It certainly makes Egeus easy to dislike, but the fact is that he knows no better: he is the victim of his education in that society, whose unpredictability will ultimately baffle him. The calmer and more commonplace the actor can make him here, the more worrying. Certainly the traditional roaring Shakespearian father, benightedly huffing and puffing, serves this play no better than a bombastic Duke Frederick in AsYou Like It or a pain-free Leonato in Much Ado About Nothing. For all his passionate bigotry, Egeus is, above all, hurt, made lonely by a breach in nature, and he appeals for Theseus’s support not so much spitefully as out of a need for reassurance that the world is after all round.3 In a certain sense the play will prove him right about Lysander: although the younger man may be on the side of the angels, the confusion he will unwittingly cause symbolises an instability at the heart of his romanticism.


From Theseus’s point of view, Egeus’s outburst may be an annoying interruption to his own courtship, or he may feel some relief at the diversion: negotiating with Hippolyta is less easy than settling routine matters of life and death. Apprised of the facts, he takes his cue with practised ease, and if he was affronted by the intrusion he quickly gets over it. Hermia seems to him a pretty little thing. It is no more than professional gentleness to explain to her that she has absolutely no identity without her father’s approval, and that she risks mutilation if she fails to court it. To do this, he comes up with a little simile:





To you your father should be as a god,


One that composed your beauties, yea and one


To whom you are but as a form in wax,


By him imprinted, and within his power


To leave the figure or disfigure it.





This is of a piece with the withered stepdame; no more than half-poetic, its violence only just concealed by the verse. To the warlike Theseus, genetics are a matter of a great piece of metal thumping into unformed human clay, either branding it with its own label or



bashing it out of shape like a condemned motor car. All the same, Hermia must in fairness have a chance to speak, the chance her father has denied her.


She turns out to be more than he bargained for. With her first words she brings about the play’s second broken verse line, and, like Hippolyta’s, it checks Theseus’s easy rhythm. In fact she could hardly be less metrically cooperative:





THESEUS: Demetrius is a worthy gentleman.


HERMIA: So is Lysander.





By using a verse opportunity in this way, Hermia briefly sets the terms, even dictating Theseus’s manner a little: to keep things going he will swiftly have to match her sharpness, even if he would have preferred to cajole. The alternative, an embarrassing silence, would give her more credit than she is due. So back he comes –





. . . In himself he is





– and, technically at least, takes the initiative. Rather than getting into a discussion of a man’s intrinsic worth which he might lose, Theseus stays in charge by repeating the patriarchal argument:





But in this kind, wanting your father’s voice,


The other must be held the worthier.


HERMIA: I would my father looked but with my eyes.


THESEUS: Rather your eyes must with his judgment look.





However urbane he has tried to be, this is a crackling little argument between equals. There is not only an antithesis in the final exchange, but double meanings. By ‘eyes’Theseus means Hermia’s appetite, so in need of controlling, but for us the word suggests her unique human intelligence and right to choose. To Theseus, such waywardness is meaningless next to a father’s ‘judgment’ – which to him means wisdom, but to us sounds like a legal sentence.


Language, it seems, can be readily manipulated to reinforce authority. Invalidated by like-minded older men, Hermia sees that she will have to play their music if she is to achieve anything. Politely admitting her unworthiness to speak for herself at all –





I do entreat your grace to pardon me





– she nevertheless invites Theseus to call a spade a spade:





. . . I beseech your grace that I may know


The worst that may befall me in this case




If I refuse to wed Demetrius.





This is a tough one, a leading question publicly fired at a professional diplomat – and in front of his fiancée, who says nothing and whose views are unknown. To his credit, Theseus doesn’t shirk it:





. . . to die the death . . .





Even as he speaks, however, the girl’s candour, and her tactical courtesy, has forced him into a compromise. There is a third way that Egeus neglected to mention, if indeed he knew about it: instead of marriage to Demetrius or execution, Hermia could be forced into a nunnery, and there





abjure


For ever the society of men.





We look at Egeus, to see what he thinks of this. Has Theseus just invented it? It could be a face-saver, since Egeus, for all his outrage, is surely not that rare thing, a father who positively wants to see his daughter die. Not that the devotional life seems much better: he will surely agree with Theseus’s next point, that for a woman to have to do without a man, and instead





endure the livery of a nun,


For aye to be in shady cloister mew’d





is much the same as extinction.


We need to pause again: within only sixty-five lines, important decisions have had to be made beyond the strict limits of the text. What did Theseus and Hippolyta and anyone else think of Egeus’s sudden arrival; what was the effect on Theseus of Hermia’s unexpected toughness; what does Egeus now think of Theseus’s emendation; what does the silent Hippolyta think about everything? Unlike in the cinema, a theatre audience’s eyes roam at will, doing their own editing: the actors mustn’t be caught out in a vague attitude. In any play, to make all these discreet details visible is to respect the spectator’s intelligence: it is easy to forget that every character, however ‘minor’, is on show, all the time.


By this time Lysander will either be bursting to speak or determined not to; while for some reason Demetrius, though on the right side of the argument, contributes nothing. Feeling a manly alliance behind him – Demetrius, like Egeus, will agree about the absurdity



of virginity – Theseus laddishly satirises the devotional life, in which a Hermia would have to deny her ‘youth’ and ‘blood’, and instead





. . . live a barren sister all your life,


Chanting faint hymns to the cold fruitless moon.





This eloquent improvisation surely comes from the heart – the moon seems not to be favoured by Theseus – but any good politician knows that even the rankest devil must be given its due. So, of course, parenthetically,





Thrice blessed they that master so their blood


To undergo such maiden pilgrimage





– even if Theseus’s own view is that a flower is made for plucking:





. . . earthlier happy is the rose distill’d


Than that which, withering on the virgin thorn,


Grows, lives and dies in single blessedness.





It is quite an adroit manoeuvre, nominally embracing a woman’s right to choose while insisting that she shouldn’t exercise it. It has also allowed him to close his argument in full rhetorical throttle.


Faced with such elegant suggestiveness, Hermia reinterprets it for what it is – the law of property. She borrows legal vocabulary to debase it: if she granted a ‘virgin patent’ to Demetrius it would be like putting her head into his ‘yoke’ as if she were an ox. Just as she gave ‘judgment’ and ‘eyes’ a quite different meaning from that of the men, she takes another of their words, ‘sovereignty’, to round off her argument, giving it an alliterative smack Theseus would be proud of. Demetrius, bluntly, is a man to whom





My soul consents not to give sovereignty.





In her refusal to negotiate at all, Hermia is closing the door on her own fate. Her linguistic resource and utter resolve have defeated Theseus: with no opening into which to insinuate, he is left with brute force. Faced with the stuff of martyrs, he must hate her at this moment: all he can do is confirm a deadline, a hopeless thing to do to Joan of Arc. He manages one gloss, involving Hippolyta whether she likes it or not. The fateful moment four days hence when Hermia will have to decide will also be
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