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Act and scene summary 








1.1 



Theseus, Duke of Athens, has won a war against Hippolyta (Queen of the Amazons). He plans to marry 








her. 








Egeus arrives with his daughter, Hermia, demanding she should marry Demetrius. She wants to marry 








Lysander. Theseus says Athenian law means Hermia must obey her father, be executed, or become a 








nun. 








Hermia and Lysander plan to run away and tell Helena (Hermia’s friend, who loves Demetrius). Helena 








decides to tell Demetrius. 








1.2 



Workmen from Athens plan a play to celebrate Theseus’ wedding. They agree to meet in a wood near 








Athens to rehearse. 








2.1 



Oberon and Titania (King and Queen of the Fairies) have quarrelled. Oberon decides to punish Titania by 








drugging her so that she falls in love with the next thing she sees. 








Oberon and his servant, Puck, see Demetrius ill-treat Helena. He tells Puck to use the drug on 








Demetrius so he will love Helena. 








2.2 



Oberon drugs Titania while she is asleep. 








Hermia and Lysander arrive, lost, and decide to sleep. Puck, assuming Lysander is Demetrius, drugs 








him. Helena finds and wakes Lysander and he falls in love with her. He follows her and Hermia wakes 








alone. 








3.1 



The workmen rehearse their play. Puck sees them and frightens off all the others by giving Bottom the 








head of a donkey. Titania wakes, sees Bottom, and falls in love with him. 








3.2 



Puck tells Oberon about Titania. 








Demetrius and Hermia arrive. Oberon and Puck realise Puck has mistaken Demetrius for Lysander. 








Puck goes to fetch Helena, while Oberon drugs Demetrius. 








Helena and Lysander arrive, waking Demetrius, who falls in love with Helena. Hermia arrives and there 








is a violent argument. Puck separates the lovers, makes them sleep (near each other) and undoes the 








drug he put on Lysander. 








4.1 



Oberon undoes the drug he put on Titania. She wakes, is horrified by Bottom and she and Oberon end 








their quarrel. 








Theseus and Hippolyta and others (including Egeus) arrive, going hunting, and wake the lovers. Egeus 








demands that Theseus make Hermia marry Demetrius. Demetrius says he now loves Helena again. 








Theseus says Hermia can marry Lysander and Helena can marry Demetrius at the same time as he 








marries Hippolyta. They return to Athens. 








Puck has removed Bottom’s donkey head and he wakes and returns to Athens. 








4.2 



The workmen, sad that Bottom can’t be found, are overjoyed when he returns. He says their play is on 








the short-list for the wedding celebrations. 








5.1 



The three couples watch the workmen perform their play (comically badly). After the workmen have 








gone, the others go to bed. 








When everyone is asleep the Fairies arrive and bless the house and all the marriages. Puck ends the 








play by asking the audience for applause. 
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Introduction 








Shakespeare the writer 








Shakespeare would probably be amazed that you are studying 








one of his plays in school over 400 years after his death. He did 








not write his plays to be read, he wrote them to be performed. 








When he wrote, he expected a company of skilful actors to 








interpret and perform his play for an audience to listen to 








and watch. 



A Midsummer Night’s Dream 



was printed in his 








lifetime, but eighteen of his plays were only printed after his 








death in a collection of his plays known as the 



First Folio. 








Prose and verse 








Most of the time, Shakespeare wrote 



blank verse 



– verse 








where the ends of the lines do not rhyme. So what makes it 








verse? It has a rhythm. Normally there are ten syllables in 








every line. Shakespeare wrote the lines to be spoken with the 








stress on every second syllable. Try saying, 








“baa-boom 

baa-boom baa-boom baa-boom baa-boom”. 








Moving on to a line from 



A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 



try 








saying it with the same rhythm and stress: 








“So 



will – 



I 



grow, 



– so 



live, 



– so 



die, 



– my 



lord,” 








Shakespeare can break the rules of blank verse, but he does 








not often do so in 



A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 



He does 








use prose instead of verse. Less socially important characters 








often speak in prose, as do comic characters. In 



A Midsummer 








Night’s Dream 



the workmen who plan to put on a play 








are both, and they speak in prose – except when they are 








preforming their play. 








Shared lines: 



Sometimes Shakespeare had two characters 








share the ten syllables that make 








a line (as Hippolyta and Theseus 








do on the right). He did this 








when he wanted the actors to 








keep the rhythm going. This was 








often to show the characters are 








particularly close, or when one is 








impatient. 








Counting lines: 



You can see the number 5 at the end of the 








first line above right. It is normal to print the line number every 








five lines in a Shakespeare play. This helps people find an exact 








place when talking or writing about the play. If you count, 








however, you will see that line 10 is six lines after line 5 – the 








two lines that make the shared line only count as one. 








Hippolyta 








Four days will quickly steep themselves in night, 








5 








Four nights will quickly dream away the time, 








And then the moon, like to a silver bow 








New-bent in heaven, shall behold the night 








Of our solemnities. 








Theseus 








Go Philostrate, 








Stir up the Athenian youth to merriments, 








10 
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Introduction 








The questions: 



There are questions in the photo captions, and in 








red boxes. Here are two tips for answering them: 








• There usually is not a simple ‘right’ answer. We hope you will 








develop your own ideas. The best way to answer any question is 








to back up your answer with a reference to the play text. 








• Unless we tell you otherwise, you can answer the question using 








the play text on the opposite page. 








Act 5 Scene 1 








Enter Theseus, Hippolyta, with Philostrate and other lords and 








attendants. 








Hippolyta 








’Tis strange, my Theseus, that these lovers speak of. 








More strange than true. I never may believe 








These antic fables, nor these fairy toys. 








Elision: 



Elision is the correct term 








in English Literature for leaving a 








bit out. Shakespeare does it a lot. 








Often he can not quite fit what he 








wants to say into his ten-syllable 








line, so he cheats – running two 








words together. In the highlighted 








examples do not say 



it is, 



say ’tis 



– 








the inverted comma shows you there 








is something missing. 








45 








and so every one: 



and you all do 








that 








46 








hempen homespuns: 



stupid 








peasants (only poor people wore 








the scratchy cloth made from 








hemp) 








Enter Puck, unseen by the others on stage. 








Puck 








[Aside.] 



What hempen homespuns have we swagg’ring 








here, 








So near the cradle of the Fairy Queen? 








What, a play toward? I’ll be an auditor, 








The glossary: 



Some words and phrases have changed their meaning or fallen 








out of use since Shakespeare’s time. The glossary helps you with them. It gives 








you the line numbers in the play (in red); then the word, or the start and end of 








a long phrase (with three dots to mark the elision where some words have been 








left out), in 



bold; 



then the explanation in modern English. It is as close to the 








original line as we can make it. 








1 








As Oberon pours the juice into 








Titania’s eyes, what do his 








words tell the audience about 








his character? 








Oberon drugs Titania, who is sleeping 








next to the Indian Boy, lines 14–20. 








How does what the audience sees of 








Titania contrast with what Oberon says? 








Act and Scene: 



Printed plays are divided into Acts and Scenes. On the stage 








there is no real gap – a new scene happens when the story moves on, either 








to a new time or place. When Shakespeare’s company performed indoors by 








candlelight they needed to trim the candles about every half an hour, so they 








picked points in the story where a short gap between scenes made sense. These 








became the divisions between Acts. 








Stage Directions: 



Shakespeare wrote stage directions – 








mainly when characters enter or exit, but sometimes telling 








actors what to do. In this book we develop Shakespeare’s 








stage directions a bit, to tell you what you would see if you 








were watching the play. 








Some stage directions are in square brackets, we print them 








as part of an actor’s lines. These help you understand who 








the actor is talking to – which would be obvious on stage. 








Aside 



is a significant one – this is when the character shares 








their thoughts with the audience. 
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Heavens 








Upper stage 








Entrances 








Yard 








Stage 








Galleries 








The stage trap opened into the area 








under the stage. The heavens trap 








was not on the stage, but above it. 








Actors playing gods might be 








lowered down to the stage through it. 








The Globe Theatre 








Today’s 



Shakespeare’s Globe 



in London was built to show us 








what open-air theatres were like in Shakespeare’s time. It is 








very different from other modern theatres. Shakespeare wrote 








A Midsummer Night’s Dream 



for the original 



Globe 



theatre – 








so how was the play affected by the theatre it was written for? 








•






The stage 

was large, and stuck out into the audience, who 








surround it on three sides. The theatre was open-air, but a 








roof over the stage, called the 



Heavens, 



kept the actors (and 








their expensive costumes) dry if it rained. Two large pillars 








held up this roof, and the actors had to move around them. 








•








The upper stage 



was a balcony running along the back wall 








of the stage. Actors and musicians could use it. Also, it was 








the most expensive place for members of the audience to sit 








(people who sat there could seen by the rest of the audience 








in their fine clothes). 
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Sam Wanamaker, an American 








actor and director, founded the 








Shakespeare’s Globe Trust in 








1970. Sam could not understand 








why there was not a proper 








memorial to the world’s greatest 








playwright in the city where he 








had lived and worked. He started 








fundraising to build a new Globe 








Theatre. Sadly, Sam died before 








the theatre opened in 1997. 








•








The entrances 



were in the back wall of the stage, leading 








from the 



Tiring House 



(the actors’ dressing room). There 








was a big door in the middle and a smaller door on either 








side. The big entrance was useful for bringing on large props 








like the flowery bed in Act 2 Scene 2. 








•








Traps 



allowed props or actors to appear or disappear from 








the Heavens or into the stage. The stage trap opened into 








the area under the stage. The Heavens trap was not on the 








stage, but above it, in the Heavens. 








•








The audience 



The theatre held well over 2,000 people 








(today’s Globe holds 1,700). All the audience were close to 








the stage. People could pay a penny to stand in the open air 








in the Yard around the stage. Three tiers of roofed Galleries 








surrounded the Yard, where, for more money, people could 








sit on benches. 






•








Sound, light and scenery – 



there was not any, except for 








daylight, live music, and live sound effects (like rolling a 








cannonball in a trough to make a sound like thunder). The 








Globe was not dark, like a modern theatre; the actors and 








audience could all see each other – all the time. Shakespeare 








often started a play with a dramatic and noisy moment to 








grab the audience’s attention. Characters often describe 








where they are, or that it was dark – see lines 305–309 of 








Act 3 Scene 2 (page 63). 








The full text of part of Act 2 Scene 1 (lines 41–68), 








showing the cuts in the 



Shorter Shakespeare 



text. 








Puck 








Thou speak’st aright, 








I am that merry wand’rer of the night. 








I jest to Oberon and make him smile 








When I a fat and bean-fed horse beguile, 








Neighing in likeness of a filly foal. 








And sometime lurk I in a gossip’s bowl, 








In very likeness of a roasted crab, 








And when she drinks, against her lips I bob, 








And on her withered dewlap pour the ale. 








The wisest aunt telling the saddest tale, 








Sometime for three-foot stool mistaketh me, 








Then slip I from her bum, down topples she, 








And “tailor” cries, and falls into a cough. 








And then the whole choir hold their hips and laugh, 








And waxen in their mirth, and sneeze, and swear 








A merrier hour was never wasted there. 








But room, Fairy! Here comes Oberon. 








Fairy 








And here my mistress. Would that he were gone! 








Enter Oberon with his attendants at one door, and Titania 








with her attendants at another. 








Oberon 








Ill met by moonlight, proud Titania. 








Titania 








What, jealous Oberon? Fairies skip hence: 








I have forsworn his bed and company. 








Oberon 








Tarry, rash wanton. Am not I thy lord? 








Titania 








Then I must be thy lady. But I know 








When thou hast stol’n away from Fairy Land, 








And in the shape of Corin sat all day, 








Playing on pipes of corn and versing love 








To amorous Phillida. Why art thou here, 








45 








50 








55 








60 








65 








What is ‘Shorter Shakespeare’? 








In the texts that survive, Shakespeare’s plays 








are of very different lengths. The longest 








is 3,904 lines, and the shortest 1,918 lines 








(A 



Midsummer Night’s Dream 



is 2,222 lines). 








Plays were said to take about two hours in 








Shakespeare’s time (3,900 lines would take 








about 4 hours), so his company must have 



cut 








the play for performance. This could have meant 








leaving out whole scenes, and/or shortening 








speeches throughout the play. Almost all 








productions of Shakespeare’s plays ever since 








have made some cuts to the text. 








Shorter Shakespeare 



cuts the play to help you 








study it in the classroom. Our cut is about 1,200 








lines, and we have ‘filleted’ the text, so you 








get all the important parts. We do not add to, 








or change, the words – Shakespeare originally 








wrote them all. The example on the left shows 








you the sort of things we have cut (from Act 2 








Scene 1, page 23). 
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Doubling 








In Shakespeare’s time, actors often played more than one part in the same play, because there were more parts than 








actors in the company. This system was called ‘doubling’. The audience was not expected to notice it. However, many 








modern productions of 



A Midsummer Night’s Dream 



double the parts of Theseus/Oberon and Hippolyta/Titania in a 








deliberate doubling that the audience is meant to notice. This is because 



Theseus/Oberon 



and 



Hippolyta/Titania 



are the 








rulers of their worlds, and in the play there are similarities between their position and the challenges they face. 








Theseus (left) and Hippolyta (in handcuffs) 








What do the costumes of these two 








characters suggest about them? 








Why has the director chosen to have 








Hippolyta in handcuffs? 
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Act 1 Scene 1 








1–2 








our nuptial hour Draws on 








apace: 



it will soon be our wedding 








day 








2–3 








Four happy days … Another 








moon: 



only four days until the 








new moon 








4 








wanes: 



wears itself out 








5 








steep themselves in: 



dissolve 








into 








7 








silver bow: 



refers to the shape of 








the new moon. It may also refer 








to to Diana, Roman goddess of 








hunting, the moon and chastity 








9 








solemnities: 



wedding ceremonies 








12–3 



I woo’d thee … doing thee 








injuries: 



I captured you in war 








15 








pomp … triumph … revelling: 








expensive public celebration 








18 








vexation: 



anger 








23 








bewitch’d …my child: 



charmed 








her heart away 








27 








feigning: 



twice in the line for 








a double meaning: 1) soft; 2) 








deceitful 








28 








stol’n the impression of her 








fantasy: 



made her think of nothing 








but him 








29 








gauds, conceits: 



cheap, flashy 








presents 








30 








filched: 



stolen 








33 








Be it so: 



if 








35 








ancient privilege: 



traditional legal 








right 








39 








Immediately … that case: 



written 








to deal with just this situation 








Act 1 Scene 1 








Enter Theseus, Hippolyta, Philostrate, and others. 








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. 








Hippolyta 








Four days will quickly steep themselves in night, 








5 








Four nights will quickly dream away the time, 








And then the moon, like to a silver bow 








New-bent in heaven, shall behold the night 








Of our solemnities. 








Theseus 








Go Philostrate, 








Stir up the Athenian youth to merriments, 








10 








Turn melancholy forth to funerals. 



Philostrate exits. 








Hippolyta, I woo’d thee with my sword, 








And won thy love doing thee injuries. 








But I will wed thee in another key, 








With pomp, with triumph, and with revelling. 








15 








Enter Egeus, his daughter Hermia, Lysander, 








and Demetrius. 








Egeus 








Happy be Theseus, our renowned Duke. 








Theseus 








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








Egeus 








Full of vexation come I, with complaint 








Against my child, my daughter Hermia. — 








Stand forth, Demetrius. — My noble lord, 








20 








This man hath my consent to marry her. — 








Stand forth, Lysander. — And my gracious Duke, 








This man hath bewitch’d the bosom of my child. 








Thou, thou, Lysander, thou hast given her rhymes, 








And interchanged love-tokens with my child. 








25 








Thou hast by moonlight at her window sung 








With feigning voice verses of feigning love. 
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