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There’s matter in these sighs, these
profound heaves. You must translate.
’tis fit we understand them.


(Hamlet, 4.1.1–2)





FEAR
NOT.




Have you ever found yourself looking at a Shakespeare play, then down at the footnotes, then back at the play, and still not understanding? You know what the individual words mean, but they don’t add up. SparkNotes’ No Fear Shakespeare will help you break through all that. Put the pieces together with our easy-to-read translations. Soon you’ll be reading Shakespeare’s own words fearlessly—and actually enjoying it.


No Fear Shakespeare pairs Shakespeare’s language with translations into modern English—the kind of English people actually speak today. When Shakespeare’s words make your head spin, our translations will help you sort out what’s happening, who’s saying what, and why.
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CHAPTER


1


CONTEXT


THE MOST INFLUENTIAL WRITER in all of English literature, William Shakespeare was born in 1564 to a successful middle-class glove-maker in Stratford-upon-Avon, England. Shakespeare attended grammar school, but his formal education proceeded no farther. In 1582 he married an older woman, Anne Hathaway, and had three children with her. Around 1590 he left his family behind and traveled to London to work as an actor and playwright. Public and critical success quickly followed, and Shakespeare eventually became the most popular playwright in England and part-owner of the Globe Theater. His career bridged the reigns of Elizabeth I (ruled 1558–1603) and James I (ruled 1603–1625), and he was a favorite of both monarchs. Indeed, James granted Shakespeare’s company the greatest possible compliment by bestowing upon its members the title of King’s Men. Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford and died in 1616 at the age of fifty-two. At the time of Shakespeare’s death, literary luminaries such as Ben Jonson hailed his works as timeless.


Shakespeare’s works were collected and printed in various editions in the century following his death, and by the early eighteenth century his reputation as the greatest poet ever to write in English was well established. The unprecedented admiration garnered by his works led to a fierce curiosity about Shakespeare’s life, but the dearth of biographical information has left many details of Shakespeare’s personal history shrouded in mystery. Some people have concluded from this fact that Shakespeare’s plays were really written by someone else—Francis Bacon and the Earl of Oxford are the two most popular candidates—but the support for this claim is overwhelmingly circumstantial, and the theory is not taken seriously by many scholars.


In the absence of credible evidence to the contrary, Shakespeare must be viewed as the author of the thirty-seven plays and 154 sonnets that bear his name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A number of Shakespeare’s plays seem to have transcended even the category of brilliance, becoming so influential as to profoundly affect the course of Western literature and culture ever after.


Written in the mid-1590s, probably shortly before Shakespeare turned to Romeo and Juliet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream is one of his strangest and most delightful creations, and it marks a departure from his earlier works and from others of the English Renaissance. The play demonstrates both the extent of Shakespeare’s learning and the expansiveness of his imagination. The range of references in the play is among its most extraordinary attributes: Shakespeare draws on sources as various as Greek mythology (Theseus, for instance, is loosely based on the Greek hero of the same name, and the play is peppered with references to Greek gods and goddesses); English country fairy lore (the character of Puck, or Robin Goodfellow, was a popular figure in sixteenth-century stories); and the theatrical practices of Shakespeare’s London (the craftsmen’s play refers to and parodies many conventions of English Renaissance theater, such as men playing the roles of women). Further, many of the characters are drawn from diverse texts: Titania comes from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and Oberon may have been taken from the medieval romance Huan of Bordeaux, translated by Lord Berners in the mid-1530s. Unlike the plots of many of Shakespeare’s plays, however, the story in A Midsummer Night’s Dream seems not to have been drawn from any particular source but rather to be the original product of the playwright’s imagination.
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PLOT OVERVIEW


THESEUS, DUKE OF ATHENS, is preparing for his marriage to Hippolyta, queen of the Amazons, with a four-day festival of pomp and entertainment. He commissions his Master of the Revels, Philostrate, to find suitable amusements for the occasion. Egeus, an Athenian nobleman, marches into Theseus’s court with his daughter, Hermia, and two young men, Demetrius and Lysander. Egeus wishes Hermia to marry Demetrius (who loves Hermia), but Hermia is in love with Lysander and refuses to comply. Egeus asks for the full penalty of law to fall on Hermia’s head if she flouts her father’s will. Theseus gives Hermia until his wedding to consider her options, warning her that disobeying her father’s wishes could result in her being sent to a convent or even executed. Nonetheless, Hermia and Lysander plan to escape Athens the following night and marry in the house of Lysander’s aunt, some seven leagues distant from the city. They make their intentions known to Hermia’s friend Helena, who was once engaged to Demetrius and still loves him even though he jilted her after meeting Hermia. Hoping to regain his love, Helena tells Demetrius of the elopement that Hermia and Lysander have planned. At the appointed time, Demetrius stalks into the woods after his intended bride and her lover; Helena follows behind him.


In these same woods are two very different groups of characters. The first is a band of fairies, including Oberon, the fairy king, and Titania, his queen, who has recently returned from India to bless the marriage of Theseus and Hippolyta. The second is a band of Athenian craftsmen rehearsing a play that they hope to perform for the duke and his bride. Oberon and Titania are at odds over a young Indian prince given to Titania by the prince’s mother; the boy is so beautiful that Oberon wishes to make him a knight, but Titania refuses. Seeking revenge, Oberon sends his merry servant, Puck, to acquire a magical flower, the juice of which can be spread over a sleeping person’s eyelids to make that person fall in love with the first thing he or she sees upon waking. Puck obtains the flower, and Oberon tells him of his plan to spread its juice on the sleeping Titania’s eyelids. Having seen Demetrius act cruelly toward Helena, he orders Puck to spread some of the juice on the eyelids of the young Athenian man. Puck encounters Lysander and Hermia; thinking that Lysander is the Athenian of whom Oberon spoke, Puck afflicts him with the love potion. Lysander happens to see Helena upon awaking and falls deeply in love with her, abandoning Hermia. As the night progresses and Puck attempts to undo his mistake, both Lysander and Demetrius end up in love with Helena, who believes that they are mocking her. Hermia becomes so jealous that she tries to challenge Helena to a fight. Demetrius and Lysander nearly do fight over Helena’s love, but Puck confuses them by mimicking their voices, leading them apart until they are lost separately in the forest.


When Titania wakes, the first creature she sees is Bottom, the most ridiculous of the Athenian craftsmen, whose head Puck has mockingly transformed into that of an ass. Titania passes a ludicrous interlude doting on the ass-headed weaver. Eventually, Oberon obtains the Indian boy, Puck spreads the love potion on Lysander’s eyelids, and by morning all is well. Theseus and Hippolyta discover the sleeping lovers in the forest and take them back to Athens to be married—Demetrius now loves Helena, and Lysander now loves Hermia. After the group wedding, the lovers watch Bottom and his fellow craftsmen perform their play, a fumbling, hilarious version of the story of Pyramus and Thisbe. When the play is completed, the lovers go to bed; the fairies briefly emerge to bless the sleeping couples with a protective charm and then disappear. Only Puck remains, to ask the audience for its forgiveness and approval and to urge it to remember the play as though it had all been a dream.
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IN-DEPTH REVIEW OF CHARACTERS


PUCK


Also known as Robin Goodfellow, Puck is Oberon’s jester, a mischievous fairy who delights in playing pranks on mortals. Though A Midsummer Night’s Dream divides its action between several groups of characters, Puck is the closest thing the play has to a protagonist. His enchanting, mischievous spirit pervades the atmosphere, and his antics are responsible for many of the complications that propel the other main plots: he mistakes the young Athenians, applying the love potion to Lysander instead of Demetrius, thereby causing chaos within the group of young lovers; he also transforms Bottom’s head into that of an ass.


OBERON


The king of the fairies, Oberon is initially at odds with his wife, Titania, because she refuses to relinquish control of a young Indian prince whom he wants for a knight. Oberon’s desire for revenge on Titania leads him to send Puck to obtain the love-potion flower that creates so much of the play’s confusion and farce.


TITANIA


The beautiful queen of the fairies, Titania resists the attempts of her husband, Oberon, to make a knight of the young Indian prince that she has been given. Titania’s brief, potion-induced love for Nick Bottom, whose head Puck has transformed into that of an ass, yields the play’s foremost example of the contrast motif.


LYSANDER


A young man of Athens, in love with Hermia. Lysander’s relationship with Hermia invokes the theme of love’s difficulty: he cannot marry her openly because Egeus, her father, wishes her to wed Demetrius; when Lysander and Hermia run away into the forest, Lysander becomes the victim of misapplied magic and wakes up in love with Helena.


DEMETRIUS


A young man of Athens, initially in love with Hermia and ultimately in love with Helena. Demetrius’s obstinate pursuit of Hermia throws love out of balance among the quartet of Athenian youths and precludes a symmetrical two-couple arrangement.


HERMIA


Egeus’s daughter, a young woman of Athens. Hermia is in love with Lysander and is a childhood friend of Helena. As a result of the fairies’ mischief with Oberon’s love potion, both Lysander and Demetrius suddenly fall in love with Helena. Self-conscious about her short stature, Hermia suspects that Helena has wooed the men with her height. By morning, however, Puck has sorted matters out with the love potion, and Lysander’s love for Hermia is restored.


HELENA


A young woman of Athens in love with Demetrius. Demetrius and Helena were once betrothed, but when Demetrius met Helena’s friend Hermia, he fell in love with her and abandoned Helena. Lacking confidence in her looks, Helena thinks that Demetrius and Lysander are mocking her when the fairies’ mischief causes them to fall in love with her.


EGEUS


Hermia’s father, who brings a complaint against his daughter to Theseus: Egeus has given Demetrius permission to marry Hermia, but Hermia, in love with Lysander, refuses to marry Demetrius. Egeus’s severe insistence that Hermia either respect his wishes or be held accountable to Athenian law places him squarely outside the whimsical dream realm of the forest.


THESEUS


The heroic duke of Athens, engaged to Hippolyta. Theseus represents power and order throughout the play. He appears only at the beginning and end of the story, removed from the dreamlike events of the forest.


HIPPOLYTA


The legendary queen of the Amazons, engaged to Theseus. Like Theseus, she symbolizes order.


NICK BOTTOM


The overconfident weaver chosen to play Pyramus in the craftsmen’s play for Theseus’s marriage celebration. Bottom is full of advice and self-confidence but frequently makes silly mistakes and misuses language. His simultaneous nonchalance about the beautiful Titania’s sudden love for him and unawareness of the fact that Puck has transformed his head into that of an ass mark the pinnacle of his foolish arrogance.


PETER QUINCE


A carpenter and the nominal leader of the craftsmen’s attempt to put on a play for Theseus’s marriage celebration. Quince is often shoved aside by the abundantly confident Bottom. During the craftsmen’s play, Quince plays the Prologue.


FRANCIS FLUTE


The bellows-mender chosen to play Thisbe in the craftsmen’s play for Theseus’s marriage celebration. Forced to play a young girl in love, the bearded craftsman determines to speak his lines in a high, squeaky voice.


ROBIN STARVELING


The tailor chosen to play Thisbe’s mother in the craftsmen’s play for Theseus’s marriage celebration. He ends up playing the part of Moonshine.


TOM SNOUT


The tinker chosen to play Pyramus’s father in the craftsmen’s play for Theseus’s marriage celebration. He ends up playing the part of Wall, dividing the two lovers.


SNUG


The joiner chosen to play the lion in the craftsmen’s play for Theseus’s marriage celebration. Snug worries that his roaring will frighten the ladies in the audience.


PHILOSTRATE


Theseus’s Master of the Revels, responsible for organizing the entertainment for the duke’s marriage celebration.



















CHAPTER


4


ANALYSIS OF MAJOR CHARACTERS


PUCK


Though there is little character development in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and no true protagonist, critics generally point to Puck as the most important character in the play. The mischievous, quick-witted sprite sets many of the play’s events in motion with his magic, by means of both deliberate pranks on the human characters (transforming Bottom’s head into that of an ass) and unfortunate mistakes (smearing the love potion on Lysander’s eyelids instead of Demetrius’s).


More important, Puck’s capricious spirit, magical fancy, fun-loving humor, and lovely, evocative language permeate the atmosphere of the play. Wild contrasts, such as the implicit comparison between the rough, earthy craftsmen and the delicate, graceful fairies, dominate A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Puck seems to illustrate many of these contrasts within his own character: he is graceful but not so saccharine as the other fairies; as Oberon’s jester, he is given to a certain coarseness, which leads him to transform Bottom’s head into that of an ass merely for the sake of enjoyment. He is good-hearted but capable of cruel tricks. Finally, whereas most of the fairies are beautiful and ethereal, Puck is often portrayed as somewhat bizarre looking. Indeed, another fairy mentions that some call Puck a “hobgoblin,” a term whose connotations are decidedly less glamorous than those of “fairy” (II.i.).


NICK BOTTOM


Whereas Puck’s humor is often mischievous and subtle, the comedy surrounding the overconfident weaver Nick Bottom is hilariously overt. The central figure in the subplot involving the craftsmen’s production of the Pyramus and Thisbe story, Bottom dominates his fellow actors with an extraordinary belief in his own abilities (he thinks he is perfect for every part in the play) and his comical incompetence (he is a terrible actor and frequently makes rhetorical and grammatical mistakes in his speech). The humor surrounding Bottom often stems from the fact that he is totally unaware of his own ridiculousness; his speeches are overdramatic and self-aggrandizing, and he seems to believe that everyone takes him as seriously as he does himself. This foolish self-importance reaches its pinnacle after Puck transforms Bottom’s head into that of an ass. When Titania, whose eyes have been anointed with a love potion, falls in love with the now ass-headed Bottom, he believes that the devotion of the beautiful, magical fairy queen is nothing out of the ordinary and that all of the trappings of her affection, including having servants attend him, are his proper due. His unawareness of the fact that his head has been transformed into that of an ass parallels his inability to perceive the absurdity of the idea that Titania could fall in love with him.


HELENA


Although Puck and Bottom stand out as the most personable characters in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, they themselves are not involved in the main dramatic events. Of the other characters, Helena, the lovesick young woman desperately in love with Demetrius, is perhaps the most fully drawn. Among the quartet of Athenian lovers, Helena is the one who thinks most about the nature of love—which makes sense, given that at the beginning of the play she is left out of the love triangle involving Lysander, Hermia, and Demetrius. She says, “Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind,” believing that Demetrius has built up a fantastic notion of Hermia’s beauty that prevents him from recognizing Helena’s own beauty (I.i.). Utterly faithful to Demetrius despite her recognition of his shortcomings, Helena sets out to win his love by telling him about the plan of Lysander and Hermia to elope into the forest. Once Helena enters the forest, many of her traits are drawn out by the confusion that the love potion engenders: compared to the other lovers, she is extremely unsure of herself, worrying about her appearance and believing that Lysander is mocking her when he declares his love for her.
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*See page 11 for an in-depth review of the characters.
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ACT ONE


SCENE 1


Original Text


Enter THESEUS, HIPPOLYTA, and PHILOSTRATE, with others


THESEUS


Now, fair Hippolyta, our nuptial hour


Draws on apace. Four happy days bring in


Another moon. But oh, methinks how slow


This old moon wanes! She lingers my desires,


5


Like to a stepdame or a dowager


Long withering out a young man’s revenue.


HIPPOLYTA


Four days will quickly steep themselves in night.


Four nights will quickly dream away the time.


And then the moon, like to a silver bow


10


New bent in heaven, shall behold the night


Of our solemnities.


THESEUS


Go, Philostrate,


Stir up the Athenian youth to merriments.


Awake the pert and nimble spirit of mirth.


Turn melancholy forth to funerals.


15


The pale companion is not for our pomp.


Exit PHILOSTRATE


Hippolyta, I wooed 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 reveling.


Enter EGEUS and his daughter HERMIA, and LYSANDER and DEMETRIUS


EGEUS


20


Happy be Theseus, our renownèd 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,


25


This man hath my consent to marry her.—


Stand forth, Lysander.—And my gracious duke,


This man hath bewitched the bosom of my child.—


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


And interchanged love tokens with my child.


30


Thou hast by moonlight at her window sung


With feigning voice verses of feigning love,


And stol’n the impression of her fantasy


With bracelets of thy hair, rings, gauds, conceits,


Knacks, trifles, nosegays, sweetmeats—messengers


35


Of strong prevailment in unhardened youth.


With cunning hast thou filched my daughter’s heart,


Turned her obedience (which is due to me)


To stubborn harshness.—And, my gracious duke,


Be it so she will not here before your grace


40


Consent to marry with Demetrius,


I beg the ancient privilege of Athens.


As she is mine, I may dispose of her—


Which shall be either to this gentleman


Or to her death—according to our law


45


Immediately provided in that case.


THESEUS


What say you, Hermia? Be advised, fair maid:


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,


50


By him imprinted and within his power


To leave the figure or disfigure it.


Demetrius is a worthy gentleman.


HERMIA


So is Lysander.


THESEUS


In himself he is.


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


55


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.


HERMIA


I do entreat your grace to pardon me.


I know not by what power I am made bold


60


Nor how it may concern my modesty


In such a presence here to plead my thoughts,


But I beseech your grace that I may know


The worst that may befall me in this case,


If I refuse to wed Demetrius.


THESEUS


65


Either to die the death or to abjure


Forever the society of men.


Therefore, fair Hermia, question your desires.


Know of your youth. Examine well your blood—


Whether, if you yield not to your father’s choice,


70


You can endure the livery of a nun,


For aye to be in shady cloister mewed,


To live a barren sister all your life,


Chanting faint hymns to the cold, fruitless moon.


Thrice-blessèd they that master so their blood


75


To undergo such maiden pilgrimage.


But earthlier happy is the rose distilled


Than that which, withering on the virgin thorn,


Grows, lives, and dies in single blessedness.


HERMIA


So will I grow, so live, so die, my lord,


80


Ere I will my virgin patent up


Unto his lordship, whose unwishèd yoke


My soul consents not to give sovereignty.


THESEUS


Take time to pause, and by the next new moon—


The sealing day betwixt my love and me


85


For everlasting bond of fellowship—


Upon that day either prepare to die


For disobedience to your father’s will,


Or else to wed Demetrius, as he would,


Or on Diana’s altar to protest


90


For aye austerity and single life.


 DEMETRIUS


Relent, sweet Hermia—And, Lysander, yield


Thy crazèd title to my certain right.


LYSANDER


You have her father’s love, Demetrius.


Let me have Hermia’s. Do you marry him.


EGEUS


95


Scornful Lysander, true, he hath my love,


And what is mine my love shall render him.


And she is mine, and all my right of her


I do estate unto Demetrius.


LYSANDER


(to THESEUS) I am, my lord, as well derived as he,


100


As well possessed. My love is more than his.


My fortunes every way as fairly ranked,


(If not with vantage) as Demetrius’.


And—which is more than all these boasts can be—


I am beloved of beauteous Hermia.


105


Why should not I then prosecute my right?


Demetrius, I’ll avouch it to his head,


Made love to Nedar’s daughter, Helena,


And won her soul. And she, sweet lady, dotes,


Devoutly dotes, dotes in idolatry


110


Upon this spotted and inconstant man.


THESEUS


I must confess that I have heard so much


And with Demetrius thought to have spoke thereof,


But being overfull of self-affairs,


My mind did lose it.—But, Demetrius, come.


115


And come, Egeus. You shall go with me.


I have some private schooling for you both.—


For you, fair Hermia, look you arm yourself


To fit your fancies to your father’s will,


Or else the law of Athens yields you up


120


(Which by no means we may extenuate)


To death, or to a vow of single life.—


Come, my Hippolyta. What cheer, my love?—


Demetrius and Egeus, go along.


I must employ you in some business


125


Against our nuptial and confer with you


Of something nearly that concerns yourselves.


EGEUS


With duty and desire we follow you.


Exeunt. Manent LYSANDER and HERMIA


LYSANDER


How now, my love? Why is your cheek so pale?


How chance the roses there do fade so fast?


HERMIA


130


Belike for want of rain, which I could well


Beteem them from the tempest of my eyes.


LYSANDER


Ay me! For aught that I could ever read,


Could ever hear by tale or history,


The course of true love never did run smooth.


135


But either it was different in blood—


HERMIA


O cross! Too high to be enthralled to low.


LYSANDER


Or else misgraffèd in respect of years—


HERMIA


O spite! Too old to be engaged to young.


LYSANDER


Or else it stood upon the choice of friends—


HERMIA


140


O hell, to choose love by another’s eyes!


LYSANDER


Or, if there were a sympathy in choice,


War, death, or sickness did lay siege to it,


Making it momentary as a sound,


Swift as a shadow, short as any dream,


145


Brief as the lightning in the collied night;


That, in a spleen, unfolds both heaven and Earth,


And ere a man hath power to say “Behold!”


The jaws of darkness do devour it up.


So quick bright things come to confusion.


HERMIA


150


If then true lovers have been ever crossed,


It stands as an edict in destiny.


Then let us teach our trial patience,


Because it is a customary cross,


As due to love as thoughts and dreams and sighs,


155


Wishes and tears, poor fancy’s followers.


LYSANDER


A good persuasion. Therefore, hear me, Hermia.


I have a widow aunt, a dowager


Of great revenue, and she hath no child.


From Athens is her house remote seven leagues,


160


And she respects me as her only son.


There, gentle Hermia, may I marry thee.


And to that place the sharp Athenian law


Cannot pursue us. If thou lovest me then,


Steal forth thy father’s house tomorrow night.


165


And in the wood, a league without the town—


Where I did meet thee once with Helena


To do observance to a morn of May—


There will I stay for thee.


HERMIA


My good Lysander!


I swear to thee by Cupid’s strongest bow,


170


By his best arrow with the golden head,


By the simplicity of Venus’ doves,


By that which knitteth souls and prospers loves,


And by that fire which burned the Carthage queen


When the false Troyan under sail was seen,


175


By all the vows that ever men have broke


(In number more than ever women spoke),


In that same place thou hast appointed me,


Tomorrow truly will I meet with thee.


LYSANDER


Keep promise, love. Look, here comes Helena.


Enter HELENA


HERMIA


180


Godspeed, fair Helena! Whither away?


 HELENA


Call you me “fair”? That “fair” again unsay.


Demetrius loves your fair. O happy fair!


Your eyes are lodestars, and your tongue’s sweet air


More tunable than lark to shepherd’s ear


185


When wheat is green, when hawthorn buds appear.


Sickness is catching. Oh, were favor so,


Yours would I catch, fair Hermia, ere I go.


My ear should catch your voice. My eye, your eye.


My tongue should catch your tongue’s sweet melody.


190


Were the world mine, Demetrius being bated,


The rest I’d give to be to you translated.


O, teach me how you look and with what art


You sway the motion of Demetrius’ heart.


HERMIA


I frown upon him, yet he loves me still.


HELENA


195


Oh, that your frowns would teach my smiles such skill!


HERMIA


I give him curses, yet he gives me love.


HELENA


Oh, that my prayers could such affection move!


HERMIA


The more I hate, the more he follows me.


HELENA


The more I love, the more he hateth me.


HERMIA


200


His folly, Helena, is no fault of mine.


HELENA


None, but your beauty. Would that fault were mine!


HERMIA


Take comfort. He no more shall see my face.


Lysander and myself will fly this place.


Before the time I did Lysander see


205


Seemed Athens as a paradise to me.


Oh, then, what graces in my love do dwell,


That he hath turned a heaven unto a hell!


LYSANDER


Helen, to you our minds we will unfold.


Tomorrow night when Phoebe doth behold


210


Her silver visage in the watery glass,


Decking with liquid pearl the bladed grass


(A time that lovers’ flights doth still conceal),


Through Athens’ gates have we devised to steal.


HERMIA


(to HELENA) And in the wood where often you and I


215


Upon faint primrose beds were wont to lie,


Emptying our bosoms of their counsel sweet,


There my Lysander and myself shall meet.


And thence from Athens turn away our eyes


To seek new friends and stranger companies.
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Farewell, sweet playfellow. Pray thou for us.


And good luck grant thee thy Demetrius!—


Keep word, Lysander. We must starve our sight


From lovers’ food till morrow deep midnight.


LYSANDER


I will, my Hermia.


Exit HERMIA


Helena, adieu.
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As you on him, Demetrius dote on you!


Exit LYSANDER


HELENA


How happy some o’er other some can be!


Through Athens I am thought as fair as she.


But what of that? Demetrius thinks not so.


He will not know what all but he do know.
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And as he errs, doting on Hermia’s eyes,


So I, admiring of his qualities.


Things base and vile, holding no quantity,


Love can transpose to form and dignity.


Love looks not with the eyes but with the mind.
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And therefore is winged Cupid painted blind.


Nor hath Love’s mind of any judgment taste—


Wings and no eyes figure unheedy haste.


And therefore is Love said to be a child,


Because in choice he is so oft beguiled.
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As waggish boys in game themselves forswear,


So the boy Love is perjured everywhere.


For ere Demetrius looked on Hermia’s eyne,


He hailed down oaths that he was only mine.


And when this hail some heat from Hermia felt,


[245] So he dissolved, and showers of oaths did melt.


I will go tell him of fair Hermia’s flight.


Then to the wood will he tomorrow night


Pursue her. And for this intelligence


If I have thanks, it is a dear expense.
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But herein mean I to enrich my pain,


To have his sight thither and back again.


Exit








 



ACT ONE


SCENE 1


Modern Text


THESEUS and HIPPOLYTA enter with PHILOSTRATE and others.


THESEUS


Our wedding day is almost here, my beautiful Hippolyta. We’ll be getting married in four days, on the day of the new moon. But it seems to me that the days are passing too slowly—the old moon is taking too long to fade away! That old, slow moon is keeping me from getting what I want, just like an old widow makes her stepson wait to get his inheritance.


HIPPOLYTA


No, you’ll see, four days will quickly turn into four nights. And since we dream at night, time passes quickly then. Finally the new moon, curved like a silver bow in the sky, will look down on our wedding celebration.


THESEUS


Go, Philostrate, get the young people of Athens ready to celebrate and have a good time. Sadness is only appropriate for funerals. We don’t want it at our festivities.


PHILOSTRATE exits.


Hippolyta, I wooed you with violence, using my sword, and got you to fall in love with me by injuring you. But I’ll marry you under different circumstances—with extravagant festivals, public festivities, and celebration.


EGEUS enters with his daughter HERMIA, and LYSANDER and DEMETRIUS.


EGEUS


Long live Theseus, our famous and respected duke!


THESEUS


Thanks, good Egeus. What’s new with you?


EGEUS


I’m here, full of anger, to complain about my daughter Hermia.—Step forward, Demetrius.—My lord, this man, Demetrius, has my permission to marry her.—Step forward, Lysander.—But this other man, Lysander, has cast a magic spell over my child’s heart.—You, you, Lysander, you’ve given her poems, and exchanged tokens of love with my daughter. You’ve pretended to be in love with her, singing fake love songs softly at her window by moonlight, and you’ve captured her imagination by giving her locks of your hair, rings, toys, trinkets, knickknacks, little presents, flowers, and candies—things that can really influence an impressionable young person. You’ve connived to steal my daughter’s heart, making her stubborn and harsh instead of obedient (like she should be).—And, my gracious duke, if she won’t agree to marry Demetrius right now, I ask you to let me exercise the right that all fathers have in Athens. Since she belongs to me, I can do what I want with her—as the law says: I can either make her marry Demetrius—or have her killed.


THESEUS


What do you have to say for yourself, Hermia? Think carefully, pretty girl. You should think of your father as a god, since he’s the one who gave you your beauty. To him, you’re like a figure that he’s sculpted out of wax, and he has the power to keep that figure intact or to disfigure it. Demetrius is an admirable man.


HERMIA


So is Lysander.


THESEUS


You’re right, Lysander’s admirable too. But since your father doesn’t want him to marry you, you have to consider Demetrius to be the better man.


HERMIA


I wish my father could see them with my eyes.


THESEUS


No, you must see them as your father sees them.


HERMIA


Your grace, please forgive me. I don’t know what makes me think I can say this, and I don’t know if speaking my mind to such a powerful and noble person as yourself will damage my reputation for modesty. But please, tell me the worst thing that could happen to me if I refuse to marry Demetrius.


THESEUS


You’ll either be executed or you’ll never see another man again. So think carefully about what you want, beautiful Hermia. Consider how young you are, and question your feelings. Then decide whether you could stand to be a nun, wearing a priestess’s habit and caged up in a cloister forever, living your entire life without a husband or children, weakly chanting hymns to the cold and virginal goddess of the moon. People who can restrain their passions and stay virgins forever are holy. But although a virgin priestess might be rewarded in heaven, a married woman is happier on Earth. A married woman is like a rose who is picked and made into a beautiful perfume, while a priestess just withers away on the stem.


HERMIA


I’d rather wither away than give up my virginity to someone I don’t love.


THESEUS


Take some time to think about this. By the time of the next new moon—the day when Hippolyta and I will be married—be ready either to be executed for disobeying your father, to marry Demetrius as your father wishes, or to take a vow to spend the rest of your life as a virgin priestess of the moon goddess.


DEMETRIUS


Please give in, sweet Hermia.—And Lysander, stop acting like she’s yours. I’ve got more of a right to her than you do.


LYSANDER


Her father loves you, Demetrius. So why don’t you marry him and let me have Hermia?


EGEUS


It’s true, rude Lysander, I do love him. That’s why I’m giving him my daughter. She’s mine, and I’m giving her to Demetrius.


LYSANDER


(to THESEUS) My lord, I’m just as noble and rich as he is. I love Hermia more than he does. My prospects are as good as his, if not better. And beautiful Hermia loves me—which is more important than all those other things I’m bragging about. Why shouldn’t I be able to marry her? Demetrius—and I’ll say this to his face—courted Nedar’s daughter, Helena, and made her fall in love with him. That sweet lady, Helena, loves devoutly. She adores this horrible and unfaithful man.


THESEUS


I have to admit I’ve heard something about that, and meant to ask Demetrius about it, but I was too busy with personal matters and it slipped my mind.—Anyway, Demetrius and Egeus, both of you, come with me. I want to say a few things to you in private.—As for you, beautiful Hermia, get ready to do what your father wants, because otherwise the law says that you must die or become a nun, and there’s nothing I can do about that.—Come with me, Hippolyta. How are you, my love?—Demetrius and Egeus, come with us. I want you to do some things for our wedding, and I also want to discuss something that concerns you both.


EGEUS


We’re following you not only because it is our duty, but also because we want to.


They all exit except LYSANDER and HERMIA.


LYSANDER


What’s going on, my love? Why are you so pale? Why have your rosy cheeks faded so quickly?


HERMIA


Probably because my cheeks’ roses needed rain, which I could easily give them with all the tears in my eyes.


LYSANDER


Oh, honey! Listen, in books they say that true love always faces obstacles. Either the lovers have different social standings—


HERMIA


Oh, what an obstacle that would be! Imagine being too high on the social ladder, and falling in love with someone beneath you.


LYSANDER


Or else they were very different ages—


HERMIA


How awful! Being too old to marry someone young.


LYSANDER


Or else their guardians and advisors said no—


HERMIA


What hell, to have your love life determined by someone else!


LYSANDER


Or, even if the lovers are a good match, their love might be ruined by war, death, or sickness, so that the affair only lasts an instant. Their time together might be as fleeting as a shadow or as short as a dream, lasting only as long as it takes a lightning bolt to flash across the sky. Before you can say “look,” it’s gone. That’s how intense things like love are quickly destroyed.


HERMIA


If true lovers are always thwarted, then it must be a rule of fate. So let’s try to be patient as we deal with our problem. It’s as normal a part of love as dreams, sighs, wishes, and tears.


LYSANDER


That’s the right attitude. So, listen, Hermia. I have an aunt who is a widow, who’s very rich and doesn’t have any children. She lives about twenty miles from Athens, and she thinks of me as a son. I could marry you there, gentle Hermia, where the strict laws of Athens can’t touch us. So here’s the plan. If you love me, sneak out of your father’s house tomorrow night and meet me in the forest a few miles outside of town. You remember the place—I met you there once with Helena to celebrate May Day.—I’ll wait for you there.


HERMIA


Oh, Lysander, I swear I’ll be there tomorrow. I swear by Cupid’s strongest bow and his best gold-tipped arrow, by the Goddess of Love’s innocent doves, by everything that ties lovers together, by the bonfire where Queen Dido burned herself to death when her lover Aeneas jilted her, and by all the promises that men have broken (and men have broken more promises than women have ever made). I give you my word, I will meet you at that spot tomorrow.


LYSANDER


Keep your promise, my love. Look, here comes Helena.


HELENA enters.


HERMIA


Hello, beautiful Helena! Where are you going?


HELENA


Did you just call me “beautiful”? Take it back. You’re the beautiful one as far as Demetrius is concerned. Oh, you’re so lucky! Your eyes are like stars, and your voice is more musical than a lark’s song is to a shepherd in the springtime. Sickness is contagious—I wish beauty were contagious too! I would catch your good looks before I left. My ear would be infected by your voice, my eye by your eye, and my tongue would come down with a bad case of your melodious speech. If the world were mine, I’d give it all up—everything except Demetrius—to be you. Oh, teach me how you look the way you do, and which tricks you used to make Demetrius fall in love with you.


HERMIA


I frown at him, but he still loves me.


HELENA


Oh, if only my smiles could inspire love as effectively as your frowns!


HERMIA


I curse him, but he loves me.


HELENA


If only my prayers could inspire that kind of affection!


HERMIA


The more I hate him, the more he follows me around.


HELENA


The more I love him, the more he hates me.


HERMIA


It’s not my fault he acts like that, Helena.


HELENA


That’s true, it’s your beauty’s fault. I wish I had a fault like that!


HERMIA


Don’t worry. He won’t see my face ever again. Lysander and I are running away from here. Before I saw Lysander, Athens seemed like paradise to me. But Lysander’s so attractive that he’s turned heaven into hell!


LYSANDER


Helena, we’ll tell you about our secret plan. Tomorrow night, when the moon shines on the water and decorates the grass with tiny beads of pearly light (the time of night that always hides runaway lovers), we plan to sneak out of Athens.


HERMIA


(to HELENA) In the woods where you and I used to lounge around on the pale primroses, telling each other sweet secrets—that’s where Lysander and I will meet. From then on we’ll turn our backs on Athens. We’ll look for new friends and keep the company of strangers. Goodbye, old friend. Pray for us, and I hope you win over Demetrius!—Keep your promise, Lysander. We need to stay away from each other until midnight tomorrow.


LYSANDER


I will, my Hermia.



HERMIA exits.


Goodbye, Helena. I hope Demetrius comes to love you as much as you love him!


LYSANDER exits.


HELENA


It’s amazing how much happier some people are than others! People throughout Athens think I’m as beautiful as Hermia. But so what? Demetrius doesn’t think so, and that’s all that matters. He refuses to admit what everyone else knows. But even though he’s making a mistake by obsessing over Hermia so much, I’m also making a mistake, since I obsess over him. Love can make worthless things beautiful. When we’re in love, we don’t see with our eyes but with our minds. That’s why paintings of Cupid, the god of love, always show him as blind. And love doesn’t have good judgment either—Cupid, has wings and no eyes, so he’s bound to be reckless and hasty. That’s why they say love is a child. because it makes such bad choices. Just as boys like to play games by telling lies, Cupid breaks his promises all the time. Before Demetrius ever saw Hermia, he showered me with promises and swore he’d be mine forever. But when he got all hot and bothered over Hermia, his promises melted away. I’ll go tell Demetrius that Hermia is running away tomorrow night. He’ll run after her. If he’s grateful to me for this information, it’ll be worth my pain in helping him pursue my rival Hermia. At least I’ll get to see him when he goes, and then again when he comes back.
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