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SHAKESPEARE STUDIES           Unit I                                                                                                    

MIDSUMMER NIGHT'S DREAM 

                                                                                

William Shakespeare 

William Shakespeare (26 April 1564 – 23 April 1616) was an English playwright, poet, 

and actor, widely regarded as the greatest writer in the English language and the world's greatest 

dramatist. He is often called England's national poet and the "Bard of Avon”. Hie have wrote 37 

plays, 154 sonnets, two long narrative poems. 

A Midsummer Night's Dream is a comedy written by William Shakespeare in 1595/96. 

The play consists of multiple subplots that revolve around the marriage of Theseus and 

Hippolyta. One subplot revolves around a conflict between four Athenian lovers, one about a 

group of six amateur actors who have to act out their interpretation of the play 'Pyramus and 

Thisbe' at the wedding of Theseus and Hippolyta. These subplots take place in a forest, inhabited 

by fairies who control the characters of the play. The play is one of Shakespeare's most popular 

works for the stage and is widely performed across the world. 

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, 
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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. 

 

Plot Analysis 

The desire for well-matched love and the struggle to achieve it drives the plot of A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream. The play opens on a note of desire, as Theseus, Duke of Athens, 

waxes poetic about his anticipated wedding to Hippolyta. The main conflict is introduced when 

other lovers’ troubles take center stage. The question of who the characters should love versus 

who they do love drives the plot from this point on. The audience may immediately understand 

that Hermia and Lysander belong together, as do Helena and Demetrius, but the characters’ 

inability to pair with the appropriate partner, and the fairies’ interference, complicate the conflict. 

Mirroring the drama among the Athenian nobility, the monarchs of the fairy kingdom also find 

themselves in a lovers’ tiff. Hoping to teach Titania a lesson, Oberon instructs the fairy Puck to 

apply a charm that will make Titania and Demetrius each fall in love with the next person they 

see. Lysander, under the spell of the fairies, abandons Hermia for Helena. Demetrius also falls in 

love with Helena, and Titania falls in love with Bottom, who now has the head of a donkey. 

Oberon’s jealousy mirrors the pettiness of the human characters, suggesting emotions like love, 

jealousy, and the desire for revenge are universal. 
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Instead of solving the human lovers’ problems, fairy mischief make the lovers’ problems 

worse, transforming friendships into rivalries. Helena and Hermia, childhood friends, become 

enemies, and Demetrius battles with Lysander for Helena’s affections. The play quickly (and 

temporarily) devolves from a love story to a story of hatred and ill-will, with all the characters 

fighting the people they once loved. The quickness with which characters fall in love with each 

other, and the ease with which they dissolve friendships, raises questions about the fickleness of 

emotional attachment. The action reaches a crisis point once all the characters have been 

separated from their appropriate partners, and the complications are at their limit. At this point in 

the play, no one is happy, except Bottom, who enjoys Titania’s affections. But the rest of the 

characters have been made miserable by love. Even Helena, who now is being pursued by both 

Lysander and Demetrius, thinks they are playing a cruel trick on her. In this way, the play 

explores the many ways love can bring about unhappiness as well as joy. 

 

With the tension rising among the Athenian lovers and the night pushing toward dawn, 

Oberon orders Puck to reverse Lysander’s enchantment and set things right among the lovers. By 

the dawning of a new day, the night and its discord has resolved. Lysander, free of Puck’s 

enchantments, falls back in love with Hermia, while Demetrius remains enchanted, and in love 

with Helena. Helena’s father agrees to accept Lysander as a match for his daughter. Both the 

internal and external obstacles between the lovers have been removed, and the stage is set for 

weddings for all couples. The ease with which the events of the night dissolve in the light of day 

suggest that nothing that has come before should actually be taken seriously. However, the 

events of the play do make us question the depth and sincerity of the lovers’ devotion, especially 

since Demetrius only loves Helena as a result of Puck’s enchantment. 

 

Character List 

 

 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. 
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 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.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. 



 

Unit I  Shakespeare Studies Page 5 
 

 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. 

 

 Peaseblossom, Cobweb, Mote, and Mustardseed 

The fairies ordered by Titania to attend to Bottom after she falls in love with him. 
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Themes 

 

Love’s Difficulty 

“The course of true love never did run smooth,” comments Lysander, articulating one 

of A Midsummer Night’s Dream’s most important themes—that of the difficulty of love (I.i.134). 

Though most of the conflict in the play stems from the troubles of romance, and though the play 

involves a number of romantic elements, it is not truly a love story; it distances the audience 

from the emotions of the characters in order to poke fun at the torments and afflictions that those 

in love suffer. The tone of the play is so lighthearted that the audience never doubts that things 

will end happily, and it is therefore free to enjoy the comedy without being caught up in the 

tension of an uncertain outcome. 

 

The theme of love’s difficulty is often explored through the motif of love out of 

balance—that is, romantic situations in which a disparity or inequality interferes with the 

harmony of a relationship. The prime instance of this imbalance is the asymmetrical love among 

the four young Athenians: Hermia loves Lysander, Lysander loves Hermia, Helena loves 

Demetrius, and Demetrius loves Hermia instead of Helena—a simple numeric imbalance in 

which two men love the same woman, leaving one woman with too many suitors and one with 

too few. The play has strong potential for a traditional outcome, and the plot is in many ways 

based on a quest for internal balance; that is, when the lovers’ tangle resolves itself into 

symmetrical pairings, the traditional happy ending will have been achieved. Somewhat similarly, 

in the relationship between Titania and Oberon, an imbalance arises out of the fact that Oberon’s 

coveting of Titania’s Indian boy outweighs his love for her. Later, Titania’s passion for the ass-

headed Bottom represents an imbalance of appearance and nature: Titania is beautiful and 

graceful, while Bottom is clumsy and grotesque. 

 

Magic 

The fairies’ magic, which brings about many of the most bizarre and hilarious situations 

in the play, is another element central to the fantastic atmosphere of A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream. Shakespeare uses magic both to embody the almost supernatural power of love 

(symbolized by the love potion) and to create a surreal world. Although the misuse of magic 

causes chaos, as when Puck mistakenly applies the love potion to Lysander’s eyelids, magic 

ultimately resolves the play’s tensions by restoring love to balance among the quartet of 

Athenian youths. Additionally, the ease with which Puck uses magic to his own ends, as when he 

reshapes Bottom’s head into that of an ass and recreates the voices of Lysander and Demetrius, 

stands in contrast to the laboriousness and gracelessness of the craftsmen’s attempt to stage their 

play. 
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Dreams 

As the title suggests, dreams are an important theme in A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream; they are linked to the bizarre, magical mishaps in the forest. Hippolyta’s first words in 

the play evidence the prevalence of dreams (“Four days will quickly steep themselves in night, / 

Four nights will quickly dream away the time”), and various characters mention dreams 

throughout (I.i.7–8). The theme of dreaming recurs predominantly when characters attempt to 

explain bizarre events in which these characters are involved: “I have had a dream, past the wit 

of man to say what / dream it was. Man is but an ass if he go about t’expound this dream,” 

Bottom says, unable to fathom the magical happenings that have affected him as anything but the 

result of slumber. 

 

Shakespeare is also interested in the actual workings of dreams, in how events occur 

without explanation, time loses its normal sense of flow, and the impossible occurs as a matter of 

course; he seeks to recreate this environment in the play through the intervention of the fairies in 

the magical forest. At the end of the play, Puck extends the idea of dreams to the audience 

members themselves, saying that, if they have been offended by the play, they should remember 

it as nothing more than a dream. This sense of illusion and gauzy fragility is crucial to the 

atmosphere of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, as it helps render the play a fantastical experience 

rather than a heavy drama. 

 

Jealousy 

The theme of jealousy operates in both the human and fairy realms in Midsummer Night’s 

Dream. Jealousy plays out most obviously among the quartet of Athenian lovers, who find 

themselves in an increasingly tangled knot of misaligned desire. Helena begins the play feeling 

jealous of Hermia, who has managed to snag not one but two suitors. Helena loves Demetrius, 

who in turn feels jealous of his rival for Hermia’s affections, Lysander. When misplaced fairy 

mischief leads Lysander into an amorous pursuit of Helena, the event drives Hermia into her own 

jealous rage. Jealousy also extends into the fairy realm, where it has caused a rift between the 

fairy king and queen. As we learn in Act II, King Oberon and Queen Titania both have eyes for 

their counterparts in the human realm, Theseus and Hippolyta. Titania accuses Oberon of 

stealing away with “the bouncing Amazon” (II.i.). Oberon accuses Titania of hypocrisy, since 

she also loves another: “How canst thou thus for shame, Titania, / Glance at my credit with 

Hippolyta, / Knowing I know thy love to Theseus?” (II.i.). This jealous rift incites Oberon to 

command Puck to fetch the magic flower that eventually causes so much chaos and confusion for 

the Athenian lovers. 

 

Symbols 

Theseus and Hippolyta bookend A Midsummer Night’s Dream, appearing in the daylight at both 

the beginning and the end of the play’s main action. They disappear, however, for the duration of 

the action, leaving in the middle of Act I, scene i and not reappearing until Act IV, as the sun is 
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coming up to end the magical night in the forest. Shakespeare uses Theseus and Hippolyta, the 

ruler of Athens and his warrior bride, to represent order and stability, to contrast with the 

uncertainty, instability, and darkness of most of the play. Whereas an important element of the 

dream realm is that one is not in control of one’s environment, Theseus and Hippolyta are always 

entirely in control of theirs. Their reappearance in the daylight of Act IV to hear Theseus’s 

hounds signifies the end of the dream state of the previous night and a return to rationality.  

 

The Love Potion 

The love potion is made from the juice of a flower that was struck with one of Cupid’s 

misfired arrows; it is used by the fairies to wreak romantic havoc throughout Acts II, III, and IV. 

Because the meddling fairies are careless with the love potion, the situation of the young 

Athenian lovers becomes increasingly chaotic and confusing (Demetrius and Lysander are 

magically compelled to transfer their love from Hermia to Helena), and Titania is hilariously 

humiliated (she is magically compelled to fall deeply in love with the ass-headed Bottom). The 

love potion thus becomes a symbol of the unreasoning, fickle, erratic, and undeniably powerful 

nature of love, which can lead to inexplicable and bizarre behavior and cannot be resisted. 

 

The Craftsmen’s Play 

The play-within-a-play that takes up most of Act V, scene i is used to represent, in 

condensed form, many of the important ideas and themes of the main plot. Because the 

craftsmen are such bumbling actors, their performance satirizes the melodramatic Athenian 

lovers and gives the play a purely joyful, comedic ending. Pyramus and Thisbe face parental 

disapproval in the play-within-a-play, just as Hermia and Lysander do; the theme of romantic 

confusion enhanced by the darkness of night is rehashed, as Pyramus mistakenly believes that 

Thisbe has been killed by the lion, just as the Athenian lovers experience intense misery because 

of the mix-ups caused by the fairies’ meddling. The craftsmen’s play is, therefore, a kind of 

symbol for A Midsummer Night’s Dream itself: a story involving powerful emotions that is made 

hilarious by its comical presentation. 


