A Midsummer Night's Dream Themes

Theme of Love
Above all else, A Midsummer Night's Dream explores the nature of romantic love. The pursuit of love has the capacity to make us irrational and foolish.  In the play, magic love juice causes characters to fall erratically in and out of love as they chase each other around the woods, where a Fairy Queen literally falls in love with a jackass. By literalizing the familiar cliché that "the course of true love never did run smooth," Shakespeare suggests that love really is an obstacle course that turns us all into madmen.

	THESEUS
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. (1.1.2)
	In the play's opening scene, we discover that Theseus and Hippolyta are about to be married because Theseus conquered Hippolyta and her people (the Amazons).  Although Hippolyta seems pretty pleased with the engagement, we're left with an uneasy feeling because Theseus sees love as something that can be won by sheer force.  The idea resurfaces again just a few moments later when Theseus determines that a young woman must marry (against her will) the man her father has chosen for her. Otherwise, she'll face the death penalty or life as a celibate nun.  

	EGEUS
Full of vexation come I, with complaint Against my child, my daughter Hermia. Stand forth, Demetrius. My noble lord, 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,  (1.1.2)
	Here, we learn that Hermia and Lysander are in love, but unable to marry, because Hermia's father (Egeus) has engaged her to another man (Demetrius).  Still, the play is sympathetic toward a young person's right to choose a marriage partner based on love and not the whims and desires of parents.  



	LYSANDER
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, Upon this spotted and inconstant man. (1.1.106)
	Here, we learn that Demetrius was once engaged to another girl, Helena, before dropping her to be with Hermia.  Long before the fairies' love juice causes Demetrius to fall back in love with Helena (2.2; 3.2), we learn that lovers can be fickle and erratic, even without the help of some magic potion. 



	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; (1.1.4)
	Lysander's declaration pretty much sums up the play's notion that lovers always face difficult hurdles on the path to happiness – whether it's a disapproving parent, rival lover, or something else.  In the play, Shakespeare makes this "love is an obstacle course" metaphor very literal when the young Athenians go chasing each other around the wood in pursuit of love.  We're also interested in the way Lysander locates his love for Hermia in a long, rich "tradition."  For Lysander, love is epic and the stuff of great literature and history.  

	HELENA
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; And therefore is wing'd Cupid painted blind. Nor hath Love's mind of any judgment taste; Wings and no eyes figure unheedy haste; (1.1.6)
	When Helena admits that she loves many of Demetrius's "base and vile" qualities, she recognizes that her love has made her "blind" in that her judgment has been skewed by her passion.  This idea resurfaces throughout the play, especially when Titania literally falls in love with a "base and vile" creature – an "ass."We also want to point out that Helena is acting a little immature here when she complains that most people think she's prettier than Hermia.  Apparently, love also makes us self-absorbed.  

	LYSANDER 
Hang off, thou cat, thou burr! vile thing, let loose, Or I will shake thee from me like a serpent!
HERMIA 
Why are you grown so rude? what change is this? Sweet love,--
LYSANDER 
Thy love! out, tawny Tartar, out! Out, loathed medicine! hated potion, hence! (3.2.12)


	After Lysander has been drugged by Oberon's love juice, he falls instantly in love with Helena and violently out of love with Hermia.  What's interesting is that, when characters fall out of love in this play, their love turns into hate rather than indifference.  



	TITANIA 
My Oberon! what visions have I seen!
Methought I was enamour'd of an ass.

	When Titania awakens from the love spell, she has a classic "What was I thinking?" moment.  Not only does she realize that she was literally in love with an "ass" (Shakespeare's little joke), she also admits that she can no longer stand the sight of the creature of which she was once "enamour'd."  




Theme of the Supernatural

Magic is the delightful thread that runs through A Midsummer Night's Dream. Magic is about the supernatural elements of the mythic and fairy world (like Cupid's arrows on a starry night), but it's also a simpler, more natural force. There's the magic of love, the magic of the morning dew, and even the magic of poetry and art. The play stresses perspective so much that it eventually encourages the reader on to see the world as a different place through each of the characters' eyes.  Each character has his or her own perspective, and so experiences the magic differently.  Bottom finds his wondrous dreams to be magical, while the lovers, arguably the most impacted by magic, are totally oblivious to it. Titania finds magic in her love of a little boy, and Oberon embraces the magic of the supernatural elements in the seemingly natural world.  Magic is certainly in the eye of the beholder. 

	PUCK
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,. (2.1.47)
	Puck's magic is less mean-spirited than mischievous.  He likes to play practical jokes that have the same homespun, playful nature of the villagers he teases.  Most importantly, his magic, though naughty, is not wicked.  The point is to make people be merry, as laughter is its own kind of magic.



	OBERON
Fetch me that flow'r, the herb I showed thee once.
The juice of it on sleeping eyelids laid
Will make or man or woman madly dote
Upon the next live creature that it sees. (2.1.155)

OBERON
seek through this grove:
A sweet Athenian lady is in love
With a disdainful youth; anoint his eyes;
But do it when the next thing he espies
May be the lady. Thou shalt know the man
By the Athenian garments he hath on.
Effect it with some care, that he may prove
More fond on her than she upon her love. (2.1.259)

	Oberon explains why the pansy has a magical quality.  His explanation reveals magic's complexity, and how many strange factors magic relies on, especially the natural world. Cupid's arrows, aimed at a royal virgin, were misdirected by the beams of the moon, as the moon is personified by Diana, the virgin goddess.  As a result, Cupid's arrow hits the pansy, which becomes magic.  Shakespeare thus reveals that magic is not just some cheap tool that can easily explain away holes in a plot – it is actually the intersection between the mythic and natural worlds.

At first, it seems Oberon means to do good with his magic, but it turns out there is a streak of mischief in him after all.  He wishes Demetrius to fall in love with Helena, but he wants Demetrius to be so in love with Helena that she will get annoyed. This raises the question of whether magic always has to be a little devious.  Magic does not come from the natural world, so it makes sense that it plays out in a slightly twisted (or unnatural) way.



	


Theme of Transformation

In the third act of A Midsummer's Night Dream, Puck uses magic to turn Bottom's head into that of an ass (a.k.a. donkey). Throughout the play, characters undergo physical and emotional changes – they fall in and out of love and change their minds about their friendships and the world in which they live. The natural world of the play is also subject to transformation – night turns into day, darkness turns to light, the moon waxes and wanes, and so on.  

	THESEUS
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. (1.1.2)
	Theseus believes love has the transformative power to change him from Hippolyta's enemy to her lover and to change Hippolyta from an Amazon Queen to a happy wife.



	HERMIA
Before the time I did Lysander see,
Seem'd Athens as a paradise to me.
O, then, what graces in my love do dwell,
That he hath turn'd a heaven unto a hell! (1.1.16)
	It's clear from Hermia's ranting that love also has the capacity to change the way we view our surroundings.  According to Hermia, her love for Lysander has transformed her own home into a nightmare world.  



	HELENA
He will not know what all but he do know.
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;
And therefore is wing'd Cupid painted blind. (1.1.6)
	Here, Helena admits that she loves many of Demetrius's "base and vile" qualities.  It seems that love has the capacity to blind us (figuratively speaking) to the truth.  This idea comes up again when Titania literally falls in love with Bottom – a "base and vile" creature.



	OBERON
Fetch me that flower; the herb I shew'd thee once:
The juice of it on sleeping eye-lids laid
Will make or man or woman madly dote
Upon the next live creature that it sees. (2.1.8)
	Oberon tells us that, when the magic love "juice" is sprinkled into someone's eyes, it causes the person to fall instantly in love with the first creature he or she sees.  



	QUINCE 
Bless thee, Bottom! bless thee! thou art
translated.
BOTTOM 
I see their knavery: this is to make an ass of me; (3.1.13)
	After Puck has "translated" Bottom's head into that of an ass, Bottom becomes the butt of Shakespeare's biggest joke about transformation. Clueless that he's been transformed, Bottom declares that his friends have run away from him in fear because they're trying to "make an ass" out of him (3.1.16).  



	TITANIA
I pray thee, gentle mortal, sing again.
Mine ear is much enamoured of thy note;
So is mine eye enthralled to thy shape;
And thy fair virtue's force perforce doth move me,
On the first view, to say, to swear, I love thee. (3.1.2)
	Bottom has literally been transformed into an ass, but here it's obvious that Titania has undergone a transformation as well.  Oberon's love juice has turned the once-feisty and intelligent queen into a silly, love struck woman with no ability to judge appearances.  Though we know that Bottom's voice and appearance as a donkey are particularly unappealing, Titania's love for him seems to have changed his faults into virtues (in her mind anyway).  We remember that Helena said pretty much the same thing about Demetrius's character flaws back at 1.1.6 

	DEMETRIUS
Lysander, keep thy Hermia; I will none.
If e'er I lov'd her, all that love is gone.
My heart to her but as guest-wise sojourn'd,
And now to Helen is it home return'd,
There to remain. (3.2.8)
	Demetrius has been enchanted, which should excuse him, but remember that this will be his second transformation in love. First he loved Helena, then he loved Hermia, and now he loves Helena again. Though we know this last transformation was caused by magic, he was fickle even before being enchanted.



	

	

	

	

	

	


Theme of Foolishness and Craziness

A Midsummer Night's Dream is a comedy, so it's going to have its fair share of slapstick humor. It's obviously funny to watch a man with a donkey's head wander around on stage, but it's a different kind of humor than when Egeus gets absurdly mad at his daughter and decides to have her killed.  Really, it all ends up being two sides of the same coin – nothing, not even murder and death, is taken seriously here.  Misunderstanding is as central to the play as any other element of plot.  Finally, as the play is really about love, you can't avoid embarrassing foolishness.  We all know that.

	HERMIA
By all the vows that ever men have broke,
In number more than ever women spoke,
In that same place thou hast appointed me,
To-morrow truly will I meet with thee. (1.1.10)
	Shakespeare pokes a bit of fun here at love – men break vows faster than women can make them.  Not only does Hermia know this, she chooses to swear on it.  For Shakespeare, one thing that you can depend on in love is the foolishness it brings.



	HELENA
But herein mean I to enrich my pain,
To have his sight thither and back again. (1.1.6)
	Helena wants to see Demetrius, even if it is only to have him scorn her.  In love, Helena shows complete foolishness and lack of judgment regarding to whom she should give her affection.



	QUINCE
Marry, our play is 'The most Lamentable Comedy and most
Cruel Death of Pyramus and Thisbe.'
BOTTOM
A very good piece of work, I assure you, and a merry. (1.2.3)
	Bottom's misspeaking and misunderstanding are a running joke in the play, but sometimes from items like this, you get the sense that he is really oblivious. The Mechanicals are usually the butt of the joke, but they seem to be happily having their own fun here.  In some cases foolishness can be a source of enjoyment, at least when paired with ignorance.



	BOTTOM
I see their knavery.  This is to make an ass of me, to 
fright me, if they could. (3.1.16) 
	Of course, when Bottom accuses his friends of trying to "make an ass" of him, it's funny to us because we know something that Bottom doesn't – he literally has been made into an ass.  (Also, his name, Bottom, becomes very fitting.)  



	TITANIA
On the first view, to say, to swear, I love thee.
BOTTOM
Methinks, mistress, you should have little reason for that. And yet, to say the truth, reason and love keep little company together now-a-days. (3.1.18)
	Here we see Shakespeare's usual little trick where the fool of the play is sometimes given to the wisest insights. Here, Bottom sums up Titania's silliness by pointing out that there's no reason for her to be in love with him.



	HERMIA
'Puppet!' why so? Ay, that way goes the game.
Now I perceive that she hath made compare
Between our statures; she hath urg'd her height;
And with her personage, her tall personage,
Her height, forsooth, she hath prevail'd with him.
And are you grown so high in his esteem
Because I am so dwarfish and so low?
How low am I, thou painted maypole? Speak.
How low am I? I am not yet so low
But that my nails can reach unto thine eyes. (3.2.16)
	Hermia believes Lysander has fallen out of love with her simply because she is short.  Here we see the folly of the female characters' behavior – without the excuse of enchantment which the males can claim.



	


Theme of Man and the Natural World

Part of the strength of A Midsummer Night's Dream is that we're not always sure where humans and the natural world, as two separate elements, fall in relation to each other. Sometimes humans are part of the natural world, and complemented by it, like women becoming fertile with the midsummer fest, or crops that agree with seasons to put food on the table.  Other times the natural world seems alien to man because he has separated himself from it – especially with his urban life. Some Athenian workers want to rehearse a play in the woods to escape the city distractions, but all the sprite Puck needs to do to frighten them from their wits is to pretend he's a regular woodland creature or element – a fire, hound, or bear.  Even at the end of their tough evening, the four young lovers, who have a lot to escape, decide to go back to Athens.  Regardless of all the drama in the city, their courtly beds are no doubt better than this dirty forest floor.  In this way, the natural world is an escape for man, but it's also a reminder of how good man has it in his other home. Titania, Queen of the Fairies, reveals that it isn't the magical realm, but the natural world that is disturbed by her quarrels with Oberon. The relationship between magic and the natural world is highlighted here.  This long list of what's gone wrong in the world could very well be a list of unfortunate occurrences in the natural world: the weather is bad, hardworking farmers find their corn is rotting, and the seasons are all screwed up.  It all points to the fact that things must be right in the magical world if there is to be balance in the natural world.  Man can see the effects of magic on his environment, but he is likely to interpret them as some natural failing, not a magical one.

Theme of Versions of Reality

With so many subplots in A Midsummer Night's Dream, and so many intersections between people from different worlds, there's got to be some way to account for the different ways they each perceive reality.  Dreams serve as a way to explain away plot holes or add a gauzy mystery, but the different versions of reality also extend to perspectives.  In Lysander's book, if you don't have to fight for it, it isn't true love.  Puck sees the mortal world as full of fools, and Theseus is certain fairies aren't real.  These differing perspectives are central to the play, revealing that each man envisions his reality according to his circumstances.

	HERMIA
[Starting] Help me, Lysander, help me; do thy best
To pluck this crawling serpent from my breast.
Ay me, for pity! What a dream was here!
Lysander, look how I do quake with fear.
Methought a serpent eat my heart away,
And you sat smiling at his cruel prey. (2.2.145)
	Hermia's dream is a mirror for reality; while Hermia sleeps, Lysander deserts her and renounces his love for her.  In the dream, Hermia is abandoned (which is true), but she is also betrayed by Lysander.  The dream is also a reflection for what's about to come.  Hermia battles the snake (Helena) in the dream and in the actual wood, though Lysander is really at fault for letting Hermia get hurt, both in the dream world and in reality.



	OBERON
Then crush this herb into Lysander's eye;
Whose liquor hath this virtuous property,
To take from thence all error with his might
And make his eyeballs roll with wonted sight.
When they next wake, all this derision
Shall seem a dream and fruitless vision;
And back to Athens shall the lovers wend
With league whose date till death shall never end. (3.2.366)
	Oberon says that this night's crazy events will seem like a dream tomorrow, which will hopefully cause the four Athenian lovers to forget everything and go back to Athens as proper pairs.  The Athenians are thus able to choose their own version of reality – they can consider the night either real or a dream.



	THESEUS
Lovers and madmen have such seething brains,
Such shaping fantasies, that apprehend
More than cool reason ever comprehends.
The lunatic, the lover, and the poet,
Are of imagination all compact. (5.1.2)
	Theseus points out that there is no single reality, but different realities depending on your perspective.  In particular, the lover, the madman, and the poet all suffer from too much imagination, which distorts their version of reality. The implication is that Theseus is without imagination, and so his version of reality is more practical and thus closer to the truth. Still, we know from Oberon's earlier speech that Titania has helped Theseus on more than one occasion, so he is as subject to magic as anyone else and might be more foolish than the lover, madman, and poet for not being able to see reality as broader than his narrow world would have it.



	HIPPOLYTA
But all the story of the night told over,
And all their minds transfigur'd so together,
More witnesseth than fancy's images,
And grows to something of great constancy,
But howsoever strange and admirable. (5.1.23)
	Hippolyta touches on an interesting element of reality: the more a story is repeated and confirmed from multiple sources, the more true it seems, no matter how wondrous it is.  On one hand, it is about the power of numbers, but on the other, it's the same justification for the belief that the Emperor is wearing new clothes.  If anything, her statement is proof that no version of reality is more real than another.




