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1. Introduction to William Shakespeare 
· Our knowledge of Shakespeare is limited. In fact, many have questioned whether Shakespeare is the author of the plays which hold his name.

· Shakespeare was born on April 23, 1563 at Stratford-on-Avon, England.

· He came from a fairly wealthy family consisting of 3 brothers and 2 sisters (2 older sisters died in infancy).

· When he was 18 years old, he married 26 year old, Anne Hathaway.  Their daughter, Susanna, was born on May 26th, 1583, and their twin, Hamnet and Judith, were born on January 30, 1585.

· At the age of 25, Shakespeare left London in search of theatre work.

· In 1591, he wrote his first original play called Love’s Labour Lost.  And over the next 20 years, he wrote almost 40 more plays.  Most of his plots were taken from real stories translated from other languages.  He would add new parts and remove irrelevant portions.  He also inserted personalities such as kings and added historically accurate information to make his plays more intriguing.

· Shakespeare also wrote hundreds of sonnets

· He wrote his last play, The Tempest, in 1611.  He retired to Stratford-on-Avon in 1611, and died there on April 23, 1616 at the age of 52.
Elizabethan Theatre
· England’s first public theatre was built in 1576 and was called “The Theatre.  Other theatres of the day were called The Curtain, The Rose, and The Swan.  The Rose Theatre and The Swan Theatre formed what was known in London as the Elizabethan theatrical district.  Eventually the first public theatre, The Globe, was torn down and rebuilt near The Swan and The Rose.  The Globe was the finest of all the theatres, but it caught fire and burned during a performance of Shakespeare’s Henry VIII.
· Most of the theatres were alike in shape.  They were round or octagonal, with an open space or courtyard in the centre.  Spectator galleries surrounded the yard on three levels.  At the front and projecting into the yard was the stage itself. Behind the stage were dressing rooms, a copy room (where scripts were kept) and storage space (for props and costumes).
· The stage consisted of 2 parts:

1. Inner Stage: which was under the roof and was fitted with a curtain. The orchestra usually sat in the third or highest level of inner stage.

2. Outer or Apron Stage: which extended into the yard.   Features of the apron stage included a large trap door near the centre, smaller traps, and two pillars which supported a canopy (“The Heavens”) above the back part of the stage itself.

· There were an average of 3-5 playhouses operating at the same time in the late 1500s and early 1600s.  Private theatres gave daily performances, and public theatres opened when weather permitted.

Shakespeare’s Plays

· Shakespeare’s plays can be divided into 3 categories:

1. History: chronicles of some royal personage, altered to make it entertaining. i.e. Henry IV, Richard II
2. Tragedy: a play where the protagonist dies.  It must contain a tragic hero (a hero dominated by a tragic flaw that leads to his downfall and the downfall of others)

3. Comedy: The play ends happily for the protagonist - it maybe a comedy of errors or a romantic comedy (usually based on a mix-up of events or confused identity)

· Shakespeare’s plays contain a mixture of verse and prose.  This allowed Shakespeare to develop character, create atmosphere, and add interest to the story.  The poetry is almost always blank verse which consists of iambic pentameter (each line contains 5 feet of pairs -  weak syllable followed by strong syllable).  Rhyme is used to mark the close of a scene or an important action.  Rhyme served as a cue for the entrance or another actor OR to a change in mood or thought.

· All Shakespearean plays are divided into five acts.  Each play is developed in a similar manner. 
Act I
: Introduction

Act II
: Development

Act III
: Crisis

Act IV
: Complication

Act V
: Denouement
2. Summary: A Midsummer Night’s Dream
Act 1

· At the beginning of the play, we learn that the Duke of Athens, Theseus, is soon to wed, Hippolyta. Egeus enters and begs to invoke the ancient Law of Athens against his disobedient daughter, Hermia, who refuses to marry Demetrius, the suitor of Egeus’ choice.  Hermia is in love with Lysander, not Demetrius.  Theseus gives Hermia the options of 1. marrying Demetrius 2. going to the convent 3. dying.  Lysander and Hermia plan on circumventing the law by running away into the woods and eloping.  We also learn that Helena has had a romantic involvement with Demetrius, but he has dumped her in order to pursue Hermia.  Hermia and Helena are best friends, but Helena is jealous of Hermia as she has two men pursuing her.  Once Helena learns that Hermia and Lysander plan to elope, she rushes to tell Demetrius this news.

· The second scene of this act consists of the tradesmen/actors casting their roles for a production of “Pyramus and Thisbe”.  They  are hoping to be chosen to perform at the Duke’s wedding.  We learn that Bottom, the weaver, is an arrogant and boisterous character who wants to play every role and feels that he can do it better than anyone else.  The tradesmen plan to meet in the woods where they can rehearse in secret.

Act II
· In this act, we are introduced to the fairy characters.  We learn that Puck is Oberon’s right hand “fairy” and is very mischievous.  We also learn that Oberon and Titania have been quarreling over a changeling boy that she will not let Oberon have.  The two have a romantic history and appear to be having a lover’s quarrel.  Oberon has a plan to distract Titania while he takes the boy from her.  He sends Puck to find a flower, the juice of which when applied to the eyes of a sleeping person, will make them fall in love with the first creature they see upon waking.  Puck and Oberon witness Demetrius treating Helena badly in the woods and so Oberon instructs Puck to apply the juice to the eyes of Demetrius.  Puck returns with the flower.  He applies the juice to the eyes of the sleeping Lysander instead of Demetrius.  When Lysander awakens, the first person he sees is Helena.  He falls in love with her. She becomes upset as she thinks he is just mocking her.

· Meanwhile, Oberon applies the juice to the eyes of the sleeping Titania.  The actors have met in the woods by this time and are rehearsing. Puck decides to have some fun with Bottom and turns his head into that of a donkey.  When Titania awakens, the first creature she sees is Bottom, the donkey.  She proceeds to dote upon him.

Act III

· Oberon realizes that Puck has put the love potion on the eyes of the wrong Athenian.  He applies the potion to the eyes of the sleeping Demetrius, while Puck is in search of the antidote.  Meanwhile, when Demetrius awakens, he falls in love with Helena, but Lysander is still under the effect of the potion and loves Helena as well.  The two young men fight over Helena, while snubbing poor Hermia.  Helena is convinced that they are all having a joke at her expense.  Hermia feels that Helena has taken Lysander and the two young women fight.  This fight scene has been improvised as a mud fight in the film version.  Much name-calling and insults ensue.  Helena is insulted about her height and Hermia about her lack thereof.  When all the young lovers finally fall asleep, Puck  applies the antidote to Lysander’s eyes, thus solving the problem.

Act IV

· Titania continues to dote upon Bottom who has grown rather comfortable in his role as her lover.  While Titania is sleeping, Oberon applies the antidote to her eyes, as he has finally gotten the changeling boy.  She awakens and tells him that she dreamt she “was enamoured of an ass”.   She and Oberon reunite.

· Meanwhile, the young lovers are found sleeping in the woods by the Duke’s hunting party.  Much to the chagrin of Egeus, Theseus insists on the wedding of these two couples (Lysander and Hermia; Demetrius and Helena) to coincide with his wedding to Hippolyta.

· Bottom awakens, no longer wearing the donkey’s head.  He thinks he was simply dreaming.  He returns to the troupe of actors and they prepare to perform at the Duke’s wedding.

Act V

· After the three weddings, the Duke selects the tradesmen/actors to perform  “Pyramus and Thisbe” as their entertainment.  The actors play this tragic play in a most comical manner.

· When the entertainment has concluded, the three couples retire to their marriage beds.  The fairies are deployed throughout the palace by Oberon to bless the marriage beds and to bring fertility.  Puck concludes the play with a plea to the audience to show their appreciation.

3. Literary elements of the Play

a. Title
 The play is called “A Midsummer Night’s Dream” because the play is an ideal dream. 

i. The action in the play occurs mainly at night.

ii. Characters are frequently falling asleep and dreaming.

iii. The direction of the play is dependent upon the whims of the fairies.  It is almost like a fairy tale in the sense that every situation is resolved “happily ever after”.

iv. Most of the characters awaken near the end of the play not knowing what has happened to them.  They awake as though they are in a fog.  They all believe that they were dreaming; Titania doesn’t realize that she actually slept with an ass; Bottom cannot clearly recall what happened to him in the forest; The lovers, Lysander & Hermia, Demetrius & Helena, awake in the forest not knowing what has happened. But all unquestionably abide by Theseus’ wish that the 2 couples join in the same marriage ceremony as he and Hippolyta .

b. Plots


i. 
Royal Wedding: Theseus and Hippolyta

ii. 
Elopers: Lysander and Hermia


iii.
Confused Lovers: Demetrius and Helena
iv. 
Actors : “Pyramus and Thisbe”

v. 
Fairies: Oberon and Titania

c. Genre: Comedy
· A Midsummer Night’s Dream is a romantic comedy based upon a mix-up of events and confused identity of characters.

· The craftsmen or players in the “Pyramus and Thisbe” play provide comic relief for the larger play.  They are clumsy and untrained to be performing a tragic play of this kind.  They misuse words and lack acting ability. 

· The craftsmen feel they need to have a character for the Wall and the Moonshine because if they do not, the audience will not understand the play.  The concept of needing someone to play a wall or the moon is absurd.

· Bottom possesses great confidence as an actor, although his profession is that of a weaver.  He feels that he is talented enough to play all the roles within the play and never questions Titania’s love for him.

· Bottom is transformed into an ass

· Quince and Flute state that no person in Athens can play Pyramus but Bottom (Act IV, Scene ii, lines 5-8).

· Quince and Flute state there is no finer person than Bottom, while in reality, he is  egotistical and obnoxious (Act IV, Scene ii, Lines 11-4).

· There are many comedic elements to the play “Pyramus and Thisbe” as presented by the craftsmen.

· “Merry and tragical?” Tedious and brief?” (Act V, Scene I, Lines 58-9) Both statements are contradictory.

· “our sport shall be to take what they mistake.” (Act V, Scene I, Line 94).  Theseus only wishes to view the play because he expects it to be terrible.

· Quince says, “To show our simplest skill, that is the beginning of the end.” (Act V, Scene 1, lines 114-4). The actors lack of talent is their undoing.

· The prologue of “Pyramus and Thisbe” (Act V, Scene 1, lines 130-55) gives away the entire plot of the story.  The prologue is so detailed that it is unnecessary for the audience to even witness the play.

· Actors want to play the parts of Wall and Moonshine.

· The actors are introduced by their real names and the roles they play. Ex. “Snout by name, present a wall.” (Act V, Scene 1, line 159).

· There is much mockery of the fact that wall and moon interact and take on human characteristics.

· Bottom, while playing Pyramus says, “Sweet moon, I thank thee, for thy sunny beams” (Act V, scene 1, line 258). The moon does not have sun beams.

· The audience also mocks the actors.  Demetrius states, “No wonder, my Lord.  One lion [speak], when many asses do.” (Act V, scene 1, lines 156-7).

· Puck also provides for humour by manipulating and toying with the lovers’ emotions in the woods; he is a devilish and entertaining imp.

d. Supernatural Element: Fairies

· The supernatural element arises through the introduction of the fairies. They add an atmosphere of comedy, charm, lightness, and relief.  Notably absent is any fundamental dramatic conflict.

· The fairies are also the connective strand which ties the separate plots together.


Fairies in Newfoundland

· Early settlers from England, Ireland, Scotland, and France brought their beliefs in fairies with them to Newfoundland.

· Often called the “Good People” or the “Little People”, fairies can be both helpful and harmful, making their relationships with humans very unpredictable.

· Fairies are capable of playing jokes on people, casting charms, causing hallucinations, or making one see apparitions.

· Fairies have been described in a variety of ways, but in Newfoundland, they are usually green or they wear green clothes - sometimes with a red hat.  In some places it was believed that wearing green was unlucky because it was the colour of fairies and would place a person under their control.

· Fairies are believed to have the ability to change their shape, appearing in some places in Newfoundland as horses, large bees, cats, and humans.  They have at times also been thought of as ghosts of the dead.

· Pixie: a fairy that is usually 18 inches to 3 feet in height and often mischievous. Puck in AMSND is an example of a pixie.

· Darbies – fairies that dress up to hide their identities. These fairies are linked to the mummering tradition in Newfoundland, which is sometimes referred to as ‘darbying’ due to mummers hiding who they are from people at Christmastime.  Darbies are often considered dangerous and unpredictable and can cause people harm.

· Protection against fairies:

· Bread/food: can be carried or left for fairies so they won’t bother people.

· Coins: can be kept in pockets to keep fairies away.

· Horseshoes: are often hung on barn doors or inside homes as a sign of good luck to keep evil spirits and fairies away.

· Heating a shovel: and bringing it near a person suspected of being under the control of fairies can help release them.  This works similarly for ‘changeling’ children who are usually ugly or deformed fairy babies switched with human babies.

· Avoid whistling at night – fairies are attracted to music and whistling. Stuart Taylor was a Newfoundlander living in St. John’s and was referred to as the “fairy man” because, in addition to being able to open locked doors and having other mysterious powers, he constantly played tunes on the tin whistle that were thought to have been learned from fairies.

Source: The ‘Good People’ of Newfoundland http://www3.nf.sympatico.ca/rhoskins/
e. Themes

1. Love is blind.

· Egeus is so blinded by self-love, that he would rather send his daughter, Hermia, to her death, than allow her to disobey him;

· Theseus is so blinded by both his love for Hippolyta and the concept of love itself, that he is willing to deny Egeus his fatherly right to sentence his daughter to death for her insubordination.  Instead, Theseus offers her alternatives to her father’s ultimatums.

· Hermia is so blinded by her love for Lysander that she is willing to disobey her father and run away with Lysander to marry (elope), even if it means she might be sent to the nunnery or put to death for her defiance;

· Lysander is so blinded by his love for Hermia that they ignore her father’s orders, they disobey the Duke’s orders, and they attempt to elope;

· Helena is so blinded by her love for Demetrius that she, devoid of dignity, desperately chases him, begging for his time and affection;

· Demetrius is so blinded by his love for Hermia (and/or her father), that he chases Hermia and Lysander into the woods intent on preventing their elopement;

· Oberon is so blinded by his love of things (changeling), that he would rather place his wife, Titania, under a spell and let her fall in love with another being than lose his opportunity to obtain the changeling;

· Titania is so blinded by Bottom that she loves him despite his grotesque appearance;

· In the end, Demetrius and Helena are so blinded by love for each other that neither questions why Demetrius has experienced such a sudden and dramatic change of heart.

2. Love has the power to transform. 

· By the end of the play, Theseus changes his mind and allows Hermia and Lysander to marry.  He does not send her to the nunnery or to her death;

· By the fairies’ hands (Oberon and Puck), lovers are transformed;

· With the aid of the misplaced love potion, Lysander falls in love with Helena, not Hermia.  But by the end of the play, his love returns for Hermia alone;

· Demetrius initially hates Helena, but with the aid of the love potion, he falls in love with her;

· Titania falls out of love with Oberon, into love with Bottom, out of love with Bottom, and back into love with Oberon;

· At the end of the play, Egeus allows his daughter to marry Lysander, and joins in the festivities.

The two themes can be joined into one: The play is about the mysterious power of love to transform an ordinary being into a rarity of perfection.

f. Characterization
Theseus

· Duke of Athens

· Intelligent and powerful: ruler

· Calm under pressure: when making decisions – Egeus v. Hermia

· Reasonable: looks at alternatives to killing Hermia

· Courteous to women: treatment of Hippolyta and Hermia

· Respectful of women (formerly not as he “took” Hippolyta as a spoil of war)

· Loving: openly expresses his love for his future wife and cannot wait to marry 

· Humourous: finds the silliness of “Pyramus and Thisbe” to be amusing

· Kind and generous: wants everyone in his kingdom to be happy – he suggests that 3 couples wed

Hippolyta

· Queen of the Amazons

· Betrothed or engaged to Theseus

· Acts and speaks as though she is equal to Theseus

Egeus

· Hermia’s father

· Courteous to Egeus; asks for his help in dealing with Hermia

· Disrespectful of his daughter’s wishes to marry Lysander

· Lacking compassion

· Stubborn and proud: would rather see his daughter killed than disobey him

Lysander

· Loving; in love with Hermia; woo’s her; gives her gifts

· Disobedient; encouraged Hermia to disobey her father and the Duke, and to run away and elope

· Respectful: treats Hermia and Helena as equals

Hermia

· Loving: in love with Lysander and would rather be a nun than marry Demetrius

· Stubborn/defiant: disobeys her father and runs away with her true love, Lysander

· Conservative and assertive: refuses to sleep with Lysander in the woods

· Independent: makes her own decisions

· Quick tempered and fierce: verbally attacks Helena and threatens to claw out her eyes

Demetrius

· Cold and heartless: initially hates Helena and tells her so

· Disrespectful: initially disrespects Helena telling her to leave him alone; slept with Helena, refuses to marry her; insists on marrying Hermia who despises him
· Obsessive: chases Hermia despite her love for Lysander

Helena

· Lovesick:  for Demetrius

· Desperate: chases Demetrius and begs him for love and attention, even if it is abusive

· Persistent  and Stubborn: continues to chase Demetrius, despite his obvious disdain for her

· Envious: of Hermia’s ways with men, especially with Demetrius

· Deceitful: against her promises otherwise, she betrayed Hermia and Lysander by telling Demetrius that the couple were planning to run away and elope

· Assertive: she chases Demetrius and begs for love long before women discussed or practiced equality in the dating arena (?)

· Self-pitying: pities herself for not being attractive to Demetrius, for not being as attractive as Hermia to men, for being mocked by the threesome who she believed to be conspiring against her (Hermia, Lysander, Demetrius)

Oberon

· King of the Fairies

· Selfish: wants the changeling boy that Titania has in her possession

· Manipulative: puts Titania under a spell to distract her so that he can obtain the changeling

· Powerful: has power over all the fairies and directs Puck to perform mischief

Titania

· Queen of the Fairies

· Strong and assertive: refuses to give changeling to Oberon; kicks Oberon out of her bed

· Loyal: to her friend who died and left changeling boy as an orphan

· Loving: with Bottom, she attends to his every need; when the spell is reversed, she attends to Oberon’s every need

· Powerful: has power over the other fairies (Cobweb, Mustardseed, etc.)

Puck

· A fairy and Oberons’ attendant

· Also known as Robin Goodfellow

· Mischievous – frightening housewives, sneaking up on people, placing an asses’ head on Bottom

· Humourous: wryly provides comic relief

Bottom

· An actor who is a weaver by profession

· Self-centred: he is the loudest of the actors and demands to have all the parts in the play

· Unbearable: loud and obnoxious

· Enthusiastic: passionate about practicing the play and acting it out before the newlyweds

· Humourous: unconsciously provides comic relief
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