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Key Facts and Information

“The best in this kind are but shadows; and the 
worst are no worse, if imagination amend them.”

—Theseus, V.i

The Play
 
 A Midsummer Night’s Dream is a comedy written by William Shakespeare sometime between 1594 
and 1596. Considering that nearly everything in the play deals with the theme of marriage in 
some way, it makes sense that the play was written to celebrate a wedding.  Perhaps it was the 
wedding of William Stanley, Earl of Derby, to Elizabeth Vere, daughter of the Earl of Oxford, in 
January of 1595, but historians can’t be certain.

• There are numerous sources one can trace as inspiration for Shakespeare’s play.  Many of 
those include, but are not limited to, the following: Greek mythology, Chaucer’s The Canterbury 
Tales, Spenser's Epithalamion, Ovid's Metamorphoses (especially for the story of Pyramus and Thisbe), 
traditional stories of courtly spectacle, fairies, Reginald Scot’s The Discoverie of Witchcraft, Apuleius' 
The Golden Ass, plays by Seneca, and the works of John Lyly.  In fact, there are so many varying 
sources that Shakespeare references in his play that critics are not able to track down one specific 
connection to the story. Critics believe that Shakespeare actually generated the story of the lovers 
from his imagination, making it one of the few plays whose plot is almost completely original.

 This is the only play in which Shakespeare depicts a human falling in love with an animal – 
or at least, a human with animal features.

the language

 81% of the lines in A Midsummer Night’s Dream are verse or rhyming lines of similar length, 
while the remaining 19% are prose. This means that Shakespeare crafted and constructed 
almost completely from poetry. 

 Shakespeare’s style of writing is usually what is called iambic pentameter.  Iambic refers 
to an iamb – a pair of syllables, one unstressed (     ), one stressed (    ).  Pentameter refers to 
how many iambs are in one line – penta meaning five.  Therefore, iambic pentameter means a 
line has five pairs of unstressed/stressed syllables, such as Lysander’s lines here:

“I have a widow aunt, a dowager, 

Of great revenue, and she hath no child.”
   -Act I.i
 The Fairies in the play speak in a manner similar to the rest of the characters; however, 
their speech pattern is slightly different. The Fairies talk in iambic tetrameter which means that 
a line has four pairs of unstressed/stressed syllables, though often the order is changed and half 
an iamb is omitted, as below: 

“You spotted snakes with double tongue,

Thorny hedgehogs, be not seen;”
        -Act II.ii



Who’s Who

“The course of true love never did run smooth.”
—Lysander, I.i

The People of the Court
Theseus, the Duke of Athens

Egeus, Hermia’s father who wants her to marry Demetrius
Philostrate, Master of the Revels, the organizer of court festivities

Lauren Shiveley
Hermia

Peter Quince
Fairy
Puck

Jeremy Dana Larson
Demetrius

Francis Flute and Snug
Fairy
Puck

Jolin Polasek
Egeus

Helena
Titania

Philostrate
Puck

Kristopher Stoker
Lysander

Nick Bottom
Fairy
Puck

The Fairies
Oberon, the King of the Fairies
Titania, the Queen of the Fairies

Puck, or Robin Goodfellow, a mischevious fairy who serves Oberon
Moth, Mustardseed, Cobweb, Titania’s fairies

The Rude Mechanicals
Peter Quince, a painter in charge of putting the play together

Nick Bottom, a construction worker who thinks a lot of his own acting skills
Francis Flute, a postman who performs in the play

Snug, a puppet that Francis Flute thinks is a real person

Billy Chace
Theseus
Oberon

Puck

The Lovers
Hermia, a young woman who loves Lysander

Lysander, a young man who loves Hermia, but is not her father’s choice for her
Demetrius, a young man who wants to marry Hermia, but has also been involved with Helena

Helena, a young woman who loves Demetrius even though he ignores her



Key Players
The People of the Court 

Theseus – the Duke of Athens. Theseus has recently returned from conquering the Amazons, a race of 
warrior women. At the beginning of the play, Theseus prepares to wed the Queen of the Amazons, 
Hippolyta. Theseus is a character of confidence and authority, and acts resolutely with his power and laws. 
Hippolyta – the Queen of the Amazons. She is engaged to Theseus. In our production, she is not seen.
Egeus – a respected nobleman in Theseus’ court. Egeus is a strict father who thinks he always knows what is 
best for his daughter, Hermia. Egeus wants Hermia to marry Demetrius, and is willing to follow the ancient 
laws of Athens to punish her to death or force her into a convent if she does not. 
Philostrate – Philostrate is the Master of the Revels for Theseus. The Master of the Revels was an actual 
position in the Elizabethan world who organized all the entertainment that entered the courts.

“The iron tongue of midnight hath told twelve. 
Lovers, to bed. ’Tis almost fairy time.”

—Theseus, V.i

The Fairies 
Puck – a fairy who is also called Robin Goodfellow. This mischievous fairy is quite the trickster, and a 
servant to Oberon. Puck delights in playing pranks on mortals; in fact, his tricks are responsible for many of 
the complications that fuel the progression of the plot. The funny thing about Puck is that he knows he will 
get punished by Oberon for his unruly behavior (when it messes up Oberon’s plans), but he can’t help but 
enjoy the trouble he causes.
Oberon – the King of the Fairies. Oberon is fighting with the Queen of the Fairies, Titania, over a small 
Indian boy she is caring for. He enlists Puck’s help to play a trick on her, and the four young Athenians get 
caught in the middle.
Titania – the Queen of the Fairies. When she refuses to give Oberon the Indian boy in her charge, she falls 
victim to one of Puck’s tricks: she falls in love with the donkey-headed Bottom. 
Peaseblossom, Moth, and Mustardseed – fairies who tend to Titania.

The Rude Mechanicals
Nick Bottom – a construction worker.  Bottom is the classic example of the overconfident actor. He is 
chosen by Peter Quince to play the lead role in the play, but his conceited and self-proclaimed nature often 
cause him to make mistakes. Bottom’s head is turned into a donkey-head and he never even notices. Titania 
falls madly in love with him and he acts as if he could really care less.
Peter Quince – a painter, played by a female. Peter Quince is the director of the play Pyramus and Thisbe. 
Francis Flute – a postman. Flute is chosen to play Thisbe in the play. Flute provides the audience a prime 
example of an adult male actor in Elizabethan England dealing with the challenges of playing a young girl.
Snug – a character written by Shakespeare to be a joiner, or welder. In our production, though, Snug is 
actually a puppet controlled by Flute. Flute thinks Snug is a real, separate person from himself, but Peter 
Quince and Bottom know better.

The Lovers
Hermia – the daughter of Egeus. She is a young Athenian woman who has attracted the love of both Lysander 
and Demetrius. Although she is an obedient daughter, when it comes to following the love in her heart, she 
stands up for herself. Hermia loves Lysander, and refuses to marry Demetrius, as her father demands.  When 
the Duke sides with Egeus, Hermia secretly plans to elope with Lysander. 
Lysander – a young Athenian man who is desperately in love with Hermia. Later, under the spell of a 
magical flower, he pursues Helena for awhile, but he is returned to his natural state eventually.
Demetrius –a young Athenian man and Egeus’ choice for Hermia’s husband. Demetrius once loved Helena, 
but he now loves Hermia. He is strongly supported by Egeus and remains undeterred when Hermia tells him 
she is absolutely not interested. But by the end of the play, he is back to loving Helena!
Helena –another young Athenian woman who is in love with Demetrius. Helena finds herself constantly 
and harshly rejected by Demetrius, but for some reason, she fails to get the point.



Plot Synopsis

Symphony - A term now normally taken to signify an extended work for 
orchestra. The symphony became the chief vehicle of orchestral music in the late 18th 
century, and from the time of Beethoven came to be regarded as its highest and most 
exalted form.  By the early 18th century the symphony had a standard structure of three 
sections or movements: fast, slow, and fast dance-like movement. 

 Theseus, the Duke of Athens, is discussing his upcoming wedding with his fiancé 
Hippolyta, the Queen of the Amazons, when the angry Egeus enters, bringing his daughter, 
Hermia. Right behind the father and daughter rush in Demetrius and Lysander, young Athenian 
men. Appealing to Theseus, Egeus explains that though he has chosen Demetrius for Hermia’s 
husband, Hermia refuses to marry Demetrius and wants to marry Lysander. Egeus asks Theseus 
to enforce the ancient Athenian law, which states that a father may choose his daughter’s husband 
and that if she does not comply, she must choose between death and life in a convent. Lysander 
steps in, insisting that he loves Hermia, and he reveals that Demetrius was involved with 
Hermia’s friend Helena. Nevertheless, Theseus tells Hermia that death or a convent are in fact 
her choices if she does not marry Demetrius.
 Left alone, Lysander and Hermia plan to run away to Lysander’s aunt’s home outside of 
Athens and free of Athenian law to get married. Just then, Helena enters, upset and jealous 
because Demetrius is not interested in her. Lysander and Hermia reveal their plan to elope, and 
Hermia points out to Helena that Demetrius will be available for her once Hermia and Lysander 
are married. Helena plots to tell Demetrius of the planned elopement, figuring that Demetrius 
will follow them, so she can pursue him too. 
 Nearby, a group of local blue-collar workers, called by Shakespeare “rude mechanicals,” 
meet to rehearse a play. Peter Quince, a painter, is the leader and announces they will be 
performing a play called, “The most lamentable comedy, and most cruel death of Pyramus and 
Thisbe,” for the Duke’s wedding day. He assigns each individual their part, beginning with Nick 
Bottom, a construction worker; Bottom will play Pyramus, the lead. Quince assigns a role to 
Francis Flute, a postman – he will play Thisbe, a woman. And to Snug, the puppet that Flute 
thinks is a real person, Peter Quince assigns the role of the lion. After distributing the scripts, 
Quince announces that they will keep their play a surprise and must meet secretly on the 
following night to rehearse. 
 Meanwhile, a fairy and Puck, a mischievous spirit, discuss the conflict between the King 
of the Fairies, Oberon, and the Fairy Queen, Titania. Puck explains that Titania is taking care of 
a young Indian boy, and Oberon wants him for a servant. Oberon and Titania enter the scene 
arguing with each other about the boy; Titania refuses to give up the child. Oberon becomes so 
agitated that by the time Titania leaves, Oberon vows revenge. Planning an elaborate joke, 
Oberon instructs Puck to gather a certain magical flower that makes a person fall in love with the 
first living being she sees upon waking. 
 Not too far away, Helena has found Demetrius as he searches for Hermia and Lysander.  
Oberon overhears Helena declaring her love and devotion to Demetrius. Demetrius speaks 
harshly to her before running off to keep searching for Hermia. Surprised to see Demetrius, 
Oberon decides to give some of the flower juice to him as well so that he will love Helena. 
Oberon instructs Puck to go find Demetrius and use the flower on him. Fully intending for 
Titania to wake and fall in love with some hideous creature, Oberon finds the sleeping Titania 
and puts the magic flower on her eyes. 
 Tired from their journey, Hermia and Lysander decide to lie down and go to sleep.  Puck 
comes across them, and thinks that Lysander must be Demetrius, as Oberon said Puck would 
recognize Demetrius by his clothing. Puck puts the flower on Lysander’s eyes and leaves. As soon 
as Puck leaves, Demetrius enters pursued by Helena. Demetrius gets Helena to leave him alone 
and he departs, leaving her quite sad. Suddenly, Lysander awakes and the first person he sees is 
Helena. Under the spell of the magical flower, Lysander falls in love with Helena instantly. 
Helena, however, is not convinced of Lysander’s love and gets angry that Lysander would pull 
such a cruel joke. Helena storms off and Lysander leaves Hermia on the ground as he chases 
after Helena. Hermia, waking alone, is frightened and rushes to find Lysander.

“I pray theee, gentle mortal, sing again.”
—Titania, III.i



Plot Synopsis, cont.

Symphony - A term now normally taken to signify an extended work for 
orchestra. The symphony became the chief vehicle of orchestral music in the late 18th 
century, and from the time of Beethoven came to be regarded as its highest and most 
exalted form.  By the early 18th century the symphony had a standard structure of three 
sections or movements: fast, slow, and fast dance-like movement. 

 The rude mechanicals meet for their second rehearsal. Happening upon the rehearsal, 
the ever-mischievous Puck decides to follow Nick Bottom when he exits the stage. Puck then 
changes Bottom’s head into the head of a donkey! When Bottom returns to the stage, he frightens 
the other actors and all of them flee in terror at Bottom’s transformation. Bottom has no idea 
why everyone is scared of him, but figures they are all just playing a joke and trying to frighten 
him. So, to demonstrate his courage he attempts to sing a song. It is this very song that wakes 
Titania, sleeping nearby. Seeing Bottom, and being under the spell of the magical flower, 
Titania immediately falls in love with Bottom!
 When Puck runs to Oberon and informs him that Titania is in love with Bottom, a man 
with a donkey-head, Oberon cannot conceal his delight. When asked if he also took care of the 
Athenian man, Puck assures Oberon that the task is complete. But when Demetrius and Hermia 
appear arguing, Puck and Oberon realize that Puck has charmed the wrong man. Hermia accuses 
Demetrius of killing Lysander and rushes off in a rage. When Demetrius lies down to sleep, 
Oberon quickly chastises Puck before sending him to get Helena while Oberon puts the magic 
flower on Demetrius’ eyes. Helena and Lysander enter, with Lysander declaring his love to a very 
upset Helena. Demetrius wakes up, sees Helena and, thanks to the magic flower, immediately 
falls in love with her. Helena gets more and more angry as she thinks both men are playing a joke 
on her, when Hermia enters, surprised that Lysander claims to love Helena. Helena thinks that 
both men and Hermia planned this huge joke on her, and Hermia thinks that Helena has 
charmed Lysander away from her on purpose. The women fight. The men fight. Everybody 
fights! Lysander and Demetrius leave to fight over Helena, and the women angrily follow. 
Oberon punishes Puck for his mistake and demands that he fix everything and make it right.
 Puck imitates Lysander’s and Demetrius’ voices to lure them all to the same place. Having 
both men and both women in the same place, he puts them to sleep and applies the flower to 
Lysander’s eyes so that he will wake and love Hermia again. 
 Meanwhile, Titania dotes on her donkey-headed Bottom. Oberon informs Puck that 
Titania gave him the Indian boy, so he feels he should remove the spell. Oberon has Puck 
remove Bottom’s donkey-head. When Titania wakes, she and Oberon reconcile.
 Theseus finds all the young Athenians asleep on the ground. Upon waking, the four 
lovers attempt to explain what has happened to them. Lysander reveals his plan to elope with 
Hermia. Demetrius declares his love for Helena. Overruling Egeus’ protests, Theseus declares 
that the couples will wed. All are overjoyed and leave to marry alongside the Duke and Hippolyta. 
 When Bottom wakes alone, he knows he has had a very strange dream, but he can’t seem to 
remember what it was. His long disappearance has left the rude mechanicals quite flustered. 
Knowing their play is requested at the Duke’s wedding, they worry that they will not be able to 
perform the show without Bottom. But suddenly, Bottom returns to the group and all is saved.
 Being offered a list of entertainments by Philostrate, Theseus chooses the rude 
mechanicals’ play. Although the play itself is performed a bit clumsily, it is amusing and 
well-received. It is now late at night, and everyone goes to bed. Puck is the only character left at 
the end, and he delivers an epilogue suggesting that if the audience feels offended by the play, 
they should just pretend that they have been sleeping and dreaming themselves.

“O, when she is angry, she is keen and shrewd.
She was a vixen when she went to school;

And though she be but little, she is fierce.”
—Helena, III.ii



Design and Director’s Notes

 “So often people think of A Midsummer Night’s Dream as being light-hearted and fun, and it is,” 
director Josh Stamoolis says.  “However, we can’t forget that the play begins on a very serious note 
- Hermia’s father Egeus threatens her with death or life in a convent if she doesn’t marry 
Demetrius, a man she does not love.  It might be a comedy, but that’s a deeply un-funny situation.”
 It’s this very situation that provides the inciting incident for the play - Lysander and Hermia 
run away to get married.  In Shakespeare’s play, the young lovers run away from the court of 
Theseus, Duke of Athens, where order and rule of law prevail, and flee to the forest, a magical

place where fairies live.  In CSC’s production, 
though, we turn that on its head.  “Instead of a 
court where a Duke rules, Lysander, Demetrius, 
Hermia, and Helena live in the suburbs, like 
many of the audiences we’ll perform for,” Josh 
explains.  “To escape their parents’ rules, it’s not 
a forest but a city that they run to, where they 
think rules no longer apply.  The fairies they 
encounter are street-smart dwellers in an urban 
cityscape, radically different from their home.”
 Designers Sara Watson, Melissa Bennett, 
and Julia Gardiner create a world for the lovers 
to find themselves swept away - a modern place 
filled with street art and graffiti, where the 
fairies wear clothes made from found objects 
like plastic and car seat belts.
 

The ‘rude mechanicals’ especially thrive in a city 
setting, since even in Shakespeare’s day, they 
were blue-collar workers.  But instead of the 
professions that Shakespeare gave them - a 
carpenter, a weaver, a bellows-mender, and a 
joiner - we see them as a house painter, a 
construction worker, a postman, and a puppet!  
No matter what the job, the mechanicals still 
represent the same crude amateur actors as they 
did in Shakespeare’s day. 

Costume renderings by designer Julia Gardiner

“What hempen homespuns have we swagg’ring here,
So near the cradle of the Fairy Queen?”

—Puck, III.i

Oberon

Bottom’s donkey head

Puck’s mask



Discussion and Essay Prompts
1. A Midsummer Night’s Dream deals with the notions of love and marriage. There are three couples 
who end up marrying by the end of the play. Discuss what you think the play is saying about the 
dynamics of romantic relationships. According to the play, what do we see as the requirements 
necessary for two people to get married? Do you think Shakespeare’s requirements are realistic?

2. Consider the distinct groupings of characters – People of the Court, the Lovers, the 
Fairies, and the Rude Mechanicals. Why do you think Shakespeare crafted such specific 
groupings? How do the groups combine and connect and what statement is made when this 
happens? Do you think Shakespeare was successful in writing an understandable and functional 
multi-layered plot? Why or why not?

3. Having a play such as this one performed at a wedding in Elizabethan England was 
fashionable, courtly and a form of entertainment and ritual for some families. This play has been 
performed for centuries and is still performed around the world. What different effects would the 
play have if it were put on at a wedding in our contemporary society?

4. Which characters do you like the most? The least? And why? Do you find yourself 
identifying with any one character in particular?

5. In this play, the word “rude” to describe the mechanicals (a group of local working 
Athenian men), means unpolished, unsophisticated, and ordinary. Describe and discuss why you 
think calling this group of actors "rude mechanicals" is fitting (considering their jobs). What do 
you think of their efforts to produce a play?

6. Make a list of all the elements of this play that make it a comedy. Is it Pyramus and Thisbe, the 
play within the play? Is it the hearty declarations of love? Is it the magic flower? Is it Puck’s jokes? 
Which elements do you notice more on your list – are they verbal comedic elements? Are there 
more physical aspects? Discuss what you think makes a good Shakespearean comedy.

7. Consider the theme of dreams. Why doesn’t Bottom remember his dream and what is the 
significance of that? Why does Puck inform the audience to consider the play a dream? Where else 
in the play are dreams discussed or experienced, and by who?

8. Check out the Character Round-Up Exercise on the next page.

Inside this box are key words found in the play’s text, as well as themes explored in the play. Consider any of the 
words and discuss its meaning, what characters each applies to, what best describes or least describes the play, etc.

Theme Box

marriage – love – elopement – disobedience – laws – enforcement – 
arranged marriage – true love – the supernatural world – play within a play – 

comedy – freedom v. strict boundaries – leaders and followers – 
individual identity – plays/performances – magic – dreams – spectacle – 

the rituals of court – father/daughter relationships – mortal v. fairy world

“This is the silliest stuff that ever I heard.”
—Hippolyta, V.i



Character Round-Up

“O why rebuke you him that loves you so?
Lay breath so bitter on your bitter foe.”

—Demetrius, III.ii

Draw lines between characters below to explore their relationships throughout the play.  
 -- For a love connection, draw a zig-zap line.
 -- For a familial connection, draw a solid line.
 -- For a friendship connection, draw a dashed line.
 -- For a professional connection, draw a double line.
 -- For an interaction that does not fall under the above categories, draw a circle around each  
 name connected by a dashed line.

Now take a look at the web the lines have created.  What does this reveal about the play?

Hermia

Helena
Demetrius

Lysander

Egeus

Theseus

Hippolyta

Titania

Oberon

Puck

Peaseblossom, Moth, 
Mustardseed

Philostrate

Nick Bottom

Peter Quince

Francis Flute

Snug
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