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The
Stratford
Story

That Stratford, Ontario, is the home of
the largest classical repertory theatre
in North America is ultimately
attributable to the dream of one man,
Stratford-born journalist Tom
Patterson.
In the early 1950s, seeing the
economy of his home town
endangered by the withdrawal of the
railway industry that had sustained it
for nearly 80 years, Patterson
conceived the idea of a theatre festival
devoted to the works of William
Shakespeare. His vision won the
support not only of Stratford City
Council and an enthusiastic committee
of citizens, but also of the legendary
British actor and director Tyrone
Guthrie, who agreed to become the
proposed festival’s first Artistic
Director. The Stratford Shakespearean
Festival of Canada was incorporated
as a legal entity on October 31, 1952.
A giant canvas tent was ordered from a
firm in Chicago, and in the parklands
by Stratford’s Avon River work began
on a concrete amphitheatre at the
centre of which was to be a
revolutionary thrust stage created to
Guthrie’s specifications by
internationally renowned theatrical
designer Tanya Moiseiwitsch.

discontent/ Made glorious summer by
this sun of York.” Those words marked
the triumphant end to what had
sometimes seemed a hopeless
struggle against the odds to turn
Patterson’s dream into a reality – and
the beginning of an astonishing new
chapter in Canadian theatre history.
The other production of that inaugural
six-week season, a modern-dress
version of All’s Well That Ends Well,
opened the following night, confirming
the opinion of celebrated novelist
Robertson Davies that the new Festival
was an achievement “of historic
importance not only in Canada, but
wherever theatre is taken seriously –
that is to say, in every civilized country
in the world.”
Time proved the truth of Davies’
words, for the Festival’s pillared,
porticoed thrust stage revolutionized
the performance of classical and
contemporary theatre in the latter half
of the 20th century and inspired the
design of more than a dozen other
major venues around the world,
including the Guthrie Theatre in
Minneapolis, the Beaumont Theatre at
Lincoln Centre and, in England, the
Chichester Festival Theatre, the
Crucible Theatre in Sheffield and the
Olivier Theatre at the Royal National
Theatre in London. Over the years, the
Festival has made some amendments
to the original design of Moiseiwitsch’s
stage, without changing its essential
format.

From the balcony of that stage, on the
night of July 13, 1953, actor Alec
Guinness spoke the opening lines of
Richard III: “Now is the winter of our
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At the
e end of the
e 1956 seasson, the
giantt canvas ten
nt that had housed
h
the
Festival’s first fo
our seasons was
dismantled for th
he last time
e to make
way for
f a new an
nd permane
ent facility
to be
e erected aro
ound the exxisting
stage
e. Designed by architecct Robert
Fairfiield, the new
w building would
w
be
one of
o the most distinctive in the world
of the
e performing arts: its circular floor
plan and crenellated roof pa
aying
striking tribute to
o the Festival’s origins
er canvas.
unde
In the
e years sincce its first se
eason, the
Strattford Festiva
al has set be
enchmarks
for th
he productio
on not only of
o
Shak
kespeare, Molière, the ancient
a
Greeks and othe
er great dram
matists of
the past,
p
but also of such 20
0th-century
mastters as Samuel Beckettt, Bertolt
Brech
ht, Anton Ch
hekhov, Hen
nrik Ibsen,
Euge
ene O’Neill and
a Tennesssee
Willia
ams. In addiition to accla
aimed
produ
uctions of th
he best in operetta and
d
musical theatre, it has also
show
wcased–and
d in many ca
ases
prem
mièred– work
ks by outsta
anding
Cana
adian and otther contem
mporary
playw
wrights.
ncluded the
e finest
Its arrtists have in
actorrs, directors and design
ners in
Cana
ada, as well as many fro
om abroad.
Amon
ng the intern
nationally re
enowned
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perfformers whoo have grace
ed its stages
are Alan Bates, Brian Bedfford, Dougla
as
Cam
mpbell, Len C
Cariou, Bren
nt Carver,
Hum
me Cronyn, B
Brian Denne
ehy, Colm
Feo re, Megan FFollows, Lorne Greene,
a Hagen, Julie Harris,
Paul Gross, Uta
Marrtha Henry, W
William Huttt, James
Masson, Eric MccCormack, LLoreena
McK
Kennitt, Rich
hard Monettte, John
Nevville, Nichola
as Pennell, C
Christopher
Plum
mmer, Sarah Polley, Do
ouglas Rain,
Katee Reid, Jasoon Robards, Paul
Scoffield, William
m Shatner, Maggie
Smi th, Jessica TTandy, Pete
er Ustinov
and Al Waxman
n.
wing audien
nces of more
e than
Draw
400
0,000 each yyear, the Fe
estival
seasson now run
ns from Apriil to
Novvember, with
h production
ns being
pressented in fo
our unique th
heatres. It
offeers an extenssive program
m of
educational and
d enrichment activities
eachers and other
for sstudents, te
patrrons, and op
perates its o
own in-house
schoool of professsional artisst
deveelopment: TThe Birmingham
Conservatory foor Classical Theatre.

Stra
atford Festivval Behind th
he Scenes
App . Contains interactive sset models,
exclusive image
es and slide
eshows,
speccial audio and video co
ontent and
phottos, stories and animattions and
insigghts into the
e world of th
heatre at the
Festtival. For moore informattion see
www
w.stratfordfe
estival.ca/explore.

activities
For interactive cclassroom a
relatted to the S
Stratford Fesstival, go to
the CBC Digital Archives:
http:://bit.ly/Yy7eK
K6
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The Playwright:
William Shakespeare
Born in Stratford-upon-Avon, a small
Warwickshire town, in 1564, William
Shakespeare was the eldest son of John
Shakespeare, a glover, and Mary Arden,
the daughter of a wealthy farmer. The
exact date of his birth is unknown, but
baptismal records point to it being the
same as that of his death, April 23. He
probably attended what is now the Edward VI Grammar School, where he
would have studied Latin literature, and
at 18, he married a farmer’s daughter,
Anne Hathaway, with whom he had three
children: Susanna, born in 1583, and,
two years later, the twins Hamnet (who
died in childhood) and Judith.
Nothing further is known of his life until
1592, when his earliest known play, the
first part of Henry VI, became a hit in London, where Shakespeare was now working as an actor. Soon afterwards, an outbreak of the plague forced the temporary
closure of the theatres, and Shakespeare
turned for a while to writing poetry. By
1594, however, he was back in the theatre, acting with the Lord Chamberlain’s
Men. He quickly established himself as
one of London’s most successful dramatists, with an income that enabled him, in
1597, to buy a mansion back in Stratford. In 1599 he became a shareholder
in London’s newly built Globe Theatre.

his death on April 23, 1616. He is buried
in the town’s Holy Trinity Church.
In the first collected edition of his works
in 1623, fellow dramatist Ben Jonson
called him a man “not of an age, but for
all time”. Not only did Shakespeare write
some of the most popular plays of all
time, but he was a very prolific writer,
writing 38 (canonically accepted) works
in 23 years. His work covered many
subjects and styles, including comedies,
tragedies, histories and romances, all
bearing his hallmark expansive plots, extraordinary language and humanist
themes. Shakespeare enjoyed great popularity in his lifetime, and 400 years later, he is still the most produced playwright in the world.

In 1603, Shakespeare’s company was
awarded a royal patent, becoming known
as the King’s Men. Possibly as early as
1610, the playwright retired to his home
in Stratford-upon-Avon, living there – and
continuing to invest in real estate – until
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About A Midsummer Night’s Dream

A Shakespearean Timeline
1558

Elizabeth I crowned.

1564

William Shakespeare born.

1572

Actors not under the protection of a patron declared rogues and vagabonds.

1576

“The Theatre,” the first public playhouse in London, opens.

1577

“The Curtain,” London’s second playhouse, opens.

1578

James VI (later James I of England) takes over government of Scotland.

1579

Publication of North’s English translation of Plutarch’s Lives of the Noble
Grecians and Romans.

1580

Francis Drake returns in triumph form his voyage around the world; travelling
players perform at Stratford.

1582

Shakespeare marries Anne Hathaway; Susanna is born six months later and the
twins Hamnet and Judith in 1585.

1587

“The Rose” theatre opens in London. Mary Queen of Scots is executed.

1588

Spanish Armada defeated.

1589

Shakespeare finds work as an actor in London; he lives apart from his wife for 21
years.

1590-1591

The Two Gentlemen of Verona, The Taming of the Shrew.

1591

2 Henry VI, 3 Henry VI.

1592

Thousands die of plague in London; theatres closed. 1 Henry VI, Titus
Andronicus, Richard III.

1593

The Comedy of Errors.

1594

Shakespeare becomes a shareholder of his theatre company, The Lord
Chamberlain’s Men.

1594

Love’s Labour’s Lost.

1595

Richard II, Romeo and Juliet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

1596

Shakespeare’s son, Hamnet, dies.

1596-1597

King John, The Merchant of Venice, 1 Henry IV.

1597-1598

The Merry Wives of Windsor, 2 Henry IV, Much Ado About Nothing.

1598

“The Globe” theatre built.

1598-1599

Henry V, Julius Caesar.

1599-1600

As You Like It.

1600-1601

Hamlet, Twelfth Night.

1601

Shakespeare’s patron arrested for treason following the Essex rebellion; he is
later pardoned.
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1602

Troilus and Cressida.

1603

Queen Elizabeth dies and is succeeded by James I; Shakespeare’s theatre
company becomes the King’s Men.

1603

Measure for Measure, Othello.

1604

Work begins on the King James Bible.

1604-1605

All’s Well That Ends Well, Timon of Athens, King Lear (Q)

1606

Macbeth, Antony and Cleopatra.

1607

Pericles, Prince of Tyre.

1608

Coriolanus.

1609

The Winter’s Tale.

1610

King Lear (F), Cymbeline.

1610

Shakespeare retires to Stratford-upon-Avon.

1611

The Tempest.

1611

King James version of the Bible published.

1613

Henry VIII (All is True), The Two Noble Kinsmen.

1613

“The Globe” theatre burns down.

1616

Shakespeare dies in Stratford-upon-Avon.

1623

The first folio of Shakespeare’s collected plays is published.

* some dates are approximate

Connect with
Stratford
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Cast of Characters
The Court
THESEUS, Duke of Athens, engaged to Hippolyta
HIPPOLYTA, Queen of the Amazons, betrothed to Theseus
EGEUS, Hermia’s father
PHILOSTRATE, Master of the Revels to the Athenian Court
The Lovers
HERMIA, in love with Lysander
HELENA, in love with Demetrius
LYSANDER, in love with Hermia
DEMETRIUS, Egeus’ choice as a husband for Hermia
The Mechanicals
NICK BOTTOM, a Weaver (Pyramus)
PETER QUINCE, a Carpenter (Prologue)
FRANCIS FLUTE, a Bellows-mender (Thisbe)
TOM SNOUT, a Tinker (Wall)
ROBIN STARVELING, a Tailor (Moonshine)
SNUG, a Joiner (Lion)
The Fairy World
OBERON, King of the Fairies
TITANIA, Queen of the Fairies
PUCK (or Robin Goodfellow), Oberon’s attendant
FIRST FAIRY to Titania
PEASEBLOSSOM
COBWEB
MOTH
MUSTARDSEED
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About A Midsummer Night’s Dream

Synopsis of the Plot
Ordered by Duke Theseus to obey her father’s wishes and marry Demetrius,
Hermia elopes with her lover, Lysander, to the woods near Athens – where
Oberon and Titania, the king and queen of the fairies, are in the midst of a
quarrel. Demetrius follows them, pursued in turn by Helena, whose love he
spurns. Meanwhile, in the same woods, a group of tradesmen meet to rehearse a
play they hope to perform at the Duke’s wedding.
Oberon instructs his servant, Puck, to help Helena by anointing the sleeping
Demetrius’s eyes with a magic juice that will make him fall in love with the first
person he sees, while he himself does the same to Titania as a malicious joke.
Oberon is delighted when, on waking, Titania falls in love with Bottom, one of the
amateur actors who are working on a play to celebrate Theseus’s nuptials. He is
annoyed, however, to find that Puck has mistakenly applied the juice not to
Demetrius but to Lysander, causing the latter to forget Hermia and become
instantly infatuated with Helena.
Oberon’s attempt to rectify the mistake only compounds the lovers’ distress, as
Demetrius and Lysander, now both under the influence of the magic juice, fight
over the formerly neglected Helena. After much confusion, the mistakes are set
right, Titania is released from her spell, and all ends in an evening of celebration
distinguished by a hilariously inept performance by Bottom and his fellow
performers.

Connect with Stratford: For further exploration and interactive activities check out
the following:
The Forum, a series of remarkable events to enrich the play-going experience:
www.stratfordfestival.ca/forum/ .
Stratford Festival’s YouTube channel for behind-the-scenes videos, photos and
interviews: www.youtube.com/stratfordfestival
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SOURCES AND ORIGINS
Shakespeare’s Sources for A Midsummer Night’s Dream
One of Shakespeare’s most popular comedies, A Midsummer Night’s Dream depicts the
misadventures of two pairs of lovers, the feuding King and Queen of the Fairies, and an inept
troupe of amateur actors – all brought together in the same woods on the same moonlit night.
Most chronological indices of Shakespeare’s works include A Midsummer Night’s Dream among his
earlier works. It may have been written for private performance at a wedding, probably in 1595.
Oberon’s reference to the “fair vestal throned by the west” would indicate that Queen Elizabeth was
present at its first presentation.
The title of the play indicates that it related to the practices of midsummer night, the night before
June 24, which was the date of St. John the Baptist’s festival and was connected with
merrymaking, various superstitions, folk customs, dances, pageants and revels. More than any
other night in the year, midsummer suggested enchantment and witchcraft. To an Elizabethan
audience, moreover, the play would have called to mind the so-called midsummer madness, which
was a state of mind marked by a heightened readiness to believe in the delusions of the
imagination that were thought to befall the minds of men after days of great summer heat.
Unlike most of Shakespeare’s plays, A Midsummer Night’s Dream has no known primary source, its
plot having been apparently conceived by Shakespeare himself. It does draw on a number of
traditions, however (court pageants, fairy folklore and rustic clowns), all of which were popular in
Shakespeare’s time. In this play, Shakespeare employs for a second time the story of Pyramus and
Thisby from Ovid’s Metamorphoses. The basic plot of Romeo and Juliet parallels the story, but for A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, he uses it as low comedy.
Various other books also provided inspiration for the play. The Golden Ass by Apuleius (second
century AD), which had been translated into English by William Addington in 1566, tells the story of
a man transformed into an ass. Chaucer’s The Knight’s Tale provides the characters of Theseus and
Hippolyta, plus several plotlines: a ducal marriage postponed by a dispute, plus lovers’ quarrels. The
Merchant’s Tale, also by Chaucer, tells the story of a fairy king and queen in dispute over a mortal
intervening in human affairs. Chaucer’s Sir Tophas features a knight errant who wishes to marry an
“elfqueene.” Oberon, the Fairy King, was popular in folklore and medieval literature. Shakespeare’s
character resembles that of Lord Berner’s 1534 translation of a thirteenth-century French
adventure, Huon of Bordeaux, in which Oberon presides over a magical forest where humans get
lost. Reginal Scot’s 1584 book The Discoverie of Witchcraft gave an account of Robin Goodfellow
(Puck). Scot also told of a magical procedure which could give a man the head of an ass.
Shakespeare used Plutarch’s Life of Theseus as a source of some of the proper names in the play.
This was his first use of Plutarch, who became a very important source for his later work.

Stage History
A Midsummer Night’s Dream was likely written between 1590 and 1596. It was registered in
October 1600 and published in the first quarto edition that year, later being included in the First
Folio (1623).
Although the first performance date is unknown, records show that the play was performed at
Court on January 1, 1605.
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The English parliament, largely led by Puritans, banned theatre in 1642 and the theatres remained
dark during the term of Oliver Cromwell as Lord Protector of the Commonwealth of England,
Scotland and Ireland. Some amusements were allowed, however, and “playlets” that accompanied
the performances of acrobats and jugglers were often performed, including the Pyramus and
Thisbe sub-plot from Dream.
With the restoration of Charles II, theatres were reopened and versions of A Midsummer Night’s
Dream were back on the playbill, although the full play was not produced until the mid-nineteenth
century. Some of these altered versions focused on the subplot; others, like David Garrick’s
production in 1755, omitted the entire Bottom subplot altogether.
In 1840, under the auspices of Covent Garden, Lucia Elizabeth “Madame” Vestris, an actress,
singer and theatre producer/manager, presented a full version of the play, playing Oberon herself.
In fact, it was common practice until the early twentieth century for women to play both Oberon
and Puck.
German director Max Reinhardt staged it many times in the first half of the twentieth century,
including a version at the Hollywood Bowl featuring Sterling Holloway, Olivia de Havilland and
Mickey Rooney. Productions during these years were often more spectacle than classical theatre,
with music and ballet added.
In 1914, Harley Granville-Barker directed a version with a smaller cast, featuring Elizabethan folk
music and, oddly, fairies dressed as golden robotic insects.
Peter Brook’s legendary production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream for the Royal Shakespeare
Company was set in a white box and featured the male fairies, dressed in black, as circus acrobats.
Considered one of the most influential productions of Shakespeare in the twentieth century,
Brook’s production was reviewed by Clive Barnes of The New York Times: “Once in a while, once in
a very rare while, a theatrical production arrives that is going to be talked about as long as there is
a theatre, a production that, for good or ill, is going to exert a major influence on the contemporary
stage.” It was the first production that doubled Oberon/Theseus and Titania/Hippolyta, suggesting
a mirrored fairy/human world. The cast included Patrick Stewart and Ben Kingsley.
There have been many stagings worldwide including frequent productions in the open air Delacorte
Theatre in New York’s Central Park.
A production by the Michael Grandage Company in London opened on September 17, 2013.

Connect with Stratford: For further exploration and interactive activities check out the following:

The Forum, a series of remarkable events to enrich the play-going experience:
www.stratfordfestival.ca/forum/ .
Stratford Festival’s YouTube channel for behind-the-scenes videos, photos and interviews:
www.youtube.com/stratfordfestival
Stratford Festival’s Flickr pages: www.flickr.com/photos/stratfest/
Stratford Festival Twitter: twitter.com/stratfest
Stratford Festival Facebook: www.facebook.com/StratfordFestival
Stratford Festival Behind the Scenes App. Contains interactive set models, exclusive images and
slideshows, special audio and video content and photos, stories and animations and insights into the
world of theatre at the Festival. For more information see: www.stratfordfestival.ca/explore.
CBC Digital Archives: bit.ly/Yy7eK6
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STRATFORD FESTIVAL PRODUCTION HISTORY
1960: Festival Theatre. Directed by Douglas Campbell and designed by Brian Jackson. The
production featured Bruno Gerussi (Oberon), Deborah Cass (Titania), Max Helpmann (Theseus), Pat
Galloway (Hippolyta), Kate Reid (Helena), Helen Burns (Hermia), Peter Donat (Demetrius), Leo
Ciceri (Lysander), Jake Dengel (Puck) and Tony van Bridge (Bottom). Music by Harry Somers.
Choreography by Blanche and Alan Lund.
1968: Festival Theatre. Directed by John Hirsch and designed by Leslie Hurry. The production
featured Christopher Newton (Oberon), Martha Henry (Titania), Kenneth Pogue (Theseus), Marilyn
Lightstone/Nancy Kerr (Hippolyta), Jane Casson (Helena), Tedde Moore (Hermia), Neil
Dainard/Leon Pownall (Demetrius), Christopher Walken (Lysander), Barbara Bryne (Puck) and
Douglas Rain (Bottom). Music by Stanley Silverman.
1968: Tour to Theatre Maisonneuve (Montreal), National Arts Centre (Ottawa), and Mendelssohn
Theater (Ann Arbor). Directed by John Hirsch and designed by Leslie Hurry. The production featured
Christopher Newton (Oberon), Martha Henry (Titania), Kenneth Pogue (Theseus), Marilyn Lightstone
(Hippolyta), Jane Casson (Helena), Tedde Moore (Hermia), Neil Dainard (Demetrius), Christopher
Walken (Lysander), Barbara Bryne (Puck) and Douglas Rain (Bottom). Music by Stanley Silverman.
John Gleason was the lighting designer. Jerome Tiberghien was the choreographer.
1976: Festival Theatre. Directed by Robin Phillips and designed by Susan Benson. The production
featured Jeremy Brett (Oberon/Theseus), Jessica Tandy (Titania/Hippolyta), Denise Fergusson
(Helena), Mia Anderson (Helena), Richard Partington (Demetrius), Nick Mancuso (Lysander), Tom
Kneebone (Puck) and Hume Cronyn (Bottom). Music by Alan Laing. Michael J. Whitfield was the
lighting designer.
1977: Festival Theatre. Directed by Robin Phillips and designed by Susan Benson. The production
featured Barry MacGregor (Oberon/Theseus), Maggie Smith (Titania/Hippolyta), Martha Henry
(Helena), Domini Blythe (Hermia), Jack Wetherall (Demetrius), Stephen Russell (Lysander), Lewis
Gordon (Puck) and Alan Scarfe (Bottom). Music by Alan Laing and Berthold Carrière. Gil Wechsler
was the lighting designer and Donald Himes was the choreographer.
1982: Third Stage (now the Tom Patterson Theatre). Directed by Peter Froehlich and designed by
Patrick Clark. The production featured Eric Keenleyside (Oberon), Nicky Guadagni (Titania), Paul
Massie (Theseus), Fiona Reid (Hippolyta), Seana McKenna (Helena), Cheryl Swarts (Hermia), David
Huband (Demetrius), Diego Matamoros (Lysander), Kieron Jecchinis (Puck) and Thomas Huaff
(Bottom). Music by Gary Kulesha. Steven Hawkins was the lighting designer and John Broome was
the choreographer.
1984: Festival Theatre. Directed by John Hirsch and designed by Desmond Heeley. The production
featured Nicholas Pennell/Stephen Russell (Oberon/Theseus), Patricia Conolly (Titania/Hippolyta),
Rosemary Dunsmore (Helena), Mary Haney (Hermia), Benedict Campbell (Demetrius), Joseph
Ziegler (Lysander), Diego Matamoros (Puck) and Brian Bedford/Shaun Austin-Olsen (Bottom).
Music by Harry Somers. Michael J. Whitfield was the lighting designer, Kelly Robinson was the
choreographer and B.H. Barry was the fight stager.
1989: Avon Theatre. Directed by Richard Ouzounian and designed by Sue LePage. The production
featured Kevin Gudahl (Oberon), Lucy Peacock (Titania), Stephen Russell (Theseus), Susan Henley
(Hippolyta), Anne Wright (Helena), Peggy Coffey (Hermia), Eric McCormack (Demetrius), Jerry
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Etienne (Lysander), Ian Watson (Puck) and Keith Dinicol (Bottom). Music by Michael Conway Baker.
Louise Guinand was the lighting designer and John Broome was the choreographer.
1993: Festival Theatre. Directed by Joe Dowling and designed by Hayden Griffin. The production
featured Colm Feore (Oberon), Lucy Peacock (Titania), Wayne Best (Theseus), Alison Sealy-Smith
(Hippolyta), Sheila McCarthy (Helena), Stephanie Morgenstern (Hermia), Sean Power (Demetrius),
Marc Ruel (Lysander), Frank Zotter (Puck) and Ted Dykstra (Bottom). Music by Keith Thomas.
Louise Guinand was the lighting designer, John Hazen was the sound designer, John Broome was
the choreographer and John Stead was the fight director.
1993: Tour to the Power Centre, Ann Arbor. Directed by Joe Dowling and designed by Hayden
Griffin. The production featured Colm Feore (Oberon), Lucy Peacock (Titania), Wayne Best
(Theseus), Alison Sealy-Smith (Hippolyta), Sheila McCarthy (Helena), Stephanie Morgenstern
(Hermia), Sean Power (Demetrius), Marc Ruel (Lysander), Frank Zetter (Puck) and Ted Dykstra
(Bottom). Music by Keith Thomas. Louise Guinand was the lighting designer, John Hazen was the
sound designer, and John Stead was the choreographer and fight director.
1999: Festival Theatre. Directed Richard Monette, co-directed by Paul Leishman and designed by
Teresa Pryzbylski. The production featured Juan Chioran (Oberon), Seana McKenna (Titania),
Jonathan Goad (Theseus), Diane D’Aquila (Hippolyta), Michelle Giroux (Helena), Melinda Deines
(Hermia), Martin Albèrt (Demetrius), Graham Abbey (Lysander), Jordan Pettle (Puck) and Brian
Bedford (Bottom). Music by Don Horsburgh. Michael J. Whitfield was the lighting designer, Keith
Handegord was the sound designer, Valerie Moore was the choreographer and James Binkley was
the fight director.
2004: Festival Theatre. Directed by Leon Rubin and designed by John Pennoyer. Donna Feore was
the assistant director and choreographer. The production featured Jonathan Goad
(Oberon/Theseus), Dana Green (Titania/Hippolyta), Michelle Giroux (Helena), Nazneen Contractor
(Hermia), Haysam Kadri (Demetrius), Jeffrey Wetsch (Lysander), Nicolas Van Burek (Puck) and
Thom Marriott (Bottom). Music by Bruce Gaston. Michael J. Whitfield was the lighting designer, Jim
Neil was the sound designer and James Brinkley was the fight director. Anais Guimond was the
circus instructor.
2009: Festival Theatre. Directed by David Grindley and designed by Jonathan Fensom. The
production featured Dion Johnstone (Oberon), Yanna McIntosh (Titania), Timothy D. Stickney
(Theseus), Cara Ricketts (Hippolyta), Laura Condlln (Helena), Sophia Walker (Hermia), Ian Lake
(Demetrius), Bruce Godfree (Lysander), Tom Rooney (Puck) and Geraint Wyn Davies (Bottom).
Music by Rick Fox. Michael Walton was the lighting designer, Todd Charlton was the sound designer
and Dayna Tekatch was the choreographer.

A Midsummer Night's Dream
2014 Study Guide

Stratford Festival

11

A Dream Gift
by Toby Malone
Dramaturge of King Lear and A Midsummer Night’s Dream
Post-doctoral fellow, adjunct faculty at the University of Waterloo’s Department of Drama and Speech
Communication; Artistic Director of Toronto’s Unit Dramaturgy Collective

Sometimes, a play or a role will be considered such a joyous challenge for a theatre artist that they
might refer to the opportunity as a ‘gift:’ something to be cherished and savoured. In Chris
Abraham’s new vision for A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the piece literally is a gift, framed within
the context of a wedding celebration at which the guests gift a version of Shakespeare’s loved
comedy to the happy couple. A performance as a wedding gift is, of course, the climax of
Shakespeare’s play: the Rude Mechanicals’ hapless Pyramus and Thisbe to celebrate Theseus’s
and Hippolyta’s union is a much-loved capper to the antics of the lovers in the woods. Abraham
frames the wedding celebrations of the Athenian duke with yet another marriage – this time
between two members of the Stratford Company, feted by their contemporaries – to ask bold
questions about the play’s treatment of love through what’s become known as metatheatre.
Metatheatre is a term that has just celebrated the fiftieth anniversary: theorist Lionel Abel coined
the expression in his 1963 study Tragedy and Metatheatre: Essays on Dramatic Form to define
storytelling that draws attention to its own structure through multiple levels of interpretation. This
‘play within a play’ device recalls Shakespeare’s own varied use of the technique, and highlights
themes of love, theatricality, and madness in layers which render the play more than simple
entertainment. When Bottom steps out of character and addresses the Duke and Duchess, he does
so as both Bottom and Pyramus, and the audience is invited into the gap between actor and
character; when Hamlet commissions The Mousetrap, he does so with the express purpose of
watching the watcher, complicated by the audience’s role in watching the watcher watch! These
layers remind us that we are viewing a heightened fiction and underline the transformative power
of the live theatre.
This version of A Midsummer Night’s Dream offers new layers right from the start: it begins with a
celebration, something most Dreams traditionally only end with. Usually, we enjoy the exuberance
and relief of the wedding reception only after we have navigated Shakespeare’s four-night
adventure in the Athenian woods. Here, Shakespeare’s comedy is immediately framed with the
familiar trappings of a wedding reception – mingling, gifts, reunions, joy – an intimate celebration
to which we in the audience are invited. As we join the wedding party, we gain access behind the
scenes of the play in all its preparation, jitters, improvisations, warm-ups, and other usually hidden,
insightful elements to establish the memorable ‘gift performance.’
Such a gift is nothing new: European courts featured the very command performances that Bottom
and Peter Quince offer in Shakespeare’s play. These entertainments, known as Court Masques,
often thematically linked to the event they were attached to (a bridal-themed Masque to celebrate
a wedding, for example), and featured music, song, dance, and poetry for the entertainment of the
aristocratic attendees. It has been suggested that A Midsummer Night’s Dream itself was first
performed at the 1595 wedding celebration for aristocratic couple Elizabeth Carey and Sir Thomas
Berkeley, wherein the reception was mirrored in the play’s final act. Masques found favour in the
courts of the Tudor monarchs, and reached their popular zenith through the Elizabethan and
Jacobean periods, with particular support from King James I, a great lover of the lively arts. In this
fashion, Shakespeare’s Athenian Duke – the warrior Theseus of antiquity – asks Philostrate, his
“manager of mirth,” to offer a list of “what sports are ripe” “To wear away this long age of three
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hours / Between our after-supper and bed-time.” Philostrate offers a series of options which may
be purposefully ridiculous (“The riot of the tipsy Bacchanals / Tearing the Thracian singer in their
rage” is an old favourite), but also illustrate the breadth of amusements that may have been
standing by and malleable to the ruler’s whim. The fact that Philostrate is so anxious to dissuade
Theseus from the Pyramus scene suggests, too, that not all offerings available in this wide-ranging
buffet were of similar quality!
In Chris Abraham’s vision for this A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the couple who receive the gift of
performance do not choose from a buffet: this play is a gift of content familiar to all participants.
This shared familiarity allows us to relax into the narrative and what is to come, with the added
piquancy of seeing a familiar work lovingly adapted to fit an occasion. A wedding day is a day of
celebration: the married couple at the centre, with each element of entertainment directed towards
them for their enjoyment, as per the Court Masque tradition. In this collective gift, wedding guests
pitch in wherever they can, even if, like the hapless, bearded Francis Flute in his dismay at playing
the ladylike Thisbe, the role does not always ‘fit.’ In this sense, the gift is heightened still by guests
sometimes performing against their own gender, age, or race, as they offer talents and skills
perhaps not exactly inspired by the script: given in love, and accepted with grace. Above all, the
shared gesture of affection means all participants may gather around after they have offered their
own contributions to revel in the loving gift they share in. By play’s end, we as Stratford patrons are
just one of four audiences, in addition to the married couple who frames this version of the work,
the actors who sit at the periphery and look on as they await their own cues, and the noblemen and
women who enjoy Pyramus and Thisbe in Shakespeare’s original construction. Metatheatre offers
the joy of reflection: the pleasure of witnessing people witness something wonderful. After all,
Shakespeare put the watching Theseus, Hippolyta and the lovers in full view during Act V to remind
us that this play exists within another context, and that we should not forget what it frames. To
expound on that reflex, the additional frame offered this season at Stratford affords the
extraordinary pleasure of witnessing the endowment of a gift: the overwhelming sense of privilege
that comes from being honoured and surprised by loved ones.
Most importantly, however, is a choice within the framing world built around this production.
Demonstrating a canny sense of love’s true test is the decision to offer A Midsummer Night’s
Dream – a play which features as much of love’s turmoil as its ecstasy – as a means of celebrating
a newly unified couple. A brief internet search will turn up hundreds of artistic gifts recorded for
posterity, nearly all dedicated to the highest of highs in love: an understandable gesture given the
tenor of the day. By choosing A Midsummer Night’s Dream as a wedding gift – as opposed to the
heightened love-poetry of Petrarch – nothing is sugar-coated. For every “How I love thee! How I dote
on thee,” there is a counter-balancing “The course of true love never did run smooth,” all of which
grounds the wedded journey in both its highs and lows. As a very familiar comedy, we know that
“all things shall be peace” by play’s end. What’s remarkable about this rendition is the frame
around the celebrated relationship, where, much like in the earliest performing traditions, where
drama cast a light on the audience’s own lives, in witnessing others we may learn something about
ourselves. As Puck notes, “Lord, what fools these mortals be!” Perhaps: but we’re fools for love.
And that’s our gift to you.
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A Midsummer Night’s Dream: Equity and Inclusive Education
This season’s production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, directed by Chris Abraham,
offers teachers and students a perfect opportunity to reflect on, discuss and promote
issues of equity, social justice and inclusion. Issues of inequality, sexism, classism and
bullying/harassment are all located in this play. In addition to the obvious themes
addressing “the course of true love never did run smooth,” the comic mischief perpetrated
by Puck in the forest and the hilarity of the mechanicals’ rehearsal and presentation of
“Pyramus and Thisbe,” the play also opens up questions of male power and patriarchy,
parental disapproval, male fickleness, infidelity and classism in the contemptuous
treatment of the mechanicals by the court in Act 5. A Midsummer Night’s Dream is far
more than a lighthearted comedy with young people and fairies romping about in the
woods (although it is that too). Through the uneven balance of power held by the men
(Theseus conquered Hippolyta in battle and took her, captive, as his wife; the laws of
Athens condemn Hermia to death or to life in a convent if she doesn’t marry the man of
her father’s choosing; Oberon uses magic to manipulate and humiliate Titania) and other
issues of exclusion mentioned above, it is much more nuanced and full of important
critical-thinking opportunities than it may at first appear. Like all Shakespearean drama
(and the best drama generally) it has no single narrative voice, allowing an investigation
into multiple perspectives, voices and points of view and presents the working out of
genuine human conflicts for which there are no clear solutions.
Ontario curriculum documents state that “It is essential that learning activities and
materials used to support the curriculum reflect the diversity of Ontario society” (Social
Sciences & Humanities, Grades 9 – 12). In addition to the issues of equity, inclusion and
social justice brought out in the text itself, this season’s production of A Midsummer
Night’s Dream will be set in the contemporary context of the backyard wedding of a samesex couple. The guests at the wedding present their production of A Midsummer Night’s
Dream to the happy grooms as a wedding gift (much as the Mechanicals in the play
present their production of “Pyramus and Thisbe” to the happy couples at the end of
Shakespeare’s play). In the director’s own words, it will offer a “joyous, uproarious and
contemporary celebration of the joy and heartache of love and marriage.” In accordance
with this idea of a performance spontaneously assembled in a spirit of love, not all of the
wedding guests will be obvious matches to their roles; their production will be eclectic in
style, including a certain amount of cross-gender casting, role-switching and even a
character communicating in ASL. Such playful ambiguity will not only give the audience an
authentic sense of being in the midst of a circle of loving friends but will also point them
towards what Mr. Abraham sees as a central idea of the play: that “love sees not with the
eyes, but with the mind.” It’s an approach that explores issues of inclusivity, discrimination,
free choice, gender bias and equality, even as it delights us with its sheer sense of fun.
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Contextualizing the play within this framework therefore underscores and highlights some
of the equity issues inherent in the text and also provides teachers with a perfect
opportunity to provide students with an opportunity to learn about diversity, different
perspectives and see themselves and their families and communities reflected in the
curriculum.
The goals and outcomes outlined in Ontario’s Equity and Inclusive Education Strategy as
well as those in the documents relating to Safe Schools, Accepting Schools, the Provincial
Code of Conduct, Bill 13, Finding Common Ground: Character Development In Ontario
Schools, K – 12, Antiracism and Ethnocultural Equity in School Boards and in the
curriculum documents themselves (particularly those documents relating to Social Studies
and Social Sciences and the Humanities) are all supported through this production of A
Midsummer Night’s Dream and provide teachers with prime opportunities to cultivate
culturally responsive pedagogy and reflect social justice and equity awareness in their
teaching.

Connect with Stratford

Check us out!

Stratford Festival Behind the Scenes App. Contains interactive set models, exclusive

images and slideshows, special audio and video content and photos, stories and
animations and insights into the world of theatre at the Festival. For more
information see: www.stratfordfestival.ca/explore.
CBC Digital Archives: bit.ly/Yy7eK6

A Midsummer Night's Dream
2014 Study Guide

Stratford Festival

15

ABOUT A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM

2014 Stratford Festival Production
Artistic Team
Director

Chris Abraham

Designer
Lighting Designer
Composer and Sound Designer
Dramaturge
Movement Director

Julie Fox
Michael Walton
Thomas Ryder Payne
Toby Malone
Shona Morris

Cast
Hermia
Helena
Lysander
Demetrius
Theseus
Hippolyta
Philostrate
Egeus
Attendant to Egeus

Bethany Jillard
Liisa Repo-Martell
Tara Rosling
Mike Shara
Scott Wentworth
Maev Beaty
Michael Blake
Michael Spencer-Davis
Derek Moran

Bottom
Snug
Quince
Snout
Flute
Starveling

Stephen Ouimette
Karl Ang
Lally Cadeau
Keith Dinicol
Victor Ertmanis
Brad Hodder

Titania/Oberon
Titania/Oberon
Puck
Changeling Child
Peaseblossom
Cobweb
Mote
Mustardseed
First Fairy
Second Fairy
Sentinel

Evan Buliung
Jonathan Goad
Chick Reid
Charlie Rose Neis
Hazel Martell-Abraham
Graci Leahy
Isabella Castillo
Brooklyn Rickert
Josh Buchwald
Savita Brickman-Maxwell
Gabriel Long

Wedding Couple

Josue Laboucane, Thomas Olajide

Musician

Thomas Ryder Payne

The Ensemble
Carla Bennett, Savita Brickman-Maxwell, Josh Buchwald, Isabella Castillo, David Collins, Marisa
Falcone, Xuan Fraser, Barbara Fulton, Graci Leahy, Gabriel Long, Hazel Martell-Abraham, Natalie
Moore, Brooklyn Rickert, Laura Schutt, Breanna Willis
Content advisory for students: Contains some sexually suggestive scenes and images. Most suitable
for grades 7 and up.

Discussion Topics for Your Class
For classes reading the play before seeing it:
1. What do you expect to see on stage at the Stratford Festival? Have each student make a
list of predictions about what they expect. Save these predictions. After your Stratford trip,
revisit them to see how they compared to the actual production.
2. Have your students make a story map or a story board outlining the main events of the
play. (This may be used later in group activities.)

After your Stratford trip:
1. A Midsummer Night’s Dream has appealed to artists and audiences around the world for
400 years. What do you think the play’s message is?
2. What parts did you respond to most?
3. Were there parts you wished were different? How?
4. How does the marriage as a framing device for the production highlight or detract from
issues in Shakespeare’s play?
5. Have your students create a character web showing how all the characters are connected
to each other. Discuss the complexity of these relationships and how they affect the
progression of the play.

Connect with Stratford:

For further exploration and interactive activities check out the following:
The Forum, a series of remarkable events to enrich the play-going experience:
www.stratfordfestival.ca/forum/ .
Stratford Festival’s YouTube channel for behind-the-scenes videos, photos and interviews:
www.youtube.com/stratfordfestival
Stratford Festival’s Flickr pages: www.flickr.com/photos/stratfest/
Stratford Festival Twitter: twitter.com/stratfest
Stratford Festival Facebook: www.facebook.com/StratfordFestival
Stratford Festival Behind the Scenes App. Contains interactive set models, exclusive images
and slideshows, special audio and video content and photos, stories and animations and
insights into the world of theatre at the Festival. For more information see:
www.stratfordfestival.ca/explore.
CBC Digital Archives: bit.ly/Yy7eK6

A Midsummer Night's Dream
2014 Study Guide

Stratford Festival

17

Imaginative Ways to Approach the Text

A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM – FIND THAT PLOT!
Lesson Overview:
In this lesson, the students will use comprehension strategies to make connections and use critical and
creative thinking skills to achieve a deeper understanding of the play.
Grade Level(s)
Subject Area(s)
Curriculum
Expectations
&
Learning
Outcomes

4-8
Language, Drama
By the end of the lesson students will be able to:
• Analyse Shakespearean lines and explain how specific elements in
them contribute to meaning;
Language
 (Oral Communication): 1.3, 2.4, 3.1
 (Reading & Literature Studies): 1.6, 2.4, 3.2
 (Writing): 1.4
Drama: B2.2
• Demonstrate an understanding of the play by summarizing and
citing important ideas and details;
Language
 (Oral Communication): 1.4, 2.2, 3.1
 (Reading & Literature Studies): 1.8, 2.2
 (Writing): 1.5, 2.6
Drama: B1.4
• Engage actively in drama exploration and role play.
Language
 (Oral Communication): 1.4, 2.5, 2.7
 (Reading & Literature Studies): 1.4, 1.7
 (Writing): 1.5, 3.3
Drama: B1.1, B1.2
Time Needed
1 – 2 class periods
Space
Desks in groups, then open spaces for exploring the text
Materials
Handout: Unscramble the Lines
(Post reading or post-viewing activity)
The Activity:
• Divide the students into five groups. Distribute the handout and assign to each group two of
“plots” or scenes.
• PART 1 - Each group will work as a team and help each other discover the order of the plot lines
by placing a number 1, 2, 3 or 4 beside the line or phrase.
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

Have the students underline words that are unfamiliar to them and work as a team to guess the
meaning of the words.
Once all groups have finished these two tasks, have them re-group as a whole class and discuss
their findings with the other teams and why they chose the order of the lines.
Once everyone has had a turn, the teacher may then show the correct order of the lines and go
over the vocabulary words.
PART 2 – Each team will now tell the story of the play, using their assigned scenes and lines.
Define “tableau” (a frozen picture that tells the story – no moving, no talking).
Each team will work independently to tableau the scenes for 10 minutes. They are to say their
lines while in the frozen picture.
Travel around the room and coach. Remind the students of things like:
 deciding where the “front” is
 levels
 choosing a freeze they can maintain for a while
After 10 minutes, call the students back. Have them sit facing the playing area.
Students present their tableaux in story order. The teacher reads the handout with the scenes
while the students are in a frozen position.
Ask the students to hold the freeze while you discuss it. Ask students in the “audience” to
identify the characters who are named in the handout. Discuss the relationships between the
characters and the action in the scene, and how the tableau shows these things.

Extension:
• Using coloured paper, scissors and glue, have the students create one identifiable item that the
students could wear or bring into their tableaux to signify who their character might be, e.g.
donkey ears for Bottom when he is magically transformed, or elf-like ears for mischievous Puck.
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UNSCRAMBLE THE LINES
Place the lines in the correct order in each section by numbering them 1, 2, 3, or 4.
Can you guess what some of the unfamiliar words mean?

PLOT

1. Duke Theseus orders Hermia to
marry Demetrius, her father’s
choice, instead of Lysander, whom
she loves.

2. Hermia and Lysander run away
to the woods to get married in
secret. Demetrius (who is in love
with Hermia) and Helena (who is
in love with Demetrius) follow
them.

3. Oberon, the fairy king, orders
his servant, Puck, to squeeze
magic flower juice into Demetrius’s
eyes to make him fall in love with
Helena.

4. Puck applies the magic juice to
Lysander’s eyes by mistake.
Lysander falls in love with Helena
and abandons Hermia.

5. Puck tries to fix his mistake and
now Lysander and Demetrius are
both in love with Helena, who
thinks they are making fun of her.
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Egeus:
Full of vexation come I, with complaint against my
child, my daughter Hermia.
Theseus:
For you, fair Hermia, look you arm yourself
To fit your fancies to your father’s will.
Theseus:
To you your father should be as a god,
Hermia
I would my father looked but with my eyes.
Helena:
I am your spaniel; and Demetrius,
The more you beat me I will fawn on you.
Demetrius:
I love thee not, therefore pursue me not.
Helena:
I’ll follow thee, and make a heaven of hell.
Hermia:
Lysander and myself will fly this place.
Puck:
Ay, there it is.
Oberon:
Hast thou the flower there? Welcome, wanderer.
Puck:
Fear not, my lord; your servant shall do so.
Oberon:
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 his lady.
Lysander:
Not Hermia, but Helena I love.
Puck:
Churl, upon thy eyes I throw
All the power this charm doth owe.
Helena:
Yet Hermia still loves you; then be content.
Puck:
This is he my master said
Helena:
Though I alone do feel the injury.
Lysander:
Fair Helena.
Demetrius:
O Helen, goddess, nymph, perfect, divine!
Oberon:
What has thou done?
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6. In another part of the forest,
Puck finds some tradesmen
rehearsing a play. He magically
gives Bottom, the leader of the
group, the head of a donkey.

7. Oberon and the fairy queen,
Titania, are in a fight over who
should have a boy who is in
Titania’s care. As revenge, Oberon
squeezes some magic flower juice
into Titania’s eyes. When Titania
wakes up, she immediately falls in
love with the donkey-headed
Bottom.

8. Puck corrects the spell on the
lovers. Lysander falls back in love
with Hermia and Demetrius
continues to love Helena.

9. Puck also lifts the spells on
Titania and Bottom. Bottom
becomes human again, and
Titania has a happy reunion with
her husband, Oberon.

10. Duke Theseus hosts a triple
wedding for himself and his bride
Hippolyta; Lysander and Hermia;
and Demetrius and Helena. At the
wedding, Bottom and the other
tradesmen perform their play.
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Bottom:
This is to make an ass of me, to fright me, if they
could.
Bottom:
Why do they run away?
Quince:
Here’s a marvelous convenient place for our
rehearsal.
Snout:
O Bottom, thou art changed. What do I see on
thee?
Oberon:
Give me that boy, and I will go with thee.
Titania:
Not for thy fairy kingdom!
Titania:
What angel wakes me from my flowery bed?
Oberon:
Wake when some vile thing is near!
Puck:
I will lead them up and down.
Helena:
And I have found Demetrius, like a jewel.
Puck:
On the ground
Sleep sound.
I’ll apply
To your eye,
Gentle lover, remedy.
Demetrius:
The object and pleasure of mine eye,
Is only Helena.
Bottom:
Methought I was – there is no man can tell what.
Oberon:
Robin, take off his head.
Bottom:
I have had a dream.
Titania:
My Oberon, what visions have I seen!
Methought I was enamoured of an ass.
Theseus:
For in the temple, by and by, with us
These couples shall eternally be knit.
Flute:
Thus Thisbe ends –
Adieu, adieu, adieu!
Quince:
Gentles, perchance you wonder at this show.
Bottom:
Now die, die, die, die, die.
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FOR TEACHERS
Vocabulary:
Anoint – apply liquid
Changed – replaced by something/someone else
Churl – heartless person
Disdainful – treating her as unworthy of being noticed
Doth – does
Enamoured – in love with
Espies – sees
Fancies – love for someone
Fawn – show affection
Fly – run away from
Knit – united (married)
Perchance - maybe
Pursue – follow
Vexation – annoyance

Answer Key:
1 : 1, 4, 2, 3
2 : 3, 2, 4, 1
3 : 2, 1, 4, 3
4 : 4, 2, 3, 1
5 : 4, 3, 2, 1
6 : 4, 3, 1, 2
7 : 1, 2, 4, 3
8 : 1, 4, 2, 3
9 : 4, 2, 3, 1
10: 1, 4, 2, 3
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Imaginative Ways to Approach the Text

A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM – HELENA’S DECISION
Lesson Overview:
In this lesson, the students will gain an understanding of a character’s thought-process and state of mind
by extracting the key ideas in a soliloquy.
Grade Level(s)
Subject Area(s)
Curriculum
Expectations
&
Learning
Outcomes

Time Needed
Space
Materials

6-12
Language Arts, English, Drama
By the end of the lesson students will be able to:
• Extend understanding of the text by summarizing and explaining
important ideas and information in them;
English
 (Oral Communication): 1.6, 1.7, 2.3
 (Reading & Literature Studies): 1.4, 1.8, 3.2
 (Writing): 1.2
Drama: A2.1, C1.1
• Identify and use several different listening comprehension
strategies to de-code the text;
English
 (Oral Communication): 1.3, 1.9, 2.1
 (Reading & Literature Studies): 1.2, 1.5
 (Writing): 1.2
Drama: C3.3
• Analyse a dramatic piece to determine how they communicate
ideas.
English
 (Oral Communication): 1.4, 2.2
 (Reading & Literature Studies): 1.3, 2.3, 4.2
 (Writing): 2.2, 2.3
Drama: B1.2, C3.2
1 class period
Desks in groups, then open spaces for exploring the text
Handout: Helena’s Decision, Act I, sc.1

The Activity:
• Divide the class into four or five small groups, distribute the handout and have them read
Helena’s soliloquy silently to themselves.
• Depending on the number of people in the group, have the students divide up the lines as
evenly as possible.
• Have each member of the group read their section aloud to the rest of the group.
• The students will then underline three words in each line of their assigned section that they
think are the most important.
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Example: How happy some o'er other some can be! Or whatever three words they choose.
•
•
•
•

Have the students read through the soliloquy again but this time the students speak only the
chosen words they have underlined.
Each group will then discuss the choices they have made and why.
Have the students read through once again the whole soliloquy this time emphasizing the
chosen words.
Have the groups come together and share their findings.

For Discussion:
• What words did you choose? Why?
• What are some of the key ideas in this soliloquy?
• Did you hear sounds or did the words conjure up a certain image or feeling?
• Compare the beginning, middle and end of Helena’s speech – what does this tell you about
Helena’s thought-process and state of mind?

A Midsummer Night's Dream
2014 Study Guide

Stratford Festival

24

Helena’s Decision
A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act I, scene 1

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.
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 winged Cupid painted blind.
Nor hath Love's mind of any judgement 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.
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,
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, to-morrow night,
Pursue her; and for this intelligence,
If I have thanks, it is a dear expense;
But herein mean I to enrich my pain,
To have his sight thither, and back again.
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Imaginative Ways to Approach the Text

A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM – STAGING A QUARREL
Lesson Overview:
In this lesson, the students will use their analytical and critical-thinking skills to look for staging clues in
Shakespeare’s text.
Grade Level(s)
Subject Area(s)
Curriculum
Expectations
&
Learning
Outcomes

Time Needed
Space
Materials

7-12
Language, English, Drama
By the end of the lesson students will be able to:
• Identify the important information and ideas in the text, focusing
on Shakespeare’s clues for staging;
Language/English
 (Oral Communication): 1.4, 1.7, 2.1, 2.5
 (Reading & Literature Studies): 1.4, 1.5, 2.2, 3.3
 (Writing): 2.2, 2.4, 4.2
Drama: A2.1, B1.3
• Analyse the text and explain how they help communicate meaning
and enhance effectiveness;
Language/English
 (Oral Communication): 1.5, 1.9, 2.3
 (Reading & Literature Studies): 2.3, 4.1
 (Writing): 1.2, 1.4, 2.3
Drama: B1.1, C1.2
• Use a variety of conventions to develop character and shape the
action in ensemble drama presentations.
Language/English
 (Oral Communication): 1.6, 2.3
 (Reading & Literature Studies): 1.3, 2.2, 3.2
 (Writing): 2.7
Drama: A2.2, B2.3, B3.1
2-3 class periods
Desks in groups, then open spaces for exploring the text
Handout: Act III, scene 2 Excerpt

Activity:
• Distribute the two-page handout to the class and read the excerpt together. The excerpt
illustrates the lovers’ quarrel. It’s filled with love, hate, hurt feelings, jealousy and physical
aggression.
• Have the students underline and discuss unfamiliar words and their meaning.
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•
•

•
•
•

Divide the class into groups of four students, each taking on one of the characters: Helena,
Hermia, Lysander and Demetrius. If there are extra students, have them join a group and
double-cast a role.
Have each group read aloud. Using the clues in the language, each group is to look for the
specific lines that have implied stage directions. The groups will stage their scene, working out
who stands where, what type of physical movements are required, who is speaking to whom,
how the characters react to what is going on in the scene, etc.
Allow for sufficient time for rehearsing the scene (if time permits, it is best that they memorize
the excerpted scene, otherwise, the students may use the handout in performance).
Have the groups reassemble and sit facing the performance area. Have each group perform
their interpretation of the scene.
Upon completion, have the class discuss the following:
What two or three adjectives best describes your character’s personality at this
moment?
What clues in the text helped you stage the scene?
Why do you think Shakespeare chose those specific insults to use in this scene? –
What effect did they have on the audience watching?
Compare Act I, scene 1 with this scene:




What do the lovers think about one another now?
What has changed?
Who comes off the worst in the exchange of insults? Who wins?

Post-Activity:
• Have each student write a blog about their rehearsal experiences and performance. Have them
include the following:
what insights they gained from doing this activity;
what clues they discovered in the text that helped them stage the scene;
what they discovered about their character;
the effectiveness of the colourful language or insults.
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A Midsummer Night’s Dream – Act III, scene 2
[Excerpt]
HERMIA

O me, you juggler, you canker-blossom,
You thief of love! What, have you come by night
And stol’n my love's heart from him?

HELENA

Fine, i'faith!
Have you no modesty, no maiden shame,
No touch of bashfulness? What, will you tear
Impatient answers from my gentle tongue?
Fie, fie, you counterfeit, you puppet, you!

HERMIA

Puppet? why so? - Ay, that way goes the game.
Now I perceive that she hath made compare
Between our statures; she hath urged her height,
And with her personage, her tall personage,
Her height, forsooth, she hath prevailed 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.

HELENA

I pray you, though you mock me, gentlemen,
Let her not hurt me: I was never curst;
I have no gift at all in shrewishness.
I am a right maid for my cowardice;
Let her not strike me. You perhaps may think
Because she is something lower than myself
That I can match her.

HERMIA
HELENA

Lower! Hark, again!
Good Hermia, do not be so bitter with me.
I evermore did love you, Hermia,
Did ever keep your counsels, never wronged you,
Save that, in love unto Demetrius
I told him of your stealth unto this wood.
He followed you; for love I followed him;
But he hath chid me hence, and threatened me
To strike me, spurn me, nay, to kill me too.
And now, so you will let me quiet go,
To Athens will I bear my folly back,
And follow you no further. Let me go;
You see how simple and how fond I am.

A Midsummer Night's Dream
2014 Study Guide

Stratford Festival

28

HERMIA

Why, get you gone! Who is't that hinders you?

HELENA

A foolish heart, that I leave here behind.

HERMIA

What, with Lysander?

HELENA

With Demetrius.

LYSANDER

Be not afraid; she shall not harm thee, Helena.

DEMETRIUS

No, sir, she shall not, though you take her part.

HELENA

O, when she's angry, she is keen and shrewd;
She was a vixen when she went to school,
And though she be but little, she is fierce.

HERMIA

'Little' again? Nothing but 'low' and 'little'?
Why will you suffer her to flout me thus?
Let me come to her.

LYSANDER

Get you gone, you dwarf,
You minimus, of hindering knot-grass made,
You bead, you acorn.

DEMETRIUS

You are too officious
In her behalf that scorns your services.
Let her alone: speak not of Helena;
Take not her part; for, if thou dost intend
Never so little show of love to her,
Thou shalt aby it.

LYSANDER

Now she holds me not Now follow, if thou dur’st, to try whose right,
Of thine or mine, is most in Helena.

DEMETRIUS

Follow? Nay, I'll go with thee, cheek by jowl.

HERMIA

You, mistress, all this coil is 'long of you.
Nay, go not back.

HELENA

I will not trust you, I,
Nor longer stay in your curst company.
Your hands than mine are quicker for a fray;
My legs are longer though, to run away!

Exit

I am amazed, and know not what to say.

Exit

HERMIA
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