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KEY LITERARY ELEMENTS 

SETTING 

The action is first set in Medieval Athens, where Theseus is 
referred to by the medieval title of "Duke" and not as King. His 
forthcoming marriage with Hippolyta sets the merry mood of the 
play. Later the action shifts to the woods nearby Athens, which is 
inhabited by fairies and their King Oberon and Queen Titania. It 
is an appropriate setting for a play where fairies and mortals jostle 
with each other like in a dream. 

Table of Contents 

CHARACTERS 

Characters are drawn from three different worlds: the Athenian 
Gentry, the Craftsmen of Athens, and the Fairy World. 

The Athenian Gentry: 

Theseus - the Duke of Athens, who is admired by the people. He 
is a noble warrior; after defeating Hippolyta, the queen of the 
Amazons, he decides to marry her. Their wedding is to take place 
in four days. 

Hippolyta - the queen of the Amazons. She was defeated by 
Theseus and is now betrothed to him. 

Hermia - the daughter of Egeus who is in love with Lysander. 
She refuses to marry Demetrius, the youth chosen by her father; 
as a result, she faces the death penalty, per an ancient Athenian 
law. 

Lysander - the Athenian youth who is in love with and marries 
Hermia. 

Demetrius - the man chosen by Egeus to marry his daughter, 
Hermia. He had been in love with Helena, but has now shifted his 
attention to Hermia. In the end gives up his claim on Hermia and 
marries Helena. 

Helena - Hermia's friend, who was once loved by Demetrius. In 
spite of his desertion of her, she continues to love him and is 
married to him at the end of the play. 

Egeus - the father of Hermia. He is an obstinate old man who 
insists that his daughter should either marry Demetrius or face 
death. He finally relents and allows Hermia to marry Lysander. 

Philostrate - the master of ceremonies in Duke Theseus' court. 

The Craftsmen of Athens: 

Nick Bottom - a weaver by profession. He is harmlessly 
conceited and believes that he could play all roles in any drama. It 
is rather ironic that he is made to wear an ass's head during the 
play. 

In the interlude presented on the wedding of Theseus and 
Hippolyta, he plays Pyramus. 

Peter Quince - a carpenter who organizes the interlude and reads 
its prologue. 

Francis Flute - a bellows mender who plays Thisbe in the 
interlude. 

Tom Snout - a tinker who is the wall in the interlude. 

Snug - a joiner who is the lion in the interlude. 

Starveling - a tailor who plays Moonshine in the interlude. 

Fairy Kingdom: 

Oberon - the King of the fairies. In his attempt to teach Titania a 
lesson, he causes the confusion that contributes a great deal to the 
dramatic action of the play. 

Titania - the fairy queen who has quarreled with Oberon over a 
changeling boy. She is put under a magic spell by Oberon and 
falls in love with Nick Bottom. 

Puck or Robin Good Fellow - Oberon's attendant and a 
mischievous spirit who is given to pranks. 

Peace Blossom, Cobweb, Moth, Mustardseed - the fairies that 
attend Titania. CONFLICT 

In this play, Shakespeare has woven together three different 
worlds to create a most colorful tapestry of words. In these 
different worlds there are different conflicting interests, but they 
do not hurt or harm. The play is basically a romantic comedy of 
situation, where incidents are more important than individuals. 

Protagonist: 

The protagonist is true love, as represented by three couples: 
Hermia and Lysander, Helena and Demetrius, and Hippolyta and 
Theseus. The whole play centers around the central idea of lovers 
finding one another and being free to marry. 

Antagonist: 

The antagonist is the group of forces that conspire to prevent the 
true lovers from being joined in matrimony. As stated in Act I, the 
course of true love never runs smoothly. Egeus opposes the love 
between Hermia and Lysander and goes to the extent of 
demanding Hermia's death if she does not marry Demetrius. He, 
therefore, also drives a wedge between Helena and Demetrius. 
The fairies, through their mixed-up magic, also confuse Lysander 
and Demetrius, who both are made to fall in love with Helena, a 
fact that causes Hermia to be jealous and angry. 

Climax: 

The climax in A Midsummer Night's Dream occurs when Puck, 
the fairy, removes the spell from Lysander, allowing true love to 
run its normal course. Hermia and Lysander are united; accepting 
that he cannot have Hermia, Demetrius reasserts his love for 
Helena. Egeus has no choice but to accept Lysander and agrees 
that he can marry Hermia. Theseus invites the two couples to 
marry at the same time he marries Hippolyta. 

Outcome: 

The play ends in comedy, for true love prevails, and three couples 
are happily united. PLOT (Synopsis) 

Theseus, the Duke of Athens, is betrothed to Hippolyta, the queen 
of the Amazons. As they are discussing their marriage, which is 
just four days away, Egeus, an Athenian, comes to Theseus with a 
complaint that his daughter Hermia has refused to marry 
Demetrius, an Athenian youth chosen by him. He insists that 
Hermia be put to death, per the law prevailing in Athens. Theseus 
wants to give Hermia four days time to either agree to marry 
Demetrius or face death. 

Hermia is in love with Lysander and does not want to marry 
Demetrius, who has been unfaithful to Helena. The lovers decide 
to leave Athens and go to Lysander's aunt, who lives seven 
leagues from Athens, where Athenian law cannot be enforced. 
They decide to meet the following night in the woods outside 
Athens. They reveal their plan to the heart-broken Helena in an 
attempt to console her. Helena decides to inform Demetrius about 
this plan, for she is certain that he will reward her for the 
information. She expects that Demetrius will pursue the lovers 
and decides to follow him to the woods. 

The woods outside Athens is a favorite haunt of a band of fairies 
headed by Oberon and Titania. They have of late fought over a 
changeling boy who is in the care of Titania. Oberon demands 
that Titania give the boy to his page. Titania refuses and Oberon 
decides to teach her a lesson. He sends Puck, his attendant, to 
fetch the flower, called love-in-idleness, which has a magical 
quality. If the juice of the flower is squeezed over the eyes of a 
person who is asleep, it makes the person fall in love with the 
object he/she first sees on waking up. He decides to cast this spell 
over Titania. 

As he is waiting for Puck to return with the flower, Helena and 
Demetrius enter the scene. All Helena's pleas are ignored by 
Demetrius, who is in pursuit of Hermia. Oberon feels sorry for 
Helena and decides to help her. When Puck arrives, he tells him to 
go in search of an Athenian youth with a lady and anoints his eyes 
with the juice of the flower. Oberon himself goes to Titania with 
the flower. 

Puck mistakes Lysander and Hermia for Demetrius and Helena 
and squeezes the juice on Lysander's eyes. Meanwhile, Helena 
comes that way. Seeing Lysander, she calls out to him. Lysander 
wakes up, sees Helena, and falls in love with her. Helena thinks 
that he is teasing her and runs away from him, but Lysander 
pursues her. 

In another part of the woods, the workmen from Athens have 
gathered to rehearse a play that they plan to present in honor of 
their Duke to celebrate his wedding. Puck sees them and decides 
to play a trick on them. He places an ass's head on Nick Bottom's 
shoulders. When his friends see Bottom transformed, they are 
scared and run away. Bottom feels that they are all trying to play a 
prank on him. To show them that he is not afraid, he starts 
"surging." The noise wakes up Titania, who is under the spell of 
love-in-idleness. She sees Nick Bottom and falls in love with him. 

Oberon notices Demetrius still professing love to Hermia and 
realizes that Puck has made a mistake. Hermia spurns Demetrius 
and goes in search of Lysander. Demetrius, exhausted, falls 
asleep. Oberon orders Puck to bring Helena there and squeezes 
the juice of the flower on the eyes of Demetrius. Puck brings 
Helena to the scene, followed by Lysander. Demetrius wakes up 
and falls for Helena. Thus, both men are in love with the same 
girl, and Helena believes that they are both playing a cruel joke on 
her. Hermia arrives on the scene too. She is shocked to see the 
change in Lysander. Demetrius and Lysander decide to settle the 
matter by fighting a duel and move into the woods. They are 
followed by Helena and Hermia, quarreling with each other. Oberon chides Puck for the mix-up and instructs him to cause a 
fog and lead the lovers into each other's path. When they fall 
asleep, Oberon tells Puck to squeeze an antidote on Lysander's 
eyes. Oberon goes to Titania and succeeds in making her give up 
the boy, because she is now in love with Nick Bottom. Then he 
removes the spell from her. 

Puck manages to separate Lysander and Demetrius as they are 
preparing for the duel. Through the fog he leads them to the same 
spot. When they fall asleep, he removes the spell from Lysander. 

Theseus and Hippolyta lead their people to the woods to begin the 
wedding festivities. They find Helena, Demetrius, Hermia, and 
Lysander fast asleep. When they wake up, Demetrius gives up his 
claim on Hermia and professes his love for Helena. Lysander is 
restored to Hermia. Theseus is quite happy with this turn of events 
and announces that all the weddings will be solemnized on the 
same day. 

Puck has removed the ass's head from Nick Bottom, and he has 
returned to his friends. On the wedding night, he and his friends 
present the interlude, "The Most Lamentable Comedy and Most 
Cruel Death of Pyramus and Thisbe," much to the merriment of 
the company. Theseus and others retire for the night, and the 
scene is taken over again by the fairies with their songs and 
dance. ACT I, Scene 1 

Summary 

The play opens in the court of Theseus, Duke of Athens. He is 
discussing with Hippolyta their marriage, which is four days 
away; Theseus longingly hopes that the time will pass swiftly. He 
instructs Philostrate, the master of ceremonies, to organize the 
youth of Athens to prepare some merriments for the wedding 
celebration. As Theseus is planning to banish sorrow from the 
face of Athens, Egeus enters with Hermia, Lysander, and 
Demetrius. 

Egeus is an Athenian who has chosen Demetrius to marry his 
daughter, Hermia. Since Hermia is in love with Lysander, she has 
refused to marry Demetrius, who had recently been in love with 
Helena, Hermia's friend. Hermia's pleas fail to move either her 
father or the Duke. In fact, Egeus demands that Theseus should 
enforce the ancient law of Athens which says that a daughter 
should either marry the man her father chooses for her or face 
death. Theseus advises Hermia "to fit her fancies to her father's 
will" and marry Demetrius or be prepared either to die or to 
remain single for the rest of her life. 

Hermia and Lysander are left alone and bemoan the fact that "the 
course of true love never did run smooth." However, they decide 
to run away to Lysander's aunt, who lives about seven leagues 
away, where the cruel Athenian law cannot be put to force. There 
they will be free to marry. In order to escape together, they decide 
to meet the following night in the woods. As they finalize their 
plans, a distraught Helena enters and speaks about the misfortune 
of having been deserted by Demetrius. Helena is assured that 
Demetrius will no longer pursue Hermia since the lovers plan to 
run away and marry. 

Hermia and Lysander leave, and Helena is left alone. In her 
anxiety to please Demetrius, Helena decides to tell him of 
Hermia's plans. She is certain that Demetrius will go to woods, 
and she decides to follow him there. Notes 

The opening scenes are always of great importance in 
Shakespeare's plays, for the main characters and the basic conflict 
are normally introduced; additionally, they often foreshadow the 
course of action the play will take. In this opening scene, all three 
couples are introduced, all of them in person though not all 
together. The conflict is also set, for Hermia's father has forbade 
her to marry Lysander, her true love; instead, he wants her to wed 
Demetrius, who is the lover of her good friend Helena. It is 
obvious that the play will certain on the resolution of the 
problems of these lovers. 

Shakespeare's romantic comedies usually open in the bright 
daylight in a court or a palace, where romance and music are in 
the air. The opening scene of A Midsummer Night's Dream is no 
exception. It opens in the court of Theseus, where his marriage is 
about to take place. Though Theseus and Hippolyta met as 
enemies on the battlefield, Theseus has put aside all enmity and 
fallen deeply in love with the Queen of the Amazons. In fact, 
Theseus wants to send "melancholy to its funeral" and promises to 
wed Hippolyta "with pomp, with triumph, and with reveling." The 
joyous mood of Theseus immediately sets the overall light- 
hearted mood of the entire play. Later in the scene, when Egeus 
demands the enforcement of the ancient Athenian law, the mood 
swings to anxiety; but the scene ends on a note of hope when the 
lovers decide to run away and marry in a place where the law of 
Athens cannot be enforced. Therefore, the entire first scene 
clearly indicates that this drama is going to be about a world of 
love and comedy where no harsh aspects of human emotions are 
allowed to flourish. 

The greatest outward conflict in the play is presented in this first 
scene. Egeus, a father who is angry over his daughter's 
disobedience, wants Hermia put to death if she will not give in to 
his demands about whom she should marry. The beautiful 
Hermia, however, is determined to marry a man of her choice and 
refuses to obey her father and marry Demetrius, especially since 
her own good friend Helena is in love with him. Theseus, as the 
ruler of Athens has to abide by the law of the land; therefore, he 
tells Hermia that if she does not marry her father's choice she will 
be sentenced to death or a life without a husband. It is obvious 
that Theseus does not like such a harsh sentence; neither does he 
like spoiling his happy mood with such problems. 

Lysander, Hermia's lover, proves that he is cunning and 
levelheaded. Even though it is a time of crisis for Hermia and 
him, he thinks calmly and arrives at a workable solution to their 
problem. If they escape Athens and go to his aunt's house, Hermia 
and Lysander will be able to marry and escape punishment, for 
the cruel Athenian laws do not stretch seven leagues outside of 
town. Through the escape plot, Shakespeare adds much interest to 
the action and captures the attention of the audience, who are 
thoroughly absorbed in the play by the end of the opening scene. 

In A Midsummer Night's Dream, Shakespeare weaves three 
different worlds: the Athenian Gentry, the Craftsmen of Athens, 
and the Fairy Kingdom of Oberon and Titania. He introduces all 
three worlds in the first three scenes of the play. The opening 
scene introduces the Gentry of Athens, including Theseus (the 
Duke of Athens), Hippolyta (his betrothed), Hermia and Lysander 
(the second pair of lovers), Helena and Demetrius (the third 
couple who are not yet seen together), and Egeus (Hermia's angry 
father). Philostrate, a minor character, is also introduced for a 
purpose; he becomes the bridge between the Athenian Gentry and 
the Craftsmen of Athens, who are asked to create an 
entertainment for the wedding celebration. It is Philostrate who 
will organize the craftsmen and orchestrate the interlude. 

Finally, the opening scene suggests a shift of action to the woods, 
where Hermia, Lysander, Demetrius, and Helena are going to 
converge. Of course, the woods are also the place where the fairy 
kingdom is housed. ACT I, Scene 2 

Summary 

A group of craftsmen have been instructed to present a play to 
honor Duke Theseus on his wedding day. They have decided on 
the play, "The Most Lamentable Comedy and Most Cruel Death 
of Pyramus and Thisbe." As the scene opens, they are assigning 
the roles. Peter Quince seems to be the natural leader of the group, 
even though the more humorous Nick Bottom has decided to steal 
the show. Nick is to play the hero Pyramus, and Francis Flute is to 
play Thisbe. Starveling, Tom Snout, and Snug have also been 
assigned their roles. The group decides to meet the following 
night in the nearby woods in order to rehearse the play without 
interruption. Notes 

The second scene introduces Shakespeare's second world - that of 
the Athenian Craftsmen. To indicate the change in status between 
the gentry of the first scene and the craftsmen of this second 
scene, the language immediately shifts from the high, flowery 
poetry of the aristocracy to the commonplace prose of the 
working class. There is also a contrast between the simple, and at 
times crude, behavior of the common people with the 
sophistication of the gentry 

This scene reveals Shakespeare's capacity to laugh at himself as a 
dramatist, as well as at other previous and contemporary 
dramatists. The title of the play that the craftsmen plan to present 
is a parody of an actual drama, "A Lamentable tragedy mixed full 
of pleasant mirth containing the life of Combyses, King of 
Persia," which was published in 1570. Shakespeare is laughing at 
the needless wordiness of both the titles. 

The craftsmen are all presented as realistic characters. Peter 
Quince, the carpenter with a calm self-assurance, is the organizer 
of the group; he is able to put the overly enthusiastic Nick Bottom 
in his place. Nick is the harmless, though conceited, weaver who 
believes that he could successfully play all the roles in the play, 
including the hero, the heroine, and the lion; he is a typical 
Shakespearean comic character -- a loud-mouth who thinks he is 
better than his friends. Francis Flute, Snug Snout, and Starveling 
are minor characters who are not sure of their own essentiality. 

The reactions of the craftsmen to the roles assigned to them 
contribute a great deal of humor to the play. When Bottom is 
offered the hero's role, he asks, "What is Pyramus? -- a lover or a 
tyrant?" He is sure that when he performs with all of his emotions, 
he will "move storms." Flute, who is to play Thisbe, wonders if 
the character is a noble knight. When he is informed that it is the 
lady whom Pyramus loves, he has a great concern about his beard. 
When Snug is told he is the lion, he is worried about his lines, 
since he is "slow of study." Compare this anxiety with Bottom's 
bragging, "Let me play the lion too." Bottom feels enthusiastic 
about the lion's role because he could roar so well that the Duke 
would say, "Let him roar again; Let him roar again." Quince 
reminds him that if he roared too loud he would scare the ladies 
which would "hang us all, every mother's son." 

Shakespeare throws light here on the English society of the time. 
Puritans, a group of austere Christians who looked down upon the 
pastimes of the people, were becoming stronger. Their targets 
included the theatre and stage artists. The actors were often part of 
touring groups and were frequently accused of stealing and were 
punished. As a result, Shakespeare had to exercise utmost care 
while writing a play in order not to offend the powers that be. 

Technically the scene is also important, for it introduces 
Shakespeare's second group and links it to the woods, which will 
become an important setting in the play. The connecting link 
between the gentry and these workmen is Philostrate, who had 
been requested in the first scene to organize merriments to 
celebrate the wedding. In this scene, the group's decision to 
rehearse in the woods brings them to the same scene of action 
where, earlier, the lovers had decided to move.
