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Week One – COMEDY AND DRAMA
Introduction to William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream

The Importance of Exposition
You have been asked to read the first two acts of the play this week.  Note how the plot lines are introduced and the relationship they have to each other.  This play is noted for the complexity and interplay of the various storylines and how they act as counterpoints to each other.

The ways that background information is given to the audience/reader and the various means by which characters and settings are introduced ‘sets the stage’ for what happens later in the play.  We refer to this introduction of important information as exposition.  The first two acts of this five-act play serve this function.

The dialogue between Theseus and Hippolyta in Act 1, scene I establishes a wedding in Athens between the upper classes as the framing action of this play which we return to in Acts 4 and 5.  The subject matter and tone are not necessarily comic but romantic and serious in nature.  This is reinforced with the introduction of a serious intergenerational struggle:  a parental authority, a father’s consent to his daughter’s choice of suitor.  The introduction of the conflict between Egeus and Hermia and the intervention of Theseus as the Duke of Athens in resolving this conflict potentially moves the tone of this play towards the tragic.  At line 118, Theseus tells Hermia “ To fit your fancies to your father’s will;/Or else the law of Athens yields you up…To death, or to a vow of single life.”(Act 1, scene ii, ll 118-121).  She must give up Lysander for her father’s choice of Demetrius and the authority of fathers, patriarchal power, is asserted at the play’s beginning.  When Lysander devises a plan to evade this power by escaping the limits of Athens, the central setting of the play, the Arden forest are introduced and it is within this setting that the action of the play moves in Act 2.  The seasonal setting is also established when Lysander states at line 167, “To do observance to a morn of May”;  May Day (May 1st) is a celebration of the return of spring and is marked by dancing, singing and when social classes come together in celebration.  Their escape to the green world of Arden away from the threatening authority of Athens is significant in moving this play towards the comic and away from the tragic. This plotline is further complicated by the introduction of Helena who is in love with Demetrius.  This complication makes possible the role reversals that happen in Act 2 and is explicitly stated by Helena in lines 240 to 242 in scene 1 of this act.
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A third storyline is introduced in the second scene of Act 1 with the entrance of the ‘craftmen’/actors, Quince, Bottom, Snug, Starveling, Flute, and Snout.  Bottom soon establishes his presence in the play as a central comic figure.  His bombastic nature links him to early comic types such as the alazon and the Magistrate in Lysistrata.  His boasting of his acting abilities (Act 1, scene ii, ll 26-41 and ll 79-84) clearly establishes the predominant tone of the play as comic ironically in relation to the acting company’s incongruent choice of play for the wedding nuptials of Theseus and Hippolyta.  The choice to perform Pyramus and Thisby, a tragedy and the source material for Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, written around the same time as this play reminds the audience of the delicate balance between comedy and tragedy.
The world of the fairies is established in Act 2, scene i of the play as well as  another conflict between couples. This fourth plotline parallels and acts as a counterpoint to the other plots. The jealousies between Oberon and Titania create disharmony in this seemingly idyllic world and the imagery establishes an uneasiness that is also unnatural.  Titania comments on the effect of revenge upon the natural environment at lines 81 to117 in scene i, Act 2.  In this scene and setting, the world of enchantment and magic are introduced.  Another important introduction is the character of Puck.  Puck is a key figure for the comedy of this play and acts as a catalyst and commentator to the play’s action.  He is a trickster and prankster as is stated on line 43, “I am that merry wanderer of the night./ I jest to Oberon, and make him smile”(Act 2, scene I, ll 43-45).  And of course, Puck’s mistake in placing the potion in the wrong Athenian’s eye (Lysander’s rather than Demetrius’) near the end of scene ii of Act 2 creates the role reversals upon which the humour of the play and its plotlines pivot.
Important Thematics of the Play
· Midsummer is the night before June 24th and marks the celebration of St. John the Baptist and its has been argued that this festival Christianizes the pagan solstice celebrations involving Maypole dancing, feasting, and singing; this becomes an important reference in the play’s themes as they relate to new growth and new beginnings marked by the celebrations of seasons of growth (spring and summer) and of couplings. 

· The theme of lunacy and madness is introduced in the first acts of the play through the numerous references to the moon and lunar phases.  This theme is linked to the madness associated with love and lust in its inconstancy and often irrationality. 
· Creativity and transformation are linked to the theme of enchantment and the supernatural.  The power of imagination becomes analogous to the art of stage craft and rivals nature.  These thematics are particularly prominent in the world of the fairies and in the art of the artisan theatrical company.
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· Parody (defined as a satiric technique that uses mockery to pay homage or to critique) is both a technique employed in the play to create comedy and also an important theme.  At its centre, this play is a parody of love and its inconstancy. Shakespeare also employs self-parody.  Drawing upon his source material for Romeo and Juliet, he mocks the tragedy of lovers in the performance of Pyramus and Thisby that is performed at the wedding celebration.  The treatment of eternal love and romantic ideals with their often tragic consequences becomes comic.  The art of imagination and the deficiencies of writers is also mocked in the play (please track this theme in the final act of the play). 
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