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                                  STORIES IN DIVERSE MEDIA

Week Two – EXPLORING VARIOUS VERSIONS OF ‘THE DREAM’
William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Acts III-V)
Note Correction:
In last week’s lecture on Shakespeare’s play, I identified the primary setting of the play as the forest of Arden; this is incorrect.  Arden is the setting in Shakespeare’s As You Like It.  The green world that the lovers escape to in this play is an unnamed forest outside of Athens.

The Structure of the Play
Last lecture, I highlighted the importance of the first two acts in establishing the central conflicts of the play, introducing characters and settings, and establishing the comedic tone.  I discussed this in relation to exposition.
In your reading of the play, pay attention to its overall structure.  The play is divided into five acts with each act, except Act five, having two scenes.  In the third act, the action of the play comes to a climax as the chaos of the love potion takes effect and Oberon and Puck use their powers to create confusion and disharmony:  Titania is infatuated with Bottom transformed with the head of an ass; Lysander loves Helena; and Demetrius also now loves Helena and as a result, Helena and Hermia quarrel.  The misalignment of couples and the disharmony create estrangements on a number of levels in this act. The topsy-turvy nature of this act becomes a source of humour and at times tension as many of the characters confront each other often on the verge of violence.  It is important to note that the act begins and ends with assurances that all will be righted and no harm will come to anyone.  At the beginning of Act Three, sc i, Bottom directs the troupe as to what should be said in the prologue:  “I have a device to make all well.  Write me a prologue, and let the prologue seem to say, we will do no harm with our swords”(ll 16-18).  He gives further instructions that no one should be frightened with lions so the audience must be reminded of the illusion of the performance.  Death, violence and fear must be avoided and of course, in Bottom’s instructions he exhibits his bombastic nature and establishes himself as the central alazon of the play.  At the end of this act, Puck directed by Oberon to right all wrongs leads the four lovers to sleep and ends the act with the lines, “Jack shall have his Jill; Nought shall go ill; The man shall have his mare again, and all shall be well.”(ll 461-463).
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Act Four moves the plotlines towards resolution.  Oberon feels remorse about the

trick he has played on Titania and asks Puck to remove the head of the ass from Bottom (line 50 & ll 66-68, Act 4, sc i).  The chaos and disharmony will seem as if it were the fancy of a dream (ll 72-80).  The reuniting of Oberon and Titania re-establishes harmony and signals the coming nuptial celebrations of Theseus and Hippolyta.  In this act, the various plots come together in resolution as Theseus discovering the four lovers in the woods, states, “No doubt they rose up early to observe/The rite of May; and, hearing our intent,/Came here in grace of our solemnity. (Act 4, sc i, ll 135-137).  Theseus overrides Egeus’s will and affirms the rights of lovers by sanctioning the unions of these two couples- Lysander to Hermia and Demetrius to Helena.  This signals the play’s return to Athens for Act Five.  Scene I of Act Four ends with Bottom’s soliloquy and prepares the audience for the comedy of scene ii of this act as the troupe prepares for their performance.  It is a celebratory scene that sets the tone for the wedding celebration of Act Five and ‘sets the stage’ for the play within the play (the performance of a tragedy is contained within the overall comic tone of this play and the antics of Bottom and the other actors in the troupe). Act Four ends with Bottom saying, “I do not doubt but to hear them say it is a sweet comedy.” (ll 44-45).
Resolution is achieved in the final act of the play.  This takes the form of a communal celebration that recalls the first scene of Act One.  The wedding feast of Theseus and Hippolyta that is a framing action for the play also contains the joy and regeneration of all of the couples and parallels the dance of the fairies led by Oberon and Titania as they bless these couples at the end of the play.  The buffoonery of the acting style of the artisan troupe and in particular Bottom serves as an incongruity to the content of the tragedy they are performing and it is this irony on which Theseus and others comment throughout the performance.  In this commentary, Theseus reminds Hippolyta that imagination can amend whatever deficiencies exist in the performance of the play (ll 211-218).  This reminder prepares us for Puck’s epilogue at the play’s conclusion.  This epilogue stands outside the dramatic action of the play but is very much linked to it through these parallels with Theseus’ comments.  Puck’s direct address to the audience (Please view the YouTube compilation of five different performances of this epilogue and mark the range of interpretations;  the other YouTube links to the play are not necessary for you to view but you can certainly sample them.) underscores the equivalencies made between the play and dream, and between imagination/art and magic.
The Lunacy of Love and the Importance of Parody
Theseus’s lines at the beginning of Act Five emphasize a central theme of this play:  the madness that is love in its fancy and inconstancy.  Shakespeare mocks eternal love and uses parody to comment on the fluid nature of attraction.  What
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Theseus gives voice to at lines 4 to 22 in the final act of the play is important to the drama’s imagery and makes important connections between art, love and madness.  The world that this play establishes like most conventional comedic worlds is one where reason and rational thought must be suspended so that ‘play’ can have full reign, where “the lunatic, the lover, and the poet/Are of imagination all compact.”(ll 7-8). Most of the action of this play takes place under moonlight and the influence of lunar phases of change.  It also takes place within the forest outside of Athens and free of legal and social structures.  The power of fairies and the supernatural world they inhabit influences both the characters who enter this world and the audience that shares this experience.  Creative fancy and imagination both on stage and off the stage as Theseus, Puck and Shakespeare remind us are critical to the creation of art and its amendment.
Two Central Comedic Characters – Bottom and Puck
As I have stated earlier in this lecture, Bottom is an alazon (stock comic character).  He has an exaggerated sense of self and this is often expressed in his boasting that he can and must play most of the parts in Pyramus and Thisby.  His bombastic nature is mocked by Puck’s trick that quite literally makes an ass of him.  Bottom is a source of humour through his buffoonery as he commands the fairies under Titania to attend to him and irony is created in dialogue referring to beastial metaphors when he has no knowledge of how he appears (Act 4,sc I, ll 25-28 and ll 34-37).  Like other alazons, Bottom lacks self-awareness and yet insists on asserting self-importance.
Puck is a counterpoint to Bottom and is the eiron or trickster in the play.  He is responsible for much of the confusion and chaos within the play.  He puts the potion in the wrong Athenian’s eye and he tells Oberon at lines 351-352 (Act 3, sc ii) that he takes pleasure in the sport.  He is a self-professed jester to Oberon and is a source of self-parody in the commentary about the deficiency of the performance that he makes in his epilogue.  The trick that is art can always be amended through dream and imagination and an audience’s applause.
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