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Introduction

William Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's Dream, believed to have been written
between 1595 and 1596, stands as one of his most cherished and enduring comedies.
Its enchanting blend of romance, magic, and humor has kept audiences and readers
spellbound for over four centuries. Set in a world that shifts between the order of
Athens and the wild, mysterious magic of a nearby forest, the play offers an
exploration of the joys, confusions, and sometimes absurdities of love’s power. At the
heart of A Midsummer Night’s Dream is the interplay of reality and illusion, a hallmark
of Shakespeare’s craft, which challenges us to question what is real and what is
imagined.

The play’s narrative intricacy comes from the fascinating ways its multiple plots
intertwine. A royal wedding in Athens, young lovers fleeing authority, amateur actors
rehearsing a ludicrous play, and the caprices of the fairy realm all collide in the
moonlit woods. Shakespeare draws us into the enchantment and confusion of the
midsummer night, where magical interventions upset established order and familiar
identities are transformed—or at least, revealed in new and humorous ways.

Through these twists and tangles, A Midsummer Night’s Dream explores some of the
most timeless questions in literature: What governs the human heart? How does
society shape our desires, and how do we attempt to defy or escape its boundaries?
The play raises issues of authority, control, freedom, and resistance, particularly in its
portrayal of parental power and the determination of the young lovers to assert their
own destinies. At the same time, Shakespeare’s intricate use of dramatic irony,
wordplay, and lyrical poetry deepens the play’s comedic impact and philosophical
resonances.

Equally important is the pervasive theme of transformation. Dreams, spells, and
theatrical performances blur the lines between what is authentic and what is artifice.
The play-within-the-play performed by the Mechanicals parodies and pays tribute to
the power of theatre itself, inviting the audience to reflect on their own roles as
observers and participants in the spell of storytelling. From these layers of
performance and narrative, Shakespeare crafts a world that is at once familiar and
utterly fantastical.

Beyond its artistic merits, A Midsummer Night’s Dream is rooted in the social,
historical, and cultural context of Elizabethan England, reflecting the period’s
fascination with mythology, folklore, and the supernatural. Its settings and characters
evoke both the order of classical civilization and the wilder beliefs of popular culture.
The play captures the anxieties and aspirations of its age, yet does so in a mode that
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continues to feel vital and contemporary.

This volume, Notes on A Midsummer Night's Dream: Notes and Commentary for
Students on the Play by Shakespeare, is designed to guide English literature students
through the complexity and richness of the play. Drawing on literary analysis,
historical context, character studies, and critical debates, each chapter aims to
illuminate different aspects of this multifaceted work. Whether you are encountering
the play for the first time or returning to it with fresh questions, these notes will help
you appreciate its wit, beauty, and enduring significance.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical and Cultural Background of
A Midsummer Night's Dream

To truly appreciate the layers of meaning and humor in A Midsummer Night's Dream,
it's helpful to step back in time and understand the world in which William
Shakespeare wrote it. This was Elizabethan England, a dynamic era spanning the
latter half of the sixteenth century, marked by significant cultural shifts, deeply held
beliefs, and a vibrant, if sometimes volatile, social landscape. The play, likely penned
between 1595 and 1596, is a product of this environment, weaving together threads of
classical learning, English folklore, and contemporary social customs.

One of the defining characteristics of the Elizabethan age was a renewed interest in
the literature and mythology of ancient Greece and Rome. This period, often referred
to as the English Renaissance, saw scholars and artists looking back to classical
antiquity for inspiration. Shakespeare, while not university educated in the same way
as some of his contemporaries, was clearly steeped in classical knowledge, likely
gained through his grammar school education and wide reading. The inclusion of
figures like Theseus, the Duke of Athens, and Hippolyta, the Amazonian queen,
directly reflects this fascination with classical mythology. Their impending marriage
provides the formal, ordered backdrop against which the play's chaotic events unfold,
grounding the fantasy in a recognizable, albeit idealized, classical setting.

Beyond the classical allusions, Elizabethan England was a place where belief in the
supernatural was widespread and deeply ingrained in daily life. Fairies, spirits,
witches, and other mystical beings were not merely the stuff of children's tales; they
were considered real entities that could influence the human world. People believed in
the power of magic, both benevolent and malevolent, and took precautions against
perceived supernatural threats. This cultural context makes the presence of Oberon,
Titania, Puck, and their fairy retinue in A Midsummer Night's Dream far less fantastical
to a contemporary audience than it might seem to us today. The fairies' meddling,
their quarrels, and their use of magical potions would have resonated with an
audience that genuinely believed in such possibilities.

Midsummer Eve itself, the traditional setting for the play's central events in the forest,
held particular significance in Elizabethan folklore. Celebrated around the summer
solstice (officially June 24th, St. John's Day), it was a time associated with heightened
supernatural activity. The veil between the human world and the spirit world was
believed to be thinnest on this night, making it a prime time for encountering fairies,
ghosts, and other mystical creatures. Midsummer festivals often involved bonfires,
feasting, dancing, and rituals intended to ensure good harvests, ward off evil spirits,
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and even predict future love matches. The chaotic and transformative events that
befall the lovers and the Mechanicals in the enchanted forest on this magical night are
thus directly tied to the potent folklore surrounding Midsummer.

The character of Puck, also known as Robin Goodfellow, is a prime example of
Shakespeare drawing directly from English folklore. Robin Goodfellow was a well-
known figure in popular belief, a mischievous sprite or hobgoblin often associated with
household pranks and rural landscapes. He was seen as capricious and unpredictable,
sometimes helpful but often causing trouble for his own amusement. Shakespeare's
portrayal of Puck, with his famous line "Lord, what fools these mortals be!", perfectly
captures this traditional image of the playful, sometimes disruptive, fairy figure. While
Elizabethan views on fairies could sometimes lean towards the malevolent,
Shakespeare's fairies, particularly Puck, are often more mischievous and comical than
truly evil, reflecting a potential shift or artistic interpretation of these folklore figures
on the stage.

Marriage was another cornerstone of Elizabethan society, and the play's opening
conflict immediately highlights the prevailing social norms surrounding it. In this era,
marriage was often viewed less as a romantic union based on individual choice and
more as a social and economic contract between families. Fathers, like Egeus, held
significant authority over their daughters' marital prospects, and a daughter's defiance
could have severe consequences, including disinheritance or forced entry into a
convent. The Athenian law Egeus invokes, giving him the power to compel Hermia's
marriage to Demetrius or condemn her to death or a life of chastity, accurately
reflects the patriarchal structure and the limited agency afforded to women in
choosing their husbands.

While the legal age for marriage was relatively young (12 for girls and 14 for boys with
parental consent, though 21 was the age of full consent), arranged marriages were
common, particularly among the nobility, aimed at consolidating wealth, status, or
political alliances. The idea of marrying for love, while present, often took a backseat
to practical considerations. This societal pressure provides the initial dramatic tension
in the play, driving Hermia and Lysander to seek refuge and freedom from these rigid
expectations in the wild, unordered space of the forest. The clandestine nature of their
elopement underscores that they are operating outside the bounds of Athenian law
and custom.

The play's juxtaposition of the ordered world of Athens with the chaotic freedom of the
forest is perhaps one of its most significant reflections of the Elizabethan worldview.
Athens, under the rule of Theseus, represents civilization, law, and the established
social hierarchy. The forest, in contrast, is a liminal space, a place of wildness, magic,
and the suspension of normal rules. This binary resonated with an age that was
grappling with the forces of order and disorder, the known and the unknown. The
forest becomes a stage where societal constraints are loosened, identities are blurred,
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and the irrational aspects of human nature, particularly in love, are allowed to run
rampant, influenced by supernatural forces.

The Renaissance also saw a rise in humanism, a philosophical movement that
emphasized the value and agency of human beings. While the play is full of
supernatural elements, the focus on the experiences, emotions, and follies of the
human characters, particularly the lovers and the Mechanicals, aligns with this
growing interest in the human condition. Shakespeare explores the inner lives and
motivations of his characters, even as they are subject to external magical forces. This
blend of the human and the supernatural, the rational and the irrational, is a hallmark
of Shakespeare's genius and reflects the complex intellectual currents of his time.

The presence of the Mechanicals, the group of Athenian craftsmen, also offers a
glimpse into the social fabric of Elizabethan England. These characters represent the
lower classes, and their inclusion in the play, particularly their earnest but clumsy
attempt to perform a play for the Duke's wedding, highlights the diverse levels of
society and the burgeoning interest in theatre as a form of popular entertainment
across all social strata. Their interactions and language often provide much of the
play's comic relief, rooted in their everyday concerns and their amateurish theatrical
aspirations.

In essence, A Midsummer Night's Dream is deeply embedded in the historical and
cultural soil of Elizabethan England. Shakespeare drew upon the prevailing fascination
with classical mythology, the widespread belief in folklore and the supernatural, the
specific traditions associated with Midsummer Eve, and the societal norms
surrounding marriage and patriarchal authority. By blending these disparate elements
and setting them against the backdrop of a rigid Athenian court and a wild, enchanted
forest, Shakespeare created a play that not only entertained his contemporaries but
also offered a mirror to their beliefs, anxieties, and the timeless human experience of
love and its bewildering complexities. The play's enduring appeal is a testament to
Shakespeare's ability to transform the specific cultural ingredients of his time into a
universally resonant work of art.
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