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INTRODUCTION

Shakespeare is the poet of double vision. The father of twins, he was a mingler of comedy and tragedy, low life and high, prose and verse. He was a countryman who worked in the city, a teller of English folktales who was equally versed in the mythology of ancient Greece and Rome. His mind and world were poised between Catholicism and Protestantism, old feudal ways and new bourgeois ambitions, rational thinking and visceral instinct. A Midsummer Night’s Dream is one of his truly essential works because nowhere else is his double vision more apparent than in this play’s movement between the city and the wood, day and night, reason and imagination, waking life and dream.

MAGICAL THINKING

Wood, night, imagination, dream. These are the coordinates of the second form of sight, which is best described as magical thinking. It is the mode of being that belongs to visionaries, astrologers, “wise women,” and poets. It conjures up a world animated with energies and spirit forces; it finds correspondences between earthly things and divine. The eye that sees in this way rolls “in a fine frenzy,” as Theseus says, glancing “from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven.” It “bodies forth / The forms of things unknown,” “Turns them to shapes and gives to airy nothing / A local habitation and a name.”

Magical thinking answers a deep human need. It is a way of making sense of things that would otherwise seem painfully arbitrary—things like love and beauty. An ugly birthmark on a baby would be explained away by the suggestion that the infant might be a “changeling child,” swapped in the cradle by some night-tripping fairy. The sheer chance involved in the process of what we now call sexual chemistry may be rationalized in the story of the magic properties of the juice of the flower called love-in-idleness. And in a world dependent on an agricultural economy, bad harvests were somehow more palatable if explained by the intervention of malicious sprites upon the vicissitudes of the weather.

In the age of candle and rushlight, nights were seriously dark. The night was accordingly imagined to be seriously different from the day. The very fact of long hours of light itself conferred a kind of magic upon midsummer night. This is the night of the year when magical thinking is given full rein. For centuries, the summer solstice had been a festive occasion celebrated with bonfires, feasting, and merrymaking.

Theseus and Hippolyta never meet Oberon and Titania. In the original performance, the respective roles were likely to have been doubled. The contentious king and queen of fairies thus become the dark psychological doubles of the betrothed courtly couple. The correspondence inevitably calls into question the joy of the match between Athenian and Amazon. Oberon actually accuses Titania of having led Theseus “through the glimmering night” when he deserted “Perigenia whom he ravishèd,” of having made the day duke break faith with a succession of paramours. Shakespeare loves to set up an antithesis, then knock it down. Here he implies that there is ultimately no sharp distinction between day and night: the sexual ethics of Theseus are perhaps as dubious as those of the adulterous child-possessor Titania.

Authority figures, representatives of the day world of political power, win little sympathy in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. For the lovers, the forest may be a place of confused identity, but at least it is an escape from the patriarchal matchmaking of Egeus. In the audience, the characters with whom we engage most warmly are neither monarchs nor lords, but the mischief-making Robin Goodfellow and the ineffable weaver, Bottom. Each in his way is an embodiment of the theatrical spirit that animates everything that is most gloriously Shakespearean. Always a man of the theater, Shakespeare lives in a world of illusion and make-believe that hits at deepest truths; he knows that his world is fundamentally sympathetic to those other counter-worlds which we call dream and magic.

Robin the Puck compares the mortals to fools in a fond pageant: he has a right to think of himself as author of the play, since it is his dispensing of the love juice that fuels the plot. As for Bottom, at one level he is a bad actor. In both rehearsal and performance of “Pyramus and Thisbe,” it becomes clear that he does not really understand the rules of the theatrical game. But at a deeper level, he is a true dramatic genius: he is gifted with the child’s grace to suspend his disbelief. As Pyramus, he puts up a pretty poor performance; as Ass, it is another matter. The comic deficiency of “Pyramus and Thisbe” is that the actors keep telling us that they haven’t become their characters. The Assification of Bottom is, by contrast, akin to those brilliant assumptions of disguise—Rosalind becoming Ganymede in As You Like It, Viola as Cesario in Twelfth Night—through which Shakespeare simultaneously reminds us that we are in the theater (an actor is always in disguise) and helps us to forget where we are (we willingly suspend our disbelief). In that forgetting, we participate in the mystery of magical thinking. With Bottom himself, we in the audience may say “I have had a most rare vision.”

Many members of Shakespeare’s original audience, steeped as they were in the New Testament, would have recognized Bottom’s account of his dream as an allusion—with the attributes of the different senses comically garbled—to a famous passage in the First Epistle to the Corinthians, in which St. Paul says that the eye of man has not seen and the ear of man has not heard the glories that will await us when we enter the Kingdom of Heaven. In the Geneva translation of the Bible, which Shakespeare knew well, the passage speaks of how the human spirit searches “the bottom of God’s secrets.” Jesus said that in order to enter his kingdom, one had to make oneself as a child. The same may be said of the kingdom of theater. It is because Bottom has the uncynical, believing spirit of a child that he is vouchsafed his vision. At the same time, Shakespeare himself offers a dangerously grown-up image of what heaven might be like: the weaver may be innocent but the fairy queen is an embodiment of sexual experience. The “virgin queen” Elizabeth was also known as England’s “fairy queen” and the wood in which the action takes place, with its “nine men’s morris” and English wildflowers, is more domestic than Athenian, so there must have been an inherent political risk in the representation of a sexually voracious Titania. Shakespeare perhaps introduced Oberon’s apparent allusion to a chaste Elizabeth—the “fair vestal thronèd by the west”—in order to dismiss any identification of Titania with the real-life fairy queen who he knew would at some point be a spectator of the play.

METAMORPHOSIS

The comedy and the charm of the Dream depend on a certain fragility. Good comedy is tragedy narrowly averted, while fairy charm is only safe from sentimentality if attached to some potential for the grotesque. Fairies only deserve to be believed in when they have the capacity to be seriously unpleasant. Of course we laugh when Bottom wears the head of an ass and makes love to a queen, but the image deliberately courts the suggestion of bestiality.

In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Shakespeare’s favorite book and the source for the tale of “Pyramus and Thisbe,” people are driven by bestial desires and are rewarded by being transformed into animals. In Shakespeare, the ass’s head is worn in play, but it remains the closest thing in the drama of his age to an actual animal metamorphosis onstage.

Ovid was rational Rome’s great counter-visionary, its magical thinker. His theme is transformation, the inevitability of change. Book fifteen of the Metamorphoses offers a philosophical discourse on the subject, mediated via the philosophy of Pythagoras. From here Shakespeare got many of those images of transience that roll through his Sonnets, but in the Dream he celebrates the transfiguring and enduring power of night vision, of second sight.

Night is the time for fantasy and for love, the time in which your wildest hopes may be indulged but your worst nightmares may have to be confronted. The action in the forest fills the space between the betrothal and the wedding celebration of Theseus and Hippolyta. For the young lovers it is also a time-between, the time, that is to say, of maturation, of discovering who they really are and whom they really love. When Hermia and Lysander, Helena and Demetrius emerge after a midsummer night’s madness in the wood, they don’t quite know what’s happened: “Methinks I see these things with parted eye, / When everything seems double.” And they’re not all quite sure if they’ve finally gained the person they want: “And I have found Demetrius like a jewel, / Mine own and not mine own.” But on reflection in the cold light of morning, the strangeness of the night has effected a material transformation, leading the lovers to a truer place than the one where they were at court the day before. Perhaps because she is herself a “stranger,” an outsider in the “civilized” world of Athens, it is the Amazon queen Hippolyta who understands this best:


But all the story of the night told over,

And all their minds transfigured so together,

More witnesseth than fancy’s images

And grows to something of great constancy;

But howsoever, strange and admirable.



THE FESTIVE WORLD

Shortly after the Second World War, the Canadian literary critic Northrop Frye published a short essay that inaugurated the modern understanding that Shakespeare’s comedies, for all their lightness and play, are serious works of art, every bit as worthy of close attention as his tragedies. Entitled “The Argument of Comedy,” it proposed that the essential structure of Shakespearean comedy was ultimately derived from the “new comedy” of ancient Greece, which was mediated to the Renaissance via its Roman exponents Plautus and Terence. The “new comedy” pattern, described by Frye as “a comic Oedipus situation,” turned on “the successful effort of a young man to outwit an opponent and possess the girl of his choice.”*

The girl’s father, or some other authority figure of the older generation, resists the match, but is outflanked, often thanks to an ingenious scheme devised by a clever servant, perhaps involving disguise or flight (or both). Frye, writing during Hollywood’s golden age, saw an unbroken line from the classics to Shakespeare to modern romantic comedy: “The average movie of today is a rigidly conventionalized New Comedy proceeding toward an act which, like death in Greek tragedy, takes place offstage, and is symbolized by the final embrace.”

The union of the lovers brings “a renewed sense of social integration,” expressed by some kind of festival at the climax of the play—a marriage, a dance, or a feast. All right-thinking people come over to the side of the lovers, but there are others “who are in some kind of mental bondage, who are helplessly driven by ruling passions, neurotic compulsions, social rituals, and selfishness.” Malvolio in Twelfth Night, Don John in Much Ado about Nothing, Jaques in As You Like It, Shylock in The Merchant of Venice: Shakespearean comedy frequently includes a party pooper, a figure who refuses to be assimilated into the harmony. A Midsummer Night’s Dream is his most joyous ending because there is no such figure here. At the outset, the fairies have been associated with chaos and disruption (mischief, rough weather, marital discord), but at the end they bring “blessing” and the restoring of “amends.”

Even here, though, one might wonder in retrospect whether all has quite ended well. The closing song expresses the hope that the children of all three united couples will not suffer “the blots of Nature’s hand,” that they will not be marked by “hare-lip, nor scar” nor any other ill-boding deformation. The very act of warding off such portents brings their possibility into play, and the mythologically literate audience member might recall that the child of Theseus and Hippolyta would be Hippolytus. Some disturbing associations then become apparent: the Theseus of ancient Greek myth would desert Hippolyta and marry Phaedra, sister of Ariadne (whom, as the play reminds us, he had earlier seduced and deserted, after she had assisted him with the thread that led him out of the labyrinth after he had slain the Minotaur). Phaedra would fall in love with her stepson Hippolytus, a young man more interested in hunting than women. She would falsely accuse him of raping her and then commit suicide. Blaming his son, Theseus would exile Hippolytus, who would promptly be thrown to his death when his horse ran wild with fear as a bull-like monster rose from the sea. That monster is a reminder of the Minotaur, the monster in the labyrinth with the head of a bull and the body of a man, who was the fruit of the perverted sexual union between a white bull sent by the sea god and Queen Pasiphaë, the mother of Ariadne and Phaedra.

Neither Hippolytus nor Phaedra is mentioned in the play. Yet the wish in the final fairy song for the issue of Theseus and Hippolyta to be “fortunate,” coupled with the play’s earlier enactment of the lovemaking between a queen and a beast (not to mention the reference to Theseus’ history as a serial seducer and deserter of women), means that the tragic history surrounding the mythological prototypes of the characters is not entirely absent. Seneca’s Hippolytus was one of the best-known classical tragedies in the sixteenth century and its hunting imagery seems to inform the play. As so often with Shakespeare, the context may be understood in diametrically opposed ways. Perhaps he is taking dark subject matter—violence, illicit desire, monstrous births—and transforming it into something life-affirming, emptying it of all sinister content, just as the play performed by Peter Quince and friends takes another tragic tale from classical mythology, that of Pyramus and Thisbe, and fills it with “mirth.” Or perhaps he is suggesting that, however joyous comedy’s climactic festivity may be, it offers only a momentary suspension of life’s complications. Midsummer night, May Day, Twelfth Night, the feast of fools in which for an evening the master becomes the servant and vice versa: these festive occasions are celebrations of life and social harmony, but they end in the knowledge that tomorrow we will have to go back to work, to the hierarchies and compromises of everyday normality. “How shall we find the concord of this discord?” asks Theseus of the paradox whereby the play of Pyramus and Thisbe is both “merry and tragical.” Every production and every reading of A Midsummer Night’s Dream has to make a choice as to the extent to which the “discord” is still apparent behind the “concord” woven by the resolution of the plot.

Northrop Frye’s “The Argument of Comedy” pinpoints a pervasive structure: “the action of the comedy begins in a world represented as a normal world, moves into the green world, goes into a metamorphosis there in which the comic resolution is achieved, and returns to the normal world.” But for Shakespeare, the green world, the forest and its fairies, is no less real than the court. Frye, again, sums it up brilliantly:


This world of fairies, dreams, disembodied souls, and pastoral lovers may not be a “real” world, but, if not, there is something equally illusory in the stumbling and blinded follies of the “normal” world, of Theseus’ Athens with its idiotic marriage law, of Duke Frederick and his melancholy tyranny [in As You Like It], of Leontes and his mad jealousy [in The Winter’s Tale], of the Court Party with their plots and intrigues. The famous speech of Prospero about the dream nature of reality applies equally to Milan and the enchanted island. We spend our lives partly in a waking world we call normal and partly in a dream world which we create out of our own desires. Shakespeare endows both worlds with equal imaginative power, brings them opposite one another, and makes each world seem unreal when seen by the light of the other.



“THE POET’S EYE … THE POET’S PEN”

At the beginning of the final act, Theseus suggests that the dream world, which we may also call the green world, is illusory, “more strange than true,” a trick of the “strong imagination”:


More strange than true. I never may believe

These antic fables, nor these fairy toys.

Lovers and madmen have such seething brains,

Such shaping fantasies that apprehend

More than cool reason ever comprehends.

The lunatic, the lover and the poet

Are of imagination all compact.

One sees more devils than vast hell can hold;

That is the madman. The lover, all as frantic,

Sees Helen’s beauty in a brow of Egypt.

The poet’s eye, in a fine frenzy rolling,

Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven,

And as imagination bodies forth

The forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen

Turns them to shapes and gives to airy nothing

A local habitation and a name.

Such tricks hath strong imagination,

That if it would but apprehend some joy,

It comprehends some bringer of that joy.

Or in the night, imagining some fear,

How easy is a bush supposed a bear!



Multiple ironies are at work here. Theseus himself is an “antic fable”—the adjective plays on “bizarre/grotesque” and “antique” (antiquated, belonging to a superannuated world of romance and mythology). And the play has suggested that fairies are not merely the invention of lunatics and lovers. Shakespeare’s own loyalty must belong to “the poet’s eye” and “the poet’s pen” that keep company with the lunatic and the lover, the seething brain and the shaping fantasy. The language of poetry, like the art of the actor, is metamorphic: a play on words, a metaphor, an alliterative pairing, sends the imagination leaping from a bush to a bear.

Theseus regards poetry as mere artifice, and the language of A Midsummer Night’s Dream does indeed include many an artificial rhetorical elaboration, many a passage of highly wrought rhyme. Yet the very speech in which Theseus expresses his skepticism about poetry embodies not only the artifice it condemns (the balancing of “from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven,” the slippage from “apprehend” to “comprehends”), but also a fluidity of movement—the run of the sentence structure across the line endings imposed by the metrical structure—that enacts the processes of mature thought, of what Theseus calls “cool reason.” A Midsummer Night’s Dream is a comedy of simultaneous innocence and experience. Of all the plays, it is the one that offers most to a child’s way of seeing, and which should be everybody’s introduction to Shakespeare, preferably well before the age of eleven. At the same time, it unleashes us into a world of desire that comes to the core of our adult humanity. And it is conceivably Shakespeare’s most sophisticated meditation upon the power of theater and of poetry. It is an anatomy of the very imagination by which it is created. There’s magic in the web.*


*“The Argument of Comedy,” first published in English Institute Essays 1948, ed. D. A. Robertson (1949). This article has often been reprinted in critical anthologies, and Frye himself adapted it for inclusion in his classic study, Anatomy of Criticism (1957).

*Selections from critical commentaries on the play, with linking narrative, are available on the edition website, www.therscshakespeare.com.




ABOUT THE TEXT

Shakespeare endures through history. He illuminates later times as well as his own. He helps us to understand the human condition. But he cannot do this without a good text of the plays. Without editions there would be no Shakespeare. That is why every twenty years or so throughout the last three centuries there has been a major new edition of his complete works. One aspect of editing is the process of keeping the texts up to date—modernizing the spelling, punctuation, and typography (though not, of course, the actual words), providing explanatory notes in the light of changing educational practices (a generation ago, most of Shakespeare’s classical and biblical allusions could be assumed to be generally understood, but now they can’t).

But because Shakespeare did not personally oversee the publication of his plays, editors also have to make decisions about the relative authority of the early printed editions. Half of the sum of his plays only appeared posthumously, in the elaborately produced First Folio text of 1623, the original “Complete Works” prepared for the press by Shakespeare’s fellow actors, the people who knew the plays better than anyone else. The other half had appeared in print in his lifetime, in the more compact and cheaper form of “Quarto” editions, some of which reproduced good quality texts, others of which were to a greater or lesser degree garbled and error-strewn.

Generations of editors have adopted a “pick and mix” approach, moving between Quarto and Folio readings, making choices on either aesthetic or bibliographic grounds, sometimes creating a composite text that Shakespeare never actually wrote. Not until the 1980s did editors follow the logic of what ought to have been obvious to anyone who works in the theater: that the Quarto and Folio texts often represent discrete moments in the life of a script, that plays change in the course of rehearsal, production, and revival, and that many of the major variants between the early printed versions almost certainly reflect this process.

If you look at printers’ handbooks from the age of Shakespeare, you quickly discover that one of the first rules was that, whenever possible, compositors were recommended to set their type from existing printed books rather than manuscripts. This was the age before mechanical typesetting, where each individual letter had to be picked out by hand from the compositor’s case and placed on a stick (upside down and back to front) before being laid on the press. It was an age of murky rushlight and of manuscripts written in a secretary hand which had dozens of different, hard-to-decipher forms. Printers’ lives were a lot easier when they were reprinting existing books rather than struggling with handwritten copy. Easily the quickest way to have created the First Folio would have been simply to reprint those eighteen plays that had already appeared in Quarto and only work from manuscript on the other eighteen. But that is not what happened. Whenever Quartos were used, as in the case of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, playhouse “promptbooks” were also consulted and stage directions copied in from them. And in the case of several major plays where a well-printed Quarto was available, the Folio printers were instructed to work from an alternative, playhouse-derived manuscript. This meant that the whole process of producing the first complete Shakespeare took months, even years, longer than it might have done. But for the men overseeing the project, John Hemings and Henry Condell, friends and fellow actors who had been remembered in Shakespeare’s will, the additional labor and cost were worth the effort for the sake of producing an edition that was close to the practice of the theater. They wanted all the plays in print so that people could, as they wrote in their prefatory address to the reader, “read him and again and again,” but they also wanted “the great variety of readers” to work from texts that were close to the theater life for which Shakespeare originally intended them. For this reason, the RSC Shakespeare, in both Complete Works and individual volumes, uses the Folio as base text wherever possible. Significant Quarto variants are, however, noted in “Textual Notes.”

For some specific examples of the theater-derived changes in Folio Midsummer Night’s Dream, see the discussion of “Text” in “Key Facts,” below.

The following notes highlight various aspects of the editorial process and indicate conventions used in the text of this edition:

Lists of Parts are supplied in the First Folio for only six plays, not including A Midsummer Night’s Dream, so the list here is editorially supplied. Capitals indicate that part of the name which is used for speech headings in the script (thus “Nick BOTTOM”).

Locations are provided by the Folio for only two plays, of which A Midsummer Night’s Dream is not one. Eighteenth-century editors, working in an age of elaborately realistic stage sets, were the first to provide detailed locations (“another part of the forest”). Given that Shakespeare wrote for a bare stage and often an imprecise sense of place, we have relegated locations to the explanatory notes, where they are given at the beginning of each scene where the imaginary location is different from the one before. We have emphasized broad geographical settings rather than specifics of the kind that suggest anachronistically realistic staging.

Act and Scene Divisions were provided in the Folio in a much more thoroughgoing way than in the Quartos. Sometimes, however, they were erroneous or omitted; corrections and additions supplied by editorial tradition are indicated by square brackets. Five-act division is based on a classical model, and act breaks provided the opportunity to replace the candles in the indoor Blackfriars playhouse which the King’s Men used after 1608, but Shakespeare did not necessarily think in terms of a five-part structure of dramatic composition. The Folio convention is that a scene ends when the stage is empty. Nowadays, partly under the influence of film, we tend to consider a scene to be a dramatic unit that ends with either a change of imaginary location or a significant passage of time within the narrative. Shakespeare’s fluidity of composition accords well with this convention, so in addition to act and scene numbers we provide a running scene count in the right margin at the beginning of each new scene, in the typeface used for editorial directions. Where there is a scene break caused by a momentary bare stage, but the location does not change and extra time does not pass, we use the convention

running scene continues. There is inevitably a degree of editorial judgment in making such calls, but the system is very valuable in suggesting the pace of the plays.

Speakers’ Names are often inconsistent in Folio. We have regularized speech headings, but retained an element of deliberate inconsistency in entry directions, in order to give the flavor of Folio. Thus Robin Goodfellow is always so called in his speech headings, but is sometimes Puck in entry directions (“Puck” should probably be understood as a descriptive name, not a personal one—he is “the puck,” analogous to “a goblin”).

Verse is indicated by lines that do not run to the right margin and by capitalization of each line. The Folio printers sometimes set verse as prose, and vice versa (either out of misunderstanding or for reasons of space). We have silently corrected in such cases, although in some instances there is ambiguity, in which case we have leaned toward the preservation of Folio layout. Folio sometimes uses contraction (“turnd” rather than “turned”) to indicate whether or not the final “-ed” of a past participle is sounded, an area where there is variation for the sake of the five-beat iambic pentameter rhythm. We use the convention of a grave accent to indicate sounding (thus “turnèd” would be two syllables), but would urge actors not to overstress. In cases where one speaker ends with a verse half line and the next begins with the other half of the pentameter, editors since the late eighteenth century have indented the second line. We have abandoned this convention, since the Folio does not use it, and nor did actors’ cues in the Shakespearean theater. An exception is made when the second speaker actively interrupts or completes the first speaker’s sentence.

Spelling is modernized, but older forms are very occasionally maintained where necessary for rhythm or aural effect.

Punctuation in Shakespeare’s time was as much rhetorical as grammatical. “Colon” was originally a term for a unit of thought in an argument. The semicolon was a new unit of punctuation (some of the Quartos lack them altogether). We have modernized punctuation throughout, but have given more weight to Folio punctuation than many editors, since, though not Shakespearean, it reflects the usage of his period. In particular, we have used the colon far more than many editors: it is exceptionally useful as a way of indicating how many Shakespearean speeches unfold clause by clause in a developing argument that gives the illusion of enacting the process of thinking in the moment. We have also kept in mind the origin of punctuation in classical times as a way of assisting the actor and orator: the comma suggests the briefest of pauses for breath, the colon a middling one, and a full stop or period a longer pause. Semicolons, by contrast, belong to an era of punctuation that was only just coming in during Shakespeare’s time and that is coming to an end now: we have accordingly only used them where they occur in our copy texts (and not always then). Dashes are sometimes used for parenthetical interjections where the Folio has brackets. They are also used for interruptions and changes in train of thought. Where a change of addressee occurs within a speech, we have used a dash preceded by a full stop (or occasionally another form of punctuation). Often the identity of the respective addressees is obvious from the context. When it is not, this has been indicated in a marginal stage direction.

Entrances and Exits are fairly thorough in Folio, which has accordingly been followed as faithfully as possible. Where characters are omitted or corrections are necessary, this is indicated by square brackets (e.g. “[and Attendants]”). Exit is sometimes silently normalized to

Exeunt and Manet anglicized to “remains.” We trust Folio positioning of entrances and exits to a greater degree than most editors.

Editorial Stage Directions such as stage business, asides, indications of addressee and of characters’ position on the gallery stage are only used sparingly in Folio. Other editions mingle directions of this kind with original Folio and Quarto directions, sometimes marking them by means of square brackets. We have sought to distinguish what could be described as directorial interventions of this kind from Folio-style directions (either original or supplied) by placing them in the right margin in a smaller typeface. There is a degree of subjectivity about which directions are of which kind, but the procedure is intended as a reminder to the reader and the actor that Shakespearean stage directions are often dependent upon editorial inference alone and are not set in stone. We also depart from editorial tradition in sometimes admitting uncertainty and thus printing permissive stage directions, such as an Aside? (often a line may be equally effective as an aside or as a direct address—it is for each production or reading to make its own decision) or a may exit or a piece of business placed between arrows to indicate that it may occur at various different moments within a scene.

Line Numbers are editorial, for reference and to key the explanatory and textual notes.

Explanatory Notes explain allusions and gloss obsolete and difficult words, confusing phraseology, occasional major textual cruces, and so on. Particular attention is given to non-standard usage, bawdy innuendo, and technical terms (e.g. legal and military language). Where more than one sense is given, commas indicate shades of related meaning, slashes alternative or double meanings.

Textual Notes at the end of the play indicate major departures from the Folio. They take the following form: the reading of our text is given in bold and its source given after an equals sign, with “F2” indicating that it derives from the Second Folio of 1632 and “Ed” that it derives from the subsequent editorial tradition. The rejected Folio (“F”) reading is then given. Thus for Act 1 Scene 1 line 142: “142 eyes = Q. F = eie” means that the Folio compositor erroneously printed Quarto’s “eyes” as “eie,” and we have restored the Quarto reading.


KEY FACTS

MAJOR PARTS: (with percentage of lines/number of speeches/scenes on stage) Bottom (12%/59/5), Theseus (11%/48/3), Helena (11%/36/5), Robin Goodfellow (10%/33/6), Oberon (10%/29/5), Lysander (8%/50/5), Hermia (8%/48/5), Titania (7%/23/5), Demetrius (6%/48/5), Quince (5%/40/4), Flute (3%/18/4), Egeus (3%/13/3), Hippolyta (2%/14/3).

LINGUISTIC MEDIUM: 80% verse, 20% prose. Fairly high incidence of rhyme, including deliberately bad rhyme in “Pyramus and Thisbe.”
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Act 1 [Scene 1]

running scene 1

Enter Theseus, Hippolyta, with others [Philostrate and attendants]


THESEUS    Now, fair Hippolyta, our nuptial hour

Draws on apace. Four happy days2 bring in

Another moon: but O, methinks, how slow

This old moon wanes; she lingers4 my desires,

Like to a stepdame or a dowager5

Long withering out a young man’s revenue6.

HIPPOLYTA    Four days will quickly steep7 themselves in nights,

Four nights will quickly dream away the time.

And then the moon, like to a silver bow9

New-bent10 in heaven, shall behold the night

Of our solemnities11.

THESEUS    Go, Philostrate,

Stir up the Athenian youth to merriments,

Awake the pert14 and nimble spirit of mirth,

Turn melancholy forth to funerals:

The pale companion is not for our pomp16.



[Exit Philostrate]


Hippolyta, I wooed thee with my sword17,

And won thy love doing thee injuries18.

But I will wed thee in another key,

With pomp, with triumph20 and with revelling.



Enter Egeus and his daughter Hermia, Lysander and Demetrius


EGEUS    Happy be Theseus, our renownèd duke.

THESEUS    Thanks, good Egeus: what’s the news with thee?

EGEUS    Full of vexation come I, with complaint

Against my child, my daughter Hermia.

Stand forth, Demetrius. My noble lord,

This man hath my consent to marry her.

Stand forth, Lysander. And my gracious duke,

This man hath bewitched the bosom of my child.—

Thou, thou, Lysander, thou hast given her rhymes,

And interchanged love-tokens with my child.

Thou hast by moonlight at her window sung,

With feigning32 voice verses of feigning love,

And stol’n the impression of her fantasy33

With bracelets of thy hair, rings, gauds, conceits34,

Knacks, trifles, nosegays, sweetmeats35 — messengers

Of strong prevailment in unhardened36 youth —

With cunning hast thou filched37 my daughter’s heart,

Turned her obedience, which is due to me,

To stubborn harshness.— And, my gracious duke,

Be it so40 she will not here before your grace

Consent to marry with Demetrius,

I beg the ancient privilege of Athens:

As she is mine, I may dispose of her;

Which shall be either to this gentleman

Or to her death, according to our law

Immediately46 provided in that case.

THESEUS    What say you, Hermia? Be advised, fair maid,

To you your father should be as a god,

One that composed your beauties, yea, and one

To whom you are but as a form in wax

By him imprinted and within his power

To leave the figure or disfigure52 it.

Demetrius is a worthy gentleman.

HERMIA    So is Lysander.

THESEUS    In himself he is.

But in this kind, wanting your father’s voice56,

The other must be held the worthier.

HERMIA    I would58 my father looked but with my eyes.

THESEUS    Rather your eyes must with his judgement look.

HERMIA    I do entreat your grace to pardon me.

I know not by what power I am made bold,

Nor how it may concern62 my modesty

In such a presence63 here to plead my thoughts:

But I beseech your grace that I may know

The worst that may befall me in this case,

If I refuse to wed Demetrius.

THESEUS    Either to die the death67 or to abjure

Forever the society68 of men.

Therefore, fair Hermia, question your desires,

Know of your youth, examine well your blood70,

Whether, if you yield not to your father’s choice,

You can endure the livery72 of a nun,

For aye to be in shady cloister mewed73,

To live a barren sister all your life,

Chanting faint hymns to the cold fruitless moon.

Thrice blessèd they that master so their blood,

To undergo such maiden pilgrimage.

But earthlier happy is the rose distilled78

Than that which withering on the virgin thorn

Grows, lives and dies in single blessedness80.

HERMIA    So will I grow, so live, so die, my lord,

Ere I will yield my virgin patent82 up

Unto his lordship83, whose unwishèd yoke

My soul consents not to give sovereignty.

THESEUS    Take time to pause, and by the next new moon —

The sealing day86 betwixt my love and me,

For everlasting bond of fellowship —

Upon that day either prepare to die

For disobedience to your father’s will,

Or else to wed Demetrius, as he would90,

Or on Diana’s altar to protest91

For aye92 austerity and single life.

DEMETRIUS    Relent, sweet Hermia.— And, Lysander, yield

Thy crazèd title94 to my certain right.

LYSANDER    You have her father’s love, Demetrius:

Let me have Hermia’s. Do96 you marry him.

EGEUS    Scornful Lysander! True, he hath my love;

And what is mine my love shall render98 him.

And she is mine, and all my right of her

I do estate unto100 Demetrius.

LYSANDER    I am, my lord, as well derived101 as he,

As well possessed102: my love is more than his,

My fortunes every way as fairly103 ranked,

If not with vantage, as Demetrius’104,

And, which is more than all these boasts can be,

I am beloved of beauteous Hermia.

Why should not I then prosecute107 my right?

Demetrius, I’ll avouch it to his head108,

Made love to Nedar’s daughter, Helena109,

And won her soul: and she, sweet lady, dotes110,

Devoutly dotes, dotes in idolatry,

Upon this spotted112 and inconstant man.

THESEUS    I must confess that I have heard so much,

And with Demetrius thought to have spoke thereof,

But, being over-full of self-affairs115,

My mind did lose116 it. But, Demetrius, come,

And come, Egeus, you shall go with me.

I have some private schooling118 for you both.

For you, fair Hermia, look you arm119 yourself

To fit your fancies120 to your father’s will,

Or else the law of Athens yields you up —

Which by no means we may extenuate122 —

To death or to a vow of single life.—

Come, my Hippolyta. What cheer, my love?—

Demetrius and Egeus, go125 along:

I must employ you in some business

Against127 our nuptial and confer with you

Of something nearly that128 concerns yourselves.

EGEUS    With duty and desire we follow you.



Exeunt all but Lysander and Hermia


LYSANDER    How now, my love! Why is your cheek so pale?

How chance the roses there do fade so fast?

HERMIA    Belike132 for want of rain, which I could well

Beteem133 them from the tempest of mine eyes.

LYSANDER    Ay me, for aught134 that I could ever read,

Could ever hear by tale or history,

The course of true love never did run smooth.

But either it was different in blood137—

HERMIA    O cross138! Too high to be enthralled to low.

LYSANDER    Or else misgraffèd139 in respect of years—

HERMIA    O spite! Too old to be engaged to young.

LYSANDER    Or else it stood upon the choice of merit141—

HERMIA    O hell! To choose love by another’s eyes.

LYSANDER    Or if there were a sympathy143 in choice,

War, death or sickness did lay siege to it,

Making it momentary145 as a sound,

Swift as a shadow, short as any dream:

Brief as the lightning in the collied147 night,

That in a spleen unfolds148 both heaven and earth,

And ere149 a man hath power to say ‘Behold!’

The jaws of darkness do devour it up:

So quick bright things come to confusion151.

HERMIA    If then true lovers have been ever crossed152,

It stands as an edict in destiny.

Then let us teach our trial154 patience,

Because it is a customary cross,

As due to love as thoughts and dreams and sighs,

Wishes and tears, poor fancy’s157 followers.

LYSANDER    A good persuasion158. Therefore hear me, Hermia.

I have a widow aunt, a dowager

Of great revenue, and she hath no child.

From Athens is her house removed seven leagues161,

And she respects162 me as her only son.

There, gentle Hermia, may I marry thee,

And to that place the sharp Athenian law

Cannot pursue us. If thou lov’st me, then

Steal forth thy father’s house tomorrow night,

And in the wood, a league without167 the town,

Where I did meet thee once with Helena,

To do observance to a morn of May169,

There will I stay170 for thee.

HERMIA    My good Lysander!

I swear to thee, by Cupid’s172 strongest bow,

By his best arrow with the golden head173,

By the simplicity of Venus’ doves174,

By that which knitteth175 souls and prospers love,

And by that fire which burned the Carthage queen176,

When the false Troyan177 under sail was seen,

By all the vows that ever men have broke,

In number more than ever women spoke,

In that same place thou hast appointed me,

Tomorrow truly will I meet with thee.

LYSANDER    Keep promise, love. Look, here comes Helena.



Enter Helena


HERMIA    God speed fair183 Helena, whither away?

HELENA    Call you me fair? That fair again unsay.

Demetrius loves your fair: O happy185 fair!

Your eyes are lodestars, and your tongue’s sweet air186

More tuneable187 than lark to shepherd’s ear

When wheat is green188, when hawthorn buds appear.

Sickness is catching: O, were favour189 so,

Your words I catch190, fair Hermia, ere I go,

My ear should catch your voice, my eye your eye,

My tongue should catch your tongue’s sweet melody.

Were the world mine, Demetrius being bated193,

The rest I’ll give to be to you translated194.

O, teach me how you look, and with what art

You sway the motion of Demetrius’ heart.

HERMIA    I frown upon him, yet he loves me still.

HELENA    O, that your frowns would teach my smiles such skill!

HERMIA    I give him curses, yet he gives me love.

HELENA    O, that my prayers could such affection move200!

HERMIA    The more I hate, the more he follows me.

HELENA    The more I love, the more he hateth me.

HERMIA    His folly, Helena, is none203 of mine.

HELENA    None, but your beauty: would that fault were mine!

HERMIA    Take comfort: he no more shall see my face.

Lysander and myself will fly206 this place.

Before the time I did Lysander see,

Seemed Athens like a paradise to me.

O, then, what graces in my love do dwell,

That he hath turned a heaven into hell!

LYSANDER    Helen, to you our minds we will unfold:

Tomorrow night, when Phoebe212 doth behold

Her silver visage in the wat’ry glass213,

Decking with liquid pearl the bladed grass,

A time that lovers’ flights doth still215 conceal,

Through Athens’ gates have we devised to steal.

HERMIA    And in the wood, where often you and I

Upon faint primrose beds were wont218 to lie,

Emptying our bosoms of their counsel219 sweet,

There my Lysander and myself shall meet,

And thence from Athens turn away our eyes,

To seek new friends and strange222 companions.

Farewell, sweet playfellow: pray thou for us,

And good luck grant thee thy Demetrius! —

Keep word, Lysander: we must starve our sight

From lovers’ food till morrow deep midnight.



Exit


LYSANDER    I will, my Hermia.— Helena, adieu.

As you on him, Demetrius dote on you!



Exit


HELENA    How happy some o’er other some229 can be!

Through Athens I am thought as fair as she.

But what of that? Demetrius thinks not so:

He will not know what all232 but he doth know.

And as he errs, doting on Hermia’s eyes,

So I, admiring of his qualities.

Things base and vile, holding no quantity235,

Love can transpose to form236 and dignity.

Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind,

And therefore is winged Cupid painted blind238.

Nor hath love’s mind of any judgement taste239,

Wings and no eyes figure240 unheedy haste.

And therefore is love said to be a child,

Because in choice he is often beguiled242.

As waggish boys in game themselves forswear243,

So the boy love is perjured everywhere.

For ere Demetrius looked on Hermia’s eyne245,

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 tomorrow night

Pursue her; and for this intelligence251,

If I have thanks, it is a dear expense252.

But herein mean I to enrich my pain,

To have his sight thither and back again.



Exit

[Act 1 Scene 2]

running scene 2

Enter Quince the carpenter, Snug the joiner, Bottom the weaver, Flute the bellows-mender, Snout the tinker and Starveling the tailor


QUINCE    Is all our company here?

BOTTOM    You were best to call them generally2, man by man,

according to the scrip3.

QUINCE    Here is the scroll of every man’s name, which is

thought fit through all Athens to play in our interlude5 before

the duke and the duchess on his wedding day at night.

BOTTOM    First, good Peter Quince, say what the play treats7

on, then read the names of the actors, and so grow on to a

point8.

QUINCE    Marry10, our play is ‘The most lamentable comedy

and most cruel death of Pyramus and Thisbe.’

BOTTOM    A very good piece of work, I assure you, and a

merry. Now, good Peter Quince, call forth your actors by the

scroll. Masters, spread yourselves14.

QUINCE    Answer as I call you. Nick Bottom, the weaver.

BOTTOM    Ready. Name what part I am for, and proceed.

QUINCE    You, Nick Bottom, are set down for Pyramus.

BOTTOM    What is Pyramus, a lover or a tyrant?

QUINCE    A lover that kills himself most gallantly for love.

BOTTOM    That will ask20 some tears in the true performing of it.

If I do it, let the audience look to their eyes: I will move

storms; I will condole22 in some measure. To the rest — yet my

chief humour is for a tyrant: I could play Ercles rarely23, or a

part to tear a cat in, to make all split24.

The raging rocks

And shivering26 shocks

Shall break the locks

Of prison gates.

And Phibbus’ car29

Shall shine from far

And make and mar31

The foolish Fates32.

This was lofty33. Now name the rest of the players. This is Ercles’

vein34, a tyrant’s vein: a lover is more condoling.

QUINCE    Francis Flute, the bellows-mender.

FLUTE    Here, Peter Quince.

QUINCE    You must take Thisbe on you.

FLUTE    What is Thisbe? A wand’ring38 knight?

QUINCE    It is the lady that Pyramus must love.

FLUTE    Nay, faith, let not me play a woman: I have a beard

coming.

QUINCE    That’s all one42. You shall play it in a mask, and you

may speak as small as you will43.

BOTTOM    An44 I may hide my face, let me play Thisbe too. I’ll

speak in a monstrous little voice. ‘Thisne, Thisne!’ ‘Ah,

Pyramus, my lover dear! Thy Thisbe dear and lady dear!’

QUINCE    No, no, you must play Pyramus.— And, Flute, you

Thisbe.

BOTTOM    Well, proceed.

QUINCE    Robin Starveling, the tailor.

STARVELING    Here, Peter Quince.

QUINCE    Robin Starveling, you must play Thisbe’s mother.52

Tom Snout, the tinker.

SNOUT    Here, Peter Quince.

QUINCE    You, Pyramus’ father; myself, Thisbe’s father; Snug

the joiner, you, the lion’s part: and I hope there is a play

fitted57.

SNUG    Have you the lion’s part written? Pray you, if it be,

give it me, for I am slow of study.

QUINCE    You may do it extempore60, for it is nothing but

roaring.

BOTTOM    Let me play the lion too: I will roar that I will do any

man’s heart good to hear me. I will roar that I will make the

duke say ‘Let him roar again, let him roar again.’

QUINCE    If you should do it too terribly, you would fright the

duchess and the ladies that they would shriek, and that were

enough to hang us all.

ALL    That would hang us, every mother’s son.

BOTTOM    I grant you, friends, if that you should fright the

ladies out of their wits, they would have no more discretion70

but to hang us: but I will aggravate71 my voice so that I will

roar you as gently as any sucking dove. I will roar an ’twere72

any nightingale.

QUINCE    You can play no part but Pyramus, for Pyramus is a

sweet-faced man, a proper75 man, as one shall see in a

summer’s day; a most lovely gentlemanlike man: therefore

you must needs play Pyramus.

BOTTOM    Well, I will undertake it. What beard were I best to

play it in?

QUINCE    Why, what you will.

BOTTOM    I will discharge it in either your81 straw-colour beard,

your orange-tawny beard, your purple-in-grain82 beard, or

your French-crown-coloured83 beard, your perfect yellow.

QUINCE    Some of your French crowns84 have no hair at all,





and then you will play bare-faced. But,



Passes out the parts


masters, here are your parts: and I am to entreat you,

request you and desire you, to con87 them by tomorrow night,

and meet me in the palace wood a mile without the town by

moonlight. There will we rehearse, for if we meet in the city

we shall be dogged with company, and our devices90 known. In

the meantime I will draw a bill91 of properties, such as our play

wants. I pray you fail me not.

BOTTOM    We will meet, and there we may rehearse more

obscenely and courageously. Take pains, be perfect94. Adieu.

QUINCE    At the duke’s oak we meet.

BOTTOM    Enough. Hold or cut bow-strings.96



Exeunt

Act 2 [Scene 1]

running scene 3

Enter a Fairy at one door and Robin Goodfellow [Puck] at another


ROBIN    How now, spirit, whither wander you?

FAIRY    Over hill, over dale,

Through bush, through brier,

Over park, over pale4,

Thorough5 flood, thorough fire,

I do wander everywhere,

Swifter than the moon’s sphere7;

And I serve the fairy queen,

To dew her orbs9 upon the green.

The cowslips tall her pensioners10 be,

In their gold coats spots you see,

Those be rubies, fairy favours12,

In those freckles live their savours13.

I must go seek some dewdrops here,

And hang a pearl in every cowslip’s ear.

Farewell, thou lob16 of spirits, I’ll be gone:

Our queen and all her elves come here anon17.

ROBIN    The king doth keep his revels here tonight:

Take heed the queen come not within his sight,

For Oberon is passing fell and wrath20,

Because that she as her attendant hath

A lovely boy, stol’n from an Indian king.

She never had so sweet a changeling23,

And jealous Oberon would have the child

Knight of his train, to trace25 the forests wild.

But she perforce26 withholds the lovèd boy,

Crowns him with flowers and makes him all her joy.

And now they never meet in grove or green,

By fountain clear or spangled starlight sheen29,

But they do square30, that all their elves for fear

Creep into acorn cups and hide them there.

FAIRY    Either I mistake your shape and making quite32,

Or else you are that shrewd33 and knavish sprite

Called Robin Goodfellow. Are not you he

That frights the maidens of the villagery35,

Skim milk, and sometimes labour in the quern36,

And bootless37 make the breathless housewife churn,

And sometime make the drink to bear no barm38,

Mislead39 night-wanderers, laughing at their harm?

Those that Hobgoblin call you and sweet Puck,

You do their work and they shall have good luck.

Are not you he?

ROBIN    Thou speak’st aright;

I am that merry wanderer of the night.

I jest to Oberon and make him smile

When I a fat and bean-fed46 horse beguile,

Neighing in likeness of a filly47 foal,

And sometime lurk I in a gossip’s bowl48,

In very likeness of a roasted crab49,

And when she drinks, against her lips I bob

And on her withered dewlap51 pour the ale.

The wisest aunt52, telling the saddest tale,

Sometime for three-foot stool mistaketh me,

Then slip I from her bum, down topples she,

And ‘tailor’55 cries, and falls into a cough.

And then the whole quire56 hold their hips and laugh,

And waxen in their mirth and neeze57 and swear

A merrier hour was never wasted58 there.

But, room, fairy! Here comes Oberon59.

FAIRY    And here my mistress. Would that he were gone!



Enter the King of Fairies [Oberon] at one door with his train, and the Queen [Titania] at another with hers


OBERON    Ill met by moonlight, proud Titania.

TITANIA    What, jealous Oberon? Fairies, skip hence.

I have forsworn his bed and company.

OBERON    Tarry, rash wanton, am not I thy lord64?

TITANIA    Then I must be thy lady65: but I know

When thou hast stol’n away from fairy land,

And in the shape of Corin67 sat all day,

Playing on pipes of corn and versing68 love

To amorous Phillida69. Why art thou here,

Come from the farthest step70 of India?

But that, forsooth, the bouncing71 Amazon,

Your buskined72 mistress and your warrior love,

To Theseus must be wedded; and you come

To give their bed joy and prosperity?

OBERON    How canst thou thus for shame, Titania,

Glance at my credit76 with Hippolyta,

Knowing I know thy love to Theseus?

Didst not thou lead him through the glimmering78 night

From Perigenia whom he ravishèd?

And make him with fair Aegles80 break his faith,

With Ariadne and Antiopa81?

TITANIA    These are the forgeries of jealousy,

And never since the middle summer’s spring83

Met we on hill, in dale, forest or mead84,

By pavèd fountain or by rushy85 brook,

Or in the beachèd margent86 of the sea,

To dance our ringlets87 to the whistling wind,

But with thy brawls thou hast disturbed our sport88.

Therefore the winds, piping89 to us in vain,

As in revenge, have sucked up from the sea

Contagious91 fogs, which falling in the land

Hath every petty river made so proud92

That they have overborne their continents93.

The ox hath therefore stretched94 his yoke in vain,

The ploughman lost95 his sweat, and the green corn

Hath rotted ere his youth attained a beard96.

The fold97 stands empty in the drownèd field,

And crows are fatted with the murrion98 flock,

The nine men’s morris99 is filled up with mud,

And the quaint mazes in the wanton green100

For lack of tread are undistinguishable.

The human mortals want their winter here102:

No night is now with hymn or carol blessed.

Therefore the moon, the governess of floods104,

Pale in her anger, washes105 all the air,

That rheumatic diseases106 do abound.

And through this distemperature107 we see

The seasons alter; hoary-headed108 frosts

Fall in the fresh lap of the crimson rose,

And on old Hiems’110 thin and icy crown

An odorous chaplet111 of sweet summer buds

Is, as in mockery, set. The spring, the summer,

The childing113 autumn, angry winter, change

Their wonted liveries, and the mazèd114 world

By their increase115 now knows not which is which;

And this same progeny of evils comes

From our debate, from our dissension117:

We are their parents and original118.

OBERON    Do you amend it then, it lies in you.

Why should Titania cross her Oberon?

I do but beg a little changeling boy

To be my henchman122.

TITANIA    Set your heart at rest:

The fairy land buys not the child of me.

His mother was a votress125 of my order,

And in the spicèd Indian air by night

Full127 often hath she gossiped by my side,

And sat with me on Neptune’s128 yellow sands,

Marking th’embarkèd traders on the flood129,

When we have laughed to see the sails conceive

And grow big-bellied with the wanton131 wind,

Which she, with pretty and with swimming gait132

Following — her womb then rich with my young squire —

Would imitate, and sail upon the land,

To fetch me trifles, and return again

As from a voyage, rich with merchandise.

But she, being mortal, of that boy137 did die:

And for her sake do I rear up her boy,

And for her sake I will not part with him.

OBERON    How long within this wood intend you stay?

TITANIA    Perchance141 till after Theseus’ wedding day.

If you will patiently dance in our round142

And see our moonlight revels, go with us;

If not, shun me, and I will spare144 your haunts.

OBERON    Give me that boy, and I will go with thee.

TITANIA    Not for thy fairy kingdom. Fairies, away.

We shall chide downright147, if I longer stay.



Exeunt [Titania and her train]


OBERON    Well, go thy way: thou shalt not from148 this grove

Till I torment thee for this injury.

My gentle Puck, come hither. Thou rememb’rest

Since once I sat upon a promontory151,

And heard a mermaid on a dolphin’s back

Uttering such dulcet and harmonious breath153

That the rude154 sea grew civil at her song,

And certain155 stars shot madly from their spheres

To hear the sea-maid’s music.

ROBIN    I remember.

OBERON    That very time I saw, but thou couldst not,

Flying between the cold moon and the earth,

Cupid all armed; a certain160 aim he took

At a fair vestal161 thronèd by the west,

And loosed his love-shaft smartly from his bow,

As163 it should pierce a hundred thousand hearts.

But I might164 see young Cupid’s fiery shaft

Quenched in the chaste beams of the wat’ry moon;

And the imperial votress passèd on,

In maiden meditation, fancy-free167.

Yet marked I where the bolt168 of Cupid fell.

It fell upon a little western flower,

Before milk-white, now purple170 with love’s wound,

And maidens call it love-in-idleness171.

Fetch me that flower; the herb I showed thee once:

The juice of it on sleeping eyelids laid

Will make or174 man or woman madly dote

Upon the next live creature that it sees.

Fetch me this herb, and be thou here again

Ere the leviathan177 can swim a league.

ROBIN    I’ll put a girdle178 round about the earth

In forty minutes.



[Exit]


OBERON    Having once this juice,

I’ll watch Titania when she is asleep,

And drop the liquor of it in her eyes.

The next thing when she waking looks upon,

Be it on lion, bear, or wolf or bull,

On meddling monkey or on busy ape,

She shall pursue it with the soul of love.

And ere I take this charm off from her sight,

As I can take it with another herb,

I’ll make her render up her page to me.

But who comes here? I am invisible,





And I will overhear their conference.



He stands aside

Enter Demetrius, Helena following him


DEMETRIUS    I love thee not, therefore pursue me not.

Where is Lysander and fair Hermia?

The one I’ll stay, the other stayeth194 me.

Thou told’st me they were stolen into this wood;

And here am I, and wood196 within this wood,

Because I cannot meet my Hermia.

Hence, get thee gone, and follow me no more.

HELENA    You draw me, you hard-hearted adamant199;

But yet you draw not iron, for my heart

Is true as steel. Leave you201 your power to draw,

And I shall have no power to follow you.

DEMETRIUS    Do I entice you? Do I speak you fair203?

Or rather do I not in plainest truth

Tell you I do not nor I cannot love you?

HELENA    And even for that do I love thee the more.

I am your spaniel, and, Demetrius,

The more you beat me, I will fawn on you.

Use me but209 as your spaniel: spurn me, strike me,

Neglect me, lose me; only give me leave210,

Unworthy as I am, to follow you.

What worser place can I beg in your love —

And yet a place of high respect with me —

Than to be used as you do use your dog?

DEMETRIUS    Tempt not too much the hatred of my spirit,

For I am sick when I do look on thee.

HELENA    And I am sick when I look not on you.

DEMETRIUS    You do impeach218 your modesty too much,

To leave the city and commit yourself

Into the hands of one that loves you not,

To trust the opportunity of night

And the ill counsel of a desert222 place

With the rich worth of your virginity.

HELENA    Your virtue is my privilege: for that224

It is not night when I do see your face,

Therefore I think I am not in the night.

Nor doth this wood lack worlds of company,

For you in my respect are all the world.

Then how can it be said I am alone,

When all the world is here to look on me?

DEMETRIUS    I’ll run from thee and hide me in the brakes231,

And leave thee to the mercy of wild beasts.

HELENA    The wildest hath not such a heart as you.

Run when you will, the story shall be changed:

Apollo flies, and Daphne holds the chase235;

The dove pursues the griffin, the mild hind236

Makes speed to catch the tiger. Bootless237 speed,

When cowardice pursues and valour flies.

DEMETRIUS    I will not stay239 thy questions, let me go;

Or if thou follow me, do not believe

But I shall do thee mischief in the wood.



[↓Exit Demetrius↓]


HELENA    Ay, in the temple, in the town, the field,

You do me mischief. Fie, Demetrius!

Your wrongs do set a scandal on my sex244:

We cannot fight for love, as men may do;

We should be wooed and were not made to woo.

I’ll follow thee and make a heaven of hell,

To die upon248 the hand I love so well.



Exit


OBERON    Fare thee well, nymph: ere he do leave this grove,

Thou shalt fly him and he shall seek thy love.



Enter [Robin] Puck


Hast thou the flower there? Welcome, wanderer.




ROBIN    Ay, there it is.



Shows the flower


OBERON    I pray thee give it me.

I know a bank where the wild thyme blows254,

Where oxlips255 and the nodding violet grows,

Quite over-canopied with luscious woodbine256,

With sweet musk-roses and with eglantine257:

There sleeps Titania sometime258 of the night,

Lulled in these flowers with dances and delight:

And there the snake throws260 her enamelled skin,

Weed261 wide enough to wrap a fairy in.

And with the juice of this I’ll streak her eyes,

And make her full of hateful fantasies.





Take thou some of it, and seek through this grove;



Gives him some juice


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 the lady. Thou shalt know the man

By the Athenian garments he hath on.

Effect it with some care, that he may prove

More fond on271 her than she upon her love;

And look thou meet me ere the first cock crow.

ROBIN    Fear not, my lord, your servant shall do so.



Exeunt

[Act 2 Scene 2]

running scene 4

Enter Queen of Fairies [Titania] with her train


TITANIA    Come, now a roundel1 and a fairy song;

Then, for the third part of a minute, hence:

Some to kill cankers3 in the musk-rose buds,

Some war with reremice for their leathern4 wings,

To make my small elves coats, and some keep back

The clamorous owl that nightly hoots and wonders

At our quaint7 spirits. Sing me now asleep,





Then to your offices8 and let me rest.



She lies down on a bank

Fairies sing


FIRST FAIRY    You spotted snakes with double9 tongue,

     Thorny hedgehogs, be not seen.

     Newts and blind-worms11, do no wrong,

     Come not near our fairy queen.

CHORUS    Philomel13, with melody

     Sing in our sweet lullaby,

     Lulla, lulla, lullaby, lulla, lulla, lullaby.

     Never harm,

     Nor spell nor charm,

     Come our lovely lady nigh18;

     So, good night, with lullaby.

SECOND FAIRY    Weaving spiders, come not here.

     Hence, you long-legged spinners, hence!

     Beetles black, approach not near;

     Worm nor snail, do no offence.

CHORUS    Philomel, with melody, etc24.

FIRST FAIRY    Hence, away! Now all is well;

     One aloof stand sentinel26.



She [Titania] sleeps. [Exeunt Fairies]

Enter Oberon



OBERON    What thou see’st when thou dost wake,



Squeezes juice on Titania’s eyes


Do it for thy true-love take,

Love and languish for his sake.

Be it ounce30 or cat or bear,

Pard31, or boar with bristled hair,

In thy eye that shall appear

When thou wak’st, it is thy dear.

Wake when some vile thing is near.



[Exit]

Enter Lysander and Hermia


LYSANDER    Fair love, you faint with wand’ring in the wood,

And to speak troth36, I have forgot our way:

We’ll rest us, Hermia, if you think it good,

And tarry for the comfort of the day38.

HERMIA    Be it so, Lysander; find you out a bed,

For I upon this bank will rest my head.

LYSANDER    One turf shall serve as pillow for us both:

One heart, one bed, two bosoms and one troth42.

HERMIA    Nay, good Lysander, for my sake, my dear,

Lie further off yet, do not lie so near.

LYSANDER    O, take the sense45, sweet, of my innocence!

Love takes the meaning in love’s conference46.

I mean that my heart unto yours is knit

So that but one heart we can make of it.

Two bosoms interchainèd with an oath,

So then two bosoms and a single troth.

Then by your side no bed-room me deny,

For lying so, Hermia, I do not lie52.

HERMIA    Lysander riddles very prettily53.

Now much beshrew54 my manners and my pride,

If Hermia meant to say Lysander lied.

But, gentle friend56, for love and courtesy

Lie further off, in human57 modesty:

Such separation as may well be said

Becomes59 a virtuous bachelor and a maid,

So far be distant, and good night, sweet friend;

Thy love ne’er alter till thy sweet life end!

LYSANDER    Amen, amen, to that fair prayer, say I,

And then end life when I end loyalty!

Here is my bed: sleep give thee all his rest!





HERMIA    With half that wish the wisher’s eyes be pressed65!



They sleep

Enter [Robin] Puck


ROBIN    Through the forest have I gone,

But Athenian found I none

On whose eyes I might approve68

This flower’s force in stirring love.





Night and silence — who is here?



Sees Lysander


Weeds of Athens he doth wear:

This is he, my master said,

Despisèd the Athenian maid:

And here the maiden, sleeping sound,

On the dank and dirty ground.

Pretty soul, she durst not lie

Near this lack-love, this kill-courtesy.





Churl78, upon thy eyes I throw



Puts juice on Lysander’s eyes


All the power this charm doth owe79.

When thou wak’st, let love forbid80

Sleep his seat on thy eyelid.

So awake when I am gone,

For I must now to Oberon.



Exit

Enter Demetrius and Helena, running


HELENA    Stay, though thou kill me, sweet Demetrius.

DEMETRIUS    I charge thee, hence, and do not haunt85 me thus.

HELENA    O, wilt thou darkling86 leave me? Do not so.

DEMETRIUS    Stay, on thy peril: I alone will go.



Exit


HELENA    O, I am out of breath in this fond88 chase!

The more my prayer, the lesser is my grace89.

Happy is Hermia, wheresoe’er she lies90;

For she hath blessèd and attractive eyes.

How came her eyes so bright? Not with salt tears:

If so, my eyes are oftener washed than hers.

No, no, I am as ugly as a bear;

For beasts that meet me run away for fear:

Therefore no marvel96 though Demetrius

Do, as97 a monster, fly my presence thus.

What wicked and dissembling glass98 of mine

Made me compare with Hermia’s sphery eyne99?





But who is here? Lysander, on the ground;



Sees Lysander


Dead, or asleep? I see no blood, no wound.

Lysander if you live, good sir, awake.

LYSANDER    And run through fire I will for thy sweet sake.



Wakes


Transparent Helena, nature shows her art104

That through thy bosom makes me see thy heart.

Where is Demetrius? O, how fit a word

Is that vile name to perish on my sword!

HELENA    Do not say so, Lysander, say not so.

What though109 he love your Hermia? Lord, what though?

Yet Hermia still loves you; then be content.

LYSANDER    Content with Hermia? No, I do repent

The tedious minutes I with her have spent.

Not Hermia but Helena now I love;

Who will not change a raven for a dove?

The will115 of man is by his reason swayed,

And reason says you are the worthier maid.

Things growing are not ripe until their season;

So I, being young, till now ripe not118 to reason.

And touching now the point of human skill119,

Reason becomes the marshal120 to my will

And leads me to your eyes, where I o’erlook121

Love’s stories122 written in love’s richest book.

HELENA    Wherefore123 was I to this keen mockery born?

When at your hands did I deserve this scorn?

Is’t not enough, is’t not enough, young man,

That I did never, no, nor never can,

Deserve a sweet look from Demetrius’ eye,

But you must flout my insufficiency?

Good troth you do me wrong, good sooth129, you do,

In such disdainful manner me to woo.

But fare you well; perforce I must confess

I thought you lord of more true gentleness132.

O, that a lady of one man refused

Should of another therefore be abused134!



Exit


LYSANDER    She sees not Hermia. Hermia, sleep thou there,

And never mayst thou come Lysander near;

For as a surfeit137 of the sweetest things

The deepest loathing to the stomach brings,

Or as the heresies that men do leave139

Are hated most of those they did deceive140,

So thou, my surfeit and my heresy,

Of142 all be hated, but the most of me.

And all my powers address143 your love and might

To honour Helen and to be her knight!



Exit


HERMIA    Help me, Lysander, help me; do thy best



Wakes


To pluck this crawling serpent from my breast!

Ay me, for pity; what a dream was here?

Lysander, look how I do quake with fear:

Methought a serpent ate my heart away,

And you sat smiling at his cruel prey150.

Lysander! What, removed151? Lysander! Lord!

What, out of hearing? Gone? No sound, no word?

Alack, where are you? Speak, an if153 you hear:

Speak, of all loves154! I swoon almost with fear.

No? Then I well perceive you are not nigh.





Either death or you I’ll find immediately.



Titania remains asleep

Exit
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