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A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream

by William Shakespeare

You will need to concentrate on the following: 

1. The historical period and the theatrical 
conventions of the period.

2. The style of the play.

3. Characters – interpretation, motivation, vocal 
aspects, movement and interaction, their use of 
the acting space, their use of props and set, their 
costume, make-up and hair and the relationship 
between the actors and the audience.

4. Staging – the effect of the production on 
different stages e.g. Thrust, Proscenium, Theatre 
in the Round and Traverse.

5. Design – the set and props, costumes, make-up 
and hair, lighting and sound. 

CLASS DISCUSSION TASKS

Before you start to study the drama, you need to 
remember some things that will help you with each 
task. 

1. Staging  
There are four main types of stage layouts: 
Proscenium, Thrust, Traverse and Theatre in the 
Round.

 • Make a sketch of each one. 

 • Add where the audience will be placed. 

 • Propose an idea of the kind of set that can be 
used on each stage. 

 • Remember that the floor, the stage and the 
roof are important.

 • The walls behind the audience can also be 
used.

2. Although it is usually the director who makes 
the decisions regarding staging, it is necessary 
to work with the designers.

 • Can you name each designer?

 • What is the role of each designer? 

 • Remember that the designers add to the 
atmosphere of the performance and enrich 
the audience’s experience.

 (More information and terminology regarding 
designers can be found in the appendix.)

3. You must remember that vocal skills, movement 
and interaction have to be discussed when 
discussing a performance.  Do you remember 
all the different elements which must be referred 
to when discussing each one?

4. You must understand the meaning of the term 
style. Can you explain what is the meaning 
of naturalistic style, symbolic style and 
minimalistic style?
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The background of the play

The play was written during the most prolific 
period in Shakespeare’s career when he was starting 
to create more complicated and intense works. 
Many assume that the playwright wrote the play 
to be performed during an aristocratic wedding in 
the presence of Queen Elizabeth I. This play is a 
comedy, and it was written around 1595–6 and is set 
in Athens, Greece. 

The play reflects Shakespeare’s creativity and 
imagination and draws from a number of sources: 
Greek mythology, 16th century English fairy tales, 
and everyday life in London at that time. 
Nevertheless, the plot and the characters have been 
created and are not based on historical figures and 
facts. 

The original performance   

The play would have been performed at various 
locations during the Elizabethan Age – outdoors, 
in taverns, or in royal palaces – but in 1576, it is 
believed that James Burbage built a theatre outside 
London and this is where Shakespeare’s theatre 
company, The Lord Chamberlain’s Men, would have 
performed around 1594. 

This space was modified in 1599, and the Globe 
Theatre was built. We have reached the conclusion 
that the performance space was a round outdoor 
auditorium, with the audience sitting on three storeys 
on three sides of a thrust stage. Usually, the stage 
had two levels, with a trapdoor in the middle and 
many balconies. 

Although there wasn’t much of a set and very few 
props, the costumes, out of expensive material, 
were bright and colourful. Costumes were used 
to convey the time period and the status of the 
characters. Women were prohibited from acting 
in the Elizabethan theatre and young boys would 
portray them instead, whilst wearing simple make-
up. It was common for audiences at the time to shout 
during performances or even walk on stage! The 
performance would have happened during the day to 
make the most of natural light. 

Look at the image below to get an insight 
into theatre during the time of Shakespeare.

Genre 

Although comedy as a genre has existed for 
centuries, Shakespeare used comedy as a tool to 
expose negative aspects of society, and to mock 
humanity. He used a light-hearted comedy style 
rather than dark satire to make fun of people’s 
weaknesses. 

In this play, Shakespeare uses humour to criticise 
aristocratic society which insisted on controlling 
their children’s lives by choosing whom they 
married. Also, placing the characters in a fantasy 
world and creating a supernatural scenario was 
something Shakespeare liked to do to strengthen the 
comic elements. In the play A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream, the fairy world and the human world are side 

1:
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by side, but the human characters suffer far more 
than the fairies. This may have been the playwright’s 
intention, that is, encouraging the audience to look at 
themselves and the reality of their lives. 

But is the comedy just as funny today? The 
producer’s aim will be to communicate the comedy 
and to make it relevant to today. 

TASKS

1. Look at Act 1, Scene 2. 
 
Draw a picture of the shape of stage you would 
choose for this extract. Refer to the following:

 • the position of the audience 

 • add your own ideas about the set 

 • state the reasons for your choice.

2. Draw a picture of Bottom’s costume in this 
extract. Refer to the following:

 • the time period of the costume

 • the material and quality 

 • colours

 • hair and make-up.  

The characters

There are a number of characters of differing social 
status in the play. It would be an idea for you to look 
at pictures of them first, and then make a list of the 
fairies and the real people.           

The gentry 

Theseus, Hippolyta, Egeus, Hermia, Lysander, 
Demetrius and Helena. 

Fairies 

Oberon, Titania and Puck. 

The Mechanicals – Jesters 

Nick Bottom, Peter Quince, Francis Flute, Robin 
Starveling, Tom Snout and Snug. 

Oberon and Titania 

Titania is the queen of the fairies and she’s married 
to Oberon. At the beginning of the play, she argues 
with her husband about refusing to give him a boy 
from India as she had promised to look after him. 
As she sleeps, Oberon arranges for his servant to put 
magic liquid in her eyes which makes her fall in love 
with the first person she sees. That person is Bottom. 

Titania appears to be a strong, independent and 
confident character. She’s determined and isn’t afraid 
of crossing her husband. She expresses her feelings 
openly, in the same manner as Hermia who acts 
contrary to her father’s wishes. Titania contributes 
to the theme of love in the play, but like Helena, the 
feelings of jealousy and betrayal are also evident. 
Nevertheless, she brings a lot of comedy and 
entertainment into the play.   

Oberon is the king of the fairies and as his wife 
refuses to grant his wish, he decides to take revenge 
on her. Puck, his loyal servant, helps him carry 
out various tricks on his wife, and on many other 
characters in the play. 

TASKS

Look at Act 2, Scene 1 from “Enter Oberon the King 
of Fairies at one door, with his train, and Titania the 
Queen at another, with hers.”

Up until “Titania and her fairies exit.” 

Ideas for short questions:

1. Briefly describe the relationship between Titania 
and Oberon in this extract.

4:
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2. Which two practise techniques could the 
director use to help the actors examine the 
relationship between both characters? State the 
reasons for your choice.

3. Suggest suitable costumes, hair and make-up for 
both characters and explain your choices.

4. Describe two suitable sound effects you could 
use in this extract.

5. How would the character of Titania say the 
following lines:

“What, jealous Oberon! Fairies, skip hence: I 
have forsworn his bed and company.”

State the reason for your choices.

6. As an actor, choose one movement, one gesture 
and one facial expression to communicate the 
character of Oberon to the audience in this 
extract.

7. Describe two suitable lighting effects you could 
use in this extract.

8. As a designer, name the props that the two 
actors could use in this extract. Then, describe 
the props, (colour, quality, period) and explain 
how the actors would use them in the scene. 

Ideas for question 4 in the examination 
paper (10–15 marks) 

1. Describe how you would stage this extract for a 
performance of the play A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream. In your answer, refer to the following:

 • your choice of stage

 • the style of the production

 • your choice of set and props.

State the reasons for your choices.

2. As a designer, explain how you would stage this 
extract in a THEATRE IN THE ROUND. You 
will also need to refer to the original production. 
In your answer, refer to the following:

 • the position of the audience

 • the style of the production 

 • your ideas on lighting and sound

 • your ideas on set and props.

You may adapt the shape of the stage and 
choose from the following – THRUST, 
PROSCENIUM, TRAVERSE.

3. Explain how an actor portraying the part 
of Titania would use physical skills to 
communicate the character to the audience 
(if you want, you can change the character to 
Oberon). In your answer, refer to the following:

 • character motivation in this extract

 • movement and gestures 

 • posture 

 • facial expression.

State the reasons for your choices.

4. Explain how an actor playing the part of Oberon 
would use vocal skills to communicate the 
character to the audience (if you want, you may 
change the character to Titania). 

In your answer, refer to the following:

 • character motivation in this extract

 • tone and tempo 

 • pitch. 

State the reasons for your choices.

5. Describe how the actors would use the stage 
and interact in this extract. 
Refer to:

 • shape of space 

 • performance style 

 • characters’ movements. 

State the reasons for your choices. 

Other characters in the play 

Bottom 

Bottom is a weaver, but wants to become an actor. 
He tries to persuade Quince that he should play 
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every part in the play. In one practice in the woods, 
Puck’s spell transforms his head into a donkey’s 
head! Titania falls in love with him but, by the end 
of the play, he has transformed back and manages 
to perform the role of Pyramus. He’s an amusing 
character and within the group he should stand out 
on stage. He’s the only one who crosses between the 
human world and the fairy world.

(The character’s head dress and also the character’s 
voice after the transformation need to be given full 
consideration. Discuss this in class and research into 
how this was presented in other productions.) 

Puck 

Puck is Oberon’s servant and he has a special control 
over magic. He can be invisible, or he can change 
his appearance. He’s a wizard and controls tricks. He 
also makes fun of the others and believes that men 
act like fools.  

(Consider the character’s costume, make-up and hair. 
You can look at different productions to get ideas. 
Discuss this in class.)   

Demetrius, Hermia, Lysander and Helena 

These four characters are in a quandary at the 
beginning of the play for different reasons pertaining 
to courtship! However, they are all privileged 
characters. By the end, the two couples, after a lot of 
arguing and fighting, get married. 

Hippolyta and Theseus 

Theseus is the Duke of Athens and is engaged to 
Hippolyta. Theseus is a symbol of power throughout 
the play, although he only appears at the beginning 
and at the end. Hippolyta is the Queen of Amazons 
and her situation in the play may be compared to that 
of Titania, Queen of the Fairies. Both are controlled 
by men, but they are also strong and intelligent 
women. 

Egeus 

Egeus is an important man in Athens, the Duke’s 
friend and Hermia’s father. He would prefer to 
condemn his daughter to death than allow her to 
marry the man she loves. This makes him appear 
selfish and cruel. He can be completely unreasonable 
at times.

Important - When you consider each character’s 
role in the play, remember that you need to consider 
the characters’ age, background and status. Also, 
when choosing a specific extract, concentrate on the 
character’s motivation in that extract, read the stage 
directions carefully in order to get more information. 
(Discuss the meaning of the term motivation in 
class.)

PERFORMING TASKS 

Choose a specific extract, one which may be verin 
the play. 

1. With a partner or in a group, discuss what the 
characters’ relationship is with each other in this 
extract.

2. What is the characters’ motivation in the 
extract?

3. How would they use the space, and remember, 
when answering this question, you must 
consider the shape of the stage. Discuss and 
experiment with the movements and the 
interaction in the extract.

4. Consider the proxemics, i.e. the distance and 
proximity between the characters in the extract.

5. Consider your character’s gestures, posture and 
gait. 

6. Consider your use of voice, tone, tempo and 
pitch.

7. Remember that your interpretation is unique, 
but you must fully consider the playwright’s 
intention.

As you practise the extract, you may improvise and 
also use many other techniques e.g. hotseating in 
order to try and get to know the character better. 
Consider the following questions:

 • Who am I?

 • Where am I?

 • When is it happening?

 • What do I want?

 • Why do I want it?
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 • How will I get it?

 • What do I need to overcome? 

Perform the extract in front of the class to get their 
response. You may explain the reasons for your 
vocal choices, your movement and the interaction to 
them.

Structure 

This is a 5-act play. There are two scenes in each act, 
apart from Act 5.  It follows the traditional structure 
of the typical comedy, i.e.:

1. things go wrong 

2. conflict and complications of all kinds

3. resolution. 

However, Shakespeare complicates the structure 
somewhat and presents three stories alongside each 
other – the lovers’ trouble, the conflict between 
Oberon and Titania and the mechanicals’ efforts to 
try and stage a play during the Duke’s wedding. 

Each storyline is drawn together by the common 
themes and the interaction between the groups of 
characters along the way. The opening conflict 
between the lovers reaches a climactic point in Act 
3 and is resolved in Act 4. The debate between the 
fairies becomes apparent in Act 2, but is over by Act 
4. By Act 5, Pyramus’s play has been successfully 
staged, despite all the mechanicals’ disagreements. 

Social classes are also scrutinised. This provides us 
with an opportunity to understand Shakespeare’s aim 
in giving us an insight into the social situation of his 
times – the nobility isn’t always right nor do they 
live in harmony! 

The play is much more complicated than it is 
appears, considering the numerous characters 
and the constant moving backwards and forwards 
between two worlds.

TASKS

1. Look at the opening of the play. As a director, 
what are your ideas on staging, e.g. Scene 
1 from “Enter Theseus, Hippolyta, and 

Philostrate, with others.” up until “All but 
Hermia and Lysander exit.” 

Refer to the following:

 • the original production

 • your choice of stage

 • the style of the production 

 • your choice of set and props 

 • your choice of lighting  

 • your choice of music and sound 

 • your choice of costume, hair and make-up. 

(Only around four of the above will usually 
come up in an examination question.)

2. Look at a specific extract of the conflict. As 
a director, how would you stage this, e.g. Act 
3, Scene 2 from “Enter Hermia.” up to “Exit 
Helena” and “Exit Hermia”. 
Refer to the following:

 • the original production

 • your choice of stage 

 • the style of the production 

 • your choice of set and props 

 • your choice of lighting  

 • your choice of music and sound 

 • your choice of costume, hair and make-up. 

(Only around four of the above will usually 
come up in an examination question.)

3. Look at the conclusion. As a director, what are 
your ideas on staging this scene, e.g. Act 5, 
Scene 1 from “Enter Puck” up until “Exits”.  
Refer to the following:

 • the original production

 • your choice of stage 

 • the style of the production 

 • your choice of set and props 

 • your choice of lighting  

5:
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 • your choice of music and sound 

 • your choice of costume, hair and make-up. 

(Only around four of the above will usually 
come up in an examination question.)

Themes 

Love

A Midsummer Night’s Dream is mainly a play about 
love. Love motivates most of the characters, and is 
the root of the arguments between them. It’s a theme 
which creates strong feelings of jealousy, it causes 
fierce debate, it destroys friendships and affects 
nature. For these reasons, it creates situations which 
makes an audience laugh. This is the power of love – 
it can make people mad! 

On top of this, the magic potion adds to the emotions 
and makes the characters slaves to love. Shakespeare 
also suggests that love can make us blind – “Love 
is blind.”  At the end of the play, the wedding is a 
perfect celebration and a happy conclusion to the 
play, which proves that love is beautiful, pure and 
everlasting. 

A play within a play 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream is a play within a play. 
The play Pyramus and Thisbe is the perfect example. 
This introduces strong elements of farce, and the two 
characters’ story reflects the situations of the other 
characters, especially Hermia and Lysander who flee 
from their parents’ wishes. Is Shakespeare asking the 
audience at the time a question regarding their ability 
to differentiate between reality and fantasy?

Dreams and reality 

After the surreal night of magic in the woods, the 
characters refer to the experience as a dream. They 
can’t understand the events nor make sense of the 
situation. As a result, Bottom and the lovers don’t 
need to explain what happened to them. Although 
Theseus at the end of the play disregards the 
characters’ stories, one has to remember that the 
laws of Athens were the root of the problems, and 
the dream in the woods solved everything. Perhaps 
Shakespeare is suggesting that dreams and the 
imagination are as useful as reason and reality, and 

at times they can create truths which are beyond 
all reason. Sometimes, we mix both worlds, and 
lose our sense of reality. We try and be someone or 
something else in order to hide from the truth. This 
is a theme Shakespeare is fond of and deals with 
regularly in his plays e.g. Macbeth, Much Ado About 
Nothing and Othello. 

(Discuss the theme in class, do you have dreams? Do 
you remember them? Are they odd sometimes and 
don’t make any sense?)

Men and women 

The relationship between a man and a woman is a 
constant theme throughout the play, including in the 
fairies’ world. There is a clear suggestion that men 
dominate women, men try to control their wives 
and fathers try to control their daughters. It must 
be remembered that this would be the norm during 
the Elizabethan era, and the audience of the day 
wouldn’t question it.

(You can discuss the theme in class. Is it an old-
fashioned theme? Are men able to control women 
in some situations today and in some societies, 
religions or countries?)

Magic 

The fairies’ world of fantasy is all-important in 
the play. The fairies drive the plot and moves the 
story forward. Oberon and his magic potion create 
disorder and many conflicts, as well as maintaining 
the comedy. 

TASKS 

1. Work with a partner and make a list of scenes 
where the path of love is uneven. 
You can experiment with performing a specific 
extract, concentrating on the characters’ voice 
and movements.

You can use different practise techniques to 
develop the characters e.g. hotseating, levels 
to demonstrate power, improvisation, dividing 
the extract up into units to discuss character 
motivation, mime work and freeze-frame.

6:
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2. As a set designer, create a model of the 
woods, concentrating on the theme of magic. 
Concentrate on colours, materials and levels. 

3. As a costume, make-up and hair designer, 
create ideas on how you would dress the four 
characters in the woods – Lysander, Helena, 
Hermia and Demetrius. Consider colour, 
material, fabric, quality, period, style of hair, 
make-up and jewellery.

4. As a sound and lighting designer, choose a 
specific extract where the theme of dreams is 
highlighted. You can discuss the type of sound 
or music which would be suitable to create an 
atmosphere in the extract and also the types of 
lighting: gels, lamps, on-screen images, special 
effects, gobos, intensity and colour.

5. As a director, how would you present both 
worlds on stage – the fairy world and the human 
world? Would you differentiate between these 
two worlds? Does one world represent freedom 
and revelry, while the other represents a world 
full of rules and laws? Possibly, as a director, 
you might consider suggesting that both worlds 
are similar?

6. As a director, would you choose a realistic, 
symbolic or more minimalistic style when 
staging this play? State your reasons and refer 
to a few scenes. It’s important to remember how 
the play would have been originally performed.

Contemporary productions

A Midsummer Night’s Dream was performed in 2020 
by the National Theatre in London but, of course, 
many memorable performances have preceded this. 

It is also a play that is regularly performed in 
schools. It can be staged in a number of different 
styles – traditionally, or more contemporary, in 
modern costume and a less busy and complicated 
set. Nevertheless, most productions concentrate on 
the play’s fantasy elements and unreal world in order 
to create a set, costume and lighting which are most 
sophisticated and complicated and a feast for the 
eyes. 

Peter Brook’s production in 1970 by the RSC was 

most different and challenging, with a set in the form 
of a completely white box. Huge walls were created 
on stage and the characters climbed up ladders to the 
top of the walls in order to look down on the world. 
Also, the Fairies had acrobatic skills, and Puck 
was on stilts! Apart from that, the set and the space 
was bare, without many props or stage equipment. 
Metal coils were used to symbolise the trees, and 
the actors portrayed more than one character. This 
was very experimental at the time. Since then, 
Brook’s methods and influences have created a 
deep impression on theatre and on how to convey 
minimalistic styles in productions.

Although it’s useful to look at these interpretations 
from the past, remember that your individual and 
original suggestions are just as important. You may 
borrow some ideas as you discuss and study the 
planning elements and then create your own final 
version of each element of the staging. Don’t forget 
that you need to remember how the play was staged 
during Shakespeare’s lifetime. 

TASKS

Conduct research into previous productions of the 
play. 

Experiment with different kinds of stages e.g. thrust, 
proscenium, theatre in the round, traverse or others 
of your choice.

7:
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Photos of the NT’s Performance:   

https://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/shows/nt-at-
home-a-midsummer-nights-dream

2020 Performance

Ideas for question 5 in the examination 
paper – 15 marks

1. With reference to a key extract of the play, 
how would a designer choose to use lighting 
and sound to communicate the mood to an 
audience? In your answer, refer to:

 • the mood of the extract  

 • how lighting and sound were used in the 
original production

 • your ideas regarding lighting 

 • your ideas regarding sound. 

State the reasons for your choices.

2. With reference to a key extract of the play, 
explain how you would communicate the role 
of any one of the characters to the audience. In 
your answer, refer to: 

 • character motivation

 • voice

 • movement

 • interaction. 

State the reasons for your choices.

3. With reference to a key extract of the play, 
explain how a designer would use the set to 
communicate mood to an audience. In your 
answer, refer to:

 • the original production

 • your ideas on the shape of the stage and the 
style of the production

 • your ideas regarding the set.

State the reasons for your choices.

4. With reference to a key extract of the play, 
explain how a designer would use costume, 
hair and make-up to communicate mood to an 
audience. In your answer, refer to:

 • the original production

 • your ideas on costume style, their colour, 
their quality and the time period

 • your ideas on hair and make-up. 

State the reasons for your choices.

5. With reference to a key extract of the play, 
explain how the actors would interact to 
communicate their relationship to an audience. 
In your answer, refer to:

 • the acting style

 • actors’ movements

 • actors’ gestures and posture 

 • actors’ facial expressions.

State the reasons for your choices.

https://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/shows/nt-at-home-a-midsummer-nights-dream
https://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/shows/nt-at-home-a-midsummer-nights-dream
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APPENDIX

Terminology
Vocal skills

Pitch 
Tone 
Tempo 
Pause 
Accent  
Voice level 
Clarity 
Emphasis 

Physical skills

Gesture  
Posture 
Facial expressions – eyes 
Movement – gait  
Stillness 

Interaction

Proxemics – distance and 
proximity  
Positioning on stage  
Physical response 

Costume, make-up and hair 
design  

Material  
Quality 
Colour 
Time period 
Hair style 
Wigs  
Make-up  
Jewellery 

Sound design 

Music 
Sound effects  
Live sounds  
Recorded sounds  
Volume  
Echo  
Microphones  
Sound sources  
Instruments  
Live band  

Lighting design 

Intensity 
Focus 
Angles 
Special effects 
Colour – gels 
Gobos  
Different lanterns 

Set design 

Shape of stage 
Flats  
Backcloth / back drop  
Cyclorama  
Colour  
Rostra  
Exits, entrances  
Levels – blocks  
Floor  
Curtains  
Ceiling  
Stage equipment  
Furniture e.g. table  
Stairs 

Personal props

Handheld  
Portable props, e.g. chair or box 
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