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THE STORY 

Midsummer Night's Dream, Its Sources, Its Construction, and Its Charm 

by Leonard Treash 

The play from which the opera was taken was considered the best of William 
Shakespeare's early comedies. It uses for its sources, stories told by Plutarch, 
Chaucer and Ovid. The exceptional genius of Shakespeare sorted these multiple 
sources out and wove them into a well constructed comedy, consisting of the 
imminent wedding of Theseus, Duke of Athens, with Hippolyta, Queen of the 
Amazons, the "loves that ne're ran smooth" of Lysander and Hermia and 
Demetrius and Helena, and the play within the play of "Pyramus and Thisbe" 
provided for the royal wedding by six of the rough workers of Athens and all 
know together by the plot of Oberon and Tytania and their fairy kingdom. 

The libretto of the opera fashioned by Britten and Peter Pears, omits the first act 
of the play, filling in for this omission along the way and at the end with 
snatches of the exposition found in the deleted first act. 

A synopsis of this omitted first act may help an understanidng of the libretto of 
the opera. The Amazons led by Hippolyta have laid siege to Athens, but Duke 
Theseus has defeated them in battle and has won the consent of Hippolyta to be 
his wife. As one of his noblmen, Aegus complains that his daughter Hermia 
refuses to wed the man of his choice, Demetrius. She has, instead, fallen madly 
in love with Lysander a young man who sings serenades under her window and 
reads her poetry. He damands the Athenian law upon his daughter, the law 
which says a daughter must marry the husband of her father's choice or be put 
to death. Theseus tells Hermia she must obey her father within four days, or 
must enter a convent, or be put to death. Lysander has a plan. Hermia will meet 
him in the woods that night and they will proceed to his Aunt's home, whose 
dwelling is outside the Athenian law, and there they will be married. Helena who 
was once beloved of Demetrius hears their secret and tells Demetrius hoping to 
come into his favor . Demetrius follows Lysander and Hermia into the woods 
and Helena follows Demetrius. 

The Plot of the Opera 

Act I -A Glen in a Wood at night. 

The fairies of Tytania's court are holding revels and they are surprised by Puck, 
sometimes called Robin Goodfellow, who is Oberon's jester and source of much 
merry mischief. Just as they are getting acquainted, their mistress and his master 
arrive and quarrel violently over the possession of an Indian boy who is in the 
court of Tytania but whom Oberon wants for his page. Tytania again refuses to 
give up the boy and Oberon determines to punish her by casting a spell on her 
while she is asleep so that, when she wakes, she will fall in love with the first 
creature she sets eyes upon, be it owl or boar or ox or ass. As the fairies leave the 
wood, Lysander and Hermia meet and pledge their troth and, after they have set 
off for his Aunt's, Demetrius runs into the wood hotly pursued by Helena who is 
determined to make him love her if she must "hog-tie" him to accomplish her 
desire. Oberon sympathizes with her unrequited love and instructs Puck to drop 



THE STORY (Cont'd.) 

some of the same juice on the "youth in Athenian garb" so that when he awakes 
he will love Helena. While Puck is looking for this youth, the "Rustics" enter the 
wood to cast their play. This episode provides the low comedy and the rough 
workmen coming into the wood to rehearse a silly play provide the typical 
Shakesperean clown element. After each has been given a part in the play, they 
retire to their homes to study their parts and Lysander and Hermia come in and 
fall asleep. Puck, thinking Lysander is the "Athenian youth" squeezes the juice 
on his eyes and Helena chances by and wakes him and he falls violently in love 
with her, much to her chagrin. Tytania now comes back into the glen to sleep 
and Oberon casts the spell upon her. 

Act2 

The Rustics return to the wood to rehearse their play . Bottom finds all kinds of 
problems in the play but also finds solutions to them; which makes Puck, who is 
observing them, determine to reduce Bottom's ego and turns him into an Ass. 
This frightens the other men away and Bottom is left alone in the wood. To 
dirve away his fear, he sings a silly song at the top of his voice. Tytania wakes 
enchanted with him and his voice and commands fairies to wait upon him and to 
sing them both to sleep . The four mortal lovers again appear. Hermia wants her 
Lysander. Lysander wants Helena and will have none of Hermia. Demetrius 
wants to do battle with L)-3ander. Helena thinks that it is Hermia who has 
turned against her and the girls chase each other out while Demetrius and 
Lysander go off into the wood to fight. Oberon discovers Puck's mistake and 
cuffs him roundly and bids him throw up a fog to confuse all the four. This he 
does and the four come back and lie down to sleep not knowing that they are all 
in close proximity with each other. We now have three pairs of lovers asleep in 
the wood. Puck squeezes an antidote into Lysander's eyes. 

Act 3 

Oberon squeezes the juice of Dian's bud into the sleeping Tytania's eyes and as 
she wakes, she falls in love again with Oberon and into loathing of Bottom. Puck 
removes the asses head from Bottom's head and the fairies dance out of the 
wood as Puck announces the morning lark. The mortal lovers wake and find that 
they love the right people and hurry off to see Duke Theseus and hope that the 
straightening out of their loves will evoke clemency. The Rustics come hunting 
Bottom for without him they cannot produce the play . He appears to them and 
they hurry off to the palace to set their play before the royal wedding party. 

The scene changes to the palace where everything rights itself. The four lovers 
are forgiven, the play of "Pyramus and Thisbe is produced with great success and 
every mortal goes off to bed. The fairies take over the palace and after dancing a 
roundel they go to watch over every sleeper and Puck asks the indulgence of the 
audience as the curtain descends. 

We in the opera department join with Puck in hoping that you have enjoyed 
seeing and hearing Midsummer Night's Dream as much as we have working with 
it and in it. 
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