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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Curriculum subject: English Literature 

Key Stage: 4 and 5 

Author / Text: William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream 

Theme: Dreams and Doublings 

Rationale 
In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Shakespeare explores and reflects upon Elizabethan debates 

around the nature of dreams. The audience is given the opportunity to witness the 

transgressive behaviour of the unconscious mind, in contrast to more socially acceptable 

behaviour, through the themes of marriage and magic. In these activities, students will study 

relevant source material from the period and analyse the language and structures of the play in 

light of their reading.  

Content 
Literary and historical sources: 

 The Most Pleasant Art of the Interpretation of Dreams by Thomas Hill (1576) 

 The Terrors of the Night by Thomas Nash (1594) 

 Ovid’s Metamorphoses (last quarter of the 15th century) 
  
 
Recommended reading (short articles):  

 Dream, illusion and doubling in A Midsummer Night’s Dream: Emma Smith 
 
 
External links: 

 Poetry Foundation: Epithalamion by Edmund Spenser 

 The story of Pyramus and Thisbe in Book IV of Ovid’s Metamorphoses  

Key questions: 

 What were Elizabethan attitudes to dreams and visions? 

 How do the structure, characters and themes in A Midsummer Night’s Dream reflect 

this debate? 

 How does Shakespeare use Ovid’s story of Pyramus and Thisbe in the play? 

Activities 
1) Thomas Nash is believed to have worked with Shakespeare on a number of plays 

including Henry VI Part 1. In The Terrors of the Night, Nash expresses scepticism 
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concerning the view of classical and medieval scholars that dreams were the result 

of divine or diabolic intervention. One of the causes of dreams he offers is what we 

may have eaten during the day. Look closely at The Terrors of the Night and find 

three other explanations and analogies for dreams offered by Nash. One of them 

may remind you of Oberon’s speech in Act 2, Scene 1. 

 

2) Read the following source: Thomas Hill’s The Most Pleasant Art of the 

Interpretation of Dream. Hill writes that dreams ‘sheweth to us rather comfortable 

warning than any vayne and unfruitfull matter’ and compares them to ‘loking 

Glasses of the body’. During A Midsummer Night’s Dream, nearly all the characters 

fall asleep at some point. Consider what effect this might have on the audience’s 

perception of the play. Look at Hermia’s dream in Act 2, Scene 2; Bottom’s 

interpretation of his dream at the end of Act 4, Scene 1; and Puck’s Epilogue and 

examine them in the light of your research into Nash and Hill. 

 

3) Ovid is believed to have been Shakespeare’s favourite classical poet. Look at the 

source Ovid’s Metamorphoses and read a translation of the tale of Pyramus and 

Thisbe from Book IV (lines 55–166). Discuss how Shakespeare frames the love of 

Pyramus and Thisbe in a play within a play – or a dream within a dream. Is the love 

of Pyramus and Thisbe any more real than any of the other couples in the play?  

Shakespeare was probably writing Romeo and Juliet and A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream during the same period. How could you contrast his treatment of this source 

material in both plays? 

Ovid’s Metamorphoses are tales of transformations. In the light of your work on 

the themes and the use of dreams, discuss why Shakespeare chose not to include 

the metamorphosis of the fruit of the mulberry tree?  

4) The dream world can be seen as a place where the normal rules of society are 

suspended and, post-Freud, dreams are often closely linked to sexual desire. In his 

innovative Royal Shakespeare Company production of the play in 1970, director 

Peter Brook experimented with the traditional doubling of the parts of Theseus and 

Hipployta, and Oberon and Titania.  

Consider the oppositions between the waking and dreaming worlds and explore the 

presentation of the Fairy King and Queen as expressions of the alter egos of the 

Duke and his bride. 

Extension activities 

 In his essay Titania and the Asses Head, Jan Kott writes ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream 

is the most erotic of Shakespeare’s plays’. Debate the validity of this statement, taking 

into consideration the different images of sexuality portrayed in the dream world of the 

play. 

 Read Puck’s speeches (3.2.378 and 5.1.371) and compare these to the 19th stanza of 

Edmund Spenser’s Epithalmium , ‘Let no deluding dreames, nor dreadful sights, Make 
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sudden sad affrights …’ Consider the idea of cleansing the bridal chamber in the light 

of Thomas Nash’s The Terrors of the Night. 

 As well as the doublings already mentioned, the roles of Philostrate and Puck, and of 

the Faeries and the Mechanicals are sometimes shared in productions. Explore the 

possibilities this offers to the director and the actors. 
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