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7 The mechanicals plan their play

✪	To see how characters (the simple ‘mechanicals’) are 
presented

✪	To explore how the writer creates mood and atmosphere
✪	To see how texts fit into their cultural and historical settings

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

This extract is from Act 3, scene 1. The ‘mechanicals’ – simple, 
uneducated tradesmen – are planning a play that they hope to perform 
for the wedding celebrations of Duke Theseus and Hippolyta. They are 
clearly not very experienced or polished performers and their mistakes 
provide a lot of comic entertainment. Sophisticated audience members 
would probably enjoy feeling superior to them!

Snout is a tinker (who mends pots and pans), Starveling a tailor, Bottom 
a weaver (who makes cloth), and Quince a carpenter. As tradesmen, they 
are commoners but are not quite at the bottom of the social ladder. 
They must at least know how to read in order to learn their parts. Their 
play is about two lovers called Pyramus and Thisbe. It includes a lion, 
and they are worried that this will frighten the ladies in the audience.

CONTEXT

SNOUT
Will not the ladies be afeard of the lion?

STARVELING
I fear it, I promise you.

BOTTOM
Masters, you ought to consider with yourselves: to 
bring in (God shield us!) a lion among ladies, is a most 
dreadful thing; for there is not a more fearful wild-fowl 
than your lion living; and we ought to look to’t.

SNOUT
Therefore another prologue must tell he is not a lion.

What is the comic 
effect of calling a lion a 
wildfowl (that is, like a 
wild duck or goose), and 
pointing out that lions 
are dangerous?

p The Man in the Moon
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BOTTOM
Nay, you must name his name, and half his face must be 
seen through the lion’s neck: and he himself must speak 
through, saying thus, or to the same defect: ‘Ladies,’ or 
‘Fair ladies, I would wish you,’ or ‘I would request you,’ 
or ‘I would entreat you, not to fear, not to tremble: my 
life for yours! If you think I come hither as a lion, it 
were pity of my life: no I am no such thing; I am a man 
as other men are’: and there indeed let him name his 
name, and tell them plainly he is Snug the Joiner.

QUINCE
Well it shall be so. But there is two hard things; that is, to 
bring the moonlight into a chamber; for, you know, 
Pyramus and Thisbe meet by moonlight.

SNOUT
Doth the moon shine that night we play our play?

BOTTOM
A calendar, a calendar! Look in the almanac; find out 
moonshine, find out moonshine.

QUINCE
Yes, it doth shine that night.

BOTTOM
Why, then may you leave a casement of the great 
chamber window, where we play, open, and the moon 
may shine in at the casement.

QUINCE
Ay; or else one must come in with a bush of thorns and 
a lantern, and say he comes to disfigure, or to present, 
the person of Moonshine.

Why do you think they 
go to such lengths to 
make it clear that the 
lion is not real?

There was no electric 
stage lighting in 
Shakespeare’s time. How 
else could the actors 
have found a way to 
suggest moonlight, other 
than getting the real 
moon to shine in?

Traditionally, the Man in 
the Moon was supposed 
to carry a bush of thorns 
and a lantern.

consider with yourselves: think about this
prologue: speech introducing a play
defect: a fault, but Bottom has used the wrong word; he means 
‘effect’
almanac: calendar with extra information, such as moon phases
casement: window opening on a vertical hinge
disfigure: to spoil or scar something; Quince actually means 
‘figure’, or present

GLOSSARY

✔	To explore what the 
mechanicals’ main concerns 
are in this extract

✔	To understand in what ways 
the extract is funny

SKILLS FOCUS
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 In what ways do these men show their foolishness? Consider:

✪	 what problems they raise

✪	 how they deal with them.

 Which character seems most important here? Think about:

✪	 who says the most

✪	 who seems most self-confident

✪	 how the characters respond to each other.

 What is the mood of the extract? Think about:

✪	 how the comedy is created

✪	 what the audience’s response is likely to be.

 What impression do you get of Bottom? Copy and complete the table below to help you find evidence from 
the text. 

My impression of Bottom Quotation

How does he speak?

What does he say?

How do others respond 
to him?

1

2

3

4

LOOK CLOSER

  There are many clever ways 
to create a lion. How do you 
think it would have been done 
in Shakespeare’s time?
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 Imagine that Peter Quince, leader of the group, keeps a log of their play’s development. Write the 
entry summarising this scene. You could start by using the following sentence:

Today we rehearsed the scene with the lion. Snout thought the lion would scare the 
ladies …

FAST FINISHERS
Imagine that a sophisticated courtier has been spying on the mechanicals. Write the account he 
might give to a friend of what he has seen.

 Write a list of props that will be needed for this scene.

1

2

NOW TRY THIS

 Based on the evidence so far, talk about ways in which the play could go horribly wrong.  
Role-play one of the actors telling a friend all about this happening.

3

Write a paragraph explaining what you learn 
about the mechanicals and their ability to plan 
a play from this extract. You could write about:

✪	what problems they consider

✪	their solutions

✪	what possible issues they ignore. [5 marks]

PRACTICE QUESTION

  The mechanicals worry about the lion 
upsetting the ladies
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