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Only connect 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
Sarah Poynting and Clare Middleton 

Further information on the sources and descendants of Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

Classical sources 
Ovid, Metamorphoses 
One of Shakespeare’s favourite literary texts, Ovid’s long narrative poem, completed in 8 CE, is the 
main source for the story of Pyramus and Thisbe; as verbal parallels show, Shakespeare often used 
the 1567 translation by Arthur Golding. The name ‘Titania’, though, was taken direct from the Latin, 
meaning ‘Titan’s daughter’. It is applied by Ovid to both Diana the moon goddess and Circe the 
enchantress, with implications for the way we can understand Shakespeare’s character.  

Plutarch, Parallel Lives of the Noble Greeks and Romans 
Written in Greek in the late first century CE, these biographies were read by Shakespeare in the 
influential translation of 1579 by Sir Thomas North containing the ‘Life of Theseus’. 

Medieval sources 
Chaucer, The Knight’s Tale 
The historical romance narrated by the Knight (the first of The Canterbury Tales) gave Shakespeare 
significant details about the legendary story of the rule of Theseus and Hippolyta in Athens. 

Chaucer, Legend of Good Women 
One of the virtuous women whose story Chaucer tells in this late fourteenth-century poem is Thisbe; 
that Shakespeare drew on it for his play is clear from linguistic parallels. 

Contemporary influences 
Reginald Scot, The Discoverie of Witchcraft (1584) 
This partially sceptical work on magic and witchcraft, exposing them as conjuring tricks, tells stories 
about Robin Goodfellow and about ways of creating an illusion that a man has acquired an ass’s 
head. 

John Lyly, Endymion 
Only one of Lyly’s lyrical pastoral plays drawn on in Dream, this comedy in praise of Queen Elizabeth 
(probably first performed in the late 1580s) features fairies who guard their queen. 
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Lateral connections 
Two Noble Kinsmen (with John Fletcher) 
Written c. 1613–14 with Shakespeare’s successor as dramatist for the King’s Men, this tragicomedy — 
a newly fashionable dramatic genre — returns to Chaucer’s The Knight’s Tale for its inspiration, telling 
the story of Palamon and Arcite. 

Descendants 
Alexandre Dumas, The Count of Monte Cristo (1844) 
Chapter 51 of this nineteenth-century adventure novel, entitled Pyramus and Thisbe, includes a 
clandestine romantic meeting between two characters through the ‘narrow chinks of the wooden 
palisades’. 


