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A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream

Unlike many other Shakespeare plays, A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream has no single major source. Shakespeare 
drew on texts from classical, medieval and contemporary 
authors, often — like the mechanicals’ performance of 
Pyramus and Thisbe — transforming tragedy to comedy 
in the process. As in other Shakespeare comedies, though, 
the potential for tragedy is never entirely forgotten.

Classical sources
Seneca, Phaedra
An adaptation of Euripides’ Hippolytus, Phaedra contributed to the depiction of Helena’s self-
abasement, Titania’s image of cosmic disorder, and the hunting scene, as well as telling us what 
happened next to Theseus, Hippolyta and the ‘issue’ of the ‘best bride bed’ blessed by Oberon and 
Titania (it doesn’t end well).

The Golden Ass
This second-century CE Latin prose fiction contains the most famous story of a man transformed by 
magic into an ass, who has sex with a lustful matron.

Ovid, Metamorphoses

Plutarch, Parallel Lives of the Noble Greeks and Romans

Medieval sources
Huon of Burdeux
In this thirteenth-century French epic romance poem the hero Huon is assisted by Oberon (or 
Auberon), fairy king of a wood where travellers get lost and encounter his benign power. Like 
Shakespeare’s Oberon, he distinguishes himself from evil supernatural beings.

Chaucer, The Knight’s Tale and Legend of Good Women

Contemporary influences
These works written in the decade or so before A Midsummer Night’s Dream — only a few of those 
identified by critics as contributing to the play — show us how far Shakespeare was part of the 
literary culture of his own period.

Antony Munday, John a Kent and John a Cumber (c. 1590)
This play has many parallels with Dream, including the flight of lovers through moonlit woods, a 
mischievous imp who serves a master of magic, clowns who organise entertainment for a wedding, 
and young men led by an invisible voice until they collapse from exhaustion.

Reginald Scot, The Discoverie of Witchcraft (1584)

John Lyly, Endymion (late 1580s)

Lateral connections
Shakespeare’s plays are often interconnected in their themes and concerns. Here are three of those 
most closely associated with A Midsummer Night’s Dream — a tragedy, another romantic comedy and 
a tragicomedy.

Romeo and Juliet
Like Dream and its embedded play ‘Pyramus and Thisbe’, this revolves around a young woman who 
wants to marry someone other than the man chosen by her father: the same situation can lead to 
comedy or tragedy. Written close in time to each other (c. 1595–96), the plays feature some of the 
playwright’s most lyrical dramatic verse. 

As You Like It
Dating from a few years after Dream, As You Like It similarly moves its characters from court to a 
green forest world in its exploration of love and identity.

Two Noble Kinsmen (with John Fletcher)

John Keats, Endymion (1818)
In the period when Keats was writing this poem (published 1818), his letters were full of quotations from Dream and The Tempest, 
while his copies of Shakespeare show how closely he read both plays. Endymion echoes their lyrical language and imaginative vision.

Henrik Ibsen, St John’s Night (1853)
Not staged professionally in England until 2012, this early play by Ibsen takes its structure from Dream, with mismatched lovers 
encountering mischievous goblins who lace their drinks with a magic potion on Midsummer’s Eve. Ibsen’s mockery of the sentimental 
nationalism expressed by urban Norwegians about their rural heritage was a major factor in the play’s failure on its premiere.

Gloria Naylor, The Women of Brewster Place (1982)
Naylor’s first novel features an all-black outdoor production of Dream, rewriting stereotypes of the welfare mother to assert, 
however tentatively, that ‘Shakespeare and all that’ belongs to everyone.

Angela Carter, Wise Children (1991)
Narrator Dora Chance, one of a pair of elderly twins who made their living in music hall, remembers an over-the-top 1930s cinematic 
version of Dream (very similar to an actual Hollywood film directed by Max Reinhardt). The novel is also imbued with Shakespearean 
resonances from a range of plays.

Barbara Trapido, Juggling (1994)
This Bildingsroman follows a young woman from childhood to maturity, building up a complex network of associations with 
Shakespeare’s play and its mythical sources in its exploration of her search for identity.

Kate Atkinson, Human Croquet (1997)
Atkinson’s second novel draws on both Dream and As You Like It, using the Ovidian metamorphoses of the former to explore the 
adolescent world of its narrator, Isobel, both in terms of her developing sexuality and of family secrets and mysteries.

Susan Cooper, King of Shadows (1999)
In this 1999 novel for children, Nat Field, a young man playing Puck in a touring US production, travels back in time to perform in 
Dream alongside Shakespeare and his troupe of actors, swapping places with his namesake Nathan Field (a real boy actor of the 
period), who has the bubonic plague.

Ben Jonson, Love Restored (1612)
This court masque includes Robin Goodfellow as one of its main characters, presented as a more benign version 
of Shakespeare’s mocking puck.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ‘Songs of the Pixies’ (1796)
In this early poem about a 1793 visit to his childhood home, Coleridge echoes lines from Shakespeare’s play in 
his description of himself as a ‘youthful Bard’ taking a party of ‘Ladies’ on a visit to a cave known as the ‘Pixies’ 
Parlour’.

Tennyson, The Foresters (1893)
Tennyson — not a natural dramatist — wrote this play on Robin Hood and Maid Marian late in his career in 
collaboration with Sir Arthur Sullivan, who wrote the music. It includes a scene featuring Titania and her fairies.

Rudyard Kipling, Puck of Pook’s Hill (1906)
Puck conjures up historical figures to help him tell a series of short stories to two children. The tales are based 
in a wide range of historical periods and in fantasy.

Neil Gaiman, Sandman series
Issue 19 in this comic book series, ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’ (1990), features the premiere of Shakespeare’s 
play, performed in front of ‘Faerie’ characters, including Titania, Auberon and Robin Goodfellow (here a 
psychotic murderer) in a merging of Shakespeare’s and Gaiman’s worlds. The story won a World Fantasy award.

Michael Buckley, The Sisters Grimm
Buckley’s fantasy series of nine novels for children, published 2005–12, tells stories about two sisters who live in 
a town populated by characters from fairy tales and myths. Puck is a key and recurring character in the series. 

Theseus and 
Hippolyta
Mary Renault, The King 
Must Die (1958)
This novel follows the early 
adventures of Theseus, ending with 
his return to Athens from Crete after 
the killing of the Minotaur. A sequel, 
The Bull from the Sea, published 
in 1962, features the marriage of 
Theseus and Hippolyta.

Suzanne Collins, The Hunger 
Games (2008)
Katniss Everdeen participates in a 
state-organised battle to the death. 
Many readers have seen echoes of 
Greek mythology in Katniss’s trials, 
such as the labours of Hercules 
and the story of Theseus and the 
Minotaur.
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