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A Midsummer Night's Dream 

Music by Benjamin Britten (1913-1976) . 

Text after William Shakespeare by the composer and Peter Pears. 

First performed at the Aldeburgh Festival, June 11, 1960. 

ACT! 

The Wood near Athens, deepening twilight. 

INTERMISSION 
(15 minutes) 

ACT II 

The Wood, the same evening. 

INTERMISSION 
(15 minutes) 

ACT III 

Scene 1 - The Wood, early the next morning. 

Scene 2 - The Palace of Theseus, Duke of Athens, 

the same evening. 

This production is made possible by a generous 

endowment from the late Dr. Leon Wilson Clark. 
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SYNOPSIS AND DIRECTORS' NOTES 

When Benjamin Britten and Peter Pears adapted Shakespeare's A Midsummer 
Night's Dream for their opera, they omitted most of Shakespeare's exposition, as
suming perhaps that their English audience in the 1960s would be familiar enough 
with the play to fill in the blanks for themselves. Modern American audiences, how
ever, may need a refresher course on the play in order to understand why the Lovers 
find themselves in the woods and who Theseus and Hippolyta are when they finally 
appear in the second scene of Act 111. 

Shakespeare's play informs us that Hermia's father wants her to marry Deme
trius, but she wants nothing to do with him, being in love instead with Lysander. 
Hermia's father, who doesn't appear at all in the opera, goes to Theseus, the Duke 
of Athens, asking him to enforce the Athenian law which states that children must 
marry according to the wishes of their parents. Theseus gives Hermia a choice: get 
married to Demetrius as per her father's command, go to a convent, or be executed. 
Faced with these unpleasant choices, Hermia and Lysander decide to run away 
together, and the opera picks them up as they meet in the woods outside Athens. 

The exposition of the play also tells us that Helena was thrown over by Demet
rius in favor of her childhood friend Hermia. When Helena learns of the escape 
plans of Lysander and Hermia, she decides to tell Demetrius, hoping to curry favor 
with him and win him back. Demetrius sets off for the woods to apprehend the flee

ing lovers, and Helena follows him. 

ACT I 

Unlike the play, in which the opening scenes are set in Athens, Britten opens his 
opera in the woods, emphasizing the fairy kingdom. The fairies enter and are sur
prised by the mischievous hobgoblin Robin Goodfellow, also called Puck. His mas
ter, Oberon, King of the Fairies and the Queen of the Fairies, Tytania, have been 
upsetting the natural order of the human world by altering seasons and causing 
floods (the year in which the play was probably written, 1594, was remarkable for 
its appalling weather). The reason for this catastrophic weather is because the 
Fairy King and Queen are quarreling about a changeling boy in Tytania's entour
age whom Oberon wants as a page. Tytania refuses to give up the boy, and Oberon 
sends Puck to find an herb which, when placed on someone's eyes, causes them to 
fall in love with the next creature that they see. 

Lysander and Hermia enter and briefly explain their predicament, that they were 
forced to flee Athens because of the "sha,p Athenian law" compelling Hermia to 
marry Demetrius. Oberon returns, plotting his revenge on Tytania, and, overhear
ing the quarrel of Helena and Demetrius, decides to put right the destinies of the 
two lovers. Puck returns with the magic herb, and Oberon tells of his plan to drop 
some of it in Tytania's eyes as she sleeps in her bower. He commands Puck to take 
some of the magic herb and put it in Demetrius' eyes, so that he wakes up in love 
with Helena, and Puck runs off to find the mortal. 

Six Rustics enter the woods, looking for a place to rehearse an amateur theat
rical. In celebration of the wedding of Duke Theseus and Queen Hippolyta, a com
petition is being held. The winners will be allowed to present their play after din
ner during the nuptial celebration, and they will also win a lifetime pension. The 
Rustics are workingmen of Athens and are led by Peter Quince, a carpenter, who 
has written the script for their play, which is based on the legend of Pyramus and 
Thisby. As Quince assigns the roles,Bottom, a weaver, offers to play not only the 
role of Pyramus, but also of his love, Thisby and even of the lion who chases Thisby. 
But Flute, a bellows-mender, declares that Bottom's Lion would be too convincing 
and would frighten the ladies in the audience, which would get them all hanged. 
Roles finally assigned, they arrange to meet in the woods again later for a rehearsal. 

Hermia and Lysander re-enter, lost and exhausted, and lie down to sleep. Puck, 
mistaking Lysander for Demetrius,puts the magic herb into his eyes. When Deme
trius and Helena enter, resuming their chase, Lysander awakes to fall magically in 
love with Helena. Dismayed at his unexpected ardor, she runs off, and he follows, 
leaving Hermia to wonder why her faithful beau has disappeared. Tytania enters 
with her retinue of fairies, who sing her to sleep in her bower. Oberon sneaks on and 
casts his magic spell on her, bidding her to "wake when some vile thing is near." 



ACT II 

Later the same evening, Fairy Queen Tytania is still asleep in her bower. The 

Rustics enter to rehearse their play. Bottom has several suggestions concerning the 

difficulties inherent in Peter Quince's script-a Prologue must be written so that the 

ladies are not too dismayed when Bottom as Pyramus kills himself, or when Snug, 

the joiner, roars as the lion. They also face the difficulties of how to put moonlight 

in the chamber and how to present the wall through which Pyramus and Thisby 

speak. As they begin to rehearse, Puck appears and magically puts an ass' head on 

Bottom. The Rustics run off, deeply frightened by this strange apparition. Bottom, 

having no idea how he has been transformed,finds himself alone in the woods and 

sings to keep his courage up. His song awakens Tytania who, under Oberon's spell, 

immediately falls in love with the braying ass. She introduces her attendants to him 

one by one, and they entertain him with music. Tytania dismisses her fairies and 

she and Bottom ecstatically settle down in the bower together. 
Puck and Oberon enter to delightedly savor Tytania's predicament, but Puck's 

mistake over the Athenians is discovered when Demetrius and Helena enter at cross

purposes. After dispatching Puck to bring Helena back, Oberon puts the magic herb 

juice on Demetrius. Puck returns with Helena and Lysander. Demetrius wakes up 

and immediately falls in love with Helena. Frantically pursued by both men, where

as only a few hours ago she was neglected by both, Helena comes to the conclusion 
that they are mocking her by pretending to be in love with her. Hermia enters, look

ing for Lysander, who deserted her, and finds, to her amazement, that he no longer 

cares for her, having eyes only for Helena. Helena believes that even her old friend 

Hermia is part of the plot to play a cruel joke on her. A terrific argument between 

the four lovers ensues. They depart- the men to fight a duel - and Oberon scolds 
Puck for causing all of this dissension. He tells Puck to lead the lovers astray so 

that they don't hurt each other, and to arrange for them to fall asleep so that when 

they wake, they will be reconciled. The Fairies enter and sing a benediction. As the 

act ends, Puck drops the antidote to the magic herb into Lysander's eyes. 

ACT III 

Early the next morning, Oberon, having been successful at gaining custody of 
the changeling boy, appears to remove the "hateful imperfection"from Tytania's 

eyes. After being released from the spell, Tytania dances with her husband, who, to 
celebrate their reconciliation, proposes to unite the pairs of lovers to coincide with 

the marriage of Duke Theseus to Hippolyta. 
The sound of Theseus' hunting horns awakens the four lovers, who, though per

plexed at the strange events of the previous night, are happy to be reconciled. They 

head for Athens, planning to recount the evening's adventures along the way. Bot

tom awakes, having been restored to his normal appearance, and wonders at the 
strange dream he has had. He hopes that Peter Quince can put his dream into the 

evening's entertainment. He exits to find his fellow thespians. The Rustics enter, 

worried about what could have become of their lead actor. Just then, Bottom ap
pears to inform them that their play has been chosen to be presented that evening, 

and they excitedly rush off to prepare their costumes. 
The second scene in Act III takes place at the palace of Theseus, Duke of Athens. 

He and Hippolyta, in an abbreviated scene, express their impatience that the day's 

nuptial celebration has not yet given way to the consummation of their wedding 
vows. The Lovers appear to ask the Duke to pardon them. He does, going one step 

further, telling Hermia that he will supercede her father's will and that the couples 

will be wed this very evening. (Britten's condensation of the time in the piece from 

four days in the play to two days in the opera doesn't allow the Lovers to get mar

ried before they go off to bed together!) 
Peter Quince enters with a playbill and the Rustics present the Prologue to their 

play. Pyramus and Thisby is the story of star-crossed lovers who end up committing 

suicide, much like the sto,y of Romeo and Juliet, which Shakespeare was writing 

contemporaneously with A Midsummer Night's Dream. The Rustics are rewarded 

for their entertainment as the clock sounds midnight. The Lovers all go off to bed 

as the Fairies enter the palace. Oberon blesses the unions of the three couples, and 

Puck ends the evening with the epilogue. 
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