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Preface 

This Study Guide is intended to help you find ways to enrich your students’ 

experience of Theatricum’s School Days Field Trip program. As such, it 
includes logistical information about the field trip itself and how to schedule 

the workshops included for you and your students. 

In addition, we have included information, lesson ideas, handouts and images 

designed to enrich a full unit of study on William Shakespeare and/or the 

Elizabethan Age. We know that, for many of you, your School Days Field 
Trip is the culmination of a unit of study. 

Finally, we have also included information, lesson ideas, handouts and images 
specific to the play you are attending. 

If you have not already, we encourage you to use this study guide to help you 

find one or two easy ways to integrate Shakespeare, this specific play, or both, 
into your overall curriculum.  

Please feel free to give us feedback on what works (and what doesn’t) in this 
packet as we are eager to find ways to improve our support of your in-class 

enrichment! 

And thank you for your participation in School Days! 

 

Elizabeth Tobias                                           Christine Breihan                                        
School Programs Director                            School Days Program Manager 

classroomenrichment@hotmail.com            theatricumschooldays@gmail.com
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School Days - Program Overview 

Welcome to Will Geer Theatricum Botanicum’s School Days Program for spring 2014. We are happy to 

have you joining us whether it is for the first or 50th time! School Days is a very special enrichment 

program that has been serving Southern California students for over 35 years. Below is a brief overview 

of the various facets of the program for you to review so that you can be prepared to experience School 

Days fully! Thank you for being a part of this very special program.  

Preparing the students 

This study guide has been designed to help you prepare your students for their visit to Theatricum 

Botanicum. We have included: 

- character and plot information  

- suggested activities  

- basic background information about Shakespeare  

- information about the Elizabethan Age  

- an introduction to Shakespeare’s language  

- a list of resources 

 

ATTEND Professional Development 

Educators are invited, at NO ADDITIONAL CHARGE, to work with artist-educators on professional 

development – teaching techniques and ideas related to presenting Shakespeare, and this text in 

particular, to your students. This is a WONDERFUL opportunity to increase your knowledge, share 

ideas, and be inspired! Don’t miss out! 

The Professional Development workshops for spring 2013 will be held at Theatricum Botanicum on 

Saturday, April 5, 2014 from 10am-2pm. Contact Christine Breihan for more information or to reserve 

your spot. (theatricumschooldays@gmail.com) 

 

SCHEDULE School Visit - ASAP 

A Theatricum artist/educator will visit your classroom to prepare your students for their visit to our 

theatre. (S)He will cover: 

- the details of the field trip 

- the basic plot of the play 

- historical information about Shakespeare and the Elizabethan Age (time permitting) 

Schedule your School Visit TODAY by contacting Christine Breihan at 

theatricumschooldays@gmail.com 

 

Your School Days Field Trip 

When you arrive at the Theatricum, your bus will be greeted by a Theatricum artist/educator who will 

help get your students to the theatre. Students should dress warmly and in layers as it is cold in the 

morning and usually very warm by afternoon. They MUST wear close-toed shoes. They should bring a 

sack lunch and WATER. Students should wear sunscreen and bug-repellent if they are at all sensitive. 

Once in the theatre, students will participate in some improvisations until all buses have arrived; at 

which point they will enjoy an interactive Living History performance featuring Queen Elizabeth and 

William Shakespeare. They will be given information about both figures’ lives and the time in which 

they lived. 
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School Days - Program Overview (cont.) 
 

Your School Days Field Trip (cont.) 

Next, the students will be divided into smaller groups. Each group will take two performance technique 

workshops (ex. improvisation, stage combat, scansion, ensemble building, comedia dell’arte, 

Elizabethan music, dance, juggling, etc.). Several students from each school will remain in the theatre 

and be incorporated into the play.  

After the workshops, we break for lunch. Students will have ½ hour to enjoy their sack lunches on our 

beautiful grounds. We ask that you help us keep our grounds clean and reinforce your students’ 

appreciation of this special pastoral setting by making certain that they throw away all trash. We have 

clearly marked recycling bins and a compost bin. Please help your students dispose of waste in the 

correct place so that we can keep the land healthy for the future. 

Finally, students will return to the theatre and watch A Midsummer Night’s Dream. If you are attending 

only the performance portion of the day, you will join the rest of the attendees at this point. No food or 

drink will be allowed in the theatre except water. This is for your own protection as any food or 

beverage (aside from water) will attract bees. The performance will be followed by a Q&A with the 

actors after which you will return to your buses to take you back to your schools.  
 

Schedule Overview  (times are approximate) 

Full Day Schedule   Play Only Schedule 
9:00-9:30 Students Arrive  11:00-11:30 Students arrive during Lunch 
 – Improv in Theatre until all schools  11:30 Play Begins/Q&A after 

 have arrived 1:30 Students Depart 

9:50 Living History Begins   

10:20 Technique Workshop #1 * If School arrives before Lunch has begun, 

10:40 Technique Workshop #2    students will be held in upper tier of Main Stage 

11:00 Lunch    until Lunch begins. 

11:30 Play Begins/Q&A after  

1:30 Students Depart  

 

*  If School arrives late (after Living History has begun), 

   all students will be held in S. Mark Taper Foundation 

   Youth Pavilion and dispersed to groups from there. 

WARNINGS AND REMINDERS 

 DRESS WARMLY AND IN LAYERS 

 BRING WATER & A SACK LUNCH 

 CLOSE TOED SHOES ONLY 

 SUNSCREEN/BUG-REPELLENT 

 NO FOOD IN THE THEATRE (BEES!!) 

 STAY ON THE PATHS (SNAKES!!) 

 DO NOT PICK PLANTS OR FLOWERS 

RESPECT THE BEAUTY OF THE OUTDOORS, PICK UP YOUR TRASH, AND PLEASE USE 

OUR RECYLCING AND COMPOSTE BINS!
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Historical & Cultural Context 
 

Probably composed in 1595 or 1596, A Midsummer Night's Dream is one of Shakespeare's early 

comedies, but can be distinguished from his other works in this group by describing it specifically as the 

Bard's original wedding play. Most scholars believe that Shakespeare wrote A Midsummer Night's 

Dream as a light entertainment to accompany a marriage celebration, and while the identity of the 

historical couple for whom it was intended has never been conclusively established, there is good textual 

and background evidence available to support this claim. At the same time, unlike the vast majority of 

his works (including all of his comedies), in concocting this story, Shakespeare did not rely directly 

upon existing plays, narrative poetry, historical chronicles or any other primary source materials, making 

it a truly original piece.  

 

The main plot of Midsummer involves two sets of couples (Hermia & Lysander and Helena & 

Demetrius) whose romantic cross-purposes are complicated still further by their entrance into the play's 

fairyland woods where the King and Queen of the Fairies (Oberon & Titania) preside and the impish 

folk character of Puck or Robin Goodfellow plies his trade. Less subplot than a brilliant satirical device, 

another set of characters -- Bottom the weaver and his bumptious band of "rude mechanicals" -- stumble 

into the main doings when they go into the same enchanted woods to rehearse a play that is very loosely 

(and comically) based on the myth of Pyramus and Thisbe, their hilarious home-spun piece taking up 

Act V of Shakespeare's comedy.  

 

A Midsummer Night's Dream contains some wonderfully lyrical expressions of lighter Shakespearean 

themes, most notably those of love, dreams, magic and the creative imagination itself. A recurring 

Shakespearean theme/device – the juxtaposition of experiences in the city as opposed to those in a 

pastoral setting - is used to perhaps its greatest effect in this piece. The sense of a destined love, and a 

magical world in which this destiny can be realized are at the heart of this and many of Shakespeare’s 

plays. Finally, Shakespeare plays with language in an exciting and joyous way in Midsummer changing 

rhyme and meter to fit the moods and personalities of his characters. 
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Character Breakdown 
 

In the Court of Athens: 
 

THESEUS, Duke of Athens, he is in love with Hippolyta. 

HIPPOLYTA, Queen of the Amazons, she is betrothed to Theseus.  

EGEUS, Father to Hermia, he wishes her wed to young Demetrius. 

LYSANDER, a young Athenian, is in love with Hermia.  

DEMETRIUS, a young Athenian, is the favorite suitor of Hermia’s father.  

HERMIA, daughter to Egeus, is in love with Lysander.  

HELENA, a childhood friend of Hermia’s, is in love with Demetrius.  

PHILOSTRATE, Theseus’ Master of the Revels. 

Attendants to Theseus and Hippolyta. 

 

The Mechanicals: 
 

PETER QUINCE, the carpenter, writes and directs their presentation of “Pyramus and Thisbe.”  

SNUG, the joiner, plays the Lion in their presentation. 

NICK BOTTOM, the weaver, plays the lover Pyramus and is transformed by Puck into an ass.  

FRANCIS FLUTE, the bellows-mender, plays the young female lover Thisby. 

TOM SNOUT, the tinker.  

ROBIN STARVELING, the tailor.  

 

The Fairy Kingdom: 
 
OBERON, King of the Fairies.  

PUCK, or ROBIN GOODFELLOW, a mischievous fairy and Oberon’s servant.  

TITANIA, Queen of the Fairies.  

PEASBLOSSOM, Titania’s 1
st
 fairy.  

COBWEB a fairy in Titania’s retinue.  

MOTH a fairy in Titania’s retinue.  

MUSTARDSEED a fairy in Titania’s retinue.  

Other fairy attendants to Oberon and Titania. 
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Synopsis 
The initial setting of the play's scenes is Athens under the reign of Theseus and Hippolyta, who are 

themselves characters from ancient Greek mythology. But it must be understood that the "Athens" of A 

Midsummer Night's Dream is neither that of ancient Greece nor of its Renaissance counterpart, but an 

amalgamation of the former with the folk culture of Elizabethan England. After Act I, the play shifts to 

the woods and remains there through Acts II, III, and IV, returning to "Athens" in Act V for the 

concluding wedding banquet and performance of Pyramus and Thisbe by the Mechanicals.  

 

Act I, Scene 1 

The play opens in the Athenian court of Theseus as he looks forward to wedding his bride, the former 

Queen of the Amazons, Hippolyta, some four days hence at the summer Solstice. Enter Egeus, the father 

of young Hermia, who wants his daughter to marry Demetrius and is vexed by her love for another 

Athenian youth, Lysander. Hermia refuses her father's demand, while both Lysander and Demetrius 

press their suits to Theseus who upholds the law as it stands: Hermia must either follow her father's 

preference for Demetrius or remain unwed forever. Theseus calls Egeus into a private, off-stage 

consultation and all the players leave save Lysander and Hermia. Lysander offers to take Hermia away 

with him to his widow aunt’s abode where they may be married. The two agree to leave as Helena 

arrives. She is both a friend of Hermia and a rival for the affections of Demetrius, whom Hermia spurns 

but Helena loves. Hermia tries to assuage her friend's jealousy by revealing to Helena that she and 

Lysander plan to run away into the woods near Athens, leaving Demetrius free for Helena to pursue. 

Left alone on stage, Helena tells us that she will attempt to gain Demetrius' favor by telling him about 

Hermia's plans and then following him into the woods. Thus, Lysander and Hermia are in love; 

Demetrius loves Hermia and rejects Helena; Helena nonetheless loves Demetrius and betrays the 

confidence of her childhood friend, Hermia, in the hopes of winning his favor.  

Act I, Scene 2 

Next we meet the tradesmen of Athens, referred to as the “Mechanicals.” These unschooled amateurs 

(Peter Quince, Snug the joiner, Flute the bellows mender, Snout the Tinker, Starveling the Tailor and 

Bottom the weaver) are rehearsing a performance of the tragic love story of Pyramus and Thisbe, which 

they hope to perform at the wedding of Theseus and Hippolyta. After writer/director Peter Quince casts 

the play (self-confident Bottom must be placated after he grows angry at not being able to take on every 

part), the group agrees to rehearse that evening in the woods to which Lysander and Hermia have fled.  

 

Act II, Scene 1 

The setting now shifts to the woods outside of Athens and stays there through Act IV. Here we 

encounter the character of Puck, a mischievous spirit who has the power to cast spells and fly at 

lightening speed. Also known as Robin Goodfellow (an impish spirit figure common in medieval 

English folklore), Puck speaks with one of the enchanted forest's myriad fairies about the feuding king 

Oberon and queen Titania. The two arrive in the midst of an argument about a changeling boy whom 

Titania has taken, but Oberon wants. She refuses to give the boy up and, when she departs with her train 

of woodland fairies, Oberon devises a scheme to punish her. He instructs Puck to obtain a magic flower 

extract, which he will then apply to Titania's eyes as she sleeps. This particular drug has the power to 

make Titania (or anyone else) fall in love with the first warm-bloodied creature (s)he sees upon 

awakening. While Puck goes on this errand, Oberon awaits his return and watches, invisible as 

Demetrius enters, followed by the lovesick Helena. Oberon feels sorry for lovely Helena after watching 

Demetrius cruelly reject her. When Puck returns, Oberon commands that Puck use some of the same 

love potion on the "young Athenian.” 
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Act II, Scene 2 

In another part of the woods, after Titania's fairy train sings her to sleep, Oberon arrives silently and 

doses her eyes with the love potion. The eloped lovers, Lysander and Hermia then appear, exhausted 

from their journey, and fall asleep. Puck enters and, seeing the “young Athenian” Lysander alongside 

Hermia, mistakes them for Demetrius and Helena. Given his instructions and his error, Puck doses the 

eyelids of Lysander. When Helena appears in her pursuit of Demetrius, Lysander awakes, sees her, and 

falls in love with her, spurning Hermia. Helena, believing that Lysander is making fun of her, leaves in a 

huff. The enchanted Lysander now chases after her, and Hermia, shocked to find him gone when she 

awakens, runs off into the woods to find him just as… 
 

Act III, Scene 1 

Quince, Bottom, and the other “Mechanicals” begin their rehearsal of Pyramus and Thisbe. They are 

hopeless performers, ignorant of the text and of their cues. Puck comes across these "hempen home-

spuns" and, being an impish sprite, transforms Bottom's head into that of a jackass. Although Bottom is 

unaware of the change, the other Mechanicals are frightened by it and flee. Bottom consoles himself by 

singing a song that rouses the sleeping Titania. As Bottom is the first warm-blooded creature that she 

sees upon waking, she falls madly in love with him commanding her troupe to serve his wishes and 

whims.  

Act III, Scene 2 

Having witnessed these proceedings, Puck reports to Oberon that their joke on Titania has been even 

more successful than they had hoped. But Hermia enters followed by Demetrius and she continues to 

spurn him while asking for information about the missing Lysander. Seeing this, Oberon realizes that 

Puck has enchanted the wrong Athenian youth and tries to rectify the mix-up, by applying the love juice 

to a sleeping Demetrius, ordering Puck to lure Helena to the spot so that he will see her when he wakes 

up. Helena does appear, with still-bewitched Lysander pleading his love for her. Demetrius then 

awakens to see Helena, and now both he and Lysander are madly in love with Helena. As both profess 

their affections toward her, Helena interprets their love to be a jest, a conspiracy meant to mock her. 

When an equally confused Hermia appears in search of Lysander, Helena thinks that Hermia too is 

involved in a conspiracy to embarrass her. The two young women argue with and insult each other; 

Lysander and Demetrius do the same and stalk off to fight for Helena's hand. Oberon sees the tangle that 

remains and plans to use an antidote to straighten it out. He sends Puck into the woods with it. Puck 

lures the lovers to a grove and, when they are all asleep, doses Lysander with the antidote so that he will 

again love Hermia leaving Demetrius to remain in love with Helena.   
 

Act IV, Scene 1 

Oberon watches in amused delight as Titania arrives with her ass-headed paramour Bottom. Titania 

welcomes him to her flowery bed, where he is pampered by the members of her fairy train but develops 

an inexplicable hunger for hay. Oberon releases her from the spell and Titania awakens. Now clear of 

her love for an ass, she reconciles with Oberon. She casts a musical spell over the sleeping mortals so 

they will remember their forest experience as but a dream. Puck relieves the sleeping Bottom of the ass- 

head returning him to his human form and the fairies leave as morning comes. Titania asks Oberon to 

tell her the story of the night’s adventures, which she remembers only as a dream. Theseus, Hippolyta 

and Egeus enter on a hunt and find all of the enchanted lovers asleep in the woods. Although Egeus 

demands that Lysander be executed, because Demetrius now loves and wants to marry Helena, Theseus 

dismisses the charges. The two young couples will be wed along with Theseus and Hippolyta. They all 

depart for Athens and the marriage festivities. Bottom then awakens from his slumber and speaks of a 

strange dream that he can only half remember. He decides to dismiss it all, concluding that "Man is but 

an ass" if he speaks of his dreams. 
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Act IV, Scene 2 

At Quince’s cottage, the other Mechanicals are worried about Bottom's absence and consider how it will 

affect their performance as the bombastic Bottom enters and proclaims that the show can now go on.  

 

Act V, Scene 1 

At the banquet following the triple wedding, artisans compete to be seen by the duke. Although warned 

in advance about the tediousness and poor quality of their play by his counselor Philostrate, Theseus 

chooses our Mechanicals presentation "The Most Lamentable Tragedy of Pyramus and Thisbe."  As 

expected, the show is a complete farce with poor performances, broken characters, mispronunciations, a 

prologue excusing the coming performance (a classic example of Shakespeare harpooning himself as a 

similar epilogue follows this very play) and personified Moonshine and Wall speaking to the audience. 

Through it all, the newlyweds  make light-hearted comments and criticisms about the play, still 

expressing that they are, on some level moved by the tragedy. At the play’s end, the dead Pyramus 

(Bottom) sits up and asks if they would like to see an Epilogue or a Bergomask. Theseus begs off on any 

further performance and the Mechanicals end with a dance after which all of the mortals depart. Oberon, 

Titania, and Puck appear with their fairy retinue, spelling the house to sleep, after which Puck presents 

the play's quite famous closing Epilogue, thanking the audience for their kind indulgence in watching 

the play and asking for their “hands” (applause). 

  

 
 

     

 

 

 

 

 

    

Writing Activity: The Power of the Pastoral 
 

In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, all of the mortal characters who travel to the forest have 

adventures and experiences beyond their understanding. Even the woods’ fairy 

inhabitants have strange and wondrous dreams. What is Shakespeare saying about life in 

the country versus life in a city like Athens? What is the effect the wild woods have on 

the characters? Write an essay expressing the differences of these two settings and the 

purposes they serve in the story. 
 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream – Critical Thinking 

Why are Titania and Oberon fighting? 

Does Demetrius love Hermia? 

Why does Helena tell Demetrius about Hermia’s running away? Is this right or wrong? 

Why can Hermia be put to death for marrying Lysander? 

What are some of Puck’s supernatural powers? 

What are the characteristics of Nick Bottom? Snug the Joiner? Peter Quince? 
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Suggested Activities – Plot and Characters 

Appropriate for all grade levels 

 
Series of 7 Snapshots 

Objective: The learner will become familiar with the plot of each Act of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream. 

 

 Break your class into 5 groups and assign each group one Act. 

 Give each group a copy of the short synopsis provided in this study guide (pg  ). They can refer 

to it as they prepare their “snapshots” 

 Each group will be responsible for acting out 7 frozen images (“snapshots”) that, when presented 

in order, tell the story of their assigned Act. 

o Input  

 What is a snapshot? Have students discuss what makes a photo exciting. 

Heightened emotion, character, story, etc. As they create the snapshots that tell 

the story of their Act, remind them to think about these dramatic elements. A 

snapshot does not move, but that does not mean it is not DYNAMIC! 

 There are MANY elements that make up an expressive snapshot – not just 

characters! Actors can also portray important parts of the LANDSCAPE that help 

to tell the story. 

 As the groups prepare their images, they should write them down AND rehearse them physically. 

 When the class comes back together, each group will present their images to the class. One 

member of the group will be the narrator. They will call out “Eyes closed” (and the class will 

oblige as the group gets into position #1). When the group is in position, the narrator will call out 

eyes open and describe the frozen image taken by the group. This will be repeated 7 times until 

all 7 snapshots have been acted out. 

 

Follow-up Questions/Activities 

 Were there any major occurrences in the play that you feel were left out? In which Act do they 

occur? 

 What snapshot do you remember the most clearly? Why 
 Bring groups back together again and have them draw and/or title each snapshot that they have 

just acted out. 
 FOR OLDER GROUPS – go to a text of the play and find passages that express each of the 

images your group chose to represent. 
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The Elizabethan Era – a brief introduction 

The Elizabethan Era, so named for Queen Elizabeth I, is also known as the English Renaissance. A 

Renaissance is a period of cultural re-birth; an explosion of art, exploration, education, and prosperity; a 

realignment of a society’s focus to include the broader, grander subjects. Queen Elizabeth I affected this 

change over England during her reign from 1558-1603. After years of religious wars and inner-turmoil, 

Elizabeth finally brought some peace to the country. Under her, England experienced a new time of 

prosperity. Shakespeare (1564-1616), being an artist and a favorite of both Queen Elizabeth and her 

successor King James, reaped the benefits of the English Renaissance.  

During Elizabeth’s reign, England was a nation of great exploration. The Queen sent explorers east 

along the Silk Road and west to the New World. The result, aside from an increase of England’s colonial 

power and prosperity, was an expansion of the culinary and textile experience of her citizens. Spices, 

dyes, cloth, animals, plants, gems, stones, and even indigenous peoples returned with the explorers and 

were integrated into the culture of the Elizabethan English.  

The clothing style of the era differed greatly from the Medieval period that preceded it. New fabrics and 

dyes enabled an increase in color and texture and the wealth of the period is reflected in the clothing of 

the upper classes, which is ornate to say the least. Clothing was a sign of social status and significance. 

The more ornate the clothing, the more money the person had. Ruffled collars of lace; bodices dripping 

with jewels and gemstones; tunics of deep blacks, purples, blues and reds; caps with the feathers and 

furs of rare birds and animals; these were expressions, by the upper and growing merchant classes, of 

their increasing wealth and prosperity. 

Another integral part of the Elizabethan Renaissance was the introduction of printed material. 

Pamphlets, plays and other written material were more widely available to the citizens of England than 

ever before. It was not uncommon for an Elizabethan gentleman to carry a hand-sized version of 

Shakespeare’s sonnets with him – a great boon for a poet and writer. 

However, the spoken word was still the most common form of communication. Instead of newspapers, 

information was shared by word of mouth; parents would share with their children stories that had been 

passed down from generation to generation. Grammar schools taught ancient as well as English history, 

along with many other subjects, in an oratorical style. This was a society used to storytelling and versed 

in its own history. A culture primed for a poet and playwright like William Shakespeare whose plays are 

full of creative language and steeped in the myths and legends of history. 

Although a period of cultural growth, Elizabethan society was one of strict structure, class, and order. 

One was born into a social class from which it was impossible to rise. Peasants, servants, nobility and 

royalty kept their place and married within their circles. The increase in trade and exploration created a 

growing merchant class, which found its status decidedly below the nobility. 

Queen Elizabeth was a singular monarch who brought growth, prosperity and change to England. She 

was known as “the Virgin Queen” because she never married. Some say this choice was to prevent the 

possibility of having to share the power that she held so carefully for over 40 years. Some say it was to 

keep the possibility of marriage as a political card that could be played during the never-ending 

negotiations for peace with surrounding countries (France, Spain, Scotland, etc.). Regardless, this 

decision left her without an heir and so James I came to the throne after her death. 

1. 
Critical Thinking/Discussion Questions 
1. How do we share information now? 

2. How do modern fashions reflect a person’s social 
status? 

3. Is keeping order still important? How and why? 
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Queen Elizabeth I      An Elizabethan nobleman 

 

 

 

Elizabethan dress of a lady from under to overskirt. 
 

Writing Activities 
1. In groups, ask your students to create a front-page of a modern newspaper. 

They should work on three or four headlines on these topics: 

communication, fashion and wealth. Have the groups share their work, and 

discuss how these issues are the same or different from Shakespeare’s time.  

 

2. Ask your students to look at the pictures of the Elizabethans below, and 

write stories about them. What do they do? What is their family like? How 

do they communicate with their neighbors? Where do they get their 

information? 
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William Shakespeare – a brief biography 
 

 
It is generally believed that Shakespeare arrived in London in the late 1580’s. The first written account 

of his presence there is in the form of a scathing “review” written by a Robert Greene in 1592. The 

pamphlet attacks Shakespeare as “an upstart Crow” criticizing not only his talent, but his common 

status. London writer Thomas Nashe also writes of Shakespeare in 1592, noting the uncommon success 

of his play, Henry VI. Records of early publications also appear at this time including the long form 

poems Venus and Adonis  and The Rape of Lucrece.  

In 1594 Shakespeare joined Richard Burbage and six other men in forming a new acting company, The 

Lord Chamberlain’s Men. There are records of performances at court as well as indications that they  

performed at The Theatre (one of the first indoor, established Elizabethan theatre). Within a few years 

they became the most successful theatre troupe in England. 

Through parish documents, we know that Shakespeare’s son Hamnet passed away at a young age and 

was buried in 1596. That same year, his father John was made a gentleman. This raising of social status 

was extremely important during the Elizabethan age and effected the status of the entire family. Even 

though Shakespeare’s mother Mary Arden had been “gentle” by birth, the lack of status in his father 

effected Shakespeare’s status. Now, William Shakespeare was, by class, a gentleman. Shakespeare’s 

father did not pass away until 1601. 

It is believed that Shakespeare’s company built The Globe theatre in 1598-99 (which burned and was 

rebuilt). He is quite lauded during this period for his poetic and tragic abilities and it is known that his 

plays were performed frequently before her majesty Queen Elizabeth I. In 1603, his company was 

granted the honor of being renamed The King’s Men after then King James I.  

Throughout the company’s history, Shakespeare was shareholder & part owner as well as a playwright, 

actor and director. The company’s successes were his and his growing popularity as a playwright and 

poet fed the company’s success. Shakespeare wrote 38 plays, several epic poems and his wildly popular 

collection of Sonnets. Shakespeare’s plays include tragedies, comedies and history plays – all forms 

including elements of the other, a testament to his skill and knowledge of an audience’s tastes.  

After a very successful career, Shakespeare died in April of 1616 of unknown causes. He is buried in 

Holy Trinity Church in Stratford, where thousands of tourists visit his grave every year. His gravestone 

reads: Good Friend for Jesus Sake Forbear; To Dig the Dust Enclosed Here: Bleste Be Ye Man Yet 

Spare These Stones, And Curst Be He Yet Moves My Bones. 

At his death he was a father, grandfather, published poet, celebrated playwright, actor and a gentleman. 

 

Born in Stratford-upon-Avon, England to a glove maker, in April of 1564, 

William Shakespeare was one of four siblings. Being a child in the 

Elizabethan Age meant that Shakespeare would have attended a grammar 

school studying subjects such as Greek, Latin, mathematics, ancient 

mythology, the catechism, the English language, etc. for up to 9 hours a day.  

At 18 Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway, who was then 26.  Their first 

child, daughter Susanna, was born in March, 1583. She was followed by 

twins Hamnet and Judith in February, 1585. The family remained in Stratford 

(one can still visit Shakespeare’s home today) as Shakespeare spent most of 

his time in London building his reputation as a great writer of plays. 
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A chronology of Shakespeare’s Writing 
 

Henry VI, Part One 1589-1590 

Henry VI, Part Two 1590-1591 
Henry VI, Part Three 1590-1591 

Richard III 1592-1593 

The Two Gentlemen of Verona 1592-1593 
Hamlet 1589-1593 then 1600-1601 

Venus and Adonis 1592-1593 

The Comedy of Errors 1593 
Sonnets 1593-1609 

The Rape of Lucrece 1593-1594 

Titus Andronicus 1593-1594 

The Taming of the Shrew 1593-1594 
Love’s Labour’s Lost 1594-1595 

King John 1594-1596 

Richard II 1595 
Romeo and Juliet 1595-1596 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream 1595-1596 

The Merchant of Venice 1596-1597 
Henry IV, Part One 1596-1597 

The Merry Wives of Windsor 1597 

Henry IV, Part Two 1598-1599 

Much Ado About Nothing 1598-1599 

Henry V 1599 

Julius Caesar 1599 
As You Like It 1599 

The Phoenix and the Turtle 1601 

Twelfth Night 1601-1602 
Troilus and Cressida 1601-1602 

All’s Well That Ends Well 1602-1603 

Measure for Measure 1604 
Othello 1604 

King Lear 1605 

Macbeth 1606 

Antony and Cleopatra 1606 
Coriolanus 1607-1608 

Timon of Athens 1607-1608 

Pericles 1607-1608 
Cymbeline 1609-1610 

The Winter’s Tale 1610-1611 

The Tempest 1611 
A Funeral Elegy 1612 

Henry VIII 1612-1613 

The Two Noble Kinsmen 1613

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Critical Thinking/Discussion Questions:  
1.   What do you know about Shakespeare?  

2. Have you seen/read one of his plays? If so, what did you 

think of it? 

3. Why do you think that Shakespeare is so well regarded 

today 

Writing Activity 
Read or copy the biographical information about 

Shakespeare for your students, then ask them to 

write his obituary. They should include information 

about his family, his work, and his reputation. They 

should also feel free to make up details about him, 

such as his favorite color and any special messages 

he might have had for his family. 
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Shakespeare’s Use of Language 
 

We use language to communicate hopes, desires, disappointments, anger, confusion, love, etc. 

Characters in plays do the same thing when they speak – share what is on their minds. Although 

Shakespeare’s characters speak in Elizabethan English, they are communicating their thoughts to each 

other, and to the audience. Shakespeare uses language to clearly define and develop each of his 

characters – what they say tells an audience who they are. Shakespeare’s plays, though studied as 

literature today, were written to be performed: to be spoken and heard. Whether read or acted, one is 

struck by the richness and density of Shakespeare’s language - the images and metaphors he uses to 

capture the qualities of each of his characters. 

Like all of Shakespeare’s plays, As You Like It combines poetry and prose. The poetic form 

Shakespeare used most often is iambic pentameter. It is a structure of poetry in which a line contains 10 

syllables. The rhythm of iambic pentameter is closest to the rhythm of natural speech and imitates the 

beating of the heart. Passages that are written in this form contain clues to the actor on inflection, 

pronunciation, meaning, and emotional state. 

Aside from poetry and prose, Shakespeare used a host of other rhetorical forms to heighten the language 

of his plays and deepen the expressive ability of his characters. Many of Shakespeare’s characters use 

metaphor, simile, wordplay, puns, onomatopoeia, or new words to help communicate the depth of 

their feelings and experience. Shakespeare’s plays are rich with language the way a symphony is rich 

with music, but this language is accessible due to the humanity of his character’s experiences. 

Shakespeare often uses Metaphor and Simile. These are rhetorical devices where two things, perhaps 

thought to be different, are compared to make a deeper point. Shakespeare uses these literary forms most 

often. In a simile, one idea, feeling or item is compared to another using “like” or “as” whereas a 

metaphor is an indirect comparison.  

Often times, to express a character’s feeling or thought in the rhythm set by the form of iambic 

pentameter, Shakespeare would simply invent new words that sounded like what he was trying to 

express (onomatopoeia) and fit the desired rhythm (iambic pentameter); combinations of words that 

brought 2 or 3 syllables down to one (contractions) or simply original, slang words (invented language) 

– some of which are still commonly used today! To satisfy audiences of the educated/upper classes, 

Shakespeare also employed a great deal of pun and wordplay.  These literary devices involve a word or 

phrase meaning two or more things at once and can make an audience feel included on a joke – 

sometimes at the expense of other characters in the play. 
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Iambic Pentameter & Scansion 
The poetic form most often used in Shakespeare’s plays is iambic pentameter. For words to be poetry, 

they must adhere to a defined set of rules that may or may NOT include rhyming! Iambic pentameter 

requires 10 syllables per line and a rhythm of inflection that is often compared to the heartbeat (da DUM 

da DUM). Of course, once the rules of a form of poetry are set up, there are times when the writer will 

bend those rules to help make a point, get an idea across, or express an emotion. 

Scansion is the word for decoding the rhythm and inflection of a passage written in iambic pentameter. 

An actor will break down each beat of the line to find the messages Shakespeare has left there. Just like 

reading the notes, rests and phrases in sheet music, scansion helps an actor know HOW to speak a 

speech. 

Each line of iambic pentameter has 10 syllables. Each line of iambic pentameter has 5 feet. Therefore a 

foot has 2 syllables. Each foot has an inflection – which syllable is STRESSED. Scanning a line means 

defining the feet and then discovering the inflection of each foot.  

Some names for different types of feet are: 

 

Name Description of inflection Example Line which contains 

iamb 
unstressed stressed 
weak strong 
da dum´  

de stroy´ 

gi raffe´ 
un just´ 

 

But soft! What light through yonder window breaks? 

trochee 
stressed unstressed 
strong weak 
dum´ da 

po´ em 
cer´ tain 
run´ ning 

 

Holy Saint Francis! What a change is here! 

anapest 
unstressed unstressed stressed 
weak weak strong 
da da dum´  

in ter fere´ 
af ter noon´ 

 

I had ra / ther be/  a dog / and bay/  the moon 

  

spondee 
stressed stressed 
strong strong 

dum´ dum´  

car´ crash´ 
head´- start´ God’s bread! It makes me mad. Day, night, late, early. 

 
Some other things to look out for: 

Blank or rhyming verse? 
Does it rhyme? If not, then it can still be poetry! Non-rhyming phrases of iambic pentameter are called blank 

verse.   

 

Feminine ending 
Shakespeare would often break the rules of strict iambic pentameter to make a line feel out of sorts, more weak, or 

more pliable. To do this, he would add an extra unstressed syllable to the end of a line. Here’s a very famous 

example: . To be or not to be, that is the question.  

 

Shared line: Sometimes 2 characters share one line of iambic pentameter. Can you imagine why? 
 

Wordplay: a play on words to create multiple meanings. 
 

Inversions: places verb before subject. For example, normally we say: “He goes.” Shakespeare would write: 

“Goes he.” 
 

Delay of information: the main point comes after a lengthy, preliminary description. 
 

Puns: a play on words that sound the same but have different meanings. 



School Days Spring 2014 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream 

Will Geer’s Theatricum Botanicum 

P.O. Box 1222, Topanga CA 90290 

Ph. 310-455-2322 *  Fax 310-455-3724 * www.theatricum.com 

18 

  

Suggested Activity – Language Arts 
 

An Introduction to Scanning  

Objective: The learner will break a line of iambic pentameter into feet and syllables. 

 

 

Here is an example of a line of text from A Midsummer Night’s Dream broken into syllables and feet. 

 

HELENA 

                       Call you / me fair? / That “fair” / a gain / un say. 

 

 
 

 

Here is the next line of iambic pentameter from Helena’s speech. Can you put a circle around each 

syllable? 

 

HELENA 

 

 

Demetrius loves your fair: O happy fair! 

 

 
 

 

Good job! Now see if you can circle the syllables and put a slash after each foot (HINT: a FOOT 

contains two SYLLABLES!). 

 

HELENA 

 

 

O teach me how you look, and with what art 

 

 

You sway the motion of Demetrius’ heart. 
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Critical Thinking/Discussion Questions 
1. Think about how you use language differently in 

different situations. How do you talk to your parents? 

Your teachers? Your friends? 

2. Can you think of a contemporary example of ametaphor? 

 

Suggested Language Arts Activities 
 

1.Have your students write a conversation between themselves and a parent, 

asking for something from them. Share a few of these dialogues with the class. 

Then ask them to rewrite these scenes, this time asking a friend for the same 

favor. Read a few of these exchanges, and then discuss how they are different. 

 

2.Have your students make a list of all the things that they associate with nature. 

Create metaphors using those phrases.  Pair up your students and have them share 

the metaphors they have created. Have them choose some of their favorites and 

combine them into a song or poem. Have the groups perform their songs for the 

class. 
 

3.There is a great deal of rhyming verse in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Have 

students discover the patterns of these rhymes by identify rhyming pairs in First 

Fairy’s speech included in this packet. Search the text for other rhyming patterns 

(A/B A/B, AA/BB, etc.) 
 

Vocabulary List: A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Shakespeare and the Theatre 
 

 

The Theatre 
 

play 

script 

stage  

role 

set  

actor 

theatre 

director 

character 

plot 

Act 

scene 

prop 

proscenium 

playwright 

Shakespeare 
 

poetry 

prose  

contrast 

aside 

galleries 

simile 

onomatopoeia 

iambic pentameter 

Elizabethan Age 

Renaissance 

The Globe 

doublet 

Chamberlain’s Men 

King’s Men 

Blackfriar’s 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
 

Athens 

Duke 

privilege 

nunnery 

girdle 

vile 

fairy 

Midsummer 

league 

dale 

dream 

solemnity 

woo 

jest 
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The Elizabethan Stage 
 

Like today, going to the theatre in Shakespeare’s day was a social and entertainment event. However, in 

Shakespeare’s London it was an even more important gathering than now because people did not have 

television, movies, or even newspapers to provide them with daily stimulation. The theater was one of 

the few public events, and it attracted thousands of people.  

The theatres themselves were quite different from those we visit today. First of all, the public theatres 

had no roof over the stage or the pit (the area in front of the stage where the poorest audience members 

“the groundlings” stood to watch the play).  Seating was in three levels of roofed galleries that 

surrounded the stage on 3 sides. This form of stage is called ¾ thrust (the stages we are used to today are 

proscenium stages with the audience all on one side). They also had no sophisticated lighting or sound 

systems like modern theaters; they had to rely on the sun to illuminate the stage and the actors’ ability to 

project. In order to take advantage of the necessary daylight, plays usually began around 2 p.m. The 

performances generally lasted about three hours and involved a great deal of music and dance including 

a jig at the conclusion of the play, performed by the actors in costume.  

The stage of Shakespeare’s time is considered a “bare stage” because props and scenery were extremely 

minimal.  There were also no curtains or lighting effects to signify a change of scene. It was therefore 

customary to have all the actors exit at the end of one scene and have new actors or the same character 

re-enter for the next scene. Another method was to simply have a character state the location of the play 

at the beginning, and then allow the audience to use their imaginations to fill in the details. Though stage 

effects were minimal, the acting companies made great use of the space available to them. Actors would 

climb stairs at the back of the stage, use trap doors to escape into or appear from beneath the stage, or 

even descend onto the stage using winches and ropes. There was also a tiring house upstage where 

scenes such as Romeo and Juliet’s famous balcony scene took place. Inside the tiring house is where 

actors changed, prepared and waited for their entrances. 

Besides the play, there were many other things to entertain the audience. Food and drink was available 

to purchase and eat in the theater. Concessions probably included apples, gingerbread, nuts, beer, and 

water. Often as many as 2-3,000 spectators crowded the arena of the theater and pickpockets would take 

advantage of the cramped conditions and general activity. The fact that there was no roof over the stage 

and pit meant that when it rained the groundlings and the actors got wet. However, the wealthiest 

audience members in the highest galleries not only stayed dry, they enjoyed bench seats with cushions 

for an extra fee.  

Spectators freely talked with each other during the performance, often too much, causing riots to break 

out during the show.  Not only did the audience talk to each other, but they also spoke back to the actors  

- often loudly. It was also common for there to be clapping and shouting between scenes, as well as 

hissing at unpopular characters or actors. If a character or an actor was particularly unpopular with the 

audience members (especially the groundlings standing in the pit) they might be hit with some of the 

concessions referred to in the above paragraph!   

Although women appeared on stage in England in the 13
th
 and 14

th
 century, they did not in 

Shakespeare’s time. Thus, boys and men played all roles, even of women. Though females couldn’t 

perform on stage, many did appear in the audience.  English women were not allowed to perform again 

until 1660. 
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Visual Arts Activity 

Have students create a 

drawing or a diorama of The 

Old Globe 
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“Out of this wood, do not desire to go!”  

Bottom & Titania, A Midsummer Night’s Dream

Critical Thinking/Discussion Questions 

1. How is theater-going different today from Shakespeare’s London?  

2. Think about your favorite TV show or movie and imagine that men played all the characters. 

How would this change the show? How would it change your perception of the show? Can 

you think of any shows that deal with the lines of gender in reversed roles (i.e. men playing 

women, women playing men?) 
 

Activities  

 

1. Working in groups of two, ask the students to write a short scene about two people who 

have just been to the theater in Shakespeare’s time. After this exercise might be a good time 

to ask the students to write/discuss how they should behave in a contemporary theater 

performance.  

 

2. Have students research the dress/costuming of the period of A Midsummer Night’s Dream 

(remember, it is set in ancient Athens, but is quite informed by the Elizabethan Age). Have 

them do renderings (drawings) of appropriate costumes for one character from each of the 

“worlds” in the play (the court, the mechanicals & the fairies).  

 

3. Essay question: Why was live theatre important in Shakespeare’s time? Why is it important 

now? 
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Text Excerpts from A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
The following pieces of text from Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream are included for use in 

preparing your students and expanding their experience of the play they will be attending.  

 

Activity Monologue Performance: 
Have the students break into groups and work on the monologues below breaking up and memorizing 

the lines of text and working together to define words, meaning and emotion. 

 

 

Act I, Scene 1 

 

HELENA  

How happy some o'er other some can be!  

Through Athens I am thought as fair as she.  

But what of that? Demetrius thinks not so;  

He will not know what all but he do know.  

And as he errs, doting on Hermia's eyes,  

So I, admiring of his qualities.  

Things base and vile, holding no quantity,  

Love can transpose to form and dignity.  

Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind;  

And therefore is wing'd Cupid painted blind.  

Nor hath love's mind of any judgment taste;  

Wings and no eyes figure unheedy haste:  

And therefore is love said to be a child,  

Because in choice he is so oft beguil'd.  

As waggish boys in game themselves forswear,  

So the boy Love is perjur'd everywhere:  

For ere Demetrius look'd on Hermia's eyne,  

He hail'd down oaths that he was only mine;  

And when this hail some heat from Hermia felt,  

So he dissolv'd, and showers of oaths did melt.  

I will go tell him of fair Hermia's flight;  

Then to the wood will he to-morrow night  

Pursue her; and for this intelligence  

If I have thanks, it is a dear expense:  

But herein mean I to enrich my pain,  

To have his sight thither and back again.  
 

Act V, Scene 1, Epilogue 

 

PUCK  

If we shadows have offended,  

Think but this,--and all is mended,--  

That you have but slumber'd here  

While these visions did appear.  

And this weak and idle theme,  

No more yielding but a dream,  

Gentles, do not reprehend;  

If you pardon, we will mend.  

And, as I am an honest Puck,  

If we have unearned luck  

Now to 'scape the serpent's tongue,  

We will make amends ere long;  

Else the Puck a liar call:  

So, good night unto you all.  

Give me your hands, if we be friends,  

And Robin shall restore amends.
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Activity: Scene Performance 
Split the class into pairs and give each pair the Puck/Fairy scene below. Have them memorize the lines 

and work together to perform the scene for the class. While they work on the scene, have them focus on 

the creation of these non-human characters. How does a fairy move? If a human sees them in the forest, 

what might they appear to be?  

 

PUCK  

How now, spirit! whither wander you?  

 

FAIRY  

Over hill, over dale,  

Thorough bush, thorough brier,  

Over park, over pale,  

Thorough flood, thorough fire,  

I do wander everywhere,  

Swifter than the moon's sphere;  

And I serve the fairy queen,  

To dew her orbs upon the green.  

Farewell, thou lob of spirits; I'll be gone:  

Our queen and all her elves come here anon.  

 

PUCK  

The king doth keep his revels here to-night;  

Take heed the Queen come not within his sight.  

For Oberon is passing fell and wrath,  

Because that she, as her attendant, hath  

A lovely boy, stol'n from an Indian king;  

She never had so sweet a changeling:  

And now they never meet in grove or green,  

By fountain clear, or spangled starlight sheen,  

But they do square; that all their elves for fear  

Creep into acorn cups, and hide them there.  

FAIRY  

Either I mistake your shape and making quite,  

Or else you are that shrewd and knavish sprite  

Call'd Robin Goodfellow: are not you he  

That frights the maidens of the villagery;  

Those that Hobgoblin call you, and sweet Puck,  

You do their work, and they shall have good 

luck:  

Are not you he?  

 

PUCK  

   Thou speak'st aright;  

I am that merry wanderer of the night.  

I jest to Oberon, and make him smile,  

When I a fat and bean-fed horse beguile,  

The wisest aunt, telling the saddest tale,  

Sometime for three-foot stool mistaketh me;  

Then slip I from her bum, down topples she,  

-- But room, fairy, here comes Oberon.  

 

FAIRY  

And here my mistress.--Would that he were 

gone!

 
 

Critical Thinking/Discussion Questions 

What rationale does Helena give in her monologue for betraying Hermia’s 

confidence? Does she feel any guilt or remorse? Why/Why not? 

What is the meter and rhyme scheme of the 1
st
 Fairy’s first speech? What 

do you think this poetic choice achieves? Does it tell you anything about 

the Fairy’s character?  

In the forest, most characters speak not just in verse, but in rhyming verse. 

Why? 

In the Puck/1
st
 Fairy scene, what creatures does Puck claim to be 

compared to? What sort of character do (s)he seem to be? 
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