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A Midsummer Night’s Dream

Professor Foakes offers a new perspective on Shakespeare’s most popular comedy, and also a 
profound archetypal play.

The introduction describes the two main traditions in the stage history of A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream, one emphasising charm and innocence, the other stressing darker suggestions of 
violence and sexuality, and relates them to similar traditions in critical interpretation, showing 
that both are necessary to a full understanding of the play.

Illustrations show the variety of ways in which the play has been staged, including Peter 
Brook’s 1970 production. The editorial commentary is especially concerned to help the reader 
visualise the play in performance.

For this updated edition of A Midsummer Night’s Dream the editor has added a new section 
to the Introduction which takes account of the number of important professional theatre perfor­
mances since 1970, and the large output of scholarly criticism on the play which has appeared
in recent years. The Reading List has also been revised and augmented.
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The New Cambridge Shakespeare

The New Cambridge Shakespeare succeeds The New Shakespeare which began 
publication in 1921 under the general editorship of Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch and John 
Dover Wilson, and was completed in the 1960s, with the assistance of G. I. Duthie, 
Alice Walker, Peter Ure and J. C. Maxwell. The New Shakespeare itself followed 
upon The Cambridge Shakespeare, 1863–6, edited by W. G. Clark, J. Glover and 
W. A. Wright.

The New Shakespeare won high esteem both for its scholarship and for its design, 
but shifts of critical taste and insight, recent Shakespearean research, and a changing 
sense of what is important in our understanding of the plays, have made it necessary 
to re-edit and redesign, not merely to revise, the series.

The New Cambridge Shakespeare aims to be of value to a new generation of 
playgoers and readers who wish to enjoy fuller access to Shakespeare’s poetic and 
dramatic art. While offering ample academic guidance, it reflects current critical 
interests and is more attentive than some earlier editions have been to the realisation 
of the plays on the stage, and to their social and cultural settings. The text of each  
play has been freshly edited, with textual data made available to those users who wish 
to know why and how one published text differs from another. Although modernised, 
the edition conserves forms that appear to be expressive and characteristically 
Shakespearean, and it does not attempt to disguise the fact that the plays were written 
in a language other than that of our own time.

Illustrations are usually integrated into the critical and historical discussion of the 
play and include some reconstructions of early performances by C. Walter Hodges. 
Some editors have also made use of the advice and experience of Maurice Daniels, 
for many years a member of the Royal Shakespeare Company.

Each volume is addressed to the needs and problems of a particular text, and each 
therefore differs in style and emphasis from others in the series.

p h i l i p b r o c k b a n k

Founding General Editor
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Preface

Innocent fantasy or sinister nightmare – A Midsummer Night’s Dream seems, in the 
twentieth century at any rate, to yield anything we might wish to find in it. The stage 
history and the history of its treatment in criticism alike show how this apparently 
simple and delightful play can yield strange and complex resonances, profundities as 
fathomless as Bottom’s dream. In the Introduction I have therefore dealt at some 
length with the stage history of the play, and its bearing upon critical interpretation.  
In the Commentary, too, there is much emphasis upon staging, groupings of  
characters and the significance of stage directions. I hope this will help the reader 
in what is perhaps the most difficult aspect of studying a play-text – I mean in 
visualising in the imagination what action is taking place, and how the characters relate 
to one another on stage. The sources of the play have been analysed in detail by 
Kenneth Muir in The Sources of Shakespeare’s Plays, and by H. F. Brooks in his 
edition of the play, and most of them are readily available in Geoffrey Bullough’s 
Narrative and Dramatic Sources of Shakespeare, vol. 1. I have not attempted to 
duplicate their work, but have rather tried to show, on the one hand, how Shakespeare 
transformed his source-materials, and to distinguish, on the other, between genuine 
sources, consciously used as such, and images, ideas, hints drawn, probably uncon- 
sciously, from the capacious storehouse of a well-read dramatist’s memory. Over all, 
I have tried to keep the Commentary and other editorial matter brief, so as not to 
intervene more than is necessary between the reader and the play, but only to display 
and elucidate its richness of meaning.

I am grateful to many colleagues and friends who have willingly talked over 
problems or helped in various ways, and to the staff of a number of libraries, especially  
the Huntington Library in San Marino, and the Shakespeare Centre Library in  
Stratford-upon-Avon. The work of two recent editors of the play, Stanley Wells and  
H. F. Brooks, has made my task much lighter than it might have been, but also, I  
am glad to say, left me plenty to do in presenting the play with a very different  
emphasis from theirs. To the General Editors, especially Brian Gibbons, and to Paul  
Chipchase of Cambridge University Press, I am indebted for their guidance, and 
their sharp eyes in noticing errors or inconsistencies; they are, of course, in no way  
responsible for any that remain.

R. A. F.

viii
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Abbreviations and conventions

1.  Shakespeare’s plays

The abbreviated titles of Shakespeare’s plays have been modified from those used in the  
Harvard Concordance to Shakespeare. All quotations and line references to plays other than A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream are to G. Blakemore Evans (ed.), The Riverside Shakespeare, 1974, 
on which the Concordance is based.

Ado	 Much Ado about Nothing
Ant.	 Antony and Cleopatra
AWW	 All’s Well That Ends Well
AYLI	 As You Like It
Cor.	 Coriolanus
Cym. 	 Cymbeline
Err.	 The Comedy of Errors
Ham.	 Hamlet
1H4 	 The First Part of King Henry the Fourth
2H4 	 The Second Part of King Henry the Fourth
H5	 King Henry the Fifth
1H6 	 The First Part of King Henry the Sixth
2H6 	 The Second Part of King Henry the Sixth
3H6 	 The Third Part of King Henry the Sixth
H8	 King Henry the Eighth
JC 	 Julius Caesar
John 	 King John
LLL	 Love’s Labour’s Lost
Lear 	 King Lear
Mac. 	 Macbeth
MM	 Measure for Measure
MND 	 A Midsummer Night’s Dream
MV	 The Merchant of Venice
Oth.	 Othello
Per.	 Pericles
R2 	 King Richard the Second
R3	 King Richard the Third
Rom. 	 Romeo and Juliet
Shr.	 The Taming of the Shrew
STM 	 Sir Thomas More
Temp.	 The Tempest
TGV	 The Two Gentlemen of Verona
Tim. 	 Timon of Athens
Tit.	 Titus Andronicus
TN	 Twelfth Night
TNK	 The Two Noble Kinsmen
Tro. 	 Troilus and Cressida

ix
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Wiv.	 The Merry Wives of Windsor
WT 	 The Winter’s Tale
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