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ABSTRACT 

A Midsummer Night's Dream is a complex blend of metaphors: multitudinous 

references to the moon, mythological figures ancient and Elizabethan, and alchemical 

symbolism. An understanding of Shakespeare's cosmology leads to an analysis of the 

play's astronomy, revealing mythological archetypes that correspond to the play's 

characters. The archetypal struggle which ensues among the characters is the process of 

the opus magnum of alchemy—the coniunctio—a physical as well as psychic process 

which embodies the transforming theme of the play's characters from singleness to 

marriage. Emerging from the collective unconscious, the alchemical symbolism of the 

coniunctio correlates directly to Jung's process of individuation and reveals not only an 

integrated view of the play, but also an equivalent, contemporary reading. 

While the moon operates significantly within the play as metaphor, the astronomy 

of the play manifests the actual stage of the moon during which the coniunctio occurs. 

The constellations of the late spring/early summer sky also reveal archetypes in the play 

which are grounded in medieval concepts of cosmic numerology and alchemical number 

symbolism, the microcosm/macrocosm, and the seasons that operate as cycles of 

transformation. The rites of courtly love correspond to the Dionysian rites of passage in 

the May Day festivities, and also operate as metaphors of metamorphosis within the play. 

Through these rites, the play's archetypes interact in the alchemical stages of the nigredo, 

putrefactio, albedo and renovatio that culminate in the reconciliation of opposites, or the 

coniunctio. 

Vll 



An alchemical, Jungian reading of A Midsummer Night's Dream offers 

innovative ways to interpret the play that may facilitate equivalent contemporary readings 

and performances of Shakespeare's Elizabethan work. As such, this work confirms 

Shakespeare's collaborative genius and poetic vision, in Ben Jonson's words, as "not of 

an age, but for all time." 

V l l l 



LIST OF FIGURES 

2.1 A depiction of the Ptolemaic system, prior to Copernicus, with the earth at the 
center. A. CeWarius, Harmonica Macrocosmica, Amsterdam. 1660. 25 

2.2 The Copemican system, with the sun at the center and the planets orbiting about 
it. A. Cellarius, Harmonica Macrocosmica, Amsterdam. 1660. 25 

2.3 The music of the spheres: a diagram of the Ptolemaic cosmos giving "the 
intervals meant to correspond to the distances between the heavenly bodies and 
their various speeds." From an astronomical manuscript anthology, Salzburg. 
circa AD 820. 30 

2.4 According to Jung, "the 'squaring the circle' represents the 'archetype of 
wholeness.'" lamsthaXer, Viatoriumspagyricum. 1625. 35 

2.5 "The Mandala Fountain": the sun and moon are in opposition, and the dragon 
at the top, center of the figure represents the dualistic figure of Mercurius. 
Rosarium philosophorum. 1550. 36 

2.6 The alchemical quatemity: "Through the circumlatory transformation of the 
elements and humors, the opposites are united." L. Thumeisser, Quinta Essentia. 
1574. 38 

2.7 Anatomical Man. Plate 14. Les Tres Riches Heures du due de Berry. Jean 
Longnon and Raymond Gazelles. Musee Condee, Chantilly, France. 1413-16. 39 

2.8 Homage to Apollinaire. Marc Chagall, 1911-12. © 2001 Artists Rights Society 
(ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris. 41 

2.9 May knight with flowers, versus a weapon, in hand. Frescoe from Notre Dame 

de Pritz, Laval, France. 11*-13* centuries. 44 

2.10 May knight, with falcon, and Gemini lovers. Bedford Book of Hours. 1425. 44 

2.11 Gemini lovers. Plate 14. Les Tres Riches Heures. 1413-16. 44 

2.12 May: the scene for May depicts the court making its way into the forest with 
hunting dogs, to engage in the rites of May. Plate 6. Les Tres Riches Heures. 
1413-16. 45 

2.13 August: the August scene shows the couples emerging from the forest with their 
dogs. Plate 9. Les Tres Riches Heures. 1413-16. 45 

ix 



2.14 The alchemical couple: note the bulls in the lower left hand comer, at the 
entrance of the labyrinth, or the work. G. van Vreeswyk, De Goude Leeuw, 
Amsterdam. 1676. 46 

2.15 The alchemical marriage: Sol and Luna. /?oranMmp/i//o^op/jora/n. 1550. 48 

2.16 "The Sun and its Shadow Complete the Work." M. Maier, Atalantafugiens, 
Oppenheim. 1618. 49 

2.17 The monthly phases of the moon, showing the moon's invisibility at the stage 
of the new moon. Reproduced by permission. © 1999, Astronomy. 51 

2.18 Early summer constellations. © 1999, A^rrattomy. 58 

2.19 The mythic constellations: Draco; the Hunting Dogs; Virgo; Ophiuchus the 
Serpent Bearer (with Serpens cauda and Serpens caput); and the Summer Triangle. 
From the Glow-in-the-Dark Night Skv Book by Clinton Hatchett, illustrated by Stephen 
Marchesi. Illustrations copyright © 1988 by Stephen Marchesi. Reprinted by 
permission of Random House, Inc. 60 

2.20 Floor plan of A Midsummer Night's Dream constellations. © 1996, 

Katherine Perrault. 61 

2.21 Draco-mythic constellation. © 1988, Stephen Marchesi, Random House. 62 

2.22 Constellation Draco. © 1999, A^rronom}'. 62 

3.1 The masculine plane-mythic constellations. © 1988, Stephen Marchesi, 
Random House. 75 

3.2 Constellation, Ophiuchus, the Serpent Bearer. © 1999, Astronomy. 75 

3.3 Serpens cauda/caput in relationship to so\arl\unar conjunctions. M. Maier, 76 
Septimana Philosophica Frankfurt. 1616. 

3.4 Serpens caMcia/capMr and Ophiuchus along the ecliptic. © 1999, Astronomy. 76 

3.5 Summer Triangle/Lyra. Mythic constellations. © 1988, Stephen Marchesi, 
Random House. 79 

3.6 Summer Triangle/Lyra. © 1999, Astronomy. 79 

3.7 Feminine plane-mythic constellations. © 1988, Stephen Marchesi, Random 
House. 81 



3.8 Constellations Virgo and Hunting Dogs. © 1999, A^rro/̂ omy. 81 

3.9 Figure of the feminine archetype, Luna, represented in the shape of the crescent. 
Codex Urbanus Latinus 899. 15* century. 81 

3.10 Illustration of the pagan goddesses as emanations of the lunar powers. A. 
Kircher. Obeliscus Pamphilius, Rome. 1650. 83 

3.11 SatyricPuck. Woodcut from The Mad Pranks and Merry Jests of Robin 
Goodfellow. London. 1628. 92 

3.12 Winged Hermes as Mercurius: he is represented by Asclepius's, (Ophiuchus's) 
serpent staff (caducous) and horns of plenty, which "symbolize the richness of 
his gifts." Cartari, L'imagini de i dei. 1585. 95 

3.13 "The unfettered opposites in chaos. 'Chaos' is one of the names for the prima 
materia." MaxoWes, Tableaux du temple des muses. 1655. 98 

3.14 Mythic Hunting Dogs. © 1988, Stephen Marchesi, Random House. 108 

3.15 Constellation: Cane5 Venarid, the Hunting Dogs. © 1999, Astronomy. 108 

4.1 Relationship of adept and soror to projected animus and anima, applied to the 
relationships in Midsummer. 116 

4.2 Courtly love: the hunt. Frescoe of the months—dei mesi; Castello del 
Buonconsiglio, Trento, Italy. 15* century. Su concessione del Castello del 
Buonconsigho. Monumenti e collezioni provincial!. Trento. 121 

4.3 Called the "flower of wisdom," the philosophical fmits are represented by the 
white lunar rose (left), the red solar rose (right) and the mysterious blue rose 
(center). H. Reussner, Paniiora, Basle. 1582. 124 

4.4 Lovers with a Half-Moon. While the title suggests the moon is half-full, it is 
obviously a crescent, or new moon, under which the lovers frolic. Marc Chagall, 
1926-7. © 2001 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris. 125 

4.5 The Dream. Chagall's painting of the symbolic coniunctio between Bottom and 
Titania. Marc Chagall, 1927. © 2001 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ 
AD AGP, Paris. 127 

4.6 Dedicated to My Fiancee. Marc Chagall, 1911. © 2001 Artists Rights Society 
(ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris. 127 

XI 



4.7 "The Primeval Duality." The opposition of Dionysus to Apollo in the 
alchemical opus. Robert Fludd, Philosophia Moysaica, Gouda. 1638. 130 

4.8 The return to Sol, consciousness, represented by the sun god, Apollo, and the 
lion. De Sphaera, Italian Manuscript. 15* century. 132 

4.9 The Liberation. In the context of the cosmic mandala, or influence of the 
macrocosm on the microcosm, the lovers return from the wood, to the city to 
wed. Marc Chagall, 1947-52. © 2001 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New 
York/ADAGP, Paris. 136 

4.10 The alchemical king and queen, Sol et Luna. Rosarium philosophorum. 1550. 140 

4.11 The mercurial serpent stirring up the "hermaphroditic matter," or prima materia 
oi^'SunneandMoone.'' Ripley Scroll. 1588. 141 

4.12 The union of opposites. Rosarium philosophorum. 1550. 141 

5.1 Midsummer Night's Dream. Acccording to Werner Haftmann, Chagall was 
"very fond of it [A Midsummer Night's Dream] and read it again and again" 147 

5.2 Male aspect of the prima materia. "Miscellanea d'alchimia," Codex 
Ashbumham. 14* century. 150 

5.3 Female aspect of the prima materia. "Miscellanea d'alchimia," Codex 
Ashbumham. 14* century. 150 

5.4 The Wedding Candles. Chagall's painting is a wonderful illustration of the 
alchemical themes in A Midsummer Night's Dream. Marc Chagall, 1945, 
© 2001 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris. 154 

Xll 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Background 

Gary Jay Williams states, "We do not go to definitive theatres, we go to the 

theatres of our times" (Williams 259). In Our Moonlight Revels. Williams addresses the 

ongoing debate of how we interpret classical plays in contemporary production. 

Williams illuminates this interpretive debate as he chronicles the production history of 

A Midsummer Night's Dream, (hereafter referred to as Midsummer) from Shakespeare's 

day to the present. He contends that in each era "theatre artists have created 

representations of their culture" (259), what Jan Kott would refer to as making 

Shakespeare "our contemporary." However, many of these productions were laced with 

culturally dominant ideologies that may have had little or no origin within the text. 

This brings us to the heart of the interpretive debate: Shakespeare's text. 

Williams shows through the production history of the play that each era will rewrite 

Shakespeare's works to some degree in its own cultural image. As our society becomes 

more global and multi-culturalism becomes more prevalent, it seems that this revisionist 

trend will continue. Shakespeare was a writer of his own popular culture, and it follows 

that the genius of his work will continue to resonate with popular treatments of his plays. 

However, Misha Berson contends that a current popular interpretation of 

Shakespeare's literature for contemporary dramatic production often "lies so heavily on 

the boards" due not so much to the sometimes unapproachable genius of his texts, as to 

the director's use of them (Berson 36). Berson maintains that this occurs as directors 
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handle Shakespeare's plays "much too reverently—or far too cavalierly [. . .] breaking 

the Shakespeare rules of previous generations" (37) for the sake of novelty and relevance, 

often with disregard for textual integrity and unity (either literal, thematic, or both): 

"There is a striking difference between a beautifully integrated concept production and 

what director Jonathan Miller calls 'theatre schlepping'—that is, loading a play onto a 

tmck and dumping it into another time and geographic zone, whether it really belongs 

there or not" (37). 

In The Theatre and Its Double, Antonin Artaud's call for liberation from 

"masterpieces reserved for a self-styled elite and not understood by the general public" 

has stood in opposition to the reverence of the text's primacy in performance (Artaud 74). 

His radical cry to substitute culture (which works to bond the human community) for 

elitist art (which divides humanity) influenced many of the experimental Shakespearean 

productions of the twentieth century, including Peter Brook's 1970 iconoclastic 

production of Midsummer. Artaud contends that the great works of Western literature 

are "fixed" in the past and no longer respond to the needs of modem man. He raises the 

idea that Shakespeare's works are performed merely because they are perceived as 

"masterpieces," as ''art for art's sake": their ability to be culturally vibrant and resonant 

to us is lost by virtue of the idolatry of the sacredness of the text. While Artaud allows 

that the masterpieces speak grandly, he holds that they do not speak in the voice of our 

time. To remedy this problem in staging classical plays for the theatre, Artaud calls for us 

to look beneath the text for the transcendent, "actual poetry" which is "without form and 

without text," a "superior idea of poetry and poetry-through-theater which underlies the 

Myths told by the great ancient tragedians" (78, 80). 
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In response to what he considers Artaud's challenge to "free the energies of the 

great classical plays," Robert Brustein responds by questioning, "How do we build a 

bridge to the past without turning into prisoners of culture and slaves to masterpieces?" 

(Brustein 19-20). Brustein's position upholds the formalist tradition of maintaining the 

unity of the text as well as the integrity of the author's voice. However, he does not 

ignore the power of the audience, as both receptor and site of culture, in contributing to 

the interpretation of the private work (the literature) for public display (the dramatic 

production). Brustein objects to "the mutilation of the classics, either through updating, 

bowdlerizing, or adapting them to the musical stage" and the indiscriminate and 

irresponsible "jollying up" of Shakespeare's plays by merely "updating" the physical 

environment of the text with "no discernible reason other than the desire for novelty" 

(26). However, Brustein does affirm modem interpretations of Shakespeare which are 

based on "determining a tme modem equivalent for the action, [.. .] plot, theme, or 

characters" stemming from a thorough reading and respect for the text (26, 27). He 

states: "When something in the play [text] itself stimulates the director to pursue a radical 

new line of inquiry, then even the most radical transformations can be justified" (33). 

In The Open Door, Peter Brook states that Shakespeare "wrote a chain of words 

that have in them the possibility of giving birth to forms that are constantly renewed. 

There is no limit to the virtual forms that are present in a great text" (63). While the 

variety of interpretive forms may be infinite when considering Shakespeare's 

masterpieces, the formalist contribution to interpretation maintains that such forms may 

be inherent in the text, and the conception of these forms for the stage should serve to 



unify the elements of the play (in the context of equivalency-the plot, theme, characters, 

action), critically as well as performatively (Thomas xvii-xxi). 

Statement of the Problem 

In the context of this interpretive debate, I wish to offer an equivalent, original 

perspective for staging Midsummer which reveals the unity inherent in the text and 

results in the integration of the play's four worids: the fairy realm, the royalty of Athens, 

the rustic citizenry, and the courting lovers. While many critics agree that "Shakespeare 

certainly brings the four separate worlds into a final harmony" (Warren 60), the practical 

problem exists of finding a thread thematically linking the play's four worlds through one 

unifying concept in staging the play for production. In criticism of many contemporary 

productions of IVlidsummer, Robert Bmstein has found their "details of interpretation 

vivid but absent any unifying metaphor"^ (Williams 239, 319). 

Due largely to the diversity of its elements, ISLidsummer underwent immense 

fragmentation to suit the cultural taste of its audience during the Restoration. A primary 

example of this was Henry Purcell's highly cut and altered revision of the play into the 

opera. The Fairy Queen, which established conventions for performance of the play "that 

persisted, with variations, into the twentieth century" (Foakes 13). In 1840, however, 

Madame Lucia Vestris's Covent Garden production of Midsummer restored most of 

Shakespeare's text in an attempt to present the play "as an organic and integrated whole," 

although it was still treated more like an "opera with ballet" (13-4). In 1914, Hariey 

Granville-Barker restored the text of Midsummer in full, abandoning the operatic scenic 

encumbrances and balletic tradition as well as Mendelssohn's Romantic music that had 

4 


