OF TRUE LOVE

The 1:"‘0ur Lovers in
A Midsummer Night's Dyeap,

3

A Midsummer Night’s Dream is popular with theater audiences all

world but unpopular, as a rule, with the more philosophical critic(;‘ngll:l:he
like the poetry.of .rural England but they dislike the love rhetoric, .whiz}):
icy declare artificial. They look in vain for intellectual and spiritual nour-
ishment. Geo.rge Qrwc]l observed that this “most actable play” is one of
- the l'east adm.1r6d in the theater of Shakespeare, and he obviously found
not!ung admirable in it.' The tradition behind this disdain goes back very
far into the past. After attending a performance of the play, Samuel Pepys
commented in his diary that “it is the most insipid ridiculous play that ever
I saw in my life.”

The three subplots seem equally pointless. The mindless lover are not
even responsible for what they do; Puck, the hobgoblin, Oberon’s lieuten-
ant, keeps pouring his love juice “in the wrong eyes.” Who really cares for
jealousies and infidelities that have nothing to do with “true love™ Who
really cares for the antics of some local bumpkins preposterously rehears-
ing a wretched caricature of 2 drama for the wedding feast of Theseus,
duke of Athens? The only link between the two stories is the tenuous fairy
tale, but the connection seems purely formal, empty of significant confcnt’.

My own view of the play 1s different: I regard A Midsummer thhtsf
Dream as Shakespeare’s first mature masterpiece, 2 vc:rltable explosion 1?
genius. The action has no direct ethical “relevaqce,’ but a Pla?; car: bz
interesting on other grounds. It can deal with mcohereng‘ zu;( t r);e i
coherent as a work of art and as an intellectual §tatement. l:‘;ecc shgake-
perpetually deals with chaos but ‘< far from chaotic. At first glance,

mode, ed., Four Centuries of

s K
1. George Orwell, “Lear. Tolstory and the Fool,™in]. Frank Ker
Books, 1965). 519.

Shakespearean Criticism (New York: Avon




ted the caprices of his lovers atry om, -
have invent ius for desiring a Cross~py; \
speare seems to heir genius
P sse-in mind.  but th ce. They always select the Course
purp It from chance. flict
infallible to result ion and conflict. -
infalli bl frustratl"hcre must be some eXplanation, ¢hapy,
ik }In)'s miracle in reverse, t1 responsible for a] Tischief, ot
; :
Y e s
Fhe Imagl suggests that [he.yom:igevcn political implications Are not J,, ing
1d1enes§, nts: social an heir role is Paramoun;. The loy
are spoiled adolesce 4 k, however, that the he actions of the fairje E
in this play. I do not t}':“:l i:ght's events fhroug;] t]teeicn within the contz,xini
in the : inof sa |
themselves expla ion witha gra lausib)
we must take ';}}x::r 135itself suggests somethlI fave in mind. The Midsyp,,
the comedy il;l immediately guess what manner than the pogs of the
My readers w aoabutsiniiom comP!eX have an entang]eg web of
CTiight t mlm;ead. of a single rt*:laltiO"S*_"P'l wes o fierce at the climay gy,
caFller WOI' S. l:ion 9 long escalation of riva ry ] structure hits bottom,
mimetic mterflcl t’chaos As soon as the Wh?i ¢ happy end is in sight,
it turns to violen : light, and a - '
however, it bounces back Foyvard the i'gn etic light, we can dispense wi,
When we read the play in its own m

€ majy

lightening puns. :
prer’lr'll'ﬂz f: tEe work in which
relations in Shakespeare was fy]

the mimerjc desire thae
tized as a global system, the s

ly Mastered fo, the firse ¢

ime and drama-
ource of 4] SOcia integration as well as
. ind its frivoloyg appearance, this
e on. Behin

disintegrati

. play Constitutes 3 sey-
theory not only of the conflicry,) side of ;.

pendous er, which manifests itse]f as

sive power,

: Mesis but of jes cohe-
Mtua] apg theater.
on, Titania, the other faln;s, and the Whole fantagyj, subplot are
Obel'h‘ ol dreim generated by the mjp, '€ Interp), in the tWo other
ica : ' i
the myt Shakespeare turns his play mto;n llm cly. Powerfy interpret,.-
subplots. atic trickery as mythical mg, ho Cnesjs. -
its own dram : duces TOnstroys S S the hyste
tion of:S night increases, it Pmf the i buih Allycjp,, iong that yq;-
. e ition o » DO a
il ger the apparitio nd among the lovers rop 8 the “raftsmen
mately trig heir mimetic play a h rehea"smg ir mj
ing t : nother. -
earsing nst one a : ;
rcttic grievances agjlthe next four are de'dlcated pru:nan'ly b
T This chapter agerly dimension of A4 Af{‘d"‘n'l""'" Nighp's
isorder! time after
sively tol th:udrln to this play a first
ill re
ter [ wi

governs human

Ut noe excly.
. Teap,
y Cxamman‘o

Creaf.
n of 7}01'[“‘ e



e R TR e i LT,
Cressida and a second time after we Jeq by

- m 1
Only then will I be able to deal syi o about SaCI'lﬁCC. from Juliys Caesar
€nsion of the p) :
play, the

rebirth 1n i!: of sacrificial order. Only

overall thesis regarding this prodigious comedy: It ; be able to defeng my
Shgk?spcarean chus on.mimetic desire broader;s ,I:: the work in which the
cal vision. Mag§cal religion is the most Servasiv 0 a total anthropologi-
mimcqc n}teractlon, the original mask, human cultzra'?d perfect mask of
mer Night's Dream the mask is lifted. This pla hf ttself. In A Midsym.
reading for all modern anthropologists, Y, $hould. be compulsory

e ritual dim
then will |

To demonstrate this thesis, I must first
Tiwo Gentlemen of Verona. A Midsummer
more complex and systematic illustratio
erned its predecessor.

In the first comedy we had a father who was also a duke and who tried
to prevent thft marriage of his daughter with the hero, Valentine. In A
Mids_ummer N!ght’s‘Dream, the father and the duke are separate chiaratters
but join force.s against Hermia who, just like Silvia, has decided to marry
Lysander against the wishes of her father. If she refuses to marry Deme-
trius, Hermia must either die or spend the rest of her life in a pagan
equivalent of the traditional convent. After this formidable edict, the father
figures majestically depart and play no further role in the affairs of the
younger generation. Like Valentine and Silvia in the first play, Hermia and
Lysander decide to elope.

Being in no hurry, they indulge in a little lyrical poetry until they are
interrupted by Helena, who listens avidly as her good friend Hermia
proudly and excitedly tells her about the planned elopement. Hermia con-
fides in her friend for the same reason as Valentine confides in Proteus. All
these mimetic lovers are looking for mimetic gratification and, in the pro-
cess, they provide their imitators and rivals with weapons that are invari-
ably turned against the providers.

In The Tiwvo Gentlemen of Verona Valentine tells Proteus about his inten-
tion to elope, and this treacherous friend rushes to the duke with this hot
information. In A Midsummer Night's Dream the traitor is Helena, who goes
straight to Demetrius. Demetrius is in love with Hcm}ia and will follow
her wherever she goes. Helena, in turn, is in love with Demetrius and
follows him wherever he goes. Thus two disgruntled lovers will accom-
pany Lysander and Hermia at all times during the _nlght, Ci:_gef }:0 ;2;;‘15
| discord. Just as Valentine was responsible, at leas-t In part, O'Yb;eein G
F interventions that spoiled his love affair, so Hermia 15 rces;z:{ox;(s;r th’e wEl)xole’:
for the disruption of her relations der an
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immediately occurs a second time, our astonishment greatly InCregge
unless, of course, we realize that the repetition is due to mimicry, in ;.
case our astonishment evaporates. The believers in “true love” have 2 grey
capacity for faith and never suspect the possibility of mimicry in the re,,
of passionate sentiments. Given the slightest opportunity, they wi] always
embrace love potions as an explanation in preference to mimetic desire
Shakespeare does not want to upset their faith, so he has 1 second round of
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What about Lysander himself? When he shifts to Helena, he has :
possible model, since no one is in love with the poor girl. Docs that mn;:
that his desire is truly spontaneous? To persuade ourselves that it is not. we
must turn to what happened before the play begins. The first scene summa-
rizes what must be called the prehistory of the midsummer night. It s 2 tale
of erotic substitutions and betrayals like the events in the play iself The
information is given succinctly and has no dramatic impact; the only possi-
ble reason for having it at all is the light that it sheds on the systematic
nature of all erotic shenanigans among the four lovers. ‘

In the beginning Helena was in love with Demetrius and Demetrius
with her. This happy state of affairs did not last. The gentle Helena explains
in a soliloquy that her love affair was destroyed by Hermua:

2 more comic version of Pro-

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 Hermua felt,

So he dissolved, and show’rs of oaths did melt.
(1, 1, 242-45)

Why should Hermia attempt to seduce Demetrius away from her bc;t
friend? Since Hermia now wants to marry the other boy, Lysapd;; ;) e
could not be motivated by genuine “truc love.” Wh.“ glse could en:l : ? m:
we have to ask? The mimetic nature of the enterprise 1s suggc:lt rmgmd
dose similarity, once again, with The Tivo Gentlemen of Verona. . :hc s
Helena are the same type of friends as Valentine and Proteus: y




T it
nce infancy; they have been educateq e
d desire alike. R W
have a first mimetic triangle Jike oy, B
‘ nel

lemen, with the genders reversed. Helena 1s the Valentine 4 The?
Gent gm Hlermia its Protes, and Demetrius a more treag, b gt} the neuJ

e Y _ i
f,i;nn?ég is the same but the outcome is different: the o efgctjc‘];;
succeeds where Proteus failed. l ch Hetia )

Demetrius is still very much in Ve WL JICTING Decauge o), is
who jilted him, just as Demetrius himself had jilted Hekfna a lt bee On
The enterprising Hermia first stole the lover of hc:r best friend 5y, t en?rc,
interest in him, thus making two people hYStergcaljlY unhappy insfeadOSt
one. If Hermia lived in our time, she would probably claim thy, | " o

a by
modern, inde

lived together s1 8ethey.

act, think, feel, an
In our prehistory W€

0

W
. The

i ght
pendent young woman like herself needs moy, ‘h"[r'eng,',,'

friends than Demetrius and Helena. Demetrius ;qd Helena seep, Insyff,
ciently challenging to Hermia because she found it too easy t0 domipy,
them. First, she roundly defeated Helena in the batdg for Demetrius Whic
destroyed the prestige of this friend as a mediatc?r. Being no Ignger transfiy.
ured by the power of mimetic rivalry, Demem_us.too lost his prestige ang
did not seem desirable any longer. Whenever an imitator successfully appy,.
priates the object designated by his or her model, the transfiguration m,.
chine ceases to function.” With no threatening rival in sight, Hermia foun(
Demetrius uninspiring and turned to the more exotic Lysander.

This explanation is also valid for Demetrius, our first example of infidel-
ity. He yielded to Hermia’s blandishments because Helena was too gentle
and loving; she did not make things difficult enough for her lover. When
mimetic desire is thwarted, it intensifies and, when it succeeds, it withers
away. A Midsummer Night’s Dream is the play in which these two aspects are
discreetly but systematically exploited. The two together make up the

/s

dynamics of the midsummer night.

In The Two Gentlemen of Verona, Shakespeare emphasized the strength
apd stabt:lity of unfulfilled desire. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream this empha-
Sis remains, but it is supplemented by an equal emphasis on the instability of

o Demetrius, then Lysander to Hermia,
delities are arranged in such
ts illustrates the maximum
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the infidelities that occur before our eyes, the e’ rationally. If we had 0n1§
to lead us unquestionably to the mimc’tic la‘:,ca?:ples would be too few

rehistory and the history 1s sufficient to the pur’ ut thc‘: addition of the
criangular conflict that remains unchanged until F}:); e. So instead of a sing]e
mer Night's Dream suggests a kaleidoscope, a mImbeio:fduSlo".’ A Midsum-
generate one anqther at an accelerating pace. Shakes ;: mblpanons that
objects in succession to the same mimetic rivals for a coI:n,fed gives several
of the mediator’s predominance in the triangle of mimeti dlC demonstration
mer Night's Dreams is to The Tiwo Gentlemen of Verona whct Erre M‘d.m_m'
o the Newtonian system. at general relativity
The permanent restlessness inherent in the mimetic principle necessaril
entails that no single combination will ever satisfy any lover for any le . Z
of time. Given enough time, therefore, all possible combinations shyoull:ig;e
tried, ar?d indeed -they are. Even if the play cannot deal with all possibilities
exhaustively, which would be tedious, exhaustiveness is suggested. I can
think of only one other play in theatrical literature that pursues more or less
the same goal and achieves it as elegantly as A Midsummer Night’s Dream—
Beaumarchais’s Mariage de Figaro.

Since there are the same four protagonists in The Tiwo Gentlemen of
Verona and in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, it would seem, at first glance,
that the same law could not generate the greater complexity of the second
play; but the difference lies in the handling of the female characters. In The
Tivo Gentlemen of Verona the women are erotically passive, mere objects ofa
struggle between male rivals. 'As I observed earlier, we even have the
impression, at times, that mimetic desire 1s limited to Proteus alone. In A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, the girls are just as mimetic as the boys, and
there are four active players instead of two or one.

Infidelity has been traditionally regarded as more shocking in women
than in men; Shakespeare does not have any woman unfaithful on the stage.
He shows the two boys fighting for the same girl, but not the girls fighting
for the same boy. He reserves the most scandalous incidents for the prchlsl,—
tory of the midsummer night. We should not be foole‘d,‘ however, by this
discreet handling of the women, the play needs a femnne counterpart to

ine 1 1 medy,
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Everybody is so mimetic that, at any given time, all mimetj desire,
tend to agglutinate and form a single' hgge dCSJre.f'or one and the g,
object. At the beginning everybody is in love with Hermia, includip,
Helena and even Hermia herself, who obviously feels that she richly 4,.
serves all the desire that is directed toward her. At the climax of the nigh,
it is no longer Hermia but Helena who is at the center of the group:
everybody is obsessed with her, including Hermia, so insane with Jealousy
that she physically attacks her friend. ‘

All four lovers worship the same erotic absolute, the same ideal image
of seduction that each girl and boy in turn appears to embody in the eyes of
the others. This absolute has nothing to do with real qualities; it is properly
metaphysical. The four lovers are like birds on the same telephone wire,
always fighting and yet inseparable. From time to time, for no apparent
reason, they all fly to another wire and start fighting again. Their desire is
::;?sgd with the flesh, yet totally divorced from it. It is never instinctive

pontancous, cannot rely on such things as the pleasure of the eyes and
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two Were unforgivable. His actual words suggest the very reverse:

What hast thou done? Thou hast mistaken quite,
And laid the love-juice on some true-love's sight.
Of thy misprision must perforce ensue

Some true love turned and not a false turned true.

(111, i, 88-91)

Who will tell the difference between some “true love turned” and “a false
wurned true”? It all sounds the same, and the distinction upon Whl'Ch the
pious Oberon insists is humorously undermined. The supposgd d1§cr§p-
ancy between “true love” and its mirpf:uc counterfent echoes the mfer.lomy
of the copy versus the original in. tra_cht.lor.131 .aesthetlcs. The problem is that
no original is available: evefythmg is imitation. G gk,
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tion. His attitude is so unusual that it is ignored 4 Night's Dream really 1s.
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A Midsummer Night's Dream represents the first example of 3 Uhique

Shakespearean type of comedy that makes fun of desife itself, dcnouncing
its perpetual lie about being the victim of some kind of repressioq_

repressive gods, repressive parents, repressive student dean, or whateye,

In all purely Shakespearean plays, the hapPincss of loYe,rs s .thr?atened
from inside a group of peers, never from outside. The public’s prejudices are
so entrenched, however, that all it takes to accredit the myth of a conven-
tional Midsummer Night’s Dream is to plant the old scarecrows at the en-
trance of the comedy. Four centuries later they still dominate the interpreta-
tion of a play that has strictly nothing to do with them.

The first scene tantalizingly dangles in front of us all the cherished
stereotypes: children against parents; youth against old age; handsome and
sincere lovers unjustly deprived of their freedom of choice; hypocritical
adults holding the reins of power. This is pure make-believe. Parental
authority is as dead as a doornail; never again will it play a significant role
anywhere in the theater of Shakespeare.

The copveptional aspects of the first scene—it has other aspects as well
]t:::t\'wc will discuss later—may well have been conceived and written, at

In part, at a less mature stage than the rest of the play. It may be a last

;e;:;:ant ﬁ'o?a an earlier conception, closer to The Tivo Gentlemen of Verona,
gment trom a theatrical heritage that Shakespeare had not yet com-

pletely discarded. Shakes : . . 4
l l?clicvc, e suitfga}:: deliberately retained this archaic first scene,
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postponed by a cogliri ich the triumph of “true love” js only temporarily
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® Play too conspicuous. I is probable that A
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THE FOUR LOVERS

Midsummer Night's Dream was written for a princely wedding at the court

5 E]jzabe:th.2 Inconstancy does not mix well with a festive matrimonial
mood: Shakespeare had to be careful. His comedy had to seem innocuous
and conventional in the eyes of conservative courtiers. At the same time he
knew that there would be som¢ very clever people in his audience and did
not want t0 disappoint them. They expected him to be delightfully daring
Scandalous, and witty. He attempted to write for both groups at the same’:
ime, in such a way that each group would find in his play what suited its
own taste and temperament he probably succeeded with some of his more
subtle contemporaries but sadly failed with posterity. The comic dimen-

sion of the play 1s inseparable from its mimetic substance and has never

been recaptured.
Horace Howard

A Midsummer Night's Dream, in A New Variorum Edition,
1953), 259-67

2. Shakespeare,
J. B. Lippincott,

Furness, ed. (Philadclphia and London:




