
A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream: 

Affective Derangement and 
Common Sense
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Crossdressing 
A woman shal not weare the apparel of a man: neither shal a man put on the garments 
of a woman. For whosoeuer doth so, is an abhomination to the Lord thy God.  
(Deuteronomy 22:5)

So then, let us mark that here God intended to shew us that every bodies attiring of 
themselves ought to be such, as there may be a difference betweene men and women. 
And truly we see what dangers doe ensue when folke go so disguised . . . as for 
example, in these maskings & mummings, when men put themselves into womens 
apparel, and women put themselues into mens as ye know: what comes of it? Although 
no evil ensued thereof, yet the verie thing it self displeaseth god. . . . Ought not this 
saying to make the haire of our heades stand up, rather than wee would prouoke Gods 
wrath upon us wilfully? But besides this, we are sure that the suffring hereof is the 
opening of a gap to all whoredome. At a word, such disguisings are but inticements of 
baudry, as experience proveth.  (Jean Calvin, The Sermons of M. John Calvin upon the fifth booke of 
Moses called Deuteronomie, trans. Arthur Golding [London, 1593], p. 773).

 



“The proof is evident, the consequent is necessarie, that in Stage 
Playes for a boy to put one the attire, the gesture, the passions of a 
woman;  or a meane person to take vpon him the title of a Prince 
with counterfeit porte, and traine, is by outwarde signes to shewe 
themselves otherwise then they are, and so with in the compasse of a 
lye. . . . 
We are commanded by God to abide in the same calling wherein we 
were called, which is our ordinary vocation in a commonweale. So in 
a commonweale, if private men be suffered to forsake their calling 
because they desire to walk gentleman like in sattine & velvet, with a 
buckler at their heeles, proportion is so broken, unitie dissolved, 
harmony confounded, that  the whole body must be dismembred 
and the prince or the heade cannot but sicken.”  

–      Stephen Gosson, Plays Confuted in Five Parts (1582)



Puritans vs the Stage

Commercial theaters “are a special cause of corrupting . . . Youth, 
containing nothing but unchaste matters . . . being so as that they 
impress the very qualities and corruptions of manners which they 
represent . . . Whereby such as frequent them, being of the base and 
refuse sort of people or such young gentlemen as have small regard of 
credit or conscience, draw the same into imitation and not to the 
avoiding of like vices they represent”

 
- Letter of the Lord Mayor and Aldermen of London to the Privy 

Council, 28 July 1597)



The Changeling

The fairy land buys not the child of me.
His mother was a votaress of my order:
And, in the spiced Indian air, by night,
Full often hath she gossip'd by my side,
And sat with me on Neptune's yellow sands,
Marking the embarked traders on the flood,
When we have laugh'd to see the sails conceive
And grow big-bellied with the wanton wind;
Which she, with pretty and with swimming gait
Following, her womb then rich with my young squire,
Would imitate, and sail upon the land,
To fetch me trifles, and return again,
As from a voyage, rich with merchandise.
But she, being mortal, of that boy did die;
And for her sake do I rear up her boy,
And for her sake I will not part with him. (2.1.123-37)
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Oberon
My gentle Puck, come hither. Thou rememberest
Since once I sat upon a promontory,
And heard a mermaid on a dolphin's back
Uttering such dulcet and harmonious breath
That the rude sea grew civil at her song
And certain stars shot madly from their spheres,
To hear the sea-maid's music.
Puck I remember.
Oberon  That very time I saw, but thou couldst not,
Flying between the cold moon and the earth,
Cupid all arm'd: a certain aim he took
At a fair vestal throned by the west,
And loosed his love-shaft smartly from his bow,
As it should pierce a hundred thousand hearts;
But I might see young Cupid's fiery shaft
Quench'd in the chaste beams of the watery moon,
And the imperial votaress passed on,
In maiden meditation, fancy-free.
Yet mark'd I where the bolt of Cupid fell:
It fell upon a little western flower,
Before milk-white, now purple with love's wound,
And maidens call it love-in-idleness.











The Imperial Vot’ress



Sonnet 130
My mistress' eyes are nothing like the sun;
Coral is far more red than her lips' red;
If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;
If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.
I have seen roses damasked, red and white,
But no such roses see I in her cheeks;
And in some perfumes is there more delight
Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.
I love to hear her speak, yet well I know
That music hath a far more pleasing sound;
I grant I never saw a goddess go;
My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground.

And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare
As any she belied with false compare.
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Sonnet 138
When my love swears that she is made of truth,
I do believe her, though I know she lies,
That she might think me some untutored youth,
Unlearnèd in the world’s false subtleties.
Thus vainly thinking that she thinks me young,
Although she knows my days are past the best,
Simply I credit her false-speaking tongue:
On both sides thus is simple truth suppressed.
But wherefore says she not she is unjust?
And wherefore say not I that I am old?
Oh, love’s best habit is in seeming trust,
And age in love loves not to have years told.

    Therefore I lie with her and she with me,
And in our faults by lies we flattered be.



   HERMIA
Nay, good Lysander; for my sake, my dear,
Lie further off yet, do not lie so near.

   LYSANDER
O, take the sense, sweet, of my innocence!
Love takes the meaning in love's conference.
I mean, that my heart unto yours is knit
So that but one heart we can make of it;
Two bosoms interchained with an oath;
So then two bosoms and a single troth.
Then by your side no bed-room me deny;
For lying so, Hermia, I do not lie.

(2.2.49-58)



Thou art translated!
    TITANIA I pray thee, gentle mortal, sing again:

Mine ear is much enamour'd of thy note;
So is mine eye enthralled to thy shape;
And thy fair virtue's force perforce doth move me
On the first view to say, to swear, I love thee.

     BOTTOM Methinks, mistress, you should have little reason
for that: and yet, to say the truth, reason and
love keep little company together now-a-days; the
more the pity that some honest neighbours will not
make them friends. Nay, I can gleek upon occasion.

     TITANIA Thou art as wise as thou art beautiful.    
           (3.1.121-131)







“But we are spirits of another sort”

And know you this by the way, that heretofore Robin 
Goodfellow, and Hobgoblin, were as terrible, and also as credible 
to the people, as Hags and Witches be now; and in time to come, 
a Witch will be as much derided and condemned, and as plainly 
perceived, as the illusion and knavery of Robin Goodfellow. And 
in truth, they that maintain walking spirits, with their 
transformation, &c. have no reason to deny Robin 
Goodfellow, upon whom there have gone as many and as 
credible tales, as upon Witches; saving that it hath not pleased 
the translators of the Bible, to call Spirits, by the name of Robin 
Goodfellow, as they have termed Diviners, Soothsayers, 
Prisoners, and Coseners by the name of Witches.

- Reginald Scot, Discovery of Witchcraft (1584)





Mystic Vision or Burlesque: Bottom’s 
Dream?

Synesthesia / Synaisthesis; “the inner touch”

   

    9 But we preache as it is written. Things which eye hath not 
sene, & care hath not heard, nether haue entred into mans 
mynde, which thinges God hath prepared for them that loue 
hym.

    10 But God hath opened them vnto vs by his Sprite, for the 
Sprite searcheth all thinges, yea, the botome of Goddes secretes.

Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians 2.9-10



“Our sport shall be to take what they mistake”

The Player’s Prologue
• If we offend, it is with our good will.

That you should think, we come not to offend,
But with good will. To show our simple skill,
That is the true beginning of our end.
Consider then we come but in despite.
We do not come as minding to content you,
Our true intent is. All for your delight
We are not here. That you should here repent you,
The actors are at hand and by their show
You shall know all that you are like to know.



“Rightly” Punctuated 
• Prologue
• If we offend, it is with our good will

That you should think we come, not to offend,
But with good will to show our simple skill:
That is the true beginning of our end.
Consider then we come—but in despite
We do not come—as minding to content you;
Our true intent is all for your delight:
We are not here that you should here repent you.
The actors are at hand and by their show
You shall know all that you are like to know.


