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Characters
Theseus
Legendary Athenian hero and king 1234-1205 BC.  Son of Aethra of Troezen who had slept with King Aegeus of Athens on a visit but also the sea god Poseidon.  Theseus was brought up in Troezen but before venturing to Athens he helped Jason retrieve the Golden Fleece, joined the Calydonian boar hunt and helped Pirithous fight the Centaurs.  He also abducted Helen who was rescued by her brothers Castor and Polydeuces who captured Aethra to be a slave for Helen.  He also abducted Hippolyta the Amazon to be his bride (by whom he fathered Hippolytus) but later abandoned her for Phaedra.  On his way to Athens he encountered and defeated the bandit Periphetes, the robber Sinis whose daughter Perigune Theseus took and fathered Melanippus by her, the Crommyon sow, the robber Sciron, the wrestler King Cercyon, and the bandit Procrustes.  In Athens he was recognised by Medea, Aegeus’s queen, who challenged him to kill the Marathonian bull which he brought back to Athens.  Aegeus recognised him as his son at which point Medea fled.  The youth of Athens had to be sacrificed to Minos of Crete by being eaten by the Minotaur in retaliation for the death of his son Androgeus but when Theseus went he killed the Minotaur with the help of Minos’s daughter Ariadne.  On the way back to Athens Theseus abandoned Ariadne on Naxos where she was found by Dionysus.  Instead he married her sister Phaedra.
Hippolyta
Legendary queen of the Amazons who had a magic girdle given by her father Ares god of war which Heracles had to steal as one of his 12 labours.  Theseus either helped Heracles in the task or encountered her later and took her back to Athens either by force or because they had fallen in love.  Later she either was set aside by him and was killed when she and her Amazons attacked in revenge or the Amazons attacked as they saw her as a traitor and she was killed fighting alongside Theseus.  She was the mother of Hipploytus for whom Phaedra had a passion which led to his death and her suicide.
Egeus
Based loosely on Aegeus, Theseus’s father, king of Athens 1282-1234 BC.  He gave his name to the Aegean sea and founded many Athenian institutions.  He married Medea when she fled from Jason in Corinth and they had a son called Medus.  During the Panathenaic games Androgeus son of Minos of Crete beat Aegeus in every event.  Aegeus challenged him to kill the Marathonian bull but he was killed by it.  In revenge Minos declared war and agreed to peace on condition Athens sent 7 young men and 7 young women every 9 years to Crete to be sacrificed to the Minotaur.  He told Theseus to put up a white sail when he returned to signify he had killed the Minotaur bu he forgot so Aegeus threw himself into the sea which bears his name.
Fathers usually arranged their daughter’s marriage in Athens.  Young girls were often sent to act as priestesses for Artemis at Brauron but only for a year.  Other goddesses had permanent priestesses.
Oberon
Not a Greek character but probably derived from Alberich the brother of Merovech the founder of the Merovingian kings of France in the C5th AD.  He also appears in the Nibelungenlied the mediaeval (C13th) saga used by Wagner for the Ring.  The name Oberon first appears in the C13th in a French chanson set in the C9th called Huon de Bordeaux which was translated into English in c 1540 by John Bourchier.  In the play his role mirrors that of Zeus or Jupiter, king of the gods.  He has magic powers and his messenger, Puck, is similar to Hermes/Mercury.  He is married to Titania but quarrels with her as does Zeus with Hera/Juno as in books 1, 8 and 14 of the Iliad.
Titania
Her name is derived from Ovid’s Metamorposes where the name is for the daughters of the Titans, the race of gods before Zeus overthrew his father Cronos, the 12 children of Gaia by her son Ouranos.  Some still were worshipped in Ancient Greece.  Cronos and his wife Rhea were still honoured.  Oceanus and Tethys were sea deities, Mnemosyne was the mother of the Muses. Hyperion was one as were his children Helios, Selene and Eos. Coeus’s children included Leto the mother of Apollo and Artemis, other Titans included Prometheus, Atlas and Metis.  She perfomrs the function in the play of Hera/Juno queen of the gods.
The lovers Demetrius, Lysander and Helena have common Greek names and are not related to anyone in particular.  Hermia is an otherwise unknown name probably derived from Hermes the messenger god who was also a countryside god also known as the divine trickster, transgressor of boundaries and god of thieves.
Other Classical References
Cupid and Venus
Hermia swears by Cupid’s bow. There are some 40 references to Cupid in Shakespeare, 14 plays and one sonnet.  Venus was the Roman equivalent of Aphrodite the goddess of love and Cupid or Eros her son and helper in that he had arrows that could make someone fall in love if hit by one.
Carthage’s queen was Dido who committed suicide when abandoned by Aeneas and he could see her funeral pyre as he sailed for Italy.
Phoebe is another name for the moon, ie Selene or Luna, often referred to as Artemis or Diana as well.  Phoebe was the female equivalent of Phoebus who was also associated with Apollo, Artemis’s brother, later seen as a sun god.  Phoebe was originally Selene’s aunt, grandmother of Artemis.
Hercules is referred to as Ercles.
Pyramus and Thisbe
The play by the amateurs for Theseus and Hippolyta’s wedding but also the inspiration for the Helena/Hermia/ Demetrius/Lysander story – lovers forbidden to marry by the girl’s father and run away only to go astray.  Taken from Ovid’s Metamorphoses Book IV.  Ovid was a particular favourite of Shakespeare.  He probably had to translate much of it from the Latin at School but was also available in English.  Caxton translated and printed it in 1480 but it had already been used by Chaucer and Gower in the C14th.  Shakespeare probably used the version by Arthur Golding published in 1567.  It also influenced Shakespeare for Romeo and Juliet.  He also used it for Venus and Adonis (Book X) and referred to it in Titus Andronicus with the tale of Tereus and Philomela (Book VI).  Propsero paraphrases Medea’s speech from Book VII after helping Jason get the golden fleece.  Books XII and XIII deal with Troy which Shakespeare covered in Troilus and Cressida.
Quince gives the part of Thisbe to Flute and reassures him that no one will see his beard as he will be wearing a mask.  All Greek actors were men in masks.
Helena refers to Apollo and Daphne.  She was a naiad or water nymph whom Apollo tried to rape.  She appealed to her father the river god Ladon for help and he turned her into a laurel tree. In the Metamorphoses Ovid called her the daughter of Pineios another river god (Book I).
The reference to the Indian boy by Oberon and Titania is suggestive of Zeus taking Ganymede from Troy to be his cup bearer.  They argue and Oberon refers to Titania’s help for Theseus with four other women before Hippolyta.  Perigenia was Perigune daughter of Sinis one of the bandits Theseus killed on his way to Athens, tying him to the Pine tree to be catapulted.  She bore Theseus a son Melanippus.  Aegle was the daughter of Panopeus, one of the Calydonian boar hunters, and Theseus abandoned her to court Ariadne.  Ariadne was the daughter of Minos who helped Theseus find his way out of the Labyrinth once he had killed the Minotaur but was later abandoned on Naxos. Antiope was an Amazon, sister of Hippolyta abducted by Theseus when he helped Heracles steal Hippolyta’s girdle.
Oberon tells Puck to fetch the plant hit by Cupid’s arrow as a love potion when they were watching a mermaid on the back of a dolphin.  Mermaids are the descendants of sea nymphs such as the Nereids or Sirens who lured men to their deaths with their beautiful songs.
Ninus’s tomb refers to the founder of Nineveh a semi-mythical king from the late 3rd millennium BC.  His story was first recorded in c 400 BC and his tomb was said to be near Babylon where the story of Pyramus and Thisbe takes place.  Historically he could be Ninurta I who ruled in the C13th BC.
Bottom being given a donkey’s head seems to refer to the myth of King Midas.  After he despaired of turning everything to gold he moved to the country and worshipped Pan.  When Pan challenged Apollo to a music contest everyone said Apollo was the winner except Midas and Apollo said he had the ears of an ass and gave them to him.  When Titania first sees Bottom he is singing.
Aurora was the goddess of the dawn.
Limander is really Leander from the story of Hero and Leander.  Hero was a priestess of Aphrodite who lived on the European side of the Hellespont.  Leander lived on the other side and swam across each night guided by a light in her tower. During a storm her light blew out and he died.  When she saw his body she committed suicide by leaping from her tower.  The story appears in another work by Ovid, the Double Heroides.  Marlowe started an epic poem on the story which was completed by George Chapman after his death.  Ben Jonson has a puppet version of it in Bartholomew Fair. Shakespeare also mentions it twice in the Two Gentlemen of Verona, Much Ado, Edward III, Othello, As You Like It and Romeo and Juliet.
Hippolyta refers to Hercules and Cadmus.  The former is well known and Shakespeare refers to him on many occasions (over 40).  Cadmus was the founder of Thebes and the first Greek hero, earlier than Heracles.  He slew a dragon and when he sowed its teeth they became a race of fierce men who killed each other until only 5 remained who helped Cadmus build the city.  He appears in Book III of Ovid’s Metamorphoses.
Theseus refers to the battle with the Centaurs in which he fought alongside Pirithous of the Lapiths as depicted on the Parthenon Metopes.
In the play Thisbe refers to Helen, the Fates (the Moirai who controlled our destinies), Shafalus and Procrus (ie Cephalus and Procris in Ovid Book VII).  Cephalus was an ancestor of Odysseus and Procris the daughter of King Erechtheus of Athens.  Cephalus was kidnapped by Eos and fathered a son on her.  He pined for Procris so much that Eos released him after 8 years.  They mistrusted each other and when she followed him he thought she was an animal and accidentally killed her.  He later remarried but never got over Procris and committed suicide by leaping off a cliff into the sea.
Puck refers to triple Hecate’s team.  She was the goddess of magic associated with crossroads often referred to as triple and depicted as such in ancient art and also appears in Ovid (Book VII). Mother of Circe.  She is also mentioned in Macbeth Act 2 Scene 1, Act 3 Scenes 2 and 5 and Act 4 Scene 1 (appearing in a silent role in the last two), Hamlet Act 3 Scene 2, Henry VI Part 1 Act 3 Scene 2, King Lear Act 1 Scene 1.
