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Deconstructing Royal Symbolism in A Midsummer Night’s Dream 

A close reading of the dialogue between Hermia and Theseus, in Act 1, Scene 1 of A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream, yields several key phrases that can be viewed as allusions to Queen 

Elizabeth I, England’s monarch during the time that this play was first performed on the London 

stage.  When we consider that these literary references to Elizabeth are used in a play that has 

traditionally been viewed as pro-patriarchal, a Deconstructionist can argue the case for evidence 

of a radical message found obscured between the lines.  Shakespeare seems to be asking these 

questions:  Is society truly better off under a patriarchy?  Can an unmarried queen maintain order 

and reign supreme in a male-dominated society?  In this early scene of the play, Shakespeare 

demonstrates the irony of how a woman of privilege is essentially powerless in choosing her own 

marital fate.  Underlying this superficial textual analysis, there is another less obvious message.  

Upon careful explication of the textual allusions, we see the mimesis of Hermia’s reluctant 

choice of a chaste life over marrying a man she does not love, in the real life circumstances of 

the ruling monarch of England.  No doubt, there is a political commentary being made in this 

classical Shakespearean comedy. 

Queen Elizabeth, during her forty-four year reign, acquired many titles, official and 

unofficial alike.  One such unofficial title, “Virgin Queen,” is alluded to in the following phrases:  

“cold fruitless moon” and “virgin thorn.”  Elizabethan allusions are demonstrated by the words:  

“rose” and “sovereignty” (MND. I.i.73-82).  We can find these terms in the aforementioned Act 
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1 Scene 1 of A Midsummer Night’s Dream when Theseus, the fictional Duke of Athens, speaks 

with Hermia after she has rejected her father’s betrothal of her to Demetrius rather than 

Lysander, the man she loves.  Theseus implores “fair Hermia, question your desires” (MND. 

I.i.67) and warns Hermia of the dire consequences she will face if she remains disobedient; by 

Athenian decree, she can be put to death for her refusal to comply with her father’s demands. 

“Either to die the death, or to abjure / Forever the society of men” (MND. I.i.65-66).  

Hermia’s dilemma hints of Queen Elizabeth’s real life drama.  There were several historically 

documented assassination attempts on her life, although not specifically prompted by her refusal 

to marry.  As a Protestant and an enemy of the most powerful man in Renaissance Europe, Pope 

Pius V, Elizabeth’s life was constantly threatened (Thomas).  As the last of her dynasty, the 

pressure to marry and produce an heir to the throne was another constant in Elizabeth’s life.  Her 

male-dominated court relentlessly suggested potential marriages of alliance that would fortify the 

safety and well-being of England and Elizabeth, herself.  Like Hermia, however, Elizabeth had 

fallen in love with a man who was regarded by her court advisors as an unsuitable match.  

Whether it was due to Lord Robert Dudley’s lower ranking, or the scandalous rumors of his 

wife’s untimely death, Elizabeth yielded to the royal council’s pressure and did not pursue 

marriage with Dudley, her Master of Horses (Thomas).  Theseus’ comment to Hermia, “examine 

well your blood,” (MND. I.i.68) could be read as advice to Elizabeth to be mindful of her royal 

status and not marry one of her subjects.  In the textual footnotes, “blood” is a synonym for 

“passions,” but it could also allude to the Tudor bloodline that would be jeopardized by 

Elizabeth’s refusal to marry and produce a legitimate heir to the throne. 

The phrase “cold fruitless moon” is notated below the text as a reference to Diana, the 

goddess of chastity.  The moon is a symbolic image of this Roman goddess and her Greek 
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counterpart, Artemis.  This textual information is accurate, however the phrase also alludes to 

Queen Elizabeth.  From music, to art, to literature, Elizabethans depicted their Virgin Queen, an 

avid huntress, to Diana, the “moon goddess” or the “chaste goddess of the hunt” (Best).  If this 

Shakespearean phrase is truly a literary allusion to Elizabeth, then Theseus’ comments regarding 

the practice of virginity is surely insulting to the Virgin Queen.  He further humiliates the queen 

in the following lines:  “But earthlier happy is the rose distilled, / Than that which, withering on 

the virgin thorn, / Grows, lives, and dies in single blessedness” (MND. I.i.76-78).  Here the 

comparison and slight to Elizabeth cannot be ignored.  The bi-colored Tudor Rose, depicted in 

paintings of Elizabeth, represents the Tudor Dynasty that derived from the marital union of the 

House of Lancaster (red rose) and the House of York (white rose).  It was this royal union that 

brought peace to England in 1486 after a long civil war.  As a religious reference, a rose is also 

symbolic of the Virgin Mary, whom Elizabeth was often equated to in a secular way (“Symbols 

and Emblems”).  Finally, when one reads the phrase “virgin thorn,” it is easily misconstrued as 

“virgin throne.”  This is no accident and is yet another hint at the deeper meaning of this 

otherwise lighthearted comedy.  If these are implied criticisms of Queen Elizabeth, does 

Shakespeare share Theseus’ opinion? 

When we move on to Hermia’s replies, we begin to see examples of female resistance 

towards male dominance.  She states that she “consents not to give sovereignty” of her virginal 

status “Unto his lordship” (MND. I.i.82-83).  “Sovereignty” implies that, despite the sexist 

Athenian law, Hermia believes it is she who has power and authority over her “virgin patent” 

(MND. I.i.80).  She challenges patriarchal rule and attempts to disrupt the status quo (Bamber).  

The fact that, in the end, Hermia ends up marrying Lysander, her own choice of husband, is a 

counter to the social norms indicated in the play.  She is of the younger generation, willing to 
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break rules and confront gender inequities in the game of sexual politics.  She stands firm on the 

knowledge that her father’s objections to Lysander, a man of equal status and class to that of 

Hermia, are irrational (Steinberg).  Hermia’s win is juxtaposed alongside the losses experienced 

by Hippolyta, the Amazon queen conquered by and betrothed to Theseus, and Titania, who is 

tricked into turning over her foster son to her demanding husband, Oberon.  Instead, Hermia, and 

Helena, are aligned with the reigning female and center of power in England.  In A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream, Shakespeare fulfills the sexual desires of his comedic heroines while 

acknowledging the personal sacrifices of his queen. 

By deciphering the hidden allusions to Queen Elizabeth woven in this particular dialogue 

of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, we begin to doubt the obvious and question the alleged 

Renaissance reasoning presented in this play:  patriarchy maintains order, and women are 

powerless in a male-dominated society.  Through the example of the Virgin Queen, the 

comparison also demonstrates that, contrary to the popular belief of the time, a woman does have 

control over her sexual urges.  As shown in this essay, a Formalist close reading executed with a 

Deconstructionist’s eye for discovering the textual “grain against the grain,” offers readers a 

compelling alternative to the traditional viewpoint.  Shakespeare may have had some feminism 

flowing through his veins after all, or at the very least, sympathies for the feminist’s struggle in 

the battle of the sexes. 
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