
The Lovers’ Verse in A Midsummer Night’s Dream

The lovers often speak in heroic couplets — rhymed pairs of iambic 
pentameter verse. You might find the couplets artificial, and indeed 
they are conspicuously artificial, just as a sung love duet in an opera 
or musical is conspicuously artificial. But you should not equate 
rhetorical artificiality with lack of feeling in Shakespeare, especially 
in an early play such as A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Indeed, the 
use of the couplet form here is probably meant to intensify the 
expression of feeling at this pivotal moment in which Lysander, 
who heretofore has had eyes only for Hermia, now suddenly 
professes himself enamored of Helena. Each is swept away by 
emotion: Lysander is overwhelmed by the powerful current of his 
desire, and Helena, wrongly taking Lysander’s expression of love as 
mockery, is deeply hurt.

In lines 2.2.102–03, Shakespeare divides a single end-stopped 
couplet — a line break corresponding to a syntactic break — 
between Helena and Lysander: 

Helena Lysander, if you live, good sir, awake.
Lysander And run through fire I will for thy sweet sake. 

Their feelings could not be more different: Helena, coming upon 
Lysander lying on the ground, fears that he might be dead; 
Lysander, waking under the influence of the magical juice of the 
flower love-in-idleness, sees Helena and vows his willingness to run 
through fire for her love. Note how the couplet form presses the 
two speeches — and the two contrary emotions, fear and love — 
into a close rhetorical relationship emphasizing their comic 
incompatibility. 

At line 2.2.110, Shakespeare introduces a triplet — three successive 
rhyming lines — by way of variation:

Helena Yet Hermia still loves you; then be content.
Lysander Content with Hermia? No, I do repent
 The tedious minutes I with her have spent.

The middle line of this triplet employs the rhyme sound twice. 
Lysander insists that, so far from being content with Hermia, he 
repents his wasted time. Lysander means repent to be the opposite 
of Helena’s word content, for in his mind Hermia and Helena are 
opposites, respectively a “raven” and a “dove” (2.2.114). But the 
rhyme emphasizes the formal likeness between repent and content 
and thus suggests that the two young women are not simply 
opposites either. After all, fifty lines earlier Lysander was still 
deeply in love with Hermia.
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Lysander attributes his change of heart to reason — “The will of 
man is by his reason swayed, / And reason says you are the 
worthier maid” (2.2.115–16) — but we know that it is not reason 
but the fairy love juice, mistakenly applied to his eyes by Puck, that 
has caused his affections to change. Indeed, as Bottom later 
remarks when Titania professes her love for him, “reason and love 
keep little company together nowadays” (3.1.137–38). Part of the 
humor of Bottom’s remark lies in the casual word “nowadays,” with 
which he concludes his observation, implying that at some time in 
the past reason and love might have been congruous. But of course 
the point is that reason and love are by definition incongruous or at 
least they are in this play, in which lunatic and lover are famously 
linked (5.1.4–22).

Thus, the tight couplet form in the present passage is part of a 
general strategy in the play in which apparent opposites — joy and 
pain, reason and love, Bottom and the Fairy Queen — are yoked for 
comic and dramatic effect.

Discussion Questions:

1. Sometimes, as in this example, the lovers speak in heroic couplets 
— rhymed pairs of iambic pentameter lines. Sometimes the script 
assigns them blank verse — unrhymed iambic pentameter lines. 
Note that the play begins with blank verse and shifts to couplets a 
1.1.171. What is the effect of the shift into rhyme at this point? 
What effects are achieved by other shifts between unrhymed and 
rhymed verse in the lovers’ dialogue?

2. Compare the Athenian lovers’ rhymed verse in this passage with 
that of the lovers in the mechanical’s play. How does the script use 
versification to differentiate between the Athenian lovers and the 
embedded Pyramus and Thisbe story?

3. One problem for the production of Shakespearean passages written 
in couplets is that some words that rhymed in Elizabethan English 
— for example, “ground” and “wound” — do not rhyme in modern 
pronunciation (2.2.100–01).
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