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From Drama to Opera:
The Fairy Fantasy and Metaphor In
Britten’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream

Pei-Ting Lin
Abstract

Benjamin Britten’s (1913-1976) opera 4 Midsummer Night’s Dream (0p. 64,
1960) is known for its vivid characters. With distinctive musical elements and
compositional techniques, the composer rendered William Shakespeare’s (1564-
1616) classic comedy even more dramatic than the original masterpiece. In his 20"
century opera version for the Renaissance drama, Britten linked his work to those
of his predecessors by using musical quotations, but he also stayed away from the
conventions of German Romanticism. Britten’s Dream is unique in that he was
fully aware of the connotations implied in Shakespeare’s poetic lines and he was
able to design the music in a way that can bring out the hidden meanings. This
article focuses on the fairy world, which is central to Britten’s libretto. Each fairy
character is compared and contrasted to his/her counterpart in the original
Shakespeare’s play through musical and textual analysis. By investigating the
different constructions of the drama and opera, the author probes into Britten’s
interpretation of the magic in Shakespeare’s fairy world.

Keywords: Benjamin Britten, William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s
Dream, fairy, metaphor
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