
LIT 380
A Midsummer Night’s Dream Review Requirements
 
After watching A Midsummer Night’s Dream at the Chicago Shakespeare Theater, write a review of the play 
according to these guidelines:
 

● Good reviews don’t give away everything;
● Reviews don’t just say something was “good” or “bad” without providing justification;
● Reviews are engaging and approachable for the audience (potential playgoers);
● The best reviews explain conventions that are unfamiliar to an audience either through a commonly 

understood cultural reference or a robust explanation that is written in terminology that the audience 
can understand.

 
Here are some excerpts from a review I wrote of The Taming of The Shrew at the CST that exemplify some of 
the above criteria.  This review was partially negative, but I provided justification which supports my position, 
so as not to just bash the play because of personal tastes or dislikes.  Also note that this was for my blog, so it 
is less formal than I expect you to be in your own review.
 

[...] As with most of William Shakespeare’s plays, this is an amalgamation of previous written accounts (in 
this case, of shrew taming) and cultural artifacts, if not a direct rip off of another play. The questionable 
nature of authorage aside, shrew taming speaks to a rather bleak interpretation of spousal relations in 16 
c. England, namely that women must be broken down into obedient servants. The close reader will note 
subtle opportunities where a director may take creative license and empower Katharina (aka Katherine, 
Kate), but subtlety is not the direction Ms. Rourke (the director) chose to take.
 
The text of the play includes a built-in framing device, whereby Christopher Sly (a beggar) is the subject 
of a cruel place-switching rouse put on by a rich guy looking for a laugh. Sly wakes up after a night of 
drinking and is fooled into thinking that his life as a beggar was a horrible dream and that he is a wealthy 
lord, who has players to perform TOTS for him. This framing device is dispensed with, and is replaced with 
a questionable update.
 
The players in the CST update are represented as actors in a production riddled with technical problems 
and personal disputes, but really it is just ham-handed commentary about the misogynistic nature of 
the play itself. Also, as a literature snob, I would like to point out the difference between a framing 
device and a subplot. A framing device, much like a frame around a fine piece of art, gives the story 
a space to occupy and a purported reason for existence. This is a relatively old concept mastered by 
authors centuries ago. Like any frame on a piece of artwork, it should draw the eye to the art itself, or 
complement the art it encases. A subplot is a thread of action that occurs beneath the surface of a piece 
of literature and is referenced and updated in between the main action, and resolves itself or coalesces 
with the main plot by the end of the story.
 
In the case of the CST TOTS, the "framing device" consists of a preface to the opening scene which frames 
the story, but it goes on to appear as an interlude following the third act prior to intermission, a second 
interlude upon returning from intermission preceding the fourth act, and coalesces with the finale in the 
fifth act, not to mention some references within the action of WS's play itself. It is, without a doubt, a 
subplot, that the audience must constantly have at the back of their minds during the play, in addition to 
the concurrent plots within the play.
 
In any case, gendered representations in the subplot may be summarized as follows: all female actors are 
firery, vindictive lesbians, and all male actors are either boorish, hyper-masculine asses or, as Dan Savage 
would articulate, complete swishes needing only a dyed pink poodle to cement the role. The subplot plays 
to the lowest common denominator in gender and sexual politics, beating the audience over the head with 
commentary that one would think a 21st c. audience need not hear to understand misogynistic elements 
in WS's play [...]
 



The discussion of the subplot is a reaction to the directorial decision to justify a “framing device” as a way 
to “update” the play that Rourke explained in the program for the play, a document you should read before 
writing your review.  In this case, I disagreed with the director that the level of justification (or, as I saw it, 
excusing the content matter of the play) was warranted for an informed audience.
 
Keep these techniques in mind, and remember to justify your opinions.  Reviews should be approximately 
500 words in length.
 
When you are finished, email me your completed review (do not post on the blog).  You should have 
seen the play by 3/28/12. The deadline for submitting this assignment is 3/29/12 before class.


