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 “A Lion Fell”: Relations Recast and Visions of Hercules in A Midsummer Night’s Dream
 	
Shakespeare, in his 1596 stage-play A Midsummer Night’s Dream, crafts an intertextual, metafictional work that—among other source material—draws much of its basis from the polytheistic oral stories of the Classical Mediterranean. In importing Theseus and Hippolyta into his work’s Early Modern-ized and aristocratic world of “duke[s]” (I.1 20) and duchesses, however, Shakespeare extracts the figures from the time and place that necessitates their conventional heroism: the mythological context of gods, quests, and skill with arms. The playwright negotiates this movement away from their Greco-Roman legacies by substituting their once-physical power with the kind of social influence or verbal ability afforded to—and circumscribing of—characters of their reimagined status; he imbues Aegeus’s son, a duke, with political sovereignty and the Amazonian queen with subversive, sharpened wit. By effect, Shakespeare allows for the contested and undeniably conflict-riddled history of the two, in which Theseus abducts and marries Hippolyta before later causing her death, to function more as a subversive way to parody their Midsummer relationship for an informed audience than as a direct retelling of the antique story. Hippolyta and Theseus, rather than with blade or spear, wrestle one another in A Midsummer Night’s Dream through a series of verbal disagreements in which Hippolyta passive aggressively underscores the thoughts and opinions of her captor-turned-betrothed. Theseus, as if in response, assumes a role marked by a redolently violent sexual desire for his counterpart, as—from the play’s first line—he makes known an anticipation of their “nuptial hour” (I.1 1). Moreover, by way of allusion and symbolic portrayal, Shakespeare implicates a disembodied Hercules, the ancient hero-of-heroes, whose looming presence in the memories of Theseus and Hippolyta occupies a dual place of anxiety and admiration. But in reviving the demigod, Shakespeare ultimately alters the course of Hippolyta’s mythological death at the hands of Theseus and instead proposes a curious revision: one in which Hercules, not Theseus, bears the responsibility. 
Despite chronicling a wide array of etiologies, minor romances, and heroic endeavors, neither Ovid’s Metamorpohoses nor Virgil’s The Aeneid pays much homage to Hippolyta, save for role she plays in Hercules’ twelve labors or as a light analog to other Greco-Roman women of power; Ovid, in his Metamorphoses’ brief retelling of Hercules’ quest, describes that the hero “[s]ecured [Hippolyta’s] gold-chased belt of Thermodon” before moving quickly to describe Hercules’ infiltration of the Hesperides (IX.205). Metamorphoses makes mention of Hippolytus, the son of Theseus and Hippolyta—and the Amazon’s blatant namesake—but never mentions the matriarch directly, leaving her to appear in the text as solely the owner of a girdle Hercules desires (Ovid XV.366). Similarly, the Amazon queen crops up in The Aeneid merely in comparison to Camilla, an Amazonian figure, and to make matters worse, Hippolyta’s glossary entry in Robert Fitzgerald’s translation of Virgil’s text somewhat problematically reads: “a queen of the Amazons who fell in love with Theseus” (Fitzgerald 430; emphasis added), which implies some feelings of consent and reciprocation seemingly absent in the renditions by Shakespeare and others. Even when Apollodorus recounts the story of Theseus and Hippolyta in his Library, the ancient writer notes only one version in which the two inhabit the same myth; he writes:
Theseus made an expedition against the Amazons with [Hercules] and carried off Antiope | or as some say, Melanippe; Simonides says Hippolyte | . Because of this, the Amazons marched against Athens. They encamped around the Aeropagus but were defeated by the Athenians. […] During the marriage festival [of Theseus and Phaedra, his wife to follow], [Hippolyta] appeared … but they quickly shut the doors and killed her. | Some, however, say that she was killed by Theseus in battle | (221; emphasis added). 
Apollodorus relays here an aspect pivotal to Hippolyta’s role in A Midsummer Night’s Dream: her demise at a marriage festival while surrounded by those closest to Theseus. Moreover, in recording the myth, Appolodorus entertains multiple accounts and contributes, like Ovid and Virgil, to her ambiguity in parts of the mythological register. And although he appears miniscule in Appolodorus’ point-by-point retelling, Hercules stands alongside Theseus at the time of Hippolyta’s capture, perhaps giving way to Shakespeare’s later mentioning of him throughout A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Theseus, in contrast to his Shakespearean betrothed, populates various sections of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and as in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, he appears the least favorably in Ovid’s text during moments which highlight his mistreatment of women. Though he lionizes Theseus as a fearsome warrior during a battle at Pirithous’ wedding (XII.284), Ovid’s Metamorphoses depicts Aegeus’s son in an assortment of varyingly unflattering episodes, as when the poet features the Theseus-prompted death of Hippolytus, the warrior’s son with Hippolyta (XV.367). Oberon of Shakespeare’s play references Theseus’s apparent misgivings with “Ariadne [and] Antiopa” (II.1 80), responding to Ovid’s description of Theseus as “the cruel prince [who] abandoned [Ariadne]” and incited in her “grief and anger” (VIII.176), as well as revisiting Hippolyta’s mythological conflation with her sister Amazon, Antiope (Apollodorous 221). The Aeneid’s Aeneas, when descending into the underworld, spots Theseus in Tartarus, the portion of the afterlife reserved for those who “dared monstrous wrong” (Virgil VI.834), “Cleav[ing] to his chair … forever” (Virgil VI.826). And while the text does not designate the cause for his permanent fixation, Theseus’ punishment might symbolically represent a dictate to remain faithful to a single lover, as cleave signifies “to stick fast or adhere” in a literal sense but dually denotes “to remain attached, devoted” (OED s. v. “cleave”). Perhaps breaking with the tendency in some Roman texts to vilify Theseus, Shakespeare’s iteration of the son of Aethra seems neither cruel nor particularly cunning; if anything, the poet re-imagines the warrior as distinctly distracted, unaware of Hippolyta’s sometimes biting tone and admittedly preoccupied with his marriage and adjoining consummation. He lets out a confused reply, “But, being overfull of self-affairs / My mind did lose it” (Shakespeare I.1.113-114), following an at-length discussion by Egeus and Lysander concerning the fate of Egeus’ daughter, Hermia, who wants to marry outside of the man her father has selected for her. In a commitment to his domain, he elucidates that “the law of Athens” (Shakespeare I.1.119) confines Hermia to a life guided by her father’s wishes, a life of virginal self-dedication to “Diana” (Shakespeare I.1.89), or death. Hippolyta, remaining silent here, expresses an apparent distaste at the sound of this proposal—as she perhaps sees the irony in his offering of a life of chastity and worship to Diana after the duke did just the opposite for her, an Amazonian follower of the goddess—for Shakespeare has Theseus ask: “What cheer, my love?” (I.1.122) when in the same breath the Athenian ruler prompts her to leave with him. 
	From the inception of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Shakespeare poses Hippolyta and Theseus at-odds, retaining some of the animosity one might expect of the reimagined abductee but saturating Theseus with an apparent ignorance of—or perhaps apathy toward—his intended’s recurrent, yet furtive, verbal hostility. Theseus, in the production’s opening verse, laments, “…how slow / This old moon wanes! She lingers my desires, / Like to a stepdame or a dowager / Long withering out a young man’s revenue” (Shakespeare I.1. 4-6), and though his “She” here likely personifies the moon of his preceding sentence, it works dually to describe Hippolyta, the true lingerer of his desires, and expresses a contemptuous opinion of man-less women—such as the Amazons. Her reply negates his eagerness, as she states: “Four nights will quickly dream away the time, / And then the moon, like to a silver bow / New-bent in heaven, shall behold the night / Of our solemnities” (Shakespeare I.1. 8-11). But further, she repurposes his lunar metaphor and weaponizes it, describing the moon as a bow “bent in heaven”—conceivably alluding to Diana, patron goddess of the Amazons per The Aeneid (Virgil XI.881-889)—on the eve of their wedding and perhaps foreshadowing some symbolic death to come. Theseus, then, dispatches his attendant before retorting, one-on-one, “Hippolyta, I wooed thee with my sword / And won thy love doing thee injuries” (Shakespeare I.1.16-17), and it is at this point that Theseus appears to conflate the violent and the romantic, leaving Shakespeare’s audience to interpret his “sword” as a phallic stand-in because of its proximity to his “desires” for Hippolyta and role in their union. Hippolyta offers no response. 
	Theseus, when in the woods with Hippolyta later in Shakespeare’s story, seeks to impress his soon-to-be-wife by showcasing “the music of [his] hounds” (Shakespeare IV.1. 65), for whom he feels tremendous pride. Refusing to mirror her fiancé’s enthusiasm, Hippolyta changes the subject and replies with an anecdote, recalling, “I was with Hercules and Cadmus once / When in a wood of Crete they bayed the bear / With hounds of Sparta. Never did I hear / Such gallant chiding” (Shakespeare IV.1. 111-114). Hippolyta, in this exchange, undermines Theseus on more than one plane, making a calculated and surreptitious critique of Theseus that relegates the duke beneath Hercules. Because she recognizes the attempt Theseus makes to impress her, Hippolyta immediately sets an absolute: that she had never before heard barking of such a caliber, forcing Theseus into a competition with Hercules—as well as Cadmus—for the admiration of his own fiancée. Most curiously, however, Shakespeare fabricates here an encounter impossible even in mythology; Ovid notes in “The Transformation of Cadmus” of his Metamorphoses that the ancient serpent-slaying hero founded “Thebes” (IV.91) while also maintaining that Hercules’ mother, Alcmena, gave birth to the hero with the aid of “Theban matrons” (IX.208), suggesting that—by the time of his nascent—Thebes had developed into a place with established political tiers. With this impossibility in mind, it might stand to reason that Hippolyta merely evokes the hero to incite anxiety; not only does she set his hounds above all others, she draws upon a personal experience that, by at least one account, would have been temporally implausible. 
Metamorphoses’ account of “Achelous and Hercules,” offered from river god’s perspective, names “Theseus” the story’s key listener, and it is this point which reifies Hercules as a source of mythological admiration (IX.199); earlier in his text, Ovid tells of Theseus’ homecoming to Athens and of the six foes he faces, constructing the scenes in the same abbreviated manner as Hercules’ twelve labors and perhaps—by similarity in number alone—Ovid works here to establish a micro-parallel between the two heroes, one in which Theseus, still honorable, accomplishes half as many tasks as Hercules (Ovid VII.158). Further, Ovid’s text includes other stories of the son of Zeus—such as his birth and ultimate apotheosis, as well as his betrayal by Deianira (IX.199-209)—but recurrently, Hercules appears as a figure mediated by other speakers, withheld direct narrative agency, and as a result, perennially rendered in myths of myths alone. Shakespeare, in his A Midsummer Night’s Dream, adopts the same form, leaving Hercules to haunt the speech and representation of his play’s established characters. Following the hero-turned-god’s appearance in Hippolyta’s hound-honoring dialogue, Hercules appears again when Theseus evaluates his attendants proposals for a wedding play, as Shakespeare writes: “We’ll have none of [that story, of the battle with the Centaurs]. That have I told my love / In the glory of my kinsman Hercules” (V.1. 46-47). Interestingly, however, Hercules remains absent from Ovid’s version of story Theseus here references, perhaps suggesting an embellishment on the part of the speaker; by this reading, Theseus’s assertion generates the same—but opposite—effect of Hippolyta’s earlier mention, tapping into a memory unsupported by mythological texts in order to align himself more closely to the hero his wife seems to favor.   
By the final act of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Hercules’ shade materializes once more, through symbolic association this go-around, and functions to rewrite the myth surrounding Hippolyta’s death. There ensues in the play’s third act a discussion by the cast of Pyramus and Thisby, the play-within-the-play, of the precautions needed in order to avoid frightening the audience, wherein Bottom asserts that Snug, the man portaying the lion, should identify himself as a human to the audience watching. He decrees: “you must name his name, and half his / face must be seen through the lion’s neck” (III.1. 34-35). Snug obliges, and as he takes the stage at Theseus’ and Hippolyta’s wedding ceremony, he makes clear, “Then know that I, as Snug the joiner, am / A lion fell” (V.1. 221-222), actively classifying himself—as the text’s footnote affirms—as a man draped in a “lion’s skin” (McDonald 81). Likewise, throughout other depictions as well as in Metamorphoses, Hercules, champion of the Nemean lion, dons the impenetrable skin throughout his labors that follow (Ovid IX.202). In light of this subtle act of metonymy, the internal play’s Thisby comes to operate as a symbolic counterpart to Hippolyta, for—like the Amazonian queen, robbed of her belt—the lion and Herculean surrogate pursues Thisby only for her “mantle,” a torso-bound article of clothing, which it removes before fleeing (Shakespeare V.1. 277-278). It would seem by this figurative formation that Shakespeare invites this kind of parallel; to that end, the playwright appears to project Hippolyta’s not-unspoken enmity for Theseus onto Pyramus, for when Thisby grabs a blade with the intent to take her own life, Hippolyta assumes she plans to kill her consort, commenting: “Methinks she should not use a long one for / such a Pyramus. I hope she will be brief” (Shakespeare V.1.311-312). Evocatively, Shakespeare ends Hippolyta’s role in A Midsummer Night’s Dream with that line, leaving her to die—metaphorically—in step with Thisby; Theseus, in complement, changes his tone in enunciating his last address. No longer mentioning the incomplete consummation which Shakespeare suspends over the course of the production, Theseus seems to distinguish himself from the play’s other main couples, directing: “Lovers, to bed” (V.1. 356) but failing to indicate his wife-to-be as he does in earlier passages.  
In casting Pyramus and Thisby as representative of Hercules, Hippolyta, and Theseus, Shakespeare, made mythographer, modifies the death myth which surrounds Hippolyta while also working within its parameters. Per the play-within-the-play, the lion man, Hercules, steals Hippolyta’s belt, reenacting the hero’s ninth labor, but because this action occurs during Theseus’ marriage ceremony—and because it leads to the death of Hippolyta’s referent—this interaction likewise entails the Amazonian’s demise as attributed to Theseus. Moreover, if Thisby represents Hippolyta, Pyramus parallels Theseus, and such an analog heightens the former’s suicide following the lion’s attack which leaves him removed from the action that follows. Logically, then, it would seem that the actions of a Hercules figure inevitably lead to the suicide of Hippolyta’s doppelganger, suggesting an ultimate divergence from Apollodorus’ account of the heroine’s doom and instead implicating Hercules—the figure whose presence in the dialogue of Hippolyta and Theseus proves a locus of self-approximation and double-consciousness. Ultimately, this rhetorical move allows for Shakespeare to continue in the tradition of other myth-writers in preserving Hercules as a kind of meta-myth, a mythological figure made more mythical by the his repeated glorification by characters of his same Greco-Roman canon. And because the tales he evokes of Hercules seem implausible even by the record-keeping of other mythologists, the playwright further contributes to the hero’s continued literary impact by introducing yet more stories of the demigod-turned-god into the cultural consciousness and blending his own takes on the classical figure with the reimagined stories of other figures, like Theseus and Hippolyta. 
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