Response: Britten’s Midsummer Night’s Dream

Michiko Theurer
I listened to Mendelssohn’s music for the play after hearing the selections form Britten’s opera version,  and found it interesting to compare the effect of what is nearer to musical “melodrama” (words with “incidental” music) with the blending of the forms of music and text in operatic setting.  Since Shakespeare has not often been set to music successfully, especially, it seems, in the original English, I wonder whether there is something contradictory about adding a second musical line to what is already inherently very musical in its rhythmic and tonal implications.  

Significantly, Britten didn’t set Puck’s lines, choosing to let them remain spoken to the (interesting) accompanimental instruments of snare and trumpet.  When Britten changed Shakespeare’s rhythms—for instance, by slurring single syllables of text over two notes (I don’t remember in which character—Oberon perhaps?)— does this detract or add from the play’s meaning?  I’m not sure I can answer, except perhaps to note that Britten’s opera is a separate work from Shakespeare’s play, and not simply a musical re-presentation of it.  So the play acts almost like a cantus firmus against which new lines are overlaid, and the resultant pattern may be something entirely different than what is effected by either “voice.”

On that note, it’s interesting to think of the tertiary counterpoint of the element of theatrical staging and design as it interacts with the musical score of Britten.  The color (bright blue!) and costuming (mustaches on the boy fairies?) definitely shaped the way I heard the music.  It’s fun to be able to hear different people interact and essentially create “chamber music” across the span of the 16th century to the 21st. 

