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Russell T Davies – Adaptor 

How did the adaptation come about?  

I’ve wanted to make this for around 30-40 years, I’ve been dying to do it! I was in a version of A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream when I was 11 years old, playing Bottom.  I loved it and it really opened 

my eyes to what drama is. We had such a laugh and I’ve loved the play ever since then, it’s the 

perfect play.  For years I’ve thought, one day I will do it on television, I will do it with an all-star cast, 

and I will do it for everyone.  

Why A Midsummer Night’s Dream in particular? 

So many people have a personal experience of it, like I do, a memory from their childhood of it, and 

that’s what we’re tapping in to. It’s also such a fun play, although some of it is very wise it’s also got 

fairies and magic and a character called Bottom in it, that’s why children love it! And it has such vivid 

characters in it too.  

It’s also one of the few Shakespeare plays with actual overt visible magic in it, which makes it 

tremendously visual and is why there are so many versions of it. It‘s a magnet for not just writers 

and actors but designers as well.  

Tell us about the process of adapting it?  

I have been thinking about how to adapt this play and what to do with it for decades, especially the 

interpretation of Theseus. I’ve had a long time to get the text ready in that way, so when it actually 

came to writing the script it only took a few weeks because I was so certain of what I wanted to do 

already. 

I’m happy to reinvent this material, because that’s been the process for hundreds of years.  That’s 

what fiction does, change.  Shakespeare famously sourced his stuff from all sorts of myths and 

legends and masques.  For example, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, we get the story of Pyramus 

and Thisbe.  That’s an ancient yarn, originally told by Ovid.   A tragedy of two dead lovers.  And what 

did Shakespeare do with that sacred text?  He turned it into a farce!  And the story's had an extra 

400 years of life as a result.  It’s the same with Hippolyta - Shakespeare made her simply Queen of 

the Amazons.  But in my version, from the very first scene, there’s clearly something supernatural 

about her - and that’s not a new invention, that’s going way back, to the myths before Shakespeare, 

when Hippolyta was the daughter of Ares, God of War.  You see?  These things are always 

changing.  If you don’t change, you die.   

Have you faced any challenges adapting it?  

This is a very faithful version, it’s not a modern translation with MC Bottom putting on a rap, it’s the 

real play with the real words and the original text.  So that was the challenge, to get across that 

we’re not throwing the baby out of the bath water. It’s a beautiful old strong play that has survived 



 
for 400 years, it will survive me and it will survive all of us. This is our take on it in 2016 and there are 

dozens of other versions and takes on it going on right now across the country.  

What do you want viewers to take away from your version? 

The one thing I would like people to take away from this production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream 

is a love of Shakespeare. My own love of Shakespeare has nourished me for decades and it’s vital. 

We’ve got great actors and great CGI that people will enjoy, but I hope there will be people out 

there who watch it and think “oh isn’t Shakespeare marvellous”, or even better they might be like 

me and think “I could make my version of that.” It encourages creativity that you can take any 

Shakespeare play and do what you want to it and it will still survive. So that’s what I want to instil. It 

can sometimes be hard to drag people to Shakespeare and it can be hard to read, but it can be 

brought to life beautifully and that’s what I want to do.  

 

 

 



 
 

Maxine Peake – Titania 

 

 

 

Who do you play? 

I’m playing Titania, the Queen of the Fairies. In Russell’s adaption, she’s a bit of a warrior. Her ‘Lord’ 

is Oberon – he’s the King of the Fairies – but she’s got the hots for Hippolyta! 

How did you prepare for the role? 

The prosthetics and the make-up are so fantastic – I would just get there, put it on and work with it! 

Why did you want to be part of the project? 

I was approached by Russell T Davies – who I actually worked with years ago, when I was weeny, in a 

children’s programme he produced - but I’d never worked with him as a grown up actor. So I met 

him for a cup of tea and he was so enthusiastic , he had so much passion and his heart was really in 

it and I just couldn’t say no.  It’s fun, mischievous and has a lot of heart in it.  

What attracted you to the script? 

How much of Russell’s passion was in there. It felt modern day without changing any of the language. 

And it just feels like good, family fun.  



 
 

What makes A Midsummer Night’s Dream  unique? 

It is unique because of the magical element – the fairies and the humour, although it’s got some 

dark moments in there too. But it’s the magical elements that make it unique, the woods, the 

mysteriousness, the transformation of Bottom, elements of folklore and the lovers. You can’t take it 

too seriously and it’s one of Shakespeare’s most entertaining pieces.  

What is universally appealing about A Midsummer Night’s Dream? 

It’s sense of joy, fun and colourfulness. It’s got a fantastic cast – from all walks of the business - and 

it’s packed full of Russell T Davies – so what’s not to like! It’s inventive, fun, clever and accessible. 

And I think that’s what Shakespeare’s got to be, especially if you want to get young people or people 

who usually get turned off by Shakespeare to engage with it,  you’ve got to inject some fun and soul 

into it.  

What were the challenges of filming A Midsummer Night’s Dream? 

Normally when you approach Shakespeare, it’s on stage and you have lots of time to rehearse and 

prepare. But TV is quite quick and you need to make the language not feel too theatrical.  

I think Russell’s done this brilliantly, it’s economical and he’s stripped out a lot of those big speeches 

that can bamboozle people a little bit. It’s telling the story clearly, succinctly and with as much fun as 

possible.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Matt Lucas – Bottom 

 

 

Tell us about Bottom as a character? 

He’s one of The Mechanicals, a group of workers that are putting on a play, and the play isn’t great!  

In this version Russell was very keen that Bottom was warm and loveable, rather than irritating and 

egotistical, so I’ve tried to bring out those qualities. He’s sociable and has a childlike enthusiasm, but 

is maybe a little more cerebral than he comes across. That’s my take on it, anyway! 

What does Bottom make of Titania and her affections? 

He’s baffled, of course. As he is a kind of man-child we assume these overtures are completely new 

to him. And she is, to some extent, impenetrable - her language and the sudden, unrequited passion 

- and its intensity - confounds and confuses him.  



 
 

What was it like filming those scenes with Maxine? 

She’s one of Britain’s great actresses. I am not one of Britain’s great actors. She coped very well. 

You obviously had to go through a lot of makeup/prosthetics for Bottom’s transformation, what 

was that like? 

The ass’s head was quite heavy, and of course it took a couple of hours to put on, and a while to take 

off, but it’s the stuff of dreams (forgive me) to play Bottom for the BBC. Plus I’m used to prosthetics 

and I haven’t actually done anything like that for about five years and since then the make-up has 

come on leaps and bounds!  

There are lots of funny scenes involving Bottom, did you have a favourite to film? 

I liked it when we filmed The Mechanicals rehearsing the play in the forest. We were able to muck 

about a bit, and it was our last day together on the shoot and we were relaxed and having fun. 

What attracted you to the role? 

There was nothing that didn’t attract me to it. It’s Shakespeare, it’s Russell T Davies, an amazing cast, 

a classic role, and it’s another quality drama that, frankly, only the BBC would make and screen for 

90 minutes at primetime.  

I’ve been lucky to have played Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum in Alice in Wonderland and Mr Toad 

in Toad of Toad Hall and Bottom is one of those great comic roles that everyone wants to play. So I 

feel really lucky to have got this part and I can’t imagine anyone who would have turned it down!  

What is it about Shakespeare that makes it so enduring? 

I think someone somewhere made a decision many many years ago, that might have seemed absurd 

at the time, but they decided to change it. They looked at it and thought ‘It’s been done this way 

thousands of times, so I’m going to do it very differently’. And somehow that stuck. So now it’s 

considered perfectly reasonable to set a Shakespeare play in a different time or place, or change the 

gender of a character or even the text. And that what keeps Shakespeare’s work alive, because 

fundamentally it is still living and breathing and changing. There is still more to be done with it, and 

that’s pretty incredible when you consider that it’s over 400 years old.  

People say that A Midsummer Night’s Dream is the most accessible Shakespeare, why do you 

think that is and would you say that's the case with this adaptation? 

It’s one of his funnier plays, the stuff between the lovers is classic farce. I think that has weathered 

better than some of The Mechanicals’ scenes, actually, which are more reliant on puns and wordplay 

and references that were contemporary at the time.  

How does this differ from other adaptations of A Midsummer Night’s Dream? 



 
Quite simply, it has a phenomenal, breath-taking, some would say bravura performance at the 

centre, and that is Matt Lucas as Bottom. He redefines and challenges what is achievable as an actor. 

He raises the bar. In fact, maybe this is the beginning of the end of art itself, simply because Lucas 

has possibly encapsulated all there was to say? 

There’s really interesting casting. Elaine Paige is a natural and I didn’t realise she’s never done 

Shakespeare before. I hope she does more because she’s great. It’s also great to also see actors that 

we’re not so familiar with... If you were doing this 30 years ago, the cast would not be so diverse and 

multicultural as it is in this and the BBC feels like the right place to be doing that. This is not the 

definitive guide to A Midsummer Night’s Dream and doesn’t offer itself up as that. It feels like A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream for our times. There’s no point just doing what’s already been done.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Nonso Anozie – Oberon 

 

 

Who do you play and how did you prepare for the role?  

I play Oberon, the king of the fairies. I have a real love for Shakespeare so I went back to my drama 

school training. I also read through the whole play and wrote down all the things other characters 

said about Oberon and what Oberon said about himself, to give myself a good understanding of how 

he is perceived and the kind of person he is. We’re doing a reduced version of the play so I went 

through with a pentameter, marking the different inflections and how to deliver them.  

I then imagined myself in the world of the fairies, so I could inhabit it on screen and make up a whole 

life history. Oberon is unusual, he is immortal and you have to try to imagine you would never die. 

He’s fun to play as he doesn’t exist so there’s nothing to compare him to. You can have fun with the 



 
way he comes across and the way he speaks. There aren’t any limits, you can play it how you want, 

imagining how a God would seem to you.  

Why did you want to be a part of this project? 

I love working with Shakespeare and the language. When you act in a Shakespeare play, I almost feel 

you can hear Shakespeare speaking to you through the dialogue, telling you how to play the 

character. In the tempo, the speed, how he changes from verse to prose, it’s almost like working 

with Shakespeare himself. It’s a strange thing to say but any actors who have worked on 

Shakespeare will know what I’m saying. My first job out of Drama school was working on 

Shakespeare and I’ve loved the text ever since. 

What attracted you to this script? 

The original thing that attracted me to the script is the fact that it was a great adaptation.  It’s a 

shorter version but Russell has taken the meat of the play, and put it into a context that flows 

quickly, yet has a lot of the original text intact. But he’s cut out anything that takes away from a 

succinct television film. It’s been done fantastically. They have had to change certain things but it’s 

given it a fresh new look and feel. I think some people will be surprised with what has been changed 

but I think they will really enjoy it! 

What is it about A Midsummer Night’s Dream that excites and appeals to audiences? 

It’s the same thing that has excited audiences for 400 years. Shakespeare is one of the most 

cherished and adored texts in the English language that we have today, which is why it is still alive 

and relevant. It’s an opportunity to witness a fresh retelling of one of his stories, which is what I 

think a lot of people would tune in for. The job that we are doing is to bring it into the modern era 

and to make it accessible to a new generation of viewers to attract audiences and I’m hoping they 

will really enjoy it! 

Describe A Midsummer Night’s Dream in one sentence. 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream is a fantastic journey through the human world and the land of the 

fairies, resulting in chaos, fun and frolics. It’s something that hopefully the whole family will enjoy. 

What are the challenges of filming A Midsummer Night’s Dream? 

My challenge is my costume. It’s amazing - three layers, then big leather armour, as well as a cloak 

with big costume sleeves - but very cumbersome and I can’t actually sit down in it and I do get very 

hot in it due to working in the studio. I enjoy working with the language, it’s an enjoyable challenge. 

And when you are working with the BBC in this capacity, I don’t see it as a challenge. 

 


