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How Does Shakespeare Use the Motif of Moon?

Writers have a tendency to use specific techniques in their writing, which are common among all of them, one of which is the repetition of words or phrases. This can be a very powerful tool in literary art, especially when these words or phrases are matched with one particular meaning. It helps readers to understand what the writer is trying to communicate with them. A reader will probably find this technique most common in works that involve poetry. Shakespeare, a 16th century poet and play write, frequently used this tactic with motifs in his plays. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Shakespeare uses the motif of moon in association with the theme of power.


There are many different approaches he uses to relate moon to power, an example is in act two, scene one when Titania says, “Therefore the moon, the governess of floods, / Pale in her anger, washes all the air, / That rheumatic diseases do abound” (103-105). By referring to the moon as “the governess of floods,” Titania is addressing the theme of power. She is relating the title she has given the moon to its control over the tides because of its strong gravitational pull. Shakespeare uses this fact in his writing as a metaphor in regards to the moon, and also gives it a human attribute, which is “control.” It is considered a human attribute because all humans have a natural desire to control something or someone, whether they have this right or not. This is because having control over something gives humans the sense of power. They feel empowered because they assume that this control puts them above other humans. This association of the moon to control presents the moon as a powerful being. 
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The motif is again used when Titania speaks to Bottom. She says, “The moon methinks looks with a watery eye, / And when she weeps, weeps every little flower, / Lamenting some enforced chastity” (III. i. 175-177). In this passage the moon is given a human emotion, which is sadness, giving the impression that the moon cries. Back in Shakespeare’s time, what we now call morning dew, was thought to fall from the heavens. Therefore, the tears from the moon that fell on the flowers could possibly be this dew. This suggests that the moon is being perceived as a heavenly being. These beings were thought to be very powerful and to have control over the elements: earth, water, wind, and fire. Referring back to the second paragraph, where it is explained that the moon has control over the tides, it is also giving proof of the moon’s control over the element water. If the moon is considered a heavenly being and has power over an element, it is appropriate to say that the moon is a being that ranks higher than humans. This relates the moon to power because it shows that the moon is of a greater standing than the Athenians, so the system of social ranking is what associates moon with power. 


Aside from giving the impression of being powerful through social standing, the motif of moon can also be seen as a “figure of power.” In act three scene two, when Hermia argues with Demetrius she says, “I’ll believe as soon / This whole earth may be bored, and that the moon / May through the centre creep, and so displease / Her brother’s noontide with th’Antipodes” (52-55). The word Antipodes means “other side of the Earth,” so Hermia is saying she will only believe Demetrius when it is noon and the Sun is at its brightest on the opposite side of the planet, where the moon is shining as well. Obviously, this is impossible, but in the passage she refers to the moon as a female, and that it is her brother’s noontide. These references are related to Artemis the Greek goddess of the moon and of childbirth (she was also known as the huntress), and her twin brother Apollo god of the Sun and of 
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prophecy. The moon is associated with power here because it is being spoken about as a goddess, which is a “figure of power.”

The motif of moon is most commonly found in relation to the theme of power in the Shakespearian play, A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Sometimes the moon shows this when referred to as a “figure of power,” but it can also show this through its control over the element water. When mentioned in some parts of the play, it can even illustrate the difference in rank between humans and heavenly beings, which also shows power. As a writing device, the repetition of any word can be very impressionable when used to convey a particular meaning or theme because it gives the reader something to think about as they notice these words turn up consistently. Moon is a very unique motif because it has many meanings and can be associated with a variety of themes; this in itself makes moon an extremely powerful word.

