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The History of Pyramus and Thisbe 
 

The Pyramus and Thisbe story, adapted by John Frederick Lampe into a London opera 

in 1745, has a long history.  The most influential version occurs in Ovid’s long 

narrative poem, Metamorphoses, written in 8 AD, which was adapted by Shakespeare 

and other medieval and Renaissance writers.  In essence, Pyramus and Thisbe are a 

boy and girl who grow up in houses next door to each other, separated by a wall.  They 

fall in love but their union is forbidden by their fathers, so that they can only talk to 

each other through a chink in the wall.  They resolve to run away and to meet in the 

woods one moon-lit night.  Chance and misinterpretations, or perhaps the fates, 

intervene—a lion also plays a part—eventually leading each of the two lovers to 

commit suicide, to die for love rather than to accept life without the other.  Their 

sacrifice is immortalized by the gods, who turn the color of mulberries from white to 

purple in commemoration. 

 That story, so full of the pathos of impetuous young love, was retold as tragedy 

by Boccaccio, Chaucer, and others, and it eventually became the basis of the Romeo 

and Juliet story, as developed by Shakespeare and his predecessors.  The star-crossed 

lovers of Shakespeare’s sensational play follow the pattern set by Pyramus and 

Thisbe of forbidden young love, miscues, chance interventions, and 

misunderstandings, all resulting in the untimely deaths of the two vital youths.  

 But the story has a comic version, too, that one also told by Shakespeare and a 

few writers before him.  Indeed, in the “Pyramus and Thisbe” play-within-the-play of 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Shakespeare seems to parody the pathos of the very 

narrative that unfolds in Romeo and Juliet.  Here Shakespeare’s amateur actors, the 

“rude mechanicals,” treat the Pyramus story to risible bombast, hyperbole, 

overacting, and false sentimentality, in the process ridiculing the kind of theatrical 

performances that Shakespeare and his contemporaries were determined to displace.  

Dream’s amateur actors are worried about how theatrically to present a wall or 

moonshine, and they fear that the story’s lion, which frightened Thisbe, might also 

frighten the audience’s ladies.  So, Shakespeare’s story is really about the humorously 

inept mounting of a bad play.  It is that version, with much of its dialogue, that Lampe 

turned into a triumphant comic opera, replete with its Shakespearean humor, but also 

suffused by him with its own lyricism, recalling the narrative’s deep feelings and its 

rich dimensions. 
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    For the story’s essential details, here is the Prologue to Shakespeare’s “Pyramus and 

Thisbe,” as recited by Peter Quince the carpenter at the wedding banquet of Theseus 

and Hippolyta in A Midsummer Night’s Dream: 

 

 

Gentles, perchance you wonder at this show, 

But wonder on, till truth make all things plain. 

This man is Pyramus, if you would know; 

This beauteous lady Thisbe is, certain. 

This man with lime and rough-cast doth present 

Wall, that vile wall which did these lovers sunder; 

And through Wall's chink, poor souls, they are content 

To whisper—at the which let no man wonder. 

This man with lanthorn, dog, and bush of thorn,   

Presenteth Moonshine; for, if you will know, 

By moonshine did these lovers think no scorn 

To meet at Ninus' tomb, there, there to woo. 

This grisly beast, which Lion hight by name, 

The trusty Thisbe, coming first by night, 

Did scare away, or rather did affright;  

And as she fled, her mantle she did fall, 

Which Lion vile with bloody mouth did stain. 

Anon comes Pyramus, sweet youth and tall, 

And finds his trusty Thisbe's mantle slain; 

Whereat with blade, with bloody, blameful blade, 

He bravely broached his boiling bloody breast; 

And Thisbe, tarrying in mulberry shade, 

His dagger drew, and died. For all the rest, 

Let Lion, Moonshine, Wall, and lovers twain 

At large discourse, while here they do remain.  

 


