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Synopsis

The Dreamer was originally created as part of the 
British Council’s Shakespeare Lives Programme, 
commemorating the 400th anniversary of William 
Shakespeare’s death. The show is inspired by  
A Midsummer Night’s Dream and, as an additional 
celebration of this unique collaboration between China 
and the UK, the production has also been influenced 
by The Peony Pavilion; a classic text written by 
Shakespeare’s Chinese contemporary, Tang Xianzu. 

In September 2015 four Gecko team members visited 
Shanghai to work with 12 performers from Shanghai 
Dramatic Arts Centre’s ensemble for a week of 
research and development. Through movement 
workshops introducing the performers to Gecko’s 
performance style, the company explored the 
relationships, emotions and interactions within  
A Midsummer Night’s Dream, which are still pertinent 
to our contemporary existence. 

An intense creation period followed in July and 
September 2016 led by Gecko’s Associate Director 
Rich Rusk and Devising Performer Chris Evans, 
who have been heavily involved in Gecko’s creation 
process over the past nine years. Gecko’s Artistic 
Director Amit Lahav guided them through this journey 
with support from long-time Gecko collaborators Rhys 
Jarman (design), Chris Swain (lighting design) and 
Dave Price (composer). The Dreamer was performed 
at SDAC in October 2016 to glowing audience 
reviews, and went on to win the prestigious 2016 One 
Drama award in China for Best Stage Design. 

The team came back together in June 2017 to  
re-work the show and prepare it for its future touring 
life. Employing Gecko’s trademark style, the production 
blends emotionally driven movement, a spine tingling 
soundscape and striking visual storytelling to bring a 
new twist to these classic texts.

The Dreamer is principally inspired by A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream and focuses on the character of Helena1 
and her pursuit of love. The show also pays homage 
to The Peony Pavilion through visual and thematic 
references to the story and a strong female protagonist. 

Reimagined for the modern world, Helena is a timid 
office worker in her late-twenties. Her job is repetitive 
and unfulfilling, and she is overshadowed by Hermia, a 
popular co-worker whose group of admirers includes 
Demetrius2, a man she secretly pines for.

The mundane reality of Helena’s life in Shanghai –  
and pressures she feels as an unmarried woman in 
Chinese society – is contrasted against an increasingly 
bizarre and liberating series of dreams. In Helena’s 
dream life, she is joined by office colleagues and 
lovers Hermia and Lysander. She is also haunted by 
the lovelorn legend of Du Liniang3, and is swept along 
by the magic and mischief of Oberon, Titania, Puck4 
and Bottom5.

The Dreamer is a physical play. The story is conveyed 
primarily through movement, sound and visuals, with 
minimal character lines in both Mandarin and English. 
 
1	One of four young lovers in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.  
	 Obsessed with Demetrius, Helena enters the enchanted forest  
	 with Hermia and Lysander.

2	Indifferent to Helena’s affections in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
	 Demetrius is in love with Hermia.

3	The tragic heroine of The Peony Pavilion, Du Liniang meets a young 
	 scholar in her dreams. Haunted by the romantic memory, she dies.  
	 Years later, a young scholar encounters Du’s spirit and falls in love.

4	Oberon (Fairy King), Titania (Fairy Queen) and Puck (Oberon’s servant 
	 and jester) are the main fairies of A Midsummer Night’s Dream.  
	 Their role is to question and poke fun at true love. 

5	Bottom is a comic character in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, best 
	 known for having his head transformed into a donkey.
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A note from director Rich Rusk

Chris Evans and I were invited to reimagine 
characters and dreams from two visionary 
writers. I knew that I wanted to explore 
Helena from A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 
Helena is stupefied by what she thinks love 
is, but has great humour and there is a fire 
in her belly. Dropping her in modern day 
Shanghai in a dead-end-job felt like a great 

place to start. We also became fascinated 
by the characters in The Peony Pavilion, 
particularly a woman who falls in love in 
her dreams and holds on to that purity of 
feeling even in the face of her downfall. 
Tang Xianzu’s writing is epic and lyrical and 
we have distilled his story to offer Helena a 
positive role model.

We developed the show in Shanghai, 
introducing our Chinese performers to the 
process of devised physical theatre. We 
learned about ‘left over women’ – women 
in their late 20s who have been branded as 
such because they are not yet married. It’s 
not a nice term and the pressure from parents 
and friends on these women is very present.

We visited the famous Shanghai marriage 
market where parents of singles gather to 
negotiate dates and matches, often without 
their children knowing. Shakespeare’s 
Helena is a woman who feels left behind by 
her peers, constantly asking what is wrong 
with her. It’s a sentiment that is just as 
present 400 years after his death and the 
place where The Dreamer began.
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“A magnificent work.”
— THE STAGE
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