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As You Like It is one of William Shakespeare's most beloved comedies, showcasing themes
of love, identity, and the contrast between court life and pastoral life. The New Cambridge
Shakespeare edition of As You Like It presents a modern perspective on this timeless play,
making it more accessible to contemporary audiences while staying true to Shakespeare's
original text. This article delves into the intricacies of the play, its historical context,
character analysis, themes, and the significance of the New Cambridge Shakespeare
edition.

Historical Context

Understanding the historical context of As You Like It enhances our comprehension of its
themes and character dynamics.

The Elizabethan Era

The play was written during the Elizabethan era, a time characterized by:

1. Cultural Flourishing: The arts, particularly theatre, flourished as public performances
became popular.

2. Social Hierarchy: Society was strictly divided into classes, influencing character
relationships and motivations.

3. Exploration of Identity: Questions surrounding personal identity and social roles were
prevalent, mirroring the disguises and transformations seen in the play.

Influence of Pastoral Literature

As You Like It is a pastoral comedy that draws heavily from the conventions of pastoral
literature. The pastoral genre often features:

- Idealized rural settings
- Simple, often shepherd-like characters
- Themes of love and nature

Shakespeare's incorporation of these elements invites audiences to reflect on the
complexities of life and love, contrasting the simplicity of the pastoral world with the
corruption of court life.



Character Analysis

The characters in As You Like It are richly developed, each representing different aspects
of love and identity.

Rosalind

Rosalind is arguably Shakespeare's most famous female character. Key points about her
include:

- Cleverness and Wit: Disguised as a young man named Ganymede, she navigates the
complexities of love and gender roles.

- Agency: Rosalind exhibits strong agency, making her own decisions and taking control of
her romantic fate.

- Emotional Depth: Her emotional journey reflects the play’s exploration of love’s
multifaceted nature.

Orlando

Orlando, the male protagonist, complements Rosalind’s character. Important aspects
include:

- Romantic Idealism: He embodies the theme of romantic love, initially infatuated with
Rosalind.

- Development: Throughout the play, Orlando matures, learning to express his feelings
more genuinely.

Other Key Characters

- Duke Senior: Represents the ideal of the pastoral life, living in exile yet content.

- Duke Frederick: The usurping brother, symbolizing the corruption of court life.

- Touchstone: The fool who provides comic relief while also offering profound insights on
love and society.

- Celia: Rosalind’s loyal cousin, who supports her throughout the play, emphasizing
themes of friendship and loyalty.

Themes

As You Like It is rich with themes that resonate deeply with audiences.



Love and Its Complexities

The play explores various forms of love, including:

- Romantic Love: The primary focus is on the romantic entanglements of Rosalind and
Orlando.

- Friendship: The bond between Rosalind and Celia highlights the importance of platonic
love.

- Familial Love: The relationships between the Dukes and their estranged family members
bring attention to loyalty and betrayal.

Identity and Disguise

Disguise plays a crucial role in the narrative, allowing characters to explore different
aspects of their identities. Key points include:

1. Gender Roles: Rosalind’s disguise as Ganymede challenges traditional gender roles.

2. Self-Discovery: Characters find greater self-understanding through their experiences in
disguise.

3. Social Commentary: The fluidity of identity reflects the play’s commentary on societal
expectations.

The Contrast Between Court and Country

Shakespeare contrasts the corrupt court with the idyllic pastoral life, showcasing:

- Freedom vs. Constraint: The forest symbolizes freedom, while the court represents
societal constraints.

- Natural Order: Life in the forest allows characters to reconnect with nature and
themselves.

Significance of the New Cambridge Shakespeare
Edition

The New Cambridge Shakespeare edition of As You Like It is notable for its modern
approach to the text.

Accessibility and Annotations

One of the primary goals of the New Cambridge Shakespeare series is to make
Shakespeare's works accessible to contemporary readers. This edition includes:



- Clear Annotations: Footnotes and explanations for archaic language and cultural
references help readers better understand the text.

- Contextual Information: Background on themes, characters, and historical context
enriches the reading experience.

Critical Perspectives

This edition often includes essays and critiques from modern scholars, providing diverse
interpretations of the play. Key features include:

- Thematic Analysis: Essays that delve into the overarching themes and their relevance
today.

- Character Studies: In-depth analyses of characters that illuminate their complexities and
motivations.

- Performance History: Insights into how the play has been interpreted in various
productions throughout time.

Modern Relevance

The New Cambridge Shakespeare edition emphasizes the play's contemporary relevance.
Themes of identity, love, and societal roles resonate with modern audiences. This edition
encourages readers to reflect on their own lives and relationships, fostering a connection
between Shakespeare's world and our own.

Conclusion

In summary, As You Like It remains a timeless exploration of love, identity, and the
contrast between court and pastoral life. The New Cambridge Shakespeare edition
enhances this experience by providing accessible annotations, critical perspectives, and
insights into the play’s enduring relevance. Through its rich character development and
exploration of universal themes, As You Like It continues to captivate audiences,
reminding us of the complexities of love and the importance of self-discovery in a rapidly
changing world. Whether for academic study or personal enjoyment, this edition is an
invaluable resource for anyone looking to delve deeper into one of Shakespeare's most
cherished works.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the title 'As You Like It' in
the context of the play?

The title 'As You Like It' reflects the play's themes of love, identity, and the fluidity of



social roles, suggesting that the audience can interpret the events and characters in a way
that resonates with them personally.

How does the New Cambridge Shakespeare edition of
'As You Like It' enhance understanding of the text?

The New Cambridge Shakespeare edition provides extensive annotations, critical essays,
and contextual information that help readers grasp the historical and literary significance
of the play, making it more accessible and engaging.

What are some major themes explored in 'As You Like
It'?

Key themes in 'As You Like It' include the nature of love, the contrast between court life
and pastoral life, gender roles, and the idea of transformation and self-discovery.

Who are the central characters in 'As You Like It' and
what roles do they play?

Central characters include Rosalind, who disguises herself as a man to explore her identity
and love; Orlando, her love interest; and Touchstone, the witty fool who provides comic
relief while offering insights into human behavior.

What is the role of the Forest of Arden in the play?

The Forest of Arden serves as a pastoral setting where characters escape the constraints
of court life, allowing for personal growth, romantic encounters, and philosophical
reflections on life and love.

How does Shakespeare use humor in ‘As You Like It'?

Shakespeare employs various forms of humor in 'As You Like It,' including wordplay,
situational comedy, and the use of fool characters, which serve to critique societal norms
and highlight the absurdities of love and courtship.

What makes the New Cambridge Shakespeare edition a
valuable resource for students and scholars?

The New Cambridge Shakespeare edition is valuable due to its scholarly rigor,
comprehensive introductions, and critical insights, making it an essential resource for
both students studying the play and scholars conducting in-depth analysis.
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