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Introduction

William Shakespeare’s As You Like It has captivated readers and audiences for over
four centuries with its lively blend of romance, humor, and philosophical insight. As a
pastoral comedy, the play explores the contrasts between life at court and the
transformative possibilities of the natural world, offering both an escape from social
constraint and a space for self-discovery. Written at the cusp of the Elizabethan and
Jacobean eras, the play reflects the uncertainties, cultural ideals, and innovative spirit
of its time, yet remains powerfully relevant to modern readers.

Notes on As You Like It: Notes and Commentary for Students on the Play by
Shakespeare is designed as a companion and guide for English literature students,
teachers, and anyone interested in gaining a deeper understanding of this
multifaceted work. The book provides insights into the historical context in which
Shakespeare was writing, examines the play’s relationships with its literary sources
and traditions, and offers detailed analysis of its structure, characters, and language.

This study guide aims to illuminate the rich textures of As You Like It's themes—Iove in
its various forms, the boundaries of gender and identity, forgiveness and
reconciliation, and the ever-changing relationship between people and their
environment. Through close reading of key scenes and quotations, as well as
discussion of the play’s most memorable characters, readers are encouraged to
engage actively with the text and to appreciate its nuances.

In addition to thematic and character analysis, the book explores the play’s enduring
power as a work for the stage. From its Elizabethan debut to contemporary film and
theater adaptations, As You Like It has offered fertile ground for actors, directors, and
scholars to reinterpret Shakespeare’s vision for new audiences. The play’s famous
speeches, including “All the world’s a stage,” continue to provoke discussion and
reflection on the nature of existence itself.

By examining performance history, critical reception, and the myriad interpretations
that have shaped our understanding of the play, this guide seeks to demonstrate why
As You Like It continues to enchant and challenge us. Whether you are encountering
the play for the first time or returning with fresh perspectives, these notes will help
you approach Shakespeare’s comedy with greater confidence, appreciation, and
critical insight.

As you journey through the chapters that follow, you will find background information,

explanatory notes, discussion topics, and study questions designed to facilitate both
independent study and classroom use. Ultimately, this book invites you not only to
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study As You Like It, but to experience its wit, beauty, and humanity—as you like it.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical and Literary Context

To truly appreciate the intricate layers of William Shakespeare’s As You Like It, it is
essential to step back into the world in which it was conceived. Believed to have been
written around 1599, the play emerged from the vibrant and complex landscape of
late Elizabethan England. This was a society undergoing significant shifts, a period
marked by both outward confidence under a long-reigning monarch and underlying
currents of change and uncertainty that shaped the cultural output of the era.

The England of the late 16th century was, at its heart, a hierarchical society. Power
radiated from the monarch and the court, a dazzling but often perilous environment
where social standing, political favour, and personal ambition intertwined. Life at court
was a performance in itself, governed by elaborate customs, rigid hierarchies, and a
constant awareness of one's position and reputation.

Beyond the court lay the vast majority of the country's population, living in towns,
villages, and agricultural communities. While the court represented the pinnacle of
power and sophistication, it was the rhythms of rural life that underpinned the nation's
economy and sustained its people. There was a long-standing cultural fascination with
the countryside, often idealized as a place of simplicity, honesty, and natural beauty, a
stark contrast to the perceived artificiality and moral ambiguity of urban or courtly
existence.

Queen Elizabeth |, who had ruled since 1558, was by this time an aging monarch, her
reign nearing its conclusion. While her presence provided stability, the question of
succession loomed large, creating a degree of anxiety and political maneuvering.
Religious divisions, though less volatile than in previous decades, still simmered
beneath the surface following the Reformation.

Elizabethan society was undeniably patriarchal. Men held the reins of power,
controlled wealth, and dominated public life. Women, regardless of social rank,
possessed limited legal rights and were largely confined to the domestic sphere or
roles deemed appropriate to their station. Marriage was often less about romantic love
and more about strategic alliances, economic security, and the continuation of family
lines, with arranged marriages being a common practice among the aristocracy and
gentry.

This social structure heavily influenced personal freedoms and expectations.
Individuals were largely defined by their birth, family connections, and social standing.
Moving between different levels of society was difficult, and challenging the
established order could be dangerous. The play, like many works of the period,
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implicitly and explicitly engages with these societal constraints.

The period also saw a flourishing of English literature and culture. The relatively stable
political climate under Elizabeth |, coupled with growing national pride and expanding
global horizons, provided fertile ground for artistic expression. The theatre, in
particular, experienced a golden age, becoming a central form of public entertainment
and a platform for exploring a wide range of human experiences and social issues.

London, as the capital and a burgeoning metropolis, was the epicentre of this cultural
explosion. Its playhouses, such as the Globe and the Swan, drew diverse audiences
from across society, eager to witness the latest works by playwrights like
Shakespeare, Marlowe, and Jonson. The stage offered a dynamic space where ideas,
language, and social conventions could be presented, examined, and sometimes
playfully subverted.

Literary tastes of the late 16th century were varied and evolving. While classical
literature remained a significant influence, there was also a growing appetite for
English works - poetry, prose romances, and dramatic plays. Themes of love, fortune,
heroism, and morality were prevalent, explored through diverse narrative styles and
forms.

Comedy was a particularly popular genre, offering audiences laughter, escapism, and
often a gentle critique of societal norms and human follies. Elizabethan comedies
frequently involved complex plots, mistaken identities, witty dialogue, and a
movement towards eventual reconciliation and happy endings. The use of disguise
was a common trope, providing opportunities for dramatic irony and the exploration of
identity.

The literary landscape also included prose fiction, often moralistic or romantic in
nature. These narratives, sometimes drawing on classical or medieval sources,
provided playwrights with plots and characters that could be adapted for the stage.
The popularity of these forms reflected a broader interest in storytelling and the
exploration of human relationships and experiences.

Beyond the written word, music and song were integral to Elizabethan life, both in
courtly circles and everyday settings. Ballads, madrigals, and instrumental music
provided entertainment and often commented on current events or popular themes.
The inclusion of songs in plays was a common practice, adding to the atmosphere and
sometimes highlighting thematic elements.

The printing press, though invented earlier, became increasingly significant in
disseminating ideas and literary works. While books were still relatively expensive, the
wider availability of printed materials contributed to a growing literate population and
a broader engagement with literature.
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Shakespeare himself was not writing in a vacuum. He was part of a vibrant community
of playwrights, poets, and actors, all contributing to the rich tapestry of Elizabethan
theatre. His plays drew upon this shared cultural pool, referencing popular stories,
characters types, and dramatic conventions that would have been familiar to his
contemporary audience.

The language of the time, Early Modern English, was also in a state of flux, allowing for
tremendous linguistic creativity. Shakespeare’s genius lay partly in his masterful
command of this language, his ability to coin new phrases, manipulate syntax, and
employ a vast vocabulary to create vivid characters and memorable dialogue. The wit
and wordplay so characteristic of As You Like It are products of this linguistic richness
and the theatrical tradition of clever verbal sparring.

In summary, As You Like It emerged from a specific moment in English history - the
twilight of the Elizabethan era. It was a time of established social order, a patriarchal
society with limited roles for women, and a court that represented both power and
artifice. Simultaneously, it was a period of immense cultural energy, where theatre
flourished, literature thrived, and traditional forms were being adapted and
reinvented. Understanding this historical and literary context provides a crucial
foundation for appreciating the play's themes, characters, and enduring appeal.
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