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Shakespeare's plays have endured centuries as some of the most influential and studied works in
English literature. Among his numerous masterpieces, As You Like It and The Merchant of Venice
stand out for their rich themes, complex characters, and memorable dialogues. However, beyond
their literary brilliance, these plays also contain certain "unreal" aspects—elements that seem
fantastical, exaggerated, or disconnected from everyday reality. Exploring these aspects not only
enhances our understanding of Shakespeare's artistic choices but also invites us to consider the
play’s underlying messages and the theatrical conventions of the Elizabethan era. In this article, we
delve into some of the most intriguing "unreal" facets of As You Like It and The Merchant of Venice,
addressing their significance and impact from an SEO-optimized perspective.

Unreal Aspects of Shakespeare's "As You Like It"

As You Like It is celebrated for its pastoral setting, playful tone, and exploration of love and identity.
Yet, beneath its charming surface lie several elements that seem "unreal" or fantastical, often
serving symbolic or theatrical purposes.

1. The Magical Forest of Arden

- The Forest of Arden is portrayed as a mystical, almost enchanted place where social norms are
relaxed.

- It functions as a utopian space where characters can explore their true selves.

- The idea of a secluded, idyllic forest as a realm of transformation is highly romanticized and
somewhat unreal.

2. The Role of Fools and Clowns

- Characters like Touchstone the fool and the various jesters add a layer of whimsy and satire.
- Their exaggerated humor and clever wordplay often border on the surreal.

- The Fool’s ability to speak truths disguised as jokes contributes to an "unreal" atmosphere of
masked realities.



3. Disguises and Identity Swaps

- The play features multiple instances of characters disguising themselves—e.g., Rosalind as
Ganymede, Celia as Aliena.

- These disguises create a fluidity of identity that seems detached from normal life.

- The ease with which characters adopt new personas emphasizes the play's themes of appearance
versus reality.

4. The Utopian Love and Romanticism

- The romantic escapades in Arden often seem idealized to an unreal degree, with love blooming
instantly and perfectly.
- The play’s depiction of love as spontaneous and all-consuming borders on the fantastical.

Addressing the "Unreal" in As You Like It:

While these elements might seem exaggerated or fantastical,
they serve symbolic purposes, emphasizing themes of
transformation, the fluidity of identity, and the escapism of
theater. Shakespeare uses the pastoral setting as a mirror to
societal constraints, allowing characters—and audiences—to
explore an "unreal” but meaningful alternate reality.

Unreal Aspects of Shakespeare's "The Merchant Of
Venice"

The Merchant of Venice is renowned for its complex
characters, dramatic tension, and controversial themes.
Several aspects of the play, however, also possess an "unreal”
or exaggerated quality that enhances its dramatic and
thematic depth.



1. The Casket Test and Its Symbolism

- The play’s central plot device involves Portia's suitors
choosing among three caskets (gold, silver, and lead) to win
her hand.

- The test is highly symbolic, almost allegorical, and can seem
unreal or contrived.

- It emphasizes themes of appearances versus reality and the
importance of inner virtue over external wealth.

2. The Character of Shylock: The Villain or the Victim?

- Shylock, the Jewish moneylender, is portrayed with
exaggerated traits—greedy, vengeful, yet also deeply human.
- His insistence on the bond and the famous "Hath not a Jew
eyes?" speech elevate him to a symbolic figure representing
societal prejudice.

- The play's portrayal of Shylock incorporates theatrical
stereotypes that seem heightened or "unreal” from a modern
perspective.

3. The Dramatic Courtroom Scene

- The courtroom scene is highly theatrical, with intense
speeches, dramatic irony, and symbolic justice.

- Shylock’s insistence on his bond and the subsequent mercy
shown by Portia (disguised as the lawyer) evoke a sense of
staged morality.

4. The Merchant’s Dream and the Play’s Meta-Theatricality



- The play contains moments that border on the unreal, such
as the Merchant’s dream sequences or the play within a play.

- These layers of theatricality create a sense of "unreality" that
blurs the line between reality and performance, emphasizing
the play's commentary on justice and mercy.

Addressing the "Unreal” in The Merchant Of Venice:

The exaggerated elements serve to heighten the play’s moral
questions and rhetorical impact. Shakespeare employs
theatrical devices—symbolism, stereotypes, and meta-
theatrical moments—to evoke emotional responses and
stimulate debate about justice, mercy, and societal prejudice.

Common Themes of the "Unreal" in Both Plays

Despite their differences, As You Like It and The Merchant of
Venice share several "unreal” aspects that serve broader
thematic purposes.

1. The Power of Disguise and Deception

- Both plays explore how characters adopt false
identities—disguises in As You Like It and legal/romantic
deceptions in The Merchant.

- These elements elevate the plays into realms of theatrical
fantasy, emphasizing themes of appearance and reality.



2. Idealized Love and Justice

- Romantic love in Arden often appears idealized and
instantaneous.

- The portrayal of justice, especially in the courtroom scene,
sometimes feels theatrical or exaggerated for moral effect.

3. The Use of Symbolism and Allegory

- The caskets symbolize moral virtues and societal values.
- The Forest of Arden symbolizes freedom and authenticity.

4, The Playful Tone and Comic Elements

- Both plays contain humor that often transcends realism,
relying on satire, wordplay, and exaggeration to entertain and
provoke thought.

Addressing the Impact of the "Unreal" Aspects

While these "unreal” elements may seem disconnected from
everyday reality, they are deliberate artistic choices that serve
multiple functions:

- Symbolism and Allegory: They deepen thematic messages,
making abstract ideas tangible.
- Theatrical Tradition: Elizabethan drama often employed



exaggerated characters and settings to engage audiences.

- Moral and Philosophical Exploration: The fantastical
elements allow playwrights to explore complex moral
dilemmas in a stylized manner.

- Audience Engagement: The play’s "unreal” aspects create a
sense of wonder, humor, and reflection, making the stories
memorable.

Conclusion

In examining the "unreal” aspects of Shakespeare's As You
Like It and The Merchant of Venice, we see how these
elements are not mere fanciful additions but vital tools that
Shakespeare employed to communicate complex themes,
evoke emotional responses, and enhance theatrical
storytelling. Whether it is the enchanted Forest of Arden or
the symbolic casket test, these fantastical features serve to
elevate the plays beyond mere realism, inviting audiences into
worlds where moral truths, human passions, and societal
critiques are vividly dramatized. Recognizing these "unreal”
facets enriches our appreciation of Shakespeare’s artistry and
the enduring power of his plays.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What are some unreal or fantastical elements present in
Shakespeare's 'As You Like It'?

In 'As You Like It,' the use of the Forest of Arden as a magical,
almost utopian setting where characters experience
transformation and freedom from societal constraints adds an
unreal, idyllic quality to the play.

How does the play ‘As You Like It' incorporate elements of
escapism that seem unreal?

The play presents a pastoral world away from courtly life,
where characters find true love and self-discovery, creating an
idealized, almost dream-like environment that feels detached
from reality.

Are there supernatural or mystical aspects in 'The Merchant of
Venice' that contribute to its unreal tone?

While 'The Merchant of Venice' primarily deals with human
characters and moral dilemmas, the character of Shylock’s
bond and the dramatic courtroom scene have an almost
theatrical or symbolic quality that elevates them beyond
mundane reality.



In what ways does 'The Merchant of Venice' depict unreal or
exaggerated characters?

Characters like Shylock, with his intense and almost
caricatured vengefulness, and Portia’s disguise as a lawyer,
create larger-than-life figures that contribute to a sense of
theatrical unreality.

Could the themes of justice and mercy in 'The Merchant of
Venice' be considered as unreal or idealized concepts?

Yes, the play explores the ideal of perfect mercy and justice,
which often seem more like philosophical ideals than practical
realities, adding an almost fantastical dimension to moral
debate.

What symbolic or allegorical unreal aspects can be identified
in 'As You Like It' and 'The Merchant of Venice'?

In 'As You Like It,' the Forest of Arden symbolizes a utopian
realm of freedom and self-discovery, while in 'The Merchant of
Venice,' the courtroom scene and the casket test serve as
allegories for moral and religious values, elevating them
beyond literal events.

Why do some critics consider elements of these plays as
unreal or fantastical, and how does this affect their
interpretation?

Critics see the exaggerated characters, symbolic settings, and



idealized themes as unreal or theatrical, which encourages
audiences to interpret the plays as allegories or moral tales
rather than realistic portrayals, enriching their thematic
depth.

Additional Resources

Unreal Aspects of Shakespeare’s “As You Like It” and “The
Merchant of Venice”: An Investigative Exploration

William Shakespeare’s plays have long been celebrated as
masterpieces of English literature, blending intricate
language, profound themes, and timeless human insights.
However, beneath the surface of these celebrated works lie
certain elements that challenge our understanding of realism,
inviting scrutiny and debate. This investigative review delves
into the "unreal" aspects embedded within As You Like It and
The Merchant of Venice, exploring their theatrical, thematic,
and symbolic dimensions. By critically examining these
features, we can better appreciate how Shakespeare’s plays
transcend mere realism to evoke deeper truths, or perhaps, to
evoke an entirely different realm of storytelling.

Introduction: The Illusory Nature of Shakespeare’s
World

Shakespeare’s plays often inhabit a realm where the



boundaries between reality and fantasy blur. Whether through
supernatural interventions, exaggerated characters, or
implausible plot devices, these elements serve to heighten the
thematic resonance and theatrical impact. Recognizing these
"unreal” aspects is crucial for contemporary audiences and
scholars alike, as it influences interpretation, staging, and
appreciation of the plays.

“As You Like It”: The Utopian Forest and the Illusion of
Utopia

The Forest of Arden as a Mythical Utopia

One of the most striking unreal aspects of As You Like It is the
depiction of the Forest of Arden. While presented as a physical
setting, it functions more as a symbolic realm—an idyllic,
almost mythic space that offers liberation from societal
constraints. The forest becomes a utopian refuge where
characters shed their social identities and explore authentic
selves.

- Mythic Isolation: The forest exists outside the normal social
order, almost detached from the real world, akin to a
dreamscape.

- Timelessness: The play’s setting suggests a timeless realm,
where societal rules do not apply, creating an unreal
environment that fosters personal growth and love.



- Transformative Power: The forest’s unreal quality
underscores its role as a space of transformation—an escape
from reality that’s more allegorical than literal.

Characters as Archetypes and Exaggerations

Many characters embody exaggerated or archetypal traits,
blurring the line between realistic depiction and symbolic
representation.

- Touchstone the Clown: His buffoonery borders on caricature,
serving as a comic foil and a satirical mirror to societal follies.
- Rosalind’s Disguise: Her cross-dressing as Ganymede is a
theatrical device that introduces unreal gender-fluidity,
emphasizing themes of identity and perception.

- Duke Senior’s Idealism: The exiled duke’s idyllic view of the
forest as a paradise elevates the setting to an almost unreal
ideal.

Use of Meta-Theatricality and Play within a Play

The play’s structure itself contains meta-theatrical elements,
with characters acknowledging the theatricality of their
actions, adding layers of artificiality.

- Rosalind’s direct addresses to the audience and her
manipulation of her disguise emphasize the performative
nature of identity and love.

- The play’s ending, with multiple marriages and



reconciliations, feels like a theatrical resolution that
celebrates romantic idealism—an unreal, fairy-tale-like
conclusion.

“The Merchant of Venice”: The Unreality of Justice and
Mercy

The Courtroom as a Theatrical Arena

The courtroom scene, where Shylock demands his bond and
Antonio’s fate hangs in balance, operates more as a theatrical
spectacle than a realistic legal proceeding.

- Dramatic Irony and Rhetoric: The dialogue is heightened
with rhetorical devices and moral dilemmas that serve
theatrical and philosophical purposes.

- Spectacle over Procedure: The focus on dramatic
monologues and ethical debates creates an unreal, almost
staged atmosphere—more akin to a moral allegory than a real
courtroom.

The Character of Shylock: Villain or Victim? Unveiling the
Unreal Complexity

Shylock’s portrayal oscillates between villainous caricature



and sympathetic victim, highlighting the unreal simplification
of complex identities.

- Caricatured Antagonist: His greed, revenge, and insistence
on the bond often verge on stereotypes, emphasizing his role
as the “villain.”

- Sympathetic Depth: Yet, Shakespeare offers hints at his
humanity—his mistreatment, cultural otherness, and desire
for justice—creating an unreal but compelling moral
ambiguity.

- Unrealized Humanity: The play’s framing of Shylock risks
reducing him to a symbol rather than a fully fleshed character,
raising questions about the play’s moral realism.

The “Unreal” Nature of Mercy and Justice in the Play’s
Resolution

The play’s conclusion, where mercy is extolled and justice is
relativized, introduces an idealized, almost unreal resolution
to human conflict.

- The Prince’s Sermon on Mercy: The invocation of mercy as
divine and perfect contrasts sharply with the play’s earlier
scenes of revenge and cruelty.

- The Final Benediction: The play ends with a harmonious,
almost utopian reconciliation that seems detached from the
complexities of real justice.



Common Threads: The Unreal Elements as Artistic
Devices

Both plays employ unreal aspects as deliberate artistic
devices, serving thematic or theatrical purposes.

- Symbolism and Allegory: The Forest of Arden and the
courtroom serve as allegorical spaces—heavenly or hellish
realms—that reflect internal states rather than physical
realities.

- Exaggeration for Emphasis: Characters’ traits and plot
devices are often exaggerated to highlight themes—love’s
idealism in As You Like It and justice’s idealism in The
Merchant of Venice.

- Theatricality and Performative Nature: Shakespeare’s plays
often acknowledge their own artifice, encouraging audiences
to see beyond surface realism to underlying truths.

Addressing the Unreal: Interpretive Challenges and
Artistic Intent

Understanding these unreal features raises questions about
Shakespeare’s intent and the role of fantasy in his plays.

- Did Shakespeare intend to portray literal worlds or symbolic
realms? Many scholars argue that the unreal elements serve
as allegories—spaces of moral exploration rather than physical



locations.

- Are these elements outdated or still relevant? Contemporary
audiences might see the unreal as a means to engage with
complex human themes beyond mundane realism.

- How do these aspects influence staging and performance?
Directors often emphasize the theatricality—using stylized
sets, costumes, and acting choices—to highlight the unreal
dimensions.

Conclusion: Embracing the “Unreal” as a Window into
Human Truths

The "unreal” aspects of As You Like It and The Merchant of
Venice are not flaws but essential features that elevate these
works from simple narratives to profound reflections on
human nature, morality, and society. Recognizing their
theatrical and allegorical qualities enables a richer
appreciation of Shakespeare’s artistry. These elements invite
us to accept that some truths are best expressed through
artifice—where the unreal becomes a mirror to the real, and
fantasy illuminates reality.

By critically examining these aspects, modern audiences and
scholars can continue to uncover the layered complexities of
Shakespeare’s plays, appreciating their timeless capacity to
inspire, challenge, and fascinate across centuries and
cultures.
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