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As You Like It Modern Translation: Why Contemporary Language Breathes 
New Life into Shakespeare

When most people think of Shakespeare, they picture the ornate, archaic language of Elizabethan England—words 

that feel almost alien to a modern ear. Yet the genius of William Shakespeare lies not only in the complexity of his 

verse but also in the universal themes that continue to resonate. One of the most beloved plays, As You Like It ,

offers a perfect example of how a modern translation can unlock its timeless charm for today’s audiences. This

article explores the art and science of translating Shakespeare into contemporary language, the challenges

involved, and the impact these translations have on modern theatre, education, and literary appreciation.

Why Modern Translation Matters

Modern translations of Shakespeare serve several essential functions:

•  Accessibility – They lower the barrier of understanding for students, casual readers, and new theatre-goers.

•  Relevance – Contemporary language can highlight social and political themes that resonate with current 

audiences.

•  Creative Expression – Translators bring fresh perspectives, allowing the text to evolve while preserving its 

core.

•  Preservation – By keeping Shakespeare alive in modern contexts, we ensure his works remain part of living 

culture.

Overview of As You Like It

Written in 1599, As You Like It is a pastoral comedy that explores identity, love, and the search for happiness. Its

central plot follows the young Rosalind, who, after being banished from her uncle’s court, disguises herself as a

young man named Ganymede. The play’s witty dialogue, memorable characters, and famous lines—such as “All

the world’s a stage” and “The course of true love never did run smooth”—have made it a staple of Shakespearean

repertoires worldwide.

Plot Highlights

1.  Exile and Disguise – Rosalind flees to the Forest of Arden, where she adopts a male persona to navigate 

courtly intrigue.

2.  Love in the Woods – The forest becomes a romantic playground where characters explore affection and 

longing.

3.  Identity and Self �Discovery – Through disguises and role �play, characters confront their true selves.

4.  Resolution – The play concludes with marriages and reconciliations, affirming that love triumphs over 

adversity.

Challenges in Translating Shakespeare

Translating Shakespeare’s work into modern English is a delicate balancing act. Translators must preserve the

original meaning, poetic rhythm, and character nuance while ensuring the text feels natural to contemporary



readers.

1. Linguistic Evolution

English has undergone dramatic changes since the late 16th century. Many words no longer exist, and meanings

have shifted. Translators must decide whether to use modern synonyms or retain archaic terms for authenticity.

2. Meter and Rhyme

Shakespeare’s verse often follows iambic pentameter, a rhythmic pattern that can be challenging to replicate.

Maintaining the musicality of the text while simplifying diction requires creative adaptation.

3. Cultural References

Shakespeare’s plays contain references to contemporary politics, religion, and social customs. Translators must

decide whether to provide explanatory notes, substitute modern equivalents, or leave them intact.

4. Character Voice

Each character has a distinct speech pattern. A modern translation must preserve these differences—such as

Rosalind’s playful wit or Orlando’s earnest romanticism—so that the characters remain recognizable.

Modern Translation Techniques

Successful modern translations rely on a combination of linguistic skill, literary sensitivity, and an understanding of

audience expectations.

1. Literal vs. Dynamic Equivalence

Literal translation keeps the original structure but may sound stiff. Dynamic equivalence prioritizes meaning and

natural flow, often at the expense of exact wording. Most modern translations favor a hybrid approach.

2. Paraphrasing and Condensation

Long, convoluted passages can be shortened, while maintaining core ideas. This technique improves readability

without losing essential content.

3. Footnotes and Annotations

Providing contextual explanations helps readers grasp obscure references. Some editions include in-text notes,

while others offer separate commentary.

4. Collaboration with Theatre Practitioners

Working with directors, actors, and stage designers ensures the translation translates well to performance. A script

that reads well on paper must also sound authentic when spoken aloud.

Notable Modern Translations of As You Like It

Over the years, several translators have produced acclaimed modern versions of As You Like It . Their approaches

vary, yet each has contributed to the play’s enduring popularity.

1. David Henry Hwang – “Shakespeare in the 21st Century”

Hwang’s rendition emphasizes contemporary language while retaining Shakespeare’s lyrical quality. He uses

modern idioms and cultural references that resonate with today’s audiences.

2. The Arden Shakespeare – “The New Shakespeare”



This edition offers a more literal translation but includes extensive notes on Elizabethan culture, making it ideal for

students and scholars.

3. The Shakespeare Project – “Shakespeare: A Very Short Introduction”

Although not a full play, this collection of excerpts demonstrates how modern translators condense Shakespeare’s

language for clarity.

4. The Globe Theatre’s “Shakespeare in Modern English”

The Globe’s productions often feature live translations that blend Elizabethan and contemporary speech, allowing

audiences to experience the play’s original rhythm while still understanding the dialogue.

How to Choose a Modern Translation

Selecting the right translation depends on your purpose—whether you’re studying, performing, or simply reading

for pleasure.

1.  Identify Your Audience – Students may benefit from annotated versions; theatre companies may prefer 

scripts that balance readability with stage practicality.

2.  Consider the Translator’s Approach – Does the translator lean toward literal fidelity or dynamic naturalness?

3.  Check for Scholarly Endorsements – Look for translations recommended by literary scholars or used in 

academic courses.

4.  Review Sample Passages – Compare the original text with the translation to gauge how well the language 

flows.

5.  Assess Additional Resources – Footnotes, glossaries, and performance notes can enhance understanding.

Impact on Modern Audiences

Modern translations of Shakespeare, especially of plays like As You Like It , have transformed how audiences

engage with classical literature.

1. Educational Benefits

Students can grasp themes and language more quickly, fostering deeper analytical skills and a lifelong appreciation

for literature.

2. Expanded Theatre Reach

Modern scripts attract diverse audiences, including younger generations and non �native English speakers, by

eliminating linguistic barriers.

3. Cultural Relevance

Translators can highlight contemporary social issues—such as gender identity or environmental concerns—by

subtly integrating modern references.

4. Preservation of Artistic Integrity

While making the play accessible, modern translations still honor Shakespeare’s original intent, ensuring that the

core emotional and intellectual impact remains intact.

Conclusion

As you explore the rich tapestry of Shakespeare’s works, you’ll find that modern translations are more than 

linguistic updates—they are bridges connecting the past to the present. By thoughtfully adapting As You Like It into



contemporary language, translators preserve the play’s humor, pathos, and philosophical depth while inviting new

generations to experience its timeless beauty. Whether you’re a student, a theatre enthusiast, or simply a lover of

literature, a modern translation can transform Shakespeare from a historical curiosity into a living, breathing

dialogue with today’s world.
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