
Journal of Contemporary Issues in Open Distance and E-Learning 

 

https://journals.dolpak.or.ke/  Vol 3 Issue1 | (35-61) 

 
 

 
 

1 

 

 

 

THEME: JOURNAL OF CONTEMPORARY ISSUES IN OPEN DISTANCE AND E-

LEARNING 

 

 

TITLE: LITERARY AESTHETIC COMPLEX IN SHAKESPEARE'S COMEDIES: A 

CASE OF TWELFTH NIGHT, AS YOU LIKE IT AND MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING 

 

 

SR. LUCY LOICE NABUKONDE: PhD 

DEPARTMENT OF LANGUAGES AND LITERATURE 

  

(AFRICA NAZARENE UNIVERSITY) 

lnabukonde@anu.ac.ke 

 

 

 

https://journals.dolpak.or.ke/


Journal of Contemporary Issues in Open Distance and E-Learning 

 

https://journals.dolpak.or.ke/  Vol 3 Issue1 | (35-61) 

 
 

 
 

2 

 

ABSTRACT  

This paper cross-examined the layered interplay of aesthetic form and comedic content in 

Shakespeare’s main comedies to expose how Shakespearean literature could lead a revolution for 

innovation and sustainable development. It sought the literary aesthetic complex in Shakespeare's 

comedies, sampling Twelfth Night, As You Like It, and Much Ado About Nothing. By tracing the 

four-fold components of the aesthetic complex in Shakespeare’s comedies- namely, the work of 

art, the artist, the audience, and society- the study determined its scope and purpose. The study 

was guided by the following four key questions correlating with its objectives: What is the true 

nature of Shakespeare’s comedies as works of art? What role do Shakespeare’s philosophy, 

imagination, and emotion play in the creative process of his comedies? What impression does 

Shakespeare impose on the society mirrored in his comedies? How does personal experience of 

the audience determine the level of interpretation of Shakespeare’s comedies? The study used a 

qualitative research design as its main methodology. Non-numerical data were collected through 

keen observation of the plays’ performances and through close critical reading of the comedies. 

An eclectic theoretical framework constituting Mikhail Bakhtin’s carnival theory and narratology 

was employed to conceptualize the study. Carnival theory argues that the temporary society is 

usually inverted; hence ordinary norms tend to loosen, yielding new forms of expression. This 

tenet helped the researcher interpret how celebratory chaos configures character interaction and 

thematic overturn in Shakespeare’s comedies. Similarly, narratology dichotomizes how stories are 

told in their order of duration, perspective, and voice to reveal the aesthetic beauty beneath comic 

plots. Narrative voices and reliability distinguish between authorial commentary, character asides, 

and chorus features while demonstrating how unreliable narrators underscore the play’s self-

reflexive quality. 

Consequently, a critical analysis and interpretation of Twelfth Night, As You Like It, and Much Ado 

About Nothing yielded the following findings: Shakespeare’s comedies are crafted with full-blast 

visual linguistic ornament. It was found that Shakespeare deploys attractive imagery, meta-
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dramatic production, and jovial plots to shape the audience’s reception and interpretation. 

Moreover, Shakespeare’s comedies reinforce and subvert Elizabethan social hierarchies. 

Shakespeare’s philosophy, imagination, passion, and emotion are the soul of the creative process 

of his comedies. It was also established that the aesthetic experience comes in terms of the audience 

being able to identify the self with the play. 

Upon this, the study concluded that Shakespeare’s comedies negotiate the tension between 

aesthetic pleasure and ethical critique. Therefore, the concept of the aesthetic complex illuminates 

the dynamic relationships between spectacle and sense in Shakespearean comedy, offering new 

insights into its enduring cultural nature. Further studies could follow this trend but focus on 

Shakespearean tragedies. 

 

Key Words: Comedy, art, aesthetics, pleasure, emotion, artist, society and play 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background to the Study 

 

Aesthetics has remained one of the most significant concepts in literary criticism because it 

concerns beauty, artistic value, and human responses to works of art. Since the Renaissance, 

William Shakespeare has been recognized not only as a playwright but also as an artist whose 

works transcend temporal and geographical boundaries. Shakespeare’s comedies have long 

fascinated scholars and audiences because of their intricate blend of wit, emotion, and formal 

artistry. By staging worlds where gender, class, and language blur through playful reversals and 

festive license, plays such as Twelfth Night, As You Like It, and Much Ado About Nothing 

demonstrate a unique “aesthetic complex” that intertwines philosophical depth with carnival 

exuberance. This study locates the complex at the intersection of Mikhail Bakhtin’s carnival theory 

and contemporary narratology, offering fresh insight into how Shakespeare crafts both comic 

delight and societal critique (Vimandhani & Maitra, 2024). 

Since its emergence around 1600, Shakespearean comedy has drawn on classical models, medieval 

festivity, and the vibrancy of Elizabethan theatre to weave narratives in which disguise, romantic 

entanglement, and social inversion propel audiences from topsy-turvy disorder to restored 

harmony (Charney, 1978). From early farcical entertainments to the mature comedies Twelfth 

Night, As You Like It, and Much Ado About Nothing. 

His comedies continue to attract readers and audiences because of their aesthetic richness, 

imaginative complexity, and enduring social relevance. Shakespeare's comedies present a unique 

blend of pleasure and instruction. Through humor, disguise, irony, mistaken identity, and festive 

celebrations, they entertain audiences while simultaneously examining social realities. Twelfth 

Night, As You Like It, and Much Ado About Nothing are among Shakespeare's most celebrated 

comedies because they embody both aesthetic beauty and social commentary. 

 

The concept of the aesthetic complex enables scholars to examine literature as an interaction 

among the artist, the work of art, society, and the audience. Understanding these four dimensions 

helps reveal how Shakespeare's comedies achieve their artistic power and cultural significance. 
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1.2 Statement of the Problem 

1.3 Objectives of the Study 

The study sought to: 

i. Examine the nature of Shakespeare's comedies as works of art. 

ii. Analyze the role of Shakespeare's philosophy, imagination, emotion, and creativity 

in the artistic construction of his comedies. 

iii. Investigating how society is represented and critiqued in Shakespeare's comedies. 

iv. Exploring how audiences interpret and experience Shakespeare's comedies. 

 

1.4 Research Questions 

i. What is the true nature of Shakespeare's comedies as works of art? 

ii. What role do Shakespeare's philosophy, imagination, and emotion play in the 

creative process of his comedies? 

iii. What social realities are reflected and critiqued in Shakespeare's comedies? 

iv. How do audience experiences shape the interpretation of Shakespeare's comedies? 

 

1.5 Significance of the Study 

This study contributes to Shakespearean scholarship by providing an aesthetic interpretation of 

comedy through an integrated framework. It also broadens understanding of the relationship 

between literature, society, and audience response. 

  

1.6 Justification of the Study 

The study contributes to Shakespearean scholarship by introducing aesthetic complexity as an 

interpretive framework. It demonstrates how Shakespeare's comedies derive their enduring 

significance from the interaction between art, artists, society, and audience. 
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1. 7Scope and Delimitation of the Study 

This study was limited to three Shakespearean comedies: Twelfth Night, As You Like It, and Much 

Ado About Nothing. The focus was on literary aesthetics rather than performance studies, historical 

criticism, or linguistic analysis. 

 

                             

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter reviews literature related to literary aesthetics, Shakespearean comedy, audience 

response, and the relationship between art and society. The review is structured around the major 

concepts underpinning the study, namely aesthetics, literary aesthetics, Shakespearean comedy, 

Shakespeare as artist, society in Shakespeare's comedies, and audience reception. The chapter 

concludes by identifying the research gap that necessitates the present study. 

 

2.2. The Concept of Aesthetics 

Aesthetics occupies a central position in literary criticism because it concerns the nature of beauty, 

artistic experience, and the appreciation of works of art. According to Eagleton (1990), aesthetics 

extends beyond simple notions of beauty and encompasses sensory perception, human emotion, 

and cultural experience. The concept originated from the Greek term aisthesis, which refers to 

perception through the senses. Classical philosophers laid the foundation for aesthetic thought. 

Plato viewed art as a form of imitation (mimesis) and argued that artistic representations are copies 

of reality (Plato, trans. 2007). Although skeptical of poetry and drama because of their emotional 

influence, Plato acknowledged their immense power over human consciousness. Aristotle 

challenged Plato's skepticism and proposed a more positive view of art. In Poetics, Aristotle (1996) 

argues that imitation is a natural human activity through which people derive both knowledge and 

pleasure. He further introduced the concept of catharsis, suggesting that literature and drama 

facilitate emotional purification through the experience of pity and fear. Aristotle's theory remains 

influential in understanding aesthetic pleasure and emotional engagement in literature. The 

Enlightenment philosopher Kant significantly advanced aesthetic theory through his notion of 

disinterested pleasure. Kant (1790/2007) contends that genuine aesthetic appreciation occurs when 

individuals enjoy beauty without seeking personal or practical gain. According to him, aesthetic 

judgment emerges from a harmonious interaction between imagination and understanding. 
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Similarly, Hegel (1975) considers art as a manifestation of human spirit and cultural 

consciousness. For Hegel, artistic works embody the intellectual and historical development of 

societies. Consequently, aesthetic analysis must pay attention not only to artistic form but also to 

the cultural context from which art emerges. 

Modern aesthetic theorists have expanded this perspective by emphasizing the social dimensions 

of artistic experiences. Eagleton (1990) argues that aesthetic values are shaped by ideological and 

historical forces. Therefore, art becomes a site where beauty and social meaning intersect. This 

perspective is particularly relevant to Shakespearean comedy, as the plays combine artistic 

pleasure with reflections on social realities. 

 

2.3 Literary Aesthetics and the Nature of Artistic Experience 

Literary aesthetics refers to the artistic qualities that enable literature to generate pleasure, insight, 

and emotional engagement and innovation. It focuses on how literary forms, such as imagery, 

symbolism, metaphor, plot, characterization, and language, contribute to aesthetic appreciation 

(Abrams & Harpham, 2015). 

The relationship between form and content has occupied literary critics for decades. Russian 

Formalists argue that literature achieves artistic significance through the manipulation of language. 

Shklovsky (1965) proposes the concept of defamiliarization, whereby literary texts make ordinary 

phenomena appear strange in order to renew perception. Artistic beauty therefore resides in the 

uniqueness of expression rather than merely the ideas being expressed. 

The New Critics similarly emphasize textual organization. Brooks (1947) argues that literary 

beauty emerges through the interaction of paradox, irony, tension, and ambiguity within a text. 

Such devices create layers of meaning that enrich aesthetic experience. Shakespeare's comedies 

provide numerous examples of these qualities through their sophisticated use of dramatic irony, 

disguise, and wordplay. Structuralist approaches expanded aesthetic analysis by examining 

underlying systems of meaning. According to Barthes (1977), literary texts function as complex 

networks of signs through which meaning is generated and interpreted. This perspective is useful 

in Shakespearean studies because symbolism and imagery often contribute to both comic 

entertainment and thematic depth. Reader-response theorists have shifted attention from the text 

to the reader. Iser (1978) argues that literary works contain indeterminate spaces that readers 

actively fill during interpretation. Meaning therefore emerges from the interaction between the text 

and audience rather than existing solely within the text itself. Jauss (1982) similarly maintains that 

readers interpret literary works according to their historical and cultural horizons of expectation. 

These perspectives suggest that literary aesthetics is not confined to textual structures alone. 

Rather, it emerges through the dynamic interaction of artistic creation, textual form, audience 
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participation, and social context. Such interactions form the basis of the aesthetic complex 

explored in this study. 

 

2.4 Shakespearean Comedy 

Comedy is one of the most important genres in Shakespeare's dramatic corpus. Shakespearean 

comedy extends beyond mere humour and entertainment to bring about innovation. As Frye (1957) 

observes, comedy typically involves a movement from confusion and disorder toward harmony 

and reconciliation. Through this structural progression, comic narratives provide emotional 

satisfaction and philosophical reflection. 

Barber (1959) identifies festivity as a defining feature of Shakespearean comedy. Drawing upon 

traditional celebrations and seasonal festivals, Shakespeare creates dramatic worlds characterized 

by freedom, laughter, and a temporary suspension of authority. Such festive environments enable 

characters to escape social constraints and explore alternative identities. 

One of the most distinctive features of Shakespearean comedy is disguise. According to Garber 

(2004), disguise functions not simply as a comic device but also as a means of interrogating social 

assumptions concerning gender, identity, and power. In Twelfth Night, Viola's disguise as Cesario 

creates multiple layers of misunderstanding while simultaneously questioning stable definitions of 

gender. Mistaken identity represents another recurrent comic strategy. Through misrecognition, 

Shakespeare generates dramatic irony, suspense, and humour. Audiences often possess knowledge 

unavailable to the characters, creating an aesthetic experience grounded in anticipation and 

revelation. Language also plays a significant role in Shakespearean comedy. According to Bloom 

(1998), Shakespeare transformed English dramatic language through his remarkable deployment 

of metaphor, wit, and poetic imagery. The verbal exchanges between Beatrice and Benedick in 

Much Ado About Nothing exemplify Shakespeare's ability to transform ordinary conversation into 

artistic performance. 

Consequently, Shakespearean comedy cannot be understood as merely a vehicle for laughter. It 

represents a sophisticated aesthetic through which social norms, human desires, and philosophical 

questions are examined. 

 

2.5  Shakespeare as Artist 

The artistic achievement of Shakespeare's comedies is closely connected to Shakespeare's 

imagination, philosophy, and emotional insight. Understanding Shakespeare as an artist is 

therefore essential for examining the literary aesthetic complex. Bloom (1998) identifies 

Shakespeare as a unique creator of human consciousness. According to Bloom, Shakespeare's 
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characters possess exceptional psychological complexity, allowing them to transcend historical 

limitations and remain relevant across cultures and generations. Their emotional realism 

contributes significantly to audience engagement. Greenblatt (2004) situates Shakespeare within 

the intellectual climate of Renaissance Humanism. Renaissance thinkers emphasized human 

potential, creativity, self-realization, and individual identity. These values are evident throughout 

Shakespeare's comedies, where characters often undergo processes of self-discovery and 

transformation. 

The playwright's imagination is particularly visible in his creation of alternative social spaces. In 

As You Like It, Arden Forest functions as an imaginative realm in which conventional social 

hierarchies become less rigid. Similarly, the settings of Illyria and Messina facilitate 

experimentation with identity and human relationships. According to Leggatt (2005), 

Shakespeare's settings operate as symbolic landscapes that reflect both inner and social 

transformation and innovation. 

Shakespeare's emotional vision is equally important. His comedies portray love, jealousy, anxiety, 

hope, and reconciliation with remarkable sensitivity. Bradley (1904) notes that Shakespeare 

possessed an unparalleled understanding of human emotion, enabling him to balance 

psychological realism with artistic beauty. 

Thus, Shakespeare's imagination, philosophy, and emotional intelligence constitute essential 

dimensions of the aesthetic complex. 

 

2.6 Society in Shakespeare's Comedies 

Literature exists within society and inevitably reflects social reality. Shakespeare's comedies 

provide valuable insights into the social structures, values, and tensions of Elizabethan England. 

Elizabethan society was highly hierarchical, emphasizing distinctions based on class, gender, and 

authority (Greenblatt, 2004). Shakespeare's comedies frequently engage with these structures 

while simultaneously questioning them. Class distinctions are evident throughout the plays’ 

narratives. While aristocratic characters often occupy positions of authority, Shakespeare regularly 

grants insight and wisdom to characters with lower social status. According to Holderness (1985), 

such representations reveal Shakespeare's awareness of social tensions and contradictions within 

Elizabethan society. Gender relations constitute another major social concern. Women in 

Elizabethan England were generally expected to remain subordinate to male authorities. However, 

Shakespeare's heroines often challenge these expectations. Viola, Rosalind, and Beatrice 

demonstrate intellectual independence, rhetorical skills, and personal agency. Howard (1988) 

argues that cross-dressing in Shakespeare's comedies destabilizes traditional assumptions about 

gender identity and social roles. Marriage is also an important social institution in Shakespearean 
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comedy. While comic plots frequently culminate in marriage, these unions often emerge from 

negotiation, misunderstanding, and personal growth rather than the passive acceptance of social 

conventions (Kastan, 2005). Consequently, marriage simultaneously reinforces and critiques the 

prevailing social structures. Therefore, Shakespeare's comedies negotiate a complex relationship 

with society. They both affirm established values and expose their limitations, creating spaces for 

social reflection and critique. 

 

2.7 Audience Reception and Aesthetic Experience 

The audience constitutes a crucial dimension of literary aesthetics because artistic meaning is 

realized through interpretation and appreciation. Reception theorists emphasize the active role that 

readers and spectators play in constructing literary meaning. Jauss (1982) argues that readers 

approach texts with specific expectations derived from cultural and historical experiences. These 

"horizons of expectation" influence interpretation and determine how literary works are received. 

Similarly, Iser (1978) contends that literary texts contain gaps that require reader participation. 

Meaning emerges through a collaborative process involving both the text and the audience. 

Literary interpretation is therefore dynamic rather than fixed. Fish (1980) further argues that 

meaning is shaped by interpretive communities. Readers belonging to different social, cultural, or 

historical contexts may generate distinct interpretations of the same text. Such perspectives are 

particularly relevant to Shakespearean comedy. Contemporary audiences often interpret Viola, 

Rosalind, and Beatrice as symbols of female empowerment. Elizabethan audiences may have 

understood these characters differently. Thus, the aesthetic significance of Shakespeare's plays 

evolves across historical periods. Moreover, aesthetic pleasure arises through emotional 

identification. Audiences recognize their own experiences in the joys, frustrations, insecurities, 

and aspirations of Shakespeare's characters. According to Dewey (1934), aesthetic experience 

occurs when art establishes a meaningful connection between personal emotion and artistic form. 

Therefore, the audience functions not as a passive recipient but as an active co-creator of literary 

meaning. 

 

2.8 Research Gap 

The reviewed literature demonstrates that scholars have examined Shakespeare's comedies from 

numerous perspectives, including aesthetics, thematic criticism, gender studies, historical 

criticism, and audience reception. Nevertheless, these studies often treat the work of art, the artist, 

society, and the audience as separate analytical categories. 
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The present study addresses this gap by integrating these dimensions through the concept of a 

literary aesthetic complex. Specifically, it investigates how Shakespeare's comedies generate 

enduring aesthetic value through the interaction of artistic creation, textual beauty, social 

representation, and audience interpretation. 

 

2.9 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

2.9.1 Introduction 

This section presents the theoretical foundations that guided this study. The study was informed 

by an eclectic theoretical framework comprising Mikhail Bakhtin's Carnival Theory and 

Narratology. The two theories were selected because they illuminate the aesthetic complexity of 

Shakespeare's comedies from complementary perspectives. While Carnival Theory facilitates the 

examination of social inversions, comic freedom, and festive disruptions, Narratology provides 

analytical tools for investigating narrative structure, dramatic irony, focalization, and audience 

perception. Together, the theories enable a comprehensive exploration of the literary aesthetic 

complex operating within Twelfth Night, As You Like It, and Much Ado About Nothing. 

 

2.9.2 Eclectic Theoretical Orientation 

This study adopts an eclectic theoretical framework. According to Abrams and Harpham (2015), 

eclecticism allows a researcher to draw on complementary theories where a single theoretical 

perspective is insufficient to explain a literary phenomenon comprehensively. 

The concept of Literary Aesthetic Complex examines four interconnected dimensions: the artist, 

the work of art, society, and the audience. Since no single theory adequately addresses all four 

dimensions, this study combines Bakhtin's Carnival Theory and Narratology. The former 

foregrounds society and cultural relations, while the latter emphasizes textual construction and 

audience interpretation. The integration of the two theories therefore provides a holistic framework 

for examining aesthetic experience in Shakespearean comedy. 

 

2.9.3 Bakhtin's Carnival Theory 

Carnival theory was developed by the Russian literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin in Rabelais and 

His World (1984). Bakhtin derived the concept from medieval and Renaissance carnivals, public 

festivals characterized by laughter, celebration, performance, and temporary suspension of social 

hierarchies. 
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For Bakhtin, carnival represents a social condition in which official structures lose authority and 

alternative possibilities emerge. Carnival temporarily creates a world turned upside down, where 

kings and peasants, men and women, rulers and subjects, interact on equal terms. 

According to Bakhtin (1984), carnival is characterized by inversion of hierarchy, freedom from 

official norms, laughter and humour, communal participation, role reversals, and transformation 

and renewal. Carnival Theory is highly relevant to Shakespeare's comedies because the plays 

repeatedly depict social environments where established norms are temporarily suspended. 

In Twelfth Night, Viola's cross-dressing destabilizes conventional gender categories. The audience 

encounters a world in which romantic desire circulates unpredictably, thereby undermining stable 

assumptions concerning identity. In As You Like It, the Arden Forest functions as a carnivalesque 

space removed from the constraints of court life. Exiles, lovers, nobles, and fools occupy the same 

environment and participate in a collective reimagining of social relations. 

Similarly, Much Ado About Nothing utilizes masquerades, deception, and comic 

misunderstandings to challenge accepted notions of honour, reputation, and authority. 

Carnival theory therefore enables the study to investigate how Shakespeare creates aesthetic 

pleasure through disruption, inversion, and social play. Regarding the aesthetic complex, Carnival 

Theory contributes significantly to the study of society and audience. 

Through carnival inversion, Shakespeare critiques social structures while simultaneously 

entertaining audiences. This theory reveals how aesthetic beauty emerges not merely from 

language but also from the playful reconfiguration of social reality. 

The carnivalesque elements found in Shakespeare's comedies demonstrate how artistic pleasure 

and social criticism coexist within the same dramatic framework. 

 

2.9.4 Narratology 

Narratology emerged primarily through the works of structuralist scholars such as Gérard Genette, 

Roland Barthes, Tzvetan Todorov, and Seymour Chatman. Narratology focuses on the structures 

through which stories are organized and communicated. Rather than focusing solely on what a 

narrative says, narratology investigates how meaning is produced through narrative techniques. 

Genette (1980) identified several important narrative dimensions, including narrative voice, 

focalization, temporal arrangement, narrative perspective, and information distribution. 

These concepts provide useful tools for examining dramatic texts. Focalization concerns the 

perspective through which events are perceived. In Shakespeare's comedies, audiences frequently 

encounter events through the consciousness of particular characters. For instance, Orsino's 

romantic perception shapes the opening of Twelfth Night, while Duke Senior's reflections shape 

audience perceptions of the Arden Forest. This study used focalization to examine how 
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Shakespeare creates aesthetic effects through the selective presentation of experience. Although 

primarily associated with drama, dramatic irony can be examined narratologically as a form of 

information asymmetry. The audience often possesses knowledge unavailable to the characters. 

For example, spectators know Viola's true identity long before the characters discover it. This 

unequal distribution of information generates humour, suspense, and aesthetic pleasure. Narrative 

voice refers to the source through which discourse is presented. 

In Shakespeare's comedies, voice operates through dialogue, soliloquies, asides, songs, and fool 

discourse. The study investigates how these various voices contribute to the aesthetic complexity 

of the selected plays. Narratology therefore is particularly useful for examining the work of art and 

audience dimensions of the literary aesthetic complex. The theory explains how Shakespeare 

structures comic misunderstanding, irony, disguise, and revelation. It demonstrates that aesthetic 

appreciation depends not only on thematic content but also on the manner in which stories are 

organized and presented. The theory therefore enabled a deeper understanding of Shakespeare's 

artistic craftsmanship. 

 

2.9.5 Theoretical Synthesis 

Although Carnival Theory and Narratology originate from different intellectual traditions, they are 

complementary within the context of this study. Carnival theory explains social inversions, comic 

freedom, festive structures, and cultural critique. Narratology explains narrative construction, 

dramatic irony, focalization, and audience perception. Together, the theories provide a 

comprehensive framework for analysing Shakespeare's comedies. Therefore, the synthesis 

facilitates a multidimensional interpretation of Shakespeare's comedies. 

3.0 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Research Rationale  

This study was guided by the literary interpretivist research paradigm. 

Interpretivism assumes that reality is socially and culturally constructed, and that meaning emerges 

through interpretation rather than objective measurement. Since literary texts are repositories of 

symbolic meanings, an interpretivist approach provides an appropriate framework for exploring 

aesthetic phenomena. The paradigm allowed the researcher to investigate how Shakespeare's 

comedies generate meaning through language, characterization, narrative structure, and audience 

engagement. 
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3.2 Research Design 

This study employed a qualitative research design. According to Creswell (2018), qualitative 

research seeks to explore and interpret meanings embedded within cultural and social phenomena. 

Since the study focused on literary texts rather than numerical data, a qualitative design was 

considered the most appropriate. This design enabled an in-depth analysis of the aesthetic features 

present in the selected Shakespearean comedies. 

 

3.3 Study Corpus 

The corpus consisted of three Shakespearean comedies: Twelfth Night, As You Like It, and Much 

Ado About Nothing. The plays were selected through purposive sampling. Purposive sampling was 

appropriate because the texts exemplify key characteristics central to the study, including disguise, 

festivity, comic misunderstanding, romantic resolution, and social inversion. These features make 

the plays suitable for investigating the literary aesthetic complex. 

 

3.4 Data Collection Procedures 

Data were collected from both primary and secondary sources for this study. 

Primary data consisted of the core texts: Shakespeare's Twelfth Night; Shakespeare's As You Like 

It; and Shakespeare's Much Ado About Nothing. Close reading was employed to identify aesthetic 

patterns, themes, symbols, narrative techniques, and carnivalesque elements. Secondary data were 

obtained from literature books, peer-reviewed journal articles, theses, dissertations, literary 

encyclopedias, and critical essays. These sources provided contextual and theoretical insights. 

 

3.5 Data Analysis Procedures 

Data were analysed through qualitative textual analysis. The process involved intensive reading, 

where repeated reading of the selected texts was used to identify aesthetic features. Relevant 

textual excerpts were then coded under thematic categories derived from the literary aesthetic 

complex: the artist, the work of art, and the society and audience. Extracted data were analysed 

using concepts from carnival theory and narratology. Textual evidence was subjected to critical 

interpretation and discussion, thereby yielding findings from individual plays that were compared 

and synthesized to establish broader patterns of aesthetic complexity. 
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3.6   Reliability and Trustworthiness of the Study 

To enhance scholarly rigour, this study employed the following strategies: 

Credibility: Credibility was achieved through extensive engagement with the primary texts and 

established scholarly sources. 

Dependability: A transparent analytical procedure was followed throughout the study. 

Confirmability: The interpretations were grounded in textual evidence and supported by 

relevant critical theories. 

Transferability: Detailed textual descriptions allow future researchers to apply the insights from 

this study to other Shakespearean works. 

 

3.7 Summary 

This section presents the theoretical and methodological framework of the study. The research 

adopted an eclectic approach combining Bakhtin's Carnival Theory and Narratology to investigate 

the literary aesthetic complex in Twelfth Night, As You Like It, and Much Ado About Nothing. The 

study employed an interpretivist philosophy and a qualitative research design, utilizing close 

textual analysis as the primary method of inquiry. The next chapter presents and discusses the 

findings generated from the analysis of the selected comedies. 

 

4.0  PRESENTATION, ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents and discusses the findings derived from a close textual analysis of Twelfth 

Night, As You Like It, and Much Ado About Nothing. The discussion is guided by the concept of 

literary aesthetic complex, which conceptualizes literary aesthetics as an interaction among the 

work of art, the artist, society, and the audience. The analysis is further informed by Bakhtin's 

Carnival theory and Narratology. The chapter argues that Shakespeare's comedies derive their 

enduring aesthetic appeal from a dynamic interplay between artistic beauty, creative imagination, 

social representation, and audience participation. The analysis will start by highlighting William 

Shakespeare the artist.  
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 4.2  William Shakespeare as  Artist   

 

A Pen is Sharper than a Sword 

 

                                                        William   Shakespeare           1564-1616 

 William Shakespeare, the global Father of Literature, was born in April 1564 and died in April 

1616. His parents were John Shakespeare and Mary Arden Shakespeare. Shakespeare married a 

26-year-old Anne Hathaway at the age of 18, an age far too young to marry. The early marriage 

was because he had impregnated his fiancé out of wedlock. Shakespeare and Anne had three 

children. William Shakespeare’s legacy is as gorgeous and miscellaneous as his art. He authored 

38 plays, 2 narrative poems, and 154 sonnets. His works, especially his plays, have spawned 

myriad adaptations across multiple generations, genres, cultures, and languages. Shakespeare’s 

drama has had an enduring presence on stage and film. Shakespeare’s comedies are divided into 

three categories: Early Comedies (The Comedy of Errors, A Midsummer Night’s Dream): lighter, 

more farcical, directly imitating classical sources. Mature Comedies (Twelfth Night, As You Like 

It, Much Ado About Nothing): richer in character psychology, blending romance with wit and 

social commentary. Problem Plays and Late Romances (Measure for Measure, The Winter’s Tale): 

more serious moral tone, mixing comic and tragic elements.    

(https://youtu.be/qkOOX2iGsGA?t=173 )  

  

https://journals.dolpak.or.ke/


Journal of Contemporary Issues in Open Distance and E-Learning 

 

https://journals.dolpak.or.ke/  Vol 3 Issue1 | (35-61) 

 
 

 
 

17 

 

4.3 Shakespeare's Imagination as the Source of Artistic Creation 

Analysis of the three comedies reveals Shakespeare's extraordinary imaginative power. The worlds 

of Illyria, Arden, and Messina are neither entirely realistic nor completely fantastic. Instead, they 

occupy a liminal space between reality and imagination. Illyria functions as an enchanted world in 

which improbable events become believable. The Arden Forest operates as a utopian landscape in 

which social restrictions dissolve. Messina represents a society in which misunderstanding and 

reconciliation coexist. These settings demonstrate Shakespeare's ability to create artistic 

environments capable of accommodating both entertainment and philosophical reflection. This 

study establishes that Shakespeare's imagination serves as the foundation upon which the aesthetic 

structure of his comedies rests. 

 

 4.4 Shakespeare's Philosophy of Human Nature 

The analysis further reveals Shakespeare's optimistic philosophy of human nature. Although 

characters experience jealousy, pride, deception, and confusion, Shakespeare rarely portrays evil 

as permanent. Instead, comic disorder eventually yields reconciliation. In Much Ado About 

Nothing, Claudio falsely accuses Hero. In Twelfth Night, emotional misunderstandings dominate 

relationships. In As You Like It, political corruption drives characters into exile. Yet all three plays 

conclude with forgiveness and restoration. This pattern suggests Shakespeare's belief in the 

possibility of personal transformation and social harmony. The findings therefore indicate that 

Shakespeare's philosophy constitutes a central dimension of the literary aesthetic complex. 

 

4.5 Emotion and Artistic Creativity 

The study found that Shakespeare's comedies are sustained by emotional depth. Love functions as 

the dominant emotional force. However, Shakespeare explores other emotions including jealousy, 

anxiety, friendship, loneliness, hope, and compassion. Viola's silent suffering, Rosalind's playful 

affection, and Beatrice's passionate defense of Hero illustrate Shakespeare's nuanced 

understanding of human emotion. The emotional authenticity of these characters enhances 

audience engagement and enriches aesthetic experience. 
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4.6  Shakespeare's Comedies as Works of Art 

 4.6.1 Synopses 

Twelfth Night,  

After a shipwreck, Viola disguises herself as Cesario to serve Duke Orsino, who is pining for 

Countess Olivia, only to have Olivia fall for “Cesario” and Viola fall for Orsino. Subplots of 

drunken Malvolio, the clown Feste, and the scheming twins Sebastian and Antonio spin 

misunderstandings into farcical delight. Revelations, especially the appearance of Viola’s twin 

brother, untangle the romantic knots and affirm true identities.  

                                                   

As You Like It  

Having been exiled from court, Rosalind and her cousin Celia escape to the Forest of Arden, where 

Rosalind, disguised as the shepherd Ganymede, tests the sincerity of her beloved Orlando. Rustic 

shepherds, philosophical wrestlers, and a band of exiled courtiers populate this pastoral world, 

debating love, freedom, and the art of storytelling. By the end of the play, multiple marriages 

celebrate the reconciliation between court and country, and reality and performance.  

Much Ado About Nothing  

In Messina, Don Pedro aids Claudio in wooing Hero at a masked ball, while his companion 

Benedick returns bantering with Beatrice in a “merry war” of wits. Friends trick Benedick and 

Beatrice into believing each harbors secret love, softening their defenses. Meanwhile, Don 

John’s slanderous plot falsely brands Hero as unfaithful, prompting Claudio to shame her at the 

altar. A staged death and Dogberry’s comically earnest watchmen expose the villainy, restoring 

Hero’s honor. The play concludes with a double wedding: Claudio and Hero, Benedick and 

Beatrice, celebrating love’s triumph over deception. 

4.6.2 Artistic Beauty and Poetic Language 

Shakespeare's comedies demonstrate extraordinary artistic craftsmanship. The playwright 

combines visual spectacle, poetic language, music, and dramatic structure to create aesthetically 

appealing works. Comedy in Shakespeare is characterized by humorous situations, confusion, 

mistaken identity, romantic complications, and happy endings. Unlike mere entertainment, 

Shakespearean comedy often interrogates issues such as gender relations, power structures, class 

distinctions, and human folly. One of the most striking features identified in the selected comedies 

is Shakespeare's masterful use of language. Aesthetic pleasure in Shakespeare's comedy begins 

with verbal artistry. Rather than employing language merely as a means of communication, 
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Shakespeare transforms language into an artistic medium capable of generating beauty, humour, 

and emotional resonance. 

In Twelfth Night, the opening speech by Orsino immediately establishes an atmosphere of poetic 

elegance. 

"If music be the food of love, play on" (Twelfth Night, 1.1.1). 

This metaphor introduces both music and love as aesthetic forces that govern Illyria’s dramatic 

world. This statement possesses lyrical beauty while simultaneously revealing Orsino's excessive 

romanticism. Thus, Shakespeare successfully fuses forms and meanings. 

Similarly, As You Like It demonstrates Shakespeare's poetic artistry through its pastoral 

representation of the Arden Forest. Nature imagery dominates the play: 

"Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks, Sermons in stones, and good in everything" 

(As You Like It, 2.1.16-17). 

The metaphorical transformation of nature into language and wisdom illustrates Shakespeare's 

ability to aestheticize the environment. The forest becomes not merely a physical setting but an 

artistic landscape of contemplation and renewal. 

Likewise, Much Ado About Nothing derives much of its beauty from verbal wit. The exchanges 

between Beatrice and Benedick exemplify the aesthetic pleasure generated through linguistic 

dexterity. Their conversations combine humour, irony, and emotional tension, demonstrating 

Shakespeare's capacity to elevate ordinary conversations into artistic performances. 

Therefore, Shakespeare's language functions as a primary vehicle of aesthetic experience. 

 

4.6.3 Dramatic Irony and Comic Construction 

Another aesthetic feature observed across the three plays is the dramatic irony. Narratologically, 

dramatic irony enables the audience to possess knowledge that is unavailable to the characters. 

In Twelfth Night, the audience is aware that Viola is disguised as Cesario. However, Orsino and 

Olivia remain ignorant of this fact. The resulting misunderstandings generate humour while 

sustaining dramatic tension. 

Bakhtin's carnival principle becomes evident here because conventional identities are temporarily 

suspended. Male and female distinctions become unstable, creating opportunities for comic 

confusion. 

Similarly, in Much Ado About Nothing, the deception surrounding Hero's supposed infidelity 

creates dramatic tension because audiences know that appearances often conceal the truth. 

Shakespeare manipulates narrative information to produce emotional engagement and eventual 

catharsis. 
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Therefore, it is established that dramatic irony contributes significantly to artistic complexity and 

audience pleasure. 

4.6.4 Disguise and Metatheatricality 

Disguise is perhaps the most significant aesthetic device employed by Shakespeare in these 

comedies. Viola disguises herself as a man, Cesario. Rosalind disguises herself as Ganymede, a 

male. 

These disguises generate multiple layers of performance. On one level, actors perform the 

characters. 

On another level, characters perform alternative identities. Consequently, the audience becomes 

aware of the theatrical nature of social roles. According to Bakhtin's concept of carnival, identity 

becomes fluid during moments of festive inversion. Shakespeare exploits this fluidity to question 

the rigid categories of gender and authority. The findings reveal that disguise functions not merely 

as comic entertainment but as an aesthetic strategy through which Shakespeare interrogates the 

nature of identity itself. 

 

4.7 Society in Shakespeare's Comedies 

Bakhtin's carnival theory proved particularly useful in understanding how Shakespeare represented 

society. Normal social structures are temporarily suspended in carnival spaces. 

This phenomenon is evident in the selected plays. 

The Arden Forest liberates characters from courtly authority. 

Illyria destabilizes conventional gender categories. 

Messina exposes the fragility of social reputation. 

Therefore, Carnival functions as a mechanism through which Shakespeare critiques social 

institutions while avoiding direct political confrontation. 

The analysis established that Shakespeare simultaneously reinforced and subverted Elizabethan 

social order. 

 

4.7.1 Gender and Social Identity 

Gender emerged as one of the most significant social concerns in the selected comedies. 

Viola and Rosalind demonstrate remarkable intelligence when disguised as men. Notably, their 

authority increased after they adopted masculine identities. This observation suggests that 

Shakespeare was aware of gender inequality in Elizabethan society. Beatrice also challenges 
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patriarchal assumptions through her wit and independence. Her famous declaration: "O that I were 

a man!" (Much Ado About Nothing, 4.1.301) reveals her frustration with the restrictions imposed 

on women. 

These findings suggest that Shakespeare's comedies provide subtle critiques of patriarchal 

structures. 

 

4.7.2 Class and Authority 

Class distinctions are another significant aspect of societal representations. 

Characters such as Touchstone, Feste, and Dogberry occupy relatively low social positions. 

Nevertheless, Shakespeare frequently grants them insight denied to aristocratic figures. 

The fool often emerges as a wise character. 

This inversion reflects Bakhtin's argument that carnival privileges alternative voices and 

perspectives. 

Therefore, the study found that Shakespeare critiqued social hierarchy without entirely dismantling 

it. 

 

4.8 Audience  Identification and Aesthetic Experience 

The study established that aesthetic pleasure significantly depends on audience identification. 

Audiences recognize aspects of themselves in Shakespeare's characters. Modern readers identify 

with: Viola's uncertainty, Rosalind's self-discovery, Beatrice's independence, and Benedick's 

emotional growth. Through this identification, aesthetic appreciation becomes deeply personal. 

 

4.8.1 Humour and Emotional Participation 

Comedy derives much of its effectiveness from audience participation. Humour emerges when 

audiences perceive incongruities, ironies, and misunderstandings. However, Shakespeare's 

comedy is not merely humorous; audiences experience suspense, anxiety, sympathy, joy, and 

relief. 

Consequently, aesthetic pleasure involves both intellectual and emotional engagement. 

 

4.8.2 Multiple Interpretations and Reception 

The analysis further confirmed that meaning varies across audiences. 
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An Elizabethan audience may have celebrated the restoration of the traditional order. 

A contemporary feminist audience may focus on gender resistance issues. 

Therefore, the cultural context shapes the interpretation. 

This finding supports reader-response theories which argue that literary meaning is co-created by 

audiences rather than merely transmitted by texts. 

 

4.9 Conclusion 

This section analyzed the literary aesthetic complex in Twelfth Night, As You Like It, and Much 

Ado About Nothing. The findings reveal that Shakespeare's comedies derive their aesthetic power 

from the interaction between artistic form, creative imagination, social representation, and 

audience participation. Through carnival inversion, narrative complexity, poetic language, and 

emotional depth, Shakespeare negotiates the relationship between spectacle and meaning.  

The next chapter presents a summary of the findings, conclusions, contributions to knowledge, 

and recommendations for further research. The analysis demonstrates that Shakespeare's comedies 

achieve artistic excellence through the integration of poetic language, dramatic irony, disguise, 

music, festivity, and sophisticated characterization. These aesthetic devices function together to 

transform ordinary social experiences into artistic experiences of beauty and reflection. As works 

of art, Twelfth Night, As You Like It, and Much Ado About Nothing exemplify Shakespeare's ability 

to unite pleasure and meaning, spectacle and insight, entertainment, and philosophical inquiry. 

This artistic synthesis constitutes the first and foundational dimension of the Literary Aesthetic 

Complex. Viola disguises herself as Cesario, creating comic misunderstandings. Viola's disguise 

exemplifies Bakhtin's notion of carnivalized identity, in which fixed social categories are 

temporarily suspended. Through the carnivalesque space of Illyria, Shakespeare dismantles the 

stability of gender distinctions and permits the emergence of alternative subjectivities. The comic 

confusion generated by Olivia's attraction to Cesario and Orsino's emotional dependence on his 

page demonstrates that identity functions less as an essential reality than as a social performance. 

Thus, the aesthetic pleasure of the play derives not merely from humour but from the audience's 

participation in the destabilization of accepted social hierarchies. Twelfth Night, As You Like It, 

and Much Ado About Nothing demonstrate that comedy is not simply a vehicle for amusement but 

also a sophisticated artistic medium through which social realities are questioned, human emotions 

are explored, and aesthetic pleasure is achieved. 
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5.0 SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1 SUMMARY  

The study established the following: 

Shakespeare's comedies are aesthetically rich works characterized by poetic language, imagery, 

dramatic irony, and sophisticated comic plots. 

Shakespeare's imagination, philosophy, passion, and emotions form the creative foundation of his 

comedies. 

Shakespeare simultaneously reinforces and subverts Elizabethan social hierarchies. 

Audience interpretation is shaped by personal experiences, cultural contexts, and historical 

circumstances. 

Aesthetic experience emerges through the interaction between the artist, the work of art, society, 

and the audience. 

The endings of Shakespeare's comedies typically restore social harmony through marriage and 

reconciliation. Such resolutions appear to reinforce Elizabethan ideals regarding family, hierarchy, 

and community. 

Simultaneously, Shakespeare frequently challenges social structures. 

In Twelfth Night, gender identities become fluid through the character of Viola's. 

In As You Like It, courtly authority is displaced by a liberating atmosphere in the forest. 

In Much Ado About Nothing, Beatrice challenges patriarchal expectations by questioning male 

dominance and advocating for female agency. 

Through carnival-like reversals, Shakespeare creates space in which social assumptions can be 

examined and questioned. 

5.2 CONCLUSION 

The study concludes that Shakespeare's comedies negotiate a productive tension between aesthetic 

pleasure and ethical critique. Through artistic beauty, comic entertainment, and social reflection, 

Shakespeare creates works that continue to resonate across generations. The concept of the 

aesthetic complex illuminates the dynamic relationships among the artist, the text, the audience, 

and society, thereby providing deeper insight into the enduring cultural significance of 

Shakespearean comedy. The analysis demonstrates that Shakespeare's comedies achieve artistic 

excellence through the integration of poetic language, dramatic irony, disguise, music, festivity, 

and sophisticated characterization. These aesthetic devices function together to transform ordinary 

social experiences into artistic experiences of beauty and reflection. As works of art, Twelfth Night, 

As You Like It, and Much Ado About Nothing exemplify Shakespeare's ability to unite pleasure and 

meaning, spectacle and insight, and entertainment and philosophical inquiry. This artistic synthesis 
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constitutes the first and foundational dimension of the Literary Aesthetic Complex. This chapter 

analyzed the literary aesthetic complex in Twelfth Night, As You Like It, and Much Ado About 

Nothing. The findings reveal that Shakespeare's comedies derive their aesthetic power from the 

interaction between artistic form, creative imagination, social representation, and audience 

participation. Through carnival inversion, narrative complexity, poetic language, and emotional 

depth, Shakespeare negotiates the relationship between spectacle and meaning. The next section 

presents the recommendations for further research. 

5.3 RECOMMENDATIONS 

Future researchers should investigate the aesthetic complex in Shakespeare's tragedies, such as 

Hamlet, Macbeth, and King Lear. Comparative studies should examine the aesthetic dimensions 

across different literary genres. Scholars should explore the audience reception of Shakespearean 

drama in contemporary digital and theatrical contexts. Additional studies should evaluate the 

relevance of carnival aesthetics in modern dramatic works. 
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