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    William Shakespeare was an English playwright and poet and is generally considered the most influential writer in the English language. He worked in several modes including comedy, history, tragedy, the narrative poem and the sonnet, and was active during an extraordinary flowering of creativity during the Elizabethan Renaissance – not just as a playwright, but also as an actor and as the eventual co-owner of the Globe theatre in London. Shakespeare spent 20years in London, where he wrote all of his famous works and staged them with his own acting company, The King’s Men, and others. Shakespeare’s plays are universal in their scope, as they explore all the complexities of the human experience, from politics to love and death. Played constantly all around the world and revered for their complex characters and deft use of language, Shakespeare’s plays are now considered one of the crowning jewels of English and international literary heritage.
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      	Reference edition: Shakespeare, W. (2004) As You Like It. London: The Arden Shakespeare, ed. by Juliet Dusinberre.


      	1st edition: 1623
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    Written around 1599 and first published in the First Folio edition of 1623, As You Like It is one of Shakespeare’s most well-known and beloved comedies. The heroine of As You Like It, a young woman called Rosalind, flees a bad situation in the court of her uncle, a French duke, and into the strange Forest of Arden, where she encounters a young man called Orlando and a host of other strange characters. The play is firmly in the ‘pastoral’ tradition; that is, it takes place in natural and rural settings while promoting a somewhat idyllic view of a life away from the bustle of human activity in a city or a court. However, as always with Shakespeare, this is complicated by the fact that he includes characters who almost parody the earnest pastoral tradition, and thereby is also writing a kind of wry satirical take on the genre. Despite this, As You Like It is also one of Shakespeare’s most hopeful comedies, one which seems to challenge the restrictions and lack of freedoms, particularly of women, in the England of Shakespeare’s age.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ONE FATHER DEAD AND ONE FATHER BANISHED


    The wealthy Sir Rowland de Bois has died, and his inheritance legally passes to his eldest son, Oliver. According to his will, Oliver must take good care of his younger (and more beloved) brother, Orlando. Instead, Oliver spites Orlando by denying him the privileges of his upbringing which would allow him to grow into a gentleman.


    As the play opens Orlando is complaining to his servant Adam that his education and his property are being kept from him. Oliver enters and Orlando tells him of his anger, with Oliver quickly assuring him that things will be rectified.


    When Orlando leaves, Charles, a prize wrestler, enters with the news that Orlando is challenging him to fight the next day, but he wishes to avoid the bout since he is reluctant to strike a nobleman and he fears he will kill Orlando. Oliver gleefully lies to Charles, saying that he has tried to dissuade his brother but in vain, and that Orlando will most likely resort to dirty play to win. Charles leaves determined to beat Orlando. Oliver delivers a soliloquy revealing his deep hatred for Orlando.


    Charles also delivered the news to Oliver that his master, Duke Frederick, has usurped the Duchy from his own elder brother. Rosalind, the daughter of the exiled Duke, has remained at the court with her friend Celia, Frederick’s daughter, while Rosalind’s father has retreated to the Forest of Arden, living like a Robin Hood with a loyal band of supporters. Among them, the most prominent in the story is Jaques, a melancholic lord who delivers philosophical speeches to the rest.


    A WRESTLING MATCH AND TWO BANISHMENTS


    The scene now moves to Frederick’s court, where Celia consoles Rosalind over her father’s exile and tries to convince her that her own father, the new Duke, can be a father to them both. The wrestling match is announced, and Rosalind and Celia beg Orlando to withdraw, but he refuses. To the amazement of all, Orlando beats Charles. Orlando and Rosalind have also fallen in love at first sight.


    Duke Frederick orders Rosalind to leave his court on pain of death. Celia promises Rosalind that they will be exiled together, and they plan to leave with Touchstone, the court fool. Rosalind will dress like a man (Ganymede) and Celia a shepherdess (Aliena), and they will go find Rosalind’s father the real Duke (Duke Senior) in the Forest of Arden. Orlando has also returned home, only to be warned by Adam that Oliver’s plot against Orlando’s life is serious and he intends to burn down the house with Orlando inside. He tells Orlando he must seek exile and offers to go with him. They too head to the Forest of Arden.


    Duke Frederick discovers Celia is missing and, suspecting that Orlando is with the two girls, decides that Oliver shall lead the manhunt, on pain of losing his titles and property if he fails. He also decides he must end his brother’s existence once and for all and decides to raise an army to stamp him and his forest followers out.


    INTO THE FOREST OF ARDEN


    Meanwhile, in the Forest of Arden, we meet the exiled Duke praising the simple pleasures of life among nature, away from the difficulties and scheming of the court. The group are interrupted by Orlando, who, believing he must act tough, demands food for himself and Adam, who is by now starving. Duke Senior learns that Orlando is the son of his former close friend Sir Rowland and warmly invites him and Adam to join them.


    During this time Rosalind, Celia and Touchstone have been making their own way through the forest, and now encounter Silvius and Corin. Silvius is a pining young lover who despairs of winning his beloved, the distant Phebe, while Corin, an old man, tries to talk him round. Rosalind and Celia are also hungry but Corin has nothing to offer, although he mentions that an adjacent cottage, with its livestock and pasture, are for sale. The girls spontaneously decide to buy it and set up their abode in the forest there.


    ROSALIND AND ORLANDO MEET; TOUCHSTONE AND AUDREY IN LOVE


    Soon Rosalind, dressed as Ganymede, runs into the unknowing Orlando, who, lovesick for her, has been dedicating poems to her on the trees. Celia has revealed to Rosalind that the author of the poems is Orlando, and she brings this up when talking to him. Orlando admits that he is author, to which Rosalind responds that she is a master in curing love and offers to cure Orlando of his affliction by acting as a terrible version of Rosalind. She will only do this if he agrees to come wooing her every day.


    A subplot involves Touchstone falling in love with and getting engaged to the silly shepherdess Audrey. They are in the midst of arguing about Audrey’s inability to be romantic and poetic enough for Touchstone when a curate arrives to marry them. Touchstone, however, wishes to be married in a church and changes his mind; he must also soon vie with William, another shepherd, for Audrey’s affection.


    SILVIUS LOVES PHEBE; PHEBE LOVES GANYMEDE; OLIVER LOVES CELIA; ORLANDO SAVES OLIVER


    Phebe continues to reject Silvius, and Rosalind and Celia witness one particularly bad encounter between the two. Rosalind (still dressed as the man Ganymede) intervenes with Phebe and insultingly berates her for her conduct, whereat Phebe falls deeply in love with him/her.


    One day Orlando does not show up for his lesson in love with Rosalind. Oliver arrives on the scene with a bloody napkin, sent by Orlando, who was saving his brother from being eaten by a lioness when he came across him in the forest. Rosalind faints.


    Meanwhile, Phebe’s pursuit of “Ganymede” has become ever more insistent, and she is sending “him” love letters. Orlando is growing tired of pretending that “Ganymede” is Rosalind. Meanwhile, Oliver, who is in the forest to search for Orlando and has subsequently been saved by him from the lioness, tells his brother that he has fallen in love with Celia, who he of course believes is the shepherdess, Aliena. She reciprocates his feelings.


    FOUR MARRIAGES AND DUKE SENIOR IS RESTORED


    The confusion of multiplying love triangles comes to a head when Silvius, Phebe, Rosalind/Ganymede and Orlando come to argue over who will get to marry whom. Rosalind decides to end the playacting and tells Orlando that she will use magic to make sure that Orlando marries Rosalind tomorrow, if he loves her truly. She lays out all of the unions to take place the next day: Orlando, Silvius and Ganymede (herself) will all be married. Orlando will marry Rosalind, while Rosalind as Ganymede will marry Phebe if he ever marries a woman. If Phebe does not get to marry Ganymede by tomorrow, then she will marry Silvius. All the parties agree.


    The wedding day arrives, and Rosalind gathers the various couples to fulfil her master plan: Phebe/Silvius, Touchstone/Audrey, Oliver/Celia, and Orlando. The group gather again with Duke Senior and his followers. Rosalind gets Phebe to swear that should she suddenly not want to marry Ganymede, she will instead marry Silvius. She also secures a promise from Duke Senior (her father, though unbeknownst to him while she is in disguise) that he would allow his daughter to wed Orlando. Rosalind and Celia then exit and reappear out of their disguises, accompanied by Hymen, the god of marriage. Hymen accompanies Rosalind to greet her father and Orlando, whom she marries; Phebe agrees to marry Silvius, just as Rosalind designed. Hymen then brings together in marriage the remaining two couples: Oliver and Celia and Touchstone and Audrey.


    At this moment, Jaques de Bois (the third of Sir Rowland’s sons after Oliver and Orlando) enters the scene and informs the gathered company that Duke Frederick, on his way to kill his elder brother the Duke in the forest once and for all, instead encountered a holy man and converted to a religious life of peace. He has decided to return his usurped titles and lands to Duke Senior, to which the Duke responds with happiness and suggests that they celebrate the good occasion by continuing with the marriage ceremonies.


    The Duke’s companion, the melancholy Jaques, states that he will not be returning to the court, but instead will stay in the forest and follow Frederick’s lead in a religious, monastic life. Rosalind delivers an epilogue to the audience to end the play.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    ROSALIND


    Rosalind is the heroine and standout star of As You Like It. She is considered one of Shakespeare’s most defined creations and strongest female characters. Her subtle and complex ability to read and communicate her own thoughts and emotions, as well as those of the other people in the play, marks her out from everybody around her. Even the intelligent, melancholy and perceptive Jaques and the witty Touchstone come up short next to her in entertainment value.


    Rosalind is a critic in the widest and deepest sense – she observes the world and the people around her and makes judgments on them, and changes things along the way. However, unlike Jaques, who is perhaps an example of the critic’s impulse gone too far and tipping into a cynical impotence, Rosalind throws herself into the world and influences it with her energy and intelligence.


    But Shakespeare also thinks to throw in many touches which humanise her to us, making her more than merely a super-smart mastermind: she can be difficult and throw tantrums, such as when Orlando is late for their “lesson”, only to faint in horror at the sight of his blood.


    Rosalind is often seen as a proto-feminist character in Shakespeare’s canon, given her determination to live in her own way and defy the restrictions which are imposed on her as a woman. She and Celia make a self-sufficient life for themselves in the forest, and instruct men (Orlando, Silvius, Touchstone) in the ways of love – all while being disguised as men themselves.


    Shakespeare himself was clearly aware of the divergence of her behaviour from accepted “female” norms, and the fact that she becomes only an actor again in her spoken epilogue seems to be a placatory gesture to contemporary concerns and a way of showing that this whole permissive world has only been a fantasy, a play, which they are now exiting. However, the example that Rosalind, in her freedom and her wisdom regarding herself and others, has set lingers on.


    ORLANDO


    Orlando’s strongest qualities are his nobility and generosity of spirit, and though he has plenty of wit, he cannot hold a candle to Rosalind. He inspires great love in most people he meets, which is something even Oliver admits, in his soliloquy in the first scene. His naivety and lack of awareness about himself and his relationships make him a foil for Rosalind during their love lessons. A story in which the hero is naïve and un-tutored, and the heroine is all-knowing and in control constitutes a rare role reversal in the gender politics of Elizabethan theatre.


    Yet Orlando and Rosalind are one of Shakespeare’s most appealing and well-matched couples because they both possess all the right virtues when placed together. Orlando performs many worthy acts throughout the story, such as his furious attempts to feed Adam, his aged travelling companion, and risking his life to save the brother who has betrayed him in the past. Orlando’s journey is also an
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