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William Shakespeare's play "As You Like It" is a delightful exploration of
love, identity, and the complexities of human relationships. Published as
part of the Oxford World's Classics series, this edition offers a
comprehensive insight into one of Shakespeare's most beloved comedies. This
article will delve into the themes, characters, and significance of "As You
Like It," while also highlighting the features that make the Oxford edition
an essential resource for students, scholars, and lovers of literature.

Overview of "As You Like It"

"As You Like It" is a pastoral comedy that is believed to have been written
around 1599. The play is set in the Forest of Arden, a vibrant and idyllic
backdrop that contrasts sharply with the corrupt court life from which
several characters flee. The narrative revolves around the adventures of
Rosalind, one of Shakespeare's most celebrated heroines, and her quest for
love and self-discovery.

Plot Summary

The play opens in the court of Duke Frederick, where we meet Rosalind and her
cousin Celia. After being banished by Frederick, Rosalind disguises herself
as a young man named Ganymede and flees to the Forest of Arden. Celia
accompanies her, adopting the persona of Aliena. In the forest, they
encounter various characters, including the melancholic Jacques, the shepherd
Silvius, and the noble Orlando, who is in love with Rosalind.

The plot unfolds as follows:

1. Disguise and Transformation: Rosalind's disguise allows her to navigate
the complexities of love and gender roles.
2. Court vs. Country: The contrast between the corrupt court and the pastoral
life of the forest serves as a commentary on society.
3. Romantic Entanglements: Various couples—Rosalind and Orlando, Silvius and
Phoebe, and others—navigate the trials of love.
4. Resolution: The play culminates in a series of reconciliations and
weddings, affirming the play's themes of love and harmony.



Thematic Exploration

"As You Like It" is rich with themes that resonate with audiences across
generations. Some of the most prominent themes include:

Love

Love is the central theme of the play, explored in various forms:

- Romantic Love: The relationships between Rosalind and Orlando, Silvius and
Phoebe, and others illustrate the joys and challenges of romantic love.
- Friendship: The bond between Rosalind and Celia highlights the importance
of friendship as a source of support and strength.
- Familial Love: The play also touches on the complexities of family
relationships, particularly through the character of Oliver, who undergoes a
transformation in his feelings toward Orlando.

Gender and Identity

Shakespeare's exploration of gender roles is particularly pronounced in "As
You Like It." Rosalind's disguise as Ganymede allows her to navigate a male-
dominated society, raising questions about identity and the fluidity of
gender. Key aspects include:

- Femininity and Masculinity: Rosalind embodies both feminine and masculine
traits, challenging traditional gender norms.
- Self-Discovery: The characters' journeys in the Forest of Arden lead to
self-discovery and personal growth, particularly for Rosalind.

Nature vs. Nurture

The play presents a dichotomy between the natural world of the Forest of
Arden and the artificiality of court life. This theme is illustrated through:

- Pastoral Life: The forest represents freedom, authenticity, and a return to
nature, in contrast to the constraints of court life.
- Philosophical Reflection: The character of Jacques often philosophizes
about the human condition, suggesting that nature offers deeper truths than
societal conventions.



Character Analysis

The characters in "As You Like It" are richly drawn, each contributing to the
play's exploration of its themes.

Rosalind

Rosalind is the play's protagonist and one of Shakespeare's most dynamic
heroines. Her intelligence, wit, and resourcefulness make her a compelling
character. Key traits include:

- Courageous: Rosalind's decision to disguise herself and seek freedom
demonstrates her bravery.
- Witty: Her playful banter and sharp dialogue showcase her intelligence and
humor.
- Empathetic: Rosalind's ability to understand and navigate the emotions of
those around her is a hallmark of her character.

Orlando

Orlando represents the archetypal romantic hero, characterized by his
youthful passion and nobility. His journey includes:

- Struggle for Identity: Orlando's conflict with his brother Oliver reflects
themes of familial strife and personal growth.
- Romantic Idealism: His infatuation with Rosalind drives much of the plot,
showcasing the idealized nature of love.

Jacques

Jacques serves as the play's philosophical voice, often providing a critical
perspective on the events unfolding in the forest. His characteristics
include:

- Melancholic: Jacques embodies a sense of disillusionment and introspection,
contrasting with the play's romantic elements.
- Wise Observer: His observations on life and human behavior add depth to the
narrative.

Celia

Celia, Rosalind's cousin and confidante, is a loyal companion who provides



emotional support. Her qualities include:

- Devotion: Celia's unwavering loyalty to Rosalind highlights the theme of
friendship.
- Resourcefulness: Her adaptability in the forest showcases her strength of
character.

Significance of the Oxford Shakespeare Edition

The Oxford Shakespeare edition of "As You Like It" is an invaluable resource
for understanding the play's historical context, textual integrity, and
literary significance.

Editorial Features

1. Accurate Text: The Oxford edition provides a meticulously edited text that
reflects the most authoritative sources available.
2. Comprehensive Introduction: The introduction offers insights into the
play's background, themes, and critical interpretations.
3. Annotations and Commentary: Detailed annotations help readers navigate the
language and cultural references of Shakespeare's time.
4. Contextual Information: The edition includes information on the historical
and social context of the Elizabethan era, enhancing the reader's
understanding.

Academic Value

The Oxford World's Classics series is widely regarded in academic circles for
its commitment to excellence in scholarship. This edition of "As You Like It"
is:

- Ideal for Students: The annotations and commentary make it accessible to
those new to Shakespeare.
- Useful for Scholars: The comprehensive introduction and textual notes
support advanced analysis and research.

Conclusion

"As You Like It" remains one of Shakespeare's most enduring works, celebrated
for its exploration of love, identity, and the natural world. The Oxford
Shakespeare edition from the Oxford World's Classics series stands out as an
essential text for anyone interested in delving deeper into the richness of
this play. Through its careful editing, insightful commentary, and contextual



information, this edition invites readers to appreciate the complexity and
beauty of Shakespeare's work, ensuring that "As You Like It" continues to
resonate with audiences today. Whether approached as a light-hearted comedy
or a profound exploration of human experience, "As You Like It" offers a
wealth of insights and delights that affirm its status as a timeless classic.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the pastoral setting in
'As You Like It'?
The pastoral setting in 'As You Like It' contrasts the court's corruption
with the natural world, symbolizing freedom, love, and the simplicity of
life. It allows characters to explore their identities and relationships away
from societal constraints.

How does Shakespeare explore gender roles in 'As You
Like It'?
'As You Like It' challenges traditional gender roles through the character of
Rosalind, who disguises herself as a man, Ganymede. This allows her to
navigate the complexities of love and identity, ultimately questioning the
societal norms of femininity and masculinity.

What themes of love are present in 'As You Like It'?
The play explores various types of love, including romantic love, familial
love, and friendship. It presents love as both a source of joy and confusion,
highlighting its complexities through different couples and their
experiences.

How does the character of Touchstone contribute to
the humor in 'As You Like It'?
Touchstone, the court jester, provides a witty and cynical perspective on
love and social norms, using clever wordplay and puns. His interactions with
other characters often serve to highlight the absurdities of their
situations, adding a layer of humor to the play.

What role does nature play in the resolution of
conflicts in 'As You Like It'?
Nature acts as a healing force in 'As You Like It,' providing a backdrop for
personal transformation and reconciliation. The forest of Arden symbolizes
freedom and acceptance, allowing characters to resolve their conflicts and
ultimately find happiness in love and community.
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