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What happens in As You Like It -- What is the play about? -- What's in
a name? -- What happens when Rosalind dresses as a boy? -- Where is
Arden? -- Why do we hear about what Jaques said to the deer? -- What
does Jaques telling us about Touchstone telling time tell us about
them? -- What is pastoral? -- What does Jaques mean when he says,
"All the world's a stage"? -- Why does Touchstone say the truest poetry
is the most faining? Or is it "feigning"? -- What happens when
Ganymede dresses as a girl? -- What is love? -- What is the virtue in
"if"? -- What happens in the epilogue? -- The end?
Shakespeare's As You Like It is a play without a theme. Instead, it
repeatedly poses one question in a variety of forms: What if the world
were other than it is? As You Like It is a set of experiments in which its
characters conditionally change an aspect of their world and see what
comes of it: what if I were not a girl but a man? What if I were not a
duke, but someone like Robin Hood? What if I were a deer? "What would
you say to me now an [that is, "if"] I were your very, very Rosalind?"
(4.1.64-65). "Much virtue in 'if'," as one of its characters declares near
the play's end; 'if' is virtual. It releases force even if the force is not that
of what is the case. Change one thing in the world, the play asks, and
how else does everything change? In As You Like It, unlike
Shakespeare's other plays, the characters themselves are both
experiment and experimenters. They assert something about the world
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that they know is not the case, and their fictions let them explore what
would happen if it were--and not only if it were, but something, not
otherwise apparent, about how it is now. What is as you like it? What is
it that you, or anyone, really likes or wants? The characters of As You
Like It stand in 'if' as at a hinge of thought and action, conscious that
they desire something, not wholly capable of getting it, not even able
to say what it is. Their awareness that the world could be different than
it is, is a step towards making it something that they wish it to be, and
towards learning what that would be. Their audiences are not exempt.
As You Like It doesn't tell us that it knows what we like and will give it
to us. It pushes us to find out. Over the course of the play, characters
and audiences experiment with other ways the world could be and
come closer to learning what they do like, and how their world can be
more as they like it. By exploring ways the world can be different than
it is, the characters of As You Like It strive to make the world a place in
which they can be at home, not as a utopia--Arden may promise that,
but certainly doesn't fulfill it--but as an ongoing work of living. We get
a sense at the play's end not that things have been settled once and for
all, but that the characters have taken time to breathe--to live in their
new situations until they discover better ones, or until they discover
newer desires. As You Like It, in other words, is a kind of essay: a set of
tests or attempts to be differently in the world, and to see what
happens. These essays in As If: As You Like It, originally commissioned
as an introductory guide for students, actors, and admirers of the play,
trace the force and virtue of some of the claims of the play that run
counter to what is the case--its 'ifs.'


