
 1 

SHELDRAKE ON SHAKESPEARE 
As You Like It - Why Going to the Theatre is Compulsory 

 
As You Like It is one of Shakespeare’s pastoral comedies, as they’re known, 

and he wrote it in 1599 or thereabouts. It’s reasonably well known, reasonably well-

liked, reasonably often performed. Last summer I had cause to write a plot summary 

of As You Like It to be published in a theatre programme intended for public 

consumption. The gist of the story is this: boy meets girl, they are separately banished 

to a forest, the girl is dressed as a boy for security reasons, they meet, she continues to 

conceal her identity, they talk a fair bit and eventually various love stories including 

theirs reach a happy conclusion. I made a bit more effort than that for the programme 

you understand, but no matter how many drafts I put it through, I always felt as if I 

was passing the reader a non-alcoholic beer. I had described the events of the play 

faithfully enough, and yet it didn’t at all convey the texture of the drama. To all 

intents and purposes it was the same, and yet there was a gap where the soul ought to 

have been. 

This got me thinking. Clearly there had to be something particular to this play 

that made it impossible to get an adequate sense of it across using the written word. I 

started thinking about conversation and began investigating the possibility that this 

play was about the influence characters exercise over one another simply by talking to 

each other. I was going to make a clever speech about the dominating theory of the 

human being for the last two hundred years having been that of the individual. Post-

Enlightenment, we think of ourselves as masters of our fates and captains of our souls, 

I was going to say, which has precipitated a critical blindness to the power of 

conversation. We’re very aware of verse, and vers-ation, if we wish to invent a word 

better to express ourselves, but conversation? Less so. 

It then dawned on me that what I was actually talking about here was 

performance. In arguing in favour of conversation as a key to As You Like It, I had in 

fact committed exactly the critical sin I was trying to avoid. I was still thinking 

exclusively in terms of what you can see on a page, rather than that and what you can 

see on a stage. 
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Sometimes an idea one has about a play is just plain wrong, and the only thing 

to do is to at that point is to chuck it into the waste-paper basket and start again. 

So, a re-write and re-titling later, and welcome not to As You Like It – It’s 

Good to Talk, but As You Like It Mk II, as it were, – Why going to the theatre is 

compulsory. 

Before I try to convince you that seeing this play, and indeed every play, in the 

theatre is at least as good a way to engage with it or study it as reading it at a desk, I 

should first demonstrate how crucial performance is to this play in particular. 

Let’s look at the moment that epitomises how important performance is in As 

You Like It, both as a theme and as what I call the mechanics of the plot. When trying 

to analyse a Renaissance play, a critical method I like to employ is flicking to the 

scene in the middle of Act III, and therefore in the middle of the five-act structure of 

the whole play, and regarding that, for the purposes of experiment, as the most 

important scene. In the centre of As You Like It, Rosalind, the heroine, is wandering 

the forest dressed as her alter ego Ganymede, when who should enter but Orlando, the 

hero. Orlando has been nailing poems about Rosalind of no great artistic merit but 

immense sentiment to every tree in the forest, so Rosalind knows Orlando is in love 

with her. It is worth noting that when they first met in Act I, Orlando was struck 

dumb; he found her so attractive he could say nothing. Now, he can’t stop writing and 

speaking about Rosalind, and before Rosalind/Ganymede introduces her/himself to 

him, Orlando has been bantering with Jacques, a traveller in the forest who is 

considered a great wit. Orlando has an answer for everything. In this scene, Orlando is 

apparently oblivious to the fact that Ganymede is a performance acted by Rosalind. 

Rosalind asks him a standard ice-breaker: ‘I pray you, what is’t o’clock?’ 

Orlando replies: ‘You should ask me what time o’ day. There’s no clock in the 

forest.’ 

They engage in badinage about time and the tension between its abstract and 

concrete aspects, if you can imagine such a conversation. Rosalind then drags the 

conversation towards love and improvises a story that she had an old religious uncle 

who could cure lovers of their “sickness”. The idea that love enslaves and tortures you 

is as old as the idea that love heals you and makes you free. Orlando announces that 

he would rather not be cured. I will read you the next two lines: 

Rosalind says ‘I would cure you, if you would but call me Rosalind and come 

every day to my cote (a Renaissance word for cottage) and woo me.’ 
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Orlando replies ‘Now by the faith of my love, I will. Tell me where it is.’ 

So, Orlando has just accepted an invitation to woo a shepherd-boy he has met 

in the forest only very recently. For the purposes of this wooing, he will call the boy 

Rosalind, which is ironic of course, because that is Ganymede’s real name. Through a 

performance, Rosalind has persuaded Orlando to do in jest what both of them want to 

see him do in reality. 

How on earth could a critic make sense of that complexity without taking into 

account performance? Something intangible has occurred in the forest. There is no 

textual ‘explanation’ in the conventional sense for Orlando’s change of heart, but 

there is certainly a gap where the reasoning ought to be. 

As an aside, Professor Laurie Maguire has argued very persuasively that 

Shakespeare left such gaps deliberately in order to engage the imagination of the 

audience member. Why does Iago hate Othello quite so much? The long poem on 

which Shakespeare based his play is very clear about his motivation; he loves 

Othello’s wife, Desdemona. Shakespeare’s play has no such easy solution, but by the 

mere act of considering the question, we are drawn into the story. 

To return to Rosalind and Orlando in the forest, performance is clearly 

important in As You Like It. In that instance it allows two lovers to be in one another’s 

company and communicate, albeit in a roundabout fashion. But performance can also 

have a dangerous side and has been regarded with suspicion by many since antiquity. 

Liars, cheats and con-artists are all performers in their way. Does Shakespeare depict 

this darker side of performance? Certainly. Consider the situation of Touchstone and 

Audrey, for example, in which, to put a certain filter on it, performance is portrayed 

as an instrument of sexual exploitation. 

Touchstone is the court jester that Rosalind brought with her into the forest. 

He has met a goat-herd called Audrey. Touchstone, whilst a clown for the purposes of 

his day-job, is also highly intelligent. He woos with performance, but nothing can 

persuade Audrey to sleep with him unless they are married. So he proposes to her and 

organises a dubious priest. He is prevented at the last minute by Jacques, who we 

recall was talking with Orlando earlier, and admits to Jacques that the reason he has 

arranged such an obviously incompetent priest is so that ‘it will be a good excuse for 

me hereafter to leave my wife’. The priest is going to perform the marriage ceremony 

as a sacred right, but Touchstone is only going to perform marriage in a deceitful 

sense. 
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The point I’m driving at is that As You Like It is a play about playing, and is 

just as Shakespearean when it is on a stage as when it is on a shelf, if not more so. 

This may all sound obvious, but the emphasis put by tradition upon Shakespeare’s 

plays as objects, rather than events, has made the rigorous consideration of 

performance a sideshow, so to speak, to the main event. Namely, textual analysis. 

This has in turn allowed a play such as As You Like It, a play about social 

performance, to be relegated to the second rank of academic merit. If you don’t go to 

the RSC or rent Kenneth Branagh’s film or even read it aloud, As You Like It is never 

going to dance with you. It will forever be a cold specimen, spread out in front of you 

like a patient etherised upon a table. 

I hope I’ve established how profoundly important the idea of performance is 

inside the world of As You Like It. For that reason, the play demands that the person 

who wishes to take it seriously goes to see it in the theatre. But it would be churlish of 

me to demand such unthinking obedience of you without giving you some idea of the 

new perspectives that performance criticism, as its known, can open up. In short, 

going to the theatre is compulsory because of the following potential gains in your 

understanding of the play. 

When I read As You Like It in a book, I see source material, I see Thomas 

Lodge’s poem Rosalynde from which Shakespeare borrowed when writing this play, I 

see jokes about poetic fashions in the 1590s, I see satire on the poetry of John 

Marston, I see verbal wit, but to be honest with you I don’t really care about the story. 

When I see As You Like It in the theatre, I see a play of wonderful freshness 

and modernity. I see a play that has easily kept pace with changing notions of 

sexuality and is interested in whether gender and love are questions of empirical fact 

or performative choice. Are you what you are or are you who you choose to be? Who 

sits in judgement on your identity? Is identity a negotiation between the self and the 

society, and if so in what measures? Is Ganymede a boy on that stage I see before me? 

Of course not, it’s just a character performed by Rosalind. But wait, Rosalind doesn’t 

exist any more than Ganymede does. And how is this discussion affected if Rosalind 

is played by a boy actor (then) or a man (today). I hope the complexity and richness of 

this play in performance is beginning to become apparent. 

Vanessa Redgrave’s career was launched by her performance of Rosalind. I’ve 

spoken to eye-witnesses of that performance, and they have said that the extraordinary 

thing was that she was able to perform two genders. She was a girl and a boy. What a 
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fascinating spectacle that would have been for one thing, but also what an education 

that would have been in our perception of what it is to be a girl and a boy, a man and a 

woman 

I also see a play in which I find the Rosalind physically attractive, perhaps, but 

is that because I find the person playing her attractive or because for the time I’m 

watching her she embodies one of the most interesting characters in literature? Is it 

the reality or the fiction that I find attractive? Or both? And in what measure? And 

how peculiar that her fiction might influence my reality. And now I am Orlando, 

feeling a real feeling because of a pretend circumstance. 

I stood at the Globe theatre on London’s Southbank to watch of this 

performance of this play some years ago, and there was a moment when Orlando went 

in to kiss Ganymede. As their lips touched, I felt a frisson go round the theatre, 

because the audience was watching an apparently straight man kiss a boy. Except that 

of course they weren’t; it was a man and a woman, so where did that unease, that 

visceral flinch come from? The circumstances of theatre. 

Dr Pete Kirwan, now an academic at Nottingham University, said once that he 

saw As You Like It eight times before he understood what all the fuss was about. In 

the ninth production he saw, which happened also to be that one at the Globe, Orlando 

realised a good few scenes before the end that Ganymede was probably Rosalind, or 

at least that he was involved in some kind of game. There is no textual justification 

for any moment being the moment of realisation more than any other, but suddenly 

the play had become a tug of war, in which Orlando could prove himself equal to 

Rosalind by playing along. Again, Orlando’s engagement with the fictional 

circumstance influences the reality of the relationship between performer, himself, 

and audience, Rosalind. 

A successful production of As You Like It is like keeping a plate spinning on 

the top of a bamboo cane. Once the momentum is up, things can happen that defy the 

usual rules and we are in a special time, in a special place. 

And here’s the key point. Some of those ideas are simply not accessible by 

reading. The only place you could think those things is in a theatre. It has been said of 

Ancient Greek theatre, where the plays were watched by every level of government 

and civic officer and citizen in an annual festival on a hillside above Athens, that it 

was a place where a city came together to think in front of itself. Today, theatres 

should be a place where we come to think and feel in front of ourselves. Live theatre 
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is not merely a category of entertainment; it is also a brand of philosophy and politics. 

To those who say that Shakespeare is primarily meant to be read and that performance 

criticism is a peripheral activity, I say tell it the company that put on Richard II in 

Hungary when the country was under Soviet rule. Tell them that a play about an 

unprecedented deposition of a king had nothing to do with their circumstances. Tell 

them they should have been reading it, tell them they should have been in a library, 

tell them that their performance in no way influences our understanding of 

Shakespeare’s text. 

I’ve got on my soap-box again, which has distracted me from the play in hand. 

In order to even begin to attempt a full understanding of the marvellous subtlety and 

dexterity of As You Like It, or any Shakespeare play, one needs all the help one can 

get. And one will find that in the theatre, in the rehearsal room, in the cinema just as 

much as one will find that in the lecture hall, in the library and at the desk. 

Thank you for listening to this second episode in the series Sheldrake on 

Shakespeare. The next podcast will be released on Saint Valentine’s Feast Day and 

thus Romeo and Juliet is its inevitable subject matter. I trust you haven’t made it this 

far without some level of enjoyment, and I hope your curiosity is sufficiently aroused 

for you to look out for further developments on the fourteenth of next month. Until 

then, farewell. 
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