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The Bantam
SHAKESPEARE

AS YOU LIKE IT

This wisely funny comedy, which contains some of
Shakespeare’s loveliest poetry, contrasts a court’s world
of envy and rivalry with a forest’s world of compassion
and harmony. In the Forest of Arden, the banished
young heroine, Rosalind, disguised as a gentleman
farmer, encounters an extraordinary assemblage of
characters, including a fool, a malcontent traveler, her
own banished father, and the banished young man she
loves. Romantic happiness triumphs, even as we laugh
at the excesses of love, at the ways of court and
countryside, indeed, at everything, in this masterpiece
of comic writing.
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A

William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon in
April 1564, and his birth is traditionally celebrated on April 23.
The facts of his life, known from surviving documents, are sparse.
He was one of eight children born to John Shakespeare, a mer-
chant of some standing in his community. William probably went
to the King’s New School in Stratford, but he had no university
education. In November 1582, at the age of eighteen, he married
Anne Hathaway, eight years his senior, who was pregnant with
their first child, Susanna. She was born on May 26, 1583. Twins,
a boy, Hamnet (who would die at age eleven), and a girl, Judith,
were born in 1585. By 1592 Shakespeare had gone to London,
working as an actor and already known as a playwright. A rival
dramatist, Robert Greene, referred to him as “an upstart crow,
beautified with our feathers.” Shakespeare became a principal
shareholder and playwright of the successful acting troupe, the
Lord Chamberlain’s Men (later, under James I, called the King's
Men). In 1599 the Lord Chamberlain’s Men built and occupied
the Globe Theatre in Southwark near the Thames River. Here
many of Shakespeare’s plays were performed by the most famous
actors of his time, including Richard Burbage, Will Kempe, and
Robert Armin. In addition to his 37 plays, Shakespeare had a
hand in others, including Sir Thomas More and The Two Noble
Kinsmen, and he wrote poems, including Venus and Adonis and
The Rape of Lucrece. His 154 sonnets were published, probably
without his authorization, in 1609. In 1611 or 1612 he gave up
his lodgings in London and devoted more and more of his time to
retirement in Stratford, though he continued writing such plays
as The Tempest and Henry VIII until about 1613. He died on
April 23, 1616, and was buried in Holy Trinity Church, Stratford.
No collected edition of his plays was published during his life-
time, but in 1623 two members of his acting company, John
Heminges and Henry Condell, put together the great collection
now called the First Folio.



INTRODUCTION
A

As You Like It represents, together with Much Ado About
Nothing and Twelfth Night, the summation of Shakespeare’s
achievement in festive comedy during the years 1598-1601. As
You Like It contains several motifs found in other Shakespearean
comedies: the journey from a jaded court into a transforming
sylvan environment and back to a revitalized court (as in
A Midsummer Night's Dream); hence, a contrasting of two
worlds in the play—one presided over by a virtuous but exiled
older brother, and the other by a usurping younger brother
(as in The Tempest); the heroine disguised as a man (as in The
Merchant of Venice, The Two Gentlemen of Verona, Cymbeline,
and Twelfth Night); and a structure of multiple plotting in
which numerous groups of characters are thematically played
off against one another (as in several of Shakespeare’s come-
dies). What chiefly distinguishes this play from the others,
however, is the nature and function of its pastoral setting—the
Forest of Arden.

The Forest of Arden is seen in many perspectives. As a
natural wilderness, it is probably most like the real forest
Shakespeare knew near Stratford-upon-Avon in Warwick-
shire—a place capable of producing the vulgarity of an Audrey
or the bumptuous clowning of a William. The forest bears the
name of Shakespeare’s mother, Mary Arden, the daughter of a
prosperous Warwickshire farmer. Its name also owes some-
thing to the forest in Shakespeare’s source, Rosalynde, based in
turn on the forest of Ardennes in France. No less vividly, the
place recalls for us Nottinghamshire and the Sherwood Forest
of Robin Hood, where persons in retreat from a society seem-
ingly beyond repair find refuge in a mythic folk world purged of
social injustice. As the “golden world” (1.1.114), the forest
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evokes an even deeper longing for a mythological past age of
innocence and plenty, when humans shared some attributes of
the giants and the gods. This myth has its parallel in the bibli-
cal Garden of Eden, before the human race experienced “the
penalty of Adam” (2.1.5). Finally, in another of its aspects, the
forest is Arcadia, a pastoral landscape embodied in an ancient
and sophisticated literary tradition and peopled by the likes of
Corin, Silvius, and Phoebe.

All but the first of these Ardens, compared and contrasted
with one another, involve some idealization, not only of na-
ture and the natural landscape, but also of the human condi-
tion. These various Ardens place our real life in a complex
perspective and force us to a fresh appraisal of our own ordi-
nary existence. Duke Senior, for example, describes the forest
environment as a corrective for the evils of society. He ad-
dresses his followers in the forest as “my co-mates and brothers
in exile” (2.1.1), suggesting a kind of social equality that he
could never know in the cramped formality of his previous of-
ficial existence. The banished Duke Senior and his followers
have had to leave behind their lands and revenues in the grip
of the usurping Duke Frederick. No longer rich, though ade-
quately provided with life’s necessities, the Duke and his
“merry men” live “like the old Robin Hood of England” and
“fleet the time carelessly as they did in the golden world”
(1.1.111-14). In this friendly society, a strong communal sense
replaces the necessity for individual proprietorship. All comers
are welcome, with food for all.

There are no luxuries in the forest, to be sure, but even this
spare existence affords relief from the decadence of courtly life.
“Sweet are the uses of adversity” (2.1.12), insists Duke Senior.
He welcomes the cold of winter because it teaches him
the true condition of humanity and of himself. The forest is
serenely impartial: neither malicious nor compassionate.
Death, and even killing for food, are an inevitable part of
forest existence. The Duke concedes that his presence in the
forest means the slaughter of deer, who were the original in-

habitants; Orlando and Adam find that death through starva-
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tion in the forest is all too real a possibility. The forest is never
guilty of the degrading perversity of humans at their worst, but
it is also incapable of charity and forgiveness.

Shakespeare’s sources reflect the complexity of his vision of
Arden. The original of the Orlando story, which Shakespeare
may not have used directly, is The Cook'’s Tale of Gamelyn,
found in a number of manuscripts of The Canterbury Tales and
wrongly attributed to Chaucer. This hearty English romance
glorifies the rebellious and even violent spirit of its Robin
Hood hero, the neglected youngest son Gamelyn, who, aided
by faithful old Adam the Spencer, evades his wicked eldest
brother in a cunning and bloody escape. As king of the outlaws
in Sherwood Forest, Gamelyn eventually triumphs over his
eldest brother (now the sheriff) and sees him hanged. Here,
then, originates the motif of refuge from social injustice in
Arden, even though most of the actual violence has been
omitted from Shakespeare’s version. (A trio of Robin Hood
plays on a similar theme, beginning in 1598 with Anthony
Munday’s The Downfall of Robert Earl of Huntingdon After
Called Robin Hood, was being performed with great success by
the Admiral’s company, chief rivals of the Lord Chamberlain’s
company, to which Shakespeare belonged.)

As You Like It is clearly indebted to Thomas Lodge’s
Rosalynde: Euphues’ Golden Legacy (published in 1590), a
prose narrative version of the Gamelyn story in the omate
Euphuistic style of the 1580s. (Lodge's Epistle to the Gentle-
man Readers, casually inviting them to be pleased with this
story if they are so inclined—"“If you like it, so”—probably gave
Shakespeare a hint for the name of his play.) Lodge accentu-
ated the love story with its courtship in masquerade, provided
some charming songs, and introduced the pastoral love
motif involving Corin, Silvius, Phoebe, and Ganymede.
Shakespeare’s ordering of episode is generally close to that of
Lodge. Pastoral literature, which had become a literary rage in
the 1580s and early 1590s, owing particularly to Edmund
Spenser’s Shepheardes Calendar (1579) and Philip Sidney’s
Arcadia (1590), traced its ancestry through such Renaissance
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continental writers as Jorge de Montemayor, Jacopo Sannazaro,
and Giovanni Battista Guarini to the so-called Greek ro-
mances, and finally back to the eclogues of Virgil, Theocritus,
and Bion. A literary mode that had begun originally as a realis-
tic evocation of difficult country life had become, in the
Renaissance, an elegant vehicle for the loftiest and most patri-
cian sentiments in love, for philosophic debate, and even for
extensive political analysis and satire of the clergy.

Shakespeare’s alterations and additions give us insight into
his method of construction and his thematic focus. Whereas
Lodge cheerfully accepts the pastoral conventions of his day,
Shakespeare exposes those conventions to some criticism and
considerable irony. Alongside the mannered and literary
Silvius and Phoebe, he places William and Audrey, as peasant-
like a couple as ever drew milk from a cow’s teat. The juxtapo-
sition holds up to critical perspective the rival claims of the
literary and natural worlds by examining the defects of each in
relation to the strengths of the other. William and Audrey are
Shakespeare’s own creation, based presumably on observation
and also on the dramatic convention of the rustic clown and
wench, as exemplified earlier in his Costard and Jaquenetta
(Love's Labor’s Lost).

Equally original, and essential to the many-sided debate
concerning the virtues of the court versus those of the country,
are Touchstone and Jaques. Touchstone is a professional court
fool, dressed in motley, a new comic type in Shakespeare, cre-
ated apparently in response to the recent addition to the Lord
Chamberlain’s company of the brilliant actor Robert Armin.
Jaques is also a new type, the malcontent satirist, reflecting the
very latest literary vogue in the nondramatic poetry and in the
drama of George Chapman, John Marston, and Ben Jonson.
(The so-calle(l private theaters, featuring boy actors, reopened
in 1598-1599 after nearly a decade of enforced silence and
proceeded at once to specialize in satirical drama; the public
theaters like the Globe, the Rose, and the Swan sometimes
joined in.) Touchstone and Jaques complement one another as
critics and observers—one laughing at human folly with
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quizzical comic detachment and the other satirizing it with
self-righteous scorn. Once we have been exposed to this as-
sortment of newly created characters, we can no longer view
either pastoral life or pastoral love as simply as Lodge and some
other writers of the period portray them.

When As You Like It is compared with its chief source,
Shakespeare can also be seen to have altered and considerably
softened the characters of the wicked brothers Oliver and
Frederick. Whereas Lodge’s Saladyne is motivated by a greedy
desire to seize his younger brother Rosader’s property,
Shakespeare’s Oliver is envious of Orlando’s natural goodness
and popularity. As he confesses in soliloquy, Orlando is “so
much in the heart of the world and especially of my own peo-
ple...that I am altogether misprized” (1.1.159-61). In his
warped way, Oliver desires to be more like Orlando, and in the
enchanted forest of Arden he eventually becomes so. Duke
Frederick, too, is plainly envious of goodness. Trying to per-
suade his daughter Celia of the need for banishing Rosalind,
he argues, “thou wilt show more bright and seem more virtu-
ous / When she is gone” (1.3.79-80). In spite of his obsession
with the mere “seeming” of virtue, Duke Frederick acknowl-
edges the power of a goodness that will eventually convert him
along with the rest. Penitence and conciliation replace the
vengeful conclusion of Lodge’s novel, in which the nobles
of France finally overthrow and execute the usurping king.
Although Shakespeare’s resolutions are sudden, like all mira-
cles they attest to the inexplicable power of goodness.

The court of Duke Frederick is “the envious court,” iden-
tified by this fixed epithet. In it, brothers turn unnaturally
against brothers: the younger Frederick usurps his older
brother’s throne, whereas the older Oliver denies the younger
Orlando his birthright of education. In still another parallel,
both Rosalind and Orlando find themselves mistrusted as the
children of Frederick’s political enemies, Duke Senior and Sir
Rowland de Boys. A daughter and a son are held to be guilty by
association. “Thou art thy father’s daughter. There’s enough”
(1.3.56), Frederick curtly retorts in explaining Rosalind’s
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exile. And to Orlando, triumphant in wrestling with Charles,
Frederick asserts, “I would thou hadst been son to some man
else” (1.2.214). Here again, Frederick plaintively reveals his
envy of goodness, even if at present any potential for goodness
in him is thwarted by tyrannous whim. Many of Frederick’s en-
tourage might also be better persons if they only knew how
to escape the insincerities of their courtly life. Charles the
wrestler, for example, places himself at Oliver’s service, and yet
he would happily avoid breaking Orlando’s neck if to do so
were consistent with self-interest. Even Le Beau, the giddy fop
so delighted at first with the cruel sport of wrestling, takes
Orlando aside at some personal risk to warn him of Duke
Frederick’s foul humor. Ideally, Le Beau would prefer to be
a companion of Orlando’s “in a better world than this”
(1.2.275). The vision of a regenerative Utopia secretly abides
in the heart of this courtly creature.

[t is easier to anatomize the defects of a social order than to
propound solutions. As have other creators of visionary land-
scapes (including Thomas More in his Utopia), Shakespeare
uses playful debate to elicit complicated responses on the part
of his audience. Which is preferable, the court or the country?
Jaques and Touchstone are adept gadflies, incessantly pointing
out contradictions and ironies. Jaques, the malcontent railer
derived from literary satire, takes delight in being out of step
with everyone. Seemingly, his chief reason for having joined
the others in the forest is to jibe at their motives for being
there. To their song about the rejection of courtly ambition he
mockingly supplies another verse, charging them with having
left their wealth and ease out of mere willfulness (2.5.46-54).
With ironic appropriateness, Jaques eventually decides to re-
main in the forest in the company of Frederick; Jaques cannot
thrive on resolution and harmony. His humor is “melancholy,”
from which, as he observes, he draws consolation as a weasel
sucks eggs (2.5.11-12). The others treat him as a sort of pro-
fane jester whose soured conceits add relish to their enjoyment
of the forest life.

Despite his affectation, however, Jaques is serious and even
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excited in his defense of satire as a curative form of laughter
(2.7.47-87). The appearance of Touchstone in the forest has
reaffirmed in Jaques his profound commitment to a view of life
as an absurd process of decay governed by inexorable time. His
function in such a life is to be mordant, unsparing. As literary
satirist, he must be free to awaken people’s minds to their own
folly. To Duke Senior’s protestation that the satirist is merely
self-indulgent and licentious, Jaques counters with a thought-
ful and classically Horatian defense of satire as an art form de-
voted not to libelous attacks on individuals but to exposing
types of folly. Any observer who feels individually portrayed
merely condemns himself or herself by confessing his or her re-
semblance to the type. This particular debate between Duke
Senior and Jaques ends, appropriately, in a draw. The Duke’s
point is well taken, for Jaques’s famous “Seven Ages of Man”
speech, so often read out of context, occurs in a scene that also
witnesses the sacrifices and brave deeds that Orlando and
Adam are prepared to undertake for each other. The feeling
bond between the generations that they share refutes Jaques’s
wry narrative of isolated self-interest. As though in answer to
Jaques’s acid depiction of covetous old age, we see old Adam’s
self-sacrifice and trust in Providence. Instead of “mere obliv-
ion,” we see charitable compassion prompting Duke Senior
to aid Orlando and Orlando to aid Adam. Perhaps this vision
seems of a higher spiritual order than that of Jaques. None-
theless, without him the forest would lack a satirical perspec-
tive that continually requires us to reexamine our romantic
assumptions about human happiness.

Touchstone’s name suggests that he similarly offers a multi-
plicity of viewpoints. (A touchstone is a kind of stone used to
test for gold and silver.) He shares with Jaques a skeptical view
of life, but for Touchstone the inconsistency and absurdity of
life are occasions for wit and humor rather than melancholy
and cynicism. As a professional fool, he observes that many
supposedly sane men are more foolish than he—as, for example,
in their elaborate dueling code of the Retort Courteous and the
Reply Churlish, leading finally to the Lie Circumstantial and
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the Lie Direct. He is fascinated by the games people make of
their lives and is amused by their inability to be content with
what they already have. Of the shepherd’s life, he comments,
“In respect that it is solitary, I like it very well; but in respect
that it is private, it is a very vile life” (3.2.15-16). This para-
dox, though nonsensical, captures the restlessness of human
striving for a life that can somehow combine the peaceful soli-
tude of nature with the convenience and excitement of city
life. Although Touchstone marries, even his marriage is a spoof
of the institution rather than a serious attempt at commit-
ment. Like all fools, who in Renaissance times were regarded as
a breed apart, Touchstone exists outside the realm of ordinary
human responses. There he can comment disinterestedly on
human folly. He is prevented, however, from sharing fully in
the human love and conciliation with which the play ends. He
and Jaques are not touched by the play’s regenerative magic;
Jaques will remain in the forest, and Touchstone will remain
forever a childlike entertainer.

The regenerative power of Arden, as we have seen, is not
the forest’s alone. What saves Orlando is the human charity
practiced by him and by Duke Senior, who, for all his love of
the forest, longs to rejoin that human society where he has
“with holy bell been knolled to church” (2.7.120). Civi-
lization at its best is no less necessary to the human spirit than
is the natural order of the forest. In love, also, perception and
wisdom must be combined with nature’s gifts. Orlando, when
we first see him, is a young man of the finest natural qualities
but admittedly lacking experience in the nuances of complex
human relationships. Nowhere does his lack of sophistication
betray him more unhappily than in his first encounter with
Rosalind, following the wrestling match. In response to her
unmistakable hints of favor, he stands ox-like, tongue-tied.
Later, in the forest, his first attempts at self-education in love
lead him into an opposite danger: an excess of platitudinous
manners parading in the guise of Petrarchism. (The Italian
sonneteer Francis Petrarch has given to the language a name
for the stereotypical literary mannerisms we associate with
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courtly love: the sighing and self-abasement of the young man,
the chaste denial of love by the woman whom he worships,
and the like.) Orlando’s newfound self-abasement and ideal-
ization of his absent mistress are as unsatisfactory as his former
naiveté. The sonnets he hangs on trees are deserving of the de-
licious parody they get from Touchstone. Orlando must learn
from Rosalind that a quest for true understanding in love
avoids the extreme of pretentious mannerism as well as that
of mere artlessness. Orlando as Petrarchan lover too much re-
sembles Silvius, the lovesick young man, cowering before the
imperious will of his coy mistress Phoebe. This stereotyped re-
lationship, taken from the pages of fashionable pastoral ro-
mance, represents a posturing that Rosalind hopes to cure in
Silvius and Phoebe even as she will also cure Orlando.
Rosalind is, above all, the realistic one, the plucky Shakespearean
heroine showing her mettle in the world of men, emotionally
more mature than her lover. Her concern is with a working
and clear-sighted relationship in love, and to that end she
daringly insists that Orlando learn something of woman’s
changeable mood. Above all, she must disabuse him of the
dangerously misleading clichés of the Petrarchan love myth.
When he protests he would die for love of Rosalind, she lec-
tures him mockingly in her guise of Ganymede: “No, faith, die
by attorney. The poor world is almost six thousand years old,
and in all this time there was not any man died in his own per-
son, videlicet, in a love cause.” She debunks the legends of
Troilus and Leander, youths supposed to have died for love
who, if they had ever really existed, would no doubt have met
with more prosaic ends. “But these are all lies. Men have died
from time to time, and worms have eaten them, but not for
love” (4.1.89-102). Rosalind wants Orlando to know that
women are not goddesses but frail human beings who can be
giddy, jealous, infatuated with novelty, irritatingly talkative,
peremptory, and hysterical (4.1.142-9), though she is circum-
spect as to whether women can also be unfaithful. Orlando
must be taught that love is a madness (3.2.390), and he must
be cured, not of loving Rosalind, but of worshiping her with
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unrealistic expectations that can lead only to disillusionment.
Rosalind teases him, as Portia does Bassanio in The Merchant
of Venice, but she does not seriously threaten him with wan-
tonness. Her disguise as Ganymede provides for her the perfect
role in Orlando’s approach to sexual manhood: he can learn to
love “Ganymede” as a friend and then make the transition to
heterosexual union in his blessed discovery that the friend is
also the lover. Rosalind’s own rite of passage is easier; for all
her reliance on her loving friendship with Celia, or “Aliena,”
she is ready to exclaim, “But what talk we of fathers, when
there is such a man as Orlando?” (3.4.36-7). She is spiritedly
independent, even more so than Portia; whereas Portia’s
choice of husband is controlled by her father from his grave,
Rosalind picks for herself. To be sure, Duke Senior is certainly
happy that she marries Orlando, and she is glad to be reunited
with her father, but her choice in marriage is very much her
own. The forest is indeed a place where she can encounter her
father “man to man,” as it were, and be liberated from him
while coming to terms with a patriarchal world. She is ready to
give herself to Orlando, but she must educate him first. When
Orlando has been sufficiently tested as to patience, loyalty, and
understanding, she unmasks herself to him and simultaneously
unravels the plot of ridiculous love we have come to associate
with Silvius and Phoebe.

Rosalind’s disguise name, Ganymede, has connotations
that suggest ways in which human sexuality can be partly un-
derstood as socially constructed. If Rosalind in disguise as
Ganymede wins the affection and eventually the love of
Orlando, while her father and the other forest dwellers are
equally taken in by the disguise, are maleness and femaleness
chiefly matters of sartorial convention and superficial appear-
ance! When Phoebe falls in love with Ganymede, is not her
infatuation a way of showing that the roles of the sexes can be
put on and off? Theatrically, the device of having a young male
actor play Rosalind who then disguises him/herself as a young
man adds to the witty confusion of sexual identities by intro-
ducing homoerotic possibilities. Not only can the roles of the
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sexes be put on and off, sexual desire itself is unstable, attach-
ing itself to effeminate or sexually indeterminate young men
like Ganymede, who is described as being “Of female favor”
and “Like a ripe sister” (4.3.87-8; compare Twelfth Night,
1.4.31-4, where Orsino says of “Cesario” that “all is semblative
a woman's part”). Both Phoebe and Orlando are in some ways
attracted to Ganymede; when Rosalind says of Orlando that
“his kissing is as full of sanctity as the touch of holy bread”
(3.4.13-14), she seems to suggest that Orlando has kissed her
in her male disguise. Mythologically Ganymede is Zeus’s or
Jupiter’s young male lover as well as cupbearer. The very role of
boy actors in an all-male acting company must have struck
some viewers as homoerotically suggestive.

At the same time, the motif of disguise enables the play to
pursue a serious point about love and friendship. Orlando can
speak frankly and personally to “Ganymede” as a perfect
friend, one who can enable him as a young man still faced with
the uncertainties and hazards of courtship to traverse the po-
tentially difficult transition from male-to-male friendship into
adult heterosexuality. The relationship closely anticipates that
of “Cesario” and Orsino in Twelfth Night, where once again a
powerful and loving attraction to a sexually ambiguous young
man/woman ripens into mature love when the older man has
been educated by the experience of loving friendship. Both
plays depict heterosexual courtship as full of dangers for the
male. In As You Like It, Rosalind is at pains to coach Orlando
in what to expect from unruly women; and indeed, Rosalind’s
very readiness to wear male apparel bespeaks her daring intru-
sion into a man’s world, even if Shakespeare carefully hedges
this threat by insisting on Rosalind’s hesitancy in being so
bold. Rosalind is thus, like Portia in The Merchant of Venice,
both spirited and eventually ready to comply with the mores of
a male-dominated world.

By becoming Orlando’s teacher, Rosalind is able to claim a
strong position in their friendship and in our estimate of her
remarkable worthiness. Posing as Ganymede, Rosalind can ob-
serve and test Orlando and thereby learn the truth about his
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capability for lifelong fidelity as only another man would have
the opportunity to do. Once a loving friendship has grown
strong between them, the unmasking of Rosalind’s sexual
identity makes possible a physical union between them to con-
firm and express the spiritual. In these terms, the play’s happy
ending affirms marriage as an institution, not simply as the ex-
pected denouement. The procession to the altar is synchro-
nous with the retumn to civilization’s other institutions, made
whole again not solely by the forest but by the power of good-
ness embodied in Rosalind, Orlando, Duke Senior, and the

others who persevere.



