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Abstract

Drama is a representation of life and life, as we all know is a pendulum betwixt smiles and tears.
In Shakespeare’s As You Like It a functional character namely Touchstone gives the pendulum a sly push
in the opposite direction by exposing the discomfort of the life and the coarseness and lack of education of
rustics and yet revealing their worth and honesty. Shakespeare’s idyllic play As You Like It contemplates
life within and without Arden, with numerous shifts of angles, alternating valuations, and variations of
moods. Touchstone preserves a cunning balance in the play. Touchstone serves as a fool in Duke
Frederick's court using his role to criticize and poke fun at the court's follies. As a court-fool he has
seen court-life and learnt ‘court’ philosophy and occupies a place just below the first rank amongst the
clowns of Shakespeare. He is known for his fertile mind and a ready wit without which he could not have
held the position of a fool at any court. But his bawdy humour is a gauge by which others are measured
and found wanting. As the professional jester he is a privileged person enjoying unlimited freedom of
speech and having the right to make ironical or satirical remarks about anybody and everybody, though
not permitted to cross the bounds of decency. Though Touchstone's character provides comic relief and
offers insights into the play's themes of love, marriage, and societal expectations, the love-interlude
between Touchstone and Audrey is not strictly speaking any love-affair as Touchstone is a practical man
who has studied and probed the realities of life, and who has no illusions of any kind. Hazlitt rightly
considers Touchstone as a mixture of the ancient cynic philosopher with the modern buffoon.
Keywords: Shakespeare, As You Like It, Touchstone, fool, jester.

Introduction
Drama is a representation of life and life, as we all know is a

pendulum betwixt smiles and tears, (Byron Canto- IV Stanza-109; Line- 975)
The Shakespearian drama holds the mirror up to nature --- it is an incongruous medley of high
and low, of light and darkness, of laughter and tears. Shakespeare has in As You Like It
converted the forest of Arden into another Arcadia, where they ‘fleet the time carelessly as they
did in the golden world’.*s Yo Hke 1611189 1t s 3 pastoral drama, in which the interest arises more
out of the sentiments and characters than of the actions and situations. It is not what is done but
what is said that claims our attention. Shakespeare’s idyllic play As You Like It is the sweetest
and happiest of his comedies. It contemplates life within and without Arden, with numerous
shifts of angle, alternating valuations, and variations of mood. Touchstone preserves a cunning
balance in the play, for while the trend of the story seems to be praising the life of the forest and
denouncing the life of the court, and while Shakespeare himself is praising real country life as
opposed to the urban or artificial life Touchstone is giving the pendulum a sly push in the
opposite direction by exposing the discomfort of the life and the coarseness and lack of
education of rustics and yet at the same time he reveals their worth and honesty.

Touchstone does not appear to be a stereotype or a stock-in-trade figure because he
is absorbed within the structural frame as well as the inner frame of the total sensibility. His
solemn moralizing on life and time are the admirable burlesque of Jaques, all the more exquisite
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because Jaques does not see it. He teases Rosalind with the suggestion that her love may lead her into as ‘strange
capers’ (s You Like I61LIVS1-2) ¢ his for Jane Smile, and further with his gross parody of Orlando’s love poem. His marriage
with Audrey is his happiest effort. For an ex-courtier to marry an errant rustic is the choice of a practical philosopher
and a fair retort on Rosalind. Thus, Touchstone in the play supplies the place of the Chorus in a Greek play. He is an
unfeeling spectator where all the other characters are interested persons. He wittily unmasks the follies of the other
dramatis personae. He serves as a connecting link between the pastoral and the comical elements in the play.

Touchstone, who is so prominent in the forest scenes is introduced in the second scene of the First Act for the
purpose of enabling us to see him at court. One has an opportunity of seeing at court Touchstone, the fool of the play,
bandying wit with Rosalind and Celia. He is a typical court wit of Elizabeth’s reign. and this is why he shines here
better than in the ‘Forest of Arden’. His capital stroke was against the typical courtier. When one Monsieur Le Beau
appearing with the message from the usurping Duke that a wrestler who has already broken the ribs of the three sons of
an old man is going to be held there which Rosalind and Celia, if they please, may witness says that the ladies have
already missed ‘much good sport’®s Yo Hke 16 1192) 7o chstone remarks that he is yet to learn that rib-breaking is a sport
meet for ladies to witness.

Thus men may grow wiser every day. It is the
first time that ever | heard breaking of ribs was
sport for Iadies.(AS You Like It; 111.127-9)
As the professional jester at the court of Duke Frederick, he was a privileged person enjoying unlimited freedom of
speech and having the right to make ironical or satirical remarks about anybody and everybody, though not permitted to
cross the bounds of decency. Also, being a professional jester or the fool, he wore motley or parti-coloured clothes.

Touchstone has a fertile mind and a ready wit, without which he could not have held the position of a fool at
any court. His remarks and comments are invariably amusing. Having the privilege to comment freely upon people
without any inhibitions or restraints, he attacks them with the weapon of his wit, and every sufferer must applaud his
castigation. Thus he may be regarded as a licensed critic of other people’s follies. He himself feels amused to witness
the follies of others, and he amuses us by his comments on those follies. He is a keen observer of people’s habits and
behavior and a witty commentator who exposes the follies and the absurdities of people to ridicule. Early in the play he
pokes fun at a knight of Duke Frederick’s court by saying that the knight had falsely sworn that the pancakes were good
and the mustard was naught (or worthless) when, in actual act, the mustard was good and the pancakes were naught.
However, Celia on this occasion warns him that he would be whipped if he talks loosely about the members of her
father’s court.

Yet Touchstone as a professional fool has professional duties too; he must from time to time hint deep truths
as well as keep up a stream of vapid nonsense. The absence of spontaneity is the note which distinguishes his humour
from Rosalind’s. Touchstone has got to extract fun on demand from such diverse topics as courtier’s oaths, traveller’s
complaints, court life, music, a whole system of scientific quarrelling and other nonsenses of the kind. Thus Touchstone
is witty because he is a wit by profession. He is, no doubt, swift, sententious fantastic and inventive, but always
artificial.

In the second scene of the first Act of As You Like It when Touchstone appears to summon Rosalind and Celia
to the Duke’s court Rosalind calls him ‘Nature’s natural’® Y24 Uk 16 140§ o “horn jdiot. When Touchstone tells Celia
that she is wanted by her father, Celia asks him if he was the messenger. Touchstone swears by his honour that he was
not the messenger, but that he was ordered to come for them. Rosalind asks him where he picked up that pretty oath.
Then there ensues a keen encounter of wit between the ladies and Touchstone. Touchstone says that he has learnt the
oaths of a certain knight who swore by his honour while he had none of it and yet was not forsworn. To make the story
more intelligible he suggests that if the two ladies were to swear by their beards, they would not be false to their oath
(for they have no beards). Nor would Touchstone himself be forsworn if he were to swear that he was a knave, for he
has no knavery in him. Touchstone openly speaks against the usurping Duke when he says that knight is favourite of
the usurping Duke, Celia’s father. Celia censures the fool for using his tongue too freely and warns him that he will be
‘whipped for taxation one of these days’. " tke 1t Li789) 1o, chstone wittily remarks that it is all the more to be
regretted that fools are not allowed to speak of the foolish action of men in power when wise people for their own
advancement will naturally keep mum over them.

The more pity that fools may not speak wisely
what wise men do foolishly, s 7ou Hike It 1ii80-1)

Touchstone is

a mixture of the ancient cynic philosopher with the modern buffoon, (2t 28%)

Touchstone has a very poor and cynical view of love. He regards love as a strange caprice, as a stupid folly, as
a sort of madness. To turn the subject love into ridicule he narrates his own love stories in a humourous manner. He
himself had committed many follies because of his love and in mock-seriousness he describes those. He tells how he
broke his own sword on a stone which in the dark, he mistook for a rival to his lady-love. In the course of his courtship
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of Jane Smile, he went to the extent of ‘kissing her batler and the cow’s dugs that her pretty chopped hands had milked’
and on another occasion wooed a pea plant mistaking it for his sweet-heart. From his own experiences he concludes
thus:
We that are true lovers run into strange capers;

but as all is mortal in nature, so is all nature

in love mortal in folly, (s You bike I 1Lv-51-3); o
‘As everything in nature is subject to death, so is all nature when in love deadly foolish --- to express this idea,
Touchstone quibbles on ‘mortal’: in the first case it means ‘subject to death’, in the second case it means ‘mortally’
(extravagantly) ‘foolish’.

Touchstone is a creature of the court and can never forget the court jargon, though he has nothing to say in its
favour. He tries to assert his superiority over Corin in various ways but he is evidently over-powered by the mother wit
and ‘natural philosophy’ of Corin. He may have won laurels in wit-combats at court, but he evidently is worsted,
though he will confess it by what he calls the ‘natural philosophy’ of the rustic.

Touchstone, a born courtier, has turned nominal shepherd when Corin, a shepherd born enquires how
Touchstone likes this shepherd’s life. His object is to impress Corin with the subtlety of his intellect and its superiority
over Corin’s. He, therefore, draws distinctions without differences to mystify her. He remarks that so far as a
Shepherd’s life in itself is concerned, it is a good life; but that so far as a shepherd’s life as a shepherd’s life is
concerned, it is nothing-worthless. He likes this life as it is a ‘solitary’ life but he is sick of it because it is a ‘private’
life. As it is an open air life, a life ‘in the fields’, it pleases him; but as it is not in the court and lacks the pomp and
excitement of court life, it bores him. Since it is a simple and frugal life, it suits well his mood, but since it is devoid of
the good things of life, it makes him dissatisfied with it.

As it is a spare life, look you, it fits my
humour well; but as there is no more plenty in it,
it goes much against my stomach, s You Like It 11Lii.19-21)

In a paradoxical language he draws subtle, philosophic distinctions between Tweedledum and Tweedledee,
expressed in a sort of fool’s language are obviously meant to bewilder Corin who will hardly detect that ‘a shepherd’s
life in respect of itself” and ‘in respect that it is a shepherd’s life’ are the same thing, that there is no difference between
‘a spare life’ and a life ‘with us more plenty in it’. But behind this playful frivolity lies Touchstone’s real frame of mind
---- half regret, half pleasure at having left the court for his forest: half like, half dislike for his present manner of life.
According to him, a shepherd’s life like all other lives, has its good as well as bad points; has its advantages but at the
same time suffer from certain disabilities and disadvantages ---- it is good life positively it is simple and natural; but it
is bad negatively — it lacks the pleasures of city life and deprives one of many good things of life. One does not agree
with the saying that this speech by Touchstone is a piece of elaborate nonsense, and that on being probed, the speech
bursts like a toy balloon. One finds Touchstone’s speech comparable with the sham logic with which Touchstone gets
rid of William, the rejected suitor of Audrey. The argument with which Touchstone dismisses William is certainly
absurd; but such is not the case with his speech about country life and court life. In Touchstone’s criticism we find a
corrective to the exaggerated praise the Duke Senior bestows on this kind of life.

Love is the central theme of the play As You Like It. The love-interlude between Touchstone and Audrey is not
strictly speaking any love-affair. One may say that Touchstone does not thrust himself upon Audrey, a country wench
with neither ‘poetry’ nor ‘understanding’ in her, and poor Audrey accepts him because she wants to be a court-lady.
The indecent hurry with which Touchstone wants to get married under a bush by a hedge-priest shows that he is not
very serious in the matter. This is scandalous enough in all conscience. He wants to enjoy Audrey and then to desert
her. The love between them is a travesty of love. It is a farce.

Touchstone is a practical man who has studied and probed the realities of life, and who has no illusions of any
kind. His anti-romantic attitude to love is revealed through his speech in which he parodies romantic love of the
romantic girl Rosalind who on overhearing Silvius’s talk about love, thinks of her own ardent love for Orlando and
which he concludes by saying that every loving being, who falls in love, commits follies of various kinds. His attitude
towards Audrey, the woman he wishes to marry, shows his anti- romantic attitude. Instead of paying any compliments
to her; trying to humour her; speaking about her beauty or charm he speaks to her and about her in a most patronizing
manner and while doing so he plays upon words and tries to confuse her. Even his view of marriage shows his anti-
romantic attitude. He tells Jaques,

As the ox hath his bow sir, the horse his curb, and
the falcon her bells, so man hath his desires, s " Hke 1t 11ii.71-2)
And then he adds that just as pigeons caress each other with their beaks, so a man must get married in order to be able
to fondle a woman. He expresses his intention of forsaking Audrey after marriage as soon as he gets fed up with her
and says to the priest, who had come to perform his marriage ceremony at his request:
Be gone, | say,
I will not to wedding with thee, (s You Like It 11Lii1.95-6)
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Touchstone occupies a place just below the first rank amongst the clowns of Shakespeare. Touchstone is a
court-fool who has seen court-life and learnt ‘court’ philosophy. By his presence in the forest, his behaviour towards
the rustic whom he meets there, and his introduction into his speech of language peculiar to the court he heightens the
contrast between the court and the country of which the play affords so many illustrations. In the matter of professional
court-bred wit he shines better than he does in wisdom. His only decisive triumph consists in his ‘flouting” of poor
William aged five and twenty, sir. Here he uses his wit to his advantage in mystifying the poor shepherd. Note how he
speaks in deliberately obscure allegories when he refers to the Latin pronoun ipse meaning ‘he himself”’, how he
frames an allegory about ‘drink and glass and cup’, how he speaks in pompous language just to frighten William off
Audrey. Evidently Touchstone flourishes in the presence of dull-witted rustics like William. He knows to his cost what
it is to encounter a natural philosopher like Corin. One may say that Shakespeare satirises the affected language of the
courtiers through Touchstone. The speech in which Touchstone asks William to leave Audrey to him and then to
tremble and depart, is a masterpiece of satire on the fashionable euphuism of the court.

He sir that must marry this woman. Therefore
You clown, abandon --- which is in the vulgar leave
--- the society --- which in the boorish is company ---
Of this female --- which in the common is woman.
Which together is, abandon the society of this fe-
Male, or clown thou perishest; or to thy better
Understanding, diest; or, to wit, | kill thee, make
Thee away, translate thy life into death, thy liberty
Into bondage.(AS You Like It; V.i.45-53)
Again nothing is more funny and satirical than the chivalrous gallantry of language and sentiment with which
Touchstone presents his Audrey to the Duke and his lords.

Though Touchstone is the satirist of the follies of the court, of the effected language of the courtiers, of their
false standards of honour and their foolish books of etiquette, he is essentially a creature of the court ---- a courtier who
has trod a measure, ‘flattered a lady’ S YO Hke 16 V:IV445) "hoen <ol jtic(As You LIke 16 V-v45) with his friend and ‘smooth’®s Y
Like It VV43) \ith his enemy, has had ‘four quarrels, and like to have fought one’® ™ bk 1t Viv41) “Thys hefore an
audience of courtiers Touchstone dissects the shifts and shams of courtier’s life. He also laughs at the ridiculous
fashions of the Elizabethan times, such as ‘quarrel in print by the book’. s You Hke It V-v89) Tha reference is to the books
of manners and etiquette then in vogue. Indeed, the character of Touchstone is a satire on the Elizabethan gentry.

Though Touchstone nowhere strikes a chord within us as the poor Fool in King Lear, is the most entertaining
of Shakespeare’s privileged characters. And he is indeed a mighty delectable fellow! Wise too, and full of the most
insinuative counsel! How choicely does his grave, acute nonsense moralise the scenes wherein he moves! Professed
clown though he be, and as such ever hammering away with artful awkwardness at a jest, a strange kind of humourous
respect still awaits him notwithstanding.

Touchstone is an allowed fool, whose business is mocking. As a professed fool, he must speak all for effect,
nothing for truth. He takes nothing of what it is in itself, but only for the odd quirks of thought he can twist out of it. He
must quibble with words and ideas and create diversion out of the trivialities of the moment. Thus a strange willfulness
and whimsicality has become part of his character. His marriage with Audrey is an instance in point. His marriage is a
parody upon the marriages of the other pairs of lovers. Others make vows of eternal faithfulness and purity, but
Touchstone as though in mockery of them all, describes his mistress as ---

A poor virgin sir,

An ill-favoured thing sir, but mine own; a poor

Humour of mine sir, to take that that no man else

Wi".(AS You Like It; V.iv.57-60)
With her he is not professional. His function in the play is to exercise his acid wit in burlesquing most of those with
whom he is brought in contact. His recollections of his courtship of Jane Smile are manifest caricature of Silvius’s
passion and Rosalind’s too. His solemn fooling over the flight of time is a sort of travesty of Jaques’s somber
meditations on a weeping deer. In the First Act as well as in the Last Act Touchstone is the professional fool, swift,
sententious, fantastic and inventive. He wittily but inaccurately describes the lie seven times removed and the quarrel
on the seventh cause. And all this is done under the guise of fooling. He takes the fullest advantage of the privilege of
his uniform and wittily unmasks the follies of others.

Much of the humour of the part of the Shakespearian Clown or fool lies in the sudden revelation (or reminder)
to the victims of his fantastic pleasantries that he is only in name a fool. His satire on dueling delights Jaques by its
aptness and provokes the Duke to observe that he uses his folly as a stalking-horse and under cover of it shoots his wit.
He is the satirist of the follies of the court, of the effected language of the courtiers, of their false standards of honour,
and their foolish books of etiquette. Juggling, fencing and wrestling were the popular pastimes of the Elizabethan times.
The cruel ‘sport” of wrestling is ridiculed when Touchstone says that he is yet to learn that rib breaking is a sport meet
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for ladies to witness. He it is who tells us that a certain knight, swearing by his honour was not forsworn, ‘for he never
had any’.s You Hke 16 1728 1+ may be almost suspected that Shakespeare speaks through Touchstone. His opinions on
Orlando’s verses as being the ‘very false gallop of verses’ and on the relative advantages of a country and town life
seem to be Shakespeare’s own. He is undoubtedly slightly cracked but has become as eccentric as is expected from a
fool or jester.

Thus, it has been observed that Touchstone’s wit is a gauge by which others are measured and found wanting.
Touchstone tests all that the world takes for gold, especially the gold of the golden world of pastoralism. However, the
pastoral world stands the test, even though Touchstone finds that much is wanting in it. Touchstone is sufficiently
three-dimensional to satisfy the requirements of the play, and to give an actor enough scope to exert comic charm.
Audiences feel pleased with Touchstone. Touchstone is a functional character, and his function is to play the fool. He
has his own kind of shrewdness and his jester’s skills, of which he is justly proud; but the play labels him a fool, and
very rarely asks us to think of him otherwise. Rosalind calls him on his first entrance ‘Nature’s natural’, 4 "o Hke 1t 1i47)

meaning an idiot. Later, he is referred to as the ‘clownish fool’, and also as the ‘noble fool’, ‘worthy fool’, and ‘motley
fOOl’ (As You Like It; l.vii.13, 33, 34)
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