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Bard of Appalachia: ‘As You Like Itʼ as
youʼve never seen it, or heard it
Subscribe for less than $2.50/wk!

Gracyn Mix, left, and Dylan Paul are lovers Rosalind and Orlando in a Depression-era “As You Like It,” opening the 35th

summer of the Illinois Shakespeare Festival tonight at Bloomingtonʼs Ewing Manor.
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BLOOMINGTON — OK: Uh-one … uh-two … and everybody together now:

“With a hey, and a ho, and a hey-nonny-no,

these pretty country folks would lie

in springtime, the only pretty ring time,

when birds do sing, Hey ding a ding, ding,

sweet lovers love the spring.”

Straight out of the Woody Guthrie songbook — or close by — right?

The lyrics come straight out of Act 5, Scene 3 of William Shakespeareʼs “As
You Like It,” a romantic comedy composed at the turn of the century.

As in, from the 16th to the 17th.

Fancy that: Even back in the day of rampant theeʼs and thouʼs there were
“heyʼs” and “hoʼs” and “nonny-noʼs.”

Birds still sang. Spring still sprung.

And “ding-a-ding-ding” was something to aspire to, even if rat packs still ran
on all fours.

For those attending tonightʼs opening of the 35th Illinois Shakespeare Festival
at Bloomingtonʼs Theatre at Ewing, the Bardʼs way around a seemingly
modernist folk lyric will come full flower.

Itʼs happening by way of an “As You Like It” like youʼve never heard it before.

Shakespeareʼs tale has been uprooted from a French forest and re-potted in an
Appalachian backwoods, circa the Great Depression of the 1930s.
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Itʼs also been set to an original music score — one that fits Shakespeareʼs
lyrical reveries to the acoustic folk sounds of Guthrie and his ʼ30s-ʼ40s
brethren, with neʼer a tweak of the language necessary.

Director James Alexander Bond and sound designer-composer Michael
Rasbury — both making their festival debuts — have worked in tandem to pull
off this trans-Atlantic, century-hopping move.

It helps that “As You Like It” has, says Bond, “more songs than any of
Shakespeareʼs plays.”

It was up to Rasbury, assistant professor of sound design in the University of
Virginiaʼs Theatre Department, to take the lyrics and set them to an
authentically gritty Appalachian folk sound, arranged for guitar, mandolin,
washtub bass and the like.

Says Bond, a New York-based freelance director whose resume spans the
country: “Shakespeare is universal, so you can set him anywhere and make it
work.”

Being James Bond, he has a license to do this kind of thing (and, yes, he has a
sense of humor about it — even to the point of being invited do a “Late Night
with David Letterman” reading of the “Top Ten Good Things About Being
James Bond”; he accepted).

“As You Like It,” in a nutshell, involves the deep romantic/familial intrigue that
flows from the contentious relationships of two separate sets of brothers.

Duke Frederick usurps the throne from his elder brother Duke Senior, who is
banished and lives off the land in the Forest of Ardennes.

However, Duke Frederickʼs daughter, Celia, is best friends with Duke Seniorʼs
daughter, Rosalind. So Rosalind is allowed to remain in court.
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Elsewhere in the kingdom, elder brother Oliver inherits the family estate and
mistreats younger brother Orlando, who also winds up fleeing to the Forest of
Ardennes.

So, for various reasons, do Celia and Rosalind, who, by the way, loves Orlando.

Rosalind dresses as a young man named Ganymede to avoid detection; Celia
pretends to be “his” sister, Aliena.

Things donʼt get any less complicated as farther romantic entanglements play
out in classic Shakespearean fashion, culminating in no fewer than four
marriage ceremonies.

“The play is about an entire court who is exiled and living the woods,” notes
Bond. “Where in American history have the landed gentry been forced into this
kind of environment? The Depression, of course, when people from Fifth
Avenue (in New York) wound up living under the Brooklyn Bridge.”

To retain Shakespeareʼs rustic milieu, Bond & Co. decided to move further
south along the Eastern seaboard, down Virginia-way, a fairly short hop from
the “court” of Washington, D.C., to the heart of Appalachia — our “Forest of
Ardennes.”

Rasbury — who also has composed 30 minutesʼ worth of symphonic “movie-
style” underscoring for the second Illinois Shakespeare Festival offering
(“Othello,” opening Friday) — needed to give “As You Like It” two different
musical tropes.

“Thereʼs a sort of uptown, ʼ30s big band jazz sound before it migrates to the
forest,” he notes. “We chose Guthrie as the model for the music thereafter.
And the words fell right into place.”

The lyrics quoted above sound like something straight off the “O Brother,
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Where Art Thou?” soundtrack. The other four songs follow suit.

Just one hitch, though: This organically musical approach, notes Bond,
required finding actors who were not only musicians who could sing and play
live, “as our Nitty Gritty Ardennes Band … but also with the chops to do
Shakespeare.”

Luckily, those chops were out there, and have been snared accordingly.

Adds Rasbury: “Thatʼs a lot for the actors to remember, but theyʼve

all done a great job. I think Woody would approve.”

------------------------------

Dates: Tonight (opening); July 1, 6, 8, 12, 14, 20, 27; Aug. 1, 5, 7, 11

Director: James Alexander Bond

Dates: Friday (opening) and Saturday; July 5, 7, 13, 15, 21, 25, 28, 31; Aug. 3, 9

Dates: July 18 (opening), 19, 22, 24, 26, 29; Aug. 2, 4, 8, 10

---------------------------------------

What: 35th Illinois Shakespeare Festival

When: Tonight through Aug. 11 (7n30 p.m. Tue.-Thu. and Sun., 8 p.m. Fri.-Sat.;
grounds open 6 p.m.)

Where: Ewing Manor, Towanda Avenue and Emerson Street, Bloomington

Tickets: Adults, $27-$47; students and seniors, $23-$43

Box office: 309-438-2535 (daytime), 309-828-9814 (performance nights)
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Stay up-to-date on what's happening

Receive the latest in local entertainment news in your inbox weekly!

BLOOMINGTON — In addition to its traditional three-course feast — the main
stage performances of “As You Like It,” “Othello” and “The Rivals” …
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