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  INTRODUCTION


  Twelfth Night is one of Shakespeares most loved love comedies, a perennial favourite with actors and audiences alike. It was probably written and first performed around
  16012, in the last years of Elizabeth Is reign, as befits a play about endings. The feast of Twelfth Night marked the very last day of the Christmas season, affording a final burst of
  merriment and mayhem before normality and workaday necessity returned. Shakespeares play is not literally set on the 6th of January, but celebrates the ethos of the eponymous feast. An ethos
  embodied in Sir Toby, belching out defiance at those who would send him to bed before he is ready, or school him in sobriety. It is Twelfth Night, after all; there will be time enough for the cares
  and responsibilities of the world tomorrow. Come, come; Ill go burn some sack; tis too late to go to bed now (II.3.185).


  This spirit of carefree hedonism  at least on the plays surface  is infectious, accounting for the enduring popularity of what is easily one of Shakespeares funniest
  and most accessible plays. The knockabout, word play and bawdy humour translate effortlessly down the centuries, with a host of grotesques almost defying actors to test the limits of comic excess.
  But as with pantomime (another cross-dressing, topsy-turvy revel associated with the Christmas season), to go too far in any of these roles would be quite an achievement.


  The comic lineup of Belch, Aguecheek and Malvolio dominating the drama is another expression of the Twelfth Night ethos the play enshrines. Twelfth Night traditionally sanctioned the overturning
  of conventional roles. For one night master might change places with servant, and attend him at the feast. And so it is that the relatively minor characters, to which must be added
  Feste the fool, and Maria the serving woman, rule our affections, lording it over those who appear first in the Dramatis Personae and the social hierarchy. Whilst there have been few really
  memorable Count Orsinos, major actors at the height of their careers have clamoured to give their definitive Sir Toby (Sir Laurence Olivier: Ralph Richardson; Malvolio (Alec Guiness; Anthony Sher;
  Nigel Hawthorne); or Feste (Ben Kingsley). The fun is to be had in the servants quarters, rather than in the state rooms, where their betters are too busy moping over
  unrequited love or mourning dead relatives to delight us much. As Sir Toby states in this opening address: What a plague means my niece, to take the death of her brother thus? I am sure
  cares an enemy to life. (I, 3, 1). Twelfth Night is no occasion for mourning.


  Such role reversals are central to the drama, where the topsy turvy ethos of the feast is played out on a number of levels. The most obvious level is the sexual, where masters and servants
  change roles for a while. A girl disguised as a serving boy falls in love with her master and can only declare her love through (nearly transparent) riddles. The master is so caught up in believing
  and professing himself in love with a Countess he fails to decipher them. He only has eyes and high-flown romantic rhetoric for Olivia. She, despite their social suitability, rejects his suit.
  Orsino makes Viola / Cesario his favourite, and enlists him as erotic envoy in his campaign against Olivias indifference. Cesario is tasked with using his
  eloquence in the language of love to win Olivia over, a language steeped in Courtly poetic conventions, where to love is to serve or be enslaved by a mistress.


  But the eloquence works too well, or rather too literally, when Olivia falls head over heels (how often love is depicted as a revolution) for this young servant. She is prepared to
  overturn social hierarchy by the power of sexual desire. Yet another reversal of roles. From being the indifferent object of anothers unrequited desire, she is swiftly dealt a dose of her
  own medicine in her helpless, hopeless passion for a decidedly unsuitable sexual object. The social rules are suspended while a countess is in love with and prepared to marry a servant. To say
  nothing of the sexual rules or conventions given the fact that the servant is actually a woman.


  The plays thus dallies with homoerotic potentialities, which modern directors and commentators have been more than ready to explore or exploit to the full. The love of Olivia for Viola, in the
  guise of Cesario, and, in part, Orsino for his effeminate favourite (whom he marries with such swiftness once her true gender is revealed that one is compelled to speculate on
  Cesarios role as a warm up act), are mirrored in more overt form by Antonios professed love for Sebastian. This is as charged with the language of devotion and
  service as fully as the plays heterosexual exchanges: My willing love .. set forth in your pursuit (III, 3, 11). This is the world of Shakespeares Sonnets
  brought to dramatic life, where the poet professes a jealous love for a fickle young man, and you make of this What you Will. Disguise might very well be a wickedness as Viola
  asserts, on realising she has unwittingly seduced a woman; yet it is also a fruitful device for exploring the rules and rhetoric of sexual conventions, or a potent weapon in the age old war of the
  sexes.


  
    
      
        
          
            We men may say more, swear more: but indeed,


            Our shows are more than will; for still we prove


            Much in our vows, but little in our love. (II, 4, 11618).

          

        

      

    

  


  The cross dresser crosses knowledge as well as gender borders. A spy in the house of love, he/she is able to see love from the other side of the sexual divide. So Violas womanly knowledge
  affords her an insiders advantage in winning the heart of Olivia; and her disguise as a boy allows her to criticise the hollowness of male courtship by delivering some home truths to Orsino
  and the mostly male audience at Shakespeares first performance. This satirical perspective is given further scope in performance, with Violas often parodying rather than attempting to
  mimic maleness in their disguised scenes.


  Disguise plays a key role in Twelfth Night, which is only partly a comedy of errors, as the dramatic possibilities presented by the twins are only exploited fully in the last act and a
  half. The arrival of Sebastian into a highly-charged erotic conundrum allows a bit of comic play with the duel scene; but its principal role is to dispel rather than heighten the confusion upon
  which comedy thrives. It is Act 4, scene 2, so his role is a deus ex machina for Cupids designs  allowing the course of love to flow more smoothly and conventionally with the
  final abandonment of disguise.


  As the setting right of the final act confirms, the anarchy of the Twelfth Night topsy turvy world is only a temporary license, a sanctioned episode of carnivalesque before social and sexual
  norms reassert themselves. The play only flirts with anarchy. Servants turn out to be nobly born, and a man arrives in the, aesthetically similar but anatomically distinct, shape of Sebastian to
  redirect Olivias errant sexual desire. Alls well that ends well in true Shakespearian comic style. Malvolios conceited ambition to marry his mistress would appear to be a
  social violation too far. And so he is hoist by his own cross garters in a trap set by his own vanity. Malvolios bid to overturn social distinctions by marrying his noble mistress is of a
  different order to the disguised disruption threatened by Olivias love for a servant. His comic punishment is again in the spirit of the feast, bringing low a puffed up figure
  of authority who abuses his office. As Sir Toby challenges him: Art any more than a steward? (II, 3, 111). A prime target for toppling on a night of licensed misrule.


  And a very English comic character dealt a suitably English comic comeuppance. Pomposity might be considered an English vice, nurtured by the rigidly stratified, class-obsessed society that
  still prevails. Malvolio gets above himself, and so is cut down to size through a ridicule that is the stock-in-trade of situation comedy even today. Even a comedy that celebrates the
  temporary breach of social distinctions and decorums cannot countenance a conceited upstart, and so Malvolio is dealt a severe form of justice by Toby, Maria and Feste, the characters with whom we
  most closely identify. We exult and collude in this revenge comedy. Yet Malvolio is also a kind of Puritan, so the comedy would have had a precise relevance for Shakespeares first audience
   indeed, even up to Dickenss day, where the stern, non-conformist, fanatical killjoy remained a stock satirical target. Such figures are often hypocrites, as Malvolio is also revealed
  to be. For he is only a kind of Puritan, and is more than ready to eschew the sober black of his brethren for vain sartorial fopperies when it believes it will gain him advantage, or
  to fantasise about the velvet finery he will adopt when he becomes Count Malvolio, the cosset lover of the fair Olivia. The yellow stockings reveal his true colours, so we applaud the aptness of a
  vengeance justly visited.


  And yet Malvolio is also an outsider, a loner upon whom a pack of bullies in buskins mercilessly gang up. So whilst the English cant abide an upstart, they also tend to side
  with the underdog, and make a sacred principle of fair play. The foolery is taken too far, and from being a figure of ridicule the much-abused steward becomes an object of pathos. Sir
  Toby and Andrew Aguecheek are in turn punished for their cruelty by the injuries they sustain from the duel. The characterization and handling of Malvolio straddles the English ethical spectrum,
  allowing for a shift in sympathies to take place in even the giddiest Twelfth Night audience. Such complexity is of course the hallmark of Shakespeares genius. A sentence is but a
  cheveril glove to good wit, as Feste claims, how quickly the wrong side may be turnd outward (III, 1, 11). A character may be turned similarly by a dextrous dramatist,
  with our sympathies duly following.


  The potential pathos residing in the comic grotesque Malvolio, points to a darker thread interwoven through the gilded fabric of Shakespeares comedy. It cant all be cakes and ale,
  even on Twelfth Night. In this respect, Twelfth Night might be partly compared with such problem comedies as Measure for Measure or The Merchant of Venice which
  characterise Shakespeares maturity. With them comedy is almost wholly a generic designation, premised largely on the fact that the plays end happily. For some that is.
  Malvolio, like Shylock in Merchant, is marginalised, upon whom a revenge is enacted according to the plays moral code, and who exits the play calling for a further allocation of
  justice: Ill be revenged on the whole pack of you! If this were Hollywood, we might anticipate a sequel  The 13th Day: The Revenge of the Puritans, perhaps
   which in some ways came to pass when in 1642 the Puritan faction enforced the closing of the London theatres. Virtue finally triumphing over cakes and ale (at least until the
  Restoration), and Malvolio having the last laugh after all.


  Yet Twelfth Night is not tragedy tortured into comedy as it is with Measure for Measure. The darker strain in Twelfth Night might be considered more in terms of
  tragic relief, the counterpart of the gallows humour which lightens the tragic load that Hamlet lays upon the human heart. But a few clouds momentarily obscure the
  May-morning merriment the play celebrates. Even the complete oaf, Andrew Aguecheek is afforded a measure of pathos that arrests us in our mirth when he sighs plaintively I was adored once
  too (II, 3, 176). Tragi-comedy, comic-tragedy is the hallmark of Shakespearean greatness. His drama is mixed because life is too.


  We might even see Malvolio and Hamlet as being cut from the same cloth. The black-clad tragic misanthrope has his moments of killjoy puritanism  complaining of the heavy-drinking and late
  hours of the Danish court  as much as the comic stooge Malvolio can elicit tragic pathos when he appears before us caged, friendless, persecuted. Genre largely dictates whether we feel with
  or laugh at these characters. If the mind of Orsino is an opal  changeable under different lights  it is perhaps because his creators was too, displaying the
  complexity of his art through the variegated richness of his charactersisation.


  This richness extends even to the music of this most musical of Shakespeares plays. Ostensibly part of the festive spirit Shakespeares play enshrines, it is not untouched by the
  melancholy that everywhere intrudes on the revels. Like a skeleton attending a feast, the songs that mark the occasion dwell obsessively on death, time and the brevity of life. Youths a
  stuff will not endure. Nor pleasure neither. As John Keats put it in his Ode on Melancholy,


  
    
      
        
          
		  
          
            Ay, in the very temple of delight


            Veiled melancholy has her sovran shrine,


            Though seen by none save him whose strenuous tongue


            Can burst joys grape against his palate fine;

          

        

		

        

      

    

  


  As pleasure turns to poison as the bee mouth sips, so the Duke experiences saiety in the song that had just then given him such pleasure, its dying fall initiating the melancholy
  refrain that recurs throughout the Twelfth Night revels.


  For Twelfth Night is a play about limits as much about their transgression, drawing the line that divides feast day from the everyday. A feast is temporary, it defies time, but also
  reinforces its inexorable rule. Especially this feast which marked the end of the Christmas season. Time is triumphant in the end. And so the clock upbraids Olivia, and the final song encompasses
  the whole of life in a catch. The plays final words reminding us of that most fearful reality: every day.


  The plays alternative title, Or what you will, makes a virtue of ambiguity. It could suggest license  do as you please -; or encourage multiple perspectives on the
  tragicomic fabric of life. This ambiguity has offered rich possibilities for dramatic adaptation down the centuries, commanding some landmark stage performances. And yet whilst the theatre has
  witnessed an array of A-listers forsaking their preferred tragic roles to try their mettle at Shakespeares great comic exception, the cinema has largely held back. Trevor Nunns 1996
  adaptation stands out a mile, assembling a cast of seasoned comic actors, including Nigel Hawthorne as a touped Malvolio; Richard E Grant as Sir Tobys flaxen-haired gull; and Mel
  Smith as the merry man himself. The presiding genius of Shakespeares dark comedy is embodied in a suitably brooding Feste, played by Ben Kingsley, an actor more famous for the dignity or
  jaggedness of his serious performances. Nunns autumnal setting and plaintive musical arrangements, bring out perfectly the melancholy at the very heart of this, Shakespeares most
  festive revel.
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MALVOLIO I will smile; I will do every thing that thou wilt have me.







  

  


  TWELFTH NIGHT; OR, WHAT YOU WILL


  DRAMATIS PERSONAE


  ORSINO, Duke of Illyria.


  SEBASTIAN, a young gentleman.


  ANTONIO, a sea captain, friend to Sebastian.


  A SEA CAPTAIN, friend to Viola.


  
    
      	
        VALENTINE,

      

      	
        [image: ]

      

      	
        gentlemen attending on the Duke.

      
    


    
      	
        CURIO,

      
    

  


  SIR TOBY BELCH, uncle to Olivia.


  SIR ANDREW AGUECHEEK.


  MALVOLIO, steward to Olivia.


  
    
      	
        FABIAN,

      

      	
        [image: ]

      

      	
        servants to Olivia.

      
    


    
      	
        CLOWN,

      
    

  


  OLIVIA.


  VIOLA, sister to Sebastian.


  MARIA, Olivias woman.


  
    
      LORDS, a PRIEST, SAILORS, OFFICERS, MUSICIANS, and ATTENDANTS.

    

  


  SCENE  A city in Illyria, and the sea-coast near it.
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  ACT I


  SCENE I


  The DUKES palace.


  Enter DUKE, LORDS, and CURIO; MUSICIANS attending.


  DUKE


  If music be the food of love, play on;


  Give me excess of it, that, surfeiting,


  The appetite may sicken, and so die. 


  That strain again!  it had a dying fall:


  O, it came oer my ear like the sweet sound,


  That breathes upon a bank of violets,


  Stealing and giving odour!  Enough; no more;


  Tis not so sweet now as it was before.


  O spirit of love, how quick and fresh art thou!


  That, notwithstanding thy capacity


  Receiveth as the sea, naught enters there,


  Of what validity and pitch soeer,


  But falls into abatement and low price,


  Even in a minute! so full of shapes is fancy,


  That it alone is high-fantastical.


  CURIO


  Will you go hunt, my lord?


  DUKE


  What, Curio?


  CURIO


  The hart.


  DUKE


  Why, so I do, the noblest that I have:


  O, when mine eyes did see Olivia first,


  Methought she purgd the air of pestilence!


  That instant was I turnd into a hart;


  And my desires, like fell and cruel hounds,


  Eer since pursue me.


  Enter VALENTINE.


  How now! what news from her?


  VALENTINE


  So please my lord, I might not be admitted;


  But from her handmaid do return this answer:


  The element itself, till seven years hence,


  Shall not behold her face at ample view;


  But, like a cloistress, she will veiled walk,


  And water once a day her chamber round


  With eye-offending brine: all this to season
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