
 
 
 

Plays and Pinot: Twelfth Night 

Synopsis 

Twelfth Night, or What You Will is a romantic comedy by William Shakespeare, believed to have 

been written around 1601–1602 as a Twelfth Night's entertainment for the close of the Christmas 

season. The play centres on the twins Viola and Sebastian, who are separated in a shipwreck. Viola 

(who is disguised as Cesario) falls in love with Duke Orsino, who in turn is in love with Countess 

Olivia. Upon meeting Viola, Countess Olivia falls in love with her thinking she is a man. The play 

expanded on the musical interludes and riotous disorder expected of the occasion, with plot 

elements drawn from the short story "Of Apollonius and Silla" by Barnabe Rich, based on a story by 

Matteo Bandello. The first recorded public performance was on 2 February 1602, at Candlemas, the 

formal end of Christmastide in the year's calendar. The play was not published until its inclusion in 

the 1623 First Folio. 

 

About the Playwright 

William Shakespeare (also spelled Shakspere) was born in 1564 in Stratford-upon-Avon and died 

April 23 1616. He was an English poet, dramatist, and actor often called the English national poet 

and considered by many to be the greatest dramatist of all time. Shakespeare occupies a position 

unique in world literature. Other poets, such as Homer and Dante, and novelists, such as Leo Tolstoy 

and Charles Dickens, have transcended national barriers, but no writer’s living reputation can 

compare to that of Shakespeare, whose plays, written in the late 16th and early 17th centuries for a 

small repertory theatre, are now performed and read more often and in more countries than ever 

before. The prophecy of his great contemporary, the poet and dramatist Ben Jonson, that 

Shakespeare “was not of an age, but for all time,” has been fulfilled. It may be audacious even to 

attempt a definition of his greatness, but it is not so difficult to describe the gifts that enabled him to 

create imaginative visions of pathos and mirth that, whether read or witnessed in the theatre, fill the 

mind and linger there. He is a writer of great intellectual rapidity, perceptiveness, and poetic power. 

Other writers have had these qualities, but with Shakespeare the keenness of mind was applied not 

to abstruse or remote subjects but to human beings and their complete range of emotions and 

conflicts. Other writers have applied their keenness of mind in this way, but Shakespeare is 

astonishingly clever with words and images, so that his mental energy, when applied to intelligible 

human situations, finds full and memorable expression, convincing and imaginatively stimulating. As 

if this were not enough, the art form into which his creative energies went was not remote and 

bookish but involved the vivid stage impersonation of human beings, commanding sympathy and 

inviting vicarious participation. Thus, Shakespeare’s merits can survive translation into other 

languages and into cultures remote from that of Elizabethan England. 

 

 

 

 



 
 
Characters 

 

Viola 

A young woman of aristocratic birth, and the play’s protagonist. Washed up on the shore of Illyria 

when her ship is wrecked in a storm, Viola decides to make her own way in the world. She disguises 

herself as a young man, calling herself "Cesario," and becomes a page to Duke Orsino. She ends up 

falling in love with Orsino—even as Olivia, the woman Orsino is courting, falls in love with Cesario. 

Thus, Viola finds that her clever disguise has entrapped her: she cannot tell Orsino that she loves 

him, and she cannot tell Olivia why she, as Cesario, cannot love her. Her poignant plight is the 

central conflict in the play. 

Orsino 

A powerful nobleman in the country of Illyria. Orsino is lovesick for the beautiful Lady Olivia, but 

becomes more and more fond of his handsome new page boy, Cesario, who is actually a woman—

Viola. Orsino is a vehicle through which the play explores the absurdity of love: a supreme egotist, 

Orsino mopes around complaining how heartsick he is over Olivia, when it is clear that he is chiefly in 

love with the idea of being in love and enjoys making a spectacle of himself. His attraction to the 

ostensibly male Cesario injects sexual ambiguity into his character. 

Olivia 

A wealthy, beautiful, and noble Illyrian lady, Olivia is courted by Orsino and Sir Andrew Aguecheek, 

but to each of them she insists that she is in mourning for her brother, who has recently died, and 

will not marry for seven years. She and Orsino are similar characters in that each seems to enjoy 

wallowing in his or her own misery. Viola’s arrival in the masculine guise of Cesario enables Olivia to 

break free of her self-indulgent melancholy. Olivia seems to have no difficulty transferring her 

affections from one love interest to the next, however, suggesting that her romantic feelings—like 

most emotions in the play—do not run deep. 

Sebastian 

Viola’s lost twin brother. When he arrives in Illyria, traveling with Antonio, his close friend and 

protector, Sebastian discovers that many people think that they know him. Furthermore, the 

beautiful Lady Olivia, whom he has never met, wants to marry him. Sebastian is not as well rounded 

a character as his sister. He seems to exist to take on the role that Viola fills while disguised as 

Cesario—namely, the mate for Olivia. 

Malvolio 

The straitlaced steward—or head servant—in the household of Lady Olivia. Malvolio is very efficient 

but also very self-righteous, and he has a poor opinion of drinking, singing, and fun. His priggishness 

and haughty attitude earn him the enmity of Sir Toby, Sir Andrew, and Maria, who play a cruel trick 

on him, making him believe that Olivia is in love with him. In his fantasies about marrying his 

mistress, he reveals a powerful ambition to rise above his social class. 

Feste 

The clown, or fool, of Olivia’s household, Feste moves between Olivia’s and Orsino’s homes. He 

earns his living by making pointed jokes, singing old songs, being generally witty, and offering good 

advice cloaked under a layer of foolishness. In spite of being a professional fool, Feste often seems 

the wisest character in the play. 



 
 
 

Sir Toby 

Olivia’s uncle. Olivia lets Sir Toby Belch live with her, but she does not approve of his rowdy 

behavior, practical jokes, heavy drinking, late-night carousing, or friends (specifically the idiotic Sir 

Andrew). Sir Toby also earns the ire of Malvolio. But Sir Toby has an ally, and eventually a mate, in 

Olivia’s sharp-witted waiting-gentlewoman, Maria. Together they bring about the triumph of chaotic 

spirit, which Sir Toby embodies, and the ruin of the controlling, self-righteous Malvolio. 

Maria 

Olivia’s clever, daring young waiting-gentlewoman. Maria is remarkably similar to her antagonist, 

Malvolio, who harbors aspirations of rising in the world through marriage. But Maria succeeds where 

Malvolio fails—perhaps because she is a woman, but, more likely, because she is more in tune than 

Malvolio with the anarchic, topsy-turvy spirit that animates the play. 

Sir Andrew Aguecheek 

A friend of Sir Toby’s. Sir Andrew Aguecheek attempts to court Olivia, but he doesn’t stand a chance. 

He thinks that he is witty, brave, young, and good at languages and dancing, but he is actually an 

idiot. 

Antonio 

A man who rescues Sebastian after his shipwreck. Antonio has become very fond of Sebastian, 

caring for him, accompanying him to Illyria, and furnishing him with money—all because of a love so 

strong that it seems to be romantic in nature. Antonio’s attraction to Sebastian, however, never 

bears fruit. Despite the ambiguous and shifting gender roles in the play, Twelfth Night remains a 

romantic comedy in which the characters are destined for marriage. In such a world, homoerotic 

attraction cannot be fulfilled. 
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