Twelfth Night by William Shakespeare Asst. Lect. Zahraa Ayad
Main Plot

After a shipwreck, Viola believes her twin brother is dead and disguises herself
as Cesario to serve Duke Orsino. Orsino loves Olivia, who falls for Cesario,

creating a love triangle. Mistaken identities, disguises, and comic schemes by

characters like Maria and Feste cause confusion, humour, and misunderstandings,

until twins are reunited and true love is revealed.

Characters

1. Viola — Shipwrecked young woman who disguises herself as Cesario to serve

Duke Orsino; clever, loyal, and resourceful.

2. Sebastian — Viola’s twin brother, rescued by Antonio; brave and good-hearted,

often mistaken for Cesario.

3. Duke Orsino — Nobleman of lllyria, obsessed with Olivia’s love; romantic,

emotional, and persistent.

4. Olivia — Wealthy countess, mourning her brother; witty, strong-willed, and

develops affection for Cesario (Viola).

5. Malvolio — Olivia’s steward; proud, self-important, and easily tricked by the

household’s pranks.

6. Sir Toby Belch — Olivia’s uncle; jovial, mischievous and fond of plotting

practical jokes.

7. Maria — Olivia’s clever maid; loyal to Olivia and instrumental in pranks on

Malvolio.



8. Sir Andrew Aguecheek — Friend of Sir Toby; foolish, wealthy, and tries

unsuccessfully to woo Olivia.

9. Feste — Olivia’s witty clown; clever, observant, and comments on love and

folly.

10. Antonio — Pirate captain and friend of Sebastian; loyal, caring, and willing to

risk danger for him.
11. Valentine — Servant of Orsino; assists in Orsino’s courtship efforts.
12. Curio — Another of Orsino’s attendants; minor role, supports Orsino’s plans.

13. Fabian — Servant in Olivia’s household; helps Maria and Sir Toby with

pranks on Malvolio.

14. Captain — Rescues Viola after the shipwreck; minor but pivotal role in the

plot.



Twelfth Nightis setin Illyria, a place where disguise and confusion shape events.
After a shipwreck separates twins Viola and Sebastian, Viola disguises herself as
a man (Cesario) to survive and find safety. The play explores how love, grief, and
ambition affect characters’ judgment, creating misunderstandings that drive the

comedy.
Act 1

Scene 1 — Orsino’s Court

Duke Orsino is in love with Olivia, who refuses all suitors. He indulges in his
feelings, sending Cesario (Viola in disguise) to woo her, highlighting obsession

and unrequited love.

Scene 2 - Viola in lllyria

Viola, believing her brother Sebastian drowned, decides to disguise herself as a
young man named Cesario. She plans to serve Orsino safely, setting up mistaken

identity and dramatic irony.

Scene 3 — Olivia’s Household

Olivia mourns her deceased brother. Sir Toby Belch (her uncle) and Maria (her
maid) are introduced. Sir Toby takes pleasure in jokes, pranks, and causing

trouble, foreshadowing comic interference in romantic affairs.

Scene 4 — Orsino Sends Cesario

Orsino instructs Cesario to deliver messages of love to Olivia. Viola hesitates,
aware Olivia might fall for her male disguise, increasing romantic tension and

irony.



Scene 5 — Olivia Meets Feste

Feste, Olivia’s clown, engages in witty dialogue with Olivia. His humour and
wordplay reveal insight about love, folly, and human behaviour. He hints that

love can blind and amuse, showing that wisdom can come from fools.

Important Speeches

1. “If music be the food of love, play on.” Act 1, scene 1
« Speaker: Orsino

+ Addressee: Curio and attendants

* Analysis: Shows Orsino’s obsession with love; sets the emotional tone and

romantic longing.

2. “Conceal me what  am.” Act 1, scene 2
* Speaker: Viola
* Addressee: Captain

 Analysis: Reveals the importance of disguise and initiates dramatic irony as

Olivia will unknowingly fall for Cesario.



Act 2

Scene 1 — Sebastian and Antonio

Sebastian, Viola’s twin brother, arrives safely in Illyria with Antonio, a devoted
friend who rescued him from the sea. Antonio expresses deep loyalty and decides
to follow Sebastian despite the danger of being arrested. This scene prepares the

audience for mistaken identity and future confusion.

Scene 2 — Malvolio and Viola (Cesario)

Malvolio returns a ring to Cesario, claiming Olivia sent it. Viola realizes Olivia
has fallen in love with her male disguise and reflects on the confusion caused by

disguise and love, highlighting dramatic irony.

Scene 3 — Sir Toby, Sir Andrew, and Feste

Sir Toby and Sir Andrew create disorder late at night with singing and jokes.
Feste joins them. Maria warns them to be quiet. Malvolio scolds the group,

showing his strict and self-important nature and setting up the prank against him.

Scene 4 — Orsino and Viola (Cesario)

Orsino discusses love and music with Cesario. Viola hints at her own love for
Orsino while speaking in disguise. Orsino sends Cesario again to woo Olivia,

deepening the love triangle and dramatic irony.



Scene 5 — Malvolio’s Pride

Maria writes a fake letter to trick Malvolio, exploiting his pride and ambition.
This subplot blends comedy with themes of foolishness in love and social
ambition. The fake letter episode shows how love and desire can make people
foolish. Maria tricks Malvolio into believing Olivia loves him through a forged
letter, and his pride blinds him to the truth. By obeying the letter’s instructions,
such as wearing yellow stockings, Malvolio becomes a comic example of how
self-love and ambition lead to mistakes. Humour exposes human mistakes and

supports comic schemes driven by love.

Important Speeches

1. “Make no compare / Between that love a woman can bear me / And that [

owe Olivia.” Act 2, scene 4
* Speaker: Viola
» Addressee: Orsino

 Analysis: Shows Viola’s hidden love and loyalty; dramatic irony as Orsino

misunderstands her words.

2. “Now is the woodcock near the gin.” Act 2, scene 5
« Speaker: Fabian
 Addressee: Sir Toby and Maria

* Analysis: Comments on Malvolio’s foolishness; shows the success of the trick

and comic deception.



3. “Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness

thrust upon ’em.” Act 2, scene 5
* Speaker: Maria (through letter to Malvolio)
» Addressee: Malvolio

*Analysis: The letter plays on Malvolio’s pride and naivety, showing how

ambition and desire for love result in comic errors.

Themes

Love and Foolishness

In Twelfth Night, love often makes characters act foolishly, causing confusion,
mistakes, and humour. Disguises, mistaken identities, and secret admiration lead
to errors in judgment. Characters like Feste reveal truth through wit, showing that
love can blind, amuse, and teach lessons. The play highlights how affection and

desire inspire both loyalty and silly, unpredictable behaviour.



