Viola
Boy actors in female parts
All commentary from the period suggests that
audiences took the performances of boy
actors playing women seriously (i.e., they did
not see this as a defect requiring suspension
of belief).
The fact that so many Renaissance
playwrights used cross-dressing as a plot
device suggests it was even seen as an asset.
There was no law against women on the stage
(the social assumptions and biases involved
were so strong it was simply unthinkable).
1629 was the first year in which a female
performer was seen in the English theater.
The innovation was introduced by a French
company, but the women were hissed and
fruit thrown at them until they left the stage.

Julia Marlowe as Viola
(New York, late 19th century)

Viola
Viola’s disguise
Viola
I prithee (and I’ll pay thee bounteously)
Conceal me what I am, and be my aid
For such disguise as haply shall become
The form of my intent. I’ll serve this duke.
Thou shalt present me as an eunuch to him;
It may be worth thy pains. For I can sing,
And speak to him in many sorts of music
That will allow me very worth his service.
What else may hap, to time I will commit;
Only shape thou thy silence to my wit.
(I.ii.52-61)
Questions
What is Viola’s motivation for disguising
herself as a man? What is her motivation for
maintaining the disguise?

Julia Marlowe as Viola
(New York, late 19th century)

Viola
Possible answers
• theater convention (dating back to the
Roman comedies of Plautus)
• insecurity (in which the disguise is
analogous to the self-doubts that keep
people from pursuing their ends)
• a recognition of the precarious status of
women (Viola is only free to take an active
role in a patriarchal society when she is not a
woman)
Act I, Scene iii
(Thomas H. Maybank,
late 19th or early 20th century)

• self-interest (in “Apollonius and Silla,” Silla
adopts the disguise to be near Apollonius,
her unrequited love)

• as a plot point: only her masculine friendship
with Orsino has the potential to temper his
excess (love as an abstract ideal), and her
disguise is also the means by which the
excess of Olivia (excessive grief) is healed

Viola
Viola’s disguise
Whatever the reason (or non-reason), the
disguise is a part of the spirit of the Twelfth
Night revels, in which authority is inverted
(masculine privilege is usurped by a female) in
the spirit of fun and regeneration of spirits.
Presumably all will revert to a more natural
order by play’s end (the end of the revels).

Act I, Scene iii
(Thomas H. Maybank,
late 19th or early 20th century)

Viola will speak to the audience (in soliloquy
and aside). Cesario will speak to other
members of the play; occasionally the two
characters will speak as one in ironic
comments that have a double meaning (one for
the characters and one for Viola and the
audience-- who know the truth).

Viola
Viola and Olivia
Viola and Olivia have both lost a
brother (or at least they think they
have), but what is the difference in
their reaction to this loss?
Olivia tries to indefinitely keep the
memory of her brother alive. In what
way is Viola doing the same (Viola:
“him I imitate” in III.iv.385)?

Why is Olivia more receptive to Viola
than she is to Duke Orsino?

“But we will draw the curtain, and
shew you the Picture”
(Edward Francis Burney, late 18th or early
19th century)

I.v.164-180
Viola/Cesario
The honorable lady of the house, which is she? [...]
Most radiant, exquisite, and unmatchable
beauty—I pray you, tell me if this be the lady of the
house, for I never saw her. I would be loath to cast
away my speech; for besides that it is excellently well
penned, I have taken great pains to con it. Good
beauties, let me sustain no scorn; I am very comptible,
even to the least sinister usage.
Olivia

Whence came you, sir?
Viola/Cesario
I can say little more than I have studied, and that
question’s out of my part. Good gentle one, give
me modest assurance if you be the lady of the house,
that I may proceed in my speech.
Olivia
Are you a comedian?

Viola/Cesario
No, my profound heart; and yet, by the very
fangs of malice, I swear I am not that I play.

I.v.164-180
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Most radiant, exquisite, and unmatchable
beauty—I pray you, tell me if this be the lady of the
house, for I never saw her. I would be loath to cast
away my speech; for besides that it is excellently well
penned, I have taken great pains to con it. Good
beauties, let me sustain no scorn; I am very comptible,
even to the least sinister usage.
Olivia

Whence came you, sir?
Viola/Cesario
I can say little more than I have studied, and that
question’s out of my part. Good gentle one, give
me modest assurance if you be the lady of the house,
that I may proceed in my speech.
Olivia
Are you a comedian?

Viola/Cesario
No, my profound heart; and yet, by the very
fangs of malice, I swear I am not that I play.

Questions
What is inauthentic about Viola’s
memorized speech?
Why is Olivia not interested in
hearing it?

I.v.164-180
Viola/Cesario
The honorable lady of the house, which is she? [...]
Most radiant, exquisite, and unmatchable
beauty—I pray you, tell me if this be the lady of the
house, for I never saw her. I would be loath to cast
away my speech; for besides that it is excellently well
penned, I have taken great pains to con it. Good
beauties, let me sustain no scorn; I am very comptible,
even to the least sinister usage.
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Whence came you, sir?
Viola/Cesario
I can say little more than I have studied, and that
question’s out of my part. Good gentle one, give
me modest assurance if you be the lady of the house,
that I may proceed in my speech.
Olivia
Are you a comedian?

Viola/Cesario
No, my profound heart; and yet, by the very
fangs of malice, I swear I am not that I play.

Questions
To whom are Viola’s words
literally addressed?
To whom are Viola’s words really
addressed?

dramatic irony: a situation in a narrative
in which the reader or audience knows
something about present or future
circumstances that the character does not
know; in that situation, the character acts
in a way the reader/audience recognizes
to be grossly inappropriate to the actual
circumstances, or the character expects
the opposite of what the reader/audience
knows that fate holds in store, or the
character anticipates a particular outcome
that unfolds itself in an unintentional way

I.v.259-271
Viola/Cesario
If I did love you in my master’s flame,
With such a suff’ring, such a deadly life,
In your denial I would find no sense;
I would not understand it.

Olivia
Why, what would you?
Viola/Cesario
Make me a willow cabin at your gate
And call upon my soul within the house;
Write loyal cantons of contemnèd love
And sing them loud even in the dead of night;
Hallo your name to the reverberate hills
And make the babbling gossip of the air
Cry out “Olivia!” O, you should not rest
Between the elements of air and earth
But you should pity me.
Olivia
You might do much.

I.v.259-271
Viola/Cesario

Questions

If I did love you in my master’s flame,
With such a suff’ring, such a deadly life,
In your denial I would find no sense;
I would not understand it.

Olivia
Why, what would you?
Viola/Cesario
Make me a willow cabin at your gate
And call upon my soul within the house;
Write loyal cantons of contemnèd love
And sing them loud even in the dead of night;
Hallo your name to the reverberate hills
And make the babbling gossip of the air
Cry out “Olivia!” O, you should not rest
Between the elements of air and earth
But you should pity me.
Olivia
You might do much.

Why does Viola abandon the
speech she has memorized?
Would the memorized speech have
been as effective in winning
Olivia’s heart?

What is the difference between
Viola’s approach and the previous
overtures of love from the Duke?
If we assume that Viola has no
romantic interest in Olivia, and we
assume that she is not a
particularly good actor (no
“comedian” from I.v.178), how is
Viola so convincing in expressing
these declarations of love? Why
does it feel so genuine?

Viola
Viola and Olivia
Note that the identification between
Viola and Olivia’s situation extends
even to their names, as they are near
anagrams.
What might that suggest about Olivia
falling in love with Viola (albeit in her
disguise as Cesario)?

“But we will draw the curtain, and
shew you the Picture”
(Edward Francis Burney, late 18th or early
19th century)

Viola
Viola and Olivia
Note also that Malvolio’s name also
contains Viola’s and Olivia’s (with the
prefixed mal)-- and that he is accused
(by Olivia) of being “sick of self-love”
(I.iv.87).
What might these things imply?

“But we will draw the curtain, and
shew you the Picture”
(Edward Francis Burney, late 18th or early
19th century)

Viola
Viola and Orsino
Orsino says to Viola/Cesario, “I have
unclasped / To thee the book even of
my secret soul.” (I.iv.13-14).
Why has he drawn so close to “him”
after Viola has been in his service
such a short time?

Orsino and Viola
(Frederick Richard Pickersgill, ca. 1850)

II.v.93-121
Orsino

Orsino

There is no woman’s sides
Can bide the beating of so strong a passion
As love doth give my heart; no woman’s heart
So big to hold so much; they lack retention.
Alas, their love may be called appetite.
No motion of the liver but the palate,
That suffer surfeit, cloyment, and revolt;
But mine is all as hungry as the sea
And can digest as much. Make no compare
Between that love a woman can bear me
And that I owe Olivia.
Viola/Cesario
Ay, but I know-Orsino
What dost thou know?
Viola/Cesario
Too well what love women to men may owe.
In faith, they are as true of heart as we.
My father had a daughter loved a man
As it might be perhaps, were I a woman,
I should your Lordship.

And what’s her history?
Viola/Cesario
A blank, my lord. She never told her love,
But let concealment, like a worm i’ th’ bud,
Feed on her damask cheek. She pined in thought;
And with a green and yellow melancholy,
She sat like Patience on a monument,
Smiling at grief. Was not this love indeed?
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.
Orsino
But died thy sister of her love, my boy?
Viola/Cesario
I am all the daughters of my father’s house,
And all the brothers, too, and yet I know not.
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And all the brothers, too, and yet I know not.

Question
Why does Orsino value love, but is
contemptuous of actual women?
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In faith, they are as true of heart as we.
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Our shows are more than will; for still we prove
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But died thy sister of her love, my boy?
Viola/Cesario
I am all the daughters of my father’s house,
And all the brothers, too, and yet I know not.

Question
Is Shakespeare affirming or
denying this sexist perspective?
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Can bide the beating of so strong a passion
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Question
To what end is Shakespeare using
dramatic irony in this scene?

Viola
Viola and Orsino
Remember Orsino’s words from earlier in
the play:
O, she that hath a heart of that fine frame
To pay this debt of love but to a brother,
How will she love when the rich golden shaft
Hath killed the flock of all affections else
That live in her; when liver, brain, and heart,
These sovereign thrones, are all supplied,
and filled,
Her sweet perfections, with one self king.

(I.i.32-38)
Cesario means “little king” in Latin. Why
is this relevant?

Orsino and Viola
(Frederick Richard Pickersgill, ca. 1850)

I.iv.23-37
Viola/Cesario
Say I do speak with her, my lord, what then?
Orsino
Oh, then unfold the passion of my love;
Surprise her with discourse of my dear faith.
It shall become thee well to act my woes;
She will attend it better in thy youth
Than in a nuncio’s of more grave aspect.
Viola/Cesario
I think not so, my lord.
Orsino
Dear lad, believe it;
For they shall yet belie thy happy years
That say thou art a man. Diana’s lip
Is not more smooth and rubious; thy small pipe
Is as the maiden’s organ, shrill and sound,
And all is semblative a woman’s part.
I know thy constellation is right apt
For this affair [...]

I.iv.23-37
Viola/Cesario

Questions

Say I do speak with her, my lord, what then?
Orsino
Oh, then unfold the passion of my love;
Surprise her with discourse of my dear faith.
It shall become thee well to act my woes;
She will attend it better in thy youth
Than in a nuncio’s of more grave aspect.
Viola/Cesario
I think not so, my lord.
Orsino
Dear lad, believe it;
For they shall yet belie thy happy years
That say thou art a man. Diana’s lip
Is not more smooth and rubious; thy small pipe
Is as the maiden’s organ, shrill and sound,
And all is semblative a woman’s part.
I know thy constellation is right apt
For this affair [...]

What is the allusion here? Why
would Shakespeare have Orsino
compare Viola to Diana?
What would this suggest about the
ultimate aims of Orsino’s
affections? What does he think is
going on, and what is ultimately
going to happen?

Viola
What is love?
Viola
I’ll do my best
To woo your lady. [Aside] Yet a barful
strife!
Whoe’er I woo, myself would be his
wife.
(I.iv.40-42)
Is this consistent with what she tells
Olivia as Cesario:

Orsino and Viola
(Frederick Richard Pickersgill, ca. 1850)

Lady, you are the cruel’st she alive
If you will lead these graces to the
grave
And leave the world no copy.
(I.v.236-239)

Viola
What is love?
Orsino -> Love is how I imagine the lover.
It’s all about my relationship to my
desires.
Olivia -> Love is a sickness. It interferes
with one’s duties.
Feste -> Love is a practical thing that
happens in the here and now. It is action,
not abstract.
Viola’s advice -> Love is productive. It
has a divinely ordained end.

Orsino and Viola
(Frederick Richard Pickersgill, ca. 1850)

Viola’s practice -> Love is self-sacrificing
service. The lover becomes like patience
on a monument, pining away.
Which of these views are life-affirming?

Overview
Plot One
An older man (thinks he) is in love with a lady,
but he is also falling in love with a young man
(though he doesn’t quite realize it yet). The
young man is wooing a lady-- who (thinks she)
is in love with the young man-- on behalf of
the older man, though the young man-- who is
really a young woman-- is in love with the
older man. The actor playing the young
woman (who is pretending to be a man) is, in
turn, an adolescent boy pretending to be a
woman.
Plot Two

Feste, Sir Toby Belch, Sir
Andrew Aguecheek
(H. C. Selous, London, ca. 1830)

A man woos a lady because another man (who
the first man believes to be his friend)
encourages him to believe (falsely) that the
lady is receptive to his aims.

Sir Toby Belch and Sir
Andrew Aguecheek
Questions
What is Sir Toby Belch’s place in
Olivia’s household?
Who is Sir Andrew Aguecheek? What is
his position in Olivia’s household?
Maria
That quaffing and drinking will undo
you. I heard my lady talk of it
yesterday, and of a foolish knight that
you brought in one night here to be
her wooer.
Sir Andrew Aguecheek
and Sir Toby Belch
(John Massey Wright,
late 18th or early 19th century)

(I.iii.14-17)
Who is Maria? What is her position in
Olivia’s household?

Sir Toby Belch and Sir
Andrew Aguecheek
Questions
Does Sir Toby Belch think Sir Andrew
has a realistic chance at winning Olivia?
Why or why not?

If the answer is no, why does Sir Toby
encourage Sir Andrew to stay?
Are we supposed to approve of Sir
Toby’s motivations concerning his
“friend” Sir Andrew?
What about Sir Andrew? Is the audience
supposed to sympathize with him and
take his part?
Sir Andrew Aguecheek
and Sir Toby Belch
(John Massey Wright,
late 18th or early 19th century)

Sir Toby Belch and Sir
Andrew Aguecheek
Questions
Their names reveal something of their
character (an ague is a fever). What can
the audience conclude from their names
about the nature of their character?
They are also both knights, but are we
supposed to view them as noble?

Sir Toby
What a plague means my niece to
take the death of her brother thus? I
am sure care’s an enemy to life.
Sir Andrew Aguecheek
and Sir Toby Belch
(John Massey Wright,
late 18th or early 19th century)

(I.iii.1-3)
Sir Toby seems to diagnose the
problem with Olivia’s behavior correctly,
but does this mean he is wise?

I.iii.4-13
Maria
By my troth, Sir Toby, you must come in earlier
o’nights. Your cousin, my lady, takes great
exceptions to your ill hours. [...] you must confine
yourself within the modest limits of order.

Sir Toby
Confine? I’ll confine myself no finer than I am.
These clothes are good enough to drink in, and so
be these boots too. An they be not, let them hang
themselves in their own straps.

I.iii.4-13
Maria
By my troth, Sir Toby, you must come in earlier
o’nights. Your cousin, my lady, takes great
exceptions to your ill hours. [...] you must confine
yourself within the modest limits of order.

Sir Toby
Confine? I’ll confine myself no finer than I am.
These clothes are good enough to drink in, and so
be these boots too. An they be not, let them hang
themselves in their own straps.

Question
What does Sir Toby stand for?
How does he live his life?
Is this more or less admirable
than Olivia’s approach to life?
So far, we’ve discussed
characters in a state of
excess. Is there any hint of
that here? What are the limits
of Sir Toby’s philosophy?

II.iii.14-15
Sir Toby
Dost thou think, because thou art virtuous,
there shall be no more cakes and ale?

II.iii.86-92
Malvolio
My masters, are you mad? Or what are you?
Have you no wit, manners, nor honesty, but to
gabble like tinkers at this time of night? Do ye
make an ale-house of my lady’s house, that ye
squeak out your coziers’ catches without any
mitigation or remorse of voice? Is there no
respect of place, persons, nor time in you?

II.iii.120-122
Malvolio
Mistress Mary, if you prized my lady’s favor
at anything more than contempt, you would not
give means for this uncivil rule.
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Malvolio
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II.iii.120-122

Question
The audience is obviously
supposed to disapprove of Malvolio
(who is arrogant and domineering),
but does this mean they are
supposed to approve of Sir Toby's
philosophy of living completely in
the moment?
In what ways is Sir Toby analogous
to the Lord of Misrule in the Twelfth
Night celebrations? Is he a positive
or negative character (or something
that is less definable)?

Malvolio
Mistress Mary, if you prized my lady’s favor
at anything more than contempt, you would not
give means for this uncivil rule.

Considering that Maria, Sir Toby,
and Sir Andrew Aguecheek are all
gentle-born, why do they behave in
such an undignified manner?

Sir Toby Belch and Sir
Andrew Aguecheek
What is Love?
Feste
Would you have a love song, or a song of
good life?
Sir Toby
A love song, a love song.
Sir Andrew
Ay, ay, I care not for good life.
(II.iii.35-38)

William Farren as Sir Andrew
Aguecheek, (Richard Lane,
London, 1838)

In this context, good life can mean both “life’s
pleasures” or “virtuous living.” Sir Andrew
understands the meaning as the latter.

Sir Toby Belch and Sir
Andrew Aguecheek
What is Love?
Orsino -> Love is how I imagine the lover. It’s
all about my relationship to my desires.
Olivia -> Love is a sickness. It interferes with
one’s duties.
Feste -> Love is a practical thing that
happens in the here and now.
Viola’s advice -> Love is productive. It has a
divinely ordained end.
Viola’s practice -> Love is self-sacrificing
service. It is an act of absolute devotion.
William Farren as Sir Andrew
Aguecheek, (Richard Lane,
London, 1838)

Sir Andrew -> Love is about living in the
moment, consequences be damned.

Which of these views are life-affirming?

Overview
Plot Three
A young man loses his twin sister in a
shipwreck, and now, along with a good friend
who refuses to leave his side, must find his
way in a new country with strange customs.
Plot Four
Two men living in the household of a noble
woman join with others to (falsely) convince a
common foe, the steward of that household,
that the noble lady is in love with him-- a
proposition that appeals to the steward
because of the power it would bring him, not
because of any love he bears for the lady.
Even though the steward is unsympathetic,
this practical joke becomes increasingly cruel.
Feste, Sir Toby Belch, Sir
Andrew Aguecheek
(H. C. Selous, London, ca. 1830)

Malvolio
Background
Malvolio  “ill will” in Italian
The part was originally played by
Richard Burbage (the leading actor of
The King’s Men), and for the first three
hundred years of the performance
tradition, the Malvolio sub-plot was
widely seen as the highlight of the play.

Malvolio is a steward in the house of
Olivia, which is to say, he manages the
house and its servants as a sort of
overseer.

Beerbohm Tree as Malvolio
(Balliol Salmon, 1901)

Since Olivia is otherwise consumed
with her grief for her brother and (later)
her love for Cesario, he is more-or-less
running the household-- an inversion of
authority when he does things like
sanctioning his social superior Sir Toby.

Malvolio
Characteristics
He sees sobriety as wisdom, but
unlike Olivia at the beginning of the
play, he wants to deny all pleasures to
others (make them as miserable as he
is).
He is narcissistic like Orsino, but his
narcissism takes the form of seeing
himself as superior to others.
He is excessive in character, but
unlike Olivia or Orsino he is
seemingly incapable of change or
growth that could potentially temper
these excesses.
Beerbohm Tree as Malvolio
(Balliol Salmon, 1901)

I.v.80-81
Malvolio
I marvel your Ladyship takes delight in
such a barren rascal [Feste].

I.v.89-93
Olivia
O, you are sick of self-love, Malvolio, and taste
with a distempered appetite. To be generous,
guiltless, and of free disposition, is to take those
things for bird-bolts that you deem cannon bullets.
There is no slander in an allowed Fool, though
he do nothing but rail; nor no railing in a known
discreet man, though he do nothing but reprove.

I.v.80-81

I.v.89-93

Malvolio

Olivia

I marvel your Ladyship takes delight in
such a barren rascal [Feste].

O, you are sick of self-love, Malvolio, and taste
with a distempered appetite. To be generous,
guiltless, and of free disposition, is to take those
things for bird-bolts that you deem cannon bullets.
There is no slander in an allowed Fool, though
he do nothing but rail; nor no railing in a known
discreet man, though he do nothing but reprove.

Question
Why is Malvolio set in opposition to
Feste?

Malvolio
Malvolio as a “kind of Puritan”
Sir Toby
Possess us, possess us, tell us something
of him.
Maria
Marry, sir, sometimes he is a kind of
Puritan.
(II.iii.139)
Malvolio speaking in the language of God’s
elect
Jove and my stars be praised. [...]

Jove, I thank thee. I will smile; I will do
everything that thou wilt have me.
(II.iii.169-175)

William Pleater Davidge as
Malvolio (engraved by Bittlestone
from a daguerreotype by the Meade
brothers, New York, mid 19th century)

Malvolio
Malvolio as a “kind of Puritan”
Fabian
The double gilt of this opportunity you let
time wash off [...] unless you do redeem it
by some laudable attempt either of valor or
policy.
Sir Andrew
An’t be any way, it must be with valor, for
policy I hate. I had as lief be a Brownist as a
politician.
(III.ii.23-31)
Brownists were Puritan Congregationalists
who followed the teachings of Robert Browne
(like the Pilgrims of the Plymouth Colony). Sir
Andrew is using the term to as synecdoche
for “non-conformist” with a distinctly
negative connotation.

William Pleater Davidge as
Malvolio (engraved by Bittlestone
from a daguerreotype by the Meade
brothers, New York, mid 19th century)

Malvolio
Malvolio as a “kind of Puritan”
Puritans were traditional enemies of the
theater. From Shakespeare’s point of view,
they are opposed to the possibility of
imaginative self-transformation.
In 1642 Puritans succeeded in their lobby to
ban the theater, and they were shut down.
Five years later (probably in response to
loose enforcement), new penalties were
added, and actors were again classified by
statute as vagabonds and rogues. This
persisted until 1660.
There are a number of other satiric Puritan
caricatures in Early Modern theater-- most
famously Zeal-of-the-Land Busy in Ben
Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair who declares
cross-dressed puppets in a puppet show an
“abomination,” until the puppets raise their
clothes to reveal that they have no genitalia.

William Pleater Davidge as
Malvolio (engraved by Bittlestone
from a daguerreotype by the Meade
brothers, New York, mid 19th century)

Malvolio
Malvolio as a “kind of Puritan”
Puritan objections to the theater
• the doubleness of identity was duplicitous
• theater distracted from the more serious
work of attending to one’s soul
• plays portrayed sinful behavior
• boy actors dressed as females was sinful
(encouraging homosexual lust and
violating an Old Testament ban against
men wearing women’s clothing)
• the types of people who were drawn to the
theater were disreputable
• the behaviors associated with theatergoing were sinful (drinking to excess, men
and women freely intermingling, indulging
in the other entertainments near theaters)

William Pleater Davidge as
Malvolio (engraved by Bittlestone
from a daguerreotype by the Meade
brothers, New York, mid 19th century)

Malvolio
The gulling of Malvolio
The gulling of Malvolio mirrors the
high plot: a confusion of love and selfidentity, a misplaced affection, the
wallowing in excessive behavior, the
impulse towards reversal, disguise.
These elements are not used to
instruct, but to punish (possibly why
the fourth in the conspiracy is Fabian,
not Feste).

It is a variation on the play within a
play (where Malvolio-- albeit
unknowingly-- performs for an
audience, while an audience observes
both sets of performers). It is a vehicle
for dramatic irony.
Malvolio with the letter
(Henry J. Haley, early 20th century)

Malvolio
The gulling of Malvolio
Malvolio
“M.O.A.I.” This simulation is not as
the former; and yet, to crush this a
little, it would bow to me, for every
one of these letters are in my name.
(II.v.136-138)
Question
Do the clues in the letter definitively
point toward Malvolio? Why is he so
sure it is addressed to him?

Other possible (double) meanings for
the riddle: anagram of “I am O[livia]”
or “M[aria or] O[livia] A[m] I”
Malvolio with the letter
(Henry J. Haley, early 20th century)

II.v.23-79
Malvolio
’Tis but fortune; all is fortune. Maria once
told me she did affect me; and I have heard
herself come thus near, that, should she fancy,
it should be one of my complexion. Besides, she
uses me with a more exalted respect than anyone
else that follows her. What should I think on ’t?
[...]
Having been three months married to her,
sitting in my state-[...]
Calling my officers about me, in my
branched velvet gown, having come from a
daybed, where I have left Olivia sleeping--

perchance wind up my watch, or play with my-some rich jewel. Toby approaches; curtsies
there to me-[...]
I extend my hand to him thus, quenching
my familiar smile with an austere regard of
control-[...]
Saying, “Cousin Toby, my fortunes, having
cast me on your niece, give me this prerogative
of speech.”
[...]
“You must amend your drunkenness.”
[...]

[...]
And then to have the humor of state; and
after a demure travel of regard, telling them I
know my place, as I would they should do theirs,
To ask for my kinsman Toby--

[...]
Seven of my people, with an obedient start,
make out for him. I frown the while, and

“Besides, you waste the treasure of your
time with a foolish knight”-[...]
“One Sir Andrew.”

Malvolio
Social and economic class
Malvolio’s fantasy:
Having been three months married
to her, sitting in my state-- [...] calling
my officers about me, in my
branched velvet gown, having come
from a daybed, where I have left
Olivia sleeping [...]
(II.v.43-48)
1574 Sumptuary Laws:
None shall wear in his apparel [...] velvet
in gowns, coats, or other uttermost
garments [...] except men of the degrees
above mentioned [those with noble titles],
barons' sons, knights and gentlemen in
ordinary office attendant upon her
majesty’s person, and such as have been
employed in embassages to foreign
princes.

Baliol Holloway as Malvolio
(Royal Shakespeare Company, ca. 1935)

Malvolio
Social and economic class
Malvolio aspires to improve his
social station, but part of the
joke is that cross-gartering was
hopelessly out of style by 1600
(worn by old men, Puritans,
servants, rustics, etc.).
Maria says later in the play
that Malvolio is “most
villainously [cross-gartered],
like a pedant that keeps a school i’th’
church” (III.ii.73-74). In other words, he’s
more like a village schoolmaster than a
Count.
The irony is that Malvolio ends up
associating himself with those below his
present station, not above.
Baliol Holloway as Malvolio
(Royal Shakespeare Company, ca. 1935)

Malvolio
Social and economic class
Formal and informal pronouns
When Sir Toby addresses Malvolio in Act II,
Scene ii, it is contemptuously-- as one
addresses a social inferior (with the thou
pronoun):
Art any more than a steward? Dost thou
think, because thou art virtuous, there
shall be no more cakes and ale (113-115)?

However, Maria’s entices Malvolio with this
pronoun (II.v.152-156), as it marks how
Olivia perceives him to be an equal:
Go to, thou art made, if thou desir’st to be
so. If not, let me see thee a steward still,
the fellow of servants, and not worthy to
touch Fortune’s fingers. Farewell. She that
would alter services with thee,
The Fortunate-Unhappy.

Baliol Holloway as Malvolio
(Royal Shakespeare Company, ca. 1935)

Malvolio
Social and economic class
Malvolio does not understand English
peerage laws (assuming “Illyria” operates in
the same way)-- mistakenly believing that
(by virtue of a marriage to Olivia) he could
become “Count Malvolio” (III.v.35). However,
marriage would not confer a title in this way.
The joke isn’t so much that Malvolio dares
to aspire to upward mobility, but that his
vision for the future is so grandiose-- the
gulf so large between his present
circumstances.
It is also imagined in such a way that it’s
clear he only cares about power (the
trappings of wealth, a trophy wife, and a
means to settle scores with his social
betters). This makes the audience initially
sympathize with the practical jokers.

Baliol Holloway as Malvolio
(Royal Shakespeare Company, ca. 1935)

Conclusions (Acts I-II)
Character

from a series of engravings illustrating
scenes from Twelfth Night
(Ludwig Sigismund Ruhl, Leipsic,
Germany, 19th century)

All of these are
disguises to be
unmasked...

Appearance

Reality

Orsino

idealizes love

does not
understand/care
about real
women

Olivia

denies love

is afraid
to reconnect
with life

Feste

speaks
foolishness

speaks
wisdom

Viola

man

woman

Malvolio

motivated
by love

motivated
by class
envy

Sir Toby Belch

friend to Sir
Andrew

using Sir
Andrew
for selfish
reasons

