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Introduction

Notes & Commentary on Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night: A Guide for Students is
designed to be your companion as you explore one of William Shakespeare’s most
beloved comedies. Whether you are encountering Twelfth Night for the first time or
returning to it with fresh eyes, this guide aims to provide clear explanations,
thoughtful analysis, and practical advice as you journey through the play. The text has
captivated audiences for centuries with its blend of romantic entanglement, comedic
confusion, and poignant commentary on the human experience.

As students of English literature, understanding Shakespeare can sometimes feel
daunting. The language, context, and complex interplay between characters and
themes may appear overwhelming. This book seeks to demystify these elements,
offering structured insights and detailed notes that reveal the play’s depth and
enduring relevance. By breaking down the play scene by scene and examining key
themes and figures, this guide will support both exam preparation and classroom
discussion.

Twelfth Night stands out among Shakespeare's comedies because of its rich layering
of themes such as identity, love, folly, and the transformative power of festivity. The
play’s exploration of disguise and mistaken identity not only provides much of its
humor, but also invites us to question the nature of self and society. Characters
struggle with their desires, ambitions, and the masks they put on for the world —
issues that remain relatable to this day.

To fully appreciate the richness of Twelfth Night, it’'s essential to recognize its original
context: the world of Elizabethan England. The play was written for an audience
attuned to social hierarchy, keen wit, and festive celebration. Yet, its focus on love,
loss, and laughter has ensured its popularity across centuries and continents,
constantly finding new life on stage and screen.

In the chapters that follow, you will find not only summaries and explanations, but also
commentaries on significant passages, discussions about performance and adaptation,
and practical advice for studying and writing about the play. Each chapter has been
crafted with the student reader in mind, emphasizing clarity, accessibility, and
encouragement.

Above all, this guide encourages active engagement with the play. Shakespeare’s
works are best encountered not as static texts, but as living dramas meant to spark
thought and debate. As you read, watch, or discuss Twelfth Night, may this book help
illuminate the comedy’s many layers and inspire your own critical responses.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding Shakespeare’s
Comedy: The Place of *Twelfth Night*

To understand Twelfth Night, it’s helpful to first get a handle on what Shakespeare was
generally up to when he wrote a comedy. Unlike modern sitcoms or stand-up routines,
Shakespearean comedy isn't solely about getting laughs, although there are plenty of
those. It's a specific dramatic form with its own conventions, structures, and typical
ingredients, often blending humor with romance, mistaken identities, and a journey
towards resolution.

Shakespeare’s comedies, broadly speaking, often follow a similar pattern: they begin
in a place of order (or sometimes a slightly stifled order), move to a place of disruption
or escape, and then return to a new, often happier, order. This middle phase
frequently involves a journey away from everyday reality - perhaps into a forest, onto
a distant shore, or into a world turned upside down by disguise and confusion. This is
often referred to as the "green world" or a liminal space, where the rules of society are
temporarily suspended.

In this disruptive "green world," characters are free (or forced) to shed their usual
identities. Disguises are adopted, social hierarchies are sometimes inverted, and
romantic entanglements become gloriously tangled. This allows for exploration - of
character, of relationships, of societal norms - in a way that the initial ordered world
would not permit. It's a space where transformations, both inward and outward, can
occur before the return journey begins.

The return typically brings characters back to society, but things are different now.
The lessons learned or the mistakes made in the liminal space have paved the way for
a new understanding or arrangement. This frequently culminates in one or more
marriages, symbolizing the restoration and renewal of social order, often on a more
joyful or harmonious footing than before.

The humor in these plays arises from a variety of sources. There's plenty of wit and
wordplay, often delivered by clever characters or professional fools. There are also
comedic situations stemming from misunderstanding, coincidence, and the chaos
caused by disguises and mistaken identities. Physical comedy and the antics of lower-
class characters or buffoons also contribute to the merriment, providing a contrast to
the more refined romantic plots.

Shakespeare wrote comedies throughout his career, and they evolved over time. Early
comedies, like The Comedy of Errors, rely heavily on classical models and farcical
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situations. Later comedies, like As You Like It or Twelfth Night, tend to be more
complex, blending darker undertones or more thoughtful examinations of human
nature with the comedic elements. They often feel richer, more mature, and
sometimes tinged with melancholy.

Twelfth Night fits squarely into this later group of sophisticated comedies. It contains
all the classic ingredients: a journey to a strange land (lllyria), a host of characters
thrown into disarray by unforeseen circumstances, romantic mix-ups galore, and a
resolution involving multiple marriages. Yet, it also possesses a depth and emotional
resonance that elevates it beyond simple farce.

lllyria serves as the play’s "green world," albeit a slightly unusual one. It's not a
magical forest, but a somewhat exotic, liminal coastal region where shipwrecked
twins, lovesick dukes, veiled countesses, and scheming servants all converge. It's a
place where identities can be shed and assumed, and where conventional behaviors
are often challenged or ignored, particularly in the Countess Olivia's household.

The comedic engines of Twelfth Night are classic: disguise and mistaken identity.
Viola's decision to adopt the guise of a male page sets in motion a chain of events that
leads to confusion, complicated love triangles, and plenty of dramatic irony (where the
audience knows more than the characters do). This device is central to the play's
structure and its comedic effect.

Beyond the structural elements, Twelfth Night also features the typical array of
Shakespearean comedic characters. We have the romantic leads navigating affairs of
the heart, often a little blind to reality. We have witty servants or companions who
comment on the action. And crucially, we have the figures of folly - the professional
fool and the amateur buffoons - who provide much of the overt humor and often act
as truth-tellers in disguise.

The play also incorporates music and song, a common feature in Shakespeare's
comedies, which adds to the festive atmosphere and can also carry emotional weight.
The language itself is often highly witty, with characters engaging in verbal sparring,
puns, and clever repartee, particularly Viola and Feste, the fool.

But Twelfth Night isn't just a collection of comedic devices; it's a play deeply
interested in certain themes that run through many of Shakespeare's comedies but
feel particularly prominent here. While we will delve into these in later chapters, it's
worth noting that the play explores the nature of love (in its various, often misguided
forms), the fluidity of identity, the relationship between appearance and reality, and
the role of revelry and misrule in society.

The title itself, Twelfth Night, or What You Will, is suggestive. Twelfth Night (January
6th) traditionally marked the end of the Christmas season, a time associated with

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

feasting, misrule, and temporary inversions of social order. The subtitle, "What You
Will," adds a layer of playfulness, perhaps suggesting that the audience can take from
the play what they like, or that the events unfold according to the characters' desires
or whims.

Compared to earlier comedies, Twelfth Night strikes a notable balance. It has the
elaborate plotting of mistaken identity found in plays like The Comedy of Errors, the
exploration of love in disguise seen in As You Like It, and the boisterous low comedy
present in plays featuring figures like Falstaff (though Malvolio's torment is perhaps
unique). This synthesis makes it feel comprehensive.

One characteristic that sets Twelfth Night apart, even from other mature comedies, is
its often-noted vein of melancholy. While undeniably funny, the play also touches upon
themes of loss, unrequited love, and the passage of time with a certain poignancy. The
fool Feste's songs, in particular, often carry a wistful or sad tone that counterpoints
the surrounding revelry.

This blend of high spirits and underlying sadness prevents Twelfth Night from being
purely light entertainment. It's a comedy that acknowledges the potential for suffering
and folly in the human condition, even as it ultimately moves towards happiness and
union. This emotional complexity is a hallmark of Shakespeare's later comedies and
contributes significantly to the play's enduring appeal.

So, when approaching Twelfth Night, remember it as a product of Shakespeare's
sophisticated understanding of the comedic form. It is a play that takes the
established conventions of disguise, mistaken identity, and romantic pursuit and
imbues them with rich characters, witty language, and a resonant exploration of what
it means to be human - particularly when navigating the confusing waters of love and
selfhood in a world turned upside down. It occupies a distinguished place as one of
Shakespeare's most perfect and moving comedies.
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