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Twelfth Night or What You Will SparkNotes is an essential resource for
students and literature enthusiasts looking to gain a deeper understanding of
one of William Shakespeare's most celebrated comedies. Written around
1601-1602, "Twelfth Night" explores themes of love, identity, and the
complexities of human relationships through a captivating story filled with
mistaken identities, comedic situations, and poignant moments. In this
article, we will delve into the key plot points, characters, themes, and
important quotes from the play, providing a comprehensive overview that will
help readers appreciate its brilliance.

Overview of "Twelfth Night"

"Twelfth Night" is set in the fictional land of Illyria and revolves around



the romantic entanglements of its characters, primarily focusing on Viola,
who is shipwrecked and separated from her twin brother, Sebastian. Disguising
herself as a male named Cesario, Viola enters the service of Duke Orsino, who
is in love with the Countess Olivia. The play unfolds with a series of
misunderstandings and humorous situations, leading to a joyful conclusion.

Key Characters

Understanding the characters is crucial to fully grasping the dynamics of the
play. Here are the main characters:

Viola/Cesario: The play's protagonist, who disguises herself as a man to
navigate the world of Illyria.

Duke Orsino: The lovesick duke who pines for Olivia, unaware of Viola's
feelings for him.

Olivia: A wealthy and noblewoman mourning her brother's death, who
becomes the object of Orsino's affections.

Sebastian: Viola's twin brother, who is also shipwrecked and ultimately
reunites with Viola.

Malvolio: Olivia's steward, whose pompous nature leads to his downfall
and a comedic subplot.

Sir Toby Belch: Olivia's uncle, who enjoys revelry and encourages Sir
Andrew Aguecheek's pursuit of Olivia.

Sir Andrew Aguecheek: A foolish suitor to Olivia, whose attempts at
courting her are thwarted by Viola/Cesario.

Feste: The witty and clever fool who provides commentary on the events
of the play.

Plot Summary

"Twelfth Night" opens with a shipwreck that separates Viola from her twin
brother, Sebastian. Believing him to be dead, Viola disguises herself as a
young man named Cesario to find work. She is soon employed by Duke Orsino,
who is desperately in love with Olivia. Viola, as Cesario, is sent to woo
Olivia on Orsino's behalf, but Olivia falls for Cesario instead, leading to a
complicated love triangle.



As the plot unfolds, the mistaken identities multiply. Viola's brother,
Sebastian, arrives in Illyria, and the confusion escalates as Olivia mistakes
him for Cesario. Meanwhile, Malvolio, who disdains the merriment of Sir Toby
and his companions, becomes the target of a prank that leads to his public
humiliation.

The climax of the play occurs when all misunderstandings are resolved.
Viola's true identity is revealed, and both love stories—Viola's love for
Orsino and Olivia's love for Sebastian—culminate in happy unions.

Major Themes

"Twelfth Night" is rich with themes that resonate with audiences across time.
Some of the major themes include:

Love and Desire: The play explores various forms of love—romantic,
unrequited, and self-love. Orsino's obsession with Olivia contrasts with
the genuine affection Viola has for him.

Identity and Disguise: Viola’s disguise as Cesario raises questions
about gender and identity. The fluidity of roles highlights how identity
can be constructed and perceived.

Festivity and Misrule: The play is set during the festive season of
Twelfth Night, a time of revelry and social inversion, which influences
the characters' actions and the comedic tone of the play.

Social Class and Ambition: Characters like Malvolio represent the
ambition to rise above one’s social class, and his downfall satirizes
the self-righteousness of those who seek social mobility.

Important Quotes

Several quotes from "Twelfth Night" encapsulate the play's themes and
character motivations. Here are some noteworthy lines:

"If music be the food of love, play on." - Duke Orsino1.
This opening line sets the tone for the exploration of love throughout
the play.

"I am all the daughters of my father’s house, and all the brothers too."2.
- Viola
Viola expresses her complex feelings about identity and loss.



"Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness3.
thrust upon 'em." - Malvolio
This quote reflects themes of ambition and self-perception.

"The more fool, madonna, to mourn for your brother's soul, being in4.
heaven." - Feste
Feste’s witty remarks often highlight the folly and absurdity of the
other characters' actions.

Conclusion

In summary, Twelfth Night or What You Will SparkNotes serves as an invaluable
guide for understanding Shakespeare's rich narrative and complex characters.
The play’s exploration of love, identity, and social dynamics remains
relevant and continues to resonate with audiences today. Through its
intricate plot and memorable characters, "Twelfth Night" not only entertains
but also invites reflection on the nature of love and the human experience.
Whether you're a student preparing for an exam or a literature lover seeking
deeper insights, SparkNotes provides the tools needed to appreciate this
timeless classic.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Twelfth Night'?
The main theme of 'Twelfth Night' is the exploration of love in its various
forms, including romantic love, friendship, and self-love.

Who are the main characters in 'Twelfth Night'?
The main characters include Viola, Orsino, Olivia, Malvolio, and Sir Toby
Belch.

What is the significance of disguise in 'Twelfth
Night'?
Disguise is significant in 'Twelfth Night' as it drives the plot, creates
comedic situations, and allows characters to explore their identities.

How does 'Twelfth Night' address social class?
The play addresses social class through the interactions between characters
of different statuses, highlighting issues of ambition, class mobility, and
social order.



What role does mistaken identity play in 'Twelfth
Night'?
Mistaken identity is central to the plot, leading to humorous situations and
misunderstandings, particularly through Viola’s disguise as Cesario.

What is the resolution of 'Twelfth Night'?
The resolution includes the revelation of identities, reconciliations, and
multiple marriages, culminating in a festive and harmonious ending.

How does Shakespeare use humor in 'Twelfth Night'?
Shakespeare uses humor through witty dialogue, physical comedy, and the
absurdity of situations, particularly in the subplot involving Malvolio.

What is the role of music in 'Twelfth Night'?
Music plays a significant role in 'Twelfth Night', enhancing the emotional
tone, symbolizing love and longing, and contributing to the play's festive
atmosphere.

How is the concept of gender explored in 'Twelfth
Night'?
Gender is explored through Viola’s cross-dressing, which challenges
traditional gender roles and highlights the fluidity of identity and
attraction.

What are the key symbols in 'Twelfth Night'?
Key symbols include the sea, representing change and the unknown, and the
ring, symbolizing love and commitment.
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