
William Shakespeare (1564-1616) 
Twelfth Night 

	 1	 Read the section introducing William Shakespeare (Stream, pages 87-88) and complete the 
accompanying exercises.

	 2	 Read the summary of the play.

�SUMMARY • Twelfth Night is one of Shakespeare’s comedies and was first performed around 
1601-2. It is a play of mistaken gender identities and there is a generally happy ending, apart 
from one dark note, which is the satirical ill-treatment of Olivia’s steward, Malvolio. 
Duke Orsino is in love with the lady Olivia. Viola is shipwrecked on the coast of Illyria and 
decides to disguise herself as a man for safety and also to work for Orsino, with whom she 
falls in love. Olivia falls in love with Viola, disguised as Cesario. Malvolio annoys Olivia’s 
cousin Sir Toby Belch, who swears revenge, in a comic but also sad scene. At the end, all is 
revealed.

	 3	 Read the following extract from Act III. lt shows Malvolio appearing in front of Olivia for the first time 
after reading the forged lette.
a.	 Why does Olivia send for Malvolio?
b.	 What does Maria say about him before he appears? 
c.	 What surprises Olivia in Malvolio’s behaviour?
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WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 

Twelfth Night  (from Act III, Scene 4)

[�Olivia’s garden.] 
[Enter Olivia and Maria] 
Olivia	� I have sent after him1: he says he’ll come; 

How shall I feast him? what bestow of him?  
For youth is bought more oft than begg’d or borrow’d.  
I speak too loud.  
Where is Malvolio? he is sad and civil,  
And suits well for a servant with my fortunes2:  
Where is Malvolio?

Maria	� He’s coming, madam; but in very strange manner. 
He is, sure, possessed, madam. 

Olivia	� Why, what’s the matter? does he rave?
Maria	� No, madam, he does nothing but smile: your 

ladyship were best to have some guard about you, if 
he come; for, sure, the man is tainted in his wits. 

Olivia	� Go call him hither. 
[Exit Maria.]

I am as mad as he, 
If sad and merry madness equal be.

[Re-enter Maria, with Malvolio]
How now, Malvolio! 
Malvolio	� Sweet lady, ho, ho.
Olivia	� Smilest thou? I sent for thee upon a sad occasion. 
Malvolio	� Sad, lady! I could be sad: this does make some 

obstruction in the blood, this cross-gartering; but 
what of that? if it please the eye of one, it is with me 
as the very true sonnet is, ’Please one, and please all.’

Olivia	� Why, how dost thou, man? what is the matter with thee? 
Malvolio	� Not black in my mind, though yellow in my legs. It did 

come to his hands, and commands shall be executed:  
I think we do know the sweet Roman hand3.

Olivia	� Wilt thou go to bed, Malvolio? 
Malvolio	� To bed! ay, sweet-heart, and I’ll come to thee. 
Olivia	� God comfort thee! Why dost thou smile so and kiss thy 

hand so oft? 
Maria	� How do you, Malvolio? 
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1.	 him: it refers to Cesario/Viola.
2.	 my fortunes: it refers to Olivia’s mourning for 

her brother. 

3.	 Roman hand: it refers to the handwriting in 
the letter.
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Malvolio	� At your request! yes; nightingales answer daws. 
Maria	� Why appear you with this ridiculous boldness before my 

lady?
Malvolio	� “Be not afraid of greatness:”4 ’twas well writ.
Olivia	� What meanest thou by that, Malvolio? 
Malvolio	� “Some are born great,” —
Olivia	� Ha! 
Malvolio	� “Some achieve greatness;” —
Olivia	� What say’st thou? 
Malvolio	� “And some have greatness thrust upon them.” 
Olivia	� Heaven restare thee! 
Malvolio	� “Remember who commended thy yellow stockings,”
Olivia	� Thy yellow stockings!
Malvolio	� “And wished to see thee cross-gartered.”
Olivia	� Cross-gartered! 
Malvolio	� “Go to, thou art made, if thou desirest to be so;"
Olivia	� Am I made? 
Malvolio	� “If not, let me see thee a servant still.” 
Olivia	� Why, this is very midsummer madness.
 

4.	 Be... greatness: Malvolio is quoting from the forged letter.

	 4	 Read the text again and answer the questions.
a.	 What advice does Olivia give Malvolio to help him? 
b.	 How does Malvolio take Olivia’s advice?
c.	 Why is Malvolio certain that his words are clear to Olivia? 
d.	 Why can’t Olivia understand them? 
e.	 How does Maria contribute to the misunderstanding?

	 5	 Focus on the sources of humour in this scene. What is it that makes people laugh? Tick as 
appropriate.

  Malvolio behaves just as usual.
  Malvolio’s behaviour and clothes are incongruous with his personality.
  Olivia’s reaction at Malvolio’s behaviour and new look.
  Malvolio misunderstands Olivia’s words.
  Maria reproaches Malvolio.
  The audience knows more than some of the characters on stage.
  The situation is improbable.
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	 6	 On the basis of the words and behaviour of the characters in the scene, which of the following 
adjectives would you associate with each one of them? Give reasons.

cheerful • puzzled • presumptuous • quick-witted • clever • concerned • foolish • embarrassing • sad

	 7	 Draw conclusions. Refer to the extract and to the summary of the play and answer the questions.
a.	 Which character’s position does the audience share in the scene? 
b.	 What is your reaction to the character of Malvolio and to what happens to him? 
c.	 How does Malvolio change in the development of the story?
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