
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.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 

Twelfth Night  (from Act I, Scene 1)

Duke Orsino’s Court
[Enter Duke, Curio, Lords; Musicians attending.]1

Duke Orsino	� If music be the food of love, play on; 
Give me excess of it, that, surfeiting2, 
The appetite may sicken, and so die. 
That strain again3! it had a dying fall: 
O, it came o’er my ear like the sweet sound, 
That breathes upon a bank4 of violets, 
Stealing and giving odour! Enough; no more; 
’Tis not so sweet now as it was before. 
O spirit of love! how quick and fresh art thou5, 
That, notwithstanding thy capacity 
Receiveth as the sea6, nought7 enters there, 
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1.	 Scene 1 takes place in an apartment in the 
Duke of Illyria’s palace.

2.	 surfeiting: having too much of it (saziatosi di esso).
3.	 That... again!: Play that melody again!
4.	 bank: rising ground next to a river or lake (sponda).

5.	 fresh... thou: here ’restless you are’ (vivificante 
sei).

6.	 notwithstanding… sea: even though your 
capacity to receive is as great as the sea.

7.	 nought: nothing.

	 3	 Read the extract.
a.	 Where is the scene set?
b.	 Who are the main characters?
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Of what validity and pitch soe’er8, 
But falls into abatement9 and low price, 
Even in a minute: so full of shapes is fancy10 
That it alone is high fantastical.

Curio	 Will you go hunt11, my lord?
Duke Orsino	 What, Curio?
Curio	 The hart12.
Duke Orsino	� Why, so I do, the noblest that I have: 

O, when mine eyes did see Olivia first, 
Methought she purg’d13 the air of pestilence! 
That instant was I turn’d into a hart; 
And my desires, like fell14 and cruel hounds15, 
E’er since pursue me16.

[Enter Valentine.]

	 How now! what news from her?
Valentine	� So please my lord, I might not be admitted; 

But from her handmaid17 do return this answer: 
The element18 itself, till seven years’ heat19, 
Shall not behold20 her face at ample view21; 
But, like a cloistress22, she will veiled23 walk 
And water once a day her chamber24 round 
With eye-offending brine25: all this to season26 
A brother’s dead love, which she would keep fresh 
And lasting in her sad remembrance.

Duke Orsino	� O, she that hath27 a heart of that fine frame28 
To pay this debt of love but to29 a brother, 
How will she love, when the rich golden shaft30 
Hath kill’d the flock of all affections else31 

8.	 Of... soe’er: whatever its value or intensity 
(qualunque sia la sua validità o intensità).

9.	 falls... abatement: diminishes in value.
10.	 so... fancy: here ’Love has so many forms’.
11.	 hunt: try and catch animals for sport (a caccia).
12.	 hart: male deer (cervo). Following on from 

Curio’s reply, Orsino makes a word play on the 
homophones ’hart’ and ’heart’.

13.	 Methought... purg’d: I thought she purified 
(credetti che ella purificasse).

14.	 fell: brutal (feroci).
15.	 hounds: dogs used for hunting (cani da caccia).
16.	 pursue me: follow me, hunt me down  

(mi inseguono).
17.	 handmaid: personal servant (damigella).
18.	 element: here ’sky’.
19.	 heat: here ’summer’.

20.	 behold: archaic for ’see’.
21.	 at... view: in full view, not covered (scoperto).
22.	 cloistress: a religious woman in isolation 

(monaca di clausura).
23.	 veiled: covered by a veil (velata).
24.	 chamber: room (camera).
25.	 eye-offending brine: salty tears (lacrime salate).
26.	 to season: exalt and preserve (conservare).
27.	 hath: archaic for ’has’.
28.	 fine frame: here ’sensitive, delicate nature’ 

(sensibile, delicata natura).
29.	 but to: here ’just for’.
30.	 rich golden shaft: Cupid’s golden arrow of love 

(freccia dorata di Cupido).
31.	 the... else: the large number of other affections 

(il gregge di tutti gli altri affetti).
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That live in her; when liver, brain, and heart32, 
These sovereign thrones, are all supplied33, and fill’d 
Her sweet perfections with one self king! 
Away before me34 to sweet beds of flowers: 
Love-thoughts lie rich when canopied with bowers35.

[Exeunt.]

32.	 liver... heart: organs of the body (fegato, cervello 
e cuore).

33.	 supplied: here ’satisfied’ (riforniti).

34.	 Away... me: go in front of me (precedetemi).
35.	 canopied... bowers: covered by shady leaves 

(ombreggiati da un tetto di foglie).
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	 4	 Read the text again. Where in the extract do the characters say the following? Find the relevant 
speeches and underline them.
a.	 Orsino asks for the musicians to play him so much music  

(which he calls “the food of love”) that he will be overfilled with  
it and cease to desire love any longer. 				    lines . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .       . . . ..

b.	 Orsino makes a play on the homophones ’hart’ (meaning ’deer’)  
and ’heart’ and equates his state to that of a deer pursued  
by the hounds of his desires. 					     lines . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .       . . . ..

c.	 Valentine tells Orsino that Olivia intends to mourn her brother  
for seven years, crying for his loss each day. 				    lines . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .       . . . ..

d.	 Orsino says that if Olivia is capable of such love for her brother,  
how wonderfully she will love him.					     lines . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .       . . . ..

	 5	 Match the figure of speech with the correct citation from the text. Find one more example of each.

Figure of speech			 
a.	 sustained 

metaphor
b.	 simile
c.	 personification

Citation
 � O spirit of love! how quick and fresh art thou, 

That, notwithstanding thy capacity 
Receiveth as the sea, nought enters there, (…)

 � If music be the food of love, play on; 
Give me excess of it, that, surfeiting, 
The appetite may sicken, and so die.

 � O, it came o’er my ear like the sweet sound, 
That breathes upon a bank of violets, 
Stealing and giving odour!

	 6	 Draw conclusions. What opinion have you formed of Duke Orsino from this scene? Write a short 
comment.
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