
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 extract from Act I Scene 2 of the play. It is the moment when Viola, travelling with her 
brother Sebastian, is shipwrecked and washed ashore on Illyria.
a.	 Where is the scene set?
b.	 Who is speaking to whom and what about? 

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 

Twelfth Night (from Act I, Scene 2)

[Enter Viola, Captain, and Sailors.]

Viola	 What country, friends, is this? 
Captain					     This is Illyria, 
	               				        lady. 
Viola	� And what should I do in Illyria?  

My brother he is in Elysium1.  
Perchance he is not drown’d: what think you, sailors? 

Captain	� It is perchance that you yourself were saved. 
Viola	� O my poor brother! and so perchance may he be. 
Captain	� True, madam; and, to comfort you with chance,   

Assure yourself, after our ship did split,  
�When you and those poor number2 saved with you  
Hung on our driving boat, I saw your brother, 
Most provident in peril, bind himself3, 
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1.	 Elysium: the final place of rest in Greek 
mythology (Eliso).

2.	 poor number: few (pochi).
3.	 bind himself: tie himself (legarsi).
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Courage and hope both teaching him the practice, 
To a strong mast that lived upon the sea; 
Where, like Arion4 on the dolphin’s back,
I saw him hold acquaintance with5 the waves 
So long as I could see. 

Viola	 For saying so, there’s gold. 
[...] Know’st thou this country? 

Captain	� Ay, madam, well; for I was bred6 and born 
Not three hours’ travel from this very place. 

Viola	 Who governs here? 
Captain	 A noble duke, in nature as in name. 
Viola	 What is his name? 
Captain				    Orsino. 
Viola	� Orsino! I have heard my father name him. 

He was a bachelor then. 
Captain	� And so is now, or was so very late7;  

For but a month ago I went from hence8,  
�And then ’twas fresh in murmur9, — as, you know,  
�What great ones do the less will prattle of10, —  
�That he did seek the love of fair Olivia. 

Viola	 What’s she? 
Captain	� A virtuous maid, the daughter of a count  

That died some twelvemonth since; then
	� leaving her  

In the protection of his son, her brother,  
Who shortly also died: for whose dear love,  
They say, she hath abjured11 the sight  
And company of men. 

Viola	� O that I served that lady  
And might not be delivered12 to the world,  
Till I had made mine own occasion mellow13,  
What my estate14 is! 

Captain					     That were hard to 
						      compass15; 

Because she will admit no kind of suit16, 
No, not the Duke’s. 

Viola	� [...] I prithee17, and I’ll pay thee bounteously18,  

4.	 Arion: a Greek poet who was saved from 
drowning by a dolphin.

5.	 hold...with: manage to resist (tener testa a).
6.	 bred: brought up (educato).
7.	 very late: here ’recently’ (poco tempo fa).
8.	 hence: here (qui).
9.	 ’twas... murmur: people had started to say  

(si cominciava a dire in giro).
10.	 the... of: ordinary people will chatter foolishly 

about (il popolino spettegola su).

11.	 abjured: rejected (rifiutato).
12.	 delivered: revealed (rivelato).
13.	 mellow: right.
14.	 estate: here ’true identity’ (vera identità).
15.	 compass: do.
16.	 suit: here ’courting’ (corteggiamento).
17.	 I prithee: please (ti prego).
18.	 bounteously: generously (abbondantemente).
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	 4	 Read the text again and complete the table with some basic information concerning the main 
characters and their problems.

Character Problems / Complications

Duke a.                He is in love with b.                 but she does not intend to 
return his c.               .

Olivia Her d.                 and e.                have died. She is in 
deep mourning and so refuses the f.               ’s suit.

g.               She has been shipwrecked and thinks her h.                might 
have drowned. She intends to dress up as a i.                 to 
enter the j.                ’s service and asks the captain to help 
her.

Viola’s brother He has been in a shipwreck and may think his k.                
has l.               .

Conceal me what I am, and be my aid  
For such disguise as haply19 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 pains20; for I can sing  
And speak to him in many sorts of music  
That will allow me very worth his service21.  
What else may hap22 to time I will commit;  
Only shape thou silence to my wit. 

Captain	� Be you his eunuch, and your mute I’ll be:  
When my tongue blabs23, then let mine eyes

							       not see. 
Viola	 I thank thee: lead me on. 

[Exeunt.]

19.	 as haply: which with any luck  
(che fortunosamente).

20.	 It... pains: it might be of benefit to you 
(potrebbe ricompensare i tuoi sforzi).

21.	 That… service: which will gain me respect in 
his service.

22.	 hap: happen (succedere).
23.	 blabs: reveals secrets (spiccicherà parola).
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	 5	 Refer back to the summary of the play. After this moment, what new problems and complications are 
there?  

	 6	 Draw conclusions. Comedies usually follow a typical structure and certain characteristics. Read the 
description of comedy and link the structure and features of Twelfth Night to the description.

Comedy
In the introductory phase of a comedy, the characters are often surrounded by problems and misfortunes 
which, during the development, go from bad to worse as new problems are added to the existing ones. In 
the closing scenes of a comedy the problems begin to unravel and are solved in what is referred to as the 
dénouement. The ending of a comedy is a happy one, often marked by songs, dances and marriages. In 
addition to this structure, comedy has other typical characteristics. It has, of course, as its main objective, 
the desire to amuse and entertain the audience. It therefore makes use of various types of humour — 
verbal, behavioural and situational. Verbal humour is when the audience is amused by what the characters 
say, including paradox, puns, melodramatic or hyperbolic responses and irreverent language. Behavioural 
humour is when the audience is amused by the way the characters behave, including melodramatic 
gestures, irrational behaviour and farcical actions. Situational humour is when the audience is amused 
by incredible or improbable situations on stage, such as the timing of entrances and exits, meetings and 
non-meetings. Comedy has simple, flat, type characters who do not change and develop in the course of 
the play (such as the ardent lover, the clown, the virtuous maiden and the villain) and the playwright may 
choose to give them names which match their character type or role.
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