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Twelfth Night Shakespeare Made Easy: A Beginner's
Guide to the Comedy of Errors

Shakespeare can feel intimidating, a wall of archaic language and complex plots. But what if | told you
unlocking his genius wasn't as daunting as it seems? This post will make Twelfth Night, or What You
Will, Shakespeare's hilarious comedy of mistaken identities, accessible and enjoyable, even for
complete beginners. We'll break down the plot, the characters, and the key themes, making
Shakespeare's wit and wisdom readily understandable. Prepare to fall in love with this enchanting

play!

Understanding the Basic Plot of Twelfth Night: Separated
Twins and Secret Loves

The core of Twelfth Night is a delightful tangle of mistaken identities fueled by separated twins. Viola,
shipwrecked and believing her twin brother Sebastian to be dead, disguises herself as a man named
Cesario and enters the service of Duke Orsino. Orsino, hopelessly smitten with Olivia, sends Cesario
(Viola in disguise) to woo Olivia on his behalf. Olivia, however, falls madly in love with Cesario,
completely unaware that "he" is actually a woman. Meanwhile, Sebastian, presumed dead, is actually
alive and arrives in lllyria, adding another layer of confusion and comedic chaos. Throw in a
boisterous, drunken uncle, a witty fool, and a subplot involving a love triangle, and you have the
recipe for Shakespearean comedic gold.

Key Characters: Getting to Know the Players in lllyria

Understanding the characters is crucial to appreciating Twelfth Night. Let's meet the key players:

Viola/Cesario: The resourceful and intelligent heroine, forced to disguise herself and navigate the
complexities of love and courtly life. Her quick wit and adaptability are key to the play's humor.

Orsino: The lovesick Duke, initially obsessed with his own romantic suffering, showing a lack of self-
awareness and empathy. His journey throughout the play is one of self-discovery.

Olivia: The beautiful and wealthy countess, initially grieving her brother's death, she becomes
unexpectedly captivated by Cesario's (Viola's) charm. Her initial rejection of Orsino's advances
highlights her agency and independent spirit.

Sebastian: Viola's twin brother, whose unexpected arrival throws the entire plot into further delightful
disarray. He's a somewhat passive character, but his presence is pivotal in resolving the play's central
conflicts.

Sir Andrew Aguecheek and Sir Toby Belch: These two comic characters provide much of the play's
boisterous humor. Sir Andrew is a foolish and easily manipulated nobleman, while Sir Toby is a



boisterous and drunken uncle. Their antics create a contrast to the more refined courtly scenes.

Feste: The witty fool, whose sharp observations and clever jests provide insightful commentary on the
unfolding events. Feste often acts as the play's moral compass, offering a cynical yet perceptive view
of the world.

The Themes of Twelfth Night: More Than Just a Comedy

While brimming with laughter, Twelfth Night explores several deeper themes:

Love and its complexities: The play examines different facets of love, from the obsessive infatuation
of Orsino to the genuine connection between Viola and Sebastian. It questions the nature of love, its
capriciousness, and its ability to blind and transform.

Identity and disguise: Viola's disguise as Cesario is central to the play's plot and highlights the fluidity
of identity and the power of appearances. The play explores how easily identities can be mistaken
and manipulated.

Appearance vs. reality: The constant misunderstandings and mistaken identities underscore the
discrepancies between appearances and reality. The play playfully comments on the superficiality of
courtly life and the importance of looking beyond the surface.

Gender roles and societal expectations: Viola's cross-dressing challenges traditional gender roles and
expectations of the Elizabethan era. The play subtly questions the limitations placed upon women and
the flexibility of gender performance.

The nature of folly and wisdom: The characters of Sir Andrew and Sir Toby represent folly, while

Feste's wit often serves as a commentary on their foolishness. The play suggests a balance between
folly and wisdom is necessary for a complete understanding of life.

Deciphering Shakespeare's Language: Tips and Tricks for
Beginners

Shakespeare's language can seem intimidating, but with a few strategies, it becomes much more
accessible:

Read aloud: Hearing the words spoken brings them to life. Pay attention to the rhythm and flow of the
language.

Use a modern translation: Many editions include a modern translation alongside the original text,
helping you understand the meaning.

Look up unfamiliar words: Don't be afraid to use a dictionary or online resources to understand
unfamiliar vocabulary.

Focus on the overall meaning: Don't get bogged down in every single word. Try to grasp the overall
meaning and context.

Enjoy the poetry: Shakespeare's language, even when challenging, is rich in imagery and poetic



beauty. Appreciate the artistry of his words.
Making Twelfth Night Your Own: Engaging with the Play

Once you have a grasp of the plot and characters, explore further! Watch a film adaptation, listen to
an audio recording, or even participate in a theatrical production. The more you engage with Twelfth
Night, the more you'll appreciate its genius. Consider exploring different interpretations and critical
analyses of the play to further enhance your understanding. You might be surprised at the diverse
perspectives and insights it offers.

Conclusion

Twelfth Night is a wonderfully accessible entry point into the world of Shakespeare. By understanding
its basic plot, key characters, and underlying themes, you can unlock the beauty and humor of this
timeless comedy. Don't be intimidated by the language - embrace the challenge and enjoy the
rewarding experience of engaging with one of Shakespeare's most delightful and enduring plays. So,
grab a copy (or find a readily available online version), and let the comedic chaos unfold!

FAQs

1. Is Twelfth Night a comedy or a tragedy? Twelfth Night is classified as a comedy, though it
touches upon themes of sadness and loss. Its overall tone, however, is lighthearted and
optimistic.

1. What is the significance of the title "Twelfth Night"? Twelfth Night refers to the Epiphany, a
Christian festival celebrated on January 6th, traditionally a time of revelry and celebration. This
aligns with the play's festive atmosphere and resolution.

1. Why is the play also known as "What You Will"? The subtitle, "What You Will," hints at the play's
whimsical and unpredictable nature, reflecting its chaotic plot and surprising twists.

1. Are there any modern adaptations of Twelfth Night? Yes! Many modern adaptations of Twelfth
Night exist, offering diverse interpretations and settings. Search online for film adaptations,
stage productions, and even musical versions.

1. Where can | find a good, easy-to-understand version of Twelfth Night? Numerous editions are
available online and in bookstores, many featuring modern translations and explanatory notes



to simplify the language. No Fear Shakespeare is a popular choice for beginners.
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