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Shakespeare’sTwelfthNight

TwelfthNightiscompoundedofthreeplots.Centraltotheplay,asMark

VanDorenhaswellsaid,isMalvolio,thegull,criticalandwaspish,an

efficiencyexpert,abusybody.Topayhim backforhisinsults,SirToby,

SirAndrew,andMariacontrivetoleadhim bythenoseuntilhehas

disgracedhimselfwithOlivia,beenconfinedasamadman,andputout

ofhis humourpublicly in the presence ofhis mistress and his

tormentors.Heisacomicprotagonistparexcellence;hisambitionand

hisvanityarepreciselythecomicvicesbymeansofwhichheisplagued.

Thecounterfeitedletterisexquisitelydesignedsothathewillputjust

suchaconstructiononitaswillgratifyhisself-loveandleadhim tohis

owndestruction.And,oncehehasbeenforcedtoseehimselfasagull,

inOlivia'spityingline,"Alaspoorfool,how havetheybaffledthee!",

Malvoliohasnothingtoreplybut"1'11berevengedonthewholepackof

you!''beforeherushesoff.

ThisissuchaplotaswouldhavedelightedBenJonsonoranywriterof

classicalsatiricalcomedy;ProfessorCampbellhas justly called it

"Shakespeare'scomedyofhumours."Itsmainspringistheunmaskingof

agullbyhisownwitlessconceit;itisenhancedbytheparallelactionin



whichSirAndrew ispersuadedtocourtOlivia,onlytohavehishead

brokenbywayofreward.ThebaitingofMalvolioisunrelievedinits

comicheartlessness,andisnotevensuperficiallymoralinitspurpose.

Othersmayprateaboutreformingthegullbyputtinghim outofhis

humour;therecanbeno'doubt,aswewatchtheundoingofMalvolio,

thatweareintendedtoshareSirToby'ssadisticpleasureintheprocess,

andthatnoonetakestheslightestinterestinwhetherallthiswillmakea

bettermanofMalvolio.(EvenMolièreandShaw occasionallyseem to

protesttoomuchaboutthecorrectivefunctionofthecomicartist.But

theneveryprofessionfrom timetotimefindsitconvenienttomakea

showofpublicservice.)Attheriskoflabouringtheobvious,Ishouldlike

torecalltheessentialelementsofMalvolio'sstory:theprogresstoward

self-recognitionofamanwhoispartlyself-deceivedandpartlydeceived

byothers;whoassumesaform ofdisguiseinorder(ashethinks)to

achievehisend,butwhomustultimatelydivesthimselfofit;wholoves,

but-ashecomestorealize-invain.Heisatlengthbroughttoutter

confusion,buthisdownfallproducespainonlyinhimself,aridiculous

figure(inspiteofnineteenth-andtwentieth-centuryromanticizing)and

thereforeworthyofsufferingthetypicalfateofacomicprotagonist.The

secondofthethreeplotsofTwelfthNightdealswiththefrustratedlove

ofOliviaforViola-Cesarioanditshappyresolutioninthemarriageof

OliviaandSebastian.ThefirstinterviewofOliviaandthedisguisedViola



isabrilliantlycontrivedcomicexchange,theendofwhichistempered

byOlivia'sconfessionofloveforthesupposedyouth.Hereareallthe

elements ofa romantic plotoffrustrated love in the mannerof

BeaumontandFletcher.Shakespearehowever,iscontenttodevelopthe

emotionalpossibilitiesofthissituationforonlyoneadditionalscene;

then,using,preciselysuchacasual,perfunctory,andmechanicaldevice

ashehadunblushinglyexploitedinthefarcicalComedyofErrors,he

substitutesSebastianforViolaandpackstheloversofftoapriest.Let

no one tellus ofthe profound psychologythatShakespeare here

displaysinmakingViolaandSebastianidenticaltwinsinwitandintellect

aswellasinform andfeature.Shakespeareismerelyhustlinghisminor

charactersoffthestagewiththeleastpossibletrouble,whateverthe

costinplausibility.Inthisrespect,atleast,TwelfthNightisnolessa

romancethanTheWinter'sTale.

Note,however,thatthestoryofViola,Olivia,andSebastian,likethatof

Malvolio,turnsonOlivia'sawakeningfrom adeception-actuallyadouble

deception,producedpartlybyadisguiseandpartlybylackofself-

knowledge.Shefirstismadetorealize,whenshebecomesinfatuated

withViola,thatherdeterminationtomournherbrothersevenyearscan

overcomeinatwinkling:

Evensoquicklymayonecatchtheplague?



MethinksIfeelthisyouth'sperfections

Withaninvisibleandsubtlestealth

Tocreepinatmineeyes.

Similarly,shemustpresentlyabaseherselfbeforetheyoungpage,beg

hishandinmarriage,andhalehim beforeapriest,offeringnoseemlier

excuseforherunladylikehastethan

Plightmethefullassuranceofyourfaith

Thatmymostjealousandtoodoubtfulsoul

Mayliveatpeace

Themostradiant,exquisite,andunmatchablebeautyhasindeedlearned

tohumbleherself.From thispointforward,shehaslittletodointheplay

buttohelpcompletetheconfusionofMalvolio.Thethirdplotis,of

course,thestoryofViolaandOrsino.JustasMalvolioisdeceivedby

MariaandSirToby,andOliviabyViola,soOrsinoisbaffledpartlybyhis

infatuationforOlivia(whichsteepshim inafashionablemelancholy)and

byhisinabilitytopenetratethedisguiseoftheunfortunateViola.Thisis

acomedyoferrorsinwhichtheonlycharacterwhoisfullyawareofthe

situationispowerlesstoremedyit,andcanonlyapostrophizeherpage's

garments:

Disguise,Iseethouartwickedness



Whereinthepregnantenemydoesmuch.

Howeasyisitfortheproperfalse?

Inwomen'swaxenheartstosettheirforms!

Alas,ourfrailtyisthecause,notwe!

Forsuchaswearemadeof,suchwebe.

Howwillthisfadge?Mymasterlolresherdearly;

Now,whereaswetakesatisfactionintheuntrussingofMalvolio,andwe

neverreallyfearthattheawakening ofOliviawillpassbeyond the

boundariesofcomedy(asismadealtogetherplainbythesimpleand

mechanicalcontrivancethatextricatesherfrom herpredicament),the

story of Viola and Orsino is some Thing else again.Although

unmistakably,comicinoutline,initsdevelopmentthisactionseizes

everyopportunitytodevelopsentimentalsuggestionsandimplications.

Itmaybearguedthatcomicdecorum doesnotexcludesentiment.On

thispointauthoritiesdisagree;nevertheless,whenRosalindpermitsher

mindtorunonOrlandoandherwished-forjoys,shealmostatonce

mocksherselfforsodoing.Violacannot;notonlyishersituationbeyond

hercontrol,butsheistemperamentallyonewithHeroandCelia,notwith

RosalindorBeatrice.Inotherwords,sheisthekindofheroinewhom

onedoesnotexpecttofindplayingaleadingroleincomedy,butrather



servingasaJuliatoaKateHardcastle.

Now thecuriousthingaboutTwelfthNightisnotonlythatViolaplays

theleadingfemininepart,butthatthepatentlycomicactionofMalvolio,

centralthoughitbe

thestructureoftheplay,isclearlytheactionthatleastengagesto

Shakespeare'sattention.Inshort,hereisaplaythatinvertswhatwemay

regardasthenormalorderofelementsinacomedy,withrespecttothe

importanceitassignstoeach.ThesentimentalstoryofViolaandOrsino

isinfirstplace;closelyconnectedwithitbutclearlysubordinatetoitis

themoreovertlycomicstoryofOlivia,Viola,andSebastian;andinlast

placeisthecomicgullingofMalvolio.Allthreeplotshavefundamentally

thesamestructure:acomicprotagonistisgulledbyanotherperson,and

isatlengthforcedtorecognizeandtakeaccountofthe.impositionthat

hasbeenpracticeduponhim.Butitmakesaverygreatdifference

whether,ontheonehand,thegullisOrsino,unwillinglydeceivedbyViola,

orwhether,on the otherhand,Maria and SirToby are joyfully

hoodwinking Malvolio.Shakespeare has so harmonized the three

actions thattheyanswerone anotheron differentlevels and with

differenteffects;buttherecanbenodoubtastowhichoftheseactions

seemedtohim ofparamountinterestandimportance.Heinventedthe

storyofMalvolio,anduseditwithrareskillasthefoundationofhisplay;



buthewasconcernedfirstofallwithViolaandsecondarilywithOlivia.

Similarpatterns appearin the othercomedies ofthis period of

Shakespeare'scareer.Rosalind'shalf-willing,half-unwillingdeceptionof

OrlandoisechoedinherdealingswiththeshepherdessPhebe;butthe

gaymockeryoftheuninhibitedheroine,confidentofherpower,lendsthe

playaunityofcomictonethatisbeyondTwelfthNight.Thedeceptionof

Beatrice and Benedickoffersa comiccounterpartto the grim and

implausiblelovesofHeroandClaudio;herethecomicunderplotusurps

theplaceofthemoreseriousactionandimposesitstoneontheentire

play.

TwelfthNight,togetherwithShakespeare'sothergreatcomedies,leads

one to conclude thatDr.Johnson'spraise ofShakespeare's comic

geniuswashardlyexaggerated,althoughonehesitatestoaffirm with

him thatthecomediessurpass

thetragediesinexcellence.OnecannotagreewithDr.Johnson,however,

thatShakespeare'splayswereneithercomediesnortragedies.Theearly

comedies,such as A Midsummer-Night's Dream,are surely true

comedies;andinthem Shakespeareemployedacomicstructureand

methodthathe,likehiscolleagues,hadinheritedfrom theancientsand

turnedtohisownuses.Thedarkcomediesdepartfrom Shakespeare's

normalpractice in comedy because in them he fails to reconcile



conflictingelementsofromanceandsatire.Thegreatcomediessuch

TwelfthNightasshow,onthecontrary,Shakespeareworkingeffectively

withinthetraditionofclassicalcomedyandenlargingittoencompassa

richandharmoniousdevelopmentoffundamentallycomicmatter.

By,ArshadKhan

Dept.ofEnglish

JNCollegeMadhubani


