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Teaching notes 

Gender roles in Twelfth Night, Or 
What You Will 
John Sentance-Davis 

These notes will help you make use of Sophie Duncan’s article (pp. 6–9) in class or for homework. 

The title: reversal and subversion 
Before examining some of Duncan's provocative analysis, examine the significances contained within 
Shakespeare’s title, and indeed the subtitle. 

In late medieval and early Tudor times, Twelfth Night (the feast of the Epiphany on 6 January, the last 
day of Christmas) was a time for licence. The Lord of Misrule (an officer appointed to manage the 
Christmas festivities) took over and the normal order was reversed. Wassail (an ale or wine spiced 
with roasted apples and sugar) was drunk and twelfth-cake (a specially decorated sweet cake) eaten 
— hence Sir Toby’s reference in 2.3 to ‘cakes and ale’. 

In more modern times we have an echo of this in the suggestion that it is the last chance for revels, 
the last moment of holiday before the decorations come down.  

The subtitle, ‘Or What You Will’, (whatever you like) suggests that anything goes. 

How appropriate, therefore, that one of the key elements of the play should be the reversing and 
subverting of gender and status. 

Task 
Discuss how the play’s title and subtitle resonate throughout your reading of the text. 

Gender bending and androgyny  
What is it in the language, characterisation and plot of the play that makes this great Shakespeare 
comedy so tempting for directors and why do we always play so boldly with its gender mixes?  Sophie 
Duncan’s article makes clear that all are rich in possibilities for the raising of gender issues and sexual 
confusions. To summarise her key points: 

• Viola takes on the guise of Cesario and becomes a page to Duke Orsino, having first 
considered pretending to be ‘an eunuch’ (1.2.56). 

• Viola, as a young man, falls in love with Orsino, presenting the audience with the sexual 
confusion of his/her proclamations: ‘him I love...more than my life’ (5.1.131–2). 

• Olivia declares her love for a young woman, particularly in the comic, but erotically charged 
first scene of Act 3: ‘by the roses of the spring...I love thee so’ (3.1.150–2). 
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• Maria, of the servant class, plays a powerful and manipulative role and ends up marrying 
beyond her rank.  

• Olivia has the power to ‘sway her house’ as Sebastian notes (4.3.17). 
• Antonio and Sebastian have an extremely close relationship. Antonio declares that he will risk 

death for his friend: ‘I do adore thee so’ (2.1.46). The pain is tangible when he feels betrayed 
before his arrest: ‘Will you deny me now?’ (3.4.344). 

• As Sophie Duncan notes, Sebastian must also look and speak like his disguised sister.  
• Sir Andrew is not the most masculine of knights, fearful of violence and not ‘so much blood in 

his liver as will clog the foot of a flea’ (3.2.58). 
• Even Orsino, with his love of lounging around listening to music and wandering off to ‘sweet 

beds of flowers’ (1.1.40) can be seen to have elements of androgyny about him. Directors 
often play with this by letting him get almost intimately close to Cesario during the singing of 
‘Come away, death’ (2.4.50). 

The play in performance 
Directorial decisions 
In any survey of the play in performance, especially in the last 50 years or so, gender roles are 
considered. This is perhaps natural when we all know that Viola and Olivia, like Juliet, Rosalind and 
Cleopatra, were all originally played by boys.  

In 1991, as a young English teacher at Downe House, a girls’ school, I directed the play for my first 
school production. I knew its androgynous themes would fit easily into a single-sex school and gave it 
a ‘second summer of love’ setting with psychedelic ‘rave’ tones and a simultaneous nod at the original 
hippy world of 1967, all long hair, flower power and loose, colourful tie-dyes.  

Ten years later at Repton, a co-ed school, my casting should have been more straightforward but the 
personnel on offer led me to cast a larger-than-life upper sixth girl from Chicago as Sir Toby. It took 
minutes for the audience to adjust to this, and she was utterly convincing. 

Task 
‘Twelfth Night is Shakespeare’s most modern play — in terms of gender nothing is as it seems.’  

Discuss how far and in what ways you agree with this view of Twelfth Night. 

The Royal Shakespeare Company 
It is useful to review the production photographs from the RSC’s most recent production (2012) 
directed by David Farr. This is in modern dress and Viola, played by Emily Taaffe, is an utterly 
convincing boy. 

Look further back at the 2009 production, directed by Gregory Doran, where Nancy Carroll played 
Viola. Theatre critic, Michael Billington, whose opinion should always be noted carefully, wrote that 
she was ‘plausible and boldly boyish...touchingly vulnerable in her erotic confusion’.  

Billington disliked Neil Bartlett's 2007 production, mostly because its decisions on gender were 
muddled. In his review he admires the young, male actor, Chris New, as Viola, and his ‘preoccupation 
with the sinfulness of disguise...caught in a gender trap of his own making’ but he notes that the 
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scenes with Olivia would have been ‘much more sexually tense’ had Olivia also been played by a 
man. 

Mark Rylance at the Globe  
Look at the Globe’s website and at reviews of the 2012 all-male production in which Rylance played 
Olivia and Stephen Fry played Malvolio. There is a multitude of clips to view on YouTube. This is a 
fascinating insight into how Shakespeare’s audience might have encountered the play and critics hail 
the production as one of the greatest of modern times. As you look at the scenes, ask yourself why 
this production has such resonance. 

On film 
Many students of the play only see it on film. Although one should always try to see a live production 
(even seeing bad productions can still provoke illuminating discussions), it is worth considering some 
of the more interesting, easily accessible film versions. 

The 1969 television version can be viewed on YouTube. It is most notable for Joan Plowright’s 
performance as both Viola and Sebastian. Although the production is rather old and grainy, it is worth 
seeing how this great actress, once married to Laurence Olivier, manages such a feat. 

The 1980 BBC television version, in Elizabethan dress, is also a little dated. Felicity Kendall is not a 
convincing boy but look at how Sir Andrew is played in full-on 1980s camp. 

Trevor Nunn’s 1996 film, starring Imogen Stubbs as Viola and featuring other theatrical greats such as 
Ben Kingsley, Imelda Staunton, Helena Bonham-Carter and Mel Smith is decidedly a film version. It 
plays with the timeline and even some events of the play and is set in the late nineteenth century. 
However, it is well worth a look. In terms of our theme, the intimate and sexually charged scenes 
between Orsino and Cesario (they nearly kiss at one point) and between Cesario and Olivia are both 
comic and poignant, while the moment when Cesario has to wash her master’s back in the bath raises 
all the tensions discussed in Sophie Duncan’s article.  

She’s the Man, a modern (2006) take on the play, set in a high school in the USA, should not really be 
considered in an academic article, but for a teenage audience it brings to life all of the confusions of 
the play. When Channing Tatum, a typically macho Hollywood male, nearly kisses a ‘boy’ he is 
hilarious in his embarrassment. 

Task 
Mark Rylance recently chose to present Twelfth Night using an all-male cast. Explore the features of 
the play that might be illuminated by such an approach. 

Research 
To aid research into Twelfth Night in performance, go to www.rsc.org.uk and 
www.shakespearesglobe.com. YouTube and the Guardian website are also good places to look. 
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