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Practice exam question 

Gender debates in Twelfth Night 

Cathy O’Neill 

Guidance for the question on p. 8 of  the magazine. 

The opening to an answer 
Twelfth Night rethinks and interrogates the genre of  comedy in a way that, as Emma Smith argues, 

‘constantly teases us with gendered layers.’ The ending of  a comedy, it is of ten stated, is all about 

resolution and an end to confusion about gender and love.  If  we watch the end of  Trevor Nunn’s 1996 

f ilm of  the play, for example, we see Imogen Stubbs back in her ‘woman’s weeds’ dancing her heart 

out, as if  relieved to have returned to a heteronormative world.  But the play itself  gives us a queer 

ending in which Orsino continues to address Cesario by his name: ‘Cesario, come – / For so you shall 

be while you are a man.’ The end of  the comedy is not underpinned by certainty in the multiple 

marriages, but instead draws our attention to the outsiders — Malvolio, Antonio and Feste. Rather 

than focusing on marriage as the satisfactory social bond, it gives us a loving reunion between the 

male–female twins, suggesting that it is ‘gender identity, rather than romantic love, that is at the heart 

of  the play’ (Smith). To imply that cross-dressing and gender confusion serve merely to create comedy 

is to misread the genre, as well as the exploration of  gender identity in early modern drama.  

There are moments in the comedy when, as an audience, we might be tempted to see cross -dressing 

as amusing and be delighted in the confusion familiar to us f rom many of  Shakespeare’s comedies, 

such as Rosalind’s playacting in As You Like It. When Viola, dressed as a man, realises that Olivia 

has fallen for her, she recites a soliloquy that highlights her own predicament while partly mocking 

Olivia’s: 

‘How will this fadge?  My master loves her dearly,  

And I (poor monster) fond as much on him 
As she (mistaken) seems to dote on me. 
What will become of  this?’ (2.2.30-33) 

The audience may well laugh at the dilemma and see it as ridiculous, but it can also be a troubling 

moment, as Viola, dressed as Cesario, calls herself  a ‘monster’. This label, reminiscent of  Philip 

Stubbes’ attack f rom An Anatomie of Abuses (1583), where women dressed in male clothing are 

described as ‘monsters of  both kinds’, could offer us a transgression to binary distinctions , as Smith 

argues, and a possible challenge to gender expectation. It is not just a moment to enjoy as one of  

merry confusion. Even more troubling, perhaps, is the conversation with Orsino when he belittles 

women’s love (‘Alas, their love may be called appetite’). In this later scene, Viola/Cesario can only talk 

about their situation indirectly — ‘My father had a daughter loved a man’ — and her history: ‘A blank, 

my lord.’ So rather than cross-dressing and gender confusion being merely a source of  comedy as the 

title quotation suggests, it is painful and can lead to suf fering, revealed here throug h the imagery of  

hidden decay and self -destruction: ‘She never told her love, / But let concealment like a worm i’ th’ bud 

/ Feed on her damask cheek.’ (2.4.106–108) 
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As Emma Smith reminds us, gender is ‘always relational’, so we need to pay as much attention to 

presentations of  masculinity as to femininity in the play. In the scene in which Sir Toby urges Sir 

Andrew into a duel, he is very unwilling to f ight, coaching him in what Smith calls ‘martial masculinity’ . 

This generates plenty of  laughs in the perf ormance, but it is also a troubling scene. This kind of  cruelty 

is f inally revealed for what it is — a bullying and nasty exploitation, not f riendship at all — in the f inal 

scene of  the play where Sir Toby, badly beaten by Sebastian, attacks Sir Andrew openly: ‘Will you 

help — an ass-head, and a coxcomb, and a knave, a thin-faced knave, a gull?’ (5.2.190–191). Twelfth 

Night questions what it is to be a man in similar ways as it explores what it is to be a woman: a study 

of  Antonio, the devoted but ultimately abandoned f igure, who stands silent on stage for much of  the 

f inal scene, helps us to see that. His role is not essential for the resolution of  the comedy (only 

Sebastian is needed for that), but his presence, as Smith argues, ‘gives us a dif ferent, oblique 

perspective on its resolution’. It is as much about loss as gain. Comedy is not a genre that we can 

simplify into an all-inclusive circle of  heteronormative marriages. 

The use of  male actors to play all parts on the early modern stage is key to our reading of  this 

comedy. At the end of  Love’s Labour’s Lost, Shakespeare mocks the ‘old play’: ‘Our wooing doth not 

end like an old play. / Jack hath not Jill.’ Something similar is happening at the end of  Twelfth Night. 

Readings of  Orsino that see his love for Cesario based on him falling for ‘the woman underneath’ are 

wilfully missing what Valerie Traub has alerted us to : the f risson of  desire that operates for the 

audience of  all genders. This is created by watching male actors perform the roles of  both men and 

women and, importantly, a male actor playing a woman who plays a man. Gender is truly performative 

in this comedy. 

Commentary 
• The opening of  this essay addresses the title statement head -on and challenges its def inition 

of  comedy, as well as tackling cross-dressing and gender confusion. In a paper that focuses 

on genre this is particularly important. 

• This answer also places emphasis on debating ideas and readings of  plays, which is why 

critical material is provided by AQA to study alongside the play. It  is good to see this answer 

drawing on Emma Smith’s work and engaging with it. It would have been helpful to have a 

brief  quotation f rom Traub to explain the f inal point more fully.  

• The answer shows a very good knowledge of  the play itself  and quotes brief ly to illuminate the 

points it makes. Importantly, the play and question are the focus of the answer, with critical 

readings on genre used very selectively. This is a point made repeatedly in the report on the 

examination: answering the question is vital — this should drive your use of  critical material.  

• The brief  reference to Stubbes’ 1583 work (quoted in Smith’s article) is helpful in 

contextualising the debate on cross-dressing and gender that was apparent in the early 

modern period. The brief  reference to two other comedies also enables the student to explore 

the play through the lens of  genre. A fuller discussion of  the signif icance of  male actors on the 

early modern stage would have been good, but perhaps this would have been developed later 

in the answer. 

This resource is part of ENGLISH REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by 

subject experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to 

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 

http://www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview

