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Cast and Creative Team

Cast (in order of appearance)

Mark Bonnar  Orsino, Duke of Illyria. A cultured man, 
he is passionately in love with Olivia, a 
Countess. He develops a strong friendship 
with Cesario (Viola), whom he sends on his 
behalf to woo Olivia.

Norman Bowman Curio, a gentleman attending on Orsino.

James Howard  Valentine, another gentleman attending on 
the Duke.

Victoria Hamilton  Viola, a shipwrecked young woman, later 
disguised as Cesario. She is devastated 
by the loss of her twin brother, Sebastian, 
presumed drowned, but soon falls in love 
with Orsino for whom she works as a 
messenger.

Ian Drysdale  Sea Captain of the wrecked ship, he 
rescues Viola from the sea and helps her 
disguise herself.

Ron Cook  Sir Toby Belch, Olivia’s uncle, spends 
most of his time partying and getting drunk 
with Sir Andrew Aguecheek. He delights in 
mischief.

Samantha Spiro  Maria, Olivia’s waiting gentlewoman. 
She has a secret soft spot for Sir Toby 
and conspires with him to ridicule Olivia’s 
pompous steward Malvolio.

1section
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Guy Henry  Sir Andrew Aguecheek, Sir Toby’s protégé 
and drinking companion. A foolish knight, 
he too hopes to woo Olivia despite her 
apparent disregard for him.

Zubin Varla  Feste, Olivia’s jester. He speaks many wise 
words and is popular in both Olivia’s and 
Orsino’s households.

Indira Varma  Olivia, a Countess. She is in mourning for 
the recent death of her father and brother 
and intends to live a reclusive life, accepting 
no suitors, until seven years has passed. 
This soon changes with the arrival of Viola, 
disguised as Cesario.

Derek Jacobi  Malvolio, her steward. A highly efficient 
employee who takes great pride in the 
execution of his work. His vain often 
arrogant manner makes him a target for 
the pranks of the lower orders, aided and 
abetted by Sir Toby.

Lloyd Hutchinson  Antonio, another sea captain. He risks 
his freedom to accompany and protect his 
newfound friend, Sebastian, for whom he 
quickly develops strong feelings.

Alex Waldmann  Sebastian, Viola’s twin brother. An 
affectionate young man, quick to take 
action. Finding himself shipwrecked in Illyria 
and presuming his sister dead, Sebastian is 
surprised to find himself accosted by Olivia, 
who mistakes him for Cesario.

Ian Drysdale  Priest, he agrees to quickly marry Olivia and 
Sebastian.
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Creative Team

Michael Grandage, Director

Artistic Director of the Donmar Warehouse. Recent work includes, for the 
Donmar’s West End Season at Wyndham’s: Ivanov (2008 Evening Standard 
Award for Best Director); at the Donmar: The Chalk Garden, Othello, John Gabriel 
Borkman, Don Juan in Soho, Frost/Nixon (also Gielgud, Broadway and USA 
tour), The Cut (also UK tour), The Wild Duck (2006 Critics’ Circle Award for Best 
Director), Grand Hotel – The Musical (2005 Olivier Award for Outstanding Musical 
Production and 2004 Evening Standard Award for Best Director), After Miss 
Julie and Caligula (2004 Olivier Award for Best Director); for the West End: Evita 
and Guys and Dolls (2006 Olivier Award for Outstanding Musical Production); as 
Artistic Director of the Sheffield Theatres: Don Carlos (2005 Evening Standard 
Award and TMA for Best Director), Suddenly Last Summer and As You Like It 
(2000 Critics’ Circle and Evening Standard Awards for Best Director).

Christopher Oram, Designer

Recent work includes, for the Donmar’s West End Season at Wyndham’s: Ivanov; 
for the Donmar: Othello, Parade, Don Juan in Soho, Frost/Nixon (also Gielgud and 
Broadway), Grand Hotel – The Musical, Henry IV, World Music and Caligula (2003 
Evening Standard Award for Best Design); other theatre: King Lear/The Seagull 
(RSC), Evita (Adelphi), Guys and Dolls (Piccadilly), Macbeth, The Jew of Malta and 
The Embalmer (Almeida), Oleanna (Gielgud), Loyal Women and Fucking Games 
(Royal Court), Stuff Happens, Marriage Play/Finding the Sun, Summerfolk and 
Power (NT, 2004 Olivier Award for Best Costume Design).

Neil Austin, Lighting Designer

Theatre includes, for the Donmar: Piaf, Parade (2008 Knight of Illumination Award), 
John Gabriel Borkman, Don Juan in Soho, The Cryptogram, Frost/Nixon (West 
End and Broadway, 2007 Outer Circle Critics’ Award nomination for Outstanding 
Lighting Design on Broadway), The Wild Duck, The Cosmonaut’s Last Message to 
the Woman He Once Loved in The Former Soviet Union, Henry IV, World Music, 
After Miss Julie and Caligula; for the RSC: Much Ado About Nothing, Romeo and 
Juliet, Julius Caesar, King John and The Two Gentlemen of Verona; for the NT: 
Philistines, Man of Mode, Therese Raquin (2007 Olivier Award nomination for Best 
Lighting Design), The Seafarer, Henry IV Parts I and II, A Prayer for Owen Meany, 
Further than the Furthest Thing, The Night Season and The Walls.

Julian Philip, Composer

Recent work includes, for the Donmar: The Vortex; other theatre includes: The 
Comedy of Errors (Globe), Live Like Pigs (Royal Court), The Tempest (Old Vic), 
Richard III, Don Juan and Edward II (Sheffield Crucible), The Jew of Malta and The 
Doctor’s Dilemma (Almeida); opera includes: The Knight Crew and The Yellow Sofa 
(Glyndebourne); ballet includes: The Snow Queen and Les Liaisons Dangereuses 
(English National Ballet).
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Fergus O’Hare, Sound Designer

Recent work includes, for the Donmar: This Is How It Goes, The Cosmonaut’s Last 
Message to the Woman He Once Loved in the Former Soviet Union, Henry IV, 
Caligula and The Vortex; other theatre includes: Up for Grabs (Wyndham’s); I’ll Be 
the Devil, Volpone, Cordelia Dream and King Lear/The Seagull (RSC); The Shape 
of Things, BASH and The Distance from Here (Almeida); The Merchant of Venice, 
Money, Guiding Star, Translations and Noises Off (NT).

Ben Wright, Choreographer

Recent work includes, as choreographer: The Water of Red and Brown (Young 
Vic); This Moment Is Your Life (for 2008 Place Prize); The Diminishing Present 
(bgroup, ID Arts Alliance); A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Romeo and Juliet 
(Opera North); Tobias and the Angel (Young Vic/ETO); Don Giovanni (Scottish 
Opera); As You Like It (Wyndham’s). In 1995 he created the role of the Prince in 
Matthew Bourne’s Swan Lake (London, Los Angeles, Broadway, Japan and Korea).
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An introduction to William 
Shakespeare and his work

Biography

‘The name and reputation of William Shakespeare towers over much of Western 
culture like a colossus,’ writes academic and theatre practitioner Peter Reynolds 
in the introduction to his book Shakespeare: Text into Performance. His plays are 
performed more often than any other writer, living or dead, and there is a vast 
and ever-expanding Shakespeare industry. ‘People almost everywhere, in a huge 
variety of cultures, are influenced by the name of a long-dead poet and playwright, 
despite the fact that the majority of them will never have seen, and certainly never 
have read, a Shakespeare play.’ 1

Despite the considerable, and often daunting, reputation of this ‘cultural monolith,’ 
very little is known about Shakespeare and his life. He was born in Stratford-upon-
Avon, Warwickshire in 1564 (baptised there on 26 April) and died in the same town 
fifty-two years later on 23 April, 1616. During his childhood William’s father, John, 
was a prosperous businessman with interests in farming and textiles, who also 
held several public offices. Given his father’s position, it is likely that William was 
educated at the local grammar school. He did not, however, progress to university, 
perhaps as a result of his father’s dwindling fortunes from 1578 onwards, and was 
thus deprived of the benefits that many of his contemporary writers received.

In 1582, at the age of eighteen, Shakespeare married twenty-six-year-old Anne 
Hathaway. They had three children: Susanna, born shortly after their marriage, and 
twins Judith and Hamnet in 1585. It is uncertain how William supported his family 
during this period. He may have worked for his father or, as many academics have 
suggested, he may have been a teacher. Whatever his occupation it was at this 
time he moved from Stratford to London.

We cannot be sure of the exact date that Shakespeare moved to London, but it 
may have coincided with the visit to Stratford in 1585 by a company of London-
based actors. What we do know for certain, however, is that William was living in 
London in 1592, by which time he was established as both a writer and actor. In a 
pamphlet published that year, the lesser-known dramatist Robert Greene criticised 
William, whom he viewed essentially as an uneducated writer, for usurping the 
place which, according to him, rightly belonged to university graduates. That 
Shakespeare warranted such attention suggests his plays, even at this early stage 
in his career, had achieved a level of notoriety and some degree of success.

In 1593 a plague broke out in London and all theatres were closed. In addition to 
writing two long poems, The Rape of Lucrece and Venus and Adonis, Shakespeare 
appears to have used this time to strengthen his relationship with a particular 
theatre company, which was called the Lord Chamberlain’s Company under Queen 
Elizabeth I’s reign (1558-1603), and subsequently, after King James I’s accession 
(1603), the King’s Men. This association was long and successful and continued 
until William’s retirement from the theatre in 1611.

2section
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1596 brought both personal tragedy and newfound success; in the year 
Shakespeare was granted a coat of arms, thereby guaranteeing his status as a 
‘gentleman’ by the College of Heralds, his son Hamnet died. The following year, 
in 1597, William bought New Place, one of the largest houses in Stratford, and 
two years later he acquired shares in the Globe Theatre. In 1609, the year he 
published a collection of sonnets, William also became part-owner of the newly 
built Blackfriars Theatre.

Although he retired to Stratford two years later, Shakespeare maintained many of 
his professional links with London until his death in 1616 at the age of fifty-two.
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Elizabethan Drama

Drama in English dates from the Middle Ages, and it is typically ‘miracle’ and 
‘morality’ plays that are associated with this period. Often based upon miraculous 
stories taken from the Bible, such as Noah and the Ark, these are tales from which 
a clear moral could be drawn and were usually written to coincide with religious 
festivals such as Christmas and Easter. They were performed in or near the church 
and involved most of the community, either as actors or audience.

Drama at this time was a significant part of the structure of society and was, in 
many ways, an extension of Christian ritual, being intended to make a strong 
impression on all who participated in it. Audiences were meant to be awed by the 
power of God, inspired by the faith of religious men and frightened by the fate of 
wrongdoers. Thus the drama had a universal appeal – written with all members 
of society in mind – and a cathartic effect, giving spectators an outlet for their 
feelings of greed, hatred, lust and pity.

By the early sixteenth century, however, the close relationship that had previously 
existed between the church and state began to disintegrate. Individual Christian 
sects had differing attitudes to the role of drama in society. While tolerated 
by Catholics it was condemned by Puritans who essentially wanted to ‘purify’ 
people’s religious beliefs and encourage them to forsake worldly pleasures and 
attend to spiritual matters. As Puritanism grew stronger in the second half of 
the sixteenth century, Elizabethan dramatists had to struggle against growing 
opposition and often criticised Puritanism in their plays. (There is some evidence 
of this within TWELFTH NIGHT.) Shakespeare and his contemporaries, however, 
had the support of the royal court and continued the medieval tradition of 
producing plays which appealed to all social classes.

Among the more notable sixteenth-century playwrights are John Lyly, Thomas 
Kyd and Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593). The latter, born the same year as 
Shakespeare, was a gifted writer and many of his dramatic innovations, such as 
his extensive use of blank verse, were adopted by playwrights of his own and 
later generations. Marlowe foreshadowed Shakespeare in focusing his tragedies 
on a central character, a person with whom the audience could sympathise. 
Shakespeare himself appears to have learned much from his contemporaries, 
especially Marlowe, and also from the earlier medieval tradition. He borrowed 
ideas, and even plots, from a variety of sources but all were transformed by his 
own unique dramatic talents.

The increasing secularisation of drama during the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries had a significant impact on the types of spaces in which these plays 
were performed. They ceased to be staged in or near a church and were often 
performed in the courtyard of an inn instead. Such a venue offered several distinct 
advantages: multiple doors for use as entrances and exits; balconies which could 
represent battlements or towers; and a captive audience, glad of entertainment, in 
the form of the inn’s guests.

When the first London theatre was built in 1576 it was natural, therefore, to base 
it upon the design of an inn’s courtyard. It too had no roof, forcing performances 
to be cancelled whenever the weather was inclement. The theatre had galleries 
around the walls where the wealthy sat, while the poorer ‘groundlings’ stood 
around the stage throughout the performance.
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The stage itself was the only difference from the inn courtyards. Often called an 
‘apron’, it projected out into the auditorium. The stage was not curtained off from 
the audience and there was no scenery upon it. Indications of where and when 
scenes were set are embedded within Shakespeare’s text. In Act Two, Scene 
Three of TWELFTH NIGHT (Scene Eight in the Donmar Warehouse’s production), 
when Malvolio remonstrates with the drunken Sir Toby Belch and his fellow 
revellers, the steward indirectly informs the audience of both the time and place of 
the action:

‘My masters, are you mad? Or what are you? Have ye no wit, manners, nor 
honesty, but to gabble like tinkers at this time of night? Do ye make an ale-
house of my lady’s house…?’ 

(pp.30-31) 2

Lavish costumes and music were used instead to counterbalance the lack of 
scenery.

Another significant element of Elizabethan drama was that women were not 
allowed to perform on stage. Female characters were played by boys instead. 
This helps to explain why so many of Shakespeare’s heroines, such as Viola in 
TWELFTH NIGHT, disguise themselves as men – it was easier for a boy to act like 
a young man than to act like a young woman.
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Shakespeare’s Plays

Shakespeare’s career as a writer spanned approximately twenty years, from 1591 
until 1611. He is believed to have written thirty-seven plays during this period and 
may have collaborated on the writing of several more. It’s difficult to accurately 
date the composition of individual pieces but some idea can be gained from 
records of performances and editions of the plays published before and shortly 
after Shakespeare’s death. On the basis of such evidence academics suggest 
TWELFTH NIGHT was written in 1601.

The work was often not wholly ‘original’, and Shakespeare drew upon stories from 
history or contemporary literature. These stories were, however, transformed by 
him into well-crafted plays characterised by his unique dramatic voice. They can 
essentially be divided into two main categories: comedies and tragedies, the latter 
concluding with the death of the central character.

Shakespearean comedies usually focus on the happier aspects of life, such as love 
and marriage, and often (as in TWELFTH NIGHT) make extensive use of music and 
singing. They frequently operate on two levels – one involving the love interests 
of ladies and gentlemen, the other with the humorous behaviour of those lower 
down the social order. They tend to highlight the contrast between characters’ 
aspirations and actual achievements, and often ridicule hypocrisy and affectation 
(as with Malvolio) and exaggerate confusion and contradictions.

In terms of language, prose is generally used in what may be called the ‘comic’ 
scenes, whereas blank verse tends to be the medium for more serious interaction. 
By alternating between the two, Shakespeare can thus emphasise differences in 
the behaviour and attitudes of characters.

TWELFTH NIGHT

TWELFTH NIGHT was first published in the folio dated 1623. It does not appear 
in a list of Shakespeare’s plays from 1598 but was referred to by lawyer and 
diarist John Manningham in 1602, indicating that it was written between these 
dates. There is further evidence to suggest the play was performed at Whitehall 
on ‘Twelfth Night’ – 6th January – in 1601. Queen Elizabeth I was entertaining an 
Italian nobleman, Virginio Orsino, and it’s possible that Shakespeare named the 
Duke in the play after him as a compliment to the Queen’s guest.

TWELFTH NIGHT is a festive play, part of a long tradition of winter feasting 
associated with the Feast of Fools and other medieval revels. ‘Twelfth Night’ is 
also known as the Feast of the Epiphany. It has been suggested that the Christian 
‘Twelfth Night’ superseded an earlier pagan ritual relating to changes in the natural 
order. It was the time of year when coldness would soon be replaced by warmth, 
darkness by light and so the revels associated with the festival involved the 
reversal of roles.

As the title suggests, a mood of licensed jesting pervades Shakespeare’s play. 
Throughout are many examples of the inversions typical of the Feast of Fools, 
when the confusions of the masquerade highlight the truth that in everyday 
life we know truly neither our own identities nor the identities of those around 
us. This underlines the dominant theme of disguise, deception and illusion in 
TWELFTH NIGHT. Clarification in the play is reached largely through delusion. This 
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is in keeping with the spirit of Elizabethan Christian revels with their carnival-like 
disguises. Self-knowledge is arrived at through these various confusions, just as a 
masquerade releases people from their everyday inhibitions and enables them to 
discover themselves.

There is little in Shakespeare’s play that relates directly to the original festival, 
though some unusual occurrences do take place: Viola disguises herself as a man 
– Cesario – and is then wooed by another woman (Olivia); Sebastian, who at first is 
believed to be dead, is eventually revealed as being alive. The title itself may well 
indicate Shakespeare’s desire to highlight the spirit of joy that permeates much of 
the play.

The story of identical twins so alike that no one can tell them apart dates from 
the Roman dramatist Plautus and tales involving a girl disguised as a page boy 
were common in the sixteenth century. It is likely that Shakespeare was familiar 
with Gl’Ingannati (The Deceived Ones), an Italian comedy with a similar theme 
to TWELFTH NIGHT, and an English version of the same story by Barnabe Riche 
published in 1581.
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There are three main plots within TWELFTH NIGHT, all of which interrelate. The 
first focuses on the love interests of two couples: Orsino and Olivia and Viola 
and Sebastian; the second overlaps with the first, in that it involves Viola and 
Sebastian’s shipwreck and relates the story of the twins with the people who 
befriend them; and the third plot revolves around Malvolio, Sir Toby Belch, Sir 
Andrew Aguecheek, Maria and Feste the Clown and is related to the previous 
two by familial and social ties. Feste is a vital element in linking all three plots. 
He moves from one group to another and is a frequent visitor to both Olivia and 
Orsino’s households, suggesting the notion that folly is universal. His significance 
within the play as a whole is emphasised by the fact that his song concludes the 
action.

A key theme within the play is that of love and courtship. It is useful for a modern 
audience to be familiar with Elizabethan attitudes to love, sex and marriage in 
order to fully understand a character like Orsino. To us his declarations of love can 
easily appear obsessive, but to contemporary Elizabethan audiences they would 
have been understood as the expressions of a young man who had read too much 
romantic literature and fallen in love with the idea of love.

From the early Christians onwards sexual fulfilment was regarded by some as 
pure animalistic enjoyment and by others as bestial behaviour only permissible 
within marriage. Such marriages, particularly among the wealthy, were usually 
arranged to strengthen alliances and extend land holdings, not to secure the 
everlasting happiness of those concerned. As a result, sex and love tended to 
be separated and the tradition of ‘courtly love’ evolved. Central to this concept 
was the belief that love could be more than just physical and could ultimately be 
spiritual. A man – usually a knight – could declare his love for a lady and, provided 
he conducted himself with decorum, over time his constancy might be rewarded 
by the lady taking him as a lover.

Orsino’s unrequited love for Olivia demonstrates many of the characteristics of 
this tradition. His feelings are closer to a worshipper’s adoration for a goddess than 
a man’s love for a woman:

‘Tell her my love, more noble than the world,

Prizes not quantity of dirty lands;

The parts that fortune hath bestow’d upon her,

Tell her I hold as giddily as fortune:

But ‘tis that miracle and queen of gems

That nature pranks her in and attracts my soul.’ 

(p.38)

‘Romantic love’ also tended to idealise the beloved, but unlike courtly love it was 
based more on physical attraction and usually led to marriage. Another Elizabethan 
perception of love was to regard it as a form of melancholy and therefore an 
illness. In TWELFTH NIGHT both Orsino and Olivia are ‘afflicted’ by their love, 
causing them pain and a tendency to behave irrationally.
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Synopsis
Viola and her twin brother Sebastian are shipwrecked off the coast of Illyria. They 
are rescued separately, both believing the other drowned. Disguising herself as 
a young man called Cesario, Viola finds work as a messenger to Orsino, Duke of 
Illyria, with whom she soon falls in love. He, however, is infatuated with Olivia, a 
Countess, and sends Cesario to her with declarations of love. These are rejected 
by Olivia who finds herself attracted to Cesario instead.

Olivia’s steward Malvolio antagonises the members of her household with his self-
righteous behaviour and attempts to end Sir Toby Belch’s – Olivia’s uncle – and his 
gullible friend Sir Andrew Aguecheek’s partying. The latter has been persuaded by 
Sir Toby that Olivia will eventually marry him and while he waits in hope he spends 
all his money drinking with Sir Toby. Olivia’s gentlewoman Maria conspires with Sir 
Toby to trick Malvolio into believing Olivia is in love with him. His attempts to woo 
her convince Olivia that he has gone mad and she agrees to his imprisonment.

Observing Olivia’s affection for Cesario, Sir Andrew is encouraged by Sir Toby, 
for his own amusement, to challenge his rival to a duel. Cesario (in reality Viola) 
doesn’t want to fight any more than the cowardly Sir Andrew but Sir Toby, who 
tells them separately that the other is a skilled swordsman, insists they must to 
protect their honour.

Meanwhile Sebastian, accompanied by his friend Antonio, who rescued him after 
the shipwreck, arrives in the city. As Antonio is regarded as an enemy of Illyria, 
following an earlier conflict, he is anxious to avoid Orsino and his soldiers and so 
he and Sebastian separate. Discovering Sir Andrew and Cesario duelling shortly 
after, Antonio goes to Cesario’s defence mistaking him for Sebastian. Attracted by 
the commotion, Orsino’s soldiers arrive and promptly arrest Antonio who is upset 
when Cesario, failing to recognise him, appears to deny his friend when most in 
need.

While he is exploring the city Sebastian encounters Sir Toby and Sir Andrew who, 
thinking he is Cesario, attempt to continue the duel. Sir Andrew strikes Sebastian 
who defends himself well, soon overpowering the knight. The fight is interrupted 
by the arrival of Olivia who, also mistaking Sebastian for Cesario, reasserts her 
love. A bewildered Sebastian finds himself very attracted to Olivia and quickly 
agrees to marry her.

The twins are eventually reunited and all the confusions arising from mistaken 
identity are resolved: Olivia honours her marriage vows to Sebastian, Orsino 
realises he loves Viola, Sir Toby marries Maria and Malvolio is released from 
prison. The play ends as it began, with music.
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Inside the rehearsal room

It’s late October 2008 and the cast and creative team of TWELFTH NIGHT, the 
second production in the Donmar Warehouse’s West End Season at Wyndham’s 
Theatre, gather for the traditional ‘Meet and Greet’ on the first day of rehearsals. 
Everyone – cast, crew and other personnel – introduce themselves. The Donmar’s 
Artistic Director, and director of TWELFTH NIGHT, Michael Grandage describes the 
play as possibly ‘the greatest ever written’. Referring to the previous production 
in the West End Season, Anton Chekhov’s Ivanov, he observes, ‘The last play was 
essentially flawed – we could only make it better. With this one we just have to 
not mess it up!’

Next, Michael and the designer Christopher Oram unveil the model box (a scale 
model of the set). Louvre doors extending the full height of the stage, able to 
open into several different configurations, rise above the driftwood floor, which 
is described as ‘multi-locational’ – one moment it can represent a balcony, the 
next a beach. The colours are distinctly Mediterranean, a palette of warm ochres 
and terracotta. ‘Our audience will be able to forget the cold, grey London winter 
outside,’ observes Michael. Specific locations, such as Malvolio’s cell, will rise 
from the ‘sub-stage’ below (a separate space beneath the stage).

3section
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Michael briefly puts the production in context. The West End Season has 
been two years in the planning, during which time a package was put together 
combining the talents of the Donmar with four great plays and actors. The Donmar 
was keen to offer affordable ticket prices starting at £10, a measure which has 
become even more necessary given the current economic climate. Michael, 
however, remains optimistic. ‘One of the last things to be hit in a recession tends 
to be the theatre. People want to be taken out of themselves and hear stories.’

Once people not directly involved in the production have left, Michael outlines the 
rehearsal period for the next five weeks. The working day is from 10.30am until 
6pm, with an hour’s lunch from 1.30pm. He doesn’t do warm-ups and games, 
expecting the actors to prepare in their own way for a day’s work. Similarly, he 
tends not to do readthroughs. He prefers instead to ‘lightly sketch a picture of the 
play’.
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He expands on this: ‘We’ll read a scene, check we know what we’re saying and 
then put it on its feet. We’re better placed to discuss it this way as we’re already 
becoming the characters. We’ll put the whole play on its feet in the first week, 
then go back and work on it in more detail. That way we’ll end the week with a 
real sense of the physical shape, which will anchor us.’ He concedes that the first 
few days are always a little strange, ‘there’s a peculiar dynamic.’ By the fifth week 
of rehearsals, he explains, costumes, music and other sound will be added. The 
sound of the sea, for instance, will be woven into the score.

Michael encourages the actors to embrace the experience of rehearsals in 
their entirety. ‘Try and use the whole of the production process to create your 
performance,’ he says. ‘Start with you and the text, not lots of props.’ Michael 
regards the experience as an opportunity for people to grow, including himself. 
‘There’s no such thing as a stupid question,’ he reassures everyone.

Michael wants to approach TWELFTH NIGHT as if it were a new play. ‘Us doing 
this production of TWELFTH NIGHT has never been done before,’ he reflects. 
There are no definite answers or solutions. ‘Don’t get buried in trying to solve a 
scene – all you end up doing is not doing the scene.’ Michael wants the actors to 
explore all the possibilities within the text and he, as director, will help choose the 
right one for their production. ‘One part of my job is to act as a judgement call on 
behalf of the audience.’
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He prefers to rehearse the scenes in a ‘hermetically sealed’ manner – meaning, 
with only those actors directly involved in the scene in the room. He aims to call 
the whole company together at the end of each week to read text other than from 
the play, for example, a sonnet.

Having given an overview of the rehearsal period and explained a little about his 
working method, Michael prepares to dismiss most of the cast so he can begin 
work with the three actors involved in the first scene. Before everyone leaves, 
Howard Jepson, Company Manager, announces that the ‘management’ have 
offered a free flu jab to every member of the cast and crew – a reminder that 
the rehearsals and run continue throughout the winter and illness is costly to 
everyone, especially the production. Many of the actors take advantage of this 
opportunity.

As most of the cast depart, stage management set up black flats (screens) to 
represent the Louvre doors at the back of the stage, through which Orsino and his 
men make their first entrance. The three actors involved – Mark Bonnar playing 
Orsino, Norman Bowman playing Curio and James Howard playing Valentine – 
gather chairs and sit close to Michael, reading through the scene once without 
stopping. The atmosphere is quiet and focused. Also in the room are Associate 
Director Amelia Sears and Text Consultant Russell Jackson. I notice that Michael’s 
script is annotated with notes collated from previous editions of TWELFTH NIGHT. 
Occasionally he refers to them to offer the cast alternative readings of individual 
word and phrases. If more information is required, for example to clarify a classical 
allusion, Michael asks Amelia to research further.

‘Does it matter if we’re in a royal court?’ asks Michael following the short 
readthrough. This leads to a brief discussion about the atmosphere within Orsino’s 
household. Is it necessary to address the issue of the Duke’s court being royal? 
It’s quite ‘regally relaxed’ observes Mark. Whenever we see Orsino he’s being 
very informal. Michael asks the actors to think about the nature of the court itself 
and how they come to be there. ‘What you three need to do,’ he suggests, ‘is to 
discover a relationship which is close and friendly and well-knit.’ He encourages 
them to explore their characters’ history together.

Michael then discusses the beginning of the play, describing it as ‘elemental’. 
‘There’ll be lights, sound and music to open the show and prepare an audience 
for a performance.’ It’s the middle of the night, about three in the morning, and 
there’s a raging storm. Orsino’s gentleman, Curio, is still in his nightshirt having 
been abruptly awoken. Playing quietly in the background is a string quartet and 
possibly a guitar. Orsino speaks first:

‘If music be the food of love, play on,

Give me excess of it, that, surfeiting,

The appetite may sicken, and so die.’

‘Everything that happens in TWELFTH NIGHT, all its themes, are in these opening 
lines,’ reflects Michael. He questions the following lines:

‘That strain again, it had a dying fall:

O, it came o’er my ear like the sweet sound

That breathes upon a bank of violets,

Stealing and giving odour.’ 

(p.1)
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‘Are these lines entirely positive?’ he asks. ‘What do they tell us about Orsino’s 
state of mind?’ before adding, ‘As an audience we work retrospectively for our 
meanings.’

While Curio offers to help the Duke by listening to him, Orsino’s other man, 
Valentine, returns from another unsuccessful attempt to declare his master’s love 
for Olivia. The ‘handmaid’ referred to is Maria and Michael says a decision has 
to be made about whether Valentine’s speech is an accurate report or elaborates 
upon what the maid said.

Next, the actors set the chairs aside and attempt to put the scene on its feet. 
‘Let’s go from the top and lance the boil of the play’s opening!’ declares Michael. 
Referring to the model box, he suggests Mark open the tall Louvre doors at the 
back and come downstage for Orsino’s first entrance. ‘We’ve got to work out 
the architecture,’ says Michael, turning his attention to the setting of the scene. 
‘Is this a cliff edge from which you can see the coast of Illyria?’ Reflecting upon 
the opening of the play, Michael comments to Mark: ‘You’ve been given a dream 
moment by Shakespeare here, you can be as self-indulgent as you like. There’s no 
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pressure on you to keep motoring. Take the time to listen to the ‘strain’ within the 
music, to take it in.’ All of the actors are already off book (know their lines) and are 
therefore unencumbered by scripts.

Once the first rehearsal of this scene is finished, the actors involved leave to be 
replaced by Victoria Hamilton as Viola (later disguised as Cesario) and Ian Drysdale 
as the Sea Captain, who begin work on Scene Two. Michael describes it as, ‘An 
entire location scene – it perfectly establishes the setting.’ He asks the actors to 
establish the facts by considering the following: What happened to the ship? Did 
it sink or run aground? How many people were on board? Who died? It is agreed 
that the shipwreck and subsequent action – Viola being separated from Sebastian, 
both presuming the other drowned – has all taken place in the past fifteen 
minutes.

The first line of the scene has been adapted to accommodate the size of the cast. 
The simple exclusion of the plural ‘friends’ allows Viola to refer to the Captain 
alone: ‘What country, friend, Is this?’ (p.3) This leads to more questions about 
the play’s setting and where exactly Illyria is. ‘Are we on an island?’ asks Russell. 
Small problems are quickly resolved. For example, with what does Viola pay the 
Captain following the line, ‘For saying so, there’s gold’ (Ibid.)? She’s just been 
pulled half-drowned from the sea. ‘Give him your ring,’ suggests Michael.

Other issues, such as a character’s background, will require further exploration. 
‘How posh am I?’ asks Victoria. ‘You’re what we would call “well-bred”,’ says 
Michael. Social status and hierarchy, for example who should marry who, are 
important adds Russell. ‘The answer is you come from a really good family,’ 
Michael concludes.
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There is a discussion about reinstating some of Viola’s lines (in italics below), 
omitted from the Donmar’s version of the play at this stage of rehearsals:

‘There is a fair behaviour in thee, Captain;

And though that nature with a beauteous wall

Doth oft close in pollution, yet of thee

I will believe thou hast a mind that suits

With this thy fair and outward character.

I prithee – and I’ll pay thee bounteously –

Conceal me what I am…’ 

(p.5) 3

The issue to be addressed is, what do they give the actor? A pause, a moment for 
Viola to weigh up her options? It is decided that the five lines should be reinstated.

The next question is more fundamental: where does Viola’s idea of disguising 
herself as a man come from? Michael states it simply: ‘We have no play if she 
simply enters this world as a lady-in-waiting.’ Russell suggests the Captain offers 
the soaked Viola his jacket to keep warm and this leads to the notion of a male 
disguise.

In terms of the text, Michael tends not to refer to verse speaking, preferring 
instead to focus on the meaning of individual words and phrases. Victoria talks 
about the ‘arc’ of some of her lines, ensuring that the overall sense is correct. See 
the example below with the third line put in parentheses (my dashes):

 ‘O that I serv’d that lady,

 And might not be deliver’d to the world – 

 Till I had made mine own occasion mellow –

 What my estate is.’ 

(p.4)

I next visit rehearsals at the end of the first week. The whole company has 
been called to work on Scene Eighteen (Act Five, Scene One). They sit and read 
through it slowly, to each other, making sense of the text. The object of the 
exercise appears to be to paraphrase the dialogue, modernising it in the process. 
For example, Antonio’s question to Sebastian, ‘How have you made division of 
yourself?’ (p.88) becomes ‘Have you cloned yourself?’ Every word and phrase is 
questioned. There is a lot of good humour in completing the task – it’s a Friday 
afternoon and the mood, while focused, is relaxed. Other questions asked include: 
Why is Orsino, on his way to woo Olivia, accompanied by Viola at the beginning of 
the scene?

The time frame of the play is discussed at length. The action appears to take place 
over just a few days but Orsino says of Viola, disguised as Cesario, ‘Three months 
this youth hath tended upon me’ (p.83). ‘It’s a sophisticated device,’ says Michael 
of Shakespeare’s writing. ‘He foregrounds the time sequence in the play, where 
we see the day take place in front of us, while it simultaneously takes place at 
a different pace in the background.’ Reflecting upon this apparent contradiction, 
Michael concludes simply, ‘I’ll tell you one thing – it doesn’t bother an audience a 
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whiff.’ Planning to return to the scene later, Michael asks the actors to bear with 
him while putting it on its feet. The cast discuss call times (working hours) for the 
following week with Howard, Company Manager, before leaving.

I return a fortnight later at the end of the third week of rehearsals, again on a 
Friday afternoon. This is another rare occasion for the company to gather as a 
whole. Sitting on chairs in a circle, the cast, led by Michael, read through a sonnet. 
At first they all say a line each, reading round the circle, then two lines and so on. 
Afterwards, Michael questions them regarding the sonnet’s meaning. Occasionally 
he reads out explanatory notes from his edition. Once new meanings have 
been discovered, Michael asks the cast to read it again ‘with all that in mind’. To 
complete the exercise he might ask one actor to attempt to read the whole thing.
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Next, Michael opens the floor to questions: ‘Is there anything anyone wants to 
ask about the play?’ He admits that a problem of rehearsing scenes with only the 
characters in them – i.e. no other actors in the room – is that, occasionally, things 
that aspect other characters in the play, who aren’t in the scene, aren’t always 
communicated to them. Amelia attempts to address this by making notes and 
relaying them to the actors concerned.

Ron Cook, who plays Sir Toby Belch, queries the setting. Are they really on 
an island?’ Michael is extremely honest in his response, explaining he has no 
justification for this from the text. ‘I just don’t get a sense there’s any sort of 
commercial life – casinos, etc. – nearby.’ He’s also keen to ‘pull Sir Toby back from 
the tweed’ he’s usually associated with, and indeed anything that suggests we’re 
in England. ‘It’s Mediterranean,’ he says, ‘or more simply, abroad.’ This directorial 
decision affects all elements of the production, from the set to sound effects. 
For example, in Scene Eleven (Act Three, Scene One) Olivia refers to a bell: ‘The 
clock upbraids me with the waste of time.’ (p.51). ‘It’s a certain kind of bell that 
will absolutely tell the audience we’re not in England,’ explains Michael. He paints 
a picture of a small Italian town. Referring to the soundscape as a whole, Michael 
explains that it will suggest the ever-present sound of the sea.

Finally, having discussed and agreed as a company the pronunciation of certain 
words – e.g. ‘bade’ is pronounced bad and ‘troth’ trough – Michael reflects on the 
‘bitter-sweet’ ending of TWELFTH NIGHT. He suggests that a central theme of 
the play is Orsino and Olivia being saved by love: ‘The fact is, they’re saveable. 
They’re both teetering on the edge of the tipping point. They’re not there yet, but 
in another year they’ll have gone. They’ll be hardened, bitter, cynical – dead.’

Summing up, Michael comments he’s in a ‘happy place’ at the end of the third 
week of rehearsals. The cast have the ‘context’ of each scene – a solid foundation 
on which to build. They can now afford to add a little more humour.

The next time I visit rehearsals, Michael is working on Scene Nine (Act Two, Scene 
Four), describing it as, ‘A combination of reflection and activity’. He focuses on 
the exchange between Orsino and Viola, still disguised as Cesario. Feste’s song is 
curiously placed within the action, leading Michael to question whether it’s part of 
the scene: ‘How do we get into it?’ He suggests the song just ‘happens’. ‘Pre-
song is definitely a different colour to post-song.’ Afterwards, Orsino gives Feste 
money. Is it coins or notes? Mark, playing Orsino, prefers notes – a more sizeable 
reward.

Following the song, ‘Viola picks up on the theme of the room,’ reflects Michael 
– the prevailing mood and atmosphere. Viola is starting to doubt the love Orsino 
claims he feels for Olivia: ‘But if she cannot love you, sir?’ (p.38) This is a 
significant development in the relationship between Viola and Orsino. ‘It’s one of 
the first times someone says Orsino is wrong,’ comments Victoria. ‘Every time 
Viola speaks she thinks it will be her last, but she keeps talking.’

‘What does Orsino think about what Viola says?’ Michael asks Mark following 
Viola’s reference to her father’s daughter. This is a bridge for Orsino, suggests 
Michael, whereby he can chart the development of his relationship with Viola. 
Michael focuses on her last line:

‘I am all the daughters of my father’s house,

And all the brothers too: and yet I know not.’ 

(p.40)
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‘Is there a version of this scene where she can use the line to compose herself?’ 
he asks. ‘Make sure the line leads the emotion, not the other way round. Where 
do we need to leave this scene to get into the next one? She’s in love – there’s no 
doubt.’

I revisit rehearsals in the middle of the fourth week. Ron Cook and Guy Henry, 
who plays Sir Andrew Aguecheek, are working with Michael and choreographer 
Ben Wright on the references to various dances in Scene Three (Act One, Scene 
Three). Together they work in response to the text. ‘Let me see thee caper,’ 
Sir Toby tells Sir Andrew, who responds enthusiastically. ‘Ha, higher! Ha, ha, 
excellent!’ (p.10) Practicing his moves, Guy asks, ‘Is it a caper or a tango?’ Ben 
gives deceptively simple instructions: ‘It’s gallopy, gallopy, gallopy… Down, down, 
down.’ Meanwhile, Michael records the dances on his mobile phone for future 
reference.

In the afternoon they rehearse Scene Eleven (Act Three, Scene One), beginning 
with the opening moment between Viola and Feste, played by Zubin Varla. In 
rehearsals Michael may have a very specific idea for a piece of staging which 
cannot always be justified from the text. ‘I would love for you to cross here,’ he 
may say to an actor, ‘but I can’t give you a motivation.’

At the beginning of the scene, which comes immediately after the interval, Viola 
is watching Feste entertain the audience by playing his tabor (hand drum). Michael 
warns Zubin that he must ‘stay in the play’ at this point. It’s a curious exchange 
between the two characters, at once playful and challenging. Victoria feels that 
Viola’s interaction with Feste is somehow threatening and wonders where that 
‘colour’ comes from? As a character she chooses to stay and engage with Feste, 
but somewhere it turns. She feels that Feste is making fun of her. Zubin suggests 
it could be partly a result of the instrument – the beating of the drum.

Michael thinks Feste is being playful but not aggressively so. He suggests Viola 
set the tone by engaging in word play with Feste. ‘I certainly think this scene 
is about two people getting on,’ he comments. ‘It’s a happy scene.’ While 
understanding the scene and the tone Michael suggests, Victoria feels differently. 
Sometimes the experience of a character – and actor – cannot be expressed in 
words. ‘I think all you need do,’ Michael says, encouraging both actors, ‘is enjoy 
the exchange more.’ Feste, for instance, enjoys engaging with Viola’s intelligence 
and wit as there isn’t much of either in Olivia’s household. Michael also wonders if 
Feste is close to guessing Viola’s true identity. ‘You’ve got to get all that stuff out 
there to the audience.’
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Moving on to Sir Toby and Sir Andrew’s entrance, Michael puzzles over their short 
scene with Viola: ‘There’s something about this eleven line exchange that doesn’t 
quite take off.’ He questions Viola’s reasons for staying on stage at the beginning. 
Having spoken to the audience, she intends to walk off but is prevented by the 
knights’ entrance. Watching it again, Michael comments: ‘That’s much better. Now 
Viola’s doing something in the scene rather than simply receiving it.’ There is some 
talk about Sir Andrew and his doomed attempts to woo Olivia. ‘How much of that 
story pings to the front?’ asks Michael.

I return again at the end of that week. The company are running Scene Fourteen 
(Act Three, Scene Four) – ‘A huge scene,’ says Michael. Afterwards, he’s happy 
with the ‘overview’ of the action. He breaks the actors for tea and gives them 
individual notes, one-to-one – ‘As they’re of a more personal nature.’

There’s no sonnet reading at the end of that day. Michael congratulates the cast 
on another good week’s work and, as at previous meetings, invites them to ask 
any unanswered questions, ‘if there’s anything you feel we haven’t covered.’ He 
outlines the following week’s work, in particular the runthroughs, stressing that 
they should be regarded as a continuation of the rehearsal process. ‘Use them for 
further exploration,’ he says.

Michael encourages the actors to wear some elements of their costume during 
runthroughs to get used to them. He advises the cast that there will be increasing 
numbers of visitors to the rehearsal room next week as more elements of the 
production are added, particularly sound and music. Finally, he ‘implores… begs’ 
all of the actors to spend a few hours over the weekend revisiting the text. ‘This 
weekend, I expect, is the last time you could do it. Just take the time to actually 
look at the words on the page.’

I return to rehearsals at the end of the fifth week to watch a runthrough. Under 
working lights, with very little set or costume, the cast and creative team transport 
those of us in the small audience to the Illyria they’ve been busy creating over the 
past several weeks. When not directly involved in scenes, the actors crowd round 
the edge of the stage to watch the performances they’ve been unable to see in 
rehearsals. Like us, they appear to take real delight in being an audience. Both 
parties relish the opportunity to entertain and be entertained.

A week later and it’s the first preview at Wyndham’s Theatre. The audience enter 
the auditorium from the cold, wet streets of London into a warm Mediterranean 
world. A clap of thunder and a flash of lightning (making the audience jump) 
herald the beginning of the performance. I sit there waiting for all the highlights 
I’ve witnessed in rehearsal: Sir Andrew’s attempts to confer with Viola in French, 
Malvolio’s discovery of ‘Olivia’s’ letter, Sebastian’s apparent betrayal of Antonio, 
and many more. Each one is enjoyed by the audience, who leave the theatre with 
a real ‘feel good’ factor. A few days later TWELFTH NIGHT will be ready for its 
opening night.
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An interview with Indira Varma, playing Olivia

Q Could you start by telling me a little about your character and her place 
within the world of the play.

Olivia is a Countess who lost her father and brother over a year ago, so she’s 
in mourning. We’ve said that she’s been in mourning for about a year – I think 
mourning officially lasts two years, or something like that – but she’s in a self-
imposed mourning due to last seven. She’s just experienced the first year of 
that and I think the reason she’s imposed the mourning is not just because she’s 
upset about losing her dad and brother, but because until recently a woman has 
always had to answer to a man, so who else is there for her to answer to? To be 
her protector? There’s her uncle, Sir Toby, who’s a drunk. There are also hundreds 
of suitors – she’s meant to be the most beautiful woman in Illyria – but they’re 
people like Sir Andrew Aguecheek, who’s a fool. The next is Duke Orsino, who’s 
the equivalent of the king in Illyria and, as Olivia says herself, has everything going 
for him but she just can’t love him.

So she’s obviously a romantic but I imagine her father and brother were very 
forward-thinking people, which means that she’s been well-educated, which is 
why she perhaps has higher ideals. Her father and brother were obviously role 
models as men, therefore her standards are pretty high and she wants to love 
someone as much as she loved them, if not more.
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She probably just doesn’t fancy Orsino. She knows he’s a catch and that if she 
wasn’t in mourning she’d be obliged to marry him. He’s the greatest and he wants 
her. So she says, ‘Right, I’m in mourning for seven years’, which means nobody 
can have her. And then, unexpectedly, she meets this young man, Cesario. Well, 
she thinks he’s a young man. He’s the only one who doesn’t just flatter her, 
because she’s a very beautiful woman everyone always praises her looks and she 
wants to be more than just a flower. Feste talks about a flower losing it’s beauty. 
She wants somebody who’s going to love her for more than just that. And Cesario 
is really cocky and says, ‘You’re too proud – I know what you’re like.’ And she 
thinks, ‘Wow! This is somebody who’s level with me. He’s not a “yes” man.’ And 
that’s what prompted her to fall in love with him, I think.

Q It’s a huge journey we see Olivia go on. I’m just wondering if you could 
describe it for me.

I think, because of all the things I’ve mentioned before, she’s very proud. Apart 
from bereavement, she’s had it easy. She’s rich, she’s wealthy, she’s well-
educated, everyone answers to her. In a way she’s spoilt. And this young boy is 
probably the last person she would ever have gone for. When he walks in the 
room she doesn’t fall in love with him. It’s the combative nature that happens 
between them, the sparring, someone who actually tells it like it is. And that 
floors her completely and she becomes sort of a wreck in love. She becomes a 
real person, basically. She understands humiliation, and the shame of that, and 
is prepared to do anything to get her love. So I think by the end of the play she’s 
back on track. She loses everything. She loses her mind for love, because it’s 
unrequited, and makes a real fool of herself, sadly. But because it happens so 
suddenly – she’s chasing this boy who doesn’t love her and then suddenly she 
meets Sebastian who agrees to marry her – she thinks, ‘Brilliant! At last. This is 
wonderful.’ It’s pure love, it’s not just lust – although there’s that as well.

But then there’s the whole revelation that they’re twins and actually she’s 
spent most of the play chasing a woman. I think that’s a double humiliation. An 
embarrassment more than a humiliation. If you do something embarrassing to 
yourself that’s one thing, but if you do it in front of everyone else it’s even more 
painful. But if they acknowledge it and forgive you for it, I think it makes you a 
better person in a way. And I think by the end, Olivia’s always been noble and 
ladylike and all those things, but now she has humility.

Q It’s interesting because, as you say, she doesn’t fall in love with Cesario 
for his looks, it’s because of the challenge. But then, of course, Sebastian 
isn’t the same person. He and Cesario may look similar, but Olivia has 
actually fallen in love with Viola.

I know, that’s something that I struggle with as an actor a bit. That’s why I think it 
is a double humiliation. And also there’s a slight open-endedness to it… Has she 
married the man she loves?

Q That’s what I mean. How do you resolve that as an actor playing Olivia?

Well, we’ve left it open. In the play Shakespeare never really gets Olivia and 
Sebastian together. There’s not really a moment of reconciliation. I think she goes 
into it a little reluctantly but unfortunately it’s not really tied up in the play.
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Q And Shakespeare hasn’t written what happens next.

No. But I think, on the whole, we’ve chosen a happy ending.

Q But who knows…?

There is a question mark left over it, definitely.

Q Michael’s talked about the world of the play, this island, but can you 
describe Illyria for me. What’s it like?

Well, it’s not strictly an island but we’ve said that it is. And obviously it’s small, 
there’s not many people around. So new blood – the twins – wow, that’s exciting. 
There’s not much going on, everyone here knows one another and, frankly, they’re 
a bit dull. It’s quite barren. They have the two courts: the somewhat self-indulgent 
male, Orsino’s court; and ours, which has become very strict since the deaths of 
Olivia’s father and brother. And then add to that Malvolio, who is completely ridged 
in his approach to stewardship, which Olivia needs and likes because it protects 
her. There’s not much going on. It’s limited.

Q If you go out in Illyria, like Sir Toby, where do you go?

As he and Sir Andrew often get drunk, there must be an ale house on the island. 
There must be a small village or something.

Q But it feels like quite an empty, lonely place particularly for someone 
who’s in mourning.

I don’t think Olivia goes out. No, she’s in her castle. Her family probably used to 
have huge parties and guests from overseas. I imagine the men they’d meet were 
often soldiers, like in Chekhov there’s always visiting soldiers, I think there used to 
be a lot of that going on.

Q What’s been one of the challenges of TWELFTH NIGHT for you as an 
actor? What’s been your journey with it?

Well, I haven’t done that many Shakespeare plays previously. I haven’t played 
big parts in Shakespeare before. I think the initial challenges included using the 
language, understanding exactly what’s being said. Sometimes there’s a turn of 
phrase which you vaguely understand, but you don’t know exactly what it means. 
Also the verse – people produce Shakespeare in different ways. Some people are 
very ridged about the meter and all that and Michael hasn’t been. Unless it sounds 
really off he’ll sort of say, ‘Try and stress this word.’ It seems to be very free as 
long as it makes sense. I think that’s the beauty of Shakespeare. If you’re making 
sense of the line you are, more or less, speaking in meter. It’s about playing the 
right attitude for your character. Why is my character doing something and what 
do they want and how are they doing it has been the tricky bit. I’m not quite sure 
sometimes. Does Olivia become predatory with Cesario? Actually, she’s a virgin. It 
belittles her love if it’s too predatory, I think.

So that’s been interesting, to kind of try out these things. Like, how do you get 
the person you love who doesn’t love you back? You have to try different tactics. 
So that’s been quite interesting, to see which ones Shakespeare has written and 
which ones we as modern people use. What we do, initially, is probably flirt but 
we always resort to sex, and I think he’s subtler than that. Obviously there’s sex in 
there, there’s lots of sex in this play, but slightly different.
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And also, another thing I noticed, the whole thing about Malvolio and the letters, 
when they say, ‘Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have 
greatness thrust upon ‘em’, Olivia says something similar to Cesario. He’s beneath 
her when they first meet, she thinks he’s a messenger, although I think she 
suspects that he’s a gentleman, that there’s something more to him. But she also 
says, ‘Fear not Cesario, take thy fortunes up, / Be that thou know’st thou art, and 
then thou art / As great as that thou fear’st.’ Which is, ‘I am thrusting greatness 
upon you’ in a way. So that resonance, I think, is quite interesting in the play.

Q Apart from the live theatrical experience, what specifically is there in 
TWELFTH NIGHT for a young person to engage with? What do you think is 
going to resonate with, say, a 16-year-old?

Everyone needs to be loved no matter who you are. Even if you’re someone who’s 
very popular and beautiful, you’re not necessarily being loved by the person who 
you love. Even someone like Malvolio, who everyone hates still needs to be loved. 
Orsino is seeking love in the wrong place. He thinks he’s in love but he doesn’t 
actually know Olivia. He’s probably just seen her somewhere.
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Also, I think it’s quite interesting that they play with the idea of the changes of the 
sexes, because Orsino falls for a girl, but actually there are times when he thinks, 
‘Actually, am I falling for a man and was that what I was expecting?’ As does Olivia 
for a woman. So it’s all about love and the intricacies and difficulties of loving and 
being loved. And why do you love somebody?

Q Do you even know that person? It’s an obsession Orsino’s got. He’s in 
love with a fantasy, he’s never really talked to you.

Exactly. And he’s in love with her beauty. And Malvolio’s in love with her, but 
Malvolio is actually in love with the idea of being a Count.

Q Yes, with the greatness.

With the greatness and she embodies that to him. Sir Andrew Aguecheek is 
supposedly in love with her. I don’t know what he loves her for, but I don’t think 
that’s true love either.

Also, the play’s very funny and tragic. I think that’s what’s brilliant about it. That 
love is a great thing and painful and funny. We can make fools of ourselves and we 
can be transformed.
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An interview with actor Norman Bowman, 
playing Curio

Q Could you start by telling me a little about your character and his place 
within the world of the play.

Well, Curio is one of the attendees on the Duke Orsino. He obviously has a 
household, which in this version is a bit more skeletal. I think in a more opulent 
production you would have lots more people populating the stage but here he 
has two, Curio and Valentine. We decided that Valentine, Curio and Orsino had all 
gone to army school together, had trained and fought together. We kind of likened 
Orsino to Prince Harry and we were the friends who eventually get employed 
by him. So, in one respect, we’re all on the level – we’re all friends, we’ve all 
fought together, drunk together. But essentially he’s a man of nobility and at 
some point he’s brought us into his employment. So we pull up as attendants, 
bouncers, security officers – we’re kind of the law enforcement for the island – 
confidants. We do a lot of his romantic dirty work by trying to woo Olivia, but we 
fail miserably, which is why he then turns to Cesario. We’re more functional than 
anything else. But a good function, a good purpose.

Q Can you tell me a little about the world of Illyria, you just said you’re 
also the law enforcement for the island although there’s only two of you. 
Give me a sense of the landscape, the scale. What’s it like in your mind?

I suppose it would be like one of the smaller Caribbean islands in terms of 
population. We did discuss the fact there was no real urban element to this island, 
no thriving metropolis. You have a couple of households like Orsino’s and Olivia’s 
and a few other houses in between. It’s possible that Orsino’s dukedom extends 
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beyond the island, but as far as this production’s concerned we’re dealing with 
a small community. Maybe twenty-five people. Again, that’s convenient for the 
population of the stage.

So Illyria, because of that size, is a lot more simplified, making for more intriguing 
relationships between its inhabitants. They’re not particularly flustered by everyday 
life. In fact, there’s a huge amount of thumb twiddling that goes on. The fact that 
myself, Valentine and the Duke do classes on a daily basis. We keep ourselves 
topped up. We have dance classes, fencing classes. But there’s either a shortage 
of women or they’re not allowed in the house, ‘cause all the dancing is done by 
men.

I think that keeps for a much simpler exchange between Olivia and Orsino and 
all the other relationships in between, which is great. I love it because I think it’ll 
evoke a gorgeous atmosphere for an audience. A simple, slightly rustic summer 
feel.
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Q In terms of amount of time on stage your character is one of the 
smaller ones, although he’s absolutely integral to the action. How do you 
place yourself within the production and ensure that your performance 
achieves maximum impact?

Of course if you start to strip down these characters and make them somehow 
unworthy then you’re not left with a great deal. It’s all about the dynamics of the 
specific relationships, i.e. between Orsino and Olivia, but also the knock-on effect 
that has on other people. So, yes, I’m standing at the back, but that’s the stock of 
the soup. This is what beefs the production up. This is what adds a bit of flavour, 
to have these other personalities around.

Q And one of the crucial functions of your character is being a listening 
ear, because without you – unless it was a moment of direct address and he 
was speaking to the audience – who would Orsino talk to?

Absolutely. We instantly add a bit of history to Orsino and the people he 
has around him. He refers to us as, ‘nuncio’s of more grave aspect’, which 
immediately tells the audience we’re not the most poetic when trying to convey 
his messages of love.

Q He needs Cesario?

Well, yeah. No man is an island, and that’s equally true for a play. You know 
theatrical licence says you could skim it down if you wanted to. You could just 
have a bare stage with a couple of characters, but that’s not very fascinating. And 
also that’s a lot of pressure on those performers to keep it alive and exciting. So I 
love what I’m doing.

Q You come from a background in musical theatre and have described 
the experience of being in TWELFTH NIGHT as a little like serving an 
apprenticeship. What have you learnt so far, watching the other actors at 
work with Michael?

I’m discovering that most people make exactly the same kind of mistakes in 
rehearsals. Whether it’s not remembering lines or the wrong interpretation of a 
line. It’s a sense of relief to realise that, as actors, we all have our own fears.

Q What specific challenges does TWELFTH NIGHT present to a company 
of actors?

What’s become more obvious, having previously seen two other productions 
of the play, is that TWELFTH NIGHT is quite dark. It’s described as a comedy 
but, particularly in these rehearsals, I’ve seen it go to a much darker place than 
I was aware it ever could. Having watched Ivanov, where one second you can 
be laughing heartily and then, oh my god, your heart sinks and you’re watching 
a tragedy… There’s nothing to say you can’t have that. Why should you apply 
such a broad brushstroke to something? So that’s been the immediate thing with 
TWELFTH NIGHT.

Everything else is always an experience. Whether it’s watching somebody do 
something you don’t agree with, or something where you go, ‘Oh, my God, I didn’t 
think of that.’ And the creativity of the actors in this company is brilliant. I always 
wonder when I watch a production, ‘Did an actor come up with that idea or the 
director, or was it even in the stage directions?’ It’s always great to see somebody 
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come up with something and you’re like, ‘Wow! That’s really good. I love that.’ 
And for a director, if he didn’t come up with the idea, to welcome it. You don’t see 
that generous exchange in all productions.

Q What in TWELFTH NIGHT is going to appeal to a young person? An idea 
or theme that they’re going to connect with.

I think love is becoming more and more old-fashioned in its ideals. It’s absolutely 
possible that this is something young people will totally engage with.

Shakespeare always challenges an audience when they sit to watch and listen. 
You just have to make something out of that experience for yourself. So it might 
be the language, if you happen to know it and can keep up with it, it might be the 
visual, it might be the overriding themes. If you ultimately get someone doing 
Shakespeare the way it should be done, then you’re watching the most magical 
flexing of every artistic muscle. 
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Shakespeare in performance

The following practical exercises consider approaches to Shakespeare’s text with 
reference to a key speech from TWELFTH NIGHT. In the first instance they aim 
to free the language from its literal meaning, encouraging the participants to play 
with the sound, shape and texture of words.

Viola’s soliloquy below – from Act Two, Scene Two of TWELFTH NIGHT (Scene 
Seven in the Donmar’s production) – follows her unsuccessful attempt, disguised 
as the messenger Cesario, to woo Olivia on her master’s behalf. Olivia continues 
to reject Orsino’s declarations of love but finds herself unexpectedly attracted 
to Cesario. On an impulse, she sends her steward Malvolio after ‘him’, to return 
a ring she claims the messenger left as a gift from his master. Left alone, Viola 
questions Olivia’s motives and soon realises she is the object of her affection.

TWELFTH NIGHT by William Shakespeare
An extract from the end of Act Two, Scene Two

Viola (Picks up ring.) I left no ring with her: what means this lady?
 Fortune forbid my outside have not charm’d her!
 She made good view of me, indeed so much,
 That methought her eyes had lost her tongue,
 For she did speak in starts distractedly.
 She loves me, sure; the cunning of her passion
 Invites me in this churlish messenger.
 None of my lord’s ring? Why, he sent her none.
 I am the man: if it be so, as ‘tis,
 Poor lady, she were better love a dream.
 Disguise, I see, thou art a wickedness,
 Wherein the pregnant enemy does much.
 How easy is it for the proper false
 In women’s waxen hearts to set their forms:
 Alas, our frailty is the cause, not we,
 For such as we are made of, such we be.
 How will this fadge? My master loves her dearly,
 And I, poor monster, fond as much on him,
 And she, mistaken, seems to dote on me:
 What will become of this? As I am man,
 My state is desperate for my master’s love:
 As I am woman, – now alas the day! –
 What thriftless sighs shall poor Olivia breathe?
 O time, thou must untangle this, not I,
 It is too hard a knot for me t’untie!

4section
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•	 As a group, stand in a circle and speak the whole speech but only one word 
at a time. The first person speaks the first word, the person on their right the 
second, and so on round the circle until the speech is finished.

•	 Repeat the exercise, this time participants do one of the two following things: 
when it’s the turn of an individual to speak, if they find the word interesting – 
for whatever reason – they should emphasise it, saying the word to the circle 
as a whole; if they do not find the word interesting, then they should simply 
say it without emphasis to the person on their right.

•	 The group should experiment with what sounds the words can make by, 
for example, elongating the vowel sounds or stressing the consonants. 
Participants need to relish the taste and texture of the language and be aware 
of what their mouths and tongues have to do in order to say the words in 
sequence. How do particular words sound – harsh, smooth, polysyllabic, etc.?

•	 Participants should look at the speech again and select two lines from it. They 
should not tell anyone else what they are.

•	 The group is going to discover who has chosen which lines in the following 
way: they should try to ‘hear’ the whole speech in their heads and when – and 
only when – they think it’s time to say their line/s, speak it aloud.

•	 Someone signals when the exercise starts and everyone should concentrate 
and try to ‘hear’ the progression of the speech. Of course no one knows who 
has chosen which lines and there might be no one at all to speak the first, or 
first few, line/s. If this is the case, when repeating the exercise, a volunteer 
should speak the missing lines.

•	 Remember, when someone does speak the rest of the group should adjust the 
pace of the voice in their head by slowing down or speeding up.

•	 Afterwards discuss who chose which line and why. Often people have chosen 
the same line/s. What does this reveal? Is there an unspoken agreement 
among the group that some words or lines are more significant than others?

•	 The next exercise explores physical ways into Shakespeare’s language in an 
attempt to avoid over-analysing the text, which can often result in paralysis of 
thought and movement. The physical freedom is meant to encourage greater 
mental freedom in the participants.

•	 Working individually, participants should read the speech aloud – but to 
themselves – while moving round the room. At each punctuation mark they 
should change direction. The stronger the punctuation, the greater the change. 
For example, a comma might suggest a veer to the left or right, whereas a full 
stop should signal exactly that.

•	 Afterwards, the group can discuss how many change of directions they made. 
How much punctuation is there within the speech as a whole and what does 
that suggest about the thoughts of the character?

•	 Participants should repeat the exercise, this time ignoring the punctuation and 
only changing direction whenever they think the thought changes.
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•	 People often talk about their thoughts being ‘all over the place’ or of ‘going 
round and round in circles’. Participants should think of the speech as a map 
designed to help them, the actor, navigate a complicated journey in the mind 
of the character. The aim is to plot this journey step by step, stage by stage, 
within the room. Is the journey of the speech linear? Does it progress in a 
straightforward, uncomplicated manner or is the route circuitous and complex? 
What clues are there within the text to indicate a change in the direction of 
thought?

•	 Next, participants should speak the speech again but this time remaining still 
while recalling the physical journey in their mind.

Questions on the production and further 
practical work

You may wish to work individually on completing these questions.

When you go to see the Donmar’s production of TWELFTH NIGHT consider the 
following:

•	 What transformations take place within the main characters through the 
journey of the play? How do the actors embody these changes?

•	 How does the design establish the world of the play, in terms of its location 
and atmosphere? You should also take into account the other elements of the 
production. For example, what effect does the lighting and sound create?

•	 Once you have seen the production you could improvise new scenes exploring 
the background to the play, taking the material within this Study Guide as 
a starting point. The scenes could include the shipwreck which separates 
Viola and Sebastian, each presuming the other drowned, or Sir Toby and Sir 
Andrew’s drunken revelling. What discoveries do you make? How do such 
improvisations inform your ideas about the play and characters?
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Ideas for further study

Reading and research

To gain a fuller understanding of William Shakespeare’s work you may want to 
read some of his other plays, available in many editions including Arden and 
Penguin.

William Shakespeare – The Complete Works, ed. Stanley Wells, Gary Taylor, et.al. 
(OUP, 1988)

The following books are a small selection of the many which provide an invaluable 
insight into various theatre practitioners’ (directors and actors) approaches to 
Shakespeare:

Playing Shakespeare by John Barton (Methuen, 1984)

Players of Shakespeare, 1 – 6, ed. Philip Brockbank, Russell Jackson and Robert 
Smallwood (CUP, 1988 – 2007)
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(Endnotes)

1 Shakespeare: Text into Performance by Peter Reynolds (Penguin, 1991), p.xi

2  All page references refer to the Donmar Warehouse’s rehearsal script of Twelfth 
Night by William Shakespeare (c.1601), dated September 2008, in which Act 
One, Scene One through to Act Five, Scene One have been renumbered as 
scenes one to eighteen.

3  Lines in italics taken from the Arden edition of Twelfth Night, ed. by J.M. Lothian 
and T.W. Craik (Methuen, 1975)
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The Donmar Warehouse is an intimate 

not for profit 251 seat theatre located 

in the heart of London’s West End. The 

theatre attracts almost 100,000 people to 

its productions a year. Since 1992, under 

the Artistic Direction of Michael Grandage 

and his predecessor, Sam Mendes, the 
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