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Abstract 
This essay explores how the character Viola in William Shakespeare’s comedy Twelfth Night, 

or What You Will is constructed through musical imagery. The theory used is New 

Historicism, and the essay investigates Viola in relation to the historical and cultural context 

of the early modern period from the point of view of music as part of the cultural poetics. 

The analysis finds that when investigating Viola in the light of musical imagery, Viola’s 

character is more strongly connected to music than previous research has indicated. The study 

argues that Viola is both a musician and a singer, and at the same time, she is an instrument in 

a double sense, resembling an instrument but also functioning as such for other characters. 

This essay concludes that Viola’s character is built through musical imagery, and in a play 

where music is significant, her character serves as the embodiment of the play itself.  
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1. Introduction 

Shakespeare is a key figure in Western culture that you cannot get past, and who is constantly 

both celebrated and critiqued. He is famously described as being a writer for all time and all 

people, and he has undoubtedly managed to intrigue readers, playgoers and scholars of the 

English literary canon for more than four hundred years. Music is a central part of his works; 

Shakespeare’s plays contain over three hundred music stage directions, and in thirty-two of 

his plays there are references to music and musical matters within the texts–the musical 

references are in particular found in his comedies (Naylor, Introductory1). The knowledge 

about the music in the plays–how it sounded and how it was performed in Shakespeare’s 

time–is not exhaustive. The original stage directions in the Folios are short, conveying 

‘Music’, ‘Trumpet’ or ‘Music within’, and leave more questions than answers about how the 

music was used during the performances. The lyrics of the songs within the plays are 

probably not written by Shakespeare himself, and no music is preserved, with some few 

exceptions (Lindley, Introduction). However, many attempts have been made in trying to 

recreate how the songs and music might have sounded (Walker 222). As a contrast, music 

inspired by his works is more dominant. In 1991, The Shakespeare Music Catalogue 

“identified more than thirty thousand published and/or professionally performed items in the 

sphere of Western art music alone” (Wilson and Cooke, Introduction). Yet, in “Shakespeare: 

reading on” in The New Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare, Dickson claims that 

“[a]nyone wanting to find out more about Shakespeare’s many musical afterlives is not so 

well served” (339). In Shakespeare and Music, Lindley agrees with Dickson and adds that in 

the area of musical research, there is a “significant gap in the current criticism–music, 

although a vital part of theatrical experience, is all too often left to one side in the increasing 

1 The reference is to an iBooks edition without fixed pagination and I have therefore referred to the 
section/chapter of the book instead of the page number. The same applies for other iBooks references in this 
essay. 
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number of valuable treatments of the plays’ stage history” (Preface). Hence, the many uses of 

music in relation to Shakespeare’s plays and poems is an area well worth exploring for new 

research. This study will not focus on how music was performed–nor on the afterlives of 

music in relation to his plays–but limit its scope to how music and musical imagery were 

alluded to and used within the text. Music was considered an important educational subject 

among the seven Liberal Arts2 during the Renaissance, and as such occupied a presumably 

prominent place in the culture and the culture’s poetic imagery. 

In a theatre performance, music can play many important parts. It can be used as 

sound effects, songs, underscoring, explaining recurring themes or just creating mood. Music 

is a direct and non-verbal language and can convey meanings, feelings and aesthetic 

experiences. Having a background and education in music, my initial encounter with 

Shakespeare was through music. It took place not only through watching and listening to the 

many adaptations of his plays into operas, ballets and musicals, but also through the plays 

themselves when listening to the flow of blank verse and prose. In spite of the 

then-unfamiliar early modern English Shakespearean language, I ‘heard’ the feelings behind 

the words without necessarily listening and apprehending all the words themselves. This is 

very much like how I understood and listened to a symphony, where I intellectually did not 

fixate on particular instruments or notes. Instead, it was the overall feeling of the work that 

moved me. Thus, for me, Shakespeare’s poetic language and the rhythm of the blank verse 

resemble the flow of music. This is similar to the early modern period notion that 

Shakespearean plays were “an auditory experience” (Wilson and Cooke, Introduction). In the 

absence of light effects due to the outdoor theatres, and few props except for clothes, sounds 

and words needed to cover what the audience visually could not see. Battles on battlefields 

were created through sounds and words, as were atmosphere and locale. You went to listen to 

2 Music, arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, grammar, logic and rhetoric. 
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a play, not to watch it, as Ben Johnson argued; “you were come to heare, not to see a Play” 

(Wilson and Cooke, Introduction). This idea changed rather rapidly when theatre developed, 

but the Elizabethan theatregoers “were drawn to the action primarily according to the 

auditory engagement”, and “[e]ssential to the auditory experience of the drama, and 

particularly in Shakespeare, is the role of music” (Wilson and Cooke, Introduction).  

Songs and instrument cues are present in every Shakespearean comedy, but the most 

pivotal play is Twelfth Night, or What You Will, often called Shakespeare’s most musical play 

(Lindley, ch. 5), and not so much for the amount of music as for the dramatic use of it 

throughout the play (Walker 222). The play starts with music and Count Orsino’s famous line 

“If music be the food of love, play on” (1.1.1), and ends with the clown Feste’s song “the 

wind and the rain” (5.1.380), a song to nature and art. In between there are no less than six 

songs, and in addition to that, there are several allusions to music in the dialogue; hence, “the 

musical elements are an essential part of the dramatic structure” (Wilson and Cooke, 

Introduction). Music thus frames the play as well as plays an important part within the text. 

Not only is the instrument ‘lyre’ embedded in the name of the setting ‘Illyria’, but more 

importantly, music is central to one of the main characters–namely, Viola. The name Viola 

itself is both a flower, a violet, but also an instrument, a viola, and when she declares her 

intention of serving Count Orsino, she proclaims “for I can sing / And speak to him in many 

sorts of music” (1.2.57-58), which connects her character to music. Yet Viola actually does 

not sing or play any instrument at all in the play. Instead, it is the professional fool Feste who 

performs most of the seven songs. Elam finds that the fact that Viola claims to sing and never 

does could be seen as a loose end; “Viola leads us to expect future musical performances” but 

leaves us with a blank, a gap (Introduction). Lindley argues that Shakespeare intended the 

songs for Viola to sing but had to relocate them to Feste because the “original boy actor’s 

voice broke earlier than expected and that adjustments were hurriedly made” (ch. 4). Hence, 
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the loose end, that is the fact that Viola does not sing in the play, could thus have been 

explained due to casting issues during the time Shakespeare was working on the play. Elam 

notes that the lack of links “undoubtedly leave question marks in the text, although whether 

audiences are really troubled by the missing links, or indeed whether they even notice them, 

is another matter” (Introduction). This study certainly notices the missing links and is 

intrigued by the results of the musical gap. This study will argue that the character of Viola is 

not only connected to music, as previous research has acknowledged, but that her character in 

fact is constructed through music connotations and music imagery of the early modern 

period, found in the character itself but also in her position as a double to some of the other 

characters, whose similarities and differences to Viola strengthen her musical identity. There 

is often very little background information to the characters in plays and Shakespeare often 

applies mirror characters, doubles, and mirror situations, which creates contrasts and points to 

certain aspects or character traits (Clubb 43; Dillon 53; Miola 28). In analysing Viola as 

constructed through music imagery, I present an additional layer to the understanding of 

Viola’s character. In alignment with New Historicism, the analysis of music imagery in the 

text will contextualise the creation of the character of Viola historically and will serve as a 

contributing bridge to understanding the play Twelfth Night better, that is, from the point of 

view of music. 

In what follows this opening introduction, presents relevant background information 

about the plot and the sources of the play, focusing on comedy traits, twins and crossdressing 

in the Elizabethan theatre. The third section presents previous research and also clarifies the 

contribution this study makes to the current research field. In the fourth section, the theory of 

New Historicism is explained and discussed with a focus on the concepts of ‘deep reading’, 

‘the anecdote’ and ‘cultural poetics’. The method and material is briefly addressed in section 

five, followed by the analysis in section six, which consists of two parts, focusing on Viola’s 



Fridell 9 

function as a musician and an instrument, respectively. The analysis adheres to the New 

Historicism method and provides musical historical context from secondary sources as a 

framework for the analysis of Viola, who is discussed in relation to musical connotations and 

musical imagery. All claims and arguments are then summarised in the conclusion, and new 

directions for research in this area are duly suggested. 

 

2. Background 

Twelfth Night, or What You Will is one of Shakespeare’s most popular comedies. The play 

was probably written in 1600 or 1601, either immediately before or after Hamlet and 

therefore at the midpoint of Shakespeare’s career (Warren and Wells 1). Twelfth Night is 

considered to be the last of Shakespeare’s love comedies or festive comedies, and can also be 

labelled one of the happy comedies or cross-dressing comedies. In Twelfth Night, 

Shakespeare includes the conventional comedy elements: travel, seastorms, introducing an 

outsider, disguise, mistaken identity, twins, madness, manners, festivity and love (Clubb 37; 

Miola 18). These elements are especially applicable in relation to one of the main characters, 

Viola. Viola is a very young aristocratic gentlewoman who, after a shipwreck in which her 

twin brother Sebastian is believed to be lost, is washed ashore in a foreign country called 

Illyria. To survive, Viola dresses as a page and calls herself Cesario to be able to serve Count 

Orsino, whom she secretly falls in love with. Orsino engages his new page, Cesario/Viola, to 

court Countess Olivia on his behalf. Olivia, in turn, rejects Orsino and falls in love with the 

young page Cesario/Viola instead. To further complicate matters, the play has a subplot 

which involves more suitors to Olivia among the members of her household and which also 

includes a gulling of the steward of the house. Later in the play, Viola’s twin brother 

Sebastian, who has survived the shipwreck, arrives at Olivia's house, and Olivia mistakes 

Sebastian for Cesario/Viola. At the end of the play the main plot and the subplot tie together 
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and finally resolve in the reuniting of the twins Viola and Sebastian and in marriages between 

Viola and Orsino, Sebastian and Olivia and between the household members Sir Toby and 

Maria.  

Shakespeare used a number of different sources when he wrote his plays. In Rich’s 

‘Apolonius and Silla’: An original of Shakespeare’s ‘Twelfth Night’, Luce suggests that 

Shakespeare might have employed no fewer than twelve different sources to Twelfth Night 

(8). The main plot is probably built on the play Gl’Igannati, an anonymous Italian comedy, 

first performed in 1531 and published in 1537. The plot of Gl’Igannati was re-used in several 

other plays circulating in Italy and France during the following years, and consists of 

romantic elements of “confusions arising from the likeness of twins” and “a woman disguised 

as a page who falls in love with her master, yet pleads his cause with another woman, who in 

turn falls in love with her” (8). The plot eventually found its way into Barnabe Rich’s story 

Apolonius and Silla, published in 1581. Rich re-worked the plot and added a shipwreck to the 

story, which Shakespeare also used. Luce suggests that Rich’s story most likely is the main 

influence on Shakespeare’s play, although Shakespeare probably had access to and employed 

several elements from the other sources as well (49). 

During the Renaissance, or early modern period as it is more frequently referred to 

today, the Elizabethan comedies were often based on Italian stories. It is believed that 

“Shakespeare had access to printed plays; to accounts of the commedia dell’arte from Italians 

in London and Englishmen who traveled to the Continent” (Clubb 35), and it was a common 

course of action to include twins, disguise and mistaken identity as a comical device. 

Furthermore, Shakespeare frequently reused material from his own plays. Early in his career, 

in 1592, he used twins as part of the plot in one of his first comedies, The Comedy of Errors. 

In The Comedy of Errors, there are two sets of male twins, Antipholus of Syracuse and 

Antipholus of Ephesus, and Dromio of Syracuse and Dromio of Ephesus. The twins are 
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separated when very young by a shipwreck and do not meet again until several years later. 

Shakespeare’s device of letting the twins have the same names adds to the comic confusion in 

the play. In the end, the confusion is solved, and the twins are reunited, and love can be 

obtained and settled. Moreover, Shakespeare was a father of twins, Hamnet and Judith, and 

one cannot help but think that this experience also served as an influence. 

Comedies are built on confusion that needs to be solved in the end, preferably with 

marriage. In “Love and Courtship”, Bates explains that Shakespeare’s comedies are about 

courtship, which needs development or progress; everyone is altered by love, or 

“metamorphosis’d” (102-3). This transformational process can also include a woman turning 

herself into a man. Shakespeare wrote four so-called cross-dressing comedies; in Two 

Gentlemen in Verona Julia dresses as a page boy, ‘Sebastian’, to be able to pursue her beloved 

who has travelled to Verona; in The Merchant of Venice Portia dresses as a doctor of law to be 

able to save her husband’s friend in the court of Venice; in As You Like It Rosalind dresses as 

a boy, ‘Ganymede’, to be able to flee into the forest of Arden to escape her mean uncle; and 

finally in Twelfth Night, Viola dresses as a page to survive on her own in Illyria. All the 

heroines have love and heterosexual marriages in the end and their experience of passion 

“changes everything: one’s view of the world, of the beloved, even–or above all–one’s own 

sense of self” (Bates 102). 

In Elizabethan England, contrary to countries like Italy and France, women were not 

allowed on the stage. Therefore, all female characters were played by adolescent boys. Hence 

all performances with female characters employed cross-dressing in this sense (Rackin 115). 

There has been no firm account for the ban on women on the English theatre stage. However, 

Rackin proposes one explanation might have been that companies wanted to distinguish 

themselves from foreign companies and to avoid “the taint of effeminacy that was associated 

with acting and the low social status of traveling players” (115). Professional theatres were a 
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novelty. The first professional playhouse in London was not constructed until 1576, and “in 

excluding women the ... companies were following the practice of the male students who 

performed Latin plays at Oxford and Cambridge” (115-7). Gender was thus in practice 

something constructed on the stage and brought about primarily through clothes and manners. 

Of course, the audience knew that the female parts on stage were played by boys, yet Bates 

argues that the doubleness of the actor’s sex and the character’s sex, created a tension of 

something indeterminable and fluid; “The cross-dressed boy, in fact, became the living 

embodiment of the mystery of theatrical impersonation, a craft that produces a body in which 

the represented character and the representing actor are simultaneously present to the 

audience” (117). Hodgdon builds on this notion and suggests that the ambiguity and 

indeterminacy of gender of the adolescent boy player creates two truths and a kind of ‘if’, the 

character on stage incorporates the role of a magician and this becomes one of the conjures of 

“Shakespeare’s theatre of gender” (194-5). 

The Elizabethan theatre’s special employment of prepubescent boys on stage in 

female parts–boys whose voices had not broken yet–also relates to musical issues. Lindley 

asserts that child actors and children’s playing companies were very popular at the time, more 

so than adult companies, partly because their performances always included singing and 

music, “[t]hey had the resources to provide extra musicians from the trained choirboys” (ch. 

2) and these boys were accomplished since they had plenty of time to rehearse and prepare 

having only one performance a week. This was quite contrary to the adult companies, which 

had other conditions; they often played daily and had no regular employed musicians within 

the companies (ch. 2). This would have meant that for Twelfth Night Shakespeare would have 

employed young boys, probably around thirteen years old as Viola and Sebastian’s age in the 

play suggests (5.1.239), and possibly trained in music, to act in both Viola, Olivia and 
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Maria’s parts, and conceivably even Sebastian’s, since Sebastian and Viola were to be 

portrayed as twins and as such the core of the confusion of the comedy. 

 

3. Previous Research 

There is a superabundance of Shakespearean scholarly literature. Since this body of research 

is so large, the entire field cannot be covered. Instead, this study will draw on larger studies 

of Shakespeare and his historical context, but also draw on research into his comedies, 

Twelfth Night in particular, and studies that explore the role of music in Shakespeare’s work. 

There is biographical research about Shakespeare, and due to the paucity of information 

about his life, there has in recent literature been a focus on putting together historical context 

in combination with his texts and the few known facts, and thus provide a surmise about the 

author himself (Greenblatt 2004, 2010; Shapiro 2005, 2015). In alignment with New 

Historicism, each part deepens the understanding of the other parts reciprocally. This is an 

approach this study has made use of. There is also, among the existing studies of his plays, a 

clear distinction between genres and how they are organized. The plays are grouped in 

histories, tragedies, problem plays, romances and comedies. The previous research about the 

last category, comedy, has been the main concern for this study, especially the findings about 

the comedy genre that includes theories about comedy of love and festivity (Leggart 1974, 

2002; Barber).  

Since Twelfth Night is one of Shakespeare’s most popular comedies, the play has been 

studied at great length. Scholarship on Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night primarily explores the 

duality of festivity and melancholy, as implied in the title of the play and depicted in the 

character of Orsino, respectively. Research on the play can be divided into three main 

categories. Firstly, and most relevant for this study, is gender fluidity highlighted by scholars 

of feminist and queer theory, which examines how Viola's disguise as Cesario dismantles 
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binary notions of sexuality and desire (Belsey 1985; Greenblatt 1988; Howard; Rackin 1987). 

Secondly, the social function of misrule, where Barber laid the groundwork, showing how 

holiday revelry permits rigid social rules to be upended. Thirdly, the tragedy embedded 

within comedy, that focuses on the darker, psychological elements, particularly the character 

of Malvolio (Geddes; Hartman; Kietzman). Due to modern production’s emphasis on the 

unsolved ending for characters like Malvolio, some critics have wanted to define Twelfth 

Night as one of the ‘problem plays’, and it has also been suggested that Twelfth Night is the 

comedy equivalent to Hamlet, emphasising “the two plays’ shared focus on mourning and 

loss, madness, and improvisatory verbal brilliance” (Smith, What country). 

The most recent addition to the research field about Twelfth Night is to be found in 

The Arden Shakespeare Twelfth Night, or What You Will: The State of Play, edited by Emma 

Smith. The main aim and contribution of the book is to provide fresh works of both emerging 

voices and established scholars to discover the current state of the play. In “‘What country, 

friends, is this?’: Twelfth Night’s critical history”, Smith states that Twelfth Night is 

understood as Shakespeare’s most musical play, yet this study notices that none of the essays 

in the book touch upon music. This project’s focus on music as an important part for the 

understanding of the play will thus constitute another position which adds to the play’s 

current discussion. One of the issues Smith presents is the historical research concerns about 

which of the characters dominates the play. Twelfth Night is an ensemble play and five of the 

characters–Viola, Olivia, Malvolio, Feste and Sir Toby–have roughly 12 per cent of the lines, 

five further characters–Sebastian, Maria, Sir Andrew, Antonio and Fabian–have around 5 per 

cent, and one character, Orsino, has 9 per cent. In critical writing, either Malvolio, Viola and 

Feste have been emphasised as main characters, but others have disagreed, prompting Orsino, 

Olivia and even Sir Toby–suggested by Barber, due to Sir Toby’s festive mood–as candidates. 

However, Smith states that in criticism, few have had much to say about Viola’s twin 
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Sebastian, something this study makes amends for by exploring Sebastian’s character as an 

important mirror or double to the understanding of Viola’s character. The current critical 

emphasis, though, is a combination of “the play’s reception, and in the ways in which 

Shakespeare can and must speak to historicised concerns around the premodern invention of 

gender, sexuality and of race and their modern legacies” (What country). Smith also refers to 

Kidney, who proposes that a play is not a fixed object but a process as it evolves through its 

users, and Smith states that this is how the state of play is to be understood in contemporary 

criticism and concludes that the play, as all its different critical positionings, is contingent.  

While there is an abundance of research on Shakespeare, surprisingly little of it 

focuses on music. For instance, an MLA database search on Shakespeare gives more than 

three thousand peer-reviewed items, and of these, only one per cent is about music. The 

results point to studies of different sorts and mostly focus on the afterlives of his sonnets and 

plays turned into songs and music, and relate to the field of musicology. However, some of 

the findings are about Twelfth Night and will be discussed below. Regarding the research 

about Shakespeare and music, Dickson proposes the pioneering work Shakespeare and Music 

from 1896, revised in 1931, by E. W. Naylor, a work of scholarship about music in 

Shakespeare’s plays, is still worth consulting, although the best modern coverage of the 

Renaissance and music, according to Dickson, is to be found in David Lindley’s Shakespeare 

and Music. Lindley focuses on placing music events “within the period’s wider cultural 

understanding of music both as a symbol and as something experienced in the world beyond 

the theatre” (Preface). Lindley’s ideas on how the music theory, practice and thematics at the 

time are important for the interpretation and understanding of Shakespeare’s use of music in 

his plays serve as a starting point to the analysis in this study, since it presents the state of 

music in the early modern period connected to Shakespeare’s works on a deeper level. A 

more recent work is The Oxford Handbook of Shakespeare and Music, edited by Christopher 
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R. Wilson and Mervyn Cooke, which includes a wide range of scholarship on different 

aspects of Shakespeare and music. Except for some essays on performative practices, this 

collection lacks usefulness to this study since the main focus is on modern 

Shakespeare-related music around the world and Shakespeare’s musical afterlives. Of more 

relevance to this study is Christopher R. Wilson’s Shakespeare’s Musical Imagery, which 

discusses musical imagery and the range of possible poetic purposes these serve. This book 

has been a useful secondary source for this study to draw on in the analysis.  

Music in Shakespeare’s most musical play, Twelfth Night, is evidently more musically 

explored and amounts to five per cent of the research, compared to Shakespeare and music in 

general. In alignment with the research on Twelfth Night and on Shakespeare and music, 

many items concern current performances and musical afterlives, such as an analysis of the 

jukebox musical adaptation called Play On! (Teague). When music is discussed, it is mostly 

Feste who is the focus, since he is the one who sings and performs (Everett; Höhne). Other 

research explores the songs themselves or reconstructed suggestions of instrumental music or 

collaborations that serve as a basis for the investigations (Gardette; Moore and Brenecke; S. 

Smith). However, this study will limit the discussion to the character of Viola and music. A 

recurring focus in research on Twelfth Night and Viola is gender, sexuality and disguise, 

which explores fluidity of identity in connection to cross-dressing (Belsey 2026; Hodgdon; 

Orgel; Sedinger). There are very few studies solely on Viola and music, yet she is included as 

one of the characters discussed in research about Shakespeare and music. However, when her 

character has been studied in relation to music, it is especially in connection to gender fluidity 

through music, which is how music becomes a central tool in amplifying the fluidity of 

gender identities (Lima and Thomson; Tan; Zhou), and these ideas are particularly relevant 

for this study.  
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To conclude, research about Shakespeare and music leaves gaps to be filled, in 

contrast to the abundance of research about Twelfth Night and cross-dressing and gender. 

Research about the relationship between the character of Viola in Twelfth Night and the music 

of the early modern period can therefore serve as a contribution to the ongoing discussion, 

building on both areas and providing new insights to Viola’s character. These insights can go 

both ways, that is, understanding both the character of Viola as well as early modern period 

music and music imagery better. This idea of mutual understanding is aligned with the 

tradition of the theoretical perspective New Historicism, in which discourse and history affect 

each other reciprocally.  

 

4. Theory 

The theory used in this study is New Historicism, a movement that developed in the 1980s. 

New Historicism insists that literature must be understood in its historical context and that 

literary texts are cultural products of their time and place. Castle describes the theory as 

grounded in the Marxist tradition of social theory and historiography, but also influenced by 

poststructuralist theories of language and textuality (119). The movement considers ‘history’ 

to be unstable, a sceptical notion which derives from Friedrich Nietzsche’s critique of history, 

where he rejects “the antiquarian and the monumental historiography” (120). Practitioners of 

New Historicism use Foucauldian techniques and concepts, based on Nietzsche’s genealogy, 

in a historical critique of representation (121). They consider history to be something that is 

constructed by historians, and therefore, history is a form of storytelling and not objectively 

true. In that way, history can be read as a text or a poem; in other words, ‘cultural poetics’. 

Within the Nietzschean-Foucauldian frame, New Historicists link literary texts and the social 

and cultural context; in other words, discourse and history. Furthermore, Castle states that 

New Historicism deals with the power of language–Foucault’s idea that power and language 
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are connected–and therefore opens up for “ a deeper historical understanding of race, class, 

ethnicity, religion and sexuality” (121). He concludes that “the historical perspective it 

developed has had a powerful influence in fields like cultural studies, postcolonial studies, 

and feminism” (124).  

Pioneering practitioners of New Historicism were Stephen Greenblatt and Catherine 

Gallagher. The method they developed was “reading literary texts deep within their social and 

cultural contexts ... indebted in part to Clifford Geertz’s ethnographic technique of ‘deep 

description,’”, which “open[s] up points of contact between the text and its milieu as well as 

between the reader and the text itself” (Castle 35). Greenblatt’s Renaissance Self-Fashioning, 

along with Greenblatt and Gallagher’s Practicing New Historicism can be regarded as 

templates for the method. In Greenblatt’s first chapter in Renaissance Self-fashioning, he 

analyzes Thomas More’s Utopia from 1516, using the contemporary painting, “The 

Ambassador” from 1533 by Hans Holbein the Younger, to explore the historical context to 

the literature through the details and themes of the painting. In my understanding, he uses the 

painting as a keyhole into that historical time. That is, instead of using the entire plethora of 

historical context and information, he uses a limited piece of work; he employs a deep 

reading of the painting, and then he transfers the insights from the analysis of the painting to 

the text. In that way, the comprehension of the text is deepened.  

New Historicism is sometimes criticized for emphasizing textual interpretation over 

empirical methods and also for avoiding a chronological approach in favor of the use of ‘the 

anecdote’ instead, and thus composing a weak theoretical foundation (Castle 124). In 

Practising New Historicism, Greenblatt and Gallagher discuss criticism of this kind. To a 

certain degree, they agree, but point to their "fascination with the particular, the wide-ranging 

curiosity, the refusal of universal aesthetic norms and the resistance to formulating an 

overarching program” (Introduction), and they emphasise the method’s aptitude to include 
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marginalised groups, texts and ideas. Parvini establishes that New Historicist essays often 

make “seemingly unlikely linkages between various different cultural products and literary 

texts” (360) and that they frequently make use of the ‘anecdote’, which becomes a stand-in 

for the whole culture as it reveals fundamental aspects of the culture. The anecdote thus gives 

scope to tell stories outside traditional history, and the possibility to recover marginalised or 

lost voices (362).  

New Historicism is often used in studies of works from the early modern period. I 

particularly find New Historicism valuable to open up aspects of gender issues in the study of 

Viola. In this study, the discourse–the literary text Twelfth Night–is analysed through the 

social and cultural understanding of music and music imagery of the early modern period. In 

this way, the text is contextualized through a ‘deep historical description’ of music and music 

imagery; in what can be called ‘cultural poetics’. In Shakespearean plays, there are many 

gaps to be filled since Shakespeare seldom provides background stories to his characters, and 

therefore, we need to rely on the dialogue and actions to create a deeper understanding of the 

characters. As a tool for this understanding, music and music imagery of the early modern 

period are used, and become the equivalent to the ‘anecdote’; that is, instead of using 

everything known about the historical period, music is a stand-in for the historical culture and 

context. In the same way as Greenblatt used Holbein’s painting “The Ambassador” as a clue 

to understand More’s Utopia, this study uses research on musical imagery as a clue to the 

understanding of Twelfth Night and Viola.  

 

5. Method and Material 

The method used in this study to analyse Viola’s character from a musical point of view is 

close reading, in alignment with New Historicism theory and the method of reading texts 

deep within the cultural context. According to Harvard University’s Guide to Research and 
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Writing in the Field of Classics, the target of close reading is “the structure, vocabulary, 

language, imagery, and metaphors used in a text”, and the “technique is best applied to 

specific passages ... rather than a longer piece, almost like a case study” (“Close Reading”), 

and close reading is thus suitable for the purpose of this study. 

The material and primary source referred to in this study is The Oxford Shakespeare 

Twelfth Night, edited by Roger Warren, who based his text on a text prepared for Oxford 

Complete Works by Stanley Wells. In the “Editorial Procedures”, Warren and Wells point out 

that there is only “one authoritative early text of Twelfth Night, that [was] published in the 

First Folio of Shakespeare’s works (F)” (77). I use this edition primarily due to its special 

emphasis on the music in the play, including an appendix with sheets of music where James 

Walker has re-edited the existing music from the original scores and provided new 

compositions compatible with the surviving originals in the cases where no original scores 

were to be found. In my research, I have used other editions of the play as well, to be able to 

compare footnotes, introductions and appendices, and in particular, The Arden Shakespeare 

Twelfth Night has been useful. Quotes from other Shakespearean plays are from The Folger 

Shakespeare. Since it is a play, I have also watched performances, and I will refer to Trevor 

Nunn’s film adaptation of Twelfth Night as an additional primary source. Nunn has long 

experience of Shakespeare plays, having been artist director for The Royal Shakespeare 

Company and The Royal National Theatre, but he has also directed both operas and musicals. 

His adaptation of Twelfth Night includes a well-reasoned use of music, especially in relation 

to Viola and her brother, whom he depicts as artists, a notion this study will draw on in the 

analysis section. I will also refer to the Globe’s acclaimed all-male performance of Twelfth 

Night from 2002, later filmed in 2012. The new Shakespeare Globe in London was 

re-constructed in 1997 by Sam Wanamaker, who “drew on the rich twentieth research and 

scholarly tradition in the construction of the theatres of Shakespeare’s day and manner of 
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performances” (Scott, ch. 9), understanding that we cannot comprehend the plays, even 

historically, from the printed texts alone. The Twelfth Night Globe production explores 

clothing, music, dance and setting possible in the Globe around 1601; music is reconstructed, 

and renaissance instruments are used, and all parts are played by men in stylistic renaissance 

costumes, hair and make-up. Even though we never escape our own contemporary 

positioning when exploring history, I find this performance serves as a bridge to the early 

modern period’s theatre experience and provides an additional visual and auditive 

understanding of the text and is therefore included as a complement to the primary sources. 

 

6. Analysis 

This analysis consists of two parts. In the first part, “6.1. Viola as a musician”, Viola is 

explored in her role as a musician and singer. This part analyzes how Viola is understood 

from the point of view of music using the early modern period’s social and cultural views on 

castrati singers, music education and musical imagery as a basis. The second part, “6.2. Viola 

as an instrument”, focuses on Viola as an instrument in a double sense. In part, resembling an 

instrument based on the connotations of her name and in part, how she acts as an instrument 

for other characters. This part uses the context of how masculinity and femininity were 

understood to be connected to music during the early modern period. To further develop the 

analysis, Viola is compared to the other characters. The analysis makes use of Viola’s 

position as a double to some of the characters by comparing and contrasting different traits, 

and thus provides information about Viola, especially in relation to music, and thus highlights 

Viola’s musical stance. 
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6.1. Viola as a Musician 

Although Viola does not sing or perform in the play, this section of the analysis argues that 

Viola is a singer and a musician. Through an exploration of both her actions and motivations, 

it becomes clear that she responds and relates to music in several ways. 

In the second scene of the first act, when Viola first makes her appearance, Viola’s 

first thought about how to survive in a strange country is to disguise herself as a boy, and as 

such be able to serve the duke Orsino, a bachelor whom her father had mentioned (1.2.25-6). 

It is not improbable that his marital status as a bachelor prompted an interest in becoming his 

servant and affected her choice of disguise, and she asks the sea captain for help with the 

disguise and the introduction; “I’ll serve this duke, / Thou shalt present me as an eunuch to 

him” (51-2), (my italics). The captain answers, “Be you his eunuch, and your mute I’ll be. / 

When my tongue blabs, then let mine eyes not see” (59-60), (my italics), playing with the 

idea that eunuchs often guarded harems, attended by mutes (Warren and Wells 93). The word 

eunuch is not mentioned after that in the play, nor is it explained why she wants to be a 

eunuch. Her use of the word, in fact, is significant because it depicts Viola as a proficient and 

capable singer, since during the Renaissance eunuchs, which was the general term for 

castrated men, also had a music connotation to castrato singers. Barbier explains that a 

castrato was a boy singer who underwent castration before puberty in order to retain a 

particularly beautiful singing voice and was a common phenomenon during the 15th, 16th 

and 17th centuries (1-2). The boys were recruited from the choir schools of the churches–at 

the time, only boys and men sang in the churches, in large part due to the bible verse 1 Cor. 

16:34; “Let women be silent in the assemblies, for it is not permitted to them to speak” (19). 

After the castration, the castrati had a thorough musical and singing training in the 

conservatories in Italy (35). The castrati were particularly trained to serve the church but 

eventually entered the stage beginning in 1600 in Peri’s Orpheus, which denotes the birth of a 
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new music theatre artform called ‘opera’ (62). Twelfth Night was written at this time, and one 

may presume that Shakespeare’s knowledge of eunuchs or castrati would most probably have 

been as both harem guards and Italian church singers with beautiful female-like voices. 

However, Elam suggests that Shakespeare might have heard about Peri’s work since the 

opera was “performed in Florence in 1600 in the presence, among others, of Duke Orsini of 

Bracciano, who shortly thereafter set out for the court of Elizabeth I” (Introduction). Here we 

see a possible connection between an operatic performance with castrati singers as well as a 

connection to an Italian duke whose name resembles Orsino’s name, which might indicate 

that Shakespeare’s choice of the word eunuch for Viola was intentional, strengthening the 

idea that Shakespeare’s use of eunuch indeed was referring to castrati singers, catching up on 

the latest vogue phenomenon from Italy. Viola’s wish to personify an eunuch also shows her 

resourcefulness. As a woman with a female voice, she would not be able to perform; only 

boys and men were allowed to do that. And as a gentlewoman, she would not be able to 

approach a bachelor, that would not have been safe nor appropriate. Yet in turning herself into 

a boy page and more particularly a eunuch, her voice would not be questioned or ruin her 

disguise. In addition, it would permit her to approach Orsino, the bachelor she had heard 

about, and possibly sing to him, as her confident choice of words suggests. 

Hence, Viola’s assertion of being able to personify a castrato singer indicates apt 

singing capabilities, which is further ascertained when she claims, “for I can sing, / And 

speak to him in many sorts of music / That will allow me very worth his service” (1.2.54-6). 

Here she confirms her singing aptness, that she “can” sing, and usees “many sorts of music”, 

indicating great knowledge of variation in songs or instrumental music. She also claims that 

her skills are far more than sufficient for the position. These advanced skills indicate her 

having received an exclusive education in music, verifying both her class and attractiveness. 

During the early modern period, it was a custom of noble ladies to receive an education in 
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music. Queen Elizabeth was well-educated in many subjects, not least in music, being 

rumoured to have been a skilled virginal player (Naylor, Introduction), and as a queen she 

served as a model for other women. Boys might have learned music as part of the curriculum 

if they went to grammar school, but for girls the only route to learn music was domestic 

teaching (Lindley, ch. 2). Only the women of the highest classes were supposed to learn 

music; “[f]emales who undertook music studies or performance were cast as vile and 

contemptible, unless they were of the highest social classes (Tan 106). Lindley notes that 

music lessons were expensive but a talent for music was a means of becoming attractive to 

suitors; in The Taming of the Shrew, Baptista provides music tutors for his daughters, the 

attractive and conventional Bianca “taketh most delight / In music, instruments, and poetry” 

(1.1.92-3), the unconventional (unattractive) sister Katherine, resists music lessons; in Much 

Ado about Nothing, Benedick describes the ideal woman as gifted “in musical performance, 

symbolizing her harmonious beauty and her social grace alike" (ch. 3), and in his list of 

requirements he insists a woman should be of “good discourse, an excellent musician” 

(2.3.33). Viola is described by Sebastian as an attractive woman, “[a] lady, sir, though it was 

said she much resembled me, was yet of many accounted beautiful” (2.1.23), and in addition, 

the fact that Viola is a woman and claims to master singing and her ‘many sorts of music’ 

shows that she has an aristocratic education and consequently establishes her social status as 

a lady, yet her selfassured musical skills also identifies her as an attractive ideal woman. 

​ Further instances that fortify Viola as a singer can be traced to other parts of her first 

scene, and in particular, in her relation to other accomplished singers of classical mythology. 

In her very first line, Viola asks about where they are;  

​ VIOLA​ What country, friends, is this?​ 

CAPTAIN​ ​ ​ This is Illyria, lady. 

VIOLA​ And what should I do in Illyria? 
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My brother he is in Elysium.​ (1.2.1-4) 

Illyria is repeated twice, followed by the alliterated Elysium, like a bell, giving a certain 

resonance to the scene; Illyria–Illyria–Elysium. Illyria is the setting of the play, and Elysium 

is the heaven of classical mythology (Warren and Wells 89). The fact that the instrument lyre 

is included in the name ‘Illyria’ constitutes a connection to Orpheus and his lyre, the 

legendary musician, prophet and poet in Greek mythology. “Typically, Orpheus’ music has 

the power to calm troubled beings” (Wilson 111) and naturally even an ability to potentially 

bring back people from the dead3. Wilson states that Orpheus was an important symbolic 

person in Shakespeare’s musical imagery; “Shakespeare invokes the myth of Orpheus as both 

decorative and structural imagery in his early plays and poems and, arguably, in his late 

romances as well” (111). I argue that in Viola’s first words, she alludes to Orpheus, when she 

talks about ‘Illyria’ (Orpheus’ lyra), in combination with her dead brother ‘Elysium’ 

(Orpheus bringing people back from the dead), and this sets the tone of her character and the 

audience’s first encounter with her. The fact that her first words allude to the musician 

Orpheus gives her a musical connection. 

Also, when the captain tries to comfort Viola, he draws further on classical mythical 

figures and says that he saw her brother binding himself to a mast and that he therefore might 

have survived. He then likens him to “Arion on the dolphin’s back” (1.2.14). Arion is a 

character from Ovid’s Fasti: “[a] legendary Greek musician who saved himself from being 

murdered on a voyage by jumping overboard; he was carried to land by a dolphin who had 

been enchanted by his singing” (Warren and Wells 90). Her brother Sebastian is thus 

compared to a musician whose beautiful singing saves him from death. In addition, “in some 

Renaissance emblems Arion holds a viol rather than the traditional lyre, an anachronism 

mirroring the fondness of the period for viol music" (Wilson 142), and this also relates to 

3 When Orpheus’ wife Eurydice dies from a viper bite Orpheus travels to the Underworld and uses his divine 
music to beg Hades for her return.   
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Viola’s name (see discussion in 6.2.). Sebastian is Viola’s twin, and as twins they are as one; 

“One face, one voice” (5.1.209), “An apple cleft in two is not more twin / Than these two 

creatures” (5.1.17-8), and as one they can be assumed to have the same character traits. When 

the captain alludes to Sebastian being like Arion, echoing the notion of Orpheus in Viola’s 

speech, we can assume that Sebastian is an accomplished singer and Viola, as his twin, would 

be that as well, since they are as one. Thus, the musical connotations of Orpheus and Arion 

are to be included in Viola’s character, which confirms the idea of her being an accomplished 

singer and musician of mythical proportions.  

That Viola decides to dress as a ‘eunuch’ to survive may have been a decision 

inspired by her twin brother Sebastian as Arion. Like a musician, she solves her problems 

relying on music. Kietzman sees Viola’s male persona foremost as an actor identity; “Viola's 

decision to cross-dress is open to interpretation. Although she will later remark that she 

‘imitate[s]’ her brother, Sebastian, the emergence of her actor identity [as Cesario] seems to 

be an emulation inspired by the captain's image of her brother” (263). This study’s 

interpretation agrees with Kietzman that Sebastian is the inspiration of Viola’s male persona, 

because when taking on the role of Cesario, she turns herself into her brother, to keep him 

alive; “I my brother know / Yet living in my glass … For him I imitate” (3.4.370-4). She has 

lost her brother, but when becoming him, seeing herself as a male in the mirror, he is not 

dead. Imitating him also helps her stay alive in her vulnerable position in a foreign country. 

Though the main argument for Sebastian being the inspiration is that he is described as a 

singer, and that might have given her the idea of herself becoming a singer as a means to 

secure a position. I would like to propose that the eunuch/castrato role actually is alluded to 

as imagery in the second scene of Act Two when she talks about herself in her soliloquy as 

“I, poor monster” (122), since castratis were seen as “angels for some and monsters for 

others” (Barbier 1). She further describes her disguise as an in-between as “a wickedness / 
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Wherein the pregnant enemy [Satan] does much” (27-8). She thus unsexes herself when 

‘becoming’ a castrated eunuch singer–in a less vile intentional variant of Lady Macbeth’s 

desire to unsex herself in Macbeth (1.5.48). Yet it is not straightforward, and it turns out to be 

more complicated when love is added to the equation, as noticed in the last lines of her 

soliloquy: 

VIOLA:​ What will become of this? As I am a 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! (2.2.36-9) 

Her cross-dressed unsexed situation–being both man and woman or neither–is complicated in 

a love context and needs to be sorted, but she hands it over to time; “O time, thou must 

untangle this, not I. / It is too hard a knot for me t’untie” (40-1). ‘Time’ is in fact a musical 

term for pace, and “not” is a wordplay on a musical ‘note’, repeated as a homophone in 

“knot”. As a musician, she employs and relies on music as a solution for her predicament. 

First, when becoming an eunuch, a singer, to survive and then when her disguise turns out to 

complicate her love life, she evokes music to solve it.  

Although Viola professes to be a singer, in the text it is actually the clown Feste, who 

sings the songs, and while researchers have tried to explain this due to performance 

practicality reasons (Elam 2008; Lindley 2014), this study argues that Feste works as Viola’s 

double since they both are musicians, and as such informs layers to Viola’s character and 

relates her even stronger to music. Feste sings and entertains, he “take[s] pleasure in singing” 

(2.4.67) and Viola claims to have the same ability; “for I can sing” (1.2.54). One way in 

which the similarities between Feste and Viola are made clear is how other characters 

perceive them, relating to their voices. Orsino is rather immediately taken in by his new page, 

“I have unclasped / To thee the book of my secret soul” (1.4.13-4), and it is mainly due to 
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Cesario/Viola’s beautiful voice, “shrill and sound” (1.4.33), that he sends him/her on his 

courting mission to Olivia. Feste’s voice is also commented on and praised by Sir Toby and 

Sir Andrew: “A mellifluous voice, as I am true knight”, “A contagious breath”, “Very sweet 

and contagious, i’faith” (2.3.51-3). Feste and Viola’s voices are thus both praised in the play. 

Their positions as doubles are further strengthened by their detached positions in 

Illyria; their roles as servants; their characters coming and going to both households; their 

both being good observers, witty wordsmiths and improvisers; and their both taking on other 

roles as Cesario and Sir Topaz respectively in the play. Both Viola and Feste are to some 

extent artistically free spirits, but at the same time they are like any artist eager to serve, “O, 

that I served that lady” (1.2.38), “I’ll serve this duke” (1.2.52), as Viola exclaimed in her very 

first scene, phrases that reverberate in Feste’s last song and the very last words of the play, 

“we’ll strive to please you every day” (5.1.398). Still they are free spirited in the manner they 

both express themselves, even criticize their masters and mistresses; Feste reproaches Olivia 

for her overindulgence in her bereavement of her brother (1.5.65-6), and in the next scene 

Cesario/Viola continues in a rather similar brazen conduct towards Olivia and is therefore 

accused of being both “rude” (1.5.204) and “peevish” (290). In Act Two, Scene Four, Feste is 

again the one who first criticizes Orsino for being changeable (73), and right after 

Cesario/Viola continues to argue against Orsino when he boasts about how much a man can 

love compared to women (105-6). In both cases, Feste paves the way and sets the stage for 

Viola, and together they become a double act4. It is foremost their function as artists and 

performers that emphasizes their positions as doubles. As a double, Feste becomes Viola’s 

proxy in performing the songs, and in that way, Feste’s musicality expresses the musical 

aspect of Viola’s character, and thus, our understanding of Viola as an apt musician with a 

beautiful singing voice is further amplified. 

4 A double act is a theatrical term originating in music hall and vaudeville and implies a partnership of two 
performers who work together as a single unit, often highlighting contrasting personalities.  
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​ In addition, one of the songs that Feste sings, “O mistress mine”, strengthens the 

notion of Viola being an accomplished singer when assuming the song is actually about 

Viola. Tan claims that “O mistress mine” primarily refers to Cesario/Viola’s androgynous 

character (107). Tan first refers to the fact that Feste is singing the song as a love song 

without knowing its implications (107), yet his main argument is that the song is set in G 

major in a musical arrangement for viols from 1599 by Thomas Morley, and in F major in a 

later version of the song by William Byrd from 1619. These keys are in the middle of the 

Western harmonic scale and should thus suggest an in-betweenness that could be associated 

with the gendered “middleness” of androgyny, which would direct the attention to the 

boy-girl Viola/Cesario “that can sing both high and low” (107), meaning both ascending and 

descending notes. Tan points to Viola’s “high and low” vocal abilities (108) due to Orsino’s 

description of Viola’s voice in the text, which he describes as “the maiden’s organ,” whose 

“small pipes” are “shrill and sound,” and are “semblative of a woman’s part” (1.5.32–34), 

implying her voice being high and able to sing ascending notes like a woman. Tan further 

associates the word “organ” with also meaning the lower bass notes described in The Tempest 

as “deep and dreadful organpipe[s]” (3.3.98) and claims that these “are often attributed to the 

masculine persona” (108) and that this reinforces her androgynous character. Lima and 

Thomson oppose Tan’s performative argument of gender fluidity. They find it problematic in 

many respects that “Tan finds evidence for gender elusiveness mainly in the ‘key’ and tonal 

polarity within the song ‘O Mistress Mine’”(116);  

Firstly, there is inconclusiveness in Shakespeare’s usage of specific music settings 

for Twelfth Night on stage. Secondly, Tan identifies the key of G major used in 

Thomas Morley’s (1599) and William Byrd’s (ca. 1619) settings of the song as lying 

“in between,” within the span of a diatonic scale. The argument for this conclusion is 

unclear in Tan’s text. Besides, Morley’s tune does not fit Shakespeare’s original 
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words, thus pointing to the existence of an alternate tune prior to the publication of the 

First Folio. (117) 

This study agrees with Tan in part, appropriating the song to be about Viola, yet disregarding 

the musical key in favour of focusing on the text instead, as suggested by Lima and Thomson. 

FESTE: (sings) 

O mistress mine, where are you roaming? 

O stay and hear, your true love’s coming, 

That can sing both high and low. 

Trip no further, pretty sweeting. 

Journeys end in lovers meeting, 

Every wise man’s son doth know 

....... 

What is love? ‘Tis not hereafter, 

Present mirth hath present laughter. 

What’s to come is still unsure. 

In delay there lies no plenty, 

Then come kiss me, sweet and twenty. 

Youth’s a stuff will not endure. (2.3.37-50) 

I find that the lyrics very well could apply to Viola’s situation; she is “roaming” around in a 

strange country, and the “journey” will end with “true love”. The second stanza is about 

seizing the day, to love, laugh and kiss while you are young because you never know how 

long it lasts. Still, it is sung by Feste to Sir Toby and Sir Andrew, and the second stanza, 

especially, the ‘carpe diem’, is more applicable to their festive inclinations, but could, on the 

other hand, refer to Twelfth Night’s festive theme as a whole. That love is to be enjoyed here 

and now, as the second stanza suggests, is also echoed in Orsino’s claim that women’s beauty 
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fades fast; “For women are as roses, whose fair flower / Being once displayed, doth fall that 

very hour” (2.4.37-8), whereupon Cesario/Viola agrees; “And so they are. Alas that they are 

so: / To die even when they to perfection grow” (39-40). Besides, the lyrics to the songs in 

Shakespeare’s plays are not believed to have been written by him, the songs are believed to 

have been borrowed from traditional or popular songs and incorporated in the plays (Walker 

222). Walker claims that “O mistress mine” might not even have been used in the original 

performances and that several musical variants of the song have been found with different 

melodies, and he states that “[t]he essential difficulty is that the tune is fashioned for a 

five-line stanza, whereas Shakespeare’s stanzas are of six lines” (223). I find that whoever 

wrote it has incorporated it within the text. More importantly, “O, mistress mine” is about 

love; it is a love song, and Viola is very much associated with love, being a messenger of love 

and in a love triangle herself. More importantly, “To sing high and low” need not be about 

singing in both female (high) and male (low) range, as suggested by Tan. A further note is 

that since Viola is female, it would be physically impossible to sing in a man’s range. “To 

sing high and low” could more probably mean to sing high and low within one voice range, 

tessitura, and that is one of the marks of being a well-trained singer. Therefore, the discussion 

confirms that the song “O mistress mine” pertains to Viola and conveys a sense of her as a 

skillful singer. 

Even though Viola does not sing in the play, she treats her speeches like songs and in 

that way resembles an artist and a musician. Viola herself connects her speech to music when 

claiming to “speak … in many sorts of music” (1.2.55). In Act One, Scene Five, when 

Cesario/Viola woos Olivia on Orsino’s behalf, Olivia asks what Cesario/Viola would do if 

he/she were to woo Olivia himself, and Cesario/Viola bursts out in a speech about how 

he/she, embedded by nature, would sing his/her love. 

VIOLA: ​ Make me a willow cabin at your gate 
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And call upon my soul within the house, 

Write loyal cantons of contemnèd love, 

And sing them loud even in the dead of night; 

Halloo your name to the reverberate hills, 

And make the babbling gossip of the air 

Cry out ‘Olivia!’ O, you should not rest 

Between the elements of the air and earth 

But you should pity me. (1.5.258-65) 

The willow symbolizes sorrowful love (Elam, Other works cited), and from his/her cabin of 

willow, he/she would beg, “call upon”, his/her beloved who is in the house. He/she would 

loyally write songs, “cantons”, about unreciprocated love and sing them loud at night so that 

Olivia’s name would echo in the air. The word “reverberate” in combination with "babbling 

gossip” refers mythopoetically to the mountain nymph Echo from Ovid’s Metamorphoses 

(Elam, Other works cited). This description of singing outside Olivia’s house at night as well 

as the passionate delivery of the speech itself, much resembles serenading, that is to play a 

piece of music or sing for someone, especially a woman, while standing outside her house at 

night. Lindley explains, that at the time serenades was employed as a tool to inspire love in 

another; “In matters of lovesickness, music was understood to be the flame to light the fire or 

to ignite the hope of reciprocal passion, as well as of the cooling draught of purgation and 

distraction” (ch. 1). Viola seems well aware of how to serenade which suggests that her 

speech is functioning like an echoing shadow of a song. Viola thus uses musical imagery of 

serenading as one of her ‘many sorts of music’ and another layer can be added to Viola’s 

identity as a musician and artist. 

​ Furthermore, in reference to Cesario/Viola’s phrase “sing them loud in the dead of 

night”, the nightingale comes to mind as a basis for musical imagery and a comparison to 
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Viola as a singer. Wilson positions the nightingale as the bird associated with nocturnal music 

with romantic attributes (103). The nightingale has the poetic connotation of being “the 

love-bird of night” (104); “The nightingale’s song holds the promise of persuading the 

beloved’s heart to greater tenderness for her suitor, since music stirs the passions … In this 

role, the nightingale can act as messenger for the lovers’ emotions” (104). Good singers are 

often referred to as ‘nightingales’, especially castrati. Barbier refers to the 18th-century 

painter Raguenet, who described their song as follows: “They sing like nightingales, they 

make you lose your balance and take your breath away” (82). This description may well echo 

Viola’s intentions and outcome of her “Willow song”. Olivia is moved and she quickly falls 

in love with Cesario/Viola; “Even so quickly may one catch the plague” (1.5.285). Viola’s 

song is persuasive and seductive, and stirs emotions in Olivia but it also stirs emotions in 

Viola herself. When reciting “cry out ‘Olivia’”, one can almost hear her intention of saying 

‘Orsino’ instead of ‘Olivia’. The song is equivocating Viola’s own feelings for Orsino, which 

she revealed to herself and the audience in the previous scene; Viola goes from “wanting to 

be his wife” (1.4.42), to a higher temperature of “desperate for my master’s love” (2.2.37) in 

the following scene. Viola’s former allusion to her singing abilities, likened to the castrati, is 

here reinforced further with the allusion to the nightingale and the ability to arouse strong 

feelings with her song. 

Having established Viola as a singer and musician, which offers a partial explanation 

to her character, it is also necessary to consider the time’s notion of music as a powerful 

mover of emotions, which connects Viola to the role of being a musician, particularly when 

comparing her to some of the other characters. To fully understand the impact of music on 

Viola’s character, we will first turn to exploring the view of music at the time. During the 

Renaissance, there was a concept called ‘the music of the spheres’, that is, heavenly music. 

This concept was derived from Pythagoras and associated with mathematics and the thought 
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that heavenly music was created by the heavens as they moved (Warren and Wells 159). 

Lindley further explains that there also was believed to be a concord between the heavenly 

music and the body, and an idea that the body was divided into three regions each having the 

same relationship with the fourth, fifth and octave, and thus providing evidence of the 

heavens (ch. 1). He states that the references to music of the spheres “as an image of and for 

the celestial harmony is pervasive in the poetry and drama of Shakespeare’s period” (ch. 1). 

During the 16th century the stories about music’s power - that music elicits a powerful 

emotional response - were debated and Lindley refers to Thomas Wright who in 1604 

expressed music to be miraculous in biblical terms: 

... it moveth man to mirth and pleasure, and affecteth him with sorrow and sadnesse; 

it inciteth to devotion, and inciteth to dissolution: it stirreth up souldiers to warre, and 

allureth citizens to peace ... musicke in like maner elevateth the mind to devotion and 

pietie, and abaseth the soule with effusion and levity. (ch. 1) 

Also, according to Wright, music stirs passions and affections and afflicts choler, 

melancholy, joy, devotion and lust. If a good man heard music, he would lift his heart to 

heaven, but if a bad man heard it, he would convert to lust (ch. 1). Music could thus affect a 

person, but it was the nature of the hearer that was important for the outcome. Lindley 

contends that “[m]usic above all was the art which put the human spirit in contact with the 

worldspirit” and this “magical thinking made it theoretically possible to use performed music 

to summon celestial influences” (ch. 1). Music could consequently be a kind of persuasion, 

relatable to the word ‘charm’ which derives from the Latin word carmen meaning ‘song’, and 

thus connecting music and magic (ch. 4). As a consequence of that persuasiveness, there was 

a mistrust of music, especially chants and elaborated polyphonic music5, during the 

Reformation, and in the same way as the churches were stripped of elaborate paintings, 

5 Polyphonic music is a musical texture featuring two or more simultaneous, independent melodic lines. 
Polyphony weaves multiple voices together so that each retains its own rhythmic and melodic identity while 
harmonizing as a whole.  
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organs and choirs were to make place for psalm-singing instead (ch. 2). The strictest Puritans 

advocated simple unison singing of psalms and even saw choral singing as an imperfection in 

agreement with the Humanists that objected to elaborate polyphony because it obscured the 

words (ch.1). In conclusion, music during the Renaissance, connected to both heaven, body 

and soul, could be practical and useful, but also powerful - even dangerously so. It could be 

used for both good purposes or lead people astray. The fact that music can affect a person’s 

feelings and that people respond differently to music is poignant in Twelfth Night. Viola is a 

musician in the sense that she is open to music, and she is not led astray by it since she has a 

good nature and is a down-to-earth person. However, she embodies the notion of using music 

as a powerful, heavenly emotional tool for persuasion and charm, first when she intends to 

use it to be able to secure a serving position with Orsino, and then as an agent actively using 

it in her seductive speeches (songs), yet she uses it for good ends in alignment with and as 

part of her character.   

​ To expand on the discussion above about the time’s notion of how music affects 

people in general and Viola in particular, we can see that although Viola shares some 

similarities with Olivia and Malvolio embedded in their names (which share the same letters) 

and in the doubleness of their situations, they respond differently to music. This distinction 

strengthens Viola’s character as connected to music. Viola and Olivia double in that they are 

young heroines who mourn their brothers, respectively, although Viola’s brother eventually is 

shown to be alive. Viola is passionate about music; “It gives the very echo to the seat / Where 

love is throned” (2.4.20-1), whereas Olivia only refers to music twice in the play and is not 

altogether inclined to it but rather disowns it; “I had rather hear you to solicit that / Than 

music from the spheres” (3.1.107-8), and “It be as fat and fulsome to mine ear / as howling 

after music” (5.1.104-5). Viola and Malvolio double in their positions as servants who are in 

love with their master and mistress, respectively, but where Viola succeeds in her love, 
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Malvolio is brought to shame and ridicule. Malvolio is described as a stereotypical Puritan, 

“he is kind of puritan” (2.3.139), and just like the Puritans discussed above, he shows distaste 

in music, especially when chiding Sir Toby, Feste and Sir Andrew; “My Masters, are you 

mad? Or what are you? Have you no wit, manners or honesty, but to gabble like tinkers at this 

time of night?” (2.3.81-3). Malvolio is often likened to Shylock in The Merchant of Venice, 

who also is gulled, mocked and ridiculed and who also dislikes music (Lindley, ch 4). In that 

play Lorenzo explains, in alignment with the time’s notions, that a man who does not like 

music cannot be trusted: 

LORENZO: ​ The man that hath no music in himself, 

Nor is not moved with concord of sweet sounds, 

Is fit for treasons, stratagems, and spoils; 

The motions of his spirit are dull as night, 

And his affections dark as Erebus. 

Let no such man be trusted. Mark the music. (5.1.92-7) 

Love for music is consequently a quality trait within a person, and the reverse is a flaw; a 

person who does not have music in his soul certainly cannot be trusted (Lindley, ch. 4). This 

we see in Malvolio. The differences between Viola's response to music, which is far more 

positive than her doubles’ negative responses, emphasizes Viola’s strong position related to 

music. This detail lets us see her as an advocate for music, and this fact further supports the 

notion that musicality is a significant character trait in Viola. 

In addition to Viola’s speech being as songs, as we saw above, she also speaks about 

music in a way that shows her knowledge about music on a musician’s level. In Act One, 

Scene Two, she asserts that she can “speak” to Orsino “in many sorts of music” (55) and in 

Act Two, Scene Four, she and Orsino indeed talk about music, and music in turn becomes the 

topic that opens up further discussions about love. Act Two, Scene Four is the scene which 
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can be described as “the emotional heart of the play ... where music makes a powerful 

contribution” (Warren and Wells 34). In the beginning of their long conversation, Orsino 

again, echoing Act One, Scene One, demands music to be had, and this time it is a particular 

song he asks for; “Now good Cesario, but that piece of song” (2.4.2). It almost sounds as if he 

asks Cesario/Viola to perform it, but it is Feste who is summoned, since he performed the 

same song yesterday (2.4.3). While waiting for attendants to fetch Feste, Orsino demands, 

“play the tune the while” (2.4.13) and “music plays”, as indicated by the stage directions - it 

would probably be either an instrumental version of the song or it could be another 

instrumental piece. While listening, Orsino asks Cesario/Viola, “How dost thou like this 

tune?” (2.4.19), and he/she answers that “It gives the very echo to the seat / Where love is 

throned” (20-1), making a connection between love and music in the image of love as a 

sound, an echo. Orsino recognizes her words as highly authoritative and knowledgeable, 

exclaiming, “Thou speaks masterly” (22). Viola’s deeper connection to music, resembling a 

musician’s, is thus indicated both by her words when describing music and further by 

Orsino’s appreciative and admiring evaluation of them.  

​ Another significant point to consider is that Viola acts like a musician in her way of 

being inspired and borrowing material from other songs and descriptions of songs. This is 

seen in her speech at the end of act two scene four when she talks about her “sister” (107-21), 

a speech that also resembles a song. Lindley states that there generally are two kinds of songs 

within Shakespeare’s plays; first there are songs that a character sings at the request of 

another character, the singer then becomes a performer for the other characters as well as for 

the audience, and the action of the play is therefore often halted during the song; the second 

kind is when a character breaks into song, when he or she cannot stop himself or herself, and 

when this occurs it very often reveals something personal about the character and about the 

character’s feelings (ch. 4). In act two scene four Feste sings the song “Come away, come 
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away death” (50-65), this song belongs to category one since he is the performer for the other 

characters as well as for the audience. Viola’s speech more resembles the second category, 

when someone bursts out in song; she cannot stop herself, and in doing so, reveals something 

about her personal feelings. In that way, it functions like a song. Feste’s song has first been 

introduced by Orsino who describes it to be an “old and antiche song” (2.4.3); he stresses that 

it is a rustic “plain” (42) song and as such more favorable than fashionable learned art-songs, 

“airs and recollected terms”(5); he also points out that it often used to be sung by women 

spinning in the sun (43-4). The song reminds him of the golden ideal age of pastoral poetry 

(47), and relieves his “passion much” (4), that is, his love pain. Then Feste sings “Come 

away, come away death” about a lover who wants to die and be buried due to unrequited 

love, and it is almost parodic in its burial imagery and melancholy. His singing stops the 

action but raises the emotional temperature, since “[m]usic and singing sad songs at the 

approach of death produce highly emotional states in both protagonists and audience” 

(Wilson 150). Finally, later in the scene, Viola creates her own refined version. She too is 

suffering from unrequited love and has in vain tried to indirectly tell Orsino about her 

feelings previously during the entire scene, talking about someone that she loves who 

happens to have the same “favour” (face) (23), “complexion” (temperament) (25) and “years” 

(age) (27) as he has. She has also tried to talk him out of wooing Olivia “if she cannot love” 

him (86) and suggested that there might be some other “lady, as perhaps there is, / Hath for 

your love as great a pang of heart” (88-9), meaning herself. But Orsino does not understand 

her hints, and when he tries to explain to Cesario/Viola how much more he, as a man, loves 

compared to any woman, Viola, in frustration, finally bursts out in a‘song’ about a sister as a 

metaphor for herself in defense of her strong feelings. She turns the lover in Feste’s song into 

a young woman (2.4.107), inspired by the spinning women who used to sing the old song as 

in Orsino’s description. She elevates the plain song and embellishes it with a young girl who 
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sat “like patience on a monument” (114), symbolizing a grave monument alluding to the 

burial theme in Feste’s version. And she even leaves the end of the song open to be 

continued, when indicating that she does not know whether her “sister” would die of grief or 

if her brother has survived (120-1). Orsino's introduction to the song, Feste singing it, and 

Viola concluding it become like a rhetorical three-part structure. Like a true musician, she has 

the ability to turn poetic and musical material into a new song embellished with her own 

feelings and to perform it accordingly.  

This leads us to the next key issue, which is that Viola is a musician in that she arouses 

emotions in Orsino through her way of interacting with music in Act Two, Scene Four. 

Orsino can be described as self-obsessed, in love with love (Warren and Wells 25). Yet when 

he listens to music with Cesario/Viola and experiences his/her attitude towards the music, his 

focus is turned towards a more authentic stance outside himself; he is roused. When Orsino 

and Cesario/Viola listen to the instrumental tune in Act Two, Scene Four while talking, music 

serves first as a subject of discussion but then as an underscoring to their conversation of 

love. Cesario/Viola’s stand about music surprises Orsino and he stops talking about himself 

and starts to ask questions about Cesario/Viola instead; “My life upon’t, young though thou 

art thine eye / Hath stayed upon some favor that it loves. Hath it not, boy?” (2.4.23-4), “What 

kind of woman is’t” (25), “What years, i’faith?” (26). He understands from the answers that 

Cesario/Viola has a love interest and is possibly jealous when he exclaims that that other 

person is “not worth”(26) Cesario/Viola, and explains that a woman is best to be younger 

than the man, whereupon Cesario/Viola agrees, “I think it well, my lord” (34), thinking of the 

age situation between herself as woman and Orsino. During their discussion about love, 

music underscores their dialogue as a third party of the conversation, and engages them both. 

Shortly after, when Feste sings, and they listen to the song together, there is no conversation 

of words between them, which leaves a gap in their dialogue. In Nunn’s film, Twelfth Night, 
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Orsino and Cesario/Viola draw closer to each other during the song, and it almost ends with a 

kiss. In the Globe’s Twelfth Night, Cesario/Viola sits with his/her back at the audience 

listening intently while Orsino first walks around and is more and more focused on 

Cesario/Viola responding to what he/she hears. He finally sits down and takes his/her hand, 

putting it on his shoulder. In both examples, there is a wordless conversation and exchange of 

feelings and repressed emotions. When Cesario/Viola alludes to the song in her “Sister 

speech”, Orsino has completely forgotten himself and Olivia and is only interested in 

listening to Cesario/Viola; “What dost thou know?” (104), “what’s her history?” (109),  “died 

thy sister of her love, my boy?” (119), and Cesario/Viola has to remind him of Oliva; “Sir, 

shall I to this lady?” (122). Songs are, as we have seen, connected to charm, to influence, and 

music can arouse strong feelings and persuasion. Viola speaks to Orsino in ‘many sorts of 

music’and arouses him from his self-obsession and false love. Viola has a musician’s stance 

to music, since even when listening to it, talking about it, or inspiringly turning it into a new 

recitation, she makes it persuasively, enthrallingly and fills it with authenticity and love.  

 

6.2 Viola as an instrument 

Having examined Viola as a musician and singer in the previous section, let us now explore 

Viola as an instrument, also bearing in mind that a singer is both the instrument itself and the 

performing musician. In this section of the analysis, I argue that Viola is like an instrument in 

a double sense. Firstly, through the musical connotations of her name, and secondly, through 

her functions as an instrument of love. The former is the ground for the latter interpretation 

and concerns the larger question about how music constructs aspects of her identity.   

To begin with, Viola is the name of an instrument, the viola, a string instrument of the 

viol family originating from Italy and Spain (Lima and Thomson 117). Characters can be 

described as instruments in Shakespeare's works. As Lindley notes, there are some allusions 
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to instruments describing characters, and when that happens, it is often in connection to love. 

In Much Ado about Nothing, Benedick is mocked for being love-sick by Claudio, who says 

that love has turned him into an instrument governed by the whims of his beloved (ch. 3); 

“his jesting spirit, which is now crept into a lute-string, and now governed by stops” 

(3.2.54-5). In the same way, Rosalind in As You Like It chides Silvius because he has allowed 

Phoebe “to make you an instrument and play false strains on thee” (4.3.67-8). In Pericles, 

Pericles talks about Antiochus' daughter, “You are a fair viol, and your sense the strings, / 

Who fingered to make man his lawful music” (1.1.81-2), and in Troilus and Cressida, 

Cressida is described as a woman that “will sing any man at first sight”, “And any man may 

sing her, if he can take her clef. She’s noted” (5.2.10-12). Lindley does not mention or 

include Viola in his examples, yet I would like to add Twelfth Night in which Orsino refers to 

Viola as an instrument in act five scene one; “I partly know the instrument / That screws me 

from my true place in your favour” (118-9), when he disappointingly bursts out to Olivia 

after she again has rejected him knowing her to preferring “the instrument / That screws”, 

meaning Cesario/Viola. Warren and Wells claim that the instrument he is referring to, in 

combination with his violent mood, is a torture instrument that wrenches his limbs (206). Yet 

I find a double meaning to the word “instrument” and would like to suggest it points to the 

musical instrument viola, which indeed has screws for the strings. Furthermore, Orsino’s 

remark regards Viola in combination with his love pain. And also as a contrast to Lindley’s 

examples above, Viola is actually named after an instrument. Thus, this evidence supports the 

idea that Viola is described as an instrument both in name and through musical imagery in the 

text, and it also gives a connotation of love in the construction of her character. 

 ​ Consequently, being named after an instrument indicates that Viola’s character is 

linked not only to music but also to love, but there are also further connotations of her name 

that add layers to this notion. Lima and Thompson note that “[s]tudies in linguistics and name 
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theory point to the complexity of signification through denotation and connotation. When 

connotations are combined, they may generate longer signifying circles” (124) and that create 

interesting layers in the understanding of the character. Shakespeare may have borrowed the 

names for his heroines in Twelfth Night from Parismus, a prose narrative by Emanuel Ford, 

which has some similarities to Twelfth Night (Warren and Wells 89). Parismus has two 

heroines; Queen Olivia and Violetta, and the latter disguises herself as a page called Adonius. 

Adonis was considered to be the ideal of male beauty in Greek mythology (Warren and Wells 

18). Shakespeare’s most popular published work during his lifetime was the narrative poem 

called Venus and Adonis about Adonis' repeated rejection of Venus, the goddess of love 

(Folger). Conclusively, from above we can see a chain of connections between Viola’s 

name–a musical instrument–to Adonis and to Venus, representing beauty and love. 

Shifting focus slightly, another significant point to consider is that, like the instrument 

and the play itself, Viola’s name has Italian origins, but it has also further connotations; viola 

is the name of a flower, the cultivated form of violets, which metaphorically stands for 

faithfulness and melancholy (Warren and Wells 89). The name Viola, the instrument viola 

and the flower viola are thus linguistically connected in Italian. The flower viola’s traits are 

revealed in Viola in act two scene four (see also discussion in 6.1.) when she is talking to 

Orsino about how men and women love, “In faith, they [the women] are as true of heart as 

we” (106), and then she indirectly talks about herself and her secret love for Orsino, in the 

tale about her ‘sister’, who “never told her love” (110), she talks about her “green and yellow 

melancholy” (113) and compares herself to a statue symbolizing “patience” (114), meaning 

faithfulness. In the chain of connotations of Viola’s musical name, we can thus add 

melancholy and faithfulness. The former is something both Orsino and Viola recognize and 

the latter is a character trait that is prevalent in Viola’s character.   
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Shifting focus back to musical connotation, it is clear that Viola resembles the 

Renaissance instrument viola in many aspects. The word ‘viola’ in Italian is linguistically a 

female-gendered word la viola. One of the principal acoustic characteristics of violas was the 

“sweet, ethereal tone” (Lima and Thomson 117), which can be the auditory translation of the 

flower viola’s characteristics discussed above. Furthermore, during the renaissance, the 

instrument viola was associated with “the idealized female body ... featuring narrow 

shoulders, a slender waist, and pronounced chest and hips” and “[h]istorically, the names 

used for different parts of bowed instruments in the English language further suggest a direct 

reference to their analogous parts in human anatomy such as head, neck, shoulders, ribs, 

back, and body” (Lima and Thomson 118). Lima and Thomson claim that Shakespeare was 

aware of the gendered meanings of the name Viola and also the musical connotation of it, and 

that he thus consciously employed it in Twelfth Night. They further suggest that Viola’s name 

served as a linguistic signifier to “the audience’s expectation of femininity” (124). These 

insights from previous research strengthen Viola’s character as connected to music and are a 

crucial piece in my overall argument of her as constructed through music imagery, yet in my 

claim, I argue that she has a function as an instrument as well. In addition to Lima and 

Thomson’s claim I would also like to suggest a further connotation to the instrument viola 

that since the viols were the newest trend among instruments at the time, outcompeting the 

former popular lute both as a domestic instrument and in court (Wilson 158; Lindley, 

Appendix), Viola as both character and instrument does not merely have feminine and music 

connotations, but as the instrument implies, could also be understood as being new, modern 

and attractive and (just as the castrati phenomena discussed in 6.1) associated with the latest 

craze from Italy. Therefore, we can observe that Viola resembles and functions like the 

instrument viola in several aspects. 
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This leads us to the next key issue, which is that Viola’s actions underscore her 

resemblance to the instrument viola, especially when seen in contrast to other Shakespearean 

allusions to it. Viols, as an instrument, are mentioned twice in Shakespeare’s plays, in Twelfth 

Night as “viol-da-gamboys” (1.3.21) and in Pericles, “You’re a fair viol” (1.1.83), both 

written after 1600, indicating Shakespeare’s ability to keep a finger on the pulse of the time. 

Violas were sometimes called viola da braccio,  meaning ‘viola of the arm’, played 

horizontally on the shoulder. Another type of viol was viola da gamba, meaning ‘viola of the 

legs’, commonly played between the legs. It was bigger and was the predecessor to the 

modern cello (Lima and Thomson 117). In Twelfth Night Sir Toby jokes about the 

‘viol-de-gamboys’, corrupting the word giving it a masculine form and playing with the fact 

that it is held between the legs, when he mockingly describes Sir Andrew, “He plays o’th’ 

viol-de-gamboys, and speaks three or four languages word for word without book, and hath 

all the good gifts of nature” (1.3.23-5), none of which are true. Wilson notes that “[s]ome 

critics argue that bawdy is intended in this ‘sexualised musical metaphor’, even though 

innuendos about the viola da gamba invariably refer to females” (159). Wilson further 

suggests that Sir Toby wanted to point out Sir Andrew's ability to play the “viol-da-gamboys” 

as the mark of him being an educated gentleman (159). I would like to suggest that in 

associating Sir Andrew with ‘viola da gamba’ and changing the gender-form from feminine 

to masculine, in combination with the idea of keeping the instrument between the legs, 

indicates that Sir Toby implies that Sir Andrew is being played on, which is exactly what is 

happening in the play, and that he is not in fact able to play an instrument himself, lacking in 

education. In contrast to her ‘rival’, Sir Andrew, who courts Olivia in vain, Viola masters 

both music and language and possesses all the good gifts of nature. Even Sir Andrew cannot 

avoid being impressed when meeting Cesario/Viola unexpectedly in Act Three, Scene One 

and Cesario/Viola demonstrates knowledge in French (70) and eloquence (84-9) towards 
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Olivia in his/her mission of courting her on Orsino’s behalf. This evidence supports the idea 

that Viola is, like the music connotation of her name indicates, a noble instrument, and as 

such an eloquent instrument for Orsino’s courtship of love, and Sir Andrew, her rival double, 

is not even a fiddle.  

Looking at another significant point, it is clear that although Viola is disguised as 

Cesario, the connotations of the name Viola are firmly established throughout the play. 

Viola’s name is actually not heard by the audience until the resolution in the last act, when 

Sebastian and Viola finally reunite, and Viola’s name is spoken three times. First, when 

Sebastian exclaims, “Thrice welcome, drownèd Viola” (5.1.235), and then when Viola herself 

speaks her own name in third person, “My father … died that day when Viola from her birth / 

Had numbered thirteen years. (5.1.236-9) and then restating it again, affirming her identity: 

“That I am Viola” (5.1.247). To the audience, she has only been known as Cesario, a name 

possibly inspired by Curzio Gonzaga’s play Gl’Inganni, where a heroine disguises herself as 

a page called Cesare (Warren and Wells 100). It could also be a connotation to Cesario, 

meaning ‘little Caesar’, “because she was ripped from the sea as if newborn (cesarean)" 

(Scott, ch. 8). Still, the musical connotation of femininity and love of the name Viola has 

been foreshadowed through her situation and speeches. It is first established in her first scene, 

where her situation is the very image of a ‘damsel in distress’, establishing her femininity. 

She further reminds the audience and affirms her femininity through the play in her asides; 

“Whoe’er I woo, myself would be his wife” (1.4.42), “As I am woman” (2.2.38); and 

indirectly when speaking to other characters foremost Olivia, “I am not that I play” (1.5.176) 

and Orsino, “My father had a daughter loved a woman / As it might be, perhaps, were I a 

woman / I should your lordship” (2.4.107-9). She also emphasises her inability to fight, in 

contrast to her masculine twin, and that she lacks male genitals; “A little thing would make 

me tell them how much I lack of a man” (3.4.290). And when Feste notices his/her lack of a 
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beard (3.1.44) the sign of manhood, he/she answers; “By my troth I’ll tell thee, I am almost 

sick for one, though I would not have it grown on my chin” (3.1.45-7), indicating to the 

audience that he/she is a woman who instead longs for Orsino, who is bearded. In addition to 

this femininity, there is her strong connection to the sea. In act one scene two she has just 

survived a seastorm and is washed ashore in Illyria, and to the audience, her first appearance 

on stage depicts her being born from the foam of the sea, just like the goddess Venus. The 

fact that her character was rising from the sea has often depicted Viola as an incarnation of 

Venus, the goddess of love (Atkin 38), and thus symbolizing love. The allusions to the sea 

run through the entire play, and both Sebastian and Viola, as twins being both as one, 

interchangeable and adjacent, are elevated as connected to mythology and the sea in the form 

of Arion (see discussion in  6.1) and Venus, music and love. Venus’s instrument is her charm 

and making people fall in love with her, and Viola shares this ability in the play, where her 

connections to love and femininity are established and reestablished as a distinction of her 

borrowed masculine persona, Cesario, and when the audience finally hears her name Viola 

which alludes to the feminine instrument viola, it is a revelation that makes sense.  

Continuing from the last discussion, it’s important to note that Viola is established as 

an attractive woman to the Elizabethan audience through her musicality as a consequence of 

the contemporary views of masculinity and femininity in connection to music. The English 

word ‘music’ comes directly from Latin la musica, which has a feminine form, and in turn 

derives from the original Greek mousikē, which means ‘the art of the muses’, hence ‘the art 

of music’ includes both music and poetry (Etymonline). As a result, music is thus associated 

with femininity, indicated in its linguistic feminine form and in its association with the nine 

muses. Lindley states that in the early modern period, music was characterized as an 

effeminizing art, associated with idleness and lust. “The characterization of music as an 

effeminizing art has its roots in the way in which the attractions of feminine beauty and of 
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music could readily be mapped one to the other” (ch. 1). Despite that, a young nobleman 

should still have an education in music; as an example Henry VIII was an acclaimed canon 

singer and a composer of church music (Naylor, Introduction). However, when maturing into 

manhood and the manly world, the preferred music for men to enjoy was the drums and 

trumpets of the war, in contrast to the effeminized music in the court with lutes and flutes; 

”Mars claymeth Musicke in the fielde, and Venus occupied Musicke in chambers” (Lindley, 

ch. 2). In Richard III, Richard mocks his brother who used to be all about warcraft, “stern 

alarums”, “dreadful marches”, “grim-visaged war”, “barbèd steeds”, “fearful adversaries”, 

but now, due to his marriage is all about court, love and music as he “capers nimbly in a 

lady’s chamber / To the lascivious pleasing of a lute. (1.1.7-13). In the same way, Benedick 

ironically mocks the love-sick Claudio in Much Ado About Nothing:“I have known when 

there was no music with him but the drum and the fife, and now had he rather hear the tabor 

and the pipe” (2.3.13-15). In Twelfth Night, Orsino’s melancholic lovesickness is 

effeminating, but he affirms his masculinity through his violent warlike outbursts when he in 

the last act threatens to kill Cesario/Viola: “Kill what I love” (115), “Him will I tear out of 

that cruel eye” (123), “I’ll sacrifice the lamb” (127). He is also associated with war in the 

battle where he encountered Antonio, “As black as Vulcan, in the smoke of war” (5.1.46). 

Viola’s character is far from warlike. In her first meeting with Olivia she asserts: “I bring no 

overture of war, no taxation of homage. I hold the olive in my hand. My words are as full of 

peace as matter” (1.5.200-2), and in act three scene four she proves it further when she 

desperately tries to avoid fighting with Sir Andrew and finally is able to escape the situation 

courtesy of Antonio's intervention. In conclusion, it is evident that her words are full of 

poetry and in her actions, she aims at peace. Again, she asserts her position as Venus in 

contrast to the warlike Mars to the audience.  
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Building on the previous argument, we can see that Viola and music are, in fact, the 

only things feminine at Orsino’s all-male court. All named attendants (Curio and Valentine) 

and officers are male and additionally the musicians would have had to be young male 

servants trained in music providing the musical entertainment in alignment with the period 

(Lindley, ch. 2). Viola as Cesario is also outwardly male but her femininity shines through 

and that is why Cesario/Viola becomes the perfect instrument - in both senses of the word - 

for Orsino’s wooing of Olivia. He points to Cesario/Viola’s young age calling, him/her a 

“lad” (1.4.29) and that he/she is not a man yet; “For they shall yet belie thy happy years /That 

say thou art a man” (30-1), as such being more like a girl or young woman. The definition of 

manhood and womanhood in Shakespeare’s time is discussed by Orgel. Aligned with the 

age’s cultural assumptions about the nature of women is that women are not only different 

from men, they are incomplete men; meaning that all people begin as female and that 

masculinity - to become a man - is a development and a step away from femininity (220). 

Boys were trained to become men by effort and will, but manhood was not to be taken for 

granted since men could also be effeminized back into women (221). Viola’s young age, not 

being a man yet, thus turns her into someone feminine. Viola’s age is also noted by Malvolio 

who describes Cesario/Viola as too young to be a man; “Not yet old enough for a man, nor 

young enough for a boy ... ‘Tis with him in standing water between boy and man ... One 

would think his mother’s milk were scarce out of him” (1.5.150-5). Furthermore, Orsino 

points to Cesario/Viola’s red soft lips, which he compares with the goddess Diana; “Diana's 

lip / Is not more smooth and rubious” (1.4.6-7). Diana is the goddess of the hunt and also the 

twin sister of Apollo, the god of music. The comparison thus associates Viola with 

attractiveness and relates her to the god of music. Orsino further points out that 

Cesario/Viola’s voice sounds like a woman’s voice when he compares his/her voice to two 

female-associated instruments: the pipe and the organ; “thy small pipe / Is as the maiden’s 
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organ, shrill and sound, / And all semblative a woman’s part” (1.4.32-5). In Coriolanus, the 

pipe is also associated with eunuchs and virgins; “ into a pipe / Small as an eunuch or the 

virgin voice / That babies lull asleep”. (3.2.13–15). Orsino ends his argumentative speech that 

Cesario/Viola’s “constellation is right apt” (1.4.35), that is, her character and abilities are just 

what is needed to pledge his cause with Olivia. Clearly, we can observe that Cesario/Viola 

becomes his instrument, acting as an intermediary in conveying his message of love and as 

such, both her femininity and voice–in an overlap between Viola as a musician, a singer, and 

as an instrument–are crucial. 

In addition, Viola also becomes the instrument - again in both senses of the word - for 

curing Orsino from his melancholy and Olivia from her overindulgent grief. In the first two 

acts, we see how the lovesick Orsino wallows in music. As mentioned above, in contrast to 

war and warlike music, a man could be associated with music when he was in love (or 

drunk). In renaissance physiology, the mind and body were interconnected, and music could 

serve as an employment of curing diseases, especially diseases of the mind, to balance the 

humours (Lindsey, ch. 1). Music was thought to be a suitable cure for melancholy - in 

particular love melancholy (ch. 1). Orsino craves music right in the beginning of the play; 

“play on / Give me excess of it” (1.1.1-2) to cure his melancholy and lovesickness, but it is 

not enough; “Enough, no more, / ‘Tis not so sweet as it was before” (7). He further craves 

music even before saying good morning in Act Two, Scene Four, “Give me some music. Now 

good morrow, friends. / Now Cesario, but that piece of song” (1-2). Ruy argues that Orsino’s 

melancholy not only involves his love for Olivia but also a psychological narcissism of 

loving himself. This is related to him being “self-obsessed and so full of self-love, which 

psychologist Stephen Gross calls ‘The Orsino Complex’”, this is seen in how he devours the 

objects, whether it be music or Olivia (20). The music provided by his hired musicians falls 

short, and Feste notes his melancholy mood: “Now the melancholy god protect thee” 
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(2.4.72). But instead it is Viola who turns his attention away from his false, unreciprocated 

love for Oliva and in the direction of Viola herself and her true love. Viola becomes the 

instrument, the cure and solution to Orsino’s melancholy and misery, and he can then look 

forward to “golden time” (5.1.372) and the solemn combinations of their “dear souls” (373). 

Olivia, too, is engrossed in her grieving of her brother and has decided to mourn for seven 

years, during which time no one is to see her face (1.1.26), she will be veiled and cry every 

day in her chamber. This changes as soon as she hears about Cesario/Viola standing outside 

her door, and Malvolio’s description makes her curious, and she accepts meeting him/her. 

When Cesario/Viola, at the beginning of their conversation, asks to see Olivia’s face, Olivia 

directly unveils (1.5.223). And right after this first brief meeting, Olivia is cured (284-5). She 

has replaced her exaggerated grief for her brother with an infatuation with Cesario/Viola 

instead. In their next meetings, Cesario/Viola tries to talk her out of it and, eventually, helped 

by Sebastian’s benevolent entrance, Olivia finds that “heavens so shine” (4.3.34) again. In 

both cases, Olivia and Orsino exaggerate their dispositions to the extreme. They are in 

discord, and Viola becomes a sound well-tuned instrument that rouses them out of their grief 

and melancholy and creates concord and harmony.  

The final aspect worth discussing is that Twelfth Night opens with music and Orsino’s 

famous speech (1.1.1-15), where he invokes love and music. I argue that this speech is about 

Viola and relates to the previous discussions where we have seen the many aspects of music 

that construct Viola’s character, and that an exploration of the speech adds to our 

understanding of Viola as an instrument of love. Some of Shakespeare’s plays opens with a 

prologue where the chorus helps the audience with some information about the play, most 

famously is perhaps the opening in Romeo and Juliet; “Two households, both alike in dignity 

/ (In fair Verona, where we lay our scene)” (1.1.1-2), and then the chorus reveals the tragic 

end and what the audience is to expect (Scott ch. 4). Twelfth Night begins in a different mode 
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and mood, that is with music–no other Shakespearean play opens with instrumental music, 

which indicates its importance and points to music as an important focus in the play (Lindley, 

ch. 4). In a similar way that we had information about the play and its ending in the prologue 

of Romeo and Juliet, Orsino’s first speech in act one scene one serves as a poetical 

introduction to Viola’s character and clues as to what to expect in the play. In the first line, “If 

music be the food of love, play on” (1), the first word ‘If’ is conditional and immediately 

invites a make-believe world of the imagination and the magic of theatre and the conjuring 

character, and the line ends with “play on”, as a starting shot to both the music and the play 

itself. I find this to be an equivalent to Richard’s first word, “Now” (1.1.1) in the opening of 

Richard III; the audience is immediately transported into the play's reality. The phrase “music 

be the food of love” suggests that music is as important as food, also used in Antony and 

Cleopatra; “music, moody food / Of us that trade in love” (2.5.1-2). Furthermore, it indicates 

that music is a prerequisite for obtaining love, a propellant, something needed. It is clear in 

the play that what Orsino needs is Viola. This evidence supports the idea that Viola is thus 

both the ‘music’ that feeds his love, as discussed above, and an ‘instrument’ to obtain that 

love, and the love object itself, in the same way as she is both a performing musician and an 

instrument herself (as a singer). In the two following lines, “Give me excess of it, that 

surfeiting, / The appetite may sicken and so die” (2-3), Orsino demands to have excess of 

music (Viola), so his “appetite”, that is his sexual desire, becomes content “and so die”, 

suggesting ‘the little death’, a known metaphor for a sexual climax (Elam, Other works 

cited). In association with sexual desire, the imagery of Venus, the goddess of love and 

desire, is poignant and also points to Viola, who is likened to her. Again, Viola is the 

instrument to obtain love as well as love itself. In line four, “That strain again, it had a dying 

fall.” (4), Orsino talks about a “strain” with a “dying fall”, meaning a musical cadence which 

goes down to the tonic, again metaphorically an allusion to music and thus Viola. This is 
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more clearly understood when built on in the following sentence, “O, it came o’er my ear like 

the sweet sound / That breathes upon a bank of violets, / Stealing and giving odour” (5-7). He 

hears this musical motif, “it” (Viola), and likens the sound to the scent of violets, the flower 

viola, thus it sounds like music. The “violets” is the most obvious connection to Viola’s name 

in the speech, and here it is combined with the sound of music, positioning Viola again as 

both an instrument and a flower. “Sweet sound” or “sweet music” refers to consonances or 

concord in music, in opposition to dissonances or discord, deriving from Pythagoras’ theory 

about ‘music of the spheres’, and these expressions were often used by Shakespeare (Wilson 

24). “Sweet” also indicates pleasure; “[h]ence ‘sweet music’ gives delight or pleasure … 

[and] it leads to concord or ‘harmony’” (Wilson 24). In the following sentences, Orsino 

compares love (Viola) to the sea: 

ORSINO:​ O spirit of love, how quick and fresh art thou,  

That notwithstanding thy capacity 

Receiveth as the sea, naught enters there, 

Of what validity and pitch so e’er, 

But falls into abatement and low price 

Even in a minute! So full of shapes is fancy 

That it alone is high fantastical. (1.1.9-15) 

Love is so lively and hungry, “fresh”, and like the sea can swallow, “reseveth”, anything, 

referring back to the “food” in the beginning of the speech. Orsino talks about value, 

“valadity”, and “pitch” - pitch is connected to the higher range of the voice - and it “falls”, 

like the cadence (“strain” mentioned above), and this relates to Viola being an accomplished 

singer singing “high and low” (as discussed in 6.1). The allusion to love and the sea being as 

one can again refer to Venus and thus to Viola; Viola rises from the sea, just like Venus, the 
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goddess of love (Warren and Wells 12). Her capacity for love is encompassing, as Atkins 

states: 

... she maintains a sweetness of disposition which embodies the spirit of love. Our 

first impression of Viola reminds us of what Orsino said in the play’s opening scene: 

‘O spirit of love, how quick and fresh art thou’ (1.1.9). Viola is quick-witted and 

fresh-faced and she is not only loved, but loves with an intense constancy unmatched 

by any other character in the play. (39) 

 Orsino finishes by expressing that love, “fancy”, can have many “shapes” and that is like 

magic, “fantastical”. As with love being “full of shapes”, Viola too is ‘full of shapes’ in her 

double persona as twin, as Cesario/Viola and as musician/instrument. Gay discusses how the 

words in the play’s first scenes “chime phonemically throughout the play, insisting on being 

remembered and creating strange subliminal connections which we try to order by sorting 

them into themes” (433). In the very first speech, we have ‘music’, ‘love’, ‘sound’, ‘violets’, 

‘sea’ and ‘fancy’. All words are to be connected to Viola’s name and character. Viola can thus 

be seen as the very embodiment of the play, she is the “food of love”, the instrument, the 

propellant, and the answer to Orsino’s distress, she becomes his instrument in his love quest 

and through her character, full of love and faithfulness, she awakens and “receiveth” his 

“fancy”, and that “alone is high fantastical” and that is the spirit in which the play ends. In 

conclusion, we can observe that this first speech resembles an opening chorus, informing the 

audience what to expect. And the words of Orsino’s speech, full of musical imagery and 

underscored by music, point to Viola and her position as an instrumental instrument in the 

play, in alignment with her double position as an instrument both as agent and object.     
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7. Conclusion 

Ultimately, this analysis has shown how music constructs Viola’s character, not merely 

connecting her character to music through musical imagery and musical connotation, but also  

how her actions and her position as a double to some of the other characters affect the 

understanding of her identity. By exploring Viola as both a musician and an instrument, it 

becomes evident that she represents music on a deeper level in the text. Viola’s character is 

not one-dimensional. Instead, she is multifaceted, and the addition of musical imagery 

provides multiple layers. As we have seen through the analysis, Viola’s character is a result of 

combining different musical connotations, such as love and femininity, but at the same time, 

they are also strengthened through her acting like a musician and an instrument. Music 

constructs her identity, but her musical identity also influences how she relates to music and 

to different situations. Through close readings of the text, this study has highlighted an 

overlap between Viola both as a musician and as a singer and an instrument, since the voice is 

a singer’s instrument. This is further supported by her function as an instrument for other 

characters’ needs. Having employed a New Historicist approach and the concept of cultural 

poetics, the study has revealed music as an important part of that poetics - that is, musical 

poetics as part of the cultural poetics. At the time, music had an elevated position, and Viola’s 

connection to music reflects that position and thus presents her as having positive character 

traits.  

​ I would like to argue that Viola may well be the main character in Twelfth Night in 

that she represents music in a play where music is significant. She is the link between the 

characters and the different households; the love couples of the main plot are all young, 

aristocratic and attractive, yet Viola stands out as the one in the middle of the love “knot” 

relating emotionally to everyone else; Sebastian is her beloved brother, Orsino is her love 

interest, and Olivia is her admirer. Viola, whose character wallows in music imagery, 
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becomes a suitable match for Orsino, who constantly craves music; hence, this musical 

association settles the confusion of the comedy plot and makes sense. She has this linking 

position and represents music itself in Illyria.  

Due to the limitations of this study, a more thorough comparison to Peri’s Orpheus 

has not been investigated, yet I find that such an investigation could provide an interesting 

subject for future research. Orpheus might have been an inspiration for Shakespeare’s most 

musical play, given that he uses Orpheus’ lyre in the name of Illyria, also in the theme of love 

and bringing people back from the dead and additionally, since there is the possible 

connection between castrati and Viola, as this study has drawn upon. 

In This is Shakespeare, Smith writes about the many gaps in Shakespeare’s plays, that 

the plays imply rather than state and that the “characters and encounters are susceptible to 

multiple interpretations” (Introduction). She states that this is really Shakespeare’s dominant 

characteristic; “his works hold our attention because they are fundamentally incomplete and 

unstable … and prompt questions rather than answers” (Introduction). Due to the gaps he 

leaves for readers, theatregoers and scholars to fill, Shakespeare can remain continuously 

relevant and interesting. These gaps can make us participants of his plays and make the plays 

personally engaging. This study has tried to fill the musical gaps through reading–or more 

accurately listening–between the lines. I find Shakespeare’s gaps to be a very generous 

invitation, to always leave space for readers and audiences’ questions and interpretations, to 

make the plays ours or, as in this very case, What You Will. 
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