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Twelfth Night Theatre Review
The crux of Twelfth Night comes to its full realisation in the Globe Theatre’s production, directed by Tim Carroll. The dazzling array of period costume is enough to make one dizzy as the actors transition from scene to scene in a smooth and seamless motion. As if this were not enough, the music and outstanding performances given by the principal players set up a powerful atmosphere that is intertwined with both joy and sorrow to illuminate the ongoing commentaries within the play.
Carroll’s Twelfth Night has an amazing sense of spatial awareness, which is aided by the rotation of the props in the simple, but effective set design. In this sense, the actors are able to utilise the full extent of the space on-stage, keeping each scene busy and full of energy for its onslaught of quick wit and jesting. This spatial awareness also enhances the understanding of the audience, as relationships between characters are revealed by their proximity to one another. This is the case for two of the principal relationships: Sir Toby and Maria (Paul Chahidi and Colin Hurley) as well as Viola and Orsino (Johnny Flynn and Liam Brennan). These two pairings are defined by their closeness on stage whilst interacting, such as sitting side-by-side or via touching each other. On the other side of this, as Malvolio is situated in his prison he is made spatially lower than his jolly conspirators. In this way the audience is made very aware that after his lofty aspirations, Malvolio has been both literally and metaphorically put in his place. This coherent visual interpretation of the story provides the audience with a better understanding of the complexity of the relationships that drive the plot.
Tim Carroll‘s direction masters the constant juggle of uproarious comedy with the morose, which is so notable for Twelfth Night. The acting takes the supreme role in the application of this and no more is it apparent than in Mark Rylance’s delivery of Olivia and Stephen Fry’s duped Malvolio. Olivia leaps from her role as a grieving sister to a melodramatic love-struck fool and back again, similarly as Malvolio jumps from naturalistic puritanism to actually skipping off stage. This interchange of styles serves to hide the serious behind the facile until it is too late - especially regarding the consequences of the jape on Malvolio, which is never fully realised by the audience until the final scene. Perhaps Carroll uses this as a commentary on the spirit of twelfth night itself and the potential to take jokes too far? Yet, it seems more likely to play into the ongoing theme, voiced by the professional Fool himself (played by Peter Hamilton Dyer), of “Better a witty fool, than a foolish wit.” As the complete naturalism of the quick and confident Feste displays his cunning, he is contrasted heavily to the melodrama of the often foolish Olivia or the hoodwinked steward.
Nevertheless, it is not only the acting that evokes the sense of the melancholy amongst the delight in the Globe’s Twelfth Night, but the music. With the exception of one scene, in which the drunken Sir Toby, Sir Andrew and Feste are singing rather jollily and to comedic effect, the music of Twelfth Night strikes a very woeful chord, having the power to lower mood of the audience. This is noteworthy for the case for “Jolly Robin”, which is sung in unison by the cast after the interval. Serving as a bridge between the two acts, this rendition of Shakespeare’s song creates an uneasy atmosphere that should ordinarily be out of place in the midst of a comedy. The use of a minor key reminds one more of the convention of foreshadowing in Greek tragedies, rather befitting the reoccurring notion that maybe not all is as joyful as it initially appears.
Conversely, the use of silence is applied to great effect, in Carroll’s direction of the play, to expound the entangled atmosphere of misery and delight. The anticipation built due to Malvolio’s pause, as he enters into a scene with Sir Andrew singing on top of a table, means that the line “My masters, are you mad?” lands with more hilarity than it otherwise would have done. On the other hand, the utilisation of silence lends weight to serious moments. This happens several times, though possibly the most sinister being in the final scene following Malvolio’s declaration of his revenge. It allows the audience to take in the gravity of the moment, after so much hilarity at his expense.
Another remarkable aspect of this production is its choice of casting. It becomes quickly apparent, from the first entrance of Viola, that the production is an all-male affair. The choice to include transvestism adds a certain flair that is not simply historically accurate, but in a play where the plot hinges on the fluidity of gender and shifting identity, probably makes as big a statement in our modern times as it did four hundred years ago about the nature of sex and sexuality. In this regard, the passionate kiss between Sir Toby and Maria cannot be understated. Its very addition by Carroll displays an awareness of the intimacy established between actors and their audience, as is developed by the staging of the Globe. To a generation too-used to the dame in pantomimes, the moment deliberately cuts through any suspension of disbelief - as is evident from the discomfort of the audience as laugher ensues despite the initial poignancy of the moment. It is this aspect of the production that creates a dialogue of our current social political commentary on gender fluidity, as the audience are forced to come face-to-face with the implications of the cross-dressing appearing on the stage, and how to regulate and assess their possible discomfort to it.
[bookmark: _GoBack]In this light, so too is sexuality discussed. The portrayal of Orsino’s anger at his own sexual confusion speaks volumes when considering his love for a girl playing a boy, who is incidentally being played by a man. There too is the active choice to release Antonio (John Paul Connolly) from his chains, who unrequitedly loves Sebastian (Samuel Barnett), despite his undisclosed fate in Shakespeare’s original text. Perhaps adding to this is the costuming which, while lavish and historically accurate, emphasises an innate similarity between Viola and her twin Sebastian. This resemblance may not merely be for practical purposes in the mix up that occurs, but seems to also suggest that other than for conventionality’s sake, it does not really matter which twin either Olivia or Orsino end up with - because whether they are male or female, they are so alike. This is especially prominent as Orsino, proposing, is shown to initially pick up Sebastian, instead of Viola. In a play where comedy and cruelty are envisioned side-by-side it is hard to believe that any sexual or gender based commentary is purely created for comedic effect. Going back to the spatial awareness of the actors, the set design itself is occasionally utilised as a prop. Attention is continually and cleverly drawn to the holly draped around the columns through the actor’s engagement with it. Due to the themes of the play, this may be in order to remind to the audience of the purpose of Twelfth Night, in which convention is pulled apart in order to create joy and merriment.
Whatever the case, Tim Carroll’s Twelfth Night is an uproariously witty rendition of the Shakespearian tale, blending the light and the dark together, as well as bringing a refreshing approach of a timeless tale. It is a play that captivates, narrowing the boarders between traditional gender roles and convention as much in our current social climate as it did when it was first performed.
