Gender Identity, Gender Roles and Sexuality – what implications does Twelfth Night hold for modern audiences?
Twelfth Night, or As You Will is a delightfully entertaining comedy by William Shakespeare that was believed to have originally been written between 1601 and 1602 and was performed thereafter. The play contains overarching themes such as the idea of identity and gender intertwined with deception and disguise, and in the typical fashion of a Shakespearean comedy, every loose end represented through these themes is perfectly wrapped up, leaving room for a satisfying ‘happy’ ending to the play. The comedic disorder created by the storm and the undoing of such chaos takes up the majority of the play, creating a nonsensical but enjoyable performance, but it is a stretch of the imagination to see this as any more than a light-hearted comedy due to its unrealistic nature. However, one must consider how the audiences of today would view this play, whether it has any relevance beyond being amusing, and indeed whether modern performances should be adapted to reflect more contemporary values.
First and foremost, one has to address Shakespeare’s overuse of a stock narrative point in his plays, that of pairing off various characters into heterosexual relationships, leading to an ending filled with multiple weddings, often to whom they do not originally yearn for. This can be seen in Twelfth Night, through the pairing off of Viola and Orsino, Sebastian and Olivia, and Maria and Sir Toby, defying earlier audience expectations (one could also argue that modern audiences would expect such as Orsino and Cesario, or Antonio and Sebastian)[footnoteRef:1] – another notable example of this is Midsummer Night’s Dream. This audience pleasing yet ultimately formulaic plot unfortunately highlights that the most a woman can achieve in this world is a good marriage, while also bringing to the fore “the containment effects of ultimate heterosexual marriage in ‘a play that had continually tantalized its audience with the spectacle of homoerotic desire’”[footnoteRef:2] .Yet, Olivia turns down the Duke’s advances multiple times throughout the play, rejecting marriage to a man similar in her age and station. Therefore, the audience begins to question whether she fears the loss of her relative freedom in comparison to essentially becoming an object of her husband’s desires in a marriage, as at the time of writing, a woman’s legal position would be “under the absolute power of her husband”[footnoteRef:3] . In the same breath, one can also question whether this seven year period of mourning is a polite fabrication to save herself from marriage to a man she does not like, or whether she simply mourns the loss of her brother and father. This mourning period both liberates her and restricts her, as she comes to the realisation that she has strong feelings for Cesario, but is restricted by an inability to act on those feelings due to the role fabricated for her, that of the dedicated mourner. Even the imagery of being sought after like a ‘hart’ in regards to Orsino’s pursual of Olivia, suggests women as the weaker sex with its comparison to an animal that can be conquered by men, and that men only enjoy the hunt for feelings of power and control. In Orsino’s speech of love, he speaks of how men’s “fancies are more giddy and unfirm, more longing, wavering, sooner lost and worn, than women’s are”[footnoteRef:4], which takes on a more sinister tone for the modern audience with the objectification and mistreatment of women that would be considered the norm otherwise. Love is interpreted differently for each sex in Twelfth Night, or rather how unrequited love can be felt. Orsino describes his love as an “appetite” which he cannot satisfy, and again when describing his desires calls them “fell and cruel hounds” which ties into the hunting imagery. While these are more violent, sexual ideas of describing love, Olivia is far blunter with the expression of her feelings, describing it as a “plague”, as if her affections creep in unwanted and manifest in actual sickness. [1:  Pamela Bickley and Jenny Stevens, Essential Shakespeare: The Arden Guide to Text and Interpretation (London: Bloomsbury, 2013; repr. 2014, pp. 58-60.]  [2:  Laurie Shannon, Nature’s Bias: Renaissance Homonormativity and Elizabethan Comic Likeness (The University of Chicago Press, 2000), pp. 186.]  [3: Mihoko Suzuki. Gender, Class, and the Social Order in Late Elizabethan Drama in Theatre (Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), p. 31.]  [4:  Stanley Wells, Twelfth Night in William Shakespeare: The Complete Works, 2nd edition, (Clarendon Press,2005), p. 728.] 

While Shakespeare would not have been a feminist, considering the ideas of his time, one of the comparatively more modern aspects of the play is how he chooses to represent gender roles and the ideas that surround these roles. Despite having to follow the norms of the time, Twelfth Night turns gender roles on their head by creating ‘false’ identities through a woman character adopting the identity of a man, therefore assuming more rights within the world of Illyria. This play chooses to “negotiate the twin issues of social mobility and volatile gender relations”[footnoteRef:5] through this disruption of presented ideals, only to resolve the chaos and return to the heteronormative standard at the very end. This usurpation, while contains the historical element of highlighting the fluidity of gender and status in a fairly rigid time, holds little meaning as it is absorbed into the humorous discord of the play for modern audiences as we cannot interpret the interlinked ideas in the same fashion. Our identities are no longer formed from our status in quite the same way, but there is an overt emphasis on gender identity and gender roles, and how these two concepts intermingle, that pertains to this day.  [5:  Suzuki, p. 38.] 

As seen through Viola’s performance of Cesario, gender identity can be linked to gender roles, as playing a different sex means that one still has to fill the binary standards expected of that gender. Whilst their appearance is commented on to be similar to that of a woman for humorous effect, Cesario’s inadequacies are pointed out due to the fact Viola is purposefully disguised as a eunuch, therefore suggesting a lack of maleness. Eunuchs were often thought of as more effeminate, as apparently genitalia or lack thereof for men is from where stems the entirety of the male identity. These identities and roles have to be performed, and the emphasis on genitalia dictating gender is undercut by Viola’s portrayal of a man, or indeed a boy playing a woman playing a man as would have been in Renaissance times. 
Viola often seems to see herself as both Cesario and Viola rather than just a character created to ensure her survival, which causing further complication. An interesting observation is that textually, despite deceiving every character surrounding her, including those close to her, with her disguise as a young man, she is the only one true in her affections. Despite each character on stage having a different perception of Viola as Cesario, she can exist as both simultaneously; despite being false in her identity, her feelings hold the most value for their trueness, whereas everyone else true in their identity is fickle with their emotions, often transferring their affections throughout the play.
There is a running theme of performance, both in the physical enactment of the play and within the content of the plot. They run parallel to each other, and mesh together the world presented on stage with that of the audiences’. This is present both in the actors performing various gender identities and disguises but also in the lines that each actor has, such as Viola saying that she “can say little more than I have studied, and that question’s out of my part”[footnoteRef:6] in response to Olivia where Cesario is from, as though she is simply an actor waiting for a different cue. It is interesting to note that even the dual titles hint to the acting of dual identities that takes place within the performance, and this trope of double identity questions the gender conventions of Elizabethan theatre. [6:  Wells, p.724.
] 

The interesting gender dynamics and much undeniable homoerotic tension created within Twelfth Night by having actors cross dress simply cannot be viewed in any other light for a modern audience. While having boy actors play women on stage stemmed simply from the sexism present at the time and further reinforced the gender roles present in the writing, this stage transvestism combined with the concept of textual cross-dressing, has been described as relating very specifically to homoeroticism and to disruptions of gender identity.[footnoteRef:7] [footnoteRef:8] However, one must acknowledge that our own more contemporary ideals will alter and change the perspectives through which we are able to dissect the constructions of Elizabethan culture – simply put, we cannot view this play from the more transparent standpoint that many would have done when watching the play in the 17th century, as  our own contemporary ideals get in the way of this. That is not to say transgender and gay people did not exist before the 21st century, but they simply existed in a different fashion as labelled identities such as we have would not have existed. [7:  Lisa Jardine, Still Harping on Daughters: Women and Drama in the Age of Shakespeare, 2nd edn (London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1983).]  [8:  Stephen Orgel, ‘Nobody’s Perfect: Or Why Did the English Stage Take Boys for Women?’, in Displacing Homophobia: Gay Male Perspectives in Literature and Culture, ed. by Ronald R. Butters, John M. Clum, and Michael Moon (London: Duke University Press, 1989).] 

While it would have likely provided naught more than mere amusement by creating additional entanglements within the play, the lesbian relationship between Viola and Olivia, even if one sided, is glaringly obvious to modern audiences. Modern conceptions of sexuality do not compare and so cannot be placed within the historical context of the play; one has to acknowledge that a concrete ‘lesbian’ identity did not yet exist in this period but a modern appraisal of the play “has begun to explore the ways in which female homoeroticism was depicted… recover[ing] emergent and recognizable languages of female homoeroticism”. An audience can distinctly recognise that the troupes and tensions at play here are that of romance between two women, and the dramatic space created within shared scenes allows for the female characters to “negotiate and revise the scripts and conventions … of the Petrarchan poetry of Elizabethan courtiers”.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Jami Ake, Glimpsing a "Lesbian" Poetics in "Twelfth Night" in Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900, Vol. 43, II, Tudor and Stuart Drama (Rice University Press, 2003), pp. 375-376.] 

[bookmark: 12]Though perhaps a less obvious candidate, Duke Orsino as a character contains certain troupes that imply he may not be entirely heterosexual. There is undeniable homoerotic tension between the Duke and Cesario, although this may have been created in part by Viola’s feelings for him while disguised as a man. Orsino’s speeches to Olivia in which he proclaims his love are not truly meant for her upon inspection, and come across as shallow, more obsessed with the desire for “love itself, and for the poetry conventionally used to profess it”. Orsino is shown to be fickle in his affections, yet takes to Cesario strongly after having only known him for three days, but has “unclasp’d to thee [Cesario] the book even of my [his] secret soul”. Olivia is a suitable match for him in age and social class and indeed would prove an effective ‘beard’ if needed. A telling example within the ending of the play is where Cesario’s true identity as Viola, a noblewoman, is revealed, and Orsino quickly diverts his attention from Olivia to her, while still addressing her by her male identity and calling her “boy” which incredibly odd, and it seems more than a comedic addition by Shakespeare. It could definitely be interpreted as a suggestion of his feelings for the masculine version of Viola, and this is the only way he can satisfy his desires in a socially acceptable fashion.
One could also interpret the relationship between Sebastian and Antonio as many critics have done “through the apparatus of queer theory”[footnoteRef:10], as something more than friendship, at least in the heart of Antonio. It seems that Shakespeare enjoys variating upon his “own conventions of romantic comedy… add[ing] to the mix a longing homoerotic passion”[footnoteRef:11] that is not returned it seems. Antonio’s position is however resolved for him at the end of Twelfth Night, by Sebastian marrying Olivia – ultimately nothing would come to fruition between these two characters, firstly as Sebastian was vastly portrayed as heterosexual, and secondly that early performances of this play coincided “with a time when there is a marked increase in persecutions of homosexuals, and love between men would have been a very dangerous and recognizable subject for representation”[footnoteRef:12]. Audiences of today are likely far more accepting, and so do not see an issue with performances of Twelfth Night being interpreted this way. If this play was written in today’s society, the troupe of a queer character only existing in a plot to be rejected may cause concern playing into well worn gay stereotypes such as ‘queerbaiting’. We must consider that any hints of representation were of the time, either well hidden or teased out of the original work later in the queer theory cross-examination of multiple classics that began in the 1990s with the work of Judith Butler and Michel Foucault becoming more popular. [10:  Chad Allen Thomas, On Queering Twelfth Night in Theatre Topics, Vol. 20, II, (Baltimore, 2010), p. 103.]  [11:  Bickley and Stevens, p. 60.]  [12:  Thomas, p. 103.] 

Having considered its themes and interpretations thoroughly, one must now question whether this play is enjoyable for a modern audience. One would argue it is perhaps better than other plays of the time, more on par with the social ideals of today than that the blatant misogyny shown in The Shoemaker’s Holiday by Dekker for example, which was written around the same period. It allows a modern audience to enjoy a classic play and become invested in it while seeing themselves represented, which is uncommon for playtexts or literature from that era. The women characters are far more equal than one would expect and seem to be more fleshed out – the play revolves around the troubles of Viola after all and arguably just about passes the Bechdel test, which is more than can be said for some modern plays. These implications engage the audience more by creating enjoyable and engaging plot lines that can be relevant to our time.
However, it is also wise to ask whether historical accuracy is entirely relevant when considering the implications performances of Twelfth Night hold for modern audiences. Shakespeare often did the “cultural work of aestheticizing what are political issues”[footnoteRef:13], therefore should we follow in his footsteps as a way to honour his work and wishes? Modern versions of Twelfth Night have been adapted in various ways such as the iteration performed by the all-female theatre, the Takarazuka Revue[footnoteRef:14], in Japan, or the loose adaption presented in the 2006 film ‘She’s the Man’. As long as the plot and themes are similar, surely one could argue that it is acceptable to adapt it to our times so that more may enjoy it?  [13:  Catherine Thomas, Nunn’s Sweet Transvestite: Desiring Viola in Twelfth Night in The Journal of Popular Culture, Vol. 41, II, (Blackwell Publishing, 2008), p.306.]  [14:  Chen, Yilin. Gender and Homosexuality in Takarazuka Theatre: Twelfth Night and Epiphany in Performing Ethos: International Journal of Ethics in Theatre & Performance, Vol. 1, I (Intellect, Providence University of Taiwan, 2010), p. 53.] 

Another issue that has surfaced while reflecting on the implications of this play for audiences of our time, is that of overexaggerating crossdressing as a humorous aspect when transphobia is a major issue of our time. It must be noted that it depends entirely on how one would interpret the finer details of the play, but individual productions must be masterful in how they choose to portray gender identity issues, as a heavy-handed approach from a theatre director may cause the light-hearted comedy to become a disheartening caricature. It all comes down to how each audience member would interpret the play, forming the Schrodinger’s cat of theatre – simultaneously it could exist as transphobic and homophobic, or as accepting representation. The theories that Shakespeare himself may have been gay allows queer literary enthusiasts to rally around his work for the latter reason, and one is inclined to believe that this is the true implication the play holds for modern audiences – simply that of a renaissance play so masterfully written it can be relevant throughout the ages for many, despite these ideals not existing at the time of writing, a feat within itself.
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