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Back at Olivia's house, Maria and Toby have locked Malvolio in a dark chamber to cure his "madness." Outside the chamber, Maria instructs Feste to put on a gown and beard she has procured and to pretend to be a "great scholar" (4.2.10), "Sir Topas." Maria goes to fetch Sir Toby while Feste puts on the gown. When they return, Sir Toby is delighted: "the knave," he says, "counterfeits well" (4.2.19).







The subplot of the prank on Malvolio is coming to a peak. Costume changes and role playing on stage also create another play-within-the-play, drawing attention to the theme of performance.
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"Sir Topas" goes to the door of Malvolio's cell. Malvolio tries desperately to enlist him as an ally; Sir Topas parries his every attempt, telling him that the dark room he is in is really light as day. Malvolio begs Sir Topas to test whether or not he is mad by asking him a question. Sir Topas asks, "[W]hat is the opinion of Pythagoras concerning wild fowl?" Malvolio replies (correctly) that Pythagoras argued that the human soul might just as well inhabit the body of a bird. Sir Topas asks what Malvolio thinks of this; Malvolio (who, we will recall, is a Puritan) says that he thinks nobly of the soul and does not in any way approve of Pythagoras' opinion. Sir Topas replies that Malvolio must remain in the darkness then: he will not be let out until he believes that a human soul could just as well inhabit the body of a bird. With this "Sir Topas" leaves Malvolio, who cries out after him.







Sir Topas' question about Pythagoras is pseudo-intellectual, thus parodying Malvolio's pretentiousness. Yet Feste's Q&A with Malvolio also reflects the themes of inconstant love and changing identity. Over the course of the play, the powerful love that Orsino and Olivia claim to feel is directed at so many different people that it becomes meaningless—it might as well be aimed at a bird. Similarly, Sebastian and Viola/Cesario's identities are also confused multiple times, raising questions about the constancy of a "soul" or of one's internal nature. If a mere disguise can transform Viola into a man, why can't her soul inhabit a bird?





Active

Themes




  
    
    
  



  
    
    
  



  
    
    
  








Quiz

Test Yourself















Sir Toby, amused, mocks Malvolio's desperate cries. But he confides in Maria that they must find a way out of this prank to avoid irritating Olivia any further. The two sneak off to Sir Toby's bedroom.







Here, in a rather unromantic off-stage culmination of the low plot, Toby and Maria get together.
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Back in his clown personality, Feste returns to Malvolio's cell. Malvolio begs Feste to bring him a candle, pen, ink, and paper, so that he can write a letter asking Olivia for help. Feste agrees to deliver the letter, but first dallies for a while, teasing Malvolio.







The spectacle of the servant teasing his superior is precisely what took place on the Twelfth Night holiday (see Background Info for more on this holiday).





Active

Themes




  
    
    
  



  
    
    
  



  
    
    
  








Quiz

Test Yourself

















Get the entire Twelfth Night LitChart as a  printable PDF.



"My students can't get enough of your charts and their results have gone through the roof." -Graham S.



Download

































Previous

Act 4, scene 1











Previous

Act 4, scene 1










Next

Act 4, scene 3








Next

Act 4, scene 3














Cite This Page










Get


LitCharts 







Download this Chart (PDF)




“Would not have made it through AP Literature without the printable PDFs. They're like having in-class notes for every discussion!”


Download





Get the Teacher Edition




“This is absolutely THE best teacher resource I have ever purchased. My students love how organized the handouts are and enjoy tracking the themes as a class.”


Download





Twelfth Night in Plain English




“Every teacher of literature should use these translations. They completely demystify Shakespeare. Students love them!”


Download








Need something? Request a new guide.

How can we improve? Share feedback.

LitCharts is hiring!






























Close



















Company

About Us
Our Story
Jobs



Support

Help Center
Contact Us
Citation Generator



Connect

Facebook
Twitter



Legal

Terms of Service
Privacy Policy
Privacy Request













Home
About
Contact
Help







Copyright © 2024 All Rights Reserved



Terms
Privacy
Privacy Request









































Save time. Stress less.




Sign up!






	



PDF downloads of all 1881 LitCharts literature guides, and of every new one we publish.

	



Detailed quotes explanations with page numbers for every important quote on the site.

	



Teacher Editions with classroom activities for all 1881 titles we cover.

	



PDFs of modern translations of every Shakespeare play and poem.

	



Definitions and examples of 136 literary terms and devices. Instant PDF downloads.

	



Refine any search. Find related themes, quotes, symbols, characters, and more.






	



PDFs of modern translations of every Shakespeare play and poem.

	



Definitions and examples of 136 literary terms and devices. Instant PDF downloads.

	



Refine any search. Find related themes, quotes, symbols, characters, and more.















Close






























Requesting a new guide requires a free LitCharts account

You'll also get updates on new titles we publish and the ability to save highlights and notes.









or
























Already have an account? Sign in

Continue






Complete your free account to request a guide

































Already have an account? Sign in

Create Account









































Creating notes and highlights requires a free LitCharts account.

You'll be able to access your notes and highlights, make requests, and get updates on new titles.









or
























Already have an account? Sign in

Continue






Complete your free account to access notes and highlights

































Already have an account? Sign in

Create Account









































Saving guides requires a free LitCharts account

Easily access your saved guides anytime.









or
























Already have an account? Sign in

Continue






Complete your free account to save guides
































Already have an account? Sign in

Create Account























