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Twelfth Night: Malvolio
Matthew Williams  •  English Literature  •  May 10, 2026

Malvolio is Olivia's steward: her household manager, responsible for order, decorum, and the 
proper running of her estate. He is efficient, humourless, self-important, and contemptuous of 
anyone he considers beneath him. He is also the character whose story does not resolve into 
comedy. When the play ends in marriages and revelations, Malvolio walks out alone, furious, 
threatening revenge on everyone who wronged him. He is the wound in the play's happy 
ending.

Who He Is

Malvolio is a puritan in the broad Elizabethan sense: someone who disapproves of festivity, 
noise, and disorder, and who enforces his disapproval through social authority. He treats Sir 
Toby, Sir Andrew, and Feste with visible contempt, not because they have actually harmed him 
but because their existence disturbs the orderly household he believes he is owed.

His fatal quality is self-love. He is convinced that he is exceptional: not merely a competent 
steward but a man whose gifts deserve recognition far above his current position. He walks 
through Olivia's garden fantasising about becoming Count Malvolio before he has found 
the letter. The fantasy is already there. Maria does not plant the ambition; she plants the 
confirmation.

His pomposity makes him a comic target. His suffering in the dark room makes him something 
more complicated. He is neither simply a villain who deserves everything he gets, nor simply a 
victim. He is both, and the play knows this.

His Arc

First appearance: Malvolio's debut is a dismissal. He is asked his opinion of Feste and responds 
that the fool is past his prime and should not be encouraged. He is not wrong exactly, but he 
misses the point entirely. Feste has just made Olivia laugh by proving her the fool. Malvolio 
responds to the quality of the argument, not to the quality of the joke. Olivia's gentle rebuke 
("O you are sick of self-love, Malvolio") is the play's first accurate diagnosis of him.

The midnight scene: When Malvolio enters in his nightgown to silence Sir Toby, he is doing his 
job. But he does it with such contempt, such relish for his own authority, that Maria sees exactly 
how to destroy him. His self-love is the mechanism of his downfall.
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Finding the letter: Malvolio's garden fantasy ("To be Count Malvolio!") is more about rank than 
romance. He imagines the velvet gown, the officers, the authority, the dismissal of Sir Toby: the 
erotic content of his dream is essentially social. When he finds the letter and reads it, he is not 
deceived about Olivia's character. He is deceived about his own. He believes every word because 
it flatters exactly what he already thinks about himself.

Yellow stockings: His presentation to Olivia in yellow stockings and cross-garters is the play's 
greatest comic set-piece. He is visually absurd and behaviourally alarming: smiling at her alarm, 
winking at her confusion, quoting back lines from a letter she has never seen. She concludes 
he has gone mad. The comedy is real and the trap is working perfectly.

The dark room: Locked in a dark room and visited by Feste in the guise of Sir Topas, Malvolio 
appeals desperately and coherently. He is not mad. The room is dark. He has been unjustly 
treated. All of this is true, and Feste, in character, denies it all. The comedy becomes discomfort. 
Malvolio's dignity has been stripped in stages: first by the stockings, then by the confinement, 
now by the denial of his own experience.

Final exit: He swears revenge and leaves. He is the only major character who is not reintegrated 
into the community at the play's close.

Key Quotes

Quote Scene Significance

"O you are sick of self-love, 
Malvolio." (Olivia)

1.5 The play's first accurate diagnosis: 
spoken to him directly, he does 
not hear it

"To be Count Malvolio!" 2.5 His fantasy reveals social ambition 
more than romantic desire; 
status, not love, is the real target

"Some are born great, some 
achieve greatness, and some have 
greatness thrust upon 'em."

2.5, from the letter One of Shakespeare's most 
quoted lines; placed here as bait 
designed for a specific kind of 
vanity

"I am not mad, Sir Topas. I say to 
you, this house is dark."

4.2 His appeal is rational and 
completely true; the contrast with 
his earlier pomposity makes it 
uncomfortable

"I'll be revenged on the whole 
pack of you."

5.1 Refuses reconciliation; breaks the 
comic resolution; the play's most 
unsettled exit
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Dramatic Techniques

Comic irony drives the letter scene. The audience knows the letter is forged; Malvolio does not. 
The audience also knows his fantasy before the letter arrives, which means the trap can be seen 
assembling in real time. His conviction that the letter was written by Olivia is funny because we 
know he is wrong; it becomes troubling because we know exactly how right it feels to him.

Escalation is how Shakespeare structures Malvolio's humiliation. Each stage goes further than 
the last: embarrassing himself before Olivia, being locked in darkness, being visited by a false 
priest who denies his reality. The escalation is what shifts audience sympathy. The letter scheme 
is a prank; the dark room is sustained cruelty; the denial of Malvolio's experience is something 
closer to gaslighting.

The box-hedge watchers (Sir Toby, Sir Andrew, Fabian) in the garden scene give the audience 
a double show: Malvolio in the open, and the conspirators reacting in real time. Their barely 
suppressed reactions amplify the comedy before the discomfort sets in.

Pathos enters quietly. Malvolio's letter from the dark room, his coherent appeal to Olivia, and 
the genuine shame Olivia shows when she reads it all signal that the play is asking the audience 
to reconsider what has been funny.

Thematic Significance

Malvolio is the play's clearest study in the relationship between comedy and justice. He 
is pompous, self-important, and contemptuous of wit: he earns some humbling. But the 
punishment he receives goes far beyond humbling. He is genuinely imprisoned, genuinely 
frightened, and genuinely denied his own experience. The gap between the fault and the 
punishment is the gap the play wants the audience to notice.

He also represents social aspiration at its most exposed. His fantasy of becoming Count 
Malvolio is not eccentric: it is the logical extension of the social climbing that everyone around 
him practises in more acceptable ways. Orsino wants Olivia partly for her status. Sir Toby 
lives off Olivia's house and Andrew's money. Maria marries Sir Toby for what that represents. 
Malvolio wants to be Count. Only his ambition is punished, possibly because his version of it is 
too naked to be socially acceptable.
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  Exam Tip
The most interesting essay question about Malvolio is whether he deserves sympathy. The 
answer changes across the play: almost none in Act 2, some by Act 4, real discomfort by Act 5. 
Track that shift and demonstrate it with specific evidence. Do not argue he is purely a victim or 
purely a comic figure; both are too simple. The play's power lies in holding both at once.


