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Duke Orsino rules Illyria and is consumed by love for Lady Olivia. He is powerful, well-spoken, 

and completely absorbed in his own romantic suffering. He fills his palace with music, speaks 

in elaborate metaphors, and presents himself as the ideal passionate lover. Almost everything 

he says about love is contradictory, self-serving, or simply wrong. Feste describes him more 

accurately than he ever describes himself: his mind, says the fool, is as changeable as an opal.

Who He Is

Orsino is not a villain and not a fool in the ordinary sense. He is a man who has constructed 

an identity around the idea of being deeply in love, and who mistakes the performance of that 

identity for the thing itself. He wants music until it sickens him. He compares himself to a hart 

pursued by his own desires. He argues that men's love is vaster than any woman's could be, 

then immediately says something that contradicts it.

His relationship with Cesario is the most revealing thing about him. With Viola in disguise, he 

is more direct, more curious, and more genuinely interested in another person than he is in 

any of his elaborate speeches about Olivia. He asks Cesario about her love life. He listens to 

the patience-on-a-monument speech with something like attention. He speaks as though he 

actually wants to be understood, rather than admired.

This suggests that Orsino's problem is not an inability to feel but an addiction to performing 

feeling. With Cesario, the performance is off and something more authentic takes its place.

His Arc

Opening: Orsino's first words are "If music be the food of love, play on." He wants to be 

overwhelmed until desire burns out. Within a few lines he tells the musicians to stop: the sound 

has already lost its sweetness. He has consumed and discarded an emotion in the space of a 

speech. Valentine's news that Olivia is in deep mourning and will see no one does not deter 

him: he decides her capacity for feeling will eventually be directed at him.

Sending Cesario: Orsino trusts Cesario more completely than anyone else in his court within 

three days. He sends her to Olivia with detailed instructions, describing Cesario's appearance 

with language that is more erotic than he realises ("Diana's lip / Is not more smooth and 

rubious"). His emotional intimacy with Cesario grows throughout the play while his abstract 

love for Olivia remains unchanged.
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Act 2, Scene 4: Orsino delivers two contradictory speeches about love. He advises Cesario to 

marry a younger woman because men's desire is more constant and women's beauty fades. 

Then he claims that men's love is so vast and all-consuming that no woman could sustain an 

equal feeling. Both cannot be true. Feste has already told him his mind is an opal: it changes 

colour constantly and should not be trusted.

The resolution: When the truth is revealed, Orsino transfers his affection from Olivia to Viola 

almost without pause. This is either proof that his love for Olivia was always imaginary, or proof 

that he has genuinely fallen for Cesario over three months without knowing it. He calls her 

"Cesario" as he proposes, and continues to use the name at the play's close.

Key Quotes

Quote Scene Significance

"If music be the food of love, play 
on."

1.1 Famous opening: establishes him 
as performative; he wants to be 
overwhelmed, then immediately 
stops

"So full of shapes is fancy / That it 
alone is high fantastical."

1.1 He links love to imagination: the 
play will repeatedly show him 
loving an image more than a 
person

"There is no woman's sides / Can 
bide the beating of so strong a 
passion."

2.4 Self-contradicting claim: men feel 
more intensely than women; 
undercut by his own inconstancy

"For women are as roses, whose 
fair flower / Being once display'd, 
doth fall that very hour."

2.4 Advises Cesario to love someone 
young; contradicts his own claim 
about steadfast male desire

"Cesario, come; / For so you shall 
be, while you are a man."

5.1 Still uses the disguise name after 
the truth is known; the ambiguity 
is deliberate

Dramatic Techniques

Self-contradiction is Shakespeare's primary tool for Orsino. He delivers speeches that 

undermine themselves: he wants excess and then wants nothing; he says men's love is 

constant and then proves he can redirect his in an instant; he says women are too small to 

contain real passion and then falls for the woman he spent three months not recognising. The 

contradictions are the character.

Ironic observation surrounds him. Feste, the play's most accurate speaker, describes Orsino's 

mind as an opal. The song Feste sings for him, "Come away, come away, death," is about dying 
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for unrequited love: which is Orsino's situation exactly, and which he enjoys as entertainment 

rather than recognising it as a mirror.

Juxtaposition with Viola runs through every scene they share. Orsino performs love in public; 

Viola carries it in silence. He lectures about men's superior feeling while Viola lives out the 

patient devotion he claims to represent. The audience holds both at once.

Thematic Significance

Orsino is the play's central study in love as imagination. From the beginning, his love for Olivia is 

more about the idea of loving her than about her as a real person. He imagines her capacity for 

feeling will eventually be directed at him. He imagines men's love as vaster and more constant 

than any woman's. He imagines himself as a romantic hero while behaving like someone who 

has aestheticised rejection into a pleasant form of suffering.

The play does not simply mock him for this. His shift toward Viola at the end can be read 

as genuine growth: having spent three months in the company of someone who does not 

perform, he has perhaps learned what real feeling looks like. Or the shift can be read as just 

more inconstancy. Shakespeare leaves both readings open.

  Exam Tip

Orsino is essential for essays about love, self-delusion, or gender. For love: compare his 

performed passion with Viola's patient feeling and Antonio's costly devotion. For self-delusion: 

use his Act 2, Scene 4 contradictions as your primary evidence. For gender: his claim that 

women cannot feel as deeply as men is directly disproven by Viola's entire arc. Always pair a 

quotation from him with one that contradicts it.


