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

Sebastian is Viola's twin brother, whom she believes drowned in the shipwreck that opens the 
play. He did not drown. He washes ashore separately, makes his way to Illyria with Antonio, 
and walks into a tangle he does not understand. His face is Viola's face. His arrival is the event 
the play has been waiting for: every situation that could not resolve while Viola was in disguise 
resolves the moment Sebastian appears.

Who He Is

Sebastian is practical and decisive. He does not dwell on the shipwreck, does not perform 
extended grief, and does not spend time wondering what to do. He assesses each situation 
and acts. His response to Olivia's inexplicable warmth is to consider whether he might be mad, 
decide he is not, and accept an extraordinary offer. This practicality mirrors Viola's exactly: the 
twins respond to incomprehensible situations in the same way.

He is also genuinely moved when he needs to be. The reunion with Viola in Act 5 is brief, 
disoriented, and certain. He does not deliver a speech; he asks questions and confirms what 
he wants to be true. The emotional restraint is itself moving.

His identity in the play is almost entirely defined by his face: he is the person who looks like 
Cesario. He exists for Olivia to marry, for Sir Andrew to fight, for Antonio to be confused about. 
He has qualities, but most of the scenes he is in are about mistaken identity rather than about 
him.

His Arc

Arriving in Illyria: Sebastian and Antonio arrive together, but Sebastian insists on going into 
the city alone. He wants to explore; he does not want to risk Antonio being recognised. Antonio 
cannot stay away and follows him anyway, which is what leads to the arrest.

The fight with Sir Andrew: Sir Andrew, believing Sebastian is Cesario, picks a fight with him. 
Sebastian, who has no reason to retreat, fights back and beats him. Then Sir Toby intervenes. 
Then Olivia appears and stops everything. Sebastian is left bewildered: he has been attacked by 
a stranger, defended himself, and is now being treated by a countess with urgent, unexplained 
warmth.

The betrothal: After Olivia rescues him from Sir Toby and Sir Andrew in Act 4, Scene 1, she 
brings Sebastian inside. By Act 4, Scene 3 he knows who she is, but not what is happening: he 
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cannot account for why a countess he has only just met is treating him with such urgency. She 
asks him to go with her to a priest and commit to a formal betrothal because she is afraid he will 
change his mind. He agrees. He has concluded that the situation is either madness or fortune, 
and that refusing it would be unnecessarily cautious. The betrothal happens.

The reunion: In Act 5, Sebastian and Viola see each other for the first time since the shipwreck. 
The recognition is careful: both ask questions about parents, birth, and memory to confirm 
what their faces already suggest. Sebastian's line "Do I stand there?" is the simplest and most 
human response to seeing your own face on someone else.

Key Quotes

Quote Scene Significance

"I am ready to distrust mine eyes 
/ And wrangle with my reason."

4.3 His response to Olivia's love: 
he considers madness as an 
explanation, finds none, and 
accepts the situation

"Let fancy still my sense in Lethe 
steep; / If it be thus to dream, still 
let me sleep."

4.1 He would rather remain in 
inexplicable happiness than 
wake from it: acceptance over 
interrogation

"Do I stand there?" 5.1 His response to seeing Viola: the 
most human line in the reunion 
scene

Dramatic Techniques

The resolution mechanism is Sebastian's structural role. He is the person whose arrival 
untangles every knot the disguise has created. Olivia can marry him. Antonio can be 
exonerated. Orsino can redirect to Viola. Every plot thread that could not resolve while Viola 
was disguised resolves through Sebastian.

Mirror and double is how Shakespeare builds the twins dramatically. Sebastian is constructed 
to be indistinguishable from Cesario so that characters who know Cesario react to him as 
though he is Cesario. He is the play's literal device for exploring identity: two people with the 
same face, different lives, different knowledge.

Practical acceptance is his consistent characterisation note. He never panics, never refuses 
the situation, never demands explanation before acting. This makes him useful dramatically 
and also positions him as the positive version of the play's theme about love and chance: he 
accepts good fortune the same way Viola accepts bad fortune.
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Thematic Significance

Sebastian raises the play's most pointed question about love and identity: what does Olivia 
actually love? She fell in love with Cesario's face, voice, and manner. She has married Sebastian: 
the same face, a different person, someone she has never spoken to before Act 4. The play 
treats this as a happy resolution. It is also an observation about how much of love is about a 
real person and how much is about an image.

He also represents the limits of identity as something fixed and knowable. His face makes him 
Viola, as far as everyone who meets him is concerned. His arrival changes the play not by doing 
anything especially significant but simply by being the right face in the right place.

  Exam Tip
Sebastian is most useful in essays about identity, love, and disguise. For identity: he and Viola 
have the same face but different knowledge; his presence makes the question "what makes 
someone who they are?" concrete. For love: Olivia's marriage to Sebastian she mistakes for 
Cesario raises the question of whether she has married the person she loves. Always connect 
Sebastian to Viola when writing about him: they are most interesting as a pair.


