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Act: One Scene: One 
Character: Orsino 

 

If music be the food of love, play on; 

Give me excess of it, that surfeiting, 

The appetite may sicken and so die. 

That strain again, it had a dying fall; 

O it came o'er my ear like the sweet sound 

That breathes upon a bank of violets, 

Stealing and giving odour. Enough; no more. 

'Tis not so sweet now as it was before. 

O spirit of love, how quick and fresh art thou, 

That, notwithstanding thy capacity, 

Receiveth as the sea. Nought enters there, 

Of what validity and pitch soe'er, 

But falls into abatement and low price 

Even in a minute. So full of shapes is fancy, 

That it alone is high fantastical.
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Twelfth Night Notes and Activities created by the RSC 
Act: One Scene: One 
Character: Orsino 
 
 
About the speech 
Twelfth Night is a play about love and marriage. The cast of Twelfth Night includes a duke and a countess, 
shipwrecked twins, a self-important butler, a clever clown, a pair of silly knights, two sea captains and several other 
unusual characters. The difficulty is that at the start almost everyone loves the wrong person. Duke Orsino is one of 
these unfortunate people. He rules over the kingdom of Illyria and loves the Countess Olivia. However, she is in 
mourning for her dead brother and doesn’t want anything to do with him. Orsino is a very dramatic person who does 
not take rejection well.  
This is the first speech in the play and Orsino is talking about love as he listens to music. Moodily he wants more 
music, “Give me excess of it”, and then wishes it to stop, “Enough; no more”. He then goes on to discuss love, “O 
spirit of love“, claiming that it is “quick and fresh“. He then goes on to say love is ever-changing, “full of shapes”. His 
high-flown description of love suggests he is very much enjoying the idea of himself as a lover.   
 
 
 
How actors work 
During rehearsals, directors and actors often investigate the background of the play and character they are bringing 
to life. Take a look at the language of the speech and try mixing these different choices to see which ones work best 
for specific moments. Understanding the context in which these plays were written will help you make interesting 
choices about how to perform a particular speech. Actors also connect the character they are playing with their own 
experiences and the world around them.  
 
Orsino is a duke and Olivia a countess. Find out how dukes and countesses filled their time in Shakespeare’s day. 
What does that tell you about Orsino? 
 
 
 
Performance Suggestions 
Orsino is in love with being in love. He listens to moody music, writes letters to his lady and gives speeches about 
what it’s like to be in love. Actors and directors will make choices in rehearsals about exactly how Orsino 
approaches love. Try saying the speech as if Orsino is:  

•  comforting himself for his lovesickness 
•  celebrating being in love 
•  complaining about how hard it is to be in love 

 
While you speak the speech aloud, feel the rhythms and listen for the sounds of the words as you go. Is it an uneven 
speech with short, hard words or a smooth and silky speech with long, open sounds? Say the speech and 
emphasise: 

• the ‘s’ sounds  
• the long, open vowels   
• the pauses after every punctuation mark 

 
Take a look at the language of the speech and try mixing these different choices to see 

which ones work best for specific moments 
 


