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Finding Meaning in Character Names in Twelfth Night
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The names of many characters in Twelfth Night are metaphorical and symbolic in relation to character development in the play (they hold deeper meanings that are meant to reinforce the personalities of each character).

Viola: Viola's character disguises herself as a man in the play, and therefore her name becomes 

                 particularly significant. Viola is the name of a musical instrument with a deeper tone 

                 than a violin's (in other words, a more masculine tone).

Sebastian: Many critics speculate that Sebastian is named after Saint Sebastian, who was killed 

                       because he was a Christian. However, after archers shot him with arrows and left 

                       him for dead, he survived, and was eventually nursed back to health. In Twelfth 

                       Night, Sebastian is presumed dead after the shipwreck but, like Saint Sebastian, he 

                        survives.

Olivia: This name may represent the olive tree, which was famous for its exquisite beauty.

Sir Toby Belch: This name literally means a mug of beer that is given to burping (a “toby” is 

                                   mug or a jug, and a “belch” is an expulsion of gas from the mouth).  Sir 

                                   Toby is a plump man who resembles the shape of a jug, who likes to drink, 

                                    and often belches.

Sir Andrew Aguecheek: The name “Aguecheek” is a combination of the word 

                                                                      “ague,” meaning fever, and the word “cheek,” 

                                                                      meaning the fleshy side of the face.  Therefore, Sir 

                                                                      Andrew Aguecheek is a wine-drinking (drinking 

                                                                      wine makes you feel warm and feverish), red-

                                                                      cheeked fellow in the play.

Malvolio: The word “malvolio” means bad desires or bad intentions (the prefix “mal” means 

                    bad, evil, or malicious, and “volio” means I wish or I desire, coming from the Latin 

                    word “volo”).

Feste: This name originates from the word “festival”. As a result, Feste's character is jolly, 

              festive, and he enjoys relishing in the moment.

