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Twin Relationships in Shakespeare
by John M. Mercer

Shakespeare fills his plays with multiple parallels, foils, and
doubles. In particular, he is fascinated with twins. For example, he
describes pairs of close childhood friends as if they were twins: Leontes
and Polixenes in their innocence “were as twinn'd lambs that did frisk i’
th’ sun” (WT. L i. 68),! and Helena and Hermia, despite their contrasting
appearance,

... grew together,
Like to a double cherry, seeming parted,
But yet an union in partition,
Two lovely berries moulded on one stem
(MND. IIL ii. 208-11)

Furthermore, Shakespeare uses various forms of the word twin meta-
phorically thirteen times in the canon, as when Mistress Page calls her
letter from Falstaff the “twin-brother” of Mistress Ford's (Wiv. IL i. 72)
and when Timon refers to the sun and moon as “[t}winn’d brothers of
one womb” (Tim. IV, iii. 3).

Most importantly, Shakespeare includes three sets of biological
twins as characters in the plays. The Comedy of Errors contains two
sets: Antipholus of Ephesus and Antipholus of Syracuse, “the one so
like the other” at birth that they “could not be distinguish’d but by
names” (I i. 51-52); and “the calendars of their nativity” (V. i. 405), the
Dromio brothers, “twins both alike” (I i. 55) who, even as adults, have
identical birthmarks, moles, and warts (Il ii. 142-44). Vicla and
Sebastian, the opposite-sex twins of Twelfth Night, are identified only
as brother and sister until Sebastian enters and mentions that he and
Viola were “both born in an hour” (IL. i. 19). In the recognition scene at
the end of the play, Antonio marvels that the two halves of an apple are
“not more twin / Than these two creatures” (V. i. 223-24).

Shakespeare’s two plays involving twins stand at opposite ends of
his career as a comic dramatist The Comedy of Errors, his first comedy,
and Twelfth Night, his last festive comedy. Nevertheless, Shakespeare’s
treatment of the twin relationships is remarkably consistent in the
course of the relationship (what happens between the siblings), the
quality of the relationship (its emotion and realism), and the function of
the relationship (the dramatic purpose it serves in the play as a whole).
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In particular, the twins in both plays function as a comic device that
gives the plots impetus, humorous complication, and resolution. The
differences that do exist between the twin relationships in the two plays
reveal Shakespeare’s development as a playwright from The Comedy
of Errors to Twelfth Night.

Before turning to the plays themselves, however, we should note
three external factors that help to account for Shakespeare’s use of
twins as characters. First, the sources for his plays about twins reflect a
long tradition of twins in mythology and literature2 Plautus’ Mena-
echmi supplies the main plot of The Comedy of Errors and thus the
prototypes of the Antipholus brothers. Another play by Plautus, the
Amphitruo, in which each of two gods impersonates a mortal, features
no siblings but two pairs of look-alikes, including a pair of slaves,
prototypes of the Dromio brothers. Following a later tradition that
changes one of the Plautine twins into a girl, Barnaby Riche’s tale
“Apolonius and Silla” and the other analogous sources for Twelfth
Night provide Shakespeare with his Viola and Sebastian.3

A second possible explanation for Shakespeare’s interest in using
twins is that he was the father of the opposite-sex twins, Hamnet and
Judith. These siblings were between seven and nine years old when
Shakespeare wrote The Comedy of Errors sometime between 1592 and
1594. Furthermore, Judith was seventeen—about the age Viola ssrems to
bet and, like Viola at the beginning of the play, bereft of her twin
brother, Hamnet having died in 1596—when the first recorded per-
formance of Twelfth Night took place at Candlemas, 1602, Perhaps itis
a coincidence—and perhaps it is not—that Hamnet and Judith had
been baptized at Candlemas, 1585.5

Thirdly, Shakespeare may have written about twins to please his
original audiences. The first recorded, though not necessarily the first
actual, performances of both The Comedy of Errors and Twelfth Night
were at the Inns of Court® As W. Nicholas Knight has explained, the
lawyers at the Inns were fascinated by twin-like characters, presumably
because of the legal implications of mistaken identity, and fostered a
long tradition of plays involving such characters. Non-Shakespearean
representatives of this tradition—such as Norton and Sackville’s
Gorboduc, Gascoigne’s Supposes, and Marston’s What You Will—rely
on siblings or other paired characters for disguise and mistaken
identity. But Knight calls all of these characters “twins,” failing to note
that Shakespeare alone presented biological twins at the Inns? An
alternative and less likely theory concerning Twelfth Night also
supports the idea that Shakespeare used twins to please his first
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audience. Leslie Hotson argues that this play was first performed at
court on Twelfth Night, 1601, to honor the state visit of Don Virginio
Orsino, Duke of Bracciano, who was the father of ten-year-old opposite-
sex twins.?

Whatever the circumstances that encouraged Shakespeare to use
biological twins in The Comedy of Errors and Twelfth Night, he makes
their relationships essentially the same. In both plays, first of all, the
course of the twin relationships is concurrent with the overall move-
ment of the main plots. The similarity between the two plots has been
recognized ever since the first recorded performance of Twelfth Night.
John Manningham writes in his diary: “At our feast wee had a play
called ‘Twelve Night, or What You Will’, much like The Commedy of
Errores, or Menechmi in Plautus.. . ”® Manningham does not go on to
discuss the specific similarities between the two Shakespearean plays,
but rather summarizes the Malvolio subplot of Twelfth Night, which
evidently interests him more. Later critics have also tended to assert
that the two plots are similar without saying much more than that both
concern “twins and the errors of identity caused by shipwreck and
encounters in a strange town.”1® The following summary identifies the
common elements in the course of the relationships of the three sets of
twins in the two plays. The material in brackets is true only of the
Antipholus brothers and of Viola and Sebastian but not of the Dromio
brothers, whose actions do not parallel their masters’ in every situation:

Before the play begins, twins have been separated in a
shipwreck, and neither twin knows for certain whether the
other is alive. One twin, a brother, who has survived by being
tied to a mast, comes by chance to a coastal town where his
sibling has already settled. [A friend who is involved in
commerce and familiar with the town (First Merchant of
Ephesus in Err. Antonio in TN) gives him money and, unable
to accompany him, agrees to meet him in the town at a
particular place and time later that day. This twin expresses
his intention to see the sights of the town and his grief at being
separated from his sibling] Because the twins look alike and
because one of them has assumed some aspect of the other's
identity [Antipholus and Dromio of Syracuse having been
given their brothers’ names and Viola having disguised herself
as Sebastian], various townspeople mistake each twin for the
other and expect each to have knowledge of their encounters
with the other. The visiting brother becomes romantically
linked to a woman [Antipholus of Syracuse to Luciana,
Dromio of Syracuse to Luce, Sebastian to Olivia] who thinks
he is his twin, [and he gets in trouble when he is asked to pay
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money that his twin is supposed to have]. It never occurs to
the visiting brother that he is being mistaken for his twin until
the two are reunited in a final recognition scene, [by the end
of which each has found a mate).

Out of all the stories that Shakespeare could have told about the
course of a relationship between twins, this is his one twin story. The
twins’ experiences in the two plays are thus similar in a remarkable
number of details, and the experiences of Sebastian in particular
coincide with those in The Comedy of Errors. We cannot explain these
similarities simply by the fact that the main sources for the two plays,
Plautus and Riche, derive from the same broad tradition of twin lore; the
stories about twins in these sources, it turns out, are not so much alike
as are Shakespeare’s stories. L. G. Salingar has painstakingly shown
that in Twelfth Night Shakespeare follows Riche’s “Apolonius and
Silla” for the most part but “deliberately [reverts] to Plautus for
Sebastian, sometimes drawing on his own elaborations in The Comedy
of Errors but mainly going back directly to the original.”1? By revising
Riche in the direction of Plautus and The Comedy of Errors, Shake-
speare makes the course of the twin relationships in his two plays
correspond much more closely than they would otherwise. He also
keeps the twin story in Twelfth Night from being overwhelmed by the
love interest inherent in the introduction of a female twin. Riche’s story,
for example, stresses the love story by having Silla (Viola) fall in love
with Apolonius (Orsino) at the beginning of the play, follow him to
Constantinople (Illyria), and suffer shipwreck alone, without her brother
Silvio (Sebastian).1z Shakespeare, on the other hand, in both of his plays
about twins, keeps the siblings together until their shipwreck and
introduces one twin mourning the other, not seeking a lover.

Some of Shakespeare’s innovations in Twelfth Night make the
experiences of Viola and Sebastian more plausible than those of the
twins in The Comedy of Errors. Whereas the visiting brother in
Shakespeare’s first play and in Riche announces that he is searching for
his twin but never realizes that he is being mistaken for him or her,
Sebastian, whose “determinate voyage is mere extravagancy” (IL i. 11-
12), believes that his sister is dead and thus does not expect to see her.:3
Viola’s immediate recognition that Antonio is mistaking her for her
brother (Il iv. 375-76) is also more plausible than the Antipholus
brothers’ ignorance.

Although there are many other such subtle differences between the
stories about the twins in the two Shakespearean plays, the main
difference, of course, is that the plot of Twelfth Night, while retaining
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the integrity of Shakespeare’s twin story, accommodates many other
strands. These include the love triangle of Orsino, Olivia, and Viola,
which is created partly by Viola's imitation of her twin and is solved by
Sebastian’s appearance, and the Malvolio subplot, which intertwines
with the twin story when Sir Andrew, mistaking Sebastian for Viola-
Cesario, reluctantly challenges him to a duel and later accuses Viola of
assault. Whereas the twin story that the two plays have in common
covers most of the skeleton of the plot of The Comedy of Errors, it does
not begin to describe the richness of the plot in which Vicla and
Sebastian are involved.

Turning from the course to the quality of Shakespeare’s twin
relationships, we find again an essential similarity between the two
plays but an increased sophistication in Twelfth Night over The
Comedy of Errors. Because the three sets of twins do not meet on stage
until the end of their plays, we must infer the quality of their
relationships from scattered statements and actions throughout the
plays and from the nature of their reunions at the end. Although the
twins in The Comedy of Errors have been separated since infancy and
have had no opportunity to develop a relationship, Antipholus of
Syracuse has a strong innate affinity for his twin. Egeon reports that his
son “[a]t eighteen years became inquisitive / After his brother; and
importun’d me” to let him take his servant and go “in the quest of him”
(L i. 125-29). After seven years of unsuccessful searching, Antipholus is
greatly discouraged but still doggedly committed to his quest, as he
reveals in soliloquy in his first scene:

He that commends me to mine own content,
Commends me to the thing I cannot get
I to the world am like a drop of water,
That in the ocean seeks anather drop,
Who, falling there to find his fellow forth
(Unseen, inquisitive), confounds himself.
So I, to find a mother and a brother,
In quest of them (unhappy), ah, lose myself.
(L iii. 33-40)

This imagery is repeated elsewhere in the play, as when Adriana uses
the union of a “drop of water” with the rest of “the breaking gulf” to
describe the indivisible union of husband and wife (IL ii. 125-29). Here,
in comparing his search for his brother to the search of one drop of
ocean water for another, Antipholus suggests that he sees his twin as
another self. Guazzo’s statement about brothers as other selves in the
Elizabethan translation of his influential conduct book applies even
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more to twin brothers: “This neerenesse which ought to be between
brothers, is likewise implyed in the name of brother, which in latine
signifieth as it were another, to give us to understand, that a brotherto a
brother is as another hymselfe. . . ”15 Shakespeare shows that he sees
twinship as the closest of all relationships when he has Othello, angry
at Roderigo and Cassio’s brawl, say that he will punish whoever is
responsible, “[tlhough he had twinn'd with me, both at a birth” (IL. iii.
212).

Shakespeare’s blurring of distinctions between the Antipholus
twins adds to our seeing them as two parts of one self. As infants the
Antipholus brothers “could not be distinguish’d but by names” (L i. 52),
but soon even that distinction disappeared because Egeon renamed the
son in his custody after the one he had lost (I, i. 127-28). Egeon also
confuses us about the birth order of the twins, another common means
of differentiation, when he first says that his wife took the “latter-born”
infant (L. i. 78) but a few lines later calls the one that he took “[mly
youngest boy” (L i. 124). Although a recent critic has attempted to
resolve this apparent inconsistency,'® I prefer to see it either as a
deliberate means of confusing the distinction between the twins or as a
felicitous mistake. A similar situation occurs at the end of the play
when the Dromio twins, unable to determine who is the elder, use this
uncertainty to confirm that they are equal (V. i. 421-26).

In Twelfth Night both Viola and Sebastian, who have been apart
for only a short time, express deep grief at being separated, probably,
they fear, by death. In her first scene, when Viola hears that she has
come to “Illyria,” she immediately thinks of her twin—*“My brother he is
in Elysium. / Perchance he is not drowned”—and sighs, “O my poor
brother!” (L ii. 4-6). Later, when Antonio mistakes Viola for Sebastian
and calls her by his name, her hopes soar;

Prove true, imagination, O, prove true,
That I, dear brother, be now ta’en for you!
(IIL iv. 375-76)

In the ensuing speech she reveals perhaps the greatest tribute to her
affection for her twin: she has kept him alive through her disguise. She
explains,

... I my brother know
Yet living in my glass; even such and so
In favor was my brother, and he went
Still in this fashion, color, ornament,
For him I imitate.
(IIL iv. 379-83)
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Viola, like Lear with the dead Cordelia, feels that, if only her loved one
is alive, “Tempests are kind and salt waves fresh in love” (TN. IIL iv.
383-84).

Sebastian, similarly, in his first scene mourns the death of his sister,
saying that he wishes that they had died together as they were born
together (II. i. 18-21). Although he is reluctant to admit Viola’s physical
beauty—as if he fears the incest that mythology attributes to opposite-
sex twinst’—he insists that “she bore a mind that envy could not but
call fair” (IL i. 25-29). He further reveals his grief when he says, “She is
drown’d already ... with salt water, though I seem to drown her remem-
brance again with more” (IL i. 30-32).

As the other self of Antipholus of Syracuse is his twin brother of
Ephesus, so, as Juliet Dusinberre points out, “Viola’s other self is not the
man she loves, but her brother.”8 The difference is that Viola and
Sebastian, like opposite-sex twins in mythology, form an androgynous
whole that encompasses the “complete human possibility” in one.1®
Because of having participated in this relationship, both twins seem to
be aware also of their androgyny as individuals. In her speech after
receiving Olivia’s ring from Malvolio, Viola says,

What will become of this? As I am man,
My state is desperate for my master’s love;
As I am woman (now alas the day!),

What thriftless sighs shall poor Olivia breathe!
(IL ii. 36-39; my italics)

This passage, besides pointing out the humorous tangles that Viola’s
disguise has caused, subtly suggests Viola’s awareness that, even
without the disguise, “I am man” and “I am woman” at the same time.
Sebastian reveals a similar understanding when he tells Olivia, “You
are betroth’d both to a maid and man” (V. i. 263). Thus, in the
relationship between Viola and Sebastian, Shakespeare creates a more
complicated sort of complementary bonding than in The Comedy of
Errors, this time based in part on the twins’ sexual difference and their
potential androgyny.

Although Shakespeare seems to characterize the twins in the two
plays as having strong emotional ties, he also severely undercuts this
closeness in many ways. The playwright's use of these extremes may
possibly reflect his desire to portray the paradoxical closeness and
distance within such relationships?? or, more likely, his unconcern with
portraying true-to-life twin relationships. Of course, Shakespeare does
not present any sibling relationship—or any other character or rela-
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tionship—simply as a copy of real life; but art and life are especially far
apart with Shakespeare’s twins.

Although, as we have seen, Antipholus of Syracuse expresses
strong fraternal feelings, he is the only one of the four twins in the play
to do so; and, after his initial speech, he never once thinks of his twin,
despite the fact that he has been desperately searching for him for
seven years. Even when Adriana addresses him as her husband in the
market (IL ii) and when all the townspeople “salute me / As if I were
their well-acquainted friend, / And every one doth call me by my name”
(IV. iii. 1-3), he attributes the situation to bad dreams (II. ii. 182-84) or to
“Lapland sorcerers” (IV. iii. 11) and never realizes the seemingly obvious
fact that he is being mistaken for his brother. Shakespeare, however, is
interested in proliferating “errors” here and not in presenting realistic
human relationships.

The supposed affection between Viola and Sebastian is also,
perhaps, undercut by his failure to recognize that he is being mistaken
for her. Shakespeare gives him the excuses, though, that he believes
Viola is dead (I i. 21-23) and that he has no reason to expect that his
sister, a woman, is masquerading as himself. Although Viola greatly
mourns her brother in her first scene and hopes against hope that he
has been spared, eight lines later she comments wistfully, “Orsino! I
have heard my father name him. He was a bachelor then” (L. ii. 28-29),
hinting to the audience that she may turn her attention to finding a
husband. But here again the behavior of the characters is easier to
accept in Twelfth Night than in The Comedy of Errors. Shakespeare
immediately provides us with a foil to Viola through the Captain’s
description of another young woman, Olivia, whose brother has been
dead for almost a year, “for whose dear love, / They say, she hath
abjur'd the company / And sight of men” (L ii. 39-41). In contrast to
Olivia’s theatrical solitude, Viola’s sudden interest in Orsino seems
desirable and healthy—and thus not so much of an unrealistic shift in
attention.

Aside from the passages cited above, the twins in the two plays do
not refer to each other at all, and the complicating situations depend
not on any emotional relationship between the twins but simply on the
mistaken identity created by their presence. Even the long anticipated
reunions, though they certainly reveal something of the emotional
closeness that we would expect, are on the whole stylized and
unemotional. In the recognition scene in The Comedy of Errors, where
many family relationships are reestablished, neither of the Antipholus
brothers has a single line to say to the other. Although Marianne Novy
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says that Shakespeare deliberately creates this silence to depict what
she sees as an Elizabethan “ideal of emotional control,”2! the scene as a
whole suggests that he is not interested in emotional realism. The
actions of the actors, however—their facial expressions and the degree
of their physical affection—will determine whether or not an audience
perceives the twins as having an affectionate reunion. Antipholus of
Syracuse seems to understand that physical affection is expected; but
he transfers the responsibility to the Dromios, telling his servant to
‘leJmbrace thy brother there, rejoice with him” (V. i. 414)—acts that
evidently have not yet taken place. The closing exchange between the
servants is more emotional, recalling the theme of a twin as another self.
Dromio of Ephesus marvels, “Methinks you are my glass, and not my
brother: / I see by you I am a sweet-fac’d youth” (V. i. 418-19). After the
two debate who is the elder and thus should exit first, the Ephesian twin
solves the problem:

... Nay then thus:
We came into the world like brother and brother;
And now let’s go hand in hand, not one before another.
(V. i. 424-28)

This reunion, which comes at the very end of the play, may seem
pleasantly stylized, gently humorous, or genuinely affectionate, again
depending on the performance of the actors.

Although, as we have seen, the relationship between Viola and
Sebastian is more realistic than that between the twins in The Comedy
of Errors, the emotional content of their reunion similarly undercuts
our expectations. The most moving lines are Sebastian’s:

Were you a woman...,
1 should my tears let fall upon your cheek
And say, “Thrice welcome, drowned Viola!”
(V.1.239-41)

But these words are not a cue for action; we witness no such physical
display. Rather, the twins immediately continue a ritualized test to
determine their identities:

Viola: My father had a mole upon his brow.
Sebastian: And so had mine.
(V.1 242-43)

After they formally compare notes on another such bit of information,
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Viola concludes by insisting that Sebastian not embrace her until she
dons her “maiden weeds” (V. i. 249-55). The reunion clearly belongs to
the realm of fairy tales rather than of actual human relationships.22

Whereas the Dromios’ exiting “hand in hand, not one before
another” (V. i. 426) marks the end of the play, Viola and Sebastian’s
reunion is upstaged by the problem of Malvolio and by the twins’
imminent marriages to Orsino and Olivia. These marriages, however,
heighten rather than devalue the twins' relationship which seems
incomplete by itself2? Although they cannot have with each other the
sexual union that the mythology of opposite-sex twins would grant
them, they can anticipate consummation with their mates. Similarly,
the matching of Antipholus of Syracuse with Luciana gives more
finality to his reunion with his twin.

The course and quality of the twin relationships are related to the
twins’ specific dramatic functions. The fact that the course of the
relationship is also the course of the overall plot in both plays, for
example, is important in fulfilling the first dramatic function, the setting
up of a quest that will provide the broad plot structure for the play. The
affinity between the twins is important, furthermore, in motivating this
quest. Antipholus of Syracuse states the nature of his quest at the
beginning of the play: “So ], to find a mother and a brother, / In quest of
them (unhappy), ah, lose myself” (I ii. 39-40). Although he mentions
both his brother and his mother here, the quest is primarily for his twin
because he originally left home, as his father explains, to go “in the
quest” of his brother (L i. 124-31) and because the main plot of the play
concerns his being mistaken for and eventually finding his brother.
Although Viola and Sebastian do not know each other to be alive, their
play is built on a similar quest, beginning with the grief of separation
and ending with the joy of reunion.

This first function of twinship in Shakespeare, however, could have
been fulfilled by many other kinds of relationships, as in Pericles,
where the protagonist is in quest of his daughter Marina, and As You
Like It, where the lovers Orlando and Rosalind seek each other after
their brief introduction. Other functions of twin relationships, however,
depend on the unique ability of twins to provide mistaken identity
through physical likeness and do not depend at all on any emotional
relationship between them. In fact their physical and emotional
distance allows the errors of mistaken identity to continue and to
receive primary attention.

The exact physical identity that Shakespeare attributes to his
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