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Appropriately enough for this performance of Twelfth Night, set on a Greek island in the 1960s summer of 
love, the sun is out in full force.

The choice of decade is apt for one of Shakespeare’s more ambiguous works; a time of freedom, hope and 
music echoes the major themes of the play as well as the darker implications of excess and political failure.

A young Viola finds herself shipwrecked on the island of Illyria and must negotiate between the passions of the 
Duke Orsino and the recently bereaved Olivia, all the while disguised as a boy. Chaos ensues when Viola’s 
twin Sebastian arrives and is mistaken for his sister.

If this sounds less flower power and more court power, then the first scene brings us right into the 1960s.

A four-piece folk-guitar band made up of a clearly multitalented cast introduces us to the prevalent party 
atmosphere with a performance of “The Weight” originally written by The Band in 1968. The love-struck Orsino 
listening on remarks in true baby boomer style with the famous opening lines “if music be the fruit of love, play 
on.”

And it is the music, which is the greatest strength of this production, drawing together the otherwise disparate 
settings, and times together. One scene in particular captures the seamless move between Renaissance 
England, a Greek island and the 1960s.

The midnight revels of the beatnik knights, Sir Toby and Sir Andrew are first accompanied by a Renaissance 
ballad played by Feste, the words wonderfully summing up the play and its new context:

What is love? ‘Tis not hereafter.

Present mirth hath present laughter.

What’s to come is still unsure.

Sir Andrew’s jig is set to “Zorba’s Dance”, the quintessentially Greek classic. The speed and excess of this 
energetic number wakes up the pompous Malvolio whose reprimands are undermined by a cheeky rendition of 
“Hey Mister Tambourine Man.”

If there are few stand our performances, then the quartet of Hippies, Sir Andrew, Sir Toby, Feste and Maria 
played respectively by Andrew Pepper, Anthony Glennon, Morgan Philpott, and Jennifer Rhodes, exemplified a 
ensemble effort—more a cohesive rock band, than a series of solo artists.

An exception was Philip Childs as Malvolio—at first an understated Butler his character grew into Pythonesque 
slapstick reminiscent of Michael Palin.

The interplay between the revelers and the servant Malvolio, representing the old order is key capturing both 
the rebellion against oppressive tradition, the hope of better future and the eventual failure of such a vision of 
the decade in which it is set.

The cruelty shown to Malvolio and the impending marriage of almost all the characters creates a forced 
reconciliation—a hangover from a time of liberty and unthinking excess of a young generation and with it the 
destruction of a better future.

As the play ends the sun is eclipsed by clouds, as though the sun is setting on this production which beautifully 
worked in the ideals of hope, freedom and happiness along with an immanent and foreboding loss.
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Twelfth Night in Brockwell Park: 
A hilarious take on The Bard in the open air

Review by Memoirs of a Metro Girl

Following a short run at Morden Hall Park, a new production of Twelfth Night opened at Brockwell Park, Herne 
Hill on July 3. The production features a cast of nine, and is set on a simple stage. Of course, with William 
Shakespeare’s words, there isn’t much need for props. Of all the plays of The Bard I have seen, Twelfth Night 
is one of the more uplifting and fun and was hoping this production would do the play justice. Arriving at the 
open air stage just beside Grade II-listed Brockwell House at the top of the hill in the park, I was keeping an 
open mind with my expectations. However, was pleasantly surprised to find them surpassed. While 
Shakespeare’s language can be hard work to understand, the emotion and timing by the excellent cast made 
them easy to decipher.

The production is set during the 1960s in the Mediterranean, with twins Viola (Amy Downham) and Sebastian 
(Paul Hayward) arriving separately on the island of Illyria after being shipwrecked. Heartbroken with grief 
thinking her brother has drowned, Viola decides to disguise herself as a boy and finds work with the dashing 
Duke Orsino (Adrian Irvine). Orsino is lovesick for Countess Olivia (Alicia Charles) and employs Viola to woo 
her on his behalf. Unbeknownst to him, his right hand man ‘Cesario’ is actually a woman… and pining for him. 
Rather uncomfortably for Viola, she realises that Olivia has fallen for her, believing her to be a man. The love 
triangle soon becomes a love square when Sebastian arrives on the scene – with all the locals believing he is 
Cesario. Viola fighting off the attentions of a persistent Olivia makes for hilarious scenes.

Providing a hilarious subplot is Olivia’s drunken uncle Sir Toby Belch (Anthony Glennon), who spends his time 
drinking and making mischief with his niece’s gentlewoman Maria (Jennifer Rhodes), Sir Andrew 
Aghecheek (Andrew Pepper) and court jester Feste (Morgan Philpott). They end up targeting Olivia’s steward 
Malvolio (Philip Childs) in a bid to amuse themselves, causing much discomfort for Olivia.

The play was divided into two acts, which moved very swiftly. Unlike with some other Shakespeare 
productions, it was easy to keep up and the audience were frequently in hysterics as the chaos unfolded. 
While I found the cast all excellent, Pepper’s Andrew and Childs’ portrayal of the ‘most notoriously abused’ 
Malvolio were particularly entertaining. On a warm summer night, the intimate setting was relaxing and quaint. 
I can highly recommend the production, so check it out before it closes.
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