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1

Plot and dramatic structure

STARTING OUT

What happens when and where is the basis of the plot of Measure for Measure. It is important to demonstrate 
that you have a detailed knowledge of the plot and an understanding of why Shakespeare chose to have 
things happen in this way and in this order.  

Shakespeare’s sources
Shakespeare’s originality lay in the way he handled and developed existing plots rather than in creating new 
stories. The sources for Measure for Measure include a tale by the sixteenth-century Italian writer Cinthio 
and an English play by George Whetstone, based on that tale and performed in 1578. That play, Promos and 
Cassandra, has definite plot similarities with Measure for Measure but Shakespeare’s version is richer and 
subtler in its exploration of the ideas of justice and morality. 

1 (a) Fill in the table below to show how the major source, Promos and Cassandra, compares with Measure 
for Measure. Circle the score you think is appropriate: the greater the similarity between the two plays, 
the higher the score. 

 The city of Julio is Vienna for Shakespeare and the characters’ names are: Andrugio/Claudio; 
Cassandra/Isabella; Promos/Angelo.

OUTLINE OF PROMOS AND CASSANDRA HOW SIMILAR IS MEASURE FOR MEASURE?

A Promos is appointed by the king to rule over the 
city of Julio.

Different Similar

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10

B There are low-life characters involved in selling 
sex.

Different Similar

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10

C Promos sentences Andrugio to death for lechery. Different Similar

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10

D Andrugio appeals to his sister Cassandra to 
plead with Promos.

Different Similar

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10

E Cassandra meets Promos, who delays the 
execution.

Different Similar

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10

F Promos reveals in a soliloquy that he is unable 
to subdue his desire for Cassandra.

Different Similar

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10

G When Cassandra meets Promos again, he makes 
his indecent proposal. Horrified, she refuses.

Different Similar

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10

H Cassandra tells her brother of Promos’s vile 
proposal and tries to prepare him for death.

Different Similar

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10

I Andrugio appeals to his sister to accept 
Promos’s proposal and save his life.

Different Similar

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10

J Brother and sister argue, but finally Cassandra 
agrees to go to Promos.

Different Similar

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10

CONTINUED
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AS/A-LEVEL ENGLISH LITERATURE WORKBOOK: MEASURE FOR MEASURE

2 Answers can be found at: www.hoddereducation.co.uk/workbookanswers 

K After satisfying his desire, Promos breaks his 
word, believing that Cassandra will not reveal 
her own shame.

Different Similar

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10

L Andrugio is secretly freed by the jailer and goes 
into hiding. 

Different Similar

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10

M Promos orders that Andrugio should be executed 
and his head sent to Cassandra. (A substitute 
head is sent.)

Different Similar

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10

N Promos is punished by the king on his return. He 
has to marry Cassandra before being executed. 
She pleads for him to be spared.

Different Similar

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10

O Andrugio returns. He is reunited with Cassandra 
and Promos is pardoned. 

Different Similar

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10

(b) Shakespeare made the following changes from his most obvious source, Promos and Cassandra:

●	He expanded the Duke’s role by having him disguised as a friar.

●	He made Isabella a novice, not just a young woman.

●	He introduced Lucio, who moves between social classes.

●	He expanded the ‘low-life’ dimension.

●	He introduced the ‘bed trick’ with Mariana to preserve Isabella’s virtue.

●	He had the Duke invite Isabella to marry him.

Decide which of the points above you think is the most significant and using the template below, 
write a paragraph on Shakespeare’s use of his main source, Promos and Cassandra, providing 
supporting detail from the play.

Shakespeare increased the dramatic impact of ‘Measure for Measure’ by adapting his 
main source. The most significant example of this is 

 

 

 

This enabled Shakespeare to 

 

 

 

 

KEY SKILLS
Examiners never want you to simply retell the plot of the play. They want you to use your knowledge of the 
play to answer the question set. For example, you could comment on how and why Shakespeare’s plot differs 
from that of his main source as part of your exploration of his dramatic craft. 
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Plot and dramatic structure

3

2 Look through the list below and use these events, actual and anticipated, to complete the table showing 
what does (and does not) happen:

●	 Lucio marries Kate Keepdown

●	 Angelo is executed 

●	 Claudio makes Julietta pregnant

●	 Pompey is executed

●	 Angelo marries Mariana

●	 The Duke marries Isabella 

●	 Lucio is executed

●	 Angelo abandons Mariana 

●	 Barnadine is executed

●	 Vienna descends into depravity

●	 Claudio is executed 

●	 Isabella is propositioned by Angelo

●	 Claudio pleads for his life

●	 Isabella decides to become a nun

●	 The Duke recognises his own laxity

EVENTS THAT HAPPENED 
BEFORE THE PLAY

EVENTS THAT HAPPEN DURING 
THE PLAY

ANTICIPATED EVENTS THAT DO 
NOT HAPPEN

3 Check your knowledge of the play by answering these questions.

(a) Whose advice does Duke Vincentio seek over Angelo’s suitability to deputise for him?

 

(b) Which contemporary figure could be alluded to when the Duke says, ‘I love the people, / But do not 
like to stage me to their eyes.’

 

(c) Who is the dramatic link between the ‘low-life’ characters and the nobility?

 

(d) What explanation does the Duke give to Friar Thomas for leaving Angelo in charge of Vienna?

 

CONTINUED
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4 Answers can be found at: www.hoddereducation.co.uk/workbookanswers 

(e) What does Angelo say, when talking to Escalus in Act 2 Scene 1, that prepares the audience for what 
will happen later in the play?

 

(f) How does Mariana enable Isabel to remain a virgin?

 

(g) Whose head is substituted for Claudio’s?

 

(h) What justification does the Duke give for making Isabella believe that her brother has been executed?

 

(i) How does Shakespeare create dramatic tension around the return of the Duke?

 

(j) What provides evidence of Isabella’s Christian goodness in the final scene?

 

KEY SKILLS
Embedding textual references
When building an argument, try to clinch your points by including relevant textual details within the flow of 
your sentences. For example, when analysing the play’s structure, you might write: ‘Shakespeare signalled to 
the audience early on that Angelo would prove false by having him declare that, “When I that censure him do 
so offend, / Let mine own judgement pattern out my death.” (2.1.30–1).’

DEVELOPING YOUR IDEAS

Measure for Measure does not fit neatly within the conventions of either tragedy or comedy. It has 
been called a ‘problem play’ by many critics. The denouement, where marriage rather than murder is the 
culmination of the play, is very much in line with comic convention yet its impact is not comfortably comic. 

4 Look at the following 15 episodes and decide whether you think they are closer to tragedy or comedy. 
Bear in mind the definitions of tragedy and comedy on page 6 as you decide.

A The Duke hands over to Angelo the power of life and death in Vienna (1.1). 

B Claudio is arrested for fornication (1.2). 

C Isabella is persuaded to plead for Claudio’s life (1.4). 

D Pompey is arrested by Elbow for being a bawd (2.1). 

E Isabella’s pleading with Angelo awakens his desire for her (2.2). 

F Angelo tells Isabella that her virginity is the price for Claudio’s pardon (2.4).

G Claudio begs Isabella to sacrifice herself to save his life (3.1). 

H Pompey is imprisoned and Lucio refuses to stand bail for him (3.2). 

I Persuaded by the Duke, Mariana agrees to ‘the bed trick’ (4.1). 

J Angelo goes back on his promise to save Claudio but the Duke persuades the Provost to substitute 
Barnadine’s head for Claudio’s (4.2). 

K Barnardine proves hard to catch and kill, but the pirate Ragozine’s head is conveniently available (4.3). 

CONTINUED
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Plot and dramatic structure

5

CONTINUED

L The Duke plans his return to the city and prepares Isabella to denounce Angelo (4.5 and 6). 

M The Duke returns and pretends to believe Angelo (5.1). 

N Angelo’s conduct is revealed and condemned, but Mariana and Isabella plead for his life (5.1). 

O Claudio is revealed to be alive, Angelo (and Lucio) are pardoned but (like Isabella) are ordered to  
marry (5.1). 

(a) Use the table below to record your responses. Fill in the appropriate square for each episode using 
the sidebar numbering to record your judgement with emojis – a sad face for tragic and a happy face 
for comic. The higher the number the greater the degree of comic or tragic impact of the episode as 
shown for episodes A–D in the example below.

 It was one student’s view that episode A, the Duke’s disappearance, had tragic potential, so she rated it 
as 2 on the scale for tragic impact. For episode B, Claudio’s arrest, she felt that the tragic potential was 
obvious and rated it as 8. Episode C, Isabella’s pleading, she rated as 7 because there was still hope for 
Claudio. For episode D, where Elbow enters, her rating was a high 9 for comic.

 You may disagree with the student’s example. If so, make your own entries for episodes A–D before 
completing the rest of the chart. For some episodes you may want to indicate a mixture of comic and 
tragic.

TRAGIC OR COMIC?

10

9

8

7  

6

5

4

3

2

1

EPISODES A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O

(b) Create an image of your reaction to the play in terms of its tragic and comic elements by joining up 
your emojis with one line for tragic and a separate line for comic. Use different colours for each line. 

Tragedy: A drama or literary work in which the main character suffers and (in Shakespeare) dies because 
of a tragic flaw or moral weakness.

Comedy: An amusing play, often satirical in tone, that has a cheerful ending. It features triumph over 
adversity, often through disguise or deception, by creating comic characters and situations.

Denouement: In drama the denouement is the final outcome, generally occurring after the climax of the 
plot. It is where the strands of the plot are drawn together and matters are explained or resolved.
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6 Answers can be found at: www.hoddereducation.co.uk/workbookanswers 

Challenge yourself
In 1987 the critic Gregory Lanier wrote of Measure for Measure that there is ‘a juxtaposition of two 
dramatic modes, tragedy and comedy, carefully poised to create a cohesive, resonant unity’. To what 
extent do you agree with Lanier’s claim?

Time in Measure for Measure
Dramatic time is not the same as conventional time. In Measure for Measure, as J. W. Lever, editor of the 
Arden edition, suggested, the timescale is slippery: the speed at which the tragic plot develops contrasts with 
the deliberately slow-paced comic development. Things seem simultaneously to have been happening over 
a long period (for example, the Duke’s absence or Pompey’s reoffending) and yet happen very quickly as the 
time for Claudio’s execution nears.

6 What do you notice about:

(a) the duration of the Duke’s absence

(b) the different times set for Claudio’s execution

(c) the time Pompey and Mistress Overdone have been running a ‘hot-house’ 

(d) the length of time the Friar has been Mariana’s counsellor?

5 What picture of the play emerges from your charting of tragic and comic? Were there episodes that were 
neither tragic nor comic, or episodes that had elements of both?

 Use your findings to complete the following:

The parts of the play that are predominantly tragic are 

 

 

 

The parts of the play that are predominantly comic are 

 

 

 

 Although it was classified as a comedy on first publication, many critics have seen Measure for Measure as 
a tragicomedy, combining elements of tragic and comic. This may be reflected in your chart.

CONTINUED
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Plot and dramatic structure

7

7 To what extent do you agree with the view of Cedric Watts that ‘we concentrate in the play on “human 
interest” rather than on details of clock-time or calendar time’?

Challenge yourself
Using the internet or J. W. Lever’s Arden edition of Measure for Measure (pp. 14–15), find out how 
the story of ‘The Disguised Ruler’ featured in Elizabethan writing of the 1580s. Explore its relevance 
to Measure for Measure.

The social scales
The moral complexity of Measure for Measure is contributed to by the play of ideas across the social strata. 
What happens higher up the social scale with regard to sex before marriage is paralleled, illuminated and 
satirised by what happens at lower social levels.

8 List the main characters involved in three issues which are explored at different social levels. The first has 
been done for you:

ISSUE HIGHER MIDDLE LOWER

Sex and/or 
marriage

Angelo, the Duke Isabella, Mariana, 
Claudio, Julietta

Lucio and Kate 
Keepdown; Pompey and 
Mistress Overdone

Honesty and 
lies

Justice and 
mercy

KEY SKILLS
Analysing structure
Demonstrate your understanding of how the structure of Measure for Measure contributes to and influences 
our response to the play as a whole, especially its ideas. For example, how is an audience’s view of marriage 
influenced by the fact that although Lucio and Angelo differ in character, attitude and social rank, both finally 
compelled to marry a woman they have wronged.
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