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WORKBOOK ANSWERS 

AS/A-level English 
Literature Workbook: 
Measure for Measure 

This Answers document provides suggestions for some of the possible answers that might be 

given for the questions asked in the Workbook. They are not exhaustive and other answers 

may be acceptable, but they are intended as a guide to give teachers and students feedback.
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Shakespeare’s sources 

1 (a) Answers may vary, but the responses below are typical: 

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 

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 
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(b) Answers will vary. 

2  

EVENTS THAT 
HAPPENED BEFORE THE 
PLAY 

EVENTS THAT HAPPEN 
DURING THE PLAY 

ANTICIPATED EVENTS 
THAT DO NOT HAPPEN 

Vienna descends into 
depravity 

Isabella is propositioned by 
Angelo 

Claudio is executed 

Angelo abandons Mariana Claudio pleads for his life Barnadine is executed 

Claudio makes Julietta 
pregnant 

Angelo marries Mariana Angelo is executed 

Isabella decides to become 
a nun 

The Duke marries Isabella Pompey is executed 

The Duke recognises his 
own laxity 

Lucio marries Kate 
Keepdown 

Lucio is executed 

 

3 (a) Escalus 

(b) King James I 

(c) Lucio 

(d) Recognition that ‘’twas my fault to give the people scope’ and for him to punish them 

would be ‘tyranny’ 

(e) ‘When I, that censure him, do so offend, / Let mine own judgement pattern out my 

death, / And nothing come in partial.’ 

(f) By taking her place in the night-time tryst with Angelo 

(g) Ragozine the pirate 

(h) ‘To make her heavenly comforts of despair / When it is least expected.’ 

(i) Through a series of very short scenes 

(j) Her forgiveness of Angelo although she believes that he had her brother killed. 

4 One student’s version was as follows. There is no definitive answer so your own version 

may look different, but you will probably have a similar pattern – most of the tragic scenes 

are in the first half of the play. 

TRAGIC OR COMIC? 

10                

9    ☺            

8                

7                
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TRAGIC OR COMIC? 

6                

5        ☺       ☺ 

4           ☺     

3            ☺    

2              ☺  

1          ☺   ☺   

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

 

5 Answers will vary, but the main elements with tragic potential are earlier in the play. Later 

on the Duke’s manipulation diminishes the potential for tragedy. 

Time in Measure for Measure 

6   (a)  The Duke’s absence (possibly including visits to Rome, Russia or Poland!) is talked 

of as having lasted for long enough to allow Angelo’s decisions to take effect, yet all 

seems to happen very quickly. 

(b) The time set for the execution varies between 4 o’clock and 8 o’clock. 

(c) Pompey and Mistress Overdone’s brothel is closed down and relocated, yet within 

hours (by Act 3 Scene 2) Pompey is re-arrested for reoffending despite ‘double and 

treble admonition’. 

(d) The Friar appears to have counselled Mariana over a long period, yet we have seen 

him become a friar only recently. 

7 In broad terms Watts is right: no one (apart from literary critics) is likely to focus on time 

discrepancies when being swept along by the dramatic action. 

The social scales 

8  

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 The Duke, Escalus, 
Angelo 

Provost, Isabella, 
Mariana, Julietta 

Pompey 

Justice and mercy The Duke, Escalus, 
Angelo 

Isabella, Mariana, 
Provost  

Barnadine, Pompey, 
Elbow 
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9  

THE CHIEF ROLE OF THE LOW 
CHARACTERS IS TO PROVIDE COMIC 
RELIEF 

THE LOW CHARACTERS CONTRIBUTE 
MORE THAN COMIC RELIEF 

(a) They do not directly influence what 
happens to the main characters. 

(a) They provide a commentary on what is 
happening in the higher ranks of society. 

(b) They are very funny – Elbow’s language 
confusions and Barnadine’s unreadiness for 
death are genuinely amusing. 

(b) Pompey’s claim, that being a bawd is a 
lawful trade, ‘If the law would allow it’ goes 
to the heart of one of the play’s central 
questions – what is justice? 

(c) Shakespeare needed to provide the 
audience with relief from the potentially 
tragic tension since the play is not ultimately 
a tragedy. 

(c) Lucio’s treatment of the Duke is more 
than a source of humour – it affects the 
audience’s attitude towards the Duke. 

 

10 Answers will vary. 

11 Answers will vary. 
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1  

THEME THREE KEY DRAMATIC MOMENTS 

A Good and bad 
government 

1 The Duke handing his ‘terror’ to Angelo 

2 Angelo exploiting his power to try to seduce Isabella 

3 The Friar using the Duke’s authority to save Claudio’s life 

B Justice and mercy 1 Isabella pleading to Angelo for Claudio 

2 Mariana pleading for Angelo’s life 

3 The Duke pardoning all 

C Life and death 1 Julietta’s pregnancy 

2 Claudio’s description of death 

3 Abhorson’s refusal of death 

D Purity and 
promiscuity 

1 Isabella’s refusal of Angelo’s proposition 

2 Claudio’s plea to Isabella 

3 Mariana’s tryst with Angelo 

E Men and women 1 Angelo’s offer to Isabella 

2 Isabella’s reaction to Claudio’s longing for life 

3 Lucio on marriage to Kate Keepdown 

F Law and liberty 1 The Duke’s description of Vienna’s depravity 

2 Claudio on ‘too much liberty’ 

3 Escalus on ‘Mercy is not itself, that oft looks so’ 

G Appearance and 
reality 

1 The Duke on ‘seemers’ 

2 Angelo: ‘my false o’erweighs your true’ 

3 The Duke’s disguise 

 

2 Answers will vary but could include some (not all) of the following: 

STATEMENT DO YOU 
AGREE? 

TEXTUAL EVIDENCE  YOUR ANALYSIS 

B The play is 
essentially 
about sexual 
relationships. 

Your own 
opinion 

DUKE: the dribbling dart of 
love (1.3.2) 

CLAUDIO: … upon a true 
contract I got possession of 
Julietta’s bed (1. 2.126–30) 

CLAUDIO: … in her youth / 
There is a prone and 
speechless dialect, / Such as 
move men (1.2.163–5) 

ANGELO: Even till now, / 
When men were fond, I 
smiled and wonder’d how. 
(2.2.190–1) 

The play is built around 
reflection on, rather than 
experience of, sexual 
relationships. As Barbara 
Everett observed, ‘the 
arguments all turn on bodies’. 
These relationships happen 
across the social classes and 
in almost every case men are 
in more powerful positions 
than women, whether in the 
court or the brothel. 
Nevertheless, the love of 
Julietta and Mariana is more 
luminous and lasting than the 
lust of Angelo or Lucio. The 
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STATEMENT DO YOU 
AGREE? 

TEXTUAL EVIDENCE  YOUR ANALYSIS 

DUKE: Love you the man that 
wrong’d you? 

JULIET: Yes, as I love the 
woman that wrong’d him. 
(2.3.24–7) 

ELBOW: … you will needs 
buy and sell men and women 
like beasts (3.2.1–2) 

ISABELLA: I partly think / A 
due sincerity govern’d his 
deeds, / Till he did look on me 
(5.1.438–40) 

pivotal episode when Angelo 
attempts to exploit his power 
and seduce Isabella 
resonates across the 
centuries. Tara Isabella 
Burton wrote in 2017 that ‘It 
still may be one of the most 
relevant plays ever written 
about sexual harassment and 
abuse against women, and 
the stakes for women who 
speak up about it.’ When the 
Duke announces that he is 
marrying Isabella an audience 
must wonder whether she 
deserves such a fate. 

C The play’s 
central theme 
is how to be 
a good ruler. 

Your own 
opinion 

CLAUDIO: the demigod 
Authority (1.2.102) 

CLAUDIO: Whether the 
tyranny be in his place, / Or in 
his eminence that fills it up, / I 
stagger in. (1.2.140–6) 

DUKE: … ’twas my fault to 
give the people scope, / 
’Twould be my tyranny to 
strike and gall them / For 
what I bid them do 

DUKE: No might nor 
greatness in mortality / Can 
censure ’scape (3.2.158–60) 

ESCALUS: One that, above 
all other strifes, contended 
especially to know himself. … 
a gentleman of all 
temperance. (3.2.199–200) 

The Duke (like Prospero in 
The Tempest) has not been a 
good ruler. He has much to 
learn and he does so by using 
the ‘disguised ruler’ strategy 
of folk tale which also 
featured in texts such as Sir 
Thomas Elyot’s The Image of 
Governaunce, which 
Shakespeare would have 
known. Angelo compares the 
Duke to ‘power divine’ but his 
lack of power when disguised 
reduces him to hastily 
invented stratagems to 
preserve Claudio’s life and 
exposes him to Lucio’s 
disconcerting vituperation. At 
times the Duke (like a 
dramatist) struggles to 
manipulate his characters and 
to arrange the performance 
he has planned.  

D The deeper 
meanings of 
the play are 
about life and 
death. 

Your own 
opinion 

DUKE: Reason thus with life: 
/ If I do lose thee, I do lose a 
thing / That none but fools 
would keep (3.1.6–8) 

DUKE: … Yet in this life / Lie 
hid moe thousand deaths: yet 
death we fear, / That makes 
these odds all even. (3.1.38–
41) 

CLAUDIO: To sue to live, I 
find I seek to die; / And, 
seeking death, find life: let it 
come on. (3.1.42–3) 

Birth and death underpin the 
action of the play. Julietta’s 
pregnancy anticipates 
Claudio’s death as well as 
their child’s birth. 

Claudio’s evocation of fear of 
death is one of the most 
powerful speeches in 
Shakespeare. The Duke’s 
advocacy of decent dying is 
feeble by comparison. 
However, one dramatic 
situation – Claudio’s fear of 
death – is here illuminated by 
another: Barnadine’s refusal 
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STATEMENT DO YOU 
AGREE? 

TEXTUAL EVIDENCE  YOUR ANALYSIS 

CLAUDIO: Ay, but to die, and 
go we know not where; / To 
lie in cold obstruction and to 
rot; (3.1.118–9) 

of execution. The play 
culminates in marriage rather 
than official murder, but it is 
Lucio who equates marriage 
with death. 

E A major 
theme is that 
purity should 
be avoided 
as much as 
promiscuity. 

Your own 
opinion 

LUCIO: … a game of tick-tack 
(1.2.171) 

LUCIO: … a man whose 
blood / Is very snow-broth; 
one who never feels / The 
wanton stings and motions of 
the sense (1.4.57–9) 

ISABELLA: … wishing a more 
strict restraint / Upon the 
sisterhood (1.4.4–5) 

POMPEY: Does your worship 
mean to geld and splay all the 
youth of the city? (2.1.197–8) 

ISABELLA: Then, Isabel, live 
chaste, and, brother, die: / 
More than our brother is our 
chastity (2.4.185–6) 

Nothing is straightforward in 
this play. Isabella, intending to 
become ‘a bride of Christ’, 
embodies chastity and 
innocence, yet it is her very 
purity that fans the flames of 
Angelo’s desire. Her fierce 
chastity alienates audiences 
at least as much as the 
lewdness of Pompey. The 
low-lifers are never presented 
as admirable since they ‘buy 
and sell men and women like 
beasts’, but their audience 
appeal is enduring. Angelo’s 
reputation as one ‘whose 
blood / Is very snow-broth’ is 
shown to be façade and the 
Duke, despite his belief that 
he has avoided ‘the dribbling 
dart of love’ is shown to be 
vulnerable. Both prove to be 
characteristically flawed 
human beings. 

F The play’s 
main idea is 
that without 
law there can 
be no true 
liberty. 

Your own 
opinion 

CLAUDIO: From too much 
liberty, my Lucio, liberty. 
(1.2.107) 

DUKE: … liberty plucks 
justice by the nose; / The 
baby beats the nurse, and 
quite athwart / Goes all 
decorum. (1.2.30–2) 

ESCALUS: … is it a lawful 
trade? 

POMPEY: If the law would 
allow it, sir. (2.1.194–6) 

ANGELO: We must not make 
a scarecrow of the law (2.1.1) 

ISABELLA: … man, proud 
man, / Drest in a little brief 
authority (2.2.121–2) 

Shakespeare’s presentation 
of the balance between liberty 
and law is a complex one. We 
can understand the Duke’s 
dissatisfaction with the state 
of Vienna where he has ‘seen 
corruption boil and bubble’ yet 
having Angelo as his 
avenging angel merely 
reveals a different level of 
corruption. As Escalus (the 
voice of reason throughout) 
observes, Elbow’s 
‘misplacing’ raises the 
question of whether justice is 
wiser than iniquity. It is a 
question that the play raises 
but never fully answers. 

G The 
exploration of 
appearance 
and reality is 
a central 

Your own 
opinion 

DUKE: … hence shall we 
see, / If power change 
purpose, what our seemers 
be (1.3.54–5) 

The difference between 
appearance and reality is a 
major theme in many of 
Shakespeare’s plays, 
including Much Ado about 
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STATEMENT DO YOU 
AGREE? 

TEXTUAL EVIDENCE  YOUR ANALYSIS 

theme in this 
as in other 
Shakespeare 
plays. 

ISABELLA: Seeming, 
seeming! / I will proclaim 
thee, Angelo; look for’t 
(2.4.151–2) 

DUKE [of the bed-trick]: … 
the doubleness of the benefit 
defends the deceit from 
reproof. (3.2.240–1) 

ISABELLA: To make the truth 
appear where it seems hid, / 
And hide the false seems 
true. (5.1.55–7) 

Nothing, The Tempest and 
Othello. This is hardly 
surprising when the theatre is 
itself about using illusion to 
reveal truths. The plot of 
Measure for Measure is 
based around disguise and 
substitutions, most of which 
‘make the truth appear where 
it seems hid’, so that 
‘th’offence pardons itself’. The 
issue is a complex one, but in 
Angelo’s case his ‘seeming’ is 
exposed as immoral 
hypocrisy. The low-life 
characters are more honest 
about their lives than their 
social superiors. For example, 
Pompey admits that ‘I am a 
poor fellow that would live’. 
The Duke is the greatest 
manipulator of appearances. 

 

3 (B) JUSTICE AND MERCY 

(a) Positives: 

(i) clear line of argument  

(ii) informed comment 

(iii) sense of the dramatic moment 

(iv) awareness of range of possible interpretations 

(b) Possible quotations: 

ANGELO: What’s open made to justice, / 
That justice seizes. 

ELBOW: two notorious benefactors. 

ISABELLA: No ceremony that to great ones 
‘longs, … / Become them with one half so 
good a grace / As mercy does 

ISABELLA: I have spirit to do any thing that 
appears not foul in the truth of my spirit. 

ISABELLA: … lawful mercy / Is nothing kin 
to foul redemption. 

ISABELLA: How would you be, / If He, 
which is the top of judgment, should / But 
judge you as you are? 

ESCALUS: Mercy is not itself, that oft looks 
so 

ISABELLA: I had rather give my body than 
my soul 

ISABELLA: More than our brother is our 
chastity 

ISABELLA: justice, justice, justice, justice! 

DUKE: Like doth quit like, and MEASURE 
still FOR MEASURE. 
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(C) LIFE AND DEATH 

(a) Positives: 

(i) intelligent level of argument and fluent phrasing 

(ii) informed, confident comment on conventions 

(iii) awareness of contemporary literary context 

(iv) fluently written 

(b) Possible quotations: 

CLAUDIO: The stealth of our most mutual 
entertainment / With character too gross is 
writ on Juliet. 

DUKE: Mortality and mercy in Vienna 

CLAUDIO: Death is a fearful thing. 

CLAUDIO: Ay, but to die, and go we know 
not where; / To lie in cold obstruction and to 
rot; 

CLAUDIO: … The weariest and most 
loathed worldly life / That age, ache, penury 
and imprisonment / Can lay on nature is a 
paradise / To what we fear of death. 

CLAUDIO: To sue to live, I find I seek to die; 
/ And, seeking death, find life: let it come on. 

BARNADINE: I will not consent to die this 
day, that’s certain. 

ANGELO: I crave death more willingly than 
mercy; 

DUKE: Reason thus with life: / If I do lose 
thee, I do lose a thing / That none but fools 
would keep 

CLAUDIO: To sue to live, I find I seek to 
die; / And, seeking death, find life: let it 
come on. 

CLAUDIO: If I must die / I will encounter 
darkness as a bride, / And hug it in mine 
arms. 

CLAUDIO: Let me ask my sister pardon. I 
am so out of love with life that I will sue to 
be rid of it. 

DUKE: Yet in this life / Lie hid moe 
thousand deaths: yet death we fear, / That 
makes these odds all even. 

LUCIO: Marrying a punk, my lord, is 
pressing to death, whipping and hanging. 

 

(D) PURITY AND PROMISCUITY 

(a) Positives: 

(i) challenging but engaging opening 

(ii) informed comment on puritanism 

(iii) awareness of contemporary historical context 

(iv) some stylish phrasing 

(b) Possible quotations: 
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ISABELLA: … wishing a more strict restraint 
/ Upon the sisterhood 

DUKE: Why you are nothing then: neither 
maid, widow nor wife? 

ISABELLA: Women! Help Heaven! men 
their creation mar / In profiting by them 

CLAUDIO: … in her youth / There is a prone 
and speechless dialect, / Such as move 
men 

ISABELLA: … bidding the law make curtsey 
to their will, / Hooking both right and wrong 
to th’appetite 

ELBOW: … you will needs buy and sell men 
and women like beasts 

LUCIO: Why, what a ruthless thing is this in 
him, for the rebellion of a codpiece to take 
away the life of a man! 

ANGELO: Dost thou desire her foully for 
those things / That make her good? 

ELBOW: … you will needs buy and sell men 
and women like beasts 

DUKE: … liberty plucks justice by the nose; 
/ The baby beats the nurse, and quite 
athwart / Goes all decorum. 

POMPEY: Does your worship mean to geld 
and splay all the youth of the city? 

LUCIO: A little more lenity to lechery would 
do no harm in him: something too crabbed 
that way, friar. 

 

(E) MEN AND WOMEN 

(a) Positives: 

(i) confident line of argument established 

(ii) informed comment on contemporary historical context 

(iii) awareness of audience response 

(iv) effective phrasing 

(b) Possible quotations: 

CLAUDIO: … upon a true contract I got 
possession of Julietta’s bed 

CLAUDIO: … in her youth / There is a prone 
and speechless dialect, / Such as move 
men 

LUCIO: … when maidens sue, / Men give 
like gods 

ANGELO: Even till now, / When men were 
fond, I smiled and wonder’d how.  

ELBOW: … you will needs buy and sell men 
and women like beasts 

ISABELLA: Make not impossible / That 
which but seems unlike 

ISABELLA: I had rather give my body than 
my soul. 

ISABELLA: … strip myself to death, as to a 
bed  

DUKE: Love you the man that wrong’d you? 

DUKE: the dribbling dart of love  

JULIET: Yes, as I love the woman that 
wrong’d him. 

ANGELO: Be that you are, 
That is, a woman; if you be more, you’re 
none  

ISABELLA: I partly think / A due sincerity 
govern’d his deeds, / Till he did look on me 

POMPEY: Does your worship mean to geld 
and splay all the youth of the city? 

ISABELLA: More than our brother is our 
chastity  

ISABELLA: I had rather my brother die by 
the law than my son should be unlawfully 
born. 

ISABELLA: I’ll pray a thousand prayers for 
thy death, / No word to save thee 
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ISABELLA: Women! Help Heaven! Men 
their creation mar / In profiting by them. 

ISABELLA: Who will believe thee, Isabel? 

 

 

 

 

(F) LAW AND LIBERTY 

(a) Positives: 

(i) confident line of argument established early on 

(ii) informed comment on the play’s paradoxes 

(iii) awareness of contemporary moral context 

(iv) fluent phrasing 

(b) Possible quotations: 

DUKE: … liberty plucks justice by the nose; 
/ The baby beats the nurse, and quite 
athwart / Goes all decorum. 

ELBOW: two notorious benefactors 

ESCALUS: Which is the wiser here? Justice 
or Iniquity? 

DUKE [of Angelo]: If his own life answer the 
straitness of his proceeding, it shall become 
him well 

ESCALUS: Mercy is not itself, that oft looks 
so 

ANGELO [of pity]: I show it most of all when 
I show justice; / For then I pity those I do not 
know.  

DUKE: … Vienna, / Where I have seen 
corruption boil and bubble / Till it o’er-run 
the stew 

ESCALUS: … is it a lawful trade? 

POMPEY: If the law would allow it, sir. 

ANGELO: The law hath not been dead, 
though it hath slept. 

ANGELO: What’s open made to justice, / 
That justice seizes. 

DUKE: It is too general a vice, and severity 
must cure it 

ISABELLA: wishing a more strict restraint / 
Upon the sisterhood 

POMPEY: Does your worship mean to geld 
and splay all the youth of the city? 

ISABELLA: … man, proud man, / Drest in a 
little brief authority 

LUCIO: A little more lenity to lechery would 
do no harm in him 

 

(G) APPEARANCE AND REALITY 

(a) Positives: 

(i) clear line of argument established 

(ii) informed comment on critics 
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(iii) awareness of contemporary historical context 

(iv) fluent phrasing 

(b) Possible quotations: 

DUKE: this well-seeming Angelo. 

DUKE [of the bed-trick]: the doubleness of 
the benefit defends the deceit from reproof. 

ISABELLA: To make the truth appear where 
it seems hid, / And hide the false seems 
true. 

ISABELLA: … with ripen’d time / Unfold the 
evil which is here wrapt up / In 
countenance! 

Duke: O, what may man within him hide, / 
Though angel on the outward side! 

LUCIO: His givings-out were of an infinite 
distance / From his true-meant design 

 

4 (a) – 

(b) Spider diagram – contents will vary but some possible answers are as follows: 

THEMES COMMENTS 

Good government The man responsible for justice proves full of iniquity. 

Elbow’s tenure as constable shows how the law is held in contempt 
in Vienna. 

Pompey talks more sense than Elbow ever does. 

Justice and mercy If justice is flawed, mercy becomes almost a duty. 

Appearance and 
reality 

The representatives of the law appear far more stupid than those 
(like Pompey) of iniquity. 

 

(c) Spider diagram – contents will vary but some possible answers are as follows: 

THEMES COMMENTS 

Purity and 
promiscuity 

Isabella’s purity is not superficial and she is sexually appealing to both 
Angelo and the Duke despite (or possibly because of) her purity. 

Life and death Isabella’s language about death – she would ‘strip myself to death as 
to a bed’ is sexually charged. 

Justice and mercy Isabella seems lacking in mercy and she seems hard on Claudio here. 

 

(d) Spider diagram – contents will vary but some possible answers are as follows: 

THEMES COMMENTS 

Life and death Claudio’s plea for life is one of the emotional climaxes of the play, and 
more powerful than the Duke’s case for easeful death. 

Much of the play is focused on the prospect of dying or avoiding 
death. 

Justice and mercy Justice suggests (as Isabella does) that Claudio’s death is deserved 
because he did commit the crime for which he is condemned. 
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THEMES COMMENTS 

The case for mercy in a case where the crime was procreation is 
strongly made by Lucio as well as by others. 

Law and liberty The law puts itself in bad repute if sentences are unjust. 

Claudio’s fate prompts thoughts on a deeper level than crime – it 
raises questions about life and death. 

 

 

 

(e) Spider diagram – contents will vary but some possible answers are as follows: 

THEMES COMMENTS 

Appearance and 
reality 

The Duke takes to disguise as part of his quest for self-knowledge. 

Escalus offers the official view on Vincentio – Lucio offers an unofficial 
one. 

Good government The disguised ruler is an ancient stratagem the Duke adopts to find 
out about Angelo and about governing Vienna. 

Men and women The Duke develops as a character in that he acknowledges that he 
too can feel ‘the dribbling dart of love’. 

 

5 In the final scene (or denouement) Shakespeare has his stage-manager, the Duke, bring 

together in public the people and problems that have been the focus of the play. The Duke 

is just one of Shakespeare’s central characters to have more than a dash of theatre-

manager about them; Prospero in The Tempest being the most obvious with ‘Our revels 

now are ended’. The original audience would have expected a comic conclusion and, 

knowing that the Duke was manipulating events, the tension would have been over how 

issues were resolved rather than whether they would be resolved. During the hyperbolic 

praise for Angelo and the veiled accusations from Mariana and Isabella, the only person 

falling for the dramatic trick is Escalus, whose fury leads him to threaten the friar with 

torture. Lucio’s heckling and his unmasking of the Duke are genuinely comic moments, as 

is Lucio’s response to being sentenced to death by marriage. The play’s themes have 

been revisited, but in comic mode rather than tragic. 
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1 

QUOTATION CHARACTER TYPICAL OR NOT? 

A … for your lovely sake / Give me 
your hand, and say you will be 
mine 

Duke Untypical in that the Duke claimed to 
be immune to ‘the dribbling dart of 
love’, yet here declares his wish to 
marry Isabella.  

B Your sense pursues not mine: 
either you are ignorant / Or seem 
so crafty, and that’s not good. 

Angelo This is not typical of Angelo the 
figurehead of justice, but is typical of 
Angelo the man in thrall to his own 
desires. 

C I hold you as a thing enskied 
and sainted, / By your 
renouncement an immortal spirit, / 
And to be talked with in sincerity / 
As with a saint. 

Lucio Very untypical of Lucio, whose 
normal verbal style is wittily 
scabrous and laced with innuendo. 

D Which is the wiser here, Justice 
or Iniquity? 

Escalus Escalus is the most consistently 
reasonable person in the play. This 
question is entirely typical of him. 

E … thou art to continue, now, 
thou varlet; thou art to continue. 

Elbow Elbow’s ‘misplacing’ is typical: he 
wrestles gamely with language and 
is usually defeated. 

F The weariest and most loathly 
worldly life / That age, ache, 
penury and imprisonment / Can lay 
on nature, is a paradise / To what 
we fear of death. 

Claudio This is typical Claudio, who is 
neither bright nor brave, 
understandably terrified of death and 
seeking to persuade Isabella to give 
in to Angelo’s demands. 

G Truly, sir, I am a poor fellow that 
would live. 

Pompey Pompey is more honest than his 
betters about what he does and why 
he does it. This is more 
straightforward than he often is, but 
not untypical. 

H Is’t not a kind of incest to take 
life / From thine own sister’s 
shame? 

Isabella This is typical of Isabella in her 
indignant mode, fierce in defending 
her chastity. She also has her 
pleading mode and her silent mode. 

 
2 (a) – 

(b) Isabella 

PURE SAINT PASSIONATE SEXUAL BEING 

LUCIO: I hold you as a thing enskied and 
sainted 

ISABELLA: There is a vice that most I do 
abhor / And most desire should meet the 
blow of justice 

ISABELLA: I had rather give my body than 
my soul 

ISABELLA: Th’impression of keen whips I’d 
wear as rubies, / And strip myself to death 
as to a bed / That longing have been sick for 
ere I’d yield my body up to shame. 

ISABELLA: … take my defiance, die, perish 
… / I’ll pray a thousand prayers for thy 
death, / No word to save thee. 
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PURE SAINT PASSIONATE SEXUAL BEING 

ISABELLA: That I do beg his life, if it be sin, 
/ Heaven let me bear it 

COMMENT 

What links the two aspects of Isabella’s character is her passion: she is passionate in her 
devotion and in her anger. 

At one point Isabella is the demurely chaste nun, concerned for her brother’s life, yet at 
another the furiously articulate advocate of her brother’s death.  

The chaste nun ends up persuading Mariana to the vice which she ‘doth most abhor’. 

 

(c) Angelo 

‘PRECISE’ PURITAN LUSTFUL HYPOCRITE 

DUKE: There is a kind of character in thy life 
/ That to th’observer doth thy history unfold. 

DUKE: Lord Angelo is precise … scarce 
confesses that his blood flows. 

LUCIO: … a man whose blood / Is very 
snow-broth; one who never feels / The 
wanton stings and motions of the sense. 

ANGELO: ’Tis one thing to be tempted 
Escalus, / Another thing to fall. 

ANGELO: When I that censure him do so 
offend, / Let mine own judgement pattern 
out my death / And nothing come in partial. 

ANGELO: I am that way going to temptation 
where prayers cross 

ANGELO: What’s this? What’s this? Is this 
her fault or mine? 

ANGELO: What dost thou or what art thou 
Angelo? 

ANGELO: … Ever till now / When men were 
fond, I smiled, and wondered how. 

ANGELO: … my false o’erweighs your true 

ANGELO: I crave death more willingly than 
mercy 

ISABELLA: … I partly think / A due sincerity 
governed his deeds / Till he did look on me. 

COMMENT 

Angelo represents the classic contrast between public and private faces. In public he is 
puritanically upright and severe; in private he is governed by the lust he condemns in 
others. 

Angelo’s self-questioning shows how surprised he is by his own (mis)conduct. 

Angelo is the most obvious ‘seemer’ in the play, and targeted as such by the Duke’s 
experiment. 

 

(d) Claudio 

COURAGE COWARDICE 

CLAUDIO: … too much liberty, my Lucio, 
too much liberty 

CLAUDIO: Why give you me this shame? / 
… / If I must die / I will encounter darkness 
as a bride / And hug it in mine arms. 

CLAUDIO: … I am so out of love with life 
that I will sue to be rid of it. 

CLAUDIO: Ay but to die, and go we know 
not where. 

CLAUDIO: [Any suffering on earth] is a 
paradise / To what we fear of death. 

CLAUDIO: Sweet sister let me live. 
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COURAGE COWARDICE 

COMMENT 

Claudio is perhaps the most ‘ordinary’ of the characters, and the easiest for an audience to 
identify with. He is by turns heroic and cowardly, but he is given his best poetry when 
evoking his fear of death. He is never convincingly reconciled to dying and audiences 
generally welcome the subterfuge by which he is kept alive.  

Claudio’s attitudes reflect his parlous situation: if asked does he want to sacrifice his sister, 
the answer would be no, but if asked whether he wants to die, the answer there too is no.  

He is the focus of what ‘justice’ means, and although Mistress Overdone values him we 
realise that he was worthy of the love of a good woman – Julietta. His first speeches, 
acknowledging fault, put audiences on his side. 

 

Isabella and Mariana 

3  

ASPECT HOW SIMILAR ARE 
ISABELLA AND 
MARIANA? 

Trusts the Friar Different Similar 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Believes in the importance of chastity Different Similar 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Argues articulately Different Similar 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Marries according to the Duke’s wish Different Similar 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Is subject to the power of men Different Similar 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Does what she believes is right Different Similar 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Accepts that deception can be justified Different Similar 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Is betrayed by Angelo Different Similar 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Wishes to remain chaste Different Similar 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

4 Answers will vary since the text remains ambiguous about her feelings. 

5 Possible points supporting the view stated: 
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• Isabella has the moral strength to challenge Angelo and threaten to expose him. 

• Mariana does what she believes is morally right – the bed trick – in order to marry 

Angelo. 

• Julietta unashamedly avows her love for Claudio rather than conveniently repenting it. 

• Mistress Overdone is immoral but has a definite sense of justice; for example, with 

regard to Kate Keepdown. 

• The male who exercises ducal legal authority, Angelo, is a morally corrupt hypocrite. 

The morally admirable Escalus is helpless. 

6  

STATEMENT DO YOU 
AGREE? 

KEY QUOTATIONS YOUR JUSTIFICATION 

A The Duke is 
not 
dramatically 
credible. 

Your own 
opinion 

ANGELO: … your grace, like 
power divine, / Hath looked 
upon my passes 

DUKE: … you may marvel 
why I obscured myself 

The Duke is created as 
a manipulator rather 
than a man. He is cruel 
to Isabella and while his 
betrothal to her could be 
seen as part of the 
humanising process he 
goes through, it strains 
audience belief.  

B Isabella 
loses the 
sympathy of a 
modern 
audience. 

Your own 
opinion 

ISABELLA: Better it were a 
brother died at once / Than 
that a sister by redeeming 
him / Should die for ever. 

ISABELLA: … take my 
defiance, die, perish 

Isabella’s commitment 
to her chastity would 
have been less 
surprising to a 
seventeenth-century 
audience. Many modern 
audiences would react 
against her tirade 
against Claudio. 

C Claudio is 
too 
conventional 
for us to care 
about him. 

Your own 
opinion 

CLAUDIO: Ay but to die, and 
go we know not where. 

CLAUDIO: … I am so out of 
love with life that I will sue to 
be rid of it. 

Claudio is made more 
than ordinary by his 
magnificent poetry about 
impending death, and 
his reaction to hearing 
that he might live is a 
human one if not an 
honourable one. 

D Lucio is the 
most 
appealing 
character in 
the play. 

Your own 
opinion 

LUCIO: … for the rebellion of 
a codpiece to take away the 
life of a man. 

LUCIO: … I am a kind of 
burr; I shall stick. 

Lucio is heartless, as his 
treatment of Pompey 
and Kate Keepdown 
indicates, but he is 
funny, and his pursuit of 
the Duke wins him our 
allegiance. 

E Pompey is 
more honest 
than those 

Your own 
opinion  

POMPEY: … truly Sir, I am a 
poor fellow that would live 

Unlike many other 
characters Pompey is 
not ‘seeming’ to be 
anything that he is not, 
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STATEMENT DO YOU 
AGREE? 

KEY QUOTATIONS YOUR JUSTIFICATION 

who condemn 
him. 

His is a lawful trade, ‘if the 
law would allow it’ 

except over his intention 
to reform. At least he is 
not a hypocrite. 

F Escalus is 
the only truly 
admirable 
character. 

Your own 
opinion 

ESCALUS: ... let him 
continue in his course till 
thou knowst what they are. 

Honest, reasonable and 
trying to do his judicial 
best, Escalus wins the 
admiration of most 
audiences. 

G Mariana is 
simply 
pathetic. 

Your own 
opinion 

MARIANA: … I hope you will 
not mock me with a 
husband? 

MARIANA: … They say best 
men are moulded out of 
faults 

Not a forceful character, 
more of a plot device, 
Mariana only comes 
alive dramatically when 
pleading for Angelo’s 
life. 

 

Angelo and Isabella 

7 (a) – 

(b) Answers will vary but points which could be explored include: 

o The repeated use of pronouns ‘he’, ‘I’ and ‘you’ gives the conversation an 

intimacy that using names would lose. 

o Isabella keeps questioning Angelo, forcing a response from him. 

o Angelo’s answers are declarative in an attempt to close down the exchange. 

o The terms ‘would’ and ‘could’ leave open possibilities, while Angelo replies with 

final-sounding negatives – ‘will not’, ‘cannot’. 

o In saying ‘’tis too late’ Angelo tries to depersonalise his decision. 

The Duke 

8  Answers will vary, depending on the choice of comment. 

Isabella 

9  Answers will vary, depending on the choice of comment. 

Claudio 

10  Answers will vary, depending on the choice of comment. 
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Angelo 

11  Answers will vary, depending on the choice of comment. 

Lucio 

12  Answers will vary, depending on the choice of comment. 

Escalus and Pompey 

13 Answers will vary but points which could be explored include: 

• Escalus has a sense of humour, which was put in to entertain the groundlings who paid 

a penny to enter. 

• The classical reference shows that Escalus is an educated man. 

• Escalus is a straightforward and honest judge. 

• Pompey is cheekily honest – at least he is not a hypocrite. 

• Escalus wants to implement the changes desired by the Duke. 

• Escalus is not happy with Angelo’s excessive rigour. 

• There is no realistic prospect of Vienna changing in character. 

• Escalus is polite and reasonable throughout until he loses his temper with the Duke in 

the final scene. 

• The classical reference is returned to with grim humour. 

• Pompey has no intention of reforming – is Shakespeare suggesting that the law cannot 

curb human nature? 
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Verse and prose 

1 

QUOTATION VERSE 
OR 
PROSE? 

LANGUAGE FEATURES AND 
DRAMATIC IMPACT 

A DUKE: … Lord Angelo is precise; 
/ Stands at a guard with envy; 
scarce confesses / That his blood 
flows, or that his appetite / Is more 
to bread than stone: hence shall we 
see, / If power change purpose, 
what our seemers be. 

Verse This is formal verse from a high-status 
character. Enjambement allows the 
flow of sense from line to line. This 
allows Shakespeare to develop more 
elevated thoughts in the blank verse. 
The movement of the verse is balanced 
as the Duke reflects on Angelo’s 
character. Here the final rhyming 
couplet signals the end of a scene. 

B POMPEY: Sir, she came in great 
with child; and longing, saving your 
honour’s reverence, for stewed 
prunes; sir, we had but two in the 
house, which at that very distant 
time stood, as it were, in a fruit-dish, 
a dish of some three-pence; your 
honours have seen such dishes; 
they are not China dishes, but very 
good dishes. 

Prose Pompey, using prose as would be 
expected of a low-life character, is an 
expert in the art of prevarication and 
this single sentence is a fine example 
of how he seeks to bore to death his 
listening judges. The rhythms of his 
prose are those of rhetorical speech, 
yet sound very natural as subordinate 
clauses qualify each other into 
bewilderment for an audience. The 
elevated language of his address to 
Escalus ‘saving your honour’s 
reverence’ contrasts with his domestic 
images of dishes and stewed prunes. 

C ANGELO: … What dost thou, or 
what art thou, Angelo? / Dost thou 
desire her foully for those things / 
That make her good? O, let her 
brother live! 

Verse The questions are a sign of Angelo’s 
agonised self-doubt. He no longer 
knows who or what he is and in the 
final sentence is almost telling himself 
what to do to escape his inner torment. 
The order of ideas is significant: he 
admits to foul desiring and then reveals 
the even more foul truth that he desires 
Isabella because of her goodness. 

D DUKE: Shame to him whose cruel 
striking / Kills for faults of his own 
liking! / Twice treble shame on 
Angelo, / To weed my vice and let 
his grow! 

Verse This soliloquy comes at the pivotal 
point of the play and (untypically) is in 
verse but not blank verse. These 
shorter lines of eight syllables are in 
rhyming couplets with an incantatory 
tone. This gives the speech a choric 
dimension which moves the Duke from 
his position as an ‘ordinary’ character 
to someone who is stage-managing the 
action. 
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2 

QUOTATION CHARACTER WHAT IT SHOWS 

A For you must know, we have with 
special soul / Elected him our 
absence to supply, / Lent him our 
terror, dress’d him with our love, / 
And given his deputation all the 
organs / Of our own power: what 
think you of it? 

Duke The Duke is very conscious of his 
power (hence ‘our’ four times in 
four lines) even when 
relinquishing it. His reliance on 
abstract nouns like absence, 
terror, love, deputation and power 
make him seem removed from 
direct involvement. 

B There is a vice that most I do 
abhor, / And most desire should meet 
the blow of justice; / For which I 
would not plead, but that I must; / For 
which I must not plead, but that I am / 
At war ’twixt will and will not. 

Isabella Isabella’s emotions are at war 
with each other here. The 
balanced repetition of ‘l’ in ‘For 
which I would not plead, but that I 
must’ reveals her discomfort 
about being caught between ‘will 
and will not’. 

C Who will believe thee, Isabel? / My 
unsoil’d name, the austereness of my 
life, / My vouch against you, and my 
place i’ the state, / Will so your 
accusation overweigh, / That you 
shall stifle in your own report / And 
smell of calumny 

Angelo Almost sneering at Isabel with his 
question, Angelo’s sense of 
himself is evident in the repetition 
of ‘my’ four times in two lines. In 
the following lines he makes ‘you’ 
and ‘your’ sound derisory with 
unpleasant terms like ‘stifle’ and 
‘smell’. 

D Marry, this Claudio is condemned 
for untrussing. Farewell, good friar: I 
prithee, pray for me. The duke, I say 
to thee again, would eat mutton on 
Fridays. He’s not past it yet, and I say 
to thee, he would mouth with a 
beggar, though she smelt brown 
bread and garlic: say that I said so. 
Farewell. 

Lucio Lucio’s informal prose is intended 
to make the audience laugh at the 
Duke’s discomfiture. His 
vocabulary is that of ordinary 
(low-) life meals – mutton, brown 
bread and garlic – but since 
‘mutton’ was slang for a prostitute 
he is equating eating with sex. 

E O, your desert speaks loud; and I 
should wrong it, / To lock it in the 
wards of covert bosom, / When it 
deserves, with characters of brass, / 
A forted residence ’gainst the tooth of 
time / And razure of oblivion. 

Duke The bombast of the Duke’s words 
here is deliberately false. He (and 
the audience) know that Angelo is 
not as secure as the imagery of 
fortified buildings suggest. The 
imagery evokes the contrast 
between inner feelings and 
outward appearances. 

 

3  

 NUMBER 

A Prose rather than verse, emphasising the contrast between the two 
speakers in terms of status and seriousness.  

9 

B The triple syllables have a grandness about them that contrasts with the 
short surrounding words. 

4 
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 NUMBER 

C The enjambement carries forward Claudio’s indignation, building 
emphasis on the object pronoun. 

7 

D The simile has overtones of battles fought long ago. 6 

E An image of execution that is typical of the play’s juxtaposition of comic 
and tragic. 

8 

F The rhythm of the verse ‘staggers’ to a stop mid-line along with the 
bewildered Claudio.  

5 

G The image of a rider exerting command over the untamed stallion of 
state by using his spurs creates a powerful impression of Angelo’s rule. 
Claudio fears he might well be ridden down. 

2 

H Alliterative ‘s’ monosyllables have a sharp sound that fits with the cruel 
jab of a spur. 

3 

I Repetition of ‘whether’ (three times in six lines) emphasises Claudio’s 
uncertainty. 

1 

 

4 Possible points may include: 

• Claudio’s bewildered desperation rings through the passage: he cannot understand 

why this is happening to him and voices his indecision over Angelo’s motivation. 

• He questions whether the new deputy is proving that he can ride the horse of state or 

whether the reasons for his arrest are in the deputy’s character or in the nature of the 

office which equates with ‘tyranny’. 

• The imagery of battles fought long ago suggests that there is a new battle against vice 

which is being fought at the wrong time and for no good reason – just for a ‘name’. 

• Lucio’s rejoinder changes the mood, but not the murderous meaning. 

5 

QUOTATION LITERARY TECHNIQUE AND ITS EFFECT 

A ANGELO: When I would pray 
and think, I think and pray / To 
several subjects 

CHIASMUS – Angelo is torn between courses of 
action. The balanced repetition of words in a different 
order signals his uncertainty. 

B DUKE: … If thou art rich th’art 
poor 

PARADOX – The Duke’s analysis of why life is not 
worth living is expressed through the paradox that what 
sounds good – being rich – is in effect the opposite. 

C ISABELLA: Th’impression of 
keen whips I’d wear as rubies / 
And strip myself to death as to a 
bed 

SIMILE – The imagery in Isabella’s simile is 
passionately and sexually powerful, with a predictable 
effect on Angelo of which Isabella is unaware. 

D DUKE: … the very stream of 
his life and the business he hath 
helmed must upon a warranted 
need give him a better 
proclamation. 

METAPHOR – The image of life as a stream and of 
being a helmsman on water reminds us how fluid 
reputations are, and how uncertain. All rulers are adrift 
on the sea of stories about them, now as then. 
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QUOTATION LITERARY TECHNIQUE AND ITS EFFECT 

E ISABELLA: … ask your heart 
what it doth know / That’s like my 
brother’s fault. 

PERSONIFICATION – Isabella goes for the heart and 
makes it like a human being. In the circumstances, 
when Angelo’s head is telling him one thing and his 
heart another, she has hit the target precisely, as the 
audience would realise. 

F ANGELO: What’s this? What’s 
this? Is this her fault or mine? 

CAESURA – The questions which break the rhythm of 
the verse, with pauses mid-line, reflect the disturbed 
state of Angelo’s emotions. His life’s rhythm has been 
disrupted, like the verse pattern. 

G DUKE: Thou art not noble; / … 
Thou art not thyself; / … Thou art 
not certain 

REPETITION – The repetition of ‘thou art not’ tolls out 
like a gloomy bell. Each repetition hits harder at 
Claudio’s image of life as worth living. 

H ISABELLA: To whom should I 
complain? Did I tell this / Who 
would believe me?  

RHETORICAL QUESTION – No one is likely to take 
Isabella’s word against that of Deputy Angelo. She 
knows that, and asks herself a question that 
(distressingly) needs no answer. 

I CLAUDIO: …the delighted spirit 
/ To bathe in fiery floods or to 
reside / In thrilling region of thick-
ribbed ice 

ALLITERATION – Claudio’s words here evoke a 
terrifying realm of after-death with ‘fiery floods’ – an 
alliterative phrase with the added power of paradox. 
The alliteration continues with ‘reside’, ‘region’ and 
‘ribbed’ and the ‘th’s of ‘thrilling’ and ‘thick’. The 
combined impact of alliterative sounds and hellish 
vision amounts to an astonishing evocation of what life 
after death might be. 

J ISABELLA: … You granting of 
my suit, / If that be sin, I’ll make it 
my morn-prayer / To have it 
added to the faults of mine 

ENJAMBEMENT – Isabella’s desperate meaning 
rushes on beyond the normal, calm end of the poetic 
line. 

 

6  

IMAGE EXAMPLES FROM THE PLAY WHAT THE IMAGE 
REPRESENTS OR 
EXPRESSES 

A Metal coinage, 
which can be 
weighed, tested, 
spent and 
possibly 
counterfeited  

ANGELO: Let there be some more test 
made of my metal / Before so noble and 
so great a figure / Be stamp’d upon it 

ANGELO: Coin heaven’s image / In 
stamps that are forbid (2.4.44–5) 

Money is not just a 
commercial convenience: it 
reflects honesty and trust. 
Coins stamped with the 
ruler’s image are a symbol 
of that society and 
counterfeiting betrays a 
community’s trust.  

B Horse training 
and riding 

CLAUDIO: Or whether that the body 
public be / A horse whereon the 
governor doth ride, / Who, newly in the 
seat, that it may know / He can 
command, lets it straight feel the spur; 

Angelo gives ‘his sensual race the rein’. 
(2.4.161) 

The first image is of Angelo 
as a rider, fighting cruelly 
for control. We soon learn 
that his lust is as fierce and 
hard to train as a stallion. 
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IMAGE EXAMPLES FROM THE PLAY WHAT THE IMAGE 
REPRESENTS OR 
EXPRESSES 

C Weighing on 
scales, especially 
those of justice 

ISABELLA: We cannot weigh our 
brother with ourself. 

ANGELO: … my false o’erweighs your 
true. (2.4.171) 

DUKE: … the corrupt Deputy scaled 
(3.1.238) 

Provost Abhorson and Pompey ‘weigh 
equally: a feather will turn the scale’. 
(4.2.23) 

LUCIO: … a very superficial, ignorant, 
unweighing fellow (3.2.121) 

DUKE: … MEASURE still FOR 
MEASURE (5.1.404) 

The title is the clue to the 
play’s focus on weighing, 
measuring and judging, but 
it is increasingly evident 
that human nature is too 
complex to fit neatly with 
the simplistic image of 
scales and weights. 
Balance proves difficult to 
achieve. 

D Bawdiness, 
including 
prostitution, 
fornication and 
venereal disease 

ISABELLA: I am come to know your 
pleasure. 

POMPEY: … groping for trout in a 
peculiar river (1.2.75) 

LUCIO: The duke, I say to thee again, 
would eat mutton on Fridays. He’s not 
past it yet, and I say to thee, he would 
mouth with a beggar, though she smelt 
brown bread and garlic: say that I said 
so. Farewell. (3.2.153–6) 

Even Isabella’s innocent 
words are given sexual 
overtones in this play which 
is suffused with sex. Low-
life characters by contrast 
use sexual innuendo and 
reference deliberately. 

 

7 Elbow’s language (like Dogberry’s in the earlier play Much Ado about Nothing) is a source 

of real amusement for the audience, but more than that it contributes to the atmosphere of 

confusion around the operation of the law. How can the law be taken seriously when its 

representative is such a buffoon and when his ‘misplacing’ often reveals a hidden truth as 

with the ‘notorious benefactors’ whose brothel-keeping brings illicit pleasure which is no 

less hypocritical than Angelo’s lust. 

8 The second paragraph is more successful in meeting the criteria. It is fluently written, 

demonstrating explicit and implicit knowledge of the play’s language, sophistication in its 

interpretation of specific words and skill in its incorporation of apt quotation. 

9 The two characters are opposing each other in words as well as in ideas. The verbal ball is 

batted back and forth between them with each completing the other’s lines in terms of the 

metre. Isabel quickly makes the issue a personal one, ‘I do think that you might pardon 

him’, and Angelo has to abandon his attempt to stay on the level of abstraction. Angelo’s 

responses are apparently absolute ‘Maiden, no remedy’ and ‘I will not do’t’ yet Isabel 

challenges these certainties with her ‘But can you …’, ‘But might you do’t’. The incomplete 

rhythms of the verse run counter to the finalities of the surface content, revealing the 

deeper truth that Angelo does not want this argument to end and Isabella to leave. 

Following Lucio’s prompting, Isabella repeats Angelo’s ‘Too late’ but only to deny it. She 

builds her case through a series of negatives ‘No ceremony’, ‘Not the king’s crown, nor the 

deputed sword’ in order to put a positive emphasis on mercy. The pause after ‘As mercy 
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does’ is a poignant one, and Isabella’s plea is again framed in intimate terms through the 

use of the pronouns ‘he’ and ‘you’. 
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1  

CONTEXTUAL FACTORS SIGNIFICANCE 

I KING JAMES 

King James I was on the throne and had written a book on kingship. 
He did not like being surrounded by crowds. He was instrumental in 
ensuring that England signed a peace treaty with Spain in 1604. 

A 

II THE ROLE OF WOMEN 

Daughters were expected to obey their fathers, and wives their 
husbands. Women were expected to be pure, prior to marriage; 
men were not. Women, apart from widows, could not own property. 

A 

III THE JACOBEAN THEATRE 

Shakespeare’s company had become ‘The King’s Men’. Female 
parts were played by young male actors. The design of The Globe 
meant that the audience were close to the stage and ‘groundlings’ 
paid one penny to stand, watch and cheer or jeer a performance. 

B 

IV THE CITY OF VIENNA 

Vienna is recognisably seventeenth-century London, with the name 
changed to protect the playwright from censorship. Sexually 
transmitted diseases were often the focus of jokes on London 
stages and brothels were housed in the suburbs rather than the 
city. 

B 

V CHRISTIANITY 

England was a Christian, officially Protestant, country. The Bible 
had been translated into English during the Reformation. Matthew’s 
Gospel includes the idea of measure for measure in judgement. 

A 

VI MARRIAGE 

An engagement to be married could be ended if a dowry was not 
forthcoming but in non-Catholic England a verbal contract was seen 
as sufficient for a marriage to be lawful. 

B 

VII PURITANISM 

Puritans, who had been known as ‘Precisionists’, regarded theatres 
as dens of vice and were seeking to close them down as 
Shakespeare was writing Measure for Measure. 

A 

VIII THE LAW 

In local areas, citizen constables were responsible for upholding the 
law, but these town constables were notoriously ineffective. 
Common people were hanged but gentlemen were lucky enough to 
be beheaded. 

B 

IX CATHOLICISM 

Vienna was the Catholic capital city of the Holy Roman Empire. 
Virgin martyrs were honoured in the Catholic tradition but there 
were no longer any nunneries or friaries in England at the time that 
Shakespeare was writing. Shakespeare’s family were Catholics. 

B 

X SOURCES 

The story of Shakespeare’s original source, Cinthio’s tale, was well 
known, as was Shakespeare’s main source, Whetstone’s 1578 

A 
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CONTEXTUAL FACTORS SIGNIFICANCE 

play, Promos and Cassandra. So too were the classical story of the 
disguised ruler Severus and Machiavelli’s 1513 book, The Prince, a 
cynical guide to statecraft. 

 

2 (a) and (b) Answers will vary. 

3 

QUOTATION RELATION TO CONTEXT 

A DUKE: … I love the people / But 
do not like to stage me to their eyes 

James I was notoriously reluctant to be surrounded 
by crowds, however supportive they may have 
appeared. 

B MISTRESS OVERDONE: Thus, 
what with the war, what with the 
sweat, what with the gallows, and 
what with poverty, I am custom 
shrunk. 

Vienna is Jacobean England, with all its vice and 
viciousness. The Viennese underworld of the play 
has all the characteristics of seventeenth-century 
London, as the original audience would have 
recognised with amusement. 

C CLAUDIO: Thus stands it with 
me: upon a true contract / I got 
possession of Julietta’s bed: / You 
know the lady; she is fast my wife, / 
Save that we do the denunciation 
lack / Of outward order 

A verbal contract was sufficient basis for a marriage 
in seventeenth-century England, but not in a 
Catholic country. 

D DUKE: … Sith ’twas my fault to 
give the people scope, / ’Twould be 
my tyranny to strike and gall them / 
For what I bid them do 

James I acknowledged that when first a monarch, in 
Scotland, he had not applied laws with sufficient 
rigour to reduce misconduct. 

E DUKE: … Lord Angelo is precise; 
/ Stands at a guard with envy; 
scarce confesses / That his blood 
flows, or that his appetite / Is more 
to bread than stone 

Puritans were known as ‘Precisians’ and 
Shakespeare made fun of them in Twelfth Night 
through Malvolio. Here he portrays Angelo as one 
who tries (and fails) to deny his humanity. 

F ISABELLA: … wishing a more 
strict restraint / Upon the sisterhood, 
the votarists of Saint Clare. 

By locating the play in Vienna Shakespeare was 
able to intensify the focus on Isabella’s chastity 
through making her a novitiate. Had the play been 
set in England this would not have been possible. 

G ESCALUS: Alas, it hath been 
great pains to you. They do you 
wrong to put you so oft upon’t: are 
there not men in your ward sufficient 
to serve it? 

Shakespeare is again (as he did in Much Ado about 
Nothing) making fun of the tradition of having local 
constables whose incompetence was legendary. 

H ANGELO: … Be that you are, / 
That is, a woman; if you be more, 
you’re none; 

Women were usually subject to men, whether as 
daughters or as wives. Their roles were often 
defined through their relationship to men. 



Contexts 

AS/A-level Literature Workbook: Measure for Measure 29 

© Michael Jones 2018 Hodder Education 

QUOTATION RELATION TO CONTEXT 

I DUKE: … here, by this, is your 
brother saved, your honour 
untainted, the poor Mariana 
advantaged, and the corrupt deputy 
scaled. 

Shakespeare’s adaptation of his source stories 
provides a neater dramatic resolution than in any of 
the traditional tales. 

J DUKE: ‘An Angelo for Claudio, 
death for death!’ / Haste still pays 
haste, and leisure answers leisure; / 
Like doth quit like, and measure still 
for measure. 

The biblical basis for the title sets up the exploration 
of balance and justice that forms the basis of the 
play, but nothing is as simple as the title suggests. 

 

4 (a) 

QUOTATION THEN NOW 

A Recognition of references to 
James I and his attitudes as well 
as his style. 

Less likely to pick up the 
contemporary references, but likely 
to note equivalent modern figures. 

B Pleasure in recognising the 
London of the time with its vice 
and corruption. 

No surprise at the realities of sex but 
possible surprise at the openness 
with which prostitution and lechery 
are presented. 

C Recognition that technically the 
two were married and, therefore, 
that Angelo’s punishment was 
over-harsh. 

Less concerned about the legalities 
of marriage, so to see Claudio as a 
criminal is harder. 

D Recognition of references to 
James I and his admission that 
he had been too accepting as a 
young king of Scotland. 

Recognition that the balance 
between individual freedom and the 
law is a perennial issue. 

E Seen by Shakespeare’s 
contemporaries as a satirical 
attack on puritans. 

More likely to be seen as applying to 
people in general. 

F This makes Isabella seem a 
maiden or rare purity, hence the 
significance of her chastity. 

Cloistered virtue is less popular 
today, but the point would be taken 
that Isabella is pure in heart and 
mind. 

G The audience would have been 
amused because constables of 
village England (and in Stratford) 
were notorious for their 
incompetence. 

The bumbling policeman is an 
established figure of fun, as it was 
then. 

H It was accepted that women’s 
roles were often defined through 
their relationship to men. 

The position and portrayal of women 
is likely to be viewed very differently, 
and not only by feminist critics. 

I Appreciation of the untying of the 
plot knots by tying the marriage 
knot. 

Audiences are more likely to be 
sceptical about Isabella’s happiness 
at being expected to marry the 
Duke.  
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QUOTATION THEN NOW 

J Life was more violent then, and 
punishments more often fierce 
and physical, but even in 1604 
audiences would have noted that 
the play’s complexity is beyond 
the Bible’s simplicity. 

The eye-for-an-eye principle is now 
seen as inadequate as a basis for 
justice. 

 

(b)–(d) Answers will vary. 

5 (a) The paragraph has significant strengths, but its major weakness is the lack of quoted 

textual evidence. It would not be awarded a high grade. 

(b) Answers will vary but points which could be explored include: 

o Shakespeare has created Angelo as a representative of puritanism, not just an 

individual. 

o Isabella’s status as novitiate adds to the dramatic impact of Angelo’s proposal. 

o The Duke’s reasons for giving power to Angelo would have been recognised as 

similar to King James I. 

o Angelo is not just a hypocrite – he abuses his power as deputy in a way that puts 

the integrity of the state and justice at risk. 

6 The response demonstrates all the qualities listed apart from E, ‘Exploration of critical 

views’. 

7 (a)–(c) Answers will vary. 

8 Modern audiences are more likely to be enraged by Angelo’s hypocrisy and more forgiving 

of Claudio and Julietta. Attitudes to Isabella’s conduct will vary then and now. 

9 Answers will vary but points that could be made include: 

(a) 

o The play reflects seventeenth-century attitudes, notably with regard to men’s 

attitudes to women and the assumption that authority rested naturally with the 

male in terms of families. 

o Modern audiences are likely to have a more critical view of Angelo and to see 

male authority as something to be earned rather than merely assumed. 

o Some of the ideas about authority are as relevant today as they were in 1604. 

(b) 

o The low-life characters do not present a mirror image – there is no underworld 

equivalent of the Duke, for example – but the issues that arise in which bodies 

become bargaining chips or purchases flow across the social classes. 
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o It is reasonable to note the similarities between higher and lower worlds, and 

Lucio is the link between them.
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1 (a)–(d) Answers will vary. 

2 (a)–(e) Answers will vary. 

3  

CRITICAL 
VIEWPOINT 

CHARACTERISTICS QUOTATIONS 

Historicist criticism Seeing the text as a product of 
its historical, social and cultural 
context. 

DUKE: … I love the people / But 
do not like to stage me to their 
eyes. 

Feminist criticism Maintaining that gender is the 
basis of the play’s argument and 
focusing particularly on the 
representation of women. 

ANGELO: …. Be that you are, / 
That is, a woman: if you be more 
you’re none 

Christian criticism Seeing the text as an exploration 
of divine justice and mercy as 
expressed in the Gospels. 

ANGELO: … your grace, like 
power divine, / Hath looked upon 
my passes. 

Psychoanalytical 
criticism 

Seeing the text as expressing 
repressed desires and the 
conflict between them and social 
expectations. 

ANGELO: … What dost thou or 
what art thou Angelo? / Dost 
thou desire her foully for those 
things / That make her good? 

Reader response 
criticism 

Focusing on the reader’s (or 
audience’s) role in ‘completing’ a 
literary work through 
interpretation rather than 
focusing primarily on the author 
or the content and form of the 
work. 

Isabella’s final silence 

Marxist criticism Viewing a text as a reflection of 
the socio-political conditions in 
which it was produced, especially 
in terms of class and power as 
seen by Marx. 

CLAUDIO: … Whether the 
tyranny be in his place, / Or in 
his eminence that fills it up, / I 
stagger in. 

 

Schools of critical thought 

4 (a)–(c) Answers will vary. 

(d) Responses could include references to recent cases of sexual harassment by men in 

power, such as the allegations against Harvey Weinstein, as well as recognition of the 

changing attitudes to women over time. 

5 (a) Ideas of state control, surveillance and the nature of authority. 

(b) 

o Evidence for: the way the Duke employs Angelo as Deputy in a Machiavellian 

strategy to avoid criticism by the populace. 
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o Evidence against: The Duke is in some ways a figure of divine providence, caring 

for his people in a way that is informed by the Gospel teaching on justice and 

mercy. 

(c) 

(i) Ideas of state control, covert surveillance and tyrannical authority. The anarchic 

low-lifers would be portrayed as a threat to the regime. 

(ii) The Christian ideas clustered around Isabella’s chastity. 

6 (a) Isabella is a novitiate, and although there were no longer any nunneries in England, 

her purity would have been noted. Her final forgiveness is very much in a Christian spirit. 

There is Christian symbolism throughout as well as direct reference to Matthew’s ‘Judge 

not that ye be not judged’. 

(b) A modern, less religious, audience might not be aware of the significance of the 

Christian elements.  

7 Only C would not be appropriate. 

8 Answers will vary. 

9 Audience attitudes change over time. 

(a) A 1604 audience would have thought it surprising if Isabella’s silence did not signal 

consent. Isabella would of course have been played by a young male actor. 

(b) By the 1950s attitudes had changed, but not enough (in most cases) for an audience 

to feel outraged on Isabella’s behalf.  

(c) There may not be a Globe Theatre performance of Measure for Measure in 2018, but 

if there were one, the audience in a post-Weinstein world would be acutely aware of how 

Isabella is subjected initially to the power of Angelo, and eventually to that of the Duke. 

Even if Isabella remains silent, the indignation in the audience might be audible. 

10 Answers will vary. 
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Assessment objectives 

1 

The accuracy and fluency of your writing AO1 

Demonstrating an awareness that there is more 
than one way to interpret the play 

AO5 

Making links between the play and another literary 
text 

AO4 

Creating and developing an argument and a clear 
structure 

AO1 

Showing an understanding of the importance and 
influence of contexts 

AO3 

Using literary terms and concepts AO1 

Allowing other readings – including those from 
critics or statements given in the exam – to 
influence your own interpretation  

AO5 

Analysing meanings and how they are shaped by 
language 

AO2 

Showing an understanding that the play can be 
understood differently by audiences and readers 
over time 

AO3 

 

2 Answers will vary. 

3 (a) 

COMMAND 
WORD 

EXPLANATION 

1 Typically C In engaging in the debate about the ‘typicality’ of the view, you will 
be addressing AO5. As you are discussing the typicality of the view, 
you need to connect with one of the central issues of ‘Love through 
the ages’ and so with the representation of relationships in other texts 
(AO4). 

2 Discuss A As you discuss, you need not only to organise your writing and use 
appropriate terminology (AO1) but also to take account of different 
interpretations, rather than follow a single-track argument (AO5). 

3 How D The words ‘how Shakespeare presents’ signal an invitation to you 
to write about Shakespeare’s dramatic methods (AO2). 

4 Relationship B In exploring Angelo’s relationship with Isabella, you need to engage 
with contexts of gender, power and society along with contexts of 
production and reception (AO3). 

 

(b) 
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COMMAND 
WORD 

EXPLANATION 

1 Explore C This means consider and analyse a range of ideas and issues 
relating to the play (AO1). 

2 Presentation F This signals an invitation to you to write about Shakespeare’s 
dramatic methods (AO2). 

3 Measure for 
Measure 

E The title signals that the expected response would need to 
range across the whole play. 

4 Discussion B This term tells you that you need to organise your writing and 
use appropriate terminology (AO1) and to take account of 
different interpretations rather than follow a single-track argument 
(AO5). 

5 Relevant contextual 
factors 

D This means you need to engage with contexts of gender, power 
and society along with contexts of production and reception 
(AO3). 

6 Ideas from your 
critical reading 

A This explicitly requires reference to a range of critical ideas and 
perspectives. 

 

4 (a)–(c) Questions will be exam-board specific. 

5 Answers will vary. 

Essay planning and structure (AO1) 

6 Approaches A, E and F are worth avoiding! 

7 and 8 Answers will vary. 

9 Both openings have some merit, but the first one is less effective.  

A 

• The initial sentence is unimpressive – it repeats the question and adds a feeble ‘very 

effectively’. 

• The survey of sexual relationships is crisply described, but this section is closer to 

description than analysis. 

• There is analysis of sex as a commodity across the social classes. 

Points for improvement: 

• Points could be clinched with quotation. 

• More analysis and less descriptive summarising. 

B 

• This is an informed and challenging opening, likely to engage an examiner. 
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• It is an incisively written analysis based on detailed textual awareness. 

• There is some quotation. 

• Intelligent, linguistically aware analysis is apparent. 

Points for improvement: 

• Apart from the opening quotation there is little specific textual evidence. 

• More could be made of Shakespeare’s choice and use of linguistic and dramatic 

techniques. 

10 (a) A is the only one that is not good advice – a conclusion needs to do more than 

summarise. 

(b) D would be disastrous, but all the others are helpful. 

11 (a) Answers will vary, but the whole sequence is of proven value. 

(b)–(d) Answers will vary. 

12 B and F would not be helpful. 

Analysing (AO2) 

13 

QUOTATION 

ISABELLA: As much for my poor brother as myself: 
That is, were I under the terms of death, 
The impression of keen whips I’ld wear as rubies, 
And strip myself to death, as to a bed 
That longing have been sick for, ere I’ld yield 
My body up to shame. 

ANALYSIS 

Isabella’s imagery of whips, nakedness and bed is powerful, passionate and verging on 
pornographic with the red drops of blood being seen as precious rubies. Such similes are 
not what one might expect from a nun perhaps, but in line with the tradition of ecstatic 
martyrdom. Death and sex were linked linguistically in Shakespeare’s day, and their 
dramatic impact here is that Shakespeare may be hinted at the sexual side of Isabella that 
she has sought to subdue through joining St Clare’s. The number of references to ‘I’ signal 
her understandable focus on herself and her defiance is made clear by the contrasting 
simplicity of the final line that ends with ‘shame’. 

QUOTATION 

ISABELLA: O, I do fear thee, Claudio; and I quake, 
Lest thou a feverous life should’st entertain, 
And six or seven winters more respect 
Than a perpetual honour. Darest thou die? 
The sense of death is most in apprehension; 
And the poor beetle, that we tread upon, 
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In corporal sufferance finds a pang as great 
As when a giant dies. 

ANALYSIS 

Isabella’s uncertainty is audible: her reluctance to be open with Claudio is explicit in the 
opening words and the imagery of illness reflects her ‘quaking’ with apprehension. She 
describes life as cold and wintry, initially avoiding terms linked with death and instead trying 
to give death status by referring to it in the stately syllables of ‘perpetual honour’. Her tone 
changes sharply as she challenges Claudio, ‘Darest thou die?’ and assures him that the 
anticipation of death is a greater agony than dying. Unsurprisingly Claudio is not convinced 
by her comparison of beetle and giant and the attempt to make little of the ‘corporal 
sufferance’ of which he is so acutely aware. 

QUOTATION 

CLAUDIO: Ay, but to die, and go we know not where; 
To lie in cold obstruction and to rot; 
This sensible warm motion to become 
A kneaded clod; and the delighted spirit 
To bathe in fiery floods, or to reside 
In thrilling region of thick-ribbed ice; 
To be imprison’d in the viewless winds, 
And blown with restless violence round about 
The pendent world; or to be worse than worst 
Of those that lawless and incertain thought 
Imagine howling: ’tis too horrible! 

ANALYSIS 

Claudio’s evocation of life-in-death begins with solemn monosyllables and then comes 
against the polysyllabic ‘obstruction’ before returning to monosyllables with the finality of 
‘and to rot’. There is then a focus on feeling and warmth, only for this to end as a ‘clod’, the 
sound being as heavy as the clods on a grave. The lightness of repeated ‘i’ sounds across 
the next two lines seems to lift the mood yet the opposite happens – the spirit suffers in fire 
and ice before being ‘blown’ with restless violence round a world that hangs in 
nothingness. The alliteration intensifies the mood and this vision is so intense that an 
audience is likely to feel that Isabella’s expectation that Claudio will be ‘too noble’ to seek 
life is both selfish and unrealistic. 

QUOTATION 

POMPEY: I am as well acquainted here as I was in our house of profession: one would 
think it were Mistress Overdone’s own house, for here be many of her old customers. First, 
here’s young Master Rash; he’s in for a commodity of brown paper and old ginger, 
ninescore and seventeen pounds; of which he made five marks, ready money: marry, then 
ginger was not much in request, for the old women were all dead 

ANALYSIS 

Pompey makes his prison seem a whole world, and one with which we are familiar: there is 
little difference between the brothel and the prison when both contain the same people and 
attitudes. We appreciate the irony that Pompey, having been condemned as an ‘unlawful 
bawd’ is now safe as a ‘lawful hangman’. Pompey’s relaxed conversational prose – 
emphatically not blank verse – shows that he is not at all disconcerted by being imprisoned 
when so many of his customers are there with him. As ever there is a stream of bawdy 
jokes about fornication and sexually transmitted diseases, as in Master Rash’s name, but 
we have already seen in Angelo that trade in bodies is not confined to the lower classes. 
The details of names and commodities conjure up the carnivalesque chaos that is such a 
challenge to the social order and the rule of that which is called the law. 
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14 (a) – 

(b) Answers will vary but should include many of the points below, along with an analysis 

of feminine power. 

How Shakespeare’s language choices show Isabella’s character: 

o ‘perilous’ is what she feels her predicament to be 

o exclamatory indignation 

o awareness of right and wrong 

o change of tone with ‘I’ll to my brother’  

o exaggeration reveals her desperation 

How the speech engages the audience in Isabella’s plight: 

o we hear her desperation 

o the use of questions reveals her uncertainty 

What it shows about Isabella’s attitudes: 

o fierce loathing is apparent in ‘abhorr’d pollution’ 

o her decision has been made in advance 

o she claims to care more about the soul than the body yet defilement of her 

own body is beyond contemplation 

How she views herself: 

o she addresses herself as if the voice of chastity is speaking, thereby 

avoiding the responsibility for condemning her brother 

o she feels she has the right to decide about her brother’s life 

Using context (AO3) 

15 Possible advice 

(a) Keep: 

o relevant references to a range of plays 

o comments that show understanding of the place of women in seventeenth-

century England 

o awareness of Isabella’s situation. 

(b) Change: 

o Tie the argument more closely to the text via quotation. 
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o Focus more closely on particular episodes that prove the points being made. 

o Analyse the likely changes in attitude between a modern and a contemporary 

audience. 

o Engage with different interpretations. 

Exploring connections across texts 

(AO4) 

16 Answers will vary depending on the play chosen. 

Interpretations (AO5) 

17 (a) and (b) Answers will vary. 

18 Features of successful answers are B, C, D, E, H, J and L. 


