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Measure for Measure is among the most passionately discussed of Shakespeareâ€™s plays. In it, a

duke temporarily removes himself from governing his city-state, deputizing a member of his

administration, Angelo, to enforce the laws more rigorously. Angelo chooses as his first victim

Claudio, condemning him to death because he impregnated Juliet before their marriage.

Claudioâ€™s sister Isabella, who is entering a convent, pleads for her brotherâ€™s life. Angelo

attempts to extort sex from her, but Isabella preserves her chastity. The duke, in disguise,

eavesdrops as she tells her brother about Angeloâ€™s behavior, then offers to ally himself with her

against Angelo. Modern responses to the play show how it can be transformed by its reception in

present culture to evoke continuing fascination. To some, the duke (the government) seems

meddlesome; to others, he is properly imposing moral standards. Angelo and Isabellaâ€™s

encounter exemplifies sexual harassment. Others see a womanâ€™s right to control her body in

Isabellaâ€™s choice between her virginity and her brotherâ€™s life. The authoritative edition of

Measure for Measure from The Folger Shakespeare Library, the trusted and widely used

Shakespeare series for students and general readers, includes: -Freshly edited text based on the

best early printed version of the play -Full explanatory notes conveniently placed on pages facing

the text of the play -Scene-by-scene plot summaries -A key to the playâ€™s famous lines and

phrases -An introduction to reading Shakespeareâ€™s language -An essay by a leading

Shakespeare scholar providing a modern perspective on the play -Fresh images from the Folger

Shakespeare Libraryâ€™s vast holdings of rare books -An annotated guide to further reading Essay

by Christy Desmet The Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, DC, is home to the worldâ€™s

largest collection of Shakespeareâ€™s printed works, and a magnet for Shakespeare scholars from

around the globe. In addition to exhibitions open to the public throughout the year, the Folger offers

a full calendar of performances and programs. For more information, visit Folger.edu.
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Measure for Measure is seldom read, and not often performed in the United States. Why? Although

many of Shakespeare's plays deal bluntly with sexual issues, Measure for Measure does so in an

unusually ugly and disgusting way for Shakespeare. This play is probably best suited for adults, as

a result.I see Measure for Measure as closest to The Merchant of Venice in its themes. Of the two

plays, I prefer Measure for Measure for its unremitting look at the arbitrariness of laws, public

hypocrisy and private venality, support for virtue, and encouragement of tempering public justice

with common sense and mercy.The play opens with Duke Vincentio turning over his authority to his

deputy, Angelo. But while the duke says he is leaving for Poland, he in fact remains in Vienna

posing as a friar. Angelo begins meting out justice according to the letter of the law. His first act is to

condemn Claudio to death for impregnating Juliet. The two are willing to marry, but Angelo is not

interested in finding a solution. In despair, Claudio gets word to his sister, the beautiful Isabella, that

he is to be executed and prays that she will beg for mercy. Despite knowing that Isabella is a virgin

novice who is about to take her vows, Angelo cruelly offers to release Claudio of Isabella will make

herself sexually available to Angelo. The Duke works his influence behind the scenes to help create

justice.Although this play is a "comedy" in Shakespearean terms, the tension throughout is much

more like a tragedy. In fact, there are powerful scenes where Shakespeare draws on foolish

servants of the law to make his points clear. These serve a similar role of lessening the darkness to

that of the gravediggers in Hamlet.

Written amidst Shakespeare's tragedies, "Measure For Measure" is the Bard's last comedy and

perhaps his darkest. In all Shakespearean comedy, conflict, villainy, or immorality disrupt the moral

order, but harmony ultimately prevails. Not so with this comedy. As one critic has it, "Measure"

leaves playgoers with many questions and few answers. Or does it? More about that in a moment.

First, about the title. It's from the Bible. In the Old Testament there's "breach for breach, eye for eye,

tooth for tooth" (Leviticus 24). And, from the New Testament, "what measure ye mete, it shall be

measured to you again" (Mathew 5). It's the theme of the play, but, as we shall see, it never gets the



results hoped for, until the very end, when, to quote from another of Shakespeare's plays, "mercy

seasons justice."The good Duke of Vienna, Vincentio, is concerned with the morals of his city. He

enacts a number of reforms, then takes a sabbatical, and tells his deputy governor, Angelo, to see

that the reforms are enforced. But Angelo goes too far: he enforces the law to the letter and shows

no mercy for violators. Claudio is a victim of Angelo's strict enforcement policy. He's betrothed to

Juliet, who is pregnant with his child. Because they are not yet married, he's arrested for fornication

and sentenced to death by decapitation. Enter Isabella, Claudio's sister and the play's heroine.

She's a young novice preparing to become a nun on the very day of his execution, and makes an

appeal to Angelo for leniency. Her plea is reminiscent of Portia's words to Shylock in "The Merchant

of Venice.
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