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CHA PTER I

PRELI MINARY CONSIDERATI ONS

The play Me a s ur e f or Me a s u r e by Wi l l i am Shake spe are h a s

possibly s uf fered mor e abus ive cri t ic is m than any o t he r play

by Shake s pe are wi th t h e exce pt i on of Hamlet . The i mpor t a n t

t h ing to be c onsid ered in t h i s ma t t e r is not the t remend ou s

quantit y of crit icism b u t t he almost i nf inite diversi ty of

opinion which i s contained in the ma ch inations of c r~ t ics s i nc e

t he early e i ghte ent h centu r y . The d i v e r si t y of opinion i s s o

gr e a t , a nd t hreat ens to b ec ome e ven gr e a t e r , t ha t it h as c r e

a t ed an a r t i f i cial situati on i n wh i ch t h e i n t e r es t no l on ge r

lies i n t he p lay itself but i s now conc e n trat ed in t he i d e a of

f indin g a s olu tion t o the l a b yr int h of i de a s whi ch surroun d

t h e play . The c ri tici s m of t h e p l a y , or the i ntere st i n t h e

criticism, h a s n ow actually s u pe rs ed e d t h e i n t e r e s t i n the play

i tself . Tha t i s , i t i s r a r e t od a y t h a t t he p l ay i s consid e red

worthy of prod uct ion . It h a s b e en re l e gat ed to t he c l os e t wi t h

the idea in mind t hat it best s e r ve s a s a means to an end . It

se r ves as a st i mulus t o cr i t ical s pec u l a t i on o

The controve r s y wh i ch r a ge s ab ou t the p lay may be demon 

strated easily i f only a f ew of t h e pr ob lems , Wh i ch l i e b ot h

in t he play and exte r na l to i t , are i nve s t i ga t e d . I t c a n b e

se en tha t cri tics h a ve touche d a lm os t every f a c e t of the p lay ,

a nd to pres en t some of t h e m h e r e wi l l s e r v e n ot on l y to d e mon

strate the na t ur e of some of t he prob lems b ut t he diversity of

1
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treatment and of approach which h a s be e n u sed by the c ri t ic s

of the last t wo hundre d ye ar s .

The s e critics h a v e f ound a rath e r s tar t l ing d iver s ity

of themes to b e g a i ned fro m t he p lay . Some cri t ic s have

gone t o extremes i n thei r d enun c iat ion of the intent ion of

t h e p lay . An example o f t h is can be se en in a c ommen t of J .

A. He r a ud , wh o i n 18 65 s aid ,

Me a s ur e for Me a s u r e ill ustrat e s Pa pal tyranny i n
Europe tha t wou ld c ultiva t e only the spiri t and
d e s t r oy the na tura l man . The Duke ' s marria ge t o
I s a b e l l a unite s Church and St ate . l

S ome critics such as A . W. Sch le ge l have f ound a muc h kinder

mes s a ge in t he p lay "b u t a messa ge no l e s s compl ex in i t s dem

onstra t Lon , S chle ge 1 as s erted i n 18 0 8 tha t tiThe true s i gn i f i -

cance of Me a s u r e f or Me a s u r e is t h e t r iumph of me r c y ove r

j us t i ce , tl 2 and he b ases h i s judgment , u lt imate ly , on t he ax-

i om that h e who is wi t h ou t s in may throw the fir st s t on e .

An o t h er d e f i nite c ri t i c a l opinion c a n be i n t e r pr e t e d f rom the

f ol lo wi n g c omment b y R. H. N. Hud s on :

Chalme r s h ad the s a ga city t o d is cove r a lso a sort
of port r a i t - l ike r e s e mb l a n c e i n t h e Duke to King
J a me s t h e F irst . As the Ki ng wa s indeed a mu ch
bet ter the o log ian t h a n a s t a t es ma n or ruler , the
f act of the Duke ' s a p pe a rin g rather more at home
i n t h e cowl and h ood than i n h i s du c a l robes c er 
t a i nly l e nd s s ome co lour to t he s t ory . 3

Denton J . Snide r in s ome ways a gre e s with He r aud and S chle ge l

1 . Augustus Ra l l i , A Hi s to ry of Shake spear ian Cr it i 
ci s m, I , 3 15 .
---- 2 . Ibid . , p . 1 1 9 .

3 . R . H. N. Hu d son , Shakespeare : Hi s Li f e , Ar t and
Chara c ters , p . 3 9 9 .
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when he states t hat

The play, h oweve r , is not an abstrac t treat ise on
t he virt ues , but concrete as h i s t ory its elf . In
f a c t i t introd uces the h i st ori c a l pha se s wh i c h
embody the se t wo pr i n c i p l e s of mercy an d justice-
namely , Church and State . 4

H. S . Bowd e n , amon g oth ers , t hinks t h a t t he play i s a k i nd

of d iscussion of t h e pen a l code . 5 Charles D. S t ewar t d e c l a r e s

t hat t he play deals wi th the nature of gov e r n men t . 6 H. N.

Ma cCrac k en and F . E . Pierce go to anoth er extreme in t heir

interpretat i on :

Th e play is a trenchant sat ire on the evils of so 
c i e t y. Such re a l i st i c pic t ures of t he t hings t h a t
are , b ut s hould no t be , have always j a r red on our
aesthet ic sens e · from Ar i s t ophanes t o Zol a , and
Me a s ur e fo r Me a s u r e is one of t h e mos t d i s a gree able
of Shakes peare's play s .7

Thi s cr itical t heory is s u ppor t ed , i n s ome pa rt , by a critic

of s uch renown as Ma r k Van Dor e n . 3 One of t he most inte r e s t -

i n g comments a nd on e whi c h h a s arous ed indignation a nd in-

te r est amon g ot he r critics is that of Ge orge Br a nde s :

fha t attra c t ed Shakes pe a re t o t his unpl e a s an t s ub 
ject wa s c lear l y h i s indigna tion at the gr owin g
Pharisaism i n mat ters of sexual mora l i ty whi ch
wa s t he outcome of the steady gr owt h of Puritan 
ism amon g the midd le clas ses . 9

It may b e said tha t these c omme n t s. are all of one type ,

or at l e a s t t here is a simi larity ex p r e s s ed i n t hem. The y

a re all dire cted towa r d on e i dea - - t he t ot a l ity of the t heme

4 . Dent on J . Snider , The Shakespeari an Dr a ma , p . 43 0 .
5 . H. S . Bowde n , Th e Re l ig i on of Shake spea re , p . 3 49 .
6 . Charles D. Stewart , Some Textual Di f f i cu lt ie s in

Shakespeare , p . 27 . ----
7 . H. N. Ma c Cr a c k e n and F . E . Pierce , An Int roduc tion

t o Sh akes pe are , p , 17 6. --
8 . Ms r k Van Doren , Shakes peare , p . 218 .
9. Ge orge Br a nd e s , Wi l l i am Shakespeare , p . 401 .



of the play . la n y more examples could be listed e qu a l l y
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d i f ferent as t hese , bu t the opin:ons no t ed h ere I 11 s erve

to demonstrate the va r i e t y of ideas 'h i ch s ur round ius t one

s ma l l fa cet of the interpretation of eas u r e f o r eas u r e .

I f t h i s d i ve r s i ty is considered j us t a lit tle furthe r i t can

be s hown that some cri t i c s, such as Charlot te Lenn ox , r e f us e d

to find any meri t i n the play at a ll ol O Oth ers , suc h a s F .

Kreyss i g , re cognize mer i t but are extremely s l ow in maki n g

any pos it ive s ta t e men t of it . l l At t he other extreme of th s

i d e a is the en com ium of Me a s ur e f o r Me a s u r e b y J ohn Ma s e -

fi e l d :

The play i s a marve lous piece of unflinchin g t h ou gh t .
Like all the gr e a t e s t of t he plays , it is so f u l l
of il l us t r a tion of the main idea , that it g i v e s a n
illusion of an i nf i ni t y like that of l i f e . I t is
cons t ruc t ed clos e l y and subtley f or the sta ge . I t
is more full of the i n genuit ies of p lay-writ i n g
t han a n y of th e plays . The v erse and pr os e h ave
that s mo ot hne s s of h a p py ease Which makes one t h ink
of Shakes~eare n o t a s a poet writing b u t as a s un
s hining . 1

Jus t as t hese cri t ics h ave d we l t on t he the me as a

Who le , ot he r s ha ve iso l ated e lements from the play an d con 

sidered them as ma jor problems . Ea ch c h a r a c t e r , eac h ac ti on ,

e a ch sc e n e , and many i ndividual spe e che s h v e become sour ces

fo r cr i t ical analysis . I f on ly t he chara c te r of Isabella is

consid ered , the extreme di vers ity of o pinion is easily r eco 

n zed . Th e v i e w of Charlot t e Lennox illus t r a t e s unfa v or ab l e

i n erpre t at on of Isabella 's cha r a c t e r:

10 . a l Ii , 0 • cit . , p . 2 7 .
11. Ib id . , p , 409 .
12 . J ohn .asefi eld , i lliam Sha kes pea r e , p . 17 4 .
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I sabe lla i s a mere vix en , an a f f ec t e d prude in h e r
vi rtue ; s he s h ou l d h a v e re con ci led Claudio to death
b y argume n t s f rom the re l i gion and vi rt ue s h e pro 
f e ssed s o h i gh l y . Th e wh o le i s a r i d dle without
solu tion . 13

Oth er cri t ics have n ot b een s o h a rd on I sabella , b u t t hey i n

t urn h a v e a bs trac t e d s ome e lement of her nat ure or ch a r ac t er

a nd ex pa nd ed it t o fit their n eeds . H. S . b owd en , for ex -

ample , amplif i es the womanl i n e s s o f he r ch arac ter :

Yet h e r s is n o spe c tra l figur e , devoid of h uman
fe e l ing s . She is n ot a s pir i t , bu t a woman , a nd
h e r n a t ur al affe ct i o n s are i n t e n s i fi e d be c aus e
pur if ie d by he r s u pe r n atur al l o ve; an d she unde r 
t a k e s the advoca c y of Claudio , ' t h ou gh hi s i s the
vice s he most a b h ors . ' The n a t u r e of t rue l ov e i s
se en i n the c ho i c e made be t ween h e r h onour a nd her
b r o ther 's life . "14

Ma r y G. Cla r ke r e p r e s e n t s a no t h e r ext reme of t he c ri tical a t -

ti t ude toward I sab e lla . Sh e says of h er :

As I s abe lla advan c e d in g i r lho od , h e r c h i l d is h i n n o 
c e nce be came scarce l y l es s a pa rt of h e r nature ;
but i t t ook t h e f o rm of i deali t y , that mad e he r
s e e k communi on with thing s abov e t h is world . She
h ad s til l th a t look of s piri t uali t y whi ch distin 
gu i shed he r as a c hild . He r ve r y ga r me n t s a ppe ar 
ed t o h a v e a prope rty of clear n e s s and pur ity , as
i f no s oil o r b l emi sh cou l d att ach t o them . Wh i t e 
r obed , s po tles s , s h e look e d and mov e d , a vir gin
sa int . 1 5

Some cr i tics h a ve s pen t t h e ms e l ves on con sid e r a t i on of

t h e e x act d a te of the fi r s t pe r fo rman ce of the p lay . They

h a v e ge n e r a l l y d etermi ned f r om Ed mund T i l ney ' s ac c ou n t of the

Of fice Boo k s of t he Ma s t e r s a nd Yeoman of t h e Reve l s that a

play cal l e d Me s u r f or r e s u r b y Shaxberd wa s perf ormed a t

13 .
1 4 .
1 5 .

He r o i n e s ,

Ra l l i , £E. c i t . , p . 27 .
Bowd en , £E. cit . , p . 25 .
Ma ry C . Cl ark e , The Gi r lhood of Shake spe are ' s
p . 15 9 .



court on De cember 2 , 160 4 , and a s Fra nc i s Me r e s fa l s t o

mention t he play in h i s Falladis Tami a , a r ec ord of li t e r a r y

prod uc tions wh i ch wa s pub lished in 1 598 , 160 4 is t h e common 

l y accepted dat e of t be first performa n ce of the play . 16

Other cri t ic s t r a c e the source of t he p l ot o f Me a s u r e f or

Me a sur e to Fromos and Cassandra , a play published by Geor ge

h e t s t one in 157 8 , and the n t hey t ra ce b oth Sh akespear e 's

and h e t s ton e ' s wor k to one of the tales of the He c a t ommi t h i

whi ch was pub lis hed i n 1 565 b y Giovann i Ba t t i s t a Gi r a l d i , wh o

is refe rred to as Ci nth io . 17

At certa i n t imes cr i t ics have co nsidered only text ual

prob lems i n a n a t t e mpt to produce a c lear ver s ion or a work-

i n g co py of the text of the p lay . Ano t her i n t e r e s t i n g theory

which has appe ared any nu mb e r of ti mes is tha t whi ch a t t e mpt s

to re la te Me a s u r e for Me a s u r e to All 's We l l t hat End s ~e l l ,

Tr oi lus a nd Cress ida , and Haml e t in order t o e s t ab l i sh the

moo d in whi ch t he p lay was writ ten . 18 Some have a t te mpt ed

to e stab l ish un i que re lat ions hips whic h wi l l solve the mean -

i n g of the play . An example of t h i s c an b e drawn f r om F r ed -

eric k Boas ' s ta t e men t :

It ca n scar cely b e a me r e co incide nce t hat Julius
Caes ar i mme d i a t ely f ol l ows the Ea r l ' s [Es s ex] t r a 
g i c end , and i t is remarkable that mos t of the
p lays wh i ch wi th more o r less wa r rant may b e as 
signe d to t he l a s t three ye a r s of El i z ab e th ' s
reign conta i n pa infu l studies of t he we a kne s s ,

16 . Ch arle s Kni ght , ed it or , Shaks pe r e , p . 2 62 .
17 . Ha z e lt on Spencer , The ~ and Lif e of illiam

Shak es pear e , p . 299 .
18 . Ha mi lt on Wr i gh t Mab i e , ' i l l i a m Shakespeare , p . 3 15 .
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l e vity, and unbridle d pa s s ion of y oung me n . Thi s
is es pecial l y t h e cas e wi t h All 's We l l t hat En d s
We l l , Me a s ur e for Me a s ur e , Troilus a nd cress~
and Ha ml e t . I 9 ---

Some cr i t i c s D~ ve r e f used t o ad mit that Shakes peare

could have produced su ch a playas Me a sur e f or Me a s ur e wh i ch

con t a i n s s o mu ch irre gular wB t t e r . They h a ve gon e to ex-

tremes t o pr ove t h at Sha kes pear e e ith er c ollab ora t e d wi t h

others i n prod u cing th e play or t hat th e manu s c r i p t was t am-

pe r ed wi t h af t e r i t l ef t Sh ake s pe a re ' s h a nd . Gr anv i l l e 

Barke r f or one s u ggests s uc h a prob lem. 20

It would b e bot h i mpract ical a nd i mp o s s i ble to lis t al l

of t he p r ob lems concernin g Me a s ur e f o r Me a sur e a nd t o g i ve

examples of each b e cau se o f t he limi tat ion s of th i s t he s i s .

Tho s e examples ci t ed a re typical and d e mon st r a t e to anyon e

making a n exami na t ion of t h e p l ay the i mmense a mount of ma -

terial t o be covered .

This c r i t i ca l mate r i al , h owe ve r , wi l l acce pt t h re e qual -

i fications . It ca n b e naturally d i v ided i n t o t ~~ e e cat e g o 

ries depend ing u pon t h e in tention or t he approac h of t h e

crit ic . Thes e c a t e g or i e s are t he ethical , the aes t he tic and

the ethico-ae sthe t i c . The first of t hese i s s omewhat d i ffi -

cul t t o v i sualize b e caus e i t can h a rd l y e xi s t in its pure

fo r m. A fe w cri t i c s , h owe ve r , h ave a t tempte d t o is olate

pur e ly eth i c a l c on s id e r a t i on s . One suc h c r i t i c is G. Wi l s on

19 . Frederick C. Boa s , Shakespe are and Hi s Pred eces -
s or s , p . 345 . --- ---
---- 20 . H. Gr a n v i l l e - Ba r ke r , A Companion to Shakespeare ,
p . 268 .
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Knight , who a t t empt s to demonstra t e t ha t Me a s ur e for Me a sur e

h a s a un'i que r ela t ionsh i p t o t h e Go s pe l s . 2 l The sec on d cate 

gory , t he ae st het ic , i s a l so , wi t h t hi s p lay , d if f i c u l t t o

f ind in i ts i s o l ated f or m. S ome cr i tic s h ave t re a ted t he

a e stheti c na t u re of t he play , b u t , gene r a l l y , t h is f or m is

l i mi t e d t o t h e e i ghte enth -century c r i t i c s, wh o concentra t ed

t heir efforts on t h e text ual pr ob lems whi ch a r os e from t he

various cor r u pt v e rs i ons of t h e pl a y whi ch a ppea r e d i n t h e i r

peri od . The t hird cat e gory, the ethico-aestheti c , is wi th-

ou t doubt t he mos t i mpo r t a n t of t he t hree . Th i s cri t ic ism,

s pec i f i ca l l y , deals wi t h tha t aspec t of t he e t h i c a l c r i t i 

c i s m whi ch affec ts t he a es t he t i c i n t erpr e ta t ion of t he p l ay .

Th e vas t ma j or i ty of c r i t i c s h ave exerci sed t he ir c r aft i n

t his ve in . They h a ve so ugh t t o mea s ure t h e p lay a nd t o ap

ply t o ea ch of t h e po i nt s or p r ob lems wh i ch t h ey h ave d i s -

co vered a r e lati v e sta ndard of e thi c a l jud gmen t wh i ch h a s

c olor ed t h e a e st he ti c a ppr ec i a tion of t h e pla y . They h ave ,

as Robert M. Smi t h h a s pointe d out , a t t empt ed to f orc e a

d efiniti on on t h e p lay :

S omeh ow cr i t i c s fe e l that i f only they c an si gn up
Shake s pe a r e as a good Catholic , or as a g ood Me t h 
od ist , or a s a good Presbyt erian , or wha t n ot , a l l
wil l be we l l , and t he y lab o r mi ght i ly i n the v i n e 
y a rd to a chi eve t be securi t y ; j us t as new cri tic s
now i n s i s t u pon the p ar ad ox t h a t ' h o l d i n g l i b eral 
democ r ati c pro gre s s ive views wi th a n y con n ec t ions
makes one incapable of a ppreciat ing i maginative
l i t era t u r e at all . , 22

2 1 . G. Wi l son Kni gh t , The Wh e e l of F i r e , p p . 80 - 106 .
22 . Robert M. Smi th , " In ter pr e t a tions of Me a s u r e for

Me a s ur e , II The Shak es pea r e Qua r ter ly , I ( Oc t ob e r , 19 50) , 2 18 .
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It is possible to expand this commen t some what fur the r

and to demonstrate t ha t s ince Samuel Co l e r id ge c r i ti c s h ave

at tempted to l ab e l b oth Shake s pe are a nd the come dy Me a s u r e

f or Me a s ur e . Each di s tin c t gr ou p o f li tera r y cri t ics h a s

judged the p lay by the c anons wh i ch it e st ab l i shed and whi ch

have varied fro m g r ou p to gr ou p a nd from a ge t o a ge . One may

c ol l ec t t h e various extremes of critical opi n i on an d d e t e r -

mi ne from the collec ted matte r a def inite p a tte rn of critical

opinion . The c r i t i c a l opinions of Me a s ure for Me a s ur e h a v e ,

s i n c e the be g i nning of the n i n e t e en t h century , g on e through

s i x d istinct transformat ions ; tha t is , the re are wi thin t his

time six separat e and distinct pe ri od s in wh i c h the attitude

t oward Me a su r e f or Me a s ur e h as chan ged , d epe nd ing upon t h e

critica l standards whi ch e a ch of these dist i nct peri od s pr o -

du ced . R. W. Ba t t e n h ou s e indicates t h is prob le m and s u g ges ts

t he s pe e i f ic area of th is the s i s i n the f o l l owing commen t:

Before examining t h e p lay afr e s h it wi l l be we l l t o
note tha t c on t r ov e r s y ra ges concur r e ntl y on t wo
c l os ely r elat ed y e t d i s tin gui shab le fronts . Both
as art pure l y c on s i d e r e d, and as a philosophy of
l i f e mi r rou red i n ar t , the pl ay refus e s to f i t
easily the u sua l canons of mea s u rement . By cla s
si ca l standards i t s art f orm is n ei the r pure
c ome d y or pur e tra ged y bu t a n unort hodox b lend -
ing of the two . To g i ve t h e playa cate gory , crit 
i c s resort to various labels - - ' tr a gi -come d y , ' ' pr ob
l em-comedy , ' ' d a r k- c ome d y,' pe r haps c l os e s t t echni 
cal l y to the cla s s i c a l ' c ome d y of i ntri gue , ' t hou gh
Mi s s Br a db r ook insi sts t h e p l a y ha s ' a n al le gori 
cal n a tur e ' and kins h i p wit h the mor a l i ty t y pe . 23

This t hes is , then , is concerned with the e thi c o-ae s t he t -

23 0 R. W. Ba t t e n h ou s e , 11 Me a s u r e f or Me as ure and Chris -
t i an Doctr i ne of Aton ement ,lI PMLA , LXI (Dec ember , 1 9 46),
1030.
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ic critici s m of Me ns ur e for Me a s ur e , and an analysis of t h a t

c ri t icis m sinc e Col e rid ge wi l l demons t ra te t hat t h e criti 

cism i tself wen t t h rough six s tages . F our of t hes e s tages

we r e s u s t a i ne d for d i s t inc t period s of time and two we r e

transiti onal stage s wh i ch mar ke d t h e passing of t h e c r i t i

cism fr om on e pe r i od to the next . Tha t t h e ethico-aes t hetic

criticis m a ctua l ly pa s s e d throu gh t he se st a ge s is e vid e n c ed

b y t h e f a ct tha t t he critics l a beled t h e p lay , t h r ough t h e i r

interpretati on s , wi t h s uch terms a s " Dark - Come d y ," " Tragi 

Comedy ," "Bit ter - Comed y ," and "P r oblem- Comed y ." Th e s e te rms ,

as they we r e a pplied to t h e pla y , are sign if i c ant of b ot h

the critical a ttitude whi ch ea ch p e r i od h ad toward Me a s ur e

for Me a s u r e , and , to a ce r ta in extent , the met h od wh i ch the

cri tics of each period u s ed i n analyzin g the p lay . These

method s , of c ourse , we r e d e termined by the di s t i n c t cri t ical

standards wh i ch we r e pr odu ce d by t he var y ing ethi ca l a nd

aesth e tic a tt itudes . of e ach a ge .

It is ne ce ssary to c ons ide r one add itional as pect of

t he problem in orde r to limit th i s mat t e r to t hes i s f orm .

In order to establis h a common d enominator or focal po i nt t o

the he t e r ogene ous mat erial wh i ch has b e en c ollec t ed, i t i s

necessary t o limit the sc o pe of the the s i s t o the e t h i c o 

aesthetic critici s m wh i ch involve d t he charac t e r of I s abe l l a .

Th is is a particular l y i mportant point , because the att i t ude

of t he critics toward Isabella is t he b a r ome ter b y wh i c h the

whole of t h e criticism of eac h a ge ma y b e j ud ge d . Even in

those periods in wh i c h Is ab e lla is , for all pr a c t i ca l purp os es ,
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i gnored , s he s till may b e us ed to demonstrat e the t rans ition

in cri tical t e mperamen t .

It mu s t be under stood that t h ere is no ab solute pa tte r n

i n s uch ethic o-a e s t h e tic crit i c ism. The maj or peri ods of

criticism of Me a sur e fo r Me a sur e may b e established , but a s

cri t ical idea s or the o r i e s a r e not t he prope rty of any a g e

or p e r iod , t ermino l ogy in the c r i t i c i s m of t he play is not

so easily limi t ed . Cons e quent ly , a cer t a i n f lu c t uation i n

the u s e of t erms c a n be not e d . The t e r m "Tra gi-Comed y" may

b e found in t he a ge i n wh i ch the term "Bit t er - Comed y" i s

p r evale n t, and t he term "Proble m- Comed y " appears i n t he pe 

r iod i n which t he term "'l'r a g i - Comed y ll was ge n e r a l l y u s e d .

On the whole , however , enou gh examples ca n b e c i t ed t o d e m

onstrate t ha t one d omi n ant term b e l onged t o e a ch d i st i n c t

a ge .

Th e bulk of t he t be sis is c onc e r n ed wi th the per iod

f r om Coleridge to the pre s e nt wi t h t h e ei ghteent h centu ry

cri t ics and edito rs of Shakespe are serving as backg r ound

material f or r ea s on s whi c h wi l l be d e monst rated i n t he b od y

of t h e t hesis . By pre s e nt i n g an ana l ysi s of the criti c ism

for a period of rou ghly one hund r ed and fi fty ye ars t wo ends

can be seen . Th e fi r st i s demons t r ated in the examples of

t he diver s i t y of crit ica l opini on whi ch h a ve already been

cite d . The po int i s tha t a r e la t ive s t a nda r d of critic i s m

h a s b e en u s ed to e va luate Me a sur e for Me a s u r e , and t he ob 

jective standard whi ch should d etermine t he me r it of t he play

h a s b een c ast into the b a ckgr ound . I t is r elat ive i n t he
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s e n s e that each a ge used a separate ethical and a e sthetic

r ule in judging the play and t hat t h ese r u le s ch an ged rough 

l y six t i me s i n the period c onsidered . The play h a s suf f ered

from t h i s unst ab le c r i t i c i s m no t only in written i nter preta -

t ion but a lso i n a ctual pr odu c t i on .

The second point to be c on s i d e r e d is that once t he pat 

t e r n of cri t i c is m h a s b e en e s t ab l i shed i t is possible t o de -

termine the v ariations i n the cr itical pat tern and t o n o t e

t hose peri ods wh i ch deviated from an acceptable interpreta -

t ion . Thu s i n any f uture interpretation i t may be possib le

t o e sc ape that error Whi ch , as Robert M. Smith ha s po inted

out, has e ngu lfed so many critics . Mr . Smi t h pos s ibly h o lds

t he key t o the e rrors in t he i n t e r pr e t a t i on of Me a sure f or

Me a s ur e in t h e f ollowing comment :

Wh a t i s most apparent , howe v e r , i s t hat the s e wr i te rs
( a s we a ll do ) d is cover in Shake speare Wha t t hey
most d e s i r e t o f i nd , ge n e r a l l y t he mirror of them
s e l ve s ; fo r t he y d o n ot es cape Wh a t phi losophers
c a l l ' t h e e go - centric · pr edicament . ' Be f o r e they
are through · they f ind , of course , a mple warrant f or
t he ir views of the plays and poe ms , a nd a r e s tron g
l y conv i nced at the same time t hat t he irs is an ab 
s o l u t ely ' i mpa r t i a l s t ud y of Shakespeare . , 2 4

The "e g o - cent ric predicament" wi l l pa r t i a l ly provide t he core

of t hi s thes is , f o r the thesis d e pe nd s upon the demonstration

of t he " e go- c e n t r ic i t y " of the d i s t i n c t pe r iods of criti cism

wh i ch h ave been not e d . The v a l ue of the the sis l ies i n for -

mu lat i n g a princi ple of j ud gmen t whi c h may be use d to i ns u r e

es cape from t he qu a l if i c at ions of t he "e go-ce n t r i c pr ed i c a -

24 . Robert M. Smith , ~' cit . , p . 2 18 .
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merrt ; " Th principle mu s t b e f orme d i f there s to be any

end to t he conf usion f os t ered by t he continuous ana lysis of

t he play and if t here is to be any posi tive ap preciat i on or

under stand ing of Me a sur e for Ae a sur e .



CHAP TER I I

THE PERI ODS OF COIVIEDY AND "DARK- COMEDY"

The b e gin n ing of t he e i ghteenth c en t u r y ma rks a l ow eb b

in t he for t une s of Me a s u r e for Me a s u r e . The p lay was s t i l l

s uffer i n g from the abus ive l i ber t i e s of a few who s ou gh t t o

r e vis e the p l ot in the l a t e s e ve n t e en t h c e n t u r y , and i t wa s

t o s uf fer st ill more ab us e i n the ye ar s which were t o f ollow.

The Re s t ora t ion pr ov e d an un l ucky t i me f o r Me a s ure for

Me a sur e . The p l ay ne ithe r inspired c r i t ics n or far e d too

we l l on t he s t a ge . The ge n e r a l att i t ude toward t h e play may

b e ga ug ed f r om t h e pat e n t gr a n t ed to Da venant lice n s i n g h i m

" to r eform and make f i tt for the Company of Ac t or s appointed

und er h i s di r ect ion and c ommand " Me a sur e f or Me a s u r e and

oth e r of Shakes pe are 's maj or pr odu c t i ons . l Davenant's i d e a

of " makin g f itt " eventuated i n a p l ay ent i t led The Law A

g a i n s t Lov e r s (16 62 ), with t he u sua l ma j or s t r uc t u r a l cha n ges

fro m t h e Sh a ke spearean or i ginal common t o t he per iod . Amon g

other changes i n t h i s new ver s ion of Shake s peare , wh i ch i n -

eluded much of the ma te r i a l f r om Mu ch Ado About Nothing , a r e

the omission of t h e Ma r i a n a e p isode , t he i ns ert i on of a plea

b y An ge lo that he h a s on ly been t r ying I sabe lla b e c a us e of

h i s lov e for h e r , and a r e or ganiza t i on of Cla udio' s r ela t ion -

1 . Geo r ge C. Od e l l , Shakes pe a re F rom Be tte r t on to
I rv i n g , I , 24 .

14
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s hip wi t h I sabella . In th is new v e r s i on Juliet b egs Is abella

to submi t to Angelo , inst e ad of the original scene in wh i ch

Claud io as ks for h i s lif e . Isab ella e mer ge s in th i s ver s ion

i n a hue far diffe rent fro m th at of t he or igina 1. 2 An in

teres ting t hing to not e is t~Bt Pepys saw a pe rforman ce of

t his play on February 18 , 1662 , and t hat he like d i t v e r y

much . 3 Jud g i n g fr om his commen ts a bou t s ome other Sh a kes 

pe arean pr oduct i ons whi c h he s aw , the r e v i s i on s whi ch Da ve 

nant made i n t he pl ay must ha v e had s ome a ppeal for h i s aud i -

ence .

Although Da venant is a ct ua lly beyond the sco pe of th i s

thesis i t is i nt e r e s t i n g t o n ote h i s ve rsion here , f o r

Charles Gi ldon o pe n ed the e i ghteenth c e nt u r y wi th a pr odu c -

tion i n 1700 of Me a s ur e for Me a s ur e whi ch wa s calle d Me a s u r e- - --- --
f or Me a s u r e , or Be au t y t h e Be s t d v oc a t e , whi ch he cla i med

t o be Shakes peare 's " t o the l e t t e r . " 4 Bot h Gi l d on and h i s

a udience must have be e n a ware of the liberti es which h ad

be en t aken vd th the s truc t u r e of Me a s~ f or Me a sur e , and

there mu s t hav e been som e c onsci ou s d e s i r e t o r e ve r t to the

ori g inal text t o ne ce s s i t ate such a comment . But Gi l d on

fai led in h i s at tempt t o repr oduc e the or i g ina l ver sion of

Me a s ur e for Me a s u r e , sinc e he added , amon g other ma j or

ch a n ge s , a ma s que an d a ma r r i a ge fo r Ange l o and Ma r i an a . Isa 

bella again e merge s in a new setting . 5 Ac tual ly , Gi l d on ' s

2 0 • Odell , £E . cit . , I , 2 6 .
3 . Ib id .
4 . I b id . , p . 73 .
5 • Ibid .

.--
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reproduction wi th i ts mus i c , danc es , s cenery , stage ma chi n es

and s inging Wa s only an attempt , as Od e l l c omments, lito

ope ratize" t he comed y .6

Although Gi l d on ef f ec t ed t he maj or rev i sion of Me a sur e

for Me a s ur e i n t he eighteenth c en t ur y, severa l oth er ve r s i ons

we r e prod uced . John Ri ch b rough t wha t i s reported t o b e

Shakes peare 's Me a s ur e f or Me a s ur e to Linc oln's Inn F ie ld s in

1720 . 7 The text of th e p l ay wh i ch wa s u sed by Ri ch is n o

lon ger avai lable , bu t h i s repu t ation f or the u se of opera t ic

and pantomimic pr oduc t i ons make s it , at be st , only probable

t hat t h e original ver s i on of Me a s u r e for Me a s u r e wa s u s ed .

Toward the e nd of t he e ight eenth c e n t ury, ab ou t 1773 ,

John Be l l produced a n othe r ve r sion of t h e play i n wh i ch h e

at te mpt e d t o eliminat e mu ch of the low c omed y d e t a i l . Among

other chang es wer e t h e omi s s i on of t he charac t er Mrs . Ove r -

d one a nd a curta iling of t he Froth , El bow, Pompe y ma t e r i a l .

Th e last t wo scene s of Act I V are omit ted , inc l udi n g a r ather

i mportant I s abe l la - Mar ian a epi s ode . 8 JOD~ Kemb l e , d u r i ng h i s

rei gn at Drury La n e a nd Cov e nt Ga r d en , h ad s t ill a no t her re -

v ised version of t h e play produce d in 17 94 a nd a ga in in 180 6 .

He ins erted int o the play mu ch of t he ma t e r i a l wh i ch Be l l h ad

c u t from t he text , but i t wa s stil l a c or r upt play . 9 At the

begi nning of t h e ninet e enth c e ntury W. Oxber r y employed a

6 . Odell , £E. cit . , p . 195 .
7 . Spenc er , ~ . cit . , p . 304 .
8 . Ode ll , ~ . cit . , I I , 24 .
9 . Ibid . , p . 60:-
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a text similar t o t ha t of Kemb l e , but h e mut i l a t ed one of

t he s cenes of Is abe lla a nd Ange l o b y cut ting t he t ext . l ?
.I n t h e ye a r s betwe en t h e Gi ldon v e rsi on a nd the Be l l version,

Me a s ur e for Me a s ur e d i d en j oy s ome small s ucces s on the

stage . It wa s produc ed in 173 6 and 173 8 during the Cibbe r 

Wi l k e s -Boot h r ei gn a t Drury La n e and a gain i n t h e Garri ck

pe ri od in 1742, but the t ex t wh i ch was used is doub tful . l l

I n the wh o l e of the ei gh t e en t h c e n t ury Me a s ur e for Me a s -

ur e s uff ered a s much a t t he hand s of t h e ma j or editors of

Shakes peare as i t did a t t h e h and s of t h e v a riou s pr odu c e r s .

A tremendous controvers y ra ge d t hr ou gh ou t the who l e of the

century over t he text of t he p lay . Ni chola s Rowe opened the

c e ntur y wi th an ed ition of Sha kes peare in 170 9 . 12 Alexand e r

Pope challe nge d t h a t ed it ion and ans wered i t wi th h i s own

ed ition whi ch wa s publ i s he d in 17 2 5 . Pope a c cepted some of

t he revi si ons mad e b y Rowe and i n troduc e d a lmost on e hund r ed

a nd sixty more revis ion s dealing most l y with t h e me t ri c s t r u c 

t ure . 13 Lewis Th e ob a l d pub lished a n ot h e r edition i n 173 3 i n

wh i ch h e mad e st il l more r e v isions , a lthough h e acc e p t e d

n inety-f our of thos e made b y Pope . 1 4 Wi l l i a m Wa r b ur t on pr o 

duced a versi on in 1747 i n wh i ch h e a t tempte d to corr ec t t he

t ext ,15 and Samuel JODB s on ans wer ed Wa r b ur t on with h i s own

10 . Odell , £E. cit ~~ p . 126 ~

11. Odell , £E. cit . , I , 228 , 2 85 , 338 .
12 . Ralli , £E. c it . , I , 12 .
13 . Thomas R. Louns bury , The Text of Shake spe a r e , p . 527 .
14 . I bid . , p , 528 . - -
15 . Ralli , £E. c it . , I , 23 .
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ed ition of Shakespeare in 1765 .1. 6 Ge orge Steevens emb odied

J ohnson 's i dea s in the Job~lson-Steevens edit ion of Shakes 

peare of 180 2 . 17

Ther e are two i mportan t things t o note i n c ons i d e r i n g

t he e i ghteenth c entu r y ve rs i ons of Me a s ur e for Me a s u r e . The

firs t of thes e i s that the eighteenth c en t u r y audience rare -

ly , if a t all, witne ssed a t rue presentation of Me a s u r e fo r

Me a sure as Sha ke s pe a r e wro te it . There wa s absolutely no

continui t y of theme in the perverse versions of the pl ay that

we r e pr oduced . Thi s c ould be the cause of the extreme la ck

of in t ere s t i n the pl ay by t h e eight eenth cen t ur y c r i t i c s .

It is und ers t a nd ab l e that a play p r oduc e d at irre gular inter -

vals of s ome time s ten or twenty yea rs wou l d not d raw interest ,

a nd it i s als o unde r s tandable that the p l ay , or the pervers e

ver s i on s of the p lay , with the ma j or ch an ge s i ntrod uc ed b y the

pla~vright s of the period would no t have t he stren gth for any

sustai n e d produ ction .

The sec ond po int to b e n oted i n considering t h e versions

of t he pla y whi ch were produ ced in t he eighteenth centur y i s

tha t Virtually all t h e ch an g es are c onc e n t r a t ed about the

charact e r of I sabe l l a . The s e chan ges modify the cha r ac t e r

either di r e ctly or ind i r ec tly . The direct ch a n ge s are t h os e

wh i ch a f f ect the pa rt of Isabella by either addition to o r

d e l e t i on of the p art . An examp le of t his type is the ch an ge

made at the end of Gi ldon ' s play , in wh i ch Isab el l a does not

16 . Lounsbury , ~ . cit . , p . 538 .
17 . I bid . , p . 55 0 .
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marry t he Duke . 18 The ind ire ct ch an ge s a r e t ho se made in

t he par ts of charac t e r s o t he r than I s ab e l l a whi ch affe ct t he

part of I s ab e l l a . An example of t his i s the mar r i a ge of

An gelo and Ma r i an a in Gi ldon ' s v ers i on whic h a l l ows Is ab ella

to es ca pe an y ce ns ure be c ause of the bed t r i ck . 19

Almost all of t he cha ng es whi ch were made b y t h e pro -

d u ce r s of the play for s tage p r oduc t ion s may b e cla s sif i e d

as ethico - a es t h e tic ; t hat is , t he y n early all are c onc e rned

with act ion s i n t he p l ay a bou t wh i ch specif i c e t h i ca l prob -

l ems mi gh t revolv e . The se re v i s ion s re s u l t in the p r eserv a -

tion of the charac t er of I s abe l la i n th at they a l low Isabe l l a

t o es cape t h e e thi c a l invo l vement . Prese r ve Isabe lla at any

co s t might we l l have be en the g u i d i n g thought which prompted

the changes . Howe ver , i t i s d if f i cult to de termine precise -

l y t h e re ason why the se ch an ge s we r e made , be cause t he c r it -

ics of t he e i gh t eenth cen t ur y, wi th fe w except i ons , d i d not

a p pl y themse lves to ch a r ac t e r ana lys i s or t h e d ramati c con-

sidera ti on s of t h e p l ay .

The reason f or the l ack of in t eres t i n t his aspe ct is

evident in a comme n t by Sa mue l Johns on :

The re is perhaps n o t on e of Shake speare 's plays
more darkened tha n t h i s by t he peculiari t ie s of
its Author , and the unski l lfu l n e ss of i ts Edi t ors ,
by d i s tor t i on of phrase , or n e gli gence of tran - ·
scri ption . 20

Be c a u s e of t he f ac t t hat the p lay was no t pu b lished during

18 .
19 .
20 .

p . 75 .

Ode ll , ££. cit . , I , 73 .
Ibid .
Wa l t er Ralei gh , edi tor , Johnson on Shake spe a r e ,
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t h e lif e - time of Shakespeare and that i t appeared in the

f o l io of 1623 in a s ome hat muti lated c ondition , and becaus e

of the many c or r u p t versi ons which a p peare d i n the seventeen t h

and eigh t e en t h cen t u r i e s , th e critics of the eighteenth c e n -

tury c once ntra t ed their tale nts on determining or res olving

t he many textua l e r r or s ~ hich a ppeared i n the pl ay . In addi -

t i on to t he majo r ed itors of Shak es pear e of th i s period who

h ave b een ment ioned , other criti c s , su ch as John Mon ck Ma s on ,

Wi l l i am Ri chardson , The Ot her Gentlemen of Lin co ln 's Inn and

even , .to a ce r t a i n extent , Charlotte Lennox , speculate on t he

t ext ual err o r s which appear i n t he p lay .21 The ir i n t e r e s t i n

the play , as co n t r a s t ed with t h at of t h e producers of t he

p lay , is large l y mechanical , but t her e are , h owe ve r , some

ind i c ations of ethico-aesthetic criticism in their work .

On the who le , with the exce ption o f Charlot te Lennox ,

the cri t ics who hav e been men t i oned here g i v e only s light c on-

s i d e r a tion to t h e prob lems whi ch a r e to b e treate d i n d e t a i l

b y critics a hund red years hence . Johns on could n ot ~~der-

st a nd why I sabella pleads for Angelo . Th i s fact s e e ms to

vio lat e hi s s ens e of e t hics , and a f t e r Ange lo i s s pared he

i s e ven i nd i gn an t . He s a y s of t h e who l e is s u e :

I a m afraid ou r Var l et Poe t i n t e nd e d to i nc u l c a t e
t ha t ~ome n t h ink il l of nothin g t ha t ra i s es the
credit of the ir b eauty and are read y , however vir
t uous , to pa rdon any a c t wh ich they think incited
by the i r own ch a r ms . 22

Cha r l ot t e Lennox is b y far the most ha r sh an d t h e most d ire c t

21 . Ra l l i , op . cit . , I , 26 , 89 , 91 , pass im .
2 2 . Ra le i gh , £E . c it . , I , 80 .



21

of the eighteenth century c r i t i c s . She is t he f i r s t to iso

la t e s pec i f ic ethical actions and t o criticize t he m out of

con t ex t of the play . She says of An gelo :

Ange lo 's treatment of Mar i an a proves h im a bad man ;
but towards Isabella h i s man ners a r e n ot t hose of
a h y po cr i t e but a go od man overc ome by temptation .
It is t he crime wh i ch tro ubles h i m, wh e r e a s hy p o
cri t e s are concerne d with c onsequences only : y e t
he knee ls , prays , and expostulates h ims e l f . 23

Wi t h regard to the eighteenth ce n t ur y c r i t i c s one po i n t

has to b e made . They praised or condemned the play , b u t

they a lways c on s i dered t re playa comedy . Some of t h em, s u ch

as Wi l l i a m Richardson , imply tha t t he p l ay appr oa ch ed t ra ge -

dy , b ut they never wen t to extreme s a nd labeled t he play any 

thing but a comed y . 24 Such is not the c as e i n the nin e t e en t h

c e n t ur y .

The b e ginning of the nineteenth c entury ma rks a ch an ge

in t h e c r i t ic a l at tit ude towar d Me a s u re f or Me a s u r e . The

peri od wh i ch is to b e c ov e r ed h e re extend s rou ghly t hrough

the Romanti c , Ea rly and Mi dd l e Victorian pe r i od s of En g l ish

li t e ra t ur e , or from Col er i d ge to Pater . I t i s h e re that the

f i rst of t he ca t e gor i c a l def initions wh i ch critics appl ied

t o Me a sure for Me a s u r e appears . It is the period in Whi ch

the t e r m "Dark - Come d y " is app lied . The peri od a ctua lly b e 

gi n s wh en Coler idge s t a t e s t ha t t he play is t he only painful

part of Sha kespeare 's gen u i n e wo r k s . 25

This co mmen t by Coler i d ge is the k ey t o the cri tical at -

23 .
24 .
2 5 .

p . 2 99 .

Ral l i , £E . cit . , I , 27 .
I bid . ,.p 101-
Samue l Coler idge , Lectures a nd No t e s on Shakspere ,
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t itude towards t he pl ay a s a wh ole . The rna j or part of the

ethi co -aesthe tic crit ic is m centers a round the " painf ul" as -

pects of t he p lay . F or Isab ella , h oweve r , t h i s peri od i s

t he t ime of he r 11 c anoniza t i on . 11 No o t he r gr o up of cri t ics

wi l l reve r e her as the s e do . But , on t he other hand , n o

other grou p of c ri t ics is go i ng to i s ola t e the same a s pect

of he r char ac t e r .

Es senti ally , then , the critic ism of Me a s ur e for Me a s ur e

in t his pe r i od was dire cted toward two ends . I t was di re cted

toward I s abe l la and toward t he nature of t he p layas a who le .

It i s i nte resti ng to note that t he t wo ends a re no t joined

by t h e c r i tic s . They cons i der t h e natur e of the play one

t h i ng and I s abel la ano t he r . Very s e l d om d o t hey r e a l l y c on -

s i de r I s abella in re l a t i on to the play . She is set a part ,

or , as some cri t ic s of t he per iod ha ve stated , s he ex ist s a -

part . Sh e h a s , for them , a n enti r ely d iff e ren t being . The

at ti tud e wh i ch wa s h e l d toward Isabella c an b e s t b e i nter -

pr et ed from the f ollowing co mment by Mr s . Jameson :

Isab el la is distinguis he d from Portia , and strong 
l y individ u a lized by a c e r t a i n moral gran d eur , a
sain tly gr a c e , s ome t hi ng of vestal d i gnity a nd
pur ity , which render h e r l es s at tract i ve and mor e
imposin g ; she is ' s e ve r e i n her youthful b e auty , '
a nd inspir e s a reverence wh i ch wou ld have pla ced
h e r beyond the d ari n g of on e unho ly wi sh o r thought ,
exce pt i n such a man as Ange lo . 2 6

Th i s is the e ssence of Is abel la . She h a s t o b e i s ola t ed f r om

t he text of t h e p l a y . Even those critic s who dare t o c on -

sider he r as a charac t er in the wh ol e of the p l ay h old h e r

26 . Mr s . Jameson , Sha ke spea re ' s He r o i n e s , p . 2 5 .
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a lmost i n awe . Only Cole rid ge a nd Wi l l i am Haz l itt e ven s u g-

ge s t that all is not perf ec t with I sabe l la . Colerid ge stated

that I sabella "con trives t o be una~iab le . "2 7 Haz l itt car r i e s

on t h a t s u gge s tion , but he to o al lows a l e gitima t e es cape fo r

the saintly Isabella . Hi s interpret a tion of t h e char ac te r is

that

The only pas s ion whi ch influence s t he story is tha t
of Ange lo; and y e t he s e ems t o have a muc h g r e a t e r
passion f or hy po cr i s y tha n f or h i s mi s t re ss . Neither
a re we gr e a t ly enamoured of I s a b e l l a ' s rigid c has ti 
ty , thou gh s he co uld n ot act ot he r wise t ha n s h e d id .
We do not fee l t h e same confid e nc e i n t h e virtue
that is ' s ub l i me l y go od ' at another 's expe n se . 28

As can be se en , both of t hes e men a r e trying to a pp ly a

re l at ive s t and a r d of eth ics , and b oth , it wou ld s e em, re co g -

n ize the i n c onsis ten cy of s u ch a po s i t i on . Th e y , alon g wi t h

other cri t ic s, su ch as Thoma s Campbell, Na t h a n Dr ake , and G.

G. Ge r v i n u s , s e em t o ha ve an od d a tt i tude toward Is ab ella . 2 9

The y a r e as on e in c ond e mni n g the nature of Me a s ur e fo r Me a s -

~, but they co ~v ey t he id ea tha t she , i n some way , clean s e s

the p l ot of t he pl ay or at l eas t make s it b e a r ab l e . They

h a ve , i f it is p os s i b l e to de s cri be h e r po sition i n the play ,

a n a lmost reverent ial at ti t ude towa r d I sab ell a .

As v i gorously as thes e critics d efend I sab ella , they

l o ok f or a caus e for the mo r a l structure of t he play . I t

woul d s e em t hat their rea l d i s l i k e of t h e p l ay is a nebulous

thi n g . The y hav e a va gu e i dea that the p l ay is d i stast eful

27 .
28 .

p , 245 .
29 .

Colerid ge , £E o c i t . , p . 53 2 .
Wi l l i am Ha z l i t t , Cha r a c te r s i n Shakespeare 's Plays ,

Ra lli , £E. c i t ., I , 159 , 2 80 , 3 3 8 , passim.
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or a t l e a s t s hould be , but the y ha ve diff i cu lty i n a ctually

pinn i n g t h eir d is l i k e to anyone t hin g . Ha z l i t t gi v e s an

ex ce l lent example of t h i s type of c r i t i c i s m i n h i s interpre -

ta t i on :

This is a play as f ull of gen ius as i t i s of won 
ders . Yet the re is an or i gina l s i n in the na t ure
of t h e s ub j ec t , whi ch pr events u s f rom t a k ing a
c o r di a l i n t e r e st i n i t . ' The hei ght of t h e mor a l
a r gument ' whi ch t he a u t hor ha s ma int ained i n t h e
i n t e r vals of pa s s i on or b lended wi th t h e mor e powe r 
fu l i mpuls e s of nature , is ha r d l y s urpa s sed i n any
of h i s p lays . Bu t t here is a gen e r a l wa nt of pas 
si on ; t h e affect i ons a r e a t a s t a nd ; ou r sympa 
t hie s are r e pu ls ed and de f e a te d in a l l d i re cti on s . 3 0

Charl e s Kni gh t s upports Haz l i t t and h i s co mment take s t he

same gen e r a l t urn . 3 1 . Ot her cr i t i c s f o llow , bu t the y d e ve lo p

a new i d ea . The y a c tual l y do n ot t ry t o unde rst and t h e s i t -

uation . They do n o t c onside r t he p l ay a true c ome d y , and i n

ste ad of d e te rm ining t he nature of t h e comedy , t h e y s e e k t o

de t e r mi n e the n ature of Shake speare . They be g i n a per i od of

aut ob iog raphi c a l s pe cu l a t i on whi ch i s to l a s t unti l i t i s

e xh aus t ed by t h e con t e mpor a r y c r i ti c s . The y a t t e mpt to com-

bin e the na t ur e of t he man wi th the nature of t h e p l a y .

He n r y Ha l l am i s one of t h e f ir s t who dire c t l y a nd d e l i b e r a t e 

l y a tte mpts to ana lyze Sha k e s pear e i n an attempt to solve

t h e p rob l e m wh i ch his own powe rs of r e a s onin g s e t u p . He ha s

re ac hed a di chot omy and at te mpts to r eso lve i t by saying :

Aft e r t he g r e a t e s t t r a gedies we se e Sha k e s pea r e
stru ggling with t he overmas tering powe r of h i s own
mind most in Me a s ur e for Me a s u r e . Hi s ch a r ac t e r s
ste p aside f r om the d r amati c path to ut te r the i r

30 . Ha z l i t t , Op e cit . , p . 245 .
31 . Ra l l i , ££:-cit . , I , 295 .
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creator 's deep , s ubtle a nd r e l i g ious t hou ohts . 32

Ot her critics quickly , as t h ough ins pired by t h e b o ld -

n e s s of Ha l l am ' s comrr.ent , extended h i s theme of criticism

and sou ght to corr elat e the t heme with b oth ac tions and char 

a c t e r s of the play . Thus Verpl an ck comme n ts that

The d a rk picture of mo r a l d e g radation , gu i lt , re 
mo r se , is no t reliev e d , a s e l sewhe re in S hak es pear e
b y d e s c r ipt i ve beaut y • •• or tenderness . On ly
Isabella 's s everely b e aut i fu l c ha r ac t er and fervid
eloquen ce pr ov ide a c ontrast . The t heme , t h ou gh
disagreeable , p r od uc e s the k ind o f pain which ex 
c i t e s s uch intelle ctu al int e r est a s a l l t r ue and
g l oo my picture s of lif e exc i t e . 3 3

Verplanc k eve n be come s stron ger and more po in ted i n ot her

c omme n t s . He g oe s s o f ar a s t o s a y t hat Shake spe are "bre a t h e s

t hrough a re pulsiv e s ubjec t t he s tron g e mot i on of h i s own

soul. " 34 At times he e ve n s ugge s t s t h a t Shake speare 's p l ays

to a c e r t a i n exte nt are the p roducts of a pe r son a l caus e . 3 5

David Ma ss on l a t e r inte rpret s the whole theme of the p lay in

the 11 gh t of t h is i d e a .

A dramatis t is the Provid e n ce and J u d ge of h i s l i t 
tle world , and the ref ore reveals h is mora l v i ew of
thin gs , h i s ph ilos oph y of lif e and h i s t o r y ; e . g .
mercy a nd mu tua l fo r giv ene ss r un t h rough Me a s u r e
for Me a s u r e l i k e a g o l d e n t hread . Sh ake speare 's
sympath y is a lways f or what is g ood and lov ely and
h on ou r ab l e ; t hough cr i me and s trif e exi st i n h is
wor l d , h appi ne s s pred omi n at es . 3 6

Thes e l a t e r Roman t i c critics have one thin g in c ommon .

They a r e e stab l i s h i n g a tre n d , ac tually a nt i c ipat i n g a t rend

32 . Ra l l i , .£E . cit . , p . 1 8 9 .
33 . I bid . , p o 2 7 l.
34 . I b i d .
35 . I b i d . , p . 270 .
36 . Ib id . , p . 3 12 .
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of the l a t e r Vic torian peri od , whi ch when ado pt ed by l a t e r

c ri t ic s be come s the s ourc e of a maj or error in the lit era r y

c r i t i c i s m of Sh a kespea r e 's productions . They have first is o 

l a t ed e t h i c a l actions in t h e p l ay wh ich se emed to c ontradict

t h e e stab lis h ed ethical p atte rn . They then proc eed to c r iti 

ciz e t hes e eth ica l a c t i on s no t by a ny abs olu t e ethical s t an d 

a r d b ut by a re l a t ive sta nd a r d of exped iency . The thus cri t i 

c i ze d e thi c a l ac ti o n c r e a t e d aesthet i c co n trad ic t i ons which

i n tu rn produced eve n more ethical co n t r ad ic ti on s . Seeking

a s olu t i on t o the ae sthe t i c pr oblem, whi ch they , the c r i t ic s,

had cre a t e d , they sou ght the answer not within the proper

b ound s of t h e p lay but outside t he p lay . They sought t o sub 

stanti a t e t h e i r ethico -aesthet i c i n t e r p r e t a ti on s by u s ing an

a u t ob io graphi cal a pproach to t he author . They do n ot , as l a 

t er critic s wi l l do , attempt to prove t hat Shakes peare wen t

t hrou gh s ome t rying emot ional u pheaval or so me c r i s i s wh i ch

af f e c t e d h is sou l a t t he same ti n~e as t h is play was prod u ced .

Th ey d i d an t i c i pa t e t h is type of crit ic ism by su ggesting t hat

the d ef i c i enc ies of t he p lay , as t he y saw t hem , c ould b e

tra c ed t o the pe cu l ia rities of it s author . If either idea

was u s ed , t he cons e qu e nc e s a re obv ious . If t he a estheti c in 

te r pretati on were a l l owed , then the e thi cal , t h e re lative eth

ic al s t a nd a r d wh ich t hey had c r e a t e d , VI ould a ls 0 be subs t an -

t La t ed , Thus , the ir inte r pr e t a ti on wa s l abele d a s "pa infu l , "

a nd t hu s t he term "Dark - Comed y" was pr oduced by t.he i, r an a lys is

of t h e p l a y i n re lation to Shake speare and not b y d i rect ana l 

y s is of t h e p lay i t s e l f . The y bad f a llen victim t o e g o- i n -
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volvement i n t h at t h e y s a w i n t h e p lay wh a t t hey wan t ed to

se e . Th ey we r e a n ticipa t i n g t he Vi ctor ian c ri tic s , and th i s

is t h e i mportan t a s pe c t of t he produ c t on of the term "Da r k 

Comed y ." They , t he cri t ics , me r e l y s u ppl i e d the me a n s or t he

method s to th e l a t e r cr i t i c s who were t o prod u ce s u ch terms

as "Tragi -Comed y ," "Bi t te r -Comed y , " and , indirect ly , " Prob l e m

Comed y ."



CHAPTER III

THE PERIODS OF " TRAGI - COMEDY" AND "BITTER-COIvlEDylI

I n the dying years of t he Vi ctorian era of En glish l it 

e r ature and i n the be ginning of the contemporary period , t he

e t h ico- a e s t h e t i c crit icis m of Measure for Me a s u r e passed

t hro ugh three disti nct stages . The r e wa s no s harp break b e 

tween t he l a t e r Victorians and their predecessors . The re

was no rev o lut ion in c ri t ic a l taste . The t heme of the e t hi 

c o - a e s t he t i c cri t i c i s m of Me a s ur e for Me a s ur e continued ; but

ab ou t 18 7 6 i t passed t hrou gh the first d i s t in c t , marked

t rans iti ona l period . The critics pr i or to thi s time , t hose

who represented t he at titudes of t he late Romant i c , early

and middle Vi c t o r i an pe r i ods , established an approach to t he

e t h i c o - a e s t het i c proble m of Me a sur e for Me a sur e which wa s to

b e extended and mod ifi ed . They h ad a completely roman tic

view of the play, and the ir int e r es t wa s i n Isabella . The y

1s o l ated he r from t h e t ex t of t h e p l ay a rd pr o c e eded to

i d e a l i z e her , whi le the y us e d a n e ntirely d ifferent me thod

of c r i t i c i s m for the whole of the p lay . They s ou ght to de 

termi ne the nature of the pla y , and i n order to solve the

a rtific i a l l y c r e a t ed prob l ems whi ch such a me thod of c r i t i 

ci s m pro d uc e s , they l ooked to Shakespeare for s ome k e y whi ch

mi ght reso l ve all of their prob lems . This is , t o some extent,

an autob i ogr a phical appr oa ch to t he play , but not the e xtreme

mod e o f c r i t i ci s m whi ch a t t empt s to attribute the prob lemat -

28
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ic na tur e of Me a sure f or Me a s ur e to some e mot i onal upheava l

or cris is s u f f ere d by Sha k e speare . This i s s i mply an a t t empt

t o impute the n a ture o f th i s p l ay to the pecu l iar itie s o r

gen i u s of i ts author .

The cri tic s of t hi s trans itional peri od , wh i ch la s t e d

f rom a bou t 187 6 t o a bout 18 8 5 , sou ght , in part , to reje ct t he

method or approach to the p l ay of the i r pr edeces s or o , No

lo ng e r wa s the ch i ef interest in the p l ay in t he romantic

i d eal iz a t ion of ch ara c t e r . No l on ge r we r e crit i c s content

t o l a ud the virtu e of I s abe l l a and condemn the villainy of

Ange 1 0 , f or a ne w n cte of c a u t ion wa s introduced in to t he

c ritic is m of this transitional per i od . Even i n such matters

a s co n sid e ra t i on of the d ate of t he fi r s t pe r f ormanc e of the

p lay did this note of caution appear . This note i s suggested

by R. H. N. Hudson who s a y s:

We hav e no auth ent i c contemporary notice of t he play
whatever , ti l l it a ppea r s i n t h e f o l i o of 1623 . I
s a y authenti c , be cause the i t e m whi ch some years
a go Mr . Pe t e r Cunningham c laimed to hav e found
among some old records pr e s e r ved at S ome r s et h ouse ,
an d whi c h note s the pl ay to h a v e be en acted at Cour t
i n De cemb e r , 160 4 , has be en late l y set as ide a s f ab 
r i c a tion . l

Wh i le contin u i n g t h e investi gat ions which ha d b e en

s t a r t e d, they s o u gh t solutions to d ifferent problems . They

d i r ect e d the i r at tention to the eth i cal and a esthetic nat ures

of t h e p l ay . Th e y b egan t o ana lyze the s ituation wh i ch sur -

r ounded t he p l ay and be gan to f o r mu l a t e a ne w s et of opini ons

1 . R. H. N. Hud s o n , Shakespeare : Hi s Life , Art and
Characters , p . 3 98 .
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as to th e mer it of t h e p lay an d as to t h e d i s l i k e of the

ear lier c r i t i c s a nd a ud i enc e s of t h e play . The ge n e r a l t r end

of the n ew a pproach to the play and the extent of the prob -

l ems wh i ch were n ow bein g cons i dered c a n be s e en i n the an aly -

si s of the pl ay foster ed b y Dr . Hermann Ul r i c i .

The r eas on the Mea sure f or Me a sure enjoys so l i t tle
a pprob a t ion- -in s pi t e of i ts wea lth of pr of ound
thou gh ts and i ts lif e -like , s h ar ply-d e line a t ed and
we l l -deve loped charac t e r s (whic h a r e as import ant
a s t hey a r e original) , and in s pi t e a l so of i t s
pe rf e ct ly Shakespe a r i an l an gu a ge and composition - 
d oe s not , I t hink , lie so much i n t he s Ub ject -ma t 
t e r of the a c t ion , whi ch i s c e r t a inly re pulsive
a nd of f ensive t o our more d e l i c a t e , perha ps on ly
t he effemi nate sta t e of our f e el i n gs, as in the
pe cu l i ar co louring of the pie ce . 2

I f this c ommen t by Ul r i c i is c on t r a s t e d wit h the bu l k

of t he earli er cri t icism of Me a s u r e for Me a sur e s e ve r a l

t h i n gs c an be seen . This transi ti onal c r i t i c is using some -

what of a more l ogical a pproac h to expla in the c r e a t e d prob -

lems i n the p l ay . I t is more logic al i n the s ens e t hat he

is lo oki n g i n the play i t s elf for t h e e x pla n a t i on and i s no t

going to exterior s ourc e s for h i s so lut i on . On the oth er

hand , he i s a tt empting to a na lyze Me a sur e for Me a s u r e by

Vic to r ian s tand ards . Thi s , pe rhaps , may be s e e n bet te r if

more of t he p a ssa ge is examined . Ul r i c i c on tinu es:

I mea n t o say it is a fault in the d rama , that the
phari saism and t he va rious v i ces which a r e c on
trast e d with it a re exhibited -in colou r s t oo ~ lar 

i n g an d in out lines too s har p , henc e in an al~ost
revol t ing manne r ; that , in t h e s tru gg l e wit h the
enemy wh i ch it at t ac ks , the d r ama be comes of f e n 
sive , sharp , a nd bitter ; t ha t it t r i e s to a rouse

2 . H. Ulric i , Shake spe are ' s Dr amati c Ar t , p . 1 63.
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our d i s gu s t , and to en g a ge our who l e sou l a ga inst
t his enemy , and thu s , a s i t we re , i n vi t e s us to
gi ve our a ss is ta nce in c omba t t i n g it , to enga ge i n
real action i n ord i na r y lif e , i n place of r ais i n g 3
us above the latter i nto t h e i deal s phe r es of ar t .

Several t hings c a n be i nterp re t e d f r om t h is commen t .

The t ransiti onal critic ha s n o t lost t he e a r lie r att i t ud e to-

ward t he moral actions of t h e p lay . The a t ti t ud e t owa r d the

moral a cti on h a s n ot only cont inued , b u t i t h a s been extended

by t his cri tic to a mor e n atural , a more pe r s ona l ob j ec t ion

bas e d u pon, fr om all i n d ica ti ons, a t heory of pa r ti cipation

in art . Ul r i c i has denied t he va l ue of t h e c omi c e lement of

the pl ay and has s ubs t itute d a n e w didac tic e l e ment . Thus ,

i n s t e ad of search i n g f or a s olut ion outs ide t h e p laya s the

earli er critics had d on e , Ul r i c i ha s ins er t e d a solu tion .

The s olut io n is bas ed u pon wh a t is suppo s e d to be a mor a l c on-

demnation of t h e vi ce and c o r r u pt io n of El i zabeth an s oc i e t y

by Shakes pe are . Ul ri ci 's a nalysi s wh i ch ha s d etermined t h a t

the co ndemna t ion is to o real ha s affected th e a esthetic i n -

ter pretation of t h e p lay . Thi s h a s i n t e r e s t i n g c omplicati ons

which are b r o u ght ou t in t he nex t pe riod of critic i s m of

Me a s ur e for Me a s u r e .

No t on ly ~B S Ul r i c i become too subjectiv e in h i s indi 

v idualization of the e t h ic o-a e sthe tic proble ms of t h e pl ay ,

but h e t u r ns h i s cri ticis m to a n ew vein . In t he li ght of

e t h i co- a e s t he t i c i nte rpretati o n be c an no t d e termi n e t h e pl ay

to b e either a comed y or a t r a gedy . This i s a ma j o r p oint in

3 . Ul r i c i , £E. ci t . , p . 163 .
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h i s c on side r a t i on , for as has been said , he has denied the

e lement of come dy to Me a s ur e f or Me a s u r e , b ut h e h a s not as 

se rt ed a n eleme nt of t ra gedy . Thi s leaves him in a s ome wh a t

nebul ous s ta t e midway between co me d y and tra gedy . He i s not

wi l l i n g to po stu late t he tra g i -comedy definition of the play,

fo r he s a y s ,

Sba ke s pe a r e does not s e e m to h a ve known , or not to
have care d to adopt t his title , perhaps fro m a
r ight fee ling that - -fro m a n a e s t h e t ic - a r t i s ti c
po i nt of v i ew- - gre a t ob j ection might be ra ised a 
ga i n s t the p r opriety of s uch an intermedi ate specie s
b etween tra ge dy and "c omed y , wh i ch seemed rather like
a hyb r id produ c tion . 4

He doe s state t hat the d ifference or the diverse elements

wh i ch are i n dica t e d i n t he term " Tragi -Comed y" a re evidenced

i n Me a s ure f or Me a s ur e for Me a s u r e in b oth subj e ct and c har-

a c t e r , b u t he wi l l not re gard i t as a distinct species of

dr ama . 5

There is one o the r a s pe c t t o the ethico -aesthet i c criti -

c i s m of Me a sur e for Me a s ur e wh i ch is pertinen t t o th i s the si s .

I t ha s b ee n s e e n that t h e charac ters of t h e p l ay , with the

exception of Isabella , have , fo r t he mos t part , been i gnored .

I s abe l l a h a s been t he e s s en c e of the va l ue of t he play . Up

t o t h is p oint only s h e ba s been a ppr ecia t ed as a chara cter ,

a nd a s a pe r son abstracted fro m t h e p l ay , b u t now, wi th Ul r i c i ,

t h is at ti t ude wa ve r s . Not o n l y do Angelo and t h e Duke arise

as e nt it ies i n their own ri ght , bu t t h e a ppreciation of Isa 

b e l l a begins i t s d e c l i n e . Thi s , of cou r s e , is not too pro-

4 . Ul r i ci , £E. ci t . , p . 15 4 .
5 . Ib id . , p . 15~
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nounced , but i t can b e seen in t h e i mpl i cat ions of t h e f o l -

l owi n g i n t e r p r e t a t i on b y Ul r i c i :

The chi ef ch ar ac t e rs a r e t h e Du ke , An ge l o and I s a 
b e l la . The f i r s t t wo a r e s o c l e arl y and s h ar p l y
d e linea t ed , t he f undamenta l fe atures of the i r n a 
t ur e s , t h e mot iv e s o f t heir a c t i on s s o d i st i n ct ly
b r ou gh t f orw ard , t hat the y do n ot s t a nd i n n eed of
an y f urt 0£r ex planation . I t i s e qual ly c l e a r t ha t
t he y r e pr e s en t the t wo po l es of t he contra st , t he
r e c onciliat ion of Whi ch i s t he s ub j ec t i n qu e s ti on j
t he Du ke i s c Lenency a nd f or b earan ce , for given e ss
and me r-cy ; An ge lo the s e v e r i t y of t h e law, t he
rigou r and the pr i d e 0 f vir t ue and s e l f - r i gh t e ous
ne ss . Mor e d i f f i cu l t is t he u nd e r s t a ndi n g of I s a 
bella ' s charac t e r , fo r a lth ou gh it i s deve l o ped
wi t h gr e a t c a r e , b ot h as r e ga r d s d e l i ne a ti on and
c o l ourin g , i t n e ver t h eless h a s been inte r pre t ed
and jud ged in very d i f f e r e n t ways . 6

Ul r ic i stil l r~ s the a ppre c i at ion of I s abe l l a , but i t

is n o l on ge r s pon t ane ous or u n qu e s t i oned . He is , i n fact ,

l eadin g c r i t i c i s m fro m the pure appre c i a t i on of I sabe l la to

t he ana lys i s of bo t h An ge l o and t he Duke . The re as on f or

t h is is the i mplica ti on whi ch is t o b e f ou nd i n h i s e t h i c o -

a es t he t i c i n t e r pr e t a t i on of the ch ara cter of Ange l o . By ex-

a mi nin g An gelo he ha s se t up a con tras t b etween Ange l o ' s a c -

t i on and I s ab el l a' s r es pons e . Th us h e i s for ced t o a ppl y t he

s a me a n a l ysi s to Isabella wh i ch he a pplie d t o An ge lo . Hi s

cr i t ic i s m b e comes a lmost an a po l ogy fo r Isabella 's virtue .7

Thi s , b y i t s v e ry p r e sence and by the f a ct t ha t it wa s c on -

s i d e r ed ne c ess ary , DB S a s e con d a r y i mplica tion . That is , i t

i mp l i e s t h a t the re i s a que s t i on i n the e t h i co - ae s t heti c a l

an al ysi s . The wa y i s ope ned for further an a lys i s .

6 0 Ul r ic i , .£E. ci t . , p , 158 .
7 . Ib i d . , p . 15S:-
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This i s , i n re al ity, the mos t i mportan t point to be d e -

ri v ed f rom t h ese trans i t i onal c r i t i c s . The virtu e of Isa -

bel l a i s now open to disput e , and t h is carrie s wi th it cer-

ta i n dramati c c omplic a t i on s . Thes e are i nf erred by F . E.

Ba l l ida y8 .but are b rought d own t o s pecific iss u es b y R. E.

N. Hud son . Huds on supports Ul r i c i in h i s appro a ch to the

prob lems co nc e r nin g t h e ethic o -aesthetic r elations h i ps of

Me a sur e for Me a sur e , but he a lso ta kes a cue fr om Ulr i c i and

extends t h e i mplications of t he que sti on of her virt u e and

the mora l i n ter pretations of s ome o f her a ct ions . The indi -

c a ti on s of this can be se e n i n the f o l low ing c omment :

It i s no t to be d en ied , i nde e d , t hat Is a bel l a ' s
ch a s t i t y is rath er to o demonstra t ive an d se lf -pr o 
noun ced ; but thi s is be c ause of the unblushing and
l icent iousnes s of her s oc ia l en v i r onmen t . 9

Ulrici , Hud son , and o the rs have o pened t o oth e r c r i tics

the mor a l implica t i ons of the "bed t .rLc k '' so f ar a s Is a bella

acc e p t s this ac tion . Th i s i n turn opens th e wa y f or cri tic a l

i n v e s t i g a t i on of ot he r a ct ion s - -notab ly , I sabe l l a ' s marriage

t o tte Duke and h er position as a Nov i ce . The se i mplicat i ons

are se ized n ot only by the crit i c s of this t rans itiona l pe -

ri od but are ta ke n and a mplifie d by c r i t i c s up to t te con -

t emporar y era .

Th e g i f t s , t hen , of the s e transitional cr i tics to the i r

s ucces s ors we r e t he s pecu lat i ons on tee nature of the playas

a c omed y or t ra ged y and t heir s pec ula t i ons on t he mor a l imp l i -

8 . F . E . Ha l l i d ay , Sha kespeare a n d Hi s Cr i t i c s , p . 1 62 .
9 . Hud s on , £E. ci t . , p .416 .
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cations of Isab e lla' s a c ti ons .

The c r i t i c s of the l a s t of t he Vic torian period , thos e

f r om De nt on J . Snid er t o Sidney Lee , d i d n ot i gn or e t h es e

g i f t s . They n o t on l y seized t he m, but they c a r r i e d them t o

ex tr eme s . The mos t n o table point t o be f ound i n t his peri od

is the a pplica tion of the n ext c a t e g or i c a l d e f i n i t i on , whi ch

wa s " Tra gi -Comed y . II Thi s defin i ti on is the key t o the e thi c o -

a e sthet ic s pec u la t i on of the se cr i ti c s .

An anal ysi s of the a pp lica t ion and o f t h e natur e of the

te r m t r ag i - c omed y as used b y t h es e late r c r i ti c s l eads to

s ome ra t h e r Lnt e r-e s t Lng r evela tions . The fir st of the se is

t hat t he na tur e of the a pproa c h of thes e cri t i c s to the in -

te r preta t i on of Me a s ur e f or Me a s u r e can be s e en in t he ir us e

of this s pe cific term. These c r i t i c s d enied t h a t t he p l ay

was e i t he r a c omed y or a t ragedy , a nd the y postulated t h a t

t he r e wa s a th i rd f orm of d r a ma midway between c omed y and

t r a gedy whi ch i n par -t c ould emp l oy t he s epar-a t e de vic es of

e ach f or m. They fu rthe r p ostulated that Me a sur e for Me a s u r e

either b e l ong ed to t h i s fo r m o r s ho u l d be l on g to i t .

That t his new fo r m ca n n ot be a pure f orm s uch a s t ra ge d y

or comed y is re co gn i z e d b y t hes e criti cs whe n they examine

t he n ature of the p lay i n t e rms whi ch dep end on t r a gedy .

Thi s is d e monstrated i n the c omme n t s of s e v e r al c ri t i cs , a 

mong whom is Denton J . Snider , who s t a t ed tha t

We . are n ow t o b egin a n e w gr ou p of fo u r pl a ys ,
whl ch we h a ve cal l ed t he i deal Tragi -comedies , in
d i s t i n c t i on from the r e al on e s , wh i ch h a ve al r ead y
b een co n s i d e r ed. Tha t is , t here is stil l med i a 
tion t hrou gh a n i d e al wor ld i n some f orm, but we
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leave t he li gh t c omic s por t of t he g r o u p t h a t ha s
j ust preceded - - t he r ea lm of fo ib l e , f o l ly , ab 
s urdi t y - - an d pa ss i n t o a d a rk t r a gic wor ld of sin
am gu i lt . 10

Ge orge Br a nd es gi ve s a simi lar i n t e r pr e t a ti on to t h e p l ay

bu t is s omewh a t mo re e mpha ti c i n de s c r ibing the c omic s ce nes

as be in g b r oad a nd realisti c p i c ture s of the d regs of s o c i -

ety wh i ch gi ve n o s u pp or t t o the p a infu l theme o r to the

c rimi n a l na t ur e of the a c t i on s . 11

As the s e cri ti c s a t t empt e d t o d e termi ne t h e fo r m of

Meas ure for Me a sur e , they r evea led a s omewh a t n e w appro a ch

t o the pla y a nd to the problems wh i c h had been c r e a t e d by

c r i t i c a l analysi s . They were i n t e r e s t e d i n the fo rm of the '

p lay . They we re n ot on ly i n t e r e s t e d i n the me chan i cs of t he

f o rm bu t i n the f orm i ts elf as i t g a ve expre ss i on to art .

F . S . Boa s pa r t ia lly nd i cat e s this and s t rong ly co n d e mns the

cr t icism of Co l erid ge when he as serts :

S uc h cr i tici s m, be sides entire ly pass ing over the
most wond e r fu l t e chnic al s ki l l whi ch has s mo o t h e d
awa y mo st of the d iffi cu l t ie s i n pe c u l i ar stubb o rn
mat e r i a l s , i s g r oss ly unjust to the s piri t of the
p lay . Su ch epi the t s a s ' d i s gu s t i n g ' and ' h o r r i b l e '
c an only be fa i r l y a p p l i e d t o s cenes Wh i ch v i o late
aes t heti c d e c en c ie s fro m s h e e r l o v e of the fou l o r
t h e barb aric . 12

Boa s , h owe ve r , i s n ot c omple t ely a p pr ec i a ti ve of the f o rm or

s t yle of t he p lay , f or h e g oe s on t o say that it l ack s the

" pe r f ec t balan c e betwe en t hou ght and l a n g u a g e" of t he h i s t o r i 

ca l p l ays and h a s a c ompr e s s e d sty l e wh i ch " mak e s t he r h ythm

10 . Dento n J . S n i de r , The Shakes pe arian Dr a ma , p . 4 2 8 .
11 . Geor ge Br an d e s , Wi l l i am Sha k es peare , p . 40 2 .
12 . F rederi c k S . Boas , Shakes pe a re and Hi s Pre d e ces -

~, p . 3 59 . --- ---
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h ar sh a nd too sense ob s c u r e ."13 In add ition to the comme nts

on the fo r m of t he pl ay Boa s i ndi cate s in h i s cri t ic i s m an

o t her as pec t of t he a pproac h t o the pl ay by the cr i t i c s of

this period wh i ch wi l l be d e v e l o pe d later in t h e t h esis . On

the whol e h i s the me is c on s i s t en t w t h that of Denton J .

Snider , wh o claime d th at t he pla y belon gs in the class of

" media t ed" dramas an d has t ra gic depth and earnestnes s . 14

Sidne y Lee , on the same i d e a , state s th a t i n Me a s u r e for Me a 

s ur e Shake s pe a re proves h i s artistic ingenuity b y g i v i ng

"d r ama tic di gni ty and mora l elevation t o a de graded and re 

pe l lent theme ." 15 Le e g oe s even fur t h er an d couples t h e play

with Ot he l lo i n i ts t r a g i c t h eme . 1 6 Be r n a r d Ten Br ink , 17

Wi l l i am Ro1fe 18 and Wa l t e r Pater a r e a l l consistent with t h i s

i dea, b ut Pater is i ts pr i n c i pa l e x pon en t . Pater st at es t hat

Me a s ur e for Me a sur e i s almost as muc h a s Ha ml e t a demonstra -

t ion of Shakes peare 's abi1i ty .19

There i s one very dis tinct eleme nt whi ch can be se en in

the c omme n ts of t hese and oth e r cri t ics of t his a ge . Th e s e

critics . are a llowin g t heir aesthetic d e t e r mi n a t i on of Me a sur e

for Me a s ur e or t heir inte r e s t i n t he form of t h e play to b e

controlled by eth i ca l interests . The who l e of their aes t he -

tic t h eory ha s an almost un i que r elationship wi t h morality .

Thi s s omewhat n e bulou s re lations hip allows a rt to be both

13 .
14 .
15 .
16 .
17 .

p. 8 8 .
18 .
19.•

Boas , £E. ci t . , p . 357 .
Snide r , £E. cit ., p . 434 .
Sidn e y Le e , A Life of Wi l l i am Shakespeare , p . 245 .
Ibid . , p . 243 .- - -
Be r nard Ten Br i n k , F ive Lectu r e s .2!:!. Shakespe are ,

Wi l l i a m Ro l fe , ~ Life of Wi l l i am Shakespeare , p . 36~
Wa l t e r Pate r , Appreciations, p . 173 .
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aut on omous and c l osely de pendent upon mor a l ity . The mora l i 

ty whi ch influences t heir a es t he tic i n t er pr e t a ti on s e ems to

b e not an absolut e ethi ca l standard bu t a r e l a t i ve st a ndard

b a sed upon t h e f unc tion of art . Th e i r appreciation of Me a 

sure for Me a s u r e and of Sha kes peare is b a sed , in the f i n a l

analysis , not u pon the ar t f orm i tself but upon Shak e s peare 's

abili ty to adapt "sordid" materi a l to the f o rm of art . Thi s

po i nt i s formulate d in the comments of the c ri t ics just men 

t i oned , espe cially Sidney Le e a n d Wa l t e r Pater . An example

of what was considered t he ma t e r i a l wi th whi ch Shake spe a r e

worked is g i ven i n the followi ng c omment b y Hami l ton Wr i g h t

Ma b i e :

I n t he g re a t t r a ged ies we b re athe an a ir wh i ch is
charged with fat e , and f e el ou r se l ve s involved i n
vas t calamities wh i c h we a r e p ower less to con trol ;
i n the pl ays wh i ch have be en n ame d we b reat h e an
atmos ph ere whic h i s fetid an d i mpu r e , and human na
t ur e become s unspe akably mean a nd repul s ive . 20

The abi lity wi t h whi ch Sha ke spe are co u l d conf orm t hi s ma t e r i -

a l to the limitations of d rama and t he a ppreciation Which h i s

c onf or ma t i on c ould e v oke is demon s t ra t ed b y F . S . Boas :

In Me a s u r e fo r Me a s ure , though undeniably strong
meat is served up , t he mos t r e pu l s i ve details a l l
h ave their place in t he ge n e ra l sch eme , whic h is
und isputably noble , whi l e numberless lustrous
s haf t s of poetry an d thought pierce the s omb r e at 
mosphere i n wh i ch the action mov es . 2 1

This aesthetic criticism as it wa s determined by the

ethical stand a r d s and as it wa s used by t he critics of t his

20 . Hami l t o n Wr igh t Mab i e , Wi l l i am Shakes peare , Poet ,
Dramatist ~£ Ma n , p .315 .

2 1 . Boas , £Eo cit . , p . 359 .



per 'od developed ir. to an et. co-aes t_ c r Lt ic s m . c h

s d rec ted to a r d s s pec c c. _a c t e r s of h 1 v , 1ne

foc 1 po n t of th s c r I t cis m a za n ' s : satella a s s .. e ' a

affected b y var:o s acti o.s h ' ch c a r r ed et ~: ca

tons . The f or m of th s e t m c c - es thet c ar.alys s of I s e ll

t ook t 10 cours es . It as p r ma rily d re cted t o a d I sabe lla

as a era r c t e r , bu t i t als o allo ed f or the an a l ys s of ot e

ch a r ac t e r s as t h e affect e d the c harac t er of I s abe l la . I S3 -

be lla as a c ha r a c t e r n t he p l ay , or as a pe r son a s trac t e d

from t he play , n o Ion e r was t h e only i nte res t of the cr tics •

• s the trans tional cri tics opene d t he ay fo r s pecul a t on

by Ln t r-od ucl n., t o eth i c o- ne s the tic a na1ys s the ch ac t e r s of

n o e 1 0 and the Duke , the se la t er cri tics extended the ana 1y-

sis .

Ee f ore exam n ng the c r t ica l s pecu la t ims of t h e c r t c s

of th s per od one mor e po int must be taken i nto c on s i d era -

t i.on , The cri tics di re c ted t re a r e t h Lc o -c ae s t he t l c c r t c s m

of the major c harac t ers o f ae a aur e for e t o ~ar s t he s e
~~:....;...:;...:..

c h a r a c t e r s as t he y re fl ec t s oci ety . So c f .e t y f or m

cal bas is for t h e ir a na 1ys i s . 'I'he p r ob lem c n be stated as

be n ; t hat t h es e later Vic torian critic s analyzed tl:e ma jo r

c ha r ac t e r s of !e a sure f or ,easure i th n a e s t ..eti c theo ry

ased on a rel ti ve st nd a l ' of e th cs . T _i s s tand a r d of

e r c s was er ved from the e x i st n soc al pressure 0:' s

r od ,

T .1.S qual':'f cati en car. b e see .. ':'f t e v e _0 s c r:' t_ c':' :J ~ .s

ofIsaela , n ,elo r.d t h e uke , t :_e rr: a ' orc .rac : e'" of

t . pLa , a r e exam' n ed . e et h:c o -aes t .~ tic n 1- i s c:' : so -
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bella undergoe s i n thi s pe r iod a c han g e from t oo t of t h e pre 

cedin g per i od . The a ppre cia ti on of both t h e ch a r ac t e r a nd t he

woman d oe s r e a c h ex tre mes a t t i mes . H. S . Bowden is s u gge stive

of the Romantic cri ti cs when he say s:

I s ab e l l a i n ' N-ea s ur e f o r Me a s u r e ' is t h e mos t pe r - 
f ee t t y pe of true l ov e . Vot a r i s t or Postula n t of
S t . Clar e l sh e iS I ' d e d ica t e d t o no t hi n g temporal .'
'By he r re nouncemen t ' s he h ad b e come I even i n the
e y es of t he licentious and s curr ilous Luc io l a
' t hing ens kie d and s a i nted l ' an i mmortal spirit . 22

On t h e who l e l t h e a p pre c i a t ion of I sabel l a 's v i r t u e is

not a.s e xtens i v e as Bowde n ' s . In fact I t h e maj or i ty of t he

critic ism of Is a b e l l a is n o t d i re cted t oward t he person ins o -

f a r a s s he p o s se s se s v irt ue bu t t oward the pe r s on as s h e re -

a c t s to the va r i o u s a ctions of the play whi c h contain e t hi -

ca l c onsid era t i o ns . Sh e i s treated almost always i n re lation

to one of t h e ot h er ma j or chara c t e r s . Thu s Bowd en says of

he r as she r e j ec t s her b ro t he r ' s proposal t hat s he s ubmi t to

An ge Lo , " s h e h ad rath e r b e s cou r ge d and f layed than y i e l d

he r body ' t o s uch a bh or r e d po l l ut i on . , 11 23 Denton J . Sn id e r

d i r e ct s a ma jor por t i on of h is critici s m t o Isabella i nsofar

as s h e acce pts t he of f e r of the Du ke i n the last sc e n e . 2 4

Wa l t e r Pater is c on sidera b l y a t t e nt i v e t o t he re lations hip of

Isabella to Ange Lo , whom he te r ms as " pu r e ev i l. " 2 5 F . S .

Boa s is co ncerne d with Is a bella's re l a t i o n ship t o Ma r i ana

insofar as the t r i c k of su b stitution i s a f fect ed o2 6 F . C.

22 . H. S . Bowd e n l The Re l i g i on of Shakespe a re l p . 25 .
23 . I bid . -
2 4 . Sn ide r l £E . ci t . 1 p . 442 .
25 . Pat e r l £E o ci t . 1 p . 177 .
2 6 . Boa s l .2.£. ci t . 1 p , 3 58 .
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Sharp c onside r s i n his c ri tic ism I s abella's relat ionship wi th

Claudio . 27

Thus i t can be s e e n t hat Isabella is related throu gh

moral in t erpr e t a t i o n t o ea ch of t he other major ch a r ac t e rs

and to the ac ti ons of each of these ch a r ac t e r s . The action

of the other charac t e r s determines the actual value of I s a -

bella .

The point t o b e c on sid e r e d i n treating the eth i co -aes 

t he tic an a l ysis of I sabe lla by t hese cr itics is that t he ap

pr e c iation t na t they have of h e r is based o n a po i n t of vir

t u e . Isabella is not .r e s pe c t ed b y t he criti cs of this pe r i od

be c ause s h e possesses virtue , but becaus e s h e demonstra tes

cou r a ge in t h e face of exist ing social pressures . Fortitude

~2S r e placed temperan ce as t he dominant virtue behind chasti -

t y . This is , i n f a c t , a ref lectio n of th e socia l pressure

whi ch has produced the ethics behind t he ethic o-aesthetic

critic is m of the period . Thus when Den ton J . Snid e r analy 

zes I s ab e l l a and cal l s he r lithe embodimen t of t his element of

fe male Virtue , " he i s bo th paying homa ge to coura ge and a t the

same t ime i mplyin g t ha t t he a ction of Isabella was , to t h e

Victorian cri tic, a li t tl e unusual according to h is c oncept

of the El i z abethan world . 2 8

The treme nd ou s inf luence of variou s Victorian social

conce pts on the e thi co - aesthe t i c criti c ism of Me a sur e f o r

Me a sur e is f urt he r d emons t r ated i n this very problem of Isa-

- 2 7 . F . C. Shar p , Sha kes pe a r e's Portra yal of the Mo r a l
Life , p . 67 . -----
---- 28 . Sni d e r , EE. ci t . , p . 4 41 .
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b e lla 's rej e c tion of Ange l o ' s propo sa l . Wh e n I sabella r e 

jec ted Ange l o sh e was a lmost idea lized by the Victor ian crit 

ic , b u t as t h e a ction progresses a contr a d f .ct ion i n h er

char a c t e r i s e stablish ed . It is n o t a rea l c on t r adiction ,

bu t i t is recognized b y t hese critics , and i t pr oduce s some

r a th er ab us i v e cri ticism of I sabe l l a . The con t r ad i ct i on li es

i n t he fa ct that I s a b e l l a allows t he s ubsti t ution of Ma r i an a

in the a g reement wi th Ange lo . Th is is a p o i n t whi ch arous es•
b i t ter i ndign a t i on in these cri tic s . F . C. Sharp comments on

this p o i nt and states t hat I s ab e l l a d oes not al low her l o a t h -

i n g of s i n t o prevent .h e r from carr ying out her instructions

to a l low Ma r i a n a t o g o to Ange l o . 2 9 Boas calls t h e d e v i c e

repuls i ve . 3 0 Wi l l i am Rolf e trea ts the p o i n t in a slightly

ligh t e r vein ,31 but Denton J . Snider is very pointed when h e

que st ions the worth of an ac t i n wh i ch the object is g o od b u t

the mea ns bad . 32 The ge ne r a l a t titu de towa r d Isabella on th i s

point is i mplie d i n a stateme nt by F . C. Sharp , who says :

• Isab ella declar e s herse lf wi l l ing to d i e but
not wi llin g t o los e her soul i n o rde r to save h e r
b r other 's l i f e . And whi l e t his of cou rse does no t
represent he r real mot i v e f or refusin g t he i nfamous
of f e r of Angelo , i t is ce r t a i nly a cons ideration
t ha t app~a ls to h e r as reasonable . 3 3

The other po i nt wh i ch constitutes t he contradicti on i n

t he cha r ac t e r of Isabella f o r t hese critics is her proposed

marr i a ge to the Duke at the end of t he play . Is abe lla i s

2 9 . Sharp , £E. cit o, p . 67 .
30 . Boas , £E. cit . , p . 358 .
31. Wi l l i am Ro lfe , A Life of Wi l l i am Shakes peare , p . 101-
32 . Sn i d er , £E . cit: , -P:-43 3 .
33 . Sharp , £E. ci t . , p . 11 .
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dedic ated to wha t i s "pure ." In l e avi n g t h e c on v en t a nd ma r 

rying , s h e i s , t o t h e s e c r i t i c s , s a crifici n g h e r dedi c a t ion .

Both she and Shakes pe a r e a r e brou gh t t o t a s k fo r t h i s " sca n 

da lous pr oceed ing . " Sn id e r an d Boas a r e s h oc ke d at t h e a c 

t i on, a nd it is u l t ima t e l y t he c au s e of muc h s pec ula t i on on

t h e s ymb o l i c r ela t ionship of the Duke a s a fr i ar and I sa 

b e l l a as a nun . 3 4

Th ere are othe r ramifica tions i n the ethic o-aesth etic

cr i tici s m as us ed b y this g r ou p of cri tics wi th i t s b a s i s in

the so c ia l order . One , as h a s bee n s tated , d i r ect l y invo l v es

I s abe l la a s a charac t e r . An o t her i ndi r ec tly invo l ves h e r a s

i t i s d i r e cted t owards t he t he me of t he p lay . Th is se c ond

rami fica ti on i n volv e s t he t erm " Tr a gi - Come d y" i n t h a t it is '

a n examina tion and co ndemna t ion of the Vi cto r i an c once p t of

t he El i z abet ffin wor ld as i t i s e v i d ence d i n Me a sure f or Me a -

s u r e . Thi s ele men t of the cri t icism i s st a t e d i n s ome what

n e b ulou s terms , which i nd icat e s t ha t the con ce p t i t s e lf , as

h e l d by t he Vi c to r i a ns , is s omewha t v a gu e . Th is is t h e on e

a s pec t of the c r i ti c i s m of t he pe r i od whi ch gi ve s e v i dence

to t he e v angeli cal basis f o r t he i r e t h i ca l ord er . Thi s e le -

men t is best s h own i n a comment by Denton J . Snider .

Man h a s pe r i s hed thr ough gu i l t , but n ow h e is t o be
s a ved t hro u gh repentan c e . I f t h e t raged i es unf old
J ust i c e as the d eep f ound ation of the wor l d order ,
t hese trag i -comedies reveal Me r c y as th e s t ill
d eeper f ound a t i on of t h e wor l d or d e r . Peni t ence ,
on t he on e hand , f or g i v e ne s s , on t he ot he r , a r e h e r e
t he profounde s t note s of t h e Poe t I s a r t ; f a t e i s

3 4 • .Snid er , .££ o c i t . , p , 431.
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now met by a might ier power , and is subje cted to
1 0v e . 3 5

Thi s i s , simply , an i n d icat i on t hat the Victorian c ri t -

ic cons i de r ed t h e El izabetha n wor ld as s omewha t of a soc La L

s h oc k . The po i n ts t owa r d wh i ch t he y directed t heir c r i ti 

c i sm are n o t po int s wh ic h c an b e justly o r-Lb Lc Lz ed , The

"b ed tri ck" c a n be expl a ined a s h a v i n g a l o gi c a l solut ion ,

and the marria ge of I sabe l l a v i ola t e s no ethical pr inciple .

The c r i t ic s of t his pe r iod , h owe v e r , r efus e t o r ec ogn i ze

t hes e f a cto r s . They ar e int e r e s t ed in . c on d e mna t i on s imply

b e c ause the v a r i o u s a cti ons v i o late Vi ctor ian p r ud e r y rather

tha n ethi ca l principles . Thus the s umma t i on of t h e c r i ti -

ci s m of t h is per iod c an be formed b y s t a tin g that the c rit -

ic s of the l a t e r Vi cto r ian pe r iod a t t e mpt ed to insert Vi c to -

rian c u l t ur e and cus t o ms i n t o an Elizabethan wor l d . The con -

t rad i cti ons whi ch arose fro m th is ac t i on we re j ud ge d not b y

real a e s t h e ti c s t a nd a r d s but by Victor ian ethi cal standa rds .

Th u s the t e r m " Tra g i - Come d y " s i gn i fi e s not on ly the approach

t h es e c ri tics employed i n e xami nin g the p lay , but i t i s sig -

n i fi can t , i ns ofa r as t he t e r m t r a g i c is used , of t h e Vi ct o ri 

an view of Eli z ab e t h a n cu ltu r e . Thu s they have n ot e s c aped

t h e pr e d i c a men t of " e g o e en t r i c i s m. " By be coming invo lved i n

t he predic ame nt , they vi o l a te pr imary c ons ide rati ons of li t e r-

ary c rit i cis m. The y a r e not t reating Me a sure for Me a s u r e ob -

jecti vely b u t s ubjecti v e l y , f or they a r e usin g the playas a

d e mons trati on of Vi cto r ian ethica l co ns i de ra t ions .

35 . Snider , ~ . cit . , p . 42 8 .



45

The l ate Vic t or ian pe ri od wa s re la ti ve ly s hor t - l i v e d ,

dyi n g s ho r tly aft er the t urn of the c e n t u r y . There wa s n o

r e volution i n cri t i c a l taste , bu t a s hor t t r ans it i onal per iod

whi ch c ou pled t he Vict orians to t he n e x t ma j or period of

criti c i sm of Me a sure !or Me a s ur e . This t ransit i onal period

is somewhat sh orte r than th a t whi c h e f f ec t ed the t rans it i on

from the pe r i od of " Da r k - Comed y " t o the peri od of " Tra g i 

Comed y ." It i s no t qu i t e a s i mpor t a nt a s the fir s t pe riod ,

but it i s marked b y several i mpo r tan t cr i ti cs . It l asts ,

roughly , f rom 190 5 to 1 913 , and it con ta i ns a defin ite f luc -

t ua t ion i n c ri t ical t a s t e .

One of the mos t n ot i c e ab le c ons i d e r a t i on s of thi s t ran-

sitional peri od is the l a ck of the v e he men ce of t h e Vi cto r i -

a n critic . Th i s has been rep laced by a more sophi s ti c a t ed

a t ti t u d e r e f l ec t ed i n t h e c omme n t s of c ri tic s who appre ci ate

some e lements of the p lay and c ond e mn o t h ers . There is lit tle

wh o l e he a rted acce pt ance of the p l a y , but John Ma s e f i e l d prove s

t o be an exc e pti on t o thi s . He c alls Me a sure f or Me a sur e II a

marve l l ou s pie c e of unf lin ch i n g thou gh t . 11 3 6 On t h e wh ol e the

critici s m of t he p l a y foll ows the c omme n t of F . H. Ris t i ni

who stat es tha t t h e p l a y lIi s s t r i p pe d of the re a l t h eatrical

1137effe ct i venes s of t r ag i - comedy

f ollows the se c ri ti cs wi t h :

. . . . Brand er Ma the ws

The th eme is r epu gnan t , but it i s not un i n t eres t 
i n g . The mos t c on scie n ti ou s of p l ayw r i ght s c ou l d
n ot make a r ea l l y go od pl ay on the sub j e ct of ' Al l ' s
We l l , ' wher e as i t is p o ss i b le t h at t h e s ubj e ct of

3 6 . John Ma s ef i e l d , ~ i ll iam Shakespeare , p . 17 9 .
37 . F . H. Ri s t i n i , Eng l i sh Tr a g i -Comed y , p . 1~0 .
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' Me a s u r e for Me a s u r e ' migh t be worked up i n t o a
fair ly c oh e r e n t p lot , even i f Sha kes peare h imse lf
f ai ls to d o t his . 3 8

The se critics are , a ctual l y , following the d i c t a te s of the

Victor ian c ri tics . The inf luence of t he Vi c t o r i an critic in

this transitiona l period is wa v e r i n g , for at t h e other ex

t reme of the fluctuation in t h is period is t h e be g inning of

a new type of c r i t i c i s m. Ther e a re h ints of t his new c r i t i

cal t as t e i n Br a rrl e r Ma thew s . 3 9 It i s best expressed b y E .

K . Cha mb e r s who remarks that Me a s ur e f or Me a s u r e r efl ec ts

li t h e s ingula rly i n t e r e s t i n g record of a part icular pha se i n

the poet ' s s h i f tin g out look upon humanit y ••• ~~O I n the se

s tat e men t s t here are a rej ect ion of the Vi c t o r i a n pr i n c iple

of cri ticis m a nd i n d i c a t i on s that there is a new f o rm o r n e w

a pproach to the eth ico -aes t hetic criticism being formed .

The r e are several o th e r elemen ts pr e sen t i n the cri ti -

ci s m of th is t ransitional period whi ch should b e noted . One

of the m i s the s hift i n t he critical atti tude t oward Isabella.

Wh e r e a s the Vi ctor ians were harsh on Isabella , t hes e critics

reaf firm her g o od n e s s . She i s a ga in c a ll ed " a li gh t s h i ning

i n corr u p t i on ," 41 and , i n part , is aga i n made the f ocal point

of t h e p lay .42 The Duke , h owe v e r , d oe s n o t fare a s we ll .

Wh e r e a s t he Vi cto r i an cri t i c t o lerated h im as one to lerates

t he a ged , t h e t rans itional cri t ics are quick to c ondemn h i m. 4 3

3 8 .
39 .
40 .
4 1.

p . 176 .
42 .
43 .

Br ander Ma the ws , Shakespeare as a Playwright , p . 2 26 .
Ibid . , p . 103 . - -
~. Chambers , Shakespeare : ~ Survey ,p . 2 10 .
H. N. Ma c Cr a c k en , An Introduc tion to Shakespeare ,

Ma t h e ws , £E . cit . , p . 229 .
Shar p , £E . ci t . , p , 22 1.
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The other e lemen t t o b e n ot ed i n the c r i t i ci s m of thi s

tra nsi t i onal period is the i ni t iati on of a more objec tive

cri ticis m. Prior to thi s t i me the ethico -aesthe~ic cri t i -

c i sm of Me a s u r e f or Me a s u r e h as b e en almos t who l l y subj e c 

t ive . Now , with A. C. Br ad ley and E . K. Chambers , there i s

an ind ic a tion of a t ota lly di f fe r ent a pproac h to the prob -

lems of Me a s u r e f or Me a s u re . Chambe r s i mpli e s t he n ew a p -

proa ch in t he f ol l owing commen t :

Ma ny h on e s t read ers quite f r ank l y res e nt t h e very
presence of Me a s ur e f or Me a s u r e . They ha ve f o rmed
a conce ption of the p oe t as a g r e a t i deal i s t; as on e
who , althou gh he b~ s i n d e ed sounded the he i ght s and
de pt hs of e x per ienc e , has k ept unspotted h i s roman 
t i c sou l ; as one wi th whom t h ey may be s ure of
b r e a t h i ng t he ampler ether and d i v i ne r a i r , a nd
who , t hrou gh what e ver s e arch ing of heart h e may l e a d
t he m, may always be trusted in the l on g run to pr e 
sen t and vind i c a te t h e e ternal l a ws of r ight e ou s 
nes s . 44

A. C. Br ad l e y is more s peci f ic i n h i s c r i t ic i s m, fo r he ob

s erves tha t i f t h e r e a re d efe c t s in the play , the y are n o t

wha t Shake speare c onsidered as d e fe ct s . 4 5 Th e s e are the em-

b ryos of i deas whic h ha v e been i gn or e d in t he pa s t and wh ich

wi ll pro ve to be i gnore d f o r a lmo st f o r ty y e ars to come .

Th e points t h en to b e c on s i d e r e d in th i s t rans i t i onal

period a r e t he r e ject i on , in pa r t , of t he met hods a nd ap

proach of the Vi c torian c ri t ic s , t h e shif t i n the a tt i t ud e

towar d charac te r s and , f ina l ly , the i nt rod uc ti on of a new

met hod of a ppr oac h t o t he c r ea t e d pr ob lems of Me a s u r e fo r

Me a sur e .

44 . Chamb er s , £E. ci t . , p . 2 08 .
45 . Brad le y , ~. ci t . , p . 76 .
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Thi s trans i tion l e d to ano t he r major period of ethico

aesthe t ic criticism of Me a sur e f or Me a s u r e . Thi s new peri od ,

l asting f ro m a bo ut 1 91 3 t o 1 93 7 , is ch a r ac t e rized b y the a p

pli c ation of the term "Bit t er - Come d y " to the play . I t i s a

peri od wh i ch pr oc e ed s l ogically f rom it s pr ede cessor s i n tha t

the e thi co - ae stheti c cri tic is m pr odu ced at t h is time empl oys

elements f ound i n both t he pe r i od of "Dark-C omedy" and the

pe r i od of " Tra g i - Comed y . "

The cr itics wr iting in this period of "Bi t te r -Comedy"

e mploy t wo f orms . They adopt t h e r omantic qu alities of the

per i od of "Dark- Comedy" a nd t he y c o u pl e t hem wi t h the auto 

b i ogra ph i cal-sociological as p ec ts of t h e pe riod of " Tra g i 

Comedy ." This ne w form wh i ch ha s b e en d e t e r mined from t he

ot h e r periods is d emon s t r a t ed in the term "Bitter -Comed y ."

Ac t ua l l y , t he new term is a mi s n ome r , f o r t re re is n ot h ing

comi c in Me a s ur e for Me a sur e for t he s e ne w critics . The p lay

ha s be corre f or the m empty and h o l l ow, and the h umor t hat it

contains is the humo r of t he dre gs of soc iety- -of t he b a s e

elements of Shakespe are 's t ra g i c wor l d .

The te rm "Bi t t e r - Comed y" was fo s tere d b y E . K. Chamb e r s

in the transitional pe r iod , a lthough there a r e i n dica t i on s of

i t fa r b a ck in the l a t e r Vi c t o r ian per i od . Chambers , though ,

employs t he term and demonst r ate s the approach u sed b y the

cri tics e mployin g the term When he ref le c ts upon a gr ou p of

three of Sha kes peare ' s p lays , Me a s ur e for Me a s u r e , Al l ' s

We l l and Tr o i l u s and Cres s id a . Of these he says :

They a r e a l l unpleasant p lays , t he u tt e r an c e s of a
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pu z z l e d and d i s t u rbed spiri t, fUl ~ of ~ue st i on i~gs ,
ske ptical of its o~~ ideals, look l n g wl t h ne w mlS 
g i v i n gs in t o t he a mb i guou s s hadows of a wor ld over
which a cloud h a s pas s ed and ma d e a g ob l i n of t h e
sun . 4 6

The criti c s of t h is pe r i od o f "Bi t t e r - Comedy" a c c epted

the fact tha t Me a ~:n'~ fo r Me a sure wa s p rod uc ed by " a d i s 

turb e d s piri t ," and they d ire ct ed t heir e th i co - ae s t h e t i c

~nalysis t o Sha kespeare i n a n a t t e mpt to f i nd the c a us e of

t h e d i s t u rb an c e . 47 Shak es pea re , a ccord i ng t o Gr anv i l l e 

Barker , wa s c onc e r n e d wi t h an inve s t i gat i on of t h e " h orr o r s

o f lif e " d ur ing the t ime of t he pr od u c ti on of Measur e for

Me a s ur e . 48 This investi gation pr oduc ed a bi t ter pe r i od of

Sha kespeare ' s l i f e, a nd Me a s ur e f or Mea sure is a demon st r a 

t i on of t h is effe c t . G. G. Ger v i nus s a ys of thi s d emonst r a -

ti on:

And so we pass i nt o' another and a very d i f fe r ent
world , in which l a u gh t e r s o und s i r onic, and Comedy
i ts e l f be c ome s g r i m, - - t he wor ld of t ragedy . Mu ch
t ha t had once appe ared i mportant i s s e en t o be t ri v 
i al i s f ou n d to involv e tremend ou s c on s e q u e n c e s . 4 9

As the se cr i t i c s us e d the psychoana lyt i c t e chni que s t o

determin e t he c a u s e of t he bitte rne s s of t he p lay, they found

a sociological as pe ct t owa r d s wh i ch t h ey d ire c ted a ma j o r po r 

ti on of t heir c r i t ic ism. This socio logi c a l a s pect wh i ch t hey

f ound wa s a ref l ec ti on of t he "ho r r o r " wh ich Sha ke s pe are had

investiga t e d and wh i ch the s e cri t i cs determin e d to b e a soc i al

46 .
47 .
48 .

p , 2 60 .
49 .

p . 56 .

Chamb er s , £E. ci t . , p . 2 1 0 .
S t opford A. Br oo k e , Ten Pla ys of Sh a ke s pe are , p , 14 2.
Ha r l e y Gr a n v i l l e -B a r k e r , ! Comp an ion t o Shak e speare,

Godf r e y F ox Br a dby , About Sha kespear e and Hi s P lays ,
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and i t i tb 9 po nt to c c a u s e s the zr-e a t e ob le c 01 for

t h e s e c r t cs . Jos e ph ~u incy dams s aks of th 10 - c ome d y

detail 'h ch reve a l s th s soc al s rs t e s a ef le cti 0 of

the sord s pe c t s o f human nature . 0 .e lson a nd Thornd ike

spea k o f the s a e mate r ia l as ar s n .z f m a " c i t s e e t h n

in moral corr u pt on . ""'- l Stopford • Er ooke des cr be s th s

c ty as be ng " eat en to i t s co r e by forn c a t l on ." 52 Geor e

c. Odell is ev en wi ll ng to ab a nd on the play bec aus of

t h s e l e ment .

I b e lie ve tha t the sub -p l ot las n ece s s ary to round
out Shakes peare I S S ch e me , b ut I cannot 1 ter th t on
the stage i t i s exceedingly offens ve e In fa ct , I
am not su r e that .e a su re f or 1 e a s ur e s hould be a cted
i f i ts rend t ion ne cess itat s the retention of much ,
or Lrd e ed an y of the Froth , Pompe y , Elbo , :r s .
Overd one ma te r ia l . 53

This p sychoan a lytic -sociologi ca l app roach to th prob -

l ems o f Me a sur e f or ,ea s u r e i s extended to include the major

as vel l as the m nor cha r a c t e r s . T~~ cri t cs , ho 'ever , ho

a r e us n th is appr oach on Lv e mploy the or characters as

the y ref lec t the ni tial theory . Is a b e ll a is c cn s Lde r ed pure ,

bu t she is co n s idere as an add i t on to t pl Y to contrast

ith t he 0 r d dele e t , 54 n -e l0 s t reated as a product

dams , L fe of Sh kes are , p , 3 3 .
e 1 on-a~shley 'lhornd ke , The

F m --'_ :-=...::......:...=.: to I rv -
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of this co rru pt s oc i e t y . 55 Ma r i ana is trea t ed as an eleme n t

of the socie t y . 56 The Duke is t r e a t ed a s b eing a s omewha t

callous but un i mportan t add i t i on t o th e who le pi cture of a

social s ys tem. 57

It can be se e n f rom t h e tre a t ment of the s e cri t ics of

t he ma jo r cha rac te rs of Me a sur e f or Me a s u r e t hat they were

inte r es t e d i n the social as pec ts of t he p l ay . Th i s is , in

fact , merel y an exten sion of t h e Vi ctor i an st an d a r d of c r i ti -

cism .

Es se nt ia l ly , t he cri tics who employ t h e te r m "Tragi

Comed y" directed t he ir int eres t ·in Me a sure for Me a sure t o

tw o extre mes . The y bad i s olated a Lmo s t the s a me p r ob lems i n

t he pl ayas d id the Vi ctorian cri tic s . The s e pr ob lems we r e

only re co gn i zed as pr ob lems , b e c au s e t h ey had be en t reated

wi t h an a es t he t ic the ory d e r ived fro m a re la t ive s t an dar d of

e t hics wh i ch in t urn was d e r i ved f rom the e x i st i n g soc ia l

press ur e s of the day . The cri tics who used t he term " Trag i 

Come dy" were a t t e mpt i ng t o f ind the solut ion t o th e s e crea t ed

problems not with i n the p lay itself but in t he pe r sonal l i f e

of Shakespeare . They had d ete r mined t h a t Me a sure for Me a s u r e

was a reflec tion of the El i z abe than social p i c ture as s e en by

Shakespeare o The y a t tempted to demonstrate t ha t t he eff ect

of thi s Boc i a l pictu r e on Shakes pe are caus e d a b i tt e r o r c )~

ical pe ri od i n h is lif e . This pe r i od wa s t h e t i me of t h e

prod uction of Me a s ur e f or Me a s ur e . Thu s , b y examinin g ethi -

55 . R. M. Alden , Sh..a kespeare , p . 2 98 .
56 . Brooke , £E. cit . , p . 144 .
57 . Logan P . Smi t h , On Re ad i n g Shake spe a r e , p . 175 .
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c a l l y t he social pi c tu r e itself , they c ould under s tand or

solve t h e p rob lems of Me a sure f o r Me a sur e . The t wo ext r emes

i n thei r cri tic i s m we r e , f i rst of a l l , g o i ng to Shak es peare 's

life f or a s olu t i on, and s ec ondly, at t e mpt i ng to e x amin e the

ethical s truc t u r e of El i z abe than s oc i e t y with e t h i c a l c on 

ce p ts g a i n ed fro m a contemporar y s oc ie t y . Thu s , t h es e crit 

ics ha v e n o t e sc a pe d t he "e goce n t r i c pr ed i c a men t . " They s a w

in t h e i r examination of El i zab e t h an soc ie ty wha t t h ey want ed

t o s e e . As the low-comed y deta i l of the p l ay i ts e l f wa s

pain f ul to them , so t o o i t mus t h ave r eflec ted a pa infu l ele 

ment of Shake s peare I S . s ocie t y .



CH PTER I V

THE P RIOD OF " PROBLmr. - CO\ DY"

s the per iod i n whi ch t he term "Bi t t e r - Come d y" was a p

p l ed to Me a s ure f or Me a su r e c ome s to an end ab ou t 1 937 , a

ne ~ pe r ad of e th i co - ae s thet i c cri tic s m almo s t i mme d i a t ely

a r i s e s . Th i s n ew peri cd is r a t h e r u i qu e i n the i story of

t he cri tic is m of Me a s ur e for Me a s u r-e , for it s by f ar the

mos t pr o l i f i c in the p r oduction of ethi c o - aesthet c cri t icis

and t he s cope o r d ive r s i t y of t his cri tici s m i s so gre a t that

i t encompa s s e s almos t e ve r y c ri ti ca l t heor y whi ch ha s e v er

be en a pplied to this pl ay . It i s somewhat of a n e w s t yle of

c r i t i c i s m wh i ch i s based on t h e f a ct t hat s o many v a r i at i ons

ap peared in pre v i ous cri t ical t heories , a nd t h i s new app roach,

compa r ed to th os e wh i c h had prev ious l y b e en u s ed with Me a sur e

fo r Me a sur e , i s in some aspe cts , a lmost en ti r ely d ifferent

from t h e p re v i ous theo r i e s . Es se n t i a l ly , the the ory b e h i nd

th is ne w cri ticism c a n b e s e e n i n the u se of the te rm " P r ob-

l e m-Comed y ." Actual l y , th is is no t a n ew te rm . I t a ppear e d

as early as 1892 whe n i t was u s e d by F r e d e r i c k S . Boa s t o d e 

scri be All 's "e l l t ha t End s ell , Me a sur e for ~ e a sure , Tro i 

l us a nd Cress i d a , and Haml e t , l but t he nature of th i s t e r m

a s i t i s a ppl i ed to Me a s ur e f or Me a s u r e b y t he co n t e mpor a ry

c ri t i c i n trod uc e s a new d i s t i n c t i on . I t i s a ppl ed to the

1 . Frederick S . Boas , S~~kes peare a nd ..is Pr ed eces s o r s ,
p , 344 .
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play i n re cognition of the t remendous d i ve r si ty of criticism

wh i c h s urrounds t h e play , and it is a ppl ied to the n a tur e of

the play i t s e l f ; t h a t is , th e play is t reated by i ts elf with

ou t the influence of any p r ev i ous c ri ti ci s m, and the criti

cis m which the p l ay ha s f o ste r e d i s treated as another e l e 

ment - -ano t her pr ob lem- -whi ch be l ong s to the ge n e r a l pr ob lem

of the p l ay . Thus t he r e a r e t wo major cat e gori e s t o b e

trea ted in t h i s pe r i od fr om 193 7 to 1 952 , the p l ay i ts e lf a nd

the pr e v i ous criticism of the play .

'I'be techni que s of the cri t ic s who employ t he term II Prob-

lem-Comed y " a r e ba sed , primarily , on the fa ct that they r ec -

ognized the d iffe renc e s of critical opini on which surr ound

Me a sure f o r Me a sure ; they we r e bec omin g i n t ens ely a wa r e of

t h e ne ed fo r or ganizin g this s pec ula t i on . Th is r ecognition

pr ovid ed these cr itic s not only with a s t a rti ng po int f or

fur ther crit ical s p ecul a ti on , but it also prov ided the mat e -

rial f or s pe cula t Lon ,

The firs t po i nt to be con s idered i n the examination of

t his new cri tical inve s ti g a t i o n is the fa c t that the c r i t ics

of t his period acc e pted the prob lems wh ich pr evious cri tics

had e s t ablished . The r e are , u l tima te l y , no n e w prob lems fo r -

mulated in thi s peri od . The r e a re , to be sur e , some c rit ics --

s uc h as R. W. Bat tenhou se , 2 Elizabeth Pope , 3 and Cl i f fo rd

. 2 .
Doctrine

3 .
s ure for
Nicholl ,

R. W. Ba t t enhous e , "Me aa u r-e for Me a sure and Ch ris tian
of Atonement , II PMLA , LXI (De c e mb e r, 1 94 6), 1030 .
Elizabe t h Pope,~ Ren a i s s a n c e Bac k around of Me a -

11 a
Me a sur e , Shake spea re Sur vey , edi t ed by Allard yce
I I , 6 6 -82 .
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Le ec h 4 - - wh o conc e n tra t e on and ex t en d o l d prob le ms with a

sli g htly new approach , bu t , i n re a l ity , those pa r t s of Me a 

sur e for Me a s ur e whi c h had evok e d so mu c h s p ec u l a ti on i n the

past are a c cepted as prob lems . The se critic s noted t hat

t here were ro u ghly e i gh t p o ints wh i ch pre vi ou s cri tics had

used f or tr.e ir c r i t ical s t udie s . These ei ght p o ints c on c e rn

t h e natu re 'of t he p lay , t h e the me of the p lay , t he dramat i c

s t ruc t u r e , Isabella , An ge lo , the Du ke , s e c ondary figures

such as Ma r i an a and Cl aud io , and mino r f i gures s u ch a s Elbow

a nd Pompe y . These e i gh t po i nts s e rve as t h e s t a r t i n g p o i nt

f or t he c on t empor a r y cri t ics .

Th e s eco nd po i nt to b e c onsidered is the f a c t that t he

cri t i c s o f this per iod c o r relat e d the previous c r i ticism

wh i c h h ad a p pear e d wi th the eigh t c ate gories . The y re corded

the p o ss ib l e var ia t i on s i n t he c r i t i c i s m whi ch appear i n

ea c h of the c la s s ifi cations .

Thi s r e c ogn i ti on of cri ticism a nd its s ubs e qu e n t clas si -

f i c a tion is directed t oward s f indin g out wh a t h a s ha p pe ned

t o Me a sure f o r Me a sure . Wh y h a s th is p lay pr odu ced so much

c r itici s m? Is th e c r i t ic is m jus t? Wha t are t he pr ob lems

whi ch e voke th is c r i t i ci s m? How were t he se p rob le ms f ormed?

Do we h a ve a n a cce ptable critical i n t erpr e t a ti on of the play?

Wh a t h a s to be d one t o insure an a c c eptable i n t e r pr e ta tion?

The s e are t h e q ue s t i on s wh i ch the c on t e mporary cri t i c s p r o 

po s ed a nd for wh i ch t h e y s ou gh t a ns wer s .

4 . Cl ifford Le e c h , " The Me an i n g of Me a s u r e for Me a s u r e , "
Shakes peare Sur vey , I I I , 6 6 -73 .
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As t hey sou gh t the answe rs to t he se que s t i on s the y pro 

pos ed the term "P r oblem- Comed y ," wh ich i s i ndic at i ve of both

t he gen e r a l at ti t ude wh i ch t hey had to wa r d Me a sure fo r Me a -

s ure and the a s pec t of the pl ay wh i ch he ld the i r pr imary in-

t erest .

It i s int e r est i ng to i ndi c a t e here tDBt E. M. W. Ti l l 

y ard r ef us es t o a c cept t h e t erm "P rob l em- Comed y" on the

gr ound s that i t is too va gue . 5 Ti l l yar d refuse s to use t he

t e r m "Problem- Comedy" be ca us e , alt hou gh i t can b e appl i ed to

Me a s ur e fo r Mea s ur e , Al l Is We l l t hat End s We l l , and Tr oi l us

and Cress ida , it cann ot b e appl ied to Hamle t , whi ch must b e

gr ou ped with the se plays on the bas is of matte r . E Ti l lyard

compa r e s t hes e four plays an d draws an analogy t o p r ob lem

ch i l d r en . Haml e t a nd Tr o i lus an d Cress i da a r e like t he pr ob -

l em child wh o i s i n t e r e s t i n g i n that he is comple x , but All 's

We l l t ha t Ends v e l l and Me a sur e fo r Me a s ur e ar e simila r to--------
an ot her t ype of pr ob lem chi l d - - t he type that ha s " some t h i n g

r ad ically schi zophren i c " abo ut h im . 7 He says of thi s d is 

ti nct i on :

Haml e t and Troilus and Cres s i da are prob l em pla ys be 
caus e t hey dea l wi th an d d i sp l ay i n t e r es ting pr ob 
l ems; Al l ' s 1JI el l and Me a sure f or Measur e be cau s e
they a r e pr ob l ems . 8

Till yard pr opos es the t erm " Pr ob lem Play, " but he war n s tha t

t he r e are qualifi c a t i on s whi ch must b e not ed ab ou t the te r m

as i t i s di s t i n c t f rom t he term " Pr ob lem-Comed y . " He says

5 . E. M. W. Ti l lyard , Shake s pe a r e ' s Problem Plays , p . 1 .
6 . Ibid .
7 • Ib id ., p , 2 .
8 . I b i d.
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t h at

The war ning is t he more ne c e ssary be cause ' pr obl~m
play ' c an mean s ometh ing d ef i n i te . L . J . Po t t s ln
h i s forth coming book on co med y says of the prob lem
pla y that i t ' t r e a ts the s i t ua ti on s tha t a rise i n
s ociety simpl y as mo r a l or po l itical probl~m~ , in
the abs trac t and wi thout referenc e to t h e l dlosyn
crasies of human nature • ••• 9

Actual ly , Tillyard ' s use of the term " Problem Play" i s merely

the r es ult of carry~ng th e i d e a of "Proble m-Comedy" to it s

logical co nse qu ence . I t ref le cts t he extreme of the idea of

viewin g t he playas a problem . Ti l lyal'd · is not i n t r oduc i n g

a n ew t erm, but h e i s extend:in g t h e use of the t erm " Pr ob l e m

Comed y" and is estab11sh i n g a c an on of c r i tici s m. As h e is

followed in the u se of t his te r m by Ri chard Dav id , l O it may

be po ss ible t h at he i s cr e a tin g a new tre nd ' i n t h e us e of the

t e r m, but f or t h e pur pos e s of t h i s t hesis h i s criticism is

treated as f a l l ing und er t he t e r m "Proble m-Comed y ."

Thi s period , t h en , beco mes a pe r i od pr ima r i ly inte r e sted

i n the mechan ics of literary criticism. The r e is n o movemen t

to abstrac t Me a s u r e for Me a s ur e fro m t h e closet and to con -

sider it as a play wor t h y of produc tion . Th i s i s the pe riod

i n whi ch li t era r y c an on s are es tab lished , and it is the firs t

peri od in ~h i ch t h e s pecula ti on done i n conj unction with t he

applica tion of the t e r m " Problem- Comed y" is dire cted toward

s pecific poin t s i n t .re ev a luation of t he p lay ; that i s, t his

is the f irst period whi ch a t tempt s to is ola t e systematic a l ly

the specific e lements of the p l ay which a r e co ntroversial .

9 . · Ti l lyard , ~. ci t . , p . 1 .
10. Richard David:-rrShakespe are 's Comedies and the

Mod e rn S t age , " Shake spe are Su rvey , IV , 129 .
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For the fi r st time t he r e is an a t t emp t to est ab l ish s t an d a r d s

of evaluat io n . Thomas M. Parrott e stab l ishes a n ethical and

a n aesthe t ic distinction whi ch must be employed to insure an

objec ti ve ana lys is of both the p lay and t he prev ious criti -

c ism o f the p lay . l l Thi s c a n on is i mpl ici t in Parrott , and

it i s simply t he admis sion that t he re are ce r t a i n a ctions in

Me a sure fo r Me a s u r e wh ich a r e based on ethi cal prin ciples and

wh i ch ha ve b e en int e r pr et ed by eth ica l pr inciples . The se eth

ical a ctions and t heir subs e quent c r i t i ci s m a nd i n t erpr e ta -

tion affe c t t he a esthetic nat ure of t he p lay • . The re cogn i -

tion of t his f ac t d emands t ha t the princ iples wh i ch previ ous

critics u sed for t he ir ana lyse s be an aly z e d themse l ves . In -

d i cations of this are eviden t i n many cri ti cal wo r k s , amon g

wh i ch i s t hat of Robe rt M. Smi th :

Equally a s k e w a r e Roy ~ . Eattenhouse 's re cent tor
tuous e nd eavors to s que eze t his p l ay into a serious
mora l ity ill us t r a t i n g t DE Christian Doc t r i n e of
At onement , and Mr . Wy l i e Sypher ' s attempt , on the
o t he r ha nd , t o prove Shakespeare a c a s u i s t . 12

Ano t h e r ex a mple of t he same pri ncip l e i s fo und i n a wor k of

R. W. Chamb e r s :

Now mark h ow Shakespeare t r ea t s this b a r b a r ou s s t or y .
According t o Profes sor Do ver Wi l s on , at t he s a me
time whe n h e wr ot e Me a sure f o r Me a s u r e , Shake spe a re
' qu i t e obviously b e l ie v ed in-nothing ; h e was c yn
ical as lago , as disillusion e d a s Ma cbeth, t hou gh
he still retaine d , un l ike the firs t , h i s s e nsi 
t i vene ss , and , u nlike the / se cond , his hat re d of
crue lty , hypoc r i sy , and ingrati t ~rl e . ' Accord ing
t o S i r Edmund Chambers , i n Me a s ur e for Me a s u r e h i s
' r emor s e l e s s analysis p r obe s the inmnst b e i ng of
man , a nd s tri ps him nak ed . '

11 . Thoma s M. Pa r ro tt , Sha kespearian Comed y , p . 356 .
12. Robert M. Smi t h , lIln t e r p r e t a t i ons of Me a s u r e f or

Me a sur e , 1I The Shak es pe a re Qua rter ly , I ( Octo ber , 19 50) , 208 .
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Prepare then to s h ud der as you obseri~. Vi l 
l i am l a g o Tor qu emad a Shak e spe ar e at wo rk .

Th i s , t h e n , i s a demonstration of the f ir s t pr i n c ipl e

of the cri t i c s of this period . Opera ting with it , the con

temporary cri tics c lassify t h e pre v i ou s cri ticism of Me a sure

!£E Me a s u r e , analyze and rej ec t th i s work on legitimate

gr o und s .

The i n t e r e s t i ng thing to n o te abou t t hi s te chn i que is

the fa ct tha t , for the most pa r t , t he se critics , after ana 

l y z i n g and rejec t ing the pr evi ous critical the o r i e s of Me a 

~ f o r Me a s ur e , fall vi c tim to the same e rror a s d id t h e i r

predecessors . The y re -propos e , i n differe nt te rms , the exact

cri t i c a l theo r i e s whi ch the y h ad rej e cted . I n a t t emptin g a

solution to t h e p l ay a nd even b e i n g conscious of t he fact

t hat li t e r a r y c ritici s m d emand s obje ctivi ty , these c ritics

i n t r od u c e almost e ve ry critical t h e o r y wh i c h h a s a p peared

since Co l e r id ge . I f the fi rs t t hree ~at e gorie s - -the n ature ,

theme and d r a mat i c s t ruc t ur e of the p l ay- -are co ns i der ed as

one un i t , a s i mple inve s t i gation of the s t ud i e s of jus t a

fe w of thes e critics wi l l de mo ns trat e thi s f act .

H. B . Charlton , 'M:l 0 pl a ces t hi s p lay wi t h the "P rob lem

Comedies , II rejec ts tha t cri tical t h eory which sug ge sts t h a t

Shak espe a re wa s cynical , and the n pr o c eed s t o ap p ly a n e thi c o

a es t h e tic interpretation wh i ch is based on a sociological

v iew similar to tha t wh i ch was found i n t re late Vi ct or i an

pe ri od . 14

13 .
s ur e f or

14 .

R. W. Chambers , The Jacobean Shakespeare and Me a 
Measure , p . 31 .
H. B. Charl t on , Shake~arian Comedy , pp . 208 -16 .
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In con sid e r i n g the na t u r e of t he p lay , Cha r lt on remarks t hat

It s very set t i n g is a h ot-bed of i mmo r ali t y ; Vien -
na a nd it s s ub u r b s s tin k . Lucio and F r ot h , Pompe y
an d Mi s t r e s s Overdone , a r e it s s ewa ge . ,Th e i r t a l k
i s a s cu r vy b awdry ; their je s t s are me re s y ph ilitic
hyste r ia . And above t hese is a Duke wh o l a cks the
b a ckbone t o g ove r n , a n d a d eputy whos e purit anis m
co l lap s e s i n t o she e r best ia l ity and c r i me . 1 5

Ch a r lt on go e s on to extend h i s analy s i s t o i n c lude spe cul a -

t ion on the eff e c t s of go od n e s s , mer cy , k indness , e t cete ra ,

on human i ty . This i s the s ociologic a l cons ideration of h i s

e t h ic o - a e s t he t i c in t e r pr e t ation . He u s es s ocie t y a s a basi s

f or h i s c r i ti c i s m, an d i n t his h e is me r e l y rej e ct ing one

t heme of cri t i ci s m f or anoth er . He is a ctuall y ext e ndin g .the

Vi cto r i a n conce pti on of t h e p l ay .

Tu cker Br o oke , wh o d e lves less i n t o t he hi s t ory of the

c r it i c i s m of the p lay , a l s o places it amon g the "Proble m-

Comed i e s ," althou gh he descr i bes i t a s a " d a r k - c ome d y ."

Brooke i nd ic a t e s a t y pe of cri t i c i s m wh i ch wa s prev a lent in

t he e ar l ier n ine te ent h ce n t u r y whe n he s t a t e s :

The sa tirical and contemptuous attitude wa s no t n or 
mal with Shake spea r e ; an d thou gh in t he dark c ome 
d ies j u s t ment ioned he went fo r a t ime wi th the
c r owd , a s he had so oft e n done , the gr e a t effect u p
on h im of t h e Jacob ean d i s i l l usi onment wa s to i n 
duc e ref l e c tions upon the na tu r e of e vi l wh i ch
cryst a l i z e d i n t o a nob ler and d eeper poetry th an he
h ad yet wr i t ten . 16

Br o oke l a t e r stat e s t hat t h e problem of t he play- -the t he me of

t he play- - ce nt e r s ab ou t ci ty g ove r n men t an d the p o l i c e c our t .17

S . C. Sen Gup t a fo l lows Char lton wi t h a s ociological a p-

15 . Ch a rlt on , £E . cit . , p , 212 .
16 . Tucke r Br ooke , l'I"ifhe Re n a i s sance , "
of Engl and , e d it ed by Al be rt C . Baugh,
17 . I bid .

! Lit e r ary Hi s 
p . 53 4 .
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pro a ch to t he p l ay and i s rath er v ehement in d e n ounc i n g

Sha ke s pe a r e . Re s ays of Shake s pea r e t hat be s e ems " to r e v e l

i n o penin g t be d i r ty, di s gust i n g s l u ice s i n human s o c iety

. . . .,,18 Thoma s M. Parrot t , who e stab l i shes on e o f t h e

f irs t a t temp ts t owa r ds objec tiv e c r i t i c is m, l a t e r a s s e r t s ,

Ln i n t e r pr e t a t i n g t h e p l ay , t h a t

The cent r a l theme is r e puls i ve ; the ch a r ac t e r s are
for t h e mos t part un sympa the t i c , the bac k gro und i s
of a n unwan t e d s or d i d n e ss . Th e app a rent p r ob l em ,
whe the r a ma id ' s chas t i t y r a t e s h i gher t h a n a ma id ' s
lif e

1
is e vad ed b y Shake s peare 's i n ve n t i on of Ma r i 

ana . 9

w. W. Lawre nc e , wh o is o n e of the most s y stemat i c a nd on e of

the most l ogi c a l of the mcdern c ri ti c s , i s caugh t i n t h e web

of the very prob l ems h e i s a t t e mptin B t o s olve and s a y s of

t he p lay :

Me a s ur e f or Me a s u r e i s n ot a trac t on e qu i t y , a ny
more t h an i t i s on g ov e r n men t ; it i s not an ex
pre s sion of Shake spea re ' s con vi c ti on s i n re gard to
tr£ administ ra ti on of l a w, but a s t o r y of hu man
pas si on , s i n and fo r g i venes s . 20

The cri t i c s ment ioned here a s fa l l ing i n to err or a r e a

r e presenta t i ve g r oup of t he maj or c ri ti cs of Me a s ur e f o r

Me a sure who a pply the te rm "Pr ob l em- Comed y . " The r e a r e ma n y

o t h er critic s in t his pe r i od wh o f o l low t h e s ame t e chnique

a s t hos e men t i oned and wh o t re a t the p l aya s a "Prob lem-Com

edy" but who do n ot exp l i cit l y u se the term . The se othe r

f i gures a pp l y equally d i v e r s e c r i t i c a l i n t e r pr e t a t i on s t o the

p l a y , b ut b e caus e of t he limit a t i ons of th i s t h e sis they h a v e

n o t be en menti oned her e .

18 .
19 .

S onnet s ,
- - - 20.

S . C. Sen Gu pt a , Shakes pea r ian Comed y , p . 17 4 .
Pa r r o t t , Shake speare : 'l'wen t y - th r ee }lI a yn an d the

p .592 . - - -
W. W. La wr en ce , Shakes peare ' s Prob l e m Comedi e s , p . 1l7.
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As the se cri tics proceed to i nterpret Me a sur e for Me a 

s ur e ther e i s a ra t h e r in t ere s ti ng development i n t he att i 

t ude toward t h e major ch a r a c t e r s . A new f luctuation i n c r it 

ical a t t itu d e deve lops . Wbe re as in t h e previous period t he

attitude t oward I s ab e l l a and t h e Duke wavers between go od

and bad an d Angelo i s conside r e d as be i n g evi l , in this pe 

riod the attitud e towa rd all thr ee major char ac t e r s varie s .

A few c r i t ics praise I sabella very h i gh l y , b u t , for the mos t

p ar t , she i s t reated r ather co ldly . She i s de s cri bed by

Har d i n Craig as a " mode l of female ch a s t i t y ."21 Ed gar F r i pp

d e s c rib e s he r as a " oe a ut.Lf'u L Puritan gi r l. " 22 R . W. Cham

bers d enie s t h e t heory t hat "Sha ke s peare i s depi c t i n g a s elf 

r i ghteous prude . " 23 He r man H. Hor n e i s probably t he most

de s cript ive in h i s d ef en se o f Isabella . He states t ha t " Here

i s a black sink of corru ption out of wh i c h g r ows the wh i t e

f lower of Isabel la 's pur ity. " 24 On t he Whol e , h owe v e r , Isa 

b e l l a i s n ot t re a ted thi s k i nd l y . There is l i t tle appre c ia -

t i on here f o r h er e i t re r as a pe r s on or as a character .

Pa r ro t t notes t h e disc repancy in t h e status of Isabella 's

part i n the p l ay and s t a t e s that the character of Isabella

se ems t o b re ak u p midway throu gh the p lay .25 Ed ith Sitwell

de s c r ibes I s ab e l l a as c old and repe llent . 26 Ma r k Van Doren

233 .
21.

2 2 ~

23 .
24 .

p , 120 .
25 .
26 .

p , 123.

Ha rd in Craig , An I nterpretation of Shakes~§~, p .

Edga r I . F r ipp , Shake spe are Ma n a nd Artist , p . 615 .
R . W. Chambers , .£.E . ci t . , p , 37 . - -
He rman H. Ho r n e , Shakespe are 's Ph i losophy of Lo ve ,

Th omas M. Parro tt , Sha ke s pea re , p . 599 .
Ed it~ Si twe 11 , A Notebook on Wi l l i a m Shakespeare- - - ---- - ---- ,
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claims that s he i s too competent . 27 Ma rga ret We b s t e r states

t ha t Isabe l l a 's refu sal t o s ave her b r othe r ' s l i f e arises f r om

a "s ens e of value s so d i s t o r ted that we l ose sympathy wi t h

h e r . "28 H. B . Charlton c laims trot s he l ac ks " a s pa r k of hu -

manity . " 29

The t hing to note a bo u t t hes e d en un c i a t i on s i s t he fact

that t he y are a ll d irected t o t he same prob lems wh i ch pr e v i ous

cri t i c s had treated . Is ab e l l a i s cond e mned mora lly be cause

of her at titude t oward Cla udio , be caus e of h er relat ionsh ip

wi t h Ma r i a n a , a n d be cause of he r r e La t io nship wi th t he Duke .

Al l of thes e incident s contain a mora l ques tion wh i ch wa s

cre a t ed by previous cri t i c s . Th e critics of this pe r i od b y

ac ce pt i ng t he p r ob lems of the previou s cr i t i c s on l y c onfirm

that the r e i s a question concerning the se actions . The y h old

the a ction open to debate , a nd b y using a subj ective b asis

for t heir ethical interpr etation i nstead of t he obj ec tive ba

s i s , they mer e ly reaffi rm old errors .

It is inte re s t I n g to obs erv e th a t the same Ethical con -

side r a t i on s whi ch we r e used t o a na lyze the ac tions o f Isa 

b e lla are n ot u sed to analyze the a ctions of Angelo . Whe r e 

as in the pa s t Ange l o was co nd e mne d a s being e v i l or b a d i n

h i s ac t ions , i n t h i s peri ad t h e r e i s a g r owi ng tendenc y t o

at t empt t o v ind ic ate h i s proposition to I sabella . Thi s i s ,

i n part , anot he r ref l e ction of t he at titude toward I sabe l l a .

Angelo is ge n e ral ly pi c t ur e d i n t h i s p e r i od as an es sent i a l ly

27 . Ma r k Van Doren , Shakespeare , p . 220 .
28 . Ma r g a r e t We b s t e r , Shakespeare Wi t h ou t Te a r s , p . 98 .
29 . H. B . Cha r 1 to n , .£l2. . c Lt , , p . 2 5 5 •--
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good man who was face d wi th a te mpta tion t bat wa s t o o gre a t .

Accordin g to Sen Gu pt a ,

i ih a t e ve r Ang elo might rove d one in the pa s t , h e
wants to act b lamelessly i n his c apaci t y as t he
Duke 's deput y , b ut he fi nd s tha t the temptat i on of
evil is much s t r on ger than h i s power to r esis t i t . 30

S i mi larly , Ma rga re t Web ste r pr ov oke s almost t h e s ame i de a - 

the i d e a that Angelo may b e excused in th i s act ion or t h a t h is

guilt may be lessened :

The r e c a n b e no questio n of maki ng An ge l o ' s ympa
theti c ' ; but we must feel t hat he re is a man who
has b een ' s i ck unto deat h wi th a fever so terrible
that i t h a s left h i m so shrive l ed to t h e love of
wha t h e ha d been, an d tha t clea n fles h mus t g row in
t he s low process of he a l ing . 3 1

There i s no question of a solu tion to t his strane e con-

tradiction . Tha t . I s abe l l a s hould b e j Ud ged by one standard

of e t hics and Angelo by a nother , b oth standar ds be ing rela -

tive , is certainly a den i a l of the obj ec tivity of mor a l ity .

It is , u lt i ma t el y , a d en ial of t h e na t ural law, bu t th i s p o i nt

i s beyond the scope of t his the s i s .

It must be noted , h owe ve r , that thi s c ontradict ion in th e

e v a l ua t i on of Angelo and Isabella is r e f lec t ed in t he a e s t h e -

ti c i n t e r pr e t a t i on of t he p lay . Th e ethical consideration

ha s d etermi ned that certain elements of the pla y a re , at

le as t , f oul . Thus wh e n this material i s for med i nto a semb -

la nce of cohere nc e t he whole of the play has to s u f fer . This

is the logic al c on c l u s i on of t he c r i t i c i s m of this per i od .

It i s evid enced i n t h e staterrent s of many c ri tics , among wh om

is Ma r k Van Doren :

3 0 . Sen Gupt a , ~. cit . , p . 186 .
3 1. veb s t e r , .£E o ci t. , p . 253 .
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The sit ua t i on i n it s elf ma ke s vi rt ue t h eo ret i c a l
and makes the ir own goodne s s pr ob lematica l , a thi n g
t o be d i s cus sed , a commodity to be we ighed and me a -
s u r ed . 3 2

The total eff ec t o f t h is point c an pr ob ab l y be more eas ily

s e en i n Van Doren when he co mrren ts on th e i d e a tha t Shake 

s pe a r e i s not i n l o ve with hi s sub je ct -ma t ter . 33 The impli 

ca t i on s of these st ateme n ts ar e many , but , e ss enti ally , t h e y

sh ow tha t t he e th i cal dete rmi nation of s ome a cti on s i n thi s

play b y the c ri t i c s of t h1 s pe r i od carrie d the l ogi c a l con

s e que nc e that Shake spe a re wa s d e a l i n g wit h sord id ma te ria l .

Th i s a cco unts f o r the ae sthe t i c i n t e r p r e ta ti on of the play .

Althou gh the vas t maj ority o f t h e cri t ic s of t h i s con -

t e mporary pe r iod are cons is tent i n the i r judgment of e i the r

An gel o or Ma r ian a , one i mporta n t s e gmen t of thes e cri tics

g oe s fa r to d eny vi rtually al l of t he pre v ious cri ti c al the -

or i e s of thi s per iod . E . M. W. Ti l lyard i n dicat e s t his f a c t

and e s tab l i shes a di s t i n c t i on i n the cri t i ci s m of t h is pe r i od

Whi ch , whi le i t is not al l -in clusiv e , make s a valu able po i n t .

Ti l lyard conf irms tha t whe re a s the fo rme r cri tics of Me a sur e

for Me a s ur e c onc e n t r a t e d on Isabella an d the Du ke , the con 

t e mporary cri t ic g oes to other extre me s . 3 4 He ma intains tha t

s ome cri tics e i t h e r ha ve re fuse d t o fi nd anyth i ng wrong with

t h e p lay a t a l l , or they have empha s i zed t h e r e ligi ous tone

of t he p lay and ha v e atte mpt ed t o s u b s t an t i a t e an allegor i c a l

or re l i g ious e xpLa n a t l on of t he pr ob lems of the p La y , Ti ll -

32 . Va n Doren , E£ . c i t . , p . 22 1 .
33 . I bid . , p . 2 17 .
34 . T i l lyard , ~ . c i t . , p . 118 .
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t h e play , i t i s no t to b e assumed tha t t h e who l e of this

peri od is d e v o id of reasonable cr iticism. Some ve ry valuable

a r gume nt s are establ is he d even though t h e y a re no t gen e r a l l y

c a r r i e d to t he necessary extremes b y t he critics . One very

valua ble c onsid e r a t i on is i mpl i e d in a comment by Ha rd i n

Craig . He s t at e s that

The thing above all t ha t Shakespea r e did wa s t o con 
t rive a p l ot which woul d re s c ue Isabella from the
fate awarded Cas sandra by Wh e t s t o n e and Cinthio ,
r escue her from t he sta ini n g of her h on or , fr om the
b reaki n g of he r wi l l , and fro m the marr ia ge to the
v i lla i n wh o had plotted a gains t he r . 3 8

The f a c t t o be noted co ncern i n g thi s quote i s t h at thi s

c ri t ic h a s traced Shake s peare 's modifica t i on of the original

s t or y b y Cinth i o . Thi s fact is also consid ered b y H. B .

Cha r lton who c i t e s the a dd itions and mod if i cat i on s of t h e

origin al mater i al by Shakes peare . 3 9 Now i f th is e lement i s

exte nded so as to encompass other e l e ment s of t he p l ay , as

i t is extended by E . M. W. Ti llya r d and R. W. Chamb e r s , a to -

ta lly differen t over -a ll vi ew of t h e pla y can b e g a i ned .

Cha mb e r s , .Ln tracing Shakespeare 's modifica t ions of t h e or i g 

i n a l p l ot n ote s that "If Sha kes peare wa s so morb id at t h is

t im e wh y d idn 't he re tain the e lement s of t h e original s t ory

such a s t he h e r o i n e k i s sing t h e head of h e r suppo sed b r othe r? "40

I t c a n be se en that as soon as one question is pr opo sed i n

t his line of reasoning oth er que s t i o n s logically f o l l ow.

Chambe rs goe s on to mention the problematic charac te r i n t er-

38 . Ha rd in Cra ig , ££. c i t . , p . 23 5 .
39 . H. B . Char1 t o n , .£E. ci t ., p , 2 14 .
40 . R. W. Chambers , E.E. ci t . , p , 32 .
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pretation of Isab e lla , and he l ogica l l y states that " I f

Shakes pe ar e i s d e pic ti ng in I s ab ella th e self-r i ghteous prude

whi ch some cri t i cs wo u l d make of her , he g oe s s t r an ge l y to

work . " 41 Extending th i s 1 ine of thought even furthe r , the

whol e natur e o f the play ca n be co n s i d e r ed . Chambers goe s

on t o expl a i n tbe c au s e of some other e lements i n the play .

He s ta tes that

Di s gu i se and i mpersonatio n and misunderst a nding are
the ve r y l i f e of romanti c come d y . The di sgu ised
mona r ch , wh o c an l e a r n t h e pr i vate affair s of h i s
humb le st s ub j e c t b e co me s a so r t of e arthly Pr ov i 
d en ce , c o mbinin g omnis c i en ce and Qmnipote nce . That
s tory ha s a l wa ys had it s a pp e a l. 4G

One of t he f inal co n s i d e r a t ion s t hat Chambers makes i s in

the form of a question : "Why d o crit ics today bring a gainst

Me a s ure fo r Me asure t his k ind of obje ction , wh i ch they would

b e a shamed to b r ing a ga i n s t Shake speare 's e a rlier c omedi e s

or la t e r r omanc e s ?" 43 There i s an i mpl i ca t ion here of a de -

sire fo r a more obj e ctive c r i t i c i s m, but , e ss en ti al l y , this

pa s s a ge is d i re cted t oward t h os e cr i t i c s wh o wi sh to manu-

facture prob lems for the s a ke of h av i ng prob lems .

I t is e vid en t , howe ve r , t ha t this cri tic i s m by Chambers

d e v e l o ps f r om t wo bas ic c r i tic a l a ct ion s . Ch ambers h a s firs t

t r a ced t he s ou rc e of Shakespea r e ' s ma ter i a l , and then h e ha s

indica t e d t h ose e lement s whi ch Shakespe are e Lt re r- d eleted

f ro m the so urce or a dd e d t o i t .

E . M. W. Ti lly a r d also goe s t o the sou r ce of Shakespe a re' s

4 1 . E . W. Chamb ers , 0 0 . c i t . , p . 320 .
42 . I bid . , p , 34 . --
43 . Chamb e r s , ~ . ci t . , p . 3 3 .
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mater ial and in so doing reveals a rath e r i mportan t fa ct:

The central e pisod e of a sis te r ha ving t o d e cide
whe t her to sa ve he r b rother 1s lif e a t the e x pe n s e
of he r h onour may go back t o an h i stor i cal i ncid e n t
a nd a nyh ow is re lated t o r e al lif e and n ot to folk 
lore . Simi lar ly t he s et tin g i n the l ow lif e of a
ci t y , not found before Wh e t s t one , i s rea l istic and
not traditional • • • • But Sh ake s pea re g r a f t e d
onto th e realisti c mater i al of Wh e t s t on e two the mes
that bel ong t o the wor ld of f air y - t ale : f i r s t , t he
d i sgu i s ed k ing mi n g l ing vdth and observ i ng h sown
pe o p le , an d s ec ond , t he s ec r e t s ubs ti t u ti on of the
r ea l bride in t h e husband ' s b ed . 4 4

The poin t wh i ch is b r ou gh t to ligh t her e is tha t the n a -

t ure a rrl t oo i nt en tion behind the a dd e d e lements h a s to be

c onsid e r ed i n making an ana lysis of t he p lay. This aspect i s

ac tually re s ol ve d i n empathy , b u t wi l l be t reated l a t e r in

t h e t he s is .

A s ec ond po int whi ch Chamber s makes i n c on s i d e r i n g the

addi t ion s of Sha kespeare t o the source is i mpl ied i n a s t a t e

men t i n wh i c h h e treats the El i z abe t ha n " a ppe t i t e f or inge n -

iou s plot - compli cati on and improbab l e and strained moment s of

s u s pe nse •• •• "4 5 Th is i s a ctually a canon of c riticism of

the historical appr oach to t he play . Wha t we r e the Eliza -

bethans prepared t o acce p t in the wa y of dramati c s i t u a ti ons ?

This is an impor tant ques tion , for on i t depends t he i n t er

pretation of s e veral e t hical a ctions . If j us t the .betrothal

of Ange lo and Ma r i an a is co nsid e r e d , i t can be s e en that to

the ordinar y E l i z a b e t h a n a udie nc e t here was n o mora l v i o la 

tion in t he "bed - tric k ." If this i s acce pt ed then there a r e

several ramifica tions . Isabella i s a t onc e ab solved i n he r

44 . Ti llyard ,~ . · ci t . , p . 13 2 .
45 . Ib id . , p . 12 1 .
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partici pa tion i n t he ac t , an d Ma r i ana ' s acc e pt a nc e of t h e

pr opositi on is j ust . Thu s the cri t i c al in t e r pr e ta tions of

many c ri tic s a r e f ound to be wanting on the b a s i s of the s e

t wo po i nt s ! t he l i mi tations of the mate r i a l a nd the l i mi t a

tions of the El i z ab eth a n aud i e n ce .

Es s enti a l l y , the n , t he e t h i c o - a e s t h e t ic c r i ti c i s m of

Me a sur e f or Me a s u r e i n t h i s peri od moves i n s ev e r a l d i r e c 

tion s . I t rej e ct s t he a utobiogra ph ic a l approa ch t o the p l a y

wh ich had be en popu l ar since the la te Vi c t orian pe r iod , and

i t incorpora t e s mor e e lement s in t h e c ri ti c i s m. Isabella and

t he Duke a r e g i v en the pr oper pr oport i on of c r i t i c i s m an d

t he r e i s greater i n t e r e s t i n An ge l o an d t he minor ch a r a c t e r s .

Me a s~ f or Me a sur e is a ls o es t abl i s h e d as a prob lem~

wh ich ha s signif ica n t r a mif i c ations . The s e f a c t ors , c ou p l e d

wi th t he gr owing interest i n a more sc hola rly examinat i on of

t h e pla y whi ch e limi na t es mu ch of the cr i t ic ' s personality

or s o c i e t y , pr omi ses to pro d uce muc h in t h e way of a mor e a c 

c e pt able i n t e r p r e t a t i on o f t hi s p l ay .



CHA PTER V

F I NAL CONSIDERATIONS

s Me a sur e f o r Me a s ur e pa ss e s th r ough the va r i ou s s t a g es

and pe r i od s of c ri tic i s m and as t he s u cce edin g sti gmas of

cri tica l i n t e r pr e t a tion a t t ach themse lve s t o t he p l ay , i t be 

comes i nc r e a s i n g l y e v ide nt that there i s s ometh i n g wron g o r

s ome t h i n g miss i n g- - no t f r om the p l ay itself - - b ut in t he ap 

proa c hes and t e c hn i ques of t he various cri t i cs . It be c ome s

mor e e vident tha t e s s e n ti a l p r i n ci pl es of cri t ic ism h ave been

i gno r ed . It b e c omes mo re ev iden t t hat e ven i n the c ontem

por a ry pe r i od , the per i od s inc e 1937 i n wh i ch the term " Prob 

l em- Comed y" pred omina t e s , e ss ent ia l e l eme n ts are l ackin g .

Even the at te mpt t o ap ply t h e h i s t or i c a l a p proach to t he p l ay

overlook s a pe rt i nen t f a ct . Tha t f a c t , u l t imate ly , is simpl y

t h at Me a s ur e f o r Me a sure i s a play . I t i s not an or gan iza 

t ion of poe t r y and pr ose wh i ch exis ts simpl y to exe mpl ify t h e

gen i u s of i ts c r e a t or . It i s no t a p l ay d e s igned me re ly t o

fo s t er cri ti cal s pe cula tio n . I t s des i gned en d wa s no t the

clos e t but the s t a ge .

The fac t that t h i s i s a pl a y . and t h a t i t wa s de signed

fo r the stage ca r r i e s e s sent i a l qualifi c a t i ons . I f the a ud i 

ence o f t he p l a y want s me r e l y i d e al i s t i c re a l i s m, the y d o not

ne ed t he p lay . There i s n o d r amat i c produ ct i on d e a l i n g wi t h

huma n na t ure , with t he ac t ions a m r e ac t i ons of peop l e , with

t he mach i nations of t he i n t ell e c t and t h e wi l l whi ch i s g o-

7 1
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to contain pe r fe ct l o gi c . Ge o rge Wh e t s t on e , h i ms e l f , i n

speaking of the En gl i sh playwr i ght , s t a t es tha t the play -

wri ght

• • ' i s mos t vain , indi s c r e et , a nd out of order;
h e first gr ound s h i s work on i mpos sibilitie s; t hen
in three hou rs he runs t hro u gh the wor l d : mar r ies ,
get s ch ild r e n : make s childr en men , men t o con quer
k i n gd oms , murde r mon s t e r s , and b r ingeth g od s from
h e a ven , and fe t che th devi ls fr om he l l . , l

Wh e t s t one also d irects that

••• ' gr a v e o ld me n sh ou l d inst r uct y oun g men ,
s trumpe ts s hould be l a s c i v i ous, 'c l own s disorder ly ,
i n t e r mi n g l i n g a l l t hes e a c t ions in s uc h sor t as t h e
gr av e may ins t r uc t and t he pleasant d e l i gh t . , 2

The cri tics of Me a s ur e for Me a s u r e b y a l l owing the fa c -
,

tor of " e go c e nt. r-Lo f s m" to a .ffe ct t he i r c r i t ic a l i n t e r pr e t a -

t i on of the p lay, h a ve cOnID1i t t e d a gr av e error . They hav e

acce pt ed t he fact t ha t Sha ke s pea r e used Whe t s t on e ' s Promos

and Cassandra in some d e gree a s a mod e l for Me a s ur e for Me a -

nored t he u n i t ies or did n ot s u pply perf e ct l o g ic in h is p lay ,

t hen , un l ess Sh a k es pe a r e mad e d rast i c r e vis i ons, h i s adapt a -

t i on i s al s o g o i n g t o cont ain i mpe r f ecti ons . Shakespe are , of

c our s e , did make r evi s ion s , but these r evisi on s . we re s uch as

were d emanded by cust om and by the s tage .

The s ta ge , then , is a ctually the clue t o the critical

l
and Hi s
- - 2"";

3 .

Ge orge Wh e t s t on e , a s
Prede cess or s , p . 28 .

I b i d .
Ibid .

qu ot ed b y F . S . Boa s , Shake speare
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int e r pr e t a t i on of Me a s u r e for Me a s ur e . Rober t M. Smi t h r e c -

ogn i zes t his k e y and s a y s of i t :

Brook 's produc t ion demonstrat e s a ga in t hat many of
t h e s o-ca lled ' pr ob l ems ' whi ch h a ve troubled the
l i t e r a r y and d ramatic c ri t i c s disa ppear on the
s t a ge . Wh a t s e emed so c omplex a nd par ad oxi c a l in
p lot and ch a r ac t e r eme rge s as natural and s un -clear .
I n stead of t he he a vy g l oom and es pecially the ' g r e a t
mor a l purpose , ' whi ch we l l i n t e n t i on ed mor a l i s t s
h a ve va i n l y end e a v or ed t o reas sure u s t he play pos 
s es s e s , we h ave , according t o o ne res po ns ive s pe cta 
tor , a ' me r r y, bawdy , and i r r e s t i b l e e v ening 's en ter 
tainment f o r audien ces b o t h c r i t ic a l and un c r it i cal . '
Rampant "sex , crimi n a l purpo s e , e ven d e a th itself a re
con que r ed b y t he b est d evices known to ma n , by fo r 
t itude , by wi s e t o lerance , and b y l a u gh t e r . 4

The whole of t his c ommen t i mplicitly s ta t es t h a t on e i mpor -

t ant fa ctor to b e consid e r e d i n e v a luat i n g a p l a y i s , a c tua l -

ly , a ud i e nc e partici pat ion . Th i s one f actor of empa t hy g i ve s

the dra mat i s t lice n s e t o pr e sent h uman n a ture o u t of its na t -

ura l or d e r . The aud i en c e is wi l l i n g t o accept t h e un u s u a l ,

t he ext raordinary , t he fant as ti c , if i t can part ic i pate in

t he d ramat ic pr od uct i on . E . M. ~ ; . Ti l l ya rd ' s commen t is pe r -

t inent : " i n the d r a ma t h e mos t powe r f u l ge n e r a l e f f e c t

nes s ••

c ome s by way of absorpt ion into . t he i mmedia t e d r ama t i c b u s i 

"5. .
Th i s , of c ours e , is j u s t one po int to b e made in the ob 

ject i v e ana l ysi s of Me a sur e for Me a s ur e . Even c on sid e rin g

t he s ou r ce of the p l ot , the natur e of the mater ia l , t h e a d d i -

t i on s which Shak e s pea r e mad e t o t h e sourc e , t he pos it ion of

the aud i enc e i n rela tion to the mate r ia l , and the psycho l ogy

4 . Rob er t M. Smith , "Interpr e tati ons of Me a s u r e fo r
Me a sur e , " The Shak es pea r e Qu a r t e r l y , I ( Octob e r 1 950 ) p . 209.

t:: D M - "p . 138: ~ . · W. Ti l lyard , Shak es p e a r e ' s Proble m Plays ,
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of the drama wi l l n ot , in the last a nalysis , ans wer a l l of

the que s tions ra ised b y th e crit i cs of t his p l ay . This i s

c o r r e c t , for the sta ge canno t g i v e lic e n s e to i mmorali t y .

Bu t i f the prob l ems concern ing ethical values a re examined

wi t h t h e consist enc y of Smith a nd Ti l lyard certain revea l -

in g con c l u sion s can b e r e ache d .

If t he ethical a c tions of the play , such a s the s ubsti

t ut ion of Ma r ian a f o r Isabella in t h e "bed -trick," ar e ex-

amined i n themse l ves a f a l l a cy i n t h e ar guments of some c r i t-

ic s is imme d iately r evealed . The k ey to thi s reve l at ion i s

con t ain e d i n a co~nen t by R. H. N. Hud son , who s a ys :

I t would seem i nd e ed as if undue f a ult h ad s ome times
be en found , n ot s o mu ch with the p l ay i t s e l f as with
some of the pe r s on s , from trying them by a mora l
st andar d wh i ch canno t be f airly a pplie d to the m, or
f r om no t du ly we i ghin g a l l the ci rcums t a nces , f e el
i n gs a nd mot ives unde r wh i c h they a r e re pres ent ed as
acting . 6

If t he mor a l stand a r d s Wh i ch have been u sed by most cri t -

i c s to evaluat e both Ma r iana and Is ab ella i n r ela t ion t o the

substi t ution a r e exami n e d , it can be s e en that the na t ure of

the El izabeth an betr otha l has a l l but be en i gno r e d . To t he

o r din a r y , play- g oing El izabe t hans , the "bed -trick" v io l ated

n o e t hi c al va lue . Th e sanctity of ma r r i a ge and t h e r i ght s

exc hanged were not i n f r i n ge d up on . Wh y the n should criti cs ,

two hundred y e a r s later , object to thi s a c t ion ? Shakespear e

was no t wr iting for pos te r ity . He was employ i n g act ions

whi c h were s u it ab l e to and whi ch wer e a c c e p t ed b y h i s audi -

6 . H. N. Eudson , Sha kespea re : Hi s Life , Ar t a nd Ch a r 
ac t e r s, I , 408 .
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Thu s , the crit icism of t his point be com es i n va l i d .

Th e whole of this a r gumen t is s t ated by R. W. Ba t t en 

h ouse wh e n h e says : " Pe r h a ps , t hen , our difficulty has be en

l argely a mat t er of fai ling to a p ply the proper me a sur i ng

rods ."7 The i mproper meas uring rods ar e a c tually i mproper

c on s iderations of mora l ity, and as Ba t tenhous e s aid , t he ob 

s erv e r i s ou t of foc us . 8 Th e observer , the c r i t i c, is out

of , foc us whe n h e fa ils to r eco gnize t he p r o pe r relat ions hip

of h i mself to the play , when h e fa ils t o c onside r all of t he

f ac t or s wh i ch are invo lved in a critical analysi s , and whe n

h e allows the us e of ina ppropria te ma t e r i a l s in the a n a lys is

of t he p l ay .

If t h e c omments of Smith , Ti l lyard a nd Ba tt en h ou s e are

analyzed , c e r t a i n canons of criticism ma y be e s t ab l i shed wh i ch

will , in a more pos itive way , i ns u r e a more a c c e pt ab le int er

pretation of 1 e a s ur e for e a sur e . The s e c a n on s involve the

r ec ogni t i on of the certain ess ential limitations . The f irs t

of thes e limi tati ons deals wi t h t he mat e r i a l wi t h whi ch

Sha kespeare wor ke d .

As Shakespeare wa s dealin g with ma te r ia l drawn from Wh e t -

st one , the n a t ure and i n t e n t i on of t h e original ma t e r i a l h as

to be con s i d e r ed . Thi s materia l h a s certain int ernal restri c 

tion s . There i s a limit t o the a da ptation wh i ch c an b e a c 

c omplish ed with t h i s material . Also , the additions and d e 

l e t i ons of Shakespeare must be taken i n t o c on siderat i on . It

7 . R . W. Battenhouse , " Meas ur e f o r Me a s u r e and the Chris
t ian Doctrine of At one ment , " PMLA , LXI (Dece mb er , 19 4 6) , 1031.

8 . I b i d .



76

must b e noted how the add ition s aff ec t t he ori g i n a l mater ia l ,

and the na t ur e of the additions t he mselves mus t b e taken in -

to consid eration . Some cri tics of the last peri od of criti -

c i sm of Me a s ure for Me a sur e noted t hese limi t ations a nd made

t heir criticis m wi th the m in mind , but the i dea is actua lly

found earlie r . Vi. V. Lawren c e no t e s tha t

The solution o f the a ppare n t contrad ic t i ons mus t
d e pend , it s e e ms t o me , u p on car e f ul s e parat ion of
t he elements whi ch Shakes peare added from t hos e
whi ch he borrowe d from h i s s ourc es , and upon an
examination of the s i gn i f i c anc e of t h e s e e lemen t s ,
in t he ligh t of narrativ e t rad i t i on and c us t om, a nd
of the way i n wh i ch t h e y were combi n e d with the
ba s ic ac t ion int o a n or gani c wh o l e . 9

The s e cond l imitat ion which h a s to b e cons i d e r ed i s the

limita tion of t he s t a ge . Under t h e l imitat ion of t he st a ge

cer t a i n r ela t e d thing s h ave to b e co n sid e r e d . Shakes peare

wr ot e Me a s u r e for Me a sur e for the El izabethan s t a ge . Th i s

s t a ge had ne cessary demands and r es trictions . The dramati c

struct ure of the play is cont rolled , to s ome extent , not on ly

b y the physi c a l limi t a t i on of the stage and by the limi t a t i on s

of Shakes peare ' s c ompany , bu t by the a c cepted t rad it ions and

o perations rela tive to tha t stage . In t his , t h e limi tations

of t he stage are intimat ely unit e d wi t h t hos e of the mate r i a l .

Th e t hird limit a tion to b e cons i de r ed is tha t of t he a ud i -

e nc e , In some r e s pec t s t h i s is t he mos t i mpor t a n t of t h e three .

Wh a t were t h e El i z ab e than a udi e nc es prepared t o acce pt in t he

way of c omed y? Wha t we r -e the c ust oms with whi ch t hey were

9 . w. 1 • Lawrence , Shak es pe are I s Problem Comedies ,
p , 80 .
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fa miliar? Wha t were t heir demands u pon the playwright? 11

of t h os e t hin g s have to be t a ken i n t o c ons i d e r a ti on . A s chol

arly critic wou ld not th ink of examining Haml e t withou t firs t

ac quaint i n g h i ms e l f wi t h the termino logy , sla ng , c u s t oms ,

tradi t ions , e t cetera whi ch Shak e s pe a r e i nserts i n tha t p l ay .

If , then , scholar s are wi l l i n g t o a c c ept t hese prac tices as

common i n the u nd erstand i ng o f Haml e t , why a r e t hey reluctant

to move t o the s ame ex t r eme s wi t h Me a su r e for Me a sure ? h y

c on d e mn Isabella f or l eaving t h e c o nve n t on e t h i cal g r ou nd s

wi t ho ut first d ete rmi n i n g t he na t ur e of I s abe l la 's r e lat ion-

s hi p to t h e conve nt , . the vows s h e had or ha d n o t made and t he

acce p t ed c ustom of the n ovitiat e? The t rue c ri tic of Me a sur e

f or Me a s u r e d oes not exami n e the p lay i n the li gh t of the

cus t oms of h i s a ge , but b y the li gh t of the accept e d prac t i ces

of the a ge of Sh ake spe a r e . On t his s a me p o i n t La wr e n c e re -

ma rks :

The i mporta n t th i n g is that Shak e speare ' s plays are
no t to b e jud ge d by the wor k s of Hu l l or Ove r b ury ,
who wr ote for s mall c ircles , and were i n no wi s e
re pr es enta tiv e o f the gen e r a l th ought of the i r
t i me , but b y the lit eratur e wi t h wh i ch the a u d i 
ence s of Shake speare were fami l iar , literature
wh ich has p r ov ed its ri ght to b e rememb e r ed
thro u gh ge n e r a t i on s of me n , h i gh and low, ri ch
and poor . 10

The i mp or t a n t th ing t o be r emembered , t he n , is that ob 

j ec tive s t a nd a r d s of c riticism must b e emp l oyed i n the ex

ami n a t i on of any d r amat i c prod uc t i on . The err or of "e g o 

c e n t r i cism" h a s no pl a c e i n the acce pted sta ndard s of l iter -

a r y c r i t i ci s m, a nd i t must b e elimi nat ed i f an acce pt able in -

10 . La wr e n c e , £E. cit . , p . 100 .
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t erpret a t ion of Me a s ur e f or Me a sur e is to be had . Only t hen

c a n t he play be conside r ed i h its ri gh t f u l po s i t i on as a

work of art , and no t the wor k i n gs of a strange mi s ant h r ope

r ece n t l y p lunged from t he h e ight s i n t o t he d e pths . R. W.

Chambers se t s th is s tandard whe n he as ks the cri tics of

Measure f o r Me a sur e to c onside r the works of Sha kes peare as

" • • • the wor k s of art we Imow them t o b e • • • • ,,11

This t hes s h a s demons t r ated that the critics i n each

s u cc e ed i n g per i od of the cri tici sm of Me a s u r e f or Me a s u r e al 

lowe d the i r exami nati on s of the p lay to be st r ongly i nflu 

enced by t he fa cto rs of "e g oc e n tric is m." The re sult wa s ,

first of a ll , tha t t he e t h i cal s ta ndard s u s ed to e valuate the

s pec f i c a c ti ons and c ha rac t e rs i n t he p lay were rela tive ,

and we re d ifferent in each critical a g e . The a p plication of

t hes e relativ e eth ic a l s t an d a r d s to the play ' s spe cif i c prob 

lems pr oduc ed , in tur n , a varied and re l a tive aesthe tic int e r 

pretation of not only specific cha r ac t e rs , s pe eches , and ac 

t ions , b ut of t h e wh ol e nature of t h e p l ay . I t wa s t h en

shown t hat the co mbined e t h i c o - ae s the ti c int e r pr e t a ti on of

e ac h g r ou p of crit ics took suc h a d e f i n i te s hape or patte r n

tha t i t b e c ame customa r y t o apply va r iou s cate gorical t erms

to t he play , b y way of d e f in i t i on , s uch as "Dark-C omed y ,"

ll Tra gi - Come d y ," ll Eit t er-Comedy ,ll and "Problem-Comed y ." The s e

te rms are i ndi c ative of bot h the t echni que used b y the a ge

wh i ch pr oduced t h e term and of t h e ge n e r a l at t itude of e a ch

11 . Chambers , £Eo ci t . , p . 59 .
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cr t cal a ge t o ~ e a sur e fo r e a sur e as a "h o l e . The e. am na 

t on of t h e se t e s revea l ed t hat t e cr t c s i n e a c of these

periods c ontrad c t e d Shake s peare - - who wr ote t h e pl ay a s a

come d y - - an d d enied t hat t s a c omed y n the t rue s e ns e .
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