MEASURE FOR MEASURE AND THE CRITICS

In order to 'adjudicate' between positions as antithetical as those expressed about ‘Mearure for Measure’ by the critics G. Wilson Knight and Jonathon Dollimore I shall have to summarise their arguments, which spring from radically different perceptions of what is important in society and in life, and therefore in Shakespeare. As my independent witness I shall take William Empson, and draw from his essay 'Sense in Measure for Measure'.

Every cultural artefact is created in the context of existing social conditions and is subsequently re-interpreted in the light of the ethical, political, the social outlook of the observer. All criticism is made by individuals, and all individuals have their own viewpoint, largely invisible to themselves, necessarily conditioned by their upbringing and their experiences in contemporary society. This is no doubt as true of Dollimore as of Wilson Knight, but Wilson Knight's cultural bias seems the more obvious, being now unfashionable. In my attempt to mediate between their opinions I must note that the text is both ambiguous and probably corrupt, capable of various interpretations.

Wilson Knight's Measure for Measure is both radical and Christian. He sees in the Duke a god-like figure working in the interests of his subjects, employing a doctrine of Christian mercy and understanding based in the teaching of the Gospels. He stresses the play's allegorical and symbolic aspect over psychological realism or behavioural verisimilitude. He adopts a strictly symbolic approach to character which does scant justice to lively writing in the first 'half' of the play at least.

          "Isabella stands for sainted purity, Angelo for Pharasaical righteousness, the Duke....enlightened ethic. Lucio represents indecent wit, Pompey and Mistress Overdone professional immorality. Barnadine is hard headed, criminal insensitiveness."

He also goes on to say :

          "The play's attention is chiefly confined to sexual ethics."

yet it seems to me that such a strict schema cannot be supported by the whole evidence of the text, and that the play is more concerned with the ethics of justice. Wilson Knight spends much of his chapter 'Measure for Measure and the Gospels' defending the behaviour of the Duke.

He quotes in full, and clearly regards as central, the Duke's soliloquy of Act 3 Scene 2 which other critics have found both problematical and corrupted. Empson describes it as being 'doggerel'

          "He who the sword of heaven would bear

           must be as holy as severe;......."

which seems clear enough, if rather stilted up until

          "How may likeness made in crimes

          making practise on the times

          to draw with idle spider's strings

          most ponderous and substantial things !" 

which is much discussed by critics, in itself an indication of doubtful interpretation. Wilson Knight makes no mention of any difficulties of interpretation here, but in his next section makes a good deal of a crabbed and difficult speech of the Duke-as-Friar which has preceeded it. Escalus asks the Friar 'What news is abroad i' the world ?' and he responds :

          "None, but that there is so great a fever on goodness, that the 

          dissolution of it must cure it. ........"

Wilson Knight comments :

          "This remarkable speech, with its deliberate, incisive, cryptic

          sentences, has a profound quality and purpose which reaches the 

          very heart of the play. It deserves exact attention."

Wilson Knight's 'extended paraphrase' follows, which seems to take the opprtunity to turn the text to his purpose. The gnomic utterances of this speech could bear a wide variety of interpretations. They seem to consist of antithetical homilies of a type no doubt familiar in the mouths of mysterious, bogus Jesuits. Let's try a transliteration of our own:
          "None, except that virtue is so ill that only death can cure it :

          there is nothing new except the asking; and it is as dangerous to 

          get stuck to anything as it is positive to stick to something. We

          know so little we cannot live together safely, we are so sure of 

          ourselves we despise our friends :  Life's like that. It's old 

          news coming every day."

and then, immediately, irrelevantly, the Duke's dangerous vanity (which Wilson Knight ignores or excuses throughout)

          "I pray you sir, of what disposition was the Duke ?"

Giving us what ?  Surely not an exposition of the Gospels, or the virtual call to revolution that Wilson Knight makes of it; would that it were; but rather a piece of obfuscation designed to deceive the credulous. Which it does.

The Duke is clearly central to the plot, and most critics concentrate on him, Tillyard and Wilson Knight equating him with God or the playwright, in that his purpose is ethical and that he works the plot, yet would either God or the playwright find it necessary to be so annoyed by Lucio's rumour mongering, or so thwarted by the splendidly intransigent Barnadine ?  Empson makes it clear;

"The higher you pitch the ethics of the Duke, the more surprising you must find his behaviour."

"What makes the Duke ridiculous on stage is the fuss he makes about the backbiting of Lucio."

"What is really offensive about the Duke.....(is that)....he should treat his subjects as puppets for the fun of making them twitch.“

and from Hobson's essay in 'Measure for Measure, a casebook.'

"Why does he achieve the happiness of his people only through their pain?"
"It seems hard not to regard him as a comic character." says Empson, answering to Lucio's description of him as 'the old fantastical Duke of dark corners'.

Wilson Knight would have us excuse the Duke's manipulations, his cruelties, his vanity and the laxity of his rule which has provoked both its own crisis and its own backlash, in order to pursue allegory, but the Duke's actions, particularly in arranging the bed-trick (which replicates Claudio's supposed crime with an added layer of deception), and in concealing Claudio's survival from Isabella until the last possible moment, seem to me both hypocritical and cruel. The Duke cannot be seen solely as a deity unless we propose for Shakespeare an ethic of redemption through knowledge through suffering which perhaps was evolving, and which perhaps finds expression in King Lear. That there is Gospel reference seems certain, but so much depends on our view of the Duke. Empson says of the ‘morality play' theory 

"This is in the text all right.......Shakespeare undertook to use this traditional theme, and found he did not like his saints when he had got them.'

Dollimore advances a critique of the play as an examination of a repressive state. It is only necessary to see the Duke as a Machiavellian tyrant seeking to impose a strict rule on Vienna through the use of an over-zealous deputy, so as to achieve his ends whilst strengthening his popular support, and focus on his vanity, (expressed in his relationship with Lucio), deception, and apparent cold-heartedness to gain sympathy for this very different view. Certain facets of the play; Puritanism, (as guyed in Angelo); the fear of syphillis, government action against brothels in the suburbs (parts of London outside the jurisdiction of the Lord Mayor and Bishop); can clearly be seen to be references of topical concern, and this makes the play part of a political analysis in which the Duke, as Authority, through demonising certain forms of behaviour, seeks to increase and legitimise his power over the people, and strengthen his hand in a power struggle with other elements of the ruling class. 

In Dollimore's reading, the Duke seeks to gain control over each of the individuals in the play simply for his own ends. This certainly happens, and though the Duke explains his motives in high ethical terms, he is a persistent and capable liar. It seems to me that the suppression of individual expression in the language of the play as the Duke takes more and more control over the action lends credence to Dollimore's view rather than Wilson Knight's, at least aesthetically. Most critics agree that the language of the play shifts radically from poetry of great power, (Isabella's speeches to Angelo, Claudio's to his sister) into the densely plotted prose of the later acts. Tillyard even names the line where the Duke switches off the light, Act 3, Scene 1, line 151. There is a great deal of manipulation to be done by both author and authority in the latter stages of the play and perhaps there is little room for poetry, but nevertheless it is indisputable that as the Duke comes forward the other characters lose much of their life.

Dollimore reduces Wilson Knight's noble religious theme to an internalised method of social control, which is arguable as a case, and for which he finds some support in the text, especially in that the Duke disguises himself as a churchman, and his life-negating speech to Angelo, which anaesthetises him until he realises execution is not inevitable. This speech 'Be absolute for Death' Act 3 scene 1, lines 5 - 41 seems rather un-christian, perhaps Buddhistic. Whether Shakespeare could have intended this interpretation of religion I cannot say, though it seems unlikely, but it does seem that religious and temporal authority sought a closer relation in Jacobean times than in the present day, thus an association suspicious to Dollimore may have been natural at the time; or then again, as Dollimore is perhaps suggesting, Shakespeare may have written more than he knew.

It seems to me that Dollimore weakens the play by this exclusion of the spiritual dimension. He excludes it in favour of a political interpretation, in which all the play's characters are seen to be exploiting those that they affect to fear and despise, and Wilson Knight, conversely, completely disregards the Dukes vices and manipulative cruelty in his wish to see him as divine justice. For me, Measure for Measure seems to be a play about power and justice, which attempts to make a picture of Christian mercy in relation to law and would like to offer us a way of reconciling these different polarities, but cannot. Much turns on our interpretation of the Duke. If, like Wilson Knight, we can forgive him his cruelty, his vindictiveness towards Lucio, (harmless enough, surely, in himself, but an affront to the Duke's vanity); because, after all, no-one has actually been killed in his experiment, then God's in his heaven and all's well with the world. However, Wilson Knight ignores whatever punctures his deity, principally Barnadine's outright refusal to join in his game, and excuses the petulant exchanges with Lucio, exchanges which Dollimore sees as crucial to the psychology of power, and Empson as good farce. We may have to forgive God everything, but surely God is not petty ?

If Dollimore's analysis seems to fit the Duke better, it is unable or unwilling to allow the struggle of justice and mercy its significance, and seems therefore to concentrate on the external, though far from irrelevant machinations of power. As Empson says,

"the whole business of public justice is fatuous and hideous, either when compared to the mercy of Christ or the humanity of private life."

What Dollimore ignores is the very real conflict of ethical viewpoints within the play. Some, like Pompey, will switch from subversion to repression without the least qualm, but others, like Angelo, or Isabella, are forced to come to terms with feelings they have suppressed, and all are expected to live with the consequences of their actions. Empson sees Shakespeare 'grumbling to himself' through the play and pronounces it a success in

"....pretending to write a romantic comedy and in fact keeping the audience's teeth slightly but increasingly on edge."

Dollimore does not pronounce on the play's success, tending to ignore the aesthetic, but clearly finds it suitable material to form the basis for historical exegesis and sharp political theorising. Wilson Knight considers it a redemptive triumph on what I see as rather dubious grounds. I have the impression that he has remade the play in his own image. Wilson Knight is supported by the sheer artificiality of the Duke, who E. M. Tillyard and W. W. Lawrence seem to consider merely a plot on legs, and Wilson Knight himself to consider a god with no box. If we insist on the psychological wholeness of the Duke, we are led to Dollimore's use of the play as a critique of power.

Perhaps Shakespeare tries to give us what we want. The poor require expression of their troubles and their grievances. The powerful require reassurance of their importance. It is widely alleged that the law must contain society if society is to survive. Many arguments may be deployed about this point, but it seems to me that the status quo expends most of its resources in defence of the status quo. The 'rabble', too, fears disorder, since what little they have they fear to lose. However, they need to be re-assured that Authority is enacted for them, not merely on them. Shakespeare's attempts to display loving Authority in action lead the Duke into a series of deceits and deceptions so complex as to defy concise summary. He is manipulative beyond the call of reason, his control of information is absolute, he lets no-one into his confidence and spares his subjects little in emotional torment. It is not surprising that Isabella makes no reply, twice, to his offer of marriage. Power, a sort of mental sadism, which is Angelo's aphrodisiac, is also the Duke's addiction. Shakespeare can offer us no safeguard against tyranny. There must be absolute power, and we must hope it is exercised by a super-human being who has our best interests at heart. But how unsettling this tyrant is, and how little he has addressed the supposed cause of the crisis in his society. Are things now to go on as they had done before ?  What has been solved by this elaborate charade ?  Are these unlikely couples to live happily hereafter ?

There is however a message further in the play than this political conundrum, one concerning human nature, expressed directly by Mariana, and, to his credit, given as the last quotation from the play by Wilson Knight.

          "...best men are moulded out of faults,

          and, for the most, become much more the better

          For being a little bad."

and I take the play as a warning against moral absolutism and authoritarianism. But then I would. If a synthesis between these views could be imagined it would have to admit that hard lessons are learned in life, or go unlearnt, and it is our success in absorbing these lessons which determines our qualities, which are not attributes dependent on our social status. As we struggle with political notions, or religious certainties, we may lose sight of this.
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