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Abstract 

 

        This thesis sees Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure as a Jacobean city comedy 

that maps an urban vulgar culture.  Critics in the past often focused on whether the 

play should be read as a flattery to the new king, James I, or as a political criticism of 

the ruler.  The thesis goes beyond the simple dichotomy offered by criticism in the 

past.  It reads Measure for Measure as a city comedy and analyzes Shakespeare’s 

dramatic representation of the urban vulgar culture, which connects the lowlife 

figures onstage with the audiences offstage, ultimately forming a popular 

performative politics.  

        The first part of the thesis analyzes Measure for Measure and its representation 

of an urban vulgar culture.  Vienna in the play is represented as a “vile body,” which 

both confirms and unsettles the early modern body politic, since the vile body stays 

“ill” till the very end of the play.  The play invites the audience to experience how this 

vulgar culture permeates every part of the city, including the houses of prostitution in 

the suburbs and a “bawdyhouse” in the prison.  While the play seems to confirm Duke 

Vincentio’s control and regulation of the city, the bawdy figures provide us with an 

alternative reading of the play, revealing the survival and even the rise of the urban 

vulgar culture 

        The second part of the thesis relates Jacobean civic pageantry to the play’s 

intriguing final scene, in which the Duke stages a royal entry that is not unlike James 

I’s civic pageantry. While civic pageantries had long been used by monarchs to 

demonstrate their power, James I’s resistance to participating in his own pageantry 

revealed his fear of public discourses and his careful management of reputation and 

honor.  This careful management of public image is also represented in the play’s 
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final scene.  However, even during the final scene, Lucio not only turns the Duke into 

a mockable figure but also ruins the Duke’s reputation and honor.  His stage presence 

also evokes a suburban vulgar culture.  Thus, the audience does not witness the return 

of a respectable ruler, but the rise of a lascivious whoremaster. 

        The third part of the thesis puts the play into its cultural, social, and historical 

backgrounds.  Measure for Measure belonged to the wave of disguised ruler plays 

after 1603.  The wave of drama was produced during the critical moment when 

Elizabeth I died and James I came to the throne.  It reflected a popular anxiety of the 

arrival of the new king.  Measure for Measure is unique in its dramatization of 

suburban bawdy figure’s anxiety of their future state.  In addition, the play was also 

closely connected to the “mock king tradition,” in which the dramatists staged a mock 

king on the stage in order to show the proper way to rule.  The thesis argues that Duke 

Vincentio, who resembled James I in many aspects, could possibly stand for a “mock 

king.”  What the play actually shows is the rise of the suburban vulgar culture.  The 

clown Lucio invites the audience to laugh at the Duke and challenges his authority 

established in earlier scenes.  Lucio eventually stands for the general lowlife public on 

the stage, forming a “bawdy” community with the audience through bawdy jokes and 

unruly laughter.  It is exactly this power of popular mirth that turns the play from an 

endorsement of the ruler’s authority to a celebration of the lowlife citizens. 

 

 

 

 

Keywords: Shakespeare, Measure for Measure, Jacobean city comedy, urban culture, 

vulgar culture, popular performative politics 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction 

 

        This thesis sees Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure as a Jacobean city comedy 

that maps an urban vulgar culture.  It also theorizes a popular performative politics, 

which corresponds to the urban vulgar culture represented on the stage, when the play 

was performed at Shakespeare’s public theatre.  Measure for Measure has long been 

read as a “problem play” or a “dark comedy” due to its moral ambiguity, revelation of 

the dark side of the politics, and the highly problematic ending which contrasts 

sharply with those of traditional Shakespearean comedies.  Critics in the past often 

focused on whether the play should be read as a flattery to the new king, James I, or 

as a political criticism of the ruler.  The thesis rejects oversimplified labels such as 

“problem play” and “dark comedy.”  It also goes beyond the simple dichotomy 

offered by criticism in the past.  The thesis suggests that Measure for Measure be read 

as a Jacobean city comedy, with its ample allusions to an urban vulgar culture—

including the houses of prostitution, hot-bath house, and the bawdyhouse in the 

prison—and bawdy figures in the city, including the bawd Mistress Overdone, the 

pimp Pompey, and the whoremaster Lucio.  It first argues that the urban vulgar 

culture in the play constantly disturbs the control of Duke Vincentio and disrupts his 

supreme authority.  Then, it suggests that the politics of the vulgar culture is closely 

connected to a popular performative politics.  This popular performative politics links 

the bawdy figures to the audience, forming a communal sense of popular mirth.  This 

popular mirth further challenges the presumed majesty of the Duke built up through 

textual lines. 
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1.1 Critical Background 

        Previous critical responses to Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure could be 

divided into two groups, as Jeffrey S. Doty observes: “Positivist topical readings see 

the play as a product of royal flattery, although others have argued that the play 

critiques James” (40).  The first group of critics argues that the play should be seen as 

a flattery to the new king, James I and that Shakespeare actually sides with the 

authority.  While Duke Vincentio obviously resembles James I, the critics claim that 

Shakespeare celebrates how the ruler restores their authority and re-imposes law and 

order upon the city.  Leonard Tennenhouse categorizes this kind of plays as “disguise 

ruler plays” and argues that it could be seen as “the romance of a return to origins in 

which the monarch is restored to a natural position of supremacy as a father over a 

family” (“Representing Power” 154).  In Tennenhouse’s reading, Measure for 

Measure is just another example of Shakespeare’s dramatization of “the need for a 

patriarchal figure who can reform corrupt social practices, supervise the exchange of 

women and insure the proper distribution of power” (Power on Display 171).  

Tennenhouse’s arguments confirm the critical assumption that this play was written to 

flatter the new king.  Tina Krontiris also argues that the play, though not a masque, 

does “come close to the purpose, if not to the machinery, of the form that glorified the 

king’s person and his power” (306).  Ivo Kamps takes a step further and claims that 

the play actually gave pleasure to both the king and the people.  He borrows Marx’s 

theory on religion as people’s opium and argues that during such a period of political 

chaos and public anxiety, the audience would like to see the order being restored by a 

strong authority figure like Duke Vincentio on the stage. The Duke, therefore, stands 

for a Christ-figure who “reveal[s] himself at the end of the drama and mimic[s] the 
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Christian God on the Judgment Day” (263).  Kamps’s statement accords with the 

reading of the play as a Christian allegory and even as a morality play, in which 

Angelo stands for the embodiment of Vice and the Duke represents the Christian God.  

        The second group of the critics suggests that the play be read as a political 

critique of the new king’s reinforcement of power.  This group of critics, of course, 

tend to be much more critical of the Duke’s actions in the play.  Steven Mullaney 

argues that the play is “an encyclopedic exploration of the workings and limits of 

exemplary power, or, more accurately, a compressed history and genealogy of such 

power” (92).  Zdravko Planinc finds that there are equally striking similarities 

between Duke Vincentio and Machiavelli’s Borgia, both winning fear and love from 

their subjects through turning their deputies into scapegoats and through “master[ing] 

the appearances of being religious” (149).  He concludes that this play is 

Shakespeare’s critique of Machiavellian force and religious fraud.  Duke Vincentio, 

resembling Machiavelli’s Borgia, constructs Angelo as Lucifer and himself as a 

Christ-figure, so Angelo would be hated while he could be loved by people.  

        There is, however, the third group of critics who refuses to take such a 

dichotomous approach.  They focus on the dramatic effect that the play might have 

produced when it was performed, and how that specific effect might have unsettled 

the textual representation of the play.  Doty uses the idea of early modern 

“popularity” to argue that James I’s authority is undermined by the public discourses 

at the Globe.  In early modern England, the term “popularity” could mean both 

“winning popular favor and the act of making political arguments to people” (34; 

emphasis in the original).  This twofold meaning of “popularity” contributed to, as 

Doty argues, the anxiety of James I, since winning people’s favor inevitably invited 

popular discourses on the prince and the government.  He suggests that “by drawing 
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on recent news about James, and representing him in fragmented ways, Shakespeare 

instantiates the very kind of public political talk Duke Vincentio tries to eradicate.  In 

its Globe performances, then, Measure for Measure retails the very thing it purports 

to discipline: news and analysis about politics” (35).  William Dodd, on the other 

hand, reveals the importance of popular tradition in the theatre.  He notes that Lucio is 

not successfully silenced at the end of the play and that the Duke is “clearly the loser 

in the struggle to engage the audience’s pleasure” (236).  While engagement with the 

audience and the production of communal mirth were essential parts of the popular 

tradition in early modern theatre, Dodd concludes that the play “would be available to 

social and political forces resistant to ideological absorption by a ‘restoring’ 

monarchy, and that these would find an effective ally for resisting a monarchic 

instrumentalising of drama in the conventions and processes of participation deriving 

from the popular tradition in the theatre” (236).   

        While previous critical discussions have been fruitful, certain aspects of the 

production of Measure and Measure remain unexplored.  This thesis attempts to 

complicate Doty’s and Dodd’s arguments by examining the urban culture and city 

underworld to which the play was closely connected.  It reads Measure for Measure 

as a Jacobean city comedy with its ample allusions to an urban vulgar culture and 

bawdy figures, including the pimp, the bawd, the prostitutes, and the whoremaster.  

The vulgar culture and bawdy figures represented on the stage constantly disturb the 

authority of the Duke.  Through staging the urban vulgar culture on the stage, the play 

connects the stage to the audience, providing the audience with moments of popular 

mirth.  When lowlife characters and the audience form a community together, the 

communal sense of mirth, noises, and laughter further unsettle the presumed authority 

that the Duke has established in the previous scenes.  These moments of popular mirth 
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should not be understood as a direct criticism of the ruler, but more of a popular 

performative politics that provides a potentially subversive festive experience to the 

audience familiar with this urban culture.  That is to say, the play neither flatters the 

king nor criticizes him.  Rather, it aims at uniting the lowlife characters with the 

audience through constantly laughing at the king’s figure and disrupting his presumed 

majesty. 

  

1.2 Jacobean City Comedy 

        Shakespeare’s city comedy is a topic that is under-researched.  Brian Gibbons’s 

groundbreaking book Jacobean City Comedy is mostly concerned with plays by Ben 

Jonson, Thomas Middleton, and John Marston.  Gibbons was the first scholar to 

define city comedy as a genre.  Wendy Griswold, in her 1986 book Renaissance 

Revivals, defines Jacobean city comedies on her own terms.  The six basic criteria of 

city comedy that she gives are “London setting,” “trickery,” “money,” “social 

mobility,” “cynicism,” and finally, “moral ambiguity.”  The characteristics of 

Jacobean city comedy defined by Gibbons and several later scholars show that 

Measure for Measure should be read as a “Shakespearean city comedy,” which 

contains more allusions to specific urban locations, events, and behaviors than most 

critics would like to believe.  Angela Stock and Anne-Julia Zwierlein have noticed 

that the topic is under-researched: “the connection between city comedy and 

Shakespearean comedy have received less attention than they deserve” (23).   

        However, there are still studies that touch on Shakespeare’s city comedies.  This 

thesis is not the first research to treat Measure for Measure as a Jacobean city comedy, 

nor does it initiate the studies on “Shakespeare’s city comedies.”  In fact, while 

Gibbons focuses mainly on Jonson, Middleton and Marston, he also notes that 
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Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure shows “an otherwise unmistakable London” 

which must “be called ‘Vienna’ and the religious debate must be removed…to a 

faraway state that is emphatically Catholic” (135).  Later, Stock and Zwierlein choose 

three comedies and define them as Shakespeare’s city comedies: “the genuinely urban 

milieu of the three plays that most immediately qualify as Shakespeare city comedy 

[are] The Comedy of Errors, The Merchant of Venice, and Measure for Measure” (17).  

Phil Withington, surprisingly, regards Merry Wives of Windsor as a city comedy.  He 

argues that although the play is put in a rural setting, the play still presents a “city 

commonwealth” which turns it into a city comedy: “in this instance the ‘city’ in 

question is not Vienna, Venice, Rome or even London.  Rather, it is the English ‘city 

commonwealth’: precisely the kind of place in which Shakespeare himself was 

educated and grew up, to which he subsequently returned in later life” (205).  

Withington points out a new direction to current studies on city comedy: urban 

behaviors, urban language, and the symbolic meaning of a city were more important 

than the geographical and physical space of a city.  As John Michael Archer notes, “a 

play need not be set in a city or town to sustain such urban language” (24).  

        Shakespeare’s connection to city comedy came not only from his own plays but 

also from his relation to other contemporary playwrights.  It is necessary to remember 

that Shakespeare and Jonson influenced each other during the period.  As Ruth Morse 

observes, “both Shakespeare and Jonson exploited aspects of each other’s 

characteristic plotting and typing” (178).  When Jonson produced successful city 

comedies such as Every Man in His Humour, Shakespeare might have been 

influenced by the way Jonson put sharp criticism, dark humor, and topical urban 

references in his play.  Some other city comedies were even mistaken as 

Shakespeare’s.  The London Prodigal, a city comedy produced and performed from 
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1603 to 1605, was once mistaken as Shakespeare’s and was published in his Third 

Folio of 1664 and the Fourth Folio of 1685.  Although the play’s authorship was 

confused, it revealed that Shakespeare’s concerns and writing style were overlapped 

with those of Jonson, Middleton, or Marston.  Dieter Mehl even finds similarities 

between The London Prodigal and Measure for Measure, including questionable 

disguised father’s figures and their own moral ambiguity in both plays (167-69). 

        Jacobean city comedies usually look at city life more bitterly than comedies in 

the previous period.  While city comedies in the Elizabethan tradition only glorify the 

city of London as shown in the plays by Thomas Heywood and Samuel Rowley, 

Jacobean city comedies tend to be darker and more cynical.  Darryll Grantley 

observes that “Heywood’s and (to a lesser extent) Rowley’s plays are the last in this 

particularly Elizabethan trope of plays exalting the City and casting its citizens in a 

heroic light” (94).  Compared to Elizabethan city comedies, which often focus on the 

heroic and glorified side of the city, Jacobean city comedies capture the darker 

corners of the city, including brothels, taverns, market places, and even prisons.  

While being darker, bitterer, and more cynical, Jacobean city comedies also shake off 

the previous traditions of glorification and offer a critique of Jacobean politics.  

Gibbons suggests that “the dramatists of city comedy articulated a radical critique of 

their age.  They dramatized conflicting forces in the confused development from the 

England of Elizabeth towards the Civil War” (4).  Even though one might question 

how “radical” these critiques could have been, Jacobean city comedies do contain 

sharper social observations than the ones in the previous period.   

        Some may argue that Jacobean city comedies tend to become a kind of “urban 

morality play,” with lowlife characters representing different types of Vice figures.  

For example, Pompey in Measure for Measure stands for lust, while Lucio stands for 
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slander.  Normally, these figures would eventually be suppressed in order to bring the 

order back.  However, to claim that Jacobean city comedies are simply “urban 

morality plays” is to oversimplify the rather complicated genre.  Gibbons notes that 

Jacobean city comedies combine traditions of medieval morality play, Roman intrigue 

comedy, and even Italian commedia dell’arte:  

…the satiric impulse in city comedy finds formal expression through a new 

combination of inherited traditions: that of the Morality—and in particular 

the recent dramatic kinds, the Estates Morality and the Tudor Interlude—and, 

on the other hand, a native tradition of popular comedy fused with classical 

Roman intrigue comedy and with the living commedia dell’arte. (12) 

It is the combination of all of the above dramatic traditions that make Jacobean city 

comedy complicated.   

        Jacobean city comedies thus embody contradiction.  On the one hand, it has 

conventional vice figures from the traditions of medieval morality play.  The ending 

of the play, when the order finally comes back, also implies a moralistic message.  On 

the other hand, it has the subversive spirit of Roman intrigue comedies and the festive 

atmosphere of Italian commedia dell’arte.  Gibbons comments on the contradiction: 

“the Morality tradition and intrigue comedy involve basically contradictory attitudes 

to society: combining them in a typical city comedy generates a dialogue in which 

high-minded theory confronts low-life experience of the city” (5).  Gibbons further 

points out how this kind of contradiction appears in works by the major playwrights—

including Jonson, who prides himself on an elevated form of writing: “[Jonson’s] 

strong appetites, his creative yet potentially anarchic comic imagination, were in 

tension with his classicist’s discipline and shaping intelligence” (6). 
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        What comes with the satiric spirit and the portrayal of a darker side of the city is 

Londoner’s self-consciousness.  More and more playwrights in this period put 

allusions to certain urban locations, behaviors, events and character types on the stage.  

It shows that people living in London—including those who were born and grew up 

in London, those immigrating from the country, and those coming from foreign 

cities—were more and more aware of the urban environment around them.  The 

citizens of London also showed “a new interest in describing their surroundings” and 

“unprecedented attempts to analyse their society” (Manley 75) as well as “increased 

levels of public consciousness, participation and power out-with the monarchical 

court” (Withington 203).  Londoners’ self-consciousness increased when more and 

more books on London—such as John Stow’s A Survey of London, published in 

1598—and foreign observations on the city were published.  Of course, when most of 

the populace could not read, they relied on dramatic representation of urban behaviors 

and character types to recognize themselves.  As Gibbons comments: 

We have seen how the plays are set more and more frequently in London 

itself: a crowded, confusing maze of streets, business houses and brothels, 

law courts, prisons and inns. These settings are evidently meant to interest an 

audience for whom they are familiar in daily life. The distinctive emphasis 

on London may reflect the city’s growing self-consciousness. (118) 

Jacobean city comedies were produced out of the city’s “growing self-consciousness.”  

With many city allusions and topical references represented on the stage, the audience 

was able to identify themselves or other familiar people around them, which became 

their source of pleasure and mirth. 

        City comedy’s topicality then became one of its biggest characteristics.  

Although some of the plays were taken from other Continental European tales—
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including Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure—or were derived from earlier 

dramatic traditions, Jacobean city comedies could still be recognized as a unique 

genre because they often embody a great number of topical allusions.  It was the 

comedy’s topicality that deeply connected it to its audience. The audience enjoyed the 

plays mostly because they could easily recognize familiar places and urban behaviors 

on the stage.  Griswold comments on the topicality of Jacobean city comedies:  

Topicality was one of city comedy’s most prominent attractions. These plays 

amused their audiences by giving stylized expression to the urban 

sophistication, shared knowledge, and common sense of Londoners at a 

particular historical moment. To put it colloquially, everyone likes to have 

the inside dope, and city comedy dramatists flattered their audiences by 

implicitly assuming that they had it. (35) 

Griswold points out the interesting relationship between the playwrights and the 

audience.  The playwrights knew what kind of city allusions would please the 

audience, and the audience would respond to the allusions as a way to demonstrate 

their understanding of urban topicality.  Together they built up a “signifying process.” 

        Sometimes it was not the familiar places that pleased the audience.  It was the 

fantastic, relatively unknown urban locations that fascinated the audience.  As 

Grantley notes, “places that are not within the lived experience of most audience 

members, such as law courts, prisons, brothels or dubious taverns, are introduced for 

their intrinsic fascination” (97).  Here, we need to problematize the concept of “the 

audience” as well, since “the audience” in the Elizabethan and Jacobean London was 

composed of heterogeneous people of different social levels.  Spectators from various 

social positions may find different locations fascinating.  For young gentlemen and 

law students, locations such as brothels or taverns may be exciting.  For the general 
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public who was familiar with the “low” places, places such as law courts—as 

appeared in The Merchant of Venice—may have been much more attractive than 

brothels and taverns.  But all in all, when the audience went to the theatre, they saw 

urban locations represented on the stage.  They could either be flattered by their own 

familiarity with certain urban locations or be fascinated with places that were 

relatively unknown to them.  Jacobean city comedies provided them with both 

familiarity and fascination. 

        While deploying topical allusions and jokes, the playwrights of course needed to 

make the allusions less obvious in order to evade censorship.  Since all plays had to 

be delivered to the court to be examined by the Master(s) of Revels,1 “whose 

censorship seldom admitted of any appeal” (Bentley 145), the playwrights needed to 

balance between pleasing the audience and evading censorship.  Griswold explains 

the importance of managing the balance: “Londoners enjoyed being knowledgeable 

about persons as well as places, but here the dramatists needed to exercise discretion. 

Direct or obvious allusions to influential people provoked censorship. Explicit 

references to political figures were especially dangerous” (35).  However, numerous 

plays still keep their flavors and appeals with “juicy” allusions despite the censorship.  

Although there were still some cases in which the playwrights were punished for 

using political allusions—for example, Middleton’s A Game at Chess, in which James 

I was portrayed as the “White King”—the playwrights still managed to please their 

audience without provoking censorship. 

 

1.3 City Comedy and Popular Performative Politics 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 The Elizabethan Master of Revels was Edmund Tilney.  In the Jacobean era, there were two Masters, 
George Buc and John Astley (Bentley 147). 
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        Pleasing the audience with topical allusions, Jacobean city comedies present us 

with a “popular performative politics.”  Here, the concept “popular performative 

politics” can be approached in two ways.  First, in terms of the plays themselves, 

many Jacobean city comedies depict a world in which lowlife characters, such as 

pimps and urban rascals, survive well.  These characters may even have a better 

understanding of the changing urban world than other more “respectable” characters.  

Griswold suggests that “the genre celebrates the adventures of urban and urbane 

rascals operating in the wide-open economic milieu of Renaissance London” (14).  

She also “traces” the genealogy of the trickster character and discovers that it comes 

from Roman comedy (the Parasite) and medieval morality play (Vice character), 

before finally becoming the trickster / rascal character in city comedy.  This dramatic 

figure is connected to the continued moral ambiguity in most of the Jacobean city 

comedies.  The rogues are often mildly punished or even go unpunished throughout 

the plays.  Pompey, Barnardine and Lucio in Measure for Measure serve as good 

examples.  Pompey is taken to prison, but soon he feels “at home” because all his old 

customers are there.  Later he becomes an apprentice to the hangman, carrying on his 

old business with a new title.  Barnardine is supposed to be executed by the Duke, but 

again he escapes at the end of the play and remains absolutely free and unpunished.  

Lucio seems to be “punished” by the Duke for his slanders.  But is marrying the 

prostitute a real punishment despite his complaints about it?  The continuance of 

moral ambiguity is also related to the “cynical” nature of Jacobean city comedies.  

Griswold explains the cynicism of Jacobean city comedy: “city comedy offers a 

relentlessly cynical view of human motivations. Greed, vanity, and lust drive the 

characters to action. The dramatists satirize this behavior, but except for Jonson in his 

earlier plays, they don’t seem to expect anything better” (23).  The first aspect of the 
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“popular performative politics” is connected to a morally ambiguous urban 

underworld staged at a public playhouse in which the lowlife characters evade 

punishment, survive well, and even prosper. 

        The second aspect of the “popular performative politics” is concerned with how 

the morally ambiguous urban underworld was closely connected to its audience.   As 

mentioned previously, the audience loved to recognize familiar urban locations and 

character types on the stage.  The whole theatregoing experience was also a signifying 

process.  The audience not only recognized the urban underworld where the rascals 

and the pimps prospered but also celebrated it.  Going to a city comedy and 

identifying themselves with the lowlife characters onstage could also become a festive 

experience in which people were temporarily liberated from order and discipline.  As 

Stock and Zwierlein notes: 

As a novel and fashionable part of a highly theatrical culture, civic drama 

rose to popularity on the back of the religious rites and seasonal festivals that 

had been suppressed by the protestant reformers as ungodly, immoral and 

disorderly, and its success depended to a considerable extent on fulfilling the 

festive function of creating a temporary community of playgoers. (16) 

It is this temporary communal sense of freedom and mirth that connected the audience 

to the lowlife characters on the stage.  They formed a temporal community at the 

public playhouse, enjoying moments of festive riots and popular mirth, freeing 

themselves from traditions and disciplines. 

        To sum up, two aspects are involved in the “popular performative politics.”  The 

first is the staging of an urban underworld in which the lowlife characters prosper.  

The second is the audience’s recognition and even celebration of that underworld, 

making theatergoing and watching a city comedy itself a liberating festive experience.  
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1.4 Chapter Organization 

        Besides the introduction serving as the first chapter, the thesis is further divided 

into three chapters.  The second chapter, “Urban Vulgar Culture and the Bawdy 

Politics,” analyzes Measure for Measure and its representation of urban vulgar culture.  

At the beginning of the play, Vienna is represented as a “vile body,” which both 

confirms and unsettles the early modern body politic, since the vile body stays “ill” 

till the very end of the play.  Vienna in the play is a representation of early modern 

London.  The early modern suburban London, famous for its “criminal underworld,” 

was also a “vile body” that refused to be governed and disciplined by either the court 

or the city fathers.  The play not only stages the underworld of London before its 

audience but also invites them to experience how this urban vulgar culture permeates 

every part of the city, including the houses of prostitution in the suburbs and a 

“bawdyhouse” in the prison.  While the play seems to confirm Duke Vincentio’s 

control and regulation of the city, the bawdy figures provide us with an alternative 

reading of the play, revealing the survival and even the rise of the urban vulgar 

culture.  Mistress Overdone continues her business.  Pompey, who appears to be 

transformed into a hangman and thus be contained by the legal institution, actually 

turns the prison into a bawdyhouse with his vulgar language and his old customers as 

prisoners.  Lucio’s constant slanders of the Duke turns the highly respectable and 

authoritative figure into a laughingstock.  With these vivid characters and their bawdy 

language, urban vulgar culture thus becomes the alternative center of the play. 

        The third chapter, “Civic Pageantry and the Return of the Whoremaster,” relates 

Jacobean civic pageantry to the play’s intriguing final scene, in which the Duke stages 

a royal entry.  Civic pageantry was part of London citizens’ living experience.  While 
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civic pageantries had long been used by monarchs to demonstrate their power, such as 

those by Elizabeth I, James I’s resistance to participating in his own pageantry 

revealed his fear of public discourses and his careful management of reputation and 

honor.  This careful management of public image and royal reputation is also 

represented in the play’s final scene.  However, even during the final scene, Lucio 

does not stop his slanders of both the Duke and his alter ego, the friar.  He not only 

turns the Duke into a mockable figure but also ruins the Duke’s reputation and honor, 

which the latter tries carefully to protect throughout the whole play.  Thus, in the final 

scene, the audience does not witness the return of a respectable ruler, but the rise of a 

lascivious whoremaster. 

        The fourth chapter, “Mock King and the Politics of Clowning,” puts the play into 

its cultural, social, and historical backgrounds, theorizing a popular performative 

politics that is deeply connected to the lowlife figures on the stage.  Measure for 

Measure belonged to the wave of disguised ruler plays after 1603, the year when 

Elizabeth I died and when James I became the king of England.  This wave of drama 

was closely connected to the “mock king tradition,” in which the dramatists staged a 

mock king on the stage in order to show the proper way to rule.  The thesis argues that 

Duke Vincentio, who resembled James I in many aspects, could possibly stand for a 

“mock king,” too.  This mock king tradition is best exemplified by the clown in 

Measure for Measure, Lucio, who invites the audience to laugh at the Duke and 

challenges his authority established in earlier scenes.  The counter power of the clown 

and the laugh of the audience subvert a normative reading of the play.  Lucio 

eventually stands for the general lowlife public on the stage, forming a community 

with the audience through bawdy jokes and unruly laughter.  It is exactly this power 
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of popular mirth that turns the play from an endorsement of the ruler’s authority to a 

celebration of the lowlife citizens. 

        The fifth chapter is the conclusion.  The chapter reveals how this current thesis 

can serve as the starting point of a new studies—Shakespeare’s city comedy.  The 

thesis is actually the beginning, not the end, of a continuing research project focusing 

on Shakespeare’s city comedies and the politics of urban cultures. 
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Chapter 2  

Urban Vulgar Culture and the Bawdy Politics 

 

2.1 City of the Underworld  

        What Measure for Measure reflects is a city of the underworld.  This urban 

underworld is filled with taverns, hot-houses, brothels, and of course, public 

playhouses.  It is also where infamous urban characters, including rascals, pimps, 

bawds, prostitutes, and whoremasters, survive and even thrive.  Interestingly, this city 

of the underworld is not unlike the place where Shakespeare and his audience were 

living.  Shakespeare staged this underworld through affluent urban references and 

topical jokes.  His audience recognized these topical references and the world that 

they were living in.  As Ivo Kamps and Karen Raber observe, “although Measure for 

Measure is set in Vienna, its original audiences would have recognized not a foreign 

world of crime, prostitution, and punishment, but their own local surroundings” (251).  

Eventually, Shakespeare and his audience built up a signifying process together.   

        There were multiple definitions of early modern London.  A distinction must be 

made between London and the “city” of London.  The city of London in the period 

originally signified a limited space within the old city walls governed by the city 

authorities.  The boundary of the “city” and the jurisdiction of the city fathers 

expanded through time, however.  Janette Dillon explores the changing history of the 

City of London: 

The most restricted of these is the use of the term to refer to the area within 

the old city walls, which still had powerful symbolic force in the way the 

inhabitant or visitor experienced the space of London. Since the early 
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thirteenth century, however, the area governed by the city of London 

authorities had extended beyond the walls to what were known as the ‘bars’ 

(marked by posts or gates on the main roads). Other areas had been added 

since then: the city gained possession of the borough of Southwark, for 

example, in 1550, and further significant changes were part of the city’s new 

charter of 1608. (9) 

Dillon notes that the jurisdiction of city authorities had been expanding, from within 

the old city walls to the “bars,” from the “bars” to the borough of Southwark.  

However, the suburbs, in which all the infamous popular entertainments thrived, were 

still beyond the city jurisdiction.  The suburbs not only stood outside of the 

jurisdiction but were also “fast expanding and encroaching on the fields and villages 

that surrounded the city” (Dillon 9). 

        Beyond the jurisdiction of the City of London, city fathers still attempted to 

close down theatres, “pluck down” brothel houses, and impose legal regulations upon 

the suburbs since they deemed the place not only sinful and morally degenerate but 

also dangerous and, even worse, riotous.  As Sharpe points out, an “unlawful 

assembly of twelve or more persons to continue riotously for more than an hour” (71) 

would be considered a riot, which was a felony during the period.  In such a place like 

the city’s suburbs, an “unlawful assembly of twelve or more persons” could be easily 

found in a tavern, a brothel, or, a public playhouse.  Moreover, people who crowded 

this space were usually those of the lower types.   There were “excessive numbers of 

idle, indigent, dissolute and dangerous persons, and the pestering of many of them in 

small and strait room” (Larkin & Hughes 47).  This was why city authorities 

attempted to close down public theatres and pluck down brothels for several times and 

deemed them as places of disorder, chaos, and potential riots.  The closing down of 
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theatres and brothels should be understood as more than an attempt to stop the spread 

of plagues.  It was a form of political control and “an attempt to regulate not the vice, 

nor…the spread of venereal disease, but the criminal underworld” (Dollimore, 

“Transgression and Surveillance” 76). 

        Despite the city authorities’ attempt to regulate and control the suburban area, it 

continued to expand and flourish during both the Elizabethan and the Jacobean 

periods.  By the end of the sixteenth century, London was already the center of 

numerous commercial transactions and foreign travellers, including the Dutch and 

French protestants who “found religious asylum in the city” (Engel 42).  William E. 

Engel observes the urban growth of early modern London: 

By the time Hamlet and Twelfth Night were in repertoire, London had 

become one of the most populous urban centres in Europe… by the end of 

Elizabeth’s reign there was extensive development outside the walls: greater 

London had about 50,000 people at the beginning of the sixteenth century 

and 200,000 by the end. (41) 

The growth of population contributed to popular entertainments in the suburban area, 

a less regulated space for job seekers, low players, and infamous characters.  As Engel 

further notes, the increase of people resulted in “a need for more taverns, shops, and 

theatres, and led to expanded commercial networks of all kinds” (42).  Andrew Gurr 

also points out that “[a]mphitheatres, baiting-houses, prize-fights and whorehouses 

were always within reach for the great majority of the working population as well as 

the wealthy” (12).  These popular entertainments built up a city underworld for people 

of all classes, though mostly of the lower kinds.  This was probably why John Stow 

revealed an ambivalent attitude towards London in his A Survey of London, published 

in 1598.  Stow’s attitude was contradictory, embodying both a “conservative response 
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to the erosion of late medieval traditions of hospitality” and a “progressive celebration 

of new socio-economic mobility and metropolitan growth” of the city (Smith, Strier & 

Bevington 3).   

        Increasing population and popular entertainments made the city’s suburban area 

a democratizing space in which lowlife characters, such as Falstaff in Henry IV, and 

Pompey, Mistress Overdone, and Lucio in Measure for Measure, would survive well.  

It was exactly the lively popular entertainments and the lowlife city characters that 

helped shape Shakespeare’s imaginative world.  David L. Smith, Richard Strier, and 

David Bevington argue that Shakespeare “had an awareness of the ‘resilience’ of 

London” (4).  Stephen Longstaff also suggests that “the unique social conditions of 

London, a city always in flux and at the forefront of social change, greatly helped the 

development of the unique theatrical conditions of Shakespeare’s day” (58).  The 

lowlife “city characters” represented in Shakespeare’s plays, such as Falstaff, 

Mistress Overdone, Lucio, and Pompey, actually reflected a broader picture of the 

city underworld in the early modern London. 

        The “underworld” of London became a symbol of moral degeneration in several 

city writings.  The writing of George Whetstone (1544-1587) vividly captured the 

“criminal” underworld of London, in which “[a]llies, gardens and other obscure 

corners out of the common walks of the Magistrate” were filled with “masterless men, 

needy shifters, thieves, cutpurses, unthrifty servants, both serving men and prentices” 

(Izard 140).  In Donald Lupton’s description of London in 1632, London, referred to 

as a “she,” stood for a center of decay, sins, and uncontrollable desire. 

She is grown so great that I am almost afraid to meddle with her. She’s 

certainly a great world, there are so many little worlds in her. She is the great 

beehive of Christendom, I am sure of England. She swarms four times a year, 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

	  
21 

with people of all ages, natures, sexes, callings; decay of trade, the pestilence, 

and a long vacation are three scarecrows to her… she seems to be a glutton, 

for she desires always to be full… she may be said to be always with child, 

for she grows greater every day than other. She is the countryman’s labyrinth; 

he can find many things in it, but many times loseth himself. (Lupton B-B2v) 

Lupton’s writing on London was anti-city.  By portraying London as a growing 

glutton, he showed not only his condemnation of such a sinful place but also his fear 

of such a fast-expanding underworld.  The suburban London was all that was 

associated with earthly sins, unfulfilled desires, and people of the lower kinds.  

Lupton also attempted to build up a common dichotomy between the country 

(represented as the chaste and the innocent) and the city (represented as the sinful and 

the sophisticated), warning the countrymen not to “lose themselves” in such a 

“beehive” and a “labyrinth.” 

        The suburban area of London was exactly like a beehive, which attracted 

disreputable men and lowlife characters.  As G. Blakemore Evans observes, the area 

“attracted, like bees to the honey-pot, large numbers of undesirables (rogues, 

vagabonds, prostitutes, pickpockets, ‘cony-catchers’—confidence men (and women) 

of all shades and varieties) who made their living by preying on an all-too-gullible 

public” (204).  It is worth noticing that in Evans’s description, the “undesirable men” 

and the public places are connected.  A brothel, a bath-house (or a “hot house” in 

early modern terms), a tavern, or even a public playhouse would not have been 

regarded as a sinful place if they did not attract many masterless men and infamous 

characters. Gamini Salgado also reveals that “most theatre owners…were brothels 

owners too” (58).  What made public playhouses and brothels deeply connected was 

that they did share the same clientele.  Taverns, which Falstaff might have visited 
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frequently with Hal before the young prince becomes Henry V, were not any better.  

Concerning the criminal underworld of Elizabethan and Jacobean London, Evans 

finally concludes that, 

The underworld of Elizabethan-Jacobean England was dangerously well 

populated, both in the cities (particularly London) and in the countryside. 

The harsh economic conditions under which some 90 percent of the 

population subsisted were a natural breeding-ground for criminal elements, 

and, if we may accept the numerous contemporary accounts of their 

felonious activities, they were highly successful in pillaging the public 

despite the various acts passed by Parliament to control such ‘rogues and 

vagabonds.’ (226) 

Clearly, despite the attempt to regulate and control the space, the suburban area and 

the masterless men continued to survive and even flourish. 

        It was this underworld that Shakespeare captured in Measure for Measure.  In 

fact, Shakespeare was not the first playwright to stage such an underworld.  While 

both Giraldi Cinthio’s novella Hecatommithi (1565) and George Whetstone’s Promos 

and Cassandra (1578) served as Shakespeare’s source materials for Measure for 

Measure, it was Whetstone who included an “additional social stratum” and added 

“an active and vibrant world of minor officials and common people” (Thomas 71) to 

Cinthio’s tale.2  Scholars have found that Promos and Cassandra might have been the 

main source for Shakespeare, for it contains “scenes of low life that correspond to 

similar scenes in Measure for Measure” (Tillyard, Shakespeare’s Problem Plays 130).  

However, what makes Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure different from 

Whetstone’s dramatization of the underworld was Shakespeare’s ambivalent and even 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 For a further discussion on Shakespeare’s use of his source materials, see Thomas pp. 67-80. 
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sympathetic attitude towards the low life.  As Thomas suggests, in Measure for 

Measure, “we don’t see a poor populace ground down by corrupt officials, but rather 

an underworld of rampant sexuality and prostitution which appears impervious to the 

most biting laws” (72).  Shakespeare also incorporated topical allusions and 

contemporary politics into his play in order to attract his audience, whose “pervasive 

fascination with all these types of criminals” and “hunger for inside information, for 

‘true to life’ depictions, for juicy stories” (Kamps & Raber 257) would have drawn 

them to such a dramatic representation of the urban criminal underworld.  It is this 

inclusion of topical news that further makes Measure for Measure distinct from its 

source materials. 

        The representation of the city’s underworld could also be seen as part of the 

dramatic traditions of Jacobean city comedies.  Evans notes that “[d]ramatists found 

the underworld of town and country a useful source for characters and sometimes for 

plot situations…city comedy was a natural habitat for cheats and sharpers of all 

shades” (228).  A city comedy not only captured the world of the suburban area but 

also was staged within the space itself.  It was a representation of the city’s 

underworld put in that particular underworld itself.  It was more than a reflection of 

the underworld, since the representation and the world were so connected that one 

could not tell which reflected which anymore.  A city comedy could also be seen as a 

“shaping force” of the underworld since it was indeed part of the public 

entertainments in the suburban area, and it was part of the popular culture that was 

seen as dangerous, immoral, and even sinful.  Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, in 

which the city’s underworld in 1604 was put on the stage, was one of the best 

examples. 
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2.2 The City as a Vile Body  

        Measure for Measure begins with a discussion between Duke Vincentio and 

Escalus, the ancient Lord.  The Duke begins the play by saying that, in terms of 

“government the properties” (1.1.3),3 Escalus knows more about the city and its 

government than he does.  “Government” is one of the first words that appears in 

Measure for Measure.  It becomes the key concept in the understanding of the play.  

The Duke then tells Escalus that he relies on his knowledge of the city’s popular and 

social customs in order to govern it well, 

The nature of our people, 

Our city’s institutions, and the terms 

For common justice, y’are as pregnant in 

As art and practice hath enriched any 

That we remember. (1.1.9-13) 

The Duke sees the city as an organism, which consists of the citizens, the social and 

political customs, and the terms of court.  The organism, however, is presently in an 

ill condition due to “too much liberty” (1.2.118), as Claudio later admits.   

        Vienna is thus represented as a “vile body.”  As the play goes on, it is revealed 

that the city as an organism goes rotten because moral degeneracy filled every layer 

of the society.  Shakespeare employs illness and disease in the play as a series of 

metaphors for social illnesses.  Representatives of each type of social illness from 

different social classes could be easily found in this play.  The brothel houses run by 

Mistress Overdone is the representative of the lower kind of social disease.  Lucio, 

upon seeing Overdone coming, exclaims: “Behold, behold, where Madam Mitigation 

comes! I have purchases as many diseases under her roof” (1.2.41-43).  The term 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 J.W. Lever, ed. Measure for Measure (London: Methuen, 1966). All subsequent references are noted 
parenthetically in the text. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

	  
25 

“disease” has a twofold meaning.  First, it means, literally, the sexually transmitted 

diseases that the brothel helps to spread.  Secondly, it implies that the brothel house is 

the center for urban rascals, thus the source of chaos and disorder.  The sexually 

transmitted diseases make the citizens wither away.  Overindulgence in sexuality 

makes the society as a whole corrupt.  The brothel stands for the root of social illness, 

the place that makes the organism of the city rot away.  This is why “the houses in the 

suburbs of Vienna must be plucked down” (1.2.95-96). 

        Then comes Claudio, convicted of the sin of lust: “Our natures do pursue / Like 

rats that ravin down heir proper bane / A thirsty evil, and when we drink we die” 

(1.2.120-22).  He describes the secular desire as something inevitable; something that 

he, driven by his “thirsty evil,” cannot help chasing after even if he knows it could be 

poisonous.  Claudio gives us another example of social illness.  For common people, 

lechery, which leads to premarital sex, is unavoidable.  Moreover, Claudio’s sexuality 

was connected to the plague prevailing in the period.  According to Kamps and Raber, 

Claudio’s confession was a reference to Rattus rattus:  

While the Renaissance did not recognize the specific role of Rattus rattus in 

spreading plague bacilli via its fleas, the place of vermin like rats in 

promoting unhealthful conditions was well known […] Claudio’s idea that 

sex is poison reflects a general sense that in Vienna (or London) sex is a 

generally unhealthy activity for both the body and the soul. (268) 

Similar to the diseases at Mistress Overdone’s bawdyhouse, Claudio’s degeneracy is 

both physical and moral, which corrupts both the body and the soul.  It threatens the 

order of the body politic. 

        Finally, the most covert but most fatal illness is the authority’s “hidden sore.”  

Isabella, during her argument with Angelo, observes that “[b]ecause authority, though 
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it err like others / Hath yet a kind of medicine in itself / That skins the vice o’th’top” 

(2.2.135-37).  She reveals that authorities also have to take the responsibility for 

current social illnesses because they make mistakes and fail to restrain their sexuality 

like common people, but due to their high positions, they tend to cover up their sin.  

The sin of the authority is even more fatal than that of the commoners because the 

hidden sores are left unhealed, so they rot sooner. 

        The current issue, for the Duke, is how to cure the “vile body,” namely how to 

bring the corrupt city back to its order.  As G. M. Kendall suggests, “Vienna’s Duke 

must contend with a whole city in which libidinous bodies undermine the laws and 

power of the head of the body politic” (36).  During the Elizabethan and Jacobean 

periods, the government of a state or a city was commonly understood as the 

government of a body.  The concept of the early modern body politic is clearly 

illustrated by E. M. W. Tillyard in his classic work, The Elizabethan World Picture.  

Tillyard explains the correspondence between the heavenly world (macrocosm)—and 

the man (microcosm).  The Elizabethans and Jacobeans saw the world in terms of a 

series of hierarchal links, which was understood as the Great Chain of Being.  The 

order in the heavenly world corresponds to the one in the man, while both correspond 

to the political state, which is the “body politic.”  As Tillyard notes, morality (and 

immorality) was also understood in these terms: “Morally the correspondence 

between macrocosm and microcosm, if taken seriously, must be impressive.  If the 

heavens are fulfilling punctually their vast and complicated whellings, man must feel 

it shameful to allow the workings of his own little world to degenerate” (101).  That is 

to say, the control of the human body is linked to the order of the heavenly world.  

Similarly, the government of the state is also understood as that of the body, as 

Tillyard continues to note: “the different functions in the state are made to correspond 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

	  
27 

to different functions of the body …the state is an organism like the human body, and 

each part of the body must help the others and be helped by them” (103-04).  

Shakespeare utilizes this thinking and employs illness and disease as a series of 

metaphors in this play.  Thus, in Measure for Measure, the management of a corrupt 

state is compared to that of an ill body. 

        This system of correspondence also reveals the Elizabethan and Jacobean beliefs 

in “order” and “proportion.”  As Gavin Alexander observes, “the pattern of this 

particular inherited system helps us to understand the connectedness in this period of 

different kinds of order and proportion—so that a well-constructed rhyme scheme 

could tell us something about human nature and glance at the secrets of the universe” 

(599).  However, the concepts of “order” and “proportion” often lead some to assume 

that the Elizabethans and Jacobeans readily submitted to discipline and regulation, 

though it is true that “the conception of order is so taken for granted, so much part of 

the collective mind of people, that it is hardly mentioned except in explicitly didactic 

passages” (Tillyard 17).  Critics in the past thus tend to focus primarily on how the 

Duke cures social illnesses at different social levels, brings the state back to its order, 

and has the body politic function normally as he wishes.  This type of analysis also 

perfectly fits in with the claim of some new historicists and cultural materialists that 

the early modern stage was the center of state power and dominant ideology. 

        The city as a “vile body” in Measure for Measure, however, both confirms and 

unsettles the early modern concept of body politic.  On the one hand, the play 

confirms the body politic by comparing the government of the state to the government 

of the body.  On the other hand, it resists the dominant concept by maintaining the “ill 

condition” of the body.  Vienna as a “body” remains “uncured” at the very end of the 

play.  The social illnesses remain in the city despite the Duke’s attempt to cure them.  
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Mistress Overdone continues her business at a hot-house.  Pompey finds himself at 

home with his old customers in the prison.  In other words, the prison does not reform 

the pimp.  Instead, the pimp turns the prison into a “bawdyhouse.”  Lucio, the 

slanderous whoremaster, is not really “punished” by marrying the prostitute.  The 

marriage symbolizes the continuance, instead of the containment, of the rascal’s 

sexual desire.  The play starts with the city as a “vile body” and ends with its ill 

condition.  Shakespeare subtly deploys disorder and disruption besides well-perceived 

order and pattern of the play.  The play thus disturbs the early modern body politic by 

staging a “vile city” that remains ill through the very end of the story.  

 

2.3 Houses of Prostitution in the Suburbs 

        In Measure for Measure, the house of prostitution is the center of disorder and 

chaos because people can “purchase as many diseases under [Mistress Overdone’s] 

roof” (1.2.42).  To govern the city as a body, it is necessary to “pluck down” the 

brothel houses.  In fact, the “plucking down” of houses in the suburbs, a statement 

made by the pimp Pompey, was one of the topical allusions that Shakespeare 

employed in this play.  The audience must have been very familiar with brothels in 

the suburban area since they were located in the same area where the public 

playhouses were.  It was known that during the Jacobean period, “the prostitute and 

the brothel were established features of metropolitan life” (Sharpe 58).  Brothels and 

prostitutes were not only an established feature of Londoners’ life but also a frequent 

motif on the stage.  Along with a new wave of city comedies featuring houses of 

prostitution at the beginning of the seventeenth century,4 brothels actually became 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 This wave of comedies include Westward Ho (1604), Northward Ho (1605), The Honest Whore, Part 
I (1604) and Part II (1605), The Dutch Courtesan (1604), and Michaelmas Term (1606).  For a further 
discussion on the comedies about prostitutes and how they provided the audience with alternative 
modes of femininity, please see Howard, Theater of a City, pp. 114-61. 
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more than a random stage representation, but “a particular kind of social setting” 

(Howard, Theater of a City 115; original emphasis). 

        The “plucking down” of brothels was, however, more than a general allusion to 

suburban lifestyle and behaviors, or another example of stage conventions.  It referred 

to an actual governmental proclamation.  As Dollimore observes, when Pompey 

“refers to a proclamation that ‘All houses in the suburbs of Vienna must be plucked 

down’, there is a probable allusion to the proclamation of 16035 which provided for 

the demolition of property in the London suburbs in order to control the plague” 

(“Transgression and Surveillance” 77).  Originally, controlling the plague was the 

official reason to “pluck down” the brothels and other entertaining houses in the 

suburbs.  However, it soon became a form of spatial regulation and social control.  

Dollimore notes that “as with the suppression of prostitution, plague control 

legitimated other kinds of political control” (77).  Lever also points out that though 

the official proclamation was generally understood as a governmental measure against 

the spread of the plague in 1603, later it was enforced particularly “upon the 

numerous brothels and gaming houses which proliferated on the outskirts of the city” 

(xxxiii).  As early as Act 1 Scene 2, the government’s spatial regulation and political 

control of the suburbs become one of the main focuses of the play.  

        It is worth noticing, however, that the government’s measure becomes a topic 

discussed by the bawdy figures, including Lucio, Pompey, and Mistress Overdone.  

The discussion soon becomes complaints—complaints about how they are going to 

survive without their “low” business.  While the measure is intended as a political 

control of the lowlife characters, they refuse to be disciplined and silenced.  On the 

other hand, they make blatant complaints on the stage.  Mistress Overdone shouts, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 The exact day of the proclamation was 16 September 1603 (Lever xxxii). 
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“Why, here’s a change indeed in the commonwealth! What shall become of me?” 

(1.2.96-97).  While lowlife characters’ complaints occupy the scene, the supposed 

enforcer of the law, Duke Vincentio, is absent from the scene.  The scene is defined 

by the presence of bawdy characters and the absence of the authority figure.  It is a 

representation of the urban underworld, a world which belongs to all forms of lowlife 

living.  What is more interesting is that the order is never truly carried out throughout 

the whole play.  The play starts with the government’s spatial regulation and political 

control on the one hand, and ends with the bawdy figures’ continuance of business 

and survival on the other hand. 

        The continuance of bawdy culture is the key to the understanding of the play.  

Throughout the play, these lowlife figures change a place, switch a title, and continue 

their old business.  Right after Mistress Overdone’s complaints about living, Pompey 

suggests that she need not be afraid because “good counsellors lack no clients: though 

you change your place, you need not change your trade: I’ll be your tapster still” 

(1.2.98-100).6  Pompey suggests that Mistress Overdone can keep her bawdy business 

by opening a tavern, in which Pompey will keep his old job as a “tapster.”  Later, 

Mistress Overdone actually continues her business.  When Pompey is captured, the 

constable, Elbow, states that even though the brothels are plucked down in the 

suburbs, the bawd now “professes a hot house” (2.1.64-65).  A “hot house” was 

literally a bath-house.  During the period, however, it was also commonly connected 

to a bawdyhouse and sometimes served as “blinds for houses of ill-fame” (Lever 30).  

That is to say, Mistress Overdone manages to continue her whoring trade in the name 

of a “hot-house.” 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Andrew Hadfield argues that the statement shows a connection between the court of James I and the 
profession of prostitution, “with the counsellors bringing in their wake a series of clients, suggesting 
that James runs his kingdom like a brothel” (192-93). For a further discussion, please see Hadfield pp. 
191-93. 
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        Moreover, brothels and public playhouses, including The Globe theatre where 

many Shakespeare’s plays were staged, were connected both geographically and 

morally during the period.  It was very likely that Shakespeare himself made those 

complaints about the government’s measure through the voices of the bawdy figures, 

since the closing of brothels might have led to the closing of public playhouses 

subsequently.  Both public playhouses and brothels, along with other suburban 

popular entertainments, including bear gardens and taverns, were located at 

Southwark, an area outside of the jurisdiction of city fathers.  Public theatres and 

brothel houses shared not only owners but also a clientele.  Nick de Somogyi, 

analyzing Shakespeare’s own comments and writings on the theatrical world in 

Shakespeare on Theatre, further points out that  “Shakespeare remained acutely aware 

that the services he offered shared a clientele in the suburban neighbourhood of the 

theatres with those wishing to satisfy more urgent appetites and desires” (117). 

        The public theatres and the brothel houses were not only linked geographically.  

Morally, they were both understood by the city fathers as the source of degeneration.  

As Helen Wilcox notes, public playhouses were “associated with superficial pleasures 

within their walls and brawls outside them” (588).  Worse than “superficial 

pleasures,” the playhouses were commonly identified as places of chaos, disorder, and 

even vice.  Andrew Gurr observes William Harrison’s comment on public playhouses 

and concludes, 

Playhouses were places of impure art, and in some eyes they were not even 

places of legitimate entertainment. William Harrison commented when the 

first playhouses were built in 1576 that ‘It is an evident token of a wicked 

time when plaiers wexe so riche that they can build such houses.’ To 
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Harrison the entertainment they offered was no better than that of ‘house of 

baudrie.’ (7) 

William Harrison’s Description of Elizabethan England, being part of Raphael 

Holinshed’s Chronicles, was published in 1577 and was a comment on Elizabethan 

London.  But certainly this attitude towards playhouses and brothels did not change 

simply because England had a new monarch.  A similar attitude towards public 

playhouses and the connection between theatres and brothels persisted in the Jacobean 

period. 

        The geographical closeness between public theatres and brothel houses, in fact, 

contributed to their moral affinity.  As de Somogyi notes,  

The Globe’s very location among Southwark’s other ‘houses of resort in the 

suburbs’—its pubs, brothels, gamblers’ dens and baiting-pits—was enough 

to equate it with vice (in its modern sense), and a queasy awareness of that 

proximity regularly surfaces in Shakespeare’s works, in plays that oscillate 

between pubs and palaces, brothels and battlefields, country and court. (111-

12) 

Measure for Measure remains one of the best examples that show the oscillation 

between high places (including the courtroom, the anteroom and the Friar’s cell) and 

low places (including the suburban brothels and the prison).  The play, though not 

symmetrically, does oscillate between the brothel and the Friar’s cell, the prison and 

the courtroom.  Howard notes that during the period, along with the wave of city 

comedies that feature brothels and prostitutes, the line “between legitimate 

commercial practices, including the sale of books, and supposedly illegitimate ones, 

such as the sale of sex” was often blurred (Theater of a City 117).  What was seen on 

the stage was, instead, “the omnipotence of bawdy houses in the city drama and their 
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frequent indistinguishability from other kinds of buildings” (127).  In fact, the group 

of staged houses of prostitution reflected a popular fantasy of the time: the bawdy 

business penetrated every corner of the city. 

        Shakespeare’s frequent oscillation between “high” and “low” places in the play 

is also one of his strategies to demonstrate the power of a popular performative 

politics.  The play subtly yet constantly undermines the authority of the Duke with the 

interruptions of bawdy characters, majorly Lucio the “fantastic” and Pompey the 

pimp.  In what follows, I will examine how the Duke utilizes disguise as a strategy to 

protect his reputation and honor, and more importantly, how both of them are 

undermined by Lucio and Pompey with their frequent interruptions, dangerous 

slanders, and vulgar conversations. 

 

2.4 A Bawdyhouse in the Prison 

        The prison figures heavily in Measure for Measure.  There are five scenes set in 

the prison, out of seventeen scenes in total.  Critics in the past usually see the events 

at the prison as scenes in the “night,” where things are kept in the dark, while the trial 

at the city gate as a scene in the “light,” where things are exposed to truth.  However, 

this dichotomous approach is limited because it fails to see how both in the prison and 

during the trial, the authority of the Duke is constantly interrupted and undermined by 

the bawdy characters, namely Lucio and Pompey.  In other words, the prison and the 

trial should not be understood in terms of a binary opposition.   

        The prison is where the Duke deploys his schemes.  It becomes a site of power, 

in which the Duke’s citizens are disciplined and manipulated by him.  The Duke’s 

disguise is the key to achieving his schemes and realizing his power, and it has always 

been the focus of previous critical responses.  It is in his disguise as a friar that he, as 
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a Duke, is able to visit a low place like the prison without making a scene.  It is also 

through the disguise, that he is able to revisit his people and understand their nature 

through normal conversations.  His disguise is closely connected with his spatial 

transgression and his deployment of power. 

        In fact, the Duke’s desire to disguise himself and revisit his people is stated in 

the first scene of the play. He reveals his reasoning to Escalus: 

I’ll privily away. I love the people, 

But do not like to stage me to their eyes: 

Though it do well, I do not relish well 

Their loud applause and Aves vehement. (1.1.67-70; original emphasis) 

There are several reasons for his disguise.  First of all, people would behave out of 

fear instead of true obedience in front of him.  Disguised as a friar, he can watch his 

citizens secretly and see whether they truly obey him beneath their façade (which, 

ironically, turns out to be the opposite case).  Secondly, the Duke fears “popularity” 

and people’s judgment of him.  According to Doty, in early modern England, 

“popularity” could mean both people’s favor and people’s public discourses.  It is 

exactly people’s public discourses that the Duke is afraid of, since he desires to build 

up his authority while protecting his reputation.  To restore his authority and keep his 

reputation intact, the Duke must “[dismantle] the modes of discourse through which 

this public makes itself” (Doty 43).  The Duke demands people’s obedience to him, 

but he does not want them to fear him.  He wants to reinforce the law, but he does not 

want to be slandered by the people.  Later in Act 1 Scene 3, while putting on his 

disguise as a friar, he reveals to Friar Thomas his scheme: 

I do fear, too dreadful. 

Sith ’twas my fault to give the people scope, 
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’Twould be my tyranny to strike and gall them 

For what I bid them do: for we bid this be done, 

When evil deeds have their permissive pass, 

And not the punishment. Therefore indeed, my father, 

I have on Angelo imposed the office; 

Who may in th’ambush of my name strike home, 

And yet my nature never in the fight 

To do in slander. (1.3.34-43)   

The Duke disguises himself for the purpose of testing people’s obedience, but he 

scapegoats Angelo for avoiding people’s judgment of him.  As Zdravko Planinc 

observes, Duke Vincentio, resembling Machiavelli’s Borgia, constructs Angelo as the 

Lucifer and himself as the Christ-figure, so that Angelo would be hated while he 

could be loved by people (149). 

        The intimate relation between urban spaces and the deployment of power reveals 

another important reason for Duke Vincentio’s disguise: he could gain access to the 

prison without making a scene.  As a “prince in the prison,” he becomes the only one 

in the play that contacts every single character.  It is in the prison that he secretly 

interacts with, examines, and finally manipulates each of his subjects under his 

disguise.  He grasps “the nature of [the prisoners’] crimes” (2.3.7) through the help of 

Provost.  He intends to discipline Pompey the pimp through ordering Elbow.  He 

extends his surveillance by eavesdropping on his subjects Claudio and Isabella.  

Through his disguise, transgression, and surveillance, the Duke attempts to regulate 

the ill behaviors of his subjects and transform them into the “ideal” roles—obedient 

citizens who dare not slander him behind his back.  From the courtroom to the dark 
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prison, from public trial to private plotting, the Duke transgresses the boundaries 

between the high and the low, the public and the private. 

        The prison, however, resists the Duke’s control and regulation in many ways.  

On the surface, it is merely a site of state power in which the Duke deploys his 

schemes and manipulates his subjects.  In fact, the prison stands for a site of lowlife 

politics in which bawdy figures continue their business, survive well, and even 

undermine the authority of the Duke through slanders.  Kamps and Raber suggest that 

“rather than a world removed from and geographically distant from the underworld of 

crime, the prison was fully integrated into the community it ‘served’” (253).  The 

prison should thus be read as part of the city’s underworld and its lowlife politics. 

        In the Jacobean period, the prison represented on the stage started to become 

specific references to actual locations.7  Howard observes that prisons featured 

heavily in “London plays,” and the one in Measure for Measure, which “contains 

sexual offenders,” was expected to be found in Bridewell (Theater of a City 72).  

Besides references to actual prisons, a comic attitude to the prison was also adopted in 

Jacobean city comedies.  As Grantley notes: “[a] comic or flippant attitude to these 

places is generally adopted despite, or perhaps because of, the recognized horrors of 

their reality” (112).   

        The comic attitude can also be found in Measure for Measure, in which the 

prison, on the surface, stands for a place of social control whereas, in fact, it becomes 

a comic space where the authority figure is constantly interrupted, slandered, and 

mocked by the lowlife characters.  From Act 3 Scene 1 to Act 3 Scene 2, a shift of the 

focus can be found.  While in Act 3 Scene 1, the Duke stands for an omnipotent 

authority who controls both Claudio and Isabella, setting up a perfect plan to capture 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Specific references to actual prisons in Jacobean drama included Newgate in Jonson’s The Devil is an 
Ass and Marshalsea Prison in Middleton’s The Puritan, or The Widow of Watling Street (Grantley 112). 
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Angelo, in Act 3 Scene 2, the representative voice becomes that of the bawdy figures.  

It is actually Lucio and Pompey who have the power to speak.  Sandra Billington 

observes that “the subplot introduces us to the range of humanity, beginning in a 

brothel and moving to the prison, where Pompey finds himself very much at home 

since it is full of Mistress Overdone’s customers” (246).  Pompey’s opening speech at 

Act 4 Scene 3 confirms her observation: “I am as well acquainted here as I was in our 

house of profession: one would think it were Mistress Overdone’s own house, for 

here be many of her old customers” (4.3.1-4).  Gibbons, when commenting on the 

subversive potential of city comedy, also notes that 

The anarchic, acquisitive society of the city is insistently depicted in terms of 

poverty and crime, and the extraordinary, hypocritical attitudes of authority 

are as insistently debunked in the plays. Pompey in Measure for Measure 

speaks for many city comedy characters when he reacts to the admonitions of 

Escalus “I thank your worship for your good counsel, but I shall follow it as 

the flash and fortune shall better determine.” (118) 

In other words, Pompey and Lucio stand for not only the bawdy figures in the city 

underworld but also an “anarchic” society represented by the lowlife citizens. 

        The bawdy conversation between Lucio and Pompey stand for a popular politics 

that undermines the authority of the Duke.  It shatters the divine face that the Duke 

puts on in his disguise as a friar.  Right after the Duke has a short conversation with 

Pompey, Lucio comes in and addresses Pompey in a vulgar language, with several 

allusions to prostitution (“What, is there none of Pygmalion’s images newly made 

woman to be had now, for putting the hand in the pocket and extracting clutched?”).   

Lucio and Pompey’s “low” language contrasts sharply with the Duke’s religious one.  

While the Duke makes his complaint “still thus, and thus: still worse!” (3.2. 51), he is 
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completely ignored by Lucio and Pompey.  Later, Lucio even jokes about the Duke’s 

decision to imprison the pimp.  When Lucio asks Pompey why he is imprisoned, he 

teases both the authority and the law. 

POMPEY. For being a bawd, for being a bawd. 

LUCIO.  Well, then imprison him.  If imprisonment be the due of a bawd, 

why, ’tis his right.  Bawd is he doubtless, and of antiquity, too: bawd born.  

Farewell, good Pompey.  Commend me to the prison, Pompey; you will turn 

good husband now, Pompey; you will keep the house. 

(3.2.63-69) 

While the Duke is very serious about punishing and controlling the pimp through 

imprisonment, Lucio invites the audience to laugh about the decision, since he, along 

with the audience, knows that Pompey would stay a bawd, in prison or not.  The 

audience would also catch the irony about Pompey turning a “good husband.”  Here, 

“the house” has two meanings.  On the surface, it stands for “the prison” (Lever 85).  

However, with the pimp “keeping the house,” he might turn the prison into a potential 

bawdyhouse.  The two lowlife characters continue their vulgar conversation while the 

Duke remains on the stage.  After their conversation, Lucio says “bless you, friar” to 

the Duke.  It is from his farewell that the audience would notice the Duke has been 

there all the time, remaining silent.  The scene is completely dominated by Lucio and 

Pompey. 

        What follows Lucio and Pompey’s conversation is Lucio’s slander on the Duke.  

Terry Eagleton argues that “Lucio is an ethical naturalist whose complacent appeal to 

the body cynically subverts all values” (53).  But the significance of Lucio’s 

statement is bigger than an appeal to bodily desires.  Whether seeing through the 
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Duke’s disguise or not,8 Lucio constantly insults the Duke.  The act undermines the 

authority that the Duke has established in the previous scene.  Shakespeare links the 

two prison scenes together.  Such connection could imply that the authority 

constructed by the Duke could be easily replaced by a lowlife politics represented by 

the bawdy figures.  In front of the disguised Duke, Lucio first praises the Duke as a 

wise person and the Duke in disguise is contended.  Lucio, however, soon criticizes 

the Duke as a “very superficial, ignorant, unweighing fellow” (3.2.136).  The Duke 

attempts to save his reputation by stating that “either this is envy in you, folly, or 

mistaking” (3.2.137), but his authority is already challenged by the fantastic.  The 

Duke then expresses his fear of the “slanderous tongue,” after Lucio leaves: 

No might nor greatness in mortality 

Can censure ’scape. Back-wounding calumny 

The whitest virtue strikes. What king so strong 

Can tie the gall up in the slanderous tongue? (3.2.179-82) 

The Duke’s comment on the “slanderous tongue” shows not only his desire to “tie the 

slanderous tongue” but also his fear of losing control.  His honor and reputation are 

closely tied up with people’s comments on him.  Lucio’s slanders reveal the 

vulnerability of the Duke because they hold the power to undermine his authority. 

        Another lowlife character, who is often ignored by most critics, is Barnardine.  

Barnardine is the embodiment of ultimate autonomy and freedom.  He ignores the law 

and listens to no one.  His autonomy comes from his repeated refusal—he refuses to 

wake up, refuses to leave the prison, and refuses to be executed.  In Act 4 Scene 2, 

Claudio tells Provost that Barnardine is “as fast lock’d up in sleep as guiltless labour. 

When it lies starkly in the traveller’s bones. He will not wake” (4.2.64-65).  Later in 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 N. Coghill argues that Lucio’s remark “usurp the beggary he was never born to” implies that he has 
already seen through the Duke’s disguise. Please see Lever p. 86. 
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the same scene, when the Duke comes to the prison, Provost tells the Duke that 

Barnardine is “careless, reckless, and fearless of what’s past, present, or to come: 

insensible of mortality, and desperately mortal” (4.2.141-43).  The Duke then 

comments: “He wants advice” (4.2.144).  The Duke intends to guide this “careless, 

reckless, and fearless” man through spiritual counsel and place religious order upon 

him.  But this man listens to no one and even refuses to leave the prison.  He also 

refuses to die.  When the Duke, disguised as a friar, comes to “advise [him], comfort 

[him]” (4.3.50-51) at the prison, he replies, “I will not consent to die this day, that’s 

certain” (4.3.54-55).  When the Duke again tries to persuade him, he interrupts the 

Duke and tells him that “If you have anything to say to me, come to my ward” 

(4.3.61-62).  Here, Barnardine’s voice is stronger than the Duke’s.  His refusals are 

louder than the Duke’s advice.  Not unlike Lucio and Pompey, Barnardine’s voice is 

not only heard but also highlighted at the prison.  He gains autonomy through his 

constant refusal to any advice and his insistence on maintaining his current state of 

living. 

        Some critics see Barnardine as an embodiment of freedom.  Though 

(over)emphasizing the effect of power mechanism in his early essays, Greenblatt, in 

his recent book, Shakespeare’s Freedom, observes that “in a surreal scene of utopian 

resistance, Barnardine disrupts the logic of substitution by flatly refusing to be 

executed” (12).  In the same chapter, he goes further by arguing that the character 

stands for Shakespeare’s view of human condition and the world: “Barnardine, so 

unnecessary and so theatrically compelling, serves as an emblem of the freedom of 

the artist to remake the world… an emblem of the playwright’s power to suspend or 

alter all ordinary social rules” (13-14).  Greeblatt may go too far by claiming that 

Barnardine’s freedom equals Shakespeare’s view of the world.  He, however, is not 
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the only one who notices the freedom and autonomy that this lowlife character stands 

for.  Eagleton also notes that 

Barnadine gains a curiously enviable freedom by appropriating this future 

state into the present, as an image of living death… The State must defer his 

dying until he has been persuaded to accept it willingly; otherwise the 

punishment will have no point… there is no more effective resistance to 

power than genuinely not caring about it, since power only lives in exacting 

a response of obedience from its victims. (54) 

Eagleton observes that Barnardine’s “enviable freedom” comes from his indifference 

to the state and the law.  By completely ignoring (and “not caring about”) it, he stands 

above the state and its power mechanism, because power mechanism only works 

when its subjects react to it. 

        The prison, therefore, embodies several representations of lowlife characters.  

While critics in the past often focused on “big” characters such as Duke Vincentio, 

Angelo or Isabella, Billington discovers that in this play, “examples of humanity 

include Pompey, the natural fool for whom sin is his trade; Lucio, the artificial fool 

who makes it his profession, and Barnardine, the completely unregenerate man 

insensible to any alternative” (246).  She further points out that these characters, 

instead of being severely punished at the end of the play, receive much lighter 

sentences than the audience would have expected, and this liberty is “a comment on 

the failure of the apparent reformation in the play” (247).  While the ending of the 

play is often interpreted by critics as a return to a (re)ordered and (re)disciplined 

world, the outcomes of the lowlife characters’ doings prove that a popular politics 

will persist regardless of the myth of reformation. 
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Chapter 3  

Civic Pageantry and the Return of the Whoremaster 

 

3.1 Civic Pageantry and James I’s Management of Public Image   

        The final scene of Measure for Measure, in which Duke Vincentio arranges a 

magnificent return and holds a public trial at the city gate, has always been a critical 

focus besides the play’s intriguing beginning.  It seems to contradict some critics’ 

claim that the Duke hates the crowd and thus avoids public appearances.  The Duke 

not only does not fear public appearance but also wants to make it as grand as 

possible.  In Act 4 Scene 3, after Provost leaves with the Duke’s order, the Duke 

reveals his determination to appear publicly in his soliloquy:  

And that by great injunctions I am bound 

To enter publicly. Him I’ll desire 

To meet me at the consecrated fount 

A league below the city. (4.3.95-98) 

Later, the Duke orders Friar Peter to “give the like notice to Valencius, Rowland, and 

to Crassus, and bid them bring the trumpets to the gate” (4.5.7-9).  The Duke’s 

soliloquy and orders show that he does not shun public appearance.  On the other 

hand, he carefully arranges a grand return.  The location, the city gate, is a careful 

choice.  It is where every citizen has access to and passes by everyday.  With the 

sound of the trumpets, people could be assembled in a short time.   

        The city gate becomes another topical and geographical reference in this 

Shakespearean city comedy.  The significance of the city gate was closely connected 

to civic pageantry and people’s living experience.  Civic pageantry was a form of 
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street performance, defined as “a succession of brief, relatively static tableaux 

performed along a procession-route, amidst large crowds” (Dutton 7).  Being one of 

the spectacular civic entertainments, it was as popular as the staged plays.  What 

made civic pageantry different from the staged plays was, however, that everyone had 

access to it and one needed not pay for admission.  Stock and Zwierlein reveal the 

temporal affinity between city comedy and civic pageantry: “city comedy and civic 

pageantry flourished at the same time, in the last years of the sixteenth and the first 

decade-and-a-half of the seventeenth century” (16).  Richard Dutton also notes that 

dramatists of the period frequently took inspiration from such street performances: 

“when writing for the commercial theatres, dramatists were able to capitalize on the 

familiarity of symbolic characters which was so largely perpetuated by the civic 

pageants” (13).  The co-existence of and mutual influence between city comedy and 

civic pageantry show that both entertainments were important parts of Jacobean 

citizens’ life.  They were highly familiar with these two forms of public performance.  

As Dutton suggests, “to ignore the civic pageants of the Tudor and Stuart period is to 

ignore the one form of drama which we know must have been familiar to all the 

citizens of London” (7). 

        Much similar to how the Duke is compared to James I, the former’s magnificent 

return at the end of the play could be compared to the King’s civic pageantry,9 The 

Magnificent Entertainment, taking place on 15 March 1604.  The royal entry was 

supposed to be staged one year earlier, the year when Elizabeth I died and James I 

became England’s new king.  It was delayed, however, because of the outbreak of the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 According to Dutton, there are three major types of civic pageantry.  The first type is “dramatic 
entertainments presented to divert and instruct royalty on their progresses around the kingdom” (8).  
The second type is “similar theatricals to mark the formal entry of royalty into a town or city” (8).  The 
third type is “shows to honor civic dignitaries, particularly the Lord Mayors of London on their 
inauguration, which took place annually on 29 October” (8).  The Magnificent Entertainment belonged 
to the second type. 
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great plague in 1603.  This royal procession was a work of cooperation between Ben 

Jonson and Thomas Dekker.  Normally, a civic pageantry would be organized by the 

city council and the Livery Company.  In this case, however, the king represented 

“the whole City council and all twelve of the Livery Companies” (Dutton 9).  The 

pageantry started from the Tower of London, which was believed to be built by their 

Roman ancestor, Julius Caesar, and ended at the Strand, with seven arches decorated 

with ample symbolic meanings and classical allusions.10  The purpose of this royal 

procession was obvious.  By weaving classical, especially Roman, allusions into the 

route and evoking London’s deep connection with the ancient Rome, the creators of 

the pageantry intended to fuse London with Rome and shape James I into a figure of 

Roman emperor.  Neil MacGregor discloses the creative intention of this particular 

pageantry: “For the whole of that day, 15 March 1604, real-life London fantasized 

that it was ancient Rome, and James its ‘conquering Caesar’ guaranteeing peace and 

prosperity” (245). 

        James I’s royal procession was highly performative and theatrical, with him 

being both an actor and a spectator at the same time.  The king was basically 

performing his kingship during this pageantry.  His facial expression and subtle 

actions were constantly seen and closely observed by his citizens.  As Dutton notes, 

“the processional nature of the entertainment meant that the King or the Lord Mayor 

was inevitably an actor in the drama” (10).  MacGregor put it into simpler words: “It 

was pure theatre: classical arches as a seamless backdrop to classical pageantry” (252).  

The King, on the other hand, was also an audience, since he (and those who 

accompanied him) would be the only person who “saw all the pageants performed” 

(Dutton 10).  The performative nature of the civic pageantry was worth noticing, since 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 For the symbolic meanings and classical allusions of the seven arches erected along the King’s route, 
see Dutton pp. 20-21 and MacGregor pp. 243-57.  For the use of biblical motifs and the hidden 
Elizabethan cult, see Dutton p. 12. 
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it is closely connected to the final scene of Measure for Measure, in which, I would 

argue later, a ruler’s politics of public performance is countered by a popular politics 

represented by Lucio and other lowlife characters. 

        Many critics have noticed the politics of civic pageantry.  A civic pageantry is 

generally considered an outward demonstration of the king’s power and a validation 

of his authority.  Stephen Orgel points out that “theatrical Pageantry, the miming of 

greatness, is highly charged because it employs precisely the same methods the crown 

was using to assert and validate its authority” (23).  Dutton also reveals that a civic 

pageantry was “a drama both of and for its time, designed to celebrate particular 

events and persons in an age when the outward manifestation of authority was still 

critically important” (7).  Paula Backscheider notes that the political function of a 

civic pageantry was to form consensus: “city pageants and public ceremonies had 

traditionally been part of street politics and had participated interactively in the 

formation of national consensus” (xvi).  For some critics, a civic pageantry was also a 

“performative promise:” through this grand event, the new King promised to resolve 

the political problems, which came from the previous reign.   As Malcolm Smuts 

argues, “It is in many ways more instructive to view [James I’s] triumphant arrival in 

London… as an event that promised to resolve a number of serious problems that had 

overshadowed the previous two decades” (47).  A civic pageantry could, then, no 

longer be considered “innocent.”  It was always already connected with power and 

politics.  It was an outward demonstration of the ruler’s authority.  It validated his 

legitimacy to rule the kingdom. 

        Although a civic pageantry could be seen as an outward demonstration of kingly 

power and thus a validation of his legitimacy, James I also showed his unwillingness 

to participate in this event since it contradicted his desire to retreat from the public 
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gaze, which, to him, would undermine his ultimate authority.  Unlike Elizabeth I, who 

earnestly participated in many forms of civic pageantry, James I generally avoided 

public gaze.  Arthur Wilson, an early modern biographer, stated that “[James I] 

endured this day’s brunt with patience, being assured he should never have such 

another” (qtd. in Dutton 22).  J. P. Kenyon, quoting Sir John Harington, a Jacobean 

courtier, also shows that James I generally disliked the English crowds: “The 

demonstrativeness of the English people soon palled—‘The access of the people made 

him so impatient that he often dispersed them with frowns’” (Kenyon 42).  As Doty 

has pointed out, James I feared popularity.  The term “popularity” had two meanings: 

first, it stood for people’s favor of you; second, it stood for popular discourses.  

Unlike Elizabeth I, who won people’s favor through multiple civic pageantries, James 

I was more careful about the use of “popularity” since he knew the danger of popular 

discourses and how they might have undermined his authority.  His “notorious 

sensitiveness to slander” (Schanzer 125) leads to his fear of public appearances.  

Billington notes that “King James, for one, was very aware of dramatic analogies and 

drawbacks inherent in even a real monarch’s public appearances” (6).  The staging of 

The Magnificent Entertainment thus became an intriguing issue.  How was James I 

going to demonstrate his legitimacy through public performance, win people’s favor 

of him, yet protect his honor and authority at the same time? 

        James I achieved such a task through a careful management of popular 

discourses and his public appearances.  His management of his own public image can 

be seen as a form of political control.  It will be useful to bring Basilicon Doron—

James’s treatise on government in 1599, written as a private letter for his eldest son, 

Henry—into discussion.  In this treatise, James I talked about how a king should not 
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outwardly demonstrate his “glistering worldly glory” (I:27),11 which was given by 

God.  His “attitude of controlled contempt for the ‘glistering worldly glory of Kings’” 

(Gless 157) matched his avoidance of public appearance.  Later in the same treatise, 

James I commented that: 

Delight more to be godly and virtuous in deed, than to be thought and called 

so, expecting more for your praise and reward in heaven, than here; and 

apply to all your outward actions Christ’s command to pray and give your 

alms secretly. So shall ye on the one part be inwardly garnished with true 

Christian humility, not outwardly glorying in your godliness…ye shall 

eschew outwardly before the world, the suspicion of filthy proud hypocrisy 

and deceitful dissimulation. (I:51) 

In this letter written for his son, James I clearly stated that as a king, one should avoid 

frequent demonstration of his “godliness.”  A king’s inward virtue is more important 

than his outward vainglory. 

        James I, however, was also highly aware of the necessity for his public 

appearance.  He realized that it was impossible to simply avoid public appearance.  

How to carefully manage his public image was, in fact, the major issue.  He was very 

much aware of his public image “onstage,” since he stated in the treatise that “[t]he 

kings are set upon a public stage, in the sight of all the people” (I:12).  In this treatise, 

James’s complicated attitude towards his own image could be clearly seen—he 

wanted to, on the one hand, avoid public appearance, which might have risked his 

honor; but he also sought to, on the other hand, manage his public image carefully and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 The full description is the following: “Remember then, that this glistering worldly glory of Kings, is 
given by God, to teach them to press so to glister and shine before their people, in all works of 
sanctification and righteousness, that their persons as bright lamps of godliness and virtue may, going 
in and out before their people, give light to all their steps” (I:27). 
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demonstrate his virtue outwardly.  The result of both strategies was people’s 

obedience, as Gless observes:  

James I both avoids the dishonor that arises from tyranny or luxury and 

advertises their virtues through the manipulation of external appearance and 

the promotion of public ceremony. Properly employed, these things foster 

the obedience that preserves civil harmony. (160) 

James I’s “proper” management of his outward demonstration of virtue and his 

inward control of his honor showed that even a ruler’s honor and reputation could be 

utilized as a form of political control.  Concerning a king’s reputation as a political 

tool, Gless comments that “reputation remained an important tool for ensuring 

effective political control… throughout his treatise on monarchy, then, James both 

condemns vainglory and encourages the use of reputation as in instrument of policy” 

(158, 161).  James I’s seemingly contradictory attitude towards public appearances, 

therefore, resulted in both his avoidance of frequent outward demonstration of his 

authority and power, and his careful performance of his virtue and honor during the 

civic pageantry.  He intended to utilize his honor and reputation as a way to manage 

public discourses and to control his subjects. 

 

3.2 Royal Entry, Public Trial and Measure for Measure  

        James I’s management of honor as a political control evokes the Duke’s actions 

in Measure for Measure.  On the one hand, the Duke hides himself through disguise, 

eavesdropping and monitoring his people secretly.  He evades random public 

appearances in order to avoid popular discourses (though, as I have argued earlier, he 

still cannot avoid Lucio’s slanders, after all).  On the other hand, he skillfully arranges 

his magnificent return and carefully manages his public appearance.  Gless notes that 
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“this attention to the outward as well as inward and the correspondence or contrast 

between them is as persistent a concern in The Basilicon Doron as it is in Measure for 

Measure” (158).   

        The connection between the politics of civic pageantry and the royal entry 

represented in Measure for Measure is revealed by other critics.  Doty observes the 

(seemingly) contradictory intentions of the Duke (in the play) and James I (outside the 

play).  While a ruler would like to demonstrate his power and authority through royal 

entry, the Duke and James I fear “popularity”—namely people’s participation in the 

public discourses, especially those on him.  Doty notes the difference between the 

Elizabethan pageant and the ceremonial entry in Measure for Measure, the former 

evoking love and public discourses whereas the latter arousing fear and silence. 

The Duke stages his return, then, quite consciously a royal entry—the very 

kind of processional, public pageantry that Elizabeth I used so expertly to 

cultivate her popularity. But the Duke does so with a difference: while the 

successful Elizabethan pageant evoked love and cheering, the Duke’s 

produces awe and silence. (50) 

The Duke’s fear of “popularity” and desire to silence people resemble those of James 

I.  By excluding people from participating in the public sphere and further producing 

political discussions, the Duke and James I protect their honor and reputation while 

demonstrating their power and authority through a carefully-managed public 

appearance. 

        There are two ways through which the Duke perfectly manages his public image 

during the final trial scene: first, by scapegoating Angelo and turning him into a 

Lucifer figure; second, by saving the life of Claudio and shaping himself into a Christ 

figure.  The Duke first exposes Angelo’s vice, which “powerfully builds the 
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monarch’s reputation for justice” (Gless 164).  Shaping Angelo into a Lucifer figure, 

the Duke then performs his role as a Christ figure.  As Angelo later confirms: “When 

I perceive your Grace, like power divine/ Hath looked upon my passes” (5.1.367-68; 

emphasis added).  The term “power divine” shows that the Duke becomes a Christ’s 

figure in contrast to Angelo as a Vice figure.  The Duke cannot perform his role as a 

messiah if there is no Lucifer fulfilling his role as a scapegoat. 

        Moreover, the Duke perfectly manages the timing of the trial.  Even his saving of 

Claudio’s life is a performance.  His management of popular anxiety further shapes 

him into a Christ figure, the messiah who saves the life of the guilty on time.  

Greenblatt explains the politics of managing popular anxiety through public trials and 

executions: 

Perhaps precisely because this anxiety was pervasive and unavoidable, those 

in power wanted to incorporate it ideologically and manage it.  Managed 

insecurity may have been reassuring both to the managers themselves and to 

those toward whom the techniques were addressed… Public maimings and 

executions were designed to arouse fear and to set the stage for the royal 

pardons that would demonstrate that the prince’s justice was tempered with 

mercy… religious anxiety was welcomed, even cultivated, as the necessary 

precondition of the reassurance of salvation. (Shakespearean Negotiations 

137) 

Greenblatt points out that royal justice and religious mercy were often combined in a 

public trial.  The ruler must build up his authority through arousing fear and anxiety, 

but he also needs to construct his divine image through performing mercy at the end 

of the trial.  Tempering justice with mercy, the Duke’s management of anxiety is both 

political and religious.  Managing popular anxiety ultimately becomes a political tool 
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with which the Duke endorses his authority and rebuilds his divine image as a Christ 

figure. 

        More interestingly, the final trial scene has a historical counterpart.  Craig A. 

Bernthal relates the final trial scene to a historical trial, which took place six months 

before the play was staged in 1604, and finds that “the similarities of these [historical] 

events to episodes in Measure for Measure are striking” (253).  Bernthal draws 

historical studies into his criticism in order to point out the theatricality of the public 

trial.  He compares the final scene of the play to the public trial held by James I six 

months before the play was staged.  The public trial by James I was as dramatic as the 

one in the play, with the similar “resurrection” plot.  James I had already spared the 

lives of the accused rebels Cobham, Markham, and Grey, but he managed to hide it 

from the people for a while.  The act resembles the way Duke Vincentio saves the life 

of Claudio but does not reveal the secret to people until the very end of the play.  

Bernthal argues that the final trial scene would immediately remind the audience of 

the public trial held by James I because “given that only about six months passed 

between the time of the pardons and the opening of Measure for Measure in the 

summer of 1604, it seems highly unlikely that the audience would not have seen 

topical significance in the play” (254).  The public trial at the city gate represented on 

the stage becomes another urban allusion in this city comedy, just as how the 

demolition of the houses of prostitution at the beginning of the play would remind the 

audience of the proclamation of 1603. 

 

3.3 The Return of the Whoremaster  

        Although the final scene of Measure for Measure seems to confirm the Duke’s 

majesty, with his carefully-performed role as a Christ figure and his perfectly-
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managed public trial, the play embodies a lowlife politics that always seeks to 

undermine the supremacy of the authority figure.  During the final scene, the audience 

seems to witness the return of a divine ruler.  What they actually find, however, is the 

return of a whoremaster, namely, Lucio.  From the perspective of Jacobean city 

comedy, it is not difficult to find that a popular politics, which connects the lowlife 

figures on the stage and the citizens offstage together, counters the authority figure 

and eventually becomes the key to the understanding of the play.  As discussed 

previously, in the prison scenes, the Duke, who disguises himself as a friar, is 

slandered by Lucio constantly.  In the final scene, he continues to be interrupted, 

insulted, and even physically “violated” by the same bawdy character.   

        Though the Duke is supposed to be the center of the final scene with his 

magnificent royal entry and his power to give orders, the scene is actually filled with 

Lucio’s interruptions.  Lucio’s interruptions create disruptions in the Duke’s long 

speeches.  Such verbal and textual disruptions undermine the Duke’s presumed 

authority.  The Duke, therefore, attempts to silence the clown. 

DUKE. [to Lucio] You were not bid to speak. 

LUCIO. No, my good lord, 

Nor wish’d to hold my peace. 

DUKE. I wish you now then. 

Pray you take note of it;  

And when you have a business for yourself, 

Pray heaven you then be perfect. 

LUCIO. I warrant your honour. 

(5.1.81-85) 
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The pattern appears again when Mariana appears on the stage without a “clear 

feminine role,” being neither a maid, a widow, nor a wife.  The puzzled Duke is again 

interrupted by Lucio, who is ready to provide the ruler with his “local knowledge.” 

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

LUCIO. My lord, she may be a punk; for many of them are neither maid, 

widow nor wife. 

DUKE. Silence that fellow! I would he had some cause to prattle for himself. 

LUCIO. Well, my lord. 

(5.1.178-84; emphasis added) 

Lucio’s “local knowledge” of a “punk,” namely a prostitute, stands for a bawdy 

politics in the urban underworld.  The term evokes the demolition of the houses of 

prostitution at the beginning of the play.  With just one term, the ending of the play is 

connected to the beginning, representing a bawdy politics that refuses to be 

suppressed by spatial regulation and political control.  Though the Duke constantly 

bids Lucio to be silent, he never truly stays quiet, even till the very end of the play. 

        The Duke’s eagerness to silence the clown does not protect his honor and 

authority from being harmed.  On the other hand, his desperate attempt only shows 

both his fear and his vulnerability.  The supremacy of the Duke can be easily 

disrupted by the clown’s interruptions.  Throughout the final scene, the pattern 

continues, with Lucio keeping interrupting the Duke, and the Duke failing to silence 

the clown. 

        In addition to rude interruptions, Lucio’s verbal insults also harm the Duke’s 

honor and reputation.  With such insults, Lucio constantly re-evokes his slanders on 

the Duke in previous scenes.  On the one hand, Lucio insults his alter ego—the 

Friar—and calls him a “saucy friar” (5.1.138) and a “bald-pated, lying rascal” 
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(5.1.350).  On the other hand, when the Duke re-appears in his disguise, Lucio insults 

the Duke again.  He claims that it is the Friar who calls the Duke a “fleshmonger, a 

fool, and a coward” (5.1.331-3).  Unable to reveal himself, the Duke needs to endure 

both the accusation (of the Friar) and the insult (of himself).  Lucio manages to insult 

the Duke’s double identities—both the religious one and the political one.  While the 

Duke intends to “double” his authority through combining his religious face with his 

political power, both roles are challenged by a clown’s verbal insults.   

        Just as in the previous prison scenes, Lucio, in the final trial scene, constrasts the 

Duke’s “high language” with his “low” and bawdy one.  He, with his dangerous 

“slanderous tongue,” which is feared by the Duke, portrays the Friar (in fact, the Duke) 

as a lascivious man: 

LUCIO. My lord, I know him. ’Tis a meddling friar; 

I do not like the man; had he been lay, my lord, 

For certain words he spake against your Grace 

In your retirement, I had swing’d him soundly.  

DUKE. Words against me! This’ a good friar belike. 

And to set on this wretched woman here 

Against our substitute! Let this friar be found. 

LUCIO. But yesternight, my lord, she and that friar, 

I saw them at the prison: a saucy friar,  

A very saucy friar. 

(5.1.130-38; emphasis added) 

Here, the term “saucy” can mean both imprudent and lascivious (Lever 132).  Lucio 

uses his usual bawdy language to insult the Duke’s alter ego and eventually unsettles 

his authority with a bawdy politics that he always stands for. 
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        Moreover, Lucio physically attacks (violates?) the Duke while he violently pulls 

off his hood and discovers the Duke.  From then on, Lucio seems to stay silent till the 

end of the play.  However, the Duke actually repeats Lucio’s slanders on him: 

You, sirrah, that knew me for a fool, a coward, 

One all of luxury, an ass, a madman: 

Wherein have I so deserv’d of you 

That you extol me thus? 

(5.1.497-501) 

The Duke seems to be the one who has the power to speak after Lucio’s silence.  

What he repeats, however, is the very insults that Lucio produces earlier.  The irony 

of the Duke’s voice lies in the fact that he repeats Lucio’s slanders. 

        Even more curious is that both Lucio and Barnardine are “set free” at the end of 

the scene.  The Duke could have cut off Lucio’s head for “slandering a prince” 

(5.1.522).  However, all he does in the end is to match Lucio with a whore.  Although 

Lucio claims that “Marrying a punk is pressing to death, whipping and hanging” 

(5.1.520-21), he is, however, “set free to his old ways” (Billington 247).  Moreover, 

when Lucio is sent to prison, he would stay with his familiar friends, including the 

pimp Pompey and other whoremasters.  Just as how Mistress Overdone manages to 

continue her old business and how Pompey survives well in a place with his past 

customers, Lucio is not really “punished” when he returns to a “bawdyhouse” in the 

prison and his “old ways.”  The bawdy politics that appears at the beginning of 

Measure for Measure, remains almost the same till the very end of the play. 

        Even Barnardine is set free.  Barnardine’s freedom does not lie in the Duke’s 

mercy.  His freedom comes from his insistence on continuing his original state and his 
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refusal to fit himself into any institution.  The Duke’s final pardon reveals how 

Barnardine remains a “stubborn soul.”  

DUKE. Sirrah, thou art said to have a stubborn soul 

That apprehends no further than this world, 

And squar’st thy life according. Thou’rt condemn’d; 

But, for those earthly faults, I quit them all, 

And pray thee take this mercy to provide 

For better times to come. 

(5.1.478-84) 

Barnardine’s freedom should not be read as that of an individual character.  In fact, it 

stands for the freedom of the lowlife public, who lived under the surveillance of the 

ruler, but would ultimately set free if they insisted on their old ways of living.   

        With Barnardine’s freedom and Lucio’s survival, the final scene of the play is 

less a confirmation of the ruler’s power than a manifesto of the return of the lowlife 

characters; less an endorsement of the royal majesty than a continuance of a popular 

politics.  The final scene echoes the prison scenes, in which the authority figure seems 

to dominate in the beginning, but is soon overshadowed by the lowlife figures.  While 

the royal procession re-produced on the stage seems to imply the entry of a ruler, 

what the scene actually brings to the audience is the return of a forgiven whoremaster 

and an unrepentant prisoner.  
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Chapter 4 

Mock King and the Politics of Clowning 

 

4.1 The King’s Men or The Citizens’ Clowns 

        Measure for Measure was performed both at the court before the King12 and at 

the Globe in front of the public.  It served both markets.  Such a fact might have led to 

some critics’ claim the play was complete flattery to James I and that Shakespeare 

sided with the state, since it needed to satisfy the king, their most powerful patron.  It 

also challenges the assumption that the play was utilized as Shakespeare’s direct 

political criticism of the new king.  Such an assumption fails to explain why the play 

could be performed in front of the King without the playwright and the players being 

punished later.  However, to see the play as merely flattery to the new king is to deny 

a popular politics that the play could arouse.  In this chapter, I will argue that although 

the play indeed served the need of the court and satisfied their royal patron, a popular 

politics would only be shown when the play was staged at the public playhouse.  It 

was at the public playhouse that Measure for Measure and its representation of 

lowlife figures could lead to a popular performative politics that disrupts the ruler’s 

presumed authority and problematizes the normative reading of the play. 

        There was a complicated triangular relationship between the court, the city 

fathers, and the public playhouses in early modern London.  The relationship between 

the city authorities and the public playhouses was antagonistic.  As previously 

mentioned, the city authorities attempted to close down the public playhouses several 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 The first record of the performance shows that the play was performed before the King on St. 
Stephen’s Night, 26 December 1604.  However, several allusions in the play imply that it was staged in 
the summer of 1604 first.  For a further discussion on the dates of the performances, see Lever pp. 
xxxi-xxxv. 
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times.  The city authorities objected to the playing for several reasons.  Theatres not 

only took people away from their work but also created a potential space for riots.  

However, what made the relationship between the city and the suburbs complicated 

was protection from court.  Royal patronage was an acknowledgement of status.  Thus, 

the court, the city of London, and the public playhouses formed a unique triangular 

relationship. The playhouses faced both the threat from the city authorities and the 

patronage from the court.  It was the center of the tension between the city of London 

and the court.   

        In this sense, the relationship between the court and the city was antagonistic, too. 

Russ McDonald reveals that “Elizabeth and James’s governments were more tolerant 

of the pleasures of playing and concerned that the municipal authorities of London not 

become too powerful” (124).  Following the argument, it seemed that the theatre 

formed a strong allegiance to the court.  The royal protection not only made public 

playhouses prosperous but also connected the court to the theatre.  By patronizing 

public playhouses and inviting theatre companies to the court to perform, the court 

formed a special connection with public playhouses.  However, it is necessary to note 

that the court was still the patron of the playing troupe and that their relationship was 

not an entirely “innocent” one.  As Dillon points out, “what plays and players 

endlessly renegotiate is their double orientation towards these two locations [the court 

and the city], themselves necessarily in dialogue with each other as well as with the 

theatre” (4; emphasis added).  That is to say, the theatre did not simply stand for the 

court or against the city.  The theatre became a “liminal space” where a process of re-

negotiation between the court, the city, and itself continued.  It was this triangular 

relationship that made the politics of early modern English theatres a complicated one. 
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        What needs to be recognized is that the court stood for a “market force” as well.  

That is to say, in order to please its biggest and most powerful clients, the royal 

patrons, the theatre had to create plays that satisfy the need of the court.  Gurr 

explains the role of the court as a “market force.” 

The Court would in any case have been the top of the market so far as the 

players were concerned. The difficulty is in ascertaining how much they 

deliberately catered for that end of their market, and there how much 

influence the Court venues might have had on the day-to-day presentations 

around the city. (23) 

This often leads to the new historicist and cultural materialist arguments that the 

theatres supported the state ideology.13  According to McDonald, “[c]ertain American 

literary critics known as new historicists, influenced heavily by the French theorist 

Michel Foucault, insist that Shakespeare’s theatrical enterprise as an unwitting 

instrument of state power, that it contributed paradoxically to the maintenance of the 

dominant political ideology” (324).  When approaching the early modern stage 

practices, new historicists and cultural materialists often see the theater as a site of 

state power and dominant ideology.  Namely, that the stage simply served the ruling 

class, including the Queen (or the King), the aristocracy, the Church, and anyone with 

power.  For them, staging a play consolidates, instead of challenging, the established 

social order and hierarchy.  One of the leading cultural materialists, Dollimore argues 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Concerning the theoretical model of new historicism and cultural materialism, Jonathan Dollimore 
points out that the three major concerns of cultural materialists are “consolidation, subversion and 
containment” (“Introduction” 10).  Stephen Greenblatt, in his famous essay, “Invisible Bullets,” also 
argues that the supposed “subversiveness” in Shakespeare’s Henry IV is also “contained by the power 
it would appear to threaten” (Shakespearean Negotiations 30).  This theoretical model has been 
criticized by other Shakespearean scholars.  Louis Montrose complains that “the terms in which the 
problem of ideology has been posed and is now circulating in Renaissance literary studies—namely as 
an opposition between ‘containment’ and ‘subversion’—are so reductive, polarized and undynamic as 
to be of little or no conceptual value” (22). 
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that the theater is “a prime location for the representation and legitimation of power” 

(“Introduction” 3).   

        In fact, the argument that the theatre served the state ideology is hardly “new:” it 

had already appeared in Shakespeare’s time.  In his famous long essay in 1612, An 

Apology for Actors, the early modern playwright and actor Thomas Heywood stated 

that the plays were staged to instruct “subjects obedience to their king” (53).  

Opposing views also existed in the same period which see the stage as a source of 

disorder and rebellion.  John Greene, in A Refutation of the Apology, described the 

theater as a “Venus Pallace and Sathans Synagogue” (H2; qtd. in Howard, The Stage 

and Social Struggle 5).  Samuel Calvert, in 1605, also stated that the plays were about 

“the present Time, not sparing either King, State or Religion, in so great Absurdity, 

and with such Liberty, that any would be afraid to hear them” (qtd. in Gildersleeve 

101).  Despite the debates in the early modern period, however, new historicists and 

cultural materialists still choose to see the theater as the major site of power, the 

production of dominant ideology, and the consolidation of social order.  For them, the 

theater was in service of the ruling class and the elite.  Following the same logic, the 

playwright is also regarded as one of the major agents that help shape and reinforce 

the dominant ideology.  Powerful figures in drama are often deemed as reflections of 

the playwrights themselves.  Duke Vincentio in Measure for Measure has often been 

seen as the embodiment of the playwright’s point of view, as Greenblatt notes: “[it] is 

not surprising that the disguised duke of Measure for Measure, who fuses the 

strategies of statecraft and religion, has also seemed to many critics an emblem of the 

playwright” (Shakespearean Negotiations 138). 

        However, a more careful study of the early modern theatre resists the new 

historicist and cultural materialist arguments that the theatre was simply a site of state 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

	  
63 

power and dominant ideology.  A new historicist herself,14 Jean E. Howard dares 

challenge her colleagues and goes beyond their theoretical framework by revealing 

that new historicists often exaggerate the effect of power: “certain forms of new-

historicist analysis unintentionally made love to power, assigning to it an efficacy 

which in reality it could probably never achieve” (The Stage and Social Struggle 12).  

She notes that new historicists often imagine power politics as omnipotent and, in 

Foucault’s term, that “power is everywhere.”  They also focus on only one side of 

theatre and fail to see how the stage could possibly stand for a site of popular politics.  

Concerning the politics of the early modern theatre, Howard explains how 

heterogeneous ideologies existed on the early modern stage, 

It does not seem to me true that these texts always served established power, 

whether one defines established power as the monarchy, the aristocracy, the 

Anglican Church, or the male sex… the drama often accommodated 

ideologically incompatible elements within a single text.  Rather than as 

signs of aesthetic failure, these incompatibilities can be read as traces of 

ideological struggle, of differences within the sense-making machinery of 

culture. (The Stage and Social Struggle 7) 

Howard goes beyond new historicism and cultural materialism by showing us a new 

methodology: to observe the traces of contesting ideologies and to analyze the 

conflicting forces embodied in a single text instead of endorsing the omnipotence of 

state power.  Even Greenblatt himself changes his perspective.  In his 2010 book, 

Shakespeare’s Freedom, Greenblatt suggests that Shakespeare, through minor 

characters such as Barnardine in Measure for Measure, intends to reveal the limits of 

the absolutist rule in early modern England.  He argues that Shakespeare’s work, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Jean E. Howard edited Shakespeare Reproduced: The Text in History and Ideology (1987) with 
Marion O’Connor and Marxist Shakespeares (2000) with Scott Shershow.  Her main theoretical 
approaches to Shakespeare include Marxism, New Historicism, and Feminism. 
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“alert to every human fantasy and longing, is allergic to the absolutist strain so 

prevalent in his world, from the metaphysical to the mundane” (3). 

        The Elizabethan and Jacobean theatre therefore embodied a double nature: it 

served the court on the one hand and pleased the populace on the other hand.  Both 

the royal patronage and the popular taste needed to be taken into consideration.  These 

two market forces contributed to the double nature of the theatre.  The same play 

staged at a public playhouse would have produced social and political meanings that 

were dramatically different from the one performed at the court.  The company 

needed to be both The King’s Men and the citizen’s clowns. 

        Measure for Measure, however, was much associated with a popular 

performative politics that some critics have failed to observe.  Critics in the past 

tended to focus on the play’s relation to the court; more precisely, to the new king.  

They ignored that the play was also deeply connected to its popular audience.  Being 

staged at the Globe probably in the summer of 1604, Measure for Measure was 

shaped by its specific cultural, social, and historical backgrounds.  Performed in 1604, 

the year when James I officially came to England, the play reflected the popular 

anxiety about the arrival of the new king.  This anxiety was shown through the wave 

of “disguised ruler plays.”  Measure for Measure, with its central character in disguise 

as a friar, belonged to this wave of drama.  However, the play was more than a textual 

reflection of people’s anxiety at the critical moment.  When staged at the Globe, the 

play was combined with a popular performative politics that unsettled the 

conventional reading of the play.  In what follows, I argue that Measure for Measure 

and its relation to this popular performative politics can be approached in terms of the 

mock king tradition and the politics of clowning. 
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4.2 The Disguised Ruler Plays   

        With the arrival of a new king, there came a new wave of “disguised ruler 

plays.”  The wave of drama directly resulted from James I’s ruling style.  As explored 

in the previous chapter, James I resisted the kind of flamboyant civic pageantry which 

Elizabeth I loved.  He was very careful of his public appearances, which were closely 

connected to his reputation and honor.  James I’s anxiety about public appearances, 

his careful management of reputation, and his secretive ruling style had all 

contributed to this wave of “disguised ruler plays.”  Measure for Measure belonged to 

the group of highly politically-charged plays.  Gibbons notes that the play came with 

two other satiric comedies “utilizing the same plot motif of the disguised duke” (68), 

including Marston’s own The Fawn and Middleton’s The Phoenix.  That is to say, 

Measure for Measure was not the only play that contained an allusive presence of the 

king.  Shakespeare was by no means the only playwright concerned with the arrival of 

the new king, “for other dramatists writing both before and after him also register 

similar concerns” (Hopkins 11).  In 1604, Samuel Rowley wrote a play, When You 

See Me, You Know Me, for the Admiral’s Men.  The play also includes a disguised 

ruler attempting to survey his city.  When You See Me and Measure for Measure, 

interestingly, were produced in the same year, though “there are fewer moral 

ambiguities in Rowley’s treatment of his king than in Shakespeare’s representation of 

the duke” (Howard, Theater of a City 90).  The existence of these plays proves that 

Measure for Measure was not the only play putting a disguised ruler on the stage.  In 

fact, it stood for a particular type of drama. 

        What this wave of disguised ruler plays reveals is a broader picture of the period.  

The group of drama embodied people’s anxiety about the arrival of the new king.  

While some critics, such as Tennenhouse, see the group of plays as a flattery to the 
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king and a reinforcement of the state ideology, another group of critics see the popular 

anxiety hidden in these plays.  Critics have found that these plays responded to James 

I’s avoidance of public appearance.  Marjorie Garber finds that “the motif of the 

disguised ruler, who conceals his real identity to spy on his subjects, was one that 

appealed to James and that he occasionally put into practice himself” (564).  Smith, 

Strier, and Bevington also suggest that Measure for Measure and other disguised ruler 

plays were “closely tied to the specific historical moment of the year or so following 

James’s accession, when widespread plague prevented James from being visible to 

most of the nation in the ways that the moment seemed to demand” (8).  James I thus 

became an “oddly private figure” who had “all his abstract and actual powers intact”  

(8).  Clearly, this wave of disguised ruler plays dealt with people’s anxiety about the 

new king’s ruling style.  While people were familiar with Elizabeth’s love of civic 

pageantries, they lost their trust in the new ruler, who avoided public appearances and 

managed his reputation too carefully.  Their loss of trust, doubt, and anxiety were 

captured by the playwrights and were dramatized in this wave of disguised ruler plays.  

Here, it is necessary to bring the changing concept of kingship and tyranny into 

discussions.  Could James I have been seen as a tyrant? 

        The Tudor definition of a tyrant was a “usurper,” as Curtis Perry reveals: “[i]n 

Tudor absolutist discourse, a tyrant was alternatively a usurper or a bad king… the 

relationship between a king and a tyrant to a simple binary structure: good legitimate 

kings on the one hand, and amoral usurping tyrants on the other” (112).  This was also 

the definition later used in Macbeth, while the tragic hero was referred to as a tyrant 

for his usurpation of the throne.  Richard III could serve as another perfect example of 

a tyrant.  Even James I himself followed the Tudor binary opposition in his Basilikon 

Doron: 
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For the part of making, and the executing of Lawes, consider first the trew 

difference betwixt a lawfull good King, and an usurping Tyrant…The one 

acknowledgeth himself ordained for his people, having received from God a 

burthen of government, whereof he must be countable: the other thinketh his 

people ordeined for him, a prey to his passions and inordinate appetites, as 

the fruites of his magnanimity. (Political Works 18) 

        This binary opposition between the legitimate king and the usurping tyrant had 

been challenged in the Stuart contexts.  Focus had been placed more on the actual 

practices than the moral intentions and the legitimate status of the ruler.  This change 

of focus undermined the Tudor binary opposition between a legitimate king and an 

immoral tyrant.  Even if one was a “legitimate” ruler with good “moral” intentions, 

one’s practices would still be closely examined by people.  Perry finds that the wave 

of Jacobean drama reflected this changing concept of kingship:  

Cumulatively, these early Jacobean dramatic explorations of the 

problematics of counsel constitute a powerful attack on the morality of 

legitimacy. The figure of well-meaning, legitimate king made into an 

unbearable tyrant by counsel pressures the inevitability of the association 

between legitimacy and morality.  More importantly, it calls into question the 

political relevance of morality itself. If a good man with the best intentions 

can be made into a tyrant so bad that justifiable regicide is conceivable, then 

morality loses whatever legitimizing force it might have had. (113) 

That is to say, now a “legitimate” ruler with good moral intentions could still be 

deemed a “tyrant” if his practices were wrong.  This changing concept of kingship 

and tyranny resulted in the “consequentialist” attitude in Jacobean political drama.  

Now the results of the king’s rule mattered more than his moral intentions. 
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        This changing concept of kingship and tyranny might have led to people’s re-

evaluation of James I’s ruling style.  His avoidance of public appearance and his 

careful management of honor and reputation, along with his refusal to the kind of 

Elizabethan civic pageantry that people loved, might all have contributed to people’s 

distrust and doubt of the new king.  Perry suggests that “James’s putative clarity and 

structural insulation might make him tyrannic despite the good intentions expressed in 

his published documents” (112).  Since the distinction between a good king and a 

tyrant lay more in his political practices at that specific moment, James I could 

possibly be deemed a “tyrant” by people even if he was a legitimate king with good 

moral intentions, as shown in his published treatise Basilikon Doron. 

        The new wave of disguised ruler plays came from this reformation of kingship.  

They could be seen as “radical,” since they dealt directly with the ruling style of a 

new king.  In fact, simply putting a ruler/ king’s figure on the stage could be 

dangerous.  What made this wave of disguised ruler plays even more radical than their 

Tudor counterparts was that they confronted a ruler’s political practices.  As Perry 

notes, although these plays seemed to be politically conservative on the surface, “their 

cumulative contribution to the rhetoric of kingship is decidedly radical” and it 

“challenge[s] basic assumptions about the majesty of the king” (85). 

        Measure for Measure, which belongs to this wave of disguised ruler plays, might 

not be read as a direct critique of the king.  The play, after all, needed to be performed 

before England’s new ruler.  It, however, could still be seen as “radical” because it 

dramatized people’s anxiety about the arrival of the new king.  This popular anxiety is 

expressed through the lowlife bawdy figures at the beginning of the play.  As 

mentioned in chapter 2, the order to “pluck down” the brothels in the play 

corresponds to an actual governmental proclamation in 1603.  Mistress Overdone’s 
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comment actually reflects lowlife character’s anxiety about their survival: “Why, 

here’s a change indeed in the commonwealth! What shall become of me?” (1.2.96-97).  

As Hadfield has also noted, the bawdy characters “signal the fear at the possibility of 

change that accompanies the advent of a new dynasty” (191).  Through staging 

popular fear of the arrival of a new ruler and removing the “majesty” of him, 

Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure becomes a “radical” work in that it refuses to 

simply glorify and flatter England’s new king and lets the voices of lowlife figures be 

heard. 

        The dramatization of a disguised ruler in Measure for Measure was also 

combined with theatrical conventions that might have unsettled the “majesty of the 

king.”  The mock king tradition, which developed from the Middle Ages and found its 

way into the early modern drama, was one of the theatrical practices related to the 

play. 

 

4.3 The Mock King Tradition 

        The theatrical practices of putting a king’s figure on the stage were closely 

connected to the “mock king” tradition.  The mock king tradition came from medieval 

dramatic practices and developed into the early modern theatre, including 

Shakespeare’s theatre.  A mock king stands for “misrule” on the stage, in contrast to a 

“good king” who stands for a legitimate rule.  The contrast between the good king and 

the mock king also corresponds to the early modern cosmic scheme, as Sandra 

Billingon points out: “since rule and rulers were fundamental to the cosmic scheme 

then, necessarily, misrule and mock rulers also had their place” (3).  Moreover, the 

mock king tradition provided people with a festive experience, since it embodied 

“seasonal festivity and peasant rebels who adopted mock king titles, organizing their 
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defiance of government into festive patterns” (Billington 1).  Through staging a mock 

king on the stage, elevating his status to that of a ruler and celebrating temporary 

disorder coming from him, people experienced a sense of festivity and rebellion 

through participating in the tradition. 

        The mock king tradition could be seen as radical, therefore, due to its festive 

nature.  Normally, the mock king would be disposed of at the end of the play.  The 

process of dethronement implied that good rule and a good king would still bring 

order back.  However, it would be a mistake to see the mock king tradition as deeply 

conservative simply because of the ending.  Billington argues that the tradition could 

either be seen as a “safety valve” or a subversive practice.  While both theories are 

possible, she also suggests that staging a mock king on the stage itself was radical: 

“the custom of electing a mock king was inherently questioning and subversive” 

(6).  That is to say, simply putting a king’s figure on the stage, albeit a mock king, 

could be radical.   The mock king tradition allowed a common player to pretend to be 

a ruler and let the audience experience temporary disorder under the (mis)rule of the 

mock king.  Clifford Davidson notes that moralists often found this theatrical practice 

dangerous:  

… it is not surprising that moralists were suspicious of the mimetic element 

in popular entertainments of this kind, especially those which elevated a 

Lord of Misrule, while we learn also that the less obviously 

subversive Summer Lord or Lady was likewise on occasion regarded with 

suspicion… zealous Protestant reformers saw these customs, even in their 

more benign manifestations, as quite dangerous indeed. (166-67; emphasis 

added) 
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Similar to the staging of a disguised ruler, which dramatized the new king’s political 

practices, the mock king tradition, which allowed a commoner to play a king who 

brought not order but chaos, could be deemed as radical and even dangerous. 

        Measure for Measure can be analyzed in terms of the mock king tradition.  It 

would be easy to see Angelo as the “misrule” and the “mock king,” and Duke 

Vincentio as the “good rule” and the “good king.”  The play could, therefore, be read 

as fairly conservative, because it ends with the disposal of the mock king (Angelo) 

and the return of the “good king” (Duke Vincentio).  Such reading also accords with 

some critics’ claim—including that of Tennenhouse, Krontiris, and Kamps, as 

explored in chapter 1—that Shakespeare actually intended to flatter and even glorify 

the new king.   

        However, the Duke could also be seen as a mock king who represents a type of 

“misrule,” too.  While some critics argue that disguised ruler plays always end in a re-

confirmation of law and order, Billington notices that disorder actually persists in 

Measure for Measure: “Disorder will be as much a part of the renewed world as it 

was of the inverted one, if not more so, since further reprobates will be engendered; 

suggesting perhaps a full interrelation between order and disorder which will continue 

once the play is over” (247).  Billington, however, concludes that the play could serve 

as a political warning to James I “not to abandon his State in future” (247-48).  I 

disagree with Billington’s conclusion and argue, instead, that while the Duke could 

stand for a “mock king,” the play was not a political warning to the new king but a 

demonstration of how bawdy characters in the suburbs would always survive well and 

continue their trades despite the measures of the new government.  Disorder in the 

play continues, creating a democratic space for lowlife figures to prosper.  As argued 

in the previous chapter, the lowlife characters in the play, including Lucio and 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

	  
72 

Barnardine, never stay quiet and they even avoid harsh punishment at the very end of 

the play.  Their ongoing noises and their flight from punishment lead to further 

disorder that will always stand above the control of the state.  The play not only 

contains a series of chaos but also ends with the continuance of disorder. 

        The Duke, as a mock king, even becomes a mockable character.  His royal 

majesty is always deconsecrated by the bawdy figures.  His discourse of authority is 

constantly countered by Lucio and Pompey’s bawdy language.  Lucio’s ongoing 

slanders of him further turn him into a laughable character on the stage.  As Mary 

Ellen Lamb notes, Lucio’s slanders are “not only funny” but have “created for the 

Duke an alternate role, completely at odds with his own view of himself” (136).  

Seeing himself as a legitimate ruler, the Duke, however, ends up being a “mock king” 

on the stage, who is actually laughed at by both the bawdy figures and the audience, 

reluctantly accepting his “alternate role” as a “mockable mock king.” 

        Furthermore, the Duke’s disguise as a friar itself could potentially be comical as 

well.  Billington observes that “by 1604 the friar was a discredited role, usually comic 

and a symbol of misrule” (246).  Turning the Duke into a friar could, then, possibly be 

Shakespeare’s deliberate choice.  Concerning the role of a friar, Jeffrey Knapp also 

finds that staging the friar’s acts inevitably exposes his secretiveness: 

For like Shakespeare’s other friars, the ‘Duke of dark corners’ is addicted to 

a secretiveness and subterfuge that go against the grain of the friar’s proper 

excursiveness… Players, by contrast, enact the friars’ cozenage on the open 

stage, in full view of the audience.  This obligatory publicity appears to have 

made them more plausible sponsors of communal reconciliation, to 

Shakespeare’s mind, than their hugger-mugger Catholic counterparts. (53) 
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Knapp explores the possibility for the friar to become the figure of “communal 

reconciliation.”  The act of “staging the friar” could be read differently, though. 

Staging a friar in front of the audience itself could be potentially radical because it 

makes the ruler’s alter ego and his secretive acts “visible.”  The authority figure 

therefore becomes vulnerable to the public’s open gaze.  What the Duke, disguised as 

a friar, does is supposed to be secretive, but now it is open.  Everyone knows the 

friar’s secret plots.  Moreover, everyone laughs at the friar when he is insulted by 

Lucio.  His plotting at the dark corners is not only exposed to the public gaze but also 

subject to the public laughter. 

        The audience’s laugh at the authority figure could be radical and is something 

that could not be recorded in the dramatic text itself.  The key to the understanding of 

the play lies as much in the text itself as in the performative aspect.  The interaction 

between the clown characters—including Pompey, Mistress Overdone, and most 

importantly, Lucio—and the audience could not only be connected to the mock king 

tradition but also strengthen the potential radical power of the play.  The audience’s 

active responses to the clown characters contributed to a popular performative politics, 

which not only disturb the representation of the ruler’s presumed majesty but also 

challenged the conventional reading of the play. 

 

4.4 The Politics of Clowning 

        Before addressing the importance of the audience’s active participation in the 

performance, it is necessary to analyze the role of a clown character on the early 

modern stage.  A clown character would normally be played by actors famous for 

their funny or even burlesque styles.  That is to say, their personal charm overrides the 

character itself.  Alexander Leggatt finds that among all character types, the clown 
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was “the one most strongly present in his own person, and by the same token most 

closely bonded with the audience” (95).  Leggatt shows not only how a clown actor’s 

personhood overshadowed the character itself but also how he was closely connected 

to the audience.  Edward Berry also suggests that “though in the play, the clown is 

often not truly of it; his reality lies elsewhere, in an independent tradition and personal 

relation to the audience” (110-11).  The audience could recognize both the clown’s 

fictional character and the actor’s own identity.  With this double recognition, the 

audience would be more likely to identify themselves with the clown.  The connection 

between the clown and the audience was built upon this process of recognition and 

identification. 

        One of the most important facts about the clown character was that he 

improvised a lot and did not need to always follow the written script.  It is their “habit 

of extemporizing” (Hartnoll 81) that made them drastically different from other 

character types.  Phyllis Hartnoll suggests that it was possible that a clown’s 

improvised lines and jokes would later be incorporated into the published plays (81).  

The bawdy jokes in Measure for Measure may have been the result of clown 

characters’ improvisation during actual performances.  The clown character’s art of 

improvisation was, of course, closely connected to the audience.  The clown could 

improvise at every show and interact with the audience according to the atmosphere 

of each show.  The clown knew what the spectators loved—the topical references and 

the bawdy jokes—and he intentionally pleased the audience with these improvised 

lines.  Robert Weimann and Douglas Bruster explain the temporary contractual 

relationship between the clown and the audience during a performance:  

What counts, for [the clown], is to have the audience with him, participating 

and involved in the fun of the game, in a kind of release through 
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contrariety… the clown has reason enough to laugh when his own merriment 

joins up with or leads to a ‘laughing with the audience.’ Such laughter rings 

with a late communal sense of gratification and relief at being one of them 

and yet having the wit and the skill to cater for an occasion that pays. (100; 

emphasis added) 

It was this particular “communal sense of gratification and relief” that brought the 

clown and the audience together.  They formed a temporary relationship through 

sharing the same jokes and laughing together. 

        The clown thus represented the public itself.  Through his constant improvisation 

and deep connection with the audience, the clown and the audience were fused.  The 

clown could be seen as the representative of the public onstage.  That is to say, in 

Measure for Measure, Lucio and Pompey, the representatives of bawdy characters in 

the city’s underworld, could stand for the lowlife citizens in London’s suburban area.  

Doty agrees with this view by stating that Lucio is “less an individual than a 

synecdoche of the public itself” (47).   

        Lucio and Pompey’s interruptions of the Duke could be seen as moments of 

popular mirth.  There are significant moments in the play when the Duke is constantly 

interrupted and slandered by the clown characters.  It was where the audience would 

be connected with the clowns and enjoyed moments of laughter and mirth.  It could 

also be read as moments of potential freedom, since those were the rare moments 

when the public could, symbolically, laugh at the king. 

        In Measure for Measure, key moments where the clown characters might have 

worked with the audience happen in the prison.  It is where the Duke’s discourse is 

sharply contrasted with the clown’s bawdy language.  It is also where he is constantly 

interrupted and even insulted.  Shakespeare deploys a series of bawdy references in 
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the prison scenes for his audience, who would definitely get his jokes since they were 

highly familiar with the vulgar culture represented on the stage.  In Act 3 Scene 2, 

right after the Duke’s (failed) attempt to “correct” and “instruct” Pompey, Pompey 

and Lucio invite the audience to make noises with their bawdy language.  Leggatt 

reveals that one of the clown’s routines on the stage is “his noisy participation in the 

grief of the serious characters” (101).  Lucio’s allusion to prostitution (“What, is there 

none of Pygmalion’s images newly made woman to be had now, for putting the hand 

in the pocket and extracting clutched?”) would make the audience laugh.  The 

audience’s laughter at their “low” language could counter the authority that the Duke 

stands for earlier in the scene.  Later, the audience would also laugh at the Duke, in 

disguise, being referred to by Lucio as a “very superficial, ignorant, unweighing 

fellow” (3.2.136).  Though the scenes where the Duke is shamed take place in the 

prison, the clown’s power continues till the end of the play.  Even in the last scene, in 

which the Duke attempts to demonstrate his royal majesty and establish his divine 

honor as a Christ figure through his grand return and the public trial, he, along with 

his disguised role as a friar, is verbally insulted and physically violated (with his hood 

pulled off) by Lucio. 

        The clown could not achieve the comic effect if there were no foil character on 

the stage to help him.  Leggatt reminds us that the clown “often has an onstage claque 

who work up the audience’s appreciation of him” (98).  That is to say, there would 

normally be a character that works with the clown on the stage to make him funny.  In 

the case of Measure for Measure, however, it is the Duke who becomes the claque for 

Lucio.  It is the Duke, remaining on the stage being insulted and slandered by Lucio, 

who helps Lucio become a popular character and a celebrated clown.  When Lucio 

and the Duke are in the same scene, Lucio often becomes the true “center” on the 
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stage.  Lucio achieves a “partially sovereign stage presence” (Weimann & Bruster 77) 

by overshadowing the Duke through his arts of clowning.  The temporary reversal of 

hierarchy could be further achieved by the interaction between the clown and the 

audience, with the audience laughing and making noise at the exact moments when 

the authority figure is shamed.  Lamb also suggests that there would be a potential 

conspiracy between Lucio and the audience, since “[b]y making us, the audience, 

laugh and clap, the very hilarity of [Lucio’s] outrageous perjury of the friar implicates 

us too in his crime” (137). 

        The performative area which the clown often occupied also contributed to the 

advantage of the clown and the reversal of hierarchy.  The blurred boundary between 

locus (the upstage) and platea (the downstage) on the Renaissance stage was closely 

connected to the politics of clowning.  The locus, namely the upstage, stood for a 

space of fictional representation.  The platea, on the other hand, was much closer to 

the audience and was a domain in which the locus-based representation could be 

challenged.  This liminal space was traditionally reserved for the clowns, such as 

Lucio or Pompey.  According to Weimann and Bruster, however, the clown could not 

only stay in the platea but also disturb the boundary between locus and platea.  They 

could even “invade but also adjust certain modes of representations” (101) within the 

locus and provide the audience with a “complementary perspective” (Weimann 239).  

Such a blurring of boundary gave the clown the power to disrupt the representation 

within the locus.  Weimann finds that in Shakespeare’s theatre, “the platea mode of 

acting ceased to be so clearly distinct from the locus-centered modes of representation: 

kings and clowns were more thoroughly ‘mingled’” (238).  In Measure for Measure, 

the representation of the Duke’s majesty, preserved in the locus area, could be 

disrupted by Lucio and Pompey, who were able to move to the platea section and 
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interact with the audience.  Lucio and Pompey thus become powerful comical figures 

not only because of their textual freedom (namely, their bawdy language within the 

play) but also their spatial agency, which allows them to challenge the language of 

representation within the locus area along with the active audience. 

        While the platea was conventionally preserved for the clown, the Duke would be 

seen as an invasive figure and arouse the audience’s anger and anxiety if he attempts 

to transgress the boundary and step into the area.  As Dodd argues, “there are signs 

that a public theater audience would have seen (or felt) the duke to be encroaching on 

this position, invading but failing to conquer a space which, because of his specific 

role and attitude in the fictional locus, cannot legitimately be his” (218).  The reason 

why the audience would regard the Duke as an invasive figure in the platea is because 

the Duke tries to give a homily, silence the clown, and stop the audience’s laughter, 

while this performing area was supposed to be a space of popular mirth.  As a result, 

Lucio would be seen as “far better qualified than [the Duke] is to occupy this 

territory” (Dodd 233).  With the spatial transgression and the temporary reversal of 

hierarchy, Lucio achieves a “partially sovereign stage presence,” becoming the 

“prince” of popular mirth and noises. 

        Such noises of the clown could not be achieved without the participation of the 

audience.  In early modern public playhouses, the audience often showed their power 

through the noise they made, including their laughter.  The noises could stand for the 

audience’s critical approval or disapproval of the events on the stage.  Even the 

muteness of the audience could be critical.  The audience could make noise when they 

catch the topical references and bawdy jokes that Lucio and Pompey make.  They 

could laugh when the Duke is shamed by Lucio on the stage.  They could also remain 

mute when the Duke attempts to silence and even punish the clown characters, who 
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bring much mirth to the audience.  At such moment, their muteness could stand for 

their critical disapproval and their protest against the Duke’s discipline and censorship.  

Their noise, laughter, and silence would not only connect them to the lowlife 

characters—who actually stand for the general public on the stage—but also 

undermine the presumed majesty represented by the Duke. 

        In this case, the audience became an imagined community.  The early modern 

audience was always seeking a sense of community.  As Jeremy Lopez suggests, the 

early modern audience “enjoyed thinking of themselves and being thought of as a 

collective entity” (34).  Jean Howard and Phyllis Rackin have also established the 

connection between the act of playgoing and the audience as an imagined community: 

The practice of playgoing helped to establish community in conditions of 

anonymity. This imagined community was not so much based on personal 

acquaintance and familiarity, shared history, and prior relationships, as on 

the shared conditions of theatrical spectatorship in a commercializing culture 

and the shared temporality of theatrical enactment. (31) 

What’s interesting about Measure for Measure is that the clown characters, who 

represented the lowlife populace15 itself, form a community with the actual public 

watching the play. The communal sense of mirth was formed between the clowns and 

the lowlife citizens.  Through their temporary contractual relationship with the clowns, 

they could create a democratizing space at the theatre.  Doty’s comment on the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Concerning the composition of Shakespeare’s audience, there are opposite views.  Alfred Harbage 
argues that the early modern audience, though “ascending by degree from potboy to prince,” was still 
dominated by the “working class” (158, 90).  Michael Hattaway, however, thinks the poor people and 
working class people were not able to attend plays because they could not afford admission fee and 
could not get away from their working hours.  He therefore concludes that “poorer people in the 
audience must have been comparatively small” (48).  The thesis, however, goes with Harbage’s 
argument and suggests that a popular performative politics connects the bawdy figures on the stage 
with the lowlife populace offstage. 
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democratizing aspects of the Globe theatre could serve as a perfect conclusion to the 

chapter: 

Shakespeare effaces the degree to which the theatre was actually the home to 

its own public, one in which membership was constituted not by rank but 

rather one’s willingness to pay admission and keep up with the punctual 

activities of the companies… the democratizing aspects of the Globe—its 

codes of courtesy toward commoners, its ease of access, and its invitations to 

judge—oddly echo characteristics of early modern figures of “popularity.” 

These aspects also undermine the solemn instructions about popularity and 

publicity that Measure for Measure attempts to deliver. (56) 

As previously explored, it was the public discourses, one of the definitions of 

“popularity,” that both the Duke on the stage and King James I outside of the public 

theatre fear and are eager to eradicate.  Interestingly, James I’s fear of popularity was 

not only staged in Measure for Measure.  When the play was actually performed, his 

fear came true.  The clown characters invited the audience to laugh at the shamed 

authority figure and even encouraged them to talk about him.  The play itself could 

generate the kind of public discourse which James I was afraid of and attempted (but 

failed to) suppress.  Such popular noise and public discourse constituted a popular 

performative politics that defined Measure for Measure as a particular Shakespearean 

city comedy. 
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Chapter 5  

Conclusion 

 

        This thesis “maps” the early modern urban vulgar culture with Shakespeare’s 

Measure for Measure.  It argues that Measure for Measure should be seen as a 

“Shakespearean city comedy.”  Shakespeare’s city comedy is an often ignored and 

under-researched topic, though Gibbons, in his 1980 classic Jacobean City Comedy, 

does mention that Measure for Measure shows “an otherwise unmistakable London” 

(135).  Other critics also see The Comedy of Errors, The Merchant of Venice, and 

even Merry Wives of Windsor as city comedies by the Bard.  There were, however, 

few in-depth analyses of these plays as Jacobean city comedies.  Moreover, critical 

analyses in the past tended to focus on the dramatic texts and ignore the cultural, 

social, and political backgrounds in which the texts were produced.  By putting 

Measure for Measure back to its historical contexts, the thesis intends to explore the 

“traces of ideological contestation” (Howard, The Stage and Social Struggle 7) when 

the play was produced and staged.   

        Suburban vulgar culture features heavily in Measure for Measure.  The play 

includes several suburban locations, including the brothel, the hot-house, and the 

prison.  It presents the audience an “underworld” of the city.  It is where lowlife 

characters survive well.  What is more important, however, is the suburban vulgar 

culture that the bawdy characters, including Mistress Overdone the bawd, Pompey the 

pimp, and Lucio the whoremaster, stand for.  The play begins with the complaints of 

the bawd, Mistress Overdone, and ends with the return of a slanderous whoremaster, 

Lucio.  The suburban vulgar culture transcends geographical locations and permeates 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

	  
82 

every part of the city.  Pompey, for example, turns the prison into a “bawdyhouse” 

with his old customers and his vulgar conversations with Lucio.  Mistress Overdone 

also continues her bawdy business under the roof of a “hot-house.”  While the city 

fathers were eager to eradicate the suburban entertainments, these characters proved 

that they could survive the “plucking down” of entertainment buildings through 

continuing their business at alternative locations.  As Howard has noted, in the 

popular fantasy, “the place of prostitution is potentially everywhere” (127).  The 

“mapping” of “vulgar city” in the play is more cultural and social than geographical.  

Through constantly shifting between the Duke’s (failed) attempt to discipline the 

lowlife figures and the bawdy character’s continuance of business, Shakespeare 

“maps” a suburban vulgar culture that goes beyond geographical regulation and will 

survive well despite the political control. 

        Besides mapping urban vulgar culture, the play includes the ruler’s royal entry at 

the end.  It is not difficult to compare the Duke to England’s new king, James I, as 

well as the Duke’s grand return to James’s civic pageantry.  James I carefully created 

his royal majesty and divine honor through avoiding frequent public appearances and 

managing his grand entry.  Unlike Elizabeth I, he refused to participate in civic 

pageantry frequently.  It will be useful to bring Doty’s analysis of the twofold 

meanings of “popularity” into discussions.  The term “popularity” could mean both 

people’s favor and public discourse.  It was the political discussions in the public that 

James I feared, for they might undermine the honor and reputation that he so carefully 

built up.  As Doty suggests, “[b]y rejecting Elizabethan popularity—both in terms of 

winning favor and of political discussion among private people—James implicitly 

argued that the people should cease to understand themselves as participants in a 

public sphere” (40).  James I’s careful management of his public image is also shown 
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through the Duke in Measure for Measure.  The Duke, through his disguise as a friar, 

avoids popular criticism and turns Angelo into a scapegoat.  However, he organizes a 

grand return at the end of the play.  Through a well-managed royal entry and public 

trial, the Duke turns himself into a Christ figure that shows both justice and mercy, 

attempting to win people’s obedience and favor.  The play, however, counters the 

Duke’s well-plotted plan with the return of a bawdy figure, namely Lucio.  Lucio 

constantly interrupts and slanders the Duke.  His local knowledge of a “punk” (a 

prostitute) also reminds the audience of a bawdy culture that permeates not only every 

part of the play but also every layer of the city.  It is through Lucio that the suburban 

vulgar culture in the beginning is revived at the end of the play. 

        The play was also in dialogue with several dramatic conventions during the 

critical moment when James I came to the throne.  Critics in the past tend to read the 

play as direct political criticism of James I or see it as glorification of England’s new 

king.  The thesis shows that what the play revealed was a popular anxiety of the 

coming of a new king.  The wave of disguised ruler plays that appeared around the 

years when James I came to the throne best exemplified this type of popular anxiety.  

These plays re-conceptualized what it meant to be a “good” king.  The Tudor 

definition of a good king was one with good moral intentions.  This definition, 

however, was challenged in the Jacobean era.  People focused more on the ruler’s 

political practices than his moral intentions.  James I’s secretive styles and his refusal 

to frequent public appearances resulted in not only people’s anxiety but also their 

distrust.  The popular anxiety was reflected in this wave of disguised ruler plays.  

Measure for Measure was not the only play that dramatized a disguised ruler on the 

public stage.  Actually, Marston’s The Fawn, Middleton’s The Phoenix, and Rowley’s 

When You See Me, You Know Me all belonged to this wave of drama.  Measure for 
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Measure, however, was unique in terms of its mapping of the suburban vulgar culture.  

The play dramatized the bawdy figures’ initial anxiety and their eventual survival, 

embodying both their fear of an uncertain future state and the continuance of their 

“low” business.  

        The play was also combined with the mock king tradition.  The mock king 

tradition, a dramatic practice since the medieval period, had provided people with a 

festive experience in which a mock king would be set up but would later be dethroned.  

The mock king stood for a “misrule” in contrast to the good king, who symbolized a 

legitimate rule.  In a normative reading of Measure for Measure, the Duke would 

represent the good king while Angelo stands for the mock king, who needs to be 

overthrown at the end of the play.  However, the thesis argues that the Duke could 

possibly be seen as a “mock king” on the stage, too.  Billington has observed that the 

Duke could represent a mock king, but she concludes that the play covertly warned 

James I “not to abandon his State in future” (247-48).  The thesis disagrees with 

Billington’s conclusion and argues that while the Duke should indeed be seen as a 

mock king, the play implied the survival of lowlife city characters and a continuance 

of the suburban vulgar culture. 

        Finally, the play turned the whoremaster, Lucio, the center of the play through a 

politics of clowning.  The politics of clowning was closely connected to the division 

between the locus (the upstage) and the platea (the downstage) on the early modern 

stage.  The platea, much closer to the audience, was a domain mainly reserved for the 

clowns.  The clowing in the platea could disrupt the representation within the locus.  

Lucio, the major clown in Measure for Measure, constantly shames and slanders the 

Duke.  He stands for the power of clowning in the platea, repeatedly inviting the 

audience to laugh at the Duke and dismantling his established authority.  It was with 
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this politics of clowning that Lucio held a “partially sovereign stage presence” 

(Weimann & Bruster 77) while the Duke served merely as his foil.  The play not only 

dramatized bawdy figures in the city but also turned them into the center of the stage 

through moments of popular mirth.  With this temporary contractual relationship 

between the clown and the audience and the communal sense of mirth that they built 

up together, the public playhouse was turned into a democratic space.  The 

“democratizing aspects of the Globe” (Doty 56) encouraged popular discourse and 

political discussions on the Duke and his ruling style, which James I was afraid of and 

eager to eradicate.  It was this popular politics that defined Measure for Measure as a 

particular city comedy. 

        The thesis concludes that although the play seems to confirm the royal majesty 

of the Duke, a lowlife politics represented by the bawdy figures in the play provides 

us an alternative reading of the play.  It not only maps a suburban vulgar culture but 

also disturbs the divine image of the authority figure.  Measure for Measure, with its 

mapping of the suburban vulgar culture, opens a new imagination of Shakespeare’s 

city comedies.  This current thesis should be seen as just a starting point of a new 

study on Shakespeare’s city comedies. 
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