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“Were it but my life”:
Isabella’s Growth in Measure for Measure
Setsuko MURAKAMI*

At the beginning of this play, Isabella visits Saint Clare to become a sister. However,
before she makes a vow, her brother sends her a messenger, asking her to plead Angelo for
his life. When she pleads for her brother’s life, she unintentionally awakens Angelo’s
desire for her and also her desire for him. Her struggle to restrain her desire is so intense
that she breaks down in hysteria. By becoming a kind of “procuress” and asking Mariana
to substitute her for an affair with Angelo, she manages to keep her physical purity.
However, indicting Angelo for his injustice, Isabella must confess her love affair with him
in public. After she goes through this “symbolic defilement” and is touched by Mariana’s
true love for Angelo, she recognizes her own sin and shows mercy—the ultimate virtue of a
Christian, which she sought to acquire when she visited Saint Clare at the beginning of the
play— to her fellow sinner.
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Go to your bosom,
Knock there, and ask your heart what it doth know
That's like my brother’s fault. If it confess
A natural guiltiness, such as is his,
Let it not sound a thought upon your tongue
Against my brother’s life. (2. 2. 140-45)
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Isabella  “Ay, with such gifts that heaven shall share with you”(2.
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Angelo: Well; come to me tomorrow.

Lucio: [To Isabella] Go to.  'Tis well. Away.

Isabella: Heaven keep your honour safe.

Angelo: [Aside] Amen.
For I am that way going to temptation
Where prayers cross.

Isabella: At what hour tomorrow
Shall I attend your lordship?

Angelo: At any time 'fore noon.
Isabella: Save your honor. (2. 2. 160-166)
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... were | under the terms of death,
Th’ impression of keen whips I'd wear as rubies.
And strip myself to death as to a bed
That longing have been sick for, ere I'd yield
My body up to shame. (2. 4. 100-104)
Gibbons “To her the physically sensuous

is transfigured in the exaltation of martyrdom, the violation only exalts the purity of
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“If Isabella does manipulate Angelo, she is not merely trying to save
her brother. Angelo is her scapegoat: by proving that beneath his mask of virtue lies
sexual desire, she reaffirms her own virtue.”1)
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“I speak not
as desiring more,/ But rather wishing a more strict restraint/ Upon the sisterhood, the
votarists of Saint Clare.”(1. 4. 3-5) Shakespeare = Measure for Measure
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“Nay, call us ten times frail,/ For we are soft as our complexions are,/ And
credulous to false prints”(2. 4. 129-31).
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Oh, you beast!

Oh faithless coward, oh dishonest wretch!
Wilt thou be made a man out of my vice?
Is't not a kind of incest to take life

From thine own sister's shame? What should I think?

Heaven shield my mother played my father fair,
For such a warped slip of wilderness

Ne'er issued from his blood. Take my defiance,
Die, perish. Might but my bending down
Reprieve thee from thy fate, it should proceed.
I'll pray a thousand prayers for thy death,

No word to save thee. (3. 1. 136-47)
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There is a vice that most | do abhor,

And most desire should meet the blow of justice;
For which I would not plead, but that I must,
For which | must not plead, but that | am

At war "twixt will and will not. (2. 2. 30-34)
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Isabella: Dost thou think, Claudio,
If I would yield him my virginity
Thou might'st be freed!
Claudio: Oh, heavens, it cannot be!
Isabella: Yes, he would give't thee; from this rank offence
So to offend him still. This night’s the time
That I should do what | abhor to name,
Or else thou diest tomorrow.
Claudio: Thou shalt not do't.
Isabella: Oh, were it but my life
I'd throw it down for your deliverance
As frankly as a pin.
Claudio: Thanks, dear Isabel. (3. 1. 95-105)
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Brown “. . . her most compelling reason for playing
vacillation games with Claudio is to sabotage him into proposing rape. . . "1
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Isabella  “More than our brother is our chastity./ I'll tell him yet of Angelo’s
request,/ And fit his mind to death for his soul’s rest.”(2. 4. 186-88)
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Seeming, seeming,
I will proclaim thee, Angelo, look for't.
Sign me a present pardon for my brother,
Or with an outstretched throat I'll tell the world aloud
What man thou art. (2. 4. 151-55)
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Yet hath he in him such a mind of honour
That had he twenty heads to tender down
On twenty bloody blocks he'd yield them up
Before his sister should her body stoop

To such abhorred pollution. (2. 4. 180-84)
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That | do beg his life, if it be sin,

Heaven let me bear it. You granting of my suit,
If that be sin, I'll make it my morn-prayer

To have it added to the faults of mine

And nothing of your answer. (2. 4. 69-73)
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Or of the deadly seven it is the least.
Isabella: Which is the least?
Claudio: If it were damnable, he being so wise,
Why would he for the momentary trick
Be perdurably fined? (3. 1.112-17)
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another’s lust does not deprive even the body of its holiness. . .22 Measure for Measure

Shakespeare Whetstone Cassandra
Augustine 23)
Isabella  Cassandra
Mariana

Goddard



“therefore, she will now do anything to save him"24)

Mariana
Mariana
Mariana Angelo
Angelo
Mariana Isabella Isabella
Angelo
Isabella
St.
Augustine  Montaigne 25)1sabella
Mariana Mariana  Angelo
Isabella Angelo
Isabella
Isabella
St. Augustine
St. Augustine  “. . . as long as the mind’s resolve remains constant,. . . , the
violence of another’s lust does not deprive even the body of its holiness. . . ”
Isabella
“the mind’'s resolve remains constant”
“Shakespeare’s heroine has a whole mind and has no struggle with herself’26)
Tillyard Isabella  Angelo
Angelo Isabella
Angelo Isabella
Angelo
v.
labella Angelo
Mariana Angelo
Isabella

Isabella  “symbolic defilement”2?)
Angelo
“An Angelo for Claudio, death for death;/ Haste still pays haste, and



leisure answers leisure;/ Like doth quit like, and measure still for measure”(5. 1.

402-404) Angelo Mariana  “They say
best men are moulded out of faults/ And for the most become much more the better/
For being a little bad: so may my husband”(5. 1. 432-34) Angelo
Isabella Angelo
Isabella
Mariana
Angelo

Most bounteous sir,
Look if it please you on this man condemned
As if my brother lived. | partly think
A due sincerity governed his deeds
Till he did look on me. Since it is so,
Let him not die. My brother had but justice,
In that he did the thing for which he died.
For Angelo,
His act did not o’ertake his bad intent
That perished by the way. Thoughts are no subjects,
Intents but merely thoughts. (5. 1. 436-447)

“Since he was good 'till he did look on me,/ Let him not die.”
Johnson “lI am afraid our Varlet Poet intended to inculcate, that women think
ill of nothing that raises the credit of their beauty, and are ready, however virtuous, to
pardon any act which they think incited by their own charms”2s)
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