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Discovering Literature: Shakespeare 

Teachers’ Notes 

Curriculum subject 

English Literature 

Key Stage 

4 and 5 

Author or text  

William Shakespeare, Measure for Measure 

Theme 

A ‘problem play’ 

Rationale 

What is Measure for Measure’s problem? The play confronts us with 
questions about sex, morality and power, which challenge us as readers 
and audiences. It was defined as a comedy in Shakespeare’s First Folio 
(1623) but it pushed the boundaries of the genre, and was labelled by F S 
Boas as a ‘problem play’ (1895). In these activities students will debate 
why the play is so problematic, through engagement with critics’ views, 
performance clips and photos. Focusing on four characters – Isabella, 
Angelo, Mariana and the Duke – they will also use drama to explore some 
of the play’s most problematic moments. Does the play resolve these 
problems at the end? Are the problems still relevant in today’s world? And 
are problematic texts sometimes the most powerful?  

http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare
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Content 

Primary sources from the website 

• Shakespeare’s First Folio (1623) 

• Coleridge’s notes on Measure for Measure (early 19th century) 

• Photograph of John Gielgud, Peter Brook and Anthony Quayle, 
Measure for Measure (1950)  

• Photographs of Mariah Gale and Kurt Egyiawan in Measure for 
Measure at the Globe (2015)  

Recommended reading from the website 

• Measure for Measure, What’s the problem? by Kate Chedzgoy 

• Gender in Measure for Measure by Kathleen McLuskie  

• An introduction to Shakespeare’s comedy by John Mullan 

External links 

• Angelo’s offer: a clip from Act 2, Scene 4 of Measure for Measure 
directed by David Thacker (1994). 

Key questions 

• Can this play be seen as a comedy?  

• What makes it problematic? 

• Are its problems still relevant in today’s world? 

• Are problematic and ambiguous texts sometimes the most 
powerful? 

Activities 

1) Is the play a comedy?  

• Look at the Catalogue in the First Folio, which divides Shakespeare’s 
plays into Comedies, Histories and Tragedies. Are these groupings 
helpful? Which group does Measure for Measure fall into? Does this 
surprise you? Why? 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/shakespeares-first-folio
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/coleridges-notes-on-measure-for-measure
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/photograph-of-john-gielgud-peter-brook-and-anthony-quayle-measure-for-measure-1950
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/photographs-of-mariah-gale-and-kurt-egyiawan-in-measure-for-measure-at-shakespeares-globe-2015
https://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/measure-for-measure-as-a-problem-play
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/gender-in-measure-for-measure
https://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/an-introduction-to-shakespeares-comedy
http://www.screenonline.org.uk/tv/id/565149/
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/shakespeares-first-folio
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• In his article, John Mullan outlines some common features of 
Shakespeare’s comedies: marriage, misconception, disguise and 
gender, foreign settings. Can you find examples of each of these in 
Measure for Measure?  Are there also elements of tragedy? Show 
your ideas in a table or poster.  

2) What is Measure for Measure’s problem? Explore critics’ views 

• The 19th-century poet, Samuel Taylor Coleridge had strong views 
about Measure for Measure. Have a go at reading what he said in 
his personal notes on the play. If you need to, use the transcript to 
help you read his handwriting. How did Coleridge see the play as 
problematic? 

• Re-read Act 5, Scene 1. Do you agree with Coleridge’s ideas about 
the end of the play?  

• Working in pairs on large sheets of paper or whiteboards, jot down 
arguments for and against Coleridge’s views that: a) Measure of 
Measure is a ‘painful’ play; b) the ‘pardon and marriage’ of Angelo is 
unjust; c) the ‘pardon and marriage’ of Angelo is ‘degrading’ to 
women. Use quotes from the play to support your views.  

3) What are the most problematic moments in the play? Use photographs 
and drama. 

• Working in small groups, use drama to explore the moral dilemmas 
faced by Angelo and Isabella. One student should play the central 
character in each scene, justifying their own decision. The others 
should challenge them with questions about why they did what they 
did.  

♦ ‘In our remove be thou at full ourself; / Mortality and mercy in 
Vienna/ Live in thy tongue and heart’ (1.1.43–45). The Duke has 
told Angelo in his absence to be either merciful or implement the 
death penalty on his good judgement. Should Angelo sentence 
Claudio to death for the crime of fornication before marriage, or 
should he be more lenient? 

♦ ‘You must lay down the treasures of your body … or else to let 
[Claudio] suffer: / What would you do?’ (2.4.96–98). Should 
Isabella have sex with Angelo to save her brother, or ignore the 
proposal and carry on into the nunnery? 

 

https://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/an-introduction-to-shakespeares-comedy
https://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/an-introduction-to-shakespeares-comedy
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♦ ‘It not only saves your brother, but keeps you from dishonour in 
doing it’ (3.1.235–36). Should Isabella help the Duke to organise 
the bed-trick, in which Mariana will replace her in the sexual 
encounter with Angelo? 

• Look at the photographs and short video clip of Act 2, Scene 4. How 
would you stage this scene differently?  

• How would you end the play? In small groups focus on one of these 
four characters in the final scene: Angelo, Mariana, the Duke, 
Isabella.  

♦ What problematic decisions does your character have to make in 
Act 5, Scene 1?  

♦ What is Shakespeare’s solution? Are you happy with it?  

♦ How would you change it? Plan and act out an alternative ending 
to the play.   

♦ Would this ending change the genre that the play is placed in? 

4) Are ‘problematic’ and ambiguous texts sometimes the most powerful? 
Can you think of other texts with problematic, but thought-provoking 
endings? 

Extension activities 

Are the play’s problems and sexual scandals still relevant today? 

a) Read the first paragraph of Kathleen McLuskie’s article, which explores 
the modern relevance of Measure for Measure, with its conflicts 
between sexual freedom and regulation.  

• Search online for recent examples of each of these:  

♦ Rulers executing citizens for illegal sexual relationships 

♦ Powerful men expecting sexual favours  

♦ Marriage used as a social solution rather than being a personal 
decision 

• Choose an image to represent each one. Then select a quote from 
Measure for Measure which could be used as a caption for your 
image. E.g. ‘O, what may man within him hide, / Though angel on 
the outward side!’ (3.2.271–72)  

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/photographs-of-mariah-gale-and-kurt-egyiawan-in-measure-for-measure-at-shakespeares-globe-2015
http://www.screenonline.org.uk/tv/id/565149/
https://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/gender-in-measure-for-measure#authorBlock1
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• Now find an example of each of one from Shakespeare’s play. Draw 
a cartoon and write a tabloid headline for each one.  

b) Imagine you are a director and have to create a modern adaptation of 
Measure for Measure.  

• Where and when would you set your version of the play? 

• How would you demonstrate that the problems and scandals of 
sexual morality are still relevant in today’s world? 
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