
 

 

Angelo is honourable man who succumbs to temptation.  
In William Shakespeare’s tragicomedic play, Measure for Measure, the audience in introduced to the 
state of Vienna where ‘corruption boils and bubbles’ and licentiousness and lechery run rampant. 
The Duke impetuously leaves, abdicating his duty to the seemingly respectable, austere and modest 
Angelo. However, as the play progresses, it is clear that Angelo is revealed to possess the human 
fallibilities of feeling emotions and being tempted with lust. Despite this, as the play draws to a close 
his honourable nature filters into his actions as he is able to identify his misdeeds and maintain the 
level of justice that he previously attempted to mete out. Therefore, he is a high-principle and upright 
individual who, like any other being has fallen but redeems himself as a humbled and honourably 
accepts Mariana.  
 
At the beginning of the play, the Duke derelicts his duty and leaves hurriedly, appointing Angelo to 
take his post during his unexplained absence.  The Duke selects Angelo for he is believed to be ‘a man 
of stricture and firm abstinence’ who is ‘precise’, this suggests that Angelo is able to rule rationally 
and resist temptation. This view is held by a range of characters in both the upper classes of Vienna 
and the colourful lower classes. Escalus, the Duke’s advisor, his name is an aptronym which suggests 
that his is both sensible and perspicacious avows Angelo to be ‘most strait in virtue’, thus, suggesting 
that Angelo is morally upright and honest.  Claudio, a character part of the low life of Vienna, is the 
man condemned to die and also refers to Angelo as ‘the strict deputy’. Significantly, these views are 
all testament to Angelo’s ostensibly reputable and virtuous character. Moreover, light is shed upon 
his humility as, when informed that he has been appointed, he challenges that there should be ‘more 
test of (his) mettle/ before so noble and so great a figure be stamped upon it’. Angelo utilises this 
coin imagery to liken himself to a blank coin which has not received the imprint which it is to carry. 
Thus, he modestly expresses his hesitation of being placed in such a noble position as he questions 
whether he is fit for political power. Additionally, the metaphor of coins can also be foreshadowing 
that Angelo possesses two antithetical faces perhaps one of principled action and one of human 
vulnerability.  Therefore, Angelo is depicted as a man who is both right-minded and humble. 
 
However, Angelo’s ordinary human impulses are revealed when Isabella, an angelic and passionate 
ascetic begins to defrost his cold control. Despite the previous belief that he is ‘a man whose blood is 
very snow-broth; one who never feels/ The wanton stings and motions of sense’, this is revealed to 
be a misconception. This ‘virtuous maid’ with her ‘silent dialect’ and ‘prosperous art’ is able to stir up 
his repressed sexuality and lust that has not been suspected by himself.  He succumbs to this desire 
and recognises that ‘blood thou art blood’. He is no longer ‘snow broth’ but has been ‘soften(ed)’ by 
this young and pure woman who has unearthed the weaknesses which are intrinsic to mankind. This 
is further presented during Angelo’s soliloquy where the audience sees his inner thoughts; he faces 
great conflict between his cold and unfeeling nature and his newly discovered heated craving. His 
language resonates this internal feud, the blank verse and the rhythm is functional in following the 
manoeuvres of a mind engaged in the act of agonised thinking. Angelo exclaims ‘O, fie, fie, fie!/What 
dost thou, or what art thou, Angelo?. By the means of enjambment and rhetorical questions, the 
playwright charts his stream of consciousness. Thus, it is through these technical means that the 
playwright is able to encapsulate Angelo’s vacillation between self-righteousness and shock at his 
humanity. It is clear that he falls into the trap of desire and falls from his morality as he discovers his 
plans to violate Isabella and preposition her to ‘fit (her) consent to (his) sharp appetite’ to save ‘(her) 
brother’s life’. His submission to his newly revealed emotions prompt him to formulate and carry out 
this transgression. Therefore, he is lead to stray from his previously moral character to one who is 
now corrupt and falls into a monstrous abuse of power, far from the honourable man who is first 
seen.   
 
However, in his soliloquy, Angelo’s is able to recognise his shortcomings, he speaks of ‘ the strong 
and swelling evil/ Of (his) conception’ and when he attempts to sort out his emotions, he questions 
‘Is this her fault or mine?’ and decides that it is ‘Not (her)’ who is to blame.  This quality is surely 



 

 

commendable as he is able to maintain judicious and act rationally, yet follows through in bedding 
her.  In addition to this, in Act 5, when light is shed on his immoral act of fornication unknowing to 
him with his former betrothed, Mariana. He declares that ‘we are all frail’ and is confident in claiming 
that he is a flawed being who feels urges. In this moment, it is clear that the legalistic judge, 
fornicator and imperfect human are embodied in the righteous man Angelo.   When the Duke metes 
out his punishment he speaks from his ‘penitent heart’ in claiming that  he ‘(craves) death more 
willingly than mercy’ as he believes that ‘tis (his) deserving’. Therefore, he asks for punishment that 
parallels what he had administered earlier to Claudio for the same act of fornication. It is evident that 
he maintains the same standards of law in admonishing himself. This exemplifies his unwavering 
uprightness as he although he succumbs to his urges and commits a crime he is able to continue as a 
wise an honest man in recognising his misdeed and asking for a suitable punishment. 
 
Ultimately, Angelo is indeed principled and honourable as even after his brief corruption he acts in a 
contrite manner and returns to his former sound judgement. This truly testifies his laudable and 
highly respectable disposition. The playwright surely suggesting that making errors is inherent in all 
human beings. However, life’s trials truly reveal one’s nature, and humans like Angelo may fall and 
be redeemed.  
 


