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1.Lucio: The old fantastical duke of Dark corners. 
To what extent is Lucio’s description of the Duke justified? 
In William Shakespeare’s tragicomedic play, Measure For Measure the Duke in a hurried 
manner with little explanation, leaves Angelo to rule over the lecherous individuals of Vienna 
where ‘fornication, adultery, and all uncleanliness’ run rampant.  Lucio, a friend of the 
condemned fornicator, Claudio, speaks with the Duke’s alter-ego Friar Lodowick and employs 
disparaging language about the Duke with implications of the Duke at times being capricious 
and furtive and at others a dishonest and ominous lurk. Significantly, an antithetical side of 
the Duke is also offered by Escalus, the Duke’s advisor who is framed as a man of moderation. 
Therefore, despite the negative light which is shed on the Duke by Lucio, the Duke also 
painted positively.  
 
At certain instances, the Duke is highly unpredictable and seems to lack premeditated 
thought. At the very opening of the play, the Duke can be seen mysteriously escaping Vienna 
in a hurried fashion with lack of sufficient explanation. He claims that his ‘haste from hence is 
of so quick condition That it prefers itself and leaves unquestion'd’. The Duke’s unwillingness 
to share suggests that his decision is tainted with immorality.  In addition to this, the Duke is 
portrayed to be remarkably opportunistic and seizes any events that are conducive to the 
desired outcome of his schemes.  This is evident as his original plan to save Claudio is by 
substituting his head with Barnadine’s, a prisoner who has lingered in prison for nine years. 
However, on the day of execution, the Duke realises that his is ‘a creature unprepared, unmet 
for death’ as this prisoner claims that ‘ (he) will not die today for any man’s persuasion’. In 
substitution for Barnadine’s head, Ragozine, a notorious pirate conveniently dies, the Duke 
airily exclaims ‘O, tis an accident that heaven provides’.  This notion of substitution suggests 
that the Duke is not concerned with the individual who will be sacrificed and highlights his 
self-seeking nature, which is fixated on the success of his schemes. Thus, the plans are not the 
solutions of an all-wise manipulator but instead have the quality of something made up on the 
flow, with disaster always threatening. Thus, the Duke’s unpremeditated decisions highlight 
his unstable nature, which is not only erratic but frames him as an exploiter of immediate 
opportunities that are presented to him.  
 
In the time of Shakespeare, the government was involved in surveillance through a network of 
spies as one of its mechanisms for maintaining power. Similarly, the Duke’s disguise and 
surreptitious spying activities resonate with the power what was executed in the early 
modern period.  The Duke, wishes that Friar Thomas will ‘supply (him) with the habit’ so that 
he is able to gain insight on the underlying mechanisms of Vienna and the condemnation of 
Claudio. The Duke achieves this in questionable methods as he asks the Provost to ‘Bring 
(him) to hear (Claudio and his sister, Isabella) speak, where (he) may be concealed’ and 
follows the stage direction [Provost and Duke conceal themselves]. In this manner, the Duke is 
privy to information as he eavesdrops on their private conservation. Essentially, this 
highlights his dubious actions, which are not only dishonest but underscore his dark and 
ominous presence.  
 
Opposing opinions of the Duke are expressed by Esaclus, an ostensibly respectable character 
from the reputable world of Vienna and Lucio, a choric character who drifts between both the 
higher and lower strata. Escalus advocates that the Duke is ‘a gentleman of temperance’ 
whose ‘pleasure’ was ‘rejoicing to see another merry’. This suggests that the Duke is a 
humanitarian who displayed great compassion for his people. Conversely, Lucio who claims to 
be an ‘inward of his’ employs disparaging language in an attempt to defame the Duke and 
accuses him of having ‘some feeling of the sport’, thus he sheds light on a dimension of the 
Duke which has not been seen before. This supports his later comment that he is ‘a duke of 
dark corners’. The imagery of ‘dark corners’ is symbolic of the fact that that some individuals 
only see a certain side to the Duke and are yet to discover the more immoral faces that exist 
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on the other face of the corner.  Therefore, the character of the Duke is highly ambiguous – he 
can be viewed as a compassionate and altruistic individual however it is also suggested that 
the Duke may have a sinister characteristic which lurks in the shadows of his façade.  
 
Ultimately, the enigmatic nature of the Duke engenders many different opinions, which range 
from focussing on his inconsistent immorality to warm-hearted humanity. Perhaps, 
Shakespeare suggests that a person’s true nature lies deep within them and it is only through 
living that these inner traits begin to infiltrate into actions and are deemed discernable to the 
human eye.  


