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Escalus is the most influential character in Measure for Measure. Do you agree? 
In William Shakespeare’s tragicomedic play, Measure for Measure, the audience is 
introduced to the city of Vienna where ‘corruption boils and bubbles’ and licentiousness 
and lechery run rampant.  The Duke suddently leaves and derelicts his duty to the ascetic 
Angelo with the aid of Escalus, the Duke’s trusted advisor. Despite Escalus’ respectable, 
sensible nature it is evident that he does not have much authority and impact on others.  
This is made clear in his failed attempt to temper Angelo’s harsh and inflexible views of 
the law particularly with regard to sexual morality. One of Escalus’ duty is to mete out 
justice to Elbow and Pompey, the bawdy characters of Vienna’s lower class as the legal 
action he takes seem to have no effect in eradicating their vice. Instead, it is Isabella, the 
young sister of the condemned Claudio seems to have the greatest influence on the other 
characters; including her feminine ability to defrost Angelo’s cold rule and sway the 
Duke’s final decisions at the closure of the play.  
 
From the opening lines, light is shed on Escalus’ honourable nature. The Duke eulogises 
his ‘science’ and praises him for his ‘sufficiency as (his) Worth is able’. Undeniably, 
Escalus is introduced as a principled and highly laudable character. In addition, his name 
is an aptronym with the origin ‘scales’ which has been assigned by the playwright to 
suggest that he is a balanced, sensible and rational character. Despite, this praiseworthy 
disposition, he is unsuccessful in cultivating these same qualities in Angelo who is a ‘man 
of stricture and firm abstinence’. Escalus attempts to introduce mercy into Angelo’s rule 
by suggest that they act more ‘keen and rather cut a little’ and be lenient and merciful. 
Escalus informs Angelo that Claudio ‘had a most noble father’ and thus is believed to be a 
reputable individual even though he has carried out an act of fornication. Despite this 
suggestion, Angelo blatantly rejects this and claims that ‘It’s on thing to be tempted…/ 
another thing to fall’. Therefore, regardless of Escalus’ highly noble character his is unable 
to inspire clemency in Angelo in order to alter Angelo’s authoritative rule.  
 
Moreover, Escalus’ merciful administration of the law seems to be ineffective in 
extirpating ‘the headstrong weeds’ and wickedness that plague Vienna. This agricultural 
imagery is representative of the immorality and wicked behaviour, which the lowlife of 
the city indulges in.  When Escalus allots justice for the adultery that has occurred 
between Elbow’s wife and Pompey, Escalus issues Pompey with a warning stating that if 
he returns ‘upon any complaint whatsoever’ he will be ‘whipt’. Escalus  issues this 
admonition with sympathy and compassion in the hope that these ribald characters will 
reflect on their immoral acts and disengage from this behaviour. However, it is promptly 
revealed that his leniency favours the continuation of their debauched ways as although 
Pompey expresses thanks for Escalus’ ‘good counsel’ he claims that ‘the valiant heart is 
not whipt out of his trade’ and thus because Escalus allowing him to escape punishment 
he will continue to act in a profligate manner. Hence, it is made clear to the audience that 
Escalus’ intention to change the actions of the bawdy prove to have the opposite effect 
and promote lechery in Vienna.  
 
Alternatively, it is Isabella who has the most substantial impact. She is responsible for the 
complete transformation of Angelo. He was ‘a man whose blood/ Is very snow-broth’ and 
‘one who never feels/ The wanton stings and motions of the sense’.  However, the angelic 
Isabella with her  ‘speechless dialect’ and ‘prosperous art’ is able to ‘move men’ and 
ultimately ‘soften’ Angelo. He begins to ‘love her’ and admire her ‘art and nature’. 
Thereby, it is undeniable that Isabella with graciousness catalyses Angelo’s 
metamorphosis from a coldly, unfeeling man to one who feels the heated passion of lust 
and desire.  Similarly, at the end of the play when the Duke allots justice for all the 
characters he sentences Angelo for his sinful act. however, the forgiving Isabella is willing 
to ‘Lend (her)… knees’ and beg the Duke to assign a sentence that is less grave.  Whilst 
[Kneeling] she convinces the Duke that ‘A due sincerity govern’d his deeds’ and begs that 
the Duke ‘Let him not die’. Her impact is powerful as the Duke revokes this sentence and 
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Angelo is allocated ironically, less severe punishment of wedding Mariana, his formerly 
betrothed who had earlier had spurned.  Indisputably, Isabella’s synthesis of femininity, 
eloquence and passion afford her the ability to unearth the hidden natures of Angelo and 
influence the Duke’s forthright pronouncements. 
 
Ultimately, Escalus may be high-principled and sensible individual, however he is not the 
most influential as despite his efforts he is unsuccessful in altering those who surround 
him. Isabella displays the aptitude for making a lasting and impressive impact on even the 
most ostensibly obdurate and confident characters. The playwright may be illuminating 
the hidden impressing prowess of women who for many generations been considered 
inferior to men.  


