
“Far from being a naive innocent, Isabella is a sophisticated and manipulative character” How far and to what extent do you agree?
In Measure for Measure, the ambiguous portrayal of Isabella allows an audience to explore the versatility of the character Shakespeare intended; upon the conflict between Isabella’s depiction as “ignorant/ Or seem[ing] so crafty”, a crucial dramatic device is hinged, as Isabella encapsulates the conflict between active and passive desires, whilst exemplifying the guilt of the patriarchal imposition of chastity and virtue upon her. Alongside this moral turbulence, her character is subject to much debate, as her polysemous language sparks controversy over how naive she can truly claim to be.

In Act I Scene II, Isabella is characterised through the oxymoronic language Claudio uses in his description of her “prosperous art”, through which the ambiguity suggests the conflicting nature of her presentation. It is crucial that this initial impression is given from a male perspective, as it could be interpreted as Shakespeare’s commentary on the female gender’s position in society, as the connotations of manipulation being attached to her uncanny ability to “persuade” would be societal impositions as women were seen as the ‘lesser sex’ and thus the emphasis on her speech and language would be unorthodox to the Jacobean audience. Shakespeare chooses her to be portrayed as having a “prone and speechless dialect” which would “move men”; the contrast of “speechless” and “dialect” links to the lexis in the semantic field of discussion, such as “discourse” and “persuade”, and although this oxymoron would reflect Claudio’s muddled state of mind, it could also suggest that Isabella is a complex character, and the focus on her ability to “persuade” could also suggest her innate ability to manipulate through her language. Moreover, the antithetical imagery of religious symbols such as “cloister” and “approbation”, juxtaposed with the sexual connotations of her ability to “move men” would further suggest a deeper dissension between Isabella’s purity and her natural licentiousness, which would imply that she is far removed from the ‘innocent’ nun she is initially depicted as. However, one could argue that the inferred meaning of “move” being an inherently sexual one is simply a representation of the overt sexualisation of otherwise innocuous terms, which is consistent throughout Measure for Measure and in Isabella’s language, which would support the interpretation that Isabella is truly naive, yet the inferred innuendo is symptomatic of the corrupt and salacious society of the time. 

In addition, it could be argued that the polysemic nature of her language is used to betray her natural tendency towards promiscuity, therefore impeaching her character and exposing her amorality through the euphemisms ingrained in her speech. This is demonstrated through her address to Angelo in Act II Scene II and IV, and is aided through the presence of the ribald Lucio; in Act II Scene II, she refers to herself as his “suitor”, and “play[s] with reason and discourse” in order to provoke a reaction from “snow-broth” Angelo. Throughout the scene, Lucio coaxes her to “touch him” until she finds the “vein” upon which she can pursue a persuasive tactic, whilst interjecting that she is “too cold”; whilst her language use is fairly innocent, Lucio affects the perception of Isabella’s speech through the sexual implications of his words: the theme of being “cold” could represent the stoic and detached nature of her plea, yet it also connotes heat and passion, which would suggest that she is manipulating the conversation and increasing the sexual undertones of her language until Lucio concedes that “he’s coming”. Conversely, this could also be argued to show that the sexual insinuations are coming solely from Lucio, and therefore it is his effect through his utterances which shapes the audience’s judgement over Isabella’s words. The parallel of this scene to Act II Scene IV is particularly pertinent because Lucio is omitted and hence once would expect the connotations of Isabella’s language to cease, and yet they seemingly intensify; Isabella’s greeting to Angelo expresses her wish to “know [his] pleasure”, and she uses a metaphor of whipping and stripping to demonstrate her keenness to save the life of her brother. Through this, it is viable to argue that she has been corrupted through Lucio’s influence in the previous scene, and therefore uses her sexuality to “move” Angelo into releasing her brother from the “manacles of the all-binding Law”, which would be seen as both immoral and manipulative. On the other hand, one could further say that structure and form strongly influences our perception of Isabella, as Angelo has confessed his yearning for Isabella in a soliloquy at the end of Act II Scene IV, and thus  we are attuned to the double meanings in her speech for dramatic purposes. This interpretation is heavily supported through Angelo’s cognisance about her, which Shakespeare presents in several ways.

The most telling reflection of Isabella’s character is through the juxtaposition of Angelo’s contemplations and inner turmoil expressed at the end of Act II Scene II, and then through his address to her after his epiphany, as it could support the elucidation that he “desire[s] her foully for the things/ That make her good”. Angelo is portrayed as “desir[ing] to hear her speak again”, which would link to Claudio’s observation about her “speechless dialect” having the capability to “move men”, and the repetition of words in the semantic field of discourse compounds this idea. Whether or not this backs up the interpretation of her as a manipulative character is subjective, yet it shows her speech to be sophisticated and eloquent, as her loquaciousness “make[s] her good”. The reference to her as a “virtuous maid”, on the contrary, would imply her innocence and purity. In contrast, in Act II Scene IV, Angelo is hesitant as to whether she is “ignorant/ Or seem[s] so crafty” and thus calls into question whether she wears a facade of naivety to deceive and manipulate him. The shift from his assurance as to her virtue and then his doubting of her intentions could represent his acknowledgement that “we are all frail”, as he is able to recognise his mortality through his fall from ‘saintliness’, and therefore becomes conscious of her pervasive natural sexuality through his awakening and sudden awareness of the connotations behind her language. In this way, one would argue that she could be seen as naive as she is unaware of the implications behind her words towards Angelo.

Isabella’s ignorance serves a dual purpose; Measure for Measure is typically categorised as a ‘tragi-comedy’, as it contains features of comedy such as disguise, yet retains elements typical to that of tragedy. In this way, we must take into account that the play hinges on humour, and therefore the evaluation of certain characters should identify their role in inspiring jocularity; the argument exists that Isabella is presented as an ‘innocent’ in comparison to Angelo, as her obliviousness would be amusing to the audience. As a counterargument, her knowing manipulation would also take on traditional comedic devices such as deception and disguise, and the image of a powerful patriarchal figure being deceived by a lowly female would be absurd to Shakespeare’s contemporaries.

In conclusion, the sheer ambiguity in the presentation of Isabella allows the audience to interpret her through defining social constructs, such as the embedded innuendos in her speech paralleling the ingrained nature of the licentiousness that was rife in both Vienna and Shakespeare’s London, or the inescapable fact that any innocent exchange is open to corruption, therefore demonstrating Shakespeare’s intention to prove the downfall of morally righteous characters such as Angelo and arguably Isabella was due to the universal nature of sin. In this, we are able to see that Isabella is intended to neither be portrayed as innocent nor corrupted, and although her actions can be perceived as manipulative, she is merely a vessel in order to reflect the poor state of the male dominated society at the time.

