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Abstract: In Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, the character references evoke 
a simple theme, “Of government the properties to unfold” (1.1.3), as the Duke 
introduces his plan. The names and generics clearly mark class distinctions among 
the characters. Those with common status usually have lexical descriptions of their 
physical appearance or occupations. Such names might be described as redenden 
Namen, but they need to be understood semiotically. Specifically, such names are 
not just lexical descriptions but are symbolic by having dualistic references. The 
same types of dual references are also clear in the Latinate names of aristocrats. 
Thus, all the references have ironic meanings and evoke a comic vision of moral 
weaknesses at all levels.
Keywords: names, reference, symbolism, irony, social order.

Introduction
The purpose of this paper is manifold: 1) to restate the idea that all names have the 

potentiality of symbolic meaning, and 2) to describe some examples of names and other 
references (titles, generics, forms of address) in Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure to 
show how they commonly reflect both class distinctions and ironic meanings. 

In doing so I want also to show 1) that the meanings of Shakespeare’s names were 
not private or esoteric but readily accessible to his audiences, and 2) that onomastic 
scholars should always try to pursue the simplest and most obvious interpretations 
possible. 

Symbolic references
So I begin by noting here, as elsewhere, that language is fundamentally symbolic, 

that naming is the quintessential use of language, and that the symbolic meanings of 
names can be most clearly seen in the figurative language of imaginative literature, 
especially in Shakespeare. Names can indeed function as simple indices, but symbolic 
meaning arises when a sign evokes two or more indexical referents in the mind of an 
interpreter, as signs usually do. 

For example, in Shakespeare’s time the name Pompey was a near homophone of 
pompion, an old pronunciation of the word ‘pumpkin’ and would thereby refer simul-
taneously to both the actor on stage and to the big spherical vegetable with which the 
audience is familiar. We can see this same dual reference not only in this play but also in 
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Love’s Labours Lost when Costard refers to himself as “Pompion the Great” (5.2.502). 
The meaning is symbolic insofar as the epithet evokes attributes/qualities that are pre-
sumably shared by the character and the vegetable. In short, the character is fat or 
grossly padded in colorful clothing. 

 
  Figure 1  Figure 2

Of course, the symbolic sharing of attributes between a pumpkin and the char-
acter is only partial and the image differs at least a little in the mind of each and every 
member of the audience, depending on one’s experience with pumpkins. It is very simi-
lar to the way in which meaning is transferred from a vehicle to a tenor in a metaphor 
(see Black 1962: 38–47). The association and sharing of meaningful attributes may be 
illustrated in a simplistic diagram (Figure 3) that I have shown at other meetings: 

Figure 3. A simplistic diagram of symbolic discourse.

The referents, R1, R2, R3, and R4, are understood in terms of one another, and 
the combined meaning of the signs, S1, S2, and S3, is relational, and thereby symbolic, 
rather than a chain of single, indexical references. 



Oliviu Felecan, Alina Bugheşiu (eds.), PROCEEDINGS OF ICONN 5 (2019)  •  1021

It is important to observe that the grammatical links between the signs are stron-
ger and more controlling of the total meaning than any indexical references these signs 
might have to specific denotata or to any presumed reality. Also, the relationships 
between signs are often understood in terms of figurative language – metaphor, meton-
ymy, irony, and allegory – as I have described in the Oxford Handbook (Smith 2016: 
295–309). 

What I hope to show here are distinctive types of references that Shakespeare 
makes in this play, Measure for Measure, how they mark differences in social class, and 
how those with symbolic values should usually be interpreted ironically. 

The plot
Shakespeare borrowed a plot from George Whetstone’s play, Promos and 

Cassandra (1578), about a puritanical deputy who is given power by the Duke to 
enforce the moral laws of Vienna, which had presumably grown too lax. Of course, 
Shakespeare borrowed none of the names because the meanings of names are essential 
elements of thematic development. 

There are, of course, many thugs, drunkards, and prostitutes of the big city 
(Figure 4), but also a young nobleman named Claudio whose marriage has been 
delayed because of technicalities with the dowry, and whose fiancée, Juliet, is pregnant 
(Figure 5). 

 
  Figure 4     Figure 5

According to the letter of the law, Claudio is guilty of fornication, technically a 
capital offense, and the stern deputy, named Angelo (Figure 6), says Claudio must be 
executed as an example and deterrent to all the dregs of society (Figure 7).
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 Figure 6   Figure 7

Claudio asks his sister, Isabella, who is about to take her final vows as a nun, to 
plead for his life. 

Figure 8

She does so, and the puritanical deputy is enthralled by her beauty, virtue, and 
eloquence – so enthralled, in fact, that he offers to spare Claudio’s life if Isabella will 
sleep with him. Of course, the deputy’s name, Angelo, is obviously ironic to point out 
the hypocrisy of the moral principles for which he stands.

Titles 
The most important title in this play is the word Duke, and it is a good example 

of titles as signs. In 1603, James I came to the English throne soon after he himself had 
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published a book, Basilicon Doron (1603), describing good government as a presumed 
balance of strict laws and merciful enforcement. 

Figure 9

Measure for Measure engages this theme and was performed at court on December 
26, 1604. Furthermore, the character of the Duke shares traits that had been often 
noted in England’s new king, e.g., his distaste of crowds. 

With King James as a slightly veiled analogue, the title Duke refers unequivocally 
to the highest civil authority. The forms of address are those used for a head of state, 
“your royal Grace” (5.1.3) and “your Highness” (5.1.514). In the last act, other charac-
ters refer to the Duke five times as “Prince,” a title emphasizing his sovereignty. 

However, a clear irony is presented in the play’s ending. The Duke condemns but 
then pardons his deputy, Angelo, for trying to seduce the virgin, Isabella, but he then 
proposes marriage to her himself: 

Dear Isabel,
I have a motion much imports your good, 
Whereto if you’ll a willing ear incline,
What’s mine is yours, and what’s yours is mine. 
So bring us to our palace, where we’ll show
What’s yet behind, that’s meet you all should know. (5.1.534–539)

These words end the play. They also suggest, blasphemously, that she can find 
more good in the Duke than in God. Isabella gives no answer. Shakespeare leaves it to 
actors to suggest her answer. The name Isabella is the Spanish form of Elizabeth and 
could be an allusion to England’s virgin queen. The ambiguities of this denouement are 
rich and suggest an ironical view of autocratic authority and the reference of the word 
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Duke. Modern productions have seized upon these ironies to mock male chauvinism 
and other forms of authority. 

Generics and certain forms of address
Generics abound in this play and clearly reinforce a sense of hierarchy and social 

order. The Lords, for example (1.1 and 5.1), do not speak, but their costumes would 
indicate their high social rank because of sumptuary laws, and their presence on stage 
would visually reinforce the Duke’s image of authority (Figure 10). 

The Gentlemen, by ironic contrast, would be much lower on the social scale, and 
they engage in lively banter with Lucio about the Duke’s absence, the disadvantages 
they see for themselves in a peace treaty, the convenience of disregarding religion, and 
the effects of venereal disease. Their dialogue thereby paints a picture of simple vice 
and sleazy opportunism among the lower aristocrats in Viennese society (Figure 11). 

 
Figure 10

Figure 11

Officers appear three times but do not speak. Their function is to escort charac-
ters that have been arrested and to symbolize the authority of the law in a way that is 
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visually appropriate. Their function is ironic insofar as the letter of the law and official 
hypocrisy are the central themes of the play. 

Figure 12

This play also includes many generics for commoners that state in simple lexical 
terms their dramatic function or social status – e.g., Boy, Citizens, Messenger, Servants, 
and Provost. They are essentially indexical and univocal in meaning and reinforce a gen-
eral sense of order. 

One exception might be the word wench, which Shakespeare uses in other plays 
either to refer to a young woman of low social status or as a term of endearment among 
nobles. Either way, Lucio’s use of this word in addressing Isabella (2.2.123) is inap-
propriate. Isabella has very high social status, is nobly pleading for mercy on behalf of 
her brother, and is not at all on familiar terms with Lucio. Lucio’s reference ironically 
illustrates his social insensibility, condescending attitude toward women, and moral 
crassness. 

Irony is often most clear in Shakespeare’s use of Master, Mistress, and Madam as 
forms of address that preface the redende Namen he coins for the thugs, drunkards, 
prostitutes, and riffraff in general. At the time, these forms of address were properly 
reserved for “gentlemen of the lesser sort” or for leading “citizens” (business owners 
and managers), not for the lower ranking commoners – i.e., the yeomen, artificers, 
and laborers (see William Harrison’s “Description of England” published as a part 
of Holinshed’s Chronicles, 1965). Thus, Mistress Overdone, Madam Mitigation, Master 
Deep-vow, Master Forthlight, and at least ten others are hyperbole, giving ironic status 
to those on the lowest rung of the social ladder. 

Names of the commoners
Most references to commoners are not generics, but are (with the exception of 

Bernadine) English tag names, or redende Namen, that Shakespeare coined for those 
at the bottom of the social scale. These tags need to be thought of in semiotic terms, 
i.e., as evoking pre-existing images in the minds of addressees. The images may be lexi-
cally descriptive in terms of sense data, i.e., visual, aural, or otherwise. However, they 
are more often associative by referring to an object or common action familiar to the 
audience. 
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The name Master Copper-spur is lexically 
descriptive in a visual sense because it refers to the 
copper color of the character’s spur-like nose pre-
sumed to be caused by excessive drinking. Cressida 
uses similar phrasing to chide Troilus for drinking 
too much (1.2.107), and the actor who played these 
parts probably also played Bardolph in the Henry IV 
plays and Merry Wives of Windsor whose nose, we 
may presume, was notably red. That is to say, the 
name is a lexical description of a chronic ailment 
that the audience actually sees. 

Master Deep-vow is a slightly different type of name. It is lexically descriptive in an 
aural sense, referring to a ruffian who swears much and loudly, annoying his jailers and 
fellow prisoners, but of no avail to himself. 

The name of Mistress Overdone associates the characters with an action and also 
illustrates the way in which Shakespeare’s coinages often reflect his development of 
characters. In all stage directions and speech prefixes, he refers to this character as Bawd, 
a generic term for someone who acts as a procurer in commercialized sex. However, 
when Escalus asks Pompey to name the mistress for whom he works, Pompey answers, 
“Mistress Over-don” (2.1.200). The word done was very common slang at the time for 
‘copulation’ (Partridge 1968: 95), and Pompey goes on to explain that she has had nine 
husbands and was “Over-don by the last” (202). Thus, the name appears to have been 
a joke for this scene and then repeated later. 

Figure 14

Pompey is also a name that illustrates Shakespeare’s development of character and 
is a good example of association with a common object. All stage directions and speech 

Figure 13
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prefixes refer to Pompey as Clown, a generic term for the player of such roles, but this 
generic term is never heard by the audience. In 1.2, Mistress Overdone refers to him as 
“Thomas Tapster,” and again in 2.1, Escalus addresses him initially as “Master Tapster,” 
a traditional occupational name. However, Escalus then asks for a byname, i.e., a name 
by which he is known among friends, “What’s your name, Master Tapster?” (213), and 
he answers “Pompey.” 

As already mentioned, the pronunciation of Pompey would have been a homo-
phone of pompion, meaning ‘pumpkin.’ Thus, Shakespeare seems to have coined the 
name to poke fun at the physical appearance of the actor and, of course, to render ironic 
any comparison that might be made to the Roman hero defeated by Julius Caesar in 48 
BCE. To compound the joke Escalus then asks for a second name, and Pompey offers 
the name Bum, a word commonly used to refer to a person’s buttock, especially sug-
gesting protuberance or rotundity. 

The visual analogy is clear, and Escalus then laughs, “in the beastliest sense you 
are Pompey the Great” (2.1.218–219), confirming the ironical association of the 
clown, the pumpkin, and the Roman general. 

  
Figure 15

Names of the aristocrats
Shakespeare distinguishes the aristocratic characters from the commoners in a 

simple and clear way. Even though most names are lexically descriptive or associative, 
like those of the commoners, these names are derived primarily from Latin. 

Vincentio is a good example. The Duke is listed by this name in the First Folio 
list, “The Names of All the Actors,” but it occurs nowhere else in the text. The meaning 
of the name derives from the Latin vinco, vincere, vici, victum, meaning ‘to conquer; or 
to prove one’s point.’ It thereby associates the character (possibly ironically) with his 
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own action and suggests a comedic happy ending that might entail the central theme 
of King James’s book. The absence of this name from stage performance suggests that 
it was coined for a specific reading audience, one with a playbill, and may be a flattering 
allusion to the Duke’s veiled analogue sitting at the court performance in 1604. 

The name Escalus, as a Latin derivation that would be understood by students 
in Elizabethan grammar schools, has two clear references. It refers specifically to the 
scales of justice and to the elderly lord advising the Duke. 

 
Figure 16

The Duke says Escalus is knowledgeable “of our people, / Our city’s institutions, 
and the terms / For common justice” (1.1.9–11). However, as knowledgeable as he 
may be, Escalus does not have the sternness the Duke wants to correct the laxness that 
has weakened the laws of Vienna. In fact, Escalus demonstrates obvious laxness. After 
a comical interrogation, Escalus releases Froth and Pompey, who are totally unrepen-
tant criminals, with meaningless warnings. He then, by contrast, tells his friend, who is 
named Justice, that “It is but needful” (2.2.282) for the truly remorseful Claudio to be 
executed to deter the riffraff. The contrast of these cases is highly ironic and illustrates 
the absurdity of strict moral laws. 

The name Lucio is a good illustration of Shakespeare’s word play. It is remotely 
related to Lucifer, the fallen Archangel of Light, but Lucio is a very minor aristocrat, and 
the coinage stems much more likely from word sounds than word forms. Lucio is much 
like the name Luce, a kitchen maid in Err., whose name is the subject of raunchy word 
play alluding to her moral looseness (Err., 3.1.49–54). The -io ending to Lucio’s name is 
simply an Italian form that Shakespeare routinely used for many characters. 

This character is not really sinister, but demonstrates much moral looseness and 
hypocrisy. He has abandoned his pregnant mistress, betrays Overdone, mocks his 
old friend Pompey, and by mistake insults even the Duke himself. Lucio’s hypocrisy 
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parallels that of Angelo, but unlike Angelo, he is supportive of both Claudio and 
Isabella and is not a “comic block” to a happy ending. Ironically, his petty looseness is 
in no way a serious threat to anyone.

Finally, much of Shakespeare’s irony centers on the name Angelo. In Whetstone’s 
play this character is named Juriste, but Shakespeare uses the name Angelo to highlight 
the character’s reputation for virtue in ironic contrast to his actions. As the Duke’s 
deputy and representative, Angelo’s authority comes from God. He is presumably a 
messenger of God in the sense of the Greek word, aggelos. However, Angelo is no angel, 
and Shakespeare makes the irony of his name explicit. Angelo himself questions his 
worthiness of power with a punning reference to the gold coin commonly referred to as 
an “angel” (because it bore the likeness of the Archangel Michael), “Let there be some 
more test made of my mettle” (1.1.48) (Figure 17). 

Later, as he prepares to extort sex from Isabella, he plays again on the irony of 
his name: “Let’s write ‘good angel’ on the devil’s horn” (2.4.16–17). The devil’s horn, a 
phallic symbol, was assumed to be the one thing that the devil could not totally obscure 
with his many disguises. By analogy, painting Angelo’s lust with the name “good angel” 
is an absurd reversal of meaning and cannot disguise his true identity (Figure 18).

 
 Figure 17    Figure 18

The irony of his name is driven home when Angelo, to maintain “the very siege of 
justice” (4.2.96), reneges on his promise to Isabella and adamantly reaffirms his order 
to execute Claudio. On a personal level, his attempt to enforce the law transcends his 
own humanity. Philosophically and dramatically, he poses a serious threat not only to 
an honorable man’s life, but also to the simplest transactional expectations by which 
society functions – the deal he agreed to with Isabella. Angelo thereby poses a threat 
that needs to be taken seriously – which leads critics to call this a “problem play.” 

Nevertheless, he is just a comic threat – i.e., one that should not and will not 
prevail. This play is not about the tragedy of Angelo but about good government. 
Shakespeare keeps his audience always aware that a presumably wise Duke is near at 
hand, in disguise, who, one way or another, will make things come out right. The irony 
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of Angelo’s name implies a comic reversal and the reestablishment of order in spite of 
the foolishness we see in all the characters. 

Conclusion
These few examples illustrate some of the ways in which the names in Measure for 

Measure function symbolically, evoking descriptive and associative imagery familiar to 
Shakespeare’s audience. There is a clear difference between the names of aristocrats and 
commoners, but their meanings are predominantly ironic, reflecting moral weaknesses 
at all levels of society. 
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