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There is a silence, overflowing with protest, at the conclu-
sion of Measure for Measure, which has the potential for
throwing the entire play and its place within the genre of
comedy into chaos.' The Duke, demanding the hand of
Isabella, calls for her to consent publicly with both gesture
and voice to his proposal of marriage: “Give me your hand,
and say you will be mine” (5.1.492).° Having no lines either
to accept or to refuse Vincentio’s offer of marriage, Isabella
can preserve the Duke’s comedic ending by taking his hand.
Yet such a directorial choice, I will argue, not only goes
beyond the conventions of the seventeenth-century betrothal
process but also occludes the significance of Isabella’s final
silence and the protest that it conveys.

The handholding ceremony, a public demonstration that
symbolically announced the desires of the bride and groom
to form a union, was an important stage in a long betrothal
process: a series of steps, as Victoria Hayne has recently
pointed out, that “grew . . . more binding as each ritual step
was completed” (4). Also integral to the process, as well as a
step that both preceded and followed the handholding
ceremony, were verbal commitments from each party:

After brief courtships . . . a couple began the process of
becoming married by exchanging a promise to marry.

A more-or-less public betrothal, a “contracting” or
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“handfasting,” usually followed; this ceremony, in which
the couple’s joining hands symbolized their union, may
have been the most socially significant part of the
process. After exchanging this promise, couples usually
regarded and referred to themselves as “husband” and
“wife.” But they were not yet fully married. Comple-
tion of the betrothal in marriage required calling the
banns in the parish church on three successive Sundays
and, finally, the culmination of the process on the
wedding day—the church ceremony, a feast, and the
bedding of the couple. . .. [L]egal marriage was accom-
plished solely by the voluntary consent of the two people
involved; therefore, a legally valid and binding marriage
was formed whenever a man and woman exchanged vows
worded in the present tense or when they followed vows
worded in the future tense with sexual intercourse.
(Hayne 4y

Though Isabella’s acceptance of Vincentio’s hand would be
consistent with an important ritual step towards marriage in
the seventeenth century (if a director chooses to stage the
scene in this manner), her silence is atypical. As Hayne
points out, an exchange of verbal promises before and after
the handfasting ceremony were vital to the process. Vin-
centio, in fact, phrases his request so that Isabella must
acknowledge his proposal with both gesture and voice: he
asks that she give her hand, and he requests that she an-
nounce herself as his betrothed. Oddly, Vincentio’s pro-
posal is not phrased as a direct statement but is couched
within a conditional clause. His proposal is interwoven and
linked with two independent clauses and is reliant upon a
discourse that portrays him as a merciful and munificent
man—a discourse which announces that the generosity
bestowed upon Claudio will also benefit Isabella:

If he be like your brother, for his sake
Is he pardon'd, and for your lovely sake,
Give me your hand, and say you will be mine,
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He i1s my brother too. (5.1.490-93)

The first independent clause is introduced by a conditional
clause, forging an implied link between Claudio’s relation-
ship to Isabella and his impending legal status: “If he be like
your brother, [then] for his sake / Is he pardon’d”
(5.1.490-91). The next independent clause within the
compound-complex sentence is again introduced by a
conditional clause: “and for your lovely sake, / [if you will]
Give me your hand, and say you will be mine, / [then] He is
my brother too” (5.1.491-93).* Vincentio’s proposal is
intertwined within a sentence that grants Claudio’s pardon
upon the condition that he is Isabella’s brother, while also
suggesting that a tie of brotherhood between Vincentio and
Claudio will be established if Isabella accepts Vincentio’s
proposal. By smuggling it into a discourse that announces
the pardon of Claudio, Vincentio implies that his proposal
to Isabella is more than generous.

Isabella’s refusal to give her voice—if not her hand—in the
midst of a public gathering disrupts the smooth resolution
forwarded by the Duke. Contrasted with her choice to plead
on behalf of the blackmailing Angelo, Isabella’s silence
towards the Duke seems all the more indicative of her
protest against his rule.’ As Paul Yachnin has observed,
“Isabella’s silence at the end of Measure for Measure opens up
an incommensurable gap between the political world that
determines what happens to her and her private, unmediated
world, which defines what she i5” (65). Vincentio is forced
to drop his inital proposal—“But fitter time for that”
(5.1.493); however, later in the scene he is compelled to
make a second attempt at neutralizing Isabella’s resistance.
This time, the Duke’s authority seems weakened as his
demand is reduced to a plea:

Dear Isabel,
I have a motion much imports your good,



















































