
 
Sintaksis : Publikasi Para ahli Bahasa dan Sastra Inggris 

Volume. 2 No. 4 Juli 2024 
 e-ISSN: 3031-3368, p-ISSN: 3025-5953, Hal. 202-214 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.61132/sintaksis.v2i4.876 

Received: June 05, 2024; Accepted: July 05, 2024; Published: July 31, 2024 
* Muhammad Azzam Al-mujadid, almujadid17@gmail.com 

 

 

 

 

An Analysis Of Figurative Language In William Shakespeare’s Sonnets 
 

Muhammad Azzam Al-Mujadid 

STBA Technocrat 

 

Devian Try Gustary 

STBA Technocrat 

 
Address: Jl. Syeh Mubarok, Kadu Agung, Kec. Tigaraksa, 

Kabupaten Tangerang, Banten 15720  
Corresponding author: almujadid17@gmail.com 

 

 

Abstract. Shakespeare's sonnets are renowned for their profound use of rich metaphors and sophisticated 

language to explore human emotions and experiences. In three well-known sonnets—"Sonnet 18" ("Shall I 

Compare Thee to a Summer's Day?"), "Sonnet 130" ("My Mistress' Eyes are Nothing Like the Sun"), and 

"Sonnet 116" ("Let Me Not to the Marriage of True Minds"—this article explores Shakespeare's use of 

figurative language. Shakespeare's use of metaphors, imagery, and personalization is thoroughly examined in 

this research using Rasinger's analytical method, revealing the many meanings and feelings that these works 

contain. Shakespeare's writing prowess and his ongoing relevance in examining the complexity of human 

existence are highlighted in this article through a thorough examination and comparison of various literary 

devices. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Shakespeare is well-known for his incredible poetry and plays. His work has been 

adored for thousands of years because it so beautifully analyzes what it meant to be human 

and because he has such a remarkable command of language. A set of 154 poems known as 

sonnets is among his best-known works. These poems discuss beauty, love, and the enduring 

power of art. 

This article explores Shakespeare's use of flowery language in three well-known 

sonnets: 

"Shall I Compare Thee to a Summer's Day?" (in Sonnet 18), "(My Mistress's Eyes are 

Nothing Like the Sun)" from (Sonnet 130), “Let Me Not to the Marriage of True Minds" 

from (Sonnet 116). Through a detailed examination of the metaphors, vivid characterizations, 

and other literary devices employed throughout these poems, the paper will unveil profound 

meanings and intense feelings. This will assist in illuminating Shakespeare's reputation as a 

master writer. 

Shakespeare's sonnets are praised for their inventive use of figurative language, which 

allows him to transcend literal expression and capture the nuances of human emotion and 

experience. He honors his beloved's eternal beauty in "Shall I Compare Thee to a Summer's 

Day?" by using rich imagery and extended metaphors, while "My Mistress' Eyes are None of 
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it Like the Sun" subverts conventional beauty metaphors and offers a unique portrayal of 

affection. In "Let Me Not to the The union of True Minds," he embodies love as a steadfast 

force, delving into the enduring nature of true companionship through metaphors and 

personification. 

We can appreciate Shakespeare's extraordinary poetic genius even more if we look 

closely at the various forms of inventive language he employs in these poems. We'll discover 

how he manages to convey so much information in so few words. Shakespeare was an 

incredible writer, and this analysis will not only help us appreciate that, but it will 

additionally show why Shakespeare's writing is still relevant today since it reflects the 

complexity of the human condition.  

Figurative language analysis is like to unraveling a gorgeous piece of braided art. 

We'll learn why these poems are regarded as timeless classics by analyzing the metaphors, 

descriptions, and symbols Shakespeare employs. Shakespeare's poetry speak to readers of all 

ages and backgrounds because of his deft use of language. This essay is akin to an invitation 

to go into the recesses of Shakespeare's poems and uncover the significant ideas and timeless 

lessons concealed in the intricate vocabulary. 

 

RESERCH METHOD  

The data is analyzed by the researcher using Rasinger's (2013) analytical technique. 

Using this approach, the theoretical theories and the discovered data are compared. The 

researcher's method for gathering pertinent information about the metaphorical language used 

in a few Shakespeare poems for this study is library research. Poetry analysis is aided by 

library research, which collects the relevant facts and information from relevant books and 

sources. In this study, descriptive analysis and qualitative as well as quantitative techniques 

are used to categorize and analyze the data. Figurative language analysis is the main focus of 

the analysis, which is conveyed through words and sentences. Different methods are used to 

analyze both qualitative and quantitative data, and the data analysis is carried out by the 

researcher in accordance with those methods. 

 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION  

Poem 1 

"Shall I Compare Thee to a Summer's Day?" (Sonnet 18)   
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You're probably thinking of one of Shakespeare's most beloved and well-known 

sonnets. It is a portion of the Fair Childhood sequence (Sonnets 1 through 126), a larger 

work. All of these sonnets praise the handsome and upright young man they are addressed to. 

Everyone is familiar with the poem's opening line, "Shall I compare thee to a 

summer's day?" This query sets up a lengthier metaphor even though it doesn't anticipate a 

response. The subject of the poetry will be compared to a lovely, sunny summer day in the 

poem. 

The poem states that the beloved is truly better than a summer day, even though it 

asks if they are similar. Summertime is lovely, but it passes quickly. The sensitive May 

flowers might be harmed by strong winds, and the sun may get too hot or hide behind clouds. 

The beloved's beauty will not fade, unlike summer. According to the poem, they will 

maintain their beauty and the "eternal summer shall not fade". It's like to claiming that their 

attractiveness would never fade. 

"So as long as men have breath and eyes can see, everybody lives this, and it gives life 

to thee." is one of the poem's most well-known lines. This implies that the poetry will endure 

for as long as people are alive to absorb or hear it, and that the the beloved's loveliness will 

likewise become somewhat eternal through the poem. 

You've got everything perfect! The beloved is initially compared to summer in the 

poem, but it then deftly changes course. Though wonderful, summer is a short season. In 

contrast, the beauty of the beloved endures eternally. All of this is attributable to the poem's 

inherent potency. The lyrics of the sonnet will guarantee that the beloved's beauty will endure 

"as long as men have breath or eyes can see." 

Metaphor  

What a fantastic analysis! The central metaphor upon which the entire poem rests has 

been correctly identified by you. Do you have any further questions about the poetry or 

would you like to look into another sonnet?  

Shakespeare adds more layers of meaning as the poem progresses, eventually 

rejecting the first analogy. He emphasizes how short and limited the splendor of a day in the 

summer is ;  

"Thou art more lovely and more temperate" - The beloved surpasses the loveliness of 

summer, which is described as too hot and extreme. 

"Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May" - Summer's beauty is delicate and 

shaken by rough winds. 
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"And summer's lease hath all too short a date" - The duration of summer's beauty is 

too brief before it ends. 

Through these critiques, Shakespeare suggests the metaphor of comparing his beloved 

to a summer day is inadequate to capture their true, lasting beauty. 

He then sets up a new, extended metaphor in the final few lines: 

"So long as men can breathe or eyes can see, So long lives this, and this gives life to 

thee." 

In this context, "this" refers to the everlasting nature of the poem. The speaker 

metaphorically compares his poetry to eternal life, implying that the verses will immortalize 

and perpetuate the beloved's beauty forever. 

Shakespeare starts with a metaphor about summer and then deftly moves into an 

artistic metaphor. He implies that the poem's immortality is the only way the beloved's beauty 

can transcend nature and reach true eternity. The eternal quality of great art now celebrates 

the beauty that was first compared to summer. 

Imagery 

The poem opens with vivid imagery depicting the sights, sounds, and feel of summer: 

"Thou art more lovely and more temperate" - This describes the beloved as more lovely than 

the heat and extremes of summer. 

"Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May" - This creates tactile imagery of wind 

rustling delicate flower buds, implying summer's fragility. 

"And summer's lease hath all too short a date" - Imagery of summer as fleeting and short-

lived, its "lease" expiring quickly. 

"Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines" - The sun, metaphorically called the "eye of 

heaven", shines too intensely at times. 

"And often is his gold complexion dimm'd" - Continuing the sun imagery, its golden color is 

frequently obscured by clouds. 

This rich natural imagery allows Shakespeare to capture the warmth, beauty, and 

ephemeral nature of an English summer in just a few compact lines. 

The imagery contrasts with the opening comparison to convey that while lovely, 

summer's beauty has flaws like extremes of heat, winds, and passing clouds that obscure its 

brilliance. 

In the final couplet, the imagery shifts: 

"So long as men can breathe or eyes can see, So long lives this, and this gives life to thee." 
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Here, the imagery is human - breath and vision. This grounds the poem in human 

perception and experience, which will allow the subject's beauty to live on eternally through 

these written lines. 

Shakespeare's mastery of imagery situates the reader fully in the sights and feelings of 

summer, only to transcend that setting through the higher, everlasting imagery of the lasting 

written verse. 

Hyperbole 

Shakespeare emphasizes the eternal beauty of his beloved in Sonnet 18 by using 

hyperbole, or exaggerated language. The final couplet, in which he emphasizes how his prose 

work will preserve their beauty forever, best illustrates this.  

"So long as men can breathe or eyes can see, So long lives this, and this gives life to thee." 

Shakespeare makes the exaggerated claim that his poetry will last as long as humanity 

endures, saying, "So long as men can breathe or eyes can see." This is clearly an 

overstatement, as Shakespeare couldn't have known that his poems would be read for all 

future generations. 

By asserting that "this gives life to thee," he furthers this hyperbole by arguing that his 

poetry has the ability to give the poem's topic perpetual life and that his words will eternally 

preserve their beauty. 

Shakespeare used hyperbolic language in another passage, "Nor shall sorrow boast 

thou wander'st within its shading, When in everlasting lines to time art grow'st," to suggest 

that his beloved would not meet an untimely end but will endure eternally through his 

immortal poetry. 

Making death a person while calling it "brag" is an exaggerated metaphor. 

Furthermore, this is just another overblown assumption regarding the preserving power of 

poetry—that the beloved will develop eternally though these "eternal lines" 

Through the speaker's declarations, the topic is elevated to an idealized, eternal realm 

through the use of overblown language. It makes the subject's beauty more enduring than the 

transient character of summer, making it comparable to great art in its permanent 

permanency. 

Shakespeare purposefully overstates the beauty of his beloved and the timeless force 

of his poetry to make them seem everlasting and untouchable by death. The idealistic and 

romantic goals of the sonnet are fundamentally embodied in this joyful exaggeration. 
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Poem 2 

Shakespeare wrote 154 sonnets, but Sonnet 130 is unlike the majority of them in a 

number of ways. This sonnet takes a different tack from many others, which idealize and woo 

the poet's sweetheart with elaborate parallels to lovely aspects of nature. 

The unexpected opening line of the poem, "My mistress's eyes look nothing like the 

light of the sun," establishes the -Renaissance tone of the sonnet. Here, the speaker 

purposefully downplays and makes fun of the clichés that are employed in royal poetry to 

extol the virtues of feminine beauty. 

Instead of comparing the attributes of his mistress to sublime objects like sunlight, 

rose petals, or pearls, the writer makes a number of odd yet realistic comparisons: 

 Her lips are not red like coral 

 Her breasts are dun, compared to brown uninviting color 

 Her hairs are like wires, black wires on her head 

 Her cheeks have no rosy red color at all 

He goes on in this same spirit, dismissing romanticized analogies and emphasizing 

that she walks on the earth as opposed to the elegant, celestial beings that are usually 

portrayed in romantic poetry. 

Nevertheless, there is a sudden change in the last couplet. Following a detailed 

analysis of seductive literary tropes, the speaker declares his feelings to be extraordinarily 

rare: 

"And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare As any she belied with false compare." 

On the surface, the poem seems anti-romantic, but the poet truly is criticizing the 

artificiality of overindulgent adulation. He finds more value in his subject's true, unadorned 

self than in any fabricated lyrical parallels. 

This unorthodox sonnet defies readers expectations with its realistic representations 

and sudden turns, yet it ends with an acknowledgment of sincere, everyday love. 

Metaphore 

Shakespeare employs a series of analogies in Sonnet 130 to compare the attributes of 

his mistress to unusual and occasionally commonplace objects. This method subtly 

challenges and ridicules the traditional idealistic analogies that were common in that era's 

courtly love poetry. An analysis of these metaphors is provided below : 

By defying the conventional poetic pattern of contrasting a lady's eyes to the blazing 

sun, the opening metaphors "My mistress' eyes were not like the sun" quickly sets the tone 

and deflates expectations. 
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"Coral is far more red than her lips' red" Her lips are comparable to the less vivid red of coral 

rather than roses or rubies. 

"If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun" Her breasts are likened to the dull brown 

color "dun", undermining the typical pearl/snow comparisons. 

"If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head" Her hair is bluntly compared to black wires, 

a very unromantic metaphor. 

"I have seen roses damask'd, red and white, But no such roses see I in her cheeks" The 

metaphor of rosy cheeks is rejected - her cheeks lack this becoming flush of color. 

"And in some perfumes is there more delight Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks" 

Her breath is surprisingly compared to an unpleasant reek or stench rather than a sweet 

perfume. 

Shakespeare intentionally contrasts the lofty, elaborate metaphors common in 

romantic poetry by using earthly, plain, and perhaps unpleasant items in his metaphors. He 

deflates his mistress's irrational expectations in the process. 

But in the last couplet, this strategy emphasizes his sincere love for her true, 

unadorned self. His metaphors are crude, yet they express real appreciation for her inherent 

beauty and go beyond contrived poetry tropes. 

Imagery 

Shakespeare uses strong and even startling imagery in Sonnet 130 to paint a realistic 

yet simple picture of his mistress's physical attributes. Romantic poetry is known for its lofty, 

idealized descriptions, which contrast sharply with this picture. The main imagery is 

examined as follows: 

"If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head" This visceral image compares her hair to 

black wires, conjuring a harsh, unromantic picture far from the flowing tresses so often 

exalted in verse. 

"I have seen roses damask'd, red and white, But no such roses see I in her cheeks" The 

imagined "roses" in her cheeks directly contradicts the earlier mention of her lack of a 

fashionable red blush. This homely imagery deflates notions of perfectly rosy complexions. 

"And in some perfumes is there more delight Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks" 

Extremely blunt imagery depicting her breath as a "reek" or foul stench. This contrasts 

sharply with the flowery, sweet-smelling comparisons favored in courtly poetry. 

"I love to hear her speak, yet well I know That music hath a far more pleasing sound" The 

speaker's imagery suggests her voice, while beloved to him, is unmelodious and dissonant 

compared to beautiful music. An unglamorous observation. 
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"I grant I never saw a goddess go; My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground" This 

grounded, terrestrial imagery portrays the mistress as far from the goddesses who glided with 

inhuman grace in Renaissance love poems. 

Throughout, Shakespeare rejects airy romanticism in favor of tactile, almost crude 

imagery rooted in the mistress's genuine, imperfect human qualities. It's a bold departure 

from conventionally pretty poetic imagery. 

Synechdone  

Shakespeare uses the literary trick of synecdoche, in which a portion of something 

reflects the whole, in Sonnet 130. This gives him the unusual opportunity to characterize his 

mistress's physical attributes in exquisite detail. a synecdoche in the text include the 

following: 

"My mistress' eyes are nothing like the sun" 

Using just "eyes" to represent her entire face/appearance and comparing it to the sun. 

"Coral is far more red than her lips' red" 

Using just "lips" to capture the whole of her mouth/facial features. 

"If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun" 

Referring only to "breasts" to depict her overall body/skin tone. 

"If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head" 

"Hairs" stand in for the entirety of her head of hair. 

"I have seen roses damask'd, red and white, 

But no such roses see I in her cheeks" 

"Cheeks" represent her full facial complexion. 

Shakespeare can focus on particular bodily parts as opposed to making broad 

generalizations about her overall physical figure by employing these synecdoche instances. 

The simplicity with which he refers to "eyes," "lips," "breasts," and so on makes his 

descriptions seem more real and immediate. 

The sonnet's mock-Renaissance concept of purposefully eschewing conventional 

delicate, sweet metaphors regarding feminine beauty is further supported by the synecdoche. 

Her reduction to basic, discrete body parts makes the descriptions more straightforward and 

realistic. 

By utilizing synecdoche, the mistress's attributes are captured vividly without turning 

into exaggerated, idealized portrayals. It uses evocative, broken details that together 

symbolize the entire to portray her as she truly is—unvarnished. 
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Poem 3 

Here is an overview of Shakespeare's Sonnet 116, "Let Me Not to the Marriage of 

True Minds": 

Shakespeare's Fair Young sequence includes this sonnet, although it adopts a 

contemplative tone in contrast to other sonnets that speak directly to the young man. It muses 

over the unwavering and permanent nature of true love. 

The poem opens with the famous lines: 

"Let me not to the marriage of true minds 

Admit impediments. Love is not love 

Which alters when it alteration finds..." 

Shakespeare personifies love in this sonnet as something that exists beyond of the 

material world. According to him, a true love between two strong spirits should be resilient 

and unflappable, unaffected by difficulties or setbacks. He believed that true love endures 

unaltered through hardships and the passing of time. 

He continues with this idea of love's permanence with the lines: 

"O no! it is an ever-fixed mark  

That looks on tempests and is never shaken;" 

He describes pure love as remaining immovable and undisturbed by the turmoil or 

"tempests" existence may bring, using the metaphor of a steady, guiding signpost or star. 

Expanding on this metaphor, the next four lines imply that true love is unaffected by 

flimsy physical cravings or inquisitiveness. Instead, for individuals whose affection is firmly 

ingrained and unchanging, it serves as a steady and dependable guide, much like a steadfast 

marker. 

The final couplet solidifies this themes with the famous concluding lines: 

"If this be error and upon me proved,  

I never writ, nor no man ever loved." 

Essentially, Shakespeare actually wrote his poetry, and no individual has ever 

genuinely loved at all, if this idea of pure, unchanging love is false. 

Shakespeare celebrates love as timeless and everlasting, immune to outside influences 

in this sonnet through personification, analogies, and audacious claims. It presents love as the 

idealized union of two souls, one connected emotionally and spiritually and intended to last a 

lifetime. 
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Metaphore 

Shakespeare uses metaphorical language instead of an analogy with "like" or "as" to 

directly equate love to a guiding light in this instance. According to his portrayal, love serves 

as a dependable and unwavering beacon for those who are persistently bonded in passion. 

• The wonder and beauty connected to love are evoked by this metaphor.yell Love is 

elevated from a basic feeling to something that is nearly mystical and eternal by it. 

• The analogy of a guiding star inspires confidence and dependability. Just as we trust the 

stars to lead us, we can also trust love to steer us in the proper path. 

 

Personification  

Personification is a writing tactic in which non-human objects are given human 

characteristics. In this instance, love—an abstract idea—is shown as a living creature capable 

of providing guidance. 

Personifying love has the following effects:  

• Empowers love: Love gains agency and the capacity to lead, making it a more potent 

force. This implies that love has the power to actively influence our choices and lives. 

• Fosters Intimacy: Love feels more intimate and personal when it is personified. It creates a 

sense of connection by enabling us to picture ourselves as having a connection with this 

guiding force.  

• Points of Interest Particulars: We have a choice in how we represent this personified love. 

Is it a devoted friend, a watchful guardian, or a sage mentor? A distinct facet of love is 

emphasized in each representation.  

Examples include: 

• Literature: "Love welcomed me, but I was afraid." (Sonnet 141 of William Shakespeare) 

In this instance, love is embodied as an entity that both embraces and terrifies the speaker. 

• Mythology: The Greek deity of love, Eros, is frequently portrayed as a cunning and strong 

character with the ability to affect people's feelings. 

Limitations:  

• Simplifying: Love is a multifaceted, intricate feeling. Its nature can be oversimplified by 

personifying it. 

• Misinterpretation: Confusion can result from taking personification too literally. Love is 

an abstract concept without a physical body or conscious mind. 

Love is a powerful literary device that deepens our comprehension of its significant 

influence on our lives by depicting it as a living, driving force. This personification highlights 
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the transformational power of love and makes a deeper investigation of its emotional aspects 

possible. 

Imagery 

Structural Unrest, Storms are a metaphor for internal struggle, emotional turmoil, or 

getting through difficult circumstances. Storm references allude to characters who may be 

going through challenging feelings or uncertainties. Discovery and Exploration, Wandering, 

roaming, and walking all represent a voyage of self-discovery, concept exploration, or 

meaning-seeking. These behaviors show characters trying to figure out who they are in the 

world, trying to make sense of their feelings, or trying new things.  

Disturbance or Uncertainty, Being aimless or lacking direction is reflected in roaming 

or meandering without a specific destination. Characters who could be unsure of their 

objectives or dealing with volatility in their lives are suggested by this motif. Transformation 

and Change, Walking represents personal development and metamorphosis, particularly 

while on a journey. Characters that are changing could be going through a personal evolution 

or changing phases of their lives.  

 

Affect of imagery 

Generates Ambience, Storm scenes can be used to build suspense, drama, or 

discomfort in a story. Travel and stroll narratives inspire emotions of discovery, expectation, 

or reflection. Characters that Develop, Authors can reveal the subconscious ideas and 

motivations of their characters by using these visuals. From the acts of characters and the 

settings they inhabit, readers deduce their personalities and emotional states.  

Foreshadowing, Pictures might allude to things to come. A peaceful stroll through a 

garden may portend an impending time of calm, whereas a storm may portend impending 

strife or chaos.  

Adittional Consideration 

Particulars, The accurate portrayal of walks, storms, and wandering provides more 

understanding of the emotional situations of the people. Strolling along a bright beach may 

evoke optimism and hope, whereas strolling through a pitch-dark may suggest fear or 

uncertainty. 

Figurative Language, Metaphors and similes can be added to the imagery to enhance 

the descriptions, whether it is literal or figurative. These literary strategies improve the 

depiction of characters' experience and surroundings while also adding new levels of 

meaning.  
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CONCLUSION 

Three key areas of Shakespeare's employing symbolic language have been covered in 

our analysis: personification of love as a moving force, analogies comparing love to a 

directing star, and imagery conjuring up images of storms, walks, and roaming. These 

components work together to deepen and enhance Shakespeare's sonnets. Personification 

gives love agency and increases its power, while metaphors raise love above the level of 

simple emotion to the status of a guiding principle. In the meantime, the artwork creates a 

vibrant atmosphere that reflects the characters' emotional upheaval, discoveries, or journeys 

toward transformation. 

Shakespeare clearly demonstrates his tremendous mastery of figurative language. He 

uses it not just as decoration but also to highlight the main ideas in his writings. He 

emphasizes love's ability to provide direction and significance by comparing it to a guiding 

star. He explores how love may shape and affect our existence through personification. His 

striking imagery delves even deeper into the complexity of our emotions and the range of our 

experiences. 

By examining these components, we may recognize Shakespeare's tremendous 

brilliance. It demonstrates his ability to use words to paint a picture of a world in which love 

is powerful, emotions are vivid, and the journey of the human race is an exciting one. 

Knowing these literary devices helps us better appreciate the everlasting topics Shakespeare 

writes about in his sonnets, like love, grief, beauty, and the unavoidable passing of time. 

In conclusion, understanding Shakespeare's use of metaphorical language is essential 

to appreciating its complexity and beauty; it is not only an academic endeavor. It helps us 

identify more deeply with the people he writes and understand the timeless realities he tackles 

with such skillful language use. 
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