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The English national poet William Shakespeare wrote 154 

sonnets, which are commonly divided into three categories: the 

“Fair Youth Sonnets” (126 sonnets), the “Dark Lady Sonnets” 

(26 sonnets), and the “Greek Sonnet.”(02 sonnets). The current 

study aims to conduct a critical discourse analysis of the 

symbolic language employed in Shakespeare’s Dark Lady 

Sonnets. A content analysis method was adopted to examine the 

data. The study's population includes the 26 sonnets, known as 

“Dark Lady Sonnets”. Using a purposive sampling technique, 

the researchers selected six sonnets (127, 128, 129, 130, 131 

and 132) from the Dark Lady collection as the sample for data 

analysis. The findings reveal that Shakespeare effectively 

utilized symbolic discourse throughout these selected sonnets. 

This study offers valuable insights and is expected to serve as a 

useful resource for future researchers and literary scholars. 
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Introduction 

Symbolism in literature is a tool of figurative language where an image, object or idea is used to 

stand in for another. It is a common technique used by writers in both fiction and non-fiction texts 

to emphasize a theme or make a point about the nature of a story. Symbolic language uses 

symbols, characters, or abbreviations to represent concepts, operations, or entities. It's a form of 

communication that can be found in various fields, including computer science, engineering, and 

mathematics, often aiming for conciseness and accuracy. 

William Shakespeare developed a unique poetic style that later became known as the 

Shakespearean sonnet. He authored a total of 154 sonnets, which are typically divided into three 
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sections. The first section, known as "The Fair Youth Sonnets," consists of 126 poems expressing 

admiration for a handsome young man, whose beauty the poet believes can be immortalized 

through verse. The second section includes 26 sonnets, commonly referred to as the "Dark Lady 

Sonnets." These introduce a mysterious woman who immediately captivates the poet's attention. 

Unlike the fair youth, she is not conventionally beautiful; her complexion is dark, and she has 

raven-black eyes, hence the title “Dark Lady.” The final section consists of two sonnets that 

diverge from the earlier narrative style and instead draw upon Grecian mythology.  

Ahmed et al. (2025) had already analyzed figurative language of all sonnets in their study, which is 

the core medium of this study. Further, he used a descriptive form of expression that conveys 

meaning beyond the literal interpretation of words. It includes various stylistic devices such as 

similes, metaphors, personification, hyperbole, allusions, and idioms. When language incorporates 

these figures of speech, it is collectively referred to as figurative language. Writers and speakers 

often use it to add creativity, emotional depth, or to simplify complex concepts. In contrast, literal 

language communicates ideas using precise, direct meanings without embellishment or 

imagination. While literal language is essential in formal contexts, such as academic writing, 

professional settings, or legal documents, it can often seem monotonous in other forms of 

communication (Shaw, 2024). On the other hand, symbolic language enhances engagement, 

making writing or speech more vivid and thought-provoking. It invites the audience to interpret 

deeper meanings, almost like solving a puzzle. This style heavily relies on literary devices, which 

help make the content more enjoyable, relatable, and emotionally resonant, explaining why 

symbolic language and literary devices are so closely connected. Therefore, in pursuance of the 

works done by Ahmed and Shaw, this study solely examined the symbolic analysis of the language 

used by Shakespeare in his Dark Lady novels for further exploration. 

Literature Review 

Literature review a clear overview of the sources in an organizational pattern, and its function is to 

estimate and summarize the previous writings linked to current topic” (Ahmad et al., 2022; Maitlo 

et al., 2024; Murtaza et al., 2025; Soomro et al., 2025). According to Kernot, D., Bossomaier, T., 

& Bradbury, R. (2017), symbolic language involves the use of descriptive expressions, words, 

phrases, or sentences, to convey ideas indirectly rather than stating them plainly. It is a powerful 

communication tool that helps express complex emotions or detailed descriptions more effectively. 

Often referred to as figures of speech, figurative language allows writers to persuade, engage, and 

build a connection with their audience while enhancing the impact of their message. However, its 

effective use requires thoughtful consideration and careful observation to accurately communicate 

the intended meaning. Symbolic language encompasses various forms, all of which employ 

imaginative and expressive wording to create vivid imagery. This enhances the audience's 

understanding by fostering emotional, visual, and sensory connections. Writers commonly use 

figurative language across literary genres such as poetry, drama, prose, and discussion to 

communicate ideas more effectively and memorably. Figures of speech, literary devices embedded 

in everyday communication, play a vital role in conveying significant concepts with emotional 

depth and clarity. 

 Imagery and symbolism are key elements of figurative language frequently used by poets 

throughout different literary periods. Imagery engages the reader’s or listener's five senses, 

allowing them to experience the described scene on a sensory level. Symbolism, in 

contrast, conveys meaning indirectly by using symbols to represent abstract ideas. While 
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imagery appeals to sensory perception, symbolism communicates deeper meaning beneath 

the surface. 

 Simile: It draws a comparison between two unlike things using connecting words such as 

"like," "as," or "than." Similes highlight specific qualities by encouraging the reader to 

draw connections and infer meaning from the comparison of people, objects, actions, or 

ideas. 

 Metaphor also compares two unlike things but does so directly, without using comparative 

words like "like" or "as." Metaphors create a stronger link between the two subjects, 

enhancing the impact of the comparison. When a metaphor is extended over multiple lines 

or throughout an entire work, it is known as an extended metaphor. 

 Personification involves assigning human qualities or emotions to nonhuman entities, such 

as objects, animals, or places. This technique makes nonhuman elements more relatable 

and vivid for the audience. 

 Onomatopoeia refers to the use of words that imitate the actual sounds they describe. This 

form of figurative language helps readers vividly imagine the sounds within a scene. 

 Oxymoron combines two contradictory or opposing ideas to create a striking and often 

thought-provoking expression. Typically, it involves placing an adjective before a noun. 

 Hyperbole is a deliberate and extreme exaggeration used to emphasize a particular feeling 

or description. Hyperboles may also include similes or comparative language for added 

effect. 

 Litotes represents a form of understatement, often delivered with irony or sarcasm. They 

use negation to express a meaning opposite to the literal wording, frequently involving 

double negatives such as “not bad” or “not wrong.” 

 Idiom is a culturally specific expression whose figurative meaning differs significantly 

from its literal interpretation. Idioms can be challenging for language learners, as their true 

meanings are not evident from the individual words used. 

 Synecdoche is a device in which a part of something is used to represent the whole, 

allowing writers to convey multiple meanings through a single phrase. 

 Alliteration is the repetition of initial consonant sounds across a series of words, often 

used to create rhythm or emphasize particular phrases. 

 Allusions are indirect references to well-known people, places, events, or literary works. 

To fully grasp an allusion, readers typically need background knowledge of the cultural or 

historical reference being made. 

 Puns are a form of wordplay that exploits words with similar sounds but different 

meanings to produce humorous or clever effects. 

 Anaphora involves the repetition of a specific word or phrase at the beginning of 

successive sentences or clauses. This technique emphasizes particular themes or emotions 

in a text. 

 Assonance, unlike allusion, involves the repetition of vowel sounds (such as A, E, I, O, and 

U) within closely placed words to create internal rhyme or musicality. 

Shakespearean Sonnets 

William Shakespeare composed a total of 154 sonnets, widely regarded as some of the most 

masterfully crafted poems in English literature. These sonnets are traditionally categorized into 

three groups: The Fair Youth Sonnets, The Dark Lady Sonnets, and the Greek Sonnets. Each 

category explores distinct themes and subjects, and many of the sonnets are accompanied by study 

resources and original texts for deeper analysis. 
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Fair Youth Sonnets (Sonnets 1–126) 

The first group, known as the Fair Youth Sonnets, centers on the poet’s admiration for a handsome 

young man. Shakespeare expresses a desire to preserve the youth's beauty and essence through his 

poetry, believing that even as time passes and the youth eventually fades or dies, his beauty will 

live on in written form. The intense affection conveyed in these sonnets sometimes borders on 

romantic or even sexual longing, leading to ongoing scholarly debate. Interpretations vary. Some 

suggest the speaker may be a woman; others view the poems as evidence of Shakespeare’s 

possible homosexuality, or they may reflect a deeply emotional but platonic friendship. 

Dark Lady Sonnets (Sonnets 127–152) 

The second section of Shakespeare’s sonnet collection is referred to as the Dark Lady Sonnets. 

Beginning with Sonnet 127, the narrative introduces a mysterious woman who quickly captures the 

poet’s attention. In stark contrast to the idealized Fair Youth, this woman is not conventionally 

attractive. Her eyes are described as “raven black,” and she is noted as “not born fair.” She is often 

portrayed with negative traits, being depicted as seductive, immoral, and even demonic, which 

justifies her title as the Dark Lady. Some interpretations suggest that she may be involved in an 

illicit relationship with the Fair Youth, potentially explaining the poet’s emotional turmoil and 

jealousy. 

Greek Sonnets (Sonnets 153–154) 

The final two sonnets of the sequence diverge from the personal narrative of the previous sections 

and instead draw inspiration from ancient Greek mythology. Sonnet 153 (Cupid Laid by His 

Brand and Fell Asleep) and Sonnet 154 (The Little Love-God Lying Once Asleep) both reference 

mythological themes centered around Cupid, the Roman god of love, marking a distinct thematic 

and stylistic shift from the rest of the collection. 

Coincide Studies 

Oncíns-Martínez (2011) explored the use of sexual language and metaphor in Shakespeare’s 

works. Kernot, Bossomaier, and Bradbury (2017) employed novel text analysis techniques to 

investigate personality traits and attempted to identify the Dark Lady in Shakespeare’s sonnets. 
Henrichs (2019) examined topic modeling as a method for analyzing Shakespeare's sonnets as 

poetic texts. Al-Abdullah (2020) focused on the use of conceptual metaphors related to time in 

Shakespeare’s sonnets. Hassan (2022) analyzed adjectival usage in the sonnets. Yulianda and 

Sunra (2022) investigated various forms of figurative language found in Shakespeare’s poetry. 
Anjani and Darmawan (2024) examined metaphor and personification specifically in the poetry of 

William Shakespeare and William Blake. Al-Mujadid and Gustary (2024) analyzed the presence of 

figurative language in selected sonnets by Shakespeare. However, despite these contributions, no 

previous research has focused specifically on analyzing the Symbolic language used in the Dark 

Lady Sonnets. The present study addresses this gap by adopting the following methodological 

approach. 

Key Objectives 
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 Specifically identify and analyze the symbolic language used in Shakespeare’s Dark 

Lady Sonnets. 
 To assess the symbolic discourse contributes to the sonnets’ literary and cultural 

significance. 

Research Methodology 

Research methodology is the part of the research study in which researchers give an account of the 

research methods, which they have used to conduct their research (Maitlo et al., 2022; Ahmad et 

al., 2023; Shaheen et al., 2025; Maitlo et al., 2025). Research methodology refers to the 

comprehensive plan and specific procedures used to carry out a study (Abro et al., 2024; Arshad et 

al., 2025). This research employed a content analysis approach to examine the data. The same 

method was used by Ahmed et al. (2025) in their study.  The study's population includes the 26 

sonnets, known as “Dark Lady Sonnets”. Using a purposive sampling technique, the researchers 

selected six sonnets (127, 128, 129, 130, 131 and 132) from the Dark Lady collection as the 

sample for data analysis. The findings derived from this analysis are presented below. 

Analysis and Discussion 

Sonnet 127: 
In The Old Age, Black Was Not Counted Fair 

In Sonnet 127, Shakespeare employs symbolic language to question the Elizabethan standards of 

beauty, especially the perception of the color black. This poem marks the introduction of the Dark 

Lady as a central figure in his sonnet sequence. The speaker challenges the traditional view that 

black is unattractive, asserting that it is now regarded as beautiful. This evolving notion of beauty 

is further complicated by the widespread use of cosmetics, which the speaker criticizes as artificial 

enhancements that distort and degrade authentic beauty. In the opening quatrain, the speaker 

reflects on the evolving standards of beauty. He acknowledges that in the past, dark complexions 

were not regarded as beautiful, or if they were, people did not openly admit it. The phrase “bore 

not beauty’s name” suggests that darkness was never associated with beauty. However, times have 

changed, and now “black” is gaining appreciation. The speaker claims it is now more acceptable to 

praise dark beauty than to admire lighter features. As the sonnet continues, the speaker shares his 

critical view of cosmetics. He expresses frustration that women can now use makeup to artificially 

enhance their looks. To him, this seems like an intrusion on nature’s authority, as if women are 

attempting to control or replace natural beauty. He believes that this trend diminishes the value of 

genuine beauty so much so that when someone encounters true beauty, it no longer feels as 

powerful or rare. In his view, natural beauty once granted solely by nature has nearly vanished. It 

isn’t until the ninth line that the speaker introduces his mistress, the Dark Lady. He describes her 

eyes as “raven black,” using a metaphor to emphasize her dark and striking appearance. Her 

beauty aligns with the current trends, but unlike others, she doesn’t rely on makeup to enhance her 

features. Her naturally dark eyes seem to mourn the artificial beauty of those who disguise 

themselves with cosmetics people the speaker, and perhaps Shakespeare himself, clearly 

disapproves of. 

 

Key Characteristics of Symbolic Language 
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 Reversal of Beauty Ideals: The sonnet opens with the line “In the old age black was not 

counted fair,” which immediately questions the traditional association of beauty with 

fairness. The phrase “now is black beauty's successive heir” signifies a cultural shift, 

acknowledging that dark features are now being recognized as beautiful. 

 Metaphor: This metaphor highlights the use of cosmetics to artificially enhance what was 

once deemed unattractive. The speaker sees this act as deceptive, portraying it as a 

distortion and betrayal of genuine beauty. 

 Personification of Beauty: In the lines “Sweet beauty hath no name, no holy bower, but is 

profaned, if not lives in disgrace,” beauty is personified as a sacred entity that has been 

stripped of its value and dignity due to the widespread use of artificial enhancements. 

 Natural vs. Artificial Beauty: An implicit comparison runs throughout the sonnet, 

contrasting the authentic beauty of the Dark Lady with the fabricated beauty achieved 

through cosmetics, reinforcing the speaker’s admiration for natural appearance over 

artificiality. 

 Symbolism of “Black”: Traditionally, in Elizabethan culture, the color black symbolized 

darkness, evil, sin, or mystery. However, Shakespeare challenges these associations by 

redefining black as a symbol of sensuality, depth, and beauty, thereby subverting its 

conventional meaning. 

 Use of Irony and Paradox: The poem presents irony by celebrating a beauty ideal that 

contradicts longstanding societal norms. It also employs paradox, suggesting that "black" is 

both a form of beauty and something once considered its very opposite. 

 Changing Standards of Beauty: The sonnet reflects on the evolving and subjective nature 

of beauty, revealing how aesthetic standards are influenced by cultural shifts and personal 

viewpoints. This idea is encapsulated in the line “now is black beauty’s successive heir,” 

signaling a broader transformation in how beauty is defined and appreciated. 

Sonnet 128: 

How Oft When Thou, My Music, Music Play’st 

In Sonnet 128, Shakespeare employs Symbolic language, particularly personification and 

metaphor, to express the speaker's intense longing and jealousy toward the physical closeness 

shared between his beloved and a musical instrument, likely a virginal or harpsichord. The speaker 

envies the instrument's intimate contact with the woman, conveying his emotions through vivid 

imagery and expressive language. 

Key Characteristics of Symbolic language: 

 Personification: The speaker attributes human characteristics to the virgin. He describes its 

“jacks,” the mechanical levers that strike the strings, as “saucy” and “happy” because they 

are touched by the mistress. This personification elevates the instrument to the level of a 

rival, underscoring the speaker’s deep yearning and emotional intensity. 

 Metaphor: The sonnet itself functions as an extended metaphor for the speaker's physical 

and emotional desire. The virginal represents the intimacy he longs to experience with his 

mistress. His jealousy of the instrument’s touch reflects his desire for affection. 

Additionally, the “jacks” may symbolically represent the speaker’s own body or desire, 

reinforcing the erotic undertones of the poem. 

 Metonymy: The expression “happy, jacks” serves as metonymy, where a part of the 

instrument, the jacks, stands in for the whole, and by extension, symbolizes the mistress’s 

interaction with it. 
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 Alliteration: The use of repeated consonant sounds, as seen in “jacks that nimble leap,” 

adds a rhythmic, musical quality to the sonnet. This mirrors the sound of the virginal and 

emphasizes the speaker’s heightened emotional state. 

 Emotional Conflict: The speaker expresses a mixture of admiration for his mistress’s 

musical abilities and intense jealousy toward the instrument she plays. 

 Longing and Frustration: His deep desire for physical closeness with his mistress is 

evident, yet remains unfulfilled, creating a strong sense of emotional frustration. 

 Shifting Perspective: The sonnet transitions from the speaker’s feelings of envy to an 

imaginative fantasy in which he envisions himself as the musical instrument, only to return 

to his unfulfilled longing and emotional dissatisfaction. 

 Resolution in the Final Couplet: The closing couplet offers a form of imagined 

resolution, where the speaker fantasizes about sharing the mistress’s touch with the 

instrument. This illustrates his deep yearning for intimacy and emotional closeness. 

Sonnet 129: 

"Th' Expense of Spirit in a Waste of Shame" 

In Sonnet 129, Shakespeare powerfully illustrates lust as a consuming and destructive emotion 

through rich symbolic language. Using vivid metaphors and similes, he characterizes lust as an 

impulsive urge that leads to spiritual depletion, deception, and eventual remorse. 

Key Symbolic Features: 

 Metaphor: The opening line, “Th’ expense of spirit in a waste of shame,” presents lust as 

a draining investment of one’s energy that results only in disgrace. The phrase “Hunted, 

past reason” uses imagery of a frenzied pursuit to emphasize how lust overrides logic and 

rationality. “Before, a joy proposed; behind, a dream” highlights the illusion of pleasure. 

Anticipated joy dissolves into regret. A cascade of harsh terms “perjured, murd’rous, 

bloody, full of blame” portrays lust as morally destructive, filled with betrayal and guilt. 

 Simile: The comparison “like swallowed bait, On purpose laid to make the taker mad” 

likens lust to a carefully set trap, underscoring its deceptive nature and the emotional 

turmoil it causes. 

 Enjambment: The use of enjambment (continuation of lines without punctuation) 

enhances the poem’s momentum, reflecting the restless, overwhelming nature of desire. 

 Condemnation of Lust: The speaker consistently condemns lust, portraying it as morally 

degrading and emotionally damaging. 

 Irresistible Power: Despite his criticism, he acknowledges lust’s power to overwhelm 

human reason and self-control. 

 Cycle of Passion and Regret: The poem conveys a repetitive loop intense desire leads to 

action, followed by regret and shame. 

 Moral Reflection: The sonnet invites readers to reflect on human vulnerability, the 

consequences of indulgence, and the conflict between impulse and morality. 

 

 

 

Sonnet 130: 

"My Mistress’ Eyes Are Nothing Like the Sun" 
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In Sonnet 130, William Shakespeare adopts an anti-Petrarchan approach to challenge the 

traditional, often exaggerated descriptions of female beauty found in love poetry. Rather than using 

overblown comparisons to idealize his mistress, the speaker offers a more honest and realistic 

portrayal, emphasizing her human imperfections. This shift in tone and technique invites readers to 

rethink how love and beauty are represented. 

Key Symbolic Features: 

 Negative Metaphors and Comparisons: The poem centers around rejecting standard 

poetic imagery. Phrases like "My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun" and "If hairs be wires, 

black wires grow on her head" turn ideal comparisons upside down. By rejecting these 

unrealistic analogies, the speaker affirms his mistress's natural appearance and critiques 

poetic clichés. 

 Inverted Hyperbole: While hyperbole is typically used in love poetry to exaggerate 

beauty, Shakespeare flips this technique to deflate unrealistic ideals. For instance, saying 

her breath “reeks” rather than comparing it to perfume mocks the absurdity of typical 

romantic praise and asserts a more grounded reality. 

 Irony and Sarcasm: The sonnet’s tone is laced with irony, especially in the final couplet. 

Although the speaker openly admits his mistress doesn’t meet conventional beauty 

standards, he affirms that his love for her is sincere and rare, perhaps more so than loves 

built on false praise. This clever reversal underscores the depth and honesty of his 

affection. 

 Structural Shift: The poem is structured to support its message. The first three quatrains 

dismantle idealized comparisons, while the final rhyming couplet presents a shift. Here, the 

speaker expresses his genuine love, which transcends superficial standards of beauty. 

Sonnet 131: 

"Thou Art As Tyrannous, So As Thou Art" 

In Sonnet 131, Shakespeare presents a conflicted portrayal of the speaker’s love for the Dark Lady, 

focusing on her emotional cruelty and nontraditional beauty. Through rich symbolic language 

especially metaphors, hyperbole, and paradox the speaker expresses his emotional struggle 

between desire and disapproval. 

Key Symbolic Features: 

 Metaphors: "Thou art as tyrannous...” Compares the Dark Lady to a tyrant, showing her 

emotional dominance over the speaker and the pain she causes him. "The fairest and most 

precious jewel": Suggests she is rare and valuable, despite the speaker’s awareness of her 

flaws. "Thy black is fairest...” Challenges conventional beauty by describing her dark 

features as beautiful in the speaker’s eyes, indicating personal bias and deep affection. 

 Hyperbole: "A thousand groans." Exaggerates the speaker’s emotional suffering, showing 

the overwhelming impact of his love for her. 

 Paradoxes: "Thou art as tyrannous... yet fairest": Illustrates the contradiction between her 

cruel nature and the speaker’s perception of her as the most beautiful. "Thy black is 

fairest": Reflects how the speaker’s love redefines beauty, embracing traits society might 

deem unattractive. 
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 Emotional Conflict: The metaphors and contradictions expose the speaker’s turmoil as he 

tries to justify his continued devotion. 

 Redefining Beauty: The poem defies Elizabethan beauty norms, suggesting that true 

beauty is subjective and can be found even in traits considered undesirable. 

 Personal Perception: The speaker’s view of the Dark Lady’s “blackness” as beautiful 

emphasizes that love distorts judgment and is driven by personal feeling, not public 

standards. 

 The Nature of Desire: Love is shown to be irrational, powerful, and deeply emotional, 

able to endure even pain and cruelty. 

Sonnet 132: 

"Thine Eyes I Love, And They, As Pitying Me" 

In Sonnet 132, Shakespeare explores the speaker’s emotional conflict through the symbolic 

portrayal of the Dark Lady’s eyes. Using figurative language, especially personification, metaphor, 

and irony, the poem reflects on how her gaze both comforts and torments him, revealing the 

paradox at the heart of their relationship. 

Key Symbolic Features: 

 Personification: "Have put on black and loving mourners be": The speaker imagines her 

eyes as mourners dressed in black, suggesting they express sorrow or sympathy for his 

emotional suffering. "Looking with pretty ruth upon my pain": Her eyes are given the 

human trait of pity ("ruth"), as if they feel sorry for him, emphasizing their emotional 

presence and the speaker's sensitivity to their gaze. 

 Metaphor and Subtle Comparison: The speaker compares her eyes to natural elements 

like the morning sun and the evening star, but not in the typical romanticized manner. 

Instead of radiance, her eyes are likened to the grey dawn and sober dusk, enhancing their 

melancholic tone. Despite this muted comparison, he still insists that her mournful eyes are 

more beautiful than either celestial image, revealing his deep emotional attachment. 

 Irony and Paradox: "Thine eyes I love, and they, as pitying me, knowing thy heart torment 

me with disdain."The speaker paradoxically loves the very eyes that reflect pity while 

hiding the heart’s cruelty. Her gaze seems to comfort him, yet it also reveals her 

indifference or even scorn. The term "mourning eyes" is ironic; eyes that appear sorrowful 

are the cause of the speaker's grief, emphasizing the contradiction in their emotional 

dynamic. 

Symbolic Language Themes: 

 Emotional Duality: The speaker feels both comforted and wounded by the Dark Lady’s 

gaze. Her eyes are shown as empathetic, yet the speaker knows her heart does not match 

the tenderness they suggest. 

 Subjective Beauty: Rather than idealizing her features, the speaker finds beauty in the 

emotional depth and sorrow he reads in her eyes. 

 Complex Love: The poem reflects the confusing mixture of love, pity, and pain that 

defines the speaker’s attachment, showing how desire can persist even amid emotional 

rejection. 
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Language Analysis 

The structure of the sonnet and its emphasis on the Dark Lady’s eyes shape the overall discourse of 

the poem. The first quatrain introduces the central tension: although the speaker adores her eyes, 

they reflect scorn rather than affection. In the second and third quatrains, this emotional conflict 

deepens through symbolic comparisons and continued personification. The speaker recognizes her 

beauty, even as she appears sorrowful. While the final couplet typically introduces a resolution or 

surprising turn, here it maintains the theme of emotional conflict. Though it may shift the focus 

slightly, the sonnet remains grounded in the speaker’s inner turmoil and unresolved feelings for the 

Dark Lady. In short, Sonnet 132 uses symbolic figurative language to portray the Dark Lady’s eyes 

as both enchanting and emotionally painful. The speaker’s conflicted emotions, desire, admiration, 

and suffering are central to the poem. Literary commentators highlight this sonnet as an example 

of Shakespeare’s masterful use of language to explore complex emotional and relational dynamics. 

How Symbolic Language Forms Meaning 

 The poem is filled with metaphors that reflect the speaker’s emotional struggle. He feels like a 

slave to the Dark Lady, symbolizing his lack of control and deep emotional dependence. He 

describes his heart as being imprisoned in the “steel bosom’s ward,” emphasizing how trapped and 

powerless he feels. The phrase “torment thrice threefold” draws a powerful image of intense 

suffering, possibly alluding to the crucifixion of Jesus, suggesting that his emotional pain is both 

overwhelming and sacred in its intensity. Personification: The Dark Lady is depicted as a cruel, 

heartless figure who has not only taken his heart but also stripped him of his identity and love. Her 

heart is portrayed as having the power to imprison and dominate his own. Allusion: The phrase 

“torment thrice threefold” alludes to religious imagery, particularly the suffering of Christ, which 

deepens the gravity of the speaker’s emotional agony and ties his anguish to universal themes of 

sacrifice and pain. Paradox: The speaker confronts the contradiction of love, how it can bring deep 

joy but also unbearable pain, emphasizing the duality of emotional attachment. Synecdoche: The 

speaker uses “heart” to refer to his male friend entirely, showing how the Dark Lady’s grasp 

extends beyond just emotional control to affect their whole being and relationship. Shakespeare’s 

use of symbolic language in Sonnet 133 heightens the intensity of the speaker’s emotional conflict. 

Through metaphor, personification, allusion, and other literary devices, the poem delves into the 

painful complexities of love, possession, and emotional betrayal, offering readers a vivid and 

relatable portrayal of love’s darker dimensions. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the critical discourse analysis of the symbolic language in Shakespeare’s Dark Lady 

Sonnets reveals deep layers of meaning tied to power, identity, and emotional conflict. Through 

metaphor, irony, and ambiguous imagery, Shakespeare constructs a complex portrayal of desire 

and dominance. The symbolic expressions challenge traditional gender norms and romantic ideals. 

Discourse patterns reflect not only personal struggle but also broader socio-cultural tensions of the 

Elizabethan era. This analysis highlights the richness of Shakespeare's language and its enduring 

relevance in literary and linguistic studies. 
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