
                                                                       SONNET 130

     Sonnet 130 is William Shakespeare’s pragmatic tribute to his uncomely mistress, 
commonly referred to as the ‘dark lady’ because of her ‘dun’ complexion. The dark lady, 
who ultimately betrays the poet, appears in sonnets 127 to 154. Sonnet 130 is clearly a 
parody of the conventional love sonnet made popular by Petrarch and, in particular, 
made popular in England by Philip Sidney’s use of the Petrarchan form in Astrophel and
Stella. 

      This sonnet is a pleasure to read for its simplicity and frankness of expression. It is 
also one of the few Shakespearean sonnets with a distinctly humorous tone. The 
message of the poem is simple: the dark lady’s beauty cannot be compared to the 
beauty of a goddess or to that found in Nature, for she is but a mortal human being. 
Petrarch addressed many of his most famous sonnets to an idealized woman named 
Laura, whose beauty he often likened to that of a goddess. In stark contrast, 
Shakespeare makes no attempt at deification of the dark lady; in fact he shuns it 
outright, as we see in the lines: 

                             “I grant I never saw a goddess go;

                              My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground.”

Here the poet explicitly states that his mistress is not a goddess. She is also not as 
beautiful as things found in Nature, another typical source of inspiration for the average 
sonneteer:

                              “My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun;

                                Coral is far more red than her lips’ red”

Yet the poet loves her nonetheless, and in the closing couplet says that she is just as 
extraordinary (‘rare’) as any woman described with such exaggerated or false 
comparisons. It is indeed this blunt but charming sincerity that has made Sonnet 130 
one of the most famous in the sequence.

        The poetic form used is standard Shakespearean iambic pentameter, following the 
ABAB CDCD EFEF GG rhyme scheme. According to Felicia Jean Steele, Shakespeare 
uses Petrarchan imagery while actually undermining it at the same time. Stephen Booth
would agree that Shakespeare references Petrarchan works; however, Booth says that 
Shakespeare “gently mocks the thoughtless mechanical application of the standard 
Petrarchan metaphors.” Felicia Steele says, “Shakespeare seems to undo, discount, or 
invalidate nearly every Petrarchan conceit about feminine beauty employed by his 



fellow sonneteers.” The final couplet is designed to undo the damage Shakespeare has 
done to his reader’s faith that he indeed loves his ‘dusky mistress’.

         This sonnet compares the poet’s beloved to a number of other beauties --- and 
never in the beloved’s favour. Her eyes are “nothing like the sun”, her lips are less red 
than coral; compared to white snow, her breasts are dun-coloured, and her hairs are like
black wires on her head. In the second quatrain, the poet says that he has seen roses 
of various colours like red and white, but he sees no such roses in his mistress’ cheeks; 
and he says that the breath that ‘reeks’ from his mistress is less delightful than perfume.
In the third quatrain, he admits that, though he loves her voice, music “hath a far more 
pleasing voice”, and that, though he has never seen a goddess, his mistress --- unlike 
goddesses --- walks on the ground. In the couplet, however, the poet declares that, ‘by 
heav’n,” he thinks his love as rare and valuable “As any she belied with false compare” 
--- that is, any love in which false comparisons were invoked to describe the loved one’s
beauty.

         In many ways, Shakespeare’s sonnets subvert and reverse the conventions of the
Petrarchan love sequence: the idealizing love poems, for instance, are written not to a 
perfect woman but to an admittedly imperfect man, and the love poems to the dark lady 
are anything but idealizing. Sonnet 130 mocks the typical Petrarchan metaphors by 
presenting a speaker who takes them at face value, and somewhat bemusedly, decides 
to tell the truth. Traditionally, sonnets transform women into the most glorious creatures 
to walk the earth, whereas patrons become the noblest and bravest men the world has 
ever known. Shakespeare makes fun of the convention by contrasting an idealized 
woman with a real woman. In Sonnet 130, Shakespeare directly engages --- and 
skewers --- clichéd concepts of beauty. Real love, the sonnet implies, begins when we 
accept our lovers for what they are as well as what they are not. 


