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Romantic Imagery in William Shakespeare’s  

“My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun” 

When reading a poem about love or romance, I would expect to find comparisons 

to beautiful things like flowers and colors, but in Shakespeare’s sonnet 130 he uses 

imagery to paint a beautiful portrait of what his mistress lacks.  In the sonnet, 

Shakespeare uses the senses - sight, sound, touch and smell - to paint a portrait of the real 

woman that he loves.  She is not some “goddess” (11), but a mere mortal whose beauty 

and aire cannot compare to the beauty of nature and the sound of music.  Shakespeare 

uses surprising imagery to capture the true beauty behind his love for his mistress. 

 Shakespeare begins by describing that his “mistress’ eyes are nothing like the 

sun.”(1).  He uses the image of the bright colorful sun, radiating heat and energy and says 

they are not similar in any way (1), which makes the reader imagine dull, flat, lifeless 

eyes, not an image of beauty that one might expect when hearing someone describe the 

person they are in love with.  He continues in describing her physical appearance by 

saying her black hair is like wires (4), and her breasts are the color of dun (3).  Both of 

these images paint an unflattering portrait in the sense that neither uses any appealing 

description of beauty.  Black hair like wires makes the reader think of a medusa - like 

image wild, crazy hair sticking out at all angles, perhaps very unkempt and unclean even. 

The word “wires” also implies a texture of coarse dryness that may be unpleasant to the 
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touch. By stating that “ If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun” (3), Shakespeare 

refers to the color of her skin not being beautiful porcelain white, but a dull grayish-

brown, suggesting that she is a woman of color.  He also makes reference to her facial 

skin color in line 5, saying, “I have seen roses damasked, red and white; / But no such 

roses see I in her cheeks”(5,6), this contrary line indicates her skin being very dull and 

lacking luster and life, which contradicts most common images of women and love in 

poetry.  The way Shakespeare describes her outward appearance gives the illusion of a 

realistic woman, not an especially outwardly beautiful woman.  In fact, the image of her 

is dull and lifeless.  In lines 11 and 12 of the sonnet Shakespeare states “I grant I never 

saw a goddess go; / My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground;” (11,12) He 

affirms here, true, he has never seen a goddess before, but clarifies that his mistress is not 

one.  In fact, the image of her “tread[ing] on the ground” (12) gives the illusion that she 

may, quite possibly, be a heavy woman, not light footed like a goddess might be.  Each of 

the images of her outward appearance confirms she cannot be compared to the beauties of 

nature. 

 Using provocative and uncommon imagery for a love sonnet Shakespeare 

continues by using both sound and smell to describe more about his mistress.  In line 7, 

he writes, “And in some perfumes is there more delight / Than in the breath that from my 

mistress reeks”(7,8).  He clearly states, and somewhat humorously so, that his mistress' 

bad breath “reeks” (8), in fact perfumes smell a lot better than her stinky breath (8).  

Incorporating a literal breath of fresh air, in line 9 Shakespeare alternates his tone by 

stating an admiration towards his mistress exclaiming, “I love to hear her speak..” (9).  

This point reveals the first indication that he notices anything beyond her physical 
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appearance and stinky breath.  Shakespeare points out that “I love to hear her speak, yet 

well I know / That music hath a far more pleasing sound” (9,10).  He loves the sound of 

her voice, and hearing her talk, but as far as comparing her voice to that of beautiful 

music, it doesn’t compare at all.  Although Shakespeare criticizes his mistress in every 

way, the last two lines of this sonnet make it clear the nature of love for his mistress is 

not found in her outward apprearance alone.  Shakespeare reveals that true love lies 

within a person and not in their exterior image. 

 The final two lines of the sonnet bring together the meaning behind the 

descriptions and comparisons Shakespeare uses to describe his mistress.  Throughout the 

entire sonnet the way that Shakespeare describes his mistress makes readers think back to 

all the previous love stories or poems written or read.  In many poems women are 

compared to the most beautiful parts of nature, birds singing, angels etc.  Yet does the 

comparison of women to beautiful, even unrealistic (e.g. goddess) beings make their love 

stronger and more secure?  Are these sappy poems about love or simply trite comparisons 

about infatuations with outward appearance? Shakespeare is merely poking fun at the old 

foundations of traditional love poems, which he invents in sonnet 130.  He uses the final 

two lines of the sonnet to state his true love, not based on all things beautiful, but on all 

things real.   

 

 

 

 

 



Downs 4 

 

Work Cited 

Shakespeare, William.  “My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun.”  Backpack  

 Literature:  An introduction to Fiction, Poetry, Drama, and Writing. 3
rd

 ed. Ed. X  

 3. Kennedy and Dana Gioia.  New York: Longman, 2010. 645. Print. 


