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Shall I Compare thee to a Summer’s Day (Sonnet no. 18) 

Written probably in the 1590s but printed only in 1609 by Thomas Thorpe, Shakespeare’s 

sonnet sequence consists of 154 sonnets. These fall easily into two distinct sections, as 

sonnets 1-126 focus on the relationship between the poet and a ‘Friend’ while the rest are 

addressed to a ‘Dark Lady’.  Shall I Compare thee to a Summer’s Day is sonnet no. 18 in the 

sequence and is addressed to the poet’s young friend.  

The sonnet opens with the poet’s comparison of the friend’s youth and beauty to that of a 

summer’s day. The friend’s beauty is idealised in hyperbolic terms. In a truly romantic vein 

the poet goes on to declare his friend’s beauty as superior to a bright summer’s day.  

However he finds the analogy inadequate. Applying some playful arguments and 

observations based on a keen sensitivity, the poet points out some of the shortfalls of the 

summer’s day. For example, the summer’s day is characterised by intemperate heat, rough 

winds, occasional cloudiness and most importantly a short tenure. This thought brings in the 

consideration of the universal law that Nature and natural things are transient and changeable 

and are subjected to decay. Contrasted to these qualities of the natural season, the friend’s 

beauty is more perfect. Certain things are to be noted here. Although the poet mentions about 

a twenty-four hour summer’s day, critics like T.G. Tucker interpret it as the season which 

would cohere logically with the summer related imagery in the rest of the poem. Reading 

‘summer’s day’ as a synecdoche signifying the entire season might answer the debate. The 

poet calls his friend more temperate than the summer season. Although this would mean 



having a mild nature, it also gives a hint to the fact that the unnamed friend might be 

Shakespeare’s patron whose even temper Shakespeare is praising. Similarly the “darling buds 

of May” has a pun. May could either mean the month of May or the fresh young flowers that 

bloom in the month of May. The buds are symbolic of the expectations of blooming and the 

fullness of beauty. By comparing the youth’s beauty to the summer’s day, Shakespeare thus 

appreciates the mature and ripe beauty of the friend and also hints at the fact that such beauty 

after reaching its optimum will inevitably decline naturally. This is reflected in the ways in 

which the beauty of the summer’s day fades and its “gold complexion” gets dimmed—“And 

every fair from fair sometime declines,/ By chance or nature’s changing course untrimm’d”. 

C.K. Pooler paraphrases this as “sooner or later everything that is fair falls away from (i.e. 

loses) its beauty.” The first ‘fair’ refers to the thing of beauty and the second ‘fair’ indicates 

the abstract concept of beauty. This refers to the traditional theme of ‘devouring Time’ 

inevitably damaging and destroying all coveted things of life, against whose irresistible 

power, youth, beauty, love and such  delicate things are all helpless. But the poet wittily 

argues that while seasonal summer is temporary, the beauty of his friend may shine like 

‘eternal summer’ whose beauty is not subjected to decay. The poet intends to bring about this 

miracle by the power of his poetic genius. As opposed to nature, which is transient and an 

imperfect vehicle of beauty (represented by the summer’s day), Shakespeare sets forth the 

superior merit (particularly in terms of its permanence) of poetry. This sentiment was 

inherited from classical tradition and was popular with the poets of European Renaissance. 

The sonnet thus affirms the supremacy of the poetic virtue over the destructive power of time 

and in the process affirms the poet’s unique love for his friend—“Nor shall Death brag thou 

wander’st in his shade,/ When in eternal lines to time thou grow’st.” Death has been 

personified here as proud of its power and being boastful. Death’s ‘shade’ refers to the 

shadow of death that is death’s domain, which usurps all things into oblivion. It may refer to 



Hades, the classical abode of the dead, referred to as ‘the shades’. However a dramatic 

tension is created between the word ‘eternal’ and the verb ‘grow’st’, the timelessness of 

poetry and the ‘being’ that is an integral part of time itself. By a subtle inversion, the Friend, 

in becoming a part of the processes of time, actually defeats it. He draws sustained life and 

exists in the future through the immortalising lines of the poet. It is also interesting to note 

that even in the wider context of Elizabethan times, when printing came into vogue, the 

printed page was considered to be more durable—“ So long as men can breathe or eyes can 

see,/ So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.” The resolution of the dramatic tension is 

optimistic here, since the poet has no doubt or misgiving whatsoever about his own success in 

eternalising the beauty of his friend, and he claims with equal arrogance that as long as 

mankind survives, and poetry is read, the peerless beauty of his friend is to be appreciated 

from generation to generation; in fact the beauty celebrated in Shakespeare’s poetry can only 

grow with the passage of time, ironically inverting the usual virtue of time, and making it 

serve the purpose of poetry. 

The sonnet is definitely addressed to Shakespeare’s unidentified Friend who is conjectured to 

have been a handsome, aristocratic youth. The publisher’s dedication was addressed to  

‘M[aste]r W.H.’ who was the ‘only begetter’ of the sonnets. This led to speculation whether 

the initials stood for William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke, or by a playful reversal of the order 

of letters to Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton. The actual identity hardly affects an 

understanding of the poem. The undercurrent of sincere and intense passion assumes a kind 

of universality by mystifying the identity of the Friend.  The rhyme scheme of the sonnet is 

typically Shakespearean—a b a b/ c d c d/ e f e f/ g g, but there is a change in the movement 

of thought from line 9, that is, the beginning of the traditional sestet.   

 



My Mistress’ Eyes are Nothing like the Sun (Sonnet no. 130) 

My Mistress’ Eyes are Nothing like the Sun is sonnet no. 130 in the sonnet sequence and is 

addressed to the Dark Lady. It is one of the most successful and spontaneous, playful yet 

serious Shakespearean sonnets and has a remarkably modern outlook. Reacting sharply 

against the established conventions of feminine beauty, the poet here catalogues the physical 

features of his beloved in a realistic manner. The traditional Petrarchan and Elizabethan 

sonneteers often took recourse to the hyperbolic language in which it was conventional for 

the poets to eulogise the beauty of their beloveds. Shakespeare himself had often employed 

such exaggerated language in describing the beauty of his heroines in his plays. But in the 

present sonnet with the very first line, he sets a very counteractive mood, outlook and tempo 

of the poem.  

The poet begins the poem by saying that his beloved has eyes which are quite normal and do 

not have in them the bright glittering effect of the sun. It was customary during the 

Elizabethan age to compare the eyes of the lady to the bright sun or stars. Shakespeare 

himself does it in his play Romeo and Juliet where he says that Juliet’s eyes surpass the 

“fairest stars”. Even Pope compares his heroine, Belinda’s, eyes to the sun. But in the sonnet, 

Shakespeare points out the absurdity of such comparisons and lends a human quality to his 

lady. Similarly, the lady’s lips fall far short to be compared to coral. All other parts of 

feminine beauty are likewise presented in a prosaic and unromantic manner. For example, the 

mistress’s breasts are brownish rather than snowy white. This is another of the conventions 

that the poet attacks. Comparing the complexion of the lady or the breasts to snow was very 

common in the Elizabethan sonnets. Even Sidney and Spenser had praised their ladies in such 

hyperbolic terms. But Shakespeare, instead of idealising his mistress, ruthlessly brings out 

her shortcomings. The poet goes on to say that his mistress’ hairs are like black wires rather 

than golden. This description has led critics to endlessly debate over the identity of the ‘Dark 



Lady’. Names like Mary Fitton, Emilia Lanier, Mistress Davenant and Lucky Negro have 

been suggested, and although there are many similarities between these real life women and 

the descriptions in the sonnets, yet there is no external evidence of Shakespeare’s romantic 

involvement with them. Anyways, the real identity of the lady is not so important in 

appreciating the sonnet because here Shakespeare seems to deconstruct the notion of 

feminine beauty in general and presenting the human lady in a more realistic light rather than 

describing any particular person. Next the poet goes on to describe the lady’s cheeks and we 

have another strong contradiction to convention. Instead of comparing the cheeks to roses of 

different hues, the poet finds no such similarity, even distantly. Whereas when the lady opens 

her mouth to speak, her breath does not have any flowery smell, rather it reeks. The foul 

smell might result from anything like ale, onions or tobacco. Once again, Shakespeare de-

romanticises his lady and strips her off any artificial charm. The poet proves that she is very 

much a mature and a life-like woman who is neither over-refined nor glamorised. So far as 

her voice is concerned, it is only tolerably good and there is nothing uniquely musical in it 

and her movements are just like any other human being; there is nothing in her movements to 

suggest any goddess- like sublimity. The poets of conventional sonnets often claimed that 

their mistress’ voice had a mellifluousness that surpassed any beautiful music. Similarly, it 

was also conventionally claimed by many poets of Shakespeare’s contemporary times that 

their mistresses were goddess like figures; contrary to that Shakespeare lady is a flesh and 

blood woman, having no divine qualities and firmly rooted to the ground. She normally walks 

on the ground and does glide like any visionary figure. The readers get very much aware of 

the sarcastic tone in which Shakespeare decides to demystify his beloved by shaking off all 

the irrational, absurd, hyperbolic qualities that the poets conventionally attach to their 

mistresses. The final couplet finally balances and counteracts all the disparaging statements 

of the preceding three quatrains. The poet firmly declares that notwithstanding the mistress’ 



failure to be a faultless goddess, the poet claims that he is sincerely in love with her. He finds 

his mistress as incomparably precious and essential in his life, as any love-sonneteer who 

claims excessive and absurd excellences of all kinds for his mistress which are often mere 

flattery and artificial. 

The refreshing frankness of attitude and tone of this particular sonnet arrests the reader’s 

attention right from the very beginning. One simply cannot fail to observe the strong 

undertone of satire that runs parallel to the very apparently naive statements, thus weaving a 

complex texture of contrasts throughout the poem. One must remember that the paragons of 

beauty that the traditional love poems celebrate develop from an idealised notion of feminine 

beauty created by the society. The concept of traditional European beauty would 

conventionally be a woman having a bright, fair, almost snowy white complexion having 

blonde hair, red lips and cheeks and bright light-coloured eyes. Art, literature, folktales and 

myth have all contributed towards solidifying this ideal notion. Be it Cinderella, Rapunzel or 

Snow White, the society has always projected a highly poeticised version of feminine beauty. 

The poets of antiquity as well as Shakespeare’s contemporaries have also followed this 

tradition by describing their heroines in hyperbolic terms. Shakespeare however chooses to 

expose the silliness and absurdity of the stock conceits indulged in by the poets. 

Shakespeare’s perceptive vision and his commonsensical attitude do not allow him to indulge 

in such absurdity.  It is therefore by the denunciation and debunking of mechanical, unhealthy 

poetic sentimentalism and idealisation that Shakespeare restores the voice of rationality in his 

sonnet. Moreover, if a woman really fits into the formula of ideal beauty, of having glittering 

eyes, blood red lips and cheeks, combined with a snow white complexion and golden or red 

hair, then she would rather look ghastly and hideous rather than admirable and lovable. But 

the poets seemed to overlook the ludicrousness of such idealisations. Shakespeare thus 

regards his woman as a woman of the real world having all her shortcomings and limitations 



and not some divine creature. The sonnet is remarkably modern in its outlook and also a 

revolt against the cultural and racial bias too. Here the woman’s description shows that not 

only she is an ordinary lady but more probably, a black woman which should have repulsed 

the European. But the poet loves her in spite of her lack of stock beauties and superhuman 

attributes. The proposition, statement and description are completed in the first twelve lines 

and the vitally crucial and highly functional couplet records the final reaction of the lover. It 

is meant to offer a strong surprise; by an unexpected reversal of attitude the lover vindicates 

and justifies his beloved’s charm as it is and feels proud of his own passion for her. Once 

again, Shakespeare returns to the conventional theme of love as complete in itself, love, when 

it is genuine, does not require any external factors to depend upon. The sonnet has the same 

typical Shakespearean rhyme scheme of abab, cdcd, efef, gg.              
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