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1. Introduction 

 

 William Shakespeare’s (1564-1616) collection of 154 sonnets belongs surely to 

one of the greatest and most famous ones, although there are many discrepancies about 

it; for example, discrepancies in authorship, composition, publication and contents.  

 In 1609, Thomas Thorpe published the Quarto volume consisting of 154 

consecutive sonnets and A lover’s complaint. “Scholars have been�and 

remain�deeply divided on a number of issues regarding the Quarto volume published 

by Thomas Thorpe in 1609”.
1
 Although there are no autograph manuscripts, people 

accepted Shakespeare as the composer of these sonnets. Furthermore, we do not know 

definitely when Shakespeare composed the poems, but it is assured that they arose over 

a period of at least 27 years and that the sonnets 138 and 144 were written before 1599.
2
 

 Shakespeare’s 154 sonnets can be divided into two great sections: The first 

section contains the sonnets 1-126 which are addressed to a young man, obviously a 

very good friend of the author who appears again in the second section; and the poems 

from 127 to 152 are the so-called “dark lady” sonnets. The last two sonnets, 153 and 

154, are about Cupid, the god of love, and revisions of an epigram of the Anthologia 

Graeca
3
. 

 This paper will have a closer look at the “dark lady” sonnets, at what they are 

about, why they are called this way and what it is that makes them so special. 

Furthermore, several important images that can be found again and again in these 

sonnets will be named and analysed, amongst others images of sexuality, hell, darkness, 

death, religion, illness and so on. There will also be a quick introduction why most 

people speak of Antipetrarchan sonnets in form and content. 

 Before starting out the actual analysis, I still want to give a short summary 

concerning the matters of the sonnets. It should be stated that the poems do not have a 

traditional order of seeing a woman, falling in love with her, being rejected and finally 

abandoning her. The reader of these sonnets will find a disarrangement of ups and 

downs, happiness and madness, alliance and rejection, love and hate and it seems that 

the first poem of this series functions as an introduction of the bad ending of this love 

                                                 
1 Schiffer, 2000, p. 5. 
2 Schabert, 2000, p. 576. 
3 Ibid. p. 582. 
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affair. In short, the sonnets are about a love affair between the poet and his “dark” 

mistress who betrays him with other men, even with a beloved friend of his, and 

because of his dependence the poet finally falls into a deep and melancholy madness. 

But in conclusion, the reader only finds an open ending and is released without knowing 

what happened to the poet and his “dark lady” finally. 

 

 

2. The “dark lady”-sonnets – The hell of sexuality – the sexuality of hell 

 

2.1 The “dark lady” theme and Antipetrarchism  

 

  The second series of Shakespeare’s sonnets starts with sonnet 127. This sonnet 

acts like an introduction to the so called “dark lady” sonnets, although it is about an 

odd and unorthodox way of starting a series of poems in praise of one’s mistress. But 

very quickly you realise that probably each of these 26 sonnets falls short of one's 

expectations of Petrarchan sonnets.  

 The title of the “dark lady” sonnets raises several questions: Who is the dark 

lady? Why is she called the “dark lady”? What makes her dark – appearance or 

behaviour? The following section tries to answer some of these questions. 

  First of all, until today we have not known definitely who the “dark lady” of 

these sonnets was. Although one finds names like Emilia Bassano, Elizabeth Vernon or 

Mary Fitton there has never been found the one and only proof that could assure her 

identity. However, the questions why she is called the “dark lady” and what it is that 

makes her dark can be answered by analyzing the sonnets 127-152. However, sonnet 

127 presents us the sonneteer’s mistress, the “dark lady”, who is described in a dark 

and debased way right from the beginning and throughout the whole series. Moreover, 

like so often in Shakespeare, we find hints that allude to what will be forthcoming, for 

example in line 9 of sonnet 127: “Therefore my mistress’ eyes are raven black”
4
; these 

few words, especially the term ‘black’, give a first impression why the “dark lady” 

might be called ‘dark’ and what will happen throughout the next sonnets. Furthermore, 

the term ‘raven’ tells us a lot of the oncoming contents. “Of inspired birds ravens are 

                                                 
4 Fields, 1973, 127. 
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accounted the most prophetical.”
5
 The raven is “a bird of ill omen; […] forebode[s] 

death and bring[s] infection and bad luck generally.”
6
 So, the reader probably can 

expect the unhappy ending, perhaps even an entire disaster.  

  One assumes why these sonnets are called the “dark lady” sonnets: There are 

two aspects of darkness/blackness: “[F]irst the darkness of her beauty, and later the 

darkness of her deeds.”
7
 The “dark lady” is described as a woman with black eyes, 

black hair and even with a “foul”
8
, dull skin. But also her behaviour makes her dark, as 

for example the poet calls her “tyrannous, so as thou art”
9
 in sonnet 131. Several times 

the image of mourning appears. “Her eyes so suited, and they mourners seem”
10

 is often 

interpreted that the mistress looks down on the poet with pity. She pities him because of 

his dependence on her. But, conversely, it could also mean that she mourns herself for 

she is not happy with her life. And also in the couplet reappears the mourning image: 

“Yet so they mourn, becoming of their woe, That every tongue says beauty should look 

so.”
11

 These two lines mirror Shakespeare’s Antipetrarchism as he says that blackness is 

beauty. 

  But what is Petrarchism and Antipetrarchism? Stanley Wells gave a short, 

precise and plain definition of Petrarchism: “The fundamental premise of the Petrarchan 

sonnet is very simple: a man loves and desires a beautiful woman who is dedicated to 

chastity, which may be either virginity or the ‘married chastity’, […]”.
12

  

In Elizabethan times, Petrarchism was the main character of typical love poems. 

Petrachism comes from the Italian poet Frances Petrarch, who is supposed to have 

fallen in love with a woman called Laura. In order to show his infatuation, he wrote 

many love sonnets in which he sang about Laura. Petrarchism is the tradition of singing 

about the one and only beloved woman, the embodiment of perfection, and her beauty. 

Mostly, such a love is a kind of unaccomplished, desperate, unrequited and one-sided 

exquisite pain (“dolendi voluptas”).
13

 Other renowned Petrarchan sonneteers were Sir 

Thomas Wyatt, Henry Howard (the Earl of Surrey), Edmund Spenser, Sir Philip Sidney, 

etc. 

                                                 
5 Brewer, 1962, p. 755. 
6 Brewer, 1962, p. 755. 
7 Hubler, 1952, p. 39. 
8 Fields, 1973, 127. 
9 Ibid. 131. 
10 Ibid. 127. 
11 Ibid. 127. 
12 Wells, 2004, p. 41. 
13 Schabert, 2000, p. 583. 
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 One has to mention that Shakespeare’s dark lady sonnets differ from those 

traditional Petrarchan sonnets. Through the reversal and the debasement of the 

catalogue of (Petrarchan) beauty Shakespeare parodies the Petrarchan tradition and thus 

makes me of Antipetrarchism. Especially the sonnets 130, 132, and 141 attest to this 

Shakespearean tradition.  

 Let us have a closer look at sonnet 130, which presumably is the most famous 

one and a very good example of Shakespeare’s Antipetrarchism: 

1) My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun; 

2) Coral is far more red than her lip’s red; 

3) If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun; 

4) If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head. 

5) I have seen roses damasked, red and white,  

6) But no such roses see I in her cheeks,  

7) And in some perfumes is there more delight  

8) Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks. 

9) I love to hear her speak, yet well I know  

10) That music hath a far more pleasing sound. 

11) I grant I never saw a goddess go; 

12) My mistress when she walks treads on the ground. 

13)  And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare 

14)  As any she belied with false compare.14 

  

 The first two lines make it rather quickly clear that the sonnet is not about a 

usual Petrarchan praise of a woman. Already the first metaphor “My mistress’ eyes are 

nothing like the sun” (l.1) implies an Antipetrarchan character: Normally, the eyes of a 

beautiful woman were as bright by shining as the sun, but not so the eyes of the dark 

lady. The same aims for her lips, which are not as red as coral (l. 2), and her breasts, 

which are not snow white but “of a dull greyish-brown colour”
15

 (l. 3). Her hair is 

compared to black wires (l. 4); here we see again why, amongst others, she is called the 

“dark lady”: Obviously the poet’s mistress had black hair, in contrast to the traditional 

Petrarchan beauties that had blonde hair. Her cheeks do not have the colour of a 

damasked light red
16

 rose (l. 6) and her breath smells less of wonderful perfume than 

something foul (reek = have a foul smell
17

) (l. 8). One could assume a link between the 

smell of the mistress’ breath and the perfume of the roses: “The “and” of line seven 

suggests a connection between the perfumes of the next line and the roses of the 

preceding line.”
18

 But in the last two lines one can mention that, although the voice of 

                                                 
14 Fields, 1973, 130. 
15 OED, 2004, p. 444. 
16 Ibid. p. 361. 
17 Ibid. p. 1207. 
18 Thomas, 1989, p. 77. 
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the mistress is not as nice as the sound of music (l. 10) and she also is not walking as 

elegantly as a goddess (l. 12), the poet “may even be thanking the powers of heaven that 

[…] he has such a mistress”.
19

 The repetition of the possessive pronoun “my” in line 1, 

8, 12 and 13 implies that the sonneteer sees the dark lady as his ownership, although we 

will learn that the she is an unfaithful woman with lots of lovers. And the expression “I 

think my love as rare [a]s any she belied with false compare” (l. 13f.) reminds us of the 

nowadays adage “less is more”, which could be seen as a compliment. 

 In this sonnet Shakespeare describes the look of his mistress by using typically 

the form of fragmentation (which is describing several single parts of the feminine 

human body and comparing it to beautiful things or in this case to less beautiful ones). 

Nevertheless, he really turns the blazon upside-down and thereby satires the tradition of 

comparing the beloved one to beautiful things; fair becomes foul, blonde becomes black 

and blackness becomes beauty. 

 Shakespeare uses indeed the usual sacred symbols of the Italian sonnet, but 

destroys them completely: Metaphors like “eyes like the sun”, “coral-red lips”, “breasts 

of white snow”, “cheeks like roses”, “perfumed breath”, “musical voice” and “goddess-

like walk” are negated, which leads not to a divine madonna, but to a realistic modern 

woman. Her portrait is not painted in bright, pastel or glamorous colours, but in dark 

and dull tints, invoking reality. He describes her thus negatively that one could nearly 

get the impression that the mistress is not beautiful at all and unlovable, anyhow.  

 But in the end you find out that Shakespeare’s beloved mistress need not to be a 

divine and beautiful madonna: The dark lady becomes a real human being of flesh and 

blood which can be touched; and the apparently unrealisable love can be satisfied a 

little, at least physically. “[The poet] does not say that he loves her in spite of her faults; 

he loves her faults and all.”
20

 Furthermore, the detailed description of her corporel 

attributes makes one assume that a sexual intercourse already took place actually.  

 Nowadays, we understand this poem in a more romantic way, in which women 

feel flattered to be accepted and tolerated the way they are, real and not perfect; but in 

Elizabethan times women could not feel coaxed at all by such a Shakespearean 

description. Such a woman could be almost seen as a scandal, as she did not fit into the 

traditional beauty-related ideal. 

 

                                                 
19 Ibid. p. 77f. 
20 Hubler, 1952, p.40. 
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2.2 The hell of sexuality – the sexuality of hell 

 

 This section will have a closer look at the aspect of the relation between 

sexuality and hell and other sexually conotated images used in Shakespeare’s sonnets 

and other plays. This relation arises in sonnet 129 for the first time: The sexual lust is 

not described as something euphoric, great or sensual, but as something “murd’rous, 

bloody, full of blame, [s]avage, extreme, rude, cruel, not to trust”
21

. This implies that it 

is not about a normal, loving and intimate sexual relationship, but it sounds more like a 

sexual partnership of convenience between, for example, a whore and her suitor. And 

the last verse “To shun the heaven that leads to this hell”
22

 provides the direct 

comparison of “hell” as vagina.
23

 Similar to this sexual pessimism is a passage in King 

Lear 4.6.120-131
24

: 

“[…] Behold yond simp’ring dame,  

Whose face between her forks presages snow; 

That minces virtue, and does shake the head 

To hear of pleasure’s name; 

The fitchew nor the soiled horse goes to‘t 

With a more riotous appetite. 

Down from the waist they are Centaurs,   
Though women all above: 

But to the girdle do the gods inherit,  

Beneath is all the fiend’s: there’s hell, there’s 

darkness, 

There is the sulphurous pit – burning, scalding, 

Stench, consumption; fie, fie, fie! pah, pah! […]”25 

 

 In this extremely mad and dark monologue Lear speaks of adultery and 

sexuality. This speech exemplifies once more Shakespeare’s negative way of describing 

women, lust, and sexuality using imagery of hell. Primarily the negative sexual 

connotations are highly visible and make this passage really very worth analysing. 

 Already the second line gives such connotations: “between her forks presages 

snow” means that there is “coldness or abstinence”
26

 between her thighs. “That minces 

virtue” implies that the coy timidity of virtue will be affected
27

 and that the virginity 

                                                 
21 Fields, 1973, 129. 
22 Ibid. 129. 
23 Williams, 1997, p. 156. 
24 King Lear, 1969, p. 176f. 
25 Ibid. p. 176f. 
26 Williams, 1997, p. 280. 
27 King Lear, 1969, p. 177. 
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will be foiled as “shake the head” denotes that the maidenhead
28

 or the hymen will be 

disrupted by copulation
29

 and the very name of pleasure
30

, namely the sexual delight
31

, 

will be heard. 

 Here, the first four lines treat of sexuality but the next lines become much 

darker: The woman is marked as a binary whore, a centaur, and the image of the vaginal 

hell appears. 

 The terms “fitchew” and “horse” are both allusions to “woman”, whereas 

“fitchew” connotes a “whore”
32

 with an unrestrained sexual craving
33

. Shakespeare uses 

here the word “appetite” as sexual craving and thus creates the image of eating in a 

sexual sense. The term “soiled” refers again to the “dark lady” for “soiled” does not 

only mean the sexual contamination but also the unclean, dirty skin of an unsanitary 

vulgar woman which makes the skin, the external appearance of a woman darker. 

 One of the central terms in this speech is “Centaurs”. This term contains several 

interesting definitions and interpretations. Gordon Williams describes “centaur” as a 

“type of brutish lust”
34

 and refers to Nessus, “the centaur who attempted to force the 

wife of Hercules”
35

. A similar definition is given by Rubinstein as “centaur” is a 

“Symbol of sexual bestiality”.
36

 But he also gives another interpretation of this term: 

“Centaur” or “centre” refers to the female vulva as the “centrique part […] – sexually 

bestial centres, HORSES/ whores’ arses.”
37

 One should mind the similarity in 

pronouncing the two words “horse” and “whores’”. The literal meaning of centaur is 

“half-man, half-horse”
38

. This meaning can be found in Lear’s monologue, too: For him 

the woman is somehow a hybrid creature, half-woman and half-(soiled)horse, half-

goddess and half-devil. Here appears the image of the vaginal hell. The woman as a 

centaur is seen as a creature of God all above, but from the abdomen on she is 

something like a devilish creature: The vaginal area is described as hell where can be 

found only darkness, reek, sulphur, heat and illness. And the term “pit” alludes to the 

vagina as a slot or even as the gorge of hell. The vagina is totally denigrated and 

                                                 
28 Williams, 1997, p. 154. 
29 Williams, 1997, p. 274. 
30 King Lear, 1969, p. 177. 
31 Williams, 1997, p. 239. 
32 Ibid. p. 127. 
33 Ibid. p. 28. 
34 Ibid. p. 67. 
35 Ibid. p. 256. 
36 Rubinstein, 1995, p. 47. 
37 Ibid. p. 47. 
38 Ibid. p. 47. 
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illustrated as a place where a man can be infected with venereal disease what is 

underlined by terms like “burning, scalding, consumption”
39

. The term burning is 

related to the burning fire of hell, but also to the scalding pain of venereal disease. 

 This image of sexuality/vagina as illness can also be found in some of the 

sonnets. “Past reason hated as a swallowed bait [o]n purpose laid to make the taker 

mad;”
40

 (emphasis added). Sonnet 129 leads us from the image of eating to the image of 

illness. Regularly, we find hints in the sonnets that the dark lady makes all men ill, 

physically and mentally. “[T]o make the taker mad” mirrors the sonneteers suffering 

mental state. He suffers from his dependence on the dark lady. The fact that he loves 

her, which he sometimes tries to deny, that he is often rejected by her and that he, 

nonetheless, cannot get away from her drives him pretty crazy. Likewise, knowledge of 

her infidelity causes pain and suffering. Hints like “a very woe”
41

, “sin awards my 

pain”
42

, “despair”
43

, “mad”
44

, “madness”
45

, “frantic mad”
46

 etc. can be found regularly. 

But also the physical illness should be mentioned. In Elizabethan times, hygiene and 

health were not that good and so it was no wonder that many people died early of 

several diseases. We believe that the dark lady was a prostitute and therefore 

predestined to be infected with venereal disease. Throughout the whole series, the 

reader recognises indices like “plague”
47

, “testy sick men”
48

, “near to death”
49

, “fever, 

longing still”
50

, “disease”
51

, “ill”
52

 or “insufficiency”
53

 that underline this image. At that 

point, I want to mention another interesting aspect referring to the “dark lady” and her 

blackness: According to Davis and Ben Crystal, the term “black” is also related to 

“death”
54

. This alludes to the Black Death in mediaeval times in which many people 

died for a long time. And so, it is no wonder that the “dark lady” is described as a 

                                                 
39 King Lear, 1969, p. 177. 
40 Fields, 1973, 129. 
41 Ibid. 129. 
42 Ibid. 141. 
43 Ibid. 140. 
44 Ibid. 140. 
45 Ibid. 140. 
46 Ibid. 147. 
47 Ibid. 137. 
48 Ibid. 140. 
49 Ibid. 140. 
50 Ibid. 147. 
51 Ibid. 147. 
52 Ibid. 147. 
53 Ibid. 150. 
54 Crystal, 2002, p. 44. 
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black-eyed, mourning whore that infects men with venereal disease or even the Black 

Death, which enforces her picture of being a black and Antipetrarchan woman.  

 Recapitulating we can say that Lear in his hyperbolic monologue totally negates 

and detests women, the sexuality and even the usually positively desired vagina when 

using different images like hell, illness, animals, eating. And concerning the “wealth of 

images in his speech […] we have seen that in Shakespeare, the monologue is always 

the form of utterance richest in imagery.”
55

 

 The next image I want to elaborate is the image of the “dark lady” as a whore. 

Therefore, Shakespeare’s famous sonnet 137 serves as a good example: 

1) Thou blind fool, Love, what dost thou to mine eyes 

2) That they behold, and see not what they see? 

3) They know what beauty is, see where it lies, 

4) Yet what the best is take the worst to be. 

5) If eyes, corrupt by overpartial looks, 

6) Be anchored in the bay where all men ride, 

7) Why of eyes' falsehood hast thou forged hooks, 

8) Whereto the judgment of my heart is tied? 

9) Why should my heart think that a several plot, 

10) Which my heart knows the wide world's common place? 

11) Or mine eyes, seeing this, say this is not, 

12) To put fair truth upon so foul a face? 

13)  In things right true my heart and eyes have erred, 

14)  And to this false plague are they now transferred.56 
 

 This poem shows, with several rhetorical questions, the dichotomy and 

contradiction between the poet’s eyes and his heart for he does not know whether his 

mistress is a lovable beauty or an immodest whore. His eyes see her as a bad person but 

his heart still refuses to believe them. Furthermore, one can find quite a lot of 

Shakespeare’s imageries, such as the ship/water motive, love as illness, “eyes” as sexual 

metaphor or the dark lady as a prostitute. The tone of this sonnet is extremely dark, 

negative and not flattering at all, as the sonneteer calls his mistress indirectly a whore 

and the love for her a “false plague”.  

 First of all, “eye” in this sonnet may have several meanings: Literally, it means 

the sense organ, but “eye” indicates also the female “vagina”
57

, which is one of many 

sexual puns. 

 “Thou blind fool, Love” in line 1 is an allusion to Cupid, the God of love, that 

“was traditionally portrayed as blind”
58

. Though, regarding the sexual connotation, 

                                                 
55 Clemen, 1953, p.135. 
56 Fields, 1973, 137. 
57 Williams, 1994, p. 453. 
58 The amazing web site of Shakespeare’s Sonnets, 2005. 
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“Thou blind fool, Love” could likewise be an allusion to the penis: “The ‘substitutive 

relation between the eye and the male sexual organ’ […] frequently indicates the hole in 

the end of the penis, […]”
59

. In Williams, “love” is defined with “love-making”
60

, thus 

sexual intercourse. Hence, the idea of “the eyes of love are blind” leads to the 

assumption that man, or more precisely the penis, becomes blind, particularly when 

“love/sex is in the air”. And this also explains the discrepancy between the heart and the 

eyes of a man, whereas the heart becomes the head and the eyes become the penis: 

Nowadays, there exists an image of man who “thinks with his dick” (German: 

“schwanzgesteuert”). As soon as a man becomes horny he stops thinking with his brain, 

but starts thinking with his genitals and gets very often into trouble with both of them. 

Besides, a penis sunk in a dark vagina cannot “see” at all because of the prevalent 

darkness.  

 However, up to end of the second verse of this sonnet, the poet laments that his 

eyes do not see the truth or, in other words, they do not want to see what they see. The 

sonneteer is involved an inner fight: What is he to believe? That his mistress is a nice, 

faithful and beautiful woman (as he tries to see her)? Or is she just a foul whore? With 

line 3 and the inversion in line 4, the poet admits that he knows the true or right beauty - 

which refers to the blondes and we know that the dark lady is brunette – but he prefers 

to take the worst as the best.  

 The phrase in line 6 surely is the most predicative one with a lot of images in it: 

We find the “bay” as other imager for vagina
61

. There are a good deal more of other sea 

symbols for sexual innuendos, such as the “ship” as vagina
62

 and the man as the sailor 

or the captain of a ship/woman. “Water is traditionally associated with woman, being 

identified as the source of all life […].”
63

 Another such association by Shakespeare can 

be found in the sonnet 135: “The sea, all water, yet receives rain still”
64

. Whereas, one 

could interpret “rain” as man’s sperm, that falls down on the woman’s vagina. Yet 

another example where Shakespeare denotes a woman as a whore can be read in 

Othello: In 3.3.276, during Othello’s soliloquy, the Moor speaks of Desdemona: “[…] 

keep a corner in the thing I love [f]or others’ uses. […]”
65

  

                                                 
59 Williams, 1994, p. 454. 
60 Williams, 1997, p. 194. 
61 Williams, 1994, p. 84. 
62 Ibid. p. 1234. 
63 Williams, 1996, p. 85. 
64 Fields, 1973, 135. 
65 Othello, 2001, p. 226. 
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“[A]nchored in the bay” means a penis sunk
66

 in a vagina. Last but not least, let us focus 

on the important hyperbolic statement “where all men ride” at the end of line 6: The 

morpheme “all” indicates a very lot of other men that also have a sexual relationship 

with the dark lady, as “ride” means to ride a ship or a horse. “Horse” is also a metaphor 

for “woman”
67

 and “ride” implies sexual intercourse. So, the poet calls his beloved 

indirectly a whore. In short, this verse provides much sexual puns and innuendos and 

presents the poet’s infatuation with the mistress’ body and nakedness.  

 In line 10, again, the poet names his mistress a whore by comparing her to a 

“wide world’s common place”. He is still fighting with himself: Why should his “heart” 

(l. 9) think that she belongs to him alone when he is aware of her harlotry? And in the 

last line the poet describes his love to the dark mistress as a “false plague”; an unreal 

love for a woman that causes disease, perhaps even venereal disease insinuating to her 

prostitution. In short, this sonnet 137 truly is very far away from any Petrarchan praise. 

 Also in sonnets 135, 136 and 151 arise innuendos that name the “dark lady“ a 

prostitute; innuendos like “Will in overplus”
68

, “in others”
69

, “thy store’s account” 
70

 

(which reminds of a whorehouse) or “gentle cheater, […] thou betraying me”
71

. All 

these innuendos indicate that there must be other men than the sonneteer himself. In 

sonnets 133 and 134 appears the friend of the sonneteer, probably the young beloved 

man from sonnets 1-126, and a kind of “threefold”
72

 triangle relation develops: “Is’t not 

enough to torture me alone, But slave to slavery my sweet’st friend must be?”
73

 

Moreover, sonnet 134 contains the imagery of money which usually belongs to the 

image of a paid prostitute. Puns like mortgaged, forfeit, restore, covetous, usurer, 

debtor, lose and pay
74

 underline the prostitution.  

 And from this imagery of usury evolves the image of eating which is another 

interesting way of how the dark lady is described. The woman is presented as a kind of 

men-eater, as an insatiably hungry woman; hungry for men, their bodies and lust and for 

sex. The dark lady herself needs “lust in action”
75

 and therefore casts the “bait”
76

, her 
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67 Williams, 1997, p. 163. 
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70 Ibid. 136. 
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74 Ibid. 134. 
75 Ibid. 129. 
76 Ibid. 129. 
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“large and spacious”
77

 vagina, and the men swallow
78

 this bait and she swallows the 

men for “feeding […] Th’ uncertain sickly appetite”
79

. This kind of “pursuit”
80

 is 

reminiscent of animals, for examples snakes, which use their tag to allure smaller 

animals to eat them up, or the praying mantis which eats up their man after intercourse. 

 Another interesting theme in the dark lady sonnets arises in the sonnets 135 and 

136. The subject matter of the two poems is about sexual intercourse between the dark 

lady and the sonneteer (and other lovers) and their sexual, carnal desire. Each of the 

lovers cannot get enough of intercourse and therefore their “wills” are not fulfilled. 

Especially the poet begs for more fulfilment by the dark lady and suffers in a way for 

not being satisfied, a typically Petrarchan attribute. These sonnets contain the sexual 

puns with the term “WILL”, which can be interpreted in many different ways of which I 

want to list 7 ones:  

1. “desire, wish” as a noun
81

 

2. “wilfulness, self-will, determination”
82

 

3. “future tense”
83

 

4. “carnal desire”
84

 

5. “genitals, usually penis”
85

 

6. “Genital sense extends to include the woman’s organ”
86

, the vagina 

7. the name William, obviously an allusion to Shakespeare himself. 

 “In 136 it is a matter of love my penis and you love me, for we have nominal 

identity: ‘Make but my name thy love […], And then thou lov’st me for my name is 

Will.’”
87

 In line 5 and 6 of sonnet 135, for example, can be found allusions of “will” to 

the female and male genitals: “Wilt thou, whose will is large and spacious [vagina], Not 

once vouchsafe to hide my will [penis] in thine [vagina]?”
88

 In general, throughout the 

entire two sonnets there are these ambiguous puns and sexual connotations. At last it is 

                                                 
77 Ibid. 135. 
78 Ibid. 129. 
79 Fields, 1973, 147. 
80 Ibid. 129. 
81 Crystal, 2002, p. 498. 
82 Ibid. p. 498. 
83 OED, 2004, p. 1651. 
84 Williams, 1997, p. 337. 
85 Ibid. p. 338. 
86 Ibid. p. 338. 
87 Ibid. p. 338. 
88 Fields, 1973, 135. 
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to mention that “will” is alternately written in italics, with capital letters and in normal 

print to point out the pun and its different meanings.  

 Generally speaking, especially the many sexual connotations given throughout 

the whole series of sonnets catch one’s eye. Very often one comes across the hints at 

symbols and expressions of sexuality, sexual intercourse or genitals. Some of these 

images have already been named in the course of this paper, for example eye as a 

symbol of male and female genital, water as vagina, rain as sperm, hell as vagina or lust 

in action as intercourse. But, of course, there are lots of other images that way. Some 

other very remarkable one stands in sonnet 151, the last but one of the “dark lady” 

sonnets. There is a pun with the word ‘conscience’, “to know what conscience is”
89

. 

Gordon Williams defines “conscience [as an] allusive of genital expansiveness, […] 

stretch for vaginal innuendo [and refers to the] prick of conscience”
90

. So, we have an 

allusion to the male sexual organ. One can say that the whole sonnet 151 is an innuendo 

revolving around the male penis as there is a pun on the erection of the penis: “Proud of 

this pride, […] To stand in thy affairs, fall by thy side. […] for whose dear love I rise 

and fall.”
91

 “Pride” is related to the swollen penis, “affairs” to the vagina and “rise and 

fall” to the erection and atony of the penis. At last, “conscience” is also interpreted as 

“con-science = cunt knowledge”
92

, thus reference to sexual intercourse. 

 Now, to draw to a close, I want to describe the last aspect of the “dark lady” 

sonnets, namely the allusions to religion and hell their relation. For this purpose, sonnet 

142 serves as a good example to show the religious innuendos: 

1) Love is my sin, and thy dear virtue hate,  

2) Hate of my sin, grounded on sinful loving. 

3) O, but with mine compare thou thine own state, 

4) And thou shalt find it merits not reproving, 

5) Or, if it do, not from those lips of thine, 

6) That have profaned their scarlet ornaments 

7) And sealed false bonds of love as oft as mine, 

8) Robbed others' beds' revenues of their rents. 

9) Be it lawful I love thee as thou lov'st those 

10) Whom thine eyes woo as mine importune thee. 

11) Root pity in thy heart, that, when it grows, 

12) Thy pity may deserve to pitied be. 
13)  If thou dost seek to have what thou dost hide, 

14)  By self-example mayst thou be denied!93 
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 In this sonnet, Shakespeare uses several religious contrasts and dichotomies, 

such as “love” and “hate” and “sin” and “virtue” and visualises these in lines 1 and 2 by 

using antithetic parallelism: “Love is my sin […] Hate of my sin”, “virtue hate […] 

sinful loving”. 

 It is quite hard to overlook the religious symbols in this sonnet 142 and it 

reminds of the sonnet in Romeo and Juliet, the famous love scene in 1.5.92-105
94

, when 

the two lovers meet for the first time. The religious overtone arises from terms like 

“virtue” and “sin” (l. 1), which refer to the 7 cardinal virtues and the 7 deadly sins 

established in Christianity. Other religious symbols are “profaned”, “scarlet” and 

“ornaments” in line 6. “Profane” comes from the Latin word “profanus” and means 

“outside the temple, not sacred”
95

 and the woman is seen as a “holy shrine”
96

 or temple, 

profaned by a man. This image of the woman as something holy and untouchable refers 

to the Latin term “hortus conclusus”, which means, that a woman is an enclosed 

garden
97

, implying virginity. But the “dark lady” is anything else than a virgin and the 

term “scarlet” includes the meaning of a sinful, “notoriously promiscuous or immoral 

woman”
98

.  Likewise, the expression “others’ beds” in line 8 is again an allusion to the 

whore “dark lady”.  

 The poet is aware of the true reason why his beloved rejects him: She pursues 

other lovers than the poet, too. The lines 9 and 10 mirror a kind of dramatic irony, for he 

loves her in the same manner as she loves her suitors: false (l. 7), pathetic and sinful. 

That is why the poet thinks that he deserves the mistress’ pity for he parts with her vice.  

The poet appeals to the “dark lady’s” conscience: If she shows pity now, it will be good 

for her when she needs pity, too, for example when she will have the need of sexual 

satisfaction. Nevertheless, he cannot help loving her and therefore begs in an ironically 

way for her pity. 

 Finally, we have a look at the contradictions between religion/heaven and hell: 

The most infernal sonnet in this series is sonnet 144. It shows very well the battle 

between the “two spirits”
99

, heaven and hell as there are many antitheses such as angel 

and devil, better and worser, saint and fiend. It is really a dark sonnet referring again to 

                                                 
94 Romeo and Juliet, 1997, p. 118. 
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the woman as hell (“my female evil”
100

). Also, the theme of sexuality and hell 

reappears: “one angel [=penis] in another’s hell [=vagina].”
101

 Regarding the religious 

meaning, sex or lust is one of the seven deadly sins and therefore it is no wonder that 

the vagina gets symbolic of hell and that sex leads one to hell. 

 “In terms of Christian theology, woman was the devil and was responsible for the fall since she 

 had tempted man to eat forbidden fruit. Any form of congress with a woman was corrupting, and 

 the ideal life would always be one of chastity and abstention from sex.”102 

 

 

3. Conclusion 

 

 This last section gives a quick review of the most important and interesting facts 

and themes of the paper. 

 We discovered that the identity of the “dark lady” rests still unclear. Thus, we 

found out that the “dark lady” is called that way because of two criteria: First, because 

of her appearance which is of dun skin, black hair and eyes, and second because of her 

behaviour. By analyzing the sonnets we experienced the “dark lady” as an unchaste 

woman, even as a whore who uses men to satisfy her sexual lust and desires. 

Furthermore, we saw several other images that described her blackness, for example the 

interpretation of black as hell, illness, death or mourning.  

 The way Shakespeare described his mistress became generally known as 

Antipetrarchism. Although, Shakespeare uses familiar traditional Petrarchan 

characteristics, such as singing about the one and only beloved woman who is 

unapproachable and of cruel coldness to the sonneteer, he causes satire through turning 

upside-down the blazon, the catalogue of beauty; ugliness becomes beauty, fair 

becomes foul, wrong becomes right and so on.    

 Moreover, there was a comparison to one of Shakespeare’s darker dramas, 

namely King Lear. We saw that this special passage is closely related to the sonnets in 

content, language and images and that there are more other works of him in which the 

woman is thus negatively described. Above all, the sexual and infernal innuendos and 
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connotations in this scene were remarkable and thus analyzed; these connotations also 

have been applied to the sonnets. 

 And last but not least, there was a focus on the relation between sexuality and 

hell. One the one hand, we found out that sexuality is alluded as hell, for example the 

many different allusions of vagina as hell, as gorge and as a bad and burning, sinful 

place where one cannot get anything else but sick and mad. There was an allusion of 

sexuality that causes death, for example by infecting with venereal disease. 

 In short, this paper tried to demonstrate the idea of the sexuality of hell, which 

means the many allusions of sexuality, woman and genitals to the hell, but also the idea 

of the hell of sexuality, amongst others in a more religious sense, where hell is 

described as a dark and foul place to which one gets for example through indulging in 

one’s insatiable lust. 

 Finally, I would like to give my opinion on Shakespeare’s “dark lady”-sonnets. 

First, I think that each of these sonnets really is a masterwork and they were very 

interesting to read and to analyze, although it was hard work. To find out haw many 

different interpretations and definitions one term has was really fascinating for me. Also 

the many innuendos and images Shakespeare uses were impressive. And the one thing 

that I had to learn about him again was the fact that you need a lot of background 

information on him and his lifetime to be able to understand all of his actual meanings. 

But as I got through with this once I realized that Shakespeare and his extraordinary 

diversity really can give pleasure.       
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