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‘Sonnet 130’: Mocking Artistic Misrepresentation
William Shakespeare produced many worthy poems, including sonnets in the style of the blazon, which praised women. Alternatively, ‘Sonnet 130’ appears to be a parody of this style, where the poet insults his lover’s beauty. Initially, the context of the poem appears to be a critical description of the poet’s lover who does not meet the standards of conventional beauty. However, a closer view sheds light on the idealization of beauty and objectification of women for the purpose of artistic writing. ‘Sonnet 130’ is a sarcastic reaction to artists that focus merely on the face value while illustrating their female lover’s persona in their artwork  . ‘Sonnet 130’ denounces the idealization of women, criticizes artists that objectify them and make them mere subjects of art by placing unrealistic comparisons  of beauty. Ultimately, the poem appears to be a mockery of conventional romantic poems that place unattainable standards on feminine beauty, all the while suggesting a strong thematic focus on objectification of women by artists, shedding light on the idealization in literary work that sets up unrealistic comparisons of feminine attractiveness with nature’s imagery for the readers.

Shakespeare compares his mistress’s features to various aspects of nature exploiting the same imagery used in conventional love poems, effectively mocking the comparisons. The poet compares his lovers voice with music, acknowledging that the latter has a “farre more pleasing sound” (10), humorously mocking the comparison, at the same time displaying his affection for her pointing out that he “love[s] to heare her speake” (9).  He continues the sarcastic comparisons suggesting that even though “ I [he] graunt I never saw a goddesse goe, / My Mistress when she walkes treads on the ground” (11-2) endorsing that even though his lover does not behold features comparable to a goddess, his love for her is “rare” (13). The capitalization of M in mistress suggests that the poet is focused on the mistress herself as a whole, not just her individual features diminishing the value of beauty in this poem. The sonnet has a sarcastic tone, mocking romantic poems, at the same time displaying the poets affection not bounded by his lovers lack of attractiveness; perhaps an ageing body, ultimately displaying an honest relationship and infinite, consummate love.

‘Sonnet 130’ repeats the usage of most common imagery of nature, comparing her cheek’s blush with roses, eyes with the sun, voice with music, etc. pointing its finger to artists that use these comparisons to describe female subjects in their literature. He clearly refuses to misrepresent his love with false comparisons in the last lines that read, “any she beli’d with false compare” (14) subtly denying to comply with the idealization of beauty by artists and objectifying his subject. The poem is a critical description of the subject in an unexpected way; Shakespeare uses only physical features of his love interest, with no referral to her personality or nature, and compares each of them to amazing aspects of nature, rhetorically questioning the common idealizations and displaying love for his mistress’s relatively simple beauty. ‘Sonnet 130’ reveals the superficiality of conventional poems that limit beauty strictly to physical features and idealize these aspects to unattainable standards. Nevertheless, the poem’s soul strives to reveal the idealization of beauty and objectification of women by artists. 

 The poet focuses on the issue of artistic misrepresentation and objectification of women based on their features and attempts to expose the frivolity in endorsing beauty with natural objects of perfection. The poem’s constant use of common comparisons like eyes to sun, and breath to perfume and lack of any mention with regards to personality and character sarcastically mimics the artistic style of writing, through which the theme of idealization is portrayed. Through this cynical tone, the poem illustrates how artists over time have developed unrealistic standards to place their love subjects for literature purposes in order to display affection in writing. The lack of characterizing personality in this poem imitates blazons, drawing attention to poets that objectify women and reduce their character descriptions merely to physical attributes.  ‘Sonnet 130’ uses the very style of blazon poetry to ultimately reveal infinite love for his subject, suggesting that false praise of beauty is unnecessary to create an authentic love poem. The poem further implies that idealizing and objectifying women for literary purposes only sets up false measurements of beauty and love for the readers and steals the credibility of the work. These themes are applied in the poem rhetorically, requiring the reader to question the intention of the author’s comments and mockery in each line as well as recognize who the sarcasm is indicated to. Once the reader registers mockery and sarcasm in the sonnet, the underlying themes of artistic idealization and objectification of women is evident. Despite the initial impression, the mockery and criticism in this poem is not against love poems or female beauty but conversely implies towards the artists that voluntarily idealize beauty and objectify women using unrealistic comparisons in order to create romantic poems. 

Shakespeare’s work requires the reader to identify the target of his sarcasm in order to acquaint with the underlying thematic focus. In the same way, ‘Sonnet 130’ requires the readers to recognize it as a mockery of blazon in order to recognize the suggested thematic focus of artistic idealization of beauty and objectification of women in romantic literature.
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