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Abstract

William Shakespeare’s Sonnet 18 is one of the best-known poems in English literature. It
praises the beauty of an unnamed beloved, but it also discusses time, change, death, and
the lasting power of poetry. Shakespeare first compares the beloved to a summer’s day.
He then shows that summer is short and unstable, whereas the beloved’s beauty will
remain alive through the poem. This paper studies the poem’s literary devices, structure,
themes, tone, historical background, audience, and purpose. It also compares the poem
with teachings from the Vedas, Upanisads, Srimad Bhagavad Gita, Srimad Bhagavata
Mahdapurana, Vachanampta, Siksapatr7, and other scriptures. The paper argues that
Shakespeare gives the beloved poetic immortality by preserving the beloved in human
memory. Vedanta goes further by teaching that the body is temporary, while the jiva or
atman is eternal. According to Aksara—Purusottama Dar§ana, the highest victory over
death is achieved through atma-realization, becoming aksararipa, and offering devotion
to Parabrahman Purusottama.

Keywords: Shakespeare, Sonnet 18, beauty, time, death, immortality, Upanisads,
Vedanta, Aksara—Purusottama Dar§ana

Introduction

William Shakespeare’s Sonnet 18 is included in his collection of 154 sonnets, first
published in London in 1609 by Thomas Thorpe. Sonnets 1-126 are generally connected
with an unnamed young man whom scholars call the “Fair Youth.” However, Sonnet 18
itself does not clearly state the identity or gender of the beloved.

The poem begins with a famous question:

“Shall | compare thee to a summer’s day?”

At first, summer seems to be a suitable image of beauty. Shakespeare soon shows that
summer is not perfect. Its winds are rough, its heat can be excessive, its sunlight may be
hidden, and its duration is short. The beloved is “more lovely and more temperate” than
summer.

However, the beloved’s physical beauty must also face time and death. Shakespeare tries
to overcome this problem through poetry. He claims that the beloved’s “eternal summer”
will remain alive in the “eternal lines” of the poem.

The sonnet therefore moves through three stages:

1.The beloved is compared with summer.

2.The weaknesses and shortness of summer are described.

3.Poetry is presented as a means of preserving beauty.

This paper also compares Shakespeare’s ideas with Vedantic teachings. There is no
historical evidence that Shakespeare studied Indian scriptures. Therefore, this is a
comparative study, not a claim of direct influence.

1. Literary Devices and Figures of Speech

1.1 Comparison and metaphor

The opening line introduces a comparison between the beloved and a summer’s day. It is
not a simple simile using “like” or “as.” Instead, it begins an extended comparison that
continues through the poem.

The speaker concludes that the beloved is:

“more lovely and more temperate.”

The word “temperate” suggests gentleness, balance, and freedom from extreme change.
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A powerful metaphor appears in:

“And summer’s lease hath all too short a date.”

A lease gives temporary possession of something. Summer
possesses its beauty only for a short time. This suggests that
youth, physical beauty, pleasure, and worldly success are
also temporary.

The main metaphor of the poem is:

“But thy eternal summer shall not fade.”

“Eternal summer” represents the beloved’s beauty as
preserved by poetry. It does not mean a literal season that
never ends.

1.2 Personification

The sun is personified as the “eye of heaven” with a “gold
complexion.” Nature is also given a “changing course.”
Most importantly, Death is presented as a proud conqueror:
“Nor shall Death brag thou wander’st in his shade.”

Death is shown as someone who boasts about capturing
human beings. The speaker claims that Death will not
completely defeat the beloved because the poem will keep
the beloved’s memory alive.

1.3 Imagery and symbolism

Shakespeare uses clear images from nature:

o “Darling buds of May” represent youth and new beauty.

¢ “Rough winds” represent danger, change, and adversity.

e The “eye of heaven” represents the sun and natural
brightness.

o The dimmed “gold complexion” represents fading beauty.

o “Death’s shade” represents mortality and oblivion.

o “Eternal lines” represent poetry and lasting memory.

The imagery moves from light and beauty to darkness and

decline, and finally to poetic permanence.

1.4 Sound and repetition

The repeated f sound in “fair from fair” emphasizes beauty

and its loss. The repeated ¢ sound in “chance” and

“changing course” supports the idea of continuous change.

The final couplet repeats “So long”:

“So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see,

So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.”

This repetition gives the conclusion strength and

confidence. The word “this” refers to the poem itself.

1.5 Hyperbole, paradox, and irony

The claim that the poem will live as long as people can

breathe or see is an example of hyperbole. No poem can

provide physical immortality. However, Shakespeare’s

prediction has partly become true because the poem is still

read after more than four centuries.

The main paradox is that a mortal person becomes

immortal through poetry. The beloved will not remain

physically alive but will continue to exist in human memory.

There is also irony in the fact that the poem gives almost no

physical description of the beloved. It describes summer in

detail but does not tell us what the beloved looks like. What

becomes immortal is therefore not a clear portrait but the

speaker’s love and admiration.

“Eternal summer” is not a strict oxymoron, but it contains a
tension. Summer is temporary, while eternity has no end.
Shakespeare joins these opposite ideas to create an image
of poetic permanence.

2. Structure and Form

Sonnet 18 is a Shakespearean sonnet of fourteen lines. It
contains three quatrains and one final couplet. Its rhyme
scheme is:

ABAB CDCD EFEF GG

The poem is written mainly in iambic pentameter. Each line
generally contains five metrical units, with an unstressed
syllable followed by a stressed syllable. This creates a
regular and controlled rhythm. Small changes in the
rhythm, such as the strong opening of “Rough winds,” add
emphasis.

The poem develops its argument in four parts:

Section Main idea
. The beloved is more beautiful
Lines 1-4
and balanced than summer
Lines 5-8 All natural beauty must decline
Lines 9-12 The pelgved s beauty will
survive in poetry
Lines 13-14 Future readers will kgep the
poem and beloved alive

The main volta, or change in thought, occurs at line 9:

“But thy eternal summer shall not fade.”

Before this line, Shakespeare describes change and decline.
After it, he promises permanence through poetry.

3. Main Themes

3.1 Love and beauty

The poem expresses deep admiration for the beloved.
However, the beloved’s beauty is not presented only as
physical attractiveness. The word “temperate” also suggests
inner balance, gentleness, and harmony.

3.2 Time and change

The poem accepts that everything in nature changes:

“And every fair from fair sometime declines.”

Every beautiful person or object eventually loses visible
beauty because of accident, age, or the normal course of
nature.

3.3 Mortality

Death is present throughout the poem. The flowers are
damaged, summer ends, sunlight becomes dim, and beauty
declines. The poem’s real conflict is therefore between
beauty and time.

3.4 Nature and poetry

Nature creates beauty but cannot preserve it. Poetry also
cannot stop bodily death, but it can preserve a person’s
memory. Shakespeare changes temporary beauty into
lasting literary beauty.
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4. Tone, Mood, Historical Context, and Audience

The tone changes throughout the poem. It begins as
thoughtful and admiring. It becomes serious when
Shakespeare discusses decline and death. It then becomes
defiant and ends with confidence.

The emotional movement is:

Admiration - awareness of loss > resistance > hope

The poem belongs to the English Renaissance, a period
influenced by classical Greek and Roman literature,
humanism, and the growth of new poetic forms.
Renaissance poets often wrote about love, beauty, time,
reputation, and fame.

The sonnet form came from Italy and became famous
through Petrarch. English poets such as Thomas Wyatt and
Henry Howard adapted it into English. Shakespeare
inherited this tradition but changed it. He does not simply
praise summer; he points out that summer itself is
imperfect.

The immediate audience is the beloved addressed as
“thee.” The wider audience includes all future readers.
Anyone who reads the sonnet helps fulfil Shakespeare’s
promise that the beloved will continue to live through
poetry.
5.“Summer’s
Impermanence
The expression “summer’s lease” suggests that beauty is
held only temporarily. This is similar to the Vedantic
teaching that all created and material objects are
impermanent.

5.1 Mundaka Upanisad 1.2.12

Tie SR AT STeIiT

AT F |

pariksya lokan karmacitan brahmano

nirvedam d@yan ndsty akrtah krtena

The wise person examines the worlds produced by action
and understands that the eternal cannot be produced by
temporary actions.

Summer has a beginning and an end. In the same way,
bodily beauty cannot become truly eternal merely by being
remembered for a longer time.

5.2 Bhagavad Gita 2.14

HTATEIRITE] = IATeEg @aT: |

SIS e e a1l

matra-sparsas tu kaunteya sitosna-sukha-duhkha-dah
agamdpayino ’nityds tams titiksasva bhérata

The experiences of heat, cold, pleasure, and pain come and
go. They are temporary and should be patiently endured.
Shakespeare’s summer shows these changing conditions. It
can be pleasant, excessively hot, windy, bright, or cloudy.
The Gita describes such conditions as dagamapayinah—
things that come and go.

5.3 Srimad Bhagavata Mahdpurana 11.9.29

Lease” and the Vedantic Idea of

AT G AUHE SgErvaT=

AR ¢ |

labdhva sudurlabham idam bahu-sambhavante

manusyam arthadam anityam apiha dhirah

The human body is rare and capable of giving the highest
benefit, although it is temporary.

This verse does not treat the temporary body as useless.
Instead, it teaches that human life should be used for
spiritual progress before its limited “lease” ends.

6. “Every Fair Declines”: Body, Change, and Death
Shakespeare writes:

“And every fair from fair sometime declines.”

This means that every beautiful person or object must
eventually lose outward beauty.

The Bhagavad Gita 2.13 explains bodily change:
SfeAISTe=rer 38 R A [ |

T SETaTTTReficed 7 gaifi |

dehino ‘smin yathd dehe kaumdaram yauvanam jara

tatha dehantara-praptir dhiras tatra na muhyati

The embodied self passes through childhood, youth, and old
age. The body changes continuously, but the conscious self
remains the experiencer of these changes.

The Gita 2.27 states:

STae f& gat geg g S gaer = |

jatasya hi dhruvo mrtyur dhruvam janma mrtasya ca

Death is certain for one who is born. Shakespeare
recognizes this truth through poetry, while the Gita places it
within the wider cycle of birth and death.

7. “The Eye of Heaven” and the Supreme Light
Shakespeare describes the sun as:

“the eye of heaven”

Yet its “gold complexion” may become dim. The physical
sun is bright but not beyond change.

The Katha Upanisad 2.2.15 declares:

ERERRIRICERCE-GItEs

7 ferggar i Farsmfa: |

TG AT o

q T e g e )

na tatra stryo bhati na candra-tarakam

nema vidyuto bhanti kuto ‘yam agnih

tam eva bhantam anubhati sarvam

tasya bhasa sarvam idam vibhati

The sun, moon, stars, and fire do not illuminate the
Supreme Reality. Everything shines because of that
supreme light.

The Bhagavad Gita 15.6 similarly states that neither the
sun, moon, nor fire illuminates the supreme abode of God.
Shakespeare’s physical sun can be hidden by clouds, but the
divine light described in these scriptures never fades.

8. “Eternal Summer” and Spiritual Immortality

The Rgveda 10.90.2 states:

Y TS e A q T W |

SATACTERTAT FE=HTIAE T |l

purusa evedam sarvam yad bhatam yac ca bhavyam
utamrtatvasyesano yad annendtirohati
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The Supreme Purusa includes all that has been and will be
and is the Lord of immortality.

Shakespeare’s “eternal summer” depends upon the survival
of his poem and its readers. Vedic immortality, however, is
grounded in the eternal Supreme Purusa.

The Katha Upanisad 1.2.18 teaches that the conscious self is
unborn, eternal, and not destroyed when the body is
destroyed. The same teaching appears in Bhagavad Gita

2.20:
EEIECR S THICEY

TR T AT a7 - |

i e s g

T & &IHM IR ||

na jayate mriyate va kadacin

nayam bhitva bhavita va na bhiyah

ajo nityah sasvato ‘yam purano

na hanyate hanyamane sarire

The atman is never born and never dies. It is not destroyed

when the body is destroyed.

The difference between Shakespeare and Vedanta is

important:

o Shakespeare defeats oblivion by preserving the beloved in
poetry.

e Vedanta overcomes the fear of death by revealing that
the self is not the mortal body.

Three forms of life may therefore be distinguished:

1.Deha-jivana: physical life;

2.Smrti-jivana: life in memory and literature;

3.Atma-satta: the eternal existence of the conscious self.

Shakespeare promises smrti-jivana, while Vedanta reveals

atma-satta.

9. “Eternal Lines” and the Power of Sacred Words

Shakespeare believes that poetic lines can carry the beloved

into the future. Indian traditions also place great value upon

sabda, or sacred and authoritative speech.

The Vedas were preserved through careful oral systems

such as samhita-patha, pada-patha, krama-pdatha, jata-

patha, and ghana-pgtha. These methods show how

language can be preserved across many generations.

The Srimad Bhagavata Mahdpurdna 1.5.11 describes the

spiritual power of words about God:
REUCEISEIRIEETE]]

I Sfaeg gy |

T NS el aq

U fed AT 0T T |l

tad-vag-visargo janatdgha-viplavo

yasmin prati-slokam abaddhavaty api

ndmany anantasya yaso-'nkitani yat

Srnvanti gayanti grnanti sadhavah

Words that describe the names and glory of the Infinite
Lord can purify and transform human beings.

Shakespearean poetry preserves human beauty and

memory. Sacred literature has a different aim: it awakens

devotion, purifies consciousness, and guides the seeker

toward liberation.

10. The Vachandamrta and Aksara—Purusottama Dars$ana

The Vachanamrta offers a clear distinction between the

temporary body and the eternal jiva. In Vachanamrta

Gadhada l1ll-4, Bhagavan Swaminarayan explains that the

jiva pervades the body through consciousness but does not

die when the body dies.

This gives a deeper meaning to Shakespeare’s statement:

“Nor shall Death brag.”

In Shakespeare, Death cannot fully defeat the beloved

because poetry preserves the beloved’s memory. In the

Vachanamrta, Death cannot destroy the jiva because the

jiva is different from the body.

10.1 Siksapatri 105

TS &I A T SATRETT agH

TR feordt Sfiat Fs=enfeaa: ||

hrt-stho 'nu-siiksmas cid-ripo jiata vyapyakhildm tanum

jAidana-saktya sthito jivo jiieyo 'cchedyadi-laksanah

The jiva is subtle, conscious, and indestructible. It resides in

the heart and pervades the body through its power of

knowing.

Poetry does not make the beloved spiritually eternal. It only

preserves the beloved’'s name and memory. Scripture

reveals that the jiva is already indestructible.

10.2 Aksarabrahman and Purusottamaln Vachanamrta

Gadhada [-21, Bhagavan Swaminarayan describes two

forms of Aksara:

1.Aksara as the eternal divine abode;

2.Aksara as the personal form eternally serving Purusot-
tama.

Gadhada 1-63 identifies Aksara as the abode of

Purusottama. Therefore, Shakespeare’s “eternal summer”

may be used only as a comparative image for the unfading

radiance and bliss of Aksaradhama. It is not a literal

description of Aksaradhama.

According to Aksara—Purusottama Dar$ana, the devotee

realizes the self as different from the body, becomes

aksarariipa through association with the Aksarabrahma

Guru, and offers devotion to Parabrahman Purusottama.

This is higher than simply surviving in human memory.

The word Vachanamrta combines vacana, meaning

discourse or words, with amrta, meaning nectar or

immortality. Shakespeare’s words give poetic life; the divine

words of the Vachanamrta guide the jiva toward liberation.

11. Other Scriptural Parallels

The Brhaddranyaka Upanisad 1.3.28 contains the famous

prayer:
THET AT ST |

T T ||

asato ma sad gamaya
tamaso ma jyotir gamaya
mrtyor ma amrtam gamaya
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“Lead me from the unreal to the Real, from darkness to
light, and from death to immortality.”

Sonnet 18 also moves from fading beauty to “eternal
summer,” and from Death’s shade to poetic life. However,
the Upanisad seeks actual spiritual realization rather than
literary remembrance.

The Mahabhéarata’s Yaksa—Prasna states that living beings
die every day, yet those who remain think that they will
continue permanently. Shakespeare responds to this
universal fear through poetry, while the Mahdabharata
directs the seeker toward dharma and wisdom.

Adi Sankaracarya’s Bhaja Govindam states:

T % SIS

R e gay |

ma kuru dhana-jana-yauvana-garvam

harati nimesat kalah sarvam

Do not be proud of wealth, followers, or youth, because
time removes everything in a moment.

This closely matches Shakespeare’s statement that every
beautiful thing must decline. However, Sankaracarya uses
this

truth to teach vairagya, or detachment from temporary
things.

12. Comparative Understanding

Question Sonner 18 Vedantic understanding

Is physical
No No

beauty permanent?

Is the body immortal?|| No No

. The beloved’s ) ) "

What survives death? ) The jiva survives bodily death
poetic memory

How is death Through spiritual knowledge
Through poetry . i

challenged? and liberation

What 1s the role Tt preserves beauty || Sacred speech reveals truth

of language? and metmory and purifies

What is Eternal spiritual existence

Cultural survival

true immortality? and liberation

From an Aksara—Purusottama perspective, the poem may
be understood at three levels:
1.Physical beauty: The beauty of summer and the body is
temporary.
2.Poetic immortality: Poetry preserves the beloved in
human memory.
3.Spiritual immortality: The jiva becomes aksararipa and
offers devotion to Purusottama.
This movement can be expressed as:
Deha-saundarya > Kavya-smrti
Aksararipata - Purusottama-bhakti
Conclusion
Sonnet 18 begins as a poem praising the beloved’s beauty
but becomes a serious reflection on time, change, death,
and poetry. Shakespeare shows that summer is too short
and unstable to represent perfect beauty. Rough winds

> Atma-jiana >

damage its flowers, heat becomes excessive, sunlight is
hidden, and every beautiful thing eventually declines.

The speaker tries to overcome this problem through poetry.
The beloved’s body cannot remain young forever, but the
poem can preserve the beloved’s memory. The continued
popularity of Sonnet 18 shows that Shakespeare’s
prediction has partly come true.

Upanisadic and Vedantic teachings agree that natural
beauty, youth, pleasure, and the body are temporary.
However, they go beyond Shakespeare’s idea of poetic
immortality. A poem can preserve a person’s name or
image, but it cannot make the body eternal. The jiva does
not become immortal through poetry; it is already unborn
and indestructible.

From the perspective of Aksara—Purusottama Darsana, the
highest “eternal summer” is not permanent physical youth.
It can be understood comparatively as the eternal radiance
and bliss of Aksaradhama. The highest victory over death is
achieved through understanding the self as different from
the body, becoming aksararipa, and offering eternal
devotion to Parabrahman Purusottama.

Shakespeare’s final statement—

“So long lives this, and this gives life to thee”—

may therefore be restated in Vedantic terms:

Poetry gives the beloved lasting remembrance; dtma-jfiana
reveals the immortal jiva; Aksarabrahman helps the
devotee become aksararGpa; and Purusottama grants
liberation and eternal divine bliss.

References

BAPS Swaminarayan Sanstha. The Vachanamrut: Spiritual
Discourses of Bhagwan Swaminarayan. Swaminarayan
Aksharpith.

Booth, Stephen, ed. Shakespeare’s Sonnets. Yale University
Press, 1977.

Burrow, Colin, ed. The Complete Sonnets and Poems. Oxford
University Press, 2002.

Duncan-Jones, Katherine, ed. Shakespeare’s Sonnets. Arden
Shakespeare, 1997.

Olivelle, Patrick, trans. The Early Upanisads. Oxford
University Press, 1998.
Radhakrishnan, S., trans. The Principal Upanisads.

HarperCollins, 1994.

Sargeant, Winthrop, trans. The Bhagavad Gitd. State
University of New York Press, 20009.

Shakespeare, William. “Sonnet 18.” Shakespeare’s Sonnets.
1609.
Swaminarayan,
Aksharpith.
Tagare, Ganesh Vasudeo, trans. The Bhdgavata Purdna.
Motilal Banarsidass.

Vendler, Helen. The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets. Harvard
University Press, 1997.

Bhagavan. Siksapatri.  Swaminarayan

~156~



