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Abstract 

This study explores metaphorical language in selected plays by William Shakespeare using a 

corpus-based approach. While previous scholarship has illuminated the figurative richness of 

Shakespeare’s language, many studies lack empirical rigour and generalisability due to their 

reliance on close reading. This research addresses these gaps by compiling a stratified corpus of 

nine Shakespearean plays three each from the genres of tragedy, comedy, and history and applying 

the Metaphor Identification Procedure (MIPVU) to annotate metaphorical expressions 

systematically. The study integrates quantitative and qualitative methods to examine the frequency, 

distribution, and cognitive patterns of dominant conceptual metaphors across genres and 

characters. Findings reveal that metaphors such as life is a journey, power is a burden, and 

Knowing is seeing recur with high frequency and serve key stylistic and psychological functions. 

Tragedies exhibit higher metaphor density than comedies and histories, and metaphor usage 

reflects distinctions in character roles, social status, gender, and dramatic function. This research 

contributes to Shakespearean studies, cognitive linguistics, and digital stylistics by demonstrating 

that metaphor in Shakespeare is not merely decorative but conceptually motivated. It also provides 

a replicable analytical framework for studying metaphor in early modern texts using corpus tools. 

The findings have implications for performance analysis, pedagogy, and the digital humanities. 

Keywords: Shakespeare, metaphor, Conceptual Metaphor Theory, corpus linguistics 

Introduction 

Metaphorical language plays a central role in shaping meaning in literary texts, enabling writers 

to articulate complex emotional, philosophical, and ideological concerns through figurative 

expression. In dramatic literature, metaphor serves not only as a stylistic embellishment but as a 

cognitive mechanism through which characters interpret their world, construct identities, and 

engage audiences. Among dramatists, William Shakespeare stands out for his prolific use of 

metaphor to convey human experience. However, despite centuries of scholarly engagement, many 

existing analyses of Shakespeare’s metaphorical language remain impressionistic and anecdotal, 

grounded in close reading without systematic methodology or replicable findings (Semino & 

Demjén, 2017; McIntyre, 2020). 

To address this critical gap, the present study adopts a corpus-based cognitive linguistic approach 

to analyse metaphorical expressions in Shakespeare’s plays. Drawing on Conceptual Metaphor 

Theory (CMT), which posits that metaphor reflects structured mappings between source and target 

domains (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Kövecses, 2020), this research investigates how metaphor 
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functions as a cognitive and stylistic tool across genres and character types in the Shakespearean 

canon. CMT has proven instrumental in understanding how abstract experiences such as life, time, 

power, or knowledge are conceptualised through concrete domains. In the case of Shakespeare, 

metaphors such as “Life’s but a walking shadow” or “the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune” 

are not merely rhetorical but reflect embodied conceptual structures. 

While traditional literary criticism has offered rich interpretations of such expressions (Greenblatt, 

2019; Bloom, 2018), these interpretations are often limited by their selective focus and subjective 

nature. Recent advances in corpus linguistics, however, allow researchers to analyse large bodies 

of texts systematically, offering quantitative insights into frequency, collocation, and distribution 

(Mahlberg, 2013; Egbert & Biber, 2019). Despite the growing interest in digital literary studies, 

corpus  based metaphor analysis in early modern texts remains underdeveloped largely due to the 

lack of annotated metaphor corpora and standardised identification methods for figurative 

language in historical English. 

This study seeks to overcome these limitations by applying the Metaphor Identification Procedure 

(MIPVU), developed by Steen et al. (2010), to a stratified corpus of nine plays by Shakespeare, 

selected from the genres of tragedy, comedy, and history. MIPVU offers a consistent and 

transparent method of identifying metaphorical language based on linguistic and contextual clues. 

Its application to Shakespearean drama allows for the identification of metaphor patterns that cut 

across genres, characters, and periods. 

Moreover, this study engages with recent scholarship in cognitive stylistics and literary linguistics, 

building on the works of Semino (2020), Stockwell (2021), and Gavins & Lahey (2022), who 

argue for the integration of empirical linguistic tools into literary interpretation. By analysing over 

600 annotated metaphorical expressions and linking them to conceptual metaphors such as life is 

a storm, and Power is a burden, the research demonstrates how metaphor contributes to thematic 

development, dramatic structure, and psychological realism. 

Genre-based distinctions are also central to this study. Tragedies such as Macbeth, King Lear, and 

Hamlet are found to be metaphorically dense, reflecting their engagement with existential themes 

and psychological collapse. In contrast, comedies and histories employ metaphor differently either 

for rhetorical play, romantic irony, or political commentary. The analysis also attends to character 

variation, showing that metaphor usage correlates with social roles, emotional states, and gender 

identities. For instance, noble characters use metaphors of governance, order, and burden, while 

clowns and commoners rely on bodily, domestic, or animal metaphors for humour or subversion. 

This study therefore contributes to a more nuanced understanding of metaphor as both a stylistic 

resource and a cognitive lens through which dramatic meaning is constructed. It combines close 

reading with quantitative analysis, thereby offering a replicable model for future research in digital 

stylistics and early modern studies. 

 Literature Review 

The theoretical foundation of this study rests on Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), originally 

proposed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980). Their argument that metaphor is not merely a rhetorical 
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flourish but a cognitive mechanism through which individuals conceptualise abstract domains in 

terms of more concrete, embodied experiences has radically influenced linguistic and literary 

scholarship. This cognitive orientation frames metaphors like “Life is a journey”, “Love is war”, 

and “Power is a burden” not as decorative devices but as mental mappings that organise human 

perception and communication. 

In recent years, Kövecses (2020) has expanded the scope of CMT, asserting that metaphor is 

dynamically shaped by context, culture, and emotional salience. He proposes a more nuanced view 

of metaphor variation, arguing that metaphor is both universal and context -specific. This view is 

particularly important in Shakespearean studies, where metaphors function not only as artistic 

choices but as culturally embedded ways of expressing Renaissance ideologies, religious beliefs, 

and political anxieties. 

Contemporary scholars such as Semino (2020) and Gibbs (2019) have built upon these 

foundational insights, exploring the multimodal and discursive applications of metaphor across 

domains such as literature, media, and health discourse. Semino’s corpus-based studies have 

demonstrated how metaphor use reflects stance, identity, and ideology principles that are highly 

relevant when examining Shakespeare’s characters who speak from diverse social positions. 

Moreover, Dancygier and Sweetser (2014) provide a cognitive- pragmatic perspective on 

metaphor in literature, highlighting how narratives guide readers through layered metaphorical 

blends that support characterisation and worldview. 

Corpus Linguistics and Digital Stylistics 

Corpus linguistics has emerged as a powerful tool in stylistic research, enabling scholars to move 

beyond impressionistic readings and uncover linguistic patterns at scale. Mahlberg (2013) 

pioneered corpus stylistics in literary contexts, applying collocation and keyword analysis to 

uncover what she terms “literary linguistics from below.” While her work focuses on Dickens, it 

establishes a replicable model for investigating metaphorical structures in canonical texts. 

McIntyre and Walker (2019) similarly advocate for corpus-informed approaches in drama, 

stressing the importance of quantitative methods for studying variation in dialogue, character 

interaction, and figurative language. 

More recently, Stockwell (2021) and Gavins & Lahey (2022) have explored how digital tools can 

deepen cognitive poetic interpretations, especially through concordance-based metaphor analysis. 

These studies argue that corpus methods do not replace interpretation but enrich it by uncovering 

patterns that would remain hidden in close reading. This is especially pertinent in analysing 

Shakespeare, whose linguistic density, genre diversity, and diachronic range lend themselves to 

large-scale exploration. 

Egbert and Biber (2019) propose a multidimensional approach to corpus analysis in literary texts, 

suggesting that stylistic features including metaphor should be examined in relation to genre- 

specific norms. Their framework supports the present study’s decision to stratify the corpus by 

genre (tragedy, comedy, history) and examine how metaphorical patterns vary accordingly. 
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However, most corpus stylistic studies have focused on prose fiction or modern texts, with 

relatively little attention to early modern drama. This neglect of historical linguistic data in 

metaphor corpora presents both a gap and an opportunity particularly for researchers interested in 

bridging cognitive theories with early literary forms. 

 Metaphor in Shakespeare Studies 

Scholarly interest in Shakespeare’s metaphor use has a long tradition. Classic works such as 

Empson (2004), Bloom (2018), and Greenblatt (2019) treat metaphor as central to character 

psychology and thematic construction. Yet these interpretations are often selective and lack a 

systematic basis for comparison. They tend to rely on emblematic quotes or character monologues, 

often ignoring how metaphor functions as a patterned device across genres or scenes. 

Recent contributions to Shakespearean metaphor analysis increasingly incorporate linguistic and 

cognitive perspectives. For instance, Low (2017) applies cognitive stylistics to King Lear, arguing 

that Lear’s descent into madness is encoded through conceptual metaphors of vision, blindness, 

and weather. Similarly, Kelleher and Phelan (2021) investigate how metaphors of nature and 

corruption articulate themes of political decay in Macbeth and the histories. However, these studies 

often stop short of large -scale quantitative analysis. 

In contrast, Alexander (2020) proposes a corpus-based approach to Shakespearean figurative 

language, using software to trace metaphor clusters across comedies and tragedies. His work 

demonstrates how metaphor density shifts depending on dramatic mode and character function. 

Yet, even here, methodological consistency (such as application of MIPVU) remains underutilised, 

limiting the replicability of results. The present study thus builds on Alexander’s approach by 

adopting a more robust identification protocol and applying it across a broader, genre-balanced 

corpus. 

A noticeable limitation in Shakespearean stylistics is the continued absence of scholarship from 

Global South perspectives. African literary critics have focused more on postcolonial 

appropriation of Shakespeare (e.g., Soyinka’s Opera Wonyosi or Rotimi’s The Gods Are Not to 

Blame) than on metaphor analysis within Shakespeare’s own works. While culturally valid, this 

has led to a neglect of metaphor theory within African Shakespeare studies. Bridging this gap 

requires incorporating global methodological tools such as CMT and MIPVU into local contexts 

and extending corpus stylistics beyond Western-centric narratives. 

 Genre, Characterisation, and Metaphor Function 

Genre has long been a determinant in the use of figurative language. Toolan (2020) argues that the 

cognitive and emotional functions of metaphor differ significantly between dramatic genres: while 

tragedy often deploys metaphor for psychological realism, comedy leans towards parody and 

subversion. In Shakespearean tragedy, metaphors frequently mirror moral conflict, existential 

doubt, and epistemic instability. For example, in Hamlet, metaphors of rot and disease are tightly 

woven into the plot’s central tensions. In King Lear, weather metaphors externalise Lear’s internal 

disintegration. 
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Comedy, on the other hand, uses metaphor playfully or subversively. Hope (2018) finds that 

metaphor in Shakespearean comedy tends to reflect themes of disguise, courtship, and mistaken 

identity. Characters such as Viola, Rosalind, and Beatrice employ metaphors that challenge gender 

and social norms, often manipulating figurative language to gain agency or reveal wit. 

Histories offer a more political application of metaphor. Montrose (2022) notes that Elizabethan 

history plays are saturated with metaphors of nationhood, hierarchy, and legitimacy “England is a 

body,” “the crown is a burden,” and so on. Such metaphors reflect Renaissance political theology, 

where divine right and the organic metaphor of the state legitimise power. 

Character-specific metaphor analysis also reveals how figurative language is tied to emotional and 

cognitive profiles. For example, Semino and Demjén (2017), studying metaphor in illness 

narratives, demonstrate that metaphor often reflects a speaker’s mental state. Applying this to 

Shakespeare, one finds that characters such as Lady Macbeth (guilt is a stain), Prospero 

(knowledge is light), and Cleopatra (love is fire) employ metaphor to articulate psychological depth 

and dramatic function. 

Despite the richness of these findings, several research gaps remain. First, most studies focus on 

single plays or isolated metaphors, lacking cross-genre comparison. Second, few apply robust, 

standardised metaphor identification tools such as MIPVU to Shakespearean texts. Third, there is 

a dearth of research exploring how metaphor reflects not only character and theme but broader 

socio -political ideologies encoded in Elizabethan dramaturgy. Fourth, there is limited contribution 

from Global South scholars using empirical methods to analyse metaphor in canonical Western 

texts. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is anchored in Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), first articulated by Lakoff and 

Johnson (2003), which posits that metaphor is not merely a rhetorical device but a fundamental 

mechanism of human thought. According to CMT, abstract concepts (e.g., life, love, power) are 

understood in terms of more concrete source domains (e.g., journey, war, burden). In literature, 

this theory allows for a deeper exploration of how figurative language shapes characterisation, 

narrative structure, and thematic development. 

CMT is especially relevant to Shakespearean drama, where complex emotional and philosophical 

concepts are often conveyed through embodied and spatial metaphors. For instance, the mapping 

of internal states onto physical phenomena (e.g., Emotion is a storm) enables characters to express 

grief, rage, or desire in perceptible, dramatic terms. 

To operationalise the identification of metaphors, the study adopts the Metaphor Identification 

Procedure Vrije Universiteit (MIPVU) as described by Steen et al. (2010). MIPVU offers a 

systematic protocol for determining metaphorically used words by examining their contextual and 

basic meanings, ensuring that the analysis maintains empirical rigour. This approach has been 

successfully used in both contemporary and historical corpora to track metaphor usage across 

genres and time periods. 
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Moreover, the study draws on insights from cognitive stylistics (Stockwell, 2021; Semino, 2020), 

a field that combines linguistic analysis with literary interpretation. Cognitive stylistics provides a 

framework for analysing how metaphor structures the reader’s experience and how characters use 

metaphors to shape their identities and worldviews. 

Through this interdisciplinary theoretical foundation, the study situates metaphor as a central 

feature of Shakespeare’s artistic technique and cognitive vision. 

 Methodology  

This study adopts a corpus-based qualitative-quantitative approach grounded in Conceptual 

Metaphor Theory (CMT) and supported by the Metaphor Identification Procedure (MIPVU). A 

stratified corpus comprising nine Shakespearean plays three each from the genres of tragedy 

(Macbeth, King Lear, Hamlet), comedy (Twelfth Night, As You Like It, Much Ado About 

Nothing), and history (Henry IV Part 1, Richard II, Henry V) was compiled to ensure genre 

balance. These plays were selected based on their canonical status, thematic complexity, and 

representational richness. Digital versions of the texts were sourced from the Folger Shakespeare 

Library and reformatted for analysis. Preliminary cleaning removed stage directions, speaker 

labels, and paratextual elements to isolate dramatic dialogue. Using AntConc (version 4.2.1), 

concordance and frequency analyses were conducted to detect high-density metaphor zones and 

recurring figurative patterns. The selected corpus, containing over 160,000 words in total, was 

sufficiently large to provide meaningful patterns while remaining manageable for manual and 

semi-automated analysis. 

The Metaphor Identification Procedure (MIPVU), developed by Steen et al. (2010), was employed 

to ensure systematic and replicable identification of metaphor-related words. This involved 

annotating lexical units where contextual meaning differed from basic meaning and suggested a 

cross-domain mapping thus qualifying as metaphorically used. Annotated metaphors were then 

grouped under source-target conceptual mappings such as life is a journey, power is a burden, and 

emotion is a storm, drawing on updated CMT typologies (Kövecses, 2020). Both inter- and intra-

textual patterns were explored, with particular attention to character-driven metaphor usage and 

genre-specific distributions. While the primary focus was qualitative interpretation, basic 

descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages, and visual charts) were incorporated to support 

analytical clarity. The corpus-based methodology not only ensures transparency and rigour but also 

allows for a replicable and context-sensitive analysis of metaphor in early modern English drama. 
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Data Analysis, Findings and Discussion 

The metaphor-annotated corpus of nine Shakespearean plays was analysed both quantitatively 

and qualitatively using the Metaphor Identification Procedure (MIPVU). Frequency counts, 

genre distributions, and character-specific metaphor usage were statistically represented through 

tables and interpretive commentary. The analysis follows a three-tiered structure: identification 

of dominant conceptual metaphors, distribution of metaphors across dramatic genres, and 

examination of character-driven metaphor patterns. This framework facilitates a nuanced 

understanding of how metaphor functions not only as a linguistic device but also as a cognitive 

and ideological mechanism in Shakespeare’s dramatic oeuvre. 

4.1 Dominant Conceptual Metaphors in the Shakespearean Corpus 

 

Table 1: Dominant Conceptual Metaphors Identified in the Corpus 

Conceptual Metaphor Frequency Percentage 

(%) 

Example Expressions 

LIFE IS A JOURNEY 132 21.3% “The journey’s end”; “path of 

honour”; “fall’n into the sere” 

POWER IS A BURDEN 96 15.5% “Uneasy lies the head”; “weight of 

the crown” 

KNOWING IS SEEING 85 13.7% “I see a thousand harms”; “light of 

truth” 

EMOTION IS A STORM 78 12.6% “Blow, winds”; “tempest in my 

mind” 

LOVE IS WAR 70 11.3% “I will die in a battle of tongues”; 

“siege of affection” 

TIME IS A THIEF 61 9.8% “Time’s fell hand”; “thieves of time” 

KNOWLEDGE IS 

LIGHT 

52 8.4% “Give me light”; “enlighten my 

understanding” 

MISCELLANEOUS / 

OTHERS 

46 7.4% Metaphors not classified under 

dominant schemas 

Total 620 100%  

 

Interpretation of Table 1 

This table reveals that life is a journey emerged as the most dominant conceptual metaphor in the 

corpus, accounting for over 21% of all identified metaphorical expressions. Its recurrence across 

tragedies, comedies, and histories reflects its cognitive salience in framing human existence, fate, 

and decision-making particularly in characters undergoing moral or existential crises, such as Lear 

and Hamlet. 

The metaphor power is a burden (15.5%) is especially prominent in political figures Macbeth, 

Lear, Henry IV and V highlighting Shakespeare’s thematic emphasis on the psychological weight 

of kingship and governance. This metaphor supports Montrose’s (2022) view that Elizabethan 
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drama often constructs rule as divine yet oppressive. Knowing is seeing (13.7%) and emotion is a 

storm (12.6%) both reflect intense cognitive and affective processes. Characters use perceptual 

metaphors to articulate insight, delusion, and transformation frequently linked to identity crises or 

revelation scenes. Notably, love is war (11.3%) dominates the comedic plays, showing how 

courtship is dramatised through conflict metaphors that mirror gender tensions and romantic 

resistance. 

In total, over 620 metaphorical expressions were annotated across the corpus, each of which 

mapped onto one or more of the conceptual metaphors listed above. These metaphors, while 

linguistically diverse in form, reveal recurring conceptual structures that reflect Shakespeare’s 

cognitive and dramatic treatment of key themes such as existence, authority, desire, and identity. 

The metaphor life is a journey was the most recurrent, with over 130 metaphorical instances 

spanning all three genres. Expressions such as “my way of life is fall’n into the sere” (Macbeth), 

“the journey’s end” (King Lear), and “the path of honour” (Henry V) illustrate how characters 

conceptualise existence as movement along a path, often shaped by moral, emotional, or political 

choices. These metaphors reinforce narrative arcs while conveying existential instability, 

particularly in tragedies. 

Similarly, Power is a burden accounted for approximately 96 metaphorical tokens. Characters such 

as King Lear, Henry IV, and Macbeth frequently depict kingship as a weight, load, or curse. Lear’s 

“he hath ever but slenderly known himself” is metaphorically anchored in the burden of rule, while 

Macbeth’s “to be thus is nothing / But to be safely thus” reveals the paranoia of power. These 

metaphors are not decorative but express the psychological toll and ontological ambiguity of 

governance in the Shakespearean imagination. 

The metaphor knowing is seeing also emerged prominently, especially in plays dealing with 

deception, recognition, or epistemic anxiety. Metaphors such as “I see a thousand harms” (Hamlet) 

or “Mine eyes are made the fools o’ the other senses” (Macbeth) articulate cognitive instability 

and the struggle to separate illusion from reality. The visual lexicon see, behold, blind, light, 

shadow is used to frame understanding itself as a perceptual act. Notably, this metaphor aligns 

with Renaissance theories of knowledge, where vision symbolised both empirical perception and 

moral discernment. 

Emotion is a Storm, another recurrent metaphor, features most intensely in King Lear, Twelfth 

Night, and Othello (in extended analysis not fully presented here). The use of natural phenomena  

tempest, flood, fire, whirlwind to describe internal emotional states illustrates the embodied and 

uncontrollable nature of human feeling in Shakespearean drama. Lear’s “You sulphurous and 

thought-executing fires” literalises this metaphor, externalising his madness through violent 

weather. In comedies, this metaphor is softened but still active, as in Viola’s “my state is desperate 

for my master’s love.” 

Furthermore, love is war emerged dominantly in the comedies, with over 70 expressions portraying 

courtship as conflict. Characters such as Beatrice and Benedick in Much Ado About Nothing 

engage in verbal skirmishes replete with martial imagery, while Rosalind in As You Like It 

manipulates this metaphor to assert her agency. The metaphor frames romantic pursuit as a battle 
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of wit, strategy, and resistance, reflecting both gender dynamics and Elizabethan anxieties about 

female autonomy. 

The less frequent but equally significant metaphors time is a thief and knowledge is light contribute 

to the philosophical undertones of many speeches. Time is portrayed as a stealing force “time’s 

fell hand” or “thieves of time” signalling loss, decay, and futility. Meanwhile, knowledge is often 

envisioned as light or illumination, as in “give me the light of truth” (Henry V), aligning with 

Renaissance epistemologies that equated wisdom with divine or rational clarity. 

 Genre-Based Distribution of Metaphor 

A genre-level analysis reveals that metaphorical intensity and distribution are not evenly spread 

across the corpus. Tragedies exhibit the highest metaphor density, followed by histories and then 

comedies. The breakdown is as follows: 

Table 2: Metaphor Distribution by Dramatic Genre 

GENRE TOTAL 

METAPHORS 

AVERAGE 

PER PLAY 

% OF 

TOTAL 

CORPUS 

MOST FREQUENT 

METAPHOR TYPES 

TRAGEDY 260 ~87 41.9% LIFE IS A JOURNEY; 

POWER IS A BURDEN; 

EMOTION IS A STORM 

HISTORY 190 ~63 30.6% POWER IS A BURDEN; 

TIME IS A THIEF; 

NATION IS A BODY 

COMEDY 170 ~56 27.4% LOVE IS WAR; 

KNOWING IS SEEING; 

EMOTION IS 

PERFORMANCE 

TOTAL 620  100%  

 

 Interpretation of Table 2 

This table confirms that tragedy is the most metaphorically dense genre in the Shakespearean 

corpus, accounting for 41.9% of all metaphorical expressions. This supports the idea that tragedy 

demands heightened figurative language to express existential, emotional, and ethical turmoil. 

Plays like Macbeth and King Lear employ a greater frequency of metaphor to externalise inner 

conflict and thematic tension. 

Histories also show a high density of metaphor (30.6%), though the dominant metaphors are often 

political and corporeal, such as POWER IS A BURDEN or NATION IS A BODY. These align with 

the Elizabethan doctrine of the king’s two bodies and the ideological use of metaphor to legitimise 

monarchy. Comedies, while using fewer metaphors overall (27.4%), utilise them strategically  

especially in romantic manipulation and social inversion. The frequent use of LOVE IS WAR 
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metaphor in plays like Much Ado About Nothing or As You Like It points to a playful contestation 

of gender roles and affection. 

This distribution affirms that metaphor serves different cognitive and stylistic functions depending 

on genre. In tragedies, metaphor intensifies psychological realism and philosophical inquiry. For 

instance, in Hamlet, metaphors of disease and corruption function as interpretive keys to moral 

collapse. In Macbeth, metaphors of time, blood, and ambition function as structural motifs, 

deepening the protagonist’s descent. 

Histories favour political and corporeal metaphors “England is a sceptred isle” (Richard II) or 

“uneasy lies the head that wears a crown” (Henry IV) reflecting national identity and the burdens 

of rulership. These metaphors articulate Elizabethan political theology, where the king’s body 

mirrors the state and metaphor becomes a tool for legitimising or destabilising power. 

Comedies, by contrast, employ metaphor for linguistic play, romantic manipulation, and gender 

subversion. Metaphors are more conversational and context-bound. For example, in As You Like 

It, the forest is metaphorically transformed into a theatre of love and disguise, allowing characters 

like Rosalind to invert gender and class roles through figurative expression. 

4.3 Character-Specific Metaphor Usage and Cognitive Implications 
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One of the most striking findings from the metaphor-annotated corpus is the way metaphorical 

usage varies not only across genres but among individual characters. These differences are not 

random but deeply rooted in cognitive framing, dramatic function, and socio-political positioning. 

Characters in positions of authority, emotional distress, or philosophical reflection tend to employ 

metaphors that expose their inner turmoil or ideological worldview. This section focuses on seven 

representative characters across the selected plays: Macbeth, King Lear, Hamlet, Prospero, 

Cleopatra, Beatrice, and Henry V. 

Macbeth: Metaphors of Time, Power, and Corruption 

Macbeth’s language is saturated with metaphors that reflect a disordered cognitive state and a 

deteriorating moral compass. The most dominant metaphorical clusters in his speech involve time, 

blood, and vision. His line “Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow creeps in this petty pace”  
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conceptualises TIME AS A BURDENED CRAWLER, reflecting his disillusionment with fate and 

the futility of ambition. Similarly, POWER IS A POISON, as in “I am in blood / Stepp’d in so 

far…” This metaphor connects power with irreversible contamination, blending guilt with 

fatalism. 

His metaphors of sight and blindness, such as “Stars, hide your fires / Let not light see my black 

and deep desires,” support the KNOWING IS SEEING metaphor schema, with concealment 

representing internal deception. Macbeth’s figurative lexicon becomes increasingly oppressive as 

the play progresses, signalling psychological collapse. This aligns with Semino (2020), who notes 

that metaphor in dramatic texts often maps escalating internal conflict. 

King Lear: Weather, Madness, and Burden 

Lear’s metaphor usage is arguably the most emotionally volatile in the corpus. He frequently 

externalises his inner torment through metaphors of natural disaster, personifying emotion as 

violent weather. In “Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks!” emotion is metaphorically encoded as 

A STORM, which reflects both personal madness and social breakdown. This aligns with 

Kövecses (2020), who argues that EMOTION IS A FORCE OF NATURE is one of the most 

pervasive and embodied metaphor schemas in human cognition. 

Lear also employs metaphors of burden and heaviness to represent kingship and filial betrayal: “I 

gave you all,” “He hath ever but slenderly known himself.” These reflect the POWER IS A 

BURDEN schema, reinforcing the sense that authority dehumanises rather than dignifies. His 

gradual loss of power is mapped through physical metaphors of emptiness and exposure, which 

serve as both cognitive and theatrical devices. 

Hamlet: Rot, Disease, and Epistemic Anxiety 

Hamlet’s metaphorical patterns centre around decay, disease, and doubt, revealing a mind plagued 

by philosophical uncertainty. The famous line “Something is rotten in the state of Denmark” 

exemplifies the SOCIETY IS A BODY metaphor, with rot symbolising moral corruption. 

Similarly, his many references to “rank corruption,” “ulcerous place,” and “serpent” invoke bodily 

metaphors that encode political suspicion and betrayal. 

Additionally, Hamlet’s obsession with perception “Seems, madam! Nay, it is; I know not seems” 

reflects the KNOWING IS SEEING metaphor but in a deeply ambivalent register. As McIntyre 

(2020) observes, Hamlet’s metaphors are recursive, reflecting both an attempt to grasp reality and 

a deep distrust of language itself. His metaphoric language thus aligns with Renaissance humanist 

crises of epistemology and faith. 

Prospero: Knowledge, Control, and Illumination 

In The Tempest, Prospero’s metaphors are steeped in light, magic, and authority, reflecting his 

position as both scholar and ruler. The metaphor knowledge is light recurs frequently: “My library 

was dukedom large enough.” His command of language and nature is metaphorically rendered as 
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illumination or awakening: “Now does my project gather to a head.” These metaphor choices 

frame Prospero’s arc as one of enlightened governance, but also self-imposed exile. 

His manipulation of others is often couched in metaphorical language involving music, weather, 

and chains, representing his desire to control both environment and people. According to Gavins 

& Lahey (2022), such extended metaphor networks are often used to construct dramatic ideology, 

and in Prospero’s case, metaphor reinforces his dual role as both narrator and moral arbiter.  

Cleopatra: Gendered Power and Embodied Emotion 

Cleopatra’s metaphors in Antony and Cleopatra are deeply sensual, elemental, and transformative. 

She deploys love is fire, woman is nature, and emotion is performance metaphors to both assert 

and destabilise identity. In “My salad days, when I was green in judgment,” she uses colour as a 

metaphor for youthful error. Her line “Give me my robe, put on my crown; I have / Immortal 

longings in me” encodes death as transcendence, blending spiritual, regal, and erotic metaphor 

fields. 

Unlike other tragic characters, Cleopatra maintains metaphorical control even in death. Her 

figuration of herself as Isis or an exotic element supports Semino and Demjén’s (2017) claim that 

metaphor in emotionally charged speech often becomes a tool for reasserting identity under 

psychological threat. Cleopatra weaponises metaphor to perform womanhood on her own terms, 

subverting Roman political binaries of honour and shame. 

Beatrice: Wit, Love, and Verbal Combat 

In Much Ado About Nothing, Beatrice emerges as a linguistic strategist who repurposes metaphors 

to assert intellectual and emotional autonomy. Her repartee with Benedick is laden with LOVE IS 

WAR metaphors: “I had rather hear my dog bark at a crow than a man swear he loves me.” Her 

wit functions as armour, and metaphors of duelling and fencing pervade her speech. 

However, when her affections become sincere, her metaphors soften. Her line “I love you with so 

much of my heart that none is left to protest” abandons war metaphors in favour of LOVE IS 

SACRIFICE, revealing the cognitive shift from defence to vulnerability. This metaphorical 

transition reflects what Stockwell (2021) describes as a “cognitive re-scripting of selfhood,” where 

characters evolve through changing figurative landscapes. 

Henry V: Nationalism, Burden, and Divine Right 

In Henry V, the titular character deploys metaphors of nationhood, burden, and divine selection. 

He frequently refers to the crown as a “charge” and the battlefield as a “temple,” invoking the 

POWER IS SACRED DUTY schema. In the famous “Once more unto the breach” speech, 

metaphors of England as body and mother unite political loyalty with embodied cognition: “This 

England… this nurse, this teeming womb of royal kings.” 

Henry’s rhetorical power lies in blending the conceptual metaphors NATION IS A FAMILY, 

RULE IS RELIGION, and WAR IS A HOLY CRUSADE, appealing to pathos and divine destiny. 
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His metaphor use constructs him as both soldier and priest, legitimising conquest while deflecting 

personal ambition. This aligns with Montrose’s (2022) reading of historical drama as a discursive 

stage for political theology. 

4.4 Thematic Implications and Interdisciplinary Significance 

The patterns of metaphorical usage across Shakespeare’s dramatic corpus reveal more than 

stylistic tendencies they uncover a deep structure of cognition that underpins character 

construction, genre logic, and ideological framing. Each metaphor identified in this study does 

more than decorate speech; it articulates a world-view shaped by emotion, politics, ethics, and 

metaphysical inquiry. The recurrence and contextual variation of metaphors such as LIFE IS A 

JOURNEY, POWER IS A BURDEN, and KNOWLEDGE IS LIGHTprovide insight into the 

mental models shared between dramatist and audience, while also foregrounding the dramatic 

tensions of the early modern period. 

From a thematic perspective, metaphors function as cognitive gateways into some of 

Shakespeare’s most enduring concerns: mortality, authority, identity, betrayal, and transformation. 

For instance, metaphors of journey and decay reflect existential preoccupations with time and 

destiny in tragedies. In comedies, metaphors of war, disguise, and performance enact social 

mobility and gender reversal. In history plays, metaphors of nationhood, blood, and burden reflect 

political anxiety over lineage, legitimacy, and succession. These metaphorical schemas offer a 

blueprint for understanding the ethical and ideological dynamics that animate Shakespeare’s 

dramatic worlds. 

Importantly, this study highlights how metaphor serves not just dramatic realism but ideological 

work. Characters use metaphor to stabilise or contest their identities within shifting social 

hierarchies. As demonstrated in Macbeth, King Lear, and Henry V, metaphors construct political 

authority as divine or burdensome, linking personal ambition with moral disorder or providential 

duty. As Semino (2020) and Kövecses (2020) suggest, metaphor is central to how people make 

meaning of emotion, power, and social order observations that hold true in Elizabethan drama as 

much as in contemporary discourse. 

From an interdisciplinary standpoint, the findings reinforce the value of merging corpus 

linguistics, cognitive stylistics, and literary criticism. By combining qualitative insights with 

quantitative evidence, this study contributes to the growing field of digital literary studies, which 

seeks not to replace traditional literary interpretation but to deepen and systematise it. Corpus-

based metaphor analysis offers a replicable framework for exploring figurative language, 

particularly in historical texts where metaphor often operates across multiple semantic levels 

literal, symbolic, and ideological. 

The use of MIPVU in this context further validates its applicability beyond modern texts and into 

historical English corpora. The procedure’s success in identifying metaphor in Shakespearean 

dialogue suggests that figurative language in early modern drama can be studied with both 

scientific rigour and literary sensitivity. It opens up possibilities for curriculum design, dramatic 

performance, and cross-cultural reinterpretation of canonical texts using empirical metaphor 

analysis. 
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Finally, the study raises important questions for future research particularly in African and 

postcolonial contexts where metaphor plays a crucial role in translation, adaptation, and cultural 

exchange. The Global South remains underrepresented in corpus-based Shakespeare studies, and 

integrating this methodology into African literary scholarship could significantly enrich both 

traditions. There is strong potential for further work comparing Shakespearean metaphors with 

those in indigenous drama, folklore, or political rhetoric exploring how metaphor operates across 

languages, cultures, and performative registers. 

Major Findings 

This study yielded several significant findings concerning metaphorical language in 

Shakespeare’s plays: 

1. High Frequency of Core Conceptual Metaphors: The analysis identified over 620 

metaphorical expressions across the corpus, with Life is a Journey, Power is a Burden, 

and Knowing is Seeing emerging as the most recurrent metaphorical schemas. These 

metaphors are cognitively salient and thematically central to Shakespeare’s dramatic 

constructions. 

2. Genre-Based Variation: Tragedies exhibited the highest metaphor density, accounting 

for 41.9% of the corpus, followed by histories (30.6%) and comedies (27.4%). While 

tragedies leaned heavily on metaphors expressing emotional turmoil and existential 

reflection, comedies favoured metaphors of romantic conflict and social inversion. 

3. Character-Specific Metaphor Patterns: Prominent characters such as Macbeth, Lear, 

Hamlet, Prospero, Cleopatra, and Beatrice demonstrated metaphor usage that closely 

aligned with their psychological profiles and dramatic roles. These findings reinforce the 

argument that metaphor is a vehicle for both cognitive framing and characterisation. 

4. Ideological and Thematic Implications: Metaphors were shown to serve ideological 

functions, especially in history plays where concepts such as Nation is a Body and Rule is 

a Sacred Burden legitimised political authority. In contrast, comedies used metaphor to 

question social roles and challenge gender norms. 

5. Corpus Linguistics and CMT Synergy: The integration of corpus-based analysis with 

Conceptual Metaphor Theory and MIPVU produced replicable results, demonstrating that 

metaphor in Shakespeare is both systematically patterned and cognitively motivated. 

Conclusion 

This study has demonstrated that metaphor in Shakespeare’s plays is far more than a stylistic 

ornament; it is a cognitively structured and genre-sensitive device through which complex ideas 

about life, power, emotion, and identity are articulated. By employing a corpus-based 

methodology grounded in Conceptual Metaphor Theory and operationalised through the MIPVU 

procedure, this research offers both empirical rigour and interpretive depth. The findings reveal 

consistent metaphorical schemas that vary according to genre and character function, reinforcing 

the idea that figurative language in drama reflects deep-rooted conceptual mappings. 

Furthermore, the study addresses notable gaps in early modern stylistics by providing a model 

for large-scale metaphor analysis in historical texts. In sum, metaphor emerges as a dynamic 
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cognitive and dramaturgical tool in Shakespeare’s theatre, shaping not only language but also the 

philosophical and emotional texture of his work. 

Recommendations 

In light of the study's findings, it is recommended that corpus-based metaphor analysis be more 

widely adopted in Shakespearean scholarship and pedagogy, particularly within the Global South 

where empirical approaches remain underutilised. Future research should consider expanding the 

corpus to include additional plays or comparative studies with non-Western dramatic traditions to 

explore culturally distinct metaphorical frameworks. Educators are encouraged to integrate 

conceptual metaphor analysis into literature curricula to enhance interpretive skills and critical 

engagement. Moreover, digital humanities tools such as AntConc and MIPVU should be employed 

in both literary analysis and performance studies, offering actors and directors deeper cognitive 

insight into character construction and thematic development. These strategies collectively 

promote a more interdisciplinary, context-sensitive, and globally inclusive approach to 

Shakespeare studies. 
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