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Abstract: The song “The Fate of Ophelia” by Taylor Swift contains complex symbolic language that
reflects human experiences of love, sorrow, isolation, and salvation. As popular music increasingly
functions as a modern medium for literary expression, it becomes essential to understand how
contemporary songwriters rework classical symbols into new narratives. This study aims to identify
and explain the forms of symbolism that appear in the lyrics of “The Fate of Ophelia” through Roland
Barthes’ three levels of signification denotation, connotation, and myth (Barthes, 1977). Employing
a qualitative descriptive method, the data were taken from the official song lyrics and analyzed
systematically across these three levels. The findings reveal a coherent symbolic progression rather
than a set of isolated images: literal imagery such as towers, megaphones, matches, and drowning
first establishes a concrete narrative setting (denotation); this imagery is then reworked into symbols
of emotional isolation, a destructive and toxic relationship, and psychological suffocation
(connotation); and it is finally elevated into the cultural myth of Shakespeare’s Ophelia (myth). The
song initially invokes the historical myth of female vulnerability and madness in love, then directly
subverts it: the imagery of burial and drowning established earlier is reversed through the recurring
line “you dug me out of my grave,” so that the woman is not destroyed by love but actively rescued
from it. The study concludes that popular music functions as a literary text in its own right, one in
which classical myths and symbols are continuously reused, questioned, and reshaped to articulate
complex modern emotional realities.

Keywords: cultural myth, figurative language, literal meaning, pop music literature, semiotic
analysis

INTRODUCTION the world. One form of language expression that
is most closely related to human emotion is
literature. Traditionally, literature has been
strictly associated with printed poetry, drama,
and prose. However, in contemporary literary
and cultural studies, the boundaries of literary
expression have significantly expanded to

Language is one of the most important media
through which human beings express meaning,
emotion, memory, and identity. Through
language, people do not only communicate basic
information but also construct personal
experiences and share their internal realities with
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include popular culture products.
Song lyrics are a highly significant form of

modern literary expression because they
combine poetic language with musical
performance. Lyrics function much like

traditional poetry; they often use imagery,
metaphor, and symbolism to communicate
complex emotional experiences in a condensed,
accessible form. Priyoto and Armando (2018)
argue that song lyrics extensively employ
figurative language to express meanings beyond
their literal interpretation, making them valuable
objects of literary analysis. Because they are
consumed by millions of listeners worldwide,
popular songs carry immense cultural weight and
shape how society understands concepts such as
love, heartbreak, trauma, and healing. Studies
applying Barthes’ semiotic theory to song lyrics
by Taylor Swift and other popular artists have
already confirmed both the validity of lyrics as
literary objects and the explanatory power of
Barthes’ framework for this kind of text; these
studies are discussed in detail in the Literature
Review below.

Taylor Swift is one of the most prominent
popular musicians whose songs are widely
discussed in relation to narrative, emotion, and
symbolism. Her lyrics are known for their
detailed storytelling, intertextual references, and
rich symbolic objects. Her ability to blend
personal narratives with universal cultural
symbols makes her discography a valuable
subject for academic literary analysis. This
research focuses specifically on her song, “The
Fate of Ophelia.” The title itself immediately
evokes the figure of Ophelia, a classical and
highly recognizable literary character from
William Shakespeare’s tragic play Hamlet. In the
original text, Ophelia is known for her tragic
love, extreme vulnerability, madness, and
eventual death by drowning. By borrowing this
name, Swift signals to the listener that the song
will deal with these heavy thematic elements.

Symbols are never neutral. They carry layers
of meaning formed through language, culture,
and centuries of interpretation. In popular music,
a single symbol can represent personal emotional
conditions while simultaneously triggering
broader cultural memories. While figurative
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language reveals implied meanings through
stylistic expression (Priyoto & Armando,
2018), symbolism requires further interpretation
because its meanings develop through
denotative, connotative, and cultural levels of
signification. Analyzing symbolism therefore
helps the writer understand how meaning is
actively constructed, maintained, or challenged
in the lyrics. To provide a focused analysis
grounded in a specific theoretical framework,
this study formulates the following research
question: what forms of symbolism appear in the
lyrics of “The Fate of Ophelia,” and how are
these forms constructed and connected across
Roland Barthes’ (1977) three levels of
signification denotation, connotation, and myth?
This research answers the question by
exclusively applying Barthes’ Semiotic Theory
to identify and explain the denotative,
connotative, and mythical meanings of the
symbols found within the song.

Several previous studies have applied
semiotic theory to analyze song lyrics,
establishing a strong foundation and proving the
validity of popular music as an academic
research subject. Afra, Falah, and Hermawan
(2026) analyzed Taylor Swift’s “Exile” using
Roland Barthes’ semiotics. Their research
revealed how the lyrics symbolically express
emotional alienation, misunderstandings, and
communication failure in a modern relationship,
proving that Barthes’ theory is highly effective in
decoding  Swift’s  narrative  songwriting.
Similarly, Carolina and Winduwati (2026)
combined semiotic analysis with representation
theory in Swift’s song “The Man” to uncover
underlying gender and feminist narratives,
showing that Swift uses everyday symbols to
critigue patriarchal structures. Furthermore,
Hariyanto (2024) conducted a semiotic analysis
on SZA’s “Good Days,” demonstrating that
popular R&B  songs carry  meaningful
messages regarding mental health that require
careful interpretation through linguistic signs.

Specifically regarding the object of this study,
Wilson (2025) discussed the Shakespearean
allusion in “The Fate of Ophelia,” highlighting
how Swift uses the character to represent love
and vulnerability in the modern era. However,
Wilson’s study is a general literary essay: it relies
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heavily on personal interpretation and lacks a
strict structural or linguistic theory to ground its
findings. This present study fills that gap by
applying a systematic, structural framework
Barthes’ three levels of signification to dissect
the exact forms of symbolism in “The Fate of
Ophelia,” moving step by step from the literal
text, to its psychological connotations, to its
deepest cultural myth. The specific contribution
of this study, beyond simply filling the gap left
by Wilson’s essay, is this systematic mapping
itself: rather than asserting that the song alludes
to Ophelia, the study traces precisely how each
literal image is transformed into a psychological
symbol and then elevated into a cultural myth,
and shows exactly how that myth is subverted
through the song’s own imagery.

This study strictly employs Roland Barthes’
Semiotic Theory (1977) to analyze the symbolic
meanings embedded in the lyrics of “The Fate of
Ophelia.” Semiotics is the study of signs and how
meaning is produced and communicated through
language and culture. While early semioticians
like Ferdinand de Saussure focused mostly on the
basic relationship between a word (signifier) and
its mental concept (signified), Barthes expanded
semiotic analysis significantly. He introduced
multiple levels of signification that allow
researchers to uncover meanings far beyond
literal interpretation, making his theory well
suited to literary and cultural texts such as song
lyrics.

According to Barthes (1977), meaning in any
text operates through three distinct levels.
Denotation is the first order of signification: the
direct, literal, dictionary meaning of a sign,
without cultural or emotional association for
example, the denotation of a “rose” is simply a
flower with thorny stems and petals. Connotation
is the second order of signification: it emerges
when a denotative sign interacts with the
feelings, cultural experiences, and values of its
users, producing a hidden or symbolic meaning
the connotation of a “rose” is romantic love,
passion, or beauty. Myth is the third and highest
order of signification. According to Barthes
(1972), myths are systems of representation that
transform historically and culturally constructed
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meanings into something that appears natural and
universal; myth explains how a narrative or
symbol becomes an accepted ideology over time,
taking a connotative meaning and making it feel
like a “fact” of life.

By systematically applying these three levels,
this study uncovers what Taylor Swift’s lyrics
literally say (denotation), the specific symbolic
emotions they represent (connotation), and the

broader cultural narrative they adopt and
ultimately challenge (myth).
METHOD

This study usesa  qualitative descriptive
approach, which focuses on understanding
meaning, concepts, and interpretation through
textual data rather than numerical or statistical
measurement. The primary data source is the
official lyrics of the song “The Fate of Ophelia”
by Taylor Swift. Data were collected in three
steps.

First, the writer listened to the song
repeatedly to grasp its tone and context. Second,
the writer read the written lyrics closely. Third,
the writer identified and documented specific
words, phrases, and lines judged to carry strong
symbolic potential. A line was treated as
carrying strong symbolic potential if it met at
least one of three criteria: (a) it centered on a
concrete object or image capable of both a literal
and a figurative reading (e.g. tower, grave, fire);
(b) it used diction that is culturally or
emotionally loaded, such as a proper name, or
imagery of death, drowning, or fire; or (c) it
recurred across the song, as with the repeated
chorus. These lines were compiled into a
working table recording the stanza number, the
line itself, and a preliminary note on its possible
symbolic function, which was later expanded
into the full analysis presented in the Findings.

The analysis technique applied Roland
Barthes’ semiotic theory iteratively rather than
in a single pass. Each selected stanza was first
read for its literal content to establish the
denotative meaning; the same stanza was then
reread for the feelings, associations, and cultural
values it evoked to establish the connotative
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meaning; and it was finally reread a third time to
determine whether it invoked a broader,
culturally shared narrative, establishing the
mythic meaning. Applying all three readings to
the same set of lines, rather than treating each
level as a separate data set, allowed the writer to
trace how meaning was carried and transformed
from one level to the next. For each identified
symbol, the discussion below explains how its
denotative meaning is transformed into a
connotative meaning, and how that connotative
meaning is further elevated into a mythic
meaning, so that the analysis directly answers
how the forms of symbolism in the song are
constructed and connected across Barthes’ three
levels of signification.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The song “The Fate of Ophelia” uses vivid
language and rich imagery to symbolize tragic
emotional states, isolation, toxic romance, and
ultimately rescue. Based on Roland Barthes’
semiotic theory, the forms of symbolism found in
the lyrics are categorized into three levels of
meaning denotation, connotation, and myth
which are presented below and then discussed as
a single, connected system of signification.

Findings

Denotation (First Order of
Signification)

Denotation represents the literal, dictionary
meaning of the words used in the lyrics. At this
level, the analysis is restricted to the physical
reality described by the text, before any
emotional or cultural interpretation is applied.

Stanza 1 (line 2):

“I'heard you calling On the megaphone

You wanna see me all alone”

Denotatively, “megaphone” refers to a device
used to amplify and project a person’s voice.
Literally, the lines describe someone loudly
calling the singer to meet alone.

Stanza 1 (line 4):

“As legend has it you Are
quite the pyro

You light the match to watch it blow”
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“Pyro” denotes a person who sets fires, and
“light the match” denotes the physical act of
striking a match to create a flame. Literally, the
lines describe someone intentionally starting a
fire to watch it burn.

Stanza 3 (line 1):

“Allthat time | sat alone in my tower You were just
honing your powers”’

“Tower” denotes a tall physical structure, and
“honing your powers” denotes the literal act of
improving a skill. Literally, the lines describe
two people in different places engaged in
different activities.

Stanza 3 (line 6):

“You dug me out of my grave” “Grave” denotes a
hole dug in the ground for burial, and “dug”
denotes the physical act of removing earth.
Literally, the line describes the physical act of
removing a person from a burial site.

Stanza 4 (line 2):
“On the land, the sea, the sky”

“Land,” “sea,” and “sky” denote the Earth’s
solid surface, salt water, and atmosphere.
Literally, the line lists the three main physical
domains of the natural world.

Stanza 9 (line 1):

“’Tis locked inside my memory And only you
possess the key”

“Lock” denotes a fastening device, and “key”
denotes the tool used to open it. Literally, the
lines describe something physically secured and
openable only with the correct key.

Stanza 4 (line 4):

“Your team, your vibes
Don’t care where the hell you been 'Cause now
you're mine”

“Team” denotes a group of people, “vibes”
denotes a person’s mood, and “now you're
mine” denotes a literal claim of possession.
Literally, the lines describe accepting a person’s
associates and mood while claiming possession
of that person.

Stanza 4 (line 1):
“Keep it one hundred”
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“Keep it one hundred” denotes the number
one hundred, expressing a state of complete or
full entirety.

Stanza 5 (line 2):
“Ophelia lived in fantasy”

“Fantasy” denotes an imagined scenario
rather than reality. Literally, the line states
that Ophelia lived within her own imagined
world.

Stanza 7 (line 7):
“You saved my heart from the fate of Ophelia”

“Heart” denotes the physical/emotional
center of a person, and “saved” denotes an act of
rescue. Literally, the line states that the partner
rescued the singer’s heart from Ophelia’s fate.

Stanza 3 (line 5) / Stanza 10 (line 1):
“Late one night”

“Late one night” denotes a specific,
unspecified period late in the evening. Literally,
the phrase marks the time at which the described
events occur.

Connotation (Second Order of
Signification)

Connotation moves beyond the literal text. At
this level, the denotative signs identified above
interact with human emotions, psychological
states, and cultural associations, transforming
the literal objects into profound symbols.

Stanza 2 (line 1):

“And if you’d never come for me |
might 've drowned in the melancholy

I swore my loyalty to me, myself and 7~

Connotatively, “drowned” and
“melancholy” symbolize overwhelming sadness,
while “swore my loyalty to me, myself and 1”
symbolizes emotional self-isolation and self-
reliance.

Stanza 2 (line 4):

“Right before you lit my sky up”” Connotatively,
“lit my sky up” symbolizes hope, joy, and
emotional healing — the partner transforming
the singer’s sadness into happiness.
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Stanza 5 (line 3):
“But love was a cold bed full of scorpions

The venom stole her sanity” Connotatively,
“cold bed” symbolizes emotional distance,
while “scorpions” and “venom” symbolize
toxicity and betrayal, together suggesting a
harmful relationship that gradually damages
the singer’s mental and emotional well-being.

Stanza 6 (line 3):

“You wrap around me like a chain, a crown, a

vine

Pulling me into the fire” Connotatively,
“chain,” “crown,” “vine,” and “fire” symbolize
control, burden, entrapment, and destruction,
together portraying a toxic relationship that is
both intense and inescapable.

Stanza 6 (line 2):

“I might ve lingered in purgatory”
Connotatively, “purgatory” symbolizes
emotional limbo and prolonged suffering,
suggesting the singer is trapped in sadness
without healing or progress.

Stanza 4 (line 1):

“Keep it one hundred

On the land, the sea, the sky

Pledge allegiance to your hands”
Connotatively, “pledge allegiance”
symbolizes complete loyalty and surrender,
extending the literal totality of “land, the sea, the
sky” into the symbolic surrender of
independence.

Stanza 3 (lines 3-4):

“It’s ’bout to be the sleepless night
You’ve been dreaming of”

Connotatively, “sleepless night” symbolizes
romantic anticipation and longing, suggesting
the fulfillment of the singer’s desire after a period
of emotional distance.  Stanza 10 (lines 1 and
3):

“Late one night ... You saved my heart

from the fate of Ophelia”

Connotatively, the repetition of “late one
night” together with “heart” and “saved”
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symbolizes vulnerability and emotional rescue
occurring simultaneously, marking the emotional
turning point that the mythic level will later
elevate into a cultural statement.

Myth (Third Order of Signification)

Myth is the highest level of semiotic analysis:
it occurs when a connotative
symbol becomes a widely accepted cultural
ideology. In this song, Taylor Swift invokes a
classical literary myth and then actively
subverts it to construct a new message.

Stanza 7 (lines 1-4):

“The eldest daughter of a nobleman Ophelia

lived in fantasy

But love was a cold bed full of scorpions

The venom stole her sanity”

At the level of cultural myth, “Ophelia”
represents the archetype of the tragic woman
whose love leads to madness, while “scorpions”
and “venom” represent the hidden dangers of
toxic love. Together they reinforce the culturally
naturalized belief that women are especially
vulnerable to emotional destruction in romantic
relationships a belief the song will go on to
challenge.

Stanza 10 (lines 1-3):

“Late one night
You dug me out of my grave and Saved
my heart from the fate of Ophelia”

At the mythic level, “the fate of Ophelia”
represents inevitable tragedy and emotional
destruction. The line reverses, point for point, the
imagery established earlier at the denotative and
connotative  levels: the literal “grave”
(denotation) and the earlier connotation
of “drowning in melancholy” are answered by
the physical act of being “dug ... out,”
converting burial into rescue. This is the song’s
central act of myth subversion: it does not merely
mention rescue, it structurally inverts the burial
imagery on which the Ophelia myth depends,
transforming her story from an inevitable death
into one of survival and redemption.

Stanzas 10, 12, and 14 (lines 1-3):

“Late one night
You dug me out of my grave and Saved my heart
from the fate of Ophelia”
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The repetition of this chorus across three
stanzas functions mythically as a ritual
reinforcement of the “rescue from Ophelia’s
fate” narrative. Its repetition elevates the singer’s
personal survival into a symbolic, almost
ritualistic rejection of the traditional Ophelia
myth, each repetition renewing the reversal
established in Stanza 10.

Stanza 7 (line 1):
“The eldest daughter of a nobleman”

At the mythic level, “daughter of a
nobleman” represents inherited status and
gender expectation. The line suggests that even
social privilege cannot protect women from the
tragic consequences historically associated with
toxic love, which makes the song’s eventual
reversal of that fate more significant.

Discussion

According to Barthes, meaning is formed
through denotation, connotation, and myth
working together as a single system of signs
(Barthes, 1957/1972), with each level building
on the one before it. The discussion below
follows that structure, showing how the symbols
in “The Fate of Ophelia” are constructed at
each level and connected across levels, rather
than treating each level as a separate list of
examples.

Denotation

The denotative meanings found in the lyrics
provide the literal foundation on which the later
symbolic readings depend. The loud, one-sided
calling denoted by “megaphone” becomes the
foundation for the connotative reading of
aggressive or intrusive communication. The
literal act of starting a fire, denoted by “pyro” and
“light the match,” becomes the basis for the
connotative meaning of destructive fascination.
The physical separation denoted by “tower” and
“honing your powers” is what allows the later
symbolic reading of isolation to emerge. The
concrete, almost morbid image denoted by
“grave” and “dug” is deliberately chosen so that
it can later carry the symbolic weight of rescue
from death at the mythic level. The totalizing
imagery denoted by “land, the sea, the sky” is
used literally first so that it can later support the
connotative meaning of complete devotion. The
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restricted access denoted by “lock” and “key”
foreshadows the idea of exclusive emotional
intimacy at the connotative level. The literal
acceptance of another person’s circle and mood,
denoted by “team,” “vibes,” and “now you’re
mine,” is the ground on which the connotative
meaning of loyalty is built, just as the numerical
completeness denoted by “keep it one hundred”
is chosen so that it can later be extended into total
loyalty. The imagined scenario denoted by
“fantasy” is the necessary literal basis for the
later mythic reading of Ophelia as a woman
detached from reality, and the literal pairing of
“heart” and “saved” is what allows that phrase to
be read connotatively as emotional rescue.
Finally, the specific temporal marker denoted by
“late one night” is chosen because it later
supports the connotative reading of vulnerability
and secrecy. Taken together, these denotative
choices are not incidental: each is a literal image
capable of carrying a parallel figurative
meaning, which is precisely what allows the
connotative and mythic readings discussed next
to be grounded in the text rather than imposed on
it.

Connotation

The connotative meanings work by attaching
emotional and psychological weight to the
denotative  images already  established.
“Drowned” and “melancholy” carry the
emotional weight of being overwhelmed by
sadness, while “loyalty to me, myself and I”
carries the weight of self-protective isolation;
together they establish the singer’s psychological
state prior to rescue, setting up the contrast with
the mythic-level rescue narrative discussed
below. “Lit my sky up” carries the connotation of
hope and healing, mirroring the emotional
turning point of the song and reinforced by the
denotative land-sea-sky imagery discussed
earlier. “Cold bed,” “scorpions,” and “venom”
transform the literal creatures and objects into a
symbol of a harmful relationship, while “chain,”
“crown,” “vine,” and “fire” accumulate in a
single line to intensify the sense of an
inescapable toxic bond an intensity that becomes
central to the myth-level discussion of Ophelia’s
fate. “Purgatory” reinforces the singer’s
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stagnation before the rescue takes place, and
“pledge allegiance” extends the earlier
denotative imagery of “keep it one hundred” and
“team/vibes” into symbolic self-sacrifice,
showing how literal devotion becomes figurative
surrender. “Sleepless night” functions as a
turning point that prepares the shift toward the
rescue narrative at the mythic level, and the
repetition of “late one night,” “heart,” and
“saved” connotes vulnerability and rescue
occurring simultaneously the emotional climax
that the mythic level goes on to elevate into a
cultural statement. Read as a sequence, these
connotations trace a single psychological arc,
from isolation and self-protection, through toxic
entrapment, to vulnerability and rescue, which is
the arc that the myth level generalizes into a
cultural narrative.

Myth

At the mythic level, the song’s symbols are
elevated into a cultural narrative, and it is here
that Barthes’ concept of myth as an ideological,
naturalizing system is most directly at work.
“Ophelia” functions as a cultural myth
representing the tragic woman destroyed by
love, while “scorpions” and “venom” mythically
represent the hidden dangers within romantic
relationships; together they naturalize the widely
accepted cultural belief that women are
especially vulnerable to emotional destruction
through love a belief the song does not simply
repeat but actively works against. That work of
subversion happens concretely, not abstractly:
“the fate of Ophelia” mythically represents
inevitable tragedy, while being “dug ... out of
the grave” and “saved” mythically represents
survival, and the reversal is achieved by
inverting the very burial and drowning imagery
established earlier at the denotative and
connotative levels. This is what makes the
subversion structural rather than merely
thematic: the song does not simply add a happy
ending, it undoes the specific images the grave,
the drowning, the melancholy that built the myth
in the first place. The repeated chorus then
functions as a ritual reinforcement of this
reversed narrative, elevating a personal
experience into a symbolic, almost ritualistic



Herlyna & Fanesa Fabiola

The Forms of Symbolism in Taylor Swift's “The Fate of Ophelia”: A Semiotic Analysis

rejection of the traditional Ophelia myth each
time it recurs, while “daughter of a nobleman”
reinforces the cultural myth that even social
status cannot protect women from love’s tragic
consequences, which is precisely what makes the
song’s final act of rescue significant: privilege
could not save Ophelia, but the specific, chosen
act of being “dug ... out” does.

CONCLUSION

The analysis of Taylor Swift’s “The Fate of
Ophelia” shows that the song is built on a
coherent progression of symbolic language that
can be systematically uncovered through
Barthes’ (1977) three levels of signification. At
the denotative level, the song uses literal,
physical imagery tall towers, burning matches,
and a padlock and key to establish a tangible
setting of isolation and restriction. At the
connotative level, these physical images
transform into psychological symbols of
emotional suffocation, defensive self-isolation,
and a romantic passion that is both exalting and
intensely restricting. At the mythic level, the
song adopts the classical cultural myth of
Shakespeare’s Ophelia, initially invoking the
historical association between female love and
madness, before subverting it directly: the burial
and drowning imagery established earlier in the
song is reversed through the recurring line “you
dug me out of my grave,” so that the woman is
not consumed by love but rescued by it.

This subversion carries a broader implication
for how contemporary listeners understand
emotional survival. Rather than treating
vulnerability in love as an inevitable path toward
ruin, as the Ophelia myth traditionally does, the
song reframes that vulnerability as a state that
can be actively reversed through care and rescue,
offering listeners a contemporary alternative to a
centuries-old narrative of female tragedy.
Popular music, this study demonstrates, is
therefore not merely entertainment but a living
literary text one that continuously reproduces,
interrogates, and reshapes classical symbols and
cultural myths to give form to the complexities
of survival in modern emotional life.
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