
 

 

Sonnet 8 

 
 

Music to hear, why hear’st thou music sadly? 

Sweets with sweets war not, joy delights in joy. 

Why lov’st thou that which thou receiv’st not gladly, 

Or else receiv’st with pleasure thine annoy? 

If the true concord of well-tunèd sounds, 

By unionsunionsunionsunions marriedmarriedmarriedmarried, do offend thine ear, 

They do but sweetly chide thee, who confounds 

In singleness the parts that thou should’st bear. 

Mark how oneoneoneone string, sweet husbandhusbandhusbandhusband to another, 

Strikes each in each by mutual ordering, 

Resembling siresiresiresire and childchildchildchild and happy mothermothermothermother 

Who, all in oneoneoneone, oneoneoneone pleasing note do sing; 

Whose speechless song, being many, seeming oneoneoneone, 

Sings this to thee: “Thou single wilt prove none.” 

 

 

 

 

 Your assignment for the next class: formulate your answers to the following questions: 

1 Music to hear,... How do these words make sense at the beginning of this poem?  

           ...why hear’st thou music sadly? Who confessed to feeling the same way when she heard sweet 

music? 

2 Sweets with sweets war not, joy delights in joy. This seems to provide the immediate answer to the question. 

The implied beginning of this statement is: “You ought not hear 

it sadly because sweets with sweets...” etc.   In which case the line 

itself could be translated as: your sweet thoughts are not at war 

with the sweet sounds of music, and the sense of joy 

communicated by music resonates with the listener’s capacity for 

joy.   

3 Why lov’st thou that which thou receiv’st not 

gladly?  

Despite the sadness, he professes to love music. Is the poet 

necessarily correct in inferring from “thou hear’st music sadly” 

that therefore “thou receiv’st [it] not gladly”? Or, to put it 

differently: inferring from “music makes you sad,” to “you don’t 

like hearing it”? 

4 Or else receiv’st with pleasure thine annoy?  Yet the poet offers an alternative explanation. Perhaps he 

experiences their annoy (that is, a distinctly disagreeable 

experience) with a perverse kind of pleasure. By now the poet 

seems to have moved quite far from the notion of simply hearing 

music sadly.  

5 If the true concord of well-tunèd sounds... Sounds. Well-tuned. Concord. True. These are technical musical 

terms. What is their meaning? Is there a single word that we can 

use for all of them together? 

6 By unions married, ... The first entry of two important metaphors: first, the notion of 

being oneoneoneone (union; signified by green), and second, the state of 

matrimonymatrimonymatrimonymatrimony (married, signified by blue). What musical sense, if 

any, do these metaphors add to line 5?  

        ...offend thine ear, By now the poet has said enough to suggest that perhaps we 

should read line 1 differently. Perhaps it means not: “music 

makes me sad,” but rather: “it makes me sad to hear something so 

disagreeable.” 

7 They do but sweetly chide thee,... Who or what are “they”?  How can they have the capacity 

(metaphorical or real) to chide? 
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         ...who confounds 

In singleness the parts that thou shouldst bear. 

Again the notion of being one: singleness.  The addressee is being 

chided for “confounding” parts “in singleness,” when he should 

be “bearing them” instead. These lines have been read in terms 

of the preceding sonnets, which chided a young man for staying 

single when he should be getting married. If so, how could the 

musical sounds be said to chide him for the same thing? 

9–14  Now construe the remaining six lines in accordance with the 

argument that has been set up in lines 1–8.  The conclusion in 

line 14 could perhaps be read like so: “As a single person you 

won’t even be one, but will rather prove to be nothing at all.” 
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