P.A.S.T. /L.A.S.T. - Poetry Response Prompt

Sample Notes on Wordsworth's "The World is Too Much With Us"

Paraphrase - Can you briefly restate the most obvious thread of the poem? (Think content.)


A speaker meditates on the problem of "worldiness" or materialism, which involves losses: nature, one's own powers and heart? Even what should be emotionally "moving" scenes, a nature alive and passionate, leave the speaker empty. Then he/she imagines an impossible return to an earlier time when the witness of a such a scene would be fully alive to it.

Argument - Can you briefly recap its 'point' or claim if one is obvious?
Materialism and the social world inevitably takes one away from the sources of emotional life, passion, imagination, and myth.  

Speaker - Is the speaker identifiable (singular)? gender, age, time, situation ...?
Invoking our shared condition (we), he or she moves to the personal "I," sharing observations about loss or lack and admitting to feeling forlorn.  Desires but is not hopeful of finding solace.

Title - What is the title? what expectations does it raise? how does it fit what follows?
"The World is Too Much With Us" seems paradoxical, until we realize the focus is modern society and materialism. Lays the problem at the world's feet, not a mere personal crisis. Implies a general kind of philosophical observation, which the poem does fulfill--though providing a glimpse of another past or imagined alternative.

Language - Is it literal or figurative (symbol, metaphor, hyperbole, etc.)? Can you describe the diction?
A certain drama, in phrases like "sordid boon" gives way to figurative language that make the sea, wind, and flowers seem alive--finally concluding in two images of salvation.  Some archaic phrases are balanced with speech-like moments: "Great God!" etc.

Attitude - Does the language suggest an attitude, tone, mood, emotion, or general "feel"? What and how?
The poem moves from a weary or disconsolate mood to an increasingly excited imagination.  Even while observing we are out of tune, detached from what matters, lines 5-8, 12-14 charge the air with energy. It's almost as if the poem itself gives us a "glimpse" of something beyond. 

Structure - What formal features seem worth noting: lines, stanza, rhyme, rhythm? Look for patterns and shifts.
A 14-line sonnet, with rhyme (abba/abba)suggesting an 8-line (octet) followed by a 6-line stanza (sestet: cdcdcd) stanza.  First two 4-line groupings introduce a problem and then dramatize it.  Breaking a thought across lines 8 to 9, the sestet imagines a fantasy resolution -- and the rhythm of the ten-syllable lines becomes more regular. 

Theme - Does the poem suggest an overall theme (often an abstract or generalizable idea, such as the familiar carpe diem)?
Ideal of Emotional responsiveness, the capacity to be moved; society, civilization, perhaps even established religions as diminishing the human capacity.  

Nature trumps civilization? 
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