William Wordsworth: A Brief Biography

William Wordsworth (1770-1850) was a major English Romantic poet who, along with Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, helped launch the Romantic Age in English literature with their joint publication, Lyrical Ballads
(1798).

e EarlyLife & Nature: Bornon April 7, 1770, in Cockermouth, in the scenic Lake District of England. This
natural landscape would become the central theme and inspiration for much of his poetry. He was
orphaned in his youth, which, despite the hardship, allowed his connection with nature to deepen.

e Education & Revolution: He attended Hawkshead Grammar School and St. John's College, Cambridge.
During a tour of Europe, he became deeply enamored with the ideals of the French Revolution (liberty,
equality, fraternity), although he later became disillusioned by its violent turn (the Reign of Terror).

e Collaboration: A pivotal point in his life was meeting fellow poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge in 1795. Their
friendship and collaboration led to Lyrical Ballads, which rejected the formal, intellectual style of 18th-
century poetry in favor of simple language, common subjects, and a focus on emotion and the power of

nature.

e Later Life & Legacy: He returned to the Lake District with his sister, Dorothy, where he lived for most of his
life. He published his long autobiographical poem, The Prelude (posthumously published in 1850), which
chronicles "the growth of a Poet's Mind." He became Poet Laureate in 1843 and remains one of the most
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recognizable and important figures in English literary history.



"The World Is Too Much With
Us"

¢ Introduction and Summary

Let's delve into one of William Wordsworth's most poignant
works, "The World Is Too Much With Us." This powerful piece, a
Petrarchan (Italian) sonnet, emerged around 1802 and was
later shared with the world in his 1807 collection, Poems, in
Two Volumes. As a sonnet, it masterfully condenses profound
emotion and thought into its traditional 14 lines, structured as
an octave (the first eight lines) presenting a problem, and a
sestet (the final six lines) offering a reflection or resolution.

e Summary: At its heart, the poem is a passionate outcry, a
heartfelt criticism of a society increasingly consumed by the
pursuit of material wealth—the endless "getting and
spending." Wordsworth deeply mourns humanity's fading
spiritual bond and emotional openness to the majestic
natural world. He laments that this relentless focus on
commerce has "lay waste[d] our powers," dulling our senses
to the wonders around us. Despite nature's enduring beauty
—the tranquil sea, the whispering winds—people seem
tragically "out of tune" with its rhythm. In a striking turn, the
speaker yearns to embrace a "creed outworn,"' wishing he
were a Pagan who still perceived the divine in natural
figures like Proteus and Triton. This poignant wish
underscores his belief that even ancient myths offered a

richer, more soul-stirring connection to nature than the

modern, materialistic world.
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Why Wordsworth Wrote This Poem

Imagine living through one of history's most dramatic transformations - the
Industrial Revolution was reshaping England before Wordsworth's very eyes.
Factories were sprouting up, cities were growing rapidly, and people were

becoming obsessed with making money and buying things.

Wordsworth watched this transformation with growing alarm. He saw his fellow
humans losing something precious - their deep, spiritual connection with the
natural world that had nourished humanity for centuries.

His Three Main Concerns:

@ N\

The Rise of Materialism Loss of Spiritual Power

People were prioritizing wealth, This materialistic obsession was

property, and commerce causing people to "lay waste our

("Getting and spending") over the powers" - diminishing their inner,

simple, restorative gifts of nature. spiritual, and imaginative
capabilities.

&

A Plea for Nature

As a champion of Romanticism, Wordsworth believed nature was a source
of emotional, moral, and spiritual truth. This poem is his passionate plea for
people to reconnect with the natural world before this sensitivity is lost

forever.
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| Stanza-by-Stanza Analysis

This section provides a detailed, stanza-by-stanza analysis of the poem, breaking down its meaning, structure,

and figures of speech. Each part of the sonnet will be explored in depth on the following cards.
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Octave: Lines 1-4 Analysis

The world is too much with us; late and soon,
Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers:—
Little we see in Nature that is ours;

We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!

General Meaning

The world (i.e., worldly affairs like business and money) occupies too much of
our time and energy, whether in the past, present, or future ("late and soon"). By
constantly working and consuming, we are squandering our spiritual and
emotional potential. We are blind to the beauty of nature, having traded our
inner sensitivity for the supposed benefit ("boon") of wealth, which the speaker

calls "sordid" (immoral or dirty).
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@ THEMES - Lines 1-4

1. Materialism vs. Spirituality

The central conflict between worldly concerns ("getting and
spending") and spiritual well-being. Wordsworth criticizes
how society's obsession with commerce and wealth has
replaced our connection to deeper, more meaningful

experiences.

3. Alienation from Nature

The growing disconnect between humanity and the natural
world. "Little we see in Nature that is ours" suggests we no
longer feel ownership or kinship with the environment

around us.

2. Loss of Human Powers

The theme of wasted potential - humans are "laying waste"
their spiritual, emotional, and imaginative capabilities by
focusing solely on material gain. We're diminishing what

makes us truly human.

4. The Cost of Progress

The "sordid boon" represents how what society considers
beneficial (wealth, progress) actually comes at a moral and

spiritual cost. Progress isn't always positive.
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FIGURES OF SPEECH - Lines 1-4

Metonymy Metaphor

"The world" for worldly affairs/materialism "lay waste our powers" (destroying our spiritual
energy)

Oxymoron Hyperbole

"sordid boon" (a benefit that is simultaneously "too much with us" (exaggeration of the degree of

degrading) preoccupation)
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FIGURES OF SPEECH - Lines 5-8

Personification Personification Simile

"Sea that bares her bosom" "winds that will be howling" Winds "up-gathered now like
(suggests intimacy and (giving wind a human-like, sleeping flowers" (comparing
vulnerability) emotional action) the quiet winds to peaceful,

folded flowers)
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Octave: Lines 5-8 Analysis

This Sea that bares her bosom to the moon;
The winds that will be howling at all hours,

And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers;
For this, for everything, we are out of tune;

It moves us not.

General Meaning

The speaker describes the sublime beauty and constant activity

of nature: the sea reveals itself intimately to the moon, and the

powerful, always-active winds are now quiet, temporarily

gathered, like "sleeping flowers." Yet, because of our material

obsessions, we are completely "out of tune" (disconnected) with

this magnificent display; it fails to touch us emotionally or
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@ THEMES - Lines 5-8

Nature's Eternal Beauty

Despite humanity's indifference, nature continues its magnificent
1 display. The sea and winds maintain their beauty and power,
showing that nature's value isn't dependent on human

appreciation.

Intimacy and Vulnerability in Nature

2 The sea "bares her bosom to the moon" - nature is portrayed as
open, vulnerable, and intimate. This suggests a pure, honest
relationship between natural elements that humans have lost.

The Paradox of Constant Change

The winds that "will be howling at all hours" are now "like

3 sleeping flowers" - nature embodies both power and gentleness,
activity and rest. This complexity is what humans fail to
appreciate.

Human Disconnection (""Out of Tune'")

4 The musical metaphor suggests humans were once in harmony
with nature but are now discordant. We've lost our natural

rhythm and can no longer "hear" nature's music.

Emotional Numbness

5 "It moves us not" - the ultimate tragedy is that even nature's most
beautiful displays fail to stir human emotions. We've become

spiritually and emotionally dead.
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Sestet: Lines 9-11 Analysis

Great God! I'd rather be
A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn;
So might |, standing on this pleasant lea,

General Meaning

In a passionate cry of frustration, the speaker exclaims that he
would prefer to have been raised as a Pagan (a worshipper of
nature-based gods), even though that religion is "outworn"
(obsolete). He desires this so that, while standing on a beautiful
meadow ("lea"), he could still feel a sense of awe and

connection.
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@ THEMES - Lines 9-11

Religious Frustration & Spiritual Crisis

The speaker's passionate outcry "Great God!" reveals his deep
1 spiritual frustration with modern Christianity's inability to
provide the same intimate connection with nature that ancient

beliefs offered.

Ancient vs. Modern Spirituality

Wordsworth contrasts the "creed outworn" (ancient pagan
2 beliefs) with contemporary religion, suggesting that even
outdated spiritual systems were more fulfilling than modern

materialism.

Nostalgia for Lost Connection

3 The desire to be "a Pagan suckled in a creed outworn" expresses
profound nostalgia for a time when humans felt genuinely
connected to the divine through nature.

Alienation from the Sacred

4 The speaker feels so disconnected from the sacred in his current
world that he would prefer to belong to an entirely different

religious tradition, even an obsolete one.

Nature as Divine

5 The reference to standing on "this pleasant lea" (meadow) shows
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how natural settings should inspire spiritual awe, but modern life
has dulled this sensitivity.
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FIGURES OF SPEECH - Lines 9-11

Apostrophe Metaphor/Allusion Rhyme Scheme Shift

"Great God!" (an exclamation "Pagan suckled in a creed (Volta)

addressed to God, indicating a outworn" (a Pagan nurtured or The move from the octave's

powerful emotion) sustained by an old belief problem to the sestet's
system) resolution/wish
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Sestet: Lines 12-14
Analysis

Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn;
Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea;
Or hear old Triton blow his wreathéd horn.

General Meaning

The Pagan belief would allow him to see mystical and wondrous
things in nature that would make him feel "less forlorn"
(sad/isolated). Specifically, he might see the sea-god Proteus
rising from the ocean or hear the powerful sound of the sea-god
Triton blowing his conch-shell horn. These mythological images
symbolize a lost age when humanity felt a genuine, intimate, and

divine connection with the natural world.
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FIGURES OF SPEECH - Lines 12-14

Allusion Symbolism Imagery

References to the Greek sea- The mythological gods Vivid sensory descriptions of
gods Proteus (who could symbolize humanity's lost seeing Proteus and hearing
change shape and foresee the spiritual connection with Triton's horn create powerful
future) and Triton (son of nature visual and auditory images

Poseidon, who used a conch
shell to calm or raise the
waves). These figures
represent a time when nature
was infused with divinity.
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