Engl 112:H1.  Views of “We Are Seven”, elicited September 9th 2008

	“We are seven”

First stanza
“A simple child”, 1

“feels its life in every limb”, 3

“What should it know of death”, 4
“Her hair was thick with many”, 8

Stanzas 2,3 / 17

“Seven are we”, 18, etc.

“The first that dies was sister Jane”, 49

“Together round her grave”, 55

Stanza 17
	Number 7 a “divine” number, cf. Revelations
Narrator believes himself above the girl

Child is innocent; doesn’t understand death

Normal view of children, becomes ironic here

Child has vast understanding of death

Develops little girl’s character;

Establishes foil between author and girl

Challenges reader’s perspective on death

Suggests innocence, naivety

Contrasting image of young girl, wisdom

Repetition

Death viewed as going away

Life as normal despite loss

Frustration of narrator




General comments:
Engagement: role reversal among character where narrator becomes naïve, little girl becomes the mature one;
-- can see world through perspective of either the narrator or the little girl

 [Polyvalence] Poem gives two points of view; both are valid.
“Although the little girl recognizes the death of her brother and sister, she chooses to remember them as they were.  To her their importance to the family hasn’t changed.” 

What determines when someone dies? -- memory vs. physical being

Imagery is peaceful, quiet, a contrast to the conversation.

Empathy of readers towards young girl

Irony throughout poem: the speaker places himself above the girl although she is far more enlightened.

Questions child’s innocence about death.

[Transport] A sense of presence, being there.

Last stanza has five lines.

Brother and sister are metaphors for the fleetingness of childhood and the harshness of the times.

Reader engaged to feel empathy for the child rather than the narrator.

Additional notes (DSM):
Add to comment on “Seven are we”, 18: note repetition of “two” in stanzas 5 through 8; insistence on arithmetic.  Does this seem to discount affective relationships between the children?

Augments sense of childhood innocence through repetition (11, 37, 39).
Is the first stanza that of a different “voice” from the narrator?

Is this poem “literary”?  On what grounds, if so?

Is the child in her innocence wiser about death?  Elsewhere Wordsworth attributed prophetic powers to the young child: see “Ode,” Norton (pp. 1539-44), especially stanza 8.  Wordsworth’s attitude echoes Rousseau’s belief that children are born innocent and become corrupted only through participating in human society.  The poem also illustrates the contrast between the rational and the intuitive.
Historical: Poem points up childhood mortality in this period; stresses on the family when young, since 4 have already left home; 2 are at sea (it was possible to be a midshipman from age 11-12 onwards).  Mortality: in London “Approximately two-thirds of the children under the age of five died in the 1750s, a proportion which had fallen to about a third by the 1840s” <http://ije.oxfordjournals.org/cgi/content/full/34/2/477>.
