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This World
By Mary Oliver

2004

Mary Oliver is an American poet born in 1935. She has won the National Book Award, as well as the Pulitzer
Prize. In this poem, a speaker describes the nature that surrounds them. As you read, take notes on the
figurative language the poet uses to describe nature.

I would like to write a poem about the world that
has in it

nothing fancy.
But it seems impossible.
Whatever the subject, the morning sun
glimmers it.
The tulip feels the heat and flaps its petals open

and becomes a star.
The ants bore into the peony 1 bud and there is a

dark
pinprick well of sweetness.
As for the stones on the beach, forget it.
Each one could be set in gold.
So I tried with my eyes shut, but of course the

birds
were singing.
And the aspen trees were shaking the sweetest music
out of their leaves.
And that was followed by, guess what, a momentous2 and
beautiful silence
as comes to all of us, in little earfuls, if we’re not too
hurried to hear it.
As for spiders, how the dew hangs in their webs
even if they say nothing, or seem to say nothing.
So fancy is the world, who knows, maybe they sing.
So fancy is the world, who knows, maybe the stars sing too,
and the ants, and the peonies,and the warm stones,
so happy to be where they are, on the beach, instead of being
locked up in gold.
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1. a flower
2. Momentous (adjective): of great importance or significance
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Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. PART A: In line 7 of “This World,” what does the phrase “bore into” mean?
A. dig a hole in
B. intensely stare at
C. quickly break apart
D. build small nests in

2. PART B: Which word from “This World” helps the reader understand the meaning of the
phrase “bore into”?

A. star (Line 6)
B. bud (Line 7)
C. well (Line 8)
D. sweetness (Line 8)

3. PART A: In “This World,” what technique does the poet use to emphasize the central idea?
A. similes comparing plants to animals
B. personification of objects in nature
C. a vivid description of the speaker
D. the creation of a solitary mood

4. PART B: Which TWO pieces of evidence support the answer in Part A?
A. “The tulip feels the heat” (Line 6)
B. “becomes a star.” (Line 6)
C. “bore into the peony bud” (Line 7)
D. “the birds / were singing.” (Lines 11-12)
E. “a momentous and / beautiful silence” (Lines 15-16)
F. “and the warm stones, / so happy to be where they are” (Lines 23-24)

5. PART A: How does the poet reveal the speaker’s attitude about life?
A. by including advice on how to complete creative work
B. by listing plans that ensure one’s time is well spent
C. by providing a description of how to study the behaviors of plants and animals
D. by showing the benefits of slowing down and appreciating one’s surroundings

6. PART B: Which phrase from the poem best supports the answer in Part A?
A. “I would like to write a poem” (Line 1)
B. “of course the birds / were singing.” (Lines 11-12)
C. “And that was followed by” (Line 15)
D. “if we’re not too / hurried to hear it.” (Lines 17-18)
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7. PART A: What is a central theme of “This World”?
A. People sometimes destroy nature.
B. People should study nature.
C. Nature is wonderfully complex.
D. Nature is ancient.

8. PART B: Which evidence from “This World” best supports the answer in Part A?
A. “I would like to write a poem” (Line 1)
B. “So I tried with my eyes shut” (Line 11)
C. “as comes to all of us” (Line 17)
D. “So fancy is the world” (Line 21)

9. PART A: Read line 9 from the poem. “As for the stones of the beach, forget it.” How does the
line reflect a shift in tone in the poem?

A. The line is informal, but the tone of the poem is formal.
B. The line is vague, but the tone of the poem is specific.
C. The line is joyful, but the tone of the poem is frustrated.
D. The line is humorous, but the tone of the poem is serious.

10. PART B: What other line from the poem has a similar shift in tone?
A. “Each one could be set in gold.” (Line 10)
B. “the Aspen trees were shaking” (Line 13)
C. “that was followed by, guess what” (Line 15)
D. “even if they say nothing, or seem to say nothing.” (Line 20)
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. Have you ever felt captivated by nature in the same way as the speaker? Cite examples
from the text, your own experience, and other literature, art, or history in your answer.

2. In the context of the poem, how do we define beauty? What does the speaker find beautiful
about the natural world? Does this align with what you find beautiful about nature?
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