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gntroduction

A Lecture:
=== YWalt Whitman and His Poems’

¢, © O 1 Pre-listening activities

Walt Whitman has been acclaimed as one of the most important “precursor” of

modern poetry in American literature. Before you listen, discuss the following

questions.

1) How much do you know about Walt Whitman?

2) What do you think one needs to be a poet? Choose one or several of the following
factors. Discuss why you think they are important for a poet.

Education Personality Power of observation
Life experience

Intelligence Personal refinement

3) Look at the picture of Walt Whitman. Try to guess the information to answer the

following questions.

1 Adapted from Walt Whitman: I Tramp, a Perpetual Journey in Walt Whitman:
Poetry for Young People, by Jonathan Levin, Sterling Publishing Company, Inc. 1997
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What was his job or profession?
‘What were his hobbies and interests?
What kind of personality did he have?
Did he marry?

Did he have children?

°o a0 o

2 Take notes while listening

D
2)
3)

4)

5)
6)
7

The issues or tasks to be covered today:

The major characteristics of Whitman:

Whitman’s life story:
Birth:
Family:

Education:
Work:
Whitman as a poet-tramp:

His travel log:

His Leaves of Grass:
Whitman in the Civil War:
His final days:

3 Questions

1)
2)

3)
4)
5)
6)
7
8)
9

4 A

What is the professor going to cover in his lecture?

What are Whitman’s major contributions to modern American poetry according to
the professor?

What kind of family was Whitman born into? What kind of education did he re-
ceive?

What kind of work did he do after he left school?

Who might have influenced Whitman in his poetry?

When did he write his first collection of poems? What was its title? Were they well
received at the beginning?

What makes Walt Whitman’s poetry different from those before him?

What was Whitman’s political stance in the Civil War?

What kind of life did he lead after the Civil War?

Poetic Tramp — How did he travel?

Describe briefly how Walt Whitman traveled to the following places.

1
2)
3)

New Orleans
Cumberland
Wheeling
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4) The Ohio and Mississippi Rivers
5) The Great Lakes
6) The Hudson River
7) New York

New Orleans

5 Listen for words

1) Listen again and fill in each blank with a suitable phrase.

What should a poet be like according to Walt Whitman?

Whitman liked to think of the poet as a kind of tramp: someone who traveled
(1) , meeting new people along the way, constantly (2)
new experiences and (3) . He also liked to think of himself as the poet
of the common man and woman. He admired people who worked hard, especially
people who worked (4) , and he often even made them (5)
More than anything else, though, he loved (6) : so many different people,
so many different kinds of plants and animals, cities and farms, dreams and visions. As
a kind of (7) , Whitman set out to encounter all (8) and
to (9) in his poems. Nobody had ever before tried to put so much into
a poem.

2) Create metaphors.
a. Putacheck mark in the small box before the statement if you think it is likely to
be said by Walt Whitman.

[J Poetry is schoolwork.

[ Poetry is a flush of green shadows under huge trees.

[ Poetry is nonsense from a crazy person.

[ Poetry is breathing fresh air, drinking fresh water and enjoying bright sunshine.
[ Poetry is a painful deliberation of words and expressions.

[ Poetry is bamboo shoots taking flight up afterfspring rain.

[ Poetry is ocean waves and flying foams flapping on the boulder on the sea shore. .
O Poetry is a board game.
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[ Poetry is human beings of diverse colors and personalities.
O Poetry is colorful pebbles and golden sand on the beach.
[ Poetry is sickness of thought in delirium.

b. Write a metaphor for poetry in one sentence.

3) Write down briefly the different reactions to Leaves of Grass upon its first publi-
cation.

Unfavorable Reaction Favorable Reaction

6 Your views
1) Do you agree that a poet should be a tramp?
2) Do you agree that there should be a rule for what can and can’t be the subject of
poetry? Why?
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3) What is your concept of the form of poetry? Do you think poems can be written in
a form in which people talk in conversation? Or do you think poems should follow
certain rules in form? What kind of poem do you prefer?

7 Highlights of structures

Listen to the lecture again and pay attention to the following structures, espe-
cially the italicized parts in bold.

= [Discuss the following questions

» 1 Where does the professor use them?
#2 What do they mean?
» 3 Are they in formal or informal styles?

1) Ithad to start in the earth, just as a tree sets its roots deep in the soil, and then
takes flight, just as the tree shoots its branches into the sky.

2) The poet sought to shape his emotions and ideas into an organized form.

3) Waltattributed his creativity fo the influence of his mother, Louisa Van Velsor
Whitman. ’

4) He began as an apprentice compositor, setting type for various local newspa-
pers.

5) He was often asked to review books, operas, and plays during these years, a
task that allowed him to indulge in his favorite pastimes: reading and attend-
ing the theater, especially opera. '

6) From his late teens into his twenties, Whitman alfernated working as a teacher
and as a compositor, journalist, depending on the kind of work he could find.

7) The Boston Intelligencer printed a scathing review, stating that Whitman “must
be some escaped lunatic, raving in pitiable delirium”. *

8) In Washington, Whitman was drawn into the orbit of the war, not as a soldier,
but as a volunteer nurse.

What is Poetry?

Where there are people there are poems. Some of
the earliest writings known are in verse, and throughout
human history new poets have continued to appear, often
without warning or preparation. Even young children can
write real poems and like to do it. Whatever the reasons for
poetry’s origins, it has continued to attract people, and our




own century has proved to be a great period for it.
Because poetry has consistently figured so large in
human culture, many people have tried to define its true

nature. It is “painting that speaks”; “the best words in the
best order”; “the supreme fiction”; “a criticism of life”; “the
breath and finer spirit of all knowledge”; “a little leaf in the
drawer of a sublet room”; “a way of taking life by the throat”;
and so on, including the down-to-earth “all this fiddle.” These
observations are well put, but they are incomplete, and the
essence of poetry slips through them and escapes. One
poet who tried many definitions once remarked with seem-
ing impatience, “Poetry is the sum of its attributes.”

This observation implies an important truth: more than
philosophical or critical arguments, the qualities of the po-
ems we read shape our idea of poetry. In this respect, the
poems you have read, are reading and will read in future

will form a collective “definition” of what poetry is.

E)efining poetry

Unit 1 7

Words for study
figure: gopearin a conspicu-
ous and prominent way

take ... by the throat: be
strajghtforwara, get fo the
point

down to earth: practical

fiddle: trifle, unimportant,
playing with words and
ermotions

A definition by examples, though useful sometimes, may not be very effective
because it is often impossible to illustrate all the key features with examples. How

would you define poetry? Try your version.

pressssen %y Version




