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Introduction

A Lecture: Walt Whitman and His Poems

1 A Pre-llstenlnq activities

L.

B ol

Suggestions U During this warm-up activity, encourage the students to uti-
' lize the visual information to make predications about Walt

Whitman.

In case that the lecture is too long for your class, stop for discussion

at the places marked *#” in the script of the lecture.

}
i
+
i
i

a) Capturing the main points by following signal words, such as
first, second, for example, etc.
b) Developing shorthand skills for writing those expressions of high

frequency, for example, w/ for with or using acronyms such as

— —T
Note-taking Skills U

map for modern American poetry.

A

,
iy
e
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2 Take notes while listening

sfibtopic 1: Introduction

Professor:

My last lecture covered poets and their poems before the middie of the nineteenth century.
Today, we are going to study modern American poets and poems. We will start with Walt
Whitman. | will first talk briefly about his major contributions to modern American pO&ry,
giving you a short account of his life story. After that, we will read one of his most important

poems.

# When Walt Whitman began publishing his poems in the mid-1800s, he forever changed
people’s sense of what a poet could be, and what a poem could look and sound like.

For Whitman, poetry was no schoolroom or parlor exercise’. It wasn't an “indoor” activity at
all. Instead; poetry had to breathe the open air. It had to start in the earth, just as a tree sets
its roots deep in the soil, and then take flight, just as the tree shoots its branches into the

sky.

» topic 2: Whitman changed people’s sense of what a poet could be and a poem could
und like.

Whitman liked to think of the poet as a kind of tramp: someone who travelled far and wide,
meeting new people along the way, constantly seeking out new experiences and new
encounters. 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 with their hands, and

. he often even made them the subject of his poems. More than anything else, though, he
loved the diversity of life: so many different people, so many different kinds of plants and
animals, cities and farms, dreams and visions. As a kind of poetic tramp, Whitman set out to
encounter all this variety of life and to make it all hang together? in his poems. Nobody had
ever before tried to put so much into a poem. :

Take a quick look at any of his poems — just look at it, without even reading it. Whitman’s
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@ ";

- At the age of eleven, Whitman went to work at a law office where he learned 'V:vriting from

lines almost seem to run right off the page. Before Whitman, the true mark of a poem was its
regular pattern of meter and rhyme: the poet sought to shape his emotions and ideas into an
organized form. Whitman'’s long lines are not usually structured in this way. In fact, they
often seem to flow across the page in what looks like an uncontrollable flood oﬁquds. This
happens because he is always trying to get so much of the detail of his world into his
poems. —

Read his poems aloud. Try to catch the sound of Whitman’s voice in them. Whitman is said
to have recited poetry aloud as he walked along the seashore, and you can sometimes
almost hear the rhythm of the surf in his poems. You can also sometimes heaf*fﬁh’e voice of
a prophet, as when he cries out, “Unscrew the locks from the doors! Unscrew the doors
themselves from the jambs®” Whitman loved the sound of the human voice, in‘$peech and
in song, and always imagined himself “singing” aloud in his poems.

: topic 3: Whitman’s life story

Walt Whitman was born at West Hills, Long Island, in New York on May 31, 1819. His father,

Walter Whitman, was a carpenter and a house builder, and a staunch supporter of the
ideals of the American Revolution. Walt attributed his creativity to the influence of s mother,
Louisa Van Velsor Whitman. Walt eventually had seven brothers and sisters, of which he
was the second oldest. When Walt was not quite four years old, the Whitmans moved to
Brooklyn, New York, where Walt's father continued to build and sell houses. It was a difficult
time economically, and Whitman'’s father suffered many losses selling the houses he built.
Walt managed to attend public schools for six years, until the age of eleven, but was forced
to go to work as an office boy to earn money for the family after that. This was all the formal
education he ever received.

. ¥
work and a local lending library. This was the beginning of Walt's lifelong love of literature.
Among his earliest favorites were the Arabian Nights, the historical novels and poems of Sir
Walter Scott, and the adventure novels of anothér ground-breaking American writer, James
Fenimore Cooper. '

After working in several law offices, he worked as assistant in a physician’s office. And
finally, Walt went to work for a newspaper. He began as an apprentice compositor?, setting

type for various local newspapers. Eventually, beginning in his mid-teens, he also began

writing short pieces that appeared in the papers. Like many well-known authors, Whitman
began his literary career as a journalist, reporting on a wide variety of topics. 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 attending the theater, especially opera.
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Several years later, Whitman became a schoolteacher on Long Island. From his late teens
into his twenties, Whitman alternated working as a teacher and as a compositors/journalist,
depending on the kind of work he could find. Whitman was not his average mid-nineteenth-
century schoolteacher. For one thing, he refused to hit his students, which made many local
residents suspicious of his “lax” methods as a teacher!

By 1841, Whitman was back again in New York City, writing stories for the papers. It was at
this time that he was assigned to cover the New York City lectures of a visiting New England
speaker already famous throughout the country, Ralph Waido Emerson. Emerson would
have a tremendous impact on Whitman's sense of what he could do as a writer. Emerson
encouraged his audience to follow their inner promptings in all things. In one of the talks
Whitman heard, Emerson called for a new kind of poet, one who would set free the imagination
and, by doing so, transform the world.

topic 4: Whitman: a poetic tramp

Around 1841, Whitman did a brief stint® at a New Orleans paper, a period most notable for
Whitman’s journey to and from New Orleans. He travelled by train to Cumberland, then by
horse-drawn stage’ to Wheeling, West Virginia, where he caught the steamboat that sailed
the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers to New Orleans; he returned a little over two months later
by steamboat up the Mississippi and across the Great Lakes, where, after taking the train to
Niagara and Albany, he caught another steamboat that took him down the Hudson River to
Manhattan. Whitman’s fascination with American places was energized by these trips.

3 topic 5: Whitman and his Leaves of Grass

Whitman began to work on his first collection of poems, Leaves of Grass when he was 36
years old, in 1855. Whitman even assisted in typesetting the volume. Early responses to
Whitman’s first book were often very critical. The Boston Intelligencer printed a scathing®
review, stating that Whitman “must be some escaped lunatic, raving in pitiable delirium.”
This was not an uncommon attitude at the time. Whitman was writing an entirely new kind of
poetry. Who had ever seen poems about runaway slaves or about the miracles of everyday
life, or a poem that began so boldly as “I celebrate myself?” Many readers disapproved of
Whitman'’s subject matter and his style, neither of which seemed to them “refined” or “lofty”
enough.

But Whitman also had his supporters. One of them was none other than Ralph Waldo
Emerson, who had done so much to inspire Whitman in the first place. Emerson wrote
Whitman a letter calling the book “the most extraordinary piece of wit and wisdom that
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America has yet contributed.” “I greet you at the beginning of a great career,” Emerson
wrote, perhaps recognizing in Whitman the very poet he had called for in his lecture “The
Poet.”

Well, unfortunately, a little, not very much. His father died on July 11, 1855, just days after
Leaves of Grass appeared, leaving Walt to provide for his mother and siblings. Whitman
would suffer financial difficulties for much of the rest of his life. He borrowed money and
worked when he could as a newspaper editor. In 1860, a Boston publisher offered to print a
third edition of Leaves of Grass. Whitman earned an impressive $1 000 from this edition,
but the publishers went bankrupt shortly after publishing the book, and once again Whitman
was strapped for money.

Over the years, Whitman published severat editions of Leaves of Grass, revising old poems
and adding new ones to the constantly growing collection. In all, Whitman published nine
editions of Leaves of Grass in his lifetime.

bfibtopic 6: Whitman in the Civil War

L Soon after Whitman prepared the 1860 edition, his brother George was wounded fighting in

2 the battle of Fredericksburg in the Civil War. Whitman went to Washington, D.C. to be with
George, who was recovering in a field hospital from a wound to the cheek. in Washington,
Whitman was drawn into the orbit of the war, not as a soldier, but as a volunteer nurse. He
worked as a clerk at a government office in the morning and visited the wounded in the
‘Washington hospitals in the afternoon. He assisted these soldiers in any-way he could,
bringing them small gifts, talking with them, and occasionally wrlt:ng out Ietters to famcly
members that the soldiers would dictate to him. :

R The Civil War from 1861 to 1865 proved to be a crucial period in Whitman’s life. Long a

. vocal opponent of slavery, he was also, like Abraham Lincoln, a determined supporter of the

Union. Lincoln became another great hero to Whitman. He admired Lincoin’s force of

i character and his effort to bring an end to slavery and preserve the Union. Devastated when

: the President was assassinated in 1865—Whitman called it the “crowning crime of the
VR Rebellion” — he wrote some of his best poems to mourn the passing of Lincoln.

$fibtopic 7: Whitman'’s final days

After working as an office cierk in Washington, D.C. for several years, Whitman suffered a
stroke in 1873. He moved to Camden, New Jersey soon after the stroke, where his mother
died within three days of his arrival. Whitman would spend the rest of his days, apart from
occasional travel, in Camden, often receiving visitors, with whom he was always happy to
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pass an afternoon in conversation. He made an extraordinary impression on his visitors,
confirming his informal title as “The Good Gray Poet.”

Whitman did not marry. And he is generally believed never to have had any children. By the
time he died in 1892, he was widely regarded as one of the most important and accomplished,
and one of the best-loved writers America had yet produced.

Now let’s read his poem ...

3 Questions
Suggested points:

1)

2)

3)

4

5)

6)

What is the professor going to cover in his lecture?

a. Walt Whitman’s major contributions to modern American poetry.
b. A brief account of Walt Whitman’s life.

c. Reading one of his most important poems.

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

professor?

a. He changed American’s sense of what a poet could be and how poems could be like.

b. Poems are not indoor “schoolroom or parlor exercise,” but songs of life.

c. Poets are a kind of tramp — someone travelling far and wide, absorbing new expcnenccs and
meeting diverse people in diverse places. They are poetic inspiration. '

d. Whitman’s poems are usually not structured in meter or rhymes, but a free flow of music in
words. His poems are intended for singing aloud.

What kind of family was Whitman born into? What kind of education did he receive?
He was born in a working class family with many children. He only had six years of education in a
public school. That was all the formal education he ever received.

What kind of work did he do after he left school?
He first worked as office assistant in law offices, then as compositor, journalist, editor for newspapers.
He also worked several other jobs such as teacher and volunteer in a hospital.

Who might have influenced Whitman in his poetry?
Ralph Waldo Emerson.

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

His first collection, Leaves of Grass, was written in 1855 when he was 36 years old. His poems
became controversial. Some disapproved of and some supported them.
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7)

8)

9)

What makes Walt Whitman's poetry different from those before him?
His poems are free verse without strict metric patterns. They are more like conversation, speech, or
singing. His poems are vivid and rich in details, active, full of energy, and seem to be running right

off the page. His poems are characterized by strong sound effects.

What was Whitman’s political stance in the Civil War?
He was a supporter of the Union, and an opponent of the slavery system. He volunteered in the
hospital in Washington. He admired Lincoln’s force of character and his effort to bring an end to

slavery and preserve the Union.

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

He worked for several years in Washington and then moved to N.J to live with his mother. He spent
most of the time in the rest of his days living' there. He never married and had no children. He died in
1892. He was regarded as one of the most important, accomplished, and best-loved poets in modern
American poetry.

"4 APoetic Tramp — How did he travel?

Walt Whitman started from New Orleans and travelled by train to Cumberland.
He travelled then by horse-drawn stage to Wheeling, West Virginia.

-He took the stgamboat, sailing along the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers.

He crossed the Great Lakes in stcamboat to Niagara and Albany.
He travelled by boat down the Hudson River to Manhattan, New York.

5 Listen for words
1) Listen againand fill in each blank with a suitable phrase.

2)

(1) far and wide

(2) seeking out

(3) new encounters

(4) with their hands

(5) the subject of his poems
(6) the diversity of life

(7) poetic tramp

(8) this variety of life

(9) make it all hang together

Create metaphors.

Q Poetry is schoolwork.

v Poetry is a flush of green shadows under huge trees.
L Poetry is nonsense from a crazy person.




