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A NOTE TO THE READER

THESE NOTES ARE NOT A SUBSTITUTE FOR THE TEXT ITSELF OR FOR
THE CLASSROOM DISCUSSION OF THE TEXT, AND STUDENTS WHO
ATTEMPT TO USE THEM IN THIS WAY ARE DENYING THEMSELVES THE
VERY EDUCATION THAT THEY ARE PRESUMABLY GIVING THEIR MOST
VITAL YEARS TO ACHIEVE.

These Notes present a clear discussion of the action and thought of the
work under consideration and a concise interpretation of its artistic
merits and its significance.

They are intended as a supplementary aid to serious students, freeing
them from interminable and distracting note-taking in class. Students
may then listen intelligently to what the instructor is saying, and to the
class discussion, making selective notes, secure in the knowledge that
they have a basic understanding of the work. The Notes are also helpful
in preparing for an examination, eliminating the burden of trying to
reread the full text under pressure and sorting through class notes to
find that which is of central importance.

These critical evaluations have been prepared by experts who have had
many years of experience in teaching the works or who have special
knowledge of the texts. They are not, however, incontrovertible. No
literary judgments are. There are many interpretations of any great work
of literature, and even conflicting views have value for students and
teachers, since the aim is not for students to accept unquestioningly any
one interpretation, but to make their own. The goal of education is not
the unquestioning acceptance of any single interpretation, but the
development of an individual’s critical abilities.

The experience of millions of students over many years has shown that
Notes such as these are a valuable educational tool and, properly used,
can contribute materially to the great end of literature (to which, by
the way, the teaching of literature is itself only a subsidiary) — that is,
to the heightening of perception and awareness, the extending of sym-
pathy, and the attainment of maturity by living, in Socrates’ famous
phrase, “the examined life”
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Leaves of Grass Notes

LIFE AND BACKGROUND

Walt Whitman is both a major poet and an outstanding per-
sonality in the history of American literature. He rose from
obscurity to monumental fame, coming to be recognized as a
national figure. His achievement is great, although it has been
sometimes obscured by unfair, hostile criticism — or, conversely,
by extravagant praise. He is essentially a poet, though other
aspects of his achievement—as philosopher, mystic, or critic—
have also been stressed.

Walt Whitman was born in West Hills, Long Island, New
York on May 31, 1819. His father, Walter, was a laborer, carpen-
ter, and house builder. His mother, Louisa, was a devout Quaker.
In 1823, the family moved to Brooklyn, where Walt had his
schooling (1825-30). From 1830 to 1836 he held various jobs,
some of them on newspapers in Brooklyn and Manhattan. From
1836 to 1841 he was a schoolteacher in Long Island, despite the
paucity of his own education. The division of Whitman’s early
life between town and country later enabled him to depict both
environments with equal understanding and sympathy. He also
traveled extensively throughout America, and so could appre-
ciate the various regions of the land.

Between 1841 and 1851 Whitman edited various periodicals
and newspapers. It was, apparently, during this period that he
began to compose the poems which were later published as
Leaves of Grass.

In 1862 Walt’s brother George was wounded in the Civil
War. When Whitman traveled to Virginia to visit him, he saw
large numbers of the wounded in hospitals. The Civil War was
a major event in Whitman’s career, stirring both his imagination
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and his sensibility and making him a dresser of spiritual wounds
as well as of physical ones as he worked as a volunteer in hospi-
tals. Lincoln’s assassination (1865) also moved Whitman deeply,
and several poems bear testimony of his intense grief.

In 1865 Whitman was fired from his post in the Department
of the Interior in Washington because of the alleged indecency
of Leaves of Grass. He was hired by the Attorney General’s office
and remained there until 1873 when he suffered a mild paralytic
stroke which left him a semi-invalid. In Whitman’s last years
(1888-92), he was mostly confined to his room in the house which
he had bought in Camden, New Jersey. Two friends, Horace
Traubel and Thomas B. Harned, attended him. He died on March
26, 1892. Thus ended the lifelong pilgrimage of the Good Gray
Poet (as his contemporary, critic W. D. O’Connor, called him),
an immortal in American literature.

Whitman grew into almost a legendary figure, due largely
to the charm and magnetism of his personality. Contemporary
critics described him as a “modern Christ.” His face was called
“serene, proud, cheerful, florid, grave; the features, massive
and handsome, with firm blue eyes.” His head was described as
“magestic, large, Homeric, and set upon his strong shoulders
with the grandeur of ancient sculpture.” These descriptions tend
to make Whitman appear almost a mythical personage. But he
was very much alive.

Whitman was a being of paradoxes. His dual nature, a pro-
found spirituality combined with an equally profound animality,
puzzled even his admirers. John A. Symonds, an English writer,
was puzzled by undercurrents of emotional and sexual abnor-
mality in the Calamus poems and questioned Whitman on this
issue. Whitman’s reply (August 19, 1890) is interesting: “My
life, young manhood, mid-age, times South, etc., have been jolly
bodily, and doubtless open to criticism. Though unmarried I
have had six children —two are dead — one living Southern grand-
child—fine boy, writes to me occasionally —circumstances...
have separated me from intimate relations.” But no trace of any
children of Whitman’s has been found, and it is not unlikely that
he merely invented them to stave off further questions.
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Whitman was truly a representative of his age and reflected
its varied crosscurrents. His poetry shows the impact of the ro-
mantic idealism which reached its zenith in the years before the
Civil War and also shows something of the scientific realism
which dominated the literary scene after 1865. Whitman har-
monizes this romanticism and realism to achieve a true repre-
sentation of the spirit of America. The growth of science and
technology in his time affected Whitman deeply, and he
responded positively to the idea of progress and evolution.
American patriotism in the nineteenth century projected the
idea of history in relation to cosmic philosophy: it was thought
that change and progress form part of God’s design. The his-
torical process of America’s great growth was therefore part of
the divine design, and social and scientific developments were
outward facets of real spiritual progress. Whitman shared in this
idea of mystic evolution. Leaves of Grass symbolizes the fulfill-
ment of American romanticism as well as of the sense of realistic
revolt against it.

Whitman visualized the role of a poet as a seer, as a pro-
phetic genius who could perceive and interpret his own times
and also see beyond time. The ideal poet, thought Whitman,
portrays the true reality of nature and comprehends and ex-
presses his genuine self. He holds a mirror to his self and to
nature; he also illuminates the meaning and significance of the
universe and man’s relation to it. An ideal poet, he believed, is
the poet of man first, then of nature, and finally-of God; these
elements are united by the poet’s harmonious visionary power.
Though the poet is concerned primarily with the world of the
spirit, he accepts science and democracy within his artistic fold,
since these are the basic realities of the modern world, especial-
ly that of nineteenth-century America. Recognition of the values
of science and democracy is indirectly an acknowledgement of
the reality of modern life. Whitman’s ideal poet is a singer of the
self; he also understands the relation between self and the
larger realities of the social and political world and of the spir-
itual universe. He intuitively comprehends the great mysteries
of life—birth, death, and resurrection—and plays the part of a
priest and a prophet for mankind.



Leaves of Grass, ever since its first publication in 1855, has
been a puzzling collection of poems. It inspires, it enthralls, and
it tantalizes —and yet, the problems it poses are numerous and
varied. Whitman so completely identified himself with Leaves
(“This is no book,/Who touches this touches a man™) that critics
have tried to find reflections of Whitman’s own life in all the
imagery and symbolism of the poems. Whitman did explore and
express many aspects of his personality in Leaves. It was he him-
self who created the illusion that he and his poems were iden-
tical. Through these works, he found full expression as a poet—
and as a man.

The first edition (1855) of Leaves of Grass consisted of
ninety-five pages. The author’s name did not appear, but his
picture was included. By the time the second edition was pub-
lished in 1856, the volume consisted of 384 pages, with a favor-
able review by Emerson printed on the back cover. For this edi-
tion, Whitman not only added to the text, he also altered the
poems which had previously been published. The third edition
appeared in 1860 and contained 124 new poems. The fourth edi-
tion, published in 1867, was called the “workshop” edition be-
cause so much revision had gone into it. It contained eight new
poems. The fifth edition (1871) included the new poem “Pas-
sage to India.” The sixth edition, in two volumes, appeared in
1876. The seventh edition was published in 1881 and is widely
accepted as an authoritative edition today, although the eighth
and ninth editions are equally important. The last, which is also
called the “deathbed” edition because it was completed in the
year of Whitman’s death (1892), represents Whitman’s final
thoughts. The text used here will be that of the last, or “death-
bed,” edition of 1892. Only the most significant poems of each
section of Leaves of Grass will be discussed.

A WHITMAN CHRONOLOGY
1819 Born May 31 at West Hills, Huntington Township,

Long Island, New York.
1823 Family moved to Brooklyn, New York.



1825-30
1830-31

1832-36

1836-41
1841-47

1848

1849

1850-54

1855

1856

1860

1862-63

1863-73
1864
1867
1871
1873
1876
1879
1881

1882
1884

1888

Attended public school in Brooklyn.

Office boy in lawyer’s office, then doctor’s; then
printer’s apprentice.

Various jobs: printer’s devil, handyman.
Schoolteacher in Long Island.

Reporter and editor for various newspapers. Editor
(1846) of Brooklyn Daily Eagle. Published (1842)
Franklin Evans, or the Inebriate, a tract.

Discharged from the Eagle. Visited New Orleans
(worked on New Orleans newspaper) and traveled on
the Mississippi River and the Great Lakes.

Editor of the Brooklyn Freeman, a journal.

Part-time journalist. Carpenter and house builder in
Brooklyn (with father).

First edition of Leaves of Grass published in July. It
contained twelve poems and a prose preface.

Second edition of Leaves of Grass, containing twenty
additional poems.

Third edition of Leaves of Grass. Traveled to Boston
to discuss the preparation of this edition with Emerson.
Went to Virginia to attend brother George, who had
been wounded in Civil War. Did volunteer work in
government hospitals.

Lived most of the time in Washington, D.C. Worked
for the government.

Drum-Taps published.

Fourth edition of Leaves of Grass.

Fifth edition of Leaves of Grass. Also published Demo-
cratic Vistas ( a prose pamphlet).

Suffered mild paralytic stroke. Moved to Camden, New
Jersey. Mother died.

Sixth edition of Leaves of Grass.

Traveled to St. Louis to visit his brother Jeff.

Visited Boston to prepare the seventh edition of Leaves
of Grass, published that same year.

Specimen Days published.

Bought house in Camden, where he lived the rest of
his life.

November Boughs published.
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1889 Pocket-size edition of Leaves of Grass published for
his seventieth birthday.

1891-92 Final (“deathbed”) edition of Leaves of Grass.

1892 Died March 26. Buried in Harleigh Cemetery,

Camden.

CRITICAL COMMENTARIES

INSCRIPTIONS

The 1871 edition of Leaves of Grass contained nine poems
classified as Inscriptions; the 1881 edition contained twenty-
four such poems, including two long ones, “Starting from Pau-
manok” and “Song of Myself.”

The Inscriptions are dedicatory poems and form a preface
to the main body of Leaves of Grass. This group of poems does
not, however, indicate any well-thought-out plan or organization
—it seems, rather, an improvised prologue. The themes are di-
verse, the symbolism is varied, and the only thing which really
holds the group together is the poet’s clear intention to provide
a prologue. The lack of unity in theme and the general lack of
close-knit organization is partly due to Whitman’s continual re-
classification of his poems. Some of the poems in Inscriptions
were at first included with other sections of Leaves.

The arrangement of the poems in Inscriptions does, how-
ever, suggest the general arrangement of Leaves of Grass, a nat-
ural biographical sequence in which the early poems deal with
youth and the later ones with old age and approaching death.

“One’s-Self I Sing”

Although the poet sings of the self as “a simple separate
person,” he also sees it as part of “the word Democratic,” which
represents the mass of people. He sings of “‘the Form complete,”
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the female as well as the male, of “Life immense in passion,
pulse, and power,” and the “Modern Man.”

This small (nine-line) poem is really a preface to all the
others in Leaves of Grass. Whitman says he will sing of all physi-
ology (the branch of biology dealing with the functions and
processes of living organisms), for neither the physiognomy (out-
ward appearance) nor the brain is worthy of being celebrated
independently. He lists the subjects and themes he will deal
with: “One’s-self” (the unit of self or individuality), “physiology
. . . the Form complete” (the kinship of the body and the spirit
which he will emphasize throughout Leaves), and “Life” —in
short, the “Modern Man,” who, according to Whitman, is con-
scious of “‘self” but at the same time is aware of being part of the
large mass of democracy.

“As I Ponder’d in Silence”

As the poet meditated on his poetry, a phantom, beautiful
but terrible, the muse of ancient poets, appeared before him.
The spirit asked him about the themes of his poetry and asserted
that it is “the theme of War, the fortune of battles,/The making
of perfect soldiers,” which are the proper themes for poets. Whit-
man proudly answered that he, too, dealt with war and victory.
But in Whitman’s universe, war is waged for “life and death, for
the Body and for the eternal Soul.” And so he, too, promotes the
cause of “brave soldiers.”

Whitman here attempts to establish a correlation between
his poetry and traditional poetry. The subjects of Whitman’s
poetry are not the established themes of traditional poetry, spe-
cifically the epic. An epic is a long narrative poem about the
deeds of a historical, traditional, or legendary hero, with a back-
ground of warfare or the supernatural, written in a highly digni-
fied style and following other formal conventions of structure.
Whitman’s answer to the muse’s query makes clear his position.
He feels that his poems do satisfy the criteria of the epic, for
they deal with the basic and universal problems of man. An epic
reflects the main quality of an age, and in this sense Whitman’s
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Leaves of Grass is an epic poem. Traditional epics deal with
war and heroism; Whitman writes about them, but Whitman’s
wars are eternal and his battlefield is life; the “soldiers” are all
of humanity, and their victory is the triumph of the spirit over
matter.

“For Him I Sing”

The “him” for whom the poet sings is his ideal man of imagi-
nation and vision. “I raise the present on the past,” Whitman
says, comparing this process to the growth of a tree from its roots.
He also depicts, he says, the ideal man’s movement in space and
in time. He is a “law unto himself.”

This poem is cryptic and vague. “Him” is an ambivalent pro-
noun—no antecedent noun is stated for it. We must infer for
whom the poet sings. The person for whom Whitman has great-
est admiration is the embodiment of his ideal of personality. He
is the thinking man, the man of vision. Whitman believes that
the poet is able to unite the past with the present. Past and pres-
ent are inseparable because they are part of the flow of time.
Poetry, like a tree, grows organically and inwardly. The growth
of personality is also organic and unified.

This short poem has a symbolic quality, though the poetic
utterance is oblique and cryptic. The poet’s function in uniting
past and present is one of the basic ideas of Whitman’s concept

of poetry.

“To the States”

The poet calls upon the cities and the states to “resist much,
obey little.” Unquestioning obedience will lead to slavery, and
if a nation is enslaved, it may never regain its freedom.

This is one of the small, though significant, dedicatory
poems in Inscriptions. Whitman feels that one of the essential
features of a free, democratic society is its diversity of opinions.
Blind obedience must be resisted, or the state risks losing all its
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freedom. Implicit in the concept of obedience is the concept of
totalitarianism. The poem suggests the democratic vistas of
Whitman’s poetic cosmos. The concept of democracy is one of
the significant themes of Leaves of Grass.

“I Hear America Singing”

The poet hears the “varied carols” of all the people who
contribute to the life and culture of America. The mechanic, the
carpenter, the mason, the boatman, the shoemaker, and the wood-
cutter all join in the chorus of the nation. The singing of the
mother, the wife, and the girl at work expresses their joy and
their feeling of fruition. These are highly individualistic men
and women. Each person sings “what belongs to him or her and
to none else.”

This poem underscores Whitman’s basic attitude toward
America, which is part of his ideal of human life. The American
nation has based its faith on the creativeness of labor, which
Whitman glorifies in this poem. The catalog of craftsmen covers
not only the length and breadth of the American continent but
also the large and varied field of American achievement. This
poem expresses Whitman’s love of America—its vitality, variety,
and the massive achievement which is the outcome of the crea-
tive endeavor of all its people. It also illustrates Whitman’s tech-
nique of using catalogs consisting of a list of people.

“Poets to Come”

Whitman, addressing poets of the future, declares that this
great “new brood” should awake and “justify” him. Conscious
of his philosophical limitations, he says that he can “but write
one or two indicative words for the future.” Since he can turn
only “a casual look” upon these artists of the future, he leaves
to them the interpretation of his thoughts.

Whitman’s consciousness of the inadequacy of language to
express the full extent of his thought is revealed in this poem.
He says that he can “advance a moment only to wheel and hurry
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back in the darkness.” He is aware of the philosophical and meta-
physical imperfections of his poetic self. His expectation that
future poets will interpret his work for posterity clearly shows
that he views the poet as a seer and a builder of the bridge span-
ning time.

“To You”

Whitman tells the stranger that if their paths cross they
should communicate with each other: “Why should you not
speak to me? And why should I not speak to you?”’

This poem is only two lines long but it is significant in the
way it deals with the relationship between the poet and the
reader. A late (1881) addition to Leaves of Grass, it deals with
the problems of communication and understanding between the
artist and his audience, the author and the reading public—and
between people in general. Whitman believes that all men are
related—if strangers want to communicate, they should not let
artificial barriers stop them.

“Thou Reader”

Whitman says that the reader “throbbest life and pride and
Jove” in the same way as the poet does; therefore, he offers “the
following chants” (Leaves of Grass) to him.

This poem was added to Leaves of Grass in 1881. Even
though, like “To You,” it is only two lines long, it is important
because it conveys Whitman’s basic attitude toward his reader.
The poet identifies himself with the reader. He emphasizes
their common humanity.

“Thou Reader’ marks the culmination of the Inscription
poems. It is notable for its ardor and intensity which, being ex-
pressed with such meaningful brevity, make it a fitting prelude
to Leaves of Grass.



