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Read the following sections in your text about Walt Whitman.  Make an outline of notes 

focusing on the major points from the readings in your text and the excerpts in this handout. 

Notes are due Wednesday 12/03.  Late notes will be accepted for ½ credit on Thursday 

12/04. Quiz over Whitman & Dickinson on Friday 12/05. Make-up quizzes on Monday 

12/07 will be short answer / essay. 

 302-305 (Whitman & Dickinson Intro) 

 307-309 (Whitman) 

 Background 321 

 323-324 (Whitman’s private writings) 

Excerpted from “To The Reader Setting Out” by Edward Hirsch 

Poetry is a way of inscribing that feeling of awe. I don’t think we should underestimate the capacity for 

tenderness that poetry opens within us. Another one of the “Inscriptions” is a two-line poem that 

Whitman wrote in 1860. Called simply “To You,” it consists in its entirety of two rhetorical questions: 

Stranger, if you passing meet me and desire to speak to me, why should you 

     not speak to me?  

And why should I not speak to you? 

It seems entirely self-evident to Whitman that two strangers who pass each other on the road ought to be 

able to loiter and speak, to connect. Strangers who communicate might well become friends. 

 

…Whitman always addresses the reader as an equal, as one who has the same strange throb of life he has, 

the same pulsing emotions. There’s a desperate American friendliness to the way he repeatedly dedicates 

his poems to strangers, to readers and poets to come, to outsiders everywhere. Whoever you are, he would 

embrace you. I love the deep affection and even need with which Whitman dedicates and sends forth his 

poems to the individual reader. He leaves each of us a gift. 

From Song of Myself: And Other Poems by Walt Whitman by Robert Hass and Paul 

Ebenkamp 

 The first edition of Leaves of Grass was published in Manhattan under the imprint of Fowler and 

Wells in July 1855 

 The title page did not identify the author, but the now-famous frontispiece engraving of a bearded 

man in an open-collared shirt and a jauntily cocked hat did.  

 The book contained a prose introduction and twelve poems. The first poem was long — 1336 

lines — and untitled. It became "Song of Myself" in the 1881 edition.  
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 It was then and is now an astonishment, perhaps the most unprecedented poem in the English 

language. 

It is also an important document in the history of American culture. "Song of Myself” captures in a 

particular voice and at a particular moment something alive, generous, and hopeful in the developing 

culture of the United States. 

The most unexpected thing about the poem was its basic technique. It is one of the first extended 

experiments in free verse in the English language. 

Whitman had to figure out how to create and sustain a new kind of formal structure for poetry.  

He wanted music— and he wanted something like the feel and realistic detail that was characteristic of 

journalism and the novel in his day,  

He thought the poetry of a new democratic order had to have both these qualities if it was to embody new 

thoughts and have in it the feel of common life in cities. 

Probably the rough models for "Song of Myself" are the remarkable set of odes written by English poets 

early in the century.  

Like his poem, they are about imagination and nature, about the human relation to these powers, and 

like his poem they are meditative, tend to make an argument and to take surprising turns, and to dramatize 

the individual's relation to the imagination as a source of creative power. So it seems very likely that he 

had them in mind — or that they had become part of his own imagination of what serious poetry was 

about.  

But most of the odes are only a hundred or two hundred lines in length, and "Song of Myself " is a poem 

of thirteen hundred lines; it is as long as ten odes.  

He slowed the poem down by dividing it into numbered sections, as the English poets had done. In the 

classical prehistory of the ode, separate sections marked changes in the music that accompanied 

recitation, and there is something of that in Whitman's making of the shifts in tone and attack in his poem.  

Emerson's essays, like the Romantic odes, have the individual's relation to nature and to imagination 

as their subjects, and they think about these subjects in an American context.  

They proceed by weaving together disparate thoughts, by aphorism and metaphor and repetition and 

sudden veerings of thought.  

The argument that "Song of Myself " makes — that we have more in common than separates us, that 

that common thing is the nature that courses through us, that we and the nature of which we are a 

part &the body is as important as the soul. 

This poem is about democracy and imagination, and what to make of life and death, and about a 

person's own wondering experience of his own existence.  

It is a poem in which human beings have both described and invented the world in which they find 

themselves living. 


