Walt Whitman (1819 – 1892)

Education

· Left school at 11 to become an office boy

· Worked in printing office of a newspaper at age 12 and contributed sentimental writing

Family

· Father was a farmer turned carpenter – knew Thomas Paine

· On his own by age 15

· Already writing “pieces” – conventional poems to one of the best Manhattan papers

Character

· Humanist – part of the transition between transcendentalism and realism

· Among most influential American poets

· Often called the father of free verse

· Loved romantic novels

· Spent some time teaching

· Hated farm life

· Worked as a journalist and a government clerk

· Concerned with politics throughout his life (loved debates)

· Opposed slavery in general, but saw abolitionist movement as a threat to democracy

· Volunteer nurse during the Civil War

· His sexuality is often discussed alongside his poetry

“The Learn’d Astronomer”

· Don’t overanalyze while reading – leave room for group work…

Writing
· Controversial in its time
· Major work “Leaves of Grass” first published in 1855 with his own money
· An attempt to reach out to the common person with an American epic
· Celebrated democracy, nature, love, and friendship
