Poems of Walt Whitman

I. from “Song of Myself” p. 428-431
1. What does the line, “For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you” suggest?

2. What does the speaker tell us about himself in Section 1?

3. What question does the child ask in Section 2, and how does the speaker respond?

4. In Section 2, what shows that “there really is no death”? What do you think this means?

5. What seems to be the speaker’s attitude toward the cycle of life and death? How do you know?

6. What is the scene described in Section 9? In what way does the speaker seem childlike here?

7. Identify an example of onomatopoeia in the first stanza of Section 14. 

8. What aspects of life are celebrated and praised in Section 14?

9. In Section 17, what does the speaker say about the ideas he has expressed?

10. What is the speaker’s explanation for contradicting himself in Section 51?

11. How does the speaker compare himself to the hawk in Section 52?

12. In Section 52, where does the speaker instruct his reader to look for him? How does this support the poem’s theme?

13. In Section 52, Whitman proudly characterizes his poetry as “barbaric yawp” (uncivilized, loud, sometimes meaningless talk). What terms would YOU use to describe and evaluate his work?
II. “When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer” p. 432
1. What does the speaker do in response to the astronomer’s lecture? What is the speaker saying about the value of science versus a personal experience with nature?

III. “I Hear America Singing” p. 435
1. What does Whitman’s catalog of occupations suggest about his vision of America?

2. What word does Whitman use to describe all the workers’ actions? In what ways does this word affect the poem’s mood?

3. Do you think Whitman overly romanticizes the life of a laborer? Explain your answer.

IV. Creative Response (16 line minimum for either option). Emulate Whitman’s style by using free verse and catalogs to express your personal experiences.

Option 1: Write your own “Song of Myself” describing your own observations and interactions with the world.

Option 2: Write your own poem about what YOU hear or see America doing. What types of people do you observe, and what kinds of activities are they engaged in? 
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