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WALT WHITMAN
1819–1892

W alt Whitman revolutionized American poetry. Responding to Emerson’s call 
in “The Poet” (1842) for an American bard who would address all “the facts of 

the animal economy, sex, nutriment, gestation, birth,” Whitman put the living, 
breathing, sexual body at the center of much of his poetry, challenging conventions of 
the day. Responding to Emerson’s call for a “metre- making argument,” he rejected 
traditions of poetic scansion and elevated diction, improvising the form that has 
come to be known as free verse, while adopting a wide- ranging vocabulary opening 
new possibilities for poetic expression. A poet of democracy, Whitman celebrated the 
mystical, divine potential of the individual; a poet of the urban, he wrote about the 
sights, sounds, and energy of the modern metropolis. In his 1855 preface to Leaves of 
Grass, he declared that “the proof of a poet is that his country absorbs him as affec-
tionately as he has absorbed it.” On the evidence of his enormous in^uence on later 
poets— Hart Crane, Langston Hughes, Robert Lowell, Allen Ginsberg, Adrienne 
Rich, Cherrie Moraga, and countless others, including Spain’s Federico Garcia Lorca 
and Chile’s Pablo Neruda— Whitman not only was affectionately absorbed by his 
own country but remains a per sis tent presence in poetry throughout the world.

Whitman was born on May 31, 1819, in West Hills, Long Island (New York), the 
second of eight surviving children of the Quakers Louisa Van Velsor and Walter 
Whitman. In 1823, Whitman’s father, a farmer turned carpenter, sought to take 
advantage of a building boom by moving the family to Brooklyn— then a town at 
the western and most urbanized part of Long Island. Whitman left school when he 
was eleven, and was soon employed in the printing ofSce of a newspaper; when 
his family moved east on Long Island in 1833, he remained in Brooklyn on his own. 
He began contributing to newspapers in his midteens and spent Sve years teaching 
at country and small-town schools on Long Island, interrupting his teaching to start 
a newspaper of his own in 1838 and to work brie^y on another Long Island paper. By 
early 1840 he had started the series “Sun- Down Papers from the Desk of a School- 
Master” for the Jamaica, New York, Demo crat and was writing poems and Sction. 
One of his stories prophetically culminated with the dream of writing “a wonderful 
and ponderous book.”

Just before he turned twenty- one Whitman stopped teaching, moved to Manhattan, 
began work at the literary weekly New World, and soon became editor of a Manhattan 
daily, the Aurora. He also began a po liti cal career by speaking at Demo cratic rallies and 
writing for the Demo cratic Review, the foremost magazine of the Demo cratic Party. 
He exulted in the extremes of the city, where street- gang violence was countered by 
the lectures of Emerson and where even a young editor could get to know the poet 
William Cullen Bryant, editor of the Eve ning Post. Fired from the Aurora, which pub-
licly charged him with laziness, he wrote a temperance novel, Franklin Evans, or the 
Inebriate, for a one- issue extra of the New World late in 1842. After three years of 
various literary and po liti cal jobs, he returned to Brooklyn in 1845, becoming a special 
contributor to the Long Island Star, assigned to Manhattan events, including theatri-
cal and musical per for mances. All through the 1840s he attended operas on his jour-
nalist’s passes and he would later say that without the “emotions, raptures, uplifts” of 
opera he could never have written Leaves of Grass. Just before he was twenty- seven he 
took over the editorship of the Brooklyn Ea gle, writing most of the literary reviews, 
which included books by Carlyle, Emerson, Melville, Fuller, and Goethe, among 



others. Like most Demo crats, he was able to justify the Mexican War (1846– 48) by 
hailing the great American mission of “peopling the New World with a noble race.” Yet 
at the beginning of 1848 he was Sred from the Ea gle because, like Bryant, he had 
become a Free- Soiler, opposed to the acquisition of more territory for slavery. Whit-
man served as a delegate to the Buffalo Free- Soil convention and helped to found the 
Free- Soil newspaper the Brooklyn Freeman. Around this time he began writing poetry 
in a serious way, experimenting with form and prosody; he published several topical 
poems in 1850, including “Eu rope,” which would later appear in Leaves of Grass.

Whitman’s notebook fragments suggest that he began to invent the overall shape 
of his Srst volume of poetry during the period 1853– 54. On May 15, 1855, he took 
out a copyright for Leaves of Grass, and he spent the spring and early summer seeing 
his book through the press, probably setting some of the type himself. Published in 
Brooklyn, New York, during the Srst week of July, the volume, bound in dark green 
cloth with a sprig of grass in gilt on the cover, contained twelve untitled poems 
(including the initial version of “Song of Myself”), along with an exuberant pref-
ace declaring his ambition to be the American bard. In the image of Whitman on 
the book’s frontispiece, which was based on an 1854 daguerreotype, the bearded 
Whitman— rejecting the conventional suit jacket, buttoned- up shirt, and high collar 
of the formal studio portrait— stands with one arm akimbo, one hand in a pocket, 
workingman’s hat on slightly cocked head, shirt unbuttoned at the collar, looking 
directly at the reader. (See the reproduction above.) The image, like the poetry itself, 
deSed convention by aligning the poet with working people. The poems, with their 
absence of standard verse and stanza patterns (although strongly rhythmic and con-
trolled by numerous poetic devices of repetition and variation), also introduced his 
use of “catalogs”— journalistic and encyclopedic listings— that  were to become a 
hallmark of his style. Whitman sent out numerous pre sen ta tion and review copies of 
his book, receiving an immediate response from Emerson, who greeted him “at the 

Leaves of Grass. Frontispiece and title page of the Srst edition (1855).
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beginning of a great career” (the complete letter is reprinted on p. 307), but other-
wise attracting little notice. As weeks passed, Whitman chose to publish a few anon-
ymous reviews himself, praising Leaves of Grass in the American Phrenological 
Journal, for instance, as one of “the most glorious triumphs, in the known history of 
literature.” In October he let Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune print Emerson’s 
private letter of praise, and he put clippings of the letter in pre sen ta tion copies to 
Longfellow, among others. Emerson termed Whitman’s appropriation of the letter “a 
strange, rude thing,” but he remained interested in meeting the poet. While Whit-
man was angling for reviews in En gland and working on expanding his book, Emer-
son visited him in December of 1855. Thoreau, who admired Leaves of Grass but 
found several of its poems “simply sensual,” visited him later in 1856. That year also 
saw the appearance of the second edition of Leaves of Grass, now with thirty- three 
poems, including “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” under its initial title, “Sundown Poem.”

Returning to miscellaneous journalism, Whitman edited the Brooklyn Times from 
1857 to 1859 and published several pieces in the Times afSrming his Free- Soiler hopes 
for a continued national expansion into the western territories that would not entail the 
expansion of slavery. In the third (1860) edition of Leaves of Grass, Whitman began to 
group his poems thematically. For a section called “Enfans d’Adam,” later retitled “Chil-
dren of Adam,” he wrote Sfteen poems focused on what he termed the “amative” love of 
man for woman, in contrast to the “adhesive” love of man for man. Adhesive love Sg-
ured in forty- Sve poems in a section titled “Calamus.” These two sections in the 1860 
edition differ from the sections in the Snal 1891– 92 edition, for in the intervening edi-
tions (1867, 1871, 1881) Whitman revised and regrouped some of the poems, as he 
would with numerous other poems in the expanded editions he would go on to publish.

With the outbreak of the Civil War, Whitman began to visit the wounded and 
eventually offered his ser vices as a nurse. He started at New- York Hospital, but in 
early 1863, after visiting with his wounded brother George in an army camp in Vir-
ginia, he moved to Washington, D.C., and began to work at the huge open- air mili-
tary hospitals there. Nursing gave Whitman a profound sense of vocation. As he 
wrote a friend in 1863: “I am very happy . . .  I was never so beloved. I am running 
over with health, fat, red & sunburnt in face. I tell thee I am just the one to go to our 
sick boys.” But ministering to tens of thousands of maimed and dying young men 
took its toll. He succinctly voiced his anguish in a notebook entry of 1864: “the dead, 
the dead, the dead, our dead.” During this time he worked on a series of poems that 
conveyed his evolving view of the war from heroic celebration to despair at the horrify-
ing carnage. He later wrote a chapter in his prose work Specimen Days (1882) titled 
“The Real War Will Never Get in the Books,” but to incorporate the “real war” into 
a book of poetry became one of the dominant impulses of the Drum- Taps collection, 
which he published in 1865. After Lincoln’s assassination, Whitman reissued the 
volume with a sequel including “O Captain! My Captain!” and “When Lilacs Last in 
the Dooryard Bloom’d,” his famous elegy for the murdered president.

As he prepared Drum- Taps and Sequel for publication in late 1865, Whitman was 
also revising Leaves of Grass at his desk in the Department of the Interior, where he 
had obtained a position as clerk. The new secretary of the interior, James Harlan, read 
the annotated copy and Sred Whitman for writing an obscene book, objecting to 
Whitman’s frankness about bodily functions and heterosexual love. Whitman’s friend 
William O’Connor, a poet, found him another clerical position in the attorney 
general’s ofSce; and in his rage at the Sring, O’Connor wrote The Good Gray Poet 
(1866), identifying Whitman with Jesus and Harlan with the forces of evil. Whitman 
continued to rework Leaves of Grass, incorporating Drum- Taps into it in 1867, and with 
his friends’ help continued to propagandize for its recognition as a landmark in the 
history of poetry. He also published essays in the 1867 and 1868 numbers of the New 
York periodical Galaxy, which he expanded into Demo cratic Vistas (1870), a book con-
veying his sometimes sharply condemnatory appraisal of postwar demo cratic culture.
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1. The 1st edition of Leaves of Grass contained 
twelve untitled poems, which  were introduced by 
this manifesto-like preface. The preface was not 

reprinted in subsequent editions, though some 
of its ideas  were incorporated into future poems. 
The spellings and ellipses are Whitman’s.

The Washington years came to an abrupt end in 1873 when Whitman suffered 
a paralytic stroke. His mother died a few months later, and Whitman joined his 
brother George’s  house hold in Camden, New Jersey, to recuperate. During the sec-
ond year of his illness, the government ceased to hold his clerk job open for him, 
and he became dependent for a living on occasional publication in newspapers and 
magazines. The 1867 edition of Leaves of Grass had involved much reworking and 
rearrangement, and the Sfth edition (1871) continued that pro cess, adding a new sec-
tion titled “Passage to India.” In 1876 Whitman privately published a prose work, Mem-
oranda during the War, and six years later he brought out Specimen Days, which has 
afSnities with his early editorial accounts of strolls through the city but is even more 
intensely personal, the record of representative days in the life of a poet who had lived 
in the midst of great national events.

During the 1870s and early 1880s, Whitman was increasingly noticed by the lead-
ing writers of the time, especially in En gland. The En glish poet Algernon Swinburne 
sent him a poem, the poet laureate Alfred Lord Tennyson sent him an admiring 
letter, and both Longfellow and Oscar Wilde visited him in Camden. In the United 
States, writers of a younger generation than Whitman’s began to recognize his impor-
tance as a poetic voice and organized events to support him. Despite his frail health, 
Whitman lectured on Thomas Paine in Philadelphia in 1877 and on Abraham Lincoln 
in New York in 1879 (he would continue to deliver public lectures on Lincoln until 
1890). Opposition to his poetry because of its supposed immorality began to dissipate, 
and readers, having become accustomed over time to Whitman’s poetic devices, began 
to recognize the poet as an artist. Still, in 1881, when the reputable Boston Srm of 
James R. Osgood & Company printed the sixth edition of Leaves of Grass, the Boston 
district attorney threatened to prosecute on the grounds of obscenity. Ironically, when 
the Philadelphia Srm of Rees Welsh and Company reprinted this edition in 1882, the 
publicity contributed to Whitman’s greatest sales in his lifetime: he earned nearly $1,500 
in royalties from that edition (around $25,000 in today’s value), compared to the $25 he 
had earned from the Osgood edition before the publisher withdrew it.

In 1884, the still inSrm Whitman moved to a cottage at 328 Mickle Street in 
Camden, which he purchased for $1,750. A year later friends and admirers, includ-
ing Mark Twain and John Greenleaf Whittier, presented him with a  horse and buggy 
for local travel. He had another stroke in 1888 and in 1890 made preparations for his 
death by signing a $4,000 contract for the construction in Camden’s Harleigh Ceme-
tery of a granite mausoleum, or what he termed a “burial  house,” suitable for a national 
bard. In 1891 he did the Snal editing of Complete Prose Works (1892) and oversaw the 
preparations of the “deathbed” edition of the now more than three hundred poems in 
Leaves of Grass (1891– 92), which was in fact a reissue of the 1881 edition with the addi-
tion of two later groups of poems, “Sands at Seventy” and “Good- bye My Fancy.” Whit-
man died in Camden on March 26, 1892, and was buried in Harleigh Cemetery in 
the mausoleum he had helped design.

Except for the sequence “Live Oak, with Moss” (not published in Whitman’s lifetime), 
all the Whitman poems reprinted  here, regardless of when they  were Srst composed 
and printed, are given in their Snal form: that of the 1891– 92 edition of Leaves of Grass.

Preface to Leaves of Grass (1855)1

America does not repel the past or what it has produced under its forms or 
amid other politics or the idea of castes or the old religions . . .  accepts the 
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