Walt Whitman: 1819-1892
Born in Long Island, NY; son of farmer turned builder who moved family to Brooklyn; eight brothers and sisters (names like George Washington, Andrew Jackson and Thomas Jefferson) – sense of self bound up with America.  

Largely self-educated.  Served as printer’s apprentice, engaged in local politics, taught for a few years in LI schools.  Edited papers (lost job over takes on slavery, Mexican War, territorial expansion, etc.).  

Worked as a “wound-dresser” during the Civil War – visiting dying and wounded soldiers.  

1873: paralytic stroke – never really recovers completely; is an invalid for many of his later years, but begins to enjoy a reputation as “the good gray poet.”

Publication of Leaves of Grass on July 4, 1855 marked a revolutionary departure in American literature (including his formless free-verse).  Called himself a poet of the common man, writing a new kind of poetry – fundamentally American.  Publishes 6 different editions of LoG from 1855-1881.  Over 400 poems over the different editions.
“He was the poet not only of Darwinian evolution, but of the city and the crowd, science and the machine.  Presenting himself as the model democrat who spoke as and for rather than apart from the people, Whitman’s poet was a breaker of bounds: he was female and male, farmer and factory worker, prostitute and slave, citizen of America and citizen of the world” (2846 in Heath Intro by Besty Erkilla).

Poet of the body and the soul.

Poems talk about love between men as a way to understand democracy and the national crisis. Sees love as a way to heal the nation.  

Critical Reception: Early reviews: “poetry of barbarism,” should “not be read aloud to a mixed audience,” “noxious weeds,” “spasmodic idiocy,” “a mass of stupid filth” (from Concise Anthology).

Emerson: “I am not blind to the worth of the wonderful gift of Leaves of Grass.  I find it the most extraordinary piece of wit and wisdom that America has yet contributed . . . I greet you at the beginning of a great career, which yet must have had a long foreground somewhere, for such a start” (from Concise Anthology). 

Whittier: “loose, lurid, and impious” – threw it in the fire!

By 1870s, his critical reputation started to grow – now acknowledged as one of the greatest poets of all time.
