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Walt Whitman


1819-1892


 


Walt Whitman was raised in Brooklyn, New York, and had little formal education, being largely self-taught. His adolescence and youth were marked by the years he worked as a printer, teacher, and magazine contributor.


His writings began to reflect unorthodox thinking, leading to brief tenures as editor at New York's Aurora and Brooklyn's The Eagle, due to Whitman's vociferous radicalism, which was unpopular.


A journey across the United States to New Orleans was crucial for the development of his poetic project. He returned profoundly changed, with a new awareness of the young American nation and the responsibility of its chroniclers. These feelings were expressed in Whitman's appearance, with a disheveled beard and coarse clothing, reflecting his democratic idealism accompanied by a fierce individualism that found its greatest expression in "Leaves of Grass," a collection of poems self-published by Whitman in 1855.


Although initially largely ignored, praise from Ralph Waldo Emerson encouraged Whitman. By the third edition, the collection already included 156 poems. During the Civil War, Whitman was a correspondent for the New York Times and cared for wounded soldiers on both sides, including his brother George. These experiences were transformative, and the poems in "Drum-Taps," incorporated into the 1865 edition of "Leaves of Grass," are among the best he wrote.


Despite not being particularly popular among his contemporaries, Walt Whitman eventually exerted significant influence on later poets. After a stroke in 1873, he remained in Camden, New Jersey, where his health declined as his reputation finally began to grow.


Walt Whitman died on March 26, 1892, in Camden, New Jersey. His death marked the end of a life dedicated to the poetic exploration of democracy and the human experience, leaving a lasting legacy in American literature.





WALT WHITMAN SELECTED POEMS



Oh Captain! My Captain!


O Captain! my Captain! our fearful trip is done,


The ship has weather’d every rack, the prize we sought is won,


The port is near, the bells I hear, the people all exulting,


While follow eyes the steady keel, the vessel grim and daring;


       But O heart! heart! heart!


         O the bleeding drops of red,


           Where on the deck my Captain lies,


             Fallen cold and dead.


 


O Captain! my Captain! rise up and hear the bells;


Rise up- for you the flag is flung- for you the bugle trills,


For you bouquets and ribbon’d wreaths- for you the shores a-crowding,


For you they call, the swaying mass, their eager faces turning;


       Here Captain! dear father!


         This arm beneath your head!


           It is some dream that on the deck,


             You’ve fallen cold and dead.


 


My Captain does not answer, his lips are pale and still,


My father does not feel my arm, he has no pulse nor will,


The ship is anchor’d safe and sound, its voyage closed and done,


From fearful trip the victor ship comes in with object won;


       Exult O shores, and ring O bells!


         But I with mournful tread,


           Walk the deck my Captain lies,


             Fallen cold and dead.


 


 



A Glimpse


A GLIMPSE, through an interstice caught,


Of a crowd of workmen and drivers in a bar-room, around the stove, 


late of a winter night--And I unremark'd seated in a corner;


Of a youth who loves me, and whom I love, silently approaching, and 


seating himself near, that he may hold me by the hand;


A long while, amid the noises of coming and going--of drinking and 


oath and smutty jest,


There we two, content, happy in being together, speaking little, 


perhaps not a word.



A Woman Waits For Me


A WOMAN waits for me--she contains all, nothing is lacking,


Yet all were lacking, if sex were lacking, or if the moisture of the 


right man were lacking.


 


Sex contains all,


Bodies, Souls, meanings, proofs, purities, delicacies, results,


promulgations,


Songs, commands, health, pride, the maternal mystery, the seminal 


milk;


All hopes, benefactions, bestowals,


All the passions, loves, beauties, delights of the earth,


All the governments, judges, gods, follow'd persons of the earth,


These are contain'd in sex, as parts of itself, and justifications of 


itself.


 


Without shame the man I like knows and avows the deliciousness of his 


sex,


Without shame the woman I like knows and avows hers.


 


Now I will dismiss myself from impassive women,


 


I will go stay with her who waits for me, and with those women


 that are warm-blooded and sufficient for me;


I see that they understand me, and do not deny me;


I see that they are worthy of me--I will be the robust husband of


 those women.


 


They are not one jot less than I am,


They are tann'd in the face by shining suns and blowing winds,


Their flesh has the old divine suppleness and strength,


They know how to swim, row, ride, wrestle, shoot, run, strike, 


retreat, advance, resist, defend themselves,


They are ultimate in their own right--they are calm, clear, well-
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