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/ hear America singing, the varied carols I hear, 
Those of mechanics, each one singing his as it should be blithe' and 

strong, 
The carpenter singing his as he measures his plank or beam, 
The mason singing his as he makes ready for work, or leaves off work, 
The boatman singing what belongs to him in his boat, the deckhand 

singing on the steamboat deck, 
The shoemaker singing as he sits on his bench, the hatter singing as 

he stands, 
The wood-cutter's song, the ploughboy's on his way in the morning, or 

at noon intermission or at sundown, 
The delicious singing of the mother, or of the young wife at work, or 

of the girl sewing or washing, 
Each singing what belongs to him or her and to none else, 

10 The day what belongs to the day—at night the party of young fellows, 
robust, friendly, 

Singing with open mouths their strong melodious songs. 
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1. blithe (bltth): carefree and lighthearted. 
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FROM PERSONAL RESPONSE TO CRITICAL ANALYSIS 

REFLECT 1. In your notebook, write down or sketch the images that came to mind as you read 
this poem. 

RETHINK 2. What do you think singing represents in this poem? Consider who the singers are 
and what they might be singing about. 

3. On the basis of your reading of this poem, how would you describe Whitman's 
view of America? 

Cliff Dwellers (1913), George Bellows. Oil on canvas. 40 hs"x 42 V', Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art, Los Angeles County Fund. Copyright 1995 Museum 
Associates, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, all rights reserved. 



GUIDE FOR READING 

2 convulsive: intense and 
uncontrolled. 

2-8 Notice how many sorrows the 
speaker lists in this poem. What 
effect might this have on a reader? 

3 low life: the life of the lower 
classes. 

5 ranklings: bitter feelings or 
resentments; unrequited: not 
returned. 

7 casting lots: deciding by means 
of a random choice of objects (as 
in drawing straws). 

WALT 	ITMAN 

Sit and look out upon all the so @ s of the world, and 
upon all oppression and shame, 
ear secret convulsive sobs from young men at anguish 

• with themselves, remorseful after deeds done, 

I • 
 

see in low life the mother misused by her children, dying, 
neglected, gaunt, desperate, 

see the wife misused by her husband, I see the 
treacherous seducer of young women, 

f.mark the ranklings of jealousy and unrequited love 
attempted to be hid, I see these sights on the earth, 

see the workings of battle, pestilence, tyranny, I see 
martyrs and prisoners, 

I observe a famine at sea, I observe the sailors casting lots 
who shall be kill'd to preserve the lives of the rest, 

I observe the slights and degradations cast by arrogant 
persons upon laborers, the poor, and upon negroes, and 
the like; 

All these—all the meanness and agony without end I 
sitting look out upon, 

See, hear, and am silent. 

FROM PERSONAL RESPONSE TO CRITICAL ANALYSIS 

REFLECT 1. In your notebook, describe your reaction to the speaker's silence. 
„RETHINK 2. Speculate about who the speaker is and why the speaker remains silent. 

RELATE 3. If Whitman were writing this poem today, do you think he would list the same 
sorrows or different ones? Explain your opinion. 
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WALT WHITMA 

1 
I celebrate myself, and sing myself, 
And what I assume you shall assume, 
For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you. 

I loaf and invite my soul, 
s I lean and loaf at my ease observing a spear of summer 

grass. 

GUIDE FOR READING:'?  

1-3 Why do you think the 414 
identifies the reader with him 
at the very beginning of the 
poem? 

My tongue, every atom of my blood, form'd from this soil, 
this air, 

Born here of parents born here from parents the same, and 
their parents the same, 

I, now thirty seven years old in perfect health begin, 
Hoping to cease not till death. 

to Creeds and schools in abeyance, 
Retiring back a while sufficed at what they are, but never 

forgotten, 
I harbor for good or bad, I permit to speak at every 

hazard, 
Nature without check with original energy. 
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10 in abeyance ie-brieens 
temporarily set aside. 

11 sufficed at: satisfied 



6 
A child said What s the grass? fetching it to me with full 

hands, 
s How could I answer the child? I do not know what it is 

any more than he. 

G 
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I guess it must be the flag of my disposition, out of hopeful 
green stuff woven. 

Or I guess it is the handkerchief of the Lord, 
A scented gift and remembrancer designedly dropt, 
Bearing the owner's name someway in the corners, that we 

may see and remark, and say Whose? 

20 Or I guess the grass is itself a child, the produced babe of 
the vegetation. 

Or I guess it is a uniform hieroglyphic, 
And it means, Sprouting alike in broad zones and narrow 

zones, 
Growing among black folks as among white, 
Kanuck, Tuckahoe, Congressman, Cuff, I give them the 

same, I receive them the same. 

16-25 What metaphors does the 
speaker use to describe what grass 
means to him? 

18 remembrancer designedly 
dropt: a purposely dropped token 
of affection. 

21 hieroglyphic: a system of 
symbols that represent meanings 
or speech sounds. 

24 Kanuck, Tuckahoe, ... Cuff: 
slang terms for various groups of 
people. A Kanuck (now spelled 
Canuck) is a Canadian, especially 
a French Canadian; a Tuckahoe 
is someone from the coast of 
Virginia; and a Cuff is an African 
American. 
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o 	tome the beautiful Sem hair of graves. 

This grass is very dark to be from the white head_s of old 
mothers, 

Darker than the colorless beards of old ruen,,-, 
Dark to come from under the faint red foofs t:'of mouths. 

0 I perceive after all so many uttering tongues, 
35 And I perceive they do not come from the roofs of mouths 

for nothing. 

I wish I could translate the hints about the dead young 
men and women, 

And the hints about old men and mothers, and the 
offspring taken soon out of their laps. 

What do you think has become of the young and old men? 
And what do you think has become of the women and 

children? 

25-33 The speaker presents the 
grass as "the uncut hair of gray 
Who are the dead that he incl 
in this extended metaphor? 

27 transpire: emerge; ooze ott 

38-45 What concept of 
the speaker express in th, 

40 They are alive and well somewhere, 
The smallest sprout shows there is really no death, 
And if ever there was it led forward life, and does not wait 

at the end to arrest it, 
And ceas'd the moment life appear'd. 

All goes onward and outward, nothing collapses, 
45 And to die is different from what any one supposed, and 

luckier. 
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Tenderly will I use you curling grass, 
It may be you transpire frotn the breasts otyoung men, 
It may be if I had known theM I would hate!loved them; 
It may be you are from old people, or from (:)ffspring'taken 

soon out of their mothers' laps, 
30 And here you are the mothere,  laps. 

45 Why does the spe 
that to die is "hfckle, 
people suppose? • 
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52 
spotted hawk swoops by and accuses me, he complains 

if my gab and my loitering. 

o am not a bit tamed, I too am untranslatable, 
Mind my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world. 

e last scud of day holds back for me, 
'flings my likeness after the rest and true as any on the 
shadow'd wilds, 

[,'coaxes me to the vapor and the dusk. 

depart as air, I shake my white locks at the runaway sun, 
effuse my flesh in eddies, and drift it in lacy jags. 

bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love, 
you want me again look for me under your boot-soles. 

ou will hardly know who I am or what I mean, 
tut I shall be good health to you nevertheless, 
And filter and fibre your blood. 

Failing to fetch me at first keep encouraged, 
Missing me one place search another, 
I stop somewhere waiting for you. 
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53 effuse ... eddies: scatter my 
flesh in swirling currents. 

54 bequeath: hand over, as if 
in a will. 

61 Why do you think the speaker 
says he's "waiting for you"? 

nk 
ha 

48 yawp: loud, rough speech. 

49 scud: wind-blown cloud. 



II 

REFLECT 

RETHINK 

Jot down your first reaction s  in your notebook. 

2. What is your impression of the individual 

celebrated in this poem? 

Consider 
• the speaker's connection with nature 

• the speaker's view of death • 

• the speaker's view of himself 

3. What do you think grass represent s  in 

this poem? 
Consider 
• the different metaphors in which the 

speaker compares grass to other things 

• the connectio n  the speaker makes between grass 

d 

RELATE 4. Do you see consistenc y  or contradiction in the three 

Whitman poems? 

Consider 
• the reference s  to singing and silence 

• whether they can all be viewed as 

"celebratio ns  of the self" 

FROM PERSONAL RESPONSE TO CRITICAL ANALYSIS 

1. What do you think of the excerpts from "Song of Myself"? 

and the dea 

ANOTHER PATHWAY 
Cooperative Learning 

With a small group of classmate s, create 't 

dictionary  entries that define grass, death, 

Walt Whitman the way you think Whit 

would, on the basis of your reading of 
excerpts from "Song of Myself." 

QUICKINRITES 

1. Write a short review of one 

three Whitman poems. Read a 

your review in class. 

2. Using Whitman's poetry as a 

write a free-verse poem ali9 
America today. As a starts g,  

you might develo p  one or M 

images you came up with OP 

Personal Connection. Share 

poem with the class. 

PORTFOLIO Save yourV  

may want to use it later as 

board to a piece for your p 

LITERARY CO;NCEPTS'.y 

Whitman is often considere d  the father of free verse— 

poetry that does not have regular patterns of rhyme and 

meter. Althou gh  free verse lacks regular meter, it often 

doescontain devices that create rhythm, such as repetition 

and parallelism (a repetition of sentence structures)
.  Read 

several stanzas of "Son g  of Myself" aloud to appreciate 

their rhythm. How similar is it to that of normal speech? 

Free verse also generall y  contains other traditional 

elements of poetry, such as imagery, metaphors, and 

similes. Find some traditiona l  elements of poetry that 

Whitman uses in these three poems. Then discuss with a 
in 

partner why Whitman, in writing poems about America  
the 1800s, might have used free verse rather than metrical 

and rhymed forms. 
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