From “Song of Myself”

Walt Whitman

1

I CELEBRATE myself;
 

And what I assume you shall assume;
 

For every atom belonging to me, as good belongs to you.
 

I loafe and invite my Soul;
 

I lean and loafe at my ease, observing a spear of summer grass.
         

5

Houses and rooms are full of perfumes—the shelves are crowded with perfumes;
 

I breathe the fragrance myself, and know it and like it;
 

The distillation would intoxicate me also, but I shall not let it.
 

The atmosphere is not a perfume—it has no taste of the distillation—it is odorless;
 

It is for my mouth forever—I am in love with it;
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I will go to the bank by the wood, and become undisguised and naked;
 

I am mad for it to be in contact with me.
 

2

The smoke of my own breath;
 

Echoes, ripples, buzz’d whispers, love-root, silk-thread, crotch and vine;
 

My respiration and inspiration, the beating of my heart, the passing of blood and air through my lungs;
  15

The sniff of green leaves and dry leaves, and of the shore, and dark-color’d sea-rocks, and of hay in the barn;

The sound of the belch’d words of my voice, words loos’d to the eddies of the wind;
 

A few light kisses, a few embraces, a reaching around of arms;
 

The play of shine and shade on the trees as the supple boughs wag;
 

The delight alone, or in the rush of the streets, or along the fields and hill-sides;
  20

The feeling of health, the full-noon trill, the song of me rising from bed and meeting the sun.
 

Have you reckon’d a thousand acres much? have you reckon’d the earth much?
 

Have you practis’d so long to learn to read?
 

Have you felt so proud to get at the meaning of poems?
 

Stop this day and night with me, and you shall possess the origin of all poems;
  25

You shall possess the good of the earth and sun—(there are millions of suns left;)
 

You shall no longer take things at second or third hand, nor look through the eyes of the dead, nor feed on the spectres in books;
 

You shall not look through my eyes either, nor take things from me:
 

You shall listen to all sides, and filter them from yourself.

3

I have heard what the talkers were talking, the talk of the beginning and the end;
  30

But I do not talk of the beginning or the end.
 

There was never any more inception than there is now,
 

Nor any more youth or age than there is now;
 

And will never be any more perfection than there is now,
 

Nor any more heaven or hell than there is now.
  35

Urge, and urge, and urge;
 

Always the procreant urge of the world.
 

… 

Clear and sweet is my Soul, and clear and sweet is all that is not my Soul.

…

8

The little one sleeps in its cradle;
 140

I lift the gauze, and look a long time, and silently brush away flies with my hand.
 

The youngster and the red-faced girl turn aside up the bushy hill;
 

I peeringly view them from the top.
 

The suicide sprawls on the bloody floor of the bed-room;
 

I witness the corpse with its dabbled hair—I note where the pistol has fallen.
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The blab of the pave, the tires of carts, sluff of boot-soles, talk of the promenaders;
 

The heavy omnibus, the driver with his interrogating thumb, the clank of the shod horses on the granite floor;
 

The snow-sleighs, the clinking, shouted jokes, pelts of snowballs;
 

The hurrahs for popular favorites, the fury of rous’d mobs;
 

The flap of the curtain’d litter, a sick man inside, borne to the hospital;
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The meeting of enemies, the sudden oath, the blows and fall;
 

The excited crowd, the policeman with his star, quickly working his passage to the centre of the crowd;
 

The impassive stones that receive and return so many echoes;
 

What groans of over-fed or half-starv’d who fall sun-struck, or in fits;
 

What exclamations of women taken suddenly, who hurry home and give birth to babes;
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What living and buried speech is always vibrating here—what howls restrain’d by decorum;
 

Arrests of criminals, slights, adulterous offers made, acceptances, rejections with convex lips;
 

I mind them or the show or resonance of them—I come, and I depart.

12

The butcher-boy puts off his killing clothes, or sharpens his knife at the stall in the market;
 

I loiter, enjoying his repartee, and his shuffle and break-down.
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Blacksmiths with grimed and hairy chests environ the anvil;
 

Each has his main-sledge—they are all out—(there is a great heat in the fire.)
 

From the cinder-strew’d threshold I follow their movements;
 

The lithe sheer of their waists plays even with their massive arms;
 

Over-hand the hammers swing—over-hand so slow—over-hand so sure:
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They do not hasten—each man hits in his place.

51

The past and present wilt—I have fill’d them, emptied them,
 

And proceed to fill my next fold of the future.
 

Listener up there! Here, you! What have you to confide to me?
 

Look in my face, while I snuff the sidle of evening;
 

Talk honestly—no one else hears you, and I stay only a minute longer.
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Do I contradict myself?
 

Very well, then, I contradict myself;
 

(I am large—I contain multitudes.)
 

I concentrate toward them that are nigh—I wait on the door-slab.
 

Who has done his day’s work? Who will soonest be through with his supper?
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Who wishes to walk with me?
 

Will you speak before I am gone? Will you prove already too late?

52

The spotted hawk swoops by and accuses me—he complains of my gab and my loitering.
 

I too am not a bit tamed—I too am untranslatable;
 

I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world.
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The last scud of day holds back for me;
 

It flings my likeness after the rest, and true as any, on the shadow’d wilds;
 

It coaxes me to the vapor and the dusk.
 

I depart as air—I shake my white locks at the runaway sun;
 

I effuse my flesh in eddies, and drift it in lacy jags.
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I bequeathe myself to the dirt, to grow from the grass I love;
 

If you want me again, look for me under your boot-soles.
 

You will hardly know who I am, or what I mean;
 

But I shall be good health to you nevertheless,
 

And filter and fibre your blood.
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Failing to fetch me at first, keep encouraged;
 

Missing me one place, search another;
 

I stop somewhere, waiting for you.

Objective:  According to Whitman, what does it mean to be an individual? 
Answer the following questions for each of the sections

1. What is the/a primary image in this section?  

2. What is Whitman’s attitude towards this image?  What is he saying about it?
3. Name three things the speaker observes or celebrates.

4. Explain the connection between the first and last lines of the section.

5. What is repeated in this section? 

6. Why is it repeated?

7. How would you characterize the speaker?  How does he see himself?  What is his attitude towards the world?

8. How would you describe the speaker?  How does he see the world and his place in it?
9. Pick your favorite line from the poem.  Copy it down.  Be prepared to read it aloud.

Objective:  How does Whitman define freedom?  In what sense would he say he is free?

Answer the following questions for each of the sections

1. What is the primary image in this section?  

2. Name three things the speaker observes or celebrates.

3. What is Whitman’s attitude towards this image?  What is he saying about it?

4. Explain the connection between the first and last lines of the section.

5. What is repeated in this section? 

6. Why is it repeated?

7. How would you characterize the speaker?  How does he see himself?  What is his attitude towards the world?

8. In this section, in what sense is Whitman free?  Or how does he seem to define freedom?

9. Pick your favorite line from the poem.  Copy it down.  Be prepared to read it aloud.

