
ENGL 611 – "I give the sign of democracy": Walt Whitman and the 
representational crisis of nineteenth-century America. 

 

Instructor: Dr. Les Harrison 

Office: 2208, 701 W. Grace 

Office Hours: 1:00 – 2:30, WMF & by appointment 

Phone: 828-6785 (w), 804-269-1023 (c) 

Email: hlharrison@vcu.edu 

 

 

In the 1855 preface to Leaves of Grass, Walt Whitman writes: “Other states indicate 

themselves in their deputies . . . . but the genius of the United States is not best or most in 

its executives or legislatures, nor in its ambassadors or authors or colleges or churches or 

parlors, nor even in its newspapers or inventors . . . but always most in the common 

people.”  What is perhaps most striking about this democratic statement of faith is the fact 

that Whitman makes it in the middle of America's decade-long slide into civil war.  In this 

course we will examine the mounting tensions in Whitman's writing as he worked to 

maintain his faith in a radically democratic politics and poetics in the face of the racial and 

social inequalities of nineteenth-century America.  The course will begin with Whitman's 

journalism, move to an extended consideration of his major poetic works (with special 

emphasis given to “Song of Myself”), and conclude with an examination of his post-war 

prose (Democratic Vistas and Specimen Days).   

 

Required Texts 

 Walt Whitman.  Complete Poetry and Collected Prose.  Ed. Justin Kaplan.  1st Library of 

America College Edition.  New York: Library of America, 1996.  ISBN: 1883011353. 

 David S. Reynolds.  Walt Whitman's America: A Cultural Biography.  New York: Vintage, 

1996.  ISBN: 0679767096. 

 Michael Cunningham.  Specimen Days: A Novel.  New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.  

ISBN: 0374299625. 

 2 Course Packets, available at Uptown Color Wednesday, 8/31. 

 

Assignments 
There are three graded assignments for the course: 

 

 Reading Blog:  40% 

 Book Review  20% 

 Seminar Paper  40% 

"Blog of Myself" 

Part of Whitman's democratic poetics was his receptivity to the popular representational 

forms of the nineteenth century (daguerreotypes, expositions, galleries, panoramas, etc).  

In the spirit of Walt Whitman, students enrolled in this course will be required to maintain a 

reading blog as part of a course blog ring.  Although not required, participation in the course 



blog ring will be aided by access to high-speed internet.  For information on claiming your 

blog account please go to: http://www.blogger.com 

 

The blogs  you maintain for this course will serve as a form of public reading journal 

designed to promote an evolving dialogue between yourself, Whitman, and the community 

of Whitman scholars enrolled in the course.  How you use the blog – the content you post – 

is largely up to you.  At present, the only criteria for the blogs are as follows: 

 

 The blog must be kept current.  You‟ll want a minimum of one entry per week and 

may wish to update your blog more frequently. 

 The blog must be relatively civil in tone.  While I don‟t want you to censor yourselves 

should a course reading rub you the wrong way, try to be constructive in your 

criticisms.  (This applies more to your comments on your fellow student‟s entries). 

 The blog should be timely.  That is, you should focus your writing on the week‟s 

reading.   

 

In addition to writing your own entries, I want you to read and to offer commentary on a 

substantial sampling of your colleagues‟ blogs prior to each class.  I‟ll be assembling the 

class blogs into a blog ring to aid you in this task.  If possible, we‟ll look into the possibility 

of syndicating our blogs so that the class will know when new content has been posted to 

the ring.   

 

Try not to limit yourself to reading and commenting on the same blogs each week.  Ideally, 

the blog ring should serve as a means of exposing you to new approaches to both the 

week‟s readings and to Whitman as a whole. 

Article Review 

Over the course of the semester, each student will be asked to write and present an article 

review on a book-length work of Whitman scholarship.  Article reviews should be 

approximately 5 pages in length with half the review devoted to a brief synopsis of the work 

and the remaining space devoted to an analysis of the work‟s strengths and weaknesses. 

 

In addition to the written article review, 1-2 students will be asked to give a brief 

presentation on their article at the start of class each week.  Presentations should be no 

more than 10 minutes in length and should include a 1-2 page handout derived from the 

written book review. 

 

Article reviews will begin the third class meeting.  A list of potential works for review will be 

available on Blackboard prior to the second class meeting. 

Seminar Paper 

The final assignment for the course will be a 15-20 (exclusive of notes) seminar paper.  

Ideally, the paper may grow out of the reactions posted in your class blog.  Students will be 

required to submit an abstract for their paper roughly two-thirds of the way through the 

course. 



Week 1 
M, 8/29: 

 

 

Introduction to Whitman‟s America. 

Walt and I. 

Week 2 
M, 9/5 

 

 

   No class.  Labor Day 

Week 3 
M, 9/12: 

  

  

 Whitman‟s Journalism (CP1, 1–136) 

 Reynolds, chs. 1–4 (1–110) 

Week 4 
M, 9/19: 

 Preface to 1855 Leaves of Grass (5–26) 

 Reynolds, ch. 5 (111–153) 

 Emerson, “The American Scholar,” “The Poet” (CP2, 1-22)  

 Hawthorne, Prefaces (CP2, 23-33) 

 Melville, Hawthorne and His Mosses (CP2, 34-42) 

 Poe, “The Philosophy of Composition,” “Poetic Principle,” “Preface to Tales 

of the Grotesque and Arabesque” (CP2, 43-53) 

 

 

Week 5 
M, 9/26: 

 1855 “Song of Myself” (27–88) 

 Reynolds, ch. 6 & 7 (154–234) 

 Orvell, “Introduction,” & “Whitman‟s Transformed Eye” (CP1, 137–158) 

 Erkkila, “Leaves of Grass and the Body Politic” (CP2, 54-72) 

 

 

Week 6 
M, 10/3: 

 [1855] “A Song for Occupations,” “To Think of Time,” “The Sleepers,” “I 

Sing the Body Electric,” “Faces,” “Song of the Answerer,” “Europe the 72nd 

and 73rd Years of These States,” “A Boston Ballad,” “There Was a Child 

Went Forth,” “Who Learns My Lesson Complete,” “Great are the Myths” 

(89–142) 

 Letters, Emerson to Whitman & Whitman to Emerson (1326–1337) 

 Reynolds, chs. 8-10 (235–305) 

 Trachtenberg, “The Politics of Labor and the Poet‟s Work” (CP2, 73-79) 

 

 

Week 7 
M, 10/10: 

 [1856] “Song of the Open Road,” “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” “Song of the 

Broad-Axe,” “A Woman Waits for Me,” “Unfolded out of the Folds,” “To You 

Whoever You Are,” “Song of the Open Road,” “Salut au Monde!,” 

“Respondez!”   

 Prose: Appendix to Leaves of Grass (1856). 

 Reynolds, ch. 11 

 Fisher, “Democratic Social Space” (CP1, 159–200). 

 Thomas, “Whitman‟s Tale of Two Cities” (CP1, 202–226) 

 

 

Week 8 
M, 10/17: 

 [1860] “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking,” “Starting from Paumanok,” 

“Children of Adam,” “Calamus,” “To a Common Prostitute,” “As I Ebb‟d with 

the Ocean of Life,” “I hear America Singing,” “A Broadway Pageant” 

 Reynolds, ch. 12 

 Ceniza, “Being a Woman . . . I Wish to Give My Own View” (CP2, 80-92). 



 Yingling, “Homosexuality and Utopian Discourse in American Poetry (CP2, 

93-99)  

 Folsom, “Whitman‟s Calamus Photographs” (CP2, 100-113) 

 

 

Week 9 
M, 10/24: 

 [1867] “Drum Taps,” “Memories of President Lincoln,” “When I Heard the 

Learn‟d Astronomer.”   Prose works: “Origins of Attempted Succession,” 

“Death of President Lincoln,” journalistic depictions of the capitol (xerox) 

 Reynolds, ch. 13 

 Erkkila, “Burying President Lincoln” (CP2, 114-120). 

 Sill, “Whitman on „The Black Question‟: A New Manuscript” (CP2, 121-124) 

 

 

Week 10 
M, 10/31: 

 Democratic Vistas, “The Tramp and Strike Questions” 

 Whitman, Journalistic Depictions of the Capitol, correspondence (xerox) 

 Reynolds, ch. 14 

 Aspiz, “The Body Politic in Democratic Vistas” (CP2, 125-132). 

 Thomas, “The Other Civil War” (CP2, 133-146). 

 Erkkila, “Who Bridle Leviathan” (CP2, 147-156). 

 

 

Week 11 
M, 11/7: 

 [1871-1872] “Passage to India,” “A Noiseless Patient Spider,” “Song of the 

Exposition,” “Thou Mother with Thy Equal Brood,” “Prayer of Columbus.”  

Prose: Preface, 1872, to “As a Strong Bird on Pinions Free.” 

 Whitman, “Preface, 1872” (1000–1005).  

 Reynolds, ch. 15. 

 Erkkila, “The Poetics of Reconstruction” (CP2, 157-173). 

 Warren, “Reading Whitman‟s Postwar Poetry” (CP2, 174-184). 

 

 

Week 12 
M, 11/14: 

 Specimen Days 

 Erkkila, “Representing America” (CP2, 185-192). 

 Kinney, “making Capital: War, Labor, and Whitman in Washington” (193-

200)  

 

 

Week 13 
M, 11/21: 

 [1891-1892] “Song of Myself” 

 “First Annex: Sands at Seventy,” “Second Annex: Good-Bye My Fancy.”  

Prose: “A Backward Glance o‟er Travel‟d Roads.”  

 Dalliance of the Eagles 

 Reynolds, ch. 16  

 

 

Week 14 
M, 11/28 

 

 

 O‟Connor, The Good Gray Poet (CP2, 201-220) 

 Lawrence, “Walt Whitman,” from Studies in Classic American Literature 

(CP2, 221-229) 

 Twentieth-Century poets and writers respond to Walt Whitman; selections 

from Walt Whitman: The Measure of His Song (CP2, 230-328) 

 

 

Week 15 
M, 12/5 

 Cunningham.  Specimen Days: A Novel 

 

 


