
leaves of grass 1855 edition

leaves of grass 1855 edition marks a significant milestone in American
literature and poetry, representing the first published version of Walt
Whitman’s groundbreaking work. This edition introduced readers to Whitman’s
unique poetic style, characterized by free verse and a celebration of nature,
humanity, and democracy. The 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass was
revolutionary for its time, challenging traditional poetic forms and societal
norms. Its publication history, thematic explorations, and cultural impact
remain subjects of extensive study and admiration. This article delves into
the origins, content, and legacy of the Leaves of Grass 1855 edition,
providing a comprehensive overview for scholars, students, and poetry
enthusiasts alike. Below is a detailed table of contents outlining the main
topics covered.
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Historical Context and Publication Background

The Leaves of Grass 1855 edition emerged during a period of burgeoning
American nationalism and cultural identity formation. Walt Whitman, a
relatively unknown poet and journalist at the time, self-published the first
edition in Brooklyn, New York. This initial print run contained just 12
untitled poems, a modest beginning for what would become a monumental work.
Whitman’s decision to self-publish was driven by a desire for artistic
freedom, as traditional publishers were hesitant to embrace his
unconventional style and themes. The socio-political atmosphere of mid-19th
century America, marked by debates over democracy, individuality, and
slavery, provided fertile ground for Whitman’s poetic innovations.

Publication Details

The original 1855 edition was printed by Peter Eckler and consisted of 95
pages. Whitman personally oversaw the design, opting for a simple green cover
without a title on the front, which was unusual for books of that era. The
edition was sold at a price of $1, reflecting Whitman’s intent to reach a
broad audience. Despite its initial limited circulation, the publication
gained attention among literary circles and set the stage for subsequent
expanded editions.



Whitman’s Motivations and Challenges

Whitman’s motivation to publish the Leaves of Grass 1855 edition stemmed from
his belief in the power of poetry to unite Americans and express universal
human experiences. However, he faced significant challenges, including
financial constraints and skepticism from the literary establishment. His
radical approach to poetry, characterized by free verse and candid
exploration of the self and the body, was often met with criticism and
misunderstanding.

Content and Structure of the 1855 Edition

The content of the Leaves of Grass 1855 edition is notably distinct from
later versions due to its brevity and raw energy. It comprises 12 untitled
poems that explore themes of nature, the self, the body, and the American
experience. Whitman’s innovative use of free verse liberated poetry from
strict meter and rhyme schemes, allowing for a more natural and expansive
expression of ideas.

Overview of the Poems

The poems in the 1855 edition include famous pieces such as “Song of Myself,”
which serves as the centerpiece of the collection. The poems are
interconnected thematically, emphasizing the unity of the individual with
nature and society. Whitman’s poetic voice is confident, celebratory, and
inclusive, inviting readers to embrace their own identities and the
collective spirit of America.

Structural Features

Unlike traditional poetry books of the time, the 1855 edition lacks formal
divisions or titles for its poems. This structural choice reflects Whitman’s
intent to present the work as a cohesive whole rather than a series of
discrete pieces. The typography and formatting are straightforward, with an
emphasis on readability and accessibility.

Thematic Elements and Literary Style

The Leaves of Grass 1855 edition is renowned for its profound thematic
explorations and distinctive literary style. Whitman’s poetic innovation lies
in his embrace of free verse, which broke away from conventional poetic forms
to capture the rhythms of natural speech and thought. Thematically, the work
celebrates democracy, the human body, nature, and the interconnectedness of
all life.



Major Themes

Democracy and Individualism: Whitman champions the democratic spirit,
emphasizing equality and the power of the individual within the
collective society.

Nature and the Physical World: The poems reflect a deep reverence for
nature as a source of inspiration and spiritual renewal.

The Body and Sensuality: Whitman openly celebrates the human body and
sensual experiences, a groundbreaking approach for 19th-century poetry.

Spirituality and Transcendence: The work conveys a pantheistic
spirituality, seeing the divine in all aspects of life.

Literary Style and Innovations

Whitman’s use of free verse allowed for a fluid and expansive poetic form
that mirrored the vastness of the American landscape and spirit. His language
is direct, vivid, and often repetitive, creating a rhythmic and musical
quality. The use of cataloging, parallelism, and anaphora are stylistic
devices that enhance the thematic depth and emotional resonance of the poems.

Reception and Critical Response

The initial reception of the Leaves of Grass 1855 edition was mixed, with
some praising its originality while others criticized its boldness and
perceived obscenity. The unconventional style and frank treatment of
sexuality challenged prevailing moral and literary standards, leading to
controversy and censorship in some quarters.

Contemporary Reviews

Early reviewers were divided; some recognized Whitman’s genius and
innovation, while others dismissed the work as crude or indecent. The
literary establishment largely ignored or rejected the book, but it found a
dedicated audience among progressive thinkers and artists who appreciated its
democratic ideals.

Impact on Whitman’s Career

Despite the mixed reviews, the 1855 edition established Whitman as a
pioneering voice in American poetry. It encouraged him to continue revising
and expanding Leaves of Grass throughout his life, resulting in multiple
editions that reflected his evolving vision and the changing cultural



landscape.

Legacy and Influence in American Literature

The Leaves of Grass 1855 edition is widely regarded as a foundational text in
American literature. Its innovative poetic form and themes influenced
countless writers and helped shape the trajectory of modern poetry. Whitman’s
celebration of democracy, individuality, and nature resonated deeply with the
American ethos and inspired future generations of poets.

Influence on Later Writers

Whitman’s stylistic and thematic innovations paved the way for modernist
poets such as T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound, who admired his break from
traditional forms. His emphasis on the self and the collective consciousness
also influenced the Beat poets and contemporary American literature at large.

Enduring Cultural Significance

The Leaves of Grass 1855 edition continues to be studied and celebrated for
its bold artistic vision and cultural impact. It remains a symbol of artistic
freedom and a testament to the power of poetry to reflect and shape national
identity. The edition’s historical and literary significance ensures its
place as a vital subject of academic inquiry and popular appreciation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the 1855 edition of
Leaves of Grass?

The 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass is significant as it was the first
edition of Walt Whitman's groundbreaking poetry collection, marking a major
shift in American literature with its free verse style and celebration of
democracy and the individual.

How many poems were included in the 1855 edition of
Leaves of Grass?

The 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass contained 12 untitled poems, all written
by Walt Whitman.

What themes are explored in the 1855 edition of
Leaves of Grass?

The 1855 edition explores themes such as individualism, nature, democracy,
the human body, and the interconnectedness of all life.



How was the 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass
originally published?

The 1855 edition was self-published by Walt Whitman in Brooklyn, New York,
with a modest print run of about 800 copies.

What was the public and critical reaction to the 1855
edition of Leaves of Grass?

The initial reaction was mixed; some critics praised its originality and
boldness, while others were shocked by its candid treatment of sexuality and
unconventional style.

Did Walt Whitman use his real name in the 1855
edition of Leaves of Grass?

Yes, Walt Whitman used his real name in the 1855 edition, unlike some authors
who used pseudonyms at the time.

What is unique about the style of poetry in the 1855
edition of Leaves of Grass?

The poetry in the 1855 edition is notable for its free verse style, lack of
rhyme and regular meter, and its conversational, expansive tone.

How did the 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass influence
American poetry?

The 1855 edition broke away from traditional European poetic forms and
inspired future generations of poets to explore free verse and American
themes.

Are original copies of the 1855 edition of Leaves of
Grass valuable today?

Yes, original copies of the 1855 edition are considered rare and highly
valuable collector's items, often fetching significant sums at auctions.

Additional Resources
1. Leaves of Grass: The 1855 Edition
This is the original edition of Walt Whitman's seminal poetry collection,
first published in 1855. It marks a revolutionary shift in American poetry,
celebrating nature, the human body, and democracy. The book contains twelve
untitled poems, including the iconic "Song of Myself," and reflects Whitman's
innovative free verse style.

2. Walt Whitman: A Life by Justin Kaplan
This biography delves into the life of Walt Whitman, providing context for
the creation of Leaves of Grass. Kaplan explores Whitman's personal
struggles, his literary ambitions, and the cultural environment of 19th-
century America. The book offers insights into how the 1855 edition of Leaves



of Grass emerged as a groundbreaking work.

3. The Cambridge Companion to Walt Whitman edited by Ezra Greenspan
This scholarly collection presents essays that examine the themes, style, and
historical significance of Leaves of Grass, with a focus on its earliest
editions. Contributors analyze the 1855 edition's radical content and its
impact on American literature. The companion is ideal for readers seeking a
deeper understanding of Whitman's poetic innovations.

4. Leaves of Grass: A Textual Variorum of the Printed Poems 1855-1856 by
Edward F. Grier
This detailed textual study compares the 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass with
its subsequent 1856 printing. Grier meticulously traces changes Whitman made,
revealing his evolving poetic voice and intentions. The book is a valuable
resource for scholars interested in the development of Whitman's work.

5. Whitman's Poetry and the Politics of the Body by Betsy Erkkila
Erkkila explores the themes of corporeality and democracy in Leaves of Grass,
emphasizing the 1855 edition's celebration of the physical self. The book
discusses how Whitman’s poetry challenges traditional notions of identity and
sexuality. It provides a critical lens for understanding the radical nature
of the original publication.

6. Walt Whitman and the Civil War: America's Poet During the Lost Years of
1860-1862 by Michael C. Cohen
While focusing on Whitman's Civil War years, this book provides background on
the poet's earlier work, including the 1855 Leaves of Grass. Cohen examines
how the original edition laid the groundwork for Whitman's later themes of
national unity and human resilience. The book situates the 1855 poems within
the broader narrative of American history.

7. Walt Whitman’s America: A Cultural Biography by David S. Reynolds
Reynolds provides a vivid portrait of the cultural and social milieu that
shaped Leaves of Grass. He traces Whitman's influences and the reception of
the 1855 edition, highlighting its challenge to established literary norms.
The biography enriches readers’ appreciation of Whitman's revolutionary
poetic vision.

8. The Walt Whitman Archive (online resource)
This comprehensive digital archive offers access to all editions of Leaves of
Grass, including the 1855 edition. It features high-quality scans,
transcriptions, and critical essays that illuminate the text’s historical
context. The archive is an essential tool for students and scholars studying
Whitman’s original publication.

9. Whitman and the Dream of Democracy by David Haven Blake
Blake analyzes the democratic ideals expressed in the 1855 Leaves of Grass,
connecting Whitman's poetry to contemporary political thought. The book
discusses how Whitman’s free verse form embodies democratic principles of
freedom and equality. It provides a philosophical perspective on the enduring
significance of the 1855 edition.
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