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Born second in a family of eight children (Reynolds) in Long Island (Mallis), Whitman achieved his poetic supremacy with over 300 works supporting his popularity by his time of in 1892. Whitman attended standard public schools in Brooklyn, but rarely spoke of his thoughts on it other than his opposition to corporal punishment (a common practice in Brooklyn’s local school system).(Price and Folsom)
Whitman always claimed that the more effective and useful education in his life came from outside of school: museums, libraries, and commonly attended lectures are the various materials Whitman attributed to his “real” education” (Price and Folsom). Whitman’s formal education ended at the age of eleven, when he began his working life as an office attendant for some Brooklyn lawyers (Price and Folsom).
At 12, Whitman began to work for a liberal, working-class newspaper titled the Patriot. This is where Whitman was first exposed to printing and writing. This exposure mixed with a subscription to a large local library given to Whitman by the lawyer firm got Whitman started in his own writing endeavors (Price and Folsom).

During his lifetime, Whitman wrote a successively cumulative volume of poems mostly set to a “thought-rhythm” form. This form was most primitively and popularly found in Old Testament poetry as well as in ancient books of India such as the (Bah-gah-vad Jee-ta) Bhagavad-Gita, of which Whitman was aware through translation. This poetic form provides for a highly musical sound which supported Whitman’s inspiration by the operas he attended frequently in New York. (Mallis)
Although Whitman was largely a man of his time in his beliefs, he was also a firm believer in democracy which is reflected in a lot of his poetry. He admired Abraham Lincoln for his actions towards the spread of democracy. Though surface-level interpretations of Whitman’s post Civil War works reveal Whitman’s resistance to the conservative aggressiveness towards materialism, careful study of these works will show that Whitman still wrote that ideals will eventually surpass greed.

A common theme among most of Whitman’s works show less of a logical explanation of their meaning, and more of an unformatted, raw emotional splurge on paper. The majority of his poems are not immediately apparent in their meaning, but rather contain a lot of emotion and feelings behind their purpose.

When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer
When I heard the learn'd astronomer,
When the proofs, the figures, were ranged in columns before me,
When I was shown the charts and diagrams, to add, divide, and measure them,
When I sitting heard the astronomer where he lectured with much applause in the lecture-room,
How soon unaccountable I became tired and sick,
Till rising and gliding out I wander'd off by myself,
In the mystical moist night-air, and from time to time,
Look'd up in perfect silence at the stars.

Poem Paraphrase
I listened to the astronomer
I listened to the analytical proofs he presented before me

I saw these mathematical representations of nature

I sat and listened while others watched in awe and amazement. They clapped and seemed 

impressed.

I could not sit and listen any longer. The entire analytical lecture I heard made me sick.

I rose and I left the lecture session alone.
I recalled the enigmatic moist comforting night air

I looked up in the sky in awe at the pure, perfect, natural simplicity of the stars and visuals I saw.

Poem Analysis and Breakdown

Earlier you heard me speak about the majority of Whitman’s writings being done in a raw emotional manner rather than a logical one. This should be apparent after first hearing When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer. When you really break down this poem, however, and know Whitman’s standings on things, you will see more than its blatant inconsistent word order.

The colloquial and disordered language is put in place for the purpose of conveying the narrator’s low intelligence levels. The narrator first tells the reader, with bias in his descriptions, of his current setting: a complex analytical lecture by an astronomer. The narrator shows that what he hears from the lecturer goes right over his head. So much so, that the narrator gets up and leaves the session. It is made apparent that the narrator is the only one disinterested in the subject of which the astronomer speaks when he says “Till rising and gliding out I wander'd off by myself”.


This poem, after understanding some history of Whitman’s past, seems to be an exclamation of Whitman’s truly creative self. It show’s how Whitman becomes frustrated with people who read too much into things (analytically) and that it is much more peaceful to just enjoy nature as it is presented to you. Whitman, at the end of this poem, tells of the narrator looking up at the quiet and peaceful sky and just seeing its simplicity and taking it in.
