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How to Use: 
These discussion questions are based on the video and required reading for each class. You can use 
them to lead a discussion with your group, or you can use them to think about the class videos and 
readings on your own. You do not have to use them in the order given below, and you do not have 
to use all of them. Onward! 
 

1. In this section, Whitman imagines a new kind of American “savage” who assumes 
“primitive” and “natural” kinds of behaviors and thus energizes the American culture by 
abandoning stultifying overly “civilized” forms of behavior. Are all cultures at some point 
altered by life on their frontiers? Do all countries have “civilized” areas that are contrasted 
by more “primitive” or “savage” areas far from the civilized center? Are the tensions 
between the civilized and savage parts of a culture always productive? Are these tensions 
always working to alter the nature of the national character? 

 
2. In this tall tale, we get Crockett handling the sun and getting a light from the sun’s “top-

knot” (a term for a decorative knot of ribbons or a tuft of hair on the top of one’s head). 
Whitman, too, seems to be handling the sun in the opening lines and interacting with the 
Earth, whom the poet calls “old top-knot” (a comic term once used to refer to American 
Indians, some of whom wore their hair in knots). What is the effect of Whitman’s including 
elements of tall tales in his poetry? Is this section comic in its bravado, in its hyperbolic 
claims of power? Or do the comic elements help sustain the seriousness of the poet’s claim 
of interpenetrating power? 

 
3. Robert G. Ingersoll, an agnostic who was a well-known American commentator on religion 

in the late nineteenth century, always admired Whitman’s work because of its refusal to 
accept any religious creed. “Whitman keeps open house,” Ingersoll said: “He is intellectually 
hospitable. He extends his hand to a new idea. He does not accept a creed because it is 
wrinkled and old and has a long white beard. He knows that hypocrisy has a venerable look, 
and that it relies on looks and masks—on stupidity—and fear.” But Whitman, in his final 
years, had a long white beard and a venerable look, and a number of his followers thought 
that an actual new religion, perhaps to be called “Whitmanism,” would grow out of his 
writings and use Leaves of Grass as its holy book. What is it in Whitman’s simultaneous 
embrace and rejection of all religions that makes his spiritual quest different from that of 
organized religions? Would you say Whitman is a “religious” poet? A “spiritual” one? 

 
4. Take any product you have purchased in the past few weeks and try writing out what you 

imagine to be the lives—the living bodies—of those who produced it. What path did your 
money take after you handed it to the cashier? What lives did it help enhance or help 
destroy? 

 
5. Whitman was very aware that he was writing his poem for readers who did not exist when he 

wrote the poem. In a very real way, then, we are, for Whitman, the “afterlife.” We had no 
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bodies, no identities, when he lived, but he had faith we would emerge out of the identities 
and bodies that he and all those who lived 150 years ago left behind. What physical ways do 
you see your own body and the bodies of those alive now living off of the material remains 
of bodies that were once alive, and what signs do you see that you are living off of the ideas, 
beliefs, doubts, successes, and errors of those now dead? Can religious faith be built on such 
a materialistic basis—that the physical world just keeps transforming and transmuting into 
an endless ongoing present (which is the only place that “afterlife” can occur)? 

 


