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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. Recall a tragedy, historical or contemporary, national, local, or personal, and then describe it 
as vividly as you can, relying on research, interviews, and/or memory, in the same way that 
Whitman brought to life the assassination of Abraham Lincoln: what difficulties do you find 
in making the event seem true to life? What details in Whitman's description of the events in 
Ford's Theater seem most believable? Anything that strikes you as being far-fetched? 

 
2. When we are faced with a moment of deep loss or even a catastrophic event, the last thing 

most people think about is writing about it. Yet some, as Whitman did here, do write while 
the grief is still almost unbearable. What are the advantages and drawbacks of writing about 
grief and loss when the feeling is still raw? Do you think it is helpful to get something down 
in words while you are very close to the event, or is it best to give yourself time? Why? 

 
3. For Whitman, the death of Lincoln becomes entwined with the aroma of lilacs, with the low-

hanging Evening Star, and with the distant song of a hermit thrush. A smell, a sight, a sound. 
It is difficult to disentangle the sense impressions we may receive when we experience the 
horror of a deep loss. Think of a time in your own life when you have, for reasons you don’t 
understand, associated a seemingly unrelated sensation or memory with your being informed 
of a death or other tragic event. Write about this seeming dislocation until it begins to make 
sense. Is that process what Whitman went through in writing “When Lilacs Last in the 
Door-Yard Bloom’d”—writing until his seemingly unrelated trinity began to cohere as a 
unified three-in-one memory? 

 
4. Style is important. When we want to capture a sense of fragmentation and loss in our 

writing, it may be effective to use the syntax as well as the words to communicate the feeling 
of brokenness, as Whitman does at the end of his revision of “When Lilacs Last in the 
Door-Yard Bloom’d.” Write a brief paragraph that recalls a moment you felt broken and 
lost, and use syntax as well as diction to capture the feeling. 

 
5. Whether or not you believe in God, a god, gods, or no god, it can often be useful to imagine 

what an ideal god would be—what qualities your desired god would have, how many sides, 
how many aspects. Would your god be gendered, ungendered, multi-gendered? All-powerful 
or limited in power? Does anything in the world reflect your god, seem to be created in his, 
her, its, their image? Does your god intrude into the affairs of the world or stand apart from 
them? Write a god that would serve you (or that you would serve) on your worst days. 

 
6. Intimacy in the midst of the brutality of war is often a difficult thing to deal with, since 

passionate love can feel so out of place in a world where hatred seems to reign. Yet many 
writers and filmmakers have investigated how in fact intimacy may be experienced as more 
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intense and more crucial during a time of war than during a time of peace. What factors 
could contribute to this sense of increased intensity of love during war? What are examples 
of this phenomenon that you can think of? Have you experienced it yourself? 

 


