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Walt Whitman is famous or maybe infamous for his disregard for the rules that once governed the form of poetry.  He is considered to be the father of free verse.  Certainly however it can not be reasonably claimed that Whitman is the first person ever to write verse in this manner.  He is however known to many as the father of free verse.  Many, Aristotle among them, would probably argue that Whitman’s “Song of Myself” is not real poetry, that it is merely sloppily written line-broken prose.  

I, however, would argue the opposite that his free verse style was a brilliant form to use in the writing of his “Song of Myself,” in which he wrestles with the issue of his own identity and place in the world.  The way Whitman uses free verse is incredibly appropriate because it sounds as though this song of himself is being sung inside his head to himself.  Because most normal human beings do not formulate the ideas in their heads in sonnet form, Whitman’s lack of form seems more like the thoughts found in one’s mind.  The words on the page, when read sound like the thoughts streaming randomly and involuntarily through one’s own mind.  A good example of this is the sixth section of “Song of Myself,” in which Whitman uses a multitude of lines of varying length that begin with “I guess…” in order to show the progression of his thoughts.  This would not have been possible in a rigid structure, because he would have had to trim or stretch lines to keep them to similar lengths while fretting over rhyme and meter. 

The speaker’s tone in this piece appears much more personal in “Song of Myself,” which is of course appropriate in a poem dealing with the identity of the speaker.  The tone’s impersonal feel is mostly the effect of the use of free verse.  Because this piece is written in a way that appears like it could be the exact transcription of Walt Whitman’s thoughts, it appears to be very personal, which is again very appropriate to a piece dealing with the complex role of an individual in the world.  I personally cannot think of a better way to describe who a person is than to outline his or her exact thought process.   Our thoughts can arguably be called the essence of ourselves.  Therefore Whitman’s style is very appropriate for the handling of his rather lofty topic.  


I would also contend that Whitman’s diction would have been sacrificed if he had written in strict form.  This would of course have disrupted his handling of the very personal topic that he selected in “Song of Myself.”  Diction is essential in lines such as: “And now it seems to me the beautiful uncut hair of graves” (1007), in which he relies entirely on the imagery of the metaphor of hair on a head and a grave to depict his point.  Lines before that he spat out the words “Kanuck, Tuckahoe, Congressman, Cuff” (1007), in one fell swoop which certainly wouldn’t have been easy in strict structure.  


Walt Whitman’s free verse poetry is often regarded as unpoetic.  Robert Frost even said that free verse is “like playing tennis without a net.”  He, however, employed the most appropriate structure possible for the expression of his ideas, namely a complete lack of structure.  Not only do his lines flow randomly as if mimicking his thoughts, but the diction he is able to utilize because of his lack of structure is astounding and incredibly appropriate for his topics and themes.

