
1/10/13 

1 

* UNIT 4 
AMERICAN VOICES 
Emily Dickinson 

*      AMERICAN POETRY 
* 19th Century poets Emily Dickinson and Walt Whitman were 
the first two distinct American Poets 
* Dickinson and Whitman were responsible for establishing the 
American poetic voice 
* Whitman’s poetry embodies the freedom that characterizes 
the American spirit and captures the American landscape.  

*      AMERICAN POETRY 
* Dickinson’s poetry is filled with stylistic innovations 
(punctuations & slant rhyme) and has a highly personal quality 
that emphasizes American Individualism. 
* Adopted Emerson's transcendentalist ideals of free thought, 
self reliance, nonconformity, confidence, and the importance of 
nature; incorporated them into their style of poetry.    
* Dickinson’s Slant Rhyme and Whitman’s Free Verse   
* The American Poets before them still followed European styles 
of poetry with strict poetic meter and themes. 

* EMILY DICKINSON 

* BIOGRAPHY 
* Born in Amherst, Massachusetts 
* The daughter of a prominent lawyer 
* As a child she enjoyed cooking, sewing, playing with friends, 
winter sports, and studying at a boarding school. 
* Social Extraverted Child but transformed into an Isolated 
Introverted Adult. 
* Did not want to leave her small town as she grew older and 
refused to go past her garden in the last 10 years of her life.   

* DICKINSON’S POETRY 
* Devoted most her time to writing poetry 
* Shared her work with very few people and often doubted her 
abilities 
* Critics of her day sought to change her unconventional style; 
eccentric use of punctuation and irregular rhyme & meter 

* DICKINSON’S POETRY 
* Wrote 1,775 poems but only published 7 before her death 
* The remaining poems found in a drawer by Emily’s sister 
Lavinia  
* Lavinia sent the poems to a publisher and were eventually 
published in three series. 
* As of 1955 all Dickinson’s poems were published. 

* Emily Dickinson 
* Only dressed in white and would not allow strangers or 
neighbors to see her in the final years of her life. 
* Although ill she only allowed the doctor to examine from a 
distance 
* Fought illness for 2 years then eventually died in the same 
house in which she was born. (1886) 

* LITERARY TERMS 

* SLANT RHYME 
* Rhyme in which the final sounds are similar but not exact 
* The vowels or consonants of stressed syllables are identical 
sound as in:  

eyes: lights   
years: yours 
lid: lad 
wait: made  
spilled: spoiled 
chitter: chatter  
mystery: mastery 

* SLANT RHYME IN  
HIP HOP 
* Hip Hop is a 21st Century example of Slant Rhyme 
* Rappers or Emcees do not have to worry about exact rhymes 
because they have listeners and not readers.  
* The responsibility of pronunciation is taken away from the 
reader, so that no error would be made on the poet’s intention. 
* Emcees have the liberty of pronouncing words as they see fit, 
so that it rhymes to the ear.    

* PARADOX 
* A statement that at first seems contradictory, but then reveals 
a deeper truth or meaning 
* “Cruel to be kind” 

* COMMON METER 
* Iambic tetrameter followed by iambic trimeter, usually with 
abcb rhyme scheme 
* Simplest and most common 
* Dickinson probably inspired by Protestant hymns 
* Also called ballad meter 
*  “Because I could not stop for Death/He kindly stopped for me” 

* PUNCTUATION 
* Dashes suggests pauses 
* Capitalization = Emphasis 

Walt Whitman 
1819 – 1892 
“The Good Gray Poet” 
“The Bard of Democracy” 

Biography 
o Born on Long Island 
o ½ English & ½ Dutch 
o Raised in Brooklyn New York 
o Trained to be a printer 
o Printer and Journalist 
o Attended lectures, visited museums and libraries often  
o Age 27 Brooklyn Eagle editor 
o Was fired because he opposed slavery 
o Teacher, opposed corporal punishment 

Biography 
o Started officially writing poetry in 1850  
o Published Leaves of Grass in 1855 
o Critics despised his style and subject matter 
o Established poet John Greenleaf Whittier burned his copy of 

Leaves of Grass to demonstrate his disapproval  
o After reading this selection Emerson stated it was “the most 

extraordinary piece of wit and wisdom that America has yet 
contributed” 

Leaves of Grass   
o Constantly revised, reshaped, and expanded up until his 

death 
o This piece was about Whitman’s evolving vision of the world 
o Strong belief in democracy, equality, and spiritual unity that 

was exhibited in his work 
o Heavily influenced by transcendentalism 

Leaves of Grass   
o Poetry based on observation and comprehension of the world 
o Consisted of 383 Poems 
o One of the most highly regarded collections of poetry ever 

written 

Literary Terms 
Free Verse 
o Poetry that has irregular meter and line length 
o Should mimic natural speech with rising and falling action 

CATALOGING 
o Creating long lists for poetic or rhetorical effect.  

VOCABULARY LIST 1 

CORNICE 
¢ Noun 
¢ Projecting decorative molding along the top of a building 
 

SURMISED 
¢ Verb 
¢ Guessed 
¢ Suppose that something is true without having evidence to 
confirm it 

OPPRESSES 
¢ Verb 
¢ Weighs heavily on the mind 
¢ To burden spiritually or mentally 
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