Good Measures  115

Special Case: 
Writing about Literature

Here is a poem by Walt Whitman that you can use to practice formulating ideas about literature:

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.

1.
Read this poem several times. Read it aloud at least once. Look up any unfamiliar words in the dictionary.


2.
Write a brief summary of the poem: in a sentence or two, say what the speaker did that night.


3.
Locate what you consider the turning point or major shift in the poem. Write a sentence or two explaining the change. List everything you can note prior to the turning point and after the turning point. Include particular choices of words that add to the feeling in each part.


4.
Write several sentences explaining the feelings expressed in line 5 and in line 8.


5.
Now write a paragraph or two explaining what you think Whitman is pointing out in this poem. Tell which details and choices and which words and phrases make Whitman's ideas clear to you. 
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See Rules of Thumb, pp. 101-02, 104-07.

