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Now | tell what my mother told me:
The Literary Legacy of 'llliterate’ Louisa Van Velsor Whitman
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A Lecture by Karen Karbiener, Ph. D
Clinical Professor at New York University
President of Walt Whitman Initiative
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Program (7w 4)

1. A Brief Introduction of Prof. Karbiener by T. Kajiwara (% —tJ—%4 Z#/r, #E L V) [S minutes]
2. Prof. Karbiener’s Presentation (% — t'J—%4 Z#iH) [50 minutes]
~Break ~ [5 minutes]
* Please write your questions and comments in “Q & C Sheet” and submit them to
(ZEM - TERARICCEAOLE, REICTRIHL ZEW, )
3. Questions and Answers, Discussion (ZER - ZEZ, #iq)
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English Report on Dr. Karen Karbiener’s Lecture
The lecture meeting was held from 15:30 to 17:00 on July, 14th, Friday, 2023.

Under the title “Now [ tell what my mother told me: The Literary Legacy of ‘Illiterate’ Louisa Van Velsor Whitman,” Dr.
Karen Karbiner delivered the lecture about the influence of the mother on the 19th-century American representative poet Walt
Whitman. Prof. Karbiener showed abundant pictures and images on the screen in her slideshow, which made her presentation
easily understood and amused even by students and faculty who were unfamiliar with the field. The lecture included a fun
activity of practicing the making of folio (the form of a cheap book in the 19th century). The lecture was conducted in English
but with Japanese subtitles on slides, so even students who were not confident in spoken English could follow and understand
the talk. How much the lecture satisfied the intellectual curiosities of participants can be seen in their questions and comments
in the meeting and in their Q & C sheets.

Although Prof. Karbiener tried to make her presentation easily perceptible for undergraduates, the study subject about the
mother Louisa’s influences on the style and themes in Whitman’s poems beyond merely psychological ones is indeed new in
Whitman studies. Prof. Karbiener provided us with precious opportunity of learning recently new studies, convincingly
showing similarities between Louisa’s handwritten letters and Whitman’s poetic styles. A professor from another university,
among intellectually provoked participants, expressed his pleasures of hearing very precious lecture. Although the number of
the audience was a dozen or so, the participants seem to be very pleased to be there. As a whole, the lecture meeting was very
fruitful, supported by participants’ warm smiles.

For your reference, the synopsis of lecture is below:

[The Synopsis of Lecture]

Starting from fish-shape Paumanok, where I was born,
Well-begotten, and raised by a perfect mother...

(from “Starting From Paumanok™, Leaves of Grass (1891-92))

In his own words, the story of America’s poet begins with his mother. Throughout his life, Louisa Van Velsor Whitman
remained the woman— the person—whom Walt Whitman knew best and knew him best. Caregiver and dependent,
confidante and critic, his most frequent correspondent and longest-lived housemate, she served many roles yet has been
consistently downplayed or caricatured by Whitman’s biographers and friends. Whitman himself fashioned descriptions of
her to complement his mythology of poetic origins, abstractly referring to her as “illiterate in the formal sense” and Leaves of
Grass as “the flower of her temperament active in me.” Occasioned by the writing of a new Whitman biography, the first
chapter of which is expressed from Louisa’s viewpoint, this presentation will focus on her influence on her second son beyond
her disposition, despite her imperfect grammar—indeed, before his birth. In her position not just beside her son but ahead of

him, Whitman's mother presents a surprisingly fresh perspective on his remarkable life and work.



