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PREFACE

No editor, I daresay, could be entirely at ease in labeling his selec-
tion of the poetry and prose of Walt Whitman with the confident
designation—the best. Perhaps this book would be more accurately
—if more awkwardly—titled as the most relevant rather than the
best of Whitman, although T have, according to my judgment, kept
the ideal of the poet’s best constantly in mind. Some of Whitman’s
prose—for example, the 1872 and 1876 Prefaces—is mediocre, aesthet-
ically considered, but vital to an understanding of his poetic purpose.
As for the poetry, onc 1s forced by space limitations to exclude, with
some arbitrariness, some of Whitman’s longer poems, for there is
not room for all of them, and not all of them, I believe, are worth
including. T have been at particular pains, however, to include most
of Whitman’s first pocms—nine of the original twelve of the first
edition of Leaves of Grass—for I am convinced that the poct’s genius
was most abounding and most intense, if not most wise, in his first
creative impulse—in, for instance, such remarkable poems as “The
Sleepers” and “Faces” which have been too often overlooked in
selection.

The order of the poems, and the prose too—with one small excep-
tion—is chronological, as accuratcly revealing Whitman’s poctic de-
velopment which his own final arrangement helped to obscure. The
text of the poetry, except for ten poems taken from the annexes
“Sands at Seventy” and “Good-Bye My Fancy,” is that of the seventh
(1881) edition of Leaves of Grass, in which Whitman made his final
revisions of text, arrangement, and title. The text of the prose is,
with a few exceptions indicated in the notes, taken from the original
editions.

I am much indebted to the researches of many Whitman scholars
whose work, particularly in recent years, has been notably effective
in insight and discovery. Their most significant contributions are
listed in the Bibliography, which, however, is necessarily limited.
One indispensable study I should like to acknowledge here—Gay
Wilson Allen’s Walt Whitman Handbook, which has been of in-
valuable assistance.

HaroLo W. Broveerr






CONTENTS
INTRODUCTION

CHRONOLOGY OF WHITMAN’S LIFE AND TIMES

POEMS

Song of Myself

A Song for Occupations

To Think of Time

The Sleepers

I Sing the Body Electric

Faces

Europe

There Was a Child Went Forth
Who Learns My Lesson Complete?
Song of the Broad-Axe

This Compost

Crossing Brooklyn Ferry

Song of the Open Road

On the Beach at Night Alone

A Song of the Rolling Earth

To You

To a Foil'd European Revolutionaire
Song of Prudence

Miracles

Excelsior

Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking
To the Garden the World

From Pent-Up Aching Rivers

One Hour to Madness and Joy

37

45

105
110
118
125
129
130
132
133
143
145
151
160
160
165
168
169
172
172
173
179
179
181



vi CONTENTS

Native Moments

Once I Pass'd Through a Populous City
Facing West from California’s Shores
As Adam Early in the Morning

In Paths Untrodden

Scented Herbage of My Breast )
Whoever You Are Holding Me Now in Hand
For You O Democracy

Of the Terrible Doubt of Appearances
Recorders Ages Hence

When I Heard at the Close of the Day
Are You the New Person Drawn Toward Me?
Of Him I Love Day and Night

I Saw 1n Lousiana a Live-Oak Growing
This Moment Yearning and Thoughtful
I Hear It Was Charged Against Me
Here the Frailest Leaves of Me
Sometimes with One I Love

Among the Multitude

That Shadow My Likeness

Full of Life Now

To a Common Prostitute

I Sit and Look Out

Yet, Yet, Ye Downcast Hours

As 1 Ebb’d with the Ocean of Life

The World Below the Brine

A Hand-Mirror

To Him That Was Crucified

O Magnet-South

Mannahatta

Song at Sunset

Me Imperturbe

I Hear America Singing

Poets to Come

To the States

182
182
183
183

184
185
187
187
188
188
189
190
190
191
191
191
192
192
192
192
193
193
194
194
197
197
198

199
200
202
203
203
204



CONTENTS

To the Statcs, To Identify the 16th, 17th, or 18th Presidentiad

Vocalism
All Is Truth
So Long!
A Noiseless Patient Spider
Pioncers! O Pioneers!
Beat! Beat! Drums!
Rise O Days from Your Fathomless Deeps
City of Ships
Cavalry Crossing a Ford
Bivouac on a Mountain Side
An Army Corps on the March
By the Bivouac’s Fitful Flame
Come Up from the Fields Father
Vigil Strange I Kept on the Field One Night
A March in the Ranks Hard-Prest, and the Road Unknown
A Siﬁht in Camp 1n the Daybreak Gray and Dim
As Toilsome I Wander’'d Virginia’s Woods
Year that Trembled and Reel'd Beneath Me
The Wound-Dresser
Long, too Long America
Give Me the Splendid Silent Sun
Over the Carnage Rose Prophetic a Voice
Look Down Fair Moon
Reconciliation
As I Lay with My Head in Your Lap Camerado
To a Certain Civilian
¢ When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d
O Caprain! My Captain!
Hush’d be the Camps To-day
Ashes of Soldiers
Pensive on Her Dead Gazing
Years of the Modern
Quicksand Years
When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer

vii
204
204
205
206
209
209
213
213
215
216
216
217
217
217
219
220
221
222
222
222
225
225
227
228
228
228
229
229
237
238
238
240
241
242
242



viii CONTENTS

Out of the Rolling Ocean the Crowd 242
I Heard You Solemn-Sweet Pipes of the Organ 243
A Farm Picture 243
Old Ireland 243
Chanting the Square Deific 244
Shut Not Your Doors 246
Beginning My Studies 246
One’s-Self T Sing 246
Tears 247
The City Dead-House 247
When I Read the Book 248
Darest Thou Now O Soul 248
Whispers of Heavenly Death 249
The Last Invocation 249
Proud Music of the Storm 250
Passage to India 255
Gods 263
Sparkles from the Wheel 264
As I Ponder’d 1n Silence 205
Now Finale to the Shore 265
The Base of All Metaphysics 266
On the Beach at Night 260
The Mysuc Trumpeter 267
Wandering at Morn 270
The Ox-Tamer 271
Prayer of Columbus 272
Song of the Universal 274
To a Locomotive in Winter 276
By Broad Potomac’s Shore 277
With All Thy Gafts 277
Eidélons 278
Patroling Barnegat 280
The Dalliance of the Eagles 281
Spirit That Form’d This Scene 281

Roaming in Thought 281



CONTENTS

A Clear Midnight
Old Salt Kossabone
Twilight

Thanks in Old Age
From Montauk Point
A Prairie Sunset

The First Dandelion
“The Rounded Catalogue Divine Complete”
L. of G.’s Purport
Unseen Buds
Good-Bye My Fancy!

PROSE

Independent American Litcrature
Preface to 1855 Edition of Leaves of Grass
Democratic Vistas

Preface, 1872, to “As a Strong Bird on Pinions Free”
Preface, 1876, to the two-volume Centennial Edition of L. of G.

and “Two Rivulets”
The Tramp and Strike Questions
Freedom
Our Real Culmination
An American Problem
Specimen Days in America:
My Passion for Ferries
Broadway Sights
Omunibus Jaunts and Drivers
Plays and Operas Too
Opening of the Secession War
Battle of Bull Run, July, 1861

The Stupor Passes—Something Else Begins

Back to Washington
A Night Battle, Over a Week Since
Some Specimen Cases

ix
282
282
282
283
283
283
284
284
284
285
285

289
291
312
374

379
386
388
389
389

390
390
391
392
303
394
397
398
399
402



X CONTENTS

Abraham Lincoln
The Inauguration
Death of President Lincoln
No Good Portrait of Lincoln
Three Ycars Summ’d Up
The Real War Will Never Get in the Books
A July Afternoon by the Pond
Autumn Side-Bits
Sea-Shore Fancies
Full-Starr’d Nights
Sundown Lights
Human and Heroic New York
Millet’s Pictures
Boston Common—More of Emerson
Death of Longfellow
By Emerson’s Grave
Final Confessions—Literary Tests
Nature and Democracy—Morality
Slang in America
Gathering the Corn
A Backward Glance O’er Travel'd Roads

NOTES AND COMMENTS
A SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY
INDEX OF TITLES AND FIRST LINES

404
405
406
407
407
408
410

412
413
414
414
415
416
417
419
420
421
422
427
429

447
467
473



THE BEST OF
WHITMAN






INTRODUCTION

Tue roer who said that to have great poets there must be great
audiences too admitted calmly toward the end that he had not gained
the acceptance of his own time. Nor has he wholly gained it today.
The time has continued to stray toward nfidelity, and the divine
average has not yet accepted its prophet. In a sense 1t may never do
so, for the poctry of vision does not strike the average. It wins its
victories all the same by working through individuals, those who
have been called the passionate few in whose keeping literature is
not allowed to die. These ndividuals are Whitman’s audience,
dispersed and unconventional, many of them poets, rebels, re-
formers, and intellectuals who do what they can to further Whit-
man’s hope that onc day he will reach to the “bulk-pcople of all
lands.”

The world of letters, then, has long made up its mind that Whit-
man is indeed a significant poct, but America in gencral, despite
Whitman’s usefulness to editorial writers in time of national crisis,
has not yet done so. The poet is still uneasily regarded by Americans
at large. Possibly this may derive in part from a certain uneasiness
i the poet himself, the unease that comes from assuming an Adamic
role consciously aware of itself, but a more obvious reason is that the
common reader finds little occasion in Whitman’s poetry for expected
responses. Samuel Johnson said of Gray'’s “Elegy” that “it abounds
with images which find a murror in every mind, and with sentiments
to which every bosom returns an echo.” Leaves of Grass does not
immediately return echoes to every bosom, for both its sentiments
and its images are formidable to a mind accustomed to conventional
expression. Gray’s poetry depends on traditional expectations, Whit-
man’s on areas of sensibility which the average reader will hesitate to
enter unless he is ready to confess—as to a confidant—a response to
which ordinarily he does not give way, a responsec which may even
go to sources beyond ordinary consciousness and become actually the
commitment of a lover or a disciple.

3



4 INTRODUCTION

Whitman’s demand is not a literary demand, even though its suc-
cess must be adjudged on literary grounds: 1t 1s a religious or spiritual
demand upon the whole personality. This is why, near the very end,
in a prose note, “Sphinters” (1891), Whitman, after agreeing that “no
free and original and lofty-soaring poem . . . can possibly be fulfill’d
by any writer who has largely in his thought the public . . . " goes
on to affirm once again that “I have never so much cared to feed the
esthetic or intellectual palates—but if I could arouse from its slumbers
that cligibility 1n every soul for its own true exercise! if T could only
wiceld that lever!”

Underneath the pose of nonchalant confidence affected at best in
his poetry and at worst in his own rather painful press-agentry was
Whitman’s hvely awareness of the audacity of what he was attempt-
ing. To his untutored friend Peter Doyle he spoke of the common
reputation of Leaves of Grass as “a great mass of crazy talk and hard
words all tangled up (which, by the by is, I believe, your judgment
about 1t)”; and, more thoughtfully, to John Burroughs he expressed
his wonder that his poems had got any foothold at all. “When the
conditions were all considered, and the want of anything like
matured and robust aesthetic perception 1n this country remembered,
it was a great success to have effected a lodgment at all.” His
volume, as he was later to say, was a candidate for the future; his
time was posterity and his place was the world. “No really great
song can cver attan full purport ull long after the death of its
singer.”

But no poet ever tried more persistently and more explicitly to say
to his own time and place exactly what his purpose was, not alone in
many passages of Leuves of Grass, but also in elaborate prose amph-
fications. “Leaves of Grass . . . is, in its intentions, the song of a
great composite Democratic Individual, male or female . . " “Prob-
ably, indeed, the whole of these varied songs . . . only ring changes
in some sort on the ejaculation, How vast, how eligible, how joyful,
how real, is a Human Being, himself or herself.” “An attempt, from
first to last, to put a Person, a human being (myself, in the latter half
of the Nineteenth Century in America) freely, fully and truly on
record . . " “ .. a feeling or ambition to articulate and faithfully
express in literary or poetic form, and uncompromisingly, my own
physical, emotional, moral, intellectual, and aesthetic Personality, in
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the midst of, and tallying, the momentous spirit and facts of its
immediate days, and of current America . . .

These are but a few of Whitman’s expressions of purport; and
yet, plain as they are in prose, their poetic burden was felt by the
poct to amount to more than the sum of his words, however skilful
and subtle, could convey. He can give us only a few “faint clues
and indirections,” the words nothing, the drift everything. “I am
not what you supposed, but far different,” he warns, and when he
was moved to the courage of his most necessitous confession—the
“Calamus” poems—he could only say:

Here 1 shade and hide my thoughts, I myself do not expose them,
And yet they expose me morc than all my other poems.

We are reminded of the homely and expressive simile he offered
in his talk with Edward Carpenter: “There is something in my
nature furtive like an old hen!”  Atolimn

It 15 evident that all is not plain with this poet who aspired to
become the representative bard of Democracy, and today both the
man and his poctry are subject to {resh challenges as, on different
grounds, they were subject when he first loomed, demanding and
embarrassing, upon the horizon of mid-nincteenth-century America.

To his own day Whitman the poet was, by and large, cither a
barbarian without taste whose cnormities offended to the soul all
that the genteel tradition stood for—decorum, craft, modesty, and
grace—or he was the mythic, inspired prophet, benign and com-
pelling, whose potencies of song were to shape and sustamn the noble
democratic brotherhood of a new era. To our day no such simple
dichotomy can apply. The passage of more than a half century since
the poet ceased to write has brought more, not less, puzzlement to
the problem of Whitman’s greatness. Today’s complaint against
Whitman the man is not so much that he was exploiting himself as
that he was hiding himself; and against his poetry the complaint is
not so much that he offends against rule as that he offends against
the intellect. These are complaints, but affirmation in our time 1s both
insistent and positive, especially in other lands. Let us ask again:
what was Whitman’s real personality, and what is real in his poetry?
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The first thirty-six years of Walt Whitman’s life were in no out-
ward way remarkable, nor were they negligible. In fact they repre-
sent fairly well Emerson’s picture of the sturdy American “who in
turn tries all the professions, who teams 1t, farms it, peddles, keeps a
school, preaches, edits a newspaper . . . and always like a cat falls
on his fect . . . He walks abreast with his days and fecls no shame
in not ‘studying a profession,’ for he does not postpone his life, but
lives already.” Of English, Dutch, and Welsh ancestry, Whitman
was born, the second of ninc children, mto a Long Island farming
famuly, his father a frustrated but independent worker of liberal cast
of mind who became a carpenter in the village of Brooklyn during
the poet’s childhood, his mother a nearly illiterate placid woman of
Quaker antecedents upon whose steadiness and sweetness of char-
acter Whitman was greatly to depend. It was she, he felt, who held
together amid periods of privation and distress a family of unstable
elements (two of Whitman’s brothers were subnormal and a third
was incompetent), but to his father, too, a subscriber to Frances
Wright's Free Inquirer and an admirer of Thomas Paine and Elas
Hicks, he owed the example of an inquiring mind.

With no formal schooling after his eleventh year, the young
Whitman worked as a printer’s apprentice, taught in seven different
country schools i Long Island, edited and contributed to various
newspapers 1n Long Island and Manhattan, wrote sentimental maga-
zine pieces for New York journals—notably The Democratic Re-
view and The Broadway Journal, campaigned for Van Buren and
the Democratic party, and at length, not quite twenty-seven years
old, achieved the editorship of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, which he
held until January, 1848, when his Free Soil sympathies forced a
break with his party-line Democratic employer, Isaac Van Anden,
owner and founder of the paper.

These were the formative years of a man of genius whose original
power was as yet unreleased and unsuspected. Later evidence—the
poet’s own notations of early experience in Specimen Days, “A Back-
ward Glance O’er Travel’d Roads,” and many unpublished memo-
randa—was to show how richly his poet's capacity for absorption
was being fed. His childhood life on Paumanok—spearing eels,
gathering sea gull’s eggs, clam-digging, sailing, swimming, frater-
nizing with farmers and fishermen, wandering afoot in the fields and
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along the sea beaches; his later days in Brooklyn and New York
where the passion for ferries afforded “inimitable streaming, never-
failing living poems,” and New York’s teeming avenues brought
him face to face not alone with the anonymous pushing crowds but
also with the exciting celebrities of the hour; his exhilarating jaunts
on the Broadway omnibuses and his yearming comradeship for their
drivers—"“a strange, natural, quick-cyed and wondrous race”; his
passionate dehight in the plays and operas which he was to record
in loving detail—all this entered, he testified, into the gestation of
Leaves of Grass.

Much else entered too, much that was not the passive absorption
of a soul that invited itself to inspired loafing, but the workaday
experience of a bread-and-butter employment, accompanied by
awkward though persistent effort at self-education without benefit
of university. The young Whitman wanted to be@ine a literary
man, and as a purveyor of expected wares he achieved success of a
sort. No doubt 1t was an occasion for pride to be, at the age of
thirty-two, a contributor, along with Bryant, Longfellow, and
Hawthorne, to the Democratic Review, not to speak of lesser pub-
lications. The poet, however, had not emerged. Such stuff as the
sentimental verses in the Long Island Democrat, the imitative tales
in the Review, and the temperance novel Franklin Evans i the
New World was jog-trot hack work from a pen content to follow
the market. In the carly 40’s Whitman deferred willingly to conven-
tion both in expression and in appearance, as early daguerreotypes
reveal; his taste was dependent, mawkish even, and 1t 1s signifi-
cant that as Euagle editor a few years later he did not blush to
reprint in its columns the novel he had written about the demon
rum.

We do not find the maturing Whitman in such lame literary
flights: we find him, rather, in the crusading young Democrat who
publicly debated against the Whigs in Jamaica, September, 1840;
who the next year addressed in New York a mass meeting of 10,000
gathered in City Hall Park to protest the Whig bank bill; who later
acted as secretary of the Democratic General Committee in Brook-
lyn; and who, when later he joined the radical “Barnburner” wing
of the party, was chosen as one of fifteen delegates to the Free Soil
convention in Buffalo.
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But most clearly we discover his maturity in the cxuberant liberal-
ism of his Eagle edutorals, released first by the heady tonic of Mani-
fest Destiny, and steadily maintained by an inexhaustible faith in the
rightness of the democratic process. Because he now had a subject
matter, Whitman’s writing became competent. Gone were the
vaporings of literary hack work. He wrote vigorously in support of
Polk’s war (“Mexico must be chastized!”), and scemed momentarily
to think that America was destined for limitless expansion, but as
soon as new territory was threatened by slavery, Whitman stood for
free soil. His support of the Wilmot Proviso was to lose him his
job, but he sturdily held that all conservative influence was pestilen-
tial to the Democratic party. His Democracy was Jeffersoman. He
held that “although government can do little positive good to the
people, it may do an immense deal of harm,” and he was sufhciently
above party bias to hail both Calhoun and Hamlton as patriots,
and to offer good wishes to the Whig, Henry Clay. Like Lincoln he
beliecved Union to be the paramount issue before the country
(“Hardly any evil . . . would be so great as the division of these
States”), and while he excoriated the slave traders he was never an
abolitiomist. Toward Europe he entertained both disdain and com-
passion. Scornful of the “Nativism” which had already 1nfected
American politics, he mvited the downtrodden of the Old World
to find refuge in the bounty of the Republic, calling for a generous
open-door policy toward the immigrant. “The old and moth-eaten
systems of Europe have had their day,” he cried, and he ridiculed the
gewgaws of royalty at the same tume that he hailed the Italian
revolution and asked his readers for aid to Europe’s poor. He had
no sympathy for sumptuary law (“You cannot legislate men into
virtue!™), but he was persistent and eloquent i his advocacy of
humanitarian reform—the abolition of capital punishment, the
improvement of the public school system, the rights of servants, the
raising of the miserable wages for workers, the bettering of jail con-
ditions—at the same time that he protested against ostentatious
luxury, overprolific taxation, the antiquated tariff system, and—in
general—“the mad passion for getting rich.” Like any alert editor,
he had much to say about civic improvements, not alone such peren-
nial matters as strect cleaning and city lighting, but more parucularly
the restoration of Fort Greene Park and the erection of a monument
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to the British prison ship martyrs. His success in this project, and in
his later advocacy of a new water works for Brooklyn were, Whit-
man wrotc years later, “feathers in my wings” that he would wish
to prescrve!

But 1t 1s in his columns on music, drama, and hterature that we
most clearly mark the attitudes that were to sustain the poet when
he found his decisive voice. The language 1s journalism, but the
ideas are thosc later elaborated in Democratic Vistas and kindled
into poetry 1n the Leaves. Here he protested the servile mmitation
of London fashion, the blind homage to foreign critics, the neglect
of sound native writers like Hawthorne to the advantage of senti-
mental trash from a Bulwer or an Ainsworth. Here he was com-
bative in behalf of the American actors Edwin Forrest or Charlotte
Cushman in comparison with the English Charles Kean or Ellen
Tree; and, much as he loved the Italian opera, he warned that our
musical tastes have “long enough followed obedient and childlike
in the track of the Old World.” Here he reviewed and quoted from
more than a hundred books—an 1nnovation under his editorship, as
was also the giving over of two or more front-page columns of the
four-page paper to literary material—and while much was merely
glanced at, much was examined with curiosity and point. From
Emerson’s “Spiritual Laws” he draws a striking paragraph; Carlyle’s
Heroes and Hero Worship, Sartor Resartus, The French Revolution,
and Puast and Present are warmly endorsed; Boswell's Johnson,
Hazlitt's Napoleon, Milton’s works, Goethe’s autobiography, Cole-
ridge’s Brographia Literarra—among lesser utles—receive, 1f only
briefly, the percepuvencss, if not the expressive power, of Whitman’s
later criucism.

All this was the sclf-education of a poet’s mind, a poet who already,
as will be noted later, had begun to confide to his notebooks the
new strange visionary lines that were to announce his genius. Whit-
man’s university was his reading, of which we have his most exphcit
tesumony 1n the “Backward Glance O'er Travel'd Roads,”—his
absorption 1n Scott, the Bible, Shakespeare, Ossian, the Greek drama-
tists, the Nibelungenlied, Dante, Homer. . . . The books that came
to his newspaper desk were an important part of this experience, and
an impressive index of the whole process 15 the “Notes and Frag-
ments,” the “Shorter Notes, Isolated Words . . . ,” ctc., finally col-
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lected in the last two volumes of the Complete Writings. This
disorderly miscellany, so casy for the academic mind to ndicule, is
an astonishing storchouse—notes upon Cervantes, Shakespeare,
Spenser, Swedenborg, Rousseau, Chaucer, Dante, Goethe, others;
extensive quotations without identification from works upon such
figures as Hegel, Rousscau, and Kant; long lists of jottings on
science, religion, the geography of Asia and Europe, the birth and
death dates of poets, prosodic terminology, and so on. The descrip-
tion is but partial. “Read, read, read,” Whitman urged himsclf,—
“read the latest and best anatomical works.” “Get from Mr. Ark-
hurst the names of all insects.” “See to Roman History. I discover
that I need a thorough posting up in what Rome and the Romans
were, . .7 To the last he compiled and annotated indefaugably.
His literary executors list five hundred and fifty-four newspaper and
magazine clippings from his scrapbooks, and since he did much
copymg in his own hand, many passages {rom his reading have been
mistaken for his own onginal notes and memoranda. Once, in
referring to formatve influences on the Leaves, Whitman said, “Re-
member the book arosc out of my Iifc in Brooklyn and New York
from 1838 to 1855, absorbing a million people with an mumacy, an
cagerness, an abandon probably never equalled.” To this he could
have added his absorpuon 1n the other world of books. By the time
he came to challenge the “immensely overpaid accounts, that matter
of Troy and Achilles” wrath”—that 1s to say, the whole “matter” of
the vanished past, he had done what he could to understand it.

The Eagle days over, Whitman was yet to turn out a great deal of
journalistic prose, most of 1t now collected and reprinted by devoted
scholars, but it bears shight affinity—although much of it was written
concurrently—to the man who was ready to go about his poet’s
business. The New Orleans Daily Crescent sketches (1848), the con-
tributions to Life lllustrated (1855-50), the editorials of the Brook-
lyn Daily Times (1857-59), the articles in the Brooklyn Standard
and the New York Leader (1861-62), the excellent war despatches to
the New York Times and other papers—all this was bread-and-
butter prose toward earning a living while the man of letters, no
longer a party man, set himself to “aim at high immortal works,” to
say “that unspeakable something in my own soul which makes me
know without being able to tell how it is that I know.”



INTRODUCTION I1

The unspeakable something is still, despite all we now know of
Whitman’s “long foreground,” ncither to be finally accounted for,
nor—as some have attempted—denied. As early as 1847 its imperious
urgency 1s recorded 1 the poet’s manuscript notebooks where we
find—after the opening injunction “Be simple and clear—Be not
occult”—the first visionary dicta of the Preface and the poems of
1855; and yet as latc as March, 1848, Whitman was capable of writ-
ing and publishing such pedestrian stanzas as “The Mississippi at
Midnight” in the New Orleans Crescent. The first outward evidence
that some change was taking place i him 1s the spirited political
rachcalism of the four poems “Dough-Face Song,” “Blood Money,”
“Wounded in the House of Friends,” and “Resurgemus” which
appeared 1n New York newspapers in the spring of 1850. The first
of these, a political lampoon, retuned conventional form; the second,
occasioned like the first by the poet’s scorn for defection from Free
Soil principles, boldly attempts frec verse rhythms; the third,
savagely attacking Northern pusillanimity, continues the vein; and
the last, inspired by the 1848 revolution 1in France, was revised into
one of the twelve poems of the 1855 Leaves of Grass. None of these
poems, not even the last, is more than an inumation of power, but
taken togcther they show the saume advance in expressive skill over
Whitman's carlier verse that his impassioned diatribe against party
politics “The Eighteenth Presidency” (1856) shows over his earlier
political prose. A new voice was beginning to speak, new in kind,
not in degree.

. . . . . .

To account for this remarkable change has been the most insistent
problem in Whitman biography. The poet’s early “official” biog-
raphers, John Burroughs and Dr. Richard Maurice Bucke, were
content, under the poct’s own guidance, to attribute the sudden
mantifestation of genius to the powerful combination of a fortunate
balance of ancestral traits and a prodigious absorpuon in the experi-
ences of a nation moved by heroic crisis. This interpretation was
later amplified by Dr. Bucke’s theory of “cosmic consciousness,” a
mystical llumination of the spiritual faculties which he felt had
visited the world but rarely, and in Whitman’s case, unmistakably.

Whatever truth resided in this view of Whitman was somewhat
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impaired by the tedious discipleship of the “hot little prophets” of
the Camden circle from whose adoration a more realistic criticism
was later to rcact. Whitman himself had helped to obscure the
record by allowing mere speculation to stand as fact in the accounts
of his first biographers, by his baffling allusions to supposed children
begotten 1n poetic paternity during his “times South,” by his
minimizing of Emerson as a significant mnfluence in his awakening,
and by the strident featuring of himself as the natural man, magnetic
and picturesque, 1n the prose of his anonymous press-agentry. With-
out utterly repudiating the “tradivional” view of Whitman, which
after all was held by men who knew him at first hand, perceptive
criticism now recognizes that the “unspeakable something” which
wrote Leaves of Grass came from a profoundly moved soul which,
far from representing the divine average, felt its own sexual differ-
ence—whether with selfl knowledge or not—from normally con-
stituted men. From this tension came great poctry; from Whitman'’s
love, which went out to both men and women but more mstinctively
to men, came paradoxically both disguise and confession, both the
Adamic persona and the lover of “Calamus”; and from his accept-
ance and sublimation of a temperamental anomaly, potent for
tragedy, came finally a personality to whose sweetness and sanity
testimony is legion.

Undeniably the real Whitman, a man of loncliness and hunger, a
man of whose eyes Burroughs could say “It 1s as 1f the Earth looked
at me—dumb, yearning, relentless, immodest, unhuman,”—this
actual Whitman is not the “great companion” of the Leaves of
Grass; and yet it is shallow to argue that he was a charlatan, a poseur
merely, or even, as one study specifically alleges, that he played his
whole literary role out of George Sand’s portrait of the vagabond
poet in the epilogue of The Countess of Rudolstadt. To do so 1s to
forget that he did write the poetry of a great poet, that he did
become for his readers the inspiring figure he had hoped to be. An
intelligent understanding of this achievement must take into account
the long foreground of which Emerson spoke, and of which he
himself was the most salient figure.

Whitman’s reported disavowal to friends of the Camden circle
that he had read Emerson before 1856 (this was a favorite question
among the disciples) has not shaken the truth, plain as sunlight, that
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the poet unerringly sought the sponsorship of the one man in
America who stood most clearly as the leader of the romantic ideal-
ism which 1s the hiving pulse of Leaves of Grass. In newspaper days
Whitman had more than once referred to Emerson; his early note-
books are full of Emersonian jottings; and in his poem “Pictures,” a
tentative composition of about 1850, “there, tall and slender, stands
Ralph Waldo Emecrson of New England, at the lecturer’s desk,
lecturing.” When the endorsement came, the miraculous letter from
Concord, 21 July, 1855, with its unstinted phrases—“the most ex-
traordinary piece of wit and wisdom that America has yet con-
tributed . . . 1t has the best merits, namely, of fortifying and encour-
aging . . . I give you joy of your free and brave thought”—then
Whitman knew that his book belonged to the main current of
American light and leading. He never lost his gratitude despite the
later small grudging about Emerson’s influence. He avowed to his
friend John Trowbridge, in homely image, that the Concord sage
had indeed been the cffective means of his release. “l was simmer-
ing, simmering, smmering: Emerson brought me to a boil.” In an
open letter accompanying the second edition of Leaves of Grass,
Whitman addressed Emerson as “dear Master.” “Those shores you
found. I say you have led the States there—have led me there.”
Emerson and Emcrson’s influence never left his mind; his prose
returns to the subject often, and with judicious appraisal, calmly
now that the uncertainty behind his audacious act had passed away.
When Emerson died, the old poet published in the Literary World
some last thoughts which remain his wisest words on their relation-
ship: “The best part of Emersonianism is, it breeds the giant that
destroys 1wself. Who wants to be any man’s mere follower? lurks
behind every page. No teacher ever taught, that has so provided for
his pupil’s setting up independently—no truer evolutionist.”
Whitman, then, did set up independently after being taught, and
the teacher was the whole current of democratic thought by which
he was refreshed and to which he contributed. The poet was the
child of his age, and his foreground was compounded of many ele-
ments, diversc and sometimes contradictory—the Desstic ratonalism
of Jefferson and Paine, the equalitarian sympathies of the radical
Democrats; the “mner light” of the Hicksite Quakers; the power-
ful castigations of Carlyle (Whitman reviewed five of his books
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in the Eagle and wrote of him at length later); the ideas of the
German philosophic school—in particular, Kant and Hegel, whom
the poet read and copied from secondhand sources; the doctrine of
innate truth proceeding from God and felt by the soul, interpreted
by the American transcendentalists—Emerson, Alcott, Thoreau, and
others; the long rcading preparation which was never to cease; the
absorption in the profoundly stirring panorama of America, its vast
geography and streams of humanity; the growing sense of crisis in
the 50's, of the irrepressible conflict that was to put to the ordeal all
that the poet held dear.

This, and more—including the encouragement of an extraordi-
narily favorable phrenological analysis of the poet’s character made
in 1849—worked upon the hidden tensions of Whitman’s soul. It
was as 1f the ume were demanding 1ts Bard; and in perspective we
are struck by the remarkable anticipations of Whitman’s emergence:
the words of De Tocqueville in 1840, describing the literature of a
democratic age—"style will frequently be fantastic, incorrect, over-
burdened, and loose—almost always vehement and bold”; the entry
in Thoreau's journal, May, 1850, calling for “a page with as true and
mevitable and deep a meaming as a hillside, a book which Nature
shall own as her own flower, her own leaves”; and, most emphati-
cally, the passage from Emerson’s “The Poet” in 1844—“We have yet
had no genius 1n Amcrica, with tyrannous cye, which knew the
value of our mcomparable materials . . . Yet America is a poem in
our eyes; its ample geography dazzles the imagination, and it will
not wait long for metres.”

The times and the foreground can explain the knowable aspects
of Whitman's cmergence, the reasons for his knowledge of our
incomparable materials, but the actuality of his genius, what caused
it to work, and what were its processes, is essentially mysterious.
Whitman could only say, when questioned by Dr. Bucke, that
Leaves of Grass “was there, though unformed, all the time, in what-
ever answers as the laboratory of the mind. . .. The Democratic
Review essays and tales came from the surface of the mind, and had
no connection with what lay below—a great deal of which indeed
was below consciousness.” A remarkable amplification of this testi-
mony is reported by his friend Charles N. Eldridge, who wrote to
Burroughs, “Walt once told me that the original piece entitled “Walt



INTRODUCTION I5

Whitman’ was produced in a mood, or condition of mind, that he
had never been able to resume and that he had felt utterly incom-
petent to produce anything equal to it since; that, in contemplating
it, he felt, in regard to his own agency in it, like a somnambulist
who 1s shown, during his waking hours, the giddy heights and
impossible situations over which he has passed safely in his sleep.” In
this surrender to the subconscious Whitman plunged into depths
that most writers of his age avoided or were unaware of, and which
relate him to the experimental techniques of the next century. Once
he jotted down a manuscript note, “Write a poem . . . the central
theme of which shall be the Untellable that which cannot be put in
fine words nor in any words . . .” He did find words—inevitable
ones—for his greatest work, and as Carl Van Doren has pointed out,
certain passages in his own poems express, as prose cannot do, his
consciousness of the power that had been conferred upon him—the
mystical experience of the famous fifth section of “Song of Myself,”
the birth of the poet in the barefooted child who 1n “Out of the
Cradle Endlessly Rocking” heard the mockingbird on the seashore,
the imperious injunction of the “Proud Music of the Storm” to “go
forth in the bold day and write.”

. . . . .

Had Whitman’s strange unshackled rhapsody ceased with the first
edition of Leaves of Grass, had he published, even, no more than
the remarkable Preface and the first poem (“Song of Myself”) which
occupied more text than all the other eleven poems taken together,
this alone would have been enough to establish his poetic genus.
The 1855 edition was the voice of the essential poet, unguarded,
vehement, exposed; and while Whitman was to revise, reject, shift,
and augment the Leaves through nine editions from 1855 to 1892,
nothing can disturb the unique value of the first utterance—a value
which the poet’s tireless rearrangements have tended to obscure. As
the intensity of Whitman’s inspiration abated, his editorial canniness
grew; and his ninth edition as he finally authorized it, containing
389 poems printed without recognition of chronological sequence,
throws no ready light on what one might call the history of his
poetic impulse. This was what Whitman wanted, and his executor’s
diary note, 1891, is plain: “I place upon you the injunction that what-
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ever may be added to the Leaves shall be supplementary, avowed as
such, leaving the book complete as I lefe it. . . . In the long run the
world will do as 1t pleases with the book. I am determined to have
the world know what I was pleased to do.” Whitman’s early com-
mentators were wont to aCccpt h]S arrangemcnt as :m()ther mllrk Of
his genius, both Dr. Bucke and Dr. Oscar L. Triggs likening it to
the design of a cathedral; and more recent criticism has, with con-
siderable msight, sought a structural principle in the final pattern.
Certainly, scholarship 1s agreed upon the nced for a definitive
variorum edition m order that Whitman’s plan may be fully studied;
and short of this invaluable aid, a study of the poems in the sequence
of their composition reveals much that the poet’s arrangement does
not.

It is remarkable that one of Whitman’s later rejections from the
semunal first edition was the Preface 1tsclf. He never reprinted it at
the f{orefront of later editions (though it was to go mnto his prose
Collect, 18382), he confessed to “serious doubts about the good of a
Preface at all to Leaves of Grass,” and he told Moncure Conway that
he did not consider 1t worth reprinting. He must have thought that
the poems themsclves were its sufficient substitute, and indeed in
later editions it became a reserve from which he drew, manv of 1ts
lines going 1nto poems, especially into the “Poem of Many in One”
(later “By Blue Ontario’s Shores”). Yet the Preface remains a
revelation of powerful originality, a great statement of principle like
Shelley’s Defense of Poetry or Wordsworth’s preface to the Lyrical
Ballads. Unanalytical, immoderate, almost beyond containment, 1t is
partly a love poem to America and its people, partly a figuring forth
of the great poet they demand. The nondescript newspaper prose
has disappeared, the visionary utterance takes possession, and some
of the poet’s most memorable phrases are born. Of the great poet:
“The time straying toward infidelity and confections and persiflage
he withholds by his steady faith.” Of great art: “But to speak in
literature with the perfect rectitude and 1nsouciance of the move-
ments of animals and the unimpeachableness of the sentiment of
trees in the woods and grass by the roadside is the flawless triumph
of art.” Of the English language: “It is the speech of the proud and
melancholy races and of all who aspire.” Of the common people:
“There is that indescribable freshness and unconsciousness about an
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illiterate person that humbles and mocks the power of the noblest
expressive genius. . . .7

The astonshing burst of poetic energy which follows (later “Song
of Mysclf”) is, in effect, Whitman's epitome, the cssence of what
he was to mean, and from its lines onc could title all the poems of
his future—cven the great poems of the war whose experiences, the
poet came to feel, justified and gave final warrant to his message.
Essenually symphonic and seemingly without methodical structure
(though critics have outlined it), the poem releases the accumulated
insistence of Whitman’s whole vision of life as symbolized in him-
self, “Walt Whitman, an American, one of the roughs, a kos-
mos. . . .” Here in one tremendous creative act are the major
themes and characteristic devices, the strength and the limitation of
the poet’s gentus: the celebration of all hfe and being (“in me the
caresser of life”); the passionate love of the earth (“Press close
barebosom’d night!”); the certainty of immortality (“I know 1 am
deathless”); the mystical apprehension of reality (“Swiftly arose and
spread around me the peace and joy and knowledge that pass all the
art and argument of the earth”); the identification, in exhaustless
catalogue, with scenes and peoples (“I am the hounded slave, I wince
at the bite of the dogs,”) ; the inclusion of evil (“I am not the poet of
goodness only, I do not decline to be the poet of wickedness also,”);
the celebration of the flesh (“Voices of sexes and lusts, voices veiled,
and I remove the veil”); the delirium of the senses (“Is this then a
touch? quivering me to a new identity”); the nave delight in one’s
own body (“I dote on myself, there is that lot of me, and all so
luscious™) ; the conviction of worth (“All forces have been steadily
employed to complete and delight me”); the invitation to the open
road (“Shoulder your duds . . . and I will mine, and let us hasten
forth™); the gift of courage and hope (“1 seize the descending man
and raise him with resistless will”); the assurance of peace with God
(“I find letters from God dropt in the street, and every one is sign’d
by God’s name”); the final mystical absorption into life beyond life
(“I depart as air, I shake my white locks at the runaway sun”).

Difficult and baflling, “Song of Myself” has been especially subject
to two misconceptions: that it 1s blatant egotism, and that it 1s given
over to a sensuality and materialism from which Whitman delivered
himself 1n his later more “spiritual” poems. The first, so commonly
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held 1n earlier days, is the aberration of the literal-minded, who
should ponder Emerson’s trenchant observation that “ignorant peo-
ple confound reverence for the intuitions with egotism.” The second
is equally aberrant, unwitting of the poet’s sure convicuon, “clear
and sweet 1s my soul, and clear and sweet 1s all that 1s not my soul,”
and of his sigmficant reminder that the body is not more than the
soul. That in his great opening poems Whitman’s sensory responses
were at their height in no way impairs, but strengthens his responses
to the spirtt. To him neither body nor soul was to be exalted at the
expense of the other, but both were one fusion, one ecstatic identity.

The other eleven poems of the first edition were unequal in merit:
two of them, “Who Learns My Lesson Complete™ and “Great Are
the Myths” (later rejected) fail, as Whitman often failed, to rise to
poetry; one, “The Boston Ballad,” 1s uneasy m 1ts sauric vem; and
another was a revision of the 1850 “Resurgemus.” But the others are
true poetry, singing the great themes announced in the first poem,
the eligibility and unlimitedness of the individual, the affirmation of
the eternality of being, the joy of the body, the penetrating sympathy
for all created things; and one in particular, “The Sleepers,” subtle
and beautful, is the most remarkable night vision in American
licerature.

To attempt an outhne of the history of Whitman’s poetic inspira-
tion from this point to the end of his days (he never ceased from
writing) is not the present task. Only main developments—and a
gencralization—may be indicated. The generalization 1s that Whit-
man’s highest genius as poet, depending powerfully upon forces
below consciousness, 1s at 1ts height for about thirteen years—from
1855 to 1808, the year of the composition of “Passage to India” and
“Proud Music of the Storm.” This period embraces the war years
which to the poct miraculously sustained and fructified his vision;
and 1t embraces, too, his mysterious and joyful celebration of Death
the great deliveress, whose fascination for the poet is holy and secret,
and bound intimately to the extremity of his desire for comradeship.
The great poems belong to this period, as also belong many poems
in which the catalogue of things does not rise to the incandescence
of poetry—poems in which Whitman speaks as the good gray
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democrat, listing the materials and potentialities of America. In
later days when he set forth to write such summations of his message
as “Song of the Exposition” (1871), “Thou Mother with Thy Equal
Brood” (1872), and “Song of the Universal” (1874), his lines often
fail to come alive, but it is worth noting that the failure is in art, not
in intellect, for the poet never slackened, but strengthened his grasp
of the essential purport of his Leaves and their meaning for the
future of his country:

Land in the realms of God to be a realm unto thyself,

Under the rule of God to be a rule unto thyself.

(Lo, where arise three peerless stars,

To be thy natal stars my country, Ensemble, Evolution, Freedom,
Set in the sky of Law.)

And it should be remembered that his poetic power was never
fully lost, but capable of revival to the last. Whitman never lost
his genius of phrase—only its abundance. He was a poet to the end,
a poet of felicity and grace, as some of his last poems bear witness.
In the development of Whitman’s whole poetic structure, as 1t was
builded through the nine editions, two characteristics are notably
conspicuous: the poet’s essential preoccupation with a few great basic
themes—Democracy, Personality, Comradeship, Religion, Love,
Death—which are inscparable from each other; and the revelation
of his own image to the degree that the entire performance 1s a
record of spiritual autobiography. These characteristics, clearly an-
nounced in the first edition, were elaborated in the twenty new
poems of the second edition, the one hundred and twenty-four
poems of the third, and so on to the end, with unwavering con-
sistency. -
In the second edition the pressure of inspiration is undiminished,
the only intimation of uncertainty appearing in the curiously strained
“Dear Master” letter to Emerson, an inferior extension of the 1855
Preface, and in the savage irony of the “Poem of the Propositions of
Nakedness” (later “Respondez”) which unconsciously confesses the
poet’s disappointment at his reception (“Let him who is without my
poems be assassinated!”). In “By Blue Ontario’s Shore” the original
Preface is extensively employed to elaborate and clarify the purport
of America and the American Poet, a theme to which in 1867 Whit-
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man was to add several sections in the light of the recent war. In “A
Woman Wats for Me” and “Spontaneous Me,” to be assigned later
to the Enfans d’Adam section of the third edition, Whitman boldly
assumes his favorite Priapean role of joyful fecundity. A number of
the briefer poems, “Assurances,” “Excelsior,” “Miracles,” and espe-
cially “To You,” a letter to the reader, again sing the assurance of
limitless eligibility—“1 . . . paint no head without its nimbus of
gold-color’d hght,” but the most powerful personal invitation, per-
haps Whitman’s best, is the magnificent “Song of the Open Road”
in which he becomes the “great Companion” who will “toss a new
gladness and roughness” among men and women. Two poems, diffi-
cult and subtle, recall Emerson—"Poem of the Sayers of the Words
of the Earth” (later “A Song of the Rolling Earth”) which tells us
that the real words are what the mere symbols represent, arc the
beings of existence which the Earth speaks; and “Song of Prudence,”
a transcendental pondering on “Time, Space, Reality” which assures
us that in the unshakable order of the universe the only investments
worth anything are charity and personal {orce, the interest of which
“will come round—all will comc round.” In “Salut au Monde,” a
sweep around the earth—“What do you hear, . . . What do you see,
Walt Whitman?”—the cataloguing is fresh and effectuve, but ths
poem is surpassed in artistic skill by “Song of the Broad-Axe” with
its wonderful opening lines, and its evocation of the shapes of
America, among whom Whitman mcluded himself, a self-portrait
later removed. But the most beautiful poem of the second edition
was the “Sun-Down Poem” (known in succeeding editions as
“Crossing Brooklyn Ferry”), remarkable not so much for its descrip-
tion of “the glories strung like beads on my smallest sights and
hearings” as for its tender and compassionate identificanon with the
streams of men and women to whom these glories are “dumb, beau-
tiful ministers” of the soul.

With the third edition, four years later at the dawn of the war,
Leaves of Grass may be said to have come of age. The great conflict
itself, the service of the poet as wound-dresser, the assassination of
Lincoln, the break in health, the facing of privation and old age—
all these were to furnish forth themes and round out a unique career,
but by 1860 Whitman possessed clearly his full intent. With one
hundred and twenty-four new poems, with a new grouping that
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pointed the way to his ultimate arrangement, with the audacious
new sections “Calamus” and “Enfans d’Adam,” the poet set forth
boldly, as announced in his powerful opening poem “Proto-Leaf”
(“Starting from Paumanok”) to chant “the greatness of Love and
Democracy and the greatness of Religion.” To inquire just what
Whitman meant by these three greatnesses, and how he interpreted
them both before and after the midpoint of 1860, is perhaps more
instructive than to review his further editions.

. . . . .

The poet’s approach was, we already know, intuitive, and we do
well to take him at his word when he confesses in “Beginning My
Studies”:

The first step I say awed me and pleas’d me so much,
I have hardly gone and hardly wish’d to go any farther,
But stop and loiter all the time to sing it in ecstatc songs.

Yet he did not fail to maintain amid minor contradictions a power-
ful consistency.” He was studiously indifferent to the creedal aspects
of religious thought, advised the priests that their work is done, and
declared that the ume had come to discharge the idea of religion
from mere ecclesiasucism. Religion, he asserted in Democratic
Vistas, does not depend upon churches or creeds, but “is a part of
the 1dentified soul which, when greatest, knows not bibles in the old
way, but in new ways. . . .” These new ways are those of mystical
surrender which, not by logic or sermons, but by immediate appre-
hension, bring the soul into the presence of God. "Whitman always
brought religion to the issue of personal conviction. What the soul
feels 15 religion, a state of utter faith in the eternal preciousness of
being, a preciousness which he attributes not to human souls alone
but to the very stuff of the universe. “I swear I think now that
everything without exception has an eternal soul!” This accounts for
Whitman’s seeming substitution of the worship of other things
for the worship of God. When he swears, “Nothing, not God, is
greater to one than one’s self is,” he is simply affirming divinity as
the “vast similitude” that interlocks all. When he is perfectly con-
fident of his faith, the poet cries that he needs no assurances, that
all is truth without exception, that henceforth he will “go celebrate
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any thing I sec or am,” that, indeed, he does not see one imperfection
in the universe.

If Whitman’s vision had been limited to indiscriminate acceptance,
he would not be the great poet he is. He faced the problem of cvil,
not as Hawthorne, convinced of man’s sinfulness, not as Melville,
appalled by the fury of Nature’s evil, but as an unassailable optimist
who embraced the Hegehan concept that evil is a contradiction lost
n the reconaling harmony of the Absolute. Whitman was not a
systematic student of any philosophy, and his notes on Hegel are
taken from popular texts of the period, but he seized enthusiastically
upon whatever accorded with his intuiuve faith. This faith was so
strong that he could not stop with tolerating evil: he must celebrate
it as evidence of Iife’s abounding vitality. He will make the poem
of cvil, also; his meal is for the wicked just the same as for the
righteous; lusts and wickedness are acceptable; and at the very end,
in a poem of 1891, he corrected the mimister who in his “rounded
catalogue” forgot to include “the devilish and the dark, the dying
and diseas’d.” Satan, the comrade of criminals, must be recognized
as a vital part of the mystical structure which in “Chanting the
Square Deific” Whitman erected to symbolize his concept of God-
head.

Such undismayed acceptance was necessary to a temperament so
instinctively rehigious that it rested its whole case upon adoration of
God's scheme of things entire. As long as the poet did not waver in
his assurance of communication with divinity, as long as he did, in
truth, “find letters from God dropt in the street,” he was entirely
invulnerable—one might say he was more than human—in his atti-
tude. But that he was human after all is his saving grace. There are
moments of appalling doubt, of sudden terror, one of which rises
like an evil drecam from his great early poem of immortality, “To
Think of Time”:

If all came but to ashes of dung,
If maggots and rats ended us, then Alarum! for we are betray’d,
Then indeed suspicion of death.

Andramong the poems of the third edition, composed when the poet
seems to have suffered an anguish of personal rejection, are several
that confess a temporary loss of faith. “That may-be reliance and
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hope are but speculations after all” is one of his “terrible doubts of
appearances”; and 1n his beautiful poem “As I Ebb'd with the Ocean
of Life” he is “baffled, balk’d, bent to the very earth, Oppress'd with
myself that 1 have dared to open my mouth. . . .” “Yet, Yet, Ye
Downcast Hours” brings the mocking voice that “Matter is con-
queror—matter, triumphant only . ..,” and the same terrifying
intimation is repeated n “Thought”: “Are souls drown'd and
destroy’d so? Is only matter triumphant?”

Whitman faced the specter of meaninglessness to exorcise it by the
adjuration of his soul’s faith. That faith he liked to express in the
figure of journeying or questing, as in “A Noiseless Patient Spider”
the soul throws out its gossamer thread 1n the measureless oceans
of space, as in “Darest Thou Now O Soul” it is challenged to walk
out toward the unknown region, and as, above all, in “Passage to
India” the soul is

. . . bound where mariner has not yet dared to go,
And we will risk the ship, ourselves and all.

In a footnote to his 1876 Preface Whitman remarks that originally it
was his intention to compose after Leaves of Grass “a further,
equally needed Volume, based on those convictions of perpetuity and
conservation which, enveloping all precedents, make the unseen Soul
govern absolutely at last.” But such a work, he went on to say, “is
beyond my powers, and must remain for some bard in the future.”
We can not regret his decision. “Passage to India” remains his
loftiest song of the soul’s flight, and it is hard to imagine that he
could ever have excceded it.  «

The “two greatnesses” of Love and Democracy were for Whitman
inseparable, the one penctrating and giving meaning to the other.
But the poet’s love was more than a tenet of brotherhood: it was
personal, profoundly sincere, and demonstrauve. Those who have
professed to see a note of exhibitionism in his descriptions of his
volunteer nursing in the army hospitals of Washington during the
war (the letters collected in T'he Wound-Dresser and the pocm of
the same title) are those who cannot fully credit the deepest instinct
of his nature. The war gave him an unbounded opportunity to
practice the almost maternal tenderness which was rooted in his
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nature. The critics who have “exposed” his abnormally strong attach-
ment to men (as if he had not sufficiently exposed himself) have
failed to emphasize that this tendency found noble release in an
inexhaustible compassion for all hfe. Whitman did not abet the
condition of inversion, he did not “celebrate” abnormality, and it is
pertinent to remember the words of Havelock Ellis: “It 1s as prophet-
poet that Whitman should be approached, and I would desire to
protest against the tendency, now marked 1n many quarters, to treat
him merely as an invert, and to vilify lum or glonfy him accord-
ingly.”

A sympathetic understanding of the “Calamus” poems will find
that there all disguise is stripped away. Here is the intense loneliness,
the ecstasy, and the sorrow, the whole emotional force that somehow
was transmuted into the genius of cxpression. In the best of the
“Calamus” group, and 1n the greatest poems of the other sections—
most notably in the two poems that are the summit of his artistic
achievement, “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking” and “When
Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d”—Whitman composes into one
great strain the fullness of life and the deliciousness of death. He is,
as D. H. Lawrence remarks, a very great poet of death, but it
is a greatness which 1s incapable of intellectual analysis and goes to
levels beyond rational judgment. In some of his most poignant lines
he seems to express an experience that is private to him and should,
to the mind of the general reader, probably remain so—as when he
says of the calamus leaves,

O I do not know what you mean there underneath yourselves, you
are not happiness,

You are often more bitter than I can bear, you burn and sting me,

Yet you are beautiful to me you faint-tinged roots, you make me

think of death, . ..

But in his supreme poems, as in the Lincoln threnody, he exalts his
private anguish into a great universal hymn of sorrow.
Elsewhere—in his lesser poems and in many prose passages—
Whitman’s nterpretation of love is open to the suspicion of un-
reality. His words speak, but not with personal recognition, and his
revelation reveals more than he intends. It reveals 1n the “Children
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of Adam” section an unpersuasive stridency in the role of procreator,
and a quick turning from the eugenic love of women to delight in
the narassism of the “spontancous me.” The aching with amorous
love seems indiscrimmnate and defeating to the pride of 1dentity that
the poet would cherish. Just as unreal is his hope, expressed 1n “For
You O Democracy,” in Democratic Vistas, and in the 1876 Preface,
that the “Calamus” sentiment (adhesiveness) may be the means of
spiritualizing the democracy of the future. Whitman's vision of a
magnetic land where the inseparable cities have their arms about
each other’s necks is noble to him, but certainly dubious to the
average man. And when he says, “I confidently expect a time when
there will be seen, running like a half-hid warp through all the
myriad audible and visible worldly nterests of America, threads
of manly friendship . . .” he is relying upon an emotional bias that
is personal to him. He needed to transform the “frailest leaves of
me,” and 1t 1s not strange that in 1876 at the age of fifty-seven he
should define the meaning of the Calamus cluster as residing mainly
in its political significance, but assuredly such an interpretation is
wide of sensible application.

It is only when we turn away from “all this diseased, feverish,
disproportionate adhesiveness”—as Whitman labeled 1t to himself in
a notebook jotung—that we can clearly see the strength of his
democratic thought. After his retirement from active politics, he
belonged to no one party, and he refused consistently to become the
doctrinaire unless it can be said that he was the doctrinaire of all
Democracy, speaking with a certain arrogance as the opponent of
the “Feudalism” which he found insulting even in the enchanting
voices of Shakespeare or Tennyson. Strongly affected by rationalistic
thought and reformist sympathies during his formatve period, he
became a Jeffersonian libertarian in outlook, imagining, despite his
city connections, an essentially agrarian America of farmers, artisans,
and small houscholders who should want as little government as
possible. He had not imagined the welfare state, and we find him
bristling against the 1dea of supervision, advising the people to rise
“against the never-ending audacity of elected persons.” How much,
with the onset of the exploitation and corruption of the Gilded Age,
he was aware of the breakdown of his Jeffersonian dream is a matter
of question. Under Traubel’s prodding he agreeably waved the red
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flag at umes and said that he was the champion of every dauntless
rebel the world over, but he also cannily warned, “Be radical, be
radical, be not too damned radical.” In Democratic Vistas are
passages which specifically endorse not only private property but the
getung of riches almost 1n the spirit of Andrew Carnegie’s Gospel
of Wealth. An carly manuscript note reads, “All wealth, however
large, 1s mviolable, being the result of previous [effort? | and because
soctety and individual interests arc more benefited by leaving it 1n-
violable than by taking any from excessive wealth and giving it to
the poor”; and Edward Carpenter reported Whitman as saying in
1884, “The creation of a large, independent, democratic class of
small owners 1s the main thing—though it is never oncc mentioned
by our cconomists and politicians.”

It seems certain that Whitman believed 1n capitalistic society, but
the problem of governmental controls in such a society was plainly
beyond him. He could not suggest specific solutions; he had no
cconomic training. He confessed to Traubel in later years that he
knew John Stuart Mill only by name, and although he had a journal-
1st’s interest 1n the 1deas of such men as Owen and Fourier, he never
really imvestigated the subject of socialism. He would have felt, one
thinks, that 1t is the part of government to serve, not to absorb,
private nights; and the concept of economic democracy as distin-
guished from pohtical democracy would have filled him with dis-
trust. He hoped that economic problems were solvable under the
existing system which, he felt, should support free trade, unrestricted
immigration, and in fact all reforms which would improve the actual
living conditions of working men and women. In newspaper days,
as befitted a young democratic editor, he held up to scorn the low
wage level for workers, and sympathized with the underdog at every
opportumty. Years later, n the distress following the panic of 1873,
he thought of delivering a lecture on “The Tramp and Strike Ques-
tion,” collected many clippings on the subject, and jotted down
observations, a few of which were printed in his Collecz and others
preserved among his manuscripts. “If the United States, like the
countries of the Old World, are also to grow vast crops of poor,
desperate, dissatisfied, nomadic, miserably-waged populations, such
as we see looming upon us of late years,” he wrote, “steadily, even
if slowly, ecating into them like a cancer of lungs or stomach—then
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our republican experiment, notwithstanding all its surface-successes,
is at heart an unhealthy failurc.” But he knew no answer: “The
relations between the mass of employed persons on one side and the
employers . . . on the other side,” an early note reads, “is one of the
vast, complicated, unsettled problems of America to-day . .. to
which, although I think it will be solved, I confess I do not yet see
any solution or indications of solution.” Toward the trade-unions
he was skeptical: “They would set on their fellow working men who
did not belong to their ‘union’ lLke tigers or other beasts of
prey. . . . When the labor agitation is other than a kicking of some-
body else out to let myself in, I shall warm up to it, maybe.”

Neither by training nor inclination was Whitman equipped to
propose means for social correction: his poet’s role was to sing the
imagined community of the great democratic average, and the best
statement of his social purpose is his own: “Without yielding an
inch the working man and woman were to be in my pages from
first to last.” Unlike such disappointed 1dealists as Swift and Carlyle,
he believed in and liked the average man, and he was sure that
“always waiting untold in the souls of the armies of common people
is stuff better than anything that can possibly appear in the leader-
ship of the same.” He hoped that a day would arrive “when through
these states walk a hundred millions of superb persons,” and for
them he announced a life that should be “copious, vehement, spirit-
ual, bold.” In his powerful uneducated persons—his “New York
roughs, foremen, the ouvrier class, masons and carpenters, stage-
drivers, the Dry Dock boys”—he found what he believed to be the
essential traits of American character—“Good Nature, Decorum, and
Intelligence”; and his belief was confirmed by his personal experi-
ences in the war where he saw “the People of their own choice,
fighting, dying for their own idea”—the People whom the cultured
mind saw, he sardonically admitted, as “ungrammatical, untidy, and
their sins gaunt and 1ll-bred.”

Whitman’s vision was for the future. Possessing, unlike Emerson
or Thoreau, a background of practical politics, he was under no
illusion about the seedy aspects of existing democracy. No more
severe castigation of the failings of American society than certain
savage passages in “The Eighteenth Presidency” and in Democratic
Vistas can be found in contemporary comment; and in still later
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notes Whitman’s opinion, moderated in expression, remains un-
changed. Witness, for instance, a single sentence from his sketch
of Ehas Hicks (1888): “Though I think the essential elements of
the moral nature exist latent 1n the good average people of the
United States of to-day, and sometumes break out strongly, it is
certain that any mark’d or dominating National Morality (if I may
use the phrase) has not only not yet been develop’d, but that—at any
rate when the point of view 1s turn’d on business, politics, competi-
tion, practical hfe, and 1n character and manners in our New
World—there seems to be a hideous depletion, almost absence, of
such moral nature.” He hoped for a transformation, he trusted that
“character, literature, a society worthy the name, are yet to be
establish’d through a nanonality of noblest spiritual, heroic and
democratic attributes,” and it is no refutation of his wisdom that
the society has not yet appeared. What he issued was a challenge,
not a prophecy.

Prophetic certamty he had come in later years to reject like his own
Columbus who prays

Is 1t the prophet’s thought I speak, or am I raving?
What do I know of hfe? what of myself?

I know not even my own work past or present,
Dim ever-shifting guesses of it spread before me,
Of newer, better worlds, their mighty parturition,
Mocking, perplexing me.

In its place, like Columbus, he relied utterly on the “potent, felt,
interior command,” divinely sent, which turned him gradually but
irresistibly from nationalism to the 1deal of world brotherhood. This
note had never been absent from his poetry—he had projected him-
self in “Song of Myself” as the companion of all people “not merely
of the New World but of Africa, Europe or Asia”—yet his unre-
strained celebration of America’s giant strength in contrast to the
effeteness and decadence of the Old World had carried an impres-
sion of exuberant national conceit, the eagle-screaming of frontier
rhetoric. Now, in his recognition of democratic failure in practice
and perhaps, too, in his sense of rejection by the arbiters of American
literature, he turned in his finest poems of later years—notably
“Passage to India”—to the powerful vision of international amity:
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The carth to be spann’d, connected by network,

The races, neighbors, to marry and be given in marriage,
The oceans to be cross’d, the distant brought near,

The lands to be welded together.

This was his last legacy to the world of thinking man, expressed
again, and finally, in one of his posthumously published “Old Age
Echoes”:

One thought ever at the fore—

That in the Divine Ship, the World, breasting Time and Space,

All Peoples of the globe together sail, sail the same voyage, are
bound to the same destnation.

It was a remarkable demonstration that the poet’s insight penetrated
into what was destined to be the desperate crisis of the twentieth cen-
tury—the cataclysmic issue between a slave world, a democratic
world, or no world at all. He could not know how thoroughly
science was to annihilate the barriers of time and space, how within
another half century man would encircle the globe in less time than
it took John Adams to go from Boston to Philadelphia; he could not
know how man’s ingenuity could, if he so decided, tap the very
center of energy for his own destruction; he could not know that
an ideology surrendering the individual to the police state would
confront man’s freedom. He could not know these things, but his
poet’s vision 1magined a time when the divine purpose would be
fulfilled. Such a faith placed Whitman squarely among those who
believe absolutely in the existence of a moral order. The profoundest
measure of a first-class aesthetic achievement, he insisted in Demo-
cratic Vistas, is the possession of “a moral purpose, a visible or
invisible intention, certainly underlying all—its results and proof
needing to be patiently waited for—needing intuition, faith, idiosyn-
crasy, to its realization.”

It is time, in view of Whitman’s emphatic scorn for aestheticism
as an end in itself, to consider closely his concept of art and its
function. His rejection of end has sometimes misled the hostile or
the unwary to suppose that he had little concern for means, despite
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his sensitive obscrvations, in the 1855 Preface and elsewhere, on the
problem of form. Even Robert Lous Stevenson supposed “he chose
his style because 1t was casy to write”; Amy Lowell charged that he
“fell 1into his own pecuhar form through 1gnorance”; and the other-
wise discerning John Bailey decided that he was an artist by a sort
of divine acadent. If so, 1t was the acadent that happens only to
genius acuvely aware of its purpose and the means of achieving it.
Whitman knew what he was after, and he knew, too, that his Leaves
would hve only 1f artfully nurtured, that the effectiveness of his
message depended ultimately upon 1ts hterary shill. YHe broke de-
liberately from traditional form because he felt that for his great
theme—America and personality—he had to have a fresh vehicle of
expression, and his notchooks show that he worked hard for 1t by
constant experimentation. He was aware that other poets may arise
to great art through tradinonal forms, but his genius was not made
to speak the burden on his mind i the traditonal discipline. He
had to speak in another form, and the 1ssue of whether his utterance
was genius or not depends on how well he did so, not on his rejection
of convention.
What he sought, and what he succeeded in finding when his art
achieved perfect spontaneity, was the organic rhythm of nature, for
which, in his Preface, he finds illustration in “the free growth
of ... lilacs or roses on a bush . . . the shapes of chestnuts and
oranges and melons and pears . . .”; and which entered into his
dreams, he tells us 1n “Seashore Fancies,” as “a stretch of intermin-
able white-brown sand, hard and smooth and broad, with the ocean
perpetually, grandly, rolling in upon it, with slow-measured sweep,
with rustle and hiss and foam, and many a thump as of low bass
drums.” Keats was possessed of the same dream when he wrote

In the calm grandeur of a sober line,

We sce the waving of the mountain pine;
And when a tale is beautifully staid,

We feel the safety of a hawthorn glade:

And Coleridge, distinguishing between “mechanic” and “organic”
form in his Lectures on Shakespeare, exactly approved Whitman’s
search: “No work of true genius dares want its appropriate form,
neither indeed is there any danger of this. As it must not, so genius
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cannot, be lawless: for it is even this that constitutes it genius—the
power of acting creatively under laws of 1ts own origination.”

Another way to get at Whitman’s aesthetic aim 1s to view his
effort as an experiment 1n language. He told Traubel, “I some-
times think the Leaves is only a language experiment—that is an
attempt to give the spirit, the body, the man, new words, new
potentialities of speech—an American, a cosmopolitan (the best of
America 1s the best cosmopolitanism) range of self-expression.” In
two essays, “An American Primer,” posthumously published (1904),
and “Slang in America” (1885), the poct expresses the high delight
he takes in the richness of the English tongue, especially 1ts thou-
sands of native idiomatic words which give identity and locality to
Iiterature. To this richness, American slang—the lawless germinal
element—brings “rich flashes of humor and genius and poetry.”
Words were spiritual adventures to Whitman, and he was cager, in
pursuing his break from traditon, to borrow and invent without
regard for the sensibilities of purists. Such neologisms as “civilizee,”
“super-delicatesse,” and “loaferism” did much o embarrass Whit-
man’s defenders, but, consistent to his purpose, he felt no misgivings.
Almost jaunuly he remarhed in “An Old Man’s Rejoinder,” “1 have
not only not bother’d much about style, form, art, cte., but confess
to more or less apathy . . . toward them throughout, asking nothing
of them but negative advantages—that they should never impede
me, and ncver under any crcumstances, or for their own purposes
only, assume any mastery over me”; and the ncarest he comes to
an apology 1s his comment 1n hus last preface note (1891), “I have
probably not becn enough afraid of careless touches, from the
first—and am not now—nor of parrot-like repetitions—nor plattudes
and the commonplace.”

But let us not be musled. Actually Whitman’s artistic conscience
drove him into an unremutting hfelong program of revision that
can be matched by few poets in the history of their work. He has
told us how beforc he published he wrote and destroyed much, how
he had great trouble in getting rid of the stock poctical touches,
and in his notcbooks he 1s constantly adjuring himself: “In future
Leaves of Grass. Be more severe with the final revision of the poem,
nothing will do, not one word or sentence, that is not perfectly
clear. . . . Also no ornaments, especially no ornamental adjectives,
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unless they have come molten hot, and imperiously prove them-
selves . . . perfect transparent clearness sanity and health are wanted
—that 1s the diwine style—O if 1t can be attained—" When he was
ready 1n 1865 to give Drum-Taps to the printers, he was justifiably
pleased with his progress, writing to his friend Willam Douglas
O’Connor: “It is in my opinion superior to Leaves of Grass—
certainly more perfect as a work of art, being adjusted in all its
proportions, & its passion having the indispensable merit that though
to the ordinary reader let loose with the wildest abandon, the true
artist can see it is yet under control. . . . T delight to make a poem
where 1 feel clear that not a word but is indispensable part thereof &
of my meaning.” Some of his notable successes were his changes in
titles—for instance, “Bardic Symbols” to “As I Ebb’d with the Ocean
of Life,” and “Burial Poem” to “To Think of Time.” Professor
Killis Campbell’s valuable study of “The Evolution of Whitman as
Artist” demonstrates that of the three hundred and ninety-six poems
retained in Leaves of Grass, no less than three hundred and sixty-
three were subjected to revision. That the poet made impressive
advances in taste, diction, and rhythm is apparent to anyone who
does not allow the unchronological arrangement of the Leaves to
obscure the evidence.

It is clear that Whitman’s prosody, far from rejecting basic prin-
ciples in poetic art or betraying ignorance of them, is a powerful and
deliberate effort to capture in words the organic spontaneity of
natural rhythm. He did not revolt from art; he revolted from
“piano tunes,” that is to say, from conventional forms grown timid,
which could never accommodate what he had to say. He did not
hesitate, whenever it suited his purpose, to employ all the devices
which poets have traditionally relied upon—stanza forms, occasional
metrical lines, alliteration and assonance, refrain, rhyme, and so on.

But his essential device was to compose lines as a series of
cadenced phrases and clauses without regard for the line-endings of
traditional verse structure. In this way he dispensed with the met-
rical unit of length, which in conventional poetry governs the com-
position. As John Erskine has shrewdly observed, Whitman wrote
poetry as most people read it—that is to say, without observation of
the line-end; and his practice seems eccentric only to the eye, not to
the ear. The ear accepts his expression as a natural series of state-
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ments whose endings are dictated not by metrical measure but by
the sense of the utterance. These “statements” rely strongly, like the
poetry of the King James translation of the Bible—the most com-
monly cited analogy—upon the employment of repetition and paral-
lelism; so that, for example, a characteristic arrangement with What-
man is to open with a general proposttion, to support it with a series
of corollary ideas in parallel, and to close with an idea that embraces
the whole. Rhythmic periods—pulsations that at their best are the
very pulse of the poet’s thought—are the prosodic basis of Leaves of
Grass.

When Whitman failed, as he did in a great many poems which
do not appear 1 this anthology, his art was powerless to surmount
his subject matter; and mere materials unkindled mto poetry, in-
ventorics, “things added to things,” to use Emerson’s phrase, usurp
the content of his Leaves. When he succceded, when he was able,
as in the marvelous aria of the bird in “Out of the Cradle End-
lessly Rocking,” to fuse absolutely his form with his meaning, he
wrote ultimate poetry. The most persuasive testimony to Whitman’s
technical skill comes from other artists—for instance, from Swin-
burne who, 1 comparing Whitman to Blake, spoke of “the ex-
quisite and lyrical excellence of form when the subject is well in
keeping with the poet’s tone ot spirit”™; from D. H. Lawrence who
rhapsodized over “the unforgettable loveliness of Whitman’s lines”;
and—unexpectedly—from Henry James who, according to Edith
Wharton, on one memorable evening “let himself be lured on to the
mysterious music of ‘Out of the Cradle,” reading, or rather croon-
ing it, in a mood of subdued ecstasy ull the fivefold invocation to
Death tolled out like the knocks 1n the opening bars of the Fifth
Symphony.”

. . . . . .

Today Whitman is a classic, and his influence, difficult to trace
with certainty, has traveled a far road since the time when 1n his
old age the poet could truthfully say that public criticism of Leaves
of Grass “shows marked anger and contempt more than anything
else.” But the issue of just how intensely his influence has been felt,
how widely it has spread, and how it has been manifested is genu-
inely controversial, and generalizations lack finality. On the one
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hand 1t 1s tempting to assert that to Whitman’s break with tradition
must be credited the whole movement of modern poetry toward the
vernacular, the colloquial, the long, loose, casual line, as employed,
cach n his idiom, by John Gould Fletcher, James Oppenheim, Carl
Sandburg, Robinson Jeffers, Vachel Lindsay, Stephen Vincent Benét,
Kenneth Fearing, among others; and one is reminded of Karl
Shapiro’s observation in his Essay on Rime:

If any one poet fathered a new form
And freed us from the traditional, it is he.

On the other hand, Lindsay himself dissented from the view that
Whitman’s “grand style” had, or should have, an influence upon
modern American poetry. “Whitman will survive . . . as a gigantic
lonely individual,” he insisted; and it is true that American pocts
in general have been reluctant (Hart Crane was an cxception) to
acknowledge his inspiration in their work. It 1s also truc that an
influenual group of poets and critics today, among whom T. S. Eliot
is a signal figure, has so sharply repudiated the looseness of statement
and expansivencss of senument with which it associates the Vie-
torians—Tennyson, Swinburne, and Whitman being notable offend-
crs—that 1t may be regarded, broadly speaking, as inimical to the
whole purport of the Whitman poetic. A measure of 1ts opposition
may be conjectured by imagining what Whitman would have made
of Eliot’s pronouncement, “The Spirit killeth but the letter giveth
life,” or of John Crowe Ransom's observation that the modern poet,
in pursmt of pure aesthetic effect, “cares nothing, professionally,
about morals, or God, or native land.” Whitman had no distrust
of the “spint,” and frankly called upon spirit to improve the state
of the world. He would, one imagines, accuse the modern poet of
attenuating his function in limiting himself to acsthetic preoccupa-
tion, and he might defend his own poetry on the ground that it both
realized the world aesthetically (sought to sce it and depict it) and
attempted to make it better—the two purposes, for him, being
mutual.

We find ourselves on firmer ground when we look for Whitman’s
present influence, not in aesthetic engagement but in the very temper
of the modern attitude toward man’s life and fate. That temper,
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in one ugly aspect, confronts all that Whitman stands for, opposing
to the poet’s positive optimism a great bleak denying pessimism,
distrust, even hatred of hife—the profound cynicism emerging from
the backwash of two world wars. In another aspect, the modern
temper, recoiling from the dismal specters conjured by its own de-
spair, has been disposed actually to apotheosize our great poet as
the very symbol of the world’s aspiration—and desperate need—for
brotherhood. In our own country when such figures as Sherwood
Anderson or Theodore Dreiser or Thomas Wolfe—none of them
professional poets—are cited for their intuitive sympathy, or ability
to bring the life of the country into being, or hope for social decency,
the elder spirit of Whitman is likely to be evoked for witness and
C()mpflrlSOn.

But it is in other countries, and in the world at large, that Whit-
man’s allegiance must now be measured. From the first—when in
his own generation the dominance of genteel letters would shut him
out at home—European intellectuals responded and have continued
to respond to Whitman. That story, embracing both the recognition
of Whitman the artist and Whitman the redempuve prophet, is too
long to tell here. The aesthetic response would include Gerard
Manly Hopkins’ reluctant admission that Whitman’s “savagery” of
art came near “the last elaboration of mine”; the influence of Whit-
man’s verse movement in the work of such other English poets as
W. H. Auden, Cecil Day Lewis, and D. H. Lawrence; the regard
in which the French symbolists held Leaves of Grass as an inno-
vating experiment in form; the studies and transladons by Bazel-
gette and Catel of France, Reisiger of Germany, Chukovsky and
Mirsky of Russia, Jannaconne of Italy, Jensen and Schyberg of Den-
mark, among many others.

But without question it is Whitman’s redemptive power, his re-
ligious and social role as inspirer and encourager that invariably
becomes the insistent theme of world response to Leaves of Grass.
Sometimes it takes the form of intimate personal testimony—as
when André Gide confides to his journal that, feeling a need to
bathe himself clean, he opens Whitman before going to sleep, or
when the German worker poet Gerrit Engelte writes from the field
of war, “I have the good gray Walt Whitman, who will be my
comfort out of doors.” But prevailingly this response projects the
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poct as the symbol of humanity’s hope, and his poetry as the gospel
of the new time. The most perplexing aspect of this 1dealization
is that Whitman is cited by all parties from anarchistic hbertarians
to the partisans of dictatorship. It has always been the particular risk
of apocalyptic utterance to be seized for doctrinaire purpose, and
Whitman pays the price for intmating in Leaves of Grass so rich
a potentiality to be appropriated, adapted, and interpreted for good
or ill in the future. From himself came, with rare cxception, no
admussion of perplexity. His position was clear and confident, and
exultantly he invited the reader to collaboration—to work with him
upon the great enterprise of humanity. No poet demanded more—
“I do not offer the old smooth prizes, but offer rough new prizes”—
and no poet was ever more sure:

Lies the seed unreck’d for centuries in the ground? lo, to God’s
due occasion,

Uprising 1n the night, it sprouts, blooms,

And fills the carth with use and beauty.



CHRONOLOGY OF WHITMAN'S LIFE AND TIMES

1819

1823

1825-30
1830-31
1831-32

1832-35
183536
183641
1838

1839-40

Born May 31 on West Hills farm in Huntington Township,
Long Island.

Family moved to Brooklyn.
Attended public school.
Worked as office boy for a lawyer, later for a doctor.

Began lcarning printer’s trade; apprenticed to Long Island
Patiot.

Compositor on Long Island Star to May 12, 1835.

Employed in New York City printing offices.

Taught 1n various Long Island schools at Smithtown, Nor-
wich, Babylon, and clsewhere; engaged 1n debating actviues.

June 5 started weekly newspaper The Long Islander in Hunt-
ington, edited 1t for a year before returning to teaching.

Worked on Long Island Democrat at Jamaica; campaigned
for Van Buren, September, 1840.

(Lowell and Meluville also born 1n 1819. In this year Irving was
36, Cooper 30, Bryant 25, Alcott 20, Emerson 16, Haw-
thorne 15, Longfellow 12, Whittier 12, Holmes 10, Poe 10,
Thorean 2. On March 3, 1820, Congress passed Clay’s Mis-
sourt Compromise bill. In 1821 Biyant published his Poems,
Cooper his novel The Spy. The Monroe Doctrine was de-
clared on December 2, 1823. On July 4, 1825, Lafayette
visited Brooklyn, a memorable cvent in the childhood recol-
lections of Whitman. On October 26 of the same year, the
first boat left Buffalo for the opening of the Erie Canal. In
1826 Cooper published The Last of the Mohicans. Webster's
American Dictionary was published in 1828. Andrew Jack-
son was inaugurated as President March 4, 1829. Emuly
Dickinson was born in 1830. Poe’s Pocms were published
in 1831. Mark Twain was born 1n 1835. Texas proclaimed
her independence of Mexico in 1835, became a republic 1n
1836 after the Battle of the Alamo. Emerson’s Nature was
published 1n 1836, his address The American Scholar was
delivered 1n 1837. Financial panic occurred in 1837. The
Dual began publication 1n 1840, and Brook Farm was organ-
ized the following year.)
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1841

1842

1843
1844

184546

184148

1846—48

1848

1849

185054

1855

1855-56
1856
1857-59

1860

CHRONOLOGY

Returned to New York in May, worked as a compositor for
The New World.

Edited the New York Aurora for about two months, beginning
March 28. Also edited The Tatler. His temperance novel
Franklin Evans was issued 1n November as a supplement to
The New World.

Edited The Statesman.

Edited The New York Democrat, worked on The New York
Mirror.

From August to March, contributed to the Brooklyn Evening
Star.

Contributed to New York journals, including the Democratic
Review, American Review, New York Sun, Columbian
Magazine, Broadway Journal, Aristidian.

Edited the Brooklyn Daily Eagle from February, 1846, to
January, 1848

Left the Eagle editorship in January because his Frec Soil
principles clashed with those of his paper’s publisher, Isaac
Van Anden. Left for New Orleans, February 11, with his
brother Jeff to write for the Crescent. Resigned May 24,
returned by way of St. Louis, Chicago, and Niagara Falls to
Brooklyn, June 15. Edited the Brooklyn Freeman, first issue
appearing September 9, 1848.

Retired from the Freeman, September 11. Conducted a print-
ing business in Brooklyn for a brief period.

Helped his father in carpenter work in Brooklyn, addressed
the Brooklyn Art Muscum on March 31, 1851. Contributed
to the New York Evening Post and Brooklyn Daily Adver-
uzer.

Put the first cdition of Leaves of Grass on sale about July 4.
No publisher, although Fowler and Wells acted as agents.
Father died on July 11. Emerson sent his famous letter July
21. Visited by Moncure Conway in September.

Contributed to Life Illustrated from November, 1855, to
August, 1850.

Issucd the second edition of Leaves of Grass between August
16 and September 12, Fowler and Wells acting as agents.
Visited by Thoreau and Alcott in November.

Edited the Brooklyn Daily Times. Visited by Emerson in Jan-
uary, 1857. Associated with Bohemian coteric at Pfaff’s Res-
taurant.

Third edition of Leaves of Grass, published by Thayer and
Eldridge in Boston.
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1861 Boston publishers failed, and copies of the third edition were
prrated for a number of years. In June began a series of
twenty-five Brooklyniana skctches for the Brooklyn Stand-
ard. Upon the bombardment of Fort Sumter, turncd ener-
gies to the war, beginning compostition of Drum-Taps poems.

(In 1841 Emerson published hus first seiies of Vssays, his sccond
in 1844. Henry James was born in 1843. On May 24, 1844,
Morse sent the first telegraph message from Washington to
Baltimore. Texas was voted nto the Union 1n 1845, and in
1846 the Mecxican War began. Also in this year Melville
published his first book, Typee. In 1848 gold was discovered
in California; Poc died the following year. In 1850 [enny
Lind gave her first concert in New York, Clay’s Compro-
mise Bill was passed, and Hawthorne published The Scarlet
Letter. Melville’s Moby-Dick and Hawthorne’s The House
of the Seven Gables were published in 1851, Harriet Beecher
Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin i 1852, Thorcau’s Walden in
1854, Longfellow’s Hiawatha 1n 1855 (the year of the first
edition of Leaves of Grass), and Emerson’s English Traits
in 1856. In 1857 the U.S. Supreme Court handed down the
Dred Scott decision, and the following year Lincoln and
Douglas debated the issue of popular sovereignty. John
Brown’s rard on Harper's Ferry and his exccution followed
in 1859, and 1n the same year the first oil well was opened in
Titusville, Pennsylvania. South Carolina seceded from the
Union December 20, 1860. Lincoln took office March g4,
1861, Fort Sumter was fired on April 12, and the Civil War
began, the Union Army being routed at Bull Run, July 21.)

1862 Began unofficial hospital work among wounded soldiers. Wrote
a sertes of articles for the New York Leader. Left Decem-
ber 16 for Virginia front to find his brother George, reported
wounded.

1863-64 Becamc a volunteer nurse in Washington army hospitals.
Wrote war correspondence to New York and Brooklyn
newspapers. Did part-time copying and office work for self-
support and ministrations to wounded. Mect Burroughs and
O'Connor. Suffercd breakdown, rcturned to Brooklyn June,
1864, stayed s1x months with mother.

1865-66 Appointed to clerkship in Indian Bureau, Department of the
Interior, January 24, 1865. Dismissed by James Harlan June
30, but next month given another appointment in Attorney
General’s office. Issued Drum-Taps in 1865 and Sequel to
Drum-Taps the following year. Also in 1866 O’Connor dis-
tributed pamphlet “The Good Gray Poet,” protesting the

Harlan disnussal.
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Published the fourth edition of Leaves of Grass. Assisted Bur-
roughs in writing Notes on Walt Whitman as Poet and
Person, the poet’s first biography.

William Rossetti published selected Poems of Walt Whitman
in England.

Mrs. Anne Gilchrist, introduced to poet by Rossetti selection,
published “An Englishwoman’s Estimatc of Walt Whit-
man” 1n the Boston Radical Review.

Published the fifth edition of Leaves of Grass. Delivered
“After All, Not to Creatc Only” at opening of the American
Institute in New York. Published Democratic Vistas and
Passage to India.

In Brooklyn from February to April. Delivered “As a Strong
Bird on Pinions Free” at Dartmouth College commence-
ment in June. Published the sixth edition of Leaves of
Grass.

Suffered paralytic stroke in Washington, January 23. Mother
died on May 23. Went to live with brother George at Cam-
den, New Jersey.

His “Song of the Umiversal” read by proxy at Tufts College
commencement.  Contributed to the New York Weekly
Graphic, published “The Prayer of Columbus” in March
Harper’s. Thscharged from Washington clerkship i July.

Sought recovery of health with summer at Stafford farm, Tim-
ber Creck, ncar Camden. Visited Washington with Bur-
roughs i November, accompamed him to Poc’s rebunal in
Baltimore.

(In 1862 Grant captured Foits Henry and Donelson, the
Merrnimac fought the Momtor.  Fariagut captured New
Oileans, McClellan undeitook the Pemnsular campargn, and
the battles of Annetam and Fiedericksburg were fought. On
January 1, 1863, Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation went
into effect. Hooker wus defeated ut Chuncellorsville, Stone-
wall Jackson dicd of wounds, lee was defeated at Gettys-
burg. In 1864 Grant and Lee fought the battles of the
Wilderness, and Sherman marched to Atlanta. Lee surren-
dered at Appomattox April g, 1865. Lincoln was assassinated
April 14. Ratification of the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amend-
ments implemented Negro emancipation. The Atlantic cable
was successfully completed 1n July, 1866. Alaska was pur-
chased 1 1867. The transcontinental railway was com-
pleted 1n 1869, the Suez Canal opening the same year.
Edwin Arlington Robinson was born in 1869. The Franco-
Prussian war broke out in 1870. Frank Norris was born in
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1870, Theodore Dreiser and Stephen Crane in 1871. Finan-
cual panic began with New York City bank failures in 1873.
“Boss” Tweed convicted of fraud in 1874. Robert Frost was
born in 1875.)

Published the sixth edition of Lewves of Grass (Author’s Edi-
tion) 1n two volumes (I. Leaves of Grass. 1l. Two Rivulets,
including “Passage to India” and prose). West Jersey Press
article of January 26 arouscd English friends over the neg-
lect of Whitman in the United States. Spent spring and
summer at Timber Creck where his health continued to
improve. Mrs. Gilchrist and her children arrived in Phila-
delphia to make their home, which the poet visited fre-
quently.

In Philadelphia in January to speak at Thomas Paine’s anni-
versary. In February reccived by friends in New York City,
made visit to John Burroughs in Ulster County. Visited by
Edward Carpenter from England and by Dr. R. M. Bucke
from Canada.

Visited Burroughs again 1n June. Health better.

Delivered Lincoln lecture in New York April 14. Started
Western trip September 10, visited brother Jeff at St. Louis,
traveled as far west as Denver.

Returned from Western trip 1n January. Visited Dr. Bucke at
London, Ontario, 1n June, took boat trip with him up the
St. Lawrence.

Delivered Lincoln lecture mn Boston in Apnl, visited Long-
fellow, revisited childhood scenes in Long Island, returned
to Boston to supervise publication by Osgood of the seventh
edition of Leaves of Grass. Visited Concord, entertained by
Sanborn and Emerson.

Osgood ceased publication of Leaves of Grass on threat of
prosecution, gave plates to Whitman, who found a new
publisher, Recs Welsh and Company, 1n Philadelphia (suc-
ceeded by David McKay). Published Specimen Days and
Collect in the autumn.

Dr. Bucke’s Whitman published with poet’s approval and
assistance.

Bought house at 328 Mickle Street, Camden, moved in March
26, here lived and received friends for the remainder of his
life. Again visited by Edward Carpenter in June.

Suffered sunstroke in July. Walking became difficult. Friends
bought him a horse and buggy.

Royalties dwindled. Assisted by proceeds from Lincoln lec-
ture, subscription taken up by Pall Mail Gazette (£80), and
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funds from Boston friends ($800) for a cottage on Timber
Creek that was never built.

Lincoln lecture in New York, April 15, attended by Mark
Twain, St. Gaudens, and other notable subscribers. Netted
$600.

Suffered another paralytic stroke 1n June. Published November
Boughs and the cighth edition of Leaves of Grass (Complete
Poems and Prose of Walt Whitman, 1855-1888).

Published poems in a separate edition (Lcaves of Grass with
Sunds at Seventy and A Backward Glance O’er Travel’d
Roads). Given birthday dinner May 31 by the Camden
group.

Attended public birthday dinner in Philadelphia, May 31.
Robert Ingersoll gave a benefit lecture for Whitman on
October 21 in Philadelphia.

Attended last birthday dinner at home in Mickle Street. 1l
with pneumonia in December.

Published “Deathbed Edition” of Leaves of Grass, approved
by Whitman as authorized text for all later cditions. Died
March 26. Buried March 30 in Harleigh Cemetery tomb
designed by himself.

(In 1876 the Centennmial Exhibition opened in Philadelphia,
Custer’s regiment was massacred on the Little Big Horn,
Alexander Graham Bell invented the telephone, and Mark
Twain published The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. [n 1878
Henry George published Progress and Poverty. Edison in-
vented the incandescent lamp in 1879; in the same year
E. W. Woolworth opened the fiist five-and-ten store. James
Garfield was assassinated in 188«. In this year Henry
James published The Portrait of a Lady. Emerson died in
1882, the year in which the French began digging the Pa-
nama Canal and Koch discovered the tuberculosis germ.
The Brooklyn Bridge was opened in 1883. In 1884 Mark
Twan published Tluckleberry Finn. Flowell’s The Rise of
Silas Lapham appeared in 1885. Emily Dickinson died in
1886. In May of this year occurred the HHaymarket riot in
Chicago. In 1887 the Statuc of Liberty was unveiled and the
Interstate Commerce Act was passed. Bellamy's Looking
Backward was published in 1888. The Johnstown flood
occurred on Whitman's birthday, May 31, 1889. The Sher-
man Antitrust Act was passed in 1890. In this year ap-
peared Enmuly Dickinson’s Poems (First Series). The First
International Copyright measure became law in 1891, and
in 1892 occurred the Homestead strike of the Carncgie Steel
Works.)
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SONG OF MYSELF

I

I celebrate mysclf, and sing myself,
And what I assume you shall assume,
For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you.

I loafe and invite my soul,
I lean and loafc at my case observing a spear of summer grass.

My tongue, every atom of my blood, form’d from this soil, this air,

Born here of parents born herc from parents the same, and their
parents the same,

I, now thirty-seven years old in perfect health begin,

Hoping to cease not till death.

Creeds and schools in abeyance,

Reuring back a while sufficed at what they arc, but never forgotten,
I harbor for good or bad, I permit to speak at every hazard,
Nature without check with original energy.

2

Houses and rooms are full of perfumes, the shelves are crowded with
perfumes,

I breathe the fragrance myself and know it and like it,

The distillation would intoxicate me also, but I shall not let it.

The atmosphere is not a perfume, it has no taste of the distillation,
it is odorless,

It is for my mouth forever, I am in love with it.

I will go to the bank by the wood and become undisguised and
naked,

I am mad for it to be in contact with me.

The smoke of my own breath,
Echoes, ripples, buzz'd whispers, love-root, silk-thread, crotch and
vine,

45
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My respiration and inspiration, the beating of my heart, the passing
of blood and air through my lungs,

The sniff of green leaves and dry leaves, and of the shore and dark-
color'd sea-rocks, and of hay in the barn,

The sound of the belch’d words of my voice loos’d to the eddies of
the wind,

A few light kisses, a few embraces, a reaching around of arms,

The play of shine and shade on the trees as the supple boughs wag,

The delight alone or in the rush of the streets, or along the fields
and hill-sides,

The feeling of health, the full-noon trill, the song of me rising from
bed and meeting the sun.

Have you reckon’d a thousand acres much? have you reckon’d the
carth much?

Have you practis'd so long to learn to read?

Have you fe