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PREFACE

This volume aims to make available to the student and gen-
eral reader the best of Whitman’s poetry, together with repre-
sentative selections of his prose, so presented as to illustrate his
development as man and poet and the comprehensive reach of
his thought. The introduction and notes, which are intended
to be suggestive rather than final in their conclusions, have been
written with this aim in mind.

The poems are arranged as nearly as possible in chronological
order. The date of first publication is placed at the end of each
poem at the right side of the page; if the date of composition is
known to be materially different, that date is placed at the left
side of the page in italics. -

By special arrangement with Doubleday, Doran and Com-
pany, Inc., publishers, I have been permitted to use the follow-
ing texts: for the poems and “A Backward Glance O’er Travel’d
Roads,” the 18912 edition of Leaves of Grass; for the Preface
of 1855, the first edition of Leaves of Grass of that date; and for
all other prose selections, the Complete Prose Works of 1892.

My obligations are many. I wish, in particular, to thank
Professor Killis Campbell, of the University of Texas, for his
critical reading of the introduction and notes, though I assume
sole responsibility for the views there expressed, and for advice
in the selection of the poems. I am also much indebted to the
general editor of this series, Professor Harry H. Clark, of the
University of Wisconsin, for his valuable assistance and unfail-
ing sympathy. .

Froyp StovaLL



PREFACE TO REVISED EDITION

In this edition the only change in the text is the inclusion of
Democratic Vistas complete. The selections from Leaves of
Grass remain the same as in the first edition. The introduction
is of such a nature that it would be difficult to alter it unless it
were rewritten altogether. The bibliography has been expanded
and brought up to date, and a few minor changes and corrections
have been made in the notes. F.S.
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INTRODUCTION
I. GENERAL QUALITIES

Whitman, like the age that produced him, was both a culmina-
tion and a beginning. In him was the flower of romantic ideal-
ism in America, which had its roots in the eighteenth-century
philosophy of progress, and in him also the seed of scientific
realism, which throws its maze of branches about contemporary
thought. He bridges the chasm made by the Civil War between
the idealism of the past and the materialism of the present and
thus becomes the representative of united America.

Yet he was never popular. In the passionate conflicts of a
changing civilization, the advocate of harmony is liable to be
suspected by all factions. So it was with Whitman. The realist
distrusted his faith in humanity, and the idealist was shocked
because he extolled the animalism of man. On the one hand,
he allowed his readers no escape from the imperfections of the
world, while on the other he required them to transcend these
impcrfections./ The popular writer, however, must be one who
enables hisfreaders to retain their faith in the actual world by
obscuring its imperfections in the twilight of sentiment and
fancy.

Another reason for Whitman’s unpopularity is the anomalous
quality of his verse. Form in poetry, as in all the arts, is an aid
to the communication of thought and feeling, and the more
familiar the form, the more complete the communication. A
new form is a barrier between the poet and his reader until the
latter learns and approves it/ The form of Leaves of Grass is so
complex and strange that it distracts and annoys the uncritical
reader as well as the formalist. In renouncing rhyme and meter
he gave hostages to fame, and in following nature into

X1
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monotonous repetitions and chaotic details he flouted the
gods of patience and proportion. It is as though he tempted
the muse by offering her the world with complete descriptive
catalogues.

He did not pass unnoticed by the critics, who dealt with him
in various ways: he was made the butt of endless jokes among
the smug and damned by the rule of three, he was hailed by the
sages as a sage and by the rebels as a rebel, and 1n the end he was
apotheosized by the fuithful and veiled with a legend. Gradu-
ally, however, the real Whitman is being restored; and though
one cannot place him in any known category, one can at least
venture to name him without encomium or objurgation. It 1s
therefore an excellent time for a criucal study of his work.

Such a study, to be fully sausfying, would have to answer
three questions: What is Walt Whitman? Whence does he
come? and Whither does he lead? In other words, 1t would
seek to make known lis personality, his antecedents, and his
purpose. So great an undertaking 1s obviously beyond the
scope of any single essay or any single book except as a sum-
mary, and the time for summaries, perhaps, has not yet arrived.
Only after he has been tested by the varied experience and ac-
cumulated knowledge of many generations can his final worth
become known. In the meantime, the critic can do no better
than to examine him afresh, being careful not to make the mis-
take of sppposing that he will yield anything to a restricted and
superficial research; for he looks before and after across the
span of two centurics and more, to compass which requires of
the critic a bold and curious glance.

Since it must be restricted, this essay attempts primarily to
find for the third question such an answer as may be of use to
the reader who recognizes Whitman as “a great big something”
and cannot rest content until he discovers what that something
is. It is desirable, nevertheless, to take some notice of the first
two questions and to record a few hints towards answering
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them. Only in this way can we secure that perspective which is
necessary to the examination of so large a subject.

What, then, 1s the personality of Walt Whitman? The answer
is to be sought in criticism rather than in biography, and in the
work of his gentus more than in the commonplaces of his daily
life. The complaint is sometimes made, and not without reason,
that the interpreters of literature do not sufliciently distinguish
between the function of biography and the function of criticism.
In their curiosity about the man they neglect the work he pro-
duced. Whitman attempted to forestall this error by recreating
his essential sclf in his poems and consciously suppiessing all
clse. It has been said that he dehiberately withheld from the
knowledge of his family and friends some facts of his private
life which, most likely, conflicted with the character he had
created for lumself 1n his writngs.! He realized that his true
self was immortalized in Leaves of Grass and that all else was
irrelevant and vain; consequently, to understand his personality
is to understand his poems, of which he proudly boasted,

Camerado, this 1s no book, !
Who touches this touches a man.?

There is, however, one difficulty. He sometimes identified
himself imaginatively with persons whose dominant traits were
quite oppostte to hus own. His object was to establish a basis
for faith in democracy by demonstrating in his own person the
theory that all human qualities are latent in each individual.
Thus the “I” of the poems 1s often the potential rather than the
actual Whitman. Thence arise many of the apparent contradic-
tions. One must distinguish the authentic “I” from the imagi-
native “I”” in order to discover the personal qualities that give
character to his work.

1 Bliss Perry, Walt Whitman, pp. 212—213.

2¢So Long!” Complete Wrinings, 11, 289. All references to Whitman’s
poems and prose, unless otherwise stated, are made to the Complete Writ-
ings, in 10 vols., 1902.
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In spite of the apparent contradictions which he so com-
placently acknowledged, he is essentially consistent with him-
self. The contradictions arise from his effort to reconcile such
ancient antinomies as good and evil, law and impulse, reason
and faith. His unity lies beneath these surface appearances. For
he is a true primitive, the archetypal man, simple, universal,
bisexual—the primordial Adam, Eve being yet unremoved.’
But he is also the new Adam with the curse upon him, ashamed,
unsatisfied, passionate. Yearning towards Eve with an unap-
peasable desire, he is forever reminded of that vague undivided
Self, that Unity, on the re-attainment of which he feels depends
the hope of perfection. Hercin lies the problem: to be one,
apart, independent, egoistic, yet to feel with all, to act with all,
to comprehend all. It is ultimately, as he clearly saw, the prob-
lem of democracy, and indeed of humanity itself.

In the multiform personality that branches from this generic
stem there is also a principle of consistency. This principle is
not unitary, like the “ruling passion” formula of Pope’s day,
but triune rather, and consists in those primary and inherent
attributes of individual nature from which his passions emerge.
These attributes that give consistency to Whitman’s personality
were egotism, sensuousness, and sentiment, and from them all
the qualities that distinguish his hfe and work were derived.?

If it be assumed that Whitman’s personal attributes were in-
herited, the answer to the second question—Whence does he
come?—would include some consideration of his ancestry. No
more need be said here, however, than that he was of mixed

3These qualities may be classified according to their derivation thus:
(a) egotistic qualities are pride, self-rchance, determination, audacity,
crudeness, unconventionality, prudence, sincerity; (b) sensuous qualities
are grossness, amativeness, adhesiveness, affection, sympathy; (c) senti-
mental qualities are 1magnation, faith, idealism, spirituality. The terms
“amativeness” and “adhesiveness,” much used by Whitman, were bor-
rowed from the language of phrenology. Most of the qualities here named
he claimed for himself in his early anonymous reviews of Leaves of Grass,
three of which are reprinted in In Re Walt Whitman, pp. 13-32.
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English, Dutch, and Welsh stock, and that his family, long
resident on Long Island, had been for two generations much
under the influence of the Quaker preacher, Elias Hicks.* An
important but incalculable influence may be found in the dif-
fused thought and speculation of the age, which he would in-
evitably come to know in the course of his intellectual develop-
ment. For the source of this influence one must go back to the
Renaissance in Western Europe with its awakening conscious-
ness of the value of the individual man and its discovery of
the marvels of the physical universe. From this beginning the
movement towards the establishment of a democratic society
founded on scientfic knowledge was advanced in turn by the
rationalism of the seventeenth century, by the intellectual and
soctal enlightenment of the eighteenth, and by the empiricism
of the nineteenth, which seems to have been its culmination.
The aspects of this movement that are most clearly reflected in
the thought of Walt Whitman were (1) the philosophy of prog-
ress, with its a priori method of reform and neglect of history;
(2) faith in the innate goodness of man and the idealization of
nature, illustrated in the revolutionary theories of Rousseau;
(3) the idealism of German philosophy, particularly the Hegelian
doctrine of a cosmic consciousness that unfolds through con-
flict and contradiction to divine ends;?® and (4) the scientific con-
ception of nature as a reality independent of cosmic reason but
determined by the processes of historical evolution. Much of
the ambiguity of Whitman’s writing is due to his uncritical
acceptance of all these philosophies, which, though interrelated

4William Sloane Kennedy has pointed out the Dutch and Quaker
traits in Whitman in two essays in /n Re Walt Whitman, pp. 195-199, 213—
214. See also his Reminiscences of Walt Whitman, pp. 85—91. Henry
Seidel Canby makes much of the Quaker influence 1n his essay on Whit-
man in Classic Americans.

5Some parallels in the thought of Whitman and Hegel are pointed out
in Mody C. Boatright’s “Whitman and Hegel,” in the University of Texas
Studies in English, No. 9, pp. 134~150 (July, 1929). See also Kennedy,
Reminiscences, pp. 130, 137-146.
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and developed one out of the other, are in many ways incon-
sistent.

Before the middle of the nineteenth century these ideas, with
the exception of the theory of evolution, had been so completely
interwoven with native elements i the popular ideals of the
American people as to form an inseparable part of their social
and political philosophy. \They mingled casily with the tran-
scendentalism of New England, the Quakerism of the middle
states, and the individualism of the frontier, and they acquired
a kind of sancuity in the less aristocratic circles because they
were associated with the Revolution. Though modified as they
filtered down to the average citizen by varying degrees of igno-
rance and self-interest, they found congenial socicety even there,
Iightening a hife of sordid matertalism with the leaven of roman-
tic idealism. For the dominant attributes of character in the
people of the United States during the period of emergent na-
tionality between the adminsstration of Jackson and the Civil
War, were, as in the character of Whitman, egotism, sensuous-
ness, and senument.; From them flowed the marvelous creautve
energy that transformed half a content with a blind, ruthless
jpurpose. The pioncers of those days were a self-centered,
raucous, and fleshly lot, but they were also sentimentalists and
dreamers, and they were sustained by an unquestioning faith
n their divine mission to possess and improve the world.

Though a product of his age, Whitman was not to be con-
fined within its inteHectual and moral periphery. He approved
it as a gain over the past, but not as an end in itself; on the con-
trary, he held that it was only the beginning of a new order of
progress in the affairs of men. As he grew older, his certainty
of the need of change increased, but his confidence in his knowl-
edge of the process was somewhat diminished. He discovered
that he must anchor himself firmly to the past if-he was not to
lose his balance in reaching towards the future. Thus anchored,
he was able to expand freely in all directions, enriching his per-
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sonality without endangering its stability.; He developed both
as a man and as a poet, not only before the inception of Leaves
of Grass but steadily afterwards, through the Civil War and
beyond until his powers failed. It is only by tracking the
course of this development that we can hope to understand him
and the purport of his poems.

II. EARLY PROSE AND POETRY

The few records of Whitman’s childhood that survive do
not reveal clearly whether he displayed at that time the personal
attributes that distinguish him as a man. He was born, the scc-
ond of nine children, on May 31, 1819, on a farm near Hunt-
ington, Long Island. When he was four years old the family
moved to Brooklyn, then a small town. At five he was picked
up and kissed by the great Lafayette at a public gathering, and
at cleven or twelve he was through wath formal schooling and
ready to begin his life work. From that time until he was past
thirty, except for an interval of teaching m the country schools
of Long Island in his youth, he was almost constantly engaged
in newspaper work, as printer’s devil, apprentice, typesetter,
reporter, contributor, or editor, in and around Brooklyn and in
New Orlcans.

He was an omnivorous reader, active in debating societics,
and fond of the theatre and the opcra.” According to the testi-
mony of one who knew him at twenty, he was “inordinately in-
dolent and lazy” and somewhat untidy in his personal appear-
ance.® Another acquaintance, however, recalls him as some-

61t 15 an error all too common yet to suppose that Whitman did not
grow. John Bailey says in hus Walt Whitman, p. 51, “Except from the war
he learnt nothing all his life.” The present writer’s essay, *Maimn Drifts 1in
Whitman’s Poetry,”” in American Luiterature, 1V, 3—21 (Maich, 1932), 1s
partly an effort to correct this etror by indicating the extent of his develop-
ment after 1855.

7“Specimen Days,” 1V, 19.

8The Uncollected Poetry and Prose of Walt Whitman, ed. by Emory
Holloway, 1, xxxui, n.
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thing of a “swell” at twenty-two, wearing a high hat and a
frock coat with boutonniére and carrying a cane.® This descrip-
tion agrees with the statement of his brother George that he was
rather stylish when young, though slow to establish an acquaint-
ance and never attentive to girls. Even the enthusiasm of plan-
ning the first Leaves of Grass did not alter his leisurely habits,
for still, as George put it, he “wrote a little, worked a little,
loafed a little.” 1

He was actively interested in politics and public affairs, having
been as early as the summer of 1841 selected by the Tammany
organization as one of the speakers at a mass meeting in the
park.!! Always a loyal member of “the good old Democratic
Party—the party of the sainted Jefferson and Jackson,”!? he
could not admit that 1ts principles “are either wrong in them-
selves, or deserve the least disfavor from the public.”® In
March, 1846, he was chosen to edit the Brooklyn Daily Eagle,
an organ of the Democratic Party, through the columns of
which he carried on a vigorous campaign 1n defense of his own
and his party’s principles.

While denouncing the “mad fanaticism” of some of the
abolitionists,'® he was firm in his opposition to the extension of
slavery in new territory. It was through his editorial support
of the Wilmot Proviso, which would have prohubited slavery
in the territory to be acquired from Mexico, that he came into
conflict with the policies of his employer and lost his place early
in 1848.%% During the following spring he worked a while on

9Perry, pp. 22-23.

19From conversations reported by Horace L. Traubel in In Re Walt
Whitman, pp. 33-35. Cf. Whitman’s essay 1n praise of loafing in the Un-
collected Poetry and Prose, 1, 44—46.

1 Uncollected Poetry and Prose, I, xxxv.

12 The Gathering of the Forces, ed. by Cleveland Rodgers and John
Black, I, 219.

1B1bid., 1, 217.

W hd., I, xav.

18 Jbd., 1, 191.
18 Jbid., 1, xxx~xxxi; also sce Complete Writings, V, 35.
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the New Orleans Crescent; but returning soon to Brooklyn, he
joined the “Free-Soil” movement, with which he was naturally
sympathetic, and became editor of the short-lived local party
paper, the Freeman.\?

He called lumself a strict-constructionist and a states’ rights
man, but he held that the constitution vested sovereignty in the
Union and that the Union is sacred and indissoluble.’® He was
an enthusiastic patriot and expansionist. His passion for
nationality was supported by his belief 1n the excellence of the
American way of ife. He wrote commemorative editorials on
Revolutionary notables, hailed General Taylor as a national
hero, advocated annexing most of Mexico “for the interest of
mankind,” was impatient in his desire for Oregon, and boasted
the military superiority of the United States over England.?
Having absolute confidence in the ability of America to absorb
an unlimited population, he welcomed all home scekers from
other lands, even the paupers and criminals, and believed 1t was
both futile and unjust to try to regulate immigration by law.?
He prophesied that within thirty years America would be, be-
yond comparison, the greatest nation on earth.?!

In his conception of the function of government he was a
thorough Jeffersonian. “The true office of government,” he
declared, “is simply to preserve the rights of each citizen from
spoliation: when it attempts to go beyond this, it is intrusive
and does more harm than good.”?® He believed in the maxim
that “the best government is that which governs least.” 2 Con-
sequently, he was bitterly opposed to the protective tariff, hold-
ing that it paralyzed trade and injured the workingman.** He
warned against the dangers of taxation, and recommended the
tax on real estate as the simplest and most just because it “is

17 Uncollected Poetry and Prose, 1, hi.

18Gathering of the Forces, 1, 229-239.

1 7bid., T, 75933 240~272. 207bid., I, 159—165.

A 7bid., 1, 27. 2/bid., 1, 54.
2 Jbid., 1, 57. 24 Jbid., 11, 68.
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filtered through upon all business, upon operatives, upon work,
upon consumptton, upon capital, upon the strength of the poor
man’s sinews, and the industry of the farmer in the fields.” %
It follows, as a matter of course, that he was opposed to all
legislative interference with the personal life of the individual.
“You cannot legislate men 1nto virtue!” he wrote at the head
of an editoral.®  He was quite outspoken m his opposttion to
proposed laws against seduction, mtemperance, and the free
operation of public carriers and other enterprises on Sunday,
pomting out that “man 15 sovereign of his individual self;” and
may be reformed by persuasion, but never by compulsion.?’

Among other reforms, he advocated the protection of
women’s separate property rights, the regulation of working
conditions for women, the multplication and 1mprovement of
free public schools, and the abolition of capital punishment.”
His humanitarianism is evident m his criticism of the teacher
who has no other means than blows to induce students to
obedience,” in his condemnation of the brutality of prize
fights,” 1n his protests agamnst the crucl treatment of domestic
animals, and 1n lus scorn for the American passion for wealth
with its consequent disregard of human life.

If in his eduitorial writings Whitman employs the usual tools
of political journalism, he is scarcely less conventional in his
literary contributions. The vapid moralizing of luis essays and
the sentimental didacticism of his stories are in the worst
tradition of American popular literature. At their best, the tales
are watery imitattons of Poe and Hawthorne. His long tem-
perance “novel,” Franklin Evans, 1s a pot-boiler written by a

2 Jhid., 11, 73-74. 2 Jbd., 1, 59.

27 Jbud., 1, 62—72. See also Perry, pp. 57-61.

B7hid., 1, 74, 148-157, 136-141, 97- 120.

B Ihd,, 1, 144. W Jhed., 11, 226.

3t Uncollected Poetry and Prose, 1, 223. Hearing that J. J. Astor had
given $500.00 to the fund for firemen’s widows and orphans, he remarked

ironically, “How on earth could he spare 1t2” (Gathering of the Forces,
II, 130135, 231.)
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capable journalist without the lcast talent as a novelist. The
main themes of these storics, love and death, are also important
in Leaves of Grass, but in the storics everything is morbid and
fanciful, whereas in the poems cverything is wholesome and
natural.

Whitman published hardly more than a dozen pocms before
1847, all of which are poor in quality and conventional in form.
They owe something to Bryant’s melancholy chants, but are
crudely amateurish, emotionally hollow, and leaden with homi-
letic pessimism. They have nothing in common with Leaves of
Grass except the recurring theme of death, and they show no
promise of poetic power.

In his writing thus far, the ideals of character that Whitman
set before his readers were ascetic rather than robust. His zeal
for temperance led him, for example, to inveigh against the use
of tea, coffee, and tobacco.®? The inherent sensuousness of his
nature was perhaps held in abeyance by puritan inhibitions,®
and his egotism had only begun to appear in the stubborn inde-
pendence with which he maintained his editorial prerogatives.
Between 1847 and 1855, however, he passed through a critical
period of revolt and self-discovery, a kind of belated adole-
scence, from which he emerged a different person. The man of
morals and sentiment gave place, temporarily at least, to the
“natural” man, contemptuous of restraint, sensual, and frankly
egotistic.

Materials for a complete history of this change do not exist,
but much may be learned from his notebooks, in which as early
as 1847 he recorded some of the ideas and rough drafts for the
poems of 1855.3 Two poems that in their style represent a
transitional stage between the crude conventionality of his early
poems and the carefully designed freedom of Leaves of Grass

32 Uncollected Poetry and Prose, 1, 32-34.
3Jbid., I, xxxvii. Holloway says “1t was the puritan 1n him challenging
to a long and tragic struggle the ‘caresser of hfe.””

#4Jbd., 11, 63-90.
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were published in the New York Zribune in 1850.%% The strange
volume of 1855 was not, then, as puzzled critics once supposed,
an inspired improvisation, but an ambitious work planned and
developed with patient care through a period of probably seven
or eight years. It was the product of that physical, intellectual,
and spiritual upheaval in which the liberated ego first looked
upon its own divinity unveiled and was dazzled but unashamed.

Although this self-discovery was a normal step in the unfold-
ing of his character, it came late and was 1ntensified by the un-
loosing of powerful impulses that had been long frustrated or
dormant. It may have been precipitated by some passionate
love-entanglement in New Orleans in the spring of 1848, but
it would eventually have arrived anyway, one feels, through
the quickening influence of his intense and varied expertences
in New York, which ranged from the joyous animalism of the
omnibus drivers with whom he freely mingled to the rich
voluptuousness of the Italian opera. At the same time his ego-
tism must have been stirred by the heroic proportions of the
characters of the Homeric epics and the Shakespearean tragic
histories, which were hus favorite reading.¥” Already 1n 1846 he
had felt the keen edge of Carlyle’s mind, though he did not
approve his style,®® and he had found, perhaps, in the Auzo-
biography of the many-sided Goethe the first suggestion for a
book of his own that should incorporate a personality.® One
who knew him in his middle age has said that the prophetic
parts of the Bible “stirred in him a vague desire to be the bard
or prophet of his own time and country.” The free rhythms

%Jbhd., I, 25-30.

3 Cf. H. B. Binns, Life of Walt Whitman, pp. 49-53, 349-350, and
Emory Holloway, Whitman an Interpretation in Narrative, pp. 39-71.

3 Complete Writings, 1V, 16, 24-27.

38Gathering of the Forces, 11, 290~293. Curiously, he objected to Car-
lyle’s unconventionahty.

#So Holloway thirks. See Uncollected Poetry and Prose, I, Ixxix.

4], T. Trowbridge, “Reminiscences of Walt Whitman,” in Atlantic
Monthly, LXXXIX, 163-175 (Feb., 1902).



Introduction xxiii

and bold rhetoric of Leaves of Grass, highly original as they are,
doubtless owe something, as has often becn pointed out, o the
King James translation of the Bible. They may owe something,
also, to Macpherson’s Ossianic poems, which were still popular
in Whitman’s youth.®* The germ at least of their thought was
available to Whitman in the serious literature of his own and
the preceding generation. Though it seems probable that he
had made no systematic study either of poetry or of philosophy
before 1855, it is evident that he had absorbed a great deal
indirectly. He was acquainted with the work of such dissemi-
nators of the romantic philosophy as Rousseau, Coleridge, and
Carlyle.”? And the influence of Emerson, in particular, is
apparent in the early editions of the Leaves.”® Whitman told
Trowbridge in 1860 that Emerson had helped him to find
himself. “I was simmering, simmering, simmering; Emerson

1.4

brought me to a bo1 Vv

III. LEAVES OF GRASS

While the laborious process of creating and revising his
poems was going on, he was assisting his father in building
frame houses in Brooklyn; but in the spring of 1855 he laid
down his pen and saw and carried his manuscript to the printing

4See, however, “Notes and Fragments,” Complete Wriungs, 1X, 95,
where Whitman warns himself against the musty, diffuse style of Mac-
pherson. “Don’t fall into the Ossianic, by any chance.”

42 Uncollected Poetry and Prose, 1, 126-136. According to C. J. Fur-
ness (“Walt Whitman’s Politics,” American Mercury, XVI, 456-466,
April, 1929), Whitman made a close study of Rousseau’s Soctal Contract.
He does not state when this study was made. Whitman piobably read a
good deal of Thomas Paine, also, duting his journalistic period.

43See John B. Moore, “The Master of Whitman,” Studies in Philology,
XXIII, pp. 77 f. (Jan., 1926) and C. L. G. Gohdes, “Whitman and Emer-
son,” Sewanee Review, XXXVII, pp. 79 f. (Jan., 1929). The evidence is
thoroughly examined 1n an unpublished dissertation, Whitman’s Debt to
Emerson, by Ruth Peyton Pressley, in the library of the Unwversity of
Texas. Miss Pressley believes that Whitman owed much more to Emer-
son than n his later years he or lus friends were willing to admit. Some-
where, possibly through Emerson, Whitman learned a good deal of the
mystic philosophy of the Orient.

4“4 Trowbnidge, loc. cit.
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shop of his friends, Andrew and James Rome, where he set the
type with his own hands.® In July he finished the book, a thin
quarto with the author’s portrait but no name on the title-page,
and sent copics to prominent men of letters. Many of these
gift coptes were returned to the author, and Whittier is said to
have thrown his into the fire;* but Emerson read the book and
wrote generously to the author that it was “the most extraordi-
nary piece of wit and wisdom that America has yet contributed.”
Whitman was “set up,” as his brother George put it, by this
letter,'” which, to Emerson’s chagrin, he reprinted in the edition
of 1856, together with an eftusive answer in which he addressed
Emerson as “Master.”

In a long preface, not retaned m later editions,® he explains
in a somewhat difficult style lus conception of the poets and
poetry of the future. The greatest poet, he affirms, is the most
complete lover of the universe; he draws lus materials directly
from nature. e must be a seer in whom his own age is trans-
figured and to whom is revealed the cosmic plan which gives
similitude to all periods and unttes the past, the present, and the
future in harmonious sequence. He must be commensurate
with his nation and must incarnate it historically, geographically,
and biologically. In this country the poet will be one of the
common people, in whom the genius of America is to be found,
and he will differ from them only in his superior vision. He
must be endowed with organic health and a perfect sense of the
unity of man and nature, and his personal character must be rep-
resentative of the national character. It is significant that the
qualiues of American character which Whitman names are the
qualities that predominate m his own personality.

% Complete Writings, 1V, 27. See also Perry, pp. 67-68.

4 Perry, p. 100.

47Sce In Re Walt Whitman, p. 35.

8'The principal ideas and many of the phrases were incorporated in the
poems of 1856, and especially 1in By Blue Ontario’s Shore” and *‘Song of
the Answerer.”
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It is the function of the poet to perceive what is permanent
in the flux of things and to explain the law of its development.
He is the voice of liberty, the exemplar of equality, and the
fulfillment of the laws of scicnce. In him are reconciled the
measureless pride of the soul, which acknowledges no lessons
but its own, and the equally measureless sympathy of the soul,
which gives itself treely to all. In his art he is a realist, but he
knows that beauty mheres 1n each object or condition or com-
bination or process, and that he must not only reveal this beauty
but help his reader to possess 1t. To this end, the best style 15
that which 1s simplest and most natural, without rhyme, meter,
or other ornament. The form of the perfect poem, like that of a
perfect animal or tree, is a free and organic growth in which each
part is in proportion and harmonious with the whole design.
In short, the whole purpose of the poet is to make poems that
“tally nature.”

Such a poet he hoped to be, and such poems, tallying nature,
he set out to compose. The unifying purpose of Leaves of
Grass throughout, though mostly unconscious at first,® was to
show how man might achieve for himself the_most complete
imits of natural law.® His plan
summa-

freedom possible within_thy

as finally articulated provides three channels for the
tion of this purpose: Democracy, Love, and Religion.®® These
become the dominant themes of all the poems. The book is
consequently a trilogy, showing how freedom may be secured
for the body through democracy, for the heart through love,
and for the soul through religion.’? By such channels the pri-
mary attributes of Whitman’s character, which, as we have seen,
were egotism, sensuousness, and sentiment, found a natural

9 «A Backward Glance O’er Travel’d Roads,” Complete Writings,
II1, 41.
s Cf. “To Thee Old Cause,” I, 4-5.

5 First spectfically named 1n “Starting from Paumanok” (1860), I, 23.
8 Kennedy described the book as a trilogy celebratng the Body,
Democracy, and Religion. (Remuniscences, pp. 100 102.)
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outlet. Sentiment, which appeared in his early writing as
sentimentality, eventually developed into a deep sense of the
spiritual and the ideal.

1. Physical Freedom

Thorough Jeffersonian that he was, he was pledged to democ-
racy first of all because he believed 1t would safeguard the free-
dom of the individual, on whom the greatness of the state
depends. “Produce great Persons,” he said, “the rest follows.” %
Hence egotism was a part of his role as the poet of an individual-
1stic democracy, but it was also an iherent trait in his character.®
The “I” in Leaves of Grass is both the microcosmic Walt
Whitman, citizen of the Universe, and the actual Walt Whitman,
citizen of Brooklyn; the poet of great persons must himself be
a great person. He was fardy intoxicated with admiration of his
own form and flesh;® and when he writes, “I know perfectly
well my own egotism,” he is not making a confession so much
as a boast.”®  Admutting that the old gods did the work of their
days, he affirms that the modern man 1s potentally a greater
god, and offers himself as exemplary evidence.” He promises
to make New York illustrious,?® and is confident that he will
leave his mark as ineffaceably on the modern world as Christ,
his co-worker and equal, left his on the past.”

But the individual cannot effectually assert his freedom until
he has overthrown the past with its lumber of tradition and its
web of restraints. Whitman is therefore the advocate of revolt;
he is the arch-rebel. His is the pioneer’s boundless impatience
of restraint, and his the revolutionist’s hatred of kings and

8 “By Blue Ontario’s Shore” (1860), II, 108.

81 Kennedy says (p. 116): “His egotism (not that of his books, but of
his private life) was rather repellent at times to his friends.”

5 “Song of Myself” (1855), I, 36, 56, 64.

% Jbid., 1, 94.

577bud., 1, 91.

38 “City of Orgies” (1860), I, 151-152.

8 “To Him That Was Crucified” (1860), I1, 159.

%0 “Song of the Broad-Axe” (1856), I, 225.
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priests.®! He takes no account of man-made laws, and where
others give duties he gives impulses.”? His motto was, “Resist
much, obey little.” % The social conventions were among the
first to be discarded; and to prove his independence he sounded
his barbaric yawp in defiance of the schools % and wore his hat

indoors or out as he pleased.”® “I see that the elementary laws
6

’»

never apologize,” he remarked with evident satisfaction.®
Neither would he apologize; he would be audacious, even with
the elements. “Say, old top-knot,” he cried, addressing the
earth, “what do you want?”’ %

Unless he heard amiss, the carth wanted a prophet of democ-
racy, and offered him the grass as a symbol.® He accepted the
symbol and made it the banner of a crusade for the establish-
ment of a new order of society 1n which all should be equal and
all great. “By God!” he cried, “I will accept nothing which all
cannot have their counterpart of on the same terms.” ® He does
not, however, abrogate his own superiority as seer and spokes-
man. The equality 1s potential, not actual. To attempt to reduce
all people at once to a condition of equality would mean deg-
radation for the more advanced. Democracy requires only
that each individual be left free to grow; his equality with other
individuals consists in his freedom, not in any identity of qual-
itics. Whitman acknowledges that eventually the “little plenti-
ful manikins skipping around in collars and tail’d coats” may
reach his level, but at present he dismisses them contemptuously

s “positively not worms or fleas.” ™ It is indispensable to the
protection of his own rights that others shall possess the same,™
equality being a corollary of divinity, and he admitted no God
but what waits intrinsically in each person.” He shouts to every

S17bid., 1, 23 2“Myself and Mine” (1860), 1, 290.
6“To the States (1860), 1, 10. 84“Song of Myself,” I 108.
8 Jbid., 1, 56. % Jbd., 1, 57.
7 Jbid., 1, 89. 8/bid., 1, 39.
89/bid., 1, 62. 0/bid., 1, 94.

1 “Thought” (1860), 11, 38. 2“To You” (1856), I, 285.
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individual the challenge that he himself has already accepted,
“Whoever you are! claim your own at any hazard!” "

With all his enthusiasm for equality, he was sometimes
shocked by the imncompetence of clected officials and the lassitude
of the people as they drifted towards disunion and civil war.
He could not help observing that many men went about as
though “with dimes on the eyes walking,”™ and that the gov-
ernment at Washington scemed incapable and asleep 1n the
presence of impending tragedy.” When on the point of losing
faith 1n himself and his mussion, he 1s reassured by the thought
that he can do no work but his own; that the great play of life
goes on and he must contribute a verse,” without which, how-
ever poor, the play would be incomplete. Inevitably he learned
the meanness of which human nature 1s capable, and inevitably,
in time, he lost much of his own arrogant self-confidence; yet
the trials of war fully confirmed his faith in the common
people and in the ultimate success of democracy.”

As in his journalistic youth Whitman had been a patriot and
expansionist, so he continued to the end of his life. He was not
content with the anncxation of Texas and a part of Mexico.
“Come,” he said, “I will make the continent indissoluble.” ™
Of necessity he was a unionist, for without union his nation
could not hope to grow into the power and grandeur which he
had dreamed for it; but up to 1860 he had thought of the United
States as a union of Democracies,” each sovereign in matters
that pertained to itself, and submitting to the central authority
only for legislation affecting their diverse interests. Neither the
state nor the nation, he had supposed, was the guardian of

7 Ibid., 1, 286.

74“Song, of Myself,” I, 93.

% “To the States” (1860), II, 39.

740 Me! O Life!” (1865-6), 11, 33.

7 “Rise O Days from Your Fathomless Deeps” (1865), II, 54—56; see
also “Long, Too Long America” (18Cs), 11, 77.

B“For You O Democracy” (1860), I, 142.
79 “Thoughts” (1860), I, 275-277.
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democracy, but the individual, strong in self-esteem and per-
sonality,® for whose convenience the state was created. When
he heard America singing, the songs were varied, and he men-
tions no choix-leader!8! The Civil War convinced him, how-
ever, that 1f democracy was to survive it must have the support
of a strong national government; and when the drums beat their
imperious message down the land, Whitman was among the
first to call upon the citizen to forget his individual interest and
devote himself unquestioningly to the cause of union.®* For
him the victory of the North over the South was the victory of
liberty over the feudal past.3® Thenceforth he looked to the
nation as well as to the individual to advance the cause of
democracy, and warned the rest of the world that these Ameri-
can shores are inviolable.* The new respect with which he
regarded the nation led him to call it by the name that was to
him most sacred— the name of mother, whose children are the
states.®

Thrilled with the victory, he dreamed of the world led to
democracy through the leadership of the United States,¥ of
liberty sweeping the world away from the past and into a
glorious future, of singers that ignore the trailing glories of the
feudal world for the triumphs of the new world of democracy.”
He heard prophetical whispers of world-wide revolution in

80 “Thoughts” (1860), II, 262.

81 “] Hear America Singing” (1860), I, 13~14.

82“Beat! Beat! Drums!” (1865), II, 44-45; “Song of the Ban-
ner at Daybreak” (1865), II, 46-53. Though not published until
1865, these poems were probably written 1n 1861 or 1862, as their tone
indicates.

83“Lo, Victress on the Peaks” (1865-6), 11, 89—90.

81“World Take Good Notice” (1865), II, 86. Perhaps this poem was
written while the country was alarmed by the attempt of Napoleon III to
set up an empire 1n Mexico under French protection.

8See “Pensive on Her Dead Gazing” (1865), 11, 282, “Delicate Clus-
ter” (1871), 11, 88, and “Thou Mother with Thy Equal Brood” (1872), II,
235—242, etc.

86““Thick-Sprinkled Bunting” (1865), II, 267.

8“Turn O Libertad” (1865), I, 92.
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which organized humanity shall unite in one harmonious
democratic state. ..

What whispers are these O lands, running ahead of you,
passing under the seas? .

Are all nations communing? is there going to be but one
heart to the globe?®

The enthusiasm did not last, and he continued to be primarily
a nationalist, yet always with persistent leanings towards some
kind of international unity.® He became in many respects less
radical in old age, but particularly in his attitude towards the
past, the value of which he came to understand better than he
did in the years of his revolt.” When pressed by some of his
friends for commitments on social and other radical theories he
escaped into gencralities.* With age he grew to have more
respect for law, perceiving not only that law is a necessary
correlative of freedom,® but that the elements themselves, the
aboriginal home of freedom, submit to irrevocable law and from

this limitation derive their power.”

2. Emotional Freedom

Whitman’s pursuit of physical freedom through the channel
of democracy was not more zealous than his pursuit of emo-
tional freedom through the channel of love. In him more than
in others emotion was directly allied with sense perception;
hence the extreme sensuousness of his nature was the source

8“Years of the Modern” (1865), II, 271-273.

89 See “The United States to Old World Critics” (1888), 11, 312—313,
and “‘On, On the Same, Ye Jocund Twain!” (1891), III, 8-9.

% See, for example, “Old Chants” (1891), III, 15-16.

#1See in particular Horace Traubel, With Walt Whitman in Camden,
111, 478-481.

% As appears in “Thou Mother with Thy Equal Brood”’ (1872), II, 240,
in “The Prairie States” (1880), II, 177, and in “America” (1888), I, 297.
Perhaps this recognition of law partly accounts for the tendency of his
later verse to follow the conventions of poetry.

93 “With Husky-Haughty Lips, O Sea!” (1884), II, 303-304.
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and final determinant of his songs of love. All sounds, whether
of art or nature, were as music to him from childhood,” all
sights lovely, all contact 1ntoxicating.

Mine is no callous shell,

I have instant conductors all over me whether I pass or stop,

To touch my person to some one else’s is about as much as
I can stand.®

He had also something of the intuitive and mystic faculty that
frequently accompanies such ecstasy of the senses and relied

much upon it for guidance: the damp of night was more con-

6

vincing to him than logic and sermons.”® His descriptions of

nature are rich with the imagery of sense, as in the beautiful
passage beginning “Press close bare-bosom’d night.”%" He
called himself the “caresser of life” in all its aspects,” the gross
as well as the refined, and he frankly announced that he was no
sentimentalist, but a believer in the flesh and the appetites,
turbulent and sensual.”” That his sensual grossness was not
merely theoretical is shown by the fact that it pervades all his
early Leaves, even where it is not at all necessary to his role as
a cosmic personality.!®

The sensual realism of the poems of sex, the most character-
istic of which were published in the edition of 1856, is

9 “Proud Music of the Storm” (1869), I, 180—181.

% “Song of Mysclf,” I, 68.

% Jbid., I, 70. See also I, 40-41, for description of a mystic experience.

$17bid., I, 58—59.

8 /bud., 1, 46.

9 Jbud., 1, 62.

1% Numerous examples might be cited from the poems of 1855 and 1856.
His conversation, on the other hand, was singularly free from coarseness.
Ellen M. Calder (Mrs. W. D. O’Connor) in her “Personal Recollections
of Walt Whitman” 1n the Ailantuc Monthly, XCIX, 832 (June, 1907),
says: “No man ever hived who loathed coarseness and vulgarity 1n speech
more than he, and I am witness that on two occastons he reproved men,
supposed to be gentlemen, for their license in that respect.”

100 These poems were grouped together 1n 1860 and given the title En-
fans &’ Adam, which was changed 1n 1867 to Children of Adam.
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notorious. Whether these passionate poems were the record of
Whitman’s actual expericnce, as most biographers believe, or
the product of sheer imagination is of no consequence to the
critical study of the poet; for undoubtedly he conceived the
experiences they describe to be proper for the poet of democracy
and would have wished to have them if he did not. They were.
written to destroy the literary taboo by which the facts of sex
were in his time obscured and distorted and to uphold the con-
tention that whatever is natural is good and a suitable theme for
poetry. Though their realism was obviously overdone, Whit-
man resisted all efforts to persuade lum to alter them materially.
It 1s noticeable, however, that in later poems he limited himself
to the usual generalizations in dealing with the subject of sex
relations, being satisfied, apparently, to have asserted once for
all the right of sexual love to free and literal expression in
poetry.

The poet of 1855 was something of a savage, but he was a

192 hne who wished to be loved

friendly and magnctic savage,
by strangers as he passed;!® for was not adhestveness one of the
requirements of the new order of American bards? Apparently,
however, it was not until 1859 that Whitman began to write
the Calamus group of poems specially devoted to friendship and
the establishment of the love of comrades as an institution.!™
The sense of touch, so vital to sexual love, has also its place in
manly love, for the proper salute of comrades is a light kiss on
the lips.'® This type of love is indeed so definitely physical, as
of an electric fire within,'® that when he is not in the near

presence of his lovers he doubts the reality of his own body.'"

102 “Song of Myself,” I, 88.

103 “Song of the Open Road” (1856), I, 182.

104 See “In Paths Untrodden” (1860), I, 137, and “I Hear It Was Charged
Against Me” (1860), I, 154.

105 “Behold This Swarthy Face™ (1860), I, 152.

1060 You Whom I Often and Silently Come” (1860), I, 161.

107 “That Shadow My Likeness” (1860), I, 161.
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He is jealous and sleepless when his comrade is away,!® and is
at times so terrified by the power and strangeness of his emotion
that he does not dare tell it.' He warns the new person drawn
to him that he is a difficult lover and perhaps not all that he
seems.'® “You would have to give up all else,” he explains;
“l alone would expect to be your sole and exclusive stand-
ard.” ! Here the man Whitman 1s identified with his book, so
that the word “lover” is made to include his devoted reader as
well as his devoted friend.

Evidently Whitman made a distinction between his disciples
and intimate friends and those who knew him only casually in
person or book. He who is capable of becoming his lover or
disciple will recognize the divine relationship immediately and
acknowledge him as nearer than parent, wife, or child. “Some
are bafHled, but that one is not—that one knows me.”*? To
others he gives tokens indicative of friendship—lilac, laurel,
moss—but to him alone and to such as love in like manner he
gives the calamus-root, symbol of spectal love. '3 Tt is difficult
not to believe that Whitman dreamed at this time of being the
prophet of a new religion around whom should gather a group
of disciples dedicated to the work of evangelizing the world.
He was convinced that the love of comrades would advance
American democracy by reconciling the conflicting interests of
the individual and the nation."* Perhaps the main purport of
the United States is to develop a new and exalted type of friend-
ship, latent in all men, yet previously unknown.!® “Be not
dishearten’d, affection shall solve the problems of freedom yet,”
for when men from different sections of the country learn to

108 “Recorders Ages Hence” (1860), I, 147-148.

109 “Earth, My Likeness” (1860), I, 158.

10 “Are You the New Person Drawn Toward Me?” (1860), I, 149.
nt¢“Whoever You Are Holding Me Now in Hand” (1860), I, 140.
12“Among the Multitude” (1860), I, 161.

13 “These I Singing 1n Spring” (1860), I, 142-144.

14 “For You O Democracy” (1860), I, 142.

18 “To the East and to the West” (1860), I, 159.
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love and understand one another, they will be able to love and
understand united America.!'$

Another order of love, more spiritual yet indirectly con-
nected with sense too, is seen in Whitman’s imaginative faculty
of sympathetic identfication of himself with others physically
and emotionally. “I am the man, I suffer’d, I was there . .. My
hurts turn livid upon me as I lean on a cane and observe.” 17
"This was in 1855, when his experience of suffering was probably
limited to inactive observation; but a few years later his sym-
pathy was translated into action in the hospitals of New York,
where he often served as volunteer nurse to soldier and sailor
patients and to his friends, the stage-drivers, when they were
sick."® Tt is not strange that when in December, 1862, he be-
came acquainted with the needs of the wounded soldiers in the
camps of Virginia and the hospitals of Washington he remained
to satisfy them as well as he could.

In 1859 he was suffering from dejection, the cause of which
is unknown; possibly some one particularly dear to him had
died or was in distress.”!? The poems written at this ume show
an interest in death so prefound that one is almost compelled
to think it was the consequence of some personal bereavement.
He is now able to understand how death 1s inseparably folded
with love.' In the beautiful dirge “Out of the Cradle End-
lessly Rocking” it is revealed to him how in death the creative
power of love is made free from the biological law of procreation
and sublimated to the loftier uses of the poetic imagination.

Healing the bodies and souls of crippled young men was

u6“Qver the Carnage Rose Prophetic a Voice” (1867), II, 81-82.
Most of the lines. of this poem, including the one quoted, appeared in
Calamus, No. s, in 1860.

17 “Song of Myself,” I, 81. Numerous similar illustrations can be found
1n this and other early poems.

18 Perry, pp. 130-131. See also Charles I. Glicksberg, Walt Whitman
and the Civil War, pp. 15-46.

9 Holloway, Whitman, p. 164.

120 “Scented Herbage of My Breast” (1860), I, 138-139.
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itself a work of creation no less than the making of poems, and
he was equally proud of both.'?! His service was given as
freely to the boys from the South as to the boys from the North,
and after the carnage he would, like Lincoln, have leashed the
wolves of prejudice and revenge and left the stricken land to
the purifying hands of death and night. For, as he says in
“Reconciliation,”
For my enemy is dead, a man divine as myself is dead,
I look where he lies white-faced and sull in the coffin—
I draw near,
Bend down and touch lightly with my lips the white face
in the coffin.

Through compassion love had been released from the bounds
of sensc and was growing to the breadth of benevolence. He
now hoped that as his songs had been nourished in the North,
they might ripen in the sun of Southern favor.!® The songs
did indeed ripen, not however in the warmth of the South, but
in the fervor of his own aroused emotions. One of the first of
these ripened songs was the threnody, “When Lilacs Last in
the Dooryard Bloom’d,” which shows how a diverse people
are united in their common love of Lincoln, through whose
death that love is made perfect and immortal. For the com-
pletion of the growth of Whitman’s love from the sensual and
particular to the spiritual and universal it only remained for the
benevolent compassion born of the tragedy of war to be ex-
tended beyond the shores of America and enfold the world.
Evidence is not lacking in the poems to show that he went
part of the way in this last stage of development,'®® but his
affections were too firmly rooted in the soil of nationalism, and
universal love was for him rather an ideal than a consummation.

121 “Not Youth Pertains to Me” (1865), 11, 85.

122¢“To the Leaven’d Soil They Trod” (1865-6), II, 92~93.

123Se¢ for examples the following: “The Base of All Metaphysics”
(1871), I, 146-147; “The Mystic Trumpeter” (1872), II, 249~253; “Years
of the Modern” (1865), II, 271-273.
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3. Religious Freedom

It is an inspiring prospect, this vision of a benevolent world-
democracy cradled in the all-enclosing arms of love, but it
leaves man unsatisfied so long as he feels earthbound and tem-
poral. His soul is landlocked and confined, and cannot rest
until it finds an outlet to the ocean. “It is a terrible sign of the
human soul,” Whitman wrote,'®! “that it will not own any
limit, even the widest.” On this premise he based his calcula-
tions, and by this sign he stecred his soul’s bark of faith towards

illimitable seas of freedom and immortality. Its course lay

’

through the turbulent waters of speculative philosophy, where
it was-buffeted between the Scylla and Charybdis of materialism
and pantheism, but it passed safely and sailed boldly to its des-
tiny. Perhaps it was guided by some undercurrent of elemental
wisdom; for his affinity was with matter more than with spirit,
and sentiment, the matrix of his religion, was inseparably bound
to sense. One must look to nature, therefore, for the canons of
his faith.

Though not reverent, he had a genuine love of nature, and
his indolent, dreamy youth, apparently so barren, must have
been rich with stored sensations of earth, sea, and sky. Fortu-
nately he lived in the formative period of American national
life, before the idealism of the Revolution had degenerated into
political opportunism. It was also fortunate, perhaps, that he
was denied the formal intellectual discipline which so often
makes thought a prisoner of the mind, for his “fluid and swallow-
ing soul”'® was thereby free to penetrate all substances and
assume all shapes. From the many philosophies he absorbed, he
created an original and dynamic religion which found expression
in his individual personality.

" 124]n his notes for the lectutes on religion, dated 1876. See Walt Whit-

man’s Workshop, p. s5o.
125 “Song of Myself,” I, 78.
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Weary of the bigotry of parties and creeds, Whitman turned
for sanctions to the amplitude of nature and found them abun-
dantly in the newly discovered wonders of geology and physics.
He looked through the abyss of space and saw the far-sprinkled
systems, circuit beyond circuit, expanding outward forever, and
he looked back through the abyss of time and saw the primitive
nebulae cohering to orbs and the slow piling of strata upon
strata for incalculable ages.’® He was filled with wonder at the
“vast similitude” that spans and harmonizes this multitude of
worlds,”” among which, though unplanned as the architect
plans,'® the round carth moves mvariably in its proper orbit
without jolt or the untruth of a single second.®

He saw that creation is a continuous organic growth, not a
work that is begun or finished, and the creative force is the
procreative impulse 1 nature.’®® Progress is the infallible con-
sequence of this creative force in nature, and though the universe
15 perfect at any given moment, it 1s growing constantly towards
131) If new forms are needed they are
produced as surely as if designed from the beginning. “When
the materials are all prepared and rcady, the architects shall

higher orders of perfection.

appear.” ¥ Every moment is a consummation developed from
endless past consummations and preparing for endless consum-
mations in the future.”® Thus the universe is “a procession
with measured and perfect motion,” and each object has its
place.’® No one thing is more perfect than another: “a leaf of
grass is no less than the journey-work of the stars.” 1% That

1% Jhid., 1, 100.

1274On the Beach at Night Alone” (1856), II, 21-22.
128¢Who Learns My Lesson Complete?” (1855), 11, 169.
129 [hed., 1, 168.

130 “Song of Myself,” I, 35.

13L“A Song of the Rolling Earth” (1856), I, 269.

132 Jhid., 1, 275.

133 “Song of Prudence” (1856), I, 148.

134 “I Sing the Body Electric” (1855), I, 119.

135 “Song of Myself,” I, 7o.
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whuch fills 1ts place is as great as any,’ and the majesty and
beauty of the whole are latent in each part.!¥

Nature is not only perfect but also divine. Indeed, it is perfect
because it is divine. There is no division in nature, no irrecon-
ctlable feud between matter and spirit; and there is no separate
deity looking down from some detached Heaven upon a tem-
poral world that his hand created and may destroy at pleasure.
That which 1s at all is of God, and though 1t may change in place
and form, it can never lose 1ts divine character. The carth is a
“divine ship satlling a divine ser.” ¥ Whatever is 15 well, and
whatever will be will be well; ¥ evil, or what seems evil, no
less than good, 1s permitted by the celestal laws, which are
finished and perfect.' God 1s 1n every object,!'! because every
object has an eternal soul*? and passes eventually into spiritual
results.'®  God is therefore coextensive with the universe and
like the universe is in process of continuous development
through the creative force in nature. There is no God except
what waits intrinsically in each individual,** and the true God
is typified in the ideal man.!%®

This is so because man stands at the head of creation: he is
“an acme of things accomplish’d” and “an encloser of things to
be.” 1% Out of the “huge first Nothing” he rose through the
lethargic mist and the fetid carbon until he stood upon the top-
most step of the stairs of creation; ™7 yet, looking back along
the way he has come, he can recall at will any stage through
which he has passed and so, in a sense, incorporates all matter
and all life.!® Having come so far, he must surely go on until

138 Jhid., 1, 97. 137 “ Assurances” (1856), I, 227-228.

138“A Song of the Rolling Earth,” I, 272. Cf. also “You Tides with
Ceaseless Swell” (1885), II, 299—~300.

139 “To Think of Time,” II, 217.

140 “Song of Myself,” I, 6o. U1 Jbid., 1, 105.

142 “To Think of Time,” II, 220.

143 “Think of the Soul”’(1856, later rejected). See Inclusive Edition, p. 469.

14 “To You” (1856), I, 285. 145 “Song of Myself,” I, 100,

16 Jhid., 1, o8. 17 [hid., 1, 98.

18 Jbd., 1, 71.
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in due time he becomes one of the supremes.!® The seed of
perfection is in each person,'™ but no matter how far he
advances, his desire for further advancement remains insati-
able.1?!

The final purpose of this restlessness of spirit in man and
nature is the continuity of life. Nothing is real or valid, not
even God, except in relation to this purpose. It is not super-
natural,’®? yet 1t is not stopped by death, for the dead advance

183 As we know that the sun lives on

as much as the living,.
through the night because we see its light reflected in the moon,
so we know that life continues, transformed, through death—
that from corpses white roses grow.!®* For like night, death is
magnetic, nourshing, restorative,'® and Iife 1s the leavings of
many dcaths.% (The law of nature is the same in man and
ammals: it 15 the law of love, of life, of continuity ¥—it is the
law of promotion and transformation and cannot be eluded.!%®
Something, Whitman perceives, drives man forward along the
way to perfection, which passes through birth, life, death, and
burial; ® he does not fully understand what it is, but he knows
that it is form, union, plan—that it is happiness and eternal
life. 160

Whitman calls it soul, this mysterious something, strangely
linked with the procreative impulse, that gives form and con-
tinuity to the life of nature and impels man towards happiness
and immortality. It is omnipresent in the substance of the
universe, the “float forever held in solution,” from which a por-
tion is struck off at the birth of the individual and given identity
in his body.!® “Something long preparing and formless,” he

W9 fhid. 1, 92. 150 “Faces” (1855), II, 247.

L1“Song of Myself,” I, 102. 182 [bid., 1, 92.

183 “Song of the Broad-Axe” (1856), I, 228.
154 “Song of Myself,” I, 106.

1% Jhid., 1, 58, 88. 166 Jbid., 1, 106.
157 [hid., I, 48. 158 “To Think of Time,” II, 218.
151“To You,” I, 287. 160 “Song of Myself,” I, 107.

161 “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” (1856), I, 195, 197.
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says, “1s arnived and form’d in you.” 162 Hencefortthherever
the individual goes he becomes a part of all he meets and it
becomes a part of him."® Everywhere he goes he feels the
latent prescnce of unseen existences that impart to him some-
thing of themselves and call from diffusion his own meanings
and give shape to them.’®™ This “efllux of the soul” is love,
which draws men together and makes them happy.'® His
relation with nature is no less close, for he can hear his lovers,
the rocks and trees and flowers, calling his name and caressing
him gently all over.!®

The soul is not merely resident in the body; 1t is the body for
the duration of the physical life,'®” and one is no more divine or
sacred than the other.!® Immortality is not more wonderful
than birth and growth;1® in fact, it is only through growth that
the reality of the soul has been established.'®  Yet whatever
affects the body also affects the soul, whether it is discase, pas-
sion, or charity, and its results go beyond death; therefore
“charity and personal force are the only investments worth
while,” """ for nothing endures in life or death except personal
qualities.!™ In these is the wealth or poverty of the soul,'™ and
these, as we have seen, it scatters wherever 1t goes as spiritual
influences that never die. The poet laughs at what is called
dissolution,'™ for he knows that it is but another transforma-
tion, a new birth, and that in this birth through death God is the

162¢To Think of Time,” I, 217.

163 “There Was A Child Went Forth” (1855), II, 135-138.

11 “Song of the Open Road” (1856), I, 178.

165 Jhid., 1, 182~183.

166 “Song of Mysclf,” I, 99.

167 Sing the Body Electric,” I, 124.

18 “Song of Myseclt,” 1, 63.

169 “Who Learns My Lesson Complete?” II, 169—170.

1710¢“A Song of the Rolling Earth,” I, 274.

71 “Song of Prudence,” 11, 147.

12 “Song of the Broad-Axe,” I, 228.
173 “Great Are the Myths” (1855, later rejected). See Inclusive Edition,

p- 465.
174 “Song of Myself,” I, 57.



Introduction xli

accoucheur.”™  He lives on, “alive and well somewhere,”' but
now diffused in nature, returned to the “Hoat” from which he
came. Why should he fear dcath, the nourshing mght of life,
the growing time of the soul?

The pantheistic tone of these carly poems 1s unmistakable.
There is little in them to indicate a belief in personal identity
after death. ' Whitman’s views changed somewhat as he grew
older, though the base of his rehigion remamed panthestic.
Even in old age the principle of contmuity through transforma-
non seemed to him the great sccret of life in nature.'™

) About 1859 or 1860, during the period of despondency already
mentioned, he sometimes doubted the permanence of anything
but matter; " yet this mood was not charactetistic, for during
the same pertod he wrote, among other optimistic songs, the
song of joys, including the joy of death as well as the joy of hfe,
and recorded his sure belief that the real body, the soul, “will
elude the hands of the corpse-cleaners and pass to fitting
spheres,” carrying with it all that has accrued to it since birth.!®
This real body, or soul, which 15 the permanent hfe of every
object and the source of the “efflux” mentioned in the early
poems, he afterwards calls an “c1ddlon,” a term borrowed from
ancient philosophy, which suggests the continuation of personal
identity after death.’®  Other suggestions of the continued
identity of the soul may be seen in the figure of the grave as a
temporary camp breaking the forward march of the soul,'®

% [hid., 1, 106.

176 [hd., 1, 0.

177 Some passages 1 his early work indicate a possible belief 1n reincarna-
tion. See “Song of Myself,” 1, 95, 106, and ““The Sleepers,” II, 211; see
also “Notes and Fragments,” IX, 150-151, 1n which he says our immor-
tality is located here on carth.

178 “Continuities” (1884), II, 309-310.

179 “Yet, Yet, Ye Downcast Hours” (1860), II, 226.

180“A Song of Joys,” I, 221. See also “Starting from Paumanok,”
I, 26.

181 “EidSlons” (1876), I, 5—9.

182 “Camps of Green” (1865), II, 283-284.
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and in the figure, very common, of death as the soul’s embarka-
tion on a long anticipated voyage from which there is no re-
rn.'® When questioned in old age by his friends at Camden,
he always expressed his faith in the survival of personal identity,
though he acknowledged the absence of proof.!#

Whitman’s increased confidence in personal immortality is
an evidence of his deepening religious experience. Though at
the outset he had announced himself as the poct of the soul no
less than the poet of the body, he devoted the first editions of
Leaves of Grass, as we have seen, largely to the celebration of
the body and 1ts material environment, content in the mam to
state the theory of the soul and its spirttual relations. He said
afterwards that it was his original intention 1o write one volume
of songs of the body and a separate volume of songs of the
soul,' but there is no evidence of such an intention n the
first cditon or its preface. From the beginning, however, he
was firm 1n his demand that the immortal soul of man shall be
subject to no discipline except its own. Hence there shall be no
more formulas,'™® no priests,’ no prayer; '™ the man of the
future shall include all gods and all faiths and be himself greater
than any.!®  He shall understand that all truths wait n all
things,™ and that from them he shall make new bibles sutted
to new conditions. !

\ Emotionally and aesthetically matured by his experiences
duning the Cival War, he set forth about 1867 with renewed

>T o1 examples, see “Joy, Shipmate, Joy!” (1871), II, 285, “Old Salt
Losabone” (1888), 11, 308, and “Sail Out for Good, Eidélon Yacht!”
(reon), I, 7.

Bisee Wuh Walt Whitman in Camden, 1, 397, 111, 166, etc.

185 Preface of 1876, V, 194, n.

186 “Song of the Open Road,” I, 184.

18" By Blue Ontario’s Shore,” 11, 120.

18 “Song of Myself,” 1, 6.

19 Jhid., 1, 90, 95.

190 [hed., 1, 70. See also “A Song of the Rolling Earth,” I, 268.

1918ee “A Song for Occupations,” I, 261-262, and “Thou Mother with
Thy Equal Brood,” II, 240.
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enthusiasm to discover these truths. He realized as never before
that he must return to the past with its mysteries, its barbaric
splendors, and its poignant sorrows; that from these realities
he must build the 1deal world of the future; that he must bridge
the chasm between the transient life of the body and the per-
manent life of the soul.’®* New and more religious poems must
be written to accomplish this purpose. One of the first of these
poems was “Passage to India,” in which he has a vision of the
human race regencrated in the union of the spiritual wisdom of
the East with the enlightened materialism of the West, and of the
soul made free at last through this regeneration for continued
development and eventual union with God. The poem soars to
inspiring heights, but Whitman’s powers were inadequate to
sustain him 1n such spiritual elevation. It remains the noblest

and only adequate expression of his religious aspiration.)

IV. LATER PROSE

Whitman continued to write a good deal of prose after he
began the composition of Leaves of Grass, first to earn a living,
and afterwards mainly to advertise and explain his poetry. From
May, 1857, untl June, 1859, he was editor of the independent

19 where he seems to have taken care

Brooklyn Daily Times,
to avoid controverstal topics. He discusses capital punishment
and temperance reform, but takes no positive stand on either
subject;'™ he is opposed to free academies for girls, believing
that girls should be educated at home to become good wives and
mothers; 1% he is lukewarm in his opposition to slavery, allow-
ing it another hundred years of life, and is sympathetic with the

192See “Proud Music of the Storm” (1869), II, 178-185, and “Song of
the Universal” (1874), I, 276-279.

193] St and Look Out, a collection of editorals from the Brooklyn
Daily Times, cd. by Emory Holloway and Vernolian Schwarz. Introduc-
tion, pp. 15-19.

184 [hud., pp. 46, 49.

198 Jbid., pp. 53-55-
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movement n the West to exclude negroes altogether; 1% and
while cauttously hinting that it would be desirable to license
houses of prostitution 1 the cities, he condemns such “loose
popular literature” as the novels of Balzac, Sand, and Bulwer
for “debauching the popular mind” and causing increased

7

marital nfidelity.®” His crusade for freedom is limited to a

protest against the arrest of young men bathing on the beach
au naturel and to a defense of preachers who hold meetings in
the city streets.!”®  He is, however, still a reformer; but he feels
that there must be a change in the individual before there can

9

be a change in socety.™ It 1s for the poet, not the editor, to

effect this change.

Except an unimportant series of articles on the history of

Brooklyn,®*® a few anonymous reviews of Leaves of Grass,?

and some letters written from Washington to New York papers
in 1863 and 1864, he published no other prose until after the
Civil War. In 1871 appeared Democratic Vistas, his most pre-
tentious prose wotk, in which he calls for an original American
hiterature devoted to the task of educating the masses for ideal
democracy. Specimen Days came out in 1882. It is a collection
of notes consisting principally of Memoranda of the War (first
published separately in 1875) and notes for a nature poem
(never composed)™ made while he was convalescing at Timber
Creck, near Camden, from the paralysis of 1873. Besides these

196 /hedd., pp. 87~89. Furness says, however, in his essay on “Whitman’s
Politics,” already referred to, that “The underlying motive which
prompted Whitman to undertake a detailed study of the theory of gov-
cinment was evidently his mtense desire to cope with the problem of
slavery sancly, and to be able to base his arguments upon premises of
leggal certainty, rather than sentiment.”

17 I S1t and Look Out, pp. 113-120.

198 Jhid., pp. 141-142.

19 [hd., p. 43.

200 Published 1n the Brooklyn Standard, 1861-1862. See Uncollected
Poetry and Prose, 11, pp. 222 f.

2018ce /n Re Walt Whitman, pp. 13-32.

20 See Uncollected Poetry and Prose, 11, 26—41.

203 Complete Writings, V, 40-42.



Introduction xlv

major works, he published three important prefaces in which
he attempted to explain the plan and purpose of Leaves of
Grass,™® and several essays dealing with poets and poetry.*®

A notable feature of this later prose is its cauttous and con-
servative tone. Whitman perceived as he grew n experience of
the world that improvements are much slower than he had at
first expected, and that he must look to the remote future for
the fulfillment of his dreams. e leatned patience, no doubt,
from the study of lustory, especially geologic history, and from
his personal observation of the Imitations of human nature.
He was not afraid to say the worst that could be said of democ-
racy in America. Everywhere he looked he found sectarianism,
hypocrisy, and unbelief 1 religron; depravity, corruption, and
scoundrelism: 1n business and public life; vulgarity, shallowness,
and disease in all classes.?

Polities, though established on permanent and sound prin-
ciples in the United States, cannot remedy these evils.®7 Partics
ruled by the caucus have often placed the meanest men in office.
He advises the young man to cnter pohtics actively, but to

3

avoid parties or else master them.™ Ie has grave doubts

whether the masses are yet capable through general clections to
sclect the best qualified men for public office, but since we have
gone so far alrcady, he favors extending the suflrage to the
widest possible limit, believing in spite of all alarms that the will
of the whole people, the average, will in the end prove to be
right*®  He himself always followed national elections with
Yy
great interest. Nominally a Republican after 1860, he could

204 Thesc were the prefaces to As A Strong Bird on Pinions Free (1872),
Two Rivulets (1876), and November Boughs (1888). 'The last mentioned
preface was called “A Backward Glance O’cer Travel’d Roads.”

205 'The most important of these cssays are “Poctry To-day in America,”
(1882), “Robert Burns as Poet and Person” (1886), and “A Word about
Tennyson” (1888).

208 “Democratic Vistas,” V, 62, 65, 86-87, 143-144.

20 [hud., V, 123.

208 Jhid., V, 106.
209 /hid., V, 88; “Notes Left Over,” V, 289-290.
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never be reconciled to the protective tariff. He considered it
“a damnable 1mposition upon the masses.”#1 Its benefits “go
altogether to a few score select persons—who, by favors of
Congress, State legislatures, the banks, and other special advan-
tages, are forming a vulgar aristocracy, full as bad as anything
in the British or Europcan castes, of blood, or the dynastics
there of the past.” #1! He also objected to the tariff as a barrier
to international co-operation and good will.*'*  He felt that
perhaps the greatest danger to democracy 15 poverty, with its
consequent class antagonisms and moral degradation.  Unless
dall citizens are prosperous and the owners of property there can
be no successful democratic state.'3  “If the United States,” he
said, “Iike 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 . . . then our republican experiment, notwithstanding all
its surface-successes, is at heart an unhealthy fallure.”** He
wanted the masses, the whole people, to have what belongs to
them, but his native caution made him shy away from the
socialistic theories of his Camden friends.2'®
far as it was safe to be, but he preferred evolution to revolution,
and his advice to Horace Traubel was, ““Be radical—be radical—

He was radical so

be not too damned radical!” !¢

The desire of Whitman was to secure for the individual the
maximum of freedom with the minimum of risk, and this, he
was convinced, the American plan of government was best able
to do. Democracy, with all its weaknesses, is the only safe and
preservative formula for coming times because it alone promises

20 With Walt Whitman in Camden, 11I, 207. He seems to have had
more faith in Cleveland in 1888 than in Harrison. See Z4id., 11, 317.

211 “Notes Left Over,” V, 290-291.

22 [With Walt Whitman in Camden, 1, 6.

28 “Democratic Vistas,” V, 82-83.

24 “Notes Left Over,” V, 286.

25 [th Walt Whitman in Camden, 111, 478-481.

218 fbid., 1, 200, 216, 223.
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to the individual that highest possible freedom in which he be-
comes a law unto himself.*'”  Such freedom is not license or a
fixed concession, but a harmonious relationship with the cosmic
will; for law is the unshakable order of the universe, and the
law of laws is the law of successions—of the superior supplant-
ing the inferior.®  Only when the individual is frec and society
fluid can the law of successions operate without obstruction.
Against all doubts and fears he placed the bulwark of lus fuith
that “idirectly, but surely, goodness, virtue, law (of the very
best,) follow freedom.” 21

But the indrvidual is ineffectual when 1solated, and his freedom
has no vitality unless protected by a strong national organiza-
tion.?®  Indwviduality and nationality balance one another like
the centripetal and centrifugal forces in nature, and in the main-
tenance of this balance is the only hope for life and progress.?
The welding of a vast number of diverse individuals into a
homogencous nation is possible only with the aid of comradely
love and common ideals.?®®  Whitman hoped that the Civil War
would help to develop these ads to a democratic state. s
enthusiasm for national expansion was as strong as ever, and
he looked forward to the time when the United States, having
absorbed Canada and Cuba, should become master of the Pacific
and Atlantic oceans and assume its destined réle as the leading
nation of the world.?*

From this expectation of a paramount American democracy
he advances, as in “Passage to India,” to the dream of a world
united and democratized under the leadership of the United

217 “Democratic Vistas,” V, 69—70, 78—79.

218 Jbid., V, 79.

29 Jhud., V, 82.

20 [bid., V, 67.

21 “Notes Left Over,” V, 262-263.

22 “Democratic Vistas,” V, 8o.

228Sce “Spectmen Days,” 1V, 296-297, and “Democratic Vistas,” V,
84-85, 130. He considered it the duty of democratic America to accept all
immugrants without restriction. See With Walt Whitman in Camden,

11, 34-35.
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States. “I have thought that . . . we have adhered too long to
petty limits, and that the time has come to enfold the world.””
America is not to remain scparate and different, as he once
thought, but to fuse “inscparably with the East, and with all]
as time does,” and to enlarge and complete the old civilization
mstead of trying to overthrow it.22

Before this dream can be realized, democracy must pervade
and govern the social, religtous, and acsthetic life of the people
as well as the political, and the only means by which this result
can be accomplished 15 a great democratic Iiterature, with irs
poets, artists, and teachers all dedicated to the same work.
Since the old world is alrcady commutted to a feudalstic tradi-
tion, such a literature can be produced only in America, the
“mherttor of the past” and the “custodian of the future of
humanity.”* "The wealth of America must not blind her to the
fact that matertal success 1s excellent*only when it tends to the
ideal and supports the soul 1n 1ts progress towards the perfect.?”
The facts of science must not be permitted to vitiate man’s
faith 1 the divine purpose behind the law of change, “the un-
seen thread which holds the whole congeries of things, all his-
tory and time, and all events, however trivial, however momen-
tous, like a leash’d dog in the hand of the hunter.” **

He accepts Darwinism as an advance, but is unwilling to
admit that it finally answers the question of origins or des-
tinies.???  The most satisfactory answer thus far made, he thinks,
1s Hegel’s theory of the cosmic consciousness advancing
through conflict and contradiction towards some purposed
objective; 2 but Hegel, like Darwin, is cold and intellectual,

221 “Poetry To-day 1in America,” V, 222.

225 [hud., V, 212, Sce also With Walt Whitman in Camden, 11, 317, 349.

2% “Notes Left Over,” V, 263,

27 “Democratic Vistas,” V, 135; “Poctry To-day in America,” V,
224-225.

228 “Specimen Days,” TV, 317-318.

229 “Notes Left Over,” V, 278-279.

230 “Specimen Days,” 1V, 319.
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whereas Whitman demands the warmth and exaltation of the
ancient prophets.®' Tt is his faith that the true poet, when he
comes, will be able to reconcile all these contradictions, and from
the result of such reconciliation discover that law of laws, the
law of Iiberty, which grows from “the fusion and combination
of the conscious will or partial individual law, with those
universal, eternal, unconscious ones, which run through all
time, pervade history, prove immortality, give moral pur-
pose to the entire objective world, and the last dignity to
human life.” 282

This future poet must be bold, modern, and cosmic.”* He
must accept the wdealism of Hegel, the scientific realism of
Darwin, and the faith of Christ; he must have the dramatic
power of Shakespeare, the epic breadth of Homer, and the
religious firc of Isaiah.®  And he must have the genius to give
conststency and effectiveness to all these. At the time he was
writing “Democratic Vistas” and “Passage to India” Whitman
hoped that he himself might be this great poet, but after a few
exploratory flights he decided that such lugh, religious poetry,
although he might lay the foundation for it, was beyond his
powers.”

As Whitman grew more certain of his place among the poets,
his interest in literary criticism increased. His own modest
opinion was, “I am a hell of a critic”;** yet there is no doubt
but that in his recorded conversations and occasional prefaces
and essays he displayed unusual acumen in appraising his own
work as well as the work of his contemporaries.?”  One result,
perhaps, of his critical studies was the modification of his own

231 Jhid., IV, 322-323; see also V, 278-279.

282 “Notes Left Over,” V, 208.

238 “Democratic Vistas,” V, 127-128.

B4 Ihd., V, 141.

285 See Preface, 1876, V, 194, n.

288 With Walt Whitman in Camden, 1, 56.

287See Norman Foerster’s essay on Walt Whitman in his American
Criticism for a full discussion of Whitman as a critic.
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early radical position.®® His early view was that a “plate-
glassy” and boldly realistic style is best for the new American
poetry.?®  Without meter, rhyme, or other ornament, it shall
be without other form than that which belongs to the free
growth of organic nature, which it reflects as a mirror. It must
secure its eflects mainly through indirection and suggestion.
Thss last theory he reiterated and claborated as he grew more
and more towards the spiritual and away from the material in
nature. “‘Poetic style,” he said 1n the preface of 1876, “when
address’d to the Soul, is less definite form, outline, sculpture,
and becomes vista, music, half-tints, and even less than half-
tints.” 2 Through Tennyson he discovered the beauty of
verbal melody and the advantage of pictorial and dramatic art
in poetry, and he acknowledged that the lack of these in his own
poetry is perhaps a defect.! His revolt aganst conformity
gradually subsided. Many of his later poems—especially those
written during and just following the War, such as “Pioneers!
O Pioncers!” and “O Captain! My Captain!” and “Ethiopia
Saluting the Colors”—are quite regular in structure. He also
discovered that there are objections to pure realism. The poet
of the future, as he finally visualized him, must not mercly
reflect nature and the material, but absorb and spiritualize them;
he must make “no useless attempt to repeat the material crea-
tion,” but through imagination project and transcend it.**
Like Wordsworth, he felt that art must endow the facts of

28 His own explanation was that the arrogance of the youthful poems
would have been nappropriate to the poems of a later date. See With
Walt Whitman in Camden, 11, 225.

239 Preface to the 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass, Inclusive Edition, pp.
491, 495—496, s00—so1. See also “Notes and Fragments,” TX, 32-35.
Needless to say, the most poetic portions of these first poems are far from
“plate-glassy” in style.

20 Complete Writings, V, 202—-203. See also “A Backward Glance O’er
Travel’d Roads,” III, 58, and “Democratic Vistas,” V, 147-148.

2“A Word About Tennyson,” VI, 146. See also “A Backward
Glance O’er Travel’d Roads,” III, 49-50.

2 “Democratic Vistas,” V, 138-139.
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science with something of the glow of a deeper, imaginative
reahity.®  He was aware that in such matters American poets
nught yet learn much from the study and imitation of the poets
of the old world, and that for the present and a long time to
come “a certain humility would well become us.” ?*
Nevertheless, Whitman clung persistently to his original be-
liet that since nature is different in Ametica, it will eventually
produce a different race of people for whom a new and autoch-
thonous literature shall be created.*®  So far Amertcan poetry
a “copious dribble” of

has been purely imtative and trivial
p1ano songs and tinkling rhymes.?*® Let the poet of the future
beware of too much refinement and conformity and trust to his
msuncts; * nature looks on all “fixed-up poetry and art as
something almost 1mpertinent.”?®  Whitman’s formula for
style 15 to have no style,*” and the burden of his aesthetics is,
“Be natural, be natural, be natural!”#® He would break down
the barriers of form between prose and poetty and restrict the
use of rhyme and meter to comic verse.® Yet his versc is as
different fiom ordinary prose as from ordinary poetry. His
unit of rhythm is the phrase instead of the foot, and his unit of
thought is the line instead of the sentence. The most notable
features of his verse are repetition, parallelism, and a high
rhetorical tone. The form and movement of his own poetry
he compared to the form and movement of the ocean:

Its verses are the liquid, billowy waves, ever rising and fall-
ing, perhaps sunny and smooth, perhaps wild with storm, al-
ways moving, always alike in their nature as rolling waves,
buthardly any two exactly alike insize or measure (meter), never

23“A Backward Glance O’er Travel’d Roads,” III, 45-46.
24 “Poetry To-day in America,” 'V, 228.

28 Jhid., V, 223—224.

246 “Democratic Vistas,” V, 121.

U1 [hid., V, 99—100.

48 “Specimen Days,” V, 42.

290 [With Walt Whitman in Camden, 1, 105.

20 Jhid., 1, 194.

1 “Notes Left Over,” V, 271-272.
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having the sense of something finished and fixed, always sug-
gesting something beyond.>?

In short, the one cardmal principle that he has tried to illustrate
in Leaves of Grass s that the only fitting poetry for democratic
America 1s that which shall “tally and express” nature in s
cosmic fullpess, mcluding 1ts spiritual as well as its material
aspects; for, after all, nature 15 the only complete and actudl
poem.?® )

From this brief survey of Whuman’s work 1t should be
apparent that he grew continuously through youth and middle
age in all the qualities of mind, heart, and soul. Indeed, it
would have been a strange contiadiction of his faith and
philosophy 1f he had not. And yet that farth and philosophy, as
well as his personal chatacter, remamed essentially the same
throughout. His passion for freedom, his belief n nature, and
his faith in immortality, though modified from time to ume by
increasing respect for the laws of soctety, of science, and of art,
are so mterwoven m the texture of his life as to give 1t unity and
strength above all diversity and seeming contradiction.  The
course of his development 15 marked by two major crises, one
of which belongs to the years 1847-1855 and the other to the
period of the Civil War. In the first, thiough the elevation of
self he attained fieedom for the body and the mind; in the second,
through the abnegation of self he attained freedom for the
heart and the soul. The direction of lus evolution was always
from the real to the 1deal and from the material to the spiritual,
and it was his conviction that such was also the direction of
evolution in nature.

22 [Vith Walt IWhitman in Camden, 1, 414-415.

23 “Democratic Vistas,” V, 140. There 1s doubtless more to Whit-
man’s prosody than he has choscen to acknowledge. Yet, whatever artistic
devices he may have used, his final purpose was to reproduce mn his poems
the rhythms of nature. It 1s imposstble to say how well he succeeded un-
less the rhythms of nature could be defintely known. That most of his

verse ts not free of conventional forms 1s certain. The problem is too com-
plicated to be treated here 1n detail.
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SONG OF MYSELF

I

I celebrate myself, 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 loafe at my ease 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 here 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, 10
Retiring back a while sufficed at what they are, 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 distilla-
tion, 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. 20

3
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The smoke of my own breath,

Echoes, ripples, buzz’d whispers, love-root, silk-thread, crotch
and vine,

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 earth much? 30

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

Have you felt so proud to get at the meaning of poems?

Stop this day and night with me and you shall possess the origin
of all poems,

You shall possess the good of the earth and sun, (there are
millions of suns left,)

You shall no longer take things at second or third hand, nor
look through the eyes of the dead, nor feed on the spectres
in books,

You shall not look through my eyes either, nor take things from
me,

You shall listen to all sides and filter them from your self.

3

I have heard what the talkers were talking, the talk of the begin-
ning and the end,
But I do not talk of the beginning or the end.
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There was never any more inception than there is now, 40
Nor any more youth or age than there is now,

And will never be any more perfection than there is now,

Nor any more heaven or hell than there is now.

Urge and urge and urge,

Always the procreant urge of the world.

Out of the dimness opposite equals advance, always substance
and increase, always sex,

Always a knit of identity, always distinction, always a breed of
life.

To elaborate is no avail, learn’d and unlearn’d feel that it is so.

Sure as the most certain sure, plumb in the uprights, well en-
tretied, braced in the beams,

Stout as a horse, affectionate, haughty, electrical, 50

I and this mystery here we stand.

Clear and sweet is my soul, and clear and sweet is all that is not
my soul.

Lack one lacks both, and the unseen is proved by the seen,
Till that becomes unseen and receives proof in its turn.

Showing the best and dividing it from the worst age vexes age,
Knowing the perfect fitness and equanimity of things, while they
discuss I am silent, and go bathe and admire myself.

Welcome is every organ and attribute of me, and of any man
hearty and clean,

Not an inch nor a particle of an inch is vile, and none shall be
less familiar than the rest.

I am satisfied—I see, dance, laugh, sing;

As the hugging and loving bed-fellow sleeps at my side through
the night, and withdraws at the peep of the day with
stealthy tread, 6o



6 Walt Whitman

Leaving me baskets cover’d with white towels swelling the
house with their plenty,

Shall I postpone my acceptation and realization and scream at
my eyes,

That they turn from gazing after and down the road,

And forthwith cipher and show me to a cent,

Exactly the value of one and exactly the value of two, and which
is ahead?

4

Trippers and askers surround me,

People I meet, the effect upon me of my early life or the ward
and city I live in, or the nation,

The latest dates, discoveries, inventions, societies, authors old
and new,

My dinner, dress, associates, looks, compliments, dues, 69

The real or fancied indifference of some man or woman I love,

The sickness of one of my folks or of myself, or ill-doing or loss
or lack of money, or depressions or exaltations,

Battles, the horrors of fratricidal war, the fever of doubtful news,
the fitful events;

These come to me days and nights and go from me again,

But they are not the Me myself.

Apart from the pulling and hauling stands what I am,

Stands amused, complacent, compassionating, idle, unitary,

Looks down, is erect, or bends an arm on an impalpable certain
rest,

Looking with side-curved head curious what will come next,

Both in and out of the game and watching and wondering at it.

Backward I see in my own day$ where I sweated through fog
with linguists and contenders, 80
I have no mockings or arguments, I witness and wait.

5

Ibelieve in youmy soul, the other I am must not abase itself to you,
And you must not be abased to the other.
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Loafe with me on the grass, loose the stop from your throat,

Not words, not music or rthyme I want, not custom or lecture,
not even the best,

Only the lull T like, the hum of your valvéd voice.

I mind how once we lay such a transparent summer morning,

How you settled your head athwart my hips and gently turn’d
over upon me,

And parted the shirt from my bosom-bone, and plunged your
tongue to my bare-stript hcart,

And reach’d till you felt my beard, and reach’d till you held my
feet. 9%

Swiftly arose and spread around me the peace and knowledge
that pass all the argument of the earth,

And I know that the hand of God is the promise of my own,

And I know that the sprrit of God 1s the brother of my own,

And that all the men ever born are also my brothers, and the
women my sisters and lovers,

And that a kelson of the creation is love,

And limitless are leaves stiff or drooping in the fields,

And brown ants in the little wells beneath them,

And mossy scabs of the worm fence, heap’d stones, elder,
mullein and poke-weed.

6

A child said What is the grass? fetching it to me with full hands;
How could I answer the child? I do not know what it is any
more than he. 100

I guess it must be the flag of my disposition, out of hopeful green
stuff woven.

Or I guess it is the handkerchief of the Lord,

A scented gift and remembrancer designedly dropt,

Bearing the owner’s name someway in the corners, that we may
see and remark, and say Whose?
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Or 1 guess the grass is itself a child, the produced babe of the
vegetation.

Or I guess it is a uniform hieroglyphic,

And it means, Sprouting alike in broad zones and narrow zones,

Growing among black folks as among white,

Kanuck, Tuckahoe, Congressman, Cuff, I give them the same,
I receive them the same.

And now it seems to me the beautiful uncut hair of graves. 110

Tenderly will T use you curling grass,

It may be you transpire from the breasts of young men,

It may be if I had known them I would have loved them,

It may be you are from old people, or from offspring taken soon
out of their mothers’ laps,

And here you are the mothers’ laps.

This grass is very dark to be from the white heads of old mothers,
Darker than the colorless beards of old men,
Dark to come from under the faint red roofs of mouths.

O I perceive after all so many uttering tongues,
And I perceive they do not come from the roofs of mouths for
nothing,. 120

I'wish I could translate the hints about the dead young men and
women,

And the hints about old men and mothers, and the offspring
taken soon out of their laps.

What do you think has become of the young and old men?
And what do you think has become of the women and children?

They are alive and well somewhere,

The smallest sprout shows there is really no death,

And if ever there was it led forward life, and does not wait at the
end to arrest it,

And ceas’d the moment life appear’d.
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All goes onward and outward, nothing collapses,
And to die is different from what any one supposed, and
luckier. 130

7

Has any one supposed it lucky to be born?
I hasten to inform him or her it is just as lucky to die, and I
know it.

I pass death with the dying and birth with the new-wash’d babe,
and am not contain’d between my hat and boots,

And peruse manifold objects, no two alike and every one good,

The earth good and the stars good, and their adjuncts all good.

I am not an earth nor an adjunct of an earth,

I am the mate and companion of people, all just as immortal and
fathomless as myself,

(They do not know how immortal, but I know.)

Every kind for itself and its own, for me mine male and female,

For me those that have been boys and that love women, 140

For me the man that is proud and feels how it stings to be
slighted,

For me the sweet-heart and the old maid, for me mothers and
the mothers of mothers,

For me lips that have smiled, eyes that have shed tears,

For me children and the begetters of children.

Undrape! you are not guilty to me, nor stale nor discarded,
I see through the broadcloth and gingham whether or no,
And am around, tenacious, acquisitive, tireless, and cannot be

shaken away.
8

The little one sleeps in its cradle,
I lift the gauze and look a long time, and silently brush away
flies with my hand.
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The youngster and the red-faced girl turn aside up the bushy
hill, 150
I peeringly view them from the top.

The suicide sprawls on the bloody floor of the bedroom,
I witness the corpse with its dabbled hair, I note where the pistol
has fallen.

The blab of the pave, tires of carts, sluff of boot-soles, talk of the
promenaders,

The heavy omnibus, the driver with his interrogating thumb,
the clank of the shod horses on the granite floor,

The snow-sleighs, clinking, shouted jokes, pelts of snow-balls,

The hurrahs for popular favorites, the fury of rous’d mobs,

The flap of the curtain’d litter, a sick man inside borne to the
hospital,

The meeting of enemies, the sudden oath, the blows and fall,

The excited crowd, the policeman with his star quickly working
his passage to the centre of the crowd, 160

The impassive stones that reccive and return so many echoes,

What groans of over-fed or half-starv’d who fall sunstruck or in
fits,

‘What exclamations of women taken suddenly who hurry home
and give birth to babes,

What living and buried speech is always vibrating here, what
howls restrain’d by decorum,

Arrests of criminals, slights, adulterous offers made, acceptances,
rejections with convex lips,

I mind them or the show or resonance of them—I come and I
depart.

9

The big doors of the country barn stand open and ready,

The dried grass of the harvest-time loads the slow-drawn wagon,
The clear light plays on the brown gray and green intertinged,
The armfuls are pack’d to the sagging mow. 170
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I am there, I help, I came stretch’d atop of the load,

I felt its soft jolts, one leg reclined on the other,

I jump from the cross-beams and seize the clover and
timothy,

And roll head over heels and tangle my hair full of wisps.

10

Alone far in the wilds and mountains I hunt,

Woandering amazed at my own lightness and glee,

In the late afternoon choosing a safe spot to pass the night,

Kindling a fire and broiling the fresh-kill’d game,

Falling asleep on the gather’d leaves with my dog and gun by
my side.

The Yankee clipper is under her sky-sails, she cuts the sparkle
and scud, 180

My eyes settle the land, I bend at her prow or shout joyously
from the deck.

The boatmen and clam-diggers arose early and stopt for me,

I tuck’d my trowser-ends in my boots and went and had a good
time;

You should have been with us that day round the chowder-
kettle.

I saw the marriage of the trapper in the open air in the far west,
the bride was a red girl,

Her father and his friends sat near cross-legged and dumbly
smoking, they had moccasins to their feet and large thick
blankets hanging from their shoulders,

On a bank lounged the trapper, he was drest mostly in skins, his
luxuriant beard and curls protected his neck, he held his
bride by the hand,

She had long eyelashes, her head was bare, her coarse straight
locks descended upon her voluptuous limbs and reach’d to
her feet.
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The runaway slave came to my house and stopt outside,

I heard his motions crackling the twigs of the woodpile, 190

Through the swung half-door of the kitchen I saw him limpsy
and weak,

And went where he sat on a log and led him in and assured him,

And brought water and fill'd a tub for his sweated body and
bruis’d feet,

And gave him a room that enter’d from my own, and gave him
some coarse clean clothes,

And remember perfectly well his revolving eyes and his
awkwardness,

And remember putting plasters on the galls of his neck and
ankles; '

He staid with me a week before he was recuperated and pass’d
north,

I had him sit next me at table, my fire-lock lean’d in the corner.

II

Twenty-eight young men bathe by the shore,
Twenty-eight young men and all so friendly; 200
Twenty-eight years of womanly life and all so lonesome.

She owns the fine house by the rise of the bank,
She hides handsome and richly drest aft the blinds of the window.

Which of the young men does she like the best?
Ah the homeliest of them is beautiful tc her.

Where are you off to, lady? for I see you,
You splash in the water there, yet stay stock still in your room.

Dancing and laughing along the beach came the twenty-ninth

bather,
The rest did not see her, but she saw them and loved them.

The beards of the young men glisten’d with wet, it ran from
their long hair, 210
Little streams pass’d all over their bodies.



Song of Myself 13

An unseen hand also pass’d over their bodies,
It descended tremblingly from their temples and ribs.

The young men float on theirgacks, their white bellies bulge to
the sun, they do not ask who seizes fast to them,

They do not know who puffs and declines with pendant and
bending arch,

They do not think whom they souse with spray.

12

The butcher-boy puts off his killing-clothes, or sharpens his
knife at the stall in the market,
I loiter enjoying his repartee and his shuffle and break-down.

Blacksmiths, with grimed and hairy chests environ the anvil,
Each has his main-sledge, they are all out, there is a great heat
in the fire. 220

From the cinder-strew’d threshold I follow their movements,

The lithe sheer of their waists plays even with their massive arms,

Overhand the hammers swing, overhand so slow, overhand so
sure,

They do not hasten, each man hits in his place.

13

The negro holds firmly the reins of his four horses, the block
swags underneath on its tied-over chain,

The negro that drives the long dray of the stone-yard, steady
and tall he stands pois’d on one leg on the string-piece,

His blue shirt exposes his ample neck and breast and loosens
over his hip-band,

His glance is calm and commanding, he tosses the slouch of his
hat away from his forehead,

The sun falls on his crispy hair and mustache, falls on the black
of his polish’d and perfect limbs.
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I behold the picturesque giant and love him, and I do not stop
there, 230
I go with the team also.

In me the caresser of life wherevét moving, backward as well as
forward sluing,

To niches aside and junior bending, not a person or object
missing,

Absorbing all to myself and for this song,.

Oxen that rattle the yoke and chain or halt in the leafy shade,
what is that you express in your eyes?
It seems to me more than all the print I have read in my life.

My tread scares the wood-drake and wood-duck on my distant
and day-long ramble,
They rise together, they slowly circle around.

I believe in those wing’d purposes,

And acknowledge red, yellow, white, playing within me, 240

And consider green and violet and the tufted crown intentional,

And do not call the tortoise unworthy because she is not some-
thing else,

And the jay in the woods never studied the gamut, yet trills
pretty well to me,

And the look of the bay mare shames silliness out of me.

14
The wild gander leads his flock through the cool night,
Ya-honk he says, and sounds it down to me like an invitation,
The pert may suppose it meaningless, but I listening close,
Find its purpose and place up there toward the wintry sky.

The sharp-hoof’d moose of the north, the cat on the house-sill,
the chickadee, the prairie-dog,

The litter of the grunting sow as they tug at her teats, 250

The brood of the turkey-hen and she with her half-spread wings,

I see in them and myself the same old law.
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The press of my foot to the earth springs a hundred affections,
They scorn the best I can do to relate them.

I am enamour’d of growing out-doors,

Of men that live among cattle or taste of the ocean or woods,

Of the builders and steerers of ships and the wielders of axes
and mauls, and the drivers of horses,

I can eat and sleep with them week in and week out.

What is commonest, cheapest, nearest, easiest, is Me,

Me going in for my chances, spending for vast returns, 260
Adorning myself to bestow myself on the first that will take me,
Not asking the sky to come down to my good will,

Scattering it freely forever.

I5

The pure contralto sings in the organ loft,

The carpenter dresses his plank, the tongue of his foreplane
whistles its wild ascending lisp,

The married and unmarried children ride home to their Thanks-
giving dinner,

The pilot seizes the king-pin, he heaves down with a strong arm,

The mate stands braced in the whale-boat, lance and harpoon
are ready,

The duck-shooter walks by silent and cautious stretches,

The deacons are ordain’d with cross’d hands at the altar, 270

The spinning-girl retreats and advances to the hum of the big
wheel,

The farmer stops by the bars as he walks on a First-day loafe and
looks at the oats and rye,

The lunatic is carried at last to the asylum a confirm’d case,

(He will never sleep any more as he did in the cot in his mother’s
bed-room;)

The jour printer with gray head and gaunt jaws works at his
case,

He turns his quid of tobacco while his eyes blurr with the
manuscript;
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The malform’d limbs are tied to the surgeon’s table,

What is removed drops horribly in a pail;

The quadroon girl is sold at the auction-stand, the drunkard
nods by the bar-room stove,

The machinist rolls up his sleeves, the policeman travels his
beat, the gate-keeper marks who pass, 280

The young fellow drives the express-wagon, (I love him, though
I do not know him;)

The half-breed straps on his light boots to compete in the race,

The western turkey-shooting draws old and young, some lean
on their rifles, some sit on logs,

Out from the crowd steps the marksman, takes his position,
levels his piece;

The groups of newly-come immigrants cover the wharf or
levee,

As the woolly-pates hoe in the sugar-field, the overseer views
them from his saddle,

The bugle calls in the ball-room, the gentlemen run for their
partners, the dancers bow to each other,

The youth lies awake in the cedar-roof’d garret and harks to the
musical rain,

The Wolverine sets traps on the creek that helps fill the Huron,

The squaw wrapt in her yellow-hemm’d cloth is offering moc-
casins and bead-bags for sale, 290

The connoisseur peers along the exhibition-gallery with half-
shut eyes bent sideways,

As the deck-hands make fast the steamboat the plank is thrown
for the shore-going passengers,

The young sister holds out the skein while the elder sister winds
it off in a ball, and stops now and then for the knots,

The one-year wife is recovering and happy having a week ago
borne her first child,

The clean-hair’d Yankee girl works with her sewing-machine or
in the factory or mill,

The paving-man leans on his two-handed rammer, the reporter’s
lead flies swiftly over the note-book, the sign-painter is
lettering with blue and gold,
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The canal boy trots on the tow-path, the book-keeper counts at
his desk, the shoemaker waxes his thread,

The conductor beats time for the band and all the performers
follow him,

The child is baptized, the convert is making his first professions,

The regatta is spread on the bay, the race is begun, (how the

white sails sparkle!) 300
The drover watching his drove sings out to them that would
stray,

The pedler sweats with his pack on his back, (the purchaser
higgling about the odd cent;)

The bride unrumples her white dress, the minute-hand of the
clock moves slowly,

The opium-eater reclines with rigid head and just-open’d lips,

The prostitute draggles her shawl, her bonnet bobs on her tipsy
and pimpled neck,

The crowd laugh at her blackguard oaths, the men jeer and wink
to each other,

(Miserable! I do not laugh at your oaths nor jeer you;)

The President holding a cabinet council is surrounded by the
great Secretaries,

On the piazza walk three matrons stately and friendly with
twined arms,

The crew of the fish-smack pack repeated layers of halibut in the

hold, 310
The Missourian crosses the plains toting his wares and his
cattle,

As the fare-collector goes through the train he gives notice by
the jingling of loose change,

The floor-men are laying the floor, the tinners are tinning the
roof, the masons are calling for mortar,

In single file each shouldering his hod pass onward the laborers;

Seasons pursuing each other the indescribable crowd is gather’d,
it is the fourth of Seventh-month, (what salutes of cannon
and small arms!)

Seasons pursuing each other the plougher ploughs, the mower
mows, and the winter-grain falls in the ground;
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Off on the lakes the pike-fisher watches and waits by the hole in
the frozen surface,

The stumps stand thick round the clearing, the squatter strikes
deep with his axe,

Flatboatmen make fast towards dusk near the cotton-wood or
pecan-trees,

Coon-seekers go through the regions of the Red river or through
those drain’d by the Tennessee, or through those of the

Arkansas, 320
Torches shine in the dark that hangs on the Chattahooche or
Altamahaw,

Patriarchs sit at supper with sons and grandsons and great-
grandsons around them,

In walls of adobie, in canvas tents, rest hunters and trappers after
their day’s sport,

The city sleeps and the country sleeps,

The living sleep for their time, the dead sleep for their time,

The old husband sleeps by his wife and the young husband
sleeps by his wife;

And these tend inward to me, and I tend outward to them,

And such as it is to be of these more or less I am,

And of these one and all I weave the song of myself. 329

16

I am of old and young, of the foolish as much as the wise,

Regardless of others, ever regardful of others,

Maternal as well as paternal, a child as well as a man,

Stuff’d with the stuff that is coarse and stuff’d with the stuff that
is fine,

One of the Nation of many nations, the smallest the same and
the largest the same,

A Southerner soon as a Northerner, a planter nonchalant and
hospitable down by the Oconee I live,

A Yankee bound my own way ready for trade, my joints the
limberest joints on earth and the sternest joints on earth,

A Kentuckian walking the vale of the Elkhorn in my deer-skin
leggings, a Louisianian or Georgian,
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A boatman over lakes or bays or along coasts, a Hoosier, Badger,

Buckeye;
At home on Kanadian snow-shoes or up in the bush, or with
fishermen off Newfoundland, 339

At home in the fleet of ice-boats, sailing with therestand tacking,

At home on the hills of Vermont or in the woods of Maine, or
the Texan ranch,

Comrade of Californians, comrade of free North-Westerners,
(loving their big proportions,)

Comrade of raftsmen and coalmen, comrade of all who shake
hands and welcome to drink and meat,

A learner with the simplest, a teacher of the thoughtfullest,

A novice beginning yet experient of myriads of seasons,

Of every hue and caste am I, of every rank and religion,

A farmer, mechanic, artist, gentleman, sailor, quaker,

Prisoner, fancy-man, rowdy, lawyer, physician, priest.

I resist any thing better than my own diversity,
Breathe the air but leave plenty after me, 350
And am not stuck up, and am in my place.

(The moth and the fish-eggs are in their place,

The bright suns I see and the dark suns I cannot see are in their
place,

The palpable is in its place and the impalpable is in its place.)

17

These are really the thoughts of all men in all ages and lands,
they are not original with me,

If they are not yours as much as mine they are nothing, or next
to nothing,

If they are not the riddle and the untying of the riddle they are
nothing,

If they are not just as close as they are distant they are nothing.

This is the grass that grows wherever the land is and the water is,
This is the common air that bathes the globe. 360



20 Walt Whitman

18

With music strong I come, with my cornets and my drums,
I play not marches for accepted victors only, I play marches for
conquer’d and slain persons.

Have you heard that it was good to gain the day?
I also say it is good to fall, battles are lost in the same spirit in
which they are won.

I beat and pound for the dead,
I blow through my embouchures my loudest and gayest for them.

Vivas to those who have fail’d!

And to those whose war-vessels sank in the sea!

And to those themselves who sank in the sea!

And to all generals that lost engagements, and all overcome
heroes! 370

And the numberless unknown heroes equal to the greatest
heroes known!

19
This is the meal equally set, this the meat for natural hunger,
It is for the wicked just the same as the righteous, I make ap-
pointments with all,
I will not have a single person slighted or left away,
The kept-woman, sponger, thief, are hereby invited,
The heavy-lipp’d slave is invited, the venerealee is invited;
There shall be no difference between them and the rest.

This is the press of a bashful hand, this the float and odor of hair,
This the touch of my lips to yours, this the murmur of yearning,
This the far-off depth and height reflecting my own face, 380
This the thoughtful merge of myself, and the outlet again.

Do you guess I have some intricate purpose?
Well I have, for the Fourth-month showers have, and the mica
on the side of a rock has.
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Do you take it I would astonish?

Does the daylight astonish? does the early redstart twittering
through the woods?

Do I astonish more than they?

This hour I tell things in confidence,
I might not tell everybody, but I will tell you.

20

Who goes there? hankering, gross, mystical, nude;
How is it I extract strength from the beef I eat? 390

What is a man anyhow? what am I? what are you?

All T mark as my own you shall offset it with your own,
Else it were time lost listening to me.

I do not snivel that snivel the world over,
That months are vacuums and the ground but wallow and filth.

Whimpering and truckling fold with powders for invalids, con-
formity goes to the fourth-remov’d,
I wear my hat as I please indoors or out.

Why should I pray? why should I venerate and be ceremonious?

Having pried through the strata, analyzed to a hair, counsel’d
with doctors and calculated close,
I find no sweeter fat than sticks to my own bones. 400

In all people I see myself, none more and not one a barley-corn
less,

And the good or bad I say of myself I say of them.

I know I am solid and sound,
To me the converging objects of the universe perpetually flow,
All are written to me, and I must get what the writing means.
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I know I am deathless,

I know this orbit of mine cannot be swept by a carpenter’s
compass,

I know I shall not pass like a child’s carlacue cut with a burnt
stick at night.

I know I am august,

1 do not trouble my spirit to vindicate itself or be understood,

I see that the elementary laws never apologize, 411

(I reckon I behave no prouder than the level I plant my house
by, after all.)

I exist as T am, that is enough,
If no other in the world be aware I sit content,
And if each and all be aware I sit content.

One world is aware and by far the largest to me, and that is
myself,

And whether I come to my own to-day or in ten thousand or ten
million years,

I can cheerfully take it now, or with equal cheerfulness I can wait.

My foothold is tenon’d and mortis’d in granite,
I laugh at what you call dissolution, 420
And I know the amplitude of time.

21

I am the poet of the Body and I am the poet of the Soul,

The pleasures of heaven are with me and the pains of hell are
with me,

The first I graft and increase upon myself, the latter I translate
into a new tongue.

I am the poet of the woman the same as the man,
And I say it is as great to be a woman as to be a man,
And I say there is nothing greater than the mother of men.
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I chant the chant of dilation or pride,
We have had ducking and deprecating about enough,
I show that size is only development. 430

Have you outstript the rest? are you the President?
It is a trifle, they will more than arrive there every one, and still
pass on.

I am he that walks with the tender and growing night,
I call to the earth and sea half-held by the night.

Press close bare-bosom’d night—press close magnetic nourish-
ing night!

Night of south winds—night of the large few stars!

Still nodding night—mad naked summer night.

Smile O voluptuous cool-breath’d earth!

Earth of the slumbering and liquid trees! 439

Earth of departed sunset—earth of the mountains misty-topt!

Earth of the vitreous pour of the full moon just tinged with blue!

Earth of shine and dark mottling the tide of the river!

Earth of the limpid gray of clouds brighter and clearer for
my sake!

Far-swooping elbow’d earth—rich apple-blossom’d earth!

Smile, for your lover comes.

Prodigal, you have given me love—therefore I to you give love!
O unspeakable passionate love.

22

Yoéu sea! I resign myself to you also—I guess what you mean,

I behold from the beach your crooked inviting fingers,

I believe you refuse to go back without feeling of me, 450

We must have a turn together, I undress, hurry me out of sight
of the land,

Cushion me soft, rock me in billowy drowse,

Dash me with amorous wet, I can repay you.
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Sea of stretch’d ground-swells,

Sea breathing broad and convulsive breaths,

Sea of the brine of life and of unshovell’d yet always-ready
graves,

Howler and scooper of storms, capricious and dainty sea,

I am integral with you, I too am of one phase and of all
phases.

Partaker of influx and efflux I, extoller of hate and conciliation,
Extoller of amies and those that sleep in each others’ arms. 460

I am he attesting sympathy,
(Shall I make my list of things in the house and skip the house
that supports them?)

I am not the poet of goodness only, I do not decline to be the
poet of wickedness also.

What blurt is this about virtue and about vice?

Evil propels me and reform of evil propels me, I stand indif-
ferent,

My gait is no fault-finder’s or rejecter’s gait,

I moisten the roots of all that has grown.

Did you fear some scrofula out of the unflagging pregnancy?
Did you guess the celestial laws are yet to be work’d over and
rectified?

I find one side a balance and the antipodal side a balance, 470
Soft doctrine as steady help as stable doctrine,
Thoughts and deeds of the present our rouse and early start.

This minute that comes to me over the past decillions,
There is no better than it and now.

What behaved well in the past or behaves well to-day is not
such a wonder,
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The wonder is always and always how there can be a mean man
or an infidel.

23
Endless unfolding of words of ages!
And mine a word of the modern, the word En-Masse.

A word of the faith that never balks,
Here or henceforward it is all the same to me, I accept Time
absolutely. 480

It alone is without flaw, it alone rounds and completes all,
That mystic baffling wonder alone completes all.

I accept Reality and dare not question it,
Materialism first and last imbuing,

Hurrah for positive science! long live exact demonstration!

Fetch stonecrop mixt with cedar and branches of lilac,

This is the lexicographer, this the chemist, this made a grammar
of the old cartouches,

These mariners put the ship through dangerous unknown
seas,

This is the geologist, this works with the scalpel, and this is a
mathematician.

Gentlemen, to you the first honors always! 490
Your facts are useful, and yet they are not my dwelling,
I but enter by them to an area of my dwelling.

Less the reminders of properties told my words,

And more the reminders they of life untold, and of freedom and
extrication,

And make short account of neuters and geldings, and favor men
and women fully equipt,

And beat the gong of revolt,and stop with fugitives and them
that plot and conspire.
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24
‘Walt Whitman, a kosmos, of Manhattan the son,
Turbulent, fleshy, sensual, eating, drinking and breeding,
No sentimentalist, no stander above men and women or apart
from them,
No more modest than immodest. 500

Unscrew the locks from the doors!
Unscrew the doors themselves from their jambs!

Whoever degrades another degrades me,
And whatever is done or said returns at last to me.

Through me the afflatus surging and surging, through me the
current and index.

I speak the pass-word primeval, I give the sign of democracy,
By God! I will accept nothing which all cannot have their
counterpart of on the same terms.

Through me many long dumb voices,

Voices of the interminable generations of prisoners and slaves,

Voices of the diseas’d and despairing and of thieves and dwarfs,

Voices of cycles of preparation and accretion, S11

And of the threads that connect the stars, and of wombs and of
the father-stuff,

And of the rights of them the others are down upon,

Of the deform’d, trivial, flat, foolish, despised,

Fog in the air, beetles rolling balls of dung.

Through me forbidden voices,
Voices of sexes and lusts, voices veil’d and I remove the veil,
Voices indecent by me clarified and transfigur’d.

I do not press my fingers across my mouth,

I keep as delicate around the bowels as around the head and
heart,

Copulation is no more rank to me than death is. 521
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I believe in the flesh and the appetites,
Seeing, hearing, feeling, are miracles, and each part and tag of
me is a miracle.

Divine am I inside and out, and I make holy whatever I touch or
am touch’d from,

The scent of these arm-pits aroma finer tnan prayer,

This head more than churches, bibles, and all the creeds.

If T worship one thing more than another it shall be the spread
of my own body, or any part of it,

Translucent mould of me it shall be you!

Shaded ledges and rests it shall be you!

Firm masculine colter it shall be you! 530

Whatever goes to the tilth of me it shall be you!

You my rich blood! your milky stream pale strippings of my life!

Breast that presses against other breasts it shall be you!

My brain it shall be your occult convolutions!

Root of wash’d sweet-flag ! timorous pond-snipe! nest of guarded
duplicate eggs. it shall be you!

Mix’d tussled hay of head, beard, brawn, it shall be you!

Trickling sap of maple, fibre of manly wheat, it shall be you!

Sun so generous it shall be you!

Vapors lighting and shading my face it shall be you!

You sweaty brooks and dews it shall be you! 540

Winds whose soft-tickling genitals rub against me it shall be you!

Broad muscular fields, branches of live oak, loving lounger in
my winding paths, it shall be you!

Hands I have taken, face I have kiss’d, mortal I have ever
touch’d, it shall be you.

1 dote on myself, there is that lot of me and all so luscious,

Each moment and whatever happens thrills me with joy,

I cannot tell how my ankles bend, nor whence the cause of my
faintest wish,

Nor the cause of the friendship I emit, nor the cause of the
friendship I take again.
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That T walk up my stoop, I pause to consider if it really be,
A morning-glory at my window satisfies me more than the
metaphysics of books.

To behold the day-break! 550
The little light fades the immense and diaphanous shadows,
The air tastes good to my palate.

Hefts of the moving world at innocent gambols silently rising,
freshly exuding,
Scooting obliquely high and low.

Something I cannot see puts upward libidinous prongs,
Seas of bright juice suffuse heaven.

The earth by the sky staid with, the daily close of their junction,
The heav’d challenge from the east that moment over my head,
The mocking taunt, See then whether you shall be master!

25
Dazzling and tremendous how quick the sun-rise would kill me,
If I could not now and always send sun-rise out of me. 561

‘We also ascend dazzling and tremendous as the sun,
We found our own O my soul in the calm and cool of the daybreak.

My voice goes after what my eyes cannot reach,
With the twirl of my tongue I encompass worlds and volumes of
worlds.

Speech is the twin of my vision, it is unequal to measure itself,
It provokes me forever, it says sarcastically,
Walt you contain enough, why don’t you let it out then?

Come now I will not be tantalized, you conceive too much of
articulation,

Do you not know O speech how the buds beneath you are
folded? 570
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Waiting in gloom, protected by frost,

The dirt receding before my prophetical screams,

I underlying causes to balance them at last,

My knowledge my live parts, it keeping tally with the meaning
of all things,

Happiness, (which whoever hears me let him or her set out in
search of this day.)

My final merit I refuse you, I refuse putting from me what I
really am,

Encompass worlds, but never try to encompass me,

I crowd your sleekest and best by simply looking toward you.

Writing and talk do not prove me,
I carry the plenum of proof and every thing else in my face, 580
With the hush of my lips I wholly confound the skeptic.

26

Now I will do nothing but listen,
To accrue what I hear into this song, to let sounds contribute
toward it.

I hear bravuras of birds, bustle of growing wheat, gossip of
flames, clack of sticks cooking my meals,

I hear the sound I love, the sound of the human voice,

I hear all sounds running together, combined, fused or
following,

Sounds of the city and sounds out of the cxty, sounds of the day
and night,

Talkative young ones to those that like them the loud laugh of
work-people at their meals,

The angry base of disjointed friendship, the faint tones of the

sick,
The judge with hands tight to the desk, his pallid lips pro-
nouncing a death-sentence, 590

The heave’e’yo of stevedores unlading ships by the wharves,
the refrain of the anchor-lifters,
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The ring of alarm-bells, the cry of fire, the whirr of swift-
streaking engines and hose-carts with premonitory tinkles
and color’d lights,

The steam-whistle, the solid roll of the train of approaching cars,

The slow march play’d at the head of the association marching
two and two,

(They go to guard some corpse, the flag-tops are draped with
black muslin.)

I hear the violoncello, (’tis the young man’s heart’s complaint,)
I hear the key’d cornet, it glides quickly in through my ears,
It shakes mad-sweet pangs through my belly and breast.

I hear the chorus, it is a grand opera,
Ah this indeed is music—this suits me. 6oo

A tenor large and fresh as the creation fills me,
The orbic flex of his mouth is pouring and filling me full.

I hear the train’d soprano (what work with hers is this?)

The orchestra whirls me wider than Uranus flies,

It wrenches such ardors from me I did not know I possess’d
them,

It sails me, I dab with bare feet, they are lick’d by the indolent
waves,

I am cut by bitter and angry hail, I lose my breath,

Steep’d amid honey’d morphine, my windpipe throttled in fakes
of death,

At length let up again to feel the puzzle of puzzles,

And that we call Being. 610

27
To be in any form, what is that?
(Round and round we go, all of us, and ever come back
thither,)
If nothing lay more develop’d the quahaug in its callous shell
were enough.
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Mine is no callous shell,

I have instant conductors all over me whether I pass or stop,
They seize every object and lead it harmlessly through me.

I merely stir, press, feel with my fingers, and am happy,
To touch my person to some one else’s is about as much as I can
stand.

28

Is this then a touch? quivering me to a new identity,

Flames and ether making a rush for my veins, 620

Treacherous tip of me reaching and crowding to help them,

My flesh and blood playing out lightning to strike what is
hardly different from myself,

On all sides prurient provokers stiffening my limbs,

Straining the udder of my heart for its withheld drip,

Behaving licentious toward me, taking no denial,

Depriving me of my best as for a purpose,

Unbuttoning my clothes, holding me by the bare waist,

Deluding my confusion with the calm of the sunlight and pas-
ture-fields,

Immodestly sliding the fellow-senses away,

They bribed to swap off with touch and go and graze at the
edges of me, 630

No consideration, no regard for my draining strength or my anger,

Fetching the rest of the herd around to enjoy them a while,

Then all uniting to stand on a headland and worry me.

The sentries desert every other part of me,
They have left me helpless to a red marauder,
They all come to the headland to witness and assist against me.

I am given up by traitors,

I talk wildly, I have lost my wits, I and nobody else am the
greatest traitor,

I went myself first to the headland, my own hands carried me
there.
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You villain touch! what are you doing? my breath is tight in its
throat, 640
Unclench your floodgates, you are too much for me.

29
Blind loving wrestling touch, sheath’d hooded sharp-tooth’d
touch!
Did it make you ache so, leaving me?

Parting track’d by arriving, perpetual payment of perpetual
loan,
Rich showering rain, and recompense richer afterward.

Sprouts take and accumulate, stand by the curb prolific and vital,
Landscapes projected masculine, full-sized and golden.

30
All truths vsait in all things,
They neither hasten their own delivery nor resist it,
They do not need the obstetric forceps of the surgeon, 650
The insignificant is as big to me as any,
(What is less or more than a touch?)

Logic and sermons never convince,
The damp of the night drives deeper into my soul.

(Only what proves itself to every man and woman is so,
Only what nobody denies is so.)

A minute and a drop of me settle my brain,

I believe the soggy clods shall become lovers and lamps,

And a compend of compends is the meat of a2 man or woman,

And a summit and flower there is the feeling they have for each
other, 660

And they are to branch boundlessly out of that lesson until it
becomes omnific,

And until one and all shall delight us, and we them.



Song of Myself 33

31

I believe a leaf of grass is no less than the journey-work of the
stars,

And the pismire is equally perfect, and a grain of sand, and the
egg of the wren,

And the tree-toad is a chef-d’ceuvre for the highest,

And the running blackberry would adorn the parlors of
heaven,

And the narrowest hinge in my hand puts to scorn all machinery,

And the cow crunching with depress’d head surpasses any
statue,

And a mouse is miracle enough to stagger sextillions of infidels.

I find I incorporate gneiss, coal, long-threaded moss, fruits,
grains, esculent roots, 670

And am stucco’d with quadrupeds and birds all over,

And have distanced what is behind me for good reasons,

But call any thing back again when I desire it.

In vain the speeding or shyness,

In vain the plutonic rocks send their old heat against my
approach,

In vain the mastodon retreats beneath its own powder’d bones,

In vain objects stand leagues off and assume rhanifold shapes,

In vain the ocean settling in hollows and the great monsters
lying low,

In vain the buzzard houses herself with the sky,

In vain the snake slides through the creepers and logs, 680

In vain the elk takes to the inner passes of the woods,

In vain the razor-bill’d auk sails far north to Labrador,

I follow quickly, I ascend to the nest in the fissure of the cliff.

32

I think T could turn and live with animals, they’re so placid and
self-contain’d,

I stand and look at them long and long.
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They do not sweat and whine about their condition,

They do not lie awake in the dark and weep for their sins,

They do not make me sick discussing their duty to God,

Not one is dissatisfied, not one is demented with the mania of
owning things,

Not one kneels to another, nor to his kind that lived thousands
of years ago, 690

Not one is respectable or unhappy over the whole earth.

So they show their relations to me and I accept them,
They bring me tokens of myself, they evince them plainly in
their possession.

I wonder where they get those tokens,

Did I pass that way huge times ago and negligently drop them?

Myself moving forward then and now and forever,

Gathering and showing more always and with velocity,

Infinite and omnigenous, and the like of these among them,

Not too exclusive toward the reachers of my remembrancers,

Picking out here one that I love, and now go with him on
brotherly terms. 700

A gigantic beauty of astallion, fresh and responsive to my caresses,
Head high in the forehead, wide between the ears,
Limbs glossy and supple, tail dusting the ground,
Eyes full of sparkling wickedness, ears finely cut, flexibly moving.

His nostrils dilate as my heels embrace him,
His well-built limbs tremble with pleasure as we race around
and return.

I but use you a minute, then I resign you, stallion,
Why do I need your paces when I myself out-gallop them?
Even as I stand or sit passing faster than you.

33

Space and Time! now I see it is true, what I guess'd at, 710
What I guess’d when I loaf’d on the grass,
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What I guess’d while I lay alone in my bed,
And again as I walk’d the beach under the paling stars of the
morning,.

My ties and ballasts leave me, my elbows rest in sea-gaps,
I skirt sierras, my palms cover continents,
I am afoot with my vision.

By the city’s quadrangular houses—in log huts, camping with
lumbermen,

Along the ruts of the turnpike, along the dry gulch and rivulet
bed,

Weeding my onion-patch or hoeing rows of carrots and pars-
nips, crossing savannas, trailing in forests,

Prospecting, gold-digging, girdling the trees of a new pur-
chase, 720

Scorch’d ankle-deep by the hot sand, hauling my boat down the
shallow river,

Where the panther walks to and fro on a limb overhead, where
the buck turns furiously at the hunter,

Where the rattlesnake suns his flabby length on a rock, where
the otter is feeding on fish,

Where the alligator in his tough pimples sleeps by the bayou,

Where the black bear is searching for roots or honey, where the
beaver pats the mud with his paddle-shaped tail;

Over the growing sugar, over the yellow-flower’d cotton plant,
over the rice in its low moist field,

Over the sharp-peak’d farm house, with its scallop’d scum and
slender shoots from the gutters,

Over the western persimmon, over the long-leav’d corn, over
the delicate blue-flower flax,

Over the white and brown buckwheat, a hummer and buzzer
there with the rest,

Over the dusky green of the rye as it ripples and shades in the
breeze; 730

Scaling mountains, pulling myself cautiously up, holding on by
low scragged limbs,
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Walking the path worn in the grass and beat through the leaves
of the brush,

Where the quail is whistling betwixt the woods and the wheat-
lot,

Where the bat flies in the Seventh-month eve, where the great
gold-bug drops through the dark,

‘Where the brook puts out of the roots of the old tree and flows
to the meadow, ’

Where cattle stand and shake away flies with the tremulous
shuddering of their hides,

Where the cheese-cloth hangs in the kitchen, where andirons
straddle the hearth-slab, where cobwebs fall in festoons
from the rafters;

Where trip-hammers crash, where the press is whirling its
cylinders,

Wherever the human heart beats with terrible throes under its
ribs,

Where the pear-shaped balloon is floating aloft, (floating in it
myself and looking composedly down,) 740

Where the life-car is drawn on the slip-noose, where the heat
hatches pale-green eggs in the dented sand,

Where the she-whale swims with her calf and never forsakes it,

Where the steam-ship trails hind-ways its long pennant of
smoke,

Where the fin of the shark cuts like a black chip out of the water,

Where the half-burn’d brig is riding on unknown currents,

Where shells grow to her slimy deck, where the dead are cor-
rupting below;

‘Where the dense-starr’d flag is borne at the head of the regiments,

Approaching Manhattan up by the long-stretching island,

Under Niagara, the cataract f