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Come, said my Soul,

Such verses for my Body let us write, (for we are one,)

That should 1 after death invisibly return,

Or, long, long hence, in other spheres,

There to some group of mates the chants resuming,

(Tallying Earth’s soil, trees, winds, tumultuous waves,)

Ever with pleas'd smile I may keep on,

Ever and ever yet the verses owning—as, first, I here and now,
Signing for Soul and Body, set to them my name,
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Introduction

WHITMAN: THE POET AND THE MASK

I HAVEN'T always been an admirer of Whitman’s poetry. In the past
when I tried to read “Leaves of Grass” from beginning to end, I
always stopped in the middle, overcome by the dislike that most
ot us feel for inventories and orations. Even today, after reading all
the book as Whitman wished it to be preserved and after being
won over by what I think is the best of it—till I am willing, if not
for the usual reasons, to join the consensus that regards him as our
most rewarding poet—I still feel that “Leaves of Grass” is an ex-
traordinary mixture of greatness, false greatness and mediocrity.
Whitman designed it as his monument, but he made the book too
large and pieced it out with faulty materials, including versified
newspaper editorials, lists of names from the back pages of a school
geography, commencement-day prophecies, chamber-of-commerce
speeches and sentimental ballads that might have been written by
the Sweet Singer of Michigan, except that she would have rhymed
them. The fire bells ring in his poems, the eagle screams and
screams again, the brawny pioneers march into the forest (décor
by Currier & Ives) and the lovely Italian singer gives a concert
for the convicts at Sing Sing, her operatic voice

Pouring in floods of melody in tones so pensive sweet and
strong the like whereof was never heard.

In no other book of great poems does one find so much trash that
the poet should have recognized as trash before he set the first line
of it on paper. In no other book, great or small, does one find the
same extremes of inspiration and bathos. {It is as if Whitman the
critic and editor of his own work had been so overawed by Whit-
man the poet that he preserved even the poet’s maunderings as the
authentic record of genius. He did not succeed—though he worked
on the problem all his life—in giving an organic form to the book
as a whole. It doesn’t grow like a tree or take wing like a bird or

3



4 Introduction

correspond in its various sections to the stages of the poet’s life;
mstead it starts with a series of twenty-four “inscriptions,” or doc-
trinal pronouncements, almost like twenty-four theses nailed to a
church door. It reaches an early climax, with the “Song of Myself.”
It continues through celebrations of “woman-love,” as Whitman
called it a little coldly, and passionate friendship for men. Then,
after a series of set-pieces—some of them magnificent, like the “Song
ot the Open Road”—after the Civil War sketches and the big sym-
phonies of his Washington years, it dwindles away in occasional
verses and old-age echoes.

The poems are grouped by their ostensible themes rather than
by their underlying moods. Thus, a section or, as Whitman would
say, a “cluster” of poems called “Sea-Drift” starts with the two
great meditations he wrote during his period of dejection in 1859-60
(“Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking” and “As I Ebb’d with the
Ocean of Life”), but it ends with a collection of minor and chiefly
optimistic pieces that happen also to mention the sea. Another clus-
ter called “Autumn Rivulets” consists in large part of late and occa-
sional poems, like Whitman’s bread-and-butter letter to the Seven-
teenth Regimental Band (“Italian Music in Dakota”), yet it also
contains the marvelous “There Was a Child Went Forth” and other
examples of his earlier and freshest work. In such an arrangement
the man is lost, with his organic development; and the best poems
are likely to be overshadowed, like young pines in a thicket of big-
leaf poplars.

Almost all the American critics of Whitman’s poetry have failed
in their task of separating the pines from the poplars, the lasting
values from what is trivial or sententious or weedy. It is true that
Tennyson, Swinburne and William Michael Rossetti were among
his early English readers, that they were good critics as well as
poets and that, in general, they admired his work for its literary
qualities instead of approaching it as a political or religious text.
In this country, however, the poets of his time were hostile to Whit-
man; almost the only exception was Emerson in the very beginning.
The hostility has vanished, but without giving way to enthusiasm. As
a group the poet-critics of our time pay less attention to Whitman
than to any other American author of the first magnitude. More
and more Whitman studies are crowding the library shelves, but
they are chiefly the work of two other groups: the liberal or na-
tionalistic historians and the teachers or graduate students of
American literature.

These latter groups are interested not so much in the poetry as
in the historical or mythical figure of the poet. They need that
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figure; they need an author to represent in himself the vastness and
newness of the country and the unity it achieved; they need some-
one in literature to play the same role as Daniel Boone in the forests
or Davy Crockett in the canebrakes or Lincoln saving the Union.
Whitman is there, dressed and bearded for the part, and they cannot
fail to accept him as the literary archetype of the pioneer. But other
readers, a little more familiar with the ways of authors, find some-
thing ambiguous in Whitman’s portrait of himself. When he talks
too much about loving every created person, they feel that he is
indiscriminate in his affections, and that it is only a step from loving
to hating everyone. When he talks too much about comradeship,
they suspect him—not without reason—of being self-centered and
lonely. When he celebrates the life of trappers and woodsmen or
cries, “O pioneers!” they read his biography and are not surprised
to learn that he was chiefly a stroller through city streets. And it
they come to value his work far, far above that of the other nine-
teenth-century American poets, it is because of the poems in which
he did not boast or posture, but spoke with marvelous candor about
himself and his immediate world.

To find those poems in the mass of his work is like wandering
without a guidebook from room to room of a French provincial
museumn and searching for pictures to admire. After looking at
scores of stiff portraits and dozens of landscapes rightly rejected
(or hung, it doesn’t matter) by the French Academy, one suddenly
finds a Corot, a Courbet with its clean lines or a fifteenth-century
Virgin with the colors still as tender as the day they were painted.
Whitman’s best poems—and most of them are early poems—have
that permanent quality of being freshly painted, of not being dulled
by the varnish of the years. Reading them almost a century after
their publication, one feels the same shock and wonder and delight
that Emerson felt when opening his presentation copy of the first
cdition. They carry us into a new world that Whitman discovered
as if this very morning, after it had been created overnight. “Why,
who makes much of a miracle?” the poet keeps exclaiming. “As to
me I know of nothing else but miracles.”

2

THERE is no other word but miracle to describe what happened
to Whitman at the age of thirty-six. The local politician and printer,
the hack writer who had trouble selling his pieces, the editor who
couldn’t keep a job, quite suddenly became a world poet. No long
apprenticeship; no process of growth that we can trace from year
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to year in his published work; not even much early promise: the
poet materializes like a shape from the depths. In 1848, when we
almost lose sight of him, Whitman is an editorial writer on salary,
repeating day after day the opinions held in common by the
younger Jacksonian Democrats, praising the people and attacking
the corporations (but always within reasonable limits ); stroking the
American eagle’s feathers and pulling the lion’s tail. Hardly a word
he publishes gives the impression that only Whitman could have
written it.fIn 1855 he reveals a new character that seems to be his
own creation. He writes and prefaces and helps to print and dis-
tributes and, for good measure, anonymously reviews a first book of
poems not only different from any others known at the time but
also different from everything the poet himself had written in for-
mer years (and only faintly foreshadowed by three of his experi-
ments in free verse that the New York Tribune had printed in 1850
because it liked their political sentiments). It is a short book, this
first edition of “Leaves of Grass”; it contains only twelve poems,
including the “Song of Myself”; but they summarize or suggest all
his later achievements; and for other poets they are better than
those achievements, because in his first book Whitman was a great
explorer, whereas he later became a methodical exploiter and at
worst an expounder by rote of his own discoveries.

At some point during the seven “lost years” Whitman had begun
to utilize resources deep in himself that might have remained buried.
He had mastered what Emerson calls “the secret which every in-
tellectual man quickly learns”—but how few make use of it!l—“that
beyond the energy of his possessed and conscious intellect he is
capable of a new energy (as of an intellect doubled on itself), by
abandonment to the nature of things; that beside his privacy of
power as an individual man, there is a great public power on which
he can draw, by unlocking, at all risks, his human doors, and suf-
fering the ethereal tides to roll and circulate through him; then he
is caught up into the life of the Universe, his speech is thunder, his
thought is law, and his words are universally intelligible as the
plants and animals.”{ Whitman himself found other words to de-
scribe what seems to have been essentially the same phenomenon.
Long afterwards he told one of his disciples, Dr. Maurice Bucke:
“‘Leaves of Grass’ was there, though unformed, all the time, in
whatever answers as the laboratory of the mind. . . . The Demo-
cratic Review essays and tales [those he published before 1848]
came from the surface of the mind and had no connection with
what lay below—a great deal of which, indeed, was below con-
sciousness. At last the time came when the concealed growth had
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to come to light, and the first edition of ‘Leaves of Grass’ was pub-
lished.”

Whitman in these remarks was simplifying a phenomenon by
which, it would seem, he continued to be puzzled and amazed till
the end. The best efforts of his biographers will never fully explain
it; and a critic can only point to certain events, or probable events,
that must have contributed to his sudden discovery of his own re-
sources. His trip to New Orleans in 1848 was certainly one of them.
It lasted for only four months (and not for years, as Whitman later
implied), but it was his first real glimpse of the American conti-
nent, and it gave him a stock of remembered sights and sounds and
emotions over which his imagination would play for the rest of
his life.

A second event was connected with his interest in the pseudo-
science of phrenology. The originators of this doctrine believed that
one’s character is determined by the development of separate facul-
ties (of which there were twenty-six according to Gall, thirty-five
according to Spurzheim and forty-three according to the Fowler
brothers in New York); that each of these faculties is localized in
a definite portion of the brain; and that the strength or weakness
of each faculty can be read in the contours of the skull. Whitman
had the bumps on his head charted by L. N. Fowler in July 1849,
a year after his return from the South. In these phrenological read-
ings of character, each of the faculties was rated on a numerical
scale running from one to seven or eight. Five was good; six was
the most desirable figure; seven and eight indicated that the quality
was dangerously overdeveloped. Among the ratings that Whitman
received for his mental faculties (and note their curious names,
which reappeared in his poems) were Amativeness 6, Adhesiveness
6, Philoprogenitiveness 6, Inhabitiveness 6, Alimentiveness 6, Cau-
tiousness 6, Self-esteem 6 to 7, Benevolence 6 to 7, Sublimity 6 to
7, Ideality 5 to 6, Individuality 6 and Intuitiveness 6. It was, on
the whole, a highly flattering report, and Whitman needed flattery
in those days; for he hadn’t made a success of his new daily, the
Brooklyn Freeman, and there was a question whether he could find
another good newspaper job. Apparently the phrenological reading
gave him some of the courage. he needed to follow an untried
course. Seven years later he had Fowler’s chart of his skull repro-
duced in the second or 1856 edition of “Leaves of Grass.”

Another event that inspired him was the reading of Emerson’s
essays. Later Whitman tried to hide this indebtedness, asserting
several times that he had seen nothing of Emerson’s until after his
own first edition had been published. But aside from the Emer-
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sonian ideas in the twelve early poems (especially the “Song of
Myself”) there is, as evidence in the case, Whitman’s prose intro-
duction to the first edition, which is written in Emerson’s style, with
his characteristic rhythms, figures of speech and turns of phrase. As
tor the ideas Whitman expressed in that style, they are chiefly de-
velopments of what Emerson had said in “The Poet” (first of the
“Essays: Second Series,” published in 1844 ), combined with other
notions from Emerson’s “Compensation.” In “The Poet” Emerson
had said: -

I look in vain for the poet whom I describe. . . . We have yet had
no genius in America, with tyrannous eye, which knew the value of
our incomparable materials, and saw, in the barbarism and mate-
rialism of the times, another carnival of the same gods whose pic-
tures he so much admires in Homer; then in the Middle Ages; then
in Calvinism. . . . Our log-rolling, our stumps and their politics, our
fisheries, our Negroes and Indians, our boasts and our repudiations,
the wrath of rogues and the pusillanimity of honest men, the north-
ern trade, the southern planting, the western clearing, Oregon and
1exas, are yet unsung/ Yet America is a poem in our eyes; its ample
geography dazzles the imagination, and it will not wait long for
meters.

. .. Doubt not, O poet, but persist. Say “It is in me, and shall
cut.” Stand there, balked and dumb, stuttering and stammering,
hissed and hooted, stand and strive, until at last rage draws out of
thee that dream-power which every night shows thee is thine own;
a power transcending all limit and privacy, and by virtue of which
a man is the conductor of the whole river of electricity.

Whitman, it is clear today, determined to be the poet whom Emer-
son pictured; he determined to be the genius in America who recog-
nized the value of our incomparable materials, the Northern trade,

the Southern planting and the Western clearing. “The United States
themselves are the greatest poem,” he wrote, he echoed in his”1855
introduction, conceived as if in answer to Emerson’s summons. He

abamﬁimself to the nature of things. At first balked and dumb,
then later hissed and hooted, he stood there until he had drawn from
himself the power he felt in his dreams.

There was, however, still another event that seems to have given
Whitman a new conception of his mission as a poet: it was his reading
of two novels by George Sand, “The Countess of Rudolstadt” and
“The Journeyman Joiner.” Both books were written during their
author’s socialistic period, before the revolution of 1848, and both
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were translated from the French by one of the New England Tran-
scendentalists. “The Countess of Rudolstadt” was the sequel to “Con-
suelo,” which Whitman had described as “the noblest work left by
George Sand—the noblest in many respects, on its own field, in all
literature.” Apparently he gave “Consuelo” and its sequel to his
mother when they first appeared in this country, in 1847; and after
her death he kept the tattered volumes on his bedside table. It was
in the epilogue to “The Countess of Rudolstadt” that Whitman dis-
covered the figure of a wandering musician who might have been
taken for a Bohemian peasant except for his fine white hands; who
was not only a violinist but a bard and a prophet, expounding the new
religion of Humanity; and who, falling into a trance, recited “the most
magnificent poem that can be conceived,” before traveling onward
along the open road. “The Journeyman Joiner” was also listed by
Whitman among his favorite books. It is the story—to quote from
Esther Shephard, who wrote an interpretation of Whitman based on
his debt to the two novels—“of a beautiful, Christlike young carpen-
ter, a proletary philosopher, who dresses in a mechanic’s costume but
is scrupulously neat and clean. He works at carpentering with his
father, but patiently takes time off whenever he wants to in order to
read, or give advice on art, or share a friend’s affection.”

There is no doubt that both books helped to fix the direction of
Whitman’s thinking. They summarized the revolutionary current of
ideas that prevailed in Europe before 1848, and his early poems
would be part of that current. But the principal effect of the two
novels was on Whitman’s picture of himself. After reading them he
slowly formed the project of becoming a wandering bard and
prophet, like the musician in the epilogue to “The Countess of
Rudolstadt.” He no longer planned to get ahead in the world by
the means open to other young journalists: no more earning, saving,
calculating, outshining. He stopped writing for the magazines and,
according to his brother George, he refused some editorial positions
that were offered him; instead he worked as 2 carpenter with his
father, like the hero of “The Journeyman Joiner.”

About this time there is an apparent change or mutation in his
})ersonality. Whitman as a young editor had dressed correctly, even
astidiously; had trimmed his beard, had carried a light cane, had
been rather retiring in his manners, had been on good but not at all
intimate terms with his neighbors and, whenever possible, had kept
away from their children. Now suddenly he begins dressing like a
Brooklyn mechanic, with his shirt open to reveal a red-flannel
undershirt and part of a hairy chest, and with a big felt hat worn
loosely over his tousled hair. He lets his beard grow shaggy, he
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makes his voice more assured and, in his wanderings about the
docks and ferries, he greets his friends with bear hugs and some-
times a kiss of comradeship. It is as if he has undertaken a double
task: before creating his poems he has to create the hypothetical
author of the poems. And the author bears a new name: not Walter
Whitman, as he was always known to his family and till then had
been called by his newspaper associates, but rather Walt Whitman,

. . . a kosmos, of Manhattan the son,
Turbulent, fleshy, sensual, eating, drinking and breeding.

The world is his stage and Whitman has assumed a role that he
will continue to play for the rest of his life. Reading his letters we
can sometimes see him as in a dressing-room, arranging his features
to make the role convincing. In 1868, for example, he sent his
London publisher a long series of directions about how his portrait
should be engraved from a favorite photograph (he was always
having his picture taken). “If a faithful presentation of that photo-
graph can be given,” he said, “it will satisfy me well—of course it
should be reproduced with all its shaggy, dappled, rough-skinned
character, and not attempted to be smoothed and prettified . . . let
the costume be kept very simple and broad, and rather kept down
too, little as there is of it—preserve the effect of the sweeping lines
making all that fine free angle below the chin. . . . It is perhaps
worth your taking special pains about, both to achieve a successtul
picture and likeness, something characteristic, and as certain to be
a marked help to your edition of the book.” There is more in the
same vein, and it makes us feel that Whitman was like an actor-
manager, first having his portrait painted in costume, then hanging
it in the lobby to sell more tickets.”

He had more than a dash of the charlatanism that, according to
Baudelaire, adds a spice to genius. But he had also his own sort of
honesty, and he tried to live his part as well as acting it. The new
character he assumed was more, far more, than a pose adopted to
mislead the public./Partly it was a side of his nature that had always
existed, but one that had been suppressed by social conventions, by
life with a big family of brothers and sisters and by the struggle to
sarn a living. Partly it represented a real change after 1850: the shy
and self-centered young man was turning outwards, was trying to
people his loneliness with living comrades/Partly it was an attempt
to compensate for the absence in himself bf qualities he admired in
sthers; for Whitman had already revealed himself as anything but
rough, virile, athletic, savage or luxuriant, to quote a few of what
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were now his favorite adjectives. Partly his new personality was an
ideal picture of himself that he tried to achieve in the flesh and
came in time to approximate. You might call it a mask or, as Jung
would say, a persona that soon had a life of its own, developing
and changing with the years and almost superseding his other
nature. At the end one could hardly say that a “real” Whitman
existed beneath the public figure; the man had become confused
with his myth.

We might find it easier to picture the complexities of his character
if we imagined that there were at least three Whitmans existing as
separate persons. There was Whitman I, the printer and small poli-
tician and editor, always described by his associates as indolent,
timid (except when making public speeches), awkward and rather
conventional in his manners,/He disappeared from public sight after
1850, yet he survived for thirty years or more in his intimate rela-
tions with his family. Then there was Whitman II, the persona,
who characterized himself as “one of the roughs, large, proud,
affectionate, eating, drinking and breeding, his costume manly and
free, his face sunburnt and bearded, his posture strong and erect,
his voice bringing hope and prophecy to the generous races of young
and old.” This second Whitman, ripening with age—and becoming
much more discreet after he moved to Washington and went to
work for the government—at last merged blandly into the figure of
the Good Gray Poet. He wrote poems, too, as part of his role, but
they were as windy and uninspired as the speeches of Polonius.

The real poet was still another person; let us- call him Whit-
man III. He never appeared in public life; he was hardly more than
a voice from the depths of the subconscious; but the voice was new,
candid, powerful; and it spoke in different words not only from
Whitman the young editor but also from Whitman the gray bard
of Democracy. Whitman III was boastful but often tender and
secret where Whitman II was bluff and lusty. He was feminine and
maternal rather than physically adventurous; but at the same time
he was a revolutionist by instinct where Whitman I was liberal
and Whitman II merely sententious. He appeared from nowhere to
write the “Song of Myself” and the other poems published in 1855.
He had little to say after 1860 and fell silent forever in 1874,
whereas the persona lived after him till 1892; yet during his brief
career he wrote—or dictated to the other Whitmans—all the poetry
that gave “Leaves of Grass” its position in world literature.

But what explains the mystery of the poet’s birth? There was an
apparently quite ordinary fellow named Walter Whitman who
wrote editorials and book reviews and moral doggerel; then there
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was an extraordinary showman named Walt Whitman who peddled
his personality as if it were a patent medicine; but there was also
for six years, and at intervals thereafter, a poet of genius known by
the same name. How did he come to exist? Was it merely because
Whitman the editor visited New Orleans, had a phrenological read-
ing, was inspired by Emerson’s doctrine of the representative indi-
vidual, and tried to make himself over into a character by George
Sand? Is there any other cause for what we must still regard as the
Whitman miracle?

The only evidence that bears on this question consists of Whit-
man’s early notebooks and of the poems themselves, which are of
course a less trustworthy guide. Still, they return so often to one
theme that its importance in his life seems fixed beyond dispute.
Whitman had apparently been slow to develop emotionally as well
as intellectually. The poems suggest that, at some moment during
the seven shadowy years, he had his first fully satisfying sexual
experience. It may have been as early as his trip to New Qrleans in
1848, to judge from what he says in a frequently quoted poem,
“Once I Pass’'d through a Populous City,” which, incidentally, has
more biographical value in the early draft discovered by Emory
Holloway than it has in the altered and expurgated version that
Whitman published. Or the Louisiana episode, if real, may have
been merely an introduction to his new life, and the decisive expe-
rience may have come later, during his carpenter years in Brooklyn.®
Whenever it occurred, the experience was so intense that it became
an almost religious ecstasy, a moment of vision that wholly trans-
formed his world. Whitman describes such a moment in the marvel-
ous fifth section of the “Song of Myself”:

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

° It may also have come earlier, in 1847, the year when he started the first
of the private notebooks ;lureserved in the Library of Congress. The notebook
hints at a change or revelation in his life. There may be a reference to this
change in the fine but puzzling poem that is printed as the eleventh of the
fifty-two chants in “Song of Myself.” It begins:

Twenty-eight young men bathe by the shore,

Twenty-eight young men and all so friendly;

Twenty-eight years of womanly life and all so lonesome.
Whitman was twenty-eight years old in 1847. Considering that the poem was
included in “Song of Myself,” one feels that he may have identified himself
with the young woman, “handsome and richly drest,” who watched the bathers
lovingly from her hiding place “aft the blinds of the window.”—M. C.
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And I know that the hand of God is the promise of my
own,

And I know that the spirit of God is 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.

After this experience Whitman had to revise not only his general
and philosophical picture of the world but also his private picture
of himself. “I am not what you supposed,” he would say in one of
his 1860 poems, “but far different.” The discovery of his sexual
direction must have been a shock to him at first; but he soon deter-
mined to accept himself with all his vices and “smutch’d deeds,” just
as he accepted everything in the universe. He wrote: “I am myself
just as much evil as good, and my nation is—and I say there is in
fact no evil.” All his nature being good, in the larger view, he felt
that all of it should be voiced in the poems he was planning to write.

At first his revelations concerning one side of his nature were
made obliquely, in language that could be easily understood only
by others of his own type. By 1860, however, when he was prepar-
ing the third edition of his poems, the impulse to confess himself
had become so strong that he was no longer willing to speak by
indirection. “Come,” he said, “I am determin’d to unbare this broad
breast of mine, I have long enough stifled and choked.” And in the
first of his “Calamus” poems, written for that edition, he proclaimed
his resolve “to sing no songs today but those of manly attachment”:

I proceed for all who are or have been young men,
To tell the secret of my nights and days,
To celebrate the need of comrades.

There has been a long argument about the meaning of the “Cala-
mus” poems, but it is or should be clear enough from the title under
which they were published. Whitman is sometimes vague and hard
to follow in his metaphysical symbols, but his sexual symbols are
as simply conceived as an African statue of Potency or Fertility.
The calamus root is one of those symbols, even though Whitman
disguised the fact when writing to William Michael Rossetti, his
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English editor, who had asked him for an explanation. “ ‘Calamus’
is a common word here,” Whitman replied, “it is a very large and
aromatic grass, or root, spears three feet high—often called ‘sweet
flag’—grows all over the Northern and Middle States—(sce Web-
ster’s Large Dictionary—Calamus—definition 2). The recherché or
ethereal sense, as used in my book, probably arises from it, Calamus
presenting the biggest and hardiest spears of grass, and from its
fresh, aromatic, pungent bouquet.” But if Rossetti had referred to
Section 24 of the “Song of Myself,” he would have discovered what
the poet meant. In that section Whitman exults in his own body
and describes the various parts of it in metaphors drawn from the
animal and vegetable worlds. The calamus plays its proper part in
the description:

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

The sweet-flag or calamus root, the “growth by the margin of
pond-waters,” was simply Whitman’s token or symbol of the male
sexual organ. “This,” he said in a poem, “O this shall henceforth be
the token of comrades, this calamus-root shall.” The poems under
this general title were poems of homosexual love, in its physical
aspects and with its metaphysical lessons. They were “blades” or
“spears” or “leaves” of the calamus, to use another of Whitman’s
favorite symbols; and, as he said in his letter to Rossetti, they were
bigger and hardier than all the other leaves of grass.

3

WHrrITMAN during his early career as a poet was rash and prudent
simultaneously. He insisted on making a full confession, but at the
same time he hoped the confession would be misunderstood. “As-
pirations. Keep the secret—keep it close,” he wrote in one of his
notebooks. He changed the gender of his pronouns (as notably in
his revision of “Once I Pass’d through a Populous City”) and in-
vented a sort of common gender for nouns by adding “or woman”
almost every time he used the word “man.” Before printing the
“Calamus” poems, he performed the same sort of operation on a
larger scale, in accordance with a direction to himself that he jotted
down in another notebook: “Theory of a Cluster of Poems the same
to the passion of Woman-Love [the italics are his own] as the
Calamus-Leaves are to adhesiveness, manly love.” This cluster when
written and assembled became the “Children of Adam” poems; most
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of them are cold, selﬁsh, forced and therefore shocking to normal
readers, where the “Calamus-Leaves” are tender, honest and have
their own sort of dignity. “There is something in my nature furtive
like an old hen!;’ﬁ’hltman said much later to his disciple Edward
Carpenter; and e added, “I think there are truths which it is nec-
essary to envelop or wrap up.’y During his old age in Camden, it
seemed on one occasion that too much of the truth might be laid
bare. His English biographer, John Addmgton Symonds, wrote him
in some perplexity about the “Calamus” poems, by which Symonds
confessed that he had been led astray in his youth; now he wanted
to know their real meaning. Whitman seems to have conferred with
his friends; then he sent Symonds a letter of which only two pas-
sages have so far been pubhshed

. . About the questions on Calamus etc., they quite daze me.
Leaves of Grass is only rightly to be construed by and within its
own atmosphere and essential character—all its pages and pieces
so coming strictly under. That the Calamus part has ever allowed
the possibility of such construction as mentioned is terrible. I am
fain to hope that the pages themselves are not to be even mentioned
for such gratuitous and quite at the time undreamed and unwished
possibility of morbid inference—which are disavowed by me and
seem damnable.

My life, young manhood, mid-age, times South, etc., have
been jolly bodily, and doubtless open to criticism. Though unmar-
ried I have had six children—two are dead—one living Southern
grandchild, fine boy, writes to me occasionally—circumstances (con-
nected with their fortune and benefit) have separated me from inti-
mate relations.

No certain trace of the six illegitimate children has ever been
found (although there was a bit player in the silent movies who
wore a beard like Whitman’s and claimed to be his son). No letters
from or about the children or their mothers were among the accu-
mulation of papers that Whitman left at his death. He repeated
the story on other occasions, but none of his oldest friends accepted
it. Some of them said in a kindly way that Whitman was old and
ill when he wrote the letter to Symonds, and probably believed his
own fabrication, although they couldn’t be sure. If he did come to
believe that he had fathered six children, then the Whitman legend
invented for the public had displaced and destroyed in his own
mind the picture of the Whitman who lived.

After the concealments, evasions and apologies of the poet him-
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self and most of his critics, it is time to restore this living figure, so
far as we can find him in the records. He was not “emotionally ver-
satile” in the scnse in which some of his recent biographers have
used the phrase. They imply that he could turn his aftections fromn
one sex to the other, but the evidence fails to show that Whitman
was ever sexually attracted by women. There was no romance in his
life with a high-born Creole lady; nor was there any other romance
(except with young men like Peter Doyle, the Washington horse-
car conductor) that careful students have been able to trace. He
was not “unconsciously” or “half-consciously” homosexual; after
1855, and perhaps as early as 1847, he was completely aware of his
own nature. His abnormality was not an “unhealthy mood” that
passed after 1860; it continued tor the rest ot his active life. And
it was never something that could be overlooked by his critics as
having a merely private or biographical interest; on the contrary,
it was part of the impulse that set him to writing poetry; it served
as theme for a whole section of “Leaves of Grass,” besides being a
minor theme in other sections; and it became curiously interwoven
with Whitman’s notions about a future democracy, which would
have to be based, he said, on manly comradeship or adhesiveness.

The meaning he attached to this last word is one of the clues to
his thinking. “Adhesiveness” was a cant term of the phrenologists,
who used it to denote the faculty for friendship, just as “amative-
ness” denoted, in their language, the faculty for loving the opposite
sex, and “philoprogenitiveness” the faculty for loving one’s children.
But Whitman, after submitting himself to a phrenological reading
and being given the highest rating for all three qualities, soon
began to use the word “adhesiveness” in a sense that the phrenolo-
gists had not intended. Once he defined it for a Washington paper
by which he was being interviewed: it was, so he said, “a personal
attachment between men that is stronger than ordinary friendship.
The ‘Calamus’ poems celebrate it.” That sounds innocent enough,
but some of his private notebooks are more specific, and more tor-
tured. In one of them he wrote (1870):

Depress the adhesive nature
It is in excess—making life a torment
All this diseased, feverish disproportionate adhesiveness

Feverish and disproportionate, it set him roving through the
streets in search of young men, preferably rough and bearded, who
might be interested in his type of affection. There is another note-
book, preserved in the Library of Congress, which hints at some of
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his adventures. One page of it, reproduced by Esther Shephard in
her book, “Walt Whitman’s Pose,” is a list of names, each tollowed
by a few identifying remarks for Whitman’s records. The names,
with one exception, are those of the men whom Whitman accosted
in New York omnibuses or beer cellars or on the Brooklyn ferry
during four days of July 1862. The page reads:

Henry Kelly, Madison avenue, about 24, born in Lawrence, Mass.
father Irish, mother English, has worked about the Lawrence fac-
tories—had a brother and sister in Pemberton Mill when it fell—
has travel'd some time south and west with Dan Rice’s show—florid
face—manner fresh and direct—(I notice a few gray hairs)—seems to
be inclined to join the army—rode all the way to Wall st. and back
to Howard (July 10—talk about the mishaps &c of a showman’s life
south & north)

Morse
Charles Winthrop xx x x (45 5th av) July, '62—Yankee, says he has
a farm and is workg to get money for it &e
James L. Metcalf is appointed in the 5th precinct. July 7th '62
Frank Sweeney, (July 8th, ’62) 5th av. brown face, large features,
black moustache (is the one I told the whole story to, about Ellen
Eyre)—talks very little
Pell, young man, American, introduced by Chas. Kingsley,
at 6th st. lager beer house, night July 8th’62
Isaac Bennet, deck hand, ferry, square built young fellow, black
moustache & imperial—July 10th, 62

It would seem from Whitman’s notebook and letters that he was
particularly attracted by young men in the transportation industry:
by ferry deck-hands, Broadway omnibus drivers, horse-car conduc-
tors and railway brakemen or firemen. It would also seem—although
the evidence here is inconclusive—that from 1855 until his removal
to Washington at the end of 1862 he formed part of a homosexual
group that met in Pfaff's and other Broadway lager-beer cellars,
while it remained distinct from the literary bohemians who also met
in Pfaff's. Whitman formed part of the second group, too, but he
was less interested in the writers than in those whom he called, in
italics, “the boys.” In Washington he formed part of no group ex-
cept that of his own literary admirers. Still, when he wrote to his
“dear comrades” in New York, he kept assuring them that he was
“no backslider.”—“Tell Fred his letter was received,” he said in
1863. “I appreciate it, received real pleasure from it—twas a true
friend’s letter, characteristic, full of vivacity, off-hand, and below
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all a thorough base of genuine remembrance and good will-was
not wanting in the sentimental either (so I take back all about the
apostate, do you understand me, Freddy, my dear?).”

Reading his intimate letters, with the allusions so easy to inter-
pret, and the still more intimate diaries, one feels toward Whitman
almost as Proust’s narrator felt toward the Baron de Charlus, when
he saw him crossing a courtyard where the Baron thought he was
unobserved. “I could not help thinking how angry M. de Charlus
would have been,” the narrator says, “could he have known that he
was being watched; for what was suggested to me by the sight of
this man who was so insistent, who prided himself so upon his
virility, to whom all other men seemed odiously effeminate, what
he made me suddenly think of, so far he momentarily assumed her
features, expression, smile, was a woman.” And there is more that
applies to Whitman in that first chapter of “Cities of the Plain” (in
the second volume of the four-volume edition of “Remembrance
of Things Past”). The narrator observes the Baron’s meeting with
Jupien the tailor, who is another of the same type; and this leads
him into a whole series of reflections on the inhabitants of Sodom.
He says, in the Scott Moncrieff translation:

I now understood how, earlier in the day, when I had seen him
coming away from Mme. de Villeparisis's, I had managed to arrive
at the conclusion that M. de Charlus looked like a woman: he was
one! He belonged to that race of beings, less paradoxical than they
appear, whose ideal is manly simply because their temperament is
feminine and who in their life resemble in appearance only the
rest of men; there where each of us carries, inscribed on those eyes
through which he beholds everything in the universe, a human out-
line engraved on the surface of the pupil, for them it is not that of
a nymph but of a youth. Race upon which a curse weighs and
which must live amid falsehood and perjury, because it knows the
world to regard as punishable and scandalous, as an inadmissible
thing, its desire, that which constitutes for every human creature
the greatest happiness in life; which must deny its God, since even
Christians, when at the bar of justice they appear and are arraigned,
must before Christ and in His name defend themselves, as from a
calumny, from the charge of what to them is life itself.

Whitman too, in his later years, was forced to defend himself, as
from a calumny, from the charge of what to him was life itself. But
there is another phrase that casts an even clearer light on his char-
acter: “Their ideal is manly simply because their temperament is
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feminine.” Here in a few words Proust has stated the contradiction
that many readers have felt in Whitman’s work: it speaks always of
daring, vigor, sweep, turbulence, all the qualities that Whitman re-
garded as peculiarly masculine; it praises America as the home of
“the roughs and beards and space and ruggedness and nonchalance
that the soul loves”; it calls on us to desert all settled things and
to follow the open road wherever it leads; it sings the joy of the
soldier, “To see men fall and die and not complain! To taste the
savage taste of blood!”—yet it does all this in a style that is loose,
even limp, ecstatic in a passive way and lacking in hard contours;
and it is written by a man who stayed close to home, who traveled
by preference in the Broadway omnibus or the Navy Yard horse
car, to the end of the line and back, and who, though able-bodied,
served through the Civil War in the Washington hospitals visiting
the wounded, enveloping them with his maternal solicitude and
boasting at the end that “Many a soldier’s kiss dwells on these
bearded lips.” His motto was not, “I strive, I build,” but rather, in
his own words, “I suffer'd, I was there.” When he praised male
vigor and ruggedness he was like a devoted wife or like a lover
celebrating the charms of his mistress—not as qualities he possessed
in himself, but as those he sexually admired.

4

FroM the clinical point of view and without reference to moral or
esthetic problems, Whitman’s life after 1855 might be presented as
the case history of a successful readjustment. He wrote his first
great poems at a time when he seemed on the edge of becoming a
sick personality. There are various technical names like narcissism,
auto-eroticism and extreme introversion that apply to the condition
from which he suffered. His early poems are those of a man en-
gaged in a passionate love affair with his own person. “I have
heard what the talkers were talking,” he says; “. . . while they dis-
cuss I am silent, and go bathe and admire myself.” I doubt that
any other poet has expressed self-love with so much ardor. “If I
worship one thing more than another,” he says, also in the “Song
of Myself,” “it shall be the spread of my own body, or any part of
it. . .. I dote on myself, there is that lot of me and all so luscious.”

At the time he wrote those lines and for some years afterwards,
he was in danger, as the psychologists would say, “of losing con-
tact with reality.” He formed impossible projects for himself. At
one time he determined to become what he called a “wander
speaker”—“perhaps launching at the President, leading persons,
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Congressmen, or Judges of the Supreme Court,” he said in his note-
book for 1857; “. . . the greatest champion America ever could
know, yet holding no office or emolument whatever,—but first in the
esteem of men and women.” Having worked as a carpenter with his
father, like Jesus, he was planning to found a new religion. It was
an age of new religions in America, and Whitman sometimes re-
garded himself as a prophet rather than a poet, with “Leaves of
Grass” as his testament, like the Book of Mormon. It should eventu-
ally consist, he believed, of 365 chants or chapters, one for each day
in the year. There is one of his notes that reads, “The Great Con-
struction of the New Bible. Not to be diverted from the principal
object—the main life work—the three hundred and sixty-five.—It
ought to be ready in 1859.” While revolving these projects in his
mind, he was living not so much in America as in his dreams of
spiritual power.

He was saved from falling into delusions by a sort of proletarian
toughness and practicality; and even more by the fact that his
genius was finding a path for itself. His early poems might be re-
garded—still from the clinical standpoint—as a first step in his cure.
Singing as he did “of physiology from top to toe” and hinting at
his vices and “smutch’d deeds,” he was making a public confession
that left him with the feeling of having been absolved from guilt.
As for Whitman’s discovery of his homosexuality, it might be said
to have had a mixed effect on him (if we continue to discuss his
case from the medical rather than the moral point of view). Partly
it aggravated his condition because it separated him from normal
society. Partly it was another step in his recovery, because it made
him less self-centered and gave his affections some other object than
himself.

His sexuality was at first astonishingly generalized, so that he
could describe a dip in the surf as if it were a passionate love affair,
“The souse upon me of my lover the sea, as I lie willing and naked.”
He said of himself in writing an anonymous review of the first
edition of “Leaves of Grass,” “If health were not his distinguishing
attribute, this poet would be the very harlot of persons. Right and
lett he flings his arms, drawing men and women with undeniable
love to his close embrace, loving the clasp of their hands, the touch
of their necks and breasts, and the sound of their voice. All else
seems to burn up under his fierce affection for persons.” In reality
his affection was not for persons; it was rather for anonymous hand-
clasps, anonymous necks and breasts, anonymous voices—integers,
flesh, crowds brushing against him, figures in crowds, even the
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winds and the waters; anything but individuals. Again he wrote of
himself:

I am he that aches with amorous love;

Does the earth gravitate? does not all matter, aching,
attract all matter?

So the body of me to all I meet or know.

“What can be more mechanical?” D. H. Lawrence said in passing
judgment on those lines, printed by Whitman as a complete poem.
“The difference between lite and matter,” Lawrence continued, “is
that life, living things, living creatures, have the instinct of turning
right away from some matter, and of blissfully ignoring the bulk ot
most matter, and of turning towards only some certain bits of spe-
cially selected matter. . . . No, Walt, you give yourself away. Matter
does gravitate, helplessly. But men are tricky-tricksy, and they shy
all sorts of ways. Matter gravitates because it is helpless and me-
chanical. And it you gravitate the same, if the body ot you gravi-
tates to all you meet or know, why, something must have gone
seriously wrong with you.” Something had gone seriously wrong
with Whitman in the years after 1855. Some of his poems—espe-
cially those in the “Children of Adam” group—have the impersonal
and self-generated frenzy of a steam engine in rut. Very soon, how-
ever, he found a personal object for his affection.

The only evidence we have regarding Whitman’s love affair con-
sists of the poems he wrote in 1859 and 1860. They are not the sort
of evidence that law courts would accept, since the poetic “I” is
often or always a fictitious character. Still, there is such an imme-
diacy of feeling in several poems of the two years that it is reason-
able to interpret them as based on his own experience. Whitman,
it the poems speak truly, fell in love with a young man whose name
we shall probably never know. He was happy for a time—so happy
that he asked to be remembered by “recorders ages hence” as “the
tenderest lover . . . Who was not proud of his songs, but of the
measureless ocean of love within him, and freely pour'd it forth”;
but soon the lovers were separated, either by death or by a quarrel.
Whitman fell into the state of dejection that is recorded in “Out of
the Cradle Endlessly Rocking” and a few of the “Calamus” poems.
He thought of his career as at an end. In another poem written
about the same time, “As I Ebb’d with the Ocean of Life,” he de-
scribed himself and his work as “loose windrows,” like the rubbish
left by the tide; and he apostrophized the unknown God:
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You up there walking or sitting,
Whoever you are, we too lic in drifts at your feet.

Yet even at this moment when he seems to have contemplated sui-
cide, he was closer to mental health than he had been a few years
before. He had admitted the real existence of other individuals, in-
stead of merely loving the crowd; and he was facing the sorrows
imposed on him by living men.

I am not trying to write a biographical sketch of Whitman, but
merely to mention some of the events that marked or hastened his
readjustment‘/l"he Civil War was the greatest of those events, in
the poet’s life as it was in American history. It put an end to his
period of dejection and gave him a shared purpose to which he
could devote himself, At first he wrote newspaper articles and a
long poem, “Beat! Beat! Drums!” which he hoped would encourage
others to enlist; then he heard that his brother George was wounded
and, in December 1862, he paid a visit to the Army of the Potomac.
He found when he reached the front that George had recovered;
but it was just after the slaughter at Fredericksburg and the hos-
pital tents were crowded with other wounded soldiers lying on the
frozen ground. Whitman did the little he could for them; “I cannot
leave them,” he wrote in his diary. Instead of going back to New
York he decided to stay in Washington as a hospital visitor. He said
of himself in the best of his Civil War poems, “The Wound-Dresser”:

Arous’d and angry, I'd thought to beat the alarum, and
urge relentless war,

But soon my fingers faild me, my face droop’d and I
resign’d myself

To sit by the wounded and soothe them, or silently
watch the dead.

Afterwards Whitman liked to imply that he had served among
the soldiers during the whole war and that, besides nursing the
wounded in Washington hospitals, he had been for long periods at
the front. His actual war work was briefer—perhaps two years in
all—and less official; it consisted of writing letters for the wounded,
making them lemonade in summer, giving them newspapers and
small sums of money collected from benevolent persons and sitting
for hours beside the dying. Perhaps his greatest service was simply
to be there, with his look of large health, at a time when most of
the wounded had no visitors and no feeling that their life or death
mattered to others. Whitman tried consciously to give them the will
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to live; and he may have been right in thinking that he had kept
scores or hundreds of men from giving up the fight. If they were
beyond saving, their last moments were rendered a little less painful
by the presence of the red-faced, gray-bearded stranger who looked
like the spirit of Fatherhood, but spoke to them as tenderly as their
mothers.

Whitman had found a useful and socially recognized expression
for the impulses that set him apart from other men; and he found
more than that in Washington during the war. At times he saw
Lincoln almost daily as the President rode in a little procession
from his summer lodgings to the White House, and they often ex-
changed bows and glances; so that Whitman felt there was a word-
less sympathy between them. “I love the President personally,” he
wrote in his diary. He had never loved his father in that fashion
and had always telt half-orphaned; but now he had found a spirit-
ual father. That was a step in his readjustment; and so too was his
friendship with the young horse-car conductor, Peter Doyle, whom
he met every day after work; for years they lived on terms of calm
affection. It was as if, after the unhappy love affair hinted at in
some of the “Calamus” poems, Whitman had entered into a sensible
marriage.

“I give here a glimpse of him in Washington on a Navy Yard
horse car, toward the close of the war, one summer day at sundown,”
John Burroughs says in “Birds and Poets.” “The car is crowded and
suffocatingly hot, with many passengers on the rear platform, and
among them a bearded, florid-faced man, elderly but agile, resting
against the dash, by the side of the young conductor, and evidently
his intimate friend. The man wears a broad-brim white hat,” and
is Whitman, of course, while the young conductor is probably Peter
Doyle. As for Burroughs, the spectator, he describes the scene as if
he were taking snapshots with a candid camera:

Among the jam inside the door, a young Englishwoman, of the
working class, with two children, has had trouble all the way with
the youngest, a strong, fat, fretful, bright babe of fourteen or fifteen
months, who bids fair to worry the mother completely out, besides
becoming a howling nuisance to everybody. As the car tugs around
Capitol Hill the young one is more demoniac than ever, and the
flushed and perspiring mother is just ready to burst into tears with
weariness and vexation. The car stops at the top of the Hill to let
off most of the rear platform passengers, and the white-hatted man
reaches inside and gently but firmly disengaging the babe from its
stifling place in the mother’s arms, takes it in his own, and out in
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the air. The astonished and excited child, partly in fear, partly in
satisfaction at the change, stops its screaming, and as the man ad-
justs it more securely to his breast, plants its chubby hands against
him, and pushing off as far as it can, gives a good long look squarely
in his face—then as if satisfied snuggles down with its head on his
neck, and in less than a minute is sound and peacefully asleep with-
out another whimper, utterly fagged out. A square or so more and
the conductor, who has had an unusually hard and uninterrupted
day’s work, gcts off for the first meal and relief since morning. And
now the white-hatted man, holding the slumbering babe also, acts
as conductor the rest of the distance, keeping his eye on the pas-
sengers inside, who have by this time thinned out greatly. He makes
a very good conductor, too, pulling the bell to stop or go as needed,
and seems to enjoy the occupation. The babe meanwhile rests its
fat cheeks close on his neck and gray beard, one of his arms vigi-
lantly surrounding it, while the other signals, from time to time,
with the strap; and the flushed mother inside has a good half hour
to breathe, and cool, and recover herself.

That is Whitman seen as Proust’s narrator saw the Baron de
Charlus crossing the courtyard and momentarily assuming the fea-
tures, expression and smile of a woman. It is, however, one of the
last intimate glimpses we obtain; for another event of his Washing-
ton years had made Whitman much more cautious about revealing
himself. In January 1865 he had been appointed to a clerkship in
the Indian Bureau of the Department of the Interior, a sort of politi-
cal sinecure. In June of that year the Secretary of the Interior, a
professional Methodist named James Harlan, read a copy of “Leaves
of Grass” that he found in Whitman’s desk, and discharged his clerk
as the author of an indecent book. Whitman’s friends not only wrote
letters and published a pamphlet in his defense, but found him an-
other clerkship, in the Attorney General’s office, which he would
hold for the next eight years. Thus, he did not suffer financially from
the scandal and it helped in a way to bring his work before the
public; but Whitman was frightened, as many other government
clerks and administrators have been when they were discharged for
their outside activities. After 1865 the prudent side of his nature
was uppermost, and he no longer felt, or no longer indulged, his
passion for public confession. He became more discreet in his dress,
his actions, his language and even in the ideas expressed in his
poems. He couldn’t ever be a conventional bureaucrat, but nobody
scemed to feel any more that he was out of place in a government
office.
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The stroke of paralysis that he suffered in January 1873 was the
end of his active career. His “inexpressibly beloved” mother died
four months later, and Whitman in his grief relapsed into a com-
plication of diseases from which he never fully recovered, although
he lived on for nineteen years. They were bitter years at first, when
he was still hoping to regain his physical strength and his imagina-
tive powers; but then he resigned himself to old age and indolence.
He reread his favorite books, he rearranged his poems and wrote
new ones on occasional themes; chiefly he occupied himself with
the defense of his literary reputation. Camden, where he now lived,
had a ferry like Brooklyn and he liked to ride back and forth on it.
As his strength declined he assumed a new role, that of the seated
Buddha, serene and large in the midst of his infirmities.

When we consider the fate of other poets like Poe, Baudelaire,
Nerval and Holderlin who tried to explore the subconscious and
dreamed immoderate dreams, Whitman in his last years seems
amazingly well adjusted. He was now conscious at all times of the
social limitations on human conduct. “Be radical, be radical, be not
too damned radical,” he said to his young friend Horace Traubel.
He was shrewd about people, a little sharp in his financial dealings
—like an old Long Island farmer—and strong in his family ties; he
spent a great deal of time and other people’s money in designing
a tomb for all the Whitmans. And he enjoyed a sort of success: he
lived on a mean street, but in a house he owned; he had money in
the bank; his rich admirers sent him barrels of oysters in season
and baskets of champagne (he was fond of both); and although
his work was still not officially recognized in his own country, he
was famous in Europe and had his American disciples to compare
him with “a greater than Socrates.” Speaking for the last time, I
hope, from the clinical point of view, one can say that Whitman in
his age had effected a cure of himself and had moved from his
private world into a stable relation with society. He is a reassuring,
even an inspiring figure: good and gray, but not so much a poet as
the effigy on a poet’s tomb.

5

WarrMan’s philosophy is a subject of enormous complexity and
relatively minor importance. Although he left school at the age of
eleven or twelve, he was all his life a great reader of books and
newspapers, a great clipper-out of magazine articles. Newton Arvin,
in a chapter of his fine “Whitman,” has traced many of the poet’s
ideas to their sources—a difficult undertaking, involving such ques-
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tions as whether he acquired the ideas at first, second or third
hand, and at what period of his life, and whether he understood
them as the original author intended, and how he changed them
for his own purposes. At the end of the long chapter one is left
with a feeling of respect for Whitman’s mass of information, but
also with a diminished sense of his individuality. He seems not so
much an independent thinker as a repository for all the notions,
consistent or inconsistent, that might be held by a liberal mid-nine-
teenth-century American reader. He said in the “Song of Myself”:

Do I contradict myself?
Very well then I contradict myself,
(I am large, I contain multitudes.)

—And he did contain multitudes; he contained, for example, moods
or notions taken from the Hebrew prophets and psalmists; from the
Ossianic chants of James Macpherson; from the Comte de Volney
(author of “The Ruins”); from our own Tom Paine and Sir Walter
Scott; from Elias Hicks (the great Quaker schismatic), Frances
Wright (the apostle of feminism), Emerson, Carlyle, George Sand,
Goethe (of the autobiography), Darwin, Hegel (his most admired
philosopher) and from almost all the other famous or forgotten men
and women who helped to form the mind of the nineteenth century.
On the other hand he contained them, not as the sky contains stars,
by fixed laws, and not as a tree has roots; but rather as a river in
flood contains driftwood or an attic contains the family relics.

He never went over the relics, discarding those of no value and
arranging the others systematically. He was indolent, as he often
said, and opposed on principle to any form of intellectual discipline.
His work is full of separate statements and hints and intuitions,
some of great value and all making it richer as poetry—which in
dealing with Whitman should be our chief concern; but they are
dangerous as philosophical guides because they point in all direc-
tions. Nationalism and internationalism; socialism, fascism (includ-
ing its racial doctrines) and private enterprise; naturalism and
idealism; the love of life and the blind hunger for death: all these
quarreling tendeneies, and others, can be illustrated by quotations
from his poems;f:s a philosopher he lights our way sometimes in
lightning flashes, but sometimes with a mere wayward glow, like a
jack-o-lantern that might lead us into a swamp./

Almost his only exercise in consecutive thinking was “Democratic
Vistas,” published in 1871. Here he was working on a theme close
to his heart: not democracy in general, but the dependence of a
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democracy like ours on its outstanding individuals, and the role
that a national literature should play in forming such individuals.
“All else is the contribution of a nation or age, through its politics,
materials, heroic personalities, military eclat, &c., remains crude,”
he said, “. . . until vitalized by national, original archetypes in liter-
ature. They only put the nation in form, finally tell anything—prove,
complete anything—perpetuate anything.” In reality he is writing
an essay on national myths or archetypes and the poet’s role in
creating them—his own role, in other words; and the essay contains
as many fresh and usable insights as the best of Emerson’s.

There is only a footnote in “Democratic Vistas” that mentions his
central idea about the basis of democracy. To find that idea ex-
pressed at length, we have to turn back to the “Calamus” poems
and, after the symbolical interpretations offered by a hundred
critics, we have to read them with the notion that Whitman meant
in them exactly what he said. In the “Calamus” cluster we find him
acting as prophet and proselytizer for his doctrine of fervent manly
comradeship or adhesiveness. He says in the fourth of the poems,
“For You O Democracy”:

I will plant companionship thick as trees along all the
rivers of America, and along all the shores of the great
lakes, and all over the prairies,

I will make inseparable cities with their arms about each
other’s necks,

By the love of comrades,
By the manly love of comrades.

He then boasts of his intention to travel westward, preaching ad-
hesiveness as he goes:

A promise to California,

Or inland to the great pastoral Plains, and on to Puget
Sound and Oregon;

Sojourning east a while longer, soon I travel toward you,
to remain, to teach robust American love.

At this point we begin to see that Whitman is trying to identify,
or at least confuse, homosexuality with Americanism. The intention
becomes clearer in another passage:

I believe the main purport of these States is to found a
superb friendship, exalté, previously unknown,

Because I perceive it waits, and has always been wait-
ing, latent in all men.
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And this strange confusion at last develops into a definite political
program, perhaps the only one of its sort since Plato. The program
is most clearly expressed in an untitled poem, an address to the
states, published in the third or 1860 edition of “Leaves of Grass,”
less than a year before the Civil War:

There shall from me be a new friendship—It shall be
called after my name,

It shall circulate through The States, indifferent of place,

It shall twist and intertwist them through and around
each other—Compact shall they be, showing new
signs,

Affection shall solve every one of the problems of free-
dom,

Those who love each other shall be invincible,

They shall finally make America completely victorious,
in my name.

As the best means of preventing war between the states, he then
suggests manly affection in all the houses, “countless linked hands,”
north and south, and comrade kissing comrade at parting in the
streets. . . . It has become the fashion among Whitman critics to
hold that this doctrine was changed in later years, sublimated, so-
cialized, cleansed, so to speak, of its sexual elements and somehow
carried to a more spiritual plane, so that it could be used as the
philosophical basis for an ideal democracy. The history of this ad-
dress to the states does not bear out their contention. When the
Civil War was fought in spite of Whitman’s suggested remedy,
the poem disappeared from the “Calamus” cluster, but not from the
book. Shortened, expurgated and given a title, “Over the Carnage
Rose Prophetic a Voice,” it was printed in the fourth or 1867 edition
as one of Whitman’s war poems. It was no longer so explicitly
homosexual or brashly self-assertive—it no longer announced that
the new and superb friendship was to be “called after my name”;
but it continued to prophesy that “The most dauntless and rude
shall touch face to face lightly,” and continued to inform the di-
vided states that their hope was in loving comrades: “These shall tie
you and band you stronger than hoops of iron.”

Once seized upon, this notion of the close relation between homo-
sexuality and democracy seems to have been retained as a central
point in Whitman’s thinking. He hadnt surrendered it in 1871,
when he published “Democratic Vistas.” There it appears only in a
footnote, as 1 said, but Whitman states the notion clearly: he tells
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us that manly friendship, “fond and loving, pure and sweet, strong
and life-long, carried to degrees hitherto unknown,” will be found
to have “the deepest relations to general politics. I say democracy
infers such loving comradeship,” he goes on, “as its most inevitable
twin or counterpart, without which it will be incomplete, in vain,
and incapable of perpetuating itself.” To this notion he returned
once again, when he discussed the “Calamus” poems in the preface
he wrote for the Centennial Edition of his works, published in
1876. “Important as they are in my purpose as emotional expressions
for humanity,” he said,

. the special meaning of the “Calamus” cluster of “Leaves of Grass,”
( and more or less running through the book, and cropping out in
“Drum- Taps ") mainly resides in its political significance. In my opin-
ion, it is by a fervent, accepted development of comradeship, the
beautiful and sane affection of man for man, latent in all the young
fellows, north and south, east and west—it is by this, I say, and by
what goes directly and indirectly along with it, that the United
States of the future, (I cannot too often repeat,) are to be most ef-
fectually welded together, intercalated, anneal’d into a living union.

Here the tone is vaguer, loftier and more persuasive than in the
“Calamus” poems to which he refers, but the change is chiefly in
language; the meaning is essentially the same. Whitman lived for
sixteen years after publishing the Centennial Edition and became
increasingly disturbed by mention of his past indiscretions, which
he tried to envelop or wrap up in the mists of legend; yet there is
no sign that he abandoned his notion about the basis of democracy.
It is, as he tells us often, his central notion as a philosopher, and
it is simply irrelevant to American lite. Apart from any moral con-
siderations, it does not correspond to the usual experiences or the
normal aspirations of young fellows north and south, east and west.
Ask them at the nearest bar and grill if they think that democracy
infers a fond and loving comradeship among men as its inevitable
twin or counterpart. I know that I am carrying the question outside
of literature, but Whitman at this point was talking, as he said,
about general politics and he was talking nonsense.

The picture of Whitman as a democratic sage and prophet, the
healthy, sane and purely native embodiment of his own poems, has
been convenient to historians and flattering to the national spirit,
but it will have to be abandoned. It has led in the past to illusions.
apologies and a red-faced unwillingness to admit that he often lied
about himself. It has led to serious misconceptions of American
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literature and whole bookstacks full of third-rate critical and crea-
tive writing. It has led to the notion that the ideal American poet
or novelist is a rough-hewn aboriginal creature tallying in his works
—as Whitman would say—the geographical features of the country:
high as its mountains, broad as its prairies, tangled as its swamps.
But American writers of stature have rarely been lettered savages
or extroverts flinging their arms right and left to embrace multi-
tudes; they have been, for the most part, hurt and lonely men—as
Whitman was hurt and lonely when he wrote his first great poems;
and they have been more concerned in their works with depth than
with breadth of emotion; more interested in achieving psychological
truth and honest craftsmanship than in reproducing the sweep of
the continent as seen from a train window. “Great are the myths,”
I might say to those friends, chiefly in academic circles, who still
believe in the legendary Whitman, “but they shouldn’t be confused
with history. This rugged and masculine poet who embodied the
aspirations of American democracy, this father image of yours, was
a fictional or dramatic creation that belongs in the same category
as Rip Van Winkle and Leatherstocking and Huckleberry Finn.
When the living Whitman dressed and acted the part, it was as if
J. Fenimore Cooper, Esq., of the big house in Cooperstown, had
gone about in buckskin breeches carrying a long rifle. That wouldn’t
have made him a deerslayer; nor did Whitman’s red-flannel under-
shirt make him the philosopher of the democratic masses.

“He created and dressed and acted a part,” I would say, “and
always when acting he was a bad poet who wrote chamber-of-
commerce speeches and cried, ‘O pioneers!” but invoked the pioneers
in flat images and awkward rhythms, without the grace that comes
from intimate belief. What we have to rediscover is the Whitman
who wasn’t acting, who spoke from the depths of his nature and
wrote the greatest poems of his time. We have to rescue him from
the pundits and politicians and give his work back to poetry.”

6

Tue dangerous statement has to be made that Whitman, in his
poetry, gained something at first from discovering his own abnor-
mal tendencies. Later he would pay a heavy price for them, when
they involved him in ambiguities and falseness and flat poems like
sheets of paper torn from the top of his mind. He would suffer in
his literary character, besides what he lost in his character as a
man; but at first the discovery was part of the stimulus that set
him working. Some extraordinary challenge was needed before this
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second-rate Brooklyn journalist could begin to write poems as can-
did and fresh as it no other poet had spoken before him. He had
to become conscious of his difference from other human beings
before he could feel what he called “this terrible, irrepressible
yearning . . . this never-satisfied appetite for sympathy, and this
boundless offering of sympathy,” that drove him to write “Leaves
of Grass.” In his loneliness—for at first he seems to have met few
others of his kind—he began to express a new sense of brotherhood,
not with the capitalized People, but with all the crippled, diseased,
abnormal and even criminal population of a great city. Already in
the “Song of Myself” he proclaimed his identity with the wounded
slave, the cholera patient at his last gasp and the convicted felon.
“Not a mutineer walks handcuff'd to jail,” he said, “but I am hand-
cuffd to him and walk by his side. . . . Not a youngster is taken
for larceny but I go up too, and am tried and sentenced.” A little
later he developed the same theme in one of the most powerful of
his shorter poems, “You Felons on Trial in Courts”:

Inside these breast-bones I lie smutch’d and choked,

Beneath this face that appears so impassive hell's tides
continually run,

Lusts and wickedness are acceptable to me,

I walk with delinquents with passionate love,

I feel 1 am of them—I belong to those convicts and pros-
titutes myself,

And henceforth 1 will not deny them—for how can I
deny myself?

There is a period or phase in the lives of many great writers that
might be described as their descent into the underworld. At some
moment, perhaps very early, they are crippled or stricken by dis-
ease (how many epileptics and syphilitics!), or they are made con-
scious of their social or sexual interiority, or they become involved
in a scandal or go to prison—there are scores, hundreds of paths by
which they may descend; but descend they do, until they see their
world from beneath and until they feel, as Dostoyevsky did in his
youth when he was led to execution, a double sense, of their isola-
tion first and then of their brotherhood or identity with all the out-
casts and diseased and rejected of the earth. Later they emerge
into sunlight, but for a long time they walk the streets as if in dis-
guise and continue to feel that they belong with the secret people
of the caves—among whom they number, as time goes on, more and
more of humanity.
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It would be better, surely, if this sense of human brotherhood
might come from above and not from below—not from wounds or
vices or disfigurements, not from physical or spiritual clubfeet or
humpbacks, but from an overflowing measure of health and wis-
dom; from fulfilled love and happy marriages; from the perception
that human beings, even the best, are foolish and sinful and tragic
in their common destiny. Sometimes the vision does come from
above. There is Emerson cool on a hilltop, but in American litera-
ture there are not many others like him; most of the respectables
are men whose visions lie behind them, as Whitman’s vision lay
when he was safely moored in Mickle Street, Camden, after a
stormy life. Then he was part, if a minor part, of the social order
and respectful of its standards; but his great poems were written
when he stood apart from society with the sense, at times, of be-
longi?fg to a confraternity of the damned. He said in the “Song of
Myself”:

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,

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.

Dates are important in reading Whitman. There were three stages
of his life and, I think, only three at which he wrote great poems.

The earliest stage, which lasted from 1855 to 1856, was the period
of Whitman’s miraculous flowering. It was the time when he wrote,
or revised for publication, the twelve poems of the first edition and
the twenty new poems that were added to his book the following
year. Most of those in the first edition are among his best and all
are examples of his boldest style, his freshest notations on the life
he had always known. The “Song of Myself,” which fills nearly half
of this first volume, contains in germ almost everything he would
ever write. It is one of the great visionary poems of modern times.
I don’t know what to compare it with, except possibly Rimbaud’s
“A Season in Hell,” though it also has qualities suggesting Blake in
“The Marriage of Heaven and Hell” and others suggesting Nietzsche
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in “Thus Spake Zarathustra.” There is nothing in American litera-
ture that in any way resembles it, except as a weak copy.

Some of the pure intensity of emotion that produced the first
edition was carried over into the twenty new poems of the second,
in 1856; but by then Whitman was less visionary and more calculat-
ing in his methods. If these new poems have one quality in com-
mon, it is that whether good or bad they are all inflated. One feels
in reading them that Whitman had some kinship with the manu-
facturers and promoters of his busy era. Having created a new
poetic personality—in the same way that a business man might ac-
quire a new invention—he was determined to exploit it and, as we
can see from his notebooks, to produce more and bigger poems
each year, like a thriving factory. Some of the 1856 poems are mas-
terpieces, notably “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” and the “Song of the
Open Road”; but all of them, even the best, are padded out with
lists of things seen or done, things merely read about, anatomical
details and geographical names. Actually it wasn’t until much later,
but it might as well have been after reading this edition, that Emer-
son said between pauses to one of Whitman’s friends, “Tell Walt I
am not satisfied—not satisfied. I expect—him—to make—the songs of
the Nation—but he seems—to be contented to—make the inven-
tories.”

There are few inventories in the great poems of his second period,
which coincided with his emotional crisis of the years 1859-60.
That was the time when Whitman wrote the “Calamus” poems,
some of which are mere statements of belief, to be read as if they
were prose. Not all of them are prose, however; for others are ten-
der and secret and, in their twisted way, his only real love poems. The
same years produced his two great despairing chants, “As I Ebb’d
with the Ocean of Life” and “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking.”
These, for Whitman, were the end of a long search. He had told us
in the “Song of Myself” that he was looking for “a word unsaid” to
express his world. Now at last he heard it, whispered by the sea,
and it was not the word that such an expansive poet or his readers
expected to hear—not “form” or “union” or “happiness” or “eternal
life,” but another word with a low and delicious music:

Whereto answering the sea,

Delaying not, hurrying not,

Whisper'd me through the night, and very plainly before
daybreak,

Lisp’'d to me the low and delicious word death,

And again death, death, death, death.
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At this ultimate point in exploring his mind, Whitman had found
his two deepest longings, which were death and the womb of the
mother-ocean; and he spoke of them in a tone of intense quiet,
with a rightness that was lacking in his chants to democracy. The
tone and the rightness were also lacking in the next poems he would
publish. Like his first great period in 1855, this second period was
followed by years in which his work was written more to a formula.
“Drum-Taps,” the section of his book that deals with the Civil War,
has been overrated because of its subject matter. Most of the section
is sentimental or bombastic, and it contains little of value except
two or three vignettes of army life—good but inferior to his prose
sketches in “Specimen Days”—and the fine “Wound-Dresser,” in
which, once again, he spoke candidly of himself.

The third period when he wrote great poems—but very few of
them—was the years he spent in government service from 1865 to
1873. By then his style had become mannered and verbose and
vague—Whitmanian in the worst sense—and he was losing his in-
terest in daily scenes and occupations. He was trying to present, as
he said, “no more the puzzling hour or day,” but rather the lasting
reality behind it: an experiment noble in purpose that has produced
whole libraries of bad poetry. In Whitm