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Preface

 


There are many reasons to
read Whitman, the most important of which are covered quite
thoughtfully in the study by John Burroughs that follows this
preface. Many readers will wish to read much of Whitman’s work, and
for those readers, investing in a good edition of
Leaves of Grass is
highly recommended. But we believe many readers of Whitman will
find this smaller edition useful even if they possess
Leaves. Sometimes gay
readers and scholars have occasion to seek out the homoerotic
passages of Whitman, whether to read for the pure pleasure of the
experience or for scholarship. This need has been problematic in
the past because Leaves
is a huge volume to read through to find what one
is seeking, shorter editions of “selected” Whitman poems are
generally more apt to omit his homoerotic material than to include
it (and certainly do not highlight it), and if one turns only to
his “Calamus” section, his most homoerotic “chapter,” one misses
out on a great deal more.

 


This volume, then, seeks to give
readers and scholars a single source to consult when reading
Whitman’s homoerotic verse is the aim. Some of the poems included
may have only a line or two of verse relating to male affection,
but in those cases one can usually say, “Oh, what a line!” Other
poems are entirely about the subject.

 


We have stuck to the
general rule of presenting Whitman’s poems in the order in which
they appear in Leaves but have made a couple of exceptions. We have moved the
“Calamus” section to the front of this volume, placing those poems
immediately after “One’s-Self I Sing” and “For Him I Sing,” which
must appear first. We have also moved the lengthy “Starting from
Paumanok” and “Song of Myself” to a position later in the volume
than they should appear because the two poems do not contain as
much homoerotic material as the other poems in the volume, and it
seemed wrong to present so many pages of material not relevant to
our aim so soon. We feared some readers skimming those lengthy
pieces might feel a bit cheated and believe there is little of the
homoerotic in Whitman, when in reality, that is far from the case.
We wanted to include the two poems because of their merit and
because they do contain homoerotic passages, but we have positioned
them so that they do not take preeminence of position. Readers may
read them or skip them as they wish. We did not put them at the
very end of the volume, however, as we believe the poems Whitman
wrote in the final stages of his life should appear
last.

 


The lack of a table of
contents is a deliberate editorial decision. Just as knowing the
set list takes something away from the surprise and delight of
seeing one’s favorite musicians in concert, we wonder if knowing
what’s coming might take something away from the delight of reading
this volume cover to cover. If we are wrong, we apologize, but
Watersgreen House is all about experimentation, as any of you who
have read Luke Hartwell’s Atom Heart John
Beloved, “Matthew,” or Locomotives in Winter well know.
That Hartwell was able to construct a sexually-charged novel out of
the seductive metaphor of Whitman’s poem, ostensibly about a train
but, as Keith Hale has pointed out in our volume
Ode to Boy, doubling as
a reverent hallelujah to the power of the phallus, is testament
enough to Whitman’s lasting power on the modern
imagination.

 


Finally, we have chosen as an
introduction John Burroughs’ study of Whitman and his work, first
published in 1896. It presents a fairly complete picture of
Whitman’s worth as well as illustrating the excitement with which
some received the work when it first appeared. The original work
was book-length; thus, we have abridged it quite heavily to make it
work as an introduction. We hope you will read it, as it is a
wonderful road map for reading the poems.

 


-Michael Wilson

 



 


Whitman: A
Study

By John
Burroughs

 


WALT WHITMAN was born at West
Hills, Long Island, May 30, 1819, and died at Camden, N. J., March
26, 1892. Though born in the country, most of his life was passed
in cities; first in Brooklyn and New York, then in New Orleans,
then in Washington, and lastly in Camden, where his body is buried.
It was a poet's life from first to last,—free, unhampered,
unworldly, unconventional, picturesque, simple, untouched by the
craze of money-getting, unselfish, devoted to others, and was, on
the whole, joyfully and contentedly lived. It was a pleased and
interested saunter through the world,—no hurry, no fever, no
strife; hence no bitterness, no depletion, no wasted energies. A
farm boy, then a school-teacher, then a printer, editor, writer,
traveler, mechanic, nurse in the army hospitals, and lastly
government clerk; large and picturesque of figure, slow of
movement; tolerant, passive, receptive, and democratic,—of the
people; in all his tastes and attractions, always aiming to walk
abreast with the great laws and forces, and to live thoroughly in
the free, nonchalant spirit of his own day and land. His
strain was mingled Dutch and English, with a decided Quaker tinge,
which came from his mother's side, and which had a marked influence
upon his work.

At home in his father's
family in Brooklyn we see him gentle, patient, conciliatory, much
looked up to by all. Neighbors seek his advice. He is cool,
deliberate, impartial. A marked trait is his indifference to money
matters; his people are often troubled because he lets
opportunities to make money pass by. When his Leaves of Grass appear, his family
are puzzled, do not know what to make of it. His mother thinks
that, if Hiawatha is poetry, maybe Walt's book is, too. He never counsels with
any one, and is utterly indifferent as to what people may say or
think. He is not a stirring and punctual man, is always a little
late; not an early riser, not prompt at dinner; always has ample
time, and will not be hurried; the business gods do not receive his
homage. He is gray at thirty, and is said to have had a look of age
in youth, as he had a look of youth in age. He has few books,
cares little for sport, never uses a gun; has no bad habits; has no
entanglements with women, and apparently never contemplates
marriage. It is said that during his earliest years of manhood he
kept quite aloof from the "girls."

… Whitman will always be a
strange and unwonted figure among his country's poets and among
English poets generally,—a cropping out again, after so many
centuries, of the old bardic prophetic strain. Had he dropped upon
us from some other sphere, he could hardly have been a greater
surprise and puzzle to the average reader or critic. Into a
literature that was timid, imitative, conventional, he fell like
leviathan into a duck-pond, and the commotion and consternation he
created there have not yet subsided. All the reigning poets in this
country except Emerson denied him, and many of our minor poets
still keep up a hostile sissing and cackling. He will probably
always be more or less a stumbling-block to the minor poet because
of his indifference to the things which to the minor poet are
all in all. He was a poet without what is called artistic form, and
without technique, as that word is commonly understood. His method
was analogous to the dynamic method of organic nature, rather than
to the mechanical or constructive method of the popular
poets.

Of course the first thing
that strikes the reader in Leaves of
Grass is its seeming oddity and
strangeness. If a man were to come into a dress reception in shirt
sleeves and with his hat on, the feature would strike us at once,
and would be magnified in our eyes; we should quite forget that he
was a man, and in essentials differed but little from the rest of
us, after all. The exterior habiliments on such occasions count for
nearly everything; and in the popular poetry rhyme, measure, and
the language and manners of the poets are much more than anything
else. If Whitman did not do anything so outré as to come into a
dress reception with his coat off and his hat on, he did come into
the circle of the poets without the usual poetic habiliments. He
was not dressed up at all, and he was not at all abashed or
apologetic. His air was confident and self-satisfied, if it did not
at times suggest the insolent and aggressive. It was the dress
circle that was on trial, and not Walt Whitman.

We could forgive a man in real life
for such an audacious proceeding only on the ground of his being
something extraordinary as a person, with an extraordinary message
to convey; and we can pardon the poet only on precisely like
grounds. He must make us forget his unwonted garb by his unique and
lovable personality, and the power and wisdom of his utterance. If
he cannot do this we shall soon tire of him.

His want of art, of which we have
heard so much, is, it seems to me, just this want of the usual
trappings and dress uniform of the poets. In the essentials of art,
the creative imagination, the plastic and quickening spirit, the
power of identification with the thing contemplated, and the
absolute use of words, he has few rivals.

I make no claim that my essay is a
dispassionate, disinterested view of Whitman. It will doubtless
appear to many as a one-sided view, or as colored by my love for
the man himself. And I shall not be disturbed if such turns out to
be the case. A dispassionate view of a man like Whitman is probably
out of the question in our time, or in any near time. His appeal is
so personal and direct that readers are apt to be either violently
for him or violently against, and it will require the
perspective of more than one generation to bring out his true
significance.

… There are always, or
nearly always, a few men born to each generation who embody the
best thought and culture of that generation, and express it in
approved literary forms. From Petrarch down to Lowell, the lives
and works of these men fill the literary annals; they uphold the
literary and scholarly traditions; they are the true men of
letters; they are justly honored and beloved in their day and land.
… Then, much more rarely, there is born to a race or people men who
are like an irruption of life from another world, who belong to
another order, who bring other standards, and sow the seed of new
and larger types; who are not the organs of the culture or modes of
their time, and whom their times for the most part decry and
disown,—the primal, original, elemental men. It is here, in my
opinion, that we must place Whitman; not among the minstrels and
edifiers of his age, but among its prophets and saviors. He is
nearer the sources of things than the popular poets,—nearer the
founders and discoverers, closer akin to the large, fervent,
prophetic, patriarchal men who figure in the early heroic ages. His
work ranks with the great primitive books. He is of the type of the
skald, the bard, the seer, the prophet. The specialization
and differentiation of our latter ages of science and
culture is less marked in him than in other poets. Poetry,
philosophy, religion, are all inseparably blended in his pages. He
is in many ways a reversion to an earlier type. Dr. Brinton has
remarked that his attitude toward the principle of sex and his use
of sexual imagery in his poems, are the same as in the more
primitive religions. Whitman was not a poet by elaboration, but by
suggestion; not an artist by formal presentation, but by spirit and
conception; not a philosopher by system and afterthought, but by
vision and temper.

In his Leaves, we again hear the note of
destiny,—again see the universal laws and forces exemplified in the
human personality, and turned upon life with love and
triumph.

The world always has trouble with its
primary men, or with the men who have any primary gifts, like
Emerson, Wordsworth, Browning, Tolstoi, Ibsen. The idols of an age
are nearly always secondary men: they break no new ground; they
make no extraordinary demands; our tastes and wants are already
adjusted to their type; we understand and approve of them at once.
The primary men disturb us; they are a summons and a challenge;
they break up the old order; they open up new territory which we
are to subdue and occupy; the next age and the next make more of
them. In my opinion, the next age and the next will make more of
Whitman, and the next still more, because he is in the great
world-current, in the line of the evolutionary movement of our
time. Is it at all probable that Tennyson can ever be to any other
age what he has been to this? Tennyson marks an expiring age, the
sunset of the feudal world. He did not share the spirit to which
the future belongs. There was not one drop of democratic blood in
his veins. To him, the people were an hundred-headed
beast.

If my essay seems like one continual
strain to attain the unattainable, to compass and define Whitman,
who will not be compassed and defined, I can only say that I regret
it, but could not well help it. Talking about Whitman, Symonds
said, was like talking about the universe, and it is so. There is
somewhat incommensurable in his works. One may not hope to speak
the final word about him, to sum him up in a sentence. He is so
palpable, so real, so near at hand, that the critic or expounder of
him promises himself an easy victory; but before one can close with
him he is gone. He is, after all, as subtle and baffling as air or
light.

 


"I will certainly elude you,

Even while you should think you had unquestionably caught me,
behold!

Already you see I have escaped from you."

 


 It is probably this
characteristic which makes Whitman an irrepressible figure in
literature; he will not down for friend or foe. He escapes from all
classification and is larger than any definition of him that
has yet been given. How many times has he been exploded by British
and American critics; how many times has he been labeled and put
upon the shelf, only to reappear again as vigorous and
untranslatable as ever!

So far as Whitman stands merely for
the spirit of revolt, or of reaction against current modes in life
and literature, I have little interest in him. As the "apostle of
the rough, the uncouth," to use Mr. Howells's words, the world
would long ago have tired of him. The irruption into letters of the
wild and lawless, or of the strained and eccentric, can amuse and
interest us only for a moment. It is because these are only
momentary phases of him, as it were, and because underneath all he
embraces the whole of life and ministers to it, that his fame and
influence are still growing in the world. One hesitates even to
call Whitman the poet of "democracy," or of "personality," or of
"the modern," because such terms only half define him. He quickly
escapes into that large and universal air which all great art
breathes. We cannot sum him up in a phrase. He flows out on all
sides, and his sympathies embrace all types and conditions of men.
He is a great democrat, but, first and last and over all, he is a
great man, a great nature, and deep world-currents course through
him. He is distinctively an American poet, but his Americanism is
only the door through which he enters upon the
universal.

Call his work poetry or prose, or what
you will: that it is an inspired utterance of some sort, any
competent person ought to be able to see. And what else do we
finally demand of any work than that it be inspired? How all
questions of form and art, and all other questions, sink into
insignificance beside that! The exaltation of mind and spirit shown
in the main body of Whitman's work, the genuine, prophetic fervor,
the intensification and amplification of the simple ego, and the
resultant raising of all human values, seem to me as plain as
daylight.

Whitman is to be classed among the
great names by the breadth and all-inclusiveness of his theme and
by his irrepressible personality. I think it highly probable that
future scholars and critics will find his work fully as significant
and era-marking as that of any of the few supreme names of the
past. It is the culmination of an age of individualism, and, as
opposites meet, it is also the best lesson in nationalism and
universal charity that this century has seen.

Few men were so deeply impressed by
our Civil War as was Whitman. …

[Among his writings from his time
spent tending to wounded soldiers]:

"It is Sunday afternoon (middle of
summer, 1864), hot and oppressive, and very silent through the
ward. I am taking care of a critical case, now lying in a half
lethargy. Near where I sit is a suffering rebel, from the 8th
Louisiana; his name is Irving. He has been here a long time, badly
wounded, and has lately had his leg amputated. It is not doing very
well. Right opposite me is a sick soldier boy, laid down with his
clothes on, sleeping, looking much wasted, his pallid face on his
arm. I see by the yellow trimming on his jacket that he is a
cavalry boy. He looks so handsome as he sleeps, one must needs go
nearer to him. I step softly over to him, and find by his card that
he is named William Cone, of the 1st Maine Cavalry, and his folks
live in Skowhegan."

In a letter to his mother in 1863 he
says, in reference to his hospital services: "I have got in the
way, after going lightly, as it were, all through the wards of a
hospital, and trying to give a word of cheer, if nothing else, to
every one, then confining my special attention to the few where the
investment seems to tell best, and who want it most.... Mother, I
have real pride in telling you that I have the consciousness of
saving quite a number of lives by keeping the men from giving up,
and being a good deal with them. The men say it is so, and the
doctors say it is so; and I will candidly confess I can see it is
true, though I say it myself. I know you will like to hear it,
mother, so I tell you."

… In another letter to his
mother he thus accounts for his effect upon the wounded soldiers:
"I fancy the reason I am able to do some good in the hospitals
among the poor, languishing, and wounded boys, is that I am so
large and well,—indeed, like a great wild buffalo with much hair.
Many of the soldiers are from the West and far North, and they like
a man that has not the bleached, shiny, and shaved cut of the
cities and the East."

… The great suffering of
the soldiers and their heroic fortitude move him deeply. He says to
his mother: "Nothing of ordinary misfortune seems as it used to,
and death itself has lost all its terrors; I have seen so many
cases in which it was so welcome and such a relief." Again: "I go
to the hospitals every day or night. I believe no men ever loved
each other as I and some of these poor wounded, sick, and dying men
love each other."

To his brother Jeff he wrote: "Of the
many I have seen die, or known of the past year, I have not seen or
known of one who met death with any terror. Yesterday I spent a
good part of the afternoon with a young man of seventeen named
Charles Cutter, of Lawrence City, 1st Massachusetts Heavy
Artillery, Battery M. He was brought into one of the hospitals
mortally wounded in abdomen. Well, I thought to myself as I sat
looking at him, it ought to be a relief to his folks, after all, if
they could see how little he suffered. He lay very placid, in a
half lethargy, with his eyes closed; it was very warm, and I sat a
long while fanning him and wiping the sweat. At length he opened
his eyes quite wide and clear, and looked inquiringly around. I
said, "What is it, my dear? do you want anything?" He said quietly,
with a good-natured smile, "Oh, nothing; I was only looking around
to see who was with me." His mind was somewhat wandering, yet he
lay so peaceful in his dying condition. He seemed to be a real New
England country boy, so good-natured, with a pleasant, homely way,
and quite fine-looking. Without any doubt, he died in course of the
night."

Of his devotion to the wounded
soldiers there are many witnesses. A well-known correspondent of
the "New York Herald" writes thus about him in April,
1876:—

"I first heard of him among the
sufferers on the Peninsula after a battle there. Subsequently I saw
him, time and again, in the Washington hospitals, or wending his
way there, with basket or haversack on his arm, and the strength of
beneficence suffusing his face. His devotion surpassed the devotion
of woman. It would take a volume to tell of his kindness,
tenderness, and thoughtfulness.

"Never shall I forget one night when I
accompanied him on his rounds through a hospital filled with those
wounded young Americans whose heroism he has sung in deathless
numbers. There were three rows of cots, and each cot bore its man.
When he appeared, in passing along, there was a smile of affection
and welcome on every face, however wan, and his presence seemed to
light up the place as it might be lighted by the presence of the
God of Love. From cot to cot they called him, often in tremulous
tones or in whispers; they embraced him; they touched his hand;
they gazed at him. To one he gave a few words of cheer; for another
he wrote a letter home; to others he gave an orange, a few comfits,
a cigar, a pipe and tobacco, a sheet of paper or a postage-stamp,
all of which and many other things were in his capacious haversack.
From another he would receive a dying message for mother, wife, or
sweetheart; for another he would promise to go an errand; to
another, some special friend very low, he would give a manly
farewell kiss. He did the things for them no nurse or doctor could
do, and he seemed to leave a benediction at every cot as he passed
along. The lights had gleamed for hours in the hospital that night
before he left it, and, as he took his way towards the door, you
could hear the voices of many a stricken hero calling, 'Walt, Walt,
Walt! come again! come again!'"

Out of that experience in
camp and hospital the pieces called "Drum-Taps," first published in
1865,—since merged in his Leaves,—were produced. Their
descriptions and pictures, therefore, come from life. The vivid
incidents of "The Dresser" are but daguerreotypes of the poet's own
actual movements among the bad cases of the wounded after
a battle. The same personal knowledge runs through "A Sight in
Camp in the Daybreak Gray and Dim," "Come up from the Fields,
Father," etc., etc.

The collection is also remarkable for
the absence of all sectional or partisan feeling. Under the head of
"Reconciliation" are these lines:—

"Word over all, beautiful
as the sky!

Beautiful that war, and all its deeds of carnage, must in time be
utterly lost!

That the hands of the sisters Death and Night incessantly, softly
wash again, and ever again, this soil'd world;

... For my enemy is dead—a man divine as myself is dead;

I look where he lies, white-faced and still, in the coffin—I draw
near;

I bend down, and touch lightly with my lips the white face in the
coffin."

… Whitman despised riches,
and all mere worldly success, as heartily as ever did any of the
old Christians. All outward show and finery were intensely
distasteful to him. He probably would not have accepted the finest
house in New York on condition that he live in it. During his
hospital experiences he cherished the purpose, as soon as the war
was over, of returning to Brooklyn, buying an acre or two of land
in some by-place on Long Island, and building for himself and his
family a cheap house. When his brother Jeff contemplated building,
he advised him to build merely an Irish shanty. After what he had
seen the soldiers put up with, he thought anything was good enough
for him or his people. In one of his letters to his mother, he
comments upon the un-American and inappropriate ornamentation of
the rooms in the Capitol building, "without grandeur and without
simplicity," he says. In the state the country was in, and with the
hospital scenes before him, the "poppy-show goddesses" and the
Italian style of decoration, etc., sickened him, and he got away
from it all as quickly as he could.
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