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“Come, I am determined to unbare this broad breast of mine—I have long enough stifled and choked; [. . .]


I will raise, with it, immortal reverberations . . .


I will give an example to lovers . . .”


— WALT WHITMAN, “CALAMUS,” Leaves of Grass, 1860


“N‘importe [no matter]. I will go on writing, because I am sure that I love, in my way, and love finds a voice of some sort.”


— JOHN ADDINGTON SYMONDS, 1892





Introduction



You must apply for a reader’s card to gain access to the rare manuscripts section of the Pierpont Morgan Library in Manhattan, which is called the Sherman Fairchild Reading Room. At the top level of the imposing stone Beaux Arts building on Madison Avenue, the former private home of banker J. Pierpont Morgan, the rare books reading room is hushed.


You place your possessions in a wood-paneled locker and lock it. You make sure you have secured in the locker any object that might possibly create a mark. You wash your hands at a little sink with a steel basin, so you don’t inadvertently smear the grime of modern Manhattan onto the precious, perhaps ancient, pages you will soon touch.


The rare manuscripts room has diffuse lamps, and opaque skylights overhead. Its lighting is indirect so that manuscripts will not fade. The dim lighting and the extreme care that the librarians take with every page laid in front of readers create an atmosphere of secular sanctity. That mood is intensified by the fact that readers around you are seated in front of wooden pedestals, which support open books and manuscripts; the deep indentation at the center of each pedestal, in which books are nestled and opened, protects the spines from cracking.


When the librarian brings you a book or manuscript that you have requested, she opens it carefully. She teaches you to lay across the pages a chain of heavy beads, like a necklace, encased in an ivory or a deep red fabric sleeve. This chain keeps the book partly open, while still protecting pages from creasing.


Ms. Maria Molestina, one of the librarians at the Reading Room, and her colleagues, are all highly trained in “codicology,” the study and care of books as physical objects. For books that are too fragile to turn by hand, Ms. Molestina, or another librarian, will bring you a slip of heavy paper with a sharply angled edge, which you may slide between brittle pages to open them with surgical precision.


I was at the Morgan Library looking for a young man, now long dead—a nineteen-year-old student at Balliol College, Oxford. In 1859, John Addington Symonds was deeply in love with a fellow adolescent whom, I knew, he had identified carefully only as “W.” I was looking for the only handwritten manuscript of the unpublished love letter Symonds had written, that at once celebrated this teenage love and mourned its apparent renunciation.


The love letter took the form of a long poetic manuscript, written entirely in quatrains. Phyllis Grosskurth, who in 1965 had written a biography of Symonds titled The Woeful Victorian, had in passing described this love poem, as had others who knew about Symonds’s now largely forgotten work. The poem’s name is “In Memoriam Arcadie.”


What had young Symonds meant by the title? In Greek mythology, “Arkady” is the rugged mountainous home of the god Pan, where human beings lived in harmony with the natural order. Pan was also the deity of unbridled sexual impulse; a mischief-maker and a musician.


“In Memoriam” is Latin for “in the memory of,” a phrase used in elegies—that is, in verses written to say goodbye forever to lost loved ones. This nineteen-year-old, in other words, was signaling in his title that he was writing an elegy for a lost love, and a lost paradise.


But like much of Symonds’s most important writing, the love letter/poem had not been published during his lifetime. In fact, this work had never been published at all. And Symonds had made as sure as he could that a researcher would have to track this manuscript down in person and then supplicate a trusted custodian of the text, in order to have a look at it. He had continually buried his true meanings, even while leaving clues for their discovery.


Symonds’s undergraduate college was Balliol College, at the University of Oxford; his graduate college, at the same university, Magdalen. A hundred and fifty-five years later, I was a graduate student too, at New College, just a few blocks away from both. My thesis adviser was Dr. Stefano-Maria Evangelista, who had written an influential book about Victorian homosexuality and the idea of the Greeks, called British Aestheticism and Ancient Greece: Hellenism, Reception, Gods in Exile.


One day, in the comfortable top-floor study at Trinity College where we met weekly so he could review my work, Dr. Evangelista handed me two immense volumes bound in a deep-olive-green fabric. There was a third volume waiting on his bookshelf, to be taken up when I was finished with the first two. The books contained the letters of someone of whom I had never heard—John Addington Symonds. “You should read these,” my professor had said.


This began a journey of five years of study, during which I grew increasingly fascinated with this elusive, tormented, world-changing character.


The more I got to know John Addington Symonds through his letters, and the more I read about the men and women around him, the more present he seemed: in spite of the lapse of time between our lives, in Oxford especially, he often seemed to be just down the street; at times, when I was reading his letters in the Bodleian or the New College Library, his prescient voice seemed just a carrel away.


Every day, as I walked over the cobblestones leading out of New College, passed under the arched Bridge of Sighs, and turned onto Broad Street, I saw Balliol’s neo-Gothic doorway on my right. I could glance in at the smooth lawns of the courtyard and at the gabled rooms where this love affair, between lovers who were just grown out of boyhood, had been carried out—and then, it seemed, been cut painfully short.


In life, Symonds composed volumes and volumes—biographies, travel essays, books of verse, art criticism, translations, and textbooks. His letters alone, as I mentioned, constitute three massive tomes. He was, if anything, persistent in expressing himself. Nonetheless, he also insisted on silences. Symonds became the centerpiece of my 2015 doctoral thesis—but even after that was completed and handed in, I kept learning more about him from the astonishing clues that he had left behind for archivists and scholars. Those discoveries led me to write this book.


Though little known today outside the academic disciplines of Victorian studies and queer studies, Symonds should have a far more prominent place in history. He can truly be identified as one of the fathers of the modern gay rights movement. He can even be called an originator of what we now understand as the modern identity of male homosexuality in the West. His insistence regarding how to think about love—and his demand that male-male love and attraction be recognized as innate, natural, and healthy, rather than as acquired “neuroses,” degeneracies, or diseases—helped craft our modern understanding of what it means to be a man who loves and desires other men.


Symonds would, until the very end of his life, use code to express his messages about love between men: he employed metaphors, misdirections, visual emblems, embargoed manuscripts, and lockboxes both rhetorical and real. He would spend his life creating and then hiding those true meanings, leaving signals for us, the men and women of the future, to decipher.


He tried to address the issue of men loving men in a wide range of genres: translating biographies and sonnets of homosexual artists such as Michelangelo Buonarroti and Benvenuto Cellini; composing a textbook of the lives of classical Greek poets; offering thinly veiled satire to a college journal; producing unpublished manifestoes that scarcely saw the light of day; and publishing collections of love poems, using feminine pronouns to mask the true gender of the Beloved. He tried to address the central issue of his life and work by publicly collecting art by a disgraced artist, and by publishing reviews to defend homosexual writers who were under attack.


He died relatively young. But by working assiduously for slightly more than three decades, he scattered deliberately into the future a set of seeds for a more progressive world than the one in which he lived—seeds of the world we now see around us, if we live in the West.


Symonds tried to express his belief that sexual love between men was innate and natural before there were concepts, let alone language, to support this idea. He was one of the people who invented the language. He spoke in every way he could as doing so became more and more illegal.


This book will follow John Addington Symonds’s life as an essayist, poet, advocate, husband, father, and lover. Symonds’s personal story offers a lens through which we may see a greater cultural and political struggle.


But the personal biography is also a story of state intervention in our personal lives and in our words—and a cautionary tale about what happens to us when that is permitted to be.


IN HIS QUEST for freedom and equality for men who loved men, Symonds had help from an unlikely source. Leaves of Grass—a volume of poems published in 1855 by the American poet Walt Whitman—would be the catalyst of a lifetime for Symonds. This collection, in an utterly original voice, robustly celebrates the self and its euphoric relationship to the natural world and to other men and women. It sent transformational ripples through British and American subcultures. It would affect groups of London bohemians, Boston Transcendentalists, artists, writers, feminists, Socialists, Utopians, reformers, and revolutionaries, who would in turn create new ways of seeing human sexuality, social equality, and love itself, and who would use that vision in turn to build new institutions.


There would eventually be seven to ten authorized editions of the book, depending, as scholars point out, on what you count as an edition. There would be the real Leaves of Grass; the forged Leaves of Grass; the pirated Leaves of Grass; the bowdlerized, legal Leaves of Grass; and the smuggled, uncensored, illegal Leaves of Grass. There would be the Leaves of Grass that was read in private groups of workingmen in northern Britain, who felt it spoke especially to them, and the Leaves of Grass that early feminists read in London, New York City, and Philadelphia, who believed that it spoke uniquely to them as well.


After reading Leaves of Grass as a young man, Symonds would spend the rest of his life trying to respond to the book’s provocative themes.


Physically fragile, status-conscious, fearful of social rejection, Symonds recognized a temperamental opposite in Whitman. The older poet was fearless, physically robust, all-embracing, stubborn in his convictions, unashamedly prophetic, and perfectly ready to upset everybody. Symonds never met Whitman in person, but the two maintained an epistolary friendship across the Atlantic, at a time when letters were transported on six-week journeys by ships under sail. The Englishman’s sometimes overbearing literary courtship of Whitman would span more than two decades.


Comforted and provoked by this friendship, Symonds gradually became less and less guarded. At the very end of his life, he finally stopped trying to express his feelings in veiled ways, and burst out at last into straightforward advocacy. His foundational essay, A Problem in Modern Ethics, circulated secretly before his death, declared outright that love between men was natural, and that it was good. At the end of his life, he collaborated on the sexological treatise Sexual Inversion, which would introduce the concept of homosexuality as an identity on a natural spectrum of sexual identities, as we understand it today. That argument bears with it an implicit claim for equal treatment of men who love men. A Problem in Modern Ethics could well have been the first gay rights manifesto in English.


Given the significance in LGBTQ+ history of John Addington Symonds’s story, I asked many members of that community to read this book in manuscript. Based on their responses, I wish to share some notes.


Language about sexuality and gender is always evolving. I did my best, when describing the past, to use language that was accurate for the time, while still being alert to present-day usage.


My research found a deep connection between the origins of the feminist movement in the West, the modern (re-)invention of Western homophobia, and the start of the Western gay rights movement; this emboldened me to a degree to undertake this task.


Nonetheless I had some trepidation, not being identified as a member of the LGBTQ+ community, in undertaking to tell this story. I was advised by my LGBTQ+ readers of the importance of the author’s transparency.


So I am sharing that while I am not a member of this community, this research material came my way; I was moved to do my utmost to shine a light on it, and sought to bear in mind the responsibilities involved with telling this extraordinary story.


By the time of Symonds’s death, in 1893, a new generation of men such as Oscar Wilde were less indirectly signalling in their work what we would call gay themes, and were no longer so willing to inhabit what we today call “the closet.” Many commentators describe the movement for gay rights as originating with Wilde and the trials of 1895 that brought down the playwright, sentencing him to two years’ hard labor in prison.


But a generation before Wilde, a small group of “sexual dissidents,” influenced by Symonds and his loving friend and sometime adversary Walt Whitman, struggled at great personal risk and in the face of extraordinary oppression, to advocate for these freedoms.





Part I



A GENTLE ANGEL
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“In Memoriam Arcadie”


MS. MARIA MOLESTINA brought out the copy of “In Memoriam Arcadie” from the dark stacks.


The notebook—for that was what it was—gave off the scent of another time, an era when people read and wrote by gaslight while warming themselves before coal fires. The notebook had originally been a series of ordinary foolscap pages—the sort of paper a Victorian schoolboy would keep handy for essays. The pages were thick, almost furry. They were sewn together awkwardly, perhaps by the teenage Symonds himself.


It is a love poem to a young man identified only as “W.” In a painstaking cursive hand, the teenager spelled out, in quatrain after quatrain, on page after page, his feelings. He drew scenes of two boys together in many settings. The couple stood reverently side by side in a medieval church, listening to the chords of an organ. They lay together on the grass, and gazed at birds circling in autumn skies. Symonds wrote about warm first kisses, about embraces, and about the boys’ longing for more.


After Symonds’s death the notebook was saved from a bonfire by his literary executor, the critic and man-about-town Edmund Gosse. On the opening page of the notebook, Gosse wrote, “This ‘In Memoriam Arcadie’ is the earliest surviving work of John Addington Symonds. It was begun in 1859, when the author was an undergraduate at Balliol, but chiefly written at Clifton in the vacations. W. was a fellow-student at Oxford, named Wright. No part of ‘In Mem. Arcadie’ has ever, to my knowledge, been printed.”




Those were the days when April dawn


Wakened my heart to think of him,


When evening grey with shadows dim


Oerspread the tree embowered lawn [. . .]





Young Symonds had clearly been influenced by another love poem written by one young man for another. The two poems share the same ABBA rhyme scheme. Ten years before, the poet Alfred, Lord Tennyson had written a poem in honor of his lost beloved friend Arthur Henry Hallam. Tennyson’s poem was similarly titled: “In Memoriam A. H. H.” Hallam and Tennyson had been students together at Cambridge University. Tennyson’s biographer Christopher Ricks described the deep friendship between the two young men as being one of the formative experiences of Tennyson’s life.


Hallam had died suddenly at age twenty-two, of a cerebral hemorrhage, during a journey to Vienna with his father. His father had returned from a meeting to find the young man dead on the sofa.


Tennyson had grieved:




My Arthur, whom I shall not see


Till all my widow’d race be run;


Dear as the mother to the son,


More than my brothers are to me.





Symonds described remembered landscapes “Where we had talked; & his dear voice / Still clung to every fluttering leaf . . .”


But reading Symonds’s lyrics in the notebook isn’t a straightforward process. A page has been glued in after the first one, but it is left unpaginated. The verse on the pasted-in, unnumbered page reads:




These were the times when day by day


I sought with loving steps the shrine


Where rang his youthful voice divine,


To watch the light around him play:





The more banal scenes were paginated—that is, given page numbers—but a scene of love and attachment between the young men was left without a page number.


The page numbers pick up again with a scene of shame and regret: on the following page, which is the third page, but which is misleadingly given the number 2, the idyll of the two boys is interrupted by a nightmarish intervention. The author first describes a tender closeness: the boys are like “two acorns on one stem.” But a taboo touch of the “two acorns on one stem” turns the former emotional and physical closeness of the boys into horror, and a life sentence of separation and loneliness:




But as I touched them, [. . .]


One fell, & from his heart a worm


Writhed on the grassy beads of dew.


The other stayed, & he will grow


Great with decay, & all alone


Will blossom, all forsaken own


The autumn rain and summer glow.





Anyone who has ever been a heartbroken teenager, or comforted one, can hear in these words the universal rebellion of a young person against the first experience of pain and loss in love. But there was an extra layer of grief here, and a sense of needless separation.


On the upper right corner of each page with openly homoerotic content, there is almost always a green penciled X. So Symonds left a poem that can be read as a palimpsest, or understood best in code. If you read only the paginated page sequences without the green X’s, nothing can be identified as untoward in the vaguely defined friendship between the boys. However, if you include in your reading the pages with the green X’s, you have the more complete history of a sexual and romantic affair between the youths.


Page 6, marked with a green X, is one example: it seems that at some point it had been cut out of the notebook. It then had apparently been folded into quarters—carried in a pocket, in preparation to be mailed to someone for safekeeping? Or handed to someone? Or set aside to be burned?


And then, as if Symonds had rethought this banishing of the page that had once been part of the complete poem, he, or someone else, had unfolded it and reattached it to what appears to be a cut-off edge. The reattached page reads:




I saw a vision of deep eyes


In morning sleep when dreams are true —


Wide humid eyes of hazy blue,


Like seas that kiss the horizon skies.


And, as I gazed, I felt the rain


Of soft warm curls about my cheek,


And heard a whisper low & meek —


“I love, & canst thou love again?”


A gentle youth beside me bent;


His cool moist lips to mine were pressed


That throbbed & burned with love’s unrest —


When lo! The powers of sleep were spent [. . .]


But I can never rest again: —


The flocks of morning dreams are true;


And till I find these eyes of blue


And golden curls I walk in pain.





Such mutilations and reassessments occur throughout. The notebook—carefully created, then cut apart, then mutilated; then pasted together, made somewhat whole, paginated and, upon reflection, unpaginated—is an object that vividly illustrates the conflict within Symonds. The very text models a loving, expressive, compartmentalized, “closeted” heart.


A verse is inscribed opposite the title page, in Symonds’s slightly altered hand. Its title is “Set Apology.” The handwriting here seems older, firmer, more self-conscious; the ink is different, darker. Preceding the poem is a note, also in ink: “These verses date from October 1859.” Then, in pencil, the words: “to about Oct 1861.”


What follows in tortured syntax is a preamble to the manuscript as a whole, one that basically disavows it. The preamble claims that all that is to follow should be read as fiction—as the passing imaginings of a “childish brain.” Don’t imagine, Reader, it warns, that these are passages about sexual passion; these feelings are no more passionate than a child’s happiness to see his mother’s eyes. Reader, it states, there was never actually a real couple to mourn.




To offer set Apology for this —


[. . .]


Were to defeat my object: as the fruit


Falls from the tree unripe, so fell these lines —


Smote by the frost a dry and sickly shoot—[. . .]


Scorn not its Sadness; let no doubt arise


That such weak veins throbbed more tumultuously


Than a child’s throb to see its mother’s eyes,


Or that in such a passion as here shown


Is more than memory mourning all alone.





These convolutions express so much. The “apology” that now precedes the poem is “set,” as in British schoolboy locution—a school text that has been assigned; something you must do. So don’t, Reader, misconstrue this erotic love poem about one real boy’s adoration of another real boy—“such a passion as here shown”—as having anything to do with genuine human and erotic feelings. It is merely “memory mourning all alone.”


Why would the young author write about his passionate love in quatrain after quatrain for fifty-something pages—then one day go back to declare that the whole pamphlet of heartfelt outpourings should be read as a lie, or as mere phantasm?


SYMONDS WAS NINETEEN, then twenty, when he wrote “In Memoriam Arcadie.” In 1859, the young Symonds was free in his own love poem to imitate not only Tennyson’s rhyme scheme but also his unmuted, passionate voice. Sodomy itself, of course, had been outlawed by the British state since the sixteenth century; but it was, as we will see, for the first half of the nineteenth century rarely prosecuted in Britain, and hard to prove. And what we would today see as romantic love between men in general—including physical intimacy of all kinds—was often within the bounds of social acceptability.


Contemporary letters show that in the 1850s, when Symonds “went up” to Oxford, British men used endearments with one another; they expressed the desire to embrace and kiss one another; and they walked—as confirmed in journals and newspapers, cartoons and novels, and even photographs—intimately, arm in arm, in the streets. There is an entire genre of photographs from this period, in which a man sits on another man’s lap, as they embrace.


It was socially normative in the 1850s for a man to sleep every night in the same bed with another man. Men routinely bathed naked together in public bodies of water such as the Serpentine in Hyde Park, and in “Parson’s Pleasure,” a bend of the River Isis in Oxford. (This acceptance of physical closeness between men existed, as we will see, in the United States in this period, as well.) In many kinds of spaces, both public and private, men could share the kinds of physical intimacy that the young poet’s journal of first love, in verse, describes.


But by 1862, shortly after Symonds had written the love poem, this situation had begun to change. The state had started to arrest teenage boys and men for sodomy—even for “the attempt” at sodomy—and to murder them. And by that year as well, a piece of writing such as “In Memoriam Arcadie” could get an author sentenced to prison. Though the poem itself hadn’t changed, its status had; in 1859 it had been a private love poem, but by 1862 it was evidence of a crime.


TURNING THE BOOKLET on its side, and holding it up to the skylight, you notice that some pages have been cut out and then not repasted back in at all. Indeed, six pages are simply gone.


What created the gaps in sequence, and the jagged edges left along the notebook’s spine?


I showed these edges to Ms. Molestina and asked her what I was looking at.


“Those pages,” she said, “have been cut out of the notebook with a knife.”
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“A Gentle Angel Enter’d”


SYMONDS WAS AN UNLIKELY revolutionary. He was born into a family that aspired to lives of convention and respectability; and his father in particular—whose name was also John Addington Symonds—was an intent social climber who sought and secured an eminent role in the British establishment.


The elder John Addington Symonds was born in Oxford, into an accomplished, exacting family. Symonds’s grandfather had been a Dissenter—a critic of the Church of England. John Addington Symonds the elder, the poet’s father, was educated at the Magdalen College School, and went on to attain a medical degree from the University of Edinburgh. He also trained as an assistant to his own father, a physician, in an era when a career in medicine lacked social status and was thought to require no great skill.


The elder Symonds married Harriet Sykes, who was also from an established bourgeois family. In 1831 the couple made the move to Bristol, a beautiful and thriving city, so that Symonds Sr. could take a position at the local general hospital. Soon he was lecturing on forensic medicine at the Bristol Medical School. The couple had five children. John Addington Symonds the younger was born in 1840; he was the only boy. As the child grew, he was closest to his older sister Charlotte.


Symonds’s mother died when he was four. The son’s secret journal recorded only impressionistic memories of her: he recalled her blond hair flying on one occasion when he rode with her in a carriage and the horse startled. He wrote of feeling guilty that he experienced little or no sense of loss. The thought of a mother, or a mother’s death, had been only “misty” to him as a child.


His father held his position teaching forensic medicine until the year after his wife’s death. But he was now a single parent to five small children. Symonds’s father relied on his own unmarried sisters—two stern aunts—to help him raise the children, and manage the household and its retinue of servants. His son recalled that time as gloomy, and his aunts as very religious, and strict.


When the boy was ten, the family moved to Clifton Hill House, a gracious, if ostentatious Palladian home near Bristol. His father bought the house in part, no doubt, to demonstrate his status and financial success. Symonds later described this house and its rolling green vistas, overlooking the Bath hills, the city of Clifton, and the River Avon, as fostering his sense of the beautiful.
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JAS, his sister Charlotte Symonds Green, and the imperious Dr Symonds, 1867.


In spite of the protective setting of his new home, Symonds’s childhood was tormented. His father was often busy and distant, and yet communicated to the child rigid moral standards that put tremendous pressure on him; and his aunts were more demanding than nurturing.


The child suffered from fragile physical health. He was also afflicted with terrible anxiety, as well as with bouts of a sense of detachment from his immediate reality, which were almost like seizures.


He was troubled by terrible nightmares; he imagined that there were corpses under his bed. And he was prone to sleepwalking. One night he walked outdoors in his sleep, to the edge of a cistern full of rainwater; there, as he later described the experience, a gentle angel—a radiant being with wavy blond hair and blue eyes—awakened him, and led him back to safety.


Symonds was sent to Harrow School for his secondary education, at age eleven. This public school (the British term for private school) for boys, founded in 1572 by a charter given by Queen Elizabeth, was one of the three or four most selective schools in England. Symonds’s classmates were sons of the aristocracy and gentry. It was no easy place for the boy to be. He badly missed his sister Charlotte and his other siblings, his father, and the shelter of Clifton Hill House.


He was ill-equipped to deal with the public school experience. According to descriptions in many contemporary biographies and letters, Harrow and other such institutions fostered a competitive, coercive culture that was often vicious. Sports were extremely important, but Symonds could not participate. He was seen as being too weak, with low resistance. Symonds also suffered miserably under the public school “fag” system, by which younger boys were forced in general to serve older ones. Older boys were often cruel to their younger “fags” at this time. Obedience to the older boys’ demands often included sexual submission.


Symonds struggled with feelings for boys—especially for some who sang in the church choir. He noted in his secret journal that this sense of attraction solely to boys and men had been with him since early childhood. In his later, equally secretive advocacy, he insisted that these memories served as evidence that such feelings were innate and not the result of “morbid” influences or “degenerate” life experiences.


At the same time, Symonds reacted against the boy-to-boy relationships that he observed at school: he objected to what he saw as the crude, animalistic sexuality mixed with emotional abuse in these relationships.


Harrow’s headmaster, Dr. Charles John Vaughan, oversaw the studies and the moral lives of the students. Dr. Vaughan was an Anglican priest, whose father and brother were also vicars. His influence and reputation were at a zenith; he had taken on the school when it was in disarray—with slack academics, few students, and little discipline—and had boosted the student body to over two hundred pupils. He had brought Harrow to the top rank of public schools, and built its reputation for high academic standards. In a fairly savage educational context, Vaughan was known for his sensitive treatment of students. His strong bond with them, and theirs with him, was part of his impressive reputation. Contemporary etchings present him as a vigorous, youthful-looking man, with straight dark hair parted on the side, a gentleman’s conventional muttonchop sideburns, intelligent eyes, and a mild expression.


Symonds struggled at Harrow. He tried to reconcile his deep desire for love and intimacy with the abusive sexual norms of his peers. He had no models for the type of romantic relationship for which he longed. Yet unbeknownst to him, a book was being published across the ocean that would change this. It would eventually open up an altogether new life for Symonds.


The book was Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass.


THE ORIGINS and early experiences of the two men couldn’t be more different.


Whitman described himself as a “rough.” This is a self-dramatizing term, but he was indeed born to a family that had to work very hard for its sustenance. He was born in 1819, twenty-one years earlier than Symonds, on Long Island, New York, to Walter Whitman, a not particularly well-to-do carpenter, and his wife, the former Louisa Van Velsor, a strong-willed and intelligent woman, whose ancestors had been Dutch settlers. Both of Walt Whitman’s parents descended from some of the first non-native families to settle on Long Island. Walt Whitman was one of four brothers; he had two sisters as well.


Walter Whitman Sr. would build a house, his family would live in it briefly, and he would sell it, and they would move on. In 1823, Walter Whitman moved his family to the borough of Brooklyn, which was in the midst of a building boom. The family moved often, within Brooklyn, then back to Long Island, and again back to Brooklyn.


In 1830, the eleven-year-old Walt left school to work as an office boy, and then became a printer’s apprentice for the Long Island Patriot. Two years later, he was working as a printer at Worthington’s printing house, eventually becoming a compositor for the Long Island Star, and later still, he became a printer in Manhattan.


It was a compelling time for a young writer to learn the printing trade. Before the nineteenth century, books were rare artisanal objects, affordable to only a few. Type was set by hand, and each book was sewn and bound by manual labor. By the 1830s, however, mechanization was making the mass production of books possible. These publications, cheaper and greater in number, became accessible to masses of newly literate readers. Whitman would have understood that the printing industry was placing books into the hands of a wider range of classes, genders, and races than ever before. More books, more readers—a potentially transformational combination, which might threaten the established power structure and social order.


Whitman continued to move from job to job; according to his employers and colleagues, he rarely distinguished himself in any of these positions. In 1836, back on Long Island, he took a position as a schoolteacher. Yet he disliked the cold winters, and the isolation of the oneroom schoolhouses.


Today, it is not easy to look at the Long Island locations where Walt Whitman lived or visited—Dix Hills, Whitestone—and imagine a wilderness sublime enough to nurture a great romantic voice and great visionary. The Island is of course overbuilt. The Long Island Railroad bisects the peninsula, and a crowded highway cleaves it as well; strip malls and housing developments obscure the horizons.


But when you are out on Long Island Sound, or when you catch a breeze from the Atlantic and look up at the freshly washed light of the sky, you can still feel a bit of what Whitman might have felt 190 years ago. In the 1830s, Long Island was in many areas a true wilderness, ringed with empty white beaches and flat, bird-dense meadows. In others, it was only thinly settled.


Long Island Sound had been a conduit point for men and women traveling by canoe or other watercraft for thousands of years before Henry Hudson arrived in 1609 at what is now Canarsie. When Whitman lived on Long Island, settlements of long-established Indian tribes were still present, though their formerly extensive tribal lands had been whittled down by British officials during colonial times. These groups—Shinnecock, Massapequa, Setauket, and others—made their living as whalers and as fishermen. By the time he was a teenager, many Long Island Native Americans lived on reservations, most of them in poverty. They spoke languages related to Algonquin, and worshiped divine spirits while acknowledging evil ones within the natural world. Whitman was acquainted with some members of these tribes.


As an adolescent and young man amid Long Island’s multiethnic and multicultural settlements, Whitman was exposed at least from time to time to a non-European perspective. He heard place names that descended from Algonquin: “Sewanhacky,” “Wamponomon,” and “Paumanake.” Whitman included a version of “Pawmanonk”—as in “Starting from Paumanok”—and other indigenous place names, such as “Mannahatta,” in various editions of Leaves of Grass. A sense of the divine aspects of the natural world, along with these non-European place names, would radiate through the descriptions of a mostly wild peninsula, and animate Leaves of Grass.


These invocations and echoes conveyed to European and British readers, in closed, heated rooms, a sense of radically different values, unmediated landscapes, and as-yet-unimagined possibilities.


Whitman left Long Island in 1841 to work at newspapers in Brooklyn and in New York City; he dabbled in politics. He was named editor of the Aurora, the Tatler, and the Statesman—all scrappy newspapers competing for readers in the city and its boroughs. In 1846, he finally landed a permanent position, as an editor of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle. But as he churned out reams of conventional journalism and followed City Hall, he also paid attention to New York’s weekly literary reviews, which summarized dispatches from England, and republished British literary news.


IN THE 1840s, Whitman was also writing fiction; one of his first published stories features a tender love between two men.


The 1841 short story, which appeared in the New York broadsheet A New World, was titled “A Child’s Champion.” In the story, John Lankton, a cynical, dissipated older man trained in medicine, encounters a ragged youth, Charles, in an inn. A drunken sailor has forced Charles to drink liquor against his will, an image suggestive of oral violation: “Charles stood, his cheek flushed and his heart throbbing, wiping the trickling drops from his face with a handkerchief.” The sailor is about to beat the youth for resisting.


Lankton fends off the sailor, rescues the younger man, and invites Charles to share his bed for the night. There, holding Charles, Lankton experiences feelings of “unsullied affection”: “He [Lankton] folded his arms around [Charles] and, while he slept, the boy’s cheek rested on his bosom.” Whitman describes the men’s affection as romantic, and also as physical.


An angel enters the room, to bless the men sleeping in each other’s arms:




With one of the brightest and earliest rays of the warm sun a gentle angel entered his apartment, and hovering over the sleepers on invisible wings, looked down with a pleasant smile and blessed them. Then noiselessly taking a stand by the bed, the angel bent over the boy’s face, and whispered strange words into his ear: thus it came that he had beautiful visions. No sound was heard but the slight breathing of those who slumbered there in each other’s arms; and the angel paused a moment, and smiled another and a doubly sweet smile as he drank in the scene with his large soft eyes. Bending over again to the boy’s lips, he touched them with a kiss, as the languid wind touches a flower.





This short story entirely lacks the kind of language that we now associate with modern ideas about either homoeroticism or homophobia. There is no statement of what would be, in modern terms, a “sexual identity,” nor does the story involve any sense of the lovers defying a social taboo. What is important in the story is not, particularly, the gender of the lovers; instead, Whitman insists upon the redemptive nature of love. Charles’s purity of heart draws Lankton away from nihilism.


Lankton goes on to marry a woman. Whitman matter-of-factly narrates this event, as if this kind of love triangle were common enough in the 1840s in New York. Lankton’s attachment to the younger man remains intact nonetheless: “the close knit love of the boy and him grew not slack with time.”


THE STORY DEMONSTRATES the freedom of expression that Walt Whitman and others could take for granted on the topic of men who loved men in early-to-mid-nineteenth-century America. Whitman was free to write in this relaxed way because of broad inconsistencies in the laws relating to love and sex between men.


In the United States in 1841, many states had no laws against many kinds of physical and sexual intimacy between men. The historian Jonathan Ned Katz, in Love Stories: Sex Between Men Before Homosexuality, writes that although some legal documents and newspaper accounts of this period mention the act of sodomy, and refer to individuals as “sodomites,” nonetheless, he notes, many forms of physical affection and sexual intimacy between men were completely unlegislated. Indeed, Katz’s conclusions, accepted now by many queer studies historians but little known outside of that discipline, are worth quoting: “Intense ‘love’ relations between men were approved of in the nineteenth century [. . .] these stories [to follow in his book] reveal gender nonconformity being newly linked with erotic deviance [. . .] These tales show how the early nineteenth century’s narrow construction of ‘sodomy’ was challenged at century’s end by a broad, new sexual crime, sometimes called ‘gross indecency.’ That law, and others like it, first made oral-genital contact a crime [. . .]”


For most of the nineteenth century, in America, on the state level, the acts that were criminalized, were criminalized inconsistently. And there was no federal statute against sodomy at all.


Fellatio and male-male mutual masturbation were not crimes at all, either, in most states in America in the 1840s, though these acts were not openly discussed. Sodomy was indeed a serious crime in most states, but prosecutions for sodomy itself in America in the first half of the nineteenth century, as in Britain, were relatively few.


Going back to earlier American history, we see the same patchwork of prohibitions. Vicious punishments, including capital punishment, for sodomy, existed during the colonial era: Virginia wrote such a prohibition against sodomy in 1610 (it was repealed eight years later). Plymouth Colony, settled by religious separatists, outlawed sodomy based on the passage against it in Leviticus, and made sodomy a capital crime. George Painter, in his essay “History of Sodomy Laws in the United States,” points out that the British colonies in America received English common law, including the Elizabethan statute that established “buggery” as a secular crime. In these colonies, sodomy could be punished by death.


But at the other extreme, many acts of intimacy between men were not even regulated in early American history. And punishment was erratic in the colonial period; in Massachusetts, for instance, men accused of sodomy were sent back to England for trial. Other colonies were far more lenient. In New Hampshire, apparently nothing at all happened to offenders. There were only three known prosecutions for sodomy in the colonial period in New York and New Jersey, for instance—as these regions followed Dutch law; and Pennsylvania’s mild Quaker traditions set a maximum of six months in jail as punishment for the act. Delaware, when first settled, had no statute against sodomy at all. North and South Carolina had no prohibitions against sodomy for almost fifty years after their founding. And Georgia had no law outlawing sodomy for the whole of the eighteenth century.


By 1841, in America, however, many laws had become more streamlined: twelve states now had statutes against sodomy, though these varied in severity. But still, as we saw, there was no federal law against it. The legal offense of “sodomy” was still narrowly defined in Whitman’s young adulthood: it referred only to anal intercourse and to bestiality.


In 1841, fellatio was not a crime in America—it was not “sodomy”—so men were free to engage in it. In addition, “cunnilingus, tribadism, interfemoral intercourse, and mutual masturbation were found not to be included in the act,” writes Painter, confirming Jonathan Ned Katz’s point. At this moment in time, there were many ways for American men to be intimate with men that were not prohibited by law, either in theory or in practice.


Try to imagine the world of 1841 being one that precedes many labels we have today. There have of course always been people whom we today would identify as exclusively homosexual, who are attracted only to other men, or only to other women, and know that about themselves from the earliest age. In his 1948 Sexual Behavior in the Human Male and his 1953 Sexual Behavior in the Human Female, the sexologist Alfred Kinsey found that in his samples, 37 percent of males and 13 percent of females had at least some overt homosexual experience to orgasm; 10 percent of males were more or less exclusively homosexual; between 2 and 6 percent of women were exclusively attracted to other women, and 4 percent of males and 1–3 percent of females had been exclusively homosexual after the onset of adolescence and up to the time of Kinsey’s interview. In the nineteenth century, however, while surely people who felt this way constituted the same part of the population, sex acts between men and between women were not understood in terms of a particular “sexual identity.” Only later, with the rise of sexology, would the concept of sexual identity come to be defined and eventually accepted. Before sexology, since our contemporary understanding of a sexual identity did not exist, of course a movement to demand social equality for people with this sexual identity could not yet exist. “Homosexuality,” let alone bisexual, transgender, or genderqueer identities, were not yet recognized categories.


As in Britain, a wide range of physical affection was socially acceptable as well as legal for all men in nineteenth-century America. Same-sex intimacy was completely legal for nineteenth-century women in America and in Britain, as there were no laws at all against it.


The Whitman scholar Dr. David Reynolds points out that “showing passion and affection [between men] was a more common part of the daily experience than it is today.” Katz notes that in America and Britain, romantic love between men was viewed with admiration; while it was not assumed to include eroticism, at the same time, these intimacies did unfold in a context that permitted many kinds of eroticism. In April 1837, for instance, the then-legislator twenty-eight-year-old Abraham Lincoln, in Springfield, Illinois, encountered twenty-four-year-old Joshua Fry Speed. Speed offered to share his double bed with Lincoln. For over three years the two men slept together, and Speed remembered years afterward that “no two men were ever more intimate.” Speed told Lincoln’s eventual biographer, William Herndon, that Lincoln “disclosed his whole heart to me”; and Herndon concluded that Lincoln “loved this man more than anyone dead or living,” not excluding, as Katz points out, Lincoln’s wife. The writer Larry Kramer faced a backlash when, in his novel The American People Vol. 1, he wrote about the same-sex desires of prominent Americans, including Lincoln. But Kramer wasn’t being inflammatory—merely factual. The record is clear: “From our present standpoint,” writes Katz, “we can see that these intimate friendships often left evidence of extremely intense, complex desires, including, sometimes, what we today recognize as erotic feelings and acts. Evidence survives of a surprising variety of physical and sometimes sensual modes of relating among male friends in the nineteenth century.” What these men lacked, he points out, is the language that we have today: his evidence of stories of male-male love “show us men struggling for affirmative words to name and characterize those intimacies.”


It was understood that intense, physically expressed love between two men could arise, though such love was not sanctioned in the way that marriage between a woman and a man was. Scholars today fiercely debate whether the many kinds of same-sex love that appear in the nineteenth-century historical record should be categorized as “gay” or “not gay.” But one conclusion is clear, and the Columbia University scholar George Chauncey, author of Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890–1930, often makes this point: the labels we have today do not suffice to describe the richness of relationships between men or between women in the past. Chauncey found in the nineteenth century a malleability of sexual identities, and a broad acceptance of what we would call “homosexual” activities among American working-class men—men whom today we would call “heterosexual,” or “heteronormative.”


It is well documented that nineteenth-century America was replete with many kinds of intimacy that we would identify today as exclusively “homosexual,” between men who never desired women and between women who never desired men; records also confirm many physical, sexual relationships between men whom we identify today as primarily “heterosexual” and who saw themselves as being primarily attracted to women, just as records confirm that married women or women who would eventually marry had passionate physical attachments to other women. Scholars, such as recent biographers and critics of Emily Dickinson, have filled out these pictures, showing that passionate same-sex attachments were often, socially, not even remarkable.


“Susie, forgive me Darling, for every word I say—my heart is full of you, none other than you is in my thoughts, yet when I seek to say to you something not for the world, words fail me. If you were here—” wrote Emily Dickinson to Susan Gilbert.


Before sexology, there was desire, there was love, there were of course couples; all of these lacked the language that we use today.


FROM WHERE DID Whitman’s bold assertions concerning the broad range of human sexuality, and his glimpses of a promised world based on social equality, spring? One clue is a trip the poet took in 1848, to a city in the Deep South with an unusual history.


In 1848, Whitman either quit, or was fired from, the Daily Eagle. The publisher of the New Orleans Daily Crescent invited Whitman, who was not yet forty, to edit that newspaper instead. Whitman accepted, and made the arduous trip south, in the company of his younger brother Jeff, who was fifteen years old.


The two went by flatboat down the Mississippi to New Orleans—a dangerous, exotic trip on what was then the central “highway” of the United States. The brothers stayed for four months, until the publisher decided that he no longer needed Whitman as an editor.


New Orleans was at that time hardly an American city at all. It had been founded by French colonists in 1718, then taken over by Spanish colonial administrators in 1763; by 1802, the city was again administered by the French. Many North American visitors to New Orleans in the 1840s described how “other” it was—how French, Spanish, and African customs persevered, just under the surface of the city and state administration.


The colonial origins of the city extended to its legal structure. New Orleans still based its laws on France’s Napoleonic Code. French criminal law since the fourteenth century had punished sodomy by burning, although this sentence was in practice rare. But during the Enlightenment, French philosophers felt that although they strongly disapproved of sodomy, the state had no right to intrude on private decisions about sexuality. A 1791 law completely decriminalized homosexual relations in private between two consenting male adults. A legal code continuing this tradition was introduced in France by Napoleon Bonaparte in 1804, and was so successful that it was widely copied throughout Europe, and abroad. The Napoleonic Code created a haven in France for generations of British men who loved men.


The Napoleonic Code legalized the Enlightenment’s laissez-faire attitude, at least in France and its territories, and this was the law that governed early-nineteenth-century Louisiana.


TO THIS DAY in New Orleans you can still feel some of the influences that likely affected Whitman. To one side of the central Spanish colonial square, with its sugar-white cathedral now surrounded by street musicians, stands a narrow independent bookstore. If you ask the proprietor, he will, without missing a beat, reach to the top of a crowded bookcase and hand you down a hardcover book.


Brothels, Depravity, and Abandoned Women: Illegal Sex in Antebellum New Orleans, by the sociologist Judith Kelleher Schafer, is now out of print. But it answers these questions. Schafer read the New Orleans Daily Picayune, a rival paper to Whitman’s, as well as the city’s court records, from the dates 1848 through 1862. Both sources made casual note of same-sex couples living together as families and raising children. Well-known local personalities, the documents confirmed, included men who routinely dressed as women, and women who dressed as men. Press commentary described these individuals in tones of affection and amusement—not of moral outrage.


That relative tolerance extended to the demimonde. Diverse sexual choices and living arrangements were taken for granted then in New Orleans among sex workers of all kinds, and sex work, including same-sex sex work, was largely unregulated by police.


The ethnic makeup of early-to-mid-nineteenth-century New Orleans was also different from that of other United States cities. The institution of slavery, savage of course everywhere, was uniquely notorious in certain ways in New Orleans: in the public marketplace, for instance, young women were categorized by skin tone as “quadroon” or “octoroon” (terms referring to one-quarter or one-eighth of African descent), costed out, and sold as sex slaves. At the same time, paradoxically, free black citizens formed a powerful community in New Orleans; they ran businesses and held property, and many were pillars of the city’s civic life.


Elsewhere in America, the rape of female slaves was as widespread as their enslavement, and yet consensual interracial relationships were against the law. But in New Orleans, which also countenanced the continual rape of enslaved women by their owners, consensual personal, business, and even romantic relationships among free black citizens and Irish, German, and Jewish ones, were common, and complex. Common-law consensual marriages between Caucasian and African American citizens were accepted in New Orleans, at least among the city’s working poor. The historian Elizabeth Fussell calls nineteenth-century New Orleans strikingly racially interconnected for the period: a “cultural gumbo.”


So for a few months, Walt Whitman lived in the one place in America—perhaps one of the few places in the world at that time—where it was possible to touch certain threads of the future, even though they were interwoven with the brutal world of 1848, where human beings were for sale in the public arena.


Did witnessing these anomalies change Whitman? It wasn’t just Whitman’s treatment of same-sex love that would be transformational to readers. It was also the way in which he invoked radical inclusion and equality of other kinds. In a manuscript so tattered that archivists believe it spent time on the Rome Brothers’ Brooklyn printing-house floor—in notes that were a “proto-version” of sections of “Leaves of Grass”—Whitman explored these preoccupations:




And I know that the spirit of God is the eldest brother of my own,


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


I go with the slaves of the earth equally with the masters


And I will stand between the masters and the slaves,


Entering into both so that both will understand me alike.





Whitman would create, in Leaves of Grass, an imagined world in which people of all races and genders and sexualities were free and equal, and might love one another freely—a shocking, exhilarating, but strangely realistic glimpse of the future, that galvanized its readers.


UPON HIS RETURN to Manhattan, Whitman was no better established professionally than he had been before he left. He remained as itinerant as ever. He produced a radical newspaper of his own, which he called the Freeman. From 1849 to 1854, he lived in a succession of inexpensive boarding houses, filled with motley characters; he sold books in a bookstore, and placed articles as a freelance journalist. Whitman spent a good deal of time in the underground bars frequented by other illpaid journalists. He spent his days wandering around Manhattan; he visited friends, many of them workingmen, at the dockyards of what was then a great shipping island. Some of the laborers whom he met around the city became his lovers.


He never married. These friendships with men of all backgrounds were the emotional center of his life.


His prose style as a journalist remained extremely conventional—similar to the voices of his contemporaries. Like them, he covered corrupt politicians and engaging social trends; he also wrote, when requested, routine prose-for-hire, such as a reverie on the fact that it was Christmas Day.


But still, something entirely original was taking shape in his poetry: a fresh voice was emerging, and a new world invoked. In his notebooks he wrote:


“I am the poet of the body


And I am the poet of the soul.”
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1855: Leaves of Grass


ON MAY 15, 1855, Whitman took out a copyright for his finalized collection of poetry, Leaves of Grass. In the first week of July, the Rome Brothers in Brooklyn formally printed 795 copies.


In producing the first edition, Whitman drew on what he had learned as a journeyman printer. He and the Rome Brothers printers set the type by hand; due to errors they made, this print run itself was unique. Whitman did not wish to waste a single volume, so he corrected them as he went along. Some volumes in this printing differ slightly from one another.


He had the front cover bound in moss-green fabric; he stamped the title in embossed gold letters. The lettering was unusual: Whitman designed every letter with curling shoots, as if tree branches were emerging from it. The letters look alive. Something alchemical, perhaps because of Whitman’s unusual hands-on involvement, seemed to happen to this volume. For decades thereafter, readers would react to this edition of Leaves of Grass as if they were touching, and making a connection with, the body of the poet himself.


[image: Illustration]


1855 Leaves of Grass.


The result was a slender volume, containing a ten-page preface; it was only ninety-five pages in total. Whitman later expressed his hope that this light, eccentrically designed volume would be taken outside and read in a natural setting. This wish was in itself a departure from the behavior expected then of most readers.


Today we think of reading as a private, solitary activity: you have a book and an electric light. But in 1855, reading was most often a communal, semi-public activity. Books and lighting were both costly, and homes were lit by gas lamps, oil lanterns or by candlelight. For all but the wealthy, evening reading took place aloud, from a shared book, with family members seated around a shared light source, at what was called the “family table.” Even when people brought their own books to the shared lantern or gas lamp, others could monitor their reading. Men of the nineteenth-century household were supposed to control the reading of the women, servants, and minors who lived with them.


Whitman’s invitation in Leaves of Grass, in an edition published in 1856 by Fowler and Wells, another printing firm in Brooklyn, by contrast, draws the reader into a far more daring reading experience.




I CELEBRATE myself,


And what I assume you shall assume,


For every atom belonging to me, as good belongs to you.


I loafe and invite my soul,


I lean and loafe at my ease, observing a spear of summer grass.


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


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


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





THERE ARE MANY reasons why this little volume would create such shock and disruption. One has to do with its challenge to established ways of thinking about religion.


During the mid-nineteenth century longstanding religious truths were challenged. In 1835, David Strauss published The Life of Jesus, and dozens of similar books followed—encouraging believers to search for the historical, rather than to accept the theological, figure of Jesus. Whitman’s audiences had been exposed to books that shook deep-rooted certainties about the Gospel narratives—and about God Himself.


Other books and news articles were assailing people’s sense of the origins of human beings. Archaeologists were sifting ancient sites and finding prehistoric artifacts, remains of mammoths, and even dinosaur bones; these discoveries led some readers to question the Biblical account of Creation, and the age of the world that had been extrapolated from it. A formerly eternal-seeming rural landscape was being torn apart by railroad tracks, coal mines, and telegraph poles.


What would replace traditional versions of the divine, and the relationship of human beings to God, as so many religious beliefs became subject to doubt?


Leaves of Grass had one kind of answer. In its verse, the tension between an increasingly questioned God, and questing human beings—between the divine and the everyday—is magnificently released into the universe. For Whitman, the natural, the human, and the heavenly worlds are all one world, and they are all ablaze with the light of the divine. In Whitman’s presentation, nature is both sacred and carnal. For American and British readers who had been raised in faiths and denominations that burdened them with sexual shame, Whitman’s book provided a vision of a prelapsarian paradise on this earth. In that world, there is never




any more heaven and hell than there is now.


Urge and urge and urge,


Always the procreant urge of the world.





Indeed, Nature herself—or himself—is a lover. In one of his most often-quoted passages, Whitman uses sensual metaphors for the natural world, and speaks as if he is making love to it: “I will go to the bank by the wood and become undisguised and naked,” he writes. “I am mad for it to be in contact with me.” The language of the lover is homoerotic: “loveroot [. . .] crotch and vine” and “Trickling sap of maple, fibre of manly wheat, it shall be you,” and “Winds whose soft-tickling genitals rub against me it shall be you.”


In another passage often quoted by contemporary readers, an idyllic outdoor love scene between two men seems to be one of fellatio:




You settled your head athwart my hips and gently turned over upon me,


And parted the shirt from my bosom-bone, and plunged your tongue to my barestript heart


And reached till you felt my beard, and reached till you held my feet.


Swiftly arose and spread around me the peace and joy and knowledge . . .


And I know that the hand of God is the elderhand of my own.





Even in that context, the atmosphere is one of reverence. Likewise, Whitman condemns those who condemn any kind of love:




Through me forbidden voices


Voices of sexes and lusts . . . voices veiled, and I remove the veil.


Voices indecent by me clarified and transfigured . . .


I do not press my finger across my mouth . . .


Copulation is no more rank to me than death is.





The narrator greets his lovers in settings that could be understood as domestic and heterosexual—the “soft bed”—and also in public spaces clearly understood by nineteenth-century readers as being exclusively male. Those described as loving the narrator, who cry “Ahoy!” to him on the docks by the “rocks of the river,” are male workers, who are loading and unloading ships at anchor in the Hudson or the East River.


Whitman speaks to his readers—whomever they are, of whatever gender—as if they too are his lovers—“lovers of me,” he calls them: “I have embraced you, and henceforth possess you to myself.” Whitman’s Utopian voice allowed American—and then British—readers to imagine standing, like the author, “with his arm round the neck of a man or a woman.”


Which was it? It perhaps did not matter.


Whitman goes on to claim, with startling sexual imagery, that his embrace can even strengthen democracy: “On women fit for conception I start bigger and nimbler babes, / This day I am jetting the stuff of far more arrogant republics.”


He declares that all of the religious gatekeepers’ measures of sin and redemption were of less value than a spurt of his own ejaculate:




Magnifying [. . .] come I


Outbidding at the start the old cautious hucksters.


The most they offer for mankind and eternity less than a spirt [sic] of my own seminal wet.





For many readers, Whitman’s all-embracing eroticism at times seemed overly exuberant: “Span of youth! Ever-pushed elasticity! Manhood-balanced floral and full!” But overall, his was a vision that readers, from 1855 up to today, experienced as liberating and prophetic.


As Kenneth Price and Ed Folsom, who produced a scholarly edition of Whitman’s archives, put it, “Leaves of Grass was not a book that set out to shock the reader so much as to merge with the reader, and to make him or her more aware of the body each reader inhabited [. . .] to convince us that the body and soul were conjoined and inseparable.”


IT WASN’T JUST the language of Leaves of Grass that sparked such a response. Plenty of readers also fell in love with the poet himself. Whitman was certainly complicit in this seduction. He made choices throughout his career that would lead people not just to love his writing but also to wish to touch, confess to, and even make love to, the poet himself.


One provocation was the author’s image on the frontispiece of Leaves of Grass. Whitman commissioned this lithograph, based on a daguerreotype by the New York photographer Gabriel Harrison. At a time when photography itself was fairly new, the image soon became iconic on both sides of the Atlantic.


Whitman poses with his right hip thrust out provocatively, his right hand resting on it. The poet wears a white workman’s blouse, open, showing his strong, sunburned chest; he wears a laborer’s felt hat with a floppy brim. The lithograph reveals most of the poet’s body, at a time when male writers were represented from the starched collar or neckerchief up. In the United States, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and Mark Twain appeared in this manner, as did Charles Dickens and Wilkie Collins in Britain. Whitman’s stance reveals that he is comfortable with himself and his own erotic nature, just exactly as he is—echoing the message of the book. This was a new model of a poet—perhaps a new model of a man.
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1855 Leaves of Grass frontispiece: Walt Whitman, aged 35; a new image of a poet—perhaps a new image of a man. Based on a daguerreotype by his friend Gabriel Harrison.


Transcendentalism, the idealistic American philosophy popularized since the 1830s by Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, also maintained a Romantic view of the relationship between human beings, nature, and the divine. Leaves of Grass attracted readers in this progressive egalitarian community. In Boston’s Transcendentalist circles, both male and female readers were passing the volume hand to hand. Emerson wrote an encouraging letter to the poet: “I give you joy of your free and brave thought [. . .] I have great joy in it. I find incomparable things said incomparably well, as they must be. I find the courage of treatment, which so delights us, and which large perception only can inspire.” He concluded, “I greet you at the beginning of a great career.”


The 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass was received by some in Britain and America as a visionary if rough text, fresh from the future; others dismissed it as a screed.


IT’S UNLIKELY THAT Symonds was aware of the book then, given the overall lack of attention the 1855 edition received from British critics. Before 1860, fewer than ten mentions of the book appeared in the British press.


But if the book was under-noticed, there was nothing yet illegal about printing it, selling it, or reading it.


That was soon to change.





Part II



1857: OUTRAGES
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Inventing the Modern Crime of Obscenity


THE YEAR THAT SYMONDS turned seventeen, 1857, was one of the “hinges of history.” That year, astonishing social foment led to what was in effect the invention of modern ideas of “the obscene”—which in turn, amid an intense storm of social pressure and state oppression, brought about the state’s invention of what became in effect modern homophobia. In 1857 many essential ideas that undergird our assumptions about Western society—from the notion that the state has a role to play in deciding what is said or read, to the idea of civil divorce and its triggers, to the metric of just how seriously a modern state should take it when a man has anal sex with another man—were codified and systematized.


Let’s start with the state and speech. Before 1857, it was not that easy to get arrested by the state for speech in Britain. There were offenses you could commit by speaking, but these were mostly ecclesiastical: notably, blasphemy and heresy. A person could also be censored by the state for committing treason, or printing “common libel.” This was what happened to the printer and essayist Samuel Richardson in 1723, when he printed a Jacobite pamphlet that was critical of the government. Five years later, the anti-papist commentator Edmund Curll, author of the satire The Nun in Her Smock, was convicted of “disturbing the King’s peace.” These are early examples in Britain of a speech crime being considered a civil offense.


Still, such cases were rare. And Curll’s conviction was not that strong a precedent. Then, in 1748, John Cleland was prosecuted because his highly explicit novel Fanny Hill: Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure was deemed to be “corrupting the King’s subjects.” But Cleland’s sentence too was a slap on the wrist. The distribution of Fanny Hill was indeed eventually suspended, but not before its publisher had earned himself ten thousand pounds.


But that relative state tolerance for free speech would change. With the coming of the French Revolution, many radicals in Britain were inspired by the uprising across the Channel; activists such as Thomas Paine and Richard Price called for universal freedoms and for government by the people. So elites’ fears of domestic populism and of radical groups led to innovations in systematically crushing dissent. In one state crackdown, for instance, British dissidents were labeled “Jacobins” and identified with terrorists, and press hysteria led to vigilante groups engaging in violence against them. In 1792, after having lost the American colonies, King George III issued a “Royal Proclamation against Seditious Writings.” A year later, William Pitt sent spies to infiltrate British activist groups in his “reign of terror.” In 1794, the government suspended habeas corpus law—and arrested activists who sought to flee. Then, the “Gagging Acts” were passed—which made it a crime to hold public meetings. Powerful tests of modern state controls of speech were essayed and proven out.


In spite of these persecutions, some of the ideals of the French Revolution did successfully take root across the Channel. These influences could be seen in the work of radical newsletter distributors such as Richard Carlile, who promoted American-style independence and self-government. Soon thereafter, two forms of subversiveness—political dissidence and obscenity—became linked in the eyes of the state.


And indeed there was a rationale for the state to link them: many of the pamphleteers in Holywell Street, the center of pornography distribution in Victorian London, were in fact also publishing and distributing radical political tracts. “Dissent and disorder had to be eradicated at home and abroad,” writes Lynda Nead in Victorian Babylon: People, Streets, and Images in Nineteenth-Century London. “The submission of the radical traders of Holywell Street was called for [. . .]” by a nation seeking new “Imperial technologies” to impose order on both “deviance” and dissent.


By the 1830s, there were additional good reasons for elites to find new tools to manage British speech and dissent. In 1835, great masses of British workingmen, uniting in the Chartist movement, marched to London to petition Parliament for greater representation. This movement’s leaders had presented a petition, or “chart,” with nearly two million names, and had demanded wider voting rights. New laws also created publicly funded education; it became clear that in the future, children of all classes would be literate enough to demand rights of their own, including, perhaps, claims to more of the wealth.


Pressure from below led British political elites in the middle of the nineteenth century to look to the law in search of better ways to control domestic populations. The invention of new forms of sodomy law and obscenity law would give the state effective new tools to do so.
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