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Introduction


The moment a muscular, twenty-three-year-old Marlon Brando, costumed in a tight oil-stained t-shirt, appeared on Broadway as the ‘sexual terrorist’ Stanley Kowalski, theatregoers were confronted with a meteoric vision of male virility never before seen on stage. ‘I could hardly hold him within bounds,’ Tennessee Williams said of creating Kowalski, the antagonist of his 1947 play, A Streetcar Named Desire. It was as though he’d stumbled on some untapped, elemental force, one that the sexually fluid and little-known Brando – the ‘best-looking young man’ Tennessee had ever seen – was uniquely equipped to manifest. Stanley-Brando represented the eroticised, desiring and desirous male body, an icon of unbridled carnality that stretched the puritanical censorship guidelines which presided over so much post-war American artistic production, and asked new questions about the intersections of sexuality and masculine identity.


Stanley Kowalski is not merely a sex symbol. He is also a tyrant, and his tyranny infects and poisons his relations with the other men in the play, his poker-playing, beer-swilling buddies. Through group failure, these men collectively license Stanley’s tragic (implied) rape of the protagonist, Blanche DuBois, and her subsequent sectioning. In many ways, Stanley Kowalski is an embodiment of James Baldwin’s belief in the stalled, infantile state of modern masculinity, and Streetcar’s story an example of the deleterious consequences such masculinity, and malignant relations between men, has on others: women, families, entire communities.


James Baldwin, the novelist, essayist, and one-time collaborator and friend of Tennessee Williams, declared early in his career that ‘the great problem is how to be − in the best sense of that kaleidoscopic word − a man’. Baldwin understood that this ‘great problem’ was more than a personal or individual issue. It cut right to the heart of American society. It may, in fact, be the root cause of so many societal problems. Baldwin identified a failure in American and western life, and a failure of the ‘masculine sensibility’. Somewhere, he said, somehow, ‘something broke down’, and the result is that masculinity is stuck in an immature state, one which promotes violence and cruelty, and leaves its men isolated and unreachable.


The early 1940s through to the mid-1960s − the decades in which the writers in this book produced their most lasting works and became literary celebrities and public figures − was a time of immense cultural and societal upheaval in America, during which conceptions of sexuality and gender were being newly defined by legal and medical discourses, debated in public forums and weaponised for political ends. Tennessee Williams’ creation of the magnetic and malevolent Stanley emerged from this upheaval. But Streetcar is no dated, mid-century relic. As the theatre critic Ira J. Bilowit remarked, three decades after the play premiered, ‘You can’t imagine a time when Streetcar didn’t exist [. . .] when Stanley Kowalski wasn’t with us.’ Watching Brando as Kowalski today, in Streetcar’s 1951 Hollywood film adaptation, his preternatural sexual energy − so much beer foam sprayed over his sweat-slicked torso − is overwhelming, more salacious than much of what passes for the erotic in current mainstream cinema (particularly when it comes to sexualised representations of men). And his rage, meanwhile, all those violent outbursts and wild-eyed death stares, threatens to shatter through our screens.


Tennessee Williams’ message of sexual power, infantile masculinity and poisoned male relations, though transmitted from the past, has immediate relevance to our contemporary crisis in masculinity: from the unrelenting tirade of male violence against women to the silent epidemic of men’s mental ill-health, loneliness and suicide, and the steep rise in incidents of violent hate crime and discrimination against the LGBTQ+ community. And, just like the mid-century, our present moment is characterised by a colossal cultural shift. Once again, concepts around gender and sexuality are rapidly changing and being fought over, a morass in which the very meaning of masculinity is being critiqued and questioned, and from which it might − can − emerge changed for the better.


In Streetcar, masculine identity and the failures of relations between men are depicted by a playwright who had experienced, first-hand, the full effects of such a crisis. But Tennessee Williams’ works also offer possibilities for other, stranger, models of masculinity. As do the lives and works of James Baldwin, John Cheever and Carson McCullers, all of whom to a greater or lesser extent knew one another, were influenced by and influenced one another’s art. All four writers had relationships and desires that crossed gender lines, and this put them at odds with the dominant gender ideals of their day. They lived and worked at a time when sexuality was widely considered to fall along a homosexual/heterosexual binary, a binary which cost one side everything: heterosexuality was the monolithic norm against which homosexuality was classed abnormal (and, indeed, anything abnormal was classed ‘homosexual’). It was a time when to be queer was to be a figurative − sometimes literal − outlaw, when homosexuality was considered a psychological defect, a neurosis, a mental handicap and a moral perversion. But against this domineering, oppressive climate, these writers shared a joint, particular fascination with the idea that sexual identity is fluid, that desire is amorphous, indiscriminate, and resists neat categorisation. And they shared a conviction that such lines of thought, woven through their art, expressed in their lives, might open up new possibilities for understanding masculinity. Might, in fact, transform it.


Tennessee Williams was born in Mississippi in 1911. Though he spent much of his life as a cosmopolite − first as an itinerant, unknown poet, later as a world-famous playwright and celebrity − he always remained transfixed by his homeland. His childhood in Mississippi was ‘gracious − full of imaginings’, and provided a wellspring of ideas and inspiration throughout his career. The South also intrigued him because he felt ‘the war between romanticism’ and ‘the hostility to it’ was particularly sharp there. This war, a battle between those who revere beauty and idealism and those who wish to extinguish it, is a kind of blueprint for understanding his stage plays. It’s a battle that plays out time and time again between many of his characters. The dreamer against the hardened realist, the lover against the tyrant, the poet against the world: alternative ways of living, alternative expressions of selfhood, fighting to break free from paternalism, convention and conformism.


The novelist, poet and playwright Carson McCullers also hailed from the South; she was born in Columbus, Georgia, in 1922. For McCullers, writing was a ‘wandering, dreaming occupation’. It was a tussle between hard labour and the mysterious workings of the unconscious, from which sprout ‘illuminations’ that eventually bloom into the finished creative work. Like Tennessee Williams, she sought and found literary success away from her Southern roots. She moved to New York and published the two novels which established her reputation as a leader of a literary generation before she was twenty-three years old. At that age, she told a close friend: ‘I was born a man.’


McCullers enjoyed that her name gave people pause. ‘Carson’ was frequently taken to be a man’s name. Throughout her life, as a means of expressing how she internally felt, McCullers wore men’s clothes: baseball caps, dungarees, outsize shirts, slacks, suits. This was also a disruptive act, an act of rebellion; she meant to reorient others’ expectations of gender presentation. And in her works McCullers explores the idea that gender and sexuality are unfixed, free-floating signifiers – that everyone is in some sense androgynous in their feelings and desires – and portrays how a dominant, masculinist social order, in order to retain power, goes to absurd lengths to deny this.


With their shared Southern heritage and artistic sensibility, it was perhaps inevitable that Tennessee Williams and Carson McCullers became friends. Theirs was a deep, long-lasting union. Across their careers, they fiercely defended the integrity of each other’s artistic vision against critics and naysayers, of which, eventually, there were many. And they advocated for one another’s right to portray, through their art, what they called the ‘truth’: their critiques of intransigent masculinity and the oppressiveness of patriarchal institutions – from the macro to the micro, the military to marriage – that, they knew, sought to delimit and set the terms of love and desire.


Like Carson McCullers, John Cheever – born in Massachusetts in 1912 – also considered writing a kind of sorcery. He wrote in order to ‘divine the motives of human conduct’. As well as dozens of short stories and five novels – which chronicle mid-century suburbia, with its parochialism, paranoias and remorseless consumerism – Cheever maintained a private journal for much of his adult life. When excerpts of his journals were first published in book form in 1991, a decade after his death, readers and critics were shocked by what they contained. They held revelations about Cheever’s private life that were completely unknown to the public. In prose that alloys asperity and lyric poeticism, Cheever writes about his debilitating alcoholism, his depression, his fantasised and actualised infidelities. He also writes, extensively, about his sexuality.


John Cheever’s sexual and romantic interests included both women and men, and he was tortured by this. He felt there was an irreconcilability between his queerness and his masculinity which forced him to live a ‘double life’, one he found ‘loathsome, morbid, and anyhow impossible’. For Cheever, as for many men of his generation, masculinity necessitated heterosexuality. The two were inseparable. Any expression of alternative sexuality or gender was tantamount to surrendering one’s manhood. Still, Cheever tried to conjure a more expansive conception of masculine identity, one capacious or fluid enough to permit and even celebrate his queerness. This was a lifelong struggle, and something he returns to time and again in that act of divination and self-examination that was his writing.


John Cheever’s fellow Northerner James Baldwin also explored that ‘great problem’ of masculinity in both his fiction and autobiographical writing. Born in Harlem in 1924, Baldwin cut his teeth in the art of elocution and exhortation as a teenage preacher, before renouncing the ministry to pursue the writing life in New York City’s Greenwich Village in the mid-1940s. The Village, a hotbed of radical leftist intellectuals, actors and artists, painters and poets, seemed to promise a route to artistic success. But Baldwin soon learned that this apparent haven for nonconformists was sustained by a set of bewildering social, sexual and racial codes. Its bars were populated by voluntary middle-class exiles play-acting as libertines, its streets plagued by trigger-happy policemen – the omnipresent face of white, masculinist power – and its subterranean queer scene, he discovered, was a place of danger and contradiction. This world warped and disfigured his sense of self, provoking a severe identity crisis. In this context, deciphering what it meant to be a man – which necessitated examining how the forces of class, race and sexuality worked to construct his own masculinity – was nothing less than a matter of survival.


 


These four writers lived and worked during a period of American history in which homophobia was both virulent and diffuse. Medical-legal language and laws conspired to promote a hardened, obstinate version of masculinity whose key characteristic had existed in the cultural imagination for decades, but hadn’t before been so cleanly and clearly articulated: one that presupposed heterosexuality as the proper mode of desire, and demanded heterosexuality of its men. A masculinity which – in order to prove itself – repudiated homosexuality and anything ‘queer’ through homophobia.


Homophobia isn’t an arbitrary or accidental phenomenon; rather, it is better thought of as a tool or mechanism of oppression, neatly defined by Baldwin as ‘a way of exerting control over the universe, by terrifying people’. Society, we know, is organised by male-led institutions, in which men forge relations with one another to establish solidarity and cement power, enabling – in turn – the oppression of women. Anything that can affect or set the terms of these power-cementing, homosocial bonds is therefore, itself, immensely powerful. This is exactly what homophobia does: when wielded, it proscribes, restricts or otherwise defines bonds between men. So inextricable is homophobia from patriarchy that our society, as the pioneering queer theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick observed, ‘could not cease to be homophobic and have its economic and political structures remain unchanged’.


The existence and prevalence of homophobia impacts all men. Sedgwick describes a ‘residue of terrorist potential, a blackmailability of western maleness through the leverage of homophobia’ that, in essence, contorts and makes paranoid all male relations, regardless of individual sexuality. Simply put, men’s relationship to other men, in whatever form that relationship may take – fraternal, platonic, professional, familial, romantic – is haunted by homophobia, the ever-present prospect of being ‘accused’ of queerness, or being attacked or ostracised in lieu of one’s queerness.


Understanding the origins of twentieth-century homophobia helps us grasp the true extent of its impact. The very terms we use today to describe sexuality – indeed, the very concept of a sexual personage – had not yet come into the cultural consciousness prior to the twentieth century. When the historical construct of the ‘homosexual’ emerged as a category of person, it also described a pathology. Homosexuality was theorised as a sickness, a weakness, an internal flaw: a series of invented, ostracising appellations carried inside one another like Russian dolls. But the societal revulsion towards the ‘homosexual’ is more textured still. Homophobia is also, necessarily, a form of misogyny. Not only does it govern those power-cementing bonds between men which actively oppress women, but it so often manifests as an essentialist repudiation of the so-called feminine in men. Because we live in a society which relies upon the enforced subordination of one gender beneath another for its very structure, this begins to make a negative, horrible logic. Homosexuality becomes conflated with effeminacy (where effeminacy is metonymic with ‘fragility’, ‘vanity’, ‘softness’, and even – here we begin to sense how dizzying is the waltz between homophobia and misogyny – ‘illness’). Both the feminine and the homosexual, therefore, are quashed under the regime of patriarchy, lest they threaten the totality of male power.


The impact of homophobia, the way it poisons and makes paranoid relations between men and men, women and men, the way it impacts society as a whole, was felt everywhere in mid-century America. One of its most obvious and injurious manifestations even made queerness a national security threat. The communist witch-hunt that raged under Senator Joseph McCarthy into the 1950s was accompanied by a parallel witch-hunt of homosexuals, one backed by state police and the FBI, a period in American history since dubbed the ‘homosexual panic’. Homosexuality, like communism, became an invisible, omnipresent and insurrectionist threat – a mass illusion of doubles in which one’s friend, father, or brother might not be who they claim to be. It was a time, as John Cheever remembered, when everyone worried about queerness, and when every man underwent a private, psychic turmoil: ‘Is he? Was he? Did they? Am I? Could I?’


Alongside the homosexual panic, America experienced an unprecedented period of economic prosperity following victory in the Second World War. During this so-called ‘Golden Age of Capitalism’, the nuclear family and household was held as a new societal ideal, and Americans enjoyed unheralded access to consumer goods. To help sustain this ideal – marriage, procreation, and the high quality of life that the sugar-rush of endless consumerism seemed to promise – there was a renewed emphasis on heteronormative masculinity, personified in the image of the breadwinning husband and family man. This was buttressed by a revolution in the psychoanalytic community, where a uniquely American appropriation of Freudian ideas took the nuclear family – and the mandatory heterosexuality it demanded – as the ‘norm’ to which neurotic patients should be ‘adjusted’. Meanwhile, in the Southern US, other, more tangible revolutionary forces were at play. The mid-1950s saw the birth of the civil rights movement, which sought to abolish racial discrimination and segregation. This movement threw fresh light on the history of racist, masculinist violence through which white supremacy operates. The civil rights movement also stoked contentious and revolutionary discourses about the nature of America’s very soul. Within these debates, notions of nationhood and futurity – and therefore procreation – loomed large, their shadows inevitably falling over that perilous interpersonal, intra-psychic terrain of masculinity and sexuality.


James Baldwin thought that the ‘seismographic shudder’ which occurred in the American mind or soul at the mere mention of homosexuality wasn’t about a ‘fear of sex between men; it’s fear of people touching each other’. He knew that an inability or refusal to accept even the existence of sexual intimacy between men – the all-consuming, totalised terror of queerness – resulted in an inability to accept any kind of affirmative intimacy between men whatsoever. It created a void, a space in between men, which, he argued, had its roots in misogyny. ‘When men can no longer love women they also cease to love or respect or trust each other, which makes their isolation complete. Nothing is more dangerous than this isolation, for men will commit any crimes whatever rather than endure it.’ In this thinking, homophobia is something which enshrouds a spectrum of suppressed or potential affirmative, alternative relationships between men, inclusive and exclusive of the sexual. Each of these four writers sought to celebrate such relationships, to make visible those hinterlands of desire which lie between and outside the supposed sexual binary, and to reveal the consequences of its invisibility.


 


Describing sexuality and desire can be like trying to clasp at smoke, and applying contemporary language to the lived experiences of writers from the past is particularly challenging and treacherous. Language and ideas are products of history, their meanings metamorphose over time. The aim here is not to retroactively assign or ascribe fixed labels of sexual identity, from our ostensibly more progressive era, upon authors who so frequently challenged the notion that there are any stable markers of such identity, authors who believed that desire could not be tallied, rationed, or measured. Nevertheless, contemporary language can help us to speak clearly to one another now.


‘Bisexual’ is a complex term, often understood to denote a fixed third position between two distinct categories of person, an awkward configuration at risk of reinforcing the very binary that ‘bisexual’ seeks to evade or disrupt. The term also carries with it a number of stereotypes, the most harmful of which needs defusing before ‘bisexual’ can be used effectively. This is the homophobic accusation that people who identify as bisexual are really closeted homosexuals, or, conversely, deluded heterosexuals. This stereotype would imply that the only ‘valid’ bisexual is someone who maintains an even split between their opposite- and same-sex romances; an inauthentic, surely impossible characterisation that reduces desire to arithmetic and the desired to beads on an abacus. The habitual denigration of the term bisexual, however, shouldn’t dissuade us from using it. On the contrary, in a culture that casts desire in binary terms there’s all the more reason to name, explore and detail bisexuality. In this book, ‘bisexuality’ will be used to denote and validate a changeable flow of romantic and sexual desire, rather than to describe a static personal identity. In this way it helps us conceptualise and visualise sexual and romantic desire as something which can and does oscillate, directing itself towards both opposite- and same-sex interests.


And we have more fluid, contemporary terms at our disposal, too. ‘Queer’, in its original sense, meant odd, peculiar or strange. During the lifetimes of the four writers in this book, it was most often used as a homophobic slur or pejorative, but later reclaimed by the LGBTQ+ community as a positive, celebratory identifier. Since that time, ‘queer’ has become an elastic umbrella term, signifying a whole set of non-normative actions, attitudes and sexual and gender identities. As a wide, malleable signifier, however, it carries its own potential difficulties. Some suggest the word has ceased to be effective or constructive, that its contemporary usage is too broad, prohibiting it from denoting anything meaningful. Others caution that its current sense leaves it susceptible to co-option by the same social discourses it is used to critique: that any individual or entity, from politicians to the entertainment industry to corporate advertising, can easily appropriate aspects of queer culture perceived as ‘fashionable’ while disregarding the oppression suffered by those in the community.FN01 ‘Queer’ remains beneficial, however, describing both the quicksilver of an unconstrained desire, as well as alternative approaches to gender, without erecting boundaries.


Both bisexual and queer, used transhistorically, help us to describe aspects of these writers’ lives and works, especially given their own resistance to monolithic configurations of sexual identity. John Cheever, writing in his journals, would often characterise the nature of his own questing desires as his ‘sexual iridescence’, a wonderful phrase bringing to mind a mysterious rainbow-like play of colour. For McCullers, who was twice married to the same man, and fell in love with several women across her life, love and desire was something messy, sticky and adhesive – like ‘jam’ – and absolutely could not be labelled. Her belief that everyone possessed an inner androgyny was shared by Tennessee Williams. He spent most of his romantic life exclusively with men, but contended that there was no such thing as a precise sexual orientation. Williams believed everyone to be ambiguous sexually, and was reluctant to affix orientation onto his characters, even (or especially) when pressed to do so in interviews. For him, what ultimately triumphed over gender or sexuality was that paradoxically human and celestial trait: love. ‘It doesn’t make a goddamn bit of difference who you go to bed with,’ Tennessee told Playboy, in a late-career interview, ‘as long as there’s love.’


James Baldwin also expressed a fervent dislike and distrust of labels – when it came to sexuality as well as other markers of identity – believing that to label someone was to force them into an ‘airless’ cell, thereby suffocating some essential truth about their humanity: ‘If one’s to live at all, one’s certainly got to get rid of the labels.’ Baldwin, whose romantic relationships primarily, though not exclusively, tended towards men, was occasionally frustrated by the binary view of sexuality, lamenting that for many people ‘homosexuality is just the other side of heterosexuality and nobody makes any connections’ between them:


 


Those terms, heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, are 20th century terms which for me, really have very little meaning. I’ve never myself, in watching myself and watching other people, been able to discern exactly where the barriers were. Life being what life is, passion being what passion is.


 


These writers’ shared resistance to static notions of sexuality – their willingness to plunge into the vagaries of desire, dredging up revelations of immense consequence to masculinity – is, in part, what makes their stories so special. The many alternative approaches these writers took towards gender norms and conventions are helpfully described as ‘queer’; but the term bisexual might specifically denote aspects of their desires and sexualities – and those of their fictive characters – that were non-normative. But we should think of this term as a lens through which to view their sexuality, not as a fixative.


The seeds for this radical reconfiguration of masculinity, however, can be found fifty years before these writers became literary figures. They can be traced back to the life and work of the most influential poet in America’s literary history, whose art and ideas were so enchanting that they left an indelible impact on the entire culture: Walt Whitman. In his magnum opus, the poetry collection Leaves of Grass, Whitman developed a radical new philosophy of love between men, which sought to promote affirmative male bonds, to celebrate and make visible new kinds of intimacy and communion. He named this philosophy ‘adhesiveness’. Whitman’s poems suggest something extraordinary: that adhesiveness contains utopian possibilities, and might help usher in a new age, one void of social stratifications and the menace of war.


The canvas upon which Whitman paints this American utopia is suitably visionary: his depictions of adhesiveness occur in a landscape of glistening ponds and rain-slicked pines, a verdant, organic ecosystem that seems to give life to and nourish his bold ideas. In his life and work, Whitman sought to explore the exact same questions that preoccupied McCullers and Williams, Cheever and Baldwin: what is the meaning of masculinity? How should we define it? Why do relations between men so often seem poisoned by cruelty and isolation? What happens – or can’t happen – between men, at the crossroads of masculinity and desire?


Poetry is potent. It bleeds in around the edges of things, pigmenting the collective imagination of those who are exposed to it. Towards the end of Whitman’s life – just like our current moment, and the mid-century – theories and notions of sexual and gender identity were undergoing a radical, seismic shift. In the midst of this revolution, Whitman’s adhesiveness became a volatile, highly charged concept, and had a tangible impact on the twentieth-century frameworks of ‘sexuality’ which McCullers, Williams, Baldwin and Cheever all worked within and against. Leaves of Grass also became a lodestar for countless queer twentieth-century artists and writers. Indeed, for Tennessee Williams, Whitman was a talisman, for Cheever, an enigma, and for Baldwin, a key.


Just as Whitman’s story contextualises the mid-century writers at the heart of this book, so, too, can those mid-century writers contextualise our own precarious present. And though artists are not pedagogues – these writers didn’t set out to create literal guidelines through the complex terrain of gender and sexuality – their lives and works do cast a light on its deadfalls and quagmires, as well as its unfamiliar, mysterious enclaves, where new, strange and insistent possibilities for masculinity await. Their insights on misogyny, power and violence, on fraternity, paternity and friendship, and their investigations into love, sex, desire and intimacy, help us approach many of the issues men face today from new vantage points: why does masculinity, and the ways men relate to each other, seem so broken? How can we build something transformed and transformative from the ruins?










PART ONE


O Adhesiveness!
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The Rebel Soldier Friend


January 1889, Camden, New Jersey


In the dimly lit living room of a modest, two-storey timber-framed house, an enormous grey-bearded man lolls on his rocking chair, a wolfskin draped over the back. Dusk falls. Dry kindling cracks in the fireplace, like joints clicking. Beneath the man’s beard, and his flowing mane of white-silver hair, his face glows pale red. He’s always prided himself on his rosy complexion, taking it as evidence of manly health, vigour and a strong constitution. But he knows, now, that it counts for little. Because he is ill. Seriously ill.


This is the American poet Walt Whitman, at sixty-nine. A paralytic stroke the previous year has rendered him immobile. His memory – which was always steadfastly reliable – is beginning to fail him. Just this week he sent a runner off to the bank to deposit a cheque, only to be told that he had already had it cashed, more than a year ago . . . He believes this memory loss is a sign that he is approaching the end of his life, what he calls ‘the toppling-off place’. But looking around the living room, in this house in Mickle Street – the only house he’s ever owned – it’s difficult to blame the cheque incident on memory loss alone. The room is a complete mess. The windowsill and tables are cluttered with wax-encrusted candlesticks, empty teacups and heavy tomes, while the floor is carpeted in an ankle-deep litter of ‘books, magazines, thrown-down letters and circulars, rejected manuscripts, memoranda, bits of light or strong twine’. Despite attempts from his housekeeper, Mary Davies, to bring order to this visible chaos, Whitman resists, likening this mass of paper to a sea and his room to an old ship’s cabin. Whatever is needed from this historic debris, he says, will float to the surface eventually. But he appears less like the captain of a steady ship, and more like a floating swimmer, far out from shore, perilously unaware that he might be pulled under this ocean of paper at any moment.


This mess of printed matter is spawned from a poetic project that has consumed much of Whitman’s adult life. One that began many years ago, in his thirties, when he set out to create a book that was alive; a book that could change and develop, decay and regenerate with the passing of time. Inside this living book, he wanted to put a living person: a real individual, a version of himself. Just as the book itself could metamorphose, he imagined, so would this individual shape-shift, shed and adopt a range of personas and attitudes. ‘I am large,’ reads the familiar quote, ‘I contain multitudes.’ Through this man inside the book, Whitman aimed to reconcile the individual with the mass. ‘This poet celebrates himself,’ he wrote of his project, ‘and that is the way he celebrates all.’ In celebrating the many through one, Whitman believed his poems could imagine – even make manifest – a new vision of America.


The book was Leaves of Grass, a collection which won him international renown and became a foundational text in American poetry. Leaves went through seven separate editions in Whitman’s lifetime, growing from a slim, anonymous volume published in 1855, to a several-hundred-pages-thick ‘Deathbed Edition’. It is this final edition which Whitman is now preparing and cogitating on, in 1889, in Mickle Street. He considers its meanings. He wonders if he knows what it means at all. His poetic intentions, which had formerly been so clear, are now confused; he feels that he has lost all control over his book. In this darkened room, the mess of papers, letters and photographs amassed on the floor – that chaotic archive of his life’s work – appears as though it wants to physically swallow him up, as if the text really is living, and to keep on living, needs to devour its maker.


 


By his old age, Whitman has accrued followers and disciples, in both the US and England. Mostly, they are men. Three of them − Thomas Harned, William Douglas O’Connor and Horace Traubel − are with him, now, on this cold January evening, taking care not to crush or step on some precious scrap or missive in the ocean of paper at their feet. These men act as close friends, confidants and caretakers, helping the aged and ailing Whitman with daily tasks. They believe that Whitman is a genius, perhaps even a prophet. ‘In his aspect were singularly blended the prophet and the child,’ O’Connor wrote of him, ‘the child in him inspired love; the prophet, awe.’


Whitman has appointed Harned and Traubel as executors of his literary estate. Realistic about the poet’s health, the men understand that the disorder which surrounds them now will soon become a posthumous archive. It will be their task to bring order to and curate that archive. These papers represent the raw clay from which they will soon have the opportunity to build their own version – what they see as the final version – of Walt Whitman, American bard, for posterity.


Horace Traubel, in particular, has a seemingly inexhaustible amount of energy to expend on Whitman and his legacy. A moustachioed, floppy-haired socialist of thirty, Traubel becomes the poet’s representative, notetaker, proofreader, accountant and nurse. He painstakingly transcribes countless conversations with Whitman, later creating from these notes nine volumes of journals that chart the poet’s final years. Leaning against the warm wolfskin, Whitman rocks pensively back and forth, his firm blue eyes roaming around the room and the men gathered in it, simultaneously appraising and draining. Traubel looks askance at a disordered stack of documents, in a box by the fire. Atop the box, he spies a photograph, and recognises it with a jolt of displeasure. He picks it up. The photograph shows Whitman, in better health, some twenty years ago. He is sitting beside a young man.


Thick, dark locks flow out from beneath the young man’s tilted homburg. He and Whitman are not only facing one another, they are – as Traubel will later write – gazing at each other. This is no accident or improvised flourish. Whitman is positioned in the foreground, occupying more space, meaning that the younger man must actively turn and pose in order to meet the poet’s eyes. The composition of the photograph is exacting. The photograph’s caption, scrawled in Whitman’s hand, reads: Walt Whitman & his rebel soldier friend Peter Doyle.FN02


Whitman has erroneously dated it as 1865, despite it having been taken several years later. But 1865 will always be enmeshed with Doyle in his memory: it was the year the two men first met. Peter Doyle was a former Confederate soldier paroled in Washington DC, where he worked as a horsecar driver. One evening, Whitman, then forty-five years old, found himself the sole passenger in Doyle’s horsecar. Doyle later remembered their first meeting: ‘We felt to each other at once [. . .] He was the only passenger, it was a lonely night [. . .] I put my hand on his knee – we understood.’


After that meeting, Peter and Whitman became close, remaining so for many years. They exchanged dozens of letters, which demonstrate their intimacy and comradeship, with Whitman, the older man, so often adopting a paternal role. He proffers advice and mentorship. He refers to Peter as ‘my darling boy’, ‘my young & loving brother’. He signs off: ‘Yours for life’. The letters also demonstrate a highly charged physical longing and need for intimacy. In one letter, dated 1869, Whitman writes to Peter that ‘my love for you is indestructible, & since that night & morning has returned more than before’. This impassioned feeling was returned by the semi-literate Peter, who, in one note, ‘cant Explain the Pleasure i experience from your letters’.


Peter wasn’t the only man with whom Whitman had such a close relationship, one that bears the hallmarks of romantic love, without explicitly embodying it. There were others after him – Harry Stafford, Bill Duckett and Warren Fritzinger – men who shared a similar set of characteristics: they were much younger than Whitman; they were labourers or workers; they were marginally literate. The attachments formed between the poet and the men were based, to a greater or lesser degree, on care, whether it was a paternal Whitman mentoring these men or, in his later years, their caretaking of the ailing poet. Fritzinger was especially important to Whitman in that regard, acting as his nurse in the poet’s final years. ‘I like to look at him,’ Whitman remarked to Traubel, ‘he is health to look at: young, strong, lithe.’


 


No author who lived and died in the nineteenth century was photographed more often than Walt Whitman. In this newly emergent technology, the poet found a means of staging different versions of the self – ‘I meet new Walt Whitmans every day,’ he once said, referring to the great variety of self-portraits. Most of the existing photographs of Whitman are these portraits, in which he appears alone. He kept hundreds of copies of his favourites. Although there was ample opportunity to have them taken, there are no existing photographs of Whitman with family members. None with his mother, Louisa, to whom he was close (‘How much I owe her! It could not be put in a scale’), or his younger brother George, who only survived the civil war by a hair’s breadth. Nor are there any photographs of Whitman alongside those disciples with whom he spent countless hours in the last days of his life. There are, however, photographs of Whitman with those younger men, his proteges-cum-caretakers, in which they stand close to each other, hands on shoulders, sometimes looking into one another’s eyes. Peter Doyle, the horsecar driver, was the first person Whitman ever appeared in a photograph with.


Traubel looks at that photograph now. While he finds Whitman’s appearance serene, he is actively repulsed by the expression on Doyle’s face. He finds it ‘sickly’. He has seen the photograph many times before, he confesses, and yet still he returns to it. The expression on Doyle’s face and the gaze he shares with Whitman must represent a difference in Traubel’s way of relating to the poet, one that allures and repulses him in equal measure. Traubel then shows the photograph to the other two men. O’Connor finds it ‘silly – idiotic’, and Harned’s reaction is more visceral still; not only does he mimic the ‘sickly’ expression on Doyle’s face, he suggests that ‘Doyle should be a girl.’


The photograph is placed back down, part once again of the room’s disarray. During this exchange, something profound has been sensed in the photograph. It captures an intimacy, one that Harned can only imagine being appropriate if it were shared between a man and a woman. The fact that this intimacy is shared between men disturbs the disciples. Perhaps they feel threatened, not because the photograph depicts something radically different from or unrecognisable to their own way of relating to Whitman, but because it is only minimally different. After all, they also care for him, they are devoted to him, they desire to be in his company. Their affection exists in the same province as Doyle’s. This similarity may be the source of their discomfort; that the feelings they have towards their poet-prophet might be misconstrued as overly intimate, inappropriate, effeminate.


In response to his disciples’ mockery, Whitman, seated in his rocking chair, extols Doyle’s masculinity. He was a ‘rare man’, Whitman says, ‘a little too fond maybe of his beer, now and then, and of the women: maybe, maybe . . .’ If the photographic depiction of male intimacy has perturbed the disciples, such that they can only address it through denigration, then Whitman’s rebuttal reads as an attempt to affirm Doyle’s machismo, and therefore, presumably, his own. There are few tactics more effective at achieving this than exaggerated claims of traditional virility, and thus, in a defensive move, Whitman extols Peter’s fondness of women.


 


In this room, approaching the turn of the century, nearing the end of Whitman’s life, the word ‘homosexual’ does not yet exist in English. Nor the words ‘bisexual’ or ‘heterosexual’. The very notion of sexual identity – that combination of desires, acts, behaviours and feelings which today is one of, if not the, defining markers of personality – has not been articulated. Instead, the established nomenclature for same-sex acts between men is ‘sodomy’. Sodomy is prohibited, socially and legally: it is sinful, immoral, abject. And even this nomenclature doesn’t exclusively denominate same-sex male behaviours: sodomy is also used to describe non-procreative sex acts between men and women, as well as rape.


But in Europe over the past two decades – the 1870s and 1880s – there has been increasing incidence in the scientific community of a new, medical-legal language that seeks not only to describe sex acts between men, but to categorise such acts as indicative of a whole new personage, whose psychology, possibly even physiology, is congenitally abnormal. In the scientific and educated classes, the notion of a non-normative sexual identity is being theorised, classified and pathologised. As Foucault famously observed: ‘homosexuality appeared as one of the forms of sexuality when it was transposed from the practice of sodomy onto a kind of interior androgyny, a hermaphrodism of the soul. The sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a species.’ This ‘interior androgyny’ refers to the emerging medical hypothesis that homosexuality resulted from an inversion of one’s masculine and feminine sensibilities. But the notion of homosexuality-as-species is central: for the first time, it was theorised that no part of one’s individuality was unaffected by one’s sexuality, that one’s self and sexuality were inseparable. Sexuality is not something one does, it is something one is.


In his work, Whitman crafted a poetic language and philosophy which sought to make visible a spectrum of desire between men, ranging from friendship and comradeship to emotional and physical intimacy, a need to be close to one another, a need for bonds and relationships that are not characterised by mistrust and exploitation. He believed this ‘superb friendship, exalté, previously unknown’ has always existed, that it ‘waits, has always been waiting, latent in all men’. He referred to it as ‘adhesiveness’ and throughout his life argued passionately for its importance. His experiences as a nurse during the civil war, when he tended to legions of sick and dying soldiers, strengthened his conviction in its redemptive power. In adhesiveness, Whitman saw the potential for a utopia.


But now, nearing that ‘toppling-off place’, nearing the end of his life, Whitman’s poetry is being set against this new, rapidly solidifying sexual lexicon, this new sexual, pathologised personage. Letters are arriving from Europe. Another disciple, an Englishman, is asking questions: what is the true meaning of adhesiveness? Do you, Walt Whitman, endorse sexual love between men? Whitman is caught between the future and the past. Around him, illuminated by the glow of the fire, the probing, shifting eyes of his disciples. The sight of Harned mocking Peter, his rebel friend and erstwhile love. Strewn about his feet, the letters from Europe, demanding answers. And the text, the poetry, his life’s work: it’s gone – going – feral, growing out of control, taking on a life and meanings of its own.










An Orgy in Arcadia


Have you ever seen tree roots bubbling up from beneath concrete, or flowers bursting through cracks in the pavement? The jolt of recognition, that beneath the drab mundanity of the everyday the organic is all around us, striving to break through, up from the earth and into the light? In its design, the first edition of Leaves of Grass creates a similar feeling. Everything about it indicates organicism, spontaneous and natural growth. Everything about it seems alive.


By 1855, the year the first edition of Leaves is published, Whitman has spent years working for a smattering of small New York newspapers as an editor, freelance journalist, typesetter and compositor. The printed word is his wheelhouse. He channels all this specialist knowledge into the material composition and promotion of Leaves: he designs the book, self-publishes, self-promotes and sets type for some of its pages. The title itself evokes images of rolling plains, or lush green fields, blanketed with spear-shaped grass stems. Its pun – where ‘leaves’ also refers to the pages of a book – suggests that this grass is literally contained inside the book’s covers: that you are holding in your hands a portable landscape. The title is printed on the forest-green leather cover in gold embossed lettering, surrounded by patterns of tendrils, vines, stems and tufts, as though living matter is literally bursting out through the material. No author name is given on the cover, spine, or title page. The book appears to have sprouted into existence of its own accord, an earthy treatise spat out from a crack in the road. But its aliveness goes beyond this.


‘It was also his objective,’ Peter Doyle remarked, after Whitman’s death, ‘to get a real human being into a book. This had never been done before.’


In the first edition of Leaves, the frontispiece – an illustration facing the title page – features a miniature portrait of the poet, an engraving of a now-lost daguerreotype. Like the front cover, it has no name attached to it. The unusually small portrait depicts a man from the knees up. Around his waist there is a pool of shadow, giving a startlingly effective illusion of depth and dimension. This makes it seem as if this miniature man is literally springing out of a hole or a fold in the paper, from some interstices or otherworld between ink and imagination, to inhabit the pages.


The man depicted is in his late thirties. One hand placed on his hip, the other shoved casually into the pocket of his coarse worker’s trousers. Atop his head, a black hat tipped at a devil-may-care angle. His eyes are set within a rugged face, framed by a close-trimmed beard. The man’s facial expression gives off the impression of hard-won, worldly experience. It came to be known as the Carpenter portrait, the first of Whitman’s poet-guises. It is the poet dressed in the costume of the everyman, the labourer, the vagrant. The Carpenter isn’t humble in this everyday outfit: he looks confrontational, cocky, even comely. It’s the poet as a celebration of masculinity; and the poet as sex symbol.


The Carpenter portrait exemplifies all the qualities and characteristics that Whitman believed, throughout his life, made a ‘superb’ man. It projects vigour, appetite and physical beauty. It shows a man of ‘reckless health, his body perfect [. . .] a good feeder, never once using medicine’, a man with a ‘face of undying friendship and indulgence toward men and women’. This description appeared in a review of the first edition of Leaves of Grass, a review that Whitman wrote himself and published anonymously. It was one of several reviews that he published of his own work, always unnamed, though the hagiographical tone hints at the true authorship. Such self-authored puff pieces are suggestive of a writer with a confidence in his own work matched only by a fear that it would go unnoticed by an indifferent public. But these reviews also demonstrate the extent to which Whitman wanted to emphasise a preferred reading of the Carpenter portrait, a preferred reading of the poet, and thus the poems themselves. As he explains in another anonymous self-review, Leaves is the attempt ‘of a live, naive, masculine, tenderly affectionate, rowdyish, contemplative, sensual, moral, susceptible and imperious person, to cast into literature not only his own grit and arrogance, but his own flesh and form’.


And this preferred reading not only focuses on the Carpenter’s athleticism, and impossibly perfect health, but on his face. On the gaze – not one of mere friendship, but one of indulgence, of pleasure-taking – that he turns on both women and men. After the frontispiece, the first edition of Leaves opens with a pages-long preface, written in prose, which establishes a theory of poetry the subsequent poems hope to enact. It closes with a famous proposition: ‘The proof of a poet is that his country absorbs him as affectionately as he has absorbed it.’ Absorption is essential: the idea or image of a symbiosis, an exchange, between the poet and the reader, the man and the nation, the individual and the mass. Absorption is accentuated elsewhere in the preface, too, in a startling imperative for the reader to ‘read these leaves in the open air every season of every year of your life’. If you do so, ‘your very flesh shall be a great poem’.


This implied transmutation – that the flesh, the body, will become poetry – carries with it echoes of transubstantiation, the changing of the blood and body of Christ into wine and bread. It’s a knowing overlap between the Carpenter and Christ, between poet and prophet (also emphasised in the shared – if in Whitman’s case, costumed – trade of both men). More astounding is the implication that the book itself has this power – that it constitutes a strange ecology, one capable of propagating the very flesh of the reader with ‘leaves of grass’ that will cover and grow across their body. To read the text is to be altered by it, not in terms of contagion, but something more like cross-pollination.


After the lengthy preface-treatise, we arrive at the poems themselves. From the very first line of the opening poem – which would later be titled ‘Song of Myself’ – the promise of bodily symbiosis offered by the preface is redoubled. The first word of the poem announces a poetic ‘I’, Whitman’s poet-persona, the voice of the Carpenter, one that celebrates an individual self of such largesse and expanse that it is able to become collective and absorptive:


 


I celebrate myself,


And what I assume you shall assume,


For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you


 


The poet, the man inside the text, will bind himself to the anonymous reader, exchanging and sharing the foundational substance of himself, the atoms that constitute his body, with them. It’s a tremendous, braggadocious act of poetic imagination, one that carries more than a hint of carnality about it. The poem then commences with a scene of departure: the poet floats or drifts from a room in a house, out to the bank of a river in a wood. Ellipses are freely sprinkled throughout the lines, like stones skipped over water, demarcating undulations, ripples, peaceable developments and evanescences of thought. Until, by the bank, the poet becomes ‘undisguised and naked’. Here, he takes blatant, orgiastic pleasure in the sights, scents and sounds that surround him – ‘the sniff of green leaves’ – as well as in his own body. The poet’s euphemistic descriptions of his own genitalia and seminal fluid – the ‘loveroot, silkthread, crotch and vine’ – might sound salacious even to today’s ear.


And so we have been carried, through the gold and tendril-covered lettering of the cover, through the indulgent, confrontational gaze of the Carpenter, through the promise of textual transmutation, finally, into the poems. Poems which establish a scene of rich, potent, earthy eroticism, and which we are – by the very virtue of reading this cross-pollinating text – absolutely embroiled in. The reader-poet relationship that Whitman has created is one of intoxication and flirtation, denudation and spectatorship, friendship and indulgence. These ingredients – the organic, the erotic, the male, the virile – constitute, in large part, the matrix of Whitman’s poetic project, from which his manifold social, sexual and political ideas will emerge.


 


‘Song of Myself’ is astronomical in scope. Written in free verse, utilising variable line lengths, this sprawling poem is both a celebration of the individual and a metaphysical sermon, in which the poet declares himself both ‘the poet of the body’ and ‘the poet of the soul’. It is also a kind of journalistic bricolage, at times resembling an itemised catalogue of everything Whitman believes constitutes the makeup of the nation. The ‘good feeder’ that Whitman insisted was evident in the Carpenter here manifests as a nominative greediness, the poet urgently and indiscriminately naming all that he sees, always hungry for more. Lengthy, breathless lists are unleashed in a nervous torrent, rapidly denoting flora and fauna, peoples and professions, from birds and bees to canal boys and opium eaters, coalmen and congressmen, lexicographers and chemists, prostitutes and presidents.


This listing is first a mechanism of taking, of possessing – the more that the poet-persona names, the more he accumulates and absorbs and the bigger he becomes. But because of the opening promise that ‘every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you’, this enlargement is meant to be experienced by the reader, too. ‘The bodies of men and women engirth me, and I engirth them’; an enlargement that also seeks to bestow sexual potency. But in the midst of his fevered, hungry hoarding of persons and things, the poet alights on a calm, pastoral scene. It is here that Leaves embarks on its first mysterious exploration of gender and sexuality.


We are by the waterside. Twenty-eight young men are bathing together, next to the shore. Nothing distinguishes these men from one another. They are all ‘so friendly’. All bearded, all with long hair, glistening in the sun. They are a homogenised group, an impression of idealised masculinity painted in broad strokes: the virile man bathing, presumably, in the nude. These young men are first seen through the eyes of a young woman. A voyeur. She lives in a ‘fine house’ nearby, and watches the men from behind the blinds of a window. The poet asks us to watch with her. He even asks us to speculate: ‘Which of the young men does she like the best?’ Then, true to the promise of absorption, the poet shape-shifts, and subsumes himself into this woman’s imagination: ‘Where are you off to, lady? for I see you, / You splash in the water there, yet stay stock still in your room.’


He is looking through her mind’s eye, inhabiting her fantasy – her gaze becomes his. He is also the voyeur, peeking through the blinds. After this merging of selves, the young woman is described laughing and dancing along the beach, carefree and joyous, to become ‘the twenty-ninth bather’. She sees the glistening, bearded young men. She joins them, ‘and loved them’.


And yet, her gaze is not returned. The men do not see her. Instead, an ‘unseen hand’ passes over their bodies:


 


It descended tremblingly from their temples and ribs.


 


The young men float on their backs, their white bellies swell to the sun . . .


they do not ask who seizes fast to them,


 


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


They do not think whom they souse with spray.


 


The scene comes to a close, the unseen hand having moved across their torsos, down beneath the water, to seize their genitals and bring them to climax. It’s a bold, luscious sex scene set within a pastoral vision of harmony with nature, an Arcadia. It is, in fact, an orgy; the exact number of young men is drummed into us, and yet their idiosyncrasies aren’t in focus. There’s instead a mass effect: bellies, beards, temples, ribs. Hair and flesh and fluid, and a lot of it. But the erotics of this group sex scene are difficult to pin down. There’s something disinterested or off-kilter about it. Whose erotic fantasy actually is this?
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