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Introduction


BRIDGET BENNETT


In June 1855, a privately printed work titled Leaves of Grass made its first appearance. The cover of the book was carefully designed, highly attractive, and combined the visual with the tactile. Its dark green background was embossed with flowers and leaves, while the title was confidently set out in gold. Despite its central positioning, it seemed curiously embedded in the background. Emerging from the letters were roots, tendrils and leaves, making it appear as if they were simultaneously growing and in the process of becoming overgrown, the words merging like plants. Overall, the highly symbolic images suggested organic development. They linked writing to the natural world, rather than suggesting a separation between nature and culture. The attention to detail demonstrated by such crafting was continued inside. Instead of finding the author’s name on the frontispiece as they might have expected, readers instead saw an engraved portrait of a bearded man looking right back at them, as if to challenge their gaze. The unnamed figure may or may not have been the author. No explanatory note or title explained either his presence or his idiosyncratic appearance. The author, Walt Whitman, only used his own name some way into the volume: readers had to engage with what he wrote before they found out who he was. He wanted to be known – discovered even – within the lines of his poetry. The figure in the portrait was not dressed in a genteel manner, nor did he pose using any of the visual tropes associated with writers: there was no book in his hand, he did not look pensive or thoughtful as if poised in the act of reflection or moment of creation. This deliberate self-fashioning was designed to make a statement, overturning assumptions (it seemed) about what the American poet of the future might look like. The engraving was probably produced, we now know, by Samuel Hollyer or John C. McRae from a daguerreotype of Whitman made a year earlier by Gabriel Harrison.


It was obvious, then, that the publication had key eccentricities right from the outset: first, there was the careful relationship of the book’s cover to its contents, in which visual and verbal puns about the leaves of plants and leaves of books worked together to integrate its various parts; second, the absence of the author’s name combined with the physical demeanour of the anonymous figure in the portrait created a puzzle.


It is hard to imagine what it must have been like for the earliest readers to come across this unconventional work – one reason why contemporary reviews are so intriguing. A month after the book appeared, the prominent journalist Charles A. Dana, in a piece published in the New York Tribune, speculated about the author. He writes,




we may infer that he belongs to the exemplary class of society sometimes irreverently styled ‘loafers’. He is therein represented in a garb, half sailor’s, half workman’s, with no superfluous appendage of coat or waistcoat, a ‘wide-awake’ perched jauntily on his head, one hand in his pocket and the other on his hip, with a certain air of mild defiance, and an expression of pensive insolence in his face which seems to betoken a consciousness of his mission as ‘the coming man’.




He could not yet know what Walt Whitman would eventually mean to generations of readers, but he did rightly infer that he was a writer who was determined to innovate. Dana was intrigued by the way the book and its author flouted conventions of form and content in just about every way, obliging readers to rethink their assumptions. This was, of course, precisely what Whitman intended.


Enormous care was taken with producing the first edition, a short run of just 795 copies. Whitman was personally responsible for much of the book’s appearance. He designed and published it, and may even have set some of the type, using the extensive typesetting experience gleaned from working on newspapers from an early age. Though the way that the contents were set out was unusual, it was the subject matter and its treatment that was truly extraordinary. The demands the writing placed upon its readers came from its themes, style, and lack of apology for both. It focused attention on the United States and its people, democracy itself and the revolutionary spirit that had made the American democratic experiment possible. The author made no polite nod to poetic traditions or conventions and there were no allusions to a poetic genealogy from which he emerged. Instead, the only substantial acknowledgment of history was to the spirit of 1776 and to the way this was incorporated into what was essentially a poetic Declaration of Independence. Whitman’s poetry threw decorum to one side and replaced it with a new poetics. As one marker of his repudiation of convention, the writing was openly sexual and celebrated the body, desire and physicality.


Leaves of Grass set out a radical agenda for American poetry in the explicit statement of intent that followed its opening matter. The volume contained a prose introduction, now known as the ‘1855 Preface’, outlining the writer’s vision and starting with a set of simple announcements. As early as the second paragraph he makes bold claims about American poetry and people:




The Americans of all nations at any time upon the earth have probably the fullest poetical nature. The United States themselves are essentially the greatest poem. In the history of the earth hitherto the largest and most stirring appear tame and orderly to their ampler largeness and stir. Here at last is something in the doings of man that corresponds with the broadcast doings of the day and night. Here is not merely a nation but a teeming nation of nations.




Later, in the first and greatest of the poems – now known as ‘Song of Myself’– he represents himself as that poet, speaking for the people, allowing them to be heard through his utterance:




Through me many long dumb voices,


Voices of the interminable generations of slaves,


Voices of prostitutes and of deformed persons,


Voices of the diseased and despairing, and of thieves and dwarfs




While the first person is used nowhere in the prose preface, ‘Song of Myself’ opens with it, further emphasising his role as an American bard:




I celebrate myself,


and what I assume you shall assume,


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




The poem unabashedly repeats this invocation of the first-person throughout, announcing with exuberance, ‘I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world’. The writing is direct and unembellished, declamatory and confident, bringing the high and low together.


He concludes his preface by the declaration that ‘The proof of a poet is that his country absorbs him as affectionately as he has absorbed’. Clearly, then, this prose opening sets out the way in which the author of the volume wanted his poems to be received. But how would the critics and public respond to it? In January 1856, after the second edition appeared, Edward Everett Hale reviewed it in the highly regarded North American Review. He noted that,




Everything about the external arrangement of this book was odd and out of the way. The author printed it himself, and it seems to have been left to the winds of heaven to publish it . . . It bears no publisher’s name, and, if the reader goes to a bookstore for it, he may expect to be told at first, as we were, that there is no such book, and has not been. Nevertheless, there is such a book and it is well worth going twice to the bookstore to buy it.




Not everyone shared Hale’s vision, however, and though the two editions had some positive reviews, Leaves of Grass also encountered simple neglect as well as outright hostility. A review in the London Critic in April 1856 sneered that ‘Walt Whitman is as unacquainted with art, as a hog is with mathematics’.


Whitman understood that his work needed to be championed early on if it was to achieve success. He conducted a careful campaign to get his work acknowledged and gradually gained a reputation on both sides of the Atlantic, boosted by acknowledgements of celebrated figures such as Ralph Waldo Emerson. He sent Emerson a copy of the first edition and when the older man replied in a positive spirit, Whitman made sure that the spine of the second edition included words that were likely to give the book a significant boost: ‘I greet you at the beginning of a great career. R.W. Emerson.’ Two months after the appearance of the first edition, an appreciative piece in the United States Review recognized exactly what he was aiming for. Whitman was undoubtedly delighted (but unsurprised) by the praise of the anonymous reviewer. After all, he had written it himself in order to make sure his work received the reviews he believed it deserved. It started ecstatically: ‘An American bard at last! One of the roughs, large, proud, affectionate, eating, drinking, and breeding, his costume manly and free, his face sunburnt and bearded, his posture strong and erect, his voice bringing hope and prophecy to the generous races of young and old.’ It continued its extravagant praise a little later, using language that reveals its indebtedness to Emerson’s influential 1841 essay ‘Self-Reliance’. Here, and in other essays, Emerson had argued that individuals need to nurture self-knowledge, self-belief and individualism and avoid the tyranny of blind conformity. Taking up this language, the reviewer notes, ‘Self-reliant, with haughty eyes, assuming to himself all the attributes of his country, steps Walt Whitman into literature, talking like a man unaware that there was ever hitherto such a production as a book, or such a being as a writer’. The long review quotes lengthy chunks of poetry, describes Whitman’s philosophy and welcomes his sudden appearance into the world of letters. It ends as follows:




[. . .] we learn on p.29, that our poet is ‘Walt Whitman, an American, one of the roughs, a kosmos.’ That he was an American we knew before, for, aside from America, there is no quarter of the universe where such a production could have had a genesis. That he was one of the roughs was also tolerably plain; but that he was a kosmos is a piece of news we were hardly prepared for, Precisely what a kosmos is, we trust Mr. Whitman will take an early occasion to inform the impatient public.




The review establishes a sense of excitement about the work and its author, creating the possibility of further engagements with the public. These characterized the rest of his life. Leaves of Grass would become a lifelong project for Whitman. He would go on to publish five expanded and developed editions, including the so-called Deathbed edition of 1891–2, the basis for this selection. In the first edition, the preface was followed by twelve poems. The initial six bore the collective title ‘Leaves of Grass’ and the next were untitled. As he revised and expanded it he added new poems, introducing titles, and organizing the poems into groups and clusters. This selection uses these groupings to show the thematic connections between poems; for instance, the celebration of homosexuality in the ‘Calamus’ poems, the memorialization of the Civil War in ‘Drum-Taps’, and the mourning for a lost leader, and ordinary man, in ‘Memories of President Lincoln’.


Leaves of Grass has become known as a foundational American text, and its author internationally recognized as a pioneering poet and gay writer – though in 1890 Whitman repudiated John Addington Symonds’ interpretation of the ‘Calamus’ poems as celebrating homosexuality, telling him that he had six illegitimate children. However, scholars have also cited the contents of the poems themselves, in addition to his relationships with men, notably with Peter Doyle, a horse-car conductor, to suggest that Symonds was quite right. Although he had his detractors, Whitman’s reputation expanded further in consequence of the 1868 publication of William Michael Rossetti’s British edition of his poems. He became a nineteenth-century celebrity, attracting admirers who wrote to him – sometimes passionately – went to see him, and avidly read and discussed his work. He was visited in Camden, New Jersey, after he had suffered a debilitating stroke by the British writer and gay activist Edward Carpenter, as well as the young Oscar Wilde who called him ‘the grandest man I have ever seen’. Whitman understood what his admirer Wilde would claim so memorably, that ‘there is only one thing in the world worse than being talked about, and that is not being talked about.’ American poets were obliged to deal with his personal and poetic legacy. Some, like Ezra Pound, struggled with it. He would write, somewhat grudgingly: ‘Mentally I am a Walt Whitman who has learned to wear a collar and a dress shirt (although at times inimical to both).’ Others, such as Allen Ginsberg, saw him as a highly significant precursor who made their own work possible. Like Wilde, Whitman undoubtedly managed to become talked about. His origins, however, were relatively humble and anonymous.


Walter ‘Walt’ Whitman was born on Long Island on 31 May 1819 to Walter Whitman, a house builder, and Louisa Van Velsor Whitman. The couple had nine surviving children, two girls and seven boys. Three of the boys were named for American politicians, Andrew Jackson, George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, suggesting the importance of politics within the family. Encounters with two other celebrated men seem also to have been particularly significant. When Walt was six years old, he attended an Independence Day celebration in Brooklyn on 4 July 1825. There he was picked up in the air and kissed by the Marquis de Lafayette, the Revolutionary hero who had led the troops with George Washington and wanted to spread the spirit of 1776 to a new generation. Just four years later, Whitman heard the elderly Quaker preacher Elias Hick speak in public. Hicks was an abolitionist who considered inner light, rather than external doctrine, to be the basis of Christian faith. This was important to Whitman’s developing belief in the significance of human nature and of faith in the body as the foundations for true morality. These personal experiences seem to have made an impact, perhaps in part because Whitman’s formal education was brief, but also because of his profound interest in, and connection to, others.


He left school at the age of eleven and pursued an independent course of reading while also learning the printing trade and working variously as a printer, a teacher, and a journalist. From 1863–4 he lived in Washington D. C. where he visited injured and dying soldiers, writing of his experiences in intimate and moving detail in his remarkable prose work Specimen Days. After reading Thomas Carlyle’s conservative essay ‘Shooting Niagara: And After?’ (1867), which expressed his concerns about the consequence of the 1867 Second Reform Act in Britain, he defended American democracy in three essays collected together in 1871 as Democratic Vistas. For the rest of his life he continued to extol the virtues of democracy, even though his earlier optimism was challenged by the Civil War and the assassination of Lincoln. He felt a particular connection to the President, noting in Specimen Days that Lincoln had nodded to him on one occasion, when he was in Washington D. C. In addition, his lover Peter Doyle had been at Ford’s Theater on 14 April 1865 when Lincoln was shot. Whitman wrote a laudatory lecture about the President, and delivered it to audiences until 1890, two years before his own death.


The last years of his life were challenging, due to poor health. He died in Camden, New Jersey, on 26 March 1892 after a long period of illness following a stroke. Thousands of people lined the streets to watch as his coffin was taken to Harleigh Cemetery where he was laid to rest in a tomb he designed himself. His friend, the Civil War veteran, lawyer and orator Robert Ingersoll gave a much-admired eulogy, which included lines that beautifully summarize his achievement:




He was the poet of the natural, and taught men not to be ashamed of that which is natural. He was not only the poet of democracy, not only the poet of the great Republic, but he was the Poet of the human race. He was not confined to the limits of this country, but his sympathy went out over the seas to all the nations of the earth.






INSCRIPTIONS




To Foreign Lands




I heard that you ask’d for something to prove this puzzle the New World,


And to define America, her athletic Democracy,


Therefore I send you my poems that you behold in them what you wanted.






Song of Myself


1


I celebrate myself, and sing myself,


And what I assume you shall assume,


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


I loafe and invite my soul,


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


My tongue, every atom of my blood, form’d from this soil, this air,


Born here of parents born here from parents the same, and their parents the same,


I, now thirty-seven years old in perfect health begin,


Hoping to cease not till death.


Creeds and schools in abeyance,


Retiring back a while sufficed at what they are, but never forgotten,


I harbor for good or bad, I permit to speak at every hazard,


Nature without check with original energy.


2


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


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


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


The atmosphere is not a perfume, it has no taste of the distillation, it is odorless,


It is for my mouth forever, I am in love with it,


I will go to the bank by the wood and become undisguised and naked,


I am mad for it to be in contact with me.


The smoke of my own breath,


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


My respiration and inspiration, the beating of my heart, the passing of blood and air through my lungs,


The sniff of green leaves and dry leaves, and of the shore and dark-color’d sea-rocks, and of hay in the barn,


The sound of the belch’d words of my voice loos’d to the eddies of the wind,


A few light kisses, a few embraces, a reaching around of arms,


The play of shine and shade on the trees as the supple boughs wag,


The delight alone or in the rush of the streets, or along the fields and hill-sides,


The feeling of health, the full-noon trill, the song of me rising from bed and meeting the sun.


Have you reckon’d a thousand acres much? have you reckon’d the earth much?


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


3


I have heard what the talkers were talking, the talk of the beginning and the end,


But I do not talk of the beginning or the end.


There was never any more inception than there is now,


Nor any more youth or age than there is now,


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


Nor any more heaven or hell than there is now.


Urge and urge and urge,


Always the procreant urge of the world.


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


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


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


Sure as the most certain sure, plumb in the uprights, well entretied, braced in the beams,


Stout as a horse, affectionate, haughty, electrical,


I and this mystery here we stand.


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


Lack one lacks both, and the unseen is proved by the seen,


Till that becomes unseen and receives proof in its turn.


Showing the best and dividing it from the worst age vexes age,


Knowing the perfect fitness and equanimity of things, while they discuss I am silent, and go bathe and admire myself.


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


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


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


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


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


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


That they turn from gazing after and down the road,


And forthwith cipher and show me to a cent,


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


4


Trippers and askers surround me,


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


But they are not the Me myself.


Apart from the pulling and hauling stands what I am,


Stands amused, complacent, compassionating, idle, unitary,


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


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


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


Backward I see in my own days where I sweated through fog with linguists and contenders,


I have no mockings or arguments, I witness and wait.


5


I believe in you my soul, the other I am must not abase itself to you,


And you must not be abased to the other.


Loafe with me on the grass, loose the stop from your throat,


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


Only the lull I like, the hum of your valvèd voice.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


And that a kelson of the creation is love,


And limitless are leaves stiff or drooping in the fields,


And brown ants in the little wells beneath them,


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


6


A child said What is the grass? fetching it to me with full hands;


How could I answer the child? I do not know what it is any more than he.


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


Or I guess it is the handkerchief of the Lord,


A scented gift and remembrancer designedly dropt,


Bearing the owner’s name someway in the corners, that we may see and remark, and say Whose?
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