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Song of Myself


Introduction | Reading Song of Myself

Walt Whitman’s Song of Myself, the great American epic poem, has often been read as the poem that best captures the tensions and conflicting qualities that define what we might call the “American democratic self.” Whitman originally published the poem in 1855 and then revised it five times over the next twenty-five years, changing its title from Leaves of Grass to Poem of Walt Whitman, An American and then just Walt Whitman before settling on Song of Myself in 1881. Over the years, he added and deleted lines, changed punctuation, altered words, and sectioned the poem in different ways. In its original form, the poem had unnumbered stanzas that varied from a single line to over 80 lines; by 1860, Whitman had numbered these stanzas from 1 through 372; and by 1867 he had further divided the poem into 52 numbered sections, while still keeping the stanza numbers. Only in 1881 did he drop the stanza numbers and retain just the 52 sections. In addition to the internal changes in the poem, Whitman altered its positioning in Leaves of Grass, placing it first among the twelve poems in the 1855 edition but dropping it into second position in 1860 and moving it further back in each succeeding edition.

The poem thus plays a different role in each edition of Leaves of Grass. Three versions of the poem (1855, 1856, and 1860) appeared before the Civil War and three more (1867, 1871, and 1881) after the war. After the Emancipation Proclamation and Reconstruction, the historical currency of Song of Myself changed dramatically, and the poem, when read in the context of Whitman’s later work, recedes into a kind of nostalgia for a dreamed-of democracy that was never realized, that was shattered by the war, by the persistent racial strife in the culture after emancipation, and by growing class disparities. By the twentieth century, most readers had stopped reading Song as a poem growing out of the specific turbulent social history of 1850s America, and many began reading it as primarily a spiritual or mystical text. But Song of Myself in recent decades has been examined anew as a key text in nineteenth-century American cultural studies, a poem that responds acutely to the tensions of class, race, and sexuality—as well as to emerging linguistic, religious, and scientific issues—that defined the United States in the years leading up to the Civil War and continued to haunt the nation in the decades after the war.

The final version of the poem, which we reprint here, is the version that Whitman wanted future readers to encounter, even if many readers over the years have preferred the earliest (1855) version, with its idiosyncratic ellipses and a flow unbroken by section numbers. For all the changes Whitman made to the poem—and he made hundreds of them—the thrust and power of Song of Myself remains consistent from the first version to the last. There is no mistaking the fact that we are encountering the same poem in the 1881 version that we encountered in the original 1855 version, and Whitman’s inclusion of this poem (the longest by far that he would ever write) in a prominent place in every edition of Leaves of Grass keeps it the cornerstone of his book even as the poem and the book itself evolve in response to massive cultural, political, and personal changes over a quarter of a century.

Whitman wrote at a time that geological, evolutionary, and astronomical science were exploding long-held notions about time and space—the history of the earth suddenly was being told in terms of billions rather than thousands of years, and the earth itself seemed to be drifting from the center of the universe to a tiny and insignificant outpost on the fringes of a vast galaxy that was itself a speck in the ever-increasing vastness that scientific inquiry was opening up. While many writers shrank from this unsettling diminishment of human significance, Whitman embraced it and turned the lesson around: humans, he said, could now—for the first time—see themselves as part of something far more gigantic, cosmic, and sublime than could ever before have been imagined. He welcomed all the new knowledge science was bringing, and he made poetry out of it.

The new vastness aided Whitman in his goal of creating a truly democratic voice, one that could embrace diversity and endless variety, one that could imagine itself as a “kosmos.” He sought in Song of Myself to voice an “I” that would for the first time articulate just what a nonhierarchical and nondiscriminating sensibility would sound like. He was not speaking in his poem as the Walt Whitman of the mid-1850s but rather as a self projected far into a more perfectly realized democratic future. He was teaching his readers (and himself) how to think and speak democratically, in a freer and looser idiom, in a more conversational and less formal tone, in an absorptive and even indiscriminate way. He achieved an uncanny combination of oratory, journalism, and the Bible—haranguing, mundane, and prophetic—all in the service of identifying an emerging new democratic attitude, an accepting voice that would catalogue the diversity of the country and the world and manage to hold it all in a vast, single, unified identity: “I am large, I contain multitudes.” This new voice spoke confidently of union at a time of deep division and tension in American culture, with the original version appearing only six years short of the outbreak of the Civil War, and it spoke with the assurance of one for whom everything, no matter how degraded, could be celebrated as part of itself: “What is commonest and cheapest and nearest and easiest is Me.” His work echoed the lingo of the American urban working class and took pride in an American language that was forming as a tongue distinct from British English. (Whitman loved examining each new, expanding edition of Webster’s dictionary, proudly called by Noah Webster when it first appeared in 1828 An American Dictionary of the English Language.) Just as Whitman realized that every human body is a kind of living museum of evolution, “stucco’d with quadrupeds and birds all over,” so did Song of Myself in its various editions become a kind of living history of the evolving United States. Slavery, the American Revolution, increasing urbanization, waves of immigrants, a quickly expanding and absorptive language: the poem is “stucco’d” with these and other historical and cultural events, as we will see when we read through the individual sections.

The origins of Song of Myself are complex. Whitman’s notebooks and surviving manuscripts reveal the intensity and fluidity of the development of his poetic style. Images, phrases, and whole lines of what would become Song of Myself can be found in his prose jottings, and only a year or two before Leaves first appeared Whitman was unclear what shape—even what genre—his new expression would take: in one notebook from the early 1850s, where prose lines appear that would later take their place in Song of Myself, Whitman writes “Novel?—Work of some sort / Play? . . . Plot for a Poem or other work. . . . A spiritual novel?” For a while, he thought about turning his notes into speeches and going on a lecture circuit. Only gradually do the notebooks edge toward his discovery of his line, but once that discovery comes, he moves quickly toward his finished book and his idiosyncratic new genre—a free-flowing poetry that retained its attachment to the prose out of which it grew. In one of his notebooks, we find some of Whitman’s earliest proto-lines that lead to Song of Myself:

I am the poet of slaves and of the masters of slaves

I am the poet of the body

And I am

I am the poet of the body

And I am the poet of the soul

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 shall understand me alike

I am the poet of Strength and Hope

From the beginning, Whitman was busy embedding deep in his poem impossible contradictions, and he always wedded opposites with his omnipresent “and.” He would not be the poet of slaves nor the poet of masters but rather only the poet of slaves and masters. Whatever democratic voice he invented would have to speak for both, or it was doomed to be partial and thus not representative. And to stand between masters and slaves, of course, was to stand in a politically and sexually charged space, historically a place of rape and torture, but a place also where mixing and hybridity began. There is no easy space to inhabit in American history, and Whitman was courageous enough to insist on speaking for the full range of American identities, from the most powerful to the powerless, and to recognize that there are no slaves without slavemasters, no slavemasters without slaves, and that only when every individual begins to recognize the slave and the slavemaster within himself or herself could a democratic voice begin to merge and emerge. This lesson of an expansive self that could empathize with the full range of possible democratic selves is one that Whitman held to even after chattel slavery was abolished; he was keenly aware that emancipation did not end the challenges of inequality in America.

So, while this manuscript passage mostly disappears by the time the first version of the poem that would eventually be called Song of Myself is published (only the lines “I am the poet of the body / And I am the poet of the soul” remain), there are nonetheless vestiges of a kind of slave-escape narrative throughout Song. The deep structure of the poem, in fact, seems to be a half-submerged slave-escape narrative, in which the speaker is seeking to liberate the reader from all kinds of enslavement—religious, philosophical, moral, and social, as well as physical. Chattel slavery was only the most conspicuous and blatant form of soul-killing coercion operating in mid-nineteenth-century America, but Whitman knew the culture was generating other forms, too, including the emerging “wage slavery” brought on by incipient capitalism that had already begun to sap the individuality and pride that Whitman had admired in the artisanal culture he grew up in. Instead of using their hands in creative and skilled ways, more and more Americans were becoming hired hands, selling their labor in a demeaning marketplace that treated humans as interchangeable machine parts and paid them by the hour. So Song of Myself takes us on what the poet calls “a perpetual journey,” one that turns into an escape narrative for all readers of the poem, who need to liberate themselves from all the enslaving beliefs and possessions that prevent individual growth, need to put “Creeds and schools in abeyance” and embark on a new, risky, and open road: “Not I, not any one else can travel that road for you, / You must travel it for yourself.”

As we shall see, an actual slave-escape narrative surfaces in the poem at key points, as when the speaker tells us “The runaway slave came to my house” and was welcomed in, given a room that opened onto the room of the narrator, and shared the table with the “I,” who gave the slave food, water, a bath, clean clothes, and hope. Soon, a kind of utopian space seems to open up as the “I” watches white workers taking part in a “shuffle and breakdown,” black dances that seem to be loosening and liberating the white laborers. Then the narrator describes in detail a working “negro” who “holds firmly the reins of his four horses” and has a “glance” that “is calm and commanding” as the sun “falls on the black of his polish’d and perfect limbs.” As the democratic escape narrative progresses, racial boundaries are crossed, and blacks gain agency and pride and beauty. Later, more distinctions collapse as the “I” literally gives itself over to a runaway slave who is captured, and the “I” speaks as the slave instead of for or to or of the slave (“I am the hounded slave, I wince at the bite of the dogs”). In such ways, the specific historical and cultural issues of Whitman’s time are woven into Song of Myself and are worked into broad and enduring ideas and patterns.

*   *   *

When Christopher Merrill and I decided in 2014 to offer an international open online course focusing on Song of Myself, students from all over the world enrolled, and we made translations of the poem available online in fifteen different languages. Song of Myself is a particularly challenging poem to translate, since many of Whitman’s locutions are regional, slangy, and idiosyncratic. Still, the overall force of Whitman’s words is palpable in any language, and many translators from languages around the world have taken up the formidable challenge of moving Whitman into a new tongue. As the poem has taken on new life in other languages, it has been read less as a distinctly “American” poem and more as a universal evocation of a human self searching for definition in a quickly changing world.

Over the last 150 years, there have been countless readings of Song of Myself—readings that interpret the poem as a spiritual journey, or as an examination of early capitalism, or as a psychological investigation, or as a rewriting of Eastern mystical texts, or as a probing of American history, or as the early articulation of gay identity, or as an exploration of the limits of written and spoken language. The bibliography in this volume points to some of the most extended and significant readings. But the poem has never received a sustained, section-by-section, detailed reading. Christopher Merrill and I set out to accomplish just that. What follows, then, are all fifty-two sections of the poem (as Whitman ultimately divided it), each section followed by my detailed critical commentary, then a poet’s afterword by Merrill. My critical responses emerge from decades of reading, reading about, and teaching the poem; Merrill’s afterwords are impressions written after rereading each section, often while on the road in various locales around the world as the director of the University of Iowa’s International Writing Program. My commentaries tend to closely examine the language of each section, while Merrill’s often radiate out from the section to view it in an international context or to examine it in relation to other poets who have in some way responded to Whitman’s language. The commentaries are intended to evoke (and provoke) a reader’s (your) active response, to invite a reading of each section and then to encourage a deeper and richer rereading after encountering the commentaries.

Whitman was in some sense the inventor of “reader response” criticism, the poet who first articulated how one major challenge to the creation of a democratic society was the need to change the nation’s reading habits, to move the country from a citizenry that accepted “authors” as “authorities” (the word itself has in its etymological roots the sense of “leader” or “master”) to a populace that instead wrestled with writers on equal terms. The “process of reading,” Whitman wrote in Democratic Vistas (1871), is “an exercise, a gymnast’s struggle,” and the democratic reader “must himself or herself construct indeed the poem, argument, history, metaphysical essay—the text furnishing the hints, the clue, the start or frame-work,” because what is needed for democracy to flourish is “a nation of supple and athletic minds.” This book is dedicated to more supple and athletic readers of the greatest and most challenging of American poems.

ED FOLSOM

Iowa City, Iowa


Song of Myself—SECTION 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.



.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Whitman opens his poem with a conventional iambic pentameter line, as if to suggest the formal openings of the classic epics, before abandoning metrics for a free-flowing line with rhythms that shift and respond to the moment. Instead of invoking the muse to allow him to sing the epic song of war, rage, and distant journeys, Whitman becomes his own muse, singing himself and announcing that the subject of his epic will be himself. He “celebrates” that self, and the etymology of the word celebrate indicates “to return to” or “to frequent.” The whole poem will be Whitman’s record of the self expanding out into the world, absorbing more and more experience, then contracting back into the self, coming home to the body, discovering that he can contain and hold the wild diversity of experience that he keeps encountering on his journeys through the world. He sets out to expand the boundaries of the self to include, first, all fellow Americans, then the entire world, and ultimately the cosmos. When we come to see just how vast the self can be, what can we do but celebrate it by returning to it again and again?

Throughout the poem, Whitman probes the question of how large the new democratic self can become before it dissipates into contradiction and fragmentation, and each time he seems to reach the limit, he dilates even more. In the first three lines, he abandons the two main things that have separated people throughout history, that have created animosity, jealousy, and war—beliefs and possessions: “And what I assume you shall assume, / For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you.” At every level of our being, we are incessantly transferring and exchanging materials, ideas, emotions, affections. The atoms that yesterday composed a living cow or a growing plant today are part of us, as the eternal atoms of the universe continue their nonstop interaction and rearrangement.

It is in this way that Whitman introduces us to his two main characters, “I” and “you.” This section begins with “I” and ends with “you,” just as the entire Song of Myself does the same: we experience the transfer of energy from Whitman’s “I” to the “you,” the pronoun that we as readers learn to inhabit in this poem. It is possible to hear the “you” in Song as addressed to the entire nation or the entire world, and it is also possible to hear it as intimately addressed only to the individual reader in this particular moment of encounter. It is one of the most difficult words in the poem to translate, because the second-person pronoun in English is quite promiscuous: “you” is the word we use to address our most intimate lover as well as a total stranger, a single person alone with us in a room or a vast crowd. Whitman teases out all the implications of this promiscuous English pronoun that signals at once only you, a “simple separate person,” and also you, the “en masse,” the world of potentially intimate strangers who always hover around us. Translators must decide in each case whether the “you” is informal or formal, singular or plural, and each time they make that decision, a bit of Whitman’s wildly suggestive ambiguity disappears.

The speaker of the poem “loafes” and observes “a spear of summer grass,” and the entire poem is generated in that act. Thinking of the land he grew up in and of his ancestors, he realizes that every leaf of grass is a sign of transference, like the grass that grows from graves, as the atoms of the dead arise again out of the earth and now give voice to him, forming the very tongue that will sing of his past (his organ of vocalization is literally made up of the atoms of the land he sings on and sings about). So Song of Myself starts us out on what the poet will call “a perpetual journey,” one that turns into an escape narrative for all readers of the poem, who need to liberate themselves from all the enslaving beliefs and possessions that prevent individual growth, who need to put “Creeds and schools in abeyance” and risk a journey that will take us beyond preconceived notions of “good” and “bad,” a journey that will allow us to confront the “original energy” of nature unchecked, nature freed of the restraints that we have all been taught to put on it.

Afterword

It is said that a poem is an act of attention—to someone, something, some experience or portion of existence, grasped, imagined, or remembered—and in the first section of Song of Myself Whitman offers an image of the poet attending to the world, loafing, leaning, opening his soul up to the universe. What he observes could not be simpler, a spear of grass, and that is the point: a poem seeking nothing less than to tell the story of the universe, within and without, will begin at the atomic level, in the blood, the soil, the air, and circulate everywhere. This is the testament of a man determined to enlarge our imaginative capacities.

The influence of Song of Myself on American poetry is incalculable. The poet insists that “every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you”—words that have inspired countless poets to map new worlds. Indeed it is hard to imagine William Carlos Williams discovering “the pure products of America,” Theodore Roethke undertaking “the long journey out of the self,” or Allen Ginsberg writing “Howl” absent Whitman, not to mention the work of contemporary poets like C. K. Williams and Pattiann Rogers. We all live under the gaze of that pioneer who counsels us, in the final lines of Song of Myself, to look for him under our boot-soles.

A word about Whitman’s prosody: the movement from iambic pentameter in the first line to cadenced free verse in the manner of the Psalms signals his departure from traditional English versification, propelling him from the known into the unknown. He is ever traveling toward the future, from a spear of grass to the farthest star and back again, and for this journey he will need a more versatile music than he could muster in blank verse. The line that he discovered, versets of variable lengths, could accommodate an extraordinary range of subject, diction, tone, imagery, and ideas: “Nature without check with original energy.” This energy fuels his song.


Song of Myself—SECTION 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.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

In this section, Whitman breaks out of enclosures, whether they be physical enclosures or mental ones. In one of his early notebooks, Whitman had drafted the line “Literature is full of perfumes,” a recognition that books and philosophies and religions all offer filtered versions of how to view the world. They are all “intoxicating”—alluring, to be sure, but also toxic. We are always tempted to live our lives according to the views of those who came before us, but Whitman urges us to escape such enclosures, to open up the senses fully, and to breathe the undistilled atmosphere itself. It is in this literal act of breathing that we gain our “inspiration,” the actual breathing in of the world. In this section, Whitman records the physicality of singing, of speaking a poem: a poem, he reminds us, does not derive from the mind or the soul but from the body. Our inspiration comes from our respiration, and the poem is “the smoke of my own breath,” the breathing of the atoms of the air back out into the world again as song. Poems are written, Whitman indicates here, with the lungs and the heart and the hands and the genitals—with the air oxygenating our blood in the lungs and pumping it to our brain and every part of our body. We write (just as we read) with our bodies as much as our minds.

The poet in this section allows the world to be in naked contact with him, until he can feel at one with what before had seemed separate—the roots and vines now are experienced as part of the same erotic flow that he feels in his own naked body (“love-root, silk-thread, crotch and vine”), and he is aware of contact and exchange, as he breathes the world in only to breathe it back out again as an undistilled poem. All the senses are evoked here—smell (“sniff of green leaves”), hearing (“The sound of the belch’d words of my voice”), touch (“A few light kisses”), sight (“The play of shine and shade”), and taste (“The smoke of my own breath,” that “smoke” the sign of a newly found fire within).

Now Whitman gently mocks those who feel they have mastered the arts of reading and interpretation. As we read this poem, Whitman wonders if we have “felt so proud to get at the meaning of poems,” and he invites us now to spend a “day and night” with him as we read Song of Myself, a poem that does not hide its meanings and require occult hermeneutics to understand it. Rather, he offers up his poem as one that emerges from the undistilled and unfiltered sources of nature, the words “belch’d” (uttered, cried out, violently ejected, bellowed) instead of manicured and shaped. This is a poem, Whitman suggests, that does not want to become a guide or a “creed,” but wants to make you experience the world with your own eyes and ears and fingertips. We take in this poet’s words, and then “filter them” from our selves, just as we do with the atmosphere and all the floating, mingling atoms of the world.

Afterword

What poet can resist the temptation to “possess the origin of all poems,” to drink continuously from the source of inspiration? This is what Whitman offers in the second section of Song of Myself, and much more—“the good of the earth and sun” and all the stars, not to mention learning how to take experience at first hand: to see what is truly there, to establish, as Emerson wrote, “an original relationship with the universe.” To forge such a relationship the poet leaves behind the intoxicating perfume of human society and sets out on his own to breathe the odorless, inspiriting atmosphere of nature: a state of freedom, of readiness, in which the poet opens himself—and in flows the world. He invokes all of his senses—taste, touch, sound, smell, sight—in the long sentence fragment with which the second stanza concludes, for he is alert now to what is there: “The sniff of green leaves and dry leaves, and of the shore and dark-color’d sea rocks, and of hay in the barn.” He takes it all in, he makes song out of his meeting with the sun, he extends his hand to anyone willing to stop with him for a day and a night. He promises to teach us to see and sing for ourselves, free of every influence, including that of the teacher. Here are the keys to a kingdom stretching to the very limits of the imagination. And here is how to take the measure of the universe—the grid within which the poems of the future will be written.


Song of Myself—SECTION 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?

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

In this section, Whitman tells us what all the “talkers” he has heard over the years have always said. These talkers—whether philosophers or politicians or pundits or preachers—always “talk of the beginning and the end,” birth and death, how all of life should be categorized and partitioned into separate and exclusive areas. All the words Whitman uses in this section (and the previous one) to characterize this kind of speech—“talk” and “discuss” and “reckon”—have in their etymological roots the sense of splitting, carving up, putting in columns, breaking apart. Whitman distinguishes himself from these talkers: “I do not talk of the beginning or the end.” The speaker of Song of Myself is out to celebrate “now,” the fragile but eternal moment of life, of the present, always the only moment in which we live, in which all of life lives. His fourfold repetition of “now” emphasizes the “here and now,” the moment Whitman wrote the poem and the moment we read it.

Whitman rejects division, separation, and hierarchy and instead celebrates the “knit of identity,” the ways we are literally comprised of differences, born of mothers and fathers and their mothers and fathers before them, who were themselves composed of the atoms of the world in continual flux, a flux that now produces each of us. Our “distinction” is always a result of this knitting, this “breed of life,” this “procreant urge” of “sex” that brings together individuals again and again to produce new individuals—individuals who should never forget the endless knitting of the world that produced them. Even the apparent division between body and soul is an illusion, Whitman says, for only in the knit of body and soul is identity formed: “Lack one lacks both.” Today we have material bodies and are the “seen,” but someday we will not have bodies and will become “the unseen.” When we are “unseen,” we will still receive “proof” of our existence by the new bodies that have emerged from the “procreant urge” of “now.” We the living are the “proof” of the generations of the dead who produced us: they live in us, just as we will live in the bodies that have yet to be produced. There is, then, no “beginning” and “end”: birth and death are just misleading words that divert us from realizing the ongoing nature of life, the endless process of composting that does not distinguish birth from death. In the ongoing moment of “now,” everything exists and nothing ends.

So Whitman rejects all the attempts to divide the world into “beginnings” and “ends,” into “the best” and “the worst,” into good and evil. Instead, he mutes all the talking and discussing and decides to “go bathe and admire myself,” to celebrate the brief but eternal moment of “now” that he inhabits (there will always and only be a “now”). The “hugging and loving bed-fellow” that sleeps at Whitman’s side was, in the original version of Song of Myself, identified as “God.” God is, for Whitman, an affectionate companion who, each morning, leaves him baskets of surprise, pregnant with possibilities. Every day, every “now,” is a basket of possibility, yet so many of us “scream at [our] eyes” not to see this gift and to waste our moments of “now” by “ciphering” and dividing and accounting and chasing false value, mistaking money for happiness, mistaking accounting for living.

Afterword

“I and this mystery here we stand,” Whitman declares exactly midway through the third section. The line serves as a hinge between his discovery of the force of desire, “the procreant urge of the world,” and his delight in a lover, who leaves at dawn. What is this mystery? The eternal now, “a knit of identity,” which unites self and other, the past and the future, words and worlds. Consider what the poet achieves with one small word, “here,” which functions in this line as a noun (this place), an adjective (modifying mystery, which is beside and all around him), and an adverb (in this particular case). Even different parts of speech can bind one thing to another, according to Whitman, for the mystery of existence, at once solid and fluid, incorporating here and there, the living and the dead, the unborn and the unrealized, is an essay in connecting. He stands here with all that is and all that is not: an unpunctuated phrase containing the sum of everything.

“Lack one lacks both,” another unpunctuated phrase lodged in the aural memory of many poets, enacts in four stressed syllables the wedding of two souls, like and unlike, which governs the shape, the dream, of Song of Myself. What he experiences in the dark, in the presence of God or the beloved, is the underlying unity of existence—a vision of eternity vaster than heaven and hell. The lover leaving at dawn is thus a figure not of fleeting pleasure but of the mysterious ways in which emptiness leads to plenitude: baskets covered with white towels.


Song of Myself—SECTION 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.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

The “talkers” and “discussers” now become the “trippers” and “askers,” those well-meaning people who occupy our days with talk of all the things that we often trick ourselves into believing actually form us—our childhood, our local environs, our dress, the latest news of wars, sickness, the stock market. These things do in some ways make up what we are, but there is something about each of us that goes far deeper.

Whitman shares with Henry David Thoreau this burning concern with the way life gets eaten up by trivialities, by what we learn to call “news.” “When our life ceases to be inward and private, conversation degenerates into mere gossip,” Thoreau writes in “Life without Principle”: “We rarely meet a man who can tell us any news which he has not read in a newspaper, or been told by his neighbor; and, for the most part, the only difference between us and our fellow is, that he has seen the newspaper, or been out to tea, and we have not. In proportion as our inward life fails, we go more constantly and desperately to the post-office. You may depend on it, that the poor fellow who walks away with the greatest number of letters, proud of his extensive correspondence, has not heard from himself this long while.” Whitman, in this section of the poem, affirms his desire to hear from himself now, to access his “inward life,” what he calls “the Me myself.”

We are always surrounded by those who want to pull and haul us toward their own beliefs and concerns. The poet here tells us that he, too, wasted years trying to penetrate the “fog” of all the arguments of the “linguists and contenders”—those who use language to complicate life and divert our attention by getting us involved in the petty squabbles that occupy most people’s lives. Now, though, we are invited by the poet to contact the deeper area of ourselves that stands “apart” from these forces that are always trying to divert us from the self that matters.

Whitman here offers in words an image to match the engraving of the poet on the frontispiece of his first edition of Leaves of Grass (and which he prints again in his final edition, right across from the first page of Song of Myself), the poet in working-class garb, hat on, arm akimbo, fixing the reader with his penetrating gaze—a man who “Stands amused, complacent, compassionating, idle, unitary,” one who “Looks down, is erect, or bends an arm . . . Looking with side-curved head curious what will come next.” The trick, Whitman says, is to figure out how to be “Both in and out of the game and watching and wondering at it.” Unlike Thoreau, who sought his deeper self by removing himself from other humans, retreating to the wilderness, Whitman seeks the deeper self by carefully observing his urban surroundings, learning how to absorb it all while also standing apart from it, learning to “witness and wait,” to give himself time to see what is worth seeing. He will seek his “Me myself” not only in nature but in the multitudes of people he encounters daily, people who will challenge him to widen his sense of who he is.

Afterword

The poet C. K. Williams begins his book-length meditation On Whitman wondering “where his music came from”—a question that has haunted generations of readers and writers. How did an ordinary newspaperman and sometime carpenter become the poet central to American identity? Williams believes that “we’ll never know when he first intuited, and heard, and knew, that surge of language sound, verse sound, that pulse, that swell, that sweep, which was to become his medium, his chariot—just to try to imagine him consciously devising it is almost as astounding as it must have been for him to discover it.” But discover it he did. And the fourth section of the poem reveals that in his literary apprenticeship Whitman “sweated through fog with linguists and contenders,” desperate as any young poet to find his voice. What he learned was how to “witness and wait,” keeping part of his imagination free from “the fever of doubtful news,” observing his surroundings with a keen eye, listening hard to the inflections of men and women from all walks of life so as to render them in his versets with the respect that they deserve.

A variation on his discovery in the previous section—“I and this mystery here we stand”—opens the second stanza: “Apart from the pulling and hauling stands what I am.” Notice that he does not write “who I am” but “what I am”—the self, that is, constructed line by line, which keeps its distance from the crowd, watching and wondering. Here is the representative poet of a national experiment in democracy who will not name himself until the twenty-fourth section, by which point he has become us all: “Walt Whitman, an American, one of the roughs, a kosmos.”


Song of Myself—SECTION 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.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Now, having safely placed himself apart from the mockers and arguers and talkers and trippers and askers, the poet accesses his soul. And, in one of the most audacious poetic acts of the nineteenth century, he imagines his body and his soul having sex. Continuing his insistence on equality, he affirms that neither the soul nor the body must be judged inferior to the other. Whitman here evokes the ancient tradition of poets imagining a conversation between the body and the soul: the difference is that instead of having the soul win the debate (as happens in virtually all the poetry before Whitman’s), the body and soul in this poem join in an ecstatic embrace and give each other identity. Where poets before Whitman imagined the soul as the enduring part of the self, the part that transcended the body at the body’s death, Whitman imagines a descendence (instead of a transcendence). It is only when the soul descends into the body, Whitman suggests, that it gains its power to operate in the world; similarly, the body gains a reason to operate in the world only when it is energized by the soul. Without a soul, the body is just dead material; without a body, the soul is just abstract desire, an urge to join, absorb, see, hear, touch, taste, without the means to do so. Body and soul are one and are coexistent.

It is difficult to tell just what kind of sex act Whitman portrays as he evokes the sensual joining of his “I” with the “you.” It is an act of intimacy that produces “voice,” but a voice that does not speak in words, music, or rhyme, a voice that does not “lecture” but rather “hums.” The most erotic part of the joining comes in the bizarre image of the unspecified lover opening the speaker’s shirt and plunging “your tongue to my bare-stript heart.” It is no wonder that Bram Stoker, author of Dracula, was a fan of Whitman’s! Stoker knew that Whitman’s “I” was a bit vampiric, always lurking in his book (even long after his death) awaiting a living reader who would give voice and life to the otherwise dead words on the page. The plunging of the tongue to the heart perhaps suggests the joining of voice to body and spirit. Body and soul join here, and, in another sense, poet and reader join as well in an erotic embrace, as the reader’s body now takes on the words of the departed poet, our tongue speaking his. Without a living, breathing, sentient reader, the poem is dead—just ink on paper—but with the living body of the reader, and that reader’s active attention, it comes alive again.

And then, in a biblical-sounding passage, “peace and knowledge” come to the satisfied speaker, and all the “argument of the earth” vanishes into a mystical moment of oneness with both God and the “poke-weed,” with all men and women and with the ants, with the most exalted and the most common. Now the speaker knows that his body and spirit are part of whatever God is, and all of creation from the highest to the lowest, from the most vast to the smallest, is vibrating with “love,” which is the “kelson of the creation,” the foundational beam of the universal ship on which we all—great and small, significant and insignificant—journey. And love is always embodied.

Afterword

Here is a dirty little secret: Eros may be the most reliable guide to poetic exploration, for desire is the fuel that burns in the lyric imagination. From Sappho to William Blake to Patti Smith, poets understand, if rarely acknowledge, the central role that desire plays in the composition of a poem, whether the object of one’s affections is the beloved, God, fame, immortality, revolution, or language itself. John Donne’s late Holy Sonnets blaze as intensely as the love poems of his youth: “Batter my heart, three-person’d God.” And certain hymns to the divine composed by the Psalmist, Hafez, and St. John of the Cross carry a charge that we may recognize from the secret depths of our experience. What makes the fifth section of Song of Myself so audacious, and so moving, is Whitman’s decision to address this matter directly, enacting the marriage of the body and soul that from time immemorial has governed the lyric impulse—“a kelson of the creation,” the girder bolted to the keel of the boat in which the lover sails, alert to everything under the sun. In a state of expectation, a space between one obligation and another, a lull, the poet hears “the hum of your valvèd voice,” which is the voice of every reader of his lines, yours and mine, brothers and sisters, now and in the future, tasting salt, and the surge of the waves, and “the peace and knowledge that pass all the argument of the earth.” Here you are.


Song of Myself—SECTION 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?

Or I guess the grass is itself a child, the produced babe of the vegetation.

Or I guess it is a uniform hieroglyphic,

And it means, Sprouting alike in broad zones and narrow zones,

Growing among black folks as among white,

Kanuck, Tuckahoe, Congressman, Cuff, I give them the same, I receive them the same.

And now it seems to me the beautiful uncut hair of graves.

Tenderly will I use you curling grass,

It may be you transpire from the breasts of young men,

It may be if I had known them I would have loved them,

It may be you are from old people, or from offspring taken soon out of their mothers’ laps,

And here you are the mothers’ laps.

This grass is very dark to be from the white heads of old mothers,

Darker than the colorless beards of old men,

Dark to come from under the faint red roofs of mouths.

O I perceive after all so many uttering tongues,

And I perceive they do not come from the roofs of mouths for nothing.

I wish I could translate the hints about the dead young men and women,

And the hints about old men and mothers, and the offspring taken soon out of their laps.

What do you think has become of the young and old men?

And what do you think has become of the women and children?

They are alive and well somewhere,

The smallest sprout shows there is really no death,

And if ever there was it led forward life, and does not wait at the end to arrest it,

And ceas’d the moment life appear’d.

All goes onward and outward, nothing collapses,

And to die is different from what any one supposed, and luckier.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

In this section, a child asks the question that will generate the rest of the poem: “What is the grass?” The answer to this question will in some ways occupy the poet through all the rest of the sections, leading him eventually to title his entire book Leaves of Grass. As is often the case with children’s questions, there is no easy answer to this one. And the poet, instead of offering a categorical reply (he is done with the lecturing and accounting and the talk of beginnings and endings), responds instead by offering guesses, shifting answers, for he realizes that, the more we think about what the grass truly is, the less we know. Maybe in the way it manages to grow everywhere out of the soil (which is always composted death), the grass is the “flag of my disposition,” the very sign of the poet’s optimism. Or maybe it’s the very sign of God, a coy reminder of the mystery of creation, dropped everywhere for us to wonder whose it is (like a woman dropping a monogrammed handkerchief in the hope that it will be picked up by a possible lover and will lead him back to her).

The grass is itself a child, always emerging anew from the realm of death into a new life; it is a kind of coded writing that seems to speak equality, since it grows among the rich and poor, among black and white. But it is primarily the sign of life emerging from death, and the poet imagines himself walking over graves and imagining the grass as the transformed life of those buried beneath him. His imagery here is delicate, precise, and a bit macabre: “This grass is very dark to . . . come from under the faint red roofs of mouths.” Just as, in the previous section, the tongue plunged to the heart, here the grass grows from the mouths of the dead, as if it is “so many uttering tongues.” The tongue is the organ of voice, and Whitman hears tongues speaking everywhere he looks.

Whitman here begins his exploration of how the dead are not silent, are not voiceless, but rather how they are always speaking through the life that emerges from them. If we want to know what the dead are saying, we need only “translate the hints” of those “uttering tongues” of grass. The dead speak in “a uniform hieroglyphic,” a coded language that requires us to listen hard, to be fearless in our translation, in order to ultimately realize that “the smallest sprout shows there is really no death.” The grass always speaks life and always emerges from death, so death always ceases the moment new life appears. Again, this is Whitman’s faith in compost, in the cycle of death and life that guarantees that death is never an ending but always a beginning of ongoing life, which is forever moving “onward and outward,” making death far different than we might have supposed, not an ending but an ongoing process of dissolving again into diffuse and ever-leafing life. How lucky we are to exist in a universe where death is only a harmless word we give to a passing moment in our ever-recycling life!

Afterword

If poetry is a matter of hints and guesses—of translating hints from the imagination or memory and guesses about what lies before and beyond us—then this poem’s sixth section is a primer on the art. A child’s question generates speculation, some of Whitman’s most gorgeous phrases (“the flag of my disposition,” “the handkerchief of the Lord,” “the beautiful uncut hair of graves”), and an invitation to journey to the heart of existence—which, as it turns out, is hidden in the grass beneath our feet. Whitman claims to wish that he could “translate the hints about the dead young men and women”—and then he performs that very act of alchemy, discovering in the “smallest sprout” the philosopher’s stone, concluding that the base materials of life are immortal. He summons from the grass evidence that no one and nothing will ever die, since every atom (belonging to you as well as to me) circulates forever. Scientists may yet prove him to be right.

“Hints followed by guesses,” T. S. Eliot wrote in his version of scripture, Four Quartets; “and the rest is prayer, observance, discipline, thought and action.” Whitman took another view, believing that eternity lay all around him—in the lull; in the smoke of his breath; in a handful of grass; in the question that begs an answer, and then another and another; in the stars that travel “onward and outward,” presumably forever. What a thrilling prospect. And terrifying.


Song of Myself—SECTION 7

Has any one supposed it lucky to be born?

I hasten to inform him or her it is just as lucky to die, and I know it.

I pass death with the dying and birth with the new-wash’d babe, and am not contain’d between my hat and boots,

And peruse manifold objects, no two alike and every one good,

The earth good and the stars good, and their adjuncts all good.

I am not an earth nor an adjunct of an earth,

I am the mate and companion of people, all just as immortal and fathomless as myself,

(They do not know how immortal, but I know.)

Every kind for itself and its own, for me mine male and female,

For me those that have been boys and that love women,

For me the man that is proud and feels how it stings to be slighted,

For me the sweet-heart and the old maid, for me mothers and the mothers of mothers,

For me lips that have smiled, eyes that have shed tears,

For me children and the begetters of children.

Undrape! you are not guilty to me, nor stale nor discarded,

I see through the broadcloth and gingham whether or no,

And am around, tenacious, acquisitive, tireless, and cannot be shaken away.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Section 7 begins with one of Whitman’s most audacious boasts: if you think it’s “lucky to be born,” then, he is quick to let us know, “it is just as lucky to die, and I know it.” How does he know it is lucky to die? By this point in the poem, Whitman has convinced us that these atoms belonging to us, composing us, did not originate with us but in fact have been circulating through the universe from the beginning of time and will be circulating until the end of time. We are all, as he will say later in the poem, “the leavings of many deaths,” just as we all are the seedbeds of many births. Each of us is literally made up of “dead” matter, of the atoms of previous lives that have been recirculated to produce us. And as we go through life, we are never “contain’d between” our hats and our boots; we are instead a dynamic, ever-shifting group of atoms physically and a dynamic, ever-shifting group of perceptions mentally. As we “peruse” the “manifold objects” around us, the ever-shifting scenes and sounds that our senses absorb, we continually become an ever-changing person, “immortal and fathomless.” There is no end, Whitman suggests, to the ongoing life that continues to produce new bodies—new eyes and new ears—that will forever absorb the kaleidoscope of sensations around us. And how can we ever probe the depths of the vast oceans of experience our senses bring to each of us, every day and every minute of our lives?

Even when the poet makes what sounds like a discriminating statement (“Every kind for itself”), that statement immediately radiates out into a kind of indiscriminate love. What, after all, is one’s “kind”? For Whitman, his kind includes “male and female,” “children and the begetters of children,” because all are needed for the ongoing life we are the immortal part of, the life that only we who live in the present moment can experience, just as those who have lived in the past experienced it and those who will live in the future will experience it. So now Whitman issues his first exclamatory command: “Undrape!” Like some proto-Superman with x-ray vision, he tells us that he sees through whatever disguise we put on our body. After all, the one great democratic thing that we know is that we all have a body; we experience the world only in and through our bodies. And our eyes and ears, our tongues and nose and fingertips, are always hungry for sensation. Whitman looks at us, and since he had a body too, he now sees ours and knows what it is like. The poem at this point reaches out to us, grabs us, claims us, embodies us, and “cannot be shaken away.”

Afterword

The conjunction of “immortal” and “fathomless” in the seventh section marks a critical turning in Song of Myself, Whitman the seer proclaiming the limits of his knowledge, which are the depths of the individual soul. He knows what cannot be measured—the secrets of a life, the inscrutable forces that lead someone to take one path instead of another, the stirrings of desire, demands of the community, promptings of the unconscious, uncharted currents, instincts, ideas, imperatives of—what? It is impossible to map the terrain traditionally reserved for God, and yet the poet records the voices murmuring in the dark, guesses at what was left out of the confession, offers hosannas for the living and the dead. In Whitman’s democratic dispensation all is acknowledged, and absorbed, and absolved.

Hence the different levels of diction and registers of tone rubbing up against one another, forming a musical chord in which multiple languages (read: lives) are resolved: “Every kind for itself.” Note how he glides from one tone to another, from the bureaucratic “I hasten to inform” to the colloquial “it is just as lucky,” the lawyerly giving way to the wisdom of the streets—and the ages. “Undrape!” he commands, “you are not guilty to me.” For this “mate and companion” of everyone, male and female, brother and sister, lover and mother “and the mothers of mothers,” sees all and forgives all, even the one who slighted him (a seemingly autobiographical moment). He may not know what lies in the heart of the other, but he will believe in it just the same.


Song of Myself—SECTION 8

The little one sleeps in its cradle,

I lift the gauze and look a long time, and silently brush away flies with my hand.

The youngster and the red-faced girl turn aside up the bushy hill,

I peeringly view them from the top.

The suicide sprawls on the bloody floor of the bedroom,

I witness the corpse with its dabbled hair, I note where the pistol has fallen.

The blab of the pave, tires of carts, sluff of boot-soles, talk of the promenaders,

The heavy omnibus, the driver with his interrogating thumb, the clank of the shod horses on the granite floor,

The snow-sleighs, clinking, shouted jokes, pelts of snow-balls,

The hurrahs for popular favorites, the fury of rous’d mobs,

The flap of the curtain’d litter, a sick man inside borne to the hospital,

The meeting of enemies, the sudden oath, the blows and fall,

The excited crowd, the policeman with his star quickly working his passage to the centre of the crowd,

The impassive stones that receive and return so many echoes,

What groans of over-fed or half-starv’d who fall sunstruck or in fits,

What exclamations of women taken suddenly who hurry home and give birth to babes,

What living and buried speech is always vibrating here, what howls restrain’d by decorum,

Arrests of criminals, slights, adulterous offers made, acceptances, rejections with convex lips,

I mind them or the show or resonance of them—I come and I depart.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Now the tone of the poem quiets in a very unsettling way, as Whitman’s “I” simply stands aside and observes. He observes a scene of birth and one of death, with a lusty love scene in between. Just as in the previous section he was claiming to be a voyeur, with his gaze penetrating through our clothes to our bodies, so here he lifts the cover from a baby to gaze upon it, casually shooing away the flies; he gets a kind of bird’s-eye view of a young couple about to make love in the bushes; and he observes and describes a suicide in a bedroom. Are these scenes related? Is there a kind of narrative implied (is this baby that the poet sees perhaps the result of the young couple giving in to their sexual desires, and is the suicide the result of the young woman’s shame?), or are these just three unrelated scenes of different stages of life, as the poet observes the joys and horrors that take place somewhere around us every minute of every day?

The pace of the poem picks up as Whitman gives us his first urban catalogue, each line capturing a different sound and movement of the city. In these catalogs, we hear Whitman at his slangy best, as he records the incessant noise of the urbanscape, as if the pavement itself is blabbing away, talking nonstop, saying indeterminate things. He hears the “sluff of boot-soles,” as he employs the informal spelling of “slough,” using it to mean “plodding through mud” but also capturing the sound of all those shuffling boots. (“Sluff” is a phonetic spelling of “slough,” which as a noun is a muddy bog, not unlike Manhattan sidewalks and streets in the mid-nineteenth century. As a verb, “slough” is to shed or cast off. So all those boots walking the muddy streets are continually taking on mud and shedding it off, all the while making a distinctive sound that echoes both the noun and the verb—the sluff of bootsoles.) The wild variety of city sounds—blab and sluff and clank and clinking and hurrahs and flappings and echoes and groans and exclamations—meld into a cacophonous urban music, becoming the “living and buried speech” that is “always vibrating here.” This is Whitman’s version of what James Joyce would call “epiphanies” or of William Carlos Williams’s belief that “poetry exists in the very language to which we have been listening all our lives.” Just listen to the city streets, Whitman says, and you will hear the full range of human emotions, from the “groans” of those who have eaten too much to the groans of those who are “half-starved.” The city compresses all human experience into a tight, noisy space—an urban sensorium—and its sounds always vibrate with meaning.

When Allen Ginsberg in the 1950s read the line that ends “what howls restrained by decorum,” he discovered the title and theme of Howl, his poem that defined the Beat Generation. Howl laid out just what happened when all those restrained howls finally burst through the veneer of decorum, releasing those “who sang out of their windows in despair, fell out of the subway window, jumped in the filthy Passaic, leaped on negroes, cried all over the street, . . . and threw up groaning into the bloody toilet, moans in their ears and the blast of colossal steamwhistles.” Ginsberg’s poem is a mid-twentieth-century extension of Whitman’s catalogue, still finding poetry in the most unlikely urban places. Whitman’s “I” remains the unfazed observer, looking closely, absorbing the good and the bad, the adulteries and the emergencies and the hidden lusts, reporting them, and then moving on. His persona here is not unlike the “impassive stones” of the city itself that “receive and return so many echoes.” Poems are always vibrating all around us, if only we open our ears.

Afterword

Walking in New York City, schooled in the music of Song of Myself, you may hear a version of “the blab of the pave” rehearsed in the eighth section: people on Fifth Avenue making way for a businessman shouting into his cell phone, a homeless veteran blessing an old woman under the scaffolding of a high-rise, a taxi driver asking for directions. Passion (birth, love, death) provides the melodic structure: a trio of couplets balanced by a fourteen-line stanza—a free verse sonnet in the form of a catalogue; if the time signature has changed to match the acceleration of modern life, the key remains the same: more, more. Watch and listen, the poet says. There are invitations everywhere. Abroad in the city at night, alone or with someone close to you, it may feel as if you are taking soundings in the babble of the crowd queuing for a show, in the murmur of a couple posing for a photograph in Times Square, in the clatter of horses’ hooves outside the entrance to Central Park, in the wail of a siren by the river . . . These are echoes of what rang in the ear of the poet who was attuned to the music of all “the souls moving along.”

Homer’s catalogue of ships sailing to Troy, Ovid’s list of trees, biblical genealogies—enumeration is a rich poetic device. And the names that Whitman gives to different aspects of the city, its “living and buried speech,” what resonates and what stays hidden, bring Adam’s task to mind. This rough, this kosmos, is the first man of democracy, the invisible walls of which rise in the souls of every man, woman, and child, and Song of Myself unites what the ancient Chinese called “the ten thousand things.” New York is all around us.


Song of Myself—SECTION 9

The big doors of the country barn stand open and ready,

The dried grass of the harvest-time loads the slow-drawn wagon,

The clear light plays on the brown gray and green intertinged,

The armfuls are pack’d to the sagging mow.

I am there, I help, I came stretch’d atop of the load,

I felt its soft jolts, one leg reclined on the other,

I jump from the cross-beams and seize the clover and timothy,

And roll head over heels and tangle my hair full of wisps.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

In this, one of the shortest sections of Song of Myself (only two other sections have eight lines, as this section does, and only one section has fewer lines), Whitman turns from the city to the country, from the urban to the rural, as he perhaps recalls his own early childhood memories on his family’s Long Island farm (his family moved from the farm to Brooklyn just days before Whitman turned four) and his later visits to his grandparents’ farm nearby. In his autobiography, Specimen Days, Whitman recalls as a boy how he had “often been out on the edges of these [Long Island] plains toward sundown, and can yet recall in fancy the interminable cow-processions, and hear the music of the tin or copper bells clanking far or near, and breathe the cool of the sweet and slightly aromatic evening air, and note the sunset.” In this section of Song of Myself, Whitman offers a closely observed visual poem, a kind of pre-imagist intensely focused moment, as he imagines or recalls riding on a hay wagon toward the open doors of “the country barn,” feeling the jolt of the wagon, and then jumping down into “the clover and timothy” (the grass with flower spikes cultivated for hay), immersing himself in the fall grass, feeling himself in a tangle with it. Whitman here captures not only a different aspect of life in America, but a different pace in the rural areas of the country, more leisurely and peaceful than the noisy staccato urban catalogue that came just before.

Afterword

The revisions that Whitman made to Song of Myself between its first publication in 1855 and the deathbed edition of 1891 continue to unsettle some readers. Galway Kinnell, for example, argues that the poet’s creative and critical faculties weakened as he grew older, and “the more he searched for perfection, the farther away it went.” But who can blame Whitman for such a quest? Like a scientist who makes a discovery that alters our understanding of the universe, and then spends the rest of his life refining the implications of his breakthrough, the poet tinkered with his work. “I come again and again,” the original ending of the eighth section, was thus transformed into “I come and I depart,” and readers are left to wonder about the wisdom of the change, which brings to mind Auden’s controversial decision to revise “We must love one another or die,” in his poem “September 1, 1939,” to “We must love one another and die.” Should an aging poet leave his or her early work alone? What to do with different versions of a poem? Is perfection even possible? Song of Myself raises such questions again and again.

Whitman made one change in the next section, dividing the original eight-line stanza into two end-stopped quatrains, which “look like the poetry of the past,” in Kinnell’s phrase. But that is the point: the poet invokes a moment from his rural childhood in an unrhymed variation on the ballad form. The folk tradition lives anew in the white space between stanzas, a static scene that will come to life in the speaker’s declaration that he is there, “stretched atop of the load.” Now he recalls his journey into the past, “the soft jolts” of memory, and jumps into the hay, and seizes his golden harvest—the music of clover and timothy, of a body in motion, of tangled hair.


Song of Myself—SECTION 10

Alone far in the wilds and mountains I hunt,

Wandering amazed at my own lightness and glee,

In the late afternoon choosing a safe spot to pass the night,

Kindling a fire and broiling the fresh-kill’d game,

Falling asleep on the gather’d leaves with my dog and gun by my side.

The Yankee clipper is under her sky-sails, she cuts the sparkle and scud,

My eyes settle the land, I bend at her prow or shout joyously from the deck.

The boatmen and clam-diggers arose early and stopt for me,

I tuck’d my trowser-ends in my boots and went and had a good time;

You should have been with us that day round the chowder-kettle.

I saw the marriage of the trapper in the open air in the far west, the bride was a red girl,

Her father and his friends sat near cross-legged and dumbly smoking, they had moccasins to their feet and large thick blankets hanging from their shoulders,

On a bank lounged the trapper, he was drest mostly in skins, his luxuriant beard and curls protected his neck, he held his bride by the hand,

She had long eyelashes, her head was bare, her coarse straight locks descended upon her voluptuous limbs and reach’d to her feet.

The runaway slave came to my house and stopt outside,

I heard his motions crackling the twigs of the woodpile,

Through the swung half-door of the kitchen I saw him limpsy and weak,

And went where he sat on a log and led him in and assured him,

And brought water and fill’d a tub for his sweated body and bruis’d feet,

And gave him a room that enter’d from my own, and gave him some coarse clean clothes,

And remember perfectly well his revolving eyes and his awkwardness,

And remember putting plasters on the galls of his neck and ankles;

He staid with me a week before he was recuperated and pass’d north,

I had him sit next me at table, my fire-lock lean’d in the corner.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

After Section 8 took us on a cacophonous urban journey—with omnibuses and snow-sleighs and ambulances and carts—and Section 9 took us on a peaceful rural hayride, Section 10 takes us on a series of imaginative journeys to America’s western wilds, to the sea, and, eventually, to a stop on the underground railroad that formed a pathway to freedom for escaped slaves. The “I” of the poem is now moving beyond the actual experiences of Walt Whitman, who at the time he wrote Song of Myself never had gone hunting in the “wilds and mountains,” never had been on a “Yankee clipper,” never had experienced the “marriage of the trapper . . . in the far west” to an American Indian woman, and never had housed a runaway slave. But Whitman wants his poetic “I” to have experienced the breadth of the continent, so he uses stories he has heard and paintings he has seen (like Alfred Jacob Miller’s “The Trapper’s Bride”) to expand the range of his experiences. Imaginative expansion, after all, is not less real than actual experience: fantasy is, in fact, one way we allow ourselves to experience what it would be like to escape rules and expected behavior, and Whitman provides us with the means to join him in widening the scope of our experiences and broadening our beliefs. As he describes looking from the sailing vessel (the “clipper”) through the wind-blown mist (the “scud”), Whitman says “My eyes settle the land.” His eyes at this point are trying to make out the distant land through the mist and motion, and thus to steady his vision, but all through this section he is also using his eyes to “settle the land” in another sense—to occupy the continent from city to country, from the east to the west, from the south to the north, to put the land in democratic order by stretching its boundaries, and to contain it all in a single unified identity.

Whitman thus begins in this section to record the crossing of social and cultural boundaries in the United States. Social commentators like the French writer Alexis de Tocqueville in the 1840s had observed that there were “three races in America”—the white, red, and black—and that they had distinctly different qualities that kept them separate from each other. But Whitman offers here two scenes of racial mixing, as the white trapper marries a Native Indian woman (described as “voluptuous”), and then the “I” welcomes a “runaway slave” into his house, gives him clothes, bathes him and nurses him, and has “him sit next me at table,” keeping his gun nearby to protect the slave from slave-catchers who may be in pursuit. The intimacy of both scenes emphasizes the physical nature of the joining, an interracial touching, that goes beyond the mere stating of respect for the racial “other.” We can feel in these scenes the redemptive qualities of transgressing social boundaries, as Whitman continues to emphasize the need to absorb diversity, to overcome discriminations that we may have been taught, to recognize the deep identities we all share: “every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you.” Just as the “big doors” of the barn in Section 9 stood open to accept the fall harvest of leaves of grass, so now does the narrator’s “half-door of the kitchen” swing open to reveal its interior to the escaped slave as both men discover the rich harvest of overcoming bias and discrimination, even as the gun in the corner serves as a reminder that such crossings and joinings are always accompanied by potential danger.

Afterword

Invention comes to the fore in this section, the poet creating a series of fictions to tell a difficult truth—that his celebration of the self includes everyone, regardless of race, identity, or place in society. The novelist Ron Carlson has remarked that he always writes from personal experience, whether he has had it or not, and this fiction-making guides Whitman’s imaginings of a hunting party, a sea voyage, a clam dig, a trapper’s marriage to an Indian girl, a drama with an escaped slave. His vignettes are not less powerful than the testimony of his senses, because he chooses to highlight details that seem to come straight from life—“the sparkle and scud” of the Yankee clipper at sail, the trouser-ends tucked into his boots, the “coarse straight locks” of the Indian girl and the “coarse clean clothes” (marvelous echo!) of the fugitive slave. The more dazzling the invention, the more it must be grounded in believable particularity.

“Tell all the truth but tell it slant,” said Emily Dickinson; “Success in circuit lies.” Poetic invention is a circular form of truth-telling, which Whitman employs at critical moments in the poem, often to extend his democratic self into new political terrain. Behind a mask the poet may speak more plainly. (It is no accident that among the heteronyms devised by the Portuguese poet Fernando Pessoa was a Whitman-like character, Alberto Caeiro, a shepherd, “a mystic, but only of the body,” who sang Nature in the same full-throated voice as the American bard.) In poetic monologues and portraits of real and imaginary historical characters we discover what Dickinson called “the truth’s superb surprise.” But danger lurks when the poet is inventing. No wonder Whitman keeps his fire-lock nearby. There is always someone at the door.


Song of Myself—SECTION 11

Twenty-eight young men bathe by the shore,

Twenty-eight young men and all so friendly;

Twenty-eight years of womanly life and all so lonesome.

She owns the fine house by the rise of the bank,

She hides handsome and richly drest aft the blinds of the window.

Which of the young men does she like the best?

Ah the homeliest of them is beautiful to her.

Where are you off to, lady? for I see you,

You splash in the water there, yet stay stock still in your room.

Dancing and laughing along the beach came the twenty-ninth bather,

The rest did not see her, but she saw them and loved them.

The beards of the young men glisten’d with wet, it ran from their long hair,

Little streams pass’d all over their bodies.

An unseen hand also pass’d over their bodies,

It descended tremblingly from their temples and ribs.

The young men float on their backs, their white bellies bulge 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.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

This strange and haunting section has generated endless discussion, and Whitman’s emphasis on the number “twenty-eight” has particularly fascinated critics from the poet’s time to our own. Some have argued that Whitman was suggesting the number of states in the union, and, while there were twenty-eight states in 1845 (when Texas was admitted), Iowa became a state in 1846, Wisconsin in 1848, and California in 1850, so, when Whitman wrote this section, there were in fact thirty-one states. Other critics have suggested that Whitman is evoking the lunar cycle (popularly thought of as twenty-eight days, though actually between twenty-nine and thirty days). Still others have suggested associations with Egyptian mythology, which Whitman had studied in some detail (Osiris was killed in the twenty-eighth year of his reign, and his body, by various accounts, was divided into fourteen or twenty-six or twenty-eight parts before being recovered by Isis, thus associating him with the lunar cycle). Others associate the “twenty-eightness” of this section with the menstrual cycle. All of these associations thus relate to fertility, union, birth, and regeneration—things that have eluded the “lonesome” woman.

But whatever (if anything) Whitman meant to suggest by the number twenty-eight, he certainly does create in this section more crossings of boundaries, this time boundaries of class and gender. The woman is wealthy, the owner of a “fine house,” positioned on a “rise” above the rest of her community, from which she is separated by layers of richness—from her dress to her blinds. But this material comfort has isolated rather than truly comforted her, and her aching desire, built up over twenty-eight years, now reaches through her insulated walls, through her blinds, through social conventions, and through her clothing, out to the group of rough young men—one for every year of her lonely life—who cavort naked in the river below her. Reversing the usual poles of Western voyeurism, where men have secretly watched naked women (as in the biblical story of David and Bathsheba or Susanna and the Elders), and putting aside the guilt usually associated with such acts, in this section the woman engages in the joyful erotics of hidden looking. And just as she imagines herself released from all her constraints as she joins the men, becoming the twenty-ninth bather, in a naked ecstasy of touching, so the male poet, watching her, becomes by implication the thirtieth bather, imaginatively joining in the free-flowing sensual frolic as well.

And so are we, the readers, male or female, gay or straight, invited to become the thirty-first bather, riding the trajectory of the lonely woman’s desire out into the fluid world of democratic touch, where the constraints of gender and social conventions are momentarily cast aside. Gender itself evaporates as the young men’s bellies “bulge” as if pregnant, and the descriptive phrase “pendant and bending arch” adheres equally to aspects of both male and female anatomy. It is Whitman’s lesson in how the imagination is a democratic force that can carry us across the barriers of religion, morality, conventions, class, even sexual orientation, and test the waters of indiscriminate thinking.

Afterword

More invention, in an extravagant key. The poet’s imagination brims with desire, in the form of a rich woman watching from her window twenty-eight young men bathe by the shore—one for each year of her life. Whatever other meanings might be attached to the number twenty-eight (the length of the lunar, solar, and menstrual cycles; the number of male consorts attending to the Egyptian moon goddess, Isis; the second perfect number, after six; and so on), the true number is one—the expansive identity of the self, which contains everyone: woman, poet, reader. For the “unseen hand” passing over the bathers belongs not only to the woman who in her imagination joins the men in the water but to the reader tracing a finger over the lines of the poet composing the scene. The poem as act and object of desire: another invention of the poet who discovered that unity is all, and always subject to the immutable law of nature that desire flows over the boundaries raised and enforced by custom, taste, and legal opinion. Whitman is innocent, because in the act of writing he becomes Other, a change agent splashing water where he will. He doesn’t care if you get wet—and that is the point: readers, now and in the future, can join in the fun, which is more serious than you might imagine. He is the woman “seizing fast” to all the young men, here and everywhere, who will live and die in his lines, over and over again.


Song of Myself—SECTION 12

The butcher-boy puts off his killing-clothes, or sharpens his knife at the stall in the market,

I loiter enjoying his repartee and his shuffle and break-down.

Blacksmiths with grimed and hairy chests environ the anvil,

Each has his main-sledge, they are all out, there is a great heat in the fire.

From the cinder-strew’d threshold I follow their movements,

The lithe sheer of their waists plays even with their massive arms,

Overhand the hammers swing, overhand so slow, overhand so sure,

They do not hasten, each man hits in his place.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

After the leisurely and lyrical Section 11, with its wealthy, lonely woman imagining her way into a sensual frolic with the twenty-eight young men, this section is quick and spontaneous, as if we have now followed those bathing young men back to their jobs. Now the poet observes young men as intently as the young woman observed them in the previous section. Through the poet’s eyes, we see the young butcher changing out of his bloodied aprons (“his killing-clothes”) and sharpening his knives for the next day’s grisly business. But even after work, the butcher’s leisure involves more sharp tools and “break-downs.” His very speech is “repartee,” as Whitman reaches for what at first seems an inappropriate term to describe the way the butcher talks: “repartee” is French and invokes a higher social class, but it derives from a fencing term (a thrust in response to an attack) and came to mean a “sharp retort”—even the butcher’s talk is a whetted instrument. And he entertains himself (and the poet) with his “shuffle and break-down,” two fast and energetic dances that emerged from African-American folk traditions (and that Whitman had experienced during his three-month stay in New Orleans in 1848). This butcher-boy enacts his own racial border-crossing, an early instance of America’s crossover culture that has produced jazz and the blues and hip-hop.

Then the poet turns to a careful observation of blacksmiths at work, admiring their masculine bodies and the powerful rhythms of their work as their repeated motions sculpt their bodies into thin waists and “massive arms.” These men “environ the anvil,” and Whitman’s word “environ” creates an image of the men surrounding the heavy block of iron (the word itself has “iron” at its heart) on which they shape the molten iron from the furnace with their hammers. Their bodies move in a hypnotic repetition as, again and again, “each man hits in his place,” just as Whitman does here as he lovingly shapes his words to the meters of the workplace, hammering poetry out of the everyday world around him.

Afterword

Whitman extends the poetic tradition of addressing work—its motions and rhythms, its sweat and grime, its tedium and transport—with his delineation in this section of the complex relationship between work and play. From the repartee and dance of the high-spirited butcher-boy to the hammering of the blacksmiths lies white space animated by an unspoken question: What is work? If work is what defines us, at least in part, then the poet, who prefers to “lean and loafe at [his] ease,” will bring the spirit of play to the blacksmith’s shop. He stands on the threshold, between the burning heart of the forge and the larger world, determined to link motion and matter through the act—the labor—of his observing. What pleasure he takes in watching the smithies work, reproducing on the page the cadences of their hammering as they fashion the artifacts that make up our environs. Three times in one line he uses the word “overhand,” creating a hypnotic effect, which may inspire readers to summon memories of that brief and blessed state in which by a seeming miracle they sometimes lose themselves in their labors.

Drudgery, of course, is the more common experience of work—and what, in fact, makes possible the courting of transcendence: repetition may invoke a playful spirit, which is always hovering nearby. Around the anvil the smithies find a rhythm in which to merge their individual selves in a larger enterprise. Think of it as a collective form of “shuffle and break-down,” a slow dance in which new shapes are delivered unto the world. Just so, writers gather around the anvil of language, our common inheritance, hammering word by word at their materials, seeking to find the right place and rhythm in which to leave their mark.


Song of Myself—SECTION 13

The negro holds firmly the reins of his four horses, the block swags underneath on its tied-over chain,

The negro that drives the long dray of the stone-yard, steady and tall he stands pois’d on one leg on the string-piece,

His blue shirt exposes his ample neck and breast and loosens over his hip-band,

His glance is calm and commanding, he tosses the slouch of his hat away from his forehead,

The sun falls on his crispy hair and mustache, falls on the black of his polish’d and perfect limbs.

I behold the picturesque giant and love him, and I do not stop there,

I go with the team also.

In me the caresser of life wherever moving, backward as well as forward sluing,

To niches aside and junior bending, not a person or object missing,

Absorbing all to myself and for this song.

Oxen that rattle the yoke and chain or halt in the leafy shade, what is that you express in your eyes?

It seems to me more than all the print I have read in my life.

My tread scares the wood-drake and wood-duck on my distant and day-long ramble,

They rise together, they slowly circle around.

I believe in those wing’d purposes,

And acknowledge red, yellow, white, playing within me,

And consider green and violet and the tufted crown intentional,

And do not call the tortoise unworthy because she is not something else,

And the jay in the woods never studied the gamut, yet trills pretty well to me,

And the look of the bay mare shames silliness out of me.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Whitman’s attention in this section is now focused firmly on a black man, not necessarily a slave (as was the case in Section 10) but rather a driver of a dray (a flat hauling cart, here carrying stones). It is tough, heavy work, and this massive man is fully in charge of it, with his “commanding” glance and his “polish’d and perfect limbs.” The sun bathes and highlights his body just as the water bathed the bodies of the twenty-eight young men in Section 11. Whitman pauses to peer at this man closely, admire his confident presence, and express “love” for him. That casual and easy expression of love across races came as something of a shock to many readers in the mid-nineteenth century. And the way this “negro” is dressed, surprisingly, is a mirror image of the frontispiece portrait of Whitman that opened the 1855 Leaves of Grass, with his shirt open at the neck, his “calm and commanding” glance, and the hat “slouched” to one side of his forehead. This self-identification of the poet with the black dray-driver is another step toward a democratic way of thinking, as the poet seeks to widen his affectional circumference, to become a caresser of all life (“not a person or object missing”), absorbing everyone and everything into his nondiscriminating and always expanding self.

To demonstrate his radical openness to the world, the poet’s gaze drifts from the driver to the horses that he commands, and then to the oxen that pull their own heavy load. But he does not just observe them, he looks the cattle in the eye and finds in those eyes something inexpressibly rich and complex, “more than all the print I have read in my life.” He watches birds rise into the air at the sound of his footsteps, admires the patterns of their circlings in the air (“those wing’d purposes”), and then engages in one of his many slides up and down the evolutionary chart, undoing what most people think of as hierarchy (humans somehow superior to animals) into an equalizing identity: he knows the bird is contained within himself, and he is at some level at one with the bird and the tortoise, all of them creatures with their own purposes, their own equally meaningful journeys in this world. We humans may be proud of our words and our intellect, but if we open our eyes and ears to the world around us, we quickly realize we are not the only creatures that sing the songs of ourselves: the jay never learned the scales but nonetheless “trills” a pretty good song. Look into the eyes of any animal, Whitman advises, to get the “silliness” of believing in your own special status shamed out of you.

Afterword

From the collective we to the individual I, from a community of like-minded souls to a solitary self joined at the molecular level to everything in the universe—this is the journey that Whitman undertakes in the thirteenth section, the quarter point of Song of Myself. He joins the team of a black man driving “the dray of the stone-yard” into the wild, where he will absorb into himself every niche in the environment, oxen and birds and leafy shade, mindful of the limitations of human intelligence. Here the lord and giver of life affirmed in the Nicene Creed makes way for “the caresser of life,” and in his proclamation of the unity of being, Whitman deliberately echoes the language reserved by the Church Fathers for the Holy Spirit (“We believe in one holy and apostolic church. We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins”), and in so doing he expands the range of our affections. Signs of his faith are carried not by the dove, the symbol of the Holy Spirit, but by drakes and ducks and jays, which tune his song, his credo: “I believe in those wing’d purposes, / And acknowledge red, yellow, white, playing within me.” The colors of the rainbow, every race on earth, feathers and flowers, the tortoise and the bay mare—all inflame the imagination of the poet, who professes his belief in something larger than the Trinitarian godhead worked out by the bishops at the Council of Nicaea. Silly to imagine that we know more than an animal. Sillier yet to think that we are not on the same team.


Song of Myself—SECTION 14

The wild gander leads his flock through the cool night,

Ya-honk he says, and sounds it down to me like an invitation,

The pert may suppose it meaningless, but I listening close,

Find its purpose and place up there toward the wintry sky.

The sharp-hoof’d moose of the north, the cat on the house-sill, the chickadee, the prairie-dog,

The litter of the grunting sow as they tug at her teats,

The brood of the turkey-hen and she with her half-spread wings,

I see in them and myself the same old law.

The press of my foot to the earth springs a hundred affections,

They scorn the best I can do to relate them.

I am enamour’d of growing out-doors,

Of men that live among cattle or taste of the ocean or woods,

Of the builders and steerers of ships and the wielders of axes and mauls, and the drivers of horses,

I can eat and sleep with them week in and week out.

What is commonest, cheapest, nearest, easiest, is Me,

Me going in for my chances, spending for vast returns,

Adorning myself to bestow myself on the first that will take me,

Not asking the sky to come down to my good will,

Scattering it freely forever.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Whitman, writing about education, once commented that “good brains ancient & modern agree that what is nearest & commonest is always last to be realized.” Most of us spend our lives devoted to the distant and the abstract, only to recognize too late that the miracles all around us all the time are what we have deadened ourselves to. In this section, Whitman offers his most radical statement of democratic identity: “What is commonest, cheapest, nearest, easiest, is Me.” This is the poet’s credo: he will discover himself not in the exotic, the faraway, the difficult, or the costly, but rather in the common people he encounters every day and the animals that inhabit and enliven his world. Continuing his observation of animals from the previous section, he has here a momentary conversation with a “wild gander,” who speaks his “Ya-honk” to the poet, who listens “close” to it and (unlike the impudent or “pert” folks who have learned to arrogantly disregard the sounds of birds) finds something deeply meaningful in it.

The poet’s encounter with the “wild gander” is itself a “gander,” in the figurative sense of that word (“to gander” is to take a long look, to crane our necks like a goose in order to see all around us): Whitman ganders at the gander and translates its nonverbal cry into letters. It is an example of Whitman’s reverence for the natural world around him, a world of plants and animals that teaches us ways to see (and—as in the case of “gander”—ways to talk about how we see: if we are keenly observant, for example, we might be said to be “eagle-eyed” or “hawkeyed”). Birds flock throughout Whitman’s poem, which will end, as we’ll see, with a visit from a “spotted hawk.” He is always on the alert for encounters with animals, plants, and the natural world, and he is one “enamour’d of growing out-doors” and of hanging around with those who work on farms, on the ocean, or in the woods.

Whitman counsels a kind of profligacy here, a “spending for vast returns,” an endless bestowing of himself “on the first that will take me,” looking always to “scatter” himself “freely forever.” Whatever he has, he will give, taking the chance that by giving himself to everything around him, the surrounding world will shower him with “vast” and endlessly unexpected “returns.”

Afterword

“Music is continuous,” said Thoreau; “only listening is intermittent.” Whitman teaches us how to listen in this section, inviting us to hear the music of the quotidian, the most spectacular concert of all. “Open, open,” he counsels readers—to the song of the gander, “Ya-honk,” and the grunt of the nursing sow, and the affections springing from the earth with each step that we take. It turns out that “the same old law” applies across the board: there is music in these bones.

Thoreau’s insight inspired John Cage’s musical composition, 4′33″, in which the pianist is instructed not to play for the four minutes and thirty-three seconds that constitute the piece, creating space for the audience to hear what is there: an uncomfortable silence, perhaps, and then the sounds, the music, of the environment—breathing, waiting. To tune one’s ears to such music is no small matter—the premiere of 4′33″ provoked outrage in some quarters. We would rather not hear the music surrounding us. How much we do not want to know! But for those who have ears to hear there is music even in great pain (“a formal feeling,” in Emily Dickinson’s words)—and even for the deaf or hard of hearing. For listening is a sensual matter: we take in the music of creation with our ears and also with our eyes, noses, tongues, and skin. Every fiber of our being yearns to listen, though we stopper our senses, like the homeward-bound sailors in The Odyssey who fill their ears with wax on the approach to the island of the Sirens, the enchantresses whose singing is so beautiful that it causes shipwrecks. Nevertheless it is better to lash ourselves to the mast like Odysseus and listen to that music, which will fill his heart with desire, than to spend a life in vague longing. If only we can listen! Ah, there’s the rub—which has its own music.


Song of Myself—SECTION 15

The pure contralto sings in the organ loft,

The carpenter dresses his plank, the tongue of his foreplane whistles its wild ascending lisp,

The married and unmarried children ride home to their Thanksgiving dinner,

The pilot seizes the king-pin, he heaves down with a strong arm,

The mate stands braced in the whale-boat, lance and harpoon are ready,

The duck-shooter walks by silent and cautious stretches,

The deacons are ordain’d with cross’d hands at the altar,

The spinning-girl retreats and advances to the hum of the big wheel,

The farmer stops by the bars as he walks on a First-day loafe and looks at the oats and rye,

The lunatic is carried at last to the asylum a confirm’d case,

(He will never sleep any more as he did in the cot in his mother’s bed-room;)

The jour printer with gray head and gaunt jaws works at his case,

He turns his quid of tobacco while his eyes blurr with the manuscript;

The malform’d limbs are tied to the surgeon’s table,

What is removed drops horribly in a pail;

The quadroon girl is sold at the auction-stand, the drunkard nods by the bar-room stove,

The machinist rolls up his sleeves, the policeman travels his beat, the gate-keeper marks who pass,

The young fellow drives the express-wagon, (I love him, though I do not know him;)

The half-breed straps on his light boots to compete in the race,

The western turkey-shooting draws old and young, some lean on their rifles, some sit on logs,

Out from the crowd steps the marksman, takes his position, levels his piece;

The groups of newly-come immigrants cover the wharf or levee,

As the woolly-pates hoe in the sugar-field, the overseer views them from his saddle,

The bugle calls in the ball-room, the gentlemen run for their partners, the dancers bow to each other,

The youth lies awake in the cedar-roof’d garret and harks to the musical rain,

The Wolverine sets traps on the creek that helps fill the Huron,

The squaw wrapt in her yellow-hemm’d cloth is offering moccasins and bead-bags for sale,

The connoisseur peers along the exhibition-gallery with half-shut eyes bent sideways,

As the deck-hands make fast the steamboat the plank is thrown for the shore-going passengers,

The young sister holds out the skein while the elder sister winds it off in a ball, and stops now and then for the knots,

The one-year wife is recovering and happy having a week ago borne her first child,

The clean-hair’d Yankee girl works with her sewing-machine or in the factory or mill,

The paving-man leans on his two-handed rammer, the reporter’s lead flies swiftly over the note-book, the sign-painter is lettering with blue and gold,

The canal boy trots on the tow-path, the book-keeper counts at his desk, the shoemaker waxes his thread,

The conductor beats time for the band and all the performers follow him,

The child is baptized, the convert is making his first professions,

The regatta is spread on the bay, the race is begun, (how the white sails sparkle!)

The drover watching his drove sings out to them that would stray,

The pedler sweats with his pack on his back, (the purchaser higgling about the odd cent;)

The bride unrumples her white dress, the minute-hand of the clock moves slowly,

The opium-eater reclines with rigid head and just-open’d lips,

The prostitute draggles her shawl, her bonnet bobs on her tipsy and pimpled neck,

The crowd laugh at her blackguard oaths, the men jeer and wink to each other,

(Miserable! I do not laugh at your oaths nor jeer you;)

The President holding a cabinet council is surrounded by the great Secretaries,

On the piazza walk three matrons stately and friendly with twined arms,

The crew of the fish-smack pack repeated layers of halibut in the hold,

The Missourian crosses the plains toting his wares and his cattle,

As the fare-collector goes through the train he gives notice by the jingling of loose change,

The floor-men are laying the floor, the tinners are tinning the roof, the masons are calling for mortar,

In single file each shouldering his hod pass onward the laborers;

Seasons pursuing each other the indescribable crowd is gather’d, it is the fourth of Seventh-month, (what salutes of cannon and small arms!)

Seasons pursuing each other the plougher ploughs, the mower mows, and the winter-grain falls in the ground;

Off on the lakes the pike-fisher watches and waits by the hole in the frozen surface,

The stumps stand thick round the clearing, the squatter strikes deep with his axe,

Flatboatmen make fast towards dusk near the cotton-wood or pecan-trees,

Coon-seekers go through the regions of the Red river or through those drain’d by the Tennessee, or through those of the Arkansas,

Torches shine in the dark that hangs on the Chattahooche or Altamahaw,

Patriarchs sit at supper with sons and grandsons and great-grandsons around them,

In walls of adobie, in canvas tents, rest hunters and trappers after their day’s sport,

The city sleeps and the country sleeps,

The living sleep for their time, the dead sleep for their time,

The old husband sleeps by his wife and the young husband sleeps by his wife;

And these tend inward to me, and I tend outward to them,

And such as it is to be of these more or less I am,

And of these one and all I weave the song of myself.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Many aspects of Whitman’s poetic form struck nineteenth-century readers as radical, but few provoked more of an outrage than what quickly came to be called his “catalogues.” We saw catalogues earlier in Song of Myself (indeed, as early as Section 2), but nothing prepares the reader for the seemingly endless catalogue of Section 15, the second-longest section in the poem. Here Whitman offers nearly seventy-five lines of images of people engaging in various activities. One early reviewer of the first edition of Leaves of Grass claimed that Whitman “should have been bred to the business of an auctioneer” because he was “perpetually haunted by the delusion that he has a catalogue to make.” This reviewer went on to compare long sections of Whitman’s poetry to an actual auctioneer’s catalogue. Soon, everyone was talking about Whitman’s catalogue technique, and Whitman himself even adopted the term, noting late in his life that “some cuss my long catalogues, some think them holy.” He occasionally expressed frustration with readers who “gagged” at his catalogues: “Oh God! how tired I get of hearing that said about the ‘catalogues’!” He believed reviewers simply could not get past the catalogues: “It is that catalogue business that wrecks them all—that hauls them up short, that determines their opposition: they shudder at it.” Even Whitman’s sometimes admirer Ralph Waldo Emerson once commented that Whitman’s “catalogue-style of poetry is easy and leads nowhere.”

When we read the shifting, random series of images in Section 15, we have a choice: we can skim quickly, as if we were on a speeding train, quickly passing by an ever-changing sequence of scenes; or we can read slowly and deliberately, as the twentieth-century poet William Carlos Williams suggested we should, pausing to savor every moment as its own potential poem. Perhaps we also hear a cacophonous music, “America singing” (as Whitman called it in another poem), with the contralto singing, the foreplane whistling, the “musical rain,” the conductor beating time, the drover singing, the clock ticking, and “the jingling of loose change.” Whatever we hear and see, and however we absorb this massive series of activities, we are particularly struck by one scene that extends over three lines and slows the catalogue down: that is the scene of the prostitute who is laughed at by the crowd as “the men jeer and wink to each other.” At this point, the poet pauses and encloses a line in parentheses, as if stalling the rush of images to express a moment of disgust at the crowd’s disdain for the unfortunate woman: “(Miserable! I do not laugh at your oaths nor jeer you).” It is as if Whitman, in this catalogue of American life, is absorbing everything, accepting the nation’s wild diversity, pausing to reject just one thing: discrimination itself. The single thing that gets excluded from the multitudinous acts out of which the poet will “weave the song of myself” is any act of rejection. Life moves into the poet, and the poet moves outward into the tumultuous life around him, and all that stands in the way of democracy are small and nagging acts of discrimination.

The final three lines of this section work to pull the chaos of this vast catalogue of sensory impressions into a kind of unity, and that unity is the self that has perceived them. Any single “I” has one vantage point, one set of eyes and ears that is continually absorbing the welter of sense impressions around the “I.” From that vantage point, it feels as if the world is tending “inward to me,” inclining, moving, stretching in toward the self’s eyes and ears and nose and tongue. At the same time, the “I” feels something in the self that is extending out toward the world, toward that endless sensory stream of sights and sounds and smells. “I tend outward to them”: our senses reach out to the things of the world, always; our eyes are hungry to see, and our ears are hungry to hear. But manifold things pass in front of our eyes and ears that we miss or ignore or are oblivious to, so we need also to “attend” to them, to take care to register and record them (as Whitman has done in this section with such loving care). So it is always what Whitman calls an “influx” and an “efflux,” the world incessantly whirling toward our senses, and our senses reaching out to absorb that world. And that, more or less, is what we are: we are the things we have seen, heard, touched, tasted, smelled: “such as it is to be of these more or less I am.” No idea we have, no word we use, no love we feel did not originate “out there.” They all entered in through our open senses, our senses which extended out to embrace them and then tended to them as we absorbed them; and out of all those endless stimuli, we each weave the unique song of our self.

Afterword

A poet said that at bedtime when her daughter was young she liked to read to her from Homer’s catalogue of ships, in the second book of The Iliad. I felt a pang of sorrow for the child, thinking she must have been bored by the names and virtues of all the kings and warriors, the places they set sail from, their noble deeds—and then her mother recited lines from the poem, which even in translation can stir the hard-hearted. What a gift to receive at any age: a hymn to the abundance of the world—the multiplicity that Whitman celebrates in his first long catalogue.

The trick is to read slowly, to hear the music sounding in everyone and everything. The first line, the shortest in the catalogue—“The pure contralto sings in the organ loft”—thus tunes our ears to the key of life. We belong to a choir, whether we know it or not, and we must listen closely to all the others, in order to find our place in the score, as the carpenter shaving a plank of wood hears in the smoothing movement of his foreplane the whistle of “its wild ascending lisp,” one voice calling out to another, weaving “the song of myself,” which belongs to everyone.

William Blake invites us “To see a world in a grain of sand,” and Whitman follows that advice to the letter, discovering infinity on what—and whomever—his gaze alights upon: people from all walks of life, the highborn and the low, the passing seasons, the white sails of a regatta. There are no passers-by in Whitman’s field of vision, no missing persons: everyone is accounted for.


Song of Myself—SECTION 16

I am of old and young, of the foolish as much as the wise,

Regardless of others, ever regardful of others,

Maternal as well as paternal, a child as well as a man,

Stuff’d with the stuff that is coarse and stuff’d with the stuff that is fine,

One of the Nation of many nations, the smallest the same and the largest the same,

A Southerner soon as a Northerner, a planter nonchalant and hospitable down by the Oconee I live,

A Yankee bound my own way ready for trade, my joints the limberest joints on earth and the sternest joints on earth,

A Kentuckian walking the vale of the Elkhorn in my deer-skin leggings, a Louisianian or Georgian,

A boatman over lakes or bays or along coasts, a Hoosier, Badger, Buckeye;

At home on Kanadian snow-shoes or up in the bush, or with fishermen off Newfoundland,

At home in the fleet of ice-boats, sailing with the rest and tacking,

At home on the hills of Vermont or in the woods of Maine, or the Texan ranch,

Comrade of Californians, comrade of free North-Westerners, (loving their big proportions,)

Comrade of raftsmen and coalmen, comrade of all who shake hands and welcome to drink and meat,

A learner with the simplest, a teacher of the thoughtfullest,

A novice beginning yet experient of myriads of seasons,

Of every hue and caste am I, of every rank and religion,

A farmer, mechanic, artist, gentleman, sailor, quaker,

Prisoner, fancy-man, rowdy, lawyer, physician, priest.

I resist any thing better than my own diversity,

Breathe the air but leave plenty after me,

And am not stuck up, and am in my place.

(The moth and the fish-eggs are in their place,

The bright suns I see and the dark suns I cannot see are in their place,

The palpable is in its place and the impalpable is in its place.)

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Whitman’s mother once commented that Walt always seemed to be “going out and coming in.” She was referring to his peripatetic ways, but her description works as well for the structure of Song of Myself, where the poet expands out into the welter of details around him, testing how wide he can expand his sympathetic impulse before the self dissipates, and then he contracts back into a firm sense of self, expressing confidence that he can contain the multitudes he has absorbed, that they in fact strengthen the self. Section 16 is the contraction of the vast expansion of Section 15, where the random sampling of America took us up and down the social strata from a prostitute to the president, across the nation’s vast geography into the city and into the country and into the wilderness, through the diversity of occupations, and across races (with signs of America’s increasing racial mixture—the “quadroon girl” and the “half-breed”). His catalogue manages to create a remarkable sense of interpenetration: farmers farm and hunters hunt, and people eat the harvest and the kill; sewers sew and weavers weave, and we see the bridal gown and the regatta sails that are the results of their labor; the young become the old, the foolish the wise; everyone’s activities feed into everyone else’s, as we all move to the beat of the conductor, to the minute hand of the clock, as night and sleep eventually overtake us all. And now, in Section 16, the poet pauses, contracts, absorbs all that he has seen and heard and felt, and uses it to formulate a definition of the self.

What had before seemed random and dispersed now comes to be the very weave of self-identity: “I am of old and young, of the foolish as much as the wise,” the poet says, discovering all possible identities within himself. Each of us has within ourselves the potential to be anyone else; any identity the nation can generate could be ours, given slight shifts in where we were born, how wealthy our parents were, what dialects we were raised in, what religious views our parents held. So Whitman realizes he is “a Southerner soon as a Northerner,” because the divisions in our society are not the result of different souls but rather of different experiences. And if we can expand our experiences, absorb vastly different points of view, we can begin to overcome bias and see that in fact we are all in essence one pure human potential, with an infinite scatter of realizations: “Of every hue and caste am I, of every rank and religion.”

A democratic imagination breaks through all the boundaries that divide us and allows us to see how our identities interrelate, lets us each see our individual self as every bit as diverse as the nation is: each of us is “one of the Nation of many nations, the smallest the same and the largest the same.” So Whitman can finally make the most radical of his claims: “I resist anything better than my own diversity.” The only thing that he will fight against will be anything or anyone that teaches him discrimination, that urges him to be less, to be narrower, than his democratic imagination would allow him to be. He will not be “stuck up” in the slang sense of “arrogant” or “self-important,” but also in the sense of “isolated,” above everyone else, stuck up in some privileged corner of existence. Rather, he will be “in his place,” which, just as a moth or a sun is in its place, is one unique place—occupied by nothing else—that is also, via the imagination, all places.

Afterword

And everything has its place—the palpable, the impalpable. Indeed these are the communicating vessels through which observation and invention find their levels. For what is unperceivable to the mind or the senses shapes imaginative work no less than what we experience at first hand. For every bright sun that lights the sky there are innumerable dark suns, in galaxies near and far, around which we orbit unaware, now brushing up against someone or something with the key to a room in which the miraculous may reside, now veering off in another direction for reasons that mystify. That we do not always know why we do the things we do reminds us that we are caught up in the mysterious currents flowing through the universe, the sea charted in Song of Myself, and here we learn that the ship we boarded at the beginning of time is named Diversity.

Every generation of Whitman’s readers experiences different phenomena, maps anew the cosmos within the soul and without, journeys from the visible to the invisible and back again at a pace unique to their temperament and the age in which they live. The poet is “of every rank and religion,” of the foolish and the wise, from the North and the South, with city dwellers and trappers in the wilderness, with the young and old; his inclusion of everyone in the scheme of things might spur us to deepen our own powers of empathy, to put ourselves in the shoes of our enemies: we are all in this together. “To know your place” is a phrase without pejorative connotation for this poet. It is how he hails us to the next stage of the journey—the task of a lifetime.


Song of Myself—SECTION 17

These are really the thoughts of all men in all ages and lands, they are not original with me,

If they are not yours as much as mine they are nothing, or next to nothing,

If they are not the riddle and the untying of the riddle they are nothing,

If they are not just as close as they are distant they are nothing.

This is the grass that grows wherever the land is and the water is,

This the common air that bathes the globe.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

In this very brief section, Whitman continues the contraction of his poem from the long catalogue two sections earlier. Now he offers a simple and straightforward claim: everything he has said in the poem up to this point is “not original with me” but rather has been thought by “all men in all ages and lands.” What is original with him is the articulation of these commonplace thoughts: we all have thought these things, but only the poet expresses them. That is the nature of poetry—to make us suddenly aware of something we knew at some level before but only now have experienced in language. Whitman goes on to insist that, if Song of Myself is to be successful, it has to actually and fully enter your mind, to be read as if you yourself are thinking the thoughts that the poet is expressing. The magic of any powerful poem is that the distance between the reader and the author evaporates; the Walt Whitman who wrote this poem may be over 150 years removed from us, and we may be reading him thousands of miles from where he wrote these words, but—in the act of reading—the thoughts come to seem “just as close as they are distant.” We all inhabit bodies, form minds; and the poet’s body and mind, though physically gone, are palpable in the words that his body put on paper and that our bodies ingest through our hands and eyes and ears, carrying mind to mind. Without that confluence, there are only dead words, ink on an unread page; with it, things literally come to mind.

The final two lines of this section continue Whitman’s answer to the child’s question that he began in Section 6: What is the grass? Here, it is that which grows everywhere and equally, like the “common air that bathes the globe.” Breathe in these thoughts, these images, the poet whispers; they are your experience as much as mine. They are the grass; they are the air.

Afterword

Prophets in the Old Testament were said to be vessels for the divine, God-fearing individuals who recorded imperatives and wisdom delivered from on high; in this short section Whitman aligns his work with the wisdom tradition at the heart of Western civilization, declaring himself to be a medium for the “thoughts of all men in all ages and lands.” There is nothing original in his poem, he insists, beyond his having made himself available to “the riddle and the untying of the riddle” of existence—open, that is, to receiving from the grass underfoot and “the common air that bathes the globe” enduring messages about our place in the universe. If Wordsworth’s Prelude begins with the proposition that an account of the growth of one poet’s mind will yield universal meaning, Whitman takes the opposite view: what he finds everywhere may be found by each and every reader—indeed depends upon the reader’s active relationship to the text. The reader is his fellow explorer, now and in ages to come.

“The proof of a poet,” Whitman wrote in the 1855 preface to Leaves of Grass, “is that his country absorbs him as affectionately as he has absorbed it.” His regret in his last years that his countrymen did not fully appreciate his catalogues, his calls to their better selves, reflects not only vanity (though vanity played a role) but another truth—“No prophet is accepted in his own country,” Jesus said—and Whitman’s blurring of poetic and prophetic discourses complicated his reception. He wanted to have it both ways. But the readership he yearned for lay in the future, as it always will, and now some readers find in his poem the same mixture of aesthetic pleasure, political insight, and spiritual instruction that others seek in the Psalms of David, the suras of the Qur’an, and prayers in every religious tradition: “This is the true sustenance.”


Song of Myself—SECTION 18

With music strong I come, with my cornets and my drums,

I play not marches for accepted victors only, I play marches for conquer’d and slain persons.

Have you heard that it was good to gain the day?

I also say it is good to fall, battles are lost in the same spirit in which they are won.

I beat and pound for the dead,

I blow through my embouchures my loudest and gayest for them.

Vivas to those who have fail’d!

And to those whose war-vessels sank in the sea!

And to those themselves who sank in the sea!

And to all generals that lost engagements, and all overcome heroes!

And the numberless unknown heroes equal to the greatest heroes known!

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

The American poet and Whitman’s contemporary Emily Dickinson was a master of exploring the darker side of victory and success, recognizing that “Success is counted sweetest / By those who ne’er succeed.” She realized that it is not the victors in a battle who “Can tell the definition / So clear of Victory” but rather the victim, the one “defeated—dying—/ On whose forbidden ear / The distant strains of triumph / Burst agonized and clear!” The sounds of victory never are more clear than they are to the defeated and dying, straining to hear the shouts of joy coming from the other side. In Section 18, Whitman shares something of Dickinson’s anatomy of victory, but he does so in a more measured and equalizing way: instead of heightening the agony, he offers a warm embrace of the defeated. He imagines the “music” of warfare—its “cornets” and “drums”—but reminds his reader that it is not just “good to gain the day,” to win, but equally “good to fall,” because “battles are lost in the same spirit in which they are won.” The losers fight as hard as the winners and may well have been the victors but for the vagaries of chance and the unpredictable aspects of any military encounter. So, like Dickinson, Whitman will “beat and pound” and “blow through my embouchures” “for the dead.” His drums and cornets, his martial music, will celebrate “those who have fail’d” as well as those who have succeeded, for the unknown and defeated dead in fact performed as many heroic deeds as the “greatest heroes known.” His poetry will speak for them all, not just for those history has deemed the victors.

This section gained greater resonance during and after the Civil War, as Whitman worked to heal the ruptured Union, to reconcile the victorious North with the defeated South, and to bring both sides back into the reunified nation. Whitman counseled forgiveness and reconciliation, not punishment and resentment, and he recognized the courage and bravery of both sides in the war. That attitude was apparent in Song of Myself years before the Civil War occurred; Whitman’s search for an all-encompassing vision of equality had already led him to imagine absorbing the losers with the victors. This section thus sets the stage for Section 19, one of Whitman’s most sweeping statements of equality.

Afterword

Reflecting on the American Constitution, Benjamin Franklin famously observed that nothing is certain in this world except death and taxes. But the true constants of the human condition are love and loss. (Many avoid paying taxes.) Nearly everyone experiences love; no one is exempt from loss. The laws of attraction and repulsion, which relentlessly bind and divide everything in the universe, are integral to Whitman’s poetic design, which in this section sounds a new note: “Have you heard that it was good to gain the day? / I also say it is good to fall, battles are lost in the same spirit in which they are won.” Thus he composes music for the fallen, celebrating loss as much as victory, suggesting that we are defined more by what eludes us than by what we gain. “So the last will be first, and the first last,” Jesus said—a teaching translated by the poet into another order of wisdom for a country fated to be torn apart by war. Conquerors and conquered alike are imbued with a spirit of adventure, exhilaration, and terror—the same spirit that shapes the course of love, which is why war is often described in similarly intimate terms.

Franklin also observed that “there never was a good war or a bad peace”—wise counsel to remember when considering Whitman’s attempts to treat the wounds of the Civil War, psychic and physical, in person and on the page, which in some quarters have not healed 150 years after the soldiers laid down their arms. It is said that history is written by the victors, and so it falls to poets to sing of defeat, the surge and ebb and flow of diminished life that marks the nights and days of those who lose in war and love—which in the end includes everyone.


Song of Myself—SECTION 19

This is the meal equally set, this the meat for natural hunger,

It is for the wicked just the same as the righteous, I make appointments with all,

I will not have a single person slighted or left away,

The kept-woman, sponger, thief, are hereby invited,

The heavy-lipp’d slave is invited, the venerealee is invited;

There shall be no difference between them and the rest.

This is the press of a bashful hand, this the float and odor of hair,

This the touch of my lips to yours, this the murmur of yearning,

This the far-off depth and height reflecting my own face,

This the thoughtful merge of myself, and the outlet again.

Do you guess I have some intricate purpose?

Well I have, for the Fourth-month showers have, and the mica on the side of a rock has.

Do you take it I would astonish?

Does the daylight astonish? does the early redstart twittering through the woods?

Do I astonish more than they?

This hour I tell things in confidence,

I might not tell everybody, but I will tell you.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

In most cultures, the meal table is a sacred space, an intimate place that gathers family and friends—those that we select out from the multitude. Whitman, in this section, sets a democratic table and cannot imagine why anyone would be excluded from taking part in “the meal equally set.” Whitman’s imagined meal is also, of course, this poem itself, another “table” offering a hearty fare, from which no reader is excluded. Poems, all books in fact, are open tables, unable finally to prevent anyone from partaking of them, even if most books are written with a particular audience in mind. But Whitman’s poem is special, because it is written precisely for an audience that potentially includes everyone, from the slave to the sinner to the thief to the prostitute.

The twentieth-century African-American poet Langston Hughes wrote a poem responding to Whitman’s invitation to a democratic dinner. Entitled “I, Too,” Hughes’s poem begins by reminding Whitman that “I, too, sing America.” Whitman, as a white male, could easily claim that he was the poetic voice of the nation, but Hughes suggests that Whitman’s promised “meal equally set” has in fact still not been realized: “I am the darker brother. / They send me to eat in the kitchen / When company comes.” Still exiled from full participation in the democratic table, Hughes’s black narrator anticipates the day when finally “I’ll be at the table / When company comes.” “I, too, am America,” he concludes. Such poems demonstrate how minority communities in America have taken heart from Whitman’s democratic invitation while simultaneously challenging his confident claims.

One remarkable aspect of this section is the way Whitman offers a haunting image of us reading the poem. Using the deictic word “this” and repeating it five times, Whitman draws our attention to this poem, this page, this moment when we are reading the poem. And he projects our physical presence, our “bashful hand” as it caresses the words on the page. His very words seem to look up from the page and see our hair, see our lips forming the words (like a kiss, lips upon lips), murmuring the poem’s message of unity, our face reflecting Whitman’s face through the face of the page. This poem, Whitman reminds us, is just another thing in nature, something we hold in our hands and gaze on in astonishment. At this moment, in this act of reading, “this hour,” it is only us and the poet, alone together: Whitman will tell us his deepest confidences, and at this moment, he tells them only to you. But, like the daylight, like a bird’s song, these words are indiscriminate—they do not discriminate—and are available to the eyes and ears of everyone.

Afterword

Whitman’s “intricate purpose” in Song of Myself, spelled out in this section over a meal with the lowly and the scorned, is to upend our hierarchical view of the world: to his table everyone is invited, saint and sinner and all the rest. What astonishes (note that an obsolete meaning of the word is to “strike with sudden fear”), what the poet confides, is that “the thoughtful merge of myself, and the outlet again,” the issue of his acts of union and imagination, have revealed to him (when and where we do not know) that there is no hierarchy of values in nature or society, no difference between spring rain, the glint of mica in sunlight, and the song of the redstart, not to mention the concerns of any guest at the feast of life. No one can pull rank on another.

Whitman’s influence on subsequent generations of poets, prosodic and philosophical, can be measured in the proliferation of open forms marking contemporary American poetry and in a general democratic bearing toward the world, the recognition that literally anything can inspire new work. In “Spring Rain,” for example, Robert Hass imaginatively tracks a Pacific squall into several possible futures—as snow in the Sierras; as larkspur sprouting along a creek, propagated by the gray jays that eat the seeds; as the backdrop of drinking coffee with a friend, “the unstated theme” of the visit being “the blessedness of gathering and the blessing of dispersal.” This is the theme of every interaction, in human and nonhuman experience: we gather together, and then we go. It was Whitman who taught us how to make poetry out of that astonishing fact.


Song of Myself—SECTION 20

Who goes there? hankering, gross, mystical, nude;

How is it I extract strength from the beef I eat?

What is a man anyhow? what am I? what are you?

All I mark as my own you shall offset it with your own,

Else it were time lost listening to me.

I do not snivel that snivel the world over,

That months are vacuums and the ground but wallow and filth.

Whimpering and truckling fold with powders for invalids, conformity goes to the fourth-remov’d,

I wear my hat as I please indoors or out.

Why should I pray? why should I venerate and be ceremonious?

Having pried through the strata, analyzed to a hair, counsel’d with doctors and calculated close,

I find no sweeter fat than sticks to my own bones.

In all people I see myself, none more and not one a barley-corn less,

And the good or bad I say of myself I say of them.

I know I am solid and sound,

To me the converging objects of the universe perpetually flow,

All are written to me, and I must get what the writing means.

I know I am deathless,

I know this orbit of mine cannot be swept by a carpenter’s compass,

I know I shall not pass like a child’s carlacue cut with a burnt stick at night.

I know I am august,

I do not trouble my spirit to vindicate itself or be understood,

I see that the elementary laws never apologize,

(I reckon I behave no prouder than the level I plant my house by, after all.)

I exist as I am, that is enough,

If no other in the world be aware I sit content,

And if each and all be aware I sit content.

One world is aware and by far the largest to me, and that is myself,

And whether I come to my own to-day or in ten thousand or ten million years,

I can cheerfully take it now, or with equal cheerfulness I can wait.

My foothold is tenon’d and mortis’d in granite,

I laugh at what you call dissolution,

And I know the amplitude of time.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

The great American composer Charles Ives set the opening lines of this section to music. Ives was fascinated with the way Whitman asks the most basic questions—“what am I? what are you?”—and complicates those questions by proposing another: “How is it I extract strength from the beef I eat?” How do we form ourselves into this “hankering, gross, mystical, nude” body that we inhabit and draw our identity from? Where does this body that seems indistinguishable from the self come from? The answer, of course, is that the body—like everything else that lives—is always an endless process and exchange. Leaves of grass grow from the soil, which is nothing but the debris of death. Cows eat the grass, and the grass becomes the cow. We eat the cow, and the cow becomes us. We die and return to the soil, eventually becoming the soil, and the process goes on and on. It is the ecological dance of life and death. We are, indeed, leaves of grass. We are, indeed, all that we eat, breathe, touch, hear, and see. And our wide-open senses experience a nonstop influx of stimulation: we never run out of things to ingest through the body—the “objects of the universe” always converge on us in a perpetual flow of stimuli, as if the trees, stars, buildings, people, rivers, and animals that we encounter are there just for us to experience. We open our eyes, and sights are there; we open our ears, and sounds are there; we reach out our hand, and things are there to touch. Everything each of us encounters is “written” to each of us alone, and we wonder, always, “what the writing means” (just as when we read this poem, it is the thing we are seeing and hearing, and we wonder what that writing means).

So there is no reason to whimper and snivel and truckle (bend to the will of others), no reason to pray or bow down, because we each exist as we are, and “that is enough.” Our individual body is “august,” a thing to be revered, awe-inspiring for what it can do. There finally is “no sweeter fat than sticks to my own bones.” This body of ours will do just fine: it lets the world in, and lets us see that everyone else is finally just like we are—embodied souls absorbing the world. There is no need to covet what others have, for we are all equally “deathless” (precisely because we all equally die and are continuously reborn into the grass again) and impossible to measure. Be content, Whitman says, with the body you are: it has been millions of other things before and will be millions of other things after.

After Whitman’s death, a number of his friends and disciples in Canada named a rock cliff in his honor. They called it “Old Walt” and had a stone engraver carve the final three lines of this section of Song of Myself in three-foot-tall letters: “My foothold is tenon’d and mortis’d in granite, / I laugh at what you call dissolution, / And I know the amplitude of time.” Those atoms that make up this thing we call a body have always been there and always will be there; we never dissolve but rather recycle throughout time. Old Walt is still there in granite and here in front of us in print.

Afterword

“I should not talk so much about myself if there were anybody else whom I knew as well,” Thoreau wrote in Walden, the publication of which occurred less than a year before the first edition of Leaves of Grass. “Unfortunately, I am confined to this theme by the narrowness of my experience.” His experience was indeed circumscribed—“I have traveled much in Concord,” he said ironically of his daily rambles in the woods outside Boston—and his orientation toward the world would seem to differ markedly from Whitman’s expansiveness, his urge to embrace the whole of Creation. But were they so different? Each sought universal meaning through the medium of the self, Thoreau gauging his portion of reality largely in nature, Whitman imagining lives far removed from his own. “In all people I see myself,” he writes in this section, “none more and not one a barley-corn less, / And the good or bad I say of myself I say of them.” What they shared was curiosity, which, coupled with meticulous observation, led them to grasp enduring truths about their respective walks in the sun; what they witnessed and recorded for posterity, the one preferring wilderness to the company of men, the other welcoming everything into his field of vision, are cornerstones of American literature. On his deathbed, when asked if he could sense whether there was in fact an afterlife, Thoreau is reported to have replied, “One world at a time.” For Whitman the afterlife was always here and now, stretching from the origins of the universe into the distant future. Nor did death frighten him, since he believed that more worlds awaited him. “I know the amplitude of time,” he wrote—and this he measured not with coffee spoons but like an astronomer tracking the orbit of a celestial body no one has seen before: the poet who wears his hat indoors and out.


Song of Myself—SECTION 21

I am the poet of the Body and I am the poet of the Soul,

The pleasures of heaven are with me and the pains of hell are with me,

The first I graft and increase upon myself, the latter I translate into a new tongue.

I am the poet of the woman the same as the man,

And I say it is as great to be a woman as to be a man,

And I say there is nothing greater than the mother of men.

I chant the chant of dilation or pride,

We have had ducking and deprecating about enough,

I show that size is only development.

Have you outstript the rest? are you the President?

It is a trifle, they will more than arrive there every one, and still pass on.

I am he that walks with the tender and growing night,

I call to the earth and sea half-held by the night.

Press close bare-bosom’d night—press close magnetic nourishing night!

Night of south winds—night of the large few stars!

Still nodding night—mad naked summer night.

Smile O voluptuous cool-breath’d earth!

Earth of the slumbering and liquid trees!

Earth of departed sunset—earth of the mountains misty-topt!

Earth of the vitreous pour of the full moon just tinged with blue!

Earth of shine and dark mottling the tide of the river!

Earth of the limpid gray of clouds brighter and clearer for my sake!

Far-swooping elbow’d earth—rich apple-blossom’d earth!

Smile, for your lover comes.

Prodigal, you have given me love—therefore I to you give love!

O unspeakable passionate love.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

There are several places in Whitman’s notebooks from the early 1850s where we can see the original stirrings of Song of Myself. One particularly evocative place is in the so-called Talbot Wilson notebook, where Whitman hesitatingly inscribes a whole new kind of speaking. Breaking into the kind of free-verse lines in which he would cast Leaves of Grass, he offers a wild attempt to voice the full range of selves in his contradictory nation: “I am the poet of slaves and of the masters of slaves,” he writes; “I am the poet of the body / And I am.” Whitman pauses at this point, then starts again: “I am the poet of the body / And I am the poet of the soul / 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 shall understand me alike.” This amazing originating moment of Leaves of Grass reveals that at its inception Leaves was not an “abolitionist” work, at least not in the conventional sense of that term, for in abolitionist works the slave is pitted against the demonized slavemaster, and the irresolvable dichotomies of the nation are intensified. Whitman instead probes for a voice that reconciles the dichotomies, a voice inclusive enough to speak for slave and slavemaster—or that negotiates the distance between the two.

This is the beginning of Whitman’s attempt to become that impossible representative American voice—the fully representative voice—that speaks not for parties or factions but for everyone in the nation, a voice fluid enough to inhabit the subjectivities of all individuals in the culture. So Whitman in these early notes identifies the poles of human possibility—the spectrum his capacious poetic voice would have to cover—as it appeared to him at mid-nineteenth century: from slave to master of slaves. His dawning insight had to do with a belief that each and every democratic self was vast and contradictory, as variegated as the nation itself, and so the poet had to awaken the nation, to bring Americans out of their lethargy of discrimination and hierarchy to understand that, within themselves, they potentially contained—in fact potentially were—everyone else. The end of slavery would come, Whitman believed, when the slave-owner and the slave could both be represented by the same voice, could both hear themselves present in the “I” and the “you” of the democratic poet, when the slavemaster could experience the potential slave within himself, and the slave could know the slavemaster within himself, at which moment of illumination slavery would end. By the time Whitman first put this voice into print in 1855, though, the nation was only five years away from discovering how fully the forces of division and violence would overpower the fading hopes of unity and absorption of difference.

It is a powerful passage, but what is perhaps most striking about it is that Whitman cancels out the first part of it in his notebook, drawing a diagonal line through it, and the only lines from the passage that finally make their way into Song of Myself are “I am the poet of the body / And I am the poet of the soul.” Whitman’s radical evocation of a joining of slave and slavemaster is erased, though it appears to be the very source of the key statement of Song of Myself. It is as if claiming the power to voice the extreme subject positions of American society—the slave and slave-owner, black and white—somehow opened for him the way to speak both the body and the soul in a single unifying voice. Whitman originally learned to absorb dichotomies by confronting and speaking for America’s most troubling bifurcation: black and white. America’s tortured racial history, then, stands at the very conception of Song of Myself, and here allows him to collapse all the other distinctions—heaven and hell, male and female—that divide and categorize humans. And this mystical sense of a self larger than all attempts to divide it now frees the poet to “dilate,” to widen himself to the point that he can imagine making love to the entire world, to the earth and sea and the night that holds them. Once released from the old discriminations, nothing is too large for the “unspeakable passionate” desires of this democratic poet.

Afterword

The poet of the body, hailed in the previous section as “hankering, gross, mystical, nude,” now promises to “translate into a new tongue” not only the pleasures and pains of the afterlife but the experience and wisdom of women as well as men. Union is the theme—of lovers, of earth and sea, of darkness and light—and in the magnetic field of this poem attraction is everything. Night draws near, nourishing the imagination, and the slumbering earth wakens to clarify for the poet the idea that we are in a race not against time but toward the recognition that we live in an eternal present, in which one thing calls out to another. There are no winners or losers in this jumble of activity, this union of like and unlike, only increase and affect. Everyone will arrive at the finish line, which is also the starting line, at his or her appointed time—which is now.

Enter the Prodigal Son. In a reversal of the New Testament parable he bestows his love on the God-like poet, who responds in kind; their “unspeakable passionate love” reminds us that in Whitman’s conception of the universe nothing is forbidden—even if in later editions of the poem he excised the explicit couplet with which the first version concluded: “Thruster holding me tight and that I hold tight! / We hurt each other as the bridegroom and the bride hurt each other.” This painful knowledge is the prerequisite for the poet becoming a vessel, two sections hence, of all “the long dumb voices,” past, present, and future, which he will summon onto the stage of his democratic imagination—which in time will become ours.

Listen up.


Song of Myself—SECTION 22

You sea! I resign myself to you also—I guess what you mean,

I behold from the beach your crooked inviting fingers,

I believe you refuse to go back without feeling of me,

We must have a turn together, I undress, hurry me out of sight of the land,

Cushion me soft, rock me in billowy drowse,

Dash me with amorous wet, I can repay you.

Sea of stretch’d ground-swells,

Sea breathing broad and convulsive breaths,

Sea of the brine of life and of unshovell’d yet always-ready graves,

Howler and scooper of storms, capricious and dainty sea,

I am integral with you, I too am of one phase and of all phases.

Partaker of influx and efflux I, extoller of hate and conciliation,

Extoller of amies and those that sleep in each others’ arms.

I am he attesting sympathy,

(Shall I make my list of things in the house and skip the house that supports them?)

I am not the poet of goodness only, I do not decline to be the poet of wickedness also.

What blurt is this about virtue and about vice?

Evil propels me and reform of evil propels me, I stand indifferent,

My gait is no fault-finder’s or rejecter’s gait,

I moisten the roots of all that has grown.

Did you fear some scrofula out of the unflagging pregnancy?

Did you guess the celestial laws are yet to be work’d over and rectified?

I find one side a balance and the antipodal side a balance,

Soft doctrine as steady help as stable doctrine,

Thoughts and deeds of the present our rouse and early start.

This minute that comes to me over the past decillions,

There is no better than it and now.

What behaved well in the past or behaves well to-day is not such a wonder,

The wonder is always and always how there can be a mean man or an infidel.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

We saw back in Section 5 where Whitman portrayed the body and the soul making love and becoming one—the body giving the soul access to the world through the senses, the soul charging the body with a desire to join, absorb, and unite. Now, at the end of Section 21 and the beginning of Section 22, the poet again turns to images of love-making, first feeling the “bare-bosom’d night” pressing close to him, then giving his love to the “rich apple-blossom’d earth,” and finally turning here to the “crooked inviting fingers” of the sea, as he undresses and gives his body over to the “billowy drowse,” as the sensuous rhythms of the waves rock him to sleep and “dash” him with “amorous wet.” Like the woman in Section 11 who imagined her way down to the river to bathe with the twenty-eight young men, the poet is here drenched in the sensual swaying waters that make him feel at one with creation. The sea is the ultimate composter, the pulsating creator of life (“the brine of life”) and recipient of death (it is the place of “always-ready graves” that do not need to be individually dug with a shovel since the ocean receives equally all that is put into it). The ocean is the eternal force of breaking down and building up, as, through its many “phases,” its tides roll in and out. Whitman adopts the ocean’s rhythms and takes on its “influx” and “efflux,” its flowing in and flowing out, comparable to the way the poet lets the world flow into his awakened soul and then flow out again into his surging lines.

Some of Whitman’s most challenging lines occur in this section, as he “extols” or praises “hate” as well as “conciliation,” and as he becomes not only the “poet of goodness” but also the “poet of wickedness.” After making love to the earth and sea, he is ready for largeness, for the vast embrace of all experience. His model for the democratic poet is the earth itself, which rejects nothing, which through its endless recycling of materials composts all the things that have been declared evil and all the things that have been declared good, and in its “unflagging pregnancy” is always giving birth to an ever-emerging new present, an ongoing moment that all eternity has been preparing for and that we are lucky enough to open our eyes upon right now. It is the only moment in which we are alive, and so we must not waste our chance with this “wonder.” Standing in awe before the glowing presence of the present moment, how can anyone be an “infidel”—how can anyone not believe in, have faith in, the power of the universe to produce an endless stream of luminous Now?

Afterword

The French poet, diplomat, and Nobel laureate Saint-John Perse (1887–1975) shared Whitman’s birthday—May 31st—and much more: an island childhood; an expansive vision; a long poetic line (though Perse was careful to distinguish his metrical intricacies from Whitman’s free verse); an affection for scientific vocabulary; a love of history and movement, enumeration and renewal, nature and the elements, especially the sea. Indeed Perse’s masterpiece, Amers (Seamarks), may be read as a meditation on the twenty-second section of Song of Myself—a book-length essay on what it means to be “integral” with the sea, to partake of “influx and efflux,” to ebb and flow and surge into every corner of life. It is difficult to sound Perse’s oceanic depths without also hearing Whitman’s “Sea breathing broad and convulsive breaths”—which are perhaps the true units of measure for both poets. For the tidal motions of the sea, like the movements of the mind in deep reflection, in the heat of desire, in bewilderment and pain, point to the vastness of the universe, which was for these poets a source of endless curiosity.

Once I watched sea lions swimming at the Central Park Zoo, twirling slowly underwater in the tank built for them, gliding around and around on a winter afternoon, then surfacing and diving and leaping over the rocks. I felt some of their gracefulness coursing through my own body, awakening my senses to worlds within and without; my intuition about the forces of nature shaping life, coupled with my reading of Whitman and Perse, made me think that we are connected in ways that we will never understand. I knew in my skin how to stay warm on the coldest day and hold my breath for a long time underwater; how to gauge the effects of different phases of the moon; how to rock “in billowy drowse” and repay the gifts that love bestows on us.


Song of Myself—SECTION 23

Endless unfolding of words of ages!

And mine a word of the modern, the word En-Masse.

A word of the faith that never balks,

Here or henceforward it is all the same to me, I accept Time absolutely.

It alone is without flaw, it alone rounds and completes all,

That mystic baffling wonder alone completes all.

I accept Reality and dare not question it,

Materialism first and last imbuing.

Hurrah for positive science! long live exact demonstration!

Fetch stonecrop mixt with cedar and branches of lilac,

This is the lexicographer, this the chemist, this made a grammar of the old cartouches,

These mariners put the ship through dangerous unknown seas.

This is the geologist, this works with the scalpel, and this is a mathematician.

Gentlemen, to you the first honors always!

Your facts are useful, and yet they are not my dwelling,

I but enter by them to an area of my dwelling.

Less the reminders of properties told my words,

And more the reminders they of life untold, and of freedom and extrication,

And make short account of neuters and geldings, and favor men and women fully equipt,

And beat the gong of revolt, and stop with fugitives and them that plot and conspire.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

As Whitman contemplates the way that Time continues to unfold an ever-renewing present moment, he thinks too of how language itself unfolds through time, from humans’ first imitative utterances through rough proto-Indo-European languages to the endless series of vowel and consonant shifts, meldings, and borrowings that become the ever-changing set of languages we now recognize and speak. He is aware that when he speaks American English in the mid-nineteenth century, he is actually speaking a wondrous mix of languages. Today, we are used to the idea of etymologies—of the history of every word we speak, easily available in dictionaries—and to the ways that our words echo back to Greek and Latin and Anglo-Saxon and Sanskrit roots, but for Whitman, etymology was one of the explosive new sciences that was changing the way humans viewed the past, and some of the first dictionaries that contained etymologies were published during his lifetime. He thus includes the “lexicographer”—the compiler of dictionaries—as one of the scientists he celebrates for bringing the poet “useful” facts that he can translate from dry truth into searing poetic insight. He also includes the linguists who “made a grammar of the old cartouches”—those hieroglyphic carvings on ancient Egyptian memorials that provided the key to unlocking the Egyptian language and giving humans in the nineteenth century access to a culture otherwise lost to time.

These word-scientists join the chemists and geologists and mathematicians and all the other scientists whose work was vastly expanding time and space, turning a small earth-centered universe created by God a few thousand years ago into a limitless cosmos of tens of billions of galaxies created by an atomic “big bang” fifteen billion years ago. Suddenly, science had created time and space enough for miracles to occur—the formation of stars and solar systems and the earth itself, the slow and inexorable evolution of life into endless forms, eventually resulting in humans and in this poet, writing these words, that we (an equal result of the ongoing aftershock of that fifteen-billion-year-old explosion) now read. So this poet will “accept Reality and dare not question it” and will “accept Time absolutely,” since he knows Time and Reality are permeated with “Materialism,” defined in the dictionary that Whitman used as the doctrine that the human soul is not “a spiritual substance distinct from matter, but rather is the result or effect of the organization of matter in the body.” Reality is the way the atoms of the universe are organized and reorganized throughout Time, and Time “completes all,” Whitman says, because it contains all, accepts all, rejects nothing. Given infinite space and endless time, the possible becomes probable, the probable becomes fact, everything happens, and nothing is excluded. Masters become slaves; slaves become masters; kings become paupers; paupers become kings.

So Whitman’s words are not the “reminders” of whatever “properties” people and countries hold or possess today, because Time will change all that. His words are instead devoted to being “the reminders . . . of life untold, and of freedom and extrication,” because—given Time and given Space—everything imprisoned will be extricated. His words are dedicated not to what seems frozen in time but to what seems always possible in the malleable, ever-changing Reality that Time guarantees. He is devoted to the unwritten histories of democracy to come, not to the histories that have already happened. So his poetry is dedicated not to “neuters and geldings,” to those who cannot generate new and ongoing life, but to the “fully equipt” men and women who produce new generations (and new ideas) that will continually “plot and conspire” to undo what may at the moment seem permanent and unchangeable. Whitman knows better: the “gong of revolt” is the very sound of Time, forever keeping Reality an altering, unpredictable state. This is the insight the new sciences have brought to him, and he sets out to translate those new insights into “a word of the modern,” and that word is “En-Masse”: the knowledge and faith that the living soul of the universe is operating through mass, through bodies, through materials that are ever-changing (every atom belonging to me as good belonging to you). The “gongs of revolt” sound forever through time, calling on bodies to rise en-masse to continue to undo the oppressive forms of the present.

Afterword

Where is Whitman’s dwelling area? In language? In the facts of the new sciences redefining our relationship not only to Reality but to Time? In the stories and reflections, individual and collective forms of grief and love, that govern the “life untold”? Language has a life of its own—“Endless unfolding of words of ages!”—which is told by this poet, whose cadences and coinages, imagery and inflections, in homage to “the faith that never balks,” the absolutes of Time and Reality, are always pointing to the “mystic baffling wonder” at the heart of existence.

Whitman praises the spirit of experimentation, the positing and testing of hypotheses; welcomes the discoveries of lexicographers, chemists, geologists, and mathematicians; identifies with mariners sailing into dangerous waters. But his heart is with the outcasts—the slaves and fugitives and plotters of rebellion, spirited men and women determined to secure their freedom at any cost. At the gate to his dwelling area beats “the gong of revolt,” which may be a single word spoken or sung at the right moment, in the right tone of voice.

Cartouches, for example, defined in Robert Hass and Paul Ebenkamp’s annotated edition of Song of Myself as “the oval ring[s] used in hieroglyphic writings to set off the characters of a royal or divine name.” They note that the study of cartouches “led to the deciphering of the hieroglyphics . . . [which was] one of the intellectual achievements of the age”; in this section of Song of Myself, one of the poetic achievements of the age, Whitman allows that he is creating a poetic system of democratic signs and reminders, another order of hieroglyphics, which each generation of readers, in America and abroad, will decode in its own fashion. His words, which tell “of freedom and extrication,” must be reinterpreted anew, sounded out tongue by tongue—a form of call and response marking the coordinates of a space where we can dwell together.


Song of Myself—SECTION 24

Walt Whitman, a kosmos, of Manhattan the son,

Turbulent, fleshy, sensual, eating, drinking and breeding,

No sentimentalist, no stander above men and women or apart from them,

No more modest than immodest.

Unscrew the locks from the doors!

Unscrew the doors themselves from their jambs!

Whoever degrades another degrades me,

And whatever is done or said returns at last to me.

Through me the afflatus surging and surging, through me the current and index.

I speak the pass-word primeval, I give the sign of democracy,

By God! I will accept nothing which all cannot have their counterpart of on the same terms.

Through me many long dumb voices,

Voices of the interminable generations of prisoners and slaves,

Voices of the diseas’d and despairing and of thieves and dwarfs,

Voices of cycles of preparation and accretion,

And of the threads that connect the stars, and of wombs and of the father-stuff,

And of the rights of them the others are down upon,

Of the deform’d, trivial, flat, foolish, despised,

Fog in the air, beetles rolling balls of dung.

Through me forbidden voices,

Voices of sexes and lusts, voices veil’d and I remove the veil,

Voices indecent by me clarified and transfigur’d.

I do not press my fingers across my mouth,

I keep as delicate around the bowels as around the head and heart,

Copulation is no more rank to me than death is.

I believe in the flesh and the appetites,

Seeing, hearing, feeling, are miracles, and each part and tag of me is a miracle.

Divine am I inside and out, and I make holy whatever I touch or am touch’d from,

The scent of these arm-pits aroma finer than prayer,

This head more than churches, bibles, and all the creeds.

If I worship one thing more than another it shall be the spread of my own body, or any part of it,

Translucent mould of me it shall be you!

Shaded ledges and rests it shall be you!

Firm masculine colter it shall be you!

Whatever goes to the tilth of me it shall be you!

You my rich blood! your milky stream pale strippings of my life!

Breast that presses against other breasts it shall be you!

My brain it shall be your occult convolutions!

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

Mix’d tussled hay of head, beard, brawn, it shall be you!

Trickling sap of maple, fibre of manly wheat, it shall be you!

Sun so generous it shall be you!

Vapors lighting and shading my face it shall be you!

You sweaty brooks and dews it shall be you!

Winds whose soft-tickling genitals rub against me it shall be you!

Broad muscular fields, branches of live oak, loving lounger in my winding paths, it shall be you!

Hands I have taken, face I have kiss’d, mortal I have ever touch’d, it shall be you.

I dote on myself, there is that lot of me and all so luscious,

Each moment and whatever happens thrills me with joy,

I cannot tell how my ankles bend, nor whence the cause of my faintest wish,

Nor the cause of the friendship I emit, nor the cause of the friendship I take again.

That I walk up my stoop, I pause to consider if it really be,

A morning-glory at my window satisfies me more than the metaphysics of books.

To behold the day-break!

The little light fades the immense and diaphanous shadows,

The air tastes good to my palate.

Hefts of the moving world at innocent gambols silently rising freshly exuding,

Scooting obliquely high and low.

Something I cannot see puts upward libidinous prongs,

Seas of bright juice suffuse heaven.

The earth by the sky staid with, the daily close of their junction,

The heav’d challenge from the east that moment over my head,

The mocking taunt. See then whether you shall be master!

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Now, twenty-four sections into Song of Myself, Whitman finally introduces himself by name. For readers of the first edition of Leaves of Grass (1855), where Whitman’s name did not appear on the cover or title page, this would have been the first indication of who the author was. The effect is that this nameless voice—this “I”—that has absorbed so much in the first twenty-three sections, can now take on an actual identity, since it has accumulated a sensory past. The “I” can be given a name. And the name comes with an immediate emphasis on its local and universal connections—Walt Whitman is the “son” of New York but is in fact, like all of us, a “kosmos,” a self harmonious with the vast universe of which he knows he is an eternal part. He emphasizes his materiality, his body that eats and drinks and breeds, carrying on from previous sections his insistence that soul and voice exist only when embodied, when given mass. In this section, he sings a wondrous catalogue of “the spread of my own body,” in which he evokes his sexual organs in terms of nature itself, as the natural world and the entire universe seem to be an endless set of metaphors for sexuality, desire, and the urge for procreation—from the phallic “timorous pond-snipe” with its long neck and bill, rising from its nest of “duplicate eggs,” to the “libidinous prongs” that seem to penetrate the heavens and release “seas of bright juice” in the form of constellations and nebulae. This body does indeed “spread,” not only from head to toe, but also from earth to heaven, and from self to others.

So Whitman’s voice can now speak for the local and the distant, the life around him and the life far from him. He will now “give the sign of democracy,” and his “pass-word primeval”—giving access to his voice—is a claim worthy of the democratic God, whom he invokes: “By God! I will accept nothing which all cannot have their counterpart of on the same terms.” Calling for the tearing down of walls, even doors, barriers of all kinds, he will now invite repressed and “forbidden” and “indecent” voices to finally enter in and speak through his democratically charged voice. It is a voice that speaks for the weak and the mighty, the small and the large, the foolish and the wise, the obscene and the exalted. A cosmos is large enough to contain them all, and giving voice to the unvoiced is what Song of Myself, finally, is all about—finding the miraculous in dung-beetles, finding sacred renewal in sex and death, finding the holy in the body itself, where the difficult and sweaty work of embodied flesh produces an “aroma finer than prayer,” because physical work (including the writing of this poem) brings about change in this world. Victorian morality and orthodox religion are turned on their head: the body (with its embodied soul) is what matters, not the disembodied soul. The codes of decency and morality are stripped off here, and what is revealed is pulsing, desirous, libidinous Reality itself, daring the poet to open his imagination to it.

Afterword

Because it is a commonplace in literary circles to praise writers for giving voice to the voiceless, summoning in their work the timbre and inflections of the forbidden, the disenfranchised, even flora and fauna, it may be instructive to return to one origin of this impulse—Whitman’s attempt to broaden our powers of empathy, connecting one thing to another, clarifying and transfiguring the raw vitality of what is indecent, fugitive, lost. He finally names himself in this section, as an individual and a kosmos, son and lover, equal to all and inspired by all: “the afflatus surging and surging, through me the current and index”—the drift of conversation, the contents of a book, the conduit of water and electricity. Everything in the universe, from dung beetles to the stars, has a voice for which he is a vessel, “each part and tag of [which] is a miracle.” Everything he touches or is touched by is holy—and the same holds for you and me.

What is “the pass-word primeval,” the sign of democracy? Desire, which binds us to one other, and to the world. The centerpiece of his argument is thus an erotic hymn to the self, the other, and all of creation—sweet-flag and pond-snipe and sun. “It shall be you,” he cries fourteen times in a single stanza, his urgency overcoming any sense of decorum, his exclamation points arriving line by line, a little breathlessly, as if to prolong his joy in the moment—and ours . . .
 
The taste of the air after a night of love is enough for the poet returning to his house at daybreak to know that there is more to metaphysics than what may be found in any text or creed, including Song of Myself. His tongue will turn that taste into a voice, which summons us.


Song of Myself—SECTION 25

Dazzling and tremendous how quick the sun-rise would kill me,

If I could not now and always send sun-rise out of me.

We also ascend dazzling and tremendous as the sun,

We found our own O my soul in the calm and cool of the day-break.

My voice goes after what my eyes cannot reach,

With the twirl of my tongue I encompass worlds and volumes of worlds.

Speech is the twin of my vision, it is unequal to measure itself,

It provokes me forever, it says sarcastically,

Walt you contain enough, why don’t you let it out then?

Come now I will not be tantalized, you conceive too much of articulation,

Do you not know O speech how the buds beneath you are folded?

Waiting in gloom, protected by frost,

The dirt receding before my prophetical screams,

I underlying causes to balance them at last,

My knowledge my live parts, it keeping tally with the meaning of all things,

Happiness, (which whoever hears me let him or her set out in search of this day.)

My final merit I refuse you, I refuse putting from me what I really am,

Encompass worlds, but never try to encompass me,

I crowd your sleekest and best by simply looking toward you.

Writing and talk do not prove me,

I carry the plenum of proof and every thing else in my face,

With the hush of my lips I wholly confound the skeptic.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Section 24 ended with the poet beholding the “day-break,” discerning the faint “libidinous prongs” of light that were beginning to penetrate the darkness and bring light and perception once again. Who knows, at the dawn of each day, what the day will bring? Now, in Section 25, he confronts the actual “dazzling and tremendous . . . sun-rise” itself, and he wonders how he can manage to confront this daily miracle. Whitman was always fascinated with what he called in the preface to the 1855 Leaves of Grass “the curious mystery of the eyesight.” He was amazed by how, every time we open our eyes, we experience a rush of visual sensations, how every minute of the day we see endless thousands of things that we never touch but nonetheless absorb into the self. “The other senses corroborate themselves,” Whitman noted, but eyesight, he said, is “removed from any proof but its own and foreruns the identities of the spiritual world.” We see things we will never touch, but we nonetheless know they are real, because our eyes tell us so. The eyeball is a wondrous organ: we open what Whitman called “the space of a peachpit” and suddenly things far and near, what is at our feet and in the sky, all “enter with electric swiftness softly and duly without confusion or jostling or jam.” Why aren’t we confused—driven mad—by the welter of images that confront us every second of the day? Whitman senses the “sun-rise would kill me, / If I could not now and always send sun-rise out of me.” It is the sun within the self, the imagination, that takes in what the world offers, illuminates it, and turns it into words or painted images or music or sculpture.

Like the inhalation and exhalation of breath, the process of perception and response is what sustains life. So, Whitman says here, “Speech is the twin of my vision,” as his words (“my voice” and “the twirl of my tongue”) reach out from him toward the world around and beyond him. Just as the sunrise brings light to all, shining equally on the large and the small, the important and the insignificant, so do the poet’s words radiate out to encompass everything, to include it all in this democratic song. We can only absorb so much through our open senses before we have to “let it out” again in whatever expression of the self we find appropriate. The eyes behold the world, but the voice re-creates it, partaking in the divine. Whitman reminds us, however, that we can “conceive too much of articulation,” for words themselves have sources even deeper within us: every self has endless buds folded within, protected from the frost, waiting to burst forth. Words can only ever reveal a small fraction of the worlds within us: we can never get the vast and mysterious self down in words, and so even this long Song of Myself will “refuse” to yield the poet’s “final merit,” his full worth, the limitless mysteries within him—within all of us—that can never be fully explained and can only be glimpsed in the faces we encounter every day, each face a map of unexplored continents within.

Afterword

With the repetition of one word, “O,” separated in this section by six lines and three stanzas breaks, Whitman places the link between the soul and speech at the center of his project, employing a visual rhyme and his new poetic measure to reconfigure for his age and ages to come an ancient philosophical idea, equating the “worlds and volumes of worlds” on the tip of his tongue with the contours of his soul and the task of soul-making integral to the human condition. The word itself is a world encompassing worlds of experience—a sigh, a sharp intake of breath, “prophetical screams,” “the plenum of proof,” what can and cannot be articulated: “O my heart!”

Think how often you might say “O” during the course of a day—at sunrise or sunset, in the presence of great beauty or ugliness. “O!” we exclaim in the grip of desire, in the depths of despair, in pleasure and pain. It is a word that says everything; its reserves of meanings are inexhaustible: “O,” we coo and cry, sing and shout. And if one word, one letter, can say this much, think what is contained in all the words in the language—and all the languages in the world.

“O yes.” “O no.” “O my.”

Look at what the poet yokes together with the excision of a comma: “My knowledge my live parts.” No need to quell your curiosity: “for living things there’s no deferment,” wrote the Greek poet George Seferis. Knowledge is alive, budding and growing and flowering, creating meanings fated to be supplanted in another season of rebirth and renewal. “O,” I said in wonder and confusion; and when she did not respond I tallied my losses: this future or that, happiness, life. I wrote and talked, talked and wrote. Nothing raised my spirits, nothing proved me.

What did I see in your expression? What did you see in mine? O, O, O . . .
 

Song of Myself—SECTION 26

Now I will do nothing but listen,

To accrue what I hear into this song, to let sounds contribute toward it.

I hear bravuras of birds, bustle of growing wheat, gossip of flames, clack of sticks cooking my meals,

I hear the sound I love, the sound of the human voice,

I hear all sounds running together, combined, fused or following,

Sounds of the city and sounds out of the city, sounds of the day and night,

Talkative young ones to those that like them, the loud laugh of work-people at their meals,

The angry base of disjointed friendship, the faint tones of the sick,

The judge with hands tight to the desk, his pallid lips pronouncing a death-sentence,

The heave’e’yo of stevedores unlading ships by the wharves, the refrain of the anchor-lifters,

The ring of alarm-bells, the cry of fire, the whirr of swift-streaking engines and hose-carts with premonitory tinkles and color’d lights,

The steam-whistle, the solid roll of the train of approaching cars,

The slow march play’d at the head of the association marching two and two,

(They go to guard some corpse, the flag-tops are draped with black muslin.)

I hear the violoncello, (’tis the young man’s heart’s complaint,)

I hear the key’d cornet, it glides quickly in through my ears,

It shakes mad-sweet pangs through my belly and breast.

I hear the chorus, it is a grand opera,

Ah this indeed is music—this suits me.

A tenor large and fresh as the creation fills me,

The orbic flex of his mouth is pouring and filling me full.

I hear the train’d soprano (what work with hers is this?)

The orchestra whirls me wider than Uranus flies,

It wrenches such ardors from me I did not know I possess’d them,

It sails me, I dab with bare feet, they are lick’d by the indolent waves,

I am cut by bitter and angry hail, I lose my breath,

Steep’d amid honey’d morphine, my windpipe throttled in fakes of death,

At length let up again to feel the puzzle of puzzles,

And that we call Being.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Just as Section 25 dealt with eyesight and with voice, so does Section 26 deal with the mystery of hearing. We open the eyes and visual experience flows in, vast and continuous. The ears, however, never close: the sounds of the world incessantly carry themselves on waves into our very being. So here Whitman stops to listen and absorb the sounds of the world around him as they blend (“all sounds running together”) into the song of himself. As with the eyes, so do the ears bring a cacophonous array of experience into the self, from sounds of work to alarm bells to arguments to cries for help to operas to funeral marches. It is all one “chorus,” made up of the endlessly conflicted sounds of life, and this varied music “suits” the poet.

Whitman ends the section with a remarkable evocation of the deeply sensual experience of hearing a “grand opera.” Whitman loved attending the opera and wrote reviews emphasizing the sublime effects the opera had on him: it was hearing at its most heightened. Here, the orchestra and accomplished tenor and soprano carry him into an imaginative ecstasy—a literal “ex-stasis,” a standing outside of the self—as he feels the music, with its shifting emotional registers, whirling him out into the solar system and then carrying him over the oceans and then hurling him into a violent hailstorm. The experience is at once intensely sexual (as it “wrenches such ardors” from him) and mystical. As he hears the trained operatic voices hang on to notes that ordinary mortals could not sustain, his own windpipe constricts and he loses his breath, veering toward death, only to be released at the last second, and, in recovering, sensing the deepest mystery of all, “the puzzle of puzzles” that we call “Being.” As readers, we become aware that our experience absorbing Whitman’s Song of Myself through our own ears and eyes is a comparable sensual experience, leaving us breathless and on the edge of accessing answers to our most probing questions.

Afterword

At the midpoint of this poem, this almanac of the self, with the acknowledgment of the limits of writing and talking behind him and the future yet to be determined, Whitman resolves to “do nothing but listen,” and what he hears in the white space between the first and second stanzas are sounds that will contribute to the rest of his song, beginning with a raucous expression of joy—the “bravuras of birds, bustle of growing wheat, gossip of flames, clack of sticks cooking my meals.” Then comes a litany of human voices, every one of which he loves, even that of the judge “pronouncing a death-sentence.” Especially the judge, the most vivid figure in this section, for when we stop to catch our breath, when we really listen to the pulsing in our veins, we may hear some version of his voice reading the verdict delivered to each of us at birth.

What better way to bear our common sentence, however much time may remain, than to listen to its music, which is time transfigured? This the poet does in his evocation of opera—how the cornet “pangs through [his] belly and breast”; and the tenor fills him; and the soprano works with the orchestra to wrench unknown ardors from his soul. W. D. Snodgrass made a tantalizing suggestion about the origin of Whitman’s poetics: to wit, that in the conjunction of the different rhythms of opera and belly dancing, performances of which he attended as often as possible during his sojourn in New Orleans, he learned how to transcribe the music of creation—and “feel the puzzle of puzzles, / and that we call Being.” Now we will hear it in its entirety.


Song of Myself—SECTION 27

To be in any form, what is that?

(Round and round we go, all of us, and ever come back thither,)

If nothing lay more develop’d the quahaug in its callous shell were enough.

Mine is no callous shell,

I have instant conductors all over me whether I pass or stop,

They seize every object and lead it harmlessly through me.

I merely stir, press, feel with my fingers, and am happy,

To touch my person to some one else’s is about as much as I can stand.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

After sections dealing with sight, voice, and hearing, Whitman turns in this and the following two sections to touch, the most dispersed of our senses, the only one that is not positioned solely on the face (where sight, hearing, taste, and smell all have short, direct connections to the brain) but rather is diffused across the entire surface of the body.

Whitman begins by raising again one of his most basic questions: “To be in any form, what is that?” We are all shifting, altering physical forms, our bodies changing second by second as we ingest pieces of the world and turn that nutriment into body. As Whitman has demonstrated time after time in the poem, each of us is a field of endlessly shifting atoms that have been here from the origins of the universe and will be here until its end (if it ever ends), so the particular form we exist in at the moment is not what is important. What is important is to realize that matter goes “round and round,” always exchanging, re-forming, living, dying, and being reborn. Even the New England clam (with its ancient Native American name of “quahaug”) would be miracle enough if evolution had proceeded no further than the bivalve mollusk. The clam, of course, can clam up, withdraw its sensitive siphon or foot back into its unfeeling shell and be immune to touch. But not Whitman, and not us: we have no shell, and our covering—our skin—is in touch with the world at all times. We have “instant conductors all over”: Whitman here uses the then-recent language of electricity to capture the way the body’s sense receptors are like lightning rods, receiving and directing the currents of experience through the self. In another of his poems, Whitman calls it “the body electric.” Our skin is so full of sense receptors that the merest stir or press of any part of our body comforts us, excites us, and—out of our shells, alive and awake to the world—the experience of touching our body fully with another body takes us to the very edges of identity: it is “about as much as I can stand.”

Afterword

An Iraqi theater director once told me that on a visit to New York City he deliberately bumped into several people on the sidewalk to gauge their reactions. Americans, he concluded, always apologize—an observation that might have amused Whitman, who would likely not have begged forgiveness and might well have surprised the stranger by embracing him. “O taste and see that the Lord is good,” the Psalmist sings—an imperative that Whitman follows according to his own lights in his psalm of the democratic self, substituting Life for Lord, seeing things in this section through the agency of touch, tasting the world. He does not shy away from anyone.

Not long after my conversation with the director in Baghdad, I traveled to Kurdistan, in northern Iraq, and one morning on a drive through a valley green from the spring rains, outside a village lying between two stark mountain ranges, my friend suddenly slammed on the brakes, veering around what I thought was a large rock. There in the middle of the road was a turtle (born for all I knew during Whitman’s lifetime), oblivious to the traffic, or so it seemed, its head barely protruding from its shell. “Mine is no callous shell,” said the poet, translating his every sensation into song. My friend and I gazed at the beautiful creature, kin to the quahaug and the mollusk and indeed every form of life, each a part of the whole to which we have all belonged from the beginning, and then, because we had somewhere to go, we drove on.


Song of Myself—SECTION 28

Is this then a touch? quivering me to a new identity,

Flames and ether making a rush for my veins,

Treacherous tip of me reaching and crowding to help them,

My flesh and blood playing out lightning to strike what is hardly different from myself,

On all sides prurient provokers stiffening my limbs,

Straining the udder of my heart for its withheld drip,

Behaving licentious toward me, taking no denial,

Depriving me of my best as for a purpose,

Unbuttoning my clothes, holding me by the bare waist,

Deluding my confusion with the calm of the sunlight and pasture-fields,

Immodestly sliding the fellow-senses away,

They bribed to swap off with touch and go and graze at the edges of me,

No consideration, no regard for my draining strength or my anger,

Fetching the rest of the herd around to enjoy them a while,

Then all uniting to stand on a headland and worry me.

The sentries desert every other part of me,

They have left me helpless to a red marauder,

They all come to the headland to witness and assist against me.

I am given up by traitors,

I talk wildly, I have lost my wits, I and nobody else am the greatest traitor,

I went myself first to the headland, my own hands carried me there.

You villain touch! what are you doing? my breath is tight in its throat,

Unclench your floodgates, you are too much for me.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Now Whitman explores what it feels like to touch, to really touch. The twentieth-century poet Karl Shapiro called this section “one of the greatest moments of poetry,” as Whitman takes us through a shimmering cascade of sensual images that are at once sexually explicit and maddeningly vague. Every moment of touch, Whitman suggests, “quivers” us “to a new identity,” as our sense receptors respond to the provocative stimuli of the world that are constantly redefining who we are as we feel the flames of sensual contact rush through our veins. This passage has been read as a description of homosexual passion, masturbation, and/or heterosexual intercourse. The vagueness creates a charged sexual field in which any act of intense touch can be imagined. When touch is fully activated, the “fellow-senses” slide away, and we give ourselves over to the charged interpenetration of body with body. We can never be quite sure who the “prurient provokers” are who “stiffen” my limbs and “graze at the edges of me,” like mouths devouring the very edges of identity. We sense that the other body so completely in touch with our own “is hardly different from myself”: the moment is simultaneously mystical and physical, as touch allows us a glimpse of being that seems out-of-body precisely because it has so fully heightened the sensitivity of every inch of our flesh to a body not our own.

Whitman captures the way that intense erotic experience creates sensations of torture and rapture, as if we are dying in the most heightened moment of living. The “prurient provokers” are described as “straining the udder of my heart for its withheld drip,” and this wildly conflated image genitalizes the heart (just as in Section 5), merging the conventional seat of emotions with the sexual organs. The male phallic imagery here is rendered, surprisingly, in female nurturant terms, as the “udder” is squeezed until it releases its milk or semen. We seem to be slipping between metaphor and metonymy here: the heart is not so much a metaphor for the penis as it is part of a metonymic system, a circuit of excited blood pumped from the quickening heart to the stiffening sexual organ and, through capillaries webbed throughout the body, to the surface of the eroticized skin. There’s a reason the heart beats faster during sex.

The sexual excitement brings the poet finally to “a headland,” to a precipice over a vast ocean, to the point where the solid land meets the liquid sea, where the body confronts dissolution, where whatever protective devices we have for the self (our “sentries”) “desert” us and leave us “helpless to a red marauder.” Whatever this “red marauder” is (an engorged sexual organ?, a wild Indian?, any blood-drenched pillager?), the body is helpless to defend itself, and the poet experiences himself taken over. It is as if the body—which normally defines us and protects our boundaries, distinguishing what is “me” from what is “not me”—has betrayed us, has become a “traitor.” Just as in Section 26, when the poet felt himself lose his breath when he was overwhelmed by the opera, so now the poet feels his breath “tight in its throat,” as if he is about to die into this moment of ecstasy, ready to surrender himself to this invasion of his body as touch threatens to open the “floodgates” and allow the invading stimuli to engulf it. Seldom has language taken us on such an intimate journey through the familiar and yet miraculous experience of sexual touch.

Afterword

The sentries on the headland, bearing witness to the tribulations of a man caught up in the throes of passion—who or what are they? These vivid figures from Whitman’s erotic imagination, this herd of animal spirits leading him to a lover or to himself, these provokers (within and without) who betray with kisses and caresses, unmask the poet, “quivering [him] to a new identity.” He is carried off on a surge of feeling to an imagined promontory by the sea, and there, “helpless to a red marauder,” he becomes everyone and no one. Ah, touch . . . How easily we are deceived! How we long for the villainous pleasures of human contact, even with the sentries keeping watch—the inhibitions, personal and collective, that stand in the way of our true happiness.

Among the more provocative statements made by the Russian poet Joseph Brodsky was his claim, in a review-essay on Constantine Cavafy, that ninety percent of the best lyric poetry is written postcoitum—a figure derived, presumably, from his own experience, reading, and perhaps the anecdotal evidence of his friends. (Hard to imagine devising, much less filling out, a survey that would generate reliable data on the work habits of poets!) In this section Whitman seems to be writing in the immediate aftermath of sex, if not in the act itself; hence the mélange of strange images—flesh and blood transformed into lightning, the “udder of [his] heart,” his senses grazing at the edges of the self. For his Song of Myself now requires the dissolution of the self, the union and scattering of its atoms over the sentries, the headland, and the sea—la petite mort, the French euphemism for orgasm: the little death. I is everywhere.


Song of Myself—SECTION 29

Blind loving wrestling touch, sheath’d hooded sharp-tooth’d touch!

Did it make you ache so, leaving me?

Parting track’d by arriving, perpetual payment of perpetual loan,

Rich showering rain, and recompense richer afterward.

Sprouts take and accumulate, stand by the curb prolific and vital,

Landscapes projected masculine, full-sized and golden.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Now, as if to catch his breath after the erotic storm of the previous section, Whitman gives us the briefest section in the poem—six lines of postcoital withdrawal. The heightened sensual touch that he just finished describing now “leaves” him, and he addresses Touch once more, as its electrified energy departs from his spent body. The moments of unifying touch were so powerful—ecstatic and painful and blissful—that now the parting of two sexually charged bodies creates an “ache” of absence as the body’s “sheaths” once again cover over the sharp nerve receptors. But the “parting” is matched by a new kind of arrival, as the poet realizes that any intense touch continues to pay dividends after the ecstasy of touch is ended. Like a gentle “showering rain” that nourishes the ground after the fierce thunder and lightning have moved on, the continuing “payments” of the body that had been “loaned” (and will again and again be loaned) to another during the ecstasy of sex are indeed “rich.” (Touch is paying dividends here, with endless interest.) So, when heightened Touch departs, the loss brings “recompense,” compensation in the form of soft, fertilizing rains that allow “sprouts” to “take and accumulate,” tiny leaves of grass that will eventually become “full-sized and golden” (for Whitman, “grass” is not only the green stuff of lawns but what he called the “manly” prairie grasses and the corn and the wheat). The entire landscape arises with stalks thrusting upward, “projected masculine” like a vast sea of erect plants reaching for the sun.

It is as if the experience of heightened sensual touch has now sexualized the entire landscape, offering another glimpse into the way that all of nature is continually about the procreant “urge and urge and urge” of desire itself (as Whitman said in Section 3). And as the poet speaks of the departure of “blind loving wrestling touch . . . leaving me,” he allows us to hear a double meaning in the phrase “leaving me”: yes, the rapturous touch has left him, but the experience of that touch is also literally “leaving” him in the sense of making him leaf, grow, speak, write, produce leaves, the leaves of grass that arise from his intense experience of touching the world. Words themselves—like all living things—emerge from experiences of intense touch and take form in the calming rains that follow the storm.

Afterword

Now the ache of leaving, on the fast train to Samarkand, fabled city of silks and turquoise domes and the tomb of Tamerlane, whose empire stretched from India to Egypt and beyond. Abandoned factories, orchards and olive trees, families planting cotton. A horse gallops down the road. Men squat by the river flowing under the bridge. The blind storyteller seated at the window praises a love poem recited in Tashkent the night before, in the museum of Sergei Yesenin, who wrote his last poem in blood: “Goodbye, my friend, goodbye.”

“Parting track’d by arriving” is how Whitman remembers the climax of his lovemaking, that blessed state of union and dispersion, which he prolongs throughout this short section with metaphors drawn first from the world of finance (“perpetual payment of perpetual loan”) and then from the abundance of nature (rain, sprouts, a field at harvest time), all offering recompense for the wound of consciousness. He knew a thing or two about the intimate connection between departures and arrivals, endings and beginnings, which he tracked with a lover’s eye.

Three couplets, three stanzas. A question (unanswered), white space, and then a sentence fragment, a stanza in the form of exquisitely balanced phrases concluding with a word that lends an elegiac air to the poem: “afterward.” Then more white space and the only declarative statement: ripeness is the key to this masculine landscape. But in spring, on the Silk Road, the soul may also thrill to the sight of cotton seedlings, fringed with red poppies, stretching to the horizon.


Song of Myself—SECTION 30

All truths wait in all things,

They neither hasten their own delivery nor resist it,

They do not need the obstetric forceps of the surgeon,

The insignificant is as big to me as any,

(What is less or more than a touch?)

Logic and sermons never convince,

The damp of the night drives deeper into my soul.

(Only what proves itself to every man and woman is so,

Only what nobody denies is so.)

A minute and a drop of me settle my brain,

I believe the soggy clods shall become lovers and lamps,

And a compend of compends is the meat of a man or woman,

And a summit and flower there is the feeling they have for each other,

And they are to branch boundlessly out of that lesson until it becomes omnific,

And until one and all shall delight us, and we them.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Whitman now pauses, after evoking the ecstasy of touch and the productive quieting and calming of that heightened state, to consider what “lesson” touch itself teaches us. Not surprisingly, it teaches democracy. Ordinary, everyday touch is so common that we dull ourselves to how miraculous it is: “(What is less or more than a touch?)” As Whitman looks at the “things” of the world, he realizes that whatever “truths” he will encounter in this life must in fact “wait in all things,” for the world is always and only embodied. Nothing exists outside of materials: the things of the world are always in the process of living and dying, being constructed and deconstructed, but those processes are always working through materials, and thus (as the twentieth-century poet William Carlos Williams would put it) there are “no ideas but in things.” A sensual relationship with the embodied things of the world during the moment we live is the only way finally we will discover truth, because truth emerges effortlessly from all things, and “the insignificant is as big to me as any.” We can work hard to formulate abstract “truths”—as “logic and sermons” always try to do—but truth is born out of all things without the need of “obstetric forceps”: truth is just there in the things around us and does not require the clamps of logic for it to be extracted. We may be blind to the vast mysteries every thing in the world contains, but there they are, nonetheless, discernible to our eyes and ears and taste and touch; whether it be a sunrise, a dung beetle, pokeweed, the “damp of the night,” or the “soggy clods” at our feet, all the truths that we will ever know are always there before us.

Now, with his brain “settled” in the brief time after the turmoil of sexual ecstasy and the ejaculation of his semen (“a drop of me”), he can reflect on the erotic experience he has had: he realizes the fertility that is latent in the “soggy clods” (soggy because of the “showering rains”), and he realizes that the ultimate truth (the “compend of compends,” the compendium beyond all compendiums of knowledge) is right there in “the meat of a man or woman,” in their physical sinews, and in the bodily desire that humans feel for each other. This desire may be expressed as the love of one body for another body, but that “feeling” will “branch boundlessly” and become “omnific,” all-creating, until individual desire radiates out into the world and we feel “delight” not just in our lover but in all humanity and in the teeming physical world at large.

Afterword

The spring rains had ended, and the archaeologists excavating a fortress, in Merv, Turkmenistan, were eager to discuss their finds—a wall, underground rooms, coins. The discovery of an ox bone suggested the existence of an agrarian society settled five thousand years ago, a civilization on the order of Mesopotamia or China; the shards of pottery, collected in rectangles demarcated by a string, awaited the educated guesswork of those trained in the art of reading signs of human habitation. On a warm May morning, I watched an old kerchiefed woman order laborers to sift one pile of dirt and then another, assembling in her mind’s eye (so I imagined) a picture of the ancient world—the rulers and the ruled, weapons and cooking utensils, rituals of planting and harvesting. And more: storms, earthquakes, plagues . . . It is no small task, for the archaeologist no less than the artist, to discover truths that, as Whitman reminds us in this section, “wait in all things,” because “they neither hasten their own delivery nor resist it.” The trick is to recognize the spark of creation, the essential, in things large and small. For everything has significance.

This was the lesson that Rainer Maria Rilke learned in the studio of Auguste Rodin. One day the sculptor asked him what he was writing. Nothing, the poet replied, so Rodin advised him to go to the zoo and observe an animal until he could render it on the page—a visit that inspired “The Panther,” the first of hundreds of thing-poems. These he collected into two volumes of New Poems (1907), a central text, which along with the writings of William Carlos Williams, Francis Ponge, Pablo Neruda, and others established the modern tradition of finding in everyday objects clues about the meaning of existence—a tradition inaugurated by Whitman, who asked the most important question of all: “What is less or more than a touch?” The answer is found in love. The Turkmen archaeologist held a shard up to the sunlight, and smiled.


Song of Myself—SECTION 31

I believe a leaf of grass is no less than the journey-work of the stars,

And the pismire is equally perfect, and a grain of sand, and the egg of the wren,

And the tree-toad is a chef-d’oeuvre for the highest,

And the running blackberry would adorn the parlors of heaven,

And the narrowest hinge in my hand puts to scorn all machinery,

And the cow crunching with depress’d head surpasses any statue,

And a mouse is miracle enough to stagger sextillions of infidels.

I find I incorporate gneiss, coal, long-threaded moss, fruits, grains, esculent roots,

And am stucco’d with quadrupeds and birds all over,

And have distanced what is behind me for good reasons,

But call any thing back again when I desire it.

In vain the speeding or shyness,

In vain the plutonic rocks send their old heat against my approach,

In vain the mastodon retreats beneath its own powder’d bones,

In vain objects stand leagues off and assume manifold shapes,

In vain the ocean settling in hollows and the great monsters lying low,

In vain the buzzard houses herself with the sky,

In vain the snake slides through the creepers and logs,

In vain the elk takes to the inner passes of the woods,

In vain the razor-bill’d auk sails far north to Labrador,

I follow quickly, I ascend to the nest in the fissure of the cliff.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

As we have seen, one of Whitman’s great accomplishments in Song of Myself is to capture in language what it is like to live in a body, to experience the ways our senses absorb the vast multiplicity of the world. Now, in this section, Whitman accomplishes something never before attempted: he captures what it is like to inhabit an evolved body. As he delights in the sights, sounds, aromas, tastes, and touches of the things of the world, he realizes that his human body is not only the result of vast evolutionary changes through eons of time but is part of an ongoing, nonstop process of an endless proliferation of life in an infinite variety of forms. Evolution does not culminate in humans; rather we humans are but one of that vast accumulation of life-forms. Humans all begin life as a zygote, a one-celled creature, then grow in a concentrated nine-month evolution from that one cell to a small creature with gills and a tail, living immersed in a liquid environment; gestation is a compressed evolution, so at some level every human has experienced life as a single cell, life as an aquatic creature. When we are born, Whitman suggests, we emerge with a human body that has in less than a year retraced evolution, and we “can call any thing back again” when we desire it—all the organic things that we “incorporate,” from moss to fruit to birds and quadrupeds. As science continues to indicate, all life-forms derive from the same ancestral single cell, and our body is “stucco’d . . . all over” with the traces of other life-forms that have accompanied us on evolution’s journey—our arms are extensions of the same forms that in other creatures emerge as wings; our fingernails and toenails are vestigial claws.

Whitman begins this section with a simple statement of faith, a belief in the miraculous nature of everything from a leaf of grass to a cow “crunching” the grass in a meadow. He knows every leaf of grass is “no less than the journey-work of the stars,” since it is made up of the same atoms that once were packed together with the atoms that form constellations (and that leaf of grass, after all, seen from afar out in the universe, is—like each of us—in fact simply part of a constellation). Observing the way a joint of a finger is more complex than the most intricate machinery, or how the tiny miracle of a mouse, fully appreciated, makes believers of those who might be without faith in the creative power of life, the poet descends and ascends the evolutionary scales, taking an exhilarating imaginative ride up and down evolution’s charts, getting in touch with the myriad of creatures inscribed on and in our body, and loving every one.

Nothing can stop this eternally altering, shifting, evolving material creation, and all the vast violence of the universe’s forming, the “plutonic rocks” hurtling through space, the massive creatures that have come and gone (like the “mastodon” and the dinosaur), the tectonic shifts of the continents, the drying up and reformation of oceans—all of it has been “in vain” if it has tried to undermine the life that inhabits the present moment, because that life is here, and it is here in the form of all of us now inhabiting a body, one that can travel in the imagination with our relatives the buzzards high in the sky, or with the auk in Labrador, or take its rest in the hawk’s or eagle’s aerie. It’s all “in vain” because, as Whitman indicates with this pun, that teeming past is literally in our veins, part of our very blood. We inhabit a form that is inscribed with the life and the history and the prehistory of the world, a form that shapes us to experience the present until our body re-forms into other forms that will then experience other presents.

Afterword

If Wordsworth depicts the growth of the poet’s mind in The Prelude, establishing a model for the workings of the creative intelligence, which has informed artistic practice down to the present, then Whitman addresses in this section its cosmic model, “the journey-work of the stars,” which is a grander view of creation. “Evolution is not the rule in Nature, in Politics, or Inventions only, but in Verse,” Whitman wrote—a bold claim borne out by his radical poetics. Indeed he insisted that “Leaves of Grass is evolution—evolution in its most varied, freest, largest sense.” Free verse was for him not only a way of thinking but a spur to innovation—in the language, in the body politic, and in the body itself, “compend of compends,” which incorporates everything from the lowly pismire and plutonic rocks to the razor-billed auk sailing north. The poet always follows.

One spring morning, walking along a beach by the Pacific, under an eroding cliff which from time to time sheds heavy layers of sandstone, my friend recalled seeing a clutch of baby rattlesnakes fall from a fissure a hundred feet above us. Why their den was located in such an exposed place was a mystery to my friend, who not long before had acquired a condominium on top of a cliff farther up the beach. Maybe they liked the view, I joked. Bad luck, she replied, and went on to speculate on what role luck might play in evolution. What good luck, I thought, that in his imagination Whitman kept ascending “to the nest in the fissure of the cliff,” opening himself to the elements and the risks of evolution, physical and spiritual, poetic and political. He believed that American democracy would continue to evolve, along the same line as Song of Myself, which he knew contained the seeds of future poems, in every language, as well as fruits and grains, gneiss and esculent roots, sunlight and the sand beneath our feet . . .
 

Song of Myself—SECTION 32

I think I could turn and live with animals, they are so placid and self-contain’d,

I stand and look at them long and long.

They do not sweat and whine about their condition,

They do not lie awake in the dark and weep for their sins,

They do not make me sick discussing their duty to God,

Not one is dissatisfied, not one is demented with the mania of owning things,

Not one kneels to another, nor to his kind that lived thousands of years ago,

Not one is respectable or unhappy over the whole earth.

So they show their relations to me and I accept them,

They bring me tokens of myself, they evince them plainly in their possession.

I wonder where they get those tokens,

Did I pass that way huge times ago and negligently drop them?

Myself moving forward then and now and forever,

Gathering and showing more always and with velocity,

Infinite and omnigenous, and the like of these among them,

Not too exclusive toward the reachers of my remembrancers,

Picking out here one that I love, and now go with him on brotherly terms.

A gigantic beauty of a stallion, fresh and responsive to my caresses,

Head high in the forehead, wide between the ears,

Limbs glossy and supple, tail dusting the ground,

Eyes full of sparkling wickedness, ears finely cut, flexibly moving.

His nostrils dilate as my heels embrace him,

His well-built limbs tremble with pleasure as we race around and return.

I but use you a minute, then I resign you, stallion,

Why do I need your paces when I myself out-gallop them?

Even as I stand or sit passing faster than you.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Now the poet tests out the ability he claimed for himself in the previous section, the ability to “call back” any of the other forms of life that his evolved body has absorbed on its evolutionary journey. It is as if all those forms humans have moved through, when taken together, provide a sense of wholeness of being. So the poet thinks about turning and living with animals. Initially taking on, perhaps, the patient gaze of a predator, the poet simply looks “long and long” at his animal brethren, and draws some conclusions about their differences from humans. In their ability to live fully in the present moment, to be completely “self-contain’d,” to be free of the guilt that religion brings, to be free in fact of the conception of a “God,” to be free of material possessions, to be free from a sense of the past, to be free from the notion of “unhappiness” (and thus to be naturally happy), the poet sees them as teaching him something about human happiness and about contentment in the moment in which we live. These are all attitudes Whitman has been striving, throughout the poem, to achieve, and so he feels attached to the animals, related to them, as if they carry some “token” of himself back to him, some way of being that he must have experienced “huge times ago” on his own vast evolutionary journey. Humans have lost a sense of that unity that animals seem to take for granted, and we regain the wholeness only by recalling and re-collecting those lost “tokens” of our self that animals bring to us.

As he did in the previous section, Whitman once again puts into words his dynamic evolutionary experience (“Myself moving forward then and now and forever”), as he imagines gaining velocity through eons of time, careful not to care too much or dwell too long with any stage of his vast past (“not too exclusive toward the reachers of my remembrancers”—“remembrancers” are those who revive the remembrance of anything). Whitman feels himself reaching to recover those preverbal, prehuman memories, even as he reminds himself not to dwell there when he accesses them, for he is of the present, not the past. But he ends by pausing for a moment with a “stallion” that once responded to his “caresses.” It’s an image of animal/human union, sensual and close, a relationship where horse and rider seem one. But this vivid recollection of animalistic being is not where the poet wants to stop; he now outpaces even the galloping stallion as he prepares for his most expansive human encounter with the vast world around him.

Afterword

Fragrance of sage and melting snow. A spotted towhee hops along a rock, in a grove of aspens. A pika bleats. I am running, just after daybreak, on a fire road in the Wasatch Range, weary of “the talk of the beginning and the end,” the “blab of the pave” peculiar to a writers’ conference, this one held in a ski lodge. The sky is turning blue, and on this Sunday morning I wish to be free of words. I also wish it was easier to breathe this thin mountain air; and when I stop to rest I see, at the next bend, a deer—a buck with a small rack of antlers—look up from its feeding, startled. We consider each other for some moments before it bounds far up the slope to resume feeding—“placid and self-contain’d,” I decide, and continue running, my heart pounding.

In this section, Whitman neatly illustrates the division between the mind and body, first defining animals through their apparent lack of anxiety about faith, wealth, and social status, then querying his relationship to them, the tokens of himself “in their possession” perhaps from long, long ago, and then describing, in loving, “brotherly terms,” a magnificent stallion, on which he will race and return, galloping beyond and back into himself, together and then alone.

I stop again, this time at an overlook from which I gaze at the jagged peaks, the valley stretching westward, the patch of Indian paintbrush at my feet. If only I had half a day to look “long and long.” But I have another panel to attend, and as I start downhill, toward the Church of Our Lady of the Snows and the lodge, I recall tokens from the animal kingdom bestowed upon me—a red fox scavenging in a parking lot in Sun Valley, with a paper cup in its mouth; the flight of a sea eagle from a cliff above the Aegean; a sluggish cobra tugged by a snake-charmer, in a market in Morocco . . . Rounding a corner, I come upon a pair of yearling moose, their heads bobbing up and down, snorting in surprise. They are so beautiful! And when they lope down the road, veering from side to side, bumping into each other, carefree, it seems to me, I follow them without a second thought until they scamper up into the aspens, and disappear.


Song of Myself—SECTION 33

Space and Time! now I see it is true, what I guess’d at,

What I guess’d when I loaf’d on the grass,

What I guess’d while I lay alone in my bed,

And again as I walk’d the beach under the paling stars of the morning.

My ties and ballasts leave me, my elbows rest in sea-gaps,

I skirt sierras, my palms cover continents,

I am afoot with my vision.

By the city’s quadrangular houses—in log huts, camping with lumbermen,

Along the ruts of the turnpike, along the dry gulch and rivulet bed,

Weeding my onion-patch or hoeing rows of carrots and parsnips, crossing savannas, trailing in forests,

Prospecting, gold-digging, girdling the trees of a new purchase,

Scorch’d ankle-deep by the hot sand, hauling my boat down the shallow river,

Where the panther walks to and fro on a limb overhead, where the buck turns furiously at the hunter,

Where the rattlesnake suns his flabby length on a rock, where the otter is feeding on fish,

Where the alligator in his tough pimples sleeps by the bayou,

Where the black bear is searching for roots or honey, where the beaver pats the mud with his paddle-shaped tail;

Over the growing sugar, over the yellow-flower’d cotton plant, over the rice in its low moist field,

Over the sharp-peak’d farm house, with its scallop’d scum and slender shoots from the gutters,

Over the western persimmon, over the long-leav’d corn, over the delicate blue-flower flax,

Over the white and brown buckwheat, a hummer and buzzer there with the rest,

Over the dusky green of the rye as it ripples and shades in the breeze;

Scaling mountains, pulling myself cautiously up, holding on by low scragged limbs,

Walking the path worn in the grass and beat through the leaves of the brush,

Where the quail is whistling betwixt the woods and the wheat-lot,

Where the bat flies in the Seventh-month eve, where the great gold-bug drops through the dark,

Where the brook puts out of the roots of the old tree and flows to the meadow,

Where cattle stand and shake away flies with the tremulous shuddering of their hides,

Where the cheese-cloth hangs in the kitchen, where andirons straddle the hearth-slab, where cobwebs fall in festoons from the rafters;

Where trip-hammers crash, where the press is whirling its cylinders,

Wherever the human heart beats with terrible throes under its ribs,

Where the pear-shaped balloon is floating aloft, (floating in it myself and looking composedly down,)

Where the life-car is drawn on the slip-noose, where the heat hatches pale-green eggs in the dented sand,

Where the she-whale swims with her calf and never forsakes it,

Where the steam-ship trails hind-ways its long pennant of smoke,

Where the fin of the shark cuts like a black chip out of the water,

Where the half-burn’d brig is riding on unknown currents,

Where shells grow to her slimy deck, where the dead are corrupting below;

Where the dense-starr’d flag is borne at the head of the regiments,

Approaching Manhattan up by the long-stretching island,

Under Niagara, the cataract falling like a veil over my countenance,

Upon a door-step, upon the horse-block of hard wood outside,

Upon the race-course, or enjoying picnics or jigs or a good game of base-ball,

At he-festivals, with blackguard gibes, ironical license, bull-dances, drinking, laughter,

At the cider-mill tasting the sweets of the brown mash, sucking the juice through a straw,

At apple-peelings wanting kisses for all the red fruit I find,

At musters, beach-parties, friendly bees, huskings, house-raisings;

Where the mocking-bird sounds his delicious gurgles, cackles, screams, weeps,

Where the hay-rick stands in the barn-yard, where the dry-stalks are scatter’d, where the brood-cow waits in the hovel,

Where the bull advances to do his masculine work, where the stud to the mare, where the cock is treading the hen,

Where the heifers browse, where geese nip their food with short jerks,

Where sun-down shadows lengthen over the limitless and lonesome prairie,

Where herds of buffalo make a crawling spread of the square miles far and near,

Where the humming-bird shimmers, where the neck of the long-lived swan is curving and winding,

Where the laughing-gull scoots by the shore, where she laughs her near-human laugh,

Where bee-hives range on a gray bench in the garden half hid by the high weeds,

Where band-neck’d partridges roost in a ring on the ground with their heads out,

Where burial coaches enter the arch’d gates of a cemetery,

Where winter wolves bark amid wastes of snow and icicled trees,

Where the yellow-crown’d heron comes to the edge of the marsh at night and feeds upon small crabs,

Where the splash of swimmers and divers cools the warm noon,

Where the katy-did works her chromatic reed on the walnut-tree over the well,

Through patches of citrons and cucumbers with silver-wired leaves,

Through the salt-lick or orange glade, or under conical firs,

Through the gymnasium, through the curtain’d saloon, through the office or public hall;

Pleas’d with the native and pleas’d with the foreign, pleas’d with the new and old,

Pleas’d with the homely woman as well as the handsome,

Pleas’d with the quakeress as she puts off her bonnet and talks melodiously,

Pleas’d with the tune of the choir of the whitewash’d church,

Pleas’d with the earnest words of the sweating Methodist preacher, impress’d seriously at the camp-meeting;

Looking in at the shop-windows of Broadway the whole forenoon, flatting the flesh of my nose on the thick plate glass,

Wandering the same afternoon with my face turn’d up to the clouds, or down a lane or along the beach,

My right and left arms round the sides of two friends, and I in the middle;

Coming home with the silent and dark-cheek’d bush-boy, (behind me he rides at the drape of the day,)

Far from the settlements studying the print of animals’ feet, or the moccasin print,

By the cot in the hospital reaching lemonade to a feverish patient,

Nigh the coffin’d corpse when all is still, examining with a candle;

Voyaging to every port to dicker and adventure,

Hurrying with the modern crowd as eager and fickle as any,

Hot toward one I hate, ready in my madness to knife him,

Solitary at midnight in my back yard, my thoughts gone from me a long while,

Walking the old hills of Judaea with the beautiful gentle God by my side,

Speeding through space, speeding through heaven and the stars,

Speeding amid the seven satellites and the broad ring, and the diameter of eighty thousand miles,

Speeding with tail’d meteors, throwing fire-balls like the rest,

Carrying the crescent child that carries its own full mother in its belly,

Storming, enjoying, planning, loving, cautioning,

Backing and filling, appearing and disappearing,

I tread day and night such roads.

I visit the orchards of spheres and look at the product,

And look at quintillions ripen’d and look at quintillions green.

I fly those flights of a fluid and swallowing soul,

My course runs below the soundings of plummets.

I help myself to material and immaterial,

No guard can shut me off, no law prevent me.

I anchor my ship for a little while only,

My messengers continually cruise away or bring their returns to me.

I go hunting polar furs and the seal, leaping chasms with a pike-pointed staff, clinging to topples of brittle and blue.

I ascend to the foretruck,

I take my place late at night in the crow’s-nest,

We sail the arctic sea, it is plenty light enough,

Through the clear atmosphere I stretch around on the wonderful beauty,

The enormous masses of ice pass me and I pass them, the scenery is plain in all directions,

The white-topt mountains show in the distance, I fling out my fancies toward them,

We are approaching some great battle-field in which we are soon to be engaged,

We pass the colossal outposts of the encampment, we pass with still feet and caution,

Or we are entering by the suburbs some vast and ruin’d city,

The blocks and fallen architecture more than all the living cities of the globe.

I am a free companion, I bivouac by invading watchfires,

I turn the bridegroom out of bed and stay with the bride myself,

I tighten her all night to my thighs and lips.

My voice is the wife’s voice, the screech by the rail of the stairs,

They fetch my man’s body up dripping and drown’d.

I understand the large hearts of heroes,

The courage of present times and all times,

How the skipper saw the crowded and rudderless wreck of the steam-ship, and Death chasing it up and down the storm,

How he knuckled tight and gave not back an inch, and was faithful of days and faithful of nights,

And chalk’d in large letters on a board, Be of good cheer, we will not desert you;

How he follow’d with them and tack’d with them three days and would not give it up,

How he saved the drifting company at last,

How the lank loose-gown’d women look’d when boated from the side of their prepared graves,

How the silent old-faced infants and the lifted sick, and the sharp-lipp’d unshaved men;

All this I swallow, it tastes good, I like it well, it becomes mine,

I am the man, I suffer’d, I was there.

The disdain and calmness of martyrs,

The mother of old, condemn’d for a witch, burnt with dry wood, her children gazing on,

The hounded slave that flags in the race, leans by the fence, blowing, cover’d with sweat,

The twinges that sting like needles his legs and neck, the murderous buckshot and the bullets,

All these I feel or am.

I am the hounded slave, I wince at the bite of the dogs,

Hell and despair are upon me, crack and again crack the marksmen,

I clutch the rails of the fence, my gore dribs, thinn’d with the ooze of my skin,

I fall on the weeds and stones,

The riders spur their unwilling horses, haul close,

Taunt my dizzy ears and beat me violently over the head with whip-stocks.

Agonies are one of my changes of garments,

I do not ask the wounded person how he feels, I myself become the wounded person,

My hurts turn livid upon me as I lean on a cane and observe.

I am the mash’d fireman with breast-bone broken,

Tumbling walls buried me in their debris,

Heat and smoke I inspired, I heard the yelling shouts of my comrades,

I heard the distant click of their picks and shovels,

They have clear’d the beams away, they tenderly lift me forth.

I lie in the night air in my red shirt, the pervading hush is for my sake,

Painless after all I lie exhausted but not so unhappy,

White and beautiful are the faces around me, the heads are bared of their fire-caps,

The kneeling crowd fades with the light of the torches.

Distant and dead resuscitate,

They show as the dial or move as the hands of me, I am the clock myself.

I am an old artillerist, I tell of my fort’s bombardment,

I am there again.

Again the long roll of the drummers,

Again the attacking cannon, mortars,

Again to my listening ears the cannon responsive.

I take part, I see and hear the whole,

The cries, curses, roar, the plaudits for well-aim’d shots,

The ambulanza slowly passing trailing its red drip,

Workmen searching after damages, making indispensable repairs,

The fall of grenades through the rent roof, the fan-shaped explosion,

The whizz of limbs, heads, stone, wood, iron, high in the air.

Again gurgles the mouth of my dying general, he furiously waves with his hand,

He gasps through the clot Mind not me—mind—the entrenchments.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

In Section 15, we experienced a seemingly endless “catalogue” of images, but Section 33 makes that catalogue seem modest by comparison. In by far the longest section of Song of Myself, Whitman now reminds us of how, for him, the world was a kind of pre-electronic database. His early notebooks and notes are full of lists of particulars—sights and sounds and names and activities—that he dutifully enters into his personal record. In one of those early notebooks, he enjoins himself: “Data, all-comprehensive and to be pursued as far into details and to as full information as any one will.” He was an early practitioner of a genre we are increasingly familiar with: the database itself. As we read this catalogue, we can see how it indicates and imitates an endless database, and how it suggests a process that could continue for a lifetime. These cascading lines hint at the massiveness of the database that would comprise all of our sights and hearings and touches, each of which could be entered as a separate line of the poem. Song of Myself keeps shifting from moments of narration to moments of what we might call data ingestion. In this section, we encounter pages of data entries that toward the end slow down when a narrative frame begins to take over again, but, throughout Song of Myself, we can always feel the unruly rhythms of this never-ending sensory catalogue, incorporating the details of the world as they flow nonstop into the poet’s (and our) open and receptive senses.

As he begins this catalogue, Whitman portrays his imaginative journey as the flight of a hot-air balloon: “My ties and ballasts leave me.” He rises above the earth and sees vast vistas. As his vision expands, he feels as if his body has become as vast as the distances that his imagination strides. His “elbows rest in sea-gaps,” and his “palms cover continents”—as if he is performing a kind of phrenological examination of the earth, examining its contours just as a phrenologist ran his palms over a patient’s skull to determine that person’s character (Whitman was proud of the robust qualities that his own phrenological exam had revealed just before he wrote this poem). “I am afoot with my vision,” Whitman announces, in a wonderful phrase that insists on the necessity of the whole body—from eyes to toes—to take part in this interpenetration of the self and world. The poet’s few verbs—usually participles like “hauling” or “walking” or “approaching”—each generate an extensive array of objects, events, and landscapes, captured in the rolling anaphoras of “over,” “where,” “at,” and “through.” His descriptions use the definite article “the” instead of the indefinite “a,” so we behold “the mocking-bird,” “the homely woman as well as the handsome,” “the cot in the hospital”—and the definite article seems to name both a specific bird or woman or cot as well as the generic or abstract version of these things: this homely woman is all homely women; this hospital cot is all hospital cots. We are at once in one place and all places, in an instantaneous present as well as in a timeless ongoing present.

Whitman both recognizes the power and admits the risk of his poetic vision here: he will “fly those flights of a fluid and swallowing soul,” gliding over, through, and into everything he encounters and consuming it with his voracious imagination, but he will also “anchor my ship for a little while only,” never dwelling for more than a moment on any one thing. The Whitmanian soul is forever traveling an open road, sailing an open sea, and to pause too long with anyone or anything is dangerous, because limited and lasting affection for any one thing stifles the ability to love democratically and indiscriminately. So he becomes the “free companion,” able to love all equally and quickly as his fluid soul travels the vastness of the world.

Toward the end of the catalogue, death and suffering and pain begin to take over, as this traveling soul enters into the torture felt by those near death, felt by martyrs, felt by “the hounded slave,” the “mash’d fireman,” the dying soldier. “Agonies are one of my changes of garments,” the poet says: “I do not ask the wounded person how he feels, I myself become the wounded person.” This section, which began with such a buoyant embrace of the ever-changing world, ends with the stuttered beginnings of dark narratives of death, pain, and loss. To embrace all is not—cannot ever be—easy or comforting.

Afterword

Prudence Island, Narragansett Bay. After weeks of rain, the sun is out, and my cousin is guiding me through the woods, along a rock wall built nearly four centuries ago by our first ancestor in the New World, Roger Williams. He was a theologian whose quest for liberty of conscience transformed America: banished from the Massachusetts Bay Colony for his view that government must be separate from religion, he spent the winter of 1636 in the wilderness, and then he settled in what would become the country’s smallest state, Rhode Island, to undertake an experiment in living in freedom, according to the dictates of individual conscience, which included outlawing slavery, welcoming people of different faiths, and preaching to Native Americans in their own tongue. On a sea voyage to London to secure a patent for this land he wrote an acclaimed book, A Key into the Language of America, a compendium of Indian customs, words, and phrases, which assumed that the original inhabitants of the land were equal to the colonists. Williams had a gift for languages, and he knew that any true exchange begins with listening. Thus he listened to his neighbors, whose intricate social system and intimate knowledge of their surroundings offered a model for a sustainable relationship between people, places, and things—a model that appears again, in much different form, in Song of Myself.

I am carrying a pocket-sized edition of Leaves of Grass, and as I follow my cousin over fallen trees and up a rise, where drifting sand has covered the wall, it occurs to me that I hold in my hand another key to the language of America. In the abundance of images, inflections, and sounds catalogued in the thirty-third section, the longest of the poem, Whitman celebrates the true wealth of the land: everything counts. “I am afoot with my vision,” he says. And what he takes in, “wherever the human heart beats with terrible throes under its ribs,” are emblems of the world’s diversity—panther and rattlesnake, corn and flax, newlyweds, white-topped mountains and the wreck of a steamship, an old artillerist, a dying general. To see the invisible through the visible is the essence of faith, which Williams thought would only flourish free of governmental interference (hence the political system he devised based on the biblical injunction to distinguish between what is owed to Caesar and what to God). It is also central to Whitman’s determination to honor everything—native and foreign, old and new. “I take part,” he declares; “I see and hear the whole”—a cultural order still coming into being, the outlines of which my ancestor may have glimpsed in the wilds of the New World. Now my cousin turns toward me, beaming.


Song of Myself—SECTION 34

Now I tell what I knew in Texas in my early youth,

(I tell not the fall of Alamo,

Not one escaped to tell the fall of Alamo,

The hundred and fifty are dumb yet at Alamo,)

’Tis the tale of the murder in cold blood of four hundred and twelve young men.

Retreating they had form’d in a hollow square with their baggage for breastworks,

Nine hundred lives out of the surrounding enemy’s, nine times their number, was the price they took in advance,

Their colonel was wounded and their ammunition gone,

They treated for an honorable capitulation, receiv’d writing and seal, gave up their arms and march’d back prisoners of war.

They were the glory of the race of rangers,

Matchless with horse, rifle, song, supper, courtship,

Large, turbulent, generous, handsome, proud, and affectionate,

Bearded, sunburnt, drest in the free costume of hunters,

Not a single one over thirty years of age.

The second First-day morning they were brought out in squads and massacred, it was beautiful early summer,

The work commenced about five o’clock and was over by eight.

None obey’d the command to kneel,

Some made a mad and helpless rush, some stood stark and straight,

A few fell at once, shot in the temple or heart, the living and dead lay together,

The maim’d and mangled dug in the dirt, the new-comers saw them there,

Some half-kill’d attempted to crawl away,

These were despatch’d with bayonets or batter’d with the blunts of muskets,

A youth not seventeen years old seiz’d his assassin till two more came to release him,

The three were all torn and cover’d with the boy’s blood.

At eleven o’clock began the burning of the bodies;

That is the tale of the murder of the four hundred and twelve young men.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

The catalogue of death and suffering and pain that ended Section 33 continues in Section 34, but the quick flashes of events and things and people that the poet recorded there now slow to a series of extended narratives, this first one a historical recollection of a mass death in one of the battles over Texas independence that led to the Mexican War. Many readers recall this as the “Alamo section,” and, though the Alamo is mentioned, the event that is recorded here is actually the massacre of Texas rangers at Goliad in 1836. We might think back to the “twenty-eight young men” of Section 11 who bathed naked in a kind of fluid bodily ecstasy and who now stand in such stark contrast to the “four hundred and twelve young men” in this section, whose bodies were burned after the massacre. Whitman’s absorptive “I” would not be honest if it failed to embody the realities of war, hatred, and factionalism that are always at work to undermine the evolution toward the democratic unity and love of diversity that he saw as the hopeful future of America, what he imagined as “All nations here—a home for every race on earth.”

War, however, is by definition about division. What one side in a war calls aggression and hatred and evil, of course, the other side sees as justice and valor and heroism: one side’s “massacre” is the other side’s just response to what it sees as its enemy’s brutality. The inescapable reality of war is that “young men” (and increasingly, women) on both sides are maimed and murdered, and that their sacred bodies—the sensory apparatus of living souls—are reduced to ash. While Whitman in his early journalism was generally supportive of the Mexican War, later in his life he would write enthusiastically about what he called “the Spanish element in our nationality”: “To that composite American identity of the future, Spanish character will supply some of the most needed parts. No stock shows a grander historic retrospect—grander in religiousness and loyalty, or for patriotism, courage, decorum, gravity, and honor. . . . As to the Spanish stock of our Southwest, it is certain that we do not begin to appreciate the splendor and sterling value of its race element. Who knows but that element, like the course of some subterranean river, dipping invisibly for a hundred or two years, is now to emerge in broadest flow and permanent action?”

It might be tempting, then, to read this section as Whitman’s giving voice to a kind of jingoistic belief in the manifest destiny of the United States by expressing outrage at what the poet portrays as savage behavior by the Mexicans, who seem to deserve to lose vast amounts of land to the ultimate democratic victors. But recent discoveries indicate that Whitman may well have derived this description of the massacre from the journal of a Mexican officer who was witness to the events, and thus the “I” here performs a complicated kind of cultural crossing in being able to describe what happened. And the emphasis here, in any case, is on physical loss, the loss of physicality itself, as war takes its inevitable toll on the bodies of those who have been convinced or coerced to fight. As he said in the previous section, “Agonies are one of my changes of garments”: in this section, the poet wears the garb of suffering and death.

Afterword

Ten years after the invasion of Iraq, the headline in the New York Times—“Suicide Bombers Kill 37 at Shiite Mosque in Baghdad”—no longer shocked my conscience, even though I had traveled to Baghdad just weeks before on a cultural diplomacy mission. I have friends in the city, projects to complete there, and yet I did not read the story until I learned from a diplomat that the mosque was located next to a university at which I had lectured. Then the attack acquired a personal dimension: the students and professors assembling for midday prayers, the guards killed at the security checkpoint. Some of the dead or wounded worshippers might have attended my lecture, asked questions, posed for photographs. I remembered the head of my security detail pulling me aside before we entered the auditorium to warn that tensions were running high on campus; at his signal I was to leave the stage without delay. Nothing happened, only a lively exchange of ideas about writing and American literature, with an emphasis on Walt Whitman—which in a war-torn city was perhaps remarkable, as are true exchanges anywhere, at any time.

Whitman wisely varies the pace in this section, juxtaposing the longest catalogue in the poem with the tale of the murder of hundreds of Texas rangers, a gruesome labor carried out on a beautiful summer morning. He mourns their youth, highlights their heroism in the face of betrayal, spares no gory detail of the massacre. His lament is not for the dead at the Battle of the Alamo, which changed the course of the Texas Revolution, but for the bearded men of Goliad, large and generous and dressed “in the free costume of hunters,” whom history might otherwise forget. He takes their deaths personally; their bodies will not stop burning as long as his poem is read.

“Humankind cannot bear very much reality,” T. S. Eliot observed in Four Quartets, the publication of which, in 1944 London, helped readers cope with the stress of war. Whitman also teaches us how to bear more reality. Confronted with reports from battlefields around the world, not to mention an endless stream of news of heinous crimes, political scandals, and examples of human depravity, we may wish to turn away. This is a luxury that Whitman insists we cannot afford.


Song of Myself—SECTION 35

Would you hear of an old-time sea-fight?

Would you learn who won by the light of the moon and stars?

List to the yarn, as my grandmother’s father the sailor told it to me.

Our foe was no skulk in his ship I tell you, (said he,)

His was the surly English pluck, and there is no tougher or truer, and never was, and never will be;

Along the lower’d eve he came horribly raking us.

We closed with him, the yards entangled, the cannon touch’d,

My captain lash’d fast with his own hands.

We had receiv’d some eighteen pound shots under the water,

On our lower-gun-deck two large pieces had burst at the first fire, killing all around and blowing up overhead.

Fighting at sun-down, fighting at dark,

Ten o’clock at night, the full moon well up, our leaks on the gain, and five feet of water reported,

The master-at-arms loosing the prisoners confined in the after-hold to give them a chance for themselves.

The transit to and from the magazine is now stopt by the sentinels,

They see so many strange faces they do not know whom to trust.

Our frigate takes fire,

The other asks if we demand quarter?

If our colors are struck and the fighting done?

Now I laugh content, for I hear the voice of my little captain,

We have not struck, he composedly cries, we have just begun our part of the fighting.

Only three guns are in use,

One is directed by the captain himself against the enemy’s main-mast,

Two well serv’d with grape and canister silence his musketry and clear his decks.

The tops alone second the fire of this little battery, especially the main-top,

They hold out bravely during the whole of the action.

Not a moment’s cease,

The leaks gain fast on the pumps, the fire eats toward the powder-magazine.

One of the pumps has been shot away, it is generally thought we are sinking.

Serene stands the little captain,

He is not hurried, his voice is neither high nor low,

His eyes give more light to us than our battle-lanterns.

Toward twelve there in the beams of the moon they surrender to us.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

In this section, the narratives of war continue, this one telling of the Revolutionary War sea battle off the British coast between John Paul Jones’s Bonhomme Richard and the British ship Serapis. Whitman’s great-grandfather served under Jones, and Whitman absorbs the account of the battle that his great-grandfather passed on to him through Whitman’s maternal grandmother (he also depends on Jones’s own account of the battle in a letter to Benjamin Franklin, a printed copy of which Whitman kept). Like the Battle of Coleto and the subsequent massacre at Goliad that is the subject of the previous section, this “old-time sea-fight” is part of the series of wars that expanded and unified the growing United States but did so, ironically, at the expense of unity itself, always resulting in death, division, fragmentation, and loss. The story here is of a captain (Jones) who has the courage to persevere when surrender seems the only possible option, but it is also a story of “killing all around”: both the British and the Americans lost over half their crews in the battle.

This section expands the ways that the poet absorbs experience into his poem. Now he is not just absorbing firsthand experience, what his bodily senses tell him, but he is absorbing stories that are told to him, and he demonstrates how to embrace these tales and make them every bit as much a part of the soul as the actual sensory experiences he has catalogued in earlier sections. Stories, after all, are sensory experiences too: they enter us through our ears and eyes, and like a powerful sunset, they can change us forever. So in this section, Whitman narrates the story as if his great-grandfather were telling it directly to us. Things that happened before our birth can still affect us through the magic of stories, just as the vast record of the creation of the universe and the slow evolution of life-forms that gradually have led to us are an essential part of what we are, even if we were not there to experience those endless eons through our senses. We weave the song of ourselves out of many strange, wondrous, and terrifying things.

Afterword

Conflict generates stories, as combatants and war correspondents know. Division and destruction have been the principal means of redrawing borders and redefining societies throughout recorded history; stories of battles won and lost, of courage and cowardice, of agony and exhilaration—these shape each new order. It is no accident that Western literature begins with Homer’s epics of war (The Iliad) and a warrior’s journey home (The Odyssey), for war tests the spirits of individuals and nations alike, laying the foundation for their future actions; the stories told and retold, personal and communal, dictate the character of a country’s customs, mores, and political institutions. War makes up a large part of our inheritance.

The centrality of war to the design of Whitman’s epic comes into focus in Sections 34–36, in his account of a massacre, his grandfather’s story of a sea battle fought in the Revolutionary War, and his inventory of war’s human costs, respectively. If Homer sings in The Iliad of one man’s rage, balancing catalogues of ships and Greek contingents with infantry scenes, Whitman expands his song of the democratic self to include war—“the continuation of politics by other means,” in Clausewitz’s words. Note the darkening tone of these narratives, which predate the Civil War—“the very centre, circumference, umbilicus of my whole career,” Whitman said. Indeed in his recollections of past victory and disaster he seems to glimpse the looming tragedy that still informs American life. Note also that the captain’s heroism is wedged between scenes of terrible bloodshed. No one really escapes the ravages of war.

The hardest part of writing about war may be surviving to tell the story. Once, in Lebanon, I was explaining to a journalist my brief absence from the rooftop where we were monitoring a conflict in a refugee camp (I had gone for a walk toward the sea; soldiers at a checkpoint had fired rounds at my head; an officer had questioned me) when she put up her hand:

“I envy you,” she said. “Now you have a story to tell.”

To which Whitman might add: So do we all.


Song of Myself—SECTION 36

Stretch’d and still lies the midnight,

Two great hulls motionless on the breast of the darkness,

Our vessel riddled and slowly sinking, preparations to pass to the one we have conquer’d,

The captain on the quarter-deck coldly giving his orders through a countenance white as a sheet,

Near by the corpse of the child that serv’d in the cabin,

The dead face of an old salt with long white hair and carefully curl’d whiskers,

The flames spite of all that can be done flickering aloft and below,

The husky voices of the two or three officers yet fit for duty,

Formless stacks of bodies and bodies by themselves, dabs of flesh upon the masts and spars,

Cut of cordage, dangle of rigging, slight shock of the soothe of waves,

Black and impassive guns, litter of powder-parcels, strong scent,

A few large stars overhead, silent and mournful shining,

Delicate sniffs of sea-breeze, smells of sedgy grass and fields by the shore, death-messages given in charge to survivors,

The hiss of the surgeon’s knife, the gnawing teeth of his saw,

Wheeze, cluck, swash of falling blood, short wild scream, and long, dull, tapering groan,

These so, these irretrievable.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Now the story of the “old-time sea-fight” continues but turns darker. It is night; the ship is sinking; “formless stacks of bodies” are all around, as is the gore of the battle itself—“dabs of flesh upon the masts and spars.” If the previous section seemed to celebrate the captain’s courage and the tenuous victory, this section emphasizes the awful bloody aftermath. There’s the corpse of a child who served in the ship’s cabin and the corpse of a beautiful old sailor. At the end, amid the “delicate sniffs of sea-breeze,” there are the ominous sounds of “the hiss of the surgeon’s knife” and “the gnawing teeth of his saw” as the grisly work of amputation proceeds. A few years after Song of Myself was first published, the Civil War would become the war of amputation, with tens of thousands of soldiers returning home without arms or legs, and Whitman would reflect upon how war was after all primarily an attack upon the living body. Even those who survived often did so without the means of moving freely in the world or the means to create, write, paint, make things. Amputation had the effect of cutting off the soul’s access to the world by taking away the body’s means of moving and expressing the soul. This section ends by looking unflinchingly at the “swash of falling blood” and listening to the screams and the groans as the amputations of the Revolutionary War prefigure those of the Civil War.

Whitman’s haunting final line, “These so, these irretrievable,” captures the blank horror of the loss: when a body is destroyed, it cannot be regained. It is as if the poet begins to describe the importance and vitality of what has been lost—“These so . . .” (so beautiful? so brave? so strong?)—but then stops in the moment of recognizing the futility of trying to reconstitute, even in words, that which has been forever taken away: “these irretrievable.” The “stacks of bodies” are now emptied of life, of souls that could animate the physicality and make it alive to the world. The amputated arms and legs are irretrievable, too, leaving dismembered bodies that become the very emblem of fragmentation and loss. The vast ocean moves all around this horrific scene of death and dismemberment, offering the beautiful and tender “slight shock of the soothe of waves”—as if the survivors are stunned, with so much death around them, to realize that they are still aware of the rocking ocean and still able to sense the “delicate sniffs” of the sea, now mingled with the “strong scent” of the gunpowder. Whitman captures an unforgettable scene of loss, agony, and pain against the backdrop of the ultimate composter, the lapping ocean, awaiting the feast of death it is about to receive when it accepts the bodies and limbs that will be deposited there. The ocean will recycle them into other life but never again into the specific human forms that were lost in battle: those complete bodies are beyond retrieval, beyond experiencing whatever it is they thought they died for.

Afterword

A fragmented sentence spread over sixteen lines, distributing clauses that ebb and flow according to the tidal movements of the poet’s imagination, accumulating images of the casualties incurred in the sea battle celebrated in the previous section, invoking all the senses to give a vivid account of its aftermath (the sinking ship, flames and voices, the mingled odors of sedge grass, salt air, and gunpowder), reckoning up the losses—a child, an old salt, “Formless stacks of bodies and bodies by themselves, dabs of flesh upon the masts and spars”—in a catalogue that darkens word by word—“Wheeze, cluck, swash of falling blood, short wild scream, and long, dull, tapering groan”—before concluding with four terrible words: “These so, these irretrievable.”

Whitman loved the sea, the greatest battlefield of all, where at every moment the forces of life and death contend, in numberless encounters hidden from view, and here “on the breast of the darkness,” aboard the victorious ship, he acknowledges the limits of his song, which cannot save the dead or heal the wounded. He added one line to the original version—“A few large stars overhead, silent and mournful shining”—to suggest the cosmic scale of his undertaking, as well as the inadequacy of any human response to the carnage of war, including his foreshadowing of what was to come with the attack of the South Carolina militia on Fort Sumter and the Confederacy’s secession from the Union. The poet closes this section not with a verb, which would turn the fragment into a sentence, but with two phrases, which sound like the beginning of a sentence that will never be completed, leaving readers in a state of suspension, helpless before the spectacle of war. Homer knew that humans were at the mercy of capricious gods.

Who is to say this is not so?


Song of Myself—SECTION 37

You laggards there on guard! look to your arms!

In at the conquer’d doors they crowd! I am possess’d!

Embody all presences outlaw’d or suffering,

See myself in prison shaped like another man,

And feel the dull unintermitted pain.

For me the keepers of convicts shoulder their carbines and keep watch,

It is I let out in the morning and barr’d at night.

Not a mutineer walks handcuff’d to jail but I am handcuff’d to him and walk by his side,

(I am less the jolly one there, and more the silent one with sweat on my twitching lips.)

Not a youngster is taken for larceny but I go up too, and am tried and sentenced.

Not a cholera patient lies at the last gasp but I also lie at the last gasp,

My face is ash-color’d, my sinews gnarl, away from me people retreat.

Askers embody themselves in me and I am embodied in them,

I project my hat, sit shame-faced, and beg.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Section 37 begins as if it is continuing the story of the Battle of Flamborough Head that the previous two sections narrated. But then something strange and terrifying happens. The confident “I” that we have become accustomed to in Song of Myself now seems to have been taken over, literally “possessed.” That “I” has certainly, earlier in the poem, shared pain with those who suffered, empathized with the dead and dying, and even taken on the identity of the maimed and tortured (“I do not ask the wounded person how he feels, I myself become the wounded person”), but now, instead of absorbing and possessing others, the “I” itself is possessed, taken over by “all presences outlaw’d or suffering,” feeling “the dull unintermitted pain,” experiencing the claustrophobic despair of imprisonment. The catalogue in Section 33 moved inexorably toward pain, loss, and darkness, then the poem slowed down to historical narrations of massacres and mass death. And now, in this section, everything comes to a stop as Whitman is overtaken by all the convicts and mutineers of the world, chained to them and fully identified with them. If Whitman’s democratic self is dedicated to the idea that each individuality is potentially any other individuality, that we contain within each of us the vast diversity of selves that make up the culture, then this section seems to test just how far that absorptive identity can go. Identifying with others is not always a unifying and celebratory act; it can just as easily be an act of humiliation and defeat. It is not easy or comfortable to become truly democratic, and the effort to do so will always be marked by trials.

Identifying himself fully with the desperately sick, with the desperately poor, with the desperately convicted, the poet feels himself sapped of his strength and magnetism and energy, as he becomes isolated, ashamed, and repellent. He ends this section as a beggar: “I project my hat, sit shame-faced, and beg.” Imagine if Song of Myself ended here. It would be as if the whole democratic experiment that generates this poem had shattered, as the confident absorptive self stalls, now fully identified only with those who have failed. The Whitmanian self here is no longer the expanding, celebratory, ever-widening soul but rather a soul that has contracted into a being who, instead of projecting his self throughout the world (recall the “landscapes projected masculine full-sized and golden” in Section 29), can now only “project” his hat in an agonized and humiliating gesture of abjection.

Afterword

Thence to the pit . . . Whitman’s identification with convicts, cholera victims, and beggars recalls the example of Jesus, whose ministry to the poor and outcast riled the Jewish priesthood no less than the Roman imperial authorities. Indeed this section and the next may be read as glosses on the New Testament theme of kenosis, the emptying of the self to become a receptacle for God’s will. “O Christ! My fit is mastering me!” Whitman cries in the 1855 version, and then adopts in turn the personae of a rebel adjusting the noose around his neck, a defiant savage, a visitor to the tomb of George Washington, a boy recalling prison ships, a redcoat surrendering at Saratoga. “I become any presence or truth of humanity here,” he declares, “And see myself in prison shaped like any other man, / And feel the dull unintermitted pain.” The prison and the pain are all that remain in the deathbed edition—this is the same pain experienced by the wounded in the previous section—and if Whitman’s decision to excise the explicit Christian reference is understandable (his poem is intended to supersede all religious texts), it is nevertheless a pity that he abandoned his recollection of the bay, near his childhood home, where British prison ships moored during the Revolutionary War—rotting hulks in which more soldiers and sailors died of neglect than in all the battles of the war. “These become mine and me every one,” he wrote in the first edition, “and they are but little, / I become as much more as I like.” If the Son of Man’s witness to lepers and prostitutes, the lowest of the low, shaped the thinking of this poet possessed of the forgotten and the lost, the tradition continued in the practice of the late contemporary American writer and Zen priest Peter Matthiessen, who with his fellow adepts cared for the most neglected members of society, homeless men suffering from AIDS. This is what Whitman teaches us to do when he takes on the burden of the cholera patient—“away from me people retreat”—and yet they cannot go very far, because he will not let them out of his sight. Nor will his poem.


Song of Myself—SECTION 38

Enough! enough! enough!

Somehow I have been stunn’d. Stand back!

Give me a little time beyond my cuff’d head, slumbers, dreams, gaping,

I discover myself on the verge of a usual mistake.

That I could forget the mockers and insults!

That I could forget the trickling tears and the blows of the bludgeons and hammers!

That I could look with a separate look on my own crucifixion and bloody crowning.

I remember now,

I resume the overstaid fraction,

The grave of rock multiplies what has been confided to it, or to any graves,

Corpses rise, gashes heal, fastenings roll from me.

I troop forth replenish’d with supreme power, one of an average unending procession,

Inland and sea-coast we go, and pass all boundary lines,

Our swift ordinances on their way over the whole earth,

The blossoms we wear in our hats the growth of thousands of years.

Eleves, I salute you! come forward!

Continue your annotations, continue your questionings.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Four exclamation marks open this section as the poet suddenly regains the energy and desire to rise up from the humiliating position of the beggar that he found himself in at the end of the previous section. In one of the most rousing moments of the poem, he shouts a threefold reprimand to himself: “Enough! enough! enough!” Yes, he realizes, we must recognize the death, suffering, sickness, pain, and abjection in the world, but we must also realize that, horrific as it may at times seem, that dark side of life is never the whole story. We may be momentarily stunned by the terrors we encounter, the pain we witness, but we must rise again from it and carry on into the future. It is a pledge that he would once again make during and after the Civil War, when he and the nation needed to absorb eight hundred thousand deaths and find a way to build a future out of the carnage instead of seeing the carnage itself as the definition of what the country had become.

In this section, the poet finds himself “on the verge of a usual mistake,” the error of mistaking the mockery and insults and tears and blows as the essential meaning of life. “I resume the overstaid fraction,” he says, indicating that when we encounter the most painful parts of experience, they can come to seem all-consuming, as we forget the generative and loving and developing aspects of life. Those sunnier aspects form the majority of life’s moments, even if, during bleak times, that larger fraction can be eclipsed and lost for awhile. The poet now reclaims this fraction that has stayed away too long. And, as he does so, he evokes the story of Christ’s resurrection in a remarkably secular way: we all experience a “crucifixion and bloody crowning.” We all bear a cross, wear a crown of thorns, and we all must learn—as Whitman has been instructing us in this poem—to take on the suffering and pain of others. And then we must all resurrect ourselves, heal our gashes, rise again to do the work of building a wide-ranging democracy. In his notes for this section, Whitman made the association of the poet with an American Christ even more explicit: “In vain were nails driven through my hands, / I remember my crucifixion and bloody coronation / . . . I am alive in New York and San Francisco / Again I tread the streets after two thousand years.” American history has been full of bloodshed and loss, but the nation has to depend on its abilities to absorb the loss and rise up with renewed purpose, resurrecting a future for itself that might be worthy of the sacrifices of its past. We must become a nation that does not believe so much in one particular resurrection but rather in the endless possibility of resurrection, life out of death—a nation of democratic Christs from New York to San Francisco.

So the poet is now ready to “troop forth replenish’d with supreme power, one of an average unending procession”; he is not a divine figure in the sense of being more pure or closer to God than anyone else. The nature of democracy is that we are all equally close to God in that we are all part of one ongoing democratic development, recognizing the divine in each and every individual, average and unending as we proceed to the future: “Inland and sea-coast we go, and pass all boundary lines.” It’s the uneasy call of manifest destiny, the call for all to rise from the death and defeat of history to build together a future in yet uncharted lands. So he calls us together—his “eleves,” his pupils (Whitman uses the French perhaps as a nod to the active role of students who stood up to and helped topple antidemocratic forces in the 1848 French Revolution)—to continue with him on this poetic journey, to take notes, and most of all, as we go forward, to question, always question.

Afterword

Whitman’s ministry begins in this section, with his rise from the depths of shame, the recognition that everyone bears a cross, and the resumption of “the overstaid fraction,” a mysterious phrase that points in many directions—mathematical, physical, religious. What is broken will be healed in this poem, this consecration, and from the “grave of rock” that contained the corpse of Jesus until his ascent into heaven the poet leads “an average unending procession” of people, who will fan out around the world, crossing borders like the disciples sent by Christ, “as lambs in the midst of wolves,” to bring the good news that God’s reign was at hand. Another cosmology is in the offing, according to the poet, governed by ordinances issued in his lines, edicts connecting everyone and everything in a vision larger than anyone had yet imagined.

One source of this revelation was literary. “I was simmering, simmering, simmering,” he said; “Emerson brought me to a boil.” Song of Myself answers the essayist’s question—“Why should not we also enjoy an original relation to the universe?”—with a vigorous “yes,” its lists and catalogues affirming the idea that the individual is the true measure of society, the body politic, and the universe: each one of us has a separate identity and a separate relation to the whole.

“Eleves, I salute you! come forward!” Whitman summons us with the French word for students, with the same levity as his poetic descendant, Wallace Stevens, a Frenchman manqué who also sought to create his own system of belief, searching for figures that would suffice in the absence of God. “We are part of a fraicheur,” Stevens wrote in “Nuns Painting Water-Lilies,” a freshness “inaccessible / Or accessible only in the most furtive fiction.” Whitman teaches us to look for this spring, which may lie in a forest of dreams, furtive or not, and drink deep from what endures beyond our slumbering: the desire to annotate, to question, to say “Enough!”


Song of Myself—SECTION 39

The friendly and flowing savage, who is he?

Is he waiting for civilization, or past it and mastering it?

Is he some Southwesterner rais’d out-doors? is he Kanadian?

Is he from the Mississippi country? Iowa, Oregon, California?

The mountains? prairie-life, bush-life? or sailor from the sea?

Wherever he goes men and women accept and desire him,

They desire he should like them, touch them, speak to them, stay with them.

Behavior lawless as snow-flakes, words simple as grass, uncomb’d head, laughter, and naiveté,

Slow-stepping feet, common features, common modes and emanations,

They descend in new forms from the tips of his fingers,

They are wafted with the odor of his body or breath, they fly out of the glance of his eyes.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Now resurrected and full of renewed vitality, the poet introduces a mysterious new avatar, “the friendly and flowing savage.” This emerging American identity is associated with the wilderness (the word savage derives from roots meaning the forest or the wilds) and seems to be some blend of the American pioneer and the native American Indian (we might think back to the marriage of the trapper and the “red girl” in Section 11). The identity that Whitman celebrates here exists in that charged cultural space between what the historian Frederick Jackson Turner called “savagery and civilization,” where the self-reliant and rough American identity was formed on the frontier. This new “savage” is “flowing” because his identity must remain fluid, responsive to endless changes of environment and altering conditions. Existing on the ever-moving frontier—that always changing border between the emerging civilization and the vanishing wilderness—the new “savage” is always waiting for civilization to catch up with him from the East but is also in some ways always “past” civilization and “mastering it,” because he is looser, more independent, more “lawless” in his behavior, less elegant in his speech, easier in his body than his more “civilized” and straight-laced fellow citizens of the East. Having left civilization to forge into the wilderness, he retains aspects of his civilized upbringing while adopting the necessary rough practicalities of frontier life. He flows comfortably into a more “savage” identity and builds his social ties on friendship rather than on laws.

The United States in the nineteenth century was created, of course, by pushing the frontier line from the east to the west on its course of “manifest destiny” to the Pacific Ocean. Two common terms were used at the time to describe the wilderness into which America was expanding—the “frontier” and the “backwoods.” “Frontier” suggested that the nation was facing west, that the “front” of the country was its western border as it looked toward the wilderness for its inspiration and its future, while “backwoods” suggested that the nation faced east as it backed its way into the wild west, looking toward Europe and its civilization as the model for what the new nation would become. Whitman believed in the west as America’s future, and here he combines into one figure those many strong and brave pioneers who took the first steps into turning the wilderness into civilization. So he evokes all the places where frontier life was active and vital, from Canada to Oregon to Iowa to Mississippi. Whitman hoped that America’s frontier experience would result in a culture very different from the European cultures it left behind, and his “friendly and flowing savage” becomes the loving and simple and powerfully “common” model of the new American, who, like the poet, behaves and talks and loves more naturally, less artificially, less hierarchically, and is more comfortable with his body than those from previous civilizations. This “friendly and flowing savage,” then, uses his bare hands to create a new culture, and new “modes” of behavior, new “emanations” (a word that etymologically means “flow out”) of democratic commonality, appear from the very “tips of his fingers” and “fly out of the glance of his eyes.” Wherever he goes, a rugged democracy materializes.

Afterword

The first question posed in this section—“The friendly and flowing savage, who is he?”—has troubled Americans since the arrival of the English settlers in Virginia and Massachusetts, in the early seventeenth century. The root meaning of savage is “of the woods,” and the Native peoples inhabiting the forests of the New World stood as an affront to the so-called civilized colonists, who took these lands, in the name of Christendom, to establish “a city upon a hill.” The answer offered by the Puritan divine, Roger Williams, in A Key into the Language of America was that his Narragansett neighbors were in no way different from the settlers, who for the most part did not share his conviction; in his banishment to the wilds of Rhode Island, where his commitment to liberty of conscience was unwavering, he became a prototype of the new man praised by Whitman in Song of Myself: someone who combined a spirit of adventure, plainspokenness, and the gift of attracting others to his cause—the democratic man, that is. He is that larger-than-life figure who for the sake of everyone living on this continent, white and black and red and yellow, articulates ways of relating to one another that will not bring us all to grief.

How to recognize him? Williams observed that “the whole race of mankind is generally infected with an itching desire of hearing news.” And it is no accident that the first American to compose “news that stays news,” as Ezra Pound would later define poetry, was a newspaperman. Whitman gathered reports from the frontiers of the West, from sea voyages and city walks, from science and the arts, and transformed them into something that would endure—“emanations . . . descend[ing] in new forms from the tips of his fingers.” His long poetic lines, gleaned from news clippings and the impressions, reflections, and yearnings that he recorded in his notebooks, have a savage beauty, which reinforce Thoreau’s belief that “in Wildness is the preservation of the World.” No wonder Thoreau’s last words pointed to the aboriginal heart of America: “Moose. Indian.” Like Whitman, he grasped that the only hope for this nation (he died in 1862, during the darkest year of the Civil War) lay beyond the known world, in the wild.


Song of Myself—SECTION 40

Flaunt of the sunshine I need not your bask—lie over!

You light surfaces only, I force surfaces and depths also.

Earth! you seem to look for something at my hands,

Say, old top-knot, what do you want?

Man or woman, I might tell how I like you, but cannot,

And might tell what it is in me and what it is in you, but cannot,

And might tell that pining I have, that pulse of my nights and days.

Behold, I do not give lectures or a little charity,

When I give I give myself.

You there, impotent, loose in the knees,

Open your scarf’d chops till I blow grit within you,

Spread your palms and lift the flaps of your pockets,

I am not to be denied, I compel, I have stores plenty and to spare,

And any thing I have I bestow.

I do not ask who you are, that is not important to me,

You can do nothing and be nothing but what I will infold you.

To cotton-field drudge or cleaner of privies I lean,

On his right cheek I put the family kiss,

And in my soul I swear I never will deny him.

On women fit for conception I start bigger and nimbler babes,

(This day I am jetting the stuff of far more arrogant republics.)

To any one dying, thither I speed and twist the knob of the door,

Turn the bed-clothes toward the foot of the bed,

Let the physician and the priest go home.

I seize the descending man and raise him with resistless will,

O despairer, here is my neck,

By God, you shall not go down! hang your whole weight upon me.

I dilate you with tremendous breath, I buoy you up,

Every room of the house do I fill with an arm’d force,

Lovers of me, bafflers of graves.

Sleep—I and they keep guard all night,

Not doubt, not decease shall dare to lay finger upon you,

I have embraced you, and henceforth possess you to myself,

And when you rise in the morning you will find what I tell you is so.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Whitman begins this section with two verbs—“flaunt” and “bask”—that he characteristically turns into nouns. This poet loves to create such deverbal nouns because they indicate how all things are actually processes, continual actions. No object in the world is static and unchanging; everything grows and decays, and the atoms that make any one thing are continually in flux and ultimately will transfer into other things. Our bodies, then, are processes, not objects, always shifting and altering. The cosmos itself is a verb, an endless process of change. So the poet is not impressed with the way the “sunshine” flaunts its heat and light on the world, illuminating only surfaces. The poet does not need to “bask” in the sunlight, because he himself will illuminate more than the sun ever can by penetrating deep beneath the surface of whatever and whomever he encounters, where he can see movement and change, despair and hope. With his brash confidence restored, the poet challenges the sun and the earth, ready to match his own powers with theirs; the earth seems to want something “at the hands” of the poet, and so he composes this earth-poem, as indiscriminate as the earth itself, welcoming of everything that basks in the light of the sun. And, charged up again with his soul, he is ready now to embrace everyone, including the most debased, depressed, and depraved.

The “friendly and flowing savage” of Section 39 therefore transmutes here into the poet’s “I,” as the “I” claims the power of legendary figures of tall tales and the magnetic force of a healer and savior. This “I,” which a few sections ago seemed drained of its expansive and absorptive powers, now is more potent than ever. It visits the “impotent” and “blows grit” into them; it plants “the family kiss” on the slaves of the cotton field and the “cleaners of privies”; it “jets” its semen into “women fit for conception”; it replaces the “physician and the priest” at the bedside of the dying; it “seizes” anyone who feels himself falling and “raises him with resistless will”; it promises to “dilate” all of us with “tremendous breath” and to “buoy” us up; it offers to stand guard as we sleep. This reenergized “I” will not “give lectures or a little charity” but rather, like Henry David Thoreau, will “give myself” (Thoreau in Walden chastised people for admiring “philanthropy” and demanded that “if you give money, spend yourself with it”). Looking to the earth for guidance, the poet’s “I” knows that his hands are meant to do something vital and important, and so, like the hands of a healer and a lover (as well as a poet), his hands now reach out to all men and women, as he strains to “tell that pining I have, that pulse of my nights and days.” There’s an unspoken need here for the poet to connect to his fellow citizens and to us, his readers, and literally to inspire us—breathe into us love and hope and the power of new life.

Afterword

What remains unsaid inflames the imagination, according to the laws of poetry. “Man or woman, I might tell how I like you, but cannot,” Whitman writes in this section, “And might tell what it is in me and what it is in you, but cannot, / And might tell that pining I have, that pulse of my nights and days.” What is it? Poets are in the business of finding words to describe the force that animates the interior lives of every man and woman. Whitman’s reticence before the mystery of desire is intriguing: mindful of the limits of language, he seems to suggest that the real meaning of his words, what he says between the lines, in white space, will become clear only ages hence, when his radically inclusive vision of democracy has been translated into many tongues.

Meanwhile he embraces cotton pickers and privy cleaners, and conceives children fit for “arrogant republics,” and raises the dying, guarding one man through the night. He is joined in spirit by his lovers, the “bafflers of graves” who billet in the house, like a militia. (No one is left defenseless in Whitman’s scheme of things.) And when in the morning the man rises from his deathbed, the poet tells him a truth, which the reader cannot hear.

In the woods by the reservoir, on a mild summer afternoon, I find winter’s leaf fall, trees downed by the spring storms, and patches of Queen Anne’s lace blossoming along the trail to the bridge. I like it in the shade, where voices reach me from invisible boats anchored just offshore. My thoughts turn from the complications of work and travel to other possibilities, and now I know that pining and its pulse are what form my life and writings. Henry Miller called Whitman that “rude hieroglyphic,” which I take to mean the furnisher of signs of what was most ancient in our bodies and souls—and of what lies always beyond our field of vision. A voice calls from the water, another answers, and laughter rises from afar.


Song of Myself—SECTION 41

I am he bringing help for the sick as they pant on their backs,

And for strong upright men I bring yet more needed help.

I heard what was said of the universe,

Heard it and heard it of several thousand years;

It is middling well as far as it goes—but is that all?

Magnifying and applying come I,

Outbidding at the start the old cautious hucksters,

Taking myself the exact dimensions of Jehovah,

Lithographing Kronos, Zeus his son, and Hercules his grandson,

Buying drafts of Osiris, Isis, Belus, Brahma, Buddha,

In my portfolio placing Manito loose, Allah on a leaf, the crucifix engraved,

With Odin and the hideous-faced Mexitli and every idol and image,

Taking them all for what they are worth and not a cent more,

Admitting they were alive and did the work of their days,

(They bore mites as for unfledg’d birds who have now to rise and fly and sing for themselves,)

Accepting the rough deific sketches to fill out better in myself, bestowing them freely on each man and woman I see,

Discovering as much or more in a framer framing a house,

Putting higher claims for him there with his roll’d-up sleeves driving the mallet and chisel,

Not objecting to special revelations, considering a curl of smoke or a hair on the back of my hand just as curious as any revelation,

Lads ahold of fire-engines and hook-and-ladder ropes no less to me than the gods of the antique wars,

Minding their voices peal through the crash of destruction,

Their brawny limbs passing safe over charr’d laths, their white foreheads whole and unhurt out of the flames;

By the mechanic’s wife with her babe at her nipple interceding for every person born,

Three scythes at harvest whizzing in a row from three lusty angels with shirts bagg’d out at their waists,

The snag-tooth’d hostler with red hair redeeming sins past and to come,

Selling all he possesses, traveling on foot to fee lawyers for his brother and sit by him while he is tried for forgery;

What was strewn in the amplest strewing the square rod about me, and not filling the square rod then,

The bull and the bug never worshipp’d half enough,

Dung and dirt more admirable than was dream’d,

The supernatural of no account, myself waiting my time to be one of the supremes,

The day getting ready for me when I shall do as much good as the best, and be as prodigious;

By my life-lumps! becoming already a creator,

Putting myself here and now to the ambush’d womb of the shadows.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

The “help” that the poet promises to give is not just for the infirm and the weak but for the “strong” and “upright” as well, and part of the “help” he offers his fellow beings is an understanding of the role of religions over the “several thousand years” of human history. In this section, Whitman offers his most extended overview of world religions, embracing them all even as he rejects each of them as the definitive or final answer to the human spiritual quest. Each of these religions—from the Jewish worship of Jehovah to the Muslim worship of Allah, from the Greek worship of Zeus to the Egyptian worship of Osiris, from Brahma to Buddha and from the Assyrian Belus to the Algonquian Manito to the Aztec Mexitli—falls short of revealing the power and the mystery of the life that is in front of us every moment of every day. Those old religions are still sold to humans today as divine revelations; some of the religions persist into the present, while others seem to have died away. But the poet here claims to offer something greater than any of “the old cautious hucksters” of organized religions can ever offer: this poet promises to “outbid” them all. In the original 1855 version of Song of Myself, Whitman included a line that, in a rare nod to decorum, he deleted after the Civil War; that original line dismissed all the religions of the earth by evoking the generative power of his own semen: “The most they offer for mankind and eternity less than a spirt of my own seminal wet.” Only a living body generates the future, Whitman insists; all the promises of all religions to offer life after death are dwarfed by the semen and eggs in living human bodies that are the only actual guarantee of ongoing life after we die, the only promise of “eternity”—afterlife is only there in the life that comes after us.

So Whitman measures and fits himself for divinity, lithographing and “buying drafts” of all the gods of history, recognizing them for the work they did in their various historical periods, seeing them as the necessary food that over the centuries allowed human curiosity about the great mysteries of life and the universe to grow. But now the poet is looking to frame a deity worthy of a new age of democracy, a deity we can all discover and recognize in ourselves and in everyone we encounter. The living, creating, laboring self is revealed as the new god, and Whitman turns to a brief catalogue of labor and the commonplace, basking in the mystery of it all: the firefighters putting out a fire are the equals of any mythical heroes; the “hair on the back of my hand” is itself a revelation; the harvesters at work are “lusty angels” turning the earth’s products into nourishment for the living; even the “snag-tooth’d hostler,” doing the lowly task of caring for the hotel guests’ horses, is a kind of Christ-figure, “redeeming sins past and to come” in the simple act of living his life and doing his job. We do not inherit sin, Whitman affirms; we all start life anew, and every day is a potential redemption for every one of us.

Many religions counsel us to care for the poor and enfeebled, and to find meaning in things that may appear insignificant, but Whitman carries it further by finding in the “bug” and the “dung” and the “dirt” things “more admirable than was dream’d.” He rejects the “supernatural” that most religions turn our attention toward and focuses us instead on the material world surrounding us (and becoming us just as we become it); all is natural in Whitman’s world, and whatever there is of heaven and hell is what we create on this earth. The poet concludes, then, by swearing on his “life-lumps” (all that he has learned over the years by trial and error—“life’s lumps”—or perhaps a slangy coinage meaning sperm, coyly recalling his deleted “spirt of seminal wet”) to become a “creator,” to lie in wait for the “womb of the shadows,” for that obscure and fertile future that we human gods are continually creating, day by glorious day.

Afterword

But is that all? Whitman’s question in this section triggers a catalogue of divine revelations that in his view cannot answer every question about the universe, not to mention the questions that lead to the dark nights of the soul. “Magnifying and applying come I,” he says. And what he magnifies, what he applies himself to, is the quotidian, framers and firemen and the mechanic’s wife nursing her baby. He is a vessel for revelations that for the alert are always on offer—in “a curl of smoke or a hair on the back of my hand,” in bulls and bugs and dung. For our sake he puts himself “to the ambush’d womb of the shadows,” which keeps giving birth to a larger vision of the cosmos—a vision that he invites us to make our own.

Venus and a new moon rising over the mountains above the Yellow River, which runs green in Qinghai province, in western China, past a Buddhist temple, to which I have come with a heavy heart. At one end of the complex a gold prayer wheel, six stories tall, spins on turbines powered by the river; at the other, poets from around the world take their seats for a performance of works in Chinese and Spanish. There is no telling why or when the world will begin to glow in our imagination, but this is one of those moments. I am thinking that Ezra Pound would have appreciated the international flavor of this gathering. He described himself as “a Walt Whitman who has learned to wear a collar and a dress shirt (although at times inimical to both),” and for all his foolishness, which was considerable, he left behind a handful of poems that have enriched my life, beginning with his translations of Li Po, the Tang dynasty poet whose lines are running through my mind, along with Pound’s epitaph for him: “And Li Po also died drunk. / He tried to embrace a moon / in the yellow river.” I drink in this landscape—the river, the rock formations, the sky—as I drink in the works of Li Po, Pound, and Whitman, believing that the poets waiting off stage will reveal this truth: “for every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you.”


Song of Myself—SECTION 42

A call in the midst of the crowd,

My own voice, orotund sweeping, and final.

Come my children,

Come my boys and girls, my women, household and intimates,

Now the performer launches his nerve, he has pass’d his prelude on the reeds within.

Easily written loose-finger’d chords—I feel the thrum of your climax and close.

My head slues round on my neck,

Music rolls, but not from the organ,

Folks are around me, but they are no household of mine.

Ever the hard unsunk ground,

Ever the eaters and drinkers, ever the upward and downward sun, ever the air and the ceaseless tides,

Ever myself and my neighbors, refreshing, wicked, real,

Ever the old inexplicable query, ever that thorn’d thumb, that breath of itches and thirsts,

Ever the vexer’s hoot! hoot! till we find where the sly one hides and bring him forth,

Ever love, ever the sobbing liquid of life,

Ever the bandage under the chin, ever the trestles of death.

Here and there with dimes on the eyes walking,

To feed the greed of the belly the brains liberally spooning,

Tickets buying, taking, selling, but in to the feast never once going.

Many sweating, ploughing, thrashing, and then the chaff for payment receiving,

A few idly owning, and they the wheat continually claiming.

This is the city and I am one of the citizens,

Whatever interests the rest interests me, politics, wars, markets, newspapers, schools,

The mayor and councils, banks, tariffs, steamships, factories, stocks, stores, real estate and personal estate.

The little plentiful manikins skipping around in collars and tail’d coats,

I am aware who they are, (they are positively not worms or fleas,)

I acknowledge the duplicates of myself, the weakest and shallowest is deathless with me,

What I do and say the same waits for them,

Every thought that flounders in me the same flounders in them.

I know perfectly well my own egotism,

Know my omnivorous lines and must not write any less,

And would fetch you whoever you are flush with myself.

Not words of routine this song of mine,

But abruptly to question, to leap beyond yet nearer bring;

This printed and bound book—but the printer and the printing-office boy?

The well-taken photographs—but your wife or friend close and solid in your arms?

The black ship mail’d with iron, her mighty guns in her turrets—but the pluck of the captain and engineers?

In the houses the dishes and fare and furniture—but the host and hostess, and the look out of their eyes?

The sky up there—yet here or next door, or across the way?

The saints and sages in history—but you yourself?

Sermons, creeds, theology—but the fathomless human brain,

And what is reason? and what is love? and what is life?

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

As we enter the last one-fifth of the poem, Whitman summons up his voice for the climax, like an opera singer preparing for the final aria. It is “a call in the midst of the crowd,” a voice launched among the “folks . . . around me.” Whitman is always concerned with the persistent democratic problem of the individual and the community, the one and the many, what he called “the simple separate person” and the “En-Masse.” The secret of democratic success is in the negotiation of the always shifting emphasis on one person’s rights and the rights of all, and this negotiation is closely tied to the problem of how we maintain our single separate identity when we fully empathize with all others. That is why Whitman is always emphasizing the empathic self, an “I” that can see in itself the potential to be everyone else in the culture, that can sense within the individual self the variety of selves visible in the nation. Each one of us, Whitman suggests, is a “United States,” an identity composed of many different identities, discordant voices, varied moods, conflicting ideas. So the poet imagines his voice rising above the chorus but in harmony with it, speaking to and for “the crowd,” who surround him and help define him; he is not just talking about his intimates but those who are strangers (those many “folks” who are “no household of mine”).

Whitman creates, with his repeated “Ever,” a sense of the eternal recurrence and change that he has observed and celebrated throughout the poem: life goes on, people are born and people die, and yet there are “ever” the same “eaters and drinkers,” the same “inexplicable” questions that generation after generation keeps asking and never answering, the same gnawing desires (“that breath of itches and thirsts”), the same wickedness and goodness, the same love, the same death. It’s all one flowing “liquid of life,” moving like a river that is from day to day an entirely different river (the waters have changed completely) and yet the same river. “My head slues round on my neck,” the poet says, capturing the always shifting and turning perspective of this poem, its lines like eyes and ears that are continually changing focus and direction as they absorb and absorb.

Reminding us again of how Song of Myself is primarily an urban poem, Whitman gives us the perfect lines about being a single self among many: “This is the city and I am one of the citizens,” whose impressions and interests all intersect and overlap, potentially creating a democratic oneness of experience. The poet thus gives us his strongest protest against inequitable distribution of wealth in the society (his own times, especially in the years following the Civil War, created a disparity in wealth that has only recently been equaled in our own era of economic and social policies favoring Wall Street and the wealthy). His attack is not so much on economic injustice as on the harmful effects of the love of money on everyone, rich and poor. No one has access to the feast, to the pleasures of the world, because everyone (wealthy and impoverished) sees price tags and exchange values. Whitman gives us a proto-zombie scene of the city of the walking dead, with dimes on their eyes (coins were placed on the eyes of the dead to keep the eyes closed, but these walking dead seem to actually have coins for eyes, coins in their eyes). A money obsession creates a death-in-life, creates a wealthy few who feed their greed by “spooning” out their brains, who claim far more than they can use at the expense of the many who labor hard but get little in return as they turn their lives into dead routine. But the poet sees himself in even these “little plentiful manikins.” Just as, in his original notes for Song of Myself, Whitman wrote that he would be “the poet of slaves and masters of slaves,” so will he be the poet of the poor and the rich, trying to open all eyes to the insanity of unjust power hierarchies like slave and master, pauper and rich person. The rich and poor, the masters and slaves, all have bodies; they all have desires; they all live this life; and the poet’s “omnivorous lines” will “fetch” them all “flush with myself.”

So Whitman ends this remarkable section with a catalogue of external forms—books, photographs, ships, houses—and powerfully reminds us that they are all external forms of living, breathing, embodied humans. We tend to focus on things, products, instead of on the living bodies that produced them. The poet reminds us of the way that every product points us, nudges us, back to the life and labor that made it. Too often, we focus on the signs, objects, representations, but not on the life that gives every sign and representation meaning. We look up and away—to the sky, to the past (“saints and sages in history”), to the abstract (“sermons, creeds, theology”)—when we should be looking down, into the real and the actual. His poem, he promises, is not about becoming a beautiful thing but rather about fetching what sits behind the words (the embodied poet) and what sits above them (the embodied reader) and creating a magical sense of bodies “flush” with each other: the poet and “you whoever you are.”

Afterword

The poem is an extended articulation of questions that vex the individual: on the meaning of life, on the nature of love, on the prospect of the hereafter. “Not words of routine this song of mine,” Whitman explains in this section, “But abruptly to question.” He invites us to wonder what lies at the heart of a book, a photograph, a warship; what he finds are human beings whose motives, exertions, boredom, resentment, courage, and fear fuel every enterprise, for good or ill. Not for him the ivory tower. He looks into everything, because everything interests him: “politics, wars, markets, newspapers, schools, / The mayor and councils, banks, tariffs, steamships, factories, stocks, stores, real estate and personal estate.” Received opinion he interrogates as fiercely as the wisdom of the ages; what his gaze lights upon he turns over in his mind until it can be translated into a language to plumb the depths of “the fathomless human brain.”

Near the end of his life, Whitman told admirers that his intent in Leaves of Grass was “to thoroughly equip, absorb, acquire, from all quarters, despising nothing, nothing being too small—no science, no observation, no detail—west, east, cities, ruins, the army, the war (through which I was)—and after all that consigning everything to the personal critter.” To his voice, that is, “orotund sweeping, and final,” which calls to us from the crowd, interrupting our routines, our ways of being, challenging us to see both near and far, what is at hand and what remains hidden from view, celebrating our achievements and our waywardness. He sings of our attempts to make sense of our lives, as well as our refusal to take responsibility for our actions; of persistence and failure; of the sea and the sky. Why are we here? Good question.


Song of Myself—SECTION 43

I do not despise you priests, all time, the world over,

My faith is the greatest of faiths and the least of faiths,

Enclosing worship ancient and modern and all between ancient and modern,

Believing I shall come again upon the earth after five thousand years,

Waiting responses from oracles, honoring the gods, saluting the sun,

Making a fetich of the first rock or stump, powowing with sticks in the circle of obis,

Helping the llama or brahmin as he trims the lamps of the idols,

Dancing yet through the streets in a phallic procession, rapt and austere in the woods a gymnosophist,

Drinking mead from the skull-cup, to Shastas and Vedas admirant, minding the Koran,

Walking the teokallis, spotted with gore from the stone and knife, beating the serpent-skin drum,

Accepting the Gospels, accepting him that was crucified, knowing assuredly that he is divine,

To the mass kneeling or the puritan’s prayer rising, or sitting patiently in a pew,

Ranting and frothing in my insane crisis, or waiting dead-like till my spirit arouses me,

Looking forth on pavement and land, or outside of pavement and land,

Belonging to the winders of the circuit of circuits.

One of that centripetal and centrifugal gang I turn and talk like a man leaving charges before a journey.

Down-hearted doubters dull and excluded,

Frivolous, sullen, moping, angry, affected, dishearten’d, atheistical,

I know every one of you, I know the sea of torment, doubt, despair and unbelief.

How the flukes splash!

How they contort rapid as lightning, with spasms and spouts of blood!

Be at peace bloody flukes of doubters and sullen mopers,

I take my place among you as much as among any,

The past is the push of you, me, all, precisely the same,

And what is yet untried and afterward is for you, me, all, precisely the same.

I do not know what is untried and afterward,

But I know it will in its turn prove sufficient, and cannot fail.

Each who passes is consider’d, each who stops is consider’d, not a single one can it fail.

It cannot fail the young man who died and was buried,

Nor the young woman who died and was put by his side,

Nor the little child that peep’d in at the door, and then drew back and was never seen again,

Nor the old man who has lived without purpose, and feels it with bitterness worse than gall,

Nor him in the poor house tubercled by rum and the bad disorder,

Nor the numberless slaughter’d and wreck’d, nor the brutish koboo call’d the ordure of humanity,

Nor the sacs merely floating with open mouths for food to slip in,

Nor any thing in the earth, or down in the oldest graves of the earth,

Nor any thing in the myriads of spheres, nor the myriads of myriads that inhabit them,

Nor the present, nor the least wisp that is known.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Now Whitman returns to the concerns he raised in Section 41, where he embraced all the varieties and types of religion. Here he catalogues, in remarkably physical detail, the ritual actions of thousands of years of religious devotion, from the earliest sun-worshippers to the itinerant ministers of his own time (known as “circuit riders” because they rode a circuitous route on horseback to minister to multiple congregations, just as Whitman here winds a “circuit of circuits,” riding from one religious practice to another). He moves from Asia to Greece to the United States, “enclosing worship ancient and modern and all between ancient and modern.” The poet’s actions here take us back to the opening lines of Song of Myself: “And what I assume you shall assume.” Religious beliefs have been one of the major divisive forces in human history: countless wars have been fought and continue to be fought over the intricacies and differences of beliefs. And the battles, of course, have not just been between the world’s major religions, but between sects and denominations within each of those religions. What would happen, Whitman asks here, if one identity accepted them all, even the “atheistical” nonbelief of “down-hearted doubters”? How could a single identity be so encompassing as to accept the conflicting beliefs and doubts of everyone on earth?

Whitman’s answer is as simple as it is sublime. No matter how religious we have been, we have all faced “torment, doubt, despair and unbelief”; we have all, at some point, been afflicted by the “bloody flukes of doubters and sullen mopers.” Flukes are the two lobes of the powerful tail fin that the whale can use to destroy its pursuers, but the word “flukes” can also refer to the barbs of the harpoon used to kill the whale: we try to harpoon our doubts, but our doubts can also rise up to destroy us. Whitman thus offers a faith beyond doubt, “the greatest of faiths and the least of faiths,” a faith in the full materiality of the present moment in which he lives. That faith—a faith in his own physical body and in the physical things he encounters around him—gives him faith in an “afterlife,” a faith that there will be future moments in which as-yet-unborn life will have its own materiality, long after this present moment has plunged into the past. We who read his poem today are proof of his faith.

Whitman’s faith thus allows him to know that the entire past has conflated and mixed and reorganized in order to produce this particular moment that we call the present. Multitudes of ideas and beliefs and doubts and physicalities have composted and melded into this moment. Everything—every idea, no matter how crazy; every child and man and woman, no matter how young they died, no matter how purposeless or diseased they were; every tiny “sac” that floats through the water and is nothing but microscopic voracious desire; every “wisp that is known”—contributes its part to what is here in the physical present (that ongoing flash of time that is the only time in which life exists). This present, material moment literally contains all of the past and all of the future: “every atom belonging to you as good belongs to me.” To have the “least of faiths,” then, a simple faith in the world around us that we touch and see and hear and smell and taste, is to have the “greatest of faiths,” a knowledge that there have been other present moments just as real and physically present as the one that we are experiencing at this moment, and a knowledge that there will be other very real present moments, embodied by other very real breathing bodies, like our own as we read this poem written by a poet who once was embodied and now is not. We are his afterlife.

Afterword

A summer festival on the waterfront of a New England town. Sunlight and blue skies and salt air. Tourists and townspeople, some pushing strollers, some eating ice cream or sipping coffee, drift past white tents in which vendors offer seascapes, stained glass, baked goods. Many stop to look at Plymouth Rock, where in 1620 pilgrims from the Mayflower supposedly disembarked. At the wharf, a replica of the merchant ship that brought them to the New World lies in her berth, with actors playing the roles of shipmates and passengers, reciting a version of the history taught to American schoolchildren. The Mayflower Compact looms large in any telling: how all the adult males, saints and strangers alike (the terms, respectively, for the faithful and those who made the perilous journey for the sake of trade or adventure), pledged aboard ship to “covenant and combine [them]selves together into a civil body politic.” Here was the cornerstone of democracy, the origin of the new faith that Whitman extols in this section.

What strikes the reader is the range of reference that the poet employs in his catalogue of ancient and modern belief systems, each of which contributes to his revelation that the individual is the measure of the cosmos. He yokes together every religion to prepare the ground for “what is yet untried and afterward,” what will suffice for us all, now “Helping the llama or brahmin as he trims the lamps of the idols,” now “Drinking mead from the skull-cap,” now “sitting patiently in a pew.” And more: in “the sea of torment, doubt, despair and unbelief” there is a force that crests in us at every moment—the here and now. His surging lines will teach us how to ride it.

William Bradford, a signatory of the Mayflower Compact and governor of the Plymouth Colony, wrote: “As one small candle may light a thousand, so the light here kindled hath shone unto many, yea in some sort to our whole nation.” Whitman turned that candle into song.


Song of Myself—SECTION 44

It is time to explain myself—let us stand up.

What is known I strip away,

I launch all men and women forward with me into the Unknown.

The clock indicates the moment—but what does eternity indicate?

We have thus far exhausted trillions of winters and summers,

There are trillions ahead, and trillions ahead of them.

Births have brought us richness and variety,

And other births will bring us richness and variety.

I do not call one greater and one smaller,

That which fills its period and place is equal to any.

Were mankind murderous or jealous upon you, my brother, my sister?

I am sorry for you, they are not murderous or jealous upon me,

All has been gentle with me, I keep no account with lamentation,

(What have I to do with lamentation?)

I am an acme of things accomplish’d, and I an encloser of things to be.

My feet strike an apex of the apices of the stairs,

On every step bunches of ages, and larger bunches between the steps,

All below duly travel’d, and still I mount and mount.

Rise after rise bow the phantoms behind me,

Afar down I see the huge first Nothing, I know I was even there,

I waited unseen and always, and slept through the lethargic mist,

And took my time, and took no hurt from the fetid carbon.

Long I was hugg’d close—long and long.

Immense have been the preparations for me,

Faithful and friendly the arms that have help’d me.

Cycles ferried my cradle, rowing and rowing like cheerful boatmen,

For room to me stars kept aside in their own rings,

They sent influences to look after what was to hold me.

Before I was born out of my mother generations guided me,

My embryo has never been torpid, nothing could overlay it.

For it the nebula cohered to an orb,

The long slow strata piled to rest it on,

Vast vegetables gave it sustenance,

Monstrous sauroids transported it in their mouths and deposited it with care.

All forces have been steadily employ’d to complete and delight me,

Now on this spot I stand with my robust soul.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Back in Section 23, Whitman exulted over the scientific achievements of his time: “Hurrah for positive science!” In that section, he told us he would “accept Reality and dare not question it, / Materialism first and last imbuing.” In these later sections, we see more clearly the implications of those earlier pronouncements. We have seen how he has developed a faith out of a particular understanding of “materialism”—that the soul or the animating force we call “life” is present only in materials and that life exists only in the present moment in which we alone live. The physically embodied entities of the world quite literally carry the past and the future, which exist only as former or yet-to-come manifestations of the present. So, in Section 44, a key canto in the poem, the poet explains all of this in more detail, beginning with his wonderful invitation: “It is time to explain myself—let us stand up.” Only by all of us rising can the poet explain himself: his identity is thoroughly and intimately entwined with ours.

Sentient creatures always and only know the present moment, what the clock indicates. But if we “strip away” “what is known,” we can get an indication of “eternity,” a glimpse of the vast, endless journeys the materials that compose us have taken, and the vast, endless journeys they have yet to take. Whitman here embraces the advances in geology, astronomy, evolution, chemistry, and other sciences in order to portray the previously unthinkably immense amounts of time and space that the new conceptions of the universe demanded and revealed. As a result, mathematical and scientific terms, like “trillions,” permeate the borders of poetry here, and Whitman begins to trill the “trillions of winters and summers” that have passed and will pass. Imagining the materials that compose him as an “embryo” that has passed through eons of time, he realizes that he (like all of us) is the very being that universal time has been moving toward, because all those vast transformations of matter have yielded us in this present moment: we are the utmost attainment, the “acme,” of the work of trillions of years, and we are the “encloser of things to be.” Who knows what we—what the animate and inanimate things of this world, this galaxy, this universe, as they exist at this moment—will come to be in presents not yet reached.

So Whitman peers “afar down” into “the huge first Nothing,” what we might today call the “Big Bang,” and knows that everything that he is was already there. He portrays a caring and nurturing universe ferrying his atoms across huge distances, forming a solid earth out of a hazy “nebula,” planting his carbon atoms deep into “long slow strata” for safe-keeping, as the “vast vegetables” and the dinosaurs were pressed into fossil fuels that we still extract to turn back into energy and movement. He even introduces dinosaurs into poetry for the first time (dinosaurs had only been discovered a few decades before Whitman wrote his poem, and the word was still a new one; only advances in archaeology and evolution opened the time necessary to allow for a rational explanation of what dinosaur fossils actually were), and he imagines some earlier form of himself as an egg nurtured in the warm mouth of “monstrous sauroids” (scientists believed for awhile that the cold-blooded reptiles kept their eggs warm by holding them in the pockets of their jaws). The poet has climbed the steps of evolution, knowing that every step is equally important to every other step, and now, in his present moment, he embodies the past and he embodies the future: but, most importantly, he embodies here and now his “robust soul”—his powerful force of living, pulsating existence—which he knows will pass to other materials just as it has been passed by other materials to him.

Afterword

“What is known I strip away,” Whitman explains in this section; “I launch all men and women forward with me into the Unknown.” Now it becomes clear that the self he sings and celebrates, which contains the whole, the individual and the cosmos, past, present, and future, is the force that governs the universe, propelling matter in every direction throughout history (“trillions of winters and summers”), from the origin unto eternity—which is exactly in this moment: the eternal now. Preparations for his vision began with “the huge first Nothing,” which furnished the materials for everything that was and is to come, including the maker of this poem, connecting one and all; its reverberations will echo until the end of time. And this poem is a map to the new land that the poet, “the encloser of things to be,” is surveying from ever greater heights.

Open water and bright sun. On Narragansett Bay, in a replica of a seventeenth-century dory, my friends and I are “rowing and rowing like cheerful boatmen” from Providence to Newport, riding the current of the outgoing tide past container ships and yachts and skiffs, carried by a steady north wind which will not turn until the sun has almost set. The coxswain tells a story about two fishermen lost in fog off the coast: how they rowed with their hands frozen to the oars until one died of exposure; how the other placed the corpse in the stern for ballast and continued on to Newfoundland, where the tips of his gangrenous fingers had to be amputated; how in later life the survivor rowed across the Atlantic, with special oars carved for his deformed hands.

“How did he keep going?” I ask between strokes, then draw in my oars to rest, gauging in my mind the distance to the bridge beyond which lies the harbor. Two hours? Three?

The dory glides past a lobster pot, then a buoy on which perches a cormorant, and then an eddy of foam produced by the turning tide. The coxswain smiles.

“Oars ready,” he says. “And pull.”


Song of Myself—SECTION 45

O span of youth! ever-push’d elasticity!

O manhood, balanced, florid and full.

My lovers suffocate me,

Crowding my lips, thick in the pores of my skin,

Jostling me through streets and public halls, coming naked to me at night,

Crying by day Ahoy! from the rocks of the river, swinging and chirping over my head,

Calling my name from flower-beds, vines, tangled underbrush,

Lighting on every moment of my life,

Bussing my body with soft balsamic busses,

Noiselessly passing handfuls out of their hearts and giving them to be mine.

Old age superbly rising! O welcome, ineffable grace of dying days!

Every condition promulges not only itself, it promulges what grows after and out of itself,

And the dark hush promulges as much as any.

I open my scuttle at night and see the far-sprinkled systems,

And all I see multiplied as high as I can cipher edge but the rim of the farther systems.

Wider and wider they spread, expanding, always expanding,

Outward and outward and forever outward.

My sun has his sun and round him obediently wheels,

He joins with his partners a group of superior circuit,

And greater sets follow, making specks of the greatest inside them.

There is no stoppage and never can be stoppage,

If I, you, and the worlds, and all beneath or upon their surfaces, were this moment reduced back to a pallid float, it would not avail in the long run,

We should surely bring up again where we now stand,

And surely go as much farther, and then farther and farther.

A few quadrillions of eras, a few octillions of cubic leagues, do not hazard the span or make it impatient,

They are but parts, any thing is but a part.

See ever so far, there is limitless space outside of that,

Count ever so much, there is limitless time around that.

My rendezvous is appointed, it is certain,

The Lord will be there and wait till I come on perfect terms,

The great Camerado, the lover true for whom I pine will be there.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Thinking now of the trajectory of his own life, from the “ever-push’d elasticity” of his youth to his “balanced, florid and full” maturity to his “old age superbly rising,” right on up to the “ineffable grace of dying days,” the poet realizes that every single life instantiates the endless transmutations of time. Nothing is steady or unchanging, he reminds us; all is incessant transformation, and a glance at our own shifting lives—from zygote to the moment before we are a corpse—underscores the wondrous mystery of material change. And that change is fueled by our unstoppable interaction with the world around us, from our first sentient encounter to our last, from the first thing we swallow to the final breath we exhale. “My lovers suffocate me,” Whitman says, and those “lovers”—from the lice in the pores of his skin to the strangers who jostle him in the streets to the naked lover in his bed at night—all alter him as they enter or jostle or kiss his body. “Suffocate” means, etymologically, “under or down the throat.” Song of Myself is a poem of sublime suffocation, where all the things around the poet are swallowed (recall the vast catalogue of Section 33, where Whitman says “All this I swallow, it tastes good, I like it”), and where the overwhelmingly diverse things outside the self are taken into his body through his physical senses and then struggle to get out of his clogged throat as he labors to give every thing voice.

“Every condition promulges not only itself, it promulges what grows after and out of itself,” Whitman claims, using the unfamiliar word “promulge” (which in its roots means to “bring forth in public” or “to publish” or “to cause to emerge”): whatever event or thing or person that appears in the present moment not only manifests itself, appears fully in the physical world, it also contains all that it will change into. We cannot see the future transformations, but we can be confident that there will be transformations, and whatever emerges from the present conditions is essentially contained in the present conditions. Even the “dark hush”—the mysteries of silence itself—contains a future sound. Our spoken and written words, after all, emerge from silence; that is the miracle of language.

So Whitman concludes this section by evoking again that new vast cosmos that astronomers were opening to him: no matter how far into the universe we go, there are universes beyond (some theoretical physicists today speculate that there may be an infinity of universes). We simply cannot travel in time or space far enough to come to an end. Whitman’s universe is one that has no beginning or end but rather only what we might call an ongoingness. There cannot be “stoppage.” Even if we imagine an apocalyptic end that would reduce all that now exists back to a “pallid float,” the forces of life and transformation and evolution would begin working again on that “float” of matter and in “a few quadrillions of eras” produce again a sentient world with sentient beings.

We contain within ourselves, then, vast and unimaginable futures. Originally, Whitman ended this section with the line “Our rendezvous is fitly appointed. . . . God will be there and wait till we come.” He altered the ending to make the vast cosmos even more personal and intimate: Whitman’s “Lord” turns out to be “the great Camerado,” a bedfellow, a longed-for lover, for whatever the materials of the present come to be in hundreds or thousands or millions or quadrillions of years hence, they will be intimately related to us, because they were us, in very real ways.

Afterword

Time and space expand and collapse in the act of love; the one constant in the span of an hour, a life, an era, is the law of attraction, which all things obey, according to an arc of desire, at different points of which history and geography merge and then go their separate ways—the secret theme of poetry. In this section Whitman traces that arc through his experience: lovers suffocating him, calling to him like birds, “lighting on every moment of [his] life” from youth until old age and beyond; in his vision of an endlessly expanding universe the stars that he sees from a window in his roof are but “the rim of the farther systems,” which he already inhabits.

So do we. With our first intimation of “the dark hush,” the void, we apprentice ourselves to the logic of a cosmos we do not understand. As a child, through the dining room window in my grandparents’ house in Maryland, I would watch the parking lot fill with patients arriving for their evening appointments with my grandfather, a country doctor. He would leave the table before dessert to go to his basement office; and if I was oblivious to the pain of the men, women, and children in the waiting room I still felt a certain fear rise up the stairs, which has not left me. My grandfather, returning after many hours, would sit in the kitchen eating cheese and crackers, talking about the people he had healed—stories that became for me a stay against terror.

Such stories “are but parts,” Whitman might say, since “any thing is but a part.” I want to believe that in the afterlife, which for the poet is located in the eternal present, the Lord and “lover true for whom I pine will be there.” I hope it is the case that “There is no stoppage and never can be stoppage”; that from the elasticity of youth old age will rise in our bodies, like sap, before the “ineffable grace” of the end; that what lies before us is in the here and now: limitless time and space. This is where I will wait, am waiting, have always waited, for you.


Song of Myself—SECTION 46

I know I have the best of time and space, and was never measured and never will be measured.

I tramp a perpetual journey, (come listen all!)

My signs are a rain-proof coat, good shoes, and a staff cut from the woods,

No friend of mine takes his ease in my chair,

I have no chair, no church, no philosophy,

I lead no man to a dinner-table, library, exchange,

But each man and each woman of you I lead upon a knoll,

My left hand hooking you round the waist,

My right hand pointing to landscapes of continents and the public road.

Not I, not any one else can travel that road for you,

You must travel it for yourself.

It is not far, it is within reach,

Perhaps you have been on it since you were born and did not know,

Perhaps it is everywhere on water and on land.

Shoulder your duds dear son, and I will mine, and let us hasten forth,

Wonderful cities and free nations we shall fetch as we go.

If you tire, give me both burdens, and rest the chuff of your hand on my hip,

And in due time you shall repay the same service to me,

For after we start we never lie by again.

This day before dawn I ascended a hill and look’d at the crowded heaven,

And I said to my spirit When we become the enfolders of those orbs, and the pleasure and knowledge of every thing in them, shall we be fill’d and satisfied then?

And my spirit said No, we but level that lift to pass and continue beyond.

You are also asking me questions and I hear you,

I answer that I cannot answer, you must find out for yourself.

Sit a while dear son,

Here are biscuits to eat and here is milk to drink,

But as soon as you sleep and renew yourself in sweet clothes, I kiss you with a good-by kiss and open the gate for your egress hence.

Long enough have you dream’d contemptible dreams,

Now I wash the gum from your eyes,

You must habit yourself to the dazzle of the light and of every moment of your life.

Long have you timidly waded holding a plank by the shore,

Now I will you to be a bold swimmer,

To jump off in the midst of the sea, rise again, nod to me, shout, and laughingly dash with your hair.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Now the “perpetual journey” that Whitman has taken us on through this poem—a journey that has extended to the vastest regions of the cosmos, from the origins of the universe billions of years ago to billions of years hence, a journey of a dynamic shifting life force that can never be measured—suddenly shrinks again to the seemingly smaller yet equally mysterious journeys of the poet and the reader. Once again embracing the “you” who reads the poem, the “I” leads us to a “knoll,” where we gain a perspective above all the knowledge that libraries hold, above religions and philosophies, and the poet points us to “the public road” that we each must travel for ourselves. This is Whitman’s “open road,” the journey with no end, the journey that exceeds all the maps and guides of past knowledge and faith, the journey we always make “publicly,” as an organic part of the world around us (given all that Whitman has demonstrated about our shared atoms, how could the journey ever really be private?). Whitman’s imagery makes the journey feel familiar and even routine: it’s a road we’ve been on before, maybe our whole lives; it is right there “within reach”; and we will travel it both alone and with the poet, who offers us support even as he begins now to release us from his tutelage.

Whitman moves once more to the astronomical immensity he has evoked so many times before and imagines a self that is insatiable for more experience, a self that could encompass the cosmos and still want to expand beyond it. As the poet is to his spirit, so are we to him: we are his spirit now contained in the living bodies of the present. The poet begins to remind us, as he will repeatedly in these final sections of the poem, that he is, after all, dead, and we are alive. But we’ve come this far together—dead poet and living reader—and he will be buried as a living presence in these leaves we are reading for as long as we read them, as long as we return to them and (like the child in Section 6) ask what they mean. The poet will be there for support (we can rest the “chuff” of our hand on his hip, just as we rest the heel of our hand on his book as we read it); he is emerging forever from this poem, just as we feel ourselves emerging into a new consciousness as we read it, intensely more aware of this present moment that Whitman knew we would someday inhabit.

Preparing us for our life’s journey, Whitman offers the comforting images of “biscuits to eat” and “milk to drink,” but we realize that the sustenance he is actually giving us is this poem itself, the words on the page, which have, over the past forty-six sections, truly awakened us, “washed the gum” from our eyes and made us cognizant of the “dazzle” and the mystery and the poetry “of every moment” of our lives. Now, perhaps, we are ready to become “a bold swimmer,” and, as the poem comes to an end, to let go of the supports the poet has given us as we immerse ourselves in the sea of our heightened present experience.

Afterword

Whitman’s offer in this section to “wash the gum” from our eyes, to habituate us “to the dazzle of the light” shining through every moment of existence, comes with a catch: we must be bold enough to venture into the unknown, to meet the world stripped of our preconceptions and illusions, to measure the vast within and without. If we have the courage to take to the open road, alert to possibilities heretofore unimagined, mindful of the routines that blind us to what is there, our walk in the sun may lead to a deeper knowledge of the cosmos. “If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it is: infinite,” William Blake wrote in “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell,” a signal event in the evolution of modern poetry. “For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things thro’ narrow chinks of his cavern.” Whitman proposes that we take this lesson to heart, applying to the whole of life the essence of creativity—which is to leave the cavern and see what has been right in front of us all along.

In the hills around the village where I grew up were abandoned mica mines, which once supplied Muscovy glass for windows and horse-drawn carriages; the entrances were boarded up, but outside in the slag were sheets of the mineral, which peeled apart in yellowish leaves. These I would hold over my eyes, casting the earth, trees, and sky in a sepia light. Then the world took on the tint of the photographs in our family’s collection of books about the Civil War, blurring for a moment the distinction between my experience and that of the soldiers whose sacrifice laid the groundwork for a new conception of America, in line with what Whitman invoked in Song of Myself. Years passed before this exercise in the woods raised questions in my mind about the nature of truth (what is real? what imagined?), which I could not answer; this unknowingness I came eventually to associate with the promise of the open road.

In his preface to a collection of his miscellaneous writings, John Updike suggested that his critical work bore the same relation to his fiction as that of a sailor who hugs the shore, unwilling to take his boat into open water. Just so, Whitman wants us “To jump off in the midst of the sea, to rise again,” to join him in the celebration of the endlessly unfolding drama of the cosmos, on every stage of which there is the possibility of vision and transformation.


Song of Myself—SECTION 47

I am the teacher of athletes,

He that by me spreads a wider breast than my own proves the width of my own,

He most honors my style who learns under it to destroy the teacher.

The boy I love, the same becomes a man not through derived power, but in his own right,

Wicked rather than virtuous out of conformity or fear,

Fond of his sweetheart, relishing well his steak,

Unrequited love or a slight cutting him worse than sharp steel cuts,

First-rate to ride, to fight, to hit the bull’s eye, to sail a skiff, to sing a song or play on the banjo,

Preferring scars and the beard and faces pitted with small-pox over all latherers,

And those well-tann’d to those that keep out of the sun.

I teach straying from me, yet who can stray from me?

I follow you whoever you are from the present hour,

My words itch at your ears till you understand them.

I do not say these things for a dollar or to fill up the time while I wait for a boat,

(It is you talking just as much as myself, I act as the tongue of you,

Tied in your mouth, in mine it begins to be loosen’d.)

I swear I will never again mention love or death inside a house,

And I swear I will never translate myself at all, only to him or her who privately stays with me in the open air.

If you would understand me go to the heights or water-shore,

The nearest gnat is an explanation, and a drop or motion of waves a key,

The maul, the oar, the hand-saw, second my words.

No shutter’d room or school can commune with me,

But roughs and little children better than they.

The young mechanic is closest to me, he knows me well,

The woodman that takes his axe and jug with him shall take me with him all day,

The farm-boy ploughing in the field feels good at the sound of my voice,

In vessels that sail my words sail, I go with fishermen and seamen and love them.

The soldier camp’d or upon the march is mine,

On the night ere the pending battle many seek me, and I do not fail them,

On that solemn night (it may be their last) those that know me seek me.

My face rubs to the hunter’s face when he lies down alone in his blanket,

The driver thinking of me does not mind the jolt of his wagon,

The young mother and old mother comprehend me,

The girl and the wife rest the needle a moment and forget where they are,

They and all would resume what I have told them.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Whitman ended the previous section by willing his readers to become “bold swimmers,” and he continues the athletic imagery in Section 47, portraying both himself and his ideal readers as tough athletes, people who prefer the wild outdoors to the tame and domestic spaces of the house, who prefer “the maul, the oar, the handsaw” to any “shutter’d room or school.” He wants his readers to imagine themselves as strong and tanned and bearded roughs rather than “latherers” (those who shave their faces and daintily “keep out of the sun”). Later, in his prose essay Democratic Vistas, Whitman would demand an entirely new kind of democratic literature: “Books are to be call’d for, and supplied, on the assumption that the process of reading is not a half sleep, but, in highest sense, an exercise, a gymnast’s struggle; that the reader is to do something for himself, must be on the alert, must himself or herself construct indeed the poem, argument, history, metaphysical essay—the text furnishing the hints, the clue, the start or frame-work. Not the book needs so much to be the complete thing, but the reader of the book does. That were to make a nation of supple and athletic minds, well-train’d, intuitive, used to depend on themselves, and not on a few coteries of writers.” Many of the problems of democracy, Whitman believed, could be solved by the nation changing its reading habits, learning to wrestle with authors and authority, to bring as much to every book as the book brings to the reader. Not accepting author-ity was the first step toward the democratization of the imagination. And the second step was to take “love” and “death” outside the home, outside the bounds of the domestic. To contain love and death within the conventions of romantic love and personal loss is to trivialize them: love and death are subjects for the open air, for the terrifying yet exhilarating melding of personal identity with all that is Not-Me.

So the reader that Whitman has been trying to forge throughout his poem is one who “most honors my style” by learning “under it to destroy the teacher.” The poet wants no quiescent imitators, no epigones, but rather tough readers who fight back, question, undermine, argue, set out on their own journeys. He would rather have “wicked” readers than “virtuous” ones who assume their “virtue” by conforming unthinkingly to societal norms. And the poet’s words will be just as tough and aggressive as the reader needs to be: even though he teaches us to “stray” from him, we cannot easily escape his poem because his words will follow us and “itch” at our ears until we understand them. Once we enter Song of Myself fully, we do not get out easily, even as the poem approaches its ending, even as the poet prepares us for departure.

Whitman, then, seeks a democratic readership, not a group of elites, not aristocrats or the intelligentsia, but rather the “mechanic” and “farm-boy” and “fisherman” and “hunter” and “young mother and old mother” and “girl” sewing her cloth. After the Civil War, he added the lines about “the soldier camp’d” on the night before battle who seeks out the poet on what might be the last night of the soldier’s life. These words are words that matter: they are not there to create pleasant rhymes and comforting thoughts; they are there to shake us free of preconceptions and to make us keenly aware of what surrounds us minute by minute. They are there to make that last night on earth full with significance. We may find ourselves tongue-tied, Whitman tells us, but never fear: that’s what the poet is here for, to articulate things for us that we could not before turn into words, to “loosen” the tongue so that we may speak the world—at first through him, then “resume” it on our own.

Afterword

It is a truism that creative writing teachers either inspire their students to write in their own voice and style or to produce replicas of themselves—protégés who cannot escape the master’s influence. And it is no accident that in this section Whitman praises the first form of education: “He most honors my style who learns under it to destroy the teacher.” The discovery of our identity, which depends upon the cultivation of our particular gifts, our calling, is a lifelong task; from the opening pages of Song of Myself Whitman urges us to seek that which is uniquely ours: “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.” Now he calls himself “the teacher of athletes,” whom we admire for their ability to translate their individual talents into excellence, testing the limits of their minds and bodies. From the original Olympic Games in Athens to modern-day World Cup matches, tennis championships, or ski races we celebrate the ways in which great athletes “spreads a wider breast” than anyone before them—become themselves, that is.

I was a midfielder on my college soccer team, and when my playing days came to an end I coached at my alma mater, where over the course of a season I learned that it is not enough to demonstrate a move or explain how to run into space: once a player has mastered a certain set of skills it is better to “teach straying from me,” in Whitman’s words. And what is more exciting than to imagine where such straying might lead? This is what will create a vibrant democracy—everyone straying according to their own lights, regardless of their station. Meanwhile the poet’s words will “itch at your ears till you understand them.”

Ichiro Suzuki, the star baseball player who has gotten more than four thousand base hits during his career in Japan and America, has an unorthodox style of hitting, bailing out of the batter’s box as he swings, as if to run toward first base even before making contact with the ball. A television announcer once said that with that swing he should never have succeeded—and yet one day he will enter the Hall of Fame, because he has perfected a way of hitting, a style of play, that is not replicable, like any masterpiece of art or literature, music or dance: works of the spirit that teach us how to live more fully—to resume, as Whitman said, “what I have told them.”


Song of Myself—SECTION 48

I have said that the soul is not more than the body,

And I have said that the body is not more than the soul,

And nothing, not God, is greater to one than one’s self is,

And whoever walks a furlong without sympathy walks to his own funeral drest in his shroud,

And I or you pocketless of a dime may purchase the pick of the earth,

And to glance with an eye or show a bean in its pod confounds the learning of all times,

And there is no trade or employment but the young man following it may become a hero,

And there is no object so soft but it makes a hub for the wheel’d universe,

And I say to any man or woman, Let your soul stand cool and composed before a million universes.

And I say to mankind, Be not curious about God,

For I who am curious about each am not curious about God,

(No array of terms can say how much I am at peace about God and about death.)

I hear and behold God in every object, yet understand God not in the least,

Nor do I understand who there can be more wonderful than myself.

Why should I wish to see God better than this day?

I see something of God each hour of the twenty-four, and each moment then,

In the faces of men and women I see God, and in my own face in the glass,

I find letters from God dropt in the street, and every one is sign’d by God’s name,

And I leave them where they are, for I know that wheresoe’er I go,

Others will punctually come for ever and ever.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

Whitman now offers us a reminder of one of the most profound insights of Song of Myself: body and soul do not reside in a hierarchy but rather coexist in a democracy. So much of the sorrow of the world has derived from an insistence on the soul’s superiority to the body, on the idea that soul exists or continues to exist in some imagined dimension beyond materiality. This belief, Whitman indicates throughout his work, is what has led humans to devalue this life in the hope that some spiritual afterlife of the soul will be better, will somehow reward our suffering in this life. No, Whitman reminds us, “the soul is not more than the body” and “the body is not more than the soul.” Once we have accepted that equality, that mutual necessity of the body to have soul and the soul to have body, then our very conception of God changes. If there is no “time” outside of time, no “space” outside of space, then God is not hidden in some unseen “divine” realm. Instead, Whitman insists, God is visible to us each and every minute of our lives in each and every place we look. If all life is contained in the moment of “Now,” and Now is an ever-altering ongoing moment, then the fullness of that moment—all of life and matter in its ever-morphing forms—is what we might call God. Any one of us, then, “makes a hub for the wheel’d universe”; every sentient being is the center of what is—a part and parcel of the God that radiates out from us to the far reaches of the cosmos.

This democracy of soul and body is vital, Whitman suggests, because if we conceive of God as separate from us, separate from this life, and if we think of our souls as separable from our bodies, then we will be led to beliefs that degrade this life and this world as we put our faith in another (better) world to come. But if we conceive of God as evident and present in every face we encounter, in every moment we experience, “in every object” we grasp, then we know God—indeed, we are part of God—and we will then be given over to “sympathy” in this moment in which we live. “Sympathy” is the word Whitman uses for the awareness that every person, every thing, we encounter is equally part of the divine. To walk with sympathy through the world is to know that God is in each of us, and, knowing that, to realize that God is equally in all that is not us. Everyone has equal access to God and equal awareness of God. God is something, then, that we should cease being “curious” about: if God is the creative force of the universe, then God—just like each one of us—exists only right now, in this present moment in which all existence is contained. We cannot open our eyes or ears, we cannot walk a step, without encountering God. And every atom belonging to us was here at the first Now and will be present at the last, those atoms becoming parts of the endless array of matter and life that surrounded and constituted those who came before us, will surround and constitute those who come after us, and surround and constitute all of us at this very moment. Each of us, then, can “stand cool and composed before a million universes,” because the soul that animates us now is part of the ongoing soul of the universe, just as the atoms that compose us now are part of the endless vast strange materiality of the universe.

Afterword

To grasp the meaning of Whitman’s first directive in this section—“Let your soul stand cool and composed before a million universes”—I paid a visit to the Paleontology Museum of Liaoning, in Shenyang, China, and stood before displays of fossils unearthed from a layer of volcanic ash laid down 120 million or more years ago, with what I hoped was a suitably objective regard for the mystery of life on earth. Here were femurs and jaw bones of dinosaurs, impressions of what may have been the first flowering plants, and, most wonderful of all, complete skeletons of microraptors—small, four-winged, fish-eating creatures which may provide the evolutionary link between dinosaurs and birds. The microraptor was, in scientific terminology, a transitional form (marvelous phrase!), with iridescent feathers on its legs and wings, a fan at the end of its tail, and the ability to glide between trees, like a flying squirrel; an animated video accompanying the museum exhibit portrays it running to the edge of a cliff, stopping short, and then, desperate to get across, taking wing again and again. Desire, “the procreant urge of the world,” in the words of the poet, inspires the union of body and soul; expeditions; the founding of cities; flights of the imagination; faith and rituals, legends and laws; artistic, scholarly, and scientific discoveries; “a million universes,” in every one of which we are at home, whether we realize it or not.

As for Whitman’s second challenge to mankind—“Be not curious about God”? In fact his curiosity is always on display. He finds evidence of God’s presence everywhere; for everything is a letter signed in His name, thrillingly alive for those who can read it, ideally beginning with readers of this poem. Whitman is at peace with death, because it is a transitional form—a way station between our earthbound habits and our instinctive yearning for flight.

The sight of the fossils made me giddy.


Song of Myself—SECTION 49

And as to you Death, and you bitter hug of mortality, it is idle to try to alarm me.

To his work without flinching the accoucheur comes,

I see the elder-hand pressing receiving supporting,

I recline by the sills of the exquisite flexible doors,

And mark the outlet, and mark the relief and escape.

And as to you Corpse I think you are good manure, but that does not offend me,

I smell the white roses sweet-scented and growing,

I reach to the leafy lips, I reach to the polish’d breasts of melons.

And as to you Life I reckon you are the leavings of many deaths,

(No doubt I have died myself ten thousand times before.)

I hear you whispering there O stars of heaven,

O suns—O grass of graves—O perpetual transfers and promotions,

If you do not say any thing how can I say any thing?

Of the turbid pool that lies in the autumn forest,

Of the moon that descends the steeps of the soughing twilight,

Toss, sparkles of day and dusk—toss on the black stems that decay in the muck,

Toss to the moaning gibberish of the dry limbs.

I ascend from the moon, I ascend from the night,

I perceive that the ghastly glimmer is noonday sunbeams reflected,

And debouch to the steady and central from the offspring great or small.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

In this section, Whitman reprises another key theme of Song of Myself: death and life are an endless process, inseparable from each other. We move here between two French words that echo each other: “accoucheur” and “debouch.” “Accoucheur” was a term used in Whitman’s time for obstetricians or midwives; and “debouch” has associations with both birth and speaking: it means, literally, “out of the mouth” and has come to suggest any emergence from a tight, constricted space into an open area (a river thus “debouches” into a sea). In the scene of birth, the midwife guides us through the “flexible doors” of the womb and birth canal into the world, but we realize the doors of birth are also the doors of death: we exit the womb only to eventually enter the grave; identity forms and then it perishes. So Whitman offers us surprisingly lovely images of the active corpse. Yes, the poet tells us, the corpse becomes “manure,” but that manure grows new life, and when we “smell the white roses sweet-scented and growing,” we need to remember they are not just growing out of death but are composed of death (any new plant’s leafing happens only because of the “leavings of many deaths”). We shock ourselves into the realization that this body of ours is in fact the “leavings of many deaths”; each of us exists only because of those deaths, and each of us has life only because “life”—whatever this animating force that we call life is—is perpetually transferred: there is an eternal procession of “promotions” (etymologically, a “moving forward”), as matter is continually re-formed and put in motion by what we call “soul.”

Then Whitman performs the notable feat of imagining himself as the corpse, still with the means of “reaching,” as his dispersed atoms now find themselves occupying new life-forms as they “reach to the leafy lips” and “reach to the polish’d breasts of melons.” There is an eroticism to death here: the decaying body interpenetrates with the sexualized and always fertile landscape. Just as back in Section 5, Whitman imagined that his soul “reach’d till you felt my beard, and reach’d till you held my feet” (as the soul charged up the material body), so here is there an explicit and yet obscure sex act, this time between death and life, as death itself energizes and animates life. By the end of the section, Whitman associates the night and the cold, lifeless moon with death but then affirms that the only reason we can even see the moon is that it reflects daylight, warmth, and life. Moon and sun, darkness and day, death and life are the endless reflected cyclings of a unitary, uninterrupted reality.

So, in the final few lines, the act of the accoucheur is repeated: in a dark swamp scene, we can hear the “moaning gibberish” of the “turbid pool” that is constantly breaking down old forms and generating new ones. Now birth and identity become an “ascent” from the moon and the night into the daylight of identity, into perception, as we exit from a dark place into the openness of existence, gaining our identity “from the offspring great or small.” In the final line, Whitman underscores the oneness of the endless process of birth and death by suggesting that any new birth comes from previous “offspring” who have themselves lived and died so that we (the current “offspring”) may occupy the “steady and central” realm of consciousness and life in the ongoing present moment. Life, which is always only contained in the single steady moment of the present, is a continual “springing off of” (and out of) death. So “death” is merely another word for former life—or, more precisely, another word for forms of life that have now sprung into other forms of life, endlessly transferring it into the always emerging physical Now.

Afterword

With four brush strokes the old hermit wrote a poem in classical Chinese characters, “The world is becoming one flower,” which can also be translated as “The world is one.” The freedom of his gestures, like the precision with which he performed the tea service and the spirit of generosity filling his studio, was a form of attention rooted in his Buddhist practice. For twenty years he had directed one of the Three Jewel Temples in the southeastern corner of the Korean peninsula, and in his retirement he remained quite vigorous. He blotted the ink, then presented the poem to me and left. I stood at the window gazing at the white blooms of cosmos, rows of persimmon trees heavy with ripening fruit, mountains shrouded in autumn rain. The monk returned with another gift: a container of black tea leaves, which he had picked and dried himself.

On the road from the hermitage we drove past a pond of lotuses—a key Buddhist symbol, the progress of the soul figured in the plant growing from the mud through the water to blossom in the sky. Enlightenment is rooted in the rank—a critical idea for Whitman, who in this section embraces his mortality with renewed force. “Life I reckon you are the leavings of many deaths,” he writes, reckoning that he himself has already died ten thousand times; salvation lies in “the black stems that decay in the muck,” in the roots and spent leaves that form the ground of our experience. Our passage through “the flexible doors” of birth presages our death, a journey that we make over and over again, as the Buddha taught. “O grass of graves”: the poem clarifies our relationship to death, enlarging our understanding of the whole.

In a Korean folklore museum, among the excavated pots and tools, the ceremonial attire of kings and queens, and the scholar’s Four Treasures (ink, stone, brush, paper), was the mummy of a child discovered in a medieval family tomb, framed by clothes belonging to his bereaved parents. They had buried them alongside the boy so that on his journey into the afterlife he would not be afraid. Think of Song of Myself as a magnificent robe, the sight of which may allay our fear of “the bitter hug of mortality.” We may even want to try it on for size.


Song of Myself—SECTION 50

There is that in me—I do not know what it is—but I know it is in me.

Wrench’d and sweaty—calm and cool then my body becomes,

I sleep—I sleep long.

I do not know it—it is without name—it is a word unsaid,

It is not in any dictionary, utterance, symbol.

Something it swings on more than the earth I swing on,

To it the creation is the friend whose embracing awakes me.

Perhaps I might tell more. Outlines! I plead for my brothers and sisters.

Do you see O my brothers and sisters?

It is not chaos or death—it is form, union, plan—it is eternal life—it is Happiness.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

As Song of Myself draws to a close, the poet is emerging from the intense imaginative journey that has taken him to the far reaches of the cosmos as well as to the inner workings of his body, has revealed to him the unity of the stars with the dung beetle—of God with the pokeweed—and has opened up to him how “a leaf of grass is no less than the journey-work of the stars.” Now, awakening from this vast vision, he is “wrench’d and sweaty,” wrung out from the effort, and he feels a bodily calm, a sleep coming on, and his powers of articulation are attenuated as he searches for the words that will summarize what his visionary journey has taught him. The sleep—the “long” sleep—that Whitman feels approaching may of course be the sleep of death, as this section picks up on the powerful evocation of death in the previous section. If so, the unspecified “it” of this section—“I do not know it—it is without name”—may be death itself, the state where language fails, the place out of which no words emanate. Or, more likely, “it” is the inexpressible something that includes and transcends death. But Whitman struggles to name it nonetheless: “it” is not tied to the earth as we are; “it” is vaster than that, a force of the universe that is experienced at the most microscopic level every bit as much as at the most macroscopic. “It” is a force that is felt in the embrace of a “friend” just as in the mutual attraction of planets and stars.

As Whitman struggles to name this force that permeates what we humans call life and death, that extends from the tiniest specks to the vastest realms, he assures us that “it is not chaos or death” but rather “form, union, plan.” He does not deny chaos and death; instead, he tells us that what appear to us to be chaos and death are just parts of a larger plan, a vast union that we may fail to see from our limited perspective. And we, the living, of any size or shape, are the “outlines” of “it”: we are the current material shapes of whatever nameless creative spirit is moving continually in and through matter and forming it into ever-shifting unions, ever-evolving plans.

And so Whitman lands on one of the most resonant American words, a word that rests mysteriously at the heart of the U.S. Declaration of Independence, where Thomas Jefferson revised John Locke’s democratic guarantee of “life, liberty, and property” to the far more evocative “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” Americans are not guaranteed happiness, only the right to pursue it, to try to define it. We should not mistake property for happiness but rather should use our life and liberty to pursue something less certain, less definable, less graspable. Happiness, after all, can come from understanding things more than it can come from owning things. And if we can sense how our lives are essential parts of the vast plan of the universe, we can rest easy in the “happiness” of knowing our place in the universal weave of existence. “Happiness,” of course, comes from roots meaning “chance” or “luck,” and Whitman understands that the formation of each and every self is purely the luck, the hap (or happening) of the endless circulation of atoms that may over time as easily be a part of a star as a part of your lip: the resultant knowledge—that we are all so intimately tied to each other and to the cosmos—can release us from fear and bathe us in something we might call, for lack of a better word, happiness.

Afterword

The fireworks were dazzling, and from a rock outcropping on a sacred mountain I saw bursts of silver and red and blue, launched from the Han River, fall over the lights of Seoul, in the shapes of spiders and palms and peonies; many seconds passed before their report arrived—a sound, as of artillery, which brought back memories of wars that I had covered, as well as a trip I had made long ago to the Demilitarized Zone between North and South Korea, where gunners on both sides of the border were firing practice rounds. But I was so tired from my travels that I could not keep my eyes open, despite the pyrotechnic spectacle; and as I drifted off to sleep the distant thudding mixed in dream with what I had heard on the hike up the mountain—voices murmuring in the dark, above the candlelit spring of the mythological Dragon King, ruler of the waters, the one responsible for floods and droughts. I could not see anyone (my guide speculated that we had chanced upon a shamanic healing ceremony), but their voices lodged in my imagination as I continued up the trail. Now I woke with a start. The sky was ablaze with signs.

Whitman sleeps and wakes in this section, conscious of something inside him—a current, a ghostly sensation, an unsaid word not found “in any dictionary, utterance, symbol”—that inspires his longing for a poetic form equal to his democratic vision, the outlines of which are all around him: in people, places, and things; in the geological and historical record; in memory and imagination. He may not know exactly what this creative spirit is, but he does know that it will keep his song alive long after he has stopped singing in the flesh.

Container, vessel, plant, magnetic field, machine: the figures for poetry are legion. Threshold and door, wave and sea, wind and light. Employing traditional and open forms, poets discern the meaning of experience, reveal structures of the mind, and suggest the beauty of the universe. “I will try,” said the American poet A. R. Ammons, “to fasten into order enlarging grasps of disorder, widening / scope”—a project worthy of Whitman, who declared in his preface to the 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass that “the known universe has one complete lover and that is the greatest poet.” He is “the equable man,” who finds in the speech and manners of common people, his brothers and sisters, an unrhymed poetry (“form, union, plan”) to balance chaos and the inescapable fact of our mortality: a vision of eternal life. This is what constitutes happiness.


Song of Myself—SECTION 51

The past and present wilt—I have fill’d them, emptied them.

And proceed to fill my next fold of the future.

Listener up there! what have you to confide to me?

Look in my face while I snuff the sidle of evening,

(Talk honestly, no one else hears you, and I stay only a minute longer.)

Do I contradict myself?

Very well then I contradict myself,

(I am large, I contain multitudes.)

I concentrate toward them that are nigh, I wait on the door-slab.

Who has done his day’s work? who will soonest be through with his supper?

Who wishes to walk with me?

Will you speak before I am gone? will you prove already too late?

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

This section contains Whitman’s plea to the reader to begin the work of responding to what the poet has proposed—to begin to argue, to talk, to co-create the poem. Some of Whitman’s most beautiful lines are here, as when he images the “past and present” as wilted plants, once alive and sentient but now withered and emptied of presence, of life. The moment of “Now” incessantly empties the past and present in order to open a new “fold of the future,” which becomes the ever-emerging moment of presence. In a later poem called “Unfolded Out of the Folds,” Whitman imagined all of life as a series of unfoldings, just as every new life and identity is “unfolded” out of “the folds of the woman.” Each and every moment is a new birth, a new world of Now unfolding before the awake senses of all those who are embodied in that moment.

As we read Whitman’s book, we are also aware of the “folds” of the pages, and as we read each one and fold it over to confront the next, we are enacting in the process of reading the continual, literal unfolding of new moments, new ideas, new encounters, new sections of the poem. So Whitman reminds us of our relationship to the book as he exclaims, “Listener up there!” It’s as if the poet, now embodied in the ink and paper, is speaking to us off the page, looking up at us as we peer down at the book. We look into the poet’s “face” by looking onto the “face” of the page itself. The poet, Whitman reminds us, is, as we encounter him, now disembodied as a physical human being and instead embodied in the pages of the book. It is we, the living readers, who now have bodies and are thus able to see and hear these words on the page that would, without us, be simply silent ink and dead paper. As we glance ahead to the final fold of this poem (only one more short section left to come), we realize that indeed the poet will “stay only a minute longer.” He will now “snuff the sidle of evening,” another beautiful image that suggests the end of a long day’s reading of Song of Myself, as the reader comes to the end of the poem just as the evening darkens to night, as the gloaming is snuffed like a flickering candle. Placing himself on the “door-slab,” awaiting anyone near enough to join him, Whitman offers a simple and effective invitation: “Who wishes to walk with me?” He encourages us to speak while we are still able.

What are arguably Whitman’s most famous lines appear here: “Do I contradict myself? / Very well then I contradict myself, / (I am large, I contain multitudes.)” Whitman is recasting one of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s central ideas: “A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines. . . . Speak what you think now in hard words, and to-morrow speak what to-morrow thinks in hard words again, though it contradict every thing you said to-day. . . . To be great is to be misunderstood.” For Whitman, as we have seen, the self is a continually evolving and expanding entity, and new experiences will always broaden and challenge and upset what a self believed earlier. We must learn to be grateful to arrive at contradictions and to cultivate a sense of a self open and aware enough to “speak against” (the root meaning of “contradict”) the self that existed yesterday. As Song of Myself has demonstrated throughout, a self that does not change is a stunted identity, dead to the transforming stimuli of the multitudinous world around us, stimuli that include the transforming words of this poem.

Afterword

The air has turned colder, and the leaves on the oaks are yellowing. A friend once showed me a maple leaf with red veins radiating from its stem, like a blush spreading across someone’s face, and said, “If you can’t write poems in autumn, you’re not a poet.” Season of contradictions: the orange blaze of pumpkins in a patch of spent stalks; a farmer sowing winter wheat; a basket of tulip bulbs ready for planting. Death and renewal: these are the double doors through which we pass again and again, according to Whitman, inscribed and inscribing.

Song of Myself begins with a declaration of equality, at the atomic level, and the poet’s pledge to “speak at every hazard,” readying us for a journey propelled by the original unchecked energy of Nature, which will carry us beyond the trappings of “Creeds and schools.” Now, as we near the end of our journey, Whitman invites us to walk with him into all the contradictions of the wider world—which contend within his own soul: the democratic imagination.

How to square two ideas—contradiction as “a lever of transcendence” (Simone Weil) and as a function of the multitudes contained within each individual? Both are true, Whitman would argue: the self, like democracy, is inherently contradictory, since it is made up of the dreams and ideas and passions of everyone who has ever lived, our bodies and souls being a compound of men and women, hunters and gatherers, slaves and slave masters, the brilliant and the cruel, the living and the dead, all jostling for our attention. Their voices—contradictory, inspiring, buried sometimes so deep in our imagination that they remain muffled—can be a source of transcendent meaning, providing that we obey our better angels. Czeslaw Milosz warns poets to “hope / that good spirits, not evil ones, choose us for their instrument.” What pain those voices clamoring inside us can cause! My heart tells me to do one thing, my head, another, as the song goes.

To counter death, the poet must find a form capacious enough to embody the essential contradiction of life: that from the moment of birth we begin to die. This terrifying fact is for Whitman a form of saving knowledge—a blessing bestowed anew by his spiritual descendant, A. R. Ammons, whose most famous poem, “Cor-sons Inlet,” concludes with the fourfold realization that “Scope eludes my grasp, that there is no finality of vision, / that I have perceived nothing completely, / that tomorrow a new walk is a new walk.”

Shall we go for a walk? Here are the lights of the city in which we first strolled together, here is the river where the boats rocked in the dark water, and here you are in all your finery.


Song of Myself—SECTION 52

The spotted hawk swoops by and accuses me, he complains of my gab and my loitering.

I too am not a bit tamed, I too am untranslatable,

I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world.

The last scud of day holds back for me,

It flings my likeness after the rest and true as any on the shadow’d wilds,

It coaxes me to the vapor and the dusk.

I depart as air, I shake my white locks at the runaway sun,

I effuse my flesh in eddies, and drift it in lacy jags.

I bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love,

If you want me again look for me under your boot-soles.

You will hardly know who I am or what I mean,

But I shall be good health to you nevertheless,

And filter and fibre your blood.

Failing to fetch me at first keep encouraged,

Missing me one place search another,

I stop somewhere waiting for you.

.   .   .

Critical Commentary

So, here at the end, how does the poet extract himself from this poem that we have been immersed in for hours, days, months, years? How does Whitman say goodbye? As we might expect, he pulls off one of the great disappearing acts in all of literature: he begins, before our eyes, to “depart as air,” to be coaxed “to the vapor and the dusk,” to “effuse” his flesh “in eddies,” and generally to dissipate into the landscape, where we will find him nowhere and everywhere, growing from the grass he loves, composted into the dirt beneath our “boot-soles.” Every atom belonging to him now as well belongs to us and to the living world around us. He is part hawk, yawping his untranslatable yawp “over the roofs of the world”; he is part of the quickly passing clouds (the “scud”), part of the shadows—part of our very bodies, filtering and giving fiber to our blood. (Where, after all, does our body come from? It is, the poet reminds us here once again, a continually changing organization of materials from the far reaches of the earth, from the far reaches of the cosmos.) So we experience one final Whitmanian catalogue, as “I” cascades down the left margin of the page, each time dissolving into the “untranslatable” materials of the world—the air, the sun, the eddies, the “jags,” the dirt, the grass, and finally the “you” that the poem leaves us with.

As “untranslatable” as the hawk’s cry, Whitman’s “barbaric yawp” leaves us with an echo in the air, with a fading twilight, and with grass under our feet. The poet seems to be taunting future translators, who quickly discover the impossibility of moving into another language the vast and intricate web of images and words that is Song of Myself. But when Whitman says “I too am untranslatable,” he is also thinking about how the “I,” the self, is finally not translatable from one set of materials to another (“translate,” in its roots, means to carry over from one state to another). As the body decomposes, the self dissipates along with it, all its memories and ideas and thoughts effusing and departing like the materials of the body that gave the self identity; our sights and hearings and touches all vaporize back into the things that generated those sights and sounds and touch—effusing, pouring out, into the world from which they derived, released from the eyes and ears and brain and fingertips, from the bodily network of nerves (what Whitman elsewhere calls “the body electric”) that gives us (or gave us) what we experience as “identity.”

Meanwhile, Whitman—while he was alive and embodied—discovered he could “drift” himself into the “lacy jags” of print (in another poem, Whitman called printed words “those upright lines,” “those curves, angles, dots”), leaving behind this poem, with its curled and jagged letters forming words, forming ideas, forming images. His poem, then, has become another kind of embodiment, the body of work that Whitman has left us, has poured himself into, and that now, at the end, always pauses, waiting for us. Without us, it is just a mass of silent lacy jags and dots and curves, but with us (presently embodied humans), those jots and inked letters become voiced, alive again. Just as Whitman’s body is now recycled into endless other bodies—of plants, of people, of animals, of air and soil—so his words are recycled by an endless stream of readers into continually fresh illumination. The poet’s decayed body grew into leaves of grass, and his left-behind words grew into Leaves of Grass. His “I,” at the very end, is given over entirely to “you,” to make of it what you will.

Afterword

Another constitutional crisis (with the requisite government shutdown) has passed, and Effigy Mounds National Monument, in northeastern Iowa, has reopened. A guide recites a history of the Native Americans who lived along the Upper Mississippi River: how they hunted and fished, gathered berries and nuts, fashioned tools, sang and danced. In the woods and on the bluff are hundreds of mounds, some in the shapes of birds and bears, others rising from the ground in domes, long straight lines, or a combination of the two—a visible record of ten thousand or more years of human habitation of this land. Indians built these mounds to bury their dead, appease the spirits, and maintain harmony with the earth, river, and sky. Inexplicably, they stopped mound building sometime in the fourteenth century. Perhaps new tribes moved into the area, with different ideas about how to celebrate the lives of those who had passed on, ward off catastrophe, and keep the peace. No one can say for sure.

I am walking this sacred ground with poets and writers from around the world, discussing the spirit of the place, the history of human migration, the civil war in Syria, the short stories of Alice Munro, a first novel accepted for publication, the clouds building to the west, a barge on the river: call it the literary “blab of the pave.” I have in mind a map tracing the routes by which men and women left their homes in Africa to settle Europe and Asia, Australia and the Americas, bearing their stories, songs, and rituals to the distant reaches of the earth, binding us together in a web of connections—artistic, cultural, and social, not to mention the very physical makeup of our bodies. These intrepid spirits are part of who I am, carried in my genes, in the pleas and petitions that I make to God and the beloved, in the trees, river, and sky that inform my walk in the sun. My foot lodges in a hole covered by leaves, near a burial mound, and it occurs to me that I may have twisted my knee here long ago. Maybe the consequences were dire then. Did my comrades leave me behind for the start of the hunt? Did they bury me with a bird-boned awl?

These reflections, these improvisations on the origins of American poetry, have but one design: to draw you closer to me, not in “the bitter hug of mortality” but mindful of Whitman’s belief that death unites us, just as we are united on this page, however briefly. This journey does not end. I too will “stop somewhere waiting for you.”


A Selected Bibliography of Readings of Song of Myself
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