Walt Whitman
(1819-1892)

ess than a hundred years after the United

States was founded, the new nation found
its voice in a poet who spoke to all the world.
His name was Walt Whitman, and he struck a
note in literature that was as forthright, as orig-
inal, and as deeply charged with democracy’s
energies as the land that produced him.

Student of the World

Whitman was born on May 31, 1819, to parents
of Dutch and English descent. They kept a farm
in West Hills, Long Island, in what is today the
town of Huntington. His father’s ancestors had
come from England only twenty years after the
landing of the Mayflower and had settled in Con-
necticut. On his mother’s side, his ancestors
were among the early immigrants from Holland
who settled on Manhattan Island and along the
Hudson River. Whitman and his seven brothers
and sisters were able to assume their essential
American-ness with an uncommon confidence.
They knew their American grandparents, and
they grew up in circumstances that allowed
them both the communal experience of coun-
try life and the experience of Brooklyn, a new
city on its way to becoming a metropolis.

Here young Walter went to school until he
was eleven. He then worked as an office clerk
and printer’s assistant, and for a time he taught
school. On weekends spent along the beaches
and in the woods of Long Island, Whitman
read Sir Walter Scott, the Bible, Shakespeare,
Homer, Dante, and ancient Hindu poetry.

He never became a scholar; he never went
to college.

Before Whitman was twenty, his feeling for
the written word and his fascination with the
boomtown atmosphere of Brooklyn led him
into journalism. After ten years of this, he took
a kind of working vacation—a difficult overland
trip by train, horse-drawn coach, and riverboat
to New Orleans. There he put his journalistic
talent to work for the Crescent and his own
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talent for observation to work for himself.
After a few months, he returned to New York
by way of the Great Lakes and a side trip to
Niagara Falls. By this time Whitman had added
to his limited sense of America the experience
of a wilderness surrendering its vastness to civi-
lization. He also had become acquainted with
the entirely alien culture that French Catholic
New Orleans represented to him.

Back in Brooklyn, Whitman accepted an offer
to become editor of the Brooklyn Freeman. For
the next six or seven years, he supplemented
his income as a part-time carpenter and building
contractor. All this while, he was keeping note-
books and quietly putting together the sprawl-
ing collection of poems that would transform
his life and change the course of American
literature. ’

The Making of a Masterpiece

In 1855, Whitman published his collection at his
own expense under the title Leaves of Grass.
Since the book was too boldly new and strange
to win the attention of reviewers or readers
who had fixed ideas about poetry, its publica-
tion went all but unnoticed. To stir up interest
in the book, he sent samples to people whose
endorsement he thought might be useful. One
of these samples reached Ralph Waldo Emer-
son, who at once wrote to Whitman the most
important letter Whitman would ever receive:

Concord, Massachusetts, 21 July, 1855

.Dear Sir—I am not blind to the worth of the
wonderful gift of Leaves of Grass. | find it the
most extraordinary piece of wit and wisdom
that America has yet contributed. | am very
happy in reading it, as great power makes us
happy. It meets the demand | am always mak-
ing of what seemed the sterile and stingy Na-
ture, as if too much handiwork, or too much
lymph in the temperament, were making our
Western wits fat and mean.

| give you joy of your free and brave
thought. | have great joy in it. | find incompa-
rable things said incomparably well, as they
must be. | find the courage of treatment
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which so delights us, and which large percep-
tion only can inspire.
| greet you at the beginning of a great ca-
, reer, which yet must have had a long fore-
’ ground somewhere, for such a start. |
| rubbed my eyes a little, to see if this sun-
beam were no illusion; but the solid sense of
‘g the book is a sober certainty. It has the best
T merits, namely, of fortifying and encouraging.
| did not know until | last night saw the
book advertised in a newspaper that | could
trust the name as real and available for a
post-office. | wish to see my benefactor, and
1 have felt much like striking my tasks and visit-
ing New York to pay you my respects.

| R. W. Emerson

The “long foreground” of which Emerson
wrote had not been the careful, confident pe-
riod of preparation to which many poets devote
themselves before they are ready to publish. In-
stead, it had been a precarious existence. Jour-
nalism had kept Whitman going financially, but
not even the editorials he wrote for the Brook-
lyn Eagle had brought him distinction. On the
surface, at least, his “long foreground” of
preparation had been a mixture of hack
work and jack-of-all-trades ingenuity.

By the time he was ready to declare
himself a poet and to publish the first
- version of his book, Walt Whitman was
_ unique. Leaves of Grass is a masterpiece
that Whitman was to expand and revise
 through many editions. Its process of growth
did not end until the ninth, “deathbed” edition
Was published in 1891, thirty-six years after its
first appearance. It is a spiritual autobiography
that tells the story of an enchanted observer
Who says who he is at every opportunity and
claims what he loves by naming it. “Camerado,”

Wrote, “this is no book / Who touches this
uches a man?’

the Crowd, but Not of It

s figure we know today as Walt Whitman
*as conceived and created by the poet himself.
itman endorsed his “image” and sold it to

the public with a promoter’s skill worthy of
P. T. Barnum, the great show manager of the
nineteenth century. At first glance that figure is
a bundle of contradictions. Whitman seems to
have had the theatrical flair of a con artist and
the selfless dignity of a saint; the sensibility of an
artist and the carefree spirit of a hobo; the blus-
tery egotism of a braggart and the demure shy-
ness of a shrinking violet. On second glance
these contradictions disap-

pear: Walt Whitman
was every-
thing he
seemed to

be. The figure
he so carefully
crafted and put
on display was
not a surrogate,
but the man
himself.

Courtesy of Ohio
Wesleyan University,
Bayley-Whitman
Collection,
Delaware, Ohio.
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~ “One would see him afar off,” wrote the
great naturalist John Burroughs, “in the crowd
but not of it—a large, slow-moving figure, clad
ini gray, with broad-brimmed hat and gray
beard—or, quite as frequently, on the front
platform of the street horse-cars with the
driver. . . . Whitman was of large mold in every
way, and of bold, far-reaching schemes, and is
very sure to fare better at the hands of large
men than of small. The first and last impression
which his personal presence always made upon-
one was of a nature wonderfully gentle, tender,
and benignant. . . . | was impressed by the fine
grain and clean, fresh quality of the man. ... He
always had the look of a man who had just
taken a bath”

If there is a side of Whitman that today we
would associate with “image building,” or self-
promotion, there is nothing in his poetry to
suggest that it was anything but the product of
the kind of genius that permanently changes the
history of art. He modified standard, “King's
English” diction and abandoned traditional
rhyme schemes and formal meters in favor of
the rhythms and speech patterns of free verse.

Everything Under the Sun

The result was poetry that could sing and speak
of everything under the sun. Its sweep was easy
and its range was broad. Suddenly, poetry was
no longer a matter of organized word struc-
tures that neatly clicked shut at the last line;
instead, it was a series of

open-ended units of
rhythm that flowed one
into the other and de-
manded to be read in
their totality.

“Whitran throws his
chunky language at the

reader;’ writes the critic
Paul Zweig. “He cajoles and thunders; he
chants, celebrates, chuckles, and caresses. He
spills from his capacious American soul every
dreg of un-Englishness, every street sound
thumbing its nose at traditional subject matter

and tone. Here is Samson pulling the house of lit-
erature down around his ears, yet singing in the
ruins.’

Walt Whitman had invented a way of writing
poetry that perfectly accommodated his way of
seeing. His form is loose enough to allow for
long lists and catalogs abundant in detail; it is also
flexible enough to include delicate moments of
lyricism as well as stretches of blustering oratory.
This form served Whitman as observer and
prophet—as a private man tending the wounded

"in the hospital wards of the Civil War, and as the

public man who gave voice to the grief of a na-
tion in his great elegy for the slain Abraham
Lincoln, “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard
Bloom'd.”

An American Epic

When Whitman died in 1892, he had met a great
personal goal. He had enlarged the possibilities
of American poetry to include the lyricism of
simple speech and the grand design of the epic.

How is Leaves of Grass like an epic? Who is its
hero? What is its action? The hero is the poet,
and he is a hero not of the ancient past but of
the future. As in all epics, the action takes the
form of a journey. In Leaves of Grass, the journey
is the one the speaker takes as he becomes a
poet:

| am the poet of the Body and | am the poet of
the Soul . ..

| am the poet of the woman the same as the
man ...

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

By the end of his epic journey, which even takes
him down into a kind of hell, the poet has also
been transformed. The “I"” has become identified
with every element in the universe and has been
reborn as something divine. The poet has be-
come the saving force that Whitman believed
was the true role of the American poet.

Nothing quite like it had ever been done in
America before.
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