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GAY WILSON ALLEN, 1903-1995

Gay Wilson Allen died while this book was in press.

The contributors to Walt Whitman and the World join me
in dedicating this, his last book, to him. For half a century,
he towered above the field of Whitman studies and was a
friend and mentor to hundreds of scholars worldwide.

His generosity of spirit was legendary. He will be missed.

He had been anxious to see this book appear; it was his
labor of love during his final years. Well, Gay, now that
you’ve set out on your cosmic journey, the ultimate open
road, here it is. This book is not only by you, it’s for you.
Allons!

Ed Folsom

August 7, 1995
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ED FOLSOM & GAY WILSON ALLEN
Introduction: “Salut au Monde!”

If it hadn’t been for Emerson’s electrifying letter greeting
Whitman at “the beginning of a great career,” the first edition of Leaves of Grass,
published in 1855, would have been a total failure; few copies were sold, and
Emerson and Whitman seemed about the only people who recognized much
promise in it. Undaunted, Whitman published an expanded second edition in
1856, in which he included a visionary poem (then called “Poem of Salutation,”
later to become “Salut au Monde!”) containing this prophetic exclamation:

My spirit has pass’d in compassion and determination around the whole earth,
I have look’d for equals and lovers and found them ready for me in all lands,
I think some divine rapport has equalized me with them. (LG, 148)

He boasted that this new edition would sell several thousand copies, but it turned
out to be an even greater failure than the first. What we now see as prophecy ap-
peared in 1856 as nothing more than boastful fantasy, for it would be many years
before Whitman would become known in other lands. Throughout his life,
though, he would maintain this international dream; in 1881, while expressing
hope that a projected Russian translation of Leaves would soon become a reality,
he noted:
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As my dearest dream is for an internationality of poems and poets, binding the
lands of the earth closer than all treaties and diplomacy — As the purpose be-
neath the rest in my book is such hearty comradeship, for individuals to begin
with, and for all the nations of the earth as a result— how happy I should be to
get the hearing and emotional contact of the great Russian peoples.!

Eventually Whitman would find “equals and lovers” quite literally around the
world, a true “internationality” of “hearty comradeship.” Today, complete trans-
lations of Leaves of Grass have been published in France, Germany, Spain, Italy,
Japan, and China, and selections of Whitman’s poetry have appeared in every ma-
jor language except Arabic. Scores of biographical and critical books on Whitman
have been published on every continent.

This book sets out to trace some of the ways Whitman has been absorbed into
cultures from around the world for more than a century. From nation to nation,
Whitman’s poetry and prose have generated a wide variety of aesthetic, political,
and religious responses. Since no American writer has been more influential in
more nations than Whitman, the materials in this book demonstrate some im-
portant ways that American culture, as articulated in Whitman’s work, has helped
redefine older and more established national traditions and how it has helped
emerging nations define themselves. These materials also show how various na-
tional cultures have reconstructed Whitman in order to make him fit their native
patterns. This book presents and examines, then, some radically realigned ver-
sions of Whitman, as his writing— translated into other languages and absorbed
into other traditions — undertakes a different kind of cultural work than it per-
forms in the United States.

To accomplish this overview of responses, we organized an international group
of writers and scholars, each with expertise in both Whitman and the culture
about which they write. This group of distinguished scholars corresponded with
each other and eventually met in Iowa City in 1992 to discuss the project in detail;
their collaboration has resulted in one of the first sustained explorations of a ma-
jor American writer’s influence on world literature. Our goal has been to bring to-
gether the most illuminating responses to Whitman from every culture in which
we could identify significant work on Whitman. The book is organized in sec-
tions, each one offering a careful analysis of the ways that Whitman has been ab-
sorbed into a particular culture and then offering selections from writings about
Whitman by poets and critics from that culture.

The size and detail of each section of this book reflect the range and depth of
the particular national response to Whitman. For cultures that have long and
manifold responses to Leaves of Grass, like Great Britain, we have chosen to pre-
sent brief excerpts from a large number of respondents, indicating the wealth of
materials available. Where particular essays have had a dramatic impact on
Whitman’s reputation in a given culture, as José Marti’s did in Spanish-speaking
countries or as Ferdinand Freiligrath’s and Johannes Schlaf’s did in Germany, we
have devoted more space to those individual responses. In countries where the re-
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sponse to Whitman has so far been fragmentary but still noteworthy, we offer only
a historical and critical overview, with few or no selections. Selected bibliogra-
phies at the back of the volume list major translations and key critical writings.

This book began as an updating of Gay Wilson Allen’s Walt Whitman Abroad
(1955), but it quickly turned into a project that involved reconceptualizing and
vastly revising the earlier work. While we reprint some pieces that appeared in
Walt Whitman Abroad, much of the material is new, and the overviews have been
completely rewritten to reflect the overwhelming changes of the past forty
years — changes both in the cultures represented and in their views of Whitman.
Walt Whitman Abroad contained no section on Great Britain, since at that time
Harold Blodgett’s Walt Whitman in England (1934) still seemed to cover the
ground adequately. Blodgett’s study now needs to be supplemented, however, and
we are pleased to present M. Wynn Thomas’s up-to-date overview of Whitman in
the British Isles. Walt Whitman Abroad also did not include any of the poems that
poets from around the world have addressed to Whitman over the past century. In
1981, in Walt Whitman: The Measure of His Song, Jim Perlman, Ed Folsom, and
Dan Campion collected many of the poems that demonstrated how poets from
Whitman’s time to the present have continued to engage in a dialogue with
Whitman, literally “talking back” to him just as he talked forward to “Poets to
Come.” This ongoing poetic dialogue with Whitman was not limited to American
poets, and in this book we present a selection of poems, many appearing for the
first time in English translation, that demonstrates just how remarkably interna-
tional the “talking back” to Whitman has been.

We had hoped to present a study of Whitman in African nations, but that im-
portant topic remains to be done. Certainly Whitman has generated African re-
sponses, from white South Africans like Jan Christiaan Smuts, a former prime
minister who wrote one of the earliest critical studies of Whitman, and novelist
Alan Paton, to important black writers like Ngugi wa T hiongo, who has used
Whitman’s poetry as epigraphs for his novels, and Syl Cheney-Coker, a Sierra
Leone poet who has written Whitman-inspired poems, including his own
“Children of Adam.” But the responses have yet to be gathered, studied, and
sorted according to the multitude of national and tribal traditions in Africa. This
important project awaits a generation of critics to come.

From the 1860s to the present, Whitman’s poetry has been remarkably influen-
tial in an international context. Before he was widely viewed as a significant writer
in the United States, Whitman was already taken seriously by readers in many
countries as an author who carefully and imaginatively defined the problematics
of democracy. Until well into the twentieth century, in fact, he was more highly re-
garded and more widely read in several European countries than he was in the
United States. His international impact has continued to grow throughout this
century, and he has helped generations of writers — in Europe, Latin America, the
Indian subcontinent, and emerging African nations— to formulate and challenge
democratic assumptions and attitudes. As Gay Wilson Allen noted in his preface
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to Walt Whitman Abroad, “Time after time the critics in other lands have seen in
Whitman’s crudities— or fancied crudities— the awkwardness of a young na-
tion, an immature giant which has not yet learned its own strength.” Allen sug-
gested that “these foreign critics of Whitman may help Americans to understand
themselves [and] to understand the misconceptions about themselves that they
must overcome.” 2 :

Now, forty years later, the United States perhaps seems less of an “immature
giant,” but the culture clearly remains just as much in need of help in defining it-
self. Critics and poets from other cultures still turn to Whitman for the materials
out of which they define the United States. Huck Gutman has observed, in the in-
troduction to a recent collection of essays investigating international perspectives
on American literature, that the great value of such a global view “is the manner
in which the study and reception of American literature reveals national identity.
When one culture abuts another, the way in which one encounters or assimilates
the other is defining in special ways.”

Gutman’s collection (in which Whitman is notably absent) sets out to provide
“a sense of just how thoroughly — or partially — American culture has penetrated
other cultures, and with what sort of impact.”* Walt Whitman and the World pro-
vides a case study of how one of the best-known representatives of American cul-
ture has carried his democratic message into an array of other cultures and how
those cultures have responded to that message.

Questions concerning the nature of a democratic political system, a demo-
cratic art, a democratic sexuality, and a democratic religion are central concerns
of Whitman’s, and they have been key components of countless international re-
sponses to Whitman. His impact was felt in the Soviet Union, where he was read
as a kind of socialist prophet (it will be interesting to see just where and how he
continues to be read in the myriad countries emerging from the collapse of the
USSR), and it is beginning to be felt in China, where a full translation of Leaves of
Grass is now available (after having been delayed by Chinese authorities for fear of
the impact it might have had during the Tiananmen Square student democratic
uprisings a few years ago). It is no accident that Whitman’s influence has been
most dramatically apparent in countries that are in the midst of democratic revo-
lutions and deep social change. Whitman’s poetry has in the last few years been
translated into Slovenian and Serbo-Croatian and was published in Yugoslavia
just before that country disintegrated into ethnic states, and the first major edi-
tion of his prose work to appear in East Germany was published less than five
years before the Berlin Wall came down.

From early on, Whitman has been read in other cultures as a poet of revo-
lution, and his influence has been notably cross-cultural, as writers from one
nationality export or import him with ease into another. One of the earliest critics
to become interested in Whitman was the German poet Ferdinand Freiligrath,
who published an essay on Whitman in 1868; he first encountered Whitman’s
works while he was living in England as an exile because of his rebellion against
political tyranny in Germany. Several radicals in Britain had recently discovered
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Whitman (he was embraced there mostly by liberals, militant democrats, and
proto-socialists), and it was their discussion of him in periodicals that attracted
Freiligrath’s attention. In 1871 Algernon Swinburne addressed a poem to Whit-
man, celebrating him as a prophet of liberty, a “strong-winged soul with pro-
phetic lips hot with the blood-beats of song” (Swinburne would eventually
include this poem in his Songs Before Sunrise, a book dedicated to Giuseppe
Mazzini, leader of a revolution in Italy), and in 1878 Edward Dowden hailed the
American poet as the “poet of democracy.” Some Chinese poets came to know
Whitman first while living in exile in France, and the German Erich Arendt
engaged Whitman’s work while exiled in Latin America. Wherever he was first
encountered, and in whatever language, his writings usually seemed to speak
democratic revolution.

Actually, Whitman wrote very few poems about political revolution, though
his 1855 edition did contain two: a satirical poem later entitled “A Boston Ballad”
and another that lamented and celebrated the failed revolts in various European
countries in 1848—49 (later entitled “Europe, the 72nd and 73d Years of These
States”). His “Europe” poem offered both consolation and prophecy: “Not a grave
of the murder’d for freedom but grows seed for freedom, in its turn to bear seed,
/ Which the winds carry afar and re-sow, and the rains and the snows nourish”
(LG, 268). Such sentiments appealed to some of the young Russian poets and
journalists during the abortive Russian revolt in 1905 and again, more widely, dur-
ing the Bolshevik revolution of 1917. Earlier, a Russian journalist named V. Popov
had called Whitman “the spirit of revolt,” the champion of all those oppressed by
tyranny: this was the Whitman who appealed to the Bolsheviks, who distributed
translations of his poems in military camps.

But Whitman was not read only for his revolutionary political impulses.
Others turned to him for what he could teach them about poetry or about them-
selves: Franz Kafka, for example, found him “among the greatest formal innova-
tors in the modern lyric,” and in Portugal Fernando Pessoa celebrated Whitman’s
“wild and gentle brotherhood with everything,” finding in the American poet
wonderfully incongruous personalities that opened up new possibilities for sub-
jectivity. Whitman’s ability to reconcile contradictions, to resist the valorization
of soul over body, has led many Indian writers to hear ancient Hindu voices at the
heart of Whitman’s poetry.

Whatever his sources, the remarkable thing about Whitman’s appeal to his
readers is that everyone seems to find in his poetry what she or he wants and
needs. So the Russians, unhappy under their czar, perceived in Whitman’s poems
“the spirit of revolt and pride,” while later Soviet Communists admired the way
he “defines the solidarity of interests of working people . . . and foretells the ad-
vent of brotherhood of all nations.” In France he was admired early in the twenti-
eth century by the Symbolists and a few years later by the pan-social Unanimists,
while still others, like André Gide, found fellowship in Whitman the homosexual.
During the first Whitman cult in Germany, he was admired for his cosmic world
outlook and was compared to Beethoven and Bismarck; during World War 1,
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German soldiers were attracted by Drum-Taps and carried translations of his po-
ems in the trenches; after the war, the German labor press discovered Whitman
and used him for their propaganda; in 1922 Thomas Mann, in his famous “Von
Deutscher Republik” speech, praised Whitman and Novalis as archetypes of
American democracy and German humanity. Once we begin to trace the fertile
and shifting responses, the examples proliferate; this book provides an abundance
of materials out of which illuminating new international influence studies can be
constructed.

In a surprisingly large number of nations, then, important writers have re-
sponded in significant ways to Whitman — ways that help define the intersections
between American culture and other cultures, ways that help define the varied
possibilities for the construction of democracies, and ways that help define an
emerging international culture. Jorge Luis Borges said that Whitman “wrote his
rhapsodies in the role of an imaginary self, formed partly of himself, partly of each
of his readers.” This is why so many readers find not only Whitman but also
themselves in his poems, and it is why so many nations find in his work aspects of
and challenges to their own cultures. No other poet in English since Shakespeare
has appealed to so many people in so many places in so many ways.

In the United States, during this century, an awareness of Whitman’s interna-
tional influence has slowly evolved. Even in Whitman’s own lifetime, the poet’s
disciples were actively involved in gathering and responding to essays on the poet
published in European countries, and Whitman’s follower Horace Traubel used
his wide association of socialist contacts to form an International Walt Whitman
Fellowship. As Whitman scholarship developed in the twentieth century, how-
ever, most American critics lost touch with the developing foreign reputation of
Whitman and instead turned their attention to Whitman’s American connections
and to his native roots. During the era of New Criticism, with its insistence on
viewing poetic texts as self-enclosed art objects, Whitman’s poetry came to seem
both loosely symbolic and embarrassingly nationalistic.

Meanwhile, Whitman’s reputation in other countries was developing along
quite different lines, lines that were invisible to most American scholars until Gay
Wilson Allen’s Walt Whitman Handbook was published in 1946. Allen devoted a
chapter to Walt Whitman and world literature, and he developed his analysis in
Walt Whitman Abroad, which offered the first gathering of international re-
sponses. In 1955 that book came as something of a shock to scholars who had
learned to view Whitman in more insular ways. Books gradually began to appear
that viewed Whitman in particular cultural contexts: Harold Blodgett had already
written on Whitman in England, as had Fernando Alegria on Whitman in
Hispanoamerica; soon, V. K. Chari would write on Whitman and Indian tradi-
tions; later, Betsy Erkkila on Whitman among the French; and most recently,
Walter Griinzweig on Whitman in German-speaking cultures. Essays appeared
tracing Whitman’s influence on countries as diverse as Russia, Brazil, Israel,
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China, and Finland. It became clear that a multinational and quite diverse re-
sponse to Whitman had been forming for more than a century, but, while indi-
vidual pockets were known, there had been no attempt to assess the full range of
responses.

The ways that a writer of one nationality begins to influence writers of another
nationality—and then becomes more generally absorbed into the culture—are
obviously complex. When language barriers exist, the patterns of influence be-
come even more difficult to trace, especially in the case of poetry, where the radi-
cal and innovative use of language embeds the text even more firmly in the origi-
nating culture. Usually some significant translation of the author’s work into the
host country’s language is the first step in developing international influence, and
that is generally followed by critical responses to the work in translation. This
book takes the next step, translating this international critical response to
Whitman back into English and investigating the nature of the response, so that
the international reaction can in turn begin to have an impact on Americans’
comprehension of Whitman’s importance. Walt Whitman and the World com-
pletes the circle, allowing the insights that have been gained by reading Whitman
in other cultural contexts to impinge on the rather provincial understanding of
Whitman held by many American readers and writers, who tend still to view him
only in an American context and who tend to be oblivious to the variety of ways
that Whitman has been construed for the purposes and needs of other cultures.

One of the most persistent concerns about the field of American Studies and
American Literature in the past half century has been its provincialism, its insis-
tence that American literature can only be understood in national terms, in rela-
tion to the opening of the American West, in relation to the Civil War, in relation
to the search for a distinctly American literature. Such approaches to American
literature were necessary to offset the earlier perception of the nation’s writing as
simply a subset of British literature, a colonial literature best read in the context of
and judged in relation to the tradition of English literature in the old country. But
the work of defining the national origins and goals of American literature is
largely complete, and more recent concerns in the field now call for a wider un-
derstanding of the multicultural forces that have combined to form what we call
“American” literature: Spanish influences, Japanese and Chinese contributions,
Amerindian influences, African influences. It is vital to see the melding of various
ethnic traditions that form American literature, and such a melding was exactly
what Whitman celebrated about his country’s emerging literary and political tra-
ditions. He saw a time when democratic literature would transcend national
boundaries, and he did his best to encourage an international reaction to his
work, to generate a debate on the nature of democratic literature that would even-
tually produce poets from around the world who would carry on and refine the
project he began.

But even Whitman would have been startled by the variety of reactions to his
work and by the multitude of ways that his call for a democratic literature has
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been heard. The tracking of this international response, then, is one way that
American literature can be conceptualized outside of national boundaries and
outside of “English” influences and reactions. This book internationalizes our
perception of American literature by demonstrating how various cultures appro-
priate an American writer who ceases to sound quite so narrowly “American” as
soon as he is read into another culture’s traditions.

Those readers interested primarily in American literature will find this study
yielding fascinating insights into and responses to American cultural concerns
and will discover how differently American literary traditions appear to those who
are more distant from the localized historical, political, and economic factors that
surrounded nineteenth-century writers. We have set out to challenge narrow na-
tionalistic views of American authors by placing America’s most important poet
clearly and fully in a remarkably wide international context and by assessing the
ways that other cultures have adapted an important American writer for their
own political, artistic, and religious needs.

Those readers interested in reception theory and those interested in the prob-
lematics of translation will find here a detailed case study of the multicultural re-
ception of a major figure. If, as is often claimed, poetry is what is lost in transla-
tion, this book demonstrates just what new poetry emerges in the act of
translation itself, so that often it is not Whitman who influences another culture
so much as Whitman-as-rendered-by a particularly influential translator (as was
the case with Ferdinand Freiligrath and Johannes Schlaf in German-speaking
cultures).

No poet has generated more responses from other writers than Whitman has.
Authors from around the world have written poems and essays and books that di-
rectly respond to questions that Whitman raised; they literally talk back to him,
across time, across cultures, across languages. Whitman always addressed his
work to “poets to come,” and those later writers have taken up his challenge by ar-
guing with him, adapting his innovations, realigning his sympathies, and devel-
oping his insights. This gathering of a wide array of international responses forms
a tapestry that reveals for the first time the overall patterns of the century-long re-
sponse to Whitman, a pattern that has much to do with the way democratic
ideals, democratic attitudes, and democratic institutions are perceived around the
world. It should be emphasized that, while the nature of democracy and of demo-
cratic art is at the heart of Whitman’s influence, the patterns of his reception in
other cultures are complex and far from jingoistic. There is little evidence of any
such phenomenon as Whitman/America conquering the world in the name of
democracy. Instead, there are complex weaves of influence, resistance, realign-
ment, and application —a kind of resistant “talking back” to Whitman by other
cultures, a dialogue that challenges as much as it affirms.

Whitman thus enters each culture as a singular figure; his views of democracy
and of democratic art are distinctly reconfigured by every culture he enters. The
act of translation itself alters his poetry and makes it conform in ways it otherwise
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would not to the traditions and tones of the receiving nation. His free verse
forms— connected as intimately as they are to American speech rhythms, orator-
ical styles, and colloquial diction —are difficult to reproduce in other languages;
in some cases, simply to be able to reproduce his work as something that would be
perceived as poetry by readers in the host culture, translators have reformed his
free verse style into patterned and rhymed verse. Moreover, each translated ver-
sion of his work is produced with specific motivations and is read in specific con-
texts, so certain elements of Whitman’s work are emphasized, others silenced.
Whitman thus enters Indian culture as a western version of a Hindu prophet, and
his work is perceived as endorsing a democracy of the spirit, while his poems are
read as a kind of yoga discipline. This version of Whitman is very different from
the political revolutionary, often seen as a prophet of socialism, that defined the
Whitman who entered the cultures of many European nations in the late nine-
teenth century. And, in turn, that radical version of Whitman contrasts the polit-
ically conservative apologist for American imperialism that was the Whitman of-
ten perceived (and resisted) in Latin American cultures. But even such rough
generalizations do a disservice to the complex dynamics that generate each na-
tional version of Whitman, where he is finally far from a simplistic construct but
rather emerges as a figure who incorporates many and often conflicting strands of
any given culture’s concerns and obsessions. This text contains many possibilities
for understanding Whitman, gathered from many different times and places. Out
of these possibilities, the reader is invited to construct not only a new understand-
ing of Walt Whitman but also a new understanding of how national literatures
might function in a dawning era of internationalism.

As this book was being prepared for press, international events continued to
remind us how fluid and unstable many national identities are. With the breakup
of the Soviet Union and the dismantling of Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia, stud-
ies of Whitman’s international influence echo the increasing fragmentation.
What formerly seemed like relatively simple absorptions of Whitman into a single
nationality now reveal themselves to be much more complex and multiple pat-
terns of influence. We have tried to trace some of these emerging new patterns, es-
pecially in the former country of Yugoslavia, where Whitman’s entry had several
distinct sources in Slovenian, Croatian, and Serbian traditions. With the swift
changes in national boundaries and the resurgence of long-repressed ethnic
affinities, it becomes clear that any book like this one can only be a snapshot of the
current state of an ongoing process. Whitman continues to be an active agent in
cultures that are themselves undergoing unpredictable changes. Joking about the
bewildering array of photographs of himself that he kept encountering, Whitman
once said, “I meet new Walt Whitmans every day. There are a dozen of me
afloat.”* He would no doubt feel the same way were he able to see the versions of
Walt Whitman that continue to emerge in cultures around the world: year after
year in country after country, there are new Whitmans afloat.
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M. WYNN THOMAS

Whitman in the British Isles

“Those blessed gales from the British Isles probably (certainly)
saved me. . . . That emotional, audacious, open-handed, friendly-mouthed, just-
opportune English action, I say, plucked me like a brand from the burning, and
gave me life again. . . . I do not forget it, and I shall never forget it.” ! Whitman’s ef-
fusively favorable view of his standing in Britain has not been fully endorsed by
scholars, who point to the distinctly stormy reception accorded Leaves of Grass by
an outraged cultural establishment, from the hostile early Critic review onward
(see selection 2). But as the excited response of the elderly Charles Ollier, onetime
friend of Shelley, shows (see selection 1), the book—and its author — did appeal
immensely to those writers and intellectuals who belonged to the radical subcul-
ture of Victorian Britain.2 To such progressives, his blatant Americanness was im-
portant, since it confirmed his status as prophet of the social and political future,
but they also saw him as the heir to a distinguished British and European tradition
of libertarianism, represented in literature by figures such as Burns, Blake, and
Shelley.? So by 1894 Henry Salt (see selection 21) could construct around Whitman
an anthology deliberately meant as a challengingly radical alternative to that
influential Victorian fashioner of an Arnoldian “great tradition,” The Golden
Treasury. Although Palgrave’s famous anthology purported to be purely literary
and strictly apolitical, Salt set out to expose its covert cultural conservativism
by following the example of critics like Edward Dowden, who had discovered,
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through reading Whitman, how instinct with political assumptions was the form,
as well as the content, of works of literature (see selection 9). Dowden was one of
the first critics to use Tocqueville’s Democracy in America as a commentary on
Leaves of Grass.

In 1885 another radical, the militant democrat and protosocialist Ernest Rhys,
set out to save Whitman not only from his enemies but also from his cultivated
middle-class friends, in order to make his revolutionary gospel of thoroughgoing
egalitarianism known to the masses newly made literate by the education acts of
the 1870s. Rhys’s letter (selection 13) reminds us that Whitman’s initial appeal had
been to a small, maverick, middle-class elite of academics, bohemian artists, and
men of letters who discovered in his classlessness and sexual frankness, his robust
“healthiness” and bold optimism, a relief from the inhibitions and prohibitions of
their own sickly culture (see J. A. Symonds’s comments in selection 20).* The ac-
tivities of this coterie of devotees, which bore several of the hallmarks of a reli-
gious cult, are too well known to need further documentation, but it may be worth
emphasizing that many of the critical “monologues” printed here are in fact only
one side of a complex dialogue. Swinburne, for instance, was already attempting
in 1872 (see selection 7) to distance himself from the more uncritically adulatory
of Whitman’s supporters, an increasingly violent process of self-extrication that
culminated in his notorious attack on “Whitmania” in 1887.% Even the urbane and
measured style of conspicuously accomplished writers like George Saintsbury and
Edmund Gosse (see selections 8 and 22) can be regarded as a standing rebuke to
the gushing rhapsodies of the faithful.® But John Addington Symonds makes a
challenging point when he claims that established, conventional critical discourse
is incapable of dealing adequately with the revolutionary character of this poetry
(see selection 20). His call for a new and answerable style of critical discussion is
relevant both to Anne Gilchrist’s powerfully informal, torrentially impetuous
manner of writing (selection 6) and to the later vatic stance of John Cowper
Powys (selection 30) or the fluid explorations of D. H. Lawrence (see selection 27
and Studies in Classic American Literature). Bearing Symonds’s remark in mind, it
is worth noting that the best early British (selection 1) and American (Emerson’s
1855 response to Whitman) reactions to Leaves of Grass came in the unstudied and
unbuttoned form of a private letter.

It wasn’t only members of the intelligentsia who were intensely attracted to
Whitman’s writings. From 1885 onward a devoted group of skilled workers and
lower-middle-class professionals in industrial Bolton met regularly on Monday
evenings to study his work. Many of them saw in him a great prophet of the new
socialist “religion,” and they succeeded in spreading his “gospel” of universal
brotherhood to the Labour Church and to the Independent Labour Party, whose
revered leader, Keir Hardie, came to regard Whitman as a fellow spirit. Edward
Carpenter formed a close association with the circle; two of its members went on
pilgrimages to Camden for an audience with Whitman himself; and in turn his
beloved, distinguished disciple R. M. Bucke paid the group a visit in 1891. As a last
token, at once touching and funny, of Whitman’s special affection for the ordi-

[12] WHITMAN IN THE BRITISH ISLES



nary “fellows” of the “Bolton College,” the poet allowed them to stuff the body of
his dead pet canary—the caged bird that had comforted him during his last,
gloomy years —and carry it back to England with them. In their turn, his Bolton
followers remained staunchly true to his memory (see selection 25). “Whitman
Day” remained a labor holiday in that part of Lancashire right down to the 1950s.”

Whitman’s early followers may have congregated in small groups and formed
exclusive coteries, but they were nevertheless also usually part of what became a
broad movement for social, political, and cultural reform in Victorian Britain. By
the turn of the century this movement included radical Liberals, utopian social-
ists, supporters of Lib-Lab politics, and members of the Independent Labour
Party, and activists in these disparate groups were usually exposed to Whitman’s
influence through the distorting medium of Edward Carpenter’s prose and poetry
(particularly Towards Democracy, which has been aptly described as “Whitman
and water”). The reaction to Leaves of Grass during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries can, in fact, be usefully charted against the background of the
initially doubtful and then irresistible rise of broad-based Victorian progressivism
and radicalism, culminating, however, in the emergence of a new politics of class
conflict.®! When Leaves of Grass first appeared in 1855, the American republican
“experiment” was viewed with hostile skepticism by conservatives and with con-
siderable misgivings even by liberals (see selection 4). But by the time of the pub-
lication in 1860 of Rossetti’s influential sanitized selection of Whitman’s poetry
(see selection 5), Britain had already embarked on a program of social and politi-
cal reconstruction that was broadly parallel to the American example. Special en-
thusiasm for Whitman was therefore grounded in a general optimism about
“democracy,” although an occasional renegade supporter, such as Roden Noel,
could still express reservations about the indiscriminately “levelling” spirit of the
poetry (selection 14). The prevailing climate of opinion partly accounts for the
great increase of interest in American literature during the last third of the cen-
tury, with Emerson and Hawthorne in particular being regarded as major writers.
American authors accounted for 10 percent of all titles bought in Britain during
the 1880s. The first complete and uncensored British edition of Leaves of Grass
appeared in 1881, and twenty editions of Whitman’s poetry had been published
by 1900.°

But if there was no longer condescending talk about the naive provincialism
and comical brashness of the States, little attempt was made to examine in detail
the complex historical background from which Leaves of Grass had actually
emerged. (J. A. MacCulloch’s comments [selection 23] are an exception.) Instead,
Whitman was welcomed as the embodiment of all that was progressive—in his
enlightened attitude toward science, religion, sex (see selection 16), and women
(see selection 6). As the century drew to its close, however, the confidence of some
liberal humanists began to wane, and even previously ardent supporters like
Dowden and Robert Louis Stevenson began to revise their views of Whitman’s
philosophy. Even Henry Bryan Binns’s 1905 Life of Walt Whitman, which regis-
tered the poet’s loose affiliation with socialism, reflected the decline in Whitman’s
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reputation as a social prophet; Binns set out to write an “objective” biography, not
a polemical one. Forster’s wistful little article (selection 26), addressed to “work-
ing men” during a time of bitter labor disputes, is clearly the product of this
twilight period of liberalism and can be regarded as a relic of the 1890s, when
Whitman’s poetry had appealed to a whole generation of young Cambridge in-
tellectuals, including Lowes Dickinson, Roger Fry, G. M. Trevelyan, and G. E.
Moore.!® The decline in Whitman’s status as a social prophet may well have
helped Basil de Selincourt to concentrate almost exclusively on Whitman’s stand-
ing as a poet (selection 28). His brilliant, innovative study of the unconventional
and much-derided artistry of Leaves of Grass appeared just as the First World War
was finally pulverizing the world of liberalism. A year later Pound’s Cathay was
published, helping to usher in an aggressive literary modernism whose British fol-
lowers and opponents alike were mostly to treat Whitman as a mere irrelevance.

Those late-nineteenth-century texts that testify to Whitman’s power as a great
liberator, and even as a savior, are particularly fascinating cultural documents
precisely because they now seem so historically remote; once more, the most
striking of them comes in the form of a series of letters sent by Anne Gilchrist to
Rossetti (see selection 6). Her startlingly unguarded response may in many re-
spects repel rather than inspire modern feminists, but taken in its totality it pro-
vides a quite fearsome insight into the plight of Victorian women. In particular,
Gilchrist defends Whitman’s treatment of sexuality with a fiercely passionate in-
telligence completely unmatched elsewhere in all the Victorian verbiage about his
“obscenity.” By comparison, Pauline Roose’s discussion of Whitman as a “child-
poet” may at first seem coyly sentimental and cutely maternal (selection 18). But it
has its own subversive aspects, since it adroitly avoids passing conventional moral
judgment on the sexual morality of the poetry by radically changing the terms of
the discussion and incidentally points the way forward to later psychoanalytic
readings of Whitman’s “infantilism” and polymorphous-perverse tendencies.

Two other daring explorers of the sexual content of the poetry returned with
findings very different from those of Gilchrist and Roose. Havelock Ellis and
Symonds both strongly suspected that Whitman’s secret erotic preference was for
the homopbhile relationships celebrated so ambiguously in the Calamus sequence
(see selections 16 and 20). Like his friend Edward Carpenter, Ellis exulted in this
discovery, but Symonds’s anguished uncertainty about both Whitman’s real sex-
ual orientation and Symonds’s own attitude toward homosexuality permeates his
writing.!! Yet although these Britons were among the first to crack Whitman’s sex-
ual code, he seems never to have assumed the kind of importance in gay men’s
circles in Britain that he has in the culture of American gays.!?

Both for its quantity and for its quality, then, the best of British reactions to
Leaves of Grass deserved Whitman’s gratitude. “Those blessed gales from the
British Islands” he called the support he had received, before lapsing into a de-
scription of it as “a just-opportune English action.” He was right the first time,
since it was not only England but each of the countries of the British Isles that
played its part in establishing Whitman’s reputation. Wales did least, because its
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culture, strongly nonconformist, continued to exist mainly in the Welsh language,
but it nevertheless contributed through the Anglo-Welshman Ernest Rhys and
later through the adopted Welshman John Cowper Powys.!*> P. Mansell Jones’s
comparison of Whitman to the great Belgian poet Verhaeren (selection 29) was an
interesting cultural by-product of Lloyd George’s recruitment appeal to his coun-
trymen to remember that other small beleaguered European country, gallant little
Belgium. Yet during the First World War, T. E. Nicholas (Niclas y Glais) used a
crude form of free verse modeled on Whitman’s example to produce a savage at-
tack in Welsh on the carnage which capitalism was sponsoring. As for Scotland,
the interest it showed in Whitman was quite remarkable and can perhaps best be
attributed both to the pronounced liberal and libertarian strain in the culture
since the period of the Scottish enlightenment and to a degree of sympathetic
fellow-feeling by the Scots for another non-English but English-speaking nation.
No fewer than three books on Whitman were published in Scotland during his
lifetime, including John Robertson’s incisively intelligent polemical pamphlet (se-
lection 11).* Leading Scottish writers from Robert Louis Stevenson to the re-
doubtable Hugh MacDiarmid have acknowledged the significant debt they’ve
owed to Whitman’s example, and since the Second World War David Daiches has
been an accomplished and prolific interpreter of his poetry (selection 35).'

It was in Ireland, though, that Whitman had the greatest impact of all, as W. B.
Yeats’s letter best illustrates (selection 19). Dowden was, of course, an Anglo-Irish-
man and the center of a Whitman circle well known to the poet himself. Whit-
man’s deepest influence on Irish literature was, however, transmitted by different
means, through figures who played a key part at different stages in the Irish
Renaissance.!'® These included Standish O’Grady, AE (George Russell), Sean
O’Casey, and Frank O’Connor.!” Even Joyce, in Finnegans Wake, registered Whit-
man’s presence as a force in modern Irish culture,'® and the letters written by
Yeats in his youth show how he looked to Whitman to provide a model and an
inspiration for the development of an independent, indigenous Irish literature
in English.’® Padraic Colum anticipated Lawrence in his sensitive discussion of
Whitman’s work as, both in form and content, a poetry of “Becoming” (see selec-
tion 31).2° Nor was Whitman’s influence confined to the writers. The freedom
fighter James Connolly took Whitman’s “Defiant Deed” as the text of his address
to his followers during the Easter Rising in 1916, and his friend, the famous labor
leader James Larkin, claimed his love of humanity derived from the writings of
Thoreau, Emerson, and “the greatest man of all next to Whitman— Mark
Twain.” 2! The warmth of Irish attachment to Whitman continues to be evident in
the panache of the recent studies by Denis Donoghue (selection 38), while the
comments of the contemporary Ulster poet Tom Paulin (selection 43) represent a
fascinating attempt, reminiscent of Henry Salt’s a century ago, to link Whitman
to a native British republican tradition.

What, though, of Whitman’s creative influence on the writers of the British
Isles? While poets as diverse as Hopkins (selection 10), Wilde, Isaac Rosenberg,
and Dylan Thomas have been fascinated by his work,?? it seems that W. H. Auden
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(see selection 36) and Charles Tomlinson are pretty close to the mark when they
single out Lawrence as the sole example of a major writer whose imagination was
certainly informed, and had perhaps been transformed, by Whitman’s poetry.?>
Lawrence’s resultant attitude toward the American was so prickly and so chroni-
cally ambivalent that between 1913 and 1923 he made at least three separate and
significantly different attempts to write him out of his system. The last two essays
are already very well known, while the first must await publication by Cambridge
University Press, but Lawrence’s marvelously suggestive letter to Henry Savage de-
serves more attention, since everything he says later is there in embryo (selection
27).2¢ Tomlinson’s recent demonstration of the extent of Whitman’s influence on
Ivor Gurney is revealing (selection 42), but in spite of his sensitive tribute to Whit-
man in “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” and other poems (selection 40),2° Tomlinson
offers in his own work a perfect example of the preference most important mod-
ern British poets have shown, whenever they have turned to American literature,
for Pound and his fellow-modernists over Whitman. At the same time, those writ-
ing determinedly in the British grain have —with the occasional memorable ex-
ception such as Geoffrey Grigson (selection 39) — regarded Whitman as the epit-
ome of all that is foreign (and wrong) in American writing. The case with modern
British composers has been intriguingly different, as the novelist Anthony Burgess
points out (selection 37).

In retrospect, Lawrence’s essay in Studies in Classic American Literature (1923)
can be seen to have been the culmination of almost seventy years of intense and
frequently controversial discussion by British writers and critics of Leaves of Grass
and its author. For almost half a century thereafter, however, Whitman was virtu-
ally ignored. Hugh I’Anson Faussett’s comments (selection 32) illuminate the sit-
uation during the thirties and remind us that Whitman’s philosophy of a kind of
corporate or cooperative individualism was unconvincing and unsympathetic to
those who believed in the need for collectivist solutions to modern social prob-
lems. Published to mark the fiftieth anniversary of Whitman’s death in 1942, Faus-
sett’s book was reviewed in the Times Literary Supplement, where the reviewer un-
derstandably warmed to those aspects of Whitman that had left Faussett
cold — his advocacy of a personal freedom that was the antithesis of totalitarian-
ism in both its Fascist and its Communist forms.2¢ A renewed interest in democ-
racy not only as a political system but also as a human ideal is evident in the el-
derly J. Middleton Murry’s postwar, and Cold War, study (selection 34).

In 1955 the Times Literary Supplement welcomed Gay Wilson Allen’s The Soli-
tary Singer: “a good biography of Whitman is particularly needed in this country,
for most of us are only lightly acquainted with the social and political background
of the America of his day.”?’ Since then the growth of American Studies in British
universities has done much to improve the situation, and most of the discussion
of Whitman over the past thirty years has taken place within that specialized pro-
fessional context. The evident strengths of such a delimiting approach have, how-
ever, their corresponding weaknesses, which is why the cross-cultural compar-
isons effortlessly made by an elegantly perceptive nonacademic like V. S. Pritchett
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and a gifted general practitioner like John Bayley are such vitally important cor-
rectives (selections 33 and 41). After all, Whitman’s appeal in Britain had, from the
very first, extended well beyond the academy and has frequently been deliciously
unpredictable.??
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1. CHARLES OLLIER

Letter to Leigh Hunt, February 19, 1856

[Whitman] says he is “one of the roughs,” a “kosmos” etc; and in another part
of his poem, he tells us his age & that he is six feet high.

“Well!” say you, “What care I?t Who the deuce is Walt. Whitman?”

Let me be the first to tell you.

Walt. is an American—a sensualist—a “rough” —a “rowdy” —a “kosmos”
(this is odd)—a poet—a humanist—an egotist—a transcendentalist, and a
philosopher. Except the first book ever written (and who can tell what that was?)
Walt. has given to the world the most original book ever composed. Other writers
are derivations from their predecessors. Chaucer had his precursors; so had
Spenser; so had Shakespeare; so Milton, and the rest. But Walt. is himself alone:
himself in his mode of utterance, in his all-embracing philosophy, in his imagery,
his description, his word-craft, and in every thing else. O the delight of getting
into a new intellectual region!

Walt’s book, just arrived from New York, is a quarto with very full pages, pub-
lished without any publisher’s name or any author’s; but he faces the title with
what our ancestors used to call the writer’s true effigies, as much as to say “Here is
the man who wrote this work. How do you like me? What do you think of me?”
And there he stands in his shirt sleeves and bare neck and rough beard. He lets out
his name in the course of the poem.

Walter Whitman is very fleshly as well as intellectual; and is too “particular” in
the former respect. I wish it were not so. But one must be careful how one judges
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so large a mind. Perhaps he finds on that “side of things” as much to love and to
wonder at as any other; and not only in that, but in “things evil,” the soul of good-
ness in which he “observingly distils out.” He says he is “the poet of the body, and
the poet of the soul: the poet of goodness, and the poet of wickedness.” And won-
derfully does he work out his purpose, which appears to be the universal recon-
cilement of things. He is obscure— he is occasionally slangy and vulgar with his
Yankeeisms and plain-speaking; and his mysticism is too frequent. But his pages
open a new world of thought. He is profound and far-seeing: profound because he
digs to the roots of things; & far-seeing because he looks at space. He is not a
driveller, like Wordsworth who is a flat variation of Cowper. He lies at the feet
of no man; but stands like a great statue on a mountain-top seen from afar or
like that lonely warder on the summit of one of the towers in Claude’s Enchanted
Castle, whom the artist has posted there forever, grasping his spear, and forever
gazing over the wide, weltering waste of water. Walt. is sure to be laughed at and
derided. But he evidently does not write for tavern-wits, though he may be one of
them — a rake, a rough, a rowdy. In his universal love (for it is nothing short of
that) of his fellow-men, he can find the friendliest words for drunkards, prosti-
tutes & fools. He scans with a learned eye the mysteries of our nature, & cannot
detect anything to hate. I can already understand half his book, and hope some
day to comprehend the remainder. Very very few things in the English language
are so fine— so strong — so juicy — so marrowy — so eloquent as some of Walt’s
passages. He will not tolerate pattern-writing (like that of Longfellow) or trans-
mitted phrases; but is ever fresh and surprising. His poem is not in rhyme nor in
blank verse; but in what one of his Yankee reviewers calls “excited prose.” He di-
vides his paragraphs like stanzas: he has long & short lines: and sometimes lines so
long as to run three or four times across the page. I cannot yet find out his music
though I believe him to be musical for he talks with rapture of music, classical &
otherwise. Plenty of ridicule awaits him, and he is the very man to bear it, for he is
himself a droll; and he is a weeper too, making his reader weep with him when-
ever he pleases. His main endeavour, nevertheless, is to elevate his reader with the
grandeur of his philosophy and his conceptions and to make the world happier
than it is. Walt. is a great poet— almost a prophet. His poem is about nothing, be-
cause it is about everything.

Manuscript in British Museum.

8

2. ANONYMOUS REVIEW

We had ceased, we imagined, to be surprised at anything that America could
produce. We had become stoically indifferent to her Woolly Horses, her Mer-
maids, her Sea Serpents, her Barnums, and her Fanny Ferns; but the last mon-
strous importation from Brooklyn, New York, has scattered our indifference to
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the winds. Here is a thin quarto volume without an author’s name on the title-
page; but to atone for which we have a portrait engraved on steel of the notorious
individual who is the poet presumptive. This portrait expresses all the features of
the hard democrat, and none of the flexile delicacy of the civilized poet. The dam-
aged hat, the rough beard, the naked throat, the shirt exposed to the waist, are
each and all presented to show that the man to whom those articles belong scorns
the delicate arts of civilisation. The man is the true impersonation of the book—
rough, uncouth, vulgar. It was by the merest accident that we discovered the
name of this erratic and newest wonder: at page 29 we find that he is—

Walt Whitman, an American, one of the roughs, a Kosmos,
Disorderly, fleshly and sensual.

The words, “an American” are a surplusage, “one of the roughs” too painfully ap-
parent; but what is intended to be conveyed by a “Kosmos” we cannot tell, unless
it means a man who thinks that the fine essence of poetry consists in writing a
book which an American reviewer is compelled to declare is “not to be read aloud
to a mixed audience.” We should have passed over this book, Leaves of Grass, with
indignant contempt, had not some few Transatlantic critics attempted to “fix”
this Walt Whitman as the poet who shall give a new and independent literature to
America—who shall form a race of poets as Banquo’s issue formed a line of kings.
Is it possible that the most prudish nation in the world will adopt a poet whose in-
decencies stink in the nostrils? We hope not; and yet there is a probability, and we
will show why, that this Walt Whitman will not meet with the stern rebuke which
he so richly deserves. America has felt, oftener perhaps than we have declared, that
she has no national poet—that each one of her children of song has relied too
much on European inspiration, and clung too fervently to the old conventionali-
ties. It is therefore not unlikely that she may believe in the dawn of a thoroughly
original literature, now there has arisen a man who scorns the hellenic deities,
who has no belief in, perhaps because he has no knowledge of, Homer and Shake-
speare; who relies on his own rugged nature, and trusts to his own rugged lan-
guage, being himself what he shows in his poems.

Once transfix him as the genesis of a new era, and the manner of the man may
be forgiven or forgotten. But what claims has this Walt Whitman to be thus con-
sidered, or to be considered a poet at all? We grant freely enough that he has a
strong relish for nature and freedom, just as an animal has; nay, further, that his
crude mind is capable of appreciating some of nature’s beauties; but it by no
means follows that, because nature is excellent, therefore art is contemptible. Walt
Whitman is as unacquainted with art, as a hog is with mathematics. His poems —
we must call them so for convenience — twelve in number, are innocent of
rhythm, and resemble nothing so much as the war-cry of the Red Indians. Indeed,
Walt Whitman has had near and ample opportunities of studying the vociferation
of a few amiable savages. Or rather perhaps, this Walt Whitman reminds us of
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Caliban flinging down his logs, and setting himself to write a poem. In fact Cal-
iban, and not Walt Whitman, might have written this:

I too am not a bit tamed—I too am untranslatable.
I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world.

Is this man with the “barbaric yawp” to push Longfellow into the shade, and he
meanwhile to stand and “make mouths” at the sun? The chance of this might be
formidable were it not ridiculous. That object or that act which most develops the
ridiculous element carries in its bosom the seeds of decay, and is wholly powerless
to trample out of God’s universe one spark of the beautiful. We do not, then, fear
this Walt Whitman, who gives us slang in the place of melody, and rowdyism in
the place of regularity. The depth of his indecencies will be the grave of his fame,
or ought to be if all proper feeling is not extinct. The very nature of this man’s
compositions excludes us from proving by extracts the truth of our remarks; but
we, who are not prudish, emphatically declare that the man who wrote page 79 of
the Leaves of Grass deserves nothing so richly as the public executioner’s whip.
Walt Whitman libels the highest type of humanity, and calls his free speech the
true utterance of a man: we, who may have been misdirected by civilisation, call it
the expression of a beast . . .

Critic 15 (April 1, 1856): 170—171.
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3. EDMUND OLLIER (?)

“Transatlantic Latter-Day Poetry”

“Latter-day poetry” in America is of a very different character from the same
manifestation in the old country. Here, it is occupied for the most part with
dreams of the middle ages, of the old knightly and religious times: in America, it is
employed chiefly with the present, except when it travels out into the undiscov-
ered future. Here, our latter-day poets are apt to whine over the times, as if
Heaven were perpetually betraying the earth with a show of progress that is in fact
retrogression, like the backward advance of crabs: there, the minstrels of the stars
and stripes blow a loud note of exultation before the grand new epoch, and think
the Greeks and Romans, the early Oriental races, and the altar men of the middle
centuries, of small account before the outward tramping of these present genera-
tions. Of this latter sect is a certain phenomenon who has recently started up in
Brooklyn, New York — one Walt Whitman, author of “Leaves of Grass,” who has
been received by a section of his countrymen as a sort of prophet, and by English-
men as a kind of fool. For ourselves, we are not disposed to accept him as the one,
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having less faith in latter-day prophets than in latter-day poets; but assuredly we
cannot regard him as the other. Walt is one of the most amazing, one of the most
startling, one of the most perplexing, creations of the modern American mind;
but he is no fool, though abundantly eccentric, nor is his book mere food for
laughter, though undoubtedly containing much that may most easily and fairly be
turned into ridicule.

The singularity of the author’s mind — his utter disregard of ordinary forms
and modes — appears in the very title-page and frontispiece of his work. Not only
is there no author’s name (which in itself would not be singular), but there is no
publisher’s name—that of the English bookseller being a London addition.
Fronting the title is the portrait of a bearded gentleman in his shirt-sleeves and a
Spanish hat, with an all-pervading atmosphere of Yankee-doodle about him; but
again there is no patronymic, and we can only infer that this roystering blade is
the author of the book. Then follows a long prose treatise by way of Preface (and
here once more the anonymous system is carried out, the treatise having no head-
ing whatever); and after that we have the poem, in the course of which, a short au-
tobiographical discourse reveals to us the name of the author. . . .

The poem is written in wild, irregular, unrhymed, almost unmetrical “lengths,”
like the measured prose of Mr. Martin Farquhar Tupper’s Proverbial Philosophy,
or of some of the Oriental writings. The external form, therefore, is startling, and
by no means seductive, to English ears, accustomed to the sumptuous music of
ordinary metres; and the central principle of the poem is equally staggering. It
seems to resolve itself into an all-attracting egotism —an eternal presence of the
individual soul of Walt Whitman in all things, yet in such wise that this one soul
shall be presented as a type of all human souls whatsoever. He goes forth into the
world, this rough, devil-may-care Yankee; passionately identifies himself with all
forms of being, sentient or inanimate; sympathizes deeply with humanity; riots
with a kind of Bacchanal fury in the force and fervour of his own sensations; will
not have the most vicious or abandoned shut out from final comfort and recon-
ciliation; is delighted with Broadway, New York, and equally in love with the des-
olate backwoods, and the long stretch of the uninhabited prairie, where the wild
beasts wallow in the reeds, and the wilder birds start upwards from their nests
among the grass; perceives a divine mystery wherever his feet conduct or his
thoughts transport him; and beholds all beings tending towards the central and
sovereign Me. Such, as we conceive, is the key to this strange, grotesque, and be-
wildering book; yet we are far from saying that the key will unlock all the quirks
and oddities of the volume. Much remains of which we confess we can make
nothing; much that seems to us purely fantastical and preposterous; much that
appears to our muddy vision gratuitously prosaic, needlessly plain-speaking, dis-
gusting without purpose, and singular without result. There are so many evi-
dences of a noble soul in Whitman’s pages that we regret these aberrations, which
only have the effect of discrediting what is genuine by the show of something false;
and especially do we deplore the unnecessary openness with which Walt reveals to
us matters which ought rather to remain in a sacred silence. It is good not to be
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ashamed of Nature; it is good to have an all-inclusive charity; but it is also good,
sometimes, to leave the veil across the Temple.

The Leader (June 7, 1856): 547.

i

4. MATTHEW ARNOLD

Letter to W. D. O’Connor, September 16, 1866

As to the general question of Mr. Walt Whitman’s poetical achievement, you
will think that it savours of our decrepit old Europe when I add that while you
think it is his highest merit that he is so unlike anyone else, to me this seems to be
his demerit; no one can afford in literature to trade merely on his own bottom
and to take no account of what the other ages and nations have acquired: a great
original literature America will never get in this way, and her intellect must in-
evitably consent to come, in a considerable measure, into the European move-
ment. That she may do this and yet be an independent intellectual power, not
merely as you say an intellectual colony of Europe, I cannot doubt; and it is on her
doing this, and not on her displaying an eccentric and violent originality that wise
Americans should in my opinion set their desires.

Bliss Perry, Walt Whitman: His Life and Work (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1906), 177-179.
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5. WILLIAM MICHAEL ROSSETTI

Introduction, Poems by Walt Whitman

[Leaves of Grass], then, taken as a whole, is the poem both of Personality and
Democracy; and, it may be added, of American nationalism. It is par excellence the
modern poem. It is distinguished also by this peculiarity — that in it the most lit-
eral view of things is continually merging into the most rhapsodic or passionately
abstract. Picturesqueness it has, but mostly of a somewhat patriarchal kind, not
deriving from the “word-painting” of the littérateur; a certain echo of the old He-
brew poetry may even be caught in it, extra-modern though it is. Another most
prominent and pervading quality of the book is the exuberant physique of the au-
thor. The conceptions are throughout those of a man in robust health, and might
alter much under different conditions.

Further, there is a strong tone of paradox in Whitman’s writings. He is both a
realist and an optimist in extreme measure: he contemplates evil as in some sense
not existing, or if existing, then as being of as much importance as anything
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else. Not that he is a materialist; on the contrary, he is a most strenuous assertor of
the soul, and, with the soul, of the body as its infallible associate and vehicle in the
present frame of things. Neither does he drift into fatalism or indifferentism; the
energy of his temperament, and ever-fresh sympathy with national and other de-
velopments, being an effectual bar to this. The paradoxical element of the poems
is such that one may sometimes find them in conflict with what has preceded, and
would not be much surprised if they said at any moment the reverse of whatever
they do say. This is mainly due to the multiplicity of the aspects of things, and to
the immense width of relation in which Whitman stands to all sorts and all as-
pects of them.

But the greatest of this poet’s distinctions is his absolute and entire originality.
He may be termed formless by those who, not without much reason to show for
themselves, are wedded to the established forms and ratified sentiments of poetic
art; but it seems reasonable to enlarge the canon till it includes so great and star-
tling a genius, rather than to draw it close and exclude him. His work is practically
certain to stand as archetypal for many future poetic efforts—so great is his
power as an originator, so fervid his initiative. It forms incomparably the largest
performance of our period in poetry. Victor Hugo’s Légende des Siécles alone
might be named with it for largeness, and even that with much less of a new
starting-point in conception and treatment. Whitman breaks with all precedent.
To what he himself perceives and knows he has a personal relation of the intensest
kind: to anything in the way of prescription, no relation at all. But he is saved
from isolation by the depth of his Americanism; with the movement of his pre-
dominant nation he is moved. His comprehension, energy and tenderness, are all
extreme, and all inspired by actualities. And, as for poetic genius, those who, with-
out being ready to concede that faculty to Whitman, confess his iconoclastic bold-
ness and his Titanic power of temperament, working in the sphere of poetry, do in
effect confess his genius as well. . . . ‘

Besides originality and daring, which have already been insisted upon, width
and intensity are leading characteristics of his writings — width both of subject-
matter and of comprehension, intensity of self-absorption into what the poet
contemplates and expresses. He scans and presents an enormous panorama, un-
rolled before him as from a mountain-top; and yet whatever most large or most
minute or casual thing his eye glances upon, that he enters into with a depth of af-
fection which identifies him with it for the time, be the object what it may. There
is a singular interchange also of actuality and of ideal substratum and suggestion.
While he sees men, with even abnormal exactness and sympathy, as men, he sees
them also “as trees walking,” and admits us to perceive that the whole show is in a
measure spectral and unsubstantial, and the mask of a larger and profounder re-
ality beneath it, of which it is giving perpetual intimations and auguries. He is the
poet indeed of literality, full of indirections as well as directness, and of readings
between the lines. If he is the “cutest of Yankees,” he is also as truly an enthusiast
as any the most typical poet. All his faculties and performance glow into a white
heat of brotherliness; and there is a poignancy both of tenderness and of beauty
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about his finer works which discriminates them quite as much as their modern-
ness, audacity, or any other exceptional point. . ..

There is a singular and impressive intuition or revelation of Swedenborg’s; that
the whole of heaven is in the form of one man, and the separate societies of heaven
in the forms of the several parts of man. In a large sense, the general drift of Whit-
man’s writings, even down to the passages which read as most bluntly physical,
bear a striking correspondence or analogy to this dogma. He takes man, and every
organism and faculty of man, as the unit— the datum — from which all that we
know, discern, and speculate, of abstract and supersensual, as well as of concrete
and sensual, has to be computed. He knows of nothing nobler than that unit man;
but, knowing that, he can use it for any multiple, and for any dynamical extension
or recast.

Let us next obtain some idea of what this most remarkable poet— the founder
of American poetry rightly to be so called, and the most sonorous poetic voice of
the tangibilities of actual and prospective democracy—is in his proper life and
person. . ..

A few words must be added as to the indecencies scattered through Whitman’s
writings. Indecencies or improprieties— or, still better, deforming crudities—
they may rightly be termed; to call them immoralities would be going too far.
Whitman finds himself, and other men and women, to be a compound of soul
and body; he finds that body plays an extremely prominent and determining part
in whatever he and other mundane dwellers have cognizance of; he perceives this
to be the necessary condition of things, and therefore, as he fully and openly ac-
cepts it, the right condition; and he knows of no reason why what is universally
seen and known, necessary and right, should not also be allowed and proclaimed
in speech. That such a view of the matter is entitled to a great deal of weight, and
at any rate to candid consideration and construction, appears to me not to admit
of a doubt; neither is it dubious that the contrary view, the only view which a
mealy-mouthed British nineteenth century admits as endurable, amounts to the
condemnation of nearly every great or eminent literary work of past time, what-
ever the century it belongs to, the country it comes from, the department of writ-
ing it illustrates, or the degree or sort of merit it possesses.

(London: John Camden Hotten, 1868), 5—7, 9—11, 20—21.
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6. ANNE GILCHRIST
An Englishwoman’s Estimate of Walt Whitman
I had not dreamed that words could cease to be words, and become electric

streams like these. I do assure you that, strong as I am, I feel sometimes as if I had
not bodily strength to read many of these poems. In the series headed “Calamus,”
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for instance, in some of the “Songs of Parting,” the “Voice out of the Sea,” the
poem beginning “Tears, tears,” etc., there is such a weight of emotion, such a ten-
sion of the heart, that mine refuses to beat under it— stands quite still—and I
am obliged to lay the book down for a while. Or again, the piece called “Walt
Whitman,” and one or two others of that type, I am as one hurried through
stormy seas, over high mountains, dazed with sunlight, stunned with a crowd and
tumult of faces and voices, till I am breathless, bewildered, half-dead. Then come
parts and whole poems in which there is such calm wisdom and strength of
thought, such a cheerful breadth of sunshine, that the soul bathes in them re-
newed and strengthened. Living impulses flow out of these that make me exult in
life, yet look longingly towards “the superb vistas of Death.” Those who admire
this poem, and do not care for that, and talk of formlessness, absence of metre,
and so forth, are quite as far from any genuine recognition of Walt Whitman as
his bitter detractors. Not, of course, that all the pieces are equal in power and
beauty, but that all are vital; they grew — they were not made. We criticise a palace
or a cathedral; but what is the good of criticising a forest? . . .

Nor do I sympathize with those who grumble at the unexpected words that
turn up now and then. A quarrel with words is always, more or less, a quarrel with
meanings; and here we are to be as genial and as wide as nature, and quarrel with
nothing. If the thing a word stands for exists by divine appointment (and what
does not so exist?) the word need never be ashamed of itself; the shorter and more
direct, the better. It is a gain to make friends with it, and see it in good company.
Here, at all events, “poetic diction” would not serve — not pretty, soft, colourless
words, laid by in lavender for the special uses of poetry, that have had none of the
wear and tear of daily life; but such as have stood most, as tell of human heart-
beats; as fit closest to the sense, and have taken deep hues of association from the
varied experiences of life— those are the words wanted here. We only ask to seize
and be seized swiftly, overmasteringly, by the great meanings. We see with the eyes
of the soul, listen with the ears of the soul; the poor old words that have served so
many generations for purposes, good, bad, and indifferent, and become warped
and blurred in the process, grow young again, regenerate, translucent. It is not
mere delight they give us— that the “sweet singers,” with their subtly wrought
gifts, their mellifluous speech, can give too in their degree; it is such life and
health as enable us to pluck delights for ourselves out of every hour of the day, and
taste the sunshine that ripened the corn in the crust we eat—1I often seem to my-
self to do that. ...

You argued rightly that my confidence would not be betrayed by any of the po-
ems in this book. None of them troubled me even for a moment; because I saw at
a glance that it was not, as men had supposed, the heights brought down to the
depths, but the depths lifted up level with the sunlit heights, that they might be-
come clear and sunlit too. Always, for a woman, a veil woven out of her own
soul — never touched upon even, with a rough hand, by this poet. But, for a man,
a daring, fearless pride in himself, not a mock-modesty woven out of delusions —
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a very proper imitation of a woman’s. Do they not see that this fearful pride, this
complete acceptance of themselves, is needful for her pride, her justification?
What! is it all so ignoble, so base, that it will not bear the honest light of speech
from lips so gifted with “the divine power to use words?” Then what hateful, bit-
ter humiliation for her, to have to give herself up to the reality! Do you think there
is ever a bride who does not taste more or less this bitterness in her cup? But who
put it there? It must surely be man’s fault, not God’s, that she has to say to herself,
“Soul, look another way— you have no part in this. Motherhood is beautiful, fa-
therhood is beautiful; but the dawn of fatherhood and motherhood is not beauti-
ful.” Do they really think that God is ashamed of what He has made and ap-
pointed? And, if not, surely it is somewhat superfluous that they should
undertake to be so for Him.

The full-spread pride of man is calming and excellent to the soul.

Of a woman above all. It is true that instinct of silence I spoke of is a beautiful, im-
perishable part of nature too. But it is not beautiful when it means an igno-
minious shame brooding darkly. Shame is like a very flexible veil, that follows
faithfully the shape of what it covers —beautiful when it hides a beautiful thing,
ugly when it hides an ugly one. It has not covered what was beautiful here; it has
covered a mean distrust of a man’s self and of his Creator. It was needed that this
silence, this evil spell, should for once be broken, and the daylight let in, that the
dark cloud lying under might be scattered to the winds. It was needed that one
who could here indicate for us “the path between reality and the soul” should
speak. That is what these beautiful, despised poems, the “Children of Adam,” do,
read by the light that glows out of the rest of the volume: light of a clear, strong
faith in God, of an unfathomably deep and tender love for humanity — light shed
out of a soul that is “possessed of itself.”

Herbert H. Gilchrist, ed., Anne Gilchrist: Her Life and Writings (London: T. F. Unwin,
1887), 287—307.
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7- ALGERNON CHARLES SWINBURNE

Under the Microscope

There are in him two distinct men of most inharmonious kinds; a poet and a
formalist. . . . It is from no love of foolish paradox that I have chosen the word
“formalist” to express my sense of the radical fault in the noble genius of Whit-
man. For truly no scholar and servant of the past, reared on academic tradition
under the wing of old-world culture, was ever more closely bound in with his own
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theories, more rigidly regulated by his own formularies, than this poet of new life
and limitless democracy. Not Pope, not Boileau, was more fatally a formalist than
Whitman; only Whitman is a poet of a greater nature than they. It is simply that
these undigested formulas which choke by fits the free passage of his genius are to
us less familiar than theirs; less real or less evident they are not. . .. What he says is
well said when he speaks as of himself and because he cannot choose but speak;
whether he speak of a small bird’s loss or a great man’s death, of a nation rising
for battle or a child going forth in the morning. What he says is not well said when
he speaks not as though he must but as though he ought; as though it behooved
one who would be the poet of American democracy to do this thing or to be that
thing if the duties of that office were to be properly fulfilled, the tenets of that re-
ligion worthily delivered. Never before was high poetry so puddled and adulter-
ated with mere doctrine in its crudest form. Never was there less assimilation of
the lower dogmatic with the higher prophetic elements. . . . [It] is one thing to
sing the song of all trades, and quite another thing to tumble down together the
names of all possible crafts and implements in one unsorted heap; to sing the song
of all countries is not simply to fling out on the page at random in one howling
mass the titles of all divisions of the earth, and so leave them. At this rate, to sing
the song of the language it should suffice to bellow out backwards and forwards
the twenty-six letters of the alphabet. And this folly is deliberately done by a great
writer, and ingeniously defended by able writers, alike in good faith, and alike in
blind bondage to mere dogmatic theory, to the mere formation of foregone opin-
ion. They cannot see that formalism need not by any means be identical with tra-
dition; they cannot see that because theories of the present are not inherited they
do not on that account become more proper than were theories of the past to
suffice of themselves for poetic or prophetic speech.

E. Gosse and T. J. Wise, eds., The Complete Works of Algernon Charles Swinburne, vol. 16
(London: Heinemann, 1926), 411—420.
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8. GEORGE SAINTSBURY

“Leaves of Grass”

It is not difficult to point out the central thesis of Walt Whitman’s poetical
gospel. It is briefly this: the necessity of the establishment of a universal republic,
or rather brotherhood of men. And to this is closely joined another, or rather a se-
ries of others, indicating the type of man of which this universal republic is to
consist, or perhaps which it is to produce. The poet’s language in treating the for-
mer of these two positions is not entirely uniform; sometimes he speaks as of a
federation of nations, sometimes as if mankind at large were to gravitate towards
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the United States, and to find in them the desired Utopia. But the constitution of
the United States, at least that constitution as it ought to be, is always and uni-
formly represented as a sufficient and the only sufficient political means of attain-
ing this Utopia, nay, as having to some extent already presented Utopia as a fact.
Moreover, passing to the second point, the ideal man is imaged as the ideal Yan-
kee, understanding that word of course as it is understood in America, not in Eu-
rope. He is to be a rather magnificent animal, almost entirely uncultured (this is
not an unfair representation, although there are to be found certain vague pane-
gyrics on art, and especially on music), possessing a perfect physique, well nour-
ished and clothed, affectionate towards his kind, and above all things resolved to
admit no superior. As is the ideal man, so is the ideal woman to be. Now it may be
admitted frankly and at once, that this is neither the creed nor the man likely to
prove attractive to many persons east of the Atlantic. If it be said that the creed is
a vague creed, and the man a detestable man, there will be very little answer at-
tempted. Many wonderful things will doubtless happen “when,” as the poet says,
“through these States walk a hundred millions of superb persons”; but it must be
allowed that there is small prospect of any such procession. One is inclined for
very many sound reasons, and after discarding all prejudices, to opine that what-
ever salvation may await the world may possibly come from quarters other than
from America. Fortunately, however, admiration for a creed is easily separable
from admiration for the utterance and expression of that creed, and Walt Whit-
man as a poet is not difficult to disengage from Walt Whitman as an evangelist
and politician. The keyword of all his ideas and of all his writings is universality.
His Utopia is one which shall be open to everybody; his ideal of man and woman
one which shall be attainable by everybody; his favourite scenes, ideas, subjects,
those which everybody, at least to some extent, can enjoy and appreciate. He cares
not that by this limitation he may exclude thoughts and feelings, at any rate
phases of thought and feeling, infinitely choicer and higher than any which he ad-
mits. To express this striving after universality he has recourse to methods both
unusual and (to most readers) unwelcome. The extraordinary jumbles and strings
of names, places, employments, which deface his pages, and which have encour-
aged the profane to liken them to auctioneers’ catalogues or indexes of ency-
clopaedias, have no other object than to express this universal sympathy, reaching
to the highest and penetrating to the lowest forms of life. The exclusion of culture,
philosophy, manners, is owing also to this desire to admit nothing but what is
open to every human being of ordinary faculty and opportunities. Moreover, it is
to this that we may fairly trace the predominance in Whitman’s writings of the
sexual passion, a prominence which has given rise, and probably will yet give rise,
to much unphilosophical hubbub. This passion, as the poet has no doubt ob-
served, is almost the only one which is peculiar to man as man, the presence of
which denotes virility if not humanity, the absence of which is a sign of abnormal
temperament. Hence he elevates it to almost the principal place, and treats of it in
a manner somewhat shocking to those who are accustomed to speak of such sub-
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jects (we owe the word to Southey) enfarinhadamente. As a matter of fact, how-
ever, the treatment, though outspoken, is eminently “clean,” to use the poet’s
own word; there is not a vestige of prurient thought, not a syllable of prurient lan-
guage. Yet it would be a great mistake to suppose that sexual passion occupies the
chief place in Whitman’s estimation. There is according to him something above
it, something which in any ecstasies he fails not to realize, something which seems
more intimately connected in his mind with the welfare of mankind, and the pro-
motion of his ideal republic. This is what he calls “robust American love.” He is
never tired of repeating “I am the poet of comrades” — Socrates himself seems
renascent in this apostle of friendship.

The Academy (October 10, 1874): 398—400.
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9. EDWARD DOWDEN

“The Poetry of Democracy”

The principle of political and social equality once clearly conceived and taken
to heart as true, works outward through one’s body of thought and feeling in var-
ious directions. As in the polity of the nation every citizen is entitled by virtue of
the fact of his humanity to make himself heard, to manifest his will, and in his
place to be respected, so in the polity of the individual man, made up of the facul-
ties of soul and body, every natural instinct, every passion, every appetite, every
organ, every power, may claim its share in the government of the man. If a human
being is to be honoured as such, then every part of a human being is to be hon-
oured. In asserting one’s rights as a man, one asserts the rights of everything
which goes to make up manhood. . . .

Having acknowledged that Whitman at times forgets that the “instinct of si-
lence,” as it has been well said, “is a beautiful, imperishable part of nature,” and
that in his manner of asserting his portion of truth there is a crudity which per-
haps needlessly offends, everything has been acknowledged, and it ought not to be
forgotten that no one asserts more strenuously than does Whitman the beauty,
not indeed of asceticism, but of holiness or healthiness, and the shameful ugliness
of unclean thought, desire and deed. If he does not assert holiness as a duty, it is
because he asserts it so strongly as a joy and a desire, and because he loves to see all
duties transfigured into the glowing forms of joys and of desires. The healthy re-
pose and continence, and the healthy eagerness and gratification of appetite, are
equally sources of satisfaction to him. If in some of his lyrical passages there seems
entire self-abandonment to passion, it is because he believes there are, to borrow
his own phrase, “native moments,” in which the desires receive permission from
the supreme authority, conscience, to satisfy themselves completely. . . .
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In the way of crude mysticism Whitman takes pleasure in asserting the equal-
ity of all natural objects, and forces, and processes, each being as mysterious and
wonderful, each as admirable and beautiful as every other; and as the multitude of
men and women, so, on occasions, does the multitude of animals, and trees, and
flowers press into his poems with the same absence of selection, the same asser-
tion of equal rights, the same unsearchableness, and sanctity, and beauty, appar-
ent or concealed in all. By another working of the same democratic influence
(each man finding in the world what he cares to find) Whitman discovers every-
where in nature the same qualities, or types of the same qualities, which he ad-
mires most in men. For his imagination the powers of the earth do not incarnate
themselves in the forms of god and demi-god, faun and satyr, oread, dryad, and
nymph of river and sea— meet associates, allies or antagonists of the heroes of an
age, when the chiefs and shepherds of the people were themselves almost demi-
gods. But the great Mother — the Earth—is one in character with her children of
the democracy, who, at last, as the poet holds, have learnt to live and work in her
great style. She is tolerant, includes diversity, refuses nothing, shuts no one out;
she is powerful, full of vitality, generous, proud, perfect in natural rectitude, does
not discuss her duty to God, never apologizes, does not argue, is incomprehen-
sible, silent, coarse, productive, charitable, rich in the organs and instincts of sex,
and at the same time continent and chaste. The grass Whitman loves as much
as did Chaucer himself; but his love has a certain spiritual significance which
Chaucer’s had not. It is not the “soft, sweet, smale grass,” embroidered with flow-
ers, a fitting carpet for the feet of glad knights and sportive ladies, for which he
cares. In the grass he beholds the democracy of the fields, earthborn, with close
and copious companionship of blades, each blade like every other, and equal to
every other, spreading in all directions with lusty life, blown upon by the open air,
“coarse, sunlit, fresh, nutritious.”

Studies in Literature (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., 1878), 500-501,
504—505, 515—516.
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10. GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS

Letter to Robert Bridges, October 18, 1882

I have read of Whitman’s (1) “Pete” [“Come up from the Fields, Father”] in the
library at Bedford Square (and perhaps something else; if so I forget), which you
point out; (2) two pieces in the Athenaeum or Academy: this is all I remember. I
cannot have read more than a half dozen pieces at most.

This, though very little, is quite enough to give a strong impression of his
marked and original manner and way of thought and in particular of his rhythm.
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It might be even enough, I shall not deny, to originate or, much more, influence
another’s style: they say the French trace their whole modern school of landscape
to a single piece of Constable’s exhibited at the Salon early this century.

The question then is only about the fact. But first I may as well say what I
should not otherwise have said, that I always knew in my heart Walt Whitman’s
mind to be more like my own than any other man’s living. As he is a very great
scoundrel this is not a pleasant confession. And this also makes me the more de-
sirous to read him and the more determined that I will not.

Nevertheless I believe that you are quite mistaken about this piece and that on
second thoughts you will find the fancied resemblance diminish and the imitation
disappear.

And first for the rhythm. Of course I saw that there was to the eye something in
my long lines like this, that the one would remind people of the other. And both
are in irregular rhythms. There the likeness ends. The pieces of his I read were
mostly in an irregular rhythmic prose: that is what they are thought to be meant
for and what they seemed to me to be. Here is a fragment of a line I remember: “or
a handkerchief designedly dropped.” This is in a dactylic rhythm — or let us say
anapaestic; for it is a great convenience in English to assume that the stress is al-
ways at the end of the foot; the consequence of which assumption is that in ordi-
nary verse there are only two English feet possible, the iamb and the anapaest, and
even in my regular sprung rhythm only one additional, the fourth paeon: for con-
venience’ sake assuming this, then the above fragment is anapaestic

12 3 12 31 23 1 2 3
“or a hand kerchief. . . . design edly drépped”

—and there is a break down, a designed break of rhythm, after “handkerchief,”
done no doubt that the line may not become downright verse, as it would be if he
had said “or a handkerchief purposedly dropped.” Now you can of course say that
he meant pure verse and that the foot is a paecon

12 3 1 2 3412 3
“or a hand kerchief design edly drépped”;

or that he means, without fuss, what I should achieve by looping the syllable de
and calling that foot an outriding foot— for the result might be attained either
way. Here then I must make the answer which will apply here and to all like cases
and to the examples which may be found up and down the poets of the use of
sprung rhythm — if they could have done it they would; sprung rhythm, once you
hear it, is so eminently natural a thing and so effective a thing that if they had
known of it they would have used it. Many people, as we say, have been “burning,”
but they all missed it; they took it up and mislaid it again. So far as I know—Iam
inquiring and presently I shall be able to speak more decidedly — it existed in full
force in Anglo-Saxon verse and in great beauty; in a degraded and doggerel shape
in Piers Ploughman (I am reading that famous poem and am coming to the con-
clusion that it is not worth reading); Greene was the last who employed it at all
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consciously and he never continuously; then it disappeared — for one cadence in
it here and there is not sprung rhythm and one swallow does not make a spring. (I
put aside Milton’s case, for it is altogether singular.) In a matter like this a thing
does not exist, is not done unless it is wittingly and willingly done; to recognize the
form you are employing and to mean it is everything. To apply this: there is (I sup-
pose, but you will know) no sign that Whitman means to use paeons or outriding
feet where these breaks in rhythm occur; it seems to me a mere extravagance to
think he means people to understand of themselves what they are slow to under-
stand even when marked or pointed out. If he does not mean it then he does not
do it; or in short what he means to write—and writes—is rhythmic prose and
that only. And after all, you probably grant this.

Good. Now prose rhythm in English is always one of two things (allowing my
convention about scanning upwards or from slack to stress and not from stress to
slack) — either iambic or anapaestic. You may make a third measure (let us call it)
by intermixing them. One of these three simple measures then, all iambic or all
anapaestic or mingled iambic and anapaestic, is what he in every case means to
write. He dreams of no other and he means a rugged or, as he calls it in that very
piece “Spirit that formed this scene” (which is very instructive and should be read
on this very subject) a “savage” art and rhythm.

Extremes meet, and (I must for truth’s sake say what sounds pride) this sav-
agery of his art, this rhythm in its last ruggedness and decomposition into common
prose, comes near the last elaboration of mine. For that piece of mine is very highly
wrought. The long lines are not rhythm run to seed: everything is weighed and
timed in them. Wait till they have taken hold of your ear and you will find it so. No,
but what it is like is the rhythm of Greek tragic choruses or of Pindar; which is pure
sprung rhythm. And that has the same changes of cadence from point to point as
this piece. If you want to try it, read one till you have settled the true places of the
stress, mark these, then read it aloud, and you will see. Without this these choruses
are prose bewitched; with it they are sprung rhythm, like that piece of mine.

Besides, why did you not say Binsey Poplars was like Whitman? The present
piece is in the same kind and vein, but developed, an advance. The lines and the
stanzas (of which there are two in each poem and having much the same relation
to one another) are both longer, but the two pieces are greatly alike: just look. If so
how is this a being untrue to myself? I am sure it is no such thing.

The above remarks are not meant to run down Whitman. His “savage” style
has advantages, and he has chosen it; he says so. But you cannot eat your cake and
keep it: he eats his offthand, I keep mine. It makes a very great difference. Neither
do I deny all resemblance. In particular I noticed in Spirit that Formed this Scene a
preference for the alexandrine. I have the same preference: I came to it by degrees,
I did not take it from him.

About diction the matter does not allow me so clearly to point out my inde-
pendence as about rhythm. I cannot think that the present piece owes anything to
him. I hope not, here especially, for it is not even spoken in my own person but in
that of St. Winefred’s maidens. It ought to sound like the thoughts of a good but
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lively girl and not at all like—not at all like Walt Whitman. But perhaps your
mind may have changed by this.

C. C. Abbott, ed., The Letters of Gerard Manley Hopkins to Robert Bridges (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1935), 154—158.

i®

11. JOHN ROBERTSON

Walt Whitman: Poet and Democrat

The essential thing is that the singer of democracy shall be full charged with his
theme; and that an idea which feeds on optimism and confidence shall be carried
with a confidence that no adversity will dash. And how Whitman’s confidence
rays out from his first page! Other poets have sung democracy in moments of ex-
pansion, or when goaded by the sight of war and depression: he alone ecstatically
points a prosperous demos to new heights of ideal life. . . .

But Whitman is too enormously in earnest, too intensely faithful to laugh. Car-
lyle, let it be noted, is the one really earnest moralist who has indulged much in
humour, and Carlyle’s humour grew out of his profound unfaith in humanity.
Whitman’s faith is as strong as Carlyle’s scepticism; and though he may meet one
of Carlyle’s favourite moral tests by a capacity to laugh broadly at the broadly and
simply laughable, he is never heartily humorous in his writing. The humorous
propensities of his countrymen get little recognition from him; when he is in a
minatory mood — he frequently is in his later prose—he sees in the American
habit of jesting on all things one of the unhealthy aspects of things democratic.
. .. It may be doubted, however, whether Whitman’s lack of humour is not a
weakness in him as a propagandist, relatively to the average intellect of his time.
Which of us can remain resolutely grave over the intimation that, among other
things, the “picturesque looseness of carriage” of the American common people,
and “the president’s taking off his hat to them, not they to him,” are “unrhymed
poetry”? The thing is said in all good faith, and a momentary sympathy is possi-
ble, though it is not clear why the president should take off his hat to his fellow-
citizens save to win their votes; but the smile will break through.

Mr. Meredith makes a character observe that cynicism is intellectual dandy-
ism. Perhaps the dictum is truer than its acute author really believed. Take it that
cynicism is humour overdone, and we arrive at a conception of humour as the
soul’s clothing for its nakedness, acutely experienced after modern indulgence in
the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil. It may be that the adoption of
this is demonstrably an irrational act; but to demonstrate that a joke is an absur-
dity is but to make the joker a present of another. Logical progress, however, is
possible on the understanding that he is a weak creature, and that a stronger may
get on in vigorous nakedness. Such a son of Adam is Whitman. He positively does
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not need humour to protect him from his atmosphere, and he has no self-critical
qualms about his appearance; being, indeed, by his enemies’ account, far too
naked to be ashamed.

(Edinburgh: William Brown, 1884), 13, 14—16; originally published in the Round Table
Series 4.

i

12.
Sonnet-epigraph to John Robertson’s
Walt Whitman: Poet and Democrat

Strong poet of the sleepless gods that dwell
As far above the stars as we beneath,

Thy melody, disdaining the soft sheath

Of dainty modern music, snaps the spell,

And heedless of old forms and fettered plan,
Clothes itself carelessly in rough free words,
And strikes with giant’s hand the inner chords

That vibrate in the strong and healthful man!

What if our brothers in an age to be,
Emerging from the Titan war of Thought,
Seize hollow Custom, and with one keen blow
Strike off her seven heads, and having smote,
Pass on, and with their larger veins aglow
With new found vigour, mould themselves to thee!
AA.

Last stanza of the second poem which serves as epigraph to Robertson’s Walt
Whitman: Poet and Democrat:

Better forgiveness serene as the sun than the bolt of the storm-god:
Better the large faith of love than the Coriolanian cry:
Better the eye still bright with the dream of a glorious distance
Than the sad grey world of the sage scanning his race from on high;
Better the pride of the comrade, great in his vision of greatness,
Than the pride of the sage or the scorner, letting his kind pass by.
(Anon.)

(Edinburgh: William Brown, 1884); originally published in the Round Table Series 4.
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13. ERNEST RHYS

Letter to Walt Whitman, July 7, 1885

At first it seemed rather out of place to have your work in a series of this kind
called, rather stupidly, The Canterbury Poets, and got up in a cheap and prettified
fashion, with red lines etc. But afterwards it struck me that there might be gain in
the end through it. . . . The very including of Leaves of Grass in a series like this
gives them a chance of reaching people who would otherwise never see them.
What [—and many young men like me, ardent believers in your poetic initia-
tive— chiefly feel about this is, however, that an edition at a price which will put
it in the hands of the poorest member of the great social democracy is a thing of
imperative requirement. You know what a fervid stir and impulse forward of Hu-
manity there is today in certain quarters! and I am sure you will be tremendously
glad to help us here, in the very camp of the enemy, the stronghold of caste and
aristocracy and all selfishness between rich and poor!

Some people want to class you as the property of a certain literary clique—a
rara avis, to be carefully kept out of sight of the uneducated mob as not able to un-
derstand and appreciate the peculiar qualities of your work. This does harm in
many ways, and it would be a very good thing to make a fair trial of the despised
mob. . . . What we want then is an edition for the poor, and this proposed one at
only a shilling would be within reach of every man willing and caring to read.

Horace Traubel, With Walt Whitman in Camden, vol. 1 (New York: D. Appleton, 1908;
reprint, New York: Rowman Littlefield, 1961), 451—453.
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14. RODEN NOEL

“A Study of Walt Whitman”

But is equality a truth in the manner in which he asserts it? I believe not; and if
not, it must be so far mischievous to assert it. That common manhood is a greater,
more cardinal fact than any distinctions among men which raise one above an-
other I most firmly believe. Still these distinctions do exist, and so palpable a fact
cannot be ignored without very serious injury. If great men could not have been
without average men, and owe most to the grand aggregate soul of the ideal unit,
humanity — which is a pregnant truth — yet, on the other hand, this grand aggre-
gate soul could never have been what it is, could never have been enriched with
the treasures it now enjoys, without those most personal of all personalities—
prophets, heroes, men of genius. . . . If these men need to be reminded, as they do,
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of the rock whence they are hewn, there is yet a danger of average men mistaking
such a message as that of modern democracy through so powerful a spokesman as
Whitman, and insisting upon paring down the ideal superiority of their great
ones too much to the level of their own inorganic uniformity, rather than ac-
knowledging and venerating what is verily superior in these; taking them for lead-
ers in regions where they are appointed by Nature to lead, and generally aiming to
raise themselves as far as possible to the standard of a higher excellence thus set
before them.

In order to satisfy this law of inequality among men, I do not believe that the
mere proclamation of friendly love as between comrades (any more than of sexual
love and equal union between man and woman) is at all sufficient. Veneration,
reverence, also must be proclaimed, as likewise necessary; and the great point we
ought to aim at, in helping to solve the momentous question of the social future,
seems in that respect to be this— that mankind be taught, and gradually accus-
tomed, to place their reverence where reverence is indeed due, and not upon mere
idols of popular superstition. . . . But what Whitman does see so clearly is that,
even when men have themselves elected a ruler, or been concerned in the choice
of a form of government, there is a sort of glamour of the imagination which
immediately invests any actual depositary of power; and bows them in a kind of
unreasonable stupor before it. He therefore reminds them — Government exists
for you, not you for government. Obey it intelligently; modify it when reason
requires.

Essays on Poetry and Poets (London: Kegan, Paul, Trench, 1886), 330, 331, 332.
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15. ANONYMOUS REVIEW

“American Poets”

Such pieces as the burial hymn to Lincoln “When Lilacs Last etc.,” or “Out of
the Cradle Endlessly Rocking,” stamp Whitman as a lyric genius of the highest or-
der. In creative force and imaginative vigour Whitman stands, in our opinion,
first among American poets. But he has not justified his claim to initiate a new de-
parture in the form or the substance of poetry. His finest passages are written
when, in the sweep of his lyric passion, he forgets his system and his purpose. His
poems come before the world in a shape which is as attractive to some as it is re-
pulsive to others. In either case the audacity of the strange attire rivets attention. Yet
the form is not new. At their best his lines have the sweep of the Hebrew prophets;
they roll in upon the ear, rythmic as the waves beating on the shore. But just as of-
ten they resemble the baldest prose of Tupper. Whitman denounces rhyme as the
medium of inferior writers and trivial subjects. His slatternly prose irresistibly
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suggests the conclusion, that his revolt against the tinkling serenader’s style was
confirmed, if it was not stimulated, by mechanical incapacity or at least by a want
of artistic patience. In the first heat of his revolutionary enthusiasm, he claimed to
throw art to the winds, and to demonstrate its futility when applied to the higher
forms of poetry. In his maturer judgement he poses as the Wagner of poetry. It is
possible, and even probable, that poetry, like music, may undergo great rythmical
changes; but whatever change takes place will be in the direction, not of the ne-
glect, but of the development of Art. It is no defence of Whitman’s theory, that he
wished to render poetry inartistic; it is a complete and adequate defence, that he
attempts to reproduce in verse the cosmical symphony, the strong musical pulse
that beats throughout the world, the great undersong of the universal surge of Na-
ture. Had this conception been in his mind from the first, had he been an innova-
tor and not a mere iconoclast, he might have worked out his system less crudely.
His vocabulary is strong and rich. He bows to no aristocracy of words. He hopes
to see the Versailles of verse invaded by the language of the “Halles.” He uses
whatever expression most forcibly conveys his meaning, without regard to con-
ventionalities. Thus his language is piercingly direct, and he repeatedly strikes out
original epithets or phrases which create a picture in themselves.

In the protest which Whitman makes against conventionalities of form and
language, he did good service, but he only echoes the voice of Emerson.

Quarterly Review 163 (July—October 1886): 390—391.
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16. HAVELOCK ELLIS

The New Spirit

Beneath the vast growth of Christianity, for ever exalting the unseen by the
easy method of pouring contempt on the seen, and still ever producing some
strange and exquisite flower of ascesis— a slow force was working underground.
A tendency was making itself felt to find in the theoretically despised physical —
in those everyday stones which the builders of the Church had rejected — the very
foundation of the mysteries of life; if not the basis for a new vision of the unseen,
yet for a more assured vision of the seen. . ..

Whitman appeared at a time when this stream of influence, grown mighty, had
boldly emerged. At the time that “Leaves of Grass” sought the light Tourgenieff
was embodying in the typical figure of Bassaroff the modern militant spirit of sci-
ence, positive and audacious— a spirit marked also, as Hinton has pointed out,
by a new form of asceticism, which lay in the denial of emotion. Whitman, one of
the very greatest emotional forces of modern times, who had grown up apart
from the rigid and technical methods of science, face to face with a new world and

[40] WHITMAN IN THE BRITISH ISLES



a new civilization, which he had eagerly absorbed so far as it lay open to him, had
the good inspiration to fling himself into the scientific current, and so to justify
the demands of his emotional nature; to represent himself as the inhabitant of a
vast and coordinated cosmos, tenoned and mortised in granite. . . . That Whit-
man possessed no trained scientific instinct is unquestionably true, but it is im-
possible to estimate his significance without understanding what he owes to sci-
ence. Something, indeed, he had gained from the philosophy of Hegel — with its
conception of the universe as a single process of evolution, in which vice and dis-
ease are but transient perturbations — with which he had a second-hand acquain-
tance, that has left distinct, but not always well assimilated marks on his work;
but, above all, he was indebted to those scientific conceptions which, like Emer-
son, he had absorbed or divined. It is these that lie behind “Children of Adam.”

This mood of sane and cheerful sensuality, rejoicing with a joy as massive and
calm-eyed as Boccaccio’s, a moral-fibred joy that Boccaccio never knew, in all the
manifestations of the flesh and blood of the world —saying, not: “Let us eat and
drink, for tomorrow we die,” but, with Clifford: “Let us take hands and help, for
this day we are alive together” — is certainly Whitman’s most significant and im-
pressive mood. Nothing so much reveals its depth and sincerity as his never-
changing attitude towards death.

(London: Bell and Sons, 1890), 112—114.
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17. R. W. RAPER

“The Innings”

To take your stand at the wicket in a posture of haughty defiance:

To confront a superior bowler as he confronts you:

To feel the glow of ambition, your own and that of your side:

To be aware of shapes hovering, bending, watching around — white-
flannelled shapes— all eager, unable to catch you.

The unusually fine weather,

The splendid silent sun flooding all, bathing all in joyous evaporation.
Far off a gray-brown thrush warbling in hedge or in marsh;

Down there in the blossoming bushes, my brother, what is it that you are

saying?

To play more steadily than a pendulum; neither hurrying nor delaying, but
marking the right moment to strike.
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To slog:

The utter oblivion of all but the individual energy:

The rapid co-operation of hand and eye projected into the ball;

The ball triumphantly flying through air, you too flying.

The perfect feel of a fourer!

The hurrying to and fro between the wickets: the marvellous quickness of all
fields:

The cut, leg hit, forward drive, all admirable in their way;

The pull transcending all pulls, over the boundary ropes, sweeping, orotund,
astral:

The superciliousness of standing still in your ground, content, and masterful,
conscious of an unquestioned six;

The continuous pavilion-thunder bellowing after each true lightning stroke;

(And yet a mournful note, the low dental murmur of one who blesses not,
I fancied I heard through the roar

In a lull of the deafening plaudits;

Could it have been the bowler? or one of the fields?)

Sing on, gray-brown bird, sing on! now I understand you!
Pour forth your rapturous chants from flowering hedge in the marsh,
I follow, I keep time, though rather out of breath. . ..

Echoes from the Oxford Magazine (London: Henry Frowde, 1890); reprinted in Henry S.
Saunders, ed., Parodies on Walt Whitman (New York: American Library Series, 1923),
76-77.
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18. PAULINE W. ROOSE

“A Child-Poet: Walt Whitman”

This attitude of admiration and ever-fresh surprise, as of a stranger in the
world, is accompanied by most of the characteristics of early childhood. Without
a grain of egotism, he has a child’s intense interest in himself and absorbing sense
of his own importance. Thus, to a series of his poems he ushers himself in in
words recalling the formula one so often sees inscribed on the title-page of some
child’s diary, and which, with its innocent unsuspiciousness of fate, brings a pang
to the heart:
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“Afternoon this delicious ninth month in my forty-first year.”

Independently of all witchcraft and fairy lore, he can create for himself the very
miracles and transformations of which the little ones are always dreaming. The
old woodland kings, in his belief, hold great thoughts, which they drop down
upon him as he passes beneath them. There was a small boy who once prayed that
God would make the trees walk. This very conceit was almost realised by the vivid
fancy of Walt Whitman, who, in a “sort of dream-trance,” as he calls it, beheld his
favourite trees “step out and promenade up, down, and around very curiously, —
with a whisper from one, leaning down as he passed me: ‘We do all this on the
present occasion, exceptionally, just for you.”” That they could do it if they chose
seems indeed to be his deliberate opinion.

Children are notably devoid of humour, and in Whitman that quality is
conspicuous by its absence. Who, however, better than children — or than Whit-
man — can appeal to the humour of others? There is something touching in the
unconsciousness with which he lays himself open to the sneers of whoever may be
willing to avail himself of the opportunity. His sense of fun, of which he has his
full share, never interferes with the most preposterous statements on his own
part, even while he allows no oddity of life nor any ludicrous effect of nature to es-
cape him. Of what has been called the cockneyism of the nineteenth century not a
trace is to be found in him, nor of the modern smartness and indifference. He
cannot content himself with superficial views any more than childhood can be put
off with the flippant answers which grown-up persons of a certain calibre amuse
themselves by returning to its earnest questionings. . . .

His coarseness is as the coarseness of the earth, which, with “disdainful inno-
cence,” takes all for clean. Or rather, to maintain our point of view, he is a “vulgar
child” indeed, but after the fashion of the youngster to whose harmless impropri-
eties Sterne, in justification of his own deliberate offences, drew its mother’s at-
tention — not after that of the sentimentalist himself. The “chaste indecency of
childhood” is not so hard to forgive.

The Gentleman’s Magazine 272 (January—June 1892): 467, 474, 480.
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19. W. B. YEATS

Letters to the Editor of United Ireland
[December 17, 1892] Is there, then, no hope for the de-Anglicising of our
people? Can we not build up a national tradition, a national literature, which shall

be none the less Irish in spirit from being English in language? Can we not keep
the continuity of the nation’s life, not by trying to do what Dr. Hyde has practi-
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cally pronounced impossible, but by translating or retelling in English, which
shall have an indefinable Irish quality of rhythm and style, all that is best of the an-
cient literature? Can we not write and persuade others to write histories and ro-
mances of the great Gaelic men of the past, from the son of Nessa to Owen Roe,
until there has been made a golden bridge between the old and the new?

America, with no past to speak of, a mere parvenu among the nations, is creat-
ing a national literature which in its most characteristic products differs almost as
much from English literature as does the literature of France. Walt Whitman,
Thoreau, Bret Harte, and Cable, to name no more, are very American, and yet
America was once an English colony. It should be more easy for us, who have in us
that wild Celtic blood, the most un-English of all things under heaven, to make
such a literature. If we fail it shall not be because we lack the materials, but be-
cause we lack the power to use them.

[December 1, 1894] I know perfectly well what Emerson wrote about the “wit and
wisdom” of the The Leaves of Grass, but cannot see how his praise alters the fact
that while Mr. W. M. Rossetti was bringing out an English selection from Whit-
man’s poems, and Mr. Ruskin and George Eliot celebrating their power and
beauty, the American public was hounding their author from a Government post
because of their supposed immorality, or that when in his old age all Europe had
learned to honour his name the leading magazines of his country were still not
ashamed to refuse his contributions. Whitman appealed, like every other great
and earnest mind, not to the ignorant many, either English or American, but to
that audience, “fit though few,” which is greater than any nation, for it is made up
of chosen persons from all, and through the mouths of George Eliot, Ruskin, and
Emerson it did him honour and crowned him among the immortals.

John Kelly, ed., The Collected Letters of W. B. Yeats (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986),
338-339, 416.
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20. JOHN ADDINGTON SYMONDS

Walt Whitman, a Study

To bear the yoke of universal law is the plain destiny of human beings. If we
could learn to bear the yoke with gladness, to thrill with vibrant fibres to the
pulses of the infinite machine we constitute — (for were it possible that the least of
us should be eliminated, annihilated, the whole machine would stop and crumble
into chaos) —if, I say, we could feel pride and joy in our participation of the cos-
mic life, then we might stand where Whitman stood with “feet tenoned and mor-
tised in granite.” I do not think it is a religion only for the rich, the powerful, the
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wise, the healthy. For my own part, I may confess that it shone upon me when my
life was broken, when I was weak, sickly, poor, and of no account; and that I have
ever lived thenceforward in the light and warmth of it. In bounden duty toward
Whitman, I make this personal statement; for had it not been for the contact of
his fervent spirit with my own, the pyre ready to be lighted, the combustible ma-
terials of modern thought awaiting the touch of the fire-bringer, might never have
leapt up into the flame of life-long faith and consolation. During my darkest hours,
it comforted me in the illimitable symphony of cosmic life. When I sinned, re-
pined, sorrowed, suffered, it touched me with a gentle hand of sympathy and un-
derstanding, sustained me with the strong arm of assurance that in the end I could
not go amiss (for I was a part, an integrating part of the great whole); and when
strength revived in me, it stirred a healthy pride and courage to effectuate myself,
to bear the brunt of spiritual foes, the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune.
For this reason, in duty to my master Whitman, and in the hope that my experi-
ence may encourage others to seek the same source of inspiration, I have exceeded
the bounds of an analytical essay by pouring forth my personal confession. . . .

I am not sure whether a loose, disjointed method, the mere jotting down of
notes, would not be the best way of illustrating so intangible an author. And then
I think of many metaphors to express a meaning irreducible to propositions.

He is Behemoth, wallowing in primitive jungles, bathing at fountain-heads of
mighty rivers, crushing the bamboos and the crane-brakes under him, bellowing
and exulting in the torrid air. He is a gigantic elk or buffalo, trampling the grasses
of the wilderness, tracking his mate with irresistible energy. He is an immense
tree, a kind of Yggdrasil, stretching its roots deep down into the bowels of the
world, and unfolding its magic boughs through all the spaces of the heavens. His
poems are even as the rings in a majestic oak or pine. He is the circumambient air,
in which float shadowy shapes, rise mirage-towers, and palm-groves; we try to
clasp their visionary forms; they vanish into ether. He is the globe itself; all seas,
lands, forests, climates, storms, snows, sunshines, rains of universal earth. He is all
nations, cities, languages, religions, arts, creeds, thoughts, emotions. He is the be-
ginning and the grit of these things, not their endings, lees and dregs.

The section of Whitman’s works which deals with adhesiveness, or the love of
comrades, is full as important, and in some ways more difficult to deal with, than
his “Children of Adam.” . . . Here the element of spirituality in passion, of roman-
tic feeling, and of deep enduring sentiment, which was almost conspicuous by its
absence from the section on sexual love, emerges into vivid prominence, and
lends peculiar warmth of poetry to the artistic treatment. . . .

It is clear then that, in his treatment of comradeship, or the impassioned love
of man for man, Whitman has struck a keynote, to the emotional intensity of
which the modern world is unaccustomed. It therefore becomes of much impor-
tance to discover the poet-prophet’s Stimmung— his radical instinct with regard
to the moral quality of the feeling he encourages. Studying his works by their own
light, and by the light of their author’s character, interpreting each part by refer-
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ence to the whole and in the spirit of the whole, an impartial critic will, I think, be
drawn to the conclusion that what he calls the “adhesiveness” of comrades is
meant to have no interblending with the “amativeness” of sexual love. . . . It is ob-
vious that those unenviable mortals who are the inheritors of sexual anomalies,
will recognise their own emotion in Whitman’s “superb friendship, exalté, previ-
ously unknown,” which “waits, and has been always waiting, latent in all men,”
the “something fierce in me, eligible to burst forth,” “ethereal comradeship,” “the
last comradeship,” “the last athletic reality.” Had I not the strongest proof in Whit-
man’s private correspondence with myself that he repudiated any such deductions
from his “Calamus,” I admit that I should have regarded them as justified; and I
am not certain whether his own feelings upon this delicate topic may not have al-
tered since the time when “Calamus” was first composed. . . .

[We may inquire] whether anything like a new chivalry is to be expected from
the doctrines of “Calamus,” which shall in the future utilise for noble purposes
some of those unhappy instincts which at present run to waste in vice and shame.
It may be asked what these passions have in common with the topic of Whitman’s
prophecy? They have this in common with it. Whitman recognises among the sa-
cred emotions and social virtues, destined to regenerate political life and to cement
nations, an intense, jealous, throbbing, sensitive, expectant love of man for man:
a love which yearns in absence, droops under the sense of neglect, revives at the
return of the beloved: a love that finds honest delight in hand-touch, meeting lips,
hours of privacy, close personal contact. He proclaims this love to be not only
a daily fact in the present, but also a saving and ennobling aspiration. While he
expressly repudiates, disowns, and brands as “damnable” all “morbid inferences”
which may be drawn by malevolence or vicious cunning from his doctrine, he is
prepared to extend the gospel of comradeship to the whole human race. He expects
democracy, the new social and political medium, the new religious ideal of
mankind, to develop and extend “that fervid comradeship,” and by its means to
counterbalance and to spiritualise what is vulgar and materialistic in the modern
world.

(London: John C. Nimmo, 1893), 34—35, 155—156, 74—76, 81—82.
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21. HENRY SALT

Songs of Freedom

A new impulse was given to democratic songs by the political and social excite-
ment that commenced with the Reform Bill of 1832, and culminated in the out-

break of 1848 — a movement which was represented in England by the Anti-Corn
Law and Chartist agitations, and in Ireland by a revival of national spirit which led
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to an abortive rebellion, while in America it was the abolition of negro-slavery
that formed the ideal of the emancipators. . . .

Where, then, is the great singer of modern democracy? Who can voice its myr-
iad demands for freedom and justice as Shelley voiced the high and sanguine aspi-
rations of the early years of the century? In England no such poet has yet made his
appearance; but in Walt Whitman we find another epoch-making writer, a worthy
successor to Shelley — unlike him, it is true, in a thousand ways, yet manifesting
in a sterner and rougher form the same unquenchable spirit of freedom, the same
unalterable spirit of love. We know, of course, all the critical objections that are
urged against Whitman’s “barbaric yawp” and alleged lack of style; but then we
remember that Shelley’s poetry—a “drivelling prose run mad” as the Quarterly
described it — was scarcely less distasteful to the artistic susceptibilities of seventy
years back! And if, as seems probable, there be needed not only a fresh impulse of
thought, to create a new wave of poetry, but also a new vehicle of poetic expres-
sion (a need which would certainly arise, if anywhere, in the case of that poetry
which has revolutionary import), we can realise the supreme significance of Walt
Whitman as a singer of democracy. He has given us a new ideal of universal com-
radeship; and he has given us a new method of embodying that ideal. His name
inevitably stands at the head of the present era of revolutionary song.

(London: Walter Scott, 1894), xx—xxi, xxii.
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22. EDMUND GOSSE

“Walt Whitman”

To me, at least, after all the oceans of talk, after all the extravagant eulogy, all
the mad vituperation, he remains perfectly cryptic and opaque. I find no reason
given by these authorities why he should have made his appearance, or what his
appearance signifies. I am told that he is abysmal, putrid, glorious, universal and
contemptible. I like these excellent adjectives, but I cannot see how to apply them
to Whitman. Yet, like a boy at a shooting-gallery, I cannot go home till I, too, have
had my six shots at this running-deer.

On the main divisions of literature it seems that a critic should have not merely
a firm opinion, but sound argument to back that opinion. It is a pilgarlicky mind
that is satisfied with saying, “I like you, Dr. Fell, the reason why I cannot tell.”
Analysis is the art of telling the reason why. But still more feeble and slovenly is the
criticism that has to say, “I liked Dr. Fell yesterday and I don’t like him today, but
I can give no reason.” The shrine of Walt Whitman, however, is strewn around
with remarks of this kind. Poor Mr. Swinburne has been cruelly laughed at for
calling him a “strong-winged soul, with prophetic lips hot with the blood-beats of
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song,” and yet a drunken apple-woman reeling in a gutter. But he is not alone
in this inconsistency. Almost every competent writer who has attempted to give
an estimate of Whitman has tumbled about in the same extraordinary way. Some-
thing mephitic breathes from this strange personality, something that maddens
the judgment until the wisest lose their self-control.

Therefore, I propound a theory. It is this, that there is no real Walt Whitman,
that is to say, that he cannot be taken as any other figure in literature is taken,
as an entity of positive value and defined characteristics. . . . Whitman is mere
bathybius; he is literature in the condition of protoplasm — an intellectual organ-
ism so simple that it takes the instant impression of whatever mood approaches
it. Hence the critic who touches Whitman is immediately confronted with his
own image stamped upon that viscid and tenacious surface. He finds, not what
Whitman has to give, but what he himself has brought. And when, in quite an-
other mood, he comes again to Whitman, he finds that other self of his own
stamped upon the provoking protoplasm. . . . Almost every sensitive and natural
person has gone through a period of fierce Whitmanomania; but it is a dis-
ease which rarely afflicts the same patient more than once. It is, in fact, a sort of
highly-irritated kind of egotism come to a head, and people are almost always bet-
ter after it. ...

Every reader who comes to Whitman starts upon an expedition to the virgin
forest. He must take his conveniences with him. He will make of the excursion
what his own spirit dictates. There are solitudes, fresh air, rough landscape, and a
well of water, but if he wishes to enjoy the latter he must bring his own cup with
him. When people are still young and like roughing it, they appreciate a picnic
into Whitman-land, but it is not meant for those who choose to see their intellec-
tual comforts round them.

Critical Kit-Kats (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1896), 96—111.
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23.J. A. MACCULLOCH

“Walt Whitman: The Poet of Brotherhood”

But before coming to that stumbling-block to the bourgeois and to the verse-
reading public alike, Whitman’s style, a further word may be spoken of the ten-
dencies in American thought when he began to write. The wave of revolution, of
illumination, of romanticism which had swept over Europe, passed in succession
to America. Puritanism, an uncompromising and bigoted orthodoxy, utilitarian-
ism, Philistinism, had petrified the nation into a rock on which idealism could
find scanty foothold. When the new movement arrived it disintegrated these un-
yielding elements, and was welcomed by a group of men and women who saw in
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it the dawn of a new age of poetry, of social reform, of religious fervour. A Tran-
scendental Club was formed, and found choice spirits in George Ripley, Charles
Dana, Margaret Fuller, Theodore Parker, Hawthorne and Emerson. With loud
voice they proclaimed to the world, Ecce, nunc acceptabile tempus. But the move-
ment became discredited by the wild enthusiasm of many bizarre, crack-brained,
and absurd persons; and, though it never lost its possession of a noble ideal, it had
to adapt itself to the circumstances of the modern world. Yet it formed a current
which has continued to warm and to colour American thought since then. It has
resulted in a certain freshness and crispness in literature, such as may readily be
seen in the writings of Emerson, of Thoreau, of Lowell, of Longfellow. Nor did
Whitman escape it. He is the finest product of the Transcendental movement, the
prophet who will sound it forth to future ages. We see in his work the stirring of a
new life in America, which we in the Old World cannot eventually escape.

Westminster Review (July—December 1899): 550.
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24. G. K. CHESTERTON

“Conventions and the Hero”

Walt Whitman is, I suppose, beyond question the ablest man America has yet
produced. He also happens to be, incidentally, one of the greatest men of the
nineteenth century. Ibsen is all very well, Zola is all very well and Maeterlinck is all
very well; but we have begun already to get to the end of them. And we have not
yet begun to get to the beginning of Whitman. The egoism of which men accuse
him is that sense of human divinity which no one has felt since Christ. The bald-
ness of which men accuse him is simply that splendidly casual utterance which no
sage has used since Christ. But all the same, this gradual and glowing conser-
vatism which grows upon us as we live leads us to feel that in just those points in
which he violated the chief conventions of poetry, in just those points he was
wrong. He was mistaken in abandoning metre in poetry; not because in forsaking
it he was forsaking anything ornamental or anything civilized, as he himself
thought. In forsaking metre he was forsaking something quite wild and bar-
barous, something as instinctive as anger and as necessary as meat. He forgot that
all real things move in a rhythm, that the heart beats in harmony, that the seas rise
and ebb in harmony. He forgot that any child who shouts falls into some sort of
repetition and assonance, that the wildest dancing is at the bottom monotonous.
The whole of Nature moves in a recurrent music; it is only with a considerable ef-
fort of civilization that we can contrive to be other than musical. The whole world
talks poetry; it is only we who, with elaborate ingenuity, manage to talk prose.

The same that is true of Whitman’s violation of metre is true, though in a mi-
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nor degree, of his violation of what is commonly called modesty. Decorum itself is
of little social value; sometimes it is a sign of social decay. Decorum is the moral-
ity of immoral societies. The people who care most about modesty are often those
who care least about chastity; no better examples could be given than Oriental
Courts or the west-end drawing-rooms. But all the same Whitman was wrong. He
was wrong because he had at the back of his mind the notion that modesty or de-
cency was in itself an artificial thing. This is quite a mistake. The roots of modesty,
like the roots of mercy or of any other traditional virtue, are to be found in all
fierce and primitive things.

D. Collins, ed., Lunacy and Letters (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1958), 62—65.
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25. W. T. HAWKINS
Poem Read at Celebration of Whitman’s Birthday,
May 31, 1906

Once more we meet— as pilgrims at a shrine,
To reassert our Comradeship sincere:

Around the Master’s head a wreath t’entwine
Then lay it lovingly upon his bier.

To dear, dead Walt, who, being dead, yet speaks,
In us and through us with the same old tone;

Breathing his message, as the ripple breaks
Upon the shingle, kissing sand and stone.

That message, which the world has scarcely heard,
Or, having heard it, has not understood;
His life-thought centred in one sacred word,
The password of true Comrades — “Brotherhood!”

We leave behind the traffic of the mart,
We steal away from busy, bustling street;

As Comrades, Brothers, standing heart to heart,
Breathing the fragrance of his presence sweet.

His birthday! The one day of all the year
Kept in remembrance by his Comrades true;
We chant no mournful dirge, we shed no tear,
But joy that we our spirits thus renew.
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“Joy, shipmate, joy!” There sounds his cheery hail!
No longer troubles vex, or cares annoy;

Do riches flee us? Do we fear to fail?
List to the good, glad, cry — “Joy, shipmates, joy!”

Have men betrayed us? He will not betray!
Have Comrades left us in the hour of need?

They were no Comrades: let them pass away;
The slaves of passion, prejudice or greed.

Hark to the glad old cry that greets us still!
Sounding above the ocean’s mighty roar;

What other message can our bosoms thrill
Like that grand greeting from Paumanok’s shore?

Comrades, join hands! So shall we symbolise
The love that binds us with its golden chain.
True Comrades; linked in love! Though all else dies,
Let this sweet bond of Comradeship remain.

Amid the turmoil of the striving days
One night each year at least we’ll call a halt,
And in his memory our glasses raise.
And drink the same old toast— “Here’s to you, Walt.”

Annandale Observer, June 15, 1906; reprinted in Paul Salveson, Loving Comrades (Bolton,

1984).
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26. E. M. FORSTER

“The Beauty of Life”

Whitman knew what life was. He was not praising its beauty from an arm-
chair. He had been through all that makes it hideous to most men — poverty, the
battlefield, the hospitals—and yet could believe that life, whether as a whole or in
detail, was perfect, that beauty is manifest wherever life is manifested. He could
glorify the absurd and the repulsive; he could catalogue the parts of a machine
from sheer joy that a machine has so many parts; he could sing not only of farm-
ing and fishing, but also of “leather-dressing, coach-making, boiler-making, rope-
twisting, distilling, sign-painting, lime-burning, cotton-picking, electro-plating,
electro-typing, stereo-typing”; one of the lines in one of his poems runs thus! He
went the “whole hog” in fact, and he ought to be writing this article.
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But most of us have to be content with a less vigorous attitude. We may follow
the whole-hogger at moments, and no doubt it is our fault and not his when we
don’t follow him; but we cannot follow him always. . . . One might define the av-
erage educated man as optimist by instinct, pessimist by conviction. . ..

Here then is what one may call the irreducible minimum, the inalienable
dowry of humanity: Beauty in scraps. It may seem a little thing after the compre-
hensive ecstasies of Whitman, but it is certain; it is for all men in all times, and we
couldn’t avoid it even if we wanted to. . . .

One final tip; read Walt Whitman. He is the true optimist— not the profes-
sional optimist who shuts his eyes and shirks, and whose palliatives do more harm
than good, but one who has seen and suffered much and yet rejoices. He is not a
philosopher or a theologian; he cannot answer the ultimate question and tell us
what life is. But he is absolutely certain that it is grand, that it is happiness, and
that “wherever life and force are manifested, beauty is manifested.”

George H. Thomson, ed., Albergo Empedocle and Other Writings (New York: Liveright,
1971), 170, 171, 175.
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27. D. H. LAWRENCE

Letter to Henry Savage, December 22, 1913

What a rum chap you are. Now you’re discovering Whitman and humanity.
But don’t you see, he says all men are my brothers, and straightway goes into the
wilderness to love them. Don’t let yourself in for a terrific chagrin. But I'm glad
you’ve discovered Humanity: it is fearfully nice to feel it round one. If you read
my poetry — especially the earlier rough stuff which was published in the English
Review, and isn’t in the book of poems, you would see how much it has meant to
me. Only, the bitterness of it is, that while one is brother to all men, and wrote
Macbeth with Shakespeare and the Bible with James the First’s doctors, one still
remains Henry Savage or D. H. Lawrence, with one’s own little life to live, and
one’s own handful of thoughts to write. And it is so hard to combine the two, and
not to lose oneself in the generalisation, and not to lose the big joy of the whole in
being narrowly oneself. Which is a preach. But perhaps you, like Whitman or
Christ, can take the Church to bride, and give yourself, bodily and spiritually, to
the abstract. The fault about Whitman is, strictly, that he is too self-conscious to
be what he says he is: he’s not Walt Whitman, I, the joyous American, he is Walt
Whitman, the Cosmos, trying to fit a cosmos inside his own skin: a man rongé
with unsatisfiedness not at all pouring his seed into American brides to make Stal-
wart American Sons, but pouring his seed into the space, into the idea of human-
ity. Poor man, it is pathetic when he makes even an idea of his own flesh and
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blood. He was a martyr like Christ, in a slightly different sort.—I don’t mind
people being martyrs in themselves, but to make an idea of the flesh and blood is
wrong. The flesh and blood must go its own road. There is something wrong with
Whitman, when he addresses American women as his Stalwart brides in whom
he is to pour the seed for Stalwart Sons. One doesn’t think like that. Imagine your-
self addressing English women like that, in the mass. One doesn’t feel like that —
except in the moments of wide, gnawing desire when everything has gone
wrong— Whitman is like a human document, or a wonderful treatise in human
self-revelation. It is neither art nor religion nor truth: Just a self-revelation of a
man who could not live, and so had to write himself. But writing should come
from a strong root of life: like a battle song after a battle.— And Whitman did
this, more or less. But his battle was not a real battle: he never gave his individual
self into the fight: he was too much aware of it. He never fought with another per-
son— he was like a wrestler who only wrestles with his own shadow—he never
came to grips. He chucked his body into the fight and stood apart saying “Look
how I am living.” He is really false as hell. — But he is fine too. Only, I am sure, the
generalisations are no good to the individual: the individual comes first, then the
generalisation is a kind of game, not a reality: just a surplus, an excess, not a whole.

About spiritual pride, I think you are right. I can’t understand you when you
think so much of books and genius. They are great too—but they are the cake
and wine of life— there is the bread and butter first, the ordinary human contact,
the exchange with individuals of a bit of our individual selves, like beggars might
exchange bits of crust on the road side. But Whitman did not take a person: he
took that generalised thing, a Woman, an Athlete, a Youth. And this is wrong,
wrong, wrong. He should take Gretchen, or one Henry Wilton. It is no use blank-
ing the person out to have a sort of representative.

George J. Zytaruk and James T. Bolton, eds., The Letters of D. H. Lawrence, vol. 2
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 129—130.
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28. BASIL DE SELINCOURT

“The Problem of the Form”

[In] the example that follows, the tone of conversation has passed into that of
soliloquy; the mood is too intimate, too remote, to admit of the idea of any but an
impersonal utterance; we picture the soul of the poet addressing as it were some
shadow of itself:

Tears! tears! tears!
In the night, in solitude, tears,
On the white shore dripping, dripping, suck’d in by the sand,
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Tears, not a star shining, all dark and desolate,

Moist tears from the eyes of a muffled head;

O what is that ghost? that form in the dark, with tears?

What shapeless lump is that, bent, crouch’d there on the sand?

Streaming tears, sobbing tears, throes, choked with wild cries;

O storm, embodied, rising, careering with swift steps along the beach!

O wild and dismal night storm, with wind— O belching and desperate!

O shade so sedate and decorous by day, with calm countenance and regulated
pace,

But away at night as you fly, none looking— O then the unloosen’d ocean,

Of tears! tears! tears!

The form here is of such exquisite sensitiveness that it is with an effort we remem-
ber the offences its author could commit. The lines “O who is that ghost” and
“What shapeless lump is that” serve just to maintain the air of realistic familiarity
that Whitman loves. He takes advantage of the ballast they provide to soar up into
heights of suggestion and impressionism where he is equally at home. The storm,
the human creature out in it, exchange forces, appearance, personality almost,
from line to line. The tears are the rain, but who is it that is weeping? The night, the
tempest, the seashore are part of the solitude and the despair they cover, part of
the outpouring of passion and sorrow which they liberate, echo and absorb. And
how does language take the impress of hints so vague and so conflicting and of an
integration so profound? All through the piece alliteration, though never obtrud-
ing itself, and indeed never appearing till it is sought out, adds significance to the
choice of the words by coaxing the reader to dwell upon them and so helping him
to pass naturally over gaps whether of grammar or idea which might otherwise
check him; he may observe next how every line, sensitive to the cadence of the first,
divides itself sympathetically into a succession of lesser impulses, of which there
are usually, but not always, three; and finally, as the sign of a still more vital sensi-
tiveness, he will note the repetition of the keynote of the piece, the word “tears.”
The word is not only repeated, but variously placed in successive lines, so that by
maintenance of the emphasis upon it its structural significance may be fully
brought out. Then, at what is structurally the centre of the piece, there is a cessa-
tion; four lines of release and tumult follow which are silent of it; and so we are
prepared for the beauty and inevitability of the final cadence in which it returns.
In Tears! Tears! Tears! we have a piece of poetic architecture which is at once
completely original and completely satisfying. . . . The sincerer our devotion to
poetry, the more readily we recognise that even in works called great, the form
is apt to be a convenient mantle which, though it serves indeed to reveal the liv-
ing gestures of the poet, serves also to give an average effect of dignity to tran-
sitional moments, when he is recovering from one gesture and preparing for
the next. Form, as Whitman made use of it, avoids this pitfall. Not pre-existing
as a mould to be filled, it cannot attract the feeling that is to fill it. It waits upon
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the feeling, and the feeling when it comes is the more likely to be genuine and
sincere.

Walt Whitman: A Critical Study (London: Martin and Secker, 1914; reprint, New York:
Russell and Russell, 1965), 7981, 82.
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29. P. MANSELL JONES

“Whitman and Verhaeren”

In considering together Whitman and Verhaeren, it is at once evident that they
are, so to speak, poetic anomalies: they are alike in being unlike most other poets.
And their importance lies in the fact that they are great not by the standards and
virtues of the past, but because they have rebelled greatly and conquered. Yet that
which distinguishes them from the vast majority of poets unites them more
closely to one another. Both have chosen as themes, not any of the so-called “po-
etic subjects,” but the world as it is today, the world of commerce and industry, of
democracy and science. But apart from this modern, universal aspect of their
work, each finds in the development of his country a source of inspiration which
offers many points of similarity.

As young as America, Belgium is still adolescent and feels the joy of newly-
acquired strength. As in America, the mixture of peoples and fertility of the soil
have engendered a superb and powerful race. Walt Whitman was the cry of Amer-
ica, at last conscious of her power. Verhaeren proclaims the triumph of the Bel-
gian —the European race. Each is the first adequate singer of his country. For this
audacious task, both poets were by nature equally well equipped. Each embodies
his country’s two main sources of character: French and Flemish in the case of the
Belgian poet, English and Dutch in that of the American. Moreover, their com-
posite characters were moulded by similar environments: both combine, in a
striking manner, a whole-hearted worship of nature with a love of “populous
pavements.” They have given the people — their needs and aspirations—a pri-
mary place in their works. Verhaeren truly loves the life of the humble. Though he
belongs by birth to the middle-classes, his sympathy for the lowest in the social
scale enables him to transform the commonplace details of their life into poems of
extraordinary beauty and tenderness. He is one of them, says Zweig, and they feel
their nearness to him. . ..

Surveying his work towards the end of his life, the author of Leaves of Grass
said: “The word I myself put primarily for the description of them as they stand at
last is the word Suggestiveness.” And a last glance at Whitman’s work, so rough
and unpolished, yet so rich in the stuff and substance of poetry, seems to drive
home the conclusion that Whitman is the fountain-head whence, all uncon-
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sciously, Verhaeren proceeds. Yet there is no intention to suggest that the former is
of less significance than the latter. For if the “comradeship” of Calamus finds its
reflection in the “admiration” of La multiple Splendeur, and if, as a song of the
modern, Leaves of Grass is excelled by Les Villes tentaculaires, if, finally, Verhaeren
is a greater artist than Whitman, it must not be forgotten that many themes—
like those of democracy and death—have been treated more fully by the Ameri-
can than by the Belgian poet.

Aberystwyth Studies (Aberystwyth: University College) 2 (1914): 73—74, 104—105.
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30. JOHN COWPER POWYS

Walt Whitman, in Visions and Revisions

I want to approach this great Soothsayer from the angle least of all profaned by
popular verdicts. I mean from the angle of his poetry. We all know what a splen-
did heroic Anarchist he was. We all know with what rude zest he gave himself up
to that “Cosmic Emotion,” to which in these days the world does respectful, if dis-
tant, reverence. We know his mania for the words “en masse,” for the words “en-
semble,” “democracy” and “libertad.” We all know his defiant celebrations of Sex,
of amorousness, of maternity; of that Love of Comrades which “passeth the love
of women.” We know the world-shaking effort he made —and to have made it at
all, quite apart from its success, marks him a unique genius! —to write poetry
about every mortal thing that exists, and to bring the whole breathing palpable
world into his Gargantuan Catalogues. It is absurd to grumble at these Inventories
of the Round Earth. They may not all move to Dorian flutes, but they form a
background —like the lists of the Kings in the Bible and the lists of the Ships in
Homer — against which, as against the great blank spaces of Life itself, “the writ-
ing upon the wall” may make itself visible.

What seems much less universally realized is the extraordinary genius for sheer
“poetry” which this Prophet of Optimism possessed. . . .

The “free” poetry of Walt Whitman obeys inflexible, occult laws, the laws com-
manded unto it by his own creative instinct. We need, as Nietzsche says, to learn
the art of “commands” of this kind. Transvaluers of old values do not spend all
their time sipping absinthe. Is it a secret, then, the magical unity of rhythm, which
Walt Whitman has conveyed to the words he uses? Those long, plangent, wailing
lines, broken by little gurgling gasps and sobs; those sudden thrilling apostrophes
and recognitions; those far-drawn flute-notes; those resounding sea-trumpets; all
such effects have their place in the great orchestral symphony he conducts.

Take that little poem — quite spoiled before the end by a horrible bit of demo-
cratic vulgarity — which begins:
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Come, I will build a Continent indissoluble;
I will make the most splendid race the sun ever shone upon —

Is it possible to miss the hidden spheric law which governs such a challenge? Take
the poem which begins:

In the growths, by the margins of pond-waters —

Do you not divine, delicate reader, the peculiar subtlety of that reference to the
rank, rain-drenched anonymous weeds, which every day we pass in our walks in-
land? A botanical name would have driven the magic of it quite away.

Walt Whitman, more than anyone, is able to convey to us that sense of the un-
classified pell-mell, of weeds and stones and rubble and wreckage, of vast, desolate
spaces, and spaces full of debris and litter, which is most of all characteristic of
your melancholy American landscape, but which those who love England know
where to find, even among our trim gardens. No one like Walt Whitman can con-
vey to us the magical ugliness of certain aspects of Nature—the bleak, stunted,
God-forsaken things; the murky pools where the grey leaves fall; the dead reeds
where the wind whistles no sweet fairy tunes; the unspeakable margins of murder-
ous floods; the tangled sea-drift, scurfed with scum; the black sea-windrow of
broken shells and dead fishes’ scales; the roots of willow trees in moonlit places
crying out for demon-lovers; the long, moaning grass that grows outside the walls
of prisons; the leprous mosses that cover paupers’ graves; the mountainous wastes
and blighted marsh-lands which only unknown wild-birds ever touch with their
flying wings, and of which madmen dream — these are the things, the ugly, terri-
ble things, that this great optimist turns into poetry. “Yo honk!” cries the wild
goose, as it crosses the midnight sky. Others may miss that mad-tossed shadow,
that heart-breaking defiance—but from amid the drift of leaves by the roadside,
this bearded Fakir of Outcasts has caught its meaning; has heard, and given it its
answer.

(London: Macdonald & Co., 1915; reprint, London: Vintage Books, 1974), 209, 212~213.
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31. PADRAIC COLUM

“The Poetry of Walt Whitman”

Somewhere in the beginning of our histories of Philosophy is the name of the
thinker who first announced that the World was a Becoming. That intuition was
left to the philosophers until Walt Whitman arrived. And with Whitman the Be-
coming seems not only to be realized, but to be participated in. All is urge in his
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poetry. His rhythms flow and break like waves. His stanzas have not the measure
that belongs to the poets of a world that is established — poets like Dante and
Spenser, for instance —but the balances that are set in nature— one living mem-
ber balancing another living member, as in a branching tree.

His verse not merely departs from traditional forms. It creates a new and spe-
cial norm. It is special in as much as it exists only for Whitman’s purpose, but it is
a norm — that is to say, any departures from it can be perceived. . . . Hardly any
poet has revised his original texts more than Whitman has. And it can be per-
ceived that all his revision has the effect of making his lines conform to his verse-
norm. “Flood-tide of the river, flow on! I watch you face to face,” is the opening
he once had for Crossing Brooklyn Ferry. If one substitutes this line for the line
that opens the poem now, one can see that the norm is disturbed:

Flood-tide below me! I watch you face to face;

Clouds of the west! sun there half an hour high! I see you also face to face.

Crowds of men and women attired in the usual costumes! how curious you
are tome!. ..

Whitman is a master of language as well as a master of his special verse-form. His
is one of the greatest vocabularies of any poet who has written in English. What an
array of words is in his volume! squatter’s words; hobo’s words; drummer’s words;
foreign phrases; words out of scientific and philosophic texts, with all the words of
literary and journalistic English. And he uses all these words with such precision
and vigor that he stamps them anew. . . . Every line in his verse is so vividly felt and
so powerfully realized that it stands as solid as a bar of iron. . . .

Then there is in Whitman the clear and tender-toned poet. The themes of
the poet are affection, reconciliation, death. When he sings of death he has a
strangely beautiful accent. It is as if all the things that had kept him company —
those tremendous shows and processions that his will and his vision bound
him to—were folded away from him. He is Ruth to the Universe’s Naomi.
“Whither thou goest I will go,” he says, and his trust makes beautiful his most
haunting poems— Passage to India, the lovely Death Carol beginning “Come,
Lovely and Soothing Death,” Whispers of Heavenly Death; Darest Thou Now,
O Soul; Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking, and The Last Invocation with
its hushed lyricism. Did Whitman feel an unwonted power upon him when he
sang of death? It would seem as if he did. It is something outside himself that
prompts the lines of the Death Carol, a bird singing. And in Out of the Cradle
Endlessly Rocking the bird that sings of separation is named demon. Whitman
surely was aware when he gave that strange name to the bird that the demon in
tradition is the spiritual power beyond our own soul that prompts to extraordi-
nary manifestations.

New Republic (June 14, 1919): 213—214.
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32. HUGH L’ANSON FAUSSETT

Walt Whitman: Poet of Democracy

It was . . . increasingly difficult to avoid seeing the scramble for wealth as the
dominating motive of the time, not merely in the feverish gold-rush to Cali-
fornia in 1849—50, but in the city government itself. Yet it was neither in his na-
ture nor his experience to question the individualism of which a ruthless pur-
suit of self-interest was an extreme expression. He was born into a tenaciously
individual class, nourished on the self-reliant gospels of Franklin and Jefferson, and
suspicious of any encroachments by a central government upon independent
rights. The phase of material development during which he lived as well as his own
pronounced egoism prevented him from being in any radical sense a socialist.

Even today in America the conception of a society reorganised so that the co-
operative impulse supersedes the competitive grows very slowly. And Whitman
was too naively of his time to be a hundred years in front of it. His sympathies
were all for brotherhood, but for a brotherhood of individuals who had surren-
dered none of their private rights. The acquisitive individual was an unfortunate
by-product of such freedom, but less dangerous to the health of a society than an
intrusive Government.

It was and is an understandable view. But it was based on a serious underesti-
mate of the vicious strength of the acquisitive impulse, through which democracy
in America has been persistently defeated by plutocracy, and on a very limited
conception of Government. Whitman resisted any extension of Governmental
authority because he viewed it always as something imposed upon individuals. He
never seems to have conceived of it as a possibly organic expression of their social
consciousness and as such liberating them from a conflict of selfish impulses. At
bottom his political views were limited by his own gospel of egoism. Seeing, as he
did, so imperfectly what a real self-hood entailed, he was equally blind to the
sacrifice of selfish independence necessary to the individual who would lose and
find himself in an integrated society. And so, in theory at least, he was always to
remain a merely humanitarian democrat despite all the inhumanities which a
laissez-faire system was increasingly *o display.

(London: Cape, 1942), 93—94.
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33. V. S. PRITCHETT

“Two Writers and Modern War”

The American Civil War was the first modern war. . . . [In the work of writers
before this] there is no suggestion that war is a human tragedy. This suggestion is
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not made until the civilian fights. He cannot shrug his shoulders and say, “C’est la
guerre.” He is stunned by his own fears, stupefied by his own atrocities, amazed at
his happiness, incredulous at the point of death. When all people are at war, no
code, no manner, can contain the experience. The nearest writers to Whitman are
Tolstoy and Erckmann-Chatrian — it is interesting to note that they were all writ-
ing about war at the same time —but Tolstoy’s ironical pacifism and Erckmann-
Chatrian’s mildness and peaceableness are a branch of the main stream of popu-
lar feeling. They are not, like Whitman, the stream itself. The Histoire d’'un
Conscrit de 1813 was written in 1864. It has been called I’Iliade de la peur and it por-
trays the pathos of the conscript’s situation. The tragedy of the conscript is a pas-
sive one: that a quiet, peaceable man like himself should be killed. But in Whit-
man—as in Wilfred Owen — the tragedy is not passive; it lies not only in what
is done to a man but in what he himself does and in what happens to him in-
side. . . . [Tolstoy and Erckmann-Chatrian] are propagandists with an uncom-
monly delicate ear. They write to warn opinion in the fond domestic parlour be-
hind the little shop.

Compared with them, Whitman does not know his mind. He is all over the
place. He is the public. It is typical of Specimen Days that its first picture of the war
is of the news spreading in the streets at night. The emotion of the street catches
him. He is not intoxicated with patriotism but he does not deny the message of
the pennants and the flags in the street. He is the man in the parlour who goes out
into the street and loses his head. He feels the herd instinct. Two great wars have
made us guarded, and when we read Specimen Days and especially the poems
called Drum-Taps, we resist that old-fashioned war. The sun has faded the defiant
and theatrical photograph, and paled the headlines to a weak-tea brown. The uni-
forms are shabby. We suspect Whitman’s idea that out of this a nation is born; it
sounds like the cracked bugle and slack drum of propaganda. And yesterday’s
propaganda puts no one in a flurry. Yet, in all this, the loquacious Whitman is
right. It is the bewildering thing in all his work, that this dressed-up egotist with
all the air of a ham actor, is always half-right when he is most dubious. He is the
newspaper man who reflects the ambiguous quality of public feeling. His virtue is
that he begins on the pavement and that, like the streets, he has no shame and no
style. Excitement and incantation take the place of it. . . .

After this the reality begins. And the reality, as the first modern war drags on, is
the casualty list. In the classical narratives men are merely shot. Sometimes they
are blown up. The aftermath was not minutely described. “Bloodshed,” “car-
nage,” generalise it. Whitman too, uses those words but with all his voice. . .. That
discovery marks the beginning of the modern attitude to war. We write as follow-
ers, not leaders. And though Whitman likes the heroic act, the message in the
leader’s eye, enjoys seeing the President ride past with his escort of cavalry and
feels the public emotion of the “great convulsive drums,” he writes more surely
when he goes back to the rank and file, when he recovers his sense of anonymity.
(Odd that this huge and often so flaccid egotist should be able to puff himself
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large enough until he is identified with all the people and lost in them; it is his
paradox.) It is his paradox, too, that doggerel and the real thing traipse along to-
gether like the blind leading the blind, unable to see, unable to stop. . . .

Drum-Taps describes the general scene, what the unknown and anonymous
man did and saw and how filthily he died. Patriotism has not decayed; but the hu-
man being has emerged. He emerged first of all, it is interesting to observe, in a
civil war, a war of ideas; and in the country which, to so many people, had seemed
the Promised Land, where no formal tradition of war existed. Whitman himself
observed, in his confused groping way, that a new way of warfare was necessary to
America. A new way of writing about war certainly emerged; perhaps that is what
he was trying to say.

The Living Novel (London: Chatto and Windus, 1946), 166—172.
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34.J. MIDDLETON MURRY

“Walt Whitman: Prophet of Democracy”

The universal of which “these States” were the particular in Whitman’s poetry
is Democracy; and all over the world democrats, in Whitman’s peculiar and pro-
found sense of the word — that is, those who believe that a self-governing society
of free and responsible individuals offers the only way of progress towards the
Good —have had no difficulty in regarding Whitman’s America as the city of
their own soul. It is for them a symbol of the ideal, of the same order as Blake’s Al-
bion and Jerusalem; and Whitman in rhapsodizing over the rivers and prairies of
America, is behaving as Shakespeare’s poet, “who gives to airy nothing a local
habitation and a name” — except that the ideal Democracy is much more than
“an airy nothing.” It is at least a compelling vision of the society towards which
humanity must stumble on, if it is not to cease to be human. . ..

[Writing] as late as 1904 Henry Bryan Binns, his English biographer, speaking
of Whitman’s dismissal in 1865 from his clerkship in the Indian Bureau in Wash-
ington, as the result of the reading of Leaves of Grass by his Methodist chief, says:
“Average American opinion was then undisguisedly hostile, as, of course, it still
remains.” If that was really the situation in America in 1904, it was distinctly dif-
ferent from that in England, where by that time his book had been accepted as a
classic by the Liberal intellectuals, and as a sort of bible by the native British So-
cialist movement, which, though it had a fair sprinkling of intellectuals, had a
solid working-class core. Perhaps the explanation of this discrepancy is that quite
early in the nineteenth century the British working class had become more or less
completely urbanized, and Whitman’s poetry had, for the part of it which was
sufficiently alert to become Socialist, a powerful nostalgic attraction as a poetry of
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the open country and the open air. And it is very probable that the curious, but
very marked association of the early Socialist movement in England with camping
and hiking, on foot or cycle in the countryside is almost entirely due to the
influence of Whitman. . ..

[The] matrix is more important than the gems; the total Whitman far more
dynamic, far more charged with potential for humanity, than his rounded utter-
ances. The Whitman who gropes his way from the basis of his deep and new-
discovered personality, his identified soul, into the vast variety of his incomplete
affirmations; who offers himself with all his hesitations, his contradictions, and
his deep unformulable faith, to his comrades of the future is a truly prophetic
man. He is, in part, the attractive image of the citizen of the new completely hu-
man society of which the crude integument is what we call Democracy; he is, in a
yet more important part, the tongue-tied soul in his travail of the idea of which he
is the instinctive vehicle. And this part of him, which is quite inseparable from the
other, is perhaps even more durable than the image of the rounded man which he
communicates. For it is inherent in this conception of Democracy, as the con-
stant, endless breaking of the fallows of humankind for the sowing of the seed of
personality, that it should never reach finality.

Milton Hindus, ed., Leaves of Grass One Hundred Years After (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1955), 125, 136, 143.
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35. DAVID DAICHES

“Walt Whitman’s Philosophy”

How could Whitman take a normative attitude to the civilization of his day if
at the same time he accepted everything in existence merely because it was in exis-
tence? I think the answer to this question lies in Whitman’s view of the nature of
a real person. Inanimate Nature and animals were all to be accepted; they were
what they were, part of the process of things. But men — who were alone capable
of betraying their identities by leading second-hand lives in which their real selves
were not involved — could be judged in accordance with the degree to which they
fulfilled the true laws of their own personalities. It is significant that after Swin-
burne turned against Whitman, to write a stinging attack on the man and his
poetry, Whitman remarked of the furious English poet: “Ain’t he the damndest
simulacrum?” Swinburne, in talking this frenzied nonsense, was acting as a simu-
lacrum, a pale image of his real self, not in his true capacity as a person. And this
is the way in which Whitman tended to speak of those he disliked and, indeed, of
all evil in the universe. He did not hold simply that “whatever is, is right,” but
rather that whatever exists in its true, undistorted nature is good. The “parcel of
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helpless dandies” that he attacked were denounced as “all second-hand, or third,
fourth, or fifth hand,” and that was the real burden of his complaint.

Now I think that this helps to explain, too, Whitman’s increasing insistence on
his originality as he grew older. In repudiating an obvious debt to Emerson and —
as Esther Shephard has pointed out— concealing a significant debt to two novels
of George Sand, Whitman cannot be acquitted of disingenuousness; but we can
see why it was important to him to keep stressing his originality. The real poet was
essentially original, true to his own vision, transcribing nothing at second-hand. If
Whitman had thought more carefully about the problem of originality, he would
have seen that it is not necessarily incompatible with borrowing: nobody now de-
nies the originality of Shakespeare’s genius because he took his plots from other
writers. But he was so obsessed with the importance of renouncing the second-
hand, of exploiting only his own true self, that he felt it necessary to repudiate
with increasing urgency any suspicion of borrowing.

Literary Essays (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1956), 79—8o0.
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36. W. H. AUDEN

“D. H. Lawrence”

The difference between formal and free verse may be likened to the difference
between carving and modelling; the formal poet, that is to say, thinks of the poem
he is writing as something already latent in the language which he has to reveal,
while the free verse poet thinks of language as a plastic passive medium upon
which he imposes his artistic conception. One might also say that, in their attitude
towards art, the formal verse writer is a catholic, the free verse writer a protestant.
And Lawrence was, in every respect, very protestant indeed. As he himself ac-
knowledged, it was through Whitman that he found himself as a poet, found the
right idiom of poetic speech for his demon.

On no other English poet, so far as I know, has Whitman had a beneficial
influence; he could on Lawrence because, despite certain superficial resemblances,
their sensibilities were utterly different. Whitman quite consciously set out to be
the Epic Bard of America and created a poetic persona, not an actual human be-
ing, even when he appears to be talking about the most intimate experiences.
When he sounds ridiculous, it is usually because the image of an individual ob-
trudes itself comically upon what is meant to be a statement about a collective
experience. I am large. I contain multitudes is absurd if one thinks of Whitman
himself or any individual; of a corporate person like General Motors it makes per-
fectly good sense. The more we learn about Whitman the man, the less like his
persona he looks. On the other hand it is doubtful if a writer ever existed who had
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less of an artistic persona than Lawrence; from his letters and the reminiscences of
his friends, it would seem that he wrote for publication in exactly the same way as
he spoke in private. (I must confess that I find Lawrence’s love poems embarrass-
ing because of their lack of reticence; they make me feel a Peeping Tom.) Then,
Whitman looks at life extensively rather than intensively. No detail is dwelt upon
for long; it is snapshotted and added as one more item to the vast American cata-
logue. But Lawrence in his best poems is always concerned intensively with a
single subject, a bat, a tortoise, a fig tree, which he broods on until he has ex-
hausted its possibilities.

The Dyer’s Hand (London: Faber and Faber, 1963), 287—288.
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37. ANTHONY BURGESS

“The Answerer”

British musicians have been better Whitman publicists than British men of let-
ters. Whitman, a bad poet to quote (as Uncle Penderevo admits in Tono-Bungay),
was learned by heart by thousands of provincial choral singers— those who
tackled Delius’s Sea-Drift, Vaughan Williams’s A Sea Symphony, Holst’s Dirge for
Two Veterans, eventually Bliss’s Morning Heroes. Because Whitman, like the Bible,
seemed to stand on the margin of art, composers saw that they could add some art
to him. More than that, he was democratic, even sweaty, and the right librettist
for a musical renaissance that turned against Mendelssohnian salons and went to
the sempiternal soil. Whitman’s free verse (not vers libre, a very salony thing) was
a corrective to the four-square folkiness that bedevilled so many rural rhapsodies
and even The Planets, but his rhythms were lyrical or declamatory, not—like
Eliot and Pound (who eventually made a peace with Whitman, having “detested
him long enough”) — muffled, arhetorical, conversational.

Whitman’s verse-technique is still of interest to the prosodist. His basic rhythm
is an epic one— the Virgilian dactyl-spondee — and his line often hexametric. . . .
He sometimes sounds like Clough’s Amours de Voyage, though it would be hard to
imagine a greater disparity of tone and attitude than that which subsists between
these two Victorians. Nevertheless, both Clough and Whitman saw that the loose
hexameter could admit the contemporary and sometimes the colloquial. . . .
When Whitman becomes “free,” it is as though he justifies truncation or exten-
sion of the basic hexameter by some unspoken theory of a line-statement or line-
image. Flouting classical procedure in refusing to allow any spill-over from line to
line, he invokes a tradition older than Virgil —that of Hebrew poetry. British
composers, their noses well-trained, sniffed the Bible in Whitman.

Urgent Copy (New York: W. W. Norton, 1968), 48—49.
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38. DENIS DONOGHUE

“Walt Whitman”

[We] have to ask what Whitman’s freedom gave him, besides ease. In one sense
he was, indeed, free; he put down burdens which other men sustained. But it may
be argued that in another sense he was bound, because he was ignorant of what he
disowned. There is no evidence that he conn’d old times sufficiently to know
them as sturdy and different from his own: certainly, he did not propose a relation
to the past based upon that knowledge. So it is necessary to say that he freed him-
self from human history without taking the precaution, in the first instance, of
thoroughly understanding it. Whatever worth we ascribe to his freedom, it must
allow for that limitation, that its facility was not profoundly earned. That is why
his message, so far as it may be described as such, is dispensable. He was, by his
own assertion, a prophet and a sage, but his prophecy was somewhat meretri-
cious, his wisdom untested. What matters, after all, is the poetry.

To get the beauty of Whitman’s poetry hot, one must read it in long, rolling
stretches. No poet is less revealed in the single phrase, the image, or even the line.
The unit of the verse is indeed the phrase, a loose-limbed structure of several
words easily held together and moving along because the cadence goes with the
speaker’s breath. This is what William Carlos Williams learned from Whitman,
the natural cadence, the flow of breath as a structure good enough for most pur-
poses and better for humanity than the counting of syllables. For both poets the
ideal is what Whitman called “a redeeming language,” a language to bridge the
gap between subject and object, thereby certifying both and praising bridges.
Again in both poets the function of language is to verify an intricate network of
affinities and relationships, contacts, between person and person, person and
place, person and thing. In Whitman, the number of completely realized poems is
small: many poems contain wonderful passages, but are flawed, often by a breach
of taste, a provincialism. Where the poem fails, it fails because Whitman thought
too well of his excess to curb it; the words converge upon the poem, and he will
not turn them aside. Some of his greatest writing is in “Song of Myself,” but
on the other hand that poem, too, is often provincial, awkward. The best of Whit-
man, certainly one of his greatest achievements, is a shorter poem, “Crossing
Brooklyn Ferry.” William Carlos Williams once praised a poem by Marianne
Moore as an anthology of transit, presumably because the words secured a noise-
less progression from one moment to another: they did not sit down to admire
themselves. Whitman’s favourite subject is movement, process, becoming: no
wonder he loved bridges and ferries, which kept things moving while defining re-
lationships, one thing with another.

Marcus Cunliffe, ed., American Literature to 1900 (London: Sphere Books, 1975),
275—276.
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39. GEOFFREY GRIGSON

The Private Art: A Poetry Notebook

A poem should be words locked into a form and so made indestructible or
hard to destroy, whether the words are fitted into already determined forms, or
whether they find their own form as they go along, to each poem its own form. So
there isn’t really a contradiction between the tight compressed regularity of a
poem by an Icelandic or Norwegian scald of the Middle Ages and a poem
by Whitman or St.-John Perse, or between a poem by Hopkins and a poem by
Whitman. :

Hopkins was upset to have to recognize his kinship with Whitman. . ..

From North America I once had a ninny poet in the house. He could not be
persuaded that poets occur in a population by rare genetic accident, little related
to numbers, although their nurture and their maturation will much depend on
culture and economics.

He wasn’t going to accept from me that in the great population of his conti-
nent there might have been — there may have been —no very remarkable poet
since John Crowe Ransom, and Whitman.

The most—at any rate the best—in fewest words. Which condemns, if that
were necessary, Olson and the upright or vertical paper poets of America. But not
Whitman. And then what is always required, from each if possible, isn’t too little
of the most in the fewest words, but plenty of it, plenty of risks undertaken. . . .

How Whitman’s rhetoric deflates to a wrinkled toy balloon when he unhooks
too long from the objectivity of his great America— stars, lilac, rivers, wharfs, fer-
ries, the cavalry in the ford, the net around the fish, and all of his “eternal uses of
the earth,” his “primal sanities” of Nature. How he conveys when his exclamation
is particular!

Whitman thrilled to a high voltage of new America, a beginning, a continent
flowering (into what subsequent flowers, if only he had known). Hopkins, his
contemporary in small England, thrilled, while it was still possible, to a high volt-
age of the divine, opening its apparent flowers to him. It is hard to see how there
can again be grandly equivalent coincidences of the poet and the situation. But
doesn’t Whitman say that the best poems are still to be written, and that in his
opinion “no definition that has ever been made sufficiently encloses the name Po-
etry; nor can any rule or convention ever so absolutely obtain but some great ex-
ception may arise and disregard it and overturn it”?

Anyhow the company chairman and the Foreign Minister and the editor and
the union boss and the detective inspector and the engineer mayn’t believe it, but
no poetry, in whatever future convention, would mean no humanity.

(London and New York: Allison and Busby, 1982), 78, 187, 216, 219.
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40. CHARLES TOMLINSON

“Crossing Brooklyn Ferry”

To cross a ferry that is no longer there,

The eye must pilot you to the further shore:

It travels the distance instantaneously

And time also: the stakes that you can see
Raggedly jettying into nothingness

Are the ghosts of Whitman’s ferry: their images
Crowding the enfilade of steel and stone

Have the whole East River to reflect upon

And the tall solidities it liquifies.

Notes from New York and Other Poems (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984), 16.
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41. JOHN BAYLEY

“Songs of a Furtive Self: Whitman”

The fact is that Whitman was not really doing anything American at all in Song
of Myself, whatever the appearances; he was creating a new language and style for
self-expression — the physical sense of self —as Keats had done thirty years or so
before. Keats’s sensuality of language can often be slightly shamefaced, but it is
not furtive; furtiveness implies a carefully worked out undercover programme,
such as the genius of Whitman could organize.

The effects of Keats’s language, though, are remarkably similar to Whit-
man’s— “The Eve of St. Agnes” and Sleep and Poetry are in terms of their verbal
world the nearest kind of poetry to Song of Myself. Even Keats’s neologisms have
an exact parallel in Whitman’s exuberances and demotic oddities. . . . Whitman’s
gallicisms are an essential part of his style, its total and original “campness,” and
like Keats’s intuitions in language of the nature and feel of the body Whitman’s
sense of it seems also to need that posture of touching and unwitting absurdity
and vulnerability which belongs to human nakedness. This his fervency of lan-
guage, like Keats’s provides. . . . Like Keats’s Whitman’s language has what might
be termed erectile tendencies (“Those movements, those improvements of our
bodies,” as Byron blandly remarks) and its exuberance and oddities seem wholly
natural for this reason. There is nothing pretentious or metaphysical about the
neologisms of either poet; they seem to expand into a world not of ingenuity but
of vivid physical simplicity, a verbal equivalent of what Whitman calls “the curi-
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ous sympathy one feels when feeling with the hand the naked meat of the body,”
and its “thin red jellies.”

Discovering the body in poetry was not quite the same thing as discovering
America. More fortunate than Keats in this as in other ways, Whitman did not feel
that he had to pass himself for the higher life in order to discover America.
Furtiveness came naturally to him, but it had the simple health of inner shame-
lessness: he was not in thrall to romantic ideas of the European tradition, the
spirit and its lofty destiny, as Keats was. The age and the expectations that or-
dained for Keats the romantic hero’s role, in opposition to his own poetic genius,
left Whitman wholly free to loaf about on fish-shaped Paumanok, clam-digging
and declaiming Shakespeare to the waves.

Selected Essays (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 2—3.
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42. CHARLES TOMLINSON

>

“Ivor Gurney’s ‘Best Poems’’

[The first London performance] of the Sea Symphony brought together two
of [Ivor] Gurney’s heroes— Vaughan Williams and Walt Whitman. Vaughan
Williams’s spacious and dramatic settings of Whitman’s poems deal with texts
that were to be increasingly important for Gurney. Except for Lawrence, it is hard
to think of any other English poet who has known what to do with Whitman.
Gurney — dangerously, one might have thought—identified himself with Whit-
man and earned his right to do so not only in his excellent “New England poems”
but in masterpieces like “Felling a Tree.” He wrote this last, having emerged from
the war, in 1922 when his days of freedom were already numbered.

During his asylum years, evidently round about 1925, Gurney compiled a for-
gotten selection entitled “Best poems,” the manuscript of which has only recently
come to light in a Gloucestershire sale room. . . . It contains “Felling a Tree” and
many other Whitmanian pieces. One of these, “Of the Sea,” has never appeared in
selections of Gurney and is a remarkable celebration of that poet who helped give
him a standard beyond the constrictions of English Georgianism:

Cornwall surges round Zennor like the true delight

Of earth all savage with a force enemy to man —

Bude streams a long roller of curled gathering foam.

But nothing more than Masefield I have come truly

To know, Great Ocean with huge strength untamed or stilly,
Or Marryat’s sea affairs so local and snug of the foc’sle.
Mightiness of the wide Atlantic hiding its strength,
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Or tempested Long Island or Massachusetts land

Bretagne, and Baltic, the Californian long sand length;

The dark October lowering of South Dorset

“Dynasts” has shown to me, these are not to forget—

Seen of my deep mind reading the northeast blind

Dawn through. But of all things most of the sea to me —
There is Longney Reach to Priding beating victoriously

In a great June exultation of half-tide Severn.

And Trafalgar ships moving like painted things

Over a painted sea— and Walt Whitman true sight, haunted sea.
“The perfume, the faint creaking of the cordage — melancholy
Rhythm —” And this is ocean’s poem to compel

Poetry in the heart of a boy late night working;

Men giving life of the huge unseen mid Atlantic swell.

One of the surprising things about Gurney’s attachment to Whitman was that
it did not lead to mere superfluity. The piled-up, almost laborious effects of
“Felling a Tree” serve the theme of the poem itself. “Of the Sea,” though shorter,
achieves a comparable massive simplicity of utterance in a style which character-
izes another poem in Kavanagh’s collection, “Portraits,” which Donald Davie has
justly referred to as “perhaps the finest reflection on American history by an En-
glishman.” These Whitmanesque yet unmistakably Gurney poems take him be-
yond Gloucestershire and the Severn meadows and also beyond the trenches.

Times Literary Supplement, January 3, 1986.
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43. TOM PAULIN

Minotaur: Poetry and the Nation State

With hindsight we can see that the mansion-house of liberty passage in Areo-
pagitica reads like an anticipation of Whitman’s “Song of Myself”:

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.

" Tom Paulin [ 69 ]



The Whitman who hears “all sounds running together, combined, fused or fol-
lowing” is true to the social relatedness of different individual activities which
Milton sings in the prose. Especially at the close— “others as fast reading, trying
all things” — Milton sounds uncannily like Whitman democratically trying to
pack every last rapid action in.

Both poets share an ecstatic primitivism (“Smile O voluptuous cool-breath’d
earth!”) that can also be a figure for the procreant urge of the market: “millions of
spinning worms, / That in their green shops weave the smooth-haired silk.” How-
ever, Milton’s commitment to the busy hum of mercantile republics is not en-
tirely wholehearted, for he assigns this vision of productive “natural” labour to
Comus, the tempter. . . . Milton’s egotism, like Whitman’s, has a generous, won-
derfully innocent optimism that springs from their absolute confidence in the lib-
erating possibilities of the free individual conscience.

By comparing Milton and Whitman, we start to see the republican poetics that
structure the prose. Whitman asserts, “Not words of routine this song of mine,”
and Milton is constantly striving to break down inert routines in order to free the
imagination from “linen decency,” “a gross confirming stupidity, a stark and dead
congealment.” To adapt Hazlitt’s terms, the “momentum” and “elasticity” of this
republican visionary force which confidently insists that of all governments a
Commonwealth aims “most to make the people flourishing, virtuous, noble and
high-spirited.” It seems appropriate that scholars working in the United States
should invite readers congealed in the royalist kitsch of present-day Britain to re-
member and admire this great servant of human liberty.

(London: Faber, 1991), 29—31.
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FERNANDO ALEGRI{A
Whitman in Spain and Latin America

Jorge Luis Borges, an admirer but not a worshipper of Whit-
man, has said with typical irony:

Almost everything written about Whitman is ruined by two persistent errors.
One is the summary identifying of Whitman, the conscientious man of letters,
with Whitman the semi-divine hero of Leaves of Grass. . . . The other, the sense-
less adoption of the style and vocabulary of his poems, that is to say, the adop-
tion of the very same amazing phenomenon which one wishes to explain.
(Borges, 70)

But the majority of persons who have written about Whitman in Spain and Latin
America have simply identified the hero of “Song of Myself” with the man who
created him. To them, Whitman achieved one of the great ambitions of his life:
convincing the reader that his book and his person bear one single identity — that
in saying “Camerado, this is no book, who touches this touches a man” he was not
attempting a metaphor but demanding to be taken literally.

HISPANIS WHITMANISTAS: WHITMAN’S GOSPEL ACCORDING TO MART{

José Marti, the Cuban poet who introduced Whitman to Hispanic literature
in 1877, laid the foundations for this glorification (see selection 1). So brilliantly
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inspired was Martf’s exegesis that no one dared contradict him; thus, Whitman
was considered an apostle without blemish, the representative poet of the demo-
cratic genius of America. This image of a bard as the poet-prophet speaking for a
chosen nation was not unfamiliar to the Latin American readers of Rubén Dario,
Leopoldo Lugones, and José S. Chocano. Marti opens his essay on Whitman by
quoting a newspaper report about Whitman’s 1887 Lincoln lecture: “Last night he
seemed a god, sitting in his red velvet chair, his hair completely white, his beard
upon his breast, his brows like a thicket, his hand upon a cane.” Marti then built
upon this divine image to create a “muscular and angelic” bard: “All literate New
York attended that luminous speech in religious silence, for its sudden grace
notes, vibrant tones, hymnlike fugues and Olympian familiarity seemed at times
the whispering of stars.” The Nobel laureate Spanish poet Juan Ramén Jiménez,
referring to Marti’s essay, suggested that

Dario owed much to him, Unamuno a great deal. Spain and Spanish America
owed to him the poetic discovery of the United States. Through his travels in
exile Marti incorporated the United States into Hispanic America and Spain
better than any other Spanish-language writer. . .. Whitman came to us, and to
all Spaniards, through Marti. (Jiménez, 33)

Following Marti’s lead, later Hispanic authors tended to take at face value
Whitman’s own' statements about his family and the Long Island surroundings
of his youth. They idealized his ancestors and his legendary youthful years of
“absorption” when the poet stored knowledge as the result of direct experience.
They enumerated the positions he held; they emphasized the triumph of his bo-
hemian inclinations over bureaucratic routines. His wanderings along Broad-
way, his passion for opera, his meanderings along the wharves, his bus rides
and evenings spent in taverns with his worker-friends were all described as ex-
amples of Whitman’s democratic and progressive spirit. His trip to New Or-
leans provided romance (as well as six phantom children). Whitman’s activi-
ties as a nurse during the Civil War were described as an apostolate. His literary
career was exalted as the struggle of an isolated poet against the power of a
strong and prejudiced political establishment. Whitman was typically described
as having suffered economic and physical hardships during his old age, all of
which he overcame through extraordinary stoicism, aided by a small group of
loyal friends.

Despite this idealization, these biographical sketches have a peculiar signifi-
cance which is difficult to explain. In them, the ghost of Whitman finds a lan-
guage that creates a unity between his personality and his poetic hero. Never was
Whitman more bohemian than in Spanish; never was he more prophetic than
when shuffling centuries and sidereal spheres in the modernistic discourse of
Dario. Who can make Whitman more apocalyptic than Lugones? And how can
Whitman sound more proletarian than in Pablo Neruda’s “Let the Woodcutter
Awaken”? Every detail of Whitman’s life, however insignificant and hackneyed,
gains new life in the lyrical drive of Marti, in the metaphors of Amando Vasseur,
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in the avant-garde imagery of Luis Franco. “This man loves the world with the fire
of Sappho,” exclaims Marti. “He sees the world as a gigantic bed.” Whitman’s sea
roars aggressively in the paraphrases of Leén Felipe, while in Armando Donoso’s
descriptions it pounds with philosophic resonance. Leaves of Grass is a patriotic
book for Torres-Rioseco, a social document for Gilberto Freyre, a demiurgic text
for Miguel de Unamuno.

However, to consider all commentary on Whitman that derives from Marti as
simply lyrical fireworks would be a mistake. Marti characterizes Whitman’s po-
etry as representative of a society based on freedom to work and on the liberty to
develop spiritually. Whitman’s poetry is one “of inclusiveness and faith, soothing
and solemn.” Its greatness derives from its desire to serve man’s constant struggle
for liberty: “Whitman sings what the working masses aspire to sing and brings
into an atmosphere of collective endeavor the exercise of an art which could not
prosper in any other way.”

This idea of the necessary freedom of man leads the poet to organize an opti-
mistic philosophical system. Consider the conception of death in the poem hon-
oring Lincoln, “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d.” Nature, Marti says,
accompanies the dead man across the States. The stars had announced the death
of the hero, the clouds had darkened, the thrush sang its sad song in the swamps:
“When the poem is finished it seems all Earth has been clothed in black and the
dead man has covered it from sea to sea.” On the threshold of death the secret vi-
sions of the poet become illuminated; then Whitmanian lovers can reintegrate
themselves into eternity.

This harmonious relationship between the concepts of life and death is a basic
link in Whitman’s dialectic chain. His understanding of the universe is based on
the Hegelian principle of the harmony of opposites, and, for Marti, the poet is the
unifying cosmos: “His duty is to create and his creation shares in the divine, so
that when Whitman intones the ‘Song of Myself” he is expressing the identity of
the Universe.” Whitman’s sensuality so compellingly draws Marti’s attention that
most modernist and postmodernist critics and poets following in his footsteps
could not avoid being influenced. Marti describes the sensual enjoyment that
Whitman experiences in the contemplation and experience of his own body and
proceeds to formulate a theory of autoeroticism quite similar to ideas expressed
by European and North American readers:

Why be surprised then if the poet chooses to sing the body as much as the soul
exalting the beauty of the spirit and the disturbing presence of matter? . . . He
depicts truth as a frantic lover who invades his body and, eager to possess him,
rids him of his clothes. . . . Such language has seemed lascivious to some who
are incapable of understanding its grandeur. . . . He gives himself to the atmo-
sphere like a tremulous bridegroom.

It must be emphasized that for Marti— and later on, for Neruda and Borges—
Whitman’s sensuality is an essential derivative of his pantheistic ideas. Love is one
of the bonds that unites humans with God and with nature.
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Montolisi, Donoso, and Others

Many Hispanic critics and poets developed Marti’s ideas, among them Gémez
Carrillo, Pérez Jorba, Jaime Brossa, Angel Guerra, Cebria Montolid, Armando
Donoso, Luis Franco, and José Gabriel. Of these—all writing during the first
half of the twentieth century— Montolid, Donoso, and Gabriel are the most
interesting.

Montolid’s book Walt Whitman, L’home i sa tasca (1913), in Catalan (later
translated in Argentina into Spanish as Walt Whitman, el hombre y su obra [1943]),
may be considered the first systematic study of Whitman published in the His-
panic world (see selection 3). The Catalan critic states that his purpose is to vindi-
cate the memory of a poet who was denied recognition in his country even after
being accepted in Europe as one of the greatest poets of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Montolit’s main sources of information were Specimen Days, “A Backward
Glance O’er Travel’d Roads,” and Richard Maurice Bucke’s Walt Whitman; from
these he could draw only an idealized image. However, he offers historical com-
ments that have influenced Hispanic readers. He describes the failure of the first
edition of Leaves of Grass, and he offers a fine analysis of Emerson’s letter to Whit-
man. Montolit explains why the transcendentalists accepted Whitman and pro-
claimed his genius, even though Emerson used harsh words to criticize the “ex-
cessive crudity” of some sexual passages in Leaves of Grass. Analyzing the Civil
War, Montolit describes Lincoln’s influence upon Whitman. He emphasizes the
strong support Whitman received from British writers such as William Michael
Rossetti, and he notes how Whitman’s popularity grew in England. Montoliu re-
mains faithful to Whitman’s autobiographical writings and to the idealization of
his life which the poet himself promoted. He does not tamper with historical facts;
rather, the facts that reached him are deeply glorified. He deals with Whitman’s
metaphysics, politics, aesthetics, and, more warily, his prosody. In an appendix, he
candidly discusses Whitman’s sexual attitudes. Montoliu also published the first
Hispanic translations of poems from Leaves of Grass (1909), but in Catalan, not
Spanish. .

However, in the same year as Montolid’s book, there also appeared a brilliant
essay on Whitman’s catalogs by the great Spanish scholar Miguel de Unamuno,
the rector of the University of Salamanca: “El canto adénico,” later published in
his El espejo de la muerte (19305 see selection 4). It was a clever and lyric justifica-
tion of Whitman’s use of enumerations. Unamuno discovered Leaves of Grass in
1906 during a visit to America, and he adopted Whitman’s disregard of traditional
poetic diction and musicality, as his poem “Credo poético” shows. He even imi-
tated Whitman’s rhythmic liberties in “El Cristo de Velasquez” (1920) and re-
mained faithful to Whitman during the rest of his life, admiring his indifference
to contradictions and his bold assertion of himself in his poems.

Not long after the appearance of Montolit’s book and Unamuno’s essay, the
Chilean critic Armando Donoso published two articles on Whitman that at-
tempted to discover the roots of his philosophy outside of traditional American
patriotism. Donoso was an unusual social thinker himself. As a literary critic he
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fostered avant-garde tendencies; as an editorialist for the venerable Chilean daily
El Mercurio he defended extremely conservative causes. A man of culture and sen-
sibility, he had been educated in Germany and lived in Spain, where he published
an anthology of the most advanced Chilean poetry and an excellent scholarly
book on Goethe. What is particularly appealing in Donoso’s writing on Whitman
is that, drawing away from the usual idealization of “Song of Myself,” he searches
for the philosophical and religious roots underlying the poet’s ideas. “Walt Whit-
man, born into an admirable family (his father was a working man and his
mother a fine Dutch woman, a Quaker), inherited that spiritual strength which
comes only from a life full of hardships leading towards the highest apostolates”
(Donoso, 199). From the Quakers he inherited his love of nature, a love which is
not expressed in the form of a “sickly mysticism” but as an exaltation of his strong
personality, leading him to identify with the universe and to define himself as a
cosmos. Whitman’s spirituality involved an idea of limitless progress, which
Donoso links to Emerson’s idea of the “representative man” and to Nietzsche’s
Ubermensch. Donoso believes that this “superman” is contained in the very per-
son of the poet and gains expression through Whitman’s literary work.

Donoso’s greatest achievement may be his analysis of “Drum-Taps,” a section
of Leaves of Grass which generally has had little attraction for Hispanic readers.
The presence of Whitman on the battlefront is not just a simple humanitarian act,
Donoso believes. Rather, Whitman is giving expression to “the warlike happiness
which exalts him to an apocalyptic hate and holy fire which overflows the poems
of ‘Drum-Taps.”” On the other hand, in Lincoln’s death Whitman “finds the po-
etic motive that allows him to find a universal significance to the feelings that the
Civil War had aroused in him” (Donoso, 203, 205).

During the years of the First World War, Hispanic Whitmanism went through
a period of lethargy, even though Whitman’s name was mentioned repeatedly in
literary manifestos and articles dealing with the theory and the poetry of the
avant-garde. In 1922 the Chilean critic and poet A. Torres-Rioseco broke this si-
lence by publishing a volume of criticism, biography, and translations which initi-
ated a renewed impulse in the Whitmanist movement. Torres-Rioseco’s book is a
mixture of idealization and bombastic contradictory statements:

Studied as man, Walt Whitman proves to be proud and egotistical. The Horace
Traubels and the O’Connors with their bowing and scraping made him believe
that he was the greatest man of all times. . . . At times, reading his biography, it
seems easy to believe that Walt was an astute man. . . . Walt Whitman was very
fond of pontificating and discussing topics about which he didn’t have the
slightest notion. . . . Nevertheless, his lyric work is a categorical denial of any
superficial misunderstanding of his personality. (Torres-Rioseco, 54—55)

Perhaps Torres-Rioseco initiated a trend. The Peruvian critic Luis A. Sdnchez
was no less bold in his surprising comparison between Whitman and Oscar Wilde
in his volume Panorama de la literatura actual (1935):
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Wilde, in spite of everything, was less immoral than Queensberry and Whit-
man. Wilde was sociable, artistic, gentlemanly, beyond morality, comfortable,
lovable, humorous, individualistic, optimistic. Whitman was unsociable but
approachable, active, rude, laborious, shy, affirmative, prophetic, tumultuous,
optimistic, without morals. . . . The sons of those who yesterday outlawed
Leaves of Grass are today founding Whitmanian societies. . . . (Sdnchez, 61-62)

Soon after Sdnchez wrote these words the Cuban José A. Ramos attempted to
contradict him. Ramos complained that some ill-informed critics were using the
case of Whitman and Poe to blame the United States for having misunderstood
and persecuted their greatest literary figures. Whitman was.not a man who cov-
eted material advantages, said Ramos; his struggle against the bourgeois environ-
ment of his era was due to his own temperament, which impelled him to despise
conventional institutions. The admiration that intellectuals such as Thoreau,
Emerson, and Burroughs felt for Whitman proves that Whitman was never com-
pletely rejected by the literary circles of his time. As for the attitude of the reading
public, Ramos notes that “from 1881 until his death in 1892, Walt Whitman lived
on the income from the sale of his books” (Ramos, 76).

José Gabriel, a Spaniard who was a nationalized Argentinean, reacted against
the most obvious exaggerations of the Latin American Whitmanists when he pub-
lished Walt Whitman, la voz democrdtica de América (Walt Whitman, the Demo-
cratic Voice of America) (1944). He set some family matters straight. Whitman, ac-
cording to Gabriel, did nothing but share family obligations in supporting his
brother Eddie, a congenital idiot, and his brother Jesse, who died in a mental in-
stitution. Then he refers to Whitman’s “spiritual awkwardness, running parallel
to his physical ungainliness.” Of the youthful work, Gabriel’s opinion is that
Whitman was “young and naive; he also indulged in moralistic preaching that
made his work mediocre. . . . His novel Franklin Evans is nothing more than a
hygienic argument in favor of the temperance cause.” His predilection for the
opera exhibits “a certain bourgeois optimism,” the imprint of which is not diffi-
cult to find in his literary work. Whitman has a “superb image. But already Euro-
peanized: Jehovah, Abraham, Moses, Jupiter. . . . The portrait of his old age al-
ready shows the mise-en-scéne prepared by the poet himself.” The image of
Whitman, that of the “rough” who appears facing the title page of the first edition
of Leaves of Grass, an image that was then almost unknown among Hispanic
Americans (for whom he was always the old bearded poet), is “the image of a
cowboy of the western plains” (Gabriel, 23, 30, 40—41). In dealing with the Civil
War, Gabriel draws an interesting parallel with the Spanish Civil War (1936—1938),
and thus Whitman’s actions and the poems of Drum-Taps become filled with a
clearly revolutionary élan.

The great merit of Gabriel’s essay lies in its restraint and, particularly, in the
poetic passages that accompany each chapter, some of them direct translations
from Leaves of Grass meant to illustrate the facts narrated by the biographer.
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Whitman and Santayana

Idealizing interpreters of Whitman’s life and poetry might be held responsible
for driving George Santayana to write his dubious attack against what he called
“The Poetry of Barbarism” (1921). Santayana’s piece provoked a spirited reac-
tion among Latin American Whitmanists— particularly José Gabriel and Luis
Franco—in sharp contrast to the favorable North American reaction, where San-
tayana’s whimsical opinions on Leaves of Grass were generally admired. Santayana
may have been influenced by the journalistic criticism that bombarded the first
edition of Leaves of Grass and by opinions of British writers like Swinburne,
whose work Santayana read and admired during his years at Harvard (Santayana
1944, 201). Santayana may also have been inspired by the Guatemalan Enrique
Go6mez Carrillo, who wrote that

shades of meaning are unknown to Whitman; psychological mysteries do not
reach him; intellectual complications are foreign to him. . . . For him life levels
all things with its unconscious force. He finds nothing despicable: neither vice,
nor ugliness, nor crime. His universal sympathy recognizes no limits going
from the Flesh to the Idea, from Good to Evil. (Carrillo, 22)!

Santayana, a poet himself, was an admirer of classical tradition, indifferent to
the vociferous clamor associated with Whitman’s pronouncements, particularly
among the early disciples of Futurismo and Marinetti. Trained as a philosopher,
Santayana, like Unamuno, searched for poetic abstractions and symbols. He was
shocked by Whitman’s “lack of distinction, absence of beauty, confusion of ideas
and incapacity to please permanently. . . . The order of his words, the procession
of his images, reproduce the method of a rich, spontaneous, absolutely lazy
fancy.” In most poets this natural order is modified by regulating motives: “the
thought,” “the metrical art,” “the echo of other poems in the memory” (San-
tayana 1921, 177—178). For Whitman, these conventional regulators do not exist:

We find the swarms of men and objects rendered as they might strike the retina
in a sort of waking dream. It is the most sincere possible confession of the low-
est—1I mean the most primitive — type of perception. All ancient poets are so-
phisticated in comparison and give proof of longer intellectual and moral
training. Walt Whitman has gone back to the innocent style of Adam, when the
animals filed before him one by one and he called each of them by its name.
(177-178)2

Santayana reduces Whitman to the size of an engaging “primitive” who had
the faculty of understanding only “the elementary aspects of things” (Santayana
1921, 181). Whitman was not interested in their inner structure; his attitude
was that of a person without knowledge of the uses of practical or theoretical
interpretation:

He basked in the sunshine of perception and wallowed in the stream of his own
sensibility, as later at Camden in the shallows of his favorite brook. Even dur-
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ing the Civil War, when he heard the drum-taps so clearly, he could only gaze
at the picturesque and terrible aspects of the struggle, and linger among the
wounded day after day with a canine devotion; he could not be aroused either
to clear thought or to positive action.

The world has no inside for Whitman, according to Santayana: “This abundance
of detail without organization, this wgalth of perception without intelligence, and
of imagination without taste, makes the singularity of Whitman’s genius.” Thus
we must discover his qualities in his very defects: Whitman is interesting, even in
moments when he is simply “grotesque or perverse.” He has seen life not in con-
trast with an ideal but rather as an expression of more indeterminate and elemen-
tal forces than life itself, and therefore “the vulgar, in this cosmic setting, has ap-
peared to him sublime” (180—181).

Santayana concludes by analyzing Whitman’s seldom-discussed political atti-
tude. If Whitman is the poet of democracy, it is because “there is clearly some
analogy between a mass of images without structure and the notion of an abso-
lute democracy. . . . Surrounded by ugly things and common people, he felt him-
self happy, ecstatic, overflowing with a kind of patriarchal love.” Whitman’s only
hero is his own self. As for Whitman’s perfect man of the future, he “is to work
with his hands, chanting the poems of some future Walt, some ideally democratic
bard.” With a premonition of Borges’s modern irony, Santayana implies that the
women of Whitman’s utopia will be as much like the men as possible, and the
men will be “vigorous, comfortable, sentimental, and irresponsible” (Santayana
1921, 181—183).

In a significant way, Santayana’s Whitman is a poet not of the future but of the
past: Whitman became “the prophet of a lost cause. That cause was lost, not
merely when wealth and intelligence began to take shape in the American Com-
monwealth, but . . . at the foundation of the world, when those laws of evolution
were established which Whitman, like Rousseau, failed to understand” (San-
tayana 1921, 183). So Whitman does not represent “the tendencies of his country,”
nor does he attract the masses, but only the dilettanti whom he always despised.
Santayana concludes that only “foreigners, who look for some grotesque expres-
sion of the genius of so young and prodigious a people,” can consider him the
spokesman for the United States. Feeling, perhaps, that he was being unfair in his
general judgment on Whitman, Santayana added a rather condescending final
note, suggesting that Whitman’s appeal was to something more primitive and
general than an ideal: “When the intellect is in abeyance, when we would ‘turn
and live with the animals, they are so placid and self-contained,” when we are
weary of conscience and of ambition, and would yield ourselves for a while to the
dream of sense, Walt Whitman is a welcome companion” (186—187). Whitman’s
images, full of vigor-and radiance, direct and beautiful, are particularly attractive
because they come “from a hideous and sordid environment” (187). They offer a
sort of escape from conventional life and allow his readers to sink back com-
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fortably into “a lower level sense and instinct” (187). Santayana’s words seem to
indicate that Whitman’s mysticism is no more than an excuse to act unintel-
ligently, an effort to convince us that we are divine by remaining “imperfectly
human” (187).

Latin American admirers of Whitman found it difficult to sympathize with
Santayana’s snobbishness. What they detected in the Harvard philosopher’s cri-
tique was his attempt to defend a pseudoaristocratic aestheticism against a power-
ful antibourgeois social attack. “America” for Whitman symbolized the transfor-
mation of an aggressively individualistic, materialistic system into a society of
“comrades” in which spiritual values were as essential as material ones and where
the concept of individuality was accepted as a factor of universal unity. Santayana,
on the other hand, brought the full weight of his scholarly background in defense
of a hierarchical, pragmatic establishment. He attempted to portray Whitman
as the champion of a lost cause, a poet of the disappearing era of the pioneers,
already surpassed by the pragmatism and intelligence of the American Common-
wealth. Unfortunately, he seems to be referring to the political machinery orga-
nized at the turn of the century, so his measure of progress is heavily dependent
on geopolitical dominance.

It is instructive to compare the attitude of Eduardo Mallea, a distinguished
Latin American novelist and essayist, with Santayana’s scornful view of Whit-
man’s ideology. Searching for the image of an individual who would embody the
noblest qualities of the Argentine people, Mallea recalls ideas expressed by Whit-
man in his poem “Me Imperturbe”: “Is that imperturbability an attitude, a pose?
No, it is a form of being which can exist unmanifested, which can remain implicit
in man, unknown but natural . . .” (Mallea, 340). One of Mallea’s characters in La
Bahia de silencio (The Bay of Silence) (1945) says, “The more I think of it I feel that
there could be no other ideal possible for men than that of wishing to grow from
the earth toward the sky like trees, unperturbable, sure of the sense of their
growth. Without theoretical arguments about this or anything else. Do you recall
the poem by Whitman, Walt Whitman?” (340). José Gabriel, too, felt that Santa-
yana did not understand Whitman: “From his country he received the same old
rebukes, whose echoes, less noisy but perhaps more passionate, are still present in
the classical pettiness of Santayana, that Hispanic-Roman relic in America (per-
sonal talent included)” (Gabriel, 177).

According to the Argentine Luis Franco, Santayana scorned Whitman’s poetry
because he found in it a lack of restraint and good taste, because he considered it
irrational (although powerfully imaginative), chaotic, too simple and primitive.
Santayana believed that poetry could not limit itself to expressing a purely poetic
impulse; it had, in addition, to be enriched by an objective content. Most poets,
according to Santayana, capture only segments of the world, without accomplish-
ing an intelligent coordination of their institutions. Franco, however, set out to
prove that behind Whitman’s sharp perception of concrete reality was a profound
understanding of the unity of the universe: “Whitman is not a modernist poet,
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but a fundamentally modern spirit. . . . The greatness of Whitman’s poetic art lies
in the fact that the substance makes one forget the form, that, as in organic life,
form and substance are undistinguishable. . . . The enlightened consciousness and
the great boldness with which Whitman brought the necessities of modern man
into poetry are so evident that it is difficult to imagine how Santayana could call
him a primitive poet” (Franco, 232, 227). Franco, Gabriel, and other Hispanic
Whitmanists are unanimous in condemning Santayana’s prudishness. Santayana,
they feel, was offended by Whitman’s haste, his improvisations, and his confi-
dence in intuitive powers.

WHITMAN’S INFLUENCE ON SPANISH AMERICAN POETRY

The role Whitman has in the development of contemporary Hispanic poetry
can best be studied in relation to two movements: modernism and the avant-
garde. One might say that Spanish American modernist poets did not really grasp
the essence of Whitman’s message. Whitman’s voice often is present in their
work, but seldom his spirit. To them, Whitman was mainly a legend. They knew
only fragments of his work and those mostly through translations. They admired
him for having dared to break away from England’s traditions, and they thought
of him as a Victor Hugo of the new world.

Inspired by Marti, Rubén Dario wrote his famous sonnet to Whitman and
then paid homage to him in an article published by the Chilean newspaper La
Epoca. Later on, he left testimony of his admiration for Whitman in his Autobio-
grafia (1918) and in the prologue to Prosas profanas (1917). Following his example,
other important figures in the modernist movement approached Leaves of Grass
with a mixture of curiosity and apprehension: in Mexico, J. J. Tablada and Amado
Nervo; in Peru, José S. Chocano (who melodramatically claimed, “Walt Whitman
has the North, I have the South”) and Alfredo Gonzalez Prada, who translated
into Spanish “A Woman Waits for Me.” In Argentina, Leopoldo Lugones praised
the social struggles of his people in a free verse style echoing Whitman’s. In Puerto
Rico, Luis Llorena Torrens brought about radical literary changes by expressing
his zest for life in poetic forms reminiscent of Whitman.3

Whitman’s philosophical, religious, and political ideas were not really dis-
covered until later, after the Mexican poet E. Gonzélez Martinez gave the coup
de grace to modernism in his memorable sonnet “Tuércele el cuello al cisne”
(“Wring the Swan’s Neck”) found in his Los senderos ocultos (1915). These post-
modernists went beyond Whitman’s verbalism to discover in his poetry much
more than the romantic nationalism that had impressed Dario and Chocano. Ar-
mando Vasseur published the first anthology of Leaves of Grass in Spanish transla-
tion and started a Whitmanist movement in Uruguay. He was joined by young
poets of high merit such as Sabat Ercasty and Parra del Riego. Then, numerous
disciples appeared in Argentina: Luis Franco, Gonzilez Tuiién, and Ezequiel
Martinez Estrada (who wrote in his 1929 poem “Walt Whitman”: “I will follow
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your trail with the zeal of the hound, / among the rhythmic stars or the earth-
molded human, / wherever you are now repeating, Walt Whitman, / the au-
tochthonous canticles of your iron land”). Antonio Arraiz began a Whitmanist
trend in Venezuela with the publication of Aspero (1924). Chile also awakened to
the Whitman call when the Nobel laureate Gabriela Mistral paraphrased sections
of Leaves of Grass in her masterful “Motivos del barro,” found in her Desolacién
(1945).

During the years of the First World War, Spanish American poets turned away
from social themes and immersed themselves in the experimentation promoted
by schools such as creationism and surrealism. Lautreamont and Rimbaud — and
Apollinaire, Reverdy, and Breton, their most famous contemporaries—became
the supreme masters. Once the obsession to experiment died down, however,
Spanish American avant-garde poets began their return to realism and found
their way back to Whitman. After World War I, the poets belonging to the so-
called Generation of 1895 absorbed Leaves of Grass with enthusiasm. During the
Spanish Civil War, some of these poets praised the heroism of the antifascist fight-
ers in a tone clearly akin to Whitman’s. Pablo Neruda and César Vallejo in Latin
America and Le6n Felipe, Garcia Lorca, and Jorge Guillén in Spain are the leading
examples of such a trend. Felipe captured the tone of querulous identification
when he said, “And so what if I call myself Walt Whitman? I have justified this
poet of Democracy, I have extended him and I have contradicted him” (Felipe, 18;
see selection 5). Lorca was as fervent an admirer of Whitman as Felipe and turned
him into a cosmic and mythical figure in “Oda a Walt Whitman,” which he wrote
while in New York in 1929—-1930, but unlike Felipe, he never lost his own identity,
never melted into Whitman, and remained faithful to traditional means of ex-
pression and to Spanish subjects. As a homosexual, Lorca also was one of the first
poets to directly address Whitman’s homosexuality. Jorge Guillén had no such
reason for admiring Whitman. In his Cdntico, the first edition of which appeared
in Madrid in 1928, he sang with elegance and transparent clarity—in a form
closer to Valéry than to Whitman — his sense of wonder before all forms of life,
the mystery of the physical world, the happiness of merely existing; in short, he
expressed a pantheistic vision of the world, which he shared with Whitman (see
selection 8). Like Whitman, during the greater part of his career he kept enriching
the same collection of poems, his Cdntico, his hymn to Universal Life, which went
through four constantly revised editions. A slightly younger poet, Rafael Alberti,
also fell under Whitman’s spell, but he was attracted by the social rather than by
the cosmic themes of Leaves of Grass, and thus he wrote in “Siervos™: “I send you
a greeting / and I call you comrades.” The poets who raised their voices during
the Spanish Civil War and the Franco regime were similarly often inspired by
Whitman, notably Antonio Machado and later Gabriel Celaya (the pseudonym of
Rafael Mugica, an engineer), who occasionally resorted to Whitman’s technique
of enumerations.

I will turn now to a more detailed and specific account of Whitman’s influence
on the poetry of Hispanic America during the twentieth century, considering the
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works of Dario, Lugones, Vasseur, Sabat, Neruda, Mistral, Rokha, and Huido-
bro. This is by no means an exhaustive list, however, for many other poets from
Spanish American countries were followers of Whitman: in Venezuela, Jacinto
Fombona Pachano, author of “Un alerta para Abraham Lincoln” (Las torres des-
prevenidas, Caracas, 1940); in Guatemala, Melvin René Barahona (“Listen, Walt
Whitman”) and Pedro Mir (Contracanto a Walt Whitman, Canto a nosotros mis-
mos, 1952); in Nicaragua, Alfredo Cardona Pefia (Los jardines amantas, Mexico,
1952), Ernesto Cardenal, and José Coronel Urtecho.

Rubén Dario

Rubén Dario probably did not know Whitman’s work before the publication
of Azul. His first contact with Whitman’s poetry came indirectly, through three
articles that fell into his hands when Azul was already partially published in
newspapers and magazines in Chile and Central America. The first edition of
Azul (1888) does not include his poem to Whitman. This sonnet and other
“Medallions” were added by Dario in the second edition of his book in 1890 (see
selection 2). It is not known when Dario wrote his sonnet to Whitman. In his
book Revelaciones intimas de Rubén Dario (1925), Maximo Soto Hall says that
some of Dario’s sonnets in Azul— “Catulle Mendés,” “Whitman,” and “J. J.
Palma” — were written in 1890 while Dario was in Guatemala. Although this is
plausible (the second edition of Azul did appear in that country), it could also be
that Dario wrote them in 1889 during his sojourn in El Salvador. Moreover, in his
book A. de Gilbert— hastily written in Sonsonate, El Salvador, as a lyric testimony
of grief at the death of Pedro Balmaceda Toro, the son of Chilean president J. M.
Balmaceda— Dario makes a surprising reference to Whitman. “My friend,” says
Dario, referring to Balmaceda,

was proud of knowing the Araucanian language and he enjoyed narrating
many quaint anecdotes about the sons of “Untamed Arauco.” He used to tell
that if they had something to ask of the head of the republic, they would go to
Santiago dressed in their strange costumes and never took off their hats to any-
thing or anyone, just as the Yankee prophet Walt Whitman says he does. (Dario
1927, 361—362)

In 1889, also in El Salvador, Dario wrote the prologue for Narciso Tondreau’s
book Asonantes, and again he mentioned Whitman’s name, this time in regard to
metrical experiments which he judged of particular interest: “Some poets have at-
tempted to introduce the Greek and Latin hexameters into Spanish. At the pres-
ent time in Italy, Giosué Carducci is trying to popularize the Spanish ballad and
the Yankee prophet Walt Whitman repeats the Hebrew versicle in English” (Dario
1934, 290).

Dario’s admiration for Whitman had its limitations, however; he was careful
to point out his own aristocratic preferences in contrast to Whitman’s populism:
“If there is poetry in our America, it will be found in ancient things: in Palenke
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and Utatldn, in the legendary Indian, and in the sensual, refined Inca, in the great
Montezuma of the golden chair. The rest is yours, democrat Walt Whitman”
(Dario 1945, 606—607). In El viaje a Nicaragua e historia de mis libros (1919) Dario
reiterates this idea: “But abominating democracy, fatal to poets— regardless of
what Whitman may think—I look toward the past, toward the ancient mytholo-
gies and their splendid stories” (Dario 1919, 188).

Dario was, of course, an admirer and a follower of French Parnassianism and
symbolism. His knowledge of Leaves of Grass was at best superficial and probably
indirect. When he addressed himself to the imperialistic attitude of the United
States toward Latin America, he borrowed from Whitman a certain grandilo-
quence he thought adequate and proper. This explains his poems to Theodore
Roosevelt.? Later, in his “Ode to Mitre,” Dario would be more specific in his men-
tion of Whitman and would quote him directly (if not correctly): “Oh captain! Oh
my captain! called Whitman.” He even gave proof of his attachment to Whitman:
“One morning, after spending the night without sleep, Alejandro Sawa brought
Charles Morice, the critic of the symbolists, to my hotel. . . . He found a few books
on my table, among them a Walt Whitman with which he was not acquainted”
(Dario 1977, 3—6).

Admiring Whitman as he did, why did Dario not include him among his Los
Raros (1896)? He did include Edgar Allan Poe. He admired both, but Poe, an in-
carnation of French decadence and a bohemian hero, lost in the midst of a pro-
saic, mechanistic civilization, was his brother, so he exalted his poetry as a model
of sensitivity and refinement for Spanish American young poets (Englekirk,
181—182). In Whitman, Dario admired the iconoclast, the reformer, the dynamic
pioneer, the defender of the sacred right to remain an individual isolated in the
world of his own artistic creation. “I do not have a literature ‘of mine’ to show the
way to others, as a great critic has expressed,” said Dario; “my literature is deeply
rooted in me; he who servilely follows my footsteps will lose his personal wealth
and, either page or slave, will never be able to hide his brand or his livery” (Dario

1977, 179).

Leopoldo Lugones

One of the earliest examples of Whitman’s influence in Spanish American po-
etry is Las montafias del oro, the first book by the Argentine poet Leopoldo Lu-
gones, published in 1897. In time, Lugones would change radically; his revolution-
ary inspiration gave way to a lofty rhetoric in which the sensual tones of French
decadentism mixed freely with epic descriptions of the Argentine land. Reading
the story of his life, it is not difficult to explain why the young Lugones was more
convincing than Dario in expressing his admiration for Whitman. In the midst of
a bitter struggle against critics who could not condone his poetic experiments and
his revolutionary pronouncements, disillusioned by the apathy of the public, Lu-
gones found a new source of energy in the writings of the great rebels of his time:
Nietzsche, Bakunin, Tolstoy, Zola. He sacrificed his economic welfare and went
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on waging an implacable war against conservative reaction. Commenting on Lu-
gones’s line, “And I decided to put myself on the side of the stars,” Pedro Miguel
Obligado has said:

It is a profession of faith, and in order to be loyal to it during all his life, the au-
thor became a poet-hero. He did not like the poetry of those who imitated
him, nor did he desire followers whose ideas might limit his freedom. He
longed to be spiritually alone, like Leonardo whom he venerated so much, “in
order to be himself,” although it might cost him the loss of his best friends, this
disposition to correct himself, to change if he thought it was his duty to change,
was one of the norms which he imposed on his conscience. (Obligado, 16)

At the onset of his literary career Lugones searched for a definition of his per-
sonality and for the purpose of his art in the realm of history and in the critical
evaluation of the aesthetic systems of the past. Las montafias del oro is a poem
written with a cosmic vision of the world and in the biblical tone that readers
identify with Whitman’s. The language appears to be poetic prose, but since Lu-
gones’s sentences are rhythmical and separated by hyphens, they can be consid-
ered free verse. As in “Song of Myself,” the Whitmanian “I” also acquires in Lu-
gones’s discourse a biblical resonance because of the prophetic quality of the
sentences it introduces. Also, like Whitman, Lugones uses enumerations in a cu-
mulative, catalog-like form.

In the introduction to his book, Lugones names the writers who best represent
his ideal conception of the poet: Homer, Dante, Hugo, and Whitman. “The poet
is the star of his own exile— he has his head next to God —but his flesh is the
fruit of the cosmic mud of life.” He then says:

Whitman sings a song serenely noble.

Whitman is the glorious artisan of the oak,

He adores life that springs forth from the harvest,

The great love that smooths the flanks of a female.

And all that is power, creation, universe,

Weighs upon the huge vertebrae of his verse. (Lugones, 55—56)

Although Lugones’s pantheistic doctrine is usually expressed in rather naive
terms, the reader senses the existence of a certain bond between him and
Whitman:

It is an eternal miracle of faith. That which is fecund

Or luminous, or beautiful —love, star, rose —

Certifies the ruling of a mysterious law

Which combines the scheme of destinies, and draws
Together the efforts of everything that is born

Upon an eternal light which performs and thinks

As the clump of muscles of an immense right. (Lugones, 57)
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Lugones singles out the “democratic dynamism” of the United States as an ideal
for Latin Americans to follow. His vocabulary then becomes reminiscent of Whit-
man’s in phrases like “he found the fraternal dogmas on new altars” and “God has
said words to the leaves of grass: People of the New World, you are the great re-
serve of the Future” (57-59).

In the first section of his book, Lugones includes an “Ode to Nakedness” in
which he displays a strong sensualism obviously rooted in “Song of Myself™:

... and wailing with love under the rustic virility of my beard,
upon the violets that anoint it, squeezing its blue blood
on its noble hair, my love grows pale like a big, naked lily in the night.

Other lines in this and other poems bring to memory the lyric sensuality of “Cala-
mus” (Lugones, 62).

In the second section of the book, however, Lugones returns to descriptive
prose. The third part, called “Hymn to the Towers,” is without doubt the most in-
fluenced by Whitman. Lugones attempts an epic evocation of human history in
which the towers are symbols of humanity’s great conquests. In the tenth section
Lugones mentions Emerson and, in the eleventh, Whitman and Poe. The lan-
guage is biblical, and the rhythmical repetition and the abundance of images cre-
ate effects of intense poetic brilliance. Lugones seems to be adapting into Spanish
Whitman’s recitative form (Lugones, 93, 96—97).

Growing old, Lugones withdrew from social and political struggles and joined
the comfortable circle of literary salons. One section of his book Los creptisculos
del jardin (Twilights) (1926), however, still recalls the Whitmanism of his youth,
the series of sonnets entitled “The Twelve Pleasures.” Once again one finds in
them an intense sensuality, an erotic imagination, and a tender melancholy. In
Las horas doradas (The Golden Hours) (1922), there are two poems— “Trium-
phant Clearness” and “Last Roses”—in which Lugones attempts to express a
Whitmanian metaphysical vision of nature. In these poems, he tries to capture
moments of perfect balance between humans and nature, a mystic unity that de-
mands a poetic expression of deep simplicity. The pantheism is again lyrical and
nostalgic.

Poets such as Whitman and Gabriela Mistral have successfully expressed this
idea of metaphysical continuity— Whitman willing himself to the grass, Mistral
to the dust of the road, to be reborn in nature. Lugones, like other poets of mod-
ernist romanticism, conceives such a process as a mere literary metaphor without
philosophical content. Lugones’s Whitmanism is reduced, then, to a heartfelt ad-
miration in his initial book Las montafias del oro and to isolated echoes through-
out his poetic work. But it is fair to say that Lugones owes to Whitman his enu-
merative style used at times in the form of rhythmic prose, at times in rhymed
poetry, as well as his type of optimistic, healthful sensualism endowed with deep
pantheistic resonances.
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Armando Vasseur

To the Uruguayan Armando Vasseur we owe the first anthological translation
of Leaves of Grass into Spanish, Hojas de hierba (1912). The first section of his book
Cantos augurales (1904), entitled “Epic of the Abyss,” is inscribed: “To the mem-
ory of Walt Whitman, rhapsodist of democracy.” The third part, dedicated to
Alma Fuerte, begins with a few resounding lines from Whitman quoted in Italian!
These lines are taken from “To Him That Was Crucified” and, because they ap-
pear in Italian, indicate that Vasseur was not yet familiar with Leaves of Grass in
the original. “Ode to a Couple of Introvert Women,” the fourth section of the
book, also carries an epigraph from Whitman in Italian, this time taken from
“Song of the Redwood Tree”: “You womanhood divine, mistress and source of all,
whence life and love and aught that comes from life and love.”

Vasseur’s Cantos del nuevo mundo (Songs of the New World) (1907) begins with
a symbol that was dear to Whitman — the tree symbolizing the creative impulse
of life. Vasseur tries to trace the literary history of trees, including the trees of the
Bible, of classical mythology, and of the Greco-Roman Golden Age. Then, in a
cosmic flight through the centuries, he describes the American landscape, naming
its typical trees in a three-page enumeration, after which wood is made transcen-
dental and is viewed as the motivator of contemporary civilization. Because of its
cumulative form, its glorification of matter and labor, and its Americanist ideal,
this enumeration seems rooted in Leaves of Grass and apparently inspired by “A
Song for Occupations”:

Let come forth from your entrails, opened by the axes of mountaineer Lin-
colns, the cross pieces of the bridges, stretched across rivers and mountain
depths . . . the millions of railroad links uniting the three Americas, and the
internal framework of the electric trains, speeding in the great lightning of
their time-tables, transporting the cargoes of harvests, the abundant catch
from the fisheries, the firstlings of the flocks, the mine treasures, the works
of art, the scientific discoveries, the languages, the ideas, the wealth and loves
of the voyagers. (Vasseur, 12)

Vasseur continues his enumeration, accumulating material objects and striving to
create a vision of modern industry and cultural life in great cities. In one of the
most notable poems of the book, “La Atldntida,” Vasseur expresses his social
utopianism, upholding as a basic idea the propesition of a perfect democracy.

El vino de la sombra (1917) is one of Vasseur’s greatest achievements. In it there
is a composition which shows a clear Whitman influence, “El afilador” (“The
Grinder”). Vasseur included “Sparkles from the Wheel” in his 1912 translation of
Leaves of Grass. Of the three elements that Whitman uses in his poem — the street
scene and the grinder surrounded by children, the figure of the grinder himself,
and the golden sparks symbolizing the magic of the day and the miracle of the
worker creating life around him — only the first is lacking in Vasseur’s poem. Al-
though Whitman prefers to let facts express his dynamic conception of the world,
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Vasseur is more interested in the emotional content of the man and in his wan-
dering life, aspects Whitman ignores.

Carlos Sabat Ercasty

In 1917 Carlos Sabat Ercasty published Pantheos and established himself as the
pioneer of Spanish American avant-garde poetry and the precursor of the great
social poets who began writing around 1920. He was not an imitator of Whitman
but— like Vasseur, and later Neruda and Ledn Felipe — he was a continuator and
apostle of his message. Sabat confronted the great enigma of the universe with a
metaphysical creed rooted in Hindu philosophy. Federico de Onis describes his
poetry as “characterized by its strength and abundance, by the courage with which
he confronts the great human themes: man, time, sea, life. In free form, which has
something of the biblical verse and of Walt Whitman’s poetry, he sings his exu-
berant, vital, cosmic optimism at the top of his voice” (Onis, 783). In poems such
as “Urania,” Sabat struggles to express his “cosmic consciousness.” “In the world,
the sidereal trace of my life still persists, when all possible lives circulated in the
cosmic desire for God” (Sabat 1917, 41—42). From a cosmic vision he moves to the
consideration of his own body, and his words echo “Song of Myself,” where Whit-
man writes,

I am an acme of things accomplish’d, and I am 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. (LG, 80-81)

Sabat writes:

When I inquire from my flesh and my bones and my blood,
I have the certainty

that during innumerable cycles,

I wandered in remote zones of space . . .
I know that in those stars

is already reliving my distant sons’ flesh,
and that of friends of other cycles. . .
My eyes contemplated other stars

and other men and other flora and fauna
and other mountains and harmonies.. . .
My soul is a celestial traveller! (44—46)

In one of his Poems of Man, Sabat addresses the question of identity; para-
phrasing Whitman, he states that his body is the product of centuries of prepara-
tion and that his life reflects the cosmic plan of creation encompassing the energy
and dynamism of the worlds. Compare, for example, Sabat’s poem that begins “It
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is night time” with Whitman’s “Night on the Prairies.” In Sabat’s poem “The
Tree,” there is a reiteration of a pantheistic, dynamic idea related to a “cosmic
plan” symbolized by the structure of a tree (Sabat 1917, 45, 56—57). A similar idea
served Whitman as a basis for the “organic” plan of Leaves of Grass, also elabo-
rated in “Song of the Redwood Tree.” In the climax of his poem, Whitman’s tree
speaks directly to humans, describing the qualities of the race that will build a bet-
ter world. In Sabat’s poem, the tree also assumes this prophetic role. For both po-
ets the tree, imperturbable to the passage of time, is the witness to the gestation of
life and the symbol of immortality in this world.

Once Sabat learned Whitman’s ideology, he explained it in his own words,
without specific references. In “The Beginning,” “Further,” and “The Hero and
the Road,” Sabat offers a synthesis, admirable for its lyrical beauty and clarity, of
the philosophical ideas that are the foundation of Pantheos, and Whitman is very
much present: “America! The poets of the future will be the verb of the race which
will give concrete form to your immortal being and will orient your eternally re-
newed action” (Sabat 1917, 119). ‘

Just as Whitman’s descriptions of nature are usually activated by touches of
unequivocal sensuality, the erotic enters Sabat’s pantheistic poetry through im-
ages in which sea, air, sun, and the human body anxiously seek to be fused in an
embrace which symbolizes the unity of all created. In Libro del mar (Book of the
Sea) (1922), Sabat makes the ocean a symbol of creation; he uses images similar to
Section 22 of “Song of Myself” — “You sea! I resign myself to you also” (LG, 49) —
or poems such as “Elemental Drifts,” “On the Beach at Night Alone,” and “With
Husky-Haughty Lips, O Sea™:

Sensual sea, voluptuous, awesome.

Bed of the sun. Desperate sex of the earth.

Womb of life.

The vertical noon penetrates your entrails

And you roar with love like a mother,

and break your large waves

on the stones of all the shores of the world. (Sabat 1922, 18—19)

In this series of poems, Sabat adapts his poetic discourse to the subtle movements
of the sea, from a description in which the ocean becomes a “cosmic uterus” and
the “womb of life” to a subjective interpretation in which the sea takes on shapes
that awaken erotic responses (18—19). Sabat ends with the sea becoming a symbol
of the cosmic plan of the universe.> There is a unity of thought and poetic intu-
ition between Whitman and Sabat, both striving to achieve a philosophical syn-
thesis through the idea of the sea.

Despite these similarities, there is an important difference between Whitman’s
and Sabat’s poems. For Whitman, the sea is a cosmic symbol and a poetic motif,
which allows him to evoke intimate past experiences; for Sabat, the ocean is in-
variably a symbol stripped of sentimental connotations, a metaphysical riddle
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leading to a feeling of ecstasy which might reveal the mystery of life. Using the sea
as a poetic element, Whitman wrote one of his most impassioned and intimate
lyric poems, “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking,” but the sea itself, in its un-
fathomable mystery, never awakened in him the metaphysical and philosophical
depth of Sabat’s Libro del mar. Sabat Ercasty was a kindred spirit of Whitman
rather than a disciple. Like Whitman, he was possessed by a feverish anxiety to
discover God in nature and to unite himself with God in an ardent, amorous em-
brace. He believed, like Whitman, that America had found in his poetry the true
expression of a unique utopia.

Pablo Neruda

Of all Spanish American poets, the Chilean Pablo Neruda is most often com-
pared to Whitman, sometimes negatively. A London Times reviewer once criti-
cized Neruda by comparing him to Whitman: “Sefior Neruda’s hoarse and stri-
dent tones are not hard to imitate. But it is difficult to imagine what purpose such
concentrated shrillness and indignation serve, or to whom exactly such a book
can be recommended; certainly were the rail splitter — Lincoln—to awake, he
would make very little of this new Whitman.” At first glance Whitman and
Neruda seem to express a similar message in a surprisingly related form, but there
is a great deal of optical and aural illusion in those similarities. They share certain
rhetorical forms of speech, but between the two poets there is more than fifty
years of intense experimental literature, most of it thoroughly absorbed by Neruda.
Moreover, by the time he published Canto general (1950), Neruda had already be-
come a militant member of the Communist Party.

Neruda seldom expressed his indebtedness to Whitman, yet he left indications
of his admiration. Speaking of Mayakovsky, he wrote that “the strength, the ten-
derness and fire of Mayakovsky make him the greatest example of contemporary
poetry. Whitman would have adored him. Whitman would have heard his voices
coming over the steppes, answering for the first time and through the years his
great civic orations” (Neruda 1976, 396). In Canto general, Neruda names Whit-
man among the greatest literary figures of the United States and considers him
with Lincoln as the representative of North American democracy. Nowhere, how-
ever, has he detailed his admiration for Whitman or elaborated on the relation-
ship between his own poetry and Whitman’s. The closest he came was in a 1966
interview conducted by Robert Bly, when he spoke in broad generalities:

Whitman was a great teacher. Because what is Whitman? He was not only in-
tensely conscious, but he was open-eyed! He had tremendous eyes to see every-
thing — he taught us to see things. . . . He had eyes opened to the world and he
taught us about poetry and many other things. (Neruda 1967, 87)

The first literary and ideological links between Neruda and Whitman become
noticeable in the more mature work of Residencia en la tierra (Residence on Earth)
(1935) and Canto general. Perhaps the most obvious similarity between the two po-
ets is a sensualism which Whitman’s critics have described as autoeroticism. It re-

Fernando Alegria [ 89 ]



veals itself in Neruda’s poem “Ritual de mis piernas” (“Ritual of My Legs”) and in
“Juntos nosotros” (“We Together”), both in Residencia en la tierra. Neruda seems
to have been inspired particularly by Section 9 of “I Sing the Body Electric.” But
even though both poets describe the human body in autoerotic terms, the degree
of sensualism is more intense in Neruda. After following Whitman’s bare enu-
meration, Neruda rises to express a materialistic exaltation of his body, totally de-
prived of metaphysical implications. By emphasizing the realism of his descrip-
tion with a mixture of concrete detail and sexual metaphors, he succeeds in
presenting his body as an independent creature, with a life of its own, vegetating
in a purely sexual atmosphere where the solitary observation and examination of
its organs seems the prelude to decay. In the last lines of his poem, Neruda assigns
an unusual significance to his feet, which are, for him, the frontier between the
world and himself, that which decisively separates his life from the “invincible and
unfriendly” earth. The second volume of Residencia contains two poems charged
with organic eroticism and detailed physiological descriptions, “Materia nupcial”
and “Agua sexual.” Although Neruda’s language may seem more metaphorical
than Whitman’s, the mention of human organs is equally direct in both poets.
Neruda’s phrase “un espeso rio de semen” (Neruda 1967, 231) recalls Whitman’s
image of semen in his poem “From Pent-up Aching Rivers”: “From pent-up
aching rivers, / From that of myself without which I were nothing” (LG, 91).

Neruda’s autoeroticism disappeared in Canto general. Neruda liberated him-
self from morbidness, and references to sex take the form of remote and isolated
memories from younger years. He accomplishes this change by applying his
metaphors to the American environment to discover the intrinsic unity between
humans and the world that surrounds them. Whitman endows nature with sexual
power because he makes nature human in the process of identifying himself with
it. Neruda, on the other hand, sees nature an opposite sex which, as the object of
his love, he must conquer and possess. Neruda’s struggle to re-create the American
landscape is both epic and lyric, epic because he is living the experience of the
Spanish American man defending himself against physical forces much superior
to his own, and lyric because in this struggle he cannot fail to appreciate the tragic
beauty of his enemy and glorify it romantically. Even though Whitman and
Neruda personalize nature in their poems by means of sexual metaphors, they dif-
fer in their aims. Whitman is inspired by a pantheistic ideal, Neruda by dynamic
materialism.

One more theme links Whitman and Neruda: comradeship. Whitman trans-
formed an earthy passion into a sentiment of universal significance, furthering
love as a form of total unity and as the social basis for a true democracy. Neruda
glorified friendship and comradeship.® But Neruda espoused a social creed of
proletarian and revolutionary friendship in which the word “comrade” assumes
an edge absent in Whitman’s work. This is the subject of Neruda’s “Oda a Walt
Whitman,” written in the 1950s (see selection 6).

Nothing illustrates more graphically Neruda’s love and admiration for Whit-
man than an anecdote told by Mexican writer Wilberto Cantén in Posiciones (1950).

[90] WHITMAN IN SPAIN AND LATIN AMERICA



When Neruda and a group of friends were trying to start a new magazine in 1943,
he was chosen to gather the necessary funds and to keep them in a safe place. At
one meeting, someone suggested that Neruda should give a report and display the
funds already gathered, one thousand pesos. Neruda obliged. He mentioned that
the money was kept among the pages of a handsome edition of Leaves of Grass.
His friends smiled. Neruda brought the book and searched. He kept searching.
Nothing. No matter how hard he tried, he could not find the one thousand pesos.
“He ran to his desk, emptied the drawers, he rolled up the rug.” Canton picked up
the book and, lo and behold, he found a notation: “See Bernal Diaz del Castillo,
vol. II, p. 309.” They all went to see the book, and on page 309 they found another
direction: “See Santa Teresa, p. 120.” And from Santa Teresa “they were referred to
Milozc, to César Vallejo, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Aeschylus, Dante, Rilke,
Plato, Tagore, Ercilla, Goethe, Dostoievski. . . . At last, on page 213 of Andersen’s
Tales,” they found the treasure (quoted in Alegria, 334). This practical joke has
given us the opportunity to know what books Neruda kept with him during his
years of exile, but what we must never forget is that Neruda originally placed the
one thousand pesos in Leaves of Grass.

Gabriela Mistral

Whitman has left his imprint on the work of Chilean Nobel laureate Gabriela
Mistral. A brief examination of her first book, Desolacién (1922), will convince the
reader that her mysticism, steeped in Hindu tradition, is closely allied to Whit-
man’s ideas. She believes in giving herself to be born again in a plural life of the
spirit. There are as many popular roots in Mistral as there are in Whitman and
Neruda; she shows equal devotion to working people, and she expresses the same
ambition to make her work and her life a living gospel which must be carried di-
rectly to the masses.

Mistral speaks for Latin American women in their struggle for social liberation
in the same tone Whitman used when speaking for a new democracy in the
United States. Like Whitman, she looks to mystic experiences for the secret of cre-
ation. Desolacién includes a prose poem in which the pantheist doctrine shines as
purely and intensely as in the work of Whitman or Tagore. Whitman’s “I be-
queath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love, / If you want me again look
for me under your boot-soles” (LG, 89) perhaps inspired Mistral’s poem “A los
nifios” (“To Children”), the fourth in “Motivos del barro” (“Themes in Clay”):
“I'd rather be the dust with which you play in the country roads. Oppress me: I
have been yours; undo me, for I made you; step on me, because I did not give you
all the truth and all the beauty. Or, simply sing and run over me, so that I may kiss
your beloved feet . ..” (Mistral, 150).

But it is not only mysticism that joins Mistral to Whitman. She also follows
him in the glorification of motherhood. Few poets have expressed more elo-
quently than Whitman the creative function of woman, and few have defended
with so much frankness and boldness the right of women to share with men the
rights and responsibilities of social life. Mistral has said that “holiness in life be-
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gins with motherhood, which is, therefore, sacred. Let them feel the deep tender-
ness with which a woman who cares for children not her own considers the moth-
ers of all the children in the world” (Mistral, 141). The Spanish critic Enrique Diez-
Canedo recalled Whitman’s name to prove that Mistral’s work embodies, better
than any other contemporary poet’s work, the soul of a woman: “For Desolacién is
so much a woman’s work that it is hardly a book. ‘Comrade,” says Whitman, ‘this
is no book; whoever touches it, touches a man’” (Diez-Canedo, 300).

Pablo de Rokha and Vicente Huidobro

Whitman’s influence has been more direct on the work of Pablo de Rokha, an-
other contemporary Chilean poet. Beginning with his early works, de Rokha has
cultivated a proletarian and enumerative language to attack capitalistic society
and to promote a socialistic revolution. His poetic vision is cosmic in a social and
political sense, and a number of his themes derive directly from Whitman. “I am
as old as the world,” he states in Morfologia del espanto (Morphology of Fear)
(1942), “as tall and wide as the world” (quoted in Alegria, 339). He speaks of him-
self as the embodiment of humanity; he reviews human history, identifying him-
self with the universe in the process of its centuries-old preparation. His image of
cosmic creation is a surrealistic dramatization, and his mention of Whitman
comes as a shock: “I am going to create the world, again, in seven days . . . on the
fifth I shall create a cow, Walt Whitman’s widow . . .” (de Rokha, 2). De Rokha’s
embrace, far from being a sentimental love of comrades, is a symbol of political
solidarity within the proletarian revolution. De Rokha is, like Neruda, essentially
materialistic, and pessimism runs as an undercurrent in his poetry.

Whitman’s popularity in Spanish America declined during the years of the
First World War. It was then that the “isms” of the avant-garde burst forth. Whit-
man’s name was temporarily forgotten and replaced by new artistic leaders: Apol-
linaire, Tzara, Reverdy, Breton, Aragon. The futurists made an attempt to reaf-
firm Whitman’s ideas but ended up singing the virtues of fascism. Another
Chilean poet, Vicente Huidobro, took over the Creationist movement, restating
Emerson’s ideas as expressed in “The Poet.” Huidobro had already mentioned
Emerson in his book Addn (1916), and in his famous poem “Altazor” (1931) he
compared himself to Whitman: “Ah, ah, I am Altazor, the great poet. .../ I'm
the one who has seen all, who knows all the secrets, without being Walt Whitman,
for I've never had a white beard like the pretty nurses and the frozen rivulets”
(Huidobro 1981, 58). Huidobro’s “Ars Poetica” is a more accurate reflection of his
relationship to Whitman:

Let the poem be like a key that opens a thousand doors.
A leaf falls; something goes by flying;

all that my eyes see is being created,

and the listener’s soul will be trembling.

Invent new worlds and be careful with your word;
adjectives that don’t give life, kill. . . .
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Why do poets sing to a rose?

Make it bloom in your poem.

Things under the sun live only for us.

The poet is a small God. (Huidobro 1945, 42)

SPANISH TRANSLATIONS OF WHITMAN’S POETRY

The earliest Spanish translation of Whitman’s poetry (eighty-three poems) was
the work of Armando Vasseur, the Uruguayan poet discussed earlier. Other trans-
lations of Leaves of Grass may be more literal or even more poetic than Vasseur’s,
and two versions (Francisco Alexander’s and Jorge Luis Borges’s)” are certainly
more complete, but Vasseur’s translation is the breviary in which Hispanic poets
learned their Whitman. Vasseur was thirty-five years old and a diplomatic repre-
sentative of Uruguay in Spain when the first edition of his Walt Whitman, Poemas
was published in Valencia in 1912.8 That he intended his translation to be a literary
manifesto is borne out by the fact that he did not translate all of Leaves of Grass
but only enough to stir the world of Spanish letters. Vasseur omitted approxi-
mately 750 lines of “Song of Myself,” even though he knew Whitman’s work was
conceived in such a manner that any attempt to abridge it could be fatal. He was
prone to making additions and deletions, he substituted a full metaphor for Whit-
man’s “phrenological” terms, and at times he selected only a section of a poem
whose real value was precisely in its contextual relation to the whole. Vasseur
edited according to his personal taste. He was particularly attracted by Whitman’s
bits of formal and lyrical beauty; if something more philosophical came his way,
he was inclined to omit it or shorten it considerably.

In addition to indulging in a game of making new poems out of excerpts from
Leaves of Grass, Vasseur was not always accurate in his rendition of Whitman’s vo-
cabulary; he was usually defeated by the formidable mechanism of Whitman’s
present participles and gerunds. In Whitman’s language, the present participle ex-
presses, besides movement, an everlasting present which provides a transcenden-
tal quality to images which, described in different terms, would appear insignifi-
cant. The Spanish preterit that Vasseur used as a substitute truncates the action.
Vasseur often added to Whitman’s text in order to clarify it, but he used the occa-
sion to display his own lyrical power. Like Bazalgette in France, he also toned
down Whitman’s sexual poems.

Perhaps the influence of the Whitman legend determined Vasseur’s revisions,
even in a text which the poet himself changed a hundred times in order that it
might conform with that legend he so ardently wished to maintain. There have
been other translations as well. A. Torres-Rioseco’s attempt resulted in a thor-
oughly harmonious text, authentically Whitmanist and unquestionably Spanish.
Le6n Felipe’s 1941 translation, limited to “Song of Myself,” suffered from a rhetor-
ical emphasis superimposed on a poetry that is lyrically subdued, in spite of its
powerful social message; however, this translation has enjoyed immense popular-
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ity in Spain and Spanish America because of Felipe’s undeniable lyrical genius and
his resounding Castilian eloquence. Concha Zardoya’s 1946 translation, Obras Es-
cogidas, includes 112 compositions from Leaves of Grass (plus extracts from Speci-
men Days), translated with dynamism and a genuine Whitmanist tone. Though
she avoided some of Vasseur’s errors, she contributed some of her own, but on the
whole she rendered the meaning satisfactorily and, above all, she translated all the
important poems. So Spanish readers could at long last have a fairly complete idea
of Whitman’s Weltanschauung. Her handsomely bound translation was well re-
ceived by the general public, was considered a successful critical revision of
Vasseur’s translation, and was reprinted several times.

Leaves of Grass was thus gradually acclimatized in Spain, and there was such a
demand for it that translations multiplied. In 1971 a Catalan publisher brought
out a complete translation by Francisco Alexander, which had originally appeared
in Ecuador in 1953, and another Catalan publisher reprinted in 1972 a partial
translation by Jorge Luis Borges, who on the whole followed Alexander’s transla-
tion toward whom he recognized his debt in his preface. He was a great admirer of
Whitman and, in his old age, could still recite some of his poems, which he knew
by heart.

Then in 1981 there appeared, this time in Madrid, two slim volumes of transla-
tions by the same author, Enrique Lopez Castellon, a professor at the free Uni-
versity of Madrid. The first volume contained Canto a mi mismo (“Song of My-
self”) and the second one El Calamo, Hijos de Adan (“Calamus,” “Children of
Adam”). The translations are close to the text and correct, the introductions well
informed and sensible without any romantic or fanciful embellishments.

“Song of Myself” attracted still another translator in 1984, Mauro Armifio,
who, he claimed, tried to improve on his predecessors and probably did. His very
clear introduction to Canto de mi mismo is based on James E. Miller’s A Critical
Guide to “Leaves of Grass” and Miller’s Whitman’s “Song of Myself ”: Origin, Growth,
Meaning. In the same year, two very elegant minivolumes in a series entitled Mini-
Vision came out, containing the translation of a selection from Leaves of Grass by
Alberto Manzano. All the longer poems were included, but there was no intro-
duction. Finally, there appeared in 1978 the first volume of what was intended to
be a complete bilingual edition of Leaves of Grass. The translator’s ambition was
very modest. Pablo Mané Garzén simply wanted his translation to be as literal
as possible, leaving to the reader the responsibility of filling it out with the English
text on the opposite page. Borges, in his own introduction, said that the trans-
lator had to choose between (i.e., free and arbitrary) interpretation, a resigned
and modest rigor, or a compromise between the two. He personally chose the
compromise, and Mafé Garzén very humbly the rigor, yielding a pedagogically
useful translation.

The proliferation of translations denotes the growing appetite of the Spanish-
speaking peoples for Leaves of Grass. Whitman appeared to them as a liberator
both aesthetically and politically, though at first many critics thought that his ge-
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nius was alien to Latin minds and that his work would never be popular in Spain,
even if he was the great American poet and the poet of the future.

NOTES

1. Their ideas are quite similar, and Carrillo’s article, although it appeared in 1895, was
written years before, perhaps in 1890 or 1891 judging by the introduction: “This article was
written when Walt Whitman was still living, in answer to the sonnet . . . of Rubén Dario’s.”
See Carrillo’s Primeros estudios cosmopolitas (Madrid, 1920).

2. The last sentence of this quotation contains the leading motive inspiring Unamuno in
his interpretation of Whitman in “Adamic Song” (selection 4).

3. For all sources, see Luis Llorena Torrens, Revista Iberoamericana (October 1947),
6—11.

4. See Rubén Dario, Cantos de vida y esperanza (Madrid, 1905) and El canto errante
(Madrid: M. Perez Villavicencio, 1907).

5. See Sabat, El vuelo de la noche (Montevideo: Talleres Grafico de la Escuela: Industrial
no. 1, 1925). Pablo Neruda later accomplished a philosophical synthesis of the sea sym-
bolism in his masterpiece “The Great Ocean,” in Canto general (1950; reprint, Caracas: Bib-
lioteca Ayacucho, 1976).

6. See “T.L.” in Pablo Neruda, Anillos, prosas de Pablo Neruda y de Tomds Lago (San-
tiago, Chile: Nascimento, 1926). See also “Tomés Lago,” “Rubén Azécar,” “Juvenico Valle,”
and “Diego Mufioz,” a collection of poems to his worker friends, ditchdiggers, shoemakers,
sailors, fishermen, and miners; in “La tierra se llama Juan” (“Earth Is Called Juan”); in his
poem-letters to “Miguel Otero Silva,” “Rafael Alberti,” and “Gonzélez Carballo”; in his ele-
gies to Garcia Lorca, Rojas Jiménez, Silvestre Revueltas, and Miguel Hernandez, all in
Canto general.

7. See Francisco Alexander, Hojas de Hierba (Quito: Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana,
1953); and Jorge Luis Borges, Hojas de Hierba (Buenos Aires: Judrez, 1969).

8. See the study of Vasseur’s translation in Fernando Alegria, Walt Whitman en His-
panoamérica (Mexico: Ediciones Studium, 1954).
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1. JOSE MARTI

“The Poet Walt Whitman”

“Last night he seemed a god, sitting in his red velvet chair, his hair completely
white, his beard upon his breast, his brows like a thicket, his hand upon a cane.”
This is what a newspaper says today of the poet Walt Whitman, a man of seventy
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whom the deeper critics—always in the minority —assign to an extraordinary
place in the literature of his country and times. Only the holy books of antiquity,
with their prophetic language and sturdy poetry, afford a doctrine comparable to
that which is given out in grand, sacerdotal apothegms, like bursts of light, by this
elderly poet, whose amazing book has been banned.

And why not, since it is a natural book? Universities and Latin quotations have
brought men to such a state as to recognize each other no longer. Instead of
throwing themselves into mutual embrace, attracted by essential, eternal quali-
ties, they draw apart, exchanging compliments like village gossips; and all because
of chance differences. Like a pudding in a mold, a man takes on the shape of an
energetic teacher or a book with which mere fortune or fashion has placed him in
contact. Philosophical, religious, or literary schools set a uniform on a man’s
back, like livery on a footman’s; men let themselves be branded like horses or
bulls, and show the mark to the world. Therefore when they find themselves in the
presence of a man who is naked, virginal, loving, sincere, and strong—a man who
goes forward, who contends, who pulls on his oar —a man who, not letting him-
self be blinded by misfortune, reads a promise of final happiness in the balance
and harmony of the world; when they find themselves in the presence of Walt
Whitman the father-man, muscular and angelic, they flee as from their own con-
sciences and refuse to recognize this specimen of fragrant, superior humanity as
the true type of their species, which appears faded, standardized, and puppetlike.

The newspaper says that yesterday, when another venerable man, Gladstone,
had finished giving his rivals in Parliament a list of instructions concerning the
rightfulness of granting Ireland a government of its own, he was like a mighty mas-
tiff, standing erect and unchallenged in the midst of the crowd, which lay at his feet
like a pack of bull terriers. So seems Whitman, with his “natural persons,” with his
“Nature without check with original energy,” with his “myriads of youths, beau-
tiful, gigantic,” with his belief that “the smallest sprout shows there is really no
death,” with the impressive naming of peoples and races in his “Salut au Monde!,”
with his resolve that “knowing the perfect fitness and equanimity of things, while
they discuss I am silent, and go bathe and admire myself ”’; so seems Whitman, “he
who does not say these things for a dollar”; he who says, “I am satisfied —1I see,
dance, laugh, sing”; he who has no professorship or pulpit or school. So seems he
when compared to the spiritless poets and philosophers — philosophers of a de-
tail or of a single aspect — sweetness-and-light poets, patterned poets, bookish po-
ets, philosophical or literary figurines.

You must study him, for while he is not a poet of the most refined taste, he is
the most daring, inclusive, and uninhibited of his times. In his frame cottage,
standing on the verge of poverty, he displays in a window a portrait of Victor
Hugo, bordered in black. Emerson, whose words purify and uplift, used to put his
arm on Whitman’s shoulder and call him his friend. Tennyson, the kind of man
who sees to the roots of things, sends affectionate messages to “the grand old
man,” from his oaken armchair in England. Robert Buchanan, the Englishman of
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the fiery words, cries out to the North Americans, “What can you know of litera-
ture if you let the old age of your colossal Walt Whitman run out without the hon-
ors it deserves?”

“The truth is that reading him, although it causes amazement at first, leaves a
delightful feeling of convalescence in the soul, which has been tormented by uni-
versal pettiness. He creates his own grammar and logic. He reads in the eye of a
bull and in the sap of a leaf.” “The man who cleanses your house of dirt— that
man is my brother!” His apparent irregularity, disconcerting at first, becomes
later, except for brief moments of extraordinary clarity, the sublime order and
composition with which mountain peaks loom against the horizon.

He does not live in New York, his “beloved Manhattan,” his “superb-faced”
and “million-footed” Manhattan, where he looks in whenever he wishes to sing a
song of “what I behold Libertad.” Cared for by “loving friends,” since his books
and lectures provide scarcely enough for his daily bread, he lives in a small house
nestled in a pleasant country nook. From here, in his carriage drawn by the horses
he loves, he goes out to see the “stout young men” at their virile diversions, the
“comrades” who are not afraid to rub elbows with this iconoclast who wants to
establish “the institution of the dear love of comrades”; to view the fields they till,
and the friends who pass by arm-in-arm, singing; and the sweethearts in couples,
cheerful and lively as partridges. He tells of this in his Calamus, a very strange
book in which he sings of the love of friends: “Not the pageants of you, not your
shifting tableaus . . . repay me. . . . Not the processions in the streets, nor the bright
windows with goods in them, Nor to converse with learn’d persons.. . . ; (but that
as I pass through my Manhattan the eyes I meet offer me love); . . . Lovers,
continual lovers, only repay me.” He is like the old men whom he announces
at the end of his censored book, his Leaves of Grass: “I announce myriads of
youths, beautiful, gigantic, sweet-blooded; I announce a race of wild and splendid
old men.”

He lives in the country, where natural man, in the sunshine that tans his skin,
plows the free earth with his tranquil horses; but not far from the hospitable,
teeming city, with its life noises, its many occupations, its thousand-fold epic, the
dust of its wheels, the smoke of the heavy-breathing factories, the sun looking
down on it all, the workers who talk at lunch on piles of bricks, the ambulance
that speeds along with the hero who has just fallen from a scaffold, the woman
surprised in the midst of a crowd by the august pain of maternity.

But yesterday Whitman came from the country to speak, before a gathering of
loyal friends, an oration on another man of Nature, the great, gentle soul, the
“great dead star of the West,” Abraham Lincoln. All literate New York attended
that luminous speech in religious silence, for its sudden grace notes, vibrant
tones, hymnlike fugues, and Olympian familiarity seemed at times the whispering
of stars. Those brought up in the Latin tradition, whether academic or French,
could not perhaps understand that heroic humor. The free and decorous life of
man on a new continent has created a wholesome, robust philosophy that is issu-
ing forth upon the world in athletic epodes. For the largest number of free, indus-
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trious men that Earth ever witnessed, a poetry is required that is made of inclu-
siveness and faith, calming and solemn; poetry that rises, like the sun out of the
sea, kindling the clouds, rimming the wave crests with fire, waking the tired flow-
ers and the nests in the prolific forests of the shore. Pollen takes wing, birds ex-
change kisses; branches make ready; leaves seek the sun; all creation breathes mu-
sic: with the language of the strong light Whitman spoke of Lincoln.

Perhaps one of the most beautiful products of contemporary poetry is the mys-
tic threnody Whitman composed on the death of Lincoln. All Nature accompa-
nies the sorrowful coffin on its road to the grave. The stars have predicted it. The
clouds have been darkening for a month. In the swamp a grey-brown bird sings a
song of desolation. With the thought and the knowledge of death the poet goes
through the grieving fields as between two companions. With a musician’s art he
groups, conceals, and reproduces these sad elements in a total twilight harmony.
When the poem is done it seems all Earth has been clothed in black and the dead
man has covered it from sea to sea. The clouds come, the veiled Moon announc-
ing the catastrophe, the long wings of the grey-brown bird. It is much more beau-
tiful, strange, and profound than Poe’s “Raven.” The poet carries a sprig of lilacs
to the coffin.

His whole work lies in that.

Willows no longer weep over tombs; death is the harvest, the outlet, the great
revealer. What is now in existence existed before and will exist again; oppositions
and apparent griefs are blended in a solemn, celestial Springtime; a bone is a
flower. Close at hand the sound of suns is heard, which with majestic movement
seek their definitive station in space; life is a hymn; death is a hidden form of life;
the sweat of the brow is holy, and intestinal fauna are holy; men should kiss one
another’s cheeks in passing; the living should embrace with ineffable love; they
should love the grass, animals, air, sea, pain, death; suffering is less intense for
souls possessed by love; life has no sorrows for him who understands its meaning
soon enough; honey, light, and a kiss are of the same seed. In the darkness that
shines peacefully like a dome crowded with stars; to soft music, over worlds asleep
like dogs at its feet, a serene, enormous lilac tree rises.

Each social category brings to literature its own mode of expression, in such
fashion that the history of peoples could be told in the various phases of literature,
with greater truth than in chronicles and annals. There can be no contradictions
in Nature; the same human aspiration to find a perfect type of charm and beauty
in love, during this existence and in the unknown life after death, shows that in
the total life we must rejoicingly fit together the elements which in the portion of
life we presently traverse seem disunited and hostile. A literature that announces
and spreads the final, happy concert of apparent contradictions; a literature that,
as a spontaneous counsel and instruction from Nature, proclaims in a single, over-
shadowing peace the oneness of the dogmas and rival passions that in the elemen-
tal state of peoples divide and plunge them into bloody conflict; a literature that
in the timid spirit of men inculcates such a deep-rooted conviction of justice and
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definitive beauty that the privations and sordidness of existence will not discour-
age or embitter them; such a literature will not only reveal a social status closer to
perfection than any known but also, felicitously joining reason to grace, will pro-
vide Humanity, eager for marvels and poetry, with the religion it has been confus-
edly awaiting ever since it realized the hollowness and insufficiency of its old creeds.

Who is so ignorant as to maintain that poetry is not indispensable to the
peoples of the earth? There are persons of such mental myopia that they believe a
fruit is finished after the rind. Poetry, which unites or severs, which fortifies or an-
guishes, which bears up souls or dashes them down, which gives men faith and
comfort or takes them away, is more necessary to peoples than industry itself,
since the latter bestows the means for subsisting, while poetry gives them desire
and strength for life. Where would a society go that had lost the habit of thinking
confidently about the meaning and scope of its acts? The best among them, those
whom Nature has anointed with the holy desire for the future, would lose, in a
silent and sorry annihilation, all incentive to surmount human ugliness; and the
common herd, the people of appetites, the multitude, would procreate empty
sons without godliness, and would raise to essential function those who ought to
serve as mere instruments. With the bustle of an always incomplete prosperity
they would bemuse the irremediable melancholy of the soul, which takes pleasure
only in beauty and sublimity.

Other considerations to one side, freedom should be blessed, because its enjoy-
ment inspires in modern man— who before its appearance was deprived of the
calm, stimulation, and poetry of existence — the supreme peace and religious well-
being that the world order produces in those who live in the pride and serenity
of their free will. Look to the mountains, O poets whose puerile tears dampen
deserted altars!

You think religion lost because it is changing form over your heads. Arise, for
you are the priests! Freedom is the definitive religion. And the poetry of freedom
is the new form of worship. Such poetry calms and beautifies the present, deduces
and illumines the future, explains the ineffable purpose and seductive goodness of
the universe.

Hark to what this industrious, satisfied people is singing; hark to Walt Whit-
man. His exercise of himself raises him into majesty, his tolerance into justice, his
sense of order into happiness. He who lives in an aristocratic creed is an oyster in
its shell, seeing only the prison that enfolds it, and believing, in the darkness, that
this is the world. Freedom lends wings to an oyster. And what inside the shell
seems a portentous strife becomes, in the light of day, the natural movement of
fluids in the energetic pulse of the world.

The world, to Walt Whitman, was always as it is today. It suffices that a thing
exists for one to know that it must have existed before, and when its existence
shall not be needed, it will not exist. That which exists no longer, that which is not
seen, is proved by that which does exist and is seen; for everything is in the whole,
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one thing explaining the other; and when that which is now ceases to be, it will be
proved in its turn by that which comes later. The infinitesimal collaborates to-
ward the infinite, and every thing is in its place: a tortoise, an ox, birds, “winged
purposes.” It is as lucky to die as to be born, for the dead are alive; “No array of
terms can say how much at peace I am about God and about death.” He laughs at
what they call dissolution, and he knows the amplitude of time. He accepts time
absolutely. All is contained in his person; all of him is in everything else; where
one sinks, he sinks; he is the tide, the influx and the efflux; why shall he not be
proud of himself, since he feels he is a live and intelligent part of Nature? What
does it matter to him if he return to the bosom from whence he came and, in the
cool, moist earth, be converted into a useful plant, a beautiful flower? He will
nourish men, after having loved them. His duty is to create; the atom that creates
is of divine essence; the act in which one creates is exquisite and sacred. Con-
vinced of the identity of the universe, he intones the “Song of Myself.” Out of all
things he weaves the song of himself: of the creeds that struggle and pass, of man
who procreates and labors, of the animals that help him —ah, of the animals!
“Not one kneels to another, nor is superior to any other, nor complains.” He sees
himself as heir to the world.

Nothing is strange to him, and he takes all into account: the creeping snail, the
ox that looks at him with its mysterious eyes, the priest who defends a part of the
truth as though it were the whole truth. A man should open his arms and clasp all
things to his heart, virtue the same as crime, dirtiness the same as cleanliness, ig-
norance the same as wisdom. He should fuse all things in his heart, as in a furnace;
he should drop his white beard over all things. But— mark this well! — “We have
had ducking and deprecating about enough.” He rebukes the incredulous, the
sophists, the garrulous; let them procreate instead of quarrelling, and they will
add something to the world! Creating should be done with the same respect as a
pious woman’s who kisses the altar steps!

He belongs to all castes, creeds, and professions, and in all of them finds justice
and poetry. He gauges religions without anger, but he thinks the perfect religion is
in Nature. Religion and life are in Nature. If there is a sick man, “Go,” he says to
the physician and the priest; “I will stay with him. I will open the windows, I will
love him, I will speak softly to him. You shall see how he recovers; you are the
words and the herbs, but I can do more than you, for I am love.” The Creator is
“The great Camerado, the lover true”; men are “cameradoes”; and the more they
love and believe, the more they are worth, although anything that keeps its peace
and its time is worth as much as any other. But let all see the world for themselves,
since he, Walt Whitman, who feels within himself the whole of the world since its
creation, knows by what the sun and open air teach him that a sunrise reveals
more than the best book. He thinks of orbs, and desires women, feels himself pos-
sessed by universal, frenzied love. From scenes of creation and the trades of men
he hears rising a concert of music to flood him with joy, and when he looks into a
river at the moment when shops are closing and the setting sun ignites the water,

José Marti [ 101 ]



he feels he has an appointment with the Creator; he recognizes that man is defini-
tively good and from his head, reflected in the current, he sees spokes of light
diverge.

But what can give an idea of his vast, burning love? This man loves the world
with the fire of Sappho. He sees the world as a gigantic bed. A bed is an altar to
him. “I will prove illustrious,” he says, “the words and ideas that men have prosti-
tuted with their stealth and false shame; I sing and consecrate what Egypt conse-
crated.” One of the sources of his originality is the Herculean force with which he
prostrates ideas, as though he were going to violate them, when in reality he is
only going to give them a kiss, with the fervor of a saint. Another source is the ma-
terial, brutal, fleshly form with which he expresses his most delicate idealities.
Such language has seemed lascivious to some who are incapable of understanding
its grandeur. There have been imbeciles who, when in Calamus he honors love
among friends with the warmest images in the human tongue, have felt they saw,
as they tittered like naughty school boys, a return to the ignoble yearning of Virgil
for Cebetes and of Horace for Gyges and Lysciscus. And when in Children of
Adam he sings the divine sin, in pictures that dim the most glowing of the Song of
Solomon, he trembles, he shrinks, he pours himself out and spreads, he goes mad
with pride and satisfied virility; and he recalls the god of the Amazon who passes
over forests and rivers scattering seeds of life: “My duty is to create!” “I sing the
body electric,” Whitman says in Children of Adam; and you should first read in
Hebrew the patriarchal genealogies of Genesis; you should follow the naked, car-
nivorous bands of the first men through the trackless jungles, in order to find an
appropriate resemblance to the enumeration, full of Satanic might, where like a
famished hero licking bloodstained lips he describes the pertinencies of the female
body. You say this man is brutal? Listen to this poem which, like many of his, has
only two lines: “Beautiful Women.”

Women sit or move to and fro, some old, some young,
The young are beautiful —but the old are more beautiful than the young.

And then there is “Mother and Babe”:

I see the sleeping babe nestling the breast of its mother,
The sleeping mother and babe —hush’d, I study them long and long.

He foresees that just as virility and gentleness combine to a high degree in men of
superior temperament, these two qualities must join in the delightful peace on
which life itself rests, with solemnity and joy worthy of the universe; these are the
two energies that are needed to continue the task of creation.

If he walks into the grass, he says that the grass caresses him, that “he already
feels its joints move,” and the most uneasy novice would not find such fiery words
to describe the joy of his body, which he looks upon as part of his soul, when it
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feels itself embraced by the sea. All living things love him: earth, night, and the sea
love him: “Penetrate me, oh sea, with your loving moisture.” He savors the air. He
gives himself to the atmosphere like a tremulous bridegroom. He wants doors
with no locks and bodies in their natural beauty; he believes he sanctifies all he
touches or that touches him, and he finds virtue in all corporeality; he is

Walt Whitman, a kosmos, of Manhattan the son,
Turbulent, fleshy, sensual, eating, drinking and breeding.
No more nor less than anyone else.

He depicts truth as a frantic lover who invades his body and, eager to possess him,
frees him from his clothes. But in the clarity of midnight the soul, free of occupa-
tions and books, emerges integral, silent, and meditative from a nobly spent day,
and reflects on the themes that please it most: on night, dreams, and death; on the
song of the universal for the benefit of the common man; on how it is very sweet
“to die advancing on” and to fall at the foot of a primitive tree, holding the ax in
one’s hands, stung by the last serpent in the woods.

Imagine, then, what a new, strange effect this language, charged with splendid
animality, must produce when it extols the passion which will unite men. In one
poem of Calamus the poet brings together the delights he owes Nature and coun-
try; but he finds that only the ocean waves are worthy to chorus by moonlight his
joy at seeing by his side, asleep, the friend whom he loves. He loves the humble,
the fallen, the wounded, even the evildoer. He does not scorn the great, for to him
only the useful are great. He puts his arm around the shoulders of teamsters,
sailors, plowmen. He hunts and fishes with them, and at harvest time climbs with
them atop of the loaded wagon. More beautiful to him than a triumphant em-
peror is a brawny Negro who standing on the string-piece behind his Percherons
drives his dray calmly along busy Broadway. He understands all virtues, wins all
prizes, works at all trades, suffers all pains, feels a heroic pleasure when he stops
on the threshold of a smithy and sees that the young men, stripped to the waist,
swing their hammers over-hand and each one hits in turn. He is the slave, the
prisoner, he who fights, who falls, the beggar. When a slave comes to his door har-
ried and covered with sweat, he fills a tub for him, has him sit at his table; in the
corner he has his firelock loaded to defend him; if anyone comes to attack the
slave he will kill the pursuer and come back to sit at his table, as though he had
killed a snake!

Walt Whitman, then, is satisfied; what pride can sting him when he knows he
is standing on a blade of grass or a flower? What pride does a carnation have, or a
leaf of salvia, or a honeysuckle vine? Why should he not look on human grief with
equanimity when he knows that over all is an endless Being for whom there waits
a happy immersion in Nature? What haste shall spur him when he believes all is
where it belongs, and the volition of one man cannot change the path of the
world? He suffers, it is true; but he considers minor and passing the part of him
that suffers, and above toil and misery he feels there is another part that cannot
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suffer, for it knows universal greatness. It is enough for him to be as he is; and he
watches, complacent and amused, the flow of his life, whether in silence or in ac-
clamation. With a single blow he knocks aside romantic lamentation, a useless ex-
crescence. “Not asking the sky to come down to my good will!” And what majesty
there is in the phrase where he says that he loves animals “because they do not
complain.” The truth is that there are already too many who would make cowards
of us. There is a pressing need to see what the world is like, in order not to make
ants into mountains. Give men strength instead of taking from them with lamen-
tations the little that pain has left them. Do the ulcerated go through the streets
showing their sores? Neither doubt nor science disturbs him. “To you the first
honours,” he says to the scientists, “but science is only a room in my dwelling, it is
not my whole dwelling; how poor are subtle reasonings compared to a heroic fact!
Long live science, and long live the soul, which is superior to all science.” But
where his philosophy has completely mastered hate, as the wise men command, is
in the phrase—not untinged with the melancholy of defeat— with which he
plucks all envy by its roots: “Why should I envy,” he says, “any brother of mine
who does what I cannot do?” “He that by me spreads a wider breast than my own
proves the width of my own.” “Let the sun penetrate the Earth, until it is all clear,
sweet light, like my blood. Let joy be universal. I sing the eternity of existence, the
joy of our life, and the implacable beauty of the universe. I wear calfskin shoes, a
side collar, and a cane cut from a branch!”

All this he utters in apocalyptic phrases. Rhymes, stresses? Oh, no! His rhythm
lies in the stanzas which, in the midst of an apparent chaos of overlying and con-
vulsed sentences, are nevertheless linked by a wise method of composition that dis-
tributes the ideas in large musical groups, as the natural poetic form of a people
who do not build stone by stone but by huge masses of stones.

Walt Whitman’s language, entirely different from that which poets have used
till now, corresponds in its extravagance and drive to his cyclic poetry and to the
new humanity congregated on a fertile continent under auspices of such magni-
tude as not to be contained in ditties or coy lyrics. This is not a matter of clandes-
tine amours or of courtly ladies trading old gallants for new, or of sterile com-
plaints by those who lack the energy to master life, or of discretion suitable to
cowards. This is not a matter of jingles and boudoir sighings, but of the birth of an
era, the dawn of a definitive religion and of the renewal of mankind. It is a matter
of a faith to replace the dead one, and it is revealed in the radiance of a redeemed
man’s proud peace; it is a matter of writing the holy books for a people who, as the
world declines, gather from the udders and Cyclopean pomp of wild Nature all
the virgin power of liberty. It is a matter of reflecting in words the noise of settling
multitudes, of toiling cities, of tamed oceans and enslaved rivers. Should Walt
Whitman then match rhymes and put into mild couplets these mountains of mer-
chandise, forests of thorns, towns full of ships, battles where millions of men lay
down their lives to insure the laws, and a sun that holds sway over all and pours its
limpid fire into the vast landscape?
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Oh, no! Walt Whitman speaks in Biblical verses; without apparent music, al-
though after hearing them for a short time one realizes that these sounds ring like
the earth’s mighty shell when it is trodden by triumphant armies, barefoot and
glorious. At times Whitman’s language is like the front of a butcher shop hung
with beef carcasses; at others it resembles the song of patriarchs seated in a circle,
with the sadness of the world at the time of day when smoke loses itself among the
clouds. Sometimes it sounds like an abrupt kiss, like a ravishment, like the crack-
ing of leather as it dries in the sun. But never does his utterance lose its rhythmi-
cal, wavy motion. He himself tells how he speaks in “prophetical screams.”
“These,” he says, “are a few words indicating the future.” That is what his poetry
is, an index finger; a sense of the universal pervades the book and gives it, within
the surface confusion, a grandiose regularity; but his sentences — disjointed, fla-
gellant, incomplete, unconnected — emit rather than express. “I fling out my fan-
cies toward the white-topt mountains”; “Say, Earth, old top-knot, what do you
want?” “I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world.”

He does not set in motion, not he, a beggarly thought, to stumble and creep
along under the outward opulence of its regal dress. He is not one to puff up
humming birds to resemble eagles; he showers down eagles every time he opens
his hand, as a sower broadcasts seeds. One line may have five syllables, the follow-
ing forty, and the one after that ten. He does not strain comparisons; as a matter
of fact, he does not compare at all but says what he sees or remembers with a
graphic, incisive complement and, being a confident master of the total impres-
sion he is ready to create, he uses his art, which is one of entire concealment, to re-
produce the elements of his picture with the same disarray in which he observed
them in Nature. Although he may wander off, he does not make discords, for this
is the way an unordered or unenslaved mind strays from a subject to its analogues;
but then, as though he had only loosened the reins without dropping them alto-
gether, he draws them suddenly tight and with a masterful hand keeps close con-
trol over his restive team, while his lines gallop along, swallowing up distances
with each movement. Sometimes they whinny eagerly like stud stallions; at other,
white and lathered, they set their hoofs on the clouds; and at still others, dark and
daring, they plunge inside the earth, and the noise is long to be heard. Whitman
sketches, but you would say that he uses a fire-tipped point. In five lines he groups,
like a sheaf of freshly gnawed bones, all the horrors of war. An adverb is enough to
expand or contract a phrase, and an adjective to sublimate it. His method has to
be large, since its effect is; but it might be thought that he proceeds without any
method whatsoever, especially in his use of words, which mixes elements with
unheard-of audacity, putting the august and almost divine side by side with those
which are considered the least appropriate and polite. There are some pictures
that he does not paint with epithets—which with him are always lively and pro-
found—but with sounds, which he assembles and disperses with consummate
skill, thus, with a succession of procedures, maintaining interest, which the mo-
notony of an exclusive mode would have jeopardized. Through repetitions he
draws out melancholia like the savages. His caesura, unexpected and run-on, he
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changes ceaselessly and without conforming to any rule, although an intelligent
arrangement can be detected in its developments, pauses, and grace notes. He
finds that accumulation is the best way to describe, and his reasoning never as-
sumes the pedestrian form of argumentation or the high-sounding form of ora-
tory, but instead uses the mystery of suggestion, the fervor of uncertainty, and the
flaming word of prophesy.

At every step of the way we find words from our Spanish: viva, camarada [sic|,
libertad, americanos. But what could better depict his character than the French
words with which, in visible ecstasy and as though to expand their meaning, he in-
crusts his poems: ami, exalté, accoucheur, nonchalant, ensemble? Ensemble, espe-
cially, charms him, for he sees in it the highest sphere of a people’s life or a
world’s. From the Italian he has taken one word: bravura!

Thus, honoring muscle and boldness; inviting passersby to put their hands on
him without fear; hearing the song of things, with his palms upturned to the air;
surprisedly and delightedly proclaiming gigantic fecundities; gathering up, in epic
verse, seeds, battles, and orbs; showing astounded generations the radiant lives of
men who on American valleys and mountains reach out to brush the hem of vigi-
lant Liberty’s skirt with bee wings; shepherding centuries toward the sheltering
bay of eternal calm; thus while at outdoor tables his friends serve him the first
caich of Spring fish washed down with champagne, Walt Whitman awaits the
happy hour when the material part of him will withdraw, after having revealed to
the world a truthful, sonorous and loving man, and when, given over to the puri-
fying air, he will sprout and perfume it, “carefree, triumphant, dead!”

La Nacién (Buenos Aires) (April 19, 1887). Translated by Arnold Chapman. Reprinted in
José Marti, Obras completas (La Habana: Editorial Nacional de Cuba, 1964) and widely
reprinted in South America. Marti heard Whitman give his Lincoln lecture in New York
on April 19, 1887.

‘e

2. RUBEN DARI{O

“Walt Whitman”

En su pais de hierro vive el gran viejo,

Bello como un patriarca, sereno y santo.
Tiene en la arruga olimpica de su entrecejo
Algo que impera y vence con noble encanto.

Su alma del infinito parece espejo;
Son sus cansados hombros dignos del manto;
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Y con arpa labrada de un roble anejo,
Como un profeta nuevo canta su canto.

Sacerdote que alienta soplo divino,
Anuncia, en el futuro, tiempo mejor.
Dice al dguila: “{Vuela!”; “;Boga!”, al marino,

Y “iTrabaja!”, al robusto trabajador.
i Asi va ese poeta por su camino,
Con su soberbio rostro de emperador!

In his land of iron lives the great elder
Beautiful patriarch, serene and holy;

His furrowed brow, of Olympic splendor,
Commands and conquers with noble glory.

His soul, like a mirror, the cosmos evokes,
And his tired shoulders merit the mantle;
With a lyre chiseled from an ancient oak,
As a new prophet he sings his canticles.

A high priest inspired with divine avail
Heralds, in the future, a better spring,
He tells the eagle: “Fly!”; the sailor: “Sail!”;

And the robust worker to keep on working.
Thus, the poet passes along his trail,
With the splendid countenance of a king.

Azul, 2d ed. (Guatemala: Imprenta de “La Union,” 1890). Translation from Didier Tisdel
Jaén, ed., Homage to Walt Whitman (University: University of Alabama Press, 1969).
Translated by Didier Tisdel Jaén.

i

3. CEBRfA MONTOLIU

“Walt Whitman’s Philosophy”

We consider Whitman’s philosophy only a vision or subjective impression, a
pure experience of the soul. Indeed, he is pragmatic par excellence, for in his con-
ceptions one finds not only the origin but also the spirit itself of that philosophy
of efficiency which would not be methodically formulated in his country until
years later. This fact is an excellent proof of the autochthonous nature attributed
to that doctrine. Whitman’s pragmatism, at heart, is nothing but a pure and
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spontaneous manifestation of his passionate Americanism, a simple expression of
his innate and vehement national temperament.

As a good practical thinker Whitman systematically avoids formulas. Further-
more, not only does he abhor all formulas and systems but, also, in a most clear
and emphatic way, he anticipates those who would deduce a doctrine from his
writings and challenges their useless insistence in strong terms.

While Whitman does not formulate, perhaps precisely because he does not
formulate, he experiments and believes. His faith is built, as we shall see, on pure
experience. There is a certain incompatibility between faith and symbol, just as
between experience and doctrine, and this condition makes one of the two disap-
pear when it becomes fused or crystalized in the other. The tragic problem of all
life and movement is that they cannot be conceived without being, at the same
time, destroyed. Just as we saw Whitman absorb with measureless desire all that
was within reach of his hungry senses so we shall see him now absorb, with an
equally insatiable instinct, the ideas that were floating in the intellectual atmos-
phere of his time, and swallow everything, without making distinctions, trans-
forming all into his own substance, even the most contradictory opinions and
theories.

We have seen already a sample of this process when we considered the spiritual
heritage that our poet received from Emerson. This heritage was so absolutely as-
similated that, in his old age, once its narrow limits had been surpassed, Whit-
man did not even remember having ever used it and digested it at the time of his
own personal development. And now we see how by the same means and similar
vehicles, Whitman comes into contact with the immense wave of German idealis-
tic subjectivism, then at the climax of its progress. Through the august figure of
Carlyle, and by insensible derivations, he reaches this philosophy and permits
Fichte and Hegel, especially, to take possession of his spirit to a point where he
seems surrounded by their metaphysical eschatologies and rushing towards that
hazy goal of a mystic speculation which related the full manifestation of the indi-
vidual to the apocalyptic predestination of the Germanic country. No wonder then,
that driven by the same idealistic whirlwind he gives himself over to the most stat-
ic levities in Eastern mysticism with which — particularly in its broadest and deep-
est expression, Hindu theosophy — Whitman seemed to be intimately familiar.

With such antecedents Walt might have become a sort of gymnosophist sleep-
walker or a starved and frenzied poet, such as those turned out abundantly by the
then fashionable romantic movement. But Walt did not let himself be imprisoned
by the subtle threads of this metaphysical net. His spirit, always alert and open to
the four corners of the world, absorbs with equal easiness the most ethereal inspi-
rations of the soul and the grossest forms of the material world.

Being an unrepentant sinner, according to his own confession, he declares him-
self the poet of the body with just as much enthusiasm as he declares himself the
poet of the spirit and thinks none of the elements of the surrounding world lacks
in divine qualities. It is not strange then to find in his writings — as deeply as the
influence of German idealism — the trace left by the opposite and to a certain de-
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gree complementary ideologies initiated by Lamarque and Darwin in the field of
physical sciences and transplanted by Comte and Spencer to the realm of ethics.
Whitman, consistent with his principles, wished to apply to the sacred garden of
poetry the method of direct observation, verbal information and objective descrip-
tion which that school had accepted as the only tools worthy of a scientific opera-
tion. He was not intimidated by the possibility of being considered prosaic, a charge
to which he left himself open because of his didactic tone and particularly because
of the long enumerations of objects in some passages of his work. His primordial
objective was to live in intimate contact with his country and his epoch and in or-
der to accomplish this he did not spare himself efforts or sacrifices of any kind.
Following the recommendations of positive science he availed himself of journal-
istic information and used it as a source for his poetical work, a fact that is revealed
by the piles of clippings which he carefully saved and which were found after his
death. The use of New York slang as his main instrument of literary expression, a
practice that seemed to revolt some over-scholarly Yankees, should suffice to
show how rigidly and completely Whitman attempted to embody the whole
configuration of modern thought while pursuing an anti-aesthetic course. Like-
wise, Whitman, like Christ, wanted to descend to the infernal depths of the bril-
liant world that supported him, even if it was only to rise with greater strength to
the lofty empire of his glorious resurrection. This titanic enterprise left on his
work unequivocal signs of his desperate struggle to reconcile the eternal opposi-
tions and to encompass the opposite poles of universal equilibrium. This we must
consider a heroic decree of fate. The faults inherent in such an attitude should be
viewed with indulgence or, at most, with the charming irony displayed by Emer-
son when, already an old man, he cast an Olympian glance over the finished work
of the poet and said that it seemed to him a strange mixture of the Bhagavat-Gita
and the New York Herald.

Let us not draw erroneous conclusions from our analysis. No matter how deeply
the materialistic forces acted on his spirit, and no matter how idolizing and pas-
sionate his sensual inclinations might have been, Whitman was still, at the bottom
of his heart, the same Quaker poet already described in our account of his life
[omitted in this extract]. Although some simple and devout soul may be scandal-
ized by this assertion, the truth is that Whitman, a great Epicurean, appeared to
be transfigured by an insatiable thirst for immortality. “He is a God-intoxicated
faun,” we feel tempted to exclaim when, without prejudice, we contemplate the
entirety of his poetic work in a single glance. For the more we penetrate his spirit,
the firmer our conviction grows that Whitman is “the poet of the body” in a most
absolute way, not only for what the body is in itself, but also for its divine content.
The body reveals this in its highest form and Whitman worships it with idolatry.
Because this is so we may say, in a profound sense, that we can hardly conceive of
him as a whole unless it is as a great mystic poet, certainly one of the greatest in
the history of mankind.

So patent is his direct human vocation, as one of his latest commentators has
said (Carleton Noyes in An Approach to Walt Whitman) that Whitman, the good
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comrade, seldom appears immediately as a spiritual guide. Those who knew him
in life felt irresistibly attracted to him without perhaps discovering the true source
of his extraordinary strength and balance. There was more than merely a com-
manding personal magnetism to distinguish him from the masses. There were
unsuspected depths of which his charm was only the overflow and expression. He
was endowed with a heroic physique, of great perfection and beauty, and yet the
specific essence of his temperament was spiritual. He himself recognized, in a man-
ner allowable only to a few chosen ones, that the central reality of the human be-
ing is the soul. The passion and struggle to reach the soul’s heritage became the
driving force of his life. Once he has cast himself happily into that great adven-
ture, he dares everything, he risks and he suffers all. His happiness lies in the pros-
ecution of this great enterprise. His reward is getting to know God.

In accordance with this mystic vision of the world, Whitman finds the key to
life’s enigma in death and only in death. But death —and this should be well un-
derstood — has for him the mystic significance of a bridge which leads to a new
phase of eternal life. Death is not cessation, but change of being; it is not the end
but the beginning, and in this transition there is no dissolution of continuity; all
life tends towards this development and expansion of itself. In regard to the ill-
defined question of “immortality,” Whitman wastes no time trying to solve it;
he considers it a vain problem and simply affirms his belief in it. The conviction
of truth comes to him as an intuition, but in such a vital manner that there is
no room for argument. Immortality is the premise of all his life experience and
his supreme and unique interpretation of it. This concept determines his way of
thinking.

Whitman is, then, a real visionary and however correct Bucke may be in fixing
the moment of his life when he had this vision, the truth is that this vision did oc-
cur and that it transfigured with the most resplendent celestial aura all the life and
work of this heroic personality. Once this is accepted, it is hardly necessary to add
what Carleton Noyes says: “Whitman’s intimate experience cannot be expressed
with words.” Only the soul knows God and souls have no words. Whitman’s reli-
gious experience is so intimate and personal that he can express it in his poems
only through symbols extracted from common language by his exuberant imagi-
nation. One fact clearly stands out from all others in his life: the sum and essence
of Whitman’s life is Religion. In a sense both mystical and practical, his supreme
desire was to attain union between soul and God. Religion, as he conceives it and
lives it, is not merely one part of human experience —indeed, the loftiest— but
the totality of existence, giving value to all forms of human activity and making
possible that “the whole and its parts fit together.”

As is usually the case with Anglo-Saxons, Whitman’s mysticism is neither ego-
tistical nor static; it does not gravitate towards itself in the sterile fashion of con-
templative lives which rejoice in the stagnant waters of a negative passivity follow-
ing the spirit of some schools in our midst which have monopolized the realm of
the soul. On the contrary, Walt transforms his own revelation into a “message,”
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declaring himself the “prophet of a greater Religion.” It is difficult to define this
religion in a few words, especially when he himself was not able to define it in his
whole life. But we might say to the reader that although he may already consider
Whitman a mystic pantheist, he must not let himself be deceived by this term, be-
cause Whitman’s conception of God has nothing of that dry vagueness so com-
monly criticized in pantheism. Whitman believes in the divine quality of every-
thing without implying that each thing is God; but rather affirms that God reveals
himself in all and each of them. For Whitman everything is divine, but if he must
choose for his own worship he chooses the human figure as the most divine of all,
the true temple of God, as Saint Paul said. What might this God be? This is the
mystery. Let us call him, according to Saint Paul, “the unknown God”; let us be-
lieve firmly in his revealed work and this will suffice to put us in direct communi-
cation with him, although it may be impossible for us to see him. This is precisely
what happened to Whitman, according to his own testimony, when he raised a
corner of the veil that hides the mystery of his mystic revelation.

Burning in this immense fire of love, in which, as we shall see further on, he is
to forge all his ethic and social conception of the world, his religious program is a
pure, ample derivation of that brotherly embrace in which he encompasses all be-
ings. He calls it a greater Religion not because he wishes to oppose it to the various
religions disputing among each other for the faith of a majority of men, but be-
cause he wishes to embrace them all in his powerful arms.

Let us make clear, however, that no eclecticism finds its way into this religious
attitude; rather it is the transcendental force itself of his faith which impels him to
accept others as approximate instruments for expressing that which in his own
faith is essentially inexplicable. The capital center of his mystic apostleship, that
which inspired him to write “All is truth” and to search and defend a broader and
higher form for his Religion, is found in the profound truth of all things, there,
where all divergencies meet.

Such is, in synthesis, Whitman’s religious pragmatism. Firmly based on the
fundamental findings of his own experience, he always refuses to define the con-
crete contours of his ideal kingdom so as to allow freedom for every one. How-
ever, he was once or twice guilty of attempting definitions. Such is the case of
“Chanting the Square Deific,” a poem in which Whitman ventures to outline a
sort of vast theogonic synthesis coinciding with some commonly accepted formu-
las and making use of symbols already established by tradition. In this poem,
“Chanting . . . ,” without failing to recognize the ineffable nature of God, Whit-
man dares to express in human terms that which he humanly conceives as the in-
effable and divine principle of the universe. He draws a symbol magically sugges-
tive of all his gnostic experience.

Four powers or forces compose the Square: law and judgement; love and for-
giveness; rebellion and malice; and reconciliation and fusion of all in one. These
four powers are personified by Jehovah, Christ, Satan and the Holy Spirit.

Law is the fundamental principle of the universe. Nothing can escape the non-
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created, fatal norm of its own creation. The decree of compensation by which Law
retributes all actions is imperturbable, inexorable and mathematically just. Jeho-
vah is the God-Judge who passes sentence without appeal and executes without
scruple.

But this is only the basis of the Square. Interdicting Law and rising against its
ruling, Love appears. Christ rises and beholds us, gentle comforter, stretching out
his hand to bless us. God is Love and therefore Christ is the most powerful of all
gods. Love departs from the Law, but perpetuates it, it does not destroy Law, it
only redeems it from its tyranny; Love is the divine grace that bears fruit in the
world which is Law’s slave, by means of the celestial dew of hope. The individual
dies, but Love survives. The Savior passes, but salvation is eternal.

At the extreme opposite of Love, Rebellion rises. The individual affirms himself
and his own divine will. This is the domain of Satan, the Anti-Christ, divine and
“permanent,” the same as any other and as real as any other. Where Law exists, so
does transgression of the Law. There is no good without its corresponding evil. In
the finite world of human experience the principle of evil is a necessity and will
exist as long as its limitations last.

Closing the Square, parallel to Law, satisfying Love, dominating Evil, comes
the Holy Spirit. This is the last reality and the only essence of all things, which in-
cludes not only the Savior and Satan, but also God himself conceived as a person.

And with the consideration of this brief but superior sketch of theodicy we
come to the end of Whitman’s bold though really unformulated philosophic con-
ception. We recognize, of course, the grave doubts that the various and startling
projections suggested in the course of our brief perusal may have raised in the
reader’s mind. But, whatever be the absolute value of this amalgamation of the
most contradictory ideas and tendencies, one thing is clear and that is that the real
tie linking these antitheses is no other than the author’s robust personality, a per-
sonality which is one of the most dynamic and compact syntheses to have embod-
ied the volatile and multiform human logos. We must not lose sight of Whitman’s
inaccessible position on an intellectual level superior to the thousand controver-
sies originated by the juxtaposition of those ideas.

In spite of the doubts that we may feel, it is not useless to surmount these intel-
lectual heights since it is in these heights where we shall find the true source of
Whitman’s specific opinions in the realm of immediate reality. And if from this
postulate of “pure reason” we pass on to the examination of his “practical rea-
son,” we shall easily deduce the diverse consequences of the application of those
superior principles to the uneasy field of ethical, political and aesthetic problems
of contemporary life.

Introduction to Montolit’s Catalan translation of Leaves of Grass (Fulles D’Herba) (Barce-
lona: Libreria L’Avene, 1909). Translation from the Spanish version, Walt Whitman,

el hombre y su obra (Buenos Aires: Editorial Poseid6n, 1943), by permission of Poseid6n.
Translated by Fernando Alegria.
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4. MIGUEL DE UNAMUNO

“Adamic Song”

It happened one Biblical afternoon, the towers of the city gloriously resting
against the sky like giant ears of golden wheat emerging from the greenness that
clothes the river. I took up Leaves of Grass by Walt Whitman, that American,
enormous embryo of a secular poet, about whom Robert Louis Stevenson said
that like a shaggy dog, just unchained, went scouring the beaches of the world
baying at the moon. I took those leaves and translated some for my friend in the
quiet splendor of the golden city.

And my friend said to me: “What a strange impression one gets from those
enumerations of peoples and lands, nations, things and plants! . . . Is that poetry?”

And I said to him: “When lyric poetry becomes spiritualized and reaches the
sublime it ends in mere enumerations, in uttering dear names with a sigh. The
first stanza in the eternal love-dialogue may be “I love you, I love you very much,
I love you with all my soul,” but the last one, the one that comes with surrender
contains only these two words: Romeo! Juliet! Romeo! Juliet! There is no deeper
love-sigh than the repetition of the beloved name, relishing it like honey in your
mouth. And consider the child. I shall never forget an immortal scene that God
put one morning before my eyes. I saw three children hand in hand, standing by a
horse, singing nothing but these words in mad delight: A horse! a horse! a horse!
They were creating the word as they repeated it. Theirs was a Genesis song.

“How did lyric poety begin?” asked my friend, “which was the first song?”

“Let us turn to legend,” I said, “and listen to what the Genesis says in its second
chapter: ‘So out of the ground the Lord God formed every beast of the field and
every bird of the air, and brought them to the man to see what he would call
them; and whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name. The
man gave names to all cattle, and to the birds of the air, and to every beast of the
field; but for the man there was not found a helper fit for him.” This was the first
song, the song naming the animals; Adam in ecstasy before them, in the dawn of
mankind.”

To give a name! To give a name to something is, in a way, to take possession of
it spiritually. This same Walt Whitman, whose Leaves of Grass we have here, in his
“Song At Sunset” said these words: “To breathe the air, how delicious! To speak —
to walk — to seize something by the hand!” He could have added: To name things,
what a startling miracle!

Upon naming the animals and birds, Adam took possession of them. And note
the eighth Psalm: after singing of God’s command to man that he be the master of
the works created by the divine hands, God having laid everything at his feet—
sheep and oxen, beasts of the field, birds of the air, and fishes of the sea, and what-
ever passes along the path of the sea, the psalm ends: “O Lord, our Lord, how ma-
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jestic is thy name in all the earth!” If we knew an appropriate name, a poetic name,
a creative name for God, all lyric poetry would be summed up in it as in an eternal
flower.

Also in Genesis, verses twenty-four to thirty, chapter thirty-two, we are told how
Jacob crossed the ford of Jabbok and, searching for his brother Esau, decided to
spend the night outdoors; he was attacked by a stranger, an angel sent by God or
perhaps God himself, and during the struggle Jacob, full of anguish, kept inquir-
ing the other’s name. In those ancient times a traveler who uttered his name gave
away his essential being. Homeric heroes immediately tell us their names.

And these names were not said; they were sung in a surge of enthusiasm and
adoration. And I am most certain, reader, that the hymn which most deeply pen-
etrated your heart was that which carried your name, your baptismal name, pure
and bare, expressed with a sigh in semi-darkness. That is the crown of lyrical po-
etry. The litany is perhaps the most exquisite poetic form that a lyrical explosion
can offer: a name repeated as in a rosary and each time joined to lively epithets
which enhance it. And among these we find the sacred epithet.

In Homeric poems the sacred epithets shine forth: each hero has his own.
Achilles is he of the fast feet; Hector, the plume shaker. And in all times and places
when someone finds the sacred epithet which poetically fits a man, everyone adopts
it and repeats it. And what is true of men is also true of animals, things and ideas.
The sly fox, the faithful dog, the noble horse, the patient donkey, the slow ox, the
churlish goat, the mild sheep, the timid hare . . . and Providence’s intentions, can
they be anything but inscrutable?

Singing, then, a name, enhancing it with a sacred epithet is the reflective exal-
tation of lyric poetry; and the irreflective exaltation, the supreme, is singing the
name by itself, bare, without epithet; it is repeating it again and again, as if sub-
merging one’s soul in its ideal content. “I am not surprised,” I told my friend, “to
see that those enumerations affect you in a strange manner, and I confess to you
that they may not possess anything poetical at all. Yet, they seem stranger to those
of us who, by means of dead words, have reduced lyric poetry to something ora-
torical, a sort of rhymed eloquence. Remember besides,” I added, “that a word has
not attained its splendor and purity until it has acquired rhythm and until it has
become joined to others through its own cadence: it is like wheat which is not
clean and ready for the mill until it has been purified by winnowing on the thresh-
ing floor.”

“Now I remember,” said my friend inserting a whimsical note, “I remember a
Yankee joke which goes like this: when Adam was naming the animals and he ap-
proached the horse, Eve told her husband, ‘This thing that is coming here looks
like a horse; so let’s call him horse.””

“The joke is not bad,” I said, “but it happens that when Adam named the
country-animals and the birds, woman had not yet been created, according to
Genesis. Therefore one must conclude that man felt the need of talking even when
he was alone, that is to say, talking to himself, which is the same as singing, so that
his act of naming the creatures was an act of lyrical purity, perfectly unselfish. He
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invented the names to enjoy them in ecstasy. But once he created the names and
sang them he needed a fellow creature to whom he could communicate these
names; after the naming-hymn had resulted from the exuberance of his enthusi-
asm, he felt the need of an audience, but, according to the text, Adam did not find
help around him. And immediately after this, the Biblical narration tells us of the
creation of woman, growing her out of a rib of the first man, as though man had
felt the need for a companion as a result of having mastered the animals by giving
them a name. Man was in need of someone to talk to, and so God made a woman
for him. And as soon as the woman appears before him, after he said, ‘This is bone
of my bone and flesh of my flesh,” the first thing that he does is to give her a name,
saying: ‘this will be called a woman, because out of man she was created.” But the
Spanish varona did not prevail. The majority of cultured peoples have a name for
woman which comes from a different root and which seems to make out of man
and woman two different species.”

“Except English,” said my friend.

“And some other languages,” I added.

And gathering up Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass we left behind the splendor
of the city melting into the twilight.

“El canto adanico,” in El espejo de la muerte (Madrid: Compania Iberoamericana de
Publicaciones, 1930). Translated by Fernando Alegria.
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5. LEON FELIPE

“Habla el Prologo”

;Es inoportuno, amigos y poetas americanos y espaiioles, que yo os congregue
aqui ahora y os traiga conmigo al viejo comarada de Long Island?

No. Esta es la hora mejor.

Ahora. ..

cuando avanza el trueno para borrar con trilita la palabra libertad, de todos
los rincones de la tierra,

cuando el hombre ha perdido su airén y su bandera

y todos somos reses marcadas entre vallados y alambradas,

quiero yo presentaros a este poeta de cabafa

sin puerta frente al camino abierto,

a este poeta de halo, de cayada y de mochila;

ahora. ..

cuando reculan frente al odio el amor y la fe

quiero yo presentaros con verbo castellano, y en mi vieja manera de decir,

a este poeta del amor, de la fe y de la rebeldia.

Aqui esta. {Miradlo!
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Se llama Walt.

Asilo nombran

el viento,

los pajaros

y las corrientes de los grandes rios de su pueblo.

Walt es el diminutivo de Walter (Gualterio en castellano).

Mis bien es la poda del patronimico hasta el monosilabo simple,
onomatopéyico y gutural: Walt.

4
CANTARA SU CANCION Y SE IRA

No tiene otro titulo ni rétulo a la puerta.
No es doctor,

ni reverendo

ni maese . . .

No es misionero tampoco.

No viene a repartir catecismos ni reglamentos,
ni a colgarle a nadie una cruz en la solapa.
Ni a juzgar:

ni a premiar

ni a castigar.

Viene sencillamente a cantar una cancién.

Cantard su cancidn y se ira.

Maiiana, de madrugada, se ird.

Cuando os desperetéis vosotros, ya con el sol en el cielo, no encontraréis mas
que el recuerdo encendido de su voz.

Pero esta noche serd vuestro huésped.

Abridle la puerta,

los brazos,

los oidos

y el corazon de par en par.

Porque es vuestra cancién la que vais a escuchar.

“The Prologue Speaks”

Is it inopportune, friends and poets, American or Spanish, that I gather you
here today and bring to you with me the old comrade from Long Island?

No. This is the best hour.

Now...

when the thunder advances to erase with tritium the word freedom from all
the corners of the earth,

when man has lost his plume and his banner,
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and all of us are branded cattle within palings and wire fences,

I want to present to you this poet with a cabin

without door facing the open road,

this poet with a halo, with a cane, and a knapsack;

now. ..

when love and faith are yielding to hatred

I want to present to you in my Castilian words, in my old manner of speaking,

this poet of love, of faith, and rebellion.

Here he is. Behold him!

His name is Walt.

Thus he is called

by the wind,

the birds,

and the currents of the great rivers of his people.

Walt is the diminutive of Walter (Gualterio in Spanish).

It is rather the pruning of the patronymic to the monosyllable, simple,
onomatopoeic and guttural: Walt.

4
HE SHALL SING HIS SONG AND THEN LEAVE

He has no other title or inscription at his door.
He is not a Doctor,

nor a Reverend,

nor a Master . ..

Neither is he a Missionary.

He does not come to deliver catechisms or laws,
nor to hang a cross on anybody’s breast.

Nor to judge

to reward,

or to punish.

He simply comes to sing a song.

He shall sing his song and then leave.

Tomorrow, at dawn, he shall leave.

When you shall awaken, with the sun already up in the sky, you shall find
nothing but the burning memory of his voice.

But tonight he shall be your guest.

Open your door,

your arms,

your ears,

and your heart fully wide.

For the song you shall hear is your song.

From the verse prologue in Walt Whitman: Canto a mi mismo (Buenos Aires: Losada,
1941). Translated by Didier Tisdel Jaén. Reprinted by permission of the translator.

Ledn Felipe [ 117 ]



i

6. PABLO NERUDA

“Oda a Walt Whitman”

Yo no recuerdo

a qué edad,

ni dénde,

si en el gran Sur mojado
o en la costa

temible, bajo el breve
grito de las gaviotas,
toqué una mano y era
la mano de Walt Whitman:
pisé la tierra

con los pies desnudos,
anduve sobre el pasto,
sobre el firme rocio

de Walt Whitman.

Durante

mi juventud

toda

me acompaiié esa mano,
ese rocio,

su firmeza de pino patriarca, su extensién de pradera,
y su misién de paz circulatoria.
Sin

desdenar

los dones

de la tierra,

la copiosa

curva del capitel,

ni la inicial

purpurea

de la sabiduria,

ta

me ensenaste

a ser americano,
levantaste

mis 0jos

a los libros,

hacia
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el tesoro

de los cereales:
ancho,

en la claridad

de las llanuras,

me hiciste ver

el alto

monte

tutelar. Del eco
subterraneo,

para mi

recogiste

todo,

todo lo que nacia
cosechaste

galopando en la alfalfa,
cortando para mi las amapolas,
visitando

los rios,

acudiendo en la tarde
a las cocinas.

Pero no sélo

tierra

saco alaluz

tu pala:

desenterraste

al hombre,

yel

esclavo

humillado

contigo, balanceando
la negra dignidad de su estatura,
caminé conquistando
la alegria.

Al fogonero,

abajo,

en la caldera,

mandaste

un canastito

de frutillas,

a todas las esquinas de tu pueblo
un verso
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tuyo lleg6 de visita

y era como un trozo

de cuerpo limpio

el verso que llegaba,

como

tu propia barba pescadora

0 el solemne camino de tus piernas de acacia.

Paso entre los soldados
tu silueta

de bardo, de enfermero,
de cuidador nocturno
que conoce

el sonido

de la respiracién en la agonia
y espera con la aurora
el silencioso

regreso

de la vida.

Buen panadero!

Primo hermano mayor
de mis raices,

ctipula

de araucaria,

hace

ya

cien

anos

que sobre el pasto tuyo
y sus germinaciones,

el viento

pasa

sin gastar tus ojos.

Nuevos

y crueles afios en tu patria:
persecusiones,

lagrimas,

prisiones,

armas envenenadas

y guerras iracundas,

no han aplastado

la hierba de tu libro,

el manantial vital
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de su frescura.

Y, ay!

los

que asesinaron

a Lincoln

ahora

se acuestan en su cama,
derribaron

su sitial

de olorosa madera

y erigieron un trono
por desventura y sangre
salpicado.

Pero

canta en

las estaciones
suburbanas

tu voz,

en

los
desembarcaderos
vespertinos
chapotea

como

aqua oscura

tu palabra,

tu pueblo

blanco

y negro,

pueblo

de pobres,

pueblo simple
como

todos

los pueblos,

no olvida

tu campana:

se congrega cantando
bajo

la magnitud

de tu espaciosa vida:
entre los pueblos con tu amor camina
acariciando

Pablo Neruda
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el desarrollo puro
de la fraternidad sobre la tierra.

“Ode to Walt Whitman”

I do not remember

at what age

nor where:

in the great damp South

or on the fearsome

coast, beneath the brief

cry of the seagulls,

I touched a hand and it was
the hand of Walt Whitman.
I trod the ground

with bare feet,

I walked on the grass,

on the firm dew

of Walt Whitman.

During

my entire

youth

I had the company of that hand,

that dew,

its firmness of patriarchal pine, its prairie-like expanse,
and its mission of circulatory peace.

Not

disdaining

the gifts

of the earth,

nor the copious
curving of the column’s capital,
nor the purple
initial

of wisdom,

you taught me

to be an American,
you raised

my eyes

to books,

towards
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the treasure

of the grains:

broad,

in the clarity

of the plains,

you made me see

the high

tutelary

mountain. From subterranean
echoes,

you gathered

for me

everything;

everything that came forth
was harvested by you,
galloping in the alfalfa,
picking poppies for me,
visiting

the rivers,

coming into the kitchens
in the afternoon.

But not only

soil

was brought to light
by your spade:

you unearthed

man,

and the

slave

who was humiliated
with you, balancing
the black dignity of his stature,
walked on, conquering
happiness.

To the fireman

below,

in the stoke-hole,

you sent

a little basket

of strawberries.

To every corner of your town
a verse

Pablo Neruda
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of yours arrived for a visit,

and it was like a piece

of clean body,

the verse that arrived,

like

your own fisherman beard

or the solemn tread of your acacia legs.

Your silhouette

passed among the soldiers:
the poet, the wound-dresser,
the night attendant

who knows

the sound

of breathing in mortal agony
and awaits with the dawn
the silent

return

of life.

Good baker!

Elder first cousin

of my roots,
araucaria’s

cupola,

it is

now

a hundred

years

that over your grass
and its germinations,
the wind

passes

without wearing out your eyes.

New

and cruel years in your Fatherland:
persecutions,

tears,

prisons,

poisoned weapons

and wrathful wars

have not crushed

the grass of your book;

the vital fountainhead
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of its freshness.

And, alas!

those

who murdered

Lincoln

now

lie in his bed.

They felled

his seat of honor

made of fragrant wood,
and raised a throne
spattered

with misfortune and blood.

But

your voice

sings

in the suburban
stations,

in

the

vespertine

wharfs,

your word

splashes

like

dark water.

Your people,

white

and black,

poor

people,

simple people

like

all

people

do not forget

your bell:

They congregate singing
beneath

the magnitude

of your spacious life.
They walk among the peoples with your love
caressing

Pablo Neruda
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the pure development
of brotherhood on earth.

Odas elementales (Buenos Aires: Editorial Losada, 1954). Translated by Didier Tisdel Jaén.
Reprinted by permission of the translator.

i®

7- JORGE LUIS BORGES

“Camden, 1892

El olor del café y de los periddicos.
El domingo y su tedio. La mafiana

Y en la entrevista pdgina esa vana
Publicaci6n de versos alegéricos

De una colega feliz. El hombre viejo
Esta postrado y blanco en su decente
Habitacién de pobre. Ociosamente
Mira su cara en el cansado espejo.
Piensa, ya sin asombro, que esa cara
Es él. La distraida mano toca

La turbia barba y la saqueada boca.
No estd lejos el fin. Su voz declara:
Casi no soy, pero mis versos ritman
La vida y su esplendor. Yo fui Walt Whitman.

The smell of coffee and the daily Times.

The Sunday morning tedium, once again,
And on the page, unclearly seen, that vain
Publication of allegoric rhymes

By a happy colleague. On his death-bed,

In his decent though humble bedroom,

The man lies white and wasted. With boredom,
He views the tired reflection of his head.

He thinks, no longer amazed, that this face

Is he, and brings his distrait fingertips

To touch his tarnished beard and ravaged lips.
The end is near, and he states his case:

I hardly am, but my verse is rhythmal

To the splendid life. I was Walt Whitman.

Obra poetica (Buenos Aires: Emece, 1966). Translated by Didier Tisdel Jaén. Reprinted by
permission of the translator.
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8. JORGE GUILLEN

My Relationship with Whitman

My dear friend, you ask me to write, as a reader and an author, a few words
about my relationship with Walt Whitman. Well, I first took notice of the great
poet—1 still consider him so—in the twenties, and I read him with interest a
little later at Sevilla in the thirties in Léon Bazalgette’s translation published by the
Mercure de France (1922 is the date of my edition). My reading of it— which I
pursued in English —was posterior to the impulse which made me write Cdntico,
without any bookish influence — God knows, as we say in Spanish—and as the
mere expression of a temperament.

Whitman dazzled me and confirmed my instinctive tendency to look for — or
better, to feel for—an immediate contact with life without looking for it. It is
strange that man’s attachment to life should not be accompanied by a clearer con-
sciousness: the consciousness of the ears which hear, of the eyes which see, of the
lungs which breathe. Life and poetry are like a deep breathing. Nothing made me
feel it so much — from a literary point of view — as Whitman’s verse, whose form
did not suit my purpose as a poet and whose historical birth took place far away in
the United States at a time when it was beginning to grow. But [ was attracted by the
élan, by the lambent light of dawn, by physical health as a potent factor, and
the loving embrace; by that manly encounter with a beyond which is this earthly
herebelow. And all this without the interference of any theory.

Optimism and pessimism are opinions — nothing more. And a poem does not
record opinions, but something which is really experienced by the whole being.
Whitman revelled in wonder —like the philosopher according to Socrates. This
Spanish reader was— and is—in spite of so many vicissitudes — an admirer. Of
what? Of the act of breathing. Like Whitman. For fifty years I have not said —in
the foreground of my poems— anything else.

Roger Asselineau and William White, eds., Walt Whitman in Europe Today (Detroit:

Wayne State University Press, 1972). Translated by Roger Asselineau, from a letter written
to the translator by Guillén on April 11, 1971.

Jorge Guillén [ 127]



MARIA CLARA BONETTI PARO

Whitman in Brazil

In 1889, on the occasion of a republican government replacing
a monarchy in Brazil, Walt Whitman sent “a Christmas Greeting” to the South
American country, welcoming his “Brazilian brother” into democracy (LG, 548).
But not until the twentieth century did the new and rebellious perfume of Leaves
of Grass reach Brazil, carried by symbolism and the avant-garde movements,
mainly futurism and unanimism, which were flourishing in Europe during the
first quarter of the century.

Literature in Brazil at the turn of the century was ruled by neo-Parnassians,
neo-naturalists, and neo-symbolists, who emphasized rigid obedience to metric
rules and Portuguese grammar. Beyond this there flourished an impersonal con-
cept of art for art’s sake that had grown artificial and outdated amidst a national-
istic climate that strengthened civic pride and the desire to find a personal voice
for Brazilian literature. Even though good poetry had been written, Parnassian-
ism, the dominant school, was incapable of coping with the increasing social, po-
litical, and cultural changes of the first decades of the new century that required
new forms of expression. “To make rhymes in Brazil is still the best way not to be a
poet,” wrote poet Carlos Drummond de Andrade (1902—1989) in 1923 (de Andrade,
32). Striving to change the situation, a new generation of writers had to wage long,
hard battles that led, eventually, to poetic renovation and to the literary move-
ment known as modernism (1922-1945).
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The principal arena in this artistic struggle was the Municipal Theater in Sdo
Paulo, where the Modern Art Week Exhibition (the Brazilian equivalent to the
American Armory Show) was staged in February 1922. The date had been deliber-
ately chosen to make the overthrow of the archaic aesthetics coincide with the
centennial celebration of Brazil’s political independence. The period from 1922 to
1930 is correctly called “heroic” because both sides, the “traditionalists” ( passadis-
tas) and the “futurists” (as the modernists were known at that time), assumed
militant and often extreme positions. Consider the following lines by writer and
critic Sergio Milliet (1898—1966) regarding the position of those who wanted reno-
vation: “We had to break everything, destroy, kill, bury, cremate. That is what we
did from about 1921 to 1932” (Milliet, 240—241). Although Leaves of Grass was not
well known at that time, Whitman’s reputation was strong enough for him to be
enlisted in the ranks of Brazilian modernism. Amazingly enough, in the first
phase of Brazilian modernism, Whitman came to be respected by both of the op-
posing groups.

In the early 1920s Whitmanism had reached its greatest peak in France and
remained influential throughout the decade (Allen, 287). It is no surprise that
there was also a Brazilian “whitmanismo,” for in the first decades of the century
Brazil was culturally linked to France. Whitman’s presence in French literature
was then so strong that he was even included in a collection of contemporary
French poetry entitled L’Anthologie de L’Effort, published in 1912 by Jean-Richard
Bloch (Erkkila, 171).

Before the 1920s, Whitman was scarcely mentioned in Brazilian periodicals,
and when he was, his name was frequently paired with French and Belgian sym-
bolists. Leaves of Grass crossed the Brazilian border with a symbolist literary pass-
port. Pointing out the importance of Belgian symbolism for the study of that
movement in Brazil, critic Andrade Murici said that “the powerful Verhaeren pre-
pared the road for a late but numerous Whitmanian seaquake” (Murici, 1: 44). In
the 1920s in Brazil, Whitman’s spirit, or his gospel, was easily found. He was the
welcome spokesman of the modern world, the apostle of renovation in form
and content, and one of the poets who could nourish what John Barth called a
“literature of replenishment” after the exhaustion of the old aesthetic rules and
principles.

References to the singer of the New World became increasingly more frequent
in the debates that followed the Week of Modern Art. In an article written in 1934,
the essayist Sebastido Sampaio expressed regret about the delay of reciprocal cul-
tural exchange between Brazil and the United States and added that “Whitman
came so late that it was in fact Modernism that made his homage to Brooklyn
Bridge [ ponte de Brooklyn] known to the public” (Sampaio, 22). Due to Whitman’s
literary reputation and “contemporaneity,” he was used by the passadistas as a
shield against the attacks of those who accused them of being behind the times
and by the futurists, for whom he was a spear, to encourage Brazilian literature to
venture “in paths untrodden” (LG, 112).

Speaking for the passadista group, Angelo Guido, in a 1923 article entitled “Fu-
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turism,” gave his own definition of this avant-garde movement and added that
several passadistas had done exactly the same (Guido, 376—379). Whitman is in-
cluded among the passadistas. On behalf of the futurists, Murilo Araujo, in the ar-
ticle “Futurismo e Estética Intencional,” declared that he took pride in being
called a futurist because “Verhaeren, the great, and Walt Whitman, the two best
poets in the world, are called futurists by critics nowadays” (Aratjo, 314—316).

In those days in Brazil, futurism was very often used in a broad sense. It was an
antonym of traditional ( passadista) and had almost nothing to do with the Italian
movement founded in 1909 by Filippo Marinetti (1876—1944). Nevertheless, fu-
turism helped spread Whitman’s work when Marinetti mentioned him among
six other writers as a forerunner of his aesthetics. Despite the differences between
Whitman and Marinetti, in some critical appreciations they were nevertheless
paired as literary innovators.

For the embattled modernists who were trying to break down the rigid adher-
ence to metric rules, Whitman offered a model of free verse. At a time when the
modernists were trying to turn away from the poetic emphasis on the past, with its
cultural allusions to Greek gods and mythology, Whitman was looked upon as the
poet of the present and the singer of the common people and the modern world.
And when, with nationalistic pride and suffering from an “anxiety of influence,”
they were trying to do without European models, Whitman was looked upon as a
brother and as an escape from European influence. He was someone who, like
Poe, had inverted the direction of influence between the Old and the New World,
named “notre poete” by Valery Larbaud (Erkkila, 179).

It is not difficult to find extremely appreciative references to Whitman’s work
in publications of the 1920s. In the article “A literatura em 1920” (“Literature in
1920”), Alceu Amoroso Lima expressed a desire for a Brazilian Whitman: “The
world of action can produce a Whitman. We have not had him yet, and our poetry
continues to be a place secluded from everyday reality” (Lima, 12). In 1923 critic
Tasso da Silveira (1895-1968) expressed the same wish: “I say ‘our Whitman’ and
not just ‘our great poet,’ because it is a Whitman we long for; it is for a passionate
singer who, in gigantic symphonies, would celebrate the new world that we are,
the dawning of a new race we represent, the vastness of the place we have been
given on the planet, and the multiform uproar of desire and dream which comes
from our complex ethnic identity” (Silveira 1923, 151).

Unlike in France, where literary citizenship was conferred on the American
poet, in Brazil Whitman was often regarded either as the singer of the New World
(encompassing, therefore, the three Americas) or as a North American who could
fertilize Brazilian or tropical leaves of grass.

Whitman’s idealistic vision of America as a huge Bakhtinean marketplace
where a poet-prophet, with cosmic consciousness, could transform everybody
into comrades and equals in a “new city of Friends” was especially attractive to the
Carioca spiritualist group of the symbolist magazine Festa, which published twelve
issues in 1927 and 1928. The influence of Jules Romain’s unanimism (1905-1914)
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and more specifically of Emile Verhaeren’s poetry is also evident in this utopian
vision, and many times Whitman and Verhaeren are mentioned together.

Among the members of Festa, Tasso da Silveira is the poet who most clearly
embraces Whitman’s prophetic gospel. He translated into Portuguese the first
poem from Leaves of Grass to appear in Brazil: in the fourth issue of Terra do Sol
(Land of the Sun) a Portuguese translation of “Poets to Come” (“Poetas que
virao”) was published anonymously (Silveira 1924, 35), and later Silveira acknowl-
edged the translation as his. In the same issue, in “Notas e Comentatios,” the same
poem was presented in three other languages: in French, translated by Léon
Bazalgette; in Italian, by Luigi Gamberale; and, in Spanish, by Armando Vasseur.
The fact that the original English version was not given is an indication that many
Brazilian writers read Whitman’s poems in translation before reading them in the
original version.

Whitman’s impact on Festa is unquestionable. He was the only foreign poet
represented in the first issue—a translation of Section 3 of “Salut au Monde!”
(Silveira 1927, 12). In the fifth issue (February 1928), Sections 18, 21, and 24 of
“Song of Myself” were published in anonymous translations again (no doubt also
by Silveira) (Silveira 1928).

It is not difficult to see which topic of Whitman’s “ensemble” was most cher-
ished by the spiritualist members of Festa and by Silveira: the idyllic and opti-
mistic vision of the natural, human, and social world. As for form, Silveira’s free
verse, which he began writing in 1926, corresponds more closely to the model
given by Verhaeren, whose importance in his work and life he acknowledged sev-
eral times. Although dressed up in Christian array, Whitman’s diction is clearly
perceived in most of Silveira’s poems, from Alegorias do Homon Novo (Allegories
of the New Man) (1926) to Cantos do Campo de Batalha (Battlefield Songs) (1945),
and the latter book contains an overt allusion to Whitman in the poem entitled
“Palavras a Whitman” (“Words to Whitman”) (Silveira 1962, 204—206). In direct
opposition to the misreading of Whitman as singer of all the Americas, Silveira—
as an ephebe who tries to “complete” his “truncated precursor’—abounds in
“tesserae” (to use Harold Bloom’s terminology [Bloom, 49—73]). In his poetic
tribute, Silveira calls Whitman the “wonderful incomplete” because, although he
exalted the whole world, when he sang America he referred to only one half of the
continent:

A outra metade que nio advinhaste, ndo previste,
no fundidouro dos destinos misteriosos

se condensava

e vai surgindo agora

como algum virgem orbe que faltasse

ao equilibrio das constel¢des . . .

E assim, Poeta-Profeta,
ao lado de teu canto,
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erque-se, por integrar-te, um canto novo:
— o canto da alma inquieta
do meu povo! (Silveira 1962, 204)

The other half that you didn’t foretell or foresee

was condensing itself

in the melting pot of an unknown destiny

and is becoming visible

as a virgin orb that was missing in the balance of the constellations . . .

And so, Poet-Prophet

Beside your song,

Rising to join it, a new chant:

— the chant of the anxious soul of my people.

In spite of various readings or misreadings of Leaves of Grass, what is certain is
that Whitman was part of the general literary consciousness in those days in Brazil.
Even when references were made to the fact that Whitman was not well known,
the tone was always one of regret.

The same high standards by which Whitman was judged in Festa are used
by the so-called dynamic traditionalists, who gathered around writer and diplo-
mat Graca Aranha (1868—1931). Among the members of that group, Ronald de
Carvalho, one of Aranha’s favorite disciples, unquestionably became the most
Whitmanian writer with Toda a América (All the Americas), published in 1926.
There is no doubt that Carvalho had Whitman in mind when he wrote Toda a
América. In the general conception of the book, as well as in many of the poems,
he echoed the American poet, or “completed” him, in a manner similar to what
had been done by Tasso da Silveira. Whitman’s “Americanism” was enlarged to
include the three Americas. Carvalho’s interest in the continent as a whole was not
an isolated attitude but a reflection of Brazil’s general awakening to a feeling of ca-
maraderie toward its neighboring nations and an increasing interest in strength-
ening social and cultural ties with them. Brazilian intellectuals wanted to replace —
or at least add to— their centuries of gazing across the Atlantic with an actual
journey into the backlands of their own country and of the other American coun-
tries. They longed for an American discovery of America.

As soon as Toda a América was published, many writers would call attention to
the similarities between it and Leaves of Grass. Although the “Americanisms” in
Leaves of Grass and in Toda a América are different, Whitman’s impress is clearly
presentin several poems. In the poem “Brasil,” for example, Carvalho echoes Whit-
man directly in idea and image and uses a mélange of passages from “Salut au
Monde!” and “I Hear America Singing.” He delights in cataloging what he hears by
transporting his poetic self to different places in the country. Carvalho includes an-
other poem that is connected to “Salut au Monde!,” or more precisely to Section 4
of this poem, where Whitman describes what he sees. In “Entre Buenos Aires e
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Mendoza,” Carvalho again makes use of the Whitmanian catalog and begins his
lines with the repetition of “Eu vejo” (“I see”).

There is in Toda a América another signal of indebtedness to Leaves of Grass.
Both books have a poem entitled “Broadway.” The urban crowd is their common
theme, but whereas Whitman regards the passersby with empathy and transcen-
dental interest and inquires into their inner lives, Carvalho focuses on their exter-
nal attitudes at the same time that he reveals a personal and impressionistic atti-
tude toward them. The street which is taken as a lesson by Whitman remains
unlearned in Carvalho’s “Broadway.”

As far as form is concerned, the two poets are most different, ironically, at pre-
cisely the moment when they seem most similar. Although Carvalho uses free verse
in a manner that is reminiscent of Whitman, he frequently breaks up his lines,
forming several verses; Whitman avoided such enjambment. By breaking up Whit-
man’s end-stopped lines or thought rhythm, Carvalho also moves away from an-
other key feature of Whitman’s technique —the caesura. In its formal restraint,
Carvalho’s free verse is sometimes closer to Apollinaire’s model. Nevertheless,
when he sets his expansive lines with a relatively fixed initial structure, his verse
resembles Whitman’s. Just like Whitman’s twenty-one-line delay of the main
verb in “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking,” Carvalho withholds the verb in the
first stanza of “Adverténcia” (“Warning”) and writes a poem that clearly sounds
Whitmanian:

Europeu!

Nos tabuleiros de xadrez da tua aldeia,

na tua casa de madeira, pequenina, coberta de hera,

na tua casa de pinhdes e beirais, vigiada por filas de cercas paralelas, com
trepadeiras moles balan¢ando e florindo;

na tua sala de jantar, junto do fogao de azulejos, cheirando a resina de
pinheiros e faia,

na tua sala de jantar, em que os teus avds leram a Biblia e discutiram casa-
mentos, colheitas e enterros,

entre as tuas arcas bojudas e pretas, com las felpudas e linhos encardidos,
colares, gravuras papéis graves e moedas roubadas ao inttil maravilhoso;

diante do teu riacho, mais antigo que as Cruzadas, desse teu riacho servigal,
que engorda trutas e carpas;

Europeu!

Em frente da tua paisagem, dessa tua paisagem com estradas, quintalejos,
campandrios e burgos, que cabe toda na bola de vidro do teu jardim;

diante dessas tuas drvores que conheces pelo nome — o carvalho do agude, o
choupo do ferreiro, a tilia da ponte— que conheces pelo nome como os
teus cdes, 0s teus jumentos e as tuas vacas;

Europeu! filho da obediéncia, da economia e do bom-senso, tu nao saves o
que é ser Americano! (Carvalho, 9—11)
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European!

In the chess boards of your village,

in your small, wooden house overgrown with ivy,

in your house with mallow and eaves, guarded by rows of parallel hedges with
slowly climbing trees that swing and bloom;

in your dining room, close to the tiled stove that smells of pine resin and
white poplar,

in your dining room, where your grandparents read the Bible and discussed
weddings, harvests, and burials,

among your black and bulgy chests, full of fluffy wool and stained linen,
necklaces, engravings, somber sheets of paper and coins stolen from
useless wonders;

in front of the brook, more venerable than the Cruzadas of your providential
brook where trouts and carps are fed;

European!

In front of your landscape, your landscape with roads, small backyards,
steeples and boroughs that fits entirely in the glass ball of your garden;

in front of your trees that you know by the name — the oak by the dam, the
poplar of the blacksmith, the linden by the bridge — that you know by the
name just like you know your dogs, your donkey and your cows;

European! child of obedience, economy and common sense, you do not know
what it is to be an American!

The striking parallels between both poets indicate that Carvalho had Whitman
very much in mind when he wrote Toda a América. Although Carvalho claimed to
be a poet integrated with his land, he never managed to get rid of European man-
ners and taste, and he never became the poet he believed was necessary for Amer-
ica. The times when Carvalho used Whitman’s gospel and form were precisely
when he strayed from his model. He had not heard Whitman’s advice in “Song of
Myself” that “he most honors my style who learns under it to destroy the teacher”
(LG, 84), and he had not paid attention to Whitman’s warning in “By Blue On-
tario’s Shore” that “rhymes and rhymers, pass away, poems distill’d from poems
pass away” (LG, 350).

It was in Sdo Paulo that Whitman’s “yawp” was more clearly heard. Mério de
Andrade (1893—1945), the most prominent figure in the first phase of the Brazilian
modernist movement, was a careful reader of Leaves of Grass and a writer who
showed interest in Whitman’s poetry all his life. The marginal annotations he
wrote on his volume of the centennial edition of Leaves of Grass reveal his careful
reading of Whitman’s work. Besides having Whitman’s Complete Prose Works
(1920), he had Léon Bazalgette’s translation, Feuilles d’Herbe (1922), as well as the
two other books the French critic wrote on Whitman: Le poém-évangile de Walt
Whitman ( The Poem-Gospel of Walt Whitman) (1921) and Walt Whitman: "homme
et son oeuvre (Walt Whitman: The Man and His Work) (1908). He also had two
German translations (by Karl Federn [1904] and by Gustav Landauer [1921]) and a

[134] WHITMAN IN BRAZIL



Portuguese translation by Agostinho Veloso da Silva (1943). In a letter to poet Car-
los Drummond de Andrade, dated July 23, 1944, Andrade comments that he
planned to read Whitman again to see if he might find some suggestions for Lira
Paulistana, a book he wrote in the year prior to his death (Andrade 1988, 210).

Andrade’s interest in Whitman is evident from the beginning of his career.
Whitman is mentioned in both of the most important texts in which Andrade,
who was considered the “pope of the Modernist Creed,” explains his own aes-
thetic principles and the movement’s aims. The first text is the preface to his book
of poems Paulicéia Desvairada (Halluéinated City), published in 1922, and the sec-
ond is the essay “A Escrava que ndo é Isaura” (“The Slave That Is Not Isaura”),
published in 1925 (Andrade 1972, 195—300). There is only a single reference to
Whitman in the preface (which he ironically calls “Preficio interessantissimo”
[“The most interesting preface”]), suggesting that the reader should know the
American poet, but Andrade mentions him four times in A Escrava. He calls at-
tention to the effect of simultaneity, one of the characteristics of modernist poetry
that is already present in Leaves of Grass (266—267). He also praises Whitman’s
thematic freedom and quotes “Starting from Paumanok”: “I will make the poems
of materials, for I think they are to be the most spiritual poems!” (217). Andrade
could have mentioned several artists of the avant-garde movements who defended
thematic freedom, but he preferred Whitman because of the spiritual basis of his
“materials.” Andrade also cherished Whitman’s social concern and declared in his
literary essay “O Movimento Modernista” that all his work represented a commit-
ment to his time and land (Andrade 1974, 252). Although one can hear echoes of
Whitman’s work in various poems written by Andrade, he did not imitate the
North American poet. To employ T. S. Eliot’s terms, Andrade did not “borrow”
from Whitman but “stole” whatever he needed, making it his own.

The same thing is true about another great artist, Jorge de Lima (1895-1953),
who actually mentions the American bard in some poems, such as “A Minha
América,” published in Poemas (1927) and “Democracia,” published in Poemas
Negros (1947). The dates of these two books illuminate Whitman’s literary recep-
tion in Brazil. In the 1920s critical and creative responses to his work were fre-
quently found in books and literary periodicals. The same is not true in the 1930s.
Political and social changes altered the focus of interest from poetry to prose and
from aesthetics to ideology. Nevertheless, a second wave of Whitman enthusiasm
began again in the 1940s when his “voice” was heard in Portuguese translations
and books and when essays about the poet were published.

Substantial translations of Whitman came late in Brazil. Mério D. Ferreira
Santos published Saudacdo ao Mundo e outros poemas (Salut au Monde and Other
Poems) in 1944, and then in 1946 Oswaldino Marques, a distinguished poet in his
own right (who in the same year published his Poemnas quase dissolutos), published
his translation of a few of the shorter poems of Leaves of Grass, Cantos de Walt
Whitman. Marques’s rendering was so fine that some critics said they had the im-
pression of reading the original. Marques’s own poetry was inspired by Whitman,
especially the social message, but his form definitely remained his own. Another
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poet, Geir Campos, author of Rosas dos Rumos, published a brief selection of
translations, Folhas de Relva (Leaves of Grass), in 1964, and then in 1983 brought
out Folhas das Folhas de Relva (Leaves from Leaves of Grass). This popular book
contained a larger selection of Whitman’s poems, but only fragments of the longer
poems were included. Its original three thousand copies sold so quickly that it was
reprinted a second time in the same year and was reissued again in 1984, 1989, and
1990. Paulo Leminski’s introduction to Campos’s translation tended to radicalize
Whitman, presenting him as the poet of the American Revolution and the first
beatnik, the forerunner of Mayakowski, Rimbaud, and Marinetti, and a bold pio-
neer of the same kin as Jack London, Jack Kerouac, Norman Mailer, and Malraux.

Whitman’s revolutionary message was also what appealed to Gilberto Freire.
In his O Camarada Whitman, published in 1948 (see selection 1), he saw Whitman
above all as the champion of democracy, standing against not only the feudalism
of Europe but also the feudal slaveholding system of the U.S. South as well as the
industrial slavery of the North. He praised Whitman’s sense of universal comrade-
ship “in a manner at once Franciscan and Hellenic,” without any of the “ethno-
centric Hebraism that spread from the Hebrews to the Anglo-Saxon Protestants
known as Puritans.” He regarded the American poet as closer to such Spaniards as
San Juan de la Cruz, Cervantes, and Ramon Llull than to his own compatriots. He
even claimed that some of Whitman’s lines in Leaves seemed themselves to have
been translated from Spanish or Portuguese. In Freire’s eyes, Whitman’s Ameri-
canism was pan-human, not pan-American, and Whitman was thus on the side
of the Argentinean statesman who proposed the generous concept of “America
for humanity” rather than on the side of Monroe, who upheld the doctrine of
“America for the Americans.”

Leaves of Grass continues to attract Whitman’s “Brazilian brothers,” and books
and articles on his work have appeared with some regularity over the past
decades— most notably, perhaps, Irineu Monteiro’s Walt Whitman: Profeta da
América in 1984. In spite of the interest in Whitman’s work shown by the Brazilian
reading public, Leaves of Grass (“the permanent revelation,” as poet Paulo Lemin-
ski calls it [Leminski, 7]) continues to await a complete Portuguese translation.
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1. GILBERTO FREIRE

“Camerado Whitman”

The man in whom contemporary America [i.e., North and South America]
most nearly recognizes its image is good gray Whitman in his open-collared shirt,
in his white nurse’s smock, in his typesetter’s work clothes. Whitman, one of the
greatest one-man orchestras of all time, a polyphony, not just one voice. Whit-
man, full of antagonisms and contradictions, far from coherent, anything but logi-
cal; still an adolescent in his adult years, but, at thirty, wearing the hair and beard
of any old man; an imperfect, rude, unfinished, and at the same time classic, be-
ing; a friend of Emerson and an admirer of Lincoln, and at the same time a man
so understandingly human that he never was ashamed to live among “roughs”;
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the Anglo-American who first celebrated a Negro woman in a poem; an American
from the middle class who neither revolted against the middle class nor limited
himself, as poet, to a single class, a single race, a single religious creed, a single sex,
a single movement, or a single country, but chose to be the comrade of all Ameri-
cans, of all human beings in search of better, or at least more fraternal, times for
America and for humanity.

The one who in this way understood his position as man and as poet, as Ameri-
can and as citizen, and ran the risk of being misunderstood by the sectarians of all
sects, by the purists of all purisms, by the orthodox of all orthodoxies, anticipated
the Americanism which other progressive Americans are only today beginning to
attain: integral, pan-human, pan-democratic Americanism. For in the men of
America, of the West, and perhaps of the whole world, Whitman renewed the sen-
timent, the conception, the ideal of brotherhood —brotherhood as opposed to
any kind of despotic paternalism — with a revolutionary and poetic power such as
had not existed among men since that other great poet and revolutionary who was
likewise above the paternalistic ideals of his time in questions of class and sect,
race and sex: Saint Francis of Assisi.

Whitman lived in times particularly inauspicious for democracy in his country.
In his eyes the two presidential candidates in the 1856 elections were, in compari-
son with Emerson, mere dwarfs; perhaps he would have liked to see as president
nota common man, but some extraordinary Emerson. He was therefore disgusted
by that exhibition of Lilliputians in the electoral battle for the presidency. For it
should be noted that, in spite of all his faith in the common man, Whitman always
recognized the need, in posts of authority, for the uncommon man. Uncommon
not for academic knowledge or the exquisitely literary or aesthetic temperament
of a sage or artist divorced from daily life, but for superior capacity for leadership,
and at the same time for ability to identify himself with the needs and aspirations
of the community. Two of his poems are dedicated to one of those uncommon
men who had come from the midst of common men, the son of a woodcutter, in
fact— Lincoln. In Lincoln Whitman incarnated his concept of the “redeemer” of
the Americans, of the “captain,” of the “first-class leader.”

His faith in democracy was that of one who saw with a clear eye the whole
tremendous storm that democratic institutions were passing through in his coun-
try and in his time. But even though the anti-democratic winds blew ever stronger;
even though the waves mounted ever more terrible against the democratic effort
not only of the common men but also of the Lincolns of the United States; even
though the black clouds rose ever blacker against the concept of democratic life
held by Jefferson and other prophets of the first days of the Republic— it did not
matter. The ship of democracy had not, indeed, been made only for favorable
winds, gentle waves, rose-colored clouds:

Ship of the hope of the world — Ship of Promise,
Welcome the storm — welcome the trial,
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Why now I shall see what the old ship is made of,
Anybody can sail with a fair wind, or a smooth sea.

Whitman was inspired by a concept of democracy very much in accord with
his somewhat Darwinian sense of reality, of life, and of the contradictions of man:
a democracy capable of resisting anti-democracy by its own efforts. If it lacked the
virility or the capacity to resist the fury of its enemies, then democracy did not de-
serve to survive.

In his eyes, anti-democracy was embodied not only in absolute monarchy but
also in a powerful plutocracy. Not only in the feudal slaveholding system of the
South but also in the industrial capitalism of the North with its new kings and
barons at the head of banks and privileged business enterprises. That is why Whit-
man always censured the abolitionists for narrowness of vision: they saw a single
social problem, that of the liberation of a race exploited and dominated by agrar-
ian feudalism. No single race or class or region ever seemed to Whitman such a
cause as a democrat should fight for. “America” itself seems to have been for him
less a physical than a social expanse: the symbol of humanity or of the world of the
future which, by “manifest destiny,” would have its center in the American conti-
nent. In his opinion — that is what his Americanism seems to indicate, an Amer-
icanism to which we can perhaps compare the Slavism of modern Russian Stalin-
ists—the American continent was the one most fit to take the lead in the
realization of a democracy as nearly complete as possible: social, not merely polit-
ical; ethnic though he did not emphasize as much as José Bonifacio this aspect of
human intercourse, whose democratization seems a characteristically Brazilian
contribution to the democratic complex — not merely economic. For Whitman’s
concept of democracy was a total one, not merely a narrowly political one, much
less a mechanically electoral one.

So that, on the approach of the War of Secession, a conflict rather between two
antagonistic economic systems than between two regions, Whitman did not let
himself be dominated completely by either of the partisan creeds: neither by that
of Yankee unionism nor by that of state autonomy defended by the Southern
slaveholders. His vision of America— at least of English America—in 1860 was
already that of the “indissoluble continent” which today inspires many of us:

With the love of comrades,
With the life-long love of comrades.

One of the most lucid interpreters of Whitman—1 refer to Professor Ralph
Henry Gabriel — emphasizes what the Civil War meant for the Poet, ever confident
in democracy’s power of resistance to anti-democratic forces: in 1872 Whitman
recalled that those terrible days of conflict showed that “popular democracy,
whatever its faults and dangers, practically justifies itself beyond the proudest
claims and the wildest dreams of its enthusiasts.” Not that, in Whitman’s opinion,
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the Civil War had resulted in the rose-colored triumph of democracy over plutoc-
racy. Agrarian slavocracy had been ruined, and abolition had won its small battle
for the emancipation of the blacks from agrarian and feudal slavery — that was all.
But the war had been democratic because it had brought common men from the
two regions into the bitter struggle, over a question of duty democratically con-
ceived. And those men had borne themselves valiantly in combat. After the vic-
tory of the North over the South, at a time when —as in the sad case of General
Grant himself — some of the highest offices of the Republic were held by persons
who did not always honor them, those men continued to be the reserve of vitality
and of manliness, of honesty and of sense of responsibility, of which the war had
revealed the existence among the common people of both North and South. And
Whitman’s faith in democracy as a process or method of human intercourse
rested on his faith in those men.

When he addressed as “comrades” all human beings— not only those of his
own economic class or of his own intellectual caste, of his own region or territor-
ial area, or of his own race of white-skinned, blond-haired men — there was not
in that fraternization of Whitman’s with all Americans— or with all human be-
ings of his day capable of the same fraternalism — the affected or conventional at-
titude of the sectarian of an ideology that, though international, was nevertheless
exclusive as to the class, the race, the activity, or the sex of individuals. “Comrade”
was his natural way of speaking, in a manner at once Franciscan and Hellenic, to
other men free from artificial and preconceived ideas. There was in his attitude al-
most no Hebraism, the exclusive, ethnocentric Hebraism that spread from the
Hebrews to the Anglo-Saxon Protestants known as Puritans, in whose spirit on
occasion was jeopardized the democratic, and at the same time Christian, concep-
tion of life and of human relations. “Comrade” was his way of addressing other
men who were simply men. Simply men and women. Common men, not super-
men in the Nietzschean sense. For it was common men—I repeat—who made
possible Whitman’s democratic faith. He believed in the future of democracy in
an epoch as troubled for American democracy as that in which he lived because he
came to know the common man, the average man—the average man, it should be
noted, not merely the middle-class man—the simple man of his country; because
he saw him at close range with all his defects and all his good qualities; because he
became conscious of his basic virtues not only through the eyes of a poet but also
through the clinical eyes of a nurse, not to say a doctor. It was through those eyes
that he saw, on the naked bodies of the men whom he treated, wounds caused not
only by war but also by social malformations of peace time; it was through those
eyes that he saw not only the naked bodies of hundreds of common men but also
the naked souls or personalities of men near death. Many were the common
men — soldiers of the abolitionist North and of the slaveholding South—who
died in his fraternal arms as in those of an older brother. Many were the common
men who confessed in Whitman’s ears their last worldly thoughts.

Perhaps his long white hair made him seem paternal or maternal in the eyes of
fatally wounded young men. But he was above all an older brother to the soldiers
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of both North and South. Perhaps also a sister in a sense parallel to that in which
our illustrious Miguel Couto desired to be for his widowed mother rather a
daughter than a son.

Whitman was a rough-hewn giant, but it seems that as a nurse to the sick who
were closest to death, he could be as gentle as a woman. So fraternal was he in his
sense of life and of human relations and so capable of tenderness in those rela-
tions—a tenderness which, generally speaking, in the civilizations where the
sexes are most intensely differentiated, is accepted only in women — that some of
his attitudes and some of his poems have been interpreted as affirmations or sub-
limations of narcissism and even of homosexuality, which has been confused with
bisexualism. It is bisexualism of attitude, not of action, born of empathy, not of
vice, that is found in Whitman. For he seems not to have indulged in homosexual
practices either in the debauched manner of a Verlaine and an Oscar Wilde, or
even in an attempt, difficult but ethically oriented, to tendencies less common
than the dominant ones: the tremendous effort, in our day, of an André Gide. He
seems principally to have had the courage of great friendships with other men
(sometimes, perhaps, with a remote homosexual basis) alongside enthusiasms for
“perfect women” —a fact which emphasizes the bisexualism of his attitude; and
the “narcissism” of celebrating the beauty of the human body — that of man as
well as that of woman — not merely the grace and charm of a woman’s body seen
through the eyes of a man.

Dugas, in his study on friendship, points out that where friendship was a cult,
as in the classical civilizations, relations among friends did not imply the absence
or the sacrifice of relations of any of them with the public in general. Walt Whit-
man, reacting against agrarian feudalism and feudal industrialism, both of them
responsible for rigid hierarchies between the sexes and among men—hierarchies
hostile to great friendships, which are mostly fraternal ones — restored the cult of
friendship without sacrificing to that cult his public spirit: he was a friend to some
and a comrade to many. He would have liked to be a comrade to all or nearly all.
Hence his democratic solution of the problem: his fraternalism expressed in the
feeling of a comrade, an extension of the feeling of a friend. All of these sentiments
were aspects of the same democratic spirit: that of fraternity.

Saint Francis of Assisi, in his poetic rebellion against the Hebraically or feudally
paternalistic excesses within the Church, had extended that democratic fraternal-
ism beyond men, applying it to water, to fire, to animals, to trees. All things were his
brothers. Whitman, naturalistic, yes, but above all personalistic in the best sense,
did not go so far. Nor did he go to the extreme of another type of rude naturalism:
that of Thoreau, who seems to have preferred leaning on the branches of New
England trees to trusting in the support of human arms, even friendly ones. For
Whitman, the term “comrade” included all men able to understand, love, and
complete one another through human symbols and human means of integration.
Integration of individuals into one another, according to special affinities; and of
all persons, fraternally, into the community.

At the same time his conception of friendship was akin to Saint Augustine’s as
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it is revealed in the Confessions. There Augustine says that he does not know how
he can go on living after losing the friend who in life complemented him to such a
degree that the two formed “only one soul.” Such is, or seems to be, the meaning
of Whitman’s famous “Calamus” poems, which belong in the same category as
the great Church Father’s famous pages, Shakespeare’s Sonnets, and Tennyson’s
In Memoriam.

That was what overflowed most abundantly from Whitman into his books: a
personalistic and fraternalistic sense of life and of the community, a sense so vi-
brant as to seem at times homosexualism gone mad whereas it was probably only
bisexualism sublimated into fraternalism. Whitman was not, as a poet, much less
as a writer, impersonal, inhuman, esoteric, cut off from his condition as a man, a
person, a citizen. Poet, citizen, and man formed in him a complex of inseparable
activities and conditions. In this he was like an Iberian. The Iberians are most likely
to be made that way: integral personalities in whom the intellectual, the artist, or
the public figure on the one hand and the private citizen on the other are identi-
fied to such a degree that it is impossible to distinguish the private individual in
them from the writer or the artist, the political figure or the mystic. When Whit-
man exclaimed very Whitmanesquely one day, characterizing one of his books,
“Camerado, this is no book, / Who touches this touches a man,” he spoke in an
English that seems translated from Spanish or Portuguese. Thus would have spo-
ken Angel Ganivet or Anthero de Quental; Saint Juan de la Cruz or the author of
Don Quixote; and especially Ramon Llull.

In Whitman the idea of emotional interpenetration of the individual and the
masses, of the poet and the community, was a constant. There was no suggestion
of what we should today call racism in that interpenetration. His sense of com-
munity was, or is, sociological, not biologically ethnic, just as his sense of life and
nature was, or is, rather Hellenic than Hebraic although in his mode of expression,
in his rhythm, in his poetic breathing there are not lacking clearly biblical, and
therefore chiefly Hebraic, echoes. But let us not forget that the Bible that had the
greatest influence on Whitman, as a boy and the son of a carpenter, was the Bible
interpreted by Quakers; and let us recall that the Quakers are a kind of Franciscans
of Protestantism.

Whitman would be amazed at being compared to the Franciscans. There are
those who practice Christianity or Franciscanism without realizing that they are
Christians or Franciscans —they are sociologically Franciscans, shall we say, in
order to accentuate the independence of the theological content from the form,
which is the sociological aspect of Franciscanism or of Christianity. Whitman was,
to a degree, that type of Franciscan. He was Franciscan in his cult of a simplicity at
times dangerously close to simple-mindedness. Franciscan in his pleasure in asso-
ciating with the uneducated, in delighting in the knowledge of intuitive people, in
the spontaneity and the freshness of intelligence even of illiterates, so different
from academic and doctoral intelligence, so impregnated with the joy of ap-
proaching problems as if man were always an apprentice, never a master; as if he
were always, at every moment, beginning to learn, “walking along with life” —as
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a Minorite has said in defense of his brothers in religion — “in order not to be left
behind.”

Whitman was a Franciscan also in his taste for always going about dressed in
work clothes or wearing an open-collared shirt, just as the other Franciscans, the
religious disciples of the Saint, went about in a plain gray habit of coarse and
rough cloth. He acted on the theory that clothing makes the man (and to a certain
degree it does); that constant wearing of work clothes and systematic repudiation
of the bourgeois frock coat, of the conventional businessman’s sack coat, of the
academic or bureaucratic black swallow-tailed coat, of the bachelor’s or doctor’s
gown, eventually turns the intellectual into the man of the people or brother of
the man of the people that he would like to be; that work clothes, worn all the time
and not only for a bourgeois stint at painting a wall or repairing a bathroom
faucet, eventually become a second skin for the intellectual, a layer or a coat of so-
cial flesh over his individual’s flesh—and are not the costume of one who might
make of his populism or of his proletarianism a kind of masquerade or literary or
political carnival.

“I see clearly” wrote Whitman in 1871— “that the combined foreign world
could not beat [America] down.” So that if America failed, she would be defeated
or prevented from fulfilling her mission, from realizing the American spirit, from
spreading what was universal in the American spirit, by enemies within, not with-
out. The “American programme,” as he called it, was not addressed, in his opin-
ion, to social classes— neither to the bourgeoisie nor to the proletariat—but to
“universal man.” Hence the expansionist or universalist character of that program.

When an Argentine statesman proposed, instead of the Monroe doctrine of
“America for the Americans,” the famous concept of “America for humanity,” he
was in a sense repeating Whitman. For Whitman’s Americanism always aimed at
“universal man.” Everything in his writings indicates that he always considered
the American Revolution more universal than the French Revolution: it was a revo-
lution in favor of man, not only of one group or one class of men. As Whitman re-
spected human personality, he obviously could not conceive of “universal man”
reduced to a caricature of American man. He seems to have conceived only that
the circumstances of their history had given Americans magnificently ample op-
portunities to develop democratic forms of human intercourse which, as general
forms, though with different ideological content and many peculiarities of na-
tional or regional stylization, could and should be extended to the whole world in
the interest of so-called “universal man.” At least that is how I interpret what can
be called the American expansionism or the democratic imperialism that is found
in Whitman, a mystical faith to which he gave poetic expression with Messianic
vigor.

Although he considered the American democracy of his time “an almost com-
plete failure in its social aspects, and in really grand religious, moral, literary and
aesthetic results,” Whitman nevertheless kept a belief, a faith, a confidence in an
America Messianic in its “programme of culture” for the whole world. He ex-
plained it thus: “True, indeed, behind this fantastic farce” — the gaudy material-
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ism of the United States— “solid things and stupendous labors are to be dis-
cover’d, existing crudely and going on in the background, to advance and tell
themselves in time.” It was in order that more should be done for the people, in
order that those solid things might grow and those stupendous labors might in-
crease that his prophetic voice was raised more than once in an attempt to attract
the most capable and most honest Americans to political activity. America, taken
as a whole, was perhaps doing very well in spite of all the depravity of business-
men and all the corruption of bureaucrats who jeopardized the democratic health
of the community. It was principally “the dilettantes, and all who shirk their duty”
who were not doing well. Hence Whitman’s cry: “Enter . . . into politics. I advise
every young man to do so.” Let everyone inform himself of the facts; let everyone
try to act for the best; let everyone vote. He was not enthusiastic for political par-
ties; but he recognized the necessity of parties, of elections, of voting. He ad-
dressed himself chiefly to the independents — farmers, clerks, mechanics, labor-
ers: let these, ever vigilant, be the decisive element in elections. It is almost with fury
that he insists on condemning the attitude of the dilettantes, in whose minds po-
litical activity had become so corrupt in the United States that there was no salva-
tion for American democracy.

Whitman was a personalist. It would not have been easy for him to accept the
positivist generalization that it is always the individual who is in ferment and hu-
manity that leads him. He lived too close to the phenomenon represented by Lin-
coln not to believe that there are moments in which the opposite is true: human-
ity— or a great part of humanity—is in ferment, and it is a great man who leads
it. A man who, when he is really great, does not let himself be moved by his con-
temporaries’ excesses or be dominated by their hatreds for class or race or sect; a
man able to place eternal values before those of the moment, to uphold great sen-
timents over small ones: the passion for justice, for example. Lincoln. All Lin-
colns. They have not been numerous, those Lincolns, but they have existed. The
second Roosevelt was one of them, and we are suffering for lack of him. The really
great men are those who attempt or achieve the conciliation of antagonistic
points of view instead of incarnating ideals or interests exclusive to one class, one
race, one nation, one sect, one creed. Whitman was himself a human orchestra, in
whom echoed and by whom were expressed diverse and even contradictory ideals.

That is why he is a poet even more for today than for his own time. It is the
American people of today— the people of all the Americas, not only of English
America— who are absorbing him today.

For our age, it would seem, is destined to synthesize or integrate values that in
the eyes of the men of the nineteenth century were irreconcilable: such diverse
values as socialism and personalism, Christianity and Marxism, intellectualism
and intuitivism. Whitman was one of the first to develop the concept, the notion
of synthesis that is to characterize the world of tomorrow. A champion of the “di-
vine average,” he nevertheless upheld, against the democratic principle of the av-
erage, the somewhat aristocratic principle of personality —aristocratic in that it
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puts a special value on quality. It implies creative personality conscious of its cre-
ative power, able to synthesize, to interpret differences and antagonisms.

Perhaps it can be said that Whitman’s faith in the common man came from the
conviction that, if all men were given an equal opportunity for expression and crea-
tion, there would arise from among common men some intellectually and aes-
thetically uncommon men who would benefit from the whole community and its
total culture. He was not dreaming of a leveling of all men; but of the opportunity
for each one to develop to the full his own personality within a framework of
equal opportunities for personal development. Once this integration of the rights
of the individual with those of the community is reached, much will have been
achieved in the direction of synthesis between the antagonisms that still oppose
each other: collectivism represented today chiefly by the incomplete Soviet democ-
racy, and individualism or, in the most advanced milieu, personalism, repre-
sented today by the likewise incomplete democracies of the West, of which Whit-
man’s America has become the greatest: the center of a real social and cultural
system that can be defined as Euramerican, whereas the collectivist system is, in a
way, Eurasian. The “East” and the “West” from which Professor F. S. C. Northrop
hopes for a new synthesis, greater, sociologically, than the Thomist or even the
Christian synthesis. The greatest efforts of man today should be in the direction of
integrating or reconciling those antagonisms. Hence the value of Walt Whitman
for our time.

“Camerado” Whitman defined himself almost a hundred years ago by an
Americanism that was pan-human in its perspectives, in its meaning, and in its
program of cultural expansion. The Orient will, in all certainty, eventually absorb
a large part of that Americanism; and at the same time that Americanism will be
enriched with Oriental values within the conception outlined in a recent book by
Professor Northrop. According to him, it is not economics, so highly touted today
by the Anglo-Americans and by the Soviet Russians, that is the key to the human-
ities; it is the humanities, including the aesthetic factor, that are the key to the so-
lution of the problems of economics.

“Camerado” Whitman loved his neighbor fraternally without disdaining him-
self: rather he sang his own body— his whole body — to the point that people
thought him narcissistic and even obscene. But he was neither narcissistic nor ob-
scene, he was personalistic. An intense personalist— that is what he was. It may
be repeated here that in his political ideas he was a passionate personalist, in con-
trast to those who boast of being superiorly impersonal and coldly dispassionate.
For “Camerado” Whitman, political activity was a manner of expressing his moral
passion. His passion for social justice. His passion for human solidarity. His pas-
sion for the community, embodied in his eyes chiefly by the common man.

If he definitely approached socialism at the end of his life, as one of his most
authoritative biographers claims, he always inclined —I repeat — toward ethical,
not mechanical or deterministic socialism. Personal, not impersonal, socialism.
Pan-human socialism, not narrowly proletarian socialism, which glorifies only
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manual or mechanical labor and is hostile to intellectual, artistic, freely scientific,
superiorly technical work; or hostile to religious activity. The socialism that is ar-
dently interested in moral values, not the socialism that is uninterested in those
values because its practitioners or its apologists believe in an absolute economic
determinism within any human intervention except that represented by cynically
Machiavellian maneuvers destined only to accelerate the solutions.

Though Whitman believed firmly in Science with a capital S, his humanism
never lost its fluidity, never hardened into political, economic, or sociological de-
terminism. [ do not know to what extent he was familiar with the sociology or the
sociologies of his day. In any case it is certain that he foresaw an original sociology
born of America; and everything seems to indicate that in that sociology he did
not see a new expression of determinism within which there would be no room
for Lincolns or Whitmans, for the great men who contain multitudes within them-
selves instead of being contained by them.

I believe that his faith in science would allow of the anti-scientific restrictions
so well expressed in late years by another clear-sighted American — Charles A.
Beard —and, more recently, by Northrop. Beard points out that if all human af-
fairs were reduced to law or to a kind of terrestrial mechanics, man’s very control
over occurrences and actions would become meaningless. And “the past, present,
and future would be revealed as fixed and beyond the reach of human choice and
will. Men and women would be chained to their destiny as the stars and tides are
to their routine.”

Meanwhile the sciences of man, far from authorizing us to believe in economic
determinism or sociological fatalism, continue to allow plenty of room for the ad-
venturous humanism, the experimental democracy, the life incessantly renewed
in various of its aspects by man himself which is constantly found in Whitman’s
thought, in his democratic spirit, and in his Americanism, always tempered by the
most anti-mechanistic, anti-doctrinaire, and anti-deterministic of personalisms.

O Camarada Whitman (Rio de Janeiro: José Olympio, 1948). Translated by Benjamin M.
Woodbridge, Jr.
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ROGER ASSELINEAU
Whitman in Portugal

-With a population of merely 9 million inhabitants, some of
them completely illiterate, Portugal has only a very small reading public. Por-
tuguese publishers therefore cannot afford to publish many translations of for-
eign authors, especially poets. It is for this economic reason, no doubt, that there
exists no complete translation of Leaves of Grass in Portuguese. The only transla-
tion available is that of the “Song of the Open Road” by Luis Cardim, which ap-
peared rather late, in 1947, more than fifty years after Whitman’s death. It cannot
even be called a book; it is just a small pamphlet of a score of pages. Books of crit-
icism are just as scarce. There is only one: Walt Whitman: Vida e Pensamento by
Luis Eugénio Ferreira, published in 1970, which contains in an appendix the
translation of a selection from Leaves of Grass (only a dozen short poems, mainly
from “Children of Adam” and “Calamus,” plus, to emphasize Whitman’s moder-
nity, “To a Locomotive in Winter”) and also a translation of “A Backward Glance
O’er Travel’d Roads.” The book is clearly intended for the general public. It begins
with a poorly documented biographical sketch based almost exclusively on Léon
Bazalgette’s romanticized biography, and the critical study which follows is ex-
tremely superficial. It consists of a quick survey of the various themes of Leaves,
insisting more particularly on the unity of the physical world in Whitman’s poetry
beyond the chaos and complexity of its appearance. The author also analyzes what
he calls the three dimensions of Whitman’s self, his conception of democracy, and

[147]



his vocabulary. He then summarily describes the critical reception of Leaves and
its ten successive editions. The Portuguese reader thus can gain a fairly accurate if
overly succinct and simplified idea of Whitman’s poetry.

All this is hardly worth mentioning, and the reception of Whitman in Portugal
could be passed over if there had not occurred a kind of miracle: the sudden (and
spiritual) encounter of the greatest Portuguese poet of the twentieth century, at
the beginning of his career, with Whitman. It took place in 1914, when Fernando
Pessoa, who was born in Durban, South Africa, and educated in English there, by
chance acquired an English edition of Leaves of Grass. He devoured it. He was
twenty-six at the time and so far had written poems mostly in English. Some, like
O Marinheiro, were definitely decadent and deliquescent, based on a sense of
the absolute unreality of physical “reality” as well as the unreality of conscious-
ness, which, he suggested, resembles the broken cistern of the Danaides unable to
hold the water poured into it. Whitman’s poems were a revelation to him, like
Dr. Teufelsdréckh’s sudden illumination in rue St. Thomas de ’Enfer in Paris. He
realized that he could fill up the vacuum of his self by peopling it with several dis-
tinct selves, each of them endowed with an imaginary existence and a personality
corresponding to one of his own potential personalities. He was not at all influ-
enced by the form of Whitman’s poems, and he never lost his independence. Leaves
acted upon him more like a catalyst. He was sustained by the almost physical
presence of the poet in his poems and fed by the rich concreteness of his evoca-
tions and invocations, and he extrapolated from there. Under an apparent sub-
mission to and admiration for his spiritual guide, he never ceased to be Pessoa.

It was indeed a very strange and quite unexpected case of superposition of two
dissimilar poets; the result was a cataclysm which changed the face of contempo-
rary Portuguese poetry—and the face of Whitman, too, for he cannot be read
quite in the same way after one has read Pessoa’s modernist “Salutation” to him
(see selection 1).

The Case of Fernando Pessoa
SUSAN M. BROWN

To address the question of Walt Whitman’s effect on Fernando
Pessoa is to begin an exploration of the poetic process itself, for the fascinating
and complex relationship between the American bard and the Portuguese mod-
ernist goes far beyond the superficial and obvious forms of poetic influence. It
becomes an investigation into the way in which Whitman was a deep-seated pres-
ence, hidden at the base level of the creative process, acting on Pessoa’s imagina-
tive powers as a liberating force.
Let’s begin by looking at one section of “Sauda¢ido a Walt Whitman” (“Saluta-
tion to Walt Whitman”). After a long initial stanza in which the poet conjures up
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both himself and Whitman “walking hand in hand” with the universe “doing a
dance” in their souls, he goes on to qualify Whitman in stanzas two and three (see
selection 1).

What is so striking in this enumeration of qualities is the resounding emphasis
on the Whitmanian “merge,” that infinite drive to be personally and sexually in-
volved with all things. This aspect of Whitman caused D. H. Lawrence to explain:
“When he is infinite he is still himself. He still has a nose to wipe. The state of
infinity is only a state, even if it be the supreme one.” ! While one may be tempted
to read the whole of the poem as parody and thus reply that Pessoa, like Lawrence,
is suspicious of Whitman’s unlimited capacity and indiscriminate desire to mix
with (and be) all things, such a temptation diminishes once we understand Pes-
soa’s real need for Whitman. In the light of what Pessoa wrote in other places,? it
seems more appropriate to read his “Salutation to Walt Whitman” as a highly
“sincere” and unusual self-confessional poem in the Pessoa corpus.

The notion of sincerity in reference to Pessoa needs some explanation. Pessoa’s
sensibility, unlike Whitman’s, was shaped by a late-nineteenth-century skepticism
about the relevance of any simple concept of personality. Moving through his
works, one repeatedly stumbles over the same obsessive concern with the loss of
self, the vacuity of the “I,” the nothingness of the poetic personality. As he succinctly
put it in one of his diary entries: “I've no idea of myself, not even one that consists
of a non-idea of myself. I am a nomadic wanderer through my consciousness.”3

A need for a more complex, less personal “self” eventually led Pessoa to the ex-
plosive creation of his heteronymic world. To appreciate this consciously con-
strued poetic project of fictional selves— alternately referred to as his “drama in
characters,” his “fictions of the interlude,” and his “peoplebooks” — Pessoa must
be viewed as a modernist struggling within the postromantic condition.* This
condition can be characterized as an awareness of the “I” as obstacle, a condition
shared by most of the early modernists (postromantics). Shared with them as well
was his drive to transcend the paralysis of solipsism by gathering and transmut-
ing the fragments of consciousness into a more authentically modern voice. Like
the mask theories of Yeats, the dramatic monologues of Eliot’s strangely pathetic
portraits of the exhausted ego, the various personae of Pound, and the theoreti-
cal considerations of Stevens on a supreme fiction and the major man, Pessoa’s
heteronymic coterie of fictional poets came as a response to a late-nineteenth-
century cul-de-sac: the impasse brought on by the excesses of subjectivity. In this
respect, Pessoa’s letter of January 20, 1935, to his friend Adolfo Casais Monteiro is
of special interest:

What I am essentially—behind the involuntary masks of the poet, of the ra-
tional thinker and of whatever else there is—is a dramatist. The phenomenon
of my instinctive depersonalization to which I alluded in my previous letter, in
order to explain the existence of the heteronyms, leads naturally to this defini-
tion. Being thus, I do not evolve: I TRAVEL. . . . I keep on changing personali-
ties, I keep on (here there might be some evolution) enriching myself in the ca-
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pacity of creating new personalities, new types of faking that I understand the
world or, better, of faking that it is possible to understand it. That is why I gave
this parade of myself as comparable, not to an evolution, but to a trip. . . .°

The “parade of myself” is the heteronymic triumvirate consisting of Alberto
Caeiro (pastoral poet and keeper of sheep), Alvaro de Campos (engineer poet),
and Ricardo Reis (monarchist and poet of classical odes), all of whom were in-
vented in 1914 and in whose names Pessoa continued to write throughout his life-
time. Within this world of invented poets— each of whom wrote distinct bodies
of poetry different from the other two (and from the poetry Pessoa himself wrote
under his own name) — the presence of Whitman is palpable. Following the lead
of Eduardo Lourengo, one of Pessoa’s finest critics, I would argue that Leaves of
Grass is at the very genesis of the heteronyms; more particularly, that Pessoa saw
in Whitman two poets— Alberto Caeiro, personifying the self-transcendent part
of Whitman that can “witness and wait,” and Alvaro de Campos, who, in reenact-
ing Whitman’s barbaric yawp, endlessly and frenetically expresses his anxieties
and insatiabilities. When seen in the light of the Whitman intertext, these two het-
eronyms seem personifications of two latent poets within Whitman: poet of the
body (Campos) and poet of the soul (Caeiro). Elsewhere I have described this
transfiguration of Whitman’s body/soul dichotomy as conveyed through the het-
eronymic drama of Pessoa:

If Campos is Walt Whitman with Caeiro inside, the principal drama of the het-
eronymic world resides in the implicit dialogue of two incompatible voices
within the consciousness of Campos: the silent voice of the Poet as an all-seeing
God, real as dreams are real (Caeiro), and the manic-depressive voice of a dan-
gling consciousness, the voice in the wilderness. Emblematic of the modern
poet in a destitute time, Campos searches in vain for traces of the fugitive god,
finding nothing but his own dismantled image, his own disbelieving voice. His
is the poet’s frantic struggle against time to regain the “self-transcending calm”
of Pessoa’s essential Whitman, the master Caeiro. Campos’ condition only be-
gins to make sense in the light of the loss, in the light of his bitter nostalgia for
the extinguished Me myself of Alberto Caeiro, the vanished God.°

Another way of stating this (transformed) relationship is to say that Caeiro—
who represented the ideal (objective) poetic stance —is the most removed from
Pessoa’s own sensibility. And yet it is through his mediation that Pessoa was able
to unleash his truest feelings. In another Pessoa letter to Adolfo Casais Monteiro,
this notion is borne out: “Into Caeiro I put all my power of dramatic depersonali-
zation, . . . into Alvaro de Campos, all the emotion that I allow neither in myself
nor in my living.””

Now, as to the matter of “sincerity” in “Salutation to Walt Whitman,” we
should note that the poem is written by Alvaro de Campos. We should also note
that it all turns on the tension built between the “barbarian”® and the overly civi-
lized self within the figure of Pessoa/Campos. As we recall Ezra Pound’s words —
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“Mentally I am a Walt Whitman who has learned to wear a collar and a dress shirt
(although at times inimical to both)”?— we also see that “Salutation” begins with
a brief self-portrait: “I, with my monocle and tightly buttoned frock coat,” and a
few lines later, “I, so given to indolence, so easily bored.” In the course of the
poem this image of the reticent fin de siécle dandy gives way to another self-image
of Campos as he moves from being one single man, “slight and civilized,” into
something larger, more wild and transpersonal. The first step in this transforma-

tion comes with the claim that he is Whitman:

Look at me: you know that I, Alvaro de Campos, ship’s engineer,
Sensationist poet,

Am not your disciple, am not your friend, am not your singer,
You know that I am You, and you are happy about it!

With Whitman as passport, Campos spans the universe in a body-rage for the dy-
namic Whitmanian moment of pure identity with God:

Open all the doors!

Because I have to go in!

My password? Walt Whitman!

But I don’t give any password . . .

I go in without explaining . ..

If I must, I'll knock the doors down.. ..

Yes, slight and civilized though I am, I’ll knock the doors down,
Because at this moment I’m not slight or civilized at all,

I'm ME, a thinking universe of flesh and bone, wanting to get in
And having to get in by force, because when I want in I am God!

To be consubstantial with God is to be consubstantial with Whitman (and thus
with his true self) because Whitman is the solution to the fundamental problem
at the heart of nearly all Pessoa’s poems: the paralysis of will and the inability to
desire. As long as Campos can sustain the illusion of identity with Whitman, he
has a self, a will, a purpose.

But the whole character of Alvaro de Campos is rooted in the incessant waver-
ing between Being and Nothingness. At the end of his poem to Whitman he first
confesses both his exhaustion and his lucidity — “Now that ’'m almost dead and
see everything so clearly, / I bow to you Great Liberator” —and he then termi-
nates with the bitter admission: “Maybe I had no mission at all on earth.” As a
perfect conjunction of Whitman’s most positive energies and Pessoa’s most nega-
tive ones, the Campos persona makes a violent attempt to merge with otherness
(being simultaneously both subject and object) and then abruptly falls into impo-
tence and isolation. In the final analysis, Alvaro de Campos represents the defeat
of imagination in its effort to expand the self. Ultimately, he is the abstract me-
chanical man whose volante (flywheel) is what generates his imagination and de-
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sire, since his soul— personified by Alberto Caeiro and representing the essential
Whitman — has been irreversibly severed from him. A failed Whitman? An early-
twentieth-century version of Whitman? Certainly he is the “medium of Modern
Times” (to borrow Pessoa’s expression for Whitman) if we look at the way Pessoa
characterized his times:

As moderns, we act out the exact meaning of that line from Voltaire in which
he says, if the worlds are inhabited, the earth is an insane asylum of the Uni-
verse. In effect, we’re a madhouse, whether other planets are inhabited or not.
We live a life that has already lost all notion of normality, and where health
only flourishes in lapses between illnesses. We live a chronic illness, a feverish
anemia. Our fate is not to die because we have not adjusted ourselves to our
condition as perpetual moribunds. How can a spirit of the race of builders,
whose soul is child to the great pagan truths, have anything in common with
an age like ours? It can’t, except by a spontaneous gesture of repulsion and
thoughtful disdain. We are thus the only ones to disagree with decadence, and
nature compels us to assume a stance, equally decadent. An indifferent attitude
is a decadent one, and we’re forced to be indifferent by our incapacity to adjust
to our surroundings. We don’t adapt because healthy men don’t adapt to a
morbid environment. By not adapting, we’re also morbid. It is in this paradox
that we pagans live. We’ve no other hope or remedy.!°

While other poets as diverse as Ginsberg and Guillén, Lorca and Lawrence,
Borges and Berryman, Neruda and Nemerov, Hopkins, Honig, and Hughes have
found in Whitman reason for momentary enthusiasms or ejaculatory praise and
deep-rooted indebtedness, Pessoa found something more. Through Whitman he
discovered his heteronymic world, and through that world he discovered and gave
expression to his multiplex personality. One of Whitman’s truest disciples, Pessoa
has made him a vivid twentieth-century presence. And for us these are two dis-
tinctly separate (and inextricably inseparable) poets, both of whose voices are
echoes of Whitman’s voice and who, together, update and modernize the Whit-
man Pessoa called “my brother in the Universe.”
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i

1. FERNANDO PESSOA

“Salutation to Walt Whitman”

Infinite Portugal, June eleventh, nineteen hundred and fifteen . . .
A-hoy-hoy-hoy-hoy!

From here in Portugal, with all past ages in my brain,

I salute you, Walt, I salute you, my brother in the Universe,

I, with my monocle and tightly buttoned frock coat,

I am not unworthy of you, Walt, as you well know,

I am not unworthy of you, my greeting is enough to makeitso. ..

I, so given to indolence, so easily bored,

I am with you, as you well know, and understand you and love you,

And though I never met you, born the same year you died,

I know you loved me too, you knew me, and I am happy.

I know that you knew me, that you considered and explained me,

I know that this is what I am, whether on Brooklyn Ferry ten years before
I was born

Or strolling up Rua do Ouro thinking about everything that is not Rua do
Ouro,

And just as you felt everything, so I feel everything, and so here we are
clasping hands,

Clasping hands, Walt, clasping hands, with the universe doing a dance in our
soul.

O singer of concrete absolutes, always modern and eternal,

Fiery concubine of the scattered world,

Great pederast brushing up against the diversity of things,

Sexualized by rocks, by trees, by people, by their trades,

Itch for the swiftly passing, for casual encounters, for what’s merely observed,
My enthusiast for what’s inside everything,

My great hero going straight through Death by leaps and bounds,

Roaring, screaming, bellowing greetings to God!

Singer of wild and gentle brotherhood with everything,

Great epidermic democrat, up close to it all in body and soul,
Carnival of each and every action, bacchanalia of all intentions,
Twin brother of every sudden impulse,

Jean-Jacques Rousseau of the world hell-bent to produce machinery,
Homer of all the insaisissable of wavering carnality,

Shakespeare of the sensation on the verge of steam propulsion,
Milton-Shelley of the dawning future of Electricity!

Incubus of all gestures,
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Spasm penetrating every object-force,
Souteneur of the whole Universe,
Whore of all solar systems . . .

How often do I kiss your picture!

Wherever you are now (I don’t know where it is but it is God)

You feel this, I know you feel it, and my kisses are warmer (flesh and blood)
And you like it that way, old friend, and you thank me from over there —

I know this well, something tells me, some pleasure in my spirit:

Some abstract, slant erection in the depths of my soul.

There was nothing of the engageant in you—rather the muscular, the
cyclopic,

Though in facing the Universe yours was the attitude of a woman,

And every blade of grass, every stone, every man was a Universe for you.

Walt, dearest old man, my great Comrade, evohé!

I belong to your bacchic orgy of freed sensations,

I am yours, from the tingling of my toes to the nausea of my dreams,

I am yours, look at me — up there close to God, you see me contrariwise,
From inside out . . . You divine my body, you see my soul —

You see it properly, and through its eyes you take in my body —

Look at me: you know that I, Alvaro de Campos, ship’s engineer,
Sensationist poet,

Am not your disciple, am not your friend, am not your singer,

You know that I am You, and you are happy about it!

I can never read through all your poems . . . There’s too much feeling
inthem. ..

I go through your lines as through a teeming crowd that brushes past me,

Smelling of sweat, of grease, of human and mechanical activity.

At a given moment, reading your poems, I can’t tell if ’'m reading or living
them,

I don’t know if my actual place is in the world or in your poems,

I don’t know if 'm standing here with both feet on the ground

Or hanging upside down in some sort of workshop,

From the natural ceiling of your stampeding inspiration,

From the center of the ceiling of your unapproachable intensity.

Open all the doors!

Because I have to go in!

My password? Walt Whitman!

But I don’t give any password . . .

I go in without explaining. . .

If I must, I'll knock the doors down. ..
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Yes, slight and civilized though I am, I'll knock the doors down,
Because at this moment I’'m not slight or civilized at all,

I’'m ME, a thinking universe of flesh and bone, wanting to get in
And having to get in by force, because when I want in I am God!

Take this garbage out of my way!

Put those emotions away in drawers!

Get out of here, you politicians, literati,

You peaceful businessmen, policemen, whores, souteneurs,
All your kind is the letter that kills, not the spirit giving life.
The spirit giving life at this moment is ME!

Let no son of a bitch get in my way!

My path goes through Infinity before reaching its end!

It’s not up to you whether I reach this end or not,

It’s up to me, up to God— up to what I mean by the word Infinite . . .
Onward!

I spur ahead!

I feel the spurs, I am the very horse I mount,

Because I, since I want to be consubstantial with God,

Can be everything, or I can be nothing, or anything,

Just as I please . . . It’s nobody’s business . . .

Raging madness! Wanting to yelp, jump,

Scream, bray, do handsprings and somersaults, my body yelling,
Cramponner at the car wheels and to go under,

Get inside the whirling whiplash that’s about to strike,

Be the bitch to all dogs and they not enough for me,

Be the steering wheel of all machines and their speed too slow for me,
Be the one who’s crushed, abandoned, pulled apart, or done for,
Come dance this fury with me, Walt, you there in that other world,
Swing this hoedown with me, knocking at the stars,

Fall exhausted to the ground with me,

Beat the walls with me like mad,

Break down, tear yourself apart with me,

Through everything, in everything, around everything, without anything,
In an abstract body rage that stirs up maelstroms in the soul . . .

Damn it! Get going, I said!

Even if God himself stops us, let’s get going . . . it makes no difference.. . .
Let’s go on and get nowhere . ..

Infinity! Universe! End without end! What’s the difference?

(Let me take off my tie, unbutton my collar.
You can’t let off steam with civilization looped around your neck . . .)
All right now, we’re off to a flying start!
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In a great marche aux flambeaux of all the cities of Europe,

In a great military parade of industry, trade and leisure,

In a great race, a great incline, a great decline,

Thundering and leaping, and everything with me,

I jump up to salute you,

I yell out to salute you,

I burst loose to salute you, bounding, handstanding, yawping!

This is why I send you

My leaping verses, my bounding verses, my spasmodic verses,
My hysteria-attack verses,

Verses that pull the cart of my nerves.

My crazy tumbling inspires me,
Barely able to breathe, I get to my feet exalted,
For the verses are me not being able to burst from living.

Open all the windows for me!

Throw open all the doors!

Pull the whole house up over me!

I want to live freely, out in the open,

I want to make gestures beyond my body,

To run like the rain streaming down over walls,

To be stepped on like stones down the broad streets,
To sink like heavy weights to the bottom of the sea,
And all this voluptuously, a feeling alien to me now!

I don’t want the doors bolted!

I don’t want the safes locked!

I want to horn in there, put my nose in, be dragged off,

I want to be somebody else’s wounded member,

I want to be spilled from crates,

I want to be thrown in the ocean,

I want them to come looking for me at home with lewd intentions —
Just so I’'m not always sitting here quietly,

Just so I’'m not simply writing these verses!

I’'m against in-between spaces in the world!

I’'m for the compenetrated, material contiguity of objects!
I’'m for physical bodies commingling like souls,

Not just dynamically but statically too!

I want to fly and fall from way up high!

To be thrown like a hand grenade!

To be brought to a sudden stop . . . To be lifted to . . .

The highest, abstract end-point of me and everything else!
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Climax of iron and motors!
Accelerated escalator without any stairs!
Hydraulic pump tearing out my guts and my feeling it!

Put me in chains, just so I can break them,
Just so I can break them with my teeth bleeding,
Bleeding away in spurts, with the masochistic joy of life!

The sailors took me prisoner,

Their hands gripped me in the dark,

I died momentarily from the pain,

My soul went on licking the floor of my private cell
With the whirligig of impossibilities circling my taunt.

Jump, leap, take the bit between your teeth,
Red-hot iron Pegasus of my twitching anxieties,
Wavering parking place of my motorized destiny!

He’s called Walt:

Entryway to everything!

Bridge to everything!

Highway to everything!

Your omnivorous soul,

Your soul that’s bird, fish, beast, man, woman,

Your soul that’s two where two exist,

Your soul that’s one becoming two when two are one,
Your soul that’s arrow, lightning, space,

Amplex, nexus, sex and Texas, Carolina and New York,
Brooklyn Ferry in the twilight,

Brooklyn Ferry going back and forth,

Libertad! Democracy! The Twentieth Century about to dawn!
Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!

BOOM!

You who lived it, you who saw it, you who heard it,
Subject and object, active and passive,

Here, there, everywhere you,

Circle encompassing every possibility of feeling,
Quintessence of all things that might still happen,
God-Terminus of all imaginable objects, and it is you!
You are the Hour,

You the Minute,

You the Second!

You interpolated, liberated, unfurled, sent,
Interpolating, liberating, unfurling, sending,

You, the interpolator, liberator, unfurler, sender,
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The seal on all letters,
The name on all addressed envelopes,
Goods delivered, returned, and to follow. ..

Trainful of feelings at so many soul-miles per hour,.
Per hour, per minute, per second, BOOM!

Now that I'm almost dead and see everything so clearly,
I bow to you, Great Liberator.

Surely my personality had some purpose.

Surely it meant something, since it expressed itself,
Yet looking back today, only one thing troubles me —
Not to have had your self-transcending calm,

Your liberation like star-clustered Infinite Night.

Maybe I had no mission at all on earth.

That’s why I'm calling out

For the ear-splitting privilege of greeting you,

All the ant-swarming humanity in the Universe,

All the ways of expressing all emotions,

All the shapes and patterns of all thoughts,

All the wheels, all the gears, all the pistons of the soul.

That’s why I’m crying out |

And why, in a parade of Me’s to you, they all begin to buzz
In their zeal and metaphysical gibberish,

In the uproar of things going on inside without nexus.

Good-bye, bless you, live forever, O great bastard of Apollo,
Impotent and ardent lover of the nine muses and of the graces,
Cable-car from Olympus to us and from us to Olympus.

“Saudagdo a Walt Whitman,” in Poems of Fernando Pessoa (New York: Ecco Press, 1986).

Translated by Edwin Honig and Susan M. Brown. Translation copyright © 1986 by Edwin
Honig and Susan M. Brown. Reprinted by permission.
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WALTER GRUNZWEIG

Whitman in the German-Speaking
Countries

Whitman’s German reception can neither be separated from its
broader European context nor from the center of Whitmanite activities in the
United States. From the very beginning, German reception tied in closely with an
international literary, artistic, and political avant-garde from which it received
important ideas and to which it also contributed a good deal. The Whitman phe-
nomenon in the German-speaking countries, therefore, proves that our under-
standing of reception processes may be incomplete if we dogmatically apply a bi-
lateral and unidirectional model of cultural transfer. In Whitman’s case at least, a
multicultural network of relationships seems to be at work, which proves the
emergence of an international literary and artistic community. By the same token,
the story of Whitman’s German reception would be far from complete if limited
to the literary realm. Whitman’s reception also covers a variety of nonliterary
fields such as music, youth and proletarian cultures and subcultures, politics, and
sexuality.

This brief overview attempts both to sketch out the richness of the German
Whitman tradition and to characterize the selections included in this volume.
These reception documents, most of which are original translations, prove that
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“reception,” once taken out of the contemporary theoretical controversy, is still a
very real and dynamic part of the evolution of world literature.

GREATER THAN WAGNER?

It is no surprise that the first German to take notice of Whitman, as well as his
first translator, was a revolutionary and an exile. It took a revolutionary to appre-
ciate Whitman’s poetry and to value its socio-political implications, and it re-
quired an exile to discover Whitman in 1868. This was a time when Germany and
Austria had just emerged from a nationalistic quarrel about the leadership among
the German states, a time of autocratic rule and little democracy, far removed
from the discussion of the issues raised by Whitman’s poetry.

Ferdinand Freiligrath (1810-1876) was outsider enough to appreciate Whit-
man, but his ties to Germany were strong enough to enable him to act as media-
tor. A former friend of Marx and a revolutionary poet, he was repeatedly forced
into British exile, where he worked for the London branch of a Swiss bank while
keeping up his literary work and especially his literary translations. By the time he
became acquainted with Whitman’s poetry through William Rossetti’s British
edition of Leaves of Grass, he had already made a name for himself as a translator
of serious poetry even in the United States, and it is no surprise that Whitman and
his friends hailed Freiligrath’s translations as a seminal victory for their cause.

Although Freiligrath’s translation of Whitman in the weekend edition of Ger-
many’s leading daily, the Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung, consisted of only ten po-
ems, preceded by an introduction, it made a strong impression on the reading
public. Freiligrath wanted to proceed with additional Whitman translations but
was unable to do so, probably because his friends had managed to secure permis-
sion for his return to Germany at just that time. Yet his name remained connected
to Whitman’s. In the 1970s and 1980s Whitman editions in the German Demo-
cratic Republic still stressed the American’s connection to a German revolution-
ary tradition starting with Freiligrath.

The English translation of Freiligrath’s introductory essay in the Augsburg pa-
per (selection 1) is historical. It was facilitated by Whitman’s friends, probably
under the aegis of William D. O’Connor, Whitman’s chief propagandist in that
period. It was O’Connor who suggested to Whitman that “I write F.F. a letter, (to
go with the package) explaining things generally, and making him as far as pos-
sible a master of the situation.”! Freiligrath reports that the letter consisted of
thirty-two sheets in which O’Connor outlined the “true” character of Whitman’s
poetry and mission. This is an example of the many attempts by Whitmanites to
further their poet’s overseas reception, conforming to Whitman’s own dictum that
it was important to him to be “admitted to and heard by the Germanic peoples.”

While Freiligrath’s essay broke ground for Whitman in Germany, it hardly did
justice to the essential modernity of the American’s works. Freiligrath’s selection

Walter Griinzweig [ 161 ]



of poems, mainly from Whitman’s Civil War poetry in Drum-Taps, reveals that he
appreciated Whitman more for his political and social ideas than for his aesthetic
program. What Whitman expressed was more important to Freiligrath than the
mode of expression, although Whitman’s poetry clearly raised aesthetic questions
for him as well: “Has the age so much and such serious matter to say, that the old
vessels no longer suffice for the new contents? Are we standing before a poetry of
the ages to come, just as some years ago a music of the ages to come was an-
nounced to us? And is Walt Whitman greater than Richard Wagner?”

GRASHALME

It would be twenty years after Freiligrath’s essay until the first book-length
German translation appeared — neither in Germany nor in Austria but in Swit-
zerland, which in the later 1880s was a haven for German dissenters from all walks
of life. One of the ideological centers of German progressive thinking of this pe-
riod about which we still know too little was a publishing house in Ziirich. Its
owner, Jakob Schabelitz (1827-1899), a friend of Freiligrath’s during his London
years and himself a radical, had published first editions of works by the iconoclas-
tic Viennese poet, critic, and dramatist Hermann Bahr, the naturalist and socialist
poets representative of “Youngest Germany,” Karl Henckell and Arno Holz, and
the Scottish-German anarchist and lyricist John Henry Mackay.

Here, then, was a publisher ideally suited for a first edition of Leaves of Grass.
The translators were an unlikely team — Thomas William Rolleston (1857—1920)
was an Irish nationalist and Karl Knortz (1841-1918) was a German immigrant to
the United States. Both men pursued political motivations with their translation.
Knortz, an educator and cultural historian, had been working toward the demo-
cratic education of Germans throughout his life. In his view, both Germans and
Americans of German extraction sorely lacked democratic traditions, and he
hoped that Whitman’s poetry would be more effective than political tracts in
changing the minds of his people. Rolleston had his own agenda. He believed that
Ireland would be freed from England only if the British Empire were confronted
with a strong Germany. While he considered the German character solid enough,
he insisted that Germans needed to be strengthened politically by thorough train-
ing in democracy. Both translators were in close touch with Whitman and his
friends, and Whitman proudly approved of their activities.

Of the two collaborators, Rolleston had the more sophisticated program. He
believed that the Germans had lost their native creativity and ingenuity in British
positivistic philosophy and needed to be brought back to their own idealistic
philosophical traditions. This, he insisted, could only be achieved through a mas-
sive shock to the complacent German bourgeois sensibility, and he believed Whit-
man’s poetry would provide the necessary voltage. With Whitman, Rolleston out-
lined an aesthetic program with political implications.

Surprisingly, the first German edition of Leaves of Grass, published in 1889 and
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entitled Grashalme, was received well enough. While some critics did admit that
they were puzzled about poems that looked as though they were copied from an
encyclopedia, most admitted that something new had arrived on the German lit-
erary scene. The book seemed commensurate with the newness of the New World,
which in the minds of most German-speaking Europeans — shaped by the Ameri-
can novels of James Fenimore Cooper and Charles Sealsfield —still had strong
mythical dimensions.

THE GERMAN WHITMAN CULT

One of the most avid readers of Grashalme was Johannes Schlaf, who would be-
come the leader of the German Whitman cult. Together with Arno Holz and Ger-
hart Hauptmann, German literary history credits Schlaf with the introduction of
“naturalist” literary principles into German literature. However, given the strong
subjectivist orientation of German philosophy and literature ever since Kant and
the German romantics, this “naturalism” displayed a special quality. In his essay
on Whitman (selection 2), a necrologue written in 1892, Schlaf explains how,
through the example of Whitman’s poetry, he had been able to escape the limita-
tions of naturalism and discover the richness of his innermost self. He celebrates
Whitman as a healer and a prophet of a new age of humanity. Deconstructing this
rhetoric, however, we find that he read — and imitated — Whitman’s poetry as an
answer to the ills of modern existence: urbanization, alienation, and even dissoci-
ation of the self, all the issues we now consider to be critical in our judgment of
modern civilization. '

It is characteristic of Whitman’s German reception that, while his poetry was
applied as therapy to the ills of existence in a modern world, it also accelerated the
development of a modernist aesthetic. Although it sometimes promised to do so,
Whitman’s poetry never actually led back to holistic premodernist times but
rather pointed forward to the disintegration of the self. This process, from a tradi-
tionalist viewpoint, reduced humans to a bundle of nerve endings. While German
readers, aghast at the rapid technological and industrial development of their so-
ciety, were looking toward.the American poet for assistance, the medicine they ac-
tually received was an aesthetic correlative to the newly industrialized culture
from which they were attempting to escape.

Schlaf seems to have understood the danger, because he celebrated the emer-
gence of a “new humanity” with Walt Whitman, a humanity no longer grounded
in the old value system but rather responding to external stimuli. At the same
time, he popularized O’Connor’s version of the “good gray poet,” which became
Germany’s favorite image of Whitman. In Schlaf’s many articles on Whitman, in
his translation of Henry Bryan Binns’s biography and several other books, he al-
ways stressed the superhuman quality of the poet who was destined to deliver hu-
mankind. In this endeavor, he was supported by Horace Traubel, Ernest Crosby,
and other Whitmanites who warmly approved of his activities. His most impor-
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tant contribution to Whitman’s popularity in the German-speaking countries was
a widely circulated translation of a representative cross section of Leaves pub-
lished in a cheap, popular edition. It was through this 1907 edition that Whitman’s
work became the collective property of practically all German-speaking readers,
thereby insuring Whitman’s astounding popularity.

Given Schlaf’s manifold activities relating to Whitman, it comes as no surprise
that he was also in contact with French-speaking devotees of the “good gray poet”:
Emile Verhaeren, the celebrated Belgian poet; Henri Guilbeaux, editor of a French
anthology of German literature in which Whitman’s name appears frequently and
later a collaborator of Romain Rolland’s and a friend of Lenin’s; and Léon Bazal-
gette, Whitman’s French translator. Bazalgette once even suggested the founda-
tion of a European equivalent to Traubel’s Walt Whitman Fellowship Interna-
tional (for Hermann Hesse’s disdain for such organizations, see selection 3), a
plan that was never realized, probably owing to increasing nationalist tensions in
Europe.

PSYCHOPATHOLOGY

With Traubel, Schlaf shared a true partisan devotion to Whitman, which seems
exaggerated and almost childish to the modern observer. Yet Schlaf and others did
believe it necessary to “defend” Whitman against all negative criticisms: such crit-
ics were automatically denounced as “enemies.” This echoes Whitman’s own para-
noia, and it became a permament feature of the international Whitman move-
ment. One such villain, and Schlaf’s archenemy, was Eduard Bertz (1853—1931), a
close friend of the British novelist George Gissing. Bertz was an unlikely candidate
for Schlaf’s wrath. He had come to know Whitman during an early stay in the

-United States and, after his return, published an article in which he praised Whit-
man exuberantly. Bertz sent this article, which appeared in 1889, to Whitman,
along with the promise that he was going to “reveal” Whitman to the German
people. After Schlaf’s 1892 article, however, Bertz was forced to face the fact that
Johannes Schlaf, not Eduard Bertz, was going to be Whitman’s German prophet.

Bertz, originally a socialist, devoted himself to a number of causes. He wrote
ethical treatises and a book outlining a philosophy of the bicycle, and most im-
portant, he was active in the early German homosexual movement. The aim of the
movement, led by Berlin physician Magnus Hirschfeld, was the legal emancipa-
tion of homosexuals. A petition to that effect, carrying the signatures of the ma-
jority of German and Austrian intellectuals and artists of the period, was submit-
ted to the German government in 1899. Although it was denied, the petition gave
the activists around Hirschfeld a chance to argue for their cause. In the same year,
they began publishing a journal in which they tried to dispel scientifically the de-
structive myths about homosexuality. A regular series in this journal featured the
contributions of homosexuals to human history. In 1905 Bertz published a long
article on Whitman’s homoeroticism, referring to him as a sexually inactive ho-
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mosexual. In the “psychopathological” language of the day, he called him an
Edelurning (literally translated, a noble homosexual). Although not intended as
such, Bertz’s article was perceived by Whitman’s followers, especially Schlaf, as an
attack on the poet. Schlaf wrote a furious pamphlet in which he accused Bertz
of slandering Whitman. Bertz misunderstood and believed that Schlaf and the
“terrorists” of the heterosexual world wanted to repress Whitman’s homosexual-
ity in order to thwart the movement for homosexual emancipation. With ever-
increasing paranoia, Bertz wrote two books attempting to prove not only Whit-
man’s homosexuality but also the existence of a plot by Whitmanites around the
world to silence him. In fact, he went so far as to suggest there might be a homo-
sexual conspiracy designed to “sell” Whitman’s “homosexual ideas” to the world
in the guise of “healthy” poetry.

While all this may not seem to make Bertz a gay liberationist, we must remem-
ber that, at the time of this quarrel in the first decade of the twentieth century, the
possibilities of the gay movement were much more limited than today. Advocates
of homosexual emancipation, content with legal progress, considered any aggres-
sive position taken by homosexuals as counterproductive and destructive. The ar-
ticle by Bertz presented here (selection 4) is a late contribution, published in the
Jahrbuch fiir Sexuelle Zwischenstufen, the journal of Hirschfeld’s organization, in
1922. However, it reflects the arguments brought forth in the quarrel between 1905
and 1907.

SOCIALISM, ANARCHISM, EROTOCRACY

Apart from whatever effect the debate may have had on homosexual emanci-
pation, Schlaf’s eventual “victory” was important for Whitman’s continued popu-
larity in the German-speaking countries. If Schlaf had not managed to deny
Bertz’s well-meant allegations, Whitman would probably not have been accepted
in the German-speaking countries— the prejudices against homosexuality and
homosexuals were too strong in Central Europe at that time. But since Bertz did
not manage to convince the public, Whitman’s progress was uninhibited. By the
end of the first decade of the twentieth century, his significance for the develop-
ment of German literature and German thinking was taken for granted.

The German expressionists— from Franz Werfel, Johannes R. Becher, Oskar
Maria Graf, and Armin T. Wegner to Franz Kafka—reported the enthusiasm
with which they welcomed Schlaf’s translation of Whitman. This small booklet fit
in every pocket and was carried by numerous activists: socialists, who found that
Whitman supplied the much-needed spiritual dimension Marx had abolished
from their creed; anarchists, who admired Whitman’s refusal to follow aesthetic
conventions as much as his call for disobedience and moral independence; mem-
bers of an influential youth movement, the Wandervigel, who reacted enthusias-
tically to Whitman’s call to the “Open Road”; even nudists, who took certain
passages from Whitman’s poetry quite literally. Essays by Landauer and Bahr (se-
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lections 5 and 6) provide examples of the ways Whitman was read between the
turn of the century and Hitler’s takeover in 1933.

Gustav Landauer (1870-1919), a friend of the German philosopher and theolo-
gian Martin Buber, is one of the most interesting personalities in the history of
German literature and ideas. Throughout his life he attempted to combine a vi-
sionary mysticism with his version of anarchist socialism. Unlike the Marxists,
Landauer abhorred power and violence as means toward an ideal society. Whereas
social democratic ideologues justified their involvement in and support of World
War I by quoting Whitman the wound-dresser who, they claimed, believed that
participation in war was necessary to alleviate human suffering, Landauer stressed
the antimilitaristic and pacifist tendencies in Whitman’s poetry. For Landauer,
Whitman’s democracy consisted in the free association of human beings living to-
gether on egalitarian terms and sharing their everyday work. Landauer gave much
thought to questions of human alienation and spiritual impoverishment, which
the Marxists then believed could be put off until after their predicted decisive rev-
olutionary change in politics and economics had taken place. In his view, spiritual
and intellectual changes had to precede a new social order; a society based on tra-
ditional thinking could never bring forth the new human relationships toward
which socialism aspired.

Whitman’s poetry would provide the spirit (Geist) Landauer predicted would
serve as a guiding light for a new society based on small units of production, self-
managed economic enterprises, and a daily routine requiring each member of so-
ciety to be engaged in both intellectual and manual labor. Already within the cap-
italist system, small pockets with “new” human beings could develop, people
committed not to nationhood but to a new way of living. When Landauer referred
to Americans as a new and exemplary type of “nation,” he meant they would
overcome the old nationalism in a new community comprising all nations.

When Kurt Wolff, a well-known publisher and sponsor of German expression-
ist authors, asked Landauer in 1916 whether he would be willing to undertake a
Whitman translation, Landauer enthusiastically agreed. The poems, and the edi-
tion as a whole, were to serve his pacifist politics during the war. Unfortunately,
however, the war did not leave him time to complete his excellent translation, and
afterward Landauer joined the short-lived Bavarian Soviet Government in Mu-
nich (November 1918-May 1919), hoping to implement his humanist ideas in
practical politics. When the government fell, Landauer was arrested; shortly
thereafter, soldiers killed him inside a prison. In the United States, a contributor
to Max Eastman’s leftist paper The Liberator and an observer of the events in Ger-
many described Landauer: “A poet, a crusader, with the passionate dreaming soul
of 1848. A sensitive man, a man whom every one loved; a devoted admirer of Walt
Whitman, whose work he made known to Germany. . . . It was Walt Whitman and
Tolstoy, never Marx and Lassalle, whom he hoped to realize in a new Bavaria.”
Landauer’s Whitman translations were finally collected and published by Wolff in
a slender but beautiful volume in 1922.

Hermann Bahr (1863—1934), an Austrian critic and dramatist, was a man de-
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voted to the avant-garde. A leader of the modernist members of the “Young Vi-
enna” group (the term “modernism” in the artistic sense is sometimes attributed
to Bahr), he attempted to break ground for any new movement that would fur-
ther artistic and aesthetic progress. In a 1908 essay, he welcomed a new “barbar-
ianism” in literature which was, in his view, the only adequate answer to the chal-
lenges brought about by emerging technological realities. Arts and humanities, he
believed, were firmly grounded in old nineteenth-century traditions and thus
were unable to cope with these challenges. If a later generation looked to art and
literature to explain and interpret his period, only one author could be said to
have given expression to this new era— Whitman.

Whitman remained a constant in Bahr’s life. The essay reprinted here was writ-
ten on the centenary of Whitman’s birth. In it Bahr still stresses the fact that
Whitman sings the “modern man.” But Whitman’s message had by now acquired
broader meaning and appeal. Both Germany and Austria had become democratic
republics, and intellectuals in both countries had to find a new place in their
changing societies. What is the artist’s place in a democratic society? What is the
nature of democratic art? The questions that had so intensely preoccupied Ameri-
can romantics in their struggle for a national literature now came to haunt the Eu-
ropeans. Related questions of nationalism preoccupied them as well. After the old
monarchies fell, Central Europe presented itself as a colorful quilt of dozens of na-
tions and nationalities. How would they relate to each other? These issues provide
the background against which Bahr’s essay must be read. The answers Bahr found
in Whitman are original and explain, in part, Whitman’s enormous popularity in
the years following World War I. The artist would have to be the universal human
mediator between individuals, classes, and nations, and a democracy that could
solve these problems would have to become an “erotocracy.”

A GERMAN CLASSIC

Whitman, Bahr emphasized admiringly, perceived reality through his sensual-
ity— he “philosophizes with the phallus.” Hans Reisiger (1884—1968), one of the
great translators of the twentieth century and to whom German readers owe the
“classic” two-volume translation of Whitman’s work, expressed it much the same
way. Reisiger “encountered” Whitman as early as 1909 and published his first
translations in the leftist journal Das Forum at the beginning of World War 1.
Whitman’s true significance for his time, however, was not revealed to Reisiger
until after the war. In the introduction to his first one-volume edition of Whit-
man’s works, he emphasizes that only a quasierotic relationship among men and
women (but especially men) could actually make German democracy work.

He shared this curious idea, along with his passion for Whitman, with his close
friend Thomas Mann. Mann, who publicly welcomed the publication of Reisiger’s
translation, had been politically conservative. With the breakdown of the Central
European monarchies, Mann had to redefine his position, and he did so with the
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aid of Whitman. Democracy, he now believed, could work only if what used to be
a hierarchical order could be replaced by an erotic commonwealth. Eroticism and
sexuality — the common denominators of all human beings — could thereby serve
as a glue to keep democratic society from disintegrating. Both Reisiger and Mann
were aware of Whitman’s homoeroticism and discussed it in connection with his
poetry, especially the “Calamus” poems. In a series of surprisingly “public” state-
ments, Mann and Reisiger both referred to the attachment of man to man as the
“heartbeat of true democracy” and as the “life nerve of communal life of the fu-
ture in all states and cities” (see selection 8). It is surprising that this openness was
no longer cause for indignant outcries and public protests. Fifteen to twenty years
following the debate between Schlaf and Bertz, Mann’s and Reisiger’s interpreta-
tion of Whitman was apparently accepted — although we do not know how much
of it was actually understood.

With Reisiger’s attractive two-volume edition (upon its publication Mann
wrote an open letter that appeared on page one of the leading German daily; see
selection 7), Whitman had become a “classic.” He was now a recognized part of
“world literature,” a household word — at least in the households of the educated,
artists, and intellectuals. This, however, also meant that the reception of his work
became less spontaneous and dramatic. While Whitman’s passionate rhetoric
was much in demand in the turbulences associated with the war (when scores of
German poets, mostly “messianic expressionists,” imitated Whitman), the post-
expressionistic poets of the Neue Sachlichkeit (New Objectivity) had much less
affinity with the vitality of the American bard.

Obviously, the Nazis had little use for Whitman’s poetry. Although there were
two or three attempts to enlist Whitman for national-socialist ideology by turn-
ing him into a “Germanic bard,” he stressed democracy and internationalism too
often to be useful to the ideology of the Third Reich. Yet, as Nazi poet Heinrich
Lersch slyly observed, if the word “democratic” is exchanged for the word
“volkisch” (i.e., belonging to the German people), Whitman might be of some use
yet. Lersch was part of a group of poets who were Whitman devotees in their early
years and who found that some of the rhetoric they had learned from Whitman
was applicable in the Nazi context. Some of Whitman’s imagery of blood, soil,
and even women came fairly close to the Nazis’ rhetoric of the German character,
the German homeland, the German earth, and the German mother. The Nazis
thus preempted the possibility of a wide use of Whitman’s poetry for the anti-
Nazi struggle waged by German exiles, and they also prevented a true Whitman
renaissance after World War II. Although several new volumes of Whitman’s
works appeared after 1945, including a number of new translations, Whitman’s re-
ception since World War II has hardly equaled the enthusiasm of the years be-
tween 1889 and 1925.

Whitman’s reception in the Soviet-occupied zone of Germany, later the Ger-
man Democratic Republic (GDR), was a special case. But even the GDR, a coun-
try professing a “messianic” ideology, did not attempt to use the powerful appeal
of Whitman’s rhetoric. The excellent translation by the GDR author Erich
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Arendt, who had come to know Whitman during his exile in Latin America, is
hardly reminiscent of the passion of the earlier translations. Rather, Whitman
seems to have been important as a point of convergence between the interests of
mostly young GDR readers and the official cultural policies of the state. Because
of the interest shown in Whitman by revolutionaries such as Freiligrath, or
the first Soviet commissar of culture, Anatoly Lunacharsky, or especially their
own Johannes R. Becher, the soundness and usefulness of Whitman’s poetry were
guaranteed in the GDR, where it always remained available in cheap, attractive
editions. The GDR audience, on the other hand, fascinated by America and
American literature, was interested in Whitman as the representative of a foreign
culture to which they had little access physically, intellectually, or artistically. In
1985 the first complete German edition of Specimen Days, translated by a GDR
translator, was expertly edited by Eva Manske, a specialist in American literature
from Leipzig, whose open-minded and inspiring afterword already anticipated
the later developments in that country.

TALKING BACK TO WHITMAN IN GERMAN

Although the German-speaking literary world has acknowledged Whitman to
be a classic author and even though he has become a subject of academic inquiry
at German, Austrian, and Swiss universities, Whitman’s poetry continues to pro-
voke important reactions on the part of creative writers themselves. Lyrical replies
to Whitman have always been a measure of his continuing vitality, and German
poets have talked back to him frequently and energetically (see selections 9—20).

Christian Morgenstern (1871—1914), a poet, translator, and journalist, had a
number of uses for Whitman’s poetry. In Constructing the German Walt Whitman,
I introduced “The Democratic Song of My Room,” Morgenstern’s parody of
Whitman’s poetry, which mocks the reception of Whitman more than it satirizes
Whitman’s poetry. Here I include a second “Whitman poem” which, in a much
more earnest fashion, explores Whitman’s internationalist theme, always a favorite
among Germans. Morgenstern, with his extreme dislike of the German bourgeois
life-style, obviously saw Whitman’s globalist poetry and his lyrical America as anti-
dotes to the stuffiness of German life.

Arthur Drey was born in Wiirzburg, Germany, and shared his birth year—
1890 — with many members of the expressionist generation. In 1910 he went to
Berlin, where he became acquainted with Georg Heym, one of the most signifi-
cant German expressionist poets. In 1911 he moved to Marburg and graduated
with a doctorate in law two years later. He lived as a businessman in Frankfurt un-
til 1938, when he was forced to emigrate to the United States. He died in New York
in 1965. During Drey’s short literary career, he contributed to the important
expressionist journals Der Sturm and Die Aktion. His poem “Walt Whitman”
demonstrates the expressionists’ exaggerated adoration of Whitman as a human
being, a poet, and a God-like giant. The poem not only reflects expressionist en-
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thusiasm for Whitman but is at the same time a measure of the alienation of these
poets. Quite obviously, Whitman is the receptacle of the projections designed to
compensate for their imagined and real deficits as poets and human beings. Their
characterizations of Whitman with terms such as “Titan” or, in the poem by Carl
Albert Lange, “Giant” suggest the degree to which the human individual is dwarfed
by modern technology and industrial society. The violent emotions they ascribe to
Whitman, as exaggerated as comic book characterizations, are indicative of the
impossibility of expressing subjectivity in a mechanized and controlled society.

The two poems by Swiss writers Gustav Gamper (1873—1948) and Hans Rein-
hart (1880—1963) appeared next to each other in a Swiss literary journal in 1919,
along with Gamper’s woodcut of Whitman. These poems are more constrained
and devout, exuding a feeling of religiosity, but otherwise they are very similar to
the exaggerated diction of the expressionists. Gamper, a native of Trogen, Swit-
zerland, was a poet, musician, and painter. Whitman was the great experience of
his life, a model to follow throughout his career. Gamper is best known for his
work Die Briicke Europas ( The Bridge of Europe), a Whitmanesque attempt to cre-
ate a kind of modern national “epic” devoted to his homeland. Die Briicke Euro-
pas is prefaced by Gamper’s poem to Whitman included here. Reinhart, a friend
of Gamper’s, was born in Winterthur, Switzerland. Descended from a wealthy
family, he studied in Germany, Switzerland, and France and traveled widely. He
was influenced by anthroposophy after a trip to India in 1909 and devoted his ca-
reer to poetry, drama, and prose, as well as to local cultural activities in his home-
town. He also translated individual poems by Whitman.

The poem by Carl Albert Lange (1892—1952) seems to be from the same expres-
sionist school as Drey’s, although Lange is not usually included with the expres-
sionist movement. He was born in Hamburg as a son of a music teacher. In 1914
he was called to military duty and was a Russian POW from 1915 to 1919; these
years in Siberia led him to literature. For the most part, he wrote poetry and
prose, but he also translated from several languages. Although his work was re-
peatedly recognized by several prominent German critics and writers, Lange
never established himself as a major twentieth-century voice in German poetry.

Not all Germans, however, were uncritical admirers of Whitman. Already one
year before the appearance of Lange’s poem, in 1926, Kurt Tucholsky, one of the
great German satirists, wrote a parody of “Salut au Monde!” Of the three Whit-
man parodies he wrote— one as early as 1913 — this one is the most interesting.
Tucholsky frequently used “Ignaz Wrobel” as a pseudonym. The “Walt Wrobel”
in the poem is Tucholsky turned Whitman — or the other way around. Whitman’s
spiritualized epistemological optimism is shown to be unfounded; the wealth of
all appearances could not possibly be grasped by the five senses. Paradoxically, the
senses mediate mainly one thing— pain. Whitman’s global panorama is here re-
placed by ridiculous local observations from the author’s everyday life. At the very
best, it is slightly humorous— something Whitman’s poem is certainly not. In
spite of this parody’s implicit biting criticism, Tucholsky, like other writers critical
of Whitman’s optimism, nonetheless admired the American as a great poet. On a
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poetry manuscript by the young German poet Walter Bauer, he commented, “I
am much more interested in your intellectual parents than in your professional
aspirations. Just so there are no misunderstandings: this does not change any-
thing, not in the least, about the value of your poems. Their rhymelessness is al-
most a matter of course . . . and one just cannot avoid Whitman.”?2

The sonnet by Johannes R. Becher (1891-1958) probably was written in the
early 1940s when he was in Soviet exile. In his youth and early manhood, Becher
was a devout Whitmanite; later he programmatically declared his conversion
from Whitman to Marx and Lenin. Yet, like many other Marxists, he continued to
admire Whitman, even though the sonnet form of the poem included here sug-
gests that the nature of this admiration had changed. Becher, first minister of cul-
ture in the GDR, was an influential, although self-serving, cultural politician,
whose interest in Whitman helped to insure the poet’s “survival” in the GDR.

Gabriele Eckart (born in 1954) is one of the most gifted lyricists in contempo-
rary German literature. At the time she wrote the poem included here, she was
still in high school. Her “search for metres,” in the course of which she encoun-
tered Whitman, already points to the original poetry she would write in the fu-
ture. By the mid-1980s, Eckart had become a dissident writer and eventually re-
moved to the United States.

The tradition of critical answers to Whitman started by Tucholsky is taken up
by the German writer Jiirgen Wellbrock and the German-American writer Hans
Sahl, but the criticism has become sharper and more pronounced. The poem by
Wellbrock (born in 1949), a Berlin-based writer of poems, short stories, and radio
plays, is explicitly critical of Whitman and Whitman’s rhetoric, yet it testifies to
the power of Whitman’s voice and the necessity for every poet to come to terms
with it. Wellbrock himself speaks of his “ambivalent” attitude toward Whitman,
whose expansiveness and freedom he admires but whose rhetoric and glorifi-
cation of strength and body offend him. The poem is a clever montage of Whit-
man quotations that have become famous in Germany; Wellbrock carefully re-
futes each one. No German poet has “talked back” in a more radical fashion to
Whitman than Wellbrock. Sahl’s “Schédelstitte Manhattan” (“Calvary Manhat-
tan”) (1962) uses biblical motifs, but its rhetoric is Whitman’s. It remains unclear
whether it is Whitman’s belief in progress that is targeted here or whether the
poem attempts to show that our plastic era does not do justice to our cultural-
humanist legacy, the Bible, or Whitman; both interpretations seem possible. Sahl,
born in Dresden in 1902, was one of the most prominent German exiles in the
literary field. Since 1945 he has worked as a cultural correspondent for several
German-language dailies. He is also a prominent translator of American drama-
tists (among them Williams, Miller, and Wilder). The poem is the sophisticated
product of a truly bicultural mind and deserves an important place in German-
American literature.

Roland Kluge is another GDR poet, born in Delitzsch, Germany, in 1944. He
became a bookseller, worked as a nurse’s assistant, then studied medicine in
Leipzig, where he specialized in internal medicine. This part-time poet’s direct
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address to Whitman confronts the frequent attempts to pronounce Whitman
dead. Yet, to this poet writing in the “mid-age” years of tranquillity and “matu-
rity,” Whitman is still as provocative as ever. Kluge writes that “for somebody
who was forced to live in a walled-in country, it can be a revelation to see the up-
right posture of a human being: self-determination instead of other-directedness,
sensuality instead of prudishness, love of truth rather than hypocrisy. . . . To me,
Walt Whitman was a great help.”?

In a country where walls have come down, Whitman’s German reception will
no doubt develop in new and unsuspected ways as a result of the radical changes
in East-Central Europe. Whereas the changes in Eastern and East-Central Europe
have muted Marxist voices and thus also Marxist respondents to Whitman, a new
kind of response is struck by Rolf Schwendter (pseudonym of Rudolf Schess-
wendtner), born in 1939 in Vienna. A professor of sociology at the University of
Kassel in Germany, Schwendter’s academic interests include subcultures, future
studies, and research into social and cultural deviancy. His poem “You I Sing, So-
cialism” was written for the 1990 festival of the Austrian Communist press in Vi-
enna and targets both conservative and Marxist orthodoxies from a libertarian,
independently leftist point of view. For the first time, Whitman’s pluralist aesthet-
ics have been appreciated by a leftist recipient. While it lacks Whitman’s lyrical vi-
sion, Schwendter’s poem is a programmatic and sophisticated piece of work, and
it synthesizes the tradition of German responses to Whitman while it opens up
new modes of creative political interpretations of his poetry.

NOTES

1. Horace Traubel, With Walt Whitman in Camden (New York: D. Appleton, 1908),
2: 431—432.

2. Kurt Tucholsky to Walter Bauer, December 8, 1930, German Literary Archive,
Marbach.

3. Roland Kluge, “Der oft schon totgesagte Geist Walt Whitmans,” Neue Deutsche Litera-
tur 32 (1984): 105.
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1. FERDINAND FREILIGRATH

“Walt Whitman”

Walt Whitman! Who is Walt Whitman?

The answer is, a poet! A new American poet! His admirers say, the first, the
only poet America has as yet produced. The only American poet of specific char-
acter. No follower in the beaten track of the European muse, but fresh from the
prairie and the new settlements, fresh from the coast and the great watercourses,

[172] WHITMAN IN THE GERMAN-SPEAKING COUNTRIES



fresh from the thronging humanity of seaports and cities, fresh from the battle-
fields of the South, and from the earthy smells in hair and beard and clothing of
the soil from which he sprang. A being not yet come to fullness of existence, a per-
son standing firmly and consciously upon his own American feet, an utterer of a
gross of great things, though often odd. And his admirers go still further: Walt
Whitman is to them the only poet at all, in whom the age, this struggling, eagerly
seeking age, in travail with thought and longing, has found its expression; the poet
par excellence.

Thus, on the one side his admirers, in whose ranks we find even an Emerson.
On the other, to be sure, are the critics, those whose business it is to abase aspi-
rants. By the side of unmeasured praise and enthusiastic recognitions of his ge-
nius are bitter and biting scorn and injurious abuse.

This, it is true, troubles not the poet. The praise he takes in as his due; to the
scorn he opposes scorn of his own. He believes in himself; his self-reliance is un-
bounded. “He is,” says his English publisher, W. M. Rossetti, “to himself above all
things the one man who cherishes earnest convictions, and avows that he, both
now and hereafter, is the founder of a new poetical literature—a great litera-
ture—a literature such as will stand in due relation and proportion to the mate-
rial grandeur and the incalculable destinies of America. He believes that the
Columbus of the continent or the Washington of the States were not more truly
founders and builders of this America than he himself will be in time to come.
Surely a sublime conviction, and by the poet more than once expressed in stately
words — none more so than the poem which begins with the line:

“Come, indivisible will I make this continent.”

This sounds haughty. Is the man in his right mind, that he talks thus? Let us
step nearer to him! Let us hearken to his life and his works. First of all let us open
his book.

Are these verses? The lines are arranged like verses, to be sure, but verses they
are not. No metre, no rhyme, no stanzas. Rhythmical prose, ductile verses. At first
sight rugged, inflexible, formless; but yet for a more delicate ear, not devoid of eu-
phony. The language homely, hearty, straightforward, naming everything by its
true name, shrinking for nothing, sometimes obscure. The tone rhapsodical, like
that of a seer, often unequal, the sublime mingled with the trivial even to the point
of insipidity. He reminds us sometimes, with all the differences that exist besides,
of our own Hamann. Or of Carlyle’s oracular wisdom. Or of the Paroles d’un
Croyant. Through all there sounds out the Bible— its language, not its creed.

And what does the poet propound to us in this form? First of all: Himself, his I,
Walt Whitman. This I however is a part of America, a part of the earth, a part of
mankind, a part of the All. As such he is conscious of himself and revolves, knit-
ting the greatest to the least, ever going out from America, and coming back to
America ever again (only to a free people does the future belong!) before our view,
a vast and magnificent world-panorama. Through this individual Walt Whitman
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and his Americanism marches, we may say, a cosmical procession, such as may be
suitable for reflective spirits, who, face to face with eternity, have passed solitary
days on the sea-shore, solitary nights under the starry sky of the prairie. He finds
himself in all things and all things in himself. He, the one man, Walt Whitman, is
mankind and the world. And the world and mankind are to him one great poem.
What he sees and hears, what he comes in contact with, whatever approaches
him, even the meanest, the most trifling, the most every-day matter—all is to
him symbolical of a higher, of a spiritual fact. Or rather, matter and spirit, the real
and the ideal are to him one and the same. Thus, produced by himself, he takes his
stand; thus he strides along, singing as he goes; thus he opens from his soul, a
proud free man, and only a man, world-wide, social and political vistas.

A wonderful appearance. We confess that it moves us, disturbs us, will not loose
its hold upon us. At the same time, however, we would remark that we are not yet
ready with our judgment of it, that we are still biased by our first impression.
Meanwhile we, probably the first in Germany to do so, will take at least a provi-
sional view of the scope and tendency of this new energy. It is fitting that our
poets and thinkers should have a closer look at this strange new comrade, who
threatens to overturn our entire Ars Poetica and all our theories and canons on the
subject of aesthetics. Indeed, when we have listened to all that is within these
earnest pages, when we have grown familiar with the deep, resounding roar of
those, as it were, surges of the sea in their unbroken sequence of rhapsodical verses
breaking upon us, then will our ordinary verse-making, our system of forcing
thought into all sorts of received forms, our playing with ring and sound, our
syllable-counting and measure of quantity, our sonnet-writing and construction
of strophes and stanzas, seem to us almost childish. Are we really come to the
point, when life, even in poetry, calls imperatively for new forms of expression?
Has the age so much and such serious matter to say, that the old vessels no longer
suffice for the new contents? Are we standing before a poetry of the ages to come,
just as some years ago a music of the ages to come was announced to us? And is
Walt Whitman greater than Richard Wagner?

As to the person and the life of the poet, we learn that he is a man of almost
fifty years. He was born on the 31st May, 1819. His birth-place, the village of West
Hills, on Long Island, in the state of New York. His father, in succession,
innkeeper, carpenter, and architect, a descendant of English settlers; the mother,
Louisa Van Velsor, of Dutch descent. The boy received his first school teaching in
Brooklyn, a suburb of New York. Compelled at an early age to rely upon his own
exertions, he gained his living first as a printer, and later as a teacher, and a con-
tributor to several New York papers. In the year 1849 we find him established as
editor of a newspaper in New Orleans, two years later again a printer in Brooklyn.
After this he worked a long time, like his father, as carpenter and architect. In the
year 1862, after the breaking out of the great civil war (as an enthusiastic Unionist
and anti-slavery man he stood firmly on the side of the North), he undertook, by
authority from Lincoln through Emerson’s mediation, the care of the wounded in
the field. And to be sure, he had it expressly stipulated beforehand, that it was to
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be without any sort of remuneration. From the spring of 1863 onward, this nurs-
ing in the field, and in the hospitals at Washington, was his “only employment by
day and by night.” Over the measureless self-sacrifice, over the kindness and
goodness of heart, which he evinced in this trying work, there rises the unanimous
tribute of the soldiers’ testimony. Every wounded man, from the North and the
South alike, had the same careful and loving attendance at the hands of the poet.
At the end of the war, it is said, he must have nursed with his own hands more
than 100,000 sick and wounded. For six months he himself lay sick; a hospital
fever, the first sickness of his life, had seized him. After the war he obtained a mi-
nor office in the Department of the Interior at Washington, but lost it in June,
1865, when the minister, Mr. Harlan, had it brought to his attention, that Whit-
man was the author of the book, “Leaves of Grass,” the coarseness, or as it ap-
peared to Mr. Harlan, the immorality of which filled the ministerial bosom with
holy horror. But the poet found soon another post of modest salary in the bureau
of the Attorney General at Washington. There he is still living. On Sunday, and
sometimes in the week also, he still keeps up his visits to the hospitals.

Whitman is a plain man, a man of few needs. Poor, and, according to his own
avowal, without talent for moneymaking. His strength, said he to a visitor, Mr.
M. D. Conway, an American living in London, lay in “loafing and writing poems.”
On bread and water, he has discovered, he can live on the whole delightfully and
cheerfully. Conway found him (while yet on Long Island — before the war, in-
deed), in a temperature of 100 degrees Fahrenheit lying on his back in the grass,
and staring at the sun. Just like Diogenes. “With his gray clothing, his blue-gray
shirt, his iron-gray hair, his swart, sunburnt face and bare neck, he lay upon the
brown-and-white grass, — for the sun had burnt away its greenness, — and was so
like the earth upon which he rested, that he seemed almost enough a part of it for
one to pass by without recognition.” He found it not at all too hot, and confided
to Conway that this was one of his favourite places and attitudes for composing
poems. His abode Conway found very plain and simple. A small room, poorly
furnished, with only one window, which looked out on the sandy solitude of Long
Island. Not a single book in the room. But he talked of the Bible, of Homer, and of
Shakespeare as of favorite books which he owned. For reading he had two especial
study-rooms: one was the top of an omnibus, the other Coney Island, an unin-
habited little sand islet far out in the Atlantic Ocean, miles from the coast.

“Well, he looks like a man!” cried Lincoln, when he first saw Whitman. At this,
we think of Napoleon’s expression about Goethe: “Voild un homme!”

His writings, up to this time, are the above-named “Leaves of Grass” (first edi-
tion 1855, set up and printed by the poet himself; second edition 1856; third edition
1860); then, after the war, “Drum-Taps” (1865) with a “Sequel” in which is a fine
rhapsody on the death of Abraham Lincoln; and last year, a complete edition with
a supplement called “Songs before Parting.” A selection from this complete edi-
tion has just been published in London by W. M. Rossetti, one of Whitman’s En-
glish admirers. The coarse expressions of doubtful propriety which were in the
New York original edition have been left out of this; and it is the purpose of the

Ferdinand Freiligrath [ 175 ]



publisher by means of this issue to open a path for the preparation of a complete
edition and for its unprejudiced reception in England. We are indebted to Mr.
Rossetti’s preface to this selection of his for the sketch given above of the poet’s life.

With these suggestions we leave the subject for this time, but will soon recur to
it, especially to give some translated specimens of the poet’s productions. Though
it is a dubious business to estimate Whitman from specimens. The principle “ex
pede Herculem” is hardly quite applicable to him; if in any way a poet, he will be
recognised and honored as such in his totality.

Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung, Wochenausgabe, no. 17 (April 24, 1868): 257—259. Trans-
lation from New Eclectic Magazine 2 (July 1868): 325—329; translator unknown.
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2. JOHANNES SCHLAF

“Walt Whitman”

A little while ago, a few German magazines carried reports on the death of one
of the most outstanding North American poets on March 26 of this year, Walt
Whitman. He had died in Camden near Philadelphia in the seventy-fourth year of
his life. The few data on his life and work that accompanied this report, reminis-
cent of the laconicism of a literary encyclopedia, were hardly designed to inspire
further interest for the deceased.

To inspire such interest, however, is very desirable, because hardly anything
relevant has as yet been published on Whitman in German. After all, Whitman is
not only the most significant poet of North America, but he belongs to world lit-
erature, and that, we believe, with greater justification than his countryman Edgar
Poe who is, in a manner of speaking, known to the whole world. . . . Our essay
does not make any pretensions. It wants to contribute its modest share to awaken
greater interest for Whitman by giving a short picture of the characteristics of the
poet as far as we can gather them from the incomplete translation of his Leaves of
Grass. . ..

In the introduction to their translation, one of the translators, Karl Knortz,
calls Whitman an “optimist par excellence.” But we have to discard the phrase be-
cause we cannot force the whole Whitman into this small box. With such a phrase,
little is said about a human being who said of himself with these proudly modest
words:

I do not trouble my spirit to vindicate itself or to be understood,
I see that the elementary laws never apologize.

The translators have used these lines as motto for their book and they characterize
Whitman better than the dusty phrase of the “optimist par excellence.” If these
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words characterize Whitman, he is more than a pessimist or an optimist, then he
defines himself as a force in the living, organic texture of all nature. He can hardly
deny his own self and is radically different from the incapacitated romanticism
and the christianism from which the “Old World” is presently suffering, with
hardly enough breath to throw all kinds of blasphemies against sour grapes.

His “barbaric yawp” sounds “over the roofs of the world” like powerful
dithyrambs of a new life and a new strength; they resound in the midst of the fu-
neral hymns of the Old World and announce a new religion, a new art and a new
meaning of life. Whitman is neither optimist nor pessimist: he is strength.

Whitman was born in 1819 on Long Island where his family owned a large farm
whose fields the Whitmans tilled with their own hands. There, in the open coun-
tryside, in unspoilt nature, he spent the larger part of his youth. Later, in an
American manner, he tried his hand in a variety of professions: he was a printer,
teacher, carpenter, journalist, building contractor etc. Although he was on his way
to becoming successful and wealthy in a variety of trades, he eventually gave
everything up and started to write poetry. In the 60s, just after the Leaves had ap-
peared, he spent the Civil War on the battlefield and worked as a nurse in the hos-
pitals. During that time, he earned his living as a newspaper correspondent. For
his various services, he received a small job at the Ministry of the Interior which
he did not keep for long. He owed his dismissal to the Secretary of the Interior,
James Harlan, a former Methodist preacher, who was morally outraged over the
Leaves published in 1855. His friends procured for him a new position in the office
of the Attorney General which he kept until 1873. At that time, he suffered a
stroke. His health was shattered as a consequence of the exertions in the war. He
improved slowly without ever completely recovering. Later, he managed to make
a small, very modest home for himself in Camden and this is where, without bit-
terness and complaint, he authored his best poetry which shows a “special reli-
gious consecration” (I am quoting Rolleston, whose introduction to the transla-
tion of the Leaves serves me as a source for this short sketch of Whitman’s life), “a
quiet, transfigured beauty, contrasting with the mood of the earlier poems just as
the starry nocturnal heavens contrast with the sunlit earth.”

Thus he created his poetry while continuously changing locations, at times in
midst of the rich colorful traffic of the American metropolis, among the boldest
and most enormous achievements of modern industry, at times in the great out-
doors of his continent, always in the midst of battle and tumult of a colorful life.
The spirit of his art is as different from the spirit of the middle ages as the me-
dieval spirit was itself different from classical antiquity; it grows as organically out
of the middle ages as the medieval spirit grew out of that of classical antiquity.

For today, my work is done. It is growing dusky. Tired and deadened from all
my writing I lean out of the window and see how the sunlight at the facade of the
high building across from me gradually disappears.

And then, after all the reading and all the work, I feel how constricted our lives
are, I understand and sense our misery.
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The street with the jumble and the noise of traffic reaches far down, loses itself
in both directions in smoke and in the confusing bustle of the side streets. Above,
a narrow, scanty piece of heaven, darkened and polluted by the rising food vapors.
Behind the windows on the other side, all the way down the long street, next to
me, above and below me, from all sides a pressing, shoving and constriction and
confusion between the gray masses of stone. And, like here, this extends in con-
centric circles for hours, far into the countryside. Far, far away somewhere, nature
is alive with its free air of the heavens, and its free stars, with its meadows, fields
and forests, with mountains, streams, lakes and seas, far away, unreal like a legend,
like a fabulous fairy tale which we read in our children’s books. The countless
threads through which our life, our feeling, and our perception are connected to
infinite mysteries seem to be cut. We are alone, alone with ourselves, with what
our discriminating judgment would call “human.” We are alone with ourselves,
man with man, in the vibrating restlessness of this constriction and its nerve-
shattering, confusing pell-mell. Our suffering, our misery and our joys, however,
turn into monsters in this all too obvious crowdedness, distorted by a devilish
perspective. And all the refinements of our aged culture cannot hide the great,
fundamental disease which we have been trying to cure with all kinds of medi-
cines for some time: our lack of religion or, if we want, our lack of energy, the at-
rophy of our perception.

Our recent ethical endeavors. So many half-hearted attempts to get to the root
of our general malaise. But how can we help each other, if we have only an under-
standing of how we are connected with all things close and far but not a living per-
ception of them? If we have no “religion” from which alone originates love, self-
awareness, joy, force, art, ethics, manhood and comprehension of life? How can
we get to the root of the thousandfold misery of a metropolis, the distress of the
poor, if we cannot even stand looking at it and if it seduces us to blasphemies
against the world?

Now let’s think about all the pessimism and all the decadence of our European
world. Let’s think about all its art, its artifice, its artificiality, its refinements, its
moral hangover, all its nervous and yearning distress—and then let’s listen to the
“optimist par excellence,” Walt Whitman.

Starting from fish-shape Paumanok where I was born,

Well-begotten, and rais’d by a perfect mother,

After roaming many lands, lover of populous pavements,

Dweller in Mannahatta my city, or on southern savannas,

Or a soldier camp’d or carrying my knapsack and gun, or a miner in
California,

Or rude in my home in Dakota’s woods, my diet meat, my drink from the
spring,

Or withdrawn to muse and meditate in some deep recess,

Far from the clank of crowds intervals passing rapt and happy,

Aware of the fresh free giver the flowing Missouri, aware of mighty Niagara,
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Aware of the buffalo herds grazing the plains, the hirsute and strong-breasted
bull,

Of earth, rocks, Fifth-month flowers experienced, stars, rain, snow, my amaze,

Having studied the mocking-bird’s tones and the flight of the mountain-
hawk,

And heard at dawn the unrivall’d one, the hermit thrush from the swamp-
cedars,

Solitary, singing in the West, I strike up for a New World.

How do we suddenly feel? — It is as if everything existing miles away in a fabu-
lous distance all of a sudden becomes alive in its fresh beauty, everything we feel to
be in contrast to our life here, which we know, yet do not understand. In free
verses, it appears before us with all of its miracles. With unheard-of sounds and
- rhythms which seem like the fresh roaring of the wind, like the sea waves ap-
proaching with their vast rolling splendor. Unfamiliar, totally separate from the
refinements from our aged and wizened art.

Victory, union, faith, identity, time,
The indissoluble compacts, riches, mystery,
Eternal progress, the kosmos, and the modern reports.

We are forced to stop. Astonished. This is a child’s stammering. Helpless, un-
wieldy, unarticulate, ridiculous to our well-trained thinking and feeling. But we
understand: it is the jubilant helplessness in the face of a new infinite wealth of
penetrating perceptions, the surprised jubilant cry with which a child liberates it-
self from its sweet burden, joyfully, verifying the data it perceives. There is the
blessed, vigorous turmoil of living growth inside. All of this, then, this whole new
fullness rushing in on us:

This then is life, ‘
Here is what has come to the surface after so many throes and convulsions.

How curious! how real!
Underfoot the divine soil, overhead the sun.

See revolving the globe,
The ancestor-continents away group’d together,
The present and future continents north and south, with the isthmus between.

See, vast trackless spaces,

As in a dream they change, they swiftly fill,

Countless masses debouch upon them,

They are now cover’d with the foremost people, arts, institutions, known.

See, projected through time,
For me an audience interminable.
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With firm and regular step they wend, they never stop,
Successions of men, Americanos, a hundred millions,

One generation playing its part and passing on,

Another generation playing its part and passing on in its turn,
With faces turn’d sideways or backward towards me to listen,
With eyes retrospective towards me.

What a language! And when we read on, and the deeper we read into him, the
more we are carried away by the power of these old primeval songs. This is the
power and the energy of the old Hebrew psalmists and prophets. And yet, every-
thing is so new, so simple and so down-to-earth. No artful devices. Not even one
as primitive as that reminiscent of the parallelismus membrorum of old Hebrew
poetry. This language is as earthly as one can imagine, oftentimes just stating, al-
most with American soberness, that which is. And yet it has as much passionate
rhetoric, overwhelming and entrancing, as ever existed. An infinite rhythm, and
an infinite melody. Just as the storm has a rhythm of rising and ebbing and newly
rising, just as the sea waves have their rhythm, the air shimmering in the warmth
of the sun, the song of the birds, the infinite movement of nature. The power and
the warmth of healthy blood, freely and freshly pulsating through the body, an
unprecedented energy and original intimacy of perception penetrating distance
and closeness and all appearances, surrendering to the movement of its becoming
and changing with powerful terror, in which vibrations of the eternally moving
atoms tremble, free respiration of healthy lungs, the light power of unspoilt eyes,
the haleness and elasticity of unimpaired muscles: all of this gives power to these
songs, their passion with which they liberate themselves from everything that they
call art and artifice, or they expand to the audacity and the power of the living na-
ture. . . . The naivete of a child perceiving a new object and calling its name ten,
twenty, a hundred times in succession without becoming tired, with equal delight
over the same activity of its vocal chords and over the properties of the object thus
designated. A crowded wealth of impressions, only semi-conscious thoughts, im-
possible to express them fully in intelligible, measured sequence. They push and
hold back in a disorderly race; obscurity, mysticism next to plainness and sober
clarity. And by all of this, one feels repelled and attracted, just as nature attracts
and repels, surrenders itself and denies itself, transparent and mystical with the
eternal rhythm of appearances, monotonous yet of infinite variety.

And what a mood! . . . [Reading Whitman] we have overcome isolation and
separation which has confused us and made us afraid. Misery and happiness,
poverty and wealth, all the incomprehensible oppositions which tortured us in
our narrow life: they can no longer harm us or obscure the connectedness of all
things. And yet: Everything is there, everything in its place, ordered and redeemed
from all conflict through the powerful rhythm of all occurrences and appear-
ances. Everything dissolves in one large feeling of strength and life emphasizing
and enclosing all. All the connections with which the individual, the separate is

[180] WHITMAN IN THE GERMAN-SPEAKING COUNTRIES



infinitely connected with all that has happened since the first beginning, seem-
ingly dissolved in the consciousness of life, here becomes apparent again in a pow-
erful mood.

In one place of his Leaves it says:

I find I incorporate gneiss, coal, long-threaded moss, fruits, grains, esculent
roots,
And am stucco’d with quadrupeds and birds all over. . . .

This is how powerful the religious mood is in Whitman and with how much en-
ergy it expresses itself. . . .

Everything lives in him, in you, in all of us, is contained and enclosed by us:
humans, stars, times, animals, plants, stones. “My lovers suffocate me . . . thick in
the pores of my skin.” Everything is made for his sake, for your sake, for all of our
sake. Everything is us and we are everything. What, then, are beginning and end,
birth and death? Everything is eternal movement.

Urge and urge and urge,
Always the procreant urge of the world.

We are everything there was and everything there will be; there is no difference
between these two; everything is one. Nothing is offensive or mean. Copulation is
no more offensive than death. Everything is a miracle. The body is something
miraculous that must be revered. In this spirit, he transfers the attributes of his
body to everything that comes in touch with him. He speaks of broad and muscu-
lar fields etc. and yet also transfers attributes of lifeless objects to his body, speaks
of “the mix’d tussled hay of the head, beard, brawn” etc. He is in love with his
body, with himself, with everything.

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.

With mad, jubilant desire he throws his naked body against the waves, offers
his chest to the storm. He does not utter the complaints heard everywhere in the
world, that the months are only empty spaces and the ground is nothing but mud
and mire. Everything is alive. Everything forces itself into him and he forces him-
self into everything. The ages are tormenting themselves by pointing to the best
and differentiating it from the bad, but he remains silent, and while they are fight-
ing, he goes swimming and admires himself, well-aware of the perfect state and
severity of all things. Although he is surrounded with questions and doubt, they
are not his true self which is standing apart from all buffeting and twitching. The
days of dispute and of confusion are behind him. He needs neither sarcasm nor
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proofs. He is identical with what others are trying to prove. An immense feeling of
strength filling all distances and depths, an intimate feeling of oneness with every-
thing is the foundation of his being and his songs.

This foundation could indeed be called religious, and his themes originate
from it: love, democracy, and religion. And his main theme is the sublimity of re-
ligion. . . . Science must be respected, to love a man and a woman in abundance is
sublime, but there is something else that is truly sublime and which unifies every-
thing, provides for everything with tireless hands: religion. Not the cult, the
dogma with its imperatives, but the powerful broad awareness of life whose force
comprises the cosmos with love and wonder, the religious feeling, the intimate,
jubilant consciousness of belonging to everything. He sings his songs only in or-
der “to drop in the earth the germs of a greater religion.” Without religion, there
is no greatness truly great, no state, no character, no life. He does not pray, does
not worship, does not bow and scrape before the eternal laws and does not par-
ticipate in ceremonies. His worship is the mad desire to come in contact with the
atmosphere, to throw himself jubilantly into the powerful movement of life, its
becoming and passing, blooming, shining, raging, growing, glowing.

Religion is the powerful feeling which makes him stand admiringly before the
revolution of the stars, before the magnificence of the human and the animal
body. In one song, “I Sing the Body Electric,” he enumerates all parts of the hu-
man body, pages of enraptured stammering like a child naming things with a bliss
beyond expression and feeling the infinite fullness of life in this continued process
of naming. It is religion when he enjoys the naked bodies of bathing youths and
their elastic and youthful movements. It is religion when he loves flowers and the
grass tenderly. And it is religion when the movement of the solar system, the orbit
of the earth reveals itself to him in powerful visions, with all its miracles and its
life. Religion allows him to immerse himself in the infinitude of the microcosm, in
the immeasurable miracles of the low, the scorned, the despised, and which allows
him to see everywhere an identical, eternal movement of universal life, not com-
prehensible for a measuring, reasoning intellect. Religion allows him to admire
the development and passing of human cultures. He is happy when he can touch
a human body and when the electric touch communicates to him the life of what
he is touching. . . .

His feeling of love or his all-encompassing feeling of strength does not ask or
measure “who” or “how much” somebody is. He is drawn to the slave in the cot-
tonfield and he presses the brotherly kiss on his cheek and swears by his soul that
he would never deny him. He makes higher claims for those who work with ham-
mer and chisel than for all deific conceptions of past and present. The young
workman is closest to him, the backwoodsman, the fieldhand, they will under-
stand him best. In all the people he sees himself, nobody is more, nobody even by
a grain of barley less. He advocates the rights of those who are suppressed by oth-
ers, the misshapen, the foolish, the insignificant, the simple-minded, the despised.
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He is the hounded slave, the firefighter with crushed chest. Young men who work
with fire hoses and rope ladders are no less to him than the Gods of the old wars:

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. . ..

He is the spokesman of scorned criminals and looks at them with the eyes of kin-
ship, defying all hypocrisy. He is the bard of America and her democratic institu-
tions. In jubilant devotion and love he enumerates the names of all of her states.
He wanders through her prairies, her virgin forests, bathes at her sea shores, lis-
tens to her male and female orators in the public halls, admires her exhibitions,
her cities, her buildings and arts, is at home with all of them and is truly the singer
of her spirit:

No dainty dolce affetuoso I,
Bearded, sun-burnt, gray-neck’d, forbidding, I have arrived
To be wrestled with as I pass for the solid prizes of the universe.

He sings social revolutions and the future of democracy, he is a lover of cities.
For example in a poem wonderfully translated by Freiligrath, “Rise O Days from
Your Fathomless Deeps.” For long periods of time he has traveled through the
prairies, has listened to the “pouring” of the Niagara, has climbed up the “tower-
ing rocks along the Pacific,” “sail’d through the storm” and “seen with joy the
threatening maws of the waves.” Avoiding the cities he searched for certainties,
craving for original strength and for the fearlessness of the cosmos, regenerating
himself. It was good and he prepared himself well and now he again wanders
through the cities, observing a yet greater and more powerful drama than the nat-
ural wonders of the prairies, the raging of the storm, the waterfalls and the sea:

Manbhattan rising, advancing with menacing front— Cincinnati, Chicago,
unchain’d;

What was that swell I saw on the ocean? behold what comes here,

How it climbs with daring feet and hands— how it dashes!

How the true thunder bellows after the lightning— how bright the flashes of
lightning! . ..

How democracy with desperate vengeful port strides on, shown through the
dark by those flashes of lightning! . ..

Thunder on! stride on, Democracy! strike with vengeful stroke!

More than everything he loves the large cities and his “Manhattan.” More than

the still shining sun, the foliage, the corn and the wheat, more than solitude and
the humming of the bees. Untiringly, he is wandering through her streets and los-
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ing himself in her traffic which becomes alive in his lines, containing broad, pow-
erful, colorful shining visions. In countless images endlessly strung together, his
loving surprise rushes by us. He does not want to leave anything out, does not
want to miss anything. With a sharp, discerning eye he relates this colorful medley
and lovingly animates each perception which, sometimes through a singular, ex-
traordinarily vivid and characteristic epitheton, become poems for themselves.
This wealth of images he strings together like countless small novels, dramas, lyri-
cal poems, often hardly containing one line, a few words. There are slaves, auc-
tions, soldiers, policemen, firemen, workmen, salespeople etc. etc. He wanders
through workshops and warehouses, walks along shore boulevards, through
storehouses and construction sites. What is the “supernatural” compared to real-
ity, compared to this reality? There is no supernatural, outside of this reality.
Everything is contained in the present and closest reality. The supernatural means
nothing compared to a worm, a beetle, against the goings-on here on earth. . ..

This religious, all-encompassing feeling makes him the poet of love, of
strength, of beauty and of hope. Men with beautiful, powerful limbs, blossoming
in strength and health; beautiful women highly capable of procreation with well-
built lively children, the gigantic beauty of a stallion are his desire. He does not
grow tired to admire them. He cannot get away from them. Energy, physical and
intellectual, physical exercises, gymnastics with a beautiful, elastic play of the
muscles are the object of his en_thusiastic love. A new, more developed culture is
his most cheerful certainty, authenticated by the first beginning and by the devel-
opment becoming alive in gigantic enormous visions in a poem such as “Passage
to India.” He finds it authenticated in the eternal movement of the world and of
life with which his soul “passes to other spheres,” when his soul eventually smiles
toward death.

This feeling contains the ever-present compensation for all suffering and im-
perfection which appear when the world disintegrates as a consequence of our
ruminating reasoning. In this feeling, all hopes and prophecies are fulfilled, an
Other World beyond all weakness and morbid impotence. The Other World of
our imagination is no other than this feeling.

In Whitman, there is not a trace of any of these morbid notions such as God,
Other World and supernatural salvation. We deny such notions, fight against
them, but frequently, because they are still in our blood, legacy of our ancestors,
we behave as though they were something real and not mere fantasy; with a cer-
tain bitterness, we sulk in a tragicomical way as though anything at all were to be
expected from them. In Whitman, there is not a trace of these notions and of the
pessimism which frequently expresses itself in this sulking. A beautiful poem by
Paul Verlaine comes to mind:

Vous, dieu de paix, de joie et de bonheur,
Toutes mes peurs, toutes mes ignorances
Vous, dieu de paix, de joie et de bonheur,

[184] WHITMAN IN THE GERMAN-SPEAKING COUNTRIES



Vous connaissez tout cela, tout cela,

Et que je suis plus pauvre que personne,
Vous connaissez tout cela, tout cela

Mais ce que j’ai, mon dieu, je vous le donne.

And, as a sidenote, I recall a saying by Nietzsche in the Gotzendimmerung [The
Twilight of the False Gods]: “I believe we will not get rid of God, because we still
believe in grammar.”

In Whitman we would vainly search for such an empty accusation. No greater
contrast between this decadence and Whitman.

All of them, Brahma, Buddha, God, Jehova, Jesus etc. are only objects of his
historical consciousness. They are valuable inasfar as behind them, in a continu-
ous development, there is always the same relationship to the world with its
strong intimacy. Now, it will emerge and blossom again with new strength and
more beautiful clarity with the youth of new generations, new conditions of life
and human beings:

Nature and Man shall be disjoin’d and diffused no more,
The true son of God shall absolutely fuse them.

Year at whose wide-flung door I sing!

Year of the purpose accomplish’d!

Whitman has been judged in various ways. Not here, because we do not know
him yet. But in his own country he has experienced all kinds of prudishness, all
kinds of clericalism, hypocrisy, aesthetic and other forms of narrowmindedness
and much misunderstanding. In Europe, a Frenchman has written about him in
the Revue des deux Mondes (June 1872), Rudolf Schmidt has written an essay, a few
Englishmen, and good old Lombroso, in his collection of anecdotes Genius und
Wahnsinn [The Man of Genius], has recently locked him into a cell with God
knows how many literary and other world-famous mental patients.

But he has also been overrated, praised excessively. For example when Emer-
son placed him next to Homer, Shakespeare and the psalmists. In an age such as
ours, where everybody is forced to show consideration for, or rather is influenced
by, our crippled age of transition, it is difficult to be like one of these greatest of
men, even for a genius like Whitman. His overloud enthusiasm, the prophetic ref-
erence to his own person and the new force which will turn into a new world, is a
“sign of the times.” He is not securely and quietly rooted in a finished culture like
these great spirits, he is only a carrier, the first finished human being of a newly
emerging culture. He has no need to emphasize that the completion and implan-
tation of this culture can be expected from poets, orators, singers and musicians yet
to come and justify him. All of his songs are no more and no less than enormous
dithyrambs, preludes to a coming new world, a new race, “native, athletic, conti-
nental, greater than before known.” In his songs, his new world is poetically an-
nounced for the first time with roaring, brutal, sweet, mystical and raging zealous-
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ness and overzealousness. Before Homer, there may have been great dithyrambic-
“Dionysian” poets who were prophets like Whitman, prophesying a greater poet
yet to come, “optimistic” in the overabundancy of their visionary intoxication
and in the power of their greatly increased awareness of life, like Whitman.

Freie Biihne fiir den Entwickelungskampf der Zeit 3 (1892): 977—988. Translated by Walter
Griinzweig.

e

3. HERMANN HESSE

“Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass”

Whitman has long been known in Europe but he is not known enough in Ger-
many. But it will not be long until they will build altars for him as well, put
wreaths on his picture and call his writings a gospel. Already at present, some
people call him all kinds of things that he is not, for example a great philosopher
and a prophet of the modern laws of life. Our age, with no culture and thoroughly
without philosophy, has no longer a sense for dimensions. Enthusiastically they
run after every true or false prophet. What have they made out of Nietzsche, of
Emerson, even of Maeterlinck! Posterity will have a good and long laugh. And in
this same vein there are already “Whitman communities,” and other enterprises
of aimless enthusiasm here and there.

The author of Leaves of Grass was not the most gifted writer, but he was the
greatest of all poets in human terms. Actually, one would have to call him the only
or at least the first “American” poet. Because he was the first who did not draw
from the treasure (or the junk shop) of the old European cultures. Rather, he was
grounded with all his roots in the American soil. He intoned the first hymns com-
ing from the soul of this young people of giants, he sings and rejoices out of a feel-
ing of immense power, he knows nothing ancient, nothing that is behind him, but
one single presentient proudly moving present and an immensely happy future.
He preaches health and strength, he is the orator of a young, strong people which
prefers to dream of her grandchildren and great-grandchildren than her fathers.
Therefore his dithyrambs are so frequently reminiscent of the voices of old people,
of Moses, for example, and of Homer. But he belongs to today, therefore he
preaches the Self, the free creative human being, in a way no less fiery. With the
proud joy of the unbroken fully-developed human being he speaks of himself, of
his deeds and voyages, of his country. He sings how he, “Well-begotten, and rais’d
by a perfect mother,” comes from Paumanok, how he passed through the south-
ern savannas and lived in tents as a soldier, how he saw the Niagara and the
mountains in California, the primeval forests and the buffalo herds in his country.
He devotes his songs thankfully and enthusiastically to the people of America, to
his people, which he considers an immense, powerful unity.
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Whoever reads in this book at the right moment will find something of the
primeval world and something of the high mountains, the sea and the prairie in it.
Much will seem flashy and grotesque, but the whole will impress him just as
America impresses us— against our own will.

Gesammelte Werke (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1970), 12: 303—304. Translated by Walter
Griinzweig. Reprinted with permission of Suhrkamp Verlag.

i

4. EDUARD BERTZ

“A Lyrical Sex Change in the Poetry of Walt Whitman”

In the first years of his youthful virility, when he was filled with eros, Walt
Whitman expressed his homosexuality, which dominated him completely, most
passionately. This is proven by the “Calamus” cycle in his poetry which first ap-
peared in 1860, when the poet was forty-one years old. But his fear of the uncom-
prehending prejudice of public opinion led him to regret his openness. In the
later editions he eliminated the most conclusive confessions, which are still miss-
ing from the Complete Edition. However, they are not lost to us and I myself have
made them available in German translation in my study “Walt Whitman: Ein
Charakterbild” (Jahrbuch fiir Sexuelle Zwischenstufen, vol. VII, 1905).

Advanced in age, when eros had departed him, Whitman then attempted to
deny the homosexual foundations of his poetry altogether, indeed to hide behind
the mask of normal heterosexuality. When the Englishman John Addington
Symonds, himself a homosexual, wrote him a letter in an attempt to urge him to
comment on his psychosexuality, Whitman resolved to eliminate all suspicions by
way of the fairy tale of his six illegitimate children. I have proven the implausibil-
ity of this invention by the senile and almost childish poet in my book Whitman-
Mysterien (Berlin, 1907).

His credulous biographer Henry Bryan Binns, on the other hand, author of A
Life of Walt Whitman (1905), has uncritically accepted the legend of these six chil-
dren who never existed and has used them as the starting point of a romance in-
vented by himself. This was done out of the fanatic heterosexual desire to hush up
homosexual matters and ignored the obligation to truth on the part of scientific
research. He supports his thesis by Whitman’s only lyrical poem in which the poet
paid homage to love with women. This is the piece “Once I Passed through a Pop-
ulous City,” first published in 1860. In this poem it says:

Yet now of all that city I remember only a woman I casually met there who
detain’d me for love of me,

Day by day and night by night we were together —all else has long been
forgotten by me,
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I remember I say only that woman who passionately clung to me,
Again we wander, we love, we separate again,

Again she holds me by the hand, I must not go,

I see her close beside me with silent lips sad and tremulous.

On this evidence, Binns bases his chapter on “Romance.” The loving woman, the
alleged mother of his alleged illegitimate children, was supposed to have been an
aristocrat in New Orleans, of whose existence, however, we have never had a trace.
But for every critical Whitman-researcher, the absurd ridiculousness of this fan-
tastic construction was apparent from the very beginning.

Now, finally, the prudent point of view was unexpectedly confirmed in a most
curious way. Last fall, two good-sized volumes entitled The Uncollected Poetry and
Prose of Walt Whitman were published, edited by Emory Holloway (New York,
1921). And this collection contains the original version of this poem which had so
far remained unknown:

But now of all that city I remember only the man who wandered with me
there, for love of me,

Day by day, and night by night, we were together,

All else has long been forgotten by me —1I remember, I say, only one rude and
ignorant man who, when I departed, long and long held me by the hand,
with silent lip, sad and tremulous.

Thus, Whitman did not dare to remain faithful to himself, but the truth has now
been brought to the light of day nevertheless, and all of the yarn by H. B. Binns is
now exposed. The deficiency of a homosexual to admit to his nature, a deficiency
which so greatly obstructs the just appreciation and eventual liberation of homo-
sexuals, is only too understandable given the terrorism of the heterosexual society.
But a forgery of one’s own works as occurred in this lyrical quick-change artistry
of the American poet, who fearfully hides behind a woman’s apron, is a singular
example of its kind. This sex change operation is certainly a first-rate curiosity in
the area of biographical psychology.

Incidentally, experiences such as the one mentioned in this poem were not the
exception in Whitman’s life, but the rule. As evidence, we may use his Diary in
Canada, which is full of addresses by the same type of “rude and ignorant men” as
the one mentioned in the poem, recommendations to kindred spirits which like-
minded persons at home had given him for his trip. Whitman loved unsophisti-
cated rustic-type males and found them everywhere he went. The woman, how-
ever, whom he forged into the poem, which should actually have been a part of
the “Calamus” cycle, is not grounded in the reality of his life. Whitman was purely
a homosexual.

Jahrbuch fiir Sexuelle Zwischenstufen 22 (July/October 1922): 55—58. Translated by Walter

Griinzweig.
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5. GUSTAV LANDAUER

“Walt Whitman”

The person of the poet Walt Whitman and everything he has written appears as
though America, the United States, wanted to reply to Goethe’s words “America,
thou farest better than our old continent; thou hast no ruined castles and no
basalt!” with loud words across the ocean: “Yes, yes, yes, it’s true!” Often enough,
Whitman himself said of the poets of the Disunited States of Europe, albeit with
words of the greatest respect, that they belong to the past and to the age of feudal-
ism — with the exception of one, Goethe, who has a special position because he is
a king without a country, a poet without a nation. For Walt Whitman, America is
the empire of the future, of a human community that is not yet complete but still
growing together, emerging.

To argue against Whitman that such a position shows a dangerous, exagger-
ated arrogance would amount to dull pedantry, maybe even political jealousy. In
order to understand the conception Whitman has of himself and of his people,
this sort of politics must be ignored; it is located a few floors below an interpreta-
tion of culture from the height of the powerful imagination of the poet.

Although he does not express it in these words, Whitman feels that his people
have made a new beginning, that they are barbarians, freshly emerged from the
amalgamation of peoples, that they are introducing a new age into history. Just
think how the old Germanic tribes, already at the time of Arminius . . . were fre-
quently familiar with the important Greco-Roman culture, and how, especially
after the new myth, Christianity, had come over them, they had to start with a
completely new, seemingly more primitive culture. Whitman feels a great, savage
nature, not refracted through any conventions, within himself. To him, Ameri-
cans are a newly emerging people, barbarians, at the origin of their development:
he wants to help them to create a new, strong belief, the new art which has to be a
guiding light for any great nation. His self-awareness is much more a feeling for
his people than for himself; one should not get confused by the mystical “Myself”
of his verses. He has felt this very clearly and said that he is only a very small be-
ginning, an early precursor of an American-Periclean age. Moreover, he has al-
ways stated that it is America’s special calling to be just a few steps ahead, but that
all peoples of the earth would go the same way.

Which way? He is telling us about it in his “Drum-Taps” which rang forth
clearly during the war:

Be not dishearten’d, affection shall solve the problems of freedom yet,
Those who love each other shall become invincible.. . .

(Were you looking to be held together by lawyers?

Or by an agreement on a paper? or by arms?

Nay, nor the world, nor any living thing, will so cohere.)

Gustav Landauer [ 189 ]



His “Democracy” is a free people of active individuals who have left behind all ob-
stacles related to class prejudice, who have broken with all chimeras of a superan-
nuated past; each on his soil or in his trade, at his machine, a man for himself. Just
like Proudhon, to whom he is intellectually related in many ways, Whitman
unites the conservative and the revolutionary spirit, individualism and socialism.
According to his teachings, his artistic feeling, the love between human beings,
which must necessarily be a part of this spirit, is not a vague, generalized blurred
love for humanity. Rather, just like the kind of love that is at the foundation of
families, it must be animated by the spirit of exclusivity. It is designed to connect
certain human beings, men with men, women with women and, of course, also
men with women, thereby creating new social groups. This is the context of the
comradeship to which Whitman’s most beautiful and most intimate poems are
devoted, with all his dreams of new human beings and a new people. Faddish
pseudo-sciences are vainly attempting to detect something perverse, pathological
or even degenerated in these feelings of comradeship. We must learn anew that
strong men and strong ages are sentimental, and that weak ages and generations
are shying away from dedicating their feelings wholeheartedly and fervently to a
beloved wife or an intimately loved male friend or a region or the cosmos. Whit-
man had this cosmic love and this emotional exuberance. He believes his new
people can only emerge out of the chaos and the abyss of intimacy. Although he is
not interested in parallels and does not even reflect them, there are obvious remi-
niscences of the intellectual and spiritual world of that artistic people, the Old
Greeks, as well as to their social institutions and customs. Whitman’s feeling and
perception had a special orientation; to conclude from this a special disposition of
his nature should be left to the pathological representatives of psychopathology.

It is characteristic of every creative mind that all feelings and shapes contain
eros. If Whitman, like Goethe’s Faust, had undertaken to translate the Gospel Ac-
cording to John, his first sentence would probably have been: “In the beginning
was the feeling.” He stresses the feeling (and with it, poetry, as the beginning of all
life and all human community) very consciously because he knows, from which
direction Americans are threatened: “What American humanity is most in danger
of,” he says, “is an overwhelming prosperity, ‘business’ worldliness, materialism:
what is most lacking . . . is a fervid and glowing Nationality and patriotism, co-
hering all parts into one. Who may fend that danger and fill that lack in the future,
but a class of loftiest poets?” Only a great people, he believes, can have great poets;
but first it must be poetry that shapes a great people, lending it “artistic character,
spirituality, dignity.”

The poet projected by Walt Whitman’s conception of his self and his task is a
priest, a prophet, a creator. It is certain that he has exerted and continues to exert
an extraordinary power over his people and the intellectual ability of his people —
and on those individuals who, among foreign peoples, belong to “his” people as
well. How this story continues, whether his most audacious prophecy will become
reality in the way fantasy and desires can be realized by helping to establish a real-
ity which will not exactly look like the original projections, nobody can tell today.
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But it is certain that he is America’s greatest poet and an intimately strong lyricist
for us all, and that he has given our poetry a new form and an enormously large
new subject matter — all realities of the physical and intellectual world.

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

Out of this spirit, he has called his first book of poetry Leaves of Grass (1855) and
into this book, his book, representing his person, he has projected his whole po-
etic oeuvre in ever new editions over thirty years. . ..

At the age of thirty, Whitman acquired his creative power; what he wrote ear-
lier hardly bears comparison to the work which then appeared. He was someone
who matured slowly and who was overcome with vehemence suddenly [by the
creative impulse]. The 1855 preface accompanying his book combines the matu-
rity of a man who occupies his place as though he had taken root, with the ecstasy
of the beginner. “The most affluent man is he that confronts all the shows he sees
by equivalents out of the stronger wealth of himself.” This is his first discovery.
The influences from Fichte and Hegel did not come until later while, as Bertz
demonstrates correctly in an otherwise intolerable book, Emerson made himself
felt already at an early time: man, in his self, in his intellectuality and spirituality,
contains the whole world, the world is merely an infinite wealth of microcosms, a
plurality and countless “identities,” of self-conscious crossing points of the cur-
rents of the world. What he brings to Americans as religion of the feeling of spiri-
tuality and universality is a new form of the eternal teachings of the philosophers
and mystics from India to the Christian mystics up to the magicians of the renais-
sance and on to Berkeley and Fichte into our days: the so-called monism of
our time, on the other hand, has only a weak semblance to this realization. Whit-
man’s teachings are most closely related to the magical pantheism which came
from Nicholas of Cusa to such renaissance minds as Paracelsus, Agrippa von
Nettesheim and similar spirits, a pantheism which knows no self-denial but ad-
dresses the fullness of life. The superstition pervading much of their writings
should not disturb our comparison: it was their natural “science,” then just cre-
ated, just as Whitman revels in our natural “science” and technology. Indeed, even
in the form of these magicians of the renaissance, there are relationships with
Whitman (who had hardly known them). Agrippa von Nettesheim added a pow-
erful motto to his book Of the Vanity of Sciences, which is completely Whit-
manesque in both spirit and form. I will quote it here:

Among Gods, nobody remains untousled by Momus.

Among Heroes, Hercules hunts after every monster.

Among Demons, the King of the Nether World, Pluto, rages against all
shadows.

Among Philosophers, Democritus laughs about everything.

But Heraclitus cries over everything.

Pyrrho knows nothing about nothing.
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And it seems to Aristotle that he knows everything.

Diogenes scorns everything.

Of all this, nothing lacks in Agrippa. (Whitman’s Myself, 1.)

Scorns, knows, knows not, cries, laughs, rages, hunts, tousles everything.
Himself Philosopher, Demon, Hero, God and the whole world.

But Whitman is also extremely close to the ancient poetry of India. By no
means all Indian poets tied the idea that the Self is identical with the world to pes-
simism or escapism. In America, it was said right away that Whitman’s poems were
a conglomerate from the Bhagavad-Gita and the New York Herald. This was very
funny but also very wrong because the Bhagavad-Gita already completely contains
what is referred to as the New York Herald, i.e., the catalogue-like enumeration of
the concrete facts of the whole world. The items, enumerated by the Indian poem
in order to express the image of infinite variety, were just as modern as the world
of technology, of nature, and of culture, Whitman included in his poems.

When reading his poetry, nothing is as obvious as the feeling of immediacy, the
complete and total absence of literary reminiscences or any sort of alexandrian-
ism. Although Whitman read much, he was not an eclectic reader, he only ab-
sorbed what was already previously in him. Therefore the parting words to the
reader in his Leaves of Grass are so very true:

Camerado, this is no book,
Who touches this touches a man. . ..

Just as any true artist, Whitman is fully conscious of his creativity, and of the best
things that can be said about him in aesthetic-critical terms he informs us himself.
The most characteristic quality of his poetry is its “suggestiveness,” through which
he has ever new shapes surge back and forth for us, not for the ear but for the eye,
like the director of an orchestra. Thereby he gives an “atmosphere of the theme or
thought” in which our own imagination can take off. He is a poet of great sensu-
ality and concreteness; he seems to have thought only with his senses and even his
abstractions, completely immersed in his inner self, preserve this concrete charac-
ter. Even when he wants to say the inexpressible, and when he wants to say, even
stammer, that it cannot be expressed, he cries out at the beginning of a poem as
though coming from deepest consciousness:

There is that in me—1I do not know what it is—but [ know itisin me...
and thereby immediately creates for us the atmosphere of a physical experience. . . .

Since his poetic feeling, his rhythmic transfiguration and his perception are al-
ways together, there is nothing in the world which Whitman does not transform
into poetry. Therefore he is never forced to refer to the traditional models of liter-
ary allegories; rather, new and unusual matter is transformed into images in a truly
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Homeric wealth. But is this cohabitation of perception and feeling, of the mind
with all objects of the world not identical with what he wants to bring out in hu-
man beings — Love? Because whoever walks without love, if only for a hundred
meters, walks in a shroud in one’s own burial.

Whitman’s form is a highly rhythmical structure. It is just as little improvised
passionate rhetoric as an impressionist picture, producing the impression of mo-
mentariness, is dashed off with a few strokes of the brush. It only recognizes the
law of tempo but is not bound by any other poetic traditions. The chaotic, the
projection of masses, not presented with objective restraint but, in all concrete-
ness, always a felt experience, an effusion of subjectivity, has led to this form. Its
effect is like a gigantic, sweeping verbal segment broken out of experience, more
than a small, isolated human self. Rather, it seems to have taken everything that
can be found externally out of its own universality.

One day, in the time when he cared for the wounded of the war, Whitman
wrote in his diary: “It is curious: when I am present at the most appalling scenes,
deaths, operations, sickening wounds (perhaps full of maggots), I keep cool and
do not give out or budge, although my sympathies are very much excited; but of-
ten, hours afterward, perhaps when I am home, or out walking alone, I feel sick,
and actually tremble, when I recall the case again before me.” He has just jotted
this down in order to record a fact; he thought of nothing that can turn this fact
into a symbol. Yet, this passage reveals his whole character and the whole and spe-
cial greatness of his poetic calling. It is indicative of his imagination, sometimes
raised to the level of the visionary, that his experiences, once they are past, return
with increased force, that his recollections assail him with the full force of an ac-
tual experience. This proves his qualities as a poet as much as his behavior in the
midst of action shows his steadfast objectivity, his natural bravery, and his self-
possessed love of humanity.

Originally published in the German daily Vossische Zeitung, no. 143 (1907), and repub-
lished several times. Also appeared as the introduction to Landauer’s translation of
Whitman published posthumously in 1921. Modern republication in Gustav Landauer,
Der werdende Mensch: Aufsdtze zur Literatur, ed. Gerhard Hendel (Leipzig and Weimar:
Kiepenheuer, 1980), 85—97. Translated by Walter Griinzweig.
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6. HERMANN BAHR

“Walt Whitman”

On his father’s side, Whitman descends from the English Quakers, on his
mother’s side from Holland. The sect of the Quakers does not accept any church,
not even the Holy Bible. To them, truth can nowhere be found but at the bottom
of one’s own soul, the “inner light” must shine, therefore they like to call them-
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selves “children of light.” George Fox, their founder, had come to America in 1672
and when a child, Walt found that the memories of this very pious man were still
alive everywhere among the people. In this atmosphere he grew up, himself a
“child of the light.”

The Whitmans were farmers or working men. Walt’s father is reported to have
been an immensely tall man, of the quiet kind, turned inward and peaceful, but if
he ever became irritated and disturbed, he was seized with a savage, unrestrained
rage. His son seems to have inherited this tendency; in his other ways, however,
Walt seems to have followed more his mother, a simple woman who had difficul-
ties with reading and writing but who had a wonderful, almost magical power
over people.

In the course of growing up, little Walt was a kid hanging around in the streets,
a pupil, a writer, a messenger boy with a physician, a printer’s devil, later assistant
teacher, immediately afterwards editor of a country journal and at the same time
its distributor, then again a carpenter like his father, for a while also foreman at
construction sites, worked at working men’s housing; in between all these jobs,
however, he liked to celebrate, loafing, roaming about on the sea shore, in the
thicket of the forest or also in the much more profound solitude of the large cities.
Love for work and yearning for adventures, calm reason and strong desire, conti-
nuity and mobility, diligence and laziness, passion and a certain heaviness mixed
strangely in the youth who for a long time did not know himself. Possibly, a faintly
admonishing presentiment of his higher mission kept him from simply becoming
a busy popular orator and a successful journalist. We hear that he was an avid
reader who voraciously and indiscriminately devoured everything he found in the
New York libraries and also an eloquent visitor of public assemblies, a figure well-
known about the city, also through his friendship with the omnibus drivers to
whom he liked to recite from Homer or Julius Caesar high up on the coach with
his powerful voice drowning out even the roaring street noise. He remained very
young beyond the years of his youth and even as a man kept something of the
manners of a child, although he was at the same time deliberate, calm, even dis-
played an external and internal sluggishness. He was a slow human being, stolid,
almost plump, and everything about him was so heavy that he has been compared
with an elephant. Although his sensuality was great, his purity was so as well, al-
ways joyful, never lecherous; he liked to drink but never got drunk and even with-
out drinking always seemed slightly inebriated. Friendship with men was a neces-
sity for him, he did not avoid women but there was a feeling that for him, women
were not much different from men.

He never planned to become a poet. Actually, there is only one single poem he
ever wrote: the Leaves of Grass are always one and the same poem of which parts
always remained on his tongue so that he felt urged to keep writing it anew. Until
the end, he was not finished writing it. It was published for the first time in 1855,
typeset by himself.

In 1862, his brother was wounded. Walt came to the field hospital and took part
in the war as nurse or actually more as comforter and, he once said himself, as
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“missionary” in his own way. Because it turned out that he had a miraculous
power to help and heal through his mere presence. When the large slow man in
his gray coat with the loose, soft shirt-collar which showed his broad chest, wear-
ing his fresh shiny clothes, quietly came to the bed of a patient, his mere look, the
pressure of his strong hand, the miracle of his closeness was medication. He did
not even say much, at best brought some flowers and just sat there, was just there,
that soothed the pain and was comforting enough. At that time, Walt discovered
his true profession: to be a comrade, a comrade to humanity. The Leaves of Grass
are really just a written document of this idea.

After the war he worked as a clerk in the Department of the Interior in Wash-
ington. An outbreak of moral indignation of the type occasionally instigated
everywhere against lonely individuals of the quiet type drove him out of this job.
Friends procured another job for him; eventually, he was completely freed from
having to work in order to earn his bread. Since then he has been living by himself
and, especially after his stroke in 1873, he has become an almost mythical figure.
The sunset of his life already mixed with the dawn of his world fame. He was
much admired and loved even though most people did not know why. Also today,
one-hundred years after his birth, twenty-seven years after his death, people really
still do not know. In this way, as well, he is like Goethe: he has become very fa-
mous but essentially remained unknown.

Something in him attracted people powerfully and remained unforgettable,
but they could not explain it. And he himself seems to have felt no different. Day
by day he inquired about himself in a surprised manner, without ever being com-
pletely satisfied with the answer. The Leaves are a diary of these questions and an-
swers. Here, somebody started to wonder about the phenomenon of his own per-
sonality and now he spends his life in order to look at the phenomenon from all
sides in order to finally get some access to the problem. Therefore he can say of
the Leaves with justification: “Camerado, this is no book! Whoever touches this,
touches a human being!” Maybe there is no other book that remained so com-
pletely human, where no part of the human being was changed in order to be
turned into a book, where this human being had cast nothing at all off his own
self, not even adjusted his person a little for it. It is artless, actually it only provides
the material for a work of art, this is the impression one gets time and again. No
book but a live human being, this one human being, but all of this human being,
and naked! And whoever reads it can sometimes not help thinking that they com-
mit an indiscretion. The result, finally, is that this book, which is not a book but
the touch of a human being, remains just as mysteriously inexplicable and closed
as this magnetic human being, Walt Whitman, remained towards his environ-
ment during his entire life.

The Leaves were immediately felt to be something unique and without prece-
dence. People were shocked over their “lack of form.” For readers, form means to
be reminded of something that they read once before; in this case readers were not
reminded of anything that they had ever seen before. Obviously it was not a poem
but rather a local news story with visions. There was a feeling of reading a news-
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paper whose editor was a psalmist. (It took a long time until people remembered
that Homer, too, is at times a local editor and that the Edda contains passages that
could be from the New York Herald.) Moreover, there was the problem that the
Leaves really always start at the beginning and stop nowhere. It really seemed to be
formlessness turned into a constructive principle, indeed the formlessness per-
sonified in his own person. And the attraction lay in the fact that the reader could
in a way listen to the preparations of the poetic process although the final product
was always lacking: the poem, existing on its own and by itself, apart from the
poet, assuming a shape of its own. What remained inexplicable was how such a
shapeless work could exert such power: whoever has heard only a few lines from
Whitman is able to recognize his poetry after hearing just one verse; his voice has
an unforgettable sound. And while he is called formless for good reason, there is
just as much justification to say that possibly no poet since Shakespeare has so
much real form, that every sentence, indeed every word of his poem is completely
penetrated by him, that he has created his own highly personal language (often-
times from the most common material). But form in this case is no cover, no
ready-made case in which everybody could put their completed thoughts or im-
pressions. Rather, it produces itself, it grows out of his interior, together with the
idea, at the same time as the feeling, its form is skin. And he could not have
changed this form, as little as the color of his eyes. Often enough, one notices his
own surprise over it. Basically, the Leaves are nothing but the increasing astonish-
ment of a person over himself, who daily discovers yet another new surprise, who
every day rises like the sun and then spends the whole day rejoicing over sunrise.
He always starts out with an immense ego. “One’s Self I sing, a simple separate
person,” announces the first verse of the Leaves. He calls himself a “Chanter of
personality,” he is driven to communicating his own splendor. At first he is all
physical: “I find no sweeter fat than sticks to my own bones.” “I exist as I am, that
is enough, If no other in the world be aware I sit content.” Prophecy of the self,
glorification of the self, gratification of the self! And he can easily rest with a feel-
ing of satisfaction because inside himself he is sitting in the center of the world:
“To me the converging objects of the universe perpetually flow.” All rays of the
cosmos flow towards him, flow onto him, flow into him, until he, overflown,
overflowing himself, calls out: “Walt Whitman, a kosmos!” And he immediately
returns like for like: he himself radiates his own self back into the world. In this
way he becomes conscious that if he wants to unfold his self, he needs something
outside himself, a contrast, a non-self, from which he can differentiate himself, to-
wards which he can present himself: this makes him creative. In order to be spe-
cial, “a single separate person,” there must be another who is different; the more
others there are and the more different they are, the better his own pure self can
emerge in comparison with them, can emerge through them: His urge to present
himself to the world makes him recognize the rest of the world. Whitman, the cos-
mos, needs a second cosmos outside him in order to demonstrate his own, his
love comes from his egotism! The miracle he feels in himself he now feels in all
creatures, the glorification of his self becomes a glorification of the world. This is
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not a glorification of the “whole” in a monistic haze but the glorification of each
individual creature, however powerful or inconspicuous it may be, grass leaf or
course of the stars, far or close, friend or enemy, good or bad —all these notions
shrink before his loud affirmation of the whole world, not just of the sum total of
it, no, also of each of its countless individuations! “I will not have a single person
slighted or left away . . . pleas’d with the native and pleas’d with the foreign,
pleas’d with the new and old. . . . The insignificant is as big to me as any. . . . In all
péople I see my self, none more and not one a barley-corn less, and the good or
bad I say of myself I say of them.” But when his affirmation does not differentiate,
when it recognizes even evil, when he says that to his meal, the prostitute, the free-
loader and the thief are also invited, when he also calls to himself the losers, those
unfit for life (“Vivat to those who have failed!”), when he actually calls himself
“the poet of wickedness,” this is not a desire for evil, Baudelaire’s satanism. In the
end, it is not a moral but an epistemological category: Even satan is included in
God’s creation. “All Is Truth” he calls a poem which concludes with the assertion
“that all is truth without exception; and henceforth I will go celebrate any thing I
see or am, and sing and laugh and deny nothing.” Everything is true, “in its place.”
Because everything that is in a place enables something else to stand in another
place, each thing balances another thing and this balance of weight and counter-
weight balances the world: everything is true, because it is merely a reply, creation
is continuous answering of everybody to everybody, the choir pauses, indeed wa-
vers, if just one voice in it comes in too late! But this is no great discovery for him,
none at all, because every appearance discovers it, everybody knows it just as
everybody always knows what is true: “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.”

To display his ego not merely for the sake of himself but also for every other
creature, not merely to “tolerate” the other in others but to enjoy the other in oth-
ers out of self-interest. Even more: to demand the otherness of the others because
one requires it for oneself, because one becomes what one is oneself only because
the others are different, because one only reaches one’s own fulfillment through
others. Since the beginning of humanity, everybody has in some way experienced
this, although it always remains unconscious to most, and all thinkers, all poets,
have somehow felt it, from the oldest times until our present time, where Beer-
Hofmann has his Jadkob say to his feindliche brother: “God needs me in this way —
and in a different way you! Only because you are Edom — I may be Jadkob!” But
this central human experience, repeating itself over the times from people to
people, now receives Whitman’s very personal accent, first of all, because he expe-
riences everything through his senses; then also, because he is not satisfied to par-
take in the other intellectually because he wants more, he wants to experience the
other in his own person because his need for transforming his self is indigenous to
his personality. Walt’s perception always starts as a sensual experience, he thinks
with his eyes and ears, he is one of the sensual supra-sensuous suitors who philoso-
phize with the phallus, his caritas is preceded by eros and when he uses the strange
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phrase “amorous love,” he betrays his ultimate secret: his love for the world is
based on his love for all creatures, a sensual love; therefore he was mistaken by all
those whose love remains in the area of the sensual; his sensuality always turned
into immediate spirituality. And just as his senses immediately turn into the spir-
itual, every spirit immediately turns sensual: he becomes whatever he thinks of,
and every activity of his soul is immediately joined by his body, he is a born actor.
When he sees somebody suffer, he does not only suffer with that person but he be-
comes, suffering along with that person, himself that person; with the suffering he
assumes the person of the sufferer. “I am the man, I suffer’d, [ was there ... 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” (“Song of Myself,”
33). In the end, it is nothing but the typical experience of the actor, brought down
to an elementary level, back to the primitive condition of the Dionysian principle,
yet intensified to a cosmic state, flooding into all creation and flooding himself
with everything that is created, transforming everything, in the end shaping even
what is unshaped, voracious for masks until reaching the whole naked truth.

In a love first grasped by his senses, then immediately alarming the soul with
all her forces, but never completely denying the sensual beginning, in this love he
recognizes “the base and finalé too for all metaphysics”: he looks back to all the
Sages, to all the Saints of the past and the original source of all their wisdom and
all their saintliness is to him “the dear love of man for his comrade, the attraction
of friend to friend.” Through love, he experiences that everything, everything is as
inexhaustible a miracle as he himself: the comrade, the other, every other, every
human being, and not just human beings, but every creature, animal, plant, rock,
air, sea, star. And he finds that he contains every creature, the possibility of every
creature, in himself. In his poems we can eavesdrop on this experience step by
step: first it is purely sensual, he sees everything, hears everything, absorbs every-
thing through his senses, but by partaking in creation with his senses, by feeling
with all creation, he transforms himself into all creation, he transforms himself
into the other. In such diastoles (to use Goethe’s diction) he is no longer himself,
nothing is left of him, he is the other, he is everything other (the long catalogues
of everything he then becomes are almost comical!), he is no longer “contain’d
between my hat and boots,” he reaches beyond himself into the cosmos, gives
himself up to everything, enters everything, lives with everything and thereby
brings back the certainty that in this wealth of appearances there are no two ap-
pearances that are the same, but that each is good, each is equally good! Not just
out of compassion then, but also out of shared joy, knowing that he himself is a
“cosmos,” but not just he, but every leaf of grass as well, and that each such cos-
mos, each such leaf of grass, needs the singularity and uniqueness of the others in
order to be able to completely feel the miracle of its own singularity. And this his
very own experience —that he can identify with everything, transform himself
into everything thereby containing the whole of humanity, and also the sun, the
moon and the stars, just as they, on the other hand, contain him — this he consid-
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ers to be something characteristically American, and characteristic for America’s
mission: to be ahead of the others in that, and, through his example, to lead all
others there as well. “All truths wait in all things,” everywhere the same truth
awaits you, God is looking at you from everything! But this has nothing to do with
pantheism; not with the pantheism of the meadows and the woods of our monis-
tic Gymnasium teachers, and also not with any deification of the self in which the
self as well as God finally become extinct. Here, out of the exuberant feelings of
one’s own individuation, the sum total of all possible other individuations are
affirmed as well, indeed demanded. As Friedlaender would express it, there is a
counterweight for every weight, and exactly out of the “oppositional character of
the world” an Other, “contrasting,” World emerges; the creator can no longer be
rejected. And it has also nothing to do with Buddhism because the Buddhists of all
types finally reach the extinction of God with the extinction of the self. Walt does
not want to overcome the created world as appearance but he wants to recognize
the living truth in every appearance: the eye of God, in order to return from this
sight confidently into himself, to his work in earthly life. “The thoughtful merge
of myself, and the outlet again” he calls it once and the secret of mystical vision
could not be expressed more simply: “merge” means getting rid of the self, over-
coming the difference, immersing oneself, in Friedlaender’s diction, “the absolute
zero on the scale of the differentiation of the world.” “Outlet again” is the systolic
after the diastolic, inspiration after exhalation, the return to the self, to action,
into the world, into the transformation, into the difference, to the split between
Yes and No, the balance of which alone is meaning and instinct, suffering and de-
sire, earnestness and play of all life. And in this return, in this return from the
depth to the surface, for which those emerging feel a completely new tender-
ness never known before, there is something of the great human beings of the
Baroque, Bernini for example, when he, every morning, went from the Holiest of
the Sacraments to his workshop, returned to the lovely iridescence of the earthly
dream which can only be really dreamed by those who have been beyond, by the
awakened.

Whitman’s relationship to his time, to his people, to his country, is just as his
relationship to himself. “The Modern Man I sing!” he immediately announces in
his first poem, full of pride in his time, but from his time reaching out to all times,
the past as well as the present with the same loving reverence. “I will not sing with
reference to a day, but with reference to all days.” Because just as his own self
needs the contrast in the form of the other for the development of its variety, each
period receives its specific character out of the character of all other periods. And
when he loves his people, his country more than everything, it is just this love that
then teaches him to love every other people and country with its special character.
Indeed, he will desire this foreign character, because all of these characteristics
only emerge together and they can only continue to exist together. He is a nation-
alist, but especially out of this nationalism he needs for his nation the counter-
weight of the other nations, whose otherness alone can reveal the meaning of his
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own. And in this way he becomes a cosmopolitan out of nationalism, a cos-
mopolitanism not of the washed-out and blurring kind but one that recognizes an
identical validity for all special characteristics and their necessity for each other.
“Salut au Monde!” is the title of his most powerful poem, indeed, a kiss to the
whole world, with a Beethoven-like instrumentation. “Within me latitude widens,
longitude lengthens,” in him are zones, seas, waterfalls, forests, volcanos, masses,
he hears the pulsation of the cosmos, he searches the globe with his looks, he
greets all inhabitants of the earth, whoever they may be, he calls them all, one af-
ter the other, from the daughter or the son of England to the Czechs, the Hungar-
ian, the Styrian farmer, the workman from the Rhine, the wandering Jew, the pil-
grim to Mecca, Chinese, Japanese up to the farthest islands, to the wooly-haired
hordes, to the scorned brute-like human being and to all, all he calls:

Health to you! good will to you all, from me and America sent!

Each of us inevitable,

Each of us limitless — each of us with his or her right upon the earth,
Each of us allow’d the eternal purports of the earth,

Each of us as divinely as any is here.

And no people, however far back in the development of humanity, should be ex-
cluded, because for each the hour will come eventually! “I do not prefer others so
very much before you either, / I do not say one word against you, away back there
where you stand, / (You will come forward in due time to my side.) . . . / My spirit
has pass’d in compassion and determination around the whole earth, / I have
look’d for equals and lovers and found them ready for me in all lands, / I think
some divine rapport has equalized me with them. . . . Salut au monde! / What
cities the light and warmth penetrates I penetrate those cities myself, / All islands
to which birds wing their way I wing my way myself. / Toward you all, in Amer-
ica’s name, / I raise high the perpendicular hand, I make the signal, / To remain af-
ter me in sight forever, For all the haunts and the homes of men.”

This is the democracy in which he feels America’s mission, out of which he
hopes for “the continent indissoluble,” “the most splendid race the sun ever shone
upon,” the “divine magnetic lands,” from which he watches blossoming “insepa-
rable cities with their arms about each other’s necks,” the democracy which he
calls “ma femme!” with a half sensual, half childlike tenderness. Democracy to
him is nothing other than the application of love, the “life-long manly love of
comrades.” It has nothing to do with external forms and institutions. “I hear it
was charged against me that I sought to destroy institutions, But really I am nei-
ther for nor against institutions. . . . Only I will establish . . . the institution of the
dear love of comrades.” His democracy does not consist of laws, it comes out of
the heart. This democracy requires a type of human being that is not very com-
mon as yet, mindful of each creature, indeed sharing in each creature, intensified
up to a transformation of the self, not a moral law, not an “ideal demand,” but an
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immediate experience, starting from the senses, permeating the whole human be-
ing with spirit and soul! His democracy passes on an age-old word of humanity
which has never completely faded away but which has also never been completely
revealed in actuality:

I speak the pass-word primeval, I give the sign of democracy.
His democracy is really an erotocracy.

Die neue Rundschau 30 (1919): 555—564. Translated by Walter Griinzweig. Die neue
Rundschau was, and still is, one of Germany’s most important literary and cultural

magazines.
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7. THOMAS MANN

Letter to Hans Reisiger

I am delighted to have your Whitman book and cannot thank you enough for
this great, important, indeed holy gift; for that matter, the German public, it
seems to me, can not be grateful enough either. Since I have received the two vol-
umes, [ have opened them again and again, reading here and there. I have read the
biographical introduction from end to end and consider it a little masterpiece of
love. It is really a great achievement on your part that after years of devotion and
enthusiasm you have brought close to us this powerful spirit, this exuberant, pro-
found new personification of humanity. We Germans who are old and immature
at one and the same time can benefit from contact with this personality, symbol of
the future of humanity, if we are willing to accept him. To me personally, who has
been striving for so many years, in my own laborious way, after the idea of hu-
manity, convinced that no task is more urgent for Germany than to give a new
meaning to this idea—which has become a mere empty shell, a mere school
phrase —to me this work of yours is a real gift from God, for I see what Walt
Whitman calls “Democracy” is essentially nothing else than what we, in a more
old-fashioned way, call “Humanity.” I see, too, that to awaken the feelings of the
new humanity has not been accomplished by Goethe alone, but that a dose of
Whitman is needed; and this all the more so because these two have a good deal in
common, these two ancestors of ours, especially as regards sensuality, “Calamus,”
and sympathy with the organic. . . . In short, your deed — this word is not too big
nor too strong — can be of immeasurable influence. . . .

Frankfurter Zeitung, April 16, 1922. Translated by Horst Frenz. Mann sent this letter to
Reisiger in thanks for a copy of Reisiger’s translation of Whitman.
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8. HANS REISIGER

“The Heartbeat of True Democracy”

Walt Whitman was one of those particularly gifted human beings who from
childhood into old age remained secure in the strength and warmth of a maternal
world. In the midst of all the visions and passions of a world free and multiform,
seizing his lonely breast, there remained with him, at all times, the invisible smile
of a child belonging to the essence out of which it had been born. Again and again
he would have only had to recall this essence in order to return to it like a little
child, in spite of the wrinkles on his forehead and the grey hair and beard. The
genuine ardor of his spirited prophesy as to a race beautiful, proud, “athletic” and
“electric” — a race chaste, tender, compassionate and “fluctuating along with na-
ture” —in itself originates in the maternal womb out of which he had been de-
livered into this life: “well-born and brought up by a perfect mother.” Mothers
give birth to men; thus, it is the prime task of a new race to bring forth mothers of
spiritual and physical perfection. The maternal womb serves as the threshold to
which innumerable germs throng for new sowings. Forever and ever, birth, fol-
lowing after birth and re-birth, labors to achieve new essence out of the maternal
spheres.

In the eyes of a mother, small things may grow important, and the large and
world-wide things may become simple and as natural as a glance or a kiss. Part of
this strength— strength with the help of which Whitman comprehends every-
thing, small as well as large, in this world uniting and equalizing all with the aid of
love— perhaps arises from the fortunate equipoise of all facets — thoughts and
acts— of his nature in the presence of maternal love. And his rejection of all cow-
ardice and shame in the souls of men was determined quiescently, for throughout
his life, he had never felt a need to feel remorseful, timid and pale about his own
emotions, reactions which are detrimental to continued growth. For in the pres-
ence of his mother’s understanding and ennobling glance, everything had always
been open and clearly perceptible. Although but very few of his psalm-like stanzas
are addressed to his mother personally, his entire work is permeated by the con-
cept of pure and noble motherhood to an extent which would justify its clas-
sification as one continuous invocation to the one “that is giving birth,” to the
“harmonious image of the earth, to the fulfillment beyond which philosophy
never reaches nor intends to reach, to the very mother of men.”

It is inherent in Walt Whitman’s nature that the pale, magic translucence of
childhood, the radiance of the first blissful awareness of existence, never faded al-
together in him. Never, in his soul, did those portals close which take most people
by surprise when one fine morning they fall shut with the jarring sound of daily
routine, locking out the domain of childhood and making prisoners of them in a
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disenchanted world in which things shrivel under the influence of the inexorable
power of habit and in which the soul rushes or creeps, dumbfounded, from mo-
ment to moment. In the midst of existence, which should make us tremble with
genuine wonderment as the hours pass, this sacred power struggles forth from the
abused souls only with difficulty. They will no longer be able to recapture that pri-
mal splendor in which, once upon a time, appeared to them flower and bird, wind
and calmness, closeness and distance, the living cosmos surrounding them and
their Ego. The power of wonderment, apex of the human soul and source of all re-
ligious activity and creation, grew unimpaired and unrestrained out of the nature
of Walt Whitman’s childhood into the nature of his mature age: that wonderment
of the heart which denotes repose and trust in the incomprehensible as the power
to which one is eternally bound.

Thus, from all sides of Walt Whitman’s poetry, unrefracted rays shoot forth,
back to the dim beginnings of his youth — the inexplicable tears of a child, shed in
experiencing the lonely impact of the night and of the dark and boundless ocean,
in listening to the half-understood lamentations of the thrush singing of love and
death, sparkle like dewdrops on the songs of this man.

Profound, rich and passionate, such is the imagination of every child; and if,
later in his life, it is not quenched by the consuming sterility of daily routine, it
will continue to pulsate in the blood until death overcomes it. It is idle to ask the
conventional question, “If even then?” or the like. If I feel able to talk eloquently
about the days of my childhood, I myself have retained the child while becoming
a man, one continuous, incarnate soul.

One could hardly express more convincingly and more plainly the continuous
unity of the wondrous awe pervading all life than do the last lines of this song
[“There Was a Child Went Forth”]. Man’s vision extends beyond that of child-
hood, comprehends the whole earth and all the spheres in which different suns
and plants revolve, and embraces infinity whose secret pervades and transports
the visible. Yet the soul behind this power of vision remains unchanged, and the
commonest things, the things within our closest reach, do not lose their magic but
become ever more deeply immersed in the miracle of existence. The same myste-
rious breath which lingers over the brownish cloud banks in the clear blue sky en-
wraps the dead who appear to the poet in his reveries of pulsating life. It is the
same breath of God which enfolds the burning bodies of man and wife uniting in
the ecstacy of procreation.

Many kindred traits began to vibrate in him [Whitman] as so many uncon-
scious, magnetic currents, traits that in his maturity and old age manifested them-
selves as essentials of his own nature. Later in his life, he enjoyed emphasizing the
Quaker element in himself. The “inner light,” spiritual intuition, became for him
the guiding star in thought and action. Self-respect, and arising from it, respect
for his fellow-creatures, constituted the foundation of life, the very air which he
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breathed. The fact that this elevation and the visionary solitude did not lead him
to isolation, but to a warm-hearted, effluent community spirit, to that comradery
glowing with spiritualized Eros and to the idea of true democracy — democracy as
a free society of self-reliant and self-controlled individuals, of the “divine average”
(a leitmotif throughout his poetry) — gives evidence of his affinity to the ancient
doctrine of Quakerism, i.e., the doctrine of spiritual union and brotherhood of all
those who have entered into the consciousness of God.

Even in his personal character and behavior appeared the racial communion
with old “friends,” for every ethos bears the features of its own race. His honesty
and simplicity, his composure and discretion, his friendliness toward everybody,
his indifference to established rules of social behavior —all those were true char-
acteristics of Quakerism. After having poured the volcanic fire of his mature age
into powerful songs, his genius became more and more dominated by a milder
spirit. It should be pointed out here that we would commit a grave error in as-
suming that Whitman, even during the time of his most passionate and daring
productivity, was anything like a man of violence. The most profound element of
his unrestraint is calmness; yet he was able to express even the most ruthless
things because in his language and voice forever vibrates the timbre of mystic ten-
derness denoting the soul’s communion with itself. Every strong creed originates
in the domain of silence and awe. Emerson’s famous words which he sent to Car-
lyle together with a copy of the second edition of Leaves of Grass (1856): “One
book. .. a nondescript monster which yet had terrible eyes and buffalo strength,”
point out only one element in the writing most congenial to Emerson’s concern
with what is fit for “good” society. Actually, even the most sweeping lines of those
songs are full of that fervor that has helped to tear them loose from the quiescence
of a profound, tender, chaste and pious nature; in between them, again and again,
a strange, leisurely smile breaks forth, the shadow of a gesture signifying the
words: Why do we si)eak at all? What are words? Do we not hear the transcendent
language of the Unspeakable pervading them?

Whitman himself, at the end of his “Song of Myself,” speaks of his “barbaric
yawp” sounding over the roofs of the world, and uses this poetic picture as the
finale of this powerful rhapsody. At the very climax of his perception of life and
death, he falls short of breath; he stands, his voice faltering, at the edge of the sun-
set in which the physical and the spiritual, the finite and the infinite seem to dis-
solve in the flaky and fiery shreds of cloud. Then, in the very depth of his soul a cry
rings out, lonely, sad, and yet rapturous, similar to that of the nocturnal cry of a
falcon. (It reminds me of the last line of Gottfried Keller’s wonderful poem: “Far
off, wild and sad the falcons’ voices sounded.”) Whitman’s relentlessness is not
forced, superimposed or abrupt; it is the natural progression in the process of
naming and interpreting all objects and all feelings. In particular his songs de-
voted to the love of both sexes and the glorification of sex— so widely and so of-
ten attacked — are radiant with loneliness, calmness and purity. By speaking out,
by realizing them through the medium of a virile and chaste voice all those feel-
ings are purified, sanctified and uplifted into the sphere of existence in which
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everything is natural. A fragrance is about them as fresh as that issuing forth from
his mother’s clothes when he touched them as a boy.

All his actions were marked by a certain lassitude, the composure that comes
to those whose best qualities mature not through activity but by absorbing tran-
quility. Whatever attracted him and tempted him to linger, he enjoyed with the
quiet repose of the growing vegetative life. The myriad tongues of metropolitan
life murmured in his soul like the rush of reeds or the roaring of the sea of our
soul, a choir perpetually one with all existence. In his “Democratic Vistas,” he ex-
plicitly took a stand against the separation of “nature” and “city.” His senses are
never dulled or strained to excitement by the hubbub of the streets, but take it in
with the same alacrity as they do sea, air, and woods.

The pulse beat of this ruthlessly expanding twin city [New York—Brooklyn]
was not in the least a slow or peaceful one. Everything there seemed animated
with an apprehension of the future. At that time, New York had a population of
200,000 and was growing from year to year. People of different races kept moving
into this most opportune of harbors, mixing with the stock of the early English
immigrants. The blazing summer sun glared and the icy winter chill blew through
the streets of this city full of contrasts. Broadway swarmed with thousands of ve-
hicles, stagecoaches, buses, carriages, and horsemen, altogether more colorful and
livelier than in our time. All classes of society participated in the activities that
Broadway offered. As yet, the huge grey stone buildings and giant-shaped sky-
scrapers were not there; instead, the brick houses—looking more colorful and
gayer. Even catastrophes, now and then caused by the forces opposed to man’s
habitation, assumed the character of sombre festivities. The fire alarm, with its
tinkling of bells and blowing of bugles, summoned thousands of people to the
burning scene where firemen — clad in red and entangled with the intestines of
fire hoses, ladders, hooks, and ropes— did their work defying death. In Decem-
ber, 1835, within three days, 13 acres of old buildings burnt down completely. In
more than one passage of Whitman’s poetry we are aware of the ringing of the fire
alarm. In the evening, theaters opened up. In the huge bowery, for instance, hold-
ing 3,000 spectators, famous English guest stars played to an audience of rav-
ing, roaring workers and craftsmen enthusiastically applauding. There played the
famous Booth, whom the 15-year-old Whitman had a first chance to see as
Richard III. Whitman for the first time in his life was thrilled by the impact of the
artistic expression, the spoken word, the inspired gesture. In retrospect only are
we able to grasp the intense emotion which was thus stirred up in the boy. We can
imagine how he must have been impressed by the living word, he who, until late
in his life, believed in his vocation as an orator as well as a poet, a great popular
orator who with his powerful voice would lead the American people, would mas-
ter them.

The more there grew in Whitman the feeling of belonging to the race of his
New World and the old frontier spirit, now transformed into the psychic-human
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element, the feeling to discover and conquer with this race on a giant virgin con-
tinent the new country of men; to produce, out of this rich and polymorphous
clay, perfect sons and daughters of this New World —and thus of the whole
earth— the more he felt tempted to acquaint himself with that part of his native
America so different in many ways: the southern states of the Union.

The more Whitman’s capacity to marvel at all things transformed the material
world around him into a symbolic world made translucent with spiritual infin-
ity—in other words, the more profound his love for the world of phenomena
grew because of their miraculous existence, the more essences and objects gained
for him colorful, comprehensible, mobile, pathetic and joyous reality while en-
closed in the eternal, univocal reality of the invisible — the more he was to be im-
pressed with every step further into this world of phenomena, into that part of the
earth revealing to him its treasure of lavish creative splendor, displaying new col-
ors and fragrances, new harmonies, gestures and symbols, intense brightness and
procreative power.

The southern United States presented a picture so radically different from that
of the north, as countries bordering the southern Mediterranean do from the
northern part of Germany, if not more so. Whitman left the still uncouth winter
region to approach a most luxuriant spring.

There is no need to tell with what strange feelings a man, being used to account
for geographic relations and the daily as well as annual rotation of our globe,
would start out on a journey across a part of this earth he does not know. Follow-
ing the Ohio River along the newly settled states of Ohio, Indiana, Kentucky and
Mllinois, still breathing forth and exhaling the fragrance of unexplored backwoods,
he came upon the “Father of Waters,” the Mississippi, seeing the whole life of this
gigantic stream spread out before his eyes. This river, which together with its trib-
utaries supplies half of the arable land of the United States, he held to be the very
artery of the New World around which the innermost life of a splendid future
would pulsate. This great land called forth, at first mysteriously and impellingly, a
similar greatness, spiritual and poetic, something completely new, immediate and
challenging; something to continue, to fulfill all older cultures, or at least some-
thing equally significant.

To say that he hated earning a living, and, in order to keep faith with poverty,
stopped working as a carpenter, seems to apply— as many of his overly enthusi-
astic admirers do— standards of interpretation apt to glorify his case. It is true,
however, that, as the years went by, he came to neglect this profitable craft for the
sake of his higher interests; true also that he gave in, unconcerned with gain or
loss, at all times to leisure and independent life, not always to the liking of his wor-
ried and somewhat embittered father.

This interest consisted in nothing less than the firm decision to give expres-
sion, poetically and spiritually, to the manifold ways and varied thoughts of the
American people with which he had become intimately acquainted during his
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journey—an expression which would do justice to their peculiar and original
strength, so as to constitute what one may call the Bible of a truly modern, demo-
cratic human race. With all his might he directed his powers, during the seven
years prior to the publication of the Leaves of Grass, to this goal.

Each time a wooden structure had been completed, Whitman went on a vaca-
tion which often lasted for weeks. He retired to nature to roam about the island,
to take a sunbath on the beach, to swim, to read and to recite. Here, against na-
ture’s background, he first tried out his songs. In them he sought to recapture a
rhythm corresponding to that of the sea.

Even when working, he carried a book, a magazine or newspaper in his pocket.
Throughout his life he remained an ardent reader of newspapers. They communi-
cated to him the feeling of manifold reality, of actual events; through them he
heard the sombre roaring of the masses and their interaction of which he was so
fond, the “en masse” to which he devoted his life and his poetry. He read the clas-
sical authors, Aeschylus and Sophocles, Plato, Dante, Shakespeare and Ossian,
Don Quixote and the Song of the Nibelungs, and whatever else he could lay his
hands on. From his early youth he loved and knew well A Thousand and One
Nights and Scott’s ballads. He himself has told us that when he was young he was
a book fiend who devoured everything.

The “Consuming Fire” of which he is possessed does not urge him to construct
a philosophical system, but rather to give expression to his very being with a mys-
tic force in which reality, the living dream of being pulsates. Within him lives the
miracle of identity, the miracle of the absolute, the true self in the individual self,
the miracle of the finite and the infinite intertwined; it throbs with the heartbeat
of each second, sees, hears, feels, smells, thinks, rejoices, suffers with him in all his
senses. The words for which he is grasping are mere suggestions for the eternal,
unspoken, forever true words. Each of them he tries to steep in the essence and
wonder of his own existence, in order to invoke, through them and their passion-
ate thronging or through their tender, trembling loneliness in some whispered
phrase, that power which alone enables us to understand what he really means:
the power of a profoundly natural ecstasy — that ecstasy which should make every
one of us hold our breath every day and every hour, whilst we perceive the fabu-
lous wonder of our existence. Thus the indifference accompanying everyday life,
the unconcerned tranquility which we display in our dubious familiarity with to-
day and tomorrow, should be looked upon as the greatest and most extraordinary
phenomenon.

This is the reason readers of Whitman are so frequently reminded of the differ-
ence between what he really is and what his readers imagine him to be. Why is it
that he escapes them continually, with every single word, and yet waits for them,
somewhere, calmly and leisurely? By “waiting for them” is meant precisely that
natural and mystic awareness of the self which exists in the reader as well as in
Whitman himself. To lead his readers to that awareness is the real and innermost
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purpose of his poetry. Therefore it is so difficult to make any statements about
Whitman outside of the sphere which he himself has only now created, a sphere
which makes perceptible his meaning. That is why his words are so transparent,
why they have such exceptional appeal, a singular quality. Hence, too, the intense
power of the word “love,” ringing throughout all his songs. Love is but the feeling
of attachment, of belonging to a living image hovering in the infinite and perme-
ated by it, a feeling which finds its consummation in the tender intensity of com-
radeship. The well-known English critic John A. Symonds once said: “Whitman,
indeed, is extremely baffling to criticism. I have already said in print that ‘speak-
ing about him is like speaking about the universe.” . . . Not merely because he is
large and comprehensive, but because he is intangible, elusive, at first sight self-
contradictory, and in some sense formless, does Whitman resemble the universe
and defy critical analysis.” (Walt Whitman, page 33.) He would like best to have
the reader, the lover, the friend carry his book with him in his coat pocket, to have
it rest on his hip, very close to him; for it is not just a book: “Who touches this
touches a man.” It is not contained in time. The course of centenniums and mil-
lenniums forever rolling along is nothing in the face of the eternal tides of truth.

His penchant toward the organic — seen from a general human point of view —
is not only directed to the receptive female “you” but also to the male, the camer-
ado in “the Garden the World.” With him, too, one walks hand in hand or with
the arm around the shoulder. Only more “ethereal,” “as bodiless,” in a way expe-
riencing one’s own self in the Adamic brother, a creation identical to oneself.
Males exchanging the “token of manhood,” with each other, embodied in the
symbol of the calamus collected in the forest shade next to a pond, a vegetative
phallic symbol (from the family of the araceae which have been considered as
phallic from time immemorial). Different from the female desire to conceive and
her feeling of bliss as a result of conception, the erotic dream stirs in the comrade,
the comprehension of spirituality, of loneliness in spite of community, of the
silent emotion of male thought eternally winding about the mystery of being.

Therefore those of Whitman’s songs inscribed with the sign of Calamus blos-
som in a sphere marked by a most chaste loneliness. They sound as though com-
ing from the curved lips of a Pan-like god, whispered to the bushes and to the
flowers in the high glowing heat of the summer. To deny the eros of these poems
would mean to sin against them. Eros vibrates through them just as the quiet air
of the afternoon before the gates of Athens, where Socrates talked with Phaidrus
under the tree next to the brook. And yet differently. Because here in this new
“Garden the World,” a man is speaking who has just celebrated procreation and
woman with words of purest naturalness and directness. Out of the midst of these
Calamus songs, he passionately salutes the “fast-anchor’d eternal” to women, the
overwhelming desire for the “Bride” (“more resistless than I can tell, the thought
of you!”). There is no greater pride for him than the “token of manhood un-

», «:

tainted”: His own songs are like “offspring of my loins”: “jetting the stuff of far
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more arrogant republics.” He has glorified the woman as mother like no one be-
fore him.

Only at this point can we feel the true meaning of these Calamus songs, when
we realize that in them the singer wants to get something out of the stillness of the
Pan-like forest destined to become the life nerve of the community life of the fu-
ture, the heartbeat of true democracy, electrically playing between all, freeing each
individual from cramped egotism, prejudice, maliciousness and dullness. As he
proclaims in his Democratic Vistas: “Intense and loving comradeship, the per-
sonal and passionate attachment of man to man — which, hard to define, under-
lies the lessons and ideals of the profound saviours of every land and age, and
which seems to promise, when thoroughly develop’d, cultivated and recognized
in manners and literature, the most substantial hope and safety of the future of
these States, will then be fully express’d. It is to the development, identification,
and general prevalence of that fervid comradeship, (the adhesive love, at least ri-
valing the amative love hitherto possessing imaginative literature, if not going be-
yond it,) that I look for the counterbalance and offset of our materialistic and vul-
gar American democracy, and for the spiritualization thereof.”

Introduction to Walt Whitman’s Werk (Berlin: S. Fischer, 1922). Translated by Horst Frenz
and Walter Griinzweig.

i

9. CHRISTIAN MORGENSTERN

“Ein Gesang Walt Whitmans”
(Frater, peccavi?)

Ich sitze, den Blick auf meine Weltkarte gerichtet.

Ich besinge das Weltmeer, die Mutter der Erde.

Schwiirzlich tiirmt es sich auf, fiirchterlich briillt es einher, wie ein flieBendes
Gebirge, unberechenbar, schrecklich, ein Spiel der Stiirme.

Blau liegt es da, wie eine Verheilung vielfiltigen Gliicks.

Weltteile, volkertragende, steigen aus seinem Schaum empor.

Fiinf, sechs Venusse tauchen aus ihm empor, ungeheure, liebes- und lebens-
durstige, nach der Sonne verlangende und den Kiissen der tausend Myriaden
Sterne.

Asia, die unergriindliche, den Kamm des Himalaja im Haar, an der Brust die
Rose von Schiras, ihr Herz Indien, die Mutter der Menschen.

Europa, die blasse, bewegliche, den Kopf voller Triume und Launen, die
Franzosin unter den Fiinfen, die Aristokratin, die Freundin der Wahrheit, die
Mutter der Kunst.
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Afrika, die riesige gelbe Kuh, faul in allzuviel Sonne lagernd, der Pyramiden
unfruchtbare Briiste starrend im heiflen Samum, mit der schwarzen tippigen
Flechte des Nils.

Amerika, die jugendlichste, unreifste, mit den vierundvierzig Herzkammern
und noch keiner rechten Seele, begehrlich, erfinderisch, voll iibersprudelnder
Kraft, weltklug mit iiberlegenen Alliiren, Demokratin (bis auf weiteres), nur des
richtigen Mannes bediirftig, um vielleicht einst die Erste der Fiinfe zu werden.

Australia, die Blutarme, umgeben von pausbickigen Amoretten.

Gronland, die Venus der Eisbdren, ihr Herz Island mit den heiflen Quellen der
Sagen.

Sechsfach 6ffnet sich so der unendliche Meeresschof, sechsmal birst so die
tiefblaue wallende Decke,—und auftauchen die sechs beherrschenden Gottin-
nen, liebes- und lebensdurstige, nach der Sonne verlangende und den Kiissen der
tausend Myriaden Sterne.

A Song by Walt Whitman
(Brother, have I sinned?)

I sit, my gaze directed to my world map.

I sing the ocean, the mother of the earth.

Blackish it towers up, horribly it roars, like flowing mountains, unpredictable,
terribly, a game of the storms.

It is blue, like a promise of manifold fortune.

Continents, carrying peoples, emerge from it.

Five, six Venuses emerge, immense, thirsty for love and life, yearning for the
sun and the kisses of the thousands of myriads of stars.

Asia, the unfathomable, with the Himalaya in her hair, at her chest the rose of
Shiraz, her heart India, the mother of humankind.

Europe, pale, mobile, her head full of dreams and moods, the Frenchwoman
among the five, the aristocrat, the friend of truth, the mother of art.

Africa, the giant yellow cow, lazily resting, too much sun, the infertile breasts
of the pyramids staring in the hot simoom, with the black, luxuriant braid of
the Nile.

America, the most youthful, most immature, with forty-four chambers of the
heart, but no real soul as yet, greedy, inventive, full of effervescent power, worldly
with superior manners, a democrat (for the time being), merely requiring the
right man to possibly become the first of these five.

Australia, the anemic, surrounded by chubby-faced amorettos.

Greenland, the venus of ice bears, her heart Iceland with the hot springs of
legends.

Sixfold opens the infinite womb of the sea, sixfold the deep-blue bubbling ceil-
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ing bursts,— and the six ruling Goddesses emerge, thirsty for love and life, yearn-
ing for the sun and the kisses of the thousands of myriads of stars.

Die Schallmiihle: Grotesken und Parodien (Miinchen: Piper, 1928), 64—65. Translated by
Walter Griinzweig. Reprinted by permission of Piper Verlag.

i

10. ARTHUR DREY

“Walt Whitman”

Fackelschwinger! Lodernder Titan des keuschen Urwalds!
Deine Augen kiissen die Welt, und traumschmeichelnd
Flie3t die weile Sonne deiner Haare iiber das Meer —
Weltmensch!

Dein Herz ist zwischen den streitenden Blocken Liebe
In aufgerissener Brust blutenden Brudergefiihls —
Kinder knien augenmiide vor deiner Jiinglingsseele —
Traum!

Aus deinen bleichen Trinen blinkt warmer Friede,
Und Blumen sind deiner lieben Lippen Worte —
Die wir trinken, heilenden Quell —

Wunder!

Dein Urgebdude wichst, wilderndes Gold . . .

Es breiten fromme Linder ihre grauen Hinde

Zum Fang— Einsam stehst du am Saume der Welt—
Prophet!

“Walt Whitman”

Swinger of the torch! Blazing titan of virgin primeval forest!
Your eyes kiss the world, and dream-caressing

The white sun of your hair flows over the sea—

Universal man!

Your heart lies between struggling blocks of love

In the torn-open breast of bleeding brotherhood —
Children kneel down eye-tired before your youthful soul —
Dream!
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From out of your pale tears warm peace gleams,
And to your dear lips flowers are words,

Which we drink, healing spring—

Miracle!

Your ancient edifice grows, wild gold . . .

Pious lands spread out their gray hands

For the capture — Lonely, you stand on the brink of the world —
Prophet!

Die Aktion 1 (1911): col. 907. Translation from Walt Whitman Review 20 (September 1974):
105; translated by John M. Gogol.
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11. GUSTAV GAMPER

“Bekenntnis zu Walt Whitman”

Auf meiner Seele Pfad begegnet’ ich dem Meister,

und wir entboten uns den Wandergrufi.

Oh, daf ich es erkannt, des greisen Camerado Antlitz,
das leuchtend, lichelnd priift und mahnt und schenkt!
Wann jetzt ein Wipfel rauscht, so rauscht er mir

vom Wanderer Walt Whitman.

Wann See und Fruchtgelind’ und Schneegebirg erblithn in meiner Heimat,
ist’s wie seines Geistes Bliithn.

Und nehm’ ich Anteil an dreifacher Hoheit,

zu welcher sein Gesang uns aufgerufen:

an Liebe, Demokratie, an Religion!

Oh, so betret’ ich schon das Wunderreich der Gnade
und lebe wahr,

lebe mit meinem Volk und allen Vélkern

aus der Kraft des Herzens, heilbewuf3t.

“Homage to Walt Whitman”

On the path of my soul I encountered the master

and we greeted each other as wanderers.

Oh, to have recognized the face of the aged Camerado,
examining, admonishing, giving, with sparkles and smiles!
When a treetop now whispers, it whispers to me

from Walt Whitman, the wanderer.
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When lake and fruit-bearing fields and snowy mountains bloom in my
country,

it’s like the blooming of his spirit.

And I partake in the threefold sovereignty,

to which his song has called us:

to Love, Democracy, and Religion!

Oh, so I am already entering the fabulous empire of grace

living truly

living with my people and all peoples

out of the power of my heart, confident of salvation.

Jahrbuch der literarischen Vereinigung Winterthur (1919): 166. Translated by Walter

Griinzweig.
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12. HANS REINHART

“Weihegruss an Walt Whitman”

Gleich dem Felsenhaupte,
Heilig erhobnen Gebirges,
Festlich gekront

Vom Schimmer des ewigen Schnees,
Also ragst du michtig empor,
Weltherrlicher,

Sanger glithender Lieder,
Gottes ewige Stimme du,
Odem des Weltalls,

Adams edelster Sohn,

Du Held und Hiiter der Erde:
Walt Whitman!

“Holy Dedication to Walt Whitman”

Akin to the rocky head

Of a holy raised peak,
Festively crowned

By the gleam of eternal snow,
You loom powerfully,
Glorious man of the world,
Singer of glowing songs,

You, God’s eternal voice,
Breath of the cosmos,
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Most noble son of Adam,
You hero and guardian of the earth:
Walt Whitman.

Jahrbuch der literarischen Vereinigung Winterthur (1919): 166. Translated by Walter
Griinzweig.
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13. CARL ALBERT LANGE
“Whitman”

Eines Riesen Schattenbild

wichst herauf dort schwarz am Himmel
und von Biiffeln braun und wild

ihm zu Fiilen ein Gewimmel.

Seiner Worte hohe Herde,

die er mit verziickten Armen

aus des Mantelschwungs Erbarmen
hinauswirft auf die weite Erde.

All die Dinge, all die Namen
zwischen Zeit und Ewigkeit
und in allen aller Samen
kosmische Verbundenheit.

Was fiir Schatten! Welch ein Wesen
von erhabenstem Gebilde

dieser Weise, dieser Wilde

in den Bartes Urwaldbesen!

Tierhaft horchend hochgezogen
und gefrist wie aus Granit
iiberm mid geschliffnen Lid
schmerzen ihn die Augenbogen.

Und die Stirne voller Zeichen,
voller Runen ohnegleichen

spiirt er durch die letzten Winde
wie im Traum schon Gottes Hinde.

“Whitman”

The shadow image of a giant
rises up there black on the horizon
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and brown and wild buffaloes
crowd around his feet.

The lofty flocks of his words

which he throws across

the wide earth with ecstatic arms

out of the compassion breaking forth from his cloak.

All the things, all the names

between time and eternity

and in all of them the seed to everything
cosmic connectedness.

What a shadow! What a being

of loftiest shape

this sage, this savage

in the forest’s broom of his beard!

Listening like animals

cut like granite

above the tired eyelid

with raised eyebrow is hurting.

And his forehead full of signs,

full of runes never seen before

he feels through the last walls
already God’s hands, like in a dream.

Weltbiihne 22 (1926): 492. Translated by Walter Griinzweig.
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14. KURT TUCHOLSKY

“Die Fiinf Sinne”

Fiinf Sinne hat mir Gott, der Herr, verlichen, mit denen ich mich
zurechtfinden darf hienieden:

Funf blanke Laternen, die mir den dunkeln Weg beleuchten;
bald leuchtet die eine, bald die andre —

niemals sind alle fiinf auf dasselbe Ding gerichtet . . .

Gebt Licht, Laternen —!

Was siehst du, Walt Wrobel —2.. ..

ich sehe neben dem unfreundlichen Mann am Schalter die kleine schmutzige
Kaffeekanne, aus der er ab und zu einen Zivilschluck genehmigt . . .
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ich sehe den ehrenwerten Herrn Appleton aus Janesville (Wisconsin) auf der
Terrasse des Boulevard-Cafés sitzen, lachende Kokotten bewerfen ihn mit
Billchen, er aber steckt seinen holzernen Unterkiefer hart in die Luft; . . .
Das sieht mein Gesicht.

Was horst du, Walt Wrobel —?

Ich hore den Kiichenchef in der franzésischen Restaurantkiiche rufen: ‘Ils
marchent: deux bifteks aux pommes! Une sole meuniére!” Und vier Stim-
men unter den hohen weiflen Miitzen antworten: ‘Et c’est bon!” . . .

Das hort mein Gehor.

Was schmeckst du, Walt Wrobel —?

Ich schmecke die untere Kruste der Obsttorte, die meine Tante gebacken hat;
was die Torte anbetrifft, so hat sie unten ein Paar schwarze Plittchen, da ist
der Teig angebrannt, das knirscht im Mund wie Sand . . .

Das schmeckt mein Geschmack. . ..

Fiinf Sinne hat mir Gott, der Herr, verliehen, mit denen ich mich
zurechtfinden darf hiernieden:

Gesicht, Gehor, Geschmack, Geruch, Gefiihl.

Fiinf Sinne fiir die Unermefllichkeit aller Erscheinungen.

Unvollkommenbheit ist diese Welt, unvollkommen ihre Beleuchtung. . ..

Gebt Licht, Laternen!
Stolpernd sucht mein Fufl den Weg, es blitzen die Laternen.
Mit allen fiinf Sinnen nehm ich auf, die konnen nichts dafiir:
meist ist es
Schmerz.

“The Five Senses”

Five senses God, the Lord, has given me, in order to find my way around here
on earth:

Five shining lanterns lighting the dark way;

sometimes one shines, sometimes the other —

never are all five directed to one and the same thing. ..

Shine, lanterns —!

What do you see, Walt Wrobel —?. ...

I see, next to the unfriendly man behind the office window, the dirty little cof-
fee pot, from which he takes a civilian sip every once in a while.. ..

I see the honorable Mr. Appleton from Janesville (Wisconsin) on the terrace
of the Boulevard-Café, laughing cocottes throwing little balls at him, but
he sticks his wooden lower jaw hard into the air; . . .

This is what my sight sees.
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What do you hear, Walt Wrobel —?

I hear the chef in the kitchen of the French restaurant calling: “Ils marchent:
deux bifteks aux pommes! Une sole meuniére!” And four voices under the
high white hats reply: “Et C’est bon!” . . .

This is what my hearing hears.

What do you taste, Walt Wrobel —?

I taste the lower crust of the fruit tart which my aunt has baked; regarding the
tart, it is a bit blackened below, this is where the dough got burnt, it
crunches in the mouth like sand . . .

This what my taste tastes. . . .

Five senses God, the Lord, has given me, in order to find my
way around here on earth:

Sight, hearing, taste, smell, touch.

Five senses for the immensity of all phenomena.

This world is imperfection, her lighting is imperfect. . . .

Shine, lanterns!
Stumbling, my foot is searching for the way, the lanterns are
flashing.
With all five senses I take it in, and it is not their fault:
mostly it is
pain.

Theobald Tiger [pseud.], Weltbiihne 35 (September 15, 1925). Excerpted and translated by
Walter Griinzweig.
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15. JOHANNES R. BECHER

“Walt Whitman”

In seiner Rhythmen hochgespannten Briicken
— Satzweiten dehnten sich wie Prarien —
War er der Freiheit hymnisches Entziicken,
Geist eines Lincoln atmete durch ihn.

Er trug ein Weltall hoch auf seinem Riicken,
Kraft eines Herakles war ihm verliehn,

So schritt er aufrecht, ohne sich zu biicken,

Wenn oft die Last auch unertriglich schien.
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Er aber wurde selber hochgetragen,
Als er auf seines Volkes Fundament
Das Reich der Menschenfreiheit kommen sah.

Er sah DIE Zukunft vor sich aufgeschlagen.
Das Sternenbanner war sein Firmament.
O welch ein Glanz lag auf Amerika!

“Walt Whitman”

In the high-flung bridges of his rhythms

— The expanses of the sentences drawn out like prairies —
He was the enraptured hymn of freedom,

Lincoln’s spirit breathed through him.

He carried a cosmos high on his back,

The strength of Heracles he was given,

And he walked upright, without bending,
Even if the burden often seemed unbearable.

But he himself was lifted,
When he saw the world of human freedom
Built on his people’s foundation.

He saw THE future opened like a book.
The star spangled banner was his sky.
O what a luster was on America! . . .

Aufbau 1 (1945): 286. Translated by Walter Griinzweig. Reprinted by permission of Aufbau
Verlag, Berlin.
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16. GABRIELE ECKART

“An Walt Whitman”

auf der suche nach metren bin ich dir
begegnet, Walt Whitman.

ich weif3, lebtest du heute und hier,

du wiirdest singen in endloser erstaunung —

die gigantischen themen in hymnen
erschlieflen,

du wiirdest
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singen von den wogenden ziigen, die die
stidte durchschreiten,
jubelnd im beifall der hellen fassaden,
singen von den millionen gesichtern,
gerdtet von begeisterung
hoch dariiber fahnen vom blute
gefallener Kampfer,
singen von den riesigen kombines, die wie
silbervogel
iiber die Ackerfurchen eilen,
singen von den studenten auf den bénken
der endlosen kastanienallee,
die nichsten hundert jahre berechnend,
singen vom lila flieder, der die kinder
beschattet,
sie kennen nicht Lincoln, doch bauen
im sande
raketen und schlosser, die keine
illusionen bleiben,
singen vom atmen der stidte,
die ins all hineinwachsen,
singen von den menschen auf ihren flachen dichern
hoch oben, die der sonne winken mit roten tiichern,
singen von den blumeniiberfluteten wiesen,
die die liebenden tragen.
doch du bist tot, Walt Whitman,
deshalb sei mein Lehrer; lehr mich deine rhythmen!
ich singe statt deiner!

“To Walt Whitman”

searching for meters I met you,
Walt Whitman.
I know, if you lived today and here,
you would sing with endless astonishment —
reveal the gigantic themes
in hymns,
you would
sing of the surging crowds
passing through the cities,
rejoicing in the applause of the light facades,
sing of the millions of faces,

Gabriele Eckart
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flushed with enthusiasm
high above banners of the blood
of fallen fighters,
sing of the gigantic combines,
hurrying across the furrows
like silver birds,
sing of the students on the benches
of the endless chestnut avenue,
calculating the coming hundred years,
sing of the lilac, giving shade to the
children,
they know not Lincoln but build
sand castles and rockets that do not
remain illusions,
sing of the breathing of cities,
growing into the cosmos,
sing of the people on their flat roofs
high above, waving to the sun with red scarves,
sing of the meadows flooded with flowers,
carrying the lovers.
but you are dead, Walt Whitman,
therefore be my teacher; teach me your meters!
I will sing instead of you!

Bernd Jentzsch, ed., Ich nenn euch mein Problem. Gedichte der Nachgeborenen (Wuppertal:
Peter Hammer, 1971), 154—155. Translated by Walter Griinzweig. Reprinted by permission
of the author.
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17. JURGEN WELLBROCK

“Dein Selbst Kann Ich Nicht Singen”
(Fiir Walt Whitman)

Du singst das Selbst, du Sanger und vollkommner Krieger,
und dein Gesang, unadressiert, trifft einen Toten.
Tone, die sich verfangen
in deinen zartesten Halmen,
verknoten sich nicht im alten Widerspruch,
den du, Pririegras kauend, gekniipft hast
aus Eile und Gebein.
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SCHREIBEN spottet der Technik deines Handgelenks:
im Goldenen Schnitt hast du nie gesungen.

Wer dich heut beriihrt, beriihrt ein Buch,

das sich bewegt in den Hinden riihriger Leichen.

“Demokratisch” spreche ich, wenn du willst, gelassen aus,
aber meine Physiologie hat keine Sohle.
Stattdessen schiefe ich schon wieder,
und der Knall, der entsteht, ist der Gesang
auf die Kriimmung deines schreibenden Fingers
(o wie er mir schmeichelt).
Dasselbe alte Lachen.

Verkiinde nicht, was nach dir kommt:

dein eignes Finale ertrank in den Akkorden.
Wissen, was es heifit, schlecht zu sein,
macht uns nicht besser.

Sanger, Du hast Blasen an den Lippen!

“I Can’t Sing Your Self”
(For Walt Whitman)

You sing yourself, you singer and perfect soldier,

and your song, carrying no address, meets a corpse.
Sounds that are caught

in your frailest leaves,

knotted not in the old knot of contrariety,

which you, chewing prairie-grass, have knotted

from haste and bones.

WRITING mocks the technique of your wrist:
you never sang the divine average.

Whoever touches you these days, touches a book,
moving in the hands of busy corpses.

The word “Democratic” I utter, if you will, calmly,
but my physiology has no boot-soles.
Instead I am shooting again,
and the resulting crack is the song
to the curvature of your writing-finger
(o how it’s flattering me).

The same old laughter.
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Do not announce what comes after you:
your own finale drowned in the chords.
To know what it is to be evil,

does not make us better.

Singer, you have blisters on your lips!

Hermann Peter Piwit and Peter Rithmkorf, eds., Literaturmagazin 5. Das Vergehen von
Horen und Sehen. Aspekte der Kulturvernichtung (Reinbek: Rowohlt, 1976), 136. Translated
by Walter Griinzweig. Reprinted with permission of the author.
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18. HANS SAHL

“Schidelstitte Manhattan”

Golgatha der Antennen.
Wo sind deine Mirtyrer,
die den Essigschwamm
der Commercials tranken,
deine Religionsstifter,

ans Kreuz geschlagen

von ABC, CBS, NBC?

Ubrig blieb nur

das Flackern auf dem Bildschirm
und die Storversuche
benachbarter Toastroster,

in denen der Leib des Herrn
rauchend verkohlte.

(Sogar das Brot nahmen sie uns
und machten es ruchlos.)

Laft den Papierbecher kreisen,
bevor er verbrennt,

Fiillt ihn mit dem Abendmahlwein
kiinstlich besonnter Friihlesen.

Ich singe das Lied vom Untergang der Dinge,
von Beschaffenheiten, die nicht mehr sind,
was sie scheinen, von Nylon, Perlon, Fornicon,
Ich singe das Lied vom Kunststoff Mensch,
geboren in einer Polyester-Krippe

mit synthetischem Heu,

zu Grabe getragen in einem Plastik-Sarg,
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unter dem Verstirkergeldut
eines (eingeblendeten)
Jiingsten Gerichts.

Ich singe das Lied von der Unzerstorbarkeit
alles Organischen, von Koralle und Fisch
und vom guten Indianer Squanto, der seine
die Friedenspfeife mit dem weiflen Mann
rauchte und nicht an Lungenkrebs starb,
obwohl statistisch dazu ermichtigt.

Ich singe das Lied einer Magnolie,
die gepflanzt wurde im 15.Stock
eines Penthauses und aufbliihte,
aufbliihte

unter einem unermefilich blauen
Kohlenstaubhimmel.

“Calvary Manhattan”

Golgotha of antennas,

what became of your martyrs,
who drank the vinegar sponge

of the commercials,

what of your founders of religions,
nailed to the cross

by ABC, NBC, and CBS?

What remained of them —

only the flickering on the TV screen
and the jamming attempts

by nearby toasters,

in which the body of the Lord

charked away

in smoke.

(Even the bread they took away from us
made it stale and odorless.)

Friends, pass around the paper cup,

before it burns;

fill it with the Holy Communion wine

of vintages prematurely ripened by electric suns.

I sing the song of the end of things,
of materials that no longer are
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what they once pretended to be, of Nylon, Perlon, Fornicon,
I sing the song of man made of plastic

born in a polyester crib

with synthetic hay,

carried to his grave in a plastic coffin,

with the ringing of the amplified computer bells

of a Last Judgment

(faded in).

I sing the song of organic things
undestroyable, of coral and fish and

of Squanto, the good Indian, who

smoked the pipe of peace with

the white man and did not die of lung cancer
although entitled to do so by statistics.

I sing the song of a magnolia,
planted on the 15th floor of

a penthouse and blossomed out,
blossomed out

under an immensely blue sky
full of coal dust.

This version of the poem, written in 1962, is published here for the first time. A later
version was published in Gerhard Friesen, ed., Nachrichten aus den Staaten: Deutsche
Literatur in den USA (Zurich: Hildesheim; New York: Olms, 1983), 112—113. Translated by
Walter Griinzweig.
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19. ROLAND KLUGE

“Der Oft Schon Totgesagte Geist Walt Whitmans”

In diesen mittleren Jahren diesen
Jahren der Reife

Da unerschépflich zu sein scheint die
Zeit

Und wie in Berge von Weizenkérnern
Meine Hinde in sie hineingreifen

Traf ich auf dich  auf deine

Stimme traf ich unzihmbare

Dort

Wo der Rauch ist und das Rollen der
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Stadte
Wo Menschen aneinanderstreifen
Tauschend ihre Elektrizitit

Masse liebst du  Substanz

Zwischen Zihnen zu kauen zu erschmecken
Korper zu umschlingen mit tiefsten
Atemziigen Glanzender

Anwalt unserer Fihigkeiten zu lieben

Ein Niagara nicht zu iiberschreien oder
Niederzuzischen

Wie mit Donner erfiillen die Herden der Bisons
Amerikas Ebenen

Ergreifst du den Kontinent von Kiiste zu

Kiiste Geist

Umbrandet die Kapitolinischen Hiigel

In entfernteste Zitadellen der Macht
Schmettern die Ozeane

Gischt deiner Worte

Den Kosmos begreifend als Grofien
Camerado

Im namenlosen Grashalm wie im
Unerschopflichen Sperma der
Galaxis vernehmend den gleichen
Gesang

Quillst du noch aus der abgerissenen
Pflanze

Unbesiegliche Wolfsmilch

“Walt Whitman’s Spirit, So Often Pronounced Dead”

In these middle-age years these
Years of maturity

When time seems to be
Inexhaustible

And my hands dive into it

As into mountains of grains of wheat

I encountered you encountered

Your voice indomitable

There

Where there is smoke and the rolling of the
Cities
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Where humans touch each other
Exchanging their electricity

You love masses  substance

To chew between teeth to taste
Bodies to clasp with deepest

Breaths Splendid

Counsel of our capability to love

A Niagara not to be shouted down or
Hissed down

The herds of the buffalos

Fill America’s plains as if with thunder
You seize the continent from coast to
Coast  spirit

Foaming around the Capitoline hills
In the remotest citadels of power
Dashing the oceans

Foam of your words

Comprehending the Cosmos as Great
Camerado

Perceiving the same

Song

In the nameless leaf of grass

As in the inexhaustible semen

Of the galaxy

Are you still trickling forth

From the broken plant

Invincible wolf’s-milk

Neue Deutsche Literatur 32 (May 1984): 105—106. Translated by Walter Griinzweig.
Reprinted with permission of the author.
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20. ROLF SCHWENDTER

“Dich Singe Ich, Sozialismus”

Dich singe ich, Sozialismus,

jetzt erst recht, auf dieser Strale der Leistung,

von den Borsenkursen der reichen Leute mit Wegweisern versehen,
wo die Effizienz der Kosten-Nutzen-Kiste verschenkt

Gerechtigkeit und Geschwisterlichkeit.
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Dich singe ich, Sozialismus,

altmodisch, unmodern, anachronistisch, iiberhaupt

keinem Zeitgeist entsprechend, wie ich,

seh’ ich die Skyline der grolen Banken Frankfurts am Main,
seh’ ich die elektronischen Gadgets von Osaka, Tokio, Las Vegas,
es nun gern einmal bin.

Dich singe ich, Sozialismus,

hungrig, wie gesagt, hysterisch, immer noch nackt, wenn auch die
Stimme heiser geworden vom Geheul

der zweiten Generation, wenigstens noch nicht taub

von den Pressenhallen und Discotheken, wenigstens

noch nicht blind von den Bildschirmtextarbeitsplitzen,

unendlich miide zwar, doch nicht miid’ genug zu vergessen mein Lied.

Dich singe ich, Sozialismus,

singe Dich gegen multinationale Zusammenballung von Geld und Macht,
singe Dich gegen die Bilder des Kriegs — was kénnen die armen

Hyénen dafiir? —, und gegen die Bilder der Folter,

singe Dich gegen die Pappendeckelwohnungen unter

Waterloo-Bridge im England Frau Thatchers,

singe Gemeinsamkeit an, wo es geht, gegen die Konkurrenzen,

ein Minderheitenprogramm derzeit, wie ich weif3.

Dich singe ich, Sozialismus,

singe Dich, wie ich sehn muf, in einem Mosaik aus Scherben,

in einer Klassenanalyse nimlich Mann gegen Mann, und Frau gegen Frau,
von den Einkiuferscharen bestindig schwarz retouchiert,

und skizziert vom Willen derer da, die nicht mehr hungern.

Dich singe ich, Sozialismus,

singe Dich auch gegen die Ermordung all der Bauern Machnos,

aller Trotzkis und Bucharins, gegen die Gestindnisse,

die erzwungenen, aller Arthur Londons, gegen alle zerschlagenen

Rite in Csepel, gegen alle Ljubljanas

und Bautzens, singe Dich gegen Stasi, GPU, Securitate,

wie auch, selbstredend, gegen Verfassungsschutz, CIA und Staatspolizei.

Dich singe ich, Sozialismus, und wenn es auf einer feuchten Wiese geschieht,
benannt nach pipstlichen Dienern, betreten, vormals (wie ich hoffe)

von Dienern auch, betreten nun, zuweilen pipstlicher als die

Pipste. Der Du entstehen magst in den Farben des Regenbogens: die

rote zwar keineswegs zu vergessen,

doch auch nicht die violette, etwa.

Dich singe ich, Sozialismus,
fragmentarisch, noch nichtmals vernetzt, hinterfragbar,
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vorbei an den Gewerkschaften und Kammern, vorbei an den Parteien,
vorbei selbst auch noch, es schmerzt mich an den blauen Blumen

des Prinzips Hoffnung. Auffindbar erst mikrologisch,

wie ein Schreiber der Fugger und Welser getriumt haben mag

vom dereinst weltspannenden Kapital.

Singe Dich, und dies seit Jahrzehnten, gegen Ausgrenzung und Armut,
und jeder Ort, wo es Armut und Ausgrenzung gab und gibt,

mayg sich betroffen fithlen, wo immer er lag und liegt.

Dich singe ich, Sozialismus, der Du langsam aufwachen magst nach 7o Jahren
Schlaf,

im Baikal-See wohl, dem gestorbenen, die verinderte Welt zu

verindern, auch wenn die anderen verindert sie haben, eine

Verkehrsform, noch kaum hinaus iiber den Anfang, neugierig wir’ ich,

wie Einiibung sich vollzieht

in Jahrhunderten, leider leb’ ich nicht so lang.

Dich singe ich, Sozialismus,

Pessimismus des Wissens, Optimismus des Handelns,
herauszufinden in Spuren, vom Mindestlohner und -rentner etwa,
von Grundsicherungen, von Urabstimmungen der Basis,

selbst noch von Aktiengesellschaften, wie bei Friedrich Engels,
vereinzelt sogar, vielleicht, von verstaatlichten Betrieben;
herauszufinden in Solidarititen und gegenseitigen Hilfen,

des Alltagslebens zumal, in genossenschaftlichem Leben . ..

Die sechs Minuten sind um.

Dich singe ich, Sozialismus,
jetzt erst recht.

“You I Sing, Socialism”

You I sing, Socialism,

now more than ever, on this road of competition,

with signposts put up by the share prices of the rich,
where the efficiency of the cost-effective thing gives up on
Justice, Brother- and Sisterhood.

You I sing, Socialism,

old-fashioned, outdated, anachronistic, completely

contradicting any Zeitgeist, just like myself,

I see the skyline of the large banks in Frankfurt on the river Main,
I see the electronic gadgets of Osaka, Tokyo, Las Vegas,

it’s just how I like to be.
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You I sing, Socialism,

hungry, hysterical, still naked,

even if the voice has become hoarse from the yells

of the second generation, at least not yet deaf

from all the press conferences and discotheques, at least
not blind yet from the jobs behind monitors,

infinitely tired though, but not tired enough

to forget my song.

You I sing, Socialism,

I sing you against multinational concentration of money and power,

I sing you against the images of war — it’s not the fault of the poor

hyenas— and against the images of torture,

I sing against cardboard box quarters under Waterloo Bridge in Mrs.
Thatcher’s England,

I sing community, wherever possible, against competitions,

a program for a small minority, at present, indeed, I know.

You I sing, Socialism,

I sing you, as I am forced to recognize, in a mosaic of broken pieces,
in a class analysis of men against men, of women against women,
constantly retouched black by the swarms of shoppers,

and sketched out by the interests of those, who are no longer starving.

You I sing, Socialism,

I sing you against the killing of Makhno’s farmers,

against all the Trotskys and Bukharins, against all the forced
confessions, all the Arthur Londons, against all the smashed
commissars in Csepel, against all Ljubljanas and Bautzens, I
sing you against Stasi, GPU, Securitate,

but, of course, also against Verfassungsschutz, CIA and
Staatspolizei.

You I sing, Socialism, even on moist grass,

named after the servants of the pope,

formerly tread upon (I hope) also by servants,

rather embarrassed, at times holier than the pope.

May you emerge in rainbow colors: not leaving out red,
but also not purple.

You I sing, Socialism,

fragmentary, not part of a network, open to questioning,
beyond unions and chambers, and parties,

beyond even itself, the Blue Flower of the hope principle pains
me. To be found only micrologically,

the way a writer of the Fugger and Welser may have dreamt
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of future capitalism spanning the globe.

I sing you, have done so for decades, against exclusion and poverty,

and every place where exclusion and poverty have existed and still do exist,
should feel embarrassed, wherever it was or is.

You I sing, Socialism,

you may slowly awaken after a seventy years’ sleep,

in Lake Baikal, which has died,

to change a changed world, even if the others have changed it,
a way of communicating, still in its infancy, I'd be curious

to know how it develops with practice,

over centuries, unfortunately I will not live that long.

You I sing, Socialism,

pessimism of knowledge, optimism of action,

to be found in traces, among those paid minimum wage and those receiving
minimum pensions,

in basic securities, ballots at the grassroots,

even of stock corporations as in the works of Frederick Engels,

at times even, maybe, of nationalized industry;

to be found in solidarities and mutual assistance,

in every day life, in cooperative life . . .

My six minutes are up.

You I sing, Socialism,
now more than ever.

Volksstimme (Vienna) (October 19, 1990). Translated by Walter Griinzweig. Reprinted by
permission of the author.
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GAY WILSON ALLEN
Whitman in the Netherlands

Since Walt Whitman often emphasized his Dutch heritage (the
Van Velsor family on his mother’s side, what he called his “far back Netherlands
stock on the maternal side”),! it seems worth a brief note to suggest the poet’s repu-
tation in his ancestral land.

One man, Maurits Wagenvoort, was responsible for a flurry of interest in
Whitman in Holland in the 1890s and early twentieth century. He visited the
United States in 1892 and became fascinated by Leaves of Grass. After returning, he
translated fifteen poems, which he published in 1898 as Natuurleven. In his intro-
duction he declared:

It seems to me that these poems epitomize all the admirable, awe-inspiring,
and perplexing things I have seen in America; they are a small scale of the enor-
mous Republic, of American life purified by the love and the intellect of a uni-
versal poet . . . [and] seen through the eyes of an American who will be ac-
corded a permanent place among the noblest of all time.>

One other author, W. G. van Nouhuys, tried to stir up interest in Whitman in
Holland through several magazine articles and reviews; but he did not like Wagen-
voort’s translations and said “he constantly confuses himself with the American
poet.”? Another cri<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>