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PREFACE 

It was approximately four years ago that my int erest 

in Whitman was first aroused. With no intention of ever 

writi ng a thesis I bega n reading some of Whitman's po ems as 

a prelud e to taking the Am eric a n Literary Tour offered by 

Texas Woman's Univ ersity. As I later travel ed ov er th e 

Eastern States viewing some of the sc e nes which inspir ed 

Whitma n-- Br ooklyn, Ma nhattan, Long Is l a nd, the Hud son Ri ve r, 

th e s e a, Lake Ontario, th e Mississippi Riv er , th e St. Lawrence 

Riv er, a nd th e Thousand Isla nds-- a nd a s I v isit ed the na rr ow 

two-story hou se on Mickl e Str e~t in Camd e n, New Jersey , a nd 

list e ned to the guide there in the Whitm a n Home, I fe lt that 

I would like to know the po e t better . For her cours e in 

"Lit e rary Am erica" which f irst int e r es t ed me in the Am er ic a n 

s c e ne from a lit e rary viewpoint and in Whitman a nd his Leaves 

o f Grass I am indebted to my sister, Miss Varner. 

Knowing of my interest in Whitman, Dr. Autr ey Ne ll 

Wiley s ugg e s t ed th e subject for my thesis. I gr atef ully 

ackn ow l ed g e my indebtedness and ex t e nd my s in cere apprecia

tion to Dr. Wil ey , un der whase supervision this st udy was 

made, for h e r suggestion of the s ubj ect and for h e r unt iri ng 

patience, e ncourag eme nt, and sch olarly criticisms. 
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a c opy o f "Whitman's Diary in Ca nada." 

My ind e btedness ex t e nds lik ew is e to the University 

of Texas staff member who Xe rox ed th e compl ete "Diary" for 

me. 

To Dr . El ea nor J ame s a nd to Mrs. Bing Wolson go 

my sincere th a nks for g ivin g so g e ner ously o f th e ir tim e 

to t he read ing of this th es is. 

Ard f in a lly my gratitud e go e s to all of my fa mily 

f o r th e i r un failing int ere st a nd e nc our a g e me nt. 

Corsicana, Texas 
July 18, 1966 

Kat h er in e Var n er McN e il 



PREFACE 

CHAPTER 

I . 

T A3 L E OF CO NT ENTS 

WHITMAN'S PERSONAL EXPERIENCES ..... .. . . 

i i i 

P AGE 

l 

Introduction to th e Chapt er. . . ............. l 

Childhood Ex p er i e nc e s. . .................... 2 

Hom e lif e ............................. . 2 

Fath e r........ . ......... . . . .... . . . . 2 

Moth e r. . . .. .. ...................... 3 

Na tur e . . . .. ........ ... ...... . ....... ... 4 

Sights............................. 4 

Sounds... ... .. . ... . ................ 5 

Amus e ments and c u s toms..... . . .... . ... .. 5 

City Life... . .............................. 6 

Crowds......... . ..... ... .... ... . . ...... 6 

Mo v e me nts. . ... ... ....... . .............. 7 

Nois e s . . , . . ... . ........... .... .. . ...... 8 

The Se a. ........... . .................. ... . . 9 

Vastness and mov eme nt.. ... .......... ... 9 

Consol a tions o ffe r e d. ...... .... .... . .. . 10 

T h e mes whisp ered....................... 12 

Spell cast ......... .. ........ .. ..... ... 18 

F e rry bo at Trips............................ 18 

v 



CHAPTER ..... 
••••• 0 •••• • ••••••••••• 0 0 ••••••••••••••••••• 

S ce nery fr om ferry ............ .... .... . 

Be auty .. ....... ......... . . .. .. .... . 

Distance ................... . ...... . 

Height . . ..... ...... ............ ... . 

Crowds on ferry ....... .. ......... . .... . 

Teac hing ....................•............. . 

Obs er ving National Trag ed ies .. . ......•..... 

Civil war . .. . . . ... .................... . 

Assassination o f Li n c oln ........... . .. . 

Assassination of Garf i e ld ..........•... 

Loafing in Camd e n .. .. ................•..... 

In woods . .. ........................... . 

Twilight .................•......... 

Beauty of sights ..... ......... . 

Beauty o f sounds .............. . 

Night ................ · ·· ········· ·· 

On ferryboat . . , . ....... . 

Att en ding Ita l ian Operas .... 

Singer Bettini ........................ . 

Singer Al boni ........................ . . 

Effect on Whitm an ..................... . 

PAGE 

18 

18 

19 

lq 

Reading ........ . ... 0 •••••••••• 0 ••••••••••••• 

19 

20 

22 

22 

22 

29 

30 

30 

30 

30 

31 

31 

32 

33 

34 

34 

35 

36 

37 The Bible . . . ••••••• • • 0 •••• 0 •••••• 0 •••• • 

Mitchell's book....... .. ............ ... 41 

Carlyle's Sartor Resart us.. ....... .. ... 42 

vi 



CHAP T E R . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . PAGE 

II. WHITMAN'S TRAVELS.............................. 44 

Introduction to th e Chapter................ 44 

To New Orl ea ns................. ... .. .. ... .. 4 5 

Itin e rary.............................. 46 

Th e land... ........... .... ....... ...... 46 

Th e impr es siv e sc e n e s......... ........ . 48 

Missouri River..................... 48 

Ni a gar a Falls.............. .. ...... 48 

T h e po et' s s e ns e of broth erh oo d ........ 49 

To th e Wes t....... . . .................. . . ... 50 

Prairies... .......... ............ . . . . . . 50 

Landscape... . ................... ... 50 

Suns e t scene........ .... ........... 5 1 

Night sc e n e ........................ 51 

Can yons................................ 53 

T o Canada .... . ........... .. ................ 54 

Place o f e ntry......................... 5 4 

Ontario............. . ........ ... ....... 55 

St. Lawrence Riv er. .... . ............... 56 

Tho us and Islands..................... .. 56 

Northern 1 i gh t s. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 57 

S ag u e n ay Riv e r....... .... .......... . ... 57 

Conclusion............................. . . .. 59 

I II . WHITMAN'S IMAGI NARY OR MYSTICAL EXPERIENCES.... 63 

Introduction to the Chapt er.. .............. 63 

vii 



CHAPTER . . . . PAGE 

Voi ce s .................. . 63 

The phantom . ... ..... . 63 

Them e of war ..... 63 

Theme of demo cra cy .. 64 

Theme of broth er hoo d ...... ... . 66 

Th e mus e .. . .. .. . .................. . 67 

Th eme of the ex a ltation o f th e 
real. ... . .. . ...... . ........... 68 

Th eme o f immortalit y ...... . . 68 

The bir d a nd th e s ea ... . ...... . . 6 9 

Lov e song of t h e bird... .. ........ 6 9 

Sa d s ong of the bi rd. . ............ 70 

Th eme whispered by the s ea . 71 

The voyag er s .... .. . . .......... . 72 

Poem of oc ea n and land ..... 7 2 

Th eme of voy age into eter nity. 72 

The seer . ............... . . . ... . . . . 72 

The joinin g of pr e s en t and p as t 
e i d o l ons..... . .............. 72 

The buil d ing of spiritual b e ings . 7 3 

The pr oving o f th e ex i s t e nc e o f 
e idolons....... ............ 74 

Th e int er pr e ting of God and 
eido lon s as th e role o f 
th e po et .. ... ...... .. .. 74 

Th e dead c ompos er ............. .. 7 5 

viii 



CHAPT ER ........... . ........ . .. . . .. . . ... ........ . .... . . .. PAGE 

Th e effect of th e music o n t h e po e t. 7 5 

Th e theme o f u niv ersal f r ee do m..... 76 

Visio ns or My sti c a l Experi e nc es.... 77 

I nt r od u c tion . . . .. . ..... . 77 

Dream vision s . . ... .. ... . 77 

"Prou d Musi c o f th e Storm"...... . .. . 77 

Pro c ess ion of sights a nd soun d s . 77 

Th eme o f th e pas s age o f th e 
s oul fr om l if e to dea th. . .. 7 9 

" Th e Sl ee p er s". . .... . ... .... .. .. . .. 79 

Coll ect ion of i ma ge s . . .. . . . ..... 7 9 

Symbolic mea ning of sl ee p . . . . . 80 

"I Dream'd in a Drea m".. . ... .... . . 8 1 

An id eal c i ty . . . . ........ . . . . . . . 8 1 

T he t h eme o f br o t herh ood.. . . .. .. 81 

"Song o f My s elf ". ... .. . .. .. ... . . . . . . 81 

Th e f li gh t o f th e po e t .... . . . .. . 8 2 

Th e th e me o f the journey of th e 
s ou l th r ou gh l i fe .. . . . .... .. 82 

Apo ca l ypti c vision....... .. . . . . . ... . . .. 83 

Pr oph ecy o f th e r is e o f Am er ic a 
to a wor l d power . ... . ..... ...... 8 3 

Th e v i s ion of freed om f or a l l . .. . . . . 84 

IV . WH ITM AN'S ALLUSIO NS .. .... . .. . ... . .... ..... . . . 85 

I nt r od uct ion to t h e Ch a pt er . .. .... . . ..... 8 5 

Bi b l i ca l Allu s ion s.. .. ..... . .... . .. . . .. ... 8 5 

i x 



CHAPTE R ... •• • • ••••••••• 0 ••••••••••••• ••• •••••••• • 0 0. 0 • • PAGE 

To God..................... . .... ...... 86 

His a pp ea r ance in a still small 
voice . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 86 

His pr edetermined plan........ .. . . 87 

His peace an d c om fort. ..... . .. ..... 89 

His power .......... . 89 

To Christ ............. .. 90 

His re l at io ns hip to man ............ 90 

His ea ting Th e Last Supp er... . ..... 91 

His cr uci f i x ion ....... . ... . 92 

His res urrecti on ....... .. . . 92 

Th e poet ' s r ol e as Christ . . 93 

To man ....... .... ............. . .. ..... . 94 

His cre ation ............ . 94 

Fro m d ust . . . . . . . .... . 95 

In t h e im age of God .. .. 95 

A divin e creature ..... . 95 

Immortality of his soul ... . 96 

To parabl e s ....... ... ..... .... . 97 

The pro d ig a l son ........ .. . 97 

Th e mas t er who we nt on a long 
journ ey ........... . ...•... 98 

To nat ure .. ... ..... .. ...... ............ 98 

Grass..................... . .... .... 98 

The stars .. ......... . . ... .......... 99 

X 



CHAPTER . .... PAGE 

To pl aces ........... . .......... . ... .. .. 100 

.1n o u n t Ararat ....... .. . ... . . 

Mo unt Moriah .. ....... .. ... . 

10 0 

100 

Jer us al e m. .. . . ................. . ... 101 

Nin e veh... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 101 

Bab e l.. . . ... ......... . .......... . .. 10 1 

He ll................. . ...... . .... .. 102 

Allusions to Musi c . ... ................ . ... . 10 3 

T o c ompo sitions . . .... ..... . .• •.. . . . .... 103 

To o peras. . ..... . ... . ................ .. 10 5 

Allusio n s to Hi story..................... . . 107 

To th e Alamo........... .. .. ..... . ...... 108 

T o th e Mass a cre a t Goliad. . .. . ......... 108 

T o Cu ster's Last St a nd .......... .. ..... 109 

To s ea ad vent u rers ... .. ... ..... . . ... ... 110 

All u sions to P l aces .............. . • .. . . .... ll l 

To th e Se ven Wond e rs o f the Worl d .. . ... lll 

To Pa rn ass us . .. .. . .. . .... . .. .. ...... . .. 112 

Allusions to Mythology ...... .. ... .... ...... 112 

x i 



CHAPTER I 

WHITMAN'S PERSONAL EXPERIENCES 

Th ere was a c hil d went f orth e very day, 
And the first obj ect h e look' d upon, 

that obj ect h e became, 
And that obj ect b ecame part of him 

for the d ay or a certain par t 
of the d ay, 

Or for many years or stretching cycles 
of years. 

("There Was a Child We nt Forth," 
11. 1-4) 

Ma ny of Whitman's ex p er i e nc e s recorded in Leaves Qf 

Grass are r oot ed in thos e of the child who roamed the country-

sid e abs orbing the sights and sounds and making th e acquaint-

a nce of th e pe opl e in a nd aro un d his hom eto wn. They inclu ded 

th e pictur e sque, for in his f irst long poem " Pictur e s" Whitman 

informs his readers that h e k ep t pictures suspended in a littl e 

house, a small hous e but larg e e nough for a l l the nostalgic 

memories of childhood, a ll "th e tableaus of lif e, " and a ll 

"the groupings of death." He says that h e , "ciceron e hims e lf," 

po ints to these "prodigal pi ct ur es " in his poems. Th r oughout 

his lif e --his childhood act iviti es, hi s news pap er work, his 

schoo l teaching, his reading, his tr avel s, his roaming in th e 

streets of Broadway, hi s war work, an d his loafing on Ti mb er 

Creek--h e was eager ly seeing all that h e could of th e American 
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landscape a nd of lif e . The effect upon him was ofte n that of 

e l eva tion, a sense of awe, in the pr e sence of what e v e r was 

i nspiri ng. Of his ex per i e nc es arousing in him a s e ns e of 

exa ltation--a sens e of th e sublime--Whitman c onsid ers the 

gr eate st to be thos e of his c hil d hood, c ity lif e , th e s ea , 

f err yboat trips, reading, opera, t e a c hing, nation a l trag ed i es, 

travel, an d loafing in Camden. In th e e nsuing pag e s, I shall 

disc uss th ese experi e nc es wit h th e exce ption of travel, whi c h 

I reserve for Chapt e r II. 

Childhood Exp eri e nc es 

Sources of sublimity in Whitman's ch i ld hoo d were his 

hom e life, t h e sight s a nd so un ds of natur e , and his am u se -

me nts. In "A Child We nt Forth" the po e t indicates that th e 

family relat ionship s in his hom e were far from congenial;! 

ye t h e c ommuni cates a c e rtain exa ltation in hi s pi c tures of 

his par e n ts wbo, h e says, did mor e than giv e him birth, for 

th e y gav e of thems e lv es every day and be cam e part of him. 

Hi s me mo ry of hi s fath e r arous e s in him a fe e ling of fear a nd 

r ese ntm e nt: 

Th e father, str ong, self-sufficient, 
ma nly, mea n, anger'd, unjust , 

T he blow, th e quick loud word, the tight 
bargain, th e crafty lur e, 

These b e cam e part of t hat c hil d who we nt 
forth every day, and who now goes, 
and will always go forth every day. 

(l l, 24-25, 39) 

1Gay Wilson All e n, Th e Solit a ry Singer ("Ev er gr ee n 
Books" ; New York : Grove Press I nc ., 19 55 ), p. 8. 



His moth er, the perf ec t moth er, h e recalls with very 

deep affectio n. In ";Starting from Pa umanok" he says that h e 

was "w e ll-b e gott e n and rais ed b y a per f ec t moth e r . " In 

'·' T h e r e W a s a C h i l d We n t F o r t h " h e r e c a 1 l s : 

Th e mot h er at hom e qui e tly placing th e 
d ish es on th e supp e r-tabl e 

The moth er with mil d wor d s, c l ea n he r 
c ap a nd gown, a whol e som e od or fa lling 
off h er pers on a nd cloth e s as sh e 
wa lk s by. 

(ll. 23- 24 ) 

He reca l ls t he gr ea t happin es s of th e moth e r as sh e s er ve s 

her family a nd, with h e r pati e nce a nd lov e, k ee ps d om e stic 

tra nquil ity : 

0 t h e moth er's joy s ! 
The wat c hing , th e e nd urance, t he 

pre c iou s lov e , t h e a ngui s h , 
th e p a ti e ntl y yie l ded lif e . 

0 t h e jo y of incr ease , growth, 
r ec up er ation, 

Th e joy of s oothing a nd pacifying, 
th e joy of concord an d harmony. 

('"A Song of Joy s ," ll. 24- 27) 
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Th e poet ' s se nse of t h e s ublim e d ee p e ns wh e n, in t h e mu sic of 

t h e s torm, h e hea r s again hi s moth er's v oi ce s inging to him 

the lull aby or h ymn she sa ng wh e n h e was a s ma ll c hil d : 

Ah fr om a li tt l e c hi ld, 
T hou know e st soul how to me a l l 

sounds b ecame music, 
My moth er's voic e in lull a by or h ymn , 
(T h e v oi ce, 0 t e nder voic e s, me mo ry ' s 

loving voic es, 
Last miracl e of a ll, 0 dea r e s t mo t h e r's, 

s i s t er 's, voi ces. ) 
('"Pro ud Music of th e Storm," 1 1. 59 -63) 



Mu c h of Whitman's childhood was sp e nt in roaming th e 

c ountry s i de ne ar his birthplac e , a small villag e on Long 

1 Islan d . Among th e things which be came a part of th e child 

we r e th e e arly lilacs, th e grass, th e white and red morning-

4 

glori e s , th e whit e a nd r e d c lov er, th e third-month lambs, th e 

sow' s pink -fa int litt er, winter grain sprouts, yellow corn, 

a nd ap pl e tr ee s. Whitman s a ys in "Song of Mys e lf": 

I am e namour'd of growing out-doors, 
Of me n that liv e among c a ttl e or t a st e 

of th e oc e an or woods. 
(11. 255 - 256) 

Th e reade r ex p eri e nc e s sublimity with him wh e n h e y e arns to 

r e turn to hi s birthplac e : 

0 to go b a ck to th e plac e wh e r e I was born, 
To h e ar th e bir d s sing onc e mor e , 
T o r ambl e about th e hous e and barn 

and ov e r th e fi e l d s onc e mor e , 
An d through th e orchard and along 

th e old lan e s onc e mor e . 
("'A Song of Joys," 11. 28-31) 

Rem ini s c e nc es of s c e ne s of natur e ar e th e starting point for 

Whitm a n 9 s ex p eri e nce s of sublimity in "As I Watch e d th e 

Pl oughm a n P loughing": 

As I wa tch'd th e ploughm a n p l oughing, 
Or t h e sow e r sowing in th e fi e lds, or 

. th e h a rv e s te r harv e sting, 
I saw th e r e too, 0 lif e a nd dea th, 

yo ur a nalogi e s; 
(Lif e , lif e is th e till a ge, an d De ath 

i s the harv e st a ccording.) 

1I bid., pp. 15-16. 
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As the poet contemplates the analogies--the sowing and the 

cultivating of the seed as life, and the reaping of the fruits , 

t h e reward, as death--he is exalted. 

Among the soun ds of childhood which the poet cata-

log u e s i n ,,. Proud Mus i c of t h e Storm" are the r a i n , " the b r e e z e 

among the long leav'd corn," "the sea surf beating on t h e 

s a n d , " '" t h e t w i t t e r i n g b i r d , " " t h e h a w k ' s s h a r p s c r e am , " " t h e 

wild f owl's notes at night as h e migrates north or south," 

"th e psalm in the country c hurch," "the op e n-air camp meeti ng," 

'·'' t h e f i d d l e r i n t h e t a v e r n , " " t h e l o w i n g c a t t l e , " " b l e a t i n g 

sh eep,"· and '"t h e crowing cock at daw n." Thus the po et starts 

with natur e but fe e ls a sense of exaltation as he t e lls his 

soul that h aply what h e h ea rd was not th e sounds whi ch h e 

catalogu ed but 

Po e ms bridging th e way from Life to De a th , 
vaguely waft ed in night air, unc a ugh t, 
unwritt e n, 

Which l et us go forth in the bold day and write . 
(ll. 163-16 4) 

Whitman r e calls with delight, among th e pastim es and 

c ustoms of his boyhood, the youngster stretched at op the lo ad 

o f h ay on th e slow draw n wag on, the trips with th e fisherm e n 

a nd th e clam d iggers, the trips with th e hunt e rs and th e 

tr appe rs, t h e children coming hom e f or Thanksgiving, th e 

regatta on the bay, the western turkey-shooting ma tch e s, the 

app l e -pe e lings and wanting kiss e s for all the r ed fruit fo und, 
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the c orn huskings, the hous e raisings, and the fri e ndly bees. 

These exper i e nc e s, which in th emse lv e s provide s om e sense of 

exa ltation, mak e t h e ir greatest c ontribution to Whitman's 

ac hi e veme nt of sublimity in his larg er pictur e . It was Whit-

ma n's p urpos e to mak e his poem ua c ompl e t e pictur e o f hum a nit y, 

of soc i ety in a ll its phases, a nd th e worl d in all its sw ee p 

of la ndscape a nd ocea nic spread.ul Th e vastness of his pur-

pos e , whi c h h e un d oubt edly has in min d as he paints thes e 

mini at ures, is the primary source of his sublimity. 

City Exp e ri e nc e s 

Sce ne s of city lif e were among th e obj ec ts which the 

c hil d look ed upon a nd which beca me part of him. He r emark e d 

to Dr. Hucke, " Rem emb er the book arose out of my lif e in 

Brooklyn and New York fr om 1838 t o 1853, absorbing a million 

peop l e, for fifteen years with an intimacy , an ea g e rn e ss, a n 

a ban do n, probably never equall ed ." 2 In th e vast c rowd s, th e 

consta nt mov eme nts, and the unc ea sing nois es of the city, his 

exciteme nt mounts as h e liv es a nd r e liv es his exper i e nces . 

He has a s e ns e of exa lt at ion-- a n int e ns e exc it eme nt-- as h e 

thinks o f t h e comradeship, th e fri e nds hip, a nd th e co mp a nion-

3 ship whi ch h e fi nds in th e ma s ses of peopl e a nd t h e vari et y 

lArt hu r E. Briggs, Wa lt Whitm a n: Think e r a nd Ar tist 
(N ew York : Philosophi ca l Library, 1953), p. 27 6. 

2He nry Se id e l Canby, Walt Whitman: An Am e rican 
(Cambridge: Th e Riverside Press, 19 43) , p. 50. 

3James E. Miller, Jr., Walt Whitm a n (New York : 
Publi s h er s, Inc., 1962), p. 134. 

Tway ne 
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of life off e r ed by the city. Preferring the city ov e r nature, 

h e says in "Giv e Me the Spl e ndid Silent Sun": 

Kee p your spl e nd id silent sun, 
Kee p your woods 0 Nature, a nd the quiet plac e s 

by th e woods, 
Keep your fields of clover a nd timothy, and 

your corn-fi el ds a nd orc h ar d s, 
Keep th e blossoming buckwh eat fi eld s wh ere th e 

Ninth-mon t h bee s hum; 
Gi ve me faces a nd stre e ts, giv e me th e se 

ph a ntoms inc e ssant a nd e ndl e ss a long th e 
t r ottoirs! 

Giv e me int ermin a bl e e y e s--give me women--give 
me comrades and lov e rs by th e thousand! 

Le t me se e new on es e very day--l e t me hold new 
o ne s by the hand eve ry day! 

Gi ve me such shows--giv e me the str ee ts of 
Manhattan! 

Giv e me Broadway, with th e sol d i e rs marc hing- 
giv e me the soun d of the trumpets and 
drums! 

0 s uch for me ! 0 a n int e nse lif e , full to r e pl e tion 
an d varied! 

Th e lif e of th e th ea tre, bar-room, hug e hot e l, 
for me ! 

The saloon of the st e am e r! th e crowd e d exc ursion 
for me ! th e torchlight proc e ssion! 

Th e de ns e brigad e bound for th e war, with high 
pil ed military wagons following; 

Peo pl e , e ndl e ss, str eaming, with strong voic e s, 
p as sions, pageants, 

Ma nhattan streets with th e ir pow erful throbs, with 
b e ating drums as now, 

Th e e nd l e ss and noisy c horus, th e rustl e a nd 
clank of musk e ts, ( eve n th e sight of th e 
wound ed,) 

Ma nh atta n crowds, with th e ir turbul e nt musi c al 
chorus! 

Ma nhatt a n faces a nd eyes forever for me . 
(11. l- 9 , 1 3 - 22 ) 

I n .. Ma nnahatta" h e exper i e nces s ublimit y as h e sees "th e num-

ber l ess cr owded str ee ts,'" "tid e s s wift and ample, '" ""t h e fl owing 

sea c ur re nts,'" "th e countl e ss ma sts, " "'immig ra nts ar riving," 
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•• t h e c a r t s h au l i n g go o d s , " " t r o t t o i r s t h r o n g ' d , " a n d "a mi 1 1 i o n 

p e op l e --mann e rs fre e and superb--op e n voices--hospitality--th e 

mo st courteous and friendly young men." The source of his 

ex altation is the c onstant movement and the pot e ntial friend-

s hip and comrad e ship. 

Th e poet is uplifted in spirit as he listens to th e 

s o un ds of th e city: 

Th e blab of th e pav e , tires of carts, sluff of boot
sol e s, talk of th e promen aders, 

Th e h e avy omnibus, the driver with his int e rrogating 
thumb, th e c lank of th e shod hor se s on th e gr a n
it e floor, 

Th e s now-sl e ighs, clinking, shout e d jok e s, p e lts of 
s now-balls, 

The hurrah s for popular favorit es , th e fury of rous'd 
mobs, 

Th e flap of th e curtainvd litter, a sick man insid e 
born e to th e hospital, 

Th e mee ting of e nemi e s, th e su dden oath, th e blows 
a nd fall, 

The exc it e d crowd, th e polic eman with his star quickly 
working his pa ss ag e to th e ce ntr e of th e c rowd , 

Th e imp a ssiv e ston e s that r ece iv e a nd r e turn so many 
e c hoe s, 

Wh a t groans of ov e r-f ed or half-st a rv'd who fall 
sunstruc k or in fits, 

Wha t exc lamations of wom e n tak e n s udd e nly who hurry 
hom e and giv e birth to bab e s, 

What living an d buri e d sp ee ch is a lw a ys vibrating 
h e r e , what howl s r e strain' d by d e corum, 

Arr e sts of criminals, slights, adulterous off e rs ma de , 
a cce ptanc e s, r e jections with conv e x lips, 

I mind th em or th e show or r e sonanc e of th em--I com e 
an d I d epart. 

("Song of My s e lf," ll. 154-16 6 ) 

From youth to old ag e , th e city was a part of th e c hild 

who we nt f orth. In •"sands at Se v e nty" th e po e t s til l f ee l s 

exc iteme nt as he r e liv es his city exp e ri e nc es : 



What hurrying human tides, or day or night! 
What passions, winnings, loss e s, ardors, swim thy 

waters ! 
What whirls of e vil, bliss and sorrow, st em th ee ! 
What c urious qu e stioning glanc e s--glints of lov e ! 
Leer, e nvy, scorn, contempt, hop e , aspiration! 
Thou portal--thou ar e na--thou of the myriad long-

draw n lin e s and groups! 
(Coul d but thy flagstones, curbs, fa~ades, tell 

th e ir inimitabl e tales; 
Thy win d ows rich, and hug e hot e ls--thy sid e-walks 

wide;) 
Tlt o u of th e e nd l ess sliding, mincing, shuffling 

f e e t! 
Tho u , lik e th e parti-color e d worl d its e lf--lik e 

infinite, t eeming, mo ck ing lif e ! 
Thou visor'd, vast, unsp ea kabl e show a nd l ess on: 

(uBroadway,w ll. 1-ll) 

Sea Experienc es 

Wh itman spe nt mu c h of hi s lif e on "a rocky founded 

island--s hor es wh e r e gayly das h th e c oming, going, hurrying 
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sea waves '" ("Ma nn a h atta," l. 3). Of th e e nvironm e nt a l sourc e s 

o f hi s e xp e ri e nces of sublimity this s e a was prob a bly th e most 

sig ni fica nt. Hi s se ns e of the sublim e c om e s fr om th e sea--its 

vast ne ss a nd its mov eme nt, th e c onsol a tions it offered to 

him , th e th e mes it whisp e r e d to him, a nd th e sp e ll it cast 

upo n h im. I ntro d uc ing th e r e ader to sea e xp e riences in '" I n 

Ca bi n' d Ship s at Sea ," h e c ont e mpl ates vastn e ss, power, a nd 

in fi nity: 

I n cabi n' d s hi ps at s e a, 
Th e boun d l es s blu e on e ver y side ex panding, 
With whi s tling wind s a nd mu s i c of th e wav es , 

th e larg e im peri ou s wav e s. 
(11. l- 4 ) 
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Words o f consolation whisp ered by th e sea are rec ord e d 

pass ion ately in "As I Ebb' d With th e Oc ea n of Life" a nd " Wit h 

Hu sky-H a ugh ty Lips 0 Sea ." Whitm a n's exper i e nce in th e s e two 

po e ms is on e which sel d om occu rs in the "L eaves." 1 I t is on e 

of despondency. Probably beca u se h e felt that his po e try h ad 

b ee n r e j ected, h e turn ed to th e sea for consolation. Walking 

the b e ach at Paumanok an d seei ng the sc e nes s o familiar to 

him--th e chaff, th e straw, th e splint e rs of wood, a nd th e 

weeds l eft by th e tid e-- and h ea ring t h e br e aking of th e wav es , 

h e think s of lik e nesses that th e island presents. It c om e s to 

him that his own ex p e rienc es are symbolized by these obj e cts 

thrown upon th e shor e . 2 Thus despo nd e nt h e speaks : 

I too but sig nif y at th e u t mo st 
a . littl e wash'd-up drift, 

A fe w sa nds a nd d e a d leav es to gather, 
Gat h e r, a nd me rg e mys e lf as part of th e 

sands a nd drift. 
("As I Ebb'd Wi t h th e Ocea n of 

Lif e ," 11. 22 - 25 ) 

He s eems to s ink in to th e dept hs o f d espa i r as h e won der s why 

h e e v e r dared to sing hi s songs: 

0 b affl ed , b a lk' d , b e n t to t h e v e ry ear t h, 
Oppr ess ' d with my self that I h ave dared 

to op e n my mouth, 

I perce iv e I hav e not r e ally un derst oo d 
a nyt h i ng , not a si ngl e obj ec t, a nd that 
no ma n ever can, 

1Miller, p. 51. 

2All e n, The Solit ar y Sing er, p. 247. 



Nat ure h e re in sight of the s ea taking adva nt age 
o f me to dart upon me and sting me , 

Because I h ave dared to op e n my mouth to 
s ing at a ll. 

("As I Ebb' d With th e Oce an of Lif e ," 
11. 25-26' 32-35) 
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Although the poet fee l s that his life a nd work ar e a failure, 

he beli e ves that jus t as th e tide e bb s a nd flows h e too, who 

has e bb ed wit h t h e ocean of lif e, will sing a gain. 1 

Ebb, o ce an of lif e , (th e flow will return.) 
( l. 52) 

Th e po et see ms als o to speak out of d espa i r in ttWith Husky-

lla ughty Lips 0 Sea:tt As he li ste ns to the tale of th e sea, 

he sees a rese mbl a nce to hi s own li fe. 

The tale of cos mi c e l e me ntal passion 
Thou t e ll est to a kin dred s oul. 

c n. 22 -2 3) 

As Gay Wilso n All e n suggests, he pr ob ably thought of hims elf 

as un s ub d u ed, capr i c iou s, a nd wil l f ul, 2 but h e a lso fe lt that 

he was a ki ndred so ul because h e too h ad struggled and ha d 

me t d efeat ; he had s ought acceptanc e a nd h ad bee n r e j ected. 

Whitman h as a se n se o f ex altation as h e realizes that it is 

o nly t hroug h th e greatest str uggl es and d efeats that on e 

becomes great. T h e r eader feels Whitman's hop e tha t vict ory 

1Ibid., p . 248. 

2 Ibid. , p. 5 14. 



has only b ee n withhe l d a nd that h e may also through hi s 

struggles and defeats b ec om e a great poet. 1 

(Na ught but th e gr eates t str uggl es, wro ngs, defeats, 
c ould mak e thee greatest--no less c ould make 
thee,) 

Thy lon e ly state--something tho u ever seek'st and 
s e e k'st, yet neve r gain'st, 

s~r e ly some right withheld--some voice, in huge 
monotonous rag e, of freedom-lover pent, 

Some vast h eart, lik e a pla net's, chain'd a nd chafing 
in those breakers, 

By lengthen ' d swell, a nd spas m, a nd pa nting breath, 
And rhyth mic rasping of t h y sa nds and waves, 
And serpe nt hi ss, a nd savage peals of laught er , 
And und ert on es of dista n t lion roar, 
(Sounding, appealing to the skyvs deaf ear --but now, 

rapport for onc e , 
A phantom in th e night thy c onfidant for once,) 
Th e first and last confessio n of the globe, 
Outsurging, mu tt eri ng fro m thy so ul vs abys ms, 
Th e tal e of c osmi c e l eme n tal pa ssio n, 
Thou tellest to a kindr ed so ul o 

("Wit h Husky-Haughty Lips 0 Sea!" ll. 10-16) 

Ma ny of the exper i e nces of s ublimi ty in Leaves .2.l. 

Grass h ave their s ourc e in th e gr eat the mes which the sea 

whisper s to t he po e t. Th e reader gets a suggest ion of the 

12 

main them e of th e book from "In Cabin'd Ships at Sea, " which 

i s not a r emini sce nce of the land alone, but a song for 

m·rin e rs a nd a ll their s hi ps . Speaking with intens e feeling 

in this for both the body and the soul, 2 the poet year ns po em 

for his book to speed on a nd carry hi s message to every s oul 

s a iling t h e sea of lif e : 

1Ibid. 

2M ill e r, p. 118. 



Th e n falter not 0 book, fulfil your destiny, 
You not a r eminisc e nc e of the land alone, 
You too as a lon e bark cleaving the ether, purpos'd 

I know not whith er, y e t e v e r full of faith, 
Con s ort to e v e ry ship that sails, sail you! 
Be ar forth to th em folde d my love, (dear mariners, 

for you I fold it h e r e in e very leaf;) 
S ~eed on my book! spr e ad your white sails my little 

b a rk a th wart th e imp e rious waves, 
Ch a n t on, sa il on, be ar o' e r th e boundl e ss blu e 

from me to e v e ry sea, 
This s ong for marin e rs and all their ships. 

(11. 17-24) 

Ex pe ri e n c e s of s ub 1 i m i t y i n th e po ems "Pas sage to I n d i a , '" 
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"From Mont a uk P oint,'" a nd '"Th e Untold Want'·" hav e th eir sourc e 

in th e so ul' s urg e to be gin th e voyag e into e ternity. In 

"'Passage to Indi a ," as Whitm a n c ont emplat e s th e gr e at achieve-

me nt s o f me di e v a l navigator s , h e thinks of "th e pas s ag e to 

mor e th a n India.~ He ex p eri e nce s gr e at ec stasy as h e thinks 

of t h e seas whi c h ca rry th e s oul b e yond mortality. He pl e ads 

wi t h h is s oul t o b e gin th e voy a g e for th e unknown shor e s: 

0 we c an wai t no long e r, 
We too t a k e s hip 0 s oul, 
Jo y ou s we too l a un c h out on trackl e ss s e a s , 
Fear l ess for unknown shor e s on wav es of e cstasy 

to sa il, . 
Ami d th e wa f ting winds, (thou pr es sing me to the e , 

I th ee to me , 0 soul,) 
Car oling fr ee, s inging our song of God, 
Ch a nting our c ha nt of pl easa nt ex ploration. 

(11. 17 5 -181) 

To th e r eade r h e c ommuni c at es d ee p e st aw e as h e speaks of 

e nd l ess t i me a nd spa ce a nd of th e voyag e of th e soul into 

eter nit y : 



Thoughts, silent thoughts, of Time and Space and 
Deat h, like waters flowing, 

Bear me indeed as through the regions infinite, 
Whose air I br eat he, whose ripples hear, lave me 

all ov e r, 
Bathe me 0 God in thee, mounting to thee, 
I and my soul to range in range of thee. 

("Passage to India," ll. 189-193) 

Whit man is c onvinc ed that he can sail the seas in perf ec t 

confide n ce knowing that they are safe because they are all 
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the seas of God. He ha s a feeling of exaltation as he pleads 

with hi s soul to sail farther and farther: 

Sail forth--steer for the deep wat ers only, 
Reckless 0 s oul, exp loring, I with thee, and thou 

with me , 
For we are bound where marin er has not yet dared 

to go, 
And we will risk the ship, ourselves and all. 

0 brave so ul: 
0 farther farther sail! 
0 daring joy, but safe! are they not all th e seas 

of God? 
0 f~rt h er, farther, farther sail! 

(" Pass age to In d i a,'" ll . 2 4 8-2 55) 

As th e poet, in hi s memory, stands again on Montauk Point, 

and as he sees on every side nothing but the tossing waves 

a nd the sky, he thinks of lif e 's voyage ov er tempestuous seas 

and of the so ul's forever seeking the shores, the haven of 

peacef ul rest. The gr eat h e ight, the apparently infinite 

str e tch of sea, and the lofty theme--the r es tl ess ness of th e 

soul to return to God--give to the reader a sense of th e 

sublime. 



I stand as on som e mighty eagle's beak, 
Ea st ward th e sea absorbing, viewing, (nothing 

but s e a and sky,) 
Th e tossing wav e s, th e foam, th e ships in the 

distanc e , 
Th e wild unr e st, the snowy, curling caps--that 

inb o und urg e and urg e of waves, 
See king th e shor es for e v e r. 

c~From Montauk Point,R 11. 1-5) 
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Whi t ma n expr es s e s som ewhat th e sam e idea in '"The Untold Want." 

Ea rthl y thing s ar e neve r grant e d . Man is compelled by an 

i nn a t e u r g e to s ee k th a t whi c h satisfies th e soul. 

Th e untold want by lif e and land ne 'er 
gran te d, 

No w voyag e r s ail forth to s ee k and find. 

In • ye t, Ye t, Ye Downca s t Hour s R Whitman communicat e s 
... 

sublimity as he pi c tur es th e a nguish of the soul who is spir-

itu a lly lo s t and i s s ee king h e lp as h e is v ery soon to b e gin 

his vo ya g e into e t er nity: 

Th e p o e t 

Th e s e a I am quickly to sail, c om e 
t e ll me , 

Com e t e ll me wh e r e I am sp e e d ing, t e ll 
me my des tin a tion. 

Whith e r I go from th e bed I r e cline on, 
com e t e ll me . 

(11 . 7-8, 11) 

a n swe r s in '"' Wh a t Ship s Pu zz l ed .At Se a'" by t e lling 

th e s ail o r that h e needs a good pilot and by offering himself 

a nd hi s book as th e p e rf e ct pilot: 1 
mo s t 

1 I bi d .' p. 120. 



What s hip puzzled at sea, cons for the true 
r ec koning? 

Or c oming in, to avoid the bars and follow the 
c hann el a perfect pilot needs? 

Here, sa ilor! h ere, ship! take aboard the most 
perfect pilot, 

Whom, in a li tt l e boat, putting off and rowing, 
I h ai ling you offer. 

In "Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking,"' in "Now 

Fin ale to t h e Shore,'' a nd in "Joy, Shipmat e, Joy'" Whitman 
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a c hi eves t h e s ublim e as he bi ds farewell to the shore. From 

th e sea co mes the theme for his s ong in "Out of the Cradle 

End l e s s 1 y R o c k i n g . '" I n r e p 1 y to h i s plea for a c l e w to hi s 

own fate th e sea whisp e rs the word "'death ... : 

Wh e r et o answ e ring, the sea, 
De laying no t, hurrying not, 
W h i s p e r ' d .m e t h r o u g h t h e n i g h t , a n d v e r y p l a i n l y 

b ef or e daybreak, 
Lisp'd to me th e low and delicious word death, 
And agai n death, death, death, death, 
Hiss ing me lodiou s, neit her lik e the bird nor 

like my aro us'd c hild's heart , 
But edgi ng near as privately for me rustling at 

my f ee t, 
Cr ee ping thenc e stead ily up to my ears and lavi ng 

me s oftly al l over, 
Death, death, d ea th, death, death. 

(11. 16 5-169) 

To Whitm a n this theme is sublime. He t hi n k s the word '"d eat h" 

is the k e y to th e sweetest so ng of all songs, b eca us e h e 

believ es that it i s not the e nd of lif e 's journ ey but the 

be ginning of th e so ul' s journey into eter nity. 1 

1Ibid., p. 118. 



My own s ong s awaked from that hour, 
And with t h e m th e k ey, the word up from the wav es, 
The word of th e sw ee test song and all songs, 
T hat str ong and de li c iou s word which, cree ping to 

my f ee t, 
(O r lik e so me old cr on e r o c king the cradle, swathed 

in sw eet g ar me nt s , 
The sea whi sper ' d me. 

b e ndi ng as id e ,) 

("Out of t h e Cradle Endlessly 
ll. 

Ro cking, .... 
17 8 -1 83) 
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In ~Now Fin ale to th e Shore" Whitm a n pictures the voy ager who 

had lon g adv e ntur ed ov er t h e seas a nd returned to port, now 

departi ng, no mo re to r e turn, now to sa il upon th e e ndl ess 

cr ui se. T h e po e t ex per i e nces pe rfect c ont e ntm e nt, a lmost a 

feeli ng of h app in ess , as h e bi ds farewe ll to the shore. 

Now fi n a l e to th e s ho re, 
Now la nd a nd lif e f in a l e a nd farewe ll, 
No w Voyag e r d e part, (much, mu c h f or th ee is yet 

i n store,) 
Oft e n e nough has t thou adve ntur'd o' e r th e seas , 
Ca u tio u s l y c rui s ing, st ud yi ng t h e charts, 
Duly again to port and h awse r' s t i e r e turning; 
But now ob e y thy c h e ris h' d secret wish, 
Embrace t hy fr i e nd s, l ea v e all in ord e r, 
To port a nd hawser 's t i e no mo re returning, 
De part upon t h y e ndless c ruis e ol d Sailor. 

Thr ou gh th e sea imag e he aga in expresses his unwav e ring 

belief in immortality i n "Joy, Shi pma t e, Jo y!" Th e reader 

s h a r es with t he po et his joy a nd his gratitud e as h e t oo 

be li eves t h at a t deat h our lif e is c lo sed, t h a t we are no 

long er a nchore d on eart h , a nd that ou r soul's v oy a ge through 

e t e rnity b e gins: 

Joy, s h ip mat e , joy~ 
(Pl e as ' d to my sou l at deat h I cry,) 



Our lif e is closed, our life begins, 
The long, long anchorage we leave, 
The ship is clear at last, she leaps! 
She swiftly courses from the shore, 
Joy, shipmate, joy~ 

T h e s e n s e o f t h e s u b l i m e i n " H ad I t h e C h o i c e '' h a s 
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its so urc e in the poet's deep yearning to be accepted. As he 

meditates on the spe ll cast upon him by th e sea, he admits 

that if h e c ould matc h the greatest bards--Shakesp eare , 

Te nnyson, and Homer--or if h e could us e the best me ter or wit, 

th e c hoi ce co nce its, a nd the perfect rhyme, a ll these he would 

gladly b a rter if only his verses c ould hav e the power wto cast 

the s pell upon hi s readers that the sea has cast upon him."·l 

Had I the c hoic e to tally gr ea t est 
b ards, 

Th e se, these, 0 sea , all these I'd 
gladly bart er, 

Would you the undulation of one wave, 
its trick to me transfer, 

Or breathe one br eat h of yours upon my 
verse, 

And leave it s odor there. 

Ferryboat Experiences 

Whitman's passion for ferries b e gan at the age of 

f our and co ntinu ed throughout the remainder of his lif e . In 

"SP e cim e n Days'" h e says that on e of hi s greatest pleasur es 

Was going back a nd forth between Brooklyn and New York on the 

1F. 0. Matt hi esse n, American Renaissance (N ew York: 
Oxford Univ ersity Press, 1941), p. 566. 
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ferryboats a nd often up in the pilot hous e where h e co uld 

. l hav e a good view of th e s urrounding s. In "Crossing Brooklyn 

Fe rry" he paints a beautiful pict ur e as he catalogues the 

va riou s imag e s seen from t h e ferry : "the haze on the hills," 

" t h e vapor as it flew in fle e ces tinged wi t h violet," "the 

whit e sails of schoo ne rs and sloops," "t h e white wak e left by 

t he pa ss a g e of s hi ps, ... ' "th e flags of all nations, ... "the 

fa lling of th em at s un s e t," "th e sketc h afar growing d imm er 

a nd dimm e r,"· "th e fir e s from the fo un dry chi mn e ys burning 

high and glaringly into t h e night ," "the reflection of summer 

s ky i n t 11 e wat e r , •r a nd t 11 e seag ull s "high i n the air f loating 

with motionl ess wings, os c illating t heir bodies." The po e t 

ha s a se ns e of th e s ublim e when h e experie nc es the magnifi-

c e nt vi e w, t h e vast distances, and the height s of the sea-

gull s and th e fir e s from th e fo un dry c himn eys. 

Hi s ex p e ri e nce of greatest s ubl imity com e s to him 

wh e n he s ee s in t h e f erryboat crossi ng a r e ligious analogy, 

"a s ymbol of human fat e a nd destiny.rr 2 As h e watches the 

c r owd s wh o c ro ss th e f e rry, h e thi nk s not only of those who 

ha ve cro ssed with him but of all those who will cross in 

ye ar s to c om e . He has a s e nse of t h e s ublim e as h e thi nk s 

of th e in f init e numb er of p e opl e w~o will cross th e f e rry a nd 

1Le av e s of Gr a ss and Selected Prose, ed. John 
K uw e nhov e n (N e wYork: T~Mod e r n Library, 1950), p. 569. 

2Mill e r, p. 97. 
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o f th e sp iritu al unity of all the souls who have crossed and 

will cross. 1 

It avai l s not, time nor place--distance 
avails not, 

I am wit h you, you men and women of a 
g e neratio n, or ever so many genera
tions he nce. 

(~~.Crossing Brook lyn Ferry," ll. 20- 2 1) 

11 e ex p e r i e n c e s s u b l i m i t y w h e n h e t h i n k s o f e n d l e s s t i m e . He 

has a fee ling of aw e whe n h e s ee s th e crowds on the ferryboat 

passi ng from s hor e to shor e as the souls of me n forev e r 

crossi ng into e t er nity. 

T h e s impl e , c ompact, we ll-join'd scheme, 
my self disint e grat e d every on e dis
integrat e d ye t part of t h e scheme. 

("Cro ss ing Brooklyn Fe rry,"' l. 7) 

Teac hing Exp eriences 

Teac hing gav e to Whitman some f ee ling of exa lt ati on. 

He taught in e ight small communiti es off a nd on for five 

yea rs. He be gan t e a c hing at th e age of se v e nt ee n in a small 

schoo l o nl y a s hort distance from hi s grandfathervs farm. 2 

He s hares wit h hi s readers onl y on e of his exper i e nc es of 

s ublimit y, how eve r, whe n, as h e is c omposing a poem for th e 

in a ugur at io n of a publi c sch ool in Camden, New Jers ey , 

2A ll e n, Th e Solitary Singer, pp. 26-32. 
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undoubtedly his thoughts go ba c k to his school teaching days 

and to his former pupils: 

An old ma n vs thought of school, 
An old man gathering yo uthful mem ori es 

a nd blooms that youth its e lf cannot. 
("An Ol d Ma n's Thought of School,u 

ll. l- 2) 

He has a se n se of the s ublim e as h e sees the young li ves 

which will e nt e r th e sc hool, eac h to buil d a nd e quip himself 

for lif e 's voyag e , the so ul' s voyage ov er the meas ureless 

seas : 

Now only do I know you, 
0 fair a uroral s kies--0 morning 

dew upo n th e grass~ 

And these I see, thes e spar kling eyes, 
These stores of mystic mea ning, t hese 

yo u.ng lives, 
Buildi ng, equi pping, lik e a f l eet of s hip s, 

i mmo rtal s hips, 
Soon to sail out ov er the meas ureless seas , 
On t h e so ul 's voyage. 

Cll. 3 -7) 

The poet s ees no t just th e boys and girls in "tiresome 

spelli ng, writi ng, cip her ing classes'" but infinitely mor e . 

He has a f ee ling of exa ltation as h e looks far ahead and sees 

the f utur e of all America embo died in the girls a nd boys, t h e 

teac her, a nd t h e sc hool: 

(As 

Why 

George Fo x rais'd his warning cry, "Is 
i t th i s p il e of brick a nd mo rtar , th ese 
dead floors, wi ndows, rails, you call 
t h e c hu rc h? 

thi s is not t h e ch urc h at all--t h e ch urc h 
is living, ever living so ul s.") 



And you Amer ica, 
Cast yo u the r ea l reckoning for your pr ese nt? 
Th lights and s h adows of your future, goo d 

or ev il? 
To girlhood, boyhood look, the teacher and the 

s c hool. 
(ll. 14-19) 

Natio nal Tragedies 
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Thr ee gr e at nat ion al tragedies which occurr ed during 

Whi t ma n' s lif e tim e mov e d him deep ly: The Civil War, the 

a ssas sin a tion of Pr e sid e n t Lincoln, and t h e assass in at ion of 

Pr e s i d e nt Garfi e ld. In " A Ba c kward Gla nce O'er Travel'd 

R o ads ~ Whitman says t hat wit hou t hi s thr e e or f our years o f 

wa r exp e ri e nce he could ne ve r h ave wr itt e n Leaves .21. Grass. 1 

In th e y e ar s t hat h e s e rv ed as a n ar my nurs e at Falmouth, 

Virginia, a nd Wasl1ington, D. C., he mad e over six hun dred 

tour s a nd visit e d fro m e ighty to on e hun dred thousand sick. 

He se rv e d both no rt h e r n and s ou t h er n soldi e rs from most of 

th e s t a t es , taki ng t h e m gifts, writi ng letters for them, 

r e adi ng and dis c u ssi ng Bible passages wit h them, praying at 

th e ir b e dside s , wa s hing a nd dressing wo un ds, a nd minist er ing 

to t he s i c k a nd the dyi ng day or nigh t. He consi dered those 

t h 2e ye ars th e gr e at es t privi l ege and satisfact ion a nd the 

gr e at e s t l e sso n of his lif e . 2 He recaptures hi s exper i e nces 

of s ub limity--int e ns e emotions of exc it e me nt, of pain, of 

l 
Kouw e nho ve n, p . 554. 

2 P r o se Works, e d . Floyd Stovall (N ew York : 
Univ er sity Pre ss, 196 4 ) , I, 11 2 -113. 

New York 
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agony, of grief, of comradeship, of sympathy, a nd of pride - -

in ';"Dr um Taps."' He has a se ns e of th e sublim e as h e relives 

his ex p eri e nces of war fr om the first call to arms through 

the f in a l acc omplishm e nt of its mi ss ion. He feels the thrill 

a nd exc item e nt o f th e c i ty, Ma nhattan, pr epa ring for the 

great adve n t ur e : 1 

T o th e dr um-t a ps pro mpt, 
Th e young me n fall ing in a nd ar ming, 

Squ ads gath e r every wh ere b y c ommon cons e nt 
a nd arm, 

Th e bloo d o f the c ity up--arm 'd! arm'd! the 
cry ever ywh e r e , 

Th e flags flung out from the steeples of 
ch ur c h es a nd from all t h e public buildings 
a nd stores, 

War ! an arm ' d race is advancing! th e welcome 
for battle, no turning away ! 

War! be it wee k s, mont h s , or years, an ar m' d 
race i s adva nci ng to welcome it, 

Ma nn a hat ta a- marc h--and it 2 s 0 to sing 
it we ll! 

It's 0 for a manly li fe in the camp. 
( u. F i r s t 0 So n g s F o r a P r e l u d e , '" 

ll. 2 1-22, 27, 34-35, 46 - 49) 

Th e feeli ng quickly c h a ng es as h e relives his hospital ex per i

e nc es. He feels the pai n and the a gon y e ndur ed by th e wounded 

as "h e s i t s by t h e rest 1 e s s al l the dar k night . '" He ex Peri -

e nces th e need of co mrades hi p a nd hum a n love ami d the gr ea t 

trag ed y of war : 

Th u s in s i le nce in dreams' proj e ctions, 
Ret ur nin g, res uming, I t hr ead my way t hrough 

the ho sp i ta ls , 

1Miller, p . 83. 



The hurt and wounded I pacify with soothing hand, 
I s it by the restless all the dark night, some 

are so young, 
Some suffer so much, I recall the experience 

sweet and sad, 
( Ma ny a soldier's loving arms about this neck 

h ave cross'd and rested, 
Many a soldier's kiss dwells on these be a rded 

lips.) 
("Th e Wound-Dr esser," ll. 59-65) 

He j o ins th e army as it march e s: 

Glitt e ring dimly, toiling under the sun-
th e dust-cover'd men, 

In c olumns ris e and fall to the undulations of 
th e ground, 

("An Army Corps on the March,'' ll. 4-5) 
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a n d t h e n h e s i t s o n t h e g r o u n d •·• b y t h e b i v o u a c ' s f i t f u l f l am e " 

a nd, in th e sil e nc e of the night, he too feels the lon e lin e ss 

of th e s ol d i e r as his thoughts turn to life and death, to 

hom e and th e past, and to loved ones who are far away: 

. 0 tend er and wondrous thoughts, 
Of lif e and death, of home and the past and 

loved, and of those that are far away; 
A sol emn and slow proc e ssion th e r e as I sit 

on the ground, 
By th e bivouac's fitful flame. 

("By the Bivouac's Fitful Flame," ll. 7-ll) 

He fee l s int e ns e gri e f as he ke e ps his vigil on th e field on e 

night. He s its with his chin in his han ds, over th e dead 

body of a comrad e . In the long silence of the night, e v e n 

un t il d aybr e ak, h e meditates over his love for the brav e 

s ol d i e r and then in his sorrow there come to him faith and 
. ' 

hop e , He has a sense of exaltation as he conclud e s: 



The n on the ea rth partially r ec lining sat by 
your side l ea ning my chin in my hands 

Passing sweet hours, immortal and mystic h~urs 
with you dearest comrade--not a tear 

' not a word , 
Vigil of silence, love and death, vigil for you 

my son and my soldier, 
As onward silently stars aloft, eastward new 

on e s upwa rd stole, 
Vig il final for you brav e boy, (I could not 

sav e yo u, swift was your death, 
I fa ithfully lov ed you and cared for you living, 

I think we sh a ll surely mee t again.) 
("Vigil Strange I Kept on the Fi e ld On e 

Night," ll. 12-17) 
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Th e po et expe ri e nc es s ublimit y when h e looks into the face of 

th e slai n e ne my and thinks of the great tragedy of war. 

For my e ne my is dead, a man divine as myself is 
dead, 

I look where h e li es white-faced and still in 
th e ·coffi n--I draw nea r, 

Be nd dow n and touch lightly with my lips the 
white fac e in the coffin. 

(nReconciliation," ll. 4-6) 

He ca nnot h e lp becoming deeply involved emotionally when h e 

realizes th e worth of e very hum a n b eing, both friend and fo e , 

b e ca u se eac h is a creat ur e of the Divin e , a c hild of God. 

Grie f and deepest sympathy fill his h eart as h e t e lls of th e 

l e tt er to th e parents of the dead soldier in "Com e Up From th e 

Fi e l ds F a th er ... He sh a r e s the a nxi ety o f the moth e r as 

Fast as sh e ca n sh e hurri es, something 
ominous, h e r steps trembling, 

Sh e does not tarry to smooth her hair nor 
adjust h er cap. 

( 1 1. 14-15) 

He s h ares h e r gri ef 



Sh e with thin form presently drest in 
bl a ck, 

By da y h e r me als untouch'd, then a t 
night f itfully sleeping, oft e n waking, 

In th e mi d night wa king, we eping, longing 
with on e d ee p longing, 

0 that sh e might withdraw unnotic ed, 
sil e nt from lif e escap e and withdraw, 

To follow, to s ee k, to be with her dear 
d e ad son. 

(ll. 33-37) 

Wh e n t h e war is ov er , h e has a feeling of exultation in th e 

acc omp li s hm e nt of its mission. In "Adieu to a Soldier" he 

says : 

Adi e u d e ar Comrade, 
You r mission i s fulfill'd. 

(ll. 8-9) 

Whitm a n b e li e v ed th e mission to be th e unity of 
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Am er i ca . He consid e r e d Lin c oln th e man r e sponsibl e for s a ving 

th e union a nd , th e r e for e , his gr e at e st hero. 1 I t was during 

hi s war ser vic e in Washington that he b e cam e a c qu a inted with 

Lin c oln. Although h e probably ne ve r me t th e Pr e si de nt, h e 

saw him a lmost e ve ry day. He s a ys in "Sp ec im e n Days" that 

t hey exc h a ng ed vows .an d v ery cordial on e s. 2 Th e a ss a ssination 

of thi s man whom th e po e t had com e to lov e and admir e was an 

e ve nt whi c h ma d e a gr e at emotional impa c t on him. Both p er-

so na l a nd n a tion a l gri e f are th e sources of sublimity in his 

l Ralph W. We scott, Walt Whitman in Cam de n (Tr e nt o n, 
New Jersey : Wa 1 t Whitman Foundation, l 9 52) , p . l 0 . 

2Gay Wil s on All e n, Walt Whitman Handbook (Chicago: 
Pac k a rd a nd Company, 1946), p. 596. 



memories of Lincoln. He reveals his admiration for him in 

"This Dust Was Once the Man": 

This d ust was onc e the ma n, 
Ge ntl e , plain, just and resolute, under whose 

cautious hand, 
Against the foulest crime in history known in 

any land or age, 
Was saved the Union of these Stat e s. 

In "'Hush 'd Be the Camps Today" he has a sense of exaltation 
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as h e s har e s the grief of all th e soldiers for their commander-

in-chi e f : 

Sing of the lov e we bore him--b eca us e you, 
dweller in camps, know it truly. 

As th e y invault the coffin there, 
Sing--as they close th e doors of ear th 

up on him--on e verse, 
For the heavy hearts of soldiers. 

(ll. 9-12) 

"When Lila cs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd" derives its sub-

limity not only from the poet's int e ns e personal grief but 

a l s o fr om th e grief of a nation for the loss of a great ma n. 

Th e po e t has a sens~ of the sublime as h e mourns now and will 

mourn ea ch spring: 

Whe n lila cs last in the dooryard bloom'd 
And the great star early droop'd in the 

west e rn sky in the night, 
I mo urn'd, and yet shall mourn with ever 

r e turning spring. 

Ev e r-returning spring, trinity sure to me 
you bring, 

Lilacs blooming perennial and drooping star 
in the west 

And thought of him I love. 
(ll. l-6) 



His sense of the sublime increases as, in the beautiful 

imag e ry of the powerful western star hidden by the black 

murky clo ud, he expresses his intense person a l grief: 

0 powerful western fallen star! 
0 s hades of night--0 moody, tearful night! 
0 gr e at star disappear'd--0 the bla c k murk 

that hides the star! 
0 cr u e l hands that hold me powerless--0 

h e lpl ess soul of me! 
0 harsh surrounding cloud that will not 

free my soul. 
(~When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard 

Bloom'd," 11. 7-ll) 

Th e po e t joins the nation in its grief as h e follows the 

coffi n through the streets of the cities: 

Coffin that passes through lan es and streets, 
Through day and night with the great cloud 

darke ning the land, 
With the pomp of the inloop'd flags with 

th e cities draped in black, 
With t h e show of the States themselves as o f 

crape-veil'd women standing, 
With processions long and winding a nd the 

flambeaus of the night, 
With the co untl ess torches lit, with the silent 

s e a o f faces a nd the unb ared heads, 
With t h e waiting depot, the arr iving coffin, 

and the s~mbre faces, 
With dirges through the night, with the 

thousand voices rising strong and solemn, 
With a ll the mournful voices of the dirges 

pour'd around the coffin, 
Th e dim-lit c hurch es and the shuddering organs--

wh e re amid these you journ ey, 
Wi th th e tolling bells perpetual clang, 
Here, coffi n that slowly passes, 
I giv e yo u my sprig of lilac. 

("When Lilacs Lasi i n the Doorya rd 
Bloom'd," 11. 33-45) 
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Whitman carr i es his readers to new heig hts of s ublimity when 

he reveals his co ncept of death. With s uc h express ions as 
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" 1 o v e 1 y a n d s o o t h i n g d e a t h , « '·" d e 1 i c a t e d e a t h , '''' n t h e s u r e 

e nwin d ing a rms of c ool- e nfolding death," and "strong deliv-

eress ,n he at t empts to lead his read e rs to a joyful accept

ance of deat h. 1 In the ca rol of the bird he we lcomes deat h: 

Com e l ov ely and soothing death, 
Und ul ate round the world, serenely arriving, 

arr i ving, 
In t h e day, in th e night, to all, to eac h, 
Soon er or lat e r delicate death . 

("Wh e n Lila cs Last in th e Dooryard 
Bloom' d," 11. 13 5-138) 

Wh i t man was a pe rsonal fri e nd of President Garfi e ld. 

He had ridde n the str ee t cars and walk ed the streets of 

Was hi ngton with him wh e n General Garfi e ld was a congressman 

fro m Ohio.2 He shares the grief of th e nation as h e li s t e ns 

to t h e to lling of th e be lls announcing th e assassination of 

th e preside nt: 

Th e sobbing of the be lls, th e sudd e n death
new s ever ywh ere, 

The sl umb ers rouse, the rapport of t h e P e opl e , 
(FuJl we ll th e y know that message in the 

dark ness , 
Full we ll ret urn, resp ond within t h e ir br easts , 

t h e ir br a ins, the sad rev er b erations,) 
Th e passionate toll and clang--city to city, 

joining, sounding, passing, 
Thos e heart -b ea ts of a Nat ion in the night. 

(" Th e Sobbing of the Be ll s " ) 

Th e reader in th e 1960's probably feels mor e int e ns e e mo tio n 

tha n h e wo ul d h ave f e lt in s everal pr eced in g decades as h e 

lAll e n , ~Solit a ry Singer, p. 357. 

2 Ibi d . , p. 495 . 
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shares Whitman's expe rienc es of the two nation al trag ed ies, 

bec ause only a few short ye ars ago h e witness ed a nd shared, 

by mea ns of t e l ev ision, the nation's gri ef in a similar e vent, 

th e assas si nation, t he funeral procession, an d the ent ombm e nt 

of its pr e side nt. 

Loafing in Camd e n 

After th e emot ion a l strain which h e und erwe nt d uring 

hi s war serv i ce a nd after hi s illness from blood poisoning 

absorb ed fro m th e gangr e nous wounds of his soldier pati e nts, 

Whi tman suffered paralysis which plagu ed him for th e remain de r 

of hi s lif e . 1 Most of his las t tw e nty years we re sp e nt in 

Camde n, New J ersey , where be cause of hi s age a nd his physical 

c ondition, his experi e nc e s of sublimity, as rev ea l ed in 

''T wi ligh t, " "An End ed Day," and "A Cl ear Midnight," have 

t h e i r s ou rces in thoughts of deat h. Th e po et is dee ply mo ved 

as he co nt empl ates the beauty ~ th e twilight and thinks of 

his own li fe which he f ee l s will soon be gon e , d isp ell e d as 

the s un. He s h ares t h ese exper i e nces of s ublimit y with hi s 

readers in two short po ems, " Tw ilight" a nd "An End ed Day." 

In uTwilight" h e is inspir ed b y the bea u ty of th e sights of 

nat ure : 

Th e soft voluptuous opi ate s ha des, 
The sun just gone, th e eager light 

dispe ll'd--1 too will soon be 
gon e , dispell'd,) 

A h aze- -ni rwa na-- re st a nd nigh t--oblivion. 

1charles E. Fe inburg, "Wa lt Whitman a nd His Do ct or s ," 
repri n ted fr om Archiv es Qi Int e rnal Med i c ine, Dece mb er, 1964, 
pp, 834-842 . 
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In "An Ended Day" he is inspired by the sounds of 

nat ure. He spe nt much of his time in Camden in a woody place 

near the creek on Stafford Farm. He enjoyed hearing the birds 

sing ea rly in the morning, but he thought their songs late in 

th e af t e rnoon were "mor e penetrating and sweeter" and "seemed 

to touch the soul." 1 The late evening songs of the bir d s in 

th e ir h a ppy moo ds inspired him to write "An Ended Day." He 

look s forward to the e nd of the day when the rush is over, 

his work i s c ompl eted , and he too can rejoic e : 

Th - soothing sanity and blithen ess of 
completion 

The pomp and hurried contest--glare and 
rush are done; 

Now triumph~ transformation~ jubilat e ~ 

In "Sp ec im e n Days" Whitman calls the late eve ning 

hour s dow n in the country "Hours for the Soul." He believes 

that th e y are for that purpose because it was in t h e evening 

that " t h e h eave ns declared the glory of God." He writes that 

th e n as if for the first time creation taught him "that 

unt e ll a bl e l es son, bey ond--0, so infinitely b ey ond! --any-

thing from art, books, sermons, or from science, old or new. 

Th e spirit ' s hour--religion's hour--th e visible suggestion of 

God in space and time-- a flashing glance of 

D . tt2 
e1t y, ad d r e ss ed to the soul. In "A Clear Midnight" th e 

1 Kow e nhov e n, p. 406. 

2Ibid ., pp. 764-775. 



po et expresse s his delight in the late evening hours. He 

sh are s his ex perience of sublimity as he gaz e s into th e 

h eave ns a nd med i ta tes upon his favorit e them e s: 

This is thy hour 0 Soul, thy free flight 
into th e wordl e ss, 

Away from book s , away from art, th e day 
erased , th e l es sons don e, 

Th ee fully f orth emerging, sil e nt, gazing 
pond er ing the themes thou lov e st best, 

Nig ht, sl ee p, death and the stars. 

Ca mde n, just acr o ss the Delawar e Ri ve r from Phil a -

delphia, aff orded Whitman on e of his old a nd favorite pas-
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t im e s, ferry ing. He sp e nt ma ny nights riding b ac k a nd f orth 

on t h e dec k of t h e ferry st udy ing c e l est i a l ph e nom e na , which, 

as Edm un d Burk e has not ed , a lways pro duc e an id ea of gr a nd eur 

beca u se of t h e numb e r of stars and their apparent disorder. 

The c onfusion of th e h eave nly bo d i e s in d i cates a sort of 

infinity which is a sourc e of the sublime. 1 Whitman i s awed 

by th e ea rth a nd pl a ne ts so wond erfully b a l a nced in space. 

Th e reader too is awed as h e contemplates t h e s e thoughts of 

t h e poet as t hey ar e- expr esse d in "Who Lear ns My Le sson 

Co mpl e te?" 

It i s no small mat t er, this round and 
del i c ious glob e mo v ing so exac tly in its 
or bit f or e ver , a nd ever , without on e jol t 
or th e un tr uth of a singl e sec on d, 

lnon t h e Sublim e a nd Bea uti f u l, " Th e Ha rvard Classics, 
ed. Cha rles w. El io t ( New Yor k: P. F. Colli e r a nd Son, 1909), 
xxrv, 68. 



And that the moon spins round the ea rth and 
on with th e eart h, is equall y wonderful, 

And that t hey balanc e themselves with the sun 
a nd stars is e qually wonderful. 

(ll . 13, 2 5 -26) 

Op era Exper i e nc e s 

Op e ras we r e th e source of som e of Whitman's mos t 

sublime e xp e rie nces. In "Sp ec im e n Days" h e adm its that he 
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co u ld ne v e r hav e wr i tte n Leav e s Qf Gr as s ha d h e no t attende d 

th e It a lian op e ras a ll t hro u gh the years . I n r e lating t h e ir 

effec t on him h e says, "M y yo ung er life was so saturated with 

th e emotions, raptur es , a nd up-li f ts of such musi ca l experi-

e nces t hat it woul d be surprising ind eed if al l my f u t ure 

work had not b ee n col ored by them.~ 1 Th e treme ndo us exalta-

tion h e ex p er ien6ed as h e list e ne d to op e ra i s communicated 

in "Song of Mys e l f ." Th e r ead e r agrees with Louis e Pou nd 

th at this mig h t well h ave bee n writt e n during t h e performa nce 

. . d 2 so Int e ns e are t h e emotions arouse : 

I hear th e c ho r us, it i s a grand op era , 
Ah t h is ind eed i s musi c --this s ui ts me . 

A t e no r large a nd fres h as th e creat ion f ills me, 
Th e orbic fl e x of his mou t h is pouring a nd 

filli ng me f ull. 

I h e ar t h e tra in' d soprano ( what work with h ers 
i s t his?) 

Th e orc h e stra whirl s me wid e r than Ura nu s fl i es , 

l Kouw e nhov e n , p. 572. 

2''Whitman a nd Italian Musi c, " Se l ec t e d Writings Qf 
~oui s e P oun d (Lincoln : Univ er sity of Ne br as k a , 19 49), 
PP. 1-ll. 



I t wre nch e s such ardors fro m me I did not know I 
possess'd them, 

I t s a ils me , I dab with bare feet, they a r e 
lick'd by th e indol e nt waves, 

I am c ut by bitt er and angry hail, I los e my 
br ea th, 

Steep ' d amid hon ey ' d morphine, my windpipe 
throttled in fakes of death, 

At l e ngth l et up again to feel the puzzl e of 
pu zz l es , 

An d that we call Be ing. 
(ll. 599-610) 

Th e tw o op era stars who inspir ed Whitm a n most were 

Be ttini a nd Alboni. In "Th e Dea d Tenor" h e recaptures his 

exp eri e nce o f sublimity as h e h e ars th e voice of Bett ini: 

As d own th e stage aga in, 
Wit h Sp a ni sh ha t a nd plumes, and gait inimi tab l e , 
Back from t h e fad ing l e ssons of the past, I'd 

call, I' d t e ll and own, 
How mu c h from the e : th e r e velation of th e singing 

voice from the e : 
(So f irm--so liqui d- s oft -- agai n that tr emulou s, 

ma nly t imbre : 
Th e perfect singing voi ce--deepest of all t o me 

t he lesson--trial and t e st of all : ) 
How thro ugh t hos e stra ins distill'd--how th e rapt 

ears , the soul of me, a bso r bing. 

Marietta Alboni, th e grea t e st op e ra sing e r of 
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Whitman' s day, app e ared in t e n op eras, e ach gi ve n f our times, 

during t h e wi nter of 1852 -18 53 . Whitman, who cl aim ed that h e 

l a tt e nded eve ry on e of her performanc es , was s o deeply mo ved 

by her voic e t h a t h e descri b es h er thus : 

1All e n , lli Solitary Sing er , p. 11 4. 



Th e t eeming lady comes, 
The lustrous orb, Venus contralto, 

the blooming moth er, 
Sist e r of loftiest gods. 

("Proud Music of the Storm," 
ll. 92-94) 

Her e ff ec t upon him was so great that h e was never able to 

writ e a bird song, no t that of the mocking bird in "Out of 
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th e Crad l e En d l e ssly Ro cking," nor that of the h rmit thrush 

in " Wh e n Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd," without 

r eca lling t he dee p e motion that h e h ad ex peri e nced wh e n h e 

heard her s ing.l 

Whitma n co uld not un dersta nd th e language of the 

op e ras which aro used in him such int e ns e em ot ions. His 

r ea li zat ion th a t it is possibl e to c onv ey thoughts and arouse 

emotion s, not just by words a lon e but by tone, feeling, and 

impli cat ion, 2 ma y h ave inspi red him to d i sc over me anings in 

t h e s oun ds aro und him. In "That Music Always Round Me " he 

in d i cates t h a t his ex per i e nc e s at th e op eras taught him this 

l ess on. He is ex alted by t h e ex quisit e me anings which acc om-

pa ny t h e or di nary s o~n ds of na tur e . 

That music a lw ays round me, un ceas ing, 
unb eginning, yet long untaught I d i d 
no t h ear , 

But now th e c horus I hear a nd am e l ated, 
A t e no r, stro ng , asce ndi ng wit h pow er a nd 

h e alth, with glad notes of day br ea k I 
h ea r, 

1Ma tthi e sse n, p. 56 2. 

2All e n , Th e Solitary Sing er, P· 11 5 . 



A soprano at intervals sailing buoyantly 
ov er th e tops of imm e ns e waves, 

A transparent bas e sh ud dering lusciousl y 
und er and through the univ ers e , 

The triumphant tutti, the f un eral wailings 
with sweet f lutes and violins, a ll 
thes e I fill mys e lf with, 

I hear no t th e volumes o f sound mere ly, I 
am mov ed by th e ex quisit e mea nings, 

I list e n to th e different voic es win d ing 
in and out, striving, contending with 
fiery ve h eme nc e to exce l eac h oth er 
in emotion; 

I d o not think the p erf or mers know them
selves--but now I think I begin to 
know t h em. 

Read ing Experiences 

Som e biograph e rs think that books co ntribut ed less 
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to th e gestat ion of Leaves Q..[ Grass than d id out d oor ex pe ri-

e nc es a nd am use me nts such as op eras, th eatr ic al p erf orma nc e s, 

conc er ts, a nd mu se um s.l Nevert h ele ss an av i d reader s u c h as 

Whitman was, who hims e l f could not e v e n r ememb e r a ll the 

books he h ad r ead whi c h might h ave h ad an influence on his 

po e try,2 was certa in t o have read mu c h which contrib ut ed to 

his ex p e rie nces of sublimity . In "A Backward Glance O' er 

Tr a v e l' d Ro ads '" Whi t"ma n says that h e went off, oft e n for a 

week at a tim e , down in th e country or to the seashore a nd 

t h e r e we nt o ver thoroughly the Old a nd the New Te staments, 

Sh a k espeare Os s ian tra nslations of Hom er, Eschylus, 
' ' 

Sopho c l e s the old German Nibelungen, the ancient Hindoo 
' 

l Alle n, Walt Whitman Handbook, p. 28. 

2Mil le r, p. 44 . 
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po ems, Dante, and Th e Iliad. He believed that th e reason he 

was no t c ompl e t e ly overwh e lm ed by those mighty masters was 

th at he r ead them "·in the full presence of Nature, und e r the 

sun, wi th the far-spr ea ding landscape and vistas,or th e sea 

r o lling in."' In this sa me pros e work, "-A Backward Glance," 

th e po et stat e s, " I f I had not stood befor e thes e po ems with 

un c o ve r' d h e ad, fully aware of their colossal grandeur and 

beauty o f for m and spirit, I could not hav e written Le av e s Qf 

Grass . " 1 

Of th e s e books which so mov ed Whitman the on e con -

tributing to sublimity of substanc e in his po e try is the 

Bibl e . Poss ibl y bec aus e of his dee p sympathy for all p eopl e , 

he ide nti fies hims elf with the Christ. This role is re v e al ed 

i n hi s att itud e toward th e common prostitut e and in his 

mini stry to t h e sick. He does not r e j ect t h e prostitut e , but 

as Chri s t wo ul d have don e , h e char g es he r to pr e p a r e to mee t 

him whe n h e co me s aga in: 

Be c ompos ed --b e at e ase with me --I am Wa lt 
Whi tman, lib eral and lusty a s Natur e , 

Not till t he sun exc lud e s you do I exc lude yo u, 
Not till the waters r ef us e to glist e n for you 

and th e leav es to rustle for you, do my 
words refuse to glist e n and r ustl e for you. 

My girl I appoint with you an app ointm e nt , a nd 
I c h arge you that you make pr e paration s 
t o b e worthy to me et me . 

1 Kouw e nho ve n, pp. 552 - 553 . 



And I charge you that you be patient and 
perf e ct till I come. 

Till then I salute you with a significant 
look that you do not forget me. 

("To a Common Prostitute.") 

As h e minist ers to the troubled, to the sick and to the 

dying, h e ex pe rienc e s great ecstasy : 

To any one dying, thith e r I speed and twist 
the knob of the door, 

Turn the b ed-clothes toward th e foot of the 
bed, 

Let th e physician and the pri est go home. 

I s e iz e the descending man and raise him with 
r e sistl ess will, 

0 d e spairer, here is my neck, 
By God, you shall not go d own: hang your whol e 

we ight upon me . 

I dilate .you with tremendous breath, I buoy 
you up 

I am h e bringing help for the sick as they 
pant on their backs. 

("Song of Myself," ll. 998-100 4, lOll) 
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Sur e ly th e re could be no great er exaltation for the poet than 

i de nti ficatio n with the Christ at the crucifixion a nd at th e 

res urrecti on. 

That I could forget th e mock ers and insults: 
That I could forget the trickling tears and 

the blows of th e bludgeons a nd hamm ers ! 
Th a t I c ould look with a separate look on my 

own crucifixion and bloody crowning! 
. . 

Th e grave of rock multiplies what has b ee n 
c onfid ed to it, or to any grav e s, 

Co rpse s ris e , gash e s h ea l, fast e nings roll 
from me . 

("Song of Mys e lf," ll. 9 53-9 55 , 958-9 59) 
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Thus Whi t man communicates sublimity--a feeling of deepest 

awe --to th e reader who believes that because Christ rose from 

the dead, his gashes h ea led, he too will rise from the grave 

wi th an in c orruptible body. 

In ''To Him That Was Crucified" sublimity springs 

from the poet's contemplation of one of his favorit e themes, 

br ot h erhood. He is exa lt e d as he walks the whole earth over, 

with Christ a nd his followers, laboring with them to make of 

all me n, t hroughout th e ages to come, broth ers and love r s. 

My spirit to yours dear brother, 
Do not mind beca us e many sounding your nam e do 

not un dersta nd you, 
I d o not sound your nam e , but I understan d you, 
I spec i fy you with joy 0 my c omr ade to salute 

yo u , a nd to salute thos e who are with you, 
be f or e and sinc e, and those to com e also, 

That we all labor tog e th e r transmitting the sam e 
c .arge and succession, 

We few e quals indiff e r e nt of lands, indiff erent 
of times, 

We, e nclos e rs of all continents, all c a st es , 
allowers of all th e ologi es , 

Comp as sionaters, perceiv ers, rapport of me n, 
We walk silent among disputes and assertions, 

but reject not th e disputers nor any thing 
that is asserted, 

We h ear th e bawling and din, we are reach'd at 
by divisions, jealousi e s, recriminations 
on every side, 

Th ey c los e peremptorily upon us to surround us, 
my comrade, 

Yet we wa lk unh e ld, free , the.whole ea rth ov er, 
journeying up and down till we mak e our 
ineffaceable mark upon time and the 
di v erse e ras, 

Till we saturate time and eras, that the men a nd 
wo me n of races, ages to come, may prove 
bret hr e n and lov er s as we are . 
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Among the poems added posthumously to Leaves .Q_f Grass 

i s '"Deat h ' s Val ley , •rl w hi c h was o b vi o us l y i n s pi r e d by o n e of 

the most sublime of all scriptures, the twenty-third Psalm. 

Som et im e d uring the last few months of his life Whitman, by 

r e quest, wrote th e poem to accompany a painting "The Valley 

of t h e Shadow of Deat h." Whitman claims the right to use 

th e symbol beca us e he has watched the death-hours of many 

soldi e rs and old p eople .and also because he now is hovering 

nea r th e dark valley. He communicates his gr eat exaltation 

as h e pict ur es in the midst of the beautiful trees, flowers, 

gr ass , a nd rippling tides God's eternal right han d waiting 

to guide him into the unknown. 

And out of these and thee, 
I mak e a scene, a song (not fear of thee, 
Nor gloom's ravines, nor bleak, nor dark--

for I do not fear thee, 
Nor ce l e brate the struggle, or contortion, or 

h ard-tied knot), 
Of t h e broad bl essed light and perf ect air, with 

m ad ows, rippling tides, and trees and 
flow e rs and grass, 

And th e low hum of living bre eze -- a nd in the mids t 
God's be a utiful eternal right hand, 

T 1e e , holi est minist e r of Heav e n--th ee, envoy, 
u sherer, guid e at last of all 

Rich florid loosener of the structure--knot 
' ' call'd life, 

Sw ee t peaceful, welcome De ath. 
' (ll. 12-20) 

Th e ex t e nt to which Biblical allusions inspir e a s e ns e of 

l Lea v e s of Grass, ed. Emory Holloway (Gard e n City: 
Halcyon Hou se, 1942 ), p. 463. 
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the s ublim e in Leaves of Grass will be discussed in a lat e r 

chapter . 

Mit c h e ll's book A Course Qf Six Lectures Qn Astronomy 

fur ni s h ed fact s and id ea s for "Song of Mys e lf" and oth er 

po ems. 1 It was an invitation to his audi e nce to tak e a n 

im ag in ary tr ip with him into th e heav e ns, and it sugg ested 

to Whitman hi s poetic f lights. The po e t is filled with awe 

as h e obs e r ves, f rom his position in the sky, th e vastness 

of the uni verse a nd the mov eme nt a nd speed of t h e suns a nd 

the s ate llites . 

And in the s ky was a ne st, 
And my soul f l ew thither and squatt ed 

a nd look ed out 
An d saw t h e journ ey work of suns 

a nd systems o f suns. 2 

He fee ls great ec stasy as h e s ee s in visions his soul rising 

to vast h e ights and sp eed ing, sp eed ing constantly, through 

spac e amon g the sta r s , the sat e llit e s and th e mete ors. 

My t i es a nd ballasts l eave me , my e lbows r e st in 
s ea -gaps , 

I sk i rt s i e rr as , my palms c ov er c ontin e nts, 
I am af oot with my vision. 

Speeding through space, sp eed ing through h eave n 
and t h e stars, 

Speed ing ami d the s eve n sat e llit e s and the bro ad 
r ing, and the d i ame t e r of e ighty thousand 
mi les, 

lAllen, ~Solitary Singer, P· 124 . 

2 I bid., p. 142. 



Speeding with tail'd met eors, throwing fire-balls 
like the rest, 

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

Storming, enjoying, planning, loving, cautioning, 
Backing and filling, appearing and disappearing, 
I tread day and night such roads. 

I visit the orchards of sph ere s and look at the 
product, 

An d look at quintillions ripen'd and look at 
quintillions green. 

I fly those flights of a fluid and swallowing soul, 
My co urse runs below the soundings of plummets. 

("Song of Myself,'' 11. 714-716, 791 - 801) 
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Carlyle 's Sartor Resartus is thought by Manning Smith 

to h a ve b ee n th e inspir ati on for some of Whitman's ideas and 

th emes . Smith compar e s th e t h eme of "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry" 

to that fou nd in "Sartor" a nd the th eme of "Who Learns My 

Lesson Compl ete ?" to Carlyle's chapter "Natural Sup ernatural-

ism." He fi nd s a simil arity between Whitman's thoughts in 

"Th e Sl ee p e rs" a nd Te uf elsdr uckh's "Night Thoughts" in Sartor 

Resar tus, "Ther e Was a Child We nt Forth" and Te ufelsdruckh's 

ac count o f his c hildhoo d, a nd "Th e Song of the Op e n Road" and 

Carlyle's me ntion of th e r e ading of Teuf e lsdruckh's book as a 

journ ey .l Whitm a n, who was undoubt ed ly inspired as h e contem-

plated th e t h eme s and ideas of Carlyl e 's book, communicates 

hi s exa lt a tion wh e n h e us es these great conceptions in his own 

po e try. 

1F. M. Smith, "Whitm an's Debt to Carlyl e 's Sartor 
Resar tu s ," Mod e rn Langu a g e Quart erly, III (19 42 ), 51-6 5 . 
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Whitman communicates so effectively the sublimity of 

p e rsonal e xper i e nc es --chil dhood, city life, the sea, ferry-

bo a t trips, reading, op era, teaching, nation a l tragedies, and 

loafing in Canada--that the reader, feeling that he has come 

in c ontact wit h, not a book, but a man, verifies the words of 

Whitman in "So Long": 

Camerado, this is no book, 
Who touches this, touches a man. 

(11 . 53-54) 
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CHAPTER I I 

WHITMAN'S TRAVEL EXPERIENCES 

Unt il Whi t man took his first long trip, at th e a g e of 

tw e nty - e ight, h e h a d known only a small corner of t h e nat ion, 

a n area co n s i st ing of a few mil e s in and around New York City. 

His t hr ee longest trips, using a lmost all th e met hods of 

transportat ion ava il a bl e --can al boat, f er ry boat, riv e r bo at , 

stag ec o ac h, a nd train--gave him not only a sense of spa ce but 

a know l edge of t h e c ountrysi de and of th e nat ur al r e sourc es 

of the nat ion. His trips to New Orl ea ns in t he south, to 

De nv er i n t h e wes t, a nd up the St. Lawr e nc e and the S ag u e nay 

Riv ers of Canada to the north typified to Whitman th e fusion 

of al l parts of the nat ion. 1 He demonstrated this id ea in 

hi s pers oni ficati on of Am e ric a with the "spinal riv er " and 

t he "compa ct lands ti ed at th e hips with the b e lt stringing 

the hu ge l akes . " 2 

Duri ng his journ e ys, as was his h abit, Whitm a n 

recorded in deta il his obs erva tions of natur e , of industri e s, 

a nd of pe opl e . Whil e trav e ling th e mil es to De nv er, h e 

e nt ered in his not ebook that h e could not ke e p fr om thin ki ng 

lAll e n Walt Whitman Handbook, pp. 49 - 50. 
'---

2 " 0 u r 0 1 d Feu i ll age , '' 1 . 10 . 
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how wond e rful it would be if all the American landscapes coul d 

b e fus e d in a p e rf e ct po em, entirely western and altogether 

our own without ev e n a trace of European thought or influ e nc e. l 

As th e map of his travels shows, he covered much of the Unit ed 

State s, g e tting th e information which gav e him the right to 

s pe a k for a ll Am erica 2 and which afforded him th e opportunity 

t o c ompar e what he preconceived with what he saw.3 All the 

l a ndsca p e s whi c h he beheld on his journeys stirred him pro-

f oun d l y . Pi c tur e s as h e vi ewed them, h e lai d th e m aw ay with 

"li fe ' s ra r e a nd bless e d bits" 4 in the little hous e of 

memo r i es whi c h h e experi e nc e d anew many times through his art. 

New Orl eans 

Whitm a n's first opportunity to s ee a larg e s e ction 

of t h e nat ion c am e whe n h e ac c epted a job on a New Orl ea ns 

newspa p e r. His itin er ary is d escrib e d in th e following 

sc h edul e : 

1 Kouw e nhov e n, p. 706. 

2All e n Walt Whitman Han dbook, pp. 49- 50. ,_ 

3All e n Th e Solitary Sing er, p. 92. 
'-

4K ouw e nho ve n, p. 71 8 . 
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It in erary to New Orleans 

From To Mode .2..f Travel 

Brooklyn Baltimore Train 
Balti mor e Cumberland Tra i n 
Cumber l a nd Wheeling Stagecoach 
Wh ee lin g Cin c innati Boat down Ohio River 
Cincinn a t i Louisville Boat down Ohio River 
Louisville Ca iro Boat down Ohio Riv e r 
Cairo New Orl ea ns Boa t down Mississippi 

Itin er ary from New Orleans 

From To Mode .21. Travel 

New Orl e ans St. Louis Boat up Mississippi 
St. Louis La Sall e Boat up Misso uri 
La Sall e Chicago Ca nal Boat 
Chicago Milw auk ee Boat on Lake Michigan 
Milwa uk ee Mac kinaw Boat on Lake Michigan 
Mackinaw Cleveland Boat on Lakes Huron and Eri e 
Cl e ve land Buffalo Boat on Lake Eri e 
Buffalo Niagar a Train 
Niagara Albany Trai n 
Alb a ny New York Boat down Hudson Riv er 

Accompanied by his broth er, J eff , Whitman mad e his 

long jou r n e y from Brooklyn to New Orleans which gav e him his 

first impression of the vastn ess of th e country . 1 He wa s all 

but overcome with amazement at "th e mighty Niagara," "th e 

flowing Missouri," "th e long-running Mississippi," and th e 

" e ndl e ss Miss issippi." In "Sp ec im e n Days" he calls th e 

Mi ss is s ipp i "earth ' s mo s t important stream." He no t e s that 

th e valley of this river and its tributaries compris e mo r e 

th a n tw e lv e hun dr ed thousand squ a r e mil es, a nd remarks that 

1Mill er, p. 22. 
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no t e ven the mighty Amazon, nor the Nile, nor the Danube, nor 

t h e thr ee gr e at rivers of China have ev e r played such a part 

in t h e past as the Mississippi is destined to play. 1 

Tr a ve ling from Cin c innati to New Orl e ans by st eamer, 

Whitm a n wa s impressed by the tremendous amount of fr e ight 

carr i ed b y wa t e r. He says his boat s eeme d to b e constantly 

lo aded to th e limit with dry goods, groceries, and fowls. 2 

This f irst long trip--an awakening to the tremendous siz e , 

capac i ty , v ari e ty, and f ertility of th e growing . 3 na tion --

prepar ed th e po e t to picture in his imagination other p arts 

of the c ountry which h e had not visited. Aw e d by th e va st, 

pro spe rous, a nd pr oductiv e Am e rica h e saw, he begins his 

c at al o g u e o f th e greatn e ss of the country i n "Start i n g from 

Pa um a nok": 

Int e rlink'd, food-yi e lding lands! 
Land of c o a l and iron! land of gold! land o f cotton, 

• I s ugar, ric e . 
La nd of wh e at, be ef, pork! land of wool and h emp! 

l a nd of th e appl e and th e grap e ! 
La nd o f th e pastoral plains, th e grass-fi e lds of 

th e world~ land of thos e sw ee t-air' d int ermin-
a bl e plat ea us! 

La nd o f th e h erd, th e gard e n, th e h ea lthy hous e o f 
a dobi e ! 

Lands wh e r e th e north-w e st Columbia winds, and wh e r e 
th e s outh-w e st Colorado win ds! 1 

La nd o f th e ea st ern Ch e sap e ak e ! land of th e De lawar e . 
La nd o f Ont a rio, Eri e , Huron, Mi c hig a n~ 

l Kouw e nhov e n, p. 708. 

2Al le n, ~Solitary Sing e r, P· 9 3 . 

3 Ibi d . 



Land of the Old Thirteen! Massachusetts lan d~ land 
of Vermont and Connectic ut! 

La nd of the ocean shor e s! land of sierras and p ea ks! 
Land o f boatm e n and sailors! fish e rm e n's land! 

(ll. 194-204) 

Th e boat ride up th e Missouri Ri ve r, on th e r et urn 

trip fro m New Orl ea ns, deeply af fected the poet as h e tells 

u s i n " 0 t h e r s M a y P r a i s e W h at Th e y L i k e" : 

Oth er s ma y praise what th e y lik e ; 
BuL I, from t h e banks of the running Missouri, 

prais e nothing in art or aught e ls e , 
Till i t has well inhal ed the atmosphere of 

this river, also th e western prairie-scent, 
And exud e s it al l again . 
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I n "Song of Mys e lf" h e relives stopping at Niagara, wh ere he 

we nt un der th e fall and saw the whirlpool and oth er sights, 1 

Approaching Manhattan up by the long
stretching isl a nd , 

Under Niagara, the cataract falling lik e 
a veil ov e r my countenance. 

(ll. 748-749) 

Whitman was fasc in ate d with th e south, its sights, 

i ts sounds, and its .od ors--th e plantations, the alligator-

in fested swa mps, th e bi rds , a nd the pin ey odor. He c ommuni-

cates hi s impr e ssions in t h e l a nguag e o f on e mo ved by the 

subli me in "0 Mag net -South": 

0 mag net -South! 0 glistening per f um ed South! 
my South! . 

0 quick mett l e , rich bloo d, Impuls e and love! 
' 0 11 d to me '. good and ev i 1. a ear 



0 the cotton plant! the growing fields of ric e , 
sugar, hemp! 

Th e cac tus guard ed with thorns, the laurel-tr ee 
with large white flowers, 

Th e range afar, the richness and barrenn e ss the 
' old woods charged with mistl et oe and 

trailing moss, 
Th e pin e y odor a nd th e gloom, the awf ul nat ural 

s t illn ess, (here in these dense swamps the 
free boot e r carries his gun, and th e f ugitiv e 
h as his c onc ea l 'd hut;) 

0 th e strange fascination of these half-known hal f 
imp assable swamps, infest ed by reptiles, 
reso un d ing with the bellow of the a llig a tor, 
th e sad nois es of the night-owl a nd the 
wild -cat, and the whirr of the rattl e snak e , 

The mo ck ing-bird, the Am er ican mimic, singing 
a ll th e forenoon, singing through the 
moo n-lit night, 

Th e humming-bird, the wild turkey, the raccoon, 
the opossum; 

A Ke nt u c ky corn-field, the tall, grac ef u l , l ong 
l ea v'd c or n, sl e nd er, flapping, bright
gr ee n, with tassels, with bea uti f ul ears 
eac h well-sheath'd in its husk; 

0 my hea rt! 0 te nde r and fierce pangs, I ca n 
sta nd them not, I will depart; 

0 to b e a Virginian where I gr ew up! 0 to b e a 
Car olinian! 

0 longings irr epress ibl e ! 0 I will go ba ck to 
old Tennessee and never wander mor e . 

(Il. l-2, 12 - 22 ) 

Emp loy in g t h e Longinian shift o f pers on to involv e 

th e reader in t h e po et i c exper i e nce, Whitman writes of his 

trip to New Or l ea ns a nd hi s yearning at that time f or the 

brother hoo d of al l me n: 

A l ea f for h a nd in hand; 
Yotl nat ural persons old and young! 
Yo u on t h e Mississippi a nd on al l the 

branch e s and ba yous of the Mississippi! 
You frie nd l y bo at me n and mechanics! 

yo u roughs! 

49 



You twain! and all processions moving 
a long the streets! 

I wish to infuse mys e lf among you till I see 
it c ommon for you to walk hand in han d . 

("A Leaf for Hand in Hand") 

Th e West 
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Th e journ ey which afforded Whitman his greatest expe ri-

e nce of s ublimit y was probably his trip to th e west. Dis-

agree ing with those who held that Yosemite, Niagara Falls, 

and the upp er Yellowst on e presented the greatest natural 

shows, h e sa i d that the prairies and plains, while less 

impr essi v e at first sight, will "last long er , fill the 

esthet i c se ns e fuller, pr ecede all the rest and mak e North 

A . 1 • • l d Ill mer i ca s c h aracter isti c an scape. Whil e vastness is on e 

so urce of hi s s e ns e of sublimity, h e indicat es it is not the 

only so urce . 0 f his trip h e says , ''My days and n i g h t s , as I 

tr ave l h ere --what an ex hilaration!--not the a ir alone, and 

th e se nse of vastness, but eve ry local sight and feature." 2 

He sta nds in awe as in his imagination h e sees th ese vast 

prairies as 

A ne wer garden of creation, no pr~ma~ solit~d~, 
De ns e , jo yo us, mod er n, populous millions, cities 

and far ms, 
With iron int er lac ed, c omposit e, tied, ma ny in 

on e , 
By all t h e world contribut ed --freedom's a nd 

law's and thrift's society, 

l Kowe nho ve n, p. 707. 

2 Ibid., p. 706. 



Th e crown and teeming paradise, so far, of tim e 's 
a c cumulations, 

To justify the past. 
("Th e Prairie States,'' ll. l-6) 
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Although h e was f a scinated by the daytime sight s , it 

was t h e v iews of th e lat e ev e ning and night hours on th e 

pr a i r i e whi c h c a pti vat ed him. Anyone who has ex p e ri e nc ed a 

wes t e r n s un s e t c a nnot h e lp but shar e th e po e t's e cst a sy a s 

h e be ho lds t h e grea t b eauty of th e prairi e sun se t: 

Sho t g old, maroon and viol e t, dazzling silv er, 
eme r a l d , fa wn, 

T h e e ar th's whol e amplitu de and Natur e 's 
mul t iform pow er consign'd for onc e to 
colors; 

Th e l igh t , t h e ge ne r a l air poss ess'd by th em-
c olor s till now unknown. 

("A Pr a iri e Suns e t," ll. l-3) 

He marv e ls a t t h e vast ext e nt of th e suns e t glow: 

No limit , c onfin e--not th e We st e rn sky a lon e-
t h e high mer idian--North, South, all, 

P ur e luminous color fighting th e sil e nt sh ad ows 
t o th e l a st. 

(''A Prairi e Sun se t , " ll . 4- 5 ) 

A fee li ng of s e re nit y a nd pe rf ec t cont e ntm e nt com e s ov e r him 

as da r kn e ss d e s ce nd s and he can e njoy on e of his favorit e 

d iv e rs i o ns, t hat of gazing into th e h e av e ns. 

Ni g h t on t h e pr a iri e s, 
T h e s up p e r is ov er, th e fir e on th e groun d burns 

low, 
Th e we ar i e d emigrants sl ee p, wrapt in th e ir 

b la nk ets ; 
I wa lk by my se lf - -! stand and look ~ t th e star s , 

hi c h I think now I ne v er r ea liz e d b ef ore . 
w p . . " ll l 4 ) ( " Night on t he ra1r1 e s, ·· . -



Standing and looking at the stars, thinking of death and 

i mm ort a lity a nd the vastness of the universe, he is all but 

ov e rcome wit h awe : 

Now I absor b immo r t a lity a nd peace, 
I ad mire deat h and test propositions. 
How p l e nt e ous! how spiritual! how r e sum e! 
Th e same ol d man and soul--the same o ld aspira

t ion s, a nd the same cont e nt. 

I was thinking th e day most spl e ndid till I saw 
what th e not-day ex hibit ed , 

I was thinking this globe e nough till there 
sp r ang out so nois e l ess ar oun d me myr i ads 
of ot h er globes. 

("Night on the Prairies," 11. 5-10) 

As th e poet i s f ill ed with the gr eat thoughts of space a nd 

eter nity, he fee ls hims e lf "touch' d with the liv es of oth er 

globes," h e spec ul a t es a nd wonders, h e realizes that li fe 

cannot reveal a ll and that h e mu st wait for what death wi ll 

reveal : 

Now while the great thoughts of space a nd 
ete rnity fill me I will meas ur e mys e lf 
by them, 

And no w t ou c h' d with the liv es of o t her glob es 
arr iv ed as far a long as those of the earth, 

Or wait ing to arr iv e , or pass'd on farther than 
th os e of the eart h, 

I hencef ort h no mor e ignor e th em than I ignor e 
my own li fe, 

Or t h e lives of the eart h arrived as far as 
min e, or waiting to arrive. 

0 I see now t hat lif e ca nnot exhibit all to me , 
as the day cannot, 

I see that I am to wait for what will b e 
ex hibi ted by death. 

("Night on the Prairi e s," 11. ll-17) 
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Of his experiences in Colorado, the one which Whitman 

co nsid erst he most e njoyable was his uconfronting of Platte 

Canyo n just at dawn," a time when the bright sun cast shadows 

on the gigantic rocks. As the train twisted and turned or 

"squirm ed around corners" through the canyon he was fascinated 

by the wild savage beauty of the scen e , with its hundred 

p ea ks, its hug e rocks, and its stream of water. 1 As he gazed 

at this wild array, he thought of the spirit that created 

this sce n e : 

Spirit that form'd this scene, 
Th e se tumbled rock-piles grim and red, 
Th e se reckless heaven-ambitious peaks, 
These gorges, turbulent-clear streams, this 

naked freshness, 
These formless wild arrays, for reasons of 

their own, 
I know thee, savage spirit--we have communed 

together. 
("Spirit That Form'd This Sce ne," 

ll. l-6) 

An analogy to his own creations came to him as h e me d j tated, 

as he says in "Sp eci me n Days": 

"I have found the law of my own poems," was th e 
unspoken but mor e-and more decided feeling that came to me 
as I pass'd hour after hour, amid all this grim yet joyous 
e l eme ntal aba nd on--this plenitude of mat er ial, e ntir e 
absence of art untramm e l'd play of primitiv e Nature--the 

' . chas m, the gorg e , the crystal mountain str:am, r e peat ed 
scores hundr eds of mil e s--the broad h andli ng and absol ut e 
un cra m; ed ness--the fantastic forms, b at h ed in transpar e nt 
browns fa int reds a nd grays, towering sometimes a thous a nd, 
s om e ti~es two or three thousand feet high-- at their tops now 

1Ibid.' p. 699. 
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and then huge masses pois'd~ and mixing with the clouds with 
only th e ir outlines, hazed in misty lilac, visible. ("In 
Nat ur e 's grandest shows,'' says an old Dutch writer, an 
ecc lesiastic, wamid the ocean's depth, if so might be, or 
countl e ss worlds rolling above at night, a man thinks of 
th e m, we ighs all, not for themselves or the abstract but . ' With r e f~r e nc e to his. own pe:s?nality, and how they may 
affect him or c olor his destinies.")l 

A sim il ar a nalogy oc c urs in "Spirit That Form'd This Scene": 

Min e too such wild arrays, for reasons of their 
own; 

Was ' t charged ag a inst my chants they had forgotten 
art? 

To fuse within themselves its rules precise and 
de lic a tesse? 

The lyrist's meas ur'd beat, the wrought -ou t temple's 
gr a c e -- column and polish'd arch forgot? 

(ll. 7-10) 

As he c onclud e s his poem Whitman expresses his intens e de sir e 

to b e accepted and to be remembered as was the Spirit that 

for med th e canyon scene : 

But thou that revelest here--spirit that f orm'd 
this scene, 

T e y hav e remember'd thee. 
(11. 11-12) 

Canad a 

About five months after his r et urn from the west 

Whitm a n bega n his third long trip, which was to take him 

appr ox im a t e ly fo urt ee n hundred miles into Canada. The sc e ne 

from t h e point of e ntry gave him his first experience o f 

s ublimity. His five-minute view from th e Suspension bri dge, 

lrbid., p. 700. 
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he says, was "a perfect absorption of Niagara, its superb 

sev erity of action and color and majestic grouping, in one 

short in descr ib able show.~ 1 Exalted by the vastne ss of th e 

fa ll s , t h e river, th e high banks, and the sky overhea d , h e 

ranked this sublime scene with his former pictur e s--"th e wild 

s e a-storm I on ce saw one winter da y, off Fire Island--th e 

e ld e r Booth in Ri c hard, that famous night forty years ago in 

th e ol d Bow ery--or Alboni in the children's scen e in Norma--

or night-vi ews, I remember, on the fi e ld, after b at tl e s in 

Virgini a --or the p ec uliar s e ntim e nt of moonlight and stars 

over th e great Plains, we stern Kansas--or scooting up New 

York bay, with a stiff br ee z e and a good yacht, off Navesink." 2 

Reliv ing t his ex pe rience mor e than onc e in his po ems h e c om-

muni cates a feeling of d ee p awe e ach time he mentions the 

might y Niagara: 

Far fr om the clank of crowds int e rvals 
passing rapt and happy, 

Awar e o f the fresh free giv er th e flowing 
Missouri aware of the mighty Niagara. 

("S~ ar ting from Pa um a nok," ll. 8-9) 

A1l o f Canada fasc inated the poet. He was e lat ed not 

only with nat ur e --the sunsets, the ski es , th e blossoms, th e 

swallows, a nd th e robins--but also with the v e ry a ir which 

he breathed. In his "Diary in Canada" he writ e s, 

1Allen Th e Solitary Sing er, P· 489. 
' -

2 Kouwenhov e n, p. 718. 



It is only here in larger portions of Canada that 
wo ndr ous sec on d wind, the In d ian summer, attains its ampli
tude a nd h eave nly perfection,--the temperature; the sunny 
h aze ; th e me llow, rich, delica te almost flavored a i d : 

"Enough to liv e --enough to merely be."l 

As he sailed up the mighty St. Lawrence, he must hav e been 

a lmost overwhelmed by the sublime experience. He could not 
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find words in his remarkable vocabulary to describe adequately 

his impr e ssions of the river, as blank spaces in an e ntry in 

hi s diary indicate: 

Th e waters, the lakes, and the indescribabl e grandeur 
and of the St. Lawrence are the beauty of Canada through 
this vas t line of two thousand mil es and over. In its pecul
iar advantages, sanities, and charms, I doubt wheth e r t h e 
globe for d emo cratic purposes has its equal. 

A grand, · sane, temperate land, the amplest and most 
bea utiful a nd stream of water,--a river and necklace of 
vast lak es , pure, swe e t, e ligible, supplied by the ch emistry 
of millions of square mil e s of gushing springs an d melted 
snows. 2 

So e namour ed was he with the Thousand Islands in the riv e r 

near Kingston th a t he spent five days there, absorbing th e 

s ight s , the bea uty of which h e says calmed his soul: 

The b e auty of the spot all through the day, the sun
lit wat e rs, the fanning breeze, the rocky and cedar-bronze d 
i s l e ts, th e larg er islands with fields and farms, the whit e 
win ged yac ht s a nd shooting row-boats, and ov e ~ all the blue 
arc hing copio u s--make a sa ne , cal m, e t ernal pictur e , to e yes , 
senses, a nd my soul.3 

1 CBoston: Small, Maynard and Company, 190 4 ), p. 2 . 

2I bi d ., pp. 40-41. 

3Ibid., p. 24 . 



Whitman communicates sublimity to his r e ad e rs in "A 

So n g of J o y s '' : 

0 boating on th e riv e rs, 
The voyage down the St. Lawr e nce, the superb 

scenery, the st ea mers, 
Th e ships sailing, the Thousand Islands, th e 

occasional timb er -raft a nd th e r afts me n 
with long-r e aching sw ee p- oars, 

T h e littl e huts on the rafts, an d th e stream 
of smoke wh e n th ey cook supper at evening. 

(ll. 55-58) 
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Th e Nort her n lights, which the po e t says h e saw eve ry 

night as h e sa il ed up the Sagu e nay Riv e r and at Ha Ha Bay, 

impressed him with th e ir ind escr ibabl e b ea uty. 1 He is 

exalted as, in mem ory, he sees th em again. 

Ri c h as a sunset on the Norway coast, the sk y, 
the islands, and the cliffs, 

Or mi dnight's silent glowing north er n lights 
un r eac h abl e . 

("A Riddl e Song," 11. 33-34) 

Whitman's experi e nc es as h e st eamed up the St. 

Lawre nc e a nd th e Sagu e nay Riv e rs ling ered in his memo ry. In 

" Spec im e n Days" h e remarks that the "Savage Sag u e na y, " with 

its high r o cky hill s for banks, is different from a ll other 

r iv ers . He was amazed at th e "indescribably we ir d ec ho e s" 

whic h h e h eard wh e n th e es cap e pip e of th e boat was letting 

off steam or when th e pilot bl ew the whistl e . Fee ling sure 

th at what h e had heard was a ban d at th e hot e l up in t h e 

lIb i d . , p . 30 . 
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roc ks, h e fancied that he could even make out some of the 

tun e s. The two capes Eternity and Trinity stirr ed him more 

profoundly than anything of the kind he had ever seen, and 

he felt quite sure that if Europe or Asia had them, we would 

hav e heard of them in all sorts of poems and rhapsodies, and 

probably a dozen times a year through newspapers and maga-

. l z1 nes . The poet recaptures his experiences of sublimity 

years later as h e sits on a seaside mountain at th e lower 

e ntra nce of New York Bay: 

St e ami ng the northern rapids--Can old St. Lawrence 
r eminiscence, 

A s udde n memory-flash comes back, I know not why, 
He r e waiting for the sunrise, gazing from this 

hill;) * 
Again 'tis just at morning--a heavy haze contends 

with daybreak, 
Again th e trembling, laboring vessel veers me--l 

p r e s s through foam-dash ' d. rocks that almost 
touch me , 

Ag ai n I mark where aft the small thin Indian 
h e l msm a n 

Looms in the mist, with brow elate and governing 
h a nd. 

("Th e Pilot in the Mist") 

lle i s s o s uccessf ul in communicating sublimity that th e 

reader, too, sits by his side at Navesink and sees the sun

r is e from th e hill, the heavy haze at daybreak, th e vessel as 

it pr esse s through the narr ow rock ledges, and th e small thin 

In d ian at th e helm. Suddenly there comes a feeling of rap-

tur e as the reader remembers the great Pilot who guid e s ma n 

1 Kouw e nhoven, pp. 7 22 -723 . 
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over life's tempestuous seas, over unknown waves and ov er 

da ngerous shoals. The poet has not communicated this thought 

or ex perience, but, in th e words of Gay Wilson All e n, h e has 

exer ted a n inclu e nc e on the reader so that the reader, by 

cooperatio n with him, has had a religious experi e nc e of hi s 

own. 1 Whitman int e nd ed for this to happ e n, for h e states 

many times in Leaves Qf Grass that he merely points the way 

for t h e r eade r to hav e an exper ience of his own. 2 

of Mys e lf" he says, 

Not I, not any on e else can travel that 
road for you, 

You must travel it for yours e lf. 
(11. 1200-1 20 1) 

In "Song 

Whitman's close observation and his note-taking on 

his t hree long trips gave him a knowl edge of sc e nery, of 

occupations, a nd of humanit y probably un excel l ed . They h elped 

him to ac hi eve his purpose of pr e s e nting th e complete American 

sc e ne . Th e r eader is exa lt e d as h e contemplates the vast 

array of mini at ur e s of American lif e which th e po e t catalogu e s 

in ''Song of Myself," "Song of Occupations," and oth er po ems--

t he c ountry t hat Whi t ma n saw as a nation of happy peopl e , 

s ingi ng as th ey worked: 

I h ea r Am e ri~a singing, the vari ed carols I h ear, 
Tho se of mec hanics, eac h on e singing his as it should 

b e blithe and strong, 

lAll e n Walt Whitman Handbook, p. 378. ,_ 

2M i 11 e r , p . 9 l . 



The carpenter singing his as he measur e s his plank 
or beam, 

The mason singing his as he makes r eady for work, or 
leaves off work, 

Th e boatman singing what belongs to him in his boat 
the deck-hand singing on the steamboat deck ' 

' The shoemaker singing as he sits on his b e nch, the 
hatter singing as he stands, 

Th e woo d- c utt er 's song, th e ploughboy's on his way 
in the morning, or at noon int e rmission or at 
sundown, 

Th e de licious singing of th e moth er, or of th e young 
wif e at work, or of th e girl sewing or washing, 

Each s inging what be longs to him or her and to non e 
e l se, 

Th e d ay what be longs to the day--at night the party 
of young fellows, robust, fri e ndl y, 

Si nging with op e n mouths their strong me lodious songs. 
("I Hear America Singing") 
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I n "Song at Suns et," expr ess ing his admiration for and 

his c ont e n t me nt with all Am er ic a, Whitman communicates to his 

r e ad e r a gr eater ·appreciation of his nativ e land. The reader, 

r emin ded of his own tra vels in America--st e aming dow n the 

Mi ss issippi, wandering ov er the prairi es , roaming the st r e ets 

of cit i es a nd the paths of th e countryside--feels again th e 

ex citem e nt a nd the pleasure h e has hims elf ex p eri e nced as a 

t ra v e ll e r and joins with the poet in his adoration of th e 

we ster n world: 

As I st e am' d down the Mississippi, 
As I wander'd ove r the prairies, 
As I h av e lived, as I h ave look'd t h r ough my wi nd ow s 

my e y e s, . 
we nt forth in the morning, as I beh e l d the 
light br ea king in th e ea st, 
b at h e d on the b eac h of the East er n Sea, a nd 
aga in on the beac h of Wester n S ~a, 
roam' d the str e e ts of inland Chi cag o, wh a t ev e r 
str ee ts I h av e r oam' d, 

As I 

As I 

As I 



Or cities or silent woods, or even amid the sights 
of war, 

Wh ereve r I have bee n I h ave charged mys e l f with 
c ont e ntm e nt a nd triumph. 

I s ing to the l ast e qu ali ti es mod ern or ol d, 
I s ing th e e nd l e ss finales of things, 
I say Nat ur e c on t inu es , glory continues, 
I pra i se with e l ectric voice, 
For I do no t s ee on e imp e rf ect ion in th e uni verse, 
And I do not see on e cause or r e sult lam e ntabl e 

at l ast in t he univ ers e . 

0 s e tting s un! t hough t h e time has com e , 
I st ill warbl e un der yo u, i f non e e ls e d o es, 

unmi t ig ated ad oration . 
(ll . 45-60) 

So me t hirt y years lat er, ol d, a lon e, a nd sick, 

Wh i t ma n add r esse d t he " c ool-fr e shing," "gently vitalizing" 
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br ee z e whi c h e ntered hi s window and d oor bringing ba ck to him 

me mori e s of t h e vast sc e ne s of his journ e ys: 

Ah , whisp er ing , s om e thing agai n, un see n, 
Wh e r e l a t e this hea t ed day thou e nt eres t at my 

wi ndow, door, 
Th ou, l av ing, t emp ering a ll, cool-freshing, g e ntly 

vita li z ing 
Me, old, al on e , sick, we ak-down, me l ted-w orn with 

sweat ; 
Thou , nes tling, folding close and f irm yet soft, 

co mpa nion better than talk, book, art ; 
(Tho u hast , 0 Nat ur e ! e l eme nts! utt era nc e to my 

h e art bey ond th e r e st--and this is of th em,) 
So sweet thy primitive taste to br ea th e within-

t h y soot hing fi ng ers on my fac e a nd h a nds, 
Thou, messe ng e r-magical strange bring e r to bod y a nd 

sp irit of me , . . 
(Distances b a lk' d--occult med i c in es pe netrati ng me 

f r om head to foot, ) 
I f ee l the sky, th e prairi e vast--I feel th e might y 

no rt h er n l ak e s, 
I fee l t h e oc ea n a nd t h e f or e st--somehow I feel t h e 

gl obe i tself sw i f t-s wimming in space; 
Th ou blow n fr om lips so loved, now go ne--hap ly fr om 

e n l e ss store, God-s e nt. 
("To th e Suns et Breeze, '' ll . 8-12) 
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Thus memories of the sky, the vast prairies, the mighty 

north er n lak e s, the oc ea n, and the forest still had the power 

to mov e the po e t to ec stasy. 

Traveling over Am er ica Whitman never ceased to wonder 

at the usual--th e grass, flowers, trees, and bir d s--but it was 

the extra ordinary which remained with him longer. Appro x i-

mat e ly seventeen hundred years ago Longinus said that Nat ur e 

from the f i rst br eat h ed into our hearts an unconqu er 
able passion f or whatever is great and mo re divine than our
selves. Thus within the scop e of human e nt er pris e th e r e li e 
s uch powers of contemplation and thought that eve n the whol e 
uni verse cannot satis fy them, but our id eas ofte n pass bey on d 
the limits that e nring us. Look at life fr om all sides and 
see ho w in all things the extra ordinary, the gr eat, th e b ea uti
ful stand supreme, and you will soon r e alize the obj ect of ou r 
creatio n. So it is by some natu ral instinct that we admire, 
surely not the small streams, clear and us ef ul as th ey are, 
but the Nile, the Danub e, the Rhin e , and far above all, the 
sea.l 

Whitman admired, not "th e Nile, the Da nub e , th e Rhine," but 

the Missouri, the Mississippi, the St. Lawr e nce, a nd "far above 

all, the sea." Inspired by the extraordinary ex p e ri e nc e s of 

his travels h e had such gr eat powers of cont emplation and 

thought that eve n the whole univ erse could not satisfy them . 

The journ ey over Am er ica b ecame a journey of th e soul into 

e t er nit y. 

1"0n th e Sublime" Th e Lo e b Classi cal Library, ed. 
T. E. Page, E. Capps, a nd W~.~House (C ambridg e: 
Un iv ersity Press, 1939), pp. 226-227. 



CHAPTER III 

WHITMAN'S IMAGINARY OR MYSTICAL EXPERIENCES 

Ma ny of the passag e s in Leaves Qf Grass pos e a probl em 

for t h e critic who is a tt empting to differentiate be tw ee n 

ex per i e nces whi c h are r e al and thos e whi ch are imaginary or 

mystical. In some inst a nc es Whitm a n may hav e fused th e t wo. 

Th e imag in ary expe ri e nc e s, so real to th e po e t, mov e him emo-

ti on a lly as intensely a s do thos e of r ea l li fe . He is exal t ed 

by both vo i ces a nd visions. 

Voic e s 

Sharing in th e long tradition of inspir ed po e ts, 

Whitman spea ks of h e aring voices--the voice o f a phantom, a 

mu se , a bird, a v oy a g er, a seer, or th e ghost of a dead po et . 

Eac h s ugg es ts to him, in speech or in song, some of his gr ea t 

t h emes . As h e is med it a ting on his poems, for example, h e is 

acc osted by a phantom, who sugg e sts to him the th eme of wa r: 

As I ponder'd in sil e nc e , . . 
Returning upon my po ems, considering, ling e ring 

long, 
A Ph a n t om arose bef or e me with distrustful as pect, 
T e rribl e in b ea uty, ag e , and power, 
T h g e niu s of po ets of ol d lan~s, 
As to me d ir ec ting lik e flame Its eye s, 
With f ing er pointing to ma~ y immort a l?s?ngs,. 
And menacing voice, What singest thou . It said, 
Know ' st thou not there .i_§_ but~ th eme f or eve r-

e n d~qbards ? 
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And that i.§_ the theme .Qf War, the fortune .Qf 
battles, 

Th e making Qf perfect soldiers . 
("As I Ponder'd in Silence," 11. 1-11) 

He shares with his readers his elation as he replies to the 
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phantom that h e too sings of war but of a longer and greater 

on e than any, a war fought on a vast battle field--th e world--

and waged 

For life and death, for the~ and for the 
ete rnal Soul, 

~' l too~ come, chanting the chant Qf battl e s, 
I a bove all promote brave soldiers. 

(11. 16-18) 

Whil e sitt ing by "blu e Ontario's shore," and meditating on 

th e warlike days and the return of peace, h e is again accosted 

by a phantom, "gigantic superb, with stern visage," who asks 

him to chant a song "that comes from the sou 1 of Am e rica," '' a 

car ol of victory,"' "a march of Libertad," and a song of "th e 

throes of Democracy": 

Chant me the poem, it said, that com e s from the soul 
of Americ~, chant me the carol of victory, 

And str ik e up the marches of Libertad, marches 
more powerful yet, 

And s ing me before you go the song of the throes 
of Democracy. 

("By Blu e Ontario's Shor e ," 11. 4-6) 

He be gins his chant speaking for the nation, a nation wh o 

r e j ec ts non e, accepts all, is pow er ful and tremendous, but 

wh o se work of surpassing all the poets of ~urop e a nd Asia 

still r emains to be done. 



The immortal poets of Asia and Europe have done 
their work and passvd to other spheres, 

A work remains, the work of surpassing all they 
h ave don e . 

( l l. 49-50) 

As t h e po e t list e ns, h e hears the phantom's voice dema nding 
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ba r ds who alone can fuse the stat es "into th e compact organism 

o f a n a t i o n • '' In exa ltation h e hear s the theme of de mo cracy 

s uggested : 

For th e gr ea t I dea, the i dea of pe rf ec t and free 
individuals, 

Fo r that, the b ard walks in advance, l eade r of 
l eade rs, 

Th e att itu de of him ch ee rs up slaves and horrifies 
for e ign despots. 

Wi th o ut ex tinction is Liberty, without retrograde 
i s Equa1ity, 

Th e y liv e in t he feelings of young me n and the 
be st wom e n, 

(Not f or nothing hav e - the indomitabl e heads of th e 
e arth bee n always ready to fall for Lib e rty.) 

For t he great Id ea , 
Th at , 0 my br e thr e n, that is the mission of poets. 

( 11. 155-162) 

He ari ng t h e qu alificat ions of the bard specified, Whitman 

co ns i ders hi s own qualiti es and accomplishments and concludes 

t h at h e i s the on e for the task. He begins to see th e 

me ani ng of things: 

I s wea r I b eg in to see th e meaning of these things, 
I t is not the eart h, it is not America who is so 

great, 
It i s I who am gr eat or to be gr ea t, it is You up 

there or any on e, 
It is to w~lk rapidly through civilizations, 

gover nm e nts, th e ori es , 
Through po ems, pageants, shows, to form in d i v i d uals. 



Underneath all, individuals, 
I swear nothing is good to me now that ignor e s 

individuals, 
The American compact is altogether with individuals, 
Th e whole theory of the universe is directed un

er ringly to one single indivi d ual--namely to 
You. 

( t l. 251-260) 

Hi s soul is uplifted as his th eme comes to him: 

I thrill'd with the power's pulsations, and 
the c harm of my th eme was upon me. 

( l. 319) 

In "Ov e r th e Carnage Ros e Prophetic a Voice," th e 

voi ce asserts that military might cannot solve the problems 
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of fre ed om in America, that it may win the war, but it cannot 

gu ara nt ee Lib erty and Equality or draw th e stat e s into closer 

. l un1on: 

(W e r e you looking to b e h e l d together by l awye rs? 
Or by an agreement on a paper? or by arms? 
Nay, nor the world, nor any living thing, will 

s o c oh e r e .) 
( l l. 20-23) 

It declares th a t only the broth e rhood of man can pr e s e rv e 

Liberty a nd guarant ee Equality. 

Ov er the car nag e rose prophetic a voice, 
Be not d ish e art e n'd, affection shall solv e th e 

problems of fr ee dom yet, 
Tho se who lov e eac h oth er shall be come invincibl e , 
Th e y s h a ll yet ma ke Columbia victorious. 
So ns of th e Mother of All, you shall yet b e 

victor ious 

lAllen, Th e Solit ar y Sing er , p. 339 . 



You shall yet laugh to scorn the attacks of all the 
remainder of the earth . 

Th e dependence of Liberty shall be lovers, 
Th e continuance of Equality shall be comrades. 

(ll. 1-6, 16-17) 
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Whitman yearns for th e unity of th e land which has be e n d ivid ed 

by the war· : 

These shall tie you and band you stronger than hoops 
of iron, 

I, e cstatic, 0 partners~ 0 l a nds! with the love of 
lovers ti e you. 

( 11. 18-19) 

Sometimes the voice in the "Leav es " is that of the 

mu se who comes to America to aid in fusing the creations of 

th e past with those of a new land: 

After all not to create only, or found only, 
But to bring per haps from afar what is already 

fo und ed , 
To giv e it our own identity, average, limitless, 

free, 
To fill the gross the torpid bulk with vital 

religious fire, 
Not to r e pel or destroy so much as accept, 

fuse, rehabilitate. 
( '' Song of t h e Expos i t i on , " 11. 4-8 ) 

I nvi ted to leav e the old world and to come to America where "a 

bet t er , fres her, busi er sphere, a wide, domain awaits," the 

mus e l ea ves Virgil, Dante, Charlemagn e , King Arthur, a nd a 

host of others behind and migrates to Am erica. Whi tma n pleads 

wit h her to throw away the old th emes of war, of romance, and 

of lov e verses and to accept far gr eater th emes : 



To you ye reverent san e sisters, 
I raise a voice for far superber themes for po e ts 

and for art, 
To exalt the pr ese nt and the real, 
To teach the average man the glory of his daily 

walk and trade. 
( ll. 137-140) 
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The po e t b e comes exhilarated as he e numerates and presents to 

t he mus e the many assets of our great democratic nation a nd 

th e hea lth and the happiness in the country which shap es the 

s oul for eter nal lif e : 

I s ay I bring thee Muse today and her e , 

Wh a tever forms the average, strong, complete, sw e et
blooded man or woman, the perfect longeve 
per. onality, 

And h e lps it pr ese nt life to health a nd happiness, 
and shap e s its soul, 

For the eter nal real lif e to come. 
(ll. 150, 157-1 59 ) 

Th e r ea d e r, living in an age when communism is struggling to 

c ontrol the world, cannot fail to b ec om e emotionally involved 

as h e c ont emplat es the po et 's r emind e r of his great American 

h e r it age. It is with gratitud e that he chants with the po et, 

Think not our chant, our show, merely f or products 
gross or lucre--it is for the e, the soul in 
th e e , electr ic, spiritual: 

Our farms inv e ntions, crops, we own in thee: cities 
' I and States in thee. 

Our freed om all in thee: our very liv e s in the e : 
(ll. 221-229) 

In "Song of the Universal" Whitman again e ncount ers the mus e 

who giv es to him the theme of immort al ity. Th e r eade r is 
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exalted as he joins th e poet in his prayer for a grea~er faith 

in God's pl a n for th e univ er se and for universal salvation: 

Gi ve me 0 God to sing that thought, 
Give me, giv e him or h e r I lov e this quenchless 

fa ith 
In Thy e ns emble, whatever else withheld withhold 

no t from us, 
Be lief in plan of Thee enclosed in Tim e and Spa ce, 
Hea lth , peace, salvation univers al. 

Cll. 57-61) 

Wh ile reliving on e of his favorite childhood experi -

ences , t h e po e t is inspir ed by voices. He wand ers al on e down 

to th e beac h and thro ws hims e lf upon th e s a nd, c on f ronting the 

waves. Th ere he li es, quietly list e ning to the voic es of th e 

two "f eat h er ' d gu est s" fro m Alabam a . 

. a c urious bo y, ne ver too close, neve r 
d isturbing them, 

Ca uti onsl y peer ing, absorbing, translating. 
("Out of the Cradle Endl ess ly Ro ck ing;• 

11. 30-31) 

Th e boy is t hrill e d with the lov e songs of th e two happy bird s 

as t hey bask t og et her in the sunshine: 

Shine' shine! shin e! 
• I 

Pour down your warmth, great sun. 
Wh ile we b as k, we two together. 

Two together ! 
Win d s blow s outh, or winds blow no r th, 
Day c om e whit e, or night c~ m e bl ac k, 
Home or riv ers a nd mountains ~rom hom e, 
Singlng all tim e , min d ing no time, 
Wi-1 i 1 e w e two k e e p t o g e t h e r . 

. Cll. 32-40) 
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Sud de nl y the she-bird leaves the nest and "maybe kill'd" nev er 

r e t u r ns . All summer long, at intervals, the boy list e ns to 

th e l on e bird singing his sad songs of longing for his mate . 

Blow : blow: blow: 
Blo w up s ea -winds al ong Paumanok's shore; 
I wa i t a nd I wa it till you b l ow my mate to me. 

Ye s, when the stars glist e n'd, 
All night long on th e prong of a moss-scallop'd 

stak e, 
Down a lmost amid th e slapping waves, 
Sat t h e lon e sing er wonderful causing tears . 

(11. 55 - 58) 

As t he bird's songs e cho through th e mind of the po et , who 

was a nd i s t he boy, he be com e s ecstat i c . Thousands of songs 

be gi n to war bl e within him, neve r to d i e . 

Th e boy ecstat ic, with his bare feet th e waves , 
with his h a ir the atmosph ere dallying, 

The lov e in the heart long p e nt, no w loos e , now at 
last tu mul tuously bursting, 

Th e a ria's mea ning, the ea rs, the soul, swi f tly 
de positing 

Th e s trang e t ea rs down th e ch ee ks c oursing, 

An d a lr eady a thousand singers, a thousand songs, 
clearer loud e r and mo r e sorrowful than yo urs; ' . A th ous a nd war bling echo e s have started to li f e 
within me , ne ve r to d i e . 

(ll. 136-1 39 , 148 -1 49) 

I de nti fy i ng him se l f with t h e bir d h e promis es ne v er to c e ase 

perpe tu at ing him but to take as his th eme th a t of "un sat i sfi ed 

lov e": 1 

lMill er , p. 99. 



0 yo u singer solitary, singing by yourself, 
projecting me 

0 solitary me list e ning, never mor e shall I 
cease perpetuating you, 

Never mor e shall I escape, nev e r more the re
verberations, 

Never mor e the cries of unsatisfi ed lov e b e 
abse nt fro m me. 

(11. 1 50 -1 53) 
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Altho ugh h e has received mu ch from the bird h e as k s for more. 

He pl e ads for a clew : 

0 give me t h e clew! Cit lurks in the ni gh t h ere 
so mewhere,) 

0 if I am to hav e so much, l et me have mor e . 
(11. 159-160) 

Th e sea creeps steadi l y closer a nd utters t he word, "d eat h." 

Hi ssi ng melod iou s, ne ith er lik e the bird nor 
like a ny aro us' d child 's heart, 

But ed ging near as privately for me rustling 
at my feet, 

Cr ee pi ng t h e nce steadily up to my ears a nd 
laving me softly all ov er, 

Deat h , deat h , deat h, death, deat h. 
(11. 170-17 3) 

li e does not forget; h e f uses the so ng of th e bi rd with his 

"own songs awaked fr om that hour" and "with them the key, the 

d f h ,, 1 
wor up ro m t e wav es . 

Whi c h I do not forget, 
But f u se th e song of my d u sky demo n and broth er , 
That h e sa ng to me in the moonlight on Pa umanok' s 

gray beac h, 
Wit h the tho usa nd responsive songs at ra ndo m, 
My own s on gs awaked from that hou r, 

l r bi d. 



And with them the key, the word up from the waves, 
Th e word of the sweete st song and all songs, 
That strong and delicious word which, creeping 

to my feet, 
(O r lik e some old crone rocking the cradle, swathed 

in s wee t g ar me nts, b e nding aside,) 
Th e s e a whisper'd me . 

Cll. 174-184) 

Th e r eade r shares Whitm a n's e xp e ri e nc e of sublimity as the 
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tr ue me aning of th e po e t's song enters his soul and h e realizes 

that what the po et is indi ca ting is that the word " deat h" 

whi s p e red by t he s e a is th e k e y t o e t er nal lif e . 1 

Voices in "In Cabin'd Ships at Sea" indicat e the th eme 

of t h e po e m. Th e voyagers, as they consider Whitman's 

"r emini sce nces of th e l a nd ," reveal th a t th ey f ee l "th e 

undul at ing d e ck b e nea th" th e ir feet, "th e long pulsation," 

" t he e bb a nd flow of e ndl e ss motion," "th e ton e s of uns ee n 

myst e ry, " " t h e vague a nd vast sugg est ions of th e briny world," 

" t h e liquid-flowing syllabl e s," and "th e boun d l es s vist a a nd 

th e ho riz on far and d im," and th ey assert; th e refore, th a t 

t hi s i s ocea n' s po em. 2 Th e boundl e ss vista and horizon dim 

imply th a t it is a voyag e into e t er nity. Th e r eader shares 

Whitman's ex alt a tion a s h e p erce iv e s th e marin e rs sailing the 

s ea s as s ouls voyaging through lif e . 3 

I n " Ei d 6lons" th e po e t meets a se e r who t e lls him to 

c h a nt o f e i d 6lons--"th e dim b eginning," "th e growth," "t he 

1Ibid., p. 100. 

2Ibid., pp. 117 - 118. 

3Gay Wil s on All e n, 
Sign e t Classic"; New York: 
p • X . 

"Pr eface ," Le aves Q.f Grass 
Th e New Am er ican Library, 

("A 

l 96 2) ' 



rounding of the circle," "the summit and the me rge at last, 

(to sur e ly start again.)" Surely, Whitman ex p er i e nc e s sub-

li mity as h e contemplates the vast scope of th e them e sug

gested by th e s ee r, th a t of to da y's eid6lons joining with 

t ho se o f the past. 

The pr e sent now and h e r e 
Am e rica's bus y , teeming, intricate whirl, 
An ag gr egat e , and s e gr e gat e for only th e nce 

r e l ea sing, 
To day ' s e id6lons. 

These with th e past, 
Of v a nish'd lands, of all the r e igns of kings 

acr oss the s ea , 
Ol d c onqu er ors, old campaigns, old sailors' voyages, 
Joi ni ng e id6lons. 

(11. 33-40) 
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The poet c ommunicat e s his s e ns e of th e sublime to th e reade r 

whe n h e s ugg ests that whil e we s eem to b e building wealth, 

str e ngth, a nd b ea uty, we are really buil d ing our s piritu a l 

be ings. All our toils--thoughts, emotions and deeds--are 

s umm ed up to form our e id6lons: 

Lo, I, or you, · 
Or woman, man, or stat e , known or unknown, 
We seeming solid wea lth, str e ngth, b ea uty build, 
But r eally buil d e id6lons. 

Th e o ste nt eva nesce nt, 
Th e s ub sta nce of a n ar tist's moo d or savan's s tudi es 

long, 
Of warr ior's, mar tyr's, h ero's toils, 
To fashion his e i d6lon. 

Of ev ery human lif e , 
(Th e uni ts gather'd, posted, not a thought, emotion, 

deed, l e ft out,) 
Th e whol e or l arge or small summ'd, added up, 
I n its e i d 6lon . 

( ll . 17-28) 
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He us e s a sky-scene as proof of the existence of the spiritual 

a nd guiding world of e id6lons : 1 

All space, all tim e , 
(Th e star s, th e t e rribl e pe rturb a tions o f the suns 
Swelling, c oll a psing, e nding, s erving th e ir long er : 

shorter us e ,) 
Fill'd with e i dolons only. 

The noiseless myriads, 
The infinit e oc ea ns wh e r e the riv er s empty, 
Th e separate countless free i de ntiti e s, lik e eyes ight, 
Th e true r ea liti es , e i d 6lons. 

Not this the worl d , 
Nor t hese the univ erses , they the univ erses, 
Purp ort and ~ nd, ever th e p er man e nt lif e of lif e , 
Eido lon s , e id6lon s . 

Beyond thy l ect ur e s l ea rn'd prof e ssor, 
Bey on d thy t e l esc op e or sp ec troscop e obs erver k ee n, 

b ey on d all ma th ematics, 
Bey ond the doctor's surgery, anatomy, bey ond the 

c h emist with his chemistry, 
Th e e ntiti es of e ntiti es , e idolons. 

Cll . 49-64) 

Th ere c om e s to Whitman a sense of the sublime as h e considers 

t he rol e of th e poet. Acce pting th e Christi a n conception of 

t h e so urce of inspiration, he reminds his readers that t h e 

po e t and th e pr oph et shall int er pr e t God a nd e idolons : 

Th e prophet a nd the b a rd, 
Sh a ll yet ma intain themselves, in high e r stages yet, 
Shal l mediate to th e Modern, to De mo cracy, int e rpr et 

yet to them, 
Go d a nd e i dolons. 

(ll. 69-7 2 ) 

His s ublim e ex p er i e nc e continues as h e considers his s ou l --

1Miller, p. 124. 
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... t h e b o d y p e r m a n e n t , ... 11 t h e 1 I 1 f " 11 • " ,,. rea myse , an Imag e , a n 

e i d6 lon"--at last prep a red to meet its mates, eid6lons. 

In "Th e Mystic Trumpeter" the po et, "listening a l e rt," 

catc h es the strange notes, "now pouring, whirling lik e a 

tempest, " ... now low, subdu ed, now in th e distance lost." Th e 

mu s i c o f t h e ghost, which h e thinks ma y be that of som e dead 

c ompos e r r eaches the e ars of none other, but it is fr ee ly 

g i ve n to him that he may tr a nslate. Th e emotion which h e 

experiences as h e lis te ns is a fee ling of perfec t serenity a nd 

c on te ntme nt: 

A hol y ca lm desc e nds lik e de w upon me , 
A walk in cool r efres hing nigh t the walk s of 

Paradise, 
I sce nt th e grass, the moist air and the roses; 
Thy so ng expands my numb'd imbonded spirit, 

thou fre e st, l a unch es t me, 
Flo a ting a nd ba sking upon h eave n's lak e. 

(l.l. 16- 20) 

Th e c har m of the musi c takes him bac k to the fe uda l world, to 

t h e Crus ade s, to the knights in search of the hol y Gra a l. He 

is s o mo ved by it th at he thinks h e is th e instrum e nt th a t th e 

tr um p e t er plays : 

0 tr ump e ter, met hinks I am myself th e instrum e nt 
thou play e st, 

Th u u me lt'st my h ear t, my brain--thou mo vest, 
drawes t, c h a ng est th em at will; 

And now thy sull e n not e s se nd darkn e ss through me , 
Thou tak e st away a ll cheering light, all hop e, 
I see th e e nsl aved , the ove rthrown, the hurt, th e 

op prest of th e whol e ear th, 
I feel t h e meas ur e l e ss shame and humiliation of 

my race, it bec om e s all min e , 

., 1/ 
. ;·u ~ 1 '' L 



Mine too the revenges of humanity, the wrongs of 
ag e s, baffled feuds and hatreds, 

Utter defeat upon me weighs--all lost--th e 
foe v i c torious, 

( Ye t 'mi d the r uins Pride colossal stands unshak e n 
to the last, 

Endura nce, re solution to the last.) 
( 11 . 50- 59) 

In Se ct ion 5 h e a sks th e tr ump e t e r to take for his th eme 

"b roth e rhood" a nd in Section 6 the them e of "wars al a rum s ." 

He asks him for his "clos e" to sing a high e r strain, to sing 

to hi s so ul a nd renew hi s faith a nd hop e and to give to him 
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a vision of the fut ure . He e nd s with an emotion of gr ea t joy 

i n t h e e c s t a s y of 1 i f e , j o y " t o m e r e 1 y b e" a n d ' ' to b r e a t h e " 

a nd jo y in fr e ed om, in worship, a nd in lov e . But h e is 

proc l a iming a univ ersal freedom, fr eed om fro m war, sorrow a nd 

s uf f e ring, with the whole world purg ed and nothing but joy 

l e ft. 1 

0 glad , ex ulting, culminating song! 
A vig or mor e than eart h's is in thy not es , 
Ma rc h e s o f victory--ma n disenthral'd--the conqueror 

at l ast, 
Hymns to th e uni versal God fr om uni v e rsal ma n-- al l 

j 0 y ~ 

A re b orn race appears--a perfec t world, a ll jo y ! 
Wome n a nd me n in wi sd om innoc e nce and hea lth--a ll joy! 
Riotous l a ughing bacc h a na ls f i ll'd with jo y : 
Wa r s orr ow s uffe ring gon e--th e rank eart h purg ed --

' ' ' nothing but joy l eft . 
Th e ocea n fill ' d with joy--th e at mosph er e all jo y ! 
Joy! joy! in freed om, worship, love! jo y in the 

e cstasy of life! 

!Bartholow V. Cr awf ord, Al ex a nder C. Kern, a nd 
Mo _r i ss H. Nee d l eman, Am e rican Literature ( New York : Barnes 
a nd Nobl e , I nc., 1961), p. 1 36 . 



Enough to merely b e ~ e nough to bre a th e ~ 
Joy~ joy~ a ll ov er joy~ 

(ll. 65-76) 

Visions or Mysti ca l Exp er i e nc e s 
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Reade rs d isagr ee as to whether some of Whitm a n's po e ms 

are myst i ca l ex per i e nc e s or me r e ly products of his im a gin a tion. 

It is no t my purpos e to attempt t o d i stinguish betwee n th e two; 

my searc h is for th e ex p eri e nc es of sublimity in "Prou d Music 

of th e Storm, " "Whisp ers of Heavenly Deat h , " "Th e Sl ee p er s," 

... I Drea m' d in a Dr e am," "Song of Mys e lf," a nd "Years of th e 

Moder n." In th e dream-vision "Proud Musi c of th e Storm" th e 

p oet b e co mes sp i r itu a lly exa lt ed as, wh e n th e winds whi stle 

ac ross th e prair i es , through the forest tr ee tops, and ov e r 

t h e mount a ins, h e hears gr ea t orch es tral so un ds . "B e nd ing 

wit h nat ure 's r hyt hmu s all th e tongu e s of nat ion s, " f i ll ing 

t h e mi d night l a t e a nd e nt e ring his s lumb er-c h amb e r , th ey b e nd 

him pow e rless . The n the po e t asks his so u l to list e n b e cause 

t h e si nging a nd the da nc ing are f or his soul : 

Com e for ward 0 my soul, and l e t t h e r e st r et i re , 
List e n, lose not, it is toward .th ee they t e nd, 
Part ing th e mi d night, e nteri ng my slumber-chamb er , 
For th ee t hey s ing and da nce 0 soul . 

(ll. 14-17) 

A Divin e c ondu c to r signals, Nat ur e responds, a nd all s ou nds 

bec om e mu s i c . Th e gr ea t proc ess ion of s ight s a nd s oun ds, 

a ntique a nd me di e val airs, th e fo lk songs of all nations, th e 

voic es o f th e gr e at op e ra sing ers , the Hin d u f lut es , the 
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Egyptian harps, the sacred musi c of the ch il dren in the 

cat hed rals, the hymns of China mov e the poet to ecstasy, and 

in his trance h e prays to the mus e to fill him with the voices 

of the univ erse :l 

Give me to hold all sounds, (I madly struggling cry,) 
Fill me with all th e voices of th e univers e. 
Endow me with th eir throbbings, Nature's also, 
Th e tempests, waters, winds, op eras and chants, 

marches and dances, 
Utter, pour in, for I woul d tak e them a ll. 

(11. 138-142) 

The po e t wakes; and after questioning the music and all the 

remini sc e nc e s o f his dream, h e tells his soul to go forth 

"r efre sh ' d ami d t he day," for he h as fo und the clew he has 

s ought so long. He reminds his soul that what sh e he a r d was 

not t he so und of the wind, a dream o f raging storm, the 

flappi ng of the hawk's wings, music of Italy or Germany, 

marching soldiers, or the bugl e calls of camps, but po ems 

bridging the way from Life to Deat h. Elated with th e sublime 

t heme of his dream, he tells his soul to go forth and write: 

And I said, mor eov er , 
ll a p 1 y what thou hast heard 0 soul was not the sound 

of winds, 
Nor drea m of rag ing storm, nor sea-hawk's flapping 

wings nor harsh scream, 
Nor vocalism of sun-bright Italy, 
Nor German organ maj estic~ nor vast concourse o f 

vo ic es nor lay er s of harmonies, 
Nor strophe~ of husbands and wives, nor so un d of 

ma rc hing soldiers, 
Nor flutes, nor harps, nor the bugl e-calls of camps, 

lAllen, ~Solitary Singer, p. 410. 



But to a new rhythmus fitted for thee, 
Po e ms bridging the way from Life to Death, vagu e ly 

waft e d in the night air, uncaught, unwritt e n, 
Which l e t us go forth in the bold day and writ e . 

01. 1 55 -16 4 ) 

Thi s ne w th eme--th e passage from Life to Death--em erges in 

... D a r e s t T h o u Now 0 So u l . '' T h e p o e t d a r e s h i s s o u l t o w a 1 k 
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wi t h him towa r d th e unknown region with ... no map," "no guid e ," 

a nd "no touch of human hand" to the r e gion wh e r e "all waits 

u n dr eam ' d of , '' " that i n acc e ssible lan d . " Th e po e t b e com e s 

ecstat i c as h e looks ah e ad to the tim e when the cor d bin d ing 

t h e s oul will be brok e n. 

Ti l l wh e n th e ti e s loos e n, 
Al l but the ties e t e rnal, Tim e and Sp ace, 
Nor dar kn e ss, gravitation, s e ns e , nor any bounds 

bounding us. 

Th e n we burst forth, we float, 
In Tim e and Spac e 0 soul, pr e par e d for th em, 
Equ a l, e quipt at last, (0 joy! 0 fruit of a ll:) 

th em to fulfill 0 Soul. 
( 11 . 10-1 5 ) 

In "Th e Sl ee pers" the po e t is ex alt ed a s h e wan de rs 

ov e r t h e e arth: 

I wa nde r all night in my vision, 
St e pping with light f e e~, swiftly an d noiselessly 

st e pping and stopping, 
Be nd ing with op e n e ye s over th e shut e y e s of sl e ep e rs, 
Wa nde ring a nd confus e d, lost to mys e lf, ill- as sort ed, 

c ontra d ictory, 
Pa using gazing, be nding, and stopping. 

' Cll. l- 5 ) 

He pr e s e nts a vas t col l e ction of im a ges which h e obt a ins in 

hi s wa nde r i ngs. In th e s e d r e am vision s he him s e lf b e com e s a 



series o f things an d people: 1 

I am a dance- -play up t here: t~e fit is whirling 
me fast~ 
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I am th e actor, th e actress, the voter, th e politician, 
Th e imigrant and the exile, the criminal that stood 

in th e box, 

A shroud I se e and I am the shroud, I wrap a body 
and li e in the coffin. 

(ll. 32, 42-44, 68) 

The imag e s nex t becom e a series of disaster scenes. 2 He s ee s 

th e shipwreck, th e be autiful swimmer borne away a corpse, 

General Was hington in defeat at Brooklyn and his farewell to 

his me n. The r e ader has a sense of the sublime when the po e t 

asserts that night and sleep have averag ed all: 

Th e stamm er er, th e sick, th e p e rfect- f orm'd, the 
hom e ly 

The cr iminal that stood in the box, the judg e that 
sat and sentenced him, the fl uent lawy e rs, 
the jury, the audience, 

I sw e ar th ey are averaged now--one is no bett e r 
than the other. 

Th e night a nd sle ep have liken'd them and restor e d 
them . 

(ll. 137-138, 14 2 -1 43) 

He rea li zes that th e poet is using sleep to symboliz e d ea th.3 

He h as a deep fee ling of awe and gratitude as he too believes 

that at deat h th e body will be restored: 

lMill e r, p. 107. 

2 Ibid. 

3 I bi d., p. 108 .. 



the insan e becomes sane, the suffering 
of sick persons is reliev'd. 

The sweatings and fevers stop, the throat that was 
unsound is sound, the lungs of the consumptive 
are resum ed , the poor distressed head is free 

T e joints of the rheumatic move as smoothly as ' 
ever, and smoother th a n eve r. 

(ll. 173-175) 
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His emotional involvement deepens as he listens to Whitman's 

c hant: 

I too pass fro m th e night 
I stay awh il e away 0 night, but I return again to 

yo u and love you. 
Why should I be af raid to trust mys e lf to you? 

( ll . l 7."9 - l 8 l) 

Whitman 's dream of the great city--"th e new city of 

frie nds"--was another s ublim e ex p er i e nce. In this city, 

which was invincible to the attacks of all the rest of the 

eart h, nothing was greater than the love of man for his 

fellowman . This brotherhood was manifested every hour of 

the day in both the actio ns and the words of the citizens. 

In th e se times, when there is so mu ch strife in the world 

a nd so little consideration for human life, the r eader shares 

the poet's experience of sublimity as he thinks of that 

great city. 

Possibly one of Whitman's greatest experie nces of 

sublimity is in "Song of Myself." Many cr itics agree that 

th e po em is some kind of mysticism. 1 Miller even outlines 

the structur e in terms of the traditional mystic exper i ence, 

1Ibid., p. 93 . 
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from th e e ntry into, to th e eme rgenc e from, th e mystical 

s ta t e . Other critics how e ver b e lieve that it is no mor e than 

a fa nt a sy cr ea tion. Ce rt a inly all can agr e e that th e po e t's 

v isions in his cosmic flight are exp eri e nces of sub l imity. 

Th e po e t indi c ates that his vision transc e nds space an d time. 1 

Undoubt ed ly h e e xp eri e nc e s ecstasy of motion as h e sp eed s 

o ver c ontin e nts: 

Sp ace a nd Tim e : 
at , 

now I s ee it is true what I gu e ss e d 

My ti e s and ballasts l e av e me , my elbows r e st 
in s e a gaps, 

I skirt si erras, my palms cover continents 
I a m a foot with my vision. 

(11. 71 0 , 71 4-716) 

He be gins with ~is vast catalogue of the scenes of citi e s, 

far ms , o cc upations, customs, and pastim e s of a ll th e na tions. 

li e wa lk s t he old hills of Juda ea with "th e b e auti f ul g e ntl e 

God ." He i de ntifi e s hims e lf with th e hound e d sl a v e , th e 

s kip pe r of th e ship-wr e ck e d vess e l, th e old artill erist, th e 

fi r ema n buri e d under debris, and finally with th e Christ. 

He i s exa lt ed a s he vi ews th e scen e s of a ll ag e s and of all 

p l aces a nd as h e id e ntifies hims e lf with a ll p e opl e . His 

ex a lt at ion bec om e s more int e ns e as h e fe e ls a s e nse of unio n 

wi t h Go d , b r oth e rhood with me n and wom e n, and sympathy with 

l l 1 . . h" 2 a 1 v 1ng t 1ngs: 

libid., p. 5 . 

2All e n, Ihg Solitary Sing e r, p. 159. 



Swi f t ly a ros e a nd spr e a d around me the p ea c e and 
know ledge th at pa ss a l l th e a r g um ent of t he 
ea rth, 

And I know t h a t th e hand of God is th e pr omis e o f 
my own, 

And that a ll the me n eve r born are a lso my broth ers, 
a nd th e wom e n my sist e rs a nd l ov ers, 

An d th a t a k e lson of th e cr ea tion is lo ve , 
An d limitl e ss a r e l eave s s t if f or drooping in th e 

f i e lds, 
And brown a nts in t he littl e we lls be nea th th em, 
And mo ssy s ca bs o f t he worm f e nc e , hea p'd s t on es , 

e l de r, mull e in a nd po ke -w ee d. 
01. 91-9 8) 

The reade r h a s his gr ea t e st ex pe ri e nc e of sublimit y 
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as h e bec om e s awa r e th at th e po e t's sp eed ing th r ough tim e a nd 

space i s t h e journ ey of th e soul t hrough lif e a nd that a t th e 

e nd o f t hat jou r ney th e Lo rd will b e th ere . 

My r e ndezv ous is a ppoint ed, i t is ce rt a i n , 
Th e Lord will be th e r e a nd wa i t ti l l I c om e on 

pe r fec t terms, 
Th e great Camarad o, t h e l ove r t ru e f or whom I 

p in e wil l b e th e r e . 
(11. 1187- 1190) 

Whit ma n c ommuni ca t e s a fee lin g of d eepe s t awe wh e n h e s ays 

that t he e nd o f th e journ ey is not dea th bu t ete rn a l l i fe 

and happ i ness : 

Do 
It 

. ? you see 0 my br oth e rs a nd si s t e rs . 
is no t c h a os or dea th--it is f orm, union, 

i t i s ete rn a l lif e--it is Happi nes s. 
01 . 1 3 17-1 3 18) 

pl a n--

· v i· s i· on I. n " Yea rs of th e Moder n" exc it e s An a po ca l ypti c 

t h e po e t treme nd ou s l y . He pro ph e si e s both th e brea k u p of t h e 

ol d ar i st o crac i es a nd t h e r is e o f Am eric a t o a gr ea t worl d 
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power. He marvels at modern man as he contemplates his great 

ac hievements a nd inv ent ions . 1 

Never was a verage man, his soul, mor e energet ic, 
mor e like a God, 

Lo, how h e urges a nd urg es, leaving the mass es 
no rest: 

His daring foot is on land and sea everywhere, 
h e col oniz es the Pacific, the arc hip elag oes, 

With th e steamsh ip, th e electric telegraph, the 
newspaper, the wholesale engines of war, 

With these a nd the world-spreading factories h e 
interlinks a ll geography, all lands. 

( ll. 15-19) 

He h as a great faith in the future a nd feels an uplift of the 

soul as h e visi ons a future where there is freedom for all: 

I s ee Freed om, completely ar m'd a nd victorious and 
very h a ughty, with Law on on e side and Peace 
on th e other. 

( l. 7) 

Th e t h emes -- equalit y, freed om, unity, brotherhood, 

a nd immortality--suggested to the poet by the voices and the 

visions still comprise t he ideals a nd the hop es of mankind. 

Th ey are in accorda nc e with sublimity. 

lGay Wilson Allen, "Walt Whitm a n and Stefan George," 
review of H. Pongs' "Walt Whitman und St efa n George," 
publish ed in Comparative Literature, IV (Fall, 1952), 289 -
322, Walt Whitman Foundation Bulletin, VI (April, 1953), 5-7. 



CHAPTER IV 

WHITMAN'S ALLUSIONS 

That whi c h is truly sublime, says Longinus, must giv e 

to th e reader mor e food for thought than th e mere words at 

first s ugg e st. 1 Allusions in Whitman arouse in oth ers great 

thoughts which go far bey ond th e words utt e red by the po et . 

This, in fact, was Whitman's avowed purpos e--to lead all who 

trav e l with him to hav e sublime experiences of their own. 

Not I, nor a nyon e e ls e can travel that road f or you, 
you must tr a ve l it for yourself. 

("Song of Myself," 11. 1200-1201) 

How f ar th e r eade r travels--how int e ns e ly he us es his ima gina-

tion--often depe nds on his ability to compreh e nd both t he 

specif i c a nd the complex allusions to the Bible, the op eras, 

a nd the c l ass i cs which Whitman has so a bund a ntly woven into 

his po e try. 

Biblical Allusions 

In Leaves Qf Grass Biblical a llusions are mor e num er-

ous th a n a ll oth ers. Gay Wilson All e n h as obs erved that 

l"on the Sublime, " Th e Loeb Classi ca l Librar_y, ed . 
T . E. Pa g e , E. Capps, and W. H. D. Rouse (Cambridg e : Harvard 
Uni ve rsity Pr e ss, 1939), p. 139. 
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nea r l y three times as many sp e cific referenc e s appear e d in 

Whitm a n's ea rly writings as in his later po e try a nd pros e . He 

s a ys this is not e vidence that the influenc e of th e Bibl e on 

Whitm a n h ad less e ne d but that, a s his mind matured, th e i nf lu-

e nc e h ad b ec om e d ee p er. Th e Bibl e c ame to provid e i deal s 

whi c h wer e r e fl e ct e d in Whitman's poetry but which are not so 

ea sily id e ntifi e d. Of th e sp ecific and th e g e n e r a l Bibli ca l 

a llusions which Allen found in Le av e s Qf Grass, 1 I shall dis-

c uss thos e conducive to sublimity, but to th e se I shall a dd 

oth e rs th a t I hav e found in Whitman's po ems. Thus, I sh a ll 

pr e s e nt not a ll th e allusions but only those, both sp ecific 

a nd compl ex , which l e ad the r ea d e r into th e r e alm of th e 

sublim e arousing f ee lings of gr a nd eur : Biblic a l allusions to 

God or th e Lor d , to Ch r ist, to man, to e ve nts, to par a b le s, 

t o na tur e , a nd to plac e s. 

In th e awe-inspiring allusions to th e Lo rd or to God, 

Whi t ma n p erc e ives th e unlimit e d pow er o f God demonstrat e d by 

"th e still small voic e ," by his pr e d e t e rmin e d plan for his 

univ er s e , by his rol e as comforter, and by his control ov e r 

th e e l e me nts of natur e . In th e allusion to th e voice of th e 

Lor d , Whitman says: 

I f I should nee d to nam e , 0 We st e rn World, your 
pow erfulest scene and show, 

' Twould not b e you, Niagara--nor you, y e limit
l e ss prairi e s--nor your hug e rifts o f 
c a nyons, Colora do, 

l"Bibli ca l Echoes in Whitman's Works," Am e rican 
Lit e rat ur e , VI ( Nov e mb e r, 1934), 302 - 31 5 . 



Nor you, Yosemite--nor Yellowstone, with all its 
spasmic ge ys e r loops ascending to the skies, 
appearing and d isapp earing, 

Nor Or e gon's white con e s--nor Huron's b elt of 
mighty lakes--nor Mississippi's str eam, 

- - This se e thing h emisph er e 's humanity, as now, 
I'd nam e--th e still small voic e vibr at ing-
Am er ic a 's choosing day, 

("El e ction Day, November, 1884, " 
ll. l-5) 
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the mighty sc e nes of the West e rn Worl d roll bef or e t h e re ade r 

who recognizes as mor e powerful than all "th e still small 

voic e vibrating." As h e contemplates the scene, h e recalls 

th e acc ount of th e Lord's app earanc e to Elijah on Mount Hor e b : 

An d h e said, Go forth, a nd stand upon the mount bef or e 
th e Lord. An d , behold, the Lord p a ss e d by, a nd a great and 
st · ong wind r e nt th e mountains, a nd bra k e in pi eces t h e rocks 
be for e th e Lord; but th e Lord was not in th e wind: and af t er 
the wind a n eart hqu ake ; but the Lord was not in the ea r t h
qu a k e : 

An d af t er t h e ea rthquak e a fire; but th e Lord wa s not 
in t h e f ir e : a nd af t er t h e f ir e a still small voic e . 

(I Kings 19:11-12) 

Th e re ade r hea rs th e strong wind, feels the t remor of th e 

ea rth, a nd sees th e fire. He is inspir ed with rev ere nc e at 

th e ma ni festat ion of th e pow e r of God, but h e r eca lls th at 

God h ad not made hims e lf known in th e s e but in a still sm a ll 

voice. Thus the r e ader is struck with sublim e awe as h e 

exp e r i e nces this as p ect of th e pr e s e nce of th e Lord. 

Whitman, probably influ e nc e d by th e Ca lv a nistic 

t he ology which h e heard pr ea ch ed in his boyhood, 1 h a s u s e d 

lAll e n, The Solit ary Singer , pp. 19-20. 
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several r efere nces to God's purpos e or His pr edetermined pl a n. 

My t hr ee-scor e years o f lif e summ' d up, and more, 
and p a st, 

By a ny gr and i deal tried, in te ntionl e ss, the whole 
a nothing, 

And haply yet som e dr op within God's scheme's 
ensembl e--som e wave, or part o f wave, 

Lik e on e of yours, y e multit ud inous oc ea n. 
("By That Long Scan o f Waves," 11. 6-9) 

Give me 0 God to sing that thought, 
Giv e me , give him or h er I love this qu e nchl ess fa ith 
In Thy e ns embl e , wh ateve r else withh eld withhol d not 

from us, 
Be li e f in pl a n of Thee e nclos ed in Ti me a nd Sp ace, 
He a lth, peace, salvation univ er sal. 

("Song of th e Universal," ll. 57 -60) 

Lo, so ul, seest thou not God's purpos e fr om 
t h e first? 

("P as s age to India," l. 31) 

The s e t hr ee passages are a llusions to a part o f Paul's l e tter 

to the c hur ch at Eph e su s: "In whom als o we h a v e obtained an 

inh er itance, being predestinated acc or d ing to the purpos e of 

hi m who work et h all things after the counsel of his own will" 

(Ep he sians l:ll) . Th e reader exper i e nc e s an e l e vation of the 

soul a s h e c onsid ers t he refere nc e to God's pl a n f or His uni-

verse, for eac h in d ividu a l, a nd for s a lv ation univ ersa l. 

Anoth er passag e all udes to th e pr ede termined plan of God: 

My re nd ezv ous is a ppoint ed , it is certa in, 
Th e Lord will b e t h ere a nd wa it till I com e 

on pe rf e ct t e rms. 
("Song o f Myse l f, " ll. 1188-1190) 

Th e s e lines ec ho t h e words o f the writ er of th e book of Job 

( 7 : l) : "Is th ere no t a n app oint ed time to man upon eart h? 
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are not his days a lso lik e th e da ys of a n hir el ing ?" Whitm an 

is c ont e mplating limitless space a nd tim e and f i nding consola-

tion in th e thought th a t his life is not in the hands of fate 

but in th e h a nds of a n a ll-powerful Go d and tha t the Lor d has 

appointe d th e tim e th a t h e will r emain upon t his ea r t h. He 

has confidence in th e assurance that th e Lor d will b e waiti ng 

fo r him to come and th a t with Him h e will continu e his journ ey 

through a ll e ternity. Through his allusion h e shar es his 

exa ltation with his r eader. 

Allusions to the promis e of Go d 's p ea ce a nd c omfor t 

al most always produce an e l ev ation of the soul. Whi t ma n's 

fa ith in God's promis e, which is the d ominant not e in Lea ve s 

Qf Grass , finds expr es sion in 

Swif tly aros e a nd spr ea d ar oun d me th e p eace 
a nd knowl ed g e that pass a ll th e a rgum e nt 
o f the earth, 

And I know th a t the h a nd of God is th e pr omis e 
o f my own. 

("Song of Mys elf, " ll. 91-92) 

This pass a ge closely r ese mbl e s Paul's wor d s whi c h have b ee n a 

co mf ort to Ch r istians throughout th e a g e s, "And the p ea c e o f 

God, which p a ss e th a ll un de rstan d ing, sh al l k ee p your h ea r ts 

a nd mi nds through Christ J es us" (Philippians 4 :7). With 

revere nti a l awe , th e r ea der med it ates on t h e wor ds o f P a ul . 

An al lusion t o God's power, which is b ey on d all 

c ompr eh e nsion, is impli ed in "I will c ling fast to Th ee , 0 

God , though th e waves buff et me" ("Pr a ye r of Columbus," l. 54) . 
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His revelation of his implicit faith in the power of God is 

probably a reference to two Biblical passages : n 

and though the waves thereof toss themselves, yet can they 

not prevail" (Jeremiah 5:22), and "The Lord on high is 

mightier than the noise of many waters, yea, than the mighty 

waves of the sea" (Psalms 93 : 4). The reader, impressed by 

the great power of the Lord on high- - mightier than the mighty 

waves of the sea--experiences an intense elevation of the 

spirit. 

The reader's feeling of sublimity, inspired by the 

poet's allusions to God, has its source in unlimited power, 

in extreme littleness, in the contrast of vastness and small-

ness, and in infinity. 

Whitman's allusions to Christ are to His relationship 

to man, His eating of the Last Supper, His Crucifixion, and 

His Resurrection. In addition to making these direct refer-

ences, the poet, in his role as the Christ, alludes to words 

spoken by Christ. 

Christ as the brother of all appears in three passages. 

Whitman sees him in the face of the young soldier: 

. --I think this face is the face of 
Christ himself, 

Dead and divine and brother of all, and here 
again he lies. 

("A Sight in Camp," ll. 14-15) 

He sees him as the "brother of rejected persons--brother of 

slaves, felons, idiots, and of insane and diseas'd persons" 



C"Th1'nk of the Soul," l. ) 12 , and as the "Eld er Brother" 

waiti ng to greet him wh e n his soul has crossed life's s e as: 

Reckoning ahea d 0 soul, wh e n thou, the time 
ac hi ev 'd, 

The s eas all cross'd, weather'd the capes, 
t h voyag e done, 

Surround ed , c op est, frontest God, yield e st, 
th e aim a ttain'd, 

As fill'd with friendship, lov e , complete, 
the Elder Brother found, 

Th e Yo ung er melts in fondness in his arms . 
("Passag e to India," 11 . 219-223) 

T h us Whitman mov e s his r eader emotionally, a lluding to 
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Christ's words, " For whoso e v e r shall do the will of God, the 

same is my broth er, a nd my sist er, a nd my moth e r" (Mark 3:34) 

Ha un ted and inspir ed by a pictur e , " Th e Last Supp er," 

Whitm a n s a ys, "I see Christ e ating the br ead of his last 

s upp e r in th e midst of youths and old persons" ("S al ut a u 

Mond e ," 1. 97), a nd th e r eade r recalls th e acco u nt of "Th e 

Last Supp e r" a nd Christ's wor d s to his discipl e s, r ec or ded 

in Mark 14 : 25 : "V erily, I say unto you, I will drink no mor e 

of t he fr ui t of th e vin e , until that day that I dr ink it new 

in t he kingdom of Go d . " Thus h e r espo nds to the sorrow which 

th e d iscipl e s must have felt at parting. In his thoughts, t h e 

reader go es f a r b e yond the words of the po et. He exper ienc e s 

a fee ling of deep awe wh e n h e considers that h e has th e priv

il e g e of joining in communion supper with Christ, just as did 

Hi s d is c ipl es ne arly two thousand years ago, and that h e has 

Chri s t' s p e rsonal invitation to sh are this Lord's Supp e r in 

r emembr a nc e of Him . 
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As Whitman alludes to the crucifixion of Christ he 

arous e s in the reader feelings of awe, amaz eme nt, indignation, 

and horror: 

I h e ar th e tal e of the divin e life and bloody dea th 
of the be autiful God th e Christ. 

("Salut au Mond e ," l. 39) 

That I could forget the mockers and insults! 
That I could forget th e trickling t e ars and 

th e blows of th e bludgeons and hammers: 
That I could look with a s e parate look on my 

own crucifi x ion and bloody crowning: 
("Song of Mys e lf," ll. 9 5 3-955 ) 

Aff ec t e d by the allusions to the account of the crucifixion 

of Christ found in Matth ew 27:34-57, th e read e r ex pe ri e nc e s 

horror as he recalls the bloody death, and indignation as h e 

thinks of th e mock e ry, th e insults, and th e casting of lots 

for hi s garm e nts. His thoughts go be yond th e wor ds of th e 

po e t and h e ha s a f ee ling of amaz e me nt and awe as he r e memb e rs 

th a t Christ's suff e ring and death wer e for all mankind. 

No gr e at e r aw e could b e e xp eri e nc ed than th a t produc ed 

by th e r e surr ec tion of Christ. Whitman, as h e a tt empts to 

c omfort th e mother who has lost h e r son, allud e s to th e ev e nt. 

For know you th e on e you mourn is not in that 
grave , 

It wa s an illusion, th e son you lov e wa s not 
r e ally de ad, 

Th e Lord is not dead, he is risen again young 
and strong in another country, 

Ev e n whil e you wept th e r e by your fall e n harp 
by th e grav e , 

What you we pt for was translat e d, pass' d from 
t h e grav e , 



The winds favor'd an d the sea sail'd it, 
And now with rosy and new bloo d, 
Moves today in a new country. 

( " 0 l d I r e l a n d , '' l l. l l - l 8 ) 

Thes e wor ds have their counterpart in Paul's words to the 

Cor inthians: 
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For if th e dead ris e not, then is not Christ raised : 
An d if Christ be not raised, your faith is 

vain 
Th e n they also which are fallen asleep in Christ are 

per ish ed . 
If in this lif e only we ha ve hop e in Christ, we ar e 

of all me n most mis erabl e . 
But now is Christ risen from the dead, and b ec om e 

th e first fruits of th em that slept. 
For s in ce b y ma n cometh d e ath, by man came also th e 

r es urrect ion of the dead. 
(I Corinthians 15 :16- 2 1 ) 

Through such allusions a s th e s e to th e resurr e ction a nd to 

th e lif e e ver las t ing, Whitman mov e s the r e ader into a sublim e 

e xperie nce. 

The role that Whitman c hos e to play was patt e rn ed 

after the life of Christ. He assumes it in "To a Common 

Pro st itut e" as h e assures the pro s titute: 

Not till the sun exc lud es you do I exclude you, 
Not till the wat ers refuse to gli ste n for you 

and the leav e s to r us tl e for yo u, d o my 
words r e fuse to glisten and rustle for you. 

Cll. 2 - 3) 

Whitman's at titud e c los e ly r esembl e s J es us ' attitude toward 

th e ad ult er ous woman, whom th e Scrib es and th e Pharise es ha d 

brought to Hi m, insisting t hat t h e l aw said that s h e s houl d 

b e sto ned . J e su s ' r eply to th em was " He that is without s in 
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among you, let him first cast a stone at her" (John 8 :7 ). 

His words may have arous e d in Whitman sympathy for th e prosti

tut e , whom Whitman c harges thus : 

My gi r l I appoint with you an appointm e nt, an d I 
charg e you that you mak e preparation to be 
worth y to mee t me , 

An d I charg e you that you b e pati e nt and p erf ec t 
till I come. 

Till them I salute you with a signifi c ant look 
t h at you d o not forg e t me. 

( ll. 4-6) 

To th e min d of th e r e ad e r com e th e words of J e sus, "N e ith er 

do I c ond e mn th ee : go, and sin no mor e " (John 8 :1 1). Th e 

r ol e o f Christ is assum ed also in the lin e s: 

Who is h e th a t woul d be com e my follow er ? 
·. 

The way is suspi c ious, th e result unc e r t ain, 
p erhap s d e stru c tiv e , 

You woul d hav e to giv e up all e ls e . 
("Who e v e r You Ar e Holding Me Now 

in Hand , " ll. 5 , 7 - 8) 

The re ad e r is r emind e d of th e wor ds of J es us to hi s d is c ipl e s, 

"I f an y man will c om e aft e r me l e t him de ny him se lf, and t ak e 

up hi s c ross, and follow me" (Matthew 16:24). Contemplating 

t h e a llu s ion s to Chri s t, his r e lationship to man, his c ruci-

fi x ion , hi s r es urr ection, and his attitud e toward th e prosti

tut e, t h e r eader i s mov ed by his unlimit ed lov e for all me n. 

Whitman ' s allusions to man are to his creation a nd to 

th e immo r tality of his soul. Th e on e which is probably th e 

s ou rc e o f g rea t e st sublimity and whi c h i s oft e n foun d in 

l it e rat ur e i s to th e c re ation of man. Amaz eme nt a nd wond er 
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fill th e min d of the reader as he contemplates with the poet 

the miracle of mira cles : 

My tongue, every atom of my bloo d, form'd 
from th is soil. 

("Song of Myself," l. 6) 

This d ust was once the man, 
Ge ntl e , plain, just a nd resolute, un der 

whose ca utious hand, 
Against the foulest crime in history, known 

in any land or ag e, 
Was saved th e Union of th e se Stat e s. 

("This Dust Was On ce th e Man") 

Th ese tw o passag e s allude to sev eral Bible vers es , of which 

the b es t known are " th e y die, and r e turn to th e ir 

d ust" (Psalms l 0 4 : 2 9) , and '' till t hou retur n unto 

t he ground, for out of it wast thou tak e n; for d us t thou art, 

a nd unto d ust s halt thou r e turn" (G e nesis 3 :19). 

As th e poet stud i es th e faces whi c h h e s ee s while 

wa lking in th e city str ee ts or rid ing on the co unt ry roa d s, 

h e is aw ed by th e fact that 

These faces · bear testimo ny slumb er ing or awake, 
They show th e ir desce nt from the Master hims e lf. 

("Faces," ll. 55 - 56) 

Th e r eader r eca lls that God sa id , "L e t u s mak e man in our 

image, after our lik e ness " (Ge nes is l : 26 ). Whi t man e mpha s i zes 

t hroughou t his poems the in d i vidual worth of a human b e ing. 

He mentio ns often th e "divin e body" a nd th e sacredness of th e 

body, as in th e f ollowing: 



Whoever you are, how superb and how divine 
is your body, or any part of it! 

("Starting from Paumanok," l. 188) 

Divine am I insid e and out. 
("Song of Mys e lf," l. 52 4 ) 

Th e man' s body i s sa c r e d and th e woman's 
is sacr ed 

No matt e r who it is, it is sacred--is it th e 
mea nest one in th e laborer's gang? 

I f any thing is sacred th e human body is sacred. 
("I Sing th e Body Electric," ll. 8 4-8 5 , 12 4) 

Th e divin e woman, her body, I see th e body, 
I look on it alon e , 

Th e hous e on ce full of passion and beauty, 
all e l se I notic e not, 

Th a t littl e hous e alon e mor e th a n th em all-
poor, d e sp erat e hous e : 

Fa i r , f e arful wr eck--t e neme nt of a soul--its e l f 
a soul. 

("Th e City De a d Hous e ," ll. 5-6, 12-1 3 ) 

Hi s id e a of th e s acr edn e ss of th e bo dy is pr obabl y an a llu-

s ion t o th e Bibli c al v ers e , "Know y e not that y e ar e th e 

templ e of God , and that the Spirit of Go d dw e ll e th in you?" 

( I Corinthian s 3 :16). 

One of Whitman's gr e at them e s is th e immortality of 
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t he s oul. As h e stan ds watching th e sol d i e rs r e turning from 

th e war, hi s s oul whi s pers to e a c h in th e ranks an d to hi s 

r e ad e r, who is a "kindr ed soul," his sol emn thoughts: 

0 th e bull e t could ne v e r kill what you r e ally 
a r e , d ea r fri e nd 

Nor th e bayon e t s tab what you r ea lly a r e ; 
Th e s oul: you rse lf I s ee , gr ea t as an y , good 

as th e be st, 



Waiting secure and content, which the bullet 
could never kill, 

Nor the bayonet stab 0 friend. 
("How Solemn As One by One," 11. 7-11) 
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This allusion, which fills the reader with deepest aw e , is a 

referenc e to the words found in Matthew 10:28: "And fear not 

th em, which kill th e body, but are not abl e to kill th e soul." 

Allusions to man--his creation, the sacredness of his body, 

and th e immortality of his soul- - add force to one of Whitman's 

gr e atest th eme s, th e long journey of the soul through lif e and 

into e t e rnity. 

Whitman giv e s experi e nces of sublimity to the r e ader 

through his allusions to two parabl e s of long journe ys--th e 

journ e ys of th e prodigal son and of th e mast e r of the hous e . 

As h e thinks of th e many doors with their exits and e ntranc e s, 

h e r e calls th e parabl e of th e prodigal son r e lat e d in Luk e 1 5 : 

ll- 32. 

The door wh e nce th e son left hom e confident 
and puff'd up, 

The door h e enter'd again from a long and 
sc andalous ab se nce , di se a s' d, brok e n down, 
without innocenc e , without me ans. 

( .. So n g of the B r o ad-Ax e , '' ll . 2 3 7-2 3 8) 

Th e r e a de r's thoughts go beyond the words of the po e t, and as 

h e c ont empl a t es th e significanc e of th e parabl e, h e r e calls 

not only th e prodigal child who left his Father's hom e but 

t he great lov e of th e Fath e r who stands with op e n arms to 

gree t him wh e n h e returns, mi se rabl e and forlo r n a nd r e ad y to 

sa y , "F a th e r , I hav e sinn ed." 
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Whitman reveals his fa i th a nd hope in his allusion to 

another of Christ's parables . 

Is the house shut? Is the Master away? 
Nevertheless, be ready, b e not weary of 

watching, 
He will soon return, his messengers come anon. 

("Europe," ll. 36-39) 

He alludes to that wonderful event to which all Christians 

look forward with great hope , the second coming of Christ, 

th e account of which is found in Mark 13:34-37. 

For the Son of man is as a man taking a far journ ey , 
wh o l eft his hous e , and gave authority to his servants, and 
to every man his work, and c ommand ed th e port e r to watch. 

Wa t c h y e ther ef or e : for ye know not wh e n the mast e r 
of the hous e cometh, at even, or at midnight, or at th e cock
crowing, or in the morning : 

Lest coming sudd e nly h e find you sl eep ing. 
And what I say unto you I say unto all, Watch. 

Whitman's unshakabl e faith and his admonition uplift th e soul 

of th e r e ad e r as he contemplates th e return of his Master. 

He exper ienc es great joy ov er the return of both of the 

trave l e rs--th e child to his Fath e r and th e Master to His 

watching servants. Thus does the poet's allusion to the 

natur e of man contribute to his experience of sublimity. 

In addition to the nature of man Whitman is gr eat ly 

impr essed by the oth e r aspect of natur e--th e univers e . On e 

of the most common elements of the e arth, grass, pr esents an 

e nigma and a fascination for him. His reply to th e qu esti on, 

"What i s grass?" may we ll b e a Biblical allusion. 



Or I guess it is the handkerchief of the Lord, 
A scented gift and remembranc e r d e sign ed ly dropt, 
Bearing th e owner's name someway in th e corners, 

that we may see and remark · an d say "Whose?'' 
("Song of Myself," ll. 10 2 -10 4) 

These lin es bring to mind th e Bibl e verses, Acts 19:11-1 2 : 
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And God wrought special miracl e s by the hands of Paul : 
So that from his body wer e brought unto the sick 

handk erc hi efs or aprons, and the diseases depart ed from th em, 
and th e ev il spirits we nt out of th e m. 

The han dke r c hi e f of Paul was a r eminder to all thos e who 

witn e ss e d the h ea lings that it was God who wrought th e mir-

ac l e s by the han d s of Paul. The r eade r has a deep feeling o f 

awe as h e thinks of th e grass, God's first creation o f li fe , 

as a '" r e m em b r an c e r" of th e great e s t of all m i r a c l e s , th e 

ete rnal cycle of lif e , dea th and the r es urr ec tion. 1 Not only 

the grass but all natur e is a r emind e r of God--"the whol e 

eart h and all the stars in the sky are for r e lig i on's sake" 

(tt.Starting from Paumanok," l. 106) ·. His statement is probabl y 

an allusion to th e words of th e psalmist : 

The h e av e ns declare th e glory of God; and th e firma
me nt sheweth his ha ndywork. 

Day unto day utt e r e th speech, and nigh t unto night 
s h ewet h kno wledg e . 

(Psalms 19:1- 2 ) 

With amazement and awe, th e r e ade r contemplat e s the way s in 

whi c h God mak e s himself known to his children. 

1Ibid., p. 1 54 . 
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Biblical places to which Whitman alludes are Mount 

Ararat, Mount Moriah, Nineveh, Jersusal em, Babel and hell. 

Two of these--Mount Ararat and Mount Moriah--are gr eat 

h e ights. Wh i t man me n t i o n s " you as c end i n g Mount Ar a r at" 

("Salut au Monde," l. 184). The lofti est pe ak of this 

mountain stands three thousand feet above the lin e of per-

petual snow. El ev ation is usually awe-inspiring. It IS 

not th e only sourc e of sublimity, however, in this instan ce. 

Th e me ntion of Mount Ararat inspir e s r e verence as one 

r eme mb er s that on this mount the ark r e sted after the flood 

a nd the Lord gave his promis e ne ver agai n to destroy th e 

ea rth on account of me n no matt e r how e vil th ey may b e . 1 

It was on on e of th e hills of Mount Moriah, Abraham prepar e d 

. f. I . 2 to sacri Ice saac. The recollection of this event arouses 

in th e read er amazement at Abraham's faith, a faith so strong 

t h at h e was willing to part with his only so n in obedi e nc e to 

God. As the reader recalls the events, he thinks of the 

in t e ns e pain which mu st have fill e d Abraham's h ea rt wh e n he 

r ece ived God's co mmand, th e fear which must hav e tak e n hol d 

of Isaac as h e was bound and laid on the altar, and th e reli e f 

of both when the angel of the Lord app e ar ed . As th e reader 

co nt empla t es th e significanc e of the story, that th e Lord 

also provid ed the Lamb, his only Son, as an off ering for th e 

s ins of th e world, h e fe e ls sublime awe. 

1Ge ne sis 8:4, 2 1 . 

2 Ge ne sis 22 : 2 . 
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The allusions to Nineveh and to Jerusalem are to 

scenes of tragedies . With only a few words, "you peering amid 

the ruins of Nineveh" ("Salut au Monde," l. 184), and 

"J e rusalem a handful of ashes blown by the wind, extinct" 

( "Song of the Exposition," l. 43), Whitman giv es to the r e a der 

pictures of utter desolation. Th e reader r eca lls th e proph et 's 

warning that God "will str etc h out his hand against th e north, 

and destroy Assyria, and will mak e Ninev e h a desolation" 

(Z e ph a niah 2:13) and that "Ninev e h is laid waste" (Nahum 3 :7) 

Whitman's allusion to Babel does not pr e s e nt a scene 

of tragedy but one of frustration. In th e following, 

From imperfe c tion's murki est c loud, 
Darts always forth on e ray of perfect light, 
On e flash of heaven's glory. 

To fashion's, c ustom's discord, 
To t h e mad Babel-din, the deafening orgi es, 

("Song of the Univ e r sa l," ll. 3 2-36) 

his r e fer e nc e is to the events which took place aft e r the 

building of the tower of Bab e l. 

And th e Lord said, Be hold the p e opl e is on e , and they 
hav e all on e languag e ; and this they be gin to do: and now 
nothing will b e restrained from them, whi c h they hav e imag.in ed 
to d o . 

Go to, l e t us go down, and there confound th e ir 
languag e , that they may not un de rst a nd on e a noth er ' s sp ee c h. 

So th e Lord s cat t ered th em abroa d from thence upon th e 
face of the e arth: a nd th e y l eft off to buil d th e city. 

Therefore is the nam e of it call ed Bab e l; beca us e th e 
Lord did th ere confound th e languag e of all th e ear th. 

( Ge ne sis 11:6-9) 



Afte r the "mad Babel-din, the deafening orgi es ," comes 

happin ess , even ecstasy, as 

Soothing e ach lull a strain is h eard , just h eard , 
From som e far shor e th e final c horus sounding. 

0 the bl est eyes , th e happy h ea rts, 
Th at s ee , that know th e guiding thr e ad so fin e , 
Al ong th e mighty labyrinth. 

("Song of th e Univ er sal, l l. 37 - 4 1 ) 

Th e re ad er expe ri e nces sublimity wh e n h e thinks of th e mad 

Bab el - d in as the frustrations of lif e on ea rth and of th e 
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soothing strain of th e final chorus as mu s i c from that land 

beyond. 

In t wo of Whitman's thr ee refere nc es to h e ll--"This 

film of Satan's seething pit" ("Out From Be hin d This Mask," 

l. 7) and "B ey ond th e flam e s of h e ll" ( "Chanting th e Squar e 

De ifi c," l . 38)--are allusions to Reve lation 9:2, 

And h e op e ned the bo tt oml ess pit; and t h ere aros e a 
smoke out of the pit, as the smoke of a gr e at furnac e ; and 
the s un and the a i r were dark e ned by r eas on of the smoke of 
th e pit. 

In th e third r efe renc e --"Th e pl e asur e s o f h eaven are with me 

a nd the pa ins o f h e ll are with me " ("Song of Myself, " l. 423) --

ec ho e s t h e psalmist, " a nd the pains of h e ll g at hol d upon me " 

(Psalms 116 : 3) . Th e r eade r h as a sense of th e sublim e as h e 

reca ll s that the lin e which th e psalmist wrote o cc ur s in his 

professio~ of lov e to God for del iv era nc e from his tro ubl e s 

an d sorrows. 
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Allusions ' to Music 

"T he very esse nce of a work of art is that it e nables 

us to repeat an exper ience, to live it over again, to feel 

again the emotion that the original called forth." 1 As 

Whitman recalls his favorite musical compositions and op eras , 

he not only feels again th e emotions which he ex p er ienc ed 

originall y, but he leads those who travel with him to see 

and to h ear "things mor e beautiful than words can tell" 

("Song of the Open Road," l. 120). Most of the all usions to 

musical compositions and to operas appear in "P r oud Music 

of the Storm," a dream-vision in which the reader hears, not 

the sounds of the winds and the raging storms but, through 

the poet's allusions, the hug e organs in the cathedral and 

the sing er s voicing their adoration in "G l oria in Excelsis" 

(Glory to God in the Highest), "Agnus Dei" (0 Lamb o f God), 

and "Ein e feste Burg ist uns e r Gott" (A Mighty Fortress is 

Our God) (ll. 124, 127). In deep sorrow h e joins the Virgin 

Mary at the crucifixion of Jesus as he sings Rossini's 

"Stabat Mater dolorosa." 2 In rapture h e list e ns to "Th e 

Cr e ation" as Whitman, ex p er i e ncing a feeling of great happi-

ness and p erfect joy, alludes to it in the lin e "The Creation 

in billows of godhood l aves me" (l. 143). 

1Arthur E. Briggs, Walt Whitman: Thinker a nd Artist 
(New York: Philosophical Library, 1952), p. 328. 

2"Proud Music of the Storm," l. 125. 
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Longinus says that "nothing makes so much for 

grand e ur as genuin e emotions in the right pla ce ."l In "Prou d 

Music of the Storm," "Th e Dead Tenor," and " Ita lian Musi c in 

Da kot a" Whitman's a llusions to operas evoke int e nse emotion s 

of anger, a nguish, hop e, joy, lov e , pity, sorrow, a nd t error. 

Th e reade r expe ri e nc e s t err or and horror wh e n the po e t a llu des 

to Norma: 

Across the stage with pallor on h er face, 
yet lurid passion 

Stalks Norma brandi s hing th e dagger in 
her hand. 

("Prou d Musi c of th e S t orm," ll. 76-77) 

He watch e s Norma advancing upon h e r sl eep ing children. Each 

st e p that she tak es in te nsifi es his emotion of horror, but 

his f ee ling subsides when suddenly Norma, se e ing her unsu s -

p ec ting c hildr e n, falls upon h er kn ees b ef or e th e m. 

I n his dream-vision, Whitman h e ars "Mey e rbeer's 

Hugu e nots, the Prophet, or Rob e rt" ("Prou d Music o f th e 

Storm," l. 97). The me r e me ntion of th e "Hugu e not s " a nd t h e 

"Pr oph et" recalls to th e read er's min d the hor r or of th e 

bloo dy uprisings among Christians a nd th e massa c r e o f the 

Protestants by the Catholi cs , bu t in th e mi ds t o f th e ho rr or 

h e f eels a s e n se o f the sublime as h e r ecal ls the ol d 

Protestant si nging ''A Mighty Fortr ess is Our God." 

1 " 0n the Sublim e ," p. 143. 



W h i t m a n ' s r e co ll e c t i o n o f t h e ope r a •r L a Favor i t a"" 

arouses in him a deep sorrow: 

From Spanish chestnut trees' dense shade, 
By old and heavy convent walls a wailing song, 
Song of lost love, the torch of youth and life 

quench'd in despair, 
Song of the dying swan, Fernando's heart 

is breaking. 
("Proud Music of the Storm," ll. 86-89) 
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Fernando, a novice, leaves the convent when he falls in love 

with a beautiful girl only to discover later that she is the 

mistress of the king. Heart broken he returns to the convent 

to renew his vows. The reader is deeply touched as Whitman's 

allusion to Fernando recalls to his mind the song of the 

broken hearted lover: 

Spirit so fair, brightly descending, 
Then like a dream all sadly ending, 
Hence from my heart, vision deceiving, 
Phantom of love, grief only leaving, 
In thee delighting, all else scorning, 
A father's warning, my country, my fame! 
Ah, faithless dame, a passion inviting, 
Fair honor blighting, branding my name, 
Grief alone thou leav'st phantom of love! 1 

The reader, enchanted by the poet's allusion to 

. Ernani walking the bridal garden, 
Amid the scent of night-roses, radiant, hold

ing his bride by the hand, 
("Proud Music of the Storm," ll. 80-81) 

1samuel Holland Rous, The Victrola Book Qf the Opera 
(Camden: Victor Talking Machine Company, 1919), p. 131. 
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experie nces one of the strongest emotions--that of terror--

when in his imagination he hears the "infernal call, the 

deat h-pledge of the horn" ( l . 82). 

Through Whitman's allusion to Manrico, 

Th e perfect singing voice--
How through those strains d istill'd--how 

the rapt ears, the soul of me, absorbing 
Fer na nd o's heart, Manrico's passionate cal l, 

Ernani's, sweet Gennaro's, 
("The Dead Tenor," ll. 6-8) 

the r eader sees again the troubadour Manrico b e neat h the 

w i n d ow o f L e n o r a a n d h e a r s h i s b e a u t i f u l t o u c h i n g l y r i c " Am o r - -

sublime Amore.w He also ex peri e nces the sublime lov e of 

Gennaro, the young nobl eman, for his unknown moth er. 

As the r eader is reminded by Whitman of the opera 

"William Tell" ("Proud Music of the Storm," l. 96), h e finds 

him self in the midst of an aroused and angry people, and h e 

too becomes indignant beca us e the village was burn ed and 

the fields were devastated. 

The a llusion to "Lucia di Lammermoor" arouses some 

f e eli ng of anger because the man Lucia marri es has deceived 

her about her true lov er. The reader feels it to b e l ess 

trag ic but mo re pathetic b eca us e although Lucy is mad, she 

is hap py in her madn ess : she be li eves that she is with her 

lov er. The tragic pathos of the situation is recalled by 

Whitman: 

I see poor crazed Lucia's eyes ' unnatu ral gleam, 
Her hair down h er back falls loos e . 

("Proud Musi c of the Storm," ll. 78-7 9) 
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Another allusion which calls forth the same emotion 

is that to Faust ("Proud Music of the Storm," l. 98), who 

sold his soul to Mephistopheles. The reader feels pity for 

him ov er the tragedy which befalls him but also sympathy as 

h e is awar e of the many enchanting ways in which ev il is 

pr e sented and o f how pron e human beings are to sel l their 

souls for a few fleeting moments of pleasure. 

Wh e n Whitman list e ned to Italian music by th e 

Seve nt ee nth Re gim e nt al Band, h e heard ec hoes with " . mea nings 

unknown before" of "Norma's anguish" and of "Sonnambula's 

innocent love." As the read e r recalls th e two op eras, h e 

too feels Norma's ang ui sh ov er the danger which threatened 

the man that she lov ed and experiences th e sorrow of the 

innoc e nt Sl~e pwalker who was found by her j e alous lo ve r in 

Rodolpho 's room at the inn. His sorrow disappears when, in 

the strai n s of " Proud Music of the Storm,"' h e h ears the 

innoc e nt Amina 1 and rejoices with her becaus e Elvino, co n-

vinc ed that sh e is not unfaithful, has returned. 

Allusions to Histo r y 

The ol d familiar epics of history, in the hands o f 

Whitman, still hav e the power to produc e exper ienc e s of 

sublimity . The poet's allusions to historical c haracters 

and events arouse emotions of prid e, admiration, horro r, 

indignation, and religious ecst asy. 

l L. 90. 
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The Texan's hear t fills with prid e and admiration as 

h e, through Whitman's allusive art, recall s one o f the great-

est ep ics of this state or nation. 

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

(I tell not the f all of Alamo, 
Not one esca p ed to tell the fall of Alamo, 
The hundred and fifty are dumb yet at Alamo. 

("Song of Myself," 11. 871-875) 

The mention of th e Alamo, known throughout the world as a 

symbol of courage, car ries the reader to great h e ights as he 

pictures that small band of h eroic men who gave th e ir lives 

for the freedom of oth e rs. 

Wh itman does more than me r e ly allude to the massacre 

of the four hundred and twelve young me n in Texas. Although 

h e does not giv e the nam e of the location, of the battle, 

or of the colonel, as h e adds lin e after lin e eac h contrib-

uting to the int e nsity of sublimity, th e reader easily 

rec ogniz es the story of the massa cre at Gol i ad . The tale 

of the valor of Colonel Jam es Fannin a nd his me n a s they 

struggled f or freedom and s ec urity at the Battle of Col eta 

stirs the admirat ion of a ll Am er icans, but espec ially of 

Texans. This feeling quickly subsides and is replaced by 

an exper i e nce of horror as the poet continu es the story of 

the inhuman butchery at Goliad. 

The second First-day morning they were br ought 
out in squads and massacred, it was a 
beautiful ea rly summer, 

The work commenced about five o' c lock and was 
over by e ight. 



None obey ed the command to kneel, 
Some made a mad a nd helpl ess r ush, some stood 

stark and straight, 

A youth not seventeen years old s e iz' d his 
assassin till two mor e came to release him, 

The three were all torn and cover'd with the 
b o y's bloo d. 

At eleve n o'clock began the burning of the bo dies; 
That is th e tale of the murder of the four 

hundred and twelve young me n. 
( " So n g of My s e 1 f , '' 11 . 8 8 5-8 9 6) 

The feeling turns to rag e and indignation when the reader 

r eca lls that although many Mex icans oppo sed the exec ution, 
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Santa Anna thus broke the accept ed rules of war which forbade 

the shooting of prisoners. 

Th e reader's feelings of pride and admiration are 

aga in stirred as. he c ont emp lat es the valor of t hat littl e 

band of me n ambushed by the Indians in "Far Dak ot a's Canons." 

The batt l e -bull et in, 
The I ndi a n am bus cade, th e ·craft , the fata l 

e nvironm e nt, 
The cava lry companies fighting to th e last in 

sternest heroism, 
In the mi dst of their littl e circle, with their 

slaugh~er'd hors es for br eastworks, 
Th e fall of Cust e r and al l hi s offic ers and me n. 

("From Far Dakota's Canons," ll. 4-8) 

Whitman's e motions were aroused when he first viewed a 

painting of "Custer's Last Rally" by John Mulvany. He sat 

for ov er an hour completely absorbed. 1 In Leaves of Grass 

1Kouwenhoven, p. 7 46. 
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h e recapt ures and expresses in words his s e nsations as h e 

c ont emplated th e scene of the frontiersmen, soldiers, and 

Indians, sk e t c h ed in th e "Dakota Canons." The poet's us e of 

short phras es , eac h with incr eas ing force gives t o th e 

reader a sense of the sublime. 

Wh itman expe ri e nc es mor e than pride and admiration 

when h e r eca lls th e battl es fought f or th e freedom of Am er ic a. 

Both the po et and th e r e ader f ee l General Washington's hurt 

a nd sorr ow as h e sees t h e slaughter of his me n : 

Th e Ge nera l watch'd th em from this hill, 
Th e y ma de r e peated desperate attem pt s to 

burst th e ir e nvironm e nt, 
Th e n drew c lo se togeth er , very c omp act, th e i r 

flag flying in t h e middl e , 
But 0 from the hills how th e c annon were thinning 

a nd thinning th e m! 

It sick e ns me yet, that slaught er : 
I s aw the moi st ure gath e r in drops on th e 

face of t h e Ge nera l. 
I s aw ho w h e wrung his h a nds in a nguish. 

("Th e Centenarian's Story," ll . 60-66) 

Th e reader 's ex altation is int e nsi f i ed as his vision e nlarg es 

to includ e the s ol d i ers o f all wars. 

As Whitman thinks o f t h e gr eat ac hi eveme nt s of hi s 

ti me h e reminds him se l f that t h e prese nt is but a "g r owt h ou t 

of the pas t .R Th e reader steps b ac k with him into hi s to ry 

a nd expe ri e nces t h e asp i rati ons or hop es of th e gr e a t a d v e n-

turers--Vasco da Gama, Marc o Polo, a nd Columbu s -- as th e y sa il 

f orth to seek n ew routes t o oth er countri es. He is ex alt ed 

as h e thinks of the da r i ng adve ntur es o f th ese pion eers . 



When Whitman is old, poor, and paralyzed and fee ls 

his e nd ne ar h e has on e o f his greatest ex p e ri e nc e s o f 

sublimity. As h e contemplates the adventures o f Columbus 

h e identi fies hims e lf with the gr e at ex plor er . 

A batt e r'd wr ec k'd old man 
Thrown on this savage shore, far, far from hom e , 

My terminus near, 
The clo uds already c losing in upon me , 
The voyage balk'd, th e course d isput ed , lost, 
I yield my s hips to Th ee. 

("Pray e r of Columbus," ll. l- 2 , 47- 50) 

lll 

His religi ous ecs tasy i s rev e aled in the la st sta nza when h e 

gets a glimpse of the lif e b e yon d : 

An d these things I see s udd e nly, what me an th e y? 
As if some mira cle, some han d divine uns e al'd 

my e yes, 
Shado wy vast s hape s smile through the air and 

sky, 
And on th e distant wav e s sail c ountl e ss s hips, 
And a nth e ms in new tongues I h e ar saluting me . 

(" Prayer o f Columbus," ll. 6 2-66) 

The reader is ex alt ed as h e c onsid e rs th e ec stasy of Columbus 

wh e n he se es th e dista nt shore and of the po e t wh en h e 

glimp ses th e unknown shores. 

Allusions to Places 

Among th e places Whi tma n allu de s to are '' th e Seve n 

W o n d e r s o f t h e W o r l d " ( " P a s s a g e t o I n d i a , '' l . 4 ) w h i c h , h e 

says , th e achieveme nts of th e pres e nt, th e mo der n wond ers 

outvie, and " P arnassus" ("Song of the Exp o s ition," l. 18). 
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As the reader recalls "the antique ponderous Sev e n," 1 h e 

rev e ls in the beauty of the h a nging gardens of Babylon and 

the temple of Di ana at Ephesus, and marvels at such monu-

me ntal accomplishments as the pyramids of Egypt, the Pharos 

of Al exandria, the statue o f Jupiter at Ath en s, the Colossus 

of Rhodes, and the Ma usol e um at Halicarnassus. 2 

Allusions to Par nassus are quite frequent in litera-

ture, probably because it is t h e home of Apollo, the mus es, 

and the nymphs and therefore the source of inspiration for 

music and poetry. Awe-inspiring i s the view of this snow 

ca pp e d mountain. 

Allusions to Mythology 

Whitman's num erous allusions to mythology contribute 

to the reader's sense of sublimity in proportion to the 

reader's acquaintance with the deeds of the gr ea t heroes 

which undoubt edly pr od uc ed in him a s e ns e of exaltation. 

The reader exper i ences ad mi ration as he r eca lls the great 

stre ngth of Herc u les, the brilliance of Hermes, the be a uty 

of Venus, t h e tr eme ndous power of J upiter, Zeus, Cronus and 

Saturn, th e brav ery and cr uelty of Achilles, the brav ery of 

Ajax and Hector, and the sufferings of Ulysses or Odysseus. 

l"Sev e n Wonders of the World," New Stan d ard 
Ency clopedia (19 29), IX. 

2"Parnassus," New Standard Encyclopedia (1929), 
VIII. 
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Allusions--to the Bible, music, history, pla ce s, 

a nd mythol ogy-- ar ous e in th e read e r the int e nse emotio ns 

which Whitman himself felt and which he so yearned to impart. 

The poet's sublimity experienced as he roamed America in his 

travels and in his imagination had its sources in the earth, 

in the heavens, and in man, in life and death, vastness, 

heights, great speeds, infinity, power, love, and identifi-

cation with people and things--all of which Burk e lists as 

co nduciv e to sublimity. Traveli ng with Whitman, the reader 

has a sense of the s ublim e as h e shares the poet's great 

happiness, his deep sadness, his great love for all mankind, 

and his unwav er ing faith in p e ople, in God, and in immortality.l 

1Edmund Burke, "The Sublime and Beautiful," Harvard 
Classi c s, ed. Charles W. Eliot, XXIV (New York: The Colli e r 
Press , 1909), 20-50. 
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