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Whitman's Attitude Toward

Humanity, Death and Immortality

by

Arthur L. Brentson

Few people who have lived on the American scene, or to be frank

anywhere in the world, have harbored a greater love for humanity than

did Walt Whitman. Since his time many philosophies and ideas have

arisen over the attitudes which should be taken toward man—his life,

death and immortality. Some philosophies and attitudes have been

discarded, others are still being fought; no certitudes have been estab-

lished.

The chief aim, therefore, of this composition is not to give a survey

of Whitman's ideas but to discuss his personal attitudes toward

humanity in connection with death and immortality.

I shall begin the discussion proper by asking what sort of person

was Walt Whitman and what elements entered into him so that he

could feel himself the exponent and champion of the average man,
even though he himself was not average? The first question may be

answered without hesitation but the second one is open for debate.

However, the answer may be found, partially so, in the mystical ex-

perience of 1850 or thereabout.

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

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

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

And I know that the spirit of God is the brother of my own
And that all the men ever born are also my brothers, and the

women my sisters and lovers,

And that a kelson of the creation is love,

And limitless are the leaves stiff or drooping in the fields,

And brown ants in the little wells beneath them,

And mossy scabs of the worm fence, heaped stones, elder, mullein

mullein and poke-weed 1

Here, then, I may assume, is the beginning of his cosmic attitude

toward man, nature and God. Whitman acquired through some power
not of himself, and yet of himself, a knowledge of unity—a oneness

of the universe. Through this medium he found himself a part of a

whole. This is certainly not like Emerson, whose equality was based
on degrees, nor Poe, who believed that men were mentally, econom-
ically and spiritually different. Whether Whitman's revelation is de-

structive or of benefit is still a topic of discussion. One might probably
conclude that it destroys the orthodox belief in the order of creation

1Walt Whitman, The Leaves of Grass, (New York, 1921) p. 38.
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or renders creation without a purpose. If so the following quotation

may throw some light on the situation:

The climax of the loftiest range of civilization rising above all

the gorgeous shows and results of weath, intellect, power and
art, as such—above even theology and religious fervor—is to be

its development from the eternal bases, and the fit expression of

absolute conscientiousness, crystalline, without flow, not Godlike

only, entirely human, awes and enchants forever. Great is emo-
tional love, even in the order of the rational universe. But if we
must make graduations, I am clear there is something greater. 2

Mystically, to Whitman the universe is the melting pot of everything:

the body and the soul, good and bad. In such a scheme, all things have
their places and all are needed. Our writer became typical of men, in

his various qualities, his susceptibility to do good and evil, his aware-

ness of the beautiful and the ugly. Men in all walks of life and under
all circumstances were subjects of his sympathy. His concern was not

only nationalistic but universal.

I play not marches for accepted victors only,

I play marches for conquered and slain persons

Have you heard that it is good to gain the day?
I also say it is good to fall, battles are lost in the same spirit.

3

Emerson would have one believe that sympathetic persons may easily

be drowned by those with whom they sympathize. With Whitman it

is not so; he would

. . . seize the descending man and raise him with relentless will,

dispairer here is my neck,

By God you shall not drown! hang your whole weight

upon me. 4

Could it be that the Artist was disguising his ego in the cloak of

humanitarianism? I would rather believe that through Leaves of Grass

one is given an account of his personal growth deliberately wrought to

symbolize the growth of the world. For an example, "The Song of

Myself" is really a vast analogy representing the universe. To many
readers it may simply be a string of purposeless details, but it is

really a song which represents all the materials of which life is to

be made ; out of it springs the songs of love, of national unity, of cities,

of nature, of war and its hero, of religion, of death, of immortality.

The last two items will be discussed in detail later in the essay.

Whitman strikes the mind from many sides in order to reach it

somehow. Notice how he attacks from several different quarters in

the following stanzas:

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

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

are with me,

2Walt Whitman, Complete Prose Works, (New York, 1881) p. 240.
3Whitman, op. cit., p. 39.

Hbid., p. 94.
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The first I graft and increase upon myself, the latter I translate

into a new tongue.

I am the poet of the woman the same as the man. 5

"Through me many long dumb voices

Voices of the interminable generations of prisoners and slaves,

Voices of the diseas'd and dispairing and of thieves and
dwarfs,

Voices of cycles of preparation and accretion,

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

Through me forbidden voices

Voices of sexes and lust, voices veiled and I remove the veil.
6

Thus Whitman broke through all artificial boundaries erected by
men, all castes, philosophies and schools. It was his intention to shock

man out of his false conceits. And he who set out to praise the world
praises what every man acknowledges, values, delights in and suffers

from. He may, rightfully, be called an awakener because he was on
terms of intimacy with the real conditions of life. What he chiefly

desired was a full-blooded egoism which would force people to regard

what concerned them as the only thing of any consequence. What in

fact is the note of America today—of the world? A state of universal

tepidity—which makes the majority of men seem quite incapable of

living, loving, thinking, dreaming or hoping with any degree of passion

or intensity.

Such phrases as "I will show," I believe, "I will give," seem to be

catch-phrases which are used as incentives. Let it be understood that

humanity will have catch-phrases and will not be moved without them.

Consequently, it makes all the difference to a people and to an age,

whether its catch-phrases really do or do not correspond with convic-

tions, and whether these convictions really do or do not reach down
among the real problems of personal and social life—whether they

really catch at the bottom of things.

Whitman realized that, though America was a young country, its

ideas, morals and religions had become old and static, that people

had never cultivated life for its own sake; there was none of the in-

dwelling spirit of continuity. That is why he asserted that

. . . near at hand to you a throat is now inflating itself

and joyfully singing

Ma femme! for the broad beyond us and of us.

For those who belong here and those to come,

Our exultant to ready for them will now shake out carols

stronger and haughtier that have yet been heard upon

earth

5Ibid., p. 41.

eIbid., p. 45.
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I will thread a thread through my poems that time and events

are compact
And that all the things of the universe are perfect miracles,

and each as profound as any. 7

Here is proof that the poet, unlike many serious intellectuals, had a

buoyancy of youth, personal conviction and fancy.

About the important issue of slavery, Whitman had this to say:

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

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

marksmen,
I clutch the rails of the fence, my gore dries thinn'd with

the ooze of my skin,

I fall on the weeds and stones

The riders spur their unwilling horses, haul close,

Taunt my dizzy ears and beat me violently over the head and

with whip-stocks.

Agonies are one of my changes of garments

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

come the wounded person

My hurts turn livid upon me as I lean on a can and observe. 8

This may sound like an extreme statement of empathy but one must

understand that Whitman's sympathetic outbursts sprang from his

religious faith—the Quaker faith which stresses the brotherhood of

man. Although he did incorporate many other faiths.

I have discussed generally, and somewhat briefly, his attitude

toward humanity; let me turn, in connection with this, to his attitude

toward death and immortality.

Even the most casual reader of Walt Whitman's Leaves of Grass is

at once struck by the numerous references to death and immortality

recurring from time to time throughout the work, sometimes in a well-

thought-out and logically built structure as "Eidolons," or the beau-

tiful elegy on the death of Lincoln, sometimes in a series of hints or

indirections; sometimes plainly stated, other times simply felt. It is

no secret, then, that Walt Whitman, the man and the poet, held no
fear of death. It is no secret that he believed in immortality—in

immortality after the "exquisite transition of death." Whitman's basic

attitude toward death and his confidence in his doctrine of immortality,

as revealed especially through his poetry, are found in essence in his

"Song of Myself."9 The other poems which treat this dual theme
simply re-state it or expound the basis upon which it rests.

In "Song of Myself," Whitman declares that his "foothold is tenon'd

and mortis'd in granite." 10 This "granite" is his philosophy, the central

doctrine of which is the worth and dignity of the individual human

7Ibid., p. 18.

sIbid., p. 58.

9Gay Wilson Allen, Walt Whitman Handbook, (Chicago, 1946) p. 116.

l0Whitman, op. cit., p. 41.
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spirit, based on an absolute confidence in the goodness of nature.

John Burroughs, speaking of the poet, says,

Whitman's faith in himself was a part of his faith in creation.

He felt himself so keenly a part of the whole that he shared its

soundness and excellence; he must be good as it is good. 11

His faith is the result of consistently seeing whole views. He denied

nothing. Nature was physical, but there was something behind it all.

In a conversation following a discussion on the subject of death with

Robert Ingersoll on the poet's seventieth birthday, Whitman said,

All that I have attempted to glean for the pages of "Leaves of

Grass" has been what I have perceived of what I am—of what

we all are, of what the world before us is. I have tried to show
what I could of practical, materialistic, visible life, with an indi-

cation throughout of something behind it all.
12

To speak of Whitman's philosophy is, perhaps, misleading, for he

was no philosopher in the technical sense of the term, 13 and "never

hardens into anything like a system, or into mere intellectual proposi-

tions," 14 though parallels have been found between him and the

American Transcendentalists (especially Emerson), the German Tran-

scendentalists, and certain Hindu Mystics. 15 This paper, of course,

makes no pretense to anything like a thorough investigation of any of

these parallels or influences; all that I hope to do is to establish a

working basis for interpretation.

In the very broadest sense, Walt Whitman is something of a pan-

theist and a mystic. In his Notebook of 1847 he wrote:

The effusion or corporation of the soul is always under the beau-

tiful laws of physiology—I guess the soul itself can never be

anything but great and pure and immortal; but it makes itself

visible only through matter—a perfect head, and bowels and bones

to match is the easy gate through which it comes from its em-
bowered garden, and pleasantly appears to the sight of the world. 16

Despite the fact that the pantheistic elements in Whitman are essentially

mystical, they are neither like Carlylean nor Oriental mystical pan-

theism, 17 both of which consider the objective world as shadowy and
un-real. This is seen in one of his experimental poems, where he

declares:

I am the poet of reality

I say the earth is not an echo.

i:1John Burroughs, Whitman: a Study, (Boston, 1896) p. 107.

12Whitman, op. cit., p. 349.

13Mody C. Boatright, "Whitman and Hegel,*' The University of Texas Studies
in English, IX (July, 1929), p. 134.

"Burroughs, op. cit., p. 164.

15Allen, op. cit., pp. 447'-62.

™Ibid., p. 259.

l7Ibid., p. 260.
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Nor man an apparition

;

But that all the things seen are real. . . .

18

Another interpretation of this "materialism" is found in Whitman's
doctrine of a non-material body, as well as a material one. 19 On the

other hand, what appears to be materialistic pantheism is also evident,

for example in "Song of Myself:"

I bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love,

If you want me again look for me under your bootsoles. 20

But there are also traces of panpsychism in the Leaves. 21

And I will not make a poem nor the least part of a poem
but has reference to the soul,

Because having look'd at the objects of the universe, I find

there is no one nor any particle but has reference to the

soul.
22

There are, of course, many and varied implications and suggestions

of pantheistic belief in Whitman, for example, "pantheistic transmi-

gration," 23 which he calls "transfers and promotions," and so on.

These, as they relate to our subject, will be taken up later as possible

interpretations of certain poems.

Resemblances between Whitman and Hegel have been singled out

by critics and scholars for special attention. Mody C. Boatright made
the first extensive investigation of the subject in an article entitled

"Whitman and Hegel," published in 1929. He noted that, although

Whitman could not be technically classified as a philosopher, he did

have a habitual point of view for looking at life, which was, in the

main, in accord with the "Absolute Idealism" of Hegel. 24 Some of the

parallels which he finds are important for any serious study of Whit-

man's poetry. He notes that both the American and the German con-

ceived of the universe as unfinished, in the "eternal process of be-

coming;" 25 that both found the universe to be one; that both found

the ultimate reality to be thought. 26 In his poem "Starting from Pau-

manok," Whitman announces,

I will make the poems of materials, for I think they are to

be the most spiritual of poems, . . ,

27

Boatright interprets this as meaning that the material universe is in

the last analysis spiritual. He goes on to say that Whitman, like Hegel,

18 Quoted by Allen, p. 260.

19Allen. op. cit., p. 260.

20Quoted by Allen, p. 261

21 Olive Wrenchel Parsons, '"Whitman the Non-Hegelian,"' PMLA, 58 (Decem-
ber, 1943), 1080. Also Allen, p. 262.

22"Starting from Paumanok," 12:19.

23Allen, op. cit., pp. 266 ff.

24 Boatright, op. cit., p. 134.

25Ibid.

tibial., p. 137.

27"Starting from Paumanok," 6:14.
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identifies or in some way merges good and evil. This mergence is a

logical necessity to "Absolute Idealism," for the Absolute must be
capable of resolving all possible contradictions. What from a lower
category are opposities, the rational and the irrational included, must
in some way be absorbed into the self. What then is the nature of

the self? Boatright quotes McTaggert's Studies in Hegelian Cosmology:

Thus the nature of the self is sufficiently paradoxical. What
does it include? Everything of which it is conscious. What does

it exclude? Equally—everything of which it is conscious. What
can it say is not inside it? Nothing. What can it say is not outside

it? A single abstraction. And any attempt to remove the paradox
destroys the self. For the two sides are inevitably connected. If

we try to make it a distinct individual by separating it from ail

other things, it loses all content of which it can be conscious, and
so loses the very individuality which we started by trying to

preserve. If, on the other hand, we try to save its content by em-
phasizing the inclusion at the expense of the exclusion, then the

consciousness vanishes, and, since the self has no content but

the objects of which it is conscious, the content vanishes also. 28

It is through such a conception of the self, Boatright states, that Whit-

man is able to make all the paradoxical assertions found in his poetry,

emphasizing the inclusiveness of the soul in the earlier poems and
the exclusiveness in the latter. Further, the basis of Whitman's doctrine

of immortality is the contention that each individual possesses some-

thing transcendent, incapable of being produced (like life), a part,

as it were, of the Absolute
—

"a fundamental and indispensable differ-

entiation of the Absolute."29

The self absorbs and identifies with it the non-self, and this non-self,

is positive and real, not a phantom. The world is not ours, it is not

self, until we make it self. In fact there could be no self without that

non-self. 30 He alludes to this passage in Whitman

:

the joy of my soul leaning pois'd on itself, receiving

identity through materials and loving them, observing

characters and absorbing them,

My soul vibrated back to me from them, from sight, hearing,

touch, reason, articulation, comparison, memory, and
the like,

The real life of my senses and flesh transcending my senses

and flesh,

My body done with materials, my sight done with my material

eyes,

Proved to me this day beyond cavil that it is not material eyes

which finally see,

Nor my material body which finally loves, walks, laughs,

shouts, embraces, procreates. 31

28 Boatright, op. cit., p. 139.

™Ibid., p. 142.

30Ibid., pp. 139-40.

31"Song of Joys," p. 153.
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The self is in eternal struggle with the non-self, converting it into

self. Boatright believes that this to Whitman is one of the greatest

joys of life.

to struggle against great odds, to meet enemies undaunted!

To be entirely alone with them, to find how much one can

stand!

To look strife, torture, prison, popular odium, face to face!

To mount the scaffold, to advance to the muzzles of guns with

perfect nonchalance!

To be indeed a God! 32

Both Whitman and Hegel professed not only to accept, but to

transcend modern science; however, there is little agreement in their

theories of knowledge. Hegel "professed to prove by a rational system

of logic that ultimate reality is both determined and knowable. To
him philosophy was nothing more than a 'reasoned apprehension of

the Absolute'
" 33 Whitman's theory of knowledge is more like Schelling's

and Emerson's. 34

Wisdom is of the soul, is not susceptible of proof, is its own
proof,

Applies to all stages, and objects and qualities and is content,

Is the certainty of the reality and immortality of things, and

the excellence of things;

Something there is in the float of the sight of things that

provokes it out of the soul. 35

Boatright inferred that Whitman found Hagel Cold, for the Absolute

according to the poet, is not found by rationalization; it speaks directly

to the souls of men. In brief, though Whitman certainly admired Hegel

and praised him highly, this resulted from "an admiration of the

end reached, and not from any critical appreciation of the means." 36

Most of these so-called parallels between Whitman and Hegel, accord-

ing to Boatright are based upon certain similarities of thought, and
in some instances almost the exact phrasing of some of Whitman's lec-

ture notes and also a popularized version of Hegel, published by one

Joseph Gostwick in 1854.

The Boatright article, the first extensive investigation of the debt

of Whitman to Hegel via Gostwick, 37 concluded that, at least, Hegel

"strengthened Whitman's convictions" 38—especially in his concept of

cosmic evolution, pantheistic unity, and the synthesis of Good and
Evil. Whitman's knowledge of Hegelianism, Boatright believed, re-

sulted more from the reading of Gostwick than Hegel himself, a deduc-

tion which has since been expanded and further demonstrated by

32Ibid., p. 154.

33 Boatright, op. cit., pp. 143-44.

* 4Ibid.

35"Song of the Open Road," 6:127.

36 Boatright, op. cit., p. 145.

37Allen, op. cit., p. 456.

38Allen, p. 456.
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W. B. Fulghum, Jr.
39 Robert P. Falk, in an article entitled "Walt

Whitman and German Thought," studied the Whitman-Gostwick-Hegel

relationship and concluded:

That Hegel, through Gostwick, strengthened certain ideas of

Whitman and may have affected later editions of the Leaves

cannot be doubted. That he was instrumental in shaping the

original edition must remain a matter of speculation.40

Up to 1946, Miss Olive Wrenchel Parsons was the latest person to

investigate the subject of Whitman and Hegelianism. 41 She asserts very

vigorously that many of the similarities found between Whitman and

Hegel have been over-emphasized, resulting in a lack of understanding

of both men. She centers her attention on the Boatright article and

takes up in detail the differences of the men on the following points:

(1) nature, (2) the universal and the particular, (3) the concrete and

the abstract, (4) the universe, (5) the self, (6) the body, (7) the

soul, and (8) immortality. I need not concern myself with the first

three points. The essential difference between the universe of Hegel and

that of Whitman, she states, is that Hegel's is "carefully analyzed" and
"logically evolved," while Whitman's is not.

In the largest sense, the universe would be for Hegel the Absolute

Idea, which is in eternal process of becoming but which at the

same time is already finished. The becoming is a realization of the

Absolute Idea, which is already realized. The whole process is an
entirely logical one. No matter where one starts in the deductions,

he knows that the lower categories presuppose the higher and that

the higher contain the lower. The whole system is there, complete.42

In the largest sense, the universe for Whitman

would be the unseen world that apparently includes within it the

seen, and of which the seen is the proof. Whitman's faith in such

a world was boundless, but he concealed in mysticism his state-

ments regarding it.
43

The difference between Whitman's conception of the self and that of

Hegel, according to Miss Parsons, lies in the degree of emphasis upon
the Absolute.44 The Absolute, Hegel thought, can become conscious

only in evolution, especially in man, whose mind makes "explicit the

logical-dialectical process that lies implicit in the universal absolute

reason."45 Existential objects, especially man, because of this reason

were important to Hegel's thinking. Whitman thought just the opposite:

"the Absolute was important because it becomes conscious in existential

™Ibid.
40Robert P. Falk, "Walt Whitman and German Thought," Journal of English

and Germanic Philology, XL (July, 1941), p. 319.

41Allen, op. cit., p. 456.

42Parsons, op. cit., p. 1079.

^lbid., p. 1080.

"Ibid., p. 1082.

45
1 bid.
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objects, above all in man."46 In brief, "The microscopic eyes of Hegel
saw mankind as the human race ; the microscopic eyes of Whitman saw
human beings as individual selves."47

Whitman's concept of the body included a body immaterial and a

body material as well, something in the vein of St. Paul, 48 but he also

declared that the body "balks account."49 To Hegel, the body was "an
unconscious production of the soul,"50 and, Miss Parsons reminds one
that nothing in his philosophy "balks account." Body and soul were one

to Whitman, and it is a fact that he believed in immortality. That Hegel

believed in immortality at all is at best a point for debate. 51

Miss Parsons' argument is quite stimulating, and is based chiefly on

her contention that Whitman either failed to, or was unable to under-

stand the Hegelian dialectic. Gay Wilson Allen thinks that she is

probably "quite correct" in this contention, but adds that "this does

not contradict the popularized Hegelianism which the American poet

derived indirectly through Gostwick and others. 52 He sums up his

view of the matter with this statement from Falk's study, after observ-

ing that Whitman seems closer to Hegel than to any of the other

German philosophers.

In the case of the other German metaphysicians, we can ascribe

no certain influence; yet, it is true that Whitman reveals parallels

in thought and even phrase with most of the transcendental philoso-

phers from Kant on down. In all of them Whitman sees lessons for

American Democracy. 53

Whitman had also read Carlyle and Emerson. It is difficult, perhaps

impossible, to assess Whitman's debt to the latter. This difficulty, it

seems,

is bound up with that of determining how much any man can

imitate another who preaches, "Trust thyself." A "mere follower"

after a master who bases his thought upon self-reliance and individ-

ualism can be imitative by being original. Whitman made out a

good case for himself when he remarked. "Emersonianism breeds

the giant that destroys itself.
54

Aside from this, it appears that any serious attempt to classify

Whitman according to his philosophy is likely to meet with failure

because Whitman is primarily not a philosopher, but a poet; and as

a poet he goes to philosophical systems for subject-matter to sub-

^Ibid.
47Ibid., p. 1086.

48Ibid., p. 1084.

49Ibid.

50Ibid.

51Parsons, op. cit., p. 1087.

52Allen, op. cit., pp. 456-57.

53Quoted by Allen, p. 457.

54Qarence L. F. Gohdes, "Whitman and Emerson," The Sewanee Review,
XXXVII (January 1929), pp. 92-93.
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stantiate his own habitual view of life. He uses philosophy in somewhat
the same manner that Shakespeare used history, subordinating accuracy

to the poetic expression of a preconceived end. Taken in total, he is

consistent. Like a forest, viewed from a distance, everything tallies

and is smooth, but if examined too closely the forest disappears and
one sees only individual heterogeneous trees. Because Whitman is large

and all-embracing, he contains multitudes, he is protean. But it is not

necessary to classify him in order to discuss his employment of particu-

lar concepts, especially the death-immortality idea, because often it is

almost as easy to interpret his meaning by calling him a mystic as by
calling him a pantheist, by calling him an Hegelian or anything else.

The important thing to keep in mind is that certain ideas do occur

with enough regularity for one to consider them as part of the fabric

of his thought. Briefly, these ideas are: (1) that the ultimate reality is

spirit, (2) that the universe is in process of a mystic evolution, (3)

that the individual self is the result of identity with materials and is

derived from the Absolute, (4) that death is only a return to the

Absolute or to another form of life, and (5) that life is eternal.

The poems which deal with the theme of death or immortality, or

both, may be divided into four groups: (1) poems which are essentially

philosophical, (2) poems of democracy and nationalism, (3) poems
of love and comradeship, and (4) poems of doubt and despair. In a

broad sense, these same classifications may be used for all the poems
of Leaves of Grass, and when the importance of the death-immortality

theme has been fully discussed in each of them, the overall significance

of the theme will be apparent.

By the philosophical poems, I mean those poems which are pri-

marily concerned with expressing some idea or some system of ideas

about man and his relationship to the universe, to his fellow man,
or to himself. And, of course, the first poem that I think of is "Song
of Myself." Section 6 begins with the familiar and beautiful lines,

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

How could I answer the child? I do not know what it is any
more than he. 55

The poet speculates on the nature and meaning of the grass.

I guess it must be the flag of my disposition, out of hopeful

green stuff woven.

Or I guess it is the handkerchief of the Lord
A scented gift and remembrancer designedly dropt,

Bearing the owner's name someway in the corners,

that we may see and remark, and say Whose? 56

This is clearly a pantheistic note and needs no comment. The poet goes

on to sing the universality of the grass, "a uniform hieroglyphic,"

which by its indiscriminate growth among all peoples, indicates on
another plane that the poet himself, symbolized in the grass, takes all

55"Song of Myself," 6:28.

™lbid.
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of mankind into his immense sympathy. Now the pantheistic note

returns, stronger than before, but modified by other concepts. Now
the grass seems "the beautiful uncut hair of graves." If that is so, then

the poet will be tender toward the grass.

Tenderly will I use you curling grass,

It may be you transpire from the breasts of young men,
It may be if I had known them I would have loved them,

It may be you are from old people, or from offspring

taken soon out of their mother's laps,

And here you are the mothers' laps.

This grass is very dark to be from the white heads

of old mothers,

Darker than the colorless beards of old men,
Dark to come from under the faint red roofs of

mouths. 57

Then the dead are not dead at all; they are "translated," and the leaves

of grass are so many tongues which softly tell the marvelous secret of

immortality.

O I perceive after all so many uttering tongues,

And I perceive they do not come from the roofs of

mouths for nothing. 58

He poses the ageless question.

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

children? 59

And his confident reply is affirmed by the deathless grass.

They are alive and well somewhere,
The smallest sprout shows there is really no death,

And if ever there was it led forward life, and does

not wait at the end to arrest it,

And ceased the moment life appear'd.

All goes onward and outward, nothing collapses,

And to die is different from what any one supposed,

and luckier.60

This last quotation also suggests ideas which are expanded in later

poems: (1) the idea of cosmic evolution through the interaction of

life and death, and (2) the idea of transmigration.

"Has any one supposed it lucky to be born?" Whitman asks. Then,
he adds, "I hasten to inform him or her it is just as lucky to die, and
I know it." And we hasten to ask how does he know. For answer he tells

5?Ibid., pp. 28, 29.

58lbid., p. 29.

™Ibid.
60Ibid.
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one that he is a cosmic soul, immortal and fathomless, and his faith

in himself is an absolute faith in the soundness of the universe,

I pass death with the dying and birth with the new-wash'd

babe, and am not contain'd between my hat and boots,

And peruse manifold objects, no two alike and every one

good,

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

good.61

An appreciation of these sentiments involves, as we have previously

noted, the appreciation of the value which he places upon the individ-

ual human spirit. In "By Blue Ontario's Shore" he exclaims, "The
whole theory of the universe is directed unerringly to one single in-

dividual—namely to You."'52 In "A Song for Occupations" he says

—you and your soul enclose all things,

regardless of estimation,

In them the development good—in them all themes,

hints, possibilities. 63

The concept of cosmic evolution is expressed in this passage from
"Song of Myself:"

We have thus far exhausted trillions of winters and
summers,

There are trillions ahead, and trillions ahead of them.

I am an acme of things accomplish'd, and I an encloser

of things to be.

My feet strike an apex of the apices of the stairs,

On every step bunches of ages, and larger bunches between
the steps,

All below duly travel'd, and still I mount and mount.

Rise after rise bow the phantoms behind me,
Afar down I see the huge first Nothing, I know I was

even there,

I waiten unseen and always, and slept through the

lethargic mist,

And took no hurt from the fetid carbon.

Long I was hugg'd close—long and long.

Before I was born out of my mother generations guided me,
My embryo has never been torpid, nothing could overlay it.

For it the nebula cohered to an orb,

The long slow strata piled to rest it on,

Vast vegetables gave it sustenance,

61Ibid., 7:29.

62"By Blue Ontario's Shore," 15:296.

63"A Song for Occupations," 5:185.
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Monstrous sauroids transported it in their mouths and

deposited it with care.

All forces have been steadily employ'd to complete and

delight me,
Now on this spot I stand with my robust soul.

64

Closely allied to Whitman's concept of cosmic evolution is his

theory, or at least, his expression, of "pantheistic transmigration."

Upon the use and appreciation of such an idea Gay Wilson Allen ex-

plains "the apparently extreme individualism, egotism, and messianic

role of the poet in Leaves of Grass."65 After laughing at the thought

of dissolution, the poet says to Life

:

And as to you Life I reckon you are the leavings of many
deaths,

(No doubt I have died myself ten thousand times before.)

I hear you whispering there stars of heaven,

suns—O grass of graves— perpetual transfers and

promotions, . . ,
66

Whitman says nothing about possible retrogressions of the soul, as

one finds in Brahamanism; it is all "transfers and promotions."67

But this pantheistic transmigration is a good explanation of his feeling

of kinship with the entire creation,68 and is "the chief motif in Whit-

man's 'new' religion." 69 Out of man's great pride in himself, he con-

ceived God in his own image because God is incarnate in the body.70

Because the soul migrates through all forms of life, the poet can de-

clare: "I am myself waiting my time to be a God." 71

In the preface to the first edition of Leaves of Grass, in 1855, Whit-

man explained his conception of future poets and future poetry. In

America, the poet will spring from the common people, in whom lie

the genius of the country, and only in superior vision will he differ

from them. He must be possessed of perfect health and possess a perfect

sense of the unity of man and nature. His personal character must be

representative of the national character. The purpose of such a poet

is to create poems that "tally" nature. He is to articulate liberty,

equality, and the achievements of science. In him are fused the bound-
less pride of the spirit, which heeds no lessons but its own, and the

equally boundless sympathy of the soul which gives itself freely to all.
72

Whitman himself hoped to become such a poet for America, as one
sees in such poems as "By Blue Ontario's Shore" and "The Answerer";

6*"Song of Myself," 44:68, 69.

65Allen, op. cit., p. 267.

6G"Song of Myself," 49:74.

67Allen, op. cit., p. 268.

™Ibid., p. 270.

™Ibid.

'°lbid.

71Ibid.

72Floyd Stovall, Walt Whitman, Representative Selections, with Introduction,

BibliozroDhv. and Notes (New York, 1934), XXV.
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and although he did not completely realize this ideal, it is safe to

say that he has come closer to doing so than any other poet.

Even his democratic chants are colored by his views on death and
immortality, especially the latter. Sometimes the expression is in accord

with his philosophy of death, as it were. At other times he merely uses

images drawn from death to symbolize something that he wants to

say about democracy, as for example in the following passage, where
he expresses the idea that young America has come of age and is now
ready to lead the world; for in "any period one nation must lead, one

land must be the promise and reliance of the future." 73

The immortal poets of Asia and Europe have done their work
and pass'd to other spheres,

A work remains, the work of surpassing all they have done.

America, curious toward foreign characters, stands by its

own at all hazards,

Stands removed, spacious, composite, sound, initiates the true

use of precedents,

Does not repel them or the past or what they have produced
under their forms,

Takes the lesson with calmness, perceives the corpse slowly

borne from the house,

Perceives that it waits a little while in the door, that it was
fittest for its days,

That its life has descended to the stalwart and well-shaped heir

who approaches,

And that he shall be fittest for his days. 74

The symbolism is obvious. The corpse represents dead or dying civili-

zations, the house, the world of men, and the "stalwart and well-shaped

heir" is America.

In another section of the same poem he proclaimed the union when
the states were on the verge of war, though expressing the real state of

affairs in two other poems—"To a President" and "To the States.*'
75

(Lo, high toward heaven, this day,

Liberated, from the conqueress' field return'd,

I mark the new aureola around your head,

No more of soft astral, but dazzling and fierce,

With war's flames and the lambent lightnings playing,

And your port immovable where you stand,

With still the inextinguishable glance and the clinch'd and
lifted fist,

And your foot on the neck of the menacing one,

the scorner utterly crush'd beneath you,

The menacing arrogant one that strode and advanced with

his senseless scorn, bearing the murderous Knife,

"
3"By Blue Ontario's Shore," 5:288.

7*Ibid.

?5Allen, op. cit., p. 69.
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The wide-swelling one, the braggert that would yesterday

do so much,
To day a carrion dead and damn'd, the despised of all

the earth,

An offal rank, to the dunghill maggots spurn'd.) 76

The "menacing one" is disunity. Disunity is dead, and Liberty is tri-

umphant. The imagery is important here. Note particularly the em-
phasis on putrefaction. This is not typical of Whitman's emphasis

when he speaks of death, and in only one or two other poems does

he repeat this treatment. 77

The theme of cosmic evolution, which is of course related to the

theme of immortality, is expressed in reference to Whitman's concept

of the ideal democracy. Even America is journeying toward its ideal,

its eidolon.

And thou America,

For the scheme's culmination, its thought and its reality,

For these (not for thyself) thou hast arrived.

"Thou too surroundest all,

Embracing carrying welcoming all, thou too by pathways

broad and new,

To the ideal tendest. 78

But the best known expression of the death-immortality theme in a

nationalistic context are the poems in memory of the death of Lincoln.

These include the dirge "When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd,"

the well-known "O Captain! My Captain!," "Hush'd Be the Camps
Today," and "This Dust Was Once the Man." The second-named poem
is notable for its use of an almost conventional stanzaic form. It is

too well known to warrant analysis here. "Hush'd Be the Camps To-

day" reflects the grief of the soldiers with whom Whitman identified

himself:

But sing poet in our name,
Sing of the love we bore him—because you, dweller

in camps, know it truly.

As they invault the coffin there,

Sing—as they close the doors of earth upon him—one

verse,

For the heavy bearts of soldiers. 79

The last poem may be quoted in full

:

This dust was once the man,
Gentle, plain, just and resolute, under whose cautious hand,

76"By Blue Ontario's Shore," 7:290.

77 Cf. "This Compost," p. 309 ff.

7S"Song of the Universal," 4:193.

™Leaves, p. 285.

&°Ibid.



Against the foulest crime in history known in any land or age,

Was saved the Union of these States. 80

By far the most eloquent expression of the nation mourning its

president is found in "When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd,"

regarded by many as Whitman's finest poem. The opening lines are

solemn and stately, their slow accents at once setting the mood of

mourning and all-enveloping grief, though the accidental rhyme of

"spring" and "bring" in the fourth line detracts somewhat from the

effect.

When lilacs last in the dooryard bloom'd,

And the great star early droop'd in the western sky in the

night,

I mourn'd, and yet shall mourn with ever-returning spring,

Ever-returning spring, trinity sure to me you bring,

Lilac blooming perennial and drooping star in the west,

And thought of him I love.81

The star represents Lincoln the man, "not the permanent spiritual

self;" 82 the lilac represents human love.83 In the second stanza the

repetition of the "0" sound convulses with the primitive rhythm of grief.

powerful western fallen star

!

shades of night— moody, tearful night

!

great star disappear'd— the black murk that hides the

star!

cruel hands that hold me powerless— helpless soul of me!
harsh surrounding cloud that will not free my soul.

84

The third motif, the hermit thrush, appears in the fourth stanza, singing

his "song of the bleeding heart." He symbolizes the poet of the soul.
85

Whitman identifies himself with this other poet of nature. The next

stanza begins the description of the coffin journeying by night and by
day through the Union that Lincoln had preserved. The lilac, the

thrush, the yellow wheat, the star,
—

"these are interwoven in a mighty
symphony of imagery and sound, each theme briefly advanced, then

developed in turn, finally summarized in a climax and then repeated

gently once more"86 as the president is brought to rest.

Thus one sees that through the process of empathy Walt Whitman
identified himself with everyone—and in many instances everything.

He became the one for the many and not only this he became the

spokesman for those who were afraid to speak and those who were not

literally able. His fortitude in the face of death was his boundless

belief in immortality, which in turn was based upon an idealistic con-

ception of the self as an all inclosing entity struck from the primeval

sl"When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom"d," 1:276.

S2Stovall, op. cit., p. 410.

*Hbid.
S4"When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd," 2:276.

85Stovall, op. cit., p. 410.

S6Allen, op. cit. p. 171.
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float of cosmic self. The universe, though perfect, is yet in the process

of spiritual, mystical evolution. The self is in the process of evolution,

and death is simply a transfer and a promotion to another identity or a

return to the float. Death is the key to immortality. Death is the ful-

fillment of love. Death is the meaning and purport of life. This, in

brief, is Whitman's basic attitude toward humanity, death, and im-

mortality.
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