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On Walt Whitman 

In the “Preface to Leaves of Grass” (1855), Walt Whitman expressed his estrangement from 

the governmental authority figures of his nation’s harsh political climate during the 1850s, 

while granting the leadership to the American poets: “Of all nations the United States with 

veins full of poetical stuff most need poets and will doubtless have the greatest and use them 

the greatest. Their Presidents shall not be their common referee so much as their poets shall” 

(Whitman in Baym 2197). The change of focus from presidential to poetic authority hails 

from the poet’s disillusionment with the political regime of his time that was leading to the 

fragmentation of a nation still in the process of configuration and validation.  

During the 1850s, the United States was undergoing a period of sectional animosity, 

caused by the congressional debates on slavery, and the threats of a Civil War; the collapse of 

the party system (of which Whitman was once a believer and an active participant); class 

divisions; and the ineffectual leaderships of Presidents Fillmore, Pierce, and Buchanan. As a 

result of the impending political and social fragmentation, the poetry of Walt Whitman 

started focusing on the ideas of nationhood, community, diversity, and the individual; as 

David S. Reynolds explains: “As authority figures collapsed, the individual self ―sovereign, 

rich, complex― stood forth amid the ruin of the parties. Whitman’s growing disillusionment 

with authority figures sparked his deep faith in common people and in the power of populist 

poetry” (67). 
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Furthermore, Whitman’s sensual and individualistic poetry came as a response to a 

prevailing rationalism and materialism, the overwhelming presence of religious 

intermediaries, the pragmatism associated to Benjamin Franklin, and an utter isolation and 

estrangement of the being, who, additionally, as Edwin H. Miller explains, lost contact with 

his own body: “the prohibition of touch has become one of the major taboos (the eleventh 

commandment, according to Edward Dahlberg) of American civilization in its collective fear 

and hatred of the body, as man has rendered suspect one of his most natural affectional [sic] 

responses” (93). Whitman’s poetry came as an invitation to the communion of the individual 

with itself, and between the members of a society in a process of disintegration. 

 The creation of his great poetical achievement culminated in 1891, after the “incessant 

revision, reordering, and augmentation” (Moon xxvii) of nine different editions.
1
 The reason 

for this great editorial commitment has been explained by Michael Moon as a result of the 

poet’s “vivid sense of endless materials, a creative pressure welling from profound depths, 

and a boundless acceptance which expressed itself in an urgent inclusiveness rather than in 

the artful limits of deliberate design” (xxvii). Additionally, the author explains that the poet’s 

strong connection with his nation led him to identify the growth of his Leaves with that of his 

country, “He had new things to say, new approaches, shifts of insight and mood as he and his 

land developed” (xxvii). 

 The major themes of his Leaves of Grass were identity, the national character, and 

individuality (Moon xxxii), and these ideas will be of great importance both for the Preface of 

1855 and the first poem of this poetical monument, “Song of Myself.” Moon explains that 

these themes remained a constant throughout the nine editions, and can be studied in three 

great topics: “to improve and transform life (the poet as maker and reformer), to discern and 

                                                           
1
 In 1855, 1856, 1860, 1867, 1871, 1881, 1891-2, 1888, and 1891. 
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set forth its miraculousness [sic] (the poet as celebrator), and to sing the transcendence of 

human love, envisioned as divine (the poet as lover)” (xxxi). Moreover, it is important to 

mention that for all of his poems, and the Preface, the idea of community, brotherhood, 

inclusiveness, and unity is greatly emphasized, possibly as a response to the disintegration 

that characterized the United States during his time. These ideas were not only themes at the 

core of his literary works, but a similar unity was to be regarded in relation of the individual 

with itself, his body and soul, the individual to his land, and to nature. Additionally, the 

whole collection was to be considered a single, great, celebratory poem: “My poems when 

complete should be a unity, in the same sense that the earth is, or that the human body, 

(senses, soul, head, trunk, feet, blood, viscera, man-root, eyes, hair) or that a perfect musical 

composition is” (Whitman in Moon 783). 

 Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, with all its poetic innovations (in terms of themes 

and style) is considered to be a response to Ralph Waldo Emerson’s request for an American 

Bard, whose poetry needed to reflect the American character with a particular voice without 

the influences of European poetry. Emerson’s claim for an exclusively, free from imitation, 

American literature that expressed the concerns of a society in a process of finding an identity 

in the New World (Loving 19) was answered by the innovative, national, individualistic 

literature; as Jerome Loving explains: Emerson “proporcionó la vision literaria y Whitman 

llevó a cabo la celebración” (25). The innovative ideas and style embodied in this new kind 

of poetry were developed, and exemplified, in the Preface to the 1855 edition of Leaves of 

Grass.
2
 

                                                           
2
 The subsequent editions of the Leaves were prefaced with Emerson’s reply of a letter that Whitman addressed 

to him in 1855, in which the philosopher acknowledges the poet’s efforts to answer his request for an American 

literature. The 1855 Preface was later reworked and incorporated in the shape of poems for the ensuing editions, 

reinforcing the unity of all of the components of Leaves of Grass, including the famous paratext.  
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 In the Preface the poet explained his concept of the unity existing between the poet, 

his art, his experience and nature, and, as Moon explains, it “influenced the changing course 

of poetry by predicting and defining the functions of the poet and the form and range of 

poetry in the age to come” (xlvii). In the Preface, there is an emphasis on the real American 

character, as that distinctive of the working people, rather than the educated classes, which 

can be explained with the poet’s disillusionment with the political organization of his time, 

and also with his strong Democratic ideals. Furthermore, in the text there is an elaboration of 

the themes that were mentioned above, and that are characteristic of the whole of his writing, 

together with the elucidation of the functions of the poet. Bradley Sculley states: “In this 

manifesto Whitman declared his idea of poetry in general, his religio-artistic faith, and his 

concept of the bardic function of the poet in democratic society. The rapt of enthusiasm 

which inspired this preface gave it certain rhythmic resemblances to his poetry “(621). 

 The Preface, together with the whole of Leaves of Grass, is characterized by 

“revolutionary attempts & utterances” (Moon xxvii), where there is a sort of violence to 

formal and linguistic rules. The diction, words, phrases and themes (including his 

Democratic, all-inclusive, communal purposes) were completely innovative in relation to the 

writings of his time, particularly the style and presentation of a most beautiful poetry and 

speech, which resemble the oral expression of an individual in close proximity. In the poetry, 

distinguished by its long, free verse lines, there is an absence of standard metric and stanza 

patterns, and the rhythm is executed through repetitions and variations. 

 These innovations of style were pondered by Emerson in his essay “The Poet” (1844), 

where, among other subjects, he explains the precedence of thought over the poetic form; the 

author states: “For it is not metres, but a metre-making argument [sic], that makes a poem, 

―a thought so passionate and alive, that, like the spirit of a plant or an animal, it has an 

architecture of its own, and adorns nature with a new thing. The thought and the form are 
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equal in order of time, but in the order of genesis the thought is prior to the form” (Emerson 

in Baym 1183). The dependence that is establish between form and content is expressed in 

the Preface, with a subtle sense of primacy of the thought and a prevailing feeling of 

community, of the physical aspect of the individual (the senses) with his/her reason, and the 

conjunction between man and woman; the poet explains:  

The fluency and ornaments of the finest poems or music or orations or recitations 

are not independent but dependent. All beauty comes from beautiful blood and a 

beautiful brain. If the greatnesses are in conjunction in a man or woman it is 

enough… the fact will prevail through the universe… but the gaggery and gilt of 

a million years will not prevail. Who troubles himself about his ornaments or 

fluency is lost (Whitman in Baym 2199). 

In order to achieve the beauty of expression, the fluency and ornaments are subservient to the 

communion of the senses (“beautiful blood”) and reason (“beautiful brain”).  

 As it was mentioned before, the sense of unity, communion, and brotherhood is of 

particular importance for Whitman’s works, including the Preface, and we are able to see this 

later on the text: 

Of the traits of the brotherhood of writers savans musicians inventors and artists 

nothing is finer than silent defiance advancing from new forms. In the need of 

poems philosophy politics mechanism science behavior, the craft of art, an 

appropriate native gran-opera, shipcraft, or any craft, he is greatest forever and 

forever who contributes the greatest original practical example. The cleanest 

expression is that which finds no sphere worthy of itself and makes one (2201). 

In these lines there is a clear reference to the community, brotherhood, which was somehow 

alluded to in the other fragment; however, in here there is a patent explanation of his poetic 

attempts: the poet must create the means of expression worthy of what he is trying to convey, 

if this does not currently exist. In these lines we may see the exemplification of what is being 

stated, the poet is creating a space for what he longs to convey, and this is achieved 

throughout the Preface by the alteration of orthographic and grammatical conventions: the 

presence of several ellipsis (which varies from one period up to five), the use of several 
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phrases (the absence of fully conjugated verbs), the use of lower case letters instead of 

uppercase letters (especially those following an ellipsis), and the suppression of commas.     

 This sort of violence to the conventions of writing may constitute, as the poet says, a 

“silent defiance advancing from new forms,” and this is made “practical” by the execution of 

his ideas in the style of the writing. Furthermore, the elimination of the commas that would 

cause a pause (perhaps division) between the elements that the poet enumerates as part of the 

brotherhood ―writers, savans, musicians, inventors, and artists―, and that is present in other 

parts of the text, may suggest the proximity that is expected from these members; in other 

words, the communion that is longed for is achieved in the text by the elision of the marks 

that would lead to a forced pause (separation) in the reading. Additionally, this alteration 

would contribute to the fluency of the speech, and in this manner it would resemble the 

proximity of an oral presentation, which was mentioned above. 

 In these lines, there is also an emphasis of a native art, which, in this part of the text, 

is characterized by the art of the poets, but of the common people as well (“an appropriate 

native gran-opera, shipcraft, or any craft,”), also stressing the inclusiveness of his poetic 

purposes. Further on the text, the poet mentions other characteristic for the expression of this 

“native” art, as he describes the adequacy of the English language for this purpose, to get 

closer to the expression of the inexpressible: “It is the chosen tongue to express growth faith 

self-esteem freedom justice equality friendliness amplitude prudence decision and courage. It 

is the medium that shall well nigh express the inexpressible” (2208). This idea of nationhood, 

and a poet and expression that may convey all of its concerns is reinforced in the final lines of 

the Preface: “The soul of the largest and wealthiest and proudest nation may well go half-way 

to meet that of its poets. The signs are effectual. There is no fear of mistake. If the one is true 

the other is true. The proof of a poet is that his country absorbs him as affectionately as he 

has absorbed it” (2209). 
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 As we have said, the idea of a native expression is closely related to inclusiveness, 

and to communion, between members, the land, and the unity of the individual in itself. This 

is expressed in the Preface: “The direct trial of him who would be the greatest poet its today. 

If he does not flood himself with the immediate age as with vast oceanic tides….. and if he 

does not attract his own land body and soul to himself and hang on its neck with 

incomparable love and plunge his semitic muscle into its merits and demerits […]” (2207). In 

these lines, the community of the land, body, and soul is graphically expressed, once more, 

by the absence of commas, and there is an inclusion of all the subjects both the merits and 

demerits. There is also a simile of the flow of expression to a natural element, “vast oceanic 

tides,” which is akin to the one used by Emerson, and quoted in previous lines. There is also 

another aspect in which these lines connect to those of Emerson and that is the urgency of the 

emergence of “the greatest poet,” whom is needed in present times. 

 In this manner, the Preface, as the poetry, functions as an answer to the Emersonian 

request for an American Bard, with the innovative means of expression characteristic of 

Whitman’s writing. The ideas of a community between the members of a nation, with the 

land and with nature, through a sensuous more direct experience, as well as the unity of the 

individual, body and soul, are of great importance for “Song of Myself,” perhaps as a 

response to the isolation and fragmentation of the society of his time. Let us see the different 

manners in which this communion is presented in the sections 1, 2, 5, and 11 of the “Song of 

Myself.”  

 In the first section there is a presentation of the subject and his particular and sensual 

experience with nature. In this section, as well as in many others of the poem, there is an 

emphasis on the assertion of the I, through the repetition of this and other pronoun (“myself”) 

that alludes to the particular experience of an individual in celebration of existence, “I 

celebrate myself, and sing myself” (1). As part of this celebration, there is an invitation of the 
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components of the human self to participate in a community in this celebration: “I loaf and 

invite my soul./I lean and loaf at my ease observing a spear of summer grass./My tongue, 

every atom of my blood, form’d from this soil, this air,” (4-6). Furthermore, the communion 

with nature and the land, as part of the experience of an individual is present in these and the 

following lines, together with the establishment of a sort of genealogy that emphasizes the 

sense of belonging to the land: “Born here of parents born here from parents the same, and 

their parents the same,” (7). In this section, there is also the assertion of a beginning that will 

lead to a continuity: “I, now thirty-seven years old in perfect health begin,/Hoping to cease 

not till death.” (8-9). However, this individual and sensual experience with nature and 

existence is not made exclusive of a particular voice, but there is also an invitation to the 

addressee to be a participant of the experience, and this will add emphasis to the ideas of 

community that are expressed throughout the poem: “And what I assume you shall 

assume,/For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you.” (2-3). 

 The invitation to the other to participate in this communal experience is also present in 

the section 11 of the poem.  In this beautiful section there is an elaboration of a female 

presence that longs to be in contact with a community of bathers. The society of the twenty-

eight young men is presented as something desirable for the woman that stares from the 

isolation of her house, while they are “friendly,” she is “lonesome,” and this comparison is 

suggested by the repetition of a phrase, “and all so”: “Twenty-eight men bathe by the 

shore,/Twenty-eight young man and all so friendly;/Twenty-eight years of womanly life and 

all so lonesome.” (199-201). Furthermore, the men are described as “young” without any 

specificity on the number of the ages, while her age is pointed at directly. 

 The woman’s desire to participate in the joy of this community transcends the 

physical barriers of her home, and she joins them in a more spiritual manner: “Dancing and 

laughing along the beach came the twenty-ninth bather,/The rest did not see her, but she saw 



Rodríguez 9 

 

them and loved them.” (208-9). The longing to be a participant of the community shared by 

those men and to end her isolation culminates in a rather sexual scene of final communion: 

“An unseen hand also pass’d over their bodies,/It descended tremblingly from their temples 

and ribs./The young men flat on their backs, their white bellies bulge to the sun, they do not 

ask who seizes fast to them,/They do not know who puffs and declines with pendant and 

bending arch,/They do not think whom they souse with spray.” (212-6).  

 In this section there is also a contrast between a homely life that is experienced from 

the interior of a house, a human construction, which is characterized by isolation and luxury 

(“She owns the fine house by the rise of the bank,/She hides handsome and richly drest aft the 

blinds of the window.” [2002-3]) and the joyful experience of the external world presented by 

the bathers on the bank. Although the woman seems to benefit from the advantages of a 

higher social rank, the house is her own, and she is richly dressed, the men are in contact with 

nature and with one another; they are members of a more simple community, one that the 

gazing woman desires. In this case, the human construction, the house, functions as a factor 

that isolates the individual, while nature is the perfect context for the communal experience. 

 In section 2, something similar happens. The poetic voice establishes a comparison 

between his connection with other human constructions that results intoxicating, and the 

contact with nature, which is presented as a more delightful experience. In the first lines of 

the section, the speaker explains his reluctance to his indoors encounter: “Houses and rooms 

are full of perfumes, the shelves are crowded with perfumes,/I breathe the fragrance myself 

and know it and like it,/The distillation would intoxicate me also, but I shall not let it.” (14-

6). Moreover, the speaker describes the insipid characteristic of these affairs: “The 

atmosphere is not a perfume, it has no taste of the distillation, it is odorless,” (15); and, when 

the image of the woods is presented, the speaker utters a yearning similar to the woman, a 
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longing for contact, for the encounter with nature: “I am mad for it to be in contact with me” 

(20). 

 In the following lines of this section, the poetic voice describes the contact that is 

desired in an enumeration that seems to be flowing directly from the images that are arising 

from his individual imagination: “The smoke of my own breath,/Echoes, ripples, buzz’d 

whispers, love-root, silk-thread, crotch and vine,/My respiration and inspiration, the beating 

of my heart, the passing of blood and air through my lungs,/The sniff of green leaves and dry 

leaves, and of the shore and dark-color’d sea-rocks, and of hay in the barn,” (21-4). There is 

also a sense of sexuality in this communion, with the “love-root” and the “crotch” but also in 

the manner in which this contact is being performed: “A few light kisses, a few embraces, a 

reaching around arms,” (26). This sexual imagery that is characteristic of the communion 

with nature in this case, and to other members of a society in section 11, may be explained by 

the continuity that is also desired and that was foregrounded in the first section of the “Song.” 

The sexual act may be the representation of all beginnings and the starting point of the flow 

of life, or of the poetic creation. In this manner, a poetic transcendence and the cycle of 

existence may begin with the communal union to others and to nature. 

 Additionally, the unity of the components of the being is also presented in a sexual 

manner in section 5, which may further emphasize the idea of a continuity reached through 

the communion, in this case, of the body with the soul. In this section, the speaker addresses 

its soul and invites it to establish a sexual contact with it, in a natural environment: “Loafe 

with me on the grass, loose the stop from your throat,/Not words, not music or rhyme I want, 

not custom or lecture, not even the best,/Only the lull I like, the hum of your valvèd voice.” 

(84-6). The sexual communion of body and soul comes after this invitation to forget other 

human worries and to experience through the senses the virtues of nature; the speaker 

describes a recollection: 
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I mind how once we lay such a transparent summer morning, 

How you settled your head athwart my hips and gently turn’d over upon me, 

An parted the shirt from my bosom-bone, and plunged your tongue to my bare-

strip heart, 

And reach’d till you felt my beard, and reach’d till you held my feet (87-90) 

The sexual communion that the soul has with the body leads to peace and knowledge, as an 

argument that comes from the contact with earth and with God (91). God is also part of the 

all-inclusive brotherhood that is desired, as the speaker states: “And I know 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,” (93-4). The community, here presented in sexual terms, as the 

beginning of a flow of life and creation is expressed in this line: “And that a kelson of the 

creation is love” (95). After the union there is an enumeration of the flow of life and the 

continuity of nature, which “limitless” (96) keeps on producing, and will transcend the 

barriers of time. 

 However, this continuity is not exclusive of nature or of human existence but it 

encompasses the transcendence that poetic creation may offer. In the second part of section 2 

of the “Song” there is an invitation to the addressee to participate in this communion, and it 

will ensure a knowledge that cannot be acquired through extensive learning or reading. The 

poetic voice addresses the reader in an imperative fashion, and invites him to have his own 

sensual contact:  

Stop this day and night with me and you shall possess the origin of all poems, 

You shall possess the good of the earth and sun, (there are millions of suns left,) 

You shall no longer take things at second or third hand, nor look through the eyes 

of the dead, nor feed on the spectres in books, 

You shall not look through my eyes either, not take things from me, 

You shall listen to all sides and filter them from your self (33-7). 

As we have said before, the communion of the individual self with nature through his/her 

senses may come as a response to the presence of intermediaries in the relationship of the 

person with knowledge, nature, experience and God, and may be a manner to counteract the 



Rodríguez 12 

 

prevailing rationalism and materialism of the America of the 1850s. This invitation to 

experience from an individual standing point may be a manner in which the detachment of 

the individual from his body and surroundings can be thwarted. 

 The invitation to form an all-inclusive community, a brotherhood, of all the members 

of a nation, to establish a unity with themselves ―mind, body, and soul―, and to create a 

union with others, with the land, with nature, and with God may function as a response to the 

isolation and fragmentation of the society of the poet’s time, and it is greatly emphasized in 

the Preface and the “Song of Myself.” In this manner, Whitman’s poetry may be voicing the 

concerns of this nation in the process of configuration, in an innovative style and structure 

that mimicked the flow of nature, and the continuity, creative and of life, which was very 

much desired. In a period of social disintegration, isolation, and remoteness (of the individual 

with itself and with the other members of its society), the poetry of Walt Whitman comes, 

both structurally and thematically, as an invitation to establish contact and to participate in 

the experience of being alive.  
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