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“THE CENTRAL URGE IN EVERY ATOM”:
WHITMAN’S ATOMISM AND
SCHELLING’S NATURPHILOSOPHIE

DAVID SOLLENBERGER

I PEESTI~—

WaLT WHITMAN’S PROMINENT and consistent use of the word
“atom” from the 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass to the 1891-92
deathbed edition has prompted much debate about the sources
and meanings of the term in his work. This interest in the concept
is not surprising, given his fascination with the changing world
of science, philosophy, and technology around him. Indeed, per-
haps no scientific idea experienced more development in the 19®
century than the atom. Atomic theory had its origins in Epicu-
rean philosophy which viewed the material world as constructed
from atoms and void, and this is probably where Whitman first
encountered the word. Frances Wright’s A Few Days in Athens, a
novel that expounded Epicureanism, was an early favorite of the
young Whitman, but the focus of the book was not Epicurus’s
philosophy of nature. Rather, it was a belated product of the
Radical Enlightenment, a movement that found in Epicurean-
ism an inspiration for critiquing established religion, clericalism,
prejudice, and entrenched political and social roles and norms.!

Atthe dawn of the nineteenth-century, however, the atom was
no longer an abstract concept argued about by philosophers—as
it had been since the rediscovery of Lucretius’s On the Nature of
Things in the fifteenth-century—it was one of the most fruitful
ideas in modern science. In 1811, the same year a sixteen-year-
old Wright returned to Scotland and began spending her winters
studying the ancient atomists, the Italian chemist Amedeo Avo-
gadro published his hypothesis that “equal volumes of all gases
in the same conditions of temperature and pressure contain the
same number of molecules.”? This discovery came at the begin-
ning of a century of fruitful debate and discovery in chemistry
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as new elements were named, atomic weights were determined,
and practical applications of theory changed industry and agri-
culture. The terms “atom” and “molecule,” however, remained
ill-defined even among chemists, and it would not be until
September of 1860, a few months after Whitman had completed
the third edition of Leaves of Grass, that the greatest minds in
chemistry would meet in Karlsruhe to sort out their precise meanings.>

Both the increasingly detailed scientific understanding of
the atom and chemical processes more generally, as well as
the ancient atomism of Epicurus and Lucretius undoubtedly
contributed to Whitman’s idea of the atom. Yet, I will
argue that neither atomic theory fully captures the way
Whitman uses the term in his poetry. The poet’s ideas more
closely mirror the Naturphilosophie of F. W. J. Schelling, a
German philosopher who rejected the Enlightenment and
Epicurean picture of atoms as “dead mechanism,” was
intimately familiar with the cutting edge of chemistry in his
own time (though he would be viewed as too speculative and
non-empirical by the next generation of chemists), and advanced
his own view of nature as “active,” “dynamic,” and “autonomous.”

1

Despite the advances made in chemistry in the decades before
his birth, the world Whitman entered was still one of “natural
philosophers and natural historians, and at a slightly less gentle-
manly level, chemists, anatomists and instrument makers.”
Rather than “scientists,” they were amateurs whose “childish
curiosity continued into adulthood when solving problems and
finding explanations could be a leisure activity, maybe socia-
ble.” Yet science, especially chemistry, rapidly professionalized
over the course the poet’s life. In 1833 as he was learning the
printing trade (itself being quickly revolutionized by new discov-
eries and technologies), the English polymath William Whewell
coined the term scientist. By the time he was editor at the Brook-
lyn Daily Eagle in the late 1840s, Whitman was reviewing the
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writing of Justus von Liebig, head of the first PhD grant-
ing chemistry program in the world. The United States in
Whitman’s time, however, was a center of practical rather than
theoretical science, natural history (biology, geology, anthro-
pology) rather than natural philosophy (physics, chemistry,
and astronomy). American science was best exemplified by the
Lewis and Clark expedition into the newly acquired Louisiana
territory and, during Whitman’s time, the explorations of Charles
Wilkes in the Pacific Ocean and the Pacific Railroad Surveys
looking for a transcontinental railroad route. These surveys
provided “wonderful opportunities for natural historians and
geographers” not only as part of the expeditions themselves but
also by providing descriptions, illustrations, and samples for
colleagues back in the east.’

Theoretical chemistry remained a European, and primarily
a German, English, and French discipline. Nevertheless, there
was a part of the science that quickly gained an American audi-
ence, organic chemistry. Liebig’s Chemistry in its Application to
Agriculture and Physiology made such an impact on American
scientific thinking that an article in The North American Review
declared it had not only been “repeatedly issued in rival editions
by respectable publishers” but also subsequently “transformed
into a couple of almost illegible pamphlets, and widely scattered
over the land in the form of ‘cheap literature.””® What inspired
Americans’ fascination was not the theoretical details of the
work, but rather organic chemistry’s ability to increase crop
yields. Important developments in the scientific understanding
of the atom, however, did not filter so easily into Whitman’s
favorite magazines. Rather, his atomism owes much to the
Naturphilosophie of Schelling, a philosophy which took seriously
experimental science’s discoveries about the structure of matter
but saw them as part of the larger problem of explaining nature’s
relationship to human subjectivity.

This becomes clear by looking at the only place that the word
“scientist” appears in Leaves of Grass, Section 5 of “Passage
to India.” Written nearly forty years after Whewell coined the
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term, Whitman begins with the observation that human beings
wander unsatisfied, “yearning, curious, with restless explora-
tions,/ With questionings, baffled, formless, feverish, with never-
happy/ hearts.” The scientist appears and attempts to solve the
problem of “separate Nature so unnatural,” an “unloving earth,
without a / throb to answer ours” a “Cold earth, the place of
graves.” Even with the successes of professionalized scientific
research in the nineteenth century, the scientist’s investigations
are not enough:

After the seas are all cross’d, (as they seem already cross’d,)
After the great captains and engineers have accomplish’d their work,
After the noble inventors, after the scientists, the chemist,
the geologist, ethnologist,
Finally shall come the poet worthy that name,
The true son of God shall come singing his songs.

Only the poet can validate and bring meaning to the deeds of
the voyagers, scientists, and inventors and sooth the hearts of
the “fretted children” of Adam and Eve. This is because the
poet, rather than the scientist, can link together “all these sepa-
rations and gaps,” and justify the “cold, impassive, voiceless
earth.” Once the poet has done his work,

Nature and Man shall be disjoin’d and diffused no more,
The true son of God shall absolutely fuse them. (LG 1891, 318-319)

For Whitman, the explanation of material nature given by science
is useful, productive, and correct but ultimately creates a divide
between persons and nature. It is the work of the poet to recon-
cile to the two by bringing forth nature’s dignity and showing
its inherent connection with the person.

Whitman was still thinking about this problem in the 1880s
when he reflected on the death of Thomas Carlyle. The work
of scientists, including their explorations into the nature of the
atom, is part of “the most profound theme that can occupy the
mind of man,” that is, “the fusing explanation and tie” between
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“the (radical, democratic) Me, the human identity of under-
standing, emotions, spirit, &c.” and “the (conservative) Not Me,
the whole of the material objective universe and laws, with what is
behind them in time and space” (PW 258). This question is best
addressed by Kant and the philosophers of German Idealism:
Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel. Whitman then declares allegiance
to what he takes to be Hegel’s answer, namely that “the whole
earth . . . with its infinite variety, the past, the surroundings of
to-day, or what may happen in the future, the contrarieties of
material with spiritual, and of natural with artificial” constitute
“necessary sides and unfoldings, different steps or links, in the
endless process of Creative thought... which is held together by
central and never broken unity” (PW 259).

Yet despite this paean to Hegel, the unity between the Me
and Not Me throughout his work is found in the person, not
“the endless process of Creative thought.” The material world
for Whitman is more than an external object to be observed and
interacted with. In the form of the human body it is part of the
person, and through the chemical processes of decomposition
the body is born out of and returns to the cosmos. Yet Whitman
also clearly holds the view that material nature and the spiritual
are inescapably intertwined. This is manifest in a connection
between body and the soul which is evident from the very first
edition of Leaves of Grass. From the 1855 Preface forward, each
time the soul is mentioned the body is close by. After all, he
declares, “I am the poet of the body, / And I am the poet of the
soul” (LG 1855, 26).

But the body is not merely a fleshy temple for the soul,
rather, he says in “Starting from Paumanok,” “Behold, the body
includes and is the meaning, the main concern, and includes
and is the soul” (LG 1891, 25). Or as he also puts it in “I Sing
the Body Electric,” “And if the body were not the soul, what is
the soul?” (LG 1891, 81). The soul cannot be separated from
the body for the simple reason that the material which makes
it up is more than dead matter. “The spread” of the body, the
“Shaded ledges and rests,” the “rich blood,” the brain and its
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“occult convolutions” and the phallic “root of washed sweet-
flag, timorous pond-snipe, nest of guarded duplicate eggs” are
not divine merely because they are beautiful and functional.
The soul is a part of the body, inscribed into its very materials.
It is the place where the subjective Me comes to realize that the
objective Not Me is a constituent part of itself because material
nature, the very atoms that make up the body, are imbued with
subjectivity.

Divinity is not bestowed upon matter when it becomes part of
the person, it is always divine, as is clear from one of Whitman’s
most fascinating poems of material nature, “This Compost.”
He begins by recoiling in horror from nature, rather than being
the place “where I thought I was safest,” Whitman declares
that he will “withdraw from the still woods I loved” as well as
“the pastures to walk” and “will not strip the clothes from my
body to meet my lover the sea.” This horror comes from the
realization that the ground is full of “distemper’d corpses” and
“sour dead”; the poet wonders how the earth does not sicken
with this knowledge. Yet he realizes that despite being full of
corpses, life continually returns, “The grass of spring covers the
prairies,” beans, onions, apple-buds, and wheat are all “inno-
cent and disdainful above all those / strata of sour dead.” The
poet can now safely return to nature and enjoy physical contact
with it once again. While this might be interpreted as a poem of
nineteenth-century organic chemistry, the final line points in a
different direction. Out of “corruptions” and “infused fetor,” the
Earth “renews with such unwitting looks its prodigal, annual,
sumptuous crops,” and “gives such divine materials to men, and
accepts such leavings from them at last” (LG 1891, 285-287).

The materials that nature gives to humans are themselves
divine, a literal resurrection miracle. This notion, taken together
with the idea that the spiritual and material are deeply inter-
connected, that the soul is the body, indicates a philosophy
of nature gleaned through direct and indirect exposure to
Schelling’s Naturphilosophie. Well before he had read the exten-
sive summary of Schelling’s philosophy in Joseph Gostwick’s
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German Literature or directly encountered him in Frederic
Henry Hedge’s Prose Writers of Germany, the poet had already
absorbed many of his ideas through Coleridge, Emerson, Carlyle
and descriptions of German philosophy in literary magazines.’
This is especially true of Schelling’s ideas about the objective
world of material nature and its relation to human subjectivity.

2

Despite his insistence that Hegel’s philosophy was the most
complete answer to the relationship between the Me and the
Not Me, Whitman’s ideas of material nature and its subjec-
tive qualities seem to have been formed by Schelling. Even the
phrasing of the problem as fusing the “Me” and the “Not Me”
mirrors several passages that appeared in Whitman’s favorite
literary magazines and points to Schelling, rather than Hegel
as the proper philosopher to answer the question. The first,
published in the July 1844 issue of The United States Magazine
and Democratic Review, paraphrases Victor Cousin’s analysis of
German philosophy. The author says of Schelling: “in his opin-
ion, philosophy must rise, at first, even to the absolute being,
the common substance, and the common ideal of the me, and the
not me, which does not relate exclusively either to the one or
the other, but which comprehends them both, and forms their
identity.”® Similarly, in the January 1852 edition of The Amer-
ican Whig Review, an article on philosophy proclaims that the
“Idealism of Kant” was developed subjectively by Fichte and
objectively by Schelling, with the “two divergent lines” reunited
in “the Absolute Idealism of Hegel.” Yet in describing Schelling’s
philosophy the author says “Schelling, taking the Absolute as the
last possible generalization, traced its unfolding in the me and
the not-me.”°

The importance of Schelling for Whitman’s ideas of material
nature goes beyond this similarity of phrasing. While Hegel and
Schelling were friends at one point in their careers and interested
in similar questions, the key difference between them is one of
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great consequence for the poet’s approach to the Not Me. As S.
J. McGrath succinctly puts it,

Schelling remains convinced, from his earliest treatises to his last lectures,
that all intelligible structure, mental or material, physical or metaphysical,
finite or divine, is characterized by polarity, opposition, and the creative
and dynamic tension between incommensurables, a tension which must
not be abrogated in a spurious logic that presumes to deny the principle
of contradiction (Hegel’s)... for Schelling, contradictories are never fused,
and the opposition between them highlights the primacy of will over
thought, for in the face of incommensurable options, thinking can go no
further until the will decides. However, Schelling is not Kierkegaard: all
polarities are undergirded by a concealed commonality, a deep ground of
unity that makes the opposites possible, for only that which is in secret
alliance, according to Schelling, can be truly opposed.!®

The result is that, “Where Hegel was inclined to propound the
completeness of the system even in the face of his own evident
admission of its incompleteness, Schelling insisted that our very
existence precludes the possibility of its systematic comprehen-
sion.”" A true Hegelian could never so forthrightly declare,
as Whitman does, “Do I contradict myself? / Very well then I
contradict myself, / (I am large, I contain multitudes)” (LG
1891, 78).

The way Whitman thinks of the person as the meeting point
between body and soul is one that fascinated Schelling in a
similar way. As he puts it in Bruno, or, On the Natural and Divine
Principle of Things,

but inasmuch as a soul has the nature of the intrinsically and substantial-
ly infinite, while the body is finite (though infinitely finite and capable
of depicting the entire universe), the individual entity that exists in time
reveals the mystery hidden away in God—the absolute identity of the
infinite, which is the pattern or foretype, and the finite, which is the an-
titype. And so the element in a thing that is responsible for the absolute
union of soul and body, or of thought and being, will intrinsically convey
the essence of the absolutely eternal, the indivisible identity wherein idea is also
substance.!?
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For Schelling, neither soul nor body is “intrinsically real,” they
only existin time through their mutual opposition to each other.!?
Whitman does not discuss the person quite in the same terms of
the opposition between soul and body, but the poet and philos-
opher do share the idea that the reality of persons is only in the
identity of body and soul.

This identity is possible because, as Schelling puts it in the
Introduction to his Ideas for a Philosophy of Nature, “Nature
should be Mind [Geist, also translatable as “spirit”] made visible,
Mind [Geist] the invisible nature. Here then, in the absolute
identity of Mind [Geistes] in us and Nature outside us, must
be resolved.”!* Whitman would have encountered this idea in
Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria’® where he sums it up in his own
prose by critiquing Descartes and his assertion of the “essential
heterogeneity of the soul as intelligence, and the body as matter.”
Against this dualism, Coleridge asserts that

since impenetrability is intelligible only as a mode of resistance; its ad-
mission places the essence of matter in an act or power which it possesses
in common with spirit; and body and spirit are therefore no longer abso-
lutely heterogeneous, but may without any absurdity be supposed to be
different modes, or degrees in perfection, of a common substratum.!®

The idea of “the essence of matter” as “an act or power” is
one Coleridge developed both through his reading of Schelling,
and, like the German philosopher, through study of the chem-
istry of his time.!” As a young man he was acquainted with the
chemist Joseph Priestly, the poet and botanist Erasmus Darwin,
as well as the doctor and chemist Thomas Beddoes, through
whom he met his greatest scientific influence, the chemist Hum-
phrey Davy. Importantly for Coleridge, both Davy’s chemistry
and the Naturphilosophie of Schelling broke with the “Mechan-
ico-corpuscular Philosophy” of “Anglo-French” science. As
Trevor H. Levere explains, “in Coleridge’s view” this approach
to science “seemed symptomatic of ‘the sunk condition of the
world . . . given up to Atheism and Materialism. . . . All Science
had become mechanical.’”'® The philosophy of nature presented
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by the great minds of the seventeenth-century, Descartes, Pierre
Gassendi, Robert Boyle, and Isaac Newton, drawing inspiration
from the rediscovery of Epicurean atomism, saw the smallest
particles of nature as essentially passive.’” In Coleridge’s own
time, he supported Davy against fellow English chemist John
Dalton who he believed also held a view of mechanical and pas-
sive atoms.

Davy’s chemistry excited Coleridge because, at the most
basic level of nature, it avoided positing “a multitude of distinct
and essentially passive corpuscles.” As an alternative, his elec-
trochemistry “indicated relations if not a fundamental identity
between the natural forces of electricity, galvanism, and chemical
affinity.”?° Davy’s work thus built on the picture of chemistry
Coleridge had first encountered in Schelling’s Naturphilosophie.
Schelling’s “dynamic atomism” was not based on tiny corpuscles
of matter, but rather “natural monads” that were “not them-
selves in space, that is, filling up space with their sphere of
activity (defined by the counterbalance of attractive and repul-
sive forces)” but rather were “actants” or “action, whose effects
and products are ‘presentable in space.””?!

In a passage from his Aides to Reflection—a book Whitman
reviewed in 1847, a few months before reviewing Liebig’s
Chemistry in its Application to Agriculture and Physiology—
Coleridge demonstrates the “utter emptiness and unmeaning-
ness of the vaunted Mechanico-corpuscular Philosophy” in an
image Whitman must have appreciated:

The germinal power of the Plant transmutes the fixed air and the ele-
mentary Base of Water into Grass or Leaves; and on these the Organif-
ic Principle in the Ox or the Elephant exercises an Alchemy still more
stupendous. As the unseen Agency weaves its magic eddies, the foliage
becomes indifferently the Bone and its Marrow, the pulpy Brain, or the
solid Ivory. That what you see is blood, is flesh, is itself the work, or shall
I say, the translucence, of the invisible Energy, which soon surrenders or
abandons them to inferior Powers, (for there is no pause nor chasm in the
activities of Nature) which repeat a similar metamorphosis according to
their kind.??
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While Whitman would not have had access to the technical argu-
ments over whether atoms were physical or pure action, active
or passive, passages like this show the way that Coleridge incor-
porated both Schelling’s Naturphilosophie and Davy’s lectures
on the history and nature of chemistry to “add to his collection
of metaphors.?

Coleridge’s extensive use of Schelling was also important for
Emerson, from whom his knowledge of the philosopher primarily
came.?* In “The American Scholar” he displays familiarity with
both Schelling’s idea of atoms as activity and the philosopher’s
insistence on the intimate connection between matter and spirit.
Emerson declares that the

great principle of Undulation in nature, that shows itself in the inspiring
and expiring of the breath; in desire and satiety; in the ebb and flow of
the sea; in day and night; in heat and cold; and, as yet more deeply in-
grained in every atom and every fluid, is known to us under the name of
Polarity,—these “fits of easy transmission and reflection,” as Newton called
them, are the law of nature because they are the law of spirit.?

By the time he wrote “T’he American Scholar,” then, it is clear Emer-
son knew Schelling’s “breathtaking all-inclusive proposal that ‘nature
is eternalized mind; mind is internalized nature.”” Indeed, “this radi-
cal and comprehensive connection between nature and mind is the
unwobbling pivot, the fundamental condition of most of Emerson’s
work.”?¢ All of this flows from the idea that Schelling first announced
in his early works of Naturphilosophie and returned to in the System of
Transcendental Idealism—the work that Coleridge cribbed most exten-
sively from in the Biographia and had such an influence on Emer-
son—that objective being or nature is “merely freedom suspended.”?’
If this is true, then it follows that, in a line that Whitman would have
appreciated, “every plant is a symbol of intelligence.”?8

Carlyle, especially his Sartor Resartus which Whitman reviewed
in 1846, should also be mentioned here with Coleridge and Emerson
as an important way into Schelling. While the book deals less directly
with Schelling’s Naturphilosophie than Coleridge and Emerson do, it
does draw on its themes to create, among other things “a complete
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inversion of the reflective scientific treatises that flourished around
1830.”* In the chapter “Natural Supernaturalism,” Carlyle, through
the character Diogenes Teufelsdrockh, is clear in his critique of those
who see “the Machine of the Universe” as “fixed to move by unalterable
rules.” Certainly nature does move by rules, but it “remains of quite
infinite depth, of quite infinite expansion; and all Experience thereof
limits itself to some few computed centuries and measured square-
miles.”?® In its rejection of both the view of nature as mechanism and
his acknowledgment that “the Other (the ‘NOT-ME’, Nicht-Ich)” as
“something more than a ‘spectre’y neither a ghostly double of the
philosophizing Ich or the raw material ready to be negated in the
process of coming-to-self-consciousness,” Teufelsdrockh’s account of
nature is quite Schellingean.?

What Whitman had direct access to of Schelling’s writing was an
edited version of “On the Relation of the Plastic Arts to Nature,” a
speech given in 1807 and available in Frederic Henry Hedge’s Prose
Writers of Germany.* In the speech, Schelling combines a critique of
mechanistic explanations of the material world with admonitions to
the artist. Any artist who sees nature as “nothing more than the life-
less aggregate of an indeterminable crowd of objects, or the space in
which, asin a vessel, he imagines things placed” will remain uninspired
in his work. On the other hand, the great artist or “inspired seeker”
understands nature as “the holy, ever-creative original energy of the
world, which generates and busily evolves all things out of itself.”
Whitman probably did not read this address until the mid 1860s,
yet, as we have already seen, he would have been familiar with the
philosopher’s argument against viewing material nature as “dead,”
“passive,” and/or “mechanical.” As Robert J. Scholnick points out,
the poet affirms Shelling’s assumption “that nature reaches its high
point in human consciousness” and the result is that “‘Song of Myself,’
then, takes its place within a Romantic tradition of return, recovery
and reintegration, but as a belated American vision.”**

Accordingto Schelling, when we understand that “matterisindeed
nothing else but mind viewed in an equilibrium of its activities,” this
“leads to far more elevated notions of the nature and dignity of matter
than any others.”* The problem with the emerging scientific atomism
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of the nineteenth-century and that of the Epicureans is that they
advance us “not a step thereby towards [matter’s] true nature, since
the atoms themselves are just matter.”*® While Whitman would retain
the idea of atoms as existing in physical space, rather than Schelling’s
actants, his rejection of “dead” matter leads him to think about them
quite differently than an Epicurean or a nineteenth-century chemist
like Liebig.

3

This understanding of atoms as imbued with subjectivity, mind,
or a spiritual quality is clear and consistent throughout Whit-
man’s uses of “atom” across all editions of Leaves of Grass. The
most well-known comes in the opening to “Song of Myself,”
first written in 1855, and remains unchanged in subsequent
editions: “every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you.”
This is quickly followed in the 1891-92 edition with the decla-
ration that, “My tongue, every atom of my blood, form’d from
this soil, this air, / Born here of parents born here from parents
the same, and their parents the same,” (LG 1891, 29). Originally
this line appeared in the 1860 “Proto-Leaf” and remained part
of the poem when it was renamed “Starting from Paumanok”
for the 1867 edition. In 1881, it was moved to its familiar place
in “Song of Myself,” reinforcing the material body uniting with
the spiritual soul in the celebration of the self. It is appropriate
that an invocation of atoms comes directly after an invitation
to the soul because Whitman makes clear, the body is the soul.
In the 1891-92 version of the poem, the democratic notion that
“every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you” is imme-
diately connected with the sexuality and rootedness in place of
the idea that “every atom of my blood” was “formed from this
soil, this air” and a long line of ancestors.

The second instance of atom from the 1855 edition appears
in what would become Section 8 of “Song of Myself” and is
perhaps Whitman’s most obscure. While all other instances of
“atom,” aside from the one in “A Persian Lesson,” are found
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in multiple editions of Leaves of Grass, this one was deleted in
the 1856 version and never returned in subsequent editions.
The 1891-92 edition retains almost all of this passage, removing
only the line, “The souls moving along . . . . are they invisible
while the least atom of the stones is visible?” (LG 1855, 18).
Whatever Whitman’s reason for removing it from later editions,
itremains an important theoretical statement that helps to clarify
his atomism. The entire passage juxtaposes the life of persons
in the city—”the driver with his interrogating thumb,” “the
carnival of sleighs,” “the clinking and shouted jokes and pelts
of snowballs,” “the hurrahs of popular favorites,” “the fury of
roused mobs,” “the sick man,” “the meeting of enemies,” “the
policeman working his passage to the center of the crowd”—
with the materials they interact with, especially the echoes they
make while tramping on the pavement. In the 1855 version of
the poem, the impassive stones not only send and receive the
many echoes of human noise, but are intimately connected with
them, “The souls moving along . . . . are they invisible while
the least atom of the stones is visible?” For Mark Noble, “the
catalog seems to aver that the visibility of ‘stones’ somehow
implies the visibility of ‘souls’—that the ‘least atom’ of insensate
reality somehow founds and delivers sensate experience.”®” Read
from the perspective of Schelling’s Naturphilosophie, however,
reality is not “insensate,” and the move from material reality to
“sensate experience” is less mysterious. As he explains in “On
the Relation of the Plastic Arts to Nature,” the artist’s view of
nature will determine the product of their art. Though Whitman
had probably not read the address before he wrote this line in
1855, he nevertheless had clearly picked up on Schelling’s idea
that the artist who “fancies that Nature is altogether dead” will
fail to “be successful in that profound process (analogous to the
chemical) whence proceeds, purified as if by fire, the pure gold
of Beauty and Truth.”?®

The addition of the “Drum Taps” poems in 1867 accounts
for the next three instances, the most important of which are
found in “Pensive on Her Dead Gazing” where the “Mother

» <
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of All” implores the earth, streams, airs, essences and soils of
growth, mountainsides, and trees, to absorb the “torn bodies”
of the war dead. She charges them to “lose not my sons, lose
not an atom.” Nature is to hold the bodies of the war dead “in
trust for me faithfully” and “Exhale me them centuries hence,
breathe me their breath, let not / an atom be lost,” (LG 1891,
377). The poem has a clear connection with “This Compost,”
but rather than being horrified by nature chemically recycling
so many dead bodies, only to be relieved by the miracle at the
end, Whitman is not disgusted by these corpses of the war dead.
Once again, as with the use of “atom” in “Song of Myself,”
the idea of place and matter is key. Nature is to absorb the
atoms, of these bodies and release them “centuries hence,” thus
connecting future persons to past sacrifice in a literal, physical
way. Here too Whitman emphasizes the subjective, spiritual
quality of atoms by invoking the “breath,” the pneuma, of the
dead. Just as Whitman’s tongue and blood were formed of atoms
from a specific soil (that of Long Island, where the Whitman
and Van Velsor families went back generations), so the atoms
of the war dead would continue to have an effect on the battle-
fields ages hence both as matter and spirit. The other instance of
atom is more conventional, meaning only the smallest possible
piece of a larger whole, and comes in a line from “Song of the
Banner at Daybreak.” Here Whitman as the “Banner” in the
Song describes, “The Continent, devoting the whole identity
without reserving an atom” (LG 1891, 227).

The final use of atom, first published in Goodbye My Fancy
in 1891 and only included in the deathbed edition, occurs in
the poem “A Persian Lesson.” In it, the teaching of the “grey-
beard sufi” is a rather generic mystical lesson that “Allah is all,
all, all—is immanent in every life and object.” This message is
followed, however, by a statement that would be quite familiar
to a reader of Schelling,

It is the central urge in every atom,
(Often unconscious, often evil, downfallen,)
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To return to its divine source and origin, however distant,
Latent the same in subject and in object, without one exception.
(LG 1891, 419)

Written after Whitman had read and ruminated directly on
German Idealist philosophy in Gostwick and Hedge’s books, this
poem shows the clearest influence of Schelling’s Naturphiloso-
phie. The first hint of this is the use of the word “unconscious,”
a concept that Schelling developed throughout his career and
which remains one of his enduring philosophical legacies. While
the exact formulation of the unconscious changes throughout
Schelling’s works, the version Whitman seems to be referring to
here is the early one in which the “dark ground” of nature is still
the “self-equilibrating cosmos of the nature-philosophy.”?® The
“central urge” of the atom, even though it is conflicted, is “to
return to its divine source and origin, however distant.” Notice
too that this “often unconscious” urge is the same for both
subject and object, and though Whitman leaves this unsaid, it is
the same because the person is the way that nature achieves its
highest goal “through the last and highest order of reflection...
what we call reason, whereby nature first completely returns
into herself, and by which it becomes apparent that nature is
identical from the first with what we recognize in ourselves as
the intelligent and the conscious.”? The atom here is more than
a small bit of matter, it is the smallest piece of objective nature
that still yearns for a return to the absolute.

4

There are, of course, other plausible sources of Whitman’s atom-
ism. As discussed above, the earliest and most important was
Epicureanism, which he was introduced to in Frances Wright’s
A Few Days in Athens. He described the book to Horace Traubel
“as daily food to me: I kept it about me for years. It is young,
flowery, yet has attributes all its own.”! Wright herself was quite
young when she wrote the it, the product of cold Scottish winters
spent studying philosophy in the University of Glasgow library.*?
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Readers have characterized it as a “utopian tract,” one of the
sources of Whitman’s “metaphysical naturalism” from which
he “learned the Epicurean principle that ‘the what is unknow-
able,’”** and a “defense of Epicureanism and the pleasure prin-
ciple, which was based on the materialist philosophy of Jeremy
Bentham.”® The book, however, is less a treatise on Epicurean
philosophy, which is primarily reserved for a final chapter speech
by Epicurus, and more a melodrama involving grand philosoph-
ical confrontations between Epicureans and Stoics, impassioned
fainting, and a dramatic rescue from a raging river.*® Perhaps
Whitman read the book as much for these aspects as he did for
its philosophy; outside of the final speech by Epicurus it reads
much like other romantic novels he enjoyed.*

Despite its overwrought plot of a young man, Theon, discov-
ering Epicureanism to be exactly the opposite of what he was
told, the book was probably young Whitman’s first exposure
to atomism. Epicurus’ female student Leontium—a character
Wright modeled on herself**—tells Theon that it is “only the
different disposition of these eternal and unchangeable atoms
that produces all the varieties in the substances constituting the
great material whole, of which we form a part.”® Of particular
interest is Leontium’s explication of the conclusions to be drawn
from the idea that

those particles, whose peculiar agglomeration or arrangement, we call a
vegetable to-day, pass into, and form part of, an animal to-morrow; and
that animal again, by the falling asunder of its constituent atoms, and the
different approximation and agglomeration of the same,—or, of the same
with other atoms,—is transformed into some other substance presenting
a new assemblage of qualities.?®

Wright was the first and most important place that Whitman
encountered this Epicurean doctrine, and though he probably
could not have read Lucretius before 1865, reading the Roman
poet would have reinforced this view of nature. Lucretius, like
Wright, makes clear that,
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Things seem to perish, then, but they do not:
nature builds one from another, and lets no thing
be born unless another helps by dying.>!

Yetthe problem with Epicurean atoms, as Schellingand Coleridge
argued, is that they are not dynamic. They may combine into
many different forms, but they remain “passive, stone-like enti-
ties possessing only shape, size and solidity;” they are “totally
permanent and changeless.” The only motion they are capable of
is “motion in the void.” This motion and “the impacts to which
it could give rise” are “the only source of activity in nature.”>?
Whitman’s atoms are much more “active” than this.

Animportantimplication of the permanence and changeless-
ness is that “atoms of the sort from which a world might come
to be or by which it might be made are not exhausted [in the
production] of one world or any finite number of them, neither
worlds like this one nor worlds unlike them. Consequently, there
is no obstacle to the unlimitedness of worlds.”>> Wright puts this
lesson in the mouth of her Epicurus quite clearly in A Few Days
in Athens,”* and it is also one of the most memorable teachings
of Lucretius’ On the Nature of Things.”> For the Epicurean
then, “our particular limited cosmos is only one of an infinite
number of cosmoi (the plural of cosmos), each of which comes
into existence and will eventually fall apart. But the universe as
a whole has no beginning and no end, it has always existed and
will always exist. And spatially, the universe stretches infinitely
in all directions.””® Nature may be unlimited, but it “has no
creative power beyond that enacted blindly by the atoms them-
selves.” Yet these atoms are passive, they “do not deliberate
or make decisions, not only because they are inanimate and
without any mental properties, but also because they have no
need to: arrangements emerge spontaneously from a limitless
set of attempts which end with the realization of viable stable
structures.”’

Compare this with the aim of the Alexander von Humboldt’s
Cosmos, another important inlet of Schelling’s Naturphilosophie
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into Whitman’s views on nature, and a book so deeply influ-
ential that the poet retained the German spelling of “kosmos”
throughout his poetry:

. . that we may hope to comprehend and describe the universal all (10
ndv) in a manner worthy of the dignity of the word Cosmos in its sig-
nification of universe, order of the world, and adornment of this universal
order. May the immeasurable diversity of the phenomena which crowd
into the picture of nature in no way detract from that harmonious im-
pression of rest and unity which is the ultimate object of every literary
or purely artistical composition.>®

Humboldt’s idea of the cosmos as ordered and harmonious even
in its diversity not only differs from that of the Epicureans, but
also draws on Schelling’s Naturphilosophie. Much like Coleridge,
early in his career Humboldt viewed Schelling as an alternative to
philosophers who had nothing but a “mechanical” and “atomis-
tic” method of explaining the world.>® In Cosmos, written when
his attitude toward Schelling had cooled, his opposition to the
Enlightenment and Epicurean view of atoms as passive corpuscles
of matter still draws from Naturphilosophie; Humboldt’s order
of nature is an active one. His goal of being able to “generalize
our ideas by concentrating them in one common focus” will lead
to “a point of view from which all the organisms and forces of
nature may be seen as one living, active whole, animated by one
sole impulse.”® Humboldt acknowledges his debt to Schelling by
quoting from “On the Relation of the Plastic Arts to Nature,”
the speech Whitman had access to in Hedge’s Prose Writers of
Germany: “Nature . . . is not an inert mass; and to him who can
comprehend her vast sublimity, she reveals herself as the creative
force of the universe—before all time, eternal, ever active, she
calls to life all things, whether perishable or imperishable.”®
Whitman certainly has moments where he sounds like an
Epicurean, such as in Section 2 of “Starting from Paumanok,”
where he says “This then is life, / Here is what has come to the
surface after so many throes and convulsions” (LG 1891, 19). Yet
despite this peon to randomness, he cannot fully reconcile an
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Epicurean physics with his commitment to “personalism,” that
“there is, in sanest hours, a consciousness, a thought that rises,
independent, lifted out from all else, calm, like the stars, shining
eternal.” This is the idea “of identity—yours for you, whoever
you are, as mine for me. Miracle of miracles, beyond state-
ment, most spiritual and vaguest of earth’s dreams, yet hardest
basic fact, and only entrance to all facts.” Thus, in these most
“devout hours,” “the significant wonders of heaven and earth,”
are only significant “because of the Me in the centre” (PW 394).
Yet this “Me in the centre” is not the soul or mind floating
ethereally above it all. After all, in preparation for the body
of each person, “the globe lay preparing quintillions of years
without one animal or plant, / For it the revolving cycles truly
and steadily roll’d” (LG 1891, 85). How could it be any other
way when “The whole theory of the universe is directed unerr-
ingly to one single individual-—namely to You” (LG 1891, 273).
Persons are certainly physically made up of atoms, but this only
explains them partially. For Whitman, all of material nature as
well as the ages and precedents of the past have been building
toward the birth of each person. In the final consideration, this
means that the material world cannot be the product of random
atomic collisions. Whitman recognizes this as a problem for
Epicureanism and explains in a notebook entry from 1866 that
while Lucretius and Epicurus expound “reason.—the reason
why—the how—practical—materialistic” this expounding
“seems to confound spiritualism with superstition & credulity”
(NUPM 1888). Schelling, and through his influence, Humboldt,
Coleridge, Carlyle, Emerson, and Whitman oppose this this view
of material nature as purposeless and inert, devoid of subjec-
tivity. To view matter this way, as “dead” is to miss not only the
miracles of the objective world, but to diminish the body and
the person as well.

5

A second plausible source of Whitman’s atomism is the rapid-
ly changing understanding of nineteenth-century chemistry.
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The rediscovery of Epicurean atomism had been an important
impetus for natural philosophers like Giordano Bruno, Galileo
Galillei, Pierre Gassendi, Robert Boyle, and Isaac Newton to
question the dominant Aristotelian view of the material world as
form and substance. By the 19" century, the concept of the atom
had become less heretical but no less controversial. Indeed, “it
experienced many vicissitudes in its painstaking accumulation
of empirical data, which oftentimes suffered from the imperfec-
tion of research tools and the difficult maturation of theoretical
concepts (for example, the distinction between atoms and mole-
cules).” The main debates of Whitman’s time centered not only
on the atom/molecule distinction but also “the determination
of a scale of atomic weights, the significance of ‘equivalents,’
the development of a chemical notation, the classification of
elements (which culminated in the period table), and many other
perhaps narrower but nonetheless important issues.”®

While, as discussed above, Whitman would have had little
access to the details of these developments, he did review to one
of the era’s most important books of the practical application
of chemistry, Justus von Liebig’s Chemistry in its Application
to Agriculture and Physiology. In the review, he praises Liebig’s
insights into “the essences of creation, and the changes, and the
growths, and formations and decays of so large a constituent
part of the earth, and the things thereof.”®® Mark Noble argues
that Whitman’s reading Liebig allowed him

the chance to reimagine not only the kinds of experience subjects qua
matter might discover and the kind of adhesive connections they might
form to one another; it also means the chance to reimagine and relocate
the spiritual power of subjectivity immanently within the material... in
other words, I see Whitman as practicing his chemistry as a kind of high-
stakes alchemy—a special chemistry of embodied presence in which per-
sons reduce to matter and matter converts to spirit.®

Clearly, as we have already seen, the poet was fascinated with
the deep incarnation of the spiritual in the physical, but the
scientific chemist Liebig would seem to be a strange place for
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him to discover this. A series of notebook entries that date from
around the same time as his review of Liebig presents the prob-
lem quite clearly. In one, the poet states that, “Different objects
which decay, and by the chemistry of nature, their bodies are
into spears of grass” (NUPM 57). This sentiment is one that he
could have gotten from Liebig’s work or from Coleridge’s Aids
to Reflection which he read around the same time, or his prior
reading of Wright’s A Few Days in Athens. This entry, howev-
er, is followed soon after by a rumination on material nature
that represents the opposite approach to chemistry than that of
Liebig. Whitman states,

The soul or spirit transmutes itself into all matter—into rocks, and
can live the life of a rock—into the sea, and can feel itself the sea—
into the oak, or other tree—into an animal, and feel itself a horse, a
fish, or a bird—into the earth—into the motions of the suns and stars—.

(NUPM 57)

Certainly there is a “high-stakes alchemy—a special chemistry
of embodied presence in which persons reduce to matter and
matter converts to spirit,” but this is not the empirical chemis-
try of Liebig. Rather it is much closer to the Naturphilosophie of
Schelling.

Indeed, had Liebig wanted to use this language, he very
well could have. He was quite familiar with Schelling’s ideas
of nature and had even attended the philosopher’s lectures in
Erlangen. His opinion, however, was that “Schelling possessed
no thorough knowledge in the province of natural science, and
the dressing up of natural phenomena with analogies and in
images, which was called exposition, did not suit me.”® In fact,
Liebig was the leading voice of a generation in the German-
speaking world that rejected Naturphilosophie. He complained
that “there was not a single chemical laboratory” in Prussia
and “too much emphasis was placed instead upon literary and
philosophical studies, including that ‘false Goddess and ‘Black
Death,” Naturphilosophie.”®® Yet despite these protestations
against Romantic science and accusations of materialism from
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the Catholic Church, Liebig himself “made a distinction between
organic chemistry and organized chemistry”:

Whereas organic chemicals outside a living vegetable or animal environment
obeyed the same rules as their inorganic counterparts, as did molecules under-
going fermentation or putrefaction, inside living systems they were under the
control of a vital force.*

Only a vital force could explain “the forms characteristic of a
living system,” and yet, this was not “experimental science but
a position as metaphysical as the reductionist aspirations of his
critics.”®® According to Liebig, there exists a chemical cycle that
connects living organisms with inorganic nature, but because
of his rejection of Schelling’s Naturphilosophie, he was forced to
resort to the idea of a “life force” in order to explain the differ-
ence between the two.

For Schelling, at least in the earlier Naturphilosophie that
was so influential on Coleridge, Carlyle, Emerson, and myriad
other Romantics,

every finite organism is related to every other upon which it to some de-
gree depends such that nature itself must be regarded as a self-enclosed
whole, an organism in its own right, a being which is the cause and ef-
fect of itself. Such organization is not explicable physically or mecha-
nistically; only the hypothesis of a single principle of life explains it.%

The mechanist-vitalist dichotomy and its separation of the
inorganic from the organic is overcome “by understanding the
universe itself as a living whole, an unconscious subject which
intends the anorganic as the condition of the possibility of the
organic.”’® Whitman may not have been privy to most of Schell-
ing’s works, but he certainly understood this principle of nature
quite early in his poetry. Ashe wrote in 1855 version of what would
become “I Sing the Body Electric,” left unchanged, except for
the removal of the ellipses, throughout all subsequent editions,
“As I see my soul reflected in nature . . . . as I see through a
mist one with inexpressible completeness and beauty . ...” (LG
1855, 80). Or as he put it in the 1856 “Poem of The Road” (later
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“Song of the Open Road”) and also left unchanged:

The earth never tires!
The earth is rude, silent, incomprehensible at first—nature is rude and
incomprehensible at first,
Be not discouraged—keep on—there are divine things, well enveloped,
I swear to you there are divine things more beau-
tiful than words can tell! (LG 1856, 231)

Whitman’s atomism and his vision of material transformation
certainly drew on sources like the Epicureanism of A Few Days
in Athens and the cutting-edge organic chemistry of Liebig, but
his discussion of the subjectivity, mind, or spiritual quality of
material nature also points to Schelling’s Naturphilosophie as
a deep influence. Even though he states it most clearly later in
his career after becoming more directly familiar with German
Idealism, the theme of the intimate connection between the Me
and Not Me is present even in his pre-Leaves of Grass writings.
In his 1852 novel The Life and Adventures of Fack Engle, Whit-
man muses about the connection between the human being,
material nature, and place as he looks on “the tombs of a father
and mother, natives of New York, with a numerous family of
their children.” The whole family, despite the difference in “the
periods of their dying” and roaming to distant places “had all
been brought here at last... and were there mouldering, but
together.” What strikes the narrator about the graves is not so
much the chemical processes of decomposition and fertilization,
but rather that

[h]Juman souls are as the dove, which went forth from the ark, and wan-
dered far, and would repose herself at last on no spot save that whence
she started. To what purpose has nature given men this instinct to die
where they were born? Exists there some subtle sympathy between the
thousand mental and physical essences which make up a human being,
and the sources where from they are derived?™

Any description of material nature that wants to include persons
in its purview must take this “subtle sympathy” into account.
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Atoms are far more than passive imperceptible bodies that lie at
the foundation of nature and give matter its sensual qualities.
Rather, they are the active, living source of objective nature, a
realm that human beings are deeply intertwined with through
their very bodies. For Whitman, as for Schelling, nothing that
makes up so wonderous a creature could ever be, at bottom,
inert mechanism.
The Catholic University of America
sollenberger@cua.edu
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