
A WHITMAN BICENTENNIAL ALBUM:

THE CELEBRATORY PROCESSION

In his influential essay “The Poet,” Ralph Waldo Emerson argues that 
the Poet is one whose vision “turns the world to glass, and shows us 
all things in their right series and procession.” Responding to Emer-
son’s description of poetic activity and justifying his claim to the title 
of The Poet, Walt Whitman declares that “All is a procession, / The 
universe is a procession with measured and perfect motion” (“I Sing 
the Body Electric”).  “Procession” can evoke the ceremonious and 
often sombre, as Webster’s 1844 definition confirms by positioning 
three common processional scenarios side-by-side—a clergy’s proces-
sion into church, a triumphal procession, and a funeral procession—
followed by a quote, “Him all his train / Follow’d in bright proces-
sion,” from Milton’s Paradise Lost, representative of stately Old World 
poetic tradition. But Webster truncates Milton’s description of the 
celestial procession, omitting the wherefore of their movements: the 
procession followed in order to “behold Creation and the wonders of 
His might,” after which came “acclamation and the sound sympho-
nious of ten thousand Harps,” enough to make the “empyrean ring.” 
Milton describes a heavenly celebration, a birthday party for the new 
Creation, complete with a choir, a band, and swingin’ incense. It is 
perhaps that celebratory strain that Emerson’s Poet can discern with-
in the universe, rather than a funeral march or a victor’s triumphant 
entry through the gates of a captured city. The celebratory procession 
is the very basis of Whitman’s poetic project, in which the celebration 
of self sings its way into ever-widening circles, until all space and all 
time find symphonious inclusion.

Like Milton’s angels on the first Sabbath, Whitman’s fans and 
followers have been celebrating a momentous birthday this year. Each 
party, performance, poetry reading, exhibition, and lecture has added 
its voice to a symphony that carries Whitman’s memory and his poetry 
around the world. It doesn’t take the sensitivity of Emerson’s nearly-di-

27

VOL. 36 NO. 4 (SPRING 2019)



vine Poet to observe this procession as it winds through cities, states, 
and nations, attesting Whitman’s wide appeal through a variety of trib-
utes. Multiple actors (of varying beard length) have depicted the Good 
Gray Poet; historians and museums have curated their collections 
and hosted educational talks; poets and lovers of poetry have stepped 
to the mic to share their favorite lines. As the lengthy Bibliography 
at the end of this issue suggests, the ever-growing body of literature 
on Whitman has swelled with books, magazines, and articles from 
view-points fittingly multitudinous and contradictory. For promoting 
many of these tributes, designers—hired professional and talented 
amateur—were called in to create stunning and useful works of adver-
tising art. Over the past year, WWQR has collected about a hundred 
of these posters, circulars, postcards, and digital marketing media, 
sent in by readers and discovered on the web. The album we have 
compiled from them is more representative than comprehensive, since 
collecting and documenting every Bicentennial observation would be 
a daunting task, even for a team of accomplished researchers. Perhaps 
the reader attended an event that is not represented in this album: do 
not be discouraged! Your celebration was still in the procession, still 
contributing to Whitman’s birthday symphony. 

The final 13 pages of the album are dedicated to Whitman treats—
tributes in the form of beer, cookies, ice cream, and, of course, birthday 
cakes. Whitman had promised readers in “Song of Myself” to “act as 
the tongue of you”; thanks to bakers and brewers, that tongue can be 
put to good use this Bicentennial year. Whitman once confessed to 
Horace Traubel his hankering for a late-night snack:

“I was up, it was near midnight: I felt a gnawing something here—a void”—
indicating his stomach and laughing— “so I took some of the cakes and ate 
them alone, in the dark, in the dead silence” (1:121). 

By contrast, Whitman’s bicentennial birthday cakes were at the center 
of noisy parties and cut around the world. Cake is so ubiquitous in 
birthday celebrations that a February event in Philadelphia was devot-
ed entirely to finding the perfect one for the city’s May 31st birthday 
party. Needless to say, all the entries were enticing and the winner is 
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truly an amazing confection. “How much (perhaps all) the value of a 
thing—your joy, satisfaction, with it—consists in having it just at the 
right time,” Whitman continues in his snacking confession. “That’s 
the way it was with the cakes.” The 2019 birthday cakes, coming in 
every shape, size, and flavor, made timely and joyous homage to a poet 
who would have gleefully joined in their disappearance. Though Whit-
man was fond of washing sweets down with a bottle of champagne, 
as Jerome Loving’s talk on Whitman’s seventieth birthday relates (see 
page 233), this year he could substitute a “Song of Myself” themed 
German-inspired American IPA. 

Ever one to take command of promotion, Whitman directs his 
future readers exactly how best to honor him: “Publish my name 
and hang up my picture as that of the tenderest lover” (“Recorders 
Ages Hence”). Many of the entries in our Bicentennial Album feature 
Whitman’s portrait—particularly the 1855 Hollyer frontispiece—
proving that publishing his name seems nearly inseparable from 
hanging up his picture. Through icing and fondant, his image even 
looks out prominently from several of the cakes and cookies. The 
constant presence of Whitman’s picture acts as an invitation into the 
bicentennial procession from celebrators of 2019 to the poet born in 
1819. Together, we have made the empyrean ring, and continue to 
invoke his presence as many of our celebrations continue. Milton’s 
angels stood beside the Creator to “behold Creation and the wonders 
of His might.” We stand with our poet, the “tenderest lover,” to 
commemorate his wondrous gift, Leaves of Grass, and to affirm that 
1819-2019 is a span of uninterrupted procession. 

The University of Iowa BRANDON JAMES O’NEIL
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