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Whitman and Melville loom large over the poetry of the American Civil War,
but it was not always so. Contemporary critics panned their Civil War poems.
The young Henry James complained in an 1865 review that Whitman’s vers-
es “openly pretend to be something better” (qtd. in 213); another anonymous
review liked “O Captain! My Captain!” but sniffed that it only showed “that
Walt Whitman could write true poetry if he would only consent to write either
rhyme or reason” (qtd. in 213). Melville fared no better: an 1866 review damned
his book as “a decided failure, but no worse than a hundred other books of verse
published every year” (qtd. 214). Yet a volume of essays like “This Mighty Convul-
sion”s Whitman and Melville Write the Civil War shows by just how far those early
reviewers missed the mark. Now Whitman’s Drum-Taps and Sequel to Drum-Taps
(1865) and Melville’s Battle-Pieces and Aspects of the War (1866) stand as two of
the most important, and most mature, literary responses to the secession war.

It is one of the enigmas of American history that the two writers, born the
same year and both New Yorkers, seem never to have crossed paths. But in his
opening essay, ““The Foulest Crime’: Whitman, Melville, and the Cultural Life
of a Phrase,” Ed Folsom suggests the tantalizing possibility that they read each
other’s Civil War poetry. Since Whitman published Drum-Taps first, his poem
“Year of Meteors,” which includes several lines about John Brown’s execution,
could have influenced Melville’s “The Portent,” which treats the same event,
and describes Brown’s beard as “the meteor of the war” (qtd. in 25). Then,
since Whitman continued writing and revising his Civil War poems for many
years, Melville’s Battle-Pieces could likewise have exerted some influence on
Whitman as well. Folsom examines the phrase “foulest crime,” which occurs
both in Melville’s “Misgivings” and in Whitman’s later poem about the dead
Lincoln, “This Dust Was Once the Man.” But whether they read each other or
not, Folsom argues that something even more important lies in the ambiguity of
their phrase. When Melville writes of “the world’s fairest hope linked with man’s
foulest crime,” does he mean slavery (qtd. in 26)? Secession? And when Whit-
man writes of Lincoln saving the Union “Against the foulest crime in history
known in any land or age,” does he refer to Booth’s assassination of Lincoln, to
secession, or to slavery (qtd. in 27)? Scholars simply cannot agree. Even if both
poets borrowed this common phrase from the public discourse of their day, its
wide range of meanings reveals just how contested the cause—and therefore the
ultimate meaning—of the war really was for the poets, just as it continues to be

204



WWOR VoL. 42 Nos. 3/4 (WINTER/SPRING 2025)

for Americans today.

This controversy over what happened, and why, became one of the great
problems during Reconstruction and beyond. Northern and Southern whites
embraced a narrative called Reconciliation, which muted the demonstrable
causes of the war—the racist ideology that undergirded slavery and therefore
secession—to focus instead on shared tragedy and remembering the brave dead
of both sides. As Ian Faith argues in his essay “Walt Whitman, Herman Melville,
and the American Civil War Poetry Anthology,” “Reconciliatory rhetoric domi-
nated because, over time, it became easier for Americans to remember the dead
on Memorial Day (established as Decoration Day in 1868) than to grapple with
the ideologies for which battles had been fought” (217).

Several of the essays in “This Mighty Convulsion” explore Whitman’s or
Melville’s complicity in such Reconciliationist narratives. Editors Sten and
Hoffman note in their foreword to the volume that both poets downplay or elide
slavery altogether: Melville’s book contains only one poem about a slave, and
Whitman’s none (6). Folsom likewise acknowledges the poets’ “reticence (or,
in Whitman’s case, virtual silence) on the key issue of slavery in the Civil War,”
and points to a single passing, and neutral, reference in Drum-Taps to slaves in
“Pioneers! O Pioneers!”, a poem Whitman eventually de-coupled from his Civil
War clusters altogether (25). Immediately after the war, neither author seems
eager to name—in poetry at least—the specific political and ideological roots of
the conflict.

For some scholars of Battle-Pieces, the most troubling locus is Melville’s
prose “Supplement,” a rhetorical plea for temperance and charity towards the
conquered South; in it, he identifies Southern whites as “communities who stand
nearer to us in nature,” than the freed African Americans (qtd. in 167). It is hard
to understand how these words could come from the author of Benito Cereno.
Timothy Marr examines this problematic statement in his essay, “‘Nearer to
Us in Nature’: The South and Melville’s Literary Lost Cause,” where he argues
that Melville’s literary ambitions and appreciation for “the ideal qualities of the
South” led him into a Reconciliationist position that informs Battle-Pieces (156).
Marr makes the insightful observation that just like Whitman, “Melville aspired
to be a national writer” whose “words ... might associate with all sections of
the nation” (154). Marr persuasively points to Melville’s essay “Hawthorne
and His Mosses,” where the author encompasses North and South by calling
himself “A Virginian spending July in Vermont” (qtd. in 154); Marr argues that
Melville valued “the noble virtues associated with a seemingly natural aristoc-
racy” present especially in the South (158). We see this in Battle-Pieces poems
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such as “Donelson,” where Melville’s speaker describes Southern officers as
“of patrician race / Splendid in courage” (qtd. in 156). Though sympathetic
towards Melville’s attempt to navigate the dilemma of Reconstruction amicably,
Marr ultimately identifies in Melville’s prose “Supplement” “a racial stance that
opened a chasm between reconciling white Northerners and Southerners as
Americans and recognizing black men and women as humans” (167).

Brian Yothers resists this Reconciliationist reading of Bartle-Pieces, in
“Melville’s Reconstructions: The Moorish Maid in ‘Lee in the Capitol.”” Yoth-
ers argues persuasively that the “Supplement” itself, while pleading for peace-
able Reconstruction, “is clear-eyed about the evil that slavery and racism repre-
sent” (192): in it, Melville explicitly calls slavery an “atheistical iniquity,” and
he describes the Southern rebellion as seeking to build “an Anglo-American
empire based upon the systematic degradation of man” (qtd. in 192). Further-
more, Yothers sees in Melville’s poem “Lee in the Capitol” a complex irony
that calls for sympathy towards the South yet undermines its racist ideological
cornerstone. The poem depicts Lee’s 1866 testimony before Congress, to which
Melville adds a fictional speech in verse. In it, LLee counsels Northerners to
exercise moderation in their victory over the conquered South; to this end, the
defeated general offers a parable about a Muslim girl “In Moorish lands” (qtd.
in 196). “Brought to confess” Christianity, she nonetheless refuses to repudiate
her Muslim father to prove her fidelity to her new religion (qtd. in 196). Instead,
she will undergo whatever her father does, perhaps even hell: “But here with
him through every trial go, / Nor leave him though in flames below—" (qtd. in
196). Melville’s fictionalized Lee applies the parable to Southerners, whose deep
loyalties to place and kinship bonds led them into treason. Yothers argues that
the poem presents these loyalties “as both morally admirable and psychologically
understandable,” which reveals Melville’s sympathy for the South (197). Yet, as
Yothers shows, Melville’s subtle use of religion and race in the parable actually
undermines the foundations of the Confederacy. First, “Since both Lee and the
senators would regard Islam as falling short of the truth of Christianity, Melville
here suggests that the South has been in the wrong” (196-197); second, since
“Moorish” could include North African heritage, Melville ironically depicts Lee
defending the South with the tale of a heroine who is not only not white, but who
in fact may be African. In other words, as Yothers puts it, “Lee is able to make
a case for the South in this poem only by accepting the North’s moral narrative
for the war” (197).

There are troubling statements and equally-troubling silences in Whit-
man’s and Melville’s responses to Reconstruction. But in “Reconciliation as
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Sequel and Supplement: Drum-Taps and Battle-Pieces,” Peter J. Bellis shows that
the very structure of their books reveals how the poets understood one thing
well: that the war itself had not accomplished “the reconstitution of the nation
as a whole” (80). Beginning with the penetrating question “Why does Drum-
Taps require a sequel and Battle-Pieces a supplement?”, Bellis argues that these
not-quite-integrated sections “are open-ended, forward-and outward-looking,
turning toward the reader and deferring closure” (69, 80). For the optimistic
Whitman, Reconciliation will occur, even if—for the eventual author of Demo-
cratic Vistas—only someday in the future. Bellis sees the skeptical Melville as
not so sure. Either way, Bellis argues that this literary deferral of closure was
farsighted, “for the tasks of reconciliation and reunification still remain” (82).

However, the best of their Civil War poems work to respond to the expe-
rience of war itself. Vanessa Steinroetter, in “Materiality in the Civil War Poetry
of Melville and Whitman,” describes how Americans dislocated from each other
during the war used “material objects such as letters, photographs, and locks of
hair” to bridge the distances and provide “consolation and a physical connec-
tion to the absent individual” (33); she observes that in the same way, Whitman
and Melville turn to “the sentimental object” in their war poems (35). But an
object, however sentimental or symbolic, has an unpredictable power to trigger
unintended memory, as Steinroetter argues the rifle does in Melville’s “The
Returned Volunteer to his Rifle”; it can also elude interpretation, as she argues
the banner does in Whitman’s “The Song of the Banner at Day-Break”.

If war made inanimate objects more meaningful, perhaps even into
sentimental surrogates for living or dead humans, Steinroetter also notes that
the destruction of the human body in wartime conversely led to “the shocking
realization that it [the body] might simply be another thing” (33). Kyle Barton,
in “Whitman’s Disarming Poetics: Recuperating the Language of the Body in
Drum-Taps,” observes that this objectification of the human body occurs in the
very language of wartime, when “arms” refer not to human limbs but to weap-
ons (87). Barton reads Whitman’s final version of the “Drum-Taps™ cluster as
enacting a “semantic recuperation” of this word “arms” (95); Barton shows
very persuasively how “The first nineteen instances. . . all clearly refer to mili-
tary weapons,” until in “The Wound-Dresser” and finally in “LLook Down Fair
Moon” Whitman uses “arms” to refer to human limbs, “restoring the language
of the body to human tissue” and “making that body visible within language
again” (95, 89). And as Barton observes, the arms draw human bodies together
(96): “Many a soldier’s loving arms,” the speaker of “The Wound-Dresser” says,
“about this neck have cross’d and rested” (LOA LG, 445).
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While the language of war threatened to obscure the human body, the war
itself often destroyed it altogether. As Adam Bradford observes in “Embodying
the Book: Mourning for the Masses in Drum-Taps,” this made it difficult for
nineteenth-century Americans even to grieve their dead: “No bodies meant no
true rituals of mourning and therefore no relief from the pain of grief” (100).
Bradford sees Drum-Taps—both the poetry and the physical book—as an
intervention and a response to this cultural disruption. Even before the book
was published, Bradford argues, Whitman was about this work of somehow
preserving the soldiers in language and on paper: in the hospital, Whitman kept
little notebooks which contained a kind of “catalog of soldiers, including details
like names, dates, ranks, regiments, hometowns, wounds received, and confits
desired” (103). Closely examining one of these entries, about a soldier named
Williams, Bradford observes that this becomes more that simply a memory aid
for Whitman’s hospital volunteering: “In literarily preserving Williams, Whit-
man finds a means of preserving and perpetuating a portion of his identity and
maintaining an affective connection to him despite his material destruction”
(104).

If this textual preservation was done out of respect for the dead, it also
ministered to the living. In a culture greatly concerned with what is known as
“The Good Death,” it was a great tragedy not to witness the death of a loved
one. As Bradford argues, poems like “A March in the Ranks Hard Prest, and
the Road Unknown” “could provide an increasingly desperate public with the
endings of their soldiers’ life narratives” (105): “But first I bend to the dying
lad—his eyes open—a half-smile gives he me; / Then the eyes close, calmly
close, and I speed forth to the darkness. . .” (qtd. in 107). This soldier, like the
dead soldier in “Vigil Strange I Kept on the Field One Night,” remains both
unnamed and unaffiliated with a particular army North or South, which means
that “as many readers as possible can impress this image with the identity of a
beloved soldier” (107-108).

Finally, Bradford argues, the physical book “materially suggests itself as
the much-longed-for physical traces of a soldier whose body might otherwise
have been annihilated by war” (111). Bradford observes, as have others, that the
color of the two Drum-Taps bindings—first red-brown, then dark red—suggest
dried and liquid blood (112). Less persuasive is Bradford’s claim that the book
resembles the “plain rectangular wooden coffins in which soldiers were buried”
(112); and if the squiggling “typographical ornaments” of Drum-Taps do indeed
evoke “chevrons of rank” and the decorations upon “the vests and caps of the
volunteers and enlisted men,” side-by-side images of the book and uniforms
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would have helped readers to see the similarity (112).

The publication of “This Mighty Convulsion™ in 2019 was a good sign. It
was a sign that scholars, teachers, and readers still find something compelling
in the Civil War poems of Whitman and Melville. We are still moved by Drum-
Taps and Battle-Pieces, still troubled and perplexed by them. The volume of
essays faces the usual structural challenge of imposing some kind of order and
unity upon a dozen different scholarly projects. Its critical approach most often
blends close reading with cultural studies, and its bibliography is an incredible
resource for those of us who spend a lot of time thinking about American liter-
ature between 1855 and 1866.

Although the volume may not radically alter our understanding of Whit-
man’s life and writings, Christopher Ohge’s essay “Melville’s Historical Imagi-
nation in “The House-top’,” shows just how much fruit ongoing scholarly work
on Melville’s deep reading continues to bear. Drawing on the work of Merton
Sealts and the digital archive Melville’s Marginalia Online, Ohge reads Melville’s
much-anthologized poem about the New York draft riots in light of his echo-
ing of numerous other texts, most significantly Wordsworth’s The Excursion.
Looking at Melville’s marginalia in The Excursion alongside his “The House-
top” poem, Ohge comments that in “The House-top,” “eight of its last eleven
lines allude to marked passages in The Excursion” (183). Wordsworth’s character
“The Solitary,” disillusioned by human nature and civilization after the mob
violence of the French Revolution, shapes Melville’s embittered reflection on the
four-day draft riots, which turned into a race riot and left over a hundred people
dead (184). When “The Solitary” goes West to “Leave this unknit Republic to
the scourge / Of her own passions,” Melville underlined some of the passage and
wrote in the margin (qtd. in 185): “186 | & | 186,” an annotation which was
partly cut off when the volume was rebound, and which Ohge persuasively reads
as years of the Civil War, perhaps the outbreak in 1860 and the draft riots in
1863 (qtd. in 185). It is fascinating to see Melville working so hard to understand
American current events by reading the poetry of Wordsworth.

Melville won himself few friends in his day for his skepticism in poems
like “The House-top,” where he reads both the riot and its suppression by the
Federal Military as proving self-government impossible, a “grimy slur on the
Republic’s faith implied” (qtd. in 185). Quoting Melville’s “The Conflict of
Convictions,” editors Sten and Hoffman describe Melville’s view that the Civil
War “had transformed the nation, forcing the ‘Founder’s dream’ to flee” (5).
Indeed, some of Melville’s sharp-eyed Civil War poetry has more in common
with the later, bitter poems of the First World War; but it provides a powerful
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counterbalance to Whitman’s Civil War poems, which—moving as they still
are—take a more sentimental view of the conflict.

Yet Whitman’s beautiful poetry certainly did some cultural labor in what
Bradford calls the “sentimental economy” of postwar grieving (117). Bradford
tells an amazing episode from Whitman’s life, when in 1891 he received a letter
from a Confederate soldier’s widow, Theresa Brown; she had read his Civil War
memorial poem “A Twilight Song” the year before, and she enclosed for him a
memorial poem of her own. Bradford comments:

By mourning together, Whitman and Brown’s exchange seemed to promise, we can find
ourselves reconnected to the dead we have lost, and we can see ourselves as part of a larger
collective whose citizenry is now affectively annealed through the shared pain of grief. (117)

The history of Reconstruction and its failures shows that this “larger collective”
excluded African Americans in some very grave ways from the American polity;
and as some of the essays in “This Mighty Convulsion™ attest, neither poet seems
willing to take a hardline stance for racial justice and equality in the immediate
aftermath of the war. But that does not negate the beauty and the power of their
poetry, or their very real contribution to the literature of the Civil War. Indeed,
the episode of Theresa Brown, the Confederate widow, should give us hope
that our own writing and cultural productions—Iimited as they are by our own
frailties, our blind spots, and by the necessarily narrowed vision of each place
and time—could still do some healing work in the human heart, and perhaps in
America at large.
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