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“In this most Christian of worlds, all poets are Jews,” says Marina Tsvetayeva
in “Poem of the End” (1924). Dara Barnat’s Walt Whitman and the Making of
Jewish American Poetry could be read as an experiment in imagining Walt Whit-
man as Jewish, or part of a Jewish American lineage running throughout the
twentieth and into the twenty-first century. For generations of Jewish American
poets, as Barnat shows, Whitman was a model for being a poet: the figure of the
outsider, the stranger, the boundary-breaker, and the compassionate witness. He
epitomized an American ideal of inclusivity which invited various and diverse
Jewish American poets into the large tent of literary America— a place more
forgiving, less violent, more tolerant, than the actual America of the twentieth
century. For most of these poets, Whitman helped to create a lineage, a coun-
tertradition, if you will, of an open, vital poetic form that ran counter to the
staid traditions inherited from the High Modernists. Though Whitman lacked a
certain kind of Jewish humor, a tone or quality of being “nervous, ironic, mean,
even nasty,” as Gerald Stern puts it (101), he was read and reimagined as a kind
of anti-establishment anti-WASP machine, who gave permission to poets from
Charles Reznikoff to Allen Ginsberg to Marge Piercy and more, to add their
voice to the American song. Throughout these adoptions and affinities, Barnat
convincingly traces the highly ambivalent (and even “nasty”!) relations Jewish
American poets had with Whitman—the way they both embrace and critique
him in poems, essays, and reflections.

The book is organized into four main chapters. The first two chapters tell
the lesser-known story of Whitman’s influence in roughly the first half of the
twentieth century, his adoption by the Jewish Objectivist poets, namely Charles
Reznikoff, as well as in the mid-century poets Karl Shapiro’s and Kenneth
Koch’s ambivalent relations to Whitman. Though Reznikoff seemed at times
to disavow Whitman’s influence, his poetry is steeped with Whitman’s style,
syntax, and aura: from his long walks through New York City, to his search for
God in nature, and his compassionate gaze at marginalized others. The chapter
contains a discussion of a wonderful section from “A Compassionate People”
that echoes “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking:” “Out of the strong, sweet-
ness; / and out of the dead body of the lion of Judah, / the prophecies and the
psalms; / out of the slaves of Egypt” (36).

Immediately following, Barnat’s chapter on Shapiro and Koch shows
how the two poets (similar to African-American poets in the twentieth century
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such as Langston Hughes and June Jordan) “ethnicized” Whitman, to create a
lineage that would oppose High Modernism. Pound and Eliot, as well as Hart
Crane, were representatives of an academic poetry that was inaccessible, elitist.
In addition to stylistic differences which set the High Modernists apart from
these Jewish figures, Barnat shows that some were also actually antisemites.
Thus, adopting Whitman helped these Jewish American poets “confront liter-
ary, political, and cultural exclusion” (76), transforming the American literary
landscape.

The third chapter is Barnat’s most powerful intervention into the critical
canon; she takes up the familiar engagement of mid-century American Jewish
poets with Whitman — especially Allen Ginsberg’s enthusiastic embrace of Whit-
man — and puts it into the context of the greater Jewish-American engagement
with Whitman. She shows that Ginsberg’s (as well as Muriel Rukeyser’s and
Gerald Stern’s) affinity with Whitman should be read against a longer and more
complex lineage, namely his adoption by Reznikoff. In this chapter, Whitman
1s not only imagined as a Jew, but almost as a kind of wild, passionate, prophet-
ic ostjuden, an Eastern European or Russian Jew, who challenges and airs out
conventional German Jewish orthodoxies and hypocrisies.

Barnat’s final chapter traces Jewish American women’s tradition of
engagement with Whitman. With Rukeyser as foremother, Adrienne Rich,
Alicia Ostriker, and Marge Piercy all find “permission” through Whitman to be
contradictory, to question boundaries, to be “split at the roots” (as in the title
of Rich’s famous essay), to agitate for political change, to have loud bodies, to
hold “power without authority,” as Ostriker puts it (123). The last section of the
chapter reads Piercy’s “prayer-poems,” in The Art of Blessing the Day, showing
how her “blessing for the rising of the bread, / the sun, the oppressed” turn
Whitman’s biblical style back into actual liturgy.

Throughout the book, the category of Jewishness (or Judaism?) is some-
what vacant. Perhaps this is a reflection of the American Jewish poets themselves,
who are alienated from their own Jewish identity. In “To Jewishness” Kenneth
Koch writes, “But Judaism, the one who goes with you / And is your guide,
supposedly, / Oddly separated / From you” (72). This seems like a good way of
describing Barnat’s engagement with Judaism in her monograph. While Judaism
could be reduced to a “New York” vibe, a collections of ticks and ambivalences
about one’s own identity, as well as a biblical style (more on that later), the poets
Barnat discusses seem to go deeper: in identifying with historical figures, such
as Uriel da Costa, Baruch Spinoza (not a rabbi, as Barnat mistakenly states), in
engaging with Jewish textual tradition, and possibly in challenging Christian
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dichotomies of mind and body through an alternate Jewish metaphysics. I could
imagine more intricate close readings of the way these Jewish poems rewrite
traditional texts, or how they add Yiddish and Hebrew syntax into English. I
could also imagine more focus on post-biblical sources such as Mishna and
Talmud. (For example, Piercy’s blessings seem to draw on the Mishna’s tractate
Brachot, i.e. blessings.) Particularly, I was missing a deeper engagement with
Jewish secular textual tradition which, as Barnat quotes Maeera Schreiber, “may
at once evacuate and intensify the sacred narrative it takes as its precursor”
(118).

One of the ways that Whitman is identified as Jewish throughout the book
is through his biblical, specifically prophetic, themes and style. Many Jewish
poets, as Barnat describes, found familiar biblical rhythms in Whitman. In
some sense, Whitman’s biblical style (variously referred to in the book as loosely
anaphoric, psalm-like, prophetic, etc.) helped these poets adopt and “convert”
Whitman to Judaism. For example, Barnat writes about Shapiro: “By under-
standing Whitman as a prophetic poet, presumably like any of the Jewish proph-
ets of the Bible with extraordinary knowledge and insight, Shapiro positions
Whitman in a Jewish context” (61). Or later she quotes Piercy, who writes: “I
found in Whitman a confirmation of earlier rhythms from Jewish liturgy and the
Torah and the Psalms” (132). However, reading Whitman’s biblical/prophetic
position as Jewish seems inaccurate, or rather glosses over a pretty radical act of
conversion.

Whitman’s prophetic persona, as his biblical style, especially his biblical
parallelism, emerges from a Protestant tradition, embodied by eighteenth centu-
ry biblical exegetes like Bishop Robert Lowth, and taken up by English and
German poets, from Christopher Smart to William Blake, to William Word-
sworth and more. It also builds upon a Protestant American church oratory, and
probably a radical dissenting Protestant tradition going back to the seventeenth
century. When Alicia Ostriker mentions “Isaiah. Jeremiah. Amos” as embodying
a Jewish notion of “speak[ing] truth to power,” she is reclaiming these figures
back from a Protestant literary tradition into a Jewish cultural pride. Ostriker, a
scholar of Blake, knowingly echoes Blake’s Isianic voice of God as “the voice of
honest indignation.” Allen Ginsberg’s poetry also consciously intervenes in this
Protestant lineage—in response to a question about his musicality he responds
that “I was more conscious of Christopher Smart, and Blake’s Prophetic Books,
and Whitman and some aspects of Biblical rhetoric” (see Tom Clark, “Art of
Poetry VII: Allen Ginsberg,” The Paris Review [1966]). Even modern Hebrew
Jewish poets had to negotiate with this essentially Christian lineage to reclaim a
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Jewish prophetic poetry — such as H.N. Bialik working through Alexander Push-
kin. The distinction between a Protestant biblical tradition, and the reclaiming
of Whitman as continuing the rhythms and themes of the Jewish Bible, is argu-
ably of more importance to American Jewish literature than the adoption of
Whitman as a literary ancestor.

Central to Barnat’s argument is the way in which Jewish American poets
throughout the twentieth century imagined themselves into a Whitmanian
lineage. The introduction starts out quoting Kenneth M. Price’s characteriza-
tion of the way Emma Goldman and Horace Traubel “constructed [Whitman]
as a semi-miraculous father figure” (21). The book ends with C.K. Williams’s
ambivalent comments on “Whitman’s inspiration,” which, for Barnat, echo the
poets that she focuses on (such as Rukeyser, Stern, Ostriker, Piercy). This inspi-
ration, per Williams, is “more raw than Bloom’s ‘anxiety of influence,” more
primitive: there’s no question of influence here, it’s more a colonization .
the fear that if I give myself over too completely to him, my own poet will be
annihilated” (142). While Barnat does not take up Bloom’s model of The Anxiety
of Influence— and rightly sol— she does chart the ambivalent relations between
American Jewish poets and their illustrious adopted ancestor. These poets both
embraced and critiqued Whitman, drew upon him and disagreed with him, even
while they were given permission for a new expansive poetics, and accepted an
invitation into his promise of American poetry. While these ambivalences were
carefully mapped in the book, I would have liked to see a deeper theorization of
the kind of lineage these poetic relations construct.

Bloom’s theory of influence is quite outdated, but its advantage is to
imagine the ambivalences poets describe toward previous generations of poets
as a Freudian “family romance.” That is, Bloom creates a complex narrative
structure for feelings of love and hate, desire and repulsion. These narratives
of “family romances” between poets have been complicated and deepened in
recent years by scholars like Zohar Weiman-Kalman, who writes in Queer Expec-
tations: A Genealogy of Fewish Women’s Poetry about the affiliations and networks
between generations of Jewish women’s poetry. For Weiman-Kalman, these
networks (which include her as a scholar) create queer affiliations between past
and present, a way in which the present turns backward to past figures, resisting
simplistic reproductive futurity. I wonder if ideas of “queer expectancy” would
be useful in imagining Whitman as a gay and Jewish forefather for many of these
poets.

I want to close with what, to my mind, are some of the most valuable
contributions of the book, which retrieves Jewish American poets as important
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readers of Whitman throughout the twentieth century. These poets had new
and exciting insights about Whitman as a poet. For example, Rukeyser revised
the typical way of reading Whitman’s lists: “these successions are not to be
called catalogues. That name has thrown readers off; it is misleading. What we
are confronted with here, each time, is not a list, but a sequence with its own
direction” (85). Or Ginsberg: “I write poetry because Walt Whitman gave world
permission to speak with candor /I write poetry because Walt Whitman opened
up poetry’s verse line for unobstructed breath” (93). In addition to character-
izing Whitman’s lines beautifully as opening for “unobstructed breath,” the
repetition of Walt Whitman’s full name in the poem becomes an incantation, a
summoning, an invitation and a benediction, almost as if he is calling Whitman
up for an aliyah to the secular torah of poetry.
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