
EDITORIAL INTRODUCTION:              
WHITMAN AND CORRESPONDENCE

 STEFAN SCHÖBERLEIN AND ED FOLSOM 

In August 2023, The Walt Whitman Archive (www.whitmanarchive.org) marked 
the completion of the digital edition of Whitman’s two-way correspondence. To 
date, a total of 6,040 letters to and from the poet have been made available—fully 
annotated, often linked, and many offering high-resolution scans. Included in 
the edition are famous documents like Emerson’s 1855 note of congratulations 
for Leaves of Grass, as well as numerous, never-before-published letters, such as 
countless items of fan mail from the final years of Whitman’s life. The edition 
has drawn from public and private collections as well as previous print editions, 
most notably the multi-volume Correspondence (New York University Press, 
1961–1977), edited by Edwin Haviland Miller as part of the Collected Writings 
of Walt Whitman and its various supplements (including the final supplemental 
volume edited by Ted Genoways). After more than fifteen years and the generous 
support of federal grant agencies, scholarly publishers who allowed their print 
editions to be republished, and generations of Whitman Archive collaborators, 
Whitman’s Correspondence stands out as one of the most significant, thorough, 
and expansive editorial projects of its kind. 
	 Over the years, the Correspondence Project has benefitted from countless 
contributors from a variety of institutional backgrounds, including undergrad-
uate and graduate students, librarians, staff faculty, and external collabora-
tors. This effort was generously supported by an initial grant by the National 
Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) as well as multiple National Historical 
Publications and Records Commission (NHPRC) grants. It has long been the 
Whitman Archive’s policy to highlight and give credit to every contributor, and 
each digitized letter clearly identifies all whose work has gone into transcription, 
encoding, annotation, and proofing. This intensely collaborative effort has been 
guided by different project leads—Elizabeth Lorang, Kevin McMullen, Nicole 
Gray, and Stephanie M. Blalock— who all left an indelible mark on one of the 
Whitman Archive’s most ambitious projects to date. 
	 Throughout the decades, the Walt Whitman Quarterly Review has dedicated 
several issues to Whitman’s letters, mainly focused on new discoveries. The special 
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The special issue at hand marks the first one dedicated to scholarship that has 
grown out of the completed digital edition of Whitman’s two-way correspon-
dence. To date, the ease of use and comprehensiveness of the digital edition 
has not only made it a default element of scholarly inquiry into Whitman but 
enabled new modes of research for Whitman scholars. The essays in this special 
issue highlight both archival as well as interpretive approaches to Whitman's let-
ters. Nicholas Joseph’s essay examines queer letter-writing by mining Whitman’s 
correspondence for what the poet had once described as his “philosophy of cor-
respondence” (WWC, 9:3), focusing specifically on “paratextual materials” in 
Whitman’s work that draw from postscriptual practices developed in the poet’s 
“epistolary writings.” By focusing on materials that are often literally marginal to 
a given letter but, as Joseph argues, appear central to understanding Whitman’s 
thinking, the essay underscores the success of the Whitman Archive’s editorial ef-
fort. D. J. Sheppard’s contribution builds on this effort, examining the influence 
of Whitman on the British poet Charles William Dalmon, centered around a let-
ter of introduction (and barely veiled confession of love) by Dalmon to Whitman. 
The letter is extant in the Feinberg Collection at the Library of Congress and 
had never been transcribed or edited until it appeared on the Whitman Archive 
in 2017. Finally, Stephanie M. Blalock’s essay introduces an exciting correspon-
dence discovery, identifying a manuscript note from the late 1850s as a draft of a 
letter to the editor published in the New York Times—Whitman’s earliest known 
piece in that paper and a key text for rethinking Whitman’s relationship with 
engineering and public policy. Together, these three scholarly essays examine 
overlooked letter exchanges, epistolary practices, and postscriptual markings. In 
previous editions of Whitman’s letters, these elements were absent, invisible, or 
even outright excised. Now, they are extant and traceable in its digital edition, 
thereby foregrounding the material basis of what Whitman once described as 
the “very subtle” effect through which letters impact recipients—whether they 
be Whitman himself or the generations of scholars, students, and admirers of his 
now reading along on the Whitman Archive.
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